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Haiku and Ockham’s Razor:
The Example of Jack Kerouac
Mike Spikes
)
efinitions of haiku are legion, ranging from the highly restric
tive — those that insist on the presence of such elements as a
fixed syllabic structure, seasonal references, and concentration on
NATURE  TO THE OPEN ENDED EXEMPLIlED BY #YRIL #HILDS WHO ARGUES
that “‘haiku’ is an ephemeral term — its meaning has evolved and will
continue to evolve.… The boundaries of ‘haiku’ are grey and there is
no means for us to clearly separate a haiku poem from any other poem”
  7HILE IT IS CERTAINLY TRUE THAT EXAMPLES OF EXCELLENT HAIKU CAN BE
found that stand as exceptions to the most restrictive definitions of
the form, thereby suggesting that such definitions are too narrow and
limited, it is also true that there is at least one general characteristic of
haiku that is, despite Childs’s claim to the contrary, a constant: brevity.
)F ONE PERUSES BOOKS OF HAIKU OR MAJOR HAIKU JOURNALS SUCH AS Frogpond
and Modern Haiku, one quickly discovers that virtually none of the
poems — whether in one, three, or more lines — exceeds twenty total
syllables. Many, in fact, are considerably shorter than the convention
ally prescribed seventeen syllables. Jim Kacian has recently argued that
in its most contemporary incarnation, “Haiku has evolved beyond its
EARLY STAGES INTO SOMETHING LEANER STRONGER SHARPERv   (E IDENTI
lES THE hMONOKUv  A SEVERELY COMPRESSED ONE LINE POEM EVEN RICHER
in implications than the average traditional haiku — as one of the more
interesting and aesthetically productive directions haiku has taken in
RECENT YEARS n  4HE MOST DISTINGUISHING TRAIT OF HAIKU  PERHAPS
the form’s only invariable — would seem to be its pronounced linguis
tic economy, an economy that has only been intensified over the past
decade or so by leading haiku poets.
)N WHAT FOLLOWS ) WILL ARGUE THAT THIS LINGUISTIC ECONOMY ALLOWS
things to happen in haiku that cannot occur in longer works, such
AS NOVELS SHORT STORIES OR LENGTHY LYRIC POEMS -ORE PARTICULARLY )
will attempt to show, by drawing on a famous Medieval philosophical
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PRINCIPLE  /CKHAMS 2AZOR  THAT THE CONCISENESS OF HAIKU ENABLES
them to achieve an aesthetically satisfying truth and simplicity, and at
the same time an intellectually stimulating suggestiveness and com
plexity, of which no other genre is capable. A very brief comparison
and contrast of a haiku and a novel written by the same author and
that treat the same theme will serve to illustrate my claim that less can
BE MORE 3PECIlCALLY ) WILL SHOW WHAT *ACK +EROUAC IS ABLE TO DO WITH
A PARTICULAR IDEA IN HIS TRADITIONAL THREE LINE HAIKU h%ARLY MORNING YEL
LOW mOWERS  4HINKING ABOUT 4HE DRUNKARDS OF -EXICOv  THAT
he is unable to accomplish with it in On the Road, his most famous
work of fiction.
))
hough THE .EW #RITICISM HAS LONG BEEN OUT OF VOGUE AND
ROUNDLY ATTACKED IN LITERARY THEORY CIRCLES CERTAIN .EW #RITI
cal principles nonetheless remain eminently sensible and supremely
useful. Chief among these is one developed by Cleanth Brooks in
his seminal essay “The Heresy of Paraphrase,” the eleventh chapter
OF HIS  BOOK The Well Wrought Urn. Here Brooks argues that a
poem — and by “poem” he implies any poetic, literary text, whether
that text be in verse or prose — cannot be reduced to a brief, abstract
SUMMATION OF ITS THEME OR MEANING )N FACT HE GOES SO FAR AS TO SUG
gest that it is even a mistake to equate detailed analyses of poems
with poems themselves. Brooks observes “the reader may well ask:
is it not possible to frame a proposition, or a statement, which will
ADEQUATELY REPRESENT THE TOTAL MEANING OF THE POEMv   !ND HE
very commonsensically responds: “The answer must be that the poet
himself obviously did not [think so] … else he would not have had to
WRITE HIS POEMv   )F THERE WERE NOTHING OTHER TO THE LANGUAGE OF
the poem than what might be captured in a paraphrase of it — than
IN IDEAS NO MATTER HOW BRIEmY OR ELABORATELY DETAILED DERIVED FROM
the text’s actual words — then the poet would surely not have wasted
time writing the poem but would have instead simply presented his
or her conclusions in straightforward expository prose, in a para
phrase of some sort.
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/BVIOUSLY IT IS POSSIBLE TO DERIVE THEMES AND CONCERNS FROM POEMS
Brooks readily recognizes that for certain purposes paraphrase, even
of the abbreviated and abstract sort, is not only admissible but rec
ommended, most useful. “The point is surely not that we cannot de
scribe adequately enough for many purposes what the poem in general
IS @ABOUT AND WHAT THE GENERAL EFFECT OF THE POEM ISv  "ROOKS
writes. “We can very properly use paraphrases as pointers and short
HAND REFERENCES PROVIDED WE KNOW WHAT WE ARE DOINGv n  !ND
OF COURSE "ROOKS AND THE .EW #RITICS FAMOUSLY MADE THEIR LIVINGS BY
meticulously analyzing literary texts, by translating them into detailed
interpretive paraphrases. Brooks’s aim, then, is clearly not to argue that
commentary, of either the abbreviated or extended type, is pointless.
Rather, it is to acknowledge and highlight the fact that there is some
thing special and unique about the actual words of a poem. The poem’s
words are richer in connotations and play out a more complex drama
THAN THE WORDS OF AN EXPOSITORY PROSE WORK    4HAT IS TO SAY
poetic language incarnates and expresses themes and concerns in a way
that transforms them into something other and more than they are in
THEIR PROSE PARAPHRASE )N SUM THE LITERARY TEXT "ROOKS SUGGESTS EN
HANCES AND NUANCES  AESTHETICALLY CHARGES  ANY PLAIN SPOKEN ANA
lytical statement of its senses.
A prominent theme shared by Kerouac’s haiku “Early morning yel
LOW mOWERSv AND HIS LYRICAL POETRY IN PROSE NOVEL On the Road is the
CONTRADICTORY DOUBLE EDGED NATURE OF THE DRUNKEN LIFE /N THE ONE
hand, both texts celebrate drunkenness, while on the other hand each
offers veiled warnings concerning its darker dimensions. Certainly, this
is not the only, or perhaps even the principal, theme of either of these
works. Each text is rich, sponsoring multiple interpretations. But both
the poem and the novel can be paraphrased, to use Brooks’s language,
IN THESE TERMS !ND AS ) WILL ATTEMPT TO SHOW THE HAIKU INCARNATES THAT
paraphrase in such a way that gives it a unique and special value, that
endows it with sense and significance that this paraphrase lacks in its
novelistic expression.
On the Road’s celebration of the drunken life — in both the literal and
METAPHORICAL SENSES OF hDRUNKENv  IS READILY APPARENT 3AL 0ARADISE
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Dean Moriarty, and company delight in rebelling against the sober
LIFESTYLE AND MORES OF MIDDLE CLASS !MERICA AT THE TIME THE NOVEL IS
SET THE LATE S AND EARLY S )N PERHAPS THE MOST FAMOUS PAS
SAGE IN THE BOOK 3AL THE NARRATOR DECLARES hTHE ONLY PEOPLE FOR ME
are the mad ones, the ones who are mad to live, mad to talk, mad to
be saved, desirous of everything at the same time, the ones who never
yawn or say a commonplace thing, but burn, burn, burn like fabulous
ROMAN CANDLESv   !N EXISTENCE DRUNK ON FREEDOM ON INTENSE IN
tellectual and sensual experience that defies bourgeois conventions, is
THE EXISTENCE THAT 3AL  AND EVEN MORE SO $EAN  PURSUE THROUGHOUT
THE NOVEL &REQUENTLY 3ALS AND $EANS DRUNKENNESS IS LITERAL ENTAILS
deranging the senses with drugs or alcohol in order to achieve a height
ENED STATE OF AWARENESS OR WELL BEING h) WAS GETTING DRUNK AND DIDNT
CARE EVERYTHING WAS lNEv  3AL AT ONE POINT DElANTLY ASSERTS !ND
LATER HE RECORDS h) DIDNT KNOW WHAT WAS HAPPENING TO ME AND ) SUD
denly realized it was only the tea that we were smoking. Dean had
BOUGHT SOME IN .EW 9ORK )T MADE ME THINK THAT EVERYTHING WAS ABOUT
TO ARRIVEv   !LWAYS WHETHER THE DRUNKENNESS IS LITERAL OR META
phorical, the idea is to know a depth and freshness of experience — an
EDGINESS  THAT IS UNAVAILABLE TO THE AVERAGE MIDDLE CLASS !MERICAN
who lives a temperate, regimented, straitlaced life.
Though the novel celebrates the drunken life, it also identifies cer
TAIN DRAWBACKS OF AND DANGERS TO IT $EANS AND 3ALS RELENTLESS QUEST FOR
“kicks” is in many ways destructive, leaves a trail of hurt and sorrow.
At one point Galatea, a female acquaintance of Moriarty’s, comments
on how Dean, drunk on the drive for sensual thrills, selfishly takes his
pleasure from women, impregnates them, and then abandons both the
women and children he has fathered. “‘For years now you haven’t had
ANY SENSE OF RESPONSIBILITY FOR ANYONE v 'ALATEA ADMONISHES h@9OUVE
DONE SO MANY AWFUL THINGS ) DONT KNOW WHAT TO SAY TO YOUv n 
4HOUGH 3AL OFFERS AN ANEMIC DEFENSE OF HIS FRIEND THE FACT THAT HE SO
honestly and bluntly records Galatea’s accusations implicitly acknowl
edges their inescapable truth. Likewise, in an incident toward the end
OF THE NOVEL 3AL TRIES TO SHRUG OFF $EANS SELlSHNESS BUT WINDS UP CON
CEDING IT $EAN 3AL AND 3TAN 3HEPHERD VISIT A BROTHEL IN -EXICO )N
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this episode, which the text depicts in decidedly seedy terms, suggest
ing some implicit degree of criticism of their debauched behavior, the
three smoke massive amounts of marijuana and then have sex with un
DERAGE PROSTITUTES )T IS SHORTLY AFTER THIS INCIDENT THAT $EAN IN FURTHER
PURSUIT OF HIS MAD GOALS ABANDONS HIS FRIEND 3AL WHO HAS CONTRACTED
A SEVERE CASE OF DYSENTERY 4HOUGH 3AL SAYS HE UNDERSTANDS hTHE IMPOS
sible complexity of his [Dean’s] life,” he is forced to admit “what a rat
HE WASv   )T MIGHT BE ARGUED THAT ONE OF THE REASONS 3AL AT THE
very end of the novel, finally rejects Moriarty and the road, albeit with
pronounced regret and decidedly mixed feelings, is that he sees, at least
partially from observing and participating in Dean’s adventures over
the years, how empty, rootless, and sometimes sleazy the drunken life
CAN BE 3AL lNALLY SETTLES DOWN WITH A WOMAN WHO ONE EVENING IN .EW
9ORK OFFERS HIM NOT ALCOHOL OR DRUGS BUT RATHER HOT CHOCOLATE  
Whereas it takes Kerouac in his novel some three hundred pages to
celebrate and critique the drunken life, he is able to do so in just three
SHORT LINES  TEN WORDS NINETEEN TOTAL SYLLABLES  IN HIS HAIKU /N ITS
SURFACE h%ARLY MORNING YELLOW mOWERS v THE lRST LINE OF THE POEM IS AN
ENTIRELY POSITIVE IMAGE h9ELLOWv SUGGESTS THE SUN LIGHT AND LIFE h&LOW
ers” is an image of natural beauty. And “early morning” is that time of
EACH DAY WHEN THE WORLD COMES ALIVE WHEN DARKNESS GIVES WAY TO LIGHT
it is the season of youth and vitality. Juxtaposed with this image in the
poem is another, seemingly very different one: the thought the narrator
has of “the drunkards of Mexico.” The fact that these “drunkards” are
“of Mexico,” and not someplace in America, does lend them a certain
EXOTIC APPEAL 3TILL HOWEVER THEY REMAIN hDRUNKARDSv
The poem’s opening image, in typical haiku fashion, implicitly com
ments upon the second, endows it with particular sense and signifi
CANCE h%ARLY MORNING YELLOW mOWERS v SEEMINGLY SO DIFFERENT IN ITS
connotations from “the drunkards of Mexico,” can, upon closer ex
amination, be read as a metaphor for those “drunkards.” That is to say,
THE POEM COUNTER INTUITIVELY SUGGESTS THAT THERE IS SOMETHING NATURALLY
BEAUTIFUL VITAL AND ALIVE ABOUT THE hDRUNKARDS OF -EXICOv )T REJECTS
the conservative, socially conventional notion that to be a drunkard is a
bad thing and, instead, proclaims the opposite, that there is something
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positive, exotic and alluring, about this condition: these “drunkards of
-EXICOv ARE AS APPEALING AS hEARLY MORNING YELLOW mOWERSv &URTHER
more, it is important to note that drunkenness in Kerouac’s poem, as
in his novel, can be construed both literally and figuratively: “drunk
ards” in the sense of drunk on alcohol or high on some other drug, or
“drunkards” in the broader sense of drunk on life, on intense intel
LECTUAL AND SENSUAL EXPERIENCES )N SHORT LIKE On the Road, the haiku
celebrates, on multiple levels, a life of intoxication.
And yet, though the poem’s opening image can be interpreted as
entirely positive, it can also be read in an opposite way, as connoting
lack and limitation. “Early morning” suggests freshness and youth not
only in their obvious, affirmative senses, but in their negative dimen
SIONS AS WELL 9OUTH THE SEASON OF VITALITY AND EXUBERANCE IS ALSO THE
season of naivety and unrealistic expectations. The narrator thinks of
THE hYELLOW mOWERSv AS THEY ARE AND APPEAR IN THE hEARLY MORNINGv
Thus, by metaphorical extension, those “drunkards of Mexico,” for
WHICH THE mOWERS STAND ARE ALSO BEING VIEWED FROM THE hEARLY MORN
ing” perspective, as they are and present themselves in that condition.
From the naive, innocent — “early morning” — viewpoint the drunken
state is indeed a romantic, visionary, entirely positive one. But from a
more mature and seasoned perspective — metaphorically, an afternoon
or evening vantage — all sorts of possible problems with the drunken
condition, in both its literal and figurative dimensions, suggest them
selves. Drunkenness often ends in broken relationships, sordid excess,
AND BURNED OUT LIVES THE SORT OF PROBLEMS +EROUAC SUBTLY IDENTIlES IN
On the Road )N SUM THE POEM LIKE THE NOVEL CRITIQUES AT THE SAME
time it celebrates the life of intoxication.
The haiku’s ability to incarnate in a very few words the same basic
ideas that it takes the novel a number of pages to express gives the haiku
a distilled, concentrated truth value that the novel lacks, the sort of
TRUTH VALUE THE -EDIEVAL THEOLOGIAN AND PHILOSOPHER 7ILLIAM OF /CK
HAM n IDENTIlES IN HIS FAMOUS PRINCIPLE THAT HAS COME TO
BE KNOWN AS /CKHAMS 2AZOR 4HIS PRINCIPLE "ERTRAND 2USSELL NOTES IS
usually formulated as “‘Entities are not to be multiplied without neces
SITYv 2USSELL CLARIlES h!LTHOUGH ;/CKHAM= DID NOT SAY THIS HE SAID
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SOMETHING WHICH HAS MUCH THE SAME EFFECT NAMELY @)T IS VAIN TO DO
WITH MORE WHAT CAN BE DONE WITH FEWERv   /THER COMMENTATORS
HAVE VARIOUSLY EXPLAINED AND DRAWN OUT THE IMPLICATIONS OF /CKHAMS
VIEW IN SIMILAR TERMS /CKHAMS PRINCIPLE STIPULATES #HRIS 2OHMANN
argues, that “the fewer the assumptions necessary to explain something
the better, or the simplest adequate explanation is usually the most
reliable.” Writes Rohmann: “The ‘razor’ is that means of simplifica
TION SLICING AWAY THE SUPERmUOUS IN ORDER TO ARRIVE AT THE CRUX OF AN
IDEAv   *ULIAN "AGGINI AND 0ETER 3 &OSL ECHO 2OHMANN IN SLIGHTLY
DIFFERENT WORDS /CKHAM THEY CONTEND VALUES hTHE OVERALL ECONOMY
of an explanation: where two competing theories can both adequately
explain a given phenomenon, the simpler of them is to be preferred.
(ENCE /CKHAMS RAZOR IS ALSO KNOWN AS THE @PRINCIPLE OF SIMPLICITYv
  !ND AS *AMES -ANNION SUMS IT UP h/CKHAMS 2AZOR SIMPLY
put, is the belief that when all things are considered, the simplest ex
PLANATION IS THE TRUEST ONEv  
+EROUACS HAIKU CAN BE READ AS SHAVING AWAY hTHE SUPERmUOUSv IN HIS
NOVEL h%ARLY MORNING YELLOW mOWERSv REDUCES THE DRUNKENNESS THEME
which it shares with On the Road, to that theme’s “crux.” Put in terms
OF 2USSELLS FORMULATION OF /CKHAMS PRINCIPLE THE POEM CIRCUMVENTS
THE VANITY OF DOING hWITH MORE WHAT CAN BE DONE WITH FEWERv THE
haiku’s achievement is that it uses ten words to convey the same idea
it takes the novel thousands of words to express. That is to say, in Bag
gini’s and Fosl’s language, “’the principle of simplicity’” is satisfied by
the haiku. Haiku and novel may be viewed as analogous to “two com
peting theories” that both “adequately explain a given phenomenon.”
The phenomenon being explained, on this analogy, is the drunkenness
theme. Each text constitutes a theory of sorts — an explanation — of
THAT THEME IN THAT EACH DETAILS AND ILLUMINATES ILLUSTRATES AND REmECTS
upon, the theme in particular ways. Given its length, the haiku, obvi
ously, is the simpler of these two explanations. This simpler explana
tion may, in turn, be viewed as the “preferred” one precisely because of
its economy, its ability artistically to transform and express Kerouac’s
IDEAS IN THE MOST SUCCINCT ESSENTIAL TERMS POSSIBLE /R IN KEEPING WITH
-ANNIONS ARTICULATION OF /CKHAMS 2AZOR hTHE SIMPLEST EXPLANATION v
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the haiku, is “the truest” in that it renders the drunkenness theme,
which it shares with On the Road, in its aesthetic and intellectual
quiddity.
)RONICALLY THE SIMPLER ARTISTIC INCARNATION OF THE DRUNKENNESS THEME
is also the more complex in that it requires, in a fundamental sense,
the more involved and imaginative reader response. Matthew M. Cari
ello notes that Bruce Ross “reminds us that in haiku ‘imagery and con
tent are concretized to a bare suggestive minimum,’ which necessitates
A HIGHLY ACTIVE ENGAGEMENT WITH THE POEMv   On the Road, with its
many characters and its long and involved, meandering plot, specifies
considerably more than the haiku does. The novel names and describes
particular individuals who live out the drunkenness theme in specific
ways, thereby restricting the possible permutations of that theme. And
the narrator’s extensive comments determine, both explicitly and implic
ITLY A WELL DElNED LIMITED NUMBER OF REWARDS AND DANGERS OF DRUNK
ENNESS 4HE HAIKU ON THE OTHER HAND FORCES THE READER TO mESH THINGS
out almost entirely for him or herself, necessitates a much wider range
of personal inferences with respect to the drunkenness theme. For ex
ample, to cite only the most obvious point in the haiku where reader
participation is demanded, Kerouac’s haiku, as earlier noted, juxtaposes
TWO IMAGES  hEARLY MORNING YELLOW mOWERSv AND hTHE DRUNKARDS OF
-EXICOv  WITHOUT ANY COMMENTARY WHATSOEVER )T IS LEFT COMPLETELY
up to the reader to work out the possible implied connections between
these two images, connections from which the core of the poem’s mean
ING EMERGES !S -ICHELE 2OOT "ERNSTEIN OBSERVES IN RELATING HAIKU TO
Picasso’s abstract paintings, “essence has much to do with leaving things
OUTv   +EROUACS HAIKU LEAVES MUCH OUT THAT HIS NOVEL SUPPLIES THE
haiku condenses the drunkenness theme to its essence, minimizing it in
such stark terms as to require a greater, more active interpretive contribu
tion on the part of the reader than does On the Road.
)))
o MAINTAIN AS ) HAVE THAT HAIKU CAN DO THINGS  INCARNATE IDEAS
in distinctive ways — that other literary genres cannot is certainly
not to assert that this genre is, in an absolute sense, superior to all
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OTHERS %ACH LITERARY FORM HAS ITS UNIQUE ARTISTIC STRENGTHS )T WOULD
surely be possible to argue that On the Road, in its comprehensive scope
and rich detail, achieves aesthetic and intellectual ends of which “early
MORNING YELLOW mOWERSv IS INCAPABLE 4HERE ARE OTHER THEORIES OF TRUTH
of what constitutes the best and most lucid expression of an idea, be
SIDES /CKHAMS WHICH INSISTS ON BREVITY AND SUCCINCTNESS 7HAT ) HAVE
tried to suggest is merely that Jack Kerouac knew what all haiku artists
KNOW THE FORM AFFORDS SINGULAR ARTISTIC POSSIBILITIES IT ALLOWS AUTHORS TO
distill and essentialize truths as no other genre can, to express things in
succinct terms that convey special and unique value. Clearly, Kerouac
did not write haiku because he lacked the linguistic facility to compose
IN LONGER FORMS (E WAS A MASTER NOVELIST AS WELL AS A lRST RATE ESSAYIST
and lyric poet. He could have contented himself with expressing the
drunkenness theme, outlined above, in On the Road only. But the fact
that he chose to also communicate this idea in a haiku — at a time
when very few American poets worked in this literary form — attests
to the peculiar, irreproducible powers of the genre.
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