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    A key figure of the Beat Generation literary movement, along with Allen Ginsberg (American poet, 1926-1997) and Jack Kerouac (American writer, 1922-1969), Burroughs is renowned for his unflinchingly graphic prose addressing a range of topics considered taboo at that time, from his homosexuality to his experiences on the wrong side of the law, specifically in relation to drugs. Following a privileged upbringing in St. Louis, Missouri and studies in English and later anthropology at Harvard University, Burroughs fell into a life of drug addiction and crime, both of which feature amongst the central themes of his work. Junkie (1953) is his first published novel, preluding his seminal and most celebrated Naked Lunch (1959), both of which are considered semi-autobiographical. Burroughs’ legacy has endured long after his sudden death in 1997, following a heart attack: he is often credited with bringing about significant change to the United States’ once rigid Obscenity Laws through his unapologetically ‘obscene’ works, and many musicians have acknowledged their own artistic debt to the writer, including the musicians David Bowie (1947-2016), Lou Reed (1942-2013) and Kurt Cobain (1967-1994).

  


  
    NAKED LUNCH


    BURROUGHS’ SEMINAL WORK


    
      	Genre: semi-autobiographical novel


      	Reference edition: Burroughs, W. S. (2015) Naked Lunch: The Restored Text. Penguin Books Ltd. Kindle Edition.


      	1st edition: 1959


      	Themes: drugs, homosexuality, sex, politics

    


    Naked Lunch is a seminal piece of literature, both in Burroughs’ own body of work, and in the history of the Beat Generation as a whole. It is infamous for its graphic depictions of sex, rape, murder and drug use, as well is its jumbled, non-linear plot and disjointed prose. Published in the 1950s, the novel provoked outrage amongst the public and state, resulting in obscenity trials being brought against its author. His friend and fellow author Ginsberg supported him throughout the trial, demonstrating the cultural and artistic value of the work and attempting to convince the courtroom of its need to be published. After an initial loss, Burroughs’ defence team submitted an appeal and won, representing a great victory for freedom of expression in 20th century America.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    ‘AND START WEST’


    The novel opens with William Lee, our protagonist, successfully escaping the clutches of the law, jumping onto a train and leaving a federal agent behind in his wake. He leaves New York and embarks upon a drug-hunt road-trip with his friend Jane, stopping by Chicago, St Louis, Houston and New Orleans, before finally ending up in Mexico. They find success in Mexico after meeting Old Ike, who has a government script for morphine.


    The narrative then travels through time and space to the ‘Freeland Republic’, a town of happy, well-adjusted citizens located in the fictional ‘Interzone’. At this point we are introduced to Doctor Benway, described as an ‘advisor’ for the republic. Sadistic and inhumane, he is the implementor of a project disturbingly named ‘Total Demoralisation’, which we are told involves concentration camps and torture. He carries out extreme and upsetting experiments, attempting to brainwash his subjects. Lee visits the ‘Reconditioning Centre’ and is introduced to his first ‘IND’ (short for Irreversible Neural Damage), the subjects of Benway’s failed experiments. Benway talks more on his ‘scientific’ findings and voices his disapproval of drugs and homosexuality. Eventually, however, a computer malfunction occurs, releasing every patient in the Reconditioning Centre. They escape to the roof for ‘Operation Helicopter’ and view the havoc occurring in the city as a result of the patients’ escape. The Interzone is described in explicit, graphic detail as the novel describes the chaos. The reader is told of creatures named ‘Mugwumps’, reptilian beings which latch onto their ‘clients’, hooking them on the addictive fluid they secrete.


    ‘HOSPITAL’


    The narrative jumps to Lee’s attempt to cure his addiction. He describes his sickness and ‘withdrawal nightmares’ which blend with the main narrative, heightening doubt and confusion as to what is real and what is a dream: he throws acid in someone’s face; he sees a guard wearing human skin; he discusses paying to watch two young boys have sex; the lavatory is apparently being used as an operating room (by Dr Benway, who has re-entered the narrative). He soon starts taking Eukodol, a chemical variant of codeine, and becomes hopelessly addicted, living from high to high, constantly trying to ‘score’ (obtain his next hit of the drug). He also begins taking the new sleeping pill Soneryl, which instantly plunges him into dreams with no feelings of prior sleepiness. Again, the reader enters an uncertain dreamscape, where Lee has been in a prison camp for many years and the president is supposedly a drug addict who uses Lee to get his ‘fix’ – which apparently entails Lee entering his penis into the president’s eye.


    We meet the Mugwumps once again – this time in an incredibly graphic, unsettling manner. This Mugwump is putting on an obscene sex show, wherein he hangs and breaks the neck of a boy while in the middle of violent rape, to the audience’s delight. Other graphic descriptions of similar incidents occur to “boys by the hundred” (p.67) – from “exquisite Balinese and Malays” (ibid.) to “Titian-haired Venetian lads” (ibid.). Soon, yet another similar show occurs, this time in the midst of a party thrown by a character named AJ. A film is shown featuring characters named Mary, Mark and Johnny: what begins as a seemingly normal sexual interaction devolves into a depraved threesome, once again involving gallows and multiple hangings.


    ‘ISLAM INCORPORATED AND THE PARTIES OF THE INTERZONE’


    Lee goes on to describe the Interzone in greater detail, presenting a hectic cultural melting pot permeated by violence, death and drug use. We hear the tales of various inhabitants, from prostitutes to a county sheriff, as they joke about and discuss philosophy and religion, telling fabricated tales about Jesus, the prophet Mohammed and Buddha, “a notorious metabolic junkie” (p.95). Dr Benway appears once again as a subject of conversation when the lieutenant and Part Leader of the National Socialist Party attempt to dissuade a male prostitute from associating with the infamous doctor.


    It is revealed that it is AJ – our previous pornography party host – who finances Islam Inc., the corporation which enlisted both Lee and Dr Benway. AJ portrays himself as an eccentric practical joker, attending high-end events and galas only to wreak havoc – ‘practical jokes’ which lead to drug-induced orgies, and one restauranteur being eaten alive by hogs. No one believes this cover story, however, suspecting him to be more politically engaged than he wishes to appear. Lee soon begins discussing the political factions of the Interzone – in particular the Liquefactionists, the Senders, and the Divisionists.


    ‘THE EXAMINATION’


    Lee appears at the court house, in desperate need of an affidavit to prove that he is suffering from bubonic plague, enabling him to remain in the apartment for which he has not paid in ten years. A new character named Carl, an inhabitant of Freeland, is summoned to an appointment with Doctor Benway at the ‘Ministry of Mental Hygiene and Prophylaxis’. Confused, Carl attends nonetheless, and is greeted by Benway’s ramblings about ‘sexual deviation’. It transpires that Dr Benway and his associates seemingly believe Carl to be ‘guilty’ of homosexuality, and Benway wishes to perform tests on his subject to confirm this. Carl acquiesces at first but soon has had enough and walks out. Eventually, the novel comes in a full narrative circle and we arrive at the beginning once again, with Lee in New York, struggling to evade the police. When two police officers, Hauser and O’Brien, do finally manage to catch up with him, he kills them both. Lee subsequently prepares to flee town but, before doing so, calls the police asking to speak with the very policemen he had shot earlier to inform them of a ‘shipment of h’ (evidently to demonstrate supposed ignorance of their whereabouts and clear his name). He is informed that there are no policemen in their precinct named Hauser or O’Brien, and from there the novel devolves into increasingly disjointed prose and ideas as the confused Lee reflects on what has just happened.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    There are remarkable amount of characters and figures mentioned in Naked Lunch, but not many main, recurring characters: as such, this section will focus on three of the more prominent, recurring characters.


    LEE


    Lee does not feature as the novel’s protagonist in the conventional sense of the word. Rather than being a catalyst for the action of the novel himself, he acts almost as a tourist guide for the reader, aiding them on their way through the psychedelic world they have been plunged into. And yet, his role as an outlaw and drug addict is crucial to the novel’s impact. As critic Robert Batey explains in his essay Naked Lunch for Lawyers: William S. Burroughs on Capital Punishment, Pornography, the Drug Trade, and the Predatory Nature of Human Interaction: “Drug addiction is the prime topic of Naked Lunch […] he shows the structure of the junk business and the addict’s insatiable needs force him into conduct progressively more depraved” (1996:103). With Lee as our guide and narrator, the reader receives, not a detached, clinical description of the impact and destruction of drug addiction, but rather an account relayed by someone in the throes of addiction himself, and an account whose reality lies in its psychedelic abstraction. The story of a carnival worker with a talking anus who “would eat its way through his pants and start talking on the street, shouting out it wanted equal rights” (p.111) and proclaims to its owner “It’s you who will shut up in the end. Not me. Because we don’t need you around here anymore. I can talk and eat and shit” (ibid.), for example, is a story which could only exist in Lee’s drug-addled, underground world, demonstrating its abhorrence through such abstract exaggeration and elaborations. Lee is our link to the ‘junk’ underworld, and the reader is led to appreciate the underlying frankness and candour of his account.


    The narrative voice used to describe Lee’s interjections into the story, however, does prove confusing, switching in and out of the first and third person. While Lee’s actions in the chapter ‘Lazarus Go Home’, for example, are narrated entirely in the third person, the novel’s opening chapter ‘And Start West’ is voiced in the first person, as Lee. These constant narrative shifts add to the hallucinatory aspect of the novel, reflecting one of Lee’s drug trips. In addition, one has the sense that, to some extent, Lee is living an out-of-body experience, or is perhaps detached from the reality of his own life. This corresponds to the image Burroughs paints of an addict’s life in both Naked Lunch and previous works such as Junkie: a life with little concern for life itself or reality, and an overwhelming focus on ‘junk’.


    DR BENWAY


    Dr Benway is a sadistic, experimental master of mind control with a strong disdain for drug addicts and homosexuals. Lee meets him when he is contracted by Islam Inc., and is confronted by the Doctor’s grotesque, lengthy ramblings which go on for entire pages, the acts of ‘science’ he describes arousing distinct disgust within the reader. He talks of the instrumental importance of drugs in the brainwashing and mind control of his subjects, as well as the sexual humiliation he brings about in them. For example, he boasts of having conditioned one boy “to shit at sight of me. Then I wash his ass and screw him. It was real tasty” (p.24).


    Indeed, despite Benway’s alleged interest in science and claims that homosexuality should be classed as ‘sexual deviation’, his genuine commitment to science is more than lacking. For example, when informing Lee that: “all my homosexual patients manifested strong unconscious heterosex trends and all my hetero patients unconscious homosexual trends,” (p.31) he lacks a follow-up explanation as to why that might be, or any inclination to investigate further. To Lee’s enquiry, “What do you conclude from that?” he replies: “Conclude? Nothing whatever. Just a passing observation” (p.32). Benway thus betrays his façade as a ‘man of science’ and proves himself to be little more than a twisted man with too much power, evidently torturing the people under his ‘care’ for his own pleasure. In fact, it could be argued that Benway thus comes to demonstrate 1950s America’s baseless, nonsensical hatred of and desire to ‘fix’ those who deviate from the norm. Such criticism fits with Burroughs’ (and the Beat Generation writers in general) aversion toward contemporary mainstream opinion and institutions. Burroughs himself was gay and a heavy drug user at a time in America when such figures and actions were heavily condemned by mainstream society – so the homophobic, drug-addict-intolerant Doctor Benway is of great significance, forming a solidly antagonistic force in a novel which, otherwise, lacks any other elements of a conventional narrative.


    THE MUGWUMPS


    The Mugwumps are a puzzling creation of Burroughs’. They are described in nightmarish terms, beings with “thin purple-blue lips” which “cover a razor-sharp beak of black bone with which they frequently tear each other to shreds in fights over clients” (p.46). They also “secrete an addicting fluid from their erect penises which prolongs life by slowing metabolism” (ibid.). And yet there is a threatening sexuality contained within their visual depiction, their “purple-blue lips” reflecting their constantly “erect penises” (ibid.). This eroticism is furthered later in the novel when Lee describes one particular Mugwump as follows:


    “[He] sits naked on a bar stool covered in pink silk. He licks warm honey from a crystal goblet with a long black tongue. His genitals are perfectly formed—circumcised cock, black shiny pubic hairs. His lips are thin and purple-blue like the lips of a penis, his eyes blank with insect calm.” (p.63)


    The reader is confused by this assault to the imagination, forced to picture this supposedly vile reptile in sexual terms in a binary description of attraction and repulsion.


    The Mugwump goes on to rape a young boy, hanging and killing him in the middle of the non-consensual intercourse. And
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