
Edward Dorn, Satire, and the Via Negativa 

 “Satire,” said George S. Kaufman, famously, “is what closes on Saturday night.” It certainly seems to 
have closed in American poetry: by and large, and despite its long history – Archilochus, the second 
poet of the western world after Homer, was rumored to have killed people by means of his iambs – 
examples of satire in our poetry since 1900 have been few and far between. There are reasons for 
that: for one thing, satire traffics in shaming, and it’s hard to defend holding anyone up to ridicule; 
for another, one person’s vice is another’s kink, and we’ve become, these days, notoriously shy about 
inhabiting any sort of moral high ground. And then, I think, there’s one more reason: satire might 
just seem too simplistic for academia. 

A defense of satire, then, including some of the works of Edward Dorn discussed in this paper, 
Abhorrences and Yellow Lola, needs to do more than state its ideal aims: to expose vices, follies and 
shortcomings in society in order to expose and eliminate them. One virtue of satire not talked about 
often enough is humor – another element in short supply – but there’s also support from an unlikely 
source: theology. Negative theology is a form of thinking and religious practice which attempts to 
approach the Divine by negation, to speak only in terms of what it isn’t rather than to presume to 
describe what it is. Kierkegaard, in a development of that idea, wrote that negative thinkers “have 
something positive, namely that they are aware of the negative; the positive thinkers have nothing 
whatever. They are deluded.” This anti-idealistic sentiment has been promoted today by Barbara 
Ehrenreich, not a literary writer but a good one, who argues that the all-positive approach, with its 
rejection of the possibility of failure, helped bring on the great recession: anti-idealism is also 
promoted in much of the paradoxically positive late work of Edward Dorn. 

 

 

So that was the abstract, and it didn’t change too much from when I sent it in back in November. 
But since then, I’ve become aware of a few more reservations about satire, namely, what I said about 
its unpopularity in academia, and also, more broadly, the feeling that there are some periods of time 
in which satire is completely unnecessary: people who say that, if they’re not just joking, imply that 
we might be living through one of those times now. Still, I detect some of the old moralistic taint 
around this sentiment, and think we need a new, more positive feeling about negativity. 

Consider: when we think of the great ages of satire, besides the ancient Romans, we might think of 
the Restoration and the 18th century. But the “Restoration” was a total fraud, a complete 
masquerade: as is clear from Samuel Pepys’ reportage of Charles II’s return from exile, most Brits 
had just decided to forget that his father had been executed 11 years before. If there had been a 
Washington Post in that age, it would have totaled an astonishing amount of lies, even more, perhaps, 



than the current inhabitant of the White House. I’ll return to the 18th century and the so-called 
“master of satire,” Alexander Pope, in a few minutes. 

A more congenial place to start might be with the negative everyone likes, Keats’ negative capability, 
which seeks to mute the persistent and irritating rational ego so as to more fully appreciate the 
mysteries surrounding us. But that’s not controversial: a more telling defense might be found on 
Barry Watten’s website. “Negativity has become a social threat, a thought crime that may be 
punishable—a moment of social reinforcement that has everything to do with normalizing our 
current extreme circumstances” . . . which, depending on how you feel about Barry, might even be 
prescient. Or we might invoke the spirit of Adorno’s Negative Dialectics, which parodies Hegel’s 
famous dialectic in the Phenomenology of Spirit; that was too programmed, thought Adorno, because 
“the whole is the false.” 

Samuel Freeman, in a review of a recent book about the Frankfort School, devoted a few paragraphs 
to Negative Dialectics, thought by some to be Adorno’s “masterpiece”: 

A major theme of this work is the mistaken focus on the subject of self-consciousness that 
has epitomized modern philosophy since Descartes and that is especially pronounced in the 
idealism of Kant and Hegel. Their “fallacy of subjectivity” ignores what Adorno calls “the 
primacy of the object” (remembering here Charles Olson’s “objectism” in Projective Verse) 
or the crucial part played by material and social reality and historical circumstances in 
shaping consciousness and self-awareness. According to Adorno, idealism misconceives the 
subjectivity of the self and its relationship to the world: it regards the self as ultimately 
constituting reality – “the absolute I as the world’s source.” The “sovereign mind” refuses to 
tolerate the idea of the objectivity of nature as prior to and independent of the self’s 
subjectivity. This is idealism’s “rage against nature,” which aims to conquer and subdue all 
that is “not-I” or different from itself, and regard it as inferior. 

Which finally isn’t that different than Keats, just a lot more wordy; it also reminds me of Melville’s 
Captain Ahab, obsessed with conquering and subduing the white whale. Freeman adds, completely 
unnecessarily, “Adorno and Horkheimer were consummate pessimists.” But I’m not sure pessimism 
and negativity are all that worrisome; in fact, for some people, including Adorno, they were essential. 
Here’s what he says in Minima Moralia: 

Perspectives must be fashioned that displace and estrange the world, reveal it to be, with its 
rifts and crevices, as it will appear one day in the messianic light. To gain such perspectives 
without . . . violence, entirely from felt contact with its objects – this alone is the task of 
thought. 

And that perspective isn’t difficult to obtain, he said, because “negativity, once squarely faced, 
delineates the mirror-image of its opposite.” Adorno and Walter Benjamin were later to find fault 



with each other’s positions, but on this they were united. “It is never a positive image of redemption 
that one finds reproduced in his writings,” writes Richard Wolin in Walter Benjamin: An Aesthetics of 
Redemption; “rather, by viewing the world from the standpoint of a hypothetical intelligible realm, it 
is his intention to set its degraded condition in relief all the more vividly” (91). 

This is true in Benjamin’s surrealism essay, as in most of his post-messianic thought, from One Way 
Street on: he was suspicious of any easy surreal “cheerful images of reconciled life” (Wolin 134). 
What interested him was revolutionary nihilism, profane illumination, the negative, anarchistic 
dimension of the revolutionary process: 

And that means pessimism all along the line. Absolutely. Mistrust in the fate of literature, 
mistrust in the fate of freedom, mistrust in the fate of humanity, but three times mistrust in 
all reconciliation: between classes, between nations, between individuals. And unlimited trust 
only in I. G. Farben and the peaceful perfection of the Luftwaffe. (“Surrealism,” Reflections 
191) 

Which will give any Western reader pause, but it does bring us closer to satire: “For only such 
‘profane’ works of art (fragmentary, e.g., Kafka, Baudelaire) undercut the illusory Enlightenment 
vision of cumulative historical progress and its concomitant myth of the infinite perfectibility of 
man; and thus, by setting in relief the incorrigible depravity of the human condition, they refute the false 
semblance of reconciliation in fallen, historical life” (Wolin 59, my italics). I think all satirists, from 
Archilochus and Juvenal down to Ed Dorn, share similar goals, whether or not they envision a future 
Messianic age. 

Speaking of the Messianic, I want to bring into this talk the exercises in negative theology in which 
the Kabbalists engaged: 

For if the Messianic age is deemed the absolute antithesis of the historical age, the deepest 
insight into the most sacred truths of the former realm are allegedly indicated, albeit 
negatively, by the most thoroughly profane and forsaken aspects of the latter. . . Its essence is 
to perish, and there is no aspect of natural life that stands as an exception to this rule. (Wolin 
60-61) 

Benjamin’s ideas about allegory are still relevant; even in his messianic period, he wrote 

Just as a force can, through acting, increase another that is acting in the opposite direction, 
so the order of the profane assists, through being profane, the coming of the Messianic 
Kingdom. The profane, therefore, although not in itself a category of this Kingdom, is a 
decisive category of its quietest approach. (“Fragment”) 

So with that paradox, let’s talk a little more about theology. Wikipedia says: 



Apophatic theology, also known as negative theology, is a form of theological thinking and 
religious practice which attempts to approach God, the Divine, by negation, to speak only in 
terms of what may not be said about the perfect goodness that is God. It forms a pair 
together with cataphatic theology, which approaches God or the Divine by affirmations or 
positive statements about what God is.   

Dionysisus the Areopagite, in his work the Mystical Tradition, wrote about the "attempt through 
negative thinking to tear themselves loose from all that frustrates their pursuit of wisdom." There’s 
some scholarly dispute about whether there actually was such a figure in the century after Jesus, and 
most people consider the source of this work as Pseudo-Dionysisus the Areopagite in the 6th century 
AD, but like the similar historical controversy about Hermes Trismegistus, the quality of the ideas is 
what matters : “God is better characterized and approached by negations than by affirmations. All 
names and theological representations must be negated. According to pseudo-Dionysius, when all 
names are negated, "divine silence, darkness, and unknowing" will follow.  

Don't believe it? Let me give you a prime example of its opposite, the kataphatic or affirmative way. 
This is from a poem by the so-called “master of satire,” Alexander Pope:   

All Nature is but art, unknown to thee; 
All chance, direction, which thou canst not see; 

All discord, harmony not understood; 
All partial evil, universal good.  

And spite of pride, in erring reason’s spite, 

One truth is clear: Whatever is, is RIGHT. (“Essay on Man,” Slide 1) 

I don't think six more disgusting lines exist in English poetry. His buddy Voltaire, who had 
mercilessly satirized this Deist idea of intelligent design in Candide, calling it Panglosses’ “best of all 
possible worlds,” probably choked on his croque monsieur; it may also have been why Swift wrote 
“almost obsessively about dirt and shit, insisting that the opposite was true.” (Stubbs, Jonathan Swift: 
The Reluctant Rebel, p. 171). In this, he agreed with Benjamin, who wrote, in “Theses on the 
Philosophy of History,” that “there is no document of civilization that is not at the same time a 
document of barbarism,” and Horkheimer and Adorno, who were heavily influenced by that idea, 
wrote in the preface to their Dialectics of Enlightenment that they had set out to do “nothing less than 
to explain why humanity, instead of entering a truly human state, is sinking into a new kind of 
barbarism.” 

All of this is a long introduction to the subject of satire and satirical poems. Let’s see what Wikipedia 
has to say: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apophatic_theology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Problem_of_religious_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Negation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/God
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cataphatic_theology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pseudo-Dionysius_the_Areopagite
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apophatic_theology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cataphatic_theology


Satire is a genre of literature, and sometimes graphic and performing arts, in which vices, 
follies, abuses, and shortcomings are held up to ridicule, ideally with the intent of shaming 
individuals, corporations, government, or society itself into improvement. Although satire is 
usually meant to be humorous, its great purpose is often constructive social criticism, using 
wit to draw attention to both particular and wider issues in society. (“Satire”) 

Including a Wikipedia quote in a scholarly essay on satire might itself be subject to satire, but this 
isn’t that essay. Still, the difficulty is clear: satire is mean.  Swift hated human beings, was disgusted 
by them. When the Houyhnhnms want to eliminate the human race, also known as Yahoos, most 
people read it as some sort of moral failing: I think it was Swift’s fondest desire. Surely he would 
have been unmoved by Bernie Sanders or Elizabeth Warren: 

Let them, when they once get in 
Sell the Nation for a Pin; 
While they sit a picking Straws 
Let them rave of making Laws; 

While they never hold their Tongue, 

Let them dabble in their dung. (Swift, “The Legion Club, Slide 2”) 

“My goal,” said Ed Dorn late in life, “is to make pain funny.” We’re not exactly oblivious these days 
to vices, follies and abuses, but seem to have conceded their transmission to headline news and late-
night comics. Perhaps people think satire is unnecessary, or too dull a blade. But there are virtues to 
satire that people are overlooking. Here’s the Dorn poem that started 14 years of a different voice in 
his writing: 

[An Opinion on a Matter of Public Safety, Slide 3] 

Air Bag sounds like eminent sickness 

This device should not be permitted 

General Motors was right to suppress it 

and wrong to have relented 

and Nader should stay out of it. 

Driving is based on alertness 

whether that be loose or tight 

Those who let their attention wander 

must not be encouraged to survive 



by a bag full of air. 

I think it’s fair to say that nobody knew what to do with this poem – or even questioned whether it 
was a poem – when it was published soon after Gunslinger; the same was true with the short satires 
that made up much of his work over the next 15 years. In one of his first interviews after these 
poems, he said he was going for a “flat” approach, and it’s true that satire is seldom if ever 
“rounded,” or complete in and of itself; it’s always pointing to a larger world, not as an artifact but as 
a potential lifeline, a hand stretched imploringly out, which is always ignored. And here I have to 
quote from myself, in an essay I wrote about Dorn in 2004: 

Dorn is not a poet of causes . . . In fact, he is suspicious of anyone who favors anything. In a 
letter to Amiri Baraka in 1961, Dorn pronounced himself “embarrassed at the poor prospect 
of fellow poets singing the praises of anything so venal as a State . . . Sides are a bigassed drag. 
The biggest small-talk of all, like which one are you on? Motherfucker” 

So here are a few other short Dorn poems that caught my eye on re-reading: 

 [God Created Man? Slide 4] 

There’s no problem with 

“God created Man.” 

Of course He did! 

He just created 

a lot of monkeys first, 

for practice. 

 [Weather Report Slide 5] 

Golfball size hail 

reported in Littleton. 

There are those of us 

who have been to Littleton, 

and could wish 

it’d been soccerball size. 

[Environmental Carcinogens Slide 6] 

Environmental carcinogens 



and large bowel cancer 

go together like marble steps 

and fancy dancers 

That last one is relevant in the age of the coronavirus. But at the same time, the motivation is 
aesthetic, not political: 

 [Night Watchman, look to my flashlight Slide 7] 

 The common duty of the poet 

in this era of massive dysfunction 

& generalized onslaught upon alertness 

is to maintain the plant 

to the end that the mumbling horde 

bestirs its prunéd tongue. 

And one more note about etymology: 

The word is a specific application of satura medley; this general sense appears in the phrase 
per saturum in the lump, indiscriminately; according to the grammarians (??), this is elliptical 
for lanx satura which is alleged to have been used for a dish containing various kinds of fruit, 
and for food composed of many different ingredients. 

I’ve known this etymology for some time, and never see a bowl of fruit without thinking about it. 
More optimistic practitioners counsel us to look at everyday life and find some hints of intelligent 
design, but it’s just as easy to look around and find things that are unbearably fucked up. As the I 
Ching says: no blame. But mostly, etymology suggests that satire is a miscellany, a combination of 
different elements, so shouldn’t be seen as just one writer attacking another, or another society. 
Indeed, the narrator of most satires is often satirizing him or herself, and there’s always more than 
one “side” being espoused. 

Likewise, many of Celan’s poems are “miracles of perversity,” prophetic expressions of radical 
negativity, expressions of an a-theology of the sort that he expresses in his poem, “Psalm”: 

  No one kneads us again out of earth and clay, 

  no one incants our dust. 

  No one. 



Blessed are thou, No One. (tr. Pierre Joris) 

To address a negated God – apophatically to engage absence – is to assert a continuing dialogue of 
the sort that is thought to be distinctive of Jewish devotion. But the value of satire isn’t just negative: 
it might be the only way we can recapture the real. Stephen Marche wrote a brilliant re-evaluation 
last year of David Shields’ Reality Hunger in the Los Angeles Review of Books: “How do we find the 
truth,” he asked, “in an age when technology and politics have rendered the line between fiction and 
nonfiction nearly impossible to distinguish? How do we write about the real world when reality itself 
is up for grabs?” 

We live in dangerous times and need dangerous writing. How many pieces do you read that 
feel dangerous? The stakes could not be higher. The loss of the possibility of sense is at stake. 
The content of human connection is at stake. Logos, ethos, and pathos have been stirred into 
a hot sticky mess. The willingness to blur fact and fiction, in a world of fulminant identity-
creation, turns out not to be revelatory at all. It turns out to be stupid — unimaginably 
stupid, profoundly willfully stupid. The fundamental question for writing today is how to 
make the world less stupid. That is also the fundamental political question of our time. 

I want to close today with the end of a Chana Bloch poem, “Hester Street, 1898”: 

Better and better. 

This they believed, this they taught diligently 

unto their children, 

who taught it to me. 

Whatever I give you, my sons, 

I can’t give you that. 

Bloch isn’t a satirist, but what a killer of an ending. It too is a clear-eyed look at the situation, and 
there’s something bracing and true about copping to its essential negativity. “It’s all in how you look 
at it.” Right, and satirists believe we should look at it without illusions . . . and maybe with a little 
humor. 


