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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, Śūnyatā, 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, !ūnyatā, 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.1 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. $e Great Clod is the most updated version of Snyder’s views 
of Far Eastern ecological history. As for White, his !rst 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 Sūtra which features prominently in Snyder’s 
environmental and poetic writing. White’s geopoetics grows out of his reading of 
Snyder, Thoreau, Bashō, Daoist treatises and Buddhist S#tras, including Hua-yen 
Sūtra (Chinese) or Avatamsaka Sūtra (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 
discourse2 and Jason M. Wirth’s seminal study titled Mountains, Rivers, and the Great 

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

2 Buddhism and Ecology. $e Interconnection of Dharma and Deeds (1997), Deep Ecology and 
World Religions. New Essays on Sacred Ground (2001), A Place for Wayfaring. $e Poetry and 
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Earth: Reading Gary Snyder and Dōgen 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, !ūnyatā. 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 !ūnyatā. We need to remember, 
however, that he wrote his essay around 1970, when the studies of %#nyat& 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 Sūtra and Hua-Yen Sūtra (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).  As I argue 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 Sūtra / 
Hua Yen Sūtra.

 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 (prajña), meditation (dhy&na), and morality ('(la)” (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)

As I argue in my article 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’), Hölderlin 
(‘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 Bashō, 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 Bashō (the Japanese master of haiku, haibun 
and renga), and, indirectly, to the metaphor of Indra’s net in the Hua Yen Sūtra.

 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 !e 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 Sūtra 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 yūgen.

 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, ‘I 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 !ūnyatā 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 %#nyat&—albeit conveyed through distinct imagery influenced by 
Dōgen—can be found in Snyder’s The Practice of the Wild,3 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 8th century Ch’an hermit-poet, White offers the following 
quote from L’Esprit 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 in)uenced by Snyder, he does not engage directly with $e 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—leaving 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 
(!ūnyatā), 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 !ūnyatā 
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 
Dōgen 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 !ūnyatā 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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