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ÖZ

Sibel Resimci

Women Writers of the Beat Generation

Bu tez, 1950’li yıllarda Amerika’da etkili olmuş, Beat olarak adlandırılan 

erkekegemen akımın kadın tarafının incelenmesidir. II. Dünya Savaşı sonrası 

Amerika’nın galip gelmesiyle ülkede artan refah düzeyi, savaştan olumsuz 

etkilenmiş ya da konformist düzenden rahatsızlık duyan bazı yetenekli gençleri dilde, 

yaşam biçiminde ve edebiyatta yeni bir arayışa yöneltir; bu yenilikçi arayışta bile 

kadınlar, Amerika’da her zaman olduğu gibi, istemli yada istemsiz bir biçimde bu 

yeni oluşumun dışında bırakılırlar. Tezde, bu başkaldıran kadınların karşılaştıkları 

güçlükler, yapmaya çalıştıkları, kadınların özgürleşmesinde nasıl bir rol oynadıkları 

ve ataerkil toplum düzeninin onlar üzerindeki ekileri incelenmiştir. Sonuç olarak bazı 

Beat kadınları ataerkil yapının kendi üzerlerindeki olumsuz etkiyi dağıtabilmiş, 

kendilerini özgür kıldıkları gibi, diğer kadınların da özgürleşmelerine ön ayak 

olmuşlardır.
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ABSTRACT

This dissertation examines the female component of the male-dominated Beat 

movement whose members were quite influential artists in America during the 

fifties. America won World War II and it brought prosperity to the country. Some 

gifted young artists who were not at ease with this conformist order or who were 

shattered by the war, started to gather around a movement which would be influential 

in language, in life style and in literature. Even though it was an experimental 

movement, (intentionally or not,) women were left out of this circle as they were 

always isolated from society in America. The main issues of this dissertation are the 

obstacles these rebellious women faced, the things they tried to do, their 

contributions to women’s liberty and the influence of the internalized patriarchy on 

these women. As a result, some of the Beat women were able to disrupt the 

damaging effects of patriarchy; they emancipate themselves and evoked liberation of 

women.
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PREFACE

The Beat Generation has always been popular in the world ever since On the Road

was published. My initial curiosity about the Beat Generation was the women’s role 

in the movement. How the Beat men treated women? And what was the contribution 

of the Beat women to women’s liberation? As I started to study these women, I faced 

many problems. Most of the books were out of print. To study the Beat women 

meant to find some unpublished sources. Besides, there were not enough academic 

sources on the Beat subject in general. And it was challenging to gather these women 

under some common aspects; all the Beat women had distinct features and it was a 

formidable task to gather these women under some common points. Since all the 

women related to the movement were writers more or less, throughout the 

dissertation, the women writers of the Beat Generation are abbreviated as the Beat 

women. 

This dissertation would not have existed without the support and encouragement I 

received from my advisor, Assist. Prof. Dr. Sema Bulutsuz. I would like to thank 

everybody who guided me throughout the graduate program: Prof. Dr. Ayşe Erbora, 

Associate Prof. Türkan Araz, Associate Prof. Özden Sözalan, and Assist. Prof. Dr. 

Hasine Şen.

Many thanks to Anthony Valerio, Richard Cohen for their generous support, and to 

Joyce Johnson, who have been so kind and inspiring to me.

Finally, I would like to thank to my family and to Serhat for being with me all the 

time. 
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INTRODUCTION

1. America in the Fifties

… I have already mentioned that there was a disturbance in my heart, a 
voice that spoke there and said, I want, I want, I want!  It happened every 
afternoon, when I tried to suppress it, it got even stronger. It only said one 

thing, I want, I want!1

After World War II, America became the greatest power in the world, and there was 

a drastic change in the attitudes of American society. The victory ended the Great 

Depression and brought prosperity to America, enhancing the wealth of the middle 

class. The soldiers came back home and got married with college girls to maintain a 

quiet and a peaceful life with their children who were the lovely results of the baby 

boom. “Many couples delayed marriage until after the war, and young married 

couples delayed having children, either because of their own decision or because of 

the separation imposed by the war.”2

When American men came back, women had to leave the jobs emptied by men due 

to  war. Unfortunately, women took their mother, wife and housekeeper roles back 

again. And some of the women kept working not because they wished a career but 

for a little more income to support house expenses.  After the war, people wanted to 

have a quiet and a peaceful life.  They tried to constitute an inner peace. Thus, 

people seemed to be pleased with their lives: women with cooking, cleaning and 

decorating the  house,  taking care of the children,  driving them school, pleasing 

their husbands as the magazines direct them and etc.; men with a nice job, and a 

beautiful wife and a car. This was the magical formula of the fifties.

                                               
1 Saul Bellow, Henderson the Rain King, New York, Penguin Books, 1996, p. 24.
2 Andrew, J. Dunar, America in the Fifties, New York, Syracuse University Press, 2006, p. 174.
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As a new form of mass communication, television lessened the radio’s dominant 

efficiency and became the main imposer of the conventions of the system with a 

huge effect on America’s being a consuming society.  “Everything in America was 

utterly changed following this war. Music, art, literature were profoundly altered, as 

were political and social structures.” 3

The picture drawn for the 50s America looked perfect on the surface as most of the 

middle class people had more or less realized the so-called American Dream in 

material terms. Nonetheless, it was not enough to comfort the souls of individuals. 

Some kept on living in the materialistic comfort the system offered to them, but a 

nonconformist tendency began to rise among some individuals. Some inner conflicts 

started to seize those individuals; they started to feel a sense of loss. There was a 

huge gap between what they wanted and what the society offered. However, the 

suffering individual couldn’t really name what s/he wanted. As in Bellow’s 

Henderson the Rain King, the protagonist hears a voice that constantly says “I want, 

I want!”, and he asks the voice what it wanted. Yet, he cannot find an answer:

… I would walk it, I would trot it. I would sing to it or read to it. No use. I 
would change into overalls and go up on the ladder and spackle cracks in 
the ceiling; I would chop wood, go out and drive a tractor, work in the barn 
among the pigs. No, no! Through fight sand drunkenness and labor it went 
right on, in the country, in the city. No purchase, no matter how expensive, 
would lessen it. Then I would say, “Come on, tell me. What’s the 
complaint, is it Lily herself? Do you want some nasty whore? It has to be 
some lust?”  But this was no better a guess than the others. The demand 
came louder. I want, I want, I want, I want, I want! And I would cry, 
begging at last, “Oh, tell me then. Tell me what you want!” 4

The protagonist of Bellow tries out everything he can, to find the source of this 

disturbing voice and his unidentified feelings. He even tries the barn work, takes 

country occupations and drifts apart the city, wishing to find remedy in nature like 

once the romantics did. However, all his attempts are in vain, he can not suppress 

the voice. Although there was this simple formula of happiness for the American 

                                               
3 Edie Kerouac-Parker, You’ll Be Okay, San Francisco, City Lights, 2007, p. 17.
4 Bellow, Henderson the Rain King, p. 24.
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people, some individuals arrive at a point where they think there is no longer an 

American Dream to be achieved. Indeed, everyone is shattered by the unfulfilled 

American Dream when they realize the dream itself was not only a materialistic one.  

There is a tragic disorder and it is very hard to break it out, so the individuals are 

trapped in the rules society and nature  no longer means cure as there is no security 

in nature any more as the society became so paranoid about security after the war. 

Wherever they travel, they would carry their burdens with them, and nature would 

fail to cure their souls. The despair they face is beautifully summed up by the 

protagonist of Henderson the Rain King: 

[…] and sometimes I thought maybe this was my occupation because it 
would knock off at five o’clock of itself. America is so big, and everybody 
is working, making, digging, bulldozing, trucking, loading and so on, and I 
guess the sufferers suffer at the same rate. Everybody wanting to pull 
together. I tried every cure you can think of. Of course, in an age of 
madness, to expect to be untouched by madness is a form of madness. 5

This quotation draws an outline of America’s system and how it works: if you start 

questioning, if you cannot succeed, you are pushed out of the circle. The dilemma is 

that you can not hold on to society and unfortunately you cannot totally leave 

society behind. 

After World War II, people became interested in psychological experience; Freud 

emphasized that people have a hidden nature. The id, ego, and superego functioned 

in a complex way and dreams were very important. In short, an individual was not 

only a social being but also had a deep inner world with many layers. Thus, people 

realized that the repression of desires could not be a solution because, according to 

Freud, repressed ideas do not go away: “[…] they continue to manifest themselves 

in dreams, symptoms or unusual behavior”6 which explains the situation of Eugene 

Henderson’s inner voice that keeps saying I want, I want, in  Henderson the Rain 

King.  Those inner conflicts of individuals caused them to search for something. For 

                                               
5 Bellow, Henderson the Rain King, New York, Penguin Books, 1996, p. 24
6 B. R. Hergenhahn, An Introduction to History of Psychology 6th edition, New York, 
Wadsworth, 2005, p. 528.
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instance, Eugene Henderson went to Africa, the Beat Generation members went to 

West, some people took interest in eastern philosophy because what the society 

offered could not satisfy their spiritual needs. As Joyce Johnson, a woman writer of 

the Beat Generation, felt the misfortune of being a young individual in the postwar 

period, she thought they were borne too late and missed something;

“The only thing we have to fear is fear itself” was the most famous slogan 
of World War II. It was after the war; in the 1950s that fear would 
envelope America. Fear of the Bomb, fear of the Communists, fear of 
falling from grace, or of any change in the status quo, fear of deviation or 
difference. The American nuclear family closed in upon itself and tried 
to shut out the world. It was a time of national mean-spiritedness and, for 
young people like me, of oppressive blandness. There was the sense of 
having missed out on something, of having been born too late. What had 
been taken from us was the energy and the courage of youth.7

The fifties brought American people material prosperity, but worsened the 

spirituality of the non-conformist ones which would lead them to search for a cure, 

and some alternative paths. These were the transitional years as Diane di Prima says 

in a poem of hers called “Revolutionary Letter 10”:

These are the transitional years and the dues
will be heavy.
Change is quick but revolution
will take a while.
America has not even begun as yet.
This continent is seed.8

The poem reveals the essence of the fifties. The fifties was the silent preparation of 

the sixties’ revolutionary movements, and consequently very crucial in American 

history.

                                               
7 Joyce Johnson, Minor Characters, New York., Penguin Books, 1999, p. xxxiii.
8 Diane Di Prima, Revolutionary Letters, San Francisco, Last Gasp, 2007, p. 20.



5

2. American Women in the Fifties

Women could live out their entire lives without ever feeling back support. 
The churches, where they spent hours listening to sermons, offered only 
benches. At home they sat on stools. There was at most only one real chair 
in the average seventeenth-century American home, and it was reserved 
for the head of the household; hence, the word chairman.9

One of the main problems of America was the condition of women which was quite 

problematic not only in the fifties but throughout American history. (Women were 

constantly suppressed until revolutionary movements of the sixties’.) Women were 

treated as slaves, never had their own subjectivity but were subjected to men. 

Although America was frequently considered to provide the pursuit of happiness, 

liberty, and equality, women were never able to hold on to these values and could 

not avoid being objects in society. Men used to think that women performed their 

conventional duties willingly; because they wanted women to be willing slaves. The 

suppression of women forced them to behave in artificial manners to please their 

husbands, for instance they pretended to seem to be happy as there was no way out. 

When we think of the binary of master/slave, we can not expect this relationship to 

be sincere and equal. Women were conditioned to obey, master/slave relationship 

ruined women’s nature as John Stuart Mill states:

What is now called nature of women is eminently artificial thing the result 
of forced repression in some directions, unnatural stimulation in others. It 
may be asserted without scruple, that no other class of dependants have had 
their character so entirely distorted from its natural proportions by their 
relation with their masters…10

He also thinks that marriage was a kind of official slavery, which limited women’s 

potential in every field. The girls who attended to a high school would take a Home 

Economics class and the text books of this subject would give the girls some hints of 

“How to be a Good Wife.” These hints also appeared in a popular magazine May 13, 

                                               
9 Gail Collins, America’s Women, New York, Harper Perennial, 2003, p.48.
10 John Stuart Mill, The Subjection of Women, New Jersey, Transaction Publishers, 2001, p. 21.
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1955, in an issue of Housekeeping Monthly. It was full of hints for women such as 

have the dinner ready before your husband comes, a husband needs a warm 

welcome and you should not be a nagging woman since he might be tired,  you 

should prepare yourself for him and you should look nice, and the hints go on as 

follows:

Minimize all noise. At the time of his arrival, eliminate all noise of the 
washer, dryer, dishwasher, or vacuum. Try to encourage the children to be 
quiet. Be happy to see him. Greet him with a warm smile and be glad he is 
home. Some don'ts: Don't greet him with problems or complaints. Don't 
complain if he is late for dinner. Count this as minor compared with what 
he might have gone through that day. Make him comfortable. Have him 
lean back in a comfortable chair or suggest he lie down in the bedroom. 
Have a cool or warm drink ready for him. Arrange his pillow and offer to 
take off his shoes. Speak in a low, soft, soothing and pleasant voice. Allow 
him to relax and unwind [...] The Goal: Try to make your home a place of 
peace and order where your husband can renew himself in body and 
spirit.11

As it is clearly expressed in the text of a high school course book, women are seen 

like dolls, slaves or a particular kind of puppet whose strings are in the hands of 

men. Women even go to school in order to be good housewives, caring mothers and 

loving wives. A woman is solely to be defined with three adjectives they never 

could get out of this triangle. “America’s Women” describes daily life in the colonies 

in the seventeenth-century and proves us how little progress was made until the 

1950s:

The home maker was trapped in an endless cycle of cooking, cleaning 
up, and then getting ready for the next meal. “This day is forty years 
since I left my father’s house and come here, and here have I scene little 
els but harde labour and sorrow” wrote Mary Cooper, a housewife who 
lives on a farm in Long Island….Elizabeth Buffum Chace said that
besides the ordinary housework and the care of fourteen children, her 
colonial great-grandmother engaged in “candle making, soap making, 
butter and cheese making, spinning, weaving, dyeing and of course all 
the knitting and sewing…” 12

                                               
11 Marilyn Coleman, Family Life in Twentieth-Century America, U.S.A., Greenwood Publishing, 
2007, p. 21.
12 Collins, America’s Women, p.49.
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When World War II broke out, American women took men’s job to keep the 

economy alive, and they performed very well at the jobs they held. However, when 

the war was over, it was time for women to hand the custody jobs to their owners. 

The media, especially the television, quickened this process. “Popular mythology 

has implied that women happily left the work force and returned the housewifery 

after World War II”13  It was presented as if women had been really pleased to turn 

back home and take their traditional roles back. In contrast, most of the women 

would like to work. In spite of the heavy repression on them, they wanted to work; 

they didn’t think of a career but a little more income and a change in their dull lives.  

And some wished to have a career, too. Even if they could get through the domestic 

hurdles and decide to work, then they would face another hurdle:

Many employers refused to hire married women with children, and those 
who did often refused to promote them. On job interviews married career 
women were frequently asked to explain how they intended to care for
their husbands and children. (No professional man was ever asked to 
describe the care he provided for his family)14

And the career women, as the psychiatrists pointed out in 1956, would lead their 

husbands to alcoholism and their children to homosexualism. Every sign from 

society directed women to stay at home.

A weird confusion seized the college-educated mothers in the fifties. They started to 

feel guilty spending time away from home. It was the “problem lay buried, 

unspoken, for many years in the minds of American women”.15 In a society so 

strictly organized, women were trapped in it, and when wanted to move, immersed 

in guilt. Betty Friedan, an American writer, activist and a feminist, realized that the 

problem was not only hers. Many women were not pleased with their lives despite 

their beautiful houses, cars and fashionable clothes. There was something women 

could not name, and, Betty Friedan called it “The Feminine Mystique” and most of 

                                               
13 Rosalyn Baxandal and Linda Gordon, America’s Working Women, New York, W.W. 
Norton&Company, 1995, p. 261
14 Carol Hymowitz and Michaele Weissman, A History of Women in America, New York., Bantam 
Books, 1978, p. 323.
15 Ann Charters, The Portable Sixties Reader, New York, Penguin Books, 2003, p.494
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the women agreed on her findings. This subject was so uneasy for women to talk 

about it:

She was so ashamed to admit her dissatisfaction that she never knew how 
many other women shared it […]For over fifteen years women in 
America found it harder to talk about this problem than about sex. Even 
the psychoanalysts had no name for it. 16

They did not feel alive, that was the main symptom among women. Education was 

thought to be the main reason for this unnamed trouble: the education naturally 

made them unhappy in their role as housewives. And then ridiculous comments 

were heard that a woman had to make both the family and the political decisions, 

and it was too much for her. This idea was considered to be the reason of women’s 

unhappiness. Even in the counterculture literature of the fifties, women were 

abandoned in their misfortune:

Anti-mainstream literature, too, preserved conventional attitudes about 
women. […] The Beat writers similarly offered little hope to women. 
Ironically, their rebellion often was far more sexually reactionary than the 
domestic extremes of the fifties.17

What women wanted was something more than their husband, their children and 

their home. And they would take action in the sixties to change this vicious cycle. 

However, there were some young ladies who could not wait for the arrival of sixties, 

or for getting married to leave their parent’s house. There were those courageous 

who took a job, rented their own apartment, worked to support themselves, pushed 

the lines in terms of sexual experience and so on that we would call most of them 

“the Women of the Beat Generation” later. No matter how tough were the

conditions of American society for women, there were some young and rebellious 

ones to break the rule of the patriarchal weave.

                                               
16 Charters, The Portable Sixties Reader p. 497-8
17 Douglass T. Miller, Marion Nowak, The Fifties: The Way We Really Were, U.S.A., Doubleday, 
1977, p. 171.
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3. “This is the Beat Generation”

When I said, I was beat, I was beat, man, I was tired, exhausted, worn out. 
That’s what I meant.18

-Herbert Huncle

As World War I gave birth to “Lost Generation” (this new title for the youth had 

invented by Gertrude Stein), World War II gave birth to the “Beat Generation” 

which was a gathering of four or five people at first. What was this Beat Generation, 

what did they want to do or change? Michael McClure describes it as follows:

We were locked in the Cold War and the first Asian debacle- the Korean 
War […] We hated the war and the inhumanity and the coldness. The 
country had the feeling of martial law. An undeclared military state had 
leaped out of Daddy Warbucks’ tanks and spawled over the landscape as 
artists we were oppressed… 19

It was a tough time for an artist to exist and s/he feels coldness grasped all the 

people. As Allen Ginsberg put it, all the best minds of the generation were shattered 

by the war, and a brand-new movement was highly needed to bring the lost 

enthusiasm back. For McClure, it was the Beat movement that could achieve to 

revive the dead:

We knew we were poets and we had to speak out as poets. We saw that 
the art of poetry was essentially dead – killed by war, by academies, by 
neglect, by lack of love, and by disinterest. We knew we could bring it 
back to life. We could see what Pound had done and Whitman, and 
Artaud, and D.H. Lawerence in his monumental poetry and prose… We 
wanted to make it new and we wanted to invent it and process of it as we 
went into it. We wanted voice and we wanted vision.20

McClure gives us a general idea about the Beat Generation and their desire for a 

new vision. The word beat meant different things to different people: Herbert 

                                               
18 Ann Charters, Beat Down to Your Soul, New York, Penguin Books, 2001, p. xv.
19 Ann Charters, The Portable Beat Reader, New York, Penguin Books,1992, p. xxvii.
20 Ibid., p. xxvii.



10

Huncle was the first to use the word beat and he meant “tired and exhausted.” Gary 

Synder thought it was a particular state of mind and Kerouac thought that the word 

“possessed deeper allusive qualities and meant something mysterious and 

spiritual.”21 According to Kerouac, the Beat Generation was a “swinging group of 

new American men who were intent on joy because they had survived World War II 

and possessed wild self-believing individuality.”22

The Beat Generation consists of only Allen Ginsberg, Jack Kerouac, William 

Burroughs, Herbert Huncle, Neal Cassady as a muse, Peter Orlovsky and Greogry 

Corso. The campus of Colombia University became their meeting point and 

afterwards they kept gathering in Denver and later went on the road together or met 

wherever they could. The members of the Beat Bang shared a common interest in 

“spiritual liberation, manifesting itself in candid personal content and open forms, in 

verse and prose, thus leading to admiration for Walt Whitman, William Carlos 

Williams, and other avant-garde writers”23 They transformed all the details of daily 

life, the conversations as far as they remember, dreams, or uncensored 

consciousness. They tried to catch immediate experience and write it without any 

editing later; Kerouac, while writing “On the Road”, used a big roll of paper as he 

did not want to lose time, proceeded improvising endlessly as a jazz musician. He 

wrote his road experiences of years, in fourteen days. When finished, he did not edit 

even a word, and consequently could not publish it for seven years. The Beat writers 

suggested an open form, subjectivity and spontaneous prose. In 1957, Viking 

published the book, but it was not the original and complete version. On the Road

became the testament of the Beat Generation, just like the relation between The Sun 

Also Rises and the Lost Generation. 

They also were a postwar generation, but different from the Roaring Twenties: “the 

wild boys” of fifties “were not lost”.24 “This is the Beat Generation”, an essay by 

John Clellon Holmes, discussed that in the twenties, young people were in ruins and 
                                               
21 Charters, The Portable Beat Reader, New York, Penguin Books, 1992, p. xxviii.
22 Charters, Beat Down to Your Soul, p. xv. 
23 Steven Watson, The Birth of Beat Generation, New York., Pantheon Books, 1995, p. 5.
24 Charters, Beat Down to Your Soul, p. 224.
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no longer cared about ruins. They were occupied with the loss of faith, but the Beat 

Generation was becoming more and more occupied with the need for faith.  The 

road the Beats took was also a spiritual one. They believed that everything got dirty 

in America, even the language got dirty, thus, they tried to invent a new vision, to 

write as they breathe or to sound like a song, wanted to go back to human body, 

human voice, tried to revive the humanistic values. Allen Ginsberg’s “Howl” 

considered “The Wasteland” of the fifties and Ginsberg still believed they were all 

beautiful sunflowers even though everything got dirty and became artificial:

Unholy battered old thing you were, my sunflower O my soul, I
Loved you then!
[…] A perfect beauty of a sunflower! A perfect excellent lovely 
sunflower existence! A sweet natural eye    to the new hip moon woke up 
alive and excited grasping in the sunset shadow sunrise golden monthly 
breeze.
[…] Poor dead flower? When did you forget you were a flower? When 
did you look at your skin and you decide you were an impotent dirty old 
locomotive? The ghost of locomotive, the specter and shade of a once 
powerful mad American locomotive?
You were never no locomotive, Sunflower, you were a sunflower!25

In “Sunflower Sutra”, Ginsberg puts nature and man-made machine opposite to each 

other and constantly sees dead images. He tries to revive a “poor dead sunflower” 

among these images, he wants everyone to remember their core, how beautiful once 

they were, not a “dirty locomotive” that carries America’s burden and griminess. He 

emphasizes that they have a perfect form, a potential and beauty at the core; these 

were the originating points of the Beat Generation. Ginsberg saw evil in America 

and described it boldly: “Moloch whose blood is running money! Moloch whose 

fingers are ten armies”26 When he read the poem aloud in the public, things never 

would be the same again:

“Howl” was the first major American work of the era that spoke for the
outcasts, for the mad and the lost, and about what would soon happening
the nation’s soul. In the context of those times, in the midst of a 

                                               
25 Allen Ginsberg, Howl and the Other Poems, San Francisco, City Light Books, 2006, pp. 36-37-
38.
26 Ibid., p. 21.
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frightened new patriotism that was being defined by fears of socialism 
and communism and a desperate need to believe in the assurance of the 
family structure and traditional mores, “Howl” battered at the heart of the 
American ideal civilization.27

Written after World War I, The Great Gatsby is a severe criticism of the American 

Dream and corrupted America. And the Beat writers are still questioning the 

American Dream, just like in The Great Gatsby. Bewley discusses in his essay that:

The Great Gatsby is an exploration of the America Dream as it exists in a 
corrupt period, and it is an attempt to determine that concealed boundary 
that divides the reality from the illusions. The illusions seem more real than 
the reality itself. 28

The illusions also attracted the Beat men. They would head for the roads and see if 

the American Dream was still possible. Thus they headed for the West which is less 

corrupted than the east. For Ginsberg there was still hope, according to him everyone 

is beautiful at the core and has a unique potential. Yet, there was a movie with a more 

realistic point of view named Easy Rider. On the cover of its DVD, it says that “a 

man went looking for America, and couldn’t find it anywhere…”29 The movie tells 

the story of two counterculture bikers travel from Los Angeles to New Orleans to 

look for America, and they are killed by a couple of American duck hunters. After 

World War II, American society closed itself to new things and unknown people. 

These strange looking wild counter bikers were not like them, and it was the principle 

that America would destroy anything it feared or unknown to it. Thus, two counter 

bikers were shot by two other traditional duck hunters.

Ginsberg’s “Howl” had another important role as well; it was uniting people who 

maintained the same sort of lives in New York and San Francisco. The poem 

became the crack that all those people would find each other: “LeRoi got Allen’s 

address in Paris and wrote him, on toilet paper, asking if he was for real,” and 

                                               
27 Holly George Warren, The Rolling Stone Book of the Beats, New York, Rolling Stone Press, 
1997, p. 231.
28 Frederick John Hoffman, The Great Gatsby: A Study, New York, Scribner Publishing, 1962, p. 
265.
29 Dennis Hopper (director), Easy Rider, U.S.A., Columbia Pictures Corperation, 1969.
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“Allen was pleased and responded. LeRoi was asked to read his own work. Soon we 

met the poets Gregory Corso, Diane di Prima, and then Frank O’Hara”30 And Diana 

di Prima was exhilarated, too, to discover “Howl”:

[...] found myself in the middle of Howl by Allen Ginsberg. Put down the 
ladle and returned to the beginning and was caught up immediately in 
that sad, powerful opening: “I saw the best minds of my generation 
destroy by madness…” The poem put a certain heaviness on me, too. It 
followed if there was one Allen there must be more, other people besides  
my few buddies writing what they spoke, what they heard, living, 
however obscurely and shamefully, what they knew, hiding out there and 
there as we were – and now, suddenly, about to speak out. For I sensed 
that Allen was only, could only be, the vanguard of a much larger 
thing… I was about to meet my brothers and sisters. 31

After a while, Allen met also di Prima, di Prima met LeRoi Jones, and the circle 

grew bigger and Ginsberg was the uniting figure of the group. 

Meanwhile, it was problematic about the Beats that they were still thinking in terms 

of binary oppositions. As an opposition to conventional American thought, they 

valued body over everything, madness over reason, and emotions over form. They 

could not get rid of thinking in binary oppositions nor could develop an alternative 

system. They did deconstruct some binary opposition, for instance, they valued 

body, and deconstructed the convention that soul was over everything. And the 

Beats blindly followed their new superior term and at this point they did what the 

conventional system did with its own superior term. And the most crucial deficiency 

of the Beat men was that they did not care about the male/female pair, in which 

female was seen as inferior. 

Traveling, sex, drugs, freedom and parties, and bohemian life could not embrace all 

the “Sunflowers” in America, especially the women. They had to stay out of this 

circle; some of women experienced the Beat Generation tags only to a certain 

degree.

                                               
30 Hettie Jones, How I Become Hettie Jones, New York, Grove Press, 1990, p. 46.
31 Diane Di Prima, Memoirs of a Beatnik, New York, Penguin Books, 1998, p. 175-6
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In other words, the Beat Generation can be seen as the repressed unconscious of 

America. They did not accept mainstream American values; they did not only 

pushed the limits of conventional forms of writing but also of sex (homosexual or 

heterosexual). Use of drugs, marijuana, benzedrine, and alcohol, night parties, stolen 

cars, exchanging girls, leaving wives and children behind were the things that no 

standard American individual would dare to do. Burroughs’ “Naked Lunch” was a 

book of the experiences of addiction, and it was banned in most of the states. 

Neal Cassady was the Beat writers’ repressed unconscious: “Neal was a hero whose 

praises needed singing […] escapades in cars, near-brushes with the law, deep 

intellectual and musical safaries.” Instead of writing, Neal was living an 

adventurous life; “dared to live like those in books or movies”32, he would penetrate 

whoever he met. That is the reason why Kerouac went on the road with him to west, 

and south and back to east and Ginsberg dedicated his poems to Neal. 

In the fifties, after the publication of On the Road, the mass media got interested in 

the Beat Generation. Kerouac attended to Steve Allen’s T.V. show, and Allen asked 

Kerouac how long it took him to write On the Road, and Kerouac answered three 

weeks. Then Steve Allen made a joke that he would have preferred to be on the road 

for thee weeks and write the novel in seven years. People were making fun of the 

Beat Generation: this was the viewpoint of American people for the Beat 

Generation. Moreover, Kerouac was being criticized very cruelly. He was not able 

to handle it and buried himself in more alcohol. The mass media used the Beat 

individuals as a popular material and damaged them. The fame of On the Road

ruined not only Kerouac but also Neal Cassady. Cassady believed to be Dean 

Moriarty and started to introduce himself to people as being Dean. The temper of 

the Beat members did not suit the fame and then the dissipation began.

The Beat Generation members hardly owned anything. One flat would welcome lots 

of people. They were leading mobile lives with a racksac and sometimes would 

                                               
32 Carolyn Cassady, Off the Road, New York, Morrow, 1990, p. 1.
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collect cigarette butts on the streets.  Edie Parker and Joan Adams’ flat would be 

everyone’s home. They held tea parties for extending the vision and share a joint 

just as they did share their life experiences, a journey to psychic freedom.  At this 

point we can make an analogy with “The Boston Tea Party” that in 1773, the key 

event of America’s revolution, “whoever took part, they played an important role in 

creating independent America”.33 And in 1951 Ginsberg wrote to Kerouac that “I 

can’t believe that between us three already we have the nucleus of a totally new 

historically important American creation.”34

It is believed that it was Allen Ginsberg who created the Beat Generation, and 

without him “there would only have been separate great writers in the landscape.”35

He gathered people and enhanced the spirit, evoked everyone around him and 

played the historical role in American literary history. The Beat spirit triggered the 

revolutionary movements of the sixties.

                                               
33Michael Burgan, The Boston Tea Party, Minneapolis, Compass Point Books, 2001, p. 35.
34 Dennis McNally, Desolate Angel: Jack Kerouac, the Beat Generation, and America, New 
York, Random House, 1979, p. 116.
35 Bill Morgan, The Beat Generation in New York, San Francisco, City Lights Book, 1997, p. xiii.
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CHAPTER 1

ON THE ROAD AND THE BEATS’ TREATMENT OF WOMEN

Considering the culture’s obsession with women as domestic, it is not 
surprising many Beat writers came to identify women with all the 
sapping influences of commercialism, suburbia, and corporation. Beats 
tend to cast women in older sexual stereotypes.1

On the Road, presumably the most important work of the Beat Generation is a story 

of Sal Paradise and his vagabond friend Dean Moriarty, and their long trips around 

America during the late forties and early fifties. With other Beat men, they explore 

the limits of personal freedom and struggle to obtain new experiences with the help 

of cars, drugs, jazz music and women.  For Thomas Newhouse, On the Road is about 

“a man’s engagement and struggle with the experience” and he explains: 

If the novel was nontraditional and anti-formalist, it was this way simply 
because life was more important than art, and ordinary subjects and 
traditional forms were not adequate to express the changing face of 
America at mid-century.2

The Beat literature found its own form, because the changes demanded a new 

discourse, a new vision on which the Beats always made a strong emphasis. 

Most of the characters of On the Road are based on real people and real stories, and it 

is a partly autobiographical novel. For instance, Sal stands for Jack Kerouac, Dean is 

for Neal Cassady, Carlo Max for Allen Ginsberg, Camilla for Carolyn Cassady, and 

Old Bull Lee for Burroughs. With real characters of the Beat Generation, the novel is 

indeed a key work to understand the characteristics of the movement. 

                                               
1 Douglass T. Miller, Marion Nowak, The Fifties: The Way We Really Were, U.S.A., Doubleday, 
1977, p. 171.
2 Thomas Newhouse, The Beat Generation and the Popular  Novel in the United States, 1945-
1970, McFarland & Company, North Carolina, 2000, p. 14.
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In the novel, when gender roles are surveyed, we see that women are constantly 

objectified by the male characters. Throughout the novel, women are seen as 

inanimate and dehumanized objects instead of subjects. In order to draw a clearer 

picture of the objectification of women, we may refer to Simone de Beauvoir. In The 

Second Sex, she argues that man sets himself as the essential, as the subject but 

pushes women to be the inessential, the object. Beauvoir puts it as:

[…] she is not regarded as an autonomous being[…]She is simply what 
man decrees; thus she is called “the sex,” by which is meant that she 
appears essentially to the male as a sexual being. For him she is sex—
absolute sex, no less. She is defined and differentiated with reference to 
her; she is the incidental, the inessential as opposed to the essential. He is 
the subject, he is the Absolute—she is the Other.3    

On the Road reinforces the excerpt by objectifying women in the text of the novel. 

The novel demonstrates that the world still belongs to men. As the analysis of binary 

oppositions “provides a crucial insight into the working of ideology,”4 we see that in 

America, women are still seen as objects in the fifties.  The Beat movement was 

perceived as avant-garde, and its main target was to emancipate human body and 

mind. The Beat members were against all the conventions of the system. Thus, we 

may also expect them to deconstruct the binary oppositions of the ideology about 

male/female, which determine everyone’s vision. In this chapter, the male Beats’ 

relationship to women, whether they are far apart from the patriarchy or not, will be 

explored in detail. 

                                               
3 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, Vintage Classics, London, 1997, p. 16
4 Andrew Edgar and Peter Sedgwick, Cultural Theory the Key Concepts, Great Britain, Routledge,  
1999, p. 42.
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4.1 Boys Club 

According to Allen Ginsberg, the ideal model of creativity was possible through 

men. Therefore the Beat Generation was very well matched for creating an avant-

garde literary form since the Beat members only consisted of men. “The discourse, 

the definition and often the punishing life style of the Beat Generation were set by 

the men” says Helen McNeil and she explains that this movement is different from 

any other literary avant-gardes “because the men tended to share lives and to support 

each other actively.” 5 McNeil also draws attention to the difficulties caused by the 

system that the Beats faced, she explains: 

Kerouac was unable to get his novels published from 1951 to 1957 and 
Ginsberg and Burroughs were prosecuted for obscenity, and much Beat 
writing, male and female, was published by small presses and largely 
excluded form the academic canon.6

In the fifties, the American patriarchy had not only been internalized by women but 

also by men. America was still under the influence of patriarchy and it was rather 

oppressive for everyone. But the situation for women was much more troublesome 

since they were the subordinated ones and men were pleased as the patriarchal 

system was totally functioning for them. The Beats, at this juncture, took the 

advantage of the system and treated women as any other ‘square’ American man 

would do. The Beats still believed and acted according to the male/female binary pair 

as the rest of the patriarchy in America.  While Ginsberg was listing the Beat 

heritage as “sexual liberation, i.e. gay liberation, catalyzing liberation, women’s 

liberation, grey panther liberation,”7 this means that they considered women as just 

another repressed group which was waiting for a resolution. However, men of the 

Beat Generation still kept seeing women inferior, constantly ignored their 

subjectivity.

                                               
5 Ed.  A. Robert Lee, The Beat Generation Writers, Pluto Press, London, 1996,  p. 179.
6 Ibid., p. 179.
7 Steven Watson, The Birth of the Beat Generation, p.  304.
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During the era, the Beats wrote in, masculinity had been defined evidently by war 

service. In war service, men were among men; and the Beats created their own boys 

gang. On the Road can be recognized as a new form of ‘men among men’. McNeil 

explicates On the Road as a love story, but between two men, who meanwhile are 

also in love with the ‘womanly body of America’. For female readers the book 

exhibits a horrible view of women. It is obvious that Sal, Dean and their friends are 

from a masculine group, without any influence of women. The gang members are 

busy with masculine activities like cars, girls, drugs and drinking, jazz music and etc. 

Throughout On the Road, female characters are usually left outside the men’s circle. 

In the novel, women are described as unimportant housewives. When Sal arrives in 

Denver and stays at his friend’s place he realizes the two distinct activities held in the 

house; “My first afternoon in Denver I slept in Chad’s room while his mother went 

on with her housework downstairs and Chad worked at the library.”8

In the novel, all characters are male, and they are active. Women’s feelings and 

thoughts are not clearly given. The female characters are presented as opaque. When 

a female character is introduced, a short physical description of her is given to the 

reader: “One of Ray’s sisters was a beautiful blond called Babe—a tennis-playing, 

surf riding doll of the west.” And also her relation to a man is essential:  “She was 

Tim Gray’s girl.”9 It can also be remarked that the gender issue is left unsolved in the 

novel because it is threatening and rather problematic to handle for Kerouac. If he 

happens to analyze some women’s experience in his novel, he would remember his 

own trouble with women. Hence Kerouac reduces the female characters to 

stereotypes.

It is clear in the novel that women are not happy with their housewives roles; hence 

this discomfort brings unhappiness into the houses as Sal describes Remi and Lee 

Ann’s marriage as follows:

She was fetching hunk, honey-colored creature, but there was hate in her 
eyes for both of us. Her ambition was to marry a rich man. She came from a 
small town in Oregon. She rued the day she ever took up with Remi. On one 

                                               
8 Kerouac, On the Road, p. 40.
9 Ibid., p. 42.
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of his big showoff week-ends he spent a hundred dollars on her and she 
thought she’d found an heir. Instead she was hung up in this shack, and for 
the lack of anything else she had to stay there. She had a job in Frisco; she 
had to take the Greyhound bus at the crossroad and go in every day. She 
never forgave Remi for it.10

As clearly seen in the quotation, women’s value is being reduced. Women are seen as 

creatures in their own dark continent as Freud once said. Lee Ann is described as 

witch, looking for a rich husband and the forces that push women to behave as such, is 

not ever being questioned in the novel. And it is not clear if Remi’s wife really looks 

for a rich husband, the narrator tells us so. The narrator does not question why a 

woman has to depend on her husband economically. If a woman wants to be rich, she 

can achieve this through men, women are always left subjected to men in all terms. 

And this example vindicates Virginia Woolf and Beauvoir’s insistence on economic 

independence of women. The problems of women, represented in the novel, are 

actually serious. But the narrator names these problems as a simple boredom. 

“Masculinity refers to the range of physical, behavioral, and attitudinal qualities that 

characterize what it means to be ‘man’ in any given historical or cultural context.”11

Frankie, one of Sal’s friends from Denver, is appreciated and regarded among the Beat 

gang because she has a masculine style that the Beat men would approve of:

The mother was a wonderful woman in jeans who drove coal trucks in 
winter mountains to support her kids, four in all, her husband having left 
her years before when they were traveling around the country in a trailer.
[…] After many a good time and a big Sunday afternoon drunk in 
crossroads bars and laughter and guitar playing in the night, the big lout 
had suddenly walked off across the dark field and never returned. 12

She wears jeans and works as a man, and she also enjoys drinking and music. This 

attitude of hers matches well with the Beat life style. We can come to a conclusion 

that a woman can only be accepted among the Beat men with her masculinity. The 

Beat men are likely to approve of independent and masculine women. Thus, if a 

woman wants to be equal to a man, she needs to gird on a male manner. 
                                               
10 Kerouac, On the Road, p. 61.
11 Ed. Lorainne Code, Encyclopedia of Feminist Theories, New York, Routledge, 2000, p. 322.
12 Ibid., p. 201.
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4.2 The Objectification of Women

All women live in a sexual objectification the way fish live in water.13

-Catharine MacKinnon

For MacKinnon, objectification is very harmful since “it cuts women off from full 

self-expression and self-determination—from, in effect, their humanity.14 Martha 

Nussbaum displays an inventory of objectification types in her essay called 

Objectification:

1. Instrumentality: The objectifier treats the object as a tool of his or her 
purposes.

2. Denial of autonomy: The objectifier treats the object as lacking in 
autonomy and self-determination.

3. Inertness: The objectifier treats the object as lacking in agency, and 
perhaps also in activity.

4. Fungibility: The objectifier treats the object as interchangeable: with 
other objects of the same type, and/or with objects of other types.

5. Violability: The objectifier treats the object as lacking in boundary-
integrity, as something that it is permissible to break up, smash, break 
into.

6. Ownership: The objectifier treats the object as something that is owned 
by another, can be bought or sold, etc.

7. Denial of subjectivity: The objectifier treats the object as something 
whose experience and feelings (if any) need not be taken into account.15

On the Road can be considered as an embodiment of the objectification of women. 

The male Beat members exploit Nussbaum’s seven types of objectification; 

fungibility, ownership and denial of subjectivity in particular.

                                               
13 Catharine MacKinnon, Toward a Feminist Theory of the State, Cambridge, Harvard University 
Press, 1989, p. 124.
14 Eds. Alan Soble, Nicholas Power, The Philosophy of Sex: Contemporary Readings, United 
Kingdom, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2008, p. 382.
15 Ibid., pp. 387-388.
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In On the Road, women characters are usually named as ‘kicks’, and it is very 

motivating for the Beat characters that they will get ‘kicks’ as many as they can 

while they are on the road. In the novel, women are seen as sexual stimulation and 

exchangeable objects. When the Beat men have to leave for another road adventure, 

then the women are seen as disposable objects as the Beat men leave them. They do 

run from road to road, escape the conventions of the traditional system and look for a 

new vision, an experience; and they also run from women to women for an endless 

pleasure. They get rid of one woman to entice another. 

From his adolescence, Dean chases the ‘kicks’, it is an indispensable activity for him. 

In On the Road, the reader is given a short description of Dean as follows: 

His specialty was stealing cars, gunning them for girls coming out of high 
school in the afternoon, driving them out to the mountains, making them, 
and coming back to any available hotel bathtub in town.16

Having sex was very essential for Dean, almost a daily activity. Even his marriage 

and children could not stop him. Lu Anne was the first wife of Neal Cassady went on 

the road with Neal and Jack. She was like a doll in the car, a sex toy for Neal and 

sometimes for Jack. She was mostly referred as a whore; there was no respect for 

her. If a woman was a mother, then they would respect her as they did Carolyn 

Cassady, and take her as their own mother. Carolyn Cassady recalls:

I’d come home from work and make dinner, after which Neal and Jack 
would jump up from the table and rush into the night. My super sensitivity 
made our few encounters strained, and the more I behaved like 
disapproving parent, the more they treated me as such—the mother, to be 
lied to and evaded.17

With Carolyn, they behave as if they were two naughty boys and they force her to 

behave as a parent. Lu Anne noticed that “(Jack) needed mothering… Jack had a 

need for being taken care of.”18 When Jack was away from Memere, his dominant 

mother, he is in need of another mother figure. “He saw women as the inferior 
                                               
16 Kerouac, On the Road, p. 40.
17 Cassady, Off the Road, p. 100.
18 Theado, The Beats, p. 136.
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temptress (such as Mardou Fox in The Subterraneans) or else as the saintly 

mother.”19 Thus, he takes Carolyn as a mother when he is away from Memere. For 

Neal and Jack there were two edges, a woman could only be a mother/saint/virgin or 

a whore. Thus, all the girls they have affair end up with being labeled as whores.

Neal Cassady performs one of Nussbaum’s objectification types: Ownership in On 

the Road. Neal wants Jack to have a sexual affair with Lu Anne which is very 

surprising. We observe that men of the Beat Generation change their girls as objects. 

Yet, there is a deeper meaning in it as Lu Anne suggests that Neal does not want to 

lose his control over his girl, so he gives his girl to one of his friend willingly. Thus, 

it is still something what Neal wants, otherwise, if his girl flirted with Jack or 

someone else out of his own control, Neal would feel defeated. Lu Anne says; “I 

think that Neal tried to prove to himself that even if he gave his women away, he 

would win in the end.”20 Like in Exiles by James Joyce, the same scene repeats itself 

also with Carolyn; Neal encourages her and Jack for an affair, an affair designed by 

Neal, because if an affair between Jack and Carolyn were to arise spontaneously, it 

would hurt Neal too much and he would not be able to handle it. Upon Carolyn and 

Jack’s affair, Neal began to recede, and put a distance between Jack and himself, and 

this time Jack was not able to handle this complicated situation, “Carolyn and Jack’s 

platonic relationship became a sexual one tinged with regret and remorse on 

Kerouac’s part.”21

Another exemplification that women are seen as objects is given when Sal is in 

Denver, he sees Neal in a hurry:

[…] he told me that Dean was making love to two girls at the same time, 
they being Marylou (Lu Anne), his first wife, who waited for him in a 
hotel room, and Camille (Carolyn), a new girl, who waited him in a hotel 
room.22

                                               
19 Eds. Douglass T. Miller, Marion Nowak, The Fifties: The Way We Really Were, U.S.A., 
Doubleday, 1977, p. 171.
20 Theado, The Beats, p.137.
21 Paul Maher, Kerouac: the Definitive Biography, New York, Taylor Trade Publishing, 2004, p. 
248.
22 Kerouac, On the Road, p. 42.
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Neal tries to seduce every single woman he meets, and makes promises of true love 

and pastoral happiness, even of marriage; he always lies. He is always involved with 

at least two women.

According to Dean Moriarty if a women simply obeys her husband and accept her 

inferior position and keep quiet, there will not be any problem of fight. When Sal and 

Dean make a colored friend called Walter, invited by him for a drink, Dean likes his 

black wife and tells Sal how a woman should behave:

‘Now you see, man, there’s real woman for you. Never a harsh word, 
never a complaint, or modified; her old man can come in any out of the 
night with anybody and have talks in the kitchen and drink the beer and 
leave any old time. This is a man, and that’s his castle.’ He pointed up at 
the tenement.23

Dean imagines that sort of silent and obeying woman because Camilla is not like her. 

In real life, when Neal once tells Carolyn he is going on the road, leaving their first 

baby Cathy and Carolyn, she gets mad at him and shouts:

‘I told you to go, and I mean it. Get that precious friend of yours (Jack 
Kerouac) out of this house and you, too. He’s all you want, and that life is 
all you care about. What do you think I’m made of? You expect me to sit 
here night after night, work day after day, with nobody-just be your 
housekeeper? Well, I’ve had all I can take. If that’s what you want, do it 
someplace else and leave me alone. Go. Now.’24

Carolyn never kept quiet and unlike Neal’s ideal woman, she quarreled a lot. Still 

Carolyn forgave him for everything he had done and kept being optimistic about 

Neal. 

Throughout On the Road, women are seen as passive objects and unless men touch 

them they remain frozen and are always reduced to labels like ‘good girls’ and ‘bad

girls’. Mr. Walter’s wife is a good girl while Marylou is labeled to be a whore; “she 

was awfully dumb and capable of doing horrible things.”25

                                               
23 Kerouac, On the Road, p. 192.
24 Cassady, Off the Road, p. 102.
25 Kerouac, On the Road, p. 8.



25

Even though Kerouac enjoys life and “kicks” on the road, he wants to have a family 

and find peace:

All these years I was looking for the woman I wanted to marry. I couldn’t 
meet a girl without saying to myself, What kind of a wife would she 
make? […] ‘I want to marry a girl,’ I told them, ‘so I can rest my soul with 
her till we both get old. This can’t go on all the time-all these franticness 
and jumping around. We’ve got to go someplace, find something.26

Here we see that Jack wants a quiet life after all those adventurous trips, maybe 

through these trips he would find a pearl, but he was quite awkward in his relations to 

women. He was not able to take responsibility so he preferred married women like 

Carolyn or a girl who belonged to someone else. This situation is also due to Kerouac’s 

inability to confront real life. He really does not choose a path in life but swings on the 

roads with the wind of Neal Cassady. In a letter to Carolyn Cassady, Allen Ginsberg 

comments on Jack and Carolyn’s affair:

Jack loves Carolyn also, though obviously not with the same intensity and 
power as he loves Neal, and this is acceptable and obvious considering all 
parties involved, their history together, how much they knew each other 
and how often they lived thru the same years and crises. Jack is full of 
Carolyn’s praises and nominates her to replace Joan Burroughs as Ideal 
Mother Image, Madwoman, chick and ingu. 27

According to Ginsberg, Jack and Neal love one another; maybe Carolyn was the 

common place where they could meet each other. Also this idea of Ginsberg shows 

Carolyn as an object and reduces her subjectivity. Jack’s attraction to “attached 

women” (as Ann Charter names it) in his relationships reveals us that according to 

the men of the Beat Generation, a woman is a man’s belonging, it is another way of 

subordination of woman. As Kerouac did not need to take Carolyn’s responsibility, 

he invited her to Mexico, and Carolyn thought:

Both Jack and I knew marriage was not a solution for us, even had I been 
single; he knew he couldn’t sit still long enough to shoulder the 

                                               
26 Kerouac, On the Road, p. 111.
27 Cassady, Off the Road, p. 184.
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responsibilities, and as for me, I knew he was far too moody, too touchy, 
and too wrapped up in himself. 28

Thus, Jack was more comfortable with Carolyn as she was Neal’s and he was 

responsible for her. Neal owned Carolyn but never felt responsible for her. Lack of 

responsibility can be seen as another significant Beat characteristic.

Neal longs for a quiet family life as well, and it is possible with Carolyn, he is unable 

to maintain a family life:

‘We know life Sal, we’re growing older, each of us, little by little, and are 
coming to know things. What you tell me about your life I understand 
well, I’ve always dug your feelings, and now in fact, you’re ready to hook 
up with a real great girl if you can only find her and cultivate her and 
make her mind your soul as I have tried so hard with these damned 
women of mine. Shit! shit! shit!’ he yelled. 29

The word ‘cultivate’ is very striking as it proves that women are still seen as a field 

which is suitable for men’s plough. ‘Her mind’ should work in order to comfort her 

man’s soul. 

The Beat men are so immersed in the patriarchy of America, and they fail to see the 

system’s catastrophic results for women. Being objectified not only by society but 

also by the Beat men, the Beat women’s struggle to break the rules of the patriarchy 

would be quite challenging. 

                                               
28 Cassady, Off the Road,  p. 207.
29 Kerouac, On the Road, pp. 175-176.
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CHAPTER 2

WOMEN OF THE BEAT GENERATION

Most of (the Beat women) never got the chance literally to go on the road. 
Our road instead became the strange lives we were leading. We had actually 

chosen those lives.
-Joyce Johnson1

I think the point is, the men didn’t push the women literally or celebrate 
them… But then, among the group of people we knew at the time, who 

were the (women) writers of such power as Kerouac or Burroughs? 
Were there any? I don’t think so.

We were responsible for the lack of outstanding genius in the women we 
knew? Did we put them

down or repress? I don’t think so…2 (except di Prima)3

-Allen Ginsberg

When we look at the fifties and the sixties in America, we see the Beat Generation, 

with a full male voice as the leading movement of those times. And then a question 

emerges; did women have an important role in the Beat culture? Unfortunately the 

answer is no; there were no such poets or writers like Kerouac, Burroughs or 

Ginsberg. This answer takes us back to a debate, which was put forward by Virginia 

Woolf that why there was not a female Shakespeare? Woolf imagines ‘what would 

have happened had Shakespeare had a wonderfully gifted sister?’ and she makes up a 

story that while Shakespeare went to the good grammar schools, had a good 

education; her sister had no chance to do so:

                                               
1 Johnson, Minor Characters, p. xiii.
2 Eds. Nancy M. Grace and Ronna C. Johnson, Breaking the Rule of Cool, Mississippi, University 
Press of Mississippi, 2004, p. 3.
3Eds.  Ronna C. Johnson and Nancy M. Grace, Girls Who Wore Black,  New Brunswick-New 
Jersey, Rutgers University Press, 2002,
p. 4.
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[…] his extraordinary sister […] remained at home. She was as 
adventurous, as imaginative, as agog to see the world as he was. But she 
was not sent to school. She had no chance of learning grammar or logic, let 
alone of reading Horace and Virgil. She picked a book now and then, one 
of her brother’s perhaps, and read a few pages. But then her parents came 
and told her to mend stockings or mind the stew and not moon about with 
books and papers…4

When Shakespeare’s sister is out of her teens, she needs to marry a man. But she 

hates marriage and she is beaten by her father, so she packs some of her belongings 

and leaves her house for London. She stands at a stage door and asks the manager for 

a job; she wants to act. The manager, as expected, turns her down, she never has a 

chance to get training in her craft. She gets lost in the men’s world and kills herself 

one winter’s night. And Woolf adds:

Now my belief is that this poet who never wrote a word and was buried at 
the cross road still lives. She lives in you and in me, and in many other 
women who are not here tonight, for they are washing up the dishes and 
putting the children to bed.5

Who were the Beat women, then? The story of Shakespeare’s sister and the Beat 

women can be linked up as follows: Woolf believes that ‘[poets who never wrote a 

word] they only need the opportunity to walk among us in the flesh.’6 The Beat 

women will try hard to take this opportunity, revive the dead poets, and they will be 

the forerunners of women’s liberation in America. Joyce Johnson describes the Beat 

women as follows:

If you want to understand Beat women, call us transitional—a bridge to the 
next generation, who in the 1960s, when a young woman’s right to leave 
home was no longer an issue, would question every assumption that limited 
women’s lives and begin the long, never-to-be-completed work of 
transforming relationships with men.7

                                               
4Virginia Woolf, Selected Works of Virginia Woolf, London, Wordsworth Editions, 2005,  p. 592
5 Ibid., p. 633.
6 Ibid., p. 633.
7 Johnson, Minor Characters, p. xxxiii.
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The Beat women can be perceived as a crucial bridge between the 1940s and the 

1960s. In the fifties, the Beat women could not stand any more of women’s 

subordination and went into action to change this defect. In other words:

Women Beat writers were forerunners of women’s movements of the 
postmodern, post-1968 era; their literary inventions and expressions gave 
rhetorical shape and urgency to the social freedoms necessary to women’s 
viability as literary producers.8

The Beat women were to settle awareness among the American women that they 

were objectified and subordinated by the patriarchy. Their contributions are vital: 

“[…] recognition of their oppression, extend of their personal responsibility for it and 

the opportunity for liberation presented by the unconventionally of bohemian 

enclaves like Beat.9

It was always questioned whether the Beat men were misogynous or not. The Beats 

provided a refuge for these silenced young ladies and abused women’s desire for 

sexual freedom in return. Frankly, the Beat men did not offer anything to women 

except free sex and they maintained the same perspective for women like any other 

square man in America’s patriarchal system:

Considering the culture’s obsession with women as domestic, it is not 
surprising many Beat writers came to identify women with all the 
sapping influences of commercialism, suburbia, and corporation. Beats 
tend to cast women in older sexual stereotypes.10

As discussed in the first chapter, for the Beat men, women are obviously sexual 

objects. When asked how she first met the Beat men (Ginsberg and Kerouac), Diane 

di Prima says; “pretty much, we just met in the bed”11 The Beat men constantly 

ignored to women’s subjectivity, followed the mainstream attitude:

                                               
8 Johnson and Grace, Girls Who Wore Black, p. 9.
9 Ibid., p. 9.
10 Miller and Nowak, The Fifties: The Way We Really Were, p. 171.
11 Lewis MacAdams, Richard Lerner (directors), What Happened to Jack Kerouac?, [Motion 
Picture], Shout Factory Theatre, 1985. 
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Although the Beat generation incubated feminism and offered women 
refuge from the stifling silent generation, this aspect remained invisible, 
because the Beat generation was also, nevertheless, complicit with 
mainstream gender codes of female silence and subordination. In addition 
to broaching mainstream fifties social constraints, women Beat writers had 
to reckon with Beat’s masculinist assumptions.12

The Beat men’s ignoring act may not be deliberate. They were also brought up in 

America’s patriarchal codes; it was hard for everyone to get rid of the viewpoint that 

the patriarchy imposed on everyone, both men and women. Johnson notes that: 

The Beats have often been accused of having no respect for creative 
women. But in truth this lack of respect was so pervasive in American 
culture in the postwar years that women did not even question it.13

Deliberate or not, the Beat women did not give up and found a crack to emerge: 

Beat’s masculinist, Emersionian insistence on individual truth would 
paradoxically include feminism in its reach. And, in this, it would include 
and nurture, if unevenly and inconsistently, female dissidents and artists, 
the distaff, too-often-unseen exemplars of Beat.14

Surely, some of the Beat women would fail in their liberation journey, because they 

had deeply internalized the male-dominated system and they had tragic ends. (These 

women will be analyzed in the Women in Love section.)

                                               
12 Johnson and Grace, Girls Who Wore Black, p. 7.
13Holly George Warren,The Rolling Stone Book of the Beats, New York, Rolling Stone Press, 1997, 
p. 44. 
14 Johnson and Grace, Girls Who Wore Black, p. 10.
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2.1 The Beat Women: “To Track Dispersed”

Much of the women Beat are out of print, or difficult to access. Joyce Johnson’s 

Come and Join the Dance (1962) is considered being the first novel by a woman 

Beat writer, and there’s no copy at all, even in the big libraries of universities. And 

unfortunately the writer herself has got only two copies and there is no other track. 

Brenda Frazer’s Troia: Mexican Memoirs (1969), published under the name Bonnie 

Bremser. Equally seminal and also out of print are  Lenore Kandel’s  The Love Book

(1966), Janine Pommy Vega’s Poems to Fernando (1968), and Ruth Weiss’s Desert 

Journal ( 1977). And similarly: 

The important manuscript of Elise Cowen’s poems assembled from 
writing found at her death in 1962 was not prepared for the publication 
by the poet and has not yet been published. The collection circulates 
through private connections and serendipity; even it remains unclear that 
holds the title to the work. Other women Beats’ writing was suppressed 
by the writer, such as early poetry by Hettie Jones and has been lost 
from the record; some work issued by lost small presses is 
unrecoverable. And, until recently, the few bibliographies of works by 
women Beat writers have been incomplete or inaccurate.15

Studying women writers of the Beat Generation is a tough process; “meant to track 

dispersed, uncollected, and sometimes unpublished sources.”16

The Beat style of writing was assigned by Jack Kerouac. It was spontaneous, there 

were sketches, and details of everyday life, Kerouac suggested that: “write what you 

want bottomless from bottom of the mind, remove literary, grammatical and 

syntactical inhibition.”17 Yet, the women of the Beat generation did not prefer this 

innovative style. Joyce Johnson remembers Kerouac’s advise not to edit anything 

once it was written, but she edits what she writes. Women of the Beat Generation 

mainly preferred writing memoirs, and re-collect their experiences in a linear way. 

Only di Prima seems to try Kerouac’s style in her Dinners and Nightmares as it is a 

                                               
15 Grace and Johnson, Breaking the Rule of Cool, p. 4.
16 Ibid., p. 4.
17 Charters, The Portable Beat Reader, p. 59.
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book of sketches, poetry, journal and there some other genres placed together. 

Sometimes it might be very confusing to think what makes a woman “a Beat”, they 

do not use spontaneous prose, or they are not able to go on the road as the men do. 

Most of the women Beat writers were trapped in New York, as they always said they 

did not find a chance to go on the road as the Beat men did, and it would affect the 

women’s writing in a different way. It is clearly seen that the Beat women’s works 

are full of details about New York spots, the streets and the apartments.  In How I 

Became Hettie Jones, the chapters are divided by some street names, similar to 

Johnson’s In the Night Café.  The street names are very important to the Beat 

women; they always give a reference to the streets; where they eat, where they meet 

or where they live.  For instance, Hettie Jones talks about a morning as: “It’s a sunny 

late September morning on Morton Street.”18 Instead of saying ‘my parents’ house’, 

Johnson prefers saying “116th Street.” In her memoir, when she is pregnant and tries 

to remember the details of her having been left pregnant, Johnson says: 

“remembering too late it was the middle of the month in a bedroom on East Ninety-

Sixth Street that smelled of smoke and soiled clothing…”19

The Beat women do not feel comfortable by being identified as a Beat Generation 

writer. Joyce Johnson always states her discomfort because this tag limits her. 

Carolyn Cassady states that “I don’t even know what the Beat Generation is.”20 Since 

these women were excluded from the Beat movement in the fifties when it was hot, 

today they naturally feel uneasy by being identified as Beat. To sum up, the women 

of the Beat Generation are the ones who dare to leave their middle-class comfort, 

stand tall by themselves, write and observe to break the rule of the patriarchy and its 

subordination of women. 

                                               
18 Jones, How I Became Hettie Jones, P. 41.
19 Johnson, Minor Characters, p. 106.
20 Ann Charters, Beat Down to Your Soul, p. 618.
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2.2 The Breadwinners

In our downtown scene in the East Village there was an interesting role 
reversal going on— women were often the breadwinners so the men would 
be free to pursue their creative work.  I had a taste of the first night I met 
Kerouac, when I bought him frankfurters and beans at Howard Johnson’s 
because he was absolutely broke.21

As given in the quote, there was a role reversal in the Beat culture. The Beat women 

were working and the men were free to write:

Jack, Joan and Edie decide to move to an apartment, and find one; to 
support their new apartment they start to look for jobs. But Joan and Edie 
agree that: “[Jack] his time was to be spend on writing, that was most 
important.22

Probably, Kerouac was the luckiest man among the Beats as he had many girls who 

supported him unconditionally that he could write and travel freely. Joyce Johnson 

was twenty-one when had a secretarial job to support herself. She was also working 

on her first novel after the work. Kerouac, then, was staying at her apartment, lived 

with her and wrote his novel while she was working, cooking, cleaning and carrying 

grocery and trying to write her own novel. Joan Adams and Edie Parker also 

welcomed the Beat men:

[…] if it weren’t for Edie Parker and Joan Adams, those male writers 
might never have met and the history would have taken a different 
course. The women provided the necessary setting, the salon as it were, 
for the birth of the Beats. It was through Edie Parker and Joan Adams 
that Jack Kerouac met Lucien Carr, Allen Ginsberg, William Burroughs 
and other people like Neal Cassady, who would later populate the pages 
of Kerouac’s books. 23

Johnson also notes that: 

                                               
21 Warren,The Rolling Stone Book of the Beats p. 47
22 Parker, You’ll Be Okay, p. 93.
23 Ibid., p. 19.
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In the LeRoi Jones household, it was Hettie who paid much of the rent. Her 
small salary from her job at Partisan Review not only helped to support her 
husband, but fed numerous other young writers who hung out at their 
Chelsea apartment.24

When LeRoi (Hettie’s husband) and Hettie run out of money, one of them has to 

work, and it will be Hettie again as she says: “I’d rather work.” Because she does not 

want him to give a break to his promising career and victimize her own. She is aware 

of the fact that: “To one of us a job is a slave, to the other it’s a guarantee of 

freedom.”25

Ann Charter says “it was our nature to nurture; we knew that by providing a place for 

our lovers to stay, we often enabled them to create their poetry and fiction.”26And 

Diane di Prima realizes that:

[…] it was “so uncool to talk about” her private grievance that the men 
who moved into her apartment always took for granted that, in addition to 
her writing, she was the only responsible for the “women’s work” of 
cooking, cleaning, and caring for children. 27

It can be educed that the Beat women were so wise to stand tall even in the nasty 

conditions of the fifties. They worked at various jobs, paid the bills, took care of the 

babies, suffered from illegal painful abortions; and supported not only themselves 

but also the Beat men.

                                               
24 Warren,The Rolling Stone Book of the Beats. 47.
25 Jones, How I Became Hettie Jones, p. 123.
26 Charters, Beat Down to Your Soul, pp. 612-3.
27 Ibid., p. 614.
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2.3 The Favorite Genre: Memoir 

The women Beat writing emerges from experimentation in diversity and are marked 

with some shared concerns. Unlike T.S Eliot’s thoughts about impersonality, they 

tend to be personal and confessional, recounting and recreating the experiences by 

modifying the conventional forms:

It tends to challenge and interrogate assumptions about women, gender 
and relations between the sexes, and asserts a corrected vision.  All 
women Beat writers express a rebellious, anti establishment critique of 
women’s assigned place and value in patriarchy, and this gendered 
emphasis is the radical distinctions by which Beat literature is amended 
by its female practitioners. Their writing exemplifies Rita Felski’s 
definition of feminist literature: all those texts that reveal a critical 
awareness of women’s subordinate position and of gender as a 
problematic category, however this is expressed.28

However, most of the women writers of the Beat Generation did not go to extremes, 

especially in terms of novels. For example Joyce Johnson’s heroines in her novels 

were the Beat women but she did not write spontaneously as Kerouac did. Her 

writing style was not the Beat style yet her plots were about the Beats. 

Most of the women wrote and were able to publish their works when the hot fifties of 

the Beat movement cooled down, they recollected the memories and re-shaped them 

and as a result, the memoirs became the most popular genre among the women 

writers: Brenda Frazer’s Troia: Mexican Memoirs (1969), Diana di Prima’s Memoirs 

of a Beatnik (1969), Joyce Johnson’s Minor Characters (1983), Hettie Jones’s How I 

Became Hettie Jones (1990), Carolyn Cassady’s Off the Road (1990), Janine Pommy 

Vega’s Tracking the Serpent (1997) and Joan Haverty’s Nobody’s Wife (2001). In 

memoirs they found a big fairground for themselves where they could blur the 

genres, fictive and documentary discourses, put some poetry and photos, achieve 

retrospective reconstructions of their subjectivity, change the language “which is 

inherently anti-woman”29 as Rona Johnson observes:

                                               
28 Grace and Johnson, Breaking the Rule of Cool, p. 8.
29 Maggie Humm,  A Reader’s  Guide to Contemporary Feminist Literary Criticism, New York, 
Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1994,  p. 104.



36

In the Beat Generation memoir women writers have been able to 
crystallize and transform extra-literary prohibitions against women to 
invent an alternative women centered discourse of the Beat generation 
dissent. This is not as obvious transformation of “beat” as would be 
direct reform and rehabilitation, as in writing Beat with corrections for 
sexism. Rather, in their memoirs, so numerous as to constitute a 
subgenre of Beat literature, women Beat writers revise Beat using 
strategies that do not appear to alter the normative Beat culture by which 
they as women are colonized. That is, using a genre that is an amalgam 
of generic forms, Beat’s female memoirists (re)tell Beat generation life 
in a narrative discourse in which they are the memoirs’ Beat subjects 
and yet still women colonized by the norms of Beat culture. The 
memoirs allows them to write their Beat tales in the discursive 
interstices between the genres it encompasses, and in between the 
women’s discursive positions as both subject and subaltern, to achieve a 
retrospective, transgressive reconstruction in which they can be figured 
as subjects.30

The Beat women preferred memoirs since most of the genres were governed by men. 

For instance, poetry by women was seen as unladylike, ‘somehow forbidden or 

problematical:’31

They shut me up in Prose —
As when a little Girl
They put me in the closet —
Because they like me “still” —32

As obviously seen in one of Emily Dickinson’s poem, poetry is seen as a forbidden 

restrict for women. It took a very long time for Hettie Jones to overcome her fear for 

the forbidden restrict. After long years, she found enough strength to read her poems 

aloud.

In Memoirs of a Beatnik, Diane di Prima gives an account of her hipster life. “A 

Night by the Fire: What Would You Like to Hear” and “A Night by the Fire: What 

Actually Happened” chapters are examples of double-telling, which is a play of the 

                                               
30 Grace and Johnson, Breaking the Rule of Cool,  p. 33.
31 Eds. Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, Shakespeare’s Sisters: Feminist Essays on Women 
Poets, Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 1979, p. xvii.
32 Ed. David Lehman, The Oxford Book of American Poetry, New York, Oxford University Press, 
2006, p. 175.
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narrative with unfixed significations. In the first part she makes the reader hear and 

believe what s/he wants to hear, and in the second part she takes a domestic 

discourse. 

In How I Became Hettie Jones, Jones has both the domestic and the hipster 

discourses and in her memoir, she renders maternity, marriage, children, her bohemia 

and her husband together and “the outcome brings the domestic into Beat movement 

writing; it shows the domestic to be Beat per se.”33

Writing memoirs, women writers of the Beat Generation took the Beat materials to 

recreate for their own visions’ sake, told the tales with their own ends and created 

something new which no men would be able to achieve. Adrienne Rich sums up the 

idea of re-vision as; “re-vision-the act of looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of 

entering an old text from a new critical direction –is for women more than a chapter 

in cultural history: it is an act of survival.”34 As the memoir genre was not privileged 

by men, women could find a chance to speak out their diverse voices and tell their 

own Beat tales without confronting any suppression of patriarchy or of the Beats.

                                               
33 Grace and Johnson, Breaking the Rule of Cool,  p. 36.
34 Gilbert and Gubar, Feminist Literary Theory and Criticism, p. 190.
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CHAPTER 3

A JOURNEY TOWARD INDEPENDENCE

According to Beauvoir, womanhood is a social construct, the subordination of female 

to male does not represent a stable state of nature, and it is the result of some social 

forces. We hear Beauvoir echoing Virginia Woolf as she believes that women ‘are 

exhorted to be women, remain women, become women.’1 And they both believe that 

one is not born genius: one becomes genius. When Beauvoir, like Woolf, ‘comes to

describe the process of cultural production, it seems inherently male.’2 She 

complains that there is no masterpiece myth which reflects women’s projects; 

women have neither religion nor poetry of their own. Women should get out of their 

internalized patriarchy, Beauvoir remarks, if they really want to produce art, 

literature or philosophy.  Beauvoir shares Woolf’s insistence on economic freedom 

of women, and they both suggest socially and economically liberated woman. The 

Beat women can be seen as the pioneers to put Woolf and Beauvoir’s suggestions 

into practice not only in their works, but also in their daily lives. 

Frankly, the Beat women’s liberation journey cannot be smooth, it would take some 

time. These women would experience different stages to actualize their liberation. 

The first stage will borrow its name from a chapter of Beauvoir’s The Second Sex: 

“the Women in Love.” This part will show how the Beat women internalized the 

patriarchal system and devoted themselves to their men. The part called “the 

Independent Women,” will point out the new formations of awareness among the 

Beat women, and their transformation from the women in love to the independent 

women as they get out of acting according to patriarchy, which also could mean 

Shakespeare’s sisters are not dead any more.

                                               
1 Beauvoir, The Second Sex, p. 13.
2 Sue Thornhan, Feminist Theory and Cultural Studies Stories of Unsettled  Relations, New York, 
Arnold, 2000, p. 39.
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3.1 The Women in Love

Man’s love is of man’s life a thing apart,
’Tis woman’s whole existence.3

As told in the quote above, love meant different things for men and women. 

Beauvoir analyzes the reasons  why love is taken differently by men and women:

There is no other way out for her than to lose herself, body and soul, in him 
who is represented to her as the absolute, as the essential. Since she is 
anyway doomed to dependence, she will prefer to serve a god rather than 
obey tyrants—parents, husband or protector. She chooses to desire her 
enslavement so ardently that it will seem to her the expression of her 
liberty; she will try to rise above her situation as inessential by fully 
accepting it; through her flesh, her feelings, her behaviors, she will 
enthrone him as supreme value and reality: she will humble herself to 
nothingness before him. Love becomes for her a religion.4

The Beat women, particularly in the forties, thought they could be free if they had a 

macho Beat man. Women were surrounded by masculinity, if they wanted to be 

strong they were supposed to find a man for themselves because it was the only way 

that a woman could be strong, thus, ‘she was in love with man in general.’5 Wini 

Breines points out: “Middle class white girls who rejected dominant values had little 

choice but to utilize and adapt male versions of rebellion and disaffection.”6 As a 

result, the Beat men were seen as models for some women.

Instead of being chosen by a square American man, the Beat woman chooses a man 

and glorifies her love for her man. Then she feels her liberty. These women want to 

feel significant:

Disaffected teenage girls longed for something significant in their lives. 
“Authentic”, “genuine” and “real” were words used repeatedly. The 1950s 

                                               
3 Baron George Gordon Byron, The Poetical Works of Lord Byron, Vol. IX., Boston, Little, Brown 
and Company, P. 123.
4 Beauvoir, The Second Sex, p. 653.
5 Ibid., p. 654.
6 Ed. Joanne Meyerowitz, Not June Cleaver: Women and Gender in Postwar America, 1945-1960, 
Philadelphia, Temple University Press, 1994, p. 385.
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did not provide them with the sense of being real. They felt that being 
sheltered, virginal and female (the first two adjectives equivalent to the 
third for the middle-class white girls) precluded the experience of 
meaningfulness.7

Some of the gifted Beat women believed in the potential and talent of their men, and 

naturally were willing to sacrifice themselves:

Joan Adam Burroughs and Elise Cowen didn’t survive, in part because 
they internalized their Beat models too intimately. Hettie Jones 
postponed her own public career as a poet to further that of LeRoi Jones, 
then her husband.8

As these women were restricted by society, when they met men of the Beat 

Generation, they saw in them everything they were not able to do:

Naturally we fell in love with the men who were rebels. We fell very 
quickly, believing they would take us along on their journeys and 
adventures. We didn’t expect to be rebels all by ourselves; we didn’t count 
on loneliness. 9

The Beat women have a tendency to attach themselves to some virile men who have 

more opportunities to experience life fully. Likewise, Beauvoir argues that women 

are not given opportunities to experience life. As Woolf imagines Shakespeare’s 

sister, Beauvoir imagines:

How could Van Gogh have been born a woman? A woman would not have 
been sent on a mission to the Belgian coal mines in Borinage, she would 
not have felt the misery of the miners as her own crime, she would not 
have sought redemption; she would therefore have never painted Van 
Gogh’s sunflowers. Not to mention that the mode of life of the painter –his 
solitude at Arles, his frequentation of cafes and brothels, all that nourished  
Van Gogh’s art in nourishing his sensitivity –would have been forbidden 
for her.10

With some second-hand life experiences, the Beat women attempted to comprehend 

the forbidden world. Joyce Johnson prefers to be an observer, not to involve in so 

                                               
7 Meyerowitz, Not June Cleaver: Women and Gender in Postwar America, p. 390.
8 Johnson, Minor Characters,  p. xvi.
9 Ibid., p. xxxiii.
10 Beauvoir, The Second Sex, p. 722.
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much with the movement and she says: “I ended up accidentally with Kerouac in the 

center of the action, yet always felt myself on the periphery.” And she adds: “I was 

much more of an observer than I wanted to be.”11 Consequently, she was able to do 

what she wanted in her life. What Johnson complained about the most, was the lack 

of models; they did not know how to be a woman artist or a writer, they had to take 

the Beat men as models at the beginning.

The Beat women, then, would define freedom through men. You’ll Be Okay, written 

by (the first wife of Kerouac) Edie Parker, is a memoir which tells that the women in 

the forties, who are involved with the Beat men, do not actually want to change the 

whole male-dominated world but to change their dull lives. The Beat women in the 

forties were not completely liberated women, “they lived for their men and their lives 

revolved around the men’s needs more then their own.”12. Edie Parker points out 

that: “I’ve never wished for anything for myself, but Jack and I dreamed about his 

success.” She proudly adds: “All of my wishes had been for him.”13 She internalizes 

patriarchy so severely that she cannot think anything else but marriage and her gifted 

husband to-be: “I dreamed of nothing but marriage and living in Paris…”14 Johnson 

gives an account of one of Edie’s unfortunate experience: 

When Eddie Parker was nineteen and Kerouac was away at sea, she 
discovered she was pregnant. Edie knew Jack’s fear of familial 
responsibility, so she had a horrendous abortion by forced labor at five 
months in the kitchen of a Bronx apartment; the baby, a perfectly formed 
boy, was dropped into a bucket. Edie survived but was never able to have 
children.15

Joan Burroughs was another grievous example of shattered Beat woman; Johnson 

gives a brief description of her unfortunate end:

Joan paid even more heavily for the chances she took. She went too 
willingly where Burroughs led her—she accepted his homosexuality, 
followed him into experimentation with drugs and became addicted to 

                                               
11Johnson, Minor Characters., p. xxxiv.
12 Parker, You’ll Be Okay, P. 19.
13 Ibid., p. 28.
14 Ibid., p. 141.
15 Warren, Rolling Stone Book of the Beats, p. 43.
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Benzedrine; she died in 1951, when her husband attempted to a cocktail 
glass off her head and missed.16

Johnson also looks at it another way, she says: “It could well have been a 

demonstration of her faith and trust, of her blind devotion and belief.” According to 

Johnson it might be “a final gift to Bill – whose aim was off that night.”17

Hettie Jones tells a brief story of her friend Helene and shows us how love could be a 

big trap for women. Helene wanted to paint, but instead, in the forties she got 

married in the forties. In Jones’s memoir, Helene tells Hettie that: “I was turning to 

the stove with a pot in my hand, and I thought, Oh no, I’m doing this again, but I was 

so in love…”18

Even though they were gifted women, they ignored their creativity and desires for 

themselves but glorified their men. As it is understood thorough the examples, the 

Beat women, in the forties, internalized the male-dominated world’s rules, therefore 

they cannot get rid of its effects. Although they feel themselves free with their free-

spirit men, there are hardly any differences between the Beat women and a square

American woman.

Elise Cowen wrote poetry from a young age until her tragic end. She and Johnson 

were close friends from Bernard Collage. Her emotional weaknesses were seduced by 

the Beat men, particularly by Allen Ginsberg.

Elise fells in love with her instructor, Alex Greer, when she is at her teens. But he is 

married and his wife is absent most of the time. He also has a two-year-old son and he 

needs a baby-sitter and Alex cannot afford it. At that time Elise also needs a place to 

stay and so she moves to Alex’s apartment as a baby-sitter. Afterwards she is 

exploited by Alex as she washes the dishes, cooks, welcomes the guests and takes 

care of the baby. And then Elise meets Allen Ginsberg there and falls in love with 

him. As Johnson reminds:

                                               
16 Warren, Rolling Stone Book of the Beats, pp. 43-44.
17 Johnson, Minor Characters, p. 5.
18 Jones, How I Became Hettie Jones, p. 129.
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He met Elise just as his already extraordinary life of many changes was 
about to change again. He was to give up his attempts to be “normal,” give 
up psychoanalysis and attempts to hold straight jobs or to be straight 
sexually.19

When Ginsberg’s analyst advises him to have an affair with a girl as a solution to his 

homosexual problems, he has an affair with Elise Cowen just to take his analyst’s 

advice. However, for Elise it is a deep love:

From then until the time she died, her world was Allen, When he was 
interested in Zen, so was she. When he became interested in Chassidism, 
so did she. Did he drink mocha coffee? So drank she. When he went to 
Peru there was Peter, left behind downstairs, still there to be with. Peter 
loved a girl from New Jersey. Elise loved the New Jersey girl… Then 
Allen was going to leave again. He was going to India. With Peter. 
Without Elise.20

And she cannot deal with her troubled mind and she loses her reason and commits 

suicide. In other words, for Ginsberg, Elise was only a girl for his remedy or who 

typed his poem Kaddish. “Elise was a moment in Allen’s life. In Elise’s life, Allen 

was an eternity.”21

Johnson draws a picture that how it feels to be a devoting wife of a Beat man, she 

describes:

[…] straighten him out a little, clean up the studio, contribute to the rent, 
have a baby or two, become one of those weary, quiet, self-sacrificing, 
widely respected women brought by their men to the Cedar on occasional 
Saturday nights in their limp thrift-shop dresses made interesting with 
beads.22

When Johnson is sixteen years old, she writes to her journal that she does not want to 

become too entangled with ‘the community.’ She is aware that she is attracted to 

them but also sees that they are slowly dying and she does not want to die. She wants 

                                               
19 Johnson, Minor Characters, p. 75.
20 Brenda Knight, Women of the Beat Generation, Berkeley, Conari Press, 1996, p. 155.
21 Johnson, Minor Characters, p. 78.
22 Ibid., p. 170.
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to remain as an observer as it has some advantages because ‘when you are drawn in a 

little too tightly,’ you can always say “well after all, I am just an observer.” Johnson 

also remembers that: “Elise wants to belong. She always needed to be part of 

something.”23 Johnson has a self-control over her life, unlike her friend Elise.

As discussed in the second chapter, Johnson draws attention that these fond women 

are breadwinners. They support their men in every way they can, because they think 

then they are free. But in the fifties, this belief would start to change step by step and 

women would realize that they cannot liberate themselves through men.

3.1.1 Carolyn Cassady

Carolyn Cassady, can be included into “the Women in Love” category since she never 

gave up her vagabond husband, Neal Cassady. Carolyn Robinson was born in 1923 

and grew up Michigan, Lansing, Nashville and Tennessee, “where she was exposed to 

the world of ideas”24. Her parents were educators and she tasted an intellectual 

atmosphere in her early childhood. She was well trained; studied visual arts and then 

drama, and were interested in all forms of art.  She went to Denver for a master degree 

in theater and fine arts where she would meet Neal Cassady later.  According to 

William Plummer she had an idyllic childhood. “She knew nothing of the 

Depression.” He observes that: “Circumstances seemed to conspire to keep her 

naive.”25  Women of the Beat Generation puts Carolyn into ‘muse’ category: 

Carolyn was the bedrock at the core of the great Beat trio of Jack Kerouac, 
Allen Ginsberg, and Neal Cassady. […]She knew there was something very 
special about Jack, Allen, and Neal and chose to see them as not bound by 
the constraints of mere mortals. Carolyn Cassady is a great believer in the 
power of fate and she had the faith to recognize it.26

She was the ideal devoted wife and the mother, but she was a painter as well. Solely, 

she would paint when Neal was on the road, in On the Road, Sal Paradise observes:

                                               
23 Johnson, Minor Characters, p. 84.
24 Knight, Women of the Beat Generation, p. 57.
25 William Plummer, The Holy Goof, New York, Thunder’ Month Press, 1997, p. 77.
26 Knight, Women of the Beat Generation, p. 57.
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Camilla came in from work at the doctor’s office and gave us all the sad 
look of a harassed woman’s life […] To my amazement I saw a full-length 
oil painting of Galatea Dunkel over the sofa. I suddenly realized that all 
these women were spending months in loneliness and womanliness 
together, chatting about the madness of men. 27

Sal is amazed to see a womanly product, when Camilla’s husband is away, then she is 

able to create. As Neal’s railroad job is not continuous, Carolyn has to work to support 

her family most of the times, and can find very little time for creative work, and 

mostly when Neal is away from home.

Off the Road was written by Carolyn Cassady in order to present “what was really 

happening behind the scenes or between the trips and their attitudes and involvements 

with home and family life, just as Kerouac had done with their single-male 

escapades.”28 The memoir shows that the Beat men do not really want a devoting wife 

or a girl friend. They simply need a woman, only when they do not have any money or 

a place to stay, and when they want to make sex. For instance, Jack Kerouac was

arrested because of helping his friend Lucien Carr who killed a man. As he was in the 

jail, he married to Edie Parker and she bailed him out. After Kerouac was out, after a 

short time, they got divorced.

What Carolyn offers, as a devoting wife, never please Neal. Life with Carolyn is 

exactly the opposite of Neal’s ideal life. When Carolyn got pregnant, they got married 

on April fool’s day in 1948, the marriage lasted for fourteen years, may be the longest 

Beat marriage despite the couple’s oppositions:

[…] (They) raised three children, and bought a suburban home with its 
own swimming pool and patio. All the people associated with the Beats, 
Neal and Carolyn Cassady struggled hardest to meet the demands of the 
“real” workday world.29

                                               
27 Kerouac, On the Road, New York, Penguin Books, 1972, p. 176.
28 Theado, The Beats, New York, Caroll & Graf Publishers, 2003, p. 151.
29 Watson, The Birth of the Beat Generation, p. 103.
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Not because Neal was willing to struggle, but there were the kids. And:

But such evidence of martial continuity and bourgeois trappings 
doesn’t reflect Neal’s desertions and desperation over the years. His 
impersonation of a suburban homeowner was overshadowed by his 
sexual mania, depression and addictions, swifting from drugs to 
religion. 30

She wants a family life with Neal and she tries her best for their children and for him 

and her struggles suffocate Neal:

But Neal was frequently restless (Carolyn later referred to the quiet times 
as having him ‘in harness’). San Jose was nicknamed ‘Nowheresville’. 
Neal written to Ginsberg that he was ‘a blank and getting more so’. In 
1954, the legendary life-force, Neal Cassady, saw himself as Mr. Blank 
living in Nowheresville.31

Carolyn meant a sweet and safe accommodation only when Neal needed. Actually, she 

was providing a place not only for Neal, but also for Ginsberg and Kerouac. She was 

welcoming Neal’s basic needs, so he could comfortably go out to find new ‘kicks’, 

look for some new adventures and swing on the roads. Naively, she believed that Neal 

would change:

Carolyn Cassady’s optimistic nature kept her hoping that Neal’s demons 
could be exorcized – by love, by domestic stability – and that family life 
could began at last. The family (there were three children, not to mention 
the son Neal had with his bigamous wife, now abandoned, Diana Hansen) 
had moved fifty miles south of San Francisco, renting a house with plenty 
of room and a garden in the town of San Jose.32

When Carolyn understood that his nature would not change, then their on and off 

relationship was over. Neal, from time to time, looked for coming home back notably 

when he was sick:

                                               
30 Watson, The Birth of the Beat Generation, p. 103.
31 James Campell, This is the Beat Generation, Los Angeles, University of California Press, 2001, p. 
156.
32 Ibid., p. 155.  
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One Sunday morning some months later, he telephoned, his voice weak 
and trembling. ‘Carolyn, I am sick…’
‘Do you want to come home?’ What had happened?
‘Could I, please?’
‘Of course, Neal, if you’re sick’….33

And after years, Carolyn would understand that too much involvement with the Beat 

men brought only sorrow:

Listening to Helen, I was struck by how casually and comfortably she had 
join Neal and Jack for a night out with no feeling of disapproval or of 
being threatened. Why had I been unable to join them as simply as she? 34

Neal was not a conventional husband and Carolyn’s fault was trying to settle his 

personality to the conventional norms, expected him to be a normal husband and a 

normal father to their children. Although the Beat men seemed to be disturbed by 

their women’s intense care, they never missed the opportunity to misuse it.

                                               
33 Cassady, Off the Road, p. 406.
34 Ibid., p. 108.    
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3.2 The Independent Women

[…]a woman must have money and a room of her own
if she is to write fiction; and that, as you will see, leaves the great problem 
of the true nature of woman and the true nature of fiction unsolved.35

According to Virginia Woolf, if women lack self-confidence, they are as babes in the 

cradle. As she states in A Room of One’s Own, women got used to seeing men with a 

magic glass which has the power of reflecting the figure more powerful than its 

natural size. Men look powerful to women’s eyes because women do not have any 

self-confidence. 

The Beat women in the fifties start to feel inconvenient about the subordination of 

female. They realize that trusting their great men will not take them to liberation. Yet, 

there are some unavoidable indeterminations among the women:

Joyce never mentioned she’d stopped writing. Martha couldn’t say what 
she wanted. I kept my own “occasional poems” to myself, looking at, but 
not behind, Aishah’s windows. In retrospect there’s some terrible shame—
how could we?36

Naturally, sometimes, they would stumble. It cannot be so easy to overcome the 

internalized patriarchy all at once. Step by step, they would gain self reliance. Apart 

from self reliance, economic freedom is considered to be very crucial for women’s 

liberation. 

As told in A Room of One’s Own, when Woolf’s aunt dies, she leaves her five hundred 

pounds a year forever. For Woolf, it would solve a big problem of her:

Before that I had made my living by cadging odd jobs from newspapers, by 
reporting a donkey show here or a wedding there; I had earned a few 
pounds by addressing envelopes, reading to old ladies, making artificial 
flowers, teaching the alphabet to small children in a kindergarten.37
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36 Jones, How I Became Hettie Jones, p. 180.
37 Woolf, Selected Works of Virginia Woolf, p. 586.
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And Woolf comments that:

Intellectual freedom depends upon material things. Poetry depends upon 
intellectual freedom. And women have always been poor, not for two 
hundred years merely, but from the beginning of time. Women have had 
less intellectual freedom than the sons of Athenian slaves. Women, then, 
have not had a dog’s chance of writing poetry. That is why I have laid so 
much stress on money and a room of one’s own.38

Woolf also demands women to decide on their priorities. For instance, Johnson 

remembers: 

Somehow I could never manage to write anything when Jack was with me. 
I always wanted to be with him more than I wanted to be at the 
typewriter.39

Although Johnson wants to be a great woman writer, when she is with Kerouac, she 

feels confused about her priorities.

When we consider the fifties of America, it was a really courageous action to leave her 

parent’s house for a young girl. With various reasons, the Beat women started to look 

for a room of their own. Johnson dared to leave her house when she was only 

nineteen. Her initial aim was not properly liberation. She left her house because she 

fell in love with Elise’s former lover Alex. Johnson thought:

I didn’t think that I’d actually be living in my new room for very long. It 
was just until Alex and I got married. All I had to do was to prove him how 
different I was going to be, now I was no longer under my parents’ roof. 
[…]But it was for Alex’s sake, not mine, that I was going to be 
independent.40

Alex could be seen as her excuse to start her adventure. “In the room of my own,” 

she would describe her room later and after a short period of time Alex would want 
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39 Johnson, Minor Characters, p. 243.
40 Ibid., pp. 104-105.
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another girl called Bobbie not Joyce and she would discover the meaning of ‘a room 

of one’s own’ at a very early age. 

Hettie Jones also moves to an apartment which meant poverty but it would be a place 

of her own:

I moved in, on New Year’s morning 1957, with the mattress, the gooseneck 
lamp and the phonograph, and the pots I never used. A few days later my 
parents give me the kitchen table they were throwing away.41

When Hettie’s father sees her apartment, he cannot quite understand why her 

daughter should live in such poverty. He exclaims: “Ach, for what? Why live like 

this?”42 Despite  poverty, the Beat girls need a room of their own. 

Since these women are not able to go on the road, their rooms or pads are very 

special to them. Di Prima dedicates her Dinner and Nightmares to her three pads and 

the people who shared them with her. The first four chapters of Memoirs of a Beatnik

open with paragraphs about the rooms or the pads. In the first chapter, Diane 

describes the room where she wakes up:

The room was a bright yellow, which offset the pale grey light of the rainy 
dawn. Aside from our own low bed, the only furniture in the room was 
made of skids stolen from nearby paper companies and painted a flat 
black.43

And Diane is aware of that she will change lots of rooms and pads: “Here I was and, 

I thought wryly, this is only the first of many strange apartments I’ll be waking up 

in.”44 After some time, di Prima digresses from the rooms and meets ‘pad culture’ 

where there is no privacy:

My pad gradually filled up, as pads generally do. A collection of 
oddments—souls with no home and no particular merits—about whom the 
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43 Di Prima, Memoirs of a Beatnik, p. 3.
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most I could say was that they were not boring, slept on the floor, or in the 
big double bed with me.45 P. 87

As she recedes from the rooms and solidarity, she adopts a male Beat version of 

living: a life with lots of people. Ann Charter believes that di Prima is full of courage 

to live and write as she wishes. She turns her womanhood into strength and goes to 

extremes like a man does. Upon reading her “Dinners and Nightmares”, Charter is 

motivated and pleased to read a brave woman;

I was poor, so was di Prima, but in her book she had the courage to live 
for art, rather than for money… I realized instinctively that di Prima’s 
courage to be herself stemmed from being a women. Later, Joyce Johnson 
ironically characterized herself as a “minor character” in a men’s world, 
but it seemed to me that di Prima had no need to take refuge in irony. At 
home in the 1950s bohemian world of the Beat writers, painters, actors 
and dancers in New York City, she had stepped so far outside the 
conventional world that she was free of it. Di Prima was so hip, that she 
had found a way to exploit her “minor status” and gained strength from it. 
She possessed the necessary strength of character to go her own way and 
invent her own domestic space so that she could function as an artist..46

Di Prima is believed to infiltrate the white male hegemonic norm without hiding or 

ignoring her womanhood and have a unique place among the other women writers.

For Johnson, life starts after five o’clock, when she leaves the office. She is 

determined to write about women but not the ones portrayed in the newspapers or in 

the magazines, she says:

Someday the publishers that would not have me as a secretary would have 
me as a writer. As a writer, I would live life to the hilt as my unacceptable 
self, just as Jack and Allen had done.  I would make it my business to write 
about young women quite different from the ones portrayed weekly in the 
pages of the New Yorker.47

In her memoir, Hettie Jones also discovers one of the biggest problems of women; as 

she works as an editor, she realizes that all the books she worked on are “all by men 
                                               
45 Di Prima, Memoirs of a Beatnik, p. 87.
46 Johnson and Grace, Girls Who Wore Black, p. xi-xii
47 Johnson, Minor Characters, p. 148.
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or about them with women seen from their view point” and she shows the 

contradiction in it because the groups of women she knew, “in classes, clinics, at the 

park—were not as men described them.”48 As Elaine Showalter discusses in her 

“Women and the Literary Curriculum” that after her freshman year, a female student 

learns “how to think like a man”49 since the curriculum imposes her to do so, and 

Judith Fetterley calls this “emasculation” of women by men.50” Fetterley finds it very 

hazardous as it settles the chief principles of misogyny. 

Hélène Cixous objects to the idea that writing is reserved for the “great men”, she 

finds this approach silly, and she tries to evoke women’s spirit:

Write! Writing is for you, you are for you […] besides, you’ve written a 
little, but in secret. And it wasn’t good, because it was in secret, and 
because you punished yourself for writing, because you didn’t go all the 
way.51

Johnson discovers that she is able to reverse the male-dominated world as she wishes

through writing. In her first novel, Alex and Elise are her characters, and she takes 

away Alex’s power. Her heroine has an affair with Alex and she leaves him after 

their one and only night.  Johnson thinks: “only my novel would transform my 

existence into what I wanted to be.”52 Johnson’s main weapon becomes writing. 

At first, Hettie Jones was not self-assured about her own writings. Instead of 

focusing on her own works, she supported her husband in everyway she could. After 

her daily job, she would cook, take care of her children and prepare a Beat magazine 

called Yugen on her kitchen table. As a result, she postponed her own career.
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Jones is aware of the fact that she “buries her talent in a napkin,”53 and she confesses 

her failure upon discovering her husband LeRoi and di Prima’s affair:

So I wasn’t surprised to learn that he and Diane di Prima were lovers […] 
And Diane was everything I wasn’t. To begin she was single, and single 
women know, as the blues say, when to raise their window high. I liked her 
because she was smart and quick to laugh, and enjoyed her bisexual life. 
Unmarried, she was raising a daughter. Unusual, her family hadn’t turn on 
her…54

Hettie Jones was writing in secret and was too shy to show her poetry to husband; 

she always felt herself inadequate. Hence, she is sad to see her failure when she 

learns her husband’s affair with Diane. 

“I can’t see why I didn’t put a desk of my own there, and at my back door that shut 

me into myself so I would write,”55 Hettie says and buys a desk for herself with her 

milk money. After their separation, LeRoi changes his name to Amiri Baraka and 

denies Hettie’s existence. Upon his denial, and the loss of her lover, Hettie feels 

awfully lost and helpless. She tries some other men but none lasts. And then an 

epiphany surrounds her and she realizes that she is neither helpless nor dead and life 

would be beautiful:

At once I was dead sure I’d never marry again. But then on a sudden, 
wonderful, liberating wave—completely unexpected—the heavy knot of 
regret rose from my breast and flew out the window. Great joy in the 
morning! I was thirty five years old and no longer needed what women 
were taught to live for!56

She understands that a women liberation thorough man is unfeasible. And 

womanhood as a social construct never lets a woman to be her. Hettie Jones 

actualizes her liberation with her own strength. They are Shakespeare’s sisters: 
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We lived outside, as if. As if we were men? As if we were newer, freer 
versions of ourselves? There have always been women like us. Poverty, 
and self-support, is enough dominion.57

As Woolf always insisted on, self-support and self-reliance would take women to 

their liberation. Some of the Beat women proved that women liberation was no longer 

impossible.

3.2.1 Diane di Prima

According to Hélène Cixous, “the dark continent is neither dark nor unexplorable,”58

but women were made to believe that it was too dark to explore. This way of thinking 

kept women inferior to men for ages, yet in the fifties of America, the Beat women 

were on the road to explore the dark continent.

Diane di Prima was very close to her grandfather who was very political and 

influenced his grand daughter. She started writing poetry at the age of seven, raised 

in New York like many other women of the Beat Generation, and attended to a high 

school in Manhattan; she worked in the book stores and read as much as she could. 

As the Beat movement became known, she started to find her new friends, called 

‘new bohemians’, and changed many pads, lived with her friends, and they slept 

altogether. She had a chance to meet Ezra Pound who motivated her to accelerate her 

writings. Di Prima is the only woman poet and writer welcomed by the Beat 

Generation men. There are some distinguishing aspects which put her in a privileged 

place among the other Beat women.

Di Prima speaks her mind out of a satisfaction. In Memoirs of a Beatnik, Di Prima 

takes precaution for a probable criticism from the conformist people by placing a 

chapter in her memoir to show people the realities of the era. Hence, she presents a 

corrupt family of her friend, and she shows that even the smallest units, the families, 

are corrupted in America; her friend (Diane has a lesbian relationship with Tomi) 

Tomi’s father rapes Diane, and she does not resist as she pities him and enjoys this 
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violent and poor experience. Tomi and Diane also enjoy a lesbian relationship and 

Tomi enjoys an incestuous relationship with his brother, Diane is amazed to see 

sweet William with his sister Tomi:

Sweet William had his sister by the ankles, and as I looked he pulled her, 
face downwards, towards him across the rug, spreading her legs on either 
side of his as he did so, and forcing his short thick cock into her asshole.59

And Diane is shocked again as she hears William saying: “Uncle Horace sure does it 

better.”60 The memoir shows corruption of society and di Prima means that if people 

are to think the Beats as immoral beasts, they better look at the American families first.

Di Prima, acts like any other Beat men, does not care about sleeping on a bench in the 

park, or eating rotten meals and sleeping in a pad with the giant rats. Joyce Johnson’s 

heroines are Beat women, yet she does not write in the Beat style, maintain her life as a 

Beat man. Yet, di Prima lives like a Beat men but she does not repress her femininity 

and writes in a style that she created herself. In Dinners and Nightmares she gives an 

account of her life style: “This was our pad, we had come here on the bus, with money 

borrowed, stolen, wired for, set aside, and here we were.” 61  

Diane di Prima chose to indulge in real life and the world outside, and was an activist. 

This could be the reason why Allen Ginsberg welcomed her but not the other Beat 

women. In her poem “Three Laments” she presents her preference:

Alas 
I believe 
I might have become 
a great writer 
but 
the chairs 
in the library
were too hard. 62
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She listens to her own voice and does not bury herself in the burden of the past. Ann 

Charter comments on her preference:

She had style. She appeared to live on her own terms completely in the 
present, trusting her own experience, exploring the range and exuberance 
of her own colloquial language as she created her autobiographical prose 
sketches and poetry. 63

di Prima is  “the free-living beatnik, defiantly celebrating a life of sexual freedom 

beyond any rules,”64 and she exists in the “boyland” as a powerful woman. 
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CHAPTER 4

BAD CONNECTIONS

After a few nights of concession, I went back to standing on line at the 
supermarket after work and home cooking accompanied by the shrieks and 

grunts of the Flintstones.1

4.1 Joyce Johnson

Bad Connections is the second novel by Joyce Johnson, published in 1978. Johnson 

was born in 1934 in New York City. First she devoted herself to music and theater but 

later she focused on writing. She left Bernard Collage in 1954. She left her parent’s 

house and moved to an apartment which was the most extreme thing for an unmarried 

young lady in the fifties. She held a secretarial job to support herself and she earned a 

book contract when she was only twenty-one. She had an affair with Jack Kerouac in 

1957, when On the Road was published after a long delay. 

Her first novel Come and Join the Dance, published in 1962, was considered to be the 

first Beat novel written by a woman. The novel was about a woman unlike these to be 

found in male Beat novels. She told a female protagonist’s story by blurring genres, 

fiction and memoir, and unlike Kerouac’s or di Prima’s style, she wrote a classical 

narrative. Her heroine was a Beat, but her narrating style was not. Set in the mid 

fifties, a story of twenty year old Susan who graduates from collage and explores life 

around her. She deliberately gets rid of her virginity and contests stereotypes of female 

passivity and conformity. Rona Johnson describes the novel as:

                                               
1 Joyce Johnson, Bad Connections, New York, Putnam, 1978, p. 58.
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Depicting bohemian women’s preferences for nonconformity, their rejection 
of the confining feminine and the masculine hegemonic, Come and Join the 
Dance inscribes the effaced women of the Beat Generation as a presence in 
its representation of a post war bohemian clique, entering and perforce 
altering the male-defined, male-centered discursive field of Beat.2

The novel shows that the ladies could ask for more than a collage degree. Johnson 

says; “Fifties, they were rather grim institutions in which bright girls were rigorously 

educated in ironic preparation for limited futures.”3

A memoir by Johnson, Minor Characters (1983) focuses on the Beat circle, and 

introduces Elise Cowen and her poetry. Bill Roorbach describes Minor Characters as 

follows:

The title gives reference to the fact that she was a minor character in the 
story of a major literary figure, Jack Kerouac. In her own story, of course, 
and in her own conception, and very quickly in the reader’s mind, she’s a 
major character. The tension of these two points of truth—minor, major—
make the dramatic center of this book.4

Johnson tells the Beat stories, “their struggles to write and be recognized, to raise 

children, to produce art, and to survive on the subsistence economies and downward 

mobility of Beat culture.”5 As the title speaks itself, women, even in the Beat circle, 

are minors, and the title continues as A Young Woman’s Coming-of-Age in the Beat 

Orbit of Jack Kerouac. There is a photo of Jack Kerouac: he is in front, yet Johnson is 

standing behind him on the cover of the book, and there is a private note from Kerouac 

to Johnson. Actually Johnson’s memoir, like Mrs. Cassady’s Off the Road, spins 

around the center of the Beat men. Kerouac’s life was between the open road and his 

mother’s house, and sometimes he would go to Johnson for short reunions. Johnson 

never demanded much more than Kerouac offered her, it was uncool to demand more 
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for a woman among the Beat men; “Men defined freedom and if women wanted more, 

they had to drop their bourgeois hangups.”6

In the Night Cafe (1989), Johnson deals with the Beat theme in a deeper way. It is 

again a mixture of fiction and memoir. The story of a young woman married to a 

talented abstract expressionist painter in the fifties, the novel spans around Johnson’s 

New York bohemian life and provides a Beat critique. The book criticizes the dull 

lives of conventional American people. The heroine herself experiences a dull and a 

bohemian life, and sometimes this bohemian life could cost too much to the heroine:

It was orderly and mild at Lester and Leaper. I’d say I wanted to be out 
in the world, but I never felt I was. You could spend an entire lifetime in 
that office with your birthday party to look forward to every year and 
nothing too great too bad would ever happen to you. I liked it more than 
I expected to. I liked it uneasily.7

Mild and order are the key words that sum the American concept of life and provide a 

shelter. The conditions of bohemian life for women were different than men’s:

The woman is running, running in circles- from the baby to the subway, 
from subway to the job, from job to the subway, to the supermarket, to 
the apartment, which is never clean enough, where the sitter wanting to 
immediately  hand over the baby, who needs to be played with, who 
needs a clean diaper and a bath before the husband comes home needing 
dinner, which there really isn’t time to make but somehow gets made 
anyway, leaving a sinkful of dirty pots and dishes which will have to be 
washed once the baby is put the bed, by which time the husband has 
gone out for the evening and the woman is free to amuse herself as the 
laundry churns in the washing machine or to black out until the reentry 
of the husband, the two A.M. feeding, the four A.M. diaper change, the 
bleary beginning of a new day.8

Thus, it is very tough to be a woman in the bohemian life, as she both performs the 

conventional housewife rituals and the bohemian ones.

                                               
6 Linda K. Kerber, Alice Kesser-Harris, Kathryn Kish Sklar, U.S. History as Women’s History:  
New Feminist Essays,  North Carolina., The University of North Carolina Press, 1995, p. 327.
7 Joyce Johnson, In the Night Cafe,  New York., E.P. Dutton, 1989, p. 88.
8 Joyce Johnson, Missing Man, New York, Penguin Books, 2004, p. 266.
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Johnson also wrote a non-fiction called What Lisa Knew: The Truth and Lies of the 

Steinberg Case (1990). In 2000 she published the correspondence between herself and 

Kerouac and called it Door Wide Open. It brought her back to the memoir genre again. 

And in 2004, she published another memoir called Missing Man; A Memoir. The book 

can be seen as In the Night Cafe’s autobiographical version and the memoir also 

covers her early childhood and her mother’s life story. 

The main themes, she dealt with in her books, were “individual freedom, sexual 

liberation, rejection of some white, middle-class values, and a critique of cultural 

mores.
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4.2 Bad Connections

Joyce Johnson was a productive voice in the Beat scene as a woman. In the works of 

the women writers of the Beat Generation, sometimes their heroines cannot escape  

repeating the role of any other conventional American woman, but sometimes they 

find their own voice, own subjectivity and free themselves from the men they were 

once subject to. Women writers of the Beat Generation criticize these semi-

enlightened heroines to criticize society. Bad Connections can also be seen as a Beat 

example of transition from ‘the women in love’ to ‘the independent women’. 

Johnson’s Bad Connections is a critique of a woman, who makes men her center and 

spins around it, feels connected to this center. Men, by the way, are the center and they 

can be alone and stand tall. The novel is the critique of the behavior of a woman who 

can not do without a male center, reduces and frays herself throughout the novel yet, at 

the end she experiences an epiphanic moment, gets rid of her burden and declares her 

independence. 

Bad Connections is a novel that parallels Johnson’s own life of marriage and divorce. 

She says:

I was so tired, I had this small child; there was a babysitter who came 
during the day, but then I’d sort of stagger home from work, take care of the 
child, make the dinner, and do the dishes, and my husband would go often 
the artists’ bars, and I would just practically black out. There was just no 
possibility, no space in my life for any work of my own.9

The heroine of the Bad Connections, Molly suffers the same routine. The novel; 

[…] depicts the confusion and controversy accosting the white, middle-class 
protagonist in the sixties as the struggles to maintain a home for her child 
and participate in the liberation movements of her day with a free sex life 
and enlightened political and spiritual consciousness.10

                                               
9 Grace, Johnson, Breaking the Rule of The Cool, p. 201.
10 Ibid.,  p. 183.
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She practices free sex but the enlightened spiritual consciousness comes late.

Throughout the novel she spins around Conrad, her lover, and neglects her own 

subjectivity. 

In a Different Voice, Carol Gillian suggests a new pair of opposition, which is the 

main binary opposition in Bad Connections; connectedness and separateness. 

According to Gillian:

[…] there is a very general psychological sex difference that distinguishes 
women from men throughout life, beginning in infancy.  Women are 
oriented toward attachment and “connectedness” to others, whereas men are 
oriented toward individuation and “separateness” from other […] According 
to this position, distinctly male and female orientations are formed early, 
and irreversibly, with the mother child relation […] Males are commonly 
viewed as more independent, objective and ambitious, and the like, while 
females are seen as more aware of other’s feelings and more tactful and 
expressive. 11

As Beauvoir argued that love had different meanings for men and women, Gillian 

points out the psychological differences between men and women. Yet, these 

differences are not necessarily to be taken negatively. If a woman knows the 

underlying reasons of her behaviors, she may well have a control over them. It is 

important for women to have control because the differences between men and 

women are always manipulated for patriarchy’s sake and women are constantly 

subordinated. 

In Bad Connections, there is Molly married to Fred with a son, and they are not 

getting well. Fred goes to the bars and girls every night and Molly has a lover called 

Conrad. They both love free sex. Her husband, Fred, has affairs with the bar girls and 

she is aware of the situation, but Fred does not know anything about Molly’s affair.

After a while Fred and Molly get divorced and she becomes totally free, but cannot 

feel that way. She feels herself attached to Conrad, his lover. She cannot do without a 

center in her life. Firstly Fred was her center when they got married and after a while 
                                               
11 Mary Roth Walsh, The Psychology of Women, U.S.A., Yale University Press, 1987, pp. 322-323.
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she puts Conrad next to Fred as Fred’s interest in her got lessened, and when she got 

divorced Conrad became her steady center. She was connected to Conrad in an 

overwhelming way. Conrad was always busy with his own works: “He was a man 

who moved constantly, who could drop out of reach for days or weeks—to reappear 

without apology”12 and hardly noticed her. And Molly confesses herself:

There is such a thin line for women between adventure and misadventure. It 
is still hard for us to be heroes in the active, external sense of, say, climbing 
mountains, hopping freights. We tend to be our own heroes of our own 
imaginations. I am as much idiot as heroine, perhaps more the former than 
the latter-an educated dope, as my mother would say, having earned her 
right pass judgment by her investment in my tuition.13

She means that the role of a woman is so rooted that even when you are given a 

chance to do whatever you like, you may not do it. Her center, now, is lucid, and she 

tries to see herself through him, and it retards her. And she deepens the topic: 

“Sometimes I asked myself what I wanted—which I knew wasn’t the same as what I 

was supposed to want. I was supposed to want freedom.”14As she is so subjected to 

her woman role she gets confused after her divorce and freedom:

Now I was free—free to have as many lovers as I wanted of whichever sex 
or to live with a vibrator in celibacy, free to go to rap sessions any night of 
the week if I could afford a baby-sitter, or to develop my mind in night 
classes at the New School for Social Research and my dormant strength in 
Roberta’s exercise classes, free to start an exciting career—15

As Molly lists these options, she ends up with ignoring all of them, and she 

concentrates on Conrad and a life with him. 

She is well aware of being seen as an object by her husband Fred. He accuses her of 

having short legs, and according to him that is why they do not fit each other. As Fred 

and Molly talks about Fred’s ex-girl friends, he ranges the girls according to the 

sexual pleasure they give to him and Molly fails to satisfy his expectations since she 

                                               
12 Johnson, Bad Connections, p. 17.
13 Ibid., p. 43.
14 Ibid., p. 57.
15 Ibid., p. 57.
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has short legs. She has no subjectivity for Fred as she is not good at sex or anything 

else. He refuses to see her and they have a conversation Fred gives details about the 

girls he dated before and Molly asks:

“And what about me?” she asks.
“What do you mean what about you?”
“What about me? What’s my specialty aside from being Jewish?”
[…]

“There is nothing special about you.”16

We clearly understand that she is insignificant for Fred. She is aware that she is the 

other, Jewish, instead of trying to see herself, she waits to be seen by a man, and Fred 

does not see her and then: “she’d just thought she was becoming invisible, but he 

[Conrad] saw her just in time.”17  She seems to concede to be the other by already 

being a Jew, yet, she does not want to be ignored as a woman, as she struggles to be 

seen by a man, mainly by Conrad, she fails again and again, and damages her identity 

and her value.

After she leaves Fred, she is so called free, yet she is still dreaming a new nuclear 

family with Conrad: 

There is no doubt in my mind that what I was experiencing just then was 
an attack of nostalgia for the nuclear family—that it was this outmoded 
configuration I wished to impose on my relationship with Conrad. Despite 
the lessons of my recent history, I was only waiting for the opportunity to 
make the attempt again.18

The codes of the patriarchal American system are absorbed by women so strongly 

that even if they are aware of the subordination of women by this system, they can 

not help to act out different from the conventions.

Molly is limited, since Conrad is a marker for her value, she is something only when 

Conrad touches her. Then she becomes alive and where he leaves her she is frozen 

                                               
16 Johnson, Bad Connections pp. 12-3.
17 Ibid., p. 13.
18 Ibid., p. 60
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and unable to move or think of something else apart from Conrad. As Hélène Cixous

reminds us, in the tale of Sleeping Beauty, women are passive until being touched 

with a male kiss. Molly’s story is a repetition of Sleeping Beauty, a new version Beat 

tale that she is constantly waiting for Conrad to come back, only then she feels alive.

And Roberta, the lover of Conrad, does not know anything about Molly. Molly 

accepts to be invisible and insignificant as she was trying to see herself and achieve a 

self actualization through Conrad and his lucid mirror. When Molly, her son 

Matthew, Conrad and his lover Roberta come across on the bus, Conrad says hello to 

Matthew and ignores Molly; “[…] Conrad is absorbed in conversation with the other 

woman just as if she, Molly, is no more than any other passenger.”19As Molly sees 

the couple she feels depressed not because she is invisible and insignificant, but 

Conrad is having time with Roberta, thus she goes to her ex-husband Fred and they 

spend the night together. She tries to overcome her problems through men; after some 

time she has another company called Malcolm, she would go to him later, when she 

would feel depressed because of Conrad.

After spending a night with Fred, Molly catches a venereal disease and she consults 

her friend Felicia who seems to be wise about most of the subjects, especially about 

women, Molly gives a brief description of her: “She had three marriages, as well as 

numerous affairs with some of the best minds of her generation.” And she describes 

her life as “glamorous but unsettled”.20 It is obvious that there is a reference to the 

Beat generation, to Howl and Molly sounds as if she is fine to choose a settled life 

and not to go to the extremes like Felicia, even if her life looked glamorous. 

Conrad seems to be a libertarian, like the Beat men, even though there are no open 

indications in the novel that he is a man of the Beat Generation. Yet his practices are 

the same with men of the Beat Generation. Molly starts to feel uncomfortable with 

Conrad’s contradiction and she says; “even in Conrad’s realm of theoretical freedom, 

there were boundaries as well as a definite hierarchy. Conrad was on top, of course. 

                                               
19 Johnson, Bad Connections, p. 73.
20 Ibid., p. 76.
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Just below him there was Roberta and sometimes me—our positions kept 

fluctuating.”21 We do not expect Fred to value women. Throughout the novel we are 

given the information that he is a typical square American man, but he advocates 

liberation, in practice he fails like any men of the Beat Generation.

For a Thanksgiving Day, Molly joins to Felicia’s women gathering since Conrad 

spends the holiday with Roberta and her family.  Even though Molly seems to enjoy 

the company of other women around the table for the first couple of hours, suddenly 

she rushes home and leaves Felicia just because there is a little possibility that Conrad 

might call her. She feels so attached to him that she is unable to spend her time on her 

own or with other women, or she cannot concentrate on anything but Conrad.  

Margaret Hall suggests that:

In patriarchal societies most women are conditioned to attach themselves 
men rather than to women, and these bonds to men generally restrict 
them. Women’s distance and alienation from other women in patriarchal 
societies result from the central role men play in their lives.22

Although there is an available women company she can enjoy, she leaves the dinner 

party. She knows she is being lied to, even so she tries to hold on to the lies of 

Conrad. She hopes to hear his lies because “that would be a sign he still cared enough 

to try to keep”23 her.

When Molly meets Malcolm, she wants to cool down his anger for Conrad through 

Malcolm. He suggests that they are all prisoners and trapped in society, and questions 

the possibility of freedom in such an atmosphere and Molly says; “[…] I said that as a 

woman I was not only a prisoner of society but of biology as well—that I admitted 

my ability to make choices was limited by the latter.”24 It reminds Freud’s famous 

saying that ‘anatomy is destiny’. Molly is aware of the restrictions around her and 

feels helpless and trapped but does nothing important or countable except for the free 

                                               
21 Johnson, Bad Connections p. 90.
22 C. Margaret Hall, Women and Identity: Value Choices in a Changing World,  Hemisphere 
Publishing Cooperation, U.S.A, 1990, p. 15.
23 Johnson, Bad Connections, p. 107.
24 Ibid., p. 118.
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sex. As she wants to break the seal of Conrad which haunts her, she spends the night 

with Malcolm and tries to free herself. It is quite problematical that Molly equalizes 

freedom with only free sex. She tries to get rid of the pressure, which is often caused 

by a man, by another man. Beauvoir thinks women also need sexual adventures:

A woman who expends her energy, who has responsibilities, who knows 
how harsh is the struggle against the world’s opposition, needs – like a 
male – not only to satisfy her physical desires but also to enjoy the 
relaxation and diversion provided by agreeable sexual adventures.25

Molly’s sexual adventure with Malcolm can be defined as a relaxation but her actual 

aim is a kind of revenge. She tries hard to prove or define herself through some 

sexual adventures. From Fred to Conrad, again to Fred, then again Conrad and 

Malcolm as she shuttles among the three men, there is always Conrad at a core. She 

struggles to define herself through these men, yet they reject to see her.

After a short break, Conrad visits Molly and she prepares a delicious dinner, and she 

wears an expensive and seductive nightgown for the first time to attract Conrad 

because men do not find domestic women attractive. Upon seeing Molly in that 

nightgown, Conrad finds her repulsive and rushes his own apartment. And her son 

Matthew associates his mother with a Cat Woman that he sees on the television. The 

child, Matthew is directed by the televisions, he defines the world according to what 

he is given on the television and Molly lives according to what Conrad might like. 

Johnson herself, and her heroines reinforce the binary oppositions of man/woman and 

unstable/stable. Women are stable and men are unstable. Whenever Conrad calls 

Molly she finds her, she is always where he leaves her. And whenever Jack Kerouac 

turns back from his trips to New York in ’56-’57, he goes to Johnson’s apartment and 

find her. Johnson would expect his letters but Jack would not mind if he could not 

hear from Johnson. 

                                               
25 Beauvoir, The Second Sex, p. 696.
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Molly feels so attached to Conrad that she follows a path that he might pass or could 

be passing so that they can meet by accident;

[…] I went to all movies I thought he’d want to see, ate in the restaurants 
where perhaps he’d take Roberta, attended concerts of his favorite music. I 
felt as though he deliberately ignored its proximity. Perhaps he’d found out 
that I was there.26

Molly maintains a life on perhapses, spans around Conrad and whatever is related to 

him. Molly’s attitude is like a fictionalized version of Elise Cowen and Allen 

Ginsberg relationship. Elise Cowen was a close friend of Joyce Johnson, and she used 

to criticize Elise for being unable to control her feelings for Allen. Her unreturned 

feelings would lead her to death. 

Towards the end of the novel, there’s an unanticipated California invitation from 

Conrad to Molly, and of course she accepts the invitation. Until meeting Conrad, as 

he will be busy with his works with couple of days, she decides to stay with an old 

friend Tessa in San Francisco. Tessa is acting like a woman of the Beat Generation, 

like Felicia, and Molly describes her as follows:

She was always the first to do certain things—to stay out of dorms all night 
on a phony pass, to lose her virginity and acquire a diaphram, to march in a 
picket line and to go to jail in Mississippi, to spend a summer on Bali, a 
winter in Tangier, a weekend in Corsica with a French film director whom 
she met in Ireland when she was doing a photo essay on the IRA and who 
later turned out to be bisexual…27

And Molly thinks that she is fearless. Tessa and Felicia are the ones who she could 

not become, and according to Molly they were the ones to suffer as they did radical 

things in their lives, yet Molly is the suffering one. 

When Molly arrives at California, Tessa picks her up at the airport and takes her 

home. Upon Tessa’s demand to know who Conrad was, she tries to tell the story 

awkwardly, she thinks she failed, and she questions herself; “What were these people, 

                                               
26 Johnson, Bad Connections, p. 169.
27 Ibid., p. 200
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Conrad and Malcolm and Roberta? What had I accomplished by leaving Fred or even 

now, by coming to California?”28 She is not sure now whether she wants a new 

husband or not, there’s no visible ambition in her life, she chases Conrad and that is 

all. She creates another version of what she rejected in her life before. She has blanks 

in herself, those needed to be filled again by her and she expects Conrad to do it and 

she fails.

While Molly waits Conrad to join her in California, a negro breaks in Tessa’s house 

when Molly is alone and he rapes her. And after that she did not seem to be effected 

too much by the fact and thinks: “I didn’t look much like a victim of a rape.”29 After 

Molly’s rape, Tessa panics with anger and she informs Molly that there’s a gun in the 

drawer, if they ever happen to need a gun, and Molly draws attention to an American 

custom of keeping guns at home; “you kept a gun in the house the way you kept 

aspirin.”30 No matter what happens, the protagonist never forgets to give a detail of 

those days’ America. Through her son, the reader is given the effect of the television. 

Joyce Johnson reveals America’s cultural codes sometimes between the lines or 

sometimes tells them directly. 

Although Molly is raped, she insists on waiting for Conrad and finally he arrives and 

they meet up. Conrad does not seem so interested in her and they turn back to New 

York.  After the California trip, Molly’s realization climbs up, and her obsession 

begins to lessen. 

Molly gives a notebook to Conrad for his birthday and she drops a note on it and signs 

her name. After a while she meets Conrad, which will be their last meeting, sees the 

notebook on the table and checks if her name is still on it, as her name’s written form 

will determine Molly’s destiny and she find out that her name is removed from the 

notebook:

                                               
28 Johnson, Bad Connections, p. 222.
29 Ibid., p. 211.
30 Ibid. , p. 214.
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It had been half torn out very snoopily. You could see the jagged edge along 
the binding where the top part of the page had been. Only the bottom part, 
which was blank, remained.31

Finally she understands that this “connectedness” to Conrad deletes her whole 

subjectivity, even her written name. The torn out page becomes her epiphany, and she 

stops there. She frees herself from her attachments who were consuming all her 

energy, now she is able to do more productive things, as she concludes the novel:

I find that with my mind less occupied with thoughts of either Malcolm or 
Conrad, there is a lot of room in it for other kinds of reflection. Felicia has 
been urging me to go back to school to get my Ph.D.  Lately I have become 
interested in Latin American literature. Some ways I have never been more 
productive.32

As she destroys her so-called center and does not create a new one, she begins to 

think about herself and find new interests and completes her studies. She is no longer 

connected to any man and she will, now, start to experience a freedom. Simone de 

Beauvoir puts it:

On the day when it will be possible for women to love not in her weakness 
but in her strength, not to escape herself but to find herself, not to abase 
herself but to assert herself – on that day love will become for her, as for 
man, a source of life and not of mortal danger.33  

In Bad Connections, Johnson proves through her heroine that women can change 

their lives and reshape it as they wish when they really want to do. Molly discovers 

that liberty is not possible through men, and she turns all her interests back to herself. 

Molly signifies how patriarchy internalized by women and it is so hard to break it. 

Yet, she proves that it is not impossible to get rid of patriarchy. Molly is a good 

example of women transformation from the women in love to independent women.

With her works Joyce Johnson provides a retrospective of the Beat period of ‘50s. 

With the Beat memories of hers, she creates a unique experience to reflect. She 

establishes a vital awareness among women.  

                                               
31 Johnson, Bad Connections p. 259.
32 Ibid., p. 262.
33 Beauvoir, The Second Sex, p. 679.
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CONCLUSION

I stand in the ring
in the dead city
and tie on the red shoes
…
They are not mine
they are my mother’s,
her mother’s before,
handed down like an hairloom
but hidden like shameful letters.

-Anne Sexton1

All the women of the Beat Generation boarded a train that would not stop, as in the 

poem “The Red Shoes” of Anne Sexton. They were women in a patriarchal society 

where their womanhood was ‘handed down’ to each generation by the mothers and 

suppressed by patriarchy. The recent studies try to discover the Beat women who 

were ignored during the fifties. None of the Beat women were recognized like 

Kerouac, no women’s poetry was taken seriously by public as Ginsberg’s was taken, 

even di Prima, much appreciated among the women of the Beat Generation, could 

not find a place for her poetry in an American Literature anthology.  The Beat 

women made their men’s lives easier; supported them, cooked for them, provided a 

place to stay, and wired money when the men needed. As a result, men of the Beat 

Generation could write and travel more comfortably thanks to these women. 

There were many obstacles for the women of the Beat Generation, they left their 

parents’ houses and their middle class comfort and they embarked on a tough 

adventure. They rented old miserable rooms where the plaster of the ceiling fell, and 

held secretarial jobs to support themselves, because they did not want to share the 

same destiny with their mothers. After World War II, there was a great change in 

American society and the prosperity did not mean happiness for women as they were 

forced to leave the jobs when men returned home from the war. And the women of 

                                               
1 Anne Sexton, The Book of Folly, Boston, Houghton Mifflin, 1972, p. 28-29.
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the Beat Generation tried to take an advantage of this wind of change to solve their 

financial problems and worked to support themselves. In their memoirs, they 

displayed the difficulties they faced: Joyce Johnson moved to her own flat and 

carried her stuff with a shopping cart numbers of times, Hettie Jones’s parents 

rejected her for marrying a negro, and her psychological battle with society lasted too 

long since she had interracial kids.  Diane di Prima experienced poverty at extremes:

[…] called menstrual pudding, it wasn’t so bad really, was merely potatoes 
in tomato sauce and that’s all no species even and no meat[…] and after a 
while the potatoes got mushier and mushier and finally the whole thing was 
almost only mush. We added water too at the end…2

They did not mind the tough conditions, as they were quite determined not to comply 

with the patriarchal subordination of women. It was rather disturbing that throughout 

the history of literature, women were always portrayed by men. The Beat women 

settled to write about women, the ones they saw in real life. They would fight against 

emasculation of women through literature. 

Women of the Beat Generation wrote women through their own experiences. Hélène 

Cixous says “woman must write woman,”3 so does the women writers of the Beat 

Generation.

Everything around them was against the choices they made in life. Even the male 

writers of the Beat Generation offered very little hope for these rebellious women. 

For example, in The Holy Barbarians, Lawrence Lipton tells about the Beat life and 

describes women as clichés, and a chapter of the book is about a woman who hangs 

out with the Beats. Lipton tells her story in a sarcastic tone. The main tendency in the 

Beats was to classify women into two categories as whores and 

mothers/virgins/saints, and as a consequence, there rebellious women were usually 

labeled as whores and subordinated by the Beats. The Beat men’s objectification of 

women toughened the Beat women’s life. As discussed in the first chapter, the Beats 

                                               
2 Di Prima, Dinners and Nightmares, p. 17.
3 Robyn R. Warhol, Diane Price Herndl, Feminisms: An Anthology of Literary Theory and 
Criticism, p. 348.
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created boys gangs similar to war service, where masculinity rules. While there was 

brotherhood among the Beat men, women could only be their toys to give them 

pleasure or objects to be exchanged among these men. 

The Beat women would insist on an opportunity to revive the dead poets as Woolf 

demanded. And they were considered to be the forerunners of women’s liberation in

America. The Beat women can be perceived as a crucial bridge between the 1940s 

and the 1960s. In the fifties, the Beat women could not stand any more of women’s 

subordination and went into action to change this defect. It cannot be said that the 

Beat men offered some hope to women except for free sex. The Beats maintained the 

same perspective for women like any other square men in the patriarchal America 

and their point of view complicated the Beat women’s missionary duty. 

The Beat women were to settle awareness among the American women that they 

were objectified and subordinated by the patriarchy. Writing memoirs, women 

writers of the Beat Generation took the Beat materials to recreate for their own 

visions’ sake, told the tales with their own ends. As the memoir genre was not 

privileged by men, women could find a chance to speak out their diverse voices and 

tell their own Beat tales without confronting any norms of the patriarchy or the Beat 

men.

As discussed in the second chapter, the memoir genre was the favorite among the 

women writers of the Beat Generation since it was not privileged by men where 

these women could find a chance to speak out their diverse voices and tell their own 

Beat tales without confronting any norms of the patriarchy or the Beat men. 

It was crucial for women, as Beauvoir put, to get out of the world of patriarchy if 

they really wanted to reject being inferior, or if they truly want to produce literature. 

Restrictions of society were so severe that some of the Beat women saw the Beat 

men as a means of liberation; however, soon they were trapped in another version of 

virile community. Hence, they started to realize that trusting their great men would 
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not take them to liberation. The Beat women, then, started to look for a room of their 

own because liberation could only come true through their self-reliance.   

In short, the Beat women were as a bridge between the silenced women and the 

active speaking women of 68s. The first step women of the Beat Genaration took was 

to see how oppressed and silenced they were, and subjected to men. It can be said 

that they prepared a ground for the 68s’ women rights. They recognized and voiced 

the problem; helped give voiced to what Betty Friedan called the 1950s ‘female 

malaise.’
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