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Abstract

This paper analyzes the Beat writers’ engagement with Buddhism, which they considered
as an alternative for salvaging their weary minds from the repulsive reality of America during the
Coid War period. Interpreting some of the poems in Jack Kerouac's Mexico City Blues (1955) in
light of Buddhism, | focus on his struggle with this religion and the influence of Mahayana Buddh:st
scriptures on this work. | argue that his engagement is existential, in the sense that he sefiously
attempts to apply his reading of Buddhist philosophy to his own existence. His poetry reveals a

mind-rending struggle with the Buddhist concepts of suffering and the cessation of suffering as well

as those of nirvana and sunyata.
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Everyone who has lived through a war, any sort of war, knows that beat means, nol so
much weariness. as rawness of the nerves, not so much being “filled up to here,” as
being emptied oul. It describes a state of mind from which all unessentials have been

stripped. leaving it receptive to everything around it . . .. (15}

Beneath this statement by John Clellon Holmes in “The Philosophy of the Beat Generation™ lies
the reality of the unutterable sufferings in the minds of those who witnessed the cruelty of two world
wars and the early twentieth-century decay of human morality. Holmes is specifically referring to the
experience of the Beats who lived in tumultuous America in the period of the Cold War after World
War H. As Richard Elimann and Robert O'Clair point out, the Beat Generation was opposed to the
“majority culture” that not only repressed individuality but staunchly endorsed middle-class
materialistic vatues, "the anticommunist inquisitions” that were embodied in the figure of Senator
Joseph R. McCarthy, who relentlessly tried to identify and eradicate communists in the federal
government, and “the formalistic poetry of the times” that was supported by the so-called New
Critics. As Jack Kerouac puts it, his Beat generation was overwhelmed with “a weariness with all the
forms, all the conventions of the world" and beaten "right down ta it, to ourselves” (qtd. in Charters
xix}. Alienating themselves frorm mainstream society, the Beats created “a counterculture based
upon inspired iImprovisation, whether through [azz. drugs, or transcendence by way of oriental
mysticism” (12}. What Holmes describes as the “rawness of the nerves” reminds us that the Beats

deliberately sought out a primal bareness of life and mind which some regarded as primitive or



aven tantamount to a state of corrupt madness. The Beats manifested this “rawness” not only in
their way of life and the ways in which they pursued their spiritual quest but also in their poetry.

Holmes asserts that the exclusive concern of the Beats is "the discovery of something in
which to believe™ (16). Eisewhere he states that, although “our generation was black, lost, wild, and
headed toward the deepest corner of the night,” “[o]ur search is, | firmly believe, a spiritual one”
{gtd. in Forster 11). In “About the Beal Generation™ {1957}, Jack Kerouac affirms the same idea as
he explains that the Beat Generation means not “juvenile delinquents,” but “characters of a special
spirituality” who, like "solitary Bartlebies staring cut the dead wall wandow of cur civilization,”
embark upon spiritual adventure by “taking drugs, digging bop, having flashes of insight,
experiencing the ‘derangement of the senses,’ prophesying a new style for American culture, a new
style (we thought completely free from European influences)” (Chartres, The Portable Kerouac
559). Simitarly, Stephen Prothero notes that the Beats followed the lead, suggesied by Oswald
Spenrgler in The Deciine of the West, to undertake their pilgrimage outside mainstream Western
civilization-——in the “fellahgen” and in Eastern civilization (211). The Beats, thus, embraced drugs,
sex, lives among bums as well as religions of native tribes and of the Orient. And Buddhism was
ane of the Asian religious traditions that most appealed to the Beals.

To the Beat writers, poetry is one of the significant means of self-expression and spiriual

quest. One literary historian, Edward Halsey Forster asserts that Beat writing has two main features.

First it is rooted in “hip" cullure in which the ideas of authority, conformity, and tradition are called in



queslion and obviously revolted against (5). And, second, it is influenced by the expressionist
school of ant, as exemplitied by French surrealists and Gertrude Stein, which encourages “self-
expression, creativity, ecstatic fervour and a ruthless denial of tradition™ as well as a search into the
individual self for subjective truth that can also be shared with readers {14-15). Moreover, Ellmann
and O'Ciair points out that the Beats can be seen as inheriting the legacy of Walt Whitman's
confessional poetry. Like Whitman, they use their private experience as materials for their art, and
oftentimes readers find their subject matter very inappropriate for public consumption (13). The
Beat poets also exceal in their spirit of poetic experimentation; they particularly experiment with what
Gregory Corso calls “'bop prosody,’ surreal-real images, jumps, beats, cool measures, long rapid
vowels, long long lings, and the main content, soul” (gtd. in Charters, The Portable Beat Reader

XXXiV).

My wark deals with the relationship between Buddhism and poetry by three Beat writers:
Jack Kerouac, Alien Ginsberg, and Gary Snyder. It is engaged in examining not only the Beats'
interest in, attitude toward, and representation of Buddhism but also these Western poets’
assimilation and rejection of certain Buddhist concepts in their poetry. My main research questions
are: 1) how do these writers view Buddhism and present it in their writings? 2) which aspects of
Buddhist philosophy most appeal to these writers? and 3) how do these writers deal with these
particutar aspects or ideas? In this paper, | will focus only on Kerouac. | will analyze some of his

poems in Mexico Cily Blues (1955} in light of Mahayana Buddhism in order to examine the



influence of this religion upon Kerouac's work and the post's engagement with It. While it examines
Kerouac's engagement with the Buddhist concepls of suffering and the cessation of suffering, my
paper will focus mainly on Kerouac's take en the related notions of emptiness'and nirvana. While he
seems to be very much fascinated with these notions, his poems mostly demonstrate his

questioning of, and resistance to, them.

Kerouac's interest in Buddhism began, by accident, in early 1954, as he was trying to come (o
terms with one of his bouts of suffering. From 1954 on, he immersed himseif in Buddhism-—with
Allen Ginsberg's encouragement—by reading {(and sometimes memaorizing and reciling} a number
of books such as Dwight Goddard's Buddhist Bible, the classic Diamond Sutra, ang other sutras
that be could find. He also attempted to meditate and to apply Buddhist precepts and ideals to his
daily tife—although he found those ideals “impossible to realize” (Charters, The Portable Kerouac
581; McNally 178-198). it is aiso important (o note that his study of Buddhism goes hand in hana
with his use of drugs. According to Malcoim Cowiey, Kerouac used morphine and marijuana {in
Gifford and Lee 190) while he spent the summer of 1955 seriously perusing Buddhist texts in
Mexico City and composing Mexico Cily Blues. To Kerouac, both drugs and Buddhism serve as
means of transcending mundane reality 1o a higher level of consciousness.

In this collection of 242 poems or "choruses™ which he created out of his experience of taking
drugs and immersing his mind in Buddhist philosophy, Kerouac presents his memornes, dreams,

experiences, and hallucinations in a surrealistic manner. Athough some of these poems can be
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quite uninteliigible to the reader, the overall impression is clearly that of a suffering human being
who is queslioning himself and the world and desperately struggling to find ways out of the
whiripool of turmeil and affliction. Throughout the book, Kerouac, the speaker of the poems,
constantly refers to himself as a "crazy” man. in the “88" Chorus,” Kerouac traces his "craziness”
pack to a moment during his childhood when he asked himself a fundamental existential question:
“--6 years old | saw the sun red / on windows of snowy centralville, / and wondered "Who am 7"
{8-10). Yet "no answer came” from "the skies of paradise” (12-13). While Kerouac describes himself
N this poem as “the first crazy / i'd known (14-15}), he suggests in other poems that he witnesses
signs of madness everywhere. In the "52" Chorus." for exampie, he compares his madness (o that
of “the guy” who "sailed on that ferry / for 3 years / Between Hong Kong & China” and who was
denied “temporary residence in Hong Kong" by “the British” because “he didnt / have any money”
(2-9}. Then he tikens his craziness to that of “"Charlie Chaplin dancing in moral turpitude /. . ./ so
weli known to dreamers / of Choice's Century” (14-15, 19-20). These analogies reveal his acerbic
oriticssm of the materialistic, moraily decadent, and spiritually vapid scciety of his times. His final
comparison of everyone to a “Roman Circus” that "Returned for payment / for America Madhouse”
21, 23-24) presents an image of greedy peopte’s running amok in the asylum of America. It is thus
not anly his relentlessly questioning mind but also the world that drives Kerouac crazy.

Many of his poems examine the compiexity of the experience of what he refers 10 as craziness.

He often finds himsclf teetering on a very fine line between reality and dream, sanity and insanity,



as woll as this world and the other world. For example, in the 50" Chorus” he senses that *[his]
parts / Are scaltered still—didn't gather / Em when form was passin out / the window of the giver”
{1-4). He feels himself to be (in Eliot's words) a heap of broken images. Moreover, he has no sense
of substantial self; he has been plunged into a mental vacuum. The rest of the poem also suggests

that he is trying to find anything that will bring about an end to this vertiginous void. This part of the

poem is worth quoting in full:

So I'm fooking for derangement
TG bring me landward back
Through logic's cold moon air
Where water everywhere
Appears from magic gems
And Asphasiax the Nymph
Of India by the Sea
Dances princely mincing
churly jargols
In the oral eloquent air
Of tents’
Canopied majesly,
Ten thousand Buddhas
Hiding Everywhere—
How can I be crazy
Even here? {5-20)

in sheer despair, he gropes after even “derangement,” hoping that it will safely lead hirn to stable

ground. It is very interesting thal this "derangement”™—his means of deliverance—is gained through



“logic’s cold moon air,” a dreamlike realm whare he finds exotic and mysterious images of the
orignt: water flowing out of “magic gems" that are reminiscent of the seven treasures often
mentioned in such scriptures as the Lotus Sutra and the Diamond Sutra;' a dancing "Nymph Of
india”"; and the invisible omnipresence of numberless Buddhas. At the same time, these images
disclose the state of his deranged mind; they could be part of a hallucinatory vision stimulated by
ihe use of drugs together with his reflections on the Buddhist scriptures that he is reading. In other
wards, he associates Buddhism with his means of transcendental expenence that will save him
from the insanity of the world. Concomitantly, Buddhism as experienced by Kerouac is,
nevertheless, equated with another kind of mental cerangement. After all, Kerouac seems o be
trapped in insanity of one kind or another.

Kerouac's poems show that Kerouac is seriously committed to learning about and fathoming
Buddhism. Kerouac acguired a greal deal of knowledge about the religion from his reading. He was
interested in different aspects of Buddhism, from myths and stories abeut the Buddha's life to
parables and pure philosophy. He employs his reading knowledge about these various aspecis of

Buddhism in a number of poems in Mexico City Blues. To a certain extent, the knowledge he

' For example. the chapter “The Emergence of the Treasure Tower" of Lotus Sutra depicts the miraculous rise of
the treasure tower out of the earth and its suspension in the air. The tower is described as adorned by banners
and canopies made of "the seven treasures, namely, gold, silver. lapis lazul,, seashell, agate, pearl, and
camelian” (170).

The water streaming out of magic gems in Kerouac's poem suggesls the azure blue of lapis lazuli, Elsewhere in

this collection. Kerousc refers Lo this stone (sce, for instance, the “170" Chorus”).



acquired is essential for one's comprehension of the poems. Kerouac tells his reader in the “65"
Chorus”™: “To understand what I'm sayin / You gotla read the Sutras” (1-2). At the same time, it is
worth noting that his own imagination, interpretation, and cultural background play a very important
role in his representation of Buddhism in his poetry.

The "65" Chorus” serves well as an illustration of how Kerouac's depiction of an evenl in the
Buddha's life is filtered through his Western imagination, especially his orientzlist perception of the
East. The images presented in the second half of this poem are drawn, for the most part, from an
aven! at Sravasti, where the Buddha delivered the Diamond Sutra. Kerouac's description of the
8uddha's delivering a sermon to 1250 monks reminds those who are familiar with Buddhist
scriptures of the beginning of the Diamond Sutra, in which the monks of this particular number
together with a number of bedhisattvas assembled before the Lord Buadha in the garden of
Anathapindada at Sravasti, listening to the Buddha's discourse on the path to nirvana {111-112).
Yet it is important to note at the same ume that Kerouac frames thus story within the exotic setting of
ancient India that is conjured up by his imagination. His backdrops of this sacred evenl are the
woads outside "Sravasti” and "campfires at night” where one finds not only “passing houris® with
"bare feet” and "naked right / Right shoulders” but also “the Indian Dancinggerl” (7-9, 10). Through
these erotic images, the poem exemplifies the fact that Kerouac's Buddhist interests are interwoven

with the West’s orientalist vision of the East as related to seductive sensualily and sexuality.
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Philip Whalen makes sensa in noling that Kerouac's involvement In Buddhism was “pretty
much literary™ (Plimpton 217). However, | want to argue that Whalsn's comment accounts only for a
cerlain part of Kerouac's dialogue with this refigion. | will discuss Buddhist ideas that particularly
appealed to Kerouac and his struggle with these ideas in order to support my argument that his
engagement with Buddhism was not only lilerary but also existential—in the sense that he wished
seriously 1o connect his knowledge about Buddhist philosophy with his own existence and
experience. Not only did he acquire some of his most cherished knowledge through the study of
Buddhist literature, but his poetry also came o reflect his attempts to fathom Buddhist ideas and to
apply them to his life, as well as his heart's inability to come to terms with some of these concepts.

As Kerouac himself states through the voice of Ray Smith in his novel The Dharma Bums, he is
particularly interested in “the first of Sakyamuni's four noble truths, Alf life is suffering” and “in the
third, The suppression of suffering can be achieved" {12). Many of his pcems reveal his obsession
with suffering, especially death, and his attempt to understand the cause of his suffering in the light
of Buddhism. In his recoliection of his childhood experience in the “92nd Chorus,” he ponders upon
his questioning about suffering when he was a little boy and received a toy house as a Christmas
gift. He wondered whether toy people experienced suffering as he did, posing the disturbing
question, "Did any of them lil cardboard soldiers / See the Sun of Sadness at Six / in the windows of
their snow slope?" (20-22). The reply is provided in the succeeding poem, the “"93rd Chorus”: “But |

knew they hadnt. / They hadn't tlhought such thoughts™ (1-2). Kerouac goes on to explain that the



relation botween suffering and the mind that troubles liself with “such thoughts® is explicated in
Budahist philosophy. He names the text that led him to his understanding of suffering and its cause:
*It was like the Lankavatara ! Scripture / | got to read 30 years later” (5-7). It was very likely that
Kerouac first encountered this Mahayana scripture in Dwight Goddard's The Buddhist Bible, where
it ts translated into English by D. T. Suzuki.

According to Buddhism, suffering is derived from ignorance and selfish desires in one's own
mind. One is unaware that the reality that is perceived by one's ignorant mind and five senses is
trans.tory, subject to suffering, and devoid of a substantial nature. On the contrary, the deiuded
mind erroneously thinks that things are real and permanent, and struggles 1o possess them. The
Lankavatara Sutra focuses in particular on the notion of “[t}he world as ‘thought-only™ (Harvey 109).
The ignorant mind, stained by defilements, is unable to discern reality as empty of any substantiai
self or fixed nature. What the mind perceives as the “world” is merely “thought” or, as stated in the
Sutra, “a manifestation of the mind” (Goddard 283, 284). While all things in the worid are "a dream,”
the mind sees them otherwise as real, clinging to apparent differences among these multifarious
things and concocting systems of thoughts and language in which things are discriminated in terms
of binary oppaositions. Such nations as birth/death, good/bad, and oneness/otherness are
mistakenly thought of as having “a self-nature of their own” (Goddard 277-278, 279). Buddhism

postulates that, if one is able to enlighten the mind and remove this veil of illusion, one will fathom

the “unchiferentiated, inscrutable” "'Suchness' of Reality” (Goddard 299).
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That Kerouac was exposed 1o these Buddhist concepts and serlously thought about them is
strongly evidenced by a number of poems in this collection. In his attempt to explain the cause of
suffering in the 93" Chorus.” Kerouac, after referring to the Lankavatara Sutra, rewrites the

message from the text in his own words:

ft sard: These little cardboard
Houses and people, may be real,
Considered as real, if you steal
Little Reel from the wheel
Every neel till the eel
in the skeel keep the weal
Of all men intact in city
Halis
Of poop hope. (8-16)

Both the ideas and language of these lines can be construed in accordance with Buddhist
chitosophy. The first four lines suggest that, in conventional reality, things—such as toys—are
perceived as "real” because they are tangibie objects. Since what is perceived as a "reel” may be
touched ana even taken away from the “wheel,” it is regarded as real. However, this very image of
the little “reel” as one of the transient components of the "wheel” concomitantly implies the Buddhist
«dea that in ultimate reality, things are void of an unchanging inherent nature since they are the
mere results of the concurrence of causes and conditions. Once a reel and all other components
are removed, what 1s called the wheel also disappears. In itsell, a wheel as well as all things else

does nol therefore exist. As its existence hinges upon that of other things, it cannot be considered
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as essentially real. Furthermore, the fact that the rest of this quotation falls into glbberish insinuates
that language is an arbitrary tool of communication thal does not carry any meaning in itself. As
exptained in the Lankavatara Sutra, “words are only sweet sounds that are arbitrarily chosen to
represent things” and “they are not the things themselves, which in turn are only manifestations of
mind” (Goddard 286}. In other words, since the world and the language that we use 1o refer {o the
world are merely the artificial creations of the mind, one can neither grasp nor be attached to them.
Kerouac also adds that the Sutra cautions against “seeling] reality / in images like cardboard / —
nor in the brown light / of this very kitchen” (19-22).

It is important to note that while Kerouac discusses the Buddhist concept of emptiness in his
poems, the language that he employs also has an affinity with that of Mahayana scriptures,
particularly the Prajna-paramita or “Perfection of Wisdom™ Sutras that include the Diamond Sutra
and the Heart Sutra. Focusing on the nation of emptiness—not as anidea in itself, but as a critique
of the theory that endorses an attachment (o the substantial reality of things—the “Perfection of
Wisdom” Sutras aim at awakening the reader's mind from the conventional way of seeing the world
in dualisms. In their tanguage of paradox, the Sulras constantly attempt to debunk linguistic
conventions that are founded upan a system of diflerentiation. For example, the Buddha in the
Diamond Sutra is inclined to utter such sentences as “"when the Tathagala preached: 'The gualities
of Buddha, the qualities of Buddha indeed!’ they were preached by him as no-qualities of Buddha.

Therefore they are called the quatities of Buddha” (119-120). Or the reader is often stunned by such
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iines in the Heart Sutra as “Thera is no knowledge, no ignorance, no destruclion {(of ignorance},”
and "There is no knowledge, no obtaining, no non-obtaining of Nirvana” (148). In the former
example, owing to the human proclivity to be attached to names, ideas, or things, an affirmation that
one thing—“the qualities of Buddha"—is what it is has 1o be immediately negated as the Buddha
points out that they are “no-qualities of Buddha.” As Mahayana Buddhism emphasizes non-dual
wisdom, there can be neither “the gualities of Buddha” nor the “no-qualities of Buddha.”
Consequently, the negation has to be undone. The enlightened mind will be able to detach itself
from all ideas of which the existence 1s grounded on binary oppositions—inciuding even the idea of
nirvana. Non-attachment to any concepts or quatities constitutes the state of emptiness.

Kerouac's poems on Buddhist concepts are full of the language of paradox similar to that of
the "Perfection of Wisdom” Sutras. He, for example, conveys the idea of emptiness in the first three

stanzas of th2 “105" Chorus™

£ssence is ke absence of reality,
Just like absence of non-reality

s the same essence anyhow.

Essence is what sunlight is
Al the same time that moonlight is,
Both have light, both have shape,

Both have darkness, both are late:

Both are late because empty thereof,

Empty is hght. emply is dark,
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what's difference between empliness

of brightness and dark? {1-11)

These stanzas can be interpreted as conveying the Buddhisl notion that there is neither “reality” nor
“non-reality” in the state of emptiness. Conventionally, “sunlight” is distinguished from “moonlight,”
but in reality, both things are camposed of similar elements and qualities, such as “light,” “shape,”
“darkness,” and "Iate[ness]."2 They both are empty of an inherent quality that could differentiate the

one from the other; 1 other words, there is no discrimination between sunlight and moonlkght in the

state of empltiness

The poem cculd have quite accurately conveyed the Buddhist notion of emptliness if Kerouac

had not added the three following stanzas:

What's the difference between absence
Of reaffry, joy, or meaning
In the middle of bubble, as being same
As middie of man, non-bubble
Man is the same as man,
The same as no-man, the same
As Anyman, Everyman, Asiman,

{asinine man)

“ Kerouac's philosophical assertion that bath light and darkness are “late” can be found in the “107" Chorus.” In
this poem, he applies the Buddhist notion of the world as thought-cnly to explain the relationship between the
mind and the external world. He expiains that light is “late” because il comes into existence only afler the mind's
perceplion and its discrimination between light and darkness. As he puts it, “Until then there was no light / So light

i fate” (10-11). He also points out that “light” and “darkness” are "[alrbitrary ideas” (17).
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Man is nowhere till he knows,

The essence of empliness

is essence of gold (12-22)

His initial paradox at the beginning of the poem is stiding into a question in lines 12-15 that does not
make clear sense. The word “bubble” may signify the state of emptiness or nirvana as it does in
other poems in this book. But what does Kerouac mean by the phrase “as being the same / As
midd.e of man, non-bubble"? The penultimate stanza is a product of Kerouac’s play on words as he
draws upon word-cambinatcns that end with *man” and equates all of them. As a result, these lines
py no means demonstrate the negation of the duality of man / no-man. On the contrary, they
suggest how the mind that excessively concentirates on the notion of emptiness and its verbal
expressions in the Sutras may give rise to an aberration of language and probably its own insanity

" oM

as wel Intes lzap from "man” and “no-man” to "Anyman,” "Everyman,” and “Asiman,” or “asinine
Man.” Kerouac ostentatiously parcodies the language of the "Perfection of Wisdom” Sutras that
attempts to deconstruct linguistic conventions. In so doing, he distorts fanguage and pushes itto a
point of absurdity, intimating that the state of emptiness is tantamount to that of madness.

The funny and ptayful tone in his poems arises from Kerouac's wit and sense of humor. On the
other hand, the playful tone that often escalates to inane meaningiessness may also hint at

possibilities of the poet’s "derangement” in his serious wrestle with the inscrutable notion of

2mptiness. His poetry indicales that Kerouac himsell seriously struggles to pin down Buddhist
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concapls. Il reveals, moreover, his misunderslanding ot certain Buddhist concepts, his skepticism
about their applicabilily to real human experience, and his ambivalence about Buddhism. For
example, he poses a question about the validity of the notion of emptiness when one is still in
mundane realily and so can regard oneself as an agency of action. His doubt is revealed in the
*233rd Chorus.” in which he draws the reader’s attention to what he views as a contradiction in
Budghist teachings. He begins the poem by reciting a line aboul the idea of non-self (anatman)
whicit is derived from the Diamond Sutra: “There is no selfhood that can begin the practice / Of
seeking to attain Anuttara Samyak Sambodhi / Highest Perfect Wisdom™ (1-3). In an attempt to
advocate the idea of emptiness and seek to detach the mind from everything, the “Perfection of
Wisdom” Sulras negate all ideas, even those of a person or a self. Kerouac seems to think that this
teaching of non-self contradicts one part in the Sutra which encourages Buddhists to practise and
disseminate their learning as he goes on to note that “Yet / "Faithfully and earnestly observe and
study / and explain this Scripture to others' / is gory reminder of bone. 7 Others. .. . " {4-8}. To
Kerouac, such a line in the Sutra attesls to the substantial existence of a being or a self. The
problem here kes in the fact that, although the Sutras attempt to undo dualisms in language, the
Sutras are still written in the very language that is based upon a system of differentiation and
dualisms. However, in the Sutras, one employs linguistic signs with a heightened awareness that
both the signs and things that they signify do not have a self-nature of their own. Furthesmiore,

Kerouac's question may result from his lack of understanding that Buddhism recognizes Iwo retated



18

planes of reality: conventional and ultimate reality. Lines 5 and € convey the conviction that a
parson should study and teach the Sulra to others. According to Buddhism, such deeds do indeed
take place on the level of conventional reality. Concomitantly, on the level of ultimate reality, both
the deeds and those invoived in the studying and teaching of the Sutra are deemed “unreal” on the
grounds that they do not own a tixed substantial nalure. Their impermanent existence hinges upon
causes and conditions that are subject to change and dissolution. The scriptures of Mahayana
Buddghism attempt to incutcate this wisdom that enables one to see reality as it truly is.

Related to this lack of understanding about the two levels of reality are Kerouac's misgivings
about the Buadhist notion of emptiness. He is perturbed and even threatened by this Buddhist
notion. He is particularly disturbed by how the notion of emptiness affects the value of his poetry
and his identity as a poet. In the “118" Chorus,” Kerouac describes something similar to his state of
emptiness in which sounds from the radio are "all the same to me” (1). He then contrasts this state
with the moment when he begins to "grasp,” that 18, t¢ identify himself as a poet chscnminating one
sound from ancther arjd embarking upon the "singing” of poetry. He compares his moment of

grasping and that of emptiness:

And having grasped
go on singing
because | wouldnt
be writing there poems

if | didnt know



That | grasp | sing

've had times of no-singing,

they wera the same

Music is noise, Poetry dirt (11-19)

Here he is saying thal grasping, which Buddhism regards as spiritually harmful, enables him to
compose poetry, while the state of emptiness does not recognize the discrepancy between “music”
and mere “noise” as well as that between his poetic creation and "din.” In other words, he seems to
irﬁply that poetry is rendered worthless by the notion of emptiness and that his identity as a poet is
also at the risk of being dismantied.

Apart from deeming the notion of emptiness as a menace, Kerouac often expresses his
frustration with this concept by pointing out that it is inapplicable to the tangible reality of the human
experience The 102" Charus” dlustrates the discrepancy between Buddhist teachings about

emptiness with his own experience:

One never dies,
One’'s never born
So sing the oplimists
Of holy old refigion,

trying to assuage—

Your shoes may look nice,

Your baby buggies nealer,
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But one dies,

ong's born.

The Prophet of Buddhahood
is that
nothing
15 reatly
born nor dies  (3-11, 14-18)

This quotation clearly demonstrates that Kerouac is well aware of Buddhist teachings about the
non-existence of birth and death. However, t0 fum, this abstract notion contradicts the perceptible
experiences of birth and death and is, therefere, incapable of alleviating palpable sufferings that
arise from such experiences. In this poem, he attributes his inability to fathom this notion to
“lgnorance” (19). In my opinion, Kerouac's conflict is not different from that of any Buddhists whao
nave neither let go of their attachment ner attasned an insight into reality and are still struggling to
reconcile the tife of the materia! world (o the spintual teaching of the Buddha.

However, although he is at odds with the Buddhist notion of emptiness, Kerouac seems
considerably fascinated by it. Many poems disclose Kerouac's attempt to conceptualize and
understand the state of emptiness or nirvana. Kerouac must have learned about nirvana from his
reading of Buddhist scriptures. The [ ankavatara Sulra, for example, defines nirvana as being
“where the thinking-mind with all its discnminations, attachments, aversions, and egoism is forever

put away” and “where there 1s insight into the abode of Reality” (355). In short, nirvana or emptiness
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15 the true nature of reality, in which the purified mind accuralsly perceives alt things as they are,
that is, as empty of a permanent sell and therefore unreal.

One of his poems, the "184" Chorus," inlerestingly indicates that Kerouac is aware of such a
concaption of emptiness and that he is, nonetheless, likely (0 imagine this notion as being
associated with death. In this poem, he depicls himsell as recalling a line about emptiness that he
read somewhere: “. . . the void / is not really void / but the real realm / of the Dharma” (5-9). His
negative view of this notion is shown as he concludes that he will come to the realization that his life
of “hate / or love™ 1s, in reality, "radiant / right eternities / for [him]” when he is “falling / in that
inhuman pit / of dizzy death” (11-13, 17-18, 20-22). He suggests here that an insight into emptiness
arrives only at the vertiginous moment of a person's death.

Kerouac is particularly interested in inquiring into the nature and location of nirvana or sunyata.
Whereas sunvata in Buddhism is not "a physical vacuum devoid of material substance” but
“emptiness in the sense of essential nature” (Buddhadasa 13-15), Kerouac tries to understand
"emptiness” in terms of its physicality. In the *196" Chorus,” for example, he suggests that nirvana
is an actual place and at the same time that it exists inside his mind. He insinuates that he uses
drugs—"[s]moke[s] for the scene™—to stimulate his mind, hoping to "bring everyone / Straight to

the dream” (2-4}. Then he describes that realm of reverie as

A hospital for the sick,
Lying high in crystal,

in heaven of pure
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Adamantine
Consanguineg

Partiglity devoid
Of conditions, free— (14-20)

To Kerouac, nirvana is equivalent 1o an institution for those who are suffering. This hospital is not -
only an actual place made of crystal but also situaled in tangible heaven made of pure precious
stones. His imagination blends with his knowledge about nirvana as he describes this place as
0ossessing a distinctive quality of being "devoid / Of conditions™ and “free.” At the end of the poem,
ne states that he is journeying “Thru Lake lnnisfree / Locking for Nirvana / Inside me” (22-24).
Contradictorily, the pilgrimage toward nirvana 13, to Kerouac. a plunge into the recesses of his mind
where he can perceive its concrete existence.

However, the hypothesis that nirvana exists somewhere in the mind does not seem to satisfy
Kerouac's skepticism The 198" Chorus” indicates that when Kerouac examines this notion in
relation to the ideas of emptiness and non-setf, his logical analysis renders the hypothesis invalid.
As he observes, “Nirvana aint inside me / cause there aint no me" {1-2). These two lines implicitly
pose the question of how nirvana could exist in the mind if one postulates that everything— -

-

including the mind or the seli—is empty of a substantial nature and thus unreal. Stuck in the net of ~
contradictions, Kerouac then resorts to his playful parody of the Prajna-paramita paradoxes that

lead 1o even more bewilderment: "Nirvana’'s everywhere / 'xceptin' what's everywhere / And so all is

nowhere” (3-5). Alter all, nirvana still remains a mystery to Kerouac.



23

In his agonizing wrestle with Buddhism as presented In Mexico City Blues, Kerouac's
responses {o the reiigion can be characlerized by confusion and ambivalence. This ambivalence is
disclused in one pithy phrase in the *179" Chorus™: "a bhikku in my heart / waiting for philosophy’s /
dreadful murderer / B U D D H A" (18-21). While the “.bhikku" in him signifies his faith, his resolve to
seek spiritual deliverance, and his perseverance to pursue the Buddha's teachings, that Kerouac
sees the Buddha as a “dreadful murderer” suggests his torment as a resuit of his wrestle with
Buddihism, his skepticism. and his fear.

Not only can the turbulent and deranged mind in quest of peace be demonstrated in
Kerouac's poetry that is created out of his literary and existential engagement with Buddhism. but it
is characteristic of humans in the modern world. Like Kerouac, the modern mind after the World
Wars lost faith in traditional beliefs, suffered from spiritual loneliness, and madly groped after
something to believe. Mexico City Bilues is confessional poetry by and about a modern Western seif
that is painfully aware of its struggle for spirituat saivation and its faiiure to grasp Eastern philosophy
that it believes might be a new alternative 1o conventional values. Simultaneously, this collection of
poetry attests that Kerouac as a modern poet imposes upon himself—a modern man at a loss
himself—lhe awesome responsibility of a priest/poet who funclions as a spiritual guide and who
employs the art of poetry to hold and heal the shattered world. His hopeless guestion following his
meditation on tlhe emptiness of all existence, “. . . What am | to do / Beyond writing this instrucling /

Poesy ... ?," inthe 226" Chorus" obviously reveals his desperation, yet may be concomitantly
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interpretad as suggesting his belief in the sthical and splritual value of postry (21-23). After all, even
when the world is collapsing and he himself is on the verge of craziness, the only things that he
seems 1o firmly believe in are poetry and the power of the poel. His last poem in this collection ends

with “Stop the muraer and the suicidel / All's welll / | am the guard” (22-24).
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In Search of Ethnic Identity:
An Analysis of Joy Harjo's Selected Poems
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Abstract

This article analyses the poetry of Joy Harjo (1951- ), a mixed blood Native American
female writer, in its cultural context. It argues that Harjo atternpts to use her poetry as a means
to search for her ethnic identity and restore her Creek ethnic roots. Trying to place o Harjo's
paetry in its cultural context, this paper also traces many possible reasons that brings about
cuitural loss to Native American inhabitants: the imposition of whites’ educational system, and
the feeling of alienation. Moreover, | regard her poetry as a ceremonial literature, which enables

her to heal her psychological problems.
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In Search of Ethnic Identity.

An Analysis of Joy Harjo"'s Selected Poems

it is noticeable that a great number of literary works by Native Americans reflect the
writers’ attempt to reclaim their ethnic identity. Among those works is Joy Harjo's poetry. In
many of her poems, Harjo calls attention to the need to refresh the memories of the Indian
communities which are breaking down and disappearing. In the U.S., American Indians are
ethnic minorities who have been marginalized. The imposition of dominant popular cuiture that
has often inferiorized the cultures and the people of ethnic groups makes it difficult for Native
Americans to develop a positive, indigenous identity. As a result, American Indians feel the
need to search for their roots because it helps define who they are. For many contemporary
Native American writers, writing becomes a means to reclaim their ethnic identity. Harjo is one
of the greatest American tndian writers who never forgets her Creek’ origins. ldentity for Harjo is
cenial o her writing projects. This paper argues that Harjo uses her poetry as a means to
~exreh for her ethnic identity.

This paper first discusses how the imposition of whites’ educational system brings about
cuitural loss to Native Americans and how many American Indian writers make use of literature
<. 2 way ic maintain their communities. Then, the focus on the paper shifts to an analysis on the
refated poems of Joy Harjo, which, | would argue, exemplify ceremonial literature, a kind of
textual healing. The last part of the paper calls attention to how Harjo uses her poetry as a

means to return to her ethnic roots.

The imposition of white's educational system seriously causes culturai loss to Native
Ameoricans. Since 19" century, the white's process of studying has dominated American Indians'
way of learning. The input of Western education still has an effect on the Indians. As Peter
Nobokov illustrates, at schools run by whites, Native American students were taught to forget
their roots. As a white teacher said, "Don't look back, al! that is passed away. This country
through here is all improved. You saw when you were coming, cities, railroads, houses,
manufactories” (219). Here, it is clear that the white teacher was trying (o teach his American
Indian students to abandon their communities and their Indian way of life. He wanted his pupils

to adopt a new lifestyle and ignore the past. He pointed out that technology had modernized the



areas around the school. Although the teacher did not state directly that indians were
uncivilized, he implied that technology brought by whites had improved the Indians' quality of
life. Unknowingly, the Indians began to look up to white, thinking that they were superior to
them.

Moreover, as noted by Nabokov, the white teacher forbade Native American children
from speaking their native languages otherwise they would be physically punished (216). This
suggests the colonial situation in which language is used as a powerful tool to make the
colonized people feel inferior. The white teacher tried to control American Indian students by
forcing them to speak his language, English. Physical punishment was used as a way to make
the students feel ashamed of themselves and of their own language. When the Indian students
went to whites’ schools, they were instructed that western cultures were superior to their own
cultures and gradually the Indian students would believe that they were inferior to the whites. As
Sun Elk, an American Indian student indicates,

“They [the while teachers] lold us that Indian ways were bad.
They said we must get civilized... It means, 'be like the white
man.’ ... And the book lold how bad the Indians had been o the
white men—burning their towns and killing their women and
children. But | had seen white men do that to Indians. We all
wore white man’s clothes and ate white man's food and went fo
while man's churches and spoke white man's latk. And so after a
while we also began to say Indians were bad” (gitd. in Nabokov
222).
The imposition of white’s educational process thus contributes to the loss of Native Americans'
identity. First, the teacher tells Indian students to hate their tribes. Having been taught to “be like
the white man,” the Indian students adopt a new identity to replace their own. Then, the Native
American pupils learn from the textbooks that their ancestors were wicked for they destroyed
the whites’ state. It is often true that Native Americans were unfairly judged as uncivilized. Yet,
the book does not record that the whites do the same things to ruin Native Americans'
communities. Although the Indian children know that whites also bum their homes, they can do
nothing since they have no authority. Mostly, the publishers of the books are whites, so they can

write anything that makes people believe that whites do not harm American Indians. Actuaily,



whites have been the invaders of the Indians’ communities. Since the [ndian students have 10
study from these books, it is dangerous for them to fearn to imitate white people. They begin to
dress their clolhes, eat their food and go to white’s church. These American indian students
thus have the tendency to look down upon their communities and might even forget their roots.

One of the modern Native Americans who has influenced by the Western process of
learning, Joy Harjo is aware of the problem of cultural loss. She had a first-hand experience of
the imposition of white’ s educational system. As she states, "l read a lot as a child, but | always
felt that to read poetry | had to change myself to be inside the work. | had to think like a
European or a white American” (atd. in Lauter). Harjo's statement reveals her awareness of the
need to reconstruct Native Americans’ identity. The poetry taught in schools is usually written by
whites and thus often regarded as having high value. For instance, students have to read
classic literature by Shakespeare, Milton and Ben Johnson. Since the Indians learn how to
appreciate Western literature, it is dangerous for them because they would lose their ethnic self.
The Indian siudents have to adopt a new identity and abandon their identity to think iike white
and be like them.

Education is used as a means not only to subordinate Native Americans but also to
change the attitudes of the Indian people. Another important enforcement of whites’ educational
systam is that whites have imposed upon American indian children the new kind of religious
behiel. According to Nabokov, traditional American Indians believed that the sun was the most
powerful god because he gave life to al-living creatures every spring. On the contrary,
Christians implanted in Native Amencans that God was the creator of the wholeness. The
Indians did not understand the idea that God had absolute power. Since they perceived nature
from the visible things, they thought that all life came from the sun (225). Moreover, Indian
religion had no concept that women were made from men. American Indians accepted the
doctrine that the female was created simultanecusly with the male. The indian woman shall be
considered the ancestor of the nation (Fisher 10). In contrast, Christians believed that women
were made from men, and they instilled this idea to Native American students. As Dexter Fisher
points out, the role of Native American women has changed because of the diminishment of
tribes. Indian men adopted some of the white attitudes toward women and treated them as
inferiors rather than equals {12). This kind of discrimination was developed in the tribes and

possibly contributed to the disintegration of Indian communities.



