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ILKA BRASCH & RUTH MAYER

Introduction: Modernities and Modernization in
North America

Modernity is a quality that has been associated persistently with the
United States, and that became a staple piece of US self-conceptualiza-
tion. This long-standing ascription and (self-)stylization has been made
possible by the fact that modernity as a concept is highly negotiable;
what is considered modern needs to be mapped out against the horizon
of what is ancient — while the ancient is assessed on the grounds of what
is considered modern.

Debates around modernity and modernization stretch from the so-
called age of exploration in the ‘early modern’ period to our present
moment. The relevance of concepts of modernity for North America
thus manifests well before the founding of the United States: Key proc-
esses of settlement, colonization, and revolution are fashioned, after all,
as negotiations of the ‘old’ and the ‘new’ and in the oxymoronic terms
of persistent revolutions and ongoing disruption (Kammen, Kerber,
Oakes, Slotkin). At the turn of the twentieth century, such negotiations
reached a tipping point when fundamental categories and concepts of
spatial, temporal, and moral orientation came to be challenged and rede-
fined. Questions of modernity thus inform the entirety of North American
history, yet they seem to culminate in the beginning of the twentieth
century in ways that warrant a closer inspection. At this point in time,
the concern with what it means to be modern was not just one issue
among many others, it turned into the defining cultural question of the
day. This volume assembles new (re-)assessments of modernity in
American Studies that grew out of the keynotes and conference papers
delivered at the sixty-fourth annual conference of the German Asso-
ciation of American Studies in Hannover in 2017. As such, the papers
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focus on both modernity during its crucial phase and on multiple later
reverberations and discussions of the modern.

Studies of turn-of-the-century modernity diverge into or conflate two
prominent areas of interest. On the one hand, they examine the artistic
scenes that were identified or self-identified as ‘modernist’ and that
established ‘modernism’ as a key category of cultural innovation on a
transnational scale. On the other hand, modernity studies explore the
technological and social shifts and the multiplying media formats in
their impact on cultural expression and experience. “The mode of
human sense perception changes with humanity’s entire mode of exis-
tence,” wrote Walter Benjamin in his seminal essay “The Work of Art in
the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” in 1936 (111) and thus formu-
lated a key tenet of what was later known as the “modernity thesis™: the
assumption that the fast-paced, efficiency-oriented, and sensation-driven
industrial cultures and cultural industries of the early twentieth century
managed to effect a profound rearrangement of the cognitive and per-
ceptual underpinnings of modern subjectivities (Singer 102-103, see
also Doane, Hansen, Keil, Kern).

‘Modernist studies,” then, tend to address the many areas of the
modern experience in their interaction, approaching artistic modernism
in close connection with the social, medial, and more generally techno-
logical shifts. These investigations have always thrived on a compara-
tive perspective to question the uniqueness and ingenuity of artistic
innovations and the exceptionality of the distinct early-twentieth-century
period. Winfried Fluck has identified a “critical theory of modernity” as
the driving force in a particularly American (and Americanist) formation
of literary history (69). Other scholars have likewise, if with different in-
flections and conclusions, traced the impulse and impact of the modern
in key figures and texts of North American history (Berman, Lasch,
North, Tomlinson) and branched out from there into the study of move-
ments that often conflate ideas of Americanization and modernization
(Appadurai, Beck/Sznaider/Winter, Doyle/Winkiel, Friedman: “Defini-
tional Excursions,” Giddens, Goankar, Mignolo).

To conceive of modernity as a quality or principle rather than a par-
ticular historical condition allows to reflect critically on presumptions
such as novelty, innovation, exceptionality or uniqueness and to cast
doubt on the exceptionality of the distinct early-twentieth-century period.
At the same time, the study of larger tendencies of modernization across
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the centuries favors the construction of chronological, if not outright
teleological, progress narratives. One way to escape this conceptional
gridlock is offered in the notion of a plurality of modernities, which
does not only go up against the assumption that modernity is singular
but also questions the implied or possible championing of the Western
hemisphere. This is what Shmuel Eisenstadt contends from a socio-
logical perspective, when he introduces the idea of “multiple moder-
nities” as a means to counteract the prevalent understanding of moder-
nization. He turns against the presupposition that the modernization of
Western societies brings about a basic set of institutions that then takes
hold in countries all over the world. Instead, he argues that in effect the
post-WWII developments in many societies eschewed Western hegem-
ony and modernized in ways that reflect the influence of local norms
and customs (1-2): “The idea of multiple modernities presumes that the
best way to understand the contemporary world — indeed to explain the
history of modernity — is to see it as a story of continual constitution and
reconstitution of a multiplicity of cultural programs” (2). Eisenstadt
locates the commonalities between the evolving “cultural programs” in
their increasing awareness of social roles beyond local and familial ones
and in a feeling of being included in larger, wavering communities (4).
In this context, one defining feature of modernity is its self-reflexivity,
that is, a society’s refusal to take a given social and political order for
granted (3).

This asynchronous and self-reflexive understanding of modernity
curiously echoes the ways in which early-twentieth-century art came to
be classified as modernist, similarly emphasizing self-awareness as key
(Bad Modernism 11/12 epub). Seen in this way, Eisenstadt's “multiple
modernities” converge toward an unacknowledged committing reference
frame, as they read diverse developments in various spaces through an
early-twentieth-century lens. Modernism serves as a tool of bundling
modernities together. While the concept of “multiple modernities” intends
to counter an equation of modernization and Westernization, it still does
establish ‘the West’ as a point of reference and reinforces a binary of ‘the
West’ versus ‘non-Western’ societies. As Dipesh Chakrabarty points out:
“if modernity is to be a definable, delimited concept, we must identify
some people or practices as nonmodern” (xix, see also Ashcroft, Cooper,
Love). But since the concept of modernity is subdued in a discourse of
Westernization, Chakrabarty argues that this identification of non-



12 Introduction: Modernities and Modernization in North America

modern elements implies “a gesture of the powerful” (xix). The solution
to this problem cannot consist in abandoning the critical vocabulary of
modernity altogether, however, since this vocabulary reaches far beyond
the confines of academic discourse. Instead, Chakrabarty emphasizes the
political need of self-reflexivity, as an awareness of the violent impli-
cations and histories of the modern help to curb the possibilities of their
continuation (Xxiv).

Therefore, in order to counteract the binary logic of a sharp divide
between the modern and nonmodern, the very conceptualization of mo-
dernity needs to be addressed and questioned. This would also serve to
challenge the long-standing conflation of the modern and the West.
Taking up this train of thought, Douglas Mao and Rebecca Walkowitz
point out in their critical review of theories of modernity: “early-
twentieth-century writers were themselves [...] preoccupied with border
crossings such as cosmopolitanism, synesthesia, racial masquerade, col-
lage, and translation” (“Introduction” 11). Transnational impact and
exchange thus appear as systematically and systemically inscribed in
modernism and its conceptualization of modernity. A similar move away
from a locally limited focus, the authors argue elsewhere, informs moder-
nist studies in the new millennium more generally. They attest an expan-
sive quality to the field itself, as it extended its areas of inquiry in terms
of space and time and abandoned earlier distinctions of high art versus
popular culture (“The New” 737-38). This shift resonates with shifts in
American Studies, which simultaneously and in relation turned to
notions of transnational and cross-cultural intersections and ramifica-
tions (Banerjee, Fluck/Pease/Rowe, Friedman, Planetary Modernisms,
Jay, Mayer, Rowe). The current conception of modernity capitalizes on
resonances between the early twentieth century and other time periods,
and between locally specific and cross-culturally comparable occur-
rences. As a result, the essays collected in this volume both revisit turn-
of-the-century modernity and approach notions of modernization and the
modern at other times. It was this mixture that informed the sixty-fourth
annual conference of the German Association of American Studies in
Hannover.

On the one hand, modernity thus emerges as an important nexus of
cultural phenomena that allow to situate current and historical experi-
ences across timescales and locales. On the other hand, modernity
appears to be a somewhat fleeting concept that only manifests as a result
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of the comparison and contrasting of divergent, comparable phenomena.
Ironically, the idea of modernity can be said to result from a study of
modernities — casting ‘modernity’ as what Michel Foucault describes as
“discontinuities.” Describing shifts in historiography since the 1960s,
Foucault argues for an introduction of elements into the writing of
history that disrupt orderly evolutionary sequences and chronological
chains of causes and effects. Viewed against the horizon of history as a
coherent development, these elements stick out as discontinuities. Dis-
continuities thus break up a supposed spatio-temporal coherence, yet the
elements or anecdotes introduced to facilitate that break only become
discontinuities because they pry open a formerly continuous sequence.
The result, for Foucault, is an understanding of historiography as a
layering of series that overlap and relate but cannot, and should not, be
neatly ordered (7-10). In this context it makes sense to understand
modernities not as individual instances in individual places, but pre-
cisely in their layered seriality. After all, consecutive developments are
never entirely identical but relate to and reference each other in ways
that allow to draw conclusions on how industrialization, mediatization,
commercialization, and progressive political projects take effect. Moder-
nity as a concept, then, results from such acts of contrasting multiple
series and of comparing the discontinuities effected by social, techno-
logical, and artistic change.

Such a conceptualization of modernity in terms of cross-references
and intersections runs the risk of exhausting itself in quasi-New Histo-
ricist tracking exercises, in which the shock experience that Walter
Benjamin identified as a core element of modernist meaning-making is
spotted in ever varying contexts and ever widening temporal and spatial
circles. In order to avoid conceptualizing modernity exclusively in terms
of resonance, return, and recognition, the concept of modernity itself
needs to be critically interrogated. The study of modernities as transna-
tional phenomena has to acknowledge the dispersed and uneven charac-
ter of processes of cultural and social communication and contact, which
may very well cast themselves in terms of correspondences or clashes of
a center and a periphery — the West and the rest — and still defy this
binary logic in the particularities of their unfolding. In this volume,
scenarios of repercussion, revisitation, or reciprocity are examined with
close attention to formative and paradigmatic instances of cultural
expression — most notably early-twentieth-century modernist culture. But
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the focus of the following essays is on instances of inversion, disjunction,
and dissemination — they are interested in how the very idea of moder-
nity hinges on a plurality of factors, voices, perspectives, and agents. In
concert, they show how modernity hinges on negotiations of the old and
the new, innovation and tradition, the man-made and the natural, and
notions of past, present, and future, and they offer ways in which clear
distinctions of all of these categories become increasingly improbable.
This volume begins with reflections on the more traditional repre-
sentatives of literary modernism, featuring essays that reconsider ‘clas-
sic’ authors in a transnational context and explore their contributions to
“Conceptualizing Modernities.” Anita Patterson revisits T.S. Eliot and
traces the impact of Buddhist ethics in his poetry both as a result of
transpacific exchange and as a reexamination of previous intercultural
exchanges, as Eliot’s fascination with Buddhism is grounded in a history
of exchange between the two cultures that manifests in Ralph Waldo
Emerson’s works, enabling Eliot’s simultaneous study of the impact of
transpacific exchange in New England. Birgit Capelle studies Gertrude
Stein’s works in a comparable manner, in an essay that considers the
modernists’ own myth of novelty and new beginnings in the light of
Taoist and Zen Buddhism and thereby manages to draw a line from
Stein to Jack Kerouac’s work. Ulla Haselstein explores how Gertrude
Stein appropriates and refashions a core principle of modernist produc-
tion — seriality — in order to exhibit (rather than represent or replicate)
the apparatuses of modernist meaning-making and the cognitive mech-
anisms of perception and reflection. Heike Schaefer takes these authors to
the classroom in an essay that details the fruitfulness of teaching Gertrude
Stein’s literary portraits and John Dos Passos’ Manhattan Transfer in the
context of modernity as manifest in, for instance, Cubist painting,
Edison’s turn-of-the-century motion studies, and urban documentaries
and avant-garde film of the 1920s. Schaefer’s text thereby stresses the
interdependency of the classical modernists and the larger context of
cross-media modernity, which takes place outside of the written forms.
The final two contributions to this first section of the volume hark back
to a previous generation of authors, unearthing the immediate predeces-
sors to modernist literary projects. Florian Sedlmeier takes recourse to
William Dean Howells’ critical texts in order to assess the shifting cultural
function and status of literature at the end of the nineteenth century.
Sedlmeier’s basic premise is that literature and modernity correspond in
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two ways, because the novel itself as a form of genre hybridity is
essentially modern, while the literary market and its institutions undergo
a similar process of modernization. Herwig Friedl’s contribution returns
to a study of Ralph Waldo Emerson and considers a concept of the
frontier as a metaphor for an unstructured mental space the basis for the
modernist’s self-conceptualization as writing outside of tradition or
history.

The second section turns away from literary studies proper to include
the multiple ways in which modernity comes to characterize perfor-
mance arts, both during the early twentieth century and afterwards.
Laura Horak situates early-twentieth-century cinema and its many trans-
formations at the intersection of modernity and tradition and shows that
cinema’s moves to categorize and label forms of sexuality took place in
the same force field of “Performed Modernities.” She furthermore traces
how economic considerations impacted contemporaneous categories of
sexuality and gender, highlighting the interdependence of modernity and
capitalism’s market economy that Sedlmeier tracks for the literary
marketplace. The following two essays consider stage performances of
the same era. Echoing Horak’s move to consider the interrelation of
modernity and history or tradition, Johanna Heil studies the modern
dance techniques of Isadora Duncan, Martha Graham, and Katherine
Dunham, who created a (self-)perceived novelty in dance through
recourse to pre-cultural forms of organic movement as well as to, in
Dunham’s case, a transnational history of cultural displacement. Birgit M.
Bauridl takes notions of play and performance back to literary studies in
her reading of five of Zora Neale Hurston’s short stories that were redis-
covered in the twenty-first century, in which performance becomes a
means to negotiate identity formations within the shapeshifting cultural
environments of modernity’s urban spaces. The final two contributions
to this section turn away from the early twentieth century and focus on
more recent performances. Astrid M. Fellner zooms in on Guillermo
Verdeccia’s 1993 play Fronteras Americanas and joins in the concep-
tualizing of modernity as transnational and mobile, indicating how
Verdeccia’s play questions existing maps as Western geo-political cons-
tructs and casts modernity as an imperial project that can be countered
by stressing contingent, “Alternative Modernities.” Whereas this approach
conceptualizes possible alternatives mostly in spatial terms, Florian
Weinzierl turns to recent productions of the musical 4 Man of No
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Importance to investigate alternative temporalities. He argues that the
musical, and particularly its musical numbers, offer temporal disruptions
that serve to queer time and complicate distinctions of past, present, and
possible futures.

Sections three and four of the volume focus on the intersection of
modernity and novelty. The third section, “Mapping Modernities,” ini-
tially returns to the temporal safe haven of modernity, the first half of
the twentieth century, but turns away from the classic authors of moder-
nism to consider conceptions of novelty and change in popular culture.
Sascha Klein, Connor Pitetti, and Martin Holtz show in different though
interlocking ways how technological development and the forces of
nature form a pair that is negotiated in short stories, editorials, and in
documentaries. Klein demonstrates how science fiction literature merges
the oppositional ideas of the Western frontiersmen and the workers in
the new, urban frontier of metropolitan high-rises. Pitetti’s essay turns to
the work of author and theorist Hugo Gernsback to question the dichoto-
my of fossil and alternative energy sources and the uncritical cham-
pioning of the latter. Focusing on three documentary films that portray
ecological destruction and posit governmental intervention as a solution,
Holtz argues that New Deal-era propaganda films evoke a romanticized
idea of a pastoral past to criticize modernity’s implication of unchecked
progress and offer governmental intervention as a means to ensure a
controlled, uncorrupted notion of technological advancement. Develop-
ment, progress, and the new, it seems, need to be managed and steered.

According to Michael North, the difference between the ‘modernist
art’ of the first half of the twentieth century and the products that came
afterwards rests on their attitude vis-a-vis the possibility of the new
(epub 9). He argues that the hailing of the ‘new’ stopped in the 1960s,
when people thought everything had been done already (8). Florian
Grof’s contribution intervenes at the breaking point in this distinction
and shows how at the New York Worlds’ Fair of 1964/1965, in contrast
to its predecessor three decades earlier, the championing of the new
itself took on the air of a bygone time. As a final contribution to this
section, Torsten Kathke studies non-fiction bestsellers of the 1970s and
1980s, which helped to re-formulate a popular perception of time in that
they described a moment of the present that interlinks the past and the
future, resulting in a popular tradition of futurologist literature. In
turning towards texts from the later stages of the twentieth century,
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Kathke’s essay also leads the way towards the final section, which
explores contemporary inflections of modernity.

Simon Schleusener opens the volume’s final section on “21st Cen-
tury Modernities” with a reading of the recent notion of a ‘post-fact
society.” Studying the aftermaths of modernity, Schleusener considers
contemporary right-wing arguments as informed by critical currents of
the postmodern era, whereas academics, artists, and intellectuals have
abandoned postmodernism’s more radical tendencies in the face of
material realities such as climate change and poverty. Dennis Biischer-
Ulbrich then probes the impact of the 2008 financial crisis, which chal-
lenged the modernity-as-progress narrative and the concurrent close
relationship of modernity and capitalism. He charts how post-millennial
zombie films provide allegories for a wageless, surplus force of workers
and envision a future that only accommodates a small range of beings.
Biischer-Ulbrich’s text describes the cultural impact of the question of
whether modernity as a progress narrative will ultimately cease to
depend on human labor — a question which Christian Guese’s essay then
takes from the film screen to the American trucking sector. In Guese’s
essay, trucking and the economic structures on which the business
depends emerge as a force field in which the question of whether tech-
nological progress and artificial intelligence will ultimately aid or
replace human workers can be seen to play out.

The final three contributions turn away from modernity’s intersec-
tion with employment and instead focus on the recreational engagement
with digital-era marvels. Diana Wagner undertakes a reading of Siri
Hustvedt’s novels as invitations to critically reflect on the ways in which
social media transform and reshape human interaction and allow for
communal, reciprocal practices of surveillance. With regard to the 2016
computer game Pony Island, Soren Schoppmeier details the ways in
which the game displays its dependence on software and code and
thereby encourages the player’s self-reflexive engagement with com-
puter gaming and with the digital structures that inform our everyday
lives. Finally, Ingrid Gessner mobilizes recent augmented reality art-
works to indicate the ways in which the digital becomes re-inscribed in
the material world. Augmented and virtual technologies, it seems, may
come to blur the boundaries of nature and technology, the digital and the
material, that informed modernity and the discussions thereof through-
out the previous century.
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ANITA PATTERSON

Eliot, Emerson, and Transpacific Modernism

The global turn in modernist studies has prompted a revisiting of funda-
mental questions Americanists have raised about the fact and signifi-
cance of intercultural dialogue in a dauntingly expanded field. The rise
of ‘post-national,” ‘hemispheric,” and ‘transnational’ perspectives in
American Studies has vitally enhanced our ability to question and revise
prevailing exceptionalist myths, and the debate over transpacific dia-
logue and exchange within modernism has been heated and productive
in recent years. Pathbreaking studies by Yunte Huang, Steven Yao,
Christopher Bush, Takayuki Tatsumi, and Ruth Mayer, to name just a
few, have vitally enhanced our revisionary understanding of Euro-
American modernist encounters with Asian cultural traditions. At the
same time that East Asia was a source of literary models for twentieth-
century writers, many modernists, as Paul Gilroy has observed, self-
consciously appropriated ‘Other’ global cultures as a signifier of “cul-
tural insiderism” that affirmed race-based barriers to power and status
held by high modernist elites (3). This same appropriation and cultural
insiderism also characterized the development of Japonisme, a term
coined in 1872 by Philippe Burty, to describe the growing awareness,
and passage into Europe, of woodblock prints, manuscript books, sculp-
ture, ceramics, poems, and other artifacts from Japan. By the 1880s,
Japonisme had become a popular trend that influenced U.S. decor, archi-
tecture, and material culture as much as it did debates about aesthetics and
the development of fine arts (Lambourne 11).

I hope to show, however, that there is still more to be said and
studied about the significance of this flow of people, texts, and ideas
across the Pacific for American Studies and modernist aesthetics. My
examples focus on Boston, which by the turn of the twentieth century
was already a world city and home to a vibrant community dedicated to



24 Eliot, Emerson, and Transpacific Modernism

the study of Asia. In what follows, I will explore how scholarly debates
about Buddhist ethics at Harvard initiated transpacific interculturality in
the poetry of T.S. Eliot, and fostered his ambivalent engagement with
Ralph Waldo Emerson, whose prior interest in Buddhism laid a founda-
tion for Eliot’s modernism. Building on studies that affirm the impor-
tance of Buddhism for Eliot’s understanding of poetic impersonality, I
will argue that Eliot’s references to Buddhism must be viewed in the
broader context of his coming to terms with Emerson and New England’s
legacy of transpacific exchange, and thus that Buddhism figured in Eliot’s
acknowledgement of tradition, and the nation, as a dynamic set of prac-
tices, relationships, and cross-cultural encounters.

Eliot’s attraction to Asia began early in life. Tatsuo Murata (22-23)
and Tatsushi Narita (30-32) have shown that already as a young boy he
showed a precocious concern with transpacific cross-culturality, first
reading about Buddhism in Edwin Arnold’s Light of Asia (1879), at a
time when serious hostilities were breaking out between the U.S. and the
Philippines. Roderick Overaa reminds us that Eliot would have known
about or seen the Japanese pavilion and gardens at the 1904 World’s
Fair in St. Louis, which were generally lauded for their beauty and
craftsmanship (161). When Eliot arrived in New England to attend
Milton Academy in 1905, the region’s longstanding maritime trade con-
nections to Asia would already have been familiar to him. Eliot’s great-
grandfather, William Greenleaf Eliot, Sr., had been a New Bedford ship-
owner, and Eliot and his brother were taught to sail, according to his
cousin Samuel Eliot Morison, by an “ancient mariner of Gloucester,”
during a long and formative period between 1893 (when Eliot was five)
until Eliot left for his Paris year abroad in 1910 (234). At Harvard
College, in a 1909 essay called “Gentlemen and Seamen” that was
written for the Advocate, Eliot recalls “the hightide of New England’s
naval energy,” during the late eighteenth century, when Salem mer-
chants and mariners worked to establish trade with Asia. Referring to
imported artifacts such as “ginger-jars” and “carved ivory” (“Gentlemen
and Seamen” 22), so common in the domestic decor of well-to-do town-
houses in Boston, Eliot indicates his awareness that the first stirrings of
U.S. interest in East Asian art, which would result in the flourishing of
what Edward Sylvester Morse called a “Japan craze” (xxvii) during the
latter half of the nineteenth century, centered on the old clipper ports of
New England.
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Eliot’s comprehension of Japan’s shaping cultural presence in New
England is evident in “Mandarins,” a lyric sequence composed in
August 1910, a little over a year after Eliot graduated from college, and
the summer before he received his M.A. in philosophy from Harvard.
The opening poem portrays a mandarin, a scholar-bureaucrat or sage,
who is distinctly yet ambiguously East Asian:

Stands there, complete,

Stiffly addressed with sword and fan:
What of the crowds that ran,

Pushed, stared, and huddled, at his feet,
Keen to appropriate the man?

Indifferent to all these baits
Of popular benignity

He merely stands and waits
Upon his own intrepid dignity;
With fixed regardless eyes—
Looking neither out nor in—
The centre of formalities.

A hero! and how much it means;
How much—

The rest is merely shifting scenes.
(Poems 243-44)

Eliot’s poem explores what T.J. Jackson Lears has called the “antimo-
dern impulse” in the U.S., when the “rationalization of economic life
[...] was moving into high gear,” and the transformation of work into a
“new bureaucratic world” prompted members of the educated, affluent
elites in New England to “recoil from an ‘overcivilized’ modern exis-
tence” as they sought moral and spiritual regeneration in Asian cultures
(9, 60, xv). The sword and fan refer not to China, but to Japan under the
Tokugawa shogunate, during the Edo period extending from 1603 to
1868, when the all-embracing ideology of the shogunate was founded
on Neo-Confucian principles that owed much to Buddhism. Overaa has
observed that the poem reflects Eliot’s “fascination with Japanese...
woodblock prints in their flattened representations” (162); and, as
Frances Dickey has demonstrated, the sequence also alludes to the char-
acteristic use of color titles in paintings by Japonistes such as James
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McNeill Whistler, whose exhibits in Boston Eliot attended as an under-
graduate (93-4).

Situated within the cultural logic of the Tokugawa era, the sword and
fan in Eliot’s poem recall the historic transformation of suicide into a
public ritual designed to restrain the fascination with spectacles of vio-
lence, where instead of actually committing the deed with a sword, a
symbolic fan was presented on a tray (Ikegami 255, 257). Eliot’s em-
phasis on ‘indifference’ and this ritual act of suicide reflect a common
negative stereotype for Buddhist self-extinction in Boston-area scholarly
debates, as seen in a 1909 translation of the Lotus Sutra, the most impor-
tant scripture for Japanese or Mahayana Buddhism. In his introduction,
Hendrik Kern questions another scholar’s mistaken view of the Buddha
as a “cold, indifferent egoist, absorbed in Nothingness™ (xxxiii). Critics
such as Murata (18-23), Cleo Kearns (63, 69), Sharon Cameron (152),
and Christian Kloeckner (166-167, 171) have examined how Eliot’s im-
personality theory was shaped by his engagement with Buddhist imper-
sonality and the doctrine of the nonego, which denies any belief in the
self as an eternal essence. Contesting Kearns’s widely influential view
that Eliot’s exposure to Mahayana Buddhism was not reflected in Eliot’s
writings until late in his career (79), S. Cameron (viii) and Murata (45)
have called attention to the influence of Masaharu Anesaki, whose
course lectures in Philosophy 24a, “Schools of Religious and Philoso-
phical Thought in Japan,” Eliot audited as a graduate student, during the
1913-1914 academic year. Elsewhere, I have discussed the importance
of Anesaki’s teaching about Japanese Buddhism for Eliot’s formulation
of poetic impersonality in his 1919 essay, “Tradition and the Individual
Talent” (Patterson 673-74). Insisting that “indifference” is considered a
“cardinal vice” of human nature in Mahayana Buddhism, and that the
“perfection of a personality, in spite of the doctrine of the nonego, is the
highest aim of Buddhist morality,” Anesaki offered a dual and contradic-
tory affirmation of personality and nonego that helped Eliot to formulate
what Jewel Brooker describes as his dialectical conception of imper-
sonality (Anesaki 451; Brooker 132).

“Mandarins (I),” however, was composed almost three years before
Eliot heard Anesaki’s lectures, and thus it raises the question how Eliot
could have known about Buddhist ethics and Japanese samurai culture
even when he was still an undergraduate. Boston at the turn of the twen-
tieth century was already a “world city” in Peter Hall’s sense, a focal
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point for professional activity associated with higher learning and infor-
mation gathering and diffusion (8). As early as 1872, the first two
Japanese students enrolled at Harvard Law School, and one of them,
Kaneko Kentaro, would go on to become a Minister of Justice in Japan.
The first Japanese undergraduate students were admitted to Harvard in
the class of 1883 (Gewertz). In 1901, there was a groundswell of interest
in Japanese culture with the publication of Bushido: The Soul of Japan,
a pioneering work about the Japanese samurai code that was grounded
in Buddhist traditions. The book was written in English by the Meiji-era
scholar, educator, and diplomat Inazo Nitobe, and became an interna-
tional bestseller, helping to promote intercultural dialogue between the
U.S. and Japan, during a time when the U.S. helped to mediate a settle-
ment at the Portsmouth Conference at the end of the Russo-Japanese
War in 1905. Indeed, Nitobe’s Bushido was so well known that during
the war, President Theodore Roosevelt had been given a copy by Kentaro,
who returned to the U.S. in 1904 as a special envoy from the Japanese
government to enlist Roosevelt’s support in negotiating a peace treaty.

One possible source of Eliot’s information about Japanese Buddhist
ethics is Harvard’s leading idealist philosopher, Josiah Royce, whose
advanced seminar on comparative scientific method Eliot would attend
as a graduate student and who would supervise his Ph.D. thesis on
Bradley. Royce, a Californian with a strong interest in Japanese culture,
discussed the Bushido code in The Philosophy of Loyalty, a book pub-
lished in Boston by MacMillan in 1908, which was based on lectures
given at the Lowell Institute in Boston and Harvard in 1906 and 1907.
When Eliot met Royce at the Signet club in 1909, he may well have
already known about him, because Royce had contributed to the Journal
of Speculative Philosophy circulated by the St. Louis Philosophical
Society and had strong connections with the heritage of idealist philo-
sophy in St. Louis (Crawford 112). In The Philosophy of Loyalty, Royce
explicitly mentions Nitobe’s Bushido, and examines a conception of the
individual and a system of ethics in samurai culture that were largely
based on Buddhism. In doing so, Royce addresses a theme that is also
central to Eliot’s “Mandarins (I),” namely, the conflicting claims of our
‘public’ and ‘private’ selves, of self-possessed individuality and inner
life, on the one hand, and on the other, self-sacrificing, anti-individualistic,
worldly public action that affirms loyalty to the state. “Now, Bushido did
indeed have many anti-individualistic features,” Royce observes.
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But it never meant to those who believed in it any sort of mere slavish-
ness. The loyal Japanese Samurai, as he is described to us by those who
know, never lacked his own sort of self-assertion. He never accepted
what he took to be tyranny [...]. He was fond of what he took to be his
rights as a man of honor. He made much, even childlike, display of his
dignity. His costume, his sword, his bearing, displayed this sense of his
importance. Yet his ideal at least, and in large part his practice, as his
admirers depict him, involved a great deal of elaborate cultivation of a
genuine spiritual serenity [...]. Chinese sages, as well as Buddhistic
traditions, influenced his views of the cultivation of this interior self-
possession and serenity of soul. And yet he was also a man of the world.
(72-73)

Although Royce’s description of the samurai as “childlike” may strike
us as condescending, and although he qualifies his endorsement of the
Bushido code, saying that it does not rightly conceive “the true worth of
the individual,” Royce nonetheless presents it as a version of ethical
individualism that warrants serious consideration. “If [Bushido] has dis-
couraged strident self-assertion,” he concludes, “it has not suppressed
individual judgment [...]. This loyalty has not made machines out of
men. It has given rise to a wonderful development of individual talent.”
(75)

Read in its entirety, Royce’s description of the Bushido code antici-
pates many of the details in Eliot’s much more ironical and ambivalent
portrait of the samurai scholar-bureaucrat in “Mandarins (I).” As in
Royce, in Eliot the Japanese samurai, described as a mandarin or sage,
presents to the crowd a public display of his costume and “dignity” as a
man of the world, while at the same time, in Eliot’s phrase, he “stands
complete,” a self-possessed individual who is “indifferent” to the incen-
tives of public opinion and popularity. But we cannot be certain when,
or whether, Eliot read Royce’s book, whereas we know that another
active participant in the debates about Buddhism on the Harvard campus
was Irving Babbitt, a former student of Charles Lanman’s, who had
already taught Eliot in a course during the fall of 1909, just months
before the composition of “Mandarins (I),” a course which, as Eliot
recalled in a 1933 memorial essay on Babbitt, “touched frequently on
Buddhism.” At that time, Babbitt, who taught modern French literature
but also had a background in Classics, Sanskrit, and Pali, was well
known for two books: The New Laokoon and especially Literature and
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the American College: Essays in Defense of the Humanities, published
in Boston in 1908, which Eliot read, and always regarded as “the more
important” (“A Commentary” 550).

Babbitt’s Literature and the American College is a compelling work
for my analysis of Eliot’s “Mandarins (I)” in at least two ways. First,
Babbitt draws copiously on Buddhist teachings in order to clarify and
illustrate the ethical discipline of humanism. We see this, for example,
when Babbitt describes a social type of public man, like Napoleon, who
yields to the impulses of temperament and is “unduly fascinated” (39)
by power, success, and progress. Babbitt contends that such men should
learn, through the disciplinary arts of the humanities, to constantly exer-
cise what Buddhists call the “active will” with reference to a true princi-
ple of restraint. “What is important in man in the eyes of the humanist,”
Babbitt writes, “is not his power to act on the world, but his power to act
upon himself [...]. ‘If one man conquer in battle ten thousand times ten
thousand men,” says the Buddhist proverb, ‘and another man conquer
his own self, he is the greatest of conquerors’ (56-57).

Elsewhere, Babbitt quotes from Buddhist scripture to support his
larger argument that the humanist should be a man of leisure, because he
should not simply “receive” the vast and growing body of knowledge
transmitted from earlier generations, but, rather, have enough time to
engage in active reflection, transmuting “information” into wisdom
(162).

‘Without knowledge,” says the Buddha, ‘there is no reflection, without
reflection there is no knowledge; he who has both knowledge and reflec-
tion is close upon Nirvana.” The risk we run nowadays is that of having
our minds buried beneath a dead-weight of information which we have
no inner energy, no power of reflection, to appropriate to our own uses
and convert into vital nutriment (162-63).

In the chapter on “Academic Leisure,” Babbitt not only insists on the
value of leisure in maintaining a balance between knowledge and reflec-
tion, where leisure is defined as a meditative “activity in repose” that
blended “Oriental quietism” and the “strenuousness of a certain type of
Occidental” (262). He even goes so far as to suggest that such a transpa-
cific crossing of cultures would require us to question the status of the
“hero” as a public, active man of the world. “The hero of the hour is not
the man of leisure, but the man who engages in what may be termed
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humanitarian hustling,” he concludes. “The humanist and man of leisure
is being elbowed aside by the scientific specialist and bustling humani-
tarian. The view of life that tends to prevail excludes the idea of repose”
(249, 251).

The question raised at the end of Eliot’s “Mandarins (I),” namely,
whether the indifferent public man of action should properly be called a
hero, amply illustrates how he could have relied on Babbitt’s work as a
source of information about Buddhism. But Babbitt’s Literature and the
American College is also crucial for also this discussion of “Mandarins
(I)” insofar as it is full of references to Emerson. Indeed, Babbitt’s entire
line of argument is based on a close analysis of six lines from Emerson’s
“Ode” inscribed to the social reformer and clergyman William Henry
Channing, which Babbitt takes as his epigraph:

There are two laws discrete
Not reconciled,--

Law for man, and law for thing;
The last builds town and fleet,
But it runs wild,

And doth the man unking.
(Collected Poems 63)

Glossing Emerson, Babbitt observes that the public man or humanitarian
hustler neglects the “law for man” because he is too subservient to the
“law for thing” and, unduly fascinated by power and progress, he builds
a civilization but is “unkinged” when he loses dominion over himself.
What makes Emerson, in his view, so relevant to an age of scientific mate-
rialism is that Emerson would have us maintain a “double-consciousness”
of these two laws, and of our “public” and “private” nature (Babbitt 29).
The force of Babbitt’s influence on Eliot during his Harvard years
cannot be overstated. In April 1964, shortly before his death, Eliot
observed, “If any one teacher of mine at Harvard is to be mentioned it
should be Irving Babbitt, the man who had the greatest influence on me”
(Letters 866 n.1). In addition to explaining why Buddhism figures in
“Mandarins (I),” Babbitt’s influence on Eliot also helps us to understand
Eliot’s richly suggestive allusion to Emerson’s dialectical conception of
heroism in this poem. Eliot’s ironically ambivalent portrait of the hero
reminds us that, according to Emerson, “self-trust is the essence of
heroism” (Essays 375), but this is only true because “every heart vibrates



ANITA PATTERSON 31

to that iron string” (Essays 260). For Emerson, the self-reliant hero
performs great acts of service to others while at the same time taking a
stand and trusting the “man within” in order to resist conformity to
public opinion (Essays 374). Whereas, in Emerson, the hero looks both
outwards and inwards, Eliot’s poem asks whether the hero who looks
“neither out nor in” is heroic in any meaningful sense of the word. This
reminds us, further, that Emerson could easily be construed as sanc-
tioning hero worship among the masses, and posing a threat to individ-
uals in modern democratic society as a whole, when he concludes in
“The Uses of Great Men” that the heroic individual is “representative,”
and thus, “abolishes himself and all heroes, [...] destroying individual-
ism” (Essays 625). Emerson suggests this potential threat to democracy
posed by his conception of the hero when he remarks that Napoleon, as
a public man of action, is “no hero, in the high sense,” but nonetheless
concludes that “[Napoleon’s] grand weapon, namely the millions whom
he directed, he owed to the representative character which clothed him”
(Essays 736).

By 1919, Eliot’s references to Emerson in poetry and prose would
bristle with ambivalence: in one review, for example, he described
Emerson’s essays as an “encumbrance” (“American Literature” 23). But
even as early as the spring semester of 1910, shortly before he com-
posed “Mandarins (I),” Eliot took an art history course with Edward
Waldo Forbes, Emerson’s grandson, so it makes sense that Emerson was
already on Eliot’s mind at this time. In a 1918 essay on Henry James
titled “The Hawthorne Aspect,” Eliot praised Emerson for cultivating
the necessary conditions for self-reliance, a “halo of dignity” that is the
mark of leisure and distinction in a relentlessly busy, money-making
society. “One distinguishing mark of this distinguished world was very
certainly leisure,” Eliot writes,

and importantly not in all cases a leisure given by money, but insisted
upon. There seems no easy reason why Emerson or Thoreau or Hawthorne
should have been men of leisure; it seems odd that the New England
conscience should have allowed them leisure; yet they would have it,
sooner or later. That is really one of the finest things about them, and
sets a bold frontier between them and the world which will at any price
avoid leisure, a world in which Theodore Roosevelt is a patron of the
arts. (“Hawthorne” 736-37)
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Drawing on what he had learned from Babbitt, in this essay Eliot makes
one of his rare, memorably positive statements about Emerson as a New
England forebear who, unlike the conspicuously consuming turn-of-the-
century U.S. leisure class, affirmed the humanist ideal of meditative
activity in repose. Like Babbitt, and following Emerson, Eliot contends
that the loss of an opportunity, and even the inward capacity for leisure,
endangered the existence of not just literature, but human dignity; and
this, in turn, recalls the samurai’s stance of “intrepid dignity” in Eliot’s
poem.

The ironic ambivalence of Eliot’s portrait in “Mandarins (I)” figura-
tively implies a fraught, ambivalent identification with Emerson, who,
as Fredric Carpenter, Arthur Christy, Carl Jackson, Alan Hodder, Shoji
Goto, Yoshinobu Hakutani and others have shown, represented a genera-
tion of New Englanders who turned to Hindu, Confucian, and Buddhist
texts in translation to critique the increasingly commercial realities of U.S.
society. Thoreau has generally been regarded as a central figure in this
movement, but there is a growing consensus among critics about the sig-
nificant Buddhist resonances in Emerson’s work. As Robert Richardson,
Emerson’s recent biographer, puts it: “Despite the scarcity of major texts
and sympathetic accounts in languages he could read, Emerson came
quickly to value the importance and appeal of Buddhism” (393).

Emerson’s first encounters with Asian cultures, like Eliot’s, hap-
pened during his youth. His namesake uncle, Ralph Haskins, was active
in trade with East Asia, and returned from a voyage to China shortly
after Emerson was born (Haskins 8-9). Kenneth Cameron describes that
Emerson’s father, the Reverend William Emerson, was the founding
editor of the Monthly Anthology and Boston Review, and in a July 1805
issue published “possibly the first Sanskrit translation in the United
States” (14). Like Eliot, Emerson was a student at Harvard College
during a time when there was a great deal of interest in Indic traditions,
and much of what he read about Hinduism in periodicals as an under-
graduate inspired his future studies in Buddhism (K. Cameron 18-20,
24, 26; Goodman 625). And although his first explicit mention of Bud-
dhism occurs in an 1841 letter to Margaret Fuller, Emerson learned
about East Asian Buddhism as early as 1831. In a letter written on May
24th to his brother William, Emerson says that he had been reading the
first seven or eight lectures in the first volume of Victor Cousin’s Cours
de [’histoire de la philosophie, which was published in Paris in 1829
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(“Letter to William” 322). Emerson’s reading of Cousin came at a
moment of transition and crisis, a time when he was raising fundamental
questions about his faith and vocation (Buell 21). His gradual turning
away from Unitarianism culminated in “The Lord’s Supper” and his
resignation from the pulpit at the Second Church of Boston on September
9th, 1832. Sick and dispirited, he left for Italy in December, arriving in
Paris in mid-June, 1833, where he visited the Louvre and the Jardin des
Plantes, and attended lectures at the Sorbonne and the College de France
(Richardson 139).

In his book, Cousin calls attention to the importance of Buddhism in
the history of philosophy; elaborates the historical and doctrinal connec-
tions between Hinduism and Buddhism; and, perhaps most significantly,
refers to new work by the important nineteenth-century scholar, Eugene
Burnouf, that was published in the March 1825 issue of the Journal
asiatique by the Société Asiatique de Paris (178n.1). In 1826, Burnouf
published Essay sur le pali, the first grammar for one of the sacred lan-
guages of Buddhism, giving access to the language of the oldest
Buddhist canon. In 1832, just a year before Emerson’s visit, Burnouf
was elected to the Collége de France, inaugurating the study of
Buddhism in Europe. One of the first major texts of Buddhism Burnouf
chose to translate was the Lotus Sutra, or the Lotus of the Good Law;
and, in 1844, Burnouf published Introduction a [’histoire de Buddhisme
Indien, which set the course for the academic study of Buddhism for the
next century.

Thus we know that Emerson happened to be in Paris at the time
when European Buddhist studies were first emerging in the early 1830s,
and, as Raymond Schwab has shown, the city was the hub of oriental
scholarship (46, 111). Ralph Rusk reports that the Emerson papers
include a copy of the outline of lectures at the Sorbonne for the second
semester, 1833, which lists courses by professors such as Cousin, and a
copy of a program from the Collége de France that lists Burnouf “on the
Sanskrit language and literature” (387 n.90). Although there is no men-
tion of Burnouf’s lecture in Emerson’s journals, the fact that Emerson
had already read about the importance of Burnouf’s scholarship in
Cousin’s Cours makes it more likely, as John Rudy avers, that Emerson
did indeed attend (221 n.15).

Emerson became increasingly interested in Buddhism during the
1830s and 1840s, unlike the vast majority of Americans, who knew very
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little about Buddhism until the 1860s and 1870s, when Buddhism
became a vogue (Jackson 56, 141). We know, for example, that he read
and reread a translation of an Indian book on Buddha, because it ap-
peared on the lists noted in his journals for 1836, 1838, and 1840 — an
experience which, according to Carpenter, “clearly affected Emerson’s
writing” (108). Also, Emerson was aware of Burnouf’s 1839 translation
from Sanskrit into French of manuscripts of the Lofus Sutra that were
first discovered in 1836 and 1837 and sent to Burnouf by Brian
Hodgson, a British scholar working in Nepal. We know this because
selections from Burnouf’s translation were included in two articles in La
Revue indépendante in 1843 — “Fragments des prédications de Buddha”
and “Considérations sur 1’origine du Bouddhisme” — and in his journal
that year, Emerson translated a passage from the latter of these articles
into English. Emerson was editor for 7he Dial at that time, and included
a selection from Burnouf’s French translation of the Lotus Sutra that
was subsequently translated into English, either by Emerson himself or
by Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, for publication as “The Preaching of
Buddha” in the January 1844 issue (Van Anglen 3-5). This publication,
which was prefixed with an extract from Burnouf’s article, effectively
opened what Thomas Tweed has called the American conversation
about Buddhism (xix).

Carpenter has noted Emerson’s expressed aversion to the “over-
rational quality which he felt to underlie [Buddhism]” as evidenced by
this journal entry from 1845: “Buddha, or he who knows. Intellect puts
an interval: if we converse with low things, — the interval saves us. But
if we converse with high things, with heroic actions, with heroic per-
sons, with virtues, the interval becomes a gulf, and we cannot enter into
the highest good” (146, 148; Journals 9: 293). But this passage immedi-
ately precedes another entry that shows a similar aversion to Plato, even
though Plato was central to the formation of Emerson’s thought. Indeed,
the intellectual quality underlying the Buddhist perspective may have
been an enabling source of its appeal for Emerson at this time.
Emerson’s experience in the Jardin des Plantes, related in his journal for
1833, instructs us not just to take his interests in science more seriously,
but to consider how his awareness, through Cousin and Burnouf, of
Buddhist doctrine may have prepared him for his naturalist revelation,
when he writes: “Not a form so grotesque, so savage, nor so beautiful
but is an expression of some property inherent in the observer, — an
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occult relation.... I am moved by strange sympathies, I say continually,
‘I will be a naturalist’” (Journals 4: 199-200). Here, as in Nature,
Emerson is drawn to the profound interrelation among the overwhelm-
ing diversity of natural facts arranged in a perfectly ordered, unified
system, a system that shows, as he says, the “radical correspondence
between visible things and human thoughts” (Essays 22). Emerson’s
doctrine of correspondence has been extensively discussed in connection
with the influence of Emanuel Swedenborg and Coleridge, but far less
has been said about the Buddhist doctrine of dependent origination,
which teaches that all things arise in dependence on other things.

There are many other suggestive references to Buddhism in Emerson’s
journals, but the clearest evidence we have that Emerson himself regarded
Buddhism as relevant to his thought occurs in “The Transcendentalist,” an
1842 lecture read at the Masonic Temple in Boston. Here, in his first
public reference to Buddhism, Emerson explicitly identifies Buddhism
with Transcendentalism. “The Transcendentalist adopts the whole connec-
tion of spiritual doctrine,” he writes. “Buddhism is an expression of it.
The Buddhist [...] in his conviction that every good deed can by no possi-
bility escape its reward, [...] is a Transcendentalist” (Essays 197). In this
lecture, as in his essay “Compensation,” which appeared a year earlier,
Emerson conceives of a universe where beneficial effects are derived
from virtuous actions and harmful effects from evil actions, a theory that,
according to Christy (98-105), Jackson (54), and Arthur Versluis (58), was
shaped by the doctrine of karma shared by Buddhism and Hinduism.
Indeed, Emerson’s perceived affinity with Buddhism may have been one
reason, as Alan Hodder has remarked, that his writings influenced
Japanese intellectual circles during the Meiji era, when “Compensation”
was the very first of his essays to be translated into Japanese by
Nakamura Masano in 1888. By the 1890s, Emerson’s writings became
more broadly influential, so that quotations from Emerson began to
appear in Japanese newspapers, magazines, and even in common usage
(Hodder 401). Daisetz T. Suzuki, an influential interpreter of Zen
Buddhism, published his “Essay on Emerson” in 1896, and in later years
recalled the “deep impressions” made upon him while he was reading
Emerson in college (343-44).

Emerson’s provocative comparison of Transcendentalism and Bud-
dhism has particular significance for Eliot’s 1910 portrait of the samurai
scholar-bureaucrat in “Mandarins (I)” and for debates about Buddhist
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ethics and “indifference” at Harvard at the turn of the twentieth century,
because Emerson explicitly rejects the notion that compensation pro-
motes indifference and discourages virtuous action. “[TThe doctrine of
compensation is not the doctrine of indifferency,” Emerson concludes.
“In a virtuous action, I properly am; in a virtuous act, I add to the world”
(Essays 299, 300). In 1906, George Santayana, a former student of
Royce’s who taught Eliot in two undergraduate philosophy courses,
published a book Eliot recalled having read at the time, but found to be
“very difficult reading because of a sort of Emersonian style,” where
each sentence was “carefully chiseled, but you had to leap from one sen-
tence to another” (Letters 866 n.l). In Reason in Science, Santayana,
five years before his harsh criticisms of Emerson in “The Genteel Tradi-
tion of American Philosophy,” puts forward a critique of Buddhist ethics
centering on the law of karma. Sharply disagreeing with Emerson,
whom he never mentions, Santayana concludes that karma is a “repug-
nant and destructive” dogma. He concedes that moral responsibility
grounded in the doctrine of karma discourages any charitable efforts to
instruct and save others. “For if all my fortunes depend upon my former
conduct, I am the sole artificer of my destiny. The love, the pity, the
science, or the prayers of others can have no real influence over my
salvation” (296-97).

I have been arguing that Eliot’s exposure to a lively, ongoing schol-
arly debate about Buddhist ethics at Harvard College affected his early
poetry and fostered his ambivalent engagement with Emerson. I’d like
to conclude with a brief consideration of how Eliot’s undergraduate ex-
perience prepared the way for his subsequent immersion in Buddhist
studies as a graduate student, during which time Emerson’s prior interest
in Buddhism would have become even more apparent. In his graduate
courses with Charles Lanman, where Eliot read works by the Sanskrit
scholar and philologist F. Max Miiller, he would have learned that
Miiller dedicated his foundational study of comparative religion, Intro-
duction to the Science of Religion, to Emerson. Lanman thought highly
of Emerson’s poem “Brahma,” as seen in his address, published in 1890,
where he observes that “nowhere, neither in Sanskrit nor in English, has
[the doctrine of the absolute unity] been presented with more vigor,
truthfulness, and beauty of form than by Emerson in his famous lines
paraphrasing the Sanskrit passage” (23-24; Miller 171-72). Most signifi-
cant of all, while auditing course lectures on Buddhist Transcendental-



ANITA PATTERSON 37

ism and other topics given by Anesaki, Eliot received a class handout on
the “parable of the plants” from the Lotus Sutra that was the same excerpt
published by Emerson in The Dial (Crawford 176). Anesaki, who fre-
quently drew comparisons between Unitarianism and Buddhism, and
who was closely connected with the Unitarian community in Boston as
well as the Unitarian mission in Japan, would have known, and likely
mentioned this to his class (Kearns 78).

One of the most enigmatic passages in all of Eliot’s poetry is in the
third part of the poem, “The Fire Sermon,” which culminates in a refer-
ence to the Maha-Vagga, a central text of early, or Hinayana Buddhism
that Eliot had read in Pali for Lanman’s course. A fragment from
Buddha’s sermon, which Eliot compares in his note to Christ’s Sermon
on the Mount, is presented alongside fragments from St. Augustine’s
Confessions:

To Carthage then I came

Burning burning burning burning
O Lord Thou pluckest me out
O Lord Thou pluckest

Burning
(Poems 66)

Eliot’s experience at Harvard informed him of the diversity of claims
and interpretative questions raised by various Buddhist schools: for
example, whereas Royce favored the later developments in Japan of the
Mahayana, Babbitt expressed strong preference for Hinayana Buddhism
as being more rigorous and authentic. Eliot’s explicit reference to “The
Fire Sermon,” and to fire as a trope that simultaneously evokes painful
worldly suffering and liberating purification, affirms his concurrence
with Babbitt, but Eliot’s innovative poetics of fragmentation here and in
The Waste Land as a whole evokes interpretative movement among
multiple voices and perspectives.

Many critics have interpreted Eliot’s allusion to Hinayana Buddhism
in “The Fire Sermon,” but no one to my knowledge has discussed the
relevance of Emerson’s Mahayana Buddhist selection for 7he Dial, even
though its imagery and hermeneutical emphasis present strong, striking
resonances with The Waste Land. In The Waste Land, as in the parable
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of the plants, thunder and water figure the difficulty, and necessity, of
cultural mediation and interpretation in the transmission of Mahayana
Buddhist teachings. In “What the Thunder Said,” part five of The Waste
Land, collocated cultural perspectives drawn from Hinduism and Judeo-
Christianity gain in force and significance when we consider that Eliot
would also have known this Buddhist parable of the plants published by
Emerson. The version rendered in The Dial describes a scene in which a
great cloud, resounding with the noise of thunder, spreads “homogenous
water” over the land and nourishes the different kinds of plants, “every
one according to its force and its object.” The rain, we are told, repre-
sents the teachings of the Buddha, and the plants represent the diverse
capacities of living beings who hear and are nourished by his teachings,
each one according to its ability and need. The parable demonstrates
how the Buddha employs skillful means and devices in order to adapt
his teachings to the abilities of his hearers, a central doctrine of the
Mahayana:

I proportion my language to the subject and strength of each [...] Each
one according to its strength, according to its destination, and comforta-
bly to the nature of the germ whence it springs, produces a distinct fruit,
and nevertheless there is one homogenous water like that which fell
from the cloud. So [...] the Buddha comes into the world, which covers
the universe, and hardly is the chief of the world born, than he speaks
and teaches the true doctrine to creatures. (“The Preaching of Buddha”
398-99)

Eliot’s deliberate allusion to this East Asian Buddhist parable conjoins
the quandary of interpretation vividly dramatized at the end of The
Waste Land by the Hindu parable of the Thunder, with the Biblical trope
of water as a metaphor of transmission in what Eliot called the “water-
dripping song,” endowing greater formal coherence to his poem as a
whole. Both the water-dripping song and the parable of the plants offer
intimations of new life and hope, comprising a vital, specifically Ameri-
can contribution to The Waste Land.

Eliot points out in his notes to The Waste Land that his “collocation”
of Buddha’s sermon and St. Augustine’s Confessions was ‘“not an
accident,” and, I conclude, neither was his decision to publish The Waste
Land in the November 1922 issue of The Dial (Poems 75). Given what
we now know about Emerson’s longstanding interest in Buddhism and
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the 1844 publication of “The Preaching of Buddha” in The Dial, Eliot’s
choice of publication venue may be regarded as his tacit acknowledge-
ment of “the nation” as situated within a global flow of texts, people and
ideas, and of ‘tradition’ as the product of sustained, dynamic, interstitial
intercultural encounter. Eliot’s careful study of Buddhism during his
years at Harvard helped him to come to terms with his roots in New
England, roots that he knew had already been abundantly fertilized by
transpacific cultural exchange for generations; and with Emerson, whose
interest in Buddhism would play a hidden, but important role in the
development of Eliot’s modernism.

In a late essay called “Goethe as the Sage,” Eliot explains how he
learned to read great works of literature, including Buddhist scripture. “It
seems to me that what I do...is [first] not only [...] to suspend my dis-
belief, but to try to put myself in the position of a believer. But this is
only one of the two movements of my critical activity; the second move-
ment is to detach myself again and to regard the poem from outside the
belief.” According to Eliot, this initial act of surrendering to the text
opens the possibility of detachment, where, recovering from identifica-
tion with cultural perspectives or beliefs he does not share, Eliot’s own
sensibility has been forever transformed by this experience. The “systole
and diastole” of identification and distinction, this dialectical movement
of approach towards and withdrawal from the Other’s point of view, is
the mark, in Eliot’s view, not of just a good critic or reader, but of any
great writer who is universal or “representative” — a term Eliot seems to
have reluctantly adapted from Emerson to describe a writer possessed of
wisdom. “Whether the ‘philosophy’ or the religious faith of Dante or
Shakespeare or Goethe is acceptable to us or not,” Eliot concludes,
“there is the Wisdom that we can all accept [...]. Wisdom is [...] the
same for all men everywhere. If it were not so, what profit could a
European gain from [...] the Buddhist Nikayas? Only some intellectual
exercise, the satisfaction of a curiosity, or an interesting sensation like
that of tasting some exotic oriental dish” (“Goethe” 262, 252, 263-64).
The wisdom Eliot aspires to is not limited to any one nation or culture; it
can only be brought about through dialogue, a co-operative activity at
the frontier of cultures, which brings a third meeting point of correspon-
dence into view, a truth outside ourselves. This, I take it, is Eliot’s defi-
nition of transpacific exchange in the best and truest sense (‘“Function”
466). Whether or not you believe Eliot achieves such wisdom through
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the influence of Buddhist traditions, I hope at the very least I have
shown that his entanglement in the vexed identity politics and history of
imperialism should not deter us from learning something new from his
work. We still need to explore Eliot’s modernism in order to clarify his
relevance to the future of American Studies.
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BIRGIT CAPELLE

Generating Newness in the Flow of Immediacy:
Stein, Kerouac, and the 7ao of Modernist Writing

This article takes up, from a transcultural perspective, the question’ of
how the Modernist generation invented itself — and how, in the history
of literature and ideas, it was (narratively) constructed — as a form of
poiesis — of making and beginning, of ‘Make[ing] It New’>. Adopting an
approach that focuses on phenomenology, I will explore the very proc-
esses of literarily and poetically making it new which underlie the con-
struction of the ‘beginning’ myth of Modernism, suggesting that they
can be better comprehended by referring to Taoist and Zen Buddhist
philosophy. Rather than promoting the postmodernist (call for a) decon-
struction of the ‘beginning’ myth commonly associated with the Moder-
nist generation,” I will argue for the myth’s plausibility by showing how
the writings of the modernist Gertrude Stein and Beat writer Jack
Kerouac manifest and celebrate an immediate, pre-conceptual state of
awareness that exhibits characteristics of East Asian “no-mind” (Chin.:
wuji &8 ; Jpn.: mushin) and allows for and even fosters the making or
emergence of the truly new (originality). I will demonstrate how Stein
and Kerouac cultivate and express in their writings a mental state or

' The question was raised, among others, by Sascha Pohlmann and Julius Greve

in their call for papers for the workshop “Modernist Generation: The Making of
Those Who Make It New,” which took place at the 64th Annual Conference
of the DGfA/GAAS.

In this context, it is interesting to note that according to Michael North “the
neo-Confucian scholar Chu Hsi (1130-2000 AD) [. . .] has perhaps the best
claim as true originator of the slogan Make It New” (163).

3 See, for example, North 204-205.
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“way” (Chin.: tao &) of ‘beginning again and again’ and ‘being on the
road’ that resembles the Chinese Taoist attitude or flow of wu wei (F&&;
“taking no unnatural action”). According to Zen Buddhist teaching, this
state accompanies what D.T. Suzuki calls a “return” to one’s original or
“own nature” (Introduction 62; Living 71): a state of immediate aware-
ness which, due to its indefiniteness or emptiness (Skt.: sSinyata), pos-
sesses the potential for the emergence of the unprecedented. With
reference to Stein and Kerouac, I will discuss mental, methodical, and
stylistic factors and processes of generating newness that lend support to
a continued reading of the Modernist generation as a generation of
original creation and beginning anew.

Stein, Kerouac, and Asian Philosophy / Religion

Similar to nineteenth-century American Transcendentalists such as
Emerson and Thoreau, who had eclectically drawn intellectual, literary,
and spiritual inspiration from Asia, and who found their own insights,
intuitions, and beliefs confirmed above all in the philosophy of Hinduism,
many writers and poets of the late nineteen-/early twentieth-century high
modernist (lost) generation and later Beat Generation were fascinated by
(East) Asian cultures and art. This fascination is reflected in many of
their works, having significantly influenced their literary and poetic styles
and techniques.® Gertrude Stein’s interest in East Asian cultures was
fostered, among other things, by her brother Leo’s 1895 trip to Japan.’
The result was a collection of Japanese prints and her posthumously
published Stanzas in Meditation (“Petals’). The most obvious and telling

*  “Modernist writers built on the experiences of Nineteenth-century Americans

who embraced the arts and letters of China and Japan. Some traveled to the
Far East while others explored galleries and libraries in the United States,
England and France. For all of them, an immersion in ‘Oriental’ aesthetics
seems to have prepared them to become ‘modern.’” (“Petals”)

“[. . .], Leo Stein, later a collector of Japanese art, and Hutchins Hapgood, a
journalist who helped to found the Provincetown Players, were the first of the
Modernist generation to visit Japan and bring their experiences home to
Gertrude Stein and Eugene O’Neill” (“Petals”). See also: Wineapple, 90-95;
176-177.
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visual artistic expression of her affinity for Buddhism is Jo Davidson’s
1923 bronze sculpture of Gertrude Stein, which depicts her meditating
like the historical Buddha Shakyamuni, sitting in the lotus posture with
her eyes half-closed. Stein’s Buddha-like mindset, apparently, was not a
secret to her contemporaries and avant-garde friends.

The Beat writers’ fascination with Asian cultures, scriptures, reli-
gion, and philosophy, motivated by their dissatisfaction with American
society and their search for a cultural alternative and a more profound
spiritual experience, is widely known and much discussed in scholarly
articles on the movement and its literature. These motifs are evident, for
example, in the works of Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, and Gary Snyder.
Of course, the Beats’ knowledge of Buddhist, Hindu, Confucian, and
Taoist scriptures and religion varied widely. While Gary Snyder may be
considered the movement’s most serious and most dedicated student of
both Asian literature and languages — he spent many years in Japan,
where he was formally trained in the practice of Zen — Kerouac was a
self-taught student and practitioner of Buddhism and was interested
mainly in specific aspects of its teaching.’

Zen (Chinese Ch’an) Buddhism, which is the branch of Buddhism
the Beat writers were particularly attracted to, was influenced by mystic
Taoism (and Confucianism) when it came to China from India in the
sixth century CE. As a consequence, the philosophy of Zen is permeated
with the wisdom of Taoism.” Both philosophies/religions also inter-
mingle in the writings of the Beats, for example, in Kerouac’s The
Dharma Bums, The Scripture of the Golden Eternity, Wake Up, Satori in
Paris, and On the Road. Yet Kerouac is said to have turned away from
Buddhism later in his life: “Only a few years after their initial meeting,
Kerouac wrote to Snyder that his Buddhism was dead. In his later years
he turned toward the Catholic faith in which he was raised [. . .]”
(Tonkinson 27, see also: Need 86).* David Need points out, however,

See also: Need, “Kerouac’s Buddhism.”

“Evidence that the development of Zen in China was influenced by Taoism is
seen in the presence of the word ‘tao’ in Zen writings as an equivalent to
dharma or ‘Buddha-nature,” and in locating the goal of understanding beyond
language” (Reese 850).

Kerouac’s turning away from Buddhist philosophy/religion is reflected in his
semi-autobiographical novel Desolation Angels (1965) (Need 86).
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