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I

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 
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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 work’d 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).

III

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 



Tomasz Sawczuk, Anna Maria Karczewska and Jacek Partyka10

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 Białystok, 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 
D#gen’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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