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INTRODUCTION
William J. Devlin and Shai Biderman

Award-winning fi lm director, producer, and writer David Lynch is perhaps 
best known for his unorthodox fi lmmaking style. Th e Lynchian cinema is 
distinctively unique. From his cult classic fi lm Eraserhead (1977) to his neo-
noir television series Twin Peaks (1990–1991) to his abstract fi lm Inland Em-
pire (2006), Lynch distorts and disrupts viewers’ expectations of a traditional 
approach to narrative and story line, plot points, character development, 
frame composing, and fi lm styling. He presents to viewers a surreal, oft en 
nightmarish, perspective that allows us to experience the world of fi lm in an 
entirely new way. While his approach to fi lmmaking may deter some, Lynch 
has attracted a wide audience over his thirty-plus years as a director.

Lynch’s fi lms are predominantly character-driven. Th rough the artistic 
and eccentric mind of Lynch, we are introduced to memorable characters 
through his fi lm corpus. First, we have distinctive protagonists such as 
the perky, straitlaced, and incisive FBI Special Agent Dale Cooper, who 
is famous for his love of coff ee and pie in Twin Peaks; Th e Straight Story’s 
(1999) loveable curmudgeon Alvin Straight, who, aft er years of fi ghting with 
his brother, travels hundreds of miles on a riding mower to make amends; 
and the physically deformed John Merrick, who is willing to sacrifi ce his 
life to prove he is a human being in Th e Elephant Man (1980). Second, we 
have such sinister villains as the perverted and brutal Frank Booth in Blue 
Velvet (1986), whose twisted combination of ferociousness and sexual desire 
off ends many viewers; the menacing Feyd-Rautha of Dune (1984), who 
haunts Paul Atreides’ dreams; and the perplexing and appropriately named 
Mystery Man, whose eerie appearance in Mulholland Dr. (2001) challenges 
the notion of consistent identity (à la being in two places at the same time). 
Finally, we have the outright enigmatic and elusive characters, such as Twin 
Peaks’s Man from Another Place, who dances and talks backward, and the 
Giant, both of whom leave mysterious clues for Agent Cooper to help him 
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solve the murder of Laura Palmer; Eraserhead’s Lady in the Radiator, who 
dances and sings in Henry Spencer’s visions, and the Man in the Planet, who 
plays with mechanical levers while watching Henry’s life; and the monster 
who lurks behind Winkie’s diner, and the miniature elderly couple in the 
blue box from Mulholland Dr.

Not only are Lynch’s character’s memorable, but many scenes and loca-
tions are equally impressive. Th ere are the dreamlike sequences that occur in 
the red room in Twin Peaks. Th ere is the chicken-dinner scene in Eraserhead. 
Th ere are the abrupt and shocking character changes in Lost Highway (1997) 
from Fred Madison to Pete Dayton. Th ere are the multiple character identi-
ties in Mulholland Dr., as Betty Elms and Diane Selwyn are both played by 
Naomi Watts. Th en there is the abstract and surreal presentation of the life 
of a family of rabbits in Inland Empire.

Lynch’s cinematic corpus thus combines what seems initially to be dis-
harmonious and chaotic: disconnected story lines, inconsistent character 
identity, true stories, distorted story arches, dreamlike worlds and fantasies, 
bizarre characters, and both dark and psychedelic-like cinematography. Th e 
Lynchian world is a confusing labyrinth in which one can easily become lost. 
However, there is a thread viewers can follow to help guide them through 
Lynch’s maze and come to understand Lynch’s cinematic collection: namely, 
the human psyche. Lynch’s central focus, whether in Wild at Heart (1990), 
Lost Highway, or Th e Cowboy and the Frenchman (1988), is the human mind. 
As such, we maintain that Lynch’s philosophy is, fi rst and foremost, the 
philosophy of the human being. Th rough the series of essays in this volume, 
we show that Lynch presents to his audience his own distinct philosophical 
account of reality, the human being, and human issues. As such, this volume 
is designed to assist the viewers of Lynch’s fi lms to come to understand the 
philosophical ideas portrayed in his body of work.

Lynch’s philosophy begins with his view that, as a fi lmmaker, he is able 
to create a new reality, a new world for the audience. Lynch pulls us into 
his constructed reality so that the dividing line between the world on the 
screen and the audience members is blurred. With this in mind, part 1, “Th e 
World of David Lynch,” addresses the cinematic world that Lynch creates. 
Philosophically speaking, what is the world that Lynch creates through his 
fi lms and television episodes? Our exploration of this world begins with 
Robert Arp and Patricia Brace’s “‘Th e Owls Are Not What Th ey Seem’: Th e 
Logic of Lynch’s World,” in which they argue that Lynch plays with both 
valid and fallacious forms of logical reasoning to help construct his strange, 
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and sometimes illogical, world. Next, in “Intuition and Investigation into 
Another Place: Th e Epistemological Role of Dreaming in Twin Peaks and Be-
yond,” Simon Riches argues that Lynch employs an unequivocally unique take 
on epistemic questions and presuppositions through the character of Agent 
Cooper, demonstrating how Lynch plays with how we acquire knowledge 
by subjecting Cooper to an intertwining of the world of dreams and the real 
world. Sander Lee maintains, in “Th e Horrors of Life’s Hidden Mysteries: Blue 
Velvet,” that Lynch uses the suff ering, violence, and misery in Blue Velvet to 
reveal that the horrors and chaos of the world are irremovable. Following the 
discussion of the disruption of the world’s coherence, in terms of logic, knowl-
edge acquisition, and ethics, the last two papers of part 1 explore responses to 
this disruption. In “Th e Th ing about David Lynch: Reading and Enjoying the 
Lynchian World,” Russell Manning suggests that the aestheticism of Lynch’s 
world should not be understood through the generic Hollywood interpreta-
tion of what constitutes a good fi lm; instead, Lynch should be understood as 
challenging this paradigm by attempting to capture the sublime, or the inef-
fable “Th ing.” Finally, in “Th e World as Illusion: Rediscovering Mulholland 
Dr. and Lost Highway through Indian Philosophy,” Ronie Parciack turns to 
Eastern philosophy to help understand Lynch’s fi lms, as she claims that the 
nature of the world and the subject in Lynch’s fi lms are best construed through 
the philosophical schools of Hinduism and Buddhism.

In part 2, “Selfh ood and Subjectivity: Th e Existential Drive toward Self-
Understanding,” we turn from a general philosophical account of Lynch’s 
world to focus in on Lynch’s exploration of the human individual within the 
context of living in a world that no longer makes the kind of sense we once 
thought it did. Lynch’s body of work centers on the human individual—the 
individual’s nature and psyche and the meaning of his or her life. Given that 
the traditional conception of the world in terms of logic, epistemology, and 
ethics has collapsed, Lynch provides us with an existential approach toward 
creating our own identity and our own meaning in life. We explain this exis-
tential drive toward self-understanding by addressing existential issues. Here 
we begin with “All Roads Lead to the Self: Zen Buddhism and David Lynch’s 
Lost Highway,” by Mark Walling, who argues that Lynch demonstrates the 
Zen Buddhist perspective (concerning the subject and the world) that the 
dualistic conception of reality divides the self and so is doomed to failure. 
Following the existential investigation of the self, in “City of Dreams: Bad 
Faith in Mulholland Dr.,” Jennifer McMahon shows how Lynch’s characters 
hide behind illusory and self-deceptive narratives to help make their lives 
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bearable. Next, Tal Correm argues, in “Constellations of the Flesh: Th e Em-
bodied Self in Th e Straight Story and Th e Elephant Man,” that Lynch uses the 
physical bodies and environment surrounding his characters to help reveal 
how our bodies shape and structure our experiences in life. In “David Lynch’s 
Road Films: Individuality and Personal Freedom?” Richard Gaughran turns 
to Lynch’s exploration of individual rebellion and freedom through the 
characters of Sailor Ripley and Alvin Straight, suggesting that, while Sailor 
demonstrates inauthentic freedom, Alvin, by accepting responsibility and 
avoiding nihilism, lives a life of authenticity. Last, Shai Frogel continues this 
theme of Alvin Straight as the authentic individual in “Lynch’s Zarathustra: 
Th e Straight Story,” as he argues that Alvin is a modern American example 
of Friedrich Nietzsche’s existential character Zarathustra.

Aft er a comprehensive examination of the world, which is chaotic, and 
the individual, who must create his or her own identity, in Lynch’s cinematic 
features, we close the volume by examining how Lynch unites the world and 
the individual in part 3, “Th e Self Confronts the World: Issues in Ethics, 
Society, and Religion.” Here, we tackle some common issues that arise from 
the encounter between the self and the world, and provide a constructive 
and comprehensive way to understand Lynch’s analysis of how the individual 
confronts the chaotic world. In “‘Th ere’s a Sort of Evil Out Th ere’: Emersonian 
Transcendentalism in Twin Peaks,” Scott Suter explores the sources of good 
and evil that the individual confronts in the elements of nature, using Ralph 
Waldo Emerson’s transcendentalism to explain why good triumphs over 
evil. “‘In Heaven Everything Is Fine’: Erasing Traditional Morality,” by Jason 
Southworth, demonstrates how Lynch evokes the philosophical lineage of 
nihilism, existentialism, and Ludwig Wittgenstein’s morality as he rejects the 
traditional and common conceptions of morality. In “Th e Monster Within: 
Alienation and Social Conformity in Th e Elephant Man,” Shai Biderman and 
Assaf Tabeka claim that Lynch provides a grim portrayal of the individual 
outsider who attempts to relate to society, a depiction that suggests such an 
individual may remain lost in alienation and estrangement. Last, William 
J. Devlin, in “Prophesies, Experience, and Proof: Philosophy of Religion in 
Dune,” argues that Lynch emphasizes the personal and subjective experi-
ences of religious revelation when one confronts spirituality and religion.

As a whole, this volume is intended to explore the unique and insightful 
philosophy of David Lynch through a careful and meticulous philosophi-
cal examination of his cinematic works. We hope these essays will help to 
sharpen readers’ understanding of, deepen their appreciation of, and enhance 
their enjoyment of Lynch’s cinematic corpus.



Part 1

THE WORLD OF DAVID LYNCH
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“THE OWLS ARE NOT
WHAT THEY SEEM”
Th e Logic of Lynch’s World

Robert Arp and Patricia Brace

Our world is not inherently logical—we impose logic upon it to make sense 
of the random and absurd happenings all around us and to create a sense 
of order out of chaos. Th e beauty of the work of fi lmmaker David Lynch is 
that he not only recognizes this basic truth about the absurdity of human 
existence, he celebrates it to create his own unique worldview. By showcas-
ing distortions and manipulations of reality, and logical paradoxes and 
fallacies used as the basis for his characters’ actions, a typical Lynch fi lm 
can be off -putting to many viewers. Because his fi lms are oft en violent and 
sexually explicit with an unusual narrative structure and heavy symbolic 
content, repeated viewings may be necessary to grasp all of the many layers 
of meaning he builds in to the structure. As in the work of the Dutch surreal-
ist Mauritius Escher (1898–1972), who manipulates the rules of perspective 
to create the appearance of three-dimensional space on a two-dimensional 
surface, the logic of Lynch’s world at fi rst appears twisted and chaotic. But 
for those existing within it, everything makes perfect sense. In Lynch’s 
works, we oft en fi nd the fi lmmaker manipulating the viewer by playing an 
illogical (even nonsensical) scene perfectly straight. Th e characters within 
the narrative do not see any humor or irony in their beliefs or actions, just 
as the man walking up the stairs to nowhere in an Escher work (Relativity, 
lithograph, 1953) doesn’t realize his world is visually illogical; he just keeps 
walking up and down the steps. In a Lynch fi lm, as in an Escher print, reality 
is carefully planned and controlled for maximum eff ect, even when it seems 
uncontrolled and illogical to the viewer. As the fi lmmaker, Lynch imposes 
his brand of logic upon the story to make sense of the random and absurd 
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happenings all around his characters and to create a sense of order out of 
chaos within the fi lm itself.

In David Lynch’s Th e Cowboy and the Frenchman (1988), an episode for 
the French series Th e French as Seen By . . . (1988), Lynch tells an absurdist 
story involving, as the title suggests, cowboys and a Frenchman. Driving 
the comedic tone of this show is Lynch’s play on the modern stereotypes of 
cowboys, Indians, and Frenchmen. Th e cowboys, led by the almost stone-
deaf Slim (Harry Dean Stanton), are all decked out in cowboy hats, plaid 
shirts, and chaps. Th ey drink longneck bottles of Budweiser, appear to be 
trigger-happy gunslingers (even going so far as to shoot at a bird for tweeting) 
and speak in Western slang. Th e Indian, “Broken Feather” (Michael Horse), 
wears a feather in his long hair, is bare-chested (clothed only in buckskin 
breeches and a loincloth), and speaks in pidgin English, beginning phrases 
with “Me no.” Meanwhile, Pierre the Frenchman (Fredric Golchan), who 
speaks only French, has a thin mustache, wears a dark suit, a beret, an ascot, 
and carries with him a suitcase full of French souvenirs: bottles of wine, 
loaves of baguettes, packs of cigarettes, a replica of the Eiff el Tower, and, to 
the cowboy’s horror, a dinner plate of snails. Th e cowboys fi nally stumble 
onto this strange man’s national identity when they fi nd a plate of French 
fries in the magical bag.

Th is meeting between the Frenchman and the cowboys is reduced to 
seeming absurdity by the end, as we see cowgirls and French girls dancing 
together to a cowboy rock song, while Pierre learns how to say “Yippee-
kay-ay” and cowboy Slim learns how to say “Ooh la la.” As Slim sings 
“Home on the Range,” accord between the two groups is symbolized by 
Pierre’s presentation of a small replica of the Statue of Liberty, echoing 
the original friendship gift  between the two nations, as the whole party 
shouts “Vive la France” and trigger-happy Slim shoots off  his pistol. Th e 
fi nal scene, set the next morning, fi nds Slim has traded his cowboy hat for 
Pierre’s beret, while Pierre, in perfect English, rhapsodizes about pancakes, 
and the Indian, also in perfect English, wishes he had a suitcase like the 
Frenchman’s.

Th is short fi lm, whose actual title is Th e French as Seen by David Lynch, 
may be read as a subtle comment on the ubiquitous and oft en overpowering 
nature of American culture. Th e American cowboy Slim is literally deaf to all 
comments and criticism; U.S. politicians are oft en referred to as “cowboys” 
by foreign leaders—in 1988, Ronald Reagan (who oft en played a cowboy 
onscreen in his fi rst career) had just fi nished his last term as president. 
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Immigrants to the United States are told everyone should speak English, 
and by the end of the fi lm, everyone is. Th e Frenchman is lucky because 
he can pack his bag and leave, but the Indian has no suitcase so he can’t. 
When we fi rst meet Broken Feather, Slim orders one of the other cowboys 
to apologize and pay off  his gambling debt to the Indian, a double allusion 
to the reparations Native Americans have sought from the U.S. government 
for treaty violations and to their profi table reservation casinos. A hint of 
Lynch’s ambivalence about the French also peeks through at the end in the 
fi nal image: a dead snail is stuck to Slim, and he plucks it off  and throws it 
to the ground, saying, “damn!”

Th e people in the fi lm, as seen by Lynch, are on the surface an absurdist 
humorous play on stereotyping. Stereotyping is a form of jumping to a 
conclusion. For example, there is the stereotypical cowboy, as portrayed 
in Lynch’s episode. Th is depiction of the cowboy—trigger-happy, beer-
swilling, lassoing farm men—is rooted in the assumption that if one, a 
few, or most are like this or that, then they must all be like this or that. If 
we are told about a cowboy, someone might think that, because this per-
son is a cowboy, he and anyone else who is a cowboy must love shooting, 
the great outdoors, horses, and wide-open spaces. “Aft er all,” thinks the 
stereotyper, “this person is a cowboy, and they’re all like that.” Broadening 
the analogy to all Americans versus all Frenchmen or all Indians or even 
all women (who are also stereotyped in the fi lm as dancing sex kittens who 
bring food and beer to the men), we see Lynch’s ability to take what on 
the surface seems an illogical absurdist comedic short and make a deeper 
social comment.

Lynch plays with the notion of stereotyping in Th e Cowboy and the 
Frenchman, humorously alluding to the moral and logical harm that stereo-
typing does to people in real life. Consider all of the racism, sexism, ageism, 
and every other negative “ism” that results from people inappropriately jump-
ing to negative conclusions about groups of people. Lynch, too, recognizes 
the harm that can result from stereotypes. Take, for instance, Th e Elephant 
Man (1980), a fi lm based on the real-life story of Joseph Merrick (named 
John Merrick in the fi lm and played by John Hurt), a man who suff ered 
from a congenital disorder that severely altered his physical appearance. 
In the fi lm, we fi nd that Bytes (Freddie Jones), the man who manages the 
Victorian freak show of which Merrick is a part, treats Merrick’s oversized 
deformities as a disability and labels Merrick a “freak.” Labeling Merrick a 
freak coincides with Bytes’s brutal treatment of Merrick—using such a label, 
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Bytes is able to see Merrick as less human and therefore unworthy of being 
treated with kindness and respect.

Th e logical harm of typecasting or stereotypes occurs because the 
conclusion drawn isn’t supported by the reasons given for that conclu-
sion. Th e conclusion that they’re all like that or they all must have that 
same feature, quality, or characteristic doesn’t follow from, and cannot 
be fully supported by, reasons having to do with one or a few instances 
being like that or having the certain feature, quality, or characteristic. It 
is likely that there are cowboys who are trigger-happy, beer-swilling, las-
soing farm men, but you could never legitimately draw the conclusion 
that all cowboys are like that. Likewise, not all people (or any, for that 
matter) with deformities can be labeled “freaks.” Stereotyping is bad and 
it is due to bad reasoning.

Logicians, those who study the principles of correct reasoning, have a 
term for the kind of bad reasoning involved in our examples of typecasting 
and stereotyping from Lynch’s work. Th ey call it a fallacy, and the think-
ing involved, fallacious reasoning. Fallacies occur whenever we jump to a 
conclusion, namely, when we incorrectly, illegitimately, or inappropriately 
draw a conclusion from reasons that don’t support the conclusion. Falla-
cious reasoning is much too common in the real and fi lm worlds. Racists 
think that just because they have had a bad experience with a person of a 
particular race, creed, or color, then everyone of that race must be like that. 
Instead of seeking to become an authority in a particular matter ourselves, 
we too oft en blindly accept what someone tells us because we perceive him 
or her to be an authority concerning that particular matter. Th ink of all of 
the people who came to see Merrick and believed that he must be a freak 
because Bytes said he was a freak. As we, the viewers, notice, these people 
were not justifi ed in concluding either that they’re all like that or that it’s 
true just because Bytes said so. In these cases, the conclusions drawn don’t 
follow from the reasons given as supposed support. In other words, these 
are all examples of fallacies.

In this essay, we explore Lynch’s take on logic in his fi lms. Th is approach 
entails further discussion of Lynch’s strange use of logic through famous 
examples in his works, appreciating the bizarre, paranoid, and oft en falla-
cious reasoning associated with Lynch’s characters. We argue that a Lynch 
work doesn’t always abide by the principles of correct reasoning and oft en 
operates within a world of fallacies, yet his characters usually fi nd a way to 
function within their illogical worlds.
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Argumentation Is an Art—Just Not a Visual Art

Logic is the study of the principles of correct reasoning concerning the 
formation and evaluation of arguments. As we’ve seen already, people don’t 
always abide by these principles. Th e way characters and people reason has 
consequences for how they live their lives in the fi lm and real worlds alike. 
Good and bad reasoning aff ect the beliefs people are willing to die for, the 
policies we adhere to, the laws we make, and the general way in which we 
live our lives. For the most part, it seems as though Lynch’s characters try 
to abide by reason to determine how to live their lives. In order to see how 
Lynch’s characters follow the forms of good reasoning, we need to discuss 
the basic elements of logical reasoning. First, we describe the basic com-
ponents and types of arguments. Second, we discuss two common types of 
arguments. Finally, we examine the evaluation of arguments.1

BOTH REAL AND IMAGINED PEOPLE NEED TO PUT FORTH
GOOD ARGUMENTS

An argument is made up of two or more statements, one of which is called 
the conclusion. Th e conclusion is the statement in the argument that is sup-
posed to be justifi ed by, warranted by, supported by, shown to be the case 
by, demonstrated by, or proved to be the case by the premise or premises. A 
premise is a statement in the argument that is supposed to justify, warrant, 
support, show, demonstrate, or prove the conclusion. Th e basic goal of an 
argument is to convince or persuade oneself or others of the truth of the 
concluding statement. Now, Lynch makes use of logical arguments in his 
fi lms, as, on many occasions, his characters attempt to rationalize the best 
decision or course to take in their life.

Take the character Sailor Ripley (Nicholas Cage) and his lover, Lula Pace 
Fortune (Laura Dern), from Wild at Heart (1990) as one example. Sailor has 
just been released from prison aft er serving time for manslaughter. Lula’s 
jealous wicked-witch mother, Marietta Pace Fortune (Diane Ladd), tried 
to have him killed but, instead, Sailor killed the assassin in self-defense. 
Marietta has forbidden Lula to see Sailor, but she defi es her mother and 
picks him up at the Pee Dee Correctional Institution, and they head out for 
New Orleans and then California, violating his parole. Marietta puts out 
another hit on Sailor, something he suspected she would do, so they make 
a stop in the humorously named town of Big Tuna, Texas (not many tuna 
swimming in the desert). Th is small town is populated by the usual bizarre 
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Lynchian characters (such as the twitchy, dog-obsessed Bose “Double Aught” 
Spool, played by Jack Nance, who actually references Dorothy’s dog Toto) 
and is also where his old “friend” Perdita (Isabella Rossellini) lives. We are 
never clear on the exact nature of their past relationship, but Sailor reminds 
her that she owes him a favor, which he has come to claim. Sailor wants to 
confi rm that there is a contract out on him. Perdita is connected, as it were, 
so she knows about the network of hit men. Unfortunately for Sailor and 
Lula, Perdita’s new boyfriend, the loathsome Bobby Peru (Willem Dafoe), 
is the hit man hired to carry out Marietta’s contract, so Perdita lies, telling 
Sailor he is safe.

Sailor’s reasoning pattern was correct. From his two initial premises, 
namely that (1) if I want help, I’ll contact an old friend who’ll help me; and 
(2) if I contact an old friend who’ll help me, then I’ll need to go to Texas, 
Sailor concludes necessarily that if I want help, then I’ll need to go to Texas. 
But he was mistaken in the facts: Perdita is no longer his friend (in Span-
ish perdita means loss). And so Sailor and Lula fi nd themselves stranded at 
the Hotel Iguana in Big Tuna, Texas, where their lives are now in jeopardy.

Now, arguments are made up of statements, a concluding statement 
(the conclusion) and at least one supporting statement (the premise). A 
statement is a claim, assertion, proposition, judgment, declarative sentence, 
or part of a declarative sentence—resulting from a belief or opinion—that 
communicates that something is or is not the case concerning the world, 
self, states of aff airs, or some aspect of reality. Statements are either true or 
false and, again, are the results of beliefs or opinions that people have about 
what they perceive to be reality. Our beliefs and opinions are made known 
through statements, either in spoken or written form. For example, in the 
context of Wild at Heart, the statements “Bobby shoots two clerks during 
the bank robbery” and “Johnnie Farragut (Harry Dean Stanton) is a private 
detective” are true, whereas the statements “Sailor came on to Lula’s mother” 
and “Sailor murdered a man in cold blood” are false.

Statements are shown to be true or false as a result of evidence, which 
can take the forms of either direct or indirect observation, the testimony of 
others, explanations, appeal to defi nitions, appeal to well-established theo-
ries, appeal to appropriate authority, and good arguments, to name just a 
few. So, that Bobby shoots two clerks is shown to be true by observing Wild 
at Heart, and that Johnnie Farragut is a private detective is defi ned by his 
creator, Lynch. Also, that Sailor came on to Lula’s mother is false because 
of observation, and Sailor murdered a man in cold blood is false because of 
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the testimony of others and authorities, observation as well as the judicial 
theory of self-defense and fi rst-degree murder.

Critically thinking adults have beliefs or opinions that they think are 
true and that they express in written or spoken statements. However, we 
can’t stop there. We must defend why we hold these beliefs, and so we must 
give a reason (the premise of our argument) for why we hold to a particular 
belief (the conclusion of our argument). Take, for example, Henry Spencer’s 
(Jack Nance) moral dilemma in Eraserhead (1977). Th ere, Henry learns that 
his girlfriend, Mary X (Charlotte Stewart), has just had a baby. Upon this 
discovery, he decides to marry Mary. But why did Henry decide to marry 
her? We can gather that his decision stems from his belief that marrying 
one’s girlfriend is morally the right thing to do and that he should always 
do what is right. In this respect, you might put forward an argument on 
behalf of Henry that looks like this. Henry begins with three premises: (1) 
My girlfriend, Mary, has a baby; (2) marrying one’s girlfriend when she has 
a baby is the right thing to do; (3) these two factors necessarily contribute 
to what I ought to do. Now, from these premises, Henry is able to infer that 
he ought to marry Mary.

THE TWIN PEAKS OF ARGUMENTATION

Th ere are two basic types of arguments, deductive arguments and inductive 
arguments. With deductive arguments, the speaker intends the conclusion 
to follow from the premise(s) with certainty so that, if all of the premises are 
true, then the conclusion must be true without any doubt whatsoever. Also, 
the conclusion of a deductive argument is already found in the premise(s) 
in a way that there is absolutely no other conclusion that could be inferred 
from the premise(s). To say that a conclusion follows from a premise means 
that we are justifi ed in having reasoned from one statement (the premise) 
to another statement (the conclusion).

In the television series Twin Peaks (1990–1991), Special Agent Dale 
Cooper (Kyle MacLachlan) is assigned to investigate the murder of Laura 
Palmer (Sheryl Lee). During his investigation, he looks into One-Eyed Jacks, 
a brothel and casino just north across the border into Canada. He is fi rst 
tipped off  about this place by a note placed anonymously at his hotel room 
door that reads “Jack with one eye” (season 1, episode 4: “Rest in Pain”). 
Agent Cooper is able to deduce that Audrey Horne (Sherilyn Fenn) wrote 
him this note with the following deductive argument. First, he begins 
with three premises: (1) If Audrey Horne’s handwriting sample matches 
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the handwriting of the mysterious note and if the note is not a forgery, then 
Audrey wrote the note; (2) Audrey Horne’s handwriting sample matches the 
handwriting of the mysterious note; (3) the note is not a forgery. From these 
claims, Agent Cooper deduces that Audrey wrote the note. Provided that 
the three premises are true (and we know they are from season 1, episode 3: 
“Zen, or the Skill to Catch a Killer”), we can see that the conclusion absolutely 
must be true. We can also see that there’s no other conclusion that could pos-
sibly follow from the premises—from looking at the premises alone you can 
recognize the conclusion before even seeing it. Th e previous argument about 
Henry marrying Mary is also a deductive argument. Just like with Cooper’s 
mystery note argument, if all the premises are true, then the conclusion has to 
be true. Th ere isn’t any other conclusion that could possibly be drawn from the 
premises, and you can fi gure out what the conclusion is without even seeing it.

Unlike deductive arguments, in inductive arguments the speaker intends 
the conclusion to follow from the premises with a degree of likelihood or 
probability only so that, if all of the premises are true, then the conclusion 
likely or probably is true. But it’s still possible that the conclusion is false. 
As we continue to follow Agent Cooper’s investigation, we notice that he is 
able to quickly connect Laura Palmer’s murder to a murder that occurred a 
year ago: namely, the murder of Teresa Banks (Pamela Gidley). His reason-
ing that leads to the connection is as follows. First, Agent Cooper accepts 
two claims: (1) In the past murder case of Teresa Banks, a letter on a tiny 
piece of paper was found under her fi ngernail; (2) a letter on a tiny piece 
of paper was found under Laura Palmer’s fi ngernail. Second, from these 
premises, he concludes that it is likely that Laura Palmer’s murderer is also 
Teresa Banks’s murderer.

We can see that, provided the premises are true, the conclusion is prob-
ably or likely true, but it is not defi nitely true. It makes sense to conclude 
that the murderer is the same in both cases given the similarities between 
the two cases. But the truth concerning the evidence garnered from both 
cases does not guarantee that, with absolute certainty or without a doubt, the 
same murderer struck in both cases. It’s still possible that there is a copycat 
murderer in Laura Palmer’s case or that Laura placed the letter under her 
fi ngernail herself. So, the conclusion is merely probable or likely.

Consider the kind of reasoning Agent Cooper utilized with his chess 
game with Windom Earle (Kenneth Welsh), in which innocent lives were 
at stake. Th ere, Earle played a maniacal game of life and death with Cooper 
where, for any chess piece Earle captures, he kills a person. Furthermore, 
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Earle, who laid away in hiding, would notify Agent Cooper, in one way or 
another, what his next move would be so that the game could continue. 
Because Earle had followed the rules of this twisted game for several rounds, 
Agent Cooper concluded that Earle would continue to follow these rules. 
As he tells Sheriff  Truman (Michael Ontkean), “Earle has a perverse sense 
of honor” about following the rules (season 2, episode 23: “Slaves and Mas-
ters”). However, later we fi nd that Agent Cooper is no longer confi dent that 
he can understand Earle’s reasoning; he tells Sheriff  Truman: “Th ere was a 
time where I could comprehend with a high degree of cl a rity Windom Earle’s 
twisted logic, but his actions of late have left  me completely bewildered. He 
is changing the pattern of the game board. Any hope of deducing his next 
move has evaporated” (season 2, episode 26: “On the Wings of Love”). Fi-
nally, as he realizes that Earle has stopped notifying him of his next move, 
Agent Cooper accepts that his original conclusion—that Earle will follow the 
rules—is mistaken. As he tells Sheriff  Truman: “He’s taken another pawn, but 
he didn’t tell us his move. Windom Earle is playing off  the board” (season 
2, episode 27: “Variations on Relations”). Th is is an example of inductive 
reasoning where it seemed as if the conclusion were going to be true, but it 
turned out in the end to be false.

EVALUATING ARGUMENTS

Th e goal for any rational creature—from Lynch to Laura Palmer—isn’t 
simply to form arguments. We need to form good arguments, and we need 
to evaluate the arguments of others. In both the deductive and inductive 
realms, there are good and bad arguments. In either realm, a good argument 
has to meet two conditions: (1) the conclusion must logically follow from 
the premises, and (2) all of the premises must be true. If either (or both) of 
these conditions is missing, then the argument is bad and should be rejected.

In the deductive realm, the term valid argument is reserved for an 
argument where a conclusion does, in fact, follow from the premises (if a 
conclusion does not follow, then an argument is considered to be an invalid 
argument). When an argument is valid and all the premises are true, the 
argument is a good, sound argument. Th e conclusion, then, is without a 
doubt, absolutely, positively true. In the inductive realm, the term strong 
argument is reserved for an argument where a conclusion likely will follow 
from premises (if a conclusion is not likely to follow, then an argument is 
considered to be a weak argument). When an argument is strong and all the 
premises are true, the argument is a good, cogent argument. Th e conclusion 
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most likely or probably is true. Absolute truth and probable truth are good 
things, so sound arguments and cogent arguments are, by defi nition, good 
arguments in the deductive and inductive realms, respectively.

Th us, as critically thinking creatures, we must always go through the 
two-step procedure of checking our own arguments—and the arguments of 
others—to see if: (1) the conclusion follows from the premises (Is the argu-
ment deductively valid or inductively strong?); and (2) all of the premises 
are true (Has evidence been provided to show the premises to be true?). If 
the argument fails to meet either (1) or (2) or both, then we should reject 
it, thereby rejecting the person’s conclusion as either absolutely false or 
probably false.

For example, take Dorothy Vallens’s (Isabella Rossellini) line of reason-
ing used in Blue Velvet (1986) when she discovers Jeff rey Beaumont (Kyle 
MacLachlan) hiding in her closet. Because she believes that all people who 
hide in closets are practicing voyeurism, Dorothy concludes that Jeff rey broke 
into her apartment and hid in her closet just to watch her undress. But her 
fi rst premise, that all people who hide in closets are practicing voyeurism, is 
obviously false. We, the viewers, know that her conclusion is wrong because 
of this premise. Jeff rey broke into her apartment to snoop around to fi nd 
clues regarding the severed ear he had found earlier, not to watch her disrobe. 
Th us, Jeff rey’s own case is a counterexample to her fi rst premise. In the case 
of this particular deductive argument, the conclusion “Jeff rey broke into 
her apartment and hid in her closet just to watch her undress” is false and 
unsupported by one of the reasons given (again, the fi rst premise is false).

On the other hand, Agent Cooper’s deduction that Audrey wrote the 
mysterious note is a good argument. It’s true that if there is a match between 
Audrey’s handwriting sample and the mysterious note, and if the note is not 
a forgery, then Audrey wrote the note. And given this fact, plus the fact that 
Cooper does discover that there is a match and that the note is not a forgery, 
Cooper is justifi ed in concluding that Audrey did, indeed, write the mysteri-
ous note. In fact, we can see that this conclusion necessarily follows from 
the premises. And, since the premises are true, the conclusion must be true.

Fallacy Is Fact: Th e Logic of David Lynch

As we’ve seen, Lynch seems to invoke the use of good reasoning in his 
characters’ use of logic. However, when we delve deeper into the Lynchian 
universe, we uncover a richer and more bizarre approach to reasoning. For 
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instance, in Twin Peaks, we fi nd that Agent Cooper, the quintessential ex-
ample of applying deductive methods to FBI investigations, twists logic by 
employing a deductive Tibetan technique that he intuitively grasps in his 
dreams. Not only does he employ this strange form of Tibetan mysticism, 
but he also relies heavily upon his dreams (which include the Man from 
Another Place, the Giant, Laura Palmer, Bob, Mike, the red room, etc.) to 
provide him with clues that he uses deductively to solve the case of who 
murdered Laura Palmer.

It seems prima facie that Agent Cooper fails to employ good reason-
ing—his reliance upon nonrational methods, such as intuitions and dreams, 
would not allow him to bring about proper conclusions under the standard 
norms of logic. However, this need not be the fi nal analysis of Lynch’s use 
of logic. Instead, one can argue that Lynchian logic is twisted and chaotic, 
similar to a surrealist visual artist’s approach. Th e work of the Dutch artist 
Mauritius Escher—with its transformations of things like farm fi elds into 
white birds and then those into black birds (Day and Night, woodcut, 1938) 
and the aforementioned stairways to nowhere—is oft en visually illogical, 
yet it is also carefully planned and controlled for maximum eff ect, much 
like the work of David Lynch. Escher also uses a visual twinning technique, 
which he called a tessellation, to entirely fi ll the picture plane of his draw-
ings. An object, animal, or person, was created in such a way that its outline 
was able to symmetrically interlock with itself so that in repetition the form 
was both positive and negative (Reptiles, lithograph, 1943). One can also see 
this idea in repeated tile patterns or wallpaper designs. In the real world, 
one would have great diffi  culty fi nding such perfectly interlocking twins, 
but David Lynch oft en uses twins in his work to show the same interlock-
ing positive and negative aspects of a character. In the television show Twin 
Peaks (1990–1991), dead blonde Laura Palmer has an identical cousin, the 
living brunette Madeline, as innocent as Laura was corrupt, both played by 
Sheryl Lee. Th is mirror image is used to create tension and confusion when 
Maddy impersonates Laura to try to lure her killer into revealing himself.2

Escher also did a series of self-portraits in which he appears as a refl ec-
tion in a spherical mirror ball that he is holding (Self-Portrait in Spherical 
Mirror, lithograph, fi rst printing January 1935). His own refl ection and that 
of the room beyond him, which includes a bookshelf that seems to bend and 
rise as a stairway and a framed Indonesian shadow puppet, are recogniz-
able, but distorted. Lynch creates distorted Escher-like landscapes, such as 
the red room in Agent Cooper’s dreams and visions, with appearances by 
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a dwarf and a giant—distortions of normal human scale, and a black-and-
white checkerboard or chevron-patterned fl oor. In the fi nal episode of Twin 
Peaks, the hero, Agent Cooper, aft er escaping the red room, is revealed to be 
the equivalent of the evil twin, as he looks at his refl ection, sees the image 
of evil, Bob (Frank Silva), staring back at him, and then repeatedly bashes 
his head into his bathroom mirror.

Lynch also appears in his own work as an exaggerated and distorted 
refl ection of himself. In real life, he is a soft -spoken, rather introspective 
man, but his alter ego, appearing in both Twin Peaks and its movie sequel, 
Twin Peaks: Fire Walk with Me (1992), is FBI Regional Bureau Chief Gordon 
Cole, Agent Cooper’s superior (played by Lynch himself). Like Slim in Th e 
Cowboy and the Frenchman, Cole is almost totally deaf and subsequently 
yells most of his dialogue and comically misinterprets what people tell him; 
yet he is a canny investigator. In the opening scenes of Twin Peaks: Fire Walk 
with Me, a very odd character, the red-wigged Lil (Kimberly Ann Cole), does 
an even odder gestural dance, aft er which the mostly deaf Cole yells: “She’s 
my mother’s sister’s girl” to a newly arrived FBI special agent. It’s only aft er 
his fellow agent, who works with Cole, explains that the dance is a coded 
message that we realize that the dance was a clever and memorable warning 
about the diffi  cult situation they are about to walk into: namely, the investi-
gation of the death of Teresa Banks. For example, that shout about relatives 
is interpreted as referring to a missing uncle, since the male relative isn’t 
mentioned. Lynch chooses to open the fi lm with a refl ection of himself—odd, 
quirky, but adhering to an internal logic for the world of that fi lm.

Faulty Reasoning and Fallacies on Film or for Real

Like Escher, Lynch is trying to present a picture of reality as distorted and 
illogical. Th e best way to demonstrate Lynch’s attempt to provide such a 
picture is through his use of fallacies in his fi lms. As noted in the beginning 
of this essay, a fallacy occurs when we incorrectly or inappropriately draw 
a conclusion from a reason or reasons that don’t support the conclusion. In 
what follows, we will see that Lynch’s characters commit several common 
fallacies in logic that further help to reveal the bizarre absurdities lurking 
within the Lynchian world.

One common fallacy that Lynch uses to reveal absurdities in his work 
is the argument from inappropriate authority. Th is fallacy occurs when we 
incorrectly draw a conclusion from premises based upon an illegitimate, 
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noncredible, nonqualifi ed, or inappropriate authority fi gure. We have to 
be careful about which authority we trust. Take, for instance, the Log Lady 
(Catherine E. Coulson) in Twin Peaks. In normal circumstances, the Log 
Lady would be a freaked-out quasi-religious kook, defi nitely to be considered 
very unreliable. It’s hard to imagine a more illegitimate, noncredible, non-
qualifi ed, or inappropriate authority fi gure than a woman who talks to a log. 
But Lynch confounds our expectations by having her tell an important truth 
about the murder of Laura Palmer to Agent Cooper, Dr. William Hayward 
(Warren Frost), Sheriff  Truman, and Deputy Hawk (Michael Horse) when 
they visit her remote cabin in season 1, episode 6: “Cooper’s Dreams.” Our 
fi rst impression is that she is a backwoods eccentric. However, far from be-
ing unreliable, the Log Lady’s inward turning has given her unique insight 
and perceptions. Th e men recognize this and treat her with the same respect 
given to prophets and Native American “holy people,” as indicated by Deputy 
Hawk’s remarks and Cooper’s decision to address his questions not to her, 
but to her log. For Lynch, the very fact that she is the best witness makes 
perfect sense. Again, this is an absurdity; in real life, a Log Lady is about 
as reliable as an Ouija board. However, in the Lynchian world, where logic 
and proper reasoning off er only one way to describe reality, a lady listening 
to a log is as credible as the top FBI investigator.

Another common fallacy that Lynch makes use of in his works is the 
false dilemma. Th e false dilemma is the fallacy of concluding something 
based upon premises that include only two options, when, in fact, there 
are three or more options. In Th e Elephant Man, the conclusions drawn by 
most people about Merrick’s mental competency are based on his disease-
altered physical appearance and the way he was forced to live like an animal 
when he is, in fact, an intelligent, gentle soul. Even his patron, Frederick 
Treves (Anthony Hopkins), the doctor who discovers him in the sideshow, 
believes that he is limited. He teaches him to repeat certain stock phrases, 
such as “I am very pleased to meet you,” in preparation for an interview 
with a hospital administrator. But when it goes badly, Merrick surprises 
them both with a perfect reading of the Twenty-third psalm. His shocked 
patron asks:

Treves: Why did you let me go on like that, teaching you what you 
already knew? Why didn’t you tell me you could read?

Merrick: You did not ask me.
Treves: I never thought to ask. How can you ever forgive me?
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Treves’s conclusions were drawn from a false dilemma, where he begins with 
two premises: (1) Merrick can repeat the phrases being taught to him or 
Merrick is an imbecile; (2) Merrick cannot repeat the phrases being taught 
to him. From here, he deduces that Merrick is an imbecile. Th e idea that 
the “Elephant Man” was intelligent, educated, and, as we fi nd out later in 
the fi lm, even urbane, witty, and artistic had simply never occurred to him. 
Lynch uses this concept of false face because he always wants us to see be-
yond the outward appearances of people and things. Laura Palmer’s beautiful 
and seemingly innocent face masks a dark and disturbed soul, created from 
years of sexual abuse, who courted death with her out-of-control lifestyle. 
Merrick’s physical deformity brought him physical and psychological abuse, 
but his soul is somehow able to remain pure. Both defy our initial expecta-
tions based on physical appearance, and both are innocent victims who just 
want their pain to end.

A false dilemma is set up by Alvin Straight (Richard Farnsworth), the 
main character in Th e Straight Story, when he decides that he will either (a) 
drive his lawnmower from Iowa to visit his ailing brother in Wisconsin, or 
(b) not go at all. In fact, his pride and anger allow his stubborn mind only 
those two choices. However, he could have (c) asked someone for a ride (but 
he doesn’t want handouts), (d) taken a bus, (e) taken a plane, ( f ) ridden the 
lawnmower to the Iowa state line and then taken a bus, ( g) ridden partway, 
and then taken a plane, (h), (i), etc. It’s rare that we’re given just two choices or 
that things are simply black-or-white, totally right or totally wrong, completely 
true or completely false, about anything in life. You can see how the stubborn 
illogic of Alvin’s quixotic quest, a true story, would have appealed to Lynch. 
Lynch, the fi lmmaker, doesn’t need to use his usual bag of surrealist tricks 
because the whole situation is surreal! For Mr. Straight, the false dilemma 
fallacy is his fact. Driving a John Deere lawnmower hundreds of miles at a 
top speed of 5 mph is how he chooses to deal with what he sees as the facts 
of the situation. Th e Lynchian touches are mostly in the quirky characters he 
encounters on the road who reinforce his reason for the quest. For instance, 
there’s Crystal (Anastasia Webb), the pregnant runaway he calmly counsels 
to return to her family by having her see the strength in a bundle of sticks. 
Th en there is the Deer Woman (Barbara E. Robertson) who has hit thirteen 
deer in seven weeks on her drives to and from work. She loves deer, but she 
has to get to work (when a policeman later questions him about the deer’s 
antlers that he has prominently displayed on the trailer he pulls, Straight 
tells him it was roadkill, in response to which the offi  cer muses, “Must’ve 
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been one slow buck”). Finally, there are the twin Norwegian tractor repair-
men, Harold Olsen (Kevin P. Farley) and Th orvald Olsen (John Farley), 
who Alvin gets to reduce their labor charge by shaming them about their 
constant bickering, saying: “No man knows your life better than a brother 
near your age. He can know who and what you are better than most anyone 
on the earth. A brother is a brother.”

Another common fallacy that receives a unique treatment in the Lynch-
ian universe is ad hominem. In this fallacy, one inappropriately concludes 
that a person’s statements or arguments aren’t worth listening to or the 
conclusion is false because of premises that deal with an attack on the ac-
tions, personality, or ideology of the person putting forward the statement 
or argument. Ad hominem is Latin for to the man. In other words, instead 
of focusing on the person’s issue, statements, or argument, one attacks the 
person. Th is strategy is used when we try to discredit a person’s argument by 
discrediting the person. But notice, the person and the person’s arguments 
are two distinct things—to attack one isn’t necessarily to attack another.

For example, in Twin Peaks, Agent Albert Rosenfi eld (Miguel Ferrer) 
criticizes the methods and results of the initial autopsy of Laura Palmer, 
performed by Dr. Hayward, as well as the general method of practicing law 
in Twin Peaks, by attacking the characters of Hayward and Deputy Andy 
Brennan (Harry Goaz). He snidely remarks to Agent Cooper that the au-
topsy was “amateur hour.” With respect to Deputy Brennan’s presence, he 
tells Agent Cooper: “I do not suff er fools gladly and fools with badges never. 
I want no interference from this hulking boob, is that clear?” Here, Agent 
Rosenfi eld fails to address any weaknesses in the methods of the autopsy or 
investigation that he may notice. Instead, he attacks the individuals who are 
part of the autopsy and investigation. Agent Rosenfi eld sticks with this fal-
lacious strategy even when Sheriff  Truman tells him that he’s had enough of 
this; Agent Rosenfi eld responds by saying: “Well, I’ve had enough of morons 
and half-wits, dolts, dunces, dullards and dumbbells. And you chowderhead 
yokel, you blithering hayseed, you’ve had enough of me?” (season 1, episode 
4: “Rest in Pain”). In addition, Agent Rosenfi eld’s use of an ad hominem 
attack makes us fallaciously infer that he is simply a misanthrope, when in 
fact, as he tells Sheriff  Truman, he is a peaceful person who aspires to be 
like Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr. (season 2, episode 10: “Coma”).

Th e slippery slope is another fallacy oft en utilized regularly by people in 
their bad thinking. Th is fallacy happens when one inappropriately concludes 
that an unavoidable chain of events, ideas, or beliefs will follow from some 
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initial event, idea, or belief and, thus, we should reject the initial event, idea, 
or belief. For an example of this, we can look at the end of Wild at Heart. 
When Sailor returns from serving a fi ve-year-and-ten-month prison term 
for his part in the Big Tuna bank robbery, he rejects Lula and his six-year-old 
son, Pace (Glenn Walker Harris Jr.), believing that he will only bring them 
heartache: “I’m a robber and a man slaughterer and I haven’t had any parental 
guidance. . . . I’m wild at heart.” In his mind, it is best for his son and the 
woman he still loves to go on without him because he has falsely concluded 
that he is an irredeemable corrupting infl uence. He wants them to reject 
the idea of having him in their lives because only bad things will follow. All 
of a sudden we’re at the bottom of the slope! To counter this fallacy, Lynch 
employs a fantastical deus ex machina, in keeping with the movie’s Wizard 
of Oz motifs, and has Glinda the Good Witch (played by none other than 
Laura Palmer herself, Sheryl Lee) arrive in her bubble to counter Sailor’s 
false conclusion with her contention that Lula loves him and that’s all that 
matters. Th at he has just been mercilessly beaten by Marietta’s thugs may 
have something to do with this rather hallucinogenic apparition, but Sailor 
is convinced. Regaining consciousness, he races back to Lula and Pace and 
they are reunited.

Th e End

In this essay, our goal was to explore Lynch’s take on logic within his fi lms. As 
we’ve seen, Lynch’s characters don’t always abide by the principles of correct 
reasoning and oft en operate in a world of fallacies, yet they usually fi nd a 
way to function within their illogical worlds. Alvin Straight fi nds forgiveness 
and reconciliation with his brother Lyle in a poignant front-porch reunion 
aft er positively aff ecting the lives of many of those he meets on his seemingly 
absurd journey; aft er a bloody and vengeance-fi lled odyssey of their own, 
Sailor Ripley, Lula Pace, and their son fi nd forgiveness in each other and 
live happily ever aft er under their self-made rainbow despite all the odds 
against them. However, Lynchian characters don’t always get a stereotypical 
cinematic happy ending: Agent Cooper fi nds Laura Palmer’s murderer (albeit 
in a place he never expected), then paradoxically becomes the murderer he 
sought as the evil Bob takes him over; Merrick’s humanity is “saved” as he 
asserts himself and fi nds a measure of fulfi llment in his friendships, books, 
and models, but nothing the physicians do can save his life, and he still dies 
as a result of his physical condition. Lynch fi lms remind us that our world 
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is not inherently logical—we impose logic upon it to make sense of the 
random and absurd happenings all around us and to create a sense (perhaps 
only the illusion of?) order out of chaos. Good people continue to die for 
no good reason, evil continues to exist, the French still eat snails, and the 
owls are not what they seem.
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1. For further readings on logic, see Anthony Weston, A Rulebook for Arguments 
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INTUITION AND INVESTIGATION
INTO ANOTHER PLACE
Th e Epistemological Role of Dreaming
in Twin Peaks and Beyond

Simon Riches

If there is one thing that viewers remember about David Lynch’s hit ABC 
television series Twin Peaks (1990–1991), it is surely FBI Special Agent Dale 
Cooper’s (Kyle MacLachlan) dream at the culmination of “Zen, or the Skill 
to Catch a Killer” (season 1, episode 2). Amid a succession of characters, 
Cooper encounters a dancing, backward-talking lounge-lizard dwarf in a 
strikingly vivid red room—an enigmatic fi gure known as the Man from 
Another Place (Michael J. Anderson). Among its multifarious array of 
imagery and wordplay, Cooper’s dream supposedly held the answer to the 
series’ enduring question: the mystery of who killed the severely troubled 
homecoming queen Laura Palmer (Sheryl Lee), who, as we discover in the 
pilot episode, was brutally murdered and left  fl oating in a river, iconically 
wrapped in plastic.1

Understood in its wider context, this dream scene represents two 
themes that recur throughout Lynch’s work: the nature of the experience 
that a person has while dreaming, oft en in comparison with the experi-
ence of waking, or “genuine,” reality; and the idea of gaining knowledge 
through some form of investigation. Frequently employing a conventional 
crime narrative (though commonly subverted with supernatural themes), 
Lynch oft en presents characters searching for clues, accumulating evidence, 
and making inferences. Th is essay focuses on the philosophical context in 
which Lynch ties these forms of knowledge acquisition to dreaming. Th e 
idea of there being some underlying meaning to the dreams, as epitomized 
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in Viennese founder of psychoanalysis Sigmund Freud’s (1856–1939) theory 
of explicit or veiled wish fulfi llment, will also be broached but will not be 
the central focus.2

Dreams and Investigation

Let us fi rst consider the theme of dreaming. Blue Velvet (1986), Twin Peaks, 
Twin Peaks: Fire Walk with Me (1992), Lost Highway (1997), Mulholland Dr. 
(2001), and Inland Empire (2006) all cross the boundaries of the natural world 
in order to embrace otherworldly themes, appearing, to varying degrees, 
to occur in what one might think of as a “dream reality.” Th is Lynchian 
distortion of our conventional understanding of the natural world tends 
to home in on a special, seemingly inaccessible location: a dream space 
(or “another place”), which gets perhaps its most vivid expression in Twin 
Peaks’s red room, a symbolic precursor to Mulholland Dr.’s Club Silencio; 
but it is also present in Lost Highway’s cabin and in the multiple spatial 
distortions—the switching of corridors and their adjacent rooms—in the 
Inland Empire house.3

Mulholland Dr., for instance, is commonly interpreted as consisting al-
most entirely of central character Diane Selwyn’s (Naomi Watts) dream, one 
doubtlessly intended to represent genuine delusion in her waking life. A clue 
supporting this reading is provided in the mid-title-sequence point-of-view 
scene of an otherwise unidentifi ed woman murmuring and then lowering 
herself onto a red pillow. Comparing this to another memorable Lynch scene, 
fi lm critic Graham Fuller observes that “we need only recall the unconscious 
plunge into the severed ear of Jeff rey Beaumont (Kyle MacLachlan) in Blue 
Velvet to recognize this brief scene as a portal to a dream.”4 From this, one 
might judge that everyday objects, such as pillows and ears, function for 
Lynch as portals to a dream, whereas distinctively Lynchian constructions 
like the red room and the red-curtained Club Silencio—Lynchian in their 
aesthetics and their atmosphere—are symbolically representative of the 
dream as a whole.

On this reading of Mulholland Dr., viewers are then unwittingly watch-
ing a dream rather than a tale representing the character’s genuine reality; 
although, of course, the great strength of the fi lm—as with so much of 
Lynch’s work—lies in its ability to blur that distinction. Th e potency of 
blurring this dream/reality distinction is nowhere more apparent than in 
the arresting abruptness with which Mulholland Dr.’s Club Silencio singer 
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Rebekah Del Rio stops lip-synching (in stark contrast with Blue Velvet’s 
lip-synching performer Ben [Dean Stockwell], who is so obviously acting) 
and reveals to the audience—in this case, to both those characters observing 
and the fi lm’s viewers—a fact of which they were until now unaware: that 
her performance was all an act. “No hay banda!” Club Silencio MC (Geno 
Silva) repeats hypnotically, compounding the disorientation both on- and 
off screen, breaking through what Fuller describes as “the dream fabric of 
the fi lm,” and highlighting “the fragility of cinema’s hallucinating power.”5

Th e Club Silencio revelation has a deeply distressing eff ect on audience 
member Betty Elms (Naomi Watts), the dreamed “version” of Diane. Awak-
ened from the fi ction of her idealized Hollywood life as an emerging starlet, 
staying in her affl  uent aunt’s Hollywood apartment (“this dream place,” as she 
remarks tellingly on her arrival), she is compelled to accept the deception 
of her dreamed experience. Like Cooper’s dream, this revelation serves to 
generate profound change and convey an otherwise inaccessible truth. Just 
as Laura Palmer’s murder could only be fully understood through dreams, 
Diane’s true identity is revealed by the proceedings in Club Silencio.6

Th e second theme of investigation as a means of knowledge acquisition, 
where characters take the form of knowledge seekers, has long been of fas-
cination to Lynch. Consider, for instance, Blue Velvet’s amateur investigator 
Jeff rey, and the collaborative eff orts of friends Donna Hayward (Lara Flynn 
Boyle), James Hurley (James Marshall), and Laura’s cousin Maddy Ferguson 
(Sheryl Lee) in Twin Peaks, as well as that of intimately connected strangers 
Betty Elms and Rita (Laura Elena Harring) in Mulholland Dr., all of whom 
go to great lengths to uncover concealed information.

But whereas the investigation undertaken by Blue Velvet’s Jeff rey Beau-
mont (Kyle MacLachlan), for instance, involved gaining knowledge of facts 
about his surrounding environment, Twin Peaks is diff erent because it di-
rectly combines investigation with dreams. Th e unconventional Cooper—a 
character that fi lm writer Chris Rodley describes as “unique in the detective 
genre, because he uses his mind, his body and most importantly his intu-
ition”—appears to gain knowledge through the red room’s coded messages, 
information he then uses in his quest to discover Laura Palmer’s killer.7 In 
this regard, fi lm writer Angela Hague observes that Cooper places trust in 
what she calls “the intuitive dimension of his unconscious,” and, importantly, 
makes the point that “his use of intuition is what distinguishes him from 
both classical and hard-boiled versions of the detective.”8 Hague draws at-
tention to the post-dream breakfast scene at the Great Northern Hotel, in 
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which Cooper recalls to Sheriff  Harry S. Truman (Michael Ontkean) and 
his receptionist and assistant Lucy Moran (Kimmy Robertson) his dreamed 
meeting with the Man from Another Place, who introduced his “cousin” 
Laura Palmer; and the images of demonic host characters BOB (Frank 
Silva) and MIKE, occupant of the one-armed man Phillip Gerard (Al Stro-
bel). Comparing another dream from three years earlier about the plight of 
the Tibetan people, Cooper informed his stunned partners: “I awoke from 
the same dream realizing that I had subconsciously gained knowledge of 
a deductive technique involving mind-body coordination operating hand 
in hand with the deepest level of intuition.” He believes that the red room 
dream holds the solution to the murder of Laura Palmer and interprets it 
as simply a code that needs to be broken. Th e phrase “crack the code, solve 
the crime” becomes Cooper’s mantra, thus inverting Hague’s stereotypical 
characterization of an altogether more conservative FBI agent.

Of course, Cooper is by no means the only Lynchian character who 
might be said to gain knowledge through dreams. One might also think, for 
example, of Henry Spencer’s (Jack Nance) “Lady in the Radiator” nightmare 
in Eraserhead (1977); John Merrick’s (John Hurt) haunting juxtaposition of 
childhood scenes with elephant imagery and sounds in Th e Elephant Man 
(1980); Paul Atreides’ (Kyle MacLachlan) visionary dreams in Dune (1984); 
and the aforementioned dreamworld of Diane in Mulholland Dr. Yet Twin 
Peaks’s Cooper is a particularly interesting example because he is able to 
incorporate this seemingly supernatural ability for gaining knowledge—in 
the context of a genuinely mysterious murder case—within his otherwise 
strong capacity for considered reasoning and rational thought.

Th e area of philosophy that attempts to provide a theoretical under-
standing of human knowledge and knowledge acquisition is known as 
epistemology. While a conception of epistemology that involves knowledge 
gained through dreams may hold for the Twin Peaks universe, one might 
consider to what extent this Lynchian understanding of the relation between 
knowledge and dreaming presents a cogent understanding of how knowl-
edge can be gained, at least as it is traditionally conceived in contemporary 
analytic philosophy.9

Th e term analytic philosophy tends to cover the exploits of philosophy 
mostly in Britain and the United States, predominantly in the twentieth 
and twenty-fi rst centuries. Closely allied to scientifi c methodology, analytic 
philosophy has engendered a growing interdisciplinary trend toward natural-
ism, according to which the methodological boundary between traditional 
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theoretical philosophy and the investigative work of empirical science is no 
longer clearly defi ned (or, on some particular versions of naturalism, it is held 
that philosophy is subservient to the discoveries of science). Naturalism is a 
widely and variously employed term, but, broadly understood, naturalists 
are generally skeptical of anything resembling the supernatural and believe 
that all phenomena can be explained through features of the natural world. 
So in the case of the specifi c epistemological question under discussion here, 
naturalists may be willing to grant that Cooper can gain knowledge about 
his surrounding environment by a variety of means, but they may question 
how it is possible to gain knowledge through dreams, or they may at least 
fi nd it questionable unless a natural explanation is provided.10

Human Knowledge and Epistemology

As viewers of Lynch’s work, we are frequently invited to decipher plot through 
coded messages delivered in the form of characters’ dreams (or dreamlike 
experiences), but the example of Cooper reveals that there are also occasions 
where Lynch’s characters themselves are required to examine their dreams 
as a way of gaining knowledge. Th is idea of there being a particular way or, 
more generally, various ways that knowledge can be gained is one studied by 
epistemologists. An understanding of this area of philosophy will therefore 
enable us to gain a deeper understanding of Twin Peaks because it raises an 
important epistemological question: Can evidence from dreams provide 
human beings with a legitimate way of gaining knowledge?

When considering this question, it is important to emphasize the 
distinction between gaining knowledge of the external world and gaining 
knowledge of one’s own mental states. Freud’s work on dream interpretation 
reveals how dreams might be understood as providing us with knowledge 
about ourselves, but this is not the central issue in Twin Peaks. Rather, what 
makes Cooper such an interesting character, and his method of detection so 
compelling, is the fact that dreams appear to provide him with knowledge 
of the world outside of his mind. For it seems plausible that dreams might 
provide us with knowledge of ourselves, but how dreams are supposed to 
provide us with knowledge of the world external to our minds seems to be 
a genuine mystery.

Authorities in a wide range of academic fi elds study the topic of human 
knowledge. It is of interest to psychologists, sociologists, anthropologists and 
linguists, to give just a few examples. Distinctively philosophical questions 


