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Abstract 

This essay compares two influential novels from the Beat era, William Burroughs’ 

Naked Lunch and Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, and how they use the spatial 

dimension of writing as a tool for resistance. The spatiality of Kerouac’s travel 

narrative is compared to the spatiality of Burroughs cut-up narrative, and the spaces of 

cities and the road are analyzed. I argue that On the Road is an attempt at a spiritual 

escape from Western dogmatism—dramatized through the means of a spatial 

journey—whilst Naked Lunch is attempting an escape from “control”, mediated 

through the means of a spatial destabilization in the narrative.  

In trying to define the term “control” used by Burroughs, I look at Foucault’s 

Discipline and Punish, as well as other sources, in order to determine which 

mechanisms of society that are being reacted against in these novels. The historical 

context of these two Beat writers as situated in the American postwar era is also 

considered – a context which is examined in relation to the concept of normality. 

Keywords: Beat; space; resistance; control; cut-up; travel narrative 
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“[T]he ‘human condition’ is often one of 

disorientation, where our experience of being-in-

the-world frequently resembles being lost.” (Tally 

43) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The spaces around us can be either confining or liberating. A classroom, one’s home, 

the town square or one’s home country – these are all spaces that, depending on who 

you ask (and when), may function as a safe refuge or as a prison. Perhaps the greatest 

power of literature is its ability to define, critique or temporarily escape those spaces, 

by creating new ones in the fictional world for the reader to experience. Robert Tally 

writes that “[i]n the attempt to think critically about the spaces and places of our own 

world, we are frequently encouraged to imagine other spaces” (145). 

The spaces imagined in the two novels discussed in this essay, illustrate a 

thematization of the disorientation which Tally refers to in the epigraph – though 

differently in each novel. One of the novels thematizes disorientation in terms of 

spatial movement as the protagonists travel across the highway in search of spiritual 

insight; it tells the tale of a group of young folks searching for a higher meaning – the 

type of searching which defines us as humans and our so-called condition. The other 

novel thematizes disorientation in that its whole narrative technique depends on the 

readers’ sense of disorientation for the “human condition” to be expressed clearly 

before the reader. The condition in the latter novel is more cynically defined than in 

the former; disoriented just the same, however not simply about the higher meaning of 

life, but more fundamentally – a kind of disorientation which obscures the very 

thoughts we are able to think and communicate.  

This essay compares how two of the most influential novels of the Beat 

movement, Jack Kerouac’s On the Road (1957) and William Burroughs’ Naked 
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Lunch (1959), utilize the spatial dimension—in the creation of fictional spaces and 

places and in narrative technique—as a means of resistance, or as a social critique. 

Roy Kozlovsky writes of the Beats’ that they “spatialised their literary practices in 

order to explore, and consequently critique, postwar American culture” (36). 

Although Burroughs and Kerouac wrote out of the same society, they employ very 

different narrative techniques to pose their critique and create literary spaces. While 

On the Road has the rather conventional narrative form of a journey – both existential 

and spatial – Naked Lunch is more radical in its approach to language and narrative, 

with its use of the cut-up technique. What is it that these narratives resist? What do 

they critique? And how is the critique put forward? In what manner? 

Before moving on to the actual analysis, I ought to answer the question: why 

focus on the spatiality of these two narratives? The answer lies in the context in which 

these two novels were written. The novels discussed here are both coming out of the 

Beat Generation in American literature – which places them post-World War Two. In 

the postwar era, the spatial configurations of America (and the world) were changing 

rapidly, and moreover, spatiality was increasingly elaborated on in literature and 

criticism at this point in time, partly as a result of this reconfiguration of space. Tally 

writes: “[E]specially after the Second World War, space began to reassert itself in 

critical theory, rivalling if not overtaking time [my emphasis] in the significance it 

was accorded by critics and theorists” (3) – a shift of focus commonly known as the 

“spatial turn”. Though the spatial turn did not initiate nor complete within the postwar 

years, Tally traces two historical forces that “helped shape he heightened attention to 

space in the postwar era” (13); disillusionment and mobility: 

[T]he metaphor of time as a smoothly flowing river and the 

evolutionary theory of history as progressively moving from barbarism 

towards civilization could not be maintained in the aftermath of 

concentration camps and atomic bombs […] Certainly the massive 

movements of populations—exiles, émigrés, refugees, soldiers, 

administrators, entrepreneurs, and explorers—disclosed a hitherto 

unthinkable level of mobility in the world, and such movement 

emphasized geographical difference; that is, one’s place could not 

simply be taken for granted any longer. (13) 

This sense of postwar disillusionment with Western civilization is exemplified both 

by the spiritual search of the protagonists in On the Road, and by the comically 

apocalyptic paraphrasing of society in Naked Lunch. Furthermore, Kerouac’s novel 

epitomizes this “hitherto unthinkable level of mobility in the world” in the 
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protagonists’ rapid travels around America, while Burroughs’ novel is a more 

aestheticized response to the social and psychological implications of existing and 

developing systems of communication during this time – as for instance the 

development of the television. Another phenomenon that came to effect Beat writing 

in terms of spatiality was infrastructural advancements such as the expansion of the 

highway system. Kozlovsky writes: 

The mobile geography of Beat literary production was made possible 

by […] the highway system [which] allowed Beat writers to 

independently explore the continental space of America. Previously 

fragmented and regional in character, the various highways on the 

local state level were first integrated under the Highway Defense Act 

into a nationwide system to streamline war production. After the war 

the system was further expanded to accommodate a new type of user, 

the individual car owner of the emerging consumer economy. (37) 

Mobility is a crucial word when discussing space in On the Road. Roger Bill writes 

that: “As Kerouac rebelled against being, as one of his protagonists in The Dharma 

Bums put it, ‘imprisoned in a system of work, produce, consume […]’ he travelled 

across America on a rapidly improving network of highways, turning ‘mobility into a 

retreat’” (395). Tim Cresswell also attributes vital importance to mobility when 

interpreting Kerouac’s novel. He argues that “[t]he central theme of On the Road is 

mobility” (254) and that “mobility is a theme in tension between dominant and 

resistant tendencies” (252). In short, the postwar era as a time of reconstructing space 

and perceptions of space, motivates the decision to focus this essay on the spatiality of 

these two narratives.  

Previous research has tracked the function of mobility in On the Road, 

however, it has not investigated—in a comparative manner—how spatial mobility 

functions in relation to constructions of narrative and space in the works of different 

Beat writers. This essay aims to partially fill that gap, by comparing two of the most 

influential Beat novels – one by Kerouac and one by Burroughs – and looking at how, 

in these novels, the constructions of narrative and space are connected to mobility as a 

tool for “resistance”. As shall be evident in the analytical part of this essay, spatial 

mobility emerges in these two novels, as the means of resisting and criticizing the 

narrowing constraints of normality in the United States during this period (though in 

two different senses). In the next section I look closer at the concept of control, and, 

by connecting those findings to the context of postwar America, I attempt to identify 

which forces in society that provoked resistance in these two novels. 
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Spaces of Normality and Control 

In order to show how resistance is evident in terms of spatiality in these two novels, it 

seems appropriate to first consider what the Beats reacted against. The short answer is 

that the they were striking out against the “American dream”, family values and other 

majority norms; though in this section I would like to illustrate specifically how 

postwar America as a society of control and surveillance utilized normality as a form 

of control – which, to a certain degree, explains the methods of resistance in these two 

novels. To better understand the term “control” and how it connects to mechanisms of 

normality, I turn to Michel Foucault, whom has given this subject considerable 

thought. 

Foucault says: “Our society is one not of spectacle, but of surveillance” (217). 

In his book Discipline and Punish, Foucault describes the gradual development of the 

Western justice systems. He outlines a transformation from a system of torture as 

public spectacle—with public executions as the ultimate tool of punishment—to a 

system more similar to what is used in the West and around the world today; a system 

of prisons and rehabilitating sentences. In this process, punishment “leaves the 

domain of more or less everyday perception and enters that of abstract consciousness; 

its effectiveness is seen as resulting from its inevitability, not from its visible 

intensity; it is the certainty of being punished […] that must discourage the crime” 

(Foucault 9). In the eighteenth century, Foucault contends, there coexisted three ways 

in which the power to punish was exercised: one was the old monarchical way of 

torturing the body, while the other two methods (which gradually came to replace the 

first mentioned method) were grounded in a corrective conception of the criminal 

(130): 

The reforming jurists […] saw punishment as a procedure for 
requalifying individuals as subjects, as juridical subjects […] [I]n the 

project for a prison institution that was then developing, punishment 

was seen as a technique for the coercion of individuals; it operated 

methods of training the body […] by the traces it leaves, in the form of 
habits, in behaviour […] We have, then, […] the vanquished enemy, 

the juridical subject in the process of requalification, the individual 

subjected to immediate coercion; the tortured body, the soul with its 

manipulated representations, the body subjected to training. (Foucault 

130-31) 

What exactly does this entail? The crime ceases to be viewed as an offence against the 

ruler, but is instead considered an offence against society as a whole—against the 
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collective social contract—and the criminal is no longer simply a wrongdoer, an 

enemy of the state, but in fact morally defect, subjectable to rehabilitation. The 

development can be simplified like this: first the body was punished, later the 

soul/mind is targeted, and lastly the body is coerced into changed behavior.  

 In order to understand why Foucault’s theory is useful in the context of this 

essay, it needs to be clear that Discipline and Punish is first and foremost about power 

and the history of how it is exercised. The development of the Western justice system 

is interesting in relation to how power was exercised at the time of the Beats, and also, 

as an exemplification of the interrelatedness of normality and power: 

Like surveillance and with it, normalization becomes one of the great 

instruments of power at the end of the classical age. For the marks that 

once indicated status, privilege and affiliation were increasingly 

replaced – or at least supplemented – by a whole range of degrees of 

normality indicating membership of a homogeneous social body but 

also playing a part in classification, hierarchization and the distribution 

of rank. In a sense, the power of normalization imposes homogeneity; 

but it individualizes by making it possible to measure gaps, to 

determine levels, to fix specialities and to render the differences useful 

by fitting them one to another. (Foucault 184) 

Normality, then, becomes a most crucial tool of power. In a regime of surveillance, 

the subtler mechanisms of normality proactively mold the minds of its citizens into 

desired behavior. It steers the citizens into controlling one another, to value those 

traits which comes to serve power, and reject what does not fit into its logic:   

[Judging] has become one of the major functions of our society. The 

judges of normality are present everywhere. We are in the society of 

the teacher-judge, the doctor-judge, the educator-judge, the ‘social 
worker’-judge; it is on them that the universal reign of the normative is 

based; and each individual, wherever he may find himself, subjects to 

it his body, his gestures, his behavior, his aptitudes, his achievements. 

(Foucault 304) 

Foucault’s observations are written from a French perspective and he draws his 

examples from the French justice system and society, but his conclusions have a 

greater scope and are not limited to the French context. His insights are strikingly 

applicable to postwar America – something that could be connected to the country’s 

developing spatiality during that period. Tally compares Foucault’s approach to “the 

spatiality of the modern” (Tally 122) in Discipline and Punish, with how Fredric 

Jameson showed in Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism that 

“each stage of development within the capitalist mode of production, has ‘generated a 

type of space unique to it’” (Tally 122). Indeed, the American postwar era of the 
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Beats was a time of a rapidly developing capitalism, but also of a rapidly developing 

system of surveillance and control – with strict boundaries of normality which were 

increasingly being policed internally in the United States. Bill describes the 

flourishing capitalism of postwar America along these lines: 

When the US president Harry Truman delivered his State of the Union 

address to Congress on January 6, 1947, America was experiencing a 

period of unprecedented prosperity. Eighteen months after the first 

atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima and the Second World War 

ended, money was plentiful and business was booming. “Food 

production was at a new high. The national income was higher than 

ever before in peacetime. 'We had virtually full employment',” Truman 

announced with satisfaction. In January of 1947, Jack Kerouac was 24 

years old and by July of that year he had met Neal Cassady [whom the 

character Dean is based on] and set off on his first trip across the 

United States. (397) 

However, “peacetime” might not be the appropriate word for describing this period in 

American history. Sure, World War Two had ended – but only to be replaced by The 

Cold War. Mark Richardson asserts that “On the Road plainly belongs to the era of 

containment: containment of the USSR without, containment of un-American 

elements within” (221) and that Kerouac’s novel “spans the first decade of the 

American National Security State and of the Civil Rights struggle” (220). Returning 

to Kozlovsky and the importance he attributes to the (at the time of the Beats) recent 

developments of the highway system, he draws further conclusions about this 

reconfiguration of American space: 

The consolidation of the US into a unified and interconnected space 

made it possible to think and write about the country as a totality, and 

the ways in which this territorial unity would be conceptualised had 

significant political implications. In the early 50s, Senator Joseph R 

McCarthy employed maps to visualise the spread of communism 

within the US as part of his crusade against 'un-American activities'. 

His map is more than a rhetorical device for exaggerating the threat of 

communism; it is an instrument of control produced by a regime of 

surveillance. In his quest to establish an American identity based on 

wholeness and purity, McCarthy made the nation and the body 

analogous, posing communism and homosexuality as two equivalent 

forms of 'unnatural' penetration from the outside. Together with FBI 

director J Edgar Hoover, he led the campaign to purge those suspected 

of political and sexual deviance from the government and the media. 

(39-40) 

Aside from communism and homosexuality being excluded from the image of the 

pure American identity, not fitting inside the boundaries of normality, drug use was 

another deviation under attack during this time in American history. In 1956, the 
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Narcotic Control Act was passed “in response to the results of a nationwide 

investigation of narcotics trafficking, addiction, and treatment” (Cameron & Dillinger 

543-44). The act treated violations of the laws relating to opium, marihuana and coca 

leaves, but did not differentiate between the different drugs – something that 

Burroughs saw as “[a] lamentable confusion between the two classes of drugs [opiates 

and hallucinogens] owing to the zeal of the U.S. and other narcotic departments” 

(Burroughs 200), which he stated in his “Deposition: Testimony Concerning a 

Sickness” written in 1960. The Narcotic Control Act “imposed some of the strictest 

drug control penalties to date” (Cameron & Dillinger 543-44), with penalties of a 

minimum of two years in jail for first time offenders, no less than five years’ 

imprisonment for second time offenders, and ten to forty years behind bars if you 

were to be convicted a third time (Cantor 515).  

 The fact that the U.S. was a country which was coming out of one war and 

moving into the next (continuing an American tradition of almost non-stop 

involvement in armed conflict), and at the same time made political efforts internally 

that effectively narrowed the boundaries of normality, calls for the connection to be 

made between politics and the military model. Foucault contends that: 

It may be that war as strategy is a continuation of politics. But it must 

not be forgotten that ‘politics’ has been conceived as a continuation, if 

not exactly and directly of war, at least of the military model as a 

fundamental means of preventing civil disorder. […] Historians of 
ideas usually attribute the dream of a perfect society to the 

philosophers and jurists of the eighteenth century; but there was also a 

military dream of society; its fundamental reference was not to the 

state of nature, but to the meticulously subordinated cogs of a machine, 

not to the primal social contract, but to permanent coercions, not to 

fundamental rights, but to indefinitely progressive forms of training, 

not to the general will but to automatic docility. (168-69) 

“Automatic docility”—as a result of conformity to societal norms—I believe, is to a 

certain extent what the Beats were trying to resist. Consequently, disorder and chaos 

became their weapon of choice, their strategy of resistance. For example, Cresswell 

argues that “disorder and randomness as undirected mobility” are central to On the 

Road (Cresswell 254), and he refers to a quote by Lewis Mumford which states: 

“Since ritual order has now passed into mechanized order, the present revolt of the 

younger generation against the machine has made a practice of promoting disorder 

and randomness” (Cresswell 254). Although the disorder and randomness expressed 

in thought and spatial movement in On the Road has been acknowledged by critics, 
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also Naked Lunch utilizes disorder and chaos, especially in its use of the cut-up 

narrative – which will be discussed in the next section. 

Continuing to keep in mind the ways which normality functions as a tool of 

control, as well as the context of the American postwar era as a society in which this 

form of control was increasingly exercised, we move on to the readings of On the 

Road and Naked Lunch. 

Two Attempts at Resistance to Spaces of Normality and Control 

Michel de Certeau says that “to walk is to lack a place” (Tally 130). I would like to 

modify his statement for the purposes of this essay, and instead argue that: to move is 

to resist a space. The disorientation in Naked Lunch and On the Road described in the 

introduction to this essay is not coincidental; it is a result of a resistance through 

movement, a strategy of inhabiting the space of postwar America. In specifying what 

is meant by movement here, I begin to examine the overarching narrative structures of 

the novels under discussion. 

 As mentioned earlier, On the Road has the narrative structure of a journey – in 

other words, it is a travel narrative. Kai Mikkonen writes that “any travel narrative 

presupposes the expectation that, at least upon return, the initial situation could be 

transgressed, mediated, and possibly solved” (298). The “initial situation” of On the 

Road is not extensively described in the novel, all we get to know is that the narrator, 

Sal Paradise, has recently split up with his wife and has been through a period of 

“illness” marked by a feeling “that everything was dead” (Kerouac 3). Meeting Dean 

Moriarty, Sal begins “the part of [his] life you could call [his] life on the road” 

(Kerouac 3). Although his knowledge of Dean is limited to hearsay and a few letters 

not addressed to him personally, Sal is intrigued by Dean by virtue of being 

“different” (as opposed to “normal”) – as someone who lives outside the boundaries 

of the socially accepted. For example, one of the stories that Sal mentions is that, in 

the West, Dean “spent a third of his time in the poolhall, a third in jail, and a third in 

the public library” (Kerouac 6) and that he could be seen “rushing eagerly down the 

winter streets, bareheaded, carrying books to the poolhall, or climbing trees to get into 

the attics of buddies where he spent days reading or hiding from the law” (Kerouac 6-

7). If the traveling life style that Sal (inspired by Dean) adopts can be described as fast 

and mobile, what came before is better described as stagnant and immobile – he still 
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lives with his mother, and his relation to travel and exploration is, as far as we know, 

pretty inexistent; “always vaguely planning and never taking off” (Kerouac 3). 

Richardson interprets the opening of Kerouac’s novel in terms of a spiritual 

metamorphosis – he asserts that: “‘Everything was dead,’ Sal tells us in the first 

paragraph of the novel. What follows is a story of rebirth—an Emersonian story of the 

agitation always to redraw the outer boundaries of the soul's horizon” (221). Indeed, 

there is some symbolism in the novel to support his claim. In literature, spring has 

come to symbolize awakening, rebirth, the beginning, et cetera. For instance, T.S. 

Eliot played with this symbolism when he in the first lines of The Waste Land 

famously stated that April is the cruelest month of all (drawing attention to the fact 

that birth and life also implies death and decay). In On the Road, the journeying and 

searching begins when spring comes, and the last time Sal sees Dean the scene is 

accompanied by the frozen season that ends the year: “It was a cold winter night” 

(Kerouac 280). The symbolism evident in the beginning and end of the novel is 

closely connected, not only to the journey as a spiritual search, but to the character 

Dean – who embodies this search. It is the coming and departure of Dean that sets the 

boundaries of the journey: the novel begins with the lines “I first met Dean […]” 

(Kerouac 3), and ends with the words “[…] I think of Dean Moriarty” (Kerouac 281), 

which are narrated by Sal right after he has seen Dean for the last time. 

Mikkonen states that: “In many languages, concepts of travel and movement 

are common metaphors for […] certain forms of thinking and mental processing (the 

exploration of ideas, the spiritual search)” (288). His contention is most telling when 

regarding the narrative of On the Road – especially considering that the journey the 

protagonists undertake is one without a clear destination (as is almost always the case 

in a spiritual search). Cresswell writes that “[t]he plot structure of On the road […] 

goes around and around attempting to rediscover itself” and that “[t]he only thing 

linear about the plot is its temporal progression” (257). The characters begin and end 

their trips across the country without any apparent reason or goal, only to do it all 

over again – “It was a completely meaningless set of circumstances that made Dean 

come, and similarly I went off with him for no reason” (Kerouac 105). Undoubtedly, 

the Beats’ were all about spiritual searching. Stephen Prothero describes the spiritual 

search of the Beats’ along these lines: 

The beats shared, in short, not an identifiable geographical goal but an 

undefined commitment to a spiritual search. They aimed not to arrive 
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but to travel and, in the process, to transform into sacred space every 

back alley through which they ambled and every tenement in which 

they lived. […] This commitment to the spiritual quest is expressed by 
Burroughs in Naked Lunch: ‘Since early youth I had been searching for 
some secret, some key with which I could gain access to basic 

knowledge, answer some of the fundamental questions. Just what I was 

looking for, what I meant by basic knowledge or fundamental 

questions, I found difficult to define.’ (211) 

In On the Road the search for this undefined knowledge or realization is represented 

quite concretely in the spatial journeys the protagonists partake in, and perhaps more 

importantly, in the way in which the fundamental structure of the travel narrative is 

used. In a sense, On the Road plays with the form of the travel narrative in that it is 

seemingly goalless and not very linear; Sal returns home several times without the 

journey really ending, bringing attention to the fact that the spatial movements of the 

protagonists are not really what constitutes the journey – the real journey is instead 

internal and spiritual/philosophic. 

 However, although the journeying in On the Road is essentially spiritual, the 

actual spatial movements of the protagonists are not arbitrary. Rather, the spaces 

encountered in the novel have a somewhat symbolical significance. In the novel, there 

are chiefly two kinds of spaces: the city and the road. “The road” here is to be 

understood not only as the actual space of the highway, but all those spaces 

encountered between itineraries while traveling. The cities encountered and the spaces 

in between them have a contrastive relationship – Sal and Dean leave the stagnant and 

circuitous life in the cities to move and live freely on the road. Cresswell maintains 

that: “The road becomes the central metaphor for all the experiences the two friends 

share. The road becomes so important that it becomes their meaning – a symbol of 

holiness and purity inhabited by mad angels, hungry for experience. Kerouac talks of 

‘the purity of the road’ and the ‘holy road’” (255). Cresswell pinpoints the spiritual 

essence of the road – it is a space that is open for exploration (spatially, but more 

importantly, also spiritually) for the curious non-conformists who wish to seek their 

meaning outside the boundaries of conventional society. 

The cities on the other hand, have a dual character. There is something rotten, 

confining and cold about the cities, but also something which attracts the protagonists 

to travel there. All cities seem to merge into one unified space; in this passage Sal 

reaches Hollywood, Los Angeles by bus: “We got off the bus at Main Street, which 

was no different from where you get off a bus in Kansas City or Chicago or Boston – 
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red brick, dirty, characters drifting by, trolleys grating in the hopeless dawn, the 

whorey smell of a big city” (Kerouac 74). Sal has ridden the bus together with his 

newfound friend—and soon to be lover—Terry, and as soon as they arrive, a wave of 

paranoia hits Sal. He starts suspecting that Terry is in fact a prostitute, who will lure 

him into a situation where her pimp will extort money from him at first opportunity. 

His suspicion is not justified – and not soon after, Terry suspects Sal of being a pimp 

himself. After a short, but happy fifteen days together in the city, they get anxious to 

uproot and leave town: “I never felt sadder in my life. LA is the loneliest and most 

brutal of American cities; New York gets god-awful cold in the winter but there’s a 

feeling of wacky comradeship somewhere in some streets. LA is a jungle” (Kerouac 

77). Although New York is mentioned here as a sort of positive contrast, it is still yet 

another city which represents confusion and disconnectedness from the essentials of 

life; here, Sal returns to New York after a long time on the road: 

I was back on Times Square; and right in the middle of a rush hour, 

too, seeing with my innocent road-eyes the absolute madness and 

fantastic hoorair of New York with its millions and millions hustling 

forever for a buck among themselves, the mad dream – grabbing, 

taking, giving, sighing, dying, just so they could be buried in those 

awful cemetery cities beyond Long Island City. (Kerouac 96) 

Cities in On the Road are repeatedly associated with the life of the masses in Western 

society – a group of people the protagonists desperately want to distance themselves 

from. Still, practically all travels lead in the direction of a new city. Cresswell writes 

that “[n]early every city is connected to a woman who is courted and left – often 

repeatedly” (258), and that, ideas of settling down are quickly abandoned “in the 

frantic desire to get up and go” (258). His conclusion is that, in the novel, “travel in 

space is connected with masculinity while place and home are feminine” (258). 

Kozlovsky would probably concur with that claim, as he writes that the anti-domestic 

stance of the Beat writers, mirrors “a central trope of American literature, in which the 

quest for an egalitarian collectivity and individual liberty is set in opposition to the 

sphere of domesticity” (43). On this point I would agree with both Cresswell and 

Kozlovsky, and further conclude that the attraction of the cities lies primarily in the 

possibility of a family-based lifestyle, which is set in opposition to the pursuit of 

individual liberty on the road.  

On the one hand, the road is a space of resistance to the civilization in the 

cities, but at the same time it is acknowledged that the highway itself plays a part in 
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spreading that civilization. This is evident, for example, when they encounter a Native 

American girl while traveling: “Think of the wild chief they must have! They 

probably, off the road, over that bluff, miles back, must be even wilder and stranger, 

yeah, because the Pan-American Highway partially civilizes this nation on this road” 

(Kerouac 271). In that sense, they never actually leave civilization – they are not 

interested in going “off the road” or abandoning the United States. However, Sal and 

Dean do leave the United States temporarily, going to Mexico. Driving into Mexico 

City, Sal remarks: “we were about to reach the end of the road” (Kerouac 274). 

Mexico is a clear contrast to the cities of the United States, perhaps even more so than 

the road itself. One example is when they spend a night outdoors there, and a 

policeman making his rounds check on them, only to make sure they are alright – 

surprised, Sal concludes: “Such lovely policemen God hath never wrought in 

America. No suspicions, no fuss, no bother: he was the guardian of the sleeping town, 

period” (Kerouac 269). On the topic of vagabondage, Foucault explains society’s 

distaste for vagrancy by saying that: “[One should] be caught up and situated within a 

hierarchy; one exists only when fixed in definite relations of domination” (291). In 

Kerouac’s novel, Mexico represents a space in which this is not true – here, even the 

policemen do not moralize about people sleeping outdoors. Still, the protagonists 

quickly return to the United States. Although Sal and the others distance themselves 

from mainstream American society, family rootedness and the life of the working 

masses—by taking to the road—they are constantly returning to the American cities, 

unwilling to reject once and for all the prospect of an all-American lifestyle. 

As mentioned earlier, Dean embodies the spiritual search of the protagonists, 

and since that search is represented in the travels on the road, he comes to symbolize 

not only the road itself, but even some American essence. Richardson writes that 

“Dean Moriarty, in all his dubiety, simply is America” (219), referring to a passage 

where one of the characters address Dean with the words: “Whither goest thou, 

America, in thy shiny car in the night?” (Kerouac 108). The disillusionment with the 

American postwar society is expressed in the rapid travels around the country, which 

function as a means of gaining greater understanding, not only of the essentials of life, 

but of their country. In the quote above, the direction of America is put into question – 

but the country is not dismissed as being beyond saving; rather the questioned is 

asked: in which way can this new generation of the Beats divert its course? To sum up 

the discussion of the road and the travel narrative, I would like to give emphasis to the 
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fact that the protagonists in On the Road are constantly trying to avoid passivity – by 

taking to the road, by constantly moving on; changing city, changing partners. This is 

evident also in the structure and symbolism of the travel narrative itself, in which Sal 

leaves the immobile and stagnated life he lives in his mother’s home. Furthermore, 

the passivity of the great mass of people who blindly receives their way of life by 

accepting and embracing the norms created and advocated by the state and other 

agents of power, is constantly put in opposition to the mindset of the protagonists. In 

short, the travel narrative of On the Road effectively creates a frame in which the 

spatial movement practiced by the characters is to be seen as a reflection of a spiritual 

search, a reaction against the immobile, non-curious mass of people, who like 

automatons, without questioning maintain and comply with suppressive norms. 

A similar attitude towards passively receiving is apparent in Burroughs’ Naked 

Lunch – and it is most explicitly visible in the novel’s definition of the political 

parties of the fictional city of Interzone. The city of Interzone is described by Michael 

Walonen as “an indeterminate and intermediate place which facilitates Burroughs’s 

dark satirizing of mid-century American aspirations, conformity, and institutionalized 

violence” (87). The political parties of Interzone reflect the fear of a destructive 

homogeneity caused by the power of normalization and political agendas, and also, 

the fear of distorted communication and the long-term consequences on those who 

receive it. There are four parties of Interzone that are presented in Naked Lunch, 

which all have their corresponding ideology and supporters: there are the 

Liquefactionists, the Divisionists, the Senders and the Factualists. The 

Liquefactionists and the Divisionists seem to be moving in opposite, but at the same 

time almost identical, direction. The political program of the Liquefactionists 

“involves the eventual merging of everyone into One Man by a process of 

protoplasmic absorption” (Burroughs 123). The Divisionists on the other hand, “cut 

off tiny bits of their flesh and grow exact replicas of themselves in embryo jelly. It 

seems probable, unless the process of division is halted, that eventually there will be 

only one replica of one sex on the planet: that is, one person in the world with 

millions of separate bodies” (Burroughs 137). The Liquefactionists and the 

Divisionists are opposite in the sense that the former seek transform every human into 

one singe being, while the latter eventually will make one single human duplicate to 

the point of total domination: all become one, or one becomes all. In another sense, 

these two ideologies are almost identical; they both strive towards homogeneity in its 
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most extreme sense, and they both seek to devour all opposition by means of 

eliminating diversity. 

The Senders are not as easily connected to a specific political agenda. If 

Burroughs descriptions of Liquefactionists and Divisionists are to be seen as 

criticizing means to an end, the descriptions of the Senders paint a picture of a 

destructive means without any end. The Senders utilize one-way communication 

(implicit in the name “Sender”), a Sender is “not a human individual… It is The 

Human Virus” (Burroughs 141). An early example of Sending, from the Mayan 

civilization, is exemplified by how the priests used “one-way telepathic broadcasts 

instructing the workers what to feel and when” (Burroughs 137). The last faction, the 

Factualists, are defined more by what they oppose rather than what they represent: 

“The Factualists are Anti-Liquefactionist, Anti-Divisionist, and above all Anti-

Sender” (Burroughs 140). The narrator William Lee represents the Factualist side, and 

they appear to be the most pragmatic party. For example the Factualists do not “reject 

or deny our protoplasmic core”, but they want to avoid “falling into the morass of 

liquefaction” (Burroughs 140) – similarly, they “do not oppose telepathic research”, 

but they do oppose “the use of such knowledge to control, coerce, debase, exploit or 

annihilate the individuality of another living creature” (Burroughs 140). There are two 

almost identical quotes that make it clear that Sending is the most dangerous political 

tool of them all – italicized by Burroughs for clarity’s sake. The first quote concludes 

the example of the Mayans mentioned above: “You see control can never be a means 

to any practical end… It can never be a means to anything but more control… Like 

junk” (Burroughs 137). And then the quote is echoed again a few pages later: 

“sending is evil […] sending can never be a means to anything but more sending, like 

junk” (Burroughs 141). Here, “control” and “sending” seem synonymous; 

communication (language) as a form of control. Now, if the depictions of the 

Liquefactionists and the Divisionists reflect a criticism of homogenization and 

political agendas, the strong condemnation of the Senders reflects Naked Lunch’s 

criticism of language per se and distorted communication in general. Frederick 

Whiting defined this theme in the following manner: 

Burroughs's particular concern was the status quo system of morality 

naturalized through language. Reified notions of identity, particularly 

sexual identity and addiction, were marshaled into a hierarchically 

organized order of nature that society's moral categories were 

predicated on. Overturning this linguistic falsification would ultimately 
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result in disassembling the large-scale structures of societal 

organization that informed postwar American identity. (154) 

Language sets the boundaries of our imagination, and consequently functions as a tool 

of control – contaminating the minds of all who find themselves within the matrix of 

communication. A symptom of this kind of control is evident at the Reconditioning 

Center in Freeland. Here, the horrific Dr. Benway—who is “a manipulator and 

coordinator of symbol systems, an expert on all phases of interrogation, brainwashing 

and control” (Burroughs 19)—gives a tour of the Reconditioning Center, and remarks 

that “[a] functioning police state needs no police. Homosexuality does not occur to 

anyone as conceivable behavior…” (Burroughs 31). In this highly controlled 

environment of surveillance known as the Reconditioning Center in Freeland, 

normality is a force so strong that the non-normal is inconceivable and therefore 

inexistent. If Foucault has addressed how norms of normality functions as a tool of 

power, Burroughs addresses how language function to impose the moralities implicit 

in those norms – to the point of controlled consciousness. Christopher Breu writes 

that: “language is, for Burroughs, […] a system of social control structuring our very 

conception of reality” (204), and Robin Lydenberg similarly states that “[f]or 

Burroughs, distorted communication itself is the virus, and in its diseased form 

language infects everything it sends, ‘all hate, all pain, all fear, all lust is contained in 

the word’” (419). To avoid falling into Senderism and transmitting his own distorted 

message, Burroughs must adopt a radical kind of narrative. As Burroughs himself 

states in Naked Lunch: “The word cannot be expressed direct… It can perhaps be 

indicated by mosaic of juxtaposition like articles abandoned in a hotel drawer, defined 

by negatives and absence…” (97). It is this “perhaps” that is explored in Naked 

Lunch; Kozlovsky writes: “The process of liberation begins with freeing the text from 

the ‘control’ of narrative” (40). 

 In Naked Lunch, Burroughs makes use of a narrative technique known as the 

cut-up or fold-in. “Mosaic of juxtaposition” (Burroughs 97) is a good description of 

the cut-up narrative – there is no coherent plot, no conventional transition between 

different scenes. Instead, the readers are introduced to a cascade of in medias res 

narrations, and are seldom aware of what point in space and time they currently 

inhabit. Lydenberg describes the cut-up in the following words (with Burroughs and 

Roland Barthes specifically in mind): “Subversive, reversible, impersonal and 

infinitely expandable, the cut-up text has no fixed origin or destination, and it forms a 
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complex network of intersecting texts which suggests and approaches the fullness and 

anonymity of silence” (414). Look for example at the first chapter of the novel. It is 

symptomatically named “and start west”; the first word is “and”, which implies 

something has come before, and moreover, the heading is not capitalized (as the first 

word of a heading or sentence should normally be). Here, the narrating subject gets no 

introduction, and the reader is left uncertain of the identity of the narrator, or whether 

the narrator is consistently the same person in the following chapters – which is 

something that increases the feeling of anonymous narration. Even within chapters 

(and sometimes within a sentence) the narration keeps jumping between different 

spaces where scenes are being played out. Take this example from the chapter 

“hassan’s rumpus room”; here horrific scenes are enacted, the reader is thrown 

between spaces which are so loosely described that some scenes seem to be set in 

empty space, while other spaces bring to mind a theatrical stage or a video set: 

“Windowless cubicle with blue walls. Dirty pink curtain cover the door. Red bugs 

crawl on the wall, cluster in corners. Naked boy in the middle of the room twang a 

two-string oud, trace an arabesque on the floor. [Homosexual sex scene intertwined 

with violent games of domination begins]” (Burroughs 65). After this scene, the 

perspective jumps between a number of new scenes beginning in medias res, and 

ending suddenly after a few sentences: “Satyr and naked Greek lad in aqualungs trace 

a ballet of pursuit in a monster vase of transparent alabaster. The satyr catches the boy 

from in front and whirls him around. They move in fish jerks. The boy releases a 

silver stream of bubbles from his mouth. White sperm ejaculates into the green water 

and floats lazily around the twisting bodies” (Burroughs 66). All these short scenes 

involve completely different people and are set in completely different spaces. Yet, 

they appear very similar when the beginning and ending of each paragraph – of each 

scene – is compared to the others:  

Negro gently lifts exquisite Chinese boy into a hammock. […] The boy 
screams, a weird high wail of unendurable delight. 

A Javanese dancer in ornate teak swivel chair, set in a socket of 

limestone buttocks, pulls an American boy—red hair, bright green 

eyes—down onto his cock with ritual motions. […] ‘Wheeeeeeeeee!’ 
screams the boy as his sperm spurts up over the dancer’s lean brown 
chest. One gob hits the corner of the dancer’s mouth. The boy pushes it 
in with his finger and laughs: ‘Man, that’s what I call suction!’ 

Two Arab women with bestial faces have pulled the shorts off a 

little blond French boy. […] The boy snarls, bites, kicks, collapses in 

tears as his cock rises and ejaculates. (Burroughs 66) 
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The tempo accelerates as the scenes become shorter:  

Couples attached to baroque harnesses with artificial wings copulate in 

the air, screaming like magpies.  

Aerialists ejaculate each other in space with one sure touch. 

Equilibrists suck each other off deftly, balanced on perilous 

poles and chairs tilted over the void. A warm wind brings the smell of 

rivers and jungle from misty depths. (Burroughs 66-67) 

There is no consistent story here, only fragments flashing by. A nightmarish 

hallucination of images appearing and disappearing. Guiding the narrating voice is the 

theme of taboo sex and violent domination, a complete annihilation of the suppression 

of drives and fantasies. Furthermore, the narration in this part is guided, as in dreams, 

by association. Take for example the following excerpt:  

Couches, chairs, the whole floor begins to vibrate, shaking the guests 

to blurred grey ghosts shrieking in cock-bound agony. 

Two boys jacking off under railroad bridge. The train shakes 

through their bodies, ejaculates them, fades with distant whistle. Frogs 

croak. The boys wash semen off lean brown stomachs. 

Train compartment: two sick young junkies on their way to 

Lexington tear their pants down in convulsions of lust. (Burroughs 68) 

All these events take place within the same chapter. The “rumpus room” is 

supposedly a bordello of sorts, into which the readers find themselves transported to 

at the beginning of the chapter, and aggressively kicked out of at the end of the 

chapter: “Gilt and red plush. Rococo bar backed by pink shell. The air is cloyed with a 

sweet evil substance like decayed honey […] HASSAN: ‘You cheap Factualist bitch! 

Go and never darken my rumpus room again!’” (Burroughs 62-70). Logically, the 

rumpus room would function as the setting the whole chapter through, but what takes 

place in the rumpus room does not seem to be geographically restricted to one place – 

the narrative Burroughs creates must reject conventional narration, and instead 

display a collage of scenes, a “kaleidoscope of vistas” (Burroughs 191), a “mosaic of 

juxtaposition” (Burroughs 97). In order not to fall victim to the pitfalls of Senderism, 

Burroughs fractures space, time and narrative linearity. Brent Wood argues that: “The 

fold-in is the principle textual method of guerilla resistance against the virus […] This 

resistance, in Burroughs' work, is the only option under the circumstances of total 

occupation by Control” (15). Since language, to Burroughs, is an inherently flawed 

means of communication which imposes control, he refuses to create any guiding 

voice or narrative pattern to safely bring the reader from interpretation to conclusion. 

Nathan Moore explains the cut-up in the following manner:  
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The process of cutting-up words is one of silencing words, of treating 

them as images only […] the image does not seek to impose anything. 

What is an image? The most important thing to grasp is that the image 

is not representational but affective. It does not communicate with us, 

but involves us in sensualities. (442) 

Silencing the words and treating them as images – i.e. excluding a narration which 

transports the reader with the use of language from point A to B – Burroughs instead 

puts forward images upon images, that consequently create a narrative of their own. 

Burroughs’ cut-up text speaks to us, not through language, but despite language. In 

avoiding to be used by words, Burroughs uses words as tools to create images, images 

that in turn “involve us in sensualities” which can support an interpretation.  

The cut-up is disorienting and chaotic. If the resistance to a conformist society, 

and the disoriented search for salvation outside the boundaries of the normal, is 

manifested in the chaotic spatial movements of the protagonists in On the Road – the 

resistance in Naked Lunch is manifested in the fracturing of space in its cut-up 

narrative, which projects a chaotic sequence of images that leaves the reader 

disoriented and reflective. Both novels are concerned with constant movement; the 

former in its protagonists’ travels on the road, the latter in its constantly moving 

narrative perspective. 

Conclusion 

Postwar America was a space which was going through rapid changes – 

economically, politically, spatially – in the form of a rampant capitalism, militarism, 

moralism, and the reconfiguration of space due to a flourishing economy and 

technological advancements. In this essay I have investigated how these changes – 

which added to the disorientation of life itself – set in motion distinguished ways of 

using literature as a means of interpreting the world and the human condition, by 

putting to use this sense of a new spatiality. Using Foucault, I have tried to show how 

normality was one of the prevalent channels through which power was exercised in 

postwar America – and furthermore, I have argued that the methods of resistance in 

On the Road and Naked Lunch were adapted as a response to the contemporary 

context of the Beats. In Kerouac’s novel, this translates into a spiritual search which is 

mirrored in the travels made by the protagonists, a type of journeying that emerges as 

a destructive force – a force that by the strength of sheer movement aims to create an 
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alternative trail to the beaten path of the masses. The two contrastive spaces, the city 

and the road, create the dynamic between the content and the curious: the cities 

represent the status quo of morality and power relations, and as the protagonists take 

to the road they “were leaving confusion and nonsense behind and performing our one 

and noble function of the time, move. And we moved!” (Kerouac 121). Similarly, the 

destructive force of movement is also in the foreground of Naked Lunch; though here 

it is present in the constantly moving narrative perspective, which destroys narrative 

linearity and fractures space and time. In Burroughs’ narrative there is no space of 

escape – the controlling mechanisms of language infect all layers of the human 

experience, especially sexuality and the politics of power. Only through altered ways 

of thinking and communicating is resistance possible. For Burroughs, this means 

adapting a cut-up technique that does not impose any single interpretation on the 

readers, but instead creates a sequence of images that involves them in sensualities.  

The two narratives discussed in this essay tried to resist the narrow constraints 

of normality in postwar America, and they critique the mass of people that complied 

without questioning. The strategies put forward to pose this critique are different in 

each novel, though they share in common the importance attributed to an alternative 

spatiality based on movement. In a disorienting time, these two Beat writers took 

refuge in their self-created chaotic spaces in trying to avoid automatic docility. 

 

 



  Pirro  20 

Works Cited 

Cameron, Jennifer M. and Ronna J. Dillinger. “Narcotic Control Act.” Encyclopedia 

of Drug Policy. Eds. Mark A. Kleiman and James E. Hawdon. Vol. 2. 

Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications, Inc., 2011. 543-544. SAGE Knowledge. 

Web. 3 Oct. 2016. URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781412976961.n238  

Cantor, Donald J. “The Criminal Law and the Narcotics Problem.” The Journal of 

Criminal Law, Criminology, and Police Science 1961: 512. JSTOR Journals. 

Web. 3 Oct. 2016. URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/1141414  

Bill, Roger. “Traveller or Tourist? Jack Kerouac and the Commodification of 

Culture.” Dialectical Anthropology 34.3 (2010): 395-417. JSTOR. Web. 08 

Oct. 2015. URL:  http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/29790956   

Burroughs, William S.. Naked Lunch: The Restored Text. London: Penguin Group, 

2015. Print. 

Breu, Christopher. “The Novel Enfleshed: Naked Lunch And The Literature Of 

Materiality.” Twentieth Century Literature 2 (2011): 199. Literature Resource 

Center. Web. 8 Oct. 2015. URL: 

https://ezp.sub.su.se/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=t

rue&db=edsglr&AN=edsgcl.289218306&site=eds-live&scope=site  

Cresswell, Tim. “Mobility as Resistance: A Geographical Reading of Kerouac's ‘On 

the Road’” Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 18.2 (1993): 

249-62. JSTOR. Web. 08 Oct. 2015.     

 URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/622366  

Foucault, Michel. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. London: Penguin 

Group, 1991. Print. 

Kerouac, Jack. On the Road. London: Penguin Group, 2015. Print.  

Kozlovsky, Roy. “Beat Literature and the Domestication of American Space.” AA 

Files No. 51 (2005): 36-47. JSTOR. Web. 08 Oct. 2015.    

 URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/29544784   

Lydenberg, Robin. “Cut-up: Negative Poetics in William Burroughs and Roland 

Barthes.” Comparative Literature Studies 15.4, Special Student Number 

(1978): 414-30. JSTOR. Web. 08 Oct. 2015.      

 URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/40245850   

http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781412976961.n238
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1141414
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/29790956
https://ezp.sub.su.se/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=edsglr&AN=edsgcl.289218306&site=eds-live&scope=site
https://ezp.sub.su.se/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=edsglr&AN=edsgcl.289218306&site=eds-live&scope=site
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/622366
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/29544784
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/40245850


  Pirro  21 

Mikkonen, Kai. “The ‘Narrative Is Travel’ Metaphor: Between Spatial Sequence and 

Open  Consequence.” Narrative 15.3 (2007): 286-305. JSTOR. Web. 08 Oct. 

2015. URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/30219259  

Moore, Nathan. “Nova Law: William S. Burroughs and the Logic of Control.” Law 

and Literature 19.3 (2007): 435-70. JSTOR. Web. 08 Oct. 2015.  

 URL:  http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/lal.2007.19.3.435  

Prothero, Stephen. “On the Holy Road: The Beat Movement as Spiritual Protest.” The 

Harvard Theological Review 84.2 (1991): 205-22. JSTOR. Web. 08 Oct. 2015. 

URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/1509800  

Richardson, Mark. “Peasant Dreams: Reading On the Road.” Texas Studies in 

Literature and Language 43.2, Ideological Turns (2001): 218-42. JSTOR. 

Web. 08 Oct. 2015. URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/40755332  

Tally, Robert T.. Spatiality. Abingdon, Oxon, GB: Routledge, 2013. Dawsonera. 

Web. 14 September 2016.        

 URL: https://www-dawsonera-com.ezp.sub.su.se/abstract/9780203082881  

Walonen, Michael K.. Writing Tangier in the Postcolonial Transition: Space and 

Power in Expatriate and North African Literature. Abingdon, Oxon, GB: 

Routledge, 2016. ProQuest ebrary. Web. 14 September 2016. URL: 

http://site.ebrary.com.ezp.sub.su.se/lib/sthlmub/detail.action?docID=10495683  

Whiting, Frederick. “Monstrosity on Trial: The Case of ‘Naked Lunch’.” Twentieth 

Century Literature 52.2 (2006): 145-74. JSTOR. Web. 08 Oct. 2015. 

 URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/20479763   

Wood, Brent. “William S. Burroughs and the Language of Cyberpunk.” Science 

Fiction Studies 23.1 (1996): 11-26. JSTOR. Web. 08 Oct. 2015.   

 URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/4240476  

http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/30219259
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/lal.2007.19.3.435
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/1509800
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/40755332
https://www-dawsonera-com.ezp.sub.su.se/abstract/9780203082881
http://site.ebrary.com.ezp.sub.su.se/lib/sthlmub/detail.action?docID=10495683
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/20479763
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/4240476

	Fall, 2016
	Works Cited

