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Abstract. Jack Kerouac’s The Dharma Bums (1958) is a lyrical
exploration of the Beat Generation’s search for spiritual transcendence
amid postwar materialism. This paper applies ecocriticism, drawing
on Lawrence Buell’s concept of the “environmental imagination,” to
analyze how Kerouac portrays nature—notably the mountains and
Desolation Peak—as an active spiritual presence rather than a mere
backdrop. Through Ray Smith’s reflections, such as “I felt like lying
down by the side of the trail and remembering it all... the woods and
the peace and the quiet” (56), the novel presents nature as a Zen-
inspired space of mindfulness and solitude. Ultimately, The Dharma
Bums emerges as a key text in American eco-spiritual literature,
celebrating nature as a site of revelation while revealing tensions in
the Beat movement’s fusion of Zen and wilderness.
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In the wake of World War II, American society entered an era of economic
affluence, suburban expansion, and cultural conformity, but many young
writers, including Jack Kerouac, felt alienated by the “plastic” values of
postwar life. The Dharma Bums (1958) captures this disillusionment while
offering an alternative vision rooted in Zen Buddhism and deep
engagement with the natural world. Ray Smith’s retreat into the mountains
with Japhy Ryder reveals a longing for spiritual and ecological simplicity.
In one scene, Ray reflects, “I felt like lying down by the side of the trail
and remembering it all. The woods do that to you, they always look
familiar, long lost, like the face of a long-dead relative, like an old dream”
(60). This moment captures the protagonist’s sense of nature as a space
of memory and transcendence, beyond the noise of modern civilization.

Viewed through the lens of ecocriticism, the novel’s
romanticization of wilderness resists dominant narratives of human-
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cantered progress. As eco critic Lawrence Buell argues in The
Environmental Imagination, “To speak for nature is to ventriloquize a
silenced or silencing other” (430). Kerouac’s writing, though focused on
human interiority, also attempts to let nature speak through description,
mood, and metaphor. His prose enacts a kind of Zen ecology — a
dissolving of the self into the rhythms of wind, stone, and snow. This
aligns with what scholar Timothy Morton describes as “ecological
thought”, a consciousness that recognizes “the interdependence of all
living and non-living things” (The Ecological Thought, 4). In this way,
The Dharma Bums not only critiques the mechanized, postwar American
landscape but also anticipates later environmental literature by framing
the wild as a site of sacred, interconnected life.

Jack Kerouac’s retreat into Zen Buddhism and the wilderness in
The Dharma Bums is framed as a path toward spiritual awakening, yet
the text reveals an underlying tension between authentic seeking and
psychological escape. The protagonist Ray Smith’s journey into nature
— most notably in his climbs with Japhy Ryder and his solitary summer
on Desolation Peak — initially reflects a sincere desire to embody the
Zen ideal of non-attachment and present-moment awareness. In a moment
of rapture in the mountains, Ray exclaims, “I looked up and saw the
billion stars of the Milky Way and I thought, ‘All the animals that ever
are sleeping in the night” (The Dharma Bums, 67). This awe-struck
stillness mirrors Zen’s goal of ego dissolution and union with the cosmos.
However, Kerouac’s prose frequently undercuts this transcendence with
signs of instability, restlessness, and longing for connection, suggesting
that Ray’s quest may be less about enlightenment and more about avoiding
the discomforts of postwar society.

Rather than fully achieving a Zen state of non-dual clarity, Ray
often clings to the idea of Zen as a romanticized alternative to modern
life — a life he never fully rejects but continuously circles. His spiritual
enthusiasm is inconsistent, shifting between meditation and hedonistic
indulgence, revealing what ecocritic Timothy Morton might call in the
text Ecological Thought a “beautiful soul syndrome,” (5) in which the
character imagines himself outside the system he critiques. Even in nature,
Ray cannot escape himself: his time on Desolation Peak is riddled with
hallucinations, boredom, and psychological fragmentation. “I didn’t know
who I was, I was just a pile of bones in a cave,”(183) he confesses, a line
that dramatizes not spiritual liberation but existential crisis. Nature
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becomes less a site of enlightenment and more a blank screen onto which
Ray projects his desire for purity, simplicity, and detachment — desires
that may ultimately mask a refusal to engage with the real, flawed world.
As Lawrence Buell observes, the pastoral impulse in American literature
often “oscillates between ecological awareness and escapist idealization”
(Environmental Imagination, 55). Kerouac’s portrayal of the wilderness
is deeply caught in this oscillation, making The Dharma Bums as much a
critique of its own ideals as an endorsement of them.

In The Dharma Bums, Jack Kerouac presents nature and Zen
Buddhism as paths to spiritual awakening and personal freedom, yet the
novel simultaneously reveals these retreats as forms of escapism that
expose the contradictions within the Beat quest; through Ray Smith’s
shifting engagement with solitude, wilderness, and mindfulness, Kerouac
critiques the limitations of idealized spirituality and the difficulty of
sustaining authenticity in a postwar culture marked by dislocation and
desire. This tension between aspiration and reality mirrors the broader
ethos of the Beat Generation itself. Emerging in the late 1940s and 1950s
as a reaction to the postwar cultural climate in the United States, the
Beats resisted an era defined by conformity, consumerism, and material
ambition. Many young people during this time felt disillusioned with the
rigid structures of American life, especially the pressure to conform to
social roles and the hollow promises of the so-called American Dream.
In response, the Beats sought personal freedom, authenticity, and deeper
spiritual meaning—ideals they pursued through travel, art, and alternative
forms of consciousness.

One of the most distinctive aspects of the Beat movement was
its embrace of Eastern philosophies, particularly Zen Buddhism.
Disenchanted with institutionalized Western religion, which they often
viewed as dogmatic and disconnected from direct experience, many Beats
found in Zen a spiritual practice that emphasized mindfulness, simplicity,
and a direct engagement with the present moment. Zen’s rejection of
rigid doctrines and its embrace of spontaneity appealed to writers like
Jack Kerouac, who sought to capture the immediacy of life in his prose.
The influence of Zen is evident not only in the thematic content of Beat
literature but also in its form—the raw, unfiltered, and often stream-of-
consciousness style that aimed to reflect the unmediated flow of thought.
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The Beats thus acted as cultural bridges, introducing Eastern
philosophies to a wider American audience during a time when such ideas
were far from mainstream. Their interest in Zen Buddhism, Taoism, and
Hinduism was not superficial or purely aesthetic—it was part of a sincere
attempt to forge new paths to meaning in a society they found spiritually
impoverished. This fascination with Eastern thought not only shaped the
contours of Beat literature but also influenced the broader countercultural
movements of the 1960s and 70s, laying the groundwork for a Western
reengagement with mindfulness, meditation, and holistic spirituality.In
this way, the Beat Generation’s cultural rebellion became a spiritual quest,
with Zen providing both a philosophical anchor and an experiential
practice. It helped them articulate their rejection of modern alienation
and offered a path toward inner freedom, which they often pursued through
solitude in nature. Through their writing, they invited readers to join them
on that journey—not just across physical landscapes, but into the stillness
and immediacy of the present moment.

In The Dharma Bums, mountains function not merely as settings
but as profound symbols of spiritual ascent, inner clarity, and a deliberate
renunciation of modern, urban life. Kerouac presents the mountains as
sacred spaces where his characters can shed the distractions of civilization
and encounter what they perceive as essential truths. For Ray Smith and
Japhy Ryder, the physical act of climbing mirrors a metaphysical journey
toward enlightenment. The mountains, elevated and remote, signify a
higher plane of existence—one aligned with Zen ideals of simplicity,
impermanence, and mindful presence. Kerouac describes one mountain
scene with reverent awe, “It was beautiful the way up there in the high
mountains you could look around and see for miles, see the whole world
below, and everything was detached and separate” (The Dharma Bums,
76). This detachment is not nihilistic but liberating. By rising above the
chaos of daily life, Smith achieves the kind of spacious awareness central
to Zen practice. The mountains, then, are not just visually sublime—they
are epistemologically transformative, offering a different mode of knowing
grounded in stillness and perception rather than thought.

Moreover, Kerouac’s language often reflects the internal
transformations that the mountain environment provokes. In a moment
of quiet reflection, Smith notes, “I felt like lying down right there and
crying in the grass, I was so happy to be in the mountains I had to cry”
(74). The emotion here is not simply awe, but a profound recognition of
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the self’s smallness within the vast natural order—another core tenet of
both Zen Buddhism and the Beat critique of ego-centred modernity. This
ecstatic moment of humility reveals how the mountains function as spaces
of spiritual discipline and surrender. Rather than conquering the mountain,
the characters are absorbed by it, which aligns with their deeper quest to
dissolve the self and connect to a universal rhythm. In contrast to the
artificial constructs of city life—characterized in the novel by noise,
materialism, and alienation—the mountain landscape offers an authenticity
rooted in direct experience, sensory clarity, and impermanence.

By situating his characters in the mountains, Kerouac not only
aligns them with a tradition of American transcendentalism but also
reimagines that tradition through the lens of Eastern spirituality. The
mountain becomes a site where the Beat ideal of spiritual rebellion fuses
with Zen principles, producing a model of freedom that is inward rather
than political, experiential rather than ideological. In this way, the
mountains in The Dharma Bums serve as a symbolic axis around which
Kerouac’s central concerns—spiritual liberation, detachment, and the
rejection of modern artifice—are continually negotiated.

Jack Kerouac’s The Dharma Bums is deeply infused with Zen
Buddhist principles, particularly the ideas of mindfulness, meditation,
and ‘being present,’ which shape both the content and form of the novel.
At its core, Zen emphasizes direct experience and awareness of the present
moment as a path to spiritual awakening, a theme Kerouac explores
through his characters’ interactions with nature and their internal
contemplations. The novel’s protagonists—Ray Smith and Japhy Ryder—
actively engage in meditation and mindfulness practices that echo Zen
teachings, revealing moments of profound insight and calm clarity amidst
the chaos of their restless lives.Kerouac portrays mindfulness not as a
static or purely formal practice but as an embodied, lived experience,
integral to the Beat quest for authenticity. For example, in one scene
Japhy describes sitting quietly in the mountains, “watching the breeze
move through the trees” and “feeling the vastness of the world in the
stillness,” moments where time seems to dissolve and the self becomes
transparent (82). These episodes reflect the Zen ideal of “suchness”
(tathâtâ)—the acceptance of things as they are, without judgment or
distraction. The characters’ meditative states lead to epiphanies that break
through ordinary consciousness, opening a direct perception of reality
unmediated by intellectualizing or ego. This aligns with Zen’s teaching
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that enlightenment comes through experience rather than doctrine,
something Kerouac himself admired and sought to embody in his prose.

The influence of Zen Buddhism extends beyond thematic
concerns into Kerouac’s narrative style, which famously adopts a
spontaneous, free-flowing prose reminiscent of the stream-of-
consciousness technique. This narrative method mirrors the fluidity and
immediacy of mindful awareness, allowing thoughts and sensory
impressions to emerge organically without self-censorship or excessive
structuring. In The Dharma Bums, Kerouac’s writing captures the rhythm
of breath, the ebb and flow of nature, and the unfolding moment-to-
moment experience. This can be seen in passages that shift rapidly between
detailed observations and poetic reflection, as if the narrator is
simultaneously observing and participating in the scene. Such style reflects
Zen’s focus on living fully in the present moment, emphasizing direct
engagement over abstract representation.Moreover, Kerouac’s
spontaneous prose serves as a literary enactment of Zen’s rejection of
fixed concepts and dualistic thinking. The fluid, sometimes fragmented
narrative resists conventional plot structures and instead evokes the
openness and impermanence central to Zen practice. This approach also
parallels the Beat ethos of breaking free from social and literary
conventions in pursuit of a more immediate, authentic form of expression.
The narrative’s unedited flow of thoughts and sensations embodies the
“no-mind” (mushin) state in Zen, where the self is not trapped in habitual
patterns but moves with effortless spontaneity.

In The Dharma Bums, Kerouac’s protagonists embody the Beat
ideal of seeking truth through travel, immersion in nature, and spiritual
exploration, a quest deeply intertwined with an ecocritical awareness of
the natural world. Their journey transcends mere physical wandering; it
is a deliberate effort to reconnect with an environment increasingly
alienated by modernity. Ray Smith’s reflection that “my own country
was vast and wild and inviting” (34) highlights not only a personal quest
but also an implicit critique of industrial civilization’s encroachment on
the natural world. From an ecocritical perspective, this valorization of
wilderness challenges the anthropocentric worldview by positioning nature
as a vital, living presence integral to human identity and spirituality.

Nature in The Dharma Bums is more than a backdrop; it is an
active participant in the protagonists’ search for meaning, aligning closely
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with Zen Buddhist principles of mindfulness, detachment, and acceptance.
The Beat quest mirrors Zen’s teaching of non-attachment, seen in Japhy
Ryder’s declaration that “the first step in the spiritual life is to be able to
let go of everything—letting go of thoughts, letting go of feelings, letting
go of possessions” (88). This ethos extends eco-critically to a respectful
humility toward nature, resisting domination or exploitation. Scholar
Cheryll Glotfelty, a key figure in ecocriticism, emphasizes in the book
The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology (1996) that
such a perspective “calls for a rethinking of the human relationship to the
earth, one that recognizes interconnectedness and interdependence rather
than separation and control” (20). In this light, the Beats’ spiritual
detachment parallels a necessary ecological ethic—an awareness of
humans as part of, not apart from, the natural world.Yet, Kerouac’s
narrative also reveals a tension between the wildness celebrated by the
Beats and the discipline required for genuine spiritual and ecological
harmony. Japhy Ryder exemplifies this balance, combining fearless
immersion in wilderness with disciplined Zen meditation. Kerouac notes
his ability to “sit quietly for hours, eyes closed, perfect stillness,” while
also engaging in vigorous mountain climbing and outdoor living (79).
This dialectic echoes ecocritic Lawrence Buell’s argument that
environmental consciousness involves “a negotiation between human
agency and natural constraints,” demanding both freedom and
responsibility (44). The Beats’ pursuit of meaning, therefore, is not a
naïve romanticism but a complex process of learning to coexist with nature
on its terms—embracing spontaneity while cultivating mindfulness.

Ultimately, The Dharma Bums represents an ecopoetic
exploration where the Beat quest for authenticity and Zen spiritual practice
converge to foster a profound ecological awareness. Through travel,
nature, and meditation, Kerouac’s characters embody an ethic of presence
and respect toward the environment that anticipates later environmental
movements. Their journey invites readers to reconsider the human place
within the natural world, advocating a deeper connection and acceptance
that challenges the alienation of modern industrial society.In The Dharma
Bums, the interplay between the natural setting of the mountains, the
practice of mindfulness, and the Beat quest for meaning creates a dynamic
fusion that drives both the narrative and the characters’ spiritual evolution.
The mountains are not merely a physical backdrop but an essential catalyst
for mindfulness and self-discovery. Through immersion in these wild
landscapes, Kerouac’s characters find a unique environment conducive
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to the Zen practice of being present—free from the distractions and
artifices of urban modernity. As Ray Smith reflects on the mountain
wilderness, “The huge quiet filled me with a kind of joy I had never
known before” (74). This silence and vastness evoke an ecological
awareness that aligns closely with ecocritical ideas about nature as a space
where humans can reconnect with their embodied selves and the broader
web of life.

From an ecocritical perspective, the mountains in The Dharma
Bums function as more than picturesque scenery; they embody an
ontological challenge to anthropocentric thinking. The natural world here
is active and alive, fostering a sense of interdependence rather than human
dominion. This relational view mirrors the Zen principle of
interconnectedness, where the self is understood not as an isolated ego
but as part of an ever-changing whole. Scholar Lawrence Buell argues
that literature which foregrounds “the physical environment as a process
rather than a mere backdrop” (Buell, 43) encourages readers to reconsider
human identity in ecological terms. Kerouac’s mountain scenes achieve
this by portraying nature as an active spiritual teacher, essential to the
Beat quest’s deeper aim of transcending superficial existence.The narrative
itself weaves together an external journey through landscapes with an
internal awakening of consciousness. The physical act of climbing
mountains and walking through wilderness parallels moments of
meditative insight and epiphany. This fusion of outer and inner exploration
reflects the Beat ethos that true knowledge arises from direct experience—
whether sensory or spiritual—and rejects abstract intellectualism. Japhy
Ryder’s meditative practices amid rugged terrains underscore this
integration: his ability to “sit quietly for hours, eyes closed” (The Dharma
Bums, 79) while surrounded by untamed nature suggests a synthesis of
wildness and discipline, where mindfulness is both a solitary inward
practice and a responsive engagement with the environment.

Culturally, this synthesis of mountains, mindfulness, and the Beat
quest has had a lasting impact on American literature and spirituality.
Kerouac and his contemporaries introduced a mode of writing and living
that embraced ecological consciousness before it became a widespread
movement. Their blending of Zen philosophy with a deep appreciation
for nature challenged the dominant narratives of progress and control,
opening space for alternative ways of relating to the world. Eco critic
Cheryll Glotfelty notes that such literary works “expand the scope of
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ethical concern beyond human interests, inviting readers to recognize
the rights and intrinsic value of the nonhuman world” (21). The Beats’
journey, therefore, can be seen as a pioneering moment in the cultural
reimagining of human-nature relationships, influencing not only the
environmental ethos of later decades but also reshaping American
spirituality around ideas of presence, simplicity, and interconnectedness.

In sum, the mountains in The Dharma Bums do more than shape
the physical landscape of the story; they facilitate mindfulness and deepen
the Beat quest by fostering an ecological and spiritual awakening. The
narrative’s fusion of external travel and internal meditation exemplifies a
holistic approach to meaning-seeking those challenges modern alienation.
Through this synthesis, Kerouac’s work contributes to a broader cultural
shift that integrates ecological awareness with spiritual practice, leaving
a significant imprint on American literature and thought.In The Dharma
Bums, Kerouac intertwines mountains, mindfulness, and the Beat quest
to explore a profound spiritual and ecological awakening. The mountains
symbolize a return to nature that fosters mindfulness and self-
transcendence, while the characters’ meditative practices reflect Zen
principles of presence and detachment. This fusion of external journey
and inner awakening not only challenges modern alienation but also
anticipates ecocritical concerns about interconnectedness and respect for
the natural world. Kerouac’s spontaneous prose further embodies the flow
of mindful awareness, marking a significant literary innovation that
continues to influence American literature and spirituality.The enduring
relevance of The Dharma Bums lies in its holistic vision, which invites
readers to reconsider their relationship with nature and the self through
the lenses of mindfulness and ecological consciousness. Future research
might deepen this analysis by examining how Kerouac’s integration of
Zen and ecocriticism can inform contemporary environmental ethics and
mindfulness practices, particularly in an era of increasing ecological crisis
and spiritual seeking.
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