
Jack Kerouac 
 

The faculty guide has some good questions that I think are useful, particularly the last 
question, which is a good point of departure for the first day. I’ll probably ask them to come in 
with one or two of their favorite passages and begin the discussion by asking if this book is 
relevant to their generation. Here are a few questions that might also spark them: 
 

1. Why do you suppose this book is the last thing we read for Western Heritage? Can you 
see themes and ideas from the entire year in this book? Journey? The Hero? Freedom? 
Nature? Power? The Sacred? (It might be useful to break them into groups and assign 
each group one theme/idea and find passages that support it.)  

 
2. In her introduction Ann Charters says “Kerouac was never able to convince his critics 

that the Beat Generation as “basically a religious generation,” but his friend Holmes 
understood that the characters in On the Road were actually “on a quest, and that the 
specific objects of their quest was spiritual. Though they raced back and forth across the 
country on the slightest pretext, gathering kicks along the way, their real journey was 
inward; and if they seemed to trespass most boundaries, legal and moral, it was only in 
the hope of finding a belief on the other side.” Do you agree or disagree? If you agree, 
how is this inward journey different from others we studied? Do the means justify the 
end? (Is it alright to trespass legal and moral boundaries?)  

 
3. If you agree that this book endures through the generations, why do you suppose it does? 

What speaks to each generation?  
 
In class assignment:  
 
Write one or two paragraphs describing a recent adventure or trip that you have taken with 
friends. Then re-write this adventure as Kerouac may have written it. Try your hand at 
“spontaneous prose” and see if you can select the sort of details and characterizations that you 
see in the book.  
 
For the women in the class, give them the option of writing a few paragraphs from the point of 
view of any of the women in the book.  
 
(I might play some Charlie Parker during this exercise and see what happens.) 
 
 



First Day vs. Second Day of Discussion 
 

Many of the above questions could be addressed on either the first or second discussion day. If 
you stick with Part I on the first day, you do not see Sal and Dean traveling together, but you 
learn a good deal about the two. For the second day, you might discuss how Sal’s views develop 
towards Dean as he experiences more “on the road.” 
  
Other topics, probably for the second day:  
 

1. What is the role of spontaneity vs. planning in the road adventures of Dean and Sal? How 
do you plan your trips? Your life? Is this journey “on the road” a metaphor for life? 

 
2. What is the role of money in the book? Where do Sal and Dean get their money? How do 

they spend their money? Would it be easier or more difficult to be “oil the road” in the 
manner of Sal and Dean today, in terms of money?  

 
3. What is the role of health concerns in the book? Would health concerns be greater today? 

Explain. 
 

4. This road adventure takes place just 2-3 years after the end of WWII. What evidence can 
you find for this historical period in the thinking and experiences of the travelers?  

 
5. The following are questions that may spillover into Section Day, with an emphasis on 

review of the semester’s work:  
 

a. Compare and contrast Bashô and Kerouac, with all of the types of questions 
above (i.e., spontaneity vs. planning; money and expenses; places and people, 
etc.), and others, such as “past, present, and future” concerns. See on page 294: 
“For the first time in my life the weather … became me. The atmosphere and I 
became the same.”  

 
b. This is one of the few documents this semester (year) to be representative of 

American culture. Do you think it is a wise choice for our contribution to the 
Global Community?  

 
c. The other major American document is Their Eyes are Watching God. Is this a 

wise choice for one of two documents? (Of course, we also have a page on 
Madison and one on Sojourner Truth.) 

 
d. There are numerous parallels between the lives and careers of our two American 

authors, in addition to the fact that they are 20th century Americans with a 
connection to Florida. Which ones strike you?  

 
e. Is any character in On the Road “Machiavellian” or “Shakespearean”? 

 
f. What “truth” is expressed in On the Road? Is it beautiful? 


