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ABSTRACT 

Nobel Prize winner Czesãaw Miãosz is one of the most influential poets, prosiest, 
philosophers, and diplomats, his works spanning two centuries and multiple continents. 
Born in 1911, in what is now modern-day Lithuania, Miãosz spent most of his professional 
life in Europe including Poland and France. In 1960, fleeing the power of the communist 
regime, he found political asylum in California, teaching in the Slavic languages 
department at the University of California Berkley. The following paper examines 
Czesãaw Miãosz’s perspective on the radical West culture of the 1960s and ‘70s in his book 
Visions from San Francisco Bay. This work brings attention to previously unnoticed English 
mistranslations. I propose a new translation to reflect Miãosz’s original meaning, which 
changes the way English readers interpret his American experience as well as his book 
Visions from San Francisco Bay. Specifically, I consider two sets of Miãosz’s pros and cons 
which he crafted to describe the essence of his American experience, and one set of pros 
and cons I crafted from his writing to frame his experience. These juxtaposing pros and 
cons ultimately led him to the conclusion of the importance of richly interpreting one’s 
reality, especially in a time of change and uncertainty. By way of comparative literary 
analysis of Miãosz’s Visions and selected poems, we change the way we traditionally think 
of the ‘60s and ‘70s, realizing that instead of being a time of explosive interpretive 
energy, this was a time when Americans fell away from rich interpretation of their 
metaphysical realities.   

 

³« I chRRVe WR be aQ iQcRUSRUeal RQlRRkeU, RXWVide Whe V\VWeP, iQ fURQW Rf a VcUeeQ RQ 
Zhich Whe SlaQeW UeYRlYeV. IQ dRiQg, I lRVe Whe SRVVibiliW\ Rf diYidiQg WhiQgV iQWR ³abRYe´ 
aQd ³belRZ.´ Drawing a vertical line above me, I will not reach the boundary where the 
ZRUld eQdV aQd heaYeQ¶V VSheUeV begiQ WR ciUcle Whe WhURQe Rf GRd. NeiWheU Zill aQ\ SlXPb 
line allow me to bore deeply enough through the geological strata to come upon the 
caverns of hell. A seething infinity surrounds me on every side and eludes the powers of 
P\ PiQd.´ ² C]eVáaZ MiáRV], ³ReligiRQ aQd SSace´ (Visions from San Francisco Bay 30) 
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C]eVáaZ MiáRV], Whe PRliVh SReW, SURVieVW, ShilRVRSheU, aQd NRbel PUi]e ZiQQeU, ZaV born 
before the time of automobiles and wrote his last lines in the 21st century. His works cover a wide 
variety of times and places and examine the evolution of ideas and cultures. His American 
experience placed him in the heart of the western radical atmosphere. Teaching at UC Berkley 
dXUiQg Whe µ60V aQd µ70V VhaSed hiV APeUicaQ e[SeUieQce aV Zell aV hiV aQal\ViV Rf Whe eYRlYiQg 
American culture. Analyzing selected essays from his book Visions from San Francisco Bay, a 
memoir with autobiographical reflectiRQV, iQ WaQdeP ZiWh VelecWed SRePV ZUiWWeQ iQ Whe µ60V aQd 
µ70V, giYeV iQVighW iQWR hiV XQiTXe SeUVSecWiYe RQ ZeVWeUQ US cXlWXUe.  

In his book Visions from San Francisco Bay, MiáRV] PakeV Whe VWaWePeQW WhaW hiV APeUicaQ 
experience could be boiled down to WhUee VeWV Rf SURV aQd cRQV: ³fRU Whe VR called aYeUage PaQ, 
against the arrogance of intellectuals; for the Biblical tradition, against the search for individual 
RU cRllecWiYe QiUYaQa; fRU VcieQce aQd WechQRlRg\, agaiQVW Whe dUeaPV Rf SUiPeYal iQQRceQce´ (218). 
ThURXghRXW hiV bRRk aQd SReWU\ ZUiWWeQ dXUiQg Whe µ60V aQd µ70V, MiáRV] PakeV, ZhaW Pa\ VeeP 
at first glance, countless binary comparisons and blunt judgments of American social conditions. 
His sets of pros and cons are one such example. However, upon deeper reflection and analysis, 
MiáRV]¶V biQaU\ cRPSaUiVRQV iQVWead becRPe caUefXll\ cUafWed jX[WaSRViWiRQV, ZUiWWeQ iQ RUdeU WR 
provide a mental contrast between concepts and states of being and designed to engage and 
encourage the reader to richly interpret their own American experience. Olga Scherer, in her essay 
³TR UlUR ThURXgh SaQ FUaQciVcR Ba\,´ WacWfXll\ QRWiceV WhaW MiáRV] aYRidV biQaU\ aQd SRlaUi]iQg 
terms, such as communism/capitalism, left-wing/right-wing, myth/reality, and 
progressive/regresViYe, WR allRZ VSace fRU Whe UeadeU¶V RZQ cRQclXViRQV (684). IQ aQal\]iQg Visions 
from San Francisco Bay, and selected poems, I will discover that his thoughts and juxtapositions 
both encourage greater richness of interpretation and give insight into his own deeply reflective 
American experience that allowed him and others to form their metaphysical world views. 

The very title Visions from San Francisco Bay SUeVeQWV MiáRV]¶V fiUVW jX[WaSRViWiRQ. The ZRUdV 
³YiViRQV´ aQd ³YiViRQaU\´ eYRke Whe URPaQWic cRQceSW associated with the ethos of the 
cRXQWeUcXlWXUe WhaW MiáRV] RbVeUYed fURP GUi]]l\ Peak, hiV APeUicaQ hRPe aQd PRXQWaiQ, ZheUe 
hiV YiViRQV ZeUe iQVSiUed. A YiViRQaU\ iV defiQed aV RQe ZhR ³WhiQkV abRXW RU SlaQV Whe fXWXUe ZiWh 
iPagiQaWiRQ RU ZiVdRP´ (O[fRUd English Dictionary). In crafting juxtaposing pros and cons, 
MiáRV] Sla\V Whe URle Rf a SaUWiciSaWRU\ adYRcaWe fRU eQcRXUagiQg Whe iQWeUSUeWaWiRQ aQd gRRdQeVV 
Rf PaQkiQd, aV Whe RQl\ WUadiWiRQal dichRWRP\ he SURXdl\ UeWaiQV iV ³Whe baWWle Rf gRRd YeUVXV eYil,´ 
a cRQceSW ceQWUal WR XQdeUVWaQdiQg hiV YiViRQV. YeW, iQ Whe abRYe TXRWe fURP Whe chaSWeU ³ReligiRQ 
aQd SSace,´ he PakeV iW cleaU WhaW hiV URle iV WhaW Rf aQ RQlRRkeU ViWXaWed RXWVide Rf Whe V\VWeP. IW 
ZaV MiáRV]¶V deeSl\ held belief WhaW SReWV aQd ZUiters must distance themselves from the reality 
they capture. In his critique of Visions, eQWiWled ³RRd]iQQa APeUica´ (³KiQdUed APeUica´), liWeUaU\ 
cUiWic DaUiXV] PaZelec e[SUeVVeV ViPilaU VeQWiPeQWV, claiPiQg WhaW MiáRV] WakeV a XQiTXe VWaQd iQ 
writing his visions by never explicitly stating himself as the subject of his writing. This allows him 
to maintain distance and humility, thereby shifting the focus to the subject of America in an 
RbjecWiYe PaQQeU. TheUefRUe, iQ UeflecWiQg RQ MiáRV]¶V ZUiWiQg VW\le, it is important to recognize 
that his role in observing American life, and in composing these juxtapositions, is involved yet 
withdrawn²a complex engagement with culture.  
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 MRVW iPSRUWaQWl\, iQ Whe abRYe TXRWe fURP ³ReligiRQ aQd SSace,´ MiáRV] diVclaiPV What in 
composing these juxtapositions, his role as a visionary who is both involved in and removed from 
Whe V\VWeP iV QRW WR diYide WhiQgV WR ³abRYe´ aQd ³belRZ.´ ThaW iV, he dReV QRW Well XV ZhaW iV gRRd 
aQd eYil. B\ SaiUiQg diVViPilaU cRQceSWV like ³Biblical WUadiWiRQ´ aQd ³cRllecWiYe QiUYaQa,´ MiáRV] 
creates tensions to invite the reader to draw their own conclusions about what is good and what 
iV eYil iQ Whe aiPV Rf XQdeUVWaQdiQg WheiU RZQ PeWaSh\Vical UealiW\. The ³VeeWhiQg iQfiQiW\´ WhaW 
surrounds him on every side is space for the reader to make their own conclusions based on 
MiáRV]¶V SReWic SURVe.  

FOR RICHNESS, AGAINST POVERTY OF INTERPRETATION 

E[ceUSW fURP ³OQ CeQVRUVhiS´  

It would be naïve to forget the great poverty of current information and the various 
edits made by a censorship which works behind the scenes, but often in the open as well. 
ThaW, hRZeYeU, iV QRW a SRYeUW\ Rf ³facWV:´ Whe PRUe VhRckiQg Whe\ aUe Whe PRUe PaUkeWable. 
And so the imagination must accommodate pain, debasement, violence, poverty, the 
absurdity of beliefs and morals the whole world over, nothing is placated, nothing tamed 
b\ WhRXghW, Zhich, afWeU all, dReV cXUe XV Rf RXU aQ[ieW\ a liWWle if, aVkiQg ³Wh\,´ Ze UeceiYe 
aQ aQVZeU begiQQiQg ³BecaXVe.´ The ZRUld beaWV RQ XV like unreason incarnate, like the 
creation of some mad gigantic brain. Can one accept that entire burden and agree that 
ZhaW iV ViPSl\ iV, aQd WhaW¶V WhaW? OQe caQ, bXW RQl\ b\ UXPiQaWiQg iQ a VWaWe Rf bUXWiVh 
contemplation like a cow. If we are capable of compassion and at the same time are 
powerless, then we live in a state of desperate exasperation. Here surely is one of the causes 
of that ferocity which I have elsewhere called neo-Manichean. (Visions 113) 

I noticed, by reading the original text in Polish, that the above underlined sections were 
mistranslated by English interpreters and should read the following way: 

³IW ZRXld be QawYe WR fRUgeW Whe gUeaW SRYeUW\ Rf cXUUeQW iQfRUPaWiRQ aQd Whe YaUiRXV 
edits made by a censorship which works behind the scenes, but often in the open as well. 
That, however, is a poverty of interpretation, not a poverty of facts; the 
more shocking they are the more marketable. And so the imagination must 
accommodate pain, debasement, violence, poverty, the absurdity of beliefs and morals the 
whole world over, nothing is placated, but tamed by thought, which, after all, does cure 
XV Rf RXU aQ[ieW\ a liWWle if, aVkiQg ³Wh\,´ Ze UeceiYe aQ aQVZeU begiQQiQg ³BecaXVe.´ The 
world beats on us like unreason incarnate, like the creation of some mad gigantic brain. 
Can one accept that entire buUdeQ aQd agUee WhaW ZhaW iV ViPSl\ iV, aQd WhaW¶V WhaW? OQe 
can, but only by ruminating in a state of brutish contemplation like a cow. If we are capable 
of compassion and at the same time are powerless, then we live in a state of desperate 
exasperation. Here surely is one of the causes of that ferocity which I have elsewhere called 
neo-Manichean.´ (Visions 113) 
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IQ iQWURdXcWiRQ WR C]eVáaZ MiáRV]¶V APeUicaQ e[SeUieQce, iW iV iQVighWfXl WR cRQVideU hiV YieZV 
on censorship to better understand the rest of his insights and juxtapositions. In the above 
SaVVage, MiáRV] VhRckiQgl\ SRiQWV RXW WhaW ³a ceQVRUVhiS´ iV RccXUUiQg iQ Whe ³LaQd Rf Whe FUee.´ 
To understand this passage, it is of benefit to consider his personal experience with censorship. 
IQ hiV eaUl\ \eaUV, MiáRV] liYed aQd ZURWe iQ cRPPXQiVW PRlaQd, a cRXQWU\ WhaW ZRXld RfWeQ ceQVRU 
important facts, such as the deWailV VXUURXQdiQg Whe SecRQd WRUld WaU aWURciWieV like iQ Whe KaW\Ĕ 
forest- where Soviets executed masses of Polish officers and intelligentsia- or any form of speech 
challeQgiQg Whe VXSUePac\ Rf Whe cRPPXQiVW SaUW\ aQd iWV ideRlRg\. MiáRV] ZaV deeSl\ iQvolved 
iQ Na]i UeViVWaQce dXUiQg Whe UegiPe¶V RccXSaWiRQ Rf PRlaQd. He ZRUked iQ Whe PRliVh diSlRPaWic 
service, even serving in the Polish embassy in New York City, after which he became first secretary 
for cultural affairs in Paris where he sought political asylum in 1951. In 1960, with all of these 
e[SeUieQceV behiQd hiP, he iPPigUaWed WR Whe UQiWed SWaWeV (³C]eVáaZ MiáRV]´). WiWh WhiV 
SeUVSecWiYe iQ PiQd, iQ hiV eVVa\ ³OQ CeQVRUVhiS,´ MiáRV] SRiQWV RXW WhaW ceQVRUVhiS Rf facWV 
occurred throughout many cultures. For example, the European colonists censored the truth of 
the Trans-Atlantic slave trade route, and the Russians censored facts pertaining to the Siberian 
penal colonies. Thus, a censorship of facts, he concludes, occurred throughout history up until 
most recent times in America and abroad.  

The TXRWed e[ceUSW iV a cRQclXViRQ Rf MiáRV]¶V UeflecWiRQ RQ fUeedRP Rf VSeech aV RbVeUYed iQ 
America, his new homeland. He states in the beginning of the above passage, that censorship of 
facts is no longer a pURbleP iQ PRdeUQ VRcieW\. NRW RQl\ iQ MiáRV]¶V WiPe, bXW alVR WRda\, all Rf Whe 
PRVW gUXeVRPe facWV aUe SUeVeQWed iQ Whe Pedia. SRPe e[aPSleV MiáRV] eQcRXQWeUed iQ Whe 1960V 
included the Buddhist self-immolation in protest to the Vietnam War and the murder of a 
Vietcong prisoner of war by the chief of the Saigon police. He even points out how American media 
seeks out these gruesome facts in order to make revenue; shock factor equates to money. This, he 
asserts, is harmful, because the public becomes desensitized to ugliness, cruelty, suffering and 
evil. With the freedom to present the horrific facts of this world, we are compelled to 
accommodate their brutal and unfortunate reality in a very unproductive way. After all, at least 
we are receiving truthful facWV aQd UecRUdV. MiáRV] SRVWXlaWeV WhaW Whe SURbleP lieV iQ Whe facW WhaW 
iQ APeUica, WheUe iV a ³SRYeUW\´ Rf interpretations, not facts, an crucial detail missing from the 
English translation. OQe caQ UeVWaWe MiáRV]¶V RUigiQal liQe UefeUUiQg WR a ³SRYeUW\ Rf iQWeUSUeWaWiRQ´ 
as a censorship of interpretation because, in order to develop a state of poverty of interpretation, 
the interpretations must die at some point in the human thinking process. Originally absent from 
the English translation of Visions, this new translation including the poverty of interpretations 
changes the frame of his American experience and subsequent lessons for readers.  

AlWhRXgh QRW e[SliciWl\ VWaWed aV a ³SUR aQd cRQ,´ Whe cRQWUaVW Rf SRYeUW\ Rf iQWeUSUeWaWiRQ 
versus poverty of factV iV aUgXabl\ MiáRV]¶V PRVW iPSRUWaQW jX[WaSRViWiRQ. OQce RQe UeceiYeV Whe 
XQfRUWXQaWe facWV Rf WhiV ZRUld, MiáRV] aUgXeV, eYeQ if RQe ZaQWed WR XVe cRPSaVViRQ aV a 
motivating force for change, one is unable to interpret them as the imagination constrains the 
mind. This suggests that censorship of interpretations is more dangerous than the mere 
censorship of facts. The juxtaposition between facts and interpretations is essential to understand 
his main argument that Americans are failing to interpret their own reality. Without richness of 
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interpretation, we cannot change reality or find ways to alleviate its atrocities: we can only 
³UXPiQaWe iQ a VWaWe Rf bUXWiVh cRQWePSlaWiRQ like a cRZ.´ ThiV deVcUiSWiRQ Rf RXU helSleVVQeVV 
demonstrates that censoring our own interpretations reduces us to the state of an animal. We are 
prevented from voicing our opinions and exercising our values, the very essence of what makes us 
human. As a result of this censorship, one cannot interpret the painful facts of the turbulent µ60V, 
including wars, protests, and social movements, to help steer the public opinion. We are helpless, 
aQd, aV MiáRV] VWaWeV, ³liYe iQ a VWaWe Rf deVSeUaWe e[aVSeUaWiRQ.´ IQ WhiV VeQVe, Whe Velf-imposed 
censorship of interpretations becomes the most dangerous form of censorship yet. 

AlWhRXgh QRW diUecWl\ addUeVVed b\ MiáRV], iW iV iPSRUWaQW WR h\SRWheVi]e abRXW Whe PechaQiVP 
by which this censorship occurs. It seems that registering brutal facts directly leads to a paucity 
of interpretation. In other words, the registration of shocking facts and unfortunate realities shuts 
down imagination in the human mind, suggesting that this is ultimately a form of self-inflicted 
ceQVRUVhiS. ThiV iV aSSaUeQW iQ RQe Rf MiáRV]¶V aQecdRWeV RUigiQall\ e[SUeVVed iQ a leWWeU sent 
dXUiQg hiV WiPe aW BeUkele\ WR Whe PRliVh ZUiWeU aQd SRliWical acWiYiVW JeU]\ GiedUR\c. MiáRV] ZURWe 
of a time he entered campus with a gas mask in hopes of protecting himself from the dense 
California smog. To his great horror and surprise, no one laughed, looked, or said a single word 
iQ UeacWiRQ WR hiV aSSeaUaQce, aV if SaVViQg b\ aQ eYeU\da\ RccXUUeQce. IQ hiV leWWeU, MiáRV] 
compares this lack of interpretation to the state of brutish contemplation of a cow as it chews cud 
(Franaszek 876). This is aQRWheU illXViRQ WR Whe VWaWe Rf helSleVVQeVV deVcUibed iQ hiV chaSWeU ³OQ 
CeQVRUVhiS´ aV a ³VWaWe Rf bUXWiVh cRQWePSlaWiRQ like a cRZ.´ AgaiQ, WhiV VWRU\ VXggeVWV WhaW 
registering strange facts and uncomfortable realities may be causally related to a paucity of 
iQWeUSUeWaWiRQ. ThiV VeePV VWUaQgel\ RXW Rf liQe ZiWh Whe e[SlRViYe iQWeUSUeWiYe cXlWXUe Rf Whe µ60V. 
One may argue that the student radicals, black revolutionaries, and social activists all used 
interpretation of the American political reality as a Yehicle fRU VRcial chaQge. HRZeYeU, MiáRV] 
belieYed WhaW PaQ\ Rf WheVe VWXdeQW acWiYiVW gURXSV ZeUe bXW V\PSWRPV Rf \RXQg SeRSle¶V iQabiliW\ 
to interpret their own reality leading to great levels of social and spiritual distress. Instead, they 
were merel\ fRllRZiQg SRliWical ³faVhiRQV.´   

The fact that interpretations are self-censored and that we are thus powerless over our destiny 
shows that Americans have both freedom of facts and speech, without freedom of interpretation. 
MiáRV] caPe WR APeUica fleeiQg the persecution of communist censorship, looking for a new world 
in which he had the freedom to express not only hard facts, but also interpretations. Facts and 
ideas without internalization by interpretation contribute to a decline in social morality. MiáRV] 
alerts the reader to the silent self-inflicted danger of the poverty of interpretations, as without 
interpretation, there is no meaning, insight, or honest enthusiasm towards the common good. His 
open-ended reflections in Visions are predicated on this concept. Polish author Olga Scherer, in 
heU eVVa\ ³TR UlUR WhURXgh SaQ FUaQciVcR Ba\,´ VWaWeV WhaW ³MiáRV] UecRgQi]eV WheiU [cXlWXUal 
products of 20th century America] non-instinctive, purely artificial character but makes such 
³YiViRQV´ VeUYe aV a VSUingboard for pondering the function of instinct immanent in individual 
VWUiYiQg, eVSeciall\ iQ eYeU\WhiQg WhaW WRXcheV XSRQ UeligiRXV faiWh´ (682). NRW RQl\ iV UichQeVV Rf 
iQWeUSUeWaWiRQ MiáRV]¶V aUgXPeQW WhURXghRXW Visions, but also the importance of interpretation 
and creative inquiry is built into the very style of his writing. His juxtapositions are not limiting 
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human interpretation but rather serve as a leaping-off point to new reflections, personal moral 
judgements, and open-minded thoughts²his goal to bring people closer to their own inner truth 
and metaphysical reality.  

“FOR BIBLICAL TRADITION, AGAINST THE SEARCH FOR INDIVIDUAL OR 
COLLECTIVE NIRVANA” 

MiáRV] deVcUibeV Whe PRYePeQWV Rf Whe 1960V iQ Whe fRllRZiQg Za\: ³The PaQ\ WhRXVaQdV Rf 
meetings, sit-ins, anti-war marches, attract both those restoring bohemia on a mass scale and 
WhRVe ZhR aUe acWiYiVWV aQd RUgaQi]eUV b\ WePSeUaPeQW´ (Visions 127). In his review of the political 
ViWXaWiRQ iQ BeUkele\ aQd Whe UeVW Rf APeUica, MiáRV] ePShaVi]eV WZR cRQcepts: the resurgence of 
the bohemia as a fashion and the participation in political activism as a result of temperament or 
ePRWiRQ. I Zill e[SlRUe Whe ³faVhiRQable bRhePia´ RU cRXQWeUcXlWXUe, aV aQ e[aPSle Rf cUeaWiQg 
collective nirvana and as a juxtapositiRQ WR Biblical WUadiWiRQ aV e[SUeVVed iQ MiáRV]¶V SUR aQd cRQ 
³fRU Biblical TUadiWiRQ, agaiQVW Whe VeaUch fRU iQdiYidXal RU cRllecWiYe QiUYaQa (Visions 218).´ In his 
eVVa\ ³The FRUPleVV aQd Whe NeZ,´ MiáRV] deVcUibeV WhiV eYeU-popular counterculture fashion as 
Whe UiVe Rf a QeZ bRhePia WhaW RUigiQall\ deYelRSed iQ EXURSe: ³CRXld I be ZiWQeVViQg a UebiUWh Rf 
fin de siècle bohemia? Everything, the dress, the disgust for the average man, the philosophical 
UeYeUieV, ZRXld iQdicaWe WhaW I aP´ (Visions 125). He concludes that this rebirth of the European 
bohemia is a reflexive reaction to the ever-gURZiQg PachiQe Zhich iV APeUica¶V deYelRSPeQW aQd 
onset of automation; it is a symptom of Americans lacking the capabilities to metabolize their 
quickly industrializing and developing environment. 

OQce MiáRV] eVWabliVheV Whe hiVWRUical VigQificaQce Rf Whe cRXQWeUcXlWXUe, he VeekV WR e[SlRUe 
Whe cRQceSW Rf bRhePiaQ cRXQWeUcXlWXUe aV a faVhiRQ. He VWaWeV iQ Whe begiQQiQg liQeV Rf ³The 
FRUPleVV aQd Whe NeZ,´ ³If I did not live here, where fashions, both intellectual and otherwise 
originate and then spread across the whole of America, I would be probably asking myself 
VRPeZhaW diffeUeQW TXeVWiRQV´ (Visions 122). This sentence makes an initial bold claim that he 
considers many of the political movements, including the counterculture, to be nothing other than 
SRliWical aQd iQWellecWXal faVhiRQV. MiáRV] cRQWiQXeV: 

Different varieties of subcultures appear and disappear as shown by the so-called 
Existentialists who congregated in Parisian caves right after the Second World War. In 
most striking forms, the movement I am discussing is just such a transitory subculture, or 
rather it is one that melts into the general flow of fashion. It is important only in that it is 
one of the symptoms of America's split into two mutually hostile parts. (Visions 124) 

MiáRV] chaUacWeUi]eV Whe cRXQWeUcXlWXUe PRYePeQW aV a faVhiRQ, a PeUe WUaQViWRU\ V\PSWRP Rf 
APeUica¶V SRliWical cliPaWe. WiWh WhiV, Whe TXeVWiRQ PXVW be SRVed: dReV Whe facW What this political 
PRYePeQW iV a ³faVhiRQ´ VXSSRUW RU UefXWe Whe idea WhaW Whe µ60V fRVWeUed e[SlRViYel\ iQWeUSUeWiYe 
eQeUgieV? AccRUdiQg WR MiáRV]¶V SeUVSecWiYe, iW ZRXld UefXWe WhiV cRPPRQl\ held belief. B\ 
chaUacWeUi]iQg Whe PRYePeQWV Rf Whe µ60V aV faVhions, he implies that by joining these fashions, 
young people are thoughtlessly jumping onto the social bandwagon instead of interpreting and 
coming to terms with their reality. He notes that even the quality of this new bohemia has 
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dramatically changed since its original birth in Europe in that it is less genuine and more 
fashionable. It is, rather, a historical joke. A rebellion against the growing machine, which is 
industrialized America, instead of an honest interest in the original bohemian philosophy of love, 
frugality, and voluntary poverty. This further suggests that these movements did not arise from 
Whe iQWeUSUeWiYe cXlWXUe Rf Whe µ60V bXW fURP a UeacWiRQaU\ aWWiWXde Rf PaQ\ \RXQg APeUicaQV. ThiV 
iV Whe fiUVW VeQVe iQ Zhich MiáRV]¶V APeUicaQ e[SeUieQce SiWWed hiP agaiQVW Whe ³cRllecWiYe 
QiUYaQa,´ Whe cRllecWiYe faVhiRQV Rf Whe µ60V.  

 IQ Whe abRYe blRck TXRWaWiRQ, MiáRV] Sla\V aQ iPSRUWaQW URle aV a YiViRQaU\. He SUedicWV 
that America will split into two mutually hostile parts. Journalist, publicist, and literary critic 
Renata GRUc]\ĔVka, iQ heU eVVa\ ³WLd]eQLa Nad ZaWRNą SaQ FUaQcLVcR PR TU]\d]ieVWX LaWach´ 
(³Visions from San Francisco Bay ThiUW\ YeaUV LaWeU´), SRViWV WhaW MiáRV] iQaccXUaWel\ SUedicWed 
the bifurcation of American culture into mass cXlWXUe aQd cRXQWeUcXlWXUe. IQ GyUc]\ĔVka¶V 
assessment, although many flower children and hippies are alive today, they have quietly 
assimilated into society, and most radical groups have retreated from terrorism (140). One could 
agree with her assessment. Even though political demonstrations in times of unrest still occur, 
and some bohemian fashions are still present today, neither have occurred on the mass scale 
RbVeUYed dXUiQg Whe µ60V aQd µ70V. IQ WhiV iQVWaQce, MiáRV] did QRW SUedicW Whe fXWXUe ZiWh 
foresight, allowing the audience who reads his work years later to understand that he was not an 
iQfallible ³YiViRQaU\.´ He ZaV VhaUiQg hiV YiViRQV, hiV WhRXghWV, aV he e[SeUieQced life iQ APeUica, 
as a human. To err is human. However, his assessment of the bohemia as a fashion is insightful, 
as today the cultural bohemia has disintegrated, suggesting that it was indeed transitory.  

OQce MiáRV] eVWabliVheV Whe facW WhaW Whe bRhePiaQ cRXQWeUcXlWXUe ZaV QRWhiQg RWheU WhaQ a 
fashion, he then characterizes it as a collective movement that seeks to create a condition of 
nirvana: a state of future innocence. He writes,  

«WheUe alVR deYelRSed aQ eQRUPRXV XQdeUgURXQd PaUkeW fRU ³cRQVciRXVQeVV-
e[SaQdiQg´ VXbVWaQceV; Whe chXUch aQd V\QagRgXe ZeUe eTXaWed ZiWh Whe PeQWal inertia 
of the older generation, and the alcohol culture was seen as the symbol of its customs; 
therefore, the renunciation of alcohol and its replacement by the marijuana culture had 
the distinct features of cementing a group, especially since absurd legislation caused the 
herd to acquire its prophets and martyrs. (MiáRV], Visions 123) 

MiáRV] SRiQWV RXW WhaW Whe bRhePiaQV had aQ RYeUZhelPiQg deViUe WR e[SaQd WheiU PiQdV ZiWh 
the use of drugs. In this way, drug culture itself creates a collective nirvana. Importantly, he 
introduces the juxtaposition of nirvana to Biblical tradition. He notices that the bohemians 
replace Biblical tradition with their own prophets and martyrs (leaders and role models) and 
replace the Biblical mental inertia represented in the church and synagogue with their drug 
iQdXced ³e[SaQded cRQVciRXVQeVV.´ IQVWead Rf e[SaQdiQg WheiU PiQdV b\ VSiUiWXal UeflecWiRQ aQd 
interpretation, they do so with drugs, suggesting that they are spiritually lost. Even the use of the 
ZRUd ³heUd,´ MiáRV]¶V consecutive illusion to cows, implies that the bohemians are a self-directed 
group who follow each other blindly in trying to navigate their American reality. Like a group of 
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trailing cattle, they lack reference to a moral compass and the agency to practice independent 
reflection and deeper interpretation.  

MiáRV] belieYeV Whe bRhePiaQV VRXghW WhiV QeZ QiUYaQa, RU ideal VWaWe, aV a cRSiQg PechaQiVP 
to create a futuristic mental and spiritual paradise for themselves. He observed among bohemians 
a«  

«struggle between the desire to believe and the inability to, as when you have almost 
caught a butterfly and ended up with a handful of air. I do not understand why we have 
allowed ourselves to be cowed by fashion and have relinquished important fundamental 
inquiries so that only churchmen, intimidated and constrained by their defenses, will at 
times admit to their religious troubles. (Visions 33) 

His review of the counterculture as that of a transitory fashion reveals the state of religious 
trouble the bohemians developed by jumping onto the social and political bandwagon. In the 
process, they lost the fundamental right of inquiry. In other words, they lost the fundamental right 
of interpreting their reality and spirituality, leading them to hopelessly create future nirvanas for 
themselves with the use of conscious-e[SaQdiQg dUXgV. NRWice WhaW MiáRV] iV QRW ³fRU Biblical 
WUadiWiRQ´ ViPSl\ becaXVe he iV a WUadiWiRQaliVW RU XQZilliQg WR adRSW a SURgUeVViYe PiQdVeW. 
Instead, by providing the mental contrast between the importance of Biblical tradition and the 
ePeUgiQg bRhePia, MiáRV] eQcRXUageV UeadeUV WR iQWeUSUeW aQd iQTXiUe iQ aQ effRUW WR UefRUP WheiU 
own metaphysical reality. Even though it may prove difficult, he wants us to use our imagination 
and the power of our thoughts, not drugs and short-lived intellectual fashions, to transform our 
minds. 

The iPSRUWaQce Rf UeligiRQ iQ XQdeUVWaQdiQg RQe¶V Slace ZiWhiQ Whe XQiYeUVe iV alVR SUeYaleQW 
WhURXghRXW MiáRV]¶V SReWU\ ZUiWWeQ dXUiQg hiV WiPe aW BeUkele\. MiáRV] wrote a poem peppered 
ZiWh ViPilaU jX[WaSRViWiRQV eQWiWled ³TheViV aQd CRXQWeU-ThesiV´ (New and Collected Poems 236). 

²Love of God is love of self. 

The stars and the seas are gilled by precious I 

Sweet as a pillow and a sucked thumb. 

 

²It would be most unflattering for adorning men 

If the grasshopper chirping in the warm grass 

Could glorify that attribute called Being 

In a general manner, without referring to its own persona 

CRPSaUiQg Whe hXPaQ PiQd WR WhaW Rf a gUaVVhRSSeU, MiáRV] cUeaWeV aQRWheU jX[WaSRViWiRQ, 
just as he did with the cow in a brutish state of contemplation in his letter to Giedroyc and in his 
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eVVa\ ³OQ CeQVRUVhiS.´ ThiV iV aQRWheU e[aPSle Rf highlighWiQg Whe superior mental capacities of 
humans over animals in the sense that humans have an innate ability to acknowledge and 
interpret their reality and existence, which is tied hand in hand with acknowledging their 
spirituality; if one loves oneself, one loves God. The juxtaposition between the mindless fashions 
of the counterculture and careful spiritual reflection makes it evident how we fall short of 
interpreting the facts and analyzing the state of our mental and spiritual existence. This ends in 
great human VXffeUiQg aV UeSUeVeQWed iQ Whe WXUbXleQW eQYiURQPeQW Rf Whe µ60V aQd µ70V. PURfeVVRU 
Rf RRPaQWic PRliVh LiWeUaWXUe ElĪbieWa KiĞlak, iQ heU eVVa\ ³ViViRQV fURP SaQ FUaQciVcR Ba\,´ alVR 
UecRgQi]eV Whe iPSRUWaQce Rf MiáRV]¶V XVe Rf UeligiRXV WhePeV aV a Za\ of restoring man back to a 
position of sacral order and stability during this troubled time in American history. She agrees 
WhaW MiáRV] VWUeVVeV Whe Qeed fRU UeligiRQ aV a VRlXWiRQ WR Whe diViQWegUaWiRQ Rf UeligiRXV 
imagination in America. In the process of dRiQg VR, iW iV iPSRUWaQW WR QRWe WhaW MiáRV] dReV QRW 
impose his Christian faith as the universal faith, but instead he invites the reader to step into a 
spiritual mindset, encouraging them to interpret and gain insight into their own perception of the 
world. 

“FOR SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY, AGAINST THE DREAMS OF PRIMEVAL 
INNOCENCE”  

IQ Whe VXcceediQg SUR aQd cRQ, MiáRV] agaiQ cRQWUaVWV WZR diVViPilaU QRWiRQV: VcieQce aQd 
technology versus primeval innocence. First, it is important to establish what is meant by 
³SUiPeYal iQQRceQce.´ IQ hiV eVVa\ ³AgRQ\ Rf Whe WeVW,´ MiáRV] PakeV Whe fRllRZiQg VWaWePeQW: 

«alPRVW fURP iWV begiQQiQg, alPRVW aW iWV fRXQdaWiRQ, APeUica dUeaPed Rf AUcadia, Rf 
harmonious life in concord with nature, of the self-sufficient individual, happy and honest 
only when he takes just as much as he needs from nature with his ax and riffle, shunning 
society and the always-corrupt state. Whitman too, glorified this Adam. (Visions 121) 

Since its European colonization, America was founded as a dwelling for those looking 
retrospectively to a time of perfection similar to the time before the fall of man in paradise. As an 
RbVeUYeU, MiáRV] deYelRSV a VWURQg VeQVe WhaW APeUicaQV lRQged WR UegUeVV iQ WiPe WR Whe VWaWe Rf 
ideal happiness that existed in the times of the perfect man, Adam. In this moment, it is pivotal 
WR ackQRZledge Whe eYRlYiQg QaWXUe Rf MiáRV]¶V jX[WaSRViWiRQV. AlWhRXgh hiV VeWV Rf SURV aQd cRQV 
seem to be clearly delineated and separate from one another, all of a sudden, Biblical tradition re-
enters the stage and interacts with dreams of primeval innocence, which are related to both 
nirvana and VcieQce aQd WechQRlRg\. MiáRV]¶V VW\le cUeaWeV a XQiTXe abVWUacWiRQ b\ 
interconnecting these concepts on the most fundaPeQWal PeWaSh\Vical leYel. HeUe, MiáRV] SRiQWV 
RXW WZR SRSXlaU liQeV Rf WhiQkiQg RbVeUYed iQ APeUicaQ VRcieW\ dXUiQg Whe µ60V aQd µ70V: 
individuals either looked to create a future state of perfection and happiness (nirvana) or to re-
create a state of perfecWiRQ befRUe Whe fall Rf PaQ (SUiPeYal iQQRceQce). AlRQg WheVe liQeV, MiáRV] 
repeatedly invokes the bohemia to illustrate the juxtaposition between science and technology 
and the dream of primeval innocence. AV he ZUiWeV iQ ³The FRUPleVV aQd Whe NeZ,´ 
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«fRr the average American citizen, at this current level, freedom from all work would 
WhUeaWeQ PadQeVV; eYeQ aVVXPiQg WhaW AdaP¶V bXUdeQ cRXld be lifWed aQd he cRXld UeWXUQ 
to paradise, all the hours he had spent running around to make a living could not be filled 
by sex, fishing, and stamp collecting. This new movement could thus seem to be a sign of 
PaQ¶V iQVWiQcWiYe abiliW\ WR adaSW WR cRQVWaQWl\ chaQgiQg ciUcXPVWaQceV; Whe ShilRVRShical 
and poetic bohemians always knew how to find multitude of interesting ways to spend 
their time, managing without the yoke, which, in their opinion, rightly burdens the stupid 
squares. (MiáRV], Visions 126) 

By devising a plethora of ways of spending time other than participating in the burgeoning 
American machine, the countercXlWXUe PRYePeQW Rf Whe µ60V aQd µ70V cUeaWed a cRSiQg 
mechanism for those unwilling or unable to metabolize the reality of the rapidly industrializing 
APeUicaQ lifeVW\le. HRZeYeU, MiáRV] SRViWV, eYeQ if WheVe PRdeUQ bXUdeQV ZeUe lifWed, aQd PaQ 
returned to a state of perfection, man could not possibly make up for lost time, suggesting that 
these efforts to return to a state of primeval innocence are futile. 

Of important detail is the sentiment that part of the longing to return to primeval innocence 
was a deViUe fRU ³haUPRQiRXV life iQ cRQcRUd ZiWh QaWXUe´ (MiáRV], Visions 121). MiáRV] ZaUQV 
against becoming swept up in the consolation of nature in the following excerpt from his poem 
³CRXQVelV´ (New and Collected Poems 237): 

And yet the Earth merits a bit, a tiny bit, of affection. 

Note that I take too seriously consolations of nature, 

and baroque ornaments, the moon, chubby clouds 

(alWhRXgh iW¶V beaXWifXl ZheQ biUd-cherries blossom on the banks of the Willa). 

No, I would advise to keep further from Nature, 

from persistent images of infinite space, 

of infinite time, from snails poisoned 

on a path in a garden, just like our armies. 

 

There is so much death, and that is why affection 

for pigtails, bright-colored skirts in the wind, 

for paper boats no more dXUable WhaQ Ze aUe« 

MiáRV] QXPbeUed hiPVelf aPRQg lRYeUV Rf QaWXUe, WR Whe SRiQW WhaW ZheQ ZUiWiQg RQ iWV VXbjecW, 
he ZUiWeV ³NaWXUe´ ZiWh a caSiWal N, ViPilaUl\ WR ZheQ ZUiWiQg RQ Whe VXbjecW Rf ³GRd,´ caSiWal G. 
However, in the context of looking to nature for consolation and spiritual comfort, as was popular 
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among those looking back to a time of primeval innocence, he points out that nature is full of 
death, infinite, unknown spaces, and shifty stakeouts represented in the poisoned snails. Looking 
to the ethereal and the primeval as a spiritual compass is a dangerous and slippery slope to 
deVWUXcWiRQ, aV Whe fRUPeU aUe fUagile aQd XQceUWaiQ. FRU Whe fiUVW WiPe, MiáRV] UeYalXeV Whe 
PeaQiQg Rf hiV belRYed ³NaWXUe.´ AlWhRXgh he adPiUeV iWV beaXW\ fURP afaU, he leaUQV QRW WR Uely 
RQ iW aV hiV VRle VSiUiWXal gXide. IQ WhiV Za\, he diVcRYeUV a PiVWUXVW fRU QaWXUe¶V cRQVRlaWiRQ.  

MiáRV] jX[WaSRVeV dUeaPV Rf SUiPeYal iQQRceQce ZiWh VcieQce aQd WechQRlRg\. ThiV 
juxtaposition is unique because when discussing the topic of science and techQRlRg\, MiáRV] 
caQQRW aYRid iQWegUaWiQg Whe WRSicV Rf QaWXUe aQd GRd agaiQ. The PaiQ aUgXPeQW iQ hiV eVVa\ ³OQ 
Whe EffecWV Rf Whe NaWXUal ScieQceV´ iV WhaW GRd iV iQ QaWXUe, aQd QaWXUe iV iQ PaQ; iW iV iPSRVVible 
to separate the three. Most importantly, he ackQRZledgeV WhaW GRd¶V PajeVW\ aQd haQdiZRUk caQ 
be seen in the smallest biological processes like germination, flowering, fructification, etc. 
Through discovering these biological processes with the help of science and technology, mankind 
also discoveUed WhaW he iV RQl\ SaUW Rf a ³VeW Rf giYeQ, Uead\-Pade elePeQWV´ (MiáRV], Visions 21).  

WiWh Whe deYelRSPeQW Rf Whe TheRU\ Rf EYRlXWiRQ, MiáRV] aUgXeV, PaQ diVcRYeUed WhaW he 
descended from the monkey. As a result, man developed an attitude of anger and offended dignity, 
realizing that he is not superior to nature, rather that he is QaWXUe (MiáRV], Visions 23). Because 
mankind discovered the paralyzing animal in himself, he moves away from seeking harmony with 
QaWXUe aQd iV fRUced WR Veek ³GRd¶V SSiUiW,´ bXW accRUdiQg WR MiáRV], GRd iV ZiWhdUaZiQg fURP Whe 
lives of modern man and is losing His attributes in the 20th century (Visions 25). ThiV, MiáRV] 
VXggeVWV, caXVeV Whe ³SSiUiW´ WR be RQl\ hXPaQ, Zhich fRUceV PaQ WR diVWiQgXiVh beWZeeQ gRRd aQd 
evil himself. ThiV Pa\ VeeP aQ XQXVXal WhiQg fRU VXch a deeSl\ VSiUiWXal PaQ like MiáRV] WR Va\, 
yet it is a humbling discovery in two ways. First, there is no need to dream of a time of primeval 
innocence, since man is nature himself. Second, and most importantly, the development of 
science and technology is valuable in the sense that, in discovering deeply held secrets about the 
origin of man; it forced people to interpret and discern their own realities, gain distance from 
religious tradition, and distinguish good from evil themselves. Faith and religion mean nothing 
ZiWhRXW Whe abiliW\ WR iQWeUSUeW. MaQkiQd PXVW e[SeUieQce a dUaPaWic diVWaQciQg fURP ³Whe SSiUiW´ 
WR leaUQ WheVe VkillV. MiáRV]¶V jX[WaSRViWiRQV eQcRXUage APeUicaQ VRcieW\ WR UeYalXe Whe WUXWh aQd 
substance of the founding principles of American life: religion, nature, and now science. This yet 
again encourages the reader toward a greater interpretation of their reality.   

A CALL TO REINTERPRET AND REVALUATE 

MiáRV]¶V jX[WaSRViWiRQV iQ Visions from San Francisco Bay and selected poems, both encourage 
greater richness of interpretations and provide insight into his deeply reflective American 
experience that allowed him and others to form their metaphysical world views. Although his sets 
of pros and cons seemed to be specifically delineated in the beginning, by way of comparative 
analysis, it becomes clear that not only are they contrasting, but they are also deeply 
iQWeUcRQQecWed. FRU MiáRV], GRd, QaWXUe, VcieQce, aQd PaQ aUe iQVeSaUable. ThiV SRiQWV WR Whe 
cRQclXViRQ WhaW MiáRV] Uichl\ iQWeUSUeWed hiV own American experience and revalued the concepts 
he held dear. He discussed in detail the authority of science and the significance of the Theory of 
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Evolution, and the dangers of putting all trust in nature versus the benefits of re-defiQiQg RQe¶V 
VSiUiWXaliW\. IQ Whe SURceVV, MiáRV] eQcRXUageV hiV UeadeUV WR dR Whe VaPe. IQ UeadiQg hiV 
reflections we change our thinking. As American novelist Jonathan Safran Foer once wrote, ³GRRd 
writers are pleasing, very goRd ZUiWeUV Pake \RX feel aQd WhiQk, gUeaW ZUiWeUV Pake \RX chaQge´ 
(Schulz ix). By creating uniquely interconnected juxtapositions to encourage Americans and 
readers of Visions from San Francisco Bay WRZaUdV gUeaWeU aQd UicheU iQWeUSUeWaWiRQ, MiáRV] 
changeV RXU XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf Whe µ60V aQd µ70V. NR lRQgeU dR Ze XQdeUVWaQd WhiV SeUiRd aV a WiPe 
of diversely interpretive energies, but rather as a time in American history when Americans fell 
away from deeper reflection and interpretation of the fundamentals of human existence. This begs 
Whe TXeVWiRQ: iQ WRda\¶V SRliWical aQd VRcial cliPaWe, aUe Ze UeiQWeUSUeWiQg aQd UeYalXiQg Whe 
fundamental concepts that construct the foundations of our 21st century American society?  
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