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Abstract: A spatial analysis of the works of the Beat Generation, compared to real historical 

events, reveals challenges that writers, as social activists, may be confronted with while 

experiencing urban life and living under the values, norms and principles of the second half of 

the 20th century. The Beat writers can be seen as pioneers of the social movements after the 

1950s, by encouraging youth toward rethinking their place into the world. By following the 

literary cartographies created by the Beats in their texts, one may identify “metamanifest 

places” through which I mean places that reveal examples of activism meant to raise 

awareness on significant issues regarding the city. What are “manifest places” and how they 

function in a number of texts will be discussed in this article. 
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The impact of socio-cultural developments of American cities during the last century has 

marked several breakthroughs for activism and its roles to achieve individual freedom. The 

literary texts of the Beat Generation writers thoroughly portray the relation between place and 

person and the way in which they influence each other. From a geo-critical approach, the 

cartographies found in the Beat texts, such as the prose of Jack Kerouac and Joyce Johnson and 

in the poetry of Allen Ginsberg, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, Diane di Prima and Anne Waldman, 

offer the reader an authentic taste of New York, Los Angeles and San Francisco during the 

second half of the 20th century as well as both a male and female perspective on one’s 

emergence and evolution in the big city during the post-war era.   

According to Robert Tally’s Spatiality (2013), literary cartography and literary 

geography walk the reader through the maps of the city as described in the literary text. The 

Beat texts not only help the reader to create mind cartographies, but they also reveal gender 

roles and relations in the big city, as Michel Dear describes in his theory of creative places. 

Both the selection and the omission of spatial details of the narrative mapping of the Beat texts, 

convey a blueprint of the mid-20th century city and depict the urban realm of that time from the 

perspective of an underdog. The gaps found in the texts contribute to the creation of places, 

either as sources of inspiration or as artifacts that illustrate cultural realities and encourage 

towards social change. Manuel Castells raises a series of questions in his work, The City and 

the Grassroots (1983), when analyzing the relation between places and subcultures: “What are 

the cultural themes of the community, the forms of its social organization, the waving flags of 

its political battles?” (139). Space fosters the development of group identity and at the same 
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time, it is shaped by social and political endeavors. This article focuses on the symbiosis 

between people and places and seeks to portray the city, as a socio-cultural construct from both, 

male and female points of view in the 1950s through 1970s.  

In her “Preface” to Gender Trouble (1990), Judith Butler argues that we ought to 

analyze and consider the needs of minorities before labeling them as social pariahs (viii). It is 

for the efforts of writers as activists, whose works serve as representations of communities, that 

social outcasts received a voice. Poet and activist of the same time period as the Beats, Adrienne 

Rich, notes in “Compulsory Heterosexuality” (1980), that gender discrimination is based on a 

tradition that should be deconstructed and defined by its social role, that is to impose order 

among citizens: “I am suggesting that heterosexuality, like motherhood, needs to be recognized 

and studied as a political institution” (637). Rich compares heterosexuality to a political 

institution in order for people to understand what the root cause of social inequality is: a 

deficient social order. Such political shortcomings may cause impactful social ruptures and a 

restructuring of culture. In postmodernity, experience, space and time are “fragmented,” a fact 

that has led to a globalized era (Watson 67). This change in perspective manifested itself first 

in a social reorganization that stood at the leadership of activists during the Civil Rights 

Movement, The Second Wave Feminism and during the protests regarding LGBTQ rights, 

environmental protection, the Vietnam War and social and cultural equality. As Michel 

Foucault mentions in his chapter, “The Moral Problematization of Pleasures” (1976), “the 

freedom that needed establishing and preserving was that of the citizens of a collectivity of 

course, but it was also, for each of them, a certain form of relationship of the individual with 

himself” (79). The fragmentation of American big cities was triggered especially by the 1950s’ 

conformity and authoritative norms and the citizens’ need for social acceptance and inclusion. 

These challenges provoked a sense of “unhomeliness” among people, as Heidegger notes in 

“Being and Time” (quoted in Krell 44), which facilitated the restructuring of spaces and their 

meaning and role in society. The Beat Generation had been struggling with social isolation and 

a sense of “unbelonging,” which led them towards an unconventional lifestyle that set the tone 

of their literary work. The Beat writers can be seen as pioneers of the social movements after 

the 1950s, by encouraging youth toward rethinking their place into the world.   

The Beats could be viewed as a literary manifest against conformity and tradition. Their 

counterculture has shocked the urban society through their lifestyle. One can look at the Beat 

city as a compound of “paroxysmal places” (Certeau 91). While in The Practice of Everyday 

Life (1984), Michel de Certeau compares the conglomeration of spaces in New York, seen from 

a roof top, to an acute clinical condition, the Beats have portrayed the city in a similar manner, 

by describing an attack of architectural styles, cultures and social endeavors These “paroxysmal 

places” are constructed through the use of “chronotopes” (Bakhtin 58) that define the second 

half of the 20th century and the youth movements of this period. Social activism, after the 1950s, 

emphasized the importance of “differences” in the city, especially in terms of oppositions such 

as nature and built space, and “being and thought” (Lefebvre 88).  

In his work, Writing on Cities, Lefebvre claims that sciences fragment the city in order 

to analyze it. History, sociology, demography, geography, economy, architecture and design 

are some of the sciences that shape the holistic image of the city and which also fragment the 

urban space into pieces. Lefebvre observes that these parts of the city can be unified only 

through a plan or project (94). Such projects can be seen like those of grassroots organizations 
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and activists that united the city through cross-cutting actions that incorporated art, music, 

writing, protests and the promotion of a certain lifestyle. An important question of people’s 

lifestyle in the urban sphere is how the individual or a group of people insert their own 

“rhythm” of life into that of the others, that is the rest of the city, and more significantly, how 

one follows his/her own rhythm compared to that of authority, such as political, cultural, 

economic and social power structures.  

While Lefebvre states that projects have the role of unifying a city from a trans-sectorial 

approach to the urban space, in The Location ofSpace (1994), Bhabha considers that it is the 

creation of projects that fragments the community: “Social differences are not simply given to 

experience through an already authenticated cultural tradition; they are the signs of the 

emergence of community envisaged as a project” (3). Social discrepancies in people’s lifestyle 

trigger individual or group projects which naturally create subcultures and socio-cultural 

trends. It is for these people’s voices in society, expressed through various means such as art, 

literature or demonstrations, that others joined the movements they resonated with, and created 

waves of social change. Except for social fragmentation on the basis of cultural affiliation to a 

group or another, the economic and geographic fragmentation of cities is discussed by Edward 

Soja in Postmodern Geographies (1989), in which he emphasizes a shift from urban to 

suburban life and from luxury to necessity (101). This restructuring of regions and cities has 

led to the development of infrastructure, such as highways, new neighborhoods and 

corporations that promoted the consumption of products and services which meet the new 

trends and lifestyles after the 1950s. This “crabgrass frontier” (Jackson 7) has drawn clear 

delimitation between lower and higher class people, geographically, by the migration of the 

richer classes to the suburbs and also in terms of life standards, by the adoption of certain titles 

and routines by the wealthier class, such as ownership of the suburban house, isolation from 

the workplace and the crowded city and the ideas of home and family prosperity as a priority. 

In Rebel Cities (2012), David Harvey acknowledges the importance of the political spectrum 

of the city as an important power structure of the urban space, which is built by the city itself: 

 

The city of God, the city on a hill, the relationship between city and citizenship - the 

city as an object of utopian desire, as a distinctive place of belonging within a 

perpetually shifting spatio-temporal order - all give it a political meaning that mobilizes 

a crucial political imaginary” (xvii).  

 

This structure is held and changed by the society that mirrors its philosophy into the city. 

However, difference in one’s understanding of what the city represents, may cause 

fragmentation on all layers of the city: social, cultural, political, economic and geographical.  

There are a number of questions which Beat literature raises when looking at the events 

of the mid-20th century American city, described through the lens of activism and the social 

agenda of the Golden Age. How did the Beats introduce and adapt their life-rhythm into that 

of the American city of the 1950s and what effects did this process create? What were the main 

projects created by social differences in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s and how did the Beat 

project influence the production of other similar social projects? What was the cry and the 

demand of the Beat Generation regarding the city and what was the urban dimension that this 

revolutionary subculture assumed? How are the blueprints of the three epicenters of the Beat 
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Generation, New York, San Francisco and Los Angeles represented in the Beat literature 

through creative places? How did the cartography of activism in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, 

in the three cities represent the Beat Generation and the cultural realities of the three decades? 

What roles did gender and sexuality take during these three decades (1950s, 1960s, 1970s) in 

the mainstream society and how did the Beats respond to it? 

These questions aim at raising awareness about the importance of activism in the pursuit 

of equality and harmony in the contemporary era, by analyzing the experience of an 

inspirational and yet underrated youth subculture, the Beat writers. Their literature helps at 

creating a new understanding of the spatial dimension of activism: cartographies of artifacts 

that serve as social demonstrations through literature, for which I propose the term: 

“metamanifest places.” Through the literary act, the writer as activist may create a map of 

places of protest, through the construction of the real and imagined space (the artifact), hidden 

in the literary text. Such “metamanifest places” determine the grassroots atmosphere of a 

certain time period while endowing the writer with a double role: that of the author of a literary 

text and that of the activist. An analysis of activism during events of global importance and 

influence is relevant for a better understanding of inclusion, as a key-element of achieving 

welfare and a prosperous urban society, in an era marked and reshaped by possibility: the power 

of people to push limits further, through the technological development. Technological 

evolution causes disruption, restructures tradition and shifts experience from the natural to the 

artificial. It is important to find new, feasible solutions to obtuse social norms, which can be 

applied in accordance to the present needs of people, by giving visibility to root causes. 

Activists take the responsibility of emphasizing such problems through various means and seek 

to find solutions for the benefit of the community. 

The first half of the 20th century in America is characterized by conformity and a 

number of crises and struggles caused by the two World Wars and the Great Depression in 

between them. Such times of sacrifice are backfired by the second half of the century, a period 

of revolution, change, achievement and rebellion. Starting with the 1950s, America was 

marked by great milestones on politics, economy and culture, coming closer to the “melting 

pot” ideology that it promotes by making historical changes in its politics of freedom, race and 

racism, discrimination and equal rights, one example in this respect being the Civil Rights 

Movement (King 66). The Civil Rights activists exchanged “immediate survival or interests” 

(King 66) that is temporary basic needs such as safety and comfort for the quest for social 

change that aimed at permanent improvement of more complex social needs related to dignity 

and social recognition. New social groupings started to front together against the mainstream 

culture of the previous ages. This fragmentation of society both restructured the traditional 

social and cultural patterns that have been respected throughout history and started to act on 

social issues by identifying the sources of their oppression. Moreover, the creation of 

subcultures of activists and social workers had a great impact on shaping new identities and 

goals for Americans, especially for those from marginalized groups. Activists have been 

stigmatized throughout time by the mainstream society because of their rebellious attitude and 

political agendas. The Beats depicted in their work the opposition between the status they had 

inside their group and the one in the society: It is a kind of hall of glory, as these people, in 

Ginsbergʼs view, are the “saints given vision” who are now “shrouded in junk” (Quinn 198). 

As the Beats have been through the first youth groups to see the world differently and to 
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manage to adopt a lifestyle that opposed the 1950s expectations, they helped at contouring the 

image of the activist in literature through their writing. The same idea of stigmatized change-

makers is also found in David Bernstein’sHow to change the World, which focuses on the issue 

of low social status of the activist and of the social entrepreneur: 

Over the past century, researchers have studied business entrepreneurs extensively 

[…]. In contrast, social entrepreneurs have received little attention. Historically, 

they have been cast as humanitarians or saints, and stories of their work have been 

passed down more in the form of children's tales than case studies. While the stories 

may inspire, they fail to make social entrepreneurs' methods comprehensible. One 

can analyze an entrepreneur, but how does one analyze a saint? (92) 

The activist becomes, thus, an underdog of society and a dreamer of social welfare, trying to 

make ends meet among those who are in need, and those who are in command. This study 

focuses on mapping social groupings as portrayed in literary and non-literary texts, and aims 

at giving visibility to the development of these groups’ identity.  

A spatial analysis of the Beats’ work, compared to real historical events, reveals the 

challenges that social activists may have been confronted with while experiencing urban life 

and living under the values, norms and principles of the second half of the 20th century. Beat 

writers such as Allen Ginsberg, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, Gary Snyder, Gregory Corso, Jack 

Kerouac, Anne Waldman, Diane di Prima and Hettie Jones are some of the representatives of 

a movement that started as a group of experimentalist writers who later became recognized as 

the representatives of the San Francisco Renaissance and models for social activists that were 

inspired by the Beats’ courage to experiment in their work with form and language and also to 

express an attitude that determined change in Golden Age America.  

As Stephenson observes in his book, The Daybreak Boys: Essays on the Literature of 

the BeatGeneration, “Gary Snyder works through his poetry and his essays to aid in the 

achievement of a new golden age ‘of ecological balance, classless society, social and economic 

freedom ... [a return to] The Garden of Eden’” (181). The Beats’ bluntness in writing is meant 

to fight constraint, which is seen as a social, cultural and economic force aimed to control and 

quiet the masses. While the Beats, in general, represented an isolated group from the society, 

Beat women had to overcome more obstacles than the men, irrespective of how rebellious their 

attitude was, they still had to face a strongly patriarchal society. In her foreword for Brenda 

Knight’s book Women of the Beat Generation: The Writers, Artists and Muses at the Heart of 

a Revolution, Anne Waldman discusses the challenges Beat women had to confront: 

 

I knew interesting creative women who became junkies for their boyfriends, who 

stole for their boyfriends, who concealed their poetry and artistic aspirations, who 

slept around to be popular, who had serious eating disorders, who concealed their 

unwanted pregnancies raising money for abortions on their own or who put the 

child up for adoption. Who never felt they owned or could appreciate their own 

bodies. I knew women living secret or double lives because love and sexual desire 

for another woman was anathema. I knew women in daily therapy because their 

fathers had abused them, or women who got sent away to mental hospitals or 
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special schools because they'd taken a black lover. Some ran away from home. 

Some committed suicide. (x) 

 

All these “interesting creative women” that Waldman met and tells about, could be considered 

the authors of “those books that are missing” from the world, as Virginia Woolf observed in 

her essay A Room of One’s Own in 1929. All the experiences lived by those women that 

Waldman knew have been kept silent through obscurity and secrecy, as the patriarchal society 

dictated. The literary works these Beat women could have created if they would have had the 

support and safety, necessary to produce the artistic act, may have appeared today in the books 

of literature and literary theory alongside names such as Allen Ginsberg and Jack Kerouac.  

Brenda Knight gives these women a voice by giving them the literary space to recall their story. 

It is notable though, that after analyzing various books and anthologies of American poetry, 

such as The San Francisco Renaissance: Poetics and Community at Mid-Century by Michael 

Davidson, the Rolling Stone Book of the Beats by Holly George-Warren and the Columbia 

History of American Poetry: From the Puritans to Our Time by Jay Parini and Brett C. Miller, 

one can notice that these give little space for Beat women writers. In the same time, collections 

of poems that do not focus only on Beat poetry, but on American poetry in general, such as 

The Music of What Happens: Poems, Poets, Critics or Part of Nature, Part of Us: Modern 

American Poets, both by Helen Vendler, contain no mentioning of Beat women poets. Anne 

Waldman further adds in her forward of Knight’s book that “it is in certain interests, however, 

to keep women down” (x). Women poets, especially Beat, did not get to enjoy the perks of 

working as writers and those that did write, lacked visibility and the opportunity to focus on 

their talent and ideas due to all impediments that women’s experience in the Golden Age 

America encompassed.  

Writers have been contributing greatly to the development of social welfare by writing 

about human experience from various points of view. The core of “metamanifest places” lies 

in the imbalances between people and places depicted in texts. Although cities are stratified in 

social structures, when the norms of the society are threatened by changes, social movements 

are born. In contexts such as industrial and technological evolution, traditions, lifestyles and 

beliefs have to adapt and thus, space needs to be restructured and remodeled to meet the new 

needs of people. In the case of cities, urban regeneration is strongly related to social movements 

and therefore, to activism. With the passing of time and generations, cities have to make space 

for the new activities of people or repurpose its places. Churches, castles, citadels, caves and 

city squares are a few of the types of places that needed to adapt to the evolution of, and changes 

in, lifestyle. When a considerable part of a city’s inhabitants does not resonate with the space 

they live in, they transform that need into a social demand. Both the location and the inhabitant 

can only transform together, which is why cities, as human settlements, determine how people 

live their lives, while people determine the role of the city in their endeavors. This dissonance 

between places and people that occurs at certain moments in time, are eternalized by writers as 

well as other types of artists in their works. The very aim of portraying this disorder in their 

prose or poetry, in the case of writers, is to offer the public an authentic documentation of those 

events and also to raise awareness on the feeling of “unbelonging,” “disapproval,” “rejection,” 

or “incompability” of individuals and the spaces they live in. Such literary cartographies may 
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be called “metamanifest places,” as texts uncover the raw turn of social and cultural events, as 

well as their genuine atmosphere when analyzed. The very creation of such maps, which depict 

the irregularities of a generation and which give a voice to lower social classes, is an example 

of activism sustained by the author.  

Such themes of social injustice and fear of capitalist and patriarchal forces are 

emphasized in the works of Beat women poets. An analysis of their writings shows that they 

tend to describe more women’s experience in the city, which is a topic that resonates with the 

second wave of feminism. Anne Waldman creates literary cartographies of New York and San 

Francisco and portrays the two cities from a female point of view. In Light & Shadow 

(1972),the poem’s cartography records places in New York: “in a park under trees & towers,/ 

light on the fresh canvas, the painter/ on the roof of West 21st Street/ under thoughtful shadow” 

(Waldman, Helping the Dreamer 317). Waldman conveys a moment and a place of creativity. 

The city is the inspiration of the painter and of the poet that immortalizes the atmosphere 

through her lines. The view from the roof on West 21st Street becomes art in itself through the 

poem, as it may trigger emotional reactions from the readers. The place is one between old and 

new, between “trees and towers” and between light and shadow. This aspect draws on the 

Beat’s political philosophy that sees nature, art, creativity, imagination and experience as light, 

while dark forces such as the skyscrapers, industries and corporations are looked at as factors 

that deteriorate humanity. However, the use of words in Waldman’s poem, create confusion 

and a space that can be considered a representation of a metamanifest place. The use of 

“thoughtful shadow,” deconstructs the binary opposition “light-dark” by placing a positive 

adjective next to the noun “shadow.” Through this association, the poet discusses the relativity 

of the way people perceive things as either good or bad and alludes to the fact that the world is 

a whole built on both light and shadow, negativity and positivity. 

In the case of Howl (1956), Allen Ginsberg deliberately uses expressions such as “cold-

water flats,” “with dreams, with drugs, with waking nightmares” (Ginsberg 134), in order to 

create the idea of a hostile space. The cartography of New York created in Howl portrays 

‘metamanifest places,’ as the poet influences the reader to empathize and agree with the poetic 

voice by presenting the city’s soft dimension that is the atmosphere, from Ginsberg’s 

perspective, which is that of desolation and of vice and abuse for the sake of respite from 

reality. Howl also emphasizes the condition of traveling and of moving from one place to 

another in order to emphasize the continuous search of one’s place in society. The landscape 

that Ginsberg presents is one of struggle and suffering that may cause suicide. The poetic voice 

feels unsupported, lonely and helpless in a stiff society. The poem can also be read as an icon 

of youth culture in the 1950s, as it did give young people a sense of belonging, change and 

identity. Howl is fraught with ‘metamanifest places’ as youngsters of the 1950s, who have 

witnessed WWII, received assurance through this poem that the strict and authoritative society 

of the time will change. Moreover, the poem is iconic of metropolitan culture in America, 

especially of New York, by offering an underground perspective on people’s experience of the 

urban space at the time.   

 Such social and cultural experiences have been portrayed by both male and female Beat 

writers, who contributed to the creation of the Beat city. The voices their texts emphasize are 

those of outcasts who fight the mainstream political agenda. Their thorough descriptions of the 

urban realm construct creative “metamanifest places” either by raising awareness or by 
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depicting an image of protest against the unjust structure of power, through their 

representations of the American city. These places further create meaningful cartographies of 

activism, which influence change in communities and offer the readers the experience of the 

social underdog who strives for social, cultural and environmental freedom and welfare at a 

time of technological development and strict social norms.  
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