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Beautiful Losers deserves its reputation as “subversive” insofar as its
author, Leonard Cohen, can be seen to be disrupting sexual norms;
indeed, this “obscene” novel abounds in libidinal freedom, “ab-
normal” desires, and references to the anal and scatological. More-
over, the text’s curious, central relationship, between the narrator,
I, and his mentor and friend, F., exemplifies Cohen’s mid-1960s
literary destabilization of socially admissible expression. Yet, not-
withstanding the author’s questioning of acceptable discourses,
the (hetero)normative order — of dominant knowledges, social
hierarchies, and binary oppositions — is reinscribed and reaffirmed.
Despite its reputation as an experimental novel, Beautiful Losers
fosters male (heterosexual) subjectivity through the appropriation
of the Other, primarily women and homosexuals. Not unlike E’s
dream of the New Jew — “queer, militant, invisible, part of a pos-
sible new tribe” (172) — Cohen'’s challenge to the old literary order
is inevitably foreclosed upon. His traffic in alterity is congruent
with a presumption that simply evoking otherness will imply
knowledge or understanding of that Other’s specific and discreet
difference. This, of course, is patently false.

That said, I realize that it is difficult to make such claims
upon a text which, at every turn, denies expectations that it is in
any way a realist fiction. From a postmodern perspective, Beauti-
ful Losers is, as Linda Hutcheon says, a “fiction that is also about
fiction, that contains within itself a . .. critical commentary on its
own nature as narrative and language” (27). However, assess-
ments of the novel which utilize Hutcheon’s (now standard) tag
of “postmodern metafiction” frequently avoid the implications of
the ideologies that nonetheless inform Cohen’s depictions of
otherness. I would argue that this is the result of critics being






