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CHAPTER 11

wparison, and analogy. You've also seen examples of it in the
«edy chapter, like Brett Ross’s “I Was a Fat Child.”

Satiric Narrative

his satiric narrative, the character discovers a new, wxnmanmu
osophy., What's Steven Hartman satirizing? What audience
1d best appreciate this? How does he top the joke?

The Philosopher

.mwgmq.z HartMaN : ]

Excitement hung in the air as the university’s brightest students
and faculty gathered in the lecture hall to hear the legendary
philosopher. The members of this impressive assembly .n.r.m:nm
idly with one another in a smattering of small groups Eu,E it was
time to take their seats for the lecture. Existentialists spoke with
Neo-Platonists. Atheists mixed with theists. Here and there Esa
nihilists stood, saying nothing, mixing with no one, ?m” Wmmﬂm
skeptical. Most of the scholars tried to disguise their excite-
ment by discussing commonplace subjects: the weather, sports,
Kierkegaard’s radical fideist challenge to nineteenth century u.mu..
tionalists. , ,

‘One senior professor, Alan Wittenberg, was winding his way
to the punch line of a rather involved joke. “And so mcnﬂmﬁmm
says—get this—Hey Euthyphro, if I don't %mnowan n,rm :mndwm
of true piety in the next week, you better come in aiter me!

A chorus of hearty chuckles erupted over this knee-slapper.
Nearby, three adjuncts were arguing over E_pa%ﬁ bamﬁzn wore
open or close-faced sandals, while the university's sole wamﬁ.
“2z_cian stood quietly to the side, nibbling on a fortune cookie. A
i group of young graduate students seemed to be the only ones
who weren’t trying to hide their excitement over the speaker. I
was one of these. Although I said nothing, 1 listened with keen
interestito what some of the better-informed students had to say
about our distinguished guest.
“Why does he always wear the sailor's outfit?” asked a new
student. o
Warren Holborn, a fourth-year grad student, was more than
happy to enlighten us all. “Well, it's an ingenious wuy of Qmw»mm
' a statement, if you think about it. On one hand, the mm;,cwm
uniform is symbolic of Emw being forced out mwcm@ at mmmx_;pw
this case, the sea of thought: But it's also nEEmeﬁ.n of monzw% s
“XV rigid militarization—an ironic affront to the nmwmw:mwﬁgw. :
" #Wow,” squeaked a second-year student, “T've never heard
of a philosopher so willing to literally emboedy his intellectual
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“What about the name?” asked another first-year student,
“Why the pseudonym ‘Popeye’! What does it stand for?”

Holborn, an absolute apostle of the man, dazzled us again
with his superior knowledge. “Well, the name is undoubtediy
an admixture of two roots: the Latin ‘populus,’ for people, and
the Modern English ‘eye,’ after the Middle English ‘eie,” from
the Qld English ‘eage,’ akin to the Old High German 'ouga’—or
‘eye.’ 8o you see, even his name—'eye of the people’—conveys -
a subtle message. He is saying, in effect: ‘Let me be the means
through which you view existence.’ If I may, let me quote the

intrepid—" , .

Holborn’s words were cut short, The chair of the Philoso-
phy Department, Professor White, had approached the podium
to inform us that Mr. Popeye would begin in a few minutes. We
all scrambled to our seats. As luck would have it, I ended up
right between Holborn and another dedicated Popeyite, Terrance
VanBrou, both of whom kept leaning across me, discussing ev-
erything their minds could summeon up about this monumental
thinker,

I was already a little self-conscious about my provisional
standing as a grad student, so [ can’t say it bolstered my con-
fidence to be sandwiched in between the two rising stars of

_ the Philosophy Department. What’s more, 1 knew almost noth-
ing about Mr. Popeye’s philosophy. ] couldn’t read any of his
works because he didn't have any. He was illiterate. 4mbmnc:J_
explained to me that this was yet another of the man’s many |
masterstrokes—a symbolic gesture that amounted to a scathing |
indictment of our educational system. :

“Print is dead,” Holborn added. “And no one knows this bet-
ter than Popeye, for whom it was never alive to begin with, Ora-
tion is his medium. You might even call him the Demosthenes
of our age, raging against wave after ignorant wave on the shore
of a decadent sea.”

Anyway, Mx. Popeye travelled from university to university
giving these lectures, and his following was growing every day,
along with his reputation. Tonight's talk would be my first real
introduction to his work.

At last, Mr. Popeye himself walked out on stage. He didn’t
look anything like I'd expected. Except for a single squiggly hair
that stood up on the top of his skull, he was entirely bald. He
had a large, almost grotesquely cleft chin, and for some reason he
only held one eye open at a time. He was wearing his trademark
sailor’s suit, of course, and on each of his enormous forearms was
a tattoo of an anchor. Hanging from his mouth, as if glued to his
‘bottom lip, was a corn-cob pipe. When Mr. Popeye approached
the podium, applause resounded throughout the lecture hall.
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It dida't end until he held up one hand. Then he let out the
strangest giggle I have ever heard and his pipe spun around ail
by itself, sounding two short, high-pitched “toots.”

“I'yam what [ yam and dat’s all what I vam!”

Holborn leaned over me and whispered to VanBrou. “A sly
nod to Sartre and the other French exidtentialists.”

fWithout questipn,” replied VanBrou. “Not to mention an
echo of Yahweh's words to Moses in Chapter 11 of Genesis.”

The giggling philosopher continued. “Now, remembers—I
wants ya alls to eats yer spinachk. . . .”

“I like how he emphasizes the sustaining power of nature,”
whispered VanBrou. “It's very Thoreauvian.”

“Yes,” remarked Holborn., “With some definite Zen over-
tones,”

“. .. cause ifs ya doesn’t eats ver spinachk, vouw'll never be
ables to fights off da Brutus’s of dis woild.”

Van Brou turned to Holborn. “Brutus?”

?Obviously an allusion to the assassination of Caesar,” said
Holborn. “A subtle condemnation of Machiavellian opportun-
ism.” i 5

“When Icomes home from da seven seas,” Mr, Popeye contin-
ued, “Tloves to smooches with me Olive Oyl, But nevers in front
of little Swee’ Pea. I don't wants to sets no bad examplees . . . g-
SE g egp el .

Both my neighbors were quiet for a moment. Then Helborn
closed his eyes and shook his head in amazement. “Tr will take
me years of study to master his rhetoric. That one went right
over my head.”

And so it went for another forty minutes. Over and over
again, Holborn and VanBrou noted the extraordinary range of
diverse philosophies Mr. Popeye weaved into his own, Almost
every statement he made seemed to draw upon the best of Marx
or Hegel, Spinoza or Derrida, not to mention dozens of other
great philosophers. At the end of his talk, Mr. Popeye received a
fifteen-minute standing cvation,

But I didn’t stick around for the wine and cheese reception af-
terwards. I was too depressed. You see, after that lecture 1 came
to a sad and sober realization. 1 was no scholar, and I prbbably
never would be. I just didn‘t have the necessary powers of infer-
ence. Or maybe I simply lacked the philosopher’s innate ability
to perceive beyond the syrface of things to their real essence,y -
While my teachers and peers found one ingenious insight after
another in Mr. Popeye’s lecture, I couldn't help feeling that T
was listening to the demented babblings of some over-the-hill,

punch-drunik sailor. That’s when I knew for sure I could never
¢ be a true intellectual,




