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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 I.W.W. have had 
a complicated relationship with the Beats. This relationship was most prominently discussed 
by a reviving and resurgent I.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. I.W.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 I.W.W. 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 I.W.W. 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 I.W.W.’s theories and practices. The 
union also created an aesthetics that spoke to this revolutionary pluralism. It was rare 
that the early I.W.W. 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). 

!e core organizational and methodological principles of the union were to 
organize all workers by industry, not by trade, and the pre"gurative 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. !us, 
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 I.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 I.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 I.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 I.W.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 Jaffy 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 
I.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 I.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 I.W.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 I.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 



Beat & Wobbly Crossings in the Revolutionary Wilderness 107

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 I.W.W., he was a card-
carrying member. I.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 I.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 I.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 I.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).

Figure 2. “Pyramid of the Capitalist System” in 1911 edition of Industrial Worker

Certainly, the Beats encountered an I.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 I.W.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 I.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 I.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 
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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 I.W.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 
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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 !rough 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 
so, 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 I.W.W., 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––I’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 
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prominently, the City Lights Bookstore, in a union campaign highlighting this very 
confluence, has unionized with the I.W.W.  The wilderness outlined in this paper was 
focused on a particular time and place. Yet, it is evident that we can only ever gain 
a snapshot of that wilderness and its conceptual elaboration. It will take an infinite 
amount of scholarship to catch up with the continuous creativity of the radicals 
engendered by this particular convergence. The wilderness outlined in this thesis is 
perhaps best utilized, in this case, as a tool for movements of the future.  One that 
can be used to enunciate the need for both resistance and self-organization, as well 
as the hope people can enact this unreflexively at propitious moments. 

Michael Löwy has claimed that Rosa Luxemburg “gives no recipes; she 
is betting on the creativity of the revolutionary movement” (38). Today, as in 
past centuries of anti-capitalist and anti-state struggle, this is still a safe bet. The 
foundation of this faith in the creativity of radicals is the understanding that radicals 
are part of a revolutionary wilderness that stretches across the globe and throughout 
the generations of struggle. Radicals move through movements, groups and cultures, 
learning as they practice new modes of communication, organization and resistance.  
And, while we may identify at one point as Wobbly, or Beat, or Provo, or an Occupy 
member, there is a transindividual and transtemporal wilderness underneath these 
claims and momentary positions. 

Figure 4. City Lights Workers Sign.  
Access: https://pbs.twimg.com/media/GEuP-f0bMAA98bt.jpg 
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