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ABSTRACT 
 

This study concerns itself with studying the ways in which various texts both 
examine and display the effects of technology as manifested by automobiles, trains, and 
computers as well as the change such inventions have brought about socially and 
economically.  Balanced against such considerations is a discussion of nature and the 
ways in which technology impacts the natural environment.  The tension between 
technology and nature results in industrial tension, which becomes increasingly important 
in literature.  This work posits and examines the pastoral-industrial text, a text that 
characteristically displays the conflicts and problems of industrial tension.  Finally, the 
study argues that even the ways in which we read texts and that texts ask us to read them 
not only result from industrial tension but directly reflect specific views towards the 
industrial and the natural.  Chapter one examines the onset of industrialism in eighteenth-
century England.  Chapter two looks at industrialism in nineteenth-century America and 
the influence of the locomotive and car.  Chapter three focuses on the first half of 
twentieth-century American literature and the continuing impact of the automobile.  The 
final chapter considers hypertextuality in a variety of eras and geographic locations. This 
study presents itself as an expansive introduction to many literary considerations and 
representations of industrialism and some of its myriad offshoots rather than as an 
exhaustive analysis of one author's or genre's handling of a single aspect of industrialism. 
Consequently, this text is not intended as the final word on these subjects but as a 
thorough introduction.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

"THE DAMNED DESIRE OF HAVING:" ORIGINS AND EXPLANATION OF 

INDUSTRIAL TENSION AND TELEPISTEMOLOGY IN NINETEENTH-

CENTURY BRITISH AND AMERICAN LITERATURE 

 

From our earliest, primitive attempts at producing fire with stick and flint or 
simply trying to find shelter for ourselves to the latest technological developments 
broadcasted over CNN or the headlines of Yahoo! News, human beings have strived, are 
striving, and will continue striving after the newest increase in technology, which one 
might think of as the means with which we make changes—for better or worse.  In the 
same sense, our current attempts to send and process information at faster and faster rates 
via the Internet are not much different from primeval cave dwellers who watched the 
flickering play of fire light and shadow against their own cave walls and charted the 
movements of dark and silver shapes in the night sky—both walls and cave perhaps 
functioning as the most basic of computer monitors.   In both ancient and modern 
instances, we employ machines to do our work and transmit our information faster, more 
efficiently, and with fewer mistakes.  As a result, the increasing use of machines has 
created industrial tension, which is essentially an ideological and/or aesthetic conflict 
between the natural, represented by wooded areas, lakes, animals, and so forth, and the 
unnatural, localized in machines, science, technology, and industry, as well as the 
economic and political systems supporting, propelling, or reinforcing these 
representations. 

While other studies have undertaken the same task of examining the tension 
between the natural and the industrial, built versus unscripted landscapes, many have 
sacrificed focus for coverage, omitting connection between authors or nature and 
industry.  Also, like any field of study, the consideration of industrialism had formed its 
own canon.  One of the tasks of this study is to cover other works heretofore neglected.  
For example, while Leo Marx's The Machine in the Garden (1964) covers the topic 
brilliantly, his study is limited by technological changes, theoretical lenses, and notions 
of what constitutes appropriate literary study that he could not have foreseen. 
 First, we must explore and consider various definitions of natural and unnatural.   
One can also express this duality in other sets, some of which will overlap and/or conflict 
with each other, such as spirit and body, mind and matter, organic and inorganic, nature 
and machine, past and future, and rural and urban.  Like many concepts, one can define 
natural and unnatural in, essentially, two ways:  simple and complex.  Michael Bennett 
and David W. Teague supply a basic definition of natural or nature in their introduction 
to Urban Ecocriticism (199):  they write that "the word nature usually calls to mind open 
spaces, perhaps with a few trees, wild animals, or bodies of water" (5).  This is the 
concept of nature that come most immediately to mind, that of the Grand Canyon, long 
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stretches of forested land, the Sahara Desert, the Antarctic, bluebirds, tigers, Mount 
Everest, and beyond these simple parameters, a blue sky, the naked body, outer space. 
However, Bennett and Teague immediately complicate their own definition when the 
point out that "Central Park and other large urban parks of the nineteenth century were 
works of literature as much as they were works of architecture," which one thinks of an 
architect sitting at a desk and plotting out mathematically precise coordinates with a 
compass and ruler, does not seem to fit within a simple definition of nature (5).  In other 
words, we often have the impression that parks are natural, that humans have somehow 
managed to build around these spaces without intruding upon them.  However, what 
Bennett and Teague point out is that these so-called natural spaces are in fact engineered 
in the same fashion as urban structures such as skyscrapers or shopping malls.  
Reviewing the previous list of "natural" phenomena, one can see how these items are not 
completely natural.  The Grand Canyon is an area populated by humans, who have also 
built their own structures on and within it, and who have, for example, paved the roads, 
drawn certain boundaries, and now regulate that space according to their guidelines.  
Humans have littered Mount Everest with their excrement, tattered tents, and empty 
oxygen tanks.  Also, the sky abounds with planes, satellites, weather balloons, and other 
devices made by humans.  Depending on the time of day and the location, the sky may 
not even be blue or visible through the assorted chemical byproducts floating around in it, 
and the brightest star in the night sky is not a star but a space station. 

In fact, many of the spaces and locations that we might ordinarily consider 
"natural" are, at best, hybrid spaces.  A simple definition of nature does not exist, except 
as a fallacy.  Greg Garrant, in his "Radical Pastoral" (1999) quotes Alexander Wilson 
who says that "Nature is a part of culture . . . our experience of the natural world is 
always mediated.  It is always shaped by rhetorical constructs like photography, industry, 
advertising, and aesthetics as well as by institutions like religion, tourism, and education" 
(452).  In this same sense, any piece of writing can neither convey nature, according to 
the simple definition, nor any type of natural experience since nature and the experiences 
therein always come through the filter of the writing itself, an engineered, constructed 
space that often produces unnatural results. 
 Lisa J. Kiser in her "Chaucer and the Politics of Nature" (2001) points out that in 
Geoffrey Chaucer's Parliament of Fowls, "Chaucer's Lady Nature . . . imposed forms of 
social control on the wildfowl around her" (45).  According to Kiser, Chaucer arranges 
the birds "in a descending order of social status, an arrangement that—in keeping with 
aristocratic will—discourages the ideal of social mobility or intermarriage across social 
classes" (45).  One can also see how not only literary but scientific explanations of nature 
and not only class constructs but also the idea that humans are the number one living 
force on earth; the theory of the food chain constitutes a linear, though reciprocal, 
hierarchy in which human are decidedly on top.  Nature is perhaps more like a web, 
especially when one considers that if an unarmed human encounters a hungry or 
threatened grizzly bear, then bear and human may quickly trade places within the food 
chain. 
 Before explaining the effects of industrial tension in various works, a review of 
its origins is in order.  While the philosophies and ideologies fueling this interest in 
technology were well in place prior to the Industrial Revolution, it is the Industrial 
Revolution which marks the tremendous shift toward machine technologies and move 
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from rurally based (i.e., farming and craft) work, and towards urbanization and an 
increasing replacement of humans by technology coupled with a growing dependency on 
machines.  This change ushered in a  new phase of human productivity in which simple 
machines (i.e., the plow) do not aid humans in their work, but humans instead serve 
complex machines, in the sense that humans are needed to oversee machines and make 
sure that the machines are functioning properly.   

While numerous technologies influence the world, this study concerns itself with 
four major phases of technological innovation:  the Industrial Revolution (c. 1750-1780 
in England and the late nineteenth century in America), the locomotive (the nineteenth 
century), the automobile (primarily the first half of the twentieth century), and the 
computer/Internet (the second half of the twentieth century).   Essentially, the Industrial 
Revolution, the locomotive, the automobile, and the computer originated from a basic, 
human desire to overcome the physical limitations of the body and/or mind: the Industrial 
Revolution was an attempt to increase both the amount of goods produced and the speed 
with which those goods are produced; the locomotive moves people and products faster 
and in greater numbers than, for example, horse and carriages; the automotive is a more 
personal and flexible version of the train; and the computer allows storage, retrieval, 
manipulation of information, and an interconnectedness, potentially universal, 
unachievable by the individual human mind.  
 However, the development and use of these technologies is a reciprocal process.  
Just as these technologies mirror and mimic human desires--the space shuttle is the 
fulfillment of the desire to transcend earthly limitations, while the atom bomb is the 
fullest realization of the collective subconscious' death drive—so too have human desires, 
patterns, and thought processes begun to mimic the changes brought on by these devices1 
that have become so much a part of twentieth-century America's everyday life.  These 
technologies have affected everyone, and writers, of course are no exception.  Thus, 
industrial tension, in broad terms, includes, both the desire for freedom from and control 
over these machines co-existing with an increasing dependence on and presence of these 
machines.  This tension becomes evident during the Industrial Revolution in Britain, 
increases with the advent of the train and the automobile in America, and then is 
projected onto and recontextualized in the explosion of digital hypertext toward the end 
of the twentieth century.  More specific to literature, these technologies influence literary 
works not only in regard to the sweeping thematic tendencies mentioned in the previous 
sentence, but also in terms of narration, structure, visual arrangement, and production. 

Another concept, which will receive more explanation in the sections concerning 
twentieth-century American literature, paramount to these technological considerations is 
that of telepistemology, which Ken Goldberg defines as "the study of knowledge acquired 
at a distance" (3).  He lists "the telescope, telephone, and television" as instances of 
technologies that "were developed to provide knowledge at a distance" (1).  Again, 
looking at the sky through the ability of sight, one of the basic five senses, is perhaps the 
first encounter any of us have with telepistemology.  Also, in addition to the 
aforementioned technologies, the act of reading and the physical construct of the book, is 
another example of telepistemology.  However, the very use of the word knowledge is 
suspect because it implies that which we can be sure of knowing, transporting or 
receiving intact, and then recognizing the object of our sensory experience.  Within the 
context of telepistemology, the term knowledge unravels.  Borrowing from Derridaian 
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concepts of referent
2, sign

3, signifier
4, and signified

5, there is always a gap, a lack, a 
slippage of some sort among the four.   
 With these concepts in mind, let us reexamine the concepts of industrial tension 
and telepistemology.  The broad desire to "do something" takes up the place of the 
referent.  The theoretical technology, the machine in mind or on paper, becomes the sign.  
The physical technology performs the function of the signifier, and the end result, the 
present and future implications and use of that which has been created, is the signified, 
which then branches into numerous meanings that may both reinforce and conflict with 
the referent itself.    

One may also recall that according to Heisenberg's Uncertainty Principle, the very 
act of observation itself changes that which is being observed, transferred, or recorded 
(Capra 127).  In this sense, distance itself is not a vacuum, but a layer, another filter 
through which information must pass.  In the definition of telepistemology above, 
knowledge runs perilously close to posing as Truth. Information then might be a more 
accurate term than knowledge when describing what is actually being acquired.6 After all, 
knowledge mistranslated is still information, but it is not "knowledge" in the sense of 
being absolute, monolithic, inviolate, and perhaps most importantly, static.  Thus, 
telepistemology must also concern itself with how "knowledge" may change while 
passing through this distance as well as how the reconfiguration and recontextualization 
of this information alters the very information itself.     
 While the branches of this concern and tension in twentieth-century American 
literature find a focal point in computer technology, specifically hypertextuality, its 
broader roots ground themselves in the philosophical and literary soil of European 
philosophers, scientists, and writers prior to the twentieth century.  For example, when 
French philosopher Rene' Descartes (1596-1650) made the famous assertion "cogito ergo 
sum"—I  think therefore I exist—he, according to Fritjof Capra, "led Westerners to 
equate their identity with their mind instead of with their whole organism" (9).  The result 
is a "conflict between the conscious will and the involuntary instincts" (9).  Also, as Mark 
S. Lussier, quoting Antonio R. Damasion, points out in his "Blake's Deep Ecology" 
(1996), "'one might . . . reproach him [Descartes] for having persuaded biologists to 
adopt, to this day, clockwork mechanics as a model for life processes'" (393).  This divide 
between rational/instinctual or control/freedom is a tension that also resonates in the 
scientific theories of the English scientist Sir Isaac Newton (1642-1772) who postulated 
that there exist fundamental laws governing the universe, which runs like a clock, 
according to his model.  In Romantic Cyborgs (2002), Klaus Benesch, paraphrasing 
David Channell, says that "by turning a specific technology, the clockwork, into a symbol 
for all sort of  'natural' phenomena, mechanical philosophy . . . laid the groundwork for 
the ongoing technologizing of the modern world" (42).  Lussier, quoting William 
LaFleur, says that "'Newtonianism, therefore, must be seen not simply as a form of 
empirical science of specialized research but as an ideological structure of belief that 
integrated scientific research into the political and economic operation of eighteenth-
century British society'" (399).  As Capra notes, "In this way, the whole universe was set 
in motion, and it has continued to run ever since, like a machine, governed by immutable 
laws" (44; italics added).   

In artistic offerings from Descartes' and Newton's respective eras these 
oppositions, the formation for industrial tension, begin to symbolically localize 
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themselves in the machine and form the basis for machine-oriented ideologies.  For 
example, Mark Dery in Escape Velocity (1996) reports that "the Scribe, built in 1772 by 
the Swiss clock and watchmaker Pierre Jaquet-Droz and his son" consisted of a boy, built 
to scale, sitting at a desk who would dip his pen in ink, "shake it twice, and write a 
preprogrammed text" line by line (114-15).  Among the scribe's sentence was Descartes' 
axiom "I think, therefore I am" (115).  Dery describes this as an example of "mechanism 
that counterfeits life to captivate the human imagination" (115), and he uses the term 
automata

7 to describe such mechanisms (141).  Foucault, quoted by Dery, observes that 
"'the celebrated automata were not only a way of illustrating an organism; they were also 
political puppets, small scale model of power" (141).  Borrowing from both Descartes 
and Newton, the French mechanist Julien Offray de la Mettrie argues in "L'Homme 
Machine" ("Man a Machine" or "The Man Machine," 1748) that not only the universe but 
"all life could be explained in purely materialistic terms," meaning that the "inner 
working" of all humans, their "spiritual and psychological dimensions could be made to 
reveal themselves through a rigorous application of the scientific method" (141).  Other 
implications are more chilling.  Benesch explains that "la Mettrie's conception of man as 
a biological machine was basically nothing but an elaboration of Descartes' by then well-
established animal-automaton theory" (43). 
 As we have now seen technology is not neutral; it both shapes and is shaped by 
people and place.  Therefore, it would be irresponsible scholarship to discuss the topic of 
technology and industry without giving at least some consideration to its effects on not 
only humankind and literary texts, but also the very earth on which we live, read, and 
produce these texts.  The emerging field of ecocriticism with its focus on the natural 
environment provides a counterbalance to help put these technological considerations in 
context.  The earth itself, this great and green machine, is perhaps the most powerful 
machine that we will ever see and, assuming some of us do not live out some portion of 
our lives on a space station,  the one which we are plugged into from our first second to 
our last.  Lussier quoting marine biologist John Lilly says that "'it is time for man to 
change his beliefs and become what he is, another species that desires survival not at the 
expense of but in concert with the other organisms of the planet'" (394). 
 In his introduction to Defining Ecocritical Theory and Practice (1994), Michael P. 
Branch relates that "the word 'ecocriticism" traces back to William Rueckert's 1978 essay 
'Literature and Ecology:  An Experiment in Ecocriticism'" (par. 1).  The term remained 
"dormant in critical vocabulary [. . .] until 1989" when Cheryll Glotfelty "not only 
revived the term but urged its adoption to refer to the diffuse critical field that heretofore 
had been known as 'the study of nature writing'" (par. 1).  In 1996, Glotfelty and Harold 
Fromm co-edited The Ecocriticism Reader in which Glotfelty defines ecocriticism as "the 
study of the relationship between literature and the physical environment" (1) and 
explains that it "takes an earth-centered approach to literary studies" (1).  Ecocriticism 
and ecocritics pose and explore numerous questions.  How is nature represented in a 
textual work (1)?  Do the values expressed in a particular work conflict with and/or 
reinforce those values consistent with ecological values?  What has constituted and what 
currently constitutes wilderness (1)?  To what degree can literary theory incorporate the 
science of ecology (1)?   

Concomitantly, British scientist James Lovelock published his Gaia theory in 
1979 (Leeming 145).  The term Gaia comes from the Greek word for earth (145).  In 



 . 

 6 
 
 

opposition to Newton and Descartes, Lovelock proposes that the earth possesses 
"'properties which could not be predicted from the sum of its parts'" (145).  Essentially, 
Lovelock maintains that Earth's "living matter, air, oceans, and land form a [single] 
complex system" (145).  Additionally, "if Gaia exists" (146), then "the possibly shifting 
balance of power between them [earth and humankind] are questions of obvious 
importance" (146, 145). 
 As ecocriticism is a theory still in the process of developing the branches and 
factions of its own theoretical stance, it is, for the moment, free of the jargon-addled 
terminology stunting and obfuscating so many theories and theorists, both present and 
past.  Often certain words act as signs indicating a shift from one theoretical context to 
another.  Consequently, little in this study may signal a theoretical shift to ecocritical 
considerations, except for a sense or awareness that the study is talking about the author, 
work, place, or technology in some sense other then a purely technological one.  
Arguably, any thorough and integrated consideration of technology will contain and 
disseminate some of the seeds of ecocriticism, even if that study does not indicate that it 
is specifically doing so.  Perhaps the two topics, technology and nature, are inextricably 
intertwined and cannot be considered separately.  William Blake's writing, for example, 
does not discuss the subject of technology without considering in some way its impact 
upon both humanity and nature. 

 

"The Dark Satanic Mills:" William Blake 

  
The works of William Blake (1757-1827) who was spurred on by Descartes' and 

Newton's propositions and prompted by the Industrial Revolution, and its effects on the 
English people, explore and embody industrial tension8 For example, in the preface to 
Milton (1804), Blake mentions the "dark Satanic Mills" (line 8).   S. Foster Damon points 
out in his A Blake Dictionary that "the mills are Satan's" and that these mills "visualize as 
the enormous mills of the Industrial Revolution" (273).  Lussier explains that when Blake 
mentions these mills "that emerge in the landscapes and cityscapes of the late eighteenth- 
and early nineteenth-century England . . . he assumes a political position which we would 
now term 'ecological'" (394).  Also, "Blake sees industry and technology as" according to 
David V. Erdman quoted by Lussier "'mills that produce dark metal, iron and steel, for 
diabolic purposes'" (341).  Moreover, in Fearful Symmetry, Northrop Frye maintains that 
for Blake the symbol of the mill "mean[s] any unimaginative mechanism:  the mechanical 
logical method of Aristotle, the industrial machinery that requires slave-labor, the 
mathematical co-ordination of the Newtonian universe," and "the mathematical ability to 
turn out uninspired art" (290). 
 Industrial tension permeates a number of Blake's works such as "The Tyger" 
(1794) in which a phantasmal tiger, "burning bright" runs wild "in the forests of the 
night" (1, 4).  The narrator describes the tyger as having a "fearful symmetry" perhaps 
indicating what to Blake would have been the horrific designs of industrialism (4).  A 
clue that the tiger is somehow unnatural or improperly formed in some way is the 
misspelling of tiger.  The full passage reads, "What immortal hand or eye / Could frame 
thy fearful symmetry (4, 3-4).  This passage has several implications.  What immortal, 
which seems to indicate a supernatural, force could be responsible for the Tyger's 
creation?  If one evaluates frame in the sense of "contain" rather than "design," then the 
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passage poses a slightly different question.  What power is capable of controlling or 
taming the mad tiger?  If these questions are rhetorical, then they imply that there is no 
supreme power capable of either creating or controlling this monstrosity.   
 Later the narrator inquires as to the tiger's place of origin in the lines "in what 
distant deeps or skies / Burnt the fire of thine eyes?" (5-6).  Is the tiger created in the 
depths of hell or the skies of heaven?  After this the narrator inquires, "on what wings 
dare he aspire? / What the hand dare seize the fire?" (7-8).  The first passage references 
the myth of Icarus who plummeted to his death and drowned in the sea because he flew 
too close to the sun, while the second recalls the myth of Prometheus who stole fire from 
the Gods to give to humans, and who himself was punished for the theft (Hamilton130-
39, Campbell 280).9 Incidentally, this will not be the last time that we will see a writer 
consciously appropriating older myths and reformatting or updating them into newer, 
industrial myths composed of industrial symbols.  The examples of both Icarus and 
Prometheus contain the theme of trespass or attempted trespass into forbidden realms and 
ensuing punishment.  There is a sense, then, that humankind is tampering with forces that 
are better left undisturbed.  Stanzas three and four further explore the question of the 
tiger's creator, and the text renders the fourth stanza in imagery highly indicative of 
industry through the use of phrases such as hammer, chain, furnace, and anvil: 
  What the hammer?  what the chain, 
  In what furnace was thy brain? 
  What the anvil?  what dread grasp, 
  Dare its deadly terrors grasp?  (13-16) 
 In the fifth stanza, the narrator relates the reaction of nature and returns to an 
examination of who made the tiger.  The narrator describes "when the stars threw down 
their spears / And water'd heaven with their tears" (17-8).  Did the stars throw down their 
spears as an offensive act, or did the stars, indicative of nature, thrown down their spears 
in surrender?  Either way,  the natural forces of the universe represented by the stars seem 
either angered or defeated.  Just after these lines, the narrator asks, "did he smile his work 
to see? / Did he who make the Lamb make thee?"(19-20).  The "he" in the poem could 
refer to God since we have the mention of "the Lamb," a common metaphor for Christ.  
The poem reaches no conclusion(s) and repeats the fifth stanza, forming a poetical 
Mobius strip, returning the reader into the poem, and recycling the poem itself, a poem 
that offers few answers and in which every stanza, and almost every other line, end in a 
question.   
 According to Damon, Urizen has created the tyger (Damon 414).  Urizen, the 
tyrant, whose name means "reason or "horizon," is "the limiter of Energy, the lawmaker  
. . . a builder and driver of the sun chariot" (419).  This brings to mind another myth that, 
like that of Icarus and Prometheus, involves mismanagement of resources and inevitable 
destruction.  One may recall Ovid's myth of Phaethon, the son of The Sun, a mortal who 
talks his father into letting him drive his chariot (Hamilton 132).  Phaethon cannot control 
the chariot horses, and wrecks havoc among the sky's constellations (133).  Later, he 
produces environmental changes akin to our own current environmental crisis:  he sets 
the forests ablaze and causes the rivers to shrink (133).  Phaethon felt as if he were caught 
in "a fiery furnace" (133).  Finally, he crashes into the river Eridanus (133).  One may 
recall The Sun's warning:  "You are mortal and no mortal could drive my chariot" (133).  
From this perspective, it is not hard to consider the tiger as a horrific textual symbol of 
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industrialism, borne from knowledge stolen from the gods, and running riot, an ill-
conceived beast lighting the night, and perhaps burning down the surrounding forest, as 
England's factories and city borders expanding at an accelerated speed might have each 
lit the night and contributed to England's deforestation.  Thus, the tiger becomes all of 
industrialized England.  "The Tyger" indicates an uncertainty composed of both eerie 
fascination, deep exploration, and perhaps reservation regarding industrialism.  However, 
the reader might reverse this reading and reading "The Tyger" as a celebration of the 
poet's powers of imagination as well as a the individual working in his or her own 
workshop as Blake himself often did. In this reading, we may see the poem recalling the 
mythic figure of Daedalus, father of Icarus and a master architect and inventor. 
 

"The World Is Too Much with Us:" William Wordsworth 

 

 If Blake's position on industrialism is clear but difficult to locate due to the 
abstraction and high symbolic content of his works, William Wordsworth's (1770-1850) 
writings are no less complicated due to the concrete if disparate views in his writing.  For 
example, in his manifesto-like 1800/1802 Preface to Lyrical Ballads, he urges a 
consideration of nature and favors nature as the foundation for poetry.  Wordsworth 
encourages the adoption of "the very language of men" and a rejection of 
"personifications of abstract ideas" that "do not make any natural or regular part of that 
language" (1386).  Furthermore, he believes that "poetry is the image of man and nature" 
(1389).  Although he claims that "poetry is the first and last of all knowledge" (1391), he 
complicates this position just a few lines later: 

If the labours of men of science should ever create any material 
revolution, direct or indirect  . . . the poet will sleep no more than at 
present, but he will be ready to follow the steps of the man of science, not 
only in those general indirect effects, but he will be at his side, carrying 
sensation into the midst of the science itself.  (1391)   

Thus, Wordsworth posits an aesthetic view in which poets will not only accept 
technological innovations, but they will also coexist with science, possibly in a reciprocal 
fashion.  From the Wordsworthian perspective, perhaps poets will even infuse science 
with some sort of poetical "sensation." However, we must remember that Wordsworth's 
use of the word science means something different for him than for the modern reader.  
While about thirty years later, the word will take on its more modern meaning, in 
Wordsworth's day, science refers more to human knowledge in general.  Readers in 
Wordsworth's day would substitue the term "natural philosophy" instead.  Nonetheless, 
he does envision a world in which various types of knowledge do not conflict with one 
another. 
 While modern readers might not be able to share Wordsworth's faith in the 
possibility that poetry and science could complement one another so perfectly, they 
should recall his dream was, and still is to some extent, part of a long standing ideology.  
Marx recounts Virgil's pastoral character, Tityrus, who lives in an "ideal pasture . . . a 
place where Tityrus is spared both the deprivations and anxieties associated with both the 
city and the wilderness" (22).  "He enjoys the best of both worlds—the sophisticated 
order of art and the simple spontaneity of nature," according to Marx.  Tityrus' retreat 
affords him "peace, leisure, and economic sufficiency" (22, 23).   
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Also, early America's struggle with balancing the three desire of peace, leisure, 
and economic sufficiency also provides context for Wordsworth's situation.  During its 
early years, America found out that not everyone's physical space allows for such easy 
and self-sufficiency independence as what Tityrus enjoys.  "During the war [for 
American independence]"  the British delighted in reminding their difficult cousins that, 
even if, they [America] won political independence, they could count upon protracted 
economic subservience" under England (Marx 148).   Thomas Jefferson's opinion is that 
the huge amount of raw materials that America can produce should be sent to Europe 
where it can be fashioned into finished items (125).  He concludes that "it is better to 
carry provisions and materials to workmen there [Europe], than bring them to the 
provisions and materials, and with them their manners and principles" (125).   Marx 
relates that "the loss of what nowadays would be called 'national income,' he [Jefferson] 
explains, 'will be made up in happiness and permanence of government'" (127).  Thus, 
Jefferson conceives of an America that will be "a well-ordered green garden magnified to 
continental size" (141).  Theoretically, Jefferson's plan will resolve America's industrial 
tension in a sort of symbiotic relationship.  However, the dream loses its "feasibility" due 
to the huge distances involved, and "in 1816 the choice for America is continuing 
economic development or one of two unacceptable alternatives:  becoming a satellite of 
Europe or regressing to the live of cavemen" (140).  How Jefferson deals with this issue 
will be explored later.  For now this background information demonstrates how it was 
possible for Wordsworth to believe that science, art, and nature could embrace and 
incorporate one another without infringing on any of the other's space. 

As the reader will see, Wordsworth's works also resonate with industrial tension 
to such a degree that the two works by Wordsworth under consideration here each form a 
face of the old god Janus, who had one face that looked behind and one that looked 
forward.  In "The World Is Too Much with Us" (1807) and "Steamboats, Viaducts, and 
Railways" (1835), the reader observes Wordsworth extolling nature in the first poem, and 
as he predicted in his "Preface to Lyrical Ballads," incorporating the subject mater of new 
technologies into the second poem.  After repeating the title in the first line, the narrator 
says, "getting and spending, we lay waste our powers" (2).  Immediately the narrator 
establishes a connection with earlier authors such as Ovid (43 B.C.-A.D. 17), who, in The 
Metamorphosis speaks of a lower race of men possessed with "the damned desire of 
having," also translated by A.D. Melville as "wicked greed for gain" (924, 132).  Thus, 
the concern with accumulation and sales of material goods is destroying humankind.   

In the next line, the narrator says, "little we see in nature that is ours" (3).  This 
line implies that nature has all that we need or, at the very least, that nature has much to 
offer us, but instead we ignore this natural bounty of spiritual, natural, and organic 
offerings in favor of acquiring manufactured possessions.  The narrator goes on to lament 
"that we have given our hearts away" (4).   If we assign traditional associations to the 
heart, then the narrator remarks that we have lost our concern and capacity for love and 
emotional response, the things of the body.  If this is true, then according to Cartesian 
dualism, we have given up the heart in favor of the mind or the cold, emotionless faculty 
that writers like Blake believe will lead us to spiritual and emotional doom.  Farther on, 
the narrator mentions "this sea," "the moon," and "the winds," that are gathered up "like 
sleeping flowers," and "for this, for every thing, we are out of tune" because "it [nature] 
moves us not" (5, 6, 7, 8, 9).   The narrator then wishes that he or she were "a pagan" so 
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that he or she "glimpses that would me less forlorn" such as seeing "Proteus" and hearing 
"Triton" (10, 11, 13, 14), both mythological figures of nature.  Reading this poem in a 
purely natural or primitive sense becomes problematic because it implies not a balance 
with the socio-economic realities of the world (i.e., the average individual, then or now, 
cannot just "drop out" of the world) but a fantasy utopia in which if the reader focuses 
exclusively on nature, somehow all will be provided for him or her. 
 However, it is possible that this poem is not quite the ode to nature that many 
readers believe:  this work could be employing a double voice that is the result of a 
double consciousness.10 One voice praises nature, but the other voice both seizes upon 
the ambiguity of certain lines and praises industrial developments coded in pagan 
symbols.  For example, line 3 of "The World is Too Much with Us" is a pivotal line:  
"Little we see in Nature that is ours."  As previously stated, this line could refer to 
humankind's inability to appreciate the splendor of nature.   On the other hand, this line 
could also serve as a reminder that humans are the master of the land (perhaps through 
might rather than right), and it is a reinforcement of the idea, beginning with the Biblical 
Adam, that all of nature belongs to us.11 Farther on, when the narrator mentions having 
"sight of Proteus" or hearing "old Triton blow his wreathed horn," these passages could 
be euphemisms or symbols of mechanical objects such as large boats one could see from 
the water's edge and also hear blow their horns (13, 14).  While such a reading might 
strike the reader as overly radical or going beyond the bounds of what the text can 
reasonably suggest, one should remember that Wordsworth wrote other poems in which 
he uses certain mechanical objects without running them through any sort of symbolic 
filter. 
 For example, in "Steamboats, Viaducts, and Railways" (1835), Wordsworth 
seems to promote industry over nature.  The narrator begins by mentioning "motions and 
means, on land and sea at war" (1).  Then, the narrator maintains that "with old poetic 
feeling, not for this / shall ye, by Poets even, be judged amiss!" (2-3).  The "motions and 
means," as well as "ye," seems to refer to the "steamboats, viaducts, and railways" of the 
title since all three items are either forms/means of motion or aid motion.  Thus, in the 
narrator's view, poets will not look at these inventions and developments as out of place 
or wrong.  Next, the narrator tells the reader that the "presence" of these motions and 
means, "howsoe'er it mar / the loveliness of Nature," will not "prove a bar / to the Mind's 
gaining that prophetic sense / of future change" (4-6).  Here it appears that no matter how 
these technologies may disturb or ruin nature, they will not stop humanity's spirit and 
mind from achieving and exploring its prophetic senses or abilities.  Farther on the 
narrator explains that the prophetic sense is "that point of vision, whence / may be 
discovered what in soul ye are" (7-8).   Thus, we find two crucial distinctions.  First, that 
humanity's prophetic ability will be used in order to understand and rationalize the 
development of and changes caused by technology.  Second, technology now has a soul.  
Of course, soul may be used metaphorically to indicate foundation or inner essence.  But 
if the author wanted to be clear on the issue, why then did he not use something like 
"core," which alters neither syllabic count nor meter? 
 Later, we are informed that despite the "harsh features" of technology, "Nature"  
will embrace "her lawful offspring in Man's Art" (10, 11).  Notice that the narrator refers 
to technology with the organically referential term offspring as opposed to a word with 
more industrial connotations such as product.  Moreover, "Time / pleased with" 
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technology's "triumphs o'er his brother Space" ultimately smiles on technology and these 
inventions "with cheer sublime" because they allow for quicker movement and transfer 
through space (11-12, 14).  Wordsworth sets up the binary time/space and privileges the 
former term.  By doing so he aligns himself with industrialist ideology and its concerns of 
time, efficiency, and rapid transport.   
 There are more chilling possibilities operating within Wordsworth's works than 
just a declaration and admiration of industrial means of movement.  Reviewing "Preface 
to Lyrical Ballads" one cannot help noticing the contemporary relevance of one passage 
in particular: 

If the time should ever come when what is now called science, thus 
familiarized to men, shall be ready to put on, as it were, a form or flesh 
and blood, the power will lend his divine spirit to aid the transfiguration, 
and will welcome the being thus produced, as a dear and genuine inmate 
of the household of man. (1391)  

Although it is arguable what specifically, if anything, Wordsworth had in mind when he 
wrote this passage, it is very easy to read this work in the contemporary context of 
cloning.  In such a frame of reference, the author seems to accept the possibility of 
artificially creating human life.  Even within the context of the author's own time, such a 
reading is not so far fetched.  Consider the question Jonathan Colvin poses in "Me, My 
Clone, and I" (2000):  "Should human cloning be feared as the next Frankenstein's 
monster of genetic engineering?" (39). 
 

"My Workshop of Filthy Creation:" Mary Shelley 

 

 Mary Shelley's (1797-1851) Frankenstein or The Modern Prometheus (1818) 
provides powerful commentary on the Promethean egotism of the Industrial Revolution 
as well as the threat it poses to the concept of life itself; her novel demonstrates that 
simple animation and independent action do not constitute life itself and, instead, are a 
mockery of the very ideas of life that they presume to imitate.  Mark Hansen, in his "Not 
thus After All Would Life be Given" (1997,) believes that "not only does Shelley's 
Frankenstein furnish a failed representative of the high-romantic ideology of the self,"12       
but "it bears witness to the uncanny predicament we all face as subjects whose experience 
is fundamentally conditioned by modern machine, and now electronic, technologies" 
(609).  Thus, one might contend that Frankenstein is a parody of or warning against the 
misguided idealism fueling science and the Industrial Revolution, the egotism powering 
them, and the lack of foresight at the miserable effects thereof.  Christoph Rehmann-
Sutter, in his "Frankensteinian Knowledge?" (1996) explains that Frankensteinian 
knowledge is "knowledge to which mankind has no right" and "knowledge whose use or 
application might have fatal consequences" (265).  Moreover, Frankensteinian knowledge 
is "knowledge that, in the context of pre-existing morality, ought not to be obtained" 
(265).  In "Shelley's Frankenstein" (2000), Terry W. Thompson says that Frankenstein is 
a "cautionary tale of science gone horribly awry" due to tampering with life forces (192).   
 It is the idea of the artificial creation of life that powers the thematic engine of the 
novel.  In her 1831 preface, Shelley remembers that she wanted to compose a story of 
terror but needed a twist to elevate above the status of a mere "ghost story" (9).  She 
recalls a discussion of noted scientist ErasmusDarwin and his experiments with 
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animating a piece of preserved vermicelli, which leads her to wonder if "perhaps the 
component parts of a creature might be manufactured, brought together, and endued with 
vital warmth" (10).  Rather than locating an obsessive desire to produce human life in 
only the character of Victor Frankenstein, Shelley makes clear that this desire is one held 
by other individuals and is, therefore, a universal problem.  The narrator, Robert Walton, 
is a "naval adventurer" who also pushes himself relentlessly in the search for knowledge 
(14).  At one point, he goes so far as to say that "one man's life or death were but a small 
price to pay for the acquirement of the knowledge which I sought" (24).   

Recalling both Wordsworth and his ideological conflict, Walton, echoing 
Wordsworth's "The World Is Too Much with Us," remarks of Frankenstein that "Even 
broken in spirit as he is, no one can feel more deeply that he does the beauties of nature" 
(24).  Moreover, Walton informs the reader that "the starry sky, the sea, and every sight 
afforded by those wonderful regions, seems still to have the power of elevating his soul 
from earth" (24).  "Such a man has a double existence" Walton concludes (24).  He, 
however, misjudges Frankenstein's interest in these natural phenomena.  Frankenstein 
says that "it was the secrets of heaven and earth that I desired to learn" (32).  These 
secrets include "the outward substance of things" as well as "the inner spirit of nature" 
and "the mysterious soul of man" (32).  So far, Frankenstein's interest in nature and the 
human soul has much in common with the Romantic interest.  However, Frankenstein 
pursues this interest by reading the pseudo-scientific and scientific ideas of "Cornelius 
Agrippa," "Paracelsus," and "Albertus Magnus," whom he places in the category of 
"natural history" (33, 34, 35).  Thus, a rupture starts and he begins to develop a scientific 
interest and approach, as opposed to a spiritual interest, in nature and the soul and 
displays the split head and heart, intellect and emotion, physical and metaphysical. 
 The aspirations that drive Frankenstein to create his monster begin innocently 
enough but take a subsequent turn for the worse.  "Wealth was an inferior object" he 
states (34).  Instead, he proclaims that he wants to "banish disease from the human frame, 
and render man invulnerable to any but a violent death!" (35).  Further on again his 
interest in nature displays an affinity with those of some of the Romantics.  Frankenstein 
recalls watching a bolt of lightning vaporizing "an old and beautiful oak" that left nothing 
"but a blasted stump" (35).  The event, however, does not produce any sort of extended, 
poetic meditation but coupled with a discourse on "electricity and galvanism" inspires 
Frankenstein to study "mathematics" (35, 36).  Later, he decides to study "chemistry," a 
branch of natural philosophy after having been inspired by professor "M. Waldman" who 
explains that he believes natural philosophers to possess special talents:  "They penetrate 
into the recesses of nature, and show how she works in her hiding places.  They ascend 
into the heavens:  they have discovered how the blood circulates, and the nature of the air 
we breathe" (42, 40, 41).  His final assessment of the natural philosophers' powers sounds 
close to the types of powers that the Industrial Revolution, technology, and science will 
eventually produce:  "They have acquired new and almost unlimited powers; they can 
command the thunders of heaven, mimic the earthquake, and even mock the invisible 
world with its own shadows" (41). 
 In a passage reminiscent of the Gothic interest in ruin and circular origins, 
Frankenstein details his interest in decay and death  as well as his scientific breakthrough 
(44).  Quite succinctly he summarizes that "to examine the causes of life, we must first 
have recourse to death" (44).  Although he does not say how, he "succeeded in 
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discovering the cause of generation and life" and becomes "capable of bestowing 
animation upon lifeless matter," he achieves these powers of life-giving (44, 45).  The 
exact method is not given because "I will not lead you on, unguarded and ardent as I was 
then, to your destruction and infallible misery" (45).  Recalling the myth of Prometheus, 
he urges the reader to "learn from me . . . how dangerous is the acquirement of 
knowledge" (45). He concludes that a simpler individual will be happier than the one 
"who aspires to become greater than his [or her] nature will allow" (45).   
 Caught up in his own ego, Frankenstein focuses his considerations of the impact 
of his discovery on the glory that he will receive rather than the effects that his discovery 
will have on humanity.  Frankenstein states that "life and death appeared to me ideal 
bounds" (46).  He looks forward to the day when "a new species would bless me as its 
creator and source; many happy and excellent natures would owe their being to me" (46).  
Besides revealing the egotism resulting from his discovery, the passage also demonstrates 
that Frankenstein automatically assumes that his discovery is a positive one that will 
produce "happy and excellent natures" (46).  Furthermore, he believes that "no father 
could the claim that gratitude of his child so completely as I should deserve theirs" (46).  
In Frankenstein's defense he does realize, in hindsight, that what he has done is 
"unlawful" because it has not brought the preservation of "a calm and peaceful mind" 
(47).  However, at this point in the novel, he feels only positively about what he has done 
and does not allow himself to consider the possibility that discovery and creation can be 
anything other than good. 

In fact, his creation turns out quite differently from Frankenstein's intentions.  He 
recalls that when The Monster first begins to stir that "it breathed hard, and a convulsive 
motion agitated its limbs," which does not indicate an aesthetic or graceful entry into 
existence (48).   Although The Monster's limbs "were in proportion" and Frankenstein 
"had selected his features as beautiful," The Monster is horrid (49).  "His yellow skin 
scarcely covered the work of muscles and arteries beneath," and he has "watery eyes" 
along with a "shriveled complexion and straight black lips" (49).  Looking at The 
Monster, Frankenstein realizes that "the beauty of the dream vanished,"  and the 
realization that the dream has passed coupled with his revulsion of the reality (i.e., The 
Monster) before him fills him with "breathless horror and disgust" (49).  He concludes 
that "it became a thing such as even Dante could not have conceived" (50).  If part of the 
dream that Frankenstein refers to includes the dream or goal of industrialism as a way to 
revolutionize labor and better human life, then Frankenstein's horror and disgust 
represents the shock and revulsion that England felt after the onset of industrialism. 
   Most of the rest of the novel details The Monster's murderous actions, after he 
has fled the"workshop of filthy creation" as well as Frankenstein's grief and attempts to 
contain The Monster after he discovers that his creation is not a bringer of fire but of 
blood (47).  Soon after he receives a letter from his father informing him that his 
youngest brother "William is dead" (61).  After he realizes that The Monster is his 
brother's murderer, he confirms his earlier assertions concerning The Monster and affirms 
that he has "turned loose into the world a depraved wretch, whose delight was in carnage 
and misery" (65).  In subsequent pages, he will call The Monster a "devil" (85).  Later, 
Justine Moritz finds herself accused of William's death and "perishes on the scaffold" 
(75).  After this Frankenstein takes a trip to England with his close friend Henry Clerval. 

Various passages elucidate his fondness for nature and catalogue the continuation 
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of The Monster's bloody rampage.  One passage in particular is especially notable.  He 
recalls that "the sight of what is beautiful in nature, or the study of what is excellent and 
sublime in the productions in man, could always interest" his heart (136).  In this 
sentence, Frankenstein makes a definite distinction between the bounty of nature and the 
productions of humanity and reinforces a binary of nature/humanity.  Soon after their 
return Clerval also perishes at the hand of The Monster as well as his fiancée Elizabeth 
Lavenza (150, 166).  He declares that "never will I give up my search until he or I perish" 
(174).  Frankenstein, pursuing The Monster in yet another obsessive quest, dies aboard a 
ship travelling through frozen wastes somewhere in "the everlasting ices of the north" 
(174).   
 While it would be easy to fall into reductionism and blame Frankenstein for all 
the deaths in the novel, the blame cannot rest solely on his shoulders.  While the 
Industrial Revolution concentrated power and profit in the hands of a relative few at the 
expense of much of England's landscape and many of its people, the potential existed, 
and still exists, for that event to have eased material conditions and lowered working 
hours for much of England's, as well as the world's working class, had those that 
controlled the means of production, in this case the factories, cared enough about 
humanity to do so.   In this same sense, had Frankenstein thought about the possible 
implications of his creation and/or made some attempt to guide it, perhaps the novel 
would have a different ending.  While both of these cases produced negative 
consequences, perhaps the intent was positive. 
 There is textual evidence to support the possibility that Frankenstein could have 
been employed for some sort of good. The speech of The Monster himself best supports 
this argument.  He speaks at great length regarding what he has done since Frankenstein 
last saw him.   Early in the conversation The Monster asks Frankenstein "how dare you 
sport thus with life?" (84).  He then tells Frankenstein "do your duty towards me, and I 
will do mine towards mankind" (84).  Essentially, The Monster tells Frankenstein that he 
"must create a female for" him (123).  If Frankenstein will agree to this condition, he will 
leave Frankenstein and his friends and family alone (84),  If not, The Monster threatens 
to "glut the maw of death until it be satiated with the blood of " Frankenstein's remaining 
friends and family (84).    The Monster claims that "he was benevolent" with a "soul that 
glowed with love and humanity," but since he has been spurned and hated, he has turned 
to evil (85).  Incidentally, The Monster also possesses a certain reverence for nature as a  
safe haven.  As he says, "the desert mountains and dreary glaciers are my refuge," and he 
hails the skies "that are kinder to" him than Frankenstein's "fellow beings" (85).  Thus, 
the reader is left with the impression that The Monster is anything but a monster.  Instead, 
he presents himself a living being endowed with a nature of essential goodness struggling 
within an environment filled with the coldness of humanity.  Essentially, The Monster 
argues nurture over nature as the reason for his evil acts and maintains that he is not bad 
but has done bad things because his hostile environment leaves him no other choice. 
  In other places within the text, the reader receives further evidence that The 
Monster has not only a good nature and, far from being a noble savage, may even be 
civilized.  As the reader can see from selected passages mentioned above as well as the 
entirety of The Monster's conversation in the novel, The Monster commands a 
sophisticated discourse displaying the word choice, syntax, and grammar of other 
intelligent and refined characters in the book.   Also, the Monster has a sense of aesthetic 
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values, sensitivity toward the emotional states of others, and is more than functionally 
literate—all civilized qualities as set forth by the novel.  For example, he sees a young 
girl and describes her smile as one of "kindness and affection (92).  Later, he senses that 
the members of a family living in a cottage near him "were not entirely happy" (94).  
Later, he relates having heard a member of the cottage family read "Volney's Ruins of 
Empires" (101).  A short time after this he reads Plutarch's Lives, Sorrows of Werter, and 
Paradise Lost (108).  The last incites in him a feeling of  "awe and wonder" (110).    
 One cannot help but wonder if the reason that The Monster commits such 
horrendous acts is due in some part to the possibility that he is a highly impressionable 
creature who, if Frankenstein had given proper guidance to, could have been a positive 
figure in the life of those around him.  While lack of a father figure cannot excuse his 
actions, it would be inhuman to deny that this must play some part in the formation of 
The Monster's personality.  As The Monster himself says, from the cottage dwellers, his 
surrogate family, he learned to "admire their virtues, and to deprecate the vice of 
mankind" (108).  Two events cause the fatal turn.  First, The Monster learns, or gets the 
impression, from Frankenstein's journal notes that he is "odious and loathsome" (110).  
One must also remember that he recently read Paradise Lost, which as the reader will 
recall details Satan warring against his own creator, a creator Satan feels has spurned 
him.  The Monster sees the similarity of the story and it strikes him as his own (110).  At 
first, The Monster dismisses the example set before him and believes that the cottagers 
will admire his virtues, overlook his monstrous appearance, and accept him as one of 
their own (111).  When he reveals himself to them, one faints and the other beats him 
"violently with a stick" (115).  He flees, comes across Frankenstein's brother, and kills 
him out of "rage" (121).  His next solution is to appeal to Frankenstein for the creation of 
a mate "of the same species" (122).   
 His plan consists of several arguments that provide commentary on industrialism.  
Also drawing from Paradise Lost and its considerations of an Edenic Adam and Eve, The 
Monster envisions he (or she) and his mate living in South America off of "acorns and 
berries" and sleeping on a "bed of dried leaves" (124).  Frankenstein refuses The 
Monster's proposition on the grounds that he and his mate will eventually return, seeks 
the kindness of humanity, encounter scorn, and return to "the task of destruction," this 
time aided by a mate (124, 125).  If we read this passage in the context of industrialism, 
this passage also indicates that it is now impossible for England to turn back toward an 
agrarian mode of society and economic production.  There are other implications as well.  
If we consider The Monster's argument in a more specific sense than that of 
industrialism, then the text cautions against the creation of a being capable of 
independent thought and action.  We cannot help but notice The Monster considers 
himself to be just such a being and, therefore, has certain right, claims, and privileges.  
For example, when asking for a mate, Frankenstein says that "I demand it of you as right 
which you must not refuse" (123).  After further appeal from The Monster and much 
consideration, Frankenstein finally agrees to make The Monster a mate (125-26).   
 Later, Frankenstein shows concerns that the two monsters might not like one 
another and The Monster will return to civilization (140).  Of greater concern is the 
possibility that they will like one another "and a race of devils would be propagated upon 
the earth who might make the very existence of the species of man a condition precarious 
and full of terror" (141).  This latter possibility demonstrates humanity's long standing 
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fear that technology (robots or computers for example) will rise up and take us over.  In 
fact, The Monster gives credence to this concern when calls Frankenstein "slave" and 
tells that him "you are my creator, but I am your master—obey!" (142).  In an inversion 
of Christ, who sacrifices himself to provide salvation for future generations, Frankenstein 
shudders "to think that future ages might curse me as their pest" (141).  A pest, he 
continues, "whose selfishness had not hesitated to buy its own peace at the price, perhaps, 
of the existence of the whole human race" (141).  When confronted by The Monster, 
Frankenstein breaks his promise and tears "to pieces the thing on which" he was creating 
(141).  The Monster then renews his vendetta and, as discussed in a previous paragraph 
kills those close to Frankenstein.   
 The closing pages of the novel do point towards a possible solution through The 
Monster's final words.  In another inversion of a reincarnation myth, in this case the myth 
of the phoenix or Quetzalcoatl who practices self-immolation and will be born again,13 
the novel concludes with Frankenstein vowing to ascend a "funeral pile triumphantly, and 
exult in the agony of the torturing flames" (190).  The inversion of these myths indicates 
that The Monster is an inversion of human life, a gross parody, a violation of a natural 
order.  Sidestepping the question of an afterlife, The Monster concludes that his "spirit 
will sleep in peace; or if it thinks, it will not surely think thus.  Farewell" (190).  The 
reader is left wondering what would have happened had Frankenstein not chosen to 
destroy himself, or if he is telling the truth and does, instead, intend to return again.  
Thus, the text also seems to signal the need for creating or installing some sort of failsafe 
device or self-destruct mechanism to stop, recall, or destroy a creation that has gotten out 
of hand or whose unforeseen or unplanned for consequences prove negative.   

The larger question with its myriad offshoots remains.  What mechanism or 
device serves to dismantle or eradicate an ideology that has gotten away from its makers?  
What funeral pyre shall industrialism ascend to?  R.A. Forsyth gives us a hint when in 
"The Myth of Nature and the Victorian Compromise of the Imagination" (1964), he 
quotes Thomas Huxley who, in 1887, says that "'the most obvious and the most 
distinctive feature of the History of Civilization, during the last fifty years, is the 
wonderful increase of industrial production'" aided by, as Forsyth put it,  "the application 
of machinery, the improvement of old technical processes and the invention of old and 
new means of locomotion and inter-communication" (213-14).  Finally, Rehmann-Sutter 
reminds us that the word monster is built from the Latin verb monstrare:  "to show" 
(269). 

 
"Greater Economic Self-Sufficiency:" America Answers the Industrial Question 

 

How should America respond to industrialism?  In the early nineteenth century 
America has two basic possible answers:  accept or reject industrialism.  The War of 
1812 seems to decide the issue when Thomas Jefferson compares America's situation to 
that of Adam and Eve.  He says, "our enemy [England] had indeed the consolation of 
Satan on removing our first parents from Paradise" (Marx 144).  Jefferson further defines 
this move as one "from a peacable and agricultural nation" to "a military and 
manufacturing one" (144).  Apparently, "it did not occur to Jefferson that the factory 
system was a necessary feature of technological progress" despite the fact that he had 
previously visited England in 1786 (146).  During this visit he develops a "passion for 
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utilitarian improvements, gadgets, and labor-saving devices of all kinds" and is 
particularly taken with the concept of steam power (146, 147).  Also, in 1786 "nine out of 
ten Americans lived on farm," so most Americans have no acquaintance with 
industrialism (148).  Marx reports that from "Jefferson's perspective, the machines is a 
token of that liberation of the human spirit to be realized by the young American 
Republic" (150).  Because America is predominantly rural, Jefferson cannot imagine it 
turning into a place like "the dark, crowded, grimy cities of Europe" (150).  According to 
Marx, Jefferson assumes that the machine "will blend harmoniously into the open 
countryside of his native land" and that will help "transform a wilderness into a society of 
the middle landscape" resembling Virgil's ideal pasture (150).  He seems to believe that 
industrialism is something that can be controlled and contained and assume that the rest 
of America will respect and protect the land as he hopes they will do.  However, this is 
Marx's reading of Jefferson and further investigation of Jefferson's writings can provides 
the foundation for an argument that Jefferson was actually highly suspicious of 
industrialism.   

Another key figure helping to answer the question is the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth-century politician Tench Coxe (Marx 150) who feels disturbed by the 
deepening deterioration of America's economy (152).  Convinced that political 
independence "will require greater economic self-sufficiency," which will develop 
foremost from "native manufacturers," Coxe develops a number of tactics to advance 
industrial progress (153).14 He "and his colleagues advertise for technicians" (156).  He 
refers to the wilderness as a "wasteland" (156).  Sounding suspiciously close to England's 
idea of divine right,  he contends that "building factories . . . is necessary to fulfill 
imperatives imbedded in the terrain" (157).  Otherwise, the country risks wasting "certain 
great natural powers of the country" "given by Providence" (157).  This argument implies 
that the machine is something given by God and that is borders on sin to waste this 
glorious opportunity.15 Marx notes "that Americans have seized upon the machines as 
their birthright" (205).  Finally, Coxe believes that "the entire social climate of the new 
Republic will cleanse the factory system of its unfortunate feudal residues" (158).   These 
ideas of the machine constitute a new ideology that scatters its seeds throughout the soil 
of American culture and politics.  Most significantly, as Marx remind the reader, "it has 
often been noted that the dominant structural metaphor of the Constitution is that of a 
self-regulating machine" (165).16 Benesch argues that "it would be only a few decades, 
however, before Thoreau would expose the synecdochic conflation of machinery and 
state as tyrannical and therefore essentially un-American," which immediately places him 
in ideological opposition to an America that now reveres technology as a symbol of 
cultural, economics, and social progress (24). 

   
"Lives of Quiet Desperation:" Henry David Thoreau 

 

 The concern with and confusion about industrialism heightens in the works of 
such nineteenth-century American writers as Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862).  In 
Walden (1849), the subject of technology and the machine appears continually.  In 
American Georgics (2002), Timothy Sweet, using some of  Marx's words, explains the 
concept of pastoral design, which refers to "texts that set up an ideal, rural landscape and 
then introduce a counterforce of some kind, a threat of 'an alien world encroaching from 
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without'" (3).  For Thoreau, this threat often comes in the form of either a machine, the 
locomotive, or some other force of progress such as lumberjacks.  Thoreau directly and 
indirectly critiques what is the foundation for an ideology of mass production and mass 
consumption. 
 Selected passages from three sections of the book highlight Thoreau's 
considerations of production and consumption:  "Economy," Sounds," and "The Ponds."  
All of these consider the effects that industrialism has on the social, economic, and 
ecosystems in his region of Massachusetts.  Immediately, Thoreau critiques basic 
assumptions of property and ownership in the novel.  As he relates,  "I see young men, 
whose misfortune it is to have inherited farms, houses, barns, cattle, and farming tools" 
(3).  Such a situation might seem to be the opposites of misfortune as owning a well-
equipped farm would seem to put one in an advantageous position that will allow for self-
sufficiency and productivity.  However, these things are, as Thoreau explains, "more 
easily acquired than got rid of" (3).  He finds such people to be "serfs of the soil" (3) who 
are "laying up treasures which moth and rust will corrupt and thieves break through and 
steal" (3).  There are "many a poor immortal soul . . . crushed and smothered under its 
load, creeping down the road of life, pushing before it a barn seventy-five feet by forty  
. . . and one hundred acres of land, tillage, mowing, pasture, and wood-lot" (3), Thoreau 
elaborates.  According to Marx, Thoreau pinpoints  a "pattern of acquiescence, a 
dehumanizing reversal of end and means, in all of their [Thoreau's fellow towns-people] 
behavior" (247).  Marx explains that Thoreau locates this pattern and reversal "above all 
in their economy" (247), which he goes on to say is "a system in which they work 
endlessly, not to reach a goal of their own but to satisfy the demands of the market 
mechanism" (247).  Thus, we see that what Thoreau criticized is not self-sufficiency and 
productivity, but working beyond that point simply for the sake of accumulation rather 
than neccessity.17 He concludes that "it is a fool's life" (3).  In his "Thoreau's Urban 
Imagination" (1996), Robert Fanuzzi believes that Thoreau "will protect an ideal of civil 
autonomy rooted in eighteenth-century urban liberalism" (324).  Thoreau continues his 
analysis of accumulation its own sake and the effects such an actions has on the general 
populace.  Besides overburdening the workers, they "are so occupied with the factitious 
cares and superfluously coarse labors of life, that its finer fruits cannot be plucked" (4).  
The "labor" of such individuals "would be depreciated in the market," and they have "no 
time to be anything but a machine" (4).  Soon thereafter, Thoreau makes his famous 
declaration that "the mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation" (6).   
 Thoreau then advances his own ideas of a middle landscape or ideal pasture.  
Marx reminds us that Thoreau's "hut beside the pond stands at the center of a symbolic 
landscape" (245).  In this landscape, "the village of Concord appears on one side and a 
vast reach of unmodified nature on the other" (Fanuzzi 345).  Fanuzzi develops the theory 
that although Walden is a physical location seemingly away from the city, "the city is 
both present and absent in Walden.  It exists through references and allusion to city life, 
which is to say that it exists as metonymy" (321).    Furthermore, "this city has no 
geographical equivalent and in fact disclaims its status as locality, for Thoreau's intent is 
to use historically identified conventions of urbanism to conceive a space that 
corresponds to his imagination" (321).  Thus, there is both stabilization and 
destabilization as Thoreau projects his own desires upon the surface of the physical 
landscape of Walden.  Though his projections may be different that those of his 
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American counterpart, he too treats nature a sort of blank campus and is to some extent 
also unaware of the physical landscape's reality.  Specifically, whereas America may 
assume that nature has no will or right of its own, Thoreau places perhaps too much of an 
emphasis on these qualities and in doing so further inscribes his own projections upon 
nature.  Furthermore, James A. Papa, in "Reinterpreting Myths" (1999), points out that 
"Thoreau's romantic portrayal of the region as an untouched wilderness seem odd" since 
"even the water of the pond had been commodified; in winter its ice was cut and sold 
(216, 215).  "It would be some advantage to live a primitive and frontier life, though in 
the midst of an outward civilization" Thoreau hypothesizes and he asks, "is it impossible 
to combine the hardiness of . . . savages with the intellectualness of the civilized man?"  
(9, 11).      
 The remainder of "Economy" seeks to answer that question as we observe 
Thoreau, after more or less condemning early American capitalism, now working 
towards figuring how to survive within such a system because, having identified what he 
considers the basic necessities of life, he must now figure out how to procure at least a 
few of those things which capitalism can provide.18 Thoreau states that "it became more 
and more evident that my townsmen would not after all admit me into the list of town 
officers, nor make my place a sinecure with a modest allowance" (16).  Thereafter, he 
recounts that his unpaid bills mounted up (16).  Then, he tells a story of a Native 
American who could not sell basket to support himself (16).  Bringing the story full 
circle, Thoreau explains that "he [the Native American] had not discovered that it was 
necessary for him to make it worth the other's while to buy them, or at least make him 
think that it was so," and he says that he "too had woven a basket of a delicate texture, 
but . . . had not made it worth anyone's while to buy them" (17).  He then engages in 
figuring out "how to avoid the necessity of selling them" (17) and decides to move to the 
woods.  He quickly adds that his "purpose in going to Walden Pond was not to live 
cheaply or dearly there, but to transact some private business with the fewest obstacles" 
(17).   
 Logically, one of those obstacles must be the constant concern with and 
expenditure of time obtaining the financial resources and/or goods necessary to maintain 
biological, as opposed to aesthetic or spiritual, life.  This section is important for several 
reasons.  First, Thoreau identifies several key factors in mass consumerism and 
advertising:  find a product that fills a need in a large group of people and then sell that 
product to them, or, failing to do that, create a false need for a product in a large group of 
people and then sell that product to them.  Prud'homme summarizes this position 
succinctly when he says that "the American system enable the individual to accumulate 
more than he needs, even while it must inspire him to do with less than he desires" (100).  
Second, the section brings into a question a fundamental assumption paramount to 
Thoreau's argument as well as those of other writers:  we are to reject the machine, 
technology, and consumerism because such things are either inherently evil or because, in 
hands of the individual, they bring evil.  In the case of Thoreau, perhaps his inability or 
unwillingness to find suitable employment merely provided the final impetus for a 
decision to enter the woods that was an already long-standing desire.  Perhaps he enters 
the woods because he finds that he can't make it in mainstream society.  Does he reject 
the machines, technology, and consumerism because he cannot utilize these items to his 
advantage? Had Thoreau found some sort of employment, would he have ever entered the 
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woods?  Finally, we may ask, as we might of any writing, how much of Walden's tone of, 
what we might sum up as, anti-establishmentism is due to a carefully crafted voice and 
constructed persona specifically created to sound just such a tone of rebelliousness?   Due 
to the content and subject matter of his other prose writings and letters as well as other 
actions he took, such as his refusal to pay taxes and his support of abolitionism, we may 
suspect that Thoreau's disagreement with society did not stem solely from his failure to 
find, or society's failure to provide, gainful employment,19 but it possibly does call him 
and Walden, at least partly, into question. 

Thoreau proceeds to tell the reader that he has "always endeavored to acquire 
strict business habits," and the majority of the remainder of "Economy" serves an 
exposition on his business habits (17).  As he explains his business procedures, his 
progress resembles America's at that time; both he and it are fledgling societies trying to 
find their respective ways in a new wilderness.  Benesch seems to support this idea with 
his observation that Thoreau's account is "proof of the idiosyncratic way in which 
Americans negotiated the divergent forces of culture and nature, of modernization and 
the . . . landscapes of the New World" (47).  Also, Fanuzzi explains that "in Walden, 
Thoreau creates what urbanists call a development history for the imagination" (322).  He 
does this by "accounting for the creation of avowedly figural forms by the same changes 
in social morphology that were transforming the built and unbuilt landscapes of eastern 
Massachusetts into centers or subsidiaries of an equally new social form," which is "the 
urban-industrial complex" (322).   It is interesting to note Thoreau's statement that he first 
takes up residence in the woods "on Independence Day, or the fourth of July" (82).  He 
then informs the reader that "the nation itself . . . is just such an unwieldy and overgrown 
establishment . . . ruined by luxury and heedless expense, by want of calculation and a 
worthy aim, as the million households in the land" (89).  "The only cure for it as for 
them," he says, "is in a rigid economy" (89).  These remarks suggest that "Economy" is 
not just one man's record of his own experiment but also a streamlined plan for an entire 
country.  Thoreau, though, seems determined not to repeat what he previously mentioned 
as the mistakes of the young republic.  Oddly, as Fanuzzi points out, Thoreau "exhorts 
the citizens of Concord not to adopt a 'provincial life' but to 'act collectively in the spirit 
of our [prospective] institutions' and 'take the place of the noblement in Europe'" (327). 
 Such a contradiction displays one of the chief political differences between the 
pastoral and the urban.  The pastoral does not advocate advancement.  Once one has 
found one's pasture, that is it.  Tend the pasture and be content.  In contrast, urbanism 
promotes advancement and progress. However, such advancement and progress often 
occurs at the expense of other beings.  Also, urbanism never says when to stop or 
concedes that there should be a growth to progress.  Thus, the reader finds Thoreau in the 
grip of another manifestation of industrial tension. 

Very quickly, Thoreau finds himself enmeshed in a host of economic concerns 
quite similar to America's own concerns.  Discussing trade, he says, "you will export such 
articles as the country affords, purely native products, much ice and pine timber, and a 
little granite, always in native bottoms" (18-19).  After giving an extensive list of all the 
things one must be concerned with when overseeing a business, he compresses these 
items into "such problems of profit and loss, of interest, of tare and tret" (18).  He 
concludes that he "thought that Walden Pond would be a good place for business," and 
one reason, thought "not solely," is "on account of the railroad and the ice trade" (18, 19).  
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Curiously, Thoreau does not tell the reader why those things will be profitable20 for him.  
Instead, he says that "if offers advantages which it may not be good policy to divulge" 
(19).   
 "As this business was to be entered into without the usual capital," Thoreau must 
still figure out where to obtain "those means [i.e., clothing, shelter, food, and fuel] that 
will still be indispensable to every such undertaking," and his discussions regarding 
various of these means contains a meta-commentary on America's practices in obtaining 
and consuming such means (19).   After discussing the foolishness of fashion trends, he 
abruptly informs the reader of his position regarding the use of the factory system in 
America: "I cannot believe that our factory system is the best mode by which men may 
get clothing.  The condition of the operatives is becoming every day like that of the 
English" (24).  Far from being surprised, Thoreau states that "it cannot be wondered at, 
since as far as I have heard or observed, the principal object is, not that mankind may be 
well and honestly clad, but, unquestionable, that the corporations may be enriched" (24).   
Later, he says that "men have become tools of their tools," meaning that in their attempt 
to acquire needless things, humans actually become enslaved by their desire (34).   
Shortly thereafter, Thoreau has a Marxist moment21 during which reminds both reader 
and artist that "the best works of art are the expression of man's struggle to free himself 
from this condition, but the effect of our art is merely to make this low state comfortable 
and that higher state to be forgotten" (35).   
 After his brief commentary on art, Thoreau returns to the subject of his housing.  
He gives strict account of the exact cost of his house, and after a thirteen-part itemization 
with several notations, the cost, to the exact half penny is twenty eight dollars and twelve 
and a half cents (46).  As Joseph Andrews in "The Struggle for Walden" (1997) recalls, 
"Emerson offered Thoreau the use of his newly purchased wood lot on Walden Pond to 
build his small cabin" (30).  Farther on the reader receives several other lists.  The 
expense, gross profit, and net profit from his farm; his total income; a fourteen-part 
itemized and annotated list of his food expenses (including salt) (52, 55, 56).  What the 
reader can finally deduce22 from all of these lists is that Thoreau has done little more than 
break even.  When Thoreau experiments with growing beans, again he will do little more 
than break even.  After another itemized list, Thoreau is left with the profit of eight 
dollars and seventy one and a half cents (161).   

Although Marx does remind us that the outcome of Thoreau's venture "is 
irrelevant because his aim had been to know beans: to get at the essential meaning of 
labor in the bean-field," he pronounces Thoreau's bean experiment "a failure" in terms of 
profit (258, 256).  Perhaps the reason Thoreau does not continue growing beans is that he 
must plant, hoe, harvest, thresh, pick over, and sell them—"the last was the hardest of 
all," and he says that while the hoeing took seven hours of work a day, perhaps not 
leaving much time or energy for the higher affairs of the mind and spirit that concern 
Thoreau so much (158).  Nonetheless, it might be harsh judgment to call Thoreau's bean 
experiment a complete failure.  After all, his profit is only two and a half cents short of 
his total food bill for eight months or just less than a third of the total expenses of twenty-
eight dollars and twelve and a half cents required for building his house.  The final point, 
however, for both America and Thoreau is clear:  establishing one's own society on an 
agriculturally derived income involves much labor and little profit.  Fanuzzi asks "is the 
model for Walden Pond an economically productive urban society or a counter-social 
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pastoral?" (329).  "Perhaps we should answer yes," Fanuzzi offers (329). 
 Also significant is his book, are comment regarding various inventions, advances, 
and in some cases, intrusions brought on by technology and industrialism.  For him, "our 
inventions are wont to be pretty toys, which distract us from serious things" (49).  He also 
shuns new forms of media such as the telegraph, precursor to both the telephone and, 
later, e-mail.  "We are in great haste to construct a magnetic telegraph from Maine to 
Texas," according to him, "but Maine and Texas, it may be, have nothing important to 
communicate" (49). In fact, he cares for very little for older avenues of communication 
such as the postal service.  As he says, "I could easily do without the post-office" (91).   
The newspapers, also, hold no particular intrigue for Thoreau who states that "I am sure 
that I have never read any memorable news in a newspaper" (91).  What Thoreau seems 
to discourage is not so much the media forms themselves, necessarily, but the irrelevant 
information clogging them. 
 Besides, criticizing needless, or at least misused, types of media and methods 
used to transmit information, Thoreau also reacts against needless forms of 
transportation.  Of America and its households, he says, "it lives too fast" (90).  He goes 
on to say that "Men think that it is essential that the Nation have commerce, and export 
ice, and talk through a telegraph, and ride thirty miles an hour" (90).  "We do not ride on 
the railroad; it rides upon us" he concludes (90).  The railroad is a consistent topic of 
interest throughout the novel.  One of Thoreau's criticisms of the railroad involves its 
accessibility, or lack thereof, to others.  He says that "men have an indistinct notion that if 
they keep up this activity of joint stocks and spades long enough all will at length ride 
somewhere, in next to no time, and for nothing" (50).  However, "it will be perceived that 
a few are riding, but the rest are run over" (51).  Thus, there is the idea that the majority 
suffer to provide privileges for a few.  Soon thereafter, Thoreau says that the railroad is 
"comparatively good" only because worse things could have been invented which is akin 
to saying it is better to cut off one's foot rather than one's entire leg (51). 
 Oddly, Thoreau seems unsure of exactly what the locomotive means to him.  
Prud'homme says that Walden is "the record of a conversation in thought—which is to 
say that . . . his mind changes over many years and drafts" (108).  For example, Thoreau 
likens the sound of the locomotive whistle to "the scream of a hawk" (113).  However, 
just one page earlier he compares "the rattle of the railroad cars" to "the beat of a 
partridge" (108, 112).  A number of complications arise from these two passages.  First, 
the narrator  compares the  locomotive, an inorganic machine not created by the natural 
world, to one of two birds, both of which are living beings originating from nature. 
Second, the narrator first compares the locomotive to a dove, which is recognized as a 
symbol of peace.  A little later, the narrator compares the train to a the fierce bird of prey 
that is the hawk.  Marx himself asks, "what are we to make of this double image of the 
railroad?" (251).  Perhaps this is the price Thoreau must part for deciding "to stand on the 
meeting of two eternities, the past and the future, which is precisely the present moment; 
to toe that line" (14).  A peculiar binary, in this case avian, begins to emerge in which 
"every significant image is yoked to an alternate" image that Thoreau uses when 
describing the railroad (Marx 251).  As Marx explains, "the passage proves to be a 
sustained evocation of the ambiguous meaning of the machine" (251).   

Other passages display further textual ambivalence and mythologization regarding 
the locomotive.  For example, Marx points out a passage in Walden in which the narrator 
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considers the railroad as a representative emblem of humankind's potential to elevate 
itself.  In "Sounds," Thoreau compares the movement of "the engine with is trains" to 
"planetary motion,--or, rather like a comet" (114).  Its exhaust is a "steam cloud like a 
banner streaming behind in golden and silver wreaths, like many a downy cloud" (114).  
The locomotive, described by Thoreau as an almost pleasant occurrence of nature, now 
becomes a "travelling demigod" (114).  He continues his description of the train, but now 
it is an "iron horse" that makes "the hills echo with his snort like thunder, shaking the 
earth with his feet and breathing smoke and fire from his nostrils" (114).  Although 
Thoreau now describes the locomotive in less pleasant terms, he still describes it as an 
awesome force, almost like a god descended to earth.  In fact, he says, "what kind of 
winged horse or fiery dragon they will put into this mythology I don't know" (114).23     
 With the phrase "iron horse," Thoreau has made an important distinction that 
Blake, Wordsworth, and Mary Shelley have hinted at in their works—the romantic 

cyborg.  Benesch explains that "American authors of the nineteenth century often had 
recourse to an imagined other or double" that is "a hybrid figure that comprised the 
human as well as the machine, and thus reflected the skein of interpellated relations 
between authorship and technology" (4).  Benesch defines the cyborg as a "cybernetic 
body, which, by definition, is a body that successfully incorporates the machine into its 
system" (114).  Benesch explains that romantic cyborg refers to a cyborg, a combination 
of the organic and the machine, found in American Romanticism.  As we associate iron 
with tools or machines, and horse is, of course, a natural creature, Thoreau's iron horse is 
a romantic cyborg, a byproduct of the industrial tension evident in his work.   
 As Thoreau continues his meditation on the locomotive, he also continues to 
change his position regarding it.  After having just given his description of the train as a 
fire-breathing, smoke-spouting force, he says, upon looking at it, that "it seems as if the 
earth had got a race now worthy to inhabit it" (114).  He then seems to doubt himself and 
switches to conditional statements to finish out the paragraph.  He states that "if all were 
as it seems, and men made the elements their servants for noble ends" (114).  Oddly, he 
does not complete the statement.  "If the cloud that hangs over the engine were the 
perspiration of heroic deeds, or as beneficent as that which floats over the farmer's field," 
he says, "then the elements and Nature herself would cheerfully accompany men on their 
errands and be their escort" (114).  In the next paragraph, he also uses several conditional 
statements when commenting on the railroad.  He says, "if the enterprise were as 
innocent as it is early," and "if the enterprise were as heroic and commanding as it is 
protracted and unwearied" (115).  Since Thoreau says that "the stabler of the iron horse 
was up early this winter morning . . . to fodder and harness his steed," and "all day the 
fire-steel flies over the country . . . and I am awakened by his tramp and defiant snort at 
midnight" as well as "he will reach his stall only with the morning star, we know that the 
enterprise begins both very early and is quite protracted (115).  Therefore it seems as if 
Thoreau might be saying that all is not as it seems and that the enterprise of the 
locomotive is neither innocent nor heroic" (115).  Soon thereafter, he says, "I will not 
have my eyes put out and my ears spoiled by its smoke and steam and hissing" (120). 

In "Thoreau's Walden" (2001) Henrik Gustafsson, quoting social historian J.C. 
Furnas, points out that "'during the informal days of U.S. railroading," "engines, too, were 
allowed personalities.  Like ships, they were named for company magnates or 
mythological figures'" (180).  Extending this idea and referencing Thoreau scholar 
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Stanley Cavell, Gustafsson points out a grimmer possibility and informs the reader that 
"'what happens is that men will mythologize their forces, as they always have, project 
them into demigods, and then serve their projections'" (180).  Just as Forsyth thinks that 
through Romanticism "nature had been supernaturalized, and was firmly established as 
myth," American literature has mythologized nature (217). If nature has been 
supernaturalized and mythologized, how long before it becomes mechanized? 

One such example of the mechanization of nature is the railroad.  The railroad 
speeds life up and also fixes, in the sense of restraint, humanity according to Thoreau.  
First, he compares the railroad to a hunter journeying "far through the unfrequented wood 
on the confines of towns" and "scaring the owl and fox" (115).  Then, Thoreau asks "do 
they [humanity] not talk and think faster in the depot than they did in the stage-office?" 
(115).  According to him '''railroad fashion' is now the by-word" (116).  "We have 
constructed a fate, an Atropos,  that never turns aside (Let that be the name of your 
suggestion" (116).24  He concludes that "every path but your own is the path of fate.  
Keep on your own track, then" (116).  At the same time, Thoreau offers a particular track 
as well.  Fanuzzi states that "Walden ultimately recommends that the conscientious 
citizen devote himself to 'more sacred laws'" (325).  However, "Thoreau's attachment to a 
legally constituted dominion to heaven or on earth perpetuates a historically urban form 
of society in the absence of a corresponding urban space," which, as we have noted, 
exists conceptually if not physically in the novel (325).  While Thoreau's concept of self-
law or sacred law that takes it model from nature is perhaps meant to create and 
autonomous and independent individual, to some extent it runs perilously close to the 
concept of divine right, which allows for a force other than the individual to claim 
absolute rule based on some higher, unquestionable law.  
 Thoreau provides additional commentary in other places in the novel on both the 
deforestation of the environment and the intrusiveness of the locomotive.  He comments 
on the lush, idyllic landscape that he first encounters in Walden.  He recalls that the 
woods on the hills "were then so high, that, as you looked down from the west end, it had 
the appearance of an amphitheatre for some kind of sylvan spectacle" (189). However, 
since he "left those shores, the wood-choppers have still further laid them waste, and now 
for many a year, there will be no more rambling through the aisles of the wood" (189). 
He asks, "How can you expect the birds to sing when their groves are cut down?" (189).  
This meditation soon leads into more thoughts of the railroad. 
 The iron horse is now "that devilish Iron Horse, whose ear-rending neigh is heard 
throughout the town" (190).  Thoreau says that the railroad has not only "muddied the 
Boiling Spring with his foot" but has also "browsed off all the woods on Walden shore" 
(190).  He then calls the locomotive "that Trojan horse, with a thousand men in his belly, 
introduced by mercenary Greeks" (190).  Finally, he asks, "where is the country's 
champion" "to meet him . . . and thrust an avenging lance between the ribs of the bloated 
pest?" (190).  Nature, for Thoreau is still both a source of renewal for both itself and him.  
Despite assailment by both lumberjacks and trains, Walden "has not acquired one 
permanent wrinkle after all its ripples" (190).  "Where a forest was cut down last winter, 
another is springing up" according to Thoreau.  For him, Walden is untouchable by 
industry and progress.  He says, "why, here is Walden, the same woodland lake that I 
discovered so many years ago" (190).  According to Benesch, "by  attributing to the 
sublime landscape the power to redeem . . . the negative consequences associated with 
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the onslaught of technology, Thoreau also fashions a glimmer of hope" (48).   As 
mentioned previously, Thoreau eventually vacates the woods of Walden, but America 
will drive itself further in and for far less noble purposes. 
 

"What I Assume, You Shall Assume:" Walt Whitman 

 

 Like Thoreau's, the writing of Walt Whitman (1819-1892) also reflects unsettled, 
bipolar feelings about the technology, the railroad, and perhaps society.  His feelings 
were not uncommon.  Forsyth quoting W.E. Houghton explains that "'the two features of 
. . . 'the age of transition'—bourgeois industrial society and widespread doubt about the 
nature of man, society, and the universe' were intimately related" (214-15).  Marx 
informs us that in 1851 Whitman tells the Brooklyn Art Union that "the steam engine is 
no bad symbol" (164).  Of course, Whitman's quote does not tell us how he feels about 
the steam engine, only how he does not feel.  In his Preface to Leaves of Grass, the poet 
provides a list of topics, "the essences of the real and past and present events" that "enter"  
"the American poet" (872).  Among these topics are "the loghouses and clearings . . . the 
fisheries and whaling and gold-digging . .  enterprise . . . the factories and mercantile life 
and laborsaving machinery" (873).   Again, Whitman presents this list in a neutral context 
and does not say whether the American poet should like or dislike, agree or disagree with 
those topics.  He merely mentions these as important and interesting topics that the 
American poet can choose to write about.   However, simply by mentioning those items, 
Whitman gives them importance.   
 Benesch says that "nowhere is Whitman's enthusiasm for technology more 
apparent than is his preface to the 1855 edition of Leaves of Grass" (59).  In this same 
list, Whitman presents an extensive catalogue of various bodies of water.  He says that 
the American poet's "spirit responds to his country's spirit . . . . he incarnates its 
geography and natural life and rivers and lake" (872).  Thus, Whitman identifies the 
country's spirit with that of nature or at least believes that America's spirit is close enough 
to nature that the American poet can incarnate it there.  Like Jefferson, Whitman seems to 
see no contradiction or conflict of interest between machine and nature and seems to 
believes that the two will mesh if not harmoniously, at least not in opposition to one 
another.  Again, he is like the double-faced Janus with one face turned to the past and one 
to the future.  As Whitman says, "the American poets are to enclose old and new" (872). 

Soon thereafter, Whitman also includes in his list "the factories and mercantile 
life and laborsaving machinery" (873).  Benesch notes that "Whitman becomes even 
more explicit about the leading role that science and technology assume in regard to 
modern poetry" (59-60).  While "the anatomist, chemist, astronomer, geologist, 
phrenologist," and "mathematician" "are not poets," "they are the lawgivers of poets" 
(877, 876).  Whitman's integration of science and poetry is steadfast with the vision of 
unity permeating his writing.  Benesch, for example, points to "Song of Myself" as "an 
attempt to incorporate and give voice to the multitudes of American people" (169).  At 
the same time, the passage about science and lawgiving implies that science possesses 
some type of dominance or control over poetry.  Also, while poetry depends upon science 
for its law, there is no mention of what, if anything, science needs from poetry.  Just as 
industrialism spreads in America, so too can the reader see Whitman's support of 
industrialism, science, and technology increasing in his preface.  America's failed attempt 
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to integrate the old (nature) with the new (machine technology) was anything but an 
integration.  Rather it was a gradual overpowering.  In various writings of Whitman, we 
can also see overtones and undertones of his fascination with and support of industrialism 
that slowly reveal themselves through close reading.     
 Consider, for example, Whitman's "To a Locomotive in Winter" (1876).  In his 
poem, Whitman offers a portrait of the locomotive in strident, positive, almost erotic, 
imagery.  The use of certain adjectives, nouns, and verbs lends sensual overtones that 
dominate the first seven lines of the poem.  For example, one may note the following 
passages and phrases both sexual and phallic:  "measur'd dual throbbing and thy beat 
convulsive," "rods, gyrating," "swelling pant and roar," and "great protruding head-light 
fix'd in front" (3, 5, 6, 7).  With those passages Whitman makes the train sound human 
and perhaps even desirable; there is almost a sexual fetishism present in the poem.  "Type 
of the modern—emblem of motion and power—pulse of the continent" Whitman 
exclaims of the locomotive (13).  In the second section of the poem, Whitman describes 
the train as a "Fierce-throated beauty!" with "lawless music" and "madly-whistled 
laughter, echoing, rumbling like an earthquake, rousing all" (18, 20).   

Unlike Thoreau, Whitman's narrator does not seem disturbed by the sound of the 
train.  In fact, Benesch says that "A Song of Joys" (1860) evokes "a joyful communion 
between men and their machines" (216).  The train emits a "merry shriek" and is a 
"laughing locomotive" (Whitman 177).  In "To a Locomotive in Winter" the narrator says 
of the train, "thy trills of shrieks by rocks and hills return'd" (23).   While the passage 
refers to the echoing of the train's noises off of the rocks and hills, it also implies that the 
train and the natural environment participate in some sort of communication with one 
another.  Like Thoreau, Whitman, through his writing, exalts the locomotive as an almost 
archetypal symbol, a sublime force of nature.  The narrator asserts this idea with the  
proclamation that the locomotive is (a) "law of thyself complete" (21).  The reader also 
sees a description of "the train of cars behind, obedient, merrily following" as if the 
locomotive, an almost reckless power, somehow organizes and tames that which follows 
behind it (11)).  The last image that the narrator gives us of the locomotive is of it 
"unpent and glad and strong" (25) beneath "the free skies" (25) are it is launched "o'er the 
prairies wide" (25, 21).25 Thus, by the poem's end, Whitman leaves the reader with an 
odd tension in the poem:  the locomotive, a mechanical device, has become a sort of 
natural, organic symbol for an almost primitive force. 
 Robert W. French, in his "Music for a Mad Scene" (1981), notes the contrasting 
thematic discontinuities that the poem displays.  Whitman divides his poem "into two 
sections of unequal length, lines 1-17 and 18-25" (32).  French observes that "the 
differences are such that each section could stand by itself as a separate poem . . . and it 
would not be evident that the two belonged together other than as a study in contrasts" 
(32).  French maintains that "it is necessary for any full reading of 'To a Locomotive in 
Winter' to attempt to reconcile the basic conceptual differences that the poem appears to 
present" (32).  These two differences, according to French, are the opposing portraits that 
the narrator paints of the train; in the first section, the train "is an emblem of coherence 
and harmony . . .  as tightly structured as a poem," but in the second section "it has an 
existence beyond human control . . . it is no longer a poem" (34, 35).  Thus, the poem 
replicates an interesting binary.   French believes that the poem admits a conception "of 
the poet as a creative force," and it "is a poem of old age," specifically Whitman's as he is 
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"pleading for inspiration of a certain kind" (36, 38).  This inspiration, according to 
French, consists of "the wild impassioned tones that he hears in the music of the 
locomotive" (35).  If so, Whitman has reversed the stanzas in reference to his own life 
since the obedient, more mellow section comes before the wild and raw section that 
French believes Whitman wishes to tap into.  Ultimately, the two sections of the poem 
might stand, like yin and yang, for any two seemingly contrasting binaries. 
 Or the poem may seem so divided against itself because it has sprung from 
Whitman's own industrial tension.  The first section of the poem presents the train as 
something harmonious, while in the second section, the train is unruly and rebellious.  
Judging, from Whitman's previous comments, he hoped that technology would take up 
the former condition, yet he knew firsthand that it was occupying the later state.  Thus, 
Whitman's industrial tension originates in what he hoped technology would do compared 
to what he knew in was, in reality, doing.  The fact of the matter is that territorial 
expansionism both fueling and fueled by the growth of the railroad helped to eradicate an 
entire people.  Most readers are well aware of the environmental and social havoc that the 
railroad wrecked upon the Native Americans as they found their land and ecosystems 
thrown off-balance.  French also considers such poems as "Song of the Redwood-Tree" 
(1873) symbolic of Whitman's declining powers (38).  French is on the mark when he 
says that "Song of the Redwood Tree" is a poem "that prepare[s] for death by seeking to 
justify the life that is being consumed" (37).  The importance of this statement is that it 
recognizes that both French and Whitman realize that "Song of the Redwood," as well as 
"To a Locomotive in Winter," elevate and celebrate a type of progress that comes at a 
great but unspoken cost. 

James Perrin Warren in his "Contexts for Reading 'Song of the Redwood-Tree'" 
(2000) says that the poem "sings most fundamentally of technological development and 
economic value" (174).26 Certainly, the poem is much more about America's growth and 
progress then it is about the life or death of the redwood tree.  At the beginning of the 
poem, the narrator hears the "voice of a mighty dying tree in the redwood dense" 
(Whitman 5).  "The crackling blows of axes sounding musically driven by strong arms"  
are chopping down the woods (13).  "The choppers." "camp shanties." "quick-ear'd 
teamsters," "chain and jack-screw men" do not hear the voice, "the death chant" of the 
tree (16, 17, 15).  The voice is not even audible.  Instead, it is something the narrator 
hears in his or her "soul" (19).   
 The poem shifts voice, and now the tree narrates.  Through the voice of the 
redwood tree, there is a great veneration of nature.  The tree explains that "I bear the soul 
befitting me, I too have consciousness, identity" (29).  Moreover, "and all the rocks and 
mountains have [souls, consciousness, and identity] and all the earth" (30).  The tree then 
says, "our time, our term has come" (32).  "Nor yield we mournfully" informs the 
redwood (32).  The trees must yield to humankind, "a superber race" according to the tree 
(38).  "For them we abdicate . . . / in them these skies and airs, these mountain peaks . . . / 
these huge precipitous cliffs, this amplitude, these valleys" (40-2).  The passage raises 
several questions, which the text does not answer.  Since nature and the redwoods possess 
a soul, a consciousness, and an identity, why must it/they abdicate to humans?  Also, as 
the environment has the three aforementioned qualities, why are humans who presumably 
possess the same qualities, automatically a better race?  Why can humankind and nature 
not co-exist?  Why should the redwood accept what is happening?  It is almost as if the 
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redwood thinks that there is no other possible future that could have come about and it is 
trying to rationalize its own demise through a system of pseudo-logic as opposed to any 
type of questioning.  The narrator says that this poem is not only a "song," but "a 
prophecy" (1, 2).  The redwood, then, seems to thinks that its future, along with nature's, 
is fixed.  Also, the reader realizes that the redwood's song is not only for itself, but for all 
of nature, implying that the course of action in the poem, humans overtaking the land, 
will be a continual pattern not only in this forest but in natural environments all over 
America.   
 In the final line of this section, the redwood says that its future, as well as nature's,  
is "to be in them [the superber race] absorb'd, assimilated" (43).  Warren points out that 
"we have to wonder how the redwoods will be absorbed and assimilated into human 
beings," but he speculates that perhaps the passage refers to soul, since nature has a soul, 
passing into soul (167-168).  Since the syntax becomes somewhat tangled, it is possible 
that "them" refers to the physical manifestations of nature that the stanza mentions.  In 
this sense, the redwoods and nature will not be assimilated and absorbed in humanity.  
Rather, nature will engulf the redwood.  Either way, with the encroachment of humanity, 
the trees will cease to exist independently.   After a brief shift back to the first voice, 
which informs us that "more ecstatic rose the chant," the narrator says that the chant 
sounds "as if the heirs, the deities of the West, /  joining with master-tongue bore part" 
(45, 46-47).  Logically, humankind must be the heirs since they are cutting down the 
trees.  Now the reader understands why nature and humanity are not on the same level; in 
this passage that narrator elevates humans to the status of deities who also command the 
master-tongue, the meta-narrative, the big explanation for everything.  Also, the poem 
attempts to capture what the narrator claims to have heard in his or her soul.  Such voices 
and thoughts, since heard in the soul, the narrator must translate into words.  Like all 
types of translation, which can never be exact, it is also a mistranslation to some extent. 
 However, while narrator considers the humans (Americans) as deities, he or she 
solidly grounds the poem and the narration in American ideology, the master-tongue.  
That ideology also comes through in the voice of the redwood tree who says, "not wan 
from Asia's fetiches, / Nor read from Europe's old dynastic slaughter-house," which is an 
"area of murder-plots of thrones with scents left yet of wars and scaffolds everywhere," 
but "from Nature's long and harmless throes, peacefully builded thence" comes "the 
empire new" of which the tree says, "we pledge, we dedicate" (48-9, 50, 51, 53, 54).  
Thus, the trees pledges and dedicates itself to America precisely because America is 
American.  In this sense, American means that the new empire will be free of the past 
mistakes that other empires, such as Europe and Asia, have fallen prey to in the past.  
Again, like Jefferson and Thoreau, Whitman expresses the idea that while other countries 
have made grievous errors, this time America can get it right.   

The next section of narration amplifies the tree's position that America is building 
something new, admirable, and worthy, if need be, of self-sacrifice.  The redwood speaks 
of the "average spiritual manhood . . . giving not taking law" (56).  America will remain 
"unswerv'd by all the passing errors," which are only "perturbations of the surface" (62).  
At the end of the section the tree says, "we pledge, we dedicate to you" and at the end of 
the brief, following section the redwood compares humans to the trees themselves, and 
says, "for man of you, your characteristic race, / Here may he hardy, sweet, gigantic 
grow, here tower proportionate to Nature" (65, 66-67).  The redwood proceeds by stating 
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that humans "here climb the vast pure spaces unconfined, uncheck'd by wall or roof" 
(68).  One cannot help but wonder if the description of what humans may do in this space 
coincides with what the redwoods have been doing in this space.  Thus, there is the 
possibility that there is a conflation of human and tree.  The redwood then says, "to duly 
fall, to aid, unreck'd at last" (71).  Its final statement is "to disappear, to serve" (72). 

Thus, the American individual's place is to expand the American empire and, if 
need be, to give up existence, to disappear and serve, for the sake of America.  This 
poem, then, becomes a meditation on not only the redwoods' supposed and necessary 
willingness to yield themselves for America, but a piece of propaganda instructing the 
rest of America that they too should be willing to sacrifice themselves for America.  The 
tree, then, becomes a model of and for the good American who, like the tree, is willing to 
give up even life itself for the greater good of the country.  The first narrator then takes 
over the narration and describes the "the falling trunk and limbs, the crash, the muffled 
shriek, the groan" (75).  As a hospital attendant during the Civil War, Whitman might 
very well have heard the same sort of description come from various soldiers he spoke  
to—only they were talking about the horrors of human being cut down in war.  Noted 
Whitman scholar Gay Wilson Allen informs us that "from the time Whitman visited his 
wounded brother George in Virginia in the spring of 1862 until the end of the war . . . he 
had visited thousands of soldiers in army hospitals" (83).  Nonetheless, "such words 
combined from the redwood-tree, as of voices ecstatic," not scared or sorrowful 
(Whitman 76)..     
 The second section relates images of "a swarming and busy race settling and 
organizing everywhere," "assuming, taking possession" (90, 89).  This new race, 
America, engages in global trade.  The narrator envisions, "ships coming in from the 
whole world, and going out to the whole world" (91).  That world includes "India," 
"China," and "the thousand island paradises of the Pacific," which might imply 
imperialism (92).  The final image of section two conjures images of the pastoral ideal of 
machine and nature combining and forming a progressive, yet rural country.  The narrator 
describes "populous cities, the latest inventions, the steamers on the rivers, the railroads,"  
combined "with many a thrifty farm, with machinery, / and wool and wheat and the 
grape, and diggings of yellow gold" (93-4). 
 In the third section, the reader hears further elaboration of the promise of 
America, the new empire, intertwined with commentary on the landscape.  The narrator 
references America, "these lands of the Western shore" and states that these are "but the 
means, the implements, the standing-ground" (95, 96).  In that passage, the speaker 
reduces and objectifies nature to a means, a mere tool.  Addressing America as a people, 
the narrator states, "I see in you, certain to come, the promise of thousands of years, till 
now deferr'd / Promis'd to be fulfilled" (97-8).  The narrator, in the second stanza, states 
that "the new society [is or will be] at least proportionate to Nature" (99).  This is a 
curious statement because it implies equal stature between America and nature, but 
nature is obviously secondary to America in this poem.  However, the speaker quickly 
reestablishes the hierarchy that privileges America and the American people but 
marginalizes the natural environment.  "In man of you, more than your mountain peaks or 
stalwart trees imperial," says the narrator who continues by stating that "in woman more, 
far more, than all your gold or vines, or even vital air" (100, 101).   
 In those two passages, two interesting textual twists sprout up.  First, while the 
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narrator establishes his hierarchy or binary opposition
27 between America and nature, he 

or she simultaneously overturns another hierarchy, this one based on gender since woman 
is not only more but far more (something) than even the air.  The narrator subdivides the 
privileged member of the pair of binaries, consisting of the American people and nature.  
Again, this further subdivision the narrator bases on gender and the privileged member of 
this pair is women.  While inverting a binary opposition based on gender, the narrator 
further solidifies the larger binary opposition of America and nature.  Thus, the final 
components of the binary is a sort of Venn diagram comprised of several, interlocked 
pairs.  The largest binary is America and nature.  America consists of two parts, America 
the country and America the people.  In this binary, America is the privileged part.  
Within the privileged component exists another binary opposition of man/woman.  
Following this logic, the poem places America at the top of the hierarchy followed by 
American woman, American man, and nature. 
 The second issue that arises is what the term is that seems to be missing between 
the words more and than.  In other words, man is more (something) than the peaks and 
trees, and woman far more (something) than gold, vines, and air.  The line that comes 
before the paraphrases of these two passages is "proportionate to nature." which suggests 
that men and women are more proportionate than nature (99).  While proportionate is a 
logical conclusion, it does not conclude logically (i.e., proportionate makes no sense).   

So we are left with two choices:  either the missing word is not proportionate, or 
else Whitman tries to preserve the veneer of equality with his poem, but his attempt is 
exactly that, a veneer that the logical implications of the words that he uses are unable to 
support.  If woman, man, and nature are all equal, none of the three can be more equal 
than the others, and we know that speaker in the poem does not consider even man and 
woman to be equal.  Perhaps the missing word is actually two words; man is more 
(something) than nature, and woman is more (something else ) than nature.  What the 
reader does know for sure if that the poem gives primary importance to the interests of 
America as a country and its argument is that nature, man, and woman should, without 
hesitation, doubt, or consternation, sacrifice their existence if the needs of America call 
for such an action.  Finally, the speaker "see[s] the genius of the modern, child of the real 
and ideal / clearing the ground for broad humanity, the true America" in order "to build a 
grander future" (104-5).  In this poem,28 the America and the future that Whitman writes 
about are to be ones of equality and democracy that he, paradoxically, predicates on 
hierarchy and inequality. 
 In the context of the aforementioned writers in this chapter, Whitman holds a 
curious position.  Blake seems fearful of technology and cloaks his discussion of it in 
monstrous, yet abstracted images in such works as "The Tyger" while Wordsworth's 
thoughts about industry and technology fluctuate back and forth in "The World is Too 
Much with Us" and "Steamboats, Viaducts, and Railways."  Like Blake, Shelley has 
reservations about industrialism and she places these concerns within personified, textual 
figures such as Frankenstein's Monster.  At the same time, implicit in her novel is the 
idea that Frankenstein, and by extension all of humanity, play a part in both the 
responsible use and irresponsible misapplication of technology.  Thoreau incorporates all 
of these ideas.  His representation of the steam train carries overtones of the previous 
three writers' references to technology, yet in his writing he makes it clear that he 
considers the fate of his country, America, as bound up with technological and industrial 
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development.  His work contains the realization that while one may resist and avoid 
technology and industry, one cannot escape them due to their proliferation in America.  
While his stand on technology and industrialism are somewhat slippery, he ultimately 
seems to favor a more rural and natural America.  Thoreau also looks deeper into 
technology and industrialism to try to discover their common source.  Thus, he critiques 
trade, capitalism, consumerism, and artificial need and the technology and industry both 
fueling and being fueled by those four categories.  Whitman, on the other hand, while 
also maintaining that the subject of America, technology, and industrialism are not 
mutually exclusive, encourages the latter two because he thinks that they will benefit the 
former one.  Thus, his discussions of technology and industry are contained within a 
larger discussion of America.  For him, America is the end and technology and industry 
the means.   

George Smith in his "Whitman, Springsteen, and the American Working Class" 
(2000), believes that "one major variable in which Whitman failed to foresee in relation 
to his future vision is that concerning the enormous and far-reaching effect which the 
industrialization of American would have upon its working class" (303).  He concludes 
that "in the wake of industrialization, with its countless array of factories, mines, and 
mills, Whitman's vision of an America brimming with happily pastoral working people 
would amount less to the American Dream than a pipe dream" (303).  There is a sense of 
innocence and newness in his poems, a childlike quality.  Children are often very selfish, 
assumes that everything is for their benefit, and do not consider the consequences that 
their actions may have on the world around them.  Perhaps in Whitman's poetry, America 
is the child that must nourish itself by consuming everything within its grasp.  As 
Whitman says in "Song of Myself" (1855), "what I assume, you shall assume" (2).  
Within "Song of the Redwood-Tree," the end justifies the means.   
 These various visions, both competing and complementary all hold true, to some 
extent, in the twentieth century.  Which one holds truest?  Blake's depersonalized, hellish 
forces running riot in the burning forests?  Shelley's freak creation murdering on the 
margins on civilization?  Wordworth's Neptune and Triton swimming alongside cargo 
ships?  Thoreau's forest-dwelling shepherd trying to simultaneously separate self from 
society and create a utopia?  Or Whitman's subjugation of Nature? 
 Perhaps Shelley's disturbing vision finds its closest parallel to our own present.  
Consider these ideas from Jan Clayton's "Concealed Circuits" (1996), which identifies 
Frankenstein's Monster as a cyborg.  She claims that The Monster dissolves "the 
boundary between the human and the artificial" (57).  "With the advent of genetic 
engineering and cybernetic technologies, notions of artificiality have changed," contents 
Clayton (58).  This means that "the monster is no robot but a flesh-and-blood 
construction like ourselves" (58).  Such a definitions means that "most people in the West 
today are cyborgs" (58).  Hanson includes "pacemakers," "prosthetic limbs," and 
"cosmetic surgery" as examples" (58). 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

"A RAILWAY CANNOT BE A ROAD:" AMERICAN LITERATURE 1900-1950 

 

 In 1892 Whitman dies, and right around this time Henry Ford begins building an 
engine that becomes the starting point for his first motorcar.  He develops the a functional 
prototype of an engine in late 1893, finishes his first car in 1896, and introduces the 
Model T in 1908. 1896 he finished his first car," according to Roger Casey in his Textual 
Vehicles (1997) (58).  The automobile quickly becomes popular.  As Mark S. Foster 
reports in "The Automobile in the City" (1980), "between 1900 and 1920 motor vehicle 
registration multiplied a thousand-fold from 8,000 to 8,000,000.  During the 1920s 
registration tripled again" (29).  Foster lists factors explaining the increasing ownership 
of cars such as "lower vehicle prices," "better roads,"  "the irresistibility of contraptions," 
and "the fact that while early cars were difficult to operate, persons of average 
mechanical aptitude could provide their own maintenance and repairs" (25).  Also, as 
"decentralization of the city . . . seemed to be an imperative social goal at the end of the 
nineteenth century," and the street railways operators were squirming under the increased 
operating costs and sudden urban expansionism brought on by World War I, the 
automobile presented a solution to both situations (26, 27).1  

Moreover, the automobile offered a certain psychological relief as well—the 
ability to control one's own speed and direction, which was especially important after 
World War I.  The mode of warfare in World War I employed dehumanizing weapons, 
such as the buzz bomb and mustard gas, which rendered personal bravery and hand-to-
hand combat largely irrelevant.  After being caught in the grip of a dark and destructive 
conflict that churned up the bloodies impulses in humankind's collective psyche and cast 
doubt on Western notions on technology and scientific progress, many sought a sign 
indicative of personal freedom and a sign that resuscitated their faith in Western ideals of 
progress.  That sign was the automobile.  Freedom is an idea bound with the car in 
America's psyche.  As Marx quoting Daniel Webster reminds us, "'a railway cannot be a 
road upon which every man may drive his own carriage'" (211).  Case points out that 
"unlike the locomotive," a car can "be owned, operated, and maintained by an individual" 
(15).   The automobile allows an independence, a freedom in choosing route and 
destination, that the locomotive prohibits.  However, we should remember that such 
factors as shoddy roads, lack of strict DUI laws, unsafe vehicles with large amounts of 
horsepower, optional (or even unavailable on many models) seatbelts all made driving a 
risky proposition.  Along with the extra-textual increase in the manufacture and purchase 
of automobiles, intra-textual symbolic usage and appropriation of the automobile, which 
writers use to represent and explore issues such as race and class, heightens in the works 
of twentieth-century American literature.   

 



 . 

 33 
 
 

"A Mask of Power:" F. Scott Fitzgerald 

 

 For example, use of the automobile and technology as literary vehicles appears 
prominently in F. Scott Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby (1925), which one may read as a 
critique of the wealthy and the ways in which wealth and power ruin.  At the very least, 
the novel is an examination of the American dream of creating oneself and finding 
material success.  In "Style as Politics in The Great Gatsby"(1997), Janet Giltrow's states 
her opinion that "situated at the heart of Gatsby's story is the metanarrative central to 
American culture" (478).  Characteristics of this metanarrative include "the deeply 
conservative ideology of capitalism, the story of rags to riches" and "of power, love, and 
fame achieved through personal wealth" (478).  Gatsby's "car proves to be a murder 
weapon and the instrument of his own undoing" according to Marx, and it is Gatsby's 
pursuit for that which he cannot have (Daisy Buchanan, social status as old money) that 
his car represents and encompasses (358).  Thus, it is his yearning and reaching for the 
lofty and impossible, represented in part by the car, that undoes him.   

Symbolic definition of the automobile, however, in Fitzgerald's novel has a broad 
of range of meanings.  One expects to find such a full spectrum of meaning in a novel 
that is divided between many competing absolutes.  Laura Barrett, in her "'Material 
Without Being Real'" (1998),2 states that "The Great Gatsby is ever poised in the midst of 
competing impulses:  reality/illusion, original/replica, modernism/romanticism, 
progression/retrogression, industrialization/pastoralism, irony/sentimentality, East/West" 
(540).  In the Drivers'  Seat (1976), Cynthia Golomb Dettelbach states that "one of the 
most revealing and condemning aspects of Gatsby's manufactured success is his Rolls 
Royce" (81). Roger Casey in his Textual Vehicles (1997) points out how important the 
automobile is to the novel when he repeats Luis Echevarria's observation that "'for 
Fitzgerald—both in fiction and real life—the automobile was the ultimate status symbol" 
(50).  Indeed, one would be hard-pressed to name a higher automotive status symbol than 
the Rolls Royce that Gatsby drives (Fitzgerald 43).   
 However, his Rolls Royce is a deeply complex and paradoxical symbol.  It is a 
display of emptiness and falsity that is as the same time ostentatious.  Gatsby asks Nick 
Carraway, the narrator, "haven't you seen it [the car] before?" (68).  Answering him in his 
head, Carraway responds, "I'd seen it.  Everybody has seen it," which is the entire point 
behind Gatsby's purchase of the car (68).  "It is the vehicle that literally brings society to 
his parties and his badge of identity anywhere," according to Dettelbach (82).  Carraway 
says the car "was a rich-cream color, bright with nickel" (Fitzgerald 43).  He also 
describes it as "swollen here and here in its monstrous length with triumphant hatboxes 
and supper-boxes and tool boxes" (68).  The boxes are "triumphant" because they are 
showpieces of conspicuous consumption.  Like a swollen zero, it has no intrinsic values.  
Gatsby's auto it is merely a place-holder, an extravagant and exaggerated nothingness 
much like the lifestyles of the rich characters in the novel.  Furthermore, Casey argues 
that Gatsby's car with its "'labyrinth of wind-shields'" is a complex symbol that "also 
mirrors that jaded values and fake friendships of a society on the make and on the take, 
where lives and relationships are exchanged . . . easily" (53).  Thus, it is a symbol of 
commodification and objectification.  Additionally, these mirrors literally and 
figuratively reflect "Gatsby's (and his culture's) narcissism" (51).   
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 When Carraway sitting in the car describes the experience as "sitting down behind 
many layers of glass in a sort of green leather conservatory," the reader encounters 
another instance of the description seemingly contradicting itself,  yet closer analysis 
reveals that what seems to be a conflict is actually a fulfilling of two goals that seem 
contradictory (Fitzgerald 68).  From Carraway's description, there is the idea of distance 
between those in and those outside of the car.  First, there is the mention of many layers 
(walls) of glass.  Second, Carraway's description of the car as a conservatory operates on 
two levels, each reinforcing class and separation.  A conservatory is both a place for 
growing and showing plants (i.e., of cultivation and observation) and a school of music, 
art, and so forth (i.e. of pursuits of taste and intellect associate with the upper-class).  
Thus, the layers of glass allow for observation of Gatsby, yet simultaneously preserve a 
certain degree of distance between Gatsby and the observers.  Here we see any instance 
of telepistemology:  the glass allows those outside to look in and those inside to look out, 
yet the glass also acts as a filter distorting what the observer actually sees.  "Nick also 
sees Gatsby's car," states Dettelbach, "as insulating and filter his apprehension of reality 
through deceptive mirrors" (81).  Also, the green of the car's interior and Carraway's 
comparison3 of the interior to a conservatory contain implications of natural, biological 
references that are out of place in reference to an automobile. 
 However, the novel contains other instances of this bizarre intermingling between 
humanity, nature, and machine.  For example, Marx cites a passage from the novel that 
mentions both technology and nature:  "'Every Friday five crates of oranges and lemons 
arrived'" at Gatsby's mansion, and "'there was a machine in the kitchen which could 
extract the juice of two hundred oranges in half an hour if a little button was pressed two 
hundred times by a butler's thumb'" (358).  Thus, the implication is that technology 
literally and easily squeezes the life juices out of nature.  Of those passages, Marx 
remarks that "the machines represents the forces working against the dream of pastoral 
fulfillment" (358).  Early in The Great Gatsby, Carraway says that Gatsby has "some 
heightened sensitivity to the promises of life, as if he were related to one of those 
intricate machines that register earthquakes ten thousand miles away,"  which would be a 
telepistemologic act (Fitzgerald 6).   

An initial reading gives the impression that Gatsby possesses an acute sensitivity.  
However, Carraway compares this sensitivity to that of a machine, a seismograph, some 
ten thousand miles away.  As the introduction argues, any telepistemologic act is 
imprecise and risks a misunderstanding due to the distance involved.  Thus, Gatsby may 
be sensitive, but it is a mechanistic, isolated, and tenuous sensitivity that measures results 
and not causes, impact but not feeling and has no real awareness of self or others.  In 
another passage, Carraway states that Gatsby "was running down like an overwound 
clock" (97).  Does a thermometer know the pain of burning flesh?  Can a scale feel the 
weight of ten tons on a bare back?  Can one call such a sensitivity human?     
 Specific references to the interior and exterior or natural spaces that Gatsby 
inhabits provide additional commentary on Gatsby.  Early in the novel Carraway 
describes an "imitation of some Hotel de Ville in Normandy, with a tower on one side, 
spanking new under a thin beard of ivy" (9).  The structure includes "a marble swimming 
pool and more than forty acres of lawn and garden" (9).  Carraway identifies all of this as 
"Gatsby's mansion" (9).  This idyllic space Gatsby creates for massive parties which 
Carraway describes:  "In his blue gardens men and girls came and went like moths among 



 . 

 35 
 
 

the whispering and the champagne and the stars" (43).  The party includes "enough 
colored lights to make a Christmas tree of Gatsby's enormous garden," "buffets," and an 
orchestra that was "no thin five piece affair but a whole pit full of oboes and trombones 
and saxophones and viols and cornets and piccolos and low and high drums" (44).  Like 
his car, the garden is a showpiece for Gatsby's enormous financial resources rather than a 
retreat for Gatsby. 

Gatsby has no aesthetic appreciation for his outdoor space.  Indeed, Marx 
describes it as "a mask of power" (357).  Carraway describes a robust scene in which "the 
land had blown off, leaving a loud bright night with wings beating in the trees and a 
persistent organ sound as the full bellow of the earth blew the frogs full of life" 
(Fitzgerald 25).  In this scene there is a peaceful activity, a liquid tempo, in which the 
earth powers nature.  Gatsby, standing on the lawn, comes out to look at the stars and, 
according to Carraway,  "to determine what share was his of our local heavens" (25).   In 
this scene, Gatsby concerns himself with dominance over and ownership of nature rather 
than engagement with or enjoyment over nature.  Incidentally, Gatsby remarks that he 
has "never used that pool all summer" (161).  As examples of the "spoils and trappings of 
Gatsby's success," Dettelbach lists his mansion, swimming pool, and "garage full of cars" 
(81).  She concludes that "Gatsby's world is a product of technology and human 
manipulation" (81).  

Ironically, he decides to enjoy the pool before his gardener drains it for the 
summer and Gatsby is shot and murdered in the pool by George Wilson, the husband of 
Myrtle Wilson who Daisy Buchanan kills in a hit and run collision, who thinks Gatsby 
was the driver of the car that struck Myrtle!  Gatsby tries to cover up the accident by 
hiding the car, which actually belongs to Daisy's husband Tom, in his garage. This act is 
his final undoing, but it is really only the final act in a long series of actions that work 
against him.  Gatsby's systematic, capitalistic accumulation, what one might term his 
desperate desire to acquire, is what actually causes his downfall. Dettelbach points out 
that "the vehicle that encased Jay Gatsby with power now bears silent witness to his 
destruction"  (85). 
 Like Walden, The Great Gatsby offers a critique of materialistic acquisition.  
However, the two texts offers their arguments from opposite ends of the class spectrum.  
Thoreau's narrator goes into the woods and attempts to live simply off of the land with no 
viable means of support.  In contrast, Gatsby, as the reader has seen in previous 
paragraphs, has an outrageous fortune, a large house, an extravagant car, throws huge 
parties, and lives in anything but a simple manner.4 While there is some textual evidence 
to support the theory that Gatsby is a simple individual at heart, it is a tenuous argument.  
For example, although Gatsby's "parents were shiftless and unsuccessful farm people" 
who provide him with humble beginnings, his huge wealth demonstrates that he 
obviously choose a different life (104).  Also, Carraway comments that of all the room in 
Gatsby's house "his bedroom was the simplest of all" (97).  However, Carraway describes 
their walk to the bedroom that went "through period bedrooms swathed in rose and 
lavender silk and vivid with new flowers, through dressing rooms and poolrooms and 
bathrooms with sunken baths" (96).  Despite the simplicity of Gatsby's bedroom room, 
"the dresser was garnished with a toilet set of pure, dull gold" (97).  However, it is 
possible to see him as a romantic figure.  In addition to the themes of love and tragedy5 
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ever-present in the novel, there is the persistent search for identity on the part of Daisy, 
Nick, and especially Gatsby.  Giltrow reminds us that the novel, "in its barest outlines, 
follows the pattern of romance, that reading of the individual life as an identity quest" 
(477).  Within the context of Romanticism, such a quest focuses on the discovery of a lost 
or repressed self.6   

In a more modern context, a reader might reject the notion of an absolute, stable 
self waiting to be uncovered.  Drawing on Michel Foucault, Giltrow locates the process 
of an identity quest as the task of producing or inventing a self.  Again, the novel 
demonstrates its conflicting ideologies.  Gatz becomes Gatsby who manufactures a new 
self in order to reclaim a static conception of an older self, a self Gatsby both loves and 
loathes.7 Ultimately, Gatsby both creates and expresses his new self through his property.  
What is this new self Gatsby wants to create and what connection might this new self to 
property, wealth, power and status?  Essentially, he want to remake himself into an 
upper-class individual with the associates and property concomitant with such social 
standing. 
 There is, however, another reason for his ambition—Daisy Buchanan.  According 
to Dettelbach, Daisy is "his dream of ultimate success" (82).  One can argue the Gatsby 
chooses his new self because he thinks that self most attractive to Daisy. A brief 
recounting of their history together at this point will help the reader to understand Gatsby, 
and Gatz, more fully.  Towards the ends of the novel, we learn of the beginning of Daisy 
and Gatsby's relationship through Carraway who repeats what Gatsby had told him.  He 
says the Daisy "was the first 'nice' girl he had ever known" (155).  Nice, in this sense, 
refers to class standing.  At this point in time, Gatsby is in the military and has not yet 
made his fortune—"He was at present a penniless young man without a past" (156).  "He 
had come in contact with such people before but always with indiscernible barbed wire 
between," which refers to the invisible but very real separation between classes (155).  In 
the next passage, Carraway states that Gatsby "found her excitingly desirable," 
presumably because she represents something entirely different from what he has know 
heretofore and because the different in class positions makes her forbidden (155).   

Immediately, Gatsby attaches Romantic notions to their encounter and her house.  
According to Carraway, "what gave it an air of breathless intensity was that Daisy lived 
there" (155).  He continues, "there was a ripe mystery about it, a hint of bedrooms 
upstairs more beautiful and cool than other bedrooms, of gay and radiant activities taking 
places through its corridors" as well as "romances that were not musty and laid away in 
lavender" (155).  Instead, these romances were "fresh and breathing and redolent of this 
year's shining motor cars and of dances who flowers were scarcely withered" (155-56).  
The reader notices the comparison to mechanical technology and nature.  Finally, 
Carraway recalls that "it excited" Gatsby "too that many men had already loved Daisy—it 
increased her value in his eyes" in the same way that a coveted of desired piece of 
property might have increased value due to its previous ownership.  These past men still 
retain a "presence all about the house, pervading the air with the shades and echoes of 
still vibrant emotions," shades referring perhaps to both window blinds and ghosts (156).  
Thus, we see the strange, circular tendency in these series of passages.  Somehow Daisy 
can simultaneously retain a past yet at the same time exhibit a remarkable newness. 
 He continues to see her, and "he took what he could get, ravenously and 
ununscrupulously—eventually he took Daisy one still October night, took her because he 
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had no real right to touch her hand" (156).  He develops a more lasting interest in her, and 
"now he found he had committed himself to the following of a grail" (156).  Several days 
later, "Gatsby was overwhelmingly aware of the youth and mystery that wealth imprisons 
and preserves" as well as "Daisy, gleaming like silver, safe and proud above the hot 
struggles of the poor" (157).  Giltrow says of this passage that "we glimpse something of 
the feudal heart of the American myth of riches" (479).  In his "F, Scott Fitzgerald's 
Evolving American Dream" (1996), John F. Callahan explains that "the experience of 
love deeply moves and changes Gatsby, but so pervasive is the culture of material 
success that his new reverence and tenderness towards her are inseparable from money 
and possessions" (378).  Extending Giltrow's comment regarding feudalism, Callahan 
pointedly observes that in that context, Tom "is the lord, Gatsby the serf, Daisy the 
woman belonging to the vast American estate" (379).  Orders for him to go abroad 
interrupt their relationship and when they meet for the last time, Carraway relates that 
they have shared but one "month of love" (Fitzgerald 158).  Daisy corresponds with him 
via letters and waits for him for approximately two years,8 but does not understand why 
he does not return after the Armistice.  Apparently, "some complication or 
misunderstanding sent him to Oxford instead" (158).  Eventually, Daisy resumes her 
social life and meets her future husband, Tom Buchanan. By the time Gatsby returns, 
Daisy has married Tom and is away on her honeymoon.  Summarizing these events, 
Callahan explains that "Daisy's pursuit of happiness in the form of her dangerous, defiant 
love for Gatsby surrenders to the palpability of a safe, material, unequal propertied union 
with Tom Buchanan" (378),  Like a ghost, he returns to Louisville, "walking the streets 
where their footsteps had clicked together through the November night and revisiting the 
out-of-the-way places to which they had driven in her white car" (160).  While there, "he 
understands:  To win Daisy he gathers money and property" (378).  Five years elapse 
before Daisy and Gatsby encounter one another again. 
 When Daisy next sees Gatsby, he is indeed Gatsby, older and rich.  She visits his 
house and Carraway believes that "he revalued everything in his house according to the 
response it drew from her well-loved eyes" (96-97).   Though Gatsby think that they can 
go back and reclaim their moment in the past as if nothing had changed, Carraway 
notices that even Gatsby expresses some doubt:   

Almost five years!  There must have been moments even that afternoon 
when Daisy tumbled short of his dreams—not through her own fault but 
because of the colossal vitality of his illusion.  It had gone beyond her, 
beyond everything.  He had thrown himself into it with a creative passion, 
adding to it all the time, decking it out with every bright feather that 
drifted his way.  No amount of fire or freshness can challenge what a man 
will store up in his ghostly heart.  (101). 

Thus, we are left to wonder what the truth is.  Most of what the novel presents concerning 
Gatsby's and Daisy's relationship consists of Carraway's paraphrases of Gatsby's 
conversations and speculations on Gatsby's thoughts, feelings, and rationales.  While 
Gatsby's interest in Daisy is undeniable, one may question the nature of it.  More 
disputable are Daisy's feelings.  Again narration, especially Carraway's becomes 
problematic; it is a telepistemologic act fraught with filters, distance, and unreliability.  
The reader has no way to know that Daisy ever cared about Gatsby or waited for him 
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once he left since the novel's account of any such feelings come almost exclusively from 
Gatsby and Carraway.   

When Daisy does speak her feelings, it is under duress when she, Jordan, Tom, 
and Gatsby are cooling off in a hotel room.  Tom and Gatsby begin to confront each 
other.  Gatsby tells Tom, "your wife doesn't love you . . . She's never loved you.  She 
loves me" (137).  He calls their marriage "a terrible mistake" (137).  Gatsby and Tom 
begin to argue over whom Daisy loves.  Daisy, instructed by Gatsby, tell Tom "with 
perceptible reluctance" that she "never loved him" (139).  Shortly thereafter Daisy says 
that she once loved Tom, but loved Gatsby as well and admits that even alone she could 
not say "I never loved Tom" (140).  Gatsby tells Tom the Daisy is leaving Tom and when 
Tom disagrees Daisy "with visible effort" replies, "but I am though" (140).  Her decisions 
seem not to be her own.  Instead, Gatsby and Tom argue over he as she were a piece of 
property or, at the very least, someone with no will of her own, one of a set of "silver 
idols," the "king's daughter" whose "voice is full of money" (122, 127).  Such passages 
affirm "an ideology of class and property" as well "of women as possessions" according 
to Giltrow who also maintains that what Gatsby fall in love with is "the seductive power 
of riches (479, 478).  Callahan observes that "the struggle over Daisy (and, parabolically, 
America) is fought on the field of property" and that "the two men turn Daisy into a 
prized possession to be fought over on the basis of social and economic conventions" 
(379).  Furthermore, "for each man, Daisy is a possession; for Buchanan material, for 
Gatsby ideal" according to Callahan (379).  Marx confirms just such an idea when he 
says, Daisy is for Gatsby what the green island had once been for Dutch sailors" (360).   

It is interesting to note that for Gatsby the symbol representing Daisy is a single, 
voiceless light.  Another strange fusion of property—in this instance, technology—and 
humanity involves the recurring instance of the green light, "a single green light, minute 
and far away, that might have been the end of a dock" "that burns all night" at the end of 
the dock of Daisy's home (26, 98 Fitzgerald).  According to Carraway, "Gatsby believed 
in the green light, the orgiastic future that year by year recedes before us" (189).  Here, an 
artificial, false light represents Daisy and an unachievable, impossible future.  The light 
and the dream it represents are, at least in this novel, futile.  The future, which one would 
tend to think of as going forward, actually recedes and comes back.  Time is a tide.  As 
Gatsby says in response to Nick's statement "you can't repeat the past," "why of course 
you can!" (116).  Following that logic, this is why as "we beat on, boats against the 
current," we are "borne back ceaselessly into the past" (189).  We are left with a final 
passage that indicates a forward motion that actually results in backward travel like that 
of Vladimir and Estragon from Waiting for Godot who can do nothing but run the inner 
perimeter of an endless, hellish circle, a wasteland, that continually provides 
dissatisfaction.  Marx reminds us that "The ending of The Great Gatsby remind us that 
American writers seldom, if ever, have designed satisfactory resolutions for their pastoral 
fables  . . . because the old symbol of reconciliation is obsolete" (364).  The symbol of 
reconciliation is the middle landscape, a landscape that does not and cannot exist.  
According to Marx, "the aspirations once represented by the symbol of an ideal landscape 
have not, and probably cannot, be embodied in our traditional institutions," including car 
manufacturers (364).   
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"Blood on my Land:" Erskine Caldwell 

 

God's Little Acre9  (1933) by Erskine Caldwell (1902-1988) exhibits the same 
class consciousness as Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby, but Caldwell's work shift from the 
upper class to the lower class as well as from the North to the South.   The novel's 
characters do not roam around in huge Long Island mansions but instead work the soil of 
Georgia and toil in the factories of the Carolinas.  Ty Ty Walden,10 along with his sons 
Buck and Shaw, continually dig holes in the land in an obsessive search for the gold that 
Ty Ty believes exists below the ground.  As he explains, "I've been digging in this land 
for close to fifteen years now, and I'm aiming to dig here fifteen more, if need be" 
(Caldwell 5).  Although there is little that resembles a scheme, pattern, or plan behind the 
digging, Ty Ty insists that conducts the digging in a scientific manner.  For example, on 
pages six, eight, and ten, he insists that he is "scientific" or that "we're going about this 
business scientifically" (10).  What fuels Ty Ty's obsession with gold is perhaps not so 
much a belief—he has no existing proof11, scientific or otherwise—in the presence of 
gold, but a realization that the agricultural way of life that he practices is failing.  Pluto 
Swint, who runs for sheriff and want to marry one of Ty Ty's daughters, believes that 
"cotton ain't worth the raising no longer . . . There's not much sense in trying to grow 
things for a living these days" (8).   
 The failure of agriculture to provide for the farmers causes many of their 
offspring to leave the land behind.  Not satisfied with scratching out a base, or even less 
than base, existence, many of them leave for careers in business or for rote jobs in the 
factories that provide the possibility, though not the guarantee, of steady work and 
income. The "only sorrow" Ty Ty has is that "all my children wouldn't stay here and 
help" (12). He explains that one of his girls, Rosamond, "went off up to Augusta and got 
a job in a cotton mill," and one of his sons, Jim Leslie, is "a big man up there in the city 
now, and he's as rich as the next one to come along" (12).12 Coupled with a dissolving 
agricultural base, the car plays a significant role in the alteration of rural life.  Casey 
explains that the automobile allowed "farmers to get away from the country to pursue 
other forms of employment, particularly mill work" (70).  In addition, the automobile 
restructured "the lives of poor farmers by diminishing the importance of extended family 
and increasing their material desires" (70).  Ty Ty decides to meet with his family (plus 
Pluto) in Augusta to get Rosamond and her husband Will Thompson, bring them back, 
and have them help with the excavation (22).   

When Darling Jill, Ty Ty's daughter, and Pluto arrive, they have a conversation 
with Rosamond who relates that "the mill is still shut down.  I don't know when it will 
start running again.  Some people say it never will" (37).  The mill itself is an 
embodiment of industrial tension.  The narrator first describes it as a "darkened cotton 
mill.  There was no light in the huge building, but arc lights under the trees threw a thin 
coating of yellow glow upon the ivy-covered walls" (41).  Within this brief description, 
the reader finds a number of tensions between the industrial and the natural.  Many of the 
people, much like Will, began their lives in farming communities and as farmers, yet they 
have relocated to the city and are working in an industrial atmosphere.  The mill is a 
factory, but it processes cotton. Artificial lights underneath trees light up the building, 
which is cast in a yellow glow that comes not from the sun, but the arc lights.  Although 
the building is not a natural structure, its walls are covered with ivy. 
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 Then, Will explains the workers' plan for reopening the mill as well background 
behind the mill's closing.   He believes that the mill will never reopen "unless we start it 
ourselves," and his plan is for the workers, at some unspecified tine, to go it and start the 
plant back up (41).  The mill closed because the workers went on strike.  Will recalls that 
the owners "cut the pay down to a dollar-ten eighteen months ago, and when we raised 
hell about it, the shut off the power and drove us out" (42).  An injunction prevents the 
mill from evicting the workers from their homes due to nonpayment of rent, and they 
manage to avoid starvation by mixing flour and yeast provided by the Red Cross and "the 
State" (42).  Thus, "they were prepared to stand for their demands just as long as the mill 
stood in Scottsville" (42).  Essentially, each side can hold their position indefinitely.  The 
workers have just enough to survive on, while there are about half a dozen other mills in 
the area that continue to operate with workers willing to accept the reduced wages.  Since 
the other mill also offers one dollar and ten cents an hours, the implication is that one 
person or group owns all of the mills and can afford to shut one done until a resolution is 
found.           
 The situation, however, is grossly unequal.  By shifting the work to other, open 
mills, the owners can hold out with no loss of profit.   Perhaps they are saving money by 
eliminating overhead at the Scottsdale mill.  In contrast, the workers "were becoming 
desperate for food and clothing," and if the state or Red Cross cuts off their meager food 
supply, the workers will have nothing to eat (42).  In addition to these factors, the 
workers housing arrangement is tenuous at best.  Reviewing Thoreau's list of things that 
are necessary for life—clothing, food, shelter, and fuel—the reader understands that the 
first is wearing out, the second is inadequate, and the last two are not guaranteed.  To say 
the least, it is not a fair fight.   
 In other towns where the mill are operating, the employees are tolerating longer 
hours for less pay, and dissension exists among the townspeople.  Caught in a moment of 
reverie, Will visualizes the other mills in the surrounding areas that hire women instead 
of men "because girls never rebelled against the harder work, the stretching-out, the 
longer hours, or the cutting of pay" (54).  "The men," angered by the unfair working 
conditions and by what they perceive as the girls' lack of loyalty and disobedience, 
"dragged them home and beat them unmercifully" (54).  The narrator posits a difference 
between the sexes based on their attitude concerning the mill work and says that "the men 
who worked in the mill looked tired and worn, but the girls were in love with the looms 
and the spindles and the flying lint" (54).  There seems to exist a rivalry between the men 
and the machines for the women themselves.  
 There are, however, numerous ways to construct this rivalry.  One can locate a 
rivalry, beyond that of which gender occupies the job, between the men and the girls for 
the machines.  The narrator tells us that "the machinery did not hum so loudly when the 
girls operated it" (54).  In contrast, "the men made the mill hum with noise when they 
worked there" (54).  Perhaps the men's anger results from a feeling that the women are 
not doing as good as job operating the machines as they did.  Such a position implies that 
the men have some sort of loyalty to the mills, which, if that is the case, further implies 
that the mill workers are developing or reprojecting that strong connections and heavy 
ties that land owners and workers have for the land that they work.  Perhaps the rivalry 
exists between the women and the machines for the men.  Thus, the girls work in the 
mills as a way of cutting the men off from the mills; the men, in turn, become enraged as 
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they see the women working the jobs that they once held.  To compound matters, the 
women seem to handle the work easier.  As stated earlier, "the girls were in love with the 
looms," exit the building by running and "screaming in laughter" as opposed to slowly 
walking out in silence (54).  Additionally, the girls are "eager" and even sing inside of the 
factories (55).  Perhaps the men beat the girls because they are upset that the girls are able 
to survive, almost thrive, in the same condition that breaks down the mean.  According to 
certain macho concepts of masculinity, men are always supposed to be able to "take it." If 
they cannot "take it," for women to add the insult of withstanding the same conditions 
that the men could not take is unthinkable.  
 Another way to understand the strange competition among the machines, the girls, 
and the men is through sexual terms.  An odd sexual current runs beneath the entire book: 
Darling Jill's overt sexuality and sexual encounters with albinos and in-laws, Ty Ty's 
consideration of engaging with a prostitute and objectification of Griselda,  and Jim 
Leslie's open pursuit of Griselda.  There is also a strong sexualization of the female mill 
workers, whom the narrator also uses, most of the time, the term girls to describe just as 
the narrator specifies the male mill works as men.  The reader receives a repulsive image 
of the men.  The narrator describes the men as "tired and worn . . . bloody-lipped men 
spitting their lungs into the yellow dust"  (54, 55).  In direct contrast, the girls are "firm-
bodied" with "firm and erect breasts" that move "like the quick movements of hands in 
unrest," and their eyes are "like morning glories" (55).  According to the narrator, when 
the girls left the mill at night and "reached the street, they ran back to the ivy-covered 
walls and pressed their bodies against it and touched it with their lips" (54).  Thus, the 
girls treat the factory as they might a lover or someone else with whom sexual tension 
might exist.  Right after that description, we see mention of the "infidelity" that the men 
beat the women for committing (54).  In this contest, the infidelity seems to result not 
from the men's sense of betrayal towards the women for working the mill jobs but from a 
sense of sexual infidelity.  This section of the text leaves us with an image of the machine 
as  provoking a redefinition of gender roles accompanied with a sense of the machine as 
sexual rival. 
 However, there are two images that yoke the men and the girls in this potion of 
the text.  The narrator forms a comparison in which "the hunger of strong men was like 
the whimpering of beaten women" (54).  Although this passage seems to place the men 
and the women in opposition to another, beaten versus strong, the men's hunger and the 
women's whimpering is the similar in some way.  If this is true, then by conflating the 
hunger and whimpering of men and women, some confusion exists.  Can one consider the 
whimpering of the women and the hunger of the men as similar, yet the respective states 
of the two, the strength of the men and beaten-ness of the women, as different?  If not, 
the text, through its own commentary on the similarity between the mill men and women, 
suggests the possibility that the men and the women are both strong, beaten, or strong and 
beaten, perhaps in different ways.  
 A second image uniting the men and the girls is of that of the plant, which 
illustrates the physical relations that the men and girls have to their environment .  The 
narrators tells us that "the wide-eyed girls on the inside of the ivy-walled mill looked like 
potted plants in bloom" (54).  The significance of the statement is that it implies the girls 
are fixed in their positions.  In front of the mill, the men stand "idly" (54).  Unlike plants, 
the people are not so restricted in their physical movements.  Although they seem rooted 
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to the town, they can move within in.  Thus, the stasis or passivity that the comparison of 
the girls and men suggests is one of a social magnitude; the people in the town are like 
plants not because they cannot physically speak or move around but because their social 
order operates much like a caste system and they are unable to change anything.  Like 
plants, the townspeople cannot modify their environment but can only hope to adapt to it.  
As far as the mill operators are concerned, the mill workers have the impact of plants, 
which is to say that the factory workers have no impact, no voice, no chance of changing 
their environment.    
 However, Will has a plan for changing things.  He speculates that "perhaps they 
could then break open the steel-barred doors of the mills and turn on the power" (56).  
While there is certainly an economic need to go back to work, Will has an additional 
desire for returning to the mill based not on economics but identity and aesthetics.  In the 
next sentence he says that "he would like to come back to the Valley and stand in the mill 
and hear the hum of machinery, even if there was to be no cloth woven any time soon" 
(56).  Without the job at the mill, Will does not seem to know who he is.  Additionally, 
he is protective of the machinery itself.  In contrast to the British Luddites who wanted to 
destroy the machines that were taking production out of the individual home and into the 
factory, he says that "we can't let anybody go in there and wreck the machinery; nobody 
wants to see that done" (57).  Later, Rosamond recounts, "I don't suppose there ever was 
a man who loves a cotton mill as much as he does.  Will talks about a loom just like it 
was a baby" (101).   

Like Will, Harry, Will's friend, believes their plan should be "to go in there and 
turn the power on.  When the company sees what's happening, they'll either try to drive 
us out, or else get down to business" (57).  Will maintains that they can turn the power 
on, and no one can shut it off and "if they try the we'll—well . . . the power is going to 
stay turned on" (57).  Harry remarks that "all I'm after is running the mill" to which Will 
responds, "that's what I've been saying at every local meeting since the shutdown" (57).  
Running, of course, has several senses.  There is the idea of operating and there is the 
idea of controlling.  Will and Harry seem to think they can actually take the mill over.  
Their discussion of the mill focuses on issues that managers or owners might concern 
themselves with:  number of shits, production rates, and future production rates based on 
the an anticipated number of employees.  As Harry foresees, "let the mill run three, 
maybe four shifts, when we turn the power on, but keep it running all the time.  We can 
turn out as much print cloth as the company can, maybe more" (57).  He continues by 
saying that "we can speed up after everybody gets back on the job" (57).  Like Will, 
Harry believes that "the power ain't going to be shut off once we turn it on" (57).  
Moreover, Rosamond says later that "Will says they're going to take the mill away from 
the company and run it themselves" (101)   

Running the mill in either sense requires that Harry, Will, and the other workers 
control both the mode and means of production.  Since they control neither now, it can 
only be the desperate hope that is borne from desperate circumstances that leads Harry 
and Will to the belief that they can somehow take over and maintain control over the 
mill.  Will believes that an industrial situation works differently from an agricultural one.  
Concerning the farmers, Will does not have the same set of illusions that he has about the 
mill.  He explains that the brokers "lend a little money, and then they take the whole 
damn crop. Or else they suck the blood out of a man by running the price up and down, 
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forcing him to sell" (59).  Of course, the situation is different.  Assuming that they are not 
in debt, the farmers control and own the means of production, the land itself.  In contrast, 
the mill owners control the means of production, the factories.  On the one hand, one 
could also argue that the land owners do not engage in alienated labor since they have a 
more personal stake in the product.  On the other hand, the farmers sell their crops as a 
whole and do not sell their product directly to the final customer.  However, there are 
similarities between the mill workers and the farmers:  the mill owners and brokers, if 
they do not dictate the mode of production (capitalism), influence the mode of production 
since they both have the ability to control the money that the factory workers and land 
owners receive for their labor; the factory owners and brokers control the pricing of and 
profit from labor.  In short, they control the market.   

The pressures of surviving within a capitalistic market system is a problem Ty Ty 
must also face.  He hurries the growth of his cotton along "in order to get some money by 
the first of September" (76).  Ty Ty recounts that "he had already bought to the limit of 
his credit in the stores at Marion, and he had been unable to get a loan at the bank" (76).  
If the cotton does not sell, "he did not know what he was going to do the coming fall and 
winter" (76).  As the reader knows from the previous paragraph, whether Ty Ty can have 
cotton ready in time and sell it might be irrelevant since has no control over the market 
prices.     
 Will, who has returned briefly to help Ty Ty, tells him that "it's too late to plant 
any more cotton this year" (76).  Ty Ty confesses, "I've got the [gold] fever so bad I can't 
be bothered about planting cotton" (76).  Of course, Ty Ty's obsession with gold is not 
for the gold itself but with what the gold represents—financial security and independence 
outside of market forces.  When Ty Ty visits Jim Leslie in Augusta and receives three-
hundred dollars, "the flat roll of money in his pocket raised him to a level with any man" 
(96).  This passage works on two levels.  With his new money, Ty Ty feels that he is now 
equal—money is the great equalizer—to  any man and he has now acknowledged that, 
like everyone else, he must concern himself with surviving within a capitalist economy. 
While capitalism produces its Jim Leslies and its mill owners, the economic status of the 
average individual is closer to that of a Ty Ty.   He plant to use the money to tide over 
himself and the rest of the people on his farm while he mines for gold.   
 While digging for gold, Will and Ty Ty have a conversation regarding the 
stability of the house.  Will warns Ty Ty that "this house is going to topple over into the 
hole if you dig much more into it" (80).  He continues by saying that "the house is 
leaning a little now.  It won't take much to tip it over" (80).  The house is highly symbolic 
of the family, both in terms of lineage as in the House of Stuart and as the bedrock of a 
family unit.  In this sense, Will warns that family, as well as the physical home, is in 
danger.  Ty Ty is on the verge of financial ruin and his family has begun to split apart.  In 
this same sense, the hole that threatens to devour the house is the hungry mouth of 
capitalism spurred on by industrialism and the desire for the fulfillment of the deferred 
promise of industrialism and capitalism—a higher quality of life.  It is Ty Ty's obsession 
with making money, money that he can no longer make in a society that becomes 
increasingly industrialized, that motivates him to dig the hole.  He has dug for years, and 
still he is not satisfied.  Part of the reason that the family begins to split apart is also due 
to money.  Jim Leslie can make more money by moving to the city and becoming 
something other than a farmer, so he does.  The occupation of broker becomes attractive 
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in an industrialist society which fragments labor and creates a break in what was once a 
direct chain between buyer and seller.  Will and Rosamond's precarious situation is also a 
result of the industrialist, capitalist conditions that gave rise to the factory system.   
The narrator inform us that "Ty Ty looked at the pine logs . . . the logs were large enough 
and strong enough to hold the house where it was, but if it were undermined too much, it 
would surely fall in, and then turn over" (80).  Responding to Will's warning, he says, 
"Will, when the gold-fever strikes  a man, he can't think about nothing else to save his 
soul" and perhaps his family as well (80). 

Like Ty Ty, Will has his obsessions.  At a local meeting, the mill workers decide 
to arbitrate.  Outraged, Will declares that "we're going down there in the morning and 
turn it on" (115).  Right after the meeting he goes home and, in front of his wife and 
sister-in-law, tears Griselda's clothing to scraps of cloth and tells her "you know what I 
want.  And you're going to give it to me" (120).  Then "he paused for breath, going 
toward her. Griselda backed toward the door.  She was not going to try to escape from 
him now but she had to get away from him now until he caught her and dragged her to 
another part of the house" (120).  The chapter concludes with the passage "he ran, 
throwing his hands on her" (120).  The implication is that Will rapes Griselda.13 Not only 
does this action prefigure the fall of the family, but it demonstrates that Will, who has 
been treated like an object by the mill and its owners, objectifies Griselda, who says 
nothing through all of this.  Just as Ty Ty bows to the pressures of capitalism, so too does 
Will succumb to the influence of an industrialized society that does not emphasize or 
even recognize the desires, wishes, and objection of the individual; this is not to say, 
however, that Will is simply a victim of industrialism and is, therefore, not responsible 
for his actions.  The rape, if it did occur, is the horrible result of a complex series of 
motivations and disturbances irreducible a single cause.     

The next morning Will and a mass of workers storm the mill.  Despite the 
presence of armed guards, they hammer at the doors and tilt open windows to gain access 
(128).  Will, "whom they had acknowledged by acclamation as their leader," tears his 
shirt to pieces and turn the power back on (129).  The workers take their usual places at 
the machinery, but suddenly one of the guards shoots Will dead, and the power is turned 
back off (130-31).  Will becomes a martyr and "he belonged to Horse Creek Valley now.  
He belonged to those barebacked men with bloody lips" (133).   

In response, Ty Ty "brought God's little acre back from the far side of the farm 
and placed it under him" (136).  While thinking about Will, he forms a strict division 
between the farmers and the mill laborers.  Ty Ty wonders if "God made two of us, after 
all. . .  God made a man to work the ground and a man to work the machinery" (137).  At 
the same time, he seems to renounce some of his capitalistic ideas.  As previously 
mentioned, he moves God's little acre (the acre of land whose proceeds he dedicates to 
God) closer to the house.  Also, he tells his sons that "you boys seem to think that if you 
have a little money to spend and a new raincoat or some such knickknack . . . there ain't 
another thing to be concerned about" (143). Though he cannot articulate what it is that 
they should concern themselves solely with, he does seem to say that it is not material 
goods or money.  Later, however, he does resume his excavation of the land and says, "a 
load of gold is what I've got my heart set on" (141). Thus, with these events the reader 
cannot be sure just what the novel's perspective on industrialism is.  The mill owners win 
out, and Ty Ty continues to shovel through the land in search of gold.   
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There is another key incident.  Jim Leslie arrives at the farm and intends to take 
Griselda from Buck.  Jim Leslie tells her "you're going with me" (153).  Buck aims a 
shotgun at Jim Leslie, fires, hits him, and he dies—all on Ty Ty's farm (154-55).   "Blood 
on my land," he says (156).  Jim Leslie's death is a bizarre reenactment of the events from 
Genesis, specifically the death of Abel at his brother Cain's hands.  In the biblical story, 
Cain, "a tiller of the ground," and Abel, "a keeper of sheep," each make offerings to God 
who accepts Cain's fruit but not Abel's sheep; Cain slays Abel in the fields, and God 
punishes him by placing a mark on him and making him forever a wanderer (3.2-3.15).   

John Vernon's A Book of Reasons (1999) provides interesting commentary upon 
these events.  Vernon says that Cain represents the industrial, urban aspect of humanity—
"the farmer is the one with the tools"—while Abel is the "had recaptured Eden.  His 
rustic shepherd's life meant he didn't have to work and subdue the earth with tools and the 
sweat of his brow, only live with it own its on terms" (69).  Let us recall that Cain builds 
the first city, "and hee builded a city" (Genesis 4.17).  Vernon believes that "Cain, with 
his tools, initiated the rise of technology" (78).  Although, "The Bible doesn't specify " 
what Cain kills Abel with, Vernon believes that it is a tool (74).14 

Returning to God's Little Acre, how does Vernon's framing of the Cain and Abel 
myth comment upon the novel's appropriation of this myth?  Buck is the most likely 
candidate for the role of Cain since he slays his brother and is a farmer, a tiller of the 
land.  However,  Cain also represents the city, which Jim Leslie embodies more than 
Buck.  What we might concludes, then, is that the novel overturns the myth to some 
extent.  Brother kills brother, but this time it is the pastoral which slays the urban.  In 
another sense, pastoral and urban cancel each other out.  Neither the mills nor the farms 
seem to offer any hope or promise by the novel's end.  Also, if, as the Cain and Abel 
myth suggest, the farmer represents the industrial aspect, it is easier to understand why 
TyTy displays certain predilections towards those things we might associate more with 
the urban. 

Also, unlike the original myth of Cain, there is the implication that Buck kills 
himself.  Griselda asks Ty Ty where the shotgun is and he responds, "when Buck went 
for a walk, he carried it with him" (160).   Although, "there was no sound above him on 
the rim of the crater . . . he distinctly heard the voices of Darling Jill and Rosamond 
raised in excitement somewhere up there on the top of the ground" (160).  Logically, Ty 
Ty would have heard the sound of a shotgun blast.  But if Shaw does not plan on killing 
himself or entering into a shootout—one he will probably lose—with the police, why 
does he take the shotgun?15 Between Shaw and Buck's departure from the farm and his 
conversation with Griselda, the reader does not know how much time elapses.  Ty Ty 
says that "he did not know how long he had been digging" (158).  Therefore, Shaw's 
return to the farm or the appearance of the police could be responsible for the excitement 
on the farm. 
 God's Little Acre demonstrates the complexity, contradictions, rewards, and 
penalties of both the agricultural and the industrial.  If there is any hope for a 
reconciliation or peace between the two, as represented by the characters, Darling Jill and 
her boyfriend Pluto embody such a hope.  Darling Jill has lived on the farm her whole 
life.  Pluto, who is running for sheriff, never farms or helps Ty Ty dig in the earth.  As he 
says, "I never was one to dig much" (15). However, he is not entirely comfortable in the 
industrialized city of Scottsville either.  Pluto, "at home in Marion . . . was afraid of 
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nothing" (113).   Our clearest picture of Marion is that of a small town with 
independently owned businesses but no large factories or corporations.  If Scottsville and 
August represent one extreme, and Ty Ty's farm the other, then Marion is the middle 
landscape.  After Will's death, the narrator tells us that Pluto "knew then that he was out 
of place in a cotton mill town. The country back at home in Marion was the place for 
him" (133).  Before returning to Marion, he and Darling Jill spend another night in 
Scottsville and "he had Darling Jill to lie beside him, her hand in his, and he could close 
his eyes without fear" (134).  Earlier, Darling Jill comes to the conclusion that "when the 
time came, she would marry him . . . what she did not know was when the time would 
be" (111). 
 

"We Got to Eat:" John Steinbeck 

 

 Like God's Little Acre, John Steinbeck's The Grapes of Wrath (1939) also 
explores an American family caught between the shift from an agrarian to an industrial 
mode of production.  The novel begins in Oklahoma and the narrator describes the 
landscape as one in which, due to prolonged drought, "the surface of the earth crusted, a 
thin hard crust, and as the sky became pale, so the earth became pale" (4).  This region is 
a wasteland caught in perpetual twilight.  As the narrator describes it, "the dawn came, 
but no day.  In the gray sky a red sun appeared, a dim red circle that gave a little light, 
like dusk and as that day advanced, the dusk slipped back toward darkness" (5).  In 
contrast, chapter two opens with a description of not a desolated landscape, but a new 
machine—"a huge red transport truck" (8).  The truck has a "vertical exhaust pipe" that 
"muttered softly" (8).  "It was a new truck, shining red," not gray or brown, and "its 
double tires were new" (8).  Thus, within the first ten pages of the novel the reader can 
see the novel creating a binary opposition of human machine, one that it will continually 
overturn, comment on, and modify.    

Tom Joad, just out of prison for manslaughter charges, hitches a ride with the 
driver of the truck and the narrator describes the highway's edges of "oat beards," 
"foxtails," and "clover burrs"  waiting to grab onto the coats of various animals or the 
clothes of humans (19).  This is an image of "sleeping life waiting to be spread and 
dispersed; every seed armed with an appliance of dispersal" and "each possessed of the 
anlage of movement" (19).  The description in this paragraph is a key theme that 
reverberates throughout the novel--movement.  Not only are all of these organic 
examples hitchhikers, but they are also associated with motion.  Further in this section, 
the narrator discusses the movement of a turtle whose "hard legs and yellow-nailed feet 
threshed slowly through the grass, not really walking, but boosting and dragging his shell 
along" (19).  Always the turtle continues to move towards its unknown destination.  A 
woman in a sedan almost hits the creature.  It stops and proceeds again.  A truck strikes 
the edge of the shell, spins it around, and the impact flips it onto its back.  The turtle 
remains in its shell, comes out, finds a way to right itself, and keeps moving.  In a sense, 
the turtle becomes a metaphor for such things as the resiliency of the human spirit, the 
biological and instinctual imperative to continue moving and progressing, and for the 
Joad family themselves.  However, the turtle also represents the cold, Dwarnian nature 
that the novel presents. Those who can adapt, persevere, and evolve will live; those who 
cannot will die.  The outcome of each individual's struggle matters little to any other 



 . 

 47 
 
 

individual16 Tom and his friend Jim Casy, a former preacher whom he runs into, reach 
the Joad house, but no one is there. 

Before hearing from the Joads, an intercalary chapter explains what is happening 
in Oklahoma.  There are two types of individuals:  "the owner men" and "the tenant men" 
(40).  The owner men are the "owners of the land" that the tenant men live on, and they 
have come to evict the tenant men (40).  "The bank—or the Company—needs—wants—
must have" the land explain the owner men (41).  The narrator tells us that the owner men 
"would take no responsibility for the banks of the companies because they were men and 
slaves, while the banks where machines and masters all at the same time" (41).  This 
passage an interesting distinction.  It implies that there might be a contradiction in being a 
man and a slave or a machine and a master since it uses the phrase "all at the same time," 
which suggests that these elements in each of these two states would not be ones a reader 
normally associate with one another.  In short, the passage qualifies or explains itself 
because one cannot be a man and a slave, and a machine cannot be a master.  But in this 
novel, men are slaves and machines are masters.   

The owner men explains that "the bank—the monster has to have profits all of the 
time . . .when the monster stops growing it dies.  It can't stay one size" (42).  Thus, there 
is no such thing as enough for the bank.  Profits must increase.  The owner men explain 
that "the tenant system won't work anymore" (42).  Under the old system, much like the 
feudal system, the banks owned the land and the tenants received a very "little bit" of the 
profits (43).  According to the new plan, "one man on a tractor can take the place of 
twelve or fourteen families.  Pay him a wage and take all the crop" (43). Since the cost of 
twelve to fourteen families17 could be the cost of over a hundred people, it is much 
cheaper to pay one man a fixed wage and the owners now get all of the profits, as 
opposed to a mere share, from the crop.  Of course, this is another example of alienated 
labor.  The one man on the tractor has no vested interest in the land since he will be paid 
a fixed wage, and the owner's connection through the land is not physical but is instead 
based on the profits they receive from the land.  However, there are several other phases 
to this plan in order to maximize profits.  The owner men will plant cotton even though it 
will "kill the land" (42).  "We've got to take the cotton quick before the land dies" explain 
the owner men (42).  The next phase is to "sell the land" since "lots of families in the East 
would like to own a piece of land" (42).   Thus, it is not that the old system has failed but 
that the new system produces more money.    

Yet the owner men deny responsibility for what is happening.  They say "we're 
sorry.  It's not us.  It's the monster.  The bank isn't like a man" to which the tenants reply, 
"yes, but the bank is only made of men" (43). The owners explain that "it happens that 
every man in a bank hates what the bank does, and yet the bank does it.  The bank is 
something more than men" (43).  Furthermore, "it's the monster.  Men made it, but they 
can't control it" (43).  In a sense, there all of the three aforementioned items are 
Frankenstenian in nature. The banks, companies, and capitalism are inventions of 
humanity, but are beyond humanity's control.   
 Next, the novel explores the nature of ownership.  The tenant farmers believe that 
despite what the owners plan to do, the land is still theirs.  They explain that "It's our 
land.  We measured it, and broke it up. We were born on it, and we got killed on it, died 
on it.  Even if it's no good, it's still ours" (43).  Legally, the banks own the land, since all 
of the farmer have, at some point, borrowed money from the banks.  However, the tenant 
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men advance a notion of ownership based on something entirely different—personal 
connection with the land.  As they explain, "that's what makes it ours—being born on it, 
working it, dying on it.  That's what makes ownership, not a paper with numbers on it" 
(43).  Later, Muley Graves asks "what'd they get so their 'margin a profit' was safe?" (67).  
He answers, "they got Pa dyin' on the groun', an' Joe yellin' his first breath, an' me jerkin' 
like a billy goat under a bush in the night" (67).  Still the owner men insist "you're on 
land that isn't yours" (44).   

Further on in this same intercalary chapter, the narrator describes the process by 
which machines remove the tenant property from the land and begin planting crops.  The 
tractors are "great crawlers moving like insects, having the incredible strength of insects" 
(45).  Two items of note arise in this passage.  As the narrator compares the tractors to 
insects moving across the land, the comparison resonates with allusions to the Biblical 
plagues by locusts.  Also, the narrator uses insects, as opposed to something more 
industrial such as a train, as the point of comparison that indicates the great strength of 
the machines.  The inorganic machines are strong because they have the strength of 
organic insects.  Thus, the novel begins to blur or question the boundaries between nature 
and machines.   
 These distinctions break down even further in the succeeding paragraph, which 
opens with the statement "the man sitting in the iron seat did not look like a man" (45).  
The driver is "gloved, goggled" and has a "rubber dust mask over nose and mouth" (45).  
So if the man—the novel always refers to the tractor driver as male--in the tractor does 
not look like a man, is he a man?  The narrator indicates that he is not a man and states 
that "he was part of the monster, a robot in the seat"  (45).  Here we find an instance of 
what one might call the unromantic cyborg, a cyborg that is neither noble, nor raised to a 
myth-like status.   The tractor too is an unromantic cyborg.  According the novel, they are 
"snub-nosed monsters, raising the dust and sticking their snouts into it" (45).  Thus, the 
tractor sounds like some type of creature.  Also, one notices that the narrator does not 
says that the man drives the tractor, rather he sits in the tractor as it operates 
independently of him; the tractor is its own master, and the man is part of the monster, a 
slave.   
 The novel further explores this proposition and says that "the driver could not 
control it—straight across country is went, cutting through a dozen farms and straight 
back" (45).  While "a twitch at the controls could swerve the cat'," "the driver's hand 
could not twitch because the monster that built the tractor, the monster that send the 
tractor out, has somehow got into the driver's hands" (46).  This same monster penetrates 
"into his brain and muscle, had  . . .goggled his mind, muzzled his speech, goggled his 
perception, muzzled his protest" (46).  Much of this occurs because the driver has no 
connection with the land, emotionally or physically.  He cannot "see," "smell," or "feel" 
the land except through the tractor (46).  Here, we note that in the context of 
telepistemology, the goggles, gloves, mask, and the tractor itself act as filters for 
information that grossly distort and limit the information that the driver can receives and, 
consequently, his ability to feel or care based on direct stimuli. Thus, "he loved the land 
no more than the bank loved the land" and although "he could admire the tractor—its 
machines surfaces, its surge of power, the roar of its detonating cylinders," "it was not his 
tractor" (46).  The man, then, is doubly alienated, as an industrial worker has neither over 
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the means of production—in this case the banks, companies, and machinery—nor has a 
personal stake in smooth, plowed land that he produces. 
 Nonetheless, "he was proud of the straight lines he did not will, proud of the 
tractor he did not own or love, proud of the power he could not control" (46).  Right 
before that passage, the narrator describes "the long seeders—twelve curved penes 
erected in the foundry, orgasms set by gears, raping methodically, raping without 
passion," thus comparing the tilling of the land by tractors to rape and, by extension, the 
company's takeover of the land to rape as well (46).  Also, this rendering of the machine 
in sexual terms amounts to a fetishization of the tractor.  In the end, "men ate what they 
had not raised, had no connection with the bread" (47). Unable to exist under this new 
regime, almost everyone in the region decides to leave.  After selling all of their 
unnecessary items at a considerable loss, the families, including the Joads, buy 
transportation for the journey (111-15).18  

Casey reminds the reader of the irony involved in this purchase when he states the 
Joads' "very existence is maintained by their vehicle yet whose plight is directly 
respondent to the economic byproducts of mass production and assembly-line 
technology, the essence of automotive industrialism" (172).  He goes on to suggests "that 
the automobile could be seen as their only tool of empowerment" (74).  Dettelbach 
remarks that "if the car is a cold impersonal vehicle come to announce the end of one 
kind of world, it is also the symbol or promise of a new one" (71).  As the narrator 
explains, "the house was dead and fields were dead; but this truck was the active thing; 
the living principle" (Steinbeck 128).  Dettelbach describes the truck as a "hybrid" that is 
an "uneasy mix of elements" that "also reflects the hybrid, unsettled quality of its owners" 
(72).  Thus, the truck is another manifestation of industrial tension and the confusion such 
tension brings.  In this case, the truck, a mechanical object, becomes the living principle, 
while the fields that once produced crops are now dead. 

Al Joad drives the truck, a Hudson Super-Six, and he is a part of it. The narrator 
describes "Al, at the wheel, his face purposeful, his whole body listening to the car, his 
restless eyes jumping from the road to the instrument panel" (157).  Continuing the 
description, the narrator says that "Al was one with the car, every nerve listening for 
weaknesses . . . that indicate a change that may cause a breakdown" (157).  Ultimately, 
"he had become the soul of the car," which implies that a machine can have or be 
something other than just an organized assemblage of parts (157).  However, if the truck 
has a soul, it is a human being.  Thus, in the hierarchy of human/machine, humans are, 
according to the description of Al driving the truck, the privileged member, while in the 
description of the tractor and the tractor driver the opposition reverses itself.  Al's 
connection to the vehicle is different from that of the tractor driver to the tractor.  Unlike 
the tractor driver, who is merely a passive object, a tool of the machine, Al has a 
symbiotic relationship with the truck, his machine.19 Without him, the truck cannot 
function.  In return, the truck promises deliverance to a new land for him and his family.    

Comparing the tractor driver's relationship to his tractor and Al's relation to the 
truck yields imporant differences.  Though the novel does not admit to such a need and 
goes to great pain to portray the tractor as a self-sufficient machine,20 the tractor, 
logically, cannot function without the driver.  Also, operating the tractor fulfills a need 
for the driver—supporting his family.  As the son of Joe Davis, a driver, says, "I got a 
wife and kids.  We got to eat.  Three dollars a day, and it comes every day" (47).  
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However, the results of Al's and the tractor driver's actions are opposite.  Al and his 
family are not going to California at the expense of anyone else.  If they beat anyone else 
out for a job, it is on a one-for-one basis since all of the jobs they work at are unskilled 
jobs.  In contrast, one of the tenants reminds Joe Davis's son that "for your three dollars a 
day fifteen or twenty families can't eat at all" (47).  Once all the land is cleared, one 
wonders if Davis's son will ever have a job.   

In a later section, there is another scene involving a vehicle and its passenger that 
is in stark contrast to the portrayals of the tractor driver and Al, yet contains similarities.  
The scene begins21 with a description of, we assume, a man and his wife of upper-class 
status travelling in a "big car on the highway" (198).   The "languid, heat-raddled ladies," 
including the wife, in the cars have "a thousand accouterments:  creams, ointments to 
grease themselves, coloring matter in phials . . . to change the color of hair, eyes, lips, 
nails, brows, lashes, lids" (198, 199).  In addition to all of these items, the lady also has 
"oils, seeds, and pills to make the bowels move" and "a bag of bottles, syringes, pills, 
powders, fluids," and "jellies to make their sexual intercourse safe, odorless, and 
unproductive" (199). Despite, of perhaps because of, all of these accessories, there are 
"lines of weariness around the eyes, lines of discontent down from the mouth" (199). 
Additionally, the novel mentions "stomachs and thighs straining against cases of rubber" 
(199).  Like the tractor driver, the woman encases herself in buffers.   

She has an obvious dissatisfaction with the natural state of her body and changes 
the color of various part of it.  Moreover, she goes so far at to regulate the natural 
processes of her body such as her bowel movements and sexual function.22 The narrator 
then describes "the eyes sullen, disliking sun and wind and earth, resenting food and 
weariness, hating time that rarely makes them beautiful and always makes them old" 
(199).  Contained within this passage is an obvious disdain for the natural environment, a 
dissatisfaction with  and a desire to overcome the body's requirements for rest and 
sustenance, and a disdain for the passage of time and its effects.  Essentially, anything 
that reminds the woman of her mortal state she tries to suppress or correct.  Perhaps it is a 
fear of death at the root of all this dissatisfaction with imperfection.  Like Gatsby's Rolls 
Royce, again we see the use of vehicle as cosmetic.  The vehicle is this section represents 
an attempt to control not only space and time, but also the effects of time.  For the Joads, 
their vehicle has only a pragmatic function—transportation to California.     

Before examining the over-arching meaning of the three passages concerning the 
tractor driver, Al, and the lady in the big car on the highway, it is useful to figure out how 
the novel defines and divides class.  Casey locates two chief groups:  "Land owners and 
laborers, the have and have-nots" (80).  However, the reader may make further divisions 
along class lines.  There are three main classes, with an extreme "other" serving as 
bookends for the main classes. The three principal classes consist of a lower, a middle, 
and an upper class, each with its own divisions.  The lower class consists of those who 
are not working, or whose work is sporadic.  The Joads, for example, are members of this 
class.  Once can further subdivide this class into three tiers.  Tier one consists of those 
who have no jobs and no hope at all.  Graves, the man Casy and Tom encounter upon 
finding the Joad home deserted, has no job and little means of sustenance but is 
determined to stay on the land.  Sooner or later, when the land is cleared and sold, he will 
have to leave or be made to leave.  Additionally, many of the people fleeing from the 
Dustbowl region are in this class.  The Joads exemplify the second tier.  They have 



 . 

 51 
 
 

transportation, a little property, and sporadically find menial jobs that allow them to 
survive for the moment.  The third tiers consists of "those families which were very rich 
or very foolish with their money," who "ate canned beans and canned peaches and 
packaged bread and bakery cake" as opposed to those who cannot afford such luxuries.  
Although the novel does not examine this third tier in depth, one can perhaps safely 
assume that they have better transportation and more money.   

The middle class consists of those who, for the moment, have stable jobs.  The 
tractor driver is an example of this third tier.  The cooks and waitresses at the hamburger 
stands are also among those who have regular jobs, yet have no real power in or 
ownership over the businesses for which they work.  In short, the middle class is not self-
employed, but they do have steady jobs—for the moment.  Like the fruit picking, which 
is seasonal and whose length is dependent on numerous factors such how early one finds 
out about a particular job, those who have regular work are still in a somewhat tentative 
situation.  As discussed previously, once the tractor driver clears the land and tills the 
land, we do not know for certain that he will have a job.  Perhaps he will be one of those 
who harvest the crop.  After the land is exhausted, perhaps additional work will need to 
be done.  Once the land is prepared for sale, what then?  And what about those who work 
the hamburger stands beside the highways?  There are numerous stories of businesses 
that have been ruined or gone into decline because a new highway or interstate comes 
into being and draws away travelers and business. 

Those who own their own small business, such as a gas station or diner, are 
business people who constitute the upper class such as the husband of the woman in the 
big car.  The novel classifies him and his kind simply as "business people" "in light suits" 
(199).  Again, their position is uncertain.  For example, one of the gas stations is a 
dilapidated structure with a "gas pump, rusted and old" (163).  Many of the owner's 
current customers have no money and instead trade "bed an' baby buggies an' pots an' 
pans" for gas (162).  The owner's clothes consist of "cheap washed pants and" a "cheap 
polo shirt" and a "paper hat" (164).  Business has decreased due to the infiltration of 
chain gas stations and migration of customers.  Tom tells him that "pretty soon you'll be 
on the road yourse'f.  And it ain't tractors'll put you there.  It's them pretty yella stations in 
town.  Folks is movin''' (164).  According to Casey, the yellow service stations are 
"emblems of the mass production and standardization characteristic of big business" (79). 

The groups on either end are marginalized groups.  The first group, already 
examined in detail, consists of the owners of the banks and other large corporations. We 
see very little of these owners: the narrators tell us that "more often a spokesman for the 
owners came" "onto the land" to inform the farmers that they must move (40).  However,   
these owners are responsible for much of novel's action.  Besides forcing the farmers off 
of their land, they also fix the subsistent wages that these displaced families earn for 
picking fruit.  A boss at one of the orchards explains that "The Bank of the West  
. . . owns most of this valley, and it's got paper on everything it don't own" (378).  The 
"member from the bank" explains that the boss pays too much and must cut the price 
because "it'll only cause unrest" among the other workers who are getting paid less (378). 
The bank member then asks the boss "you going to need the usual amount for a crop loan 
next year?" (378).  Moreover, another landowner explains that "The Association sets the 
rate, and we got to mind.  If we don't—we ain't got a farm.  Little fella gets crowded all 
the time" (539).  Thus the message is clear:  if you need the bank's help, then you will do 
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exactly what the bank asks you to do.  One could perhaps go a step further and locate an 
entity one tier above this one—the monster.  The owner men, or their spokesmen, 
informs the reader that "the monster isn't men, but it can make men do what it wants" 
(44).  This monster that has taken over cannot be physically located or killed and is only 
seen in the effects that it produces; it is always that whose presence can be felt but whose 
form cannot be seen that most terrifies us.    

On the opposite end of the spectrum, the group that exists below the lower class 
are the Native Americans.  The narrator tells us that "Grampa took up the land, and he 
had to kill the Indians and drive them away" to claim and keep the land (43).  Also, the 
narrator says, "Grampa took his land from the Injuns" (305).  Later in the novel, a 
migrant story storyteller recounts his experiences fighting in the army against 
Geronimo.23 He remembers shooting "a brave on a ridge" who stands with his arms 
outstretched (419).  In his account, none of the soldiers want to shoot the brave.  Finally, 
the captain presses them to fire, and the soldier recalls that "we put up our rifles slow, an' 
ever' man hoped some-body'd shoot first" (419).  He compares the corpse of the brave to 
"a cock pheasant, stiff and beautiful" (419).  Comparing the death of the brave to the 
killing of a pheasant, the storyteller remarks that "you spoiled somepin better'n you; an 
eatin' him don't make it up to you, 'cause you spoiled somepin in yaself, an' you can't 
make it up" (419).  The killing of the brave and bold Native American occurs, in this 
instance at least, with great hesitation on the part of all the soldiers according to the 
storyteller.  
 If we examine how the novel portrays all of these tiers, it becomes obvious that 
the novel subscribes to the concepts of both cultural primitivism and the Noble Savage.  
Abrams defines cultural primitivism as "the preference of what is conceived to be 'nature' 
and 'the natural' over 'art' and 'the artificial' in any area of human culture and values" 
(170).  An offshoot of cultural primitivism, the Noble Savage is a primitive person who is 
"considered to live in a way more accordant with 'nature' because" he or she is "isolated 
from civilization" (170).  Such person are "conceived to be 'naturally' intelligent, moral, 
and possessed of high dignity in thought and deed" (170).24 

Looking at the way the novel establishes and ranks its classes, it becomes evident 
that the higher the class standing, the more a character belonging to the class has 
involvement with machines, money and civilization.25 Those in the highest class are 
business people who work with large amounts of money and machinery.  If we examine 
the middle class, we see characters such as the restaurant workers or the tractor driver 
who earn a modest income and may work with machinery on a limited scale (i.e., they do 
not, for example, own or act as president of a large factory).   The displaced farmers, an 
example of the lower class, have little property or money, are marginalized by (urban) 
society, and tend to find their jobs working with the land.  Concomitant with an increased 
involvement with machines, money, and society is a decreased sense of morality and 
goodness.  The reader may also observe that in this top-down construction, money, 
property, and control are moving to the uppermost tier.  For example, due to scientific 
work with grafting, plants are producing higher yields and, consequently, the price keeps 
falling (445-48).  Even the land owners in California are losing money harvesting the 
crops.  Finally, "this vineyard will belong to the bank.  Only the great owners can 
survive, for they own the canneries too" and can control the final wholesale price for 
canned fruit (448).  Earlier, the narrator says that "no matter how clever, how loving a 
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man might be with earth and growing things, he could not survive if he were not a good 
shopkeeper" (298).  The novel asks us to despise the controllers of big business and feel a 
sense of compassion and respect—the Joads, for example, are just good folks who got a 
bad shake—for those at the lower and lowest ends of the class scale. 

With this idea in mind, let us examine an intercalary chapter that describes the 
social structure operating within the small camps the migrants form along the road.  The 
narrators says, "every night relationships that make a world, established; and every 
morning the world torn down like a circus" (250).  In these camps, "the children were the 
children of all.  The loss of home became one loss" (249).  In these camps, a simple 
system made of a few rules exists to cover all likely situations.  These rules are based on 
personal rights and the right to "privacy," "to talk and to listen," "to refuse help or to 
accept," "to court . . . and be courted," "the right of the hungry to be fed," and the needs 
of the "pregnant and the sick to transcend all other rights" (250).  The novel explains that 
certain rights, "adultery," rape," "to be noisy while the camp slept" "were crushed" 
"because the little world could not exist for even a night with such rights alive" (250-51).  
Two punishments exist:  "a quick and murderous fight or ostracism" (251).  There is also 
assistance available to all. For example, those who are hungry may be fed by others, and 
those who can spare food give to others (251).  Thus, there is always a social pressure to 
donate anything extra that you have, but at the same time such a system insures that one 
will never go without, for example, clothing.   Thus, this section defines civilization not 
in income, industry, or tax revenue but in terms of how well human beings treat one 
another and fairly they administer justice for such mistreatment.   

Finally, we must remember that these scenes do not point towards a permanent 
solution.  While the social mores and expectations may be productive models, the 
migrants are living out of cars and tents.  What they need is a higher standard of living in 
terms of property, health care, food, and so forth coupled with the sort of social structure 
presents within the camps.   In "Dust Bowl Days" (1998), Roger Starr claims that "what 
they wanted was the return of the property they had farmed . . . Above all, they wanted 
their own land, not solidarity with other landless folk" (122).  However, Starr's 
perspective takes into account only some of the migrants.  What about the younger 
generation who want to find jobs requiring skilled labor?  For example, Al wants to be a 
mechanic.  What about Casy and Tom who, towards the end of the novel, do work toward 
promoting solidarity among the landless folk?  What we see erupting within the novel is a 
division between the older and younger generations.  Both want a better standard of 
living, but the older generation wants a return to as close a replication of the past as 
possible, farming and land ownership. In contrast, the younger generation sees skilled 
labor positions in which one works for a boss, or the ownership of small businesses as the 
better options.   

While The Grapes of Wrath is a powerful and aesthetic novel—such a statement 
takes no position on its political representation or even admits that such considerations 
exist—one must ask how we might further classify it in relation to not only its discussion 
of class and society, but also its proposed or implied remedies to the maladies it 
uncovers.  The reader can classify it as didactic literature, which is to say that it 
embodies "in imaginative or fictional form, a moral religious, or philosophical doctrine or 
theme" (Abrams 45).  However, one usually accepts as commonplace that a text has a 
theme.  Consequently, it is not so much a matter of determining a text's theme as it is a 
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matter of determining what the theme or themes may be.  Thus, in a sense, all works can 
be read as didactic literature.  Perhaps we might consider The Grapes of Wrath 
propagandist literature, which "is sometimes used as the equivalent of didactic literature" 
(Abrams 45).  However, the term is often reserved "for that species of didactic work 
which is patently written to move the reader to assume a specific attitude toward, or to 
take direct action on, a pressing social, political, or religious issue of the time at which 
the work is written" (Abrams 45).  While such works often feature two-dimensional 
characters, Steinbeck's major characters do seem round, multi-faceted, and capable of 
change and growth. 

While one does not want to tread to close to the intentional fallacy, we have 
Steinbeck's journals, published in 1989, specifically about his experiences with the 
workers in their camps.  Although it may not be theoretically relevant to do so, one could 
argue that Steinbeck wanted to create an novel of aesthetic and social value that might 
prompt a change.  Jay Parini, in his "California Dreamer" (2002), touches on the issue of 
Steinbeck's impetus for writing the novel.  He relates that "Steinbeck was sent by a 
newspaper to report on the migrant situation" (24).  With "notebook in hand, he toured 
the camps in an old bakery truck, driving up and down California's Central Valley" (24).   

Thus, Steinbeck witnessed first-hand the predicament some of the migrants found 
themselves in.  For example, his journals detail his experiences "in one camp, not far 
from Steinbeck's hometown of Salinas," where "he found about 2,000 people crammed 
into a pathetic shelter, many suffering from typhoid, flu, tuberculosis, and pneumonia" 
(24).  In this camp "there was little food to be food to be had, and the drinking water was 
foul" (24).  Of the riots that broke out, Steinbeck writes, "you couldn't fight back if you 
didn't feel good . . . That was the secret the bosses and police had, and they knew they'd 
win" (24).  The possibility that the migrant situation might provide the material for a 
great book was not lost on Steinbeck who reflects in his journal, "if only I could do this 
book properly it would be one of the really fine books and a truly American book" (24).    
Thus, Steinbeck found himself in a situation in which he would have direct comment 
with a certain segment of the migrant populace.  During this time, two important things 
happen.  During this time, the wretchedness of their situation impresses itself upon 
Steinbeck who seems to have a strong reaction to their plight, and realizes that he might 
have the makings for a great novel.   

Also, we must consider if the book has a particular agenda and omits or adds 
certain information in order reinforce its own viewpoint.  We can see how the author's 
influence—books usually don't write themselves—could shape what details work their 
way into the novel.  In short, how fair and accurate are the novel's representations of its 
conditions, factors, and people as compared to what has happened "out here" in the real 
world?  Before taking up this question, we may conclude at the very least that The 
Grapes of Wrath is a social novel and "emphasizes the influence of the social and 
economic conditions of an era on characters and events" (Abrams 133).  Moreover, "it 
also embodies an in implicit or explicit thesis recommending political and social reform" 
(133).26          

One may find that the novel tends to represent the members of its classes in broad 
stereotypes, and this has prompted other writers to investigate The Grapes of Wrath's 
portrayal of the migrants' social situation as compared to the social reality in the 
California of its time.    An excellent study detailing such connections (and 
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misconnections) is "Steinbeck's Myth of the Okies" (2002) by Keith Windschuttle who 
says that "Steinbeck's book was presented at the time as a work of history as well as 
fiction" (26).   He reveals that "there is now an accumulation of sufficient historical, 
demographic, and climatic data about the 1930s to show that almost everything about the 
elaborate picture created in the novel is either outright false or exaggerated beyond 
belief" (26).  

Windschuttle begins dismantling the historical authenticity of the book by 
pointing out that "dust storms in the Thirties affected very little of the farming land of the 
Oklahoma" (26).  The desolate scene Steinbeck creates in the early pages of the novel are 
inaccurate because, as Windschuttle points out, "nothing like this happened anywhere 
near where Steinbeck placed the Joad family farm, just outside Sallisaw, Oklahoma" (26).  
Paraphrasing historian James N. Gregory, Windschuttle reports that "less than 16,000 
people from the dust affected areas went to California, barely six percent of the total from 
the southwestern states" (26). Gregory blames locates such misperception on Steinbeck's 
part in a larger context of contemporary media reporters, chiefly journalists, who 
logically but falsely assumed that there was some sort of connection "'between the Dust 
Bowl and the Southwestern migration'" (26). 

Continuing his analysis of migrant migration, Windschuttle observes that the 
migration in Steinbeck's novel was part of a larger pattern of migration that had started 
some twenty years earlier (26).  Furthermore, "it was not the Depression of the 30s but 
the economic boom of the 40s that caused an abnormal increased in Okie migration" (27).  
Finally, "most of the migrants who did leave Oklahoma in the Depression were not 
farmers" (27).  Instead, "most came from cities and towns" (27).   Also, Windschuttle 
believes it was not industrialization and monopolistic corporations that led to the tenant' 
eviction; politics forced the landlords' hand.  Summarizing the arguments of Eugene 
Conrad and Donald H. Grubbs, Windschuttle believes it was "government handouts, not 
bank demands, that led these landlords to buy tractors and decrease their reliance on 
tenant families" (29).    

Be that as it may, one might argue that the landlords still made the choice to use 
machines instead of human beings to farm the land.  Also, if the landlords were in a 
better financial situation due to government subsidization, it would seem that landowners 
would have less of a reason to buy machines and attempt to lower expenses.  In fact, 
government subsidization would seem to produce a situation more hospitable to 
sustaining the farmer and tenant agricultural model since government aid would relieve 
the pressure to produce.   Either way, the novel's argument that, at least, some tenant 
were evicted due to pressure from larger, institutionalized forces still holds true.   

While Windschuttle's reporting helps provides a fuller context within which to 
understand the Okie migration, several issues remain.  Why would government 
subsidization move landowners to push people off of the land in favor of using more 
efficient methods when such aid would make such changes unnecessary?  Either there is 
still more information needed to account for such changes, or, aided by the government 
or not, the landlords wanted to increase profit based on some other reason than need.  
Perhaps what account for such changes in methodology on the part of the landlords is 
based on shifting ideologies.  What the Grapes of Wrath captures is a certain aspect, 
albeit possibly exaggerated, of the faster plus cheaper equals better mentality that begins 
with the Industrial Revolution, invades nineteenth-century America, and marches through 
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twentieth century America.  Thus, what causes the great shift in population may not be 
environmental, political, industrial, or financial but ideological. 

Moving back to Windschuttle's inquiry into the historical revisionism of The 
Grapes of Wrath, he informs the reader that "rather than large families extending over 
several generations," the average migrant group consisted of "an average of 4.4 
members" as opposed to the thirteen members of the Joad household and only one in five 
groups consisted of members outside of the typical nuclear family (i.e., 
husband/wife/children) (29).  Often the migrants had relatives living in the place they 
planned to migrate to who could give them information about housing, job prospects, and 
so forth (29).  Also, over half of the average group "were less than thirty-five years old" 
(29).  The pattern Windschuttle sees operating within the migration is one of "upwardly 
mobile rather than downwardly mobile young people seeking better opportunities for 
themselves and their children" (29).  Of course, these opportunities exist within the realm 
of businesses; if the young people wanted to remain farmers, they could simply stay 
home.  Again, we see than industry and business are responsible for this shift.  The 
Grapes of Wrath posits the migration as one of necessity, while Windschuttle sees the 
shift as just another instance of a recurring pattern.  While the novel posits the shift as 
one in which the older generation wants to regain an agricultural lifestyle, both the novel 
and Windschuttle represent the younger generation as one seeking a way of life outside of 
farming.   

Having discussed the composition of the Joad unit itself, Windschuttle now looks 
at the journeys of the migrants.  He reports "that the average Oklahoma farmer moved 
four times in his working life, five times if he was a tenant" (30).  Therefore, the Joad 
family, having stayed in one place for several generations, are an anomaly.  What 
Windschuttle does not tell us is what moved means.  Does relocating from one part of 
Oklahoma to another count as a move?  Or does Windschuttle mean that when the 
average Oklahoma farmer moved it was several states away?  In short, can we or can we 
not consider the Joads' relocation from Oklahoma to California a typical move, one that 
the average Oklahoma farmer made four or five times? 

Windschuttle also examines means of migration.  According to him, "if their car 
was in good shape, an Oklahoma family in the 1930s could make it to California in three 
days," and "the real migrants slept in auto courts (motels) for two or three night" (31).  
However, that assertion contains two points of difficulty.  Most likely not all migrants has 
cars in good shapes, just as currently there are automobile owners who transportation is 
not fit for such a voyage. Perhaps they did not all form temporary camps along the road 
during the voyage, but can anyone be sure that migrants always slept in hotels? 

Also, Windschuttle argues that the situation migrants faced in California was not 
as dreary as the one The Grapes of Wrath presents. He argues that "between 1934 and 
1937 . . . California agriculture suffered not unemployment but labor shortages" (32).  He 
also maintains that "California wage were twenty to fifty percent higher than back home" 
(32).  What he does not tell us, however, is the difference in cost of living and whether 
than twenty to fifty percent accounted for an adjusted cost of living for a people not only 
living in a new state but also having to buy items that they could not carry with them. 

"While the great majority of them prospered," Windschuttle concedes that "a 
small minority of them did not" (33).  He goes on to say that "in 1937 . . . a California 
government health survey estimated there were 3,800 of these families living in squatter 
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villages of the kind portrayed in The Grapes of Wrath" (33).  Of course, this estimate 
says nothing of the exploitation, hardship, and cruelty that any of the migrants faced.  
One might conclude then that The Grapes of Wrath takes a portion of the migrant 
community and portrays them as representative of the whole.  However, it was precisely 
this minority Steinbeck would have encountered while touring the camps.  Let the reader 
remember that Steinbeck never claimed his novel was nonfiction; instead he based the 
novel on the circumstances, and types of people that he encountered.27 Windschuttle 
concludes that "The Grapes of Wrath is the only example of the proletarian novel to 
survive (33, emphasis added).   Reinforcing this idea is Dettelbach's assertion that "The 
Grapes of Wrath is a polemic as well as a novel, written with the passionate conviction of 
a  man deploring America's attitude towards its poor and dispossessed and crying out for 
reform" (75). 

There is another possible genre into which the novel may fit.  Abrams translates 
the German terms Bildungsroman and Erziehungsroman as "'novel of formation'" or 
'''novel of education'" (132).   He says that "the subject of these novels is the development 
of the protagonist's mind and character . . . into maturity and the recognition of his or her 
identity and role in the world" (132).  Also, these developments often occur "in the 
passage from childhood through varies experiences" and are "often" caused by "a 
spiritual crisis" (132).  Primeau mentions "other tradition" that "made the road narrative 
an amalgam of different kinds of movement" (6).  He states that the Bildungsroman 
"suggests youthful road heroes experiencing initiation and growth" (6).  In short, these 
two German words refer to coming of age stories. 

One can discuss four characters within this context:  Al, Rosasharn, Tom, and 
Jim.  At the beginning of the novel Al is a "smart-aleck sixteen-year-older" who "don't 
think of nothin' but girls and engines" (Steinbeck 106).  As previously discussed, Al 
assumes responsibility for the selection of the truck, driving it, and most of its 
maintenance.  Thus, we see him mature from a teenager "a-fartin' aroun' like a dog-wolf" 
to a mature man (130).  By the novel's end he announces that he plans to get married, 
work in a garage, and rent a house (542).  While with the family, he has barely survived 
and lives job to job, meal to meal.  While he has not given up on certain traditional values 
and goals such as marriage and homeownership, he relinquishes the notion of supporting 
himself within an agricultural context.    

Rosasharn, Tom's sister, "was just a little kid" four years ago when Tom went to 
jail, but now she has a husband and is pregnant (107).  By end of the novel, her husband, 
Connie, has deserted her and she gives birth to a "blue shriveled little mummy" (567).  
Though she has played only a small role, by the end of the novel she is an important 
figure.  After the Joads flee the flooded area, they find refuge in a barn on a hill.  Inside, 
they find a boy and a man who has gone without food for six days (579).  The man 
cannot eat solid food and must have "soup or milk" (581).  Rose of Sharon goes over to 
the old man and nurses him from her breast (581).  Thus, the novel ends with the final, 
pastoral image in which one person extends compassion to another. 

This same question, how should human beings treat one another, is of prime 
importance to Casy, who begins the novel as a wandering ex-preacher who is in the midst 
of a spiritual crisis.  During his evangelical crusades, he often found girls "frothin' with 
the Holy Sperit" and had sexual relations with them (29).  He speculates that perhaps "we 
have been whippin' the hell out of ourselves for nothin'" (30).  Consequently, he 
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concludes that "there ain't no sin and there ain't no virtue.  There's just stuff people do" 
(30).  Moreover, he speculates that "maybe all men got one soul ever'body's a part of" 
(31).  As Tom says, "you can't hold no church with idears like that" (31). Thus, he no 
longer feels comfortable preaching about right and wrong as well as fornicating with his 
congregation, but he still wants to do something to help people.  During the encounter 
with Muley, he receives inspiration and realizes that he has "gotta see them folks that's 
gone out on the road . . . they gonna need help" (67).   

As the novel progresses, Casy finds himself involved with helping the migrants 
organize themselves as a political whole.  While in jail for knocking out a cop who 
wanted to arrest one of the migrants, Casy realizes the need for political organization.  He 
remembers that "one day they gives us some beans that was sour" (490).  One of the 
prisoners starts yelling, but nothing happens.  Then another prisoner yells and "then we 
all got yellin' . . . then somepin' happened.  They come a-running', and they give us some 
stuff to eat—give it to us.  See?" (490).    

In response to this question, Tom answers "no" (490).  Soon thereafter, a group 
looking for Casy and his people find and kill Casy.  An enraged Tom kills the man who 
killed Casy.  Tom is dealt a nasty blow to the face, runs, and must hide to avoid arrest.  
But later, after Casy is killed for his agitation, he realizes Casy's idea.   After Tom's 
young sister, Ruthie, gets mad at another child and brags "our brother's a hidin' right now 
from killin' a fella," Ma goes to Tom and tell him "you got to go away" (529, 535).  
Tom now envisions getting the migrants to "all work together for our own thing" (536).  
He confesses that he has "been wonderin'" what would happen "if all our folks got 
together an' yelled" (536). Thus, Tom, who was politically apathetic, unaware of the 
larger problems affecting his people, and just wanted to be left alone, has a determination 
to move his people towards collective action. Ma asks him what is going to do and he 
responds, "what Casy done" (536).  Thus, The Grapes of Wrath posits a collective 
approach to solving the problems of unequal distribution of wealth and inequality.   

If we look at the novel alongside The Great Gatsby and God's Little Acre, as well 
as the texts from the previous chapter, numerous parallels and differences emerge.  Let us 
consider a few of the more important ones.  For example, a consideration of the issue of 
who owns and controls technology becomes increasingly important through the 
progression of these texts.  Blake identifies industrial technology with abstract, 
otherworldly forces.  Such an identification implies that these forces are beyond are 
reach, incapable of being controlled or owned by any person or corporation.  Like Blake, 
Wordsworth renders some of his considerations of technology in mythological forms.  
While both realize that these technologies are earthly, by relegating them to the world of 
the superhuman and unearthly, they become impersonal forces incapable of being acted 
upon by human beings.  Of course, the reader will recall the Wordsworth, unlike Blake, 
believed in the potential for industrial technology to improve human life.         

However, the issue of ownership does not becomes important until Frankenstein. 
In this text, Shelley warns against the dangers of private ownership, investigation of, and 
use of technology.  In her work, the reader sees symbols of technology that contain a 
higher symbolic concentration.  Her novel does not render technology in broad, abstract 
symbols but instead focuses it the form of Frankenstein.  Although he is a monstrous 
superhuman force, Frankenstein is a more localized symbol the burning forests or stars.  
Walden, on the other hand, rejects the railroads and deforestation of the land that the 
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corporations bring, and he favors a rural, if not solitary, life as free of industrial 
technology as possible.   

While Walden engages in the symbolic hybridization of technology and combines 
the real with the mythological, the symbols now are real, tangible items that one might 
actually see or hear; industrial technology is no longer confined to the factories, but, with 
the advent of the train, becomes something much more pervasive.  In other words, it is 
one thing to know that factory's exist and never seem them, and it is another to actually 
hear or see a train rumbling past your house.  In Thoreau's work, the reader also sees the 
issue of technology closely identified with issues of class and country.  Like Wordsworth, 
Whitman also believes in the capacity for technology to raise the human spirit and 
furthers the identification of America with its technological progress and uses thereof.  
His texts display no hesitation in endorsing, what amount to, corporate uses of 
technology.   

The Great Gatsby explores not so much the upper class's ownership of industrial 
means of production as it explores the upper class's personal identification with 
technology.  Gatsby's identification with his Rolls-Royce and the green light at the end of 
Daisy's dock elevates these instances of technology to an almost pseudo-mythological 
level.  Those two physical items becomes representative of the two intangible things 
Gatsby most wants but cannot have:  a position within a class that, as new money, he can 
only progress so far upwards within and a return to an ideal past with Daisy.  In contrast, 
God's Little Acre focuses on the lower classes and their inability to cope with a world 
that becomes increasingly urbanized and mechanized, leaving to place for them and their 
agricultural lifestyle.   

Additionally, like The Grapes of Wrath, one can argue for the inclusion of these 
works in various of the aforementioned genres.  Many of these works are social works 
that contain explicit (in the case of Walden) or implicit (for example, "The Tyger") 
instructions and warning.  Also, one can classify these works as examples of 
Bildungsroman and Erziehungsroman.  For example, Frankenstein details the Monster's 
own crisis coming to terms with the mature world, and The Great Gatsby is as much 
about Gatsby as it is about Carraway's own discovery and transition into the adult world.  

The Grapes of Wrath responds to all of these works with its considerations of 
technology, class, nation, the collective, and the individual. Like Blake's work, The 
Grapes of Wrath portrays certain types and uses of technology, in this case corporate, in 
cold, inhuman terms.  Blake's fiery tygers are only a short step away from Steinbeck's 
tractors plowing through rural homes.  Like Frankenstein, Steinbeck's novel raises the 
question of technology and ownership.  The Grapes of Wrath does not propose a solution 
in which one person or entity has sole access to and knowledge of technology.  Unlike 
Walden, The Grapes of Wrath does not see outright rejection of technology and solitary 
living as the solution, not does it have the same trust in corporate America's use of 
technology that Whitman seems to have.  One might even interpret Muley Graves as a 
parody of the Thoreauvian individual determined to live off the land and hold out against 
the oncoming force of industrial advances.  Like God's Little Acre, The Grapes of Wrath 
sympathizes with the plight of the displaced lower classes, but it, however, goes a step 
beyond and posits a solution based on collective ownership of technology and resistance 
to the large, impersonal corporations.  We must all work together for our own thing. 
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The Shepherd and the Time Clock:  The Pastoindustrial 

 

Finally, we might design a new category within which to include all of these 
writings—the  pastoindustrial.  The term pastoindustrial combines two root words, 
pastor and industria.  Pastor means "shepherd" and industria means "systematic work or 
labour" (OED 1:1356, 2:2119).   Thus, pastoindustrial means "working shepherd," and 
pastoindustrial works feature characters trying to protect or reclaim a lost pastoral vision, 
which consists of the attainment or reattainment of something the character considers 
pure and untainted.  This search may be for a physical or emotional, intellectual, or 
spiritual space.  Also, the character may search be for someone.  This person may of two 
different types:   a lost loved one or an ideal, but heretofore unlocated, mate with whom 
the character will share a paradise.   Christopher Marlowe's "The Passionate Shepherd to 
His Love" and The Great Gatsby are such examples.  Characters may be simultaneously 
involved in both external and internal searches or characters in a work may focus on a 
single, but a different, type of search.  In short, what the pastoindustrial character seeks is 
the Edenic and the ideal.   

The environment is often a hybrid space.  In the case of the physical, such a 
landscape may be polarized and incorporate one place that is pastoral and another place 
that is urban and industrialized.  Often the journey takes place in a space or series of 
spaces that incorporate both the pastoral and urban to greater or lesser degrees.  In the 
case of the emotional and spiritual—another meaning that pastor references—the 
character may be in a conflict between the emotional and the intellectual, opposing 
demands and expectations between self and other, or negotiating among ideas spiritual, 
nihilistic, or agnostic.  Also, the battle may be between inherited ideas and lived 
experience, which for the character constitute a hybrid landscape of clashing beliefs.  

These conflicts tend to manifest themselves in the form of some type of journey, 
physical, spiritual, or otherwise.  In both cases, a character may begin in one state and 
find himself or herself thrust into the other by changing technological or economic 
factors or, in the case of the emotional and spiritual, simply by lived experience.  
Paradoxically, characters advance so as to reclaim.  The character may find himself or 
herself unable to get back to the former or ideal state, often because it no longer exists.   

The reader may find instances of a character working in the reverse.  For example, 
Daniel Defoe's Robinson Crusoe,  William Golding's Lord of the Flies, and Joseph 
Conrad's Heart of Darkness feature characters coming from urban environments into 
more primitive circumstances.  The task then becomes trying to recreate an urban society 
and resist lapsing back into too primitive a state.  Occasionally characters may find 
themselves working in the pastoindustrial and reverse pastoindustrial modes as in the 
case of Thoreau's Walden, in which the narrator leaves a comparatively urban 
environment in favor of a less developed one.  Once there, the narrator begins developing 
his environment.   

In all instances of the pastorindustrial few characters find the state they seek.  
Usually failing to find such a vision, characters must figure out how to best accommodate 
or revise their vision within a context or environment less than hospitable to such a 
vision.  Marx refers to this state as "complex pastoralism," which features works by 
authors who "invoke the image of a green landscape—a terrain either wild or, if 
cultivated, rural—as a symbolic repository of meaning and value" (362-63).  However, 
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"at the same time they acknowledge the power of a counterforce, a machine or some 
other symbol of the forces which have stripped the old ideal of most, if not all, of its 
meaning" (363).   

Characters in such a situation generally have two options—resignation in the face 
of defeat or reenvisionment.  Such resignation may include suicide or relinquishing the 
dream in favor of existing in accords with the demands, expectation, and roles of society.  
There are two kinds of reenvisionment.  In the case of external reenvisionment, 
characters may adjust, rather than extinguish, their vision of the outside environment to 
better suit the context of a given environment that is unreceptive to change. Internal 

reenvisionment may involve several choices.  One choice, assuming that a character 
concentrated on external change, is for a character to focus on internal change.  If a 
character has already directed the search inward, such a character may try different 
methods for change or adjust expectations about possibilities for change within the self. 
Thus, the desire to change nature involves seeing nature as not only, or no longer, nature 
in the environmental sense but also nature in the sense of human nature, a personal 
consciousness and awareness.  Again, there is a circular motion involved in this process.   
Internal reenvisionement may involve tearing down and divesting the self of certain 
belief and attitudes in order to rebuild and progress.  We prune so as to grow.  Internal 
reenvisionment may take the form of a crisis followed by an epiphany, or sudden 
realization.   

All pastoindustrial works revolve around industrial tension, the conflict between 
nature (within or without) and technology, or, in its broadest sense, progress.  At the root 
of this tension is a conflict between tenses.  In short, the conflict of pastoindustrial works 
and industrial tension is a longing for, a void between, a dissatisfaction with, a curiosity 
regarding what was and what is, what is and what can be, what was and what can be.             
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

"RAPID CONSUMPTION:" AMERICAN LITERATURE 1950-70 

 

 In the mid-1950s, America is at an economic peak and World War II is over a 
decade in the past, yet society seems stifling, conformist, and people play out their lives 
as consumer and drones.  In opposition to this America rise the Beats, who, like some of 
the early English settlers, seek an America that recalls a past society, a golden age, a 
garden of Eden.  For the Beats, this would be an older, romantic (and romanticized) 
America.  Some of the Beats, at least, and other writers of the latter half of the twentieth 
century reverse earlier conceptualizations of the machine as malevolent and enslaving as 
set forth by earlier writers such as Blake and instead begin to restore the machine, 
especially the automobile, to the Romantic position espoused by Whitman in relation to 
the locomotive, predecessor to the car.  In Beat literature, the car reaches ideological 
divorcement from technology and some writers see it as a separate entity; also, the Beat 
zeitgeist achieves, in part, a symbolic reversal of the notion of the car technology as evil.   

Lhamon provides an useful overview of 1950s culture, themes, and social currents 
which the Beat writers worked with.  He reports that "style and decision quickened in 
American life during he 1950s.  Citizens put the Second World War behind them by 
tuning their daily practices to fit the jumped pulse of information, manufacture, and cold 
war competition" (xi).  Furthermore, "government, business, and education likewise 
strove to match excitements of electronic speed, face down nuclear anxiety" and 
"incorporate newly aggressive demands from black and youth cultures" (xi). 
Paradoxically, in the face of all this choice and speed was a feeling of limited options and 
stagnation.  Despite, or perhaps because of, increased speed and cultural exploration, 
"American fifties culture developed in struggle against the McCarthyite xenophobia, 
against the increasing institutionalization of life outside traditional family structures, and 
against the postwar anxieties and ambitions that clamed down on its energies" (11). 
 One of the ways American sought relief was through rapid exploration of new 
cultural forms.  Lhamon uses the example of popular music and the inception of the Top 
40 format to both illustrate one of the new forms that Americans looked to for something 
different as well as discuss the negative effects this craving for and consumption of the 
new had and continues to have.  The top 40 format "began as a real response to audience 
behavior," Lhamon explains, and "Todd Storz's New Orleans-based chain first 
established this pattern" "in 1955" (24).  "Having notice that youths gathering around 
jukeboxes played their favorite songs over and over, rather than stressing variety, Storz 
had his stations mimic teen behavior," Lhamon recounts (24).   Consequently, "the Storz 
chain began playing popular songs as many as forty times a day" (24).  However, "this 
imitation soon became dictation of audience taste" (24).  Thus, one begins to wonder if 
youth directs that radio stations in what to play or if the radio stations tell their audience 
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what to listen to.  The final result is that "the repetition speeded up exhaustion of a song's 
popularity, providing the station with the powerful burden of supplying new alternatives 
faster and faster" (24).   
 When consumers use up and tire of all the alternatives available, there are three 
options:  repetition, redeployment, and combining older forms to make a new form.  In 
regard to music, the reader has seen repetition in context.  When a newer form achieves 
popular acceptance, the older forms that influenced it also receive attention and revival 
(25).  When rock music became popular, audience sought out the blues that rock 
musicians based their own music on.  As we move forward fast and faster, the distance 
between ourselves grows quicker and quicker than in did in pre-1950s culture.  Thus, we 
find ourselves casting backwards glances to the past after we have barely stumbled over 
the latest trend.  Nostalgia just isn't what is used to be.  Combining older styles to create a 
new style is really nothing new; it is an unavoidable process for almost all thinker, artists, 
and more or less anyone who creates.   

However, with an emphasis on repetition and the ensuing exhaustion such 
repetition brings, producers, consumers, and artists alike find themselves pressed for 
options.  With an audience that always looks for something new, find its, devours it, and 
then moves quickly to the next thing, producers must have that next thing readily 
available if they want to remain viable.  Cool has a very limited shelf life.  With a culture 
that moves through things so quickly and has an ever-increasing tendency to look up 
products as disposable, memory fades quickly. Thus, producers can combine older styles 
that have lost vitality, but were once viable, in an attempt to create another popular 
formula.  None of these options can satisfy the American public very long.  As Lhamon 
points out, "the ease and frequent emptiness of the combinations contributed to their 
rapid consumption" (26).  Moreover, this cyclical pattern of recursion and cross-
fertilization is not unique to popular music.  It infiltrates all areas of American life 
including art, television programming, news, literature, appliances, fashion, and cars.  
Whatever one wants, someone right now is selling it new and improved.  As previously 
mentioned, American sough relief from the stresses and concerns World War Two 
ushered in, and one of the ways that they found and continue to find such solace is 
through products. 

Lhamon argues that "in spite of the overwhelming impact of Belsen and 
Nagasaki, and their warning demonstration of human capacity—mass genocide and 
world incineration—contemporary American culture has tried to find alternatives rather 
than bewail the obvious," and "it has tried therefore to find alternatives to escape the 
modern feeling of confinement, of complete determination" (7).  Literature offers one 
such alternative. 
 According to Lhamon, just as "Miles Davis, Art Blakely, and Cannonball Adderly 
began playing soul music which fused the previously exclusive strands of bop and cool 
jazz," so too did "most of the exciting literature of the decade refuel" itself "by looking 
outside literary tradition for new paradigms" (10).  In essence, "the attempted 
reassembling of culture from the scrambled refuse of the old order is what observers 
witness in the fifties" (10).  Lhamon writes that the common denominator uniting the 
artistic works of the fifties is that they speak "about disenfranchised, displaced, and thus 
disordered people struggling to fix or simply understand their own place in a hostile or 
indifferent context" (6).  Moreover, "the quality uniting so many of these apparently 
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disparate and subsequently important works is that they were born fighting the forces 
ignoring and suppressing them" (6).  Thus, the tension that open up through fifties 
literature is that these work tend to simultaneously incorporate the past while resisting the 
past in an effort to create something wholly new.   

"Trafficking in the Void" (1997) by Jonathan Eburne explains that there is always 
a void within a symbolic universe, including a social structure, that results from the 
distortions that the Real creates (54).  Eburne quotes Slajov Zizek's definition of the Real  
as the "'rock upon which every attempt at symbolization stumbles, the hard core which 
remains the same in all possible worlds'" (54).  Thus, for Zizek, reality can not, will not 
be denied.  The social structure has a void, created by a social structure that is not in 
accords with the real, and paradoxically creates or encourages this void by trying to 
repress it. For the 1950s this void equals the fears of the 1950s social system:  
homosexuality, religions other than and othered by Christianity, and communist thought 
practices—in short, anything contrary to the image of the middle class, white, married, 
heterosexual, God-fearing, tax-paying, law-abiding, democratic or republican, clean-cut 
male professional who didn't ask too many questions.  It is this void that the Beats sought 
to fill.    

At the heart of the Beat aesthetic is "the New Vision and "the New 
Consciousness," according to Steven Watson in his The Birth of the Beat Generation 
(1995).  Allen Ginsberg, Jack Kerouac, and Lucien Carr first discussed these ideas in 
1944, which grew from ideas contained in the works of writers such as Yeats, Auden, 
Kafka, Andre Gide, Camus, Joyce, and historians and economists such as Oswald 
Spengler, Giovannia Vico, and Vilfredo Pareto (39).  Ginsberg saw the New Vision as a 
new beginning that was actually a return to older world in which artists had more power 
and the populace regarded them as magicians and priests then as inconsequential 
scribblers (39).  Most importantly, the New Vision advances three concepts integral to 
Beat writing:  "1) uncensored self-expression is the seed of creativity.  2) The artist's 
consciousness is expanded through nonrational means" including "derangement of the 
senses, via drugs, dreams, hallucinatory states, and visions.  3) Art supersedes the dictates 
of conventional morality" (40).  Watson recounts that in 1944 Ginsberg wrote, "'the 
highest and most creative world is a world of artists'" (40).  When Ginsberg "read the 
sentence a half-century later he said, "'I still believe that'" (40). 

    
"We've Got to Go Someplace:" Jack Kerouac 

 

 In the last two works covered, the reader has seen a variety of considerations in 
regards to the automobile, industrialism, technology, and nature.  In The Great Gatsby, 
the automobile is a symbol of consumerism and conspicuous consumption, and 
technology exists to make easier the lives of the wealthy, while in The Grapes of Wrath, 
motor vehicles, industrialism, and technology are both a means of destruction and 
emblems of hope.  The physical landscape is just one more thing for Gatsby to 
manipulate and shape to display his enormous financial wealth, whereas for the migrants, 
nature is both helpful and harmful and far less malleable for the Joads than for Gatsby.  
However, both novels are examples of the Bildungsroman as various characters come 
into maturity. 
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 On the Road (1957) by Jack Kerouac (1922-1969) also shares affinities with 
Fitzgerald's and Steinbeck novels.  It is a loosely veiled biography of the author as Sal 
Paradise and Neal Cassady, known as Dean Moriarity in the novel, who by bus, 
hitchhiking, and car traverse the Unite States and Mexico.  The novel documents four 
trips with numerous side trips along the way:  New York through Denver to San 
Francisco (1947), New York through New Orleans through Texas through San Francisco 
through Los Angeles through Washington through Chicago through Detroit through 
Pittsburgh back to New York (1948-1949),  New York to San Francisco (1949), and New 
York through Texas through Mexico City (1950).  Thus, the reader sees Sal and Dean 
covering the same ground as Gatsby and the Joads.  Unlike Gatsby, they are not the 
nouveau riche, nor are there trips made in Rolls Royce.  Neither are they like the Joads 
who must travel in order to make a new life for themselves.  Rather, they are somewhere 
in the middle.  Paradise is a young intellectual on break from college who has some 
money "from old veteran benefits" and can always contact his aunt to wire him small 
sums of money (11).  Moriarity has made more of a commitment to the road.  He has no 
relatives he can call for aid and no significant education.  Living on his wits, his abilities 
as a thief, and his smooth-talking, he jumps from one adventure, one city, one car, one 
woman (or two) to the next.  Thus, there is always that sense that Paradise is along just 
for the ride.  Paradise describes Moriarity as "a young jailkid all hung-up on the 
wonderful possibilities of becoming a real intellectual" (6). Filling out his description of 
Moriarity, Paradise adds, "he'd spent a third of his time in the poolhall, a third in jail, and 
a third in the public library" (7).    
 On the Road contains no identifiable plot.  Rather it is more a series of  
interconnected, loosely connected, and unconnected episodes or adventures, and the 
novel constantly invites us to wonder where Paradise and Moriarity are going next, who 
they will encounter, and what they will encounter. What connects these scenes is the 
journey itself, the automobile, and the road.  As Paradise states, "the road is life" (211). 
There are also two quests:  the search for IT, which we will consider in detail later, and 
the hunt for Moriarity's father, a drifter and hobo.  Thematically, numerous 
considerations of nature, technology, and America permeate the novel. 
  Early within the novel, the tension between the industrial and the natural begins to 
appear.  For example, Paradise says that in Moriarity's "excited way of speaking I heard 
again the voices of old companions and brothers" (10).  Paradise locates these voices 
"among the motorcycles" as well as "along the wash-lined neighborhoods and drowsy 
doorsteps where boys played guitar while their older brothers worked in the mills" (10).  
A variety of industrial and natural images combine to form that passage.  The sound of 
guitars strum against the gunning of motorcycles that drive through neighborhoods whose 
inhabitants put their clothes on outdoor lines to dry instead of using washing machines.  
Additionally, industrial tension opens up in the description of the males in the passage. 
The boys sit outside playing guitar while their older brothers work inside of mills.  Thus, 
the passage implies that fate of the younger boys will be to eventually follow their 
brothers into mill work.  Also, the sphere of the home contains the pastoral sounds and 
images of boys playing guitar and clothes drying outside whereas the space outside of the 
home contains the industrial noises and pictures of motorcycles and mills.        
 These moments when the industrial and the pastoral clash or interfuse show up 
throughout the novel.  Recalling Marx's concept of the "little event,"  in which a character 
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enjoys a peaceful scene disrupted by the intrusion of some mechanical force, Paradise 
recalls that he and Moriarity "spent some time trying to sleep on the bench at the railroad 
ticket office, but the telegraph ticked all night, and we couldn't sleep, and big freights 
were slamming around outside"  (12, 19).  Another fusion of the industrial and pastoral 
occurs in Denver when Paradise "wondered what the Spirit of the Mountain was thinking, 
and looked up and saw jackpines in the moon, and saw ghosts of old miners, and 
wondered about it" (55).  This consideration of the Spirit of the Mountain implies that the 
mountain has some sort of consciousness of spiritual presence.  With a recognition of this 
spirit comes the awareness that this mountain has not stood untouched by humans, and 
the people that have interacted with this mountain are not explorers or campers, but 
miners who came to the mountain not out of a sense of appreciation but of possible 
financial gain, miners who will dig tunnels and deface the mountain as necessary.    

The novel contains many of these pastoindustrial images and moments.  In San 
Francisco, Paradise muses on the "smoke and goldenness in the late afternoon" (170).  
Again, there exists a fusion of the industrial (smoke) and pastoral (goldenness).  In 
Laredo, Paradise remarks that "there was no night dew, not a breath of air, nothing except 
billions of moths smashing at bulbs everywhere" (273-74).1 Moths, confused and drawn 
to the artificial light, destroy themselves.  Throughout the novel, these passages of 
industrial and pastoral mingle together.  Often, the industrial overwhelms or disrupts the 
natural in some way. 
 Recalling the earlier discussion of Phaethon as well as "The Tyger", Paradise 
describes a vision he has of "Dean, burning shuddering frightful angel, palpitating toward 
me across the road, approaching like a cloud, with enormous speed" (259).  Continuing 
his vision of Moriarity, Paradise says, "I saw his wings; I saw his old jalopy chariot with 
thousands of sparking flames shooting out from it" (259).  Paradise goes on to describes 
"the path it burned over the road; it even made its own road and went over the corn, 
through cities, destroying bridges, drying rivers" (259).  "It came like wrath to the west," 
Paradise concludes (259). 

At various places within the novel, Paradise has contact with mechanical objects, 
from the futuristic (for his time), the new, and the commonplace.  While in Denver, 
Paradise stays in Chad King's room.  King's father is an inventor who "had invented a 
special air-conditioner" (40).  King Sr. "put an ordinary fan in a window frame and 
somehow conducted cool water through the coils in front of the whirring blades" with 
mixed results (40).  As Paradise explains, "the result was perfect—within four feet of the 
fan—and then the water apparently turned into steam in the hot day and the downstairs 
part of the house was just as hot as usual" (40).  Going to sleep right under the fan, 
Paradise wakes "up in twenty minutes freezing to death" and unable to sleep (40).  
Incidentally, King Sr. remarks that he "had once made a spot remover that has since been 
copied by big firms in the East," but he receives neither money nor credit for the 
invention (40).  When Paradise returns to New York, he and his aunt "decided to buy a 
new electric refrigerator . . . it was to be the first one in the family" (107).  Later that 
night, Kerouac goes to bed.  Again, he "couldn't sleep" (107).   The telephone holds more 
use for Paradise.  For example, back home in Paterson, Paradise receives a call from Old 
Bull Lee (William S. Burroughs) to coordinate a trip.  Moriarity calls Paradise, but it is 
actually Camille (Carolyn Cassady), one of his wives, calling for Moriarity who takes the 
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call and takes care of that business.  Paradise and Moriarity call Carlo Marx (Allen 
Ginsberg) (117-18).  Thus, the phone is a tool of coordination and order. 

The machine most prevalent in the novel is the automobile and it is Paradise's 
chief means of transportation. Unlike Gatsby's shining vehicle, the cars in On The Road 
are strictly a means to an end.  The importance of the car is that it moves; the details are 
irrelevant.  For example, Moriarity's '49 Hudson made for "a rough trip," but none of the 
passengers "noticed it" (116).  Paradise explains that "the heater was not working and 
consequently the windshield developed fog and ice" (116).  Undaunted, Moriarity "kept 
reaching out while driving seventy to wipe it with a rag and make a hole to see the road" 
(116).  Later, Paradise and Moriarity make a deal to drive a Cadillac from Denver to 
Chicago.  In the hands of its caretakers, the Cadillac depreciates: "Not two miles out of 
Denver, the speedometer broke because Moriarity was pushing well over 110 miles an 
hour" (225).  Later, they slide into a ditch and a tractor pulls them out.  They start back 
on their journey, and Moriarity "made his usual 110" on the straightaways (234).  As they 
enter Chicago, Paradise estimates that they made "a mean average of seventy miles per 
hours across the land, with one driver" (237).  Since they have made such great time, they 
decide to hold onto the car a little longer.  According to Paradise, "by nine o'clock the car 
was an utter wreck" (241).  He explains that "the brakes weren't working . . . the fenders 
were stove in; the rods were rattling" (241)  "It was a muddy boat and no longer a shiny 
limousine," Paradise concludes (241).  "The mechanic did not recognize the Cadillac" 
when Paradise and Moriarity deliver it (242).  
 Although Paradise and Moriarity consider the automobile only in pragmatic 
terms, it carries a variety of symbolic possibilities.  For example, Paradise describes a 
Cadillac engine in avian terms:  "The big motor thrumming with immense birdlike 
power" (225).  Earlier, Moriarity ascribes gender and sexual identity to a car based on its 
characteristics.  A homosexual, "a tall, thin fag," drives the vehicle that Moriarity labels 
"a fag Plymouth" because "it has no pickup and no real power" (206).  "Effeminate car," 
he whispers (206). 

The irony of such passages is that both Cassady and Kerouac engaged in 
homosexual behaviors.2 Perhaps these passages are a way of covering up the tendencies 
that Kerouac does not like about himself, or maybe they are a way of defining sexual 
identity based not on one's actual sexual practices but on one's outward characteristics—
the latter being simply another way to stereotype.  However, Paradise knows that the man 
is homosexual because he says that "he really didn't like girls and has recently concluded 
an affair with a man in Frisco in which he had taken the male role and the man the female 
role" (209).3 
 Moriarity changes cars with the same reckless abandon and disregard with which 
he changes sexual partners.  Consider this possibly homoerotic moment in a Denver bar:  
"there was an ecstatic spastic fellow in the bar who threw his arms around Dean and 
moaned in his face, and Dean went mad again with sweats and insanity" (220).4 Paradise 
continues, "and to add still more to the unbearable confusion Dean rushed right out the 
next moment and stole a car right from the driveway, and took a dash to downtown 
Denver and came back with a newer, better one" (220-21).  As the cops come in to check 
on a report of a stolen car, Paradise sees "Dean jump into the nearest car and roar off" 
(221).  However, "a few minutes later he was back in an entirely different car" (221).  
"The other one coughed too much," Moriarity explains (221).  Paradise and Moriarity 



 . 

 68 
 
 

spend the night at Frank's bar.  Frankie and Paradise "wait anxiously in the dark yard, 
[and] he [Moriarity] returned with still another car, a battered coupe" (222).  They dump 
the car in a cornfield and the next morning Moriarity shares the news:  "That's a 
detective's car and every precinct in town knows my fingerprints from the year that I stole 
five hundred cars" (223).  Thus, we note Moriarity's pattern with both cars and romantic 
partners.  He jumps from car to car and partner to partner with no regard for conventional 
morality or potential complications.  When he becomes tired of one or sees something 
better, he quickly switches to another.  His actions duplicate Lhamon's model of 50s 
consumerism and its pattern of cyclical recursion which involves endlessly locating, 
exhausting, and returning to modified versions of products, and in Moriarity's case, 
experiences. 
 Paradise, too, switches among viewpoints, people, places, and things.  His 
feelings regarding nature fluctuate through the course of the novel.  Such fluctuation 
begins early in the novel, starting with Paradise's hitchhiking out of New Jersey.  
Paradise begins by speculating that "if you drop a rose in the Hudson River at its 
mysterious source in the Adirondacks, think of all the places it journeys by as is goes out 
to sea forever—think of that wonderful Hudson Valley" (12).  Then he says, "I started 
hitching up the thing" (12).  Thus, he starts his journey hopeful and inspired, but his 
feelings change.  "It began to rain in torrents" and "it was mountainous," he recalls (12).  
Paradise observes that "not only was there no traffic but the rain came down in buckets 
and I had no shelter" (12).  Suddenly, the lack of motor vehicles, the lack of industrial 
technology becomes a problem, and the wilderness environment works against him.  He 
tries "to run under some pines to take covers; this did no good" (12).  Paradise finds 
shelter not in the trees or the mountain but at "an abandoned cute English-style filling 
station" where he stands "under the dripping eaves" (12). From that vantage point all he 
sees are "smoky trees and dismal wilderness rising to the skies" (12). "What the hell am I 
doing here," he asks himself (12).  Paradise gives up and rides a bus to Chicago.5 
  Just as Paradise finds that the reality of hitchhiking is not as pleasant as the 
dream, he has a similar experience supporting himself picking crops.  During a later trip, 
Paradise meets Terry6 with whom he develops romantic ties.  Paradise, Terry, and her 
young son Johnny decided "to take a bus to Bakersfield and work picking grapes" (89).  
This idea sounds fine to Paradise.  Along the way they rent a tent as well as "a bed, a 
stove, and a cracked mirror hanging from the wall"  (94).  Assessing the tent and its 
contents, Paradise says that "it was delightful" (94).  Having exhausted all of his money 
from meals out, hotel rooms, tents, and alcohol, they finally get jobs picking cotton.  For 
every hundred pounds of cotton, a picker will earn three dollars, and Paradise pictures 
himself "picking at least three hundred pounds a day" (95).  In a tent next to them lives "a 
whole family of Okie cotton-pickers" who migrated to California "during the great plague 
of the thirties," and "worked all day from dawn to sundown" (95).  "They loved to work," 
according to Kerouac, and "they had progressed from ragged poverty . . . to a kind of 
smiling respectability in better tents" (95).  Thus, Paradise seems to see the Oklahoma 
migrants as people who enjoy toiling in the fields and are content just to eat and have 
their tent.   
 The next morning Paradise starts picking cotton.  He describes the "sere brown 
cottonfields that stretched out of sight to the brown arroyo foothills and then the snow-
capped Sierras in the blue morning air" as "beautiful" (96). Paradise admits that he "knew 
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nothing about picking cotton," and soon his "fingertips began to bleed" (96).  Both Terry 
and Johnny pick faster than Paradise and they pick ahead of him, leaving "piles of clean 
cotton" for him to put into his bag (96).  Taking intermittent breaks, he rests on the 
grounds, listening to the birds, and says, "I thought I had found my life's work" (96).  Of 
course, Paradise is also doing less work than Terry and Johnny as all he has to do is 
collect the cotton that they have already separated from "the crackly bed" (96).   

As the story progresses, the harsher reality of the migrant lifestyle reveals itself 
through Paradise's narration.  At the end of the day, he produces fifty pounds of cotton 
and his wages are a dollar and a half.  While pedaling back from the crossroads grocery 
store on a borrowed bicycle, Paradise "looked up at the sky and prayed to God for a 
better break in life.  Each day, he earns "approximately a dollar and a half," and "it was 
just enough to buy groceries in the evening on the bicycle" (97).  Paradise describes 
himself as "a man of the earth" (97).  Implicit in the pastoral descriptions of his lifestyle 
are unceasing hard work that only purchases food and shelter as well as no possibility of 
advancement.  Like Thoreau, what Paradise discovers is that removing oneself from the 
hectic, aggressive pace of urban society has its own hardships and frenetic pace.  
Although many of Paradise's descriptions of his pastoral experiment are peaceful, not all 
is well.  For example, he recounts that "one night the Okies went mad and tied a man to a 
tree and beat him to a pulp with sticks" (97).  While Paradise either does not know or 
does not tell the reader why the Okies beat the man to death, the experience scares him 
and "from then on" he "carried a big stick" (97). 

Paradise abandons his idea of supporting himself as a field worker.  He says that 
"it was October and getting much colder in the nights" (97).  Additionally, "we had 
nothing, and besides the rent for the tent was due" (97).  He assesses that he "was through 
with" his "chores in the cottonfield" and "could feel the pull of my own life pulling me 
back" (99).  His solution is to abandon the situation, and he sends his aunt a postcard and 
asks "for another fifty" (98).  Terry and Johnny go back to live with her family.  Waiting 
for his money to arrive, Paradise in Terry's family's barn and hides in the grapevines.  
Terry provides him with food and company.  Paradise visits the telegraph office and says, 
"the money was in; my aunt had saved my lazy butt again" (101).  Whenever Paradise 
grows tired of a particular experiment, he always has an out.  What aunt or fairy queen 
can the Okies or Terry and Johnny, and the rest of their family who share "a four-room 
shack" where "flies flew over the sink," write to that will lift them out of their lives?7 
 This is not the last encounter Paradise will have with an other who lives in 
substandard conditions.  His next encounter takes place in Mexico,  and he, Moriarity, 
and Stan drive to Mexico in Moriarity's "'37 Ford sedan" (265).  Moriarity explains to Sal 
that "officially . . . this trip is to get a Mexican divorce, cheaper and faster than any kind" 
(262).8 Paradise explains that "we saw a vision of the entire Western Hemisphere 
rockribbing clear down to Tierra del Fuego and us flying down the curve of the world 
down into other tropics and other worlds" (266).9 The irony, of course, is that what makes 
this trip to a foreign country possible—a country they will describe as untainted and easy-
going—is a mass-produced American automobile.  Yet the Mexico segment is 
noteworthy not so much for its considerations of the automobile as it is for its 
engagement with primitivism. 
 Although Paradise admits that "we have no idea what Mexico would really be 
like," the three travelers find that Mexico is a sort of paradise offering freely and cheaply 
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to indulge their pleasures (274).  Remarking on the what he consider the purity of the 
people and their disinterest with facade, Moriarity says that "these people don't bother 

with appearances" (277).  He goes on to say that "we've finally found heaven.  It couldn't 
be cooler, it couldn't be grander" (278).  Though Moriarity has had no interaction with the 
people yet, he talks constantly and positively about them.  For example, he says that "the 
old men are so cool  and grand not bothered by anything.  There's no suspicion here, 
nothing like that" (278).  Paradise talks of  "driving across the world and into the places 
where we would finally learn ourselves among the Fellahin Indians of the world, the 
essential strain of the basic, wailing humanity that stretches in a belt around the 
equatorial belly of the world" (280).  Thus, Paradise see this as an opportunity for him 
and his companions, "ostensibly self-important moneybag Americans on a lark in their 
land," to learn something about themselves, to get in touch with a quality more human 
and basic (281).    

What the three end up doing is indulging their appetites for illegal substances and 
sex.  First, they set about finding marijuana.  Through Victor, they find and  enjoy a 
powerful and "tremendous Corona cigar of tea" that Moriarity stares at "popeyed" (283).  
Paradise recalls that "instantly we were all high" (283).  Then "it was time for the girls," 
informs Paradise (284).  With Victor's directions, they "came to the whorehouse" where 
they cavort for three hours while the police—"no suspicions, no fuss, no bother"—just 
hang out (286, 295).  Inside there "were great girls" (287).  Paradise feels an instant 
attraction towards an eighteen-year-old girl, gets "hooked by another girl," but tries to 
"break loose to get at a sixteen-year-old," but "was too ashamed too try" (289).  Not 
feeling so ashamed, "Stan had a fifteen-year-old girl" (288).  Moriarity makes off with 
the girl that first attracts Paradise whose "own girl was about thirty" (289).  Paradise 
thinks back to the sixteen-year-old and feels sorry for her, but "it never occurred to" him 
"just to approach her and give her some money" (290).  Paradise calls the scene "this 
strange Arabian paradise" (290).10 Thus far, they do not connect with anything deeper in 
themselves or humanity.  Rather, they take advantage of the increased access to 
temporarily satisfy desires that they were well aware of before coming to Mexico. 
 Eventually, they leave the prostitutes and press on into the jungle.  Again, as soon 
as they enter into an environment that is more natural, they long for something urban, 
industrialized, and/or technological.   Night falls, Moriarity discovers that the headlights 
are not working, and expresses concern:  "Oh, my we'll have to drive through the jungle 
without lights, think of the horror of that, the only time I'll see is when another car comes 
by and there just aren't any cars!  And of course no lights?  Oh, what'll we do, dammit?" 
(293).  The headlights come back on, they continue driving, stop,  and sleep by the side 
of the road.  Assaulted by hordes of mosquitoes, Paradise wonders, "how could I ever 
sleep?" (294).  Finally, he come to terms with the environment and states that "for the 
first time in my life the weather was not something that touched me, that caressed me, 
froze of sweated me, but became me.  The atmosphere and I became the same" (284).  
The jungle air becomes "the palpable and living emanation of trees and swamp" (295). 
Even the bugs that once plagued him "were extremely pleasant and soothing" (294).    
Thus, through prolonged exposure to nature, Paradise comes to terms with it.11 

The trio drive through the mountains on their way to Mexico City and come along 
a group of children selling "little pieces of rock crystal" (198).  Dean speculates that 
"they've only recently learn to sell these crystals since the highway was built about ten 
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year back," and trades a wristwatch from his trunk for one of the crystals (298). Erik R. 
Mortenson's "Beating Time" (2001) posits that the exchange of the watch "for the native 
crystal thus signals a swap of constraining, constructed, American temporality for the 
natural, formless production of the Indian earth itself" (57).  "He seemed like the Prophet 
that had come to them," according to Paradise who goes on to say that the children "had 
come down from the back mountains and higher places to hold forth their hands for 
something they thought civilization could offer," but "they never dreamed the sadness 
and the poor broken delusion of it" (299).  Specifically, "they didn't know that a bomb 
had come that could crack all the bridges and roads and reduce them to jumbles" (299).12   
 Finally, they reach Mexico city and the end of their trip together.  Paradise 
contracts "dysentery," and Moriarity leaves him behind (303).  Moriarity has his 
comeuppance when he travels from Texas to New York to visit Paradise who, having 
returned to New York,13 prepares himself for "the Duke Ellington concert at the 
Metropolitan Opera" with Remi Boncoeur, the "formal gentleman" who "wanted to do 
things the right way" (309).  "The right way" does not include Moriarity whom Boncoeur 
declines to let ride in his Cadillac.  From the back of the Cadillac, Paradise waves to 
Moriarity, who walks the wintery streets of New York alone. In the final sentence of the 
novel Paradise says, "I think of Dean Moriarity, I even think of Old Dean Moriarity, the 
father we never found" (310).   

Thus one of the novel's two quests has failed.  Douglas King in his "Kerouac's On 
the Road" (2001), which examines connections between The Great Gatsby and On the 
Road, argues that both works concern a search for America, its meaning, and its origin.  
According to King, each of the main characters "thinks of his American icon.  Carraway 
thinks of "'Gatsby's wonder'; Paradise thinks of 'Dean Moriarity'" (209).   "America, 
which broke from its parentage in Great Britain, is like Dean Moriarity with 'the father 
we never found,'" states King (110).  Thus, "both narrators reflect on America as an 
orphaned nation that has reached its physical boundaries," and both narrators are left 
orphaned by the end of each work (110).    

Of the other quest, the search for It, the reader cannot be sure if Dean and 
Moriarity have found It, since It evades definition.  One might best (albeit very loosely) 
define It as some intangible and unnamable thing or quality that represents different 
things to different characters at different points in the novel.  The best way to explain It is 
through an examination of the various references to It. Referring to Rollo Greb, Moriarity 
says, "I want to be like him.  He's never hung-up, he goes in every direction, he lets it all 
out,  he knows time, he has nothing to do but rock back and forth" (127).  Concluding his 
appraisal of Greb, Moriarity explains that "if you go like him all the time you'll finally get 
it" (127).  Paradise asks, "get what?" (127).  Moriarity's response is "IT!  IT!" (127). 
While driving, Dean becomes inspired and says, "O man, I have to tell you, NOW I have 
IT" (207).  On the road to Mexico, Dean says, "Man, this will finally take us to IT!" 
(266). Considering all of these passages together, a variety of definitions for It emerge.  It 
is inspiration, the ability to just be one's self, the act of cutting under the physical and 
superficial down to the core of all that is, and the power to transcend one's self and being 
entirely. 

 The most extended consideration of It comes up during a conversation between 
Moriarity and Paradise.  Dean says, "that alto man last night had IT—he held it once he 
found it; I've never known a guy who could hold so long." "I wanted to know what 'IT' 
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meant," explain Paradise.  "You're asking me imponderables," replies Moriarity who give 
a lengthy exposition on IT: 

Here's a guy and everybody's there, right?  Up to him to put down what's 
on everybody's mind.  He starts the first chorus, then lines up his ideas, 
people, yeah, yeah, but we get it, and then he rises to his fate and has to 
blow equal to it.  All of a sudden somewhere in the middle of the chorus 
he gets it—everybody looks up and knows; they listen; he picks it up and 
carries.  Time stops.  He's filling empty space with the substance of our 
lives, confessions of his bellybottom strain, remembrance of idea, rehashes 
of old blowing.  He has to blow across bridges and come back and do it 
with such infinite feeling soul-exploratory for the tune of the moment that 
everybody knows it's not the tune that counts but IT—.  (206) 

Again, the reader sees all of the theories advanced at the end of the previous paragraph 
and more.  It becomes a state outside of time that connects everyone, sums up, cuts under, 
and goes beyond their lives. 
  There are three other contexts within which one can place It.  One may think of It 
as a spiritual state best explained by equally esoteric terms.  The Buddhist have a concept 
known as ground luminosity.  In The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying (1993), Sogyal 
Rinpoche explains that in the dawning of ground luminosity or "'Clear Light'," 
"consciousness itself dissolves into the all-encompassing space of truth," and "what is 
revealed is the primordial ground of our absolute nature" (259). However, one achieves 
this opportunity for liberation at the moment of death.  The Chinese concept of Tao also 
corresponds to It.   The Encyclopedia of Eastern Philosophy and Religion (1986) states 
that Tao "is seen as the all-embracing first principle, from which all appearances arise" 
(356).  Furthermore, Tao "is the primordial source of all being," and '"return is the 
movement of the Tao'" (356).  Alan Watts explains in his essay "This is It" (1960) from 
his essay collection of the same name that It is a sort of  "'cosmic consciousness'" that 
produces a "vivid and overwhelming certainty that the universe, precisely as it is at this 
moment, as a whole and in every one of its parts, is so completely right as to need no 
explanation or justification beyond what it simply is" (18).  Furthermore, Watts recounts 
an experience in which he "saw that everything, just as it is now, is IT—is the whole 
point of there being life and a universe" (30).14 

Also, one can place It within a technological and industrial context.  The process 
of finding It resembles tuning into the correct radio station or frequency.  Furthermore, 
Moriarity's long explanation of It parallels electronic concepts of amplification and 
regeneration, though this is not to suggest that Kerouac or Cassady had these specific 
concepts in mind.  Moriarity's alto player resembles a receiver and transmitter.  The alto 
man picks up on It and then sends it to the people.  His playing becomes a circular 
motion in which he blows and come back and repeats the process over and over.  
However, the process is not just mere repetition; there is a gradual building.   

Let us examine the scene from the novel and within the specific context of radio.  
Radio pioneer Howard Armstrong invented the concept of regeneration and the 
regeneration circuit which "fed the radio waves back through the Audion tube as many as 
20,000 time a second, each time increasing its strength" ("Empire of the Air"). Armstrong 
discovered that "when he fed the radio waves back through more than 20,000 times a 
second . . . the tube began to produce its own signal, enabling Forest's Audion to function 
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as a transmitter" ("Empire of the Air").  The "regeneration circuit is the heart of every 
radio transmitter today" In 1922, Armstrong invented the super-regenerative receiver.  
This is the concept that leads to the invention of radio as well as the guitar amplifier.  Of 
course, one of the problems of such a process is that circuits can overload and blow from 
either too much power or too much heat.  In the course of explaining It, Moriarity, like an 
overpowered fuse, blows and shuts down.  Just after his extended discourse, Moriarity, 
according to Paradise, "could go no further; he was sweating telling about it" (Kerouac 
106).  
   The third possibility places It within the context of American consumerism. 
Paradise explains that "the last thing is what you can't get.  Nobody can get to the last 
thing . . . We keep on living in hopes of catching it once and for all" (48).  What may be 
an early identification of It, with its references to a pursuit of a final item that one cannot 
catch promising satisfaction which models the American consumer impulse.  
Consumerism necessitates marketing products as capable of fulfilling all needs.  If only I 
drive this car, others will finally love me.  If I wear these jeans, I can look this way and 
feel good about myself.  If I buy this gadget, I can organize my life and ever so much 
more time with which I can work to buy more gadgets.  There is a void in twentieth-
century American, and corporations promote products to fill that void within a cyclical 
pattern of forward regression in which consumers buy more and more products and feel 
less and less satisfied.  Of course, no product can bring love, self-esteem, security, 
spiritual fulfillment or any number of the things which the lack of creates a void.   
 One need read very little Beat literature to understand that a chief theme is the 
rejection of material success as its own end.  However, in On the Road, Paradise and 
Moriarity pursue It, girls, adventure, and the next destination with obsession and frantic 
desire.  A constant sense of hurriedness pervades the novel.15 Casey also notes this 
tendency in the text and states, for example, that "Sal and Dean do not stop to enjoy the 
beauty of the landscape—they consume it at the highest speed possible" (110).  
References to this mad rush for sensation flash by like white dashes of a highway lane.  
For example, Paradise recounts thinking of all his friends and "how they were really all in 
the same vast backyard doing something so frantic and rushing-about" (15).  Of 
Moriarity, Paradise says that "there was always a schedule in his life" (42).  For 
Moriarity, adhering to his schedule is absolutely necessary.  For example, he explains that 
"we absolutely must make Forty-sixth and Geary in the incredible time of three minutes 
or everything is lost" (203).  In Philadelphia, Paradise tells Moriarity that "this can't go on 
all the time—all this franticness and jumping around" (116).  Paradise then says, "we've 
go to go someplace, find something" (116).   Thus, the way to find stability is though 
more motion.  Later, Paradise confesses that "I like too many things and get all confused 
and hung-up running from one falling star to another till I drop" (126).  Leaving from 
New Orleans, Paradise reflects on their departure and says that "we all realized we were 
leaving confusion and nonsense behind and performing our one and noble function of the 
time, move" (133).  On the outskirts of Denver, Paradise says that "the faster we left 
Denver the better I felt, and we were doing it fast" (226).  In Chicago, Moriarity says, 
"Sal, we gotta go and never stop going until we get there" (238).  Paradise asks, "where 
we going man?" (238).  Moriarity answers, "I don't know but we gotta go" (238). 
 Mortenson notes and explores the novel's concern with time and states that 
"repeatedly questioning the accepted concept of temporality defined by the clock," On the 



 . 

 74 
 
 

Road "instead probes for a way to break through the constricting notion of time" (51).  
Mortenson explores the various ways in which the novel attempts to overcome time, 
including the observation that "Kerouac seldom gives the precise dates and time of his 
travels, referring only to months of the year or seasons" (51).  Nonetheless, he often starts 
and ends sections with references to a particular year and/or months and gives the reader 
enough information to pinpoint or closely estimate the year a given event or sequences of 
events occur.  Thus, by moving forward and backward within a given chapter, it is 
entirely possible to closely estimate a date for which a given travel or series or travels 
take place.  Mortenson goes on to say that "the book is more concerned with movement 
than with fixed location," and "many of the most important events in the novel, for 
instance, take place in the spaces between" leaving and arriving at a particular destination 
(52).   

In contrast, Dean deals with time in a manner opposite that of Kerouac.  "Not 
even capitalism runs with such minute-by-minute efficiency" and "Dean's conception of 
time is hyper-realized" (53).  Mortenson find that Cassady's sexual activities and his acts 
of car thievery are a way of focusing on the "fulfillment of desire rather than materialist 
production," and Cassady "is able to avoid the production of commodities, which 
ultimately destroys the worker" (53).  Also, Cassady's "rejection of fixed place is 
emblematic of Beat attempts to escape a spatial control intertwined with temporal 
constraint" (53).  Mortenson also explains that Cassady possesses a "faith . . . that his 
actions will inevitably be the right one for that particular present" (54).      

The novel posits several possibilities for this rushing around.  Echoing Freud's 
theories about the death drive as well as the notion of a lost origin essential to the 
pastoindustrial work, Paradise speculates about a cause for all of this movement and 
comes to the conclusion that "the one thing that we yearn for in our living days . . . is the 
remembrance of some lost bliss that was probably experiences in the womb and can only 
be reproduced (though we hate to admit it) in death" (124).  For Paradise, time is a 
fleeting and scarce resource.  He believes that "life is holy and every moment is precious" 
(57).  One solution involves stepping outside of time, and Paradise recalls an experience 
in New Orleans in which he "reached the point of ecstasy I always wanted to reach, 
which was the complete step across chronological time into timeless shadows" (173).  
Mortenson remarks that "in order to avoid facing the knowledge of his/her own death, a 
person will look away from this 'finitude' and instead dwell in an 'inauthentic temporality' 
which mistake time as infinite" (54).  Ultimately, Paradise realizes that he "was rushing 
through the world without a chance to see it" (205). 

Thus what we see is an inversion of the Beat aesthetic in which the goals are 
different from those of the consumerism 1950s but the foundation, a rapid exhaustion and 
recycling of products and experiences, remains the same.  Casey concludes that "Dean 
and Sal are on a romantic quest, but by the 1950s a significant change has occurred in the 
quest motif" (Casey 110).   Specifically, "in 1950s' America, the quest itself overrides the 
object of the quest in importance" (110).  Moriarity and Paradise pursue different 
manifestations of the same goal, but they go about this pursuit with the same speed as the 
rest of America.  While much of America concerns itself with buying products in a 
desperate attempt to satisfy inner needs, Moriarity and Paradise chase experiences, 
people, and places to temporarily or partially satisfy those same needs before quickly 
moving on to the next goal.  However, they engage in the same hectic, rushed process of 
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acquiring those needs as the America that they disdain, and in both cases the needs 
remain satisfied only temporarily, if at all.  What is the difference in methodology 
between the average square working ten hours at the office and Moriarity and Paradise 
driving ten hours straight to reach the next destination?  What is the point of an obsessive 
pursuit of goals that disables an enjoyment of the moment and leave the pursuer hungry 
with need in the wake of ever-elusive dreams?  The novel insists on "action and 
movement" because "you need to continually move in order to stay in sync with time, to 
always live on its perpetually unfolding age," according to Mortenson (55).  Of On the 
Road, Ann Charters assesses in  Kerouac:  A Biography (1974) that "Kerouac hadn't 
offered any real alternative to the conformity of twentieth-century industrial America" 
(291).  Instead, he presents "a vision of freedom, a return to the solipsistic world of 
childhood" (291). 

 
"Obsessed with Angels or Machines:" Allen Ginsberg 

 

 The loss of dreams, the failure of dreams, and the hope that dreams offer and 
other preoccupations of the pastoindustrial work fill the pages of other Beat writers such 
as Allen Ginsberg (1926-1997).   For example, in "A Supermarket in California" (1955)16 
the speaker asks Whitman "will we stroll dreaming of the lost America of love past blue 
automobiles in driveways?" (11).  Also, the poem introduces questions of production, 
economics, and spirituality with the three questions "who killed the pork chops?  What 
price bananas?  Are you my angel?" (5).  The narrator in "The Green Automobile" (1953) 
dreams of using a green car to "find" an "old companion" and then undertaking a 
"pilgrimage to the highest mount of our earlier Rocky Mountain visions laughing in each 
other's arms" (2, 13-15).  While the poem functions primarily as a meditation on 
Cassady,17 the "sexual angel" of "young Denver" (96, 95), it is the green automobile 
which makes the reunion and adventures in the poem possible.   Iron Horse (1966) 
recounts the experiences and sights of the narrator aboard a "train" and a "bus" (432, 
439).  In section II of "Car Crash" (1969), the speaker says that "this autocrash broke my 
hips and ribs" (7).  Section III of the poem becomes a spiritual meditation on "old friends, 
old words, old lovers," and "old bodies" (35, 36).   Again, the narrator intertwines 
spirituality and industry in the poem "Song" (1954).  "The final wish / is love" whether 
one is "obsessed with angels / or machines" (40-41, 38-39).    

The dream of the middle landscape pervades the poem "A Strange New Cottage 
in Berkeley" (1955) in which the speaker lives in a pastoral landscape that also has 
conveniences one might associate more with an urban, industrialized landscape.  The 
speaker spends "all afternoon cutting bramble blackberries off a tottering brown fence" 
and "fixing the drip in the intricate gut machinery of a new toilet" (1, 3).  Additionally, 
the narrator finds "a good coffeepot in the vines by the porch" (4).  After a day spent 
gathering food and fixing up the cottage, the narrator's "reward" comes "when the garden 
fed me its plums from the form of a small tree in the corner" (7). In "Allen Ginsberg's 
Urban Pastoral" (2000), Terence Diggory locates two central modes of pastoral that 
Ginsberg uses, the pastoral mode we are already familiar with and that of "'the city-
hermit existence'" (104).  The city hermit "has withdrawn from society in attitude as 
much as the mountain hermit has withdrawn physically" and both modes of pastoral 
include "the absence of labor" (104, 106).  
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Howl (1955-1966) also takes up technological and pastoral considerations, 
especially in section II in which Moloch, who is "the Canaanite fire god, whose worship 
was marked by parents burning their children as propitiatory sacrifice" as Ginsberg notes 
in his annotations to his Collected Poems (1984), becomes the central occupation of the 
poem (760).   After cataloging an extensive list of individuals whose lives and minds 
have been "destroyed by madness," the narrator asks, "what sphinx of cement and 
aluminum bashed open their skulls and ate up their brains and imagination?" (126, 131) 
The answer is Moloch who represents the industry and greed disrupting and ruining 
Ginsberg's America: 

Moloch whose mind is pure machinery!  Moloch whose blood is running 
money!  . . . Moloch whose factories dream and croak in the fog / Moloch 
whose smokestacks and antennae crown the cities / Moloch whose love is 
endless oil and stone / Moloch who soul is electricity and banks (131).    

 However, "Sunflower Sutra"18 (1955) best represents Ginsberg's pastoindustrial 
mode.  In the opening sentence the speaker, most likely Ginsberg himself walks "on the 
banks of the tincan banana dock and" sits "down under the shade of a Southern Pacific 
locomotive to look at the sunset over the box house hills and cry" (138).  Immediately, 
the reader detects a yoking together of natural and industrial images.  Though the scene 
must be near a river, since the narrator walks along a dock, there are two conflicting 
images.  The first image is that of the dock.  Nothing indicates that this dock resides in a 
stretch of river the people use merely for recreation.  As the reader shall see, the poem 
suggests quite the opposite.  For example, the presence of the railroad goes against 
reading this poem as an idyllic saunter down a riverbank.  Thus, the remaining possibility 
is that the dock operates as a commercial venue for shipping and receiving goods.  The 
image of the locomotive, the second conflictor,19 pulls against a state of what one might 
call organicity or naturality.  
 As we move into the second line of the poem, we notice that "Jack Kerouac" joins 
the narrator.  He sits beside the speaker "on a busted rusty iron pole," a "companion." 
Despite the isolation the poem presents thus far, there is a sense of camaraderie and 
solidarity especially since the narrator and Kerouac both "thought the same thoughts of 
the soul, bleak and blue and sad-eyed." The second line concludes with an image of the 
two "surrounded by the gnarled steel roots of trees and machinery." In this image, the 
natural and the industrial both pull against one another and overlap.  For example, the 
roots of the trees are steel.  Moreover, the trees are "of machinery" (73).  The second 
lines leaves us wondering whether what is real and what is symbolic in regards to steel, 
roots, trees, and machinery.  In other words, which words does the narrator use literally 
and which symbolically?  
 The poem further complicates divisions between the natural and the organic as it 
moves through the third line.  "The oily water on the river mirrored the red sky," says the 
speaker.  The river is not pure; pollutants foul it and render it oily due to the oily film or 
layer on top of it.  Also, the sky is red and we must wonder where this redness comes 
from.  As the narrator explains in the first sentence, the events of the poem occur during 
sunset and in the third line the narrator says that "the sun sank on top of final Frisco 
peaks." The setting of the sun could produce the redness.  However, the redness could 
represent a sort or irritation resulting from the pollution that may be present in the air.  
Also, the word mirror operates in more than once sense.  We may first read mirror in the 
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sense of reflect.  However, the oily water covering the river could destroy any reflective 
properties the river might possess.  If this is true, we must read mirror in a different 
sense.  Another way to think of mirror is in the sense of duplication or sameness.  Thus, 
the oily water mirrors the red sky because the sky, like the water, contains impurities.  As 
one moves through the third line, the speaker presents more complications.  Though there 
is a stream, there are "no fish in that stream." The same is true of the mountains: there is 
"no hermit in those mounts." There are "just ourselves."  
 But the narrator overlooks a sunflower.  In the fourth lines, Kerouac points out a 
sunflower and the speaker describes it as "a dead gray shadow against the sky, big as a 
man, siting on top of a pile of ancient sawdust." Why compare the shadow's size to that of 
a man's?  The reader may take this comparison literally, or the comparison may function 
as a symbolic level.  If one thinks of the shadow as something ephemeral and 
insubstantial, then this comparison makes sense in a industrial setting in which the 
narrator and Kerouac are lonely shades and shadows wandering a riverbank that supports 
little life.  Assuming that the shadow is the sunflower, which presumably it is, describing 
it as a shadow seems somewhat odd.  However, as the narrator notices the sunflower and 
pays more attention to it, his or her awareness of and focus on it seems to illuminate it.  
In the fifth line the narrator rushes up to it, "enchanted," and it brings "memories of 
Blake—my visions—Harlem."20 
  However, the sixth line contains a turn.  As the author, visions, and place the 
narrator mentions seem to carry a positive association for him or her, the rest of the 
associations do not.  The narrator breaks off the fifth line and continues into the sixty by 
saying "and Hells of Eastern rivers." A short catalog follows that consists of items the 
speaker associates in some way with the Eastern rivers.  Most likely the speaker has seen 
these items floating in the river, found them washed up, deposited, or left on the 
riverbank, or some combination thereof:  "bridges clanking Joes Greasy Sandwiches, 
dead baby carriages, black treadless tires forgotten and unretreaded . . . condoms & pots, 
steel knives, nothing stainless, only the dank muck and the razor-sharp artifacts passing 
into the past," perhaps symbolically or literally as they move down the river kept afloat 
by the oily substance covering it which might be thick enough to support the weight of 
some of these items.  Paralleling Kerouac's concept of reading the environment as a text, 
the narrator informs us that these items are "the poem of the riverbank." 
 As we examine this catalog, important points emerge.  First, there are "the bridges 
clanking Joes Greasy Sandwiches." Perhaps the bridges clank with sound of traffic 
delivering products or people to this restaurant.  The name of the restaurant is more likely 
fictitious, but it stands for all of the bland, commercial establishments delivering inferior 
products; the name Joe is very plain, and describing a sandwich as greasy is not a 
compliment.  The narrator mentions "dead baby carriages." What is dead? The carriages?  
The babies or both? In other words, does the word baby function in this passage as noun 
or as adjective?21 Either way these carriages have no life.  The narrator also notes useless 
tires with no tread as well as condoms, pots, and knives.  There is no sexual activity in 
the poem.  The pots contain nothing useful, nor is anyone using the knives for anything.  
One might associate condoms simultaneously with production and nullification.  While 
the purpose of condoms is to prevent sexual reproduction, a sexual act must occur for one 
to need a condom.  The knives and pots one might associate with cooking, the home, 
perhaps even family, yet none of this is present in the poem. 
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In line seven, the narrator returns to the sunflower and renders a fuller description 
of it as a "gray sunflower poised against the sunset, crackly bleak and dusty with the smut 
and smog and smoke of olden locomotives in its eye." In the first clause of the line, there 
exists a combination and opposition of images.  The sunflower is gray, but of course, 
sunflowers are not naturally gray; they are green, yellow, and brown.  Debris covers the 
sunflower and gives it color one might associate with a factory or some other industrial 
force or location harboring exhaust.  Shumacher states that "Allen was initially struck by 
the visual image of the once-beautiful and majestic flower slowly battered by time and 
the effects of industrialized civilization" (219).  As the reader discovers in the second 
clause, what covers the sunflower is the smut and smoke and smog that comes, according 
to the speaker, from a locomotive.  However, the sunflower still stands upright against 
the sunset. 

The next line continues the description. The sunflower has a "corolla of bleary 
spikes pushed down and broken like a battered crown" (8). The reader may draw several 
parallels between people both inside and outside of the poem.  Eventually the poem 
makes a distinction connection between the sunflower and human beings, and this begins 
strengthening such connections.  Referring back to an earlier line, line three states that the 
narrator and Kerouac are "rheumy-eyed and hung-over like old bums." Thus, we have an 
image of exhaustion and of two characters who have some sort of eye irritation.  Also, 
line seven informs the reader that the smoke, smog, and smut of trains pollute the 
sunflowers eye and first establishes a connection among the poem's characters and the 
sunflower based on abnormalities of the eye.   

Resuming an analysis of line eight, which states that the spike of the sunflower's 
corolla are "bleary," we see the poem drawing further associations among the sunflower, 
Kerouac, and the narrator.  The sunflower's broken spikes hang downward and form a 
crown.  Here, we see the spike acting as impotent phallic symbols representing the 
sterility, sexlessness, and lack of vitality that the characters experience in their 
industrialized setting.  Finally, there are suggestions of Christ contained within the 
poem's description of this sunflower.22 Like Christ crucified, it too has a crown of spikes, 
and there are suggestions of crucifixion since line seven tells us that the sunflower is 
"poised against the sunset," which means it must be in a vertical position.  Also, the other 
descriptions of the sunflower that we have seen so far suggest that the world has 
mishandled, mistreated, hurt, perhaps even symbolically crucified the sunflower.   

The remainder of line eight further amplifies the themes of the previous 
paragraph.  The sunflowers "seeds" have "fallen out of its face." Perhaps they have 
dispersed as a part of the sunflower's natural reproductive processes.  However, we must 
wonder why the speaker makes no mention of any other sunflower.  If the sunflower has 
dispersed its seeds, this implies that nothing other than the one sunflower can grow in this 
area.   Thus, attempts at reproduction are futile.  Another possibility is that just as the 
sunflower's phallic, broken spikes dangle uselessly, its seeds are also gone.  
Symbolically, the sunflower, and by extension Kerouac and the speaker, are all impotent 
and sterile in this industrial zone.   Also, the sunflower has a "soon-to-be-toothless mouth 
of sunny air." This image of the mouth carries association with old age, mortality, and the 
decay facing any living creature.  One positive description of the sunflower is that its 
"soon-to-be-toothless mouth" is a "mouth of sunny air." Thus, these two things, sun and 
air, could indicate that there is some possibility of life and growth left for the sunflower.   
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However, the very next image, the concluding phrase of line eight, describes 
"sunrays obliterated on its hairy head like a dried wire spiderweb" (73).  The reader must 
wonder whether this sunray actually makes contact with the sunflower.  If not, then the 
sunflower cannot carry out photosynthesis and is effectively starving.  Since the sun 
forms a dried wire spiderweb, the poem advances the possibility that even the sun has 
lost power.  Furthermore, is the wire of the spiderweb the natural, sticky filaments of the 
spiderweb, or is this a metallic wire?  Lastly, though the dried wire forms a spiderweb 
and not, say, a fence or a grate, which would be a more industrial image, one must 
consider that a spiderweb catches unsuspecting organisms so that the spider may feed 
itself.  Thus, the spiderweb may be a natural image, but it is also a symbol of entrapment, 
paralysis, and death.  Here the poem reveals one of the great secret of the universe:  life 
feeds on other life. 

Line nine concludes the description of the sunflower that the poem began in line 
four and picks back up in line seven.  Notice that as we progress thorough the description 
the poem presents thus far, that the sunflower progressively degenerates.  In this line, the 
poem further strengthens connection between the sunflower and Christ as well as the 
sunflower and humans.  The first description, in line nine, of the sunflower is of its 
"leaves stuck out like arms out of the stem." This phrase duplicates the image of Christ 
on the cross as well as further anthropomorphizing the sunflower.  The line concludes by 
informing us that the there is "a dead fly in its ear." Thus, the sunflower, which shares the 
same size as a human male, also has eyes, arms, and ears.  Despite the rough descriptions 
of the sunflower in its fallen states as an "unholy battered old thing," the narrator 
proclaims, "I loved you then!" (10).   

In line eleven, the narrator explains that "the grime was no man's grime but death 
and human locomotives."23 There are several ways to interpret this statement.  One could 
interpret this line as the poem's suggestion that humans are not to blame for the grime, the 
fallen state, of the sunflower.  Rather, death and human locomotives are at fault.  
However, such a reading seems to contradict itself since one would have difficulty 
arguing that "man's grime" and "human locomotives" originate from two different 
sources as man's and human point toward the same source unless one makes the 
argument that "man's grime" refers to organic grime such as dirt and sweat while "human 
locomotive" specifically refers to an industrial element.  Ultimately, such a reading 
collapses when we recall from line seven that the industrial substances "smut and smog 
and smoke" that fills the sunflower's eye comes from "locomotives." Moreover, 
separating the locomotive from its inventors and users, humans, is an impossibility with 
since the adjective human directly precedes the noun locomotives.     

  A more likely reading of line eleven modifies and extends the previous reading 
of that line. "Man's grime" and "human locomotives" come from the same source, human, 
but the former is natural while the latter is unnatural.  The substances covering the 
sunflower come from human sources, whether they are byproducts of an industrialized 
region and its machines, mainly locomotives, or not.  Human beings hold direct 
responsibility for the exhaust of the locomotives as the poem makes clear when it places 
human in front of locomotives.   

In pushing and exploring the Christ connection further, a secondary reading opens 
up.  To recall the original story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, we remember 
the basic event.  God tells Adam and Eve, newly created by God and free of sin, to eat the 
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fruit of a particular tree.  They disobey, eat, and God exiles Adam and Eve from Eden.  
The result is original sin, the idea that way back somewhere two people made the wrong 
choice and as a result we must work, experience pain, carry the burden of guilt from an 
act none of us are responsible for, and eventually die.  Essentially, there are two chief 
ways to take this story.  One may accept this story and go one with one's life trying to 
come to terms with and live peacefully an inherently flawed world.  Or one may reject 
this story and seek another explanation or framework within which to view humanity, this 
world, the concept of the Divine, and the relationship among the three.  With the latter 
choice, one begins to wonder if the story has truth, whether what Adam and Eve did was 
wrong, and/or if we should feel obligated to feel guilt, shame, and a sense of sin over an 
event that, if it did occur, was not the reader's fault.  With either reading, we will recall 
that Genesis makes it clear the death was not an original part of the human condition but 
a penalty God imposed for eating the forbidden fruit. 

Without getting into a lengthy exploration of Beat spirituality; Kerouac's Catholic 
upbringing, participation in Buddhism, and eventual return to Catholicism; or Ginsberg's 
hybrid spirituality of Judaism, Hinduism, and Buddhism, one can posit that "Sunflower 
Sutra" suggests an emancipation of the humanity from the shackles of fear, sin, and guilt.  
Such a reading finds more in common with Eastern than Western religion.  The poem 
points towards a realization that what corrupts the sunflower and blocks it from the light 
(a common symbol of knowledge, salvation, and enlightenment) is not "man's grime" but 
something wholly apart from humanity—"death and human locomotives." However, 
there is something problematic about this reading as well.  

What of the argument several paragraphs earlier that it is impossible to attribute 
different causes for "man's grime" and "human locomotives"?  Again, we must return to 
the distinction between the natural and the industrial.  The narrator makes it clear the 
what ravages pollutes the river and ravages the sunflower does not come from natural 
sources.  In effect, the poem's central argument, up to this point, is that the sunflower is 
not at fault for the damage it sustains, humans are, nor do its injuries result from 
unavoidable, natural human action, "man's grime," but from an artificial force, "human 
locomotives."  To some extent, the poem reverses the Biblical story of the fall of Adam 
and Eve. The language of line eleven, with its use of man's and human, complicates such 
a consideration even though that is ultimately one of the implications of the argument that 
the poem advances as it reaches conclusion.24 

In fact, line twelve clearly argues that industrialized civilization takes a great toll 
on the sunflower as well as human beings as it continues to conflate the sunflower and 
human beings describing "all that dress of dust, that veil of darkened railroad skin, that 
smog of cheek, that eyelid of black mis'ry, that sooty hand or phallus or protuberance of 
artificial worse-than-dirt." In addition to its other human features, the sunflower also has 
cheeks, eyelids and a hand or phallus.  The dust could be natural, but the darkened 
railroad skin is a result of industrialization and this phrase functions as a more precise 
renaming of "dress of dust."  The smog, also, is artificial.  The soot covering the hand or 
phallus is not natural as the narrator calls it "artificial worse-than-dirt." Here, we locate 
another possible disruption in contradiction in the poem as the phrase "worse-than-dirt—
" implies that dirt, which is natural, is bad.  However, the narrator extends this phrase 
connecting with hyphens to the words "industrial—modern—all that civilization spotting 
your crazy golden crown" (73).25 That phrase connects industrial, modern, and 
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civilization with the phrase "worse-than-dirt" indicating an unfavorable opinion on the 
speaker's part regarding civilization, the industrial, and the modern.   As the poem lowers 
the three aforementioned items it simultaneously raises the sunflower and the mention of 
a golden crown lends an air of regality to the sunflower.      
 The narrator continues to conflate the sunflower with human beings, this time 
adding industrial and commercial symbols thereby creating a triangle of the botanical, 
human or mammalian, and industrial/capitalist that form a tripartite cybernetic image.  
The sunflower has "dusty loveless eyes," loveless not because lacking a capacity for love 
but because there is not love to be seen (13).  Its "withered roots" rest "below, in the 
home pile of sand and sawdust, rubber dollar bills, skin of machinery, the guts and 
innards of the weeping coughing car, the empty lonely tincans with their rusty tongues 
alack" (13).  One cannot be clear at this point if the roots of the sunflower plant 
themselves in all of these phrases, and/or if each phrase triggers the next forming a chain 
of symbolic images in which each image links only to the next, yet, through each image 
combining to form a whole system, a single stem comes into being.  One also sees the 
yoking together of disparate pictures: the skin of machinery, a car that weeps cough and 
has guts, and tincans with rusty tongues.  Then a voice, presumably the narrator's, asks, 
"what more could I name [?]" (13). 
 In response to this question, the poem follows up with a cluster of sexual images: 
"the smoked ashes of some cock cigar, the cunts of wheel-barrows and the milky breasts 
of cars, wornout asses out of chairs & sphincters of dynamos" (13).  Besides the pictures 
of depletion and exhaustion in the phrases "smoked ashes" and "wornout asses," there 
exists a sexualizing almost fetishization of the industrial and industrialization of the 
humanly sexual in the descriptions of "the cunts of wheelbarrows", 'breasts of cars" and 
"sphincters of dynamos."  Line thirteen enjambs into line fourteen and the reader realizes 
that all of the images that sunflower takes root in all of the images that the poem utilizes 
in line thirteen.  "All these / entangled in your mummied roots" states the speaker (13-
14).  With the use of adjective mummied, the poem reinforces the notion of dehydration 
and ruin that the sunflower experiences. 
 However, right as the sunflower reaches its nadir through the poem's descriptions, 
the poem resurrects it.  After a long meditation on the sunflower beginning in line six, the 
narrator comes back to the present moment26 in the poem beginning with the statement 
"and you there standing before me in the sunset, all your glory in your form!" (14).  As 
the narrator will confirm further in the poem, he or she observes inner qualities of the 
sunflower.  Thus, the "glory" exists not so much in the sunflower's form as inside of or 
past its form.  Line fifteen continues the speaker's observance and perhaps resurrection of 
the flower.  The plant is "a perfect beauty of a sunflower!  a perfect excellent lovely 
sunflower existence!  a sweet natural eye to the new hip moon, woke up alive and excited 
grasping in the sunset shadow sunrise golden monthly breeze." The question arises of 
who possesses this "eye." Is it the sunflower's eye cleared of the locomotives debris, or is 
the physical eye still dirty but the narrator sees beneath the smog and dirt?  Might this be 
the narrator talking about his or her eye?  If so, the narrator may view the sunflower 
through a sort of spiritual eye which sees past superficialities and into underlying 
qualities.  All of these are possibilities.   

Also, who has woken up and is alive and excited?  We should remember that 
Buddha means "awakened one," one who has reached enlightenment (Fischer-Shreiber, 
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Erhard, et al. 46).  This may also be a reference to Kerouac since Ginsberg dedicates 
Howl and Other Poems (1956) to "Jack Kerouac, new Buddha of American prose" 
(Ginsberg 802) Among the books written by Kerouac, Ginsberg includes the as-yet-
unpublished Wake Up, which is a biography of Buddha (802).  Again, some combination 
of Kerouac, the speaker, and the sunflower might now be awakened.  There are a few 
other items of note in line fifteen.  "New hip moon" could be referencing hipster and 
although the sun is now setting, the narrator says "sunset shadow sunrise."   

Unless we are to believe that Kerouac and the narrator spent the entire night, from 
sundown to sunrise, at the river, the narrator uses the three-word phrase symbolically. 
That phrase encompasses and represents the entire cycle of human, animal, and 
vegetative existence; the sunrise represents life, the shadow symbolizes death or 
ignorance, and the sunrise stands for new knowledge, rebirth, resurrection, and the both 
the completion and restarting of the cycle.  The sun sets on the physical world but rises 
on the spiritual and intellectual realms.  With the new light comes new hope and 
understanding. 

The speaker asks a question of the sunflower, himself or herself, and the reader in 
line sixteen:  "How many flies buzzed round you innocent of your grime while you 
cursed the heavens of the railroad and your flower soul?" While the narrator focuses on a 
simple sunflower, he or she takes care not to forget other creatures that the Western 
hierarchy designates as lesser than not only human but plants.  Thus, we remember that 
even in this place of desolation and waste, life perseveres.  Moreover, the poem presents 
flies, which one might associate with disease and filth, as creatures innocent of, perhaps 
both unaware and not to blame for, the sunflower's external state.  Using  flower as an 
adjective in front of soul suggests several ideas.  Reversing typical Christian thought, 
"flower soul" suggest that other forms of life, not just humans, have souls.  Furthermore, 
the phrase "flower soul" implies that the soul is not a static thing but can change and even 
blossom like a flower.27 The phrase "heavens of the railroad" creates a curious image; it 
suggests that the industrial world possesses some sort of heaven, higher state, or spiritual 
realm, an idea that seems somewhat out of place in this poem. However, we do well to 
remember Ginsberg's "Footnote to Howl" (1955), which in Blakean fashion proclaims the 
holiness of everything.  The narrator states, "everything is holy!  everybody's holy!  
everywhere is holy!" (3).  The poem provides numerous examples of what is holy 
including the railroad and locomotive.  As the speaker states, "the railroad holy the 
locomotive holy" (13).   

Returning to "Sunflower Sutra," there is another reasons why the narrator 
suggests that the railroad has some type of connection to a spiritual dimension.  Consider 
Abrams' explanation of epiphany, which "mean 'a manifestation,' and by Christian 
thinkers was used to signify a manifestation of God's presence within the created world" 
(57).  Later, "James Joyce adapted the term to secular experience to signify a sudden 
sense of radiance and revelation that one may feel while perceiving a commonplace 
object" (12).  The Eastern traditions have a comparable term for epiphany.  Buddhism 
talks of enlightenment, Hinduism recognizes the Sanskrit term bodhi "awakened," and 
the Zen way acknowledges a state known as satori (Fischer-Schreiber, Erhard, et al. 101).  
As we have seen, concisely explaining and defining enlightenment, let alone explaining 
how one reaches it, poses great difficulty.  However, we may think of it a full and sudden 
realization of truth or of "true reality (101).  One of these truths is the "oneness," perhaps 
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the holiness, of everything (101).  In addition, account of human beings who find 
enlightenment suddenly and simple fill the pages of Eastern writing, especially the Zen 
tradition.  What the both the Western concept of the epiphany, and the Eastern concept of 
enlightenment or satori have in common is that they maintain that anyone can have a 
sudden and profound spiritual insight originating from a very simple observation, 
question, person, meditation, object, insect, or plant—even an ordinary sunflower.  Also, 
both spiritual systems demonstrate that the world may measure progress according to 
other standards than level of technology, average income, and amount of cars that the 
average individual owns.  As we shall see later, this idea of spiritual insight becomes very 
important and the poem moves towards conclusion.                 

As discussed earlier, the poem exhibits some juxtaposition of organic and 
inorganic images.  Line seventeen directly confronts the confusion between, blurring of, 
and intermingling of the natural and the industrial.  The narrator begins by asking the 
question "poor dead flower?" This question draws the reader's attention to whether or not 
the flower is poor or dead or even if it is a flower.  Thus, the speaker calls into question 
the essential being of the flower and in doing so asks himself, herself, Kerouac and the 
poem's reader to consider or reconsider his, her, and our essential nature.  "When did you 
forget you were a flower," the narrator asks.  He or she continues this line of questioning 
and wants to know "when did you look at your skin and decide you were an impotent 
dirty old locomotive?".  With these two questions the speaker actually reinforces the fact 
that the sunflower is indeed a sunflower and the locomotive is something different.  Also 
significant is the narrator's use of the word decide:  rather than subscribing to notions of 
victimization that serve to disempower, the speaker makes clear the sunflower's 
responsibility, as well as our own, for choosing to feel lesser.  By positing the sunflower's 
confusion regarding its basic nature as a choice, the speaker opens up other possibilities 
for the sunflower and humanity—we may choose what we are.   Of course, being aware 
of possibilities is only the first step; we must still take action and make changes.  

In the remainder of line seventeen, the narrator asks the sunflower when it 
decided is was "the ghost of a locomotive?  the specter and shade of a once powerful mad 
American locomotive?".  These two questions, with their use of the words ghost, specter, 
and shade, argue that the sunflower felt it was something not even real or alive and 
without impact on the world of the living.   Moreover, these supernatural associations of 
these words reminds us that the legacy of the locomotive, the deforestation, ecological 
disruption, and forcible removal of the Native Americans from their land, continues to 
haunt us.   

"You were never no locomotive, Sunflower, you were a sunflower," states the 
speaker in line eighteen.  This passage confirms that the sunflower is a sunflower and 
makes clear the distinction between the sunflower and the locomotive, the organic and 
mechanical.  Completing this set of distinctions the speaker states, "and you Locomotive, 
you are a locomotive" (19).  Then, the narrator recounts that he or she "grabbed up the 
skeleton thick sunflower and stuck it at my side like a scepter, and deliver my sermon to 
my soul, and Jack's soul, and anyone who'll listen" (21).   

The question arises of what exactly the speaker does with the sunflower.  Does 
"grabbed up" mean that the speaker actually plucks the sunflower from the earth and, in 
effect, kills it, and is the sunflower physically alive?   The sunflower could be dead 
before the speaker grabs it up.  Many of the images suggest death as opposed to life.  
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However, there exist other images that imply that the sunflower is alive.  Revisiting line 
seven, the narrator describes the sunflower as "poised against the sunset," and this lines 
suggest the sunflower stands erect and that the sky serves as a backdrop.  Still, dead 
plants often maintain a certain degree of rigidity even after death.   Another possibility is 
that the speaker stands besides the sunflower and pulls it to his side so as to straighten it; 
a skeleton or bone-thick sunflower "big as a man" would have height equal to or 
exceeding that of the speaker's (4).  Either way, the sunflower serves like, meaning 
similar to but identical, to a scepter.  A scepter, of course, is sign of power and an 
instrument for channeling, focusing, and dispersing power.  As a phallic symbol, a 
scepter-like sunflower indicates that it as well as the narrator have recovered power and 
potency.28  

One more important detail of this line is the tense.  The poem renders the first two 
verbs, grab and stick, in the past tense, but the third verb, deliver, shifts to a different 
tense.  Such a shift could mean nothing.  After all, line eighteen states, "you never were 
no locomotive." The poem's use of a double negative indicates literally that the sunflower 
was not ever a locomotive but was something else and goes on to confirm that this 
something else is a sunflower.  Though the syntax of the phrase "and deliver my sermon 
to my soul" in line twenty-one raises questions of interpretation, the speaker could mean 
the equivalent of "I delivered my sermon to my soul," there is another possibility.  There 
is syntactic justification for the reader to interpret "deliver my soul" as an imperative 
command that the speaker issues to the reader.  Thus, if we are to regard this poem as a 
sermon, the narrator urges us to share its message with others, to " deliver my sermon to 
my soul, and Jack's soul, and anyone who'll listen." 

 The final line of the poem delivers the sermon or primary message of the poem.  
The narrator unites plant and human under a more general category of the natural or the 
living while clearly distinguishing between the organic and the industrial and says that 
"we're not our skin of grime, we're not our dread black dusty imageless locomotive, we're 
all golden sunflowers inside blessed by our own seed & hairy naked accomplishment-
bodies growing into mad black formal sunflowers in the sunset" (22).  Clearly, we are 
more than our superficial bodies, more than our inventions and methods of transportation.  
Instead, there exists something golden, radiant, and deathless inside each of us.    

Reversing notions of shame of our own bodies, the narrator states that we are 
"blessed by our" "hairy naked accomplishment-bodies." The speaker creates a distinction 
between two types of being through the passages "golden sunflowers" and "mad black 
formal sunflowers." In line twenty-two, black carries a negative connotation as the "dread 
. . . dusty imageless locomotive" is black.  The two competing descriptions of the 
sunflower point towards a dangerous evolution that human beings may undergo.  The 
first sunflower, the golden sunflower, is a child of light before the fall "blessed" by its 
"own seed,' its powers of procreation, and its "accomplishment" body, "hairy" and 
"naked" in its natural state.  However, there is a danger" in "growing into mad black 
formal sunflower." One might almost think of a tuxedo, which is certainly not natural.  
The phrase "black formal" conjures up images of stiffness, death, and a lack of light. The 
fact this second type of sunflower grown "in the sunset," when light is dying, further 
amplifies the negative characteristics of the second type of sunflower.    Thus, we may 
begin our lives as golden sunflowers without shame and reveling in the natural features 
and power of out own bodies, but somewhere along the way we may lose our perspective 
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and become sunflowers that have lost their vision, their light, and sense of the natural, 
instead groping blindly and in shame as we endlessly repeat meaningless rituals and 
formalities.  Finally, the poem, rephrases its first line and returns us to the beginning of 
the poem in which the speaker rephrase the first line and recounts "the sunset, spied on by 
our own eyes under the shadow of the mad locomotive riverbank sunset Frisco hilly 
tincan evening sit-down vision (22)."29 

 
"First Thought, Best Thought:" Beat Methods of Composition 

  
As a way to understand the Beat project more thoroughly, how they connect the 

contemporary era, as well as how artists must make decisions regarding technology and 
nature before or while producing a text, some discussion of the actual composition of 
Beat writing is appropriate.  Considered together, Ginsberg, Kerouac, and William S. 
Burroughs produce a range of compositional strategies as well as Beat writing styles.  
While the means of composing overlaps in all three writers, their methods have distinct 
differences.  The reader will see that of the three Ginsberg's writing methods might fit 
most closely into the category of what we might call natural writing, with Kerouac 
running a close and arguable second.  In contrast, Burroughs stretches more toward the 
other end of the spectrum and uses a more technologized method of writing.  Again, their 
placement on such a scale is problematic as these writers use various methods throughout 
their career.  Also, Burroughs, fascinated with experimentation, employs various methods 
in his writing that one might consider unnatural such as using scissors and tape as method 
of writing in an effort to produce a purer, perhaps natural type of writing.  Like other 
writers we have considered, Burroughs' writing contains the pastoindustrial pattern of 
cyclical return to the past as way of moving forward by employing avant-garde means as 
a way to free or restore the meaning of words themselves.  Furthermore, Burroughs' 
method of writing becomes more thought out, less haphazard and random as his writing 
progresses.  However, to some extent an evaluation and ranking of these three writers on 
a scale marked "naturalized" on one end and "technologized" on the other end cannot 
escape a certain degree of arbitrariness (as the reader has seem, even terms essential to 
such an evaluation, natural and technology, are slippery).  To simplify matters, we shall 
look primarily at the early years of each of these three writers' careers.       

Educated in English at Columbia University, Ginsberg was well read and well 
acquainted with a variety of writing, writing styles and authors.  Thus, it is little surprise 
that he "had a better than average command of rhymed, yet meticulously measured poetry 
written by nineteenth-century Englishmen," and much of Ginsberg's early pre-Howl 
poetry followed that format (Shumacher 123).  By sending a letter to William Carlos 
William in 1950, Ginsberg begins a correspondence with the poet who encourages him to 
write about everyday experiences in fresh language and vivid images, find the universal 
element in those experiences, use the natural rhythms in everyday speech, and break 
away from the rigid poetry Williams felt that many contemporary poets produced (122). 
In 1952, out of poems and in need of more material to send Williams, Ginsberg combs 
through his journal looking for fragments and entries that he can break into lines and turn 
into poems (139-40).  He  "isolated the most intense fragments, and arranged them like 
one of Williams' poems" (Watson 128).  Although he has little confidence in their 
aesthetic value, he sends them to Williams, who loves Ginsberg's new direction 
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(Shumacher 140).  Working in this new style for several years, Ginsberg comes into his 
poetic maturity when he powerfully reads an incomplete version of Howl at the now 
famous Six Gallery reading on October 13th, 1955 to an audience that "erupted in 
appreciation of the work" (215).  An offer to publish a book of poems, with Howl as the 
cornerstone, from City Lights publishing owner Lawrence Ferlinghetti soon follows 
(216). 

One might identify three primary aspects of Ginsberg's poetry and composition 
process:  line, breath, and the composition itself (i.e., time spent composing a work 
coupled with the amount of revision or lack thereof).  Drawing from his journal and the 
poetry of Whitman, who was himself influenced by opera singers holding notes and the 
form of the King James Bible, Ginsberg begins working with longer lines that resemble 
the prose entries of his journal and horn blasts from the jazz music that he listens to.  As 
he work with these longer lines, he develops an attentiveness towards his own breath and 
conceives of the breath unit.   

In an interview Ginsberg explains that the "breath unit" is "a measure of the verse 
line" (23).  Thus, one breath equals one line of poetry, and then the next breath begins the 
next sentence, "or saying 'or' is another breath and then you take another breath and 
continue.  So you arrange the verse line on the page according to where you have your 
breath stop" (23).  Focusing on the breath provides a way for Ginsberg to arrange some of 
his poems as well as a way to focus on the moment.  Ginsberg speaks "of the whole 
process of being alive, breathing in the universe, being awake, and so you could say that 
that's the inspiration or the key, that you become aware of what's already going on" (23). 
Additionally, if the distance inherent in telepestimology risks creating a slippage in 
meaning, focusing on the immediate thoughts resonating with one's own body suggests a 
possible strategy for dealing with such a distance.  Much like the breath, improvisation 
operates as a cyclical pattern in which the pattern begins at a specific point, moves and 
changes, and then returns to the same point.   

Jazz music also influences Ginsberg's composition process, especially instruments 
that operate though the breath power of a musician.  Jazz musicians frequently use 
improvisation, which consists of using a particular scale or series or notes, a specific 
chord or collection of two or more notes played as one, or key as foundation for playing.  
Improvisation consists of using that musical place as a reference point, changing it or 
extending it in some way, and then returning to it.30 In Ginsberg's "Notes Written on 
Finally Recording Howl" (1959), he explains his process of composition regarding Howl, 
and his explanation discusses aspects of line and breath that share similarities with jazz 
players.  He recounts, "By 1955 I wrote poetry adapted from prose seeds, journals, 
scratching, arranged by phrasing or breath groups" (80).  Part of writing Howl involved 
"making awkward combinations like Charlie Chaplin's walk, long saxophone-like chorus 
line" (80).  However, there is a foundation in the poem.  In its three sections, each line 
starts with a specific words or phrase:  part I uses "who," part II begins with "Moloch," 
and part III starts with "I'm with you in Rockland." That process is known as anaphora 
("carrying back"), which involves the repetition of a word or phrase in an initial position.  
Thus, each line begins with this root or structure, continues in its own direction, ends, and 
the next line starts anew with the same word or phrase.  Again, we notice the cyclical 
tendency, the moving forward and backward, of the pastoindustrial work operating in 
Ginsberg's poetry.  He explains that he "depended on the word 'who' to keep the beat, a 
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base to keep the measure, return to and take off again into another streak of invention" 
(80).  Also, "each line of Howl is a single breath unit" (81).        

Continuing his growing interest in Eastern religions, Ginsberg receives formal 
instruction in mediation from Trungpa Rinpoche who teaches his Samatha, also known as 
Vipassana meditation.  Schumacher explains that this type of meditation consists of 
focusing on the breath, from the moment it touches the nostrils entering through the time 
it exits the mouth (576).  Additionally, if the mind wanders, one should realize that it is 
wandering, note the thought, and come back to the breath.  "In concentrating on each 
individual breath, a person was creating a sense of awareness—of mindfulness—that in 
essence was more directed to the observation of the nature and character of thought than 
to its form" (576).   Unlike the two other major types of meditation, one need not recite a 
mantra or engage in any sort of visualization.  Ginsberg uses his meditative practice for 
creative inspiration (spiritus, breath) and the thoughts arising during meditation later 
become subject matter for his collection of poem Mind Breaths (1978).  For example, 
Mind Breaths (1973), the title piece," observes the thoughts that come and go during 
meditation with "a calm breath, a silent breath, a slow breath" that "breathes outward 
from the nostrils" (611).  In the poem, the narrator's thoughts moves all through the world 
as if the narrator breaths through the lungs of the world and realizes that the process of 
breathing, breath itself connects us all.        
 Thus far Ginsberg's poetic techniques a support a natural and organic view of life 
that originates in the human body and connects us all to the rest of the world.  However, 
Ginsberg also uses electronic technology to compose his poems.  With the help of a tape 
recorder, Ginsberg composes poems using a techniques he calls "auto poesy, which is 
"the spontaneous poetry dictated in his tape recorder" (459).  Shumacher explains that 
"the On/Off switch on Allen's microphone produced a distant clicking sound when it was 
being used, and the clicks on the tape, marking the beginning of end of a moment of 
though, were useful in indicating potential line breaks" (Shumacher 465).  Ginsberg uses 
this method for The Fall of America (1973), in which he travels around the United States 
composing poems about his journey (Shumacher 465).  Thus, The Fall of America, like 
Mind Breaths, also explores diverse geographic locations.  Like his meditation practice, 
Ginsberg uses the spontaneous process of auto poesy as a way to explore the workings of 
his mind, specifically the origin, tracing, and exhaustion of thoughts—"'a graph of the 
mind'" (466).  Both methods of composition rely on spontaneity.  In his "Mind Writing 
Slogans" Ginsberg quotes William Blake who says "'first thought is best in Art, second in 
other matters" and Chogyam Rinpoche who states, "first thought, best thought" (477).  
Diggory believes that auto poesy produces poetry "as spontaneous as the songs of the 
shepherd in classical pastoral" (107).   

Like Ginsberg, Kerouac also started writing by following models that he admired.  
McNally reports that as a child Kerouac "began to scribble into his back-pocket notebook 
a novel he called Jack Kerouac Explores the Merrimack" (15).   One may trace his 
juvenilia back to radio programs such as "Flash Gordon, Jack Armstrong, Dick Tracy," 
and "Buck Rogers (16).  Thomas Wolfe became a key model for the work of his later 
youth.  Watson reports that "after reading Homeward Angel, Kerouac systematically 
devoured the rest of Thomas Wolfe's novels" (30).  Although Kerouac began writing On 
the Road in 1949, it was The Town and the City (1950) that first found publication, 
though it was a book that met with mixed reviews and lukewarm sales.   
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Kerouac had not yet found a style that worked for him.  Watson points out that 
"the novel's panoramic scope and its title .  . . suggested Jack's hero, Thomas Wolfe" (97). 
Though "the novel underwent several drafts," "it is adolescent, sprawling, and diffuse" 
and reads "like the work of a writer trying both to create something new and 
simultaneously to impress his teaches and evoke his literary models" (88).  Later, 
Kerouac declares "that it had been dictated by Columbia's literary strictures" (99).  Thus, 
Kerouac at this point in his career is in the same place as Ginsberg:  talented but without 
direction or style.  Ginsberg's solution was a mentor, and Kerouac found a mentor as well 
in Neal Cassady.       

Ironically, Kerouac's close modeling of Cassady's writing style led to a discovery 
of his own voice and style.  In later 1950, Cassady sends Kerouac a 23,000-word letter 
"mixing stories of lost loves, miscarriages, dwarfs, mentally unstable women, and 
homosexual exploits" that he rapidly composed without altering a single word (135).  
Kerouac loved the letter and it "became Kerouac's fetish-text, providing him with 
permission to follow his own riff-driven narrative images, to further pursue a full-
confessional style, grounded in unblinking accounts of lived events" (134-35).  In early 
1951, Kerouac tapes tracing paper to form a 120-yard-long scroll that he inserts into his 
typewriter (136).  For three weeks, he types incessantly and produces 186,000 words that 
form the basis for On the Road.  Thus, Kerouac embodies a strange contradiction: in an 
effort to develop a more honest and natural style, he composes for long stretches and 
shifts on typewriter as if he were a machine.  He was, however, pleased with the results!  
A more personal and looser novel, it ushered in a new stylistic direction for Kerouac.  
Still, he was not satisfied with the novel—it "seemed overly dependent on linear time, 
geography, and surface"—and  added longer inserts of detail, "'vertical' shafts of memory 
and metaphysics" (139).  These inserts eventually became Visions of Cody (1972), and 
the final, "horizontal" version of On the Road did not contain them (139). 

Nonetheless, Kerouac continued to write in this style and codify his practices into 
a theory. Taking a friend's advice, Kerouac begins "sketching" experiences in words 
(138).  In these "fifteen-minute bursts of notation," he tries "to convey, uncensored, his 
field of perception at the moment of composition eradicating the gap between experience 
and its written evocation" (138).  Thus, what Ginsberg uses the breath for, to retain a 
clear sense of the moment and contain any telepestimologic slippage, Kerouac does with 
sheer speed. These ideas become "The Essentials of Spontaneous Prose" (1957), which 
consists of nine brief sections. 

Kerouac begins by instructing the reader to "SET-UP" the object in mind (57).  
The "PROCEDURE" consists of "sketching language" from the "undisturbed flow" of 
"the mind" like a "jazz musician" (57).  He explains in "METHOD" that no periods, 
"false colons," or "timid usually needless commas " are necessary (57).  Instead, he 
advocates use of "the vigorous space dash" (57).  "SCOPING" tells us to engage in "free 
association of the mind into limitless blow-on-subject seas of thought" (57).  In other 
words, don't be afraid to let the mind wander and see where it goes.  "LAG IN 
PROCEDURE" cautions against pausing "to think of [the] proper word"  and urges the 
writer to keep moving (57).  "No revision," instructs "TIMING," "except obvious rational 
mistakes that one can fix by "inserting" material (57-58).  While one should have the 
object, experience, person, or place in mind at the start of the writing, one should not 
begin "from [a] preconceived ideas of what to say about the image," instructs the 
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"CENTER OF INTEREST" section (58).  "Craft is craft," the section concludes.  
"STRUCTURE OF WORK" encourages us to use "modern bizarre structures" such as 
"science fiction" a horizontal or "Deep Form" (58).  Finally, the preferred "MENTAL 
STATE" is that of a "semitrance" "'without consciousness'" (58). 

 William S. Burroughs (1914-1997) also encounters difficulties early in his 
career developing a style of writing.  However, unlike Ginsberg and Kerouac, he felt that 
the solution was not so much spontaneity but arbitrariness.  Whereas Ginsberg and 
Kerouac struggle to stay ahead of their own internal censors, Burroughs felt that such a 
battle was already lost:  words themselves prevent us from ever being able to say what we 
want to say and rather than expanding our powers of perception, words limit them. 
Unlike Ginsberg and Kerouac, Burroughs has no immediate models and his early writing 
was less and attempt at producing publishable literature as it was simply a way to record 
various ideas, random observances, and odd ideas that came to mind. 
 In his high school years, Burroughs begins keeping a diary, which he eventually 
burned, filled with entries about "obsessive sexual fantasies," "masturbation," and 
"homosexual desires" (Watson 11).  Graduating from Harvard in 1936, Burroughs travels 
around Europe and dabbles in graduate work at both Harvard and Columbia (55-56).  In 
New York, Burroughs tries heroin out of curiosity but develops an addiction; "'junk is not 
a kick,'" he explains, but "'a way of life'" (57).  As he becomes aware of the link between 
drugs and sex, Burroughs writes Junky (1953) and Queer (1985).   Ginsberg finds a 
publisher for Junky, which sells 113,170 copies in its first year without the help of 
advertising or a single review (160).  Junky is a straightforward novel about Burroughs' 
drug experiences. While it is not a bad book, the sensational subject matter probably 
accounted more for the high sales of the book than anything else.  After the publication of 
Junky, Burroughs continued doing drugs, travelling, and writing (when he had not used 
up his monthly allowance and sold his typewriter for drug money) (239).  In a sense he is 
a worldly urban shepherd wandering from city to city, urban meadow to urban meadow 
tending his flock of addictions and constantly exhausting his pastures of connections, 
money, and dope.   
 While in Tangiers, he began writing his "routines," which were short, strange 
stories with a surrealistic aspect.  Shumacher describes them as "the short fragmentary 
bits of fiction that would wind up in such books as Interzone or Naked Lunch" (179).  
"The Man who Taught his Asshole to Talk" is one of is most famous routines and it 
describes a man taken over by his anus.  The version considered here is from Naked 
Lunch.  His anus communicates by farting out the words. Eventually, it develops teeth 
and starts eating.  Then, it begins taking him over.  It  "would eat its way through his 
pants and start talking on the street" (132).  "Finally it talked all the time day and night" 
and begins to secrete a mysterious substance over the man, encasing him.  His brain 
becomes "trapped in the skull, sealed off," unable to give any orders (133). Slowly it 
died.  The narrator then begins to describe American media spurting various substances 
that mutate, grow, and cover the American public.  Then, we are on to a discussion of 
politics.  The narrator informs us that "democracy is cancerous, and bureaus are its 
cancer" (134).  Obviously, "Asshole," has thematic links with the descriptions of media 
and politics.  One begins by encouraging or ingesting something that one thinks is 
healthy, amusing, or good:  a talking anus, a movie, politics, or drugs.  Then that thing 
slowly begins to take over.  By the time its host realizes what is happening, control has 
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been lost.  Just as soon as the reader has found a lucid connection and thematic 
foundation we are whisked off to another odd scene, this time of "an Arab boy who could 
play a flute with his ass . . . every lover had his special theme song which was perfect for 
him and rose to his climax" (134-35).  The novel reproduces the feeling of floating in and 
out of a highly drugged state.  
 Obsessed with writing, Burroughs has no idea what to do with these productions, 
however.  "What am I trying to do with my writing?," he asks himself (Watson 241).  
Thus, he begins to move "even further from the laconic Factualist style of Junky toward a 
form that jettisoned sequence, location, and consistency" (244).  While he likes his new 
style, he does not know how to bring all of his various pieces of writing together.  
Kerouac goes to Tangiers and "using his legendary speed-typing skills . . . put the chaotic 
manuscript into preliminary order" (246).  Haunted by nightmares of "endless strings of 
bologna emerging from his mouth like entrails," Kerouac departs (246).  Ginsberg and his 
lover Peter Orlovsky arrive in Tangiers next.  Alan Ansen, former amanuensis of W.H. 
Auden, joins the three.  Together Ginsberg and Ansen combed though hundred of letters, 
"combined fragments of narrative and routines" Burroughs had typed and just tossed onto 
the floor, "indexed the contents," "arranged them chronologically," "inserted 
punctuation," and "set paragraphs," as they took turns typing for hours (248).  "After two 
months of six-hour-a-day work" they produce "200 clean typed pages" (248).  Soon after, 
"Burroughs declared that he was finished with writing," and in a way he was through 
with writing in the sense of straightforward, easily readable novels with a coherent 
narrative and linear progression(248).  However, despite the momentary suppression of 
Naked Lunch due to "scenes of brutal homosexuality, cannibalism, hanging-ejaculations, 
and every known four-letter words," Burroughs continued to produce texts for decades. 
Eventually the courts ruled it was not obscene 

To understand exactly why Burroughs sheds light on the pastoindustrial work, we 
must first explore the themes and concepts of Naked Lunch, which he explores in his 
later works as well as a particular method of composition, the cut-up, which he 
experiments with narratively and figuratively in Naked Lunch and literally in subsequent 
works.  As "Naked Lunch is a book with no narrative continuity, and no sustained point 
of view" with "separate episodes" that "are not interrelated," it resists logical, linear 
discussion as Tony Tanner states in his City of Words (1971); it makes On the Road look 
positively crisp, seamless, economical, and narratively tight in comparison (114).  While 
Naked Lunch has more cohesion and continuity than some critics may think, one would 
need to devote a lengthy critical study, perhaps an entire book, to do more than just 
examine the general underpinnings of and main thoughts circulating within the book. Just 
how to attempt reading Naked Lunch is a subject better left for the next section. 

First, we must realize the allegorical nature of the book.  Timothy S. Murphy's 
"Intersection Points" (2000) explains, for example, that "the organization of the human 
body and the political organization" have a connection (89).  Specifically, "politics 
articulates and inscribes the body as object, while the range of bodies constitutes the 
range of political agents or subjects at the same time" (89).  Murphy argues that "the best 
example of this dialectic can be seen in the political parties of Interzone," one of settings 
for the novel.  Although Murphy only recognizes the first three parties in the following 
list as political, within the novel there are four political parties:  the Liquefactionists, the 
Senders, the Divisionists, and the Factualists (by resisting the other three, they wield 
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political power).   The first three, Tanner writes, are "all in their various ways hostile and 
threatening to individual life" (118).  Murphy finds that "all three parties attempt to 
eliminate difference and impose absolute certainty upon society by scientifically 
manipulating the human body" (90).   

The narrator explains that "the Liquefaction program involves the eventual 
merging of everyone into one man by a process of protoplasmic absorption," and the 
party is "entirely composed of dupes, it not being clear until the final absorption who is 
the dupe" (Burroughs 146, 162).  Tanner believes that "the Liquefactionists and their 
dissolving and absorbing activities are self-explanatory" (118).  However, we might add 
that this process of dissolution and absorption presents a fear of cellular instability and 
replication gone awry.  The processes of the Liquefaction party model those of actual 
cellular activity, but the Liquefactionists can somehow change and manipulate this 
process for political purposes.  Thus, one can even trust one's own body.  Here, the reader 
can see the connection to the aforementioned "Asshole" routine.  Moreover, if every text 
contains its own instructions for reading it, then the discussion of the Liquefactionists' 
processes duplicate the dissolving linearity, multiple voices, changing narration, that the 
novel employs. Furthermore, Naked Lunch mentions characters, places, and people only 
to abandon and later utilize them again often in a mutated form.               
   The Senders constitute the second party.  "The Speaker" explains that "the 
biocontrol apparatus is [a] prototype of one-way telepathic control.  The subject could be 
rendered susceptible to the transmitter by drugs or other processing without installing any 
other apparatus" (163).  Could this be a reference to the media or some futuristic version 
of thereof?  "Ultimately the Senders will use telepathic transmitting exclusively" (163).  
The speakers goes on to explain that "a telepathic sender has to send all the time.  He can 
never receive, because if he receives that means someone else has feelings of his own" 
(163).  Also, the sender "can't ever recharge himself by contact.  Sooner or later he's got 
no feeling to send," and "there can only be one sender at one place-time" (163).   "Finally 
the screen goes dead," but "the workers come in . . . and elect a new sender by consensus 
of the general will" (163).  Perhaps the Sender refers to the office of the American 
presidency.  Another voice, this time in italics, explains that "control can never be a 

means to any practical end . . . It can never be a means to anything but more control .  . . 

Like junk" (164). 
 The Divisionists are the next party.  They "occupy a mid-way position" and 
"could, in fact, be called moderates" (164).  "They literally divide.  They cut off tiny bits 
of their flesh and grow exact replicas of themselves in embryo jelly," explains the 
narrator (164). "It seems probably, unless the process of division is halted, that eventually 
there will only one replica of one sex on the planet; that is one person in the world with 
millions of bodies," warns the narrator (164).  The narrator doubts that the replicas could 
"ever develop varied characteristics" (164).  The Divisionists "live in fear of a replica 
revolution" and believe in strict control of "the division of undesirables" (164).  "Of 
course," explains the narrator, "every replica but your own is an undesirable" (164).  
Replicas are subject to "wholesale massacre" (164).  Tones of Nazism and genetic 
cloning sound loudly in these passages as well as fears of mass production.    

"The Factualists," the fourth party, oppose the other three (167).  They reject 
replicating, dividing, and sending.  By trying to expose the other three though factual 
information, they want to keep humanity free.  The narrator goes on to say that "The 
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Sender is not a human individual . . . It is the Human Virus" (168).  "Poverty, hatred, war 
crime, police-criminals, bureaucracy," and "insanity" are "all symptoms of The Human 
Virus" (168-69).  It is possible to regard Naked Lunch as the work of a Factualist 
working to expose the mechanism by which the three parties gain control and perpetuate 
the Human Virus.  Tanner concludes that "Naked Lunch clearly represents a Factualist's 
attempt to isolate it" (119).  Also interesting is the connection between the three evil 
parties and the process of 1950s production and consumption that Lhamon speaks of.  
Just as 1950s businesses thrived finding a commercially viable product, replicating it, 
exhausting it, combining it with other products, then putting it out in an attempt to 
dominate the market, so too do the three parties each contribute to that process; both 
1950s American industry and Burroughs' three parties rely on various types of 
technology as well. As a writer, Burroughs also relies on certain types of technology one 
might not consider natural, specifically the cut-up.   Burroughs becomes increasingly 
convinced that part of the Human Virus is the Word.  In a letter to Ginsberg, Burroughs 
asks, "WHAT SCARED YOU INTO TIME?  INTO BODY?  INTO SHIT?" (125).   His 
response is "THE WORD . . . IN THEE BEGINNING WAS THE WORD. THERE IS 
NO THING TO FEAR.  THERE IS NO THING IN SPACE . . . THERE IS NO WORD 
TO FEAR.  THERE IS NO WORD" (Tanner 124).  Consequently, Burroughs insists 
"that the ultimate force which keeps us cowering in these temporal and physical 
dimensions is THE WORD" (125).  Shortly after the publication of Naked Lunch, Brion 
Gysin introduced Burroughs to the concept of the cut-up.  Watson reports that Gysin 
sliced up pages from the New York Herald Tribune and began reading the different 
sections together as a form of amusement akin "to the Surrealist parlor games, the 
exquisite corpse (cadavre exquise) (279).   

Burroughs, however, saw a serious literary use for Gysin's technique and began 
slicing pages apart, rearranging sections, and juxtaposing different texts together (279-
80).31 He "saw cut-ups as a revolutionary means of breaking down the control dictates by 
linear narrative," and, in the process, the new combinations began to produce new 
meanings that were often very different from or conflicted with the original text or texts 
that the pieces came from (280).  Ultimately, "cut-ups destroy old false constructs and 
models of reality" (128).  Thus, Burroughs begins to step into the role of editor more than 
writer, and his writing prophesies our own era in which advertisements rapidly flash 
juxtaposing images and musicians incorporate and blend altered samples of other music 
into their own.  We also realize that Burroughs technique is only possible in an industrial 
age in which mass-produced, cheap, and disposable texts exist.  
 As the threat of the atomic bomb32 hangs heavily in the air, the electronic 
computer  makes its appearance in university labs.  Some of the writers of this time era, 
most notably Burroughs, anticipate the new aesthetic and compositional possibilities of 
the computer and incorporate them into their writing; as chapter four will explain, these 
possibilities, to some extent, are already evident in other artistic works.  Perhaps as the 
atomic bomb threatens to eradicate civilization, the computer is a way to store, safeguard, 
and perpetuate civilization.  At the same time as testing and use of nuclear weapons 
becomes a reality, ENIAC, "the first fully electronic programmable computer, officially 
switched on in 1946," makes its appearance, explains Dery.  As we have seen, The Beats 
also resisted mechanical art (i.e., the linearity and rigidity encouraged and enforced by 
industrialism) through certain compositional techniques.  Jack Kerouac's spontaneous 
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writing method substituted inspiration for editing, and his taped sheets are an attempt to 
create a theoretically endless page, much like a computer.  Allen Ginsberg's breath 
compositions make the human body the final arbiter of line length.  His focus on images 
created through the combination and juxtaposition of disparate words models the visual 
and textual possibilities that computer and HTML, a computer programming language 
allowing for incorporation of images and text, later allow.  In short, what Blake did with 
his illuminated poetry, Ginsberg attempts—one must say attempts as words cannot 
exactly reproduce images or vice versa—with words.  Finally Burroughs' cut-up method 
bears a marked resemblance to the types of hypertextual writing that computers will bring 
to the forefront. One might argue that Burroughs sees himself as extending or enlarging 
the concept of what it means to be a writer.  However, Burroughs sees himself as cutting 
to the core of writing.  He asks, '"what does any writer do but choose, edit, and rearrange 
materials at his disposal?'" (Tanner 127).33 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

THE DEATH OF THE TEXT: THE CONTEMPORARY ERA 

 

Traditional Print and Hypertext 

 
 Up to this point, we have looked at works adhering to the traditional notions of 
American print which has three assumptions built into it.  The first is that the reader 
reads—not necessarily interprets—a text in one way.  More specifically, conventional 
printed texts assume a reading mode that entails reading the left page before the right 
page, first line to second and so on, left to right, top to bottom.  Moreover, just as the 
limitations of print technology govern how a reader reads a text, so too do they limit what 
meanings a reader can ascribe to a text.  For example assuming the chronology of the text 
proceeds forward and in a liner fashion, the text disallows certain possibilities of meaning 
since our senses tell us that time moves only in one direction.  Also, page nineteen always 
comes before page twenty, for example, and standard pagination fixes how we will read 
the text.  If the text already dictates how we will read it and thus closes off other ways of 
reading, might it not also preclude specific interpretations and ranges of meaning? 
 Concomitant with a fixed reading mode, exists the concept of the final, fixed 
version of a text, the second assumption built into standard texts.  Except in a few cases, 
such as that of some of Kerouac's books, the version of a text that we read is not the 
version that the author originally wrote in that a bolt of inspiration did not suddenly strike 
the author who then sat down and wrote that text word-for-word, line by line, page by 
page with no revisions or changes and sent this "perfect" text straight to an editor who 
had not suggestions of changes and then passed it on to a printer who reproduced it 
perfectly.  If we did not know better, this is precisely the illusion that many texts give us.   
 Following the idea of a standardized version of a text, is the idea that the reader 
may have a role in creating the meaning of text but does not create the text itself.  In other 
words, one may see "The Tyger" in a variety of ways:  as a comment on industrialization, 
an interesting interpretation of already existing mythology, Blake's attempt to create his 
own mythology, a prophecy of an impending apocalypse, a nightmare, or the ravings of a 
lunatic. In short, the reader may interpret a given text in a variety of ways, but the text 
that the reader interprets is a given; the reader cannot modify, change, or alter the text in 
any way—the text has passed that stage and is now an artifact of sorts.  Furthermore, 
reading the text does not create the text; it merely reproduces the text.  All of these ideas 
are what such common interpretive strategies such as explication and close reading rely 
on.    

However, the very texts that carry these assumptions, as well as some that do not, 
undermine these assumptions.  If each text, contains instructions as to how one should 
read it or other texts, then certain texts challenge a linear and monolithic way of reading.  
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For example, such traditional devices of writing such as beginning in media res and 
flashbacks disrupt a linear process of reading a text and hence the text itself.  Hypertext, 
for example, which is present in many online documents, subverts standard reading 
conventions. 
 Before proceeding, let us consider just what constitutes hypertext.  Hypertext is a 
creative and seemingly new way of textual interaction.  Thought of traditionally as a 
computerized textual medium, hypertext allows a reader or writer to access other sources 
of information either within the World Wide Web or through another database within the 
computer.  It is, for example, possible to create links within a document that connect to 
other places that are in a different location of the same document.  For example, a viewer, 
reader, writer, critic, or casual internet surfer perusing an online document about Blake 
might find the name Blake distinguished from the rest of the text by some irregular 
textual feature such as highlighting, coloring, or italicizing.  By clicking on the name 
Blake with the mouse, the reader may then find that a new document appears on the 
screen "on top" of the original document.  The viewer may then view the second 
document, return back to the original document, or follow another link from the first or 
second document to yet a third document.  Theoretically, one might eventually view 
every page on the internet by following every available link.  Of course, any new text that 
the viewer links to may not be only word-based but also sound, in the form of music, a 
recorded speech, or sound effects, or, as technology progresses, some type of virtual 
reality encompassing all of the five senses.  Thus, in its most basic sense, hypertext refers 
to computerized information sources that contain hyperlinks to other sources of 
information 

However, one can expand this notion of hypertext to include both texts that are 
not online as well as non-digital methods of connecting to such texts.  We can consider 
any extra-textual source of information as hypertext including dictionaries, footnotes, 
endnotes, and even conversations with others since all of these items move beyond the 
text yet connect with it in some way.  Reading in a hypertextual fashion means reading 
non-linearly.  In “Reading Hypertext” (1990), John Slatin argues that “we regard a 
conventional text as coherent to the extent that all the material is contains strikes us as 
being related in an appropriately direct way to the author’s thesis,” subject, or theme 
(881).  Thus, hypertexts also include those texts which may be printed in a traditional 
(i.e., physical) way or form but which contain an element that disrupts notions of 
linearity.  This notion supports Slatin’s concepts of hypertext although it directly 
contradicts his belief that “hypertext exists only in an online environment,” in which a 
viewer may scroll past certain bits of information, skip links, follow other links, become 
sidetracked with other information, or flip back and forth between two or more open 
windows of different text (874). Thus, hypertext involves connecting to other texts, 
encompasses a particular composition and structure, and refers to a particular mode of 
reading.  We may conclude that strictly speaking hypertext in the sense of computerized 
hypertext may exist only in an online environment, but the larger aesthetic influencing 
and influenced by hypertext can be reproduced in a palpable text as well.   

A chief consideration of hypertextual theory involves establishing the resolution 

point or points for each work.  In other words, at what level will the reader choose to 
assemble to disassemble the work?  For some works the resolution point may exist as the 
level of the word, the paragraph, the page, several or more pages, or some combination 
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thereof.  For a work comprised of smaller work, the resolution point may, in addition to 
any other points, might be deciding on the order of those smaller works.  We shall look at 
all these points through various examples; as hypetextuality is a global tendency, it would 
seem myopic to focus exclusively on American literature. Additionally, computer 
technology, especially the internet, has merely called our attention to hypertext and 
brought it to the surface.  However, hypertext predates conventional print. 

Before looking at the origins of hypertext, let us pause and consider how exactly 
these considerations of print relate to our examination of the pastoral and industrial.  So 
we have identified three key characteristics or considerations that standard formulations 
of printed texts raise.  Readers read texts in one way.  In keeping with this idea is the 
concept that there is only one text.  However readers may interpret this text in various 
ways but, complicit with the first two ideas, the reader cannot alter the text including both 
the words on the page and order of the text.  Our examination of these textual tendencies 
generates a fourth principle:  Each text also carries within itself instructions for at least 
one variant reading mode in the way that DNA (genetic text) determines certain basic, 
unalterable characteristics yet DNA also contains recessive genes that may work with or 
against other genes to produce new genetic possibilities (interpretations).    

Such a view of reading reflects the ideology and ideological possibilities of a 
capitalist, industrialized, and corporate society.  Target consumer groups share many 
similarities such as income level, desires, needs or conception of needs, and buying 
practices.  What, one might ask, is the difference, if any, between a target audience and a 
target consumer group?  Buyers may choose different products but only from the range 
that producers offer.  As the average consumer controls neither the means nor mode of 
production, he or she cannot control what may be produced, just as the reader is not the 
author and can read or not read the text but cannot alter the text.  Thus, print conventions 
and industrialism both presuppose very fixed ideas of humanity and place the producer, 
which may an author or a factory, as the institution dictating the spectrum, or lack 
thereof, of options.  The reader or consumer may only pick from the possibilities that the 
respective producer allows.  Don't like it?   Then don't buy and read the book.  However, 
a further possibility emerges forth.  Recalling previously discussed implications of 
Zizek's theories about symbolic universes and social structures, the reader will recall that 
such tightly controlled spheres, open up their own gapes, possibilities, and slippages just 
as squeezing a paper bag too tightly creates tears that allow materials outside to come in 
and vice versa.  Consequently, such strict notions of textuality generate their own foils.  
However, there are more fluid conceptualizations of print.  

 
Origins of Hypertext in the East 

 

We can find earlier forms of hypertext back in the East that date back thousands 
of years.  Here again we notice the idea of moving backward or harkening back to the 
past so as to move forward.  Essentially there are two main methods of writing:  the 
syllabic and the pictorial.  The syllabic uses letters that comprise a very small alphabet.  
Examples of this are English, French, Spanish, German, Greek, and Russian.  The 
pictorial uses visual representation or pictures which comprise the equivalent of a word.  
Examples are Japanese, Chinese, and the Egyptian system of hieroglyphics.  Let us 
consider the Chinese method of ideograms.   James J.Y. Liu is his The Art of Chinese 
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Poetry (1962) provides a basic overview of Chinese writing.  He explains that there a six 
graphic principles of Chinese character or ideograms/pictograms known as the Liu Shu or 
"The Six Scripts" (3-4).  The First Graphic Principle is "Initiating the Form" (Hsiang-
hsing) (4).  These are simple pictograms such as jih, which refers to the "sun" or yeuh, 
meaning moon, that tend to name specific, physical nouns (4).   

The Second Graphic Principle is "Pointing at the Thing" (Chih-shih) (5).  Such 
basic ideograms point towards "abstract notions, not pictures of concrete objects" (4).  
Examples of the Second Principle are numbers, which each receive the corresponding 
number of horizontal lines (4).  Another use of the Second Principle consists of already 
existing ideograms belonging to the First Principle that the writer alters in some way.  For 
example, adding a slash to the top of the ideogram representing "tree" indicates "tree 
root" while the ideogram for "tree" with a slash at the bottom represents "tree root" (4).   

Hueie-yi is the name for the Third Graphic Principle, which combines two 
simpler ideograms to form a more complex one.  The Third Principle model the syllabic 
principle of compounding words, only the connection between the two basic ideograms 
that form the complex ideogram might be less clear.  For example, the ideogram for 
"bright" results from combining the basic ideogram for "window" and the simple 
ideogram for "moon" (4). 

The Fourth Graphic Principle is "Harmonizing the Sound" (Hsieh-sheng), which 
uses two ideograms:  one suggests the phonetic sound and the other ideogram calls to 
mind something associated with the overall ideogram (5).  An example would be loyalty, 
composed of two other ideograms (5).  The first suggests the sound of the Chinese 
pronunciation of the ideogram for loyalty, and the other ideogram carries suggestions of 
the overall ideogram for loyalty.  In this case, the second ideogram is "heart" (5).  The 
Fifth Graphic Principle, Chuan chu or "Mutually Defining" concerns the use of 
synonymous characters (5).  Chia-chieh or "Borrowing" is the Sixth Graphic Principle, 
and it covers homophones (5).1 

With this in mind, we can now explore one of the great works of Chinese 
culture—the I Ching (Book of Changes).  In his introduction to Lectures on the I Ching 
(1979) by Richard Wilhelm, Irene Eber places the date of composition for the I Ching 
between 1122 B.C. and 770 B.C. (xix).  In the preface to his translation of the I Ching 
(1998), Alfred Huang lists the date range of composition as 551-479 B.C. (xvi).  
According to Huang, Fu Xi, King Wen, the Duke of Zhou, and Confucius are the four 
authors who wrote the I Ching (xvii).  The I Ching is a complex book that yields little 
from the aforementioned conventional reading mode.  Eber comments that one "cannot 
simply settle down to a reading of the I Ching and hope to understand it.  The text is more 
often than not obscure," and "it refers to matters that are incomprehensible" (xi).  
Furthermore, "it suggests symbols from another time and place; the language is terse and 
befuddling; and there is no unified and systematic exposition of a comprehensive world 
view" (xi).  Thus, the book bears an uncanny resemblance to modern and post-modern 
works such as Naked Lunch as well as James Joyce's Finnegans Wake. 

Just what is the purpose of such a book and if one does not read it, what does one 
do with it?  The I Ching is an oracle that reads more as a collection of sixty-four prose 
poems—each about two pages long—dealing with such familiar and yet abstract concepts 
such as change, nature, law, humanity, and the family.  Reading a specific entry with a 
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specific query in mind yields a reading reflecting the current state of the situation and 
may also generate another entry discussing the future.   

One finds a specific entry by making a six line hexagram or gua, which results 
from a combination of four possible lines: broken, unbroken, moving broken, and moving 
unbroken.  Like binary code there are two major types of lines that yield all sixty-four 
hexagrams.  The two type of line represent the two major forces or states in Eastern 
culture:  yin and yang.  Yin represents the dark, passive, receptive, feminine essence; 
yang stands for the light, active, generative, masculine essence.  A solid line represents 
yang and a broken line represents yin.  A moving line turns into its opposite.  Thus, the 
first hexagram reflects the present; one changes the moving line into their opposites but 
does not change the non-moving lines to form the second hexagram.  Originally, 
consulters of the I Ching used animal shells and bones to generate the random numbers 
one needs to make the hexagram lines.   

Now there are a variety of ways to generate lines including the use of yarrow or 
bamboo stalks and the more commonly used methods of coins.  For the coin method, one 
take three coins and tosses them together six times, recording the numbers after each toss.  
One assigns heads a value of two (yin) and tails a value of three (yang).  Chinese coins 
have a side with four characters and that side counts as tails.  One counts from the bottom 
up, like a building.  Two yin and a yang equal a 7 or a solid line.  Two yang and one yin 
make a broken line.  Three yang convert to a yang moving line, and three yin comprise a 
yin moving line.  Most books contain a grid for matching up the lower trigram with the 
upper trigram so one can see what hexagrams one has without flipping through the entire 
book. 

There are eight sets of trigrams, which yield sixty-four hexagrams.  Individual 
entries for each of the hexagrams include instructions for how to read trigrams with 
specific moving lines, so while there are more than sixty-four possibilities, there are only 
sixty-four hexagrams with inner variations cause by moving lines, each with a slightly 
different interpretation.  In addition, various trigrams also correspond to specific times of 
day or night, season, elements, and compass directions.  We find that the I Ching relies 
on its user to form reader-specific texts that change with each reading and that the 
process of using the book allows for a variety of interconnecting patterns.2 Thus, the book 
is an ur-hypertext and contains the essential reading strategies for reading later 
hypertexts. 

Finally, the I Ching, like the Christian bible, has come down through a variety of 
hands, each making changes to the original text.  To further compound the difficulty of 
producing a stable text and reading thereof, there are a variety of English translations.  
For example, Wilhelm's version, which many consider to be the most authentic 
translation, found print form first in Wilhelm's native German tongues and Cary Baynes 
who rendered the text into English at Carl Jung's request.  The final version came before 
Wilhem's death in 1930.  Thus, the possibility exists that four authors of the Chinese I 
Ching modified the text according to political and social changes, that Wilhem's notions 
of German politics and aesthetics further modified the text, and that Baynes, intrigued 
with Jung's archetypal theories, changed the text even more.  For better or worse, the I 
Ching of 2,000 plus years ago is essentially lost, just as we cannot recover the original 
versions of many Old English texts. 
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Studying the possibilities and challenges of translation reveals that the act of 
translation is, in effect, hypertextuality since it offers various possibilities and requires 
that the reader or translator choose among many equally competing possibilities.  Old 
English texts are one example of texts complicated by translation and resistant to 
stabilization.  In the case of the I Ching, one may refer to Huang's various comments 
about translating the text. He says that "in the beginning, the language of the I Ching was 
simple and easy to understand.  Unfortunately, this ancient language became antiquated 
long, long ago" (xvi-xvii).  "At the time," he states," the number of Chinese characters 
was small.  As a result, many characters had the same form but entirely different 
meanings" (xvii).  In contrast, "many characters had different forms but the same sound.  
Their usage was interchangeable.  Thus the text is open to many interpretations" (xvii).  
Since "the old Chinese written language had no punctuation," the lack of punctuation 
compounds the other problems and "depending on how one punctuates a clause or 
sentence, different meanings appear" (xvii). Furthermore, "there is no tense, gender, 
plural, article, [or] preposition .  . . and  quite often no subject or object" (xxvii).     

Let us briefly examine the variations in translation. Huang translates the first 
hexagram "Qian" as "initiating," and he remarks that Wilhelm translates Qian as "The 
Creative," whereas John Blofeld translates Qian as "The Creative Principle" (22).  Thus, 
Wilhelm renders creative as a noun, Blofeld uses creative as an adjective, and Huang 
does away with creative altogether.  In the commentary on this hexagram, Wilhelm 
translates the third paragraph as "because the holy man is clear as to the end and the 
beginning, as to the way in which each of the six stages completes itself in its own time, 
he mounts on them toward heaven as though on six dragons" (371).  Huang translates this 
passage much differently:  "Greatly luminous from beginning to end / Each of the six 
stages completes itself in its own time / As mounting on six dragons soaring in the sky" 
(23).   The reader notices in Huang's translation that there is no holy man who is clear on 
anything and who then rides on the six stages towards heaven.  Also, Wilhelm's 
translation compares the holy man's riding toward heaven to six dragons, but Huang's 
translation begins the simile earlier and it is the six stages completing themselves that are 
like six dragons soaring in the sky.  Finally, we notice the Wilhelm uses heaven, a 
specifically Judeo-Christian concept, while Huang substitutes sky.  Such small 
differences reflect ideological differences as well as changing the meaning of the 
translation as a whole. Ultimately, we see that the I Ching has multiples resolution points 
including the individual word, phrase, and both the selection and order of the two 
hexagram readings out of the available sixty-four, inner variations notwithstanding 

 

Origins of Hypertext in the West 

 

Also, establishing definite versions of more recent texts entrails difficulty as well.  
For example, before the development of mass printing, authors or scribes produced 
handwritten texts.  In some cases there exist only highly fluid oral texts, such as folk 
stories, in the absence of a written versions.  As Sandy Feinsten says in "Hypertextuality 
and Chaucer" (1996), "oral performances, as well as medieval compilations, are the 
precursors of hypertext" (137).  For example, consider The Canterbury Tales (3. 1390), a 
series of tales each told by a different character who is part of a larger group journeying 
to Canterbury.  A link sometimes follows each tale, and the link refers to a preceding or 
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succeeding tale.  Additionally, "the pilgrims argue, interrupt one another, or comment on 
the tales that have been told" (Benson 3).  Apparently, "Chaucer left The Canterbury 
Tales incomplete and without final revisions" or a master document (Benson 5).  Instead, 
"the work survives in ten fragments" (5).  According to Larry Benson, often "there are no 
explicit connections between the texts," and "consequently, modern editions differ in the 
order in which the tales are presented" (5).  Thus, the work's resolution point exists at the 
level of ordering the individual tales that comprise the larger whole.   

Selecting the textual order is no easy task, and Feinstein explains that there are 
"27 different orders surviving in the 57 different manuscripts" (137).  All of these 
arrangements present a problem.  For example, one arrangement may clearly violate one 
implied order as said arrangement places a text after another text that makes reference to 
the first. "References to towns that the pilgrims travel on their way to Canterbury must be 
in the wrong order—that is, in an order to English mapmaker or local English resident 
would ever recognize—for the narrative to be in the 'logical' order,'" Feinstein explains 
(136). Clearly, such an order seems illogical. However, were one to reverse the order of 
the two tales, the reader may find that another set of sequencing problems in regard to 
chronology rather than geography; the pilgrims have suddenly traversed great distances 
in much less than time than it took them to cover significantly shorter distances, and/or 
shorter tales take more time to tell than longer tales. If one decides an order that attempts 
to resolve both geographical and chronological discrepancies, the new order may 
introduce narrative problems as some tales will now contain references to tales that 
succeed them.   

If, as Feinstein maintains, "Chaucer had no fixed order in his head" regarding the 
tales, then it is likewise unlikely that he a stable version for purposes of reproduction in 
mind either (147).  Consequently, we begin to see why producing a fixed edition of a text 
is so important:  efficiency of speed and monetary considerations maintain that there a 
single version of a text is cheaper, faster, and easier to produce than a multiple variants of 
a text.  Moreover, Feinstein states that "in medieval manuscripts, book buyer and scribe 
participate in the construction of the text by determining what will be included, what will 
not," and the order of the materials (139).   

Feinstein observes that "something will be communicated by whatever order is 
provided" (144). This "something" varies from order to order.  Thus, the arrangement of 
the text affects the interpretation as well.  In the case of Chaucer, absence of certain texts 
will affect both the arrangement and, consequently, the interpretation as well.  Feinstein 
reports that in the Norton Anthology of English Literature "not only is Chaucer's poem 
never offered in its totality, the tales do not represent any manuscript sequence of the 
tales" (141-42).  In many anthologies, not only do editors leave out certain tales, but they 
often include only some of the lines of certain tales.  Thus, besides the twenty-seven 
possible arrangements of the complete work, there are numerous other arrangements for 
anthologized renderings of the work.  Each anthologized version represents yet another 
order and set of interpretive possibilities.  For these readers, then, The Canterbury Tales 
that they know is a hypertextual version.  As additional consideration Richard A. 
Lanham's The Electronic Word (1993) provides an interesting tracing of the beginnng 
and evolution of hypertext and digital text in Western culture.  Ultimately, he asserts that 
"electronic expression has come not to destroy the Western art and letters, but to fulfill 
them" (xiii). 
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Hypertextual Problems, Resolutions, and Reading Strategies in  

Twentieth-Century Literature 

 

e.e. cummings 

 

As we move into the twentieth century, we discover numerous works that contain 
a hypertextual element.  For example, much of the work of e.e. cummings (1894-1962) 
requires making readerly decisions about resolution points.  Let us examine a simple 
example of cumming's proto-hypertextual work.  His poem "l,a" involves assembling 
individual syllables and letter to form the poem: 

 l(a 
 
 le 
 af 

  fa 
  

 ll 
  s) 
  one 
  l 
  
`  iness (39). 

 
To try to read this poem aloud and respect the stanza break produces an odd cacophony 
of disparate sounds.  Obviously, one must assemble the poem into its component phrases:  
"loneliness" and "a leaf falls." One can then decide in what order to place the two 
passages.  The reader notices that there are two levels or layers or text.  Stephen 
Bernhardt’s “The Shape of Text to Come” (1993), points out that three important aspect 
of hypertext are “hierarchical, layered, and embedded text” (163).  He maintains that “to 
a limited extent, printed texts can achieve a special sort of modularization through 
layered or embedded effects” (163).  Thus, are two readings of the text: line-by-line and 
assembling the components of the poem into a more coherent and stable poem.  As 
Bernhardt observes “reader can pursue the mainline text, but they can also read peripheral 
or supporting information that has a status other than mainline” (163).  The poem under 
consideration calls into questions what constitutes mainline and peripheral text as reading 
the text in a mainline manner (line-by-line) produces a less satisfactory level than 
considering the poem in a peripheral text (word-by-word and placing the emphasis on the 
embedded text in the parentheses as parentheses usually signal less important 
information).    

What does reproducing the poem in this format accomplish?  First, we must ask 
ourselves if the poet could get away with writing "loneliness a leaf falls" and call it a 
poem.  Perhaps not.  Thus, the striking and unusual arrangement of the poem on the 
printed page calls our attention to the text and plays as much a part of making the poem 
as a piece of literature as the words themselves. Furthermore, the very arrangement, while 
seemingly arbitrary, contains its own order and functions to reinforce the content of the 
poem.  Specifically, the disconnected aspect of the poem in terms of its arrangement 
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amplifies the theme of loneliness.  Thomas Dilworth in his examination of the poem 
remarks that “the image of the falling leaf gives narrative definition to the concept 
loneliness” (171).  A leaf fall alone, and no one cares or notices except the narrator.  In 
the same sense, what is one person's death?  Nothing perhaps.  Also, challenged “the 
assumption that reading is a sequential and continuous process,” an assumption that “is 
the foundation on which everything else rests” (871).   

Since "falls" extends from stanzas two, through three, and into four just as 
"loneliness" starts in stanza one, skips two, moves through four, and finishes in stanza 
five, the phrasing of these passages paradoxically produces a continuously fragmented 
commentary on loneliness.  This arrangement also suggest that may bind us to one 
another, again paradoxically, is the possibility that ultimately we are each alone.  Also, 
we see that the line breaks create "one" from loneliness, reinforcing the impression of 
solitude.  "One" comes right before the solitary letter "l," which has a striking 
resemblance to the numeral one (1) or I.3 Finally, the poem reads as almost a musical 
scale or even a glissando, a sliding effect one produces by rapidly sounding a series of 
(usually) adjacent notes.  For example, we note that "la" and "fa" are the sixth and fourth 
diatonic tones (a diatonic scale is does not have the chromatic intervals of sharps and 
flats).  The poem ends with the phrase "iness," which the reader might think of as "me" or 
"ego"—all phrases one can associate with loneliness as they can indicate a focus or 
preoccupation with self.   

 
James Joyce: “A Commodious Vicus of Recirculation” 

 

Joyce's (1882-1941) Finnegans Wake (1939) is another hypertextual work.  The 
text demands hypertextual decisions from the reader before even opening the work.  
Should we read the title, even though it does not have an apostrophe, as the wake, the 
vigil over the corpse of Finnegan?  Or should we read the title exactly the opposite as 
Finn is again awake?  Moving to the first page and opening sentence of the novel, the 
reader realizes that that it is not even a complete sentence.    

The opening fragment of the novel, according to conventional reading practices, 
reads, "riverrun, past Eve and Adam's, from swerve of shore to bend of bay, brings us by 
a commodious vicus of recirculation back to Howth Castle and Environs" (3).  
"Recirculation" provides a key.  The last phrase of the book says, "A way a lone a last a 
loved a long the" (628).  Thus, the missing part of this last sentence is alone, a long way 
away from this portion.  These two passages connect and the entire first/last sentence of 
the work is actually "A way a lone a last a loved a long the riverrun, past Eve and 
Adam's, from swerve of shore to bend of bay, brings us by a commodious vicus of 
recirculation back to Howth Castle and Environs."  The novel recirculates itself, and in 
doing so challenges conventional reading practices.  A reader cannot exhaust this Mobius 
strip of a work, which always folds back into itself much like modern hypertextual fiction 
prepared for the computer.  Also like modern hypertextual fiction the reader can jump 
into reading the novel at any point.  If the novel has no beginning and no ending, the 
reader is free to ignore the reading order suggested by the physical text and, instead, jump 
in any point.  Margot Norris in her The Consequence of Deconstruction (1974) states that 
“the decentered structure of the work becomes apparent in the difficulty of locating a 
point of reference in any aspect of Finnegans Wake” (133).  Furthermore, “the work is 
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plots insofar as events follow neither a temporal nor a causal sequence, and do not occur 
on a single plane of reality” (133).  “Instead,” she argues, “Wakean events are subject to 
multiple recapitulations on all narrative levels” (133). 

Finnegans Wake seems to contain one huge link leading from the end of the 
physical text.  However, there a multiple smaller links the reader may explore.  Joyce 
creates the language of the novel by borrowing words from over sixty languages as well 
as constructing neologisms made from the bit and pieces of words these languages.  Thus, 
each word offers the reader a chance to stop and explore the various possibilities afforded 
by each word.   

For example, if we randomly—the book can start or stop on any  
word—open the book to page 240, we find these words, which relate to the protagonist's 
(H.C.E.'s) resurrection : 

Yash Yash ate sausage and mash.  So he found he bash, poor Yasha Yash.  
And you wonna make one of our micknick party.  No honaryhuest on our 
sposhialiste.  For poor Glugger was dazed and late in his crave, ay he, laid 
in his grave.  But low, boys low, he rises, shrivering, with his pityful eyes 
and his whoozebegone woice.  Epthah!  Ciasmus!  Examenof conscience 
scruples now he to the best of his memory schemado.  Nu mere for ever 
siden on his stolen.  No more singing all the dags in his sengageng.  (240)   

To actually attempt to read the book, if it can be read, one must refer to various 
dictionaries, reference materials, and one's own knowledge of languages.  Roland 
McHugh Annotation to Finnegans Wake (1999) provides a useful source for reading the 
novel.  Using his annotations along with insights that might occur to any reader, one 
might produce a translation: 

Yasha Yash ate sausage and mash.  So he, poor Yasha Yash found the 
bash/party.  And you want to be one of out picnic party?  No 
honorary/honorable guest on our social list.  For poor Glugger was dazed 
and late in his care, and he was laid in his grave.  But lo, boys lo, he rises 
shivering/writing/confessing with his pitiful/spiteful eyes and his 
woebegone voice.  Be opened! Sesame/without a wrong/on this side of 
without a wrong! Now/First an examination of conscience and scruples to 
the best of his memory’s scheme/system. No more for ever afterward on 
the seat. With his Thomas Aquinas/tumescence in the sight of his 
judgment seat.  

While McHugh does not provide the aforementioned translation, he does provide 
partial translation of lines and some of the following clues and annotations.  Yasha is a  
female daemon (240).  A daemon is a spirit or guardian (240).  Demon seems to be the 
pejorative sense thereof.  Yasha also refers to the biblical Iakov in Russian (240).  A 
glugger is a foolish boaster (240).  Shrivering comes from both shrive (shreiben), which 
is Greek infintite for "to write," and scribere, which is the Latin infinitive for "to write;" 
the archaic useage means "to get absolution for oneself by confessing or doing penance" 
(240).  The word in the text from which we get woebegone is whoozebecome, which 
orginate from woozy—dizzy or faint from, for example, drink or drugs (240).   Ephpatha 

is Hebrew for "be opened" (240).  Also, we have epitaph from the Middle French and 
Old French word epitapha—an inscription on a grave or tombstone (240).  In this sense, 
epphpatha from the text carries the theme of death.   
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Cisamis, the next word for translation presents a variety of options.   Cis means 
"on this side of" (240).  A is the English indefinite article.  A’  is Scottish for "all" (240).  
A. can mean "absolute" (240).  Also there is a as in "without" (as in atheo—without 
God). Mis could refer to "wrong" or "not" (240).  Thus, we can translate cisamis as “on 
this side of all/a wrong” or as “on this side of without a wrong,” depending on how we 
choose to translate a.  As usual, the text resists, even denies, a strict translation.  The 
impossibility of a definitive translation, and the resulting binary or aporia, reproduces the 
uncertainty regarding H.C.E.’s innocence who has been accused—assuming we read the 
book in the sequential order that the page numbers suggest—of indecent exposure in a 
park.  Furthermore, we can simply translate cisamis as sesame, as in “open sesame” One 
can also consider the word as a doubling of ephpatha since "open sesame" is the magic 
phrase that opens the passage from Sir Richard Burton’s translation of “Ali Baba & the 
40 Thieves” taken from 1001 Arabian Nights (240). 
 The next set of translations have a variety of translations also.  For schemado 
Roland McHugh has the Italian scemato, meaning “lessened,” as an explanation here, but 
the grammatical meaning seems a bit unclear (240).  Thematically, scemato makes sense, 
as in the lessening/lifting of the sin from the very act of confession that the narrator 
describes.  The word from the novel is stolen which might relate to stolon—from 
zoology—"a stemlike cylindrical structure, as in certain hydroids and turnicates, giving 

rise to buds from which new individuals grow" (italics added; 240).  Again, word choice 
amplifies the theme of resurrection in the passage. The actual word from the passage is 
tumescinquinance.  The phrase also makes a historical reference. Thomas Aquinas (1225-
74) is patron saint of universities, colleges, and schools (240).  He is associated with 
miracles and developed Thomism (240) .  A tumescence is a swelling; distension 
(perhaps from drinking as in Tim Finnegan, from the old vaudeville song, who had too 
much whiskey (240).  Quinance relates to quince, Latin for "five" (240).   Another 
possibility is Quinquagesima—the Sunday before Lent, which, of course, carries 
overtones of resurrection (240).  The word from the novel is tumstull.  One possibility is 
tumulus—an ancient burial ground (another reverberation of the theme of death and 
resurrection) and is also akin to the Latin tumere (echoes the earlier tumescence) (240).  
Another option is domstol or "judgement seat," which again carries connotations of death 
and resurrection (240).  Ultimately, the reader can see how the novel's wordplay operates 
as an affective device reinforcing the overall theme of death and resurrection or salvation.  
Though this same process, the work develops (or deconstructs) its characters.  As Norris 
says, “the characters who enact these events receive their identity not from a stability of 
form or personality, but rather from their position in a configuration of relationships,” 
many of which are semantic (134).    

With this work, we again see multiple resolution points.  Individual words offer a 
variety of possibilities.  While the pages suggest a certain order, as do the four individual 
sequentially numbered Books with sequentially numbered chapters within (each chapter 
number resets with the beginning of the next Book), what may be the opening and 
concluding phrases disrupt the suggestions of the pages, Books, and chapter numbers.  
The book seems conflicted about how it wants to be read. 
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Reconsidering the Division Between the Natural and the Industrial 

 

One may see confliction as another manifestation of industrial tension.  Such a 
notion makes us ask what the hypertextual element represents.  The hypertextual element 
may represent nature with all of its sprawling choices and offshoots, while the rigid order 
mandated by customary reading strategies, conventional pagination, and division of 
suggests may represent the uncaring and fixed property one could associate with 
technology and industrialism.  Yet what of the ideas of naturalism, which maintain that a 
human "being is merely a higher-order animal whose character and behavior are entirely 
determined by two kinds of forces, heredity and environment?" (Abrams 175).  If we are 
slaves to our "compulsive instincts, especially hunger, the accumulative drive, and 
sexuality," that originate from nature, then how much freedom does nature allow? 
 Thus, does industrialism and technology allow more freedom since technology 
has brought about new ideas and possibilities?  In the one hand, one might answer yes.  
We are free from common ailments that once were deadly to our ancestors, and, in some 
senses, the industrialism and the structured urban environment have given us more leisure 
time.  Yet we cannot dismiss the environmental consequences, the gross materialism, and 
forced lifestyles that industrialism has brought.   

By "forced lifestyles" we might think of, for example, the telephone.  While it is 
convenient to talk instantly to others miles away without having to leave one's own home, 
the telephone has also become the intruder perpetually residing in one's own residence, 
ready to instantly disrupt one's reading, call one from the shower, or summon one from 
an ardent bout of sexual activity. In short, there is not a single activity immune to 
disruption from the chattering villain.  Worse yet, with the advent of cellular phones, the 
fiend may now accompany us anywhere so that we may give play-by-play report to 
others on a variety of manners ranging from how our walk to the parking lot is 
proceeding to how our date with the hairdresser went, while those unfortunate enough to 
be sitting in the accompanying seat waiting for the bus to stop, the movie to begin, or the 
funeral to end must be the silent and unwilling listeners of such banality.  After movies, 
classes, church, and other events let out, folks used to reach for their cigarettes; now they 
reach for their cell phones.  If only restaurants were as concerned with the air we listen 
through as they are with the air that we breathe in.  Yet to say one has no phone elicits 
questions asked with disbelief and wonder such as "how do you live?" and "how do you 
talk to people?"—as is the only means of communicating were through a fancy box 
shoved up in one's ear.  Perhaps being bothered with useless talking is the tradeoff for the 
ability to call for 911 anytime and anywhere. 
 Thus, we see the difficultly differentiating between natural and industrial.  Yet, 
there must be a difference.  A factory and a tree cannot belong to the same category.  
Furthermore, evolution could be nature's equivalent of technology.  What is the 
difference between the body's immune system generating antibodies to fight a disease 
and one country developing advanced weapons with which to repel another country's 
army?  Surely, there is a difference.  And to what category does reading a book belong?  
While it may be pleasurable, can we call it natural since it is an acquired skill?  Surely, 
had the apes brought Tarzan a complete works of Shakespeare he would not have read 
the sonnets to them.  Or would he?  Frankenstein's monster learns to read, but then again 
he (or she) also mimics the social behaviors of his or her particular environment.  Thus, 
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does hypertextuality fall within the realm of the natural, the industrial, or both?  We 
might best answer "both." Thus, another sense of the pastoral-industrial work is a work 
that sets its physical text up according to the conventional notions of print, yet at the 
same time allows for other reading strategies.       
 

The Loop 

 

 As the reader has seen, Finnegans Wake is a cyclical work, with many offshots, 
that loops4 back into itself, forming a circle in the same way that hypertext links can link 
back to themselves.  Samuel Beckett's (life) Waiting for Godot (1954) also displays such 
characteristics.  The two act play focuses on the movement, or lack thereof, of Vladimir 
and Estragon who are searching for the mysterious Godot. The setting of the first act is "a 
country road.  A tree.  Evening." The reader never receives any more information 
regarding geographical location or time period (Beckett 6).   The setting for Act II is the 
"next day.  Same time.  Same place" (36).  The characters, however, are unsure of the 
time.  Vladimir claims that the tree "yesterday evening . . . was all black and bare.  And 
now it's covered with leaves" (42).  Estagon concludes that "it must be the Spring," and 
then says, "I tell you we weren't here yesterday" (42).  "And where were we yesterday 
evening according to you," Vladimir asks (42).  Estragon replies, "How would I know.  
In another compartment.  There's no lack of void" (42).   

Essentially, the play is a never ending or perhaps recursive void.  Towards the end 
of each act a boy comes claiming to have a message from Godot that he cannot come this 
evening but will surely come tomorrow (33, 58).  The boy has no recollection of any 
previous contact or communication either Vladimir or Estragon (33,58).  Each act ends 
with the same conversation.  Valdimir asks, "Well?  Shall we go?" (35, 60).  Estragon 
says, "Yes, let's go" (35, 60).  Both acts conclude with "they do not move.  Curtain" 
(35,60).  Thus, each of the acts may be infinitely repeated either together or separately.  
Like Finnegans Wake, Waiting for Godot loops back into itself.  As each act ends with 
words "they do not move (60), the opening dialogue of Act I joins up with this phrase.  
Act I begins with Estragon's statement "Nothing to be done" and Vladimir's reponse "I'm 
beginning to come round to that opinion" (7). 
 If we look back at some of the other works in this study, we see this same cyclical 
pattern, for example "The Tyger." As the reader know, the poem being and end with the 
same four lines that act as both epilogue to the last reading and prologue to the next 
reading.  These two stanzas are essentially a question as the narrator asks the Tyger "what 
immortal hand or eye, / Could frame thy fearful symmety?" (3-4, 23-24).  In the initial 
position this question functions as a question which the poem will consider, and in the 
final position the question seems more of a reflection that the poem posits for the reader's 
consideration.  After the first reading, the question may function in one of two ways.  
First, question in interrogative the poem continually wrestles with the question and come 
to no conclusions.  In this reading, the poem is always already unable to answer the 
question.  One may read the second function of the question as rhetorical or declarative—
the answer perhaps is that nothing can contain the Tyger—and the poem seeks to tell the 
reader something over and over.  We might favor the first function since each stanza 
contains at least two questions and creates the impression that narrator asks these 
question in search of an answer as opposed to already knowing the answer. 
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The circular structure comes to represent several things.  First, we may see such a 
loop as an extension of economic systems, which encourage the recycling of products.  
Such recycling gives the impression of plentitude and choice when, in fact, such cycling 
actually overworks, stripmines, and exhausts the product itself.  Furthermore, buying the 
same product in a new package is tantamount to finding something and thinking of it as 
new when one had only forgotten about it.   

Thus far, the reader has seen four works which utilize this circular structure:  "The 
Tyger," The Great Gatsby, Finnegans Wake, and Waiting for Godot.  Each of these work 
represent either a hellish atmosphere or a character caught by something.  We have 
already noted the harsh environment of "The Tyger." Gatsby is, of course, trapped in the 
past.  Also, the novel invites a circular reading since it reveals so much information about 
Gatsby's life and his relationship with Daisy prior the chronological starting point of the 
novel.  Furthermore, we will remember the final line of the novel, which also encourage a 
recursive study of the text:  "So we beat on, boats against the currnet, borne back 
ceaselessly into the past" (Fitzgerald 189).   H.C.E literally goes to hell at one point, and 
his mortal life is fraught with difficulty since accusations of public lewdness.  Vladimir 
and Estragon, caught in a timeless wasteland, have no idea where they are, where to go, 
how to get there, or even what they would do anywhere else.    

Such circularity may also function as an affective device; just as the main 
characters of the aforementioned works are caught in an hell of some sort, so too does the 
structure and form of each work prevent the reader from ever really finishing the text 
itself.  Each reading of the work slingshots the reader back into it again and again.  The 
reader may recall the myth of Sisyphus who drew the wrath of Zeus, was sent to Hades, 
and "punished by forever having to try forever to roll a rock uphill which forever rolled 
back upon him" (Hamilton 298).  The characters in these works find themselves in the 
same position as they struggle with a task or conflict that they can never overcome no 
matter how many times they replay the same events.  No matter how many times we read 
The Great Gatsby, Gatsby will never be able to make a return to his ideal past as James 
Gatz.  As readers, our task is trying to push the text over and over, knowing that the task 
is futile.   

We may gain consider the characters actions differently as we come to new 
insights with each reading, but the characters themselves make different choices or 
decisions.  In short, they will never change except as our reading of them changes.  More 
importantly, since, in the case of texts displaying a circular form or narrative, we cannot 
ever end our reading—we just move on to other texts—the characters cannot stop making 
the same choices. For both readers and characters, the rock always rolls back down.  If it 
is true that great works are never finished, only abandoned finally, then we might say the 
same of reading great works with circular structures.  Finally, the industrial parallel is 
that industrial society will continue to produce more products than the consumer will ever 
be able to purchase.  Furthermore, just as a book loops and keeps both readers and 
characters bound within it its pages, so too does industrial society dictate our choices to 
us.  While there may appear to be a plethora of options, corporations control most of 
these choices options, and many of these are recycled.  One can have any car ones wants 
(and can pay for) as long as there is a car manufacturer that produces that car.  In this 
same sense, the words on the page, the physical text itself, dictates the interpretative 
choice available to a reader.  Conventional print forbids the possibility of going beyond 
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the words on the page.  The intellect may be willing but the text is too strong, and while 
the author may be dead, the text is alive and well.  However, if we are free to disregard 
the relevance or even the possibility of authorial intention, can we not also ignore the 
intentions of print represented by pagination, chapter numbers, and other such 
distinctions? 

 
"This is How to Move Quick:" "Girl" and the Difficulty of Narration 

 

 Before considering the role of narration let us examine the conflict between the 
industrial and the natural.  Jamaica Kincaid's (1946—   ) "Girl" (1983 in book form) 
supports an ideology that favors domesticity, traditional gender roles, and 
commodification.  The mother (or aunt, grandmother, or older sister) instructs the 
daughter on the proper ways of behaving.  These instructions include how to wash 
clothes, iron, sew, walk, talk to men, clean, cook, and how to set the table for each meal, 
as if the daughter will assume the role of a multi-faceted household machine.  Despite 
instructions such as "how to bully a man" and "how to spit up in the air if you feel like 
it," the majority of these instructions assume that a woman's role exists in maintaining a 
household (410).   

What the story does not include is just as important as what it does include.  For 
example, the mother gives no instructions regarding how to find a job, behave in a job 
interview, or behave while drinking alcoholic beverages.  The mother assumes that the 
daughter will find a man and assume a domestic role.  In order to make herself attractive 
to a potential suitor, the daughter must know how to behave.  Thus, like a product, she 
must have certain features and be able to perform certain tasks.  The mother instructs the 
daughter in how to make herself into a product, not a person, attractive to a man.  By 
giving these instructions, the mother herself plays the part of producer.   

Consequently, "Girl' also upholds the concept of commodification and the mother 
teacher her daughter how to commodify herself as well as teaching her that 
commodification is an acceptable way to both treat others and have others treat her.  
Thus, the end result of "Girl" is that the daughter learns not only how to behave as an 
acceptable woman but that a part of such behavior involves allowing others to one as an 
object with no feelings, wishes, or choices of one's own.  Therefore, the daughter's value 
lies in her use value to other people.  In a larger sense, the mother prepares her daughter 
for the prospect of living in an industrialized and capitalistic environment in which the 
distinction between people and products collapses.   

The form of the work, however, pulls against such an environment.  The narrative 
style is stream of consciousness, which attempts to reproduce thoughts, memories, 
feelings, and sensations as a character may actually experience them.  In short, the 
narration reflects a more natural experience.  Furthermore, one of the mother's chief 
concerns is that the daughter will become sexual active and promiscuous.  While the 
mother represents a more rigid, industrialized essence as she encourages the daughter to 
repress her natural sexual instincts, there is the fear of nature and the biological 
implications of what natural instincts might encourage her daughter to do.  Thus, the 
work recognizes and awareness that nature may have the power to overthrow all of this 
concern with order and control so important with capitalistic, industrialized economic 
systems.         
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 Equally troubling is the narrations.  "Girl" presents three main narrative options:  
either this is a conversation between a mother and her daughter whose two responses are 
in italics, the mother speaks to her daughter and the italicized passages do not represent 
what the daughter says back to her mother but instead indicate what the daughter is 
thinking in response to her mother's words, or the girl remembers her mother's words, 
thinks about them and offers her own, inner rebuttal.  Each possibility contains its own 
difficulties.   

If we consider the first option, the then we have two possibilities.  If the mother is 
actually speaking to the daughter, then logically she must perform physical 
demonstrations to accompany her instructions as many of her instructions begin with 
"this is how."  Such actions would seem impossible to perform one after the other and as 
a part of a single conversation.  The mother would have to demonstrate "how to sew on a 
button," "how to make a buttonhole for a dress you have just sewed on," and "how to hem 
a dress" (409).  Then, the mother explains how to iron a shirt and pants before we are 
whisked outside.  She goes on to explain that "how you grow okra—far from the house" 
(410). After dashing back inside, the daughter learns "how to sweep a corner," "a whole 
house," and "a yard" (410).  The aforementioned section of “how-to” comprises just a 
small portion of the action that must be taking place.   

Thus, these instructions must occur over an extended period of time, perhaps 
days, months, or even years.  If this is so, there are certain narrative links that the story 
eschews in favor of quick, short narrative bursts of dialogue and action connected only by 
theme and not contained within a small narrative time frame.  Some of these instructions 
might seem appropriate for a girl at different stages of her life.  Do the instruction 
concerning how to position one's body while playing marbles and the instructions 
regarding how to make the recipe that causes a spontaneous miscarriage seem appropriate 
for the same age level?   

Our other alternative is that all of the dialogue is interior. This is to say that the 
daughter is simply thinking over her mother's words and instructions given over years.  
Such a reading resolves the aforementioned narrative difficulties but brings up others.  
For example, how should the reader consider the final two lines of the text?  The 
daughter asks, "what if the baker won't let me feel the bread," to which the mother 
responds, "you mean to say that after all you really going to be the kind of woman who 
the baker won't let near the bread?" (410).  Clearly, the mother's words are a direct 
response to what the daughter has just said.  In contrast, the first italicized passage 
representing the daughter's word or thoughts, "but I don't sing benna on Sunday and 
never in Sunday school," may or may not be read as a spoken response to the mother's 
words (409).  In fact, the mother's question, "is it true that you sing benna in Sunday 
school," comes six sentences earlier.  Considering that the entire work is a page and half 
long, six sentences is a large amount of space and, possibly, time (409). 

Can the reader consolidate all of these positions?  Perhaps the story is series of 
recollections, simultaneously spanning and omitting large amounts of time, reporting 
what the daughter has heard from her mother, said to her mother, and thought about her 
mother's words.  Thus, the first and second italicized sentences might be either interior or 
external responses on the daughter's part.  We may also read this text as a hypertextual 
work that jumps around and whose links consist entirely of thematic consistencies that 
link from one to the next rather than a work with a defined narrative progression and 
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clear shifts in time and space.  Sidestepping the question of whether "Girl"5 is even a 
story or not, it is clearly hypertextual. 

  
Listening to the Anus:  Back to Burroughs 

 

How do we read Naked Lunch?  Murphy suggests four strategies, "intersection 
points." for making sense of the work (86).  In the novel, the author explains that "you 
can cut into Naked Lunch at any intersection point . . . I have written many prefaces" 
(224).  Murphy believes that "at many points the novel itself self-consciously encourages 
different ways of folding and weaving its constituent elements into intelligible large-scale 
structures.  This is the first intersection point" (89-90).  Such a reading means reading 
"not as a passive unfolding of pre-established forms but as an active weaving of element 
into a comprehensive (yet unprivileged) pattern" (92).  This means accepting the book on 
its own terms not as or only as a scattered work that denies other patterns but as a text 
that creates its own pattern, a hypertextual pattern.   

Moving to "intersection point number two," Murphy contends that "the recurrence 
of characters" creates for the "reader most at home in the traditional novel" a pattern to 
watch for and a narrative touchstone.  As already discussed, "all of the characters are 
such unstable 'molds,' a symbolic or allegorical reading of the novel becomes possible" 
and provides the reader with "the third intersection point" (94).  Thus, the reader may see 
how the novel maintains or evolves the meanings that its characters represent as well as 
allowing us to see the work as satirical, political, grotesque, and so forth.  By placing the 
work within a temporary (albeit unstable) category, the reader may then adapt strategies 
appropriate for a particular type of work and apply them to this text.   

"The fourth intersection point" involves the recurring passages in the book, 
"accreting force like incantations or musical refrains" (97).  Murphy points to passages 
that "link up, directly and indirectly, with dozens of others scattered among the routines 
that constitute the book" (97).  This fourth intersection point may be the most valuable as 
it allows the reader to compare, contrast, and study the transitions, progression, and links 
from character to character, place to place, and idea to idea.   

We may also conceive of a fifth intersection point, a variation or extension of the 
fourth, which involves the ways in which passages, characters, and places in the novel 
connect not only to other passages within itself but to the other works by Burroughs.  For 
example, the authors says that there are multiple prefaces to the text, but does not says 
that Naked Lunch contains all of these prefaces.  We might read Junky as one such 
preface as it covers much of the same thematic ground as Naked Lunch and shares other 
aspect with the novel such as the strange creatures known as Mugwumps.  Such a linking 
together of texts encourages still further linking.  For example, at the end of Junky, the 
narrator says, "I have read about a drug called yage, used by the Indians in the 
headwaters of the Amazon" (Burroughs 151).  In the next to last paragraph the narrator 
decides "to go down to Columbia and score for yage" (152).   The Yage Letters (1963), a 
series of letters between it two authors, details Burroughs' and then Ginsberg's search for 
and experience with yage. Of course, this text will link to other texts in a never ending 
textual chain or web.  There can neither and end not a beginning to such linkage.  In the 
final paragraph of Junky, the narrator states, "maybe I will find in yage what I was 
looking for in junk and weed and coke.  Yage may be the final fix," the absolute drug 
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(152).  No drug addict ever finds the Final Fix, just as no reader will ever read the First 
Text or the Final Text.   

 
"The Snake, Coiled and Tired:" Jim Carroll's Search 

 

Like many of the authors covered thus far, Jim Carroll (1951—    ) searches for 
something.  Like Burroughs, he too searches for drugs.  However, Carroll looks for 
beginnings also as opposed to Burroughs' search for the final fix.  In Forced Entries 
(1987), one such quest involves finding the beginning of "the laser beam that runs 
seventh avenue in every odd direction, winding up, finally, on the wall in the backroom 
of Max's [club] itself" (41).  Although Carroll postulates that an "unknown conceptual 
artist" project the beam, Carroll wants to find the geographic source of the beam itself 
(41).  The project already deconstructs itself to some text since the laser beam is not 
palpable.  Thus what Carroll chases is an illusion just as finding literary origins or 
destinations is a fool's errand.  Also, the reader notices the commingling of natural and 
industrial images as Carroll compares the beam to "a tube of liquid roses" (41).   

Searching backwards for the source of this mysterious light, Carroll finds that 
mirrors deflect the beam around corners sometimes splitting "the beam into two equal 
parts," each going in an opposite direction (42).  Picking one branch and tracking it, 
Carroll discovers that "it split off the side of a warehouse wall . . . into four other 
directions" (42).  Thus, the beam becomes a hydra of light in.  Just as Carroll think he has 
conquered one branch of the light, it splits into two or more other heads or beams.   
Moreover, like a hypertext, the laser keeps offering other links and directions.   Finally, 
Caroll retraces his path and choose a different beam, but this only leads him back "one 
block from where I started this glamour-filled quest" (42).  He concludes that the laser 
beam is "a labyrinth," "a trap" (42, 43).6  

This section makes statements about industrialism as well since the laser beam 
results from industrial machinery and technology.  The producer and the secrets of 
production remain hidden.  Robert Smithson, Caroll's friend comments that the laser ray 
"is a labyrinth, which is not supposed to be penetrated" (42-43).  Carroll explains that 
"the abbot in those times were in genuine fear of the wrong kind of knowledge reaching 
the novices or, for that matter, anyone beside the abbot himself and his appointed 
librarian" (43).  Furthermore, though the beam is only a single beam, its projector creates 
the illusion that it is many different beams.  As the reader will recall, producers often 
recycle products to manufactures the illusion that they are new.  Thus, the tale becomes a 
modern parable about the contemporary consumer baffled by technology, pondering it, 
chasing after it, and finally submitting to it. 

As a commentary on reading, the laser with its twist and turns and recursiveness 
suggests a hypertext.  While this frustrates Carroll, ironically it is also what keeps him 
interested in pursuing the light.  In the same sense, one might argue that the same thing 
that makes hypertexts so frustrating to read is also the very same quality that keeps us 
reading them.  The lack of specificity, decidability, and a linear quality allows us to make 
our own search.  Even if that search leads us back to our starting point, it is still a path 
that the reader chooses.   

Earlier, Carroll discusses "the cycle," which relates to the cycle or routine that he 
is in as he falls deeper into a lifestyle of addictive drugs.  He considers giving them up 
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and asks himself is he should "break the cycle . . . just when the snake, coiled and tired, is 
about to devour its own tail?" (37).  Though Carroll clearly talks about drugs, we may 
again take this as a commentary reading.  In this sense, the narrator seems to telling us no 
to give up struggling with a difficult or recursive text.  He recalls the ouroboros, the 
snake forming a circle by biting its own tail that represents the cycle of life and death.  
This symbols suggests a circle that never changes and is absolute but static.  A recursive 
of cyclical reading pattern need not be circular.  A recursive, spiral reading process loops 
back into itself but ultimately changes in some way.  In this case of a physical spiral, the 
pattern stays the same, but the location changes.  Even Carroll suggests that his cycle 
may be more of a spiral than a circle.  For example, he discusses needing to increase his 
drug intake or the different visuals he see while high. 

However, Carroll's increasing awareness of life as spiral patterns uncovers more 
possibilities. He feels that "instead of freeing myself though language, the language itself 
has becomes a hostage" like his urban environment and his drug addiction (121).  
Leaving New York and his drug use behind, Carroll moves to Bollinas, California. After 
a few months, he has a frightful encounter when he is awakened by a bat, "a horrid thing 
will a small rat-like head, paper-thin wings, and a bloated belly which shone an iridescent 
purple in the moonlight" (152).  He flushes it out, and "despite the hour," he books a 
flight back to New York.  Thus, Carroll engages in a spiral pattern in which he retreats to 
nature so that he can move forward.  Although he returns to New York, his pattern is not 
circular but spiral.  As he concludes, "I feel clean enough now not to back down" (153). 

  
"New Theory of Time:" Einstein's Dreams read as Einstein's Reading Modes 

 

Thus far, the reader has seen that much of this study focuses on time including 
how characters spend their time, escaping from time, trying to return to the past, waiting 
for a future that will never come, too much time, too little time, selling time, buying time, 
moving too quickly.  We can posit that in all of these considerations of the natural, the 
industrial, hypertext, and reading modes that a common denominator—there are many—
is time. An examination of this idea soon becomes overly abstract but is interesting to 
consider.  For the sake of argument we might align industrialism and conventional story 
structure on one side and place nature and hypertext on the other based on their relation 
to time.  Industrialism is preoccupied with time:  how time is spent, what is produced in a 
certain amount of time, pushing out the next product in time, staying on schedule and so 
forth.  Time is money and money is the blood of capitalism, corporations, and 
industrialism.  One can broadly argue that conventional stories and structures may also 
have a clearer sense and conveyance of time.  On the opposite side, nature never concerns 
itself with time, and has no concept of time.  Life (and death) happens in its own way. 
Things come and go and that is just how the world works just as hypertextual works cut 
across, through, and back in time as the story needs.  In a sense, such an argument is quite 
tenuous.  Products do not last forever but the may be, more or less, infinitely duplicated 
and, therefore, replaced.  Only living beings concern themselves with time as they are the 
only ones who have something to fear from the passage of time.  Time brings change and 
change, eventually and inevitably, brings loss.  What does a factory know of time?  

A final argument might be that to read and write hypertextually is a means of 
resisting corporate and industrial forces that ultimately promote themselves by dictating 
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our choices for us.  In this sense, one may simultaneously create and resolve industrial 
tension by reading and writing hypertextual works that attempt to produce freedom of 
choice and reduce the emphasis on linear representations of and foci on time all the while 
maintaining a consciousness and off and struggling with the reality of industrialism, the 
market, speed, and other related matters. Like Carroll's mirrors a consideration of time 
and its relation to hypertext, industrialism, and pastoralism soon splits into too many 
opposing directions to chase every one.7 

Alan Lightman's (1948) Einsteins Dreams (1993) focuses on a single idea, time.  
In each of the book's prose poetry sections, Einstein has a dream which explores the 
effect of a world change by a single variation of time.  Though he splits one thematic 
beam into many other shafts, we may track each one and consider its implications.  If 
there is a mirror in the text, it is the text itself in we can see our own concerns about time 
reflected back at us.  Select sections comment on ideas of pastoralism, industrialism, the 
role of author, the role of reader, and prospective reading strategies.  After all what is a 
reading strategy but a consideration of how to spend one's time in what way, what text, 
through what method, and for what end? 

In one dream "time is a circle, bending back on itself.  The world repeats itself, 
precisely, endlessly" (8).  Such a conception of time duplicates the idea of a circular text 
in that will endlesly repeat dialogue and action.  The text is not only fated to happen but 
subject to repeat itself forever.  In another section, "now and then, some cosmic 
disturbance will cause a rivulet of time to turn away from the mainstream, to make 
connection backstream" (13).  The narrator goes on to explain that "when this happens, 
birds, soil, people caught in the branching tributary find themselves carried back to the 
past" (13-14).  A person whom time transports into the past finds that an awesome 
responsibility faces himself or herself, and that person "is agonized.  For if he makes the 
slightest alteration in anything he may destroy the future.  At the same time, he is forced 
to witness events without changing them" (16).    

Further on, the narrator introduces a world in which “there are two times.  There 
is mechanical time and body time” (23).  This difference time highlights a distinction 
between industrialism and pastoralism.  The narrator explains that “the first is as rigid 
and metallic as a massive pendulum of iron the swings back and forth, back and forth, 
back and forth.  The second is squirms and wriggles like a bluefish in a bay” (23).  
Continuing this set of distinctions, the narrator says that “the first is unyielding, 
predetermined.  The second makes up its minds as it goes along” (24).  Again, we see a 
commentary on reading modes.  Here, mechanical represents the fixed text, and body 
time stands for hypertextual works.   In another world, “all is in motion” (90).  
“Everywhere the air whines and roars with the sound of motors and locomotion,” 
explains the narrator (91).  He or she goes on to explain that “everyone travels at high 
velocity to gain time” and that “the motional effect is all relative” (91).  Since “each sees 
the other gaining time,” each tries to move even faster.  “This reciprocity is maddening” 
because as one goes faster one’s neighbor moves faster negating the advances in speed 
made by the first (93).  There can be no end to such futile desire.   Further on, the narrator 
explores a world in which “time flows backwards” (102).  Such a mode of time recalls 
writing such as Charles Baxter’s First Light (1995) in which the book begins with the end 
of the story and words backwards so that the suspense exists not in finding out what 
happened but how it happened.   
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A Brief Final Thought on Hypertext 

 

In Hypertext 2.0 (1997) George Landow points out some characteristics of 
hypertextual narratives.  He identifies four main axes:  “reader choice, intervention, and 
empowerment; inclusion of extra-linguistic texts (images, motions, sounds); complexity 
of network structure; degrees of multiplicity; and variation in literary elements” (180).  
Additionally, hypertext calls into question “fixed sequence, definite beginning and 
ending,” the boundaries of a story, and “the conception of unity or wholeness” (181).   

Of the four main axes, the second prove most difficult to incorporate in a physical 
text.  However, some texts accomplish producing texts that beyond words.  We have seen 
the work of cummings attempts to provide both motion and sound.  Blake, of course, 
produced much of poetry in illuminated form.  Anthologies tend to divorce his  words 
from his images.  Also, Finnegans Wake attempts to reproduce sounds, such as lightning 
crashing, down through complex uses of onomatopoeia.  In other place, the work 
attempts to reproduce the image of the Book of Kells through careful positioning of 
words.   

Finally, one must ask why authors use a hypertextual form as opposed to a more 
conventional form of narration.  First, the increased access to and development of 
computer certainly helps.  However, as we have seen many writers produced hypertext in 
a pre-digital environment.  Landow points out that “since some narratologists claim that 
morality ultimately depends upon the unity and coherence of a fixed linear text, one 
wonders if hypertext can convey morality in any significant form” (187).  For works that 
question morality and the established ways of behaving and acting, hypertext with its 
fragmentation and lack of anchors proves an ideal way to explore of question underlying 
assumptions.  For example, Naked Lunch is one of the more fragmented and distorted 
texts under consideration in this study and it also questions the status quo to a large 
degree.  Certainly, one can pose such considerations in a linear text, but hypertext seems 
particularly well suited to such a task.     

Landow posits that hypertext may actually place a greater emphasis on morality.  
On the one hand, he posits the by reading certain textual authors the reader may feel that 
“no true single narrative exists as the main or ‘right’ one and that reading traditional 
narrative has brainwashed them into expecting and demanding a single right answer and a 
single correct story line” (189).  On the other hand, as readers we must take responsibility 
for our actions in choosing how to read and construct the story, whether that story is the 
story of industrialism, pastoralism, or America itself.   Taking responsibility for the story 
and for our role in it is the first step in trying to understand what might constitute 
morality. 
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Endnotes for Chapter One 
 

1 In Deliberate Speed (1990), W.T. Lhamon, Jr. maintains this basic point in numerous 
places (for example, pages xi, 7, 8, 12, 18, 24, and so forth).  However, his study looks at 
the broader implications of many issues of 1950s culture both specifically and as a whole. 
 
2 The referent is the actual thing (Powell 39). 
 
3 Signs include such things as "language," "buildings," and "social rituals" (Abrams 275). 
 
4 The signifier is "the speech sounds or written marks composing the sign" (Abrams 104). 
 
5 "The conceptual meaning of the sign" (Abrams 104) defines the signified (Abrams 104). 
 
6 While the root words of telepistemology, tele and episteme, do not support the use of the 
term information, as Derrida points, out tele and episteme are self-contradictory (1117).  
However, as tele can refer to "end" and episteme knowledge, telepistemology can refer to 
the study of the end of knowledge.  Thus,  telepistemology is a study not only of the 
knowledge acquired at a distance, but the end of knowing.  Either way, this essay will not 
presume to rename Goldberg's terms and will use telepistemology. 
 
7 The term automaton comes from the Greek automatos, "acting of itself" according to 
the OED (1:152, 1:153).  It is worth noting the historical changes in the usage of 
automaton.  In the period of 1600-1629, automaton refers to "something having the 
power of spontaneous motion; esp. a living being viewed as a machine" (153).  During 
the years 1630-1669, the meaning of automaton,  "a piece of mechanism with concealed 
motive power, esp. one stimulating a living being; a robot" (1: 153).  However, during 
1670-1699, automaton take on a different meaning:  "A living being whose actions are 
purely involuntary or mechanical" and "a person behaving without active intelligence or 
mechanically in a set pattern or route" (1: 153).  Thus, we see that the first two usages of 
automaton contain a neutral or even positive definition, while the last usage take on a 
pejorative shade.    
 
8 Marx comments that "In England, as early as the 1780's, writers had been repelled by 
the ugliness, squalor, and suffering associated with the factory system" ushered in at the 
onset of industrialism (18). 
 
9 It is slightly unclear whether  Zeus punishes Prometheus solely for this act or whether it 
was punishment rendered for an action committed in a series of offenses.  Joseph 
Campbell writes that Zeus was angry over a trick Prometheus had played on him and, as 
a result, "withheld from mankind the precious gift of fire" (280).  In one version of the 
myth, Prometheus steals fire from Hephaistos (280).  In another version, he steals fire 
"from the hearth of Zeus himself" (280).  In yet another version, he takes fire from the 
sun.  Campbell concludes that "in any case, Zeus took upon him an extreme revenge" 
(280). 
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10 While usually applied to African American works, this term applies to any author or 
work that has "the awareness of belonging to two conflicting cultures" (Tyson 383).  In 
this instance, what generates Wordsworth's double voice is not racial differences but the 
mandates of his nature-oriented aesthetics trying to balance themselves against the 
demands of the environment around him that is becoming more and more industrialized 
and moving farther and farther away from the natural. 
 
11  In chapter 10 verse 26 of Genesis God says, "let them [humans] haue dominion ouer 
the fish of the sea, and ouer the foule of the aire, and ouer the cattell, and ouer all the 
earth, and ouer euery creeping thing that creepeth vpon the earth." 
 
12 To clarify this point, earlier in the essay Hansen discusses "the basic tenets of 'romantic 
poetics' (the privilege of poetry, the mythology of the self, the notion of the creative 
genius, etc.)," which "are nothing more than politically motivated devices designed to 
institutionalize a male ideology" (575).  One should remember that the idea of a 
collective, Romantic poetics did not exist "until the 1860s" (Butler 1).  While it is 
interesting, but possibly problematic, to argue that a group of writers who did not even 
recognize themselves as a group or even consistently communicate with all the members 
in the group could have consciously and continually conspired in such a nefarious plot, 
one might simply recognize that, for better or worse, they were writers of a certain age 
that did not always share the sensitivities nor the insensitivities of our own.  One can see 
that the same tenets that Hansen mentions also inform industrialist ideology.  It is the 
same privileging of science as opposed to art, exaggerated sense of self, in this case, a 
belief in the God given right to dominate, and faith in scientific advancement, as opposed 
to poetry and the poetic principle which informs eighteenth and nineteenth-century 
England.  Finally, we should remember that Frankenstein is a scientist, not a poet, and 
consequently the work is a study of a not of the Romantics as they were but is instead a 
study of the potential dark side of the Romantic aesthetic as it could have been.   
 However, in "Mary Shelley's Frankenstein and Milton's Monstrous Myth" (1992), 
John B. Lamb asserts that the voice of Frankenstein is essentially a collection of male 
voices including that of John Milton, God, the archangels, Adam, and Satan (306).  Thus, 
Lamb says that "Frankenstein should be read as an attack upon the monologic and 
monolithic voices of Paradise Lost" (304).  The themes of Shelley's novel further echo 
those of Milton.  As Lamb quoting Edward E. Sampson explains, "Milton's epic is clearly 
rooted . . . in the bourgeois ideal of the individual, the 'concept of the person as a 
relatively autonomous self-contained and distinctive universe'" (305).  Shelley also 
explores the role of the individual seeking identity.  According to Lamb, the Romantics 
especially find that "it is Lucifer who best represents the drive for autonomy within the 
social and cosmic orders" (306).  Thus, Shelley who may have started off in opposition to 
Milton now comes full circle. 
 
13 Leeming observes that Quetzalcoatl, who "was the feathered serpent god of the Aztec 
and Toltec cultures," "ends in fire" (307).  "Like King Arthur and Jesus," Quetzalcoatl's 
"return to earth is expected" (307).  
  
14  One should remember that not everyone favored the new technology.  German writer 
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Friedrich Schiller compared "what was then happening in Europe to "the decline of 
classical Greek culture" (Marx 169).  Also, Scottish writer Thomas Carlyle expressed 
concern that "the new industrial order" posed "a threat to the necessary balance in the 
human situation" (176).  Such an imbalance, he posits, "threatens to destroy moral force" 
(176).   He anticipates Karl Marx's concept of alienated labor which, according to Leo 
Marx, recognizes that although the machine "is morally neutral," the machine in a 
capitalist setting helps to transform the worker into a commodity for sale on the labor 
market" (177). 
 
15 This is also in keeping with the idea of Manifest Destiny, which maintains that 
continued territorial expansion is America's destiny. 
 
16 In our current era the notorious corporate chain stores, such as Wal-Mart and 
Starbucks, that infiltrate a section of town and drive out smaller independent competitors 
are the present result of such an ideology.  As Marx notes, one implication of Alexander 
Hamilton's 1791 report to congress, Report on the Subject of Manufactures, is that "the 
power of the United States as corporate entity is the ultimate goal" (168). 
 
17 A few pages later, Thoreau says that by "the words necessary of life, I mean whatever, 
of all that man obtains" that "has become so important to human life that few, if any, . . . 
ever attempt to do without it" (10).  Farther on he further defines those things necessary 
of/to life as "Food, Shelter, Clothing, and Fuel" (10).  However, Richard Prud'homme in 
his "Walden's Economy of Life" (2001) contends that Thoreau's "'economy of living' is 
acutely economic'" (107). 
 
18 A moment of contextualization is appropriate here.  We must remember that Thoreau's 
conflict is nothing and was nothing new.  Throughout literature, there has always been 
some contingency of writers arising in a cultural, historical, and political moment which 
is always specific, yet always recurring.  Many of the Romantics reacted against the 
political and economic systems in the England of their time yet found themselves unable 
to completely shut their door against the world.  For example, Blake, always somewhat of 
a loner, still had to interact with society in some fashion to satisfy his basic necessities.  
At odds with America at large, Thoreau, perhaps one of the best examples of a pre-
twentieth-century hippie, also struggled with finding a way to exist without becoming 
just a lever in the machine.  The Beats, too, worked to find ways of surviving without 
becoming engulfed, assimilated, and extinguished by the social, economic, and political 
apparatus of their time.   For example, in his later years, Allen Ginsberg, though 
maintaining a comfortable enough living as a writer, went on to teach at Princeton, 
perhaps not quite the archetypal institution of dissent.  He did, however, found Nairopa 
institute—perhaps his own academic middle landscape—featuring among other 
interesting and non-traditional fields, the Jack Kerouac School of disembodied poetics.  
So too, did Thoreau make periodic trips into his village.  There are rumors that with some 
degree of frequency he even went to his mother's house on Sundays for milk and cookies.  
After "two years and two months," he left the woods, and reminds the reader that he is "a 
sojourner in civilized life again" (Thoreau 1).  At the risk of stating the obvious, we 
should keep in mind that this study was not found in the woods, nor were its characters 
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written with berry juice and twigs set down on bark leaves and then sent adrift down a 
river to the village bindery.    
 
19 Thoreau does devote a few pages to a discussion of his employment record.  He 
dismisses teaching as he discovered that his "expenses were in proportion, or rather out of 
proportion" to his income (66).  Like early America he states that "I also dreamed that I 
might gather the wild herbs, or carry evergreens to such villages as loved to be reminded 
of the woods, even to the city, by hay-cart loads," but he has "since learned that trade 
curses everything it handles" (66).  Finally he concludes "that the occupation of day-
laborer was the most independent of any" (67).   
 
20 One of the difficulties in interpreting Thoreau's remarks is that he redefines various 
terms for himself.  One such example, is business.  As quoted previously, he discusses 
going into the woods, not for financial reasons but in order to transact some "private 
business," which might be summed up best in his famous statement "I went to the woods 
because I wished to lived deliberately, to front only the essential facts of live, and see if I 
could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not 
lived" (17, 88).  Thus, for Thoreau, business also includes his spiritual and intellectual 
business, in the sense of an agenda or goals.  However, it is difficult to divorce Thoreau's 
meaning of business entirely from the financial sense of the word, since he makes so 
many detailed references to financial business, especially his own.  Consequently, it 
might be better to consider Thoreau's meaning of business as inclusive of material and 
immaterial accumulations, disbursements, and transactions.   
 
21 Of course, his remark is more proto-Marxist or neo-Marxist than an expression of pure 
Marxism.  Many Marxists might take issue with such statements as "we now no longer 
camp as for a night, but have settled down on earth and forgotten heaven" (35) that 
encourage the reader to focus on things other than the reality in which we all live. 
 
22 In the explanations of these lists, two other items of note come up.  First Thoreau has 
not calculated every expense.  He says that the bills for washing and mending his clothes 
had "not yet been received" (57).  Also, the washing and mending were "for the most part 
done out of the house," meaning that Thoreau has come out of the woods periodically for 
washing and possibly sometime to eat since he states that he may have "dined out 
occasionally" (57, 58).  Andrews points out that Thoreau "was no hermit, frequently 
hiking along the railroad track to visit his family in the village and receiving numerous 
visitors with whom he shared chairs in his cabin" (30).   
 
23  Incidentally, Thoreau, like Blake, mentions Phaeton, though in his usage, he does not 
directly compare industrialism to Phaeton.  Instead, he uses Phaeton as an analogy for 
humans who wish to do good but cause destruction.  He prefaces his summary of the 
myth of Phaeton with the statement "begin where you are and such as you are, without 
aiming mainly to become of more worth" (70).  However, since striving beyond 
customary limitations is one of the necessary actions of industrial progress, he is 
indirectly commenting on industrialism and reinforcing pastoral ideas of social passivity. 
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24 Besides mythologizing technology and industry, Thoreau's use of Atropos carries 
associations of finality and death since Atropos is the Fate that cuts the thread of life.  
 
25  The reader may note the peculiar use of the passive voice in this passage; "the 
locomotive is "launche'd" but by whom?  In other words, the text raises an important 
question:  who is responsible for or what is the active force behind this technology?  
Blake's "The Tyger" also engages in such fundamental questioning.  As noted earlier, the 
fourth stanza, in particular, of Blake's poem concerns itself in three of its four lines with 
questions regarding the creation of the tiger.  Finally, the narrator, in the fifth stanza, asks 
the question outright:  "Did he who make the lamb make thee?" (20).  The use of the 
third-person, singular, masculine pronoun "he" may indicate God, who many people in 
eighteenth-century Britain would refer to as "he." While one cannot be sure what Blake 
may have meant with those lines since he refers to God and other figures through a 
multitude of symbolic and mythological references ever-changing throughout his work, 
Whitman does not even give the reader the hint.  
 
26 This is the third of the four contexts Warren mentions.  The other three are "elegy," 
"Whitman's understanding of evolutionary theory," and "the cultural moment of 1873-
1874" (167, 169, 176).  
 
27 Powell explains that a binary opposition consists of "binary opposites, with one term of 
the opposition central and the other marginal" (23), which means that the marginalized 
component is an other that is "repressed, ignored, pushed to the margins" (23). 
 
28 In other poems, the reader might find passages that complicate the notion of Whitman 
as an advocate of industry and expansionism.  For example, in "Song of the Broad-Axe" 
(1856) the speaker asks, "do you think a great city endure? / Or a teeming manufacturing 
state . . . or the best built steamships?" (101-2).  A few lines later, the narrator answers 
the question and states that "A great city is that which has the greatest men and women / 
If it be a few ragged huts it is still the greatest city in the whole world" (108-9).  
However, a more thorough analysis of that poem might reveal the same oppositions and 
contradictions as those present in "Song of the Redwood-Tree." To be fair to Whitman, 
one observes that their is a sense of loss subtly imbedded in the "Song of the Redwood-
Tree." For example, in the early lines of the poems, the narrator mentions "a chorus of 
dryads, fading, departing, or hamadryads departing" (3).  Both dryads and hamadryads 
are mythological creatures, wood nymphs, whose lives are dependent upon the trees in 
which they inhabit.  Without the trees, these creatures have nowhere to go, and will, 
theoretically, die. 
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Endnotes for Chapter Two 

1 Ford also advances certain methods within the company that helped increase the Model 
T's popularity.  His "essential desire was to build a car the masses could afford to 
purchase and drive" (Casey 58).  Casey explains that Ford "perfected the concept of 
assembly-line mass production," "which enabled the company to turn out a Model T 
every 24 seconds" (58, Gelderman 50). Also, he offered "and an unheard-of five dollars a 
day" (Casey 58).  The minimum pay for a male Ford employee twenty-two years of age 
or older compared to the national minimum wage of "'$2.34 per day at nine hours'" (27) 
says James Couzens quoted by Rudolph Alvarado and Sonya Alvarado in their Drawing 
Conclusions on Henry Ford (2001).   However, Ford's move has its drawbacks.  For 
example, Alvarado and Alvarado  reports that riots involving crowds of "over twelve 
thousand" people broke out over competition for Ford jobs (39).  Also, employees faced 
"certain restrictions, the most troublesome being visits to their home by men belonging to 
the Ford Sociological Department," whose purpose was to teach Ford employees about 
social behaviors such as cleaning and washing as well as making sure that they were not 
engaging in behaviors, such as drinking and gambling, that Ford thought indecent (42, 
43).  Gelderman presents an opposing portrait of a Ford company that cared about its 
employees, employees who were unaware of basic hygienic practices, has a myriad of 
health problems, and lived in sub-standard conditions (56-7).  The workers were unsure 
of whether Ford's representatives were investigators and spies or whether they were 
helpful friends (57).  Most likely, The Ford Sociological Department was some of both.  
Whatever one's position on Ford's practices, they continued, and although Ford 
discontinued the Model T line in 1927, the Ford company prospered and America's 
interest in the automobile did not dissipate (Casey 60). 
 
2 Incidentally, her article provides an excellent examination of the ways in which 
narration, characterization, and description in the novel model various aesthetic principles 
from photography.  
 
3 We should pause and take a moment to consider Carraway's role as narrator. Carraway, 
from a comfortable family, locates his family origins within a clan "said to be 'descended 
from the Dukes of Buccleauch'" Giltrow reminds us (482).  Thus, there is an immediate 
questions as to how fair or impartial Carraway function as a narrator reporting about the 
experiences of a character with whom he shares a certain affinity.  Barrett points out that 
"Nick leaves the East Coast convinced of its corruption, he flees to an imaginary version 
of the West," which is "a world uncontaminated by industrialization" (543).  However, 
Barrett reminds us that when Carraway looks back on the West he specifically rejects a 
pastoral version of it in favor of an industrial version.  As Carraway reminisces, "that's 
my middle-west-not the wheat or the prairies or the lost Swede town but the thrilling 
returning trains of my youth" (Fitzgerald 184). Thus, we see that Carraway embodies and 
is torn between the same binaries that operate within the novel.  Also, such statements 
call into question his reliability as a narrator.  Finally, we must remember that the story 
passes through another filter.  In this case, the telepistemologic hurdle is the very frame 
of Carraway's narration through which the novel passes.   
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4 The two books do come together in certain ways.  For example, both Thoreau and 
Gatsby desire self-independence and neither really has it.  As we have seen, Thoreau 
lives on a shoe-string budget and his land and house are not his.  While Gatsby owns his 
house and land and has financial independence, he derives his income from unspecified, 
shadowy sources and connections that skirt over, more likely, extend beyond the limits of 
the law.  A young lady at one of Gatsby's parties declares that "he's a bootlegger," and his 
associates include Meyer Wolfshiem, who Gatsby explains is "the man who fixed the 
World's Series back in 1919" (65, 78).  Also, both are characters who want to advance 
forward by moving backwards and take radical measures for the sake of preservation.  
Thoreau wants to go back to a simpler way of living so he exiles himself from society.  
Gatsby wants Daisy and his financial progress allows, for him, the possibility of 
regaining Daisy and recapturing an idealized past that he shared with her.  Giltrow sees 
the novel as a whole expressing just this sort of backwards movement and finds that "the 
critical inclination of The Great Gatsby is not just towards reform but towards 
restoration—restoration of a social order that had been confused and disturbed by 
reconfigurations of power and property" (477). 
 
5 Giltrow recounts that "Nick, for example, describes Gatsby's love for Daisy as driven by 
'the colossal vitality of his illusions' and his death as a 'high price for living too long with 
a single dream'" (489). 
 
6 The novel also contains certain Gothic qualities.  For example, at the age of seventeen 
Gatz experiences "reveries" and finds himself "haunted" "by "the most grotesque and 
fantastic conceits" (105).   
 
7 The reader can find reverberations of Frankenstein within The Great Gatsby.  Gatsby 
and Victor both share an obsession with creating a new self.  In Gatsby's case, it is his 
own self that he creates.  Rather than stitching together pieces of corpses, Gatsby 
combines ideologies, romantic myths, and snatches of recollections to construct his new 
self.  Like Victor, Gatsby is unprepared for the consequences and responsibilities of his 
creation. 
 
8 The novel indicates that five years elapse between their month of love and their reunion 
at Gatsby's house.  According to Carraway, if Daisy says to Tom, "'I never loved you'" it 
would obliterate "three years" (116).  Of course, it is possible that Daisy's courtship with 
Tom lasted two years or close to that amount of time, and Daisy recalls marrying Tom in 
the month of June (134).  However, some time has elapsed between Gatsby's departure 
and Tom's arrival as Tom explains that he "can't speak about what happened five years 
ago because" he "didn't know Daisy then" (138). 
  
9 The title of the book refers to the space of land who proceeds Ty Ty gives to the church.  
It is a space of land that Ty Ty constantly moves around or redesignates because he is 
"set against digging on his ground" (Caldwell 14). 
 
10 Could the last name of Walden and its obvious associations with Thoreau provide 
commentary on the futileness and failure of the Thoreauvian ideal?  
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11 When Pluto asks, "how do you folks know there's gold in the ground?," Ty Ty replies 
"My daddy told me there was gold on this land, and nearly everybody else in Georgia has 
told me so" (11).  While he does claim that "only last Christmas the boys dug up a nugget 
that was big as a guinea egg," no one in the novel ever produces the nugget, nor does the 
reader see anything bought with the supposed gold.  Ty Ty may simply be boasting.  
Even if he did find a nugget of gold, it does not mean more exists.  
  
12 One can see the obvious comparison to Gatsby. Both he and Jim Leslie come from 
humble beginnings, leave their families, and find ways to become wealthy men. 
 
13 There is a definite "maleness," in all of its negative senses, about the narrator who says 
that "she watched him with throbbing excitement . . . unresistingly" (120).  Later she 
says, "you [Ty Ty] and Will were real man, Pa" (120).  She goes on to say that "a woman 
can never really love a man unless he's like that . . . I could never really love another man 
unless he did that to me . . . I couldn't have left him after that" (138).  Griselda explains 
that "when a man does that to a woman, Pa, it makes love so strong nothing in the world 
can stop it.  It must be God in people to do that" (138).  Essentially, she justifies the 
incident as an expression of love, maybe even a spiritual love.  Just what are to finally 
make of what occurred?  She says, "I didn't know I wanted him to do it, but after that [the 
ripping of her clothes] I was certain" (138).  Perhaps the phrase that best describes her 
experience is "consensual rape." 
 
14 While Vernon says that there are other possibilities, he runs through an extensive list 
from the apocryphal Book of Adam, through Beowulf and cathedral windows, to Lord 
Byron, as examples of authors, architectures, and texts that portray Cain using some type 
of tool to slay Abel. 
 
15 At Ty Ty's command, Shaw takes Ty Ty's car to the town of Marion to "get an 
undertake or a doctor or something" (157).  Ty Ty tells Jim Leslie that "the sheriff will be 
hearing about it when Shaw gets to town" (157).  After this Shaw leaves the farm.  Even 
if he remains alive, he will be like Cain, forever wandering and carrying the mark of 
murder. 
 
16 Interestingly, Tom picks up the turtle and wraps it in his coat to take back as a present 
for his young relatives.  The turtle "tried to look at the pressing finger, and the legs wave 
wildly; it "struggled uselessly in the air" (23).  The passage suggests that all living 
creatures can come under the control of forces that they are both powerless to resist and 
unable to identify and understand.  
 
17 We must remember that these families are not the contemporary nuclear families with 
two parents and one to children, on average.  These are extended families that often 
include three generations, numerous children, as well as husbands and wives.  Not 
counting Casy, the Joad family has twelve members. 
 
18 Many of the car dealers engage in unfair business practices (79-85).  In an intercalary 
chapter, the narrator explains that "you go steal that tire an' you're a thief, but he tried to 
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steal your four dollars for a busted tire.  They call that sound business" (155).  At another 
point, the novel refers to it as "ritualized thievery" (199). 
 
19 Other characters also have a closeness, though not the extent that Al does, with the 
truck. Later in the novel, Tom's wrench slips and cuts his arm.  He looks at the gash and 
"the blood flowed evenly from the wound and met the oil and dripped in the pan" (222).     
 
20 Though this earlier sections portrays the tractor as something that is inherently evil, the 
novel later clarifies and explains this position by answering the question "is a tractor 
bad?" (193).  The narrator answers, "if this tractor were ours it would be good . . . if our 
tractor turned the long furrows of our land it would be good" (193).  However, "this 
tractor does two thing—it turns the land and turns us off the land" (194).  Thus, the 
novel's position seems to be that the technology itself is neutral; it is how that technology 
is used that has the potential to be good or bad.  Nature, too, receives different 
representation within the novel.  Prior to their departure, the farmers supported 
themselves off of the land.  Thus, the physical environment is a nurturing, sustaining 
force.  However, towards the end of the novel, there are several days of rain that 
eventually produce enough water to flood the Joads makeshift shelter and force their 
departure (557-578).  As a defense against the rising waters, the men build a rude dam 
out of mud.  Ironically, it is a fallen tree that bursts the dam (565).  Nature will have its 
way regardless. 
 
21 It is worth noting that just before launching into this scene, there is a conversation 
about cars between two unnamed characters in which one responds to the other with the 
remark "I don' want nothing to do with nothing of Henry Ford's.  I don' like 'im.  Never 
did.  Got a brother worked in the plant.  Oughta hear him tell" (198). 
 
22 We should remember, though, that it is the advent of birth control, most notably the 
later invention of the pill, that allowed women a greater measure of sexual, economic, 
and social freedom since, with birth control, women could now choose to have sex 
without worrying about the economic and emotional consequences of having a child as 
well as the social ostracism resulting from being an unwed mother.  
 
23 For more information about this event the reader might consult David Roberts' Once 
They Moved Like the Wind (1993), which details the United States' war against the 
Apaches:   

At the end, in the summer of 1886, they numbered thirty-four men, 
women, and children under the leadership of Geronimo.  This small group 
of Chirichua Apaches became the last band of free Indians to wage war 
against the United States government.  The "renegades" as white men 
called them, were mercilessly pursued by five thousand American troops 
(one-quarter of the U.S. Army) and by some three thousand Mexican 
soldiers.  For more than five months, Geronimo's band ran the soldiers 
ragged.  (13) 

It is perhaps not coincidence that the name of the company forcing the farmers off of 
their land is the Shawnee Land and Cattle Company (61).  The Shawnee were a tribe 
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native to the Southwest who endured the same treatment at the hands of the United States 
government as other tribes of that time.  This brings up an interesting connection.  If the 
novel tries to connect the Native Americans and the big businesses through the name of 
the land and cattle company, does this provide negative or positive commentary on the 
Native Americans and company or does it subscribe to a cyclical view of history and 
power in which the farmers reap what they have sown?  If the meek shall inherit the 
earth, it seems that they wear suits and have appropriate paperwork to document the 
inheritance. 
 
24 There are two basic theories regarding the world's passage through time.  One theory 
maintains "that by virtue of the development and exploitation of art, science and 
technology, and wisdom, the course of history represents an overall improvement in the 
life, morality, and happiness of human beings from" an early state of "barbarity to the 
present stage of civilization" (170).  In contrast the other theory of chronological 

primitivism, from which cultural primitivism is derived, maintains "that the ideal era of 
humanity's way of life lies in the very distant past, when men and women lived freely" 
(170).  Moreover, "that process of history has been a gradual decline from that happy 
stage into an increasing degree of artifice, complexity, inhibitions, prohibitions, and 
consequent anxieties and discontents in the psychological, social, and cultural order" 
(170).    
  
25  We can see this operating in many of the works already examined such as Walden and 
God's Little Acre. 
 
26 The novel posits several possible theses:  a redistribution of property, an adjustment in 
the social structure to something resembling socialism or communism, and 
compassionate behavior between and among individual.  In short, the novel encourages 
us to think of someone other than ourselves. 
 
27 Ronald Primeau, in Romance of the Road (1996), reminds the reader that "almost a 
quarter of a century" after writing The Grapes of Wrath "Steinbeck felt 'out of touch' and 
went out again 'in search of America'" (54).  He made his 12,000-mile trip with his 
poodle and a vehicle equipped "with many of the comforts of home" (55).  Travels with 
Charley (1962) is his record of that trip.  His goal is simply to ramble around 
anonymously and get back in touch with everyday America, or, as Steinbeck says, "to try 
to rediscover" (5).  Primeau says that his adventure is "perhaps a toned-down version of 
the Beat quest" (55).  
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Endnotes for Chapter Three 
 
1 Compare this passage from The Grapes of Wrath:  "A lamp bug slammed itself into the 
lantern and broke itself, and fell into the darkness" (Steinbeck 240).  Paradise uses this 
image repeatedly.  For example, he states that "the last of the jungle night-bugs hurled 
themselves in a black mass against the bulbs and fell fluttering at our feet" (Kerouac 
296).  Also, he recalls "standing on the hot road underneath an arc-lamp with the summer 
moths smashing into it" (306). 
 
2 Watson reports that "the balls Neal juggled came crashing down as Carolyn [Cassady's 
current wife] walked into her hotel room to find on her bed Neal bracketed by LuAnne 
[Cassady's ex-wife] and Allen [Ginsberg]"—the latter three all nude (87-88)." Also, 
Herbert Hence watched Cassady and Ginsberg have sex.  He "witnessed Cassady's thrusts 
and concluded that they were aimed to humiliate rather than satisfy" (92).  After one of 
Kerouac's and Ginsberg's "long evening walks, the two ended up near the waterfront, and 
there, shielded between two parked trucks, they masturbated one another" (65).  Steve 
Turner's Angelheaded Hipster (1996) reports "that Jack had his first homosexual 
experience in 1942" when "a man picked him up and during the journey pulled the car 
over and asked Jack to let him give him a blow-job" (59).  Kerouac agreed. 
 Elsewhere in On the Road, Paradise displays outright hostility towards 
homosexuals.  He recounts carrying a gun into a San Francisco bar. "When a queer" 
approaches him in the bathroom, he immediately pulls out the gun (Kerouac 73). 
However, in other passages of the novel Paradise has not problem engaging in possible 
homoerotic dialogue.  For example, he says to Moriarity that "when I was a kid and rode 
in cars I used to imagine that I held a big scythe in my hand and cut down all the trees 
and posts and even sliced every hill that zoomed past the window" (207).  Moriarity 
exclaims, "yes! Yes!" and goes on to says he "used to do it too only different scythe" 
(207).  The reason for a different scythe, Moriarity explains, is that "my scythe had to be 
immeasurably longer and it had to curve over distant mountains, slicing off their tops, 
and reach another level, and at the same time clip off every post along the road, regular 
throbbing poles" (207).  If the scythes represent penises and the mountain tops represent 
something feminine, breasts, for example, then this passage contains penis envy, brutality 
to women.  If we consider the scythes, trees, and mountains as purely literal then this 
conversation reveals fantasies of ecoterrorism.    
 
3 Moriarity offers equally interesting explanations of what constitutes a real woman and a 
real man: 

Now you see, man, there's a real woman for you.  Never a harsh word, 
never a complaint, or modified; her old man can come in any hour of the 
night with anybody and have talks in the kitchen and drink the beer and 
leave any old time.  This is a man, and that's his castle.  203     

 
4 Paradise has suggestive moments of this type too.  For example, in a car "up the 
infinitely dark Alameda Boulevard" with Frankie, his new friend, Paradise recalls "many 
and many a lost night the previous months of the summer, singing and moaning and 
eating the stars and dropping the juices of my heart drop by drop on the hot tar" (222).  
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The reader can decide if that passage references some sort of sexual activity, perhaps 
onanism, or is simply a romantic expression of youthful exuberance.  
 On the Road is not the only work in which  a sexually ambiguous scene occurs.  
For example, Carraway from The Great Gatsby has an encounter in which the reader 
cannot be entirely certain what, if anything, occurs sexually.  Mr. McKee is a married 
photographer whom Carraway describes as "a pale feminine man" (Fitzgerald 34).  
Exiting the McKees' house after a party the following scenes occur: 

"Come to lunch some day," he suggested as we groaned down in the 
elevator. 
"Where?" 
"Anywhere." 
"Keep your hands off the lever," snapped the elevator boy. 
"I beg your pardon," said Mr. McKee with dignity. "I didn't know I was 
touching it." 
"All right," I agreed, "I'll be glad to." 
. . . I was standing beside his bed and he was sitting up between the sheets, 
clad in his underwear, with a great portfolio in his hands. 
"Beauty and the Beast . . . Loneliness . . . Old Grocery Horse . . .Brook'n 
Bridge . . ." 
Then I was lying half asleep in the cold lower level of the Pennsylvania 
Station, staring a the morning "Tribune" and waiting for the four o'clock 
train.  42        

As the ellipses of those passages all belong to the text, that is the whole of the end of 
chapter two.  Those passages raise numerous questions:  What is Carraway glad to do?  
Have lunch?  Touch the lever?  What happens between the elevator and bedroom scene?  
How does Carraway find himself besides McKee who is bed and wearing only his 
underwear?  Where is Mckee's wife?  Is the bedroom sequence a jump forwards or 
backwards in time?  Is it a fantasy?  Could lever and portfolio be phallic symbols?  What 
do we make of the four words after the bedroom scene?  What happens between Nick's 
appearance in the bedroom and his appearance in the bus station?  Does the scene jump 
back and forth in time and between reality and fantasy?  
 
5 It is interesting to note that Kerouac's feelings regarding hitchhiking and exploring 
natural terrain oscillate within and among not only this work, but others as well.  For 
example, in Big Sur Jack Duluoz (Kerouac) stays in Lorenzo Monsanto's (Lawrence 
Ferlinghetti, owner of City Lights publishing) California cabin. After taking a cab to the 
coast, Duluoz walks the short distance to the cabin.  As he walks, he realizes that "there 
are glades down there, ferns of horror and slippery logs, mosses, dangerous splashings, 
humid mists, rising coldly like the breath of death," and "bid dangerous trees" (12).  As 
he reflects on "all [the] wet sunken black earth danger," he realizes that he's "afraid to go 
down there" (12).  Duluoz manages to continue his journey and less than a page later he 
finds himself "trudging a sweet little sand road winding thru fragrant dry heathers as tho 
I'd just popped thru from hell into familiar old Heaven on Earth" (13). 
 While at the cabin, Duluoz decides that he will hike the fourteen to sixteen miles 
to Monterey.  Like his experience in the opening pages of On the Road, this one also goes 
badly.  Seven miles into the trip and unable to get a ride, Duluoz finds that "there are 
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absolutely no filling stations or anything along the way—my feet are ruined and burned" 
(47).  "It develops now into a day or complete torture, from nine o'clock in the morning 
till four in the afternoon I negotiate those nine or so miles when I finally have to stop and 
sit down and wipe the blood off my feet" (47).  Finally, he gets a ride to Monterey and 
gets a bust ticket.  He tells that reader that is "the last time I ever hitch hiked" (48). 
 
6 Dennis McNally in his Desolate Angel (1979) identifies Terry as Bea Franco (100).  
Paradise call her "Mexican" (Kerouac 84).  However, McNally believes that she "was a 
Chicano" (100).   
 
7
 Determining how long Paradise spend in the fields presents a difficulty.  He rents the 

tent "for a dollar a day," so when he says that part of his reason for leaving is that tent 
rent is due, this statement does not help us pinpoint how much time elapses between his 
arrival and departure at the cotton fields (93).  While living in the tent and working the 
fields, he says that "the days rolled by," but the reader does not know if this means that 
the time he spend as cotton picker was less than a week or if his statement is just a way of 
expressing that time passes quickly (97).  The night before Paradise finds the job working 
in the cotton fields, Ponzo, a mutual acquaintance of Paradise and Terry, spend the night 
in their tent because "it was too cold" (95).  The surest indicator of time might Paradise's 
statement, right after meeting Terry, that "for the next fifteen days we were together for 
better or worse" (85).   If this means that he and Terry spend just over two weeks 
together, including the time they spend together before picking cotton and after picking 
cotton, then Paradise spend very little time, perhaps just days, actually out in the fields.     
 
8 Moriarity's comments, "cheaper and faster," concerning the cost efficiency and speed of 
his divorce display two of the principal principles of mass consumerism and the 
American mentality driving what Lhamon terms a "deliberately speeding culture" (16).  
Philip Slater offers additional comments on America's obsession with cost and speed in 
his "Want-Creation Fuels Americans' Addictiveness" (1984).  He says that "we like 
anything that looks like a quick fix . . .we like immediate solutions" (287).  Moreover, 
"when we want something we want it fast and we want it cheap" (287).      
 
9 Before they can get to these other worlds, a strange bug stings Stan whose arm swells 
from the bite.  "We'd have to stop at the first hospital and have him get a shot of 
penicillin," Paradise surmises (269).  His first impulse is to turn to the conveniences of 
civilization to solve the problem.  They find a hospital in downtown San Antonio, "where 
things looked more slick and American, several semi-skyscrapers and many neon  and 
chain drugstores" (272). 

The novel displays a recurring pattern in which Paradise wants to leave the 
trappings of urban civilization behind him, but when a problem arises he seeks out more 
contemporary solutions such as catching a bus, finding a hospital, and requesting money 
from his aunt (i.e., buying his way out of the problem).     
  
10 Why does Kerouac compare Mexico to an "Arabian paradise" and a "pornographic 
hasheesh daydream in heaven" (291)? One possibility is that his visit with Burroughs is 
still fresh in his mind.  In Beat Spirit (1997), Mel Ashe states that "Burroughs is fond of 
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invoking and quoting Hassan-i Sabbah, the mystical The Old Man of the Mountain" who 
"was the leader of a mystical Islamic sect located in what is now northwestern Iran" (75).  
He resided "in a mountain fortress designed to resemble the Islamic conception of 
Paradise, replete with rivers of milk and honey . . . beautiful maidens" and copious 
amounts of hashish (75).  Also, "his followers, called Assassins, obeyed his every 
command and were often dispatched through the Middle East to do his bidding" (75-76).  
The OED explains that assassin translates as "hashish eaters" (1: 129).  Other versions of 
the story maintain that later leaders maintained a remote space like Sabbah's fortress and 
sent those who performed particularly loyally to enjoy a respite there.    
 
11 At the same time, there is always the sense that nature is something separate, 
something Paradise and others study as they move along the road.  In numerous passages 
characters read the environment.  There are two implications of reading nature.  On the 
one hand, he engages with nature.  On the other hand, nature is something that he acts 
upon; nature is an object that he studies.  For example, instead of reading on a bus ride, 
Paradise "preferred reading the American landscape as we went along" (102).   "In 
Missouri," Moriarity pilots their car through a snowstorm and looked "like a monk 
peering into the manuscripts of the snow" (112). While driving between Louisiana and 
Texas, Paradise declares that "this was a manuscript of the night we couldn't read" (158). 
 
12 For another perspective on the Atomic bomb, look at Gregory Corso's (1930-2001) 
"Bomb" (1958) in which the narrator gives the reader various images of an exploding 
bomb, "the mischievous thunderbolt and "grandest of all snatched-sky" (3,2).  Also, 
Ginsberg's work offers several considerations of nuclear weapons.  His "Nagasaki Days" 
(1978) discusses New York after a bomb has dropped: "there weren't any buildings left 
just iron skeletons / groceries burned, potholes open to stinking sewer waters" and 
"people crawling and starving across the desert" (700).  Finally, "the Martian UFOS with 
blue Light destroyer rays / passed over and dried up all the waters" (700). Albert E. Stone 
in his Literary Aftershocks (1994) reports that this poem was the product of an arrest, this 
time for a "demonstration marking the thirty-third anniversary of the bombing of 
Nagasaki" (Stone 152).  In his defense, Ginsberg "read aloud the entire 'Plutonian Ode,'" 
a poem Ginsberg wrote after he "was arrested  and arraigned in a Colorado courtroom, 
charged with obstructing passage of a nuclear-materials train at Rocky flats" (152).  

"Plutonian Ode" (1978) asks for the destruction of "this mountain of plutonium" 
(705).  Within both poems the readers sees a movement forward and backward in time so 
characteristic of the pastoindustrial work.  In "Nagasaki Days," nuclear bombs reduce 
New York to a primitive landscape with a ruined water source that extra-terrestrials will 
later dry up; "Plutonian Ode" uses a complex fusion of Greek and Buddhist mythology—
the latter is not new, but its use in American poetry was certainly new—to establish its 
points.  According to Stone, Ginsberg's poetry "is at once old-fashioned and space age 
verse," and he writes that "Ginsberg's vision seeks to domesticate the romantic sublime—
or, conversely, to politicize the romantic sublime" (154).    
 
13 We see that Paradise's trip has ultimately been a circular one.  During his first visit to 
San Francisco, Paradise says, "no more land—and now there was nowhere to go but 
back.  I determined at least to make my trip a circular one" (78).  
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14 The reader may wonder why this paragraph focuses so much on the Eastern 
experience.  Kerouac had a deep interest in Eastern religions as evident, for example, in 
On The Road in which Paradise mentions such Eastern concepts and states as "the holy 
void of uncreated emptiness," "bright Mind Essence," "innumerable lotus-lands," a 
feeling that he "had died and been reborn numberless times," and "the stability of the 
intrinsic Mind" (193).   
 
15 There are numerous examples of this emphasis on speed within the novel.  Pages 14, 
23, 43, 48, 92, 93, 94, 116, 124, 133, 203, 226, 232, and 238 also contain references to 
rushing, speed, or a discomfort with delay or stasis.   
 
16 Dates for Ginsberg's work use the dates of composition given at the end of his poems 
rather than the date of actual publication, which the reader can locate in the Works Cited 
section.  
 
17 Ginsberg reamarks that he dedicated the poem to Neal Cassady (756). 

18 Essentially a sutra, translated literally as "thread," is a sacred Hindu or Buddhist text.  
In the Hindu tradition, a sutra summarizes the content of other spiritual texts "in short, 
pithy statements" (Fischer-Shreiber, Erhard, et al. 342).  According to the Buddhist 
system, the sutras are a collection of the "discourses of the Buddha" (343).  Strictly 
speaking, by calling his poem a sutra, Ginsberg places his poem within the context of 
religious scripture and invites a spiritual and metaphysical reading of the poem. Again we 
see one of the tendencies of 50s authors that Lhamon locates; in this case, a fascination 
with and incorporation of cultural elements that are not European. 
 
19 One might define a conflictor as an image that thematically works against or 
contradicts another image.  Conflictors do not limit themselves merely to images of the 
commercial and industrial; images of the natural may also operate as conflictors.   
 
20 If the speaker is Ginsberg, he is referring to his reading of Blake's "Ah! Sun-flower" 
(1789), and the vision he had while reading it. In an interview from 1966, Ginsberg 
recalls reading Blake's poem in 1948 "and it suddenly appeared—the poem I'd read a lot 
of time before, overfamiliar to the point where it didn't have any particular meaning . . . 
and suddenly I realized that the poem was talking about me" (Plimpton 53).   He recounts 
that he "suddenly simultaneously  with understanding it, heard a very deep earthen grave 
voice in the room, which I immediately assume, I didn't think twice, was Blake's voice" 
(53).  "What I was speaking about visually," Ginsberg recalls, "was, immediately, that the 
cornices in the old tenement building in Harlem across the backyard court had been very 
finely carved," which he takes as "evidences of a living hand" (54).  Ginsberg takes two 
key meanings from this experience:  "that this existence was it" and "existence itself was 
God" (53, 54).  Also interesting is that Ginsberg's experience comes from reading a poem 
about a plant combined with observing an artificial, urban structure.  He then separates 
the structure from the people who made it, realizes their humanity, and restores the lost 
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connection between workers and products that leads to the alienation of labor.  Of course, 
his realization does not restores that connection for the workers themselves.   

While Ginsberg states in the aforementioned interview that is was Blake's voice 
that he heard, Michael Schumacher in Dharma Lion (1992) states that "Allen instinctively 
perceived the voice to be his own . . but as it continues . . . he began to hear it as the voice 
of Blake" (95).   However, Paul Berman's "Intimations of Mortality" (1979) offers yet 
another possibility regarding the voice and recounts the words of Gordon Ball, editor of 
Ginsberg's early journals, who states that "'in later years, Ginsberg has come to view the 
voice that he heard in 1948 as that of his own mature self'" (343).  
  
21 One might also think of carriage in the sense of a container or vessel. Though it might 
be a stretch to suggest that the baby carriage that the speaker mentions may be a container 
of some sort carrying aborted an fetus, it is not an impossibility.  The events in the poem 
take place well before the Roe v. Wade decision of 1973 that legalized abortion.  Prior to 
this, women who needed abortions had such procedures performed at whatever discrete 
location the doctor chose.  As one might imagine, such a location was not always the 
office of the doctor, who, more than likely, did not want the general public to know that 
he (most likely) or she performed such illegal and questionable procedures.  Also, the 
"products of conception," as the abortion clinics refer to them, were rarely buried and 
instead, disposed in the most efficient and concealed manner feasible.   Consider also that 
the condoms, pots, and knives that the narrator lists also fit into this particular reading.  
Condoms carry association with sexual acts, and pots and knives are items that a doctor 
of that era might use when performing an abortion.  For additional consideration of this 
point, refer to Diane di Prima's (1934-   ) poem Brass Furnace Going Out:  Song, After an 
Abortion (1961) in which the speaker addresses her aborted child: 

your face dissolving in water, like wet clay / 
washed away, like a rotten water lily / 
rats on the riverbank barking at the sight / 
do they swim? /  
the trees here walk right down to the edge /  
conversing / 
your body sank, a good way back / 
I hear the otters will bring it bank to the surface.  (364) [footnote] 

In this same vein, one might even read the river and its catalog of items in a "Sunflower 
Sutra" as a kind of spontaneous abortion, a miscarriage, a flood of unwanted items.  
  
22 One may wonder why this study devotes so much space to interpreting the poem in a 
Christian context given that, among the many religious systems Ginsberg explored, 
Christianity was not among them.  The poem readily lends itself to such interpretation.  
Ginsberg could not have been ignorant of basic Christian ideas.  As he claims in an 
interview, "Yeah, I read a lot of the Bible, sure.  I read it all through, a number of times" 
(Pacernick  24).  The issue of guilt, so predominant in Christianity, of having to atone 
simply for one's existence, was important not only to Ginsberg' writing but the Beat 
project as a whole.  Finally, as Ginsberg was a gay, Jewish, Hindu, Zen, Buddhist, 
Communist who embraced and explored many traditions, it would seem permissible, 
perhaps even necessary, to view his writing through a variety of overlapping and even 
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conflicting perspectives.  Ginsberg explains, "I am a Jewish poet . . . I'm also a gay poet . 
. . I'm also a New Jersey Poet . . . And I'm a Buddhist poet" (24).      
 
23 Here we see another interesting appearance, perhaps syntactically rather than 
thematically, of the romantic cyborg.  
 
24 Such an argument treads on soft soil, as one considers its implications.  If we take one 
of the poem's premises as an argument that humans have not committed an original sin, 
one must base that argument, to some extent, on the perspective that the "human 
locomotives" and debris in the river are not "man's grime," but are artificial creations.  A 
reading of this sort begins to distance those creations from humans.  Now, we are in 
dangerous territory.  If distance ourselves from these creations, we distance ourselves 
from fault and responsibility.  If we are not responsible for the products in the river, the 
contamination of the sunflower, and the air pollution, who is?  While the poem attempts 
to retain this sense of responsibility with such phrases as "human locomotives" and never 
denies that humans, whether directly or through their consumption of products produce 
all of the waste, neither is there a moment in which the speaker or Kerouac acknowledge 
that either of them use any of the products that the poem mentions.  The poem hints at a 
reversal of the Garden myth, but the possibility of a complete reversal on the part of the 
poem breaks down unless one want to deconstructively read the poem as ideologically 
divided and thematically flawed in which case we already know this since a 
deconstructive reading will find the possibility of inherent contradictions, inconsistencies, 
and gaps already and unavoidably built in to in any ideology, religion, text, painting, 
advertisement, instrumental, and so forth.  The easiest way to reconcile the argument to 
the poem might be to take the poem's argument as one which neither denies human's role 
in causing pollution and excess waste nor holds every person accountable for every 
instance thereof either.  Ultimately, the question remains, both inside and outside of the 
poem, of just who is responsible and for what.  
 
25 This phrase recall line thirteen of Whitman's "To a Locomotive in Winter," which 
describes the locomotive as "type of the modern—emblem of motion and power—pulse 
of the continent." 
  
26 One could read lines six through fourteen as a series of descriptions and memories the 
sunflower triggers that exist outside of the present moment of the poem.  
 
27 A long-standing question in Buddhism concerns whether the soul exists or not.  
Anatman means "nonself, nonessentiality" and is "one of the central teachings of 
Buddhism; it says that no self exists in the sense of a permanent, eternal, integral, and 
independent substance" (Fischer-Schreiber, Erhard, et al. 12).  The concept of anatman 
conflicts with the Hindui concept of atman, which maintain that there is a soul a "higher I 
or self" (12).  "The Buddha himself, in answer to the question whether a self exists or not, 
never put forward a definite position" and the various schools of Buddhism maintain 
different position on the topic of the existence of a soul or stable and enduring notion of a 
self (12). 
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28 On the other hand, if the narrator actually uproots the sunflower, the reader might takes 
such an action as a symbolic act of self-castration, but one can only push these images, 
like all images, so far and into so many contexts before they will collapse  
 
29 For comparative purposes, the reader can result "In the Back of the Real" (1954), an 
earlier version of "Sunflower Sutra," in which an unaccompanied narrator wandering in a 
railroad yard in San Jose finds a flower on a pile of hay "on the asphalt highway" (113). 
After presenting various descriptions of the flower, including "spike like Jesus' inchlong 
crown," that narrator declares that the flower has "the form of the great yellow rose in 
your brain!" (113).  Moreover, "this is the flower of the World" (113).  
 
30 While many critics discuss the theoretical influence of jazz music and improvisation, 
the music theory behind improvisation receives less attention.  Thus, a quick lesson in 
music theory is in order.  Let us consider what sort of derivation the C major scale 
affords.  First, there are twelve possible notes for any scale: A, A sharp, B, C, C sharp, D, 
D sharp, E, F, F sharp, G, and G sharp.  B and C have no sharp.  Thus, B sharp is the 
same as C, and C flat is the same as B, just as D flat is the same as C sharp and F flat is 
the same as E.  To construct major scale the pattern in whole step, whole step, half step, 
whole step, whole step, whole step, half step.  Thus a C major scale consist of the notes C 
(1), D (2), E (3), F (4), G (5), A (6), B (7), C (8), which just happen not to include any 
sharps or flats (In contrast,  the G major scale consists of the notes G, A, B, C, D, E, F 
sharp, and G).   To develop a D minor chord that will work with a C major scale, one 
takes the second, fourth and six notes.  Thus, we have D, F, and A.  So a saxophonist 
could play the C major scale while a guitarist plays D minor chords as accompaniment.  
A D minor chord is the second progression in a set of seven triads available within the C 
major scale.  A piano player or someone else playing an instrument capable of playing 
chords could play a chords progression such as I, III, IV.  Such a player would play a C 
chord (G (5), E (3), C(1)), E minor chord (B (7), G, (5) E (3), and G chords (D (2), B (7), 
G(5)).  Thus, there exists a large amount of room for players to change basic musical 
patterns within a song or a simple scale that a player might begin with, and the 
aforementioned examples do not even go into changing time signatures, extending or 
compressing individual notes, or the large variety of other scales available such as minor, 
dorian, phyregian, pentatonic, or mixolodyian—all with their own rules of formation.  
Essentially, the construction of these scales, chords, and progressions, is ultimately 
mathematical, but improvisational artists either have natural abilities, honed from years 
of playing, for finding these possibilities and connections or they have memorized 
internalized the knowledge in the same way that the reader knows his or her 
multiplication tables.  Also, as improvisation relies on combining and altering pre-
existing patterns, one can see its relation to patterns of production and consumption that 
Lhamon discusses.   
 
31 Other Beats were skeptical of Burroughs' approach.  In his Prose Contribution to the 
Cuban Revolution (1966), Ginsberg states that he resists "a serious technical point that 
Burroughs was making by his cut-ups," which is "dropping language itself, words, as [a] 
medium of consciousness" (9).  Ginsberg knows that the point of the cut-up is to alter 
"the neurologically fixated pattern Reality.  But," he contends, "that's what I thought 
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Poetry was doing all along!" (9).  What Ginsberg fails to accept is Burroughs' theory that 
any intentional use of language remains caught inside of its own limits.  To figuratively 
cut though to reality one must literally cut through textual representations of reality.   
 
32 In 1945, America drops atomic bombs on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki and this is the first use of nuclear force against a populated area. Stone says that 
"the beginning of the nuclear age has often been dated from the 495-word letter that 
Albert Einstein sent to President Franklin Roosevelt in August 1939, urging the 
establishment of what became the Manhattan Project" (2).  In essence, hydrogen and 
atomic bombs both work the same way with only a few key differences:  atomic bombs 
operate through a one-stage fission (splitting apart) process whereas hydrogen bombs 
employ a multi-stage combination of fission and fusion (a blending of different things); 
both produce their explosive effect by compressing certain elements, chiefly plutonium, 
that cause the elements to explode; and "1 atomic bomb = 1 city," but "1 hydrogen bomb 
= 1,000 Hiroshima bombs" (16).  The phrase "nuclear weapons" is a category to which 
the atomic bomb, which came first, and the  hydrogen bomb, which came second, both 
belong.  

Perhaps most disturbing than the destructive power of these weapons is their 
increasing availability.  For example, the original ENIAC was a slow, big, and expensive 
machine, but one can purchase a pocket calculator much more powerful than the ENIAC 
for a few dollars.  This trickle-down aspect of technology works with almost all 
technologies.  An individual with enough money, perhaps twenty million dollars, can 
secure the services of a few disenfranchised experts, locate and purchase the materials for 
a  nuclear weapon, and in five to ten years have a nuclear weapon equivalent to one an 
industrialized nation might possess.  
 
33 In "Ecopoetics and the State of Nature" (1994), Peter Marshall while explaining the 
goals of ecopoetics takes issues with the terms producer and consumer:  "We must learn 
to change the language we use here.  In reality we are not 'consumers.' Things do not end 
with us.  We are not "producers." Things do not stop producing without us" (30).  Instead, 
he maintains that "we are transformers of energy.  We are transformers of mass.  Do we 
want to take responsibility for that web that we are a part of?" (30).  While we should 
answer "yes" to Marshall's questions, the terminology he urges us to use presents 
problems.  For this study, the reader needs distinctions made regarding the steps certain 
parties are responsible for.  For example, under Marshall's system we would refers to the 
corporations that drill into the earth for oil and the customers who buy the finished 
product in the form of gasoline as "transformers of energy." While it is important for us 
to realize and take responsibility for the web, part of such a recognition might be locating 
which strand various parties must claim responsibility for.  Marshall offers no means, 
linguistic or otherwise for making such determinations.  Thus, for purposes of this study 
it has and shall continue to employ the terms producer and consumer.  However, the 
work of writers such as Burroughs displays tendencies in keeping with Marshall's notions 
of energy transformation 
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Endnotes for Chapter four 
 

1
 In a New York Times article, Jennifer E. Lee reports that computer use 

contributes to the decay of Chinese handwriting since "Chinese typing requires users to 
recognized characters and not construct them from scratch" (C5).  According to her. "the 
use of computers for word processing is mounting a slow but steady assault on thier 
ability to write characters by hand" (C6).  However, this is not first time such a debate 
has come forth.  "When th pen became popular in China after the turn of the 20th century, 
it was furiously attacked, accused of undermining the county's cultural heritage," Lee 
states (C5).  Prior to the 20th century, "the calligraphy brush was the dominate writing 
instrument . . . calligraphy took many years to master," which "meant that the vast 
majority of Chinese remained illiterate" (C5).  Lee, quoting Ming Zhou, reports that 
"'what we are chasing is speed.  When culture and speed come into conflict, speed wins'" 
(C5).  
  
2
 In "Ellipsis:  The Ideograms of Ginsberg" (1982), Laszlo Gefin posits that one way to 

read Howl is for the reader to consider it as a series of ideograms, each one constituting a 
line.  He points out that Ginsberg's conception of the "'ellipse'" involves "'objective 
images written down'" without the relations; "'never try to write of the relations,' 
"Ginsberg cautions (276-77).  Gefin's examples of such ideographic phrases include 
"'hydrogen jukebox,'" "'stale beer afternoon,'" "'unshaven rooms,'" and "'heterosexual 
dollar'" (276).  Juxtaposing one word against another creates a gap that "'the mind would 
fill in with the sensation of experience'" (277).  For example, "unshaven rooms" might 
refer to the types of lower class housing Ginsberg and his associates occupied. 
"Heterosexual dollar" might refer to the homophobia and job discrimination openly and 
suspected homosexuals experience during the 1950s.  For Ginsberg, the phrase might 
refer to the time he, at the suggestion of a psychiatrist, adopted a heterosexual role, found 
a conventional job, had a romantic relationship with a woman, and found all of the 
experiences unsatisfying.  Throughout the poem there are numerous ideograms refers to 
people such as Cassady and Burroughs and specific places in New York that resonate 
with both personal meaning for Ginsberg and translate simultaneously into public 
meaning for a variety of reader, each of whom can, paradoxically, find a personal 
meaning in each line that relates to him or her.  On one level, the poem—perhaps all 
poetry—functions as another version of the I Ching.  
 
3 If we choose to (mis)read the "ll" of stanza three "ii," there is, on the hand, an idea of 
community as two individuals are together. On the other hand, "ii" could means that 
though two are in close proximity to one another, each maintains a distinct and separate 
sense of identity.  Thus, "ii" actually reinforces the solitary sense of the poem.  
 
4
 While it is not within the scope of this study to document the activities of twentieth-

century economic trends, we may still note that Joyce's book anticipates and replicates 
the cyclical and recursive nature of twentieth-century American consumerism that 
Lhamon explores.  Coincidence or Zeitgeist?  Certainly, American is not the only country 
to display such a trend.  Also, we might stop and note that concept of globalism refers not 
only to the idea of world engaging culturally and economically with its varied parts 
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without regard to geographical or ethnic distinctions but also to the spread of capitalism 
and the ensuing concern with materialism.  For example, while the French may still take 
two week vacations—many Americans worry that taking such a block off all at one may 
lead to the realization that their services are not vital to the organization that they work 
for—and have an average of only one car per household, cafes are in decline because 
people simply don't spend as much idle time as they once did.  Also, in Mexico the siesta 
or mid-day nap is becoming a thing of the past.  We may want our MTV but our 
downtime, it seems, is up for sale.    
 
5 In the absence of such traditional story elements as a setting, resolution, and perhaps a 
climax, one can argue that this work is little more than a set of instructions.  However, 
according to such criteria, Waiting For Godot may not a play either.  
 
6 For an interesting text for comparison, one might consider Jorge Luis Borges "The 
Garden of Forking Paths" (1944). 
 
7 Such an argument runs the risk of creating a false consciousness ultimately leading to 
passivity in which the reader thinks, "I'm resisting of all these negative things by sitting 
here reading my book a particular way.  I'm sure the folks making nuclear bombs and 
cutting down the rainforests are taking notice of this and reconsidering their actions.  
Well, I'm glad that's done.  Phew!  Can someone pass me a soda?" Awareness without 
action means nothing. 
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