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Why Dragons Love Tacos: Beauty and Danger in the Imagination
 

Responsive reading  

“Antagonish" by Hugh Mearns 


Yesterday, upon the stair,  

I met a man who wasn't there.  

He wasn't there again today, 

I wish, I wish he'd go away . . . 

 

When I came home last night at three,  

The man was waiting there for me  

But when I looked around the hall, 

I couldn't see him there at all! 


Go away, go away, don't you come back any more!  

Go away, go away, and please don't slam the door... 

 

Last night I saw upon the stair,  

A little man who wasn't there,  

He wasn't there again today 

Oh, how I wish he'd go away… 


Why Dragons Love Tacos: Beauty and Danger in the Imagination 


Well, I’m wearing a tinfoil hat today . . .  

What does that say to you? Crazy? Paranoid? Safe from the mental meddling of governments 

and/or extraterrestrials?   




It’s shorthand, isn’t it? It’s a symbol: A tinfoil hat says crazy or paranoid or safe, not because of 

anything inherent in the tinfoil hat, but because we equate wearing a tinfoil hat with a set of 

behaviors that could be well described as crazy or paranoid or staying safe—“tinfoil hat” is a 

symbol for a set of beliefs—that, for example, space aliens or perhaps one government or 

another is sending messages into my brain by electric means . . .  


The first known appearance of a tinfoil hat is in a science fiction story published in 1927 by the 

evolutionary biologist Julian Huxley. In that story, tinfoil hats prevent interference from mental 

telepathy.  


I would like to know if Huxley invented this idea in his own fruitful mind, or if he saw someone 

wearing one before he put it into his story. That’s a mystery: did Huxley see people wearing 

these, or did he invent the idea, and THEN people started wearing them? It may be that tinfoil 

hats were art first and reality second . . .  


Now, if you look for how tinfoil hats work on Yahoo Answers, you will discover this advice: 


Tin foil does not work. I tried aluminum foil for my first thought screen helmet in 1998 

and it was a failure. Thought screens made from velostat work. I've been making them 

since 1999 and sending them to abductees all over the world for free for 13 years. 


https://answers.yahoo.com/question/index?qid=20121017081732AAn0A1T 


In case you’re like me and didn’t know, velostat is a packing material used to block electronic 

effects. So it goes . . .  


I want to notice two things about this brief look at tinfoil hats. First, “tinfoil hat” has come to 

mean something way beyond merely a hat made of a particular material—it has become a 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Julian_Huxley
https://answers.yahoo.com/question/index?qid=20121017081732AAn0A1T


symbol. And, second, how quickly we rocket from a discussion of tinfoil hats to a discussion of 

how to make more efficient hats to evade thought surveillance.  


Both of these things have to do with the human imagination. How the human imagination works. 

We make symbols. Then, often, we fall into the trap of treating a symbol as if it were a reality. 

We easily mistake symbols, and symbolic statements, for literal truths. We can imagine a man 

who isn’t there.  


The simplest example is perhaps flags. We create a flag to symbolize a nation or some other 

grouping of people. Then we create rules and customs around how flags must be treated.  

   

I’ve heard people debate whether a particular piece of cloth is a flag or only bunting—because 

you can burn bunting anywhere and anyhow but burning a flag might get you into trouble.  


We create a symbol, then we treat the symbol as a reality. The flag becomes the nation. The 

nation must be respected. And so on.  

  

Educator Hugh Mearns had something to say about this propensity back in 1899 when he wrote a 

poem in response to a brouhaha in the town of Antigonish, Nova Scotia concerning a ghost 

sighting. One of the poem’s verses goes like this:  


Last night I saw upon the stair,  

A little man who wasn't there,  

He wasn't there again today  

Oh, how I wish he'd go away… 


We can make symbols for things that aren’t there at all. And then the symbol becomes a thing we 

can imagine.  





We enter into pretend realms very early in childhood—you be Batman; I’ll be Joker. I’m an 

elephant and this is what I can do. I’m a unicorn and unicorns act like this . . .  


When we play these games, we agree to certain rules. We agree to be bound by the logic of the 

game. Just as do the folks who wear tinfoil hats or who set out to make a better tinfoil hat. Or 

who imagine little men on stairs that aren’t there.  


We can go to a murder mystery dinner party set in the 1920s and act as if we have murdered 

someone. Or act as if we are a Belgian detective. We can go to a Renaissance festival where 

corporate lawyers become barmaids and politicians become noble knights.  


We choose a game,  

we agree to obey the rules of the game,  

and then we act . . . as if.   



II. 



This is also how fiction works—books, plays, movies, TV shows. There are all sorts of fictions, 

each written according to the rules of the game that the author asks us to play. Perhaps a story is 

naturalistic—in that case, everything that happens will happen according to the observable and 

describable rules of the universe as we know it.  


Or we can have “magical realism,” in which the world operates more or less as it does in our 

own world, but occasionally odd things happen—such as people flying away into the clouds.  


We can also have fantasy—that is, a world in which the rules we know do not apply—perhaps a 

planet with two moons. Or two suns. But even there, notice, there ARE rules of the game. 



Devotees of Star Trek or of the World of Warcraft will be quick to point out when an action goes 

outside the rules of that particular fantasy world. Star Wars fans, can you fight with a light saber 

with one hand? 


We know this to be “true” even though it’s only true within the rules of the story.  


We also agree to the rules of a particular form of government. Or of economics. Of of religion. In 

these cases, usually, we have very little in the way of choice about playing the game—we’re born 

in places where a set of games with rules are already in place—this is called culture and 

tradition.  


The rules of the games called culture and tradition often insist that you WILL see the little man 

on the stair—or at least say you do—, even if you can’t see the little man.  

Those who choose to ignore the rules are ostracized or punished. 


However, the difference between knowing you’re playing a game with rules and thinking you are 

seeing reality because the rules have been forced upon you are very different things, aren’t they? 


The author of Dragons Love Tacos has created a fictional world with certain rules.  


Rule one is that dragons really, really love tacos.  

Rule two is that dragons do not love hot salsa. As a matter of fact, hot salsa does bad things to 

the tummies of dragons.  

Hence, we have a fictional world with tension.  

And we have the makings of a plot.  

We have entered a game with rules.  


Let’s say I build a garden in which people live in eternal bliss. This is not a movie you would 

watch all that long. Every day is blissful. Blah! 




But let’s say I add a couple of trees to that garden: one gives eternal life, which people already 

have, so . . . blah. You won’t watch that movie. Boring.  


Where’s the bad guy? Where’s the tension? 


But let’s say there’s a second tree in that blissful garden, a tree that happens to be named the Tree 

of the Knowledge of Good and Evil . . . Then let’s say that the blissful people have one rule in 

their garden: DON’T EAT THE FRUIT OF THAT TREE! 


Then let’s say a bad guy comes along and tricks those blissful, eternally-lived people into eating 

the fruit of that tree . . .  


What happens next? 


Just as in a fictional world in which dragons love tacos there must appear some really hot salsa to 

disturb things, so there must appear a reason for the blissful people to eat from the tree. 

Otherwise, boring story.  


The human mind understands story. And the human mind looks for meaning. And meaning exists 

for us in metaphor and symbol. In the garden story, the metaphor is explicitly explained: it’s the 

Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. Eating the fruit is disobedience to the rules of the 

garden. So, out you go, blissful people, to be blissful no more.  


What’s the metaphor in Dragons Love Tacos?  

What do the dragons represent?  

Why is it tacos that they love?  

Why is the one rule of their world that hot salsa is bad for them? 





Why has “tinfoil hat” come to be a symbol of paranoia?  

What’s the first rule of Fight Club? 


Now, let’s give the author of Dragons Love Tacos some credit—he isn’t, I’m supposing, a fan 

of the creationist museum where human beings ride dinosaurs, and he knows very well that 

dragons and tacos have never existed together in the world of reality. Only in a fictional world. 

So, what do dragons symbolize? Why is it tacos they love? 


Why do we have to work so hard not to imagine a man who isn’t there? 


The symbols in Dragons Love Tacos are open-ended, isn’t it? I can apply the set of symbols in 

that book to many situations in my life. Maybe the book is about what I hope to do this summer

—going on a trip; learning something new; making some money; just relaxing.  


But that hot salsa! I have to watch out for the hot salsa, don’t I?  


If I don’t pay attention, I might eat some hot salsa and things might get really messed up . . .    



III. 



Perhaps you’re thinking by now that this sort of thinking is just for writers or English majors. 

But think about some stories that have a bit more implication than Dragons Love Tacos.  

What about the story that stout individualists seeking liberty settled the United States where they 

were opposed by heathenish savages . . . but truth and liberty won out in the end . . .  


It’s a story. But is it a story that reflects reality? And, even if it does reflect some reality, whose 

reality does it reflect? And what does it mean to accept the rules of that game? 




What about the story that in the United States, all you’ve got to have is the will to win, and you’ll 

be a winner? Does that reflect reality? Whose reality? What does it mean to believe that story? 


What about the story that a particular god gave the real estate called Palestine to a particular 

group of people? Is it true? What are the effects of believing the story? 



These are stories. They have plots. They lead to conclusions. They have consequences. They get 

people killed.  


We are surrounded by these stories. And every one of them is exactly like the story of Dragons 

Love Tacos: they begin with the assertion that something is true. Then they assert what can’t be 

done in the story: there can’t be hot salsa. European ideas of liberty and truth are better than 

native ideas of liberty and truth. Everyone has the chance and ability to better her or himself. 

There is a god who chose a particular group of people and a particular piece of real estate.  


These things are all “true” within the logic of the stories. Dragons love tacos. A hat made of 

velostat is better at stopping alien brain monitoring than a hat made of tinfoil. These stories are 

true within their own set of rules. 


There are plenty of people out there quite willing to tell us which stories are true . . .   


What are they selling us?  

What is the logical outcome of their stories? 



Some games we choose, and some we don’t. No one is born wearing a tinfoil hat. Or saluting a 

particular flag. Or worshiping a particular god. Or believing a particular set of values. Mostly, 



such games with their particular rules are forced upon us by geography or social status or 

educational attainment or mental health.  


Wait . . . Am I really equating tin foil hats and patriotism, you might be asking. Yes, I am. 

Because I think the examined life requires that sort of examination.  

Until we see the stories,  

the games, we are enmeshed in with some clarity,  

we have seen neither truth nor reality.  

We have not examined life. 


And the unexamined life is not only not worth living . . . it is damaging to other lives.  



So, what’s your story?  

What game are YOU playing?  

Do tinfoil hats come in handy?  


Allow me to conclude with a story.  


It’s a Zen Buddhist story about a cat that lived in a monastery long, long ago.  


The cat would get bored while the monks meditated, and would make noise in order to get 

attention. So, the master of the monastery ordered that the cat be tied up while meditation was 

going on.  


The master eventually died and a new master came. Still, the monks tied up the cat. Then the cat 

died,  

and the monks got a new cat . . .  

and always tied it up when they meditated.  




Three centuries later, the monks were still tying up a cat when they meditated.  

And scholars came to study the ritual, writing complex treatises about what “the tying of the cat” 

symbolized . . .  



The story tells us that we hold on to a tradition long after the reasons for it have gone. The 

monks began to tell themselves a story. The story even became part of them.  


But the point is that when those monks began living in that story, they weren’t practicing Zen 

anymore.  

They weren’t breaking the bonds of ritual and thinking freely.  

They were saying that dragons can’t stomach hot salsa  

and they didn’t even know why they were saying that . . .  


Wear a tinfoil hat if you feel like it.  

But wear it because you WANT to wear it,  

not because you feel compelled.  


