1
Introduction

The purpose of this thesis is to examine the representations of frontiers in the
early writing and correspondence of William S. Burroughs. The thesis will place
Burroughs' work in the context of the white, male, middle class American society into
which he was born, and question whether the frontiers constructed and crossed in that
work question or reaffirm the values of that society.

The central subject of the thesis is the writing of William Burroughs between
1945 and 1959. Through the course of the thesis, Burroughs' first five books will be
examined in the order of their writing: Junkie (1953),' later published as Junky (1977)
which was written between 1950 and 1952, Queer (1986),: written between 1951 and
1952, The Yage Letters (1963), written in 1953, and revised in 1955 and prior to its
publication in 1963, Interzone (1989),* written mostly between 1954 and 1957, and
Naked Lunch (1959),5 written from 1954 to 1959. There is one additional Burroughs
text that, although not a work of fiction, is vital to this study: The Letters of William
Burroughs 1945 to 1959 (1993).c Burroughs' letters, crucial to the creation of his
fiction in the period under discussion, will provide, to quote Oliver Harris, the
"chronological" structure for the thesis.’

Throughout this thesis, Burroughs' work will be compared and contrasted with
that of Herman Melville. The connection between Burroughs and Melville is partly
one of literary history. Melville was an important figure to many writers in the 1950s,
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example, was influenced by the "quasi-autobiographical" form of Pierre; and by
Melville's ventriloquism in The Confidence Man: "Melville in the Confidence Man is
the strangest voice ever heard in America", Kerouac wrote to Neal Cassady,
describing it as "partly Shakespearean with a beautiful interspersion of backwoods
voices and nigger voices and all types [of] voices."* Barry Miles notes that Burroughs
had a copy of Moby Dick on his well-stocked shelves in his apartment on Riverside
Drive in New York." Burroughs was clearly very familiar with Melville's work, and
there are a substantial number of references to Melville in Burroughs' writing, many
of which will be central to this thesis.? However, it would be misleading to claim that
Melville was a primary literary influence on Burroughs' work.» While there is some
evidence of a literary-historical connection between Melville and Burroughs, the
purpose behind the comparison conducted here is to provide an antecedent to
Burroughs in terms, to quote Susan Howe, of "family, history and ideology".*
Melville and Burroughs shared a similar class, race and gender. Their
respective families had connections, however distant and tenous, with the upper
echeloens of white American society, and the writings of both authors suggest an
ambigous response to the historical legacy they inherited, and an apocalyptic sense of
the future for that legacy. William Burroughs' first sustained piece of serious writing
was "Twilight's Last Gleamings", a satiric sketch of a sinking United States passenger
liner written in 1938, which, as Oliver Harris notes, "follows in the tradition of dark
humour of Burroughs' fellow Missourian, Mark Twain", specifically echoing "Twain's
incomplete sketch of 1895, 'The Passenger's Story"'.s This sketch, acted out with his
friend Kells Elvins, suggests, like the demise of the Pequod at the close of Herman
Melville's Moby Dick (1851), an portentous vision of what Allen Ginsberg termed
"the sinking of America": "Twilight's Last Gleamings" is intercut with lines from the
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the sense of living at the end of a cultural and historical tradition. Ishmael's survival,
at the close of Moby Dick, leaves him an "orphan".” Ann Douglas describes Ishmael
as utterly lacking any "cultural roots".® Similarly, Burroughs described his
protagonist, Adrian Scudder, as the "last of a strange, archaic class, or, perhaps, the
first. In any case he was without context, of no class and no place."” However, the
cultural and historical traditions from which Melville and Burroughs felt exiled were
different in important ways, suggesting the transitions within white American middle-
class society that have occurred between Melville's birth, in 1819, and Burroughs'
recent passing, in 1997.

In this thesis, the process of expansion and industrialisation that inspired
Melville's vision of the sinking Pequod will be traced through into the twentieth
century in which Burroughs has lived and written. In particular, the developments in
the economy, family structure and foreign policy of the United States will be noted,
thereby placing Burroughs' work in the context of the development and crises of white
American history. The thesis will draw on the observations of Michael Paul Rogin's
Subversive Genealogy: The Politics and Art of Herman Melville (1983), which
provides a historical context for Melville's work.» Ann Douglas' two key texts, The
Feminization of American Culture (1977) and Terrible Honesty: Mongrel Manhattan
in the 1920s (1995), will be used to trace developments within white middle-class
society through the Victorian period into the 1920s.» The economic developments of
the United States will be demonstrated by reference to Paul Kennedy's The Rise and
Fall of the Great Powers: Economic Change and Military Conflict from 1500 to 2000
(1986).2» The thesis will also examine the historical context within which Burroughs
began writing: the United States in the 1950s. The primary sources for this period are
John Patrick Diggins' The Proud Decades: America in War and Peace (1988), David

Campbell's Writing Security: United States Foreign Policy and the Politics of Identity



(1992).=

Attempting to place William Burroughs' writing within the context of white
American history is not an unprecedented endeavor, although critics tend instead to
place Burroughs in a American literary tradition. Reviewing Burroughs' Cities of the
Red Night, for example, Peter Ackroyd insisted that Burroughs is "not a portentous
avant-garde novelist in the Francophile tradition" but is rather "part of the American
tradition of antinomianism and populism, and sounds in part like Whitman, in part
like Poe."* However, in terms of direct literary influence, Burroughs' own
acknowledgments of indebtedness suggest that the author does not regard himself as
part of an white American tradition. Among the European novelists Burroughs often
names as influences or important figures are Conrad, Genet, Beckett, Proust, and
Denton Welch.® As Oliver Harris and Timothy Wu have suggested, the romantic
writers, Coleridge, De Quincey and Wordsworth, are also important to Burroughs'
work.» There are, however, certain American writers who Burroughs admires, such as
T.S. Eliot, Hemingway and Fitzgerald, and certain key American texts that Burroughs
has praised: for example, Jack Black's You Can't Win (1926) and Joseph Moncure
March's The Wild Party (1928).” However, the purpose of this thesis is not to place
Burroughs' work neatly within an American literary tradition, but rather to argue that
his work enacts certain psychological and political dynamics that have been recurrent
throughout the history of white America. These dynamics will be introduced in
Chapter One.

Burroughs' writing is very much concerned with border-crossings, both
geographical and metaphorical. As Oliver Harris suggests, while in his earlier texts,
Junky, Queer and The Yage Letters, Burroughs was primarily concerned with crossing
the "geographical frontiers" which took him into Mexico and South America, in his
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geographical frontiers as an analogue to the crossing of ontological borders."»
However, Burroughs' reference, from within his correspondence, to the "glorious
frontier heritage" of the United States suggests a definition of the frontier linked to a
specifically white American construction of a mythic past.” In order to place
Burroughs' various representations of frontiers within an historical and political
context, Chapter One will provide an chronological overview of definitions of the
term "frontier" within American history and culture, beginning with Frederick Jackson
Turner's "The Significance of the Frontier in American History" (1893), and drawing
on the more contemporary representation of frontiers in Trails: Towards a New
Western History (1989) and The Oxford History of the American West (1993).» The
thesis will also draw upon the recent critical debates in which definitions of frontiers
have been linked to the transitions between colonial and post-colonial study, and
examine the non-white American perspective on the frontier found in Gloria
Anzaldua's Borderlands|La Frontera (1987).» It will be argued in the thesis that
William Burroughs, whose writing traverses a period of crucial transition in the
history of European and American expansion, represents the end of one frontier
tradition, and that Gloria Anzaldua's concept of the "borderlands", which offers a non-
Eurocentric definition of a frontier zone, represents the beginning of a new frontier
tradition.»

While considerable attention will be given to the precise historicization of the
representations of the frontier examined, this thesis will also draw on psychoanalytical
theory, and its relationship to mythological and psychological representations of the
frontier. Following Nancy Chodorow, writing in Feminism and Psychoanalytical
Theory (1989), the implicit assumption of this thesis is that "psychoanalysis describes
a significant level of reality that is not reducible to, or in the last instance caused by,

social or cultural organization", and therefore "deterministic primacy" will not be



given to "social relations that generate certain psychological patterns or processes".»
Rather, it will be argued that "psychology itself is equally important to, constitutive
and determinant of, human life."* The model for the psychological analysis
conducted in this thesis will adapt the work of earlier male-centred psychoanalytical
readings of American culture, such as Leslie Fiedler's Love and Death in the
American Novel and The Return of the Vanishing American, and Richard Slotkin's
Regeneration Through Violence, by drawing on the work of recent feminist critics,
such as Jane Flax, Annette Kolodny, Ann Douglas, Susan Stanford Friedman, Julia
Kristeva, Laura Mulvey and Alice A. Jardine.*

Although the thesis will intermittently employ Leslie Fielder's "archetypal”
analysis of American literature, it does not do so in order to confirm the Jungian
theory of archetypes from which Fiedler derives the term.* While, following
Chodorow, "deterministic primacy" will not be granted to "social relations", the issues
of race, class and gender that are implicit, though often silenced, in Fiedler's
archetypal analysis, will here be made explicit, and their complex interaction with the
psychological patterns Fiedler presents will be suggested.” Neither will the application
of Freudian theory within the thesis unproblematically confirm Freud's insistence on
the centrality of the Oedipal complex. It will be argued here that the Oedipal complex
represents a simplistic and culturally specific model for a child's psychological
development, and that Freud's theories concentrate primarily on male, and post-
oedipal, experience, at the expense of female, and pre-oedipal, experience.

It should also be stated from the outset that this thesis does not attempt to
explain William Burroughs' writing by revealing a singular event within his own
infancy and childhood, the "primal scene" Neal Oxenhandler refers to in his
psychoanalytical essay on Burroughs, "Listening to Burroughs' Voice".* It is certainly
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affected Burroughs' later life and his career as a writer.» However, the precise nature
of that "traumatic experience" is impossible to fathom, either from Burroughs' own
writings, or from the work of his critics and biographers. Ted Morgan, in his
biography of Burroughs, Literary Outlaw: The Life and Times of William S.
Burroughs (1988), describes the exasperation of one of Burroughs' analysts, Dr
Federn, who "lost his patience" with his analysand: "What IS this that affected you
your whole life?"« It would be arrogant, and misguided, to attempt to reconstruct, or
to insist on the centrality of, a single traumatic incident which its victim will not or
cannot recall. Indeed, it would be misguided to base any analysis of Burroughs'
writing on the specific details of his childhood, which even within the two biographies
of Burroughs' life are sketchy and contradictory.*

However, an implicit assumption is made within the thesis that patterns of
behaviour formed in early infancy often repeat themselves throughout adult life. The
plurality of these patterns of behaviour should be emphasised. Since no single primal
scene can be identified within Burroughs' writing, the patterns of infantile behaviour
enacted there are dispersed and contradictory. They derive from various periods of
infantile development, and suggest a variety of responses towards parental figures,
rather than simply replicating attitudes formed in the singular moment of the primal
scene. Yet, while the plurality and complexity of these patterns of behaviour will be
noted, their recurrence will also be insisted on.

It should also be emphasised that the purpose here is not to reveal a singular
essence of personality, the true "William Burroughs" who resides behind his fictions.
If, as will be suggested, Burroughs' writing recurrently enacts certain patterns of
infantile behaviour, the transformation of that behaviour into fictional material ensures
that the reader can only examine displaced or sublimated versions of that behaviour.

As Neal Oxenhandler rightly claims, "ambivalence and indeterminacy" is central to



Burroughs' aesthetic, and the "ambivalence or bipolarity" of Burroughs' writing is
generated in considerable part by the "tension" created between two impulses: "the
desire to hide and the desire to reveal."# This observation, it will be noted here,
applies even to Burroughs' earliest fictions in which his aesthetic was only partially
formed. The "desire to hide" described by Oxenhandler ensures that the reader will
never learn the "truth" that the writing "simultaneously wants us to know."s

m

Therefore, Burroughs, who "seems to be telling us 'everything', paradoxically
remains "the most secretive of persons."+ The "desire to reveal", however, ensures that
the attempt to divulge the "truth", the unrevealable essence of self that is "William
Burroughs", continues throughout his writing.# In order to demonstrate the validity of
this observation, Chapter 5 will conclude with an examination of Burroughs' final full
length work, My Education: A Book of Dreams*(1995), in which the psychological
dynamics that recur throughout Burroughs' writing are most clearly revealed.
*

William Burroughs died on August 2, 1997. While small changes have been

made to this thesis following this sad event, the tense of the thesis has not been

changed. The thesis was written when its subject was still alive, and it would be

inappropriate to shift the judgments made in it in retrospect.
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