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Healing the Earth Our Heart:
Consciousness Revolution, Deep Ecology,
and Engaged Buddhism in Gary Snyder’s Poetry*

Darin Pradittatsanee

Abstract

This essay examines Gary Snyder’s engagement with Buddhism by analyzing his poetry
from the perspective of deep ecology. It will demonstrate how Snyder, as a key figure of the
counterculture movement in America, uses Zen Buddhism, together with Native American
traditions and his intimate relationship with the natural world, in an attempt to use poetry as a
means to invite his readers to imagine the world as an intricate web of constantly changing
interrelationships among all things in order to bring about what he calls “evolution of
consciousness” or “human spiritual evolution.” The essay will thus focus on an alternative
vision of non-dualism that Snyder evokes in the hope of awakening his readers’ mind from
materialistic and capitalist ideologies and also on the actions or lifestyles he chooses to take
to put this alternative worldview into practice. In addition, the philosophy of 12%™-century
Japanese Zen master Dogen, which significantly influenced the poet, will also be
incorporated to shed light on Snyder’s poetry and his imaginative vision.

“When you find your place where you are, practice occurs, actualizing the
fundamental point. When you find your way at this moment, practice occurs, actualizing the
fundamental point” (Moon in a Dewdrop, 72). This statement from an oft-quoted essay in
12™- century Japanese Zen Buddhist philosopher Dogen’s Shébogenzé nicely captures the
beginning of Gary Snyder’s engagement with Buddhism. While this statement suggests the
interpenetration of practice and realization, as well as the focus on the here and now, it can
also be interpreted as pointing to the significance of one’s intimate relationship to place and
one’s profound understanding of it in the practice. In his 1979 interview with Michael Helm,
Gary Snyder explained that his initial interest in American Indian and Asian wisdom was
inspired by the “intense personal experience that {he] had as a young man in direct relation to
nature,” characterized by his receptivity to “a sense of communication with all of life’s
network” (RW 154)." He further elaborated that these moments led him “to ultimately take
up the practice of Buddhism as a cosmopolitan and accessible mode of practice” (RW 154).

Just as Snyder’s initial interest in Buddhism was induced by a sense of
interconnectedness between himself and life forms in nature, so his further engagement with
the religion was inseparable from his sense of place and his participation in the community of
that particular place. Snyder did not approach Buddhism from the standpoint of an outsider
totally ignorant of the religion’s traditions and contexts. Snyder seriously prepared himself

" by studying Chinese and Japanese languages in graduate school at the University of



California at Berkeley from 1953 to 1956, the year he left for Japan. In Japan, not only did
he focus on the study of Zen Buddhism with Oda Sesso Roshi in a monastery in Kyoto but he
also immersed himself in the life and culture of this Zen Buddhist community for almost
twelve years with occasional visits home (Murphy 5-9).

In this essay, I will focus on the relation of Snyder’s work to Buddhism by examining
his engagement with Buddhism in light of the deep ecology movement. Making use of Ame
Naess’ and other theorists’ concept of deep ecology, this essay will concentrate on how
Snyder uses Zen Buddhism, together with Native American traditions and his intimate
relationship with the natural world, in an attempt to use poetry as a means to induce his
readers to imagine the world as an intricate web of constantly changing interrelationships
among all things. The focus will thus be on this alternative vision that Snyder evokes in the
hope of awakening his readers’ mind from materialistic and capitalist ideologies that promote
competition, exploitation, and accumulation. To put it differently, this essay will investigate
the ways in which Snyder, as a key figure in the counterculture movement, employs his
Buddhism-inspired philosophy in his poetry in order to bring about an “evolution of
consciousness” or “human spiritual evolution,” as he puts it (RW 86). Zen master Ddgen’s
philosophy, which significantly influenced Snyder, will also be incorporated to shed light on
his poetry. Moreover, the essay will examine the actions or lifestyles Snyder chooses to take
to put this alternative worldview into practice. Snyder’s works that will be analyzed are his
recent collections of poetry: No Nature: New and Selected Poems (1992) and The Gary
Snyder Reader: Prose, Poetry, and Translations 1952-1998 (1 999).2

The first section of this essay will discuss the deep ecology movement and its relation
to Snyder. Employing the framework of deep ecology, the second section will examine the
interconnections between certain aspects of Buddhism that Snyder is interested in, his
principles regarding human relatrionships to the natural world, and his suggested lifestyles and

concrete actions consistent with these principles.
Deep Ecology and Gary Snyder

The development of “deep ecology” in the 1970s had its starting point when the
Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess distinguished shallow and deep approaches to
environmental protection in the third World Future Research Conference in Bucharest in
1972 {Drengson and Inoue xvii). Since then it has been variously developed by philosophers

such as Bill Devall, George Sessions, and Warwick Fox. According to Naess, ‘““shallow



ecology” views humans as separate from, and superior to, the non-human. It is

~ anthropocentric and exploitative since it is mainly concerned with “the health and affluence
of people in the developed countries” (“Shallow” 3). In contrast, “deep ecology” rejects “the
human-in-environment irage in favor of the relational, total-field image.” Naess views
organisms as “knots in the biospherical net or field of intrinsic relations,” or, to put it
differently, as interrelated and interdependent members with “the equal right to live and
blossom” and an “ability to coexist and cooperate in complex relationships” (“Shallow” 3-4).
Warwick Fox further adds that shallow ecology champions “the domina'nt metaphysics of
mechanistic materialism™ (253). As it believes that knowledge can be compartmentalized, it
considers “ethics in isolation from metaphysics.” In contrast, recognizing the closely knit
relations between ethics and metaphysics, deep ecology postulates that “ail ‘things’ are
fundamentally . . . related and . . . that these interrelationships are in constant flux.” Deep
ecology therefore replaces shallow ecology’s “ideclogy of economic growth” with “the
ideology of ecological sustainability” (Fox 254). Alan Drengson and Yuichi Inoue note that
whereas shallow ecology stil! focuses on economic growth and chooses to protect the
environment “by means of technological innovation . . ., ‘scientific’ resource management. .
., and mild changes in lifestyle,” deep ecology aims at transforming the fundamental way in
which humans perceive themselves and their relationship with the non-human world (xix).

In developing deep ecology, Naess highlights the centrality of an experiential
relationship with nature. He emphasizes that the principles of “deep ecology” are not
“derived from ecology by logic or induction,” but “suggested, inspired, and fortified” by
“[e]cological knowledge and the life-style of the ecological field-worker” (“Shallow™ 7). Fox
interprets this statement as also pointing to an emphasis on “intuition” over “the data of
ecology conceived as an empiric-analytic science” (254). Furthermore, deep ecologists link
this intuition of deep ecology to various religious traditions (Hinduism, Zen Buddhism,
Native American wisdom, and Christianity, for example).

It is important to note that Arne Naess does not present the perspectives of the deep
ecology movement as absolutely fixed but allows a multiplicity of deep ecological
approaches. Naess presents his view of deep ecology as a “movement,” suggesting different
approaches, expressions, and actions within it (“Deep Ecological™ 266). 1n addition, the
openness of deep ecology is clearly seen in “the apron diagram,” by which Naess
conceptualizes a total view of the movement (*“Apron Diagram™ 11-12). The apron diagram
consists of four related levels: 1) fundamental premises, such as Buddhist, Hindu, Christian,

or philosophical premises, 2) deep ecology platform or principles 3) general, not concrete



views, eg. lifestyles or policies, and 4) practical or concrete decisions in actual life situations
(See Figure 1). Naess and George Sessions lay out the eight principles of deep ecology
which highlight the intrinsic values of the non-human world and humans’ respectful
treatment of non-human life (49-50). In this diagram, he presents “streams of derivations
from the most fundamental norms and descriptive assumptions {level 1) to the particular
decisions in actual life situations (level 4)” (“Deep Ecological” 269). For Naess, all
supporters of deep ecology generally share the same principles (level 2) while their
approaches to levels 1, 3, and 4 can vary. Concurrently, he encourages his readers to
“elaborate their own versions of deep ecology, clarify key concepts, and think through the
consequences of acting from these principles” (49).

What is then the connection between deep ecology and Gary Snyder? In “Survival
and Sacrament,” Gary Snyder refers to the deep ecology movement as “a movement toward
creating a ‘culture of the wildeméss’ from within contemporary civilization” (180) He looks
at deep ecology as “part of the emerging realization that this could be tried” (PW 180). In
reality, although Snyder does not identify himself as a deep ecologist, a few scholars connect
Snyder with this philosophy. Max Oelschlaeger highly commends Snyder as “the poet
laureate of deep ecology” who champions “a spiritual ecology that calls into vision an old-
new way of being” (261, 269). More interestingly, Michael Zimmerman not only refers to
Snyder as a “deep ecologist poet” (60) but also argues for the relation between the deep
ecology movement and the 1960s counterculture in which Snyder was a key figure. Viewing
the radical ecological movement® as “an offshoot of the counterculture,” Zimmerman points
out that as counter-culturalists rebelled against modernity’s materialism, socio-political
domination, and spiritual destitution, they sought new ways of perceiving reality in ancient
wisdom which they believed could help restore their lost relation with humans and nature (4,
61-65). For them, “only ‘consciousness expansion’ could bring the radical social changes
needed to heal the planet” (64). The counter-culturalists’ key concepts are shared by deep

ecologists as the former group’s ecological concerns are fully developed by the latter.
Buddhism and Deep Ecology in Snyder’s Poetry

To study Snyder’s use of Buddhism to awaken his readers to a “radically different
worldview,” one needs to understand his attitude toward, and treatment of, Buddhism.
Firstly, Snyder sees Buddhism not as something exotic, but as an indispensable base for daily

existence. He once stated that a focus on “body, speech, and mind” is “fundamental



Buddhism to me” and “fundamental to existence itself” (R} 83). Due to this view, he
critiques the Buddhist and Hindu traditions of prescribing celibate fives in secluded
monasteries for monks and thus fosing “a total integrated life style” seen in the primitives or
in some native American groups (RW 16). He suggests instead that we “take the great
intellectual achievernent of the Mahayana Buddhists and bring it back to a community style
of life which is not necessarily monastic.” Furthermore, Snyder expresses his divergent view
from Theravada Buddhism’s assertion that “Life is suffering, and we must get out of the
Wheel” (RW 136). Pointing out that this statement arises from a “position of cause” and
referring to native American beliefs and Mahayana Buddhism’s definition of sangha as “the
community” of all living beings, he prefers to look at this concept from a “position of -
consequence,” that is, to see life as sacred anc_i choose to “be part of it all.” In addition,
Snyder advocates not only Buddhism that is inseparable from daily life but also socially
engaged Buddhism. He seeks the best of the two worlds: “social revolution” of the West and
“individual insight into the basic self/void” of the East (GSR 42). Interestingly, he remarks
that the two things are “contained in the traditional three aspects of the Dharma path: wisdom
(prawn), meditation (hvena), and morality (shill)” and offers his American reinterpretation of
the concept of morality:

This last aspect means, for me, supporting any cultural and economic revolution that

moves clearly toward a truly free world. It means using such means as civil

disobedience, outspoken criticism, protest, pacifism, voluntary poverty, and even

gentle violence if it comes to a matter of restraining some impetuous crazy. (GSR 43)

Buddhism is not the only source of Snyder’s inspiration; he embraces various
religious traditions. This aspect points to his eclecticism and his belief that these traditions
are different expressions of the same ancient teaching. Snyder once made it clear that Asian
religious and native American traditions are “all one teaching” and share in common “the
exploration of consciousness itself: self-understanding, transcendence of self” (RW 68). He,
therefore, combines Buddhism with other ancient wisdoms.

in addition, Snyder’s engagement with Buddhism influences his concept of language
and poetry. In “Language Goes Two Ways” (1995), he proposes his language theory. Ina
familiar view, language is seen as “uniquely human and primarily cuitural,” and while human
perception is determined by language, humans use language to impose order on the chaotic
world (PS 178-173). Turning these notions around, Snyder asserts that language is “basically
biological” and “becomes semi cultural as it is leamed and practiced” (PS 178). Moreover, he
expresses his views that “the natural world (which includes human language) is mannerly,

shapely, coherent, and patterned according to its own devices,” and that “language does not



impose order on a chaotic universe, but reflects its own wildness back” (PS 174). In
suggesting an alternative way of looking at language, Snyder criticizes humans’ self-
aggrandizement in their manipulative power over language and the universe. While he
emphasizes the natural wildness of language, he focuses as much on the quality of the mind

that comes into contact with language:

The way to see with language, to be free with it and to find it a vehicle of self-
transcending insight, is to know both mind and language extremely well and to play
with their many possibilities without any special attachment. In so doing, a language
yields up surprises and angles that amaze us and that can lead back to unmediated

direct experience. (PS 175)

In other words, the mind has to let go of its attachments or presuppositions and play along
with the order of the natural world (including language). To illustrate this concept, Snyder
then quotes Dogen—*To advance your own experience onto the world of phenomena is
delusion. When the world of phenomena comes forth and experiences itself; it is
enlightenment”—and suggests that real seeing is to “forget [one]self” and “join in a larger
moment with the world” (PS 179). Applying this Buddhist concept to writing, Snyder
proposes that “[1]language is a part of our body and woven into the séeing, feeling, touching,
and dreaming of the whole mind.” To him, poetry “bringing us back to [the] original true
mind,” which is free from habitual thoughts and able to discern the universe “in the etemity
of the present” (RW 72). Poets seek “new paths for the mind-energy to flow, which would be
literally more creative directions, but directions which change politics” (RW 71).

The following analysis of Snyder’s selected poems will demonstrate the intricate
connections between Buddhist concepts (which, from a deep ecology viewpoint, serve as his
fundamental premises/assumptions) and the principles of human relationships with the
natural world. In a 1964 interview, Snyder discussed the importance of what he referred to as
“the power-vision,” which is necessary to call society’s attention to “its ecological
;-elationships in nature and to its relationships in the individual consciousness™:

The power-vision is not concerned with political power, but the knowledge of the self,
the power of no-power; this is in the practice of Zen. But it’s not limited to Zen; it’s a
basic human possibility that can be uncovered any place, any time. I’s, in pant, a
process of tearing yourself out of your personality and culture and putting yourself
back in it again. (RW 4)

Attempting to disengage our mind from the dualistic ideologies of power struggle prevalent
in modern society, Snyder here draws our attention to a different kind of power: “the power

of no-power.” It is an insight into the non-dualistic nature of reality and of our relationship



with the universe. Snyder views this insight as a human birthright and something attainable
through Zen meditation practice.

Snyder’s “power-vision” is that of an alternative worldview of non-dualism, which
the poet has experienced through his intimacy with nature and his practice of Zen Buddhist
meditation. “Riprap,” one of his early poems, vividly illustrates a moment of non-dualistic
discernment. in the poem, the poet compares the very act of writing this poem to that of
constructing a riprap: '

Lay down these words
Before your mind like rocks. .
placed solid, by hands
In choice of place, set
Before the body of the mind
' in space and time:
Solidity of bark, leaf, or wall
riprap of things:
Cobble of milky way,
straying planets,
These poems, people,
lost ponies with
Dragging saddles
and rocky sure-foot trails.
The poet fascinatingly employs language as a means of undoing our habitual thinking in
dualistic terms and of disclosing the interconnectedness and interpenetration of opposites:
matter/mind, solidity/changeability, physical/spiritual, illusion/reality, and phenomenal
world/ultimate truth (nirvana/samsara). His metaphor that likens “words™ to “rocks™ and his
consistent blurring of the demarcation between the two things suggest their common
characteristics. The two are set “before your mind” and “before the body of the mind.” They
both are also described as being “placed solid” or having a quality of “solidity.” This diction
here stimulates us to question whether the body and the mind are two separate things. The
reader can’t deny that to read the poerm, the eye (the body) is as necessary as the mind. At the
same time, the poem, which is made up of words (matter), is itself the product of the poet’s
mind and his use of words. Matter and mind interpenetrate each other. In addition, while
Snyder describes both words and rocks as solid, he simultaneously makes us aware that their
solidity is interwvoven with changeability. Rocks, in reality, are not so solid and permanent as
they seem to be since they are composed of “bark™ and “leaf.” Granite is later described as
“ingrained / with torment of fire and weight” and made of “Crystal and sediment linked hot.”
Likewise, likened to a “riprap of things,” the poem is an amalgam of disparate things that

arise from the poet’s experiences, both past and present. Rocks, the poem, and their



components are thus all subject to change as the poet succinctly ends the poem with “all
change, in thoughts, / As well as things.”

The poem is informed by the Buddhist concepts of interdependence and emptiness
(sunyata), which, according to Buddhism, characterize the true nature of reality. As an
entity’s existence hinges on a concurrence of causes and conditions in the web of
interrelationships, it is always subject to change and empty of any inherent nature. The poem
suggests, for example, that there is no such essential quality as rock-ness in the rock. The
rock is made up of other things and comes into existence as a result of certain factors.
Paradoxically, the rock can be seen as illusory or unreal due to this fact; at the same time, its
empty nature points to its existence in ultimate reality. This perception specifically
corresponds with Ddgen’s concept of “the interpenetration of reality and illusion™: “all is
illusion, and being empty in its very essence is in that sense identical with absolute reality”
(Clearly 64). Furthermore, Ddgen’s emphasis on the oneness of practice and realization
helps shed intriguing light on the poem (Clearly 15 and Abe 388).° For Zen Buddhism,i
everyday activities performed in full awareness are considered practice. In the poem, the acts
of poetry or riprap making are interwoven with the poet’s realization of the non-dualistic
nature of reality. Furthermore, the interpenetration of body and mind is evident again when
we see that the spiritual realization of the poet’s mind is embedded in daily physical
experiences. The poem can be seen as functioning like koans that, as Snyder explains, serve
as “a way of confirming that one has touched base with a larger Mind” (PS 105).

Snyder’s attempt to open modern readers’ mind to an alternative worldview that
emphasizes the intrinsic value of everything in the ecosystem is a very difficult task.
Believing in the power of poetry and human imagination, Snyder, however, has endeavored
throughout his writing career to provide his readers with a different view of reality.
Selections from Myths & Texts in No Nature exemplify this attempt. Patrick D. Murphy
interprets this complex poem, which uses multiple voices, as presenting “the path by which
entities of the world can come to live in the balance of mutual interdependence” and as
dramatizing the West’s quest for an alternative culture (21). Similar to Murphy’s reading, the
following discussion will focus on how Snyder uses this poem to gradually cut through
ossified layers of our familiar perception of reality and suggest “a new myth,” an alternative
way of discerning ourselves and the wdrld. It will also_highlight one important aspect of

Snyder’s non-dualistic worldview; that is, both animals and nonliving natural objects are seen

as being alive and having inherent value.



In the article “The Function of the Myth,” Snyder argues for the relationship between
myth and reality. He quotes anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski’s definition of myth to
support his view: “Myth . . . is a living reality, believed to have once happened in primeval
times, and continuing ever since to influence the world and human destinies” (GSR 76).
Calling myth a “reality lived” and reality “a myth lived,” Snyder further explains that the
myth functions to “control and shape the experiences it was derived from, rather than
remaining a subsidiary reflection of experience” (GSR 82, 84-85). He particularly points out
that one of myth’s characteristics is its functioning according to physical laws in nature which
“concern the economic survival of the group” (GSR 82). To put it differently, the kind of
myth that Snyder endorses sustains the harmonious existence between the natural world and
its human inhabitants. _

In Myths and Texts Snydér secks to galvanize readers to realize the disastrous danger
of the myth of “progress™ that has dominated the West while at the same time introducing a
new myth of an “empty,” interrelated, and ever changing universe in which all members
respect one another’s equal right to exist. In “Logging” Snyder pits his myth against images
of humans’ depletion of natural resources, acts justified by the modern myth of “progress.”
Focusing on the image of trees, Snyder presents them as having life and struggling to live in
contrast with the image of massive logging. For example:

“Pines grasp the clouds with iron claws

like dragons rising from sleep”

250,000 board-feet a day

If both Cats keep working

& nobody gets hurt.

Here we see the clash between the new myth that Snyder introduces and the reality based on
the lived myth of “progress.” As Murphy notes, while Snyder’s myth recognizes the pines as
dragons, Chinese mythological creatures that suggest the idea of fertility, modern loggers see
not the pines, but “board-feet,” as a product existing only “in terms of its use /exchange
value” (25).” Furthermore, in presenting the image of modem industrial logging, Snyder
sarcastically criticizes the narrowness of modern humans’ dualistic worldview that also
focuses on the centrality of human existence at the expense of other things in the ecosystem
and thus does not recognize the intrinsic value of nonliving things in nature. Snyder attempts
to liberate our mind from this worldview.

In addition, Snyder makes us aware that the “progress” deceitfully promised by the
modemn myth is, in reality, detrimental not only to the world but also to humans themselves.

He indicates its adverse effects on individuals and on human communities. For instance, he



shows how massive logging destroys traditional family farms and disintegrates the family and

community:

But it’s hard to farm

Between the stumps:

The cows get thin, the milk tastes funny,

The kids grow up and go to college

They don’t come back.

the little fir-trees do

The last line in the quotation implies the poet"s hope in nature’s self-regeneration on the one
hand and the contrast between humans and trees in terms of their loyal connectédhess with
the land on the other.

Just as Snyder states in the article “Blue Mountains Constantly Walking” that “we
can begin to imagine, to visualize, the nested hierarchies and webs of the actual non-dualistic
world” (PW 109), so Myths and Texts constantly uses, and urges us to use, imagination to
envision an alternative world. In the following sections “Hunting” and “Burning,” the poet
imaginatively “hatch[es] a new myth” out of disparate sources: Native American shamanistic
ritvals, Hindu myths, Buddhist concepts and beliefs, as well as the sciences of biology and
ecology. In “Hunting,” for example, the poet combines native American beliefs and rituals
with the Buddhist image of the birth of the Lord Buddha. Composing a “first shaman song”
and poems for birds, bear, and deer, he not only allows these beings to speak for themselves
but also creates a myth of a universe in which its animal people, kin to human people, live,
interact, and love their lives just as humans do. The poet then juxtaposes these native
American myths with the image of the birth of the baby Buddha. Strangely he places the
Buddhist belief in the rare opportunity of being borm as a human—"“How rare to be born a
human being!”—next to the pronouncement of the baby Buddha: “] alone am the honored
one.” However, this pronouncement is undercut by the statement of “Chao-chou the Zen
Master™: “If that baby really- said that, / I’d cut him up and throw him to the dogs!” These
lines further.highlight the non-distinction between humans and other beings in the universe.
In Zen Buddhism, all things are considered as having the Buddha nature. The Zen master’s
statement can be read as cautioning against humans’ misinterpretation of the Buddha’s
pronouncement as showing humans’ privileging of themselves over other beings. Moreover,
the line “How rare to be born a human being!” which is usually followed by “and to meet
with Buddhism,” in fact, does not suggest human superiority to other beings. On the
contrary, it urges humans to make the most of this opportunity in practicing very seriously,
and it imposes even more respfmsibilities on humans to show compassion for other beings.

The focus on the Buddha nature in humans and animals alike is seen in the image of ittle

10



animals bringing food to the baby Buddha, which is followed by that of girls with “their new-
born infants home” sharing their milk with a “wild gazelle or wild wolf-cubs.” In this non-
dualistic world, there is no separation between humans and animals. Snyder ends-this
section: Meaning: compassion. / Agents: man and beast, beasts / Got the Buddha-nature.
These lines show that both animals and humans partake of the Buddha-nature and
compassion. Furthermore, these beings are merely different forms of agents who are born
and reborn to cultivate and share universal compassion with all beings. .

To cultivate compassion, deep seeing into the true reality of interrelatedness and
interdependence is of utmost importance. “Buming,” the last section of the poem,
imaginatively presents various images that suggest a non-dualistic vision of all lives’
interpenetration.. For example, in the “second shaman song,” the speaker who, together with
pine seeds, is awaiting rebirth after a great fire in “Logging” is depicted as “squat[ting] in
swamp shadows,” in something like the sea of a mother’s womb. He is still an inchoate form
at the origin of life,

Quivering in nerve and muscle
Hung in the pelvic cradle
Bones propped against roots

A blind flicker of nerve

Still hand moves out alone
Flowering and leafing

Tuming to quartz
Streaked rock congestion of karma
The long body of the swamp.
A mud-streaked thigh.

This scene implies the interfusion of all things in this entity. The poet, for instance, depicts
the growth of bones from roots, then likens the moving out of the hand from the body to the
shooting out of flowers and leaves from the stem. The hand, flowers, and leaves are
transformed into “quartz” or “streaked rock,” particles of which, in turn, become part of a

" thigh. In Mﬁrphy’s reading, the image, together with the phrase “congestion of karma,”
suggests a person’s accumnlated karma or actions throughout past lives that have caused him
or her 10 be re-bom (35). In addition, it can also be interpreted as conveying the Buddhist
notions of interdependence and emptiness. Humans, animals, plants, and rocks are composed
of the same basic elements: earth, water, wind, and fire. If their components dissolve, these
entities also come to an end. From a Buddhist perspective, since their existence depends on
other things, these entities are, in ultimate reality, “empty” of any inherent and permanent

quality

11



The Hinduw/Buddhist doctrine of transmigration and the Buddhist notion of emptiness
are carried over to “Maitreya the future Buddha” In this part, Snyder presents the image of
the future Buddha “wait[ing] through fish scale, shale dust, bone / of hawk and marmot, /
caught leaves in ice, / Til flung on a new net of atoms.” Not only does this quotation indicate
the reincarnation of Maitreya but it also suggests the idea that these diverse forms are merely
a “net of atoms.” Puﬁing a scientific slant on it, this idea dovetails with the Buddhist
worldview in which all existence is in flux and is empty of any essential quality. This insight
into the interrelated nature of all things enhances ecological awareness..

The Buddhist notions of interdependence and emptiness, among other things, play a
significant role in Myths and Texts’ attempt to change our perception of reality and foster a
deeper ecological awareness. More particularly, Snyder’s view that all things (including trees
and rocks) in nature are alive and that humans’ intimate relation with them can lead to an
ecologically and spiritually inspirational vision corresponds with Dogen’s radical notion that
all is Buddha nature. As John C. Maraldo explains, Dogen reinterprets the traditional
Mahayana concept of the Buddha nature of all sentient beings (104-105). That is, whereas
the line from the Mahaparinirvana Sitra—"All living beings have the Buddha nature”—
conveys the idea that the seed of Buddha nature exists in all living beings that exist in the
circle of birth and death, Dogen’s reinterpretation—"*all beings are Buddha nature”—implies
that Buddha nature can be found not only in the animate world but also in the inanimate one.
More significantly, Maraldo notes that Ddgen unprecedentedly identifies Buddha nature with
all beings. By saying that “all beings are Buddha nature,” Ddgen does not even differentiate
the phenomenal world from ultirﬁate reality. Quoting from Dogen’s “Buddha-Nature,”
Maraldo points out that the Zen master expands the notion of living beings to all things and
extends Buddha nature to everything, which is, in reality, identical with “mind” or Buddha

nature: .
All this, which is mind, is living being; all living beings have the being of Buddha-
nature. Grass, trees, and carth—these are mind; being mind, they are living beings; as
living beings, they are the being of Buddha-nature. Sun, moon, stars—these are
mind; being mind, they are living beings; as living beings, they are the being of the
Buddha-nature. (qtd. in Maraldo 105)

This notion parallels Snyder’s stance in Myths and Texts which accords equal impertance to

not only human and nonhuman beings but also animate and inanimate beings, and considers

these entities in the natural world as sentient beings. This idea also corresponds with the
ecological notion of the equal importance of everything in the ecosystem including all the

processes of life, death, and transformation. To put it differently, these ideas that Snyder
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might have incorporated from various sources all enhance ecological awareness of the
indispensable, intrinsic value of all diverse “life” forms in nature.

One important point about the assumptions that underpin Snyder’s alternative
worldview and ecological principles is his concept of temporality. The poet refers to this
concept as “dreaming or dreamtime,” which is “a time of fluidity, shape-shifting, interspecies
conversation and intersexuality, radically creative moves, whole landscapes being altered”
(PW 84). While this dreamtime is “not really in any time,” he states that “[w]e might as well
say it is right now” since it is “the mode of the eternal moment of creating, of being, as
contrasted with the mode of cause and effect in time.” The poet briefly points out that this
concept finds its parallel in Dogen’s “difficult and playful tatk” called “Time/Being” (PW
85). .
In the essay Uji or “The Time Being,” Dogen presents the notion of the
interpenetration of being and time in a paradoxical koan-like language. For example, he
writes:

Do not think that time merely flies away. Do not see flying away as the only
function of time. If time merely flies away, you would be separated from time. The
reason you do not clearly understand the time-being is that you think of time only as

pasf;ncisence, all things in the entire world are linked with one another as moments.

Because all moments are the time-being, they are your time-being. (Moon in a

Dewdrop 718)"

Here Dogen tries to change our habitual concept of time as passing away and separated from
our existence. As Rein Raud explains, Dogen’s “being-time” includes the past, the present,
and the future, and “[w]ithin this reality, there can be no essential difference between single
moments of time, because they are contained within one another” (40)."* Moreover, Thomas
Clearly further notes that Dgen views time as a “concrete” and “necessary factor of all
manifestations of being” (102). One may also interpret that this notion considers time as an
aspect of being within the web of the interrelatedness of all things.

A number of Snyder’s poems induce the reader to imagine illuminating moments
when the present is deeply connected with the past and the future. For instance, “Above Pate
Valley” depicts the poet’s experience during his work with a trail crew when he “found a
flake / Black volcanic glass—obsidian—/ By a flower.” This object and “thousands / Of
arrowhead leavings over a / Hundred yards” once used by native Americans reminds him of

those ancestors who visited this trail before him:

They came to camp. On their
Own trails. 1 foliowed my own
Trails here. Picked up the cold-drill,



Pick, single jack, and sack

Of dynamite.

Ten thousand years.

As Murphy notes, the poem suggests “a continuity of experience but also a recognition of
difference” (53). Snyder can’t imitate the lives of the Indians; instead he “must pursue his
own way into the kind of human/nature harmony that he would attribute to them.” While the
last line can be read as connected with the native Americans’ lives in the past as Martin
suggests, it is also possible to read it as connected with the future. That the poet includes his
own act of picking up various man-made tools—"the cold-drill, / Pick, singlejack, and sack /
Of dynamite”—in order to clear the camp at the poem’s end can be interpreted as implying
that he is here perpetuating the ancestral legacy of living gently on the earth and leaving as
little damage as possible. Younger generations who may visit this trail “ten thousand years”
later will then be able to appreciate the very same legacy and pass it on. Read in this way, the
poem establishes the relationship of the poet’s being in the present with those who lived in
the past and those who are yet to come. In other words, that the past and the future vividly
exist in the poet’s mind at this very moment imbues the present with enlightening profundity
that makes his existence part of, and even more meaningfully grounded to, the universe.

Buddhist deep ecologist Joanna Macy clearly discusses the significance of re-
inhabiting time in World as Lover, World as Self. Modern humans hysterically working
against time are severed from the past and future and lose the perception of temporal space,
thereby failing to see their crisis from a larger perspective. Macy suggests that we “inhabit
time in a healthier, saner fashion™ by “opening up our experience of time in organic,
ecological, and even geological terms and in revitalizing relationships with other species,
other eras” (206). Moreover, she points out that to reclaim time, narrative is indispensable.
Quoting cosmologists Thomas Berry and Brian Swimme, she explains that humans need new
stories that capture the continuity of the whole universe and its beihgs and that include both
grandeur and pain in the process of evolution. Such stories will expand not only “our
consciousness of time and our felt continuity with past and future” but also our sense of
connectedness with the whole universe (214-215).

To proceed to examine the relations between Snyder’s Buddhist-inspired principles of
ecology and his concrete actions/lifestyles (between levels 1-2 and levels 3-4 in the deep
ecology’s apron diagram}, we may look at his statements from a 1977 interview with Peter
Barry Chowka as a starting point. The poet stated that one has to start with “Right View,”
which is the first step on the Buddhist Eightfold Path, before proceeding to “Right Practice”

(RW 108-109). To him, this right view is a realization that “[t]he real values are within
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nature, family, mind, and into liberation,” and it also involves “the possibilities of a way of
living and being which is . . . harmonious and complexly simple” (RW 109). This statement
highlights the keywords central to the poet’s principles of the interrelationship between
humans and the natural world, but it also points to the kind of lifestyle and actions that he has
chosen for himself.

To restore nature, family, mind, and liberation to the centrality of human existence,
Snyder chooses to start with a smaller unit of social fabric: the local community. In
discussing the three treasures in Buddhism, Snyder remarks that “the one that we pay least
attention to and have least understanding of is Sangha—community” (RW 110). Extending
Buddhism’s concept of sangha as religious community, Snyder redefines sangha as a sense
of community with “a commitment to staying together for a while” which will bring about
not only mutual cooperation but also “a commitment to the place™ and subsequently a “right
relation to nature.”

Snyder ofien treats the interlaced themes of developing an intimacy with nature and
connectedness with one’s community of family and friends in his poetry. Functioning as
. living proofs derived from the poet’s own experience., a number of his poems reveal how his
living in close contact with the community and nature helps cultivate his ecological
awareness of the interpenetration of all existence. For example, “Everybody Lying on their
Stomachs, Head toward the Candle, Reading, Sleeping, Drawing,” depicts how the ordinary
activities of the poet’s local community on Suwanose, Japan, can bring about an inspirational
experience of the universe’s networks of interrelatedness. As Patrick Murphy vividly
elaborates, the human community inside the house here shares “not so much a physical as a
metaphysical” light, and the lightning outside is possibly “a conduit between visual image of
the retina and envisioned images of the spiritual energy flow of the universe in the mind, as
indicated by the closing line “Half-open on eternity™ (98).

This poem also suggests that such an epiphany cannot take place without certain
qualities and attitudes of community members who are committed to living together. It
begins with a description which points to the mind’s attentiveness to what is going on: “The
corrugated roof / Booms and fades night-long to / million-darted rain.” Read together with
the title, the poem implies that the mind that can be alert to the world takes delight in life’s
simplicity and the community’s togethermess. The community members are depicted as lying
on the hard floor, sharing the same candlelight, spending time just relaxing together. By

extension, the poem can be read as suggesting that the mind’s heightened awareness and its
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contentment in simplicity are nurtured in the environs of a community that values self-
sufficiency, relationships, and quality time to deepen those relationships.

Snyder believes that humans’ commitment to living together in a particular place
helps establish their kinship with the land and enables them to see nature as their larger
community. As he puts it; “[t]his also is new, to say our community does not end at the
human boundaries; we are in a community with certain trees, plants, birds, and animals™ (qtd.
in Barnhiil 192). For Snyder, such a commitment is essential to his key concept of
bioregionalism. As he maintains, bioregionalism “calls for commitment to this continent
place to place, in terms of bio-geographical regions and watersheds” and “calls us to see our
country in terms of its landforms, plant life, weather patterns, and seasonal changes—its
whole natural history before the net of political jurisdictions was cast over it” (PS 246-247).
It also connects people with the history of the bioregion and its inhabitants. Concurrently, it
urges a lifestyle with responsibilities extended to the future of the land and posterity who, as
Snyder states, “would also be alive, in this land, carrying on the work we are doing right now,
with deepening delight” (PS 190). Moreover, Snyder points out that “[t]he bioregional
movement is not just a rural program; it is as much for the restoration of urban neighborhood
life and the greening of the cities” (PW 43). As bioregionalism fundamentally constitutes
changes in attitudes towards the human relationship with the natural world and the ways in
which humans inhabit, or connect with, any particular place, it can be adopted into practice
both in the country and in the city. In addition, Snyder makes it very clear that
bioregionalism is by no means “some return to a primitive lifestyle or utopian provincialism”
(PS247). On the contrary, it stimulates a commitment to the local community without losing
sight of its interrelationship with the global community: “[f}t simply implies an engagement
with community and a search for the sustainable sophisticated mix of economic practices that
would enable people to live regionally and yet learn from and contribute to a planetary
society” (PS 247).

Snyder’s poetry presents his notion of bioregionalism in specific situations by
depicting his concrete experiences embedded in particular places. For example, “River in the
Valley” depicts Snyder and his two sons’ intimacy with the Sierra Nevadas, where their
house “Kitkitdizze” is located. Their heightened attentiveness to the non-human world,
together with their flair for discovering often overlooked wonders in the ordinary, is manifest
in the first stanza, which describes them as able to “find thousands of swallows nesting / on
the underside of a concrete overhead / roadway? Causeway? Abandoned. Near / Butte

Creek.” That the children joyfully learn to pay patient attention to the movement of birds
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suggests the commitment 1o the land and posterity on the part of their parents. For instance,
“Kai leans silent against a concrete pier / tries to hold with his eyes the course / of a single
darting bird.” Furthermore, the last two stanzas of the poem capture a conversation between
father and son, which demonstrates not only the ecological and spiritual wisdom into which
the father’s life-long experiences in the natural world-have crystallized, but also the
transmission of his insights to the younger generation:

From north of Sutter Buttes

we see snow on Mt. Lassen

and the clear arc of the Sierra

south to the Desolation peaks.

One boy asks, “where do rivers start?”

in threads in hills, and gather down to here—

but the river

is all of it everywhere,

all flowing at once,

all one place.

Snyder’s reply to his son’s question reflects his view of an ecosystem as an intricate web of
interrelationships. As generally understood, mountains are the source of rivers. However,
the poet also shares with his sons his insight into the river as a constituent part of an
ecosystem. Spoken in terms of energy flow, the river is a form of energy that is constantly in
flux and is manifest in everything. This view of the river thereby reveals the world of unity
in diversity.

Together with bioregionalism, Snyder suggests certain lifestyles that can be
characterized by what Lawrence Buell calls “the aesthetics of relinquishment” (143). In The
Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing, and the Formation of American
Culture, Buell remarks that contemporary American environmental writers have been
fascinated by two forms of relinquishment: firstly “the relinquishment of goods, of material
trophies,” and secondly the renunciation of “individual autonomy itself” (144). Snyder
galvanizes readers to resist the temptations of consumerist society, urging them to lessen their
materialistic desires and to pay more attention to social responsibilities and the purification of
their spirit.

Snyder’s straightforward critique of mind-numbing consumerism in twentieth-century
America goes hand in hand with his attempt to renounce unnecessary materials and insatiable
desires. This is evident in “The Trade” and “To Fire,” two poems that are placed next to each
other in No Nature. “The Trade” presents the poet as one of the materialistic society’s

victims incarcerated by “a massive concrete shell” which is “full of the things that were
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bought and made / in the twentieth century.” To emancipate himself from the state of
victimhood, in “To Fire” Snyder performs a ceremony of Buming his useless belongings,
particularly objects of his attachment, such as letters, old poems, and old Christmas cards, as
offerings to Shiva. The belongings that he decides to relinquish represent part of himself, or
in his words, “my body.” Moreover, as Patrick Murphy points out, the poet makes it very
clear that this act is also symbolic of “the burning away of material desires and attachments
within the speaker’s mind,” which he refers to as “dross within” (102).)” The poem thus
presents both the letting go of materials and self-relinquishment.

Snyder recommends relinquishment as a lifestyle that makes possible the co-existence
of human and non-human worlds and promises a joyful life in the sustainable future. For
example, “For Children” envisions a new life in harmony with nature on Turtle Island. The
speaker asks to utter only “one word” to readers and their children: “stay together / learn the
Slowers / go light.” The advice to “grow strong on less™ or “go light” highlights the
minimizing of material wants. It urges one to simplify and concentrate on the development
of the spiritual life within. In his writings, Snyder attempts to establish altemative
signification to words such as “wealth.” He once asserted that while people tend to regard oil
as real wealth, “[t]he actual ‘real wealth’ is knowing how to get along “without’” (RW 51).
He also pointed out that the source of wealth resides not in “mechanical and fossil-fuel-fired
capacities,” but in “human mind-energy capacities, human intelligence capacities.”

1t is important to note that for Snyder a life of simplicity and self-relinquishment is by
no means lackadaisically inactive. On the contrary, he views work as playing a significant
role in such a life. In line with E. F. Schumacher’s notion of Buddhist economics, Snyder
values work as a means of character formation and development. As Schumacher maintains,
modern economics and Buddhist economics differ in their attitude toward labor or work. In
modern economics, workers view work as a “disutility” or “a sacrifice of one’s leisure and
comfort” while employers consider work as “an item of cost, to be reduced to a minimum if it
cannot be eliminated altogether” (39). In contrast, Buddhist economics believes that “work,
properly conducted in conditions of human dignity and freedom, blesses those who do it and
equally their products” (40). Snyder tends to celebrate the beauty of physical work and the
dignity of laborers who perform their duty with a'ttentiveness. Moreover, he views work as
spiritual practice that brings about moments of enlightenment in our daily existence.

A number of Snyder’s poems glorify physical work done by the working class and
present it as integral to the life of simple living and noble thinking. “Fire in the Hole”

demonstrates why Snyder’s experience of strenuous work as a trail laborer is memorable to
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him. His description of a day when he worked in the sunny hills shows that the work is
extremely grueling: “one hand turning the steeldrill, / one, swinging the four pound
singlejack hammer / down. / three inches an hour,” However, for certain obscure reasons this
particular experience tends to surface in his mind. The poet tries to figure out “why . . . this
day keep[s] coming into mind.” The answer lies in the last stanza:

that the mind
entered the tip of steel
the arm fell
like breath,
the valley, reeling,
on the pivot of that drill—
twelve inches deep we packed the charge
dynamite on mules
like frankincense.

As the workers’ whole attention is given to the work at that particular moment, their
minds become one with the work. Moreover, this attentiveness renders the grueling job
refreshing and makes their bodies move as naturally as breath. To.the workers, work is life-
giving, redemptive, and liberating. Simultaneously, the comparison of the dynamite charge
with frankincense indicates the workers’ insight into the aesthetics and sacred nature of work.
For them, work is not a “disutility” that deprives them of leisurely time to rest, but an

invaluable means that helps refine the heart and discipline their mind.

An alternative worldview of non-dualism is key to the understanding of Gary
Snyder’s poetry on the relationship with humans and the non-human world. He attempts to
change our habitual perception of nature by destabilizing the dichotomy of nature / culture.
“Ripples on the Surface” illustrates this particularly well. The beginning of the poem
conveys a point about ripples that we find on the surface of the water. That is, they are not of
a fixed identical form, but they assume various forms and features depending on what has
caused of them. As he explains, “Ripples on the surface of the water— / were silver salmon
passing under—different / from the ripples caused by breezes.” This observation leads to his
assertion that “—Nature not a book, but a performance, a / high old culture.” As this
statement suggests, nature is neither unchanging nor easily deciphered like a book, but an
ever fluid “performance.” Moreover, the definition of nature as “a performance” and “a high
old culture” endows nature with life and radically implies that the whole universe and its
various life forms, no less than humans, have long functioned as main ageﬁts in creating and
developing culture. Furthermore, the poem’s end suggests the notion of the interpenetration

of nature and culture:
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The little house in the wild,
The wild in the house.

Both forgotten.
No nature
Both together, one big empty house.

In light of the Buddhist concept of interrelatedness and emptiness, nature and culture are, in
reality, interpenetrated. There is nothing that can be exclusively referred to as “culture” or
“nature” as we habitually understand. Both culture-penetrated nature and nature-penetrated
culture form “one big empty house” devoid of any fixed qualities. Snyder’s statements in the
preface to No Nature also help clarify further our understanding of “nature”:

But we do not easily know nature, or even know ourselves. Whatever it actually is, it
will not fulfil our conceptions or assumptions. It will dodge our expectations and
theoretical models. There is no single or set “nature” either as “the natural world” or
“the nature of things.” The greatest respect we can pay to nature is not to trap it, but
to acknowledge that it eludes us and that our own nature is also fluid, open, and

conditional. (v)
This comment about the fluidity of nature and human nature again echoes the Buddhist
teachings of transitoriness and emptiness. Paradoxically, it underplays Snyder’s attempt to
use his poetry to help the reader discern the actual nature of reality, yet it is simultaneously an
inseparable part of that attempt. While he invites us to heed not material wealth but the
human mind and its intellectual capacities, the comment here cautions against one of the
greatest human weaknesses: hubris. 1t reminds us that the universe of ever changing things
(ourselves included) playfully evades our attempt to grasp it, and that understanding
“nature”—Iet alone completely controlling it—is far beyond our ken. Afier all, humility is a
universal virtue much needed in the modern world and essential to our co-existence with

other humans and with other non-human life forms.

Notes

* This essay is a shorter version of a chapter in my forthcoming book, In Search of
Liberation: Buddhism and the Beat Writers.

1. Quotations from Snyder’s works are cited in the text with the abbreviations listed below:
GSR  The Gary Snyder Reader: Prose, Poetry, and Translations 1952-1998
Washington D. C.: Counterpoint, 1999.
NN No Nature: New and Selected Poems. New York and San Francisco:
Pantheon Books, 1992,
PS 4 Place in Space: Ethics, Aesthetics, and Watersheds. Washington
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D.C.: Counterpoint, 1995
PW  The Practice of the Wild: Essays by Gary Snyder. New York: North
Point P, 1990
RW  The Real Work: Interviews and Talks 1964-1979. New York: New
' Directions, 1980

- 2. No Nature: New and Selected Poems is a 1992 collection of poems from previously
published collections: Riprap and Cold Mountain Poems, Myths & Texts, Mountains and
Rivers Without End, The Back Country, Regarding Wave, Turtle Island, Axe Handles, and
Left Out in the Rain. Snyder added new poems at the end of this collection in a section called
No Nature.

The Gary Snyder Reader: Prose, Poetry, and Translations 1952-1998 (1999) is the most
recent collection of Snyder’s prose and poetry. The poetry section comprises poems from the
previously published collectionslisted above, translated poems from Miyazawa Kenji, Sixteen
T'ang Poems, and Long Bitter Song, poems from No Nature, and three new poems.

3. By the radical ecological movement, Zimmerman refers to deep ecology, ecofeminism, and
social ecology (1).
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“without the basic principle of a goodwill they can become

extremely evil. - (G. 4:394)
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7 Frederic Copleston, A History of Phllosophy (London: Burns and Qates Limited, 1968),

p. 335.
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"happiness is not an ideal of reason but of imagination, resting

merely upon empirical ground."9 (G. 4:419)
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° Mary J. Gregor (trans.}, “Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals,” in Practical
Philosophy : The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Immanuet Kant, (4:399), p. b4.

? Ibid., p. 71.

*® Lewis White Beck (trans.), Critique of Practical Reason (Indianapolis: Bobbs - Merrill,
1956), p. 124. “happiness is the condition of a rational being in the world, for whom throughout the

whole of its existence everything goes according to wish and will.”
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“if the proper end of nature were its preservation, its welfare,
in a word its happiness, then nature would have hit upon a
very bad arrangement in selecting the reason of the creature
to carry out this purpose. For all action that creature has to
perform for this purpose, and the whole rule of its conduct,
would be marked out of it far more accurately by instinct, and
that end would have thereby been attained much more surely

than it ever can be by reason."14 (G. 4:395)
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i Mary J. Gregor (trans.), “Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals,” in Practical
Philosophy : The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Immanuel Kant, (4:396), p. 52.

8 Roger J. Sullivan, An Introduction to Kant's Ethics, (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1994), p. 116. .

* Mary J. Gregor (trans.), “Groundwork of the Met'éphysics of Morals,” in Practical
Philosophy : The Cambridge Editlon of the Works of Immanuel Kant, p. 54.
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Here is the house. It is green and white. It has red door. It is very pretty. Here is the
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