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Abstract 
 

In Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas by Hunter S. Thompson, the city of Las Vegas 

represents a country that is torn between the flippant capitalism and the dream of 

progress on the one hand, and the need to come closer to your own humanity on the 

other. Critics have had much interest in the novel and Thompson’s personal relation to 

it, although they have not treated the dynamic of zoomorphism that informs the 

relationship between man and animal of the whole novel and how the animal represent 

different values depending on circumstance. This essay provides a new approach to the 

ideas of animalism and to Thompson’s relation to it, and the analysis examines the 

novel’s representation of the relation between society, man and animal and how it can 

be connected to contemporary 1972 political and personal relations. This essay’s aim is 

to investigate how the novel through a Bakhtinian carnival reading, together with 

aforementioned concept of zoomorphism, handles the issue of the underlying 

animalistic tendencies of humans and how those tendencies can represent different 

things depending on context.   

First, I begin with a description of the concepts and theories of significance that shall be 

of use in the analysis, mainly that of the Bakhtinian concept of the carnival and to a 

lesser extent Wendy Doniger’s take on zoomorphism, which will then be connected 

with instances in the novel that handles the issue of man and animal coexistence. 



  
 

ii 

Contents 
 

 

1 Introduction _________________________________________________________ 1 

2 The Aspect of Zoomorphism in Literature ________________________________ 4 
2.1 Bakhtin and the Carnival Spirit ______________________________________ 7 

3 Theory Implementation and Textual Evidence ___________________________ 11 

4 Conclusion _________________________________________________________ 23 

References ___________________________________________________________ 24 
 

 



  
 

1 
 

1 Introduction 
 

“And suddenly there was a terrible roar all around us and the sky was full of what 

looked like huge bats, all swooping and screeching and diving around the car, which 

was going about a hundred miles an hour with the top down to Las Vegas. And a voice 

was screaming: “Holy Jesus! What are these goddamn animals?”” (Thompson 3). 

 

Hunter S. Thompson’s 1972 novel “Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas: A 

Savage Journey to the Heart of the American Dream” takes place in the dusty plains of 

Las Vegas, Nevada, in an America where the free spirited ideals of the sixties have died 

at last, leaving behind nothing but confusion and a great deal of madness. Or at least 

this was the idea Thompson had when he decided to become a voice of his generation, 

by implementing the exotic, strange and sometimes frightening aspects of the nature of 

animals to show what had become of his ideals. With the help of the numerous new, 

insane drugs on the market and the depraved new politics of America, all crammed into 

a single city with an abundance of both, his protagonists experience gross amounts of 

animal behavior hidden beneath the exterior of their fellow people.  

 

Embedded within this novel is also an account of a city representing “a 

classic affirmation of everything right and true and decent in the national character. It 

was a gross, physical salute to the possibilities of life in this country.” (Thompson 18). 

The animals Thompson writes of that inhabits either the specific place or a space within 

humans provide much importance as they represent a counterpart of the human nature, 

something that is being slowly corrupted into something beneath even animal: an 

unnatural beastliness.  
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The novel has been a frequent subject to studies and analyses discussing a 

multitude of different subjects, such as Brian Kevin’s essay on Hunter’s early travels 

throughout South Africa or Jessica Moran’s analysis of his writing style. However, not 

much has been said about Thompson’s and Steadman’s use of animal substitutes for 

humans in this text, nor the reason behind his rather frequent use of it  in a brand of 

journalism called “Gonzo journalism”, where the lines between truth and fiction is a 

constant blur and the narrator seems insane, almost animalistic on his own.  

 

Through Thompson’s writing and the illustrator Ralph Steadman’s 

grotesque caricatures of animals in human shape, it gives a hint of what Thompson 

thought of the not very flattering people inhabiting this new world: skunk reporters, pig 

women and lizard businessmen devouring each other. Among these animals the 

protagonists exist as a form of counterpart, being beasts instead of animals as the 

concept of “animal” encompasses a range of partly opposing meaning in the text. They 

are beasts because they are deliberately trying to seek out their inner animals through 

substance and alcohol abuse rather than self-reflection, and are thereby corrupting 

themselves into something beastly.  

 

This essay claims that together these two polarities show how animals can 

perform different roles, representing both the authority and the liberating rebellion 

against it, depending on the circumstances. Since there is a lack of analysis conducted 

on this particular area of research, this essay argues that the novel’s exploration of 

changes in the human nature of the new decennium covers a territory that needs to be 

explored in order to achieve a greater understanding of the novel’s connections to 

historical contexts and the representation of humans as animalistic. While other critical 

analyses of the chosen text concern areas such as literary style, like P.A. Moerland’s 



  
 

3 

thesis, or intertextual ambiguities, such as Greg Wright, this essay will instead discuss 

the novel’s use of zoomorphism in connection to its historical contexts and the roles of 

animals as representations of human qualities.  

 

Using Mikhail Bakhtin’s theoretical discussion of the carnival and the 

grotesque, an analysis shall be conducted regarding the author’s representation of man 

as animal or beast depending on personal relations and cultural background. This will 

be performed through a close reading of the novel where the aim is to seek out instances 

that can be analyzed through Bakhtin’s theory of how the hierarchies of man and animal 

change depending on circumstance, as this sheds a new light on an otherwise well 

researched novel that will answer the question of the roles of animals and the authority 

they represent in the unique setting of 1972 Las Vegas. 
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2 The Aspect of Zoomorphism in Literature 
 

Before delving into the presence of the zoomorphism that can be found within the 

novel, a proper explanation of the concept is required. However, since zoomorphism is 

so closely related to the term anthropomorphism, it too will also be explained in an 

attempt to avoid any possible confusion. The Oxford English Dictionary defines 

zoomorphism as “having or representing animal forms or gods of animal form” (1680) 

and anthropomorphism as “the attribution of human characteristics or behaviour to a 

god, animal or object” (56) respectively. Wendy Doniger suggests in the chapter 

Zoomorphism in Ancient India: Humans More Beastial Than the Beasts in her book On 

Hinduism that while anthropomorphism is rather more frequent than zoomorphism, it 

does not convey a profusion of information to readers as it does not tell much about 

animals (Doniger 426-27). The reason behind this, she claims, is due to the fact that “an 

anthropomorphic text assumes a basic identification, such as lion as king, and then, 

although the object of discourse is, theoretically, an animal, the text imagines the animal 

as behaving the way the human does, betraying the fact that it is interested only in kings 

and not at all in lions” (Doniger 426).   

 

On the other hand there is zoomorphism, which is a more complex issue as 

the human is now the object, but as a result of that added complexity the animal 

qualities projected onto the person often offer a more detailed and sometimes more 

accurate description of chosen animal than that which can be provided by 

anthropomorphism. Thompson’s instances of animal imagery are zoomorphic in the 

sense that the behaviors of some human characters are complemented by the perspective 

of animal behavior as well: the human behaves like an animal, just as they do in the 

Bakhtinian carnival. The protagonists accuse some diner guests of “multiplying like 

rats” (Thompson 134) and refers to the lounge of their hotel as a “reptile zoo” (24).    
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By creating a text with instances of zoomorphism, it will provide the 

reader with an insight over the personality of the person the text describes as animal-

like, and also what animal that person resembles. Anthropomorphism, according to 

Doniger, tends to ignore the humble fact that animals do not speak human languages 

with perhaps the exception of the parrot (Doniger 428). What zoomorphism does here is 

to acknowledge that humans and animals have different languages and utilizes that fact 

as a landmark when addressing issues of “imputing human speech to certain individual 

animals and either muteness or, on the other hand, the ability to understand animals to 

certain individual humans” (Doniger 426). Language is also important to Bakhtin as he 

had “a perfect understanding of language as a system; he managed to use language 

comprehended as a model for his analysis of art, specifically the art of the novel” 

(Bakhtin viii), which is why he is relevant to this part of the analysis.   

 

To further exemplify the difference between the perhaps more 

straightforward anthropomorphic text and the more perplexing zoomorphic one, a short 

example shall be provided. Every culture has literature that plays on animal imagery: 

the brave lion, the sly fox, the greedy crow and the wise owl are common in Western 

and European literature since before medieval times, and the concept had a clear 

purpose. In tales such as those provided in Aesop’s Fables or in the works of H.C. 

Andersen, the human characters are often stereotypically drawn to the polarities of good 

and evil or right and wrong, providing little detail and overall body to the text. This is 

where the anthropomorphic animals play part: they often provide the story with human 

interpretations that are more nuanced and complex than the human characters 

themselves, adding a depth and a substance to otherwise blank character personalities 

(Doniger 427-29).  
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What, then, is the purpose of zoomorphism? To turn man, and even gods, 

into animals? Dario Martinelli suggests that it, unlike anthropomorphism, is not a 

spontaneous phenomenon but rather one shaped by culture (Martinelli 284). The main 

difference between man and animal is, according to Martinelli’s book A Critical 

Companion to Zoosemiotics: People, Paths, Ideas, the fact that humans possess culture. 

Still, others argue that this is not the truth. Danilo Mainardi claims in a 1992 essay that 

culture does in fact exist within the animal community and that “[T]he capacity to 

produce and transmit culture is present in some insect, in some fish, in few reptiles, and 

in numerous birds and mammals” (translated from Mainardi 227). If that is the case, 

both anthropomorphism and zoomorphism could be applicable on any animal 

depending on what attitude you wish to discover.  

 

The honey bee, for example, is known to communicate through dance, and 

therefore it would be safe to assume that that dance is its language. Then, that language 

could either be anthropomorphic by considering that language is a characteristic trait 

reserved only for humans or it could be zoomorphic in the sense that such beliefs could 

be interpreted as “an attempt to reduce language to a sub-human level” (Martinelli 284). 

Of these two alternatives, the safest choice would be that of zoomorphism, as seeing 

human beings as animals is better than seeing animals as humans as we cannot possibly 

know the innermost thoughts of an animal (Martinelli 284). 
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2.1 Bakhtin and the Carnival Spirit 
 

Martinelli does, however, add the small comment that zoomorphism always adhere to 

the fact that the human being constantly lowers itself to the level of animals when the 

concept is applied: a man never rises to the level of an animal, he only takes steps down 

the hierarchical ladder. Mikhail Bakhtin, in his book Rabelais and His World, looks 

further into the French Renaissance writer Francois Rabelais work Gargantua and 

Pantagruel in an attempt to, together with social systems of the era, find the border 

between permitted and not permitted language and the reversal of such hierarchies as 

Martinelli speaks of which are present in the novel. The result of this analysis was two 

concepts that played vital parts in the context, namely carnival and grotesque realism. 

Bakhtin studied the significance of the human body and how social and literary models 

interacted (Clark & Holquist 297-99), something that can be found on several occasions 

in Thompson’s work.  

 

The carnival was in a sense zoomorphic as people could now let loose 

their inner animal qualities, like excessive eating and drinking where “[T]he limits 

between man and the world are erased, to man’s advantage” (Bakhtin 281) without 

consequences as they could let go of that which made them human for a while. Bakhtin 

speaks of “the feast of the ass”, a mass that commemorates the journey of Mary and 

Josef to Egypt, but through the perspective of the ass, where at the end of the mass the 

people receive three braying sounds by the priest. As the ass is “one of the most ancient 

and lasting symbols of the material bodily lower stratum” (Bakhtin 78), so are the 

animals of which are being mimicked in the novel also all very prominent symbols of 

the lower bodily stratum, mainly the pig. 
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Carnivals, to Bakhtin, were like no other forms of folk culture. Whereas 

the theatre had its clear rules, where the stage was off-limits to the spectators and the 

best seats were reserved for the aristocracy, the carnival made no distinction between 

actors/spectators, and any and all was participating. Carnivals allowed, if only 

temporarily, ordinary people to experience a world where the socially constructed lines 

that separated man from one another were blurred, an ideal world of art, humanity and 

the non-human joined together. One essential device about carnivals that made it such a 

popular activity was that there were no longer any hierarchies within society: no ranks, 

positions or occupations were valid or considered and all were equal and had the same 

value, a dream for many lived by few (Bakhtin 5-7). The same hierarchy exists between 

man and animal, where the human is placed, at all times, above the position of the 

animal, and this particular hierarchy is not only present but reversed in the novel’s 

concept of carnival as, when the humans have been given animal voices, the established 

power structures are disrupted as the human is no longer superior. To be part of an event 

where all played an equal part with equal value explains the immense popularity of the 

services provided in Las Vegas and its casinos, bars and other providers of 

entertainment. However, there are no permanent residences in these places, since people 

always arrive and subsequently depart to the outside world.    

 

Laughter, too, played a part to Bakhtin as it makes humans appear as 

living, sensing creatures of flesh and blood, bringing us together as a most human 

quality and also universal, as it is directed towards all participants. Yet, laughter is also 

ambivalent in the sense that it can be triumphant and happy to some and degrading and 

hurtful to others (Bakhtin 11-12). The ambivalence found here is important to what 

Bakhtin chooses to see as “grotesque”, a concept which correlates to the carnival. 

Bakhtin argues that the grotesque as an image represents a metamorphosis of death and 
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birth, or growth and becoming, that is unfinished and being comical yet surprising as it 

exists in a state between the real and the imaginary. Unlike the Renaissance belief that 

the human body is, in every detail, complete, Bakhtin sees the body as incomplete, a 

part where the grotesque resides as something alienating along with the spirit of the 

carnival (Bakhtin 28). What this alienation does is that it creates the idea of the real 

world as strange, alien, because of the carnival possibility to experience a perfected 

world. To reach this utopian image of society, some retreat into themselves to escape 

the existing world, preferring other perceptions. An insane person, a madman, 

seemingly exists for the purpose of reaching for this image: men like those in 

Thompson’s novel.  

 

Outside of the carnival the human body was seen as almost a work of art, 

having no unwanted qualities and any shameful aspects such as reproduction or 

defecating were frowned upon and hid away. Bakhtin calls the human body and its 

eating, drinking, defecating and sexual life “the material body principle” (18), which is 

emphasized and exaggerated in the carnival by the attendants. This turns the concept of 

realism, which the underlying theme of the novel (as it is considered partially non-

fiction) actually is, into a grotesque realism. The protagonists of Fear and Loathing in 

Las Vegas are being part of the carnival-like festivities of Las Vegas and are thereby 

contributors to the grotesque realism through their experience of the human bodily 

functions, which are being indicated as utopian and festive. They are not objects of 

shame, rather the opposite: the bodily element, the material bodily principle, is an all-

through positive thing. As a result of not presenting the bodily principle as something 

shameful and private, it is instead seen as something that is temporary yet appealing by 

being collective, something all people share, just like laughter. It is not being contained 

by single individuals or by the ideas of superiors, but rather by the ever-changing mass 
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of the people and the result is a place where all that is bodily has become grandiose and 

exaggerated beyond measurements.   

 

With an abundance of all that caters to the need of the bodily elements, 

anyone is free to indulge in excess no matter the consequences that may arise 

afterwards. Much like an animal provided with large amounts of food or drink would 

consume to the point of regurgitating for the simple reason of it being provided 

endlessly, so does Duke and Gonzo consume food, drink and substances beyond their 

capacity. The scene on pages 180-81 in the novel depicts their hotel room, where they 

have ingested large amounts of drugs and alcohol, which resembles “the site for some 

disastrous zoological experiment involving whiskey and gorillas” (180-81). The 

otherwise fairly controlled Duke, who aims to actually complete his work as a 

journalist, has here put aside his wariness completely, as “[I]n the atmosphere of 

carnivalesque freedom and familiarity, impropriety also has its place” (Bakhtin 247). 
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3 Theory Implementation and Textual Evidence 
 

 

The story revolves around the drug fueled adventures of a certain Raoul Duke, a “doctor 

of journalism” (18) en route to Las Vegas to provide a news coverage for a fashionable 

sports magazine in New York on the upcoming off-road car race held in the surrounding 

desert. Already in the foreword of the novel the reader is greeted by a quote by Samuel 

Johnson which reads “He who makes a beast of himself gets rid of the pain of being a 

man.” (1) which, in a way, sets the tone of the entire text. A very large portion of the 

text concerns the acquisition, ingestion or effects of alcohol and illegal substances, all of 

which are accounted for early:   

 

We had two bags of grass, seventy-five pellets of mescaline, five sheets of 

high-powered blotter acid, a salt shaker half full of cocaine, and a whole 

galaxy of multi-colored uppers, downers, screamers, laughers… and also a 

quart of tequila, a quart of rum, a case of Budweiser, a pint of raw ether 

and two dozen amyls (4) 

  

This massive list can be seen as an exaggerated account of Thompson’s 

own lifestyle which was heavily centered on drugs, since the novel’s protagonist is a 

parody of Thompson himself on an escapist journey to flee from the human condition. 

Thompson’s view on humanity and what it is that makes us human has its roots in the 

strong belief that “being or becoming human meant realizing an authentic self” 

(Stephenson 7), and that, for him, meant to involve oneself in the happenings of his 

society and give in to the primal sense of curiosity considering any and all experiences 

that could somehow shine a brighter light onto what it means to be human. The drugs, 

one for every possible time and emotion and all consumed to an extreme, just like the 
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people of Bakhtin’s carnival (who are ever-present in Las Vegas) would, serve the 

purpose of augmenting the experiences and to delve yet deeper into the human psyche 

and with that turning into something closer to the animal yet still superior to that which 

is the unrealized man: a product of conformist ideals and blurred morals provided by a 

corrupt establishment. However, Duke is hypocritical as a paradox is created since the 

drugs he and Gonzo consume are artificial, and so is the synthetic quality of Las Vegas, 

yet by the use of something synthetic they reach the authenticity of their animalism.  

 

Unrealized people, to Thompson, were the epitome of the inhuman as they 

were like drones serving a dishonest purpose created by other inhuman clusters of 

power such as the state and its servants such as the police or other authority. As Raoul 

Duke is run down by an officer after a speeding incident he states that “[t]he pig had 

done me in all fronts, and now he was going off to chuckle about it” (93). “Pigs”, 

“swine” and “pigfuckers” are a few examples of derogatory labels put on these people 

by Thompson, and the word “pig” used as disparaging slang has been around since the 

early nineteenth century specifically for police officers, but has also been applied to “a 

person: someone obstinate, annoying, greedy etc.” (Ayto & Simpson 217) since the 

sixteenth century. Further examples can be found (Thompson 141), where Gonzo refers 

to a drug convention as a “Pig conference” and where he observes that “the Pigs were 

gathering in Vegas” (110). In a newspaper column named Generation of Swine: Tales of 

Shame and Degradation in the ‘80s he wrote that “[h]eaven will be a place where the 

swine will be sorted out at the gate and sent off like rats” (Generation of Swine 11) 

which shows his great disdain towards the people who are representatives of any form 

of authority that does not allow other people to do as they please.  
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There is, however, still a visible hierarchy between Duke and Gonzo and 

the authorities, as “Pigs” are written with a capital P, as if to point out the fearful respect 

invoked by these people and that they are, in fact, still human beings, which are 

examples of Doniger’s definition of zoomorphism: it is always animal qualities assigned 

to humans. As they are humanly superior in terms of authority, they are seen as inferior 

in terms of their animalistic nature, and the zoomorphism is present in the drug abuse 

since it brings out the animalistic tendencies, just like the carnival. 

 

The zoomorphism that occurs as a substitute in the instances of authority 

people is the pig, or swine, as they in the eyes of the author share similar traits of being 

prying, intrusive, being of little grace and, above all, at the hands of a higher power; that 

position of power in this case belonging to Richard Nixon, the president of the United 

States of America at the time. Thompson showed great hatred towards Nixon, to a level 

where an animal was not sufficient to describe him, and in 1972, Thompson asked 

himself the question “Is Nixon “human?” Probably so, in the technical sense. He is not a 

fish or a fowl. . . . It is one of those ugly realities . . .  that we will all have to face and 

accept” (Wenner & Seymour 168-69). Thompson’s disdain towards Nixon was 

grounded in the notion that he, being the presidential successor of Lyndon B. Johnson, a 

democrat much to Thompson’s liking, destroyed something important that had been 

constructed during Lyndon’s presidency, though not by him, but by the people: the 

counter culture.  

 

The election of Nixon was, to Thompson, the ultimate symbol of defeat 

for the 1960s counter culture, which showed in a number of ways. Raoul Duke mourns 

the inauguration of Nixon and blames the state of the nation on him: “The big market, 
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these days, is in Downers. … “Consciousness Expansion” went out with LBJ
1
 … and it 

is worth noting, historically, that downers came in with Nixon” (202). Going straight for 

a depressant drug with no knowledge of the effects of other “heightening” drugs, 

Thompson feared that those who came into contact with drugs as a way to escape reality 

would never come in contact with what dwelt inside of them, which arguably would 

help them become more animal-like as Stephenson writes that “the drug would 

overpower inhibitions” (45). To do this implicates that there would be a temporary 

liberation from outside authority that could be provided by the carnival, just like 

Bakhtin states that the carnival celebrated “temporary liberation from the prevailing 

truth and from established order; it marked the suspension of all hierarchical rank, 

privileges, norms, and prohibitions.” (10). The drugs are carnival in the same way, as it 

was a way to escape the established reality.    

  

Thompson believed that the “Consciousness Expansion” aspect of certain 

drugs was crucial to the understanding of the human condition and society. Acid, LSD 

in particular, were to his liking as it removed societal conditionings and internal 

repressions, allowing him to think clearly and, more important, originally. Through 

frequent sampling of the drug, Thompson came to a conclusion: “I’ve gone to the 

bottom of the well here and the animal’s not down there” (Stephenson 45). His 

statement is reflected onto Raoul Duke who under the influence of these drugs was 

allowed to see the world more clearly, causing him to exclaim after a conversation with 

a hitchhiker “[h]ad we deteriorated to the level of dumb beasts?” (8).  

 

Even though Gonzo fears that his companion might not make it far in Las 

Vegas, exclaiming “[y]ou’re full of acid, you fool. It’ll be a goddamn miracle if we can 

                                                 
1
 Lyndon B. Johnson 
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get to the hotel and check in before you turn into a wild animal” (22), Duke finds no 

animal by the excessive ingestion of drugs, only a corrupted one that has turned into a 

beast, when looking deep within himself, yet he can still maintain a steady grip on his 

humanity. The inner animal in this novel, which all should be in contact with, is 

distinguished from the beast as any beastliness depicted is the result of some form of 

bodily or mental corruption such as drugs, indoctrination or gambling, twisting the 

animal into something grotesque. The primary causes of corruption in Las Vegas for the 

protagonists are alcohol and drugs, making them grotesque as “[e]ating and drinking are 

one of the most significant manifestations of the grotesque body. [ . . .] These traits are 

most fully and concretely revealed in the act of eating: the body transgresses here its 

own limits” (Bakhtin 281). As he has ingested these drugs, he has attempted to reach a 

higher level of understanding of his fellow humans by looking at their inner animal, 

only to find that that space is occupied by a beast as they have been exposed to outside 

manipulation, corrupting the animal by tending to its negative sides.  

 

This can be seen as a critique of the carnival features that can be found in 

Las Vegas that are artificial and/or harmful to the inner animal of a human. While still 

being above everyone else in terms of perception (to his belief) he envies the average 

American in, as the opening quote by Samuel Johnson states, ridding themselves from 

being man that is easily available for everyone through abundance of entertainment, and 

he therefore desires to change. Duke tries to become more animal-like by using LSD as 

a tool to reach an individual yet social revolution. He chooses to apply his own version 

of madness through the drug to protect himself from the outside craziness as most acid 

fanciers can handle this sort of thing. “But nobody can handle that other trip – the 

possibility that any freak with $1.98 can walk into the Circus-Circus and suddenly 

appear in the sky over downtown Las Vegas twelve times the size of God … No, this is 
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not a good town for psychedelic drugs. Reality itself is too twisted” (Thompson 47). His 

active choice to refrain from the provided entertainment separates him from the rest of 

the pack. 

 

Any changes in social terms that take place in the novel are related to 

Duke’s past, of memories of a more naïve time where the counterculture was still highly 

relevant. In 1960’s San Francisco, the counterculture’s triumph over the establishment 

was inevitable, much thanks to the drug’s potential as a medium to achieve a greater 

understanding of one self’s humanity, yet in 1971 Las Vegas its significance has been 

diminished to a mere temporary rush of hallucinations that could, in its addictive nature, 

be comparable to legal inclinations such as alcohol, gambling and entertainment, all of 

which Las Vegas could provide in abundance and are consumed on a Bakhtinian level 

(like animals). However, this is a most desirable place to be for Duke and his 

companion Dr. Gonzo as they both represent the counterculture, who are at a place 

where they can deteriorate to animal stages faster than any other location as it is 

“merely the most appropriate setting for the self-destruction of the counterculture” 

(Stephenson 47). 

 

Duke is early introduced to the animalistic aspect of acid consumption as 

he enters the Mint Hotel to check in, where the clerk is turned into a moray eel: “The 

woman’s face was changing: swelling, pulsing… horrible green jowls and fangs jutting 

out, the face of a Moray Eel! Deadly poison!” (24). These visions may seem disturbing, 

yet it is nothing out of the ordinary considering where they are located, and separates 

them little from the other tourists who take part of the more conventional forms of 

entertainment such as drinking, gambling or esoteric shows. The defining line between 

the drug influenced craziness of the protagonist and the other casino visitors is that 
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while the customers of the casinos or the spectators of a show, Duke and Gonzo are 

very much aware that they are remnants of a failed movement searching for a purpose, 

but they are not as lonely as they believe: their craziness is merely echoing what is 

going on around them, as Duke muses, “[i]n a town full of bedrock crazies, no one even 

notices an acid freak” (22).   

 

The wild ravings of Duke in the hotel lobby only worsens as suddenly, the 

ordinary guests occupying the lobby morph into enormous lizards devouring each other: 

“Terrible things were going on around us. Right next to me a huge reptile was gnawing 

on a woman’s neck, the carpet was a blood-soaked sponge” (24). This scene is 

visualized by Ralph Steadman in a spread page image (Thompson 30-31), featuring 

reptilian men dressed in suits devouring women with bird-like features in a grotesque 

caricature. The act of eating or consuming is to Bakhtin “one of the most ancient, and 

most important objects of human thoughts and imagery. Here man tastes the world, 

introduces it into his body, makes it part of himself.” (281) and symbolizes the effect 

the surroundings has on the subject; they have become animal by tasting the present 

animalism. 

 

Steadman provides several other images that draw upon animal qualities 

that are described in the text. On page 39, there is another picture of a bird-woman, as if 

to visualize the average woman that can be found in Las Vegas, which is then 

challenged by the picture of a dog on page 177 that could be connected to the girl 

“Savage Lucy”, that has “the face and form of a Pit Bull” (110).   
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Since the purpose of a caricature is to draw upon prominent features of the 

painted subject and exaggerate them into twisted representations, it is arguable that 

Duke, in the instance of above quotes, merely draws upon his heightened sensibility to 

draw out an image of what is lurking beneath the surface of his fellow Americans. They 

may be distorted yet they still recover some of the subject’s original appearance, hence 

the human clothing, which are then drawn by Steadman. Zoomorphism is integrated 

into the caricatures so as to distinguish them even further from that which could be 

considered normal. Duke recognizes his and Gonzo’s superiority yet tries to fit in, to 

become as animalistic as them through the drug abuse, overdoing it in the attempt: they 

act as if they were part of a show, where the spectators watch like circus goers as they 

try to act casually.  

 

Through the protagonists’ increased recklessness they become part of the 

scene on which they are reporting, which is shown when they attend a police convention 

on drugs: “Here I am infiltrating a goddamn Pig conference” (141). Here, once more, 

the degrading picture of policemen as being pigs is used and there is proof of an 

instance where the individual perspective of Duke reshapes the setting, which in turn 

reshapes his own mindset “in a vicious feedback loop, [where] these mindsets cause 

further outrageous actions” (Stephenson 59)  as the environment changes around him 

for the worse. 

 

Las Vegas, offering such a massive burst of images, sounds and 

experiences makes the mindsets of Duke and Gonzo easily transferable to the outside 

world as the “dense, overloaded sensory atmosphere of Las Vegas, and its mythological 

status as a place of license and danger” (Stephenson 59) makes internal emotions easy 

to apply to the setting. Duke’s and Gonzo’s seemingly mad perception of man turning 
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into animal is to them not imaginary; they are purely receiving amplified sensory 

information about something that is already existing, however vague it may be. When 

Duke stands in the lounge of the hotel/casino (24), accompanied by Steadman’s 

illustration (30-31), and watches as the men turns into reptile predators and the women 

shapeshifts into birds, he is merely visualizing his perception of the roles of these 

people and projects them onto reality. His idea of the scene is that the men are vicious 

animals tearing at each other’s necks while the women prowl the tables as onlookers, 

eager to find the lizard with the biggest catch. The mental image based on experience or 

prejudice and the actual reality have merged and become one, mixed together with 

zoomorphism to further accentuate the animal qualities found.    

 

Drawing further upon animal qualities, the Bakhtinian sense of the 

carnival spirit is clearly part the novel’s Las Vegas as it is neutral ground for both the 

crazy and the sane, where everyone is equal and whatever state of mind that is 

victorious over the others shall be the point of reference for all of them. One location in 

particular where madness and sanity coexist is the Circus-Circus Casino, described as a 

building:  

About four stories high, in the style of a circus tent, and all manner of 

strange County-Fair/Polish Carnival madness is going on up in this space. 

Right above the gambling tables the Forty Flying Carazito Brothers are 

doing a high-wire trapeze act, along with four muzzled Wolverines. 

(Thompson 46)  

  

This is a place where every American despite social status, gender and 

race can interact shoulder to shoulder without the boundaries of hierarchies intervening. 

A janitor can play alongside with a sheriff, provided that they both know how to play 
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the game. In a sense, this casino is the epitome of the American Dream, the very thing 

the protagonists are trying to find: everyone has an equal chance of reaching fame and 

fortune. Outside of Las Vegas, these people would perhaps never interact on the same 

level as they would at the gambling floor, yet here they all represent the true American, 

driven by capitalism and want of improving one’s life situation. Just like Bakhtin states, 

the carnival spirit that exists here is the result of a shared experience existing beyond the 

limits of ordinary life. The carnival is also clearly very animalistic, as man and animal 

are both coexisting in the same place and are part of the show, exemplified through the 

wolverines.     

 

However, Duke is quick to add that this “is what the whole hep world 

would be doing on a Saturday night if the Nazis had won the war” (Thompson 46). By 

that he means to show that the image of everyone as equal coincides very little with the 

reality of the political state of the U.S. Had the Nazis and the Communists won, 

everyone would have been forced to attend such events. Instead, the people visiting 

these places do it by their own free will. Nonetheless, Thompson insisted that the 

American politicians had corrupted the American Dream, providing questionable 

entertainment as an anesthetic to the unknowing masses, blinding them with big lights 

and promises of easy money, preventing them from speak up against the state, turning 

animals into beasts. Raoul Duke and Dr. Gonzo may be alcoholic and drug-ridden but at 

least they are aware of what they are doing. They are not mindless beasts; they are 

rather acting as animals with conscious awareness. The people in Las Vegas, on the 

other hand, do not know they are being sold addiction as the system has scrambled their 

minds and twisted their vision as the most powerful drug would (Stephenson 83).  
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The carnival aspects of Las Vegas are criticized as they are exactly the things that are 

keeping the people down, almost like an addiction, that are slowly destroying its 

visitors. 

 Here, Raoul Duke has become his author, as he is part of a country that 

has lost its moral values and has succumbed to an evil previously unseen, spearheaded 

by a President who is more of a beast than of man. The people had been tricked by this 

man and his likes into abandoning the old spirit of individualism over a brittle sense of 

comfort through consumption. This “Gonzo Republic”, as Thompson chose to name his 

country, is not a realistic description of apparent matters easy to see: instead, he chose 

to delve deeper. Thompson shows in this novel that he is not afraid of peeling back the 

skin of this monstrous nation and look beneath, to find the reality of the state of the 

people, who a mere decade ago had been so beautiful, a generation he was himself 

proudly part of. The depicted nature of man is twisted into grotesque caricatures of 

predator leaders and official forces made up of swine-like men among the normal 

people. 

 

Thompson saw the signs, and chose to address them through hyperbolic, 

anti-realistic characters on the verge of madness, and placed them within a cartoonish 

reality. Through this, Thompson brought the problem of human authenticity in 

contemporary U.S.A into light. Could a living, thinking human being ever strive to 

become anything more than a simple cartoon without any psychological depth in a 

world where shallowness and ignorance are so wildly encouraged, to become more than 

man? To Duke, the answer is no. Through the abandoning of old ideals and core values, 

his fellow Americans have lost part of themselves, that thin veil of humanity that 

separates them from their animal sides. This veil vanishes when they indulge in their 

depravity, which is observed by a drugged Duke who thinks himself above them, not 
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partaking in a conformist world provided by the officials. In his drugged haze they 

become the animals they are beneath the surface, something that was previously 

reserved only for his own kind through great effort. On the other hand, this provides the 

possibility of obtaining a deeper sense of self: by seeing the surroundings for what they 

really are, how the swine and the predators had shaped it and how they themselves had 

helped make the world the way it is. Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas provides the 

reader with the image of the U.S.A that Thompson himself had and how the people 

struggle with the idea of selfhood and the state of national corruption.  

 

Duke, a remnant of other times stained by his current surroundings loses 

his perception of the American Dream as it has been replaced and inhabited by animal 

people. So, when he screams in agony on the plains of Nevada, he asks both himself and 

the reader: What are these goddamn animals?(Thompson 3). 
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4 Conclusion 
 

In conclusion, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas is a complex work that incorporates 

several instances of connections between the people of the United States of America in 

the early 1970’s: authorities, gamblers, and drunkards alike are all at some point 

zoomorphologically depicted throughout the story and they all share traits of animal 

behavior that have been altered by background or circumstance. This essay argues that 

the instances of interaction between human observer and zoomorphic subject could be 

more extensively analyzed by the help of the theories of Mikhail Bakhtin together with 

knowledge of the concept of zoomorphism.  

Other contemporary readings of this novel do not provide any comments 

on the area of zoomorphism and instead focuses mainly on readings connected to the 

author’s personal writing style, and in this theoretical vacuum this essay shall take its 

place. Despite the absence of previous studies, Hunter S. Thompson’s representation of 

man as animal and all that is connoted to that phenomenon provide much material to 

construct a theoretical framework. Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas offers a veritable 

plethora of relations that are above just that of human, as well as a documentation of a 

changing society and its consequences that cannot be seen in just concepts of human 

behavior.  

Joined together with other theories and concepts, Thompson gives proof of 

how animals can represent different values depending on background and circumstance 

as well as location. By making Las Vegas the scene and a drug addict the protagonist 

joined together with these theories, this point of view opens up for a new reading of this 

now classic novel that offers an important insight into the nature of man.
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