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Infecting the Interzone: Deleuze, Guattari, and Simondon in William S. Burroughsʼ 

Naked Lunch

" The act of extracting the information contained within William S. Burroughsʼ 

Naked Lunch constitutes a system which is created by the process of individuation that, 

in turn, is created by the relationship between the world contained within the novel itself, 

and that of the knowledge of the real world that exists within the mind of the reader. 

Without the combination of the two worlds, it is impossible for Burroughs to describe his 

experience “because the information is itself not a term” that the reader could recognize 

or comprehend (Hansen 25). If the nature of the world he has created for Naked Lunch, 

the “Interzone,” appears so entirely alien and dissimilar to the natural world of his 

audience, how can it be possible to achieve an true understanding between the author 

and the reader? The factions within the Interzone exist entirely outside any common 

frame of reference. The literal act of absorption as seen with the Liquefactionists, the 

“one-way telepathic [bio-]control” used by the Senders, the process of replication by the 

Divisionists through the combination of “tiny bits of their flesh ... in embryo jelly,” are all 

physically impossible (Burroughs 137). Yet, there is a semiotic similarity for each 

process that exists in the realm of actual scientific possibility. The deliberate naming of 

the Interzone parties reveals Burroughsʼ intentions to describe aspects of the real world 

through what seem to be abstract concepts. What Burroughs has created is a literary 
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refraction of the natural world. While the description of the world within the Interzone 

may be completely different from that of the real, it is “the tension between two 

disparate realities” that creates meaning for the reader (Hansen 25). Gilbert Simondon 

describes this relationship as the “process of ʻdisparitionʼ” (Hansen 25). Furthermore, it 

is through his description of the Divisionist party within the Interzone that Burroughs 

constructs a model that defines the nature of the viral, bureaucratic, and non-

evolutionary systems that exist within the real world. 

# Mark Hansen states in his article, “Internal Resonance, or Three Steps Towards a 

Non-Viral Becoming,” that Burroughs had an understanding of these natural systems 

that “has since become the basis of contemporary biology and genetics” (Hansen 4). 

Without a scientific foundation to draw from, Burroughs manages to create a striking 

similarity between the actions of the Divisionist Party and the process of viral infection 

within a cell. Burroughs claims that the Divisionists:

# # Grow exact replicas of themselves ... [and] unless the process of division 

# # is halted, ... 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)

This action of replication that the Divisionists practice mimics the system of a viral 

infection on two levels, the first being the organic. To understand the organic nature of 

viruses, visualize the process of a viral infection on the cellular level. A singular virus will 

enter a host cell (and depending on the type of cell, it will enter the nucleus) and use the 

host cellʼs process of genetic replication in order to make millions of identical copies of 

itself. Eventually, deterioration of the cellular structure caused by the viral infection will 
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force the cell walls to burst and allow the viruses to escape and repeat the process ad 

nauseam. Like a virus, the Divisionists have “formulas ... for destroying the Mother 

Cell” (Burroughs 139). In both cases, it is “only through the replication function” that 

either virus or Divisionist can “dissolve the body” (Hansen 10). If left unchecked and 

without the possibility to “develop varied characteristics” through the process of random 

gene assortment, there will only exist “one replica ... with millions of separate bodies” 

within the spacial limits of the virusʼ expansion (Burroughs 137-138). For example, 

consider a viral infection that could not be transmitted outside the human body. The total  

scope of the virusʼ control is limited by the body which it cannot escape. In essence, the 

process and spread of a viral infection on the cellular level is a “system [that is 

expressed] as a function of its correlation with a larger environment” (Hansen 7).  

# Following this model, Burroughs includes what could be considered a similar 

system of reaction to viral infection that exists as a part of the human immune system. 

In the Interzone, the “other citizens are subject to declare a ʻSchluppitʼ (wholesale 

massacre of all identifiable replicas)” (Burroughs 138). This act is precisely what white 

blood cells do to destroy infected cells. Notice however, that this only applies to the 

“identifiable replicas” or viruses. And in both systems, there is a defense mechanism 

built against the extermination of all replicas. The Divisionists “dye, distort, and alter 

them with face and body molds” (Burroughs 138). This practice of disguising replicas to 

increase their chance for survival is similar to the viral process of genetic mutation. Yet 

while genetic mutation in viruses is dependent upon random chance and Darwin's 

“survival of the fittest,” Burroughsʼ Divisionist model has more in common with Deleuze 

and Guattariʼs theory of “Creative Involution” (Hansen 13). According to Mark Hansen:
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# # D+G argue that selection operates directly at the molecular domain ... 

# # what D+G rechristen a ʻcreative involution.ʼ Precisely such an 

# # autonomization of molecular processes lies behind their embrace of viral 

# # processes as the operators of becoming ... For D+G, viruses thus replace 

# # organisms as the mechanisms for selective change. (Hansen 13)

Burroughs represents Deleuze and Guattariʼs “creative involution” by having the 

Divisionists control the development of change. It is by their choice (involution), and not 

by chance (evolution) that the appearance of the replicas are altered to increase their 

rate of survival. Burroughs further rejects the Darwinian model of evolution with the 

success of the “albino Caid, [who was the] product of a long line of recessive genes ... 

[and who] accumulated 20,000 I.R.s” (I.R.s being “Identical Replicas”) (Burroughs 138). 

If the process of natural selection was in effect, the existence of such a large number of 

“inferior” beings would be impossible. Also, considering the relative difficulty of 

sustaining recessive genes within a population due to the need for recessive gene 

pairing for the gene to maintain the recessive trait, the existence of Caidʼs replicas 

would be extremely unlikely to succeed in an evolutionary system without the viral 

process of replication.

# However, this process of viral replication does not necessarily need to describe 

the physical process involved. Burroughsʼ second model of viral infection in the 

Interzone is the viral transmission of information within the minds of the Divisionists 

(assuming that the all replicas, not just I.R.s think the same way as the originals). If this 

transmission of information follows the same model that exists at the cellular level, then 

the process of replication could spread ideas like a cancer throughout the Interzone. 
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When Burroughs claims that “the end result of complete cellular representation is 

cancer,” it can be seen that complete “information” representation (through viral/

Divisionist processes of replication) is cancerous (Burroughs 112). Specifically, 

Burroughs focuses on the spread of Democracy as an ideology in a viral method. He 

states:

# # Democracy is cancerous, and bureaus are its cancer. A bureau takes root 

# # anywhere in the state, turns malignant ... and grows and grows, always 

# # reproducing more of its own kind, until it chokes the host if not controlled 

# # or excised ... Bureaucracy is ... a turning away from the human 

# # evolutionary direction of infinite potentials ... to the complete parasitism of 

# # a virus. (Burroughs 112)

This process perfectly fits Burroughsʼ previous model of organic infection where the 

virus (Bureaucracy) infects the host (the state). However, neither of these exist within a 

physical space. Both are conceptual, and both have a tangible influence on human 

existence. In a way, Democracy is a sort of “information organism.” It is codependent 

with human interaction. People make choices as a collective body to enact a system of 

control which they have created. Democracy, then, could be expressed as a living 

“information organism” that falls into the Deleuzian category of a Cancerous “Body 

without Organs” (BwO). Democracy exists as much within a state of control-addiction as 

it does administering it. 

" Ultimately, Naked Lunch constructs a reality firmly rooted in the realm of fiction. 

However, this implicit fabrication is an act of supreme misdirection. The information 

contained within the section on the Interzone is not explicitly stated, yet at the same 
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time exists just beneath the surface. Burroughs is challenging the reader to attempt to 

understand the nature of the viral, bureaucratic and non-Darwinian systems through 

entirely unconventional means. The fact that he is able to relate models that, in his time, 

had not yet been scientifically described speaks for the brilliance of the thinking behind 

Naked Lunch. Yet, it is only through the definition of these systems that Burroughs is 

able to critique the Democratic system of control. By explaining the nature of viral 

infection through the Divisionist party, Burroughs expresses the danger inherent in the 

spread of Democracy throughout the “real” world. Burroughs states that “control can 

never be a means to any practical end ... It can never be a means to anything but more 

control” (Burroughs 137). In a sense, “control” replicates itself in a viral method, and the 

subjects under complete control of Democracy (i.e. Americans) are the “virus released 

upon the world [that] would infect the entire population and turn them into our 

replicas” (Hansen 4-5). The spread of Democracy across the globe is forced by the 

hand of the American war machine. In this way, Burroughs demonstrates an uncanny, 

though characteristic, clairvoyance about the future of American Foreign Relations.
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