Chapter One

Contexts: The Frontier, William Burroughs
and the Cold War

The purpose of this opening chapter is to define the key terms of the thesis, as
suggested by its title: William Burroughs and the American Frontier. The first section
will concentrate on tracing the shifting definitions of the frontier, with particular
attention paid to definitions relating to American history, culture and literature. The
second section, which centres on defining "William Burroughs", discusses the
theoretical debate over authorship, places William Burroughs in the context, to quote
Susan Howe, of "family, history and ideology", and reviews the critical constructions
of William Burroughs as pioneer.' The final section provides a historical context for
Burroughs' writing in the 1950s, by relating Burroughs' reading of Count Alfred
Korzybski, Oswald Spengler and Wilhelm Reich to key themes in American post-war

society.
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I: The American Frontier

As Elliot West suggests in his essay "American Frontier", the word "frontier" is
one of the most "evocative and elusive" words in the "American idiom".> It is a word
that must be handled carefully, since it has many interrelated, but often contradictory,
meanings. In this study, the term "frontier" will be deliberately used in a variety of
different ways. The frontier will be seen as a literal location, a geographic area at
which a frontier is situated. The frontier is also represented as an on-going historical
process, one which moves through and effects geographical regions but is not tied to
them. The definitions of "frontier" employed here relate not only to external,
geographical space, but also to "inner space", the unexplored areas of consciousness
which William Burroughs has claimed to be moving through.: It will also be seen as a
metaphoric location, both as an indeterminate no man's land between binary opposites,
and as the borderline which separates those opposites. Since the primary subject of
this study is a novelist, the term "frontier" will also be used in relation to literary
experimentation, and to describe the treatment, within literary texts, of genre,
authorship and identity. Such an open-ended approach clearly has its dangers, and it
is therefore necessary to provide an overview of previous definitions of frontiers, so

that the definitions used here are placed in their proper historical context.

The "Frontier" in New Western History

The definition of the word "frontier" has always been an area of critical debate,
but in the last ten years that debate has intensified considerably, and in particular, it
has intensified with regard to definitions of an "American frontier". This debate has
centred on the transition taking place within scholarship on the American West

between what is termed "Old Western History" and "New Western History". As with



14

most critical debates, a simplistic depiction of a struggle between opposed groups,
here the "Old" and "New" Western Historians, detracts attention from interesting
continuities and conflicts between and within the opposing groups. Nonetheless, it
can certainly be stated that a key group of historians writing on the American West,
particularly Patricia Limerick, Donald Worster and William G. Robbins, have
expressed the need for a paradigm shift in understanding the history of the region.
One important aspect of the shift they propose is to question the usefulness of the term
"frontier" in describing historical developments within the American West.

The "Old Western" school is closely associated with Frederick Jackson Turner,
who gave the most famous definition of the American frontier in his 1893 essay, "The
Significance of the Frontier in American History".© Patricia Limerick describes
Turner's essay as the "cornerstone of the Old Western History".c Turner claimed that
he wrote "The Significance of the Frontier in American History" in response to a
"bulletin" put out in 1890 by the "Superintendent of the Census".c This "brief official
statement", quoted by Turner, declared that the "frontier of settlement" had been "so
broken into by isolated bodies of settlement" that the "frontier line" could no longer

",

"have a place in the census reports."” Turner, writing only three years after this
declaration, was already writing in nostalgic vein for the frontier that he felt was now
closed forever. The closure of the frontier was, Turner wrote, a "great historic
movement."s To the New Western Historians, this nostalgic perspective is deeply
problematic, and Turner's thesis, which until recently has served as the most
consistent framework for both populist and critical conceptions of the frontier, is
considered an inadequate model, a "quaint and mythical" reminder of "a different
national mood."

Turner's emphasis, in "The Significance of the American Frontier in History",

was on the frontier as process, and that process involved, in Turner's account, the
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forming of the American character, and the gradual breaking of ties with Europe. "The
frontier", he wrote, "is the line of most rapid and effective Americanization." Linked
to this process of Americanization was the transforming effect of the "wilderness",
and of the "simplicity of the primitive society", which the newly arrived Europeans
encountered at the frontier.” The wilderness took the "European" and stripped the
"garments" of his "civilization".” In adopting to the wilderness, Turner argued, the
"colonist" was forced to turn native: he planted "Indian corn", shouted "the war cry"
and followed "the Indian trail."» This "continuous" interaction with the "simplicity of
primitive life" had meant that, up until the 1890 census report, "American social
development" had "been continually beginning over again on the frontier."* The
frontier was therefore connected, in Turner's reading, with the idea of "perennial
rebirth", the recurrent transformation, by immersion into the primitive Indian society
and the wilderness, of the American identity. Turner's romanticization of the process
of Americanization has been severely criticised by the New Western Historians,
notably Donald Worster, who claims that Turner's "strong patriotic impulses" blinded
him to the "shameful side of the westward movement".

Turner's frontier model was based on dualistic formulations. He presented the
American frontier, for example, as the "meeting point between savagery and
civilization."”  While Turner romanticized the influence of native Americans on the
process of Americanization, they nonetheless remained the savage other, who were,
even in Turner's stirringly celebratory reading, not only to be emulated by the colonist
but also to be conquered. As Gerald Thompsom notes, in his essay "Pioneer Ideals
and the State University" Turner stated that the "first ideal of the pioneer was that of
conquest", and that his "task was to fight with nature for the chance to exist."* The
"mountainous ramparts", the "desolate grass-clad prairies", the "arid deserts," and "a

fierce race of savages" all had "to be met and defeated."® As Richard White and
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Annette Kolodny have pointed out, Turner's bifurcated model of the frontier was
gendered. The Old Western Historians "culturally coded" the "far side" of the frontier
as "feminine".» The land beyond the frontier was "virgin", awaiting its "white
American groom."” As Kolodny points out, Turner metaphorically linked the virgin
land, an untouched woman, with the "hope of rebirth and regeneration".” As with
Turner's romanticisation of the Indian "savages", however, there was a darker side to
the pursuit of "regeneration", since the story told by the Old Western Historians, as
White points out, concerned the masculine attempt to "overcome and dominate a
feminine nature."»

The shift in perspective from the Old to the New Western Historians can be
explained, partially at least, in terms of shifting political attitudes towards and within
the American West. According to Limerick, Turner's frontier thesis, with its mythic,
nostalgic reaffirmation of American exceptionalism, was "trounced in the 1930s and
1940s", and indeed the 1950s, notably by Fred A. Shannon, Henry Nash Smith and
Earl Pomeroy.» However, being well suited "for carrying the ideological freight of the
cold war", the Turner thesis was, in Limerick's words, "pulled out on the road again"
in the 1950s, only to "run full tilt into the 1960s".= It was the 1960s, with its cultural
currents of disillusion and discontent, that provided the emotional basis for the New
Western History. William G.Robbins, in his essay "The Emergence of New
Paradigms", quotes William Howarth: "After Dallas and Vietnam it was hard to
admire gunfighters or new frontiers [...] Today, the Western news is of dying farms
and toxic dumps, the latest detonation at Ground Zero."» Faced with changed political
and historical circumstances, the New Western Historians turned away from the
dualistic, mythic frontier presented by Turner, and employed instead theoretical
models that stressed, to quote William G. Robbins, "race, class, capitalism and related

themes."” Limerick, citing "Thomas Kuhn's model of paradigm shifts", claims that by
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the late 1970s, the "pressures had built up on the fault lines" of the "old" Turnerian
"paradigm" and "something had to give."* According to Limerick, new research
conducted in the areas of Indian, Chicano, Asian-American, feminist, environmental,
legal, social and urban history constituted the "principal force" that heightened the
"abundant tensions along the fault line of the frontier model."»

One of the primary shifts in perspective suggested by the New Western
Historians has been their movement away from the term "frontier". As Limerick
suggests, Turner left his own definition "curiously befogged", first offering, in
Limerick's description, a "clear and concrete definition", the "frontier" as "a place
occupied by fewer than two people per square mile", but then immediately arguing
that the term was "an elastic one" that did not require "sharp definition".» In practice,
Limerick argues, the term "frontier" is "nationalistic and often racist" when "clearly
and precisely defined", being, "in essence, the area where white people get scarce".»
When it is used without these ethnocentric connotations, it "loses", according to
Limerick, "an exact definition".» Instead, Limerick proposes a "number of terms" to
"characterize the process that shaped" the West: "invasion, conquest, colonization,
exploitation, development, expansion of the world market."* These definitions allow
the study of an on-going process shaping the history of the American West, which
continued after Turner's closure of the frontier in 1893, and indeed, continues today.

There are two possible responses to Limerick's disavowal of the term "frontier".
The first, followed by Annette Kolodny in her essay "Letting Go Our Grand
Obsessions: Notes Toward a New Literary History of the American Frontiers" (1992),
is to propose a non-Eurocentric definition of "frontier". Kolodny defines the frontier
as a "locus of first cultural contact".* Such a definition of "frontier" widens to include
frontier environments in which there was no European involvement. Kolodny

describes the "frontier processes in pre-colonial America", in which, for example,
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"Pueblo-dwelling agriculturists and Apachean hunter-collectors confronted one
another in present-day New Mexico and Arizona."* Mary Louise Pratt suggests a
similar conception of a "contact zone" in Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and
Transculturation (1992), although she differentiates between a "contact zone" and a
"colonial frontier", which she perceives to be "grounded within a European
expansionist perspective".” Another non-Eurocentric definition is provided by Gloria
Anzalduaa, in Borderlands|La Frontera (1987). Anzaldua uses the term "borderlands",
rather than "frontier", to describe not only a geographic "contact zone", the "Texas -
U.S. Southwest / Mexican border", but also to describe areas of contact between
different genders, psychologies, races, classes, and languages.*

The second possible response to Limerick's refusal of the term "frontier" is
suggested by Michael P. Malone in his essay "Beyond the Last Frontier". Malone
advocates a global perspective for the study of the frontier process, so as to "see
beyond the introspectiveness of Turner's America."* Malone draws attention, for
example, to the work of L.S. Stavrianos. In Global Shift (1982), Stavrianos depicted
"wave after wave of capitalistic expansionism radiating out of the core metropolis of
northwestern Europe, reducing first eastern Europe to 'third world' or economically
colonial status, then the Americas, finally the long established civilizations of India,
Russia and China, and the nearly impenetrable heartland of Central Africa."» To
Stavrianos, writes Malone, the "key fact of modern history" has been this pattern of
"European conquest".# Using such a global modal, the ethnocentrism that Limerick
finds inherent in the term "frontier" becomes once more vital to its meaning. That is,
the "frontier" process that Turner traces across the American continent can be seen as
a wider process of European colonization, beginning, as Walter Nugent suggests, with
the Norse expansion into Iceland and Greenland, and including the attempted white

American expansion into Mexico, the Pacific Rim and South America.» Given the
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primary subject of this thesis is a white, male, upper-middle class WASP writer,
William Burroughs, it is inevitable that the term "frontier" will most often be
employed here in its ethnocentric incarnation. This definition of the "frontier",
directly linked to white European and later white American imperialism, will be
applied, for example, to Burroughs' residency in Mexico City, and his expeditions into
South America, recorded in his correspondence and fictionalised in The Yage Letters
(1963).

Such a model, however, raises in turn further questions. What meaning, for
example, does the term "frontier", used in this ethnocentric sense, have in the post-
colonial world? Malone notes that Stavrianos' global history concludes with the
"successful struggle", after World War I, "of one third world after another to break the
bonds of colonialism."» Do such successful struggles mean the end of the frontier
process? Further, if the definition of frontier as the often violent, colonializing
extension of an economic frontier, closely linked to European capitalist expansion, is
accepted, is it possible, as Gerald Thompson asks in his essay "Another Look at
Frontier/Western Historiography", to trace the progress of that "capitalistic frontier"
when capitalism exerts its influence globally? Thompson suggests that such a frontier
might be said to exist in "Singapore, Hong Kong and South Korea", although
Thompson himself finds such a conception of the frontier, as "a synonym for
'modernization', to be "so far-flung as to be almost meaningless."+ Malone notes that
in Immanuel Wallerstein's interpretation, the "capitalist 'world-economy', which
arose out of "the crisis of feudalism in Europe during 1300-1450", dominated in turn
by the Dutch, the British, and the Americans, had created a "world system" that has:

come to encompass the earth, dividing it into 'core' and "periphery' zones

of commodity linkages that cross national boundaries and through which
various states in turn have prospered at the expense of others.

No longer linked only to national or continental expansion, are the ever shifting
outposts of the global economy no longer frontiers? This question will be raised when
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Burroughs' residency in Tangier is considered. Tangier, intermittently a colonial
outpost throughout its history, was an International Zone from 1925 to 1956. The
city's status as, to quote lain Finlayson, a "free foreign exchange" while under
"international administration" ensured it was, prior to its loss of international status, a
conduit for foreign capital, and was therefore also briefly, in Malone's reading, a trans-
national capitalist frontier.«

The Frontier in American Literature and Culture

Related to the New Western Historians' disavowal of the term "frontier" is their
attempt to de-mythicize frontier history. Donald Worster, for example, writes of
creating a "new history, clear-eyed, de-mythologized and critical."” To de-
mythologize the history of the American West, to quote Limerick, is to re-perceive the
region as a "real place"s. Freed from Turner's dualistic model, the New Western
Historian, following Kolodny, Pratt and Anzaldua, is freed, for example, to explore
the complexities of gender and race in the American West. In this manner, the new
historians aim to do what the wave of white European and American expansionists,
and indeed the white European and American mythologizers of history, did not do:
that is, appreciate difference.

As Renato Rosaldo notes in Culture and Truth: The Remaking of Social
Analysis (1993), such "demystifying approaches have proven their value."* However,
Rosaldo continues, these approaches "all too often short-circuit their analyses by
rushing to reveal the 'real' interests", the "real class interests" or "underlying social
strains", and fail to "show how ideology convinces those caught in its thrall."*# The
methodology employed in this thesis, however, is somewhat different. The focus here
is on a Euro-centric, or, more precisely, on a white, male, upper-middle, WASP-
American perspective, on the term "frontier", and the intention is to show the
continuing effects of white American mythology in the twentieth century. As Richard

Slotkin notes in Regeneration Through Violence (1973), through myths "the

psychology and world view of our cultural ancestors are transmitted to modern
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descendants, in such a way and with such power that our perception of contemporary
reality and our ability to function in the world are directly, often tragically, affected."s
A parallel point is made by Michael Taussig in Shamanism, Colonialism and the Wild
Man (1986). Taussig argues that it is impossible to understand the machinations of
colonial power in the Putamayo rubber boom without also understanding the
"mythology of imperialism".2 To simply de-mythologize, to employ the "petrified
dogmas of historical materialism", is not enough.» Taussig instead follows Conrad's
methodology in "dealing with the terror of the rubber boom in the Congo": "fo
penetrate the veil while retaining its hallucinatory quality."s That is, to attempt "a
combined action of reduction and revelation - the hermeneutics of suspicion and of
revelation in an act of mythic subversion inspired by the mythology of imperialism
itself."s

As Patricia Limerick acknowledges in her essay "The Adventures of the
Frontier in the Twentieth Century" (1994), despite the attempts of New Western
Historians, the term "frontier" is still used with extraordinary abandon, and the
mythicized version of American frontier life continues to live on in advertisements,
theme parks, movies, newspaper headlines and presidential speeches.® Limerick,
Slotkin and William V. Spanos all note, for example, the strategic employment of
frontier rhetoric during the Vietnam offensive, most particularly in President
Kennedy's famous "New Frontier" speech. Kennedy placed the American people at
the "new frontier", beyond which lay "the uncharted areas of science and space,
unsolved problems of peace and war, unconquered pockets of ignorance and
prejudice, unanswered questions of poverty and surplus".”” Kennedy here was evoking
the frontier as the unknown future, the "frontier of the 1960s - a frontier of unknown
opportunities and perils - a frontier of unfulfilled hopes and threats."* Kennedy's

somewhat conflicted mixture of optimism and dread seems "composed", as Limerick
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notes, of "Buffalo Bill Cody and Frederick Jackson Turner" in "equal parts": the
"frontier of violence and inverted conquest, in which innocent Americans defended
themselves against the attacks of savages" uneasily combined with the vision of
"peaceful, pastoral Americans seeking a better world."® This paradoxical evocation
prefigured the equally conflicted Vietnam offensive.

In The Errant Art of Moby Dick (1995), William V. Spanos claims that the
Vietnam offensive was "conducted in terms of the very self-representation of
America", and the frontier mythology was a vital element in that "self-
representation".® According to Spanos, this "naturalized cultural imaginary", the
"origins" of which Spanos places in the "Puritan theological/theocratic 'errand in the
wilderness'', and whose development he briefly traces through figures as diverse as
Daniel Boone and Ralph Waldo Emerson, has been "institutionalised by the American
culture industry", both the "information media" and the "institutions of learning".
Spanos argues that the field of "American literary studies" has been part of a wider
process that has "served to legitimate and reproduce the power of the dominant socio-
political order both in the United States and abroad."= The assumptions made about
the frontier in literary criticism, therefore, need to be interrogated as carefully as those
made by historians or politicians.

Spanos' solution to this dilemma is to distance himself from those "Americanist"
critics who have "remained too parochially within the framework of the Americanist
cultural discourse they would interrogate."= In practice, this means Spanos adopts the
"estranging perspective" of European theoretical models, notably Foucault and
Heiddeger, to "interrogate", as if from outside, American cultural discourse.* While
such a position is perfectly valid, it is not the position adopted by this thesis. Spanos'
acknowledgment of the importance of Richard Slotkin's work on early American

frontier literature confirms that to adopt an Americanist position is not necessarily to
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adopt an apologist position with regards to white American culture.= Indeed, as Susan
Howe suggests in The Birth-mark, to adopt a Foucauldian model, based on European
post-Enlightenment history, to discuss twentieth century American history, is to
disregard the important historical and cultural differences between two distinct periods
and places.« In Terrible Honesty, Ann Douglas defends her position as an
"Americanist" by noting the "tangible and unique mission" of the American nation,
"concocted of unlimited resources, theological obsessions" and a "multiracial and
polyglot population".” Douglas acknowledges that the assertion of American
exceptionalism runs counter to "much current academic opinion", but her work, along
with Susan Howe's The Birth-mark, which draws upon Americanist critics, from D.H.
Lawrence, Charles Olson, Richard Slotkin and Douglas, proves the existence of an on-
going Americanist tradition.* The particular emphasis in this thesis is on the work of
Leslie Fiedler, Richard Slotkin, Annette Kolodny and Howe, who have established the
importance of the frontier as an important aspect of the "tangible and unique" white
American experience, without evading the destructive elements of that experience, or
the limits of its understanding.® To establish those limits of understanding in this
thesis, non-white American perspectives, such as those offered by Gloria Anzaldia,
D.Emily Hicks, Edward Said and Deleuze and Guattari, will be examined alongside
these Americanist models.

Leslie Fiedler, in The Return of the Vanishing American (1968), claims that
"geography in the United States is mythological" and traces the mythological meaning
of westward expansion back to depictions of the West, as "the forbidden and
impossible fourth quarter of the globe", in European literature.” He claims that the
European perception of the West was dualistic, with the West being viewed both as
"the place of escape from pain and death, the infinitely desirable garden", and also the

"forbidden garden, the haven denied to fallen man by a just God, a paradise lost
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irrevocably as long as human history endured."” In Regeneration Through Violence,
Richard Slotkin reiterates Fiedler's claim about the dualistic nature of European
perceptions of the West, but concentrates on the creation, in the early captivity
narratives, and frontier hero myths such as those of Daniel Boone and Davy Crockett,
of the mythology of the white American nation. Slotkin argues that the mythology
created was based on the "hunter myth", in which the "relationship between man and
nature" is "that of hunter to prey", and the "final expression of such a relationship is
the "domination, destruction and absorption of one by the other."” Annette Kolodny,
in The Lay of the Land, argues similarly that the white male perception of the
American continent as a fecund, boundaryless woman was preliminary to, and indeed
part of the same process as, the conquest and exploitation of the land.”

In Love and Death in the American Novel, Fiedler argues, in a move that both
continues and complicates Frederick Jackson Turner's thesis, that the frontier is a
visual representation of the "breach" in the "American psyche" between
"consciousness unconsciousness, reason and impulse, society and nature."” Similarly,
in Regeneration Through Violence, Slotkin claims that the root for American frontier
mythology is in the conflict, enacted in Greek mythology, between pre-Olympian
maternal deities and patriarchal society, represented by Zeus.” Slotkin relates this
mythological conflict to the psychological relationship between "the male and female
sexual principles", and the "conscious and unconscious realms of the mind."” To both
Fielder and Slotkin, then, the frontier is not only, as in Turner's reading, the westward-
moving focus point for the creation of the white American identity, but the symbol of
crippling divisions within the white American identity.” The binary oppositions that
provided the framework for Turner's thesis are still in place, however, as is the
implicit assumption that the "American psyche" is white, and male.” Like Turner,

Fiedler genders the binary oppositions he uses.” For example, "civilization", which
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Fiedler links to the "pale, genteel women busy in schools and churches", is opposed to
wilderness and savagery, which is found by his male protagonists either beyond the
frontier, or in foreign lands.* As with Turner, in Fiedler's reading of westward
expansion the meeting with the "savage" other is of central importance. In The Return
of the Vanishing American, Fiedler claims that the "Western story in archetypal form"
concerns the "confrontation in the wilderness of a transplanted WASP and a radically
alien other, an Indian".® The meeting between "WASP" and "alien other" leads
"either to a metamorphosis of the WASP into something neither White nor Red", or
"else to the annihilation of the Indian".» Fiedler's emphasis on the meeting between
"WASP" and "alien other" will be returned to in the discussions, later in the thesis, of
the depictions of Mexicans, South American Indians and of the Arabian inhabitants of
Tangier in Burroughs' fiction and correspondence.

In Border Writing: The Multidimensional Text, D.Emily Hicks offers a more
contemporary, and multi-cultural, analysis of the representation of frontiers in
literature. Like Anzaldta, Hicks presents borders formed out of "heterogeneous
cultures", in which the "cultures of Europe and the United States" are not conceived of
as '"fundamental cultural models."®* While in Fiedler's "western" story, the
"transplanted WASP" meets the "radically alien other", the "Indian", in "the
wilderness"+, Hicks refuses the fixity of this "middle-class, Western cultural"
perspective, the "metonymic reduction in which a white, male, Western 'subject'
dominates an object."s Hicks' range of reference is far more culturally diverse than
Fiedler's, combining readings of Latin American writers, including Gabriel Garcia
Marquez, Luisa Valenzuela and Julio Cortdzar, with an understanding of the "border
text" derived, in part at least, from European post-structualists critics Deleuze and
Guattari.© As Neil Larsen suggests in his "Foreword" to Border Writing, Hicks'

project is, in part, an examination of ways in which to "think about culture" without
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employing rigid notions of "national culture."v Indeed, Hicks claims to be addressing
"cultural, not physical, borders", and she further argues that "the sensibility that
informs border literature can exist among guest workers anywhere, including
European countries in which the country of origin does not share a physical border
with the host country."s To cross a border, in Hick's reading, is to "cross over into
another set of referential codes."* Central to Hicks' analysis, and an important point
of distinction between her reading of the "border" and Fiedler's, is the notion of
"deterritorialization", taken from Deleuze and Guattari. Hicks links
deterritorialization to the "decentered subject", using Paul de Man's notion that the
"dismemberment of the body corresponds to dismemberment of language 'as meaning-
tropes are replaced by fragmentation' into words, syllables, and letters."® The
"nineteenth century notion European notion of the subject", in Hicks' brief historical
overview, is replaced by the border writer's "fragmentation in cultural, linguistic and
political deterritorialization."" The notion of "deterritorialization" will be employed in
discussing the deconstruction of identity which was closely related to Burroughs'
adoption of the cut-up technique.”

Closely related to Deluze and Guattari's notion of "deterritorialization" is
Edward Said's advocacy of "exile", particularly in relation to ideas of nationhood.” In
Representations of the Intellectual (1994), Said declares exile to be "one of the
saddest fates."* Said argues that exile is not only an "actual condition", but also a
"metaphorical" one.” In its "metaphysical sense", exile is related to "restlessness,
movement, constantly being unsettled, and unsettling others."* The exile, in Said's
account, "cannot go back to some earlier and perhaps more stable condition of being
at home", but also "can never fully arrive", or "be at one" with a "new home or
situation."” Having argued that exile is "one of the saddest fates", Said somewhat

reverses his judgment by claiming that the "intellectual as exile" often "tends to be
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happy with the idea of unhappiness, so that dissatisfaction bordering on dyspepsia, a
kind of curmudgeonly disagreeableness, can become not only a style of thought, but
also a new, if temporary habitation."* There are, then, positive elements to derive
from exile and marginality. "Even if one is not an actual immigrant or expatriate",
Said argues, "it is still possible to think as one, to imagine and investigate in spite of
barriers, and always to move away from the centralizing authorities towards the
margins", where the exile has a perspective denied to those who "have never travelled
beyond the conventional and the comfortable."» The unfixed exilic self can also be
freed from the constrictions of national identity, and begin to understand other
cultures and value systems. In Gloria Anzaldua's Borderlands|La Frontera, the
version of self that is proposed, formed out of Anzaldua's own experiences of
"straddling" the "fejas-Mexican border", is capable of existing "on borders and in
margins," of keeping intact "one's shifting and multiple identity".” In the frontier
environment Anzaldia presents us with, there are no singular ideas of nationhood, and
language and culture are hybridised.” Edward Said argues, in a distinct echo of both
Anzaldia and Deleuze and Guattari, that a frontier self might emerge from "the
negative and unofficial, or perhaps anti-official sphere," which Said connects to "the
politics of exile, immigration, the crossing of borders, heterogeneity, hybridity."
The "exilic wanderer" Said proposes would cross "forbidden territory with
sympathetic adaptation rather than stubborn assertions of identity."

It is important to note the differences in presentations of exile in the work of
Fiedler, Deleuze and Guattari, and Said. While Said's definition of exile is based on
loosening ties between the exile and his/her country of origin, Fiedler's presentation of
exile is applied only within certain limits, limits closely related to gender, class and
race. The exile in the "homoerotic Western" presented in Love and Death in the

American Novel is described as the "questing lover", a "renegade from respectability
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and belongingness".” According to Fiedler, this American archetypal hero is "a
surrogate for the artist, the articulate man [...] whose tale is presented typically in the
form of a first person narrative, journal diary, or running reminiscence".”s He is the
"artist projected as a pariah".™ "Typically white and Anglo Saxon", Fiedler's fleeing
exile is a "disaffected child of the reigning race and class." His archetypal story,
then, almost exclusively concerns the negotiation of a middle, or upper-middle class,
white American inheritance.

Another point of difference between Fiedler and Said's presentation of exile
concerns their respective pessimism and relative optimism about the positive aspects
of exile. This difference can be highlighted by examining their respective approaches
to Moby Dick. Said sees Captain Ahab as an "allegorical representation of the
American world quest", since Ahab, like America, is "obsessed, compelling,
unstoppable, completely wrapped up in his own rhetorical justification and his sense
of cosmic symbolism." Moby Dick is therefore placed by Said in the context of the
territorial expansion of the United States, and in particular its "offshore" expansion,
which "ranged from the North African coast to the Philippines, China, Hawaii", and
encompassed "the Caribbean and Central America."™ It is precisely against such
imperialist expansion, seen by the imperialists themselves as natural, that Said
proposes the "standpoint" of "exile". One "advantage" of the exiled "standpoint", Said
argues, is the ability to see "situations as contingent", as the "result of a series of
historical choices made by men and women," not "as natural or god-given, therefore
unchangeable, permanent, irreversible." Fiedler, by contrast, "obsessed, compelling,
unstoppable, completely wrapped up in his own rhetorical justification and his sense
of cosmic symbolism", presents a mythological system in which Captain Ahab, and
all that he represents, is presented as an inevitability." In Fiedler's reading of Moby

Dick, Ahab is closely associated to the two central themes of American fiction: the
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"substitution of terror for love" and the "Faustian commitment", that is, the "pact with
Satan"." Fiedler evokes the relationship between Ahab and Fedellah as the novel's
Satanic pact."s Fiedler's universalizing pessimism, which may derive from his reliance
on Freud, often becomes dogmatic, and his reading of Moby Dick is unbalanced by his
insistence on the centrality of the Faustian commitment, and thereby the centrality of
Ahab to the novel. This insistence detracts attention away from Ishmael, the exile of
Moby Dick, and the set of positive possibilities, in political, psychological and cultural
terms, that Ishamel represents.

A further point of difference between Fiedler and Deleuze and Guattari concern
their differing responses to psychoanalytical theory. Fiedler's adoption of the
Freudian psychoanalytical model, based on Freud's readings of Greek mythologies,
contrasts with the repudiation of mythology, and of the "daddy-mommy" of
oedipalization it presents as inevitable, found in Deleuze and Guattari's work."
According to Deleuze and Guattari, in its indebtedness to mythology, psychoanalysis
had "become very dismal, very sad, quite interminable, with everything decided in
advance."s In Anti-Oedipus, Deleuze and Guattari propose nomadic wandering as an
alternative to the constrictions of the Freudian Oedipal family romance. According to
D.Emily Hicks, Deleuze and Guattari believe a "border family" should replace the
"Oedipal family structure".”s In Robin Lydenberg' paraphrase of their work, they use
the phrase "deterritorilization" to describe the process of transition from "the
restrictive channeling of desire" within the "enclosed theater of the family", with its
"rigid configurations of oedipal conflict and castration fear," to a "model for a
machinery of desire which would produce continuous pulsations, flows and breaks in

"

every realm of human and non-human activity."” While Deleuze and Guattari propose
a deconstruction of oedipalized norms, and refuse to employ Freudian terminology,

Fiedler's version of exile is rooted in a Freudian family romance of white middle class



30

American society. Indeed, the most recurrent source of binary terms in Love and
Death in the American Novel is not Frederick Jackson Turner but Freud. Fiedler, for
example, recurrently opposes the Freudian "ego", the "thinking self", to "its rejected
impulses", represented by "the id."" Fiedler's Freudianization of American literature
provides Love and Death in the American Novel with its strangely exuberant energy,
its exasperating exclusivity, and its inherent instabilities. Since Fiedler's criticism will
be used extensively in this thesis, it is important to explain how his work will be used,
and to deal with the objections that can be raised against it.

Fiedler's reliance on Freud is problematic for two particular reasons. The first is
the cultural specificity of Freud's theories of psychoanalysis. As Ann Douglas notes,
Freud's "family romance", the "tortured triangle of mother, father and child" called the
"Oedipus complex", was derived from his study of "the educated and affluent white
Viennese bourgeoisie, turn of the century Europeans", living in a "form of what we
now call the nuclear family."™ This "traditional unit of two parents and their
offspring" was, in Douglas' words, Freud's "most basic reality grid", and lead to
Freud's pessimistic and claustrophobic conclusion that a "child's possibilities of
development were seen as restricted to whatever resources and pathologies his parents
possessed."» As Douglas goes on to note, Freud's psychoanalytical framework is not
necessarily at all useful in understanding social groups whose family structures differ
from this pattern.>

The second problematic area is Fiedler's Freudianized treatment of gender.=
Nina Baym, in her essay "Melodramas of Beset Manhood" argues that Fiedler
constructed a myth system in Love and Death in the American Novel that relates only
to white, middle class, males. Indeed, Fiedler often comes across as the Captain Ahab
of American literary criticism, its monomaniac obsessive, possessed by his own myth,

seeking to defy anything which does not come within its limited circumference.
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Fiedler's myth of American fiction excludes women by seeing them only as symbols
of a "encroaching, constricting, destroying society". A partial explanation for
Fiedler's exclusivity can be traced back to his reliance on Freud, and to Freud's own
masculinizing tendencies. Ann Douglas contends that Freud's writings were a "detour
around his compulsive interest in the secrets of the mother by way of an induced
obsession with the father".» In Terrible Honesty, Douglas relates Freud's matrophobia
to his selective employment of the Greek mythology that served as the framework of
his psychoanalytical theories. The central tenet of Freudian psychoanalysis, the
Oedipal complex, was based on Sophocle's play, Oedipus Rex. From his reading of
Oedipus Rex, Freud fashioned his theory: "as Oedipus had killed his father, Lauis, and
married his mother, Jocasta, all men want to murder their fathers and bed their
mothers."» This reading, Douglas argues, creates a theory rooted in "masculine
struggle", since in Freud's understanding of Oedipus Rex, "father and son compete for
the mother, not with her."» In Totem and Taboo (1913), for example, Freud presents
a myth of origin in which the "first father" is murdered by a "horde" of his sons.” The
sons kill and then eat the father, but are then "overcome by guilt and begin to worship
him as God", in what Freud describes as an act of "deferred obedience." The myth
of origin is then a story of "male authority and male conflict, male transgression and
male retribution."» The wives and mothers, over whom the fathers and sons fight, are
nameless, and passive.

The Greek mythologies, from which Freud, and indeed Fiedler and Slotkin,
borrow, enact the myth of the Fall, which has been vital to Western thought. In the
case of Slotkin's mythic transition from matriarchy to patriarchy, the fall is from
"gratification" into "responsibility".” According to Slotkin, the "chief misery" of the
fall is the "loss of the foetal or infantile relationship to the life source".> In Freud's

writings in particular, however, there is a curious reluctance to discuss the earliest
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period of infancy, which would relate to this mythic fall from gratification. There is,
however, an "alternate scenario" for the myth of origin, which, according to Douglas,
Freud "constantly rearranged and buried but never altogether omitted." This
alternative scenario can be found in Aeschylus' Oresteia trilogy, which predated the
Oedipus cycle "by several decades."> In this myth of origin, one of the first father's
wives "goads and possibly seduces" her youngest son into killing his father.
According to Douglas, the "most logical explanation" for the mother's involvement in
the "murder of the father" is that "she was avenging her own loss of superior status." =
In Douglas' reading, Freud "refused to scrutinise the Orestia" because of its
matriarchal, and matricidal, plot-line.” Freud's preference for the male-centred
Oedipus narrative, Douglas argues, suggests that he "could not place the mother"
within his theories "because he literally could not face her."* In Thinking Fragments:
Psychoanalysis, Feminism and Postmodernism in the Contemporary West (1990),
Jane Flax makes a similar claim, arguing that Freud's theory of the oedipal conflict
with the father is "in part a defence against deeper terrors".» The real terror is the
threat of the "return of the repressed mother world", against which the father becomes
an ally, rather than a foe. Flax notes Freud's claim in "Civilization and its
Discontents" (1930) that he "cannot think of any need in childhood as strong as the
need for a father's protection."* In Flax's reading, therefore, the "dread of castration",
which according to Freud arises in the oedipal phase, is "in part a displacement of
more primitive and deeply buried anxieties": the "fears of annihilation, loss of love,
our aggression and rage at the mother for her autonomy and power over us, and our
desire to take that power for ourselves."

As Ann Douglas suggests, however, despite these internal suppressions and
contradictions, or, indeed, because of them, Freud's presentation of the "exchange and

struggle between masculine and feminine elements" does provide a "blue print" by
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which to understand the internal machinations of white American middle class
society. "From its beginning", Ann Douglas argues, "American history" has been
"marked by a polarized gender dynamic of action and reaction not dissimilar to the
one Freud sketched in his anthropological fables: eras of masculinzation engendered
eras of feminization and vice versa, in an apparently endless series."* In nineteenth
century white American middle-class society, the divisions between the sexes were
rigidly demarcated. The women, as Ann Douglas notes, might have been "supreme"
within their "own sphere", "the home, the church, and the patronage of the fine arts",
but the men "ruled the marketplace, the frontier, and the city streets", and could
develop their own "highly masculinized cultural enterprises there".s There were
important exceptions to these rules, but essentially the rule of opposition was strongly
in force: there was a mother's world, and a father's world.

Douglas' work provides a critical overview of the transition between Calvinism
and Victorian sentimentalism, a transition she interprets as a transition from
masculinzation to feminization. The "Puritan fathers", in their attempt to "protect a
highly masculine theology from corruption", had separated from England, the
"mother" country.”  The Victorian era, with its "courted susceptibility to
sentimentalism, nostalgia, and guilt", and its "unprecedented transfer of cultural power
from masculine to feminine hands", was a "delayed reaction" to the act of matricide in
which America had been first taken.* The period was characterized by "deferred
obedience", to use Freud's formulation, to the murdered mother.* In the cultural shift
of the Victorian period, the "masculine vision of history" as a "series of political and
economic facts enacted and marshaled by men" was replaced by "a feminine view of
social and biological process."= That is not to say, however, that masculine history
ceased during this time. Indeed, the period between "1820 and 1875" was marked by

the "transformation of the American economy" as it became the "most powerfully
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aggressive capitalist system in the world." This dramatic transformation, according
to Douglas, barely registered within white, middle-class American culture, which
seemed "bent on establishing a perpetual Mother's Day."= There was, inevitably, a
masculinizing backlash against this feminization of culture. As Douglas notes, the
"closing of frontier, actual and metaphorical" in 1890 was linked to deep concern over
the "feminization" of white American culture, and lead to shifts in educational,
sociological and political theory and practice.’> This shift in social and political
perspective ran parallel to, if distinctly separate from, a shift in literary and artistic
sensibility. The "Victorian matriarch", Douglas notes, had "successfully attacked the
Calvinist patriarchy", only to be "hunted down", at the start of the new century, by the
"forces of masculinization" that were "bound together" in the modernist movement.'s
As Douglas suggests, Freud's attempts to apply his psychoanalytical theories not
only to himself, or to other people, but "by a bold extension to the human race as a

m

whole", tells us less about the "'universal laws' of human nature" and more about "the
man who formulated those laws", and "about the white urban American moderns who
adopted them so eagerly." These "white urban moderns", Douglas suggests, were
caught up in a family romance of their own, one that distinctly echoed Freud's epic
conflict between deposed gods.* The "negative centrality" that was "accorded the
feminine", the "insistent and fearful denigration of feminine capacities that is
characteristic of psychoanalytical thought", came as "second nature" to a "culture in
which modernism and matrophobia were synonymous."* Freud always reminded his
readers that "Gods deposed become demons", and in Douglas' "family romance", the
deposed female Gods, the "Furies", depicted in Aeschylus' Orestia, "haunted modern
American urban culture", and "afflicted" both sexes "in different ways and to different

degrees."= As Douglas suggests, "violent repudiation" often signals a "undiagnosed

need for what is repudiated”, and this ambivalence was certainly present within the
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modernist movement.® According to Douglas, the modernists could not "altogether
sever the umbilical cord" with their hated Victorian inheritance, and the "very
weapons" they used against their supposed enemy "were borrowed without
acknowledgment from her arsenal."®

Fiedler's Love and Death in the American Novel, which purports to examine the
"pattern imposed" on American literature by the "writers" of the "past" and by the
"very conditions of life in the United States", in fact is continually caught up within
the psychological, political and cultural struggles that Douglas charts within white
American middle class life. Caught up within these inner struggles, Fielder, like
Freud, tends to disregard anything outside their obsessive frame of reference. It is
important to note the vast blank spaces in Fiedler's work, the absence, beyond the
projections and fantasies of white middle-class males, of women and of other classes,
and races. However, as Douglas suggests in her culturally specific employment of
Freud's work, once the specificity of Fiedler's analysis is acknowledged, it remains a

useful critical tool.
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II: William Burroughs

William Burroughs: The Author

To define the term "William Burroughs" is no easier than to define the term
"American frontier", since the critical debate about the status of the author, and the
meaning of his name, has been as lively in recent years as has the debate over
"frontier" definitions. In Image-Music-Text (1977), Roland Barthes gallantly
announced the death of the author, or his "removal", or "distancing", with the "Author
diminishing like a figurine at the far end of the literary stage".'= Barthes privileged the
"multi-dimensional space" of the "text" over the "single 'theological' message" of the
"author-god".« In Michel Foucault's description, in his essay "What is an Author?"
(1969), in Barthes' schema the writer "is reduced to nothing more than the singularity
of his absence", and "must assume the role of the dead man in the game of writing." '
As Foucault notes, this lead to an "indifference" in "contemporary writing" about the
"writing subject", an "indifference" which Foucault expresses by quoting Beckett:
"What does it matter who is speaking?"« There are, however, a number of objections
which can be raised against Barthes' now infamous pronouncement. As Foucault
notes, Barthes' privileging of the work and removal of its author leads only to further
questions.

One line of questioning, suggested by Foucault, is as follows: "What is an
author's name? How does it function?" At one level, as Foucault suggests, the
words "William Burroughs" are, when applied to a literary text in a contemporary
capitalist environment, a mark of "ownership", relating to "strict rules concerning
author's rights, author-publisher relations," and "rights of reproduction".” As Paul
Auster points out, in an interview in The Red Notebook, there is a "strange kind of

trickery involved in the writing and the reading of novels", since writing a novel,
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within a capitalistic, property-based environment, involves creating an "author self", a
"mysterious other" whose name appears on "the covers of books." This "author
self", Auster notes, is "finally not the same self who writes the book."™ The name
given to this "author self" need not even be same as that originally given to the
author.” William Burroughs' first novel, for example, was initially published as
Junkie by William Lee. Is the "author" of Junkie therefore "William Burroughs", who
wrote the text, or "William Lee", who was, until the Olympia Press publication of
Junkie, the author-name given on the book's cover?™ As Auster suggests in The Red
Notebook, these apparently empty authorial selves are "fascinating" liminal areas,
existing on the borderlines between the "autobiographical self" and his "text".”

The "strict rules" regarding ownership which Foucault applies to the literary text
do not apply to all forms of discourse. Foucault notes, for example, that a "private
letter may well have a signer - it does not have an author."™ Indeed, correspondence,
like fiction, has its own important set of conventions and limitations that should be
noted. A letter will normally include a date, a place-mark, and a signature. All three
of these notations alter the way a letter is read. As Foucault notes, while the "private
letter" does not have an "author", it does have a "signer".”” This means that the letter-
form, in private as opposed to business use, lies outside the "system of ownership".
The private letter is also space in which emotional material can often be transmitted:
as Oliver Harris notes, Burroughs' correspondences were "emissaries seeking the
return of a Whitmanesque affection".”” However, the letter is not therefore an
unrestricted form. As a "printed book", to quote Susan Howe, "enters social and
economic networks of distribution", so too does a private letter.” Once posted, a
letter is at the mercy of the postal system through which it travels. It can pass through
frontiers, and cross continents, but it is vulnerable enroute. Burroughs' letters, as

Oliver Harris notes, were "intercepted by the police", in New Orleans in 1949, and in



38

Tangiers in 1959, and their writer was held responsible for their contents. "Be careful
what you say", Burroughs warned Jack Kerouac, in 1949, about any future
correspondence he might send, "it may be opened and read. No references to junk or
weed."™ The signature at the bottom of the letter, then, tells its reader, to quote from
Burroughs' correspondence, "whose letter it is."* Likewise, the date and place mark
help the reader to place the letter within space and time, a convention which does not
apply to many other forms of writing.

As many critics have implicitly suggested, Foucault's image of the
contemporary role of the author as a "dead man in the game of writing", has
considerable resonance for William Burroughs. Sylvere Lotringer, for example, has
claimed that Burroughs "writes from a distance beyond death."* Another recurrent
image of Burroughs is, to quote Robert A. Sobieszek, the "shy and retiring
surveillance agent, quietly gathering the facts, penetrating the most hardened defenses
of cultural 'Control,' and reporting the details back from the front lines."* Sobieszek,

rn

surveying Burroughs' "self-appointed role as agent provocateur", moves effortlessly
from this image of the "surveillance agent" to another Burroughsian manifestation, the
"Invisible Man", whose "invisibility allows him to approach and withdraw without
anyone noticing."® Burroughs himself has often used these images to describe his
writerly strategies. In his essay "Remembering Jack Kerouac", for example,
Burroughs quotes approvingly from Kerouac's Vanity of Deluoz: "1 am not 'l am' but
just a spy in someone's body pretending these sandlot games [...]"* In the same essay,
Burroughs states that writers are "all dead, and all writing is posthumous. We are
really from beyond the tomb and no commissions ..." Simultaneous with these
expressions of the author's invisibility, and status as a secret agent or dead man,

however, the reader of "William Burroughs" is faced with the increasing visibility of

the "author", and the increasing importance, within cultural and literary fields, of the
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author's name.

At one level, Foucault observes, the author's name is "the equivalent of one, or a
series of, definite descriptions".*s Therefore, the words "Aristotle" also mean "'author
of the Analytics", or "'the founder of ontology"'.® The words "William Burroughs",
however, often become a short-hand description for certain cultural, rather than
strictly literary, reference points. Indeed Burroughs has, as Richard Dellamora notes,
been "converted into an icon",* or in Wayne Pounds' description, has become "a
media image in his own right". One version of "William Burroughs" is, in
Dellamora's phrase, the "patron saint of Soho and the East Village."” Another
"William Burroughs" is part of a less specific process of iconisation. For example, as
Geoff Ward suggests in his essay "William Burroughs: A Literary Outlaw?",
Burroughs' brief appearance alongside Allen Ginsberg, Paul Bowles, Gregory Corso
and others in a "monochrome 1950s-style" advert to Pepe Jeans links "William
Burroughs" to a wider contemporary nostalgia for the "certitudes of the postwar
period."* Yet to Burroughs' earlier critics, such as Frank Kermode and Leslie Fiedler,
the words "William Burroughs" were synonymous, as Richard Dellamora points out,
with "the collapse of Western civilization."” The words "William Burroughs"
therefore have a pervasive cultural meaning, or rather, a series of meanings, often
bafflingly at odds with each other.

To some critics writing on Burroughs, the "author" threatens to overwhelm the
"text". Robin Lydenberg, for example, writes of the "Burroughs legend"
mythologizing the "man" and obscuring the "work".”» Lydenberg states that the aim

rn

of her study of Burroughs is to centre attention instead on Burroughs' "stylistic
accomplishments": his "radical notions about language and literary production".*

Such an approach is clearly highly applicable to Burroughs.* However, Lydenberg's

attempt to shift attention away from the "Burroughs legend" is continually undercut
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by her own tendency to write about Burroughs as an extraordinarily omnipresent
authorial figure, who, despite Lydenberg's poststructualist scepticism about the role of
the author, has definite authorial intentions. For example, Lydenberg writes that the
"reader will not find in Burroughs the kind of Rabelaisian joy in the body and in
language that surfaces in Ehrmann or Bahtkin, for ultimately Burroughs intends to
leave behind body and language."* Unless Lydenberg expected the "reader" to
perform some brief surgical operation on the elderly author in this futile search for
"Rabelaisian joy", then presumably "Burroughs" here means the entirety of
Burroughs' literary production.”” "Burroughs" also means here, however, the
controlling authority behind, and in some sense separate from, these texts, whose
intention it is to "leave behind body and language." These recurrent, and entirely
understandable, lapses in Lydenberg's criticism suggest the impossibility of leaving
the "author", and questions of authorial intention, behind altogether.

The attempt to move beyond the author seems particularly problematic in the
case of William Burroughs, since Burroughs' life has always been intertwined with his
fiction. This is especially true of Burroughs' early fictions, Junky, Queer and The
Yage Letters, where Burroughs, like his contemporary Jack Kerouac, was
fictionalising, in more or less chronological order, particular events in his own life.
Ann Charters notes that Kerouac, prior to the writing of On the Road, had been
inspired by certain key observations made by Henry A. Murrary concerning Melville's
Pierre. Murray had described Pierre as an "quasi-autobiographical novel", claiming
that Melville was not "writing autobiography in the usual sense, but, from first to last,
the biography of his self-image."” Burroughs, who was very familiar with, and
indeed was partially influenced by, Kerouac's early writings, also adopted this
detached perspective from his "self-image".» Like the mysterious distinction between

the author's "autobiographical self" and the "name" which appears on the "covers of
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books", the distinction between the author and his protagonist is a liminal area.» As
Burroughs writes in his essay "Remembering Jack Kerouac", there is "nothing more
elusive than a writer's main character, the character that is assumed by the reader to be
the writer himself, no less, actually doing the things he writes about."» Burroughs'
correspondence certainly clarifies that the author used himself as a starting point for
his main character, William Lee. In April 1952, quoted a description of Lee from his
work in progress to demonstrate his use of a third-person narrative: "Though he was
near 40 he had the thin delicate body of an adolescence."»> However, while Burroughs
acknowledged that he himself did "have the same physique I had at 18", and that this
was "uncommon and significant in delineating the character”, his comments also
stress the detachment that his third-person narrative allowed him from his
protagonist.» His early correspondence also stresses that while Queer was to be based
on Burroughs' relationship with Adelbert Lewis Marker, their fictional selves, then
"Allerton and Dennison", were "to be regarded as derived from rather than copied
from the original."» Despite this detachment, the distinctions between "Lee" and
"Burroughs" became increasingly confused, since Burroughs began signing his
personal letters "Willy Lee", suggesting the close identification of the author with the
protagonist.® Despite the problematics of the task, however, it is important to retain
the distinctions between author and protagonist, since their conflation can lead to

inaccuracies and misapphrensions.

William Burroughs: An Historical Context

With these distinctions in mind, this thesis will provide a biographical and
historical context for Burroughs' work. Burroughs has said, when questioned about
the autobiographical content of his fiction, that "Every word is autobiographical, and

every word is fiction.">” The extent to which Burroughs' work is autobiographical is
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clarified by his use in his fiction, particularly in the period 1952 to 1959, of materials
taken from his own correspondence.”* In his introduction to the first published edition
of his correspondence, Burroughs notes how John Livingston Lowes, in The Road to
Xanadu, "traces the sources of Coleridge's poetic imagery in the books that he is
known to have read, and shows the conversion of raw material - mostly from accounts
of sea voyages - into The Rhyme of the Ancient Mariner and other poems."
Burroughs suggests that his own letters, which contain the "raw material" for Naked
Lunch, present a "devious road" into the text.»c While, for Coleridge, the "raw
material" was found in literary source, in Burroughs' letters, the material is, in part at
least, the lived experience of "junk", and, indeed, of expatriation, homosexuality, and
analysis. Since this thesis will examine the important cross-fertilizations between the
author's correspondence and his fiction, Lydenberg's post-structualist focus on the
work rather than the author is inappropriate here. However, as with the occasionally
blurred distinctions between author and protagonist in Burroughs' work, the
examination of the cross-overs between correspondence and fiction will attempt to
retain the distinctions between these different types of text.

In The Birth-mark Susan Howe insists that it is important not to answer
"indifferently" the rhetorical question with which Foucault's investigation of
authorship concludes: "What matter who's speaking?":' Howe insists that the minute
details of an author's position within time and space matter. For example, Howe
stresses how important "Noah Webster's original American Dictionary of the English
Language" was in creating the "singularly North American" employment of language
found in the writing of Emerson, Thoreau, Melville and Dickinson.> She notes how
Dickinson "paid attention to the smallest physical details of the page" on which she
was writing, working into her writing references, for example, to the embossed seals

at the corner of her paper.® She also claims that an important part of the difference
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between Melville and Dickinson is "that Melville is from one side of the Connecticut
River, and she is from the other side."»* Applying the specifics of space and time that
Howe delineates so carefully in The Birth-Mark to William Burroughs is not a
straightforward matter. Howe, explaining, in The Birth-Mark, her enthusiasm for
Michael Paul Rogin's Subversive Genealogy: The Politics and Art of Herman
Melville, asserts that you "cannot separate an author from family, history and
ideology."»s Burroughs, however, has often argued that "history" is a "fiction."»¢ In
his essay "Remembering Jack Kerouac", for example, Burroughs claims that his "own
birth records," his "family's birth records and recorded origins", his "athletic records in
the newspaper clippings" are "not real at all".> The "past", Burroughs insists, "can be
changed, altered at your discretion."»* The truth of this observation becomes clear
when, in attempting to reconstruct Burroughs' family history, the reader turns to the
most obvious starting point: the two biographies of Burroughs, Literary Outlaw: The
Life and Times of William S. Burroughs (1988) by Ted Morgan, and William
Burroughs: El Hombre Invisible (1992) by Barry Miles. Both biographies, as will be
shown here, have been assembled from a variety of other texts, or spoken accounts,
which may or may not be accurate.

Consider, for example, the manner in which Burroughs' childhood home, at
4664 Pershing Avenue, is described by his biographers. In Ted Morgan's Literary
Outlaw, the description is as follows: "The three-story house at 4664 Pershing Avenue
had a slate roof, a fifty-foot front lawn, and a large backyard with a garden and a fish
pond, separated from the neighbours by high wooden fences overgrown with morning
glories and rose vines."* In Barry Miles' EI Hombre Invisible, the description is
markedly similar: "They lived at 4664 Pershing Avenue, which still exists, a large,
unpretentious red brick three-story house with a slate roof [...] There was a large back

garden filled with roses, peonies, irises, and a fish pond which attracted frogs."= It is



44

clear that Burroughs' biographers have constructed the childhood home out of a series
of visual props: red brick, slate roof, peonies, fish pond and frog. The initial source of
almost all of these props are supplied by the Prologue to Junky, a fictionalised account
of Burroughs' childhood that was reluctantly produced, as will be detailed in the
following chapter, at the instruction of Burroughs' publishers. This "original" text,
therefore, in itself suspect as a source of historical information, has given birth to
many other sur-texts, which in turn give birth to others, only subtly changed each
time. The "original" house, which it is stressed "still exists", is not the issue here, for
it is the textual representation of it, which begins in a piece of fiction, that has become
real. Despite the biographer's insistence that "4664 Pershing Avenue" is still there, the
reader may begin to wonder if Burroughs' didn't make the house up, if it doesn't still
exist only in the fiction where it began.>

To abandon the attempt to historicise Burroughs altogether, however, and
thereby avoid the issues of "family, history and ideology" that Susan Howe rightly
considers so important, would leave Burroughs' work floating in a timeless vacuum.»:
Implicit to Howe's reading is the notion that the past, while it can never be reliably
returned to, can also never be finally escaped. She insists specifically that issues of
family, politics and art are best dealt with "together".» Michael Paul Rogin, in
Subversive Genealogy, argues that Melville's family history "implicated" the author in
the "decisive issues and racial confrontations of antebellum America, Manifest
Destiny, and slavery."» Melville's grandfathers were "merchant heroes of the
Revolution."= His "paternal antecedents" were involved in the "Boston Tea Party."»
His "maternal ancestor defended Fort Stanwix against British and Indian attack.">
Burroughs' family history also "implicated" him in many of the "decisive issues" of
late nineteenth and twentieth century American society and politics.> As Jennie Skerl

notes, for example, the history of the Burroughs family brought together the "northern
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and southern strains of the American Protestant tradition and its elite".> Burroughs'
mother, Laura Lee Burroughs, was "the daughter of a distinguished minister whose

rn

family claimed descent from Robert E. Lee."> Burroughs' "maternal grandfather",
James Wideman Lee, was a "Methodist Episcopal minister in Atlanta and St. Louis",
and "eloquently preached" a "Calvinist doctrine".”

James Wideman's Lee' son, Ivy Ledbetter Lee had been the "Father of Public
Relations".»»  After having worked for several years on New York newspapers, he
became a "press agent for big business".> Lee believed, according to Skerl, that the
"best response to the muckrakers" was to employ the same media techniques as the
muckrakers to "present business in a positive light."» Lee's approach was to use
"symbols and phrases", rather than rational argument.” In May 1914, Lee went to
work for the Rockefellers, helping to improve their public image, which had been
tarnished by disputes with the United Mine Workers. In April 1914, these disputes
had culminated in the Ludlow Massacre, in which "two women and eleven children"
had been killed by state militia.> Lee encouraged the Rockefellers to reconsider their
relationship with the general public, to become more media-friendly, and
"philanthropy" was made the cornerstone of the Rockefeller image. Rockefeller Sr.,
seen "distributing shiny dimes to newspaper boys" and "cutting his ninetieth-birthday
cake in public", was transformed from a "monster " into a "humanoid".»” "Mr. Lee",
wrote Robert Benchley, "has devoted his energies to proving, by insidious leaflets and
gentle epistles, that the present capitalist system is really a branch of the Quaker
Church, carrying on the work begun by St. Francis of Assisi."» Encouraged by his
success, and a "blind faith" that an image-change could dispel any problem with low
popularity, he moved seamlessly, in 1933, from Rockefeller to Hitler, receiving
"$33,000-a-year" to improve the public image of the new Nazi government in

America.> Perceived as being "Hitler's press agent", Lee was brought before the Un-
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American Activities Committee, and died soon afterwards, his reputation in tatters.=

Burroughs' paternal grandfather was William Seward Burroughs I, the inventor
of the adding machine. The first William Seward's father, Edmund Burroughs, had
been a relatively unsuccessful mechanic and inventor, but when Seward followed his
father to St. Louis, and successfully patented the adding machine, a mechanical device
for adding a column of figures, his life became, in Ted Morgan's words, "a parable of
entrepreneurial capitalism in the land of limitless opportunity, where anything was
possible".» His partner, Joe Boyer, however, became president of the Burroughs
Adding Machine Company, and benefited far more financially from Burroughs'
invention than the Burroughs family. While the "Fords and the Roosevelts" amassed
extraordinary fortunes, Burroughs was "a shooting star, who left his children little
more than a bright afterglow."

The Burroughs family history was effected by a number of important social and
economic shifts that occurred through the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.
Rogin notes that the Melville family, in the changes it underwent through "three
generations", was representative of a wider national shift from "patriarchy to
capitalism to expansionist politics".>» Kathleen Neils Cozen, in her essay on the role
of the family in westward expansion, "A Saga of Families", similarly identifies a shift
from patriarchal to patrimonial to entrepreneurial family structures.» As Rogin points
out, this shift had an important impact on family life, since "Victorian middle-class
fathers" were "increasingly absent from the home", and "more authoritarian than their
eighteenth-century counterparts."> The "job of internalizing authority" was handed
over to the mother, and the "bond between mother and son" was increasingly
emphasized in child-rearing manuals and sentimental novels.»» The home became, in
Rogin's words, a "defence against the unstable, self-seeking marketplace which the

grown boy would have to enter."» In middle-class American life, then, an
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increasingly severe bifurcation existed between the world of the home, and the world
of work, the two worlds if not acting in opposition, then certainly acting in ignorance
of each other. The degree of ignorance could be extraordinary: as Gregory Wood
notes, by the time Burroughs arrived at Harvard, he believed that children were "born
through the navel".»s The different worlds had their own complex rituals of initiation,
intended for girls and boys respectively. Burroughs' father, for example, introduced
Burroughs to using guns by taking him along, at the age of eight, to his "duck club",
where they would shoot ducks with "the president of the First National City Bank and
the owner of the St Louis Post Dispatch."» At fifteen years old, Burroughs was been
sent to Los Alamos private school. This famous institution had been conceived of by
its founder Ashley Pond as a means to turn "pampered boys from the East" into men,
separating them from their "oversolicitious mothers" and placing them "on the back of
a horse," teaching them to "camp in the mountains", and to "hunt and fish and trap
animals."> They would therefore "regain their American heritage of outdoor wisdom",
as learnt first at the frontier.» The school was then created out of the fear of
"feminization", described by Ann Douglas, that was closely linked to the closing of
the frontier.>> Ashley Pond had found his inspiration in the procedures of the "Pueblo
Indians", who "segregated the boys of the tribe until they reached manhood."» The
"tightly organised" routine of Los Alamos, with its stress on "leadership qualities",
was "designed to turn out" not rugged backwoodsmen, but "captains of industry".x
The relationship with the wilderness, as much as there was one, was based on the

earlier frontier ethic: the wilderness was there to be conquered.

William Burroughs: Critical Responses
Critical responses to William Burroughs have played an increasingly important

part in the construction of the author, and it is therefore important to trace the
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developments within academic criticism of Burroughs, and note the ways in which
those critical responses have reflected a variety of wider cultural, political and
theoretical shifts in the last thirty years.

As is appropriate for a writer concerned with crossing frontiers, Burroughs has
been recurrently presented as a "pioneer", though the word "pioneer" has been defined
differently by different critics, and has been used with both positive and negative
connotations.  In "Queer Apocalypse: Framing William Burroughs", Richard
Dellamora usefully places critical responses to Burroughs in the context of the 1960s
"modernism versus postmodernism debate", in which "Burroughs" was seen by
traditional modernists as a "sign of the collapse of modern civilization."» Dellamora's
observations on Kermode, who he sees as symptomatic of the traditional modernist
position, also apply to two other critics of Burroughs, Leslie Fiedler and David Lodge.
David Lodge, in his "Objections to William Burroughs", links Burroughs to the "
institutionalization of the 'adversary culture' of modernism", and agrees with Lionel
Trilling that "this process" is not "a symptom of cultural health."= Lodge complains
that Burroughs' cut-up novels lack the "thematic and dramatic continuity" of the
earlier modernist writers, Joyce and Eliot.” Burroughs is instead linked, in a
negatively expressed comparison, to the "neo-modernist" experimentation of Andy
Warhol and John Cage.»* Implicit to Lodge's argument are ideas of a literary tradition
based on the artist's exercise of discipline and control, and a conception of literary
worth based on "narrative, logical, syntactical and thematic" continuity.>

Leslie Fiedler also explicitly reads "Burroughs" as a "sign of the collapse of
modern civilization", though his responses are more unstable, and indeed more
interesting, than Lodge's. Fiedler's initial responses to Burroughs, as expressed in
Love and Death in the American Novel, had been largely positive. The "opening

pages" of The Soft Machine were described, if only in a footnote, as "a masterpiece"



49

of the science fiction genre.* By Waiting for the End, however, Fiedler's perspective
on Burroughs had shifted.=> While acknowledging that Burroughs had written a
"terrible and deeply moving group of books", their author is described as an
"extraordinarily naive man", and as a "pioneer mutant", whom "almost any family"
would "be willing to disclaim as human".» As Frank McDonnell suggests in his essay
"William Burroughs and the Literature of Addiction", it is a "disappointing" position
for Fielder to adopt, symptomatic of his "homiletic" critical judgments on novels
written post-1955.

Fiedler's paradoxical fascination with and disdain for Burroughs is closely
related, in his essay "The New Mutants" (1965), to a wider cultural disregard for
"limits" and "history".» In Waiting for the End Fiedler links the injection of
morphine, which "penetrates the body, and modifies its state, giving joy and
threatening to impregnate what it penetrates with itself", with the "sexual act seen
from a passive point of view".» In "The New Mutants", Fiedler suggests this adoption
of a "passive point of view" is part of wider a process of cultural feminization,
whereby the "young men" of the contemporary generation "assimilate into
themselves", or "assimilate [...] themselves into [...] that otherness, that sum total of
rejected psychic elements which the middle class heirs of the Renaissance have
identified as 'woman.'""* "What could be more womanly", Fiedler asks, returning to
the injection of morphine, than to admit the "penetration of the body by a foreign
object which not only stirs delight but even (possibly) creates new life."= Burroughs,
as junkie and homosexual, is identified as the "chief prophet" of a "post-male, post-
heroic world".»

William L. Stull, in his essay "The Quest and the Question: Cosmology and
Myth in the Work of William S.Burroughs, 1953-1960" (1981), also uses the word

"mutant" in connection with William Burroughs, although he takes a very different
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approach in judging Burroughs' "newness".”» Stull concedes that if Burroughs had
"actually managed to reject the fundamental patterns of mythology", in defiance of the
"insights of Freud and Jung", he "would be, psychologically if not physically, a
mutant, out of touch with the patterns of unconscious life that have formed our
literature and history".” Stull, however, claims that Burroughs' work does in fact fit
within those "fundamental patterns", and uses Joseph Campbell's The Hero With a
Thousand Faces (1949) to conduct an archetypal analysis of Junkie, The Yage Letters
and Naked Lunch. Stull's analysis ends, unconvincingly, with the conflated
author/protagonist "Burroughs/Lee" represented as the archetypal fertility hero,
spreading, through the act of writing Naked Lunch, "a new sense of vitality and
innocence" over the "wasteland".”> As will be suggested in the discussion of Naked
Lunch later in this thesis, Stull's reading fails to recognise Burroughs' refusal of the
conventional mythological and psychological system he is applying.

Eric Mottram, who wrote the first full length study of Burroughs, The Algebra
of Need (1977), quotes Burroughs' well known declaration that he is "attempting to
create a new mythology for the space age", since the "old mythologies are definitely
broken down and not adequate at the present time."”> Mottram claims, however, that
Burroughs' aim was "freedom from mythology - what Edward Dahlberg calls freedom
from living mythologically."» Burroughs' "radical" disavowal of previous
mythologies is contrasted in The Algebra of Need to the attempt to "revive" the
"authoritarian God" and "fertilize the Fisher King's cemetery kingdom" in T.S. Eliot's
The Waste Land.” Mottram's reading of Burroughs is, therefore, diametrically
opposed to Stull's. Mottram also notes, however, that Burroughs' recurrent attempts to
escape from his own "God of Conflict", the "Bradly-Martin" of the cut-up novels, are
recurrently thwarted. "He imagines a possible end", Mottram writes, "but the end is

repeated endlessly."” As will be suggested throughout this thesis, while Burroughs



51

may refuse the terms of conventional mythology, he cannot completely escape those
terms.

In Richard Dellamora's account, more recent criticism of Burroughs has
reflected a shift in theoretical perspective from traditional humanism to the
deconstructive strategies variously termed poststructualism, postmodernism and
posthumanism. As Dellamora suggests, Burroughs' post-structualist critics have
tended to define themselves in relation to their apparently more flat-footed precursors,
the traditional modernists. However, the adoption of post-structualist theory alone
does not resolve the problematic tensions in Burroughs' writing.”” Indeed, the
tendency to construct Burroughs as an important precursor to post-modernist fiction
and art, while useful and valid, tends to distort the particularities of Burroughs'
writings and aesthetic.

Geoff Ward, in his essay "William Burroughs: A Literary Outlaw?" (1993),
argues that it is Burroughs' "gleeful" deconstruction of the "pre-existing network of
association and codes" that is the core of Burroughs' lasting radicalism, and he traces
Burroughs' ghostly and "corrosive" exposure of "society's dominant narratives"
through the developing ironic narrative strategies of Junky and Naked Lunch, to the
"disintegration of writing" itself in the cut-up novels.”» Ward compares Burroughs'
indigestibility with the manner in which Burroughs' contemporaries, Allen Ginsberg,
Jack Kerouac, Gregory Corso, and Lawrence Ferlinghetti, have been "swallowed
whole" by modern American culture. Ironically, however, Ward links Burroughs to a
key "American archetype": the "outlaw", if, in Burroughs' case, a "literary one".”> The
notion of Burroughs as "outlaw" is a recurrent one, being most sustaintedly expressed
by Ted Morgan's biography, Literary Outlaw. As Burroughs himself notes, to be an
"outlaw" one must first have a "base in law to reject and get out of."» In Ward's

reading, the "base in law" is the "pre-existing network of associations and codes",
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which presumably must stay in place in order that Ward can continue to construct
Burroughs as "outlaw".»

To Nicholas Zurbrugg, it is Burroughs' employment of new technologies and of
non-literary mediums that is radical. According to Zurbrugg, Burroughs'
"intercontextual" approach places him beyond the orbit of "intertextual" critics, who,
following Roland Barthes' maxim that the literary text is always "already read", have
paid insufficient attention to two "main categories" of "radical works": literary work
influenced by "extra-literary" activity, such as Burroughs' adoption of the montage
technique in the cut-up texts, and work, conducted by a "literary occupant” that
explores "a new, technological discursive space", such as Burroughs' tape-recorder
experiments.” Zurbrugg cites Burroughs' pioneering claims for the use of "elaborate
sound equipment" that surpasses the conventional tape recorder: "by using ever-
expanding technical facilities, sound poetry can create effects that have never been
produced before, thus opening a new frontier for poets."> Zurbrugg, as with Ward,
also slips in a description of Burroughs, as "an archetypal intercontextual explorer, a
writer fascinated by what he terms 'effects that have never been reproduced before",
that suggests an "archetypal" continuity for Burroughs' project, and also implicitly
suggests a remarkably old-fashioned analogy between writer and colonizing
"explorer".» Similar slippages are noticeable in the quotation from Burroughs with
which Zurbrugg concludes. In a letter to Alan Ansen, quoted by Ansen in his essay
"Anyone Who Can Pick Up A Frying Pan Owns Death", Burroughs expressed his
"complete dissatisfaction with everything I have done in writing ... Unless writing has
the danger and immediacy, the urgency of bullfighting, it is nowhere to my way of
thinking ... I am tired of sitting behind the lines with an imperfect recording device
receiving inaccurate bulletins ... I must reach the Front."»s The references to

"bullfighting", the "danger and immediacy" of writing, and the implicit representation
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of the literary frontline as a combat zone, suggest a strikingly romantic conception of
the writer, not dissimilar to that of the now much reviled Hemingway.

Robin Lydenberg, in Word Cultures: Radical Theory and Practice in William S.
Burroughs' Fiction (1987), places Burroughs' work in the context of "radical" critical
theorists, namely Julia Kristeva, Michel Foucault, J. Hillis Miller, Roland Barthes,
Jacques Derrida, Héléne Cixous and Delueze and Guattari. Burroughs' description of

"the Aristotelian 'either-or'' as "one of the greatest errors of Western thinking" is
linked by Lydenberg to the deconstructivist project's "critical analysis of the basic
dualism underling our civilization, and the development of a methodology which
attempts to break through the strictures and structures of binary opposition into a more
free and open space."* "There are certain formulas", Burroughs claims in The Job,
"word-locks, which will lock up a whole civilization for a thousand years"», and one
such "formula", is the "Aristotelian 'either-or"'.» According to Burroughs, thinking
in terms of binary oppositions "doesn't even correspond to what we know about the
physical universe."* In the case both of Burroughs and the deconstructivists,
Lydenberg argues, the methodology employed centres on the concept of a third term
which "cannot be absorbed into a binary structure and which, in fact, confounds and
disperses it."* As Frederick Nolan points out in his perceptive essay on Burroughs'
The Western Lands, if the "problem is Western metaphysics itself", then the radical
writer's "task is immense indeed".»» To overturn either-or logic would require a
"transfiguration" that was "not only a moral or individual concern", but also a
"political one", since it would call "into question the character of our shared world".»:
It would also call into question the conception of what a frontier or a borderline is. As
Gloria Anzalduoa writes, borders "are set up to define the places that are safe and
unsafe, to distinguish us from them."> To exist without the "dividing line" created by

binary oppositions would be to live in "a vague and undetermined place created by the
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emotional residue of an unnatural boundary."»* The extent to which Burroughs' work
dismantles this borderline between "them" and "us" will be questioned throughout this
thesis.”

Lydenberg also links Burroughs to the related deconstructivist attempt to move
beyond the dualistic model for reproduction. She notes the "shift", proposed both by
Burroughs and Deleuze and Guattari, from "organic to mechanical modes of
reproduction."* Once more, this movement in seen as pioneering. The "free and
uncertain subject", for example, released by the liberatory "schizoanalysis" proposed
by Delueze and Guattari, is described by Lydenberg as having escaped the
"claustrophobic enclosure of the family to pursue nomadic wanderings in an uncertain
wilderness."*” Here, Burroughs' status as a "pioneer mutant", whom "almost any
family" would be willing to "disclaim as human, much less their own" becomes a
positive advantage.

There are a number of objections that can be raised against Lydenberg's
apocalyptic carnivilization of "William Burroughs", however. Lydenberg describes
Fiedler's masculinzing disdain for Burroughs in "The New Mutants" as "patriarchal",
and points instead towards "the developments in post-structuralism, deconstruction
and feminist theory", which have advanced our "understanding of the impulse to
feminize discourse" beyond Fiedler's "view of that phenomenon."» However, the
notion of the third term that Lydenberg takes from deconstructivist theory is also
employed by Fiedler in his last book, Freaks: Myths and Images of the Secret Self.
Fiedler argues in Freaks, a study of the "other" throughout history, that the "true Freak
challenges the conventional boundaries between male and female, sexed and sexless,
animal and human, large and small, self and other, and consequently between reality
and illusion, experience and fantasy, fact and myth.":» The notion of the "Freak" is, of

course, a terrifically problematic one, and it comes with considerable cultural
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baggage: the voyeurism of the freak show, for example, and the exploitative
manipulation of 'abnormality’. However, Lydenberg's notion of the "mutant" is not
free from these associations either, given her reference, in the conclusion to her
advocacy of Deleuze and Guattarian strategies, to the "monstrous freedom of the
carnival", and the "mad and marginal world of the abject."* It is questionable, as will
be suggested in Chapter 5 of this thesis, whether such phrases help to break down the
distinctions between "them" and "us" that are central to Anzaldia's notion of the
borderlands.»

Similarly problematic is Lydenberg's association of Burroughs with French
feminist theory. As Alice A.Jardine points out in Gynesis: Configurations of Woman
and Modernity, the crisis of legitimisation "within the master narratives" of the West
has lead to "a vast self-exploration, a questioning and turning back upon their own
discourse, in an attempt to create a new space or spacing within themselves" . Jardine
notes that, in France, this "rethinking" has often involved a "reincorportion and
reconceptualization of that which has been the master narrative's own 'non-
knowledge,' what has eluded them, what has engulfed them." This "space", Jardine
continues, has been "coded as feminine, as woman."* Therefore, when Lydenberg

rn

draws attention to Burroughs' "aversion to binary opposition, to definitions and
naming, to all repressive boundaries and laws," she makes a comparison with
Kristeva's identification of a "power" which she calls "woman", a "something that
cannot be represented, something that is not said, something above and beyond
nomenclatures and ideologies."** The comparison is a potentially productive one, but,
as Lydenberg notes, there are "obstacles" to such an identification.

An important issue raised by Jardine's notion of gynesis, for example, is whether

the exploration of a unrepresentable "space" outside of ideology and history, gendered

"feminine" deconstructs, or merely repeats, the gendering of the frontier, in Turner's
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model, as feminine", and its association with male renewal and domination. In this
context, one obstacle to Burroughs' identification with "radical" French feminist
theory is his repetitive misogyny. Catherine R. Stimpsom, in her essay "The Beat
Generation And The Trials of Homosexual Liberation", argues that Burroughs, along
with Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg, were unable to "cross" one important "cultural
boundary": the "traditional construction of the female, and of the feminine."** The
instability of Burroughs' responses to the "female" and the "feminine", and his
attempts to cross this particular "cultural boundary", will be returned to throughout

this thesis.
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Il Post-war America

The examination of William Burroughs' writing in this thesis begins in 1945.
There are a number of reasons for selecting this starting point. Firstly, it is the
approximate date given for the commencement of the events described in Burroughs'
first novel, Junkie (1953), later Junky (1977). "My first experience with junk", the
main narrative of Junky begins, "was during the War, about 1944 or 1945." (Junky/1)
While work on Junky did not begin for another five years, Burroughs had begun to
collect the experiences, and perspectives, that would shape his first novel.*” Secondly,
the year 1945 provides a rich historical starting point: the end of the war, the
immediate aftermath of Hiroshima, and the first stirrings of the Cold War. As will be
demonstrated, this historical context was extremely important in molding the subject
matter and form of Burroughs' writing. Lastly, 1945 was the date of William
Burroughs' first letter to his long-term friend, Allen Ginsberg. Burroughs' letters,
especially those to Ginsberg, were also vital to the creation of Burroughs' fiction.
These letters will serve as a guide to the extraordinary, alchemical process of
transformation, by which Burroughs' life became fictionalised.

In the following section, three important influences on Burroughs in this post-
war period will be examined. As Oliver Harris suggests, the three writers discussed
here were "oppositional or marginalized figures"=: Wilhelm Reich, author of The
Cancer Biopathy (1948), Count Alfred Korzybski, author of Science and Sanity: An
Introduction to Non-Aristotelian Systems and General Semantics (1919) and Oswald
Spengler, author of The Decline of the West: Perspectives of World-History (1922).»
In different ways, these three writers reflected the mood of the post-war American

society in which Burroughs began writing.
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The Decline of the West

Burroughs makes no mention of his reading of Spengler in his early letters,
although Ted Morgan clarifies that Burroughs had versed himself in Spengler.»
Spengler's view of history, as presented in The Decline of the West, is cyclical,
constructed around three major phases of development and decay. In the first phase,
which is termed the "primitive" stage, the "fugitive and heterogeneous" peoples, or
"people-shapes", gradually form themselves into a "culture", a "group of great
peoples of identical style".» This imperial culture is Spengler's second, and, in his
reading, most important, phase. The "great Cultures", Spengler claims, are "entities,
primary or original", and the people within that culture are "under" its "spell."*> They
are the "products" of that culture, not its "authors".:» Spengler defines these peoples,
who exist within "the style in their Culture", as "Nations."»+  Nations, argues
Spengler, are the "only historical peoples."*s They alone make "world-history."*
"Underlying the nation", Spengler asserts, "there is an Idea."" This "Idea", formed in
the "collective being" of the nation, "possesses a very deep relation to Destiny, to
Time and to History." The great nations are the "true city-building peoples", and in
their cities the nation ripens to "the full-height" of its "world-consciousness.":”
Spengler traces the shifts in the idea of nationhood through a variety of eras, the
Classical and the Magian, for example, before examining the period in which we find
ourselves: the "Faustian" era.> The "idea" of the "Faustian" nation, Spengler contends,
is its "tendency to the Infinite", both in terms of space and of time.” The Faustian
nation looks to extend its "geographical horizon".» Its "boundaries" are "vast"
beyond the understanding of an "individual" within that nation, and its vastness has a

"symbolic depth and force" that "men of other Cultures can never comprehend."s
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Extending itself in space, the Faustian nation also looks to extend its "distance in
time", perpetuating its own history through a dynastic structure.” The "Faustian
peoples" are "historical", and it is by the inheritance of history, not by "place or
consensus", that the Faustian "community" feels itself "bound together".=s

At the end of a civilization, Spengler argues, the dominant cultures, symbolized
by their great cities, "dissolve".”» The "whole pyramid of cultural man vanishes."»
What remains is the "primitive blood", the surviving remnants of those "people-
shapes" who had not formed into the dominant culture.”s Existing on the margins,
they have, from Spengler's perspective, been "robbed" of their "strongest and most
promising elements."» This "residue", which forms the third phase of Spengler's
cycle, is termed "the Fellah type." The Fellah experience life as the "zoological up
and down, a planless happening without goal or cadenced march in time".* There are
"many" occurrences in Fellaheen existence, but they are, "in the last analysis, devoid
of significance." The "Idea", the essence of the nation, has been lost.*» According to
Spengler, the end of an imperial culture is hastened by a "minority of timeless, a-
historic, literary men", who, lead by "reason" rather than the "pulse of blood and
being", can "no longer find any 'reasonable' connotation for the nation-idea."** These
"bookmen", described by Spengler as "(historically speaking) waste products",
become the "spiritual leaders of the fellaheen"» The "extinction of the nation",
welcomed by such intellectuals, leads inevitably, in Spengler's view, to a "state of
nature", characterised by "long submissiveness", "brief angers" and "bloodshed. "

Spengler's thesis found evidence for its assertions in the "deeply felt genealogy
of 'the Aryan race'', with which, according to Spengler, ideas of "race" and "Destiny"
became "almost" inseparable.”” Many of Spengler's observations on the Faustian
nation's tendency towards temporal and spatial expansion also find obvious parallels

in the American concept of Manifest Destiny, which employed a naturalizing
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discourse similar to Spengler's. The original formulator of the phrase "Manifest
Destiny", John L. O'Sullivan, had argued that "foreign interference in the acquisition
of Texas" could not be allowed to check the "fulfillment of our manifest destiny to
overspread the continent allotted by Providence for the free development of our yearly
multiplying millions." As Clyde Milner notes, the "reference to divine purpose and
the claim of national superiority" ran parallel to the "idealistic rhetoric that stressed
the benefit to all humanity of America's growth."= The native Americans, who had
already been "subjected to the paternalistic attitude and the ethnocentric idealism of
the removal policy," were "already familiar with such self-serving assumptions."
However, while Spengler was convinced about the "deeply felt genealogy" of the
"Aryan race", he was less sure about the "genealogy" of white America.* "It has long
been obvious" he wrote, that the "soil of the Indians" had "made its mark" on those
European immigrants who went to America, and that, "generation by generation they
become more like the people they have eradicated".>»  In Spengler's reading, white
America had passed through its second phase, as imperial culture, with the speed of a
flicker book, and was already on the verge of the third phase: the demise of its
supposedly dominant values.

Although Spengler is entirely absent from Burroughs' letters of this period, the
"apocalyptic prophecy" in The Decline of the West of "historical change and cultural
entropy" had considerable resonance in post-war American society, and Spengler's
work, as Oliver Harris notes, "formed a cornerstone of the Beat sense of history."
The post-war generation that sensed the demise of its own imperial culture. As W.T.
Lhamon observes in Deliberate Speed: The Origins of a Cultural Style in the
American 1950s, the perceived demise of the imperial culture raised the question of:

what to do when the father, God, authority in the abstract died not only as

an intellectual concept (The Death of God), or as a political problem (the
governance of conquered zones), but as a diffuse enigma running through
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all the experience of culture expressed top to bottom.

Lhamon suggests that perception of "inadequate authority" manifested itself in the
images of "missing, dead, or derelict" fathers in "contemporary texts".*s There were a
variety of responses to this patriarchal absence. The mass media, according to
Lhamon, attempted to "prop up the father figure, thus denying any problem while
telegraphing an obsession with it."* Within serious literature, attempts were made to
find the missing father: Jack Kerouac's On the Road becomes, at its close, an elegy for
"the father we never found".» Faced with this paternal absence, the protagonists of
On the Road, Sal and Dean, turn to each other, to "brotherly bonding".» Like the
1920s modernists, the 1950s generation of writers looked back to the 1850s American
Renaissance, for precursors. Melville, in his letters to Hawthorne, had famously
written that "the Godhead is broken up like the bread at the Supper, and we are the
pieces."* This "infinite feeling of fraternity", which Melville felt in common with
Hawthorne, along with the Whitmanesque notion of the Camerados, were reprised in
Ginsberg's celebration of "manly America".*» While Burroughs never explicitly
joined in Ginsberg's celebrations of male American comradeship, his intense
relationship with Ginsberg did echo, as Oliver Harris notes, its "Whitmanesque
affection".

The Beats paradoxically employed Spengler to signal their distance from the

collapsing dominant narrative of their own imperial culture. As Robert Holton notes,
Jack Kerouac '"recognized himself", and the "postimperial" condition of white
America, in Spengler's work, but his response to Spengler inverted the basic tenets on
which Spengler's analysis rested. Kerouac borrowed Spengler's concept of the
"fellahin", but instead of perceiving of the fellahin as a "residue" left behind by the
imperial culture, having been "robbed" of its '"strongest and most promising
elements"», Kerouac's protagonist in On the Road, Sal Paradise, eulogised the
"Fellahin Indians of the world" as the "essential strain of the basic primitive, wailing
humanity that stretches in a belt around the equatorial belly of the world".> Sal's
earnest wish to "finally learn ourselves" amongst the fellahin was signaled as a
rejection of his own racial identity, the "disillusioned" "'white man".=* Sal instead
wished to be "a Negro", a "Denver Mexican", or "even a poor overworked Jap".
Another important aspect of the "apocalyptic prophecy" the Beats responded to
in Spengler was their experience of living in the world after Hiroshima.* According to
Ted Morgan, to Burroughs "the Bomb", rather than the "birth of Christ" was the

"dividing line of history."s” When asked about "turning points in history" in his
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interview with Re/Search, Burroughs mentioned "August 6, 1945. God almighty, the
Atom Bomb. Was that a date!" To Burroughs, writes Morgan, the "true
significance of his stay at Los Alamos" was connected with its "destiny" in world
history.= "It was no accident", Burroughs has stated, "that I went to the Los Alamos
Ranch School where they couldn't wait to make the atom bomb and drop it on the
Yellow Peril."*» During the Second World War, the Los Alamos Ranch School was
commandeered by the military for the development of the atom bomb.* The decision
was approved by Los Alamos' school director, A.J. Connell, who reportedly said, in a
comment that chillingly recalls Turner's gendering of the frontier: "We always said
on the frontier, it's better to kill one bitch wolf than ten male wolves."*> The School
had become a "parable for the age": the "idyllic Ranch School", a deliberate echo of
frontier life, was "commandeered [...] for a team of foreign-born scientists", who in
disclosing the "secrets of mass destruction", also destroyed "the America the school
had represented."> By dropping the bomb, Burroughs realised, America "had made a
Faustian pact, selling its soul for power and losing its innocence."** After the bomb,
nothing would ever be the same. "It seemed to Burroughs", writes Morgan, "that the
end of classical culture, predicted by Spengler and Korzybski, had now come about,
the end of culture and religion and the traditional values of society.": Post-

Hiroshima, everyone "existed in a world in which everything was permitted. "

Science and Sanity

If Spengler is curiously absent from Burroughs' letters of the immediate post-
war period, Count Alfred Korzybski is a continuous presence, although he is only
mentioned once by name. "Allen," Burroughs wrote firmly to Ginsberg in 1949,
"please do me one favour. Get Korzybski's Science and Sanity and read it."+

Significantly, Korzybski's perspective in Science and Sanity is almost diametrically
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opposed perspective to Spengler's approach in The Decline of the West. 1If The
Decline of the West argues that history is cyclical, Science and Sanity is intent on
breaking that cyclical pattern.* One of its many opening quotations is from A.N.
Whitehead: "A civilization which cannot burst through its current abstractions is
doomed for sterility after a very limited period of progress."** Central to Science and
Sanity, and its attempt to encourage "non-aristotelian orientations", was its disavowal
of "either-or" thinking.”» On this fundamental point, Korzybski was diametrically
opposed to Spengler.

The Decline of the West is deliberately structured around "either-or" logic.™
Spengler, for example, defines his concept of a nation by setting up a series of binary
oppositions. The Nation is associated with Destiny, blood and history, while the
"spiritual leaders of the Fellaheen" are associated with Reason, intellect, and
timelessness.”” Such oppositions are starkly revealed in Spengler's treatment of
gender. The male, claims Spengler, "makes History", while the "Woman is History".»
Male history is "political, social, more conscious, freer, and more agitated" than
Female history, which is "the eternal, the maternal, the plantlike (for the plant has ever
something female in it), the cultureless history of the generation-sequence."™ By
contrast, Korzybski was profoundly distrustful of such linguistic oppositions. In his
Preface to the Third Edition of Science and Sanity, Korzybski refers to a formulation
he calls "time-binding", introduced in his earlier book The Manhood of Humanity,
whereby "the reaction of humans are not split verbally and elementalistically" into
separate categories ("'body', 'mind', 'emotions', 'intellect', 'intuitions' etc."), but, rather,
are treated "from an organism-as-a-whole-in-an-environment [...] point of view."” In
Science and Sanity, Korzybski extends his argument, arguing against the "general
sharpness of 'either-or™ logic, proposing instead a "complete methodological

departure" from "two-valued, 'objective' orientations" to "genmeral, infinite-valued,
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process orientations" .’

In 1939, Burroughs attended a series of five lectures given by Korzybski in
Chicago. Korzybski would begin his lecture, Burroughs recalls, by "thumping a
table".”” "'"Whatever this may be", Korzybski would declare, "it is not a table. It is not
the verbal label table. We can call it anything so long as we agree that this object is
what we are referring to." Burroughs, following Korzybski, would later write in his
essay "On Coincidence" that "either-or, absolute terms" do not "correspond to what
we know about the human nervous system and the physical world."> In his Foreword
to Dr Irving Lee's book Language Habits in Human Affairs (1941), Korzybski
expressed his despair at the "contagious disease of the pathological use of language",
whereby "verbal distortions, falsifications, identifications, etc." were used to train a
"whole generation".

The "principles of Semantics" were a recurrent theme in many of Burroughs'
earlier letters to Allen Ginsberg, serving as the basis for a series of stern lectures.
The influence of Korzybski's distrust of language could be perceived in the
formulation, in a 1948 letter to Ginsberg, of a one-man philosophical movement:
"factualism."* In factualism, the developing strands of Burroughs' world-view were
collected together. The specific context of Burroughs' adoption of factualism was his
disillusionment with psychoanalysis. "Have you resumed analysis?" he asked
Ginsberg, and suggested that Ginsberg "might have a go at the Washington School",
while making it clear that his own intentions were very different: "Myself", he
explained, "I am about to annunciate a philosophy called 'factualism'."* Burroughs'
letters to Ginsberg and Kerouac in this post-war period particularly expressed his
impatience with the use of psychoanalysis. "These jerks", Burroughs wrote, referring
to psychiatrists, "feel that anyone who is with it at all belongs in a nut house."* What

psychiatrists were really looking for, Burroughs felt, was "some beat clerk who feels
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with some reason that other people don't like him. In short, someone so scared and
whipped down he would never venture to do anything that might disturb the
analyst."* Behind psychoanalysis, Burroughs detected the "naive conviction" that
"anyone who is 'fully analyzed' will turn out to be a nice liberal."* While specifically
rooted in his rejection of psychoanalysis, factualism was also a response to the
American liberal establishment, and indeed to any discourse that did not have its basis
in "fact".» Burroughs' expressions of his impatience with Ginsberg were the
expression of his far wider impatience with mainstream white American liberal
society.® By lecturing Ginsberg, Burroughs was also lecturing liberal America,
literally picking to pieces the advice that Ginsberg was being given. "All arguments,"
Burroughs wrote, "all nonsensical considerations as to what people 'should do,' are
irrelevant. Ultimately, there is only fact on all levels, and the more one argues,
verbalizes, moralizes the less he will see and feel of fact."* This letter is the only
definition of factualism Burroughs ever made, and it is suitably short and to the point.
"Needless to say," he concluded, "I will not write any formal statement on the
subject. Talk is incompatible with factualism."»

Burroughs' reading of Korzybski's Science and Sanity, then, played an important
part in forming Burroughs' adversarial position. There was, however, one key point
on which Burroughs and Korzybski differed. Korzybski's project, in creating
"General Semantics", was a profoundly optimistic one. "We need not blind ourselves
with the old dogma", Korzybski wrote in 1947, "that 'human nature cannot be
changed', for we find it can be changed."* "We must begin", he continued, "to realize
our potentialities as humans, then we may approach the future with some hope."*
According to Korzybski, "healthy, well-balanced people are naturally 'moral' and
'ethical’, unless their educations have twisted their types of evaluations."* If only

"General Semantics" could be taught on a widespread basis, Korzybski argued, then



66

"morality', 'ethics', awareness of social responsibility, etc.", would "follow
automatically."** Burroughs, however, used Korzybski's observations about verbal
distortions to expose naively liberal ideas about progress and basic human decency.
Burroughs' primary technique, following Korzybski's advice, was to pick out the
"over/under defined" terms in any of the formulations that Ginsberg was providing
him with.» In response, for example, to Ginsberg's doctor's statement that Ginsberg's
"mystical experiences" were "just hallucinations", Burroughs replied: "Did he say in
terms of fact what an hallucination is? No - because /e does not know. No one
knows. He is just throwing around verbiage."*s Equally liable to dissection were
Ginsberg's own poetic pronouncements. For example, Burroughs dismantled, by
letter, Ginsberg's assertion that "evil" is "a sexless womb giving birth to discord."» It
was, Burroughs admitted, a "pretty turn of phrase", but this slight compliment gave

way to a sceptical line of questioning:

what do you mean by evil? What are your standards? What is harmony
and why is it desirable? What for that matter is discord in political and
economic terms? Where does a "necessity" to think in future time come
from? What in the name of God is a "world without ideas"? [...]

You come on like a prophet talking about "evil", "necessity" and so
forth. But where in a "world without ideas," where noone is supposed to
look beyond his "non-supersensual reality” do you find the standards on
which to base this moral discourse?**

Post-Hiroshima, such "moral discourse" seemed to exist in a vacuum.” Burroughs
also took exception to Ginsberg's claims that there were "knots" in "a consistently
selfish position."« There were, Burroughs replied, "2 bases for any ethical system. (1)
Aristocratic code (2) Religion."* "Liberals", like Ginsberg, had rejected both these
"bases", which left them with "exactly nothing."« Without "a code of conduct" or
"the belief in some Cosmic order", a person has "no reason other than preference to
consider any interests other than his own."= The "only possible ethic", Burroughs
wrote to Jack Kerouac, "is to do what one wants to do."« This conclusion, Burroughs
continued, was the point "to which psychoanalysis leads, though many practitioners of
analysis shrink back from this final but inescapable step."«s Burroughs' claimed that
"in the end people will do what they want to do, or the species will become extinct."
(italics mine)* These observations resembled less Korzybski's utopian vision of
natural morality, and more Spengler's presentation of the natural primacy of the will
as expressed in The Decline of the West.*

Wilhelm Reich
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Burroughs' interest in Reich in the post-war period primarily concerned Reich's
The Cancer Biopathy. Having read the latter text, Burroughs told Jack Kerouac that,
while Reich's "social and political theories" bored him, Reich was "the only man in
the analysis line who is on that beam."«* The "beam" that Burroughs felt Reich was
"on" was related to Reich's theory of the orgone and its relation to the "cancer
process". Burroughs' own experiments in constructing an orgone accumulator were
incorporated in the first version of "Junk", an early manuscript that was developed
into Junkie, and references to Reich are recurrent throughout Burroughs' writing.« Of
particular concern here, however, is the intersection between Burroughs' reading of
Reich, and the science-fiction like paranoia of cold-war American culture.

As Patricia Limerick notes, the 1950s saw the opening of the "nuclear
frontier".*" The events of Hiroshima, and the stirrings of the Cold War, provoked
anxiety over the uses to which atomic energy would be put, anxieties reflected in
Burroughs' correspondence of this period. In a letter to Allen Ginsberg, dated May
1950, Burroughs referred to his wife Joan's "atomic kick"+ her belief, to quote Oliver
Harris' paraphrase, that "low-level radiation from atom bomb tests" were "posing an
invisible threat, in terms of psychic control rather than physical contamination".:
Burroughs told Ginsberg that Joan had "convinced" him that this "atomic kick"
contained a "solid core of reality."*+ As Harris notes, Joan Burroughs' concern with
atom bomb testing echoed Reich's increasing alarm, encouraged by "the outbreak of
the Korean War", concerning "global nuclear warfare" and the effects of "atomic
radiation".#s As Harris also suggests, these set of concerns paralleled the "science
fiction scenarios" of "contemporary American cinema".®s  Reich, who was
investigated in 1954 by the Food and Drug Administration, became increasingly
paranoid, and, in Ted Morgan's account, identified "UFOs as spaceships powered by

negative energy", and believed he could "disrupt" the weather with "orgone energy".«”
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He also told his "associates" at Orgonon, his research institute in Maine, to "carry
firearms against the HIGs", the "Hoodlums in Government".#* These extraordinary
science-fiction like plotlines, believed in passionately by those involved, were
symptomatic of a wider cold war paranoia. ~ Jonathan Paul Eburne, in his essay
"Trafficking in the Void: Burroughs, Kerouac and the Consumption of Otherness"
(1997), describes the "remarkably hegemonic cultural and political body" within post-
war American politics and culture, that "had fashioned a narrative of opposing internal
and external forces, positioning 'us' versus 'them."'+* Under this "pervasive political
consensus", Ebrune argues, a "mass of 'anxieties'", drawn from such variedly
"internal" and "external" sources as '"the fear of communism, the Bomb,
homosexuality, sexual chaos and moral decrepitude, aliens (foreigners and
extraterrestials)", were "condensed with nightmareish lucidity upon a unifying
rhetorical figure": a "festering and highly contagious disease" which threatened the
nation's body-politic.#  Ebrune quotes Andrew Ross' evocation of the "Cold War
culture of germophobia", with its "many fantasmatic health concerns": "Is
Fluoridation a Communist plot?"«

In a related development, the 1950s saw the return of interest in, and nostalgia
for, the mythic American frontier. It was not accidental, as Patricia Limerick
suggests, that Turner's frontier thesis, so well suited "for carrying the ideological
freight of the cold war", was "pulled out on the road again" in the 1950s.2 David
Campbell argues, in Writing Security: United States Foreign Policy and the Politics
of Identity, that the "myth of the frontier" was an important "resource" in the "well-
established discursive economy of identity/difference" that has been drawn upon,
throughout the history of the United States, to discipline "contingency" and represent
"danger" in moments of cultural and political "flux."# Turner's frontier model, located

on the "boundary between 'barbarism' and 'civilization", helped to differentiate the
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project of the United States, which aimed to "assure the integrity and vitality of our
free society, which is founded upon the dignity and worth of the individual", from that
of the Soviet Union, which was the embodiment of the "idea of slavery under the grim
oligarchy of the Kremlin."= Campbell quotes Mary Douglas' observation that danger
"is always present at the border",» and as Ebrune suggests, the "danger" which
Turner's frontier model helped to represent was internal as well as external. Indeed,
Campbell argues that the perceived threat to cultural hegemony was not primarily the
breach of the nation's "territorial borders", but the "transgression of the nation's
boundaries of identity."= Anybody "other" to the nation's conception of itself, for
example women, blacks, foreigners, radicals, the 'insane', the users of narcotics and
the 'sexually deviant', were, along with communists, the "targets of anti-communism's
discursive practices."” In Junky, Lee meets a conspiracy theorist in a bar in New
Orleans who believes that there is a "tie-up" between "narcotics", "Communism", the
unions, and immigrant groups, or, in his words, "Dagos", "Spiks", and "Niggers".
(Junky/71)  Campbell notes that such a linkage between narcotics and internal
minorities had a long established history within American society, Chinese-Americans
being associated with "opium smoking", for example, Hindus with "cannabis", and
Mexicans with "marijuana".»s Campbell also notes the association made between
communism and homosexuality. He argues that "'deviant' sexual behaviour become a
national obsession in the U.S. after World War II".#» In 1950, for example, the Senate
issued a report entitled "Employment of Homosexuals and Other Sex Perverts in
Government", which claimed that "one homosexual can pollute a Government
office."® In Queer, Lee notes a contemporary attempt at "purging the State
Department of queers". (Queer/97)

Lee's further observation, however, that the purge of the State Department

would leave only a "skeleton staft" (Queer/97) suggests that the "cultural and political
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body" of white American culture wasn't quite as "remarkably hegemonic" as Jonathan
Eburne suggests.#' Indeed, Burroughs' own relationship to the dominant narratives of
white American culture suggest the complexities of the cold war paranoia, rather than
relatively straightforward distinctions between 'them' and 'us'.  While Burroughs,
unlike Kerouac, made no gestures of identification with racially marginalized others,
he nonetheless occupied a distinctly liminal area in relation to the imperial culture
Kerouac was supposedly rejecting. At one level, Burroughs' status as homosexual and
heroin user made him a distinctly marginalized figure in his own right. Burroughs'
correspondence from the late 1940s details his frustration at harassment from the state
and federal authorities after being charged with possession of heroin. Burroughs
wrote to Ginsberg explaining he would have to leave New Orleans because the
narcotics agents, who had "orders to question 'known addicts' when and wherever
encountered", "won't let me alone."*: In a latter letter to Jack Kerouac, he described
the "seizure" of his car in connection with enquiries about the possession of narcotics
as a "violation of the Constitution", and raged that the Constitution "might as well"
have been torn up by these "bastards."+ Burroughs' letters from within America do
not discuss his homosexuality, but his letters to Ginsberg from Mexico admit the
"drawbacks of being queer", and explicitly relate those "drawbacks" to residence in
the United States.**

While Burroughs' status as junkie and homosexual suggested that he belonged to
the deviant 'them' of white American post-war culture, his status as white, upper-
middle class American linked him to the conforming 'us'. Indeed, Burroughs' distrust
of repressive bureaucracy and legal restraint often lead him to express nostalgia for an
earlier, freer America, described by Frederick Nolan as "a yearning for the prewar
world of the nonadministered society."+. Throughout his early letters to Ginsberg,

Burroughs expressed his contempt for any system or institution that would interfere
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with the individual's right to "do what one wants to do."=* Among Burroughs' targets
were the "Welfare State"«, the "Unions"s*, the "New Deal", and the Federal
government.® His fury at the "obscenity bunch of bureaucrats" who curtailed his
activities, economic as well as narcotic, began to directly echo the most paranoid
pronouncements of the right-wing anti-Communist paranoia of 1950s America.*
Writing from New Orleans, Burroughs expressed the opinion that rent controls should
be scrapped. "To dictate to a man what he can and can't do with his own property",
Burroughs fumed, "is Un-American Socialism. Such insidious measures leave the
back door of the Ship of State ajar so that the cur of Communism can slink in and
plunder the American ice-box."# In other words, Burroughs perceived the "Un-
American" spread of bureaucracy as a threat to his rightful white, middle-class,
property-owning, American freedoms.

This white American viewpoint was important to the construction of Burroughs'
attitudes towards the frontier. "Whatever happened", Burroughs asked Jack Kerouac,
in a letter from Mexico City written on the very first day of the 1950s, "to our glorious
Frontier heritage of minding ones own business?"« The "Frontiersman", wrote
Burroughs, answering his own question, "has shrunk to a wretched, interfering,
Liberal bureaucrat."+ Such evocations of the glorious frontier past are, as Renato
Rosaldo points out, part of a curious process by which "agents of colonialism" express
"nostalgia for the colonized culture as it was 'traditionally."'*+ The "peculiarity" of this
"yearning", Rosaldo continues, is that the "agents of colonialism" mourn for the "very
forms of life" that they themselves have "intentionally altered or destroyed."+ Rosaldo
terms this yearning "imperialist nostalgia."+ Burroughs' curious position at this time,
both marginalized other and nostalgic imperialist, suggests his complicated
relationship to the dominant white American culture. This issue will be returned to in

the following chapter, which will examine the writing and publication of Burroughs'



first novel, Junky.
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past. The "aristotelian" era is dismissed as being primitive and childlike. The use of either-or logic, he argues, has
"built for us a fictitious, animistic world not much more advanced than that of the primitives". Korzybski, "Introduction
to the Second Edition", Science and Sanity, xxxv. Korzybski contrasts the primitive belief in "magic", with the
scientific, non-aristotelian, elimination of such "self deception". Ibid., "Introduction to the Second Edition", xxvi.
Burroughs, by contrast, has often written of his interest in "magical truth". Burroughs, "On Coincidence", The Adding
Machine, 99. As will be later suggested, this interest in magical truth is as important to Burroughs' writing as his
Korzybskian scepticism about language.
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