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Tomasz Sawczuk, Anna Maria Karczewska and Jacek Partyka

Introduction: Taking the Pulse of the Green Beats

DOI: 10.7311/PJAS.19/2025.01

When searching for the roots of American ecological thinking—and especially of
the environmental ethics of artists marked by rebellion and counterculture, such as
the Beat Generation—it is impossible not to mention American Transcendentalism.
Its development in the 1830s and 1840s must, in this context, be seen against the
backdrop of the rapidly accelerating Industrial Revolution in the USA (which
would intensify dramatically after the Civil War). It is precisely in the writings of
Ralph Waldo Emerson, a man who was said at the time to be poisoning the minds
of young people, and his disciple, Henry David Thoreau, an incorrigible rebel by
choice, or perhaps simply by birth, that a fascination with the natural world makes
it a sacred space, a manifestation of divinity, humanity’s true home. Sacredness
demands absolute respect, and here lies the essence of the transcendentalists’ ethics-
cum-ecocriticism. The words “eco” and “critic” derive from the Greek oikos and
kritis, which together can be understood as a “house judge” In such a rudimentary
sense, an ecocritic is someone who oversees the management of the broadly defined
home—that is, nature (Howarth 69); someone who safeguards against violations of
justice, protects against pollution, and defends against destruction. Recognizing the
sacredness of nature—our home that demands the status of a subject rather than an
object—is at the same time the soil for the spiritual and moral growth of a person
who, through physical and metaphysical unity with the surrounding non-human
material world, gains insight into themselves.

American transcendentalism grows from the roots of Emerson’s famous
Nature, but it is not limited to the reflections expressed in the essay’s words. What
is postulated in philosophical meta-reflection should be confirmed by one’s own
actions—Thoreau understood this, acted accordingly, and later described it in
Walden. His life project of merging the rhythm of human life with the rhythm
of the surrounding world of animals and plants served to demonstrate that
Emerson’s visions are “doable” in a practical dimension. Let us remember that
Thoreau received a very thorough education, was not lacking in practical skills
(as evidenced by his improvement of graphite technology in pencil production),
and could undoubtedly have led a comfortable life. Instead, he ostentatiously
manifested disdain for money, material accumulation, and the exploitation of
the natural environment. His call to “simplify, simplify, simplify” [your] life was
then a cry in the wilderness. Still, since the mid-19th century it has been gaining

5



6 Tomasz Sawczuk, Anna Maria Karczewska and Jacek Partyka

increasing significance—and there is hardly any doubt—it is becoming ever more
difficult in this age of excessive consumption. The problem concerns us as well,
those who write scholarly articles and books, which often describe, with great
sophistication, pressing environmental problems and their representation in texts
of a kind. To what extent what I write reflects my own values and lifestyle may be,
for many of us, a troubling question...

Walt Whitman, whose wild, emotional, and expansive poetic lines resonate
so powerfully in Ginsberg’s poetry, also belongs to the close circle of American
transcendentalists who diligently studied Emerson and Thoreau, and later
influenced the aesthetics and ethics of the Beat Generation. First published in 1856
and later revised by the author for years, the poem “This Compost” is not only a
milestone in the history of American eco-poetry but also an early example of what
can be described as “rhizomatic” thinking about the Earth. The term “rhizome,”
as a figure popularized in various contexts in 1980 by Gilles Deleuze and Felix
Guattari, works exceptionally well in the discourse of ecocriticism: “[a] rhizome
has no beginning or end; it is always in the middle, between things, interbeing,
intermezzo” (169). The rhizomatic thought, therefore, will be non-hierarchical and
multidirectional, replacing the dominant anthropocentric vertical model (humanity
as the ontologically highest being in the hierarchy of beings) with a horizontal
model. For Whitman, the first addressee of the poem is the Earth:

Is not every continent workd over and over with sour dead?
Where have you disposed of their carcasses?

Those drunkards and gluttons of so many generations?
Where have you drawn off all the foul liquid and meat? (310)

In contrast to those romantics who idealized—or even beautified—nature (and
quantitatively speaking, they were probably the majority), Whitman boldly and
with undisguised fascination grapples with a seemingly repulsive manifestation of
life in its biological dimension: with decay, death, and decomposition. The poem,
however, is above all an expression of admiration for the earth’s extraordinary hidden
ability to transform what is dead into “growths of spring” and “sweet things.” The
process of decomposition is a necessary element in the ecosystem’s cycle. Today,
we read the poet’s astonishment as self-evident, but the view of the world as a
system of interconnected vessels was not common in the mid-19th century. It is still
not common enough today. Whitman writes about human corpses woven into the
natural cycle of growth and decay, and by doing so, he (in a certain sense) lowers
the ontological status of the human being, but on the other hand, he emphasizes the
sanctified character of this process:

Now I am terrified at the Earth, it is that calm and patient,

It grows such sweet things out of such corruptions,
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It gives such divine materials to men, and accepts such leavings from
them at last. (311)

The material from compost is “divine,” and the religious undertone of this adjective
sounds just like something from Emerson. Whitman demonstrates how the act of
valuing what we experience through the senses—sight and smell—is relative and not
always obvious. The poem points to the boundless and inexhaustible possibilities of
the planet to transform dead waste into new life. Purification is a term commonly
used in religious discourse. Thus, nature heals itself, and this is yet another proof
of its sacredness. A hundred years after this poem was written, the Beats would no
longer be so certain of the Earth’s potential for recycling.

II

Everybody is becoming increasingly aware of [the ecological crisis]. No point in
me yakking about it because I'm not an ecologist or a scientist) [sic], but there
are a few poetic images that have struck me—that divine profound blue whale
that did not appear on the surface of the oceans last year, ... and that many
species of mammals have been exterminated, that we have been practicing
genocide on large-scale species of birds and fish, insects, that we are ultimately
poisoning our own bodies with DDT, that the cutting of trees, to the extent
of mowing down of flowers and grass and cutting of trees, is precipitating an
oxygen crisis in the upper hemisphere, sooner or later, coming up-may be

irreversible when it starts—if we don’t watch out. (“Ginsberg on CBC”)

While the foregoing diatribe against the unreflective and self-destructive nature of
industrial and technological processes may sound strikingly contemporary, these
concerns were, in fact, articulated by Allen Ginsberg over sixty years ago, during
a 1968 recording for the Canadian Broadcasting Company. Ginsberg’s exceptional
sensitivity to landscapes, fauna, weather, and natural sensations, as well as his
poetic advocacy against environmental degradation and exploitative capitalism,
would begin long before the late 1960s, perhaps most vividly expressed in Howl
and Other Poems (1956). In the (in)famous long poem these fears and anxieties find
embodiment in the figure of Moloch, “a sphinx of cement and aluminum,” whose
“factories dream and croak in the fogs” (Collected Poems 139), becoming, in the
words of Morgan Shipley, “a symbol of the cultural insanity that reduces humanity
to functional cogs driving the Western ‘machine™ (291). The same collection also
contains more meditative reflections on the cycles of death and rebirth in nature,
which recalibrate the aesthetics of pastoral. In “Transcription of Organ Music,” for
instance, the speaker revels in life forms™ “kindly search for growth, the gracious
desire to exist of the / flowers, my near extasy to exist among them” (Collected Poems
148), seeking communion with the living world: “those red bush blossoms beckoning
and peering in the window waiting in / blind love, their leaves too have hope and
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are upturned top flat to the sky / to receive—all creation open to receive—the flat
earth itself” (148). Similarly, in “Sunflower Sutra,” Ginsberg borrows from “the
pastoral form ... to renovate a world in which nature and artifice are coequivalent”
(Trigilio 142). Ginsberg’s later poems, such as “Plutonian Ode” (1978) would, in a
prophetic manner, anticipate the emergence of organized social action against the
nuclear arms race and the menace of mass destruction, articulating “what would
soon be subsumed under Raegan-era escalation by figuratively drawing together
nuclear weapons, waste, energy, and raw materials—forms ... in service of what
cultural historian Joseph Masco calls America’s ‘radioactive nation-building project™
(Bagdanov 186).

Although a detailed exploration of green themes in other Beat writers
lies beyond the scope of this introductory article, Ginsberg’s work is presented
here as representative of the broader spectrum of Beat eco-aesthetics embraced
by many of its proponents. Among the most celebrated Beats whose ecological
ethics are discussed in this issue, Jack Kerouac stands out for his Thoreauvian,
spiritual retreats into American wildscapes and his Zen-Buddhist-inflected
reverence for American wilderness, particularly in The Dharma Bums (1958)
and Desolation Angels (1965). Similar themes form the core of Gary Snyder’s
works, earning him recognition as one of the most significant nature-oriented
voices in twentieth-century literature. Despite not being typically regarded as a
green writer, William S. Burroughs and his experimental work, with its paranoid
visions of dystopian landscapes and systemic, parasitic exploitation, serve to
destabilize anthropocentric hierarchies of reason and order, thereby aligning his
oeuvre with environmental concerns. The lesser-known Beats, such as Lew Welch,
Diane di Prima, ruth weiss, Elise Cowen, Anne Waldman, Michael McClure,
and Joanne Kyger, likewise infused their writings with ecological awareness and
fresh renderings of the natural world. As Chad Weidner suggests, their works,
“rich in diverse ecological narratives, spark new curiosity about their potential
contributions to the understanding of ecocriticism within the Beat context”
(Greening Bohemia ix) and “reveal innovative ecological insights and artistic
expressions that challenge mainstream environmental narratives” (4).

111

Despite being one of the few literary movements in twentieth-century American
literature considerably attuned to environmental ethics (with the Black Mountain
poets, Native American Renaissance writers, and certain Southern Agrarians as
notable counterparts), the Beats have not garnered sufficient critical attention for
their ecological awareness. Still, there are a few recently published vital studies in the
field that deserve our attention. To start with, Gregory Stephenson’s And The Rivers
Thereof: Reflections on Riverine Imagery in the Writing of Jack Kerouac (2023) shifts
the conversation from green, land-based imaginaries toward the water bodies in
the works of Jack Kerouac. The study examines the pervasive and multifaceted role
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of his river imageries. It is a reminder that the cultural and literary analysis of Beat
works cannot be tied explicitly to “a ‘green’ moral and political agenda” (Garrard 3).
This new eco-critical perspective centers on the interrelations of water,
narrative, and history. The blue humanities, a term that has gained global currency,
thus represents a mode of literary and cultural criticism that places all water forms at
the center, challenging, for example, the concept of an “ocean deficit” in ecocritical
thinking, and analyzing encounters between human bodies and water (Dobrin 9).
And, as Mentz suggests, it strives to remind us that human lives are constantly
in interaction with wet surroundings. This perspective aligns with Stacy Alaimo’s
notion of transcorporeality, which posits that “the human is always intermeshed with
the more-than-human world ... ‘nature’ is always as close as one’s own skin—perhaps
even closer” (2). The boundaries between us and the environment are porous and
fluid, and we are, indeed, bodies of water within a fragile global hydrocommons
(Neimanis 2013, 27). We are “bodies ‘in common, [and] this commonality needs to
extend beyond the human, into a more expansive sense of ‘we” (Neimanis 2017, 12).
William Burroughs’ fixation on sewage, viscous substances, excrement,
and other bodily fluids can be read as an early, transgressive articulation of
transcorporeality, which points to an allegedly more than obvious fact that bodies
are constantly exchanging materials with their environments. Blue humanities,
emphasizing our ethical entanglement with other aquatic bodies, resonates with
Indigenous epistemologies that recognize human fluids (blood, semen, urine, tears) as
continuous with planetary waters. Given due prominence, this collapses the binaries
of culture and nature, and subject and object, aligning with a transcorporeal, fluid
ontology that Burroughs intuited by emphasizing the bodily fluids’ entanglement
with their environment and their gestational potential. The indigenous knowledge
expresses this transcorporeal logic with radical clarity: the indigenous people

make no distinction between the water found within the human body and what
exists outside it. Our blood that flows through our veins ..., is no different from
the water that flows through the arteries of life, the rivers of the land. ... [They]
see a direct relationship between urine, blood, saliva, tears, and the water of
a river, a lake, a wetland, a lagoon. .... Humans are born of water, a cocoon
of comfort in a mother’s womb. As infants, our bodies are almost exclusively
liquid. Even as adults, only a third of our being has solidity. Compress our
bones, ligaments, muscles, and sinew, extract the platelets and cells from our
blood, and the rest of us, nearly two-thirds of our weight, stripped clean and

rinsed, would flow easily as a river to the sea. (Davis 13)

Accordingly, reading Kerouac, we see that his prose is not only marked by
water but also flows like a river. His spontaneous, stream-of-consciousness style
and the fluidity of his writing capture the movement of rivers in their natural state.
Kerouac’s words flow constantly, reflecting the chaos, beauty, and ever-changing
nature of life itself. The visible influence of rivers in his writings aligns with Chandler
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and Neimanis’ view of water as both a source of creation and transformation. Their
theory of social gestationality describes water as a generative and sustaining force.
They use the metaphor of gestation and explore the concept of social and cultural
development, emphasizing the ongoing, interdependent processes that shape entities.
According to Chandler and Neimanis, all forms of gestation involve connectivity,
mutual influence, and continuous nurturing (65). The social gestationality framework
proposes that growth is an emergent, recursive process shaped by context, care, and
possibility. Kerouac’s rivers are a generative force, a medium through which life and
possibility emerge. Just as Neimanis and Chandler discuss the maternal potential
of water, drawing on its ability to nourish and hold life, Kerouac’s writing, much
like the flow of water, can be seen as a creative act that, like gestation, involves
the development of ideas, emotions, and identities that emerge from the liquid
inspirations. The river, in this sense, holds the potential for creativity; it becomes a
fountain of culture, literature, and poetry.

The way the Beat Generation writers engage with bodies of water invites
not only a literary analysis but also an ethical reckoning. Their aquatic imaginaries
call for an ecological literacy and understanding of our entanglement with planetary
waters. In an age when water is increasingly colonized, commodified, polluted, and
displaced, the Beat writers’ fluid poetics offers more than a metaphor. Thus, to read
the Beats through the lens of the blue humanities is to remember that literature
carries us into the entangled world of nature-cultures, ethical reconfigurations, and,
it is to be hoped, into responsibility.

Chad Weidner’s The Green Ghost: William Burroughs and the Ecological
Mind (2016) stands out as the first monograph to examine a single Beat writer for
the environmental dimensions of his works, arguing for a Burroughs that emerges
as a prominent ecological anarchist, registering the decline of ecosystems and
foregrounding green sensibilities through his experimental cut-up tactics. Weidner
continued his line of inquiry with a 2022 special issue of Humanities titled “Keep on
Rolling Under the Stars: Green Readings on the Beat Generation,” which brought
together a collection of essays deepening our understanding of ecological motifs in
Ginsberg, Kerouac, Burroughs, Waldman, and di Prima, among many. The following
year saw the publication of “the environmental issue” (no. 23) of Beatdom (edited
by David S. Wills), which further explored eco-themes in the works of Ginsberg,
Burroughs, and Ferlinghetti. Another notable release of the year was Gregory
Stephenson’s And The Rivers Thereof: Reflections on Riverine Imagery in the Writing of
Jack Kerouac (2023), which, though not strictly an eco-critical study, offers valuable
insight into the role of rivers in the literary imagination of the author of On the Road.
Last but not least, the most comprehensive exploration of the intersections between
the Beats and eco-poetics and the ecocritical thought up to date came with Chad
Weidner’s Greening Bohemia: The Environmental Arc of Beat Generation Literature
(2024), which breaks new ground in approaching green issues in Beat studies and
opens up the Beats’ radical literary practices and bohemian writing for eco-critical
perspectives.
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The title of the present special issue of the Polish Journal for American
Studies echoes the theme of the 2024 annual conference of the European Beat
Studies Network, hosted by the University of Bialystok, Poland and co-organized
by the editors of the volume. Being entirely devoted to eco-critical readings of the
Beats, the event probed the extent to which Beat aesthetics remains relevance in the
Anthropocene by comparing and contrasting it with contemporary eco-narratives
that center on the pressing immediacy of the current biodiversity crisis, while
also engaging historically with Beat creativity in relation to the Romantics and
Transcendentalists.

IV

The articles in this volume are organized first to highlight the advantages of
approaching Beat literature through the lens of blue ecocriticism, thereby opening
new directions for green readings of the Beats. Then they go on to explore the dialogic
potential of Beat writers with both historical and contemporary counterparts—
literary and otherwise—that engage with environmental and countercultural issues.
Danielle Constantin opens the volume, examining the influence of James Joyce’s
water-centric diction on Kerouac’s post-1949 writings, with particular attention to
his travel journal titled “Rain and Rivers.” Placed within a linguistic and Joycean
framework, Kerouac’s water eco-poetics, as Constantin compellingly demonstrates,
illuminates both authors’ intricate relationship with the English language, shaped
by multilingual and multivocal dimensions of their respective works. Constantin’s
intertextual reading of Kerouac also explores how the author of On the Road
attempted to fashion his own version of a flood myth, following Joyce in dissolving
the boundaries of the English language through his use of epiphanic stream-of-
consciousness techniques and multilingual strategies.

Matthew McLaughlin continues the blue reexamination of Beat literature
with his analysis of Lew Welch’s first published book, Wobbly Rock (1960), a
six-part poetic reflection on Muir Beach, a site of spiritual refuge for the poet.
McLaughlin effectively demonstrates that Welch’s poetic explorations of various
forms of fluidity and circularity in the poem gain deeper resonance when viewed
through the combined lenses of blue ecocriticism and Buddhist studies, while also
suggesting how these two areas might mutually enrich one another. Drawing on
Dogen’s teachings about the nature of water and resonating with Sidney Dobrin’s
hypersea theory, Welch’s work, as McLaughlin contends, seeks to portray a vision
of the world that surpasses any solid-liquid dichotomy.

Yet another Beat writer comes into focus in Peter Oehler’s oceanic and
aquatic analysis, which usefully reminds us about the role and significance of water,
water technologies, and liquid imagery in William S. Burroughs’s oeuvre. Unpolluted
water, sewage, bodily fluids, oceans, aqualungs, and immersion tanks—elements
that crowd Burroughs’s artistic imagination—serve Burroughs, as Oehler argues,
both to articulate the tension between water as a life-giving yet constraining force
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as well as to explore the themes of disembodiment and decentralization. In Oehler’s
view, tracing these motifs reveals Burroughs as both an ecocritic and a social critic,
articulating his concerns over pollution and the futility of progress.

The benefits and drawbacks of industrialization and technological progress,
as perceived by the Beat writers, their Romantic predecessors, and Transcendentalists,
are likewise examined in Farid Ghadami’s study of various conceptions of industrial
modernity in the works of Emerson, Thoreau, Whitman, Ginsberg, Kerouac, and
Burroughs. As Ghadami notes, while Transcendentalist writings often display an
explicit skepticism toward industrialization and mechanization, Whitman’s poetry
offers a largely optimistic view of technological advancement, though one that
remains oblivious to its social and environmental costs. The Beats, as Ghadami
demonstrates, drawing on Derrida’s notion of the supplement, emerge as problematic
heirs to Whitman—they inherit his legacy while simultaneously challenging his
uncritical praise of progress.

The arc linking Transcendentalist thought to Beat literature is further
explored in David Latour’s article, which offers a comparative study of Henry
David Thoreau’s and Gary Snyder’s ecological philosophies and their advocacy for
environmental activism. Drawing on a wide range of writings by both Thoreau and
Snyder, and situating the concepts of “the wild,” “wilderness,” and “wildness” within
broader intellectual and ecological contexts, Latour argues that the legacy of the
Transcendentalist philosopher is crucial for not only for a deeper understanding
of Snyder’s green outlook but also for reimagining the human-nature relationship
amid today’s ecological crises.

Monika Kocot deepens the inquiry into Snyder’s thought and aesthetics
by offering a nuanced comparative analysis of his and Kenneth White’s geopoetics.
Snyder’s poetry, as Kocot compellingly shows, becomes a catalyst for White’s reflections
on his own geopoetic practice, prompting him to revisit central motifs of his poetic
vocabulary, such as whiteness, emptiness, and incandescence, while also projecting
certain interpretations of Snyder. Kocot’s analysis further concentrates on those
poems and essays that reveal the links between White’s and Snyder’s perspectives,
illustrating how their shared spiritual engagement with emptiness—rooted in Ch'an
and Zen philosophy and the poetic traditions of China and Japan—finds expression
in their work.

The volume ends with Richard Marklew’s essay on the intersections of
the Beats and the Wobblies, which enriches both the literary and political history
of the Beats and deepens our understanding of mid-century radical movements.
Marklew situates mid-century radicalism as a space where political and creative
bodies converge, practicing freedom, spontaneity, and self-organization in resistance
to the era’s repressive apparatuses, framing the discussion through Gary Snyder’s and
Tom Hayden’s notion of “the wild.” Marklew further argues that Beat writers establish
a rhetorical distance from the Wobblies, mythopoetically reworking their slogans
and principles into flexible narratives capable of inspiring new political struggles.
Meanwhile, Wobbly writers of the 1960s emphasize the embodied experience of
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crossing between movements over time, as well as the dynamic tension between
individual and collective action. Through these writings, as Marklew concludes, the
revolutionary wilderness emerges as a force of self-organization, shaping political
agents by instilling habits that sustain radical practice.
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Abstract: This article, after establishing the importance of James Joyce in the early career of
Jack Kerouac, explores the influence of Joyce’s water-centric ecopoetic on Kerouac’s own after
1949, the year of his “Rain and Rivers” notebook. It will show through questions of topography
and toponymy how Kerouac pushes territorial and linguistic frontiers via the encounters of
numerous rivers, bearing many names in different languages, whose accretive accumulation will
eventually reach the depths of the “Sea,” the title of the poem at the end of Big Sur, echoing the
circular structure of Joyce’s Finnegans Wake. It will also attempt to show how Kerouac creates
his own flood myth, liquifying, after Joyce, the English language through the exploration of
epiphanic stream of consciousness writing and complex plurilingual strategies. Excerpts from
Kerouac’s exploratory and experimental water writing will be examined through an intertextual
reading of Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Ulysses and Finnegans Wake."

Keywords: blue ecocriticism, ecopoetic, Jack Kerouac, James Joyce, plurilingualism, toponymy

Introduction and Background: An Early Fan

In 1967, during an interview on Radio-Canada, the Canadian national French-
language television network, Jack Kerouac, in response to the question “Quest-ce
que cétait la Beat Generation pour vous?” (“What was the Beat Generation for
you?”) grudgingly shares various connotations that the term “beat” had acquired by
then: exhausted, destitute, beatific, rhythmical (Empty Phantoms 273). Surprisingly,
the writer also offers the less familiar meaning of “beat” as “to row” or “to paddle”
by mimicking the gesture of propelling a rowboat or a canoe down a river.To truly
understand that moment, one has to know that rivers loom large in the life and
work of the Beat writer, as Gregory Stephenson has shown in his thematic study
And the Rivers Thereof: Reflections on the Riverine Imagery in the Writing of Jack
Kerouac. In this paper, I also examine the place of rivers in the writing of Kerouac,
although my approach differs from Stephenson’s symbolic interpretation of that
presence, in that I shift its emphasis towards a linguistic questioning.

1  This paper is based on a presentation given as part of the joint panel on “Blue Ecocriticism”
convened by Franca Bellarsi (Université libre de Bruxelles) at the 12th EBSN Conference
organized by the European Beat Studies Network in cooperation with the Crossroads IV
conference. University of Bialystok, Poland, May 13-15, 2024.
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Fig. 1. Le Sel de la Semaine. With Fernand Seguin, Radio-Canada, March 7, 1967.

More specifically, my analysis will follow Kerouac at different moments in the
development of his experimental writing, as he beats down the rivers of language
in the intertextual company of James Joyce. The journey will reveal the influence of
Joyce’s water-centric ecopoetic on Kerouac’s own by exploring how rivers impregnate
the texture of their respective plurilingual and polyphonic styles. This is a second
comparative effort on my part to examine Kerouac’s writing through a Joycean lens
(Constantin); it is related, even though different in its aim, to work by Michael
Begnal (“I Dig Joyce;” “To Be an Irishman Too”) which predates the acquisition of
the Kerouac archive by the New York Public Library and the subsequent unveiling
of materials such as journals, notebooks, early and discarded writings, working
documents or alternative versions of published texts, including On the Road.

James Joyce’s Ulysses was published in Paris on February 2, 1922, on the
writer’s fortieth birthday. The novel had previously appeared in installments in a
New York avant-garde magazine, The Little Review, but accusations of obscenity
followed by legal pursuits had led to a total ban in the United States. In fact, it would
take more than a decade and two subsequent trials for the book to finally be allowed,
in 1934, the right to be published in America (Birmingham). Ulysses tells the modern
odyssey of Leopold Bloom on the single day of June 16, 1904, through a meticulously
described Dublin, a city first settled by Vikings, located on a bay at the mouth of the
river Liffey, and whose toponym of Celtic origin (“Dubh Linn” in Irish) means “dark
pool” In his work, particularly in Finnegans Wake, Joyce will endlessly rename his
hometown and its river through a myriad of inventive toponymic fluctuations. In
“Aquacities of Thought and Language’: The Political Ecology of Water in Ulysses,”
Greg Winston reminds us: “Water is general all over Joyce .... It even gives rise to
the phrase most often used to describe Joyce’s revolutionary narrative technique:
stream of consciousness” (141-142).

On the other side of the Atlantic, a little more than a month after the Parisian
publication of Ulysses, Jean-Louis (Jack) Kerouac was born on March 12, 1922, in
Lowell, Massachusetts, in a family of French-Canadian origin. From the start, rivers
will be ubiquitous in Kerouac’s world. In his autobiographical novel Doctor Sax, he will
imagine his birth with the soundtrack of “the melts of winter mixed with the roars of
Merrimac” (19). Moreover, his first story “Mike explores the Merrimack,” written at
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the age of 11 “in a 5-cent notebook,” was about “an orphan boy running away, floating
down a river on a boat” (Heaven 39). Lowell, at the time of Kerouac’s youth, was a mill
town owing its existence to the hydraulic exploitation of its two rivers, the Merrimack
and its tributary the Concord, through a system of dams and canals. Native Americans
used to call the Concord “Musketaquid” meaning, in Algonquian, “grass-ground river.
The Merrimack, meaning either “the place of strong current” or “sturgeon,” was named
by the Pennacooks, the last native people to inhabit the area.?

When Jack Kerouac decided to become a writer in 1939 at the age of 17, James
Joyce’s fame was on the rise in America, to the point where he made the cover of Time
Magazine twice, first when Ulysses, in 1934, and then Finnegans Wake, in 1939, were
published in the US. It is while studying in New York in 1940-41, during his only
year at Columbia University, that Kerouac discovered Joyce and his use of stream of
consciousness. He read Ulysses and adopted it as a model, but with little success. “I
was imitating Ulysses I thought (really imitating ‘Stephen Hero’),” Stephen Hero being
an earlier, unfinished and less experimental novel than Ulysses (Vanity 99-100). A
contemporary written note confirms that he was planning to read Finnegans Wake. It
is also during this period of attempted Joycean imitation that, to conceal himself in
his fiction, Kerouac invented an alter ego named Duluoz, bearing some kinship with
Stephen Dedalus, Joyce’s literary stand-in: “In those days I was writing a Joyce-like
novel in which I was the Dedalus; and called myself Duluoz” (Selected Letters 296).
Over the years, the patronym Duluoz will have appeared through several variations in
Kerouac’s manuscripts, one of them being Daoulas, the name of a town in Brittany, the
region from which his Celtic Kerouac ancestors came to settle along the St. Lawrence
River in Canada at the beginning of the eighteenth century (Gewirtz 193n58; Kerouac,
Self-Portrait). Above all, Kerouac adopted the Joycean notion of epiphanies that he will
eventually define as “involuntary unconscious visions of the truth elicited through a
style” (Some of the Dharma 98). He staged such a vision in the early story “Sadness
at Six,” written in 1942, about a sudden sensorial awakening in childhood perceived
as a second birth: “Yes, I was born, and the music began to filter into my being,
and the colors accentuated deeply, and the weird flutings as of Joyce could be heard
emanating from my lips” (Atop an Underwood 183). The importance of James Joyce for
the budding writer cannot be overstated. In a letter to Allen Ginsberg, written in the
fall of 1944, while affirming that “art is the potential ultimate out of the humankind
materials,” Kerouac singles out the work of James Joyce as an example of such an
accomplishment: “Look at Finnegans Wake and Ulysses . . ” (Selected Letters 82).

Even though Kerouac read the work of James Joyce throughout his life, I will
concentrate on the importance of Joyce during the year of 1949, a highly riverine
period which saw the writing of a travel journal titled “Rain and Rivers” as well as
some crucial Joycean reflexions in a “Private Philologies” notebook kept during the
composition of On the Road.

2 Etymological information about the toponyms in Native American and Irish languages comes
from different sources, including Wikipedia, various historical sites and https://www.logainm.ie
(Placenames database of Ireland).
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What’s in a (River) Name?

Westwood, Colorado, May 1949. Kerouac has just settled in a rented house waiting
for his mother, sister, brother-in-law and nephew to join him. A couple of months
earlier he had signed a contract for the publication of his first novel, The Town and
the City, a fluvial manuscript he referred to as a “380,000-word monstrosity,” owing
a lot—perhaps a little too much—to Thomas Wolfe, and in its final stage of being
pared down. In The Town and the City, Kerouac, like both Joyce and Wolfe before
him, bases his fictional world on a mythification of the self. However, beyond the
fact that he successfully exposes his view of an impermanent and restless America
in search of spiritual grounding, the novel remains stylistically unsatisfactory, as
he will acknowledge some years later through Leo Percepied, his doppelginger in
The Subterraneans, commenting on his “first novel, which has guts but has a dreary
prose style to it” (73). On reaching Colorado, Kerouac has also been struggling
for the previous six months with a new project entitled On the Road, without ever
finding his stride, looking for a form that would better convey his vision and his
personal myth of exile, uprooting and wanderlust. To achieve this—as we will see—
he will take some stylistic distance from Thomas Wolfe and revisit the Joyce of his
early writing days. Thus, reflecting on his new project, he starts a journal that he
titles “Private Philologies, Riddles, and a Ten-Day Writing Log” (Unknown Kerouac
23-62). On June 1, 1949, he writes: “I'm thinking of making On the Road a vast study
of those I know as well as a study of rain and rivers .... That’s clear in my mind”
(32). It is as if he could contemplate, intertwined with the group of friends met in a
network of cities and roads across America, another projection: the map of American
rivers flowing to the oceans. He certainly has been thinking a lot about rivers lately.
In San Francisco, at the beginning of 1949, in the midst of his second trip across
the continent, he had started the travel journal titled “Rain and Rivers” (Windblown
World 281-371). In its pages, he recorded an epiphany experienced while crossing
his “beloved Mississippi” in New Orleans: a vision of the odyssey of a wooden log
floating down the mighty river from its source to the sea. It opens like this:

What is the Mississippi River? Near Idaho, near West Yellowstone, near the
furthest, darkest corner of Wyoming, the headwaters of the Missouri, modest
as a dell of brooks, begin—A log is cracked by elemental lightnings there in the

wild corners of wild states ... and meanders restlessly floating downstream. (288)

If epiphanic moments are “visions of the truth elicited through a style,” then this
epiphany is not producing so much a descriptive style but an accretive one where
the accumulation of place names, like the accumulative force of the water rushing
down from the mountain wilderness, plays a big part. As Kerouac will soon confide
in a letter to John Clellon Homes, while claiming a mythical “Indian great-great-
grandmother” and reclaiming his French-Canadian and Celtic heritage:
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I am not American, nor West European, somehow I feel like an Indian, a North
American Exile in North America ... maybe because I have an Indian great-
great-grandmother—or have strong Quebec Plain Peasant feeling and general
weird Catholic mysticism—and a streak of truly Celtic superstitiousness.
(Selected Letters 381)

It is then no small detail that the first toponyms listed are of Indigenous origin:
Mississippi derives from Ojibwe and means “great river;” Idaho is believed to be
Soshoni; Yellowstone was first named by the Minnetaree people whose own name
means “to cross the water;” Wyoming is derived from a Delaware word meaning “on
the great plain;” and Missouri is the name of a Sioux tribe that means “those who have
canoes.” To fully grasp the linguistic substance of this epiphany, one must go back to the
“Private Philologies Log” where Kerouac quotes the beginning of the “Aeolus” episode
of Ulysses: “Before Nelson’s pillar trams slowed, shunted, changed trolley, started for
Blackrock, Kingstown and Dalkey, Clonskea, Rathgar and Terenure” (Ulysses 147).
Commenting the excerpt, Kerouac offers this insight: “Do you think Joyce was only
being cute when he listed these Dublinisms, these Dublin-names & Dublin-sounds
and these Myths of the Dublin Day? It was because he knew... (secrets of humanity)”
(Unknown Kerouac 40). Joyce certainly knew that behind those English and anglicized
names of tramway routes, all commuting under Nelson’s pillar, a symbol of English
imperialism, there was another concealed language: in 1904, what was then known
as Kingstown used to be called in Irish “Dun Laoghaire,” meaning “fort of the calf
herder;” Dalkey was “Deilg Inis” (“thorn island”); Clonskea was “Cluain Sceach”
(“meadow of the white thorn”); Rathgar was “Rath Garbh” (“rough ringfort”); and
Terenure, “Tir an Itir” (“land of the yew tree”). Kerouac, whose paternal European
ancestors were from Celtic stock, was highly sensitive to what he considered as an
“Irishly Universal” buildup of terms. Both writers, philologists at heart, are aware
that, through the whole of human history, languages, like living organisms, have
evolved by coming into contact with each other, forming new hybrids, and have faced,
in hegemonic situations of diglossia, the threat of extinction, namely by attrition,
assimilation or even genocidal violence (Hagege). Let’s remember that

when Europeans arrived in North America, they encountered some 314
languages spoken in what is now the United States and Canada, belonging to
54 independent language families. Of these, 150 languages are dormant, with
no known native speakers (48%). Of 280 languages at that time in territory
now in the United States, only 111 are still spoken (60% no longer have any

known native speakers). (Campbell 11)

So, when Kerouac envisions the 5,624-kilometer journey of the “Odysseac log” going
down the headwaters of the Missouri to flow east and south through the plains,
down to St. Louis where it enters the Mississippi to pursue its journey to the Gulf
of Mexico, the accretion of his narrative suggests some “secrets of humanity” as
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well. Among the toponyms once given by French and then by English explorers
and colonizers, and retold by Kerouac, one can still hear, even if muted, covered
or transformed, the voices of the Indigenous people of America, conjuring their
“names,” “sounds,” and “myths”:

Bozeman . .. Three Forks ... Helena ... Cascade ... Wolf Point . . . Williston
...Mandan... Pierre. .. Sioux City . .. Council Bluffs . .. Kansas City . . . St.
Louis . .. Hannibal . . . Cairo . .. Greenville . . . Natchez . . . Algiers . .. Baton
Rouge . .. Opelousas . .. Ogallala . . . Ashtabula. (Windblown World 288-289)

In the “Rain and Rivers” journal, Kerouac will go down another river close to his
heart, the Merrimack, from its headwaters to the Atlantic Ocean passing through his
native Lowell (Windblown World 293-295). Again, the accumulation of more than
fifty Americanisms will form an exceptional plurilingual journey suggesting the
human history on this ancient territory from Pemigewasset to “Thoreau’s Concord
River—on to the Atlantic at Newbury Port and Plum Island” (295).

The “Private Philologies Log” also bears traces of a rereading of the “Anna
Livia Plurabelle” episode from Finnegans Wake (chap. I, sec. 8) through Kerouac’s
commentary on an article, recently published in Paris, about various attempts
to translate fragments of the episode into French, Italian and German (Jolas).
Demonstrating a deep interest, Kerouac transcribes in his notebook some of these
partial translations and even offers his own French version (Unknown Kerouac
42-43). Need we recall that Finnegans Wake is written in a highly experimental
language, often called Wakese, permeated by a copious use of polysemic puns,
neologisms, portmanteaux, alliterations or riddles, through an intricate playing
with sounds and spellings? A polyglot “attuned to the pronunciations and turns of
phrases of different idioms and sociolects,” Joyce introduced in his text between
seventy and eighty different languages and dialects (Milesi 145, 153). The result
is a Babelian and fluid—one could say liquid—idiolect which defamiliarizes both
known and unknown tongues. Specifically, “Anna Livia Plurabelle” enhances
its watery atmosphere through the punctilious insertion of approximately one
thousand river names, woven into the story of Anna Livia’s life told in a gossipy
dialog between two washerwomen who will eventually turn into a tree and a rock.
The character of Anna Livia Plurabelle, whose sigla throughout the manuscripts is
a triangle (McHugh, Sigla), takes her name after the Liffey. She is a River Woman
who oozes out of sounds, shapes, words and images, while her husband Humphrey
Chimpdem Earwicker stands for Dublin and its surrounding land. The episode
opens like this:

3 The version of On the Road on which Kerouac worked during the Colorado summer of 1949 also
used an accretive style. The first chapter, titled “Shade of the Prison-House” (Self-Portrait), ends
with an expansive litanic and panoramic vision of America that deploys hundreds of patronymic
and toponymic terms over several pages.
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O
tell me about
Anna Livia! I want to hear all (Finnegans 196)

The typographic arrangement on the page can evoke the spreading of a river flowing
from its source, a delta, as the triangular alluvial tract at the mouth of a river,
or the inversion of a pubic mane. The initial “O” reminds us of the French “eau”
(“water”) and represents through its circular shape the eternal water cycle: rivers run
to the sea, where they evaporate into clouds that rain down and start the cycle over
again. Below is a sample of the text in which Joyce plays with no fewer than nine
languages (Hiberno-English, Irish, Latin, Dutch, French, Italian, Danish, German
and Serbian) and inlays at least fifteen river names (McHugh, Annotations 196-
197): River Roughty (Ireland), Loo (Ireland, Philippines), Elde (Germany), Wiese
(Germany, Switzerland), Rat (US, Canada), Derry (Ireland), Gard (France), Elster
(Germany), Qu’Appelle (Canada), Ur (India), Concord (US), Merrimack (US), Bann
(Ireland), Duck (US), Drake (US, New Zealand). The allusion to “New Hunshire,
Concord on the Merrimake” certainly grabbed Kerouac’s attention:

O, the roughty old rappe! Minxing marrage and making loof. Reeve Gootch
was right and Reeve Drughad was sinistrous! And the cut of him! And the
strut of him! How he used to hold his head as high as a howeth, the famous
eld duke alien, with a hump of grandeur on him like a walking wiesel rat. And
his derry’s own drawl and his corksown blather and his doubling stutter and
his gullaway swank. Ask Listor Hackett or Lector Reade or Garda Growley or
the Boy in Billyclub. How elster is he a called at all? Qu’appelle? Huges Caput
Earlyfouler. Or where was he born or how was he found? Urgothland, Tvistown
on the Kattekat? New Hunshire, Concord on the Merrimake? Who blocksmitt
her saft anvil or yelled lep to her pail? Was her banns never loosened in Adam
and Eve’s or were him and her but captain spliced? For mine ether duck I thee

drake. And by my wildgaze I thee gander. (Finnegans 196-197; my emphasis)

In “Fluid Figures in ‘Anna Livia Plurabelle’: An Ecocritical Exploration of I.8,” Margot
Norris reminds us that “the chapter’s fluidity has long been recognized as more than
a thematic issue ... [and that] the very shift of river into woman, or geography into
man is produced by stylistic and verbal fluidity.” In Joyce, as in Kerouac, style is not
just a formal device but also a way of interpreting life. Reaching however beyond the
flowing sound and sense effects of the river names, Norris suggests the experience of
an ecological sensibility, “the construction of an ‘ecological imaginary’ that turns the
reader’s attention back not only to the words or names of rivers but to their referents,
not merely as concepts but as moving, rushing, winding, coursing, ubiquitous, global
phenomena in the real world that speak themselves in the form of sound.” I would
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suggest that a similar phenomenon is at work in Kerouac’s multiplication of river
names as “they oblige us to picture them, or try to picture them visually, to place
them on our mental map of the world, and to remember their function and role in
human lives all over the planet”

During the long and difficult writing of On the Road, Kerouac will continue
his critical reading of Joyce. As we will see, the Irish writer will offer a generic model
for the composition of La nuit est ma femme, a text displaying a radical linguistic
shift to Kerouac’s mother tongue, a dialect shaped by exile and migration.

Drawing from the Sources

After 1949, it will take almost two more years for Kerouac to find the solution to
writing On the Road. During that period, as his journals testify, he will reread the
stories of Joyce’s Dubliners (Windblown World 248), and revisit Ulysses, particularly
the “Scylla and Charybdis” episode, where Stephen Dedalus delivers his lecture
on Shakespeare and Hamlet (237), as well as the “Circe” episode, which will offer
to Kerouac the occasion of widening his notion of epiphany beyond the scope of
characters to include the whole narrative “swirl” (246). In a short untitled text
from March 1951, he will define more accurately his own notion of “stream of
consciousness,” renaming it “stream of perceptions” and distancing himself from
Joyce’s approach that, in his opinion, “suffers from an over-density of the mind”
to the detriment of an imitation of nature in all consciousness: “This stream
of perceptions, which is in the trance of waking-consciousness and not in the
‘subconscious), is the most important level of any artist’s mental endeavor .... I
would prefer imitating great nature once I truly found it as it travels in waves
through my brain, as in a dream” (Self-Portrait). He will also cross the Rio Grande to
Mexico, expanding his awareness of North America’s linguistic complexity through
encounters with Spanish-American and Indigenous cultures. To that end, he writes
to Neal Cassady in October 1950: “The modern young writer is now faced with the
problem of many voices in America” (Selected Letters 232). Above all, in a radical
move, over February and March 1951, just a few weeks before the successful writing
of a full-length version of On the Road on the famous paper scroll, as well as a
couple of weeks after the just-as-famous exchange of letters with Cassady (Joan
Anderson Letter; Selected Letters 241-306), Kerouac will complete for the first time
a text in his native New England French, a language that he writes phonetically
to fully convey its oral, dialectal and musical quality. The novella La nuit est ma
femme (La vie 51-111), translated by Jean-Christophe Cloutier as “The Night Is
My Woman” (Unknown Kerouac 63-97), is a Kiinstlerroman, a kind of A Portrait
of the Artist as a Young Canuck, similar in intent to A Portrait of the Artist as a
Young Man that Joyce published in 1916. Both men—Joyce implicitly performing
the myth of Dedalus and Kerouac the Labors of Hercules—tell a story evoking
how, following crucial epiphanic experiences, they decided to dedicate their life to
writing: the vision of a young woman wading in the water at the beach for Joyce
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(Portrait 171-173); the conversational encounter with an old Black man from the
Deep South for Kerouac (La vie 104-107). In the course of their narrative, both
writers expose their complex relationship with the English language. Thus, in a
scene where Stephen Dedalus is speaking with an English priest, he comes to the
realization that the language of the colonizer will always be second-hand to him:
“The language in which we are speaking is his before it is mine .... His language,
so familiar and so foreign, will always be for me an acquired speech” (Portrait
189); auguring what Kerouac will confide to Yvonne Le Maitre, a Franco-American
journalist: “The reason I handle English words so easily is because it is not my
own language” (Selected Letters 29). In La nuit est ma femme, he will go as far as
expressing the feeling of not even having a language of his own, a consequence
of his strange personal linguistic history: “J’ai jamais eu une langue a moi-méme.
Le Francais patoi jusqua-six angts, et aprés ¢a lAnglais des gas du coin. Et apreés
ca—les grosses formes, les grandes expressions, de poéte, philosophe, propheéte.
Avec toute ¢a aujourd’hui jtoute melangé dans ma gum” (La vie 55) (Translation:
I never had a language of my own. French patois [dialect] until six years old, and
after that the English of the guys from the neighborhood. And after that—the big
forms, the lofty expressions, of poets, philosophers, prophets. With all that today
I'm all mixed up in my noggin. [Unknown Kerouac 66])).

Fig. 2. Lowell’s Ethnic Neighborhoods (1912).
Lowell National Historical Park, Massachusetts; National Park Service, US Department of the Interior.

Kerouac refers here to his upbringing in Lowell where he spoke exclusively dialectal
French until the age of six, before entering bilingual and English unilingual
schools. Also, in the streets of a city built on successive waves of immigrants, he
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would, through broken English, communicate with boys from different linguistic
backgrounds: French, Irish, Greek, Polish, Portuguese or Yiddish, while shaping,
through voracious reading habits, the rich literary and philosophical culture that
will be his.

In a scene from La nuit est ma femme, that he will rewrite in Doctor Sax,
about the mother of his Greek friend G.J. Apostolos, Kerouac will represent this
complex linguistic reality:

Sa mére l'attenda avec un petite lumiere et sa bible grec. ‘Thalatta, Thalatta,
¢a sa veut dire la mer, la mer! . . . Sa mere lisa la bible; a comprena pas
I'Anglais. Quand qu'on arrivé a maison apres minuit elle a leuvé sa lampe
d’uile dans Ichaussi et a dit ‘Georva? Spiti Georva?’ (Ti-Georges, tu es chez
nous Ti-George?) ‘Oui, oui, oui, il disa. Il marcha alentour d’la cour avec ses
mains ¢a téte. ‘Oh God, why does she wait up for me every night? Why didn’t
my old man live? Why did I have to come into this damned black world?’ J’ai
jamais connu une homme si triste et si grand que G.J. Il était comme un vra
descendant d’Oedipus le Roi qui a sorti ses yeux; moi shtainque un cousin de
ces choses la. (La vie 72-73)

Translation: His mother was waiting for him with a little light and her Greek
bible. ‘Thalatta, Thalatta, that means the sea, the sea! . .. His mother read the
bible; she didn’t understand English. When we got to the house after midnight
she lifted her oil lamp in the window and said ‘Georva? Spiti Georva?’ (Lil-
George, you are home, Lil-George?) ‘Yes, yes, yes, he said. He walked around
the yard with his hands on his head. ‘Oh God, why does she wait up for me
every night? Why didn’t my old man live? Why did I have to come into this
damned black world?’ I never knew a man as sad and as great as G.J. He was
like a true descendant of Oedipus the King who took out his eyes; me I am but

a cousin to such things. (Unknown Kerouac 75)

In a polyglottal patchwork, Kerouac mingles New-England French with American
English, modern Greek and even Ancient Greek: “Thalatta, Thalatta,” meaning “the
sea, the sea,” is effectively borrowed from “Telemachus,” the first episode of Joyce’s
Ulysses (3), which in its turn borrowed it from the fourth century BC Anabasis by
Xenophon, “Odlatta 0dAatta” (Gair). Through this subtle intertextual allusion
coupled with the mention of the Greek Bible and of Oedipus Rex by Sophocles,
Kerouac succeeds in traveling culturally from Ancient Greece to a 1930s plurilingual
American mill town, with a stopover in Modernist Irish literature. Kerouac translates
“Thalatta” as “la mer,” a word which, through its homophony, can be heard both
as “la mer” (the sea) or “la mere” (the mother), evoking the mother tongue (la
langue maternelle). Indeed, Kerouac’s native language had been grappling with so
many different tongues that it gradually transmuted, as the many rivers eventually
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indifferentiate by running into the bigger sea. No longer having a single language
of his own, he, like Joyce, could now play with many.

Conclusion: Coming Full Circle

When Kerouac finally sits down to compose his scroll between April 2 and 22,
1951, he does not borrow a specific style from Joyce but rather adopts his liberated
and liberating attitude towards language. “Free, as Joyce felt free,” he writes in his
journal (Windblown World 242), while opening the flood gates of experimentation
to convey, in a Bakhtinian sense, the “many voices in America.” The recent detour
through his mother tongue, an oral language that sat outside the norms, gave him
the impetus to adopt a style that allowed him to inscribe foreign, Indigenous,
regional, dialectal and slang markers of the different people encountered across
the North American continent, especially the marginalized and disenfranchised
ones. As Hassan Melehy has rightly remarked, “writing the novel all in a single
burst, not pausing for revision” brought “the irregularities of speech to writing in
order to decrease the grammatical homogeneity of written American English and
open it to larger possibilities of expression which include nonnatives’ use of it” An
undercurrent of hundreds of toponyms, hydronyms and potamonyms, or names
of rivers, participated in this polyphony. Two years later, after completing Visions
of Cody, a text that pushes stylistic innovations even further, he will write to Allen
Ginsberg: “I can tell you now as Ilook back on the flood of language. It is like Ulysses
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Fig. 3: Photo of the Merrimack River (1936). Lowell National Historical Park, Massachusetts.
“1936, just at the time the Flood mounted in Lowell” (Doctor Sax 147).

and should be treated with the same gravity” (Selected Letters 355). Kerouac has by
then created his own flood myth, liquifying, after Joyce, the English language, and
finally finding a wilder linguistic approach for composing the episodes of his own
“work in progress” (The Legend of Duluoz) as well as his poetry, his dream narratives
and other forms. In 1952, he will write in Doctor Sax: “Deep in myself 'm mindful
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of the action of the river, in words that sneak slowly like the river, and sometimes
flood” (147).

This plurilingual multivocal epiphanic stream of consciousness/perceptions
will unfold in a journey that conjures the Viconian cyclical voyage to the sea of
Anna Livia Plurabelle. In Finnegans Wake, the last sentence of the text, a fragment
interrupted in mid-flow, “A way a lone a last a loved a long the” (628), recirculates
to the very first sentence, “riverrun, past Eve and Adam’s, from swerve of shore to
bend of bay, brings us by a commodius vicus of recirculation back to Howth Castle
and Environs” (3). The Legend of Duluoz will also come full circle in “Sea’: Sounds
of the Pacific Ocean at Big Sur,” the long poem at the end of Big Sur (181-200), when
“water meeting water” (200), deep in the talking ocean, in the midst of an aqueous
Joycean soundscape, the fish will speak the ancient Celtic language of Brittany (“The
fish from the sea speak Breton”), on the way back to the land of Kerouac’s ancestors.

Les poissons de la mer

parle Breton—-

Parle, O, parle, mer, parle

Sea speak to me, speak
Joyce—-James—-Shhish—-
Sea—-Sssssss——see

———-Varash

———-mnavash la vache [the cow]
Ecriture [writing]

... Isee you

Enoc’h

soon enarf

In Old Brittany (Big Sur182, 183, 188, 200)
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Watching the Water Flow:
Buddhist Reflections & Blue Ecocritical Insights
from Welch’s Wobbly Rock
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Abstract: Lew Welch’s first published book, Wobbly Rock is a six-part poetic contemplation
upon Muir Beach, a site of spiritual meditation for the vanished Beat poet. In addition to the
three “principal characters” outlined by Welch in his collected poems, the Man, the Mountain
and the City, there indeed appears to be a fourth preoccupation within Welch’s poetry: the Sea.
This essay adopts a bifocal approach: it combines the two fields of blue ecocriticism and Bud-
dhist studies, with a particular focus on Dogen’s seminal work, The Mountains and Waters Sutra.
Within the field of blue ecocriticism, a relatively new sub-field within ecocriticism, Dobrin
writes of “the need to examine oceanic metaphors as a manner of examining the positioning
of ocean in language and literature” (8). The research will explore certain tensions within the
poem, such as how Welch reflects upon the sea’s ability to transform the non-human objects
that it touches (“I have been in many shapes before I attained congenial form”) (Wobbly Rock
3), while at the same time representing something illusory to the Beat poet who had embraced
Buddhism at this stage of his life (“If you / take away the sea / Tell me what it is””). More spe-
cifically, Welch’s poem is an extended meditation upon Dogen’s Buddhist maxim, “when most
human beings see water they only see that it flows unceasingly. This is a limited human view”
(Dogen 103). Welch is a poet trying to reach beyond such “limited human view[s]. This bifocal
approach allows us to contextualize Wobbly Rock, in terms of what Dobrin calls our “submersive
epistemologies” (12) for understanding a sense of the whole.

Keywords: blue ecocriticism, karesansui, manifestation & liberation, hypersea theory, imper-
manence.

Introduction

Although Beat poet Lew Welch lists the Man, the Mountain and the City as the
main “principal characters” of his collected works, there are also several key poems
that focus on a fourth “character”: the Sea. As Welch biographer Ewan Clark writes,
“Welch’s Eden was found on the slopes of Mount Tamalpais, the gorges of the
Rogue River Valley, or the Pacific beaches along the fringes of Marin County” (4, my
emphasis). The sea is present in Welch’s Wobbly Rock, first published as a single
long-poem chapbook, in six parts, by The Auerhahn Press in 1960. Although it was
not Welch’s first time in print, nor the first poem he completed, it represents his first
stand-alone publication, a watershed moment for the San Francisco Renaissance
poet. The poem focuses on two main subjects: the sea at Muir Beach (including a
wobbly rock to be found there) and the famous stone garden at Ryoanji Temple, in
Kyoto, Japan.

29
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Blue Ecocriticism and Beat Studies

Blue ecocriticism is a new and exciting sub-field within the greater field of
ecocriticism that helps us not only examine how ocean has been represented
throughout literature, but also, and perhaps more importantly, how ocean’s liquidity
can be used to analyze literary texts in exciting and novel ways. This paper will first
briefly situate blue ecocriticism and its methodological potential within the field
of Beat studies in general, followed by a justification for why it was adopted for
analysis of Wobbly Rock.

Within the field of Beat studies, there are several texts that are ripe for blue
ecocritical analysis. These include such well-known titles as Jack Kerouac’s Big Sur
and The Sea is My Brother, Allen Ginsberg’s poems in “The Dakar Doldrums” and
certain poems in Gary Snyder’s canon. While Kerouac’s flight to Ferlinghetti’s cabin
in Big Sur led to an alcoholic breakdown, the location by the sea and later the sea
itself initially appealed to the famous writer as a source of solace and healing. In
the poem “Sea” at the conclusion of Big Sur, which is inarguably one of the most
moving moments of the novel, Kerouac attempts what one of his literary idols, James
Joyce, also wanted to do: to capture the sounds of the ocean through writing. As
Kerouac scholar Gerald Nicosia, author of Memory Babe, the exhaustive biography
on the Beat writer says, Kerouac tries to “encapsulate in words the infinite majesty
of nature” but ends up emphasizing “the difference, the chasm, between human
beings and the natural world.”* Kerouac’s posthumously published novel The Sea
is My Brother takes place on a merchant ship during World War II and although
the sea serves mostly as a backdrop, the main protagonist displays definite signs
of thalassophobia (fear of sea), similar to Kerouac’s own fear of being torpedoed
and drowning while he was on board the SS Dorchester. Ginsberg’s poem “The
Dakar Doldrums” shows how going to sea has long been considered a form of
romantic escapism, in this case, Ginsberg taking a ship to Africa to distance himself
from an unsuccessful love affair with Neal Cassady. Finally, parts of Gary Snyder’s
magnum opus, Mountains and Rivers Without End, relate to cultures by or near the
sea, especially the “North Pacific Lands and Waters” section. Snyder has also written
other ocean-related poems over his career, especially the poem “Oil,” which features
in The Back Country collection, in which the Beat poet and outspoken eco-activist
(somewhat ironically) worked on an oil tanker in his early years travelling across
several seas on his travels. While Kerouac, Ginsberg and Snyder have all received
much critical attention to date by Beat scholars, including some of the works listed
above, many of these texts and authors have yet to be explored from a blue ecocritical
angle. Since his disappearance in 1971, Lew Welch’s work remains to this day vastly
under-researched and his first published book, Wobbly Rock, is the perfect example
of a Beat text ripe for blue ecocritical examination. All of the texts mentioned above
feature the sea in some capacity; in Wobbly Rock, the sea acts as one of the “principal
characters” of the poem itself.

1 Personal correspondence with Gerald Nicosia, June 1%, 2025.



Buddhist Reflections & Blue Ecocritical Insights from Welch’s Wobbly Rock 31

Along with a blue ecocritical framework, an analysis of Dogenian philosophy,
in particular Dogen’s Mountains and Waters Sutra, is also essential for understanding
this poem. Therefore, some explanation of Dogen’s famous but difficult text by
Dogenian scholar Okumura will be provided to contextualize its deep meanings
and how they apply to Welch’s poem in particular. Finally, the stone garden (or ‘dry
garden’) aesthetics such as those found in the garden at Ryoanji Temple (mentioned
in Welch’s poem) will be then analyzed. All of this analysis, drawing on both the
disciplines of blue ecocriticism and Dogenian philosophy will then be applied to
stitch together a summary of each of the six parts of the poem.

Blue Ecocriticism, Zen Buddhist Philosophy
and, the Poetry of Lew Welch

Our idea that water flows from higher
to lower places is only one way of
viewing the movement of water. There
are many other ways that water moves.
(Okumura et al. 198)

Seen from space, we clearly live on a blue liquid planet, in which more than 70%
of our world consists of ocean. As Sidney Dobrin points out in Blue Ecocriticism
and the Oceanic Imperative, the seminal work on this new and exciting field, “one
primary objective of blue ecocriticism is to irritate ecocriticism’s engagement
with representations of ocean from predominantly land-based methodologies and
epistemologies” (4). As he goes on to say, there is a real “ocean deficit” (i) that lies
within the larger discipline of ecocriticism. He writes, “ecocriticism has thus far
primarily been a land-based criticism stranded on a liquid planet” and therefore
“Blue Ecocriticism works to unmoor ecocriticism from its land-based anchors” (i).

For the methodology, this paper explores a new “partnership” between two
very different fields: blue ecocriticism and Buddhist philosophy, which may at first
seem incongruous but have the potential to be mutually complementary. Dobrin’s
astute observation regarding “our desire to import land-based logic of ownership
on the fluid space of ocean” (2) and his call for us to explore texts more fluidly
corresponds harmoniously with one of Dogen’s most famous Zen Buddhist writings:
The Mountains and Waters Sutra. Understanding both Dobrin’s and Dogen’s main
ideas are crucial for the reader wishing to fully appreciate the underlying philosophy
in Beat poet Lew Welch’s first book, Wobbly Rock, as the poem’s setting fluctuates
back and forth between Muir Beach and the famous stone garden at Ryoanji Temple
(Kyoto). Therefore, this paper will examine not only how blue ecocriticism and
Dogenian Buddhist philosophy can shed more light on Welch’s Wobbly Rock, but
also how these two academic fields might potentially complement and inform each
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other. More specifically, what Dogen’s famous sutra and the field of blue ecocriticism
have in common, although they function in different ways, is their attempt to help
free the mind from its Occidental land-based moorings, a mind which “traps the
fluidity of ocean in the linearity of terrestrial thinking” (Dobrin 8).

The Beach and Blue Ecocriticism

In his groundbreaking work, Literature as Cultural Ecology, Hubert Zapf devotes one
chapter to the “Solid and Fluid” He writes, “[p]oetry is the translation of the language
of nature into the language of culture, and the beach is a particularly rich ecosemiotic
site of poetic emergence and creativity” (198). This quote by Zapf is particularly
important as one of the main settings for Wobbly Rock is Muir Beach. Zapf says,
“[t]he special significance of the seashore for a cultural ecology of literature is linked
with its conspicuous in-between status: it is located at the interface between water
and land as heterogenous manifestations of global ecosystem” (189). In another
interesting article about the constant state of flux that is inherently part of the
ecology of a beach, author John Fiske writes, “[t]he beach is an anomalous category
between land and sea that is neither one nor the other but has characteristics of both”
(120). In other words, it is a site where solid and fluid meet and co-exist.

Zapf’s observation that, “[t]he beach is a place where historical time is
both present and suspended” (191) is of extreme importance and relevance in this
discussion of Wobbly Rock. When Welch sees the rocks on the shore at Muir Beach
and when he sees the rocks in the garden at Ryoanji Temple, he meditates upon
the nature of time and Welch calls into question the concept of solidity, especially
when it is removed, or to borrow Dobrin’s term unmoored, from its present moment.
Dobrin writes, “[t]he primacy of the visual saturates human-ocean interaction
in an ocularcentric epistemology that is at once revealing and limiting” (175).
While Welch’s poem records clearly its observations of the beach topographies,
its inhabitants and fauna, it avoids an “ocularcentric” approach. Instead, the poem
represents a Buddhist-infused meditation on the beach, a place where both chaos
and order paradoxically co-exist. Welch ‘processes’ his understanding of the beach
in his mind through a comparison with Ryoanji, perhaps the most famous Zen stone
garden in Kyoto, which embodies the concept of karesansui.? In order to understand
the Zen stone garden aesthetic of karesansui we will need to explore the underlying
Buddhist philosophy of Dogen’s Mountains and Waters Sutra (which is the basis
behind the design of many Japanese stone gardens).’ This will in turn help us better
comprehend some of the ideas within Welch’s poem, Wobbly Rock, which relate to
the fluid nature of matter and time.

2 The Chinese characters for the Japanese term ‘karesansui’ (f%ll17K) literally mean “dry
mountains and waters,” a concept which is important for examining the part of Welch’s poem
which includes an apparent absence of water.

3 While Japanese stone gardens, such as the one at Ryoanji Temple, are based on Buddhist

philosophy, the original Chinese stone gardens, which date much further back, are based more
on symbolism and supernaturalism.
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The Zen Stone Garden Aesthetic
& Dogen’s Mountains & Waters Sutra

In his insightful commentary on the Mountains and Waters Sutra, Dogen scholar
Shohaku Okumura writes, “[w]ater doesn’t have any fixed self nature, so it changes
in many ways: sometimes it is wet, of course, but sometimes it’s very dry” (181).
Welch’s mind fluctuates back and forth from the Muir Beach setting (with the wobbly
rock, which he assures us is “real”) containing an abundance of water, to the Zen
stone garden at Ryoanji, a “dry” setting in the sense that water is not visually in
abundance. Okumura, in his ruminations about Dogen’s famous sutra, explores
these ideas more deeply,

There’s actually no such thing as what we call ‘water’; it is merely a collection
of two atoms of hydrogen and one of oxygen. When electrolyzed it becomes a
vapor of hydrogen and oxygen. Just as a bubble is an event within the interaction
between air and water, water is an event in which hydrogen and oxygen are
connected. There is no fixed entity called water. And yet, we cannot say a bubble
is not there, or water is not there. As an event each of them is actually there.

This is what ‘emptiness’ means. (82, my emphasis)

In other words, Buddhism teaches us that our habit of breaking concepts
down into concrete ideas through words is in itself illusory. We tend to think of
“water” as something residing in its liquid state, separated from the concept of “ice”
(solidified water), and “snow” (a powdery form of water) or “water vapor” when it
evaporates and forms into clouds.* We think of it sometimes as “wet,” and sometimes
as “dry” However, the Buddhist philosophy of impermanence reminds us that these
are all temporary states, which from a blue ecocritical perspective, we might also call
“fluid states.” All of these should be considered as the same thing, in a process of
ongoing flux,” but the human mind has a tendency to break things up or as Okumura
says, “[t]his is the origin of dichotomy. And then we create even more separations”
(183). We even tend to break up time, which is circular to the Buddhist, into smaller
concepts such as the past, present and future. However, as T. S. Eliot reminds us,
“Time present and time past / Are both perhaps present in time future” (177).°

Okumura writes, “[a]s water is beyond these dichotomies [of wet and dry], it
is beyond the dichotomy of self and other, subject and object, or self and the myriad
dharmas” (183). How does this relate to the human poet? As Okumura points out,
“When we let go of our views and perceptions, the self and all beings are one” and

4  Related to this point, Okumura writes “we don’t know the true reality of all beings; we know
only the forms (namartipa) seen by human eyes” (213).

5  This has much in common with what Greek writer Herakleitos once said, “mdvta pet” (panta
rhei) which translates as “everything flows.” This quote is also in Ezra Pound’s epic poem, The
Cantos as “All things are a-flowing,” a work Welch was familiar with.

6  This conception of time is yet another way one might ‘read” meaning into the Buddhist enso
symbol that graces the cover of Ring of Bone.
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“when we let go of views and perceptions, we are connected with all beings” (184).
This corresponds perfectly with what Welch says in Part 4 of Wobbly Rock: “there
is no separation,” when he sees the fisherman on the shore, his rod and fishing line
all connected as one, not separate entities.

But what is the connection between water and Welch as poet? As Okumura
points out, “[w]ater means the self—the self that includes self and others: one mind
is all things and all things are one mind” and more importantly, “[w]e are a drop of
water that is studying the entire ocean in which we are a tiny part” (185). What is
fascinating about Okumura’s exegesis is that it also lends support to the hypersea
theory. As Dobrin explains,

what hypersea suggests is not just that land-based life emerged from the sea, but
that life retains primary components of the sea such that we can theorize the
sea as extending across land in a complex system that demonstrates that life has
not left the sea, but extends sea across land in an intricate biogeophysiological
system. As such, hypersea suggests that the thing itself known as sea is a
distributed object that extends well beyond the boundaries of the confined
understanding of the sea as identifiable object. (147)

What can the Zen stone garden, which appears to be absent of water tell us
about water and ourselves? As we saw above, Okumura explains that Dogen wants
us to see all things as connected, and our own part in that grand connection. We are
“a drop of water that is studying the entire ocean in which we are a tiny part” (185).
What the Zen stone garden can tell us about this is that, “[w]ater is appearing simply
as water and yet water is completely liberated.” The key words here are “appearing”
and “liberated.” They correspond, respectively, to the Japanese Buddhist terms
“genjo” and “todatsu” Okumura writes, “ ‘[a]ppearing’ ... is a translation of genjo in
Genjokoan. Both sides of being—manifestation (genjo) and liberation (todatsu)—are
constantly at rest and constantly walking. This is the true virtue of the mountain
and water” (194).

Here we can see that although water is both “appearing” and “liberated,”
ultimately, water is neither limited only to its “appearing” dimension, nor to its
“liberated” dimension. They become one through cancelling each other out in some
sense. This idea is echoed by Welch himself in Part 2 of Wobbly Rock when he writes,
“all / the opposites cancelling out a/ CIRCULAR process” (69).” It is circular because
Welch perceives everything flowing back and forth, in a constant state of flux or
as Okumura says, “everything is coming and going—arising, staying for a while,
changing, and disappearing” (196).

Karesansui:
The Aesthetics of Japanese Zen Landscape Gardens

Although Japanese Zen stone garden aesthetics are heavily based upon their
predecessors in China, their design is heavily informed by the philosophies contained

7  As the original chapbook, Wobbly Rock, is unpaginated, the references in my text refer to the
page numbers where Wobbly Rock has been reprinted in Welch’s collected poems, Ring of Bone
(2012).
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within Dogen’s Mountains and Waters Sutra. As outlined above, the term karesansui
(literally “dry mountains and waters”) refers to this sutra and according to Okumura’s
interpretation of Dogen, these mountains and waters not only refer to the name of
the sutra, but are in fact sutras themselves. In a similar sense, Japanese Zen stone
gardens, which capture the idea of mountains and rivers in miniature, also represent
sutras for the Buddhist practitioner to meditate upon and Ryoanji in Kyoto is often
considered the stone garden par excellence, for such a practice to take place.

In an article by Mirei Shigemori, a well-known researcher of Japanese
gardens, called “The Abstract Nature of Stone Gardens,”® he writes that the Japanese
stone garden is typically dry, but not always (some contained ponds). Shigemori
says, “it first referred to a natural landscape, and because they used the word ‘sansui’
(mountains and waters), the garden was first thought of as a copy of the landscape”
(64). However, contrary to this commonly-held belief that karesansui was an attempt
to copy nature, Shigemori asserts that in fact the main idea has more to do with
supernaturalism, abstraction and symbolism and that {iK [LI7K (karisansui), the idea
of a ‘temporary hill’ (karisan), or by its extension, a ‘temporary stone garden’ is a
more accurate representation of its original meaning. This idea is harmonious with
the Zen concept of impermanence.

Shigemori explains how the act of making a garden, including the Ryoanji
Temple stone garden, reflects their belief that “to the Buddhist, all things have a
Buddha mind,” (67), including the very stones in the garden. Therefore, to a Zen
student interested in studying Buddha nature, like Lew Welch, the Zen stone garden
could be ‘read’ or meditated upon, just like any other sutra.

Wobbly Rock: A Short Summary of its Six Parts

The previous sections have explained the underlying philosophy contained within
Dogen’s Mountains and Waters Sutra, by drawing upon Dogenian expert Okumura’s
analysis, the underlying philosophy of Japanese stone garden aesthetics, and how
examining the various forms of fluidity within the six-part poem, through a blue
ecocritical lens, can help shed more light on this complex but important poem in
Welch’s oeuvre. The following section will now provide an explanation of each of
the six parts in Wobbly Rock, first published in 1960 by The Auerhahn Press,' by
drawing on the analysis provided in the sections above.

The main physical location of the poem is Muir Beach, California. The poem
begins on somewhat solid foundations. “It is a real rock. (Believe this first)” (68).
Part 1 of the poem focuses on this rock which is wobbly because “It moves when hit

8  This is my translation of Shigemori’s Japanese article entitled “fiti[LI7KIZ 35 1F 2 iR 14:.” This
and all subsequent translations of the Japanese are my own. Some translate fifi|LI7K alternatively
as “dry landscape garden” but I have opted for “stone garden” both for its simplicity and because
it corresponds with Welch’s own term for the garden in Wobbly Rock.

9  This is my translation of Shigemori’s comment, “fAFE X7 HIALL:23H %, Some may
alternatively translate this as “all things have a Buddha nature.”

10 The first edition of Wobbly Rock by The Auerhahn Press is long out of print and now quite scarce
in commerce. However, it was reprinted in the latest edition of Ring of Bone: Collected Poems,
published by City Lights / Grey Fox in 2012, which is still in print (pp. 68-73). Alternatively, an
online version of the original poem is available in PDF format on the Internet Archive.
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by waves / Actually shudders” (68). But as we will soon see, it is not only the rock
that wobbles. Part 1 of Wobbly Rock focuses on the rock in question at Muir Beach,
that inspired the composition of the poem. Welch’s use of words like “real” and
“actual” implore us to picture this as the default setting and location of the poem. The
description in Part 1 corresponds to Dogen’s “genjo” or “manifestation” principle,
as the rock appears before us. This corresponds to the metaphorical equivalent of
the “mountain” in Dogen’s Mountains and Waters Sutra.

The firm foundation that Welch establishes in Part 1 of the poem, however,
is soon subverted and eroded. In Part 2, the poet’s mind begins to “wobble” from
the scene before him at Muir Beach to images of the stone garden at Ryoanji, which
Welch had seen in a picture “by / Berkeley painter I never met” (69). Welch notes the
rocks “[p]recisely placed as rocks of Rydanji,” even in this natural setting. His use of
“placed” is an interesting way to describe a natural setting, implying either that it is
his mind that is doing the ‘placing’ in the illusory realm, or, that he is trying to tap
into some non-human agency here. He reflects upon how the rocks came to be in
the stone garden, realizing that they originated from the sea (“450 years ago”), like
the wobbly rock at Muir Beach. Observations like “the instant AFTER it was made”
recall Okumura’s comments on Dogen’s “manifestation.” Welch does not linger long
on how things “manifest” at a particular moment in time, noticing their “liberation”
in a constant state of flux: “And now all rocks are different.” This is the metaphorical
equivalent of the “waters” in Dogen’s Mountains and Waters Sutra, as their form is
now seen as more fluid.

The foam on the beach reminds him of the “swept stones” (69) of the stone
garden as his mind’s eye begin to oscillate back and forth between these two locations,
“getting it all confused again” (69). While there are certain solid objects, “other
rocks” that the reader can grasp and “hold onto” (even though they are “wobbly”)
throughout the six-part poem, the focus of the poem shifts rapidly and fluidly as
Welch’s contemplation of his setting transcends any solid-liquid binaries. He thinks
upon the history of the rocks in Ryoanji, displaying an “attention to chrono-scale
oceanic histories” (Dobrin 32) outside of the present moment, when he recalls “the
monks who made it [i.e the stone garden] 450 years ago” (69). That is to say, Welch’s
reflections upon the nature of time go beyond the present moment (i.e. reflections
upon the past or future, whether imaginary or real) and as such meditations are by
their very nature fluid, this is another reason why I believe that a blue ecocritical
model is appropriate here, in order to examine the fluid nature of time within Welch’s
poem more closely. The stones in the garden at Ryoanji were “original gravelstone
from sea” (69). From the perspective of blue ecocriticism, we can see that stones
(“gravelstone”) are also fluid by nature over time (moving from sea to garden) even
if this fluidity is not witnessed by the human eye. Welch himself comments on
their fluid properties at the close of Section 2 when he says, “And now all rocks are
different and / All the spaces in between” (69).

The fluidity of the stones and time itself that Welch contemplates upon
in Part 2, appears to trigger a reflection upon his own fluidity in Part 3 when he
writes: “I have been in many shapes before I attained congenial form” (70). Here,
as he was a practising Buddhist at the time, he is perhaps wondering about his past
incarnations or “many shapes” in various “lifetimes” (70). The opening line of Part
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3 is in italics, suggesting another voice. The line “I have been in many shapes before
I attained congenial form,” may also refer to an animistic embodiment of a voice
with a “Buddha mind,” possibly the “Buddha nature” of the rock at this particular
point in time. His mind “wobbles” back to childhood memories, with his Jeffers-
like nostalgic remembrance of “[w]hen I was a boy I used to watch the Pelican”
and scenes of the “[n]ight fire flicking the shale cliff” (70). The italics return in
the second half of Part 3 of the poem, in what appears to be a condensed rendering
of his “samsara form,” contemplating how his own “form” shifts in its “liberated”
way. The first three lines: “I have travelled / I have made a circuit / I have lived in 14
cities” may represent a condensed version of the poet’s life as he travels through the
world of samsara. And finally, through a meta-reading of this section, his “Buddha
nature” is also represented by his name in a book (such as the front cover of Wobbly
Rock), and the ‘Buddha’ essence of the book itself, in the words we are reading, is
arguably another form of the poet too (“I have been a book originally”). He closes
Part 3 with a riddle or koan. Welch writes,

Waves and the sea. If you take away the sea
Tell me what it is (70)

In just two lines, Welch brilliantly explains the whole concept of karesansui
(the Japanese term for stone garden aesthetics, meaning literally “dry mountains
and waters”). If we take away the sea, literally, we have pebbles and stones but a
visual absence of water, or in other words, ‘dry mountains and waters’ or karesansui.
This could be one possible answer to Welch’s “riddle.” If we imagine a desiccated
ocean, there would just be stones, pebbles and soil. However, as Welch reminds us,
and recalling the hypersea theory which posits that the sea is not only the origin
of life but something we carry with us over land, the boulders were “[IJugged ...
from the sea” (Part 2), where they (and we) originally came from. If mountains
can and actually do “walk” as Dogen suggests, within the vast context of chrono-
scalar perception, why not rocks (which are part of mountains) as well? If “there
is no separation” (a line from Part 4) between the rocks and “the monks” who
“lugged” them to the garden, can we not say that the rocks are indeed also “walking”?
All things are “liberated,” in a state of flux or movement (“walking”) as we travel
through samsara. Therefore, Welch realizes that the beautiful harmony captured in
the karesansui stone garden aesthetic of Ryoanji Temple is also temporary. In this
sense, perhaps it does indeed embody a karisansui (“temporary mountains and
waters”) aesthetic, which was the original intention of the stone garden according
to Shigemori, thus implying impermanence.

In Part 4 of the poem, Welch describes the people on the beach including
a fisherman who is one with his fishing line and rod: “there is no separation” (71).
Welch’s mind here perhaps “wobbles” once again as the scene of the beach seems to
recall for him his own times collecting mussels in the pools by the beach (“Shells
all lost or broken”) and he also wryly observes how rain is enough to scare beach-
goers away. Then, we see Welch the ecologist emerge in one stanza with one of
the most powerful lines in the poem, “Did it mean nothing to you Animal that
turns this / Planet to a smoky rock?” (71). Welch could see the future climate crisis
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that was coming, and laments how we are slowly destroying our own “gentle and
undemanding / planet” (25), turning it gradually and tragically into a “smoky rock”

As Shaffer correctly points out in Part 5, Welch lists his observations
vertically down the page. Halfway through Part 5, as Shaffer has pointed out, Welch
adopts an “amusing inversion of the observation” (42), although he attributes this to
“structural correspondence with paradoxes of identity and perception mentioned in
earlier sections” (42). My interpretation of this section is that Welch, following in
the footsteps of his Imagist mentor, William Carlos Williams, is simply recording
what he sees in the mirror-reflection on the ocean’s surface, which explains why the
“rocks at the cliff’s base” precede the observation of the “starfish” which precedes
the “cliff” and so on. If he were to rearrange the order of objects observed purely
from a land-based human perspective,' he would not be ‘one’ with the ocean he
is floating upon. Here, he is “in a boat” with three other people. Once again, we
should remember: “there is no separation.” In this case, it means writing the words
down faithfully according to the image, as it is reflected on the surface of the water.

In the final section, Part 6, Shaffer correctly points out how the close of
Welch’s poem resembles the beginning of Dante’s La Divina Commedia (43), when
he enters the dark wood."? Perhaps what is more important to consider here is not
that this is the end of the Wobbly Rock poem, but the beginning of Welch’s career
as a published poet. He is setting out on a journey, like Dante does in Canto 1 of
his epic. Here he manages to successfully lose “all separation,” becoming one with
the ground and trail beneath him. In the middle of Part 6, he writes “I THINK 'LL
CALL IT THE PACIFIC.” Here, perhaps Welch is subtly making fun of the futility of
words in the face of the overwhelming power of nature (like Kerouac discovered in
his “Sea” poem that closes Big Sur), highlighting their inability to capture something
as enormous as the Pacific Ocean. There is yet another type of kéan in the second
half of Part 6. Welch writes,

Wind water
Wave rock
Sea sand

These six words are also in a sense a condensed reflection upon the passage
of time. Waves are made by the gravitational pull of the moon, but also by the wind.
How is sand formed? It is formed through the slow erosion of rocks by the sea.
Therefore, the lines could have been written, alternately, as follows:

Welch’s comment, “there is no separation,” may indeed be pointing to how

11  And here we should recall that blue ecocriticism is encouraging us to move away from purely
land-based observations.

12 Inthe Preface to Ring of Bone, Welch writes, “Though any of the poems will stand perfectly well
by itself, each nourishes and is enriched by the poems before and after it.” There is a possible
instance of this right here. The reference to Dante’s “selva oscura” in Part 6 of Wobbly Rock is
perhaps prefigured five pages earlier in Ring of Bone in Part 4 of Welch’s “Hiking Poem / High
Sierra” when he talks about “lost groves” (Ring of Bone 63).
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poets separate their words, on the page, by line breaks. Within these words lies
the hint to solving this disguised koan. Finally, Welch’s comment about the “[s]ea
breaking within me” (73) reminds us of the hypersea theory. That is to say, “there
is no separation” between the poet’s physical being and the ocean. The final two
lines of “I am / Rocked by the sea” (73) is an obvious pun, referring to how he was
“rocked” in the sense of “inspired” or “moved” by the sea while also referring back
to the title of the poem itself: Wobbly Rock. Perhaps the wobbly rock is writing Lew
Welch as much as Lew Welch is writing the poem. If this is true, this would indicate
Welch’s occasional belief in an external origin of poetic inspiration,'* an animistic
(and Buddhist) version of Jack Spicer’s theory of “The Outside” or “Dictation,” in
which rocks have “Buddha minds” or “Buddha natures” which can speak through us.

In conclusion, as Clark writes, “this poem is a vehicle with which Welch can
push both himself and his readers toward that goal of seeing the reality of existence”
(144). Like the Pacific Ocean itself, Welch’s poem Wobbly Rock contains endless
possibilities if we look into its deep spaces and crevices. At first sight, Welch’s poem
appears to be deceptively simple or calm, but like the word “Pacific,” there is much
lurking under the surface.
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Abstract: The aim of this article is to examine whether and how Burroughs’ work contributes to
an ecocriticism with a focus on an ocean- and water-centric view by his dealing with liquids and
fluids. Burroughs occasionally deals with water in his writings, although he feels more drawn to
sewage. Life-giving viscous liquids, on the other hand, were his favorite. In the countless fuck
scenes in The Wild Boys, for example, the obligatory bead of juice on the cock appears again
and again. There are even meat plants whose tubes erect into huge phalluses when stimulated by
human hands and which then ejaculate with a groan. Initially, the wild boys are maintained by
artificially inseminating certain women with their semen. After birth, however, male offspring is
immediately separated from them. And they continue to develop and can then, in a ritual sexual
act, bring a recently deceased wild boy back to life virtually out of nowhere, who only manifests
himself physically when the sperm is ejaculated. Although there is no longer any biological rea-
son for this, Burroughs clings to the life-giving power of male semen in his fantasy. Burroughs’
obsession with semen represents the tension in his relationship with water as both a life-giving
and limiting force. This tension is visible in his treatment of the aqualung. The aqualung is a de-
vice that allows people to breathe underwater and to cross the boundary to the water, to the ocean,
at least for a short time. Interestingly, the term aqualung appears several times in Burroughs’
work, but always in a negative sense, namely as ballast or hindrance. The essay “Women: A Bio-
logical Mistake?” makes it clear why: just like a fish that has come ashore, survived and gradually
lost its gills (and for which there is therefore no going back into the water), man will evolve by
setting off into space. In doing so, he will shed his body. And even with this next evolutionary
step, there will be no turning back. So even if Burroughs moves away from the water or ocean, he
does not remain land-based in his thinking, but goes beyond it: “We are here to go—into space.”

Keywords: William S. Burroughs, Ecocriticism, ocean-centric view, water-centric view, sewers,
Naked Lunch, The Wild Boys, life-giving, viscous liquids, aqualung, evolution

Introduction: Land-based and Oceanic Ecocriticism

The scientific subject of ecology has been around for a very long time. The term
“ecology” was first defined in 1866 in the modern sense by Ernst Haeckel (1834-1919).
Ecology is a scientific sub-discipline of biology and studies the relationships between
living things (organisms) and their inanimate environment. From the second half of
the 20th century, the term ecology was used much more generally, including in the
social (popular) sphere. In this context, the term “ecocriticism” has emerged since
the 1970s, initially in the USA. It describes an interdisciplinary approach in literary
studies that examines literary texts in connection with ecological aspects (“History
of ecology,” “Ecology,” “Ecocriticism”). It is not about distinguishing one literary
genre from another, but about a different way of reading texts. It is about taking a
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different (that means ecocritical) perspective as a reader. And thereby (possibly)
gaining completely new insights from what you read. The insights gained in this
way through an ecocritical (text) interpretation do not necessarily correspond to
the author’s intention. But it is often the case that a text contains much more than
its author intended. It also contains much that is unconscious and subconscious.
And that is precisely what makes literature exciting.

If you consider that water or liquids in general are a central point of life
(in general) on this planet from the point of view of the biological (survival) of
humans, animals and plants, it is noticeable that they are not given much attention
or considered separately by ecocriticism. This is the starting point for the criticism
that Sidney I. Dobrin formulated in his 2021 book Blue Ecocriticism and the Oceanic
Imperative. Dobrin (9) speaks of an “Ocean deficiency” He therefore expands the
area of ecocriticism by focusing on a (more) oceanic or aquatic perspective in
addition to the traditional land-based approach.

The book examines a lot of oceanic literature, visual art, film and television,
etc. It aims to promote blue ecocriticism as an intellectual goal within environmental
science and at the same time advocate the protection of the oceans as part of this
goal. The Beat Generation in general and William S. Burroughs in particular played
no role in this. Although Burroughs is hardly perceived as an ecological thinker or
ecocritic, and he was certainly not a nature writer (in the conventional sense) (see
for example Weidner 21), there are a few approaches to looking at him (for once) from
an ecological perspective.

A turn towards or a focus on water etc. is once again a stronger emphasis or
affirmation of the life (process), of nature. This affirms even more that we humans
are merely part of nature. An oceanic or aquatic reading wants to emphasize this
more clearly. And this approach of looking at literature from a purely oceanic or
aquatic perspective should be applied here to Burroughs’ work, which I believe has
not yet been done.

William S. Burroughs and The Green Ghost

The topic of ecocriticism and beat writers has been covered by Chad Weidner, who
teaches at the University College Roosevelt, Utrecht University, in the Netherlands.
He focuses on Burroughs, and publishes extensively on the subject. His PhD, for
example, was written on ecocriticism at Ghent University, Belgium. In his 2016
book The Green Ghost: William Burroughs and the Ecological Mind, he uncovers
“the ecological context of literary texts by Burroughs” (Weidner, back cover), which
had not been done before in this scope and depth. He examines important books
by Burroughs, such as Minutes to Go, The Yage Letters, Naked Lunch, Nova Express,
the Red Night Trilogy, The Cat Inside and Ghost of Chance, for their relevance to an
ecocritical perspective. In doing so, he broke new ground in 2016. He writes in his
introduction: “The ecocritical focus on Burroughs is unusual, since it might seem
that his environmental significance is so counterintuitive. Burroughs is not a nature
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writer and yet, so my argument goes, he can be looked upon from an ecocritical
perspective. This new angle leads to new insights on the writer and steers the study
of Burroughs in a new direction entirely” (Weidner 21).

However, Weidner does not differentiate between a land-based and an ocean-
based perspective with regard to ecocriticism. Therefore, this article will examine in
more detail whether and how Burroughs’ work contributes to an ecocriticism with
a focus on an ocean- and water-centric view instead of a “landlocked” or earth-
grounded one. As the focus on the sea and water alone in Burroughs’ work is not
particularly productive, the mention of liquids in his work should also be considered.
So the question here is: How does he deal with mutable forms of fluids and viscous
fluids in his rich work?

1. Burroughs and the Water

Burroughs only occasionally deals with water in his writings. In The Ticket That
Exploded, for example, he writes about immersion tanks that are dark and silent.
When a person immerses himself in it, he can get the feeling that he is dissolving
into it, which is frightening for many: “and the subjects lowered themselves into the
sense withdrawal tank and floated a few feet apart in the darkness with no sound
but’ feedback from the two halves of ten bodies permutated to heartbeat body music
vibrating through the tank—Body outlines extend and break here—The stretching
membrane of skin dissolves” The footnote to this makes it a little clearer:

The most successful method of sense withdrawal is the immersion tank where
the subject floats in water at blood temperature, sound and light withdrawn—
Loss of body outline, awareness and location of the limbs occurs quickly, giving
rise to panic in many American subjects—Subjects frequently report feeling
that another body is floating half-in and half-out of the body in the first part.
(Burroughs, The Ticket, 1987 82-83 or Burroughs, The Ticket, 1962 76).

In water, you can get the feeling that your body is dissolving in it, and that
can be frightening. Water, even when it is clear and clean, seems to have something
threatening about it. On the other hand, this feeling in an immersion tank can be very
nice. Namely, to merge or become one with the water. To feel close to the water, the
sea, from which all life comes, to develop “oceanic feelings” To understand it better as
a result. People who can overcome their fears in the immersion tank can thus gain a
deeper understanding of water/nature. That everything is connected.

So much for Burroughs’ unpolluted water.

2. Burroughs and the Sewers

Although all life on earth comes from water, Burroughs seems to be more drawn to
sewage. Polluted water appears much more frequently in his writings. The following
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passage can even be understood as a concrete ecocriticism from him: “A vast still
harbor of iridescent water. Deserted gas well flares on the smoky horizon. Stink of
oil and sewage. Sick sharks swim through the black water, belch sulphur from rotting
livers, ignore a bloody, broken Icarus” (Burroughs, Naked Lunch 69). Weidner saw it
exactly the same way in The Green Ghost: “This easily overlooked passage describes
an ecosystem in crisis” (Weidner 25). Burroughs seems to imply through this short
passage of text that, despite polluted water, there is still life in it that is worth living.
And therefore also worth protecting.

But Burroughs’ inclination towards sewage goes even further. In 1975, he
contributed a text to a survey in Harper’s Magazine in which he said: “T hoped at
one time to become commissioner of sewers for St. Louis County: $300 a month,
with the possibility of getting one’s shitty paws deep into a slush fund” (Burroughs,
“When Did You Stop” 80-81). This passage can of course be understood ironically
or humorously. Burroughs does indeed have a dry sense of humor. But one should
be aware that he never means such ironic statements purely humorously. So we can
conclude: Burroughs does not approach the original, clean water from which life on
earth arose, but rather feels attracted to the used, polluted water, to sewage.

The German director Klaus Maeck probably liked this title, Commissioner
of Sewers, which Burroughs applied to himself, so much that he used it as the
title (or part of it) for his documentary film about Burroughs (with excerpts from
Burroughs’ various film appearances, from his readings and a longer interview that
Jirgen Ploog conducted with him, etc.) (Maeck).

3. Burroughs and Life-giving, Viscous Liquids

Life-giving viscous fluids seem to have fascinated Burroughs. In the countless fuck
scenes in several of his books, such as Naked Lunch and The Wild Boys, ejaculations
(homosexual, but also heterosexual, or during hangings) or the obligatory bead of
juice on the cock (as a sign of male arousal in preparation for ejaculation) appear
again and again. A few examples: “The girl opens his pants with gentle fingers and
pulls out his cock which is small and very hard. A drop of lubricant gleams at its tip
like a pear]” (Burroughs, Naked Lunch 81); “his cock with a shining round opal of
lubricant at the open slit” (Burroughs, Naked Lunch 91). “Each time the contraction
is longer. “‘Wheeeeeeee!’ the boy yells, every muscle tense, his whole body strain
to empty his cock. She drinks his jissom which fills her mouth in great spurts”
(Burroughs, Naked Lunch 83). “Johnny’s embarrassment changes to excitement.
He squirms and a drop of lubricant squeezes slowly out the end of his phallus and
glitters in the afternoon sun..” (Burroughs, The Wild Boys 87).

In the book The Wild Boys, Burroughs goes even further. There are flesh
plants whose tubes are erected into huge phalluses when stimulated by human hands,
and which then ejaculate with a moan:
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This bad place. This place of flesh plants .... He points to a limp pink tube about
two feet long growing from two purple mounds covered with fine red tendrils.
As the boy points to the tube it turns toward him. The boy steps forward and
rubs the tube which slowly stiffens into a phallus six feet high growing from
two testicles ... ‘Now I make him spurt. Jissom worth much dinero. Jissom
make flesh’ ... He strips off his loincloth and steps onto the vegetable scrotum
embracing the shaft. The red hairs twist around his legs reaching up to his
groin and buttocks .... Pearly lubricant pours from the head of the giant phallus
and runs down the sides. The boy squirms against the shaft caressing the
great pulsing head with both hands. There is a soft muffled sound, a groan of
vegetable lust straining up from tumescent roots as the plant spurts ten feet in
the air. The bearers run around catching the gobs in stone jars .... Slowly the
tendrils fall away the Phallus goes limp and the boy steps free ... Opposite the
orifices phallic orchids red, purple, orange sprout from the tree‘s shaft... ‘Make
him spurt too’ ... The orchids pulse erect dripping colored drops of lubricant ...
‘We catch spurts’ ... A choking sound bursts from tumescent lips as the orchids
spurt like rain. (Burroughs, The Wild Boys 44-45)

These ejaculating flesh plants are even visualized in the French movie The
Wild Boys (original title: Les Gargons Sauvages) by Bertrand Mandico (Mandico).
Appropriately, these scenes take place in a jungle. And it is also clear that this film
is based on Burroughs’ book of the same name.

4. Burroughs and the Reproduction of Life

But also from another perspective, Burroughs goes far beyond the treatment of
male semen in The Wild Boys in comparison with his other books. Here he also
addresses the importance of sperm for the reproduction of human life. At first, the
homosexual wild boys survive by artificially inseminating certain women with their
semen. After birth, however, male offspring are immediately separated from them,
so that ultimately a whole generation grows up that has never seen or heard women:

A baby- and semen black market flourished in the corrupt border cities, and
we recruited male infants from birth. You could take your boy friend’s sperm to
market, contact a broker who would arrange to inseminate medically inspected
females. Nine months later the male crop was taken to one of the remote
peaceful communes behind the front lines. A whole generation arose that had
never seen a woman’s face nor heard a woman’s voice. (Burroughs, The Wild
Boys 153-154)

But the wild boys continue to develop and can then, in a ritual sexual act, bring
a recently deceased wild boy back to life from nothing: “Now the cuttings are no
longer needed. The boys create offspring known as Zimbus .... Zimbus are created
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after a battle when the forces of evil are in retreat” (Burroughs, The Wild Boys 155).
A newly created boy only manifests himself physically when the sperm is released,
which seems to be important to Burroughs:

Slowly the boy penetrated the phantom body I could see his penis inside the
other and as he moved in and out the soft red gelatin clung to his penis thighs
and buttocks young skin taking shape legs in the air kicking spasmodically a red
face on the rug lips parted the body always more solid. The boy leaned forward
and fastened his lips to the other mouth spurting sperm inside and suddenly the
red boy was solid buttocks quivering against the boy's groin as they breathed
in and out of each other‘s lungs locked together the red body solid from the
buttocks and penis to the twitching feet. (Burroughs, The Wild Boys 158-159)

So even though there is no longer any biological reason for this, Burroughs
holds on to the life-giving power of male semen in his imagination and fantasy. With
this, Burroughs wants to express that sperm gives life, in a similar but different way to
water. This is also a clear commitment to life, to the natural, to nature in general.

5. Burroughs and the Sea: The Aqualung

William Burroughs evoking the aqualung in his various works resonates with blue
humanities’ emphasis on oceanic immersion as a way of decentering the human
and reimagining relationality. Aqualung becomes both a tool for submersion and
a metaphor for altered states of perception. Burroughs’ subaquatic figures blur
boundaries between body and environment, anticipating the fluid subjectivities
explored in contemporary ecocritical thought.

The aqualung is a device that allows you to breathe underwater, and is therefore
a type of diving device. It was the first technical device of its kind: “Aqua-Lung was
the first open-circuit, self-contained underwater breathing apparatus (or “scuba”
to achieve worldwide popularity and commercial success. This class of equipment
is now commonly referred to as a twin-hose diving regulator, or demand valve”
(“Aqua-Lung”). It was developed in 1943 by the famous marine researcher Jacques-
Yves Cousteau together with the engineer Emile Gagnan and the two of them applied
for a patent in the same year, which was granted to them in 1948 (“Our Story”). This
enables people to cross the boundary to the water, to the ocean, at least for a short time.

Interestingly, the term aqualung appears quite often in Burroughs® work.
However, he only ever uses it as a type of metaphor, and not as a practical diving
device. It is also noticeable that he almost always uses the term in a negative sense,
namely as ballast or a hindrance. Here are a few examples: “NABORHOOD IN
AQUALUNGS ... Itis a naborhood in aqualungs with free lunch everywhere yell out
‘Sweet Sixteen” (Burroughs, Nova Express 27-28). The word aqualung appears three
more times in Nova Express: “So I think maybe I was wrong and everything is cool
when I see like fifty young punks have showed in aqualungs carrying fish spears and
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without thinking I yell out from the crane (Burroughs, Nova Express 26). “The old
dolls on a train burning junk—Thawing flesh showed in aqualungs—Steam a yell
out from the crane” (Burroughs, Nova Express 29); “What you are offering me is a
precarious aqualung existence in somebody else’s stale movie” (Burroughs, Nova
Express 48); “You are offering me aqualung scraps—precarious flesh—soiled movie,
rag on cock” (Burroughs, Nova Express 49).

There are further quotes from other books by Burroughs: in the essay
“It Is Necessary to Travel”: “If you are a fit young man under twenty-five with
lightning reflexes who fears nothing in heaven or on earth and has a keen appetite
for adventure, don’t bother to apply for the job of astronaut” They want ‘cool dads’
trailing wires to the ‘better half” from an aqualung” (Burroughs, The Adding Machine
138). This text also appeared as a foreword under the title “Navigare necesse es.
Vivare no es necesse” in The Job: Interviews with William S. Burroughs. And at the
end of this book in the chapter “Academy 23” it is mentioned that the goal of the
Academy’s space program cannot be the “space in an aqualung [with] trailing wires
to wives and mothers” dragging with you (Burroughs, The Job); “Remember junk
keeps you right here in junky flesh on this earth where Boot’s is open all night. You
can’t make space in a pool of junk” (Burroughs, ACADEMY-23” 10). This text was
also reprinted in The Job: Interviews with William S. Burroughs. “The others are
flopping around on the floor like beeched idiots and the Countess gasps out ‘Carbon
dioxide for the love of Kali’—So somebody turned on the carbon dioxide tanks
and I made it out of there in am aqualung—Next thing the nova heat moves in and
bust the whole aquarium” (Burroughs, The Soft Machine 49). This is one of the few
passages of text in which the word “aqualung” has a positive connotation.

I also find it interesting that the German author Jorg Fauser called his first
book Aqualunge. Right on the front page he makes it clear with a quote where he got
the title from: “You can’t make space in an aqualung of junk. William S. Burroughs”
(so it comes from the text ‘ACADEMY-23"). On page 2 he writes about the aqualung
to clarify: “Unsere Aufgabe: Die Aqualunge zu reinigen von Verschmutzung; das
Hilfsmittel klar zu bekommen, mit dem wir uns in Raum und Zeit bewegen werden.
Avanti!” (Fauser 2). English translation goes as follows: “Our task: to cleanse the
aqualung of pollution; to clear the tool with which we will move through space and
time. Avanti!” He sees the aqualung, as long as it is cleaned, as a tool for moving in
space and time (as a generalization of Burroughs’ term space).

6. Burroughs and the Evolution
The question now arises why Burroughs almost always uses the term “aqualung,”
which he often uses, in a negative way. The answer to this can be found in his essay

“Women: A Biological Mistake?”:

But by whatever means the change takes place, it will be irreversible. The Xolotl,

once he sheds his gills, can never reclaim them. Evolution would seem to be a
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one-way street .... Here is a fish that survives drought because it has developed
feet and rudimentary lungs. So far the fish is concerned, these are simply means
of getting from one water source to another. But once he leaves his gills behind,
he is stuck with lungs from there out. So the fish has made an evolutionary step
forward .... Perhaps a forward step for the human race will be made in the same
way. The astronaut is not looking for space; he is looking for more time—that is,
equating space with time. The space program is simply an attempt to transport
our insoluble temporal impasses somewhere else. However, like the walking
fish, looking for more time we may find space instead, and then find that there
is no way back. (Burroughs, The Adding Machine 126-127)

Just like a fish that has come to land, survived and gradually lost its gills
(and for which there is therefore no way back into the water), humans will evolve
by setting off into space. In doing so, they will get rid of their bodies. And there will
be no turning back in this next evolutionary step either. So even though Burroughs
moves away from the water or ocean, his thinking does not stop at land-based
positions, but goes beyond them: “We are here to go—into space” (Burroughs,
“William’s Welcome”).

Burroughs himself drew this conclusion in his speech “What The Nova
Convention Is All About,” which he gave at the conference “The Nova Convention”
(in his honor) in New York from November 30 to December 2, 1978 (organized by
John Giorno, James Grauerholz and Sylvere Lotringer). It was also released on the
LP of the same name (Giorno et al.). Philip Neil Best transcribed the following quote
from this speech “from a two cassettebootleg edition of The Nova Convention” for
his doctoral thesis (PhD):

This is the space age and we are here to go. However, the space programme has
been restricted so far to a mediocre elite who at great expense have gone to
the moon in an aqualung. Now, they’re not really looking for space; they’re
looking for more time, like the lungfish and the walking catfish, they’re not
really looking for a new dimension or a dimension different from water; they’re
looking for more water ... And as we leave the aqualung of Time we may step
into an epic comparable to the days when the early mariners set out to explore
an unknown world ... Only those who are willing to leave everything they have
ever known in Time need apply. It is necessary to travel; it is not necessary, and

becoming increasingly difficult, to live. (Best 155)

Burroughs also summarized these two lines of thought—that fish evolved
when it came to land and that humans can also evolve accordingly, coupled with a
serious criticism of the US space program—in a lecture he gave at the “1984 Planet
Earth Conference” organized by the Institute of Ecotechnics in Aix-en-Provence.
The transcript of this lecture was published as a book under the title The Four
Horsemen of the Apocalypse. In it he concludes the successful criticism of the space
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program and presents his vision, which is to be seen as the opposite: “Now such an
evolutionary step would involve changes literally inconceivable from our present
point of view” (Burroughs, The Four Horsemen 22).

At the end of this article we will return to the wild boys. They also continue
to develop. They have specializations that Timothy S. Murphy quite rightly sees as
examples of becoming animals, as Deleuze and Guattari understand it in A Thousand
Plateaus:

The Wild Boys manifest what Deleuze and Guattari would call ‘becomings-
animal’ in their escape from the constituted social order. They do not
become animals, as if ‘boys’ and ‘animals’ were two states that could be
occupied essentially; rather, they deterritorialize, or dismantle their bodies’
social representations, by adopting or ‘reterritorializing’ on effective,
nonrepresentational animal functions. They do not imitate animals, but rather

they adopt the animals’ defense mechanisms. (Murphy 165)

In addition to specializations or variations of the wild boys who are equipped
with weapons (an old passion of Burroughs), there are some who can fly: “glider
boys with bows and laser guns,” “shaman boys who ride the wind” (Burroughs, The
Wild Boys 147). And: “Glider boys drift down from the sunset on red wings and
rain arrows from the sky. Slingshot boys glide in across a valley riding their black
plastic wings like sheets of mica in the sunlight torn clothes flapping hard red flesh”
(Burroughs, The Wild Boys 184). The other boys stay on the ground, i.e. remain land-
based. Burroughs writes of all of them: “Each group developed special skills and
knowledge until it evolved into humanoid subspecies” (Burroughs, The Wild Boys
147). Here, too, we have the evolutionary idea. It is noticeable that none of the wild
boys have evolved towards water. On the other hand, rising into the air, i.e. taking
off from the ground, can be seen as a preliminary step towards space, as Burroughs
sees it, i.e. as a spiritualization, a leaving behind the material shell, the human body.
Completely in the spirit of Burroughs’ thrust: “We are here to go—into space.”

Conclusions

In his writing, Burroughs occasionally deals with the ocean, with water and
liquids, even viscous ones. Some of his text passages can certainly be understood as
ecocritical. He seems to be more attracted to polluted water than to pure water. On
the other hand, he is fascinated by male semen. It therefore also plays an important
role in his reflections on the reproduction of purely homosexual societies in The
Wild Boys. He seems to feel rather repulsed by the ocean. You can understand why
this is the case if you take a closer look at his thoughts on the evolution of the human
being and its (spiritual) development.

This has clearly shown that an ocean- and water-centered ecocritical reading
of Burroughs’ works makes sense and that it brings new insights to light. Firstly, his
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treatment with immersion tanks in The Ticket That Exploded indicates that this enables
a person to overcome their physical limits and feel at one with the water, but also with
the whole of nature. Secondly, his depiction of life even in polluted water in Naked
Lunch points out that this is also worth living in and thus worth protecting, and that
the focus should not only be on pure and undamaged nature. Thirdly, similar to water,
sperm is also a fluid that gives life. By the fact that it plays an important role in his texts,
reinforced by its role in (fictional) homosexual reproduction in The Wild Boys, he seems
to emphasize the life-affirming aspect of fluids in general. In doing so, his fiction has
helped to push the blue frontier a little further. This insight can at least be gained through
an ocean- and water-centered interpretation of his works. The question remains as to
whether this was Burroughs’ intention. This can at least be assumed if one considers
his critical statements on environmental pollution and destruction. For example, in
the interview “Writing in the Futurel that Jiirgen Ploog conducted with him in 1986:
“They [the conditions here on the planet] are deteriorating right in front of our eyes ...
for everybody. And naturally, any serious problem always gets worse with time unless
something very drastic is done. The solutions—they are worse than the problem itself.
And things don’t look good” (Lotringer, Burroughs Live 630).

One thing remains to be said: Burroughs can therefore very well be seen as
a critic, as an ecocritic, but even more so as an astute social critic. He does not see
himself as being so bound to the land in his thinking (as a prisoner of the earth),
but does not expect further development in the direction of water either, but rather
in the direction of air and beyond into space, without a tiresome human shell. As
he so aptly puts it in his early book Queer (albeit with regard to sexual orientation):
“I'm not queer, . .. 'm disembodied” (Burroughs, Queer 94).
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Abstract: This article examines the philosophical and literary tensions between Transcendental-
ist ideals and Walt Whitman’s embrace of industrial modernity. While Transcendentalists like
Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau emphasized nature as a source of spiritual
insight and personal liberation, they expressed ambivalence—and in Thoreau’s case, outright
skepticism—toward industrialization and mechanization. Thoreau’s Walden offers a pointed
critique of technology’s dehumanizing effects and the erosion of authentic living, a critique
that remains relevant in contemporary environmental and socio-political discourse. In contrast,
Whitman celebrated technological progress and American expansionism, particularly in “Song
of Myself” and “Passage to India.” His optimism about modernity, however, often overlooked its
social and environmental consequences. This study explores how Whitman’s vision of progress,
though revolutionary, required later literary movements, most notably the Beat Generation, to
expose its contradictions. Through an analysis of Allen Ginsberg, Jack Kerouac, and William S.
Burroughs, the article argues that the Beats inherited and critiqued Whitman’s legacy, revealing
industrial society’s dehumanizing aspects. This dialectic underscores the complexities of prog-
ress. While Whitman saw modernity as a force for good, he failed to acknowledge how it also
served as a mechanism of control and disenfranchisement. The Beat Generation, acting as his
supplement, illuminated these limitations, offering a counter-narrative that balanced admiration
for human ingenuity with a recognition of its dangers. In doing so, they extended the critical
tradition Whitman helped establish, ensuring that discussions on progress, technology, and hu-
man freedom remain evolving. Ultimately, this study highlights the necessity of reevaluating
literary visions of progress in light of their unintended consequences, urging a more nuanced
understanding of modernity’s dual nature.

Keywords: Transcendentalism, nature, Walt Whitman, technology, progress, modernity, Beat
Generation

Transcendentalism and the Industrial Dilemma: A Return to Nature

In The Machine in the Garden, Leo Marx explores the cultural and ideological
tensions in early American responses to industrialization, focusing on the
symbolic clash between pastoral ideals and advancing technology. Through
figures like Boswell, Jefferson, Coxe, and Carlyle, Marx traces a historical arc from
Enlightenment optimism about mechanization to Romantic and Transcendentalist
anxieties about its spiritual and moral costs. He highlights how Jefferson and Coxe

1 Cette publication s’intégre dans le projet de 'TEUR FRAPP (ANR-18-EURE-0015 FRAPP).
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tried to reconcile technology with agrarianism, with Coxe especially crafting a
vision of harmony between machine and landscape. Yet by the 1830s, as Marx
argues, thinkers like Carlyle began warning of mechanization’s dehumanizing
effects, critiques largely dismissed in America, where industrial progress was
equated with national destiny. Figures such as Amasa Walker even envisioned
technology as a moral force capable of liberating labor and elevating society. Marx
argues that this belief in technological redemption became a central American
myth, embodied by the locomotive and echoed in literature by Emerson, Melville,
Thoreau, Twain, and others who wrestled with the machine’s symbolic power in a
rapidly changing world (Marx 145-226).

Amongthem, Emersonand Thoreau stood at the heart of the Transcendentalist
movement, which emerged in the early 19th century as a distinctly American
response to Romanticism. Rooted in the ideals of individualism, self-reliance, and
spiritual communion with nature, Transcendentalism sought both personal and
political liberation through an intimate connection with the natural world. For
Emerson and Thoreau, nature was not merely a scenic backdrop but a sacred, living
force that offered insight, renewal, and freedom from the constraints of industrial
society. Their writings laid the philosophical groundwork for a uniquely American
vision of transcendence, one deeply skeptical of materialism yet open to the higher
possibilities of human experience.

However, within Transcendentalist thought, views on science and technology
were not monolithic. While both Emerson and Thoreau valued nature as a source of
spiritual insight, their responses to technological and scientific progress diverged
significantly. Emerson stood out among his contemporaries for his optimism
about science and invention. In an age of growing industrialization and scientific
advancement, he saw technology not as a dehumanizing force, but as a path to
intellectual and cultural enrichment. As discussed by Leonard N. Neufeldt, Emerson
envisioned science as a means of expanding human consciousness and achieving
self-reliance. Neufeldt writes: “Among literary figures Emerson was virtually alone in
his endorsement of the possibilities of technology and science for the individual and
the culture” (329-344). Emerson believed that technological and scientific discovery
could deepen humanity’s understanding of its place in the cosmos. Though not a
scientist himself, Emerson supported institutions like the Smithsonian and Harvard’s
Museum of Comparative Zoology and maintained a philosophical engagement with
science in works like The American Scholar and Works and Days. These writings
highlight his belief in the unifying potential of invention, self-discovery, and
intellectual growth (329-344).

In contrast, Henry David Thoreau approached technology with a much
more critical eye. Thoreau, in Walden (1854), criticized the increasing dominance of
industrial progress, arguing that technology, rather than liberating humanity, often
enslaved individuals to materialistic pursuits and artificial lifestyles. He cautioned
against allowing mechanization to dictate human existence, believing that true freedom
resided in simplicity and a deep engagement with the rhythms of the natural world.
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In their article, Claiton Marcio da Silva and Leandro Gomes Moreira Cruz analyze
Henry David Thoreau’s Walden as a critical text for rethinking human and nonhuman
relationships in the Anthropocene era. While Civil Disobedience is widely recognized
as Thoreau’s primary political work, the authors argue that Walden also contains
a significant socio-environmental critique. Using concepts from environmental
humanities and ecocriticism, they expand Michel Foucault’s notion of biopower to
include nonhuman entities, challenging the traditional anthropocentric worldview.
Thoreau’s reflections on indigenous cultures and European settlers highlight the
destructive impact of industrial civilization on natural ecosystems. By positioning
Walden as a foundational text for ecological thought, da Silva and Moreira Cruz
suggest that Thoreau’s work remains relevant for contemporary discussions on
environmental ethics, power relations, and sustainability in the Anthropocene (50-68).

This tension between Emerson’s embrace of and Thoreau’s skepticism
toward science and technology echoes earlier philosophical critiques, particularly
those of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. In The Social Contract (1762) Rousseau argued that
modern civilization and technological development led to alienation, inequality, and
the erosion of authentic freedom. He believed that the natural state of humanity was
one of autonomy and equality, which had been corrupted by the rise of industry
and modern institutions. The Transcendentalists, particularly Thoreau, channeled
Rousseau’s vision, promoting a return to simpler, more self-sufficient modes of living
that aligned with nature rather than industry.?

Therefore, the Transcendentalist approach to technology was far from
uniform. While the movement broadly critiqued modernity in favor of natural and
spiritual renewal, Emerson and Thoreau exemplified contrasting interpretations.
Emerson saw technological progress as a potential ally in the pursuit of transcendence,
while Thoreau regarded it as a spiritual and moral hazard that diverted individuals
from true freedom.

Whitman’s attitude toward technology, particularly the divine allure
he bestows upon it, reflects a central aspect of the American spirit during the
19th century. This was a time when Americans began to look at technological
advancements with reverence, often likening them to divine gifts that held the
potential to transform society and elevate humanity. Whitman’s embrace of modern
technology, such as the locomotive, was not just an acknowledgment of industrial
progress but an almost religious interpretation of the role that technology would
play in shaping the future. This sense of awe toward innovation aligns with the
belief that technology was part of a larger, divine plan for the nation’s progress.
Whitman, much like his contemporaries, saw the machine as both a literal and
symbolic manifestation of the American experiment, one that was bound to bring
people together and propel the country toward greater things.

Whitman’s “To a Locomotive in Winter” exemplifies this deep reverence
for technology, particularly the locomotive, which was at the forefront of America’s
industrial revolution. The poem is not just a description of a machine in motion, but

2 Foradetailed exploration of Rousseau’s critique of modernity and the paradox of technology, see
Deneys-Tunney.
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a vivid, almost spiritual meditation on its beauty and power. Whitman personifies
the locomotive, treating it as an awe-inspiring force that reflects the grandeur of the
American landscape and spirit.

From Leaves of Grass to Bloodied Fields:
Whitman’s Faustian Obsession with Progress

Whitman’s enthusiastic embrace of modernity, which clashed with the Romantic
rejection of technological encroachment, becomes particularly evident in his support
for the Union during the Civil War. His celebration of the Union’s cause (and by
extension, technological advancement) stands in contrast to the Transcendentalists’
belief in the spiritual healing power of nature, which they feared was being
undermined by the relentless march of industrialization. Whitman, however, was
far less concerned with the costs of progress. His unwavering optimism about the
future, shaped by the expansionist ideals of American exceptionalism, led him to
overlook the dangers of unchecked technological growth, including the devastating
consequences of modern warfare.

The American Civil War (1861-65) was a four-year conflict between the
United States and 11 Southern states that seceded to form the Confederate States
of America. Tensions leading to the war stemmed from deep sectional divides over
slavery, with the North’s rapidly industrializing economy contrasting sharply with
the South’s reliance on slavery and large-scale plantations. The debate over the
extension of slavery into new territories intensified during the 1850s, culminating
in the election of Abraham Lincoln in 1860. His victory, coupled with Northern
opposition to the spread of slavery, led to the secession of Southern states. The war
began in April 1861 when Confederate forces attacked Fort Sumter, marking the start
of a brutal conflict. Despite early calls for military service and initial Confederate
mobilization, the war would become the deadliest in U.S. history, reshaping the
nation’s political and social landscape (Hassler and Weber).

Henry Miller, writing seventy-five years after the American Civil War
(1861-1865) in his book The Air-Conditioned Nightmare, portrays the southern
regions of America in the following manner: “The South is crumbling under the
heel of the conqueror. From Rome to Savannah, along the old wagon routes, one can
still trace Sherman’s march to the sea. It is the path of a vandal, the path of a soldier
who said that war is hell and who demonstrated it by the use of fire and sword. The
South will never forget Sherman, never forgive him” (232). Miller’s condemnation
of Sherman’s scorched earth tactics during his march in late 1864, when Union
forces decimated civilian infrastructure and economic resources in Georgia, evokes
a devastating picture of modern warfare’s unchecked violence. This scorched earth
policy aimed to cripple the Confederate economy and expedite its collapse but left
scars on the Southern landscape that would persist long after the war’s conclusion.
In this context, one might see a direct line between Miller’s critique and Whitman’s
celebratory, even ecstatic, embrace of war’s transformative power.
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Perhaps the warriors who inflicted such devastation in the South were the
same “bridegroom” referenced by Whitman in his poem “Beat! Beat! Drums!” who
no longer had time to enjoy marital bliss due to the outbreak of the Civil War.

Beat! beat! drums!—blow! bugles! blow!

Through the windows—through doors—burst like a ruthless force,

Into the solemn church, and scatter the congregation,

Into the school where the scholar is studying,

Leave not the bridegroom quiet—no happiness must he have now with his bride,
Nor the peaceful farmer any peace, ploughing his field or gathering his grain,

So fierce you whirr and pound you drums—so shrill you bugles blow. (419)

This twenty-one line poem, first published in the September 1861 issue of
Harper’s Weekly and the New York Leader, was widely reprinted in newspapers across
the United States. In 1865, it was included in Whitman’s Drum-Taps, a collection
of poems through which he sought to capture the essence of the Civil War. The
poem opens with a forceful imperative: “Beat! beat! drums!—blow! bugles! blow!”
The repetition of this command does not signal sorrow or warning but rather
the sheer, mechanical power of war. The rhythm evokes the ceaseless motion of
industrial machinery, underscoring the poet’s belief in progress as an unstoppable
force. War, in Whitman’s view, is a mechanism that overrides all human concerns.
The bridegroom’s disruption of his marital bliss, the farmer’s abandoned plow, the
scholar’s interrupted studies, all are casualties of war’s indomitable forward motion.
Whitman seems to see this intrusion not as a tragedy but as a cleansing: an upheaval
necessary for the future of the nation.

What motivated Whitman to fervently support the Union during the Civil
War? Was it a commitment to democracy and the defense of anti-slavery efforts,
as is often assumed, or was there another driving force? Whitman is known as the
poet of American democracy, a poet who apparently accompanies men and women,
master and slave, and black and white. George Kateb, the political theorist and the
author of Utopia and Its Enemies, describes Whitman as “the greatest philosopher
of democratic culture” (545-571). But we should answer to this question that, as the
poet of American democracy, how could Whitman write these racist lines in the
Brooklyn Daily Times (6 May 1858), just three years after publishing the first version
of Leaves of Grass: “Who believes that the Whites and Blacks can ever amalgamate
in America? Or who wishes it to happen? Nature has set an impassable seal against
it. Besides, is not America for the Whites? And is it not better so? As long as the
Blacks remain here, how can they become anything like an independent and heroic
race? There is no chance for it” (Turner 705-718).

Jack Turner examines Whitman’s vision of westward expansion, arguing that
it was shaped by racial exclusion. Turner contends that while Whitman supported
universal suffrage, his writings suggest that he assumed Black people would remain
in the South and eventually disappear, much like Indigenous peoples (705-718).
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David S. Reynolds delves into the parallels between Whitman and Abraham
Lincoln, highlighting their shared views on race and slavery. Reynolds points out that
even Lincoln took a cautious stance on these issues. Reynolds notes that until the
second year of the Civil War, Lincoln held colonizationist views, believing that slaves,
once freed, should be gradually shipped out of the country. He also expressed doubts
about the successful integration of races in America. While Lincoln avoided overt
racism displayed by many of his contemporaries, he occasionally used derogatory
terms and engaged in racially insensitive jokes. Reynolds suggests that Whitman’s
views on race and slavery shared similarities with Lincoln’s. Both expressed doubt
about the successful integration of races. Reynolds observes that, in some respects,
Lincoln was more conservative than Whitman in their approaches to these issues
(165-166).

So it was not Whitman’s seemingly egalitarian tendencies, as is often
assumed, that led him to defend the Union against the Southern Confederacy.
Rather, the conflict between North and South stemmed from divergent paths of
development and conflicting economic interests: the agrarian South relied on slavery
for agricultural prosperity, while the industrializing North, much like Goethe’s Faust,
was driven by an insatiable desire for expansion and progress.* Whitman’s enthusiasm
for modernity and technological advancement led him to overlook the potential
dangers of unchecked industrialization. His support for the North during the Civil
War was rooted more in his belief in progress than in abolitionist convictions. Just
as Faust turned a blind eye to the costs of his relentless ambition, Whitman largely
ignored the calamities inflicted by the North during the war; calamities that, even
after seventy-five years, Henry Miller would recognize with a more critical eye.

Unveiling Whitman’s Blindness:

Modernity’s Challenges in Beat Literature
Whitman’s “Song of Myself” stands as a vibrant celebration of individualism, human
progress, and the unfolding power of modernity. The poet exalts “positive science,”
singing praises of technological achievements and rational thought. In particular,
Whitman extols the “exact demonstration” of scientific discoveries, with a passionate
optimism about the forward march of knowledge. Yet, paradoxically, in his embrace
of modernity, Whitman turns a blind eye to the destructive consequences that the
very same progress could unleash. Whitman’s vision of modernity in “Song of
Myself” is saturated with an unwavering belief in scientific progress and rationalism:

Endless unfolding of words of ages!

And mine a word of the modern . a word en masse.

3 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s Faust (1808), a tragic play, explores the quest for knowledge, power,
and fulfillment through the character of Faust, who makes a pact with the devil in exchange for
worldly experiences and unending ambition. Faust’s insatiable desire for progress and expansion
mirrors the industrial drive of the North during the Civil War, as both are characterized by a
relentless pursuit of advancement without fully considering the consequences.
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A word of the faith that never balks,

One time as good as another time . here or

henceforward it is all the same to me.

A word of reality . materialism first and last imbueing.

Hurrah for positive science! Long live exact demonstration!
Fetch stonecrop and mix it with cedar and branches of lilac;
This is the lexicographer or chemist . this made a

grammar of the old cartouches,

These mariners put the ship through dangerous unknown seas,
This is the geologist, and this works with the scalpel, and

this is a mathematician. (49)

In these lines, Whitman’s exuberance for technological and scientific
innovation is palpable, presenting science as a force for liberation and enlightenment.
Yet, as we delve deeper into Whitman’s life and work, we see a tension between his
celebration of progress and his refusal to confront the darker facets of modernity
that unfolded around him, particularly the civil war and its devastating effects on
humanity.

In Memoranda during the War, Whitman writes, “Future years will never
know the seething hell and the black infernal background of countless minor scenes
and interiors, (not the few great battles) of the Secession War; and it is best they
should not” (778). This passage reflects Whitman’s awareness of the traumatic human
costs of modern warfare, particularly within the military hospitals, which he terms
“interiors” While Whitman highlighted the individuality of injured or wounded
soldiers in some of his Drum-Taps poems and his notes in Memoranda during the
War, he deliberately refrained from disclosing certain crucial details that should have
been conveyed to future generations. For instance, he did not mention how field
hospitals during the Civil War transformed into laboratories for the development
of modern medicine or the instances where doctors, empowered by the hospital
institution, would sometimes perform surgeries while under the influence, leading
to fatal outcomes for their patients (Adams 54-55).

Whitman’s ambivalence toward the darker aspects of modernity becomes
clear in his portrayal of the hospital as a place of both healing and dehumanization.
In The Birth of the Clinic, Michel Foucault describes the emergence of the
hospital as a space where the human body is reduced to an object of scientific
observation. Although Whitman often praised the achievements of modern science
in lofty, celebratory terms, he largely avoided addressing how medical institutions
increasingly treated individuals as mere subjects of clinical inquiry. The Civil War,
while accelerating medical progress, did so at a staggering human cost, providing
thousands of bodies that served as material for experimentation and advancement.

In The Birth of the Clinic, Michel Foucault explores the transformation of
medical discourse in the late 18th century, highlighting how the clinic restructured
both the perception and verbalization of disease. Before the major discoveries of the
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19th century, medical knowledge changed its methods more than its fundamental
forms. The clinic, as Foucault argues, introduced a new way of organizing and
perceiving the body, marking a shift from general, abstract concepts of disease to
a more localized and detailed understanding of symptoms and their effects on the
individual. The clinic’s emergence replaced the broad medical questions of the past,
such as “What is the matter with you?” with the more precise inquiry, “Where does
it hurt?” This shift reflects a deeper change in the relationship between the body,
the disease, and the medical profession, wherein disease is no longer understood as
a general malady but as a localized, three-dimensional phenomenon tied to specific
causes and effects. Foucault underscores that the significance of the clinic lies not
just in its empirical focus but in its reorganization of medical discourse, which
allowed for a new, systematic understanding of disease (xviii- xix). This shift laid
the groundwork for the rise of modern medicine and its approach to the body as
an object of scientific analysis, a transformation that Whitman, in his enthusiastic
embrace of medical progress, failed to fully acknowledge. In The Birth of the Clinic,
Foucault discusses the silent, emerging contract between the hospital, where the
poor received treatment, and the clinic, which became a place for medical training.
He raises a critical moral issue: the patient who seeks help at the hospital, driven by
poverty, is transformed from a subject of care into an object of clinical observation.
Foucault highlights the ethical dilemma in this shift, where the patient’s body is no
longer solely for treatment but becomes a source of knowledge for the benefit of
others. The clinic’s focus on research and discovery exposed it to risk, as doctors in
hospitals were not constrained by the reputation concerns that private practitioners
faced, allowing them to experiment more freely. This transformation of hospital
aid into a site for medical experimentation fundamentally altered the relationship
between the patient and the care they received. This change in medical practice
aligns with Whitman’s celebration of the clinic’s role in modern medicine, but he
overlooked the potential exploitation of the poor in this new system. Foucault writes:

The most important moral problem raised by the idea of the clinic was the
following: by what right can one transform into an object of clinical observation
a patient whose poverty has compelled him to seek assistance at the hospital?
He had asked for help of which he was the absolute subject, insofar as it had
been conceived specifically for him; he was now required to be the object of
a gaze, indeed, a relative object, since what was being deciphered in him was

seen as contributing to a better knowledge of others. (83)

As the decades passed and modernity continued to unfold, the complexities
and contradictions of technology and progress came under sharper scrutiny. The
Beat Generation writers, who emerged in the mid-twentieth century, offered
a profound critique of the very technological advancements that Whitman had
hailed as the markers of human progress. While they celebrated some of modernity’s
achievements, such as transportation systems and the ability to traverse roads
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and highways, the Beats also voiced deep reservations about the consequences of
unchecked technological growth and the social control it enabled.

For writers like Jack Kerouac, technology was not merely a symbol of
freedom; it was also a tool for potential domination. In his dystopian short story
cityCityCITY, Kerouac imagines a future in which a technocratic elite uses technology
to manipulate and control a subjugated population (129-134). Similarly, William S.
Burroughs’ Naked Lunch paints a chilling portrait of a world governed by technology
and state-sanctioned control. In one of its most chilling scenes, Burroughs introduces
Doctor “Fingers” Schafer, who envisions a future where the human nervous system
is reduced to mechanical components: “Gentlemen, the human nervous system can
be reduced to a compact and abbreviated spinal column ... I give you my Master
Work: The Complete All American De-Anxietized Man” (87).

In these narratives, the potential for technology to act as a dehumanizing
force is laid bare. Whereas Whitman had viewed scientific and technological progress
as a beacon of human achievement, the Beats recognized that it also posed a serious
threat to individuality, autonomy, and basic human rights.

Allen Ginsberg, in “Howl,” captured this disillusionment with modernity,
especially as it intersected with technology. Ginsberg’s portrayal of Moloch,
a monstrous, machine-like figure, symbolizes the destructive power of modern
technology. Moloch represents the dehumanizing force of industrialization and
technological growth, a threat Whitman could not have foreseen. In Ginsberg’s
vision, technology was not a liberating force but a harbinger of barbarism (Ginsberg).
This critique of modern technology is echoed in Amiri Baraka’s Somebody Blew
Up America, which uses the lens of technology to comment on the violence and
terrorism of the post-9/11 era, further expanding the critique of technology’s darker
side (Baraka).

While Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, in their book Dialectic of
Enlightenment (1944), pinpointed the issues that Whitman overlooked, they argued
that the exaltation of reason by 18th-century Enlightenment thinkers, coupled
with technological advancements, gave rise to oppressive and inhumane forms of
governance. According to Adorno and Horkheimer, the Enlightenment’s celebration
of reason and instrumental rationality had inadvertently become instrumentalized
itself, leading to the domination and manipulation of nature, society, and individuals.
In essence, the suppression of nature and its subjugation by humanity eventually
led to the suppression of humanity itself and its subjugation by fellow humans.
While Whitman’s mention of “positive science” carries a broader and potentially
more ambiguous meaning than “positivism,” his optimistic and one-sided stance
toward modernism and technological development is exactly what Adorno and
Horkheimer criticize. According to the authors of Dialectic of Enlightenment, the
concepts of myth and positivism share a common origin rooted in the human desire
to explain and exert control over the world. Positivism, similar to myth, perceives
reality as governed by fixed mathematical laws, disregarding the significance of
abstract concepts.
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This concern with the darker consequences of modernity is also central to
the work of Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno in Dialectic of Enlightenment.
These thinkers critiqued the optimistic faith in reason and technological progress,
which can be seen as similar to the ideals embodied by Whitman. While Adorno
and Horkheimer did not directly address Whitman, their critique resonates with
the mythic perception of science and progress that Whitman held. According to
Adorno and Horkheimer, the Enlightenment’s reverence for reason and instrumental
rationality paradoxically led to the creation of oppressive and inhumane systems
of control. Technology, they argued, had not been the liberating force Whitman
imagined, but had instead been turned against humanity. They claimed that the
celebration of “positive science” resulted in the domination of nature and, ultimately,
the subjugation of humanity itself. As they write: “Magic like science is concerned
with ends .... The ‘unshakable confidence in the possibility of controlling the world’
which Freud anachronistically attributes to magic applies only to the more realistic
form of world domination achieved by the greater astuteness of science” (7).

Whitman’s unshakeable belief in technology’s potential for control aligns
closely with this critique, even if he was unaware of its potentially oppressive
implications. His mythologizing of science and technological progress bears a
striking resemblance to the “magic” that Horkheimer and Adorno describe—an
uncritical belief in human ability to master and control the world, no matter the
consequences.

Burroughs, who would later be hailed for his prophetic insights into the
dangers of technology, shared a similar concern. In Naked Lunch, he describes
American society’s obsession with control: “Americans have a special horror of
giving up control, of letting things happen in their own way without interference.
They would like to jump down into their stomachs and digest the food and shovel
the shit out” (107).

For Burroughs, technology represented a deep-seated desire for control
over every aspect of existence, an impulse that Whitman had romanticized but
which Burroughs recognized as a pathway to dehumanization. Whereas Whitman
saw technology as a liberating force, Burroughs acknowledged its darker, more
oppressive potential. He recognized that the very technological systems that
promised to improve life could also be used to constrain and control.

The parallels between Burroughs” work and Whitman’s earlier, utopian
view of technological progress are stark. Where Whitman saw science as a force
for liberation, Burroughs saw it as part of an all-encompassing system of control,
one that threatened to eradicate humanity’s most basic freedoms. The difference
between Whitman’s mythologizing of modernity and Burroughs’ critique highlights
the profound shift in literary and philosophical attitudes toward technology and
progress over the course of a century.

Ultimately, while Whitman’s Leaves of Grass embodies the optimism of a
newly industrialized world, it also reveals the limitations of his vision, particularly
in its failure to confront the potential harms of unchecked technological growth.
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In contrast, the Beat Generation writers, through works that critique technology’s
darker side, provide a more nuanced and complex understanding of modernity.
They were able to see that the promise of progress could quickly turn into a force of
oppression, as the very technologies Whitman celebrated became tools of control
and dehumanization. Thus, while Whitman’s blind optimism about science and
progress reflects the era in which he lived, the Beat Generation’s more cautious,
critical stance reveals the challenges that modernity posed not only to the individual
but to the very fabric of society itself.

Some Supplements for Whitman and the Transcendentalists

Whereas the Transcendentalists viewed the natural world as the ultimate source
of truth and insight, Whitman’s poetic vision was more aligned with a dynamic,
evolving America, one increasingly shaped by industrial forces and technological
advancements. Unlike Emerson and Thoreau, who saw nature as the foundation of
personal and philosophical enlightenment, Whitman embraced the rapidly changing
landscape of modernity, celebrating industrial progress as a defining aspect of
American identity. His poetry reflects a belief that technology and mechanization
were not merely tools of efficiency but vital expressions of human potential, offering
anew kind of spiritual transcendence—one rooted not in nature, but in the collective
energy of modern life.

For Whitman, progress was an essential force, inseparable from the
democratic spirit of the United States. He viewed industrialization as a unifying
element, fostering opportunity and individual freedom. However, in doing so,
he often overlooked the darker consequences of that same progress, including
the dehumanizing effects of mechanization, the alienation of workers, and the
environmental toll of unchecked expansion. His celebration of technology,
particularly in poems like “Passage to India,” exemplifies his belief that engineering
marvels such as the Suez Canal and transcontinental railroads were embodiments of
human ingenuity and the boundless potential of democracy. Yet, in idealizing these
achievements, he failed to address the exploitative labor conditions and imperialistic
underpinnings that accompanied such projects.

Whitman’s vision of democracy differed from the liberal democratic ideals
associated with equal rights and social justice. Instead, he conceptualized democracy
as an individual’s full participation in the modern, industrialized world. This notion
placed emphasis on action, movement, and progress, rather than structural equality
or the rectification of systemic injustices. In his exaltation of the mechanized world,
Whitman aligned himself more closely with the ideology of American expansionism
than with the egalitarian principles of his Transcendentalist predecessors. His poetry
suggests that through work and participation in the industrial machine, individuals
could achieve a sense of fulfillment and self-actualization. However, this perspective
largely ignored the realities of exploitation, class struggle, and the environmental
degradation that accompanied rapid industrialization.
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Whitman’s perspective can be examined through Paul de Man’s theory
of blindness and insight, which posits that any celebration of an idea inevitably
involves an inability to perceive its contradictions.* Whitman’s great insight lay in
his ability to recognize the transformative power of modernity, but his blindness was
his failure to see the suffering and alienation it produced. He equated technological
advancement with progress and democracy, assuming that the march of industry
would lead to greater freedom. However, this perspective ignored the oppressive
mechanisms embedded within industrial capitalism, including the commodification
of human labor and the reduction of individuals to mere cogs in a vast economic
machine. Whitman’s optimism about modernity, therefore, reflected an incomplete
vision, one that required later writers to fill in the gaps and confront the darker
consequences of technological advancement.

The Beat Generation writers of the mid-20th century emerged as a direct
counterpoint to Whitman’s vision of modernity. Figures such as Jack Kerouac, Allen
Ginsberg, and William S. Burroughs saw industrial progress not as an instrument
of liberation, but as a force of alienation and control. Where Whitman found
transcendence in the rhythm of machines and the expansion of cities, the Beats
sought escape from the dehumanizing effects of industrial society. Their works
emphasize themes of spiritual searching, resistance to societal norms, and a rejection
of the mechanized world. Ginsberg’s “Howl,” for instance, paints a grim picture of
industrial America, exposing the suffering of those crushed under the weight of
economic and social expectations. In contrast to Whitman’s celebration of progress,
the Beats questioned whether technological advancement truly equated to human
fulfillment.

This dialectic between Whitman and the Beats can be understood through
Jacques Derrida’s concept of the supplement. In Derrida’s framework, a supplement
both completes and undermines the thing it supplements, revealing its inherent
insufficiencies. Just as Whitman supplemented the Transcendentalists by embracing
modernity rather than retreating into nature, the Beats supplemented Whitman
by exposing the contradictions within his optimism. Their work does not simply
reject Whitman’s vision but expands upon it, showing that progress is not inherently
liberating and that industrialization can serve as a tool of both empowerment and
oppression. The Beats’ critique of modernity functions as a necessary addition
to Whitman’s narrative, challenging his uncritical celebration of technology and
offering a more nuanced understanding of progress.

Robert Bernasconi’s exploration of Derrida’s “logic of supplementarity”
further illuminates this dynamic. Derrida, drawing on Rousseau, demonstrates
how Western philosophical traditions rely on binary oppositions, such as speech
versus writing, while simultaneously undermining them (Bernasconi 19-22). The
supplement, in this context, is not merely an addition but an indication of something
already lacking in the original. Whitman’s poetry, though seemingly self-sufficient in
its praise of modernity, contains within it an absence, a failure to fully grapple with

4 For further study, see de Man.
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the costs of progress. The Beats’ response to Whitman serves as this supplement,
revealing the gaps in his vision and challenging his assumption that technological
advancements automatically lead to human liberation.

Whitman’s legacy, then, is one of both insight and limitation. He broke from
the Transcendentalists by embracing industrial progress, but he failed to anticipate
the full scope of its consequences. The Beat Generation, in turn, engaged with
his work dialectically, both drawing from and resisting his vision. This ongoing
conversation between literary movements underscores the complexities of progress,
demonstrating that every celebration of an ideal comes with an inherent blindness
to its contradictions. Whitman’s work remains a foundational text in American
literature, not because it provides definitive answers, but because it opens the door
for ongoing critical engagement. His vision of modernity, though incomplete, serves
as an essential point of departure for later writers who sought to interrogate and
expand upon his insights.

Ultimately, Whitman’s faith in progress was as much an act of optimism
as it was an act of omission. While he saw modernity as a force for good, he
overlooked the ways in which it could also function as a mechanism of control
and disenfranchisement. The Beat Generation, acting as his supplement, exposed
these limitations, offering a counter-narrative that balanced admiration for human
ingenuity with a recognition of its potential dangers. In doing so, they continued
the critical tradition that Whitman himself helped to establish, ensuring that the
conversation on progress, technology, and human freedom remains an evolving
discourse.
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Abstract: In the face of the ecological crises brought about by the Anthropocene, restoring the
rights of wild nature has become a moral and political imperative. This study explores how,
through an ecocritical lens, both Henry David Thoreau and Gary Snyder urge a collective awak-
ening of environmental consciousness among their fellow Americans. Drawing on the foun-
dational notions of “wild,” “wilderness,” and “wildness,” the two authors develop a coherent
eco-philosophy that transcends literary boundaries and enters the realm of environmental activ-
ism. Their writings laid the groundwork for influential movements such as bioregionalism and
Deep Ecology, emphasizing a deep, spiritual, and political connection to the natural world. By
adopting a radical stance toward the defense of ecosystems, Thoreau and Snyder challenge mod-
ern exploitative relationships with the environment and advocate a return to more harmonious,
localized, and respectful modes of inhabiting the Earth. Their vision resonates with today’s ur-
gent environmental concerns and continues to inform 21st-century ecological literature and po-
litical thought. This paper argues that Thoreau’s legacy, reinterpreted and amplified by Snyder,
remains crucial to rethinking the human-nature relationship in the current context of ecological
collapse. In doing so, it underscores the enduring power of literature as a tool for ecological
awareness and resistance.
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Introduction

Nature can be divided into three categories of language and materiality: the wild,
wilderness and wildness. These three categories refer to a specifically American
reality as Snyder tells nature writer Jim Harrison in their dialogue The Etiquette of
Freedom:

I want to say something about this conversation we're having. It’s a very North
American conversation. This is not something you can talk about in this way
anymore in Europe or Asia, because they are too humanized, too urbanized,
too agrarianized; there’s not enough habitat, not enough wildlife, not enough

people left that are engaged with interacting with other creatures. (58)
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America is a continent of choice for articulating these concepts in the age of the
Anthropocene. This neologism designates a new geological epoch that starts when
human impact on geology and ecosystems became significant in the context of
Earth’s history. Although there is no consensus over its beginning—or even its
very existence—in the scientific community, environmental studies have been
using it extensively when referring to humanity’s negative impact on wild nature
and wildlife. With the natural world seemingly coming to an end in their own
times, transcendentalist Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862) and Beat author Gary
Snyder (1930-) have extensively mused about the notions of the wild, wildness
and wilderness in their non-fiction works. Although the nature experienced and
described by the two authors is evidently quite different as many years separate
them, Snyder explicitly acknowledges the influence of Thoreau on his thinking
in The Practice of the Wild: “Useful, demanding, and friendly elders are available
to us [in a library]—I think of Bartolomé de las Casas, Baruch Spinoza, Henry
David Thoreau” (67). There is both continuity and points of contention between
these two foremost figures in the American ecological literary movement. We shall
examine their work through an ecocritical lens and wonder how they negotiate
their tenacious awareness for respect of the natural world and their witnessing
of humanity’s tendency to separate itself from the wild. Defining ecopoetics and
ecocriticism, Michel Collot elucidates in “Ecocritique vs écopoétique?”: “Both focus
on the representations of the relationship between humans and nature, but eco-
criticism primarily seeks to uncover, and often denounce, their ideological and
political implications” (3).! Our ecocritic discussion about the preservation of the
American wild in the Anthropocence shall begin with interrogating Thoreau’s and
Snyder’s definitions of the wild, wilderness and wildness. Then, we shall examine
the assessment these authors make of the state of wild nature. And finally, we will
look at what literature and philosophy can do to preserve wild nature.

The Three Aspects of American Nature

In the Western tradition, and more specifically in North America, the wild has
mainly born negative connotations. Going against the grain, Thoreau and Snyder
separate themselves from this conception of the Wild as an entity that inspires fear.
In “Walking,” Thoreau rewords a line from Ben Johnson to read: “How near to good
is what is wild!” (Collected Essays 240). The wild bears ethical and moral meaning;
the author summarizes: “In short, all good things are wild and free” (Collected Essays
246). For his part, Snyder remarks in The Practice of the Wild that “the idea of
the ‘wild’ in civilized societies ... is often associated with unruliness, disorder, and
violence” (5). The author does not only reflect on the etymology of the term, he
also reworks the definition of the Oxford English Dictionary to qualify the wild
from a less anthropocentric point of view. Thus, he replaces definitions such as
“Of animals—not tame, undomesticated, unruly. / Of plants—not cultivated. / Of

1 My translation.
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land—uninhabited, uncultivated” (9) by: “Of animals—free agents, each with its
own endowments, living within natural systems. / Of plants—self-propagating, self-
maintaining, flourishing in accord with innate qualities. / Of land—a place where
the original and potential vegetation and fauna are intact and in full interaction
and the landforms are entirely the result of nonhuman forces. Pristine” (10). These
positive meanings show a powerful emphasis on what constitutes the wild as an
autonomous and self-sufficient force. But the wild is not a stable, eternal force, it
“refers to process—a process that has been going on for eons” (23), Snyder tells Jim
Harrison in The Etiquette of Freedom. By contrast, the second category of nature—
wilderness—“is simply topos—it is areas where the process is dominant ... [so]
one of the terms I find myself using more now is the term ‘working landscapes, to
be distinguished from the idea of totally pristine wilderness landscapes .... [T]he
presence of human beings does not negate wilderness. It’s a matter of how much
wildness as process is left intact” (23-24).

To put it differently, wilderness is the place where the quality of wildness
can be found. In Ecocriticism, Greg Garrad sketches wilderness as “a construction
mobilized to protect particular habitats and species, and is seen as a place for the
reinvigoration of those tired of the moral and material pollution of the city” (66).
Wilderness is a space for both environmental protection and personal renewal. As
Lawrence Buell clarifies in The Future of Environmental Criticism: “Wildness and
wilderness can be used synonymously ... But wilderness literally refers to a spatial
area, whereas wildness is a term of quality rather than location” (148). So what
exactly is wildness and how is it connected to civilization?

“[I]n Wildness is the preservation of the World. Every tree sends its fibers
forth in search of the Wild .... From the forest and wilderness come the tonics and
barks which brace mankind” (Thoreau, Collected Essays 239). In this oft quoted
line from “Walking,” Thoreau appears to believe that civilization and the wild have
become two separate entities that absolutely contradict each other, at the same time
complementing one another. According to this romantic conception, wildness is
everything civilization is not as he writes at the very beginning of his essay: “I wish
to speak a word for Nature, for absolute Freedom and Wildness, as contrasted with
a freedom and culture merely civil,—to regard man as an inhabitant, or a part and
parcel of Nature, rather than a member of society” (Collected Essays 225). Thoreau
opposes wild nature and civilization as being deeply incompatible, the former being
the seat of total freedom, while the latter signifies the enslavement of humanity:
“Life consists with wildness. The most alive is the wildest. Not yet subdued to man,
its presence refreshes him” (Collected Essays 240). According to Lawrence Buell in
The Future of Environmental Criticism, we need to bear in mind that “Thoreau is
often misremembered as having written ‘wilderness, but his primary interest was
not in wilderness as such but in discovering and honoring the evidence of the wild
near at home” (149).

According to Thoreau, civilization can regenerate only through contact with
the wild. The future of the over-civilized human soul lies in wildness. In Wilderness
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and the American Mind, Roderick Nash analyses Thoreau’s position: “Unlike many
Romantic contemporaries, Thoreau was not satisfied merely to announce his passion
for wilderness. He wanted to understand its value” (88). It is to nature that humanity
must turn to ensure its material and spiritual future. In an apparent paradox, Thoreau
continues in “Walking” by asserting that one needs to go back to more primitive
times to imagine what pre-civilized humanity could have been like: “I believe in the
forest, and in the meadow, and in the night in which the corn grows. We require
an infusion of hemlock-spruce or arbor-vitae in our tea” (Collected Essays 239).
Wild nature is the source of humanity’s rejuvenation as it is where we truly belong
and can thrive. Before society and human laws, humans are an inherent part of
nature, from which we originate and to which we must ultimately return. In Walden,
Thoreau explains that we were connected to wildness when we were children, but
this intimate connection has been lost over time: “Who does not remember the
interest with which when young he looked at shelving rocks, or any approach to
a cave? It was the natural yearning of that portion of our most primitive ancestor
which still survived in us .... At last, ... our lives are domestic in more senses than
we think” (A Week on the Concord 345).

In a perspective that echoes Rousseau’s theory of the “noble savage,” Thoreau
argues that as we grow up, we lose the free-spirited nature we once had. He suggests
that living, walking, and losing oneself in the wild helps gain a healthy critical
perspective on the civilized world we typically inhabit: “[N]ot till we are completely
lost, or turned round, ... do we appreciate the vastness and strangeness of Nature
.... Not till we are lost, in other words not till we have lost the world, do we begin
to find ourselves, and realize where we are and the infinite extent of our relations”
(A Week on the Concord 459). We must recognize our place in the natural world by
detaching from our civilized routines. Only by stepping away from our daily habits
can we learn from the wild nature around us and within ourselves.

In Walden, Thoreau calls out to his neighbors so they would experiment
for themselves this situation of uncertainty and disorientation in order to connect
to their wild environment: “Our village life would stagnate if it were not for the
unexplored forests and meadows which surround it. We need the tonic of wildness
.... We can never have enough of Nature” (A Week on the Concord 575). The spiritual
salvation of the village is dependent to its connection with the Wild. This “tonic of
wilderness” is “an antidote to hypercivilization” (149) as Buell puts it in The Future of
Environmental Ecocriticism. The remedy is available to anyone willing to reconnect
with their wild nature. To preserve and enrich their civilization, urban dwellers need
to experience the revitalizing power of the Wild. The relationship with the ever-
changing wild is continuous, vital, and insatiable, as humanity requires constant
contact with it to nourish both mind and body.

Conversely, Snyder asks in The Practice of the Wild: “Where do we start
to resolve the dichotomy of the civilized and the wild?” (16). His interpretation of
Thoreau’s stances in “Walking” conveys a vision of wildness as being at one with
civilization; slightly misquoting Thoreau in The Practice of the Wild, he declares:
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Thoreau says ‘give me a wildness no civilization can endure. That’s clearly not
difficult to find. It is harder to imagine a civilization that wildness can endure,
yet this is just what we must try to do. Wildness is not just the ‘preservation
of the world, it is the world. . . . We need a civilization that can live fully and
creatively together with wildness. We must start growing it right here, in the
New World. (6)*

Building on Thoreau’s quote, Snyder notes that human societies have historically
exploited the wild, damaging entire ecosystems. His goal is to preserve the wild for
humanity’s well-being and establish a balanced, symbiotic relationship between
humans and nature in the USA.

Snyder goes beyond Thoreau by asserting that wildness exists everywhere,
and no amount of civilization can erase it. He believes that humanity and nature
have always coexisted since the beginning of life on Earth. In The Practice of the
Wild, he reflects that: “[i]t has always been part of basic human experience to live in
a culture of wilderness. There has been no wilderness without some kind of human
presence for several hundred thousand years” (7). This unity of the whole within
the whole is the high point of his conception of nature. The natural world is pure
interconnectedness as it relies on constant interactions between its elements: “Roots,
stems, and branches are all equally scratchy. No hierarchy, no equality .... No wild
and tame, no bound or free, no natural and artificial. Each totally its own frail self.
Even though connected all which ways; even because connected all which ways” (110).
Thus, according to Snyder, we are fundamentally beings of nature. There is no duality
between nature and human civilization; our bodies, our spirits and the wild are one
and the same. In every aspect of our being, we are wild. He boldly asserts: “Our bodies
are wild .... The body is, so to speak, in the mind. They are both wild” (18). Snyder
highlights the historical conflict between human societies and the wild, marked by
exploitation and destruction of ecosystems. However, humanity in North America
has lost touch with this perspective and seems to have declared war to the Wild.

American Civilization at War with Wild Nature

The Anthropocene is the latest period of the Quaternary, succeeding the Holocene,
and is distinguished by the impact of human activity on the planet. The assessment
of the damage caused to nature in the Anthropocene is overwhelming. As Timothy
Clark phrases it in The Value of Ecocriticism:

It is now widely acknowledged that human actions have, inadvertently, already
triggered a profound and irreversible change in the operations of the Earth
system. Old words such as spring, wilderness, wildlife, nature, the ocean -
none of these now have the same literal referent as a hundred years ago, and

their cultural resonance must be conceded as having drastically changed (11).

2 The original quote reads: “Give me a wildness whose glance no civilization can endure” (240).
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The impact of human actions on the planet’s well-being is indisputably
observable everywhere and Snyder is outraged that most people do not react to the
extent of the damage caused by humanity; he elaborates in The Practice of the Wild.:

Defend all of these plants, bugs, and animals equally? Little invertebrates that
have never been seen in a zoo or a wildlife magazine? Species that are but a
hair away from one another? It isn’t just a case of unique lineages but the lives
of overall ecosystems . . . that are at stake. . . . The scale of loss is beyond any

measure the planet has ever known” (188-189).

Time is of the essence; the situation is catastrophic since ecosystems themselves
function as interconnected, living entities, where the loss of one species can have a
ripple effect on the entire system. By contrast, “there is no end in view to birth for
humans. The world’s human population has doubled since mid-century to over five
billion. It will be eight and a half billion by 2025” (189). For Snyder, it is clear that
humans are the primary culprits, and that they reproduce at the expense of other
terrestrial species.

During Thoreau’s time, the rise of capitalism and the early stages of the
Industrial Revolution were already harming America’s wild nature, which deeply
saddened him. In Walden, although he celebrates the relative preservation of
Walden’s shores, Thoreau acknowledges that the landscape will never return to its
original state due to human impact: “Since the woodcutters, and the railroad, and
I myself have profaned Walden, perhaps ... the gem of the woods, is White Pond”
(A Week on the Concord 480). The verb “profane” reflects humanity’s desecration of
nature, which Thoreau views as sacred. He mourns the loss of Walden Lake’s purity,
lamenting its transformation due to human encroachment. The deforestation and
desertification of certain wooded areas are the result of ruthless capitalistic interests.
Snyder offers a more direct analysis of the situation than Thoreau; he expresses his
indignation in The Practice of the Wild:

[O]ur conservationist environmentalist-moral outrage is often ... aimed at the
logger or the rancher, when the real power is in the hands of people who make
unimaginably larger sums of money, people impeccably groomed, excellently
educated at the best universities ... eating fine foods and reading classy literature,

while orchestrating the investment and legislation that ruin the world. (127)

There is no point in blaming the hand that holds the axe; instead, we must
address the broader socio-economic system that exploits nature for the benefit of
the wealthy. Motivated by profit, humanity disrupts the continuity of time and views
nature merely as a resource. He testifies and expresses his grief: “On one occasion
a Cat went to the landing pulling only one log ... I know now that the tree had been
close to being of record size. The largest Ponderosa Pine in the world” (134). The
author asks this rhetorical question, tinged with thoughtful sadness: “How could



Snyder in Ecocritic Conversations with Thoreau about the Wild, Wildness and Wilderness 73

one not regret seeing such a massive tree go out for lumber? It was an elder, a being
of great presence, a witness to the centuries” (134). The tree symbolizes wisdom and
longevity, almost personified as a “being” and a “witness.” The author mourns its
loss, feeling that humanity will struggle to understand its existence without it. This
reverence for the tree reflects a broader view of the forest as a sacred place, not just
a resource, offering a link to ancestral wisdom.

For Snyder, as for Thoreau, maintaining a relationship with trees requires
drawing on memory, which plays a central role in connecting life’s moments with the
elements of the world. In Walden, Thoreau remembers about the natural elements
of Concord, Massachusetts: “When I was four years old, as I well remember, I was
brought from Boston to this my native town, through these very woods and this
field, to the pond. It is one of the oldest scenes stamped on my memory” (A Week on
the Concord 446). The author reflects on a memorable moment of connection with
nature, one of his oldest memories. His musings on time and memory convey nature’s
timelessness. Through both his childhood and adult perspectives, he perceives the
lake and the environmental awareness it fosters. Thoreau is the privileged witness
to what other humans are doing to that which is—in a sense—his lake: “But since I
left those shores the woodchoppers have still further laid them waste, and now for
many a year there will be no more rambling through the aisles of the wood, with
occasional vistas through which you see the water” (A Week on the Concord 476).
Thoreau mourns the loss of wild nature disappearing under the blows of human
aggression; this nature, so precious is being squandered before his eyes.

Yet, humanity forgets to pay tribute to the venerable nature of these plant
beings and who allows itself to end their lives for superficial and petty reasons. In
The Maine Woods, Thoreau describes the establishment in two villages of sawmills
along the waters of the Penobscot. He thus paints a portrait of how this industry
contributes to the deforestation of the area: “Within a dozen miles of Bangor we passed
through the villages of Stillwater and Oldtown, built at the falls of the Penobscot;
which furnish the principal power by which the Maine woods are converted into
lumber. The mills are built directly over and across the river. Here is a close jam, a
hard rub, at all seasons; and then the ... tree ... becomes lumber merely” (A Week on
the Concord 594). Sawmills are shown as destructive machines that consume trees
and produce uniform products. Thoreau is dismayed by the sight of majestic white
pines being destroyed to become planks or matchsticks. He notes that in fulfilling
their needs, people often commit brutal acts against nature, disregarding any moral
considerations. Humanity appears brutish, cruel, and selfish: “The mission of men
there seems to be, like so many busy demons, to drive the forest all out of the country,
from every solitary beaver-swamp and mountain-side, as soon as possible” (A Week
on the Concord 595). Moreover, trees are also exploited to build dams, which causes
a long list of problems:

They have thus dammed all the larger lakes, raising their broad surfaces many

feet; ... thus turning the forces of nature against herself, that they might float
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their spoils out of the country. They rapidly run out of these immense forests
all the finer, and more accessible pine timber .... In many parts, only these dams
remain .... Think how much land they have flowed, without asking Nature‘s
leave! (A Week on the Concord 768)

Water levels are increasing, forests are being ravaged, and certain areas are submerged.
Deforestation is a scourge that not only leads to the demise of vegetation but also
to that of animal species.

If trees are the first plant victims of the landscape, animals also suffer from
human exploitation. We are not talking about animals as individuals here, but as a
species integrated into a whole, as they belong to an ecosystem. Thoreau condemns
the ecological impact of human activities on rivers and fish populations in A Week
on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers. On the subject of lampreys, he writes: “They
are rarely seen in our waters at present, on account of the dams, though they are
taken in great quantities at the mouth of the river in Lowell” (A Week on the Concord
28). Some species of fish are disappearing from their natural habitat due to human
intervention and the dam’s harmful impact on the migration of certain species:
“Salmon, Shad, and Alewives were formerly abundant here, ... until the dam, and
afterward the canal at Billerica, and the factories at Lowell, put an end to their
migrations hitherward” (A Week on the Concord 28-29). Humanity’s insatiable
appetite for destruction causes the annihilation of other living beings. Already in
the mid-19'" century, entire animal species were endangered due to human insatiable
intervention.

Snyder, on his side, paints a bleak picture of the state of the world’s animal
species in The Practice of the Wild that includes all sorts of animals: “[T]he realms
of caribou and elk, elephant and rhinoceros, orca and walrus, are shrinking day
by day. Creatures who have traveled with us through the ages are now apparently
doomed, as their habitat ... falls before the slow-motion explosion of expanding
world economies” (4-5). Humanity has become the executioner of all other species
living on planet Earth. All kinds of species and ecosystems are under threat. The
author’s findings are overwhelming: “The extinction of a species, each one a pilgrim
of four billion years of evolution, is an irreversible loss. The ending of the lines of
so many creatures with whom we have traveled this far is an occasion of profound
sorrow and grief” (188). Certain animals and their environments as we know them
today will soon be a distant memory. The author seems distrustful about the state
of the planet. The age of the Anthropocene is definitely upon us and humanity has
modified the natural environment for the worst in every possible way. And yet,
neither Thoreau nor Snyder accepts giving up fighting for the Wild.

The Rights of Bioregions

Snyder and Thoreau’s passion for exploring the natural world led them to become
writers dedicated to preserving wilderness. Both are avid walkers, deeply connected
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to the materiality of nature. According to Thoreau, walking into the wild, far away
from the village and from politics, isn’t a retreat; in “Walking,” he calls it a “crusade”
(Collected Essays 225). It “has nothing in it akin to taking exercise” (Collected Essays
228) and not only allows us to know the natural world we live in but also puts us on
the path of a spiritual quest, as it enables us to intimately know ourselves. The author
emphasizes freedom and detachment, suggesting that to fully experience a walk, one
must be free from earthly ties. He believes that connecting with nature is vital for
his mental and physical well-being, providing a rejuvenating power: “I think that I
cannot preserve my health and spirits, unless I spend four hours a day at least—and
it is commonly more than that—sauntering through the woods and over the hills
and fields, absolutely free from all worldly engagements” (Collected Essays 227).
He supports an unhurried approach to life though “sauntering,” suggesting that he
finds more value in the quality of his time spent in nature rather than the quantity
or productivity of his actions. Snyder subscribes to this thoreauvian view and asserts
in The Practice of the Wild: “Walking is the great adventure, the first meditation, a
practice of heartiness and soul primary to humankind. Walking is the exact balance
of spirit and humility” (19). Walking in the wild is a natural, introspective activity
that provides vitality and strength. For both Thoreau and Snyder, it is a holistic
practice that connects body and soul, uplifting and grounding the walker.
Through personal experience, these two authors have acquired an intimate
knowledge not only of nature in general, as an abstract notion, but of their immediate
natural surroundings. Thoreau’s writing engages with local places mainly focusing
on the woods of Massachusetts, while Snyder’s primarily deals with the Sierra
Nevada range of northern California. Both authors’ viewpoints are deeply rooted in
the natural world they have lived in, abundantly explored, and profusely described.
In The Practice of the Wild, Snyder refers to Thoreau’s “Walking” and reminds
his readers that “Thoreau says ... that an area twenty miles in diameter will be
enough to occupy a lifetime of close exploration on foot—you will never exhaust
its details” (29). This idea that there is an infinity of things to be learnt from a place
makes us ponder over the importance of natural spaces in themselves, beyond the
modifications made by humans. Lawrence Buell comments about Thoreau’s habits
of taking walks in the Wilderness in Henry David Thoreau: “By a paradoxical logic
... as Thoreau’s familiarity with the surrounding landscape grew, so did ... the sense
of inexhaustible possibilities for discovery always in store” (11). Snyder’s reflection
on Thoreau’s quotation allows him to introduce a key concept in his vision of
humanity’s relationship with the natural world in The Practice of the Wild: “Regions
seen according to natural criteria are sometimes called bioregions” (30). Snyder
explores the idea that wilderness is not a distant or remote concept but something
inherently close to us, even if it may require effort to access and a departure from
the comforts and ease of daily life: “Every region has its wilderness” (30). He
highlights the importance of understanding and connecting with nature in a specific,
informed, and experiential way. Parting from James Lovelock’s Gaia hypothesis
which Lawrence Buell characterizes as “free-floating sentimentalism” (83) in The
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Future of Environmental Criticism, he explains that true environmental awareness
requires a deeper, more grounded approach: “Bioregional awareness teaches us in
specific ways. It is not enough just to ‘love nature’ or to want to ‘be in harmony
with Gaia. Our relation to the natural world takes place in a place, and it must be
grounded in information and experience” (42). Place-based knowledge is crucial for
understanding the local environment and human-nature connections. Bioregional
awareness involves active engagement with the land to foster a sustainable and
respectful relationship with nature.

Snyder laments the loss of connection with regions shaped by wild nature
rather than humans. In The Practice of the Wild, he criticizes artificial political
boundaries that disrupt natural ecosystems and ethnic territories: “[The] imposed
borders sometimes cut across biotic areas and ethnic zones alike. Inhabitants lost
ecological knowledge and community solidarity” (40). Borders divide ecological
and cultural regions, disrupting traditional knowledge and weakening community
ties. In The Practice of the Wild, he calls his fellow American citizens to reflect on
what “being inhabitory, being place-based” (27) means to them as they are growing
more and more disengaged from a sense of deep, rooted connection and belonging
to a specific land, a “home place” (27). In The Future of Environmental Ecocriticism,
Lawrence Buell observes that “Snyder knows that the point of thinking bioregionally
is not literally to redraw state or national boundaries but, ... to provoke within and
against ingrained grid-think keeners attention to how interaction with topography,
climate, and non-human life directs not only how people ought to live but also
the way they do live without realizing it” (84). Snyder challenges conventional
boundaries by emphasizing how interactions with land, climate, and non-human
life shape human existence. He encourages humanity to reconsider how it lives,
both consciously and unconsciously, and advocates for re-inhabiting wild nature.
Lawrence Buell suggests the following definition for “reinhabitation” in Writing for
an Endangered World.:

[It] express[s] the goal of mutual renewal implicit in a dedication to ecocultural
understanding and restoration. Advocates and practitioners of reinhabitation
... start from the premise that not only has environment been abused, aspiring
reinhabitors have themselves been wounded by displacement and ecological

illiteracy so that they must (re)learn what it means to be ‘native’ to a place. (84)

Reinhabitation involves relearning to reconnect deeply with the land, restoring a
lost bond caused by environmental degradation and disconnection from ecosystems.

Through their work, Thoreau in the mid-1800s and Snyder in the 1970s both
advocate a bio- or eco-centric view of (what came to be known as) an ecology that
refuses anthropocentrism. In this sense, they are both environmentalists. Nature
should never be a commodity according to Snyder and Thoreau; a proto-ecologist,
this latter promotes the protection of wildlife in “Walking:” “To preserve wild animals
implies generally the creation of a forest for them to dwell in or resort to” (Collected
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Essays 242). Natural beings have value in themselves, independently from humanity’s
anthropocentric criteria, and should not be subjected or transformed. In this regard,
Roderick Nash notes in The Rights of Nature: “Although he did not use the term, an
environmental ethic sprang from Thoreau’s expanded community consciousness”
(37). Roderick Nash also interprets: “While Thoreau avoided the word ‘rights, his
association of abused nature with abused people placed him squarely in the path
that the new environmentalists would later follow” (37). According to Snyder, it is
vital that we strive to defend wildness for the sake of all living creatures, humans
and non-humans alike. In The Rights of Nature, Roderick Nash elaborates on the
idea that he also is strongly attached to the notion of right when it comes to both
wild nature and humanity: “Snyder explicitly applied natural-rights liberalism to
the human relationship with nature. He identified nature as an oppressed minority
whose rights civilization violated” (115). That is the reason why, in The Practice of
the Wild, Snyder asserts our need for recognizing our connection to the land and
understanding our place within the larger ecological and temporal context: “[W]e
must consciously fully accept and recognize that this is where we live and grasp the
fact that our descendants will be here for millennia to come. Then we must honor
this lands great antiquity ... and work to hand it on to the children (of all beings) of
the future with its biodiversity and health intact” (44). The author calls for a shift in
how we view our relationship with the land, urging recognition of its intrinsic value
and a long-term commitment to its protection. Preservation is a collective struggle
for the sake of all beings, human and non-human, as we are all interconnected.
We need to learn how to cultivate and interact with the land in a way that
harmonizes with its natural processes rather than opposing or altering them for
short-term gain. Referring to Thoreau’s stay at Walden, Snyder advocates a renewed
relationship to nature in The Practice of the Wild: “Thoreau set out to “make the
soil say beans” while living by his pond. To cause land to be productive according
to our own notion is not evil. But we must also ask: what does mother nature do
best when left to her own long strategies?” (97). There should be a balance between
human productivity and natural processes when land is left undisturbed. Working
with nature, rather than imposing external systems, leads to sustainable agricultural
practices. Thoreau’s and Snyder’s works have contributed to the development of
Deep Ecology; explicitly referring to Deep Ecologists George Sessions and Bill
Devall, Snyder praises a “culture of the wilderness” (192), in which “Deep Ecology
thinkers insist that the natural world has value in its own right, that the health of
natural systems should be our first concern, and that this best serves the interests
of humans as well” (192). Snyder sees Deep Ecology as a movement that values
nature for its complexity, not just for human use. It challenges anthropocentrism and
advocates recognizing nature’s inherent worth, focusing on protecting ecosystems,
biodiversity, and ecological processes for the benefit of both the environment and
human well-being: “A properly radical environmentalist position is in no way anti-
human” (193). Roderick Nash elucidates Snyder’s points of view in Wilderness and
the American Mind: “The proper condition for people ... resulted from blending
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nature and technology, spirit and science, the Indian’s way and the white man’s way,
wilderness and civilization .... One result of such a Thoreau-like ambivalence could
be Snyder’s ideal of a technology scaled to human needs and realistic environmental
capacities” (246-247). Undeniably, Thoreau celebrated the American wilderness but
his enthusiasm was mixed with lingering fear and antipathy. His trip to northern
Maine in 1846, where he hoped to find untouched nature, revealed a different reality
than the idealized wilderness he had envisioned in Concord. Still, according to
Roderick Nash: “Instead of coming out of the [Maine] woods with a deepened
appreciation of the wilds, Thoreau felt a greater respect for civilization and realized
the necessity of balance” (90). This necessary equilibrium for both authors demands
direct action in favor of the American wild in and out of humanity. Finding harmony
between humanity and the wild is essential to preserve both.

Conclusion

Although the Anthropocene has changed life on earth as we know it, all hope
is not lost and the rights of wild nature must be restored. From an ecocritical
perspective, both Thoreau and Snyder call for an awakening of the consciousness
of their American compatriots in an attempt to curb the attacks on ecosystems.
Meticulously defining the American notions of “wild,” “wilderness,” and “wildness,”
both authors elaborate an eco-philosophy that inspired bioregionalism and Deep
Ecology concepts, and advocate the protection and defense of the American natural
world in a radical fashion, making thoreauvien views still relevant in the 21 century
literary and political practice.
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Abstract. In his illuminating essay on Gary Snyder entitled The Tribal Dharma, Kenneth White,
the founding father of the geopoetic project (Scottish Centre for Geopoetics and International
Institute of Geopoetics in Paris), traces Snyder’s poetic and spiritual inspirations, and attempts
to show Snyder’s journey from the Beat Generation’s an-arche, Native American mythology,
and various schools of Buddhism, to his “Dharma Revolution.” Even though White writes about
Snyder’s poems (“the variety of paths they follow, and the range of territory they cover”), one
cannot help thinking that he is coming back again and again to certain themes and tropes that
(will) feature prominently in his own work: whiteness, emptiness, Siinyatd, incandescence, thus-
ness—to mention just a few. This article offers a comparative analysis of White’s and Snyder’s
geopoetics. The emphasis is placed on the poems/essays which show how White’s and Snyder’s
visions converge, and how they reflect their spiritual practice of emptiness inspired by Ch’an and
Zen philosophy and poets of China and Japan.
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Introduction

In 1971/1972 Kenneth White publishes his essay on Gary Snyder entitled “Poetry
and the Tribe,” and in 1975 a subtly altered version of the essay is published as a
book under the title The Tribal Dharma. An Essay on the Work of Gary Snyder (the
same essay is published in French in 2015 and 2021 under the title Gary Snyder.
Biographie poétique). White, the founding father of the geopoetic project (Scottish
Centre for Geopoetics and International Institute of Geopoetics in Paris), traces
Snyder’s poetic and spiritual inspirations, and attempts to show Snyder’s journey
from the Beat Generation’s an-arche, Native American mythology, and various
schools of Buddhism, to his “Dharma Revolution.” Even though White writes about
Snyder’s poems (“the variety of paths they follow, and the range of territory they
cover”), one cannot help thinking that he is coming back again and again to certain
themes and tropes that (will) feature prominently in his own work: whiteness,
emptiness, Sinyatd, incandescence, thusness——to mention just a few. This article
offers a comparative analysis of White’s and Snyder’s geopoetics. For the purposes
of this article, geopoetics is understood as non-anthropocentric, organic, and
grounded /embodied relationship between human beings and planet Earth inspired
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by non-Western (Far Eastern and indigenous) traditions (and Gaia Hypothesis,
introduced in the Western academic discourse in 1972). The emphasis is placed
on the poems/essays which show how White’s and Snyder’s visions converge, and
how they reflect their spiritual practice of emptiness inspired by Ch'an and Zen
philosophy and poets of China and Japan.

In comparing geopoetic visions of the two artists who have published widely
on the non-anthropocentric view of life on planet Earth, on the wild, and last but
not least on interconnectedness of all living beings, I have decided to discuss White’s
essay on Snyder first, and then attempt to show how Snyder’s and White’s visions
developed over the years, making them icons of nature and/or green writing in the
US, Scotland, and France (most of White’s essays and books on geopoetics were
published in French) respectively.

Going Beyond Western Mindset

The theme of transcending Western mindsets will be central throughout this essay.
In his 2015 book After Nature: A Politics for the Anthropocene, Jedediah Purdy offers
an insight which connects Snyder’s and White’s writing on (radical) geopoetics
(Kocot, “The Only Way Out Is In” 250):

The history of environmental lawmaking suggests that people are best able
to change their ways when they find two things at once in nature: something
to fear, a threat they must avoid, and also something to love, a quality they
can admire or respect, and which they can do their best to honor. The first
impulse, of fear, can be rendered in purely human-centered terms, as a matter
of avoiding environmental crisis. The second impulse, of love, engages animist
intuitions and carries us toward post-humanism, which is perhaps just another
name for an enriched humanism. Either impulse can stay the human hand,
but the first stops it just short of being burnt or broken. The second keeps the
hand poised, extended in greeting or in an offer of peace. This gesture is the
beginning of collaboration, among people but also beyond us, in building our
next home. (288)

It is important to notice here that both Snyder and White choose to follow
the second impulse, and link their practices with going beyond the paradigm of
Western culture, and with affirmation of Far Eastern values of conduct.! The need for

1 Snyder introduces Far Eastern philosophy and emphasises its importance in his revolutionary
vision of cultural renewal and nondualist ecological thinking in his essay originally published in
1961 as “Buddhist Anarchism” (in the Journal for the Protection of All Beings), and then republished
as “Buddhism and the Coming Revolution” in his 1969 Earth House Hold. Technical Notes and
Queries to Fellow Dharma Revolutionaries; it was published once again under the title “Buddhism
and the Possibilities of a Planetary Culture” in Deep Ecology: Living as if Nature Mattered edited
by Bill Devall and George Sessions. The Great Clod is the most updated version of Snyder’s views
of Far Eastern ecological history. As for White, his first comprehensive piece of writing on the
role of Far Eastern philosophy in his vision of geopoetics is introduced in the essay in question,
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taking environmental action, and the necessity to raise people’s awareness regarding
the future of this planet stem neither from some form of solastalgia (term coined by
Glenn Albrecht in 2003), so characteristic of 21 century environmental activism,
and its literary counterparts (such as Robert Macfarlane’s Underworld), nor from a
vision of impending doom accompanied by a sense of dread (experienced by many
environmental activists worldwide). White and Snyder share a common source of
inspiration in the Far Eastern philosophy which offers solutions that at first sight
seem difficult to grasp intellectually, but when practised diligently on a daily basis
have the power of changing not just individuals, but the whole species. As a result
of the shift of attitudes and views within individuals the world without changes of its
own accord without any conscious effort on their part. A very accessible description
of the much needed change of attitudes is offered by Thich Nhat Hanh—one of
the world’s most renowned Zen masters and environmental activists—in his most
recent book entitled Zen and the Art of Saving the Planet (published posthumously
in 2021). Here is how the author describes the need for change of our individual
minds so that a collective change may follow (Kocot, “The Way Out Is In” 252):

When you wake up and you see that the Earth is not just the environment, the
Earth is us, you touch the nature of interbeing. And at that moment you can have
real communication with the Earth .... We have to wake up together. And if we
wake up together, then we have a chance. Our way of living our life and planning
our future has led us into this situation. And now we need to look deeply to

find a way out, not only as individuals, but as a collective, a species. (2, 4-5)

The two terms that should be mentioned at this point are “interbeing” (coined by
Nhat Hanh), and dependent co-origination or dependent co-arising. Both concepts
have their origin in Avatamsaka Sitra which features prominently in Snyder’s
environmental and poetic writing. White’s geopoetics grows out of his reading of
Snyder, Thoreau, Basho, Daoist treatises and Buddhist Satras, including Hua-yen
Sutra (Chinese) or Avatamsaka Stutra (Skr) which features in his own geopoetic
writing. White’s essay on Snyder clearly testifies to his indebtedness to Snyder as one
of his favourite poets and environmental activists. His insights published as early
as 1971/1972 show that his reading of Snyder’s writing in the context of Buddhist
and Native American studies provided inspiration not only to him, but also to other
writers/environmental activists at the time when neither Buddhist studies nor Native
American studies were part of the Western academic world. There are many studies
of Snyder’s work which offer a comparative perspective of ecological and religious
discourse? and Jason M. Wirth's seminal study titled Mountains, Rivers, and the Great

The Tribal Dharma. An Essay on the Work of Gary Snyder; for readers interested in major shifts
in his geopoetic vision, see The Collected Works of Kenneth White, Volume 1. Underground to
Otherground (2021) and The Collected Works of Kenneth White, Volume 2: Mappings: Landscape,
Mindscape, Wordscape (2021).

2 Buddhism and Ecology. The Interconnection of Dharma and Deeds (1997), Deep Ecology and
World Religions. New Essays on Sacred Ground (2001), A Place for Wayfaring. The Poetry and



84 Monika Kocot

Earth: Reading Gary Snyder and Dégen in an Age of Ecological Crisis (2017) is one
of the most recent books that show Snyder’s importance in the history of ecological
thought, the so-called “green studies,” geopoetic practices, and, more importantly,
comparative religious studies. Chronologically speaking, however, Kenneth White’s
essay is clearly the first comprehensive study which attempts to discuss both the
aesthetic and spiritual dimensions of Snyder’s writing.

Buddhist View of Emptiness

Before we begin a comparative reading of Snyder’s and White’s geopoetics, we need
to introduce the concept of Buddhist emptiness, Siinyatd. It has nothing to do with
emptiness in the Western sense of the term. It has much to do with the Buddhist view
of self, dependent co-origination, interbeing, and impermanence. White attempts to
explain the term in his essay on Snyder, but it seems to me that he offers too many
perspectives, refers to too many Buddhist traditions, and fails to deliver a clear
definition of what emptiness may signify. He even quotes scholars who say that it is
very difficult for the Western mind to understand Sinyatd. We need to remember,
however, that he wrote his essay around 1970, when the studies of Siinyata were not
really developed in the West.

In his seminal book entitled Entry Into the Inconceivable, Thomas Cleary
notes that a proper understanding of the doctrine of emptiness requires taking
into account the three basic principles: “emptiness does not mean absence or
nonexistence; emptiness is not apart from existents; and emptiness is not itself an
entity” (Cleary 18). Cleary goes on to say that “perhaps the most straightforward
way to understand emptiness intellectually is in terms of relativity, interdependence,
and impermanence--the nonabsoluteness of existence” (Cleary 18). Cleary offers a
very convenient method of applying emptiness dynamics in real life: “a very simple
and useful way to glimpse emptiness——usually defined ... as emptiness of intrinsic
nature or own being--is by considering things from different points of view” (19):

What for one form of life is a waste product is for another form of life an
essential nutrient; what is a predator for one species is prey to another. In
this sense it can be seen that things do not have fixed, self-defined nature of
their own; what they ‘are’ depends upon the relationships in terms of which
they are considered. Even if we say that something is the sum total of its
possibilities, still we cannot point to a unique, intrinsic, self-defined nature

that characterizes the thing in its very essence. (Cleary 19)

In his article “The Order of Interbeing,” Nhat Hanh introduces the concept
of interbeing as a practical application of the Heart Siitra and Hua-Yen Siitra (Kocot,
“The Only Way Out Is In” 251, “The Philosophy and Practice of Interbeing in Thich
Nhat Hanh’s Writing”):

Prose of Gary Snyder (2000) and Literature, Nature, and Other (1995).
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To be in touch with the reality of the world means to be in touch with
everything that is around us in the animal, vegetal, and mineral realms. If
we want to be in touch, we have to get out of our shell and look clearly and
deeply at the wonders of life—the snowflakes, the moonlight, the songs of the
birds, the beautiful flowers—and also the suffering—hunger, disease, torture,
and oppression. Overflowing with understanding and compassion, we can
appreciate the wonders of life, and, at the same time, act with firm resolve to
alleviate the suffering. Too many people distinguish between the inner world
of our mind and the world outside, but these worlds are not separate. They
belong to the same reality. (Nhat Hanh, “The Order of Interbeing” 205-206)

Tiep refers to “receiving,” “being in touch with” and “continuing,” while hien signifies
“realizing” and “making it here and now” (Nhat Hanh, “The Order of Interbeing”
205). In order to “inter-be,” to use one of Nhat Hanh’s favourite verbs, we need to
“bring and express our insights into real life” (Nhat Hanh, “The Order of Interbeing”
206). And because only “the present moment is real and available to us” (Nhat Hanh,
“The Order of Interbeing” 206), understanding and compassion must be seen and
touched in this very moment (Kocot, “A Celebration of the Wild” 109; Kocot, “The
Way Out Is In” 251; Kocot, “The Philosophy and Practice of Interbeing”).

Robert Aitken aptly points out that Nhat Hanh’s understanding of interbeing
is activated when the other person, animal, plant, or thing is experienced as oneself
(xvii, Kocot, “The Philosophy and Practice of Interbeing”). In the chapter on
interbeing in Fear, Essential Wisdom for Getting through the Storm, Nhat Hanh
writes that he practices looking deeply every day: “I see me in my ancestors. I see
my continuation everywhere in this moment ... I see everyone in me, and me in
everyone. That is the practice of looking deeply, the practice of concentration on
emptiness, the practice of interbeing” (Fear 62-63). AsIargue elsewhere, he sees the
web of relationships between all phenomena as depicted in the metaphor of the Net
of Indra (Kocot, “The Philosophy and Practice of Interbeing”), “a multidimensional
net of all beings (including inanimate things), with each point, each knot, a jewel
that perfectly reflects, and indeed contains, all other points” (Aitken xvii, Cleary,
Entry into the Inconceivable 37). This metaphor for the interconnectedness of all
things (dependent co-origination) appears prominently in The Avatamsaka Siitra /
Hua Yen Sitra.

The multidimensional depth of the metaphor of Indra’s Net has attracted
many Western scholars. In his insightful article entitled “Relational Holism,” David
Barnhill dwells on the complexity of mirroring with regard to nondualistic vision
of identity:

In one sense each jewel is a single entity. But when we look at a jewel, we
see the reflections of other jewels, each of which contains the reflections of
other jewels, and so on in an endless system of mirroring. Thus in each jewel

is the image of the entire net as whole. The jewels interpenetrate each other
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and, in Huayan’s sense of the term, they share the same identity. Yet each one
contains the others in its own unique way in its distinctive position, and so they
are different. This type of identity does not imply being identical or involve

merging into an undifferentiated One. (Barnhill, “Relational Holism” 86-87)

Thomas Cleary, a scholar of Hua-yen philosophy, focuses on a slightly different
aspect of the net: “All things, being interdependent, ... imply in their individual being
the simultaneous being of all other things. Thus it is said that the existence of each
element of the universe includes the existence of the whole universe and hence is as
extensive as the universe itself” (Entry into the Inconceivable 7).

It might seem that I have already mentioned too many aspects of the term
emptiness or interbeing. But all these details and nuances are important given that
Snyder’s and White’s insights into emptiness differ. This is due to differences in their
spiritual practices. Snyder has been a Buddhist practitioner for more than 70 years
now. While in the late 1950s and 1960s, he was trained in Japan in the Rinzai Zen
(Mahayana) tradition, his poetry (particularly Mountains and Rivers Without End)
clearly reveals his indebtedness to the Tibetan Vajrayana and the Shingon sect of
Japanese Esoteric Buddhism (see Morgan). White has been drawn to a number of
Tibetan, Zen and Ch’an masters, but he never really practised Buddhism, and he
is proud of that (White, Eyes Wide Open 23). He is extremely well read, and in his
essays and books he elaborates on differences between various Buddhist traditions,
but his understanding of certain Buddhist terms is intellectual, and not necessarily
embodied. Hence his way of writing about emptiness is at times totally different
from that of Snyder, as will be discussed later.

Snyder and White on Transcending Western Mindset

In 1961, Gary Snyder publishes a thought-provoking essay called “Buddhist
Anarchism.” Its revised version is published again in the 1968 collection Earth House
Hold. Technical Notes and Queries to Fellow Dharma Revolutionaries under the title
“Buddhism and the Coming Revolution;” in 1985, the essay appears under the title
“Buddhism and the Possibilities of a Planetary Culture” in Deep Ecology: Living as
if Nature Mattered edited by Bill Devall and George Sessions. This is how the essay
begins:

Buddhism holds that the universe and all creatures in it are intrinsically in a
state of complete wisdom, love and compassion; acting in natural response and
mutual interdependence. The personal realization of this from-the-beginning
state cannot be had for and by one-“self” — because it is not fully realized

unless one has given the self up; and away.

In the Buddhist view, that which obstructs the effortless manifestation of this is

Ignorance, which projects into fear and needless craving. (Earth House Hold 90)
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In the latter part of the essay, Snyder discusses the Avatamsaka (Skr) / Hua
Yen (Chinese) / Kegon (Japanese) philosophy:

Avatamsaka (Kegon) Buddhist philosophy sees the world as a vast interrelated
network in which all objects and creatures are necessary and illuminated.
From one standpoint, governments, wars, or all that we consider ‘evil’ are
uncompromisingly contained in this totalistic realm. The hawk, the swoop and
the hare are one. From the ‘human’ standpoint we cannot live in those terms
unless all beings see with the same enlightened eye. The Bodhisattva lives by
the sufferer’s standard, and he must be effective in aiding those who suffer.
(Earth House Hold 91)

He goes on to discuss the “coming revolution” of attitudes and actions by bridging
the gap between Western and Eastern mindsets and value systems: “[T]he mercy
of the West has been social revolution; the mercy of the East has been individual
insight into the basic self / void. We need both” (Earth House Hold 92), and he adds
that they are “both contained in the traditional three aspects of the Dharma path:
wisdom (prajia), meditation (dhyana), and morality ($ila)” (Earth House Hold 92).
For Snyder, morality means practicing wisdom and meditation through personal
example and responsible action for the benefit of “the true community (sangha)
of ‘all beings™ (Earth House Hold 92). As I have argued elsewhere, it is noteworthy
that Snyder establishes a connection between the practice of meditation and the
broader process of societal transformation. The “coming revolution” he envisions—
and personally exemplifies—is one centred on what the Japanese term kokoro: the
heart-mind (Kocot “A Celebration of the Wild” 105; see Kocot “Geopoetics and the
Poetry of Consciousness” 181; Kocot, “The Only Way Out Is In” 257).

In an essay “Energy Is Eternal Delight” (1974), Snyder openly dismisses
Western civilisation and its “ideals” Quite naturally, this essay is not discussed by
White in his 1971 version of The Tribal Dharma; it does not feature in his book,
published in 1975, but echoes of this essay will be clearly visible in White’s own
geopoetic philosophy which start to develop at the end of 1970s, and which will be
introduced in a moment:

For several centuries western civilisation has had a priapic drive for material
accumulation, continual extensions of political and economic power, termed
‘progress. In the Judeo-Christian worldview humans are seen as working out
their ultimate destinies (paradise? perdition?) with planet earth as the stage for
the drama—trees and animals mere props, nature a vast supply depot. (Snyder,
A Place in Space 53)

In my article “The Way Out Is In,” I examine the connection between the
Western concept of progress—which, in Snyder’s view, amounts to little more than a
pursuit of political and economic dominance coupled with a materialistic ethos—the
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underlying issue rooted in Judeo-Christian ideologies that emphasize the afterlife
while disregarding the present as merely a prelude to a future existence (Kocot, “The
Way Out Is In” 256), and the alternative path Snyder proposes as a way forward:

The longing for growth is not wrong. The nub of the problem now is how to flip
over, as in jujitsu, the magnificent growth energy of modern civilisation into
a nonacquisitive search for deeper knowledge of self and nature. Self-nature.
Mother Nature. If people come to realize that there are many nonmaterial,
nondestructive paths of growth—of the highest and most fascinating order—it
would help dampen the common fear that a steady state economy would mean

deadly stagnation. (Snyder, A Place in Space 53)

It is important to note that Snyder wrote these words in 1974, one year after the
Limits to Growth report, and published them in his Turtle Island. One can see them
as a continuation of his “Buddhist Anarchism” (published 13 years earlier).

It is not difficult to see mental affinities between Snyder and White, even
when examining their approach to addressing subtle insights and overarching visions
of unifying emptiness (Kocot, “The Only Way Out Is In” 262). On the website of
The Scottish Centre for Geopoetics (founded in 1995 by Tony McManus and others,
affiliated to the International Institute of Geopoetics founded by White in 1989) we
can read the following:

If, around 1978, I began to talk of ‘geopoetics, it was for two reasons. On
the one hand, it was becoming more and more obvious that the earth (the
biosphere) was in danger and that ways, both deep and efficient, would have
to be worked out in order to protect it. On the other hand, I had always been
of the persuasion that the richest poetics came from contact with the earth,
from a plunge into biospheric space, from an attempt to read the lines of the
world.Since then, the word has been picked up and used, in various contexts.
The moment has come to concentrate those currents of energy into a unitary

field. That is why we have founded the Institute of Geopoetics. (n. p)

AsTarguein myarticle on transcending modernity and embracing interconnectedness,
White’s vision of “geopoetics”—a mindful attitude of “plunging into biospheric
space”’—can and should be seen as a significant contribution to the global discourse
on the Anthropocene (Kocot, “The Only Way Out Is In” 253). Concentrating the
currents of energy into a unitary field gives rise to a transdisciplinary dialogue—
encompassing both scientific and artistic perspectives—which, in White’s view, may
provide profound and effective approaches to safeguarding the Earth. The history
of the geopoetic movement demonstrates that when scientists and artists engage in
collaborative efforts, new and alternative perspectives on human existence within
the Earth system begin to emerge. It is important to underscore that, in contrast to
various dominant “schools” of thought within Anthropocene discourse, the human
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being is not positioned at the center of this vision. Rather, humanity is regarded as
an integral component of a larger system, and the possibility for meaningful change
is grounded in a philosophy of non-duality—one that emphasizes respect for both
sentient and non-sentient forms of life (Kocot, “The Only Way Out Is In” 253).

In this regard, White aligns closely with Gary Snyder and his advocacy for
Earth Democracy, understood as a “place-based sense of communion where all
beings are interconnected and all beings matter” (Wirth xxiii). For Snyder, however,
such a communion cannot be realized without the cultivation of a practice rooted in
peace, placing his vision in close resonance with that of Thich Nhat Hanh (Kocot,
“The Only Way Out Is In” 253).

Kenneth White’s favourite literary persona, the “intellectual nomad,
walks along the path which leaves behind the “Motorway of Western Civilisation,”
the “motorway” of “Platonic idealism, Aristotelian classification, Christianity,
Renaissance humanism, Cartesianism, Hegelian historicism” (Fazzini 42), with
Western idea of progress (Kocot, “The Only Way Out Is In” 255). For White, the
intellectual nomad (a term used, in passing, by Spengler in his Decline of the West,
and whose scope White clearly develops), “is engaged, outside the glitzy or glaury
compound of late modernity, in an area of complex co-ordinates. He is trying to
move out of pathological psycho-history, along uncoded paths, into fresh existential,
poetic space” (The Wanderer and His Charts vi).

White’s vision of geopoetics should be seen as “a major movement involving
the very foundations of human life on earth” (White, “The International Institute of
Geopoetics. Inaugural Text” n. p.). These “foundations” suggest that we are entering
the realm of philosophy (both ontology and epistemology) and world poetry (Kocot,
“The Only Way Out Is In” 262; Kocot, “Writing the Road” 48; Kocot, “Geopoetics”
182):

In the fundamental geopoetic field come together poets and thinkers of all
times and of all countries. To quote only a few examples, in the West, one can
think of Heraclitus (‘man is separated from what is closest to him’), Holderlin
(‘man lives poetically on the earth’), or Wallace Stevens (‘the poems of heaven
and hell have been written, it remains to write the poem of the earth’). In the
East, there is the Taoist Tchuang-tzu (Zhuangzi—MK), the man of the ancient
pool, Matsuo Basho, and beautiful world-meditations such as one can find
in the Hua Yen Sutra. (“The International Institute of Geopoetics. Inaugural

Text” n. p.)

White’s text reveals what he identifies as extensive networks of association
among poet-thinkers, with particular emphasis on those for whom nature constitutes
a primary source of inspiration—those who are capable of discerning the organic and
interdependent nature of the human relationship with the Earth (Kocot, “The Only
Way Out Is In” 262). White is clearly drawn to the Western and Eastern (Chinese,
Indian, Japanese) aesthetics and the works that explore the philosophy of non-duality
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(Kocot, “The Only Way Out Is In” 262; “Geopoetics” 182). In the passage quoted
above, he refers to Zhuangzi, Matsuo Basho (the Japanese master of haiku, haibun
and renga), and, indirectly, to the metaphor of Indra’s net in the Hua Yen Sutra.
White often stresses that one of the most important elements in his
geopoetic vision is “establishing a sensitive contact with the earth, in other words,
‘grounding ourselves’ in the here and the now” (Kocot, “The Only Way Out Is
In” 263): “geopoetics is concerned with ‘worlding’ (and ‘wording’ is contained in
‘worlding’). In my semantics, ‘world’ emerges from a contact between the human
mind and the things, the lines, the rhythms of the earth” (qtd. in McManus 183).
For White, this subtle contact is the opposite of what he calls “a pseudo-culture”

Snyder and White on Emptiness in The Tribal Dharma and Beyond

White is aware of the differences between his vision of emptiness and that of
Snyder’s. He notes that Snyder “is less concerned with the speculative content of
Buddhism than with practical means of liberation” (White, Tribal Dharma 17). For
White, Snyder’s aim is to “simplify the mind: like a blade which sharpens to nothing”
(White, Tribal Dharma 18; Snyder, Earth House Hold 34). What he fails to notice,
however, is that the quote from Snyder is actually about the role of the Zen master.
Here is the whole paragraph from Snyder’s essay:

So, Zen being founded on Avatamsaka, and the net-network of things; and
Tantra being the application of the ‘interaction with no obstacles” vision on
a personal-human level—the ‘other’ becomes the lover, through whom the
various links in the net can be perceived. As Zen goes to anything direct—rock
or bushes or people—the Zen Master’s presence is to help one keep attention
undivided, to always look one step farther along, to simplify the mind: like a
blade which sharpens to nothing. (Earth House Hold 34)

The mention of Avatamsaka Siitra and the “net-work of things” also known as Indra’s
Net (a metaphor for interconnectedness of all things), Tantra and Zen show Snyder’s
main points of reference in his spiritual and poetic practice. As White continues
to discuss the quote above, we can notice that he emphasizes the everyday living
which brings insights into Buddhist emptiness: “It is this ‘sharpening to nothing’
which is enlightenment—not any glorious vision or revelation (based generally on
a kind of psychic indigestion)” (White, Tribal Dharma 18). Given that so many of
White’s poems offer the most elaborate intellectual / philosophical investigations of
emptiness, it is interesting to see that he acknowledges and affirms enlightenment as
“sharpening to nothing,” and appreciates Snyder’s ability to achieve the apparently
effortless haiku simplicity:

Each dawn is clear
Cold air bites that throat
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Thick frost on the pine bough (White, Tribal Dharma 9; Snyder, Myths and
Texts 10)

But White immediately adds that within our civilization, “the ability to
reflect simplicity such as this is a lifetime’s work” (Tribal Dharma 9). Interestingly
enough, a similar kind of simplicity is precisely what draws White to classical Zen
and Ch'an poetry; he is fascinated with poetic mystery and depth executed with the
minimum of gestures, or what the Japanese call wabi-sabi and yrigen.

But one might argue that when White reads Snyder, he tends to project his
own poetics on what Snyder is trying to say. It becomes clear in White’s comment
on the fragment from the “Lookout’s Journal”: “Almost had it last night} he [Snyder]
writes, ‘no identity, some ‘general, non-differentiated thing’ How to get, beyond the
personal, divided and separate identity into the ‘continuousness. It means poverty,
reducing the ‘person’ to the uttermost possible limit” (White, Tribal Dharma 9).
White connects Snyder’s insight with a poem from the journal:

fewer the artifacts, less the words,
slowly the life of it

a knack for non-attachment

(Snyder, Earth House Hold 9)

He sees “slowly the life of it ..” as Snyder’s practice of “an outdoor zazen” (Tribal
Dharma 9). But if we look at Snyder’s original quote, we can notice that his argument
was actually about something more particular than just “zazen” or sitting meditation;
it was an insight into one of the aspects of Buddhist emptiness, namely the Buddha
nature we all share, something we are all able to come back to during meditation:

Almost had it last night: no identity. One thinks, T emerged from some general,
non-differentiated thing, I return to it. One has in reality never left it, there
is no return.
my language fades. Images of erosion.
(Snyder, Earth House Hold 10)

We can clearly see that White focuses on selected fragments of Snyder’s insights,
and does not elaborate on his conclusions. The no-coming, no-going aspect of
meditation is not even acknowledged. As if White was not willing to grasp the
depth of Snyder’s message as a whole. The apparent simplicity of Snyder’s phrase
simultaneously hides and reveals the quality of his insight: “one has in reality never
left it, there is no return,” Snyder says, and he adds a very telling phrase concerning
the way of communicating his insight: “my language fails.” In fact, it is very difficult
to discuss the insight of emptiness of separate identity, or dependent co-arising, by
using the Western linguistic apparatus which openly promotes the idea of separation
and individual identity. This is why White offers brilliant quotes on emptiness from
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Liou Kia-Hway’s L'Esprit Synthétique de la Chine which juxtaposes “the abstract
totality of the West” and “the eastern awareness of ‘a concrete totality which suffers
no separation” (qtd. in White, Tribal Dharma 18). Additionally, White links the
Eastern perspective of looking at emptiness with the writings of one of his favourite
philosophers, Heidegger: “The way of Séinyata is a way that leads ‘nowhere’--like
those Holzwege (paths through the wood) that Heidegger speaks of, ‘nowhere’ being
das Seiende in seinem Sein’, which we might translate, grotesquely enough, as ‘the
what is in its being’ (which again would seem to be to us what the Chinese refer
to as tzu-jan, ‘self-thus’)” (Tribal Dharma 18). It is worth noting that a comparable
discussion of Siinyata—albeit conveyed through distinct imagery influenced by
Dogen—can be found in Snyder’s The Practice of the Wild,? published in 1990. The
concept of tzu-jan appears to serve as a unifying thread between the two poet-
thinkers. When writing about Snyder’s——and his own--“ontological hero” Han Shan
(Cold Mountain), the 8" century Ch'an hermit-poet, White offers the following
quote from LEsprit Synthétique de la Chine:

Let us give ourselves up to an immediate perception of the reality around
us. This flash of sun, this blade of grass ... immediately reveal the presence
of ontological being, an obscure, invisible presence in which everything is
gathered-in and nothing excluded ... a full and sovereign presence ... a presence
which makes for the joy of the sage deeply reintegrated with his ontological
source. (qtd. in White Tribal Dharma 18)

Keeping this insight in mind, we might argue that what Snyder and White do share in
their way of being in the world is mindful observation of nature and the affirmation of
oneness of all beings. Snyder explicitly acknowledges these poetic and philosophical
affinities, a recognition that is especially apparent in his succinct foreword to White’s
Handbook for the Diamond Country: Collected Shorter Poems 1960-1990, quoted
here in its entirety: “What other poet gives us this clarity, emptiness, purity of spirit,
eye for the same spirit in Asia, woven with China and Tibet, a north of the soul, a
pathless path? Actually it is poetry of the one world appearing and disappearing as
we paddle through the sky-sea of eternity. Done with such grace and warmth, in fact.
But I say too much” (White, Handbook 6). One could recall here dozens of White’s
poems where he dwells on the immediate perception of the reality around him,
poems in which the word emptiness/voidness is accentuated, if not orchestrated. Let
me briefly recall just two of them: “Letter to an Old Calligrapher” and “White Valley”

“Letter to an Old Calligrapher” witnesses the slow process of becoming
one with the surrounding environment, of entering the path of emptiness. What
needs to be stressed here is silence (or silences) that orchestrate(s) the movement
which marks the search for one’s nature (Kocot, “Geopoetics and the Poetry of
Consciousness” 186-187; Kocot, “Mercurial Reinventions” 262):

3 Although White is evidently influenced by Snyder, he does not engage directly with The Practice
of the Wild in his own work.
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A hundred days

along shore and mountain

with eye open

for heron and cormorant

now writing this

at the world’s edge

in a silence become

a second nature

coming to know

in brain and in bone

the path of emptiness.
(White, Open World 106)

The path of emptiness is embraced through both the mind and the body—or, as
expressed in Far Eastern aesthetics, through the unified body-mind. For White,
merging with the landscape through sensory perception serves as a means of
liberating the mind. “White Valley” begins with images of physically experienced
emptiness of the landscape which opens the possibility of the process of freeing one’s
mind. As I have demonstrated in earlier research, “breathing” encompasses not only
the physiological act itself, but more importantly, signifies the practice of release—an
intentional act of letting go—and the direct experience of the suchness of things,
a key aspect of Buddhist conception of emptiness (Kocot, “Writing the Road” 53):

Not much to be seen in this valley
a few lines, a lot of whiteness
we're at the end of the world, or at its beginning

maybe the quaternary ice has just withdrawn

as yet

no life, no living noise

not even a bird, not even a hare
nothing

but the wailing of the wind

yet the mind moves here with ease

advances into emptiness

breathes
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and line after line
something like a universe
lays itself out (White, Open World 52)

In my article “Writing the Road,” I discuss this poem in the context of White’s
geopoetics, the aesthetics of movement, and White’s fascination with classical
Japanese and Chinese ink on paper landscapes. I contend that the whiteness of the
scene, its phenomenal emptiness, with only a few contours (lines), brings to mind
these landscapes “where the invisible (hidden) is more important than the visible
(present)” (54). The reader is gently introduced to the landscape of voidness and
soundscape of silence; the mind moves here with ease, precisely because of the
immensity of emptiness (Kocot, “Writing the Road” 54).

In Snyder’s poetics, the term emptiness is often absent, and even when it
does appear, it remains open-ended, allowing interpretive space for the reader, like
in the following fragment from the “Lookout’s Journal”: “form—Ileaving things out
at the right spot / ellipse, is emptiness” (Snyder, Earth House Hold 5).

In The Tribal Dharma, White argues that for Snyder Buddhism is less a new
religion “than a means (epistemological-psychological) towards the realisation of a
certain state of being, about which he is disinclined to be over-wordy” (White 16).
White quotes a poem from Myths and Texts (1960):

One moves continually with the consciousness

Of that other, totally alien, non-human:

Humming inside like a taut drum

Carefully avoiding any direct thought of it

Attentive to the real-world flesh and stone (Snyder, Myths and Texts 38; White,
Tribal Dharma 17)

White quotes the beginning of the poem, but it is also interesting to see how the
poem develops and ends, because only then can we see how Snyder goes about
emptiness and “the real-world flesh and stone”:

Intricate layers of emptiness
This only world, juggling forms

a hand, a breast, two clasped

Bones & flesh knit in the rock
“have no regret-
chip chip
(sparrows)
& not a word about the void
To which one hand diddling
Cling (Snyder, Myths and Texts 38)
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This kaleidoscopic imagery affirms the integrated unity of body-mind and the
phenomenal world, uncovering metaphysical significance within the physical—and
overtly sexual —domain. “Not a word about the void” is Snyder’s way of saying that
we do not need to write poems about the concepts of void, emptiness, interbeing. We
need to feel the reality of interbeing and emptiness, and (similarly to Zen and Ch'an
masters of the past) we can attempt to write poems or essays about the embodied
oneness of all. That will suffice, and it will definitely prevent us from (re-)entering
the realm of dualistic thinking.

For Snyder, the path of emptiness, the contact with nature is a sign of
interbeing, oneness, underlying emptiness of separate identity. One can see that
particularly in Han Shan’s poems in Snyder’s translation where Han Shan becomes
literally one with Cold Mountain. The ability of seeing this way requires mindfulness,
openness, and letting go of all preconceptions towards any given phenomena, but
even if Snyder does not mention that explicitly, it does require the affirmation of
oneness with the object of seeing, so that the separation between subject and object
disappears. This is when one really sees things as they are. This oneness may be
expressed on many layers of subtlety. “Little Songs for Gaia” in Axe Handles (1983)
contains two poems which affirm the Buddhist emptiness understood as suchness
of things. Both dwell on soundscapes. The first one takes note of the song of the
flickers:

THE FLICKERS
sharp clear call
THIS!
THIS!
THIS!
in the cool pine breeze (Snyder, Axe Handles 57)

The teaching of the flickers is simple: Pay attention to “this!”—the present moment
is what truly matters. It seems easy, but in real life such teaching requires openness
to receive the present moment without projections. The second poem speaks of
the interconnectedness of all things, or interbeing. It also addresses the issue of
“hearing” the world as it “speaks” to us. Snyder dwells on a different aspect of
suchness, associated with the Buddhist philosophy of emptiness of a separate self
(Sanyata), where our fellow creatures include not only animals but also plants,
mountains, and rocks, all of which he regards as integral members of a broader
ecological community (Kocot, “The Only Way Out Is In” 261):

As the crickets’ soft autumn hum
is to us,

so are we to the trees

as are they
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to the rocks and the hills. (Snyder, Axe Handles 51)

As Snyder recounts, this poem was inspired by a conversation with Lew Welch, who
once posed the question of whether he believed the rocks were paying attention to
the trees. Snyder responded that he had no idea, to which Welch remarked that the
trees were “just passing through?” (qtd. in Barnhill, “Great Earth Sanga” 195). Snyder
gives this narrative account on the audio tape titled tellingly This Is Our Body. As I
argue elsewhere, “Snyder seems to suggest that we (human beings, animals, rocks
and hills) are just passing through: we are in constant movement, we evolve together,
and we inter-are, whether we are aware of it or not” (Kocot, “The Only Way Out Is In”
262). The typography of the poem might also provide some insights into Buddhist
emptiness: the empty spaces between the lines, seem to evoke the concept of Siinyata
understood as dependent co-arising, and emptiness of a separate self (Kocot, “The
Only Way Out Is In” 262).

In White’s poems, emptiness of the landscape may activate emptiness of the
mindscape, which in turn might bring the experience of oneness with nature and
the joy of appreciating suchness of things. In “The Region of Identity,;” White uses
typographic emptiness to discuss those moments where whiteness, birds’ cries, and
silences provide space(s) for the speaker to experience emptiness of separation (see
Kocot, “Geopoetics” 185-186).

1.
How many forms discarded
how many selves destroyed
how many dawns and darknesses
until I reach

this place of light and emptiness
where white birds cry

a presence —

or still yet only sign?

2.
So much life lived

for this one flame
so much travelling

for this one point —
the intelligence trembles

at the approach of naked being.

3.
The hard path of the spirit

leads to these places
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all powerful feeling
leads to these emptinesses
the destiny of words
to these moving silences. (White, Open World 202-203)

Conclusion

In his seminal Mountains, Rivers, and the Great Earth. Reading Gary Snyder and
Daégen in an Age of Ecological Crisis, Jason Wirth discusses Snyder’s vision of unifying
emptiness, and he exclaims that what he is talking about is actually “one great Sangha
with all of its bioregions each in itself an interpenetrating jewel of Indra!” and he
adds that “Turtle Island is, after all, ‘one ecosystem / in diversity / under the sun /
with joyful interpenetration for all’ (Axe Handles 114)” (Mountains, Rivers, and the
Great Earth 115). Wirth notes that Snyder decenters the human and opens “her in
compassion to the value of all things, no longer as things, but as living expression
of the Buddha” (xx). David Landis Barnhill goes one step further when he writes
that Snyder “has taken the Buddhist idea [of Indra’s Net—MK] and applied it to
ecology—or we could say that he has applied ecology to Hua-yen Buddhism. He
has, in effect, ‘ecologized’ the Buddhist notion of interpenetration and the image of
Indra’s net and ‘Buddhacized’ the notion of ecosystem” (“Great Earth Sanga” 189).

In White’s poetics, Buddhist Sinyatda understood as dependent co-arising,
and emptiness of the separate self, and interbeing is practically never experienced. It
might feature, and it does, as a concept, but its meaning is usually slightly changed
or projected onto something that functions as emptiness in the Western sense of
the term. As White puts it,

In everybody’s experience, there are days when one’s personal opacity (the
coagulation of the self, the ponderousness of being) lights up. Like the sky after
a storm. One finds one’s-self in an immense silence, in an extremely pleasant
emptiness. At moments such as those, says an old Japanese poet, ‘everything
is haiku. You look at a pebble, the branch of a tree, a gesture in the street, and
you have the impression that the entire world, the whole of life is being revealed
to you. That moment arisen from emptiness, must be allowed to return to the

emptiness, without interference on your part. (White, Eyes Wide Open 17)

Nevertheless, it needs to be stressed that White’s insights on Snyder’s
immanent poetics in The Tribal Dharma has fulfilled its role in drawing its readers
to the most mystical school of Buddhism, namely Hua-yen Buddhism, and in making
them interested in different kinds of new scientific discoveries of the 1970s, including
the seminal Gaia Hypothesis formulated by Lovelock in 1972.
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Abstract: The Industrial Workers of the World (Wobblies) are a radical labor union with an ev-
er-changing, pluralistic ideology that combines elements of anarchism, syndicalism and Marx-
ism. Ever since the Beat Generations’ emergence as a countercultural force, the . W.W. have had
a complicated relationship with the Beats. This relationship was most prominently discussed
by a reviving and resurgent . W.W. in the 1960s. This paper frames the relationship between
the Beats and Wobblies through Snyder’s concept of Wilderness. Stressing the importance of
physical bodies, spontaneous behavior and non-hierarchical, self-organization, Snyder’s concept
sums up a lot of the political and aesthetic theory of the New Left. However, the relationship
between the Beats and Wobblies pushes both a perspective on Snyder’s social philosophy further
as well as illuminates embodied aspects of radical subjectivity. Looking at Ginsberg, Kerouac
and Snyder’s relationship to the Wobblies in more depth gives us insight into the contours of
their political thought and poetics. Beat writers create rhetorical distance to the Wobblies in or-
der to turn their sayings and principles into mythopoetic stories loose enough to steer new politi-
cal battles. Wobbly writers of the 1960s take an approach to the Beats that stresses the embodied
aspects of crossing between movements through time as well as the tension between individual
and collective action. It is through their writings that the revolutionary wilderness comes out as
a force of self-organization that works through instantiating habits in political agents.

Keywords: Industrial Workers of the World, Wobblies, Beats, Counterculture, Radical Politics,
Wilderness, Spontaneity, Embodiment.

Tom Hayden, one of the most salient figures of the New Left, portrayed the impact
of the beat generation on young readers, many of whom would grow up to take part
in the New Left and the 1960s counterculture. Quoting at length from Jack Kerouac’s
Dharma Bums, Hayden draws parallels between escaping the physical confines of
the suburbs and escaping the intellectual confines of the education system. Both
the education system and the suburbs served to “tame” the human spirit. They
confined emotions and intellect, as much as confined the physical body to highly
regimented spaces and activities (19). Again, following Kerouac, Hayden finds
the solution “on the road” By hitchhiking across the U.S.A., Hayden saw himself
as escaping regimented spaces and stepping into “a new frontier” A wilderness
where spontaneous experience is to be had in abundance. This external wilderness
is correlated to an internal “emotional and intellectual wilderness” as well as an
instinctual drive to take risks (19).

The wilderness that emerges from this account is not restricted to nature
or the environment. Rather, in the expanded use of everyday language, it evokes the
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untamed, unregulated and non-homogenized, wherever it might be uncovered: in
society, in libidinal desires, behavior, and the imagination. As Gary Snyder makes
us aware, the common conception of the wild and wilderness in everyday language
is essentially privative, focusing attention on what things are not: animals are not
tame; plants are not cultivated; land is not inhabited. From the more human and
social angle, societies resist government and individuals become unrestrained
and insubordinate (The Etiquette of Freedom 9). However, Snyder also indicates
that this should be complimented by focusing on positive conceptions of what the
wild does. The diversity of wild beings is fundamentally self-propagating and self-
organizing (12). Societies, in Snyders positive sense of the wild, are fundamentally
maintained by custom and consensus. They are resistant to both legislation and
political and economic domination. The behavior of wild individuals, on the one
hand, expresses resistance to confinement and oppression. On the other hand, this
behavior incorporates spontaneity, physicality, expressiveness, and open sexuality
(10).

The profusion of radical movements and countercultures in the mid-
century both embodied and reflected upon these senses of wilderness. Groups like
the Yippies, Students for a Democratic Society, Provos, Black Mask and Diggers all
tried to dismantle hierarchical oppression and institute more horizontal, consensual
organization. This would be established not only through organizational forms, but
through artistic and theatrical means which allowed for spontaneity and physical
exuberance (Cornell 240-279). The revolutionary wilderness of the 1960s, in
which a multitude of movements co-inhabited, was as much to do with building
the more positive aspects of Snyder’s “wild” as it was to do with a wild refusal to be
incorporated into the civilized space of post-war corporate liberalism.

Among the various movements, subcultures and groups of the
counterculture, the relationship between the Wobblies and Beats stand out. Firstly,
the Beat Generation and the Wobblies are both antecedent to and contemporary
with the emergent counterculture. The Industrial Workers of the World (I.W.W.)
began in 1905. However, the radical labor union was largely defunct in the 1950s.
Beats, beatnik subculture and a young generation of radicals rediscovered the union,
contributing to its resurgence in the 1960s. While beat literature and beatnik culture
were a seed bed for radical ideas and practices, the participants in beat culture went
on to become members of the counterculture. For Kerouac this membership was
ascribed to him against his will and counter to his own politics. He became a more
totemic or mythical force for young radicals. The majority of other Beat figures were
members of organizations, regulars in radical community spaces and participants
in movements. Secondly, Beats and Wobblies often crossed over into each other’s
environments. Many Beat and San Francisco Renaissance writers not only mentioned
the union in their writings, but were, at one time or another, card-carrying members
of the union. ILW.W. members—-old-timers, lapsed and current--also frequently
saw themselves as Beat and opened their community spaces to Beats. Certainly, this
could be said for other groups and less defined movements. For instance, Diane di
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Prima was involved with the Diggers and Feminist movements, as well as giving
voice to the polyphony of the revolutionary wild in her poetry (Raskin 42). Likewise,
Allen Ginsberg’s involvement in the more amorphous Hippie movement and protests
of the 1960s. Yet, the accounts of how Wobblies and Beats encountered each other
stand out for their descriptions of the personal paths through the revolutionary wild
and also the construction of defining myths of these groups.

This paper tracks these crossings between Beats, Beatniks, and Wobblies
in order to add to the literary and political history of the Beats, as well as to better
understand the political history of mid-century radicals. It delineates how they draw
on each other’s symbols of, and reflections upon, self-organization and spontaneity.
Moreover, by taking an approach which traces how individuals travelled through
these movements, and reflected upon them, fundamental insights can be gained
into the philosophy of political praxis. Using Hayden and Snyder’s metaphor of
the wild gives us a methodological perspective that focuses on the physicality of
radical bodies and the self-organization of their diversity (both within their groups
and to other groups). In this case, while using a metaphor that grew out of the
counterculture, the insights gained from its use can transcend that particular epoch.

The following presents the revolutionary wilderness of the mid-century as
a space of convergence between political and creative bodies practicing freedom,
spontaneity and self-organization in the face of the repressive apparatuses of the
time. The crossings of Wobblies and Beats present but one manifestation of a larger
spirit of a revolutionary wilderness. This spirit, as we see in Snyder’s elaboration,
should not be reduced to the negative aspect of refusal and ungovernability, as it
also includes a positive reconstitution of participatory democracy and reconstitution
of libidinal, physical and skilled bodies. Snyder’s metaphor, as we will see, is both
a reflection on the movement as well as a revolutionary mechanism that can direct
and produce radical ways of being.

Spontaneity, as part of this revolutionary wilderness, is dealt with in detail
in Wobbly and Beat practice. I draw on aspects of Rosa Luxemburg’s theories of
political action to explain how political agents move through organizations and
cultural movements, reconstituting possibilities for resistance as they go. Radicals
incorporate experience, habits and capacities throughout their political and personal
histories. These aspects of experience and practice are then spontaneously drawn
upon as they encounter new configurations of power and capital. Often, this is
done unreflexively or non-consciously. The revolutionary wilderness, in this case,
organizes the different terrains of radical groups and countercultural movements
through the bodies of radicals themselves.

I will begin this paper by briefly outlining some of the principle encounters
of the Beat writers with the L. WW. Ginsberg, Kerouac and Snyder created literary
portrayals which attempt to sequester the Wobblies in the past and into defined,
geographic regions, making them safe to appropriate for Beat aesthetics and
politics. Next, I will look at the reception of the Beats among the Wobblies in the
Rebel Worker/Solidarity bookshop group as well as by the Wobbly Old-timer Slim
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Brundage. For these Wobblies, the Beat generation highlights a tension between
individual and collective action. They reflect upon the uneasy mix of a wild plurality
of radical perspectives, individuals and groups. Lastly, the embodied and ethical
aspects of political agents will be investigated through how L. WW. members saw
themselves as passing through the Beatnik subculture.

I Feel Sentimental about the Wobblies!

The Industrial Workers of the World, since their beginnings in 1905, have continually
developed a set of theories and organizational practices based on a broad spectrum
of anti-capitalist traditions and philosophies. Socialist Utopianism, Marxism,
Anarchism, and syndicalism, to name but a few of the most general categories,
have been discussed and incorporated into the L W.W’s theories and practices. The
union also created an aesthetics that spoke to this revolutionary pluralism. It was rare
that the early L. WW. explicitly tied themselves to one ideology or another; rather,
revolutionary ideologies were often found as traces in their artwork, poetry and
songs (Salerno 5). As Salvatore Salerno states, the aesthetics of the IWW acted as a
practice through which the union’s revolutionary pluralism “gave rise to a sensibility
that superseded its ideological origins” (145).

The core organizational and methodological principles of the union were to
organize all workers by industry, not by trade, and the prefigurative demand to “build
a new world within the shell of the old” (I. W.W, Preamble). By organizing workplaces
and local general membership branches, workers learned about each other’s lives and
practiced a participatory democracy that eschewed hierarchical structures. Thus,
establishing socialist structures in the here and now. As May notes, the Wobblies
“organized so as to develop and nurture the collective capacities of the class for self-
organization and direct action” (3). Ultimately, these basic, constitutive demands
and obligations are the starting point for a perpetually changing theory and praxis
within the union, as well as a foundation which has been appropriated, discussed,
and derided by other political and cultural movements since the L W.W’s inception.

The I.W.W. also organized among groups of people that other unions and
left-wing organizations did not. Migrant workers, unemployed, those excluded from
other unions due to sex, race or nationality take center stage. The L W.W. treated
everyone who was not part of a repressive apparatus (police or managerial classes),
property owners, or landlords as “fellow workers.” If you needed to sell your labor
(whether currently employed or not), you were considered a worker (Le Blanc 64-65).

In Beat and San Francisco Renaissance work, the . W.W. is often framed in
a sentimental or nostalgic tone. Indeed, “America,” one of Allen Ginsberg’s most
widely published and anthologized poems, puts this very explicitly. Nestled among
lines referencing “old left” and popular front mainstays, the line “I feel sentimental
about the Wobblies” rings out (154). Framing the union and its radicals in such
a manner creates an odd combination of distance and proximity to beat poetics,
biographies and politics.
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The LW.W. is placed as belonging firmly in the past. Ginsberg’s visit to a
Wobbly union hall in “Afternoon Seattle” presents weary union old-timers in a state
of almost living death:

Busride along waterfront down Yessler under street bridge to the old red
Wobbly Hall.

One Big Union, posters of the Great Mandala of Labor, bleareyed dusty
cardplayers dreaming behind the counter... ‘but these young fellers can’t see
ahead and we nothing to offer’. (158)

The decay of the union mirrors the rotting of the urban seascape, as well as the
absence of the workers it once supported. The once teeming union hall, where
organizing strategy and the abolition of the wage system were discussed, has become
a kind of community center, catering to holdouts. They seem stagnant and without
energy. The old-timers see that the youth have no grand socialist aims. The Wobblies
in the hall also seem to lament that they have no way to help new radicals in emergent
struggles. Father Thomas J. Haggerty’s wheel (Fig. 1), explaining the organization
and dynamics of the union, is portrayed as the Mandala these old-timers sit under,
but that it can no longer drive revolutionary activity. Later in the poem, the image of
Frank Little, a Wobbly hero, has become a discarded commodity found in a “Sailor’s
curio shop” (158).

Figure 1. Father Thomas J. Haggerty’s Wheel.
Source: https://archive.iww.org/about/official/wheel/
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In the Dharma Bums, Kerouac describes Jafty Ryder (Gary Snyder) by mixing
up his scholarly interests, personal history and the regional wilds of the Northwest:

Japhy Ryder was a kid from eastern Oregon brought up in a log cabin deep in
the woods with his father and mother and sister, from the beginning a woods
boy, an axman, farmer, interested in animals and Indian lore so that when
he finally got to college by hook or crook he was already well equipped for
his early studies in anthropology and later in Indian mythology. Finally he
learned Chinese and Japanese and became an Oriental Scholar and discovered
the greatest Dharma Bums of them all, the Zen Lunatics of China and Japan.
At the same time, being a Northwestern boy with idealistic tendencies, he got
interested in old fashioned I.W.W. anarchism and learned to play the guitar
and sing old worker songs to go with his Indian songs and general folksong
interest. (12)

Kerouac creates trajectories for Japhy’s development. From his family and landscape
grow an interest which develops into practice and serious scholarship. Kerouac’s
Japhy becomes interested in I. W.W anarchism due to growing up in the ecological
and political wilderness of the Northwest as well as a certain political idealism.
Ultimately this results in Japhy honing his skills at the musical agitation which the
L.W.W was known for. Dharma Bums represents the dynamic continuation of the
footloose hobo, timber beast and lumberjack in Japhy Ryder. Not only with the
continuation of “bum” and other turn of the century, working-class terms; but, also
in the intellectual and embodied practice of Beat itinerancy.

Yet, like Ginsberg, Kerouac seems to confine the . W.W to the past, in spite
of the very real continuation of their lore in musical performance, and the very real
enskillment that comes with that. The LW.W. is both framed as old-fashioned and
discovered by the idealistically inclined. While the I. W.W. history of organizing
migrant workers and the footloose worker may be acceptable to adopt into beat
practice, Kerouac seems at pains to distance their political and organization facets.
This distance is not merely a lamentable fact of history——the . W.W. is all but over.
It also, as Kenneth Rexroth was all too aware, was down to Kerouac’s own political
ideology. One in which movements themselves should be eschewed:

They [Beat Generation] are all strong disbelievers in the State, war, and the
values of commercial civilization. Most of them would no longer call themselves
anarchists, but just because adopting such a label would imply adherence to a
‘movement. Anything in the way of an explicit ideology is suspect. (Rexroth
qtd. in Cornell 245)

Rexroth’s description of Beat anarchism would place Kerouac’s thought close to Max
Stirner’s individualism in which any thought, fixed idea or promise, as a certain
generality we place ourselves under, restricts our ability to live as individuals
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responding spontaneously to the world around us. The ultimate anarchism would
be one that does not subsume individuals in organizations, or under fixed ideas of
the human or society (Newman 51-52). One doesn’t presuppose one’s ego or body
and thus opens up the encounters one can have (56).

The real Gary Snyder was not merely interested in the L W.W., he was a card-
carrying member. L W.W. myths, vocabulary, historical events and symbols suffuse his
poetry and prose. Snyder also distances himself from the Wobblies. The seemingly
harshest distance he puts between himself and the union comes while speaking about
his youth in A Politics of Ethnopoetics. Synder claims that his parents’ Wobbly outlook
contained nothing to help him understand the ecological devastation surrounding
him. This understanding required reading and imagination. He was ultimately led to
read widely, taking on board a variety of Marxist, Anarchist and other perspectives
(16). In a later interview, Snyder is asked about his Grandfather’s . W.W. membership
and his own political identity. Reminiscent of Ginsberg’s sentimental approach to
the Wobblies, Snyder states that the union is a “good memory for all of us [his
family]” (Conversations 218). Snyder mentions that the . W.W. still exists. However,
he contextualized the organization to the mid-century political context, claiming
that “having an exact name for yourself wasn't that important” (218). For Snyder,
navigating the revolutionary wilderness of the mid-century required less adherence
to a particular group or ideology; rather, it necessitated the ability to move through
overlapping revolutionary ideas and regions. The Wobbly ideas, symbols, history
and vocabularies that appear in his work do so as part of a revolutionary wilderness
in which traditions blend into each other like interstitial spaces between regions.

In his second collection, Myths & Texts, a core prefigurate principle of the
union can be found alongside a broad spectrum of myths, symbols, and philosophical
systems:

‘Forming a New Society

Within the shell of the Old’

The motto in the Wobbly hall

Some old Finns and Swedes playing cards
Fourth and Yesler in Seattle. (89)

This appears to be the same visit we find in Ginsberg’s “Afternoon Seattle” For
Synder, however, the union does have something to share: its leading prefigurative
principle stands out and the old members now have a history that speaks to the
union’s immigrant and inclusive membership. The quotation marks around the
union’s saying create interesting tensions in the poem. On the one hand, they create
a performative community between Snyder’s voice, the union’s voice, and the reader’s
voice. On the other, the quotation marks separate this principle from the rest of the
text as a saying with an ascribable origin.

As Patrick D. Murphy has noted, Myths & Texts is an interplay between
“texts” that function as the record of sensory experience and “myths” that situate
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people within a culture and physical environment. The collection is a work of
mythopoesis, gathering previous myths and sensory experience--both Snyder’s
and those of historical agents——in order to create new myths that help us to exist
differently in a social and physical ecosystem (21-22). For Snyder, the prefigurative
aspect of Wobbly philosophy, the idea to start building self-organizing structures
in the here and now, is an essential mythos that is repeated throughout his work.
This mythos allows him to blend aspects of disparate experiences (texts) with other
cultural stories, philosophies and practices into a political program.

In Buddhist Anarchism, Snyder’s program blends social revolution (“the
mercy of the west”) with “insight into the void” (“the mercy of the east”). Snyder
wants to follow a Buddhist personal practice that finds “intuitive knowledge of love
and clarity beneath one’s ego-driven anxieties and aggressions.” Yet, he also sees
that morality resides in bringing this personal clarity out in ethical action. A “true
community of all beings,” for Snyder, is instantiated through

supporting any cultural and economic revolution that moves clearly toward
a free, international, classless world. It means using such means as civil
disobedience, outspoken criticism, protest, pacifism, voluntary poverty and
even gentle violence if it comes to a matter of restraining some impetuous
redneck. It means affirming the widest possible spectrum of non-harmful
individual behavior--defending the right of individuals to smoke hemp, eat
peyote, be polygynous, polyandrous or homosexual. Worlds of behavior and
custom long banned by the Judaeo-Capitalist-Christian-Marxist West. It means
respecting intelligence and learning, but not as greed or means to personal
power. Working on one’s own responsibility, but willing to work with a group.
‘Forming the new society within the shell of the old’-—the IWW slogan of fifty
years ago. (Buddhist Anarchism)

The Wobbly slogan is a mythos that calls for prefiguration as well as collapsing the
means and ends of political action. It is also loose enough, in Snyder’s appropriation,
to be filled with his own political and philosophical perspectives. Revolutionary
pluralism was an essential aspect of Wobbly philosophy and aesthetics. However,
Snyder takes his ideological pluralism and movement parallelism a step further
by linking it to a quietest Buddhist corporeality and spirituality. In this case,
escaping capitalism and its hierarchies first requires spiritual and intellectual work
on our ego. Moreover, the flight from capitalism requires those positive features
which Snyder will ascribe to the wild and wilderness: self-organization through
custom and consensus, free expressiveness, physicality and sexuality. Traversing
the revolutionary wilderness is also essential. The work done on the ego unveils the
moral necessity of supporting multiple causes and working with different groups.
Ginsberg and Kerouac distance themselves from the Wobblies, creating
temporal and geographical niches for the organization, its philosophy and history.
Snyder, while keeping indicators of temporal distance and nostalgic sentiments in
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his descriptions, more fully manages to create a mythopoetic space for the union’s
revolutionary ideas to continue into the counterculture of the 60s and 70s. The
political principles and symbols of the L. W.W. are myths precisely in that they are
able to be told again and again and still hold some potential to help organize bodies,
thoughts and actions. Today, Snyder’s mythic appropriation still rings true, as the
images which he references in Myths & Texts, are repeated to help understand the
hierarchies of current society (Figs. 2 & 3).
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Figure 2. “Pyramid of the Capitalist System” in 1911 edition of Industrial Worker

Certainly, the Beats encountered an . W.W. in hard times. Union membership
had dwindled to the hundreds by the start of the sixties (Rosemont 2015, 415) and
had no real presence in the workplace (403). As Rosemont claims, the LW.W. in
the 1950s and 1960s “remained a strong revolutionary moral presence, and a living
symbol of working class dissidence, revolt and creativity” (403). It was derided and
ridiculed by the old-left, but its presence continued through literary work and the
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community spaces of Wobbly old-timers (415). Beat work, especially Kerouac’s
idealizing the freedom of the footloose worker or bum, in no small way, contributed
to re-introducing the IL.W.W. to the emerging New Left radicals.

Who Beat the Beatniks?

Beat writing had an enormous impact on the literary output of Wobbly writers in
the 1960s. Writers such as Carlos Cortez and Eugene Nelson filled the pages of the
Industrial Worker, the Wobbly monthly paper, with Beat inflected prose stories,
reflections, reviews and poetry. Nelson’s reflections on being “beat” and stumbling
among the downtrodden and bohemian milieus of the 1960s demonstrate a beat-
prose attention to spontaneous autobiographical reflection (67). Carlos Cortez’s
encounter with the Beats led him to begin writing poetry (Sasaki 13). Cortez’s
“Where are the voices?” echoes Ginsberg’s “Howl” in its lineation and repeated use
of “who” However, Cortez’s poem is a longing search for forgotten voices of political
resistance; rather than the witnessing of wild, best minds—-and bodies—-of Beat
cultural rebels. To take but one example, Joe Hill appears in the lines:

Where is the voice of the young Swedish hobo song writer?
Who the mines bosses stood against a prison wall in Utah
And filled his body full of holes. (90)

While the Beat influenced literature of Wobbly writers is an important avenue
for further studies, it is outside the scope of this current paper. To delineate the
prevailing revolutionary wilderness, it is essential to analyze how the Wobblies
reflected upon the Beats as a political and cultural force.

The Wobs of the 1950s and 1960s stress that the Beat phenomenon was a
social event and experience. It was not reducible to a literary event, circumscribed
by publications and authors. Such a circumscription limits the generations’
revolutionary potential and implications. Franklin Rosemont, for instance, puts
this succinctly when he reflects: “Before the academics redefined it for their own
confusionist purposes, everyone knew that the term Beat Generation signified a
broad radical social/cultural movement involving thousands of young people all
over the country and indeed, all over the world” (2005, 3).
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Figure 3. “Capitalism is a Pyramid Scheme” poster by Crimethinc.
Access: https://de.crimethinc.com/posters/capitalism-is-a-pyramid-scheme

For Chicago Wobblies in the Rebel Worker group, the academic reduction to a certain
number of “respectable” authors was compounded by a geographical reduction of
the beats to two cities: New York and San Francisco (Garon et al xvi-xvii). On the
one hand, this purported compartmentalization turned Beat work into an object to
be studied; rather, than as one of a plethora of apparatus and subjective practices of
the “drop-out youth” On the other, it severed the youth, upsurging under a “beatnik”
banner, from the almost respectable communities of writer-thinkers.

It is precisely the Beat subject that the L W.W. writers attempted to understand,
seeing it through the lens of classical anarchist and Marxist contradictions that
the union had dealt with, at that point, for over 50 years. There is a tension that
runs through radical theory, action and aesthetics between individualism and
collectivism. Radicals had been navigating between the desire to create a world of
individual freedom of becoming and the communitarian obligation to class unity.
When writing or creating art, this manifested in a concern that aesthetic expression
could write for or over workers (Cohn 85). In this case, many authors disguised



112 Richard Marklew

themselves behind their union card numbers, pseudonyms, aliases, or symbols of
collective identity (41). While this may seem strange for radicals stressing personal
freedom, they were essentially worried that the ascription of authorship would
arrest conversations, creating an authoritarian vanguard voice, in some respects,
that would steer the people and not liberate the subjective powers of the rank and
file (85). The author could become a certain authority that people looked to for
answers instead of building their own voice.

Slim Brundage, old-time Wobbly and “janitor” of a 1950s and 1960s Beatnik
hangout, treats the Beats as a broad socio-cultural phenomenon containing lifestyle
and aesthetic elements: old work clothes, refusal to work when possible, jazz, poetry,
“defiance of convention,” and drug use (146, 151). He rarely mentions Beat writers
as the origin of this lifestyle, however. Instead, it is put down to the socioeconomic
situation of the 1950s. He claims that:

In our day we were going to change the system. But these kids can’t see that as
a way out. They have seen the system changed, but the same bastards are still
in control. What are they going to do? They can’t work, they can’t fight, they
can't soapbox. All the old answers are futile. So they say, ‘to hell with it They

withdraw. The whole beatnik movement is one of withdrawal. (154)

Hinting at the ongoing Red Scare, the growing sharing of wealth and social wellbeing
of the post-war Keynesian era, and bureaucratic and commercial control, Brundage
notes that the Beat generation is dropping out in lieu of the revolutionary mass
movements of the pre-war era. Yet, Brundage sees a subjective revolutionary
logic in that beat lifestyles “can get so far out, that the government will have to do
something about them” (Brundage 154). Beatniks reject, countermine, and point
out the contradictions in 1950s America’s economic and socio-cultural conditions.
In Brundage’s phrase, “your lives are rigged,” but Beat lifestyle points out the strings.

To an emergent radical youth, Beat lifestyle was an essential step towards
reconstituting a way of life that blended resistance to the social norms of corporate
liberalism with remaking a more equitable world. It gave them the negative
aspects of the wilderness (ungovernability and repugnance at hierarchy) with the
positive aspects of developing their sexual freedom, sensuality and communality.
The emergent youth who were to become new members of the LW.W. very much
saw this experience as essential to their personal radical histories. Paul Garon,
Franklin Rosemont and Penelope Rosemont, speaking later from the standpoint
of their involvement in the surrealist movement (one that incidentally included
Beats turned Surrealist such as Ted Joans and Philip Lamantia), claimed that “The
Beat Generation proved to be a commercial success for a few and a dead-end for
many. For the Chicago Surrealists—as for thousands of others our age, all over the
country—it was an important step in the development of a radical critique that
advanced in tandem with the reinvention of daily life” (Garon et al xvii-xviii). It is
to this aspect of experiencing and incorporating Beat lifestyles that we must turn



Beat & Wobbly Crossings in the Revolutionary Wilderness 113

in order to understand the embodied aspects of the revolutionary wilderness. The
spontaneous modes of response to capitalist exploitation are made possible, in this
case, as a positive incorporation of skills and habits from Beat experience. Moreover,
it is this incorporation which represents a non-hierarchical, dynamic mode or self-
organization between and within movements. The revolutionary wilderness is an
ecology of perpetually developing and migrating bodies.

Passing Through and Spontaneity

Participants in the Rebel Worker group understood themselves to have lived beat
lifestyles, and in some respects, passed through Beatdom. For the most part,
passing through Beatdom is described as an incorporation of values into their
lived experience and revolutionary praxis. In one such case, Penelope Rosemont,
reflecting on an all-night surrealist party in Paris, recalls that “because of her beatnik
hedonism ... she was able to enjoy the spirit of the evening without analyzing it to
death” (29). This hedonism that the Rebel Worker found in the Beats, however,
was not a mere equanimity or search for sensual pleasure. She views it in terms of
a Spinozian form of pleasure which emerges from the experience of an increase in
one’s power. This, however, is not easily attained. A disparagement for arresting
the goings-on and analyzing its calcified image is necessarily coupled with letting
oneself go. In letting oneself go, sensually and intellectually into the creativity of
the moment, the subjects’ powers are increased to act. Ultimately, this letting go
is conceived of as a virtue or form of skill that must be learnt and relearnt, one
which comes from passing through the experience of Beatdom. This bodily and
intellectual enskillment was thoroughly in the service of revolution. It blended the
means and ends of revolution by creating enjoyable modes of intersubjectivity and
awareness in the present.

Among the things which the Rebel Worker group feel they gained from the
Beats was their “first glimmer of poetry as a living, breathing, here-and-now activity”
(7). Rosemont points out that the young revolutionary subjects were introduced
to a new way of appropriating and using poetry. After finding the Beats, poetry
could no longer be locked up in literary forms or academies. Poetry was to be set
in the momentary encounter. In Vengeance of the Black Swan: Notes on Poetry and
Revolution, Rosemont makes the case that there has become a difference between
“literature (authoritarian, official, rigid, academic, confining and cold), and poetry
(desperate, spontaneous, wild-eyed, convulsive and hot” (220). Poetry as “literature”
was sanitized for 1950s bureaucratic capitalism and its square audiences. It was done
s0, according to Rosemont, by the education system. Children were “taught to respect
poetry like cops” and only poems deemed safe for creating functioning subjects of
capital were taught (221). Any poetry that might have revolutionary potential was
quarantined behind annotations, explanations, and biographical information (222).
The poetry no longer “breathed” and “pulsated.” Rosemont deems that words, and
poetry more generally, had been “bureaucratized into textbooks” or have been put
into standard semiotic chains for the purpose of creating stable consumers and
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producers (222). Rosemont’s great hope, however, is that the people will rebel against
this and bring poetry back to the body and lived experience:

Poetry, now a specialization, is thus excluded from the lives of ‘ordinary people’
except in sterilized, deodorized, state-approved, regulation plastic squeeze
bottle form. We shall see, however, that these attempts, like all defense-
measures of our ruling classes, backfire in reality, for just as people in the
street find weapons (rocks, bricks, bottles, gasoline) to use against cops, so

they will find poetry: automatically.  (222)

He states that in times of social upheaval and revolutionary conflagration, people
find a way to return poetry to the streets. In these situations, people begin to break
the normal chains of signification and create spontaneous works of poetry that live
and die in the revolutionary moment; a poetry whose focus is not to immortalize
itself in cemented texts and publications, but to be an act of communion with others
(222).

Franklin and Penelope Rosemont’s accounts of passing through the Beat
movement give us insight into the personal experience of encountering the mid-
century revolutionary wilderness, with its ever growing plurality of groups and
subcultures. Centering the account of radical politics on the individual and how
they moved amongst groups allows us to grasp something essential about the
revolutionary subject. Namely, that dynamic bodies and minds do not abandon
certain behaviors or ways of being when they move between organizations, but that
these are taken with them. The revolutionary wilderness in this case is self-organized
in both the bodies of the agents that compose it and between the groups.

As Bryan Smyth has claimed, Rosa Luxemburg’s spontaneism can be read
through a phenomenological lens to present insights into agents in radical politics.
Spontaneity, in Smyth’s phenomenological sense, is a mix between habituality and
creativity. It entails that the dynamic body incorporates experiences and actions in
order to enact them later without the intervention of reflexive thought. However, this
enactment, while prereflexive, always responds creatively to the singularity of the
new moment. No moment is ever the same and so the body must repeat habits in ever
new ways. For Luxemburg, the working class responds to situationd spontaneously,
precisely by creatively taking up previous experience. There is a “mental sediment”
placed in the proletariat from previous struggles, whether successful or not. This
sediment then acts as the ground for improvising new political actions. As Smyth
notes: “It is in virtue of the accumulated “sediment” [Niederschlag] of past experience
that the proletarian multitude learns how to struggle, and thus becomes a force of
revolutionary agency, by acquiring relevant perceptual, agentive, and even normative
dispositions” (16). The past lessons, both embodied and as certain learnt norms,
enable radicals to see possibilities for action in the present and also alter future goals.

For the members of the L WW.,, the mental and physical sediments they
gained from their travels through the Beat wilderness were multiple. These acquired
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skills and ideas centered on an openness to others outside their institutional frame
and social frame as well as a hedonistic and libidinal power. The habits now
incorporated into the Wobblies” practice would be unleashed in the revolutionary
moment as spontaneous bursts of physical exuberance and poetic statements.
These outbursts exemplified their breaking free of social norms and constructing
a new organization of community. This seems to be a lesson learnt by others who
passed between the Beat (and other cultural) spheres and the multitude of political
groups during the global 1960s. The famous radical, poetic slogans of the 1960s,
from “beneath the streets, the beach” to “War on poverty, not on people,” owe their
existence to how 1960s radicals incorporated cultural skills that were then unleashed
in conflagrations.

Revolutionary Pluralism & Revolutionary Wilderness

Looking back to Brundage, he remonstrates the Beats from a seemingly contradictory
Wobbly position:

We called ourselves bohemians and hobohemians. So do they, refusing the term
Beatnik. Being an old wobbly, I doubt the courage of this attitude. ... Call me
radical, call me subversive, call me wobbly, hobo or Beatnik--T'll answer and
be proud of it. The day will come when we will throw these names back in your
teeth and make you eat them. (146)

Brundage, here, not only notes the appeal of appropriating labels and turning them
against their originators. He also alludes to the fundamental Wobbly tendencies
to include broad theoretical and practical traditions within the organization.
Revolutionary pluralism, in one respect, forms a fundamental part of the identity
of being a Wobbly. A pluralism, like capitalism itself, that is omnivorous. However,
rather than attempting to create commodities and markets, or pacify what was once
revolutionary, this pluralism attempts to make all things radical and liberatory
through theoretical, theatrical and literary means.

An alternative version of this pluralism is suggested by the Rebel Worker
group’s claims to have passed through and incorporated radical experience. In
this case, plurality resides not in an organizational form which can encompass
everything, but in the radical subject. The radical subject, in both mind and body,
passes through movements gaining practical know-how, virtues, attitudes and
sensibilities. It also takes these learned things into new movements that emerge with
changes in configurations of capital. Movements sediment into radical subjects and,
in response to new social and economic configurations, allow them to spontaneously
see political possibilities for action.

The revolutionary potential of the Beat and Wobbly confluence continues
to this day. It does so through elaborations of a revolutionary wilderness that can be
utilized to rethink how we live our political lives alongside others. It also continues
to spawn and grow new generations of radicals, practices and cultural works. Most



