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introduction

Pacific beneath the 
Pavements

Toward a Blue Ecopoetics of Oceanic Belonging

Without an understanding
of the world system and the sea as the space of commerce
it is hard to integrate that other
most important fact of our era. Pirates [riots].

·	 joshua clover, Red Epic

Occluded beneath the oblivious pavements of prosperous global cities 
such as San Francisco, Seoul, Taipei, and Hong Kong—not to mention 
Euro-distant Berlin and Hamburg (with their ex-colonial ties to Western 
Samoa and North Sea access to world oceans) or Paris (hub of the French 
Pacific in Tahiti, site of toxic nuclear testing)—the ebb and flow of the Pacific 
Ocean abides as a hydraulic system, source of life and breath, material 
resource, planetary nexus, and site of plasticene and industrial oil spill 
and waste: Anthropocene reminder.1 This mighty Pacific Ocean, as Herman 
Melville prefigured by the mid-nineteenth century of American adventur-
ism, belts, links, and zones the whole world into geospatial integration—
what he called, one hundred years before the environmental science of 
Rachel Carson, “the terraqueous globe.”2 Gazing into the future, Lawrence 
Ferlinghetti, San Francisco poet and founder of City Lights Press, could 
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see this disturbed ocean overtaking city embankments, streets, and side-
walks that have made North Beach a dwelling place for art, commerce, 
culture, coffee house, and community. “[San Francisco’s] all going to be 
underwater in 100 years or maybe even 50,” Ferlinghetti warned in 2017. 
“The Embarcadero is one of the greatest esplanades in the world. On the 
weekends, thousands of people strut up and down like it’s the Ramblas 
in Barcelona. But it’ll all be underwater.”3 Venice might be worst-case 
scenario of a world city threatened by oceans. As the Asiatic rises above 
and below city canals, streets, and foundations, the technologies of an 
adjustable oceanfront wall and pumped-in underground saltwater can-
not forestall threats of urban disaster.4 The ocean is not just under this 
city but inside it, over it, rising above its walls and paved streets, as it is 
even in a smaller coastal city such as Santa Cruz, California, where I am 
writing this.

Ferlinghetti knew as a World War II naval submarine officer defend-
ing against German U-boat attacks at Normandy and Norway, and as an 
aftermath witness to the Nagasaki and Hiroshima bombings in devas-
tated Japan, that the Pacific Ocean (like the Atlantic) was never that pacific 
as an ocean site in the modern world system. This proved so across world 
history, despite Ferdinand Magellan’s ill-fated trope baptizing “el Mar 
Pacifico” while traversing myriad archipelagos in 1521 for the Portuguese 
and Spanish Catholic Church. Ferlinghetti refused to defend the use 
of nuclear weapons in Japan to induce capitulation in August 1945. “In 
that instant,” Ferlinghetti admitted years later, “I became a total pacifist.” 
These American wars across the Pacific, as later in Korea and Vietnam, 
turned Ferlinghetti from US militarism and toward pacifist activism, a 
poetics of resistance, and the community he would help build around 
City Lights Bookstore in the transpacific city of San Francisco after the 
war. “It was a monstrous, racist act, the worst the U.S. ever committed,” 
Ferlinghetti contended, looking back on his career. “Had the Japanese 
been white-skinned, those bombs would not have dropped.”5

Unstable atmospheric currents of El Niño and La Niña have made 
climate patterns across the Pacific Rim more threatening with flood and 
drought, disruptive events on a seasonal if not daily basis. This Pacific 
Ocean (like the Empire-laden Mediterranean, Atlantic, Adriatic, and Indian 
oceans) has become filled with history, struggle, bloodshed, exploitation, 
ideological division, and projection, from Vietnam and Manila to Guam, 
Fiji, the Solomon Islands, Jakarta, and Pearl Harbor. As origin and frontier, 
this Pacific becomes diversely figured and transfigured into primordial 
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mother water and cargo lane, hydraulic matter and trans-species ele
ment, as “blue” consciousness and as integrating biosphere, alpha, and 
omega off the coasts of the Americas and Asia, as if some dream of 
trans-indigenous Oceania, or infrastructural apparatus and commercial 
ideologeme.6 At deeper levels of urban-oceanic interconnection, this blue 
Pacific has darkened, blackened, and reddened with plastic waste, dying 
coral reefs, proliferating jellyfish, toxic agribusiness remainders, radioac-
tive traces, raw heat, record-breaking typhoons, extreme weather events.7 
As in the North Atlantic city of Hamburg, with its recurrent flooding and 
“waterlogged history” moving from the medieval struggles of the Hanse-
atic League integration down to the financial terrains of its becoming a cos-
mopolitan global hub for the European Union, as Kay MacFarlane reminds 
us, “both the city’s prosperity and its precarity have been closely tied to 
its marshland geography.”8 Germany, despite its continental impact across 
the twentieth century—if not earlier in the imperial scramble for Africa 
and expansion eastward and westward—remains a deeply oceanic nation.

In the wake of hegemonic globalization and techno-integration, this 
world-ocean Pacific has become all but covered and troped over with 
pavement tracks and containerized shipping routes, garbage heaps, real 
estate schemes, ddt waste, “South Pacific” romance, storm, tsunami, 
Google warehouses, radioactive specters, Godzilla, and worse. Still, as 
I argue here, this “Pacific becoming Oceania” reflects primordial long-
ings for bio-marine sustenance and environmental endurance within and 
across this ocean. In effect, this ocean commons of the Pacific needs to 
be figured as both peril and promise, articulated at social and ecological 
levels that trace damage and potentialities, as elaborated in later chapters 
reflecting transpacific contexts and urban sites of dwelling, connecting, 
resisting, and world belonging, from coastal California across the Pacific 
to Oceania, Asia, and the Pacific Rim.9 Since subscribing to the exclu-
sive economic zone’s maritime doctrine of two hundred nautical miles 
of offshore boundaries in 1982—as Brian Russell Roberts argues, while 
decentering continental-centered frameworks of the United States into 
an “archipelagic” nation of oceanic-island fluidity and “border water” 
remaking—“The United States Is an Ocean Nation.”10 Cities along the Pacific 
Rim and at the Oceania or Asian edge of oceanic becoming—from Auck-
land, New Zealand, to Hong Kong and Kaohsiung, Taiwan—embody the 
precarity (peril) and prosperity (promise) of this global-local positioning 
across this world-ocean Pacific. When we gaze, as Ferlinghetti did from 
the Embarcadero walkway along San Francisco Bay, across to Hiroshima 
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and the Solomon Islands, do we project the precarious history as when 
he transfigured coastal California at an Anthropocene end?

How do we figure forth hidden yet ever present links to this mal-
troped, occluded, circulatory, endangered, un-pacific, and archipelagic 
Pacific; this blue pharmakon (remedy and toxin) of ocean water that em-
bodies both healing and poisoning presence? To far-flung coastal citizens 
whose prosperity generates effects gone awry, such as the Great Pacific 
Garbage Heap and the oil spills of Santa Barbara, as well as the nuclearized 
overflow of Fukushima, this is what the Maori scholar Alice Te Ponga 
Somerville unpacks as “the (American) Pacific you cannot see.”11 What 
tactics or figurations of world-making poesis are needed to bring into 
critical/poetic articulation urban, coastal, island, and archipelagic links 
to this “Great Ocean” of epochal transformation that took far-flung his-
torical effect across the globe? How do we grasp layers of Spanish, Portu-
guese, Dutch, British, French, American, Chinese, Japanese, and German 
Enlightenment contact and colonial entanglement, not to mention the 
scientific integration of the Pacific into the world capitalist system of 
Greenwich Mean Time, as well as the dynamism of global-capitalist mo-
dernity that now rules as naturalized norm, if not ethos and aesthetic?12 
To invoke a Japanese-influenced haiku by African American novelist 
Richard Wright on this oceanic presence as a breathing world body, filling 
each instant with what the English post-priest Gerard Manley Hopkins 
called (in a Roman Catholic register) the “world-mothering air” of blue 
sustenance and planetary nourishment:

The ocean in June:
Inhaling and exhaling,
But never speaking.13

Still, as Elspeth Probyn urges of this waste-transforming and nourishing 
element of the world ocean that is around, above, and inside us, “Eating 
the ocean: We do it every day, often without knowing it.”14 Food resources 
link sites, shores, and cities through fishing, farming, consuming, pollut-
ing, wasting, bioprospecting, and consuming its oceanic creatures. From 
Sydney, Honolulu, Auckland, Seattle, Vancouver, San Francisco, Los 
Angeles, Tokyo, and Seoul along the Pacific Rim to Glasgow, Dublin, Oslo, 
and London across the Northern Atlantic, saltwater ties and oceanic af-
fects become ingested, processed, embodied, and all but forgotten in urban 
settings upscale.15 Worlding poesis, as an actively critical and constructive 
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process, might help to figure forth such responsible modes of world be-
longing, projecting tactics of dwelling together and multiscalar commun-
ing. These can happen in the “blue humanities” of oceanic and archipelagic 
recognition via revealing land-sea interconnections that spread across 
material-semiotic binaries that come to be called (by Donna Haraway, 
Anna Tsing, Edgar Garcia, and others) modes of trans-species sympoesis—
that is, poesis as a making with coral reefs and marine creatures, snails and 
whales, sharks and quarks, macro and micro forces, signs on Earth and in 
the sky that indigenous peoples long cultivated and lived beside.

These ties, signs, linkages, bonds, and balances are threatened by late 
capitalist patterns of consumption, extraction, extinction, and all-too-
poisoned Apple production chains of labor and surplus value from Silicon 
Valley back and forth across the Pacific to Greater China, Europe, and 
the world.16 Linked to and living with this oceanic commons, at least here 
beside and across the Pacific Ocean in coastal California, has all but mod-
ulated from the “Asia/Pacific” hub of geo-economic dynamism and the 
preferred US-hegemonic trope of the “Pacific Rim,” which came to promi-
nence in research sites and policy projects in California across the 1970s, 
1980s, and 1990s as Chris Connery has mapped as global-capitalist neces-
sity. This region has gone on changing, if not booming and busting, into the 
commercial, air traffic, and cultural transit of some open-ended, unregu
lated “transpacific” flow—one that Global China nonetheless threatens 
(as the ill-fated Trump regime abolished “transpacific” trade contracts 
and environmental commitments that the Obama administration had 
ratified from Paris to Kyoto) to integrate into some post-Bandung neo–
Silk Road of the “Great Chinese Dream.” With or without post-covid 
Trumpian affiliation, racial stigmatization, and tariff blockage, Global 
China (centered on state one-party hegemony in the People’s Republic 
of China [PRC]) projects, implements, and funds this transpacific vision 
as a One Belt, One Road unity spread across world oceans, as well as 
across distant continents, into one infrastructural investment and com-
mercial—if not geopolitical or cultural—dominion.17 Chinese expansion 
is often critiqued as a top-down threat to the archipelagic United States 
in and across the Pacific, even as this rebordering US nation continues to 
shift from seeing itself as what Roberts terms a “majority-continent to a 
majority-ocean” people moving across postwar hegemony.18

As a global nation seeking to install an alternative hegemony across 
the Pacific via the southward oceanic telos it has long projected histori-
cally, as did Japan in the buildup to World War II around Pearl Harbor 
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and Guadalcanal, this ocean-challenging China of naval, financial, and 
technological might has already built four hundred buildings on just one 
of its man-made islands constructed on the Subi Reef in the South China 
Sea, amid the contested Spratly Islands off the coasts of the Philippines, 
Malaysia, and Vietnam.19 As if to signal the international instability of 
this Pacific region and the waning naval hegemony of the United States 
as measured against the rising presence of this maritime China, the 
US Pacific Command (paccom), with headquarters at Pearl Harbor, has 
been renamed the US Indo-Pacific Command Center, as if India has be-
come the key affiliated naval player in the region. The Trump administra-
tion turned what was called for three or more decades the “Asia Pacific” 
region into the “Indo-Pacific” to signal that India, not China, bookends 
the US military hegemony across this oceanic region—“from Hollywood 
to Bollywood, from polar bears to penguins,” as US Secretary of Defense 
James Mattis phrased this shift of names, tropes, and visions from the 
“American Pacific” in Hawaiʻi.20 As the Economic Times of India warned, 
this renaming reflects “a largely symbolic move to signal India’s impor-
tance to the US military amid heightened tensions with China over the 
militarisation of the South China Sea.”21 India does have a deeply oceanic 
history via the seas of Arabia and India, as well as across the Pacific, but 
becoming an international military or naval power of global consequence 
is not yet one of its primary global aims as it at least rises to bric (Brazil, 
Russia, India, China) economic recognition.

This Pacific Ocean—laden with worldly history, memory, community, 
conflict, and trope—not only becomes a “physical space” of oceanic ma-
teriality and physical exchange; it is once again projected as a “horizon 
of possibility” linking the cultures between Asia and across the United 
States and its Pacific claims and flows. Hua Hsu describes this “floating” 
transpacific of dream and scheme as some enduring Chinese nexus of 
“transience, motion, and flux” from the Gold Mountain days of building 
railroads to the containerized shipping power of the Pacific-facing China 
of Nanjing, Shanghai, Guangzhou.22 An action movie such as Rupert 
Sanders’s Ghost in the Shell (2017), based on Mamoro Oshii’s Japanese 
anime classic from 1995, captures this transpacific flux in its post–Blade 
Runner ambient mix of Hong Kong, Shanghai, Tokyo, Long Beach, and 
Los Angeles into some post-Orientalist fusion of dream, machine, lust, 
flesh, and scheme. No less inventively as transpacific cinema, Wes Ander-
son’s translingual (Japanese and English) film Isle of Dogs (2018) gets at 
this brave new world of machinic flesh and trans-species critters (it’s a 
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dog-eat-dog world, as we say of capitalist mores from Tokyo to San Fran-
cisco and Wall Street) toxically, in a post-Hiroshima and post–Japanese 
internment modality, to reveal the cruelty, injustice, and nuclear horrors 
inside this island-hopping dream spread along the Pacific Rim.23

Jasper Bernes has portrayed this dystopian captivity of ocean beaches 
under the pavements of late capitalist Los Angeles by excavating (in post-
Situationist terms) sub-pavement layers of concrete urban enclosure in 
the devious haiku “documents” poem from Starsdown:

Under the parking lot, the beach.
Under the beach, the parking lot.24

Beneath the concrete, via urban synecdoche, there is still more concrete 
stifling ocean flow and occluding Pacific watersheds along the once thriv-
ing Los Angeles River. Beneath world ocean floors, more hopefully, Aus-
tralian marine scientists are coming to discover there may exist resources 
of freshwater aquifers that could help Earth dwellers to deal with heat 
droughts and rising currents that are being projected for 2030 by the 
United Nations.25

Our anxiety over late capitalist urban enclosure, political stasis, and 
anti-utopic demoralization may sound a bit like this rueful refrain from 
a Parisian tweet expressing how post-1968 revolutionary energies have 
passed us by as possibility: “Sous les pavés: la plage. Sous la plage: plus 
des pavés. Sous ces pavés: une rue. Pavé par une plage.”26 Still there is an-
other story to tell—what Dale Pendell, in his biopoetics as trans-species 
bonding with flora and fauna and alchemical transformation of earth and 
planet, calls the “understory” that needs to be given a second chance be-
fore end-times are here.27

Pacific Awakening in the Berlin Anthropocene

While living and working in various cities inside and along the Pacific 
Rim since the mid-1970s I came to cosmic realization of our world en-
tanglement, oceanic occlusion, and urban obliviousness. This oceanic 
epiphany took place at the Haus der Kulteren der Welt (House of World 
Cultures) in the postmodern city of Berlin in 2013, where I was speaking 
as part of an international conference (with the Pacific writers Albert 
Wendt, Juliana Spahr, Reina Whaitiri, and Axel Hein, among others) on 
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what the museum planners called “The Invisible Pacific.” The program 
used thematic slogans of historical misinformation, such as “Circling the 
Void: Long Night of the Pacific,” to capture German audiences’ attention. 
The conference was also part of a multicultural “Wassermusic” (Water 
Music) program filled with diverse works of Asian Pacific multiplicity at 
the same time that this progressive institution hosted a vanguard series 
of scholarly talks and “museum without walls” interventions into canals, 
plazas, and walkways of Berlin to awaken public awareness to what was 
coming to be called here, as elsewhere, the Anthropocene.28

Given this large-scale enframing into a global telos of world extraction 
and extinction, island ecologies and spaces are all the more threatened by 
world-capitalist and carbon-driven industry since the Industrial Era and 
accelerated by the atomic explosions at Hiroshima and Nagasaki, as well 
as at the Bikini Atoll across the Pacific Ocean.29 Berlin, this urban, hip, 
and cosmopolitical post-1989 city, felt close to this endangered Pacific of 
toxic coral in the Great Barrier Reef and the melting icebergs and heating 
waters of the Arctic region having an impact on cities and farmland from 
India to Peru. At least we were becoming aware of distant islands such 
as Tuvalu disappearing back into “some void Pacific” in which the Pacific 
islanders will live on only as a website in a far-flung diaspora from their 
island home.30 It no longer makes sense, as during earlier phases of urban 
globalization (such as the buildup for the 1939 San Francisco World’s Fair), 
to figure San Francisco or Los Angeles as coastal cities of frontier-space 
California staring into “the void Pacific,” or just second-rate urban Asia 
models as distant belated copies of urban splendor in the empire cities of 
Paris, Vienna, and Rome.31

Sous les pavés, la plage! (Under the paving stones, the beach!): Can 
this geopolitical call to psycho-geographical disruption reawaken subter-
ranean energies latent inside or beneath the city form? This revenant slogan 
from the streets of Paris in 1968, as well as from Berlin in 1989, will stand 
for what I call here (more broadly framed as reworlding synecdoche) “the 
Pacific beneath the pavements.” This slogan, in effect, calls out for urban 
citizens to disrupt spectacles of neoliberalism and everyday urban space; 
to challenge commercial normalcy at the arcade and mall; to intervene in 
the political stalemate and mass-mediated discourse.

This call for geopolitical eruption scrawled on walls of demonstration-
ridden Paris endures in cultural studies as a post-Situationist slogan of 
resistance to spectacles of capital domineering over urban streets as 
commercial traffic and consumption. McKenzie Wark uses this slogan 
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for The Beach beneath the Street: The Everyday Life and Glorious Times 
of the Situationist International, wherein he invokes Situationist tactics 
(derive, detournement, to use situation as intervention) for urban trans-
formation and creative use.32 If resituated as a tactic of worlding politics 
and oceanic poetics, that same “submarine” street slogan from Paris ’68 
can provoke post-Situationist critiques, surrealist dreams, and interven-
tions into urban life as domesticated under capital. Wark elaborates: “One 
[dynamic of urban intervention] was communist, and demanded equal-
ity. The other was bohemian, and demanded difference.”33

This reframing of urban prosperity and complacency inside the An-
thropocene makes urban-oceanic reckoning and worlding tactics along 
the Pacific Rim and across Oceania all the more urgent as Earth dwell-
ers become urban citizens on the endangered planet.34 As Nick Mirzoeff 
urges, the “politics of seeing” inside the global city of capitalist expansion 
has become foreclosed, suggesting a failure of social imagination and col-
lective futurity: “There were once eight million stories inside the Naked 
City (1948), but now there’s only one: the endless rise of the one per cent 
for the one per cent.”35 Class polarization, securitized segregation, re-
source extraction in distant sites across orders, habitat destruction, and 
community uprooting via gentrification, as well as various forms and 
modes of environmental plunder (sublimated into plastic or greenwash 
disguise), have become givens of this “global city” as the dominant bio-
form from Beijing and Hong Kong to San Francisco, Berlin, Honolulu, 
and Rome. Such a habitus seems all but immune to political contestation 
or any surrealistic dream projecting alter-reality.

Martin Jankowski, the German novelist host for our panels at the 
House of World Culture, reminded participants, as we talked beforehand 
about the “Invisible Pacific” event to be conducted as a chain-linked in-
terview of writers, scholars, and marine biologists from the Atlantic to the 
Pacific, that the earlier German dream of “Visafrei bis nach Hawaiʻi” (visa-
free travel all the way to Hawaiʻi) had served as a mobilizing slogan for 
mass demonstrations in Leipzig (East Germany) and West Berlin. These 
urban demonstrations resonated at the deepest level with the hunger for 
global travel and post-Beat longing that (among other social forces) helped 
lead to the fall of the Berlin Wall and to the opening of Germany to the 
dynamism of globalization that the rebuilt Berlin and open Brandenburg 
Gates now stand for inside the European Union. The beaches and saltwater 
of this remote Pacific Ocean, then as well as now, can call out to be reck-
oned with by a self-reinventing Europe (as across the transnationalizing 
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Americas) beyond the reign of urban capitalist modernity. These cities 
have seen movements and generations contesting the geo-ecological im-
pact of rising tides and shifting coasts, from the North Atlantic of beach-
town New Jersey to the monster surfs of coastal Northern California Pa-
cific and tidal-threatened Pacifica, not to mention the coastal real estate 
of Florida and North Carolina that only the most climate-denying anti-
science forces inside can continue to ignore as extreme weather.

Visa-free travel had become the anti-Wall German dream of visa card 
travel to white beaches and eternal summer, such as those in the islands 
of Hawaiʻi, Tahiti, and Guam, far from urban Berlin and Dresden. This is 
how a blog entry recounts those East German contexts to which I have 
been alluding, which led to the mobilizing call and that transpacific slogan 
“Visafrei bis nach Hawaiʻi”:

At about 7.30pm on 9 November 1989 a spokesman for the GDR 
[German Democratic Republic] government said on television that all 
restrictions on foreign travel by GDR citizens were lifted with imme-
diate effect. Vast crowds gathered near the Brandenburg Gate (on the 
East Berlin side) and demanded their right to travel to West Berlin. 
After initial bewilderment, the East German border guards let them 
cross. (This had been preceded by several weeks of demonstrations 
demanding, among other things, freedom of travel. “Visafrei bis nach 
Hawaii”—“visa free travel, all the way to Hawaii” had been one of the 
key slogans.)36

The pressure of such mass demonstrations in Berlin and Leipzig (which 
the younger Berkeley- and Paris-influenced Martin Jankowski had par-
ticipated in as a protesting student inside the GDR) led to the fall of the 
wall on November 9, 1989, marking the fall of the socialist GDR regime 
and the opening of Germany to forces of mobility, democratization, lib-
eralization, and what would become a more transnational Europe of open 
borders and cosmopolitical contestation.37

As Tom Brislin recounted in pages of the Honolulu Advertiser on the 
tenth anniversary of the Berlin Wall’s dismantlement in 1999, “German 
journalist Kristin Schonfelder recalls shouting the slogan as a nineteen-
year-old university student with thousands of other candle-holding march-
ers, pushing back the darkness of the streets of Leipzig in the weeks before 
the crumbling of the Berlin Wall. ‘It means “Without a visa to Hawaii,” ’ 
Schonfelder says. ‘We wanted freedom to travel as far as we wanted, and 
Hawaii was the farthest away of any place we could imagine. And now, 
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10 years later, I am here. I never would have thought it possible.’ ”38 Res-
onant with the Native Hawaiian struggle for political sovereignty and 
the right to sacred mountain access and oceanic custody of its island 
environment linking ocean and land, this Hawaiʻi of Oceania is not all 
that far from the geopolitical energies and environmental dreams of 
Berlin, Tokyo, Washington, Los Angeles, or the transpacific city of San 
Francisco—that Bay Area city of “blue mind” orientation “surrounded by 
water on three sides.”39

To contribute to what is coming to be called the “blue humanities” 
of oceanic and archipelagic studies, we still need to extend world mak-
ing (as the German expression has it) “ins Blaue hinein”: into those blue 
depths, entanglements, and planetary, as well as localized, mixtures of 
the blue (healing) and red (endangered) ocean.40 The ocean is felt, lived, 
and worlded into—pharmakon, that figure crucial not only to Plato and 
Jacques Derrida but also to the emergent biopoetics I am invoking here 
around the comparative poetics of metamorphosis, conversion, trans-
figuration, environmental imagination, and trans-species belonging that 
Norman O. Brown and Dale Pendell called the becoming multiple voca-
tion of worlding into sanctified presence as “love’s body.”41

Break on through World Divisions

If we could get beyond urban confinement and coastal capture to 
so-called Oceania here being figured forth as ecological future and 
planetary commons, if the cultural-political front could only more col-
lectively break on through to the other side of the Anthropocene, as the 
Doors conjured in the heady protest and Blakean days of 1967, then these 
urban pavements might be broken up, dismantled, collaged, even used 
as weapons cast against the forces of state repression and global-local 
containment that Allen Ginsberg memorably evoked in Howl as the San 
Francisco and Market Street figure of Moloch. Such modes of resistance 
I had lived through as a generational tactic, not only in the Berkeley dem-
onstrations of the late 1960s, where I was an undergraduate in English at 
the University of California (uc), Berkeley, and a fringe member of the 
Haight-Ashbury in San Francisco, but also in the worker- and student-
led mass street demonstrations daily marching against the South Korean 
military government of President Chun Do-won when I was a Fulbright 
Professor of American literature at Korea University in Seoul from 1982 
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to 1984.42 Such energies of resistance have linked the Occupy movements 
in the Bay Area port city of Oakland and other cities across Northern 
California into a formation that Marxist critics from UC Davis, UC Berke-
ley, and UC Santa Cruz have called a Red Triangle struggling against the 
forces of privatization and debt bondage.43

This eruptive “beach” of utopic waters and sands living under locked-
in pavements and ports of modern Paris was well known to post-’60s 
Californians, for whom a “subterranean homesick” politics called out for 
antiwar unrest, urban refusal, social movement, and human rights dem-
onstrations as merged with post-Beat tactics from the libidinal bohemian 
culture of the Beats, the Doors, Sun Ra, and the Hendrix trio and the 
caustic visionary allegories of Bob Dylan. Invoking “the beach beneath 
the pavements”—in Paris then; Berlin later; or Seoul, Oakland, New York, 
and San Francisco—can stand now for reawakening what has been called 
“a subaltern vitality, the control of something unruly, the dominance of 
nature, and a possible return of the repressed . . . ​, [as well as] a new kind 
of social imagination, a right to view the city as a space of democratic 
possibilities, a social geography of freedom,” as Benjamin Shepard and 
Greg Smithsimon contend in portraying New York City’s urban domi-
nation of pleasure, community, and resource in The Beach Beneath the 
Streets: Contesting New York City’s Public Spaces.44

Walter Benjamin once theorized those “ragpicker” forms of con-
sumer capital to be excavated through Baudelaire’s urban sidewalks and 
iron-and-glass Arcade settings in Paris as so many “dialectical images” in 
fleeting illuminations of the sacred within urban settings in Les Fleurs du 
Mal. “The Paris of [Baudelaire’s] poems is a submerged city,” Benjamin 
contends, “more submarine than subterranean.”45 Indeed, any modern 
city form itself depends on abundant water supplies for its conurbation 
buildup, from reservoirs to ports, from lakes and rivers to oceans, for 
livelihood and survival, as I discuss when examining the transpacific and 
Silicon Valley “imperial city” of San Francisco not just as a “subterranean” 
Beat site but also as a “submarine” cultural-political space of far-flung 
watersheds; rivers from the Sierras and Nevada; and abundant Pacific 
nourishment at Fisherman’s Wharf and in the gourmet-ghetto bistros 
of Berkeley, Marin County, and Napa Valley. Sophie Gonick has urged 
seeing global cities such as San Francisco as a “city of contradictions” 
wherein progressive politics and the nineteenth-largest economy in the 
world confront high-tech hegemony, housing scarcity, class polarization, 
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and the threat of rising sea levels: “In a moment in which the populist 
right wing is ascendant globally, cities can serve as beacons of hope with 
robust local articulations of democracy, alternative modes of politics and 
inhabitation, and popular imaginaries of the good life against the revan-
chism of many central governments.”46

The hope remains that a subterranean/submarine “psycho-geography” 
of dis-alienated being will one day be released from beneath the pave-
ments and ports of the global city into everyday domains of pleasure, free-
dom, abundance, release, festival, disalienation, dream, and what Brown 
called the transfiguring release of “metapolitical” energies, tropes, and 
libidinal movements from below.47 Such a “metapolitical” Pacific Ocean 
summoned from beneath urban pavements and this “oceanic conscious-
ness” of unity would stand for more than a world multiculturalism that, 
wrongly configured, would reaffirm the superiority of Europe in litera
ture and art amid the ongoing “de-Europeanization” and decentering of 
global culture, as Masao Miyoshi notes in his portrayal of the Documenta 
X art show at Kassel, Germany, in 1998.48 Facing world environmental 
crisis, Miyoshi invoked what he termed a necessary planetary turn “to 
nurture our common bonds to the planet.”49

Such a planetary-framed Pacific, situated in the emergent world of 
the “blue” environmental humanities, would stand for more than just an-
other “ ‘Polynesianism’ without Polynesia” that Jean-Didier Urbain sees 
in European fantasies of beach and oceangoing from the era of Daniel 
Defoe and Jules Michelet through the 1950s. This is what Urbain calls a 
“robinsonnade” escape to the Pacific as site of world forgetfulness. In this 
long-wrought European “aesthetics of the void, that underlies the vaca-
tion conquest of the seacoast,” he argues, beachgoers would pacify the 
savage ocean and strip the middle-class tourist sites of native presence or 
lingering threats of phobia, terror, and slime.50

Pacific Transfigurations

Awakening this paved-over Pacific and world oceans beneath terrestrial 
urban streets of capitalist development must evoke into “oceanic conscious-
ness” not just dreams of metapolitical unification, promise, and release, but 
also more catastrophic implications, peril, and threat: the ocean as space of 
global warming, methane gas, decimated coral reefs, nuclearized tsunami 
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waters, and disappearing islands and glaciers, not to mention the mount-
ing Great Pacific Garbage Patch of submarine waste lurking from coastal 
California to the waters of Hawaiʻi, Japan, and coastal China. The Pacific 
beneath the pavements of Europe and the Americas embodies not just 
the eroticism of the bikini (a postwar bathing brand of erotic titillation 
tellingly registered in 1946), but also the catastrophic impact of US nuclear 
testing across the Bikini Atoll, wherein sixty-seven nuclear weapons tests 
took place between 1946 and 1958. As the Native Pacific scholar and poet 
Teresia Kieuea Teaiwa has delineated, this “military-tourist” conjunction 
brings the world of Parisian eros (the urban seen) together with that of 
Pacific islander trauma, nuclear displacement of islanders, and radioactive 
slow death (the urban unseen) on the beach.51

At a level of urban consumption, Hong Kong’s ties to world oceans 
occur not just through world-port shipping but also through abundant 
seafood consumption: having depleted local marine life and depen-
dent on imported seafood, its citizens consume four times as much as 
the global average per capita. This taste for ubiquitous seafood eateries 
draws on the overfishing of unsustainable oceanic resources, “driving the 
collapse of the world’s ocean fish stocks and edging many types of fish 
toward extinction,” especially across the Pacific.52 Using William Bur-
roughs’s tactic of desublimating cutup, we might ask (as Burroughs did 
of Ginsberg), “If we cut you up, Hong Kong, who would we find inside?” 
The answer that lurks beneath the streets and ports of Hong Kong (or the 
wealth of London, Tokyo, Shanghai, or Berlin) is, we can and will find the 
nexus of world oceans sustaining the world city with world-mothering air 
and planet-circulating waters.

From the time of Shakespeare, if not earlier in biblical hermeneutics, 
as the “blue cultural poetics” scholar Steve Mentz has argued, the ocean 
has figured in the Western imagination as both “a challenge to empirical 
understanding on the one hand, and seeing it as a divine Absolute, a God 
space that humankind can see but not understand on the other.”53 The 
allure of the transhuman ocean as space of God mystery, metamorpho-
sis, death, and self-transformation—haunting magical-realist novels such 
as Yann Martel’s Life of Pi (2001), David Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas (2004), 
and Chang-rae Lee’s dystopic On Such a Full Sea (2014), not to mention 
oceanic-based poems of indigenous world remaking such as the Maori 
poet Robert Sullivan’s Star Waka (1999) and the Native Hawaiian poet 
Brandy Nalani McDougall’s The Salt Wind / Ka Makani Paʻakai (2008), 
and ecopoetic works such as Juliana Spahr’s Well Then There Now (2011), 
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discussed in later chapters—has figured as geomaterial substratum and 
medium of world-altering modernity.

Oceans are connected not just to the movement of capital, peoples, 
and goods, but also to the material formation of city watersheds, inter-
national polities, war, demonstration, migration, weather, utopic long-
ing, dream. From Melville’s catastrophic novel Moby-Dick to Jules Verne’s 
enchanted Vingt Milles Lieues sous les Mers (Twenty Thousand Leagues 
under the Sea) to Martel’s magical-mystical tour in Life of Pi, the Euro-
American Pacific is portrayed as site of fabled sublimity and figurative 
allure, uncanny enchantment, exotic grandeur, death, if not registered 
(amid castaways, whales, sharks, tigers, or giant cuttlefish looming up) at 
times as some Bali Hai call (as in some ever-playing musical South Pacific) 
to global adventure, tourist quest, and cultural otherness.54

Sea Slaves, Coral Reefs, Oceanic Cradles

“The Pacific beneath the pavements” can no longer mean recycled images 
of tourist-beach fantasy, as in Blue Hawaii (1961) and Blue Crush (2002), 
or surf festivals of oceanic conquest from Mavericks to the North Shore 
(as portrayed in Stacy Peralta’s Riding Giants [2004]), for we are living 
not just in a precarious time of climate endangerment and class immis-
eration but also in a time when indigenous bodies of sweat and saltwater 
refuse to be commodified or exoticized across a decolonizing Oceania.55 
The Pacific beneath the pavements must, at the first ecological level, re-
call disappearing coral reefs and native islands being submerged, oceanic 
acidification, and thermal shifts amid the mounting North Pacific gar-
bage gyres of transnational detritus between Japan and the United States. 
By the year 2050, with some eight million tons entering the oceans each 
year, there may be more waste plastic coursing in the oceans than fish.56

An ocean-conscious ecopoetics tied to forces of “oceanic becoming” 
and the scale of a “blue humanities” environmental approach will have to 
confront such matters to articulate the submarine forms, coastal cities, 
and oceanic sites affected by the hyper-capitalist world. As Mark Lynas 
summarizes this telos of waste production, “Our detritus gets everywhere, 
from the highest mountains to the deepest oceans: abandoned plastic bags 
drift ghostlike in the unfathomable depths, even kilometers beneath the 
floating Arctic ice cap. Wherever you look, this truth is there to behold: 
[for] pristine nature—Creation—has disappeared forever.”57 International 
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search-and-rescue teams scouring the Indian Ocean off the west coast of 
Australia for signs of Malaysia Airlines Flight 370, as Barbara Demick ob-
served, “discovered what oceanographers have been warning—that even 
the most far-flung stretches of ocean are full of garbage.”58 The ocean is not 
just blue but red, brown, and violet in its chromatic signals of injury and 
distress.

“Sea slaves” of contemporary oceanic labor across world seas are ex-
ploited on “ghost ships” remote from cities that eat the cheap fish or 
feed their pets at home; hence, this forced, alienated labor is unseen, or 
sublimated into what Allan Sekula has portrayed and documents in film 
and essay as the process of “forgetting the ocean.”59 The phobic warning 
placed on early-modern mappamundi maps to signify oceanic space as 
an unknown wilderness of eruptive monstrosity and world threat—“Hic 
Sunt Dracones” (Here be dragons)—may have to be reclaimed as plan-
etary signal to register our own, displaced debris and supply chains of 
migrant sea labor.60 “The unconscious was truly a Mare Ignotum [un-
known ocean] when he first let himself into it,” as Murray Stein has 
written of Carl Jung’s quest to unlock psychic depths of oceanic subcon-
sciousness, whereby “many of his most important intuitions originated 
in his experiences of the sublime, which came to him in dreams, visions, 
and active imagination [poesis].”61 The flotsam and jetsam of far-flung 
world oceans, as they digest the everyday life of global capitalism and 
urban excess, constitute a feedback system of “blue” and “green” signs 
of planetary equilibrium and renewal but, at the same time, radiate a far 
more dangerously “prismatic ecology” of violet-black, white, gray, and 
red warnings.62

This oceanic waste and urbane unconsciousness is one effect of a 
global postmodernity that is full of uneven prosperity, disregard, and 
oblivion. At its American sublime origin, Walt Whitman’s poetic per-
sona, birthing self into voice in “Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking” by 
the Long Island shores of the Atlantic, can only hear the ocean murmur-
ing some threnody of world mortality to self and world, “the low and 
delicious word death / And again death, death, death, death.”63 Whitman, 
like Jack Kerouac later, experienced the ocean as a “road” opening the self 
to the world in all its depths, risks, and perilous quest:

Not I, nor anyone else can travel that road for you.
You must travel it by yourself.
It is not far. It is within reach.
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Perhaps you have been on it since you were born and did not 
know.

Perhaps it is everywhere—on water and land.

Whatever natural sublimity the ocean retains as a road or way or nexus 
of world transit linking land to planet and human beings to planetary 
becoming, it is still commonly portrayed as a space that is inhuman, alien, 
and deadly to inhabitable design as an element. The modernist poet Mar-
ianne Moore figured this antagonism felt by urban dwellers who confront 
the ocean as an immeasurable, inhuman, alien, and deadly element:

It is human nature to stand in the middle of a thing,
but you cannot stand in the middle of this;
the sea has nothing to give but a well excavated grave.64

Bob Dylan’s death-haunted album Tempest (2013) gets at the world-
shattering threat of oceanic unmaking through his dreamy narrative re-
telling of that world-capitalist disaster, the sinking of the rms Titanic in 
1912. In the song “Tempest,” Dylan recounts this oceanic trauma in spec-
tral stanzas as if to awaken contemporary citizens from their own, forget-
ful luxury spreading across world seas of postmodernity: “The watchman 
he lay dreaming / Of all the things that can be / He dreamed the Titanic 
was sinking / Into the deep blue sea.” As if recalling the storm-tossed 
Tempest and courtly shipwreck in Caliban’s British Caribbean, Dylan’s 
Atlantic recalls engulfing seas “as a basic inhuman-ness, an alterity 
that defines Shakespeare’s ocean throughout his career.”65 Dylan’s Beat-
influenced lyric, “A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall” (1962), had been prophetic 
in its mourning for a nuclear-haunted planet, as in its blue-eyed-son lines 
of prescient warning, such as, “I’ve been out in front of a dozen dead 
oceans” and “where the pellets of poison are flooding their waters.”

As Jeffrey Cohen has argued of the global confluences traversing the 
Atlantic and Mediterranean oceans that led to the rise of New York City 
as a littoral site of multilinguistic and cross-cultural conjunction and rup-
ture, “Across spiraling planes (current, conveyance) as well as through 
vertical engulfment (drowning, oblivion), the ocean is transport and 
catastrophe.”66 The theorist Peter Sloterdijk warns in Neither Sun nor 
Death that, despite our global circulating since the era of Christopher 
Columbus and Ferdinand Magellan, “People born today do not develop 
any oceanic consciousness—neither in the phobic nor the philobatic 
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[self-avoiding of dangerous objects] sense,” leading Gaia into disaster 
zones of global (“spherical”) forgetting and broken unity we face as plan-
etary horizon.67 While a material biogenetic object of planetary magni-
tude and geo-ecological concern, the ocean remains for Sloterdijk one 
of those “sublime imaginary constructs of wholeness” we cannot con-
jure into contemporary world pictures of the spherical globe, given the 
terrestrial-centric predispositions that often still hold.68 The miraculous 
ocean goes on breaking up under oblivious urban unconcern, in pro
cesses of deworlding, despite the National’s invocation in the recent pop 
song “Terrible Love,” of ocean as the figure of nature’s endurance amid 
broken romances: “It’s a terrible love and I’m walking with spiders / It 
takes an ocean not to break, It takes an ocean not to break.”

Global brands of pavement buildup are spreading across and along 
our oceanic planet as road, bridge, high rise, urban expansion, artificial 
island, and beachfront encroachments multiply. Many of these projects 
are being initiated by PRC capital as megaprojects cast, across land and 
sea, to the Global South. As Alvin Lim, a political scientist of the Asian 
Pacific region, summarizes this PRC globalization dynamism and trans-
national expansion: “China is currently in its ‘new normal’ of single-digit 
growth, so its government has been very busy creating business opportu-
nities for its industries across the world. In 2013 President Xi announced 
the ‘Silk Road Economic Belt’ and the ‘21st Century Maritime Silk Road,’ 
both of which involve transportation and energy megaprojects, especially 
things like high-speed rail [and transcontinental superhighways from the 
Atlantic to the Pacific across the Americas]. I suspect the Latin American 
projects will eventually be folded into the Maritime Silk Road.”69 A regime 
fascinated by such resource-extraction agendas of global development, 
from islands in the South China Seas to post–Bandung Africa, is wreaking 
environmental damage down the Mekong and sideways to Southeast Asia 
and enforcing the derecognition of the island of Taiwan as a democratic 
nation-state or even as a commercial entity.70 Remote islands subject to 
regimes of capitalist infrastructure, flow, and risk are not that remote.

Bill Knott warned, in a rebuke to Beat writers’ overdependence on 
fossil-fuel consumption to power their cross-country roads and fuel the 
“dharma bum” God quests across the massively industrializing planet: 
“Faster faster, never slow / on the road to ecocide.”71 Knott’s prophecy of 
“ecocide” goes unheeded from Beijing to Washington, DC, even when 
Pope Francis I is trying in neo-Franciscan terms of environmental empa-
thy and stewardship to awaken the capitalist world system to ecological 
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consequences and class imbalances, as in overviews such as his 2015 
encyclical letter Laudato Si: “We have forgotten that we ourselves are dust 
of the earth (cf. Gen. 2:7); our very bodies are made up of her elements, 
we breathe her air and we receive life and refreshment from her waters.”72

Oceanic Becoming

Despite long-conjured odds of oceanic forgetting and obliviousness on 
urban pavements, “visa-free travel all the way to Hawaiʻi” that had pro-
tested against the reign of the Berlin Wall in 1989 represents a freedom 
of movement, libidinal release, and mobile embodiment, called here a re-
curring dream of oceanic becoming. Along these lines of transformation 
and flight, “all the way to Hawaiʻi” signified some utopic beach spot at the 
ends of the oceanic Earth. That was what the German demonstrators had 
longed for, mobilized, called forth, and dreamed. A beach might grow near 
Checkpoint Charlie. Admittedly, this Euro-Hawaiʻi is remote, dreamy, and 
far-fetched, yet it abides as a kind of Pacific utopia (no place) that, none-
theless, a free citizen should be able to travel to—as if some belated distant 
isle of the blessed, as Friedrich Nietzsche evoked through his mentor rival, 
Richard Wagner. From the gold explorations of Spanish and Portuguese 
ships to the Great Merchant fortunes made by British, Dutch, and Ameri-
can ships traversing Asia and the Pacific, modern capitalism has linked 
its outreach to what the American philosopher George Santayana called 
“a poetic blue-water phase of commercial development” that may not so 
much have passed away as mutated in lyric power and utopic mode.73

For the stability of the ocean as site of late capitalist weather remains 
perilous, fraught with risk, threatened with loss and death at every turn, 
as early portrayed (for example) in Shakespeare’s play Merchant of Venice, 
wherein Antonio’s “mind is tossing on the ocean” as he awaits the return 
of far-flung commodity ships (“rich lading wrecked on the narrow seas”) 
to the world maritime hub Venice: “He hath an argosy bound to Tripo-
lis, another to the Indies . . . ​a third at Mexico, a fourth for England, and 
other investments he hath, squandered abroad” (act 1, scene 3), as Shylock 
mocks such transoceanic indebtedness to fortune. The sea—its currents, 
winds, waves, doldrums, storms—moving across overlapping circuits of 
exchange, from Shakespeare’s Mediterranean and Atlantic to Édouard 
Glissant’s “relational” Caribbean and Epeli Hauʻofa’s Pacific becoming Ocea-
nia, is not just subject, topic, or background but a copresent trans-species 
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agent of world-making and world-breaking force. Boat and coffin, as 
Melville suggests through Queequeg’s Polynesian coffin and the Pequod’s 
deadly shipwreck in Moby-Dick, were often figured as interchangeable 
words in water-connected sites across Southeast Asia transiting the not-
so-pacific Pacific. The Scottish fabulist Robert Louis Stevenson affirmed in 
In the South Seas (1896) that literature needed to connect islands and ocean 
across sites, such as Scotland to Samoa, as interwoven sites of conquest, 
settlement, commerce, creativity, and history: “I must learn to address 
readers from the uttermost parts of the sea.” Oceanic becomes not just a 
content but a tactic and a mode of becoming, as I show in later chapters.

Lewis Lapham has documented (in an issue of Lapham’s Quarterly de-
voted to iconography of “The Sea”) recurring tropes, myths, and concepts 
of immensity and threat that tangle around the ocean. The poetics of the 
ocean long portrayed as sublime—as figured forth in writings from the 
Book of Jonah, epics of Homer, and aesthetics of Longinus through lyrical 
passages in Edmund Burke, Joseph Conrad, George Eliot, G. W. F. Hegel, 
Immanuel Kant, Melville, Eugene O’Neill, John Steinbeck, Simon Win-
chester, and more—stands corrected by the grimmer sciences of marine bi-
ology and ecology, tracing oceanscapes endangered by thermal alteration, 
environmental waste, fishing depletion, entropy, species death: sea waters 
“awash in non-biodegradable refuse—cathode-ray tubes, traffic cones, 
and polypropylene fishing nets.”74 This nonbiodegradable detritus, bur-
ied beneath pavements of overconsumption, disregard, and waste, is what 
Charles Moore has traversed and documented in the subtropical northern 
Pacific gyre as Plastic Ocean, which can “defeat even the most creative and 
voracious bacteria.”75 “At the very least, your days of eating Pacific Ocean 
fish are over,” is how Gary Stamper puts this oceanic endangerment, track-
ing radioactive trace elements across the Pacific such as iodine, cesium, 
and strontium in the wake of the Fukushima nuclear meltdown, “20–30 
times as high as the Hiroshima and Nagasaki nuclear bombings in 1945.”76

Disappearing from Maps

Still I pondered these Pacific Ocean dynamics inside the House of World 
Culture in Berlin 2013, city and land where Hegel had lectured on the 
capital-mobilizing power of oceans across state forms and world history 
(Weltgeschichte) in 1822; where Johann Wolfgang von Goethe had initiated 
reflection on the contours and system of “world literature” (Weltliteratur) 
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in 1827; and where Carl Schmitt had formulated the planetary “nomos” 
of earth and ocean as sublating path to global world-picture domination 
in 1942.77 This Germanic Pacific was still being framed as some void, a long 
night, an invisible continent, remote, noncontiguous, libidinous, backward, 
erotic, exotic. In a survey of novels comprising the core forms and values of 
cultural capital and world making in Pascale Casanova’s Paris-concentric 
“world republic of letters,” Christian Thorne highlights “the near absence 
of concertedly transoceanic novels [that] is one of our literary history’s 
oddest lacunae.”78 The only Pacific-based work mentioned by Casanova is 
Keri Hulme’s Bone People, based less on Maori commitment to people, lan-
guage, history, and place than is its postcolonial translation into her skew-
ered world system as a work of modernist experimentation and transcultural 
borrowing from Europe.79 It is not easy to remember the Nazi ocean of 
Schmitt or the will to American military-commercial of world oceans in 
Admiral Alfred Thayer Mahan, or even to picture the Anthropocene-
threatened islands flung far across Pacific or Caribbean distances.80

The Pacific Ocean under these German pavements more commonly can 
become romanticized into ethnographic exoticism as in the still admired 
texts of Otto E. Ehlers, whose Samoa: Pearl of the South Seas (1894) was 
being reprinted as a rediscovered signal of the German (post)colonial inter-
est in the Pacific. Or it can be romanticized via a Berlin-based artist such 
as Emil Nolde, whose modern expressivism drew on masks, totems, and 
the polytheism of the South Pacific to energize or mutate his art after Paul 
Gauguin–like journeys (1913–14) into wilder places and signifying systems 
of alter-culture, from Papua New Guinea and Pacific islands to Japan. At 
Luna Park in Berlin during the late 1920s, splendid baths were constructed 
with artificial waves, as if to bring the ocean rhythms of the seashore inside 
the domesticated modernity of the German city.81 In Benjamin’s between-
the-wars Berlin, this feeling of urban modernity luxuriating in its own sta-
bility “begins on the asphalt, for the breadth of the pavements is princely.”82 
The oceans become just urban scenery, not interlinked world space.

The German artist and writer Judith Schalansky produced works that 
conjugate far-flung islands in Atlas der abelegenen Inseln (Atlas of Remote 
Islands) by meditating on the un-homely fate of her native East Germany, 
cast from smallness and difference into utter oblivion on world maps: 
“Then I looked for my country: The German Democratic Republic. East 
Germans could not travel, only the Olympic Team were allowed beyond 
our borders. . . . ​It was pink and tiny as my smallest fingernail. . . . ​My love 
for atlases endured when a year later [1989] everything else changed: when 
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it suddenly became possible to travel the world, and the country I was born 
in disappeared from the map.”83 Registering the long-standing European 
quest for planetary space and travel across oceans, Schalansky’s Atlas of Re-
mote Islands researches the far-flung fate of fifty islands across the world, 
naming twenty-seven islands in the Pacific, from those of Alexander Sel-
kirk (alias Robinson Crusoe) on the Juan Fernandez Islands of Chile in 1704 
to the fate of Iwo Jima, in the Volcano Islands of Japan, during World War 
II, tied later to the image of New York firemen in September 11, 2001, “the 
summit of Suribachi reborn on Ground Zero” as she portrays.84

All this would be subject to global disruption from above and from 
below, near and far—by Atlantic and Pacific wars and catastrophes on 
and beneath the pavements of death and destruction. Fritz Lang’s Metrop-
olis (1927) foreshadowed such urban ruination through the dystopian figu-
ration of a massive subterranean flood erupting from beneath gleaming 
Weimar pavements and the built-up prosperity of 2026 to engulf the class-
ridden city of world modernity. The “modern unrest” attendant on “spa-
tial expansion resulting from Atlantic seafaring and the discovery of the 
New World” becomes aggravated with the rise of Japan, the United States, 
and China as financial and maritime powers across the Pacific. To invoke 
You Must Change Your Life, as Sloterdijk summarizes this disruptiveness 
as a “spherical” fate under maritime-cum-financial regimes of neoliberal 
globalization, “The primary fact of the Modern Age is not that the earth 
revolves around the sun, but that money flows around the earth.”85

Back from Berlin, I started writing and researching Oceanic Becoming: 
The Pacific beneath the Pavements, to evoke utopic projections of beaches 
and Hawaiʻi / the Pacific from Paris ’68 or Berlin ’89 and move beyond these 
entrenched tropes (“the void Pacific,” “the invisible continent,” and so on) 
into dystopic oceans under the Anthropocene. Beyond this, the goal is to 
excavate an ecopoetics and politics of oceanic becoming in contexts of 
planetary threat. While it may seem that the well-being, safety, and pros-
perity of cities from the Battery of New York to the containerized ports of 
Oakland, Liverpool, and Los Angeles are connected to oceans, this relation-
ship between an urban and a maritime global nexus is occluded, ignored, 
bypassed—all still but hidden “beneath the pavements.” While working 
through this tactic of desublimated disclosure, I wanted to keep moving 
between city and region to world and globe, if only to channel Pacific-based 
obsessions scholarly and poetic that can make the prose informed about 
all of this. At times, we may have seemed to care more about the world 
entanglement of oceans, tropes, and regimes than many there did—or, at 
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least, we wanted, as cultural critics and poets of the “American Pacific,” to 
ponder the ocean more resonantly than as ethnographic romance, histori-
cal fable, or aesthetic foil. As Marc Shell elaborates, all but landlocked Ger-
many has been long entangled in such oceanic connections, southward to 
the Mediterranean, or “mare nostrum” of Rome, and, all the more so in the 
wake of British maritime supremacy, northward to the Baltic and the North 
Sea, as sea routes to global power and imperial dominion. “Full like the sea 
is Germany’s power” became the call to recuperated rule.86

A Forgotten Urban Embrace of Oceans

The Pacific Ocean here figures as the sublime in some double sense—
miraculous and catastrophic, liberating and threatening—as if shuttling 
between utopic and dystopian affects, narratives, and images that would 
comprise or push toward the making of a “blue poetics.” On the one hand, 
“The Ocean [Is] Full of Bowling Balls,” to use J. D. Salinger’s metaphor 
for the danger, risk, treachery, strangeness, death, trauma, irregularity, 
and murderous power of the ocean in an unpublished short story by that 
name set in contexts of a New England childhood innocence. In his wry 
poem, “Any Fool Can Get into an Ocean,” Jack Spicer invokes an ironic 
rebuke to the ocean as inhuman space, estranged from any shared lan-
guage with humanity: “Look at the sea otters bobbing wildly / Out in the 
middle of the poem.” Spicer’s solution reverts to a quasi-romantic one: 
“But it takes a Goddess / To get out of one [the Ocean].”87 The ocean 
always recalls the Middle Passage and a history of catastrophes, as well 
as passages to transformation and redemption, as Claudia Rankine docu-
ments and enacts in Citizen: An American Lyric (2014): “No, it’s a strange 
beach; each body is a strange beach, and if you let in the excess emotion 
you will recall the Atlantic Ocean breaking on our heads.”88

“What the Sea Throws Up at Vlissingen” (1983), Ginsberg’s poem cata
loging industrial pollution in the North Sea, portrays the filth-flushing 
seas of the Netherlands—though, in these Anthropocene days, it might 
be set in the Pacific, as well:

Plastic & cellophane, milk cartons & yogurt containers, blue 
& orange shopping bag nets

Clementine peels, paper sacks, feathers & kelp, bricks & 
sticks,
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Succulent green leaves & pine tips, waterbottles, plywood and 
tobacco pouches

Coffee jartops, milkbottle caps, rice bags, blue rope, an old 
brown shoe, an onion skin

Concrete chunks white pebbled, sea biscuits, detergent 
squeezers, bark and boards, a whisk-brush, a box top

Formula A Dismantling Spray-can, a whole small brown 
onion, a yellow cup

A boy with two canes walking the shore, a dead gull, a blue 
running shoe,

A shopping bag handle, lemon half, celery bunch, a cloth 
net—

Cork bottletop, grapefruit, rubber glove, wet firework tubes,
Masses of iron-brown-tinted seaweed along the high water 

mark near the sea wall,
A plastic car fender, green helmet broken in half, giant hemp 

rope knot, tree trunk stripped of bark,
A wooden stake, a bucket, myriad plastic bottles, pasta Zara 

pack,
A long gray plastic oildrum, bandage roll, glass bottle, tin can,
Christmas pine tree
A rusty iron pipe, me and my peepee.89

Oceans as threatened across the spaces and times of the Anthropocene, 
Ginsberg’s catalogue of ecological damage falls into an indifferent list of 
near and far waste, human and nature thrown up into nature-culture gar-
bage. Ginsberg’s affect is one of not joy or cruel optimism but lyric defla-
tion, as sublime ocean turns into urbanscape of waste, filth, and oblivion 
we need to contend with as planetary citizens of cities generating this 
mess.90 Maybe Boyan Slat, the twenty-three-year-old Dutch oceanic en-
trepreneur, is right: “To catch plastic [you have to] act like plastic,” he 
says, as he constructs (with crowdsourced funding) sixty plastic-catching 
devices (concentrated in the northern Pacific to confront the Great Pa-
cific Garbage Patch) in what is called operation Ocean Cleanup.91 Still, as 
Somerville has noted, while thinking through the Great Pacific Garbage 
Patch both as US waste matter and as uncanny metaphor for Pacific dia-
sporas and marine life along shifting scales of continental invisibility and 
archipelagic interconnection, the “oceanic current [gyres] that produced 
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the garbage patch originally created another, more positive, archipelago—a 
concentration of plankton and other organisms” vital to life.92

In the chapters that follow, after a summarizing discussion of con-
cepts and tactics crucial to “worlding,” “migration,” and the making of a 
“blue ecopoetics” in literature and poetics in key sites where such urban 
disclosure and world remaking takes place, I will zoom in on the Pacific 
Rim cities of San Francisco, Seoul, Kaohsiung, and Honolulu as oceanic-
landed and global-local urban sites where such issues and tactics can be 
enacted. Crucial remains the island space of Taiwan, oceanic, green, and 
global in some exemplary sense, as I have experienced since 1995, when I 
was sponsored as a National Science Council research professor at major 
universities in the cities of Hsinchu, Kaohsiung, Taipei, and Taichung. Stu-
dents wonderfully remarked, when I discussed Taiwan as an oceanic space 
caught amid Mainland China, Oceania, Japan, and the world, that the map 
was not so much a “taro” shape as that of a “whale” about to sail off into the 
great blue Pacific Ocean. For world oceans, as the poet-scholar-translator 
Kenneth Rexroth said of his own lively San Francisco, both connect and 
separate, a configuration he saw connecting the coastal city of San Fran-
cisco to the “Orient” of poets such as Hanshan, Li Po, and Rabindranath 
Tagore, among others: “One reason is simply that oceans, like the steppes, 
unite as well as separate. The West Coast is close to the Orient. It’s the next 
thing out there. . . . ​San Francisco is an international city, and it has a living 
contact with the Orient.”93

If dwelling in urban sites of organic farming and commitments to 
place that have spread across the Pacific Rim, oceanic citizens remain 
wary of becoming digital nomads in cities of the future. As the post-Beat 
African American experimental poet Tongo Eisen-Martin writes about 
the homeless-ridden streets of his home city of birth and death, San Fran-
cisco, and about a Pacific Ocean that at once surrounds the Bay Area 
city with a beckoning promise of blue immensity and locks its citizens 
into Blackness, service-job precarity, and abjection amid the urban con-
finement of joblessness, social failure, gentrifying displacement, police 
harassment, drug deaths, and crime on the pavements of urban blight in 
Hunter’s Point and the Tenderloin:

bet this ocean thinks it’s an ocean
but it’s not
it’s sixth and mission.94
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If, as the title of Eisen-Martin’s first poetry collection, someone’s already 
dead, urges of his Black urban polity, the ocean and its fabled bounty 
of nourishment, renewal, life source, interconnection, and promise may 
die in this forgotten urban embrace from San Francisco to the world. 
“I’ve been out in front of a dozen dead oceans,” Bob Dylan warned in “A 
Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall,” his catalogue of ominous ruinations from the 
album The Freewheeling Bob Dylan (1963).

Still, it takes some critical and poetic doing to reveal this occluded 
urban-planetary nexus of transience, motion, and affect, even as the aim 
in urban-situated chapters is to enact potentials of transfiguration across 
a range of forms and tactics here called worlding poesis.95 These tactics 
will be not just historical and geopolitical but ecopoetic, cosmopolitical, 
and experimental to world, meaning here, at a destructive extreme, to 
deworld, as well as to creatively reworld, this planetary saltwater element 
of peril and promise; intimate presence; and nourishment, if not (still in 
urban pavement contexts from San Francisco to Hong Kong and Ber-
lin) obliviousness. I foreground these creative-destructive energies at the 
oceanic and riverine core of late capitalist weather along the Pacific Rim. 
Not just city sites but land farmed for centuries along coastal edges of the 
ocean, from the Atlantic and the Pacific to the Indian Ocean, are being 
lost to the rising salt tides and saline watersheds of the world seas. Urban 
living along the ocean inside precarious coastal cities of the Pacific Rim 
and the Global South (such disappearing archipelagic islands as Tuvalu) 
is coming to reflect what Ackbar Abbas (situated in a Hong Kong return-
ing to a PRC state) has theorized as the uncanny “déjà disparu” (already 
disappeared) temporality of biopolitical life vanishing from local sites 
and global sounds within the Anthropocene.96

In Oceanic Becoming: The Pacific beneath the Pavements, I will build 
on the emergent regional framework called “Oceania” as a world-ocean 
frame of the interior Native Pacific peoples as theorized through an in-
terconnected insular/archipelagic kind of thinking. I would also push 
“worlding poesis” (or world making as such) toward a utopic planetary 
way of projecting future space-time-world as an environmental horizon 
of comradely confederation in the interest of providing an ecopoetics to 
challenge the capitalist-driven telos of the Anthropocene—an endgame 
horizon that would abolish worlding tactics; concepts; and transfiguration 
of biopoetic belonging to the world at local, regional, and planetary scales.

Crossing sites within and along this coastal Pacific as linked to Ocea-
nia and “becoming oceanic,” Oceania takes the lead in this transnational, 
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transpacific, and transoceanic mode of ecological belonging to world 
oceans. I build on the Pacific-based work of writers and poet-scholars 
such as Epeli Hauʻofa of Tonga, Fiji, and Papua New Guinea; Teresia 
Teiawa of the Kiribati Islands and Honolulu (as well as Santa Cruz and 
Christchurch, New Zealand); and the Native Hawaiian poet Joseph Puna 
Balaz, who goes on forging his pidginized I (“pidgin eye”) belonging to 
Oceania from the leeward coast of Oʻahu and now from his diaspora in 
the US state of Ohio. I later invoke the musical and meaning-laden poet-
ics of the last Hawaiian monarch, Queen Liliʻuokalani, deposed by Amer-
ican settler forces in 1893, whose writings and songs encode her pleas for 
justice and her countermemory of nineteenth-century American history 
amid the “great powers” (mana nui) of the Pacific during her learned and 
cosmopolitan lifetime.

We are living the deworlding processes taking place across Asia Pa-
cific, as elsewhere—meaning the dismantling of the ecological lifeworld 
threatened by multispecies endangerment, environmental destruction, 
extreme weather events, dismantled health plans and work regimes, re-
source plundering, global pandemics, and precariousness and cruelty 
taken as everyday norm. Worlding, at the core—as Donna Haraway, Anna 
Tsing, and Karen Barad, transdisciplinary colleagues at uc Santa Cruz in 
the environmental humanities and social sciences urge—would embody 
practices of thickening cultural-political and trans-species differences of 
resilient, care-driven, and sympathetic life survival on this planet. Instead 
of surrendering hope of change to this unmaking world, worlding can 
help to create other forms, possibilities, and values of world becoming, 
world making, and dwelling in the damaged world: aiming to reworld 
the world in some active, gerundive sense of remaking and healing local-
planetary being that is not just beholden to capitalist temporality, pre-
fabricated identity, or the regulated map grid of Mercatorian space as 
taken-for-granted horizon or urban life, diasporic crossing, and oceanic 
belonging.
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