
The Beatification of Self-Indulgence: On the Road with Jack Kerouac 
 

1. The soundtrack for On the Road is bebop (imitation of a two-beat phrase in this music) or 
bop: an innovative style of jazz that is characterized by (1) harmonic complexity, (2) 
improvisational solos, and (3) deconstruction of melody. Kerouac refers to it (p. 12) as 
“that sound of the night which bop has come to represent for all of us.” See also pages 87, 
124, 197-199, 240-241, 243, and 247. In the slang of that day, moreover, “bop” is a 
synonym for “go” (e.g., “Let’s bop to the bar”). Other examples of jazz slang include 
“that gone cat” (p. 48) and “digging it all” (p. 100).  

 
2. Bebop represents a fresh break with the past – especially for white middle-class youth 

who appropriate it, along with other elements of racial and ethnic subcultures, to create a 
countercultural standpoint from which to criticize and rebel against the stifling 
conformity in postwar America. Put differently, what John Coltrane and his band do to 
“A Few of My Favorite Things” is what Kerouac and his friends do to American society. 
Mambo music, from Mexico and the Mexican-American subculture, serves the same 
purpose. See, for example, pages 93 and 286.  

 
3. One of the major themes, then, is identification and integration with minority groups and 

other marginal elements of American society in the 1940s (ex-cons, hobos, crazy people, 
etc.). On page 61, Sal notes that Mill City was “the only community in America where 
whites and Negroes lived together voluntarily.” There is Sal’s affair with Teresa – a 
Mexican-American girl (pp. 81-101). In particular, note Sal’s statement on page 98: 
“They thought I was a Mexican, of course; and in a way I am.” During this era, racial 
integration is deviant or illegal: In New Orleans, “It’s against the law to go to the colored 
section” (p. 146). On page 179, Sal walks in “the Denver colored section, wishing I were 
a Negro,” but it is evident on the next page (180) that affiliation with other minority 
groups (Mexican, Japanese, etc.) represent equivalent forms of rebellion in the eyes of 
white middle-class society. 

 
4. Still, African-American subculture has been a fertile source for the stylistic elements of 

rebellion among white middle-class youth. The appropriation of African-American 
subculture begins with jazz in the 1940s (as documented by Weegee’s photographs). It 
continues with the invention of rock and roll in the 1950s and 1960s, as Elvis integrates 
Black rhythm and blues with White hillbilly and country-and-western styles. It continues 
today as Eminem (the contemporary Elvis) appropriates hip hop music and the “gangsta” 
style. Thus, the historical significance of this novel is that it marks the emergence of what 
has become an enduring, albeit evolving, youth counterculture in America.  

 
5. In part, the rebellion is intergenerational: What cultural styles (in music, language, 

clothing, etc.) are guaranteed to outrage our parents and teachers, thereby enabling us to 
express our difference and independence from them? For the more intellectual members 
of the counterculture, however (including Kerouac and his literary friends), this is a 
romantic rebellion akin to the emergence of romantic love during the Middle Ages and 
the poetic reaction to the Industrial Revolution by romantic poets like Keats, Shelley, and 
Wordsworth. In effect, Tristan and Iseult taught the West that “I’m entitled to love 



whomever I choose.” By the 1940s, that liberating message has evolved into the dark 
shadow of American freedom that is evident in On the Road: “I’m entitled to do 
whatever I choose (because that’s what satisfies my soul and makes me happy”). 

 
6. During this era, white middle-class youth, raised according to the permissive doctrines of 

Dr. Spock, collide with authoritarian bureaucracies in schools and their technocratic 
society. In his book, The Making of a Counter Culture, Theodore Roszak defines 
“technocracy as that society in which those who govern justify themselves by appeal to 
technical experts who, in turn, justify themselves by appeal to scientific forms of 
knowledge” (pp. 7-8). With its emphasis on reason, discovery, and the debunking of 
myth, science leads to “the disenchantment of the world,” to use Randall Collins’s nice 
phrase from The Discovery of Society (p. 118). Like the romantic poets who tacitly 
criticize the world of the Industrial Revolution – through their emphasis on nature, 
beauty, spiritualism, the sensual pleasures, and the triumph of emotion over reason – the 
counterculture embraces these same themes in its opposition to the technocratic society of 
the 1940s. In a sense, then, the counterculture represents an effort at the re-enchantment 
of the world.  

 
7. By the 1940s, biology and physics have chased God into a pre-Big Bang hiding place, so 

the only sacred thing left is the self. “What do I want?” And, of course, the saint of self- 
indulgence is Dean Moriarty. Repeatedly, Kerouac describes Moriarty with religious 
metaphors. For Moriarty, “sex was the one and only holy and important thing in life” (p. 
2). He is a “holy con-man” (p. 5), and he has been “long prophesied” (p. 8). With Sal 
Paradise, he is heading west to “the Promised land” (p. 14). Moriarty is “a new kind of 
American saint” (p. 38) – the patron saint of sex, drugs, jazz, and the glamour of 
delinquency (e.g., he steals whenever it is convenient to do so). Kerouac says that 
Moriarty is “like Groucho Marx” – famous for the anarchic brand of humor found in his 
film, Duck Soup. Moriarty is uninhibited, “desirous of everything at the same time” (p. 
5), and dedicated to the disintegration of all barriers and distinctions. Consider this 
quotation from page 209: “’Yes! Yes! Yes!’ breathed Dean ecstatically.” Moriarty says 
yes to everything life has to offer. Not surprisingly, variations on the word crazy 
(especially “mad,” as on p. 9) are used throughout the book as a compliment. Thus, the 
crux of Moriarty’s sanctification can be found on page 195: “He was BEAT – the root, 
the soul of Beatific.” As such, he is the role model for “the sordid hipsters of America, a 
new beat generation” (p. 54).  
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