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ABSTRACT

This study began with a question that has disturbed me for some time. 
Although I have always admired the writing of Jack Kerouac in On The Road. 
its portrayal of women and its aggressive masculinity also disturbed me. 
Although I would loan the book to male friends, I always felt uncomfortable 
letting female friends read it. This situation begged the simple question: 
"W hy?"

On The Road, in my view, is a fraternal text: a book produced by a man and 
for men. It has a distinctly male-oriented set of values, assumptions, and 
popular mythologies underlying it. By tapping into patriarchal literary and 
social traditions, it is a resonant work for many of its male readers. It is the 
resonance of familiarity, for beneath Kerouac's ostensible rebellion is a very 
familiar, conservative set of gender roles.

As such, On The Road is the representation of the maturation of a narrator, 
Sal Paradise, from a literary to a social embodiment of "masculinity." In both 
models the underlying systems of values and motives are male-centered 
ones. On The Road portrays the growth of the narrator from a socially 
unacceptable literary concept of manhood to a "patriarch" model that 
subliminates the desires of the literary model into a more socially acceptable 
form.

In addition to a close reading of the text, the semi-autobiographical nature of 
Kerouac's work led me to include sections detailing his life and his 
association with the "Beat Generation." Underlying Kerouac's sense of social 
rebellion — even as he works within a conservatively patriarchal mindset — 
are an important set of postwar trends that produced an alienation of the 
Beats from so-called "square" society.

Although the response of the Beats is a masculine, male-oriented one, 
women writers in Kerouac's time faced many similiar pressures. The 
possibility of what this feminine voice may have been — in the form of Joyce 
Johnson's Minor Characters — is also examined.



A GUY TELLING A LONG WILD TALE:

THE MASCULINE MYTH IN KEROUAC’S ON THE ROAD



I. Kerouac's Life

"Though the honest biographer refuses to invent fictitious incidents, 

he actually creates himself as a character . He selects incidents and qualities 

for emphasis, and discards or suppresses others." 1 This observation, while 

m ade of Ben Franklin's Autobiography , also applies to the writing of Jack 

Kerouac. Towards the end of his life, Kerouac's constant rejoinder to 

questions about his work was "It’s all true stories." 2 Indeed, Kerouac spent 

much time before the publication of On The Road securing release forms 

from acquaintances, and changing all the actual names in the manuscript to 

fictional ones. Like m ost semi-autobiographical work, Kerouac’s fiction 

combines both journalism and pure invention. To understand gender roles 

in his work, it is necessary to first understand his life, and then to be aware 

of how  he selectively applied and embellished it in order to form his 

fictional persona.

Kerouac's m ost important relationship throughout his life was with  

Gabrielle, his mother. Born in 1922 to lower-m iddle class French-Canadian 

immigrants in the declining mill town of Lowell, Massachusetts, Jack was 

im m ersed in his mother's strict Catholicism. The brothers of the Jesuit 

school he attended until he was 13 reinforced this religious upbringing, and 

they considered him to be a good prospect for the seminary. 3 Childhood 

also im bued Kerouac with Catholicism's more gruesome types of 

iconography. H e was frightened by a film which used a camera trick to make 

a St. Therese statue turn its head towards the audience, and spooked by the 

glow-in-the-dark crucifix that his mother installed in the parlor. His older 

brother Gerard's saintly death at the age of nine, describing heaven from his
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deathbed to some attending nuns, left Jack with a guilty sense of his own  

comparative sinfulness for the rest of his life. 4

It is not surprising, then, that, in 1957 he briefly renounced his interest 

in  Buddhism and proclaimed that he’d really been a Catholic all along. 5 

Despite his volum inous works on Buddhism, Kerouac's response to an 

interviewer in 1967 was typical. Upon being asked w hy he wrote about the 

Buddha but not Jesus, Kerouac exploded: "I've never written about Jesus?

In other words, you're an insane phony who comes to my house... and... all I 

write about is Jesus." 6

Kerouac's religious upbringing colored all his relations with women. 

The v irg in /w h ore dichotom y com m only attributed to Pauline Christianity 

manifests itself strongly in Kerouac's thinking. In his first teenage love 

affair, later fictionalized in the novel M aggie Cassidy , he was so unable to 

reconcile his sexual desire with his idealization of a "good girl" that he 

finally w ent in desperation to a "bad girl" prostitute to lose his virginity 7. 

His confusion over these two supposed extremes of female morality 

manifests itself even more strikingly in his novel Tristessa. Virgin and 

whore images clash in his portrayal of the title character, a Mexico City 

prostitute. One of the book's first images is the shrine to the Virgin Mary in 

her living room. 8 In the novel's last paragraph, he decides out loud to 

write his account of her: "I'll paint the Madonna..." 9 Although he manages 

to m erge the two supposedly antithetical v irgin /w hore elements, this work 

show s him still laboring within the confines of the dichotomy.

Kerouac's novels often give the impression that Kerouac's early 

family life was stereo typically American. There is the tough, cigar- 

chom ping father that runs his ow n print shop and takes his young boy to 

gamble at horse races in the afternoon, and the nurturing mother who
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gently scolds them as they return to a hearty feast of home cooking. This 

was also the image he liked to project to friends and biographers. Even as an 

adult he had, biographer Charles Jarvis remarks, "A child's adulation of the 

father as a strong man." 10 The reality of his family life, though, was 

different. Leo Kerouac was plagued by gambling debts, poor investments, 

and a paranoid sense of bigotry. While Leo slow ly died from stomach 

cancer, Gabrielle took to manual labor at a shoe factory to support the family. 

Despite his father's dying w ish that Jack look after Gabrielle, her factory 

work supported him until On The Road gave him a m odest financial 

success. Even then he let his mother control his finances, largely out of guilt 

over her having to support him for so long. 11

The centrality of Kerouac's relationship with his mother is also 

reflected in the fate of his first two marriages, to Edie Parker and Joan 

Haverty, respectively. Together these lasted a total of less than six months. 

Kerouac was to live with his mother, however, until the end of his life.

Most accounts by biographers of Kerouac's marriages show a pattern of his 

initial idealizations of a maternally supportive wife dissolving in a reality of 

social and financial pressures. Accustomed to being supported by his 

mother, Kerouac apparently believed that his w ife should perform a similar 

function in the tradition of Dostoevski's wife; she was to support a genius 

husband endow ed with artistic talent and an aversion to manual labor. 12 

His marriage to Edie Parker, a moderately bright member of the 

Detroit upper class, soon collapsed under the w eight of their differences in 

class and intellect, as well as Jack's sheer financial impracticality. 13 

Although his second marriage fell apart under similar pressures, the 

precipitating incident was Jack's suggestion that Joan have an abortion. 14 

Despite his admiration and worship of his ow n mother, Kerouac had a deep
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fear of fathering a family of his own. His first wife, perhaps sensing this, had 

an abortion without his knowledge. 15 Joan, however, gave birth to Jan 

Kerouac. Although he quietly admitted his paternity in private letters and 

carried a photo of Jan in his wallet 16, Kerouac never publicly acknowledged  

paternity and had repeated court fights over child support.

Outside of his Buddhist idea of birth being the cause of all suffering, 

Kerouac's fear of fatherhood appears to be rooted in a basic denial of adult 

responsibility. He saw the female ability to conceive, and the "adult" fiscal 

and social responsibilities that this entailed, as a biological trap. Parental 

responsibility threatened his desire for a life that combined adult freedoms 

with childish denial. 17 This basic denial is a powerful force in motivating 

the protagonists of On The Road . His related fears of castration and 

consum ption by a female mate occasionally take very vivid forms, 

particularly in later writings like Desolation A ngels:

Hubbard said to me "Wanta see a scorpion, boy?" and lifted up a rock - 

- there sat a female scorpion beside the skeleton of its mate, which it 

had eaten -- yelling "Yaaaah!" Hubbard lifted a huge rock and 

sm ashed it dow n on the w hole scene (and tho I'm not like Hubbard, I 

had to agree w ith him that time). 18 

Reviewer Dan W akefield has noted that the only wom an who ever really 

accompanied Kerouac on the road was his mother, a journey that Kerouac 

also recounts in Desolation Angels . 19 To Kerouac, this probably made 

perfect sense. W hen asked by lover Joyce Glassman w hy a woman couldn’t 

accompany him on the road, Kerouac "Would stop me by saying that all I 

really wanted were babies." 20 Raised in a society and literary tradition 

where child-bearing w om en are, as Showaiter notes, "representatives of the
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society that drags the [individual] hero dow n,” 21 the company of wom en  

m ust have struck Kerouac as antithetical to unrestricted travel.

His lifelong child-mother relationship, then, assured Kerouac of 

constant nurturing without the worries of adult responsibility. The 

maternal bond hardened to near-indestructibility though his familial sense 

of loyalty to his mother, his fear of adulthood, and by a religious background 

that elim inated other relationships through im possible requirements of 

either pure maternity or pure lust. Ultimately, perhaps the only woman  

that Jack Kerouac didn't find disappointing or threatening was his mother.



II. The Beat Generation 

Kerouac's athletic success in high school eventually led to a football 

scholarship at Columbia University. To his family's amazement and 

dismay, he soon rejected this ticket to the upper classes by dropping out to 

join Allen Ginsberg and William Burroughs in the pursuit of "experience" 

in Times Square. These three writers, living among a subculture of drug 

addicts, petty criminals, jazz musicians, and other "hipsters," formed the 

literary nucleus of the "Beat Generation."

The drug use, anti-materialism, and sexual promiscuity of this group 

characterized an existential "hip" society that provided an alternative to the 

"square" postwar conservatism of an increasingly materialistic and 

authoritarian America. In its initial form in the 1940s — not to be confused 

with the m iddle-class bohemian "beatnik" fad of the late 50s -- the Beat ethic 

was adopted by pariahs so alienated from this society that they had nothing 

to lose. As Beat writer John Clellon Holmes explained in 1958, "To be Beat is 

to be at the bottom of your personality, looking up." l

Although they associated with and observed hipsters, it is important 

to note that these writers were never truly part of this subculture. All three 

were Ivy League students ~  Ginsberg and Kerouac were both Columbia 

students, and Burroughs was a Harvard '36 alum. Ginsberg and Kerouac 

both came from relatively middle-class backgrounds. Burroughs, a partial 

inheritor of the Burroughs A dding Machine fortune, came from the St.

Louis elite. As a result, all three hac} social safety nets that their truly 

desperate peers lacked. Kerouac made frequent retreats to his mother's 

house w hen the trials of the road became too much for him. Ginsberg

7
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worked as a typist at Associated Press when he tired of the beat life. And 

despite the very real dangers of arrest, addiction, and insanity that 

Burroughs risked in his criminal and narcotic ventures, he could always rely 

on a check arriving every month from St. Louis. This im m unity led critic 

Herbert Gold to complain of On The Road's narrator: "This is not cool. This 

is not hip. This is the Columbia College boy vacationing on his G.I. Bill 

money." 2

Kerouac never claimed to be "cool," however. Perhaps the basic 

difference between these Beat writers and the hipsters they observed is the 

difference between "hot" and "cool" members of this subculture. While the 

"cool" subliminated their rage by adopting a screen of uncaring 

invulnerability against the lovelessness and amorality of modern society, 

"hot" members like Kerouac and Ginsberg took an opposite approach of 

frantically pursuing ecstatic experience in order to restore this lost meaning. 

W hile Kerouac and Ginsberg may have shed some of their respective 

Catholic and Jewish social mores, they retained a pious outrage at the 

m echanized conformity, em pty materialism, and the sense of im pending  

atomic doom  in postwar America.

This basic desire for a new  morality, one not satisfied by postwar 

America, lies at the root of Kerouac's perceptive comment that "The Beat 

Generation is basically a religious generation." 3 The repeated use of the 

quest m otif in Kerouac's work, especially in On The Road , is an apt one. In 

search of meaning, he is analogous to a wandering Percival searching for the 

grail that will restore m eaning to the bleak landscape of the atomic age. 4 

This grail-like moment of understanding was called "IT" by Kerouac. In 

this regard the Beats were influenced by W ilhelm Reich, a mid-century 

psychoanalyst w ho posited attainment of the orgasm as a panacea to social
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and mental ills. The epiphanic moment of "IT" was analogous to -- and 

som etim es actually was -- an orgasm. As Norman Mailer explained in his 

influential 1957 essay "The White Negro," hipsters pursued "the fountain of 

youth where the gold is in the orgasm." 5

Kerouac worked this concept into a jazz-inflected method of writing. 

His "spontaneous prose," partly m odeled on the automatic writing 

experiments of Yeats, Stein, and William James 6, operated "Uninhibited... 

in accordance (as from center to periphery) with [Reich's] laws of orgasm...."

7 As Frederick Crews has noted, this is an apt literary approach for an 

alienated subculture:

Reich held out [orgasmic] desublimination as a quasi-religious goal... 

largely by m obilizing feelings of inadequacy and desperation, [and] 

those feelings are just what w e might expect to find undergirding any 

structure of manic affirmation. 8 

Kerouac and Reich's perspective on the orgasm was an exclusively male 

one, however. Kerouac held up the idea of "IT", the literary equivalent of 

the physical m oment of ejaculation, as if this were the only kind of orgasm. 

It is not. The female orgasm, being more wave-like and less momentary in 

form, often has no one identifiable moment of "IT." 9 From the perspective 

of female sexuality, Kerouac's theory of orgasmic writing loses much of its 

relevance. H elene Cixous has pointed to male phallocentricism -- the 

dom inance of the penis over all other parts of the body during sex, and the 

"IT" and "not IT" nature of the male orgasm -- as the root of male binary 

thinking. 10 As examination of On The Road will reveal, this is often the 

system  of dichotom ies that the Beat ethic works under: IT/Beat, hip/square, 

kicks/drags, ind ividual/society , m ovem ent/dom estication. And, of course, 

m ale /fem ale .
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Herman M elville once warned a potential female reader of M obv- 

Dick: "Don't you buy it — and don't you read it, when it does come out, 

because it is by no means the sort of book for you." 11 Following in the 

footsteps of such authors of the "melodrama of beset manhood," Kerouac 

did not intend to write for a female audience either. The most important 

prototypes for the masculine sexuality of his "spontaneous prose" were 

letters sent to him by Neal Cassady, the model for On The Road protagonist 

Dean Moriarty. 12 The aggressive sexuality, long line length, and free-form  

syntax of these letters deeply affected Kerouac. As Ginsberg noted of 

Kerouac's prose: "That's Kerouac's developm ent of Cassady's eager, excited, 

high fraternal talk." 13

A crucial term in this characterization is "fraternal." Kerouac once 

compared his narrative style to "a guy telling a long wild tale to a bunch of 

men in a bar.” 14 As this comparison implies, Kerouac saw his role as that of 

a male storyteller addressing other men -- a role that fit w ell enough for him  

to limit his shorter essays and articles to men's magazines like Playboy and 

Escapade . is The beginning of his novel The Subterraneans demonstrates 

Kerouac's assum ption that other males were natural readers and 

sympathizers: "I am crudely m alely sexual... almost all m y male readers are 

no doubt the same." 16 Given his social and literary indoctrination into the 

paradigm of the male individual writer opposing a feminine domestic 

society, a fraternal style w ould seem logical to Kerouac.

The other writers at the core of the Beat movement, Ginsberg and 

Burroughs, were both openly homosexual. Because this sexual orientation 

w ould put them outside fears of child-bearing females, one might expect 

their work to be less adversarial than Kerouac's. This is not the case, though 

-- their work is often virulently m isogynist, and far more actively hostile to
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w om en than Kerouac's passive condescension. As Nina Baym has pointed 

out, male hom osexual writers are often caught in a double bind that results 

in a position similar to male heterosexuals like Kerouac:

For the hom osexual male, the demands of society that he link himself 

for life to a wom an make for a particularly m isogynist version of this 

aspect of the American [beset manhood] myth, for the hero is 

propelled not by a rejected attraction but by true revulsion. Both the 

heterosexual and hom osexual versions of the myth cooperate with  

the hero's perceptions and validate the notion of wom an as threat. 17 

Despite their advocacy for oppressed segments of American society 

that were shunned by the mainstream culture of the 50s -- such as ethnic 

m inorities, hom osexuals, drug addicts, the mentally ill, and the hom eless -- 

the Beats rarely extended their consideration to wom en. For all their social 

and literary innovation, the Beats were not able to find an alternative to the 

tradition of using w om en as a convenient target to represent an 

em asculating society. Male writers steeped in this tradition may find it 

extremely difficult to find an alternative to using adversarial gender 

relationships to create plot tension, as Yeatman has noted:

The individual's freedom  qua mastery is predicated on the existence 

of a w hole host of quasi-individual actors... placed so as to represent 

nonreasonable and partial viewpoints or values; or, indeed, the other 

represents the restrictive and routinized character of domesticated 

rationality, and the nonreasonable and partial stance re-framed so as 

to seem  the epitom e of an untamed (undomesticated) and rugged  

individualism . 18 

By tapping into this literary tradition, On The Road strikes a responsive 

chord in m any male readers. Yet the very device which lends it such
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resonance for some renders it false for others. Despite some of its genuine 

social rebellion, the Beat ethic, like that of the society it reacted against, was 

an essentially patriarchal one operating for the benefit of men. Beneath 

Kerouac's rebellion is a very familiar, conservative set of gender roles, and 

this informs the characterizations and plot of On The Road .



III. Johnson's Minor Characters 

One of Kerouac's comments on wom en writers is reminiscent of 

Hawthorne's "scribbling women": "God, the whole poetry racket is full of 

fickle girls." l Given the movement's patriarchal values and m isogynist 

attitudes, it is not surprising to find that all early Beat writers were men. 

Only a handful of w om en -- Diane DiPrima, Joyce Johnson, Brenda Frazer, 

and Hettie Jones — appeared at the periphery of the m ovem ent at the end of 

the 50s, and their position was a difficult one. DiPrima often only 

surmounts the Beat masculine bias through extended irony, as critic Michael 

D avidson notes:

The more DiPrima asserts woman's passivity, the less w e believe her 

and thus recognize her ability to use rhetoric to her own advantage.... 

[she is] appropriating the coercive rhetoric of the masculine tradition 

and using it against herself. 2 

Before exam ining the masculine writing of On The Road , it may be useful 

to first consider a feminine perspective posed by Joyce Johnson's 

autobiography Minor Characters. Instead of subverting masculine writing 

through irony, Johnson takes many of the same elements of On The Road 

and applies them with a more identifiably feminine perspective. In 

exam ining the two, it should be remembered that the labels "masculine" 

and "feminine" only indicate the typical characteristics of the gender roles 

placed on them by the literary and social tradition within which they write.

Although it was sold by publishers as an account of Jack Kerouac, 

Minor Characters actually centers upon the maturation of Johnson's 

younger self, Joyce Glassman. 3 As with On The Road's narrator Sal

13
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Paradise, geographical m ovem ent and sexual developm ent loom large in 

Joyce's maturation. Both motifs are foreshadowed when the child Joyce 

ventures into Down Below — a wild section of the park which, like the pubic 

m ound for w hich she m incingly uses the same name, Joyce's mother has 

warned her away from.

The unparkliness of Down Below attracted me. One day I broke the 

rules.... I was disappointed with what I found. Just some flat grayish 

rocks and brownish slow -m oving water and a heavy sweetish smell 

that rem inded m e of basements. What pleased me was the secret 

exploit. 4

As w ith Sal, the idea of travel is more attractive than the reality -- a 

disappointm ent later mirrored when Joyce loses her virginity: "Was this all 

there was?" 5 The pubic nature of Down Below turns out to be a rather 

unim posing combination of untrimmed grass, grayish rock and brown 

water, with a sweetish smell -- a matter-of-fact metaphor for the appearance 

and function of female genitalia, and a far cry from On The Road's 

idealizations of "the portals of the soft source." 6 Johnson's narrator also 

evinces disappointm ent in the landscape itself. As Nina Baym notes, the 

fem inine perspective rarely joins in the masculine fantasy of mechanically 

subjugating the landscape. Instead of fearing the landscape as a challenge to 

be destroyed, or idealizing it as virginal, Down Below has the sensual 

marker of a "basement smell". It is a smell that is reminiscent of home, and 

a sign that the landscape is perhaps not so thrilling or fearful after all.

On the other hand, the threatening nature of the masculine landscape 

impresses itself upon the narrator at an early age. W hen her father leaves 

her outside the West End Bar -- a location also used in Kerouac’s work -  the 

landscape turns disorientingly masculine. This disorientation is strong
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enough to briefly sever the paternal bond, leaving Joyce aware of the 

difference between the world of her gender and his: "It's dark and big with 

long gloom y booths full of men in shirt sleeves.... Daddy's gone too far in 

leaving me out here -- become som eone I don’t quite know." 7

The patriarchal dominance of her father within the family becomes 

sym bolized by her mother's piano: "An obscure make that's supposedly  

every bit as good as a Steinway... [an object of] gratifications deferred, the 

tensions of gentility." 8 Bought w ith the savings from a job which her 

mother left upon Joyce's birth, the piano is a compromise with her. father's 

suppression of the mother's potential, of "What she never became, a concert 

singer...."9 The mother never plays this piano, though, and Susan Gubar's 

concept of w om en finding their bodies as the only m edium  for self- 

expression 10 is echoed by the mother's subsequent displacement of artistry 

into homemaking: "My mother seem ed an artist w hose m edium  was 

thrift... More and more the effort consum ed her energy, her intellect. She 

hardly ever touched the piano itself, except to dust it." n  After Joyce quits 

piano lessons, the piano sym bolizes the passing of her childhood and her 

rejection of the values of m iddle-class gentility. 12 Later in the book Johnson 

hints at the further erosion of materialism w hen the piano's finish is ruined 

after the family cat uncerem oniously vomits on it. 13

Joyce, a developing writer, resists her mother's fate by m oving away 

from home. Her initial expectations of college and apartment life are as 

unrealistic as Sal's "hearthside dream" of hitching across America: "A 

com posite of images from three sources: the works of F. Scott Fitzgerald, 

Madamoiselle  m agazine, and the campus department of Lord and Taylor."

14 Accom panying this m ovem ent is sexual experience, for "Real Life was 

sexual." is In Minor Characters , though, there is an inversion of the sexual
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freedom of On The Road . Because of the risk of pregnancy and societal 

expectations of w om en having primary roles in child care, the liberating 

m om ent of "IT" for men may create a lifelong entrapment for wom en. The 

narrator describes, with a mock tone of clinical detachment, just how  male- 

centered the hipster mores are of one of her Bohemian friends: "It's from 

him w e learn that a man's longing is like an actual physical pain. Having 

created it even unintentionally, it seems you're responsible for its 

assuagement." 16

Johnson's narrator literally flees from being labelled sexually "hip" or 

"frigid." 17 Working from just such a male perspective, though, Kerouac 

often uses the masculine technique of labeling characters with binary values 

as a sort of character shorthand. If he labels someone as a "hung-up" or 

"hip", he im m ediately evokes a conveniently reductive image. This allows 

Kerouac's narrative to zip through entire crowds in one page, leaving the 

reader with a distinct sense of shallow socializing. In Johnson, however, 

there are no one-line characterizations. This slow s the narrative and limits 

the number of characters in her book. The title hints at Johnson's goal to 

bring to fullness those characters, like herself, w ho were so marginalized by 

Kerouac's dichotom ies that she wondered from one of his descriptions of 

her, "Where was I in all those funny categories?" 18

The literary heritage which the narrator draws upon as she writes her 

first novel is also markedly different than Sal’s. Kerouac sprinkles On The 

Road with references to H em ingway, Wolfe, and Melville, all writers in the 

"beset manhood" tradition that Kerouac was steeped in w hile attending 

Columbia. It is not surprising that Kerouac rebukes Johnson's narrator for 

admiration of the diffuse characterization and plotting of Henry James, 19 for



17

as Baym notes: "The novels of Henry James... pose a continual challenge to 

the masculinist bias of American critical theory." 20'

Ultim ately, Johnson's narrator is more successful in her quest than 

Sal is. She successfully writes and sells a novel, thus surmounting the fate 

of her mother's artistic career. Her symbolic and literal m ove away from 

home, though less w ide-ranging than Sal's, is also more permanent. Unlike 

Sal, she does not renounce her new-found identity to return to m iddle class 

respectability. This is not accomplished in the m old of "beset manhood" 

that Baym identifies in much of the criticism and writing of this period, 

however. Minor Characters incorporates elements of a masculine 

landscape, m ultiple (as opposed to binary) characterizations, and the theme 

of a beset individual facing an oppositional society. Although this society is 

essentially m ale-dom inated, Johnson's criticism of it does not extend to 

stereotyping individual male characters into adversarial roles.

Johnson closes the book with a regret that she and other wom en on 

the Beat periphery accepted its masculine biases and did not make their own  

voices heard. 21 Coming thirty years after On The Road , Minor Characters 

is a retrospective of what that feminine Beat voice might have been, and of 

what the actual Beat voice was not.



IV. Part One of On The Road 

Historically, of course, the best-known voice of the Beat Generation 

was the masculine one of On The Road . Kerouac's highway quest for kicks 

and m eaning is framed in a manner that critic Regina Weinreich has 

compared to a m edieval "elegiac romance":

The knight and squire of old are retained in the personages of Dean 

and Sal... the squire, like Sal, is the center of attention. It is his 

character that develops.... by telling a story about a person who  

represents loss to him in som e sense... full of daunted hope, but who  

he still admires. 1

Certainly Kerouac had a. strong streak of Catholic m edievalism  in his work, 

whether in his v irg in /w hore dichotom ies or his attempt to revive the 

hagiographical genre in his novel Visions of Gerard . This "elegiac 

romance" m odel is a a useful approach, for this framework is found in other 

dramas of beset m anhood that influenced Kerouac. Citing two such 

squire/knight novels, one critic has described Sal's developm ent as "Huck 

Finn turning into Nick Carraway." 2 On The Road draws upon this 

tradition to the extent that is show s its narrator, Sal Paradise, progressing 

from a literary and idealized conception of his role in society as a "beset 

man" to his eventual maturation into a familial patriarch, a responsible 

member of "respectable" society. On The Road , in short, can be seen as the 

story of Sal's journey from the literary to the social myth of masculinity.

The opening of the book imm ediately establishes Sal’s strained 

relations with w om en and his squireship to Dean: "I first met Dean not long 

after m y first w ife and I split up.... With the coming of Dean Moriarty began

18
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the part of m y life you could call my life on the road." 3 Kerouac raises 

Moriarty's character to a mythical level by drawing on archetypes of 

American masculinity. Comparing him to Gene Autry, he is "trim, thin­

hipped, blue-eyed, with a real Oklahoma accent -- a sideburned hero of the 

snow y West... A western kinsman of the sun." 4 Later, he appears as a hip 

Ben Franklin, rolling into Los Angeles "clutching a loaf of bread under one 

arm and the other hooked around a [train’s] brake bar." 5 Sal, in contrast, 

describes him self as looking "like a thirty year-old Italian who'd kill anybody 

w ho said anything against his mother." 6

Dean's two major talents, like a knight's horsemanship and 

courtliness, are driving cars and chasing wom en. These "girls" have an 

am azing sameness during the entire novel. They are all, as critic Melvin 

A skew  has noted, versions of Dean's wife, Marylou. 7 Askew also notes the 

important exception to this characterization: Sal's aunt, w ho plays a 

maternal and nurturing role analogous to Kerouac's ow n mother in real 

life. A side from this aunt, however, Sal's first description of Marylou could 

be applied to any minor female character in On The Road :

A pretty blond with imm ense ringlets of hair like a sea of golden  

tresses... like a longbodied emaciated M odigliani surrealist woman in 

a serious room. But outside of being a sweet little girl, she was 

awfully dumb and capable of doing horrible things. 8 

The first sentence gives her a physical appearance as stereotypically 

American as Dean's — like a Barbie doll, she is blond, pretty, and possibly 

thin to the point of emaciation. Unlike the active aspects of Dean's 

description (his ranching experience, his criminal career, etc.), Marylou is a 

passive object valuable only in being viewed, comparable to a Modigliani 

painting. Unlike the heroic Dean, she is "sweet", "little", and "dumb" -- and
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a "girl", not a woman. She has no profession or discernable personality, but 

w hen her passivity slips she does have a capacity for doing harm that 

overshadow s her sweetness — and this, in a nutshell, describes the minor 

female characters of On The Road .

Many critics view  Dean as a fraternal substitute for Sal's wife 9, an 

interim figure between childhood restlessness and adult domesticity that Sal 

outgrows and sadly abandons like some imaginary childhood friend.

O utside of Sal’s initial admiring description of him, though, Dean does not 

play a particularly large role in Part One of the novel. Instead, Part One 

focuses on developing Sal’s personality. Initially a relatively colorless 

observer w ho "shambled after as I’ve been doing all my life after people who 

interest me", 10 the first two thirds of Part One consist largely of Sal’s 

observations of colorful personalities like Carlo Marx, Remi Bonceuer, and 

Roland Major. Sal, on the other hand, wakes up halfway through his solo  

trip across the continent nearly devoid of character: "I looked at the cracked 

high ceiling and really didn't know w ho I was for about fifteen seconds." 11 

The reader's attention is instead directed to thumbnail sketches of a variety 

of drifters, truck drivers and farmers, many of w hom  bear a suspicious 

resemblance to "western kinsman" Dean: "Here came this rawhide old- 

timer Nebraska farmer with a bunch of other boys into the diner, and you 

could hear his raspy laugh clear across the plains... It was the spirit of the 

W est sitting right next to me." 12 Similarly, m ost of the female characters on 

this trip closely resemble Marylou. The m ost active minor female character 

in Part One, Babe Rawlins, is described by Sal as "A beautiful blonde named 

Babe — a tennis-playing, surf-riding doll of the West." 13

The recurrence of "West" in both the description of the Nebraska 

farmer and of Babe is not accidental. This is Kerouac’s binary labeling
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technique (East/W est) in action. By identifying certain characters with the 

"West,” he taps into a convenient store of popular images associated with  

the American W est These images are, as Olm Overland notes, "as literary 

and superficial as that of Walt Whitman." 14 The Nebraska farmer, one can 

assume, is a tough, conservative, earthy paragon of the pioneer spirit — an 

image familiar to readers of Steinbeck or Cather, or even Gene Autry fans. 

The surf-riding Western "doll" -- who is quite literally a "Babe" -- brings up 

images of would-be H ollyw ood starlets.

His reductive classifications break dow n about halfway through Part 

One. W orking half-heartedly in California as a night watchman, Sal amuses 

him self by taking out his gun and playing cowboy on "a road like in The 

M ark of Zorro and a road like you see in all those Western B movies." 15 

W hen actually faced with a disturbance he frames it again in m ovie terms: 

"It w as like a Western movie; the time had come for me to assert myself." 16 

Sal makes a sorry cowboy indeed, for he ends up drinking with the 

miscreants and drunkenly finishing his watch by raising the American flag... 

upside down.

The breakdown of Sal's self-styled "cowboy" role is comic. What 

follow s, though, is not. The dark side of Sal's "Western" m ythology comes 

in the form of Sledge, a fellow  guard who takes his Western B m ovies a bit 

too seriously:

[He was] tall, muscular, with a black-haired crew cut and a nervous 

twitch in his neck — like a boxer who's always punching one fist into 

another. He rigged himself out like a Texas Ranger of old. He wore a 

revolver dow n low , with an ammunition belt... and pieces of leather 

hanging everywhere, like a walking torture chamber... 17
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Sledge is Dean's alter ego: muscular, compared (like Dean) to a boxer, and 

distinctly a product of the American West. Unlike Dean's "joyous yea- 

saying" criminality, 18 Sledge has absorbed the opposite myth of the Western 

sheriff — a Texas Ranger -- into his personality. While Dean’s "Western" 

behavior is often comically mock-heroic, Sledge actually carries a firearm. 

The dangerous ramifications of the Western myth are made clear to Sal 

w hen Sledge has a show dow n with a drunken group of construction 

workers: "Every single one of us was blushing. This is the story of America. 

Everybody was doing what they think they're supposed to do.... Sledge 

wanted to prove something." 19 W hen portrayed in m ovies, construction 

workers are expected to be rowdy; sheriffs are expected to be tough and pack a 

pistol. Both, as Sal notes, are only doing what the m asculine Western myth 

expects them to do to establish their manliness. Sal's playful m ythology is 

not so benign in its real-life consequences. Caught within the confines of 

the Western m yth that Sal has been praising, the construction workers and 

Sledge only narrowly avoid a fatal conflict.

His "Marylou" female characters also begin to ring false at this point. 

His host's live-in girlfriend, Lee Ann, turns from a fairly generic "fetching 

hunk, a honey-colored creature"20 to a screaming "untamed shrew"2i with a 

distinct, if unpleasant, personality. This breakdown of stereotypes drives Sal 

to a near-breakthrough in his character's developm ent at the end of Part 

One: his trip to Southern California. The direction alone indicates a change 

in Sal, for he has broken out of his strict East/W est axis. After arriving 

there, he lives with a Mexican farm worker, Terry, w hose detailed  

characterization also show s a sharp break from the previous succession of 

Marylous. The distinct separation of this section from the rest of Part One is
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deliberate, for Kerouac sold this section as short story to New  World Writing 

in 1951. 22

As is his habit, Sal looks at his arrival in Fresno in literary terms:

"Yes, yes, Saroyan's town." 23 He and Terry initially regard each other in • 

terms of vague stereotypes. She decides he is a sweater-wearing "nice college 

boy," 24 w hile to Sal she is "the cutest little Mexican girl," 25 a judgement he 

later briefly amends to a "dumb little Mexican wench." 26 As they become 

closer, though, their human frailties and individual characteristics reveal 

themselves. Terry is fleeing from an abusive husband, and her belly is 

scarred from a C-section -- details not found in the typical Marylou 

description. Sal reveals his ow n inexperience and gullibility, first by being 

duped in a minor drug deal, and then by being so unable to pick cotton that 

Terry and her young son have to assist him. Both fall short of their 

stereotyped roles -- she is not fertile, is he is not much of a breadwinner.

Sal, though, ultim ately fails to show  any real developm ent in this 

section. Even as he is settling with Terry "and her brothers and living as a 

cotton-picker, he seems aware that his dream of being a patriarch, "a man of 

the earth, precisely as I dreamed I w ould be," 27 is doom ed to failure. At the 

root of this failure is Sal's relentless idealization of poverty. The living  

quarters of the field workers are, for him, like a camping trip: "There was a 

bed, a stove, and cracked mirror hanging from a pole. It was delightful." 28

One of Kerouac's great strengths as a writer is his ability to take 

supposedly m undane activities or bleak circumstances and find joy in them. 

In the character of Sal, though, this is alloyed with an inability to let go of his 

ow n sense of white male superiority and middle-class values. It is worth 

noting that Sal, like Kerouac himself, considers him self a minority — 

Kerouac from his Canuck roots, Sal from his Italian ones, and both from
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their Catholicism. Despite this sense of kinship with minority "fellahin,"

Sal is unmistakably condescending at times:

I looked up at the dark sky and prayed to God for a better break in life 

and a better chance to do something for the little people I loved... 

Sighing like an ol Negro cotton-picker.... the days rolled by. I forgot all 

, about Dean and Carlo and the bloody road. 29 

The assum ption here is that these "little people" can only be helped by 

som eone like him self — the white man's burden. Despite comparing 

him self to a N egro cotton-picker and claiming to forget the road, it is only a 

few  pages later that w e see Sal wiring his aunt for m oney to come home. No  

longer the fellahin patriarch, he decides not to bring Terry or her son along. 

His departure shows him slipping back into a fantasy land of excruciating B- 

m ovie dialogue: "We turned at ten paces, for love is a duel, and looked at 

each other for the last time." 30 Sal seems w holly unaware of her plight: she 

is a single mother living at subsistence level, and probably an illegal 

immigrant to boot. 31 One of Kerouac’s first descriptions of Terry provides a 

clue to the inevitability of Sal's retreat to his aunt's middle class sanctuary. 

He compares Terry to a character from the m ovie Sullivan's  Travels , and as 

critic Tim Hunt points out: "The hero of the m ovie is a director of cartoons 

w ho flees H ollyw ood and takes to the road to find out what real life is really 

like, only to find it more violent and dangerous than his romanticized 

image." 32

Sal's response (and perhaps Kerouac's in writing this novel) is the 

same as Sullivan’s. They flee back to the safety of their former lives, hoping 

that their idealized art w ill give solace to the poor. Before reaching his 

aunt's house in N ew  Jersey, though, Sal encounters two more vivid  

exam ples of the em ptiness of his idealizations. W hile hiking through
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Pennsylvania, he meets "the ghost of the Susquehanna," an old hobo 

"heading for Canady." 33 Like Sal, he is a war veteran who relies on his 

veteran's benefit's and on handouts as he crisscrosses the country. When 

Sal leaves him, the hobo is like a bad omen for Sal's far-off future on the 

road: stubbornly walking the wrong way, south, and w eaving into oncoming 

traffic.

Soon after this encounter, Sal rides home with a travelling salesman 

w ho is a great believer in controlled starvation: "Fine, fine, there's nothing 

better for you. I m yself haven’t eaten for three days." 34 Because Sal is 

famished, the effect is comic, but it also mirrors Sal's cavalier attitude 

towards Terry's poverty. Like the salesman lecturing Sal on starvation, Sal 

pontificates on the virtues of the "simple" life to im poverished immigrants 

w ho have little hope for the m iddle class life that Sal will conveniently  

return to.

The absence of Dean's character from most of Part One performs a 

vital function, for Kerouac foregrounds Sal's distinctly male-centered 

thinking. His men are manly, and his w om en are nearly invisible. The 

road to a virginal land is the male route to freedom, while females such as 

Lee Ann and Terry form a sexual trap to sidetrack men from their quest. 

Kerouac's narrative, appropriately, mirror's Sal's thinking with its use of 

these "beset manhood" traditions and the convenient shorthand of binary 

characterizations. Sal's masculine perspective is an immature one, though, 

for the dem ands of reality keep intruding upon his idealizations of 

becom ing a patriarchal man of the earth. As Baym has noted of the "beset 

manhood" tradition, Sal displays masculine "fantasies [which] are infantile, 

concerned with power, mastery, and total gratification: the all-nurturing 

mother, the all-passive bride." 35 And indeed, with the end of Part One Sal
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is back at his matronly aunt's house, being fussed over by her like a child 

and happily raiding the icebox.

Sal's dreams of power without adult responsibility are so strong that 

the disturbing intrusions of reality — Terry's poverty, the Ghost's insanity -- 

fail to awaken him. Part One shows Sal in his most immature state, and this 

sets the stage for Dean's emergence in Part Two as a catalyst m oving Sal 

towards maturation. As w ill be shown, however, what Sal eventually  

matures to w ill still be defined in patriarchal, masculine terms.



V. Part Two of On The Road 

Sal's infantile desires for gratification and escape are projected onto 

the character of Dean in Part Two. Dean is like a funhouse mirror: his 

manic energy and lack of inhibitions reflect the rewards and shortcomings of 

Sal's ow n desires, but in an extreme form.

In the year between Part One and Two Sal finds himself staying with 

relatives in the kind of household he idealized with Terry -- a farm in 

Testament, Virginia. A few  numbing days of Virginia existence has 

apparently been enough to cure Sal's daydreams of agricultural joy: "[My 

relatives were] talking in low , whining voices about the weather, the crops, 

and the general weary recapitulation of w ho had a baby, who got a new  

house, and so on...." 1 But at the same time that Sal rues the boredom of 

everyday family life, he is intent on marrying his girlfriend Lucille. He 

wants to settle dow n to an ideal marriage that will avoid, presumably, the 

m undane details that his Testament relatives are mired in: "All these years I 

was looking for the wom an I wanted to marry. I couldn’t meet a girl 

w ithout asking m yself, What kind of a w ife w ould she make?" 2

Sal's attitude is a familiar one in any society based around the nuclear 

family. H e is more concerned with fulfilling an idealized marital role than 

he is in forming a daily relationship with any specific person ~  hence the 

universality of his search for a spouse. Although Sal seems unaware of this 

trait in himself, he is able to see Dean's ow n more physical version of this 

type of objectification of an ultimately generic "other":

Only a guy who's spent five years in jail can go to such maniacal 

extremes; beseeching at the portals of the soft source.... This is the

27
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result of years of looking at sexy pictures behind bars; looking at the 

legs and breasts of w om en in popular magazines... 3 

With the whirlw ind arrival of Dean in Testament and their subsequent road 

trip, Sal has the opportunity for an interim fraternal relationship that will 

fulfill many of the desires that his search for a w ife has left unfulfilled. 4 

Dean him self has left his w ife to make the trip, and his companion Dunkel 

has abandoned his new lyw ed w ife in a Tucson motel. Sal's girlfriend, 

Lucille, senses the com petition of this substitute relationship: "I don't like 

you w hen you're with them... it's sad and I don't like it." 5

A trip w ith Dean, though, provides Sal with a m eaning or goal of 

sorts -- going further and further on the road, conquering a virginal 

landscape. Dean's adeptness at procuring w om en and drugs assures a supply  

of instant gratification, and the car allows a flight from the consequences of 

their actions. Most importantly, the car acts as a m asculine enclave, a 

marital bed where the imperfections of the outside world can be temporarily 

isolated through enclosed intimacy, as Challis notes:

Isolated from the world flow ing past the car w indow s, Kerouac's 

characters explore their memories, the intricacies of their feelings, and 

having created their ow n conformity in their ow n state, abide by its 

laws and set out to get to know each other in depth. 6 

Dean, being an expert driver, makes the perfect guide for such a journey. To 

Sal, he is a being of superhuman vitality: "Fury spat out of his eyes when he 

told m e of the things he hated, great glow s of joy replaced this when he 

suddenly got happy; every muscle twitched to live and go." 7 By briefly 

fictionalizing his Columbia friend Lucien Carr as a foil to "western 

kinsman" Dean, Kerouac also stresses the binary opposition of East and
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West: "Damion is the hero of m y N ew  York gang, as Dean is the hero of the 

Western. They im m ediately took a dislike to each other." 8

Most importantly, the epiphanic moment of IT is introduced in this 

section in the form of Rollo Greb, a frenetic scholar:

His [Rollo's] excitement blew  out of his eyes in stabs of fiendish light. 

He rolled his neck in spastic ecstasy. He lisped, he writhed, he flopped, 

he m oaned, he how led, he fell back in despair....

'If you go like him all the time you'll finally get it.'[Dean]

'Get what?' [Sal]

'IT! IT!' 9

But if IT is a self-evident concept, the point of their journey is not. Even as 

Sal paints Dean in broad masculine strokes as a heroic knight in shining  

autom otive armor saving him from dom estic boredom, constant 

questioning persists among his friends about the purpose of this trip. Dean's 

justification to Camille for the trip works directly from the rational male 

individual versus irrational society opposition described by Yeatman, where 

the irrational is framed as being rational and inevitable (italics mine): "He 

told her w hy, and of course it made no sense." 10

This questioning even extends to their mutual friend Carlo Marx (a 

fictionalized Allen Ginsberg). The one person to show  a consistent faith in 

Dean in Part One, even Marx exhibits very conventional concerns about the 

practicality of the trip: 'W hy are you travelling around the country like 

this?... Where's your home? Where's your job?" n  Sal him self is aware of 

the pointlessness of their exploits and its m ythologizing — "It was the myth 

of the rainy night. Dean was popeyed with awe. This madness w ould lead 

nowhere" 12 -- but is content to follow  Dean in an observant version of 

Dunkel's "unthinking" manner.
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The major stop of their westward journey is at Bull Lee's in N ew  

Orleans. Here w e find a Beat (Bull is m odeled after William Burroughs) 

patriarch of the kind that Sal aspires to b ecom e- a farmer with a family, but 

far more educated and kindred in intellect to Sal than his Virginia relatives. 

But instead of the confirming the Sal’s ideal of becoming a domestic and yet 

hip patriarch, Sal’s visit to Bull gives troubling indications of both the fate of 

his trip and of his own fate w hen he finally does settle down. The first sign 

of this is the condition of Bull’s house; it is dilapidated and surrounded by 

high w eeds. The noncommittal greeting that Bull’s w ife gives indicates 

how  alienated Sal now  is from his own married life: "This was the way we 

greeted each other after four years; Joan used to live with my wife and me in 

N ew  York." 13 Dean receives an even colder welcom e by Dunkel’s 

abandoned wife, Galatea, for he is recognized as the catalyst for Sal and 

D unkel’s flight from feminine dom esticity and society: "She [Galatea] gave 

Dean a dirty look; she knew the score." 14

Bull is described primarily as "a teacher... looking for the facts," 15 and 

Kerouac spends several pages describing Bull’s worldwide travels. In every 

exam ple of his travels he is looking for a specific experience, another 

discipline to be learned (for example, medicine and anthropology). It not 

surprising, then, that he echoes Carlo Marx at the end of Sal’s description of 

him — "Now, Dean, I want you to sit quiet a minute and tell me what you’re 

doing crossing the country like this." 16 — and finds Dean and Sal literally 

speechless for lack of an answer. Unlike Bull’s bookish education — he 

spends his time reading Shakespeare and Mayan codices, and apparently 

studied medicine in Vienna — Sal is escaping literature-based learning by 

travelling; for the time he spends on the road is time away from Columbia 

U niversity.
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Bull's offhand "diagnosis" of Dean sounds fairly accurate:

"Compulsive psychosis dashed with a jigger of psychopathic irresponsibility 

and violence." 17 Bull's ow n life is not without flaws, though. His role of 

the family patriarch is undermined by the quixotic nature of what he ends 

up building on his farm: rotten w ood shelves, six-inch thick tables, 

unfinished fences, and a Reichian "orgone accumulator" where he can 

"moon over his navel." More seriously, the family "hardly ever eats," 18 

and w hile the "curiously unsympathetic and cold" marriage is interpreted 

generously by Sal, Kerouac provides a disturbing clue to its eventual fate.

Bull show s off a Scheintoth gas gun, at which Jane sniffs: "I hope I'm not 

around w hen you try [firing] it." 19 The model for Jane, Joan Burroughs, was 

accidentally shot and killed by her husband in a 1952 game of "William Tell" 

— som ething Kerouac w ould have been quite aware of when On The Road 

w ent to press five years later. 20

Bull is also comically cruel to his pet cats: "He had seven cats. 'I love 

cats. I especially like the ones that squeal w hen I hold 'em over the bathtub.' 

He insisted on demonstrating; som eone was in the bathroom. 'Well,' he 

said, 'we can't do that now ...’ " 21 Although Sal's reporting does not make 

this seem  like a flaw in Bull's role as a family man, accounts of Kerouac 

him self suggest otherwise. Kerouac was intensely protective of animals, 

especially cats, because cats apparently reminded him of his late brother, 

Gerard 22. The distance between Kerouac and his fictional persona indicates 

a relative immaturity in Sal's character, perhaps even a youthful cruelty, 

which fits in with On The Road's more general m ovem ent toward Sal's 

m aturation.

Bull Lee, then, is an unsuccessful m odel for Sal's dream of patriarchal 

domesticity. Ultimately, all searches for the family in Part Two end in
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failure. As literary critic Arnold Krupat notes, throughout the novel there is 

a persistent, if unintegrated, search for Dean's father — for "whenever 

anyone thinks of it, the search for Dean's father is resumed." 23 In the 

course of Part Two's road trip they pick up two separate hikers making 

unsuccessful searches for an aunt, and a third is picked up in search of his 

brother. When Sal fails to bet on a horse named "Big Pop" in N ew  Orleans, 

the failure is framed as if he had just missed a vital clue: "You had a vision, 

boy, a vision ." 24 This multitude of failed connections demonstrates that 

Part Two is characterized at every level by either Sal's disillusionm ent with 

existing families (as with his Virginia relatives, and Bull’s farm) or by the 

failure of past and future families to coalesce.

Dean's opposition in nature to anyone w ho is not in motion insures 

their eventual departure from Bull's homestead. Although Sal continues to 

celebrate Dean's primitive energy by show ing him running naked through 

Indian ruins, it soon becomes apparent that their travelling arrangement 

cannot last. A lthough Sal often compares the virginal landscape to a book 

waiting to be read -- he describes in Part One reading the land as he returns 

from LA, 25 and Dean "like a monk peering into manuscripts of snow" 26 — 

upon leaving Bull's the land has becom e "a manuscript of the night w e  

couldn't read."27 Sal and Dean often take it upon themselves to dominate 

the land by im posing meaning upon it — or, in his metaphor, reading it as a 

text. The "manuscript of the night", however, show s this dominance to be 

illusory. Sal's m ythology of westward m ovem ent into a virginal, "willing" 

landscape is falling apart once again, and his final abandonment by Dean in 

San Francisco only reinforces the fleeting nature of this alternative society.

If Sal loses some illusions about the practicality of the "beset 

manhood" experience with Dean — "I lost faith in him that year" 28 — he still
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finishes Part Two with the same set of masculine responses as in Part One. 

His binary constructs of v irgin /w hore and east/w est manifests itself as he 

labels Marylou a whore, and westerners as "A lemon lot... I looked back to 

the east and sighed." 29 As in Part One, his response is to return back east to 

the maternal confines of his aunt's house. He is not quite the same person 

as he was in his previous homecoming, though. The end of Part Two shows 

Sal beginning to grow out of his squire role to Dean, for some of the 

infantile aspects of his need for gratification are disappearing. But in their 

place another manifestation of the same desire for power, the role of a 

patriarch, becomes more pronounced. While the flaws of Part Two's 

families mar Sal's idealizations of such households, he begins Part Three 

clinging tenaciously to this dream of familial mastery.



VI. Part Three of On The Road

Part Three begins with Sal's patriarchal dream in full bloom, only to 

be im m ediately undercut by the dreariness of his everyday life: "I went to 

Denver, thinking of settling down there. I saw m yself in M iddle America, a 

patriarch. I was lonesome." 1 He appears to have matured greatly, for he 

follow s this w ith a remarkable recognition of his behavior in Part One: "[I 

was] a 'white man' disillusioned. All m y life I'd had white ambitions: that 

was w hy I’d abandoned a good wom an like Terry in the San Joaquin 

V alley ."2

If Sal has come to recognize his own white male biases, he is still 

trapped in idealizations of minorities, "Wishing I could exchange worlds 

w ith the happy, true-hearted, ecstatic Negroes of America." 3 He extends this 

fantasy to Mexicans and Japanese in the same paragraph. This passage is 

often taken as a sign of Kerouac’s racism or naivete, and he had enough of 

both to back such interpretations. But w e may also see this statement as an 

indicator of Sal’s naivete, and of the state of mind in which he will approach 

M exico in Part Four. As critic Tim Hunt notes, Kerouac had toyed with 

using more obviously naive narrators (for example, children) for the novel: 

"Earlier versions of On The Road demonstrate Kerouac’s interest in 

narrators w hose naivete has thematic purposes." 4

Sal's disillusionm ent with his life as a Denver patriarch leads him  

once again to Dean, who is experiencing a similar desperation. Even as 

Dean brags of his new  baby daughter and his new  wife, he ends his sentences 

yelling "Shit! Shit! Shit!" 5 At the root of the Moriarty family's 

disintegration are financial problems resulting from Dean's stubborn

34
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retention of a machismo ethic of chaste /w h ore characterizations and sexual 

aggression. Dean has lost his job due to a thumb broken after trailing and 

punching his ex-wife Marylou, seeking "absolute proof that she was a 

whore" 6 and determined to kill her.

Unlike the previous two parts, Part Three spends nearly half its 

length detailing the circumstances leading up to Dean and Sal's road trip. 

This is due to, for the first time, Sal's recognition of the havoc wreaked  

upon the friends and families by the masculine fantasies of his and Dean's 

fraternal relationship. The defensive reaction of these w ives and girlfriends 

is to form an analogous female camaraderie. As the dim inutive "sewing 

circle" label indicates, Sal finds this developm ent threatening:

I suddenly realized that all these w om en were spending months of 

loneliness and wom anliness together, chatting about the m adness o f  

the men.... It wasn't anything but a sew ing circle, and at the center o f ' 

it was the culprit, Dean -- responsible, perhaps, for everything that 

was wrong. 8

This threatening and disapproving organization of a female dom estic society  

brings Sal and Dean even closer in their fraternal relationship, "Buddies til 

w e died," and Sal frames this in the terms of a mythical West once again. 

They are "two broken-down heroes of the Western night." 9 As the "til w e  

died" and "broken-down" indicate, they are becom ing increasingly defensive 

in their stance towards wom en. Indeed, after m eeting a friend's w ife w ho  

"smiled and smiled... and never said a word," the ideal of the subm issive 

w om an which w as only implicit before is now  becom es explicit: "Now you  

see, man, there's a real wom an for you. N ever a harsh word, never a 

complaint... This is a man, and that's his castle." 10
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W hile Sal appears to agree w ith such pronouncem ents by Dean, his 

view  of Dean is not as selective as in former days. He now  recognizes "his 

[Dean's] enormous series of sins" and the effect it has had upon others. 11 

Instead of losing faith as he has before, though, he transfigures Dean's 

desperation into further justification for Dean's vitality and holiness: "He 

w as BEAT." 12 As George Dardess has pointed out, it is in Part Three that Sal 

turns from Dean's squire and admirer into his defender. 13 Sal's proposed  

solution to Dean's problems is a literary one, drawn straight from  

Hem ingway: they w ill escape to Europe, sit in Parisian and Roman cafes, and 

live (in a reference to Faulkner) in a whorehouse. The idea is fanciful, of 

course; they barely have enough m oney to make it back to N ew  York City.

With Sal in charge, the road trips of Part Three becom e much more 

organized and less ecstatic than those described in the previous two parts. 

The tw o legs of the trip have specific destinations within set schedules — in 

the first trip, they are travelling as passengers to Denver, and in the second 

trip they deliver a travel bureau car to Chicago. Along with the more 

form alized travel comes a loss of its masculinity. Sal and Dean no longer 

have the unabashed and idealizing admiration of Part One for their fellow  

travellers, for their com panions are now  either effem inate or emasculated. 

They are now  a "typical" tourist couple and a "tall, thin fag" driving a "fag 

Plymouth." 14 The joy in mechanical mastery has been lost as Sal and Dean 

are relegated to the back seat of the car, and Sal is troubled w hen Dean tries 

to prostitute him self to the male driver. Although hinted at earlier in the 

book in his friendship with Carlo Marx, Dean's bisexuality has been  

deliberately avoided by Sal's narration, perhaps as a detail that doesn’t fit in 

w ith the B-movie "western kinsman" m old he sets Dean within.
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Dean and Sal's response to the apparent em asculation of their travels 

is a Reichian one of manic affirmation:

Dean and I sw ayed to the rhythm and the IT of our final excited joy in 

talking and living... 'The point being that w e know  what IT is and we 

know  TIME and w e know  everything is really FINE1... Bing, bang, it 

was all Yes! Yes! Yes! 15 

But as the story of Dean's broken thumb demonstrated, there is a thin line 

betw een Dean's manic affirmation and his manic aggression. Instead of 

"digging everyone," Dean now  uses his manic drive to vent his frustrations, 

exercising life-and-death power through his driving ability. During his brief 

turn at the w heel he swerves insanely into oncom ing traffic, breezily 

"demonstrating various ways not to drive," and rendering the female 

passenger nearly hysterical w ith fright. 16 Dean is no longer the "innocent 

Saint" w ho hurts others through sheer thoughtlessness -- he is now  acting 

deliberately antagonistic. Like Bull holding the kittens over the bathtub, it is 

am using, but it show s a darker side that clashes with the idealizations that 

Sal has previously made of him.

During their brief respite in Denver, Sal's ow n darker m oods are 

briefly stripped of his m ythologizing and laid bare. He gives Dean a litany of 

denial:

"You know I don't have close relationships with anybody anymore... I 

hold things in m y hands like pieces of crap and I don't know  where to 

put it down.... It's not m y fault! It's not m y fault! N othing in this 

lousy world is m y fault, don't you see that? I don't want it to be and it 

won't be." 17

This denial of his ow n selfishness is reinforced a few  pages later w hen a 

letter detailing his sponging dem ands for gratification upon a girlfriend in
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Denver — "I have a wom an friend w ho gives m e w hiskey and m oney and 

big suppers" — is intercepted by the girlfriend. Although Sal is briefly made 

to face his ow n selfishness by the outraged girlfriend, he finally falls back on 

the same solution that he used with Terry in Part One -- he leaves her. 18 

The second leg of the trip, between Denver and Chicago, has more 

m asculine vitality than the first leg. This time, although Sal dism isses their 

college student companions as "corny," the car's occupants are all male. 

Rather than a "fag Plymouth," the car is described in terms of sheer weight 

and power: a huge Cadillac lim ousine that Dean im m ediately drives so 

enthusiastically that the speedometer breaks just outside Denver. Sal 

instinctively reaches for an all-male power hiearchy popularized by m ovies 

to describe their im agined appearance: "Like a new  California gang come to 

contest the spoils of Chicago, a band of desperadoes..." 19

Ultim ately, Dean's performance as a driver no longer lives up to Sal's 

continual praise. For the first and only time in the story, Dean has a minor 

car accident. The literary and mythical praise applied to Dean also takes a 

more foreboding tone at this point. Sal, taking up the squire/observer role 

of Ishmael, now  sees him self m oving "at incredible speeds across the 

groaning continent w ith that mad Ahab at the wheel." 20 W hile this raises 

Dean to a mythical level of sorts, it is an unenviable one: just as Ahab's 

search for the m eaning of the whale eventually turns self-destructive, so 

could Dean and Sal's pursuit of IT.

Similarly, Sal's use of m ovie m ythology turns sour after they spend  

the night sleeping in a cheap cinema with Chicago's "solid core of dregs." A 

repeating W estern and Istanbul double feature im presses his mind with the 

"...strange Gray Myth of the West and the weird dark myth of the East. All 

of m y actions since then have been dictated automatically by this horrible
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osm otic experience." 21 The irony here is that many of Sal's actions before 

were dictated by his m ovie myths of the East and West, but it is only 

through this force-feeding that he becomes consciously aware of the 

com ponents of his ow n stereotypes and characterizations.

N ot only does Sal recognize the pointlessness of their journey in Part 

Three, he also begins to weary of his idealizations of family life. Instead of 

revitalizing his dream of the hom e, his time on the road leaves him  

disillusioned with both sides of the beset manhood myth, the options of 

flight and feminine dom esticity. U pon m eeting a "gorgeous country girl" 

from a stereotypical M iddle American family and hearing her account of 

hom e life, Sal admits: "Once this [account of hom e life] w ould  have 

gladdened m y heart but because her heart was not glad w hen she said it I 

knew  there was nothing in it but the idea of what one should do." 22

A  crucial aspect of Part Three is what Sal does not lose. For all his 

disillusionm ent in his ow n m ythologizing and his recognition of his and 

Dean's faults, he finally fails to rem ove him self from the frame of reference 

that produced them. At Part Three's conclusion he still thinks in terms of 

dichotom ies -- he fumbles for an explanation of Chicagoans as "strange 

semi-Eastern, semi-W estern types" 23 -- and he describes Dean to his friends 

as a cowboy. 24 There is still enough belief in this mentality within Sal for 

one last trip, one seeking an alternative to his exhausted stock of East/W est 

travel myths, his "bag of tricks, [with] nobody buying." 25



VII. Part Four of On The Road 

Part Four begins with Sal and Dean apparently socialized into adult 

roles as male members of mainstream society. Sal sells his first novel, and 

Dean settles into a parking attendant job, "reduced to the simple pleasures" 

of listening to baseball games and having a submissive wife in the kitchen. 

Sal and Dean get winded when they try to play basketball with "the younger 

boys" -- a classic sign of an American male's loss of youth. Dean has located 

his father in a Seattle jail, and his and Sal’s road fantasies now seem a thing 

of a hazy past, slowly being submerged by their new lives as responsible 

adults and parents-to-be:

The snapshots which our children would look at someday with 

wonder, thinking their parents had lived smooth, well-ordered, 

stabilized-within-the-photo lives and got up in the morning to walk 

proudly on the sidewalks of life, never dreaming of the raggedy 

madness and riot of our actual lives... l 

Sal’s occasional travels -- he now rides the bus, rather than hitchhiking — no 

longer have their old frenetic pace or the heavy baggage of mythologizing 

about them. Sal begins his trip to Denver with a Whitmanesque cataloguing 

of the American landscape, "The hillbilly night of Charleston... The dark 

and mysterious Ohio... the muddy cobbles and Montana logs...." 2 But when 

he meets a sex-starved car thief fresh from prison, "much like Dean had 

been," he flatly admits his old idealizations no longer apply. 3 The ex-con 

has "no native strange saintliness to save him from the iron fate [of 

returning to jail]." 4 Sal himself recognizes his new attitude: "I was having

40
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a wonderful time and the w hole world opened up for m e because I had no 

dreams." 5

This new  life for Sal ends — or is at least interrupted ~  by Dean's 

pursuit of him to Denver. Sal has not requested this escape, though, and

now  fears it: "[He was] pursuing me like a Shrouded Traveler on the plain,
\ .

bearing dow n on me." 6 Despite Sal's trepidation, however, the two quickly 

regress. Sal begins thinking in m ovie terms again: "It was like an old- 

fashioned m ovie w hen Dean arrived." 7 Their new  travelling companion, 

Stan, is compared to Gary Cooper in the w ay that Dean was first compared to 

Gene Autry. The saloon they visit is also portrayed in terms of the western  

myth, w ith "bullet holes still in the walls" and "old former prospectors." 8

Sal begins his indirect references to the beset m anhood literary 

tradition again, this time from M obv-Dick. Before Sal and Dean depart, they 

are hosted by Aunt Charity, a spry old wom an w ho tut-tuts their drinking of 

w hiskey just as M elville's Aunt Charity pleads for the P e q u o d 's crew not to 

drink grog on their voyage 9. Appropriately enough for Sal's revived  

literary frame of reference, he and Dean entertain them selves at the 

beginning of the journey by "pound[ing] plot after plot of books we'd read 

into Stan." 10

Yet for all of its trappings in Sal's old m ythologies, this last trip marks 

a break from Sal’s old ea st/w est axis of thinking, and this gives him new  

enthusiasm: "I couldn't im agine this trip. It was the m ost fabulous trip of 

all. It w as no longer east-west, but magic south  .... 'Man, this will finally take 

us to IT!' "11 Despite Sal's enthusiasm, there are signs that distinguish this 

trip from the prom ise of their previous adventures. Rather than searching 

for a father and the stability of a families, they are fleeing Stan's grandfather 

and their ow n families. Kerouac also engages in som e self-parody that
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m ocks Sal's labeling of experiences as distinctly American. Throughout 

Sal's narrative w e hear of "American nights" and "American noons." One 

should take his deadpan delivery of Stan's first travel kick with a grain of 

salt, then, as Kerouac's gentle mocking of his younger and naive fictional 

self: "A bug flew  into his arm and em bedded a long stinger in it that made 

him howl. It had come out of an American afternoon." 12

Sal, in fact, has little idea of what is not American. Unlike their 

previous journeys, Sal and Dean are entering Mexico in ignorance: "We had 

no idea what Mexico w ould really be like." 13 Dean appropriately hams it up 

in the role of the U gly  American tourist: "'Hoo!' yelled Dean. 'Si! Manana!"' 

14 Sal prefers quiet observation, but only to shift from a myth of the 

American W est to a version of the "noble savage":

W e w ould  finally learn ourselves among the Fellahin Indians of the 

world, the essential strain of the basic primitive, w ailing humanity  

that stretches in a belt around the equatorial belly of the world.... not 

at all like the Pedros and Panchos of silly civilized American lore.... 

they were the sources of mankind and the fathers of it. 15 

For all these lofty sentiments, Sal's immediate interests turn out to be fairly 

mundane: som e marijuana and a brothel. Flis subsequent visions of Dean 

as God, "look[ing] exactly like Franklin Delano Roosevelt," and the stoned  

dialogue -- "Will you d-i-g that weird brother..." -- hint at the heightened  

unreliability of the narration to follow. 16

This placement of the narrator's extreme unreliability is strategic, for 

the whorehouse scene that follows is central to Part Four. Nearly everyone 

in this scene is either drunk or stoned, with a jukebox turned up so loud 

that conversation is nearly impossible. Furthermore, there are language 

barriers, for none of the three Americans know Spanish. Having lost his
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usual frame of reference -- "The w hole world seem ed turned on" 17 -- Sal's 

tendency towards shallow characterizations of w om en becomes obvious as 

he makes observations w ith little basis in reality: "Through our deliriums 

w e began to discern their [the prostitutes] varying personalities." 18

The unreal nature of this male fantasy makes it som ething of a 

spectacle for other men: "A good twenty men leaned in the w indow , 

watching [us and the prostitutes]." 19 The basis of the interaction, a financial 

one, also has no real meaning for Sal: "I didn't know  the value of Mexican 

money; for all I knew  w e had a million pesos." 20 W ithout any real 

know ledge of w ho he is transacting with, or what the m edium  of 

transaction is, Sal is essentially in his ow n world, "a long, spectral Arabian 

dream" 21 which is more rooted in his fantasies than in any genuine contact 

w ith the Mexicans. As is usually the case with Sal, it only takes a couple 

reminders to return him to reality and deflate his fantasies. The first is the 

bar tab that he amasses, which he is now  able to decipher: "Thirty-six 

American dollars, which is a lot in any whorehouse." 22 The reminder is of 

the familial life that they fled from: "Somewhere I heard a baby wail in a 

sudden lull, remembering I was in Mexico after all and not in som e 

pornographic hasheesh daydream in heaven." 23

A s the term "pornographic" hints, Sal has been engaged in little more 

than a shallow  objectification of the prostitutes. The fact that he has 

forgotten that he is in Mexico indicates that the location is irrelevant to him, 

and he has no real concern with the "fellahin". He is absorbed in his ow n  

daydreams of gratification. Significantly, w hen the three finally leave it is to 

show er at the local bathhouse. There is an association of prostitutes with  

dirtiness, and this fits into Sal's continued use of the v irgin /w hore  

dichotom y. After they leave the bathhouse, and are "clean," young metzito
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girls selling crystals crowd around their car. Sal explicitly connects them 

with the Virgin Mary: "They were like the eyes of the Virgin Mary when she 

was a child. We saw in them the tender and forgiving gaze of Jesus." 24 He 

sees them as primitive virgins, doomed to being deflowered by civilization 

in the way the brothel workers have: "They had come down from the back 

mountains... for something they thought civilization could offer, and they 

never dreamed the sadness and poor broken delusion of it." 25

Sal, then, is still very much under the sway of masculine oppositional 

thought (virgin/whore, clean /dirty, primitive/civilization). After Sal's 

marijuana delirium turns to the feverish delirium of dysentery, though, his 

male bond with Dean is broken. Dean's abandonment of Sal is a poetic 

justice that brings Sal around full circle, for he has now been abandoned in a 

foreign land, with only the vague promise of another visit, just as he 

abandoned Terry in Part One. It is the last straw in Sal's loss of the fantasy of 

the road as escape, and of his idealizations of Dean as the symbol of a 

Western myth. Instead, he now recognizes Dean's familial responsibilities 

and accepts this new role of Dean's, even as Dean has patently abandoned 

his responsibility to Sal: "I realized what a rat he was, but then I had to 

understand the impossible complexity of his life, how he had to leave me 

there, sick, to get on with his wives and his woes." 26

This movement between parts One and Four shows Sal's rejection of 

the literary road myth of the male individual escaping female society. Sal 

continues to think in binary terms, however, and has continued to idealize 

the landscape and the people in the terms of books, movies, or drug-induced 

visions. Sal may have outgrown the road myth, but he still has the same 

motivations and assumptions that created it. The "adult" form that these 

are subliminated into becomes the brief focus of Part Five.



VIII. Part Five of On The Road — Conclusion  

Only five pages long, Part Five is more an epilogue than a "Part" of 

On The Road. It focuses upon the "adult" role of Sal and his final 

integration into the socially acceptable patriarchy that he detoured from in 

Part Four. It begins with a definitive sign that the road days are over: while  

returning from Mexico, "the rear end dropped" off Dean's car. 1 Dean, the 

driver extraordinaire, ends up flying home.

Dean and Sal assume settled lives on separate sides of the continent: 

Sal w ith his girlfriend Laura in N ew  York, and Dean ready to m ove back to 

his w ife and daughter in California. The main event of Part Five, Sal's 

night out w ith his girlfriend and another couple to a Duke Ellington concert, 

typifies this new  life. The m usic is mainstream, as opposed to the 

underground of Charlie Parker bop that Sal used to listen to. Like Part 

Three, they are riding to the concert in a Cadillac, but it is now  carefully 

chauffeured. Nor is it all-male trip, for both male passengers have 

girlfriends accom panying them.

It is symbolic, then, w hen Dean is denied a ride along with them.

Dean is no longer a threat to anyone — he merely wants to be a temporary 

passenger, not a driver, on the w ay to the train station that will take him  

hom e to his wife. Rather than a rejection of a real threat, it is a rejection of 

what Dean used to represent: "Old Dean's gone, I thought, and out loud I 

said, 'He'll be all right.'" 2 W hen Dean does appear in future novels like 

D esolation A ngels and Big Sur , his character w ill be conspicuously out of 

place and uncomfortable, for he has been outgrown.

45
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Sal's acceptance of his new life is not an entirely happy one. He uses 

the word "sad" three times to describe the concert and his companions. The 

final mournful evocation of Dean's memory — "I think of Old Dean 

Moriarty the father we never found, I think of Dean Moriarty" 3 — forms a 

narrational frame with the beginning of the book. There, the narrator 

recounts meeting Dean after breaking up with his "first" wife — implying 

that since then he has remarried. On The Road is a story told after the fact by 

a narrator now settled into domestic life, wistful for the road days of old.

The reason he is wistful is because the motivations behind his road 

trips never actually leave Sal. The infantile desire for gratification, the 

oppositional structure of masculine thinking, the "beset manhood" 

tradition that posits flight into a virginal wilderness from an emasculating 

society, and the desire for patriarchal power over women through 

objectification and submission — all are still found in abundance in Part 

Four. What On The Road demonstrates is Sal's increasing practicality in 

procuring the steady, if muted, satisfaction of these desires. He has 

subliminated his demands into a more socially acceptable form. As critic 

Javier Coy has observed of similar novels (my translation), "The superficial 

[libidinal] anarchy finishes in a configuration of order." 4

A study of On The Road's social commentary could, and does, occupy 

volumes. Kerouac embraced many values that were antithetical to the 

mainstream white consumer society of postwar America. But the gender 

roles of On The Road are much more conventional. On The Road, in this 

regard, can be thought of as the tale of a man growing from the literary to 

the social myth of patriarchy. As Kerouac himself took to the road less and 

less before finally spending his last years with a mother and a maternalistic 

wife, it is a tale that reflects the ending of the author's own personal story.
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A NOTE ON THE TEXTS USED

Perhaps the closest thing Kerouac scholars have to a definitive text of 
On The Road is the critical edition edited by Scott Donaldson and published  
by Viking in 1979. Because this edition is long out of print and difficult to 
find, the page references in the footnotes refer to the pagination in the trade 
paperback edition that Penguin currently publishes.

I did make extensive use of the critical articles included in the 
D onaldson edition, however; these are footnoted under Donaldson's name, 
rather than Kerouac's.
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