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Abstract
Eastern Religion and the Dilemmas of the Modern
Roderick B. Overaa

Chair of the Supervisory Committee:

Professor Leroy Searle
Department of English

This dissertation presents a genealogy of modernism that explores the impact of Eastern religion and philosophy on nineteenth and twentieth century Anglo-American literature.  This project significantly reframes our current understanding of modernism, its origins, and its legacy.  Twentieth century critics typically emphasized modernist innovations in style and form as defining characteristics.  Increasingly, however, modernism is viewed as a massive cultural response to a profound and pervasive crisis of spirituality in the West—a crisis that has its origins in Enlightenment rationalism and which achieves its most concise and familiar expression in Nietzsche’s famous 1882 pronouncement that “God is dead.”  This study demonstrates that the perceived loss of the spiritual (as the ground for both moral and cosmic order) is the fundamental problem of Western modernity, and that this perspective allows us to understand and explain the extensive influence of Eastern religion on the art and literature of the modern era.  The so-called “crisis of modernity” has never been resolved, and every indication is that it is now approaching its climax as the West faces economic, political and ideological challenges from both without and within—challenges which often become manifest in the form of violent conflict.  This study provides a new perspective on how and why the West has come to its present, precarious situation.  The pressing issues of our time—identity politics, consumerism, terrorism, globalization—cannot be properly contextualized without this broader understanding.  By exposing the extent to which cross-cultural encounters inform and influence national literatures, this project complicates our prevailing assumptions about modernity and the complex relationship between literature and culture.
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Introduction
The impact of Eastern thought on Western culture is as pervasive as it is indisputable.  Cross-cultural pollination between what we now think of as the East and the West has been occurring since at least the Aryan migration into parts of what are now India and Pakistan around 1500 B.C.E.
  In his seminal treatment of the subject, Eastern Religions and Western Thought, S. Radhakrishnan explores the significant influence of Indian religion on early Greco-Roman, Hebrew, and Christian theology.  Arthur Christy, Edward Said, and Darin Pradittatsanee, among others, have devoted an immense number of pages to the task of tracing the transmission of Eastern religious texts to Europe and the United States from the Enlightenment forward.
  Today, the tired phrase “East meets West” is used to market anything from international travel to restaurant cuisine to haute couture.  Concepts and practices such as yoga, Zen, and feng shui have become commonplace, part of our daily lives, and through complex processes of appropriation and redeployment have become woven into the cultural fabric of Western society.  Even in the field of literary criticism, wherein for the last century the predominant emphasis has been on tracing the development of various “national literatures,” scholars are beginning to recognize what Haun Saussy calls the “‘transnational’ dimension of literature.”
  Yunte Huang’s recent examination of the extent to which American literature has been influenced by and become enmeshed with various Asian literatures, for instance, persuasively complicates the increasingly questionable notion of a “national literature,” at least insofar as scholars generally use the term.
  The scholarship of the last two decades has made it increasingly clear that cultural transmission between the Eastern and Western hemispheres has been occurring, in various forms and contexts, for nearly four millennia, and that these exchanges, borrowings, and appropriations have been far more pervasive and significant than previously imagined.  Yet for the greater part of the past two thousand years, the West has generally regarded Eastern religions and their adherents (whether Islamic, Hindu, Buddhist, Zoroastrian, or Shinto) as little more than unfortunate examples of pagan foolishness, not worth the effort of serious study.

However, beginning in the mid-nineteenth century, a significant shift occurred:  across Europe and the U. S., interest in Eastern religion blossomed exponentially.  This shift transpired not only across various academic disciplines, not only in the art and literature of the day, not only in the popular imagination, but in the very consciousness of Western civilization.  This widespread turn to Eastern religion thus signals a paradigm shift in the zeitgeist, a shift that I argue carried well into the twentieth century and which as yet has not been adequately accounted for.  The central question that needs to be addressed in this regard is:  Why?  What drew so many writers, artists, and thinkers to a range of theological and philosophical discourses that lay outside the Western tradition?

If we accept the general consensus of today’s postcolonial scholars, the increased interest in Eastern religion that occurred in the latter part of the nineteenth century resulted from a number of interrelated developments:  the acceleration of European colonial expansion; increased availability of Eastern religious texts in the West; increased capacity for literary production; increased mobility; and a growing awareness of the fundamental unity of the globe and its inhabitants.  Unquestionably these various forces operated in the West in an interconnected, overlapping, and mutually sustaining manner to draw attention to the East on a wider scale.  However, these factors ultimately constitute only a partial explanation.  For whether postcolonial scholars consider these factors individually or collectively, the narratives they produce almost invariably identify imperialism and the rise of Western cultural hegemony as the principal motivating forces behind the sudden and furious rush to understand and represent the East and its various religions, downplaying or dismissing as a matter of course the actual intentions of authors.  As Benita Parry puts it,

the effect of scholars’ one-sided concern with the constitution of “otherness”/alterity/difference, or with the production of silenced subject positions, has been to cause matters of discourse undeniably to take precedence over the material and social conditions prevailing during colonialism and in the post-independence era.

Similarly, James Clifford acknowledges that “Discourse analysis is always in a sense unfair to authors.  It is not interested in what they have to say or feel as subjects but is concerned merely with statements as related to other statements in a field” (270, Clifford’s emphasis).  Said’s famous study, in which he claims that Orientalism is a uniquely and exclusively “Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient,” and in which he selectively ignores counterexamples, is representative of this brand of scholarship (Orientalism 3).  The net effect of this privileging of discourse analysis is that literary criticism too often is reduced to a mere exercise in polemics and finger-pointing.

While postcolonial studies of this type are effective in drawing attention to the deleterious effects that Western discourses have had on non-Western peoples and are valuable for that reason, in my view the rampant assumption that all attempts at cross-ethnic representation by Western authors are grounded in an ethics of domination and exploitation demands interrogation.  Since the publication of Orientalism in 1978 scholars increasingly have been forced to recognize, as Clifford does, that “There has, of course, been a sympathetic, non-reductive Orientalist tradition, a strand that Said downplays” (261).  Can authors like Emerson, Thoreau, Melville, Whitman, Pound, Eliot, and Forster truly be dismissed, as Said suggests, as “cultural isolatos”? (Orientalism 290).  To this list of writers who became interested in Eastern religion or drew upon elements of it in their work we can certainly add Amos Bronson Alcott, John Greenleaf Whittier, William Butler Yeats, Sir Edwin Arnold, Madame Blavatsky, Victor Segalen, D. H. Lawrence, Hermann Hesse, W. Somerset Maugham, and Virginia Woolf.  With respect to the visual arts, while Gauguin’s interest in Asian art and his self-imposed exile from Europe to Tahiti are well known subjects, the significant influence of Eastern thought on the art of Van Gogh, Monet, Redon, Kandinsky, Brancusi, and Marcel Duchamp has only recently become understood as part of a larger aesthetic trend.
  Although a few of the figures mentioned here arguably might be considered “minor” artists, we are nonetheless left with an impressive list of modernist heavy hitters.  Is it impossible, then, to imagine a prominent strand of Western literature wherein aspects of Eastern religion are incorporated, transfigured, and redeployed not for the purposes of consolidating political power in the West, but rather as a response to the problems of modernity internal to Western society?  Is there perhaps a more fundamental, comprehensive explanation for this profound shift in the worldview of the West?

I contend that a turn to exoteric discourses as a means of situating, critiquing, and negotiating the problems of Western modernity is both broadly characteristic of modernist literature and central to what can be viewed (though problematically) as a modernist aesthetic.  From the “international novels” of Henry James to the more exotic explorations of authors like Joseph Conrad, E. M. Forster, Ezra Pound, and W. Somerset Maugham, cultural contrast is the central impulse evident in what are generally considered the best works of the modernists.  The turn to ancient Eastern religions and philosophies such as Hinduism, Buddhism, and Confucianism so prevalent in Anglo-American literature during the mid-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is an important—though often overlooked—part of what I identify as this more general “exoteric impulse”.  I suggest that Eastern religion—however misunderstood or corrupted by the various authors I will examine—offered alternative models of spirituality to a West increasingly preoccupied with and alarmed by the spiritual and moral vacuities associated with the ascendancy of secular relativism.  Indeed, it would not be going too far to claim that Eastern religion offered these authors a potential means to repair (or at least maintain) a broken-down humanism that, by the end of WWI, had lost its moral ground.  These are, admittedly, far-reaching, ambitious claims.  However, my genealogy is not intended to be definitive or comprehensive with respect to Euro-American modernism.  I merely propose to examine more fully one particular aesthetic impulse that can be characterized as distinctly “modern”, which is widely evident in the literature of the modern age, and which until recently has been given short-shrift in modernist criticism.
For the purposes of this study, I will define what I have above termed the “exoteric impulse” as the individual intellectual or creative decision of certain European and American writers, artists, philosophers, and scholars to draw from non-Western discourses specifically in order to negotiate Western problems—especially those problems associated with modernity—in a manner that is: 1) generally sympathetic to these discourses and the cultures from which they have arisen, and 2) generally rooted in the precepts of traditional humanism which emphasize a secular worldview and the universalizing aspects of human experience.
The three chapters of this genealogy of modernism are delineated by the three principal figures of the study:  Ralph Waldo Emerson, Herman Melville, and William Somerset Maugham.  All three of these writers experienced a profound crisis of faith in their youth that considerably determined their intellectual and literary trajectories and, in different ways and with varying results, impelled them to incorporate elements of Eastern religion and philosophy into their writings.  
The first chapter traces the origins and early development of this exoteric impulse in order to establish its preeminence in modernist literature.  I argue that the exoteric impulse is first manifested in fully realized form in the work of the American Transcendentalists —and more specifically—in that of Ralph Waldo Emerson.  Emerson was the first Western intellectual to posit the central crisis of modernity as a spiritual crisis and a secular decline of faith in a universal moral order.  His works collectively constitute a sustained attempt to work out a practical solution to this crisis.  Emerson’s recognition is the key insight and operating principle that distinguishes the American Transcendentalists from the European Romantics—and it is this distinction that enables me to claim that modernism begins with Ralph Waldo Emerson.

The second chapter traces the development of the exoteric impulse in the work of Herman Melville, and concludes with a brief section on the consolidation of the exoteric impulse in late nineteenth century Anglo-American literature, a period in which writers such as Whitman, Yeats, James, Blavatsky, Kipling and Sir Edwin Arnold established cultural contrast as a major and widely popular theme in modern literature.  I take Melville as my principal figure in this chapter for two reasons:  first, because throughout his literary career the exoteric impulse is central to Melville’s aesthetic vision; and second, because his turn to the East anticipates not only that of these other authors, but that of the early twentieth-century modernists as well.  Scholars increasingly view Melville as a “proto-modernist” whose work anticipates the thematic concerns and techniques of modernist writers; my study should serve to further cement that reputation.  The central focus of chapter two will be Moby-Dick, although I will also place texts such as Typee, Omoo, Clarel, and several of Melville’s short stories into context.

The final chapter begins with a brief survey of critical work on the influence of Eastern thought on modernist authors, including Ezra Pound, E. M. Forster, D. H. Lawrence, and T. S. Eliot.  I then trace the development of the exoteric impulse in the exotic fiction and travel writing of W. Somerset Maugham.  During the first half of his literary career, Maugham resisted the groundswell of interest in Eastern religion and philosophy that was sweeping across the Western world; however, despite his lifelong misgivings about mysticism and his allegiance to fictional realism, in his later writings he increasingly incorporated elements of Eastern thought into his work.  I argue that during the second phase of his career, Maugham makes a perceptible shift in his understanding and use of Eastern material, a move away from the well-worn tropes of much nineteenth century exoticism toward much more sympathetic and philosophical representations.  Extended criticism on Maugham’s work is exceedingly scarce because modernist critics typically consider him a second-tier writer of popular but hackneyed stories devoid of the experiments in technique and form associated with his canonical peers.  Maugham’s exotic, colonial fiction has been similarly ignored by postcolonial critics, generally on the same grounds.  I suggest that Maugham’s exoteric turn to Indian philosophy, the tone of ironic detachment characteristic of his writing, and his concern with issues of alterity are strong arguments for Maugham’s modernity and a reconsideration of his exclusion from the canon of Anglo-American literature.
This study thus presents a reevaluation of the work of three major writers that, in the larger context of the widespread turn to non-Western discourses in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, constitutes a new way of conceptualizing and understanding modernism.
With regard to the use of Anglicized foreign words in this study, my rationale has been to opt for simplicity in deference to the general reader.  Words in common usage in English have not been modified except where recognizable special characters may indicate a more accurate pronunciation.  With respect to words drawn from the Hindu and Buddhist traditions, I use either Pali or Sanskrit terms, opting in each case for the transliteration that is either in common usage or is easiest to read and pronounce.  With the exception of long vowels and accents (which are useful to the general reader), I have tended to avoid using special diacritical marks.  In quoted passages containing foreign words, the terms appear as in the original text.
Chapter I:  Emerson, Eastern Religion and the Origins of Modernism

This chapter traces the origins and early development of what I have above called the “exoteric impulse” in order to establish its preeminence within the context of modernist literature.  I argue that the first full flowering of this modernist tendency occurs in the work of the American Transcendentalists—and more specifically—in that of Ralph Waldo Emerson.
That Emerson, Thoreau, and other members of their Concord coterie developed a keen and abiding interest in Eastern philosophy is not news.  Even the uninitiated, casual reader today cannot help but notice Thoreau’s reverence for Indian and Confucian thought in Walden, his most famous work.  Like Emerson, Thoreau read heavily in Eastern philosophy.  His engagement with the Bhagavad Gita, Confucius’ Analects, the works of Mencius, and other texts is patently clear in Walden.  A. K. B. Pillai has compiled extensive evidence of the broad range of texts with which Thoreau was familiar stating that “Walden as a whole is Thoreau’s story of the training of the senses to distinguish and develop the innate strength of the human being and the spiritual values of the humankind” and that “Walden is the closest to the Yogic system of all major American writings.”
  Like his teacher Emerson, Thoreau incorporated Eastern philosophy into his own system of thought, adapting it to his needs.  His critique of “this restless, nervous, bustling, trivial Nineteenth Century” in Walden anticipates modernism in important ways, and his call for a simpler way of living—buttressed by his discussions of Indian and Chinese philosophy—is another early example of the modernist proclivity to use exoteric perspectives in order to diagnose or treat the dehumanizing effects of modern life.
  His remark at the end of the book, “Only that day dawns to which we are awake” approximates one of the central teachings of the Buddha:  “Mindful among the mindless / Awake while others dream” (Walden 587, Byrom 28).  Additionally, Thoreau translated a number of Hindu scriptures for the Dial and other journals.  Like Emerson before him and Melville and Whitman after, Thoreau drew from Eastern thought but redeployed it in a modern context.

This chapter, however, will focus primarily on Emerson’s work, and more specifically on his engagements with Buddhism and Hinduism.  There are several reasons for this, the first of which has to do with limitations of space.  The complex philosophical system that Emerson developed during his career as a writer and lecturer demands a book-length treatment; therefore the exegesis I offer below, though sufficient to support my claims, must necessarily be considered the most cursory of outlines.  Second, while both Emerson and his protégé, Thoreau, became deeply immersed in Eastern thought and referred to a variety of Eastern religious and philosophical traditions in their work, Emerson was the first of the pair to employ what I have above termed the exoteric impulse.  Third, while Emerson read widely in Eastern religion and philosophy, incorporating elements of Confucian, Mencian, Islamic and Sufi thought, it was Indian philosophy—and, in particular, Hinduism and Buddhism—that contributed most to his own metaphysical and soteriological systems.  This will become evident in the analyses that follow.
The connections I wish to draw between Emerson’s work and that of later, modernist authors requires that I first situate American Transcendentalism within this broader context.  Arthur Christy’s seminal work The Orient in American Transcendentalism (1932) constitutes the first attempt at a truly comprehensive study of the influence of Eastern thought on the American Transcendentalists as a group, although by this time other scholars and critics had begun to explore and articulate these affinities.
  The subsequent eight decades have generated such a vast array of articles, dissertations, and monographs on the subject that it is now impossible for scholars to competently assess the work of Emerson and Thoreau without acknowledging their extensive engagements with non-Western literatures (particularly Indian philosophy).  The crucial point that must be recognized here is that these significant reassessments of Emerson’s and Thoreau’s work began appearing in the 1920s and 30s—the most philosophically and creatively sophisticated part of what is generally termed the era of High Modernism.  At a time when the so-called “crisis of modernity” was prompting writers like Pound, Forster, and Eliot to turn to Eastern religion and philosophy in their work, literary critics were simultaneously beginning to consider the likely origins of this exoteric impulse.
  Their critical instincts, which led them back to the work of the American Transcendentalists, could not have served them better.

My argument, then, is grounded in two specific assumptions:  first, that American Transcendentalism marks a distinct break with prior Orientalist approaches by Western thinkers (especially the British Romantics); and second, that the influence of American Transcendentalism on subsequent Western literature is more extensive and profound than generally has been acknowledged.  While we can no longer view American Transcendentalism as merely an extension or offshoot of European Romanticism, neither can we view it as a short-lived, self-contained resurgence of mystic idealism that flowered briefly and ended with the death of Emerson in 1882.  Because these assumptions remain particular points of contention in recent scholarship, it is necessary to elucidate my rationale more fully before turning to more specific analyses of Emerson’s work.

Critics have traditionally situated American Transcendentalism as an outgrowth of English Romanticism and as part of the American Romantic movement of which Poe and Hawthorne were seminal figures.
  Perry Miller unabashedly proclaims that Thoreau’s “Walden is one of the supreme achievements of the Romantic Movement.”
  In the wake of recent challenges to the notion of American Transcendentalism as essentially Romantic in character, Patrick J. Keane argues fervently for “Transcendentalism’s essentially British transatlantic roots,” identifying British Romanticism as “the immediate antecedent movement to American Transcendentalism” and arguing that “Emerson saw himself as part of a transatlantic movement.”
  There is no question that the American Transcendentalists were heavily influenced by the British Romantics, from whom they inherited German Transcendentalism and with whom they shared certain affinities.  Both movements asserted the primacy of individual experience and privileged subjectivity, idealism, and the intuitive faculty over the empiricist materialism of Locke and other Enlightenment thinkers.  The American Transcendentalists also shared with their Romantic predecessors a fascination with the religions of India and the Far East, yet another parallel often drawn in order to establish an association or intellectual lineage between the two movements.  But as T. S. Eliot has famously shown, influence does not constitute identity.
  If such were the case, it would be more apt to consider Emerson a Hindu than a Romantic—and this would be an equally flawed assertion.

Keane’s assertion that Emerson considered himself part of a “transatlantic movement” wilts when one actually attends to Emerson’s thoughts on the subject.  “The new man,” Emerson writes, “must feel that he is new, and has not come into the world mortgaged to the opinions and usages of Europe, and Asia, and Egypt.”
  “Each age… must write its own books,” he urged the Phi Beta Kappa Society at Cambridge in 1837, lamenting the current state of scholarly affairs in his time with the comment that “instead of Man Thinking, we have the bookworm” (56-7).  His famous address delivered the following year to the graduating class of the divinity school at Cambridge contained the following exhortation:  “Let me admonish you, first of all, to go alone; to refuse the good models, even those which are sacred in the imagination of men, and dare to love God without mediator or veil…Imitation cannot go above its model.  The imitator dooms himself to hopeless mediocrity” (89).  As Joel Porte points out, as Emerson matured as a writer and thinker he came to recognize that “the writer must be willing to represent his age or run the risk of losing his audience.”
  Although Emerson admired the British Romantics and availed himself of opportunities to meet Coleridge, Wordsworth, and Carlyle during his travels to Europe, any assertion that he merely attempted to imitate or extend their vision in his own work is a gross misinterpretation.  Indeed, Emerson’s entire metaphysics—stemming in part from his dissatisfaction with the praxis of Christian religion in his time—is grounded in the idea that one should not blindly accept the descriptions of reality that have been handed down through the ages, but should rather attempt, insofar as possible, to directly experience reality for oneself.  Accordingly, while he acknowledged his debts to Romanticism (as he did with the many other traditions he drew from), Emerson fundamentally sought to escape the intellectual shadow of the European canon throughout his career as a writer and lecturer.

Despite the affinities between European Romanticism and American Transcendentalism described above, the latter is being considered increasingly as a separate and distinct movement.  An early challenge to the default conception of Transcendentalism as implicitly Romantic in origin and character came from Arthur Christy, who in 1932 asserted that there was

no important connection between the English and American writers.  For the American Transcendentalists, the Orient was the home of the oldest philosophic truths; for the English Romanticists, it was a source of poetic glamour.  The connection between the two is slight. (49-50)

Christy’s distinction arises from his insight that whereas the Romantics typically used Oriental tropes merely to create sensual, exotic settings and imagery in their writing, Emerson and Thoreau turned to the ancient wisdom of India and China in order to wrestle with the spiritual and theological crises of their particular cultural moment.  A similar argument was put forth by John T. Reid in 1965.
  While Reid views Transcendentalism as “an American manifestation of that great revolution in Western thought and literature called Romanticism,” thus acknowledging a closer affinity between the two movements than Christy allows, he nonetheless argues that the persistent idea that “The Americans, being still the intellectual colonials of Britain and Europe, were merely imitating the Romantic authors of the Old World in their newly discovered fascination with Indian literature…would not be a very discriminating statement of the facts” (2).  Reid emphasizes that, rather than “simply…borrowing from European literature…Emerson and Thoreau derived their knowledge of Indian philosophy from a direct reading of the sources” (2-3).  Like Christy, Reid identifies a “spiritual direction” in the work of Emerson and Thoreau “abetted by a number of factors in our [American] cultural history,” and goes on to suggest that the “philosophy of the East…met a need within them which was a resultant of a complex series of factors within their own Western process of cultural development” (17).  More recently, A. K. B. Pillai has identified a fundamental difference between the European Romantics and the American Transcendentalists, stating that the common idea that the latter “were Romantics is an inadequate conception, if not a fallacy” (1).  The Romantics, he argues,

did not have the spirituality of the Transcendentalists, nor their all-embracing vision.  The Romantics in general were sensuous in nature.  The best of the writings of Wordsworth, Shelley, and Byron can be considered as illuminating human consciousness.  But that illumination was not so great spiritually as that provided by the writings of the Transcendentalists. (2)

What these three scholars are suggesting is that the 1836 publication of Emerson’s Nature constitutes a distinct break with European Romanticism in American literature, and that American Transcendentalism should be viewed as a discrete and largely self-contained phenomenon.  The common denominator in these arguments is an emphasis on a specifically located cultural crisis that for Emerson and Thoreau was, in its very essence, spiritual in nature, a crucial point to which I will return shortly.

While Christy, Reid, and Pillai argue persuasively for a particular moment of schism, however, their studies typically dismiss, downplay, or miss entirely the enduring effects of American Transcendentalism on subsequent literature and its contribution to modernist aesthetics.  Too often, American Transcendentalism is viewed as an intense but brief resurgence of mysticism, an anomalous flowering cut short by the ascendancy of Naturalism and literary realism in the late nineteenth century.  “The New England Transcendentalists were a small minority,” Arthur A. Ekirch, Jr. proclaims, an assessment that, while accurate in terms of sheer numbers, minimizes the profound and lasting influence the movement has had on Western thought.
  Christy warns against the “coupling of the names of the Concordians…with…modern movements,” and concludes “If answer must be given to the question of the consequences of Concord Orientalism…The vagaries of modern, Orientally inspired prophets should not be laid to them” (268, 269).  Reid remarks that “the later decades of the [nineteenth] century were marked by an increasingly superficial attitude toward Indian things,” although he acknowledges that “A detailed study of the directions which characterized American interest in India in the twentieth century remains to be done” (76).  Thus the pressing need certain scholars have felt to distinguish American Transcendentalism from Romanticism has—perhaps paradoxically—diverted attention away from the concomitant need to speculate more concretely about the terminal end of the movement and its subsequent legacy.

This omission has been addressed to some extent in recent scholarship, although with inconclusive, vague, or otherwise unsatisfactory results.  Arthur Versluis has identified a number of late-nineteenth century “avant-garde alternatives to traditional religions” that owe a considerable debt to American Transcendentalism, such as “Theosophy, occultism, astrology, mind reading, psychic research, [and] mesmerism.”
  However, he downplays the overall significance of these developments on the grounds of their “diluted” and “denatured” representations of Asian religions, rating them as “bastard” forms of Eastern thought resulting from popularization and “dilettantism” (314).  He also identifies Transcendentalism as “a predecessor of the ‘New Age’ movement during the late twentieth century,” yet insists upon a historical “chasm between the enthusiasm of Emerson and Thoreau…and the early twentieth century” (316, 317).  Umesh Patri offers a more sympathetic and cohesive interpretation, arguing that “The American Transcendental movement can be viewed as part of a general cultural renaissance which tried to develop a holistic approach to life and religions,” identifying “Transcendentalism as a transitional phase looking forward to the twentieth century.”
  While Patri is correct to situate American Transcendentalism within a wider cultural schema, however, he fails to recognize that the “general cultural renaissance” he identifies is, in fact, the attempt of Western civilization to come to terms with the profound spiritual crisis that defines modernity.  Gustaaf Van Cromphout comes nearer to the mark when he notes the recent tendency of scholars to view “Emerson as our prescient contemporary,” remarking that “Emerson now seems to have been ahead of us all along—a modernist among moderns.”
  Cromphout’s argument that “Goethe was simply the paramount intellectual influence upon the age, the inescapable figure in modern literature” does carry some currency, as does his attendant assertion that Goethe’s thinking was “the greatest contribution to…the Emersonian theory of the individual” (9, 121).   Where Cromphout falls short is in his failure to acknowledge that Goethe’s “metamorphic interpretation of human development” (like that of his successor Emerson), was in great measure influenced by the German writer’s own keen interest in Oriental literature (Cromphout 121).  Walter Veit has demonstrated that Goethe “was drawn to Oriental subjects during his whole career” and that “Goethe used the spiritual travel to the Orient to critique Occidental narcissism.”
  Goethe’s fascination with the exoteric literatures of the East likely began with his reading of J. G. Herder in the 1770s, and it culminates in the publication of his last great collection of poetry, West-östlicher Diwan, a work inspired by the fourteenth century Persian poet Hafiz.  Thus, while Cromphout is correct to identify “Goethe’s modernity” as an essential and perhaps even foundational component of Emerson’s metaphysics, he simply does not acknowledge the deeper implications of this influence (22).  Goethe’s most important contributions to Emerson’s intellectual development were his concept of Weltliteratur (world literature) and his interest in Oriental literature.
  The body of work that Emerson actually produced once he had absorbed these ideas, however, significantly outstripped that of his predecessor, both in the scope of its inclusivity and the sophistication of its philosophical arguments.

These critical problems can be resolved by situating American Transcendentalism in its proper context.  Emerson was the first Western intellectual to recognize in such concrete and comprehensive terms that the central crisis of modernity is a crisis of spirituality, and he devoted his entire intellectual career and the greater part of his life to working out a practical solution to this crisis.  Emerson’s recognition is the key insight and operating principle that distinguishes the American Transcendentalists from the European Romantics—and it is this distinction that enables me to assert that modernism begins with Ralph Waldo Emerson.

Beginning with the New England Transcendentalists, there is evident in American and European literature an increased openness to and acceptance of non-Western discourses and literary traditions as potential ways to understand, critique, and cope with an emerging modernity.  In his recent book, Robert C. Gordon identifies Emerson as “the first American to champion the wisdom of ancient India.”
  “By the time of his birth in 1803,” Gordon writes, “western contact with Indian civilization was nearly three centuries old.  However, not until rather late did the West begin to understand and appreciate the spiritual heritage of India” (1).  Reid holds a similar though more expansive view:  “Without any question, Emerson is the first great American literary figure in whose thought and works the prominent mark of India is evident.  In fact, he is probably the first major author of the Western world in whose world view the ideas of Hindu philosophy were clearly and demonstrably etched” (19).  While these scholars acknowledge the interest and fascination with Eastern thought that preceded Emerson in the West, the distinction they are making (and it is a profound one) is that Emerson was the first to actively embrace and incorporate elements of Eastern thought into his own metaphysics.

This is not to suggest that Emerson and Thoreau merely adopted wholesale the models of consciousness and selfhood they found in ancient Eastern texts, or that their engagements with Eastern religion consisted of simply recasting ancient thought for a modern audience.  As Christy argues, “Emerson and his friends were not engaged in a wholesale taking over of Hindu thought” (21).  Gordon’s comments are more expansive:  “it should be emphasized that Emerson was no slavish reader of Hindu scripture…Given his eclectic method, Emerson felt free to borrow what he wished, and simply to pass over those aspects of Indian metaphysics inconsonant with his own philosophy” (112).  Indeed, Emerson rails against such an unoriginal, “retrospective” approach in the first paragraph of his first major publication, Nature:  “Why should not we have a poetry and philosophy of insight and not of tradition, and a religion by revelation to us, and not the history of theirs…why should we grope among the dry bones of the past, or put the living generation into masquerade out of its faded wardrobe?” (Nature 7).  He then implores of his contemporaries, “Let us interrogate the great apparition…let us inquire” (7, my emphasis).   As Christy has shown, Emerson’s penchant for quotation does not constitute the “death of originality” through a passive, unquestioning acceptance of past thought; rather, Emerson’s intertextual method of “borrowing” and “blending” is part of his active intellectual process, a process that seeks to extend the quoted material (Christy 4-5).
This emphasis on process (as opposed to passive acceptance) is fundamental to Emerson’s religious and metaphysical sensibilities.  Indeed, his decision in September 1832 (four years before Nature first appeared) to resign as pastor of Boston’s Second Church stemmed from his perception that Christian religion—as it was being practiced in New England at the time—had become merely an exercise in tradition, a mindless recirculation of sterile dogma handed down from those for whom divine revelation was, ostensibly, the result of direct experience.  “The difficulty,” Emerson wrote in his journal a few months prior to his resignation, “is that we do not make a world of our own but fall into institutions already made & have to accommodate ourselves to them to be useful.”
  Another entry dated June 2, 1832 indicates Emerson’s increasing frustration with the religious praxes of his era:  “The profession is antiquated.  In an altered age, we worship in the dead forms of our forefathers.  Were not a Socratic paganism better than an effete superannuated Christianity?” (JMN IV: 27).  These effusions demonstrate that from the earliest stages of his career as a writer and lecturer, Emerson advocated that religion and spirituality should be active, experiential processes grounded in intuition, rather than merely a poring over the religious insights of our ancestors.  Thus, while both Emerson and Thoreau were pleased to find in Eastern thought ideas and concepts that closely approximated, supported, or inspired their own metaphysical conceptions, they emphasized that the early Indian scriptures and philosophies of Confucius and Mencius served primarily to illustrate (and less often, to catalyze) their own spiritual and philosophical insights.  As Thoreau put it in his journal, “I do not the least care where I get my ideas, or what suggests them” (Thoreau, qtd. in Christy 6).  

Emerson’s engagement with Indian philosophy centers on what Pradittatsanee terms “the possibility of a synthesis of different traditions” (41).  Similarly, Pillai argues that “The Transcendentalists, in their efforts to get rid of the evils of their society and in their quest toward the reality of human existence and nature, accepted everything good that they found from any part of the world.  They looked beyond the barriers of Western civilization, and absorbed the rich heritage of Asia” (6).  This is what Michael Levenson refers to as “widening,” or “enlarging contexts…establishing relations between contexts, by situating motifs within an increasingly elaborate set of cultural parallels.”
  However, while Levenson suggests that this shift developed slowly over the twenty or thirty years leading up to Eliot’s The Waste Land (which he identifies as the culmination of this aesthetic impulse), I argue that the first full flowering of this modernist tendency occurs much earlier, in the work of the American Transcendentalists.  This shift coincided with the first significant influx of scholarly work on Indian philosophy from Europe to America, for as Pradittatsanee notes that “in the nineteenth century translations of original oriental texts and more reliable scholarly works about the Orient from Europe became available to Americans” (8).  I argue that Eastern thought provided Emerson with not only the means to critique and challenge the constricting Calvinist dogma of the era, but also with a means of synthesizing a distinctly “American” literature that could no longer be overshadowed by the European tradition.  As I demonstrate in chapters two and three of this dissertation, this tendency flourished in the late nineteenth century, and in the twentieth century it became a central characteristic of modernist literature.

Two final critical points that must be addressed are the debates over the extent to which Emerson, during his early career, was familiar with and sympathetic towards Indian philosophy.  On the first point Reid asserts that “If we are to judge by the content of his published work between 1836 and 1841, the Indian influence is negligible” and that “Not until 1836 did he read his first actual example of Indian literature, The Code of Manu” (21, 22).
  However, he qualifies this assessment by noting that Emerson’s “first contacts with Indian thought [date to] when he was a student at Harvard about the year 1818” (20).  Reid’s assessment cuts right to the heart of this critical problem—while Emerson did not begin to read translations of Indian literature in earnest until just prior to the time he was writing Nature, from 1818 onward he became increasingly familiar with Indian and Confucian thought through his extensive reading.  As Russell B. Goodman argues, “Though Emerson did not see a complete Hindu text…until he was in his forties, it would be misleading to think that there was no Indian influence before then.”
  Indeed, in his recent book on the subject, Gordon suggests that the seeds of this influence may have been planted in Emerson’s childhood, through his father’s intellectual engagements with the Indian philosophy that was beginning to appear in America:  

Although Reverend [William] Emerson died just short of Ralph Waldo’s 8th birthday, the precocious youngster may have had his first introduction to India through family readings at the fireside, or through listening to his father discuss Indian themes with his literary and philosophical friends.  In any event, by the time the young Emerson entered Harvard College in 1817, he had a definite interest in the subject of India, as his readings and college compositions attest.” (Gordon 2-3)

Such speculations aside, what is clear is that Emerson was exposed to Indian poetry, history, cosmology, and philosophy during his college years, for as Gordon’s work demonstrates in detail, “By the time he graduated from Harvard, Emerson had read numerous sources on the history, beliefs, and religious practices of India.”
  A few of the titles Emerson became familiar with at Harvard include Alexander Woodhouselee’s Considerations on the Present Political State of India, Thomas Duer Broughton’s Selections from the Popular Poetry of the Hindoos, William Robertson’s An Historical Disquisition Concerning the Knowledge the Ancients had of India, and Sir William Jones’ The Asiatick Miscellany (Gordon 3).  During his junior year in 1820 Emerson, speculating on the influence of Indian thought on the ancient Greeks after a lecture delivered by Edward Everett, recorded a now famous entry in his journal that not only suggests a budding interest in India, but prophetically hints at the future direction of his work:  “Though the literature of Greece give us sufficient information with regard to later periods of their commonwealth [,] as we go back, before the light of tradition comes in, the veil drops.  ‘All tends to the mysterious East’” (JMN I: 12).  Emerson’s crowning achievements at Harvard, his Bowdoin Prize essay submission “The Present State of Ethical Philosophy” and his poem “Indian Superstition” (delivered to the graduating class in 1821), both bear evidence of his extensive Indian research and a budding interest in Indian religion and philosophy (Gordon 7).  After graduation, as Riepe has noted, “Emerson began reading borrowed copies of The Edinburgh Review between 1820-25 so that he could read its articles about India among other fascinating topics” (116).  Clearly then, Emerson was conversant with Indian philosophy and elements of its metaphysics well before he drafted Nature in 1836.


This leads naturally to the question of the degree to which Emerson was sympathetic toward Indian thought during the early part of his intellectual career.  Until recently, the general consensus has been that Emerson was initially put off by India and its mystical religion.  Christy asserts that “Emerson was not always a lover of the East” (66).  Versluis remarks that Emerson’s “early view of Asia seems at times jaundiced,” and suggests a significant “distance between the early Emerson…and the Emerson of thirty years later who was fascinated with the Bhagavad Gita and the Upanishads” (52, 53).  Scholars typically point to Emerson’s poem “Indian Superstition,” delivered to his senior class at graduation, as evidence of Emerson’s hostile reception of Indian religion.  An oft-quoted passage from the poem runs:  “Dishonoured India clanks her sullen chain / And wails her desolation to the main.”
  Reid argues that the poem “reveals no profound knowledge of Indian matters,” and quotes extensively from Emerson’s journals to support a view of the young scholar as holding “not…an enthusiastic view of the Hindu way of life” (20).  According to Reid, it was not until “After 1845…[that Emerson’s] reading, thinking, and finally his writings reveal a growing understanding of and attachment to the Indian spiritual heritage” (22).  These assessments all suggest that Emerson’s views on India and its religion underwent a significant sea-change, from negative to positive, sometime after 1830.

Emerson’s feelings on the subject of India, however, were far more ambivalent and complex.  A closer reading of “Indian Superstition” illustrates a tension that must be accounted for.  In another passage, Emerson writes of India:

Oh once illustrious in the elder time!

Young muses caroled in thy sunny clime;

When maids of heaven the flowers celestial curled

To twine the pillars which sustain the world,

When Brahma, for thy land, in distance viewed,

Abandoned his empyreal solitude;

Serene the Father veiled his glory mild,

Crowed thee with joy, & blest his favourite child.

Fair Science pondered on thy mountain brow,

And sages mused—where Havoc welter now.  (“Indian” 52-3)

Juxtaposing the two passages, it becomes clear that Emerson is making a distinction between the India of the present (wailing and desolate), and the India of the remote past (illustrious and serene).  It might be tempting here to dismiss Emerson’s distinction as just another example of the Orientalist tendency to glorify a static, bygone East, a tendency resulting from an implicit privileging of the West in which the Orientalist deplores the East’s fall from a more cultured, enlightened, and thus noble heritage.  Such an assessment would be too superficial, however, for one must bear in mind that the extensive critique of Western spirituality that Emerson would later conduct in Nature and his first series of essays mirrors his description of India’s “fall” in the poem—that is, what Emerson laments in “Indian Superstition” is, at its core, the same state of spiritual affairs he will later lament with respect to the West.  Thus there is no implicit privileging of a rational, civilized West over a sensual, depraved East as one might expect in a more traditional work of Orientalism.  What the young Emerson is struggling to articulate in “Indian Superstition” is, perhaps, that the West desperately needs to learn from this example of spiritual decay.

As the discussion above indicates, recent developments in scholarship on Emerson’s engagements with Eastern thought, when broadly considered, enable us to significantly reassess American Transcendentalism, its origins, and its influence on subsequent literature.  First, it has become increasingly apparent that Emerson was much more familiar with Indian religion and philosophy—and at a much earlier age—than previously thought.  Second, the idea that Emerson initially held a negative attitude toward Indian thought and later reversed his opinion has proven too simplistic to account for the ambiguities and seeming contradictions found in Emerson’s writings.  From his college years onward, Emerson demonstrated a sustained interest in procuring textual materials on Eastern (particularly Indian) thought; this alone suggests that his attitude during these formative years was a great deal more complex than is commonly acknowledged by critics—probably a mixture of curiosity, skepticism, and a glimmering, nascent awareness that these materials held certain resonances with his own developing metaphysics.  Gordon’s suggestion that Emerson’s shifting attitude toward Indian scripture should be viewed not so much as a reversal as a move “from a lively interest to a sublime enchantment” is more consistent with the facts (96).  Finally, Emerson’s turn to Eastern religion and philosophy is perhaps the most significant part of his more general exoteric impulse—an impulse to reach beyond the bounds of the Western canon for ideas and concepts that could help him wrestle intellectually with the problems of Western modernity—and it is this exoteric impulse that separates Emerson from the British Romantics, thus making American Transcendentalism a distinct, self-contained, and modern movement, the first of its kind.

Emerson and Buddhism

Although Emerson drew ideas, concepts, and examples from both Hinduism and Buddhism to articulate and exemplify his own philosophical speculations, his relationship with the latter religion was certainly the less comfortable one.  Part of the reason for this is that serious studies of Buddhism and translations of Buddhist texts did not begin arriving in New England in any great volume until after 1844, Emerson’s middle career, while materials on Hinduism were in relatively greater and ever-increasing supply from the time of his birth.
  According to Jacquelynn Baas, “The academic study of Buddhism in the West began with an English civil servant, Brian Houghton Hodgson,” who, after 1821, “began sending manuscripts and antiquities to the Asiatic Society in Calcutta and publishing essays” on the subject (6).  She continues:  “The Buddhist manuscripts Hodgson sent to Europe lay untouched until the French scholar Eugène Burnouf began translating and elucidating them some fifteen years later” (7).  In 1844 Burnouf published the results of this effort in his seminal Introduction à l’histoire du Buddhisme indien, one of the first scholarly studies of Buddhism, a text with which Emerson became intimately familiar.  As other Indian texts, translations and commentaries made their way across the Atlantic in the 1840s and ’50s, Emerson and Thoreau began reading and collecting them catch-as-catch can, though nonetheless in earnest.  As Pradittatsanee suggests, around this time “the burgeoning of Buddhist studies in Europe made an American encounter with Buddhism possible for the first time” (97).  Emerson and his Transcendental Club cohorts were at the forefront of this encounter.
However, Emerson was likely influenced by Buddhist ideas before 1844.  Buddhism and its attendant philosophical system were at once an outgrowth of and response to Hinduism, and the two religions shared a common pantheon of deities and a number of concepts, including karma, moksha (enlightenment), and māyā (the illusory material realm of the senses).  Because of these commonalties, Orientalist scholars often tended to conflate Buddhism with Hinduism well into the 1840s.  Thus Emerson’s extensive readings in Hinduism prior to 1844 doubtless prepared him for his later encounter with Buddhism.  It is also likely that Emerson encountered some early works in Buddhist studies, such as Victor Cousin’s Introduction to the History of Philosophy (1828), Edward Upham’s The History and Doctrine of Buddhism (1829), or Heinrich Ritter’s The History of Ancient Philosophy (1838), as well as various short articles and translations.  It is certain that Emerson became familiar with Edouard Foucaux’s translation of the Lalita Vistara, which appeared in 1841.  Pradittatsanee observes that “Most of these books on Indian religions reached America in the 1830s and 1840s,” the period in which Emerson developed the foundation of his philosophical system (75).  Through these various conduits Emerson almost certainly absorbed many of the basic principles of Buddhist metaphysics.
Another, more problematic issue is that certain central aspects of Buddhist metaphysics were misrepresented to and misunderstood by Emerson, which initially created in him an antipathy toward Buddhism that he never quite overcame.  Gordon remarks that “Studies in Buddhism also played a part, albeit less pronounced, in Emerson’s philosophical maturation.  He never had the positive response to Buddhism that Vedānta evoked” (103).   Emerson, Gordon continues, “felt little sympathy with what he had learned of the Buddhist explanation [of enlightenment], because its spiritual goal had been incorrectly presented to him as annihilation, the complete cessation of the individual” (125).  Such misinterpretations of Buddhist metaphysics have remained a common sticking point for Western thinkers grappling with Buddhist soteriology.  Although the Sanskrit term nirvāna (Pali nibbāna) translates roughly as “extinction” in the sense of blowing out a candle, as a Buddhist technical term the word merely denotes the extinction of discursive thought (vikalpa) within the individual, not that of the individual him- or herself.  If it were otherwise, one might wonder, how would it have been possible for the Buddha, after achieving enlightenment, to have remained in the mundane realm of samsāra to teach others?
  Heinrich Zimmer explains that in the moment of his enlightenment, 
The Buddha is far from having dissolved into non-being; it is not He who is extinct but the life illusion—the passions, desires, and normal dynamisms of the physique and psyche.  No longer blinded, he no longer feels himself to be conditioned by the false ideas and attendant desires that normally go on shaping individuals and their spheres, life after life.  The Buddha realizes himself to be void of the characteristics that constitute an individual subject.
  (472)
Similarly, Nancy Wilson Ross writes:
What is extinguished on the attainment of nirvana is simply that self-centered, self-assertive life to which unenlightened man tends to cling as if it were the highest good and the final security. ..Through the overcoming of the ego one is able to enter into communion with the whole universe; the horizon of the individual is extended to the very limits of reality, to a completely realized Oneness.  Nirvana is not to be equated with existentialism’s abyss of annihilation, but instead to a boundless expansion.  (30).

Thus in Buddhism, the “extinction” of the “individual” takes on a highly specialized and semantic meaning.  Upon achieving enlightenment, it is not the individual (in the sense of the corporeal, living being) that is annihilated, but rather the individual’s mistaken perception that there is a cohesive, individual “self” that persists through time.  Because Emerson mistakenly believed that the goal of Buddhist practice was the utter destruction of the individual—and not simply of the individual’s erroneous sense of individuation—he initially developed an antagonistic attitude toward Buddhism.  Pradittatsanee states that Emerson “resisted and struggled with the Buddhist notion of transitoriness or change, which he misconstrued as death and destruction, and that of nirvāna, construed by the orientalists as complete annihilation” (103).  However, as the analyses of Emerson’s work in this section will demonstrate, the initial distaste Emerson felt in this regard did not prevent him from borrowing from Buddhism those elements which suited his purposes.


A recurring theme in Emerson’s work is the idea that permanence is a human conception with no basis in reality.  For Emerson, change was inherent in the universe, which, by its very nature, was transitory.   “The heavens change every moment,” he remarks in Nature (15).  “Who,” he asks in one of several allusions to Heraclitus that evokes a slightly older image central to Buddhist thought, “looks upon a river in a meditative hour, and is not reminded of the flux of all things?” (Nature 21).  In “Circles,” Emerson claims that “There are no fixtures in nature.  The universe is fluid and volatile.  Permanence is but a word of degrees” (403).  “The wholeness we admire in the order of the world,” he writes, “is the result of infinite distribution.  Its smoothness is the smoothness of the pitch of the cataract.  Its permanence is a perpetual inchoation” (“Method of Nature” 119).  In all of these formulations, the central idea is that the universe and all beings belonging to it are continually in flux, ever engaged in a process of becoming, and that permanence is not an inherent attribute of nature.

This idea is central to Buddhist philosophy.  The Dhammapada, a text traditionally considered to be an anthology of various sayings of the Buddha compiled in the third century B.C.E. and widely considered to contain all of the core elements of the Buddha’s teaching, contains the following passage:  “All things arise and pass away. / But the awakened awake forever” (88).  This passage concisely sets forth two of the fundamental tenets of Buddhist thought, first, that ultimately nothing persists or endures; and second, that to become enlightened is to reach an understanding that this is the true nature of reality.  Nancy Wilson Ross states that in his enlightened state the Buddha had “clearly seen the whole universe as a system of interrelated parts, a system composed of…a ceaseless flow of energy and appearances” (17).  “The Buddhist way of ascetic training,” Zimmer explains, “is designed to conduce to the understanding that there is no substantial ego—nor any object anywhere—that lasts, but only spiritual processes, welling and subsiding:  sensations, feelings, visions” (480).  The Buddha taught that the only thing in the universe that can be truly said to exist is change.  The human body changes:  growing, developing, becoming old, deteriorating, and finally, perishing.  Our personalities, tastes, and inclinations develop and change.  Rivers change their courses, the oceans ebb and flow.  Mountains rise and are washed away.  The Earth, the planetary bodies, and the galaxies evolve.  (Modern science has, in various ways, borne out these metaphysical arguments to some degree, although the Buddha was not concerned with making empirical claims about the nature of the physical universe.)  The Buddhist belief in the transitory nature of all things is thus consistent with elements of Emerson’s metaphysics.  

Like the Buddha, Emerson posited a direct relationship between the transitory nature of the universe and human suffering.  The Lalitavistara Sutra tells the story of the Buddha’s life and his spiritual quest to understand the causes of human suffering.  According to this text, the Buddha was born with the name Siddhartha Gautama and was the son of a wealthy king in the northern part of present-day India.  The king, Suddhodana, desired that his son one day assume his throne.  As the story goes, a Brahmin seer foretold that the infant Siddhartha would grow up to become either a great king or a wise teacher, a savior of humanity.   The king thus imposed upon the young prince a sheltered life, enclosing him within an elegant, walled palace with beautiful pleasure gardens.  The sick, elderly, and maimed were not allowed to be seen by the young Buddha.  Suddhodana hoped that if his son were not exposed to the general sufferings of humanity compassion for others would not be aroused in him, and thus Siddhartha would not feel compelled to work to alleviate these ills.  The prince lived happily enough in these agreeable conditions, until one day, approaching the age of thirty, he bribed a chariot master to take him on a tour of the city surrounding his palace.  During this unsanctioned joy-ride, Siddhartha was appalled by the human misery he encountered:  the very old, withered, frail, and in pain; the leprous, sick and dying; and the dead, desiccated, stinking corpses being carted away to funeral pyres.  The experience changed the young prince forever.  Leaving his wife and children, Siddhartha became a wandering ascetic, searching for answers to this universal problem.  After many years of training and hardship, he attained enlightenment while mediating under an ancient and now sacred fig tree (the Bodhi Tree), and thus came to the understanding he sought.  The Buddha then spent the rest of his life teaching others how to eliminate suffering from their lives.  The story of the Buddha’s life reveals that the fundamental purpose of his teachings was to diagnose and treat the direct cause of human suffering.  The philosophical systems that evolved from these teachings, which grew in complexity and spawned numerous Buddhist schools and sects, nonetheless maintain this primary emphasis on the problem of suffering.


The Buddha taught that the fundamental cause of suffering (dukkha) was desire (tanha).  According to the Buddha, human beings suffer because they desire permanence in a universe of constant change.  When a loved one passes away, we suffer—not because the loved one is deceased, but because of our attachment to that person.  That is, we suffer because of our own desire.  If one loses a great fortune, one suffers because the sense of stability and security that material wealth provides has been lost.  But on an even deeper level than these examples suggest, human beings inherently want to believe that there is some element of individuality within each person that remains cohesive and persists through time—perhaps even beyond death.  In the West, we often call this element the “soul”.  According to Buddhism, however, there is no such permanent “self” or soul, because we live in a universe of flux, wherein everything is constantly changing—including ourselves.
  This misapprehension—that there is a core self—is the root cause of suffering in Buddhist thought.  Joel J. Kupperman puts it this way:
The mistake about the self leads to taking a “me,” and what pertains to me, far too seriously, not realizing the ways in which the boundaries between persons are fortuitous and arbitrary.  This in turn leads to desire.  If a “me” is regarded as important, then it is all too easy to sink into egoism, urgently wanting things for myself.  This, in Buddha’s view, is the immediate cause of suffering.
 

Thus, according to Buddhist belief, the fundamental reason that human beings experience suffering is that we desire permanence where it does not exist—neither in the phenomenological world around us, nor even within ourselves.  The only way for the individual to completely eradicate suffering, the Buddha taught, is to not only understand this intellectually, but to experience it directly—to transcend all desire and attachment, and achieve a state of consciousness wherein one experiences the world as it truly is.

Emerson held similar views.  In Nature, he writes, “The wheels and springs of man are all set to the hypothesis of the permanence of nature,” and “we resist with indignation any hint that nature is more short-lived or mutable than spirit” (32, 33).  “It is because Nature thus saves and uses,” he observes in “The Young American,” “laboring for the general, that we poor particulars are so crushed and straitened, and find it so hard to live” (218).  Like the Buddha, Emerson argues that suffering is grounded in human beings’ fundamental misapprehension of reality:  “All loss, all pain, is particular; the universe remains to the heart unhurt…it is only the finite that has wrought and suffered; the infinite lies stretched in smiling repose” (“Spiritual Laws” 305).  He continues:

The lesson is forcibly taught by these observations, that our life might be much easier and simpler than we make it; that the world might be a happier place than it is; that there is no need of struggles, convulsions, and despairs, of the wringing of the hands and the gnashing of the teeth; that we miscreate our own evils.  (307)
These passages suggest that Emerson attributes the ultimate cause of suffering, not to external, but rather to internal causes.  Our desire for and belief in the permanence of Nature is of sufficient strength that when it is thwarted by events we feel personally affronted and become embittered.  However, the event is not the direct cause of our suffering.  For Emerson, the cause is rather a fundamental misunderstanding of the nature of the self:  “A man is a bundle of relations, a knot of roots, whose flower and fruitage is the world.  His faculties refer to natures outside of him, and predict the world he is to inhabit” (“History”).  Because our senses indicate to us a world external to our bodies and minds, Emerson asserts, we come to believe that there is also something internal, when in reality each individual is at any moment merely “a bundle” of memories, thoughts, experiences and perceptions, which evolve and change over time.  The formulation is strikingly similar to Kupperman’s summary of the Dhammapada:
The Dhammapada centers on the problem of suffering.  There is a diagnosis of the causes of suffering, which include an incorrect metaphysics that takes the separate self too seriously, treating a fortuitous bundle of thoughts and experiences as if it were a substance…The solution is to see through the separate self, give up pleasures, and to lose all one’s desires” (40).  
Despite the similarities in these passages, Emerson the individualist would never have taken his pursuit of divine awareness to the self-abnegating extremes that the Buddha here suggests.  However, in both of these passages, the Cartesian notion of a distinct, coherent, particularized self is problematized.  Like the Buddha, Emerson viewed the self as a much more complex, dynamic system that, to borrow a phrase from Virginia Woolf, creates “every moment afresh.”
  His conception of a fundamental tension between a universe ever in flux and a basic human desire for permanence thus owes a great deal to Buddhist metaphysics.
What Emerson came to appreciate in Buddhism was the idea that spiritual development was a process.  The central problem he poses in his writings, beginning with Nature, is that in the era of modernity human beings are unable to directly commune with God, and so must rely upon the accounts of those to whom religion had an active, experiential dimension.  Thus one of the first steps Emerson took in formulating his model of spirituality was to cast religion—in its “true” form— as a process, something that the individual could work toward through concerted effort.  Although his arenas were those of the lecture hall and the written text rather than the open meadow or the shade of a tree, Emerson spent the greater part of his life attempting to disseminate this spiritual philosophy to those who might be disposed to listen.  In mid-life he left the course he had been expected to follow in order to pursue what he considered a higher and nobler path.  In these respects, Emerson’s life is not unlike that of the historical Buddha, for as Nancy Wilson Ross notes:
The truth to which the Buddha came was entirely a discovery made by a human being, brought about by his own efforts.  The one way to man’s peace, fulfillment, and release lay through the calm control of his own mind and senses.  Even the original Buddhist goal of nirvana…was the realization that life’s meaning lay in the here-and-now and not in some remote realm or celestial state far beyond one’s present existence.  (16)
Both Emerson and the Buddha, in their own ways and for their own reasons, worked toward the spiritual salvation of their people.  Yet as I have shown above, Emerson was not entirely sympathetic to Buddhism, and he fiercely resisted some elements of Buddhist thought.  However, it is not difficult to understand why, in later years, Emerson’s attitude toward Buddhism mellowed somewhat.  The philosophical system that Emerson developed between 1836 and 1860 depended upon his creation of a certain metaphysics that has a great deal in common with that of Buddhism, a fact he later came to acknowledge.
Still, it has proven difficult to establish the extent to which Buddhist concepts influenced Emerson as he was developing his philosophical system in the 1830s and 1840s.  Pradittatsanee notes that “While critics have paid much attention to Emerson’s relation to Hinduism, relatively few critical works have been concerned with his connections to Buddhism” (34).  Additionally, the fact that the bulk of textual materials dealing specifically with Buddhism that Emerson became familiar with did not begin to arrive in America until the mid-1840s poses a particular critical problem for scholars wishing to explicate these affinities.  The manner and degree to which these ideas filtered into Emerson’s early work, or simply mirrored his own conceptions, is a chicken-or-egg game that may never be adequately resolved.  It is probably the case that Emerson’s early exposures to elements of Buddhist thought occurred more or less surreptitiously through his broader readings in Indian religion and philosophy.  Yet once he began to engage and understand Buddhism (to such extent as he may be said to have understood it), Emerson found ideas that supported crucial aspects of his own metaphysics.  The idea, central to Buddhism, that every individual possesses the capacity to work toward his or her own spiritual salvation was critical to Emerson’s project.  To further support this assertion, it is necessary to consider Emerson’s engagement with the form of Indian religion that he viewed as most compatible with his own philosophy:  Hinduism.

Emerson and Hinduism

As noted above, Emerson’s first significant encounters with Hinduism occurred during his time at Harvard, and over the following decades Emerson found in Hindu thought a worldview and a metaphysics that, in many important respects, dovetailed with his own.  In his journals, notebooks, essays and lectures, Emerson used various elements of Hindu philosophy to clarify, illustrate, and sometimes even catalyze his own ideas.

Emerson’s complex metaphysical system—the foundation for which he laid between the years 1836-1844, but which remained remarkably consistent throughout his career— relies upon three central concepts he developed, all three of which have direct analogues in Hindu philosophy.  First, his concept of the Over-soul corresponds to the Hindu concept of atman (often translated as “soul,” “core self,” or “subtle self”).  Second, Emerson’s law of Compensation corresponds directly to the concept of karma, a central principle of both Hindu and Buddhist thought.  Finally, Emerson’s idea that the phenomenal world is a world of appearances, and that to understand the true nature of the universe we must see through this illusory surface, is consistent with the Hindu concept of māyā.  In both Hindu and Emerson’s metaphysics, these concepts interrelate in specific ways to form significant parts of larger soteriological systems that allow for the possibility of spiritual development and, ultimately, salvation.   By investigating these correspondences, we can not only determine the importance that Hindu philosophy held for Emerson, but we can also gain a deeper understanding of Emerson’s system of thought as it evolved in his work. 
In his essay “The Over-Soul,” Emerson posits a fundamental unity in the universe, “within which every man’s particular being is contained and made one with all other” (385-6).  At first blush it may seem odd that Emerson, the author of “Self-Reliance” and a strong proponent of individuality, should resort to monism as one of the central tenets of his metaphysics.  When considered in its proper context, however, it becomes clear that this particular intellectual maneuver was essential to Emerson’s attempt to confute the restrictive Calvinist metaphysics that held sway in New England at the time.  What attracted Emerson to Hinduism in this regard was the religion’s insistence upon the inherent divinity of each individual, that all human beings (indeed, all beings) are inherently “part or particle of God” (Nature 10).  This conception was critical to Emerson’s developing soteriological schema.  A more detailed comparative analysis should make these assertions clearer.

At least in its broad outlines, Emerson’s Over-soul bears a remarkable similarity to the Hindu concept of atman. In Hindu metaphysics, atman, the core or ground of the individual self is equated with Brahman, the fundamental ground of the universe of which all things partake and are part of.  Radhakrishnan explains that ancient Indian philosophers believed that “the world of multiplicity is, in fact, reducible to one single, primary reality which reveals itself to our senses in different forms.  This reality is hidden from senses but is discernible to the reason…The word used in the Upaniṣads to indicate the supreme reality is brahman.”
  Kupperman puts it this way:  “The Upanishads…assume… that the inner nature of all things, and not merely of all conscious beings, will be the same.  This yields an image of the universe as a field of inner realities that are all at bottom the same…The name for this field of inner realities is Brahman” (11).  According to Hindu philosophy, the reason that most human beings cannot recognize this fundamental unity as the one, true reality is that our five senses trick us into believing that our particularized selves exist apart from other persons and objects.  In Hindu metaphysics a critical distinction is made between the individual, or particularized “self”, and a much deeper core self (or soul) that all individuals and objects share.  The Upanishads posit a core of self untainted by any element of individuality.  The things we typically think of as constituting a self—memory, personality, thoughts, emotions, feelings, etc.—are, in Hindu belief, actually only superficial, illusory layers surrounding the true soul like the layers of an onion.  This core self, or soul, is called atman.  Radhakrishnan offers this definition:  “Ātman is what remains when everything that is not the self is eliminated…Our true self is a pure existence, self-aware, unconditioned by the forms of mind and intellect” (Principal 73).  The problem is that the human mind has been conditioned with concepts that cause us to think discursively, making distinctions between subject and object, or between things internal and external to us.  The goal of Hindu praxis is to transcend the discursive thought processes that prevent us from understanding the true nature of our core self, atman.
In the Hindu scriptures, atman (self) is equated with Brahman (the fundamental reality of which everything is a part).  The Chāndogya Upanishad states that, “this is the self of mine within the heart; this is Brahman,” and “Verily, this whole world is Brahman” (Principal 391).  These passages affirm the oneness of the individual soul and the all-encompassing universe, marking one of the central tenets of Hindu philosophy.  In this formulation, the layers of personality, memory, and subjective experience surrounding the core self are illusory and true enlightenment can only be achieved by recognizing the false nature of this shell of self.

In the “The Over-Soul,” published in March 1841 as part of his first series of Essays, Emerson posits a metaphysical model in which the relationship between the individual soul and the universe is remarkably consistent with that described in the Upanishads:
We live in succession, in division, in parts, in particles.  Meantime, within man is the soul of the whole; the wise silence; the universal beauty, to which every part and particle is equally related; the eternal ONE.  And this deep power in which we exist, and whose beatitude is all accessible to us, is not only self-sufficing and perfect in every hour, but the act of seeing and the thing seen, the seer and the spectacle, the subject and the object, are one.  We see the world piece by piece, as the sun, the moon, the animal, the tree; but the whole, of which these are the shining parts, is the soul.  (386)
This passage could fairly serve as a general commentary on the Hindu conception of the true nature of the universe, in which atman is equated with Brahman.  Emerson then goes on to describe in greater detail the nature of the soul, in language that again evokes the Hindu concept of atman:
the soul of man is not an organ, but animates and exercises all the organs; is not a function, like the power of memory, of calculation, of comparison, but uses these as hands and feet; is not a faculty, but a light; is not the intellect or the will, but the master of the intellect and the will; is the background of our being, in which they lie,—an immensity not possessed and that cannot be possessed.  (386-7)

As with atman, Emerson’s conception of the Over-soul is that it is devoid of particularity; it is an “immensity” that underlies individuality and serves as the ground from which intellect and self-awareness spring.  “The soul circumscribes all things,” Emerson writes, “it contradicts all experience” (387).  The similarities between the two models are so striking that there can be no doubt that this aspect of Emerson’s metaphysics was informed and supported by his readings about Hinduism.
Although the most fully developed treatment of the Over-soul occurs in the essay of that title, it is clear that Emerson began working through these ideas as early as the writing of Nature prior to its publication in 1836.  In one of the most famous passages in all of Emerson’s writings we find one of the first instances of his idea that the soul and the universe are, fundamentally, equivalent.  Standing in the woods and meditating on “infintite space,” he writes, “all mean egotism vanishes.  I become a transparent eyeball; I am nothing; I see all; the currents of the Universal Being circulate through me; I am part or particle of God” (Nature 10).  At such times, he states later, “Man is conscious of a universal soul within or behind his individual life” (21).  Nature, Emerson claims, has a fundamental unity that expresses itself in variety, and while this basic truth is not directly available to experience because of the limitations of our sensory organs, human beings’ natural inclination to categorize and classify the objects of Nature is indicative of an impulse toward universality:

For, the problems to be solved are precisely those which the physiologist and the naturalist omit to state.  It is not so pertinent to man to know all the individuals of the animal kingdom, as it is to know whence and whereto is this tyrannizing unity in his constitution, which evermore separates and classifies things, endeavoring to reduce the most diverse to one form.  When I behold a rich landscape, it is less to my purpose to recite correctly the order and superposition of the strata, than to know why all thought of multitude is lost in a tranquil sense of unity (43).
While we typically perceive the world as diverse and manifold, we can, in certain moments of reflective communion with Nature, intuit the underlying, fundamental “unity of Nature,” which, Emerson tells us, is expressed as “the unity in variety…which meets us everywhere” (29).  Thus in his first major publication we can see Emerson’s mind beginning to formulate what he will later term the “Over-soul.”
Over the five years following the publication of Nature, Emerson refined the concept.  In “The American Scholar,” a lecture delivered to the Phi Beta Kappa Society in the summer of 1837, Emerson claims that “It is one soul which animates all men,” a sentiment that certainly prefigures his conception of the Over-soul.  The first series of essays contains numerous formulations consistent with the Hindu concept of atman, such as the “aboriginal Self” in which “all things find their common origin” that Emerson describes in “Self-Reliance” (268-9).  “We first share the life by which things exist,” he writes, “and afterwards see them as appearances in nature, and forget that we have shared their cause” (269).  “This is the ultimate fact which we so quickly reach on this, as on every topic,” he concludes:  “the resolution of all into the ever-blessed ONE” (272).  In “Compensation,” Emerson advances the similar idea that “the universe is represented in every one of its particles…Every thing is made of one hidden stuff” (289).  “There is a soul at the centre of nature, and over the will of every man,” he states in “Spiritual Laws” (309).  Finally, in “The Over-Soul,” Emerson presents the concept fully formed, as outlined in the quoted passages above.  According to Emerson, the Over-soul undergirds all objects in the universe, serving as the “background of our being,” and because it comprises the innermost nature of all persons and objects and is devoid of all particularity, it is equivalent to the universe itself.  In these aspects, Emerson’s model is virtually indistinguishable from the Hindu conception of the equivalency of atman and Brahman.
Another of Emerson’s formulations with a direct analogue in Indian philosophy—karma—is his law of Compensation.  According to Christy, “Karma and Compensation were practically two coins of the same mintage” (103).  Gordon agrees, stating that “Emerson’s principle of external Compensation was the equivalent of one of the cosmic laws central both to Buddhism and Hinduism:  the law of karma” (63).  The popular conception of karma nowadays is that it operates on the same principle as the saying “what comes around goes around,” and that the consequences of one’s actions, good or bad, will return to that individual at some point during his or her lifetime.  But in both Hinduism and Buddhism, karma is specifically related to and inseparable from the belief in reincarnation, for as Umesh Patri notes, “Karma and rebirth or transmigration are two integrated principles” (88).  In Indian philosophy, as Diane Morgan points out, karma is “both one’s actions and the fruit of one’s actions” (34).  One’s karma determines whether one’s soul will be reborn into a higher or lower state of existence.  A soul that has committed a preponderance of good deeds during one lifetime might return as a human being of a higher caste, while one that has committed evil deeds might return as a low-caste human, an animal, or even an insect.  Except for those few souls who have attained enlightenment, the vast majority of human beings wander through the empirical world of the senses in a continuing cycle of birth, death, and rebirth called samsāra.  The telos, or purpose of a soul trapped in this cycle is to ultimately transcend this mundane realm of existence.  Karma is the mechanism by which this becomes possible—although, in most cases, according to Hindu and Buddhist belief, this requires many successive lifetimes.  This soteriological process is perhaps most clearly articulated in the Brhad-āranyaka Upanishad:  
According as one acts, according as one behaves, so does he become.  The doer of good becomes good, the doer of evil becomes evil.  One becomes virtuous by virtuous action, bad by bad action.  Others, however, say that a person consists of desires.  As is his desire so is his will; as is his will, so is the deed he does, whatever deed he does, that he attains…On this there is the following verse:  ‘The object to which the mind is attached, the subtle self goes together with the deed, being attached to it alone.  Exhausting the results of whatever works he did in this world he comes again from that world, to this world for (fresh) work.’  This (is for) the man who desires.  But the man who does not desire, he is without desire, who is freed from desire, whose desire is satisfied, whose desire is the self; his breaths do not depart.  Being Brahman he goes to Brahman.  (IV. 4. 5-6)
In this passage the relationship between karma and reincarnation is explicit.  In death, the “subtle self,” which is the substrate from which the individualized, thinking mind arises, advances to the next life on the basis of the deeds it has performed; these deeds and their fruits (collectively called karma) are, in fact, the vehicle by which the transmigration of soul is effected.  Only when the soul achieves a state of utter detachment, freed from all desires, attachments, and mental defilements, can the cycle of samsāra be transcended.  In Hindu and Buddhist philosophy, this state of enlightenment is called moksha.

Emerson’s universal law of Compensation works just like karma and serves a similar soteriological function.  In the essay dedicated to this subject Emerson writes of “the perfect compensation of the universe” and the “absolute balance of Give and Take,” and argues that “You cannot do wrong without suffering wrong” (296, 294).  “Take what figure you will,” he claims, “its exact value, nor more nor less, still returns to you.  Every secret is told, every crime is punished, every virtue rewarded, every wrong redressed, in silence and certainty.  What we call retribution is the universal necessity by which the whole appears wherever a part appears” (290).  As with karma, every act is at once both a cause and an effect, irreducible because of the immutable law of Compensation.  Although Emerson did not read the Bhagavad Gita until 1845, he doubtless had some familiarity with the concept of karma, and was attracted to it because it allowed for the possibility of an individual to work toward his or her own salvation.  His law of Compensation shared this virtue, and to whatever degree Emerson’s model was influenced by the Hindu concept, this soteriological aspect was crucial to his developing metaphysics.  Although delivered three years before the publication of “Compensation,” Emerson’s “Divinity School Address” contains a passage that not only presages the later essay, but also bears a striking resemblance to the passage from the Upanishads quoted above:
In the soul of man there is a justice whose retributions are instant and entire.  He who does a good deed, is instantly ennobled.  He who does a mean deed, is by the action itself contracted.  He who puts off impurity, thereby puts on purity.   If a man is at heart just, then in so far is he God; the safety of God, the immortality of God, the majesty of God do enter into that man with justice.  If a man dissemble, deceive, he deceives himself, and goes out of acquaintance with his own being.  A man in the view of absolute goodness, adores, with total humility.  Every step so downward, is a step upward.  The man who renounces himself, comes to himself.  (76-7)

The thrust of this passage is that the moral nature of one’s deeds determines one’s ability to commune with God—or, more specifically, with the divinity inherent in each individual.  Through the commission of good deeds, Emerson believed, one came into closer association with one’s true nature, the Over-soul, which, as detailed above, Emerson considered “part and particle of God.”  The commission of evil deeds brought the individual “out of acquaintance with his own being,” or further from the recognition of their inherent divinity.  The crucial point for Emerson was that the individual could control his or her own spiritual destiny.

The importance of the law of Compensation to Emerson’s philosophy is evident from his continued approbation of the concept of karma subsequent to the publication of his first series of essays.  In “The Transcendentalist,” a lecture delivered in Boston in 1842, Emerson alludes to the concept of karma by saying, “The Buddhist who thanks no man, who says ‘do not flatter your benefactors,’ but who, in his conviction that every good deed can by no possibility escape its reward, will not deceive the benefactor by pretending that he has done more than he should, is a Transcendentalist” (197).  In the essay “Worship,” which first appeared in the Conduct of Life in 1860, Emerson writes, “The Buddhists say, ‘No seed will die;’  every seed will grow.  Where is the service which can escape its remuneration? [...] He is great, whose eyes are opened to see that the reward of actions cannot be escaped, because he is transformed into his action, and taketh its nature” (1070-71).  In the Indian concept of karma, Emerson found a model that mirrored and supported his own model of Compensation.  

The third Hindu philosophical concept widely evident in and crucial to Emerson’s metaphysics is that of māyā.  Again, the extent to which the Hindu concept informed, influenced, or merely supported Emerson’s own formulations is a debatable question that can probably never be resolved satisfactorily; however, there can be no doubt that the Concordian sage was aware of and appreciated the similarities between māyā and his own speculations upon illusion and appearance.

In Hindu philosophy, māyā denotes the phenomenological world of duality that is available to the senses.  By definition, māyā is illusory because it conceals from us the true nature of the universe, Brahman, which is a perfect unity, non-dual, without quality or character.  Morgan describes māyā as “the world of appearances:  the everyday universe of sights and sounds” (36).  Radhakrishnan states that in the Upanishads, “the world of duality is suggested to be only seeming.  The existence of duality is not admitted to be absolutely real” (Principal 79).  “All that we find in the world,” he continues, “is an imperfect representation, a divided expression of what is eternally in the Absolute Being” (88).  To say that the mundane realm of māyā is illusory, however, is not to say that the material world does not exist.  Hindu philosophy does not maintain that matter does not exist, but rather that matter acts as a kind of veil, obscuring the true nature of reality.  Again, Morgan is helpful:  “Māyā is formed of matter, and matter is what hides the truly real.  The true self is nonmaterial and the more closely we connect with our true self, the easier it will be to pierce the world of matter into the truth beyond it” (37).  Heinrich Zimmer confirms this formulation:
Māyā denotes the unsubstantial, phenomenal character of the observed and manipulated world, as well as of the mind itself—the conscious and even subconscious stratifications and powers of the personality.  It is a concept that holds a key position in Vedāntic thought and teaching, and, if misunderstood, may lead the pupil to the conclusion that the external world and his ego are devoid of all reality whatsoever, mere nonentities…This is a common error.  (Zimmer 19)
For the Hindu, the material world exists, but only as part of a more fundamental unity.  However, because the senses of human beings are limited, we generally experience the world around us only at this material level; our senses fool us into thinking that the material world is the ultimate reality, and that we exist as individuals apart from the objects of our perception.  Only when the individual is able to transcend these discursive thought processes can he or she “see through” the illusion of māyā and recognize the true nature of reality.
Emerson’s writings contain numerous formulations that express the same idea.  Gordon places Emerson’s introduction to the concept of māyā as early as his days at Harvard, where his writings reveal his familiarity with the work on India and Vedanta by Madame de Staël and Dugald Stewart (7).  In “The American Scholar,” Emerson claims that “The world of any moment is the merest appearance,” and that in reality, “It is one soul which animates all men” (64, 67).  This formulation receives a similar treatment in his “Lecture on the Times”:  “Underneath all these appearances, lies that which is, that which lives, that which causes.  This ever renewing generation of appearances rests on a reality, and a reality that is alive…below the superficial strata…is hidden the elemental reality” (168-69).  In “Prudence,” Emerson offers yet another version of the same idea:  “The world of the senses is a world of shows; it does not exist for itself, but has a symbolic character” (357).  Emerson’s poem “Maia,” composed in the 1850s, begins with the poet’s mature understanding of the concept:
Illusion works impenetrable,

Weaving webs innumerable,

Her gay pictures never fail,

Crowds each on other, veil on veil,

Charmer who will be believed

By Man who thirsts to be deceived.

In all these formulations, the central idea is that the material world we perceive through our senses is actually just an assemblage of ever-shifting appearances that prevent us from comprehending the true nature of reality.  These appearances are like veils cast before our eyes, and because they appear to us as manifold, multiple, and diverse, we perceive the world as inherently dual in nature, rather than as a unity.  Thus Emerson’s conception is perfectly consistent with the Hindu concept of māyā.

It is worth reiterating how Emerson’s concepts of the Over-soul, Compensation, and appearance relate to one another in his system of metaphysics, using the corresponding Hindu terminology for comparison.  According to Emerson, we inhabit a material world of apparent multiplicity (māyā) that, because of the limitations of our sensory organs, appears to us as “real”.  However, these “appearances” are illusory because they obscure from us the actual nature of reality, which is a unity without diversity (Brahman).  The spiritual goal of human beings—one might even say the purpose, or telos, of the individual human being—is to transcend this mistaken view of the universe as dual in nature and recognize that the self, or what we are at the most fundamental level, (atman) is actually part of and indistinguishable from the fundamental reality, which is inherently non-dual, unconditioned, and without attributes.  The law of Compensation (karma) is the mechanism by which human beings can evolve (or degenerate) spiritually; in other words, because every human being is inherently divine, each has the capacity to work toward his or her own enlightenment (moksha), wherein the individual not only experiences communion with God, but becomes one with God by transcending the illusion of duality.  This capsule summary, though of necessity somewhat simplified, nonetheless serves as a broad outline of Emerson’s entire metaphysics and soteriology.  The question then becomes:  why did Emerson find it necessary to “invent” an entire metaphysical system, one which drew so heavily upon elements of Indian religion and philosophy?  To answer this question, I must now move into a more general discussion of Emerson’s lifework and the particular problems he was attempting to confront.

Emerson’s New Spirituality

I have suggested above that what Emerson found in Indian religion was a soteriology that allowed for the possibility of a person to work toward their own salvation—a possibility that did not exist in Calvinist doctrine.  The Puritanical Calvinism that held sway in the U. S. in the nineteenth century emphasized the inherent depravity of human beings and God’s absolute ability to elect souls to salvation.  Under this doctrine, a human being could not consciously choose to do anything that would increase his or her chances of being saved.  The familiar figures of Providence and Fate in the literature of the era embody this doctrine.  However, the emergence of Unitarianism offered Emerson a way to challenge Calvinist dogma, for as Pradittatsanee writes, “the Unitarians opened the way for the Transcendentalists not only to become interested in Asian religions, which also endorse the possibility of an individual to work out his or her own salvation, but also to espouse these non-Christian religions as offering ways to spiritual fulfillment and salvation” (6).  What Emerson discovered in both Hinduism and Buddhism was an exoteric perspective from which to critique and challenge the dogmatic religious and social institutions of his time.   Perhaps Emerson’s sharpest jab at Calvinist dogma, the essay “Self Reliance” draws heavily upon both Hindu and Buddhist soteriology to buttress Emerson’s belief that an individual’s happiness and salvation do not depend upon Fate or Chance, but rather upon one’s own efforts.  This is the true Emersonian meaning of “self-reliance”.  

As a first step toward the possibility of working toward one’s own spiritual salvation, Emerson needed to locate divinity and the moral ground within each individual.  As Gordon puts it, the law of Compensation “denied the ‘base doctrine of Fate’” that Emerson was attempting to refute (72).  The “nurture of the moral nature,” he writes, “was [for Emerson] the practical key to spiritual progress” (61).  Emerson himself wrote that “The soul’s advances are not made by gradation…but rather by ascension of state” (“Over-soul” 389).  Only by recognizing one’s own inherent divinity, Emerson here suggests, could one attain complete spiritual awareness and salvation, which (as with the Hindu moksha), would constitute a fundamental shift in one’s state of being.  According to Pradittatsanee, “The Transcendentalists located the source of divine truth in the soul of each individual,” a statement that elegantly describes the primary and necessary intellectual move upon which Emerson’s complex soteriology rests (12).  Thus Indian philosophy, by affirming both the divinity of the individual and the possibility of effecting one’s own spiritual growth, offered Emerson soteriological models that corresponded with and supported his own.
The great personal crisis of Emerson’s life was a crisis of spirituality.   Working as a preacher and pastor between 1826 and 1832, Emerson became increasingly troubled by what he perceived as a fundamental disconnect between his desire for a dynamic, experiential form of religion and the actual practice of Christian theology he was expected to embrace and perpetuate.  Thus, as Arthur Christy suggests, “His was a philosophy to which he had been driven by personal spiritual needs” (78-9).  The philosophical system he devoted his life to developing after leaving the pulpit constitutes Emerson’s response to this profound dilemma.
However, Emerson’s key contribution to the literature and thought of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries lay in his recognition that this spiritual crisis was not merely personal, but was, in fact the central problem of modernity.  In his introduction to Nature, Emerson posed the principal set of questions that served not only as the starting point for his own spiritual quest, but which also delineated the central crisis that has confronted the West ever since:  

The foregoing generations beheld God and nature face to face; we, through their eyes.  Why should not we also enjoy an original relation to the universe?  Why should not we have a poetry and philosophy of insight and not of tradition, and a religion by revelation to us, and not the history of theirs?  (Nature 7)
The problem, as Emerson saw it, was that the spiritual element of religion, upon which moral judgments were supposed to rest, was no longer to be found in a Christianity that had deteriorated into little more than mechanical recitations of dogma and observances of tradition.  “The reason why the world lacks unity, and lies broken and in heaps,” he observed, “is, because man is disunited with himself” (Nature 47).  “A new disease has fallen on the life of man,” he announced in his “Lecture on the Times”:

Every Age, like every human body, has its own distemper…Our forefathers walked in the world and went to their graves, tormented with the fear of Sin, and the terror of the Day of Judgment.  These terrors have lost their force, and our torment is Unbelief, the Uncertainty as to what we ought to do; the distrust of the value of what we do, and the distrust that the Necessity (which we all at last believe in) is fair and beneficent…It is not that men do not wish to act; they pine to be employed, but are paralyzed by the uncertainty what they should do.  (165)
Uncertainty, loss of faith, spiritual paralysis, a “too intellectual tendency,” and a pervading sense of “Ennui”—the symptoms that Emerson provides in this lecture constitute just the sort of catalog one might expect to find in a twentieth-century treatise on modernism and its central concerns.  That Emerson was addressing these problems in such a systematic and comprehensive manner in the work that consumed the greater part of his lifetime is testament to both his prescience and his modernity.

The exoteric impulse that Emerson pioneered—wherein he looked beyond the narrow confines of Western discourse and accepted, incorporated, and transformed alternative forms of spirituality—is a crucial aspect of Emerson’s modernity.  “The first thing we have to say respecting what are called the new views here in New England,” he wrote in “The Transcendentalist,” is “that they are not new, but the very oldest of thoughts cast into the mould of these new times” (193, Emerson’s emphasis).  What Emerson calls “the moral sentiment,” he claimed in the Divinity School Address, “dwelled always deepest in the minds of men in the devout and contemplative East” (78-9).   If one could encapsulate Emerson’s philosophy by quoting one line from his life’s work—no mean task—one might do worse than to select this one:  “If we live truly, we shall see truly” (“Self-Reliance” 271).  The sentence is quite similar in overall meaning to an aphorism found in the Dhammapada, attributed to the Gautama Buddha:  “A mind beyond judgments, / Watches and understands.”
  Emerson’s rediscovery of these ancient ideas—and the use he made of them—is what enables Gordon to view Emerson as “the herald of a new form of spirituality” (85).  What I have termed the “exoteric impulse” thus goes a long way toward explaining what Patri has called “Emerson’s relevance to the modern world” (51).  Emerson borrowed and blended ideas from Eastern religion and philosophy as part of his project to diagnose the great spiritual crisis of modernity.  What he found in Eastern thought—especially in Indian philosophy—were alternative models of spirituality that suggested to him the possibility of reclaiming a moral and spiritual ground despite the increased secularization, mechanization, and alienation inherent in modern life.

As the academic, secular, relativistic theories of Darwin, Bergson, and Freud took root in the cultural consciousness of the West in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the spiritual crisis that Emerson identified was rearticulated and foregrounded in various ways by subsequent writers and thinkers.  In the literary explorations of these authors, the impulse to look beyond Western discourse—the exoteric impulse—is evident on a scale that as yet has not been adequately recognized or accounted for.  Emerson’s turn to non-Western religious and philosophical discourses for the purposes of comparison, contrast, and synthesis thus provided an effective intellectual tool that would be taken up by a significant number of modernist poets, novelists, and intellectuals.  In the subsequent chapters of this study, I will attempt to demonstrate the extent to which this occurred.  Emerson’s legacy as writer and thinker—even as a “modern” one—requires little in the way of emphasis or embellishment.  However, my hope is that this recontextualization of Emerson’s work will contribute to a greater understanding of and appreciation for the significant impact his work has had on Western literature.
Chapter II:  Melville, Modernism, and the Exoteric Impulse
The previous chapter traces the origin of the exoteric impulse to Ralph Waldo Emerson, whose works demonstrate the first sustained effort to use non-Western discourses to evaluate specifically Western problems.  While earlier writers (notably the British Romantics) did employ Eastern tropes in their work, none engaged Eastern religious and philosophical discourse with the comprehensiveness and the impulse toward synthesis found in Emerson’s work.  In this chapter I examine the development and consolidation of the exoteric impulse in British and American literature during the latter half of the nineteenth century.  From about 1876 and into the early twentieth century, cultural contrast increasingly became a principal theme in Anglo-American literature, from the “international” novels of Henry James to the more exotic explorations of Yeats, Kipling, Sir Edwin Arnold, Blavatsky, and Conrad.  The development of the exoteric impulse during the three decades leading up to 1876, however, is best demonstrated in the work of another American author, whose aesthetic vision was deeply informed by cultural contrast and in whose work Eastern religion figures prominently.  I speak, of course, of Herman Melville.

Melville used elements of Eastern religion, philosophy, and mythology throughout his literary career.  In Typee and Omoo, his first novels, Melville comments extensively on the pagan rituals, temples, taboos, and fetishes of the Polynesian societies he observed during his South Seas adventures, frequently contrasting them with their Christian analogues.  H. Bruce Franklin observes that Melville’s third novel “Mardi draws upon the mythologies of the Hindus, the Polynesians, the Incas, the Hebrews, the Greeks, the Christians, the Romans, and the Norse.”
  In his assessment of Moby-Dick, Franklin emphasizes Melville’s engagement with the mythology of Egypt, calling the novel “An Egyptian Myth Incarnate” (53).  In Melville’s Orienda Dorothy Metlitsky Finkelstein focuses on “the Islamic Orient,” arguing that Melville’s “awareness of the Orient is made up of two components…One complex is formed by the images that evoke a state of primeval innocence and are usually associated with Polynesia, another by those with historical connotations grouped around the Near East.”
  Subsequent to the publication of Hemant Balvantrao Kulkarni’s groundbreaking and revelatory monograph on the influence of Hinduism in Moby-Dick, critical attention has been devoted increasingly to Melville’s engagements with Indian religion (principally Hinduism).
  For example, Bruce M. Sullivan and Patricia Wong Hall have recently commented on Melville’s “fascination with India’s culture, particularly Hindu religious thought” and on “the historical primacy he gives India’s civilization” in Moby-Dick.
  Following this trend, Tomoyuki Zettsu proposes a Buddhist reading of Melville’s lengthy sketch “The Encantadas.”
  Even Melville’s short fiction often suggests the influence of Eastern thought.  For example, in “Bartleby, the Scrivener” and “Cock-A-Doodle-Doo”—published a month apart in Putnam’s and now generally regarded as companion pieces—the character Merrymusk’s stoic endurance against the modern world’s “despotisms, casualties, and knockings on the head” contrasts with Bartleby’s ascetic withdrawal from worldly affairs.
  Taken together (as Melville no doubt intended), these two stories constitute a bifurcated exploration of how to cope with a dehumanizing modernity in which elements of Taoism and Buddhism can be detected.  Indeed, in “Cock-A-Doodle-Doo!” Melville’s narrator twice insists that the “Shanghai” cock’s lusty, life-affirming crow “came from out of the East, and not from out of the West” (83).  With respect to Melville’s late career, William Potter’s recent book takes an expansive view of Melville’s treatment of world religions in his epic poem Clarel, providing sections on Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, and Christianity.
  Since about 1960, critics increasingly have become aware that Melville’s cross-cultural engagements with the East constitute significant thematic and structural elements in his work, and thus provide important new ways of interpreting and understanding these texts.
However, while Melville did indeed use elements of Eastern religious thought in his first five novels, Moby-Dick is the first in which Melville incorporated such elements in such a manner that they contribute to the overall structure of the novel itself.  Furthermore, Moby-Dick is generally regarded by critics as Melville’s first deeply philosophical work, and is often (though arguably) considered his most masterful work.  “In Moby-Dick,” biographer Raymond Weaver argues, “all the powers and tastes of Melville’s complex genius are blended,” even though, as he suggests, “These qualities…are discoverable…in all of Melville’s writings.”
  He adds that “Moby-Dick is, indeed, an autobiography of adventure; but adventure upon the highest plane of spiritual daring” (79).  Finally, in Moby-Dick, Melville grapples most successfully with his favored themes—the nineteenth century crisis of faith, the hypocrisy of Christian religion, the intertwined problems of Calvinist Fate, modern progress, and Western individualism, and Otherness.  It is for these reasons that I have chosen to make this novel the primary focus of the present chapter.

Melville’s Modernity
Herman Melville’s literary work—including Moby-Dick—was largely forgotten in his own time.  Weaver, who has famously (though problematically) referred to the latter part of Melville’s career as “The Long Quietus,” writes of “Melville’s paradoxical career:  its brilliant early achievement, its long and dark eclipse” (349, 17).  Similarly, Carl Van Doren has commented on Melville’s “loss of power” after Moby-Dick, arguing that “This stupendous yarn…seems to have exhausted its author.”
  “In Moby-Dick,” biographer Lewis Mumford reports, “Melville had become obscure; and this literary failure condemned him to personal obscurity.”
  In his first novel, Typee, Melville himself unwittingly foretold his own destiny as a forgotten literary figure of the nineteenth century when, commenting on his often negative assessments of South Seas missionary work in the narrative he wrote, “As wise a man as Shakespeare has said, that the bearer of evil tidings hath but a losing office; and so I suppose will it prove with me.”
  The “earnest desire for truth and good” that Melville wrote of in his next book, Omoo, is indeed characteristic of all his literary efforts—and to such an extent that, as his career developed, he increasingly placed this desire above his hopes for notoriety (325).  In this same work he observes that “one’s spiritual concerns are rather delicate for a stranger to meddle with” (503).  This is a lesson that Melville would learn, perhaps not without some irony, after the critical and commercial failure of Moby-Dick, which he regarded as yet another attempt to “preach the Truth to the face of Falsehood.”
  “I have written a wicked book, and feel spotless as the lamb,” Melville wrote to his neighbor Hawthorne in November 1851, just as the novel was being published in the U.S.
  By the time he self-published Clarel in 1876, Bezanson notes, Melville had to some extent come to terms with his obscurity; in a letter to James Billson some years later Melville described the work as “eminently adapted for unpopularity.”
  Weaver provides what is perhaps the most concise and pithy explanation of Melville’s fall into obscurity when he writes, “Melville sinned blackly against the orthodoxy of his time” (18).  However, whereas many critics have cast Melville in his later years as a confused, embittered, and frustrated writer, these examples from Melville’s own hand suggest that from very early in his literary career the author recognized the perils inherent in exposing and challenging various facets of nineteenth century hypocrisy, and that he was patently aware of the reasons for his lack of commercial success.  Whatever the case, so great was Melville’s fall from the literary consciousnesses of America and Britain that his death in 1891 went unremarked by the New York Times until an editorial was published a few days later, while “the literary journal of the day, The Critic, did not even know who he was” (Weaver 349; Mumford xv).
  After his death, nearly three decades passed before literary critics rediscovered Melville and began to reevaluate his work, rescuing the forgotten author from what is now generally acknowledged as an undeserved period of obscurity.

The so-called “Melville Revival” of the 1920s thus raises questions about why Anglo-American writers and critics rediscovered Melville at this particular cultural and historical moment.  In the aftermath of WWI, the moral and philosophical upheavals of the early 1900s took on a new—and much more pressing—significance.  The Western world was in crisis:  the old European and Russian empires collapsed, Britain’s vise-like hold over its colonies compromised, grand narratives of modern progress now fraught with moral complexities never before imagined.  As a result, the thematic and stylistic innovations that modernist writers had been developing over the previous decade now began to be deployed with a newfound sense of urgency.  Yet along with Eliot’s The Waste Land, Forster’s A Passage to India, and Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway, the 1920s saw biographies of Melville by Raymond Weaver and Lewis Mumford, as well as a wealth of Melville criticism by such authors as D. H. Lawrence, Virginia Woolf, and Carl Van Doren.  “Melville,” mused Weaver, “is beginning to appear as being vastly more than merely a ‘man who lived among the cannibals’ and who returned home to write lively sea stories for boys…For Melville, from any point of view, is one of the most distinguished of our writers” (22).  Eight years later Mumford would proclaim that Moby-Dick is “one of the first great mythologies to be created in the modern world…the best tragic epic of modern times…one of the great peaks of the modern vision of life” (131).  The question that thus presents itself , then, is this:  what did these writers find in Melville’s works that led to such renewed interest in an author largely forgotten, or at best considered a minor figure in American literature?

Over the past several decades scholars increasingly have come to view Melville as a “proto-modernist” whose work anticipates not only the techniques of modernist writers, but their thematic concerns as well.  Critics such as Richard Chase, Marvin Fisher, and, more recently, Peter Nicholls, regard Melville as an early modernist, despite Melville’s obvious grounding in Anglo-American Romanticism.  Frequently cited in this regard are the fragmented structure of Moby-Dick, the ironic distance inherent in Melville’s narratives, and his frequent critiques of epistemology, religion, and the national grand narratives of Western civilization.  Marvin Fisher acknowledges “Melville’s modernity” by drawing the comparison that “Melville, no less than Joyce, was concerned with the moral and spiritual paralysis of his time and place.”
  Chase asserts that the “relevance of Melville to our modern thinking is extensive and intricate,” arguing that the pressing problems of the mid-twentieth century “were also Melville’s, and that his work was in its time just the continuous act of imaginative criticism which we now need to perform ourselves.”
  Pardes views Melville’s appropriations of the biblical story of Job in Moby-Dick and “Bartleby” as anticipating “Kafka’s reading of Job in The Trial,” as well as “the subsequent genealogy of modern and postmodern Jobs” (44).  David Scott Arnold observes that in its treatment of otherness, “Moby Dick is a telling that on an initial level exposes the modern sensibility vividly.”
  Such assessments clearly help to explain the renewed interest in Melville during the 1920s and beyond; however, what should not be overlooked here is that the common denominator in these analyses has less to do with Melville’s technical innovations than with his primary themes.  Peter Nicholls’ recent work on modernism is helpful here, for as he notes, the “experience of aporia and loss” in Melville’s work results specifically from the perceived inability “to escape the confines of a degraded social world” that is so broadly characteristic of modernist literature, especially that of the 1920s and ’30s (Nicholls 24).  What I am suggesting here is that the particular religious, moral, and socio-cultural issues that Melville was confronting in the nineteenth century reached a point of crisis in the West during the decade immediately following the First World War, and that in this context the “rediscovery” of Melville’s works at this juncture is hardly surprising.  Just as they were concurrently reengaging Emerson during the 1920s, the moderns began the systematic reevaluation of the work of Herman Melville—on the rather sudden and startling recognition that these works offered something of particular moment.  In just a few decades the personal crises of Emerson and Melville had metastasized to appear coextensive with the crisis of modernity.

If critics increasingly have come to view Melville as presciently modernist with respect to his stylistic and thematic innovations in literature, however, they have generally failed to identify what is arguably his most modernist tendency:  a turn to exoteric discourses as a means of establishing vantages from which to critique Western modernity.  Melville thus serves as a particularly apt case study for the development of the exoteric impulse in Western literature.  Sixteen years Emerson’s junior, Melville outlived the elder writer by a slimmer margin of nine years, making the two authors rough contemporaries.  Melville’s literary career began a decade after that of Emerson, and the last of Melville’s works published during his lifetime, Timoleon, appeared just nine years after Emerson’s death (months before Melville’s own death in 1891).  Emerson’s major contributions to literature concluded with the 1870 publication of Society and Solitude, and in 1875, due to declining health and deteriorating mental ability, he ceased making journal entries altogether —one year before the publication of Melville’s epic poem Clarel.  Given these two authors’ interest in and use of Eastern thought in their writing, Melville’s corpus thus spans a period of literary history that is particularly useful for tracing the development of the exoteric impulse.

Like Emerson, Melville suffered a profound spiritual crisis that, in varying degrees, informed nearly everything he wrote.  Hawthorne’s famous notebook entry about Melville, that “He can neither believe nor be comfortable in his unbelief; and he is too honest and courageous not to try to do one or the other” is often cited as evidence of Melville’s personal crisis of faith.
  “Coming from the friend with whom he had talked most intimately about such matters,” writes William Braswell, “this expression of wonder at Melville’s obsession with religious problems is a classic statement of Melville’s spiritual condition during the latter half of his life.”
  D. H. Lawrence articulates Melville’s dilemma in his own trademark, incisive style:  “Poor Melville! He was determined that Paradise existed.  So he was always in Purgatory.”
  Yet as Richard Chase has noted, this aspect of Melville’s work went largely unrecognized by critics until the 1940s, when “an unresolved religious strain” became evident (xi).  “Melville was, finally, not a religious man,” Chase writes, “But he felt uneasily that he must go along with religion part way, at least to the extent of using its terminology and concepts and believing in them as an artist, prophet, and moralist, If not as a theologian or an anchorite” (55).  Melville’s blistering critiques of missionaries in his early novels suggest that the author suffered an early disillusionment with Christianity (at least as he witnessed it being practiced upon the natives of the Pacific islands) from which he never managed to recover.  These seeds of doubt took root in the young Melville’s consciousness and over the years his spiritual crisis deepened.  This is essentially the same narrative of “religious disillusionment” that Lawrance Thompson gives us in greater detail in Melville’s Quarrel with God.
  In this study, Thompson argues that “Melville’s spiritual idiom…controlled and determined his artistic idiom” to such an extent that all of his major works must be read with this understanding foremost in mind (6).  “Melville seemed compelled,” he writes, “to devote most of his art to the emblematic telling and retelling of his spiritual autobiography, with the main emphasis on disillusionment” (419).  Similarly, William Potter tells us that Melville “compulsively wrestled with the conundrum of belief” and that “the topic that had concerned and driven him throughout his literary career [was] the universal need for religious belief” (xiii).  Melville’s personal crisis of faith pervades the bulk of his prose and poetry, and his uses of both cultural contrast and elements of Eastern religion in so many of his works must be viewed as a significant part of Melville’s attempt to grapple with this spiritual crisis.

Melville, however, was no transcendentalist.  His cynicism and metaphysical despair—which become progressively evident in his major works from Mardi forward—contrast sharply with Emerson’s more buoyant optimism.  “In comparison with Melville,” writes Braswell, “Emerson and Thoreau, with their transcendental theories…were relatively contented and optimistic” (3-4).  Chase’s assessment that Melville “stood opposed to the social pieties of transcendentalism” suggests an even sharper distinction (vii).  Versluis has commented on Melville’s “animosity toward Transcendentalism,” remarking that “Melville could well be seen as the foremost contemporary opponent of Transcendentalism,” and that “the Melvillean interpretation of Oriental teachings represents a radical divergence from the Emersonian one” (119-20).  Yet implicit in this characterization is an acknowledgment of Melville’s profound interest in Eastern thought as it expresses itself in the texts he produced.  Though the extent to which Melville may have been influenced by or responding to Emerson’s work is debatable, Melville’s own turn to exoteric discourses in his work nonetheless constitutes a development in this artistic impulse that cannot be denied.  In 1923 D. H. Lawrence wrote somewhat condescendingly of Melville that “He wasn’t aware that he was being mystical” (Studies 199).  The point is well taken, for Melville would have chafed indignantly at being labeled a “mystic”.  Nonetheless, just six years after Lawrence’s book appeared, Weaver observed of Melville that “Next to Emerson he was the American mystic” (377).  Such characterizations suggest that Melville is the key figure in the development of the exoteric impulse from the mid- to late nineteenth century.
From his early South Seas novels to his epic poem Clarel, the cross-cultural, exoteric impulse is central to Melville’s aesthetic vision.  Throughout his literary career, Melville consistently used East-West dichotomies to explore his favored themes of Otherness, religious doubt, and the fundamental unity of all religions, a characteristic that has led Hershel Parker to call Melville an “inveterate cultural relativist.”
  Biographer Raymond Weaver suggests that during his trip to Liverpool in 1839 Melville may have been influenced by the “epidemic of hankering for the exotic” that he encountered in England (125).  This was no doubt an influence that the young Melville carried with him on his subsequent voyages in the South Pacific, as evidenced in the first few novels he wrote based on these experiences.  For example, in Typee, Melville comments extensively on “the wide difference between the extreme of savage and civilized life,” at times asking, “May not the savage be the happier of the two?” (136, 41).  In the two chapters on Melville in his book on American literature, D. H. Lawrence comments extensively on the American author’s penchant for cultural contrast, calling Moby-Dick “a book of exoteric symbolism” (Studies 237).  This is certainly the case, for as Melville (through the persona of Ishmael) states in the first chapter, “as for me, I am tormented with an everlasting itch for things remote” (22).  In Clarel, which Potter calls Melville’s “great study on religious belief in the age of doubt,” Melville chronicles a disillusioned American theology student’s pilgrimage through the Levantine Holy Land, yet another East-West contrast attesting to the author’s comparative methodology (Potter 3).  More generally, Potter notes, “Learned allusions to the world’s non-Christian religions frequent Melville’s novels, short stories, journal entries, and poetry” (12).  In her book on Melville’s redefinition of biblical exegesis, Ilana Pardes explicitly acknowledges Melville’s exoteric tendency and his openness to non-Western ideas, quoting from the “Extracts” section of Moby-Dick:  

Melville does not limit himself to normative mappings of interpretive boundaries.  Much like Ishmael, he is willing to consider any ‘book whatsoever, sacred or profane’…any biblical interpretation whatsoever—high or low, ancient or contemporary, of any religious bent or scholarly tradition…for Melville the question of what counts as Bible is not confined to the canonical Western Bible.  He is ready to meditate on all modes of scriptural writing—be they Indian mythologies, Islamic texts, or the sacred traditions and customs of Polynesian communities.

In light of these characterizations, Weaver’s assertion that “Melville was always a wide if desultory reader” (121) becomes problematic, for as with Emerson and Thoreau, Melville’s use of exoteric, non-Western materials not only proves to be purposeful, but it provides significant insight into Melville’s spiritual and intellectual concerns—and, perhaps more importantly, it provides a new way of understanding and evaluating Melville’s aesthetic method.  For while his philosophical disposition, intellectual methods, and literary intentions differed significantly from those of Emerson, Melville’s crisis of faith and his turn to exoteric, non-Western discourses are of obvious chronological and thematic significance to this study.  Put simply, Melville’s work neatly bridges the gap between Emerson and those later writers who turned to the East—most notably, the modernists.
Hinduism in Moby-Dick
It has proven difficult to determine precisely what, or how much, Melville may have read in the way of Eastern religion, either before writing Moby-Dick or after its publication in 1851—but the general consensus now is that he was at least a very well-read layman in the field of comparative religion.  The increased interest in Buddhism and Hinduism among the New England Transcendentalists in the 1840s established an intellectual climate wherein Melville could draw upon these discourses to challenge the social and religious norms of his time.  During the composition of Moby-Dick in 1850, Melville availed himself of the textual resources that were becoming available in New England in much the same spirit as Emerson had done, appropriating and adapting Eastern ideas to suit his own artistic and philosophical needs.  Braswell notes that although Melville

can hardly be said to have made a scientific comparative study of religions, he was familiar at least in a general way with religions other than the Christian.  What he wrote about Polynesian religion has won him a limited amount of prestige as an authority on that subject.  He had neither the knowledge of the oriental scriptures nor the reverence for them that Alcott, Emerson, and Thoreau had; but various references show that he knew something about Hinduism, Buddhism, and the Persian religions. (18)

Similarly, Kulkarni writes of “Melville’s extensive knowledge of Eastern mythology and religion” (2).  In his monograph on the influence of Hinduism in Moby-Dick he writes:

It is certain that Melville would not have needed to go out of his way for information on the exotic East.  Orientalism was indeed one of the major preoccupations of scholarship in Melville’s time, and after the European mastery of Sanskrit and the establishment of correspondence among Indo-European languages, the reading world of America received a generous supply of books, pamphlets, and articles on India and the various aspects of its life and thought…If this material did not form part of the regular diet of the common American, a sensitive and alert mind like Melville could not have missed encountering it in his normal reading of books and magazines. (2)

Still, there have been some speculations on the texts dealing with the East with which Melville was almost certainly familiar, or which he used explicitly as source material.  Howard P. Vincent offers a persuasive speculation that Melville read the Reverend Thomas Maurice’s Indian Antiquities, and possibly his The History of Hindostan.
  Kulkarni asserts that “It is also certain that Melville was familiar with the works of Sir William Jones,” the famous Orientalist that Melville mentions in both Typee and Moby-Dick (Kulkarni 1).  Jay Leyda’s Melville Log contains a passage from the memoirs of Maunsell B. Field, in which the author recalls a conversation between Melville and Oliver Wendell Holmes on the subject of “East India religions and mythologies…which was conducted with the most amazing skill and brilliancy on both sides” and which “lasted for hours.”
  While it has proven difficult for scholars to reconstruct Melville’s readings in Eastern religion with any degree of accuracy or comprehensiveness, it is clear that by 1850 Melville had developed an effective working knowledge of Indian, Persian, and Egyptian religions suitable to his artistic purposes.

Moby-Dick contains numerous indirect and direct references to India and Hinduism.  Kulkarni asserts that “there can be no doubt about [Melville’s] extensive knowledge of Hinduism,” adding that “Hindu myth is not a casual reference thrown into the story merely for the sake of exotic novelty but touches the inscrutable depths of Ahab’s character and the symbolism of the novel” (1, 38).  In my own research I have determined that Melville draws from Hindu thought for two specific purposes, both of which bear significantly upon the novel’s overall thematic structure:  first, he uses elements of Hindu philosophy to assert the historical primacy of Indian theology; and second, to posit a model of selfhood and identity.  As I will demonstrate in this section, both of these intellectual moves function as integral parts of Melville’s central arguments in Moby-Dick regarding:  1) the fundamental unity of all religions and of all human beings; and 2) the corresponding incompatibilities between this universalizing, humanistic model and that of Western individualism.

The most prominent and controversial use of Hindu thought in Moby-Dick occurs in the chapter titled “Of the Monstrous Pictures of Whales,” where Melville discusses the caves at Elephanta and the myth of the Matsya Avatar (an incarnation of the god Vishnu), the latter of which Kulkarni argues is actually woven into “the design of his novel” (6).  The passage reads:

Now, by all odds, the most ancient extant portrait anyways purporting to be the whale’s, is to be found in the famous cavern-pagoda of Elephanta, in India. The Brahmins maintain that in the almost endless sculptures of that immemorial pagoda, all the trades and pursuits, every conceivable avocation of man, were prefigured ages before any of them actually came into being. No wonder then, that in some sort our noble profession of whaling should have been there shadowed forth. The Hindoo whale referred to, occurs in a separate department of the wall, depicting the incarnation of Vishnu in the form of leviathan, learnedly known as the Matse Avatar. But though this sculpture is half man and half whale, so as only to give the tail of the latter, yet that small section of him is all wrong. It looks more like the tapering tail of an anaconda, than the broad palms of the true whale’s majestic flukes.  (215)

Melville’s formulation contains two conflations that scholars as yet have been unable to adequately resolve (215).  The first problem is that the rock-cut stone sculptures in the caves on the island of Elephanta to which Melville refers are dedicated to the Hindu god Shiva, and there is no sculpture of the Vishnu avatar at this location (although there are representations of Vishnu).  Vincent has shown that Melville’s misspelling of “Matsya” as “Matse” derives from his reading of Maurice’s Indian Antiquities, the only work so far discovered that contains this particular spelling of the term (Vincent 279).  In this text, Vincent tells us, “Maurice passes rapidly, without adequate transition, from a description of the Cave of Elephanta to an account of Matse Avatar.  Only close study of Maurice’s text would show that no connection between the Matse Avatar and the Cave of Elephanta was intended” (280).  In Maurice’s book, the page opposite his discussion of the caves features a plate depicting the Matse avatar.
  Vincent states that “Melville’s error, if such it be, probably occurred from hasty reading in Maurice’s” book, suggesting that the placement of the photograph and its caption may have led Melville to mistakenly associate the sculpture with the caves at Elephanta (280).  While Vincent’s identification of Melville’s source is valuable, the critical point he fails to consider is that it is Melville’s intentions—not Maurice’s—that demand consideration.  It is not so much the association between the Matsya Avatar and the caves that Melville is intent on establishing in the passage above, but rather the association of the whale with Vishnu—a linkage that facilitates Melville’s formulation of the white whale as the manifestation of a divine entity.  The point is that Melville makes the connection, and whatever errors he may have made in reading his source, his intentions and the intellectual moves he makes in the passage are clear.  Sullivan and Hall come nearer the mark with their suggestion that “Probably the best way to understand the misattribution is that this is poetic license on Melville’s part,” a deliberate conflation intended to “emphasize the ancient tradition of the Hindus concerning the whale and its divinity” (367). However, this is not an entirely satisfactory conclusion either, for Melville’s conflations in the passage are not merely an act of poetic license, but of poetic thinking.  If Melville diverges from or alters the facts of his source material, he does it for a specific intellectual purpose.
I suggest that Melville’s second conflation in the passage above—that of the Matse Avatar as a whale, and not a fish—provides the means of resolving, at least to some extent, the degree to which Melville’s conflations are neither a misreading nor mere ‘poetic license’.  According to the Matsya Purana the Matsya Avatar is an incarnation of Vishnu as a fish, not a whale.
  Hindu representations of the Matsya Avatar such as the one Melville viewed typically depict the lower portion of the Vishnu incarnation with a vertical, fish-like tail, rather than the horizontal flukes of a whale.  What scholars have failed to notice is that Melville explicitly acknowledges this discrepancy in the passage above, even as he insists that the Matse Avatar is indeed “half man and half whale.”  Thus this second conflation cannot be explained away as a simple misreading or misinterpretation on Melville’s part; indeed, his lighthearted criticism of the representation can be interpreted as a necessary qualification of his claims about both the figure’s antiquity and divinity.  Melville’s conflation of the Matse Avatar with a whale (and by extension, the white whale, Moby Dick) serves Melville’s literary intentions too tidily to rule out the possibility that the conflation was intentional.

Indeed, throughout the novel, Melville is at great pains to establish the historical primacy of Indian theology.  For example, when Starbuck muses over the gold doubloon that Ahab has affixed to the mainmast, the three mountains depicted remind him of the Christian Holy Trinity (333).  However, in the chapter titled “The Honor and Glory of Whaling,” Melville alludes to the Hindu Trimurti, “the three persons in the godhead of the Hindoos” constituted by Brahmā the Creator, Vishnu the Maintainer or Preserver, and Śhiva the Destroyer or Transformer (286).  Here, Melville refers to the Hindu gods as “the head-waters of our fraternity” of whalers, describing how “Vishnoo became incarnate as a whale” to rescue the Vedas from the depths of the ocean (286).
  Critics have called much attention to the ubiquity of “trinities” in Moby-Dick; in these passages the Christian Holy Trinity and the Hindu Trimurti are evoked in a manner consistent with Melville’s vision of the fundamental impulse undergirding all human religious striving.  However, Melville’s use of the phrase “head-waters of our fraternity” once again contends for the historical, if not the theological, primacy of India and its early religion.  Sullivan and Hall note “the historical priority he gives India’s civilization,” stating that “Melville represents the Hindu civilization as preceding the Hebrew and Greek, as the oldest on earth” (363, 364).  In Eastern Religions and Western Thought, Radhakrishnan has written persuasively of the probable influence of Indian religion on the Greco-Roman, Hebrew, Christian, and Islamic religious traditions, lending credence to Melville’s formulation.
  Again, Melville seems intent on establishing Hindu theology as a decidedly more ancient counter-example to that of Christianity.  The question thus becomes:  why?

As with Emerson and Thoreau, Melville turns to Indian thought in order to construct an exoteric vantage from which to address issues associated with an emerging Western modernity, and like his Transcendentalist contemporaries part of Melville’s attempt in Moby-Dick is to construct a synthesis of Eastern and Western religious traditions that negotiates a space for the individual in a world increasingly viewed in terms of universality.  The “marriage” and “honeymoon” of Ishmael and Queequeg at the Spouter Inn serve as early examples of Melville’s synthetic impulse in the novel, for as Ishmael later puts the question, “who is not a cannibal?” (36, 57, 242).  Similarly, as Sullivan and Hall have shown, the various religious conflations that Melville creates through Queequeg’s use of an African idol and his fasting at Ramadan, and the Parsee Fedallah (a Zoroastrian with a Muslim name) all support Melville’s emphasis on the fundamental unity of all religions (Sullivan 361-2).  Ishmael’s quip to Captain Bildad that Queequeg belongs to “the same ancient Catholic church to which you and I….and every mother’s son and soul of us belong; the great and everlasting First Congregation of this whole worshipping world” is perhaps Melville’s most conspicuous formulation of this idea in the novel (84).  “It’s a mutual, joint-stock world,” Melville is quick to remind us (64).  Indeed, as Sullivan and Hall note, “Melville seems to have wanted the crew [of the Pequod] to represent humanity as a whole” (361).  Melville’s intention then, is to incorporate Hindu thought into a much broader synthesis of religious traditions, for as Kulkarni suggests, “The solution does not really lie in exclusion but in inclusion which is, perhaps, a better approach to analyzing the complex structure of the novel” (10).  He further argues that Melville’s “commingling of diverse mythical material turns whale-hunting into a symbolic quest for God and Truth by elevating the white whale to a cosmic symbol and by bringing into focus the entire history and prehistory of man’s religious strivings” (13).  All religions then, according to the novel, are primarily concerned with the attempt to achieve communion and spiritual unity with the Godhead, in whatever culturally specific forms this Absolute may take.  However, by casting this spiritual quest as a whale hunt Melville relocates this drama from the transcendent realm onto the plane of human activities and affairs.  While the Hindu conception that all Beings are at base part of and participate in an undifferentiated Oneness or unity may offer some a sense of serenity and reassurance, others may find this rejection of the individual and that which pertains to it disturbing—even terrifying—in its metaphysical implications.  In making the avatar his figure for the divine universal, Melville acknowledges the concomitant divinity of the human individual, and Ahab’s dilemma—the source of his hatred and fear—is the impossibility of reconciling these two without losing the latter entirely.  Thus in Melville’s novel, the kind of harmonious, unproblematic synthesis between the individual and the universal that Emerson proposed becomes almost laughable.  For to the extent that the novel affirms a common humanity and a shared religious impulse, it also raises the question of how The One can be united with the Other without losing its identity.  Hinduism provides Melville with the model he requires to foreground this pressing problem, for in Christianity there is a “soul” that ostensibly persists intact even after death.  The universalizing impulses inherent in Hinduism—which Melville posits as the root of all religious striving—thus come into direct conflict with Western secular individualism, and this is the fundamental paradox that Melville attempts to negotiate.
 This problematic relationship between the individual and the universal is a central theme in Moby-Dick, which Melville explores by positing a model of selfhood strikingly similar to that found in Hindu thought.  In Hindu metaphysics, the “true self” lies at the core of one’s being, while the conscious, rational mind and its associated characteristics (personality, memory, etc.) are regarded as superficial overlays, illusions which prevent us from directly experiencing the one true, universal reality.  This core self is not individualized; it is without quality, a divine interconnection with all things.  The key concepts from which the Hindu articulation derives are “ātman” and “Brahman”.  Ātman translates roughly as “soul”, although the Hindu conception of soul is very different from that of Western philosophy and religion.  According to Diane Morgan, ātman is not “some indestructible collection of one’s thoughts, feelings, and experiences…[but] the timeless divinity within each person, a divinity that everyone shares” (63).  Brahman is simply the universal, uncreated, eternal Ground of Being, of which everything is, at its core, a part.  Kupperman defines Brahman as “the single divine reality” (7).  In a general sense, the Hindu conception of Brahman bears a striking similarity to the “quantum foam” that today’s theoretical physicists postulate as the fundamental stratum upon which the universe rests, and out of which all matter is created—although one must be wary of drawing too close a comparison between such unrelated and dissimilar discourses.  When the Chāndogya and Brhad-āranyaka Upanishads claim that “ātman is Brahman,” it is an assertion that every Being is part of the same divine reality, and that the subject-object distinctions arising from human consciousness are illusory and misleading cognitive constructs, human abstractions which obscure the true nature of things.  For the Hindu, the notion of an internal, individual self interacting with and in relation to external forces, while a helpful social and intellectual convention, is nonetheless a mental construct—an illusion perpetrated upon us by the narrow bandwidth made available to us by our five senses.  The everyday world of appearances—brought to each individual by the sights, smells, sounds, tastes, temperatures and textures he or she experiences—is but a veil, disguising and obscuring the true reality beneath.  The Hindu word for this sensory realm of conventional, mundane experience is “māyā”, which as Diane Morgan points out, comes from the Sanskrit word “ma”, meaning to “‘measure out’ or ‘construct’” (36).
  The goal of the Hindu, then, is to transcend māyā and achieve moksha, which Morgan describes as “not only to be liberated as a person, but finally to be liberated from personhood, that is, to escape the bounds and limits of our own egos, our own personalities, to achieve a unity with the ultimate source of being” (36, Morgan’s emphasis).  To do this, one must shed (even if only momentarily) all aspects of one’s individual nature.  Only then can one directly experience their ātman (true self) and its equivalence with Brahman (true reality).  Meditation and yoga, techniques used to focus the mind and minimize the influences of outside sensory stimuli, are key methods used in the pursuit of moksha. 
In Moby-Dick Melville presents a metaphysical model of the self and its relation to the universe that is remarkably consistent with the outline of the Hindu model presented above.  For example, Melville’s insistent references to the “inmost soul,” the “inexorable self,” and that “as yet undiscovered prime thing” that exists in us all constitute a conception of the self consistent with that of the Hindu ātman (22, 54, 100).  Other passages in harmony with this idea are when Ishmael speaks of “That immaculate manliness we feel within ourselves, so far within us, that it remains intact though all the outer character seem gone,” and later of “The subterranean miner that works in us all” (103, 158).  Similarly, when Ahab suffers tormenting dreams in his hammock, Melville describes the agent of these “spiritual throes” as “the eternal, living principle or soul in him” which in sleep has become “dissociated from the characterizing mind” (169).  This passage reflects the Hindu conception that the conscious mind is not the true seat of the self and that there is a kind of substratum or core self that marks the distinction between mind and soul.  Melville takes great pains to establish this model of subjectivity in the novel, which, at least in its broad outlines, can be traced back through the work of Schopenhauer, Sir Christopher Riegel, and Paracelsus to the Vedic scriptures, the bulk of which predate Classical Greek writing.  However, the notion that the true self resides in some shadowy, inaccessible part of us (and not in the conscious mind) ran counter to the Cartesian model that dominated the Western imagination in the mid-nineteenth century.  In this light, Ishmael’s earlier observation that “no man prefers to sleep two to a bed” takes on additional metaphysical implications (29).  The idea that we all have some interior, unknowable Other deep within us didn’t gain widespread currency in the West until the work of Freud popularized it in the twentieth century.  The model of the self that Melville draws from Hindu philosophy thus challenges the prevailing conception of selfhood in antebellum America.  More to the point, however, this model is contrasted with the Cartesian model to which Ahab subscribes and which he is ready to defend with the point of a harpoon.
In Moby-Dick this core of self is associated with a deeper universal reality similar to the Hindu Brahman.  In Ishmael’s view, the world’s various religions and denominations are “queer crotchets noways touching the grand belief” (84).  Earlier he notes, “a man’s religion is one thing; and this practical world quite another” (74).  As with Melville’s microcosm of humanity the Pequod, Ishmael suggests that we are ultimately all in the same metaphysical boat, despite the distortions our various religious and philosophical worldviews have perpetrated upon us.  Looking out to sea from the weather bow during his first visit to the ship, Ishmael notes that “The prospect was unlimited, but exceedingly monotonous and forbidding; not the slightest variety that I could see,” which prompts Captain Peleg to put a profound metaphysical question to him:  “Can’t ye see the world where you stand?” (72).  The implicit suggestion in this exchange is that all Beings are interconnected on some fundamental level.  Seen in this light, Ishmael’s rhetorical question “who is not a cannibal?” takes on additional philosophical cargo (300).  For when we destroy one of Nature’s beings for our own individual uses—be it a whale, an ox, or a plant—it is not simply a violation of Nature, but of ourselves.  The message implicit in the passage is that the self and the not-self ultimately partake in a fundamental unity, a conception Melville no doubt absorbed from his readings in Hindu metaphysics.

The white whale is Melville’s central symbolic representation of this fundamental unity, a perhaps ironic incarnation of the Hindu Brahman (which is inherently characterless and beyond representation).  As demonstrated above, Melville took pains to establish the whale as an ancient symbol of divinity with his conflations of the Hindu Matsya Avatar, and Moby Dick is described as “not only ubiquitous, but immortal” (155).  Moby Dick’s coloration also suggests divine status.  Just as Ahab obsesses over the white whale throughout the novel, Melville obsesses over the color white, so much so that he dedicates a full chapter to “The Whiteness of the Whale.”  For Ishmael, there is something ethereally beautiful yet unspeakably horrifying about Moby Dick’s natural coloration.  He states:  “It was the whiteness of the whale that above all things appalled me,” and after expounding upon all the good and noble things with which the color is associated, he remarks, “yet for all these accumulated associations, with whatever is sweet, and honorable, and sublime, there yet lurks an elusive something in the innermost idea of this hue, which strikes more of panic to the soul than that redness which affrights in blood” (159, 160).  What causes this sublime terror in Ishmael is the incomprehensible profundity and profusion inherent in the color white; for when we visually experience “white” we are not experiencing one color but the gross amalgamation of all colors in the spectrum distinguishable by the human visual apparatus.  In Melville’s words, whiteness “is at once the most meaning symbol of spiritual things…in essence whiteness is not so much a color as the visible absence of color, and at the same time the concrete of all colors…of all these things the Albino whale was the symbol” (165).  To behold the white whale, then, is to come to a glimmering awareness of the vast immensity of the universe, to see that immensity reflected back upon oneself in all its complexity—and yet to recognize that this complexity is at once contained in and suffuses every being.  For Melville, this is not a particularly comforting thought, for white is also “a dumb blankness,” the “all-color of atheism from which we shrink” (165).  What appalls in the whiteness of the whale, then, is the loss of identity and individuality that it implies.  While Melville once again borrows the framework from Hindu metaphysics, he doesn’t accept its ethos, which he finds troubling.
Remaining consistent with Hindu belief, Melville also suggests that human cognitive processes and the manner in which our minds interpret sensory input contribute to a false understanding of the relationship between the self and the universe, and that subject-object distinctions are illusory mental constructs that bear no necessary relation to reality.  The “boggy, soggy, squitchy” oil painting that Ishmael encounters in the foyer of the Spouter Inn establishes and foregrounds this theme, for his eventual conclusion that the painting represents a whale impaling itself upon the mast-heads of whale-ship off Cape Horn, he acknowledges, could only be reached after consulting “the aggregated opinions of many aged persons with whom I conversed upon the subject” (26).  The painting’s “unaccountable masses of shades and shadows,” which Ishmael first interprets variously as a representation of Miltonic chaos, “the Black sea in a midnight gale,” a clashing of the four primal elements, a “blasted heath,” a “Hyperborean winter scene,” and the “breaking-up of the ice-bound stream of Time,” only resolve themselves into a semi-coherent image for Ishmael once he has adopted a conceptual framework arrived at by consensus (26).  The following morning, awakening next to Queequeg at the Spouter Inn, Ishmael notes that his bed-mate’s tattooed arm blends so well with the quilt that “it was only by the sense of weight and pressure that I could tell that Queequeg was hugging me” (37).  In this scene, Ishmael’s visual sense has been fooled—but he is nonetheless reliant upon his other senses to tell him so.  On a subsequent night Ishmael muses over the concepts of bodily warmth and cold, concluding that “there is no quality in this world that is not what it is merely by contrast,” and that these categories refer only to human concepts, not to Absolutes (58).  According to this model, the cognitive impressions we build from sensory stimuli cause us to mistakenly believe that we exist as individuals, separate and distinct from the world external to our bodies and minds.  If such is that case, then Ahab’s unswerving belief that he is unfairly estranged from God arises from an erroneous metaphysics.  But of course it’s not that simple.  In his famous speech upon the quarterdeck of the Pequod, Ahab responds to Starbuck’s charge of blasphemy and exhorts the crew to violence against the white whale by stating that “All visible objects…are but as pasteboard masks…If man will strike, strike through the mask!” (140).  Here Ahab’s observation that there is some transcendent disparity between appearances and reality echoes Hindu metaphysics; however, it is debatable whether his violent response results from an acceptance of the limitations of his senses, or is a blunt refutation of the model itself.  Throughout the novel, Ahab insists upon asserting his own ego as if it existed as an independent and absolute being.  The ultimate cause of Ahab’s existential suffering is thus less an incorrect understanding of the true nature of the self as it is the incompatibility between his own model of the self and his spiritual yearnings. 
Thus, as with Emerson, the key human problem for Melville in Moby-Dick is that of how to gain direct, experiential access to divine reality without renouncing—or suffering the annihilation of—the individual.  Ahab’s strong-arm tactics prove unsatisfactory, for his joining with the white whale comes in the form of a fouled harpoon line dragging him to the depths of the Pacific Ocean.  Yet just as the Hindu Brahmin achieves enlightenment through meditation, a few of Melville’s characters are afforded glimpses into the true nature of the universe—always during moments of intense concentration, physical labor, or isolation.  For example, Ishmael has a number of experiences in which his individual identity slips away and he becomes aware of a fundamental interconnectedness among beings.  Working the monkey-rope with Queequeg, he observes:

We two, for the time, were wedded…Queequeg was my own inseparable twin brother…So strongly and metaphysically did I conceive of my situation then, that while earnestly watching his motions, I seemed distinctly to perceive that my own individuality was now merged in a joint stock company of two (255).
Ishmael makes a similar observation during the second day of the final pursuit of the white whale:

They were one man, not thirty.  For as the one ship that held them all; though it was put together of all contrasting things—oak, and maple, and pine wood; iron, and pitch, and hemp—yet all these ran into each other in the one concrete hull…even so, all the individualities of the crew…were welded into oneness (415).

In both these instances, it is the intense focus on achieving a single goal through synchronized, cadenced physical labor that allows Ishmael to directly experience the interconnectedness he shares with his crewmates.  Pulling at the rope or oar, he transcends the mundane, sensory world of māyā, and comes into direct communion with a deeper reality.  As with an accomplished yoga practitioner, his mind and body are focused, steady, and open to direct experience.  Of yoga, Kupperman writes, “Someone who wishes to encounter the core of her or his being, underneath layers of changing personality, needs to have a steady mind, one that does not wander.  Physical techniques that steady and calm bodily impulses can make a difference” (13).  Morgan states that the goal of yoga is “to experience a oneness with the ultimate Ground of Being, the divinely Real” (42).  For Ishmael and his shipmates, repetitious work provides the same mental and physical discipline employed by the yogin.


Along with yoga, of course, the practicing Hindu uses meditation to achieve enlightenment—and Melville’s characters experience similar raptures during periods of isolation.  The importance of isolation as a means of opening oneself up to direct experience is put forth early in the novel, when Father Mapple draws his ladder up into the pulpit after himself and Ishmael wonders, “Can it be then, that by that act of physical isolation, he signifies his spiritual withdrawal for the time, from all outward worldly ties and connexions?” (47).  Isolation from the sensory distractions of daily life and human interaction, Melville suggests, is essential if one is to enter into a meditative state and commune with the truly real—a state that nonetheless poses some risks to the individual self.  As Ishmael remarks, “no man can ever feel his own identity aright except his eyes be closed; as if darkness were indeed the proper element of our essences, though light be more congenial to our clayey part” (58).  This explains why meditation is so important to transcendental philosophies like Hinduism.  “All meditation,” writes Morgan, “has the same goal:  to replace ordinary perception and logical thought-patterns with direct experience” (42).  Walt Whitman makes a similar observation in his essay “Democratic Vistas”:

Alone, and identity, and the mood—and the soul emerges, and all statements, churches, sermons, melt away like vapors.  Alone, and silent thought and awe, and aspiration—and then the interior consciousness, like a hitherto unseen inscription, in magic ink, beams out its wondrous lines to the sense.  Bibles may convey, and priests expound, but it is exclusively for the noiseless operation of one’s isolated Self, to enter the pure ether of veneration, reach the divine levels, and commune with the unutterable.

Alone at the masthead, “lost in the infinite series of the sea,” Ishmael experiences just such a meditative state (133).  Earlier in the novel, Ishmael notes that “meditation and water are wedded forever,” and that “we ourselves see in all rivers and oceans.  It is the image of the ungraspable phantom of life; and this is the key to it all” (19, 20).  On his first watch at the masthead, Ishmael is invested with “a sublime uneventfulness” and becomes aware of “the problem of the universe revolving in me” (133, 135).  He goes on to express how, in this meditative mood, one’s identity melts away, merging with the universe:

lulled into such an opium-like listlessness of vacant, unconscious reverie is this absent-minded youth by the blending cadence of waves with thoughts, that at last he loses his identity; takes the mystic ocean at his feet for the visible image of that deep, blue, bottomless soul, pervading mankind and nature…In this enchanted mood, thy spirit ebbs away to whence it came; becomes diffused through time and space; like Wickliff’s sprinkled pantheistic ashes, forming at last a part of every shore the round globe over (136).

The masthead enables Ishmael to access this divine reality just as the Hindu monk does, by creating conditions conducive to direct experience—isolation from worldly distraction and a contemplative state of mind.  However, as Ishmael notes, the caveat for the simple sailor shipping before the mast is that the masthead is a dangerous place to lose oneself in such spiritual reveries, for “move your hand or foot an inch, slip your hold at all; and your identity comes back in horror” as “you drop through the transparent air into the summer sea, no more to rise for ever” (136).  The masthead, a figure for the pragmatic and vigorous side of human endeavors, is a very different place than the tranquil summit of a Tibetan peak or the marble floors of an Indian temple.  

When Pip is lost at sea, cast adrift in the ocean’s “heartless immensity,” he experiences a similar, though certainly more complete loss of identity that is similarly problematic (321).  Without the tangible comfort of the ship to ground his sensibilities, Pip finds himself utterly and profoundly alone, and isolated from all humanity he begins to sense the same deeper reality that Ishmael earlier glimpsed at the masthead:

Pip’s ringed horizon began to expand around him miserably…The sea had jeeringly kept his finite body up, but drowned the infinite body of his soul.  Not drowned entirely, though.  Rather carried down alive to wondrous depths, where strange shapes of the unwarped primal world glided to and fro before his passive eyes; and the miser-merman, Wisdom, revealed his hoarded heaps; and among the joyless, heartless, ever-juvenile eternities, Pip saw the multitudinous, God-omnipresent, coral insects, that out of the firmament of waters heaved the colossal orbs.  He saw God’s foot on the treadle of the loom, and spoke it; and therefore his shipmates called him mad (321-22). 

Rescued and back aboard ship, rattled beyond rationality, Pip begins to speak of himself in the third-person:  “Now were even poor Pip here I could endure it, but he’s missing.  Pip!  Pip!…who’s seen Pip?” (400).  His condition bears some resemblance to that of the fully enlightened Hindu, of whom Kupperman writes:  “It is highly doubtful that they even know who (as individuals) they are or that there are differences between them and other people” (20).  However, the other crewmembers simply view Pip as insane.  Even the monomaniac Ahab, the force aboard the Pequod who asserts his individuality to the last breath, recognizes that Pip has somehow managed to access a deeper reality.  He tells Pip, “I do suck most wondrous philosophies from thee!  Some unknown conduits from the unknown worlds must empty into thee!” (396).  Yet even so, Ahab recognizes that Pip now needs his protection:  “Oh, ye frozen heavens! Look down here.  Ye did beget this luckless child, and have abandoned him…Here, boy; Ahab’s cabin shall be Pip’s home henceforth, while Ahab lives” (392).  Indeed, Pip has achieved his enlightenment in the same way prescribed by Hindu theology, and with the same result—by entering into a state in which all aspects of his individual nature are stripped away.  But Pip’s transformation is not the blissful, joyous development one might expect to see celebrated in an Indian ashram, for it is that individual nature that Melville is struggling to preserve with respect to spiritual affairs.

Ahab himself, when in contemplative moods or dream-states, catches glimmers of awareness that suggest the divine interconnectedness of all things.  Meditating on the gold doubloon nailed to the Pequod’s mainmast, Ahab observes:

There’s something ever egotistical in mountain-tops and towers, and all other grand and lofty things; look here,–three peaks as proud Lucifer.  The firm tower, that is Ahab; the volcano, that is Ahab; the courageous, the undaunted, and victorious fowl, that, too, is Ahab; all are Ahab; and this round gold is but the image of the rounder globe, which, like a magician’s glass, to each and every man in turn but mirrors back his own mysterious self (332).

In this passage, perhaps more than any other, Ahab appears to recognize intellectually that all beings are, at base, profoundly interrelated.  Yet if his willfulness—evidenced by the repetition of his name—prevents him from directly experiencing this deeper reality in the manner of either Ishmael or Pip—it at least has the virtue of protecting his person and his individuality from the threat of oblivion.  
In all these examples, Melville presents a philosophical worldview consistent with the teachings of Hinduism, only to contrast this worldview with that of Western individualism, in an attempt to produce a workable synthesis that would satisfy both his spiritual and material concerns.  For example, as the narrative of Moby-Dick progresses Ishmael’s authorial voice shifts from that of a highly individualized first-person narrator to a detached, omniscient point of view, suggesting a turn from the individual toward the collective or universal.  In the first chapter, “Loomings,” Ishmael is so preoccupied with his own troubles and splenetic state of mind that “it requires a strong moral principle to prevent me from deliberately stepping in to the street, and methodically knocking people’s hats off” (18).  But soon Ishmael’s use of the first-person diminishes, and he begins to narrate scenes to which, presumably, he would not have had access, such as the fly-on-the-wall account of the mates’ and harpooners’ dinner service in the Pequod’s cabin (127-31).  Similarly, in the chapter “The Chart,” Ishmael reports, “Had you followed Captain Ahab down into his cabin after the squall…you would have seen him go to a locker in the transom, and bringing out a large wrinkled roll of yellowish sea charts, spread them before him on his screwed-down table” (166).  In these scenes Ishmael’s narration inexplicably shifts to an omniscient point of view.  By the time we reach the Epilogue, Ishmael’s character has largely fallen out of the action of the plot, and he has taken to referring to himself using an impersonal pronoun:  “The drama’s done.  Why then here does any one step forth?—Because one did survive the wreck” (427, italicized in the text).  As the Pequod sinks, Ishmael is “floating on the margin of the ensuing scene” with a kind of detachment (427).  Yet ultimately Ishmael returns to (ostensibly) write the narrative, and by assuming the role of author reestablishes his individual identity.  While Ishmael makes this transition gradually and without resistance, however, those who cling doggedly to their individual natures suffer—mentally, spiritually, and physically.  To understand the role of suffering in the novel, however, we must turn our attention toward Melville’s use of another Indian religion:  Buddhism.

Buddhism in Moby-Dick
Despite profound differences between Buddhist and Hindu philosophy, Melville integrates elements of both Indian religions in Moby-Dick—and for a very specific purpose.  Buddhism and Hinduism share a common Vedic heritage, and while there are similarities between the two religions, there are significant differences that must be recognized in order to properly understand the thematic function of Buddhist thought in the novel.  In Moby-Dick, the Buddhist elements that Melville incorporates contrast with and problematize the Hindu conception of a transcendent, universal One that occurs so frequently in the narrative, thus providing a quasi-secular counterpoint to the Hindu elements that creates a conceptual linkage in the novel between these elements and those of Western individualism.
Buddhism emerged in India sometime in the sixth or fifth centuries B.C.E., at least in part as a refutation of certain Hindu beliefs and religious practices. 
  The two religions share concepts like karma and transmigration of souls, and have similar conceptions of an illusory, mundane realm (Hindu māyā; Buddhist samsāra) which one seeks to transcend through enlightenment (Hindu moksha; Buddhist nirvāna).  However, while both religions view the individualized self as a misleading cognitive construct that produces an erroneous view of reality and the nature of the universe, they do so upon different grounds.  Also, while both traditions use meditation and physical discipline as means of achieving enlightenment, Buddhists reject the severe asceticism that Hinduism has long emphasized as essential to spiritual development.  These are two principal points upon which the Buddha’s teaching diverged from that of Hinduism.  Such fault lines are what enable scholars like Rupert Gethin to maintain that “in certain respects the Buddha’s teachings were formulated as a response to certain brahmanical teachings.”
  

While both Hinduism and Buddhism regard the individual self as illusory, the two religions differ on the point of what is real.  Hindus believe that the thoughts, emotions, memories, tastes and predilections that we commonly think of as constituting a unique, individual self are actually a complex web of mental phenomena that accumulate and develop around a core self that itself is without distinguishing attributes, and that this core self is equivalent with one divine, interconnected reality.  “In the view of the Upanishads,” Kupperman explains, “there are no differences between individuals in ultimate reality, because there really are no individuals” (22).  By contrast, Buddhists deny that there is any ultimate ground of reality corresponding to the Hindu Brahman.  In Buddhist metaphysics, the Hindu concept of ātman is replaced with that of anātman, which translates roughly as “no self”.  But this can be a misleading construction.  The Buddha taught that what we conventionally think of as a cohesive self that persists over time does not exist because our minds and bodies are continually in flux, growing and changing.  This seems self-evident when we consider that cells die and are replaced, memories fade or become erroneous, and our personalities, likes, and dislikes evolve over time.  The Buddha was not denying that these various elements of selfhood exist in reality, but rather that in reality, they do not remain consistent or cohesive from one moment to the next—and therefore, there can be no fundamental “core of self” such as the Hindu ātman.  It is thus the inner workings of our minds that trick us into believing that we possess some form of personal continuity.  On this point Sue Hamilton argues that “The Buddha was denying not people’s selves, but that anything exists independently…What the Buddha does teach—in order to ‘see things as they really are’…is that the focus of one’s investigation and understanding should not be ontological issues, but the operation of one’s cognitive faculties.”
  For the Buddhist, Morgan writes, “nothing in the universe is permanent; all is fleeting” (119).  Thus the individual self is illusory not because it obscures a deeper reality, but because everything in the universe—including the attributes that we imagine as constituting a self—is forever in flux. 
The Buddha taught that the ultimate cause of all human suffering is this persistent notion of a cohesive self that persists over time.  Kupperman explains:

The widespread human assumption that one has an inner self, which remains the same throughout one’s lifetime (and beyond), is the ultimate cause of suffering.  The mistake about the self leads to taking a ‘me,’ and what pertains to me, far too seriously, not realizing the ways in which the boundaries between persons are fortuitous and arbitrary.  This in turn leads to desire.  If a ‘me’ is regarded as important, then it is all too easy to sink into egoism, urgently wanting things for myself.  This, in Buddha’s view, is the immediate cause of suffering. (29-30)

Buddhist enlightenment involves achieving “nirvana”, a mental state in which the individual directly perceives and comprehends the true nature of the self (anātman).  To attain nirvana one must let go of all desire or attachment to worldly beings, including the self; when this is achieved, all suffering (dukkha) in that individual is extinguished.  “The end of desire is the end of sorrow,” the Dhammapada tells us; “‘Everything arises and passes away.’ / When you see this, you are above sorrow” (Byrom 114, 94).  In an earlier passage, however, the Buddha presents this key argument:  “We are what we think. / All that we are arises with our thoughts. / With our thoughts we make the world” (21).  Thus, according to the Buddha, desire (or attachment) is merely the symptom of a larger disease.  The ultimate cause of desire and the suffering that arises from it is a mistaken conception of the self.

Buddhists of most schools also disdain severe asceticism.  Long before the young prince Siddhartha Gautama became known as the Buddha, or “enlightened one,” he spent some time as a wandering ascetic, depending upon handouts in the traditional Hindu manner.  It is said that at one point Siddhartha was surviving on a grain of rice per day, had almost stopped sleeping, and could feel his spine by placing his hand on his belly (in marked contrast to the popular Buddha images we see today, which represent an older, perhaps wiser, and certainly better-fed Buddha).  He quickly realized that ascetic practices hampered, rather than helped, the pursuit of enlightenment.  This eventually led the Buddha to adopt and teach what he called the “Middle Way.”  Often misconstrued as an endorsement of moderation, Buddha’s Middle Way teaches that in order to eliminate desire (and thereby extinguish suffering), one must adopt a neutral stance toward the world, including necessities like food, clothing, and sleep.  “The idea,” writes Kupperman, “is that a wandering monk should take food as it is offered, and not care whether it is especially tasty or very much the opposite.  This is part of a general policy of increasing detachment” (25).  Attaining nirvana and seeing things as they truly are, the Buddha reasonably asserted, is a much easier task when the body is healthy and the mind not distracted or clouded by pressing physical want.  The Buddha’s Middle Way and his rejection of certain forms of severe asceticism thus mark another significant point of departure from the Hindu tradition.

With respect to the role of Buddhist thought in Melville’s novel, the crucial point that must be emphasized here is that the historical Buddha arrived at his unique understanding of the nature of reality and the self strictly through his own efforts, for Buddhism is not, like Islam, Christianity, Judaism—and more pointedly, in this context, Hinduism—a revealed religion.  “What sets apart the Buddha’s Enlightenment from the experiences of other religious figures in world history is the absence of any divine intervention,” notes Nancy Wilson Ross (15).  She continues:

The truth to which the Buddha came was entirely a discovery made by a human being, brought about by his own efforts…Even the original Buddhist goal of nirvana (or salvation, if one wishes to use a Western term) was the realization that life’s meaning lay in the here-and-now and not in some remote realm or celestial state far beyond one’s present existence…This illuminating insight [is]…modern in its implications.  (16)

While there are obvious critical pitfalls involved with drawing too close a comparison between such disparate historical and cultural contexts, Ross’ formulation practically begs us to consider the parallels between the Buddha’s intellectual innovation and the secular humanism of Western modernity.  In both cases the ground of moral authority shifts from a supernatural or transcendent Absolute to the arena of human affairs and inquiry, where logic and rational thought are assumed to be capable of unraveling the mysteries of the universe.  The implications of the Buddha’s quasi-humanist turn, certainly, were not lost on Melville.  However, he incorporates elements of Buddhist metaphysics into the novel, not to suggest that Buddhism provides an “answer” to the individual/universal paradox, but rather as part of his thinking process.  While writing Moby-Dick, Melville is not thinking of the Buddha so much as he is thinking as the Buddha did—working his way through particularly modern issues and problems in a similar manner, but changing the value of the terms.
The suffering caused by attachment to (or insistence upon) the concept of the individual self is a central theme in Moby-Dick.  Just as in Buddhist metaphysics there is no stable, coherent “soul” beyond the karmic potentialities that transcend human lifetimes, Melville’s shabby prophet Elijah reminds us early on that “A soul’s a sort of fifth wheel to a wagon” (87).  Indeed, Ishmael’s pronouncement that “Nothing exists in itself” is an effective distillation of the Buddhist metaphysics outlined above (58).  However, the Pequod’s Captain Ahab is rarely given to murky transcendental philosophizing.  Refitted with a sturdy new prosthesis he tells the ship’s carpenter, “I like a good grip; I like to feel something in this slippery world that can hold,” a sentiment that aligns him intellectually with empiricism and Cartesian rationalism (359).  Yet no one aboard the Pequod suffers as profoundly as Ahab, and the cause of this suffering is his unyielding egoism.  Encountering the captain for the first time, Ishmael remarks, “There was an infinity of firmest fortitude, a determinate, unsurrenderable wilfullness” about him, an observation that serves to establish Ahab’s monomania (109).  Later, defying the quasi-supernatural forces lighting the masts and rigging in the chapter “The Candles,” Ahab declares, “In the midst of the personified impersonal, a personality stands here” (382).  During the final chase he cries, “Nor white whale, nor man, nor fiend, can so much as graze old Ahab in his own proper and inaccessible being,” and later, “Ahab is Ahab for ever, man” (417, 418).  Time and again Ahab asserts his individuality, predicating his uncompromising search for knowledge of the absolute (symbolized by the white whale) on the assumption that he, Ahab, exists in counterpoise to the external world.  Frustrated by his inability to see any deeper meaning in his disfigurement by Moby Dick, he interprets the earlier attack not, as Starbuck does, as the actions of “a dumb brute…that simply smote thee from blindest instinct,” but rather as a personal affront, an assault by God on his individual self (139).  “I’d strike the sun if it insulted me,” is Ahab’s response to his first mate’s charge of blasphemy, a hyperbolic statement that dramatically emphasizes the extent to which his monomaniac pursuit of the whale is driven by sheer egoism (140).  Clearly, Ahab’s dogged insistence on his ontological status as an individual self is the cause of his suffering, for as the Dhammapada acknowledges, “It is hard to be one among many” (Byrom 100).  Ahab’s unwillingness to abandon this conception of an isolated self existing in relation to external objects is what drives Melville’s plot and ultimately dooms the crew of the Pequod.  To end suffering, then, one must free oneself from what Ishmael calls “the delusion…[of] freewill and discriminating judgment” (22).  This is precisely what Ahab consistently refuses to do throughout the novel.


Melville supports this primary theme in true Buddhist fashion, by introducing a secondary thematic tension between self-indulgence and asceticism.  Contrasting Ahab’s self-indulgence with the “stark nonsense” of Queequeg’s fasting, Melville illustrates that neither approach is conducive to finding answers to questions of a religious or spiritual nature (82).  “When a man’s religion becomes really frantic,” Ishmael states after finding his pagan roommate fasting and sitting entranced in a most uncomfortable position, “when it is a positive torment to him…it is high time to take that individual aside and argue the point with him” (82).  Fasting, he argues, is “bad for the health; useless for the soul…fasting makes the body cave in; hence the spirit caves in; and all thoughts born of a fast must necessarily be half-starved” (82).  These sentiments are remarkably similar to those expressed by the Buddha.  Neither over-concern with the self and its desires nor the denial of bodily comfort, the novel suggests, are conducive to spiritual awareness.

Ishmael and Starbuck, by contrast, approach life in ways more consistent with Buddha’s Middle Way.  Ishmael’s general philosophy and his increasing detachment from the narrative have been discussed above; he is certainly neither egoist nor ascetic.  In the Epilogue, Ishmael even explains that he survived the sinking of the Pequod by “floating on the margin of the ensuing scene” with the appropriate Buddhist detachment (427).  Starbuck, the voice of American pragmatism aboard the Pequod, also embodies this philosophy, both physically and spiritually.  His thinness, remarks Ishmael, “seemed no more the token of wasting anxieties and cares, than it seemed the indication of any bodily blight,” which suggests that Starbuck is neither as wrapped up in himself as Captain Ahab, nor overly insensitive to his bodily needs (102).  Throughout the voyage, Starbuck implores Ahab to abandon his egocentric pursuit of the whale, as when he advises “let Ahab beware of Ahab” (362).  Yet in his characteristic calm, staid fashion, Starbuck is also mindful of his own mortality.  “I am here in this critical ocean to kill whales for my living,” he muses, “and not to be killed by them for theirs” (103).  Stubb remarks that, “Starbuck, there, is as careful a man as you’ll find” (116).  While Starbuck can certainly be read as a pragmatist or prudent capitalist, it should not escape the notice of the careful reader that the path he so persistently advises in the novel is consistent with the teachings of Buddhism.  Both Ishmael and Starbuck illustrate that in order to avoid or minimize suffering, one must neither deny oneself earthly comforts nor insist too strongly upon the gratification of one’s individual desires.


The various Buddhist elements that Melville adapts and incorporates in Moby-Dick complicate the universalizing arguments supported by his allusions to Hindu theology; I suggest that this is part of the design of the novel, a reading that argues for a level of complexity in the text that has not been adequately considered or articulated before.  As detailed in the preceding section, Melville identifies Hinduism as the earliest of the major world religions in the novel because its primary spiritual goal emphasizes his assertion that the fundamental religious impulse out of which all organized religions arise is the same—a desire to achieve a state of union with the Universal, from which human beings, as individuals, feel estranged.  According to Melville, all religious striving originates from this shared impulse, which is posited as essential in human beings.  However, Melville draws from the Buddhist tradition in order to explore the spiritually crippling paradox that this innate desire for universal meaning cannot be satisfied in a humanistic society that denies the existence of any universal moral order.  For example, Ahab’s passing observation “Oh! how immaterial are all materials!  What things are there, but imponderable thoughts?” not only reflects the Buddhist belief that there is no ultimate Ground of Being, it establishes a thematic linkage between the spiritual conundrum that Melville was primarily concerned with articulating and the turn toward secular thought that was beginning to gather steam in Europe and the U. S. (396).  Ishmael’s remark that “‘All is vanity.’  ALL.  This wilful world hath not got hold of unchristian Solomon’s wisdom yet” functions in a similar manner, asserting that whatever problems humanity may face, they are nonetheless human problems (328).  The scene where Ahab boards the Samuel Enderby is instructive in this regard.  It begins with Ahab in a whale boat “hopelessly eyeing the uncertain changeful height he could hardly hope to attain,” the ship’s gunwale (336).  The problem is solved when Ahab seats himself in the curve of a blubber hook lowered to him and helps “to hoist his own weight, by pulling hand-over-hand upon one of the running parts of the tackle” (337).  In this scene the knowledge that Ahab seeks (the last reported location of the white whale) is only attained through a combination of his own vigorous efforts and the assistance of others.  The lesson here should be fairly obvious.  The onus of finding solutions to the problems that plague humanity, however disagreeable we may find this notion, necessarily lies upon our shoulders, for we can no longer depend upon any universal determination of Good and Evil to guide us.  To the extent that the Buddha’s teachings can also be viewed as “humanist” in their rejection of divine revelation and emphasis on the individual’s dignity and worth, Melville’s use of Buddhist thought reveals an internal logic that is central to the novel’s thematic structure.

Yet the novel cannot be read simply as a melancholy lament for the loss of the universal, for Melville’s text concurrently extols Western individualism and modern progress.  For example, when the captain of the Samuel Enderby, having lost an arm to the white whale, urges Ahab to abandon his quest by suggesting “he’s best left alone; don’t you think so, Captain?” Ahab can only reply:  “He is.  But he will still be hunted, for all that” (340).  Ahab’s response affirms the nobility of the human endeavor to plumb the mysteries of the universe, even where such endeavors are fraught with mortal risk.  In the chapter “The Lee Shore” Melville deifies the bold and brawny Bulkington, using the character as a metonymic figure for humanity’s natural curiosity and need to explore and understand the world.  Using lofty, almost beatific rhetoric, he addresses the reader directly, effusing:  

Know ye, now, Bulkington?  Glimpses do ye seem to see of that mortally intolerable truth; that all deep, earnest thinking is but the intrepid effort of the soul to keep the open independence of her sea; while the wildest winds of heaven and earth conspire to cast her on the treacherous, slavish shore?  But as in landlessness alone resides the highest truth, shoreless, indefinite as God—so, better is it to perish in that howling infinite, than be ingloriously dashed upon the lee, even if that were safety!  For worm-like, then, oh! who would craven crawl to land!  Terrors of the terrible! is all this agony so vain?  Take heart, take heart, O Bulkington!  Bear thee grimly, demigod!  Up from the spray of thy ocean-perishing—straight up, leaps thy apotheosis! (97).  

Melville’s Romantic hyperbole notwithstanding, this passage also glorifies human inquiry, whether scientific or spiritual, even as it acknowledges the potential dangers inherent in such undertakings.  However futile or disastrous such inquiries may ultimately prove to be, Melville affirms something noble in the attempts themselves. 
This reading leads to the recognition of a curious paradox, a paradox that Melville himself certainly recognized, as it constitutes the central thematic tension in the novel.  In Moby-Dick, the “mortally intolerable truth” that Melville confronts is that there may ultimately be no universal meaning in life or existence, for the white whale, “Such a portentous and mysterious monster,” Melville tells us, is “that one creature in the world which must remain unpainted to the last” (97, 22, 218).  “In pursuit of those far mysteries we dream of,” he insists, “or in tormented chase of that demon phantom that, some time or other, swims before all human hearts; while chasing such over this round globe, they either lead us on in barren mazes or midway leave us whelmed” (196).  Yet for all this, the human need for meaning persists, even if turns out that we must create that meaning for ourselves.  Human beings, Melville’s text asserts, will continue to strive for spiritual answers, even if this means that they must, like Ahab, “sacrifice all mortal interests to that one passion” (177).  This is the paradox that makes Ahab’s quest a modern tragedy.  

I have shown that Eastern religion plays a significant role in both the thematic structure of Moby-Dick and in Melville’s assessment of modernity in the novel.  Melville’s critique of the Western ideologies of individualism and secular humanism that were beginning to gain ascendancy in the mid-nineteenth century is that by shifting the locus of cosmic order and meaning from the supernatural to the human realm, Western civilization denies or devalues a human need as basic as those of sleep and sustenance.  Furthermore, his recognition that there is an inherent contradiction between Western humanism’s propensity to universalize human experience on the one hand, and the West’s privileging of the individual on the other, is almost Poststructuralist in its implications, for it neatly delineates the aporia facing literary critics and theorists today.  If Moby-Dick remains a problematic text for us today, it is such in the most critically interesting and relevant sense of the term—for the questions the novel asks are presently as important as they are, as yet, unresolved.  

To further contextualize Melville’s contribution to modern literature and foreground these implications, it is now necessary to extend my investigation of the exoteric impulse into the late nineteenth century, a task to which I turn in the following chapter.

Chapter III:  The Consolidation and Proliferation of the Exoteric Impulse
The four-year span of 1876-1879 marks a critical phase in the development of the exoteric impulse.  In this brief period, the exoteric methodologies of Emerson, Thoreau, Alcott, Whitman, James Freeman Clarke, and John Greenleaf Whittier were adopted by a number of significant writers, who, like their forebears, used elements of cultural contrast, comparative religion, and Eastern religion and philosophy in their work.  Of these precursors, only Emerson achieved significant critical success and widespread celebrity during his lifetime.  During the 1870s and ’80s, however, both comparative religion and Indian mysticism became “fashionable” literary subjects.  As Reid puts it, “interest of one kind or another in Indian philosophy was aroused by the Transcendentalists and kept alive by the vogue for the study of comparative religion…[and] the prevailing winds of intellectual fashion” (52).  For the first time, literature on Asia—its peoples, cultures, religions, and philosophies—found a wide audience in Britain and America, and cultural contrast became a prominent theme in fiction and poetry.  Much of this work was received with enthusiasm by a reading public hungry for both spiritual guidance and material about the exotic East.  These historical developments enable me to call this period the consolidation phase of the exoteric impulse.  

 This phase begins with the 1876 publication of Melville’s epic poem Clarel.  The poem, the longest in American literature, was based upon Melville’s notes from his journey to the Holy Land in 1856-57.  By 1876, Melville had been working as a New York Customs inspector for ten years; so far had his literary star fallen that he was forced to pay for the publication of Clarel using a gift of twelve hundred dollars he had received for the purpose from his uncle, the Honorable Peter Gansevoort.  Appearing five years after the first volume of James Freeman Clarke’s Ten Great Religions (which includes chapters on Confucian thought, Hinduism, Buddhism, Zoroastrianism and Islam), Clarel is the first major creative work of the late nineteenth century to incorporate exoteric perspectives in an explicit critique of spirituality in the era of Western modernity.

Clarel is yet another instance of Melville turning to the East in order to grapple with a crisis of faith—a crisis that had now become more than merely personal.  Potter calls Clarel “a poem articulating the spiritual crisis peculiar to the nineteenth century,” noting that its composition and publication “coincided with a great outburst in the West of scholarly and popular material written about the religions and cultures of non-Western peoples” (xi, xiii).  He proclaims that “Clarel is nothing less than a hugely conceived study of the very nature of all belief,” Melville’s “great study on religious belief in the age of doubt” (xiii, 3).  Similarly, Walter E. Bezanson has referred to the poem as “America’s best example of the Victorian faith-doubt literature” (546).  He writes:

There are few works of Anglo-American literature which rival Clarel as a rendering of the spiritual exigencies of the late Victorian era.  The poem is an intricate documentation of a major crisis in Western civilization—the apparent smash-up of revealed religion in the age of Darwin.  To the lyric despair of Tennyson, Arnold, and Clough, and to the softer distress of Longfellow and Lowell, Melville added not only a more sizable lamentation, but this in-close fictional study of what the crisis meant to various representative men.  He did his utmost to project more than his own spiritual dilemma.  His effort to cope with the major tensions of an age makes Clarel a historical document almost of the first order. (506)

If, as these and other critics now generally agree, Clarel successfully articulates the spiritual crisis of the nineteenth century at a time when the Western world was just beginning to come to grips with it, the poem also anticipates what proves to be one of the central concerns of the twentieth century modernists.  Robert Penn Warren calls the poem “an important document of our modernity…a precursor of The Waste Land” that “casts forward to…Ezra Pound and The Cantos, and significantly to Eliot.”
  The poem was, like everything Melville wrote after Moby-Dick, poorly received by readers and critics; Herschel Parker indicates that roughly two-thirds of the initial printing of between 330 and 350 two-volume sets were pulped by Melville’s publisher, Putnam, at the request of the author.
  Alas, Melville was yet again ahead of his time.

Clarel chronicles the progress of the eponymous protagonist, a disillusioned American theology student, on his pilgrimage through the Holy Land.  In the text, Melville laments “man’s present lot /Of crumbling faith” and the “Moral dispersion of mankind,” noting that “No more can men be what they’ve been; / All’s altered—earth’s another scene” (Clarel 1.17.214-15; 2.25.112; 2.26.157-58).  As in Moby-Dick, the East in Clarel figures as the repository for ancient religious and spiritual knowledge; however, in this later work Melville takes a notably dimmer view of the possibility for recovering a spiritually and morally satisfying form of religious practice.  “Our saving salt of grace is due,” Melville writes, “All to the East,” a by now familiar theme in his work (2.20.14-5).  However, when Clarel discovers Vine musing alone in leafy glade, the normally taciturn genius confides, “Methought therein one might espy, / For all the wildness, thoughts refined / By the old Asia’s dreamful mind,” only to find nothing more profound than a bird flitting about the brush (2.27.54-7).  Similarly, when the Anglican priest Derwent petitions Rolfe to expand upon his description of Petra, an ancient Nabataean city cut from the reddish sandstone of Mount Hor, the American adventurer responds:

Nay, forbear;

A bootless journey.  We should wind

Along ravine by mountain-stair,—

Down which in season torrents sweep—

Up, slant by sepulchers in steep,

Grotto and porch, and so get near

Puck’s platform, and thereby El Deir.

We’d knock.  An echo.  Knock again—

Ay, knock forever; none requite. (2.31.47-55)
Finally, when Clarel learns of the death of his beloved Ruth, the symbol of his illusory hope for finding spiritual answers in the Holy Land, the poem’s narrator asks “Why lingers he, the stricken one? / Why linger where no hope can be?” (4.32.17-8).  Clarel’s quest thus ends in aporia, for whatever wisdom the East might once have offered has been obliterated by the blowing sands of the Levantine desert.  In Clarel, the spiritual legacy of the East proves just as barren as the wind-sculpted landscapes Melville describes from his notes.  As D. H. Lawrence wrote of Melville’s adventures among the natives of the South Seas, “The truth of the matter is, one cannot go back…there is a gulf.  There is a gulf in time and being” (Studies 201).  This seems to be the very conclusion that Melville himself reached in writing Clarel, and the many critics that view the poem as a failure, the cynical ravings of a disillusioned and embittered old man, fail to appreciate this idea as the poems’ ultimate message.  In Clarel, Melville demonstrates that the problem of faith in the era of modernity is a problem too complex, too profound, to be so easily solved.  


If the reading public still wasn’t ready for Melville in 1876, however, it welcomed Henry James.  The year after Clarel appeared James published The American in book form (it had been serialized in The Atlantic Monthly 1876-77).  This novel was followed by Daisy Miller and The Europeans in 1878.  These works are now widely regarded as the first “international novels,” creating an ostensibly new approach to literature typified by the cultural contrast that Emerson and Melville pioneered.  In his introduction to Daisy Miller, David Lodge notes that the novel was “by far his most successful work of fiction as measured by copies sold,” and that “its success confirmed for the author himself that, in the social and cultural interaction of American and Europe, he had found a wonderfully rich seam of material for fictional exploitation.”
  It was a seam that James would return to often during his literary career, and while he never ventured far from the Euro-American context in his novels, James’ work is significant here because it established cultural contrast as an aesthetically and commercially viable approach to literature.  

The year 1879 witnessed the publication of an immensely popular British work in which the exoteric impulse is central.  In July of this year the first edition of Sir Edwin Arnold’s The Light of Asia: The Great Renunciation was published to what can only be regarded as phenomenal success.  The Light of Asia is an epic poem adapted from the Lalita Vistara, a Mahayana Buddhist sutra that recounts the life of the Buddha.  While this work is lesser known today, it had an enormous impact upon the Anglo-American literary milieu of the late-nineteenth and early twentieth century.  The book was wildly popular; a recent search on the Antiquarian Booksellers Association of America website shows no less than twenty-six editions available for sale published between 1879 and 1930.  A movie version appeared in 1925 under the Indian and German titles Prem Sanyas and Die Leuchte Asiens, and was screened at Windsor Castle in 1926 as a Royal Command Performance.  The film was also shown in India, a particular irony as the screenplay was adapted from Arnold’s text, which Joseph Maddrey has called “arguably an overly Westernized introduction to Buddhism.”
  Arnold’s text, which T. S. Eliot read in his youth, was instrumental in establishing what Cleo McNelly Kearns calls “Eliot’s imaginative involvement with Buddhist texts.”
  Eliot himself reflected upon his encounter with The Light of Asia:  “I must have had a latent sympathy for the subject-matter, for I read it through with gusto, and more than once.”
  Despite Arnold’s legacy as a minor figure in nineteenth century British poetry, the book’s role in consolidating the exoteric impulse cannot be underestimated.

In this short four-year span, then, cultural contrast and Eastern religion became popular subjects in Anglo-American literature.  Clarel, which, as Bezanson notes, Melville “offered…to a generally unconcerned public,” was a critical and commercial failure (Bezanson 540).  James’ international novels, however, made cultural contrast palatable to readers of Anglo-American literature, a development crucial to the expansion and maturation of the exoteric impulse in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  Arnold’s The Light of Asia struck a chord with the literary public just at the moment when interest in comparative religion and Indian philosophy was reaching fever-pitch in Europe and America.

The subsequent decade witnessed the publication of Madame Blavatsky’s The Key to Theosophy, Rudyard Kipling’s “The Ballad of East and West,” and William Butler Yeats’ early Indian poems in Crossways, all of which demonstrate the exoteric impulse.  For example, while Yeats’ mysticism is often attributed more to his associations with the Celtic tradition, in his impressive recent study Shambhoo P. Sundariyal “affirms the influence of the Bhagavadgita on the poetry of W. B. Yeats” by exploring “the influence of Indian spiritual leaders and scriptures which proved to be the foundation stone of the structure of Yeats’ literary output.”
  In this startling reassessment of Yeats’ work, Sundariyal demonstrates that the poet engaged Indian thought not only through the Theosophical teachings of Madame Blavatsky, but through direct contacts with Indian spiritual thinkers like Mohini Chatterjee and Rabindranath Tagore, arguing that the influence of Indian thought on Yeats’ work is so prevalent that critical readings which ignore or downplay this context can only be considered myopic and hopelessly deficient.  Thus the exoteric methods developed by Emerson, Thoreau, Whitman, and Melville were refined and consolidated by writers in the 1870s and ’80s, with the notable distinction that there now existed an audience willing to and capable of intellectually engaging non-Western discourses, however distorted or misunderstood by Western authors.

Indeed, a typical charge of scholars well-versed in Eastern religion is that these writers fail to accurately depict these elements in their work due to inadequate or faulty understandings of Eastern religion.  Versluis argues that “postbellum Transcendentalism diverged from the Emersonian perspective, particularly in a broader intellectual colonization of Asian religious texts,” a development that resulted in various forms of what he calls “diluted Asian religion” (9, 314).  He dismisses these “bastard” and “distorted” forms of Asian religion as “exotic cults,” examples of what he calls “Bowdlerized Emerson” (314-6).  The validity of Versluis’ point here lies in the fact that after Emerson, many of the Anglo-American writers who incorporated elements of Eastern religion into their texts did so with somewhat less scholarly rigor; however, the dismissive tone evident in these passages suggests a particular bias that must be interrogated.  While religious scholars like Versluis are understandably concerned with accuracy with respect to original materials, the issue in this instance is quite different:  it is a lay response to a specifically Western problem, to which Eastern religion appeared germane.  Of the quasi-Transcendental movements that arose in the latter half of the nineteenth century, Versluis remarks:  “Such beliefs had only the most tenuous connections to Asian religions, having much more to do with how people in a rapidly industrializing society could find quasi-religious solace in a Darwinian world that denied Christianity except in the most denatured forms” (314).  Here Versluis is so intent on disavowing the connections between Eastern religion and the American “mind-cure” movement that he glosses over, almost as an afterthought, the rampant spiritual crisis that was sweeping across America and Europe at the time.  Thus he downplays the historical and cultural contexts that actually explain the late-nineteenth century impulse to turn to the East and its various forms of spirituality.  The central critical question that demands attention is not whether or not writers like Melville, Kipling, Yeats, Blavatsky, and Arnold “got it right,” in their various appropriations of Eastern thought, but why they were appropriating it in the first place, and in such increasing numbers.  The answer, as Versluis’ gloss suggests, has much more to do with the West and its escalating cultural dilemma than the specific manner in which Eastern texts were assimilated and redeployed.  To further substantiate these assertions it is necessary to consider the expanded role of the exoteric impulse in modernist literature of the twentieth century, the subject to which I now turn.
The Exoteric Impulse in Modernist Literature
During the first decades of the twentieth century, Eastern religion and philosophy played a prominent role in the works of numerous European and American writers.  The exoteric and comparative methods that began to flourish in the last decades of the nineteenth century—which writers used variously to contrast or achieve a synthesis between Western and Eastern thought—became popular approaches to the framing of Western subjectivities and to the exploration of the particular problems associated with modernity in the West.  In his influential philosophical treatise The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902), William James explored aspects of all the world’s major religions (including Hinduism, Buddhism, Sufism and Islam) as part of a larger argument that the psychological aspects of religious experience (rather than religious institutions, doctrines, or scriptures) should be the preferred object of religious study, as these latter entities are secondary in nature, deriving from experience.
  Oswald Spengler took a similar comparative approach in his treatments of history, culture, and religion in The Decline of the West.
  On the creative side, modernist writers as diverse as T. S. Eliot, Herman Hesse, D. H. Lawrence, Andre Gide, Somerset Maugham, James Joyce, E. M. Forster, Yeats, Aldous Huxley, and Virginia Woolf all incorporated elements of Eastern thought in their literary works in their various attempts to diagnose and address the problems of modernity.  

However, although Eastern thought continued to be of great interest in the early decades of the twentieth century, there are marked differences between the work of these writers and their nineteenth century predecessors.  For while Emerson, Thoreau, Whitman, and Melville attempted broad syntheses of Eastern and Western thought in their efforts to create a distinctly American literature, the early twentieth century modernists took a decidedly more restrained—and often dimmer—view of the possibility of such conciliations.  For example, while Jacquelynn Baas points to “the increasing excitement about Buddhism [that began] “around mid-century and reached its height from about 1880 through the first two decades of the twentieth century” in art and literature, these later modernists held a more tentative, less optimistic view of the possibility of creating the kind of comprehensive, inclusive humanism that Emerson and Thoreau envisioned (Baas 8).  As we have seen, by the time Melville was producing his best work the wide-eyed enthusiasm of the American Transcendentalists was already becoming problematic; in the wake of the First World War, this buoyant, hopeful tone is largely replaced by an apocalyptic rhetoric of crisis.  In their attempt to describe the nature of modernism, Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane have observed that “The crisis is a crisis of culture…a crisis of reality, an apocalypse of cultural community” (Bradbury 26-7).  With more specific regard to the use of Eastern thought in modernist literature, Krishna Nand Joshi writes, “The twentieth century response—whether Continental or English—to Indian thought—has similar pattern, only the 19th century ‘vision’ is now replaced by a Dilemma.”
  While the modernists still turned to Eastern religion and philosophy as exoteric discourses that lay outside the Western tradition, they did so with less expectation of forging seamless unities, and with greater emphasis on fragmented subjectivities, cross- cultural discontinuities, and incompatibilities between self and Other.
In recent decades the amount of academic writing on the influence of Eastern thought on modernist literature has risen substantially.  Therefore, before proceeding to the next chapter’s more focused discussion of the manifestations of the exoteric impulse in W. Somerset Maugham’s work, it is worthwhile first to contextualize that discussion by considering some recent contributions to this trend in modernist scholarship and the critical problems that have arisen as a result.  This overview is by necessity cursory, and is intended merely:  1) to yield a general sense of the work that has been done in this area over the last four or five decades and how it has developed; and 2) to further emphasize the broader filiations and interconnections between the various writers that I have identified in this study as employing “exoteric” methods.  Since the late 1950s, criticism on Pound, Forster, Lawrence, and Eliot has been increasingly concerned with these authors’ use of Eastern religion and philosophy in their work, so much so that it has become progressively more difficult to argue for particular readings of these texts that downplay or elide these affinities.  How, for example, can one insist upon a thorough reading of Eliot’s The Waste Land that fails to account for the thematic significance of the Buddha’s Fire Sermon in the third section of the poem, or for the shift in the final section from the urban “wasteland” of London to the parched badlands of India, the “sunken” Ganges, and the “far distant… Himavant” that are about to receive a purifying, rejuvenating rain?
  In this section I will briefly outline the ongoing critical discussions surrounding these four authors’ uses of Eastern thought as a first step toward drawing some wider conclusions about this exoteric tendency in modernist literature.

Ezra Pound’s engagements with Confucian thought and Chinese poetry have been increasingly documented (and criticized) for some time, and over the last twenty-five years a number of books and articles have appeared that periodically reignite this critical debate.  Achilles Fang was one of the first scholars to trace in detail the works Pound produced directly from the manuscripts and notebooks of Ernest Fenollosa, which the poet had received from the Orientalist’s widow.
  It is now well known that Pound edited and published Fenollosa’s The Chinese Written Character as a Medium for Poetry and that Fenollosa’s notes contributed to the loose, inaccurate, yet highly stylized and poetic translations of nineteen ancient Chinese poems that Pound presented in Cathay (1915).  Pound would go on to translate the Confucian Analects and the Shih Ching, a collection of 305 Chinese poems or “folk airs” purported to have been endorsed by Confucius for their power to shape the sentiments and character.  In Pound’s epic life poem The Cantos, a highly allusive, broadly historical, and esoteric text, Confucian thought functions as the moral center for Pound’s critiques of Western modernity.  In the eighties and nineties John J. Nolde, Ming Xie, and Mary Paterson Cheadle published book-length studies on Pound’s engagement with China.
  In the latter, Cheadle argues for an evolution in Pound’s relationship with Confucian thought, from the interwar years through WWII and up until Pound’s death in 1972.  More recently, Chungeng Zhu has published two articles in succession focusing on Pound’s Confucianism.  The first explores “the extent to which Pound’s Confucianism has contributed to his reading of Jefferson and Adams and to his poetics.”
  In the second, Zhu argues that Pound’s Confucianism plays a significant role in his attempt to “to bring the whole territory of culture—Chinese philosophy, modern poetry, music, economics, etc.—into an organic unity.”
  The widespread modernist view that literature could function as a means of universalizing human experience and imposing meaning on a human existence viewed increasingly as fortuitous, arbitrary, and without a universal moral ground is central to Pound’s work, and these recent studies have effectively demonstrated the centrality of Confucian thought in Pound’s philosophical worldview.

Similarly, E. M. Forster’s A Passage to India has received a great deal of critical attention over the last forty years that foregrounds the importance of Eastern religion (and in particular Hinduism).  In The Hill of Devi, an epistolary and deeply personal account of India’s modernization that Forster compiled principally from letters written during his visits to India in 1912 and 1921, Forster writes that “everything in India takes a religious tinge.”
  However, until the 1960s, critics tended to downplay the elements of Hindu and Islamic thought in A Passage to India, focusing their attention on its political, rather than spiritual, dimensions.  Lionel Trilling was the first critic to draw attention to the importance of Hinduism in the novel, noting that the text contains “so much Hindu religion” that he cannot merely dismiss or ignore it.
  “Certainly,” he writes, Forster has always had a strong tendency to ‘accept’ the universe and in a way that has some affinity with Hindu religious thought” (162).  However, at the end of his discussion of the novel, Trilling rhetorically throws up his hands, stating that “It is not easy know what to make of the dominant Hinduism of the third section of the novel” (159).  He identifies the novel’s “dominant” concern as “the theme of separateness, of fences and barriers,” thus downplaying the religious aspects of the novel in favor of its political themes (151).  James McConkey, whose book The Novels of E. M. Forster attempts to illuminate the spiritual elements of Forster’s work, responds to this ambivalence by stating that Trilling’s seminal work on Forster is intended primarily 

as a kind of guidebook for the modern liberal; such a reading explains, for example, why he finds Howard’s End, rather than A Passage to India, to be Forster’s masterpiece, and why he dismisses the final section of that latter novel with little more that the statement that it is difficult to know what to make of its ‘dominant Hinduism’.
 

In McConkey’s view, “the major mythological referent of A Passage to India is that of Hinduism,” and “Though one should not read the novel as a statement that Hinduism as such will solve the Indian dilemma, much less the dilemma of the world, Hindu metaphysics bears a number of definite relationships to the stabilized Forsterian philosophical position” (89, 86).  In contrast with Trilling’s assessment, McConkey asserts that Forster’s “last novel is his great novel” and that A Passage to India is “one of the outstanding literary accomplishments of the twentieth century” (80, 158).  Four years later, David Shusterman would decry what he called “this attempt to turn Forster into a transplanted Hindu and his novel into little more than a tract for the glorification of Hinduism” by McConkey and others, stating that “One cannot deny the possible influence of Hinduism, which may have colored to some extent the pattern of his great Indian novel. It is my belief, however, that Hinduism has really much less importance in the novel than has hitherto been believed.”
  Thus while mid-century critics acknowledged the “possible influence” and in some cases the centrality of Hinduism in Forster’s novel, these affinities were not often pursued beyond the ill-defined territories of cursory observation and opinion.
Beginning in the late sixties, this critical brouhaha evolved into what can now be considered a central strain in studies of the novel, with numerous short articles and monographs appearing on the subject of Forster’s engagement with Hinduism.  A recurrent claim in these studies is that of the inadequacy of prior work in this area, with the authors positing their work as the first to present a satisfactory reading of the Hindu elements in the novel.  In 1968, Michael Spencer was able to assert with some justification that “Hinduism permeates A Passage to India.  While recognizing this fact, none of the critics have so far displayed an understanding of Hinduism which is adequate for the analysis of this novel.”
  A decade later, Chaman L. Sahni made a similar claim:  “No critic of the novel has…displayed an adequate knowledge of the challenging variety of Hinduism, nor of the various other branches of Indian thought” in the novel.
  Sahni’s study “undertakes a thorough investigation into the novel’s Indian backgrounds and sources, and attempts to offer a comprehensive interpretation of the novel in the light of Indian thought and culture” (7).  Debjani Chatterjee subsequently writes of Forster and A Passage to India that

No other of his books consciously breathe such an atmosphere of religion, yet not sufficient importance has been attached to the religious background of the novel and the questions it raises…His Indian critics have mainly contented themselves with pointing out that Hinduism was his ‘blind spot’…[and that] critics have not made a systematic study of Forster’s treatment of Hinduism, the religion that plays the largest role in the novel.”
  

She comes to the related conclusions that “there is in the character of…Hinduism an all-inclusiveness that Forster found lacking in Christianity,” and that “In A Passage to India, his masterpiece, Forster perhaps found the harmony he sought in art, and this may be one reason why [h]e wrote no novels after it” (65, 73).  In the seventies, G. K. Das responded to the anti- “Godbolean” criticism of Shusterman and his supporters by stating that the Professor Godbole “character is based on certain precise elements in Forster's contacts with Hindu India,” while qualifying this statement with the assertion that in the novel Forster “does not attempt to present a fully convincing picture of the Hindu religion, and the main reason for this, apart from plausible artistic reasons, may be that Forster had found his actual contacts with Hinduism limited, though intensely curious and endearing.”
  However, Das has recently revised this assessment somewhat with the claims that A Passage to India shows Forster “seriously questioning some aspects of Hinduism and Islam, and emerging finally more in sympathy with Hinduism,” and that in the novel “Forster affirms the value of Hindu spiritualism…in the context of the general situation of modern society.”
  Das’ formulation is at least partly affirmed by Forster’s comment that in the novel “I tried to indicate the human predicament in a universe which is not, so far, comprehensible to our minds.”
  Despite the apparent slippages in critics’ ability to find or acknowledge similar work, these more recent studies, taken together, constitute a sustained (though often contentious) reassessment of Forster’s use of Eastern religion in the novel.
In his introduction to Sons and Lovers, Blake Morrison remarks that throughout his career D. H. Lawrence used fiction to explore “the question of how we can live richer, more fulfilled lives.”
  Lawrence writes of modernity that, “Our vision, our belief, our metaphysic is wearing woefully thin, and the art is wearing absolutely threadbare.  We have no future; neither for our hopes nor our aims nor our art.  It has all gone gray and opaque,” and that “We are in sad need of a theory of human relativity.”
  Lawrence’s turn to Eastern philosophy in his attempt to address these problems is perhaps less surprising in this context.  Indeed, Amit Chaudhury notes something “fundamentally non-Western” in Lawrence’s “overarching quest…to go outside of Western humanism.”
  Lawrence’s future editor, Edward Garnett, suggested in 1907 that modern fiction had more to say “about the life of the Kaffirs, the Malays, the Hindus, than about the life of Yorkshire miners,” a comment that all but presages his interest in and support of Lawrence’s work.
  Writing in the 1930s, William York Tindall offers evidence that “Lawrence liked Hinduism,” noting that “Lawrence's letters to Earl Brewster show that he at least dipped into the Vedas and Upanishads and that he read several books on Hindu thought such as Coomaraswamy's Dance of Shiva, J. C. Chatterji's Kashmir Shaivism, and Manucci's history.”
  However, he notes that Lawrence’s understandings of Hinduism and yoga were shaded to a large extent by his experiences with Theosophy.  Joshi’s study of the Lawrence-Brewster letters, though brief, effectively illustrates Lawrence’s deeply ambivalent engagements with Buddhism and Hinduism.  He writes:  “In his efforts to revaluate the process of civilization, Lawrence turned eastward,” and that “The lure of the East…continued attracting Lawrence” throughout his career despite a growing “ambivalent attitude to the East” (94-5).  He concludes that “in his quest for peace, Lawrence’s explorations in Indian philosophy did not yield the desired fruits.  To work out his spiritual difficulties he turned Eastward, but with a mind already conditioned by the Western set of values” (108).  More recently, Gerald Doherty has commented on Lawrence’s “Quarrel with Buddhism,” stating that

Buddhism was never absolutely central to Lawrence’s concerns.  Among eastern systems of thought, its influence on his ‘metaphysics’ and on his fiction is more peripheral than either Yoga or Hinduism.  Nevertheless, his engagement with Buddhism spans the complete period of his writing life.

Although the primary thrust of Doherty’s study is that Lawrence’s “attitudes toward Buddhism show a characteristic ambivalence,” the above passage bears ample testimony to Lawrence’s enduring interest in Indian philosophy, both Hinduism and Buddhism (51).  Despite a growing, general acknowledgment of Lawrence’s engagements with Indian philosophy, however, little work has been done in this area.  Tindall and Doherty’s studies are short journal articles, while Joshi’s inquiry is even shorter, spanning a mere sixteen pages in his book.  A more comprehensive study of Lawrence’s interest in and use of non-Western religions has yet to be done.

By contrast, T. S. Eliot’s familiarity with and use of Indian religion is now widely acknowledged by critics.  There are two principal reasons for this.  First, whereas Lawrence acquired his knowledge of Indian thought through the filter of Blavatsky’s Theosophy and through his own eclectic dabblings in Vedic and Upanishadic literature, Eliot studied Indian religion and philosophy as a graduate student at Harvard between 1911 and 1914, learning Pali and Sanskrit, attending lectures on Buddhism, and reading extensively in the source texts of these Indic traditions.  Second, whereas Lawrence adapted elements of Indian thought to suit his own philosophical leanings and to the extent that these affinities are more difficult to trace, Eliot’s allusions to, direct quotations from, and straightforward formulations of Indian philosophy in his poetry make this aspect of his work much more visible.  Still, comprehensive studies of Eliot’s engagement with Indian thought remain few and far between.  Early work dealing specifically with the Indian elements in Eliot’s poetry comes in the form of short articles by C. D. Narasimhaiah, G. Nageswara Rao, and Narsingh Srivastava, the first two focusing on The Waste Land, the latter on Four Quartets.
  In one of the earliest of book-length treatments, P. S. Sri observes that “The explication of the works of T. S. Eliot has now become a major enterprise.  But the Indian philosophical themes and symbols which are fused with the Christian doctrine in his poetry and drama have not been scrutinized with the care and attention they deserve.”
  He adds that “Books on Eliot are either broadly suggestive or uncompromisingly sceptical of his use of Indian philosophy” (2).  In this study, Sri focuses on “the explicit use Eliot made of Indian philosophy in his poetry,” noting “a number of correspondences between Eliot’s poetic vision and Indian philosophical thought” (13, 117, Sri’s italics).  He concludes that “Eliot’s eclecticism is the most convincing and comprehensive in modern poetry” (121).  In T. S. Eliot and Indic Traditions, Cleo McNelly Kearns provides an account of the Indian texts and traditions that Eliot was familiar with and demonstrates how the poet read these materials in tension with Western philosophy, stating, “Eliot undertook his readings in Sanskrit and Pali at a time when the study of Eastern texts and traditions was widely regarded as an important adjunct to the study of philosophy in the West” (87).  Joseph Maddrey’s The Making of T. S. Eliot contains a short but useful summary of Eliot’s engagements with Hinduism and Buddhism, and an insightful reading of The Waste Land that explicates the Hindu and Buddhist elements of the poem.  Maddrey concludes:

Despite the fact that his formal study of Hinduism and Buddhism emphasized the fundamental differences of perspective between Eastern and Western religion, Eliot was privately inclined toward a synthesis of all the belief systems he had studied.  Judging by his later poetry, he focused his attention on the images and ideas where they seemed to overlap.  (54)

These studies, which collectively illustrate the significance of Indian philosophy in Eliot’s work, have all been conducted over the last four decades, and are thus part of the larger, though fairly recent trend in modernist scholarship that I have attempted to outline here.

Such studies, however, tend to be limited in scope, typically focusing on one author or text.  To date there are no comprehensive studies that attempt to situate the exoteric impulse within the wider context of modern Euro-American literature.  Beongcheon Yu’s The Great Circle covers an impressive span of time, beginning with Emerson and Thoreau and concluding with a brief epilogue referencing the Beat Generation; however Yu focuses strictly on American literature.
  Despite some insightful observations and analyses, this text lacks an overall argument or through-line that would connect its sections, a deficiency that has prompted reviewer Earl N. Harbert to describe the study as “timely,” but “uneven” and “suggesting the lack of an overall focus.”
  It is my hope that a closer look at Maugham’s engagements with Eastern thought, taken in relation to the earlier parts of this study, will serve to reveal and emphasize these broader connections. 

Chapter IV:  The Eastern Writings of W. Somerset Maugham:  From the Exotic to the Exoteric
This chapter focuses on this further development of the exoteric impulse in twentieth century Anglo-American literature.  My principal figure is W. Somerset Maugham, an author who, like Emerson and Melville before him, suffered a profound crisis of religious belief that would significantly inform his writings.  Through most of his life Maugham maintained a skeptical attitude toward mysticism, and in his early career he resisted the groundswell of interest in Eastern religion and philosophy.  However, despite his firm loyalties to fictional realism and straightforward narrative structures, Maugham turned to the East at mid-career, and his fictional explorations of Eastern thought became progressively more philosophical as he grew older.  Furthermore, while Eliot, Pound, and Forster’s engagements with Eastern thought have been well documented in recent decades, Maugham’s have not.  My analyses of Maugham’s exotic novels, short stories, and travel writings will thus provide new perspectives on his work that demonstrate the profound and pervasive influence of Eastern thought on modernist literature.

“I am of a roving disposition,” begins the narrator of a short story by William Somerset Maugham, “but I travel not to see imposing monuments, which indeed somewhat bore me, nor beautiful scenery, of which I soon tire; I travel to see men.”
  The passage is telling for three reasons.  First, Maugham was the most widely travelled author of his era, and perhaps in the history of the printed word.  Richard A. Cordell tells us that in his eighteenth year Maugham developed a roving disposition of his own, “a wanderlust from which he never recovered, and which was to have a major influence on his writing,” and that “He is probably the most widely traveled writer in all history.”
  Maugham himself commented on this aspect of his personality:  “I am attached to England, but I have never felt myself very much at home there…I have never felt entirely myself till I had put at least the Channel between my native country and me.”
  Born in the British consulate in France and speaking little English until he was sent to England to live with his uncle at age ten, Maugham’s attitude toward his native country was always tinged with a sense of his own alterity.  In 1916, having already travelled extensively on the Continent, Maugham embarked (somewhat like Melville, though for different purposes) on a journey to the South Pacific, the first of several voyages to the Eastern world that would provide material for a number of his most popular works.  By the time he reached the age of seventy in 1944, Somerset Maugham had seen more of the world than any writer living or dead.
Second, in Maugham’s exotic fiction the narrator is frequently cast as a quasi-fictional version of the author himself—sometimes explicitly, as in The Moon and Sixpence and The Razor’s Edge, more often as an anonymous author figure traveling through Asia and the South Seas to gather material.  The temptation to draw parallels between Maugham’s life and art thus becomes almost irresistible, especially in light of Maugham’s admission in his autobiography The Summing Up that “I have put the whole of my life into my books” (9).  On the blurring of lived experience and fictional representation in his work Maugham reflects:

In one way and another I have used in my writings whatever has happened to me in the course of my life.  Sometimes an experience I have had has served as a theme and I have invented a series of incidents to illustrate it; more often I have taken persons with whom I have been slightly or intimately acquainted and used them as the foundation for characters of my invention.  Fact and fiction are so intermingled in my work that now, looking back on it, I can hardly distinguish one from the other.  (The Summing Up 1)

In the same work Maugham comments on the peculiar relationship between himself and his narrators:  “I have been held back also by the irksomeness of setting down my thoughts in my own person.  For though I have written a good deal from this standpoint I have written as a novelist and so in a manner have been able to regard myself as a character in the story” (7).  Of this fluid, osmotic boundary between self and character Philip Holden has observed that the “The problem of the relation between Maugham the narrator and Maugham the author has…proved a stumbling block for critics.”
  Certainly Maugham’s frequent positioning of himself as the narrator of his exotic fiction poses particular critical problems for those wishing to explicate this work, and one must resist the impulse to simply and unquestioningly conflate person with persona.  However, given Maugham’s own musings on the cocktail-like mixtures of reality and imagination in his fiction and travel writing, passages such as the one above nonetheless offer tempting insights into the author’s motivations, methods, and worldview.  When Maugham’s author-narrators speak on the subjects of travel, writing, and their own personal views, it is often the case that they speak for him.
Finally, the narrator’s statement “I travel to see men” is consistent with Maugham’s own appraisal of his work.  “I have been interested in men in general,” he writes, “not for their own sakes, but for the sake of my work…as material that might be useful to me as a writer” (The Summing Up 5-6).  For despite the lush, sultry descriptions that add such vividness to his exotic writings, Maugham is principally concerned in these texts with human beings:  their passions, transgressions, peccadilloes, inconsistencies, failures, and—on occasion—their transcendence.  As in his plays, in Maugham’s exotic fiction it is people—and, more to the point, Western people—who take center stage. 


In light of Maugham’s frequent indulgence in exoticism—marked like much of the circulating discourse of his time with evidence of racism, sexism, primitivism, and smug assumptions of Western superiority—the relative lack of Maugham criticism in recent decades is puzzling, if for no other reason than that he would make so obvious a target.
  In the 1930s and ’40s, Anthony Curtis tells us, Maugham “was the most popular and most highly paid storyteller in the world.”
  Yet as Karl G. Pfeiffer has noted, “Maugham has, in fact, fared badly at the hands of the critics.  Individual books have been widely, and of recent years respectfully, reviewed, but when they write their own books, the critics pass over him.”
  Apart from book reviews, biographies and “portraits of the artist” that often contain cursory evaluations of his writings, Maugham’s work has received very little in the way of sustained criticism.  Of the Anglo-American modernist writers that achieved a measure of enduring success during their careers and beyond, Somerset Maugham is the anomaly, considered by a great many critics to be an atavistic throwback to the Dickensian realism of the Victorian Era.  Moreover, despite Maugham’s sustained engagements with Asia and the South Pacific and his chronicling of the late colonial period in the fiction and travel writing that constitute the greater part of what he produced during the second half of his career, postcolonial critics have all but ignored him.

To account for this, it is worthwhile to consider in brief Maugham’s critical legacy and his own reflections upon it.  During his lifetime, Maugham’s work was excluded from the English canon of modernist literature primarily on aesthetic grounds.  Even today his work is generally viewed as decidedly middle-brow, competent in terms of craft, but coarse and often too lascivious in its subject matter, and lacking in the turn toward technical innovation and experimentation emphasized by his twentieth century peers.  “Maugham consciously discards the modern theories of genius,” wrote a critic of The Moon and Sixpence, though he offers “praise for its workmanship” and observes that “The author sees things squarely.”
  Reviewing The Trembling of a Leaf, Rebecca West refers to Maugham as “cynical” and attributes to him “a certain cheap and tiresome attitude towards life, which nearly mars these technically admirable stories.”
  An anonymous critic of The Painted Veil calls Maugham an “expert craftsman,” but declares that “Maugham is no stylist in the usual literary sense.”
  These appraisals of Maugham’s work, in which the novelist receives a kind of back-handed or perfunctory praise for his mastery of craft while attention is drawn to the quaint, straightforward realism of his style, are typical of the reviews of the interwar years.

By far the most vitriolic and rancorous appraisal Maugham ever received is eminent critic Edmund Wilson’s review of Then and Now, a historical novel about Machiavelli that Maugham had written during the Second World War in order to draw parallels between the Italian prince and Adolph Hitler.  “I have never been able to convince myself that [Maugham] was anything but second-rate,” Wilson begins, warming up for the spiteful, acerbic attack to follow.
  “Mr Maugham,” he continues, “it seems to me, is not, in the sense of ‘having the métier,’ really a writer at all” (364).  He goes on to characterize Maugham’s writing as “banal,” “untouched by imagination,” and “amateurish,” describing Maugham’s  use of language as “a tissue of clichés” (364-6).  Not content with a mere barrage of descriptive words and phrases, Wilson compares Maugham’s handling of the novel’s subject matter to “one of the less brilliant contributions to a prep-school magazine,” and paints Maugham himself as a former schoolboy with “no special talent for literature” who nonetheless kept writing without ever developing his style or technique (365, 367).  Having savaged the novel and its author, he then goes on to characterize Maugham’s forays into literary criticism as a case of Maugham “disparaging his betters” (367).  Jeffery Meyers relates the circumstances surrounding the attack (to some extent a misunderstanding on Wilson’s part) in his biography of Maugham, but even with these extenuating circumstances in mind Wilson’s excessive rhetoric oversteps the bounds of civil criticism and the review reads more like what it is, a personal attack.

In the fifties and sixties, critics either continued to critique the lack of depth and texture in Maugham’s writing, or—more commonly—ignored his work altogether.  In his often intimate and touching portrait, published a few years prior to Maugham’s death, Karl G. Pfeiffer observes that “He has great prestige but no solid reputation” (208).  With an allusion to a famous passage in The Summing Up, Pfeiffer concludes that Maugham “is, in my opinion, a good writer of the second rank,” though he speculates that in the future “Maugham will be rated higher than he is now” (210).  M. K. Naik’s assessment of Maugham’s style runs over familiar territory:  “The limitations of Maugham’s style are its almost total lack of poetry and of imaginative sweep, its poverty of subtlety and suggestions, and its excessive use of clichés and colloquialisms.”
  His final evaluation is that with respect to “The great writers of the world…It is obvious that Maugham’s place is not with them” (188).  By 1969, biographer Richard A. Cordell was able to assert that “Maugham has not so much been attacked by the critics as ignored” on the grounds that “he cannot be modern, for he is too imitative and repetitive” (235, 240).  Since his death in 1965, the general consensus has been that Maugham’s fiction owes too much to Victorian realism to be considered “modernist”.  To these mid-century critics, Maugham’s stories and novels, though popular, were as outmoded as the white ducks and gin pahits that so frequently appear in them.

There has been a small, but enthusiastic contingent of Maugham supporters over the years, including, significantly, writers and critics not to be lightly dismissed.  In the wake of lackluster reviews and sales of Maugham’s Of Human Bondage, Theodore Dreiser published a scintillating review that is now generally credited as catalyzing the novel’s subsequent success and status as a modern classic.  Dreiser calls Of Human Bondage a work of “the utmost importance,” comparing it to “a splendid Shiraz or Daghestan of priceless texture and weave,” or a “symphony of great beauty by a master,” referring to Maugham as “a great artist.”
  Cyril Connolly was among the first critics to question the privileging of technical innovation and mannered writing over the simple art of storytelling, asserting in his review of The Razor’s Edge that “Maugham is the greatest living short-story writer.”
  “It has puzzled me,” he continues, “considering the sheer delight that I and all my friends have received from this novel, that it has been so uncharitably reviewed.  Are we becoming incapable of recognizing excellence when we see it?” (361).  Other supporters of Maugham’s work include Aldous Huxley, Christopher Isherwood, W. H. Auden, Carl Van Doren, Frank Swinnerton, Richard Aldington, V. S. Pritchett, and Alec Waugh.  However, in the broader context of modernist academic criticism, such charitable assessments remain scarce.  As Cordell says of Maugham’s critical legacy, “in general the highbrows have left him alone” (237).

In his later years Maugham was well aware of his less than stellar reputation among critics.  In The Summing Up, which Pfeiffer considers Maugham’s “most earnest bid for consideration as a serious writer” (146), Maugham presents his reflections on this score in a carefully crafted, dissembling tone designed to mask his obvious resentment at the prevailing critical attitude toward his work.  “I have no illusions about my literary position,” he states with characteristic composure and equanimity (215).  He is quick to admit in this book that as a writer of fiction he lacks the innovative, experimental bent of younger modernists like Eliot, Woolf, Joyce and Pound, reflecting that twentieth century critics have “given most of their attention to the writers who seemed to offer something new in technique,” noting somewhat sardonically that “It has been my misfortune that for some time now a story has been despised by the intelligent” (216-17, 219).  In a similar pointed tone he remarks, “Many people think that a style that does not attract notice is not style” (36).  To the list of his perceived shortcomings, Maugham adds that he “had no lyrical quality…a small vocabulary and…little gift for metaphor,” and furthermore “no gift for metaphysical speculation” (29, 256).  Recognizing these limitations early in his career, Maugham decided that he “wanted to write without any frills of language, in as bare and unaffected a manner as I could” (28-9).  Thus what was admired in Hemmingway was denigrated by critics of Maugham’s work; he was largely considered a competent craftsman, but little more.  “In my twenties the critics said I was brutal,” Maugham reflected with obvious annoyance, “in my thirties they said I was flippant, in my forties they said I was cynical, in my fifties they said I was competent, and now in my sixties they say I am superficial” (223). If as successful a writer as Maugham can be said to have encountered misfortune, his was to have written his greatest works at a time when his particular style had fallen out of fashion.

Over the past twenty-five years, anything approaching sustained criticism on Maugham has been all but non-existent.  Three substantial biographies have appeared, supplementing those by Cordell, Ted Morgan, and Robert Calder.
  Archie K. Loss’ W. Somerset Maugham (1987) is a good primer to Maugham’s life and writings, but at 115 pages it is rather thin and lacks critical depth, being generally concerned with providing summaries of Maugham’s best work.
  Published the same year, John Whitehead’s Maugham:  A Reappraisal, in its effort to subject Maugham’s “total output, both dramatic and non-dramatic, to a closer scrutiny than has been attempted before” offers a much stronger critical reassessment, with the author concluding that “it is now critically respectable to treat Maugham as a serious writer.”
  In the past fifteen years a handful of papers and book chapters have appeared which deal variously with domesticity and desire in Of Human Bondage, fallen women in the stage adaptation of “Rain,” Maugham’s travels in China, and Maugham’s alleged role in purveying pro-British propaganda in the U. S. during WWII, but these studies are brief and intentionally narrow in focus.  Philip Holden notes that “The amount of academic writing on Maugham is surprisingly small,” adding:

Nor have the texts attracted attention from postcolonial critics, in marked contrast to the explosion of re-readings of Forster and Conrad in the late 1980s.  The reason…may well be that Maugham’s writings are not, and have never been, part of the English literature canon at British and North American universities.  (4, 6)

Holden’s impressive book, in which he argues that Maugham’s exotic fiction affirms and reifies traditional constructions of British masculinity even as it enables Maugham to surreptitiously navigate his own sexuality, is the first sustained attempt to draw attention to the complexity of Maugham’s representations of gender, race, and sexuality from a postcolonial perspective.  Given Maugham’s emphasis on the European encounter with the East in his exotic fiction, the dearth of postcolonial criticism on Maugham is surprising, if for no other reason than these texts collectively form an expansive document of Western attitudes toward the colonized East during the interwar period.
In the remainder of this chapter I will trace Maugham’s engagements with the East in his exotic fiction, beginning with The Moon and Sixpence (1919) and concluding with his last major novel, The Razor’s Edge (1944).  In these works I read a chronological development in Maugham’s presentation and use of the East, a shift away from the crude exoticism he employs in many of his novels, travel writings, and short stories set in or dealing with the East, and toward a more deliberate and considered attempt to incorporate Eastern philosophy into his fiction.  In short, I am arguing for a thematic progression in Maugham’s Eastern tales from the merely exotic to the exoteric.  Maugham’s turn to the East and the particular use he made of these engagements in the second half of his career as a novelist thus form an essential but heretofore unrecognized part of Maugham’s modernity.  Unlike many of the critics I have discussed above I will avoid the temptation to rank Somerset Maugham relative to his modernist peers; however, I will demonstrate that his name deserves to be included in any comprehensive list of prominent Anglo-American modernist authors.  Perhaps more to the point, his texts deserve to be taught in the English classroom.
Maugham’s Spiritual Crisis and a Choice

Like Emerson and Melville before him, Maugham suffered a profound spiritual crisis at a young age which would inform his writing in significant ways.  In The Summing Up, Maugham recounts how the religious faith his uncle had instilled in him was shattered when his prayers to be freed from his stammer went unanswered:
I had read in the Bible that if you had faith you could move mountains.  My uncle assured me that it was a literal fact.  One night, when I was going back to school next day, I prayed to God with all my might that he would take away my impediment; and, such was my faith, I went to sleep quite certain that when I awoke next morning I should be able to speak like everybody else…I woke full of exultation and it was a real, a terrible shock, when I discovered that I stammered as badly as ever.  (246-7)
With this first disillusionment still rankling, the young Maugham began observing and thinking more critically about the religious environment in which he was being raised.  “I grew older,” he tells us, and 
Presently I discovered that my uncle was a selfish man who cared for nothing but his own comfort.  The neighboring clergy sometimes came to the vicarage.  One of them was fined in the county court for starving his cows; another had to resign his living because he was convicted of drunkenness.  I was taught that we lived in the presence of God and that the chief business of man was to save his soul.  I could not help seeing that none of these clergymen practiced what they preached.  (247)
By the time he went to Germany to study at the age of eighteen, Maugham reflects, he was “already inclined to doubt,” and seeing there that the Catholics were every bit as devout as he had once been, he “came to the conclusion that it could not matter a row of pins what one believed; God could not condemn people just because they were Spaniards or Hottentots” (249).  At this point the religious discourse Maugham had been raised with “tumbled down like a house of cards.  With my mind at all events, I ceased to believe in God” (249).  Maugham continues:
I was satisfied to believe that religion and the idea of God were constructions that the human race had evolved as a convenience for living, and represented something that had at one time, and for all I was prepared to say still had, value for the survival of the species, but that must be historically explained and corresponded to nothing real.  I called myself an agnostic, but in my blood and my bones I looked upon God as a hypothesis that a reasonable man must reject.  (250).

Thus over the span of a few years, Maugham lost the faith that he had earlier, under the influence of his uncle, uncritically accepted.

Most of these episodes are fictionalized in Maugham’s Of Human Bondage, which Maugham calls “an autobiographical novel” (The Summing Up 191).  Approaching the age of forty, Maugham became fixated on his childhood traumas—the death of his mother, his unhappy life at the vicarage, the taunting and bullying he underwent at school, his loss of religious faith—and set about exorcising these demons by rewriting an unpublished novel manuscript that dealt with them.  “I began to be obsessed by the teeming memories of my past life,” he writes of this period (190).  Of Human Bondage is the product of this obsession, with its protagonist Philip Carey standing in for Maugham.  The incidents and characters of the novel are, as with much of Maugham’s fiction, a curious blend of fact and fiction; nonetheless the depiction of Philips’ crisis of faith and the conclusions he draws from it toward the end of the novel are consistent with Maugham’s later autobiographical recollections.  After hearing about the death of Hayward, “a friend of his own age,” Philip reconsiders the Persian rug given him by the much older Cronshaw, which the poet, now also deceased, had once told him held “an answer to his question upon the meaning of life.”
  Philips’ conclusion is that
There was no meaning in life, and man by living served no end.  It was immaterial whether he was born or not born, whether he lived or ceased to live.  Life was insignificant and death without consequence.  Philip exulted, as he had exulted in his boyhood when the weight of a belief in God was lifted from his shoulders:  it seemed to him that the last burden of responsibility was taken from him; and for the first time he was utterly free.  (655).

Philip subsequently muses that “Life was not so horrible if it was meaningless,” and that “He was thankful not to have to believe in God, for then such a condition of things would be intolerable; one could reconcile oneself to existence only because it was meaningless” (671, 702).  The sense of freedom Philip expresses in these passages is analogous to that which Maugham felt upon completing the novel:  “I found myself free forever from those pains and unhappy recollections.  I put into it everything I then knew and having at last finished it prepared to make a fresh start” (Summing Up 192).  But while the writing of Of Human Bondage had given Maugham a more mature understanding of the spiritual crisis he had experienced in his youth and an exhilarating sense of freedom, the answers he had arrived at were not entirely satisfactory.  Convinced that life held no universal or transcendent meaning, Maugham (like his alter-ego Philip) became “occupied with the forming of a pattern out of the manifold chaos of life” (Of Human Bondage 718).  This project would propel Maugham into the second half of his writing career, which began with his first journey to the East.

The year 1916 was a pivotal one for William Somerset Maugham.  On one hand, he was riding high.  Already a popular and prolific playwright—an editorial cartoon in Punch had once depicted an anxious Shakespeare biting his nails in front of advertisements for Maugham’s plays—Maugham had achieved a measure of financial stability and notoriety (Meyers 69).  Having banished his childhood demons through the cathartic process of writing Of Human Bondage, Maugham was also emerging, at the age of forty-one, as a novelist of some significance and promise.  Although his first novel Liza of Lambeth had created a stir in 1897 and was very popular, his subsequent novels did not sell as well and languished in relative obscurity until Dreiser’s 1915 review ignited sales of Of Human Bondage.  On the other hand, the increased visibility that accompanied his success posed problems for Maugham in his personal life.  His daughter Liza had been born the year previous, the result of an illicit and potentially scandalous affair with Syrie Wellcome, the wife of pharmaceutical magnate Henry Wellcome.  In addition, because of his homosexual tendencies the specter of the 1885 Labouchere Amendment—under which Oscar Wilde had been famously prosecuted and sentenced to hard labor in 1895—must have weighed consistently on Maugham’s mind as he became more widely known.  Clearly, Maugham had some heavy thinking to do.  The spiritual crisis that he had only partially resolved would, for some time to come, be overshadowed by Maugham’s concerns with less public, if no less pressing concerns.
By the time he was finishing the last chapters of Of Human Bondage Maugham’s thoughts had already turned to marriage as a respectable and convenient course of action.  In The Summing Up he writes:
If I meant to marry and have children it was high time I did so and for some time I had amused my imagination with pictures of myself in the married state.  There was no one I particularly wanted to marry.  It was the condition that attracted me…it offered peace; peace from the disturbance of love affairs [and their] troublesome complications…peace that would enable me to write all I wanted to write without the loss of precious time or disturbance of mind;  peace and a settled and dignified way of life.  I sought freedom and thought I could find it in marriage.  I conceived these notions when I was still at work on Of Human Bondage, and turning my wishes into fiction, as writers will, towards the end of it I drew a picture of the marriage I should have liked to make.  (193-4)

In these lines Maugham expresses the principal attractions that marriage held for him at this point in his life:  peace, freedom, and dignity.  In addition to providing him with a sense of stability and comfort conducive to his writing, a marriage of convenience would help to protect his reputation from suspicion or scandal.  However, Maugham’s thoughts at this time were not solely of a domestic turn, for his native wanderlust had begun to lead him in a much different, though perhaps not entirely unexpected direction.  “I was tired,” he writes in his autobiography, of “the life I was leading…It was stifling me and I hankered after a different mode of existence and new experiences.  But I did not know where to turn for them.  I thought of travelling.  I was tired of the man I was, and it seemed to me that by a long journey to some far-distant country I might renew myself” (192-3).  Thoughts of this nature are also manifested in Of Human Bondage, as when Philip remarks on “the desire, which was now an obsession, for Eastern lands and sunlit islands in a tropic sea” (725).  As with Maugham, Philip’s unsettling answer to his question about the meaning of life leaves him restless, and he decides “he would get a ship and go to the East…he had a feeling that he would learn something new about life and gain some clue to the mystery that he had solved only to find more mysterious” (729).  In much of the work he would produce over the next two decades, Maugham would position the East in a dialectical relationship with the West as he attempted to work through the complex and ambivalent feelings he had about the relationship between sexuality and morality.  In these works the West is typically aligned with stability, rational order, and a kind of chaste sterility, while the East often is figured as the embodiment of change, a sense of available fecundity, and chaotic passion largely unchecked by social convention. 
It was under these circumstances that Maugham left England in the autumn of 1916 with his American secretary and lover Gerald Haxton on a journey to Tahiti to gather material for his next novel, which he planned to base on the life of Paul Gauguin.  A telling passage in The Summing Up reads:  “I wanted to recover my peace of mind shattered through my own foolishness and vanity by occurrences upon which I need not dwell and so I made up my mind to go to the South Seas” (196).  Whether or not Maugham may have viewed the journey with Haxton as a “last fling” before marriage, it is impossible to say.  Whatever the case, upon his return to England in 1917, Maugham and Syrie married, in what Glenway Wescott has reported to Maugham biographer Ted Morgan as “a marriage of convenience on both sides” (Wescott qtd. in Morgan 221).
  Faced with the choice between settling into a respectable but somewhat awkward marriage and running away to the East, Maugham’s protagonist Philip chooses the former:  “His wedding present to his wife would be all his high hopes.  Self-sacrifice!” (Of Human Bondage 755).  Maugham, faced with the same choice, did both.
Given these complications in Maugham’s personal life during the years 1914-1917 and his reaction to them, it is perhaps understandable why, in his next novel, The Moon and Sixpence, Maugham might choose to explore the theme of renunciation of desire—a theme that he will later return to repeatedly up to and including The Razor’s Edge.  The Moon and Sixpence (1919) is based on the notes Maugham gathered on his 1916 voyage to Tahiti and other South Seas islands, and while the action takes place predominantly in England and France and only the final fifth of the narrative is set in Tahiti, elements of Buddhism suffuse the entire text.  The story chronicles the life of a painter, Charles Strickland (Maugham’s fictional analogue of Gauguin), who, increasingly dissatisfied with the constraints of Western society, moves to Tahiti and “goes native” in order to pursue his ambition of expressing in art the mysterious, primal urges that plague him and define his character.  It may seem odd that Maugham would turn to Buddhism in a novel wherein the exotic setting is an island nation largely untouched by Buddhist thought.  The explanation lies in Maugham’s choice of Gauguin as the figure upon which he would base his novel.  Jacquelynn Bass argues that “Gauguin’s interest in Buddhism is hard to miss:  its imagery shows up regularly in his art from 1888 on,” and that “In Buddhism, Paul Gauguin sought release from desire—the source of human misery, according to the Buddha” (35).  In Gauguin Maugham found a ready-made template for the kind of protagonist he had in mind, and Buddhism provided him with the spiritual heart of his novel about renunciation.  Yet just as Melville transfigured Indian thought into a modern context in Moby-Dick, in The Moon and Sixpence Maugham reformulates the story of the Buddha’s life in significant ways, adapting it in service of his exploration of desire and suffering in the age of modernity.
In the portion set in Tahiti, the novel contains glimmerings of the exoticism that suffuses Maugham’s later short stories set in the East.  Describing the approach to the island Maugham’s narrator effuses:
The air you breathe is an elixir which prepares you for the unexpected.  Nor is it vouchsafed to man in the flesh to know aught that more nearly suggests the approach to the golden realms of fancy than the approach to Tahiti.  Murea, the sister isle, comes into view in rocky splendor, rising from the desert sea mysteriously, like the unsubstantial fabric of a magic wand.  With its jagged outline it is like a Monseratt of the Pacific, and you may imagine that there Polynesian knights guard with strange rites mysteries unholy for men to know.  The beauty of the island is unveiled as diminishing distance shows you in distincter shape its lovely peaks, but it keeps its secret as you sail by, and, darkly inviolable, seems to fold itself together in a stony, inaccessible grimness.

Tahiti itself “is smiling and friendly; it is like a lovely woman graciously prodigal of her charm and beauty; and nothing can be more conciliatory than the entrance into the harbour at Papeete” (251).  The feminization of the two “sister” islands in these passages is readily apparent, and is notable especially for the contrast Maugham provides:  Murea is mysterious, veiled, and inviolable, while Tahiti’s “harbour” welcomes the entering ship with a warm profligacy that would have been considered shameless in England.  Ata, the only full-blooded native that figures in the plot, is submissive and pliant, responding to Strickland’s offer of marriage and his attendant warning “I shall beat you” with a buoyant, “How else should I know you loved me” (291).  Strickland’s relationship with Ata is juxtaposed with that of his “dull” marriage to Mrs. Strickland at the beginning of the novel, which Maugham describes as “the story of innumerable couples,” a mode of life with a certain “homely grace” nonetheless undercut by a troubling, “vague uneasiness” (36-7).  Contemplating his own conflicting feelings on the subject, the narrator confesses,
Perhaps it is only by a kink in my nature, strong in me even in those days, that I felt in such an existence, the share of the great majority, something amiss.  I recognized its social values, I saw its ordered happiness, but a fever in my blood asked for a wilder course.  There seemed to me something alarming in such easy delights.  In my heart was a desire to live more dangerously.  I was not unprepared for jagged rocks and treacherous shoals if I could only have change—change and the excitement of the unforeseen.  (37)

As in Of Human Bondage, here again Maugham appears to be wrestling with conflicting desires, which become figured in the novel as the tension between the orderliness and restraint of the West and the freedom and passion of the East.
However, the dominant topos of exoticism that Maugham employs in The Moon and Sixpence is that of primitivism.  Gauguin is noted for his artistic forays into primitivism, and Strickland himself is depicted as a kind of atavism, a man whose passions and desires are unrestrained by societal convention:  “He was independent of the opinion of his fellows…here was a man who sincerely did not mind what people thought of him, and so convention had no hold on him” (80-1).  “There was in him something primitive,” the narrator later remarks (151).  When the narrator questions Strickland as to why he seduced and then abandoned the wife of Dirk Stroeve (the fellow artist who had taken him into his home during a bout of severe illness), the artist’s sociopathic reply, “It amused me” suggests to the narrator a powerful primitive instinct that has not been tempered by or subordinated to social constraints.  Strickland’s “primitive” character is counterbalanced in the novel by the narrator’s cool reserve and his reflections on civilized society:  “Man’s desire for the approval of his fellows is so strong, his dread of their censure so violent, that…It will force him to place the good of society before his own.  It is a very strong link that attaches the individual to the whole” (81-2).  Holden has commented upon the “obvious eroticism in the relationship between the two men,” which Maugham only manages to elide by displacing it onto the “feminized landscape” of Tahiti (33).  This is not to suggest that either character should be read as homosexual, but rather that this homoerotic tension between them lends insight into the narrator’s fascination with Strickland, whose animalistic “untamed passion” contrasts with the narrator’s imperturbable restraint:  “my own practice has always been to deny everything” (171, 66).  The narrator is fascinated by Strickland not only because the latter is an anomaly in Western society, but also because Strickland is very much his opposite, a recognition that prompts him to ask Strickland point-blank:  “Is it possible for any man to disregard others entirely?” (228).  The narrator’s intellectual or “purely professional interest” in Strickland stems from his recognition that in the trajectory of the painter’s life a curious social experiment is unfolding in microcosm (122).  However, in order to assess the results of the experiment the narrator must follow Strickland to Tahiti, where the familiar Orientalist dialectic between a “primitive” East and a “civilized” West becomes more pronounced in the novel.  This dialectic is one of the devices Maugham uses to foreground Strickland’s consuming, primal desire and his quest to transcend it.
In his asceticism and renunciation of the world, Strickland can be read as an updated, modern Buddha figure that ultimately transcends desire and achieves spiritual liberation.  However, in characteristic Maugham style, the story of the Buddha is given a cynical twist.  Through most of the novel Strickland is depicted as a creature of desire, driven by selfish passions, lusts, and cravings to the exclusion of all else.  Though Strickland doesn’t appear to suffer outwardly from his desires (the physical ones of which he manages to satiate as they arise), the narrator makes frequent remarks upon his painting as expressive of an intense inner, spiritual turmoil.  Reflecting upon his first viewing of Strickland’s paintings in Paris, the narrator states that his “final impression” was that Strickland “was under an intolerable necessity to convey something that he felt” (235).  To the artist he offers this assessment:  “I do not know what infinite yearning possesses you, so that you are driven to a perilous, lonely search for some goal where you expect to find a final release from the spirit that torments you” (236).  If Strickland suffers inwardly, however, he also becomes increasingly ascetic in his habits as the novel progresses.  From the time he leaves England Strickland leads an increasingly austere life.  He moves from a “dirty and shabby” rented room in Paris, where he drinks and dines on the cheap at seedy cafés, to a small, remote bungalow in Tahiti with “no furniture except the mats they used as beds and a rocking-chair,” where he and Ata live “on the produce of the land” (62, 295, 296).  “I never knew a man so entirely indifferent to his surroundings,” the narrator remarks, later stating that “His life was strangely divorced from material things” (152, 224).  Like the Buddha, Strickland takes what is offered with neither relish nor distaste:

He did not want arm-chairs to sit in; he really felt more at his ease on a kitchen chair.  He ate with appetite, but was indifferent to what he ate; to him it was only food that he devoured to still the pangs of hunger; and when no food was to be had he seemed capable of doing without.  I learned that for six months he had lived on a loaf of bread and a bottle of milk a day.  He was a sensual man, and yet was indifferent to sensual things.  He looked upon privation as no hardship.  There was something impressive in the manner in which he lived a life wholly of the spirit.  (118)
Strickland’s asceticism and indifference to bodily discomforts is reminiscent of the stories of the Buddha, who before his enlightenment is said to have lived on a single grain of rice per day and who later accepted the food offered to him in his alms bowl with detached equanimity (Morgan 103).  While Strickland is unlike the Buddha in that he is entirely indifferent to the suffering of others, his struggles with desire, his suffering, and his asceticism appear to have been modeled on the Buddha story.

Furthermore, Strickland’s renunciation of worldly comforts, like that of the Buddha, is effected in service of a specific goal, which, though artistic in nature, has a decidedly spiritual dimension.  During one of his last conversations with the painter, the narrator states, “I had an inkling of a fiery, tortured spirit, aiming at something greater than could be conceived by anything that was bound up with the flesh.  I had a fleeting glimpse of a pursuit of the ineffable” (229).  He continues, “It was as though he had become aware of the soul of the universe and were compelled to express it” (235).  In a notable reference to Buddhist metaphysics, he then admits to Strickland, “I do not know to what inscrutable Nirvana you aim” (236).  Strickland himself confesses, “I look forward to the time when I shall be free from all desire” (225).  Like Philip Carey before him, the exotic East tempts Strickland with a suggestion of mystical meaning, an answer to the question that compels him in his artistic endeavors:  “Sometimes I’ve thought of an island lost in a boundless sea, where I could live in some hidden valley, among strange trees, in silence.  There I think I could find what I want” (120).  Arriving in Tahiti after Strickland’s death, the narrator conceives the

idea that some men are born out of their due place…They may spend their whole lives aliens among their kindred and remain aloof among the only scenes they have ever known.  Perhaps it is this sense of strangeness that sends men far and wide in the search for something permanent, to which they may attach themselves.  Perhaps some deep-rooted atavism urges the wanderer back to lands which his ancestors left in the dim beginnings of history.  Sometimes a man hits upon a place to which he mysteriously feels that he belongs.  (281).
Here Maugham conceptualizes this yearning (to which he later viewed himself as prone) in spiritual terms, a yearning for permanence that, in Buddhist thought, is the cause of all human suffering.  In Tahiti, the narrator muses, Strickland “found in his surroundings the accidents necessary for his inspiration to become effective,” and that “Here he found himself” (248, 249).  Strickland goes “native with a vengeance” and paints his great masterpiece on the walls of Ata’s bungalow, which Dr. Coutras finds to be “the work of a man who had delved into the hidden depths of nature and discovered secrets which were beautiful and fearful too” (300, 325).  Like the Buddha, Strickland’s renunciation of desire is the prerequisite to the enlightenment he achieves.  However, the critical point that must not be overlooked is that unlike the Buddha, Strickland expresses this spiritual meaning through art—a distinctly modernist conception.  In the increasingly secular environment of the early twentieth century, Maugham, like many of his contemporaries, adopts the idea that art can provide the meaning no longer to be found in organized Christian religion—a strong argument for Maugham’s modernity.

Strickland is unlike the Buddha in two other significant respects.  First, he is completely lacking in the compassion that is so integral to the Buddha’s teachings.  “He had no compassion,” the narrator reflects, and “His callousness was inhuman” (173, 221).  In this respect Strickland makes a very unconvincing Buddha-figure indeed, modern or no; however, this element of his personality is essential to Maugham’s plot.  Second, if Strickland does achieve a kind of apotheosis at the end of the novel, it comes at the cost of his life.  Maugham’s novel thus seems to suffer from the common misconception about Buddhism in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that enlightenment entails the extinction of the physical self and the annihilation of the individual who achieves it.  However, it is unlikely that Maugham bought into this commonly held misconception, for as Anthony Curtis has observed, “Maugham’s interest in comparative religion was that of a well-informed layman” (xvi).  In The Summing Up, Maugham describes how at the age of forty (about the time he was beginning to conceive The Moon and Sixpence) he turned to an “industrious study of philosophical literature to which I was prepared to devote some years,” and it is highly likely that he devoted some of this energy to studying Buddhist thought as he prepared to write his novel dealing with the renunciation of desire (255).  The inconsistency between the results of Strickland’s enlightenment and that of the Buddha, I suggest, probably has more to do with Maugham’s mastery of plot and the particular demands of his story.  Nicholas Shakespeare, among a great many others, has commented on Maugham’s abilities as a storyteller:  “For sheer narrative cunning Maugham is as good as it gets in the twentieth century.”
  For the narrator to conclude his tale, Strickland has to complete his masterwork, achieve spiritual release, and perish—otherwise the experiment that so fascinates the narrator would remain incomplete, and the plot would remain unresolved.  As it stands, the narrator concludes that into the completing of his magnum opus:

Strickland had finally put the whole expression of himself…I fancied that perhaps here he had at last found peace.  The demon which possessed him was exorcised at last, and with the completion of the work, for which all his life had been a painful preparation, rest descended on his remote and tortured soul.  He was willing to die, for he had fulfilled his purpose.  (328)
Clearly, if Strickland had lived to explicate and defend his works, there would have been no reason for the narrator to chronicle the spiritual journey of an enigmatic artist whose “influence,” we are told, “has so enormously affected modern painting” (Moon 232).  At the level of plot the ending makes sense, and Maugham is a master of tightly plotted fiction.  If Strickland’s character is not entirely consistent with the Buddha’s life, Maugham nonetheless manages to bring his story to a satisfying conclusion.

Strickland’s apocalyptic renunciation of desire, which provides a poignant, if ironic, climax to the novel, is contrasted in the novel with two other models of renunciation, one of which the narrator abhors, the other of which he respects.  Broken by betrayal and the collapse of his marriage, Dirk Stroeve adopts a passive, acquiescent approach to life:

The world is hard and cruel…We must go through life so inconspicuously that Fate does not notice us.  And let us seek the love of simple, ignorant people.  Their ignorance is better than all our knowledge.  Let us be silent, content in our little corner, meek and gentle like them.  That is the wisdom of life” (203).  

Maugham’s narrator is sickened by this display of docile submission, stating, “To me it was his broken spirit that expressed itself, and I rebelled against his renunciation” (203).  By contrast, in Tahiti the narrator relates to the proprietress of the hotel the story of Abraham, a doctor of “remarkable gifts” he had once known at St. Thomas’ Hospital, who gave up “Honours and wealth” and a “coveted position on the staff” to take a “halfpenny job in the medical at Alexandria” (282, 286).  When the doctor’s replacement tells the narrator that he considers his lucky break to be the result of Abraham’s lack of character, the narrator muses, “Character?  I should have thought it needed a good deal of character to throw up a career after half an hour’s meditation, because you saw in another way of living a more intense significance” (286).  This is a pivotal moment in the novel, for it is with this allegory fresh in the reader’s mind that Maugham turns to the account of Strickland’s life and death in Tahiti.  The placement of this scene just prior to the novel’s climax is clearly intentional.  Taken together, these three narratives of renunciation and self-sacrifice constitute a set of contrasting variations on a theme of the type that Maugham later uses—with a great deal more complexity and arguably with more success—in The Razor’s Edge.

In The Moon and Sixpence, Maugham gave himself an assignment that was of particular moment to him personally during this period of his life:  an exploration of the possibility of renouncing desire.  Taking Gauguin as his model, he contrasted an exoticized, primitive Tahiti with a staid, civilized Europe and incorporated elements of Buddhism into a novel that established a number of the principal themes, techniques, and intellectual questions he would return to again and again in his exotic fiction of the 1920s, ’30s, and ’40s.  However, although Maugham uses Buddhist tropes to provide a broad contextual framework for the narrative of Strickland’s desire, suffering, and eventual liberation, he does so with little in the way of direct engagement with Buddhist metaphysics.  Still, in Maugham’s first attempt to use Eastern religion in his writing in an extensive and focused manner (to use a well known Buddhist image), a wheel had been set in motion.  In his autobiography Maugham would later write of his first trip to the Far East, “I wanted…to get material for a novel I had long been thinking over based on the life of Paul Gauguin.  I went, looking for beauty and romance and glad to put a great ocean between me and the trouble that harassed me.  I found beauty and romance, but I found also something that I had never expected.  I found a new self” (196).  Somerset Maugham’s turn to the East was now underway.
Maugham’s East-West Dialectic:  Navigating Sexuality and Morality in the 1920s and ’30s
Between 1922 and 1933, Maugham published a number of exotic novels, short stories, and travel narratives in which the East is generally constructed as antithetical to the West.  In this body of work Maugham continued to explore the tensions between sexuality and morality that he established in The Moon and Sixpence, though generally with less emphasis on spiritual or philosophical concerns.  Maugham’s dialectical models are deeply rooted in the Orientalist tropes of the nineteenth century, and as a result they are without question problematic from a postcolonial perspective.  However, despite the reductive representations of East and West in these texts and the important critical issues that arise from them, there is also a complexity in Maugham’s handling of his primary themes that has been overlooked by critics.  If the East is often characterized as primitive, feminine, irrational, and chaotic in Maugham’s exotic narratives, it also provides an imaginative landscape and exoteric space wherein Maugham is able to navigate alterity in his writing free of the constraints of Western propriety.  The “records” of the improprieties, hypocrisies, and crimes of the Westerners that the sojourner Maugham brings back to Europe and America are almost always carefully filtered and sanitized through an ostensibly detached, observant narrator, whose meticulously crafted persona paradoxically establishes a “respectable” narrative authority even as it masks the author’s subterranean attempts to subvert the dominant modes of Western discourse surrounding race, gender, and sexuality.  The unseemly, lurid, and shocking events depicted in these writings can always be disavowed as having happened “over there,” allowing Maugham’s Western reader both the pleasures of voyeurism and the refuge of self-satisfaction.  Yet beneath this protective cloak of circumspection, Maugham is busy wrestling with complex and important issues of alterity, lending a complexity to the exoticism of these texts that has not been sufficiently articulated and which demands closer study.  In this section I will demonstrate that the exotic narratives Maugham produced in the 1920s and ’30s are not nearly as one-dimensional as they have been supposed.
Between 1919 and 1935, Maugham travelled extensively in Asia and the South Pacific with Gerald Haxton, touring China, much of Southeast Asia, and the Malay Archipelago, and he published two volumes of travel writing based from notes taken on these journeys.  On a Chinese Screen (1922) is a collection of observations and vignettes based upon his travels in mainland China from the autumn of 1919 to January 1920.  The Gentleman in the Parlour (1930) has a much more linear, chronological structure, detailing Maugham’s overland journey from Rangoon through Siam and Indochina to Hong Kong, which took place in 1923.
While Maugham employs exotic tropes in both works to contrast the Eastern and Western worlds, he often does so with a subtlety of vision that, rather than looking back to nineteenth century exoticism, in many ways anticipates late twentieth century postcolonial discourse.  In these texts Maugham emphasizes the contradictions in human nature that he witnessed or heard about occasioned or magnified by the Western encounter with the East.  There are certainly familiar Orientalist tropes, such as when Maugham writes of “all the mystery of the East” and of “all those inscrutable faces,” or when he juxtaposes the “relative stability” of Western cities with the “ruined temples” and “broken gods” of Ayutthaya.
  However, in On a Chinese Screen Maugham depicts a variety of expatriated Europeans who display various quirks or incongruities that are variously treated as absurd, hypocritical, or pathetic:  the Englishwoman who converts an old Chinese temple into a home for herself, papering over the “great red sturdy columns…with a very nice paper which did not look Chinese at all” and furnishing it to approximate “some nice place in England, Cheltenham, say, or Tunbridge Wells”; the missionary who furnishes his home with “Chinese things” and discourses upon “the good-nature of the Chinese” but who cannot look at a young Chinese girl without assuming an “expression of the most intense physical repulsion”; and the “Sinologue” who “knows more Chinese than any man in China,” but who ironically “has touched reality only through the printed page” (Chinese Screen 15-6; 49-52; 223-4).  There is the Chinese cabinet minister who shows Maugham exquisite works of art, lamenting the present “state of China” and the fact that “The students who came back from Europe and from America were tearing down what endless generations had built up, and they were placing nothing in its stead,” who fails to acknowledge his own culpability (which the narrator describes):  
I knew all the time he was a rascal.  Corrupt, inefficient, and unscrupulous, he let nothing stand in his way.  He was a master of the squeeze.  He had acquired a large fortune by the most abominable methods.  He was dishonest, cruel, vindictive, and venal.  He had certainly had a share in reducing China to the desperate plight which he so sincerely lamented.  (24, 26).

In these and other vignettes Maugham documents the many ironies inherent in the cross-cultural encounter between colonial China and the West with both a disarming playfulness and an incisive critical wit.  Similarly, in The Gentleman in the Parlour the East is contrasted with the West through the use of familiar exotic descriptions, such as the Burmese river Maugham fords on a bamboo raft:  “it had none of the sunny calm of our English streams, nor their smiling nonchalance; it was dark and tragic, and its flow had the sinister intensity of the unbridled lusts of man” (128).  A young Burmese girl who has broken with the minor English official that fathered her children but refuses to marry her is described by the bereft fellow as “a rose grown in an Eastern garden that had something strange and exotic about it” (44).  In these passages Maugham again symbolically aligns the East with dark passions, in contrast to the calm, if dull, restraint of the West—the same symbology he earlier devised in The Moon and Sixpence.  However, throughout the text Maugham also challenges the very form of mediation he is engaged in.  The wats of Bangkok, he writes, with their extravagant use of colored mosaics, paint, and gilding and their tiered, crenellated roofs, are “unlike anything in the world, so that you are taken aback, and you cannot fit them into the scheme of the things you know…for after all it means nothing to you” (154-6).  Having charged himself with the task of mediating the East through his role as an author, in this instance Maugham seems to be rhetorically throwing his hands up in despair.  On a Chinese Screen concludes with a similar assessment of the impossibility of mediating the East, in Maugham’s reflection upon the Chinese people:
You cannot tell what are the lives of these thousands who surge about you.  Upon your own people sympathy and knowledge give you a hold; you can enter into their lives, at least imaginatively, and in a way really possess them.  By the effort of your fancy you can make them after a fashion part of yourself.  But these are as strange to you as you are to them.  You have no clue to their mystery.  For their likeness to yourself in so much does not help you; it serves rather to emphasize their difference…You have nothing to go upon, you do not know the first thing about them, and your imagination is baffled.  (233-4)

Thus while both texts thus embody the kind of traditional exoticism that situates the East as the irreconcilable Other of the West, they also simultaneously complicate these acts of representation in significant ways.  The subtlety of Maugham’s technique is that he is not only engaged in attempting to mediate the East, but in reflecting upon both his role and efficacy as mediator.
In both texts Maugham is often sympathetic to the East, its cultures, and its inhabitants.  It is a mistake, he writes, “to think that the East is depraved; on the contrary the Oriental has a modesty that the ordinary European would find fantastic.  His virtue is not the same as the European’s, but I think he is more virtuous” (Gentleman 80).  On the intricacies of social deportment, he opines, “In the East they weren’t so stiff and standoffish as they were in London” (Gentleman 267).  On a Chinese Screen contains a vignette titled “Democracy,” in which a Chinese official stops at a roadside inn, and annoyed at finding the best room already taken, storms at the landlord and servants, only to accept the smaller room “used as a rule only by coolies” and smoke a pipe in the courtyard with “the most ragged” member of this class present (140-1).  Maugham writes:
He had made all that to-do to give himself face, but having achieved his object was satisfied, and feeling the need of conversation had accepted the company of any coolie without a thought of social distinction.  His manner was cordial and there was in it no trace of condescension.  The coolie talked with him on an equal footing.  It seemed to me that this was true democracy.  In the East man is man’s equal in a sense you find neither in Europe nor in America… I asked myself why in the despotic East there should be between men an equality so much greater than in the free and democratic West.  (141)

In this scene, the East appears to offer at least the possibility of transcending the rigid class structures of England and Europe.  But if the meaning Maugham imposes on the scene by virtue of his privileged position as a Western author is by nature suspect, that is indeed the point, for the obvious humor in Maugham’s subsequent conclusions that “the cess-pool is more necessary to democracy than parliamentary institutions” and that “The invention of the ‘sanitary convenience’ has destroyed the sense of equality in men” significantly undercut the moral philosophizing he has ostensibly been engaged in (143).  The vignette’s closing line, “It is a tragic thought that the first man who pulled the plug of a water-closet with that negligent gesture rang the knell of democracy,” drives Maugham’s obvious parody of exotic travel literature home with delicious irony (143).  Once again, Maugham is subverting his own narrative authority—and perhaps having some fun at the expense of the reader who would attempt to read the sketch straight, as well.  In The Gentleman in the Parlour Maugham records his observations of how the French, individually at least, treat their Vietnamese colonial subjects with more respect, friendliness, and benevolence than the British, acknowledging the injustices done in either case, but with a speculation that anticipates postcolonial discourse:
I do not suppose the Annamites like it anymore than the Burmese that strangers hold their country.  But I should say that whereas the Burmese only respect the English, the Annamites admire the French.  When in course of time these peoples inevitably regain their freedom it will be curious to see which of these emotions has borne the better fruit.  (233-4)

Similarly, the “fairy-story” that Maugham concocts one evening as a diversion is a critique of the European colonial project, although it is perhaps less conspicuous because the representation operates at the level of allegory.  In the story, a princess cages a bird because the beauty of its song pleases her; but unhappy in its captivity the bird ceases to sing, telling the princess, “I cannot sing unless I’m free and if I cannot sing, I die” (181).  The princess is saddened by the cruelty she has unwittingly inflicted, replying, “Then take your freedom…I shut you in a golden cage because I loved you and wanted to have you all to myself.  But I never knew it would kill you.  Go…I love you enough to let you be happy in your own way” (181).  The allegory is clearly intended as a critique of Western imperialism, despite its childlike sentimentality.  Thus despite Maugham’s problematic status as a privileged Westerner producing representations of the East for consumption by a Western audience (which he subtly acknowledges and actively works to subvert), there is strain of sympathetic humanism in these examples that complicates the texts’ assertions of a fundamental, irrevocable schism between the East and West.  As in many of his exotic works, Maugham is alternately repulsed and attracted by the East, depending on how he chooses to interpret it at any given moment.  The two books of travel writing thus draw attention to the process of mediation by depicting an author actively engaged in it.

While Eastern religion and philosophy do not figure prominently in the two books, The Gentleman in the Parlour does contain a few references to Buddhism that anticipate Maugham’s later, more philosophical explorations in fiction.  Maugham’s descriptions of his visits to several Buddhist monasteries in Keng Tung indicate his familiarity with aspects of Buddhist philosophy, including the Buddha’s eightfold path (109).  In a lengthy exposition on karma, Maugham muses on “the problem of evil,” commenting that most of the philosophers and theologians he has read fail to produce satisfactory explanations for the existence of evil, but that “The law of Karma…is the only explanation of the evil of this world that does not outrage the heart” (164, 163).  His conclusion that “Here is an explanation that outrages neither the heart nor the head” is a formulation that Maugham will later use in The Razor’s Edge, although his protagonist Larry Darrell discovers the law of karma through his experiences with Hinduism, not Buddhism (166).  Although Maugham does not treat of Eastern religion extensively in these books, his demonstrated knowledge of and clear interest in Buddhism in The Gentleman in the Parlour indicates that Maugham had already been studying Eastern religion in some depth as early as 1923 (when the original notes were written).  This background comes increasingly into play as Maugham’s exotic fiction becomes more philosophical in the 1930s and ’40s.
During roughly the same time period over which the two books of travel writing appeared, Maugham published an impressive number of short stories set in the East, most of which are collected in The Trembling of a Leaf (1921), The Casuarina Tree (1926), and Ah King (1933).  The first of these volumes contains the short stories set in or dealing with the South Seas, which were written largely from Maugham’s notes taken during his travels through the region in 1916-17.  The latter two collections are set in the Malayan region of Southeast Asia, based on his notes from journeys undertaken in 1921-22 and 1925-26 in what has come to be known popularly in England as “Maugham country” (Holden 96).  These short stories contain Maugham’s brand of exoticism in abundance, with the West depicted as rational, restrained in matters pertaining to reproduction, and orderly, the East as passionate, explosively fecund, and chaotic.  However, Maugham again employs these familiar tropes in service of deeper and more subversive explorations into the tensions between sexuality and morality, the exoteric East providing the imaginative space in which Maugham can negotiate this aspect of Western modernity.
In these stories Maugham continues to explore the dichotomous model of a civilized West and a primitive East that he established in The Moon and Sixpence, and with similar ambiguity.  Some of these stories endorse primitivism at the expense of Western civilization, while others chart the lurking dangers the primitive East holds for the unwary Western traveler or functionary.  In the ironically titled “The Fall of Edward Barnard,” the title character takes a job in Tahiti to learn the merchant trade, but becomes so caught up in his new life and its simple pleasures that he quits the job and decides not to return to Chicago to honor his wedding engagement to Isabel Longstaffe.  The plot serves as the template for Maugham’s later novel The Razor’s Edge, although the spiritual and mystical elements are far less developed.  The story revolves around the question Edward puts to his old friend Bateman Hunter, the man sent by Isabel to retrieve him:  “How do you think a man gets the best out of life?” (Collected Stories 70).  Bateman’s answer is “By doing his duty, by hard work, by meeting all the obligations of his state and station,” but Edward has found an answer more suited to his sensibilities:  

Don’t be grieved, old friend…I haven’t failed.  I’ve succeeded.  You can’t think with what zest I look forward to life, how full it seems to me and how significant…Do you think it is so little to have enjoyed contentment?  We know that it will profit a man little if gain the whole world and lose his soul.  I think I have won mine.  (76)
Edward plans a life with a half-native woman, a “good girl” with a “sweet and gentle nature,” a move that Bateman finds rash and deplorable, as it guarantees that Edward will never be able to return to America (75).  Isabel’s lament, “Poor Edward,” provides the ironic Maugham-esque conclusion to the story, for her dreams of “the exquisite house she would have, full of antique furniture…and the dinners to which only the most cultured people would come” seem vapid and empty in comparison with Edward’s vision of a “happy, simple, peaceful life” (78, 76).  By contrast, in “The Pool,” Lawson is undone by the lures of the “pleasant and easy” life of the islands (Collected Stories 84).  Seduced by the beautiful, young, half-native Ethel, whom he observes in the evenings bathing in a natural pool, Lawson at first finds “a more natural life than any he had known” (89)  “Civilization repelled him,” the narrator reports, continuing, “He loved that beautiful island.  London and England meant nothing to him any more” (89).  But when the marriage breaks down and Ethel scornfully rejects him, Lawson takes to drink, and because “He lived entirely among the natives and half-castes…he no longer had the prestige of the white man” (101).  Humiliated and held in contempt by both groups, Lawson commits suicide by drowning himself in the pool that once so enchanted him.  The thrust of the story is articulated by Chaplin, the owner of the hotel at Apia:  “It’s the island done it, and Ethel” (80).  Despite their very different outcomes, however, in both stories the East is constructed as the embodiment of a sensuality that has the potential to entice the idealistic or unwary Westerner into committing acts that devalue their status in Western society.  The fulfillment of taboo desires always comes with a penalty, and as he did in The Moon and Sixpence, Maugham explores this prevalent theme through the polarization of his familiar East/West dichotomy.
Other stories, like “Rain” and “The Outstation,” are more complicated, travestying the hypocrisies of the West yet maintaining an undercurrent of warning as to the threat posed to Western order and control by the East’s sensual lures and violent primitivism.  In “Rain” the arrogantly righteous missionary Davidson and his wife work tirelessly “to instill into the natives the sense of sin,” fining the natives and ruining their livelihoods for infractions such as exposing their bodies, performing traditional dances, and failing to come to church (17-9).  Davidson explains his methods to his fellow travelers the Macphails:  “We had to make sins out of what they thought were natural actions” (18).  However, when Davidson succumbs to the temptations of the coarse and defiant American prostitute he is trying to reform, his is hoist with his own sanctimonious petard, and out of shame slits his own throat on the beach.  While the story effectively spears the hypocrisies of missionary endeavor, however, it also suggests that the sensual East, with its lush, prolific vegetation and “unmerciful and somehow terrible” rain that constantly suggests to Doctor Macphail “the malignancy of the primitive powers of nature,” poses a significant danger to Western order and morality—for if it can happen to the pious and chaste Davidson, it can happen to anyone (27).  Nonetheless, in its moral relativism the story evokes a sense that one culture’s “right” should not be imposed upon another culture; for as Macphail observes, “there may be differences of opinion about what is right” (30).  “The Outstation,” set in Borneo, has similar xenophobic undercurrents, but here the moral complexity stems from a debate over the correct way to maintain colonial order.  The story traces the conflict between a district Resident, Mr. Warburton (a “dreadful snob” who imagines that he has “conceived a deep love for the Malays” yet feels that he “could hardly be expected to have any connection with a native”) and his new assistant, Allen Cooper (who is “honest, just and painstaking” but who is also “harsh and tyrannical” with the natives).
  Explaining to Cooper how he always dresses formally for dinner “Especially when I’m alone” despite the tropical heat, Warburton states, “When a white man surrenders in the slightest degree to the influences that surround him he very soon loses his self-respect, and when he loses his self-respect you may be quite sure that the natives will soon cease to respect him” (107).  Yet Warburton exercises the power with which he has been invested with subtlety and gentleness:   “He knew by instinct how to treat them.  He had a genuine tenderness for them” (116).  He advises the newcomer, “The Malays are shy and very sensitive…I think you will find that you will get much better results if you take care always to be polite, patient and kindly” (117).  By contrast, Cooper’s despotic ways quickly create conflicts with the natives, upsetting the balance that Warburton has so carefully orchestrated.  When Cooper’s house-boy ultimately murders the assistant in his sleep, Warburton pronounces a light sentence in order to reestablish the tenuous stability upon which the colonial project depends.  In this story, the civilized order of the West exists in a precarious balance with the primitive chaos of the East, and while Warburton is depicted throughout as excessively fastidious, snobbish, and hypocritical, it is nonetheless these very qualities that make him an effective colonial administrator.

Adultery, murder, and taboo desire suffuse Maugham’s exotic short stories, and it is often the sultry, fecund atmosphere of the East that is blamed for facilitating these indiscretions, crimes of passion, and acts of self-abnegation.  Leslie Crosbie’s murder of her lover in “The Letter,” spurred by a “fiendish passion” and jealousy over his love for a Chinese woman, and Doris’ inability to get over her husband’s miscegenational relationship with a Malay woman prior to their marriage in “The Force of Circumstance” are just two examples of Maugham’s ambivalent feelings toward the East during this transitional period in his life (Casuarina Tree 284).  Yet as with The Moon and Sixpence, in the exotic short stories the East is constructed as an imaginative space within which Maugham can safely explore the tensions between passion, sexuality, morality, and restraint that most concern him personally—an imaginative space that can always be disavowed by the author by virtue of its geography, its existence “over there.”  It will require another decade and a half for Maugham to resolve these complex moral issues—and to accomplish this, Maugham will find it necessary to make the transition from straightforward exoticism to more deeply philosophical explorations of the East in his fiction. 
Maugham’s next novel after The Moon and Sixpence, The Painted Veil (1925), is set in China.  Many critics find the novel problematic and ultimately unsatisfying.  Naik calls it “a sordid tale of rather common passion” (64).  Cordell considers its characters “trivial and dull” and its plot and themes “shopworn and banal” (143).  In a discussion of Maugham’s mastery of craft, Pfeiffer writes of the novel “It is no virtue to know how to tell a story if the story you have to tell is trivial.  Maugham’s skill was too often employed to produce a novel like The Painted Veil” (209).  Although well written and entertaining, The Painted Veil is without question a flawed novel, and there is much to be dissatisfied with, especially the ending.  However, considered in the context that I have been suggesting—that of an author struggling to come to terms with his own homosexuality and its implications—the novel’s exploration of unsanctioned or taboo passion takes on a certain complexity that has been largely overlooked by critics.  To properly assess The Painted Veil’s merit or appreciate its position within Maugham’s oeuvre, one must view the novel in the context of the chronological development of Maugham’s engagement with the problem of sexuality and morality.
As with much of Maugham’s work, The Painted Veil critiques the vapidity and triviality of English society.  The protagonist Kitty is described as “silly and frivolous and empty-headed”; her mother is an aggressively avaricious social climber; her father a hapless, “subdued little man” endlessly hounded and reproached by his wife and taken for granted by daughters who “had never looked upon him as anything but a source of income.”
  Whisked off to China by her new husband, bacteriologist Walter Fane, Kitty in turn experiences a sexual and then a spiritual awakening, which come into direct conflict at the novel’s climax.  At Hong Kong Kitty takes the Assistant Colonial Secretary Charles Townsend as a lover, but struggles with feelings not so much of guilt over betraying her husband as of a more general moral turpitude, an inherent sense of depravity instilled in her by society:  “She had hesitated some time before the final step, not because she did not want to yield to Charlie’s passion, her own was equal to his, but because her upbringing and all the conventions of her life intimidated her” (51).  At first Kitty is resigned to maintaining a discreet relationship with Townsend, but increasingly she begins to chafe under the constraints necessitated by social propriety:  “time had increased her passion and for some while now she had been increasingly impatient of the obstacles which prevented them from being always together” (54).  In these passages the familiar tension between individual desire and social convention so common in Maugham’s exotic fiction is evident.
After the affair is discovered, a vengeful Walter forces Kitty to accompany him the mainland where an outbreak of cholera demands his expertise.  Here Kitty sees a corpse for the first time, and recognizes that death “makes everything else seem so horribly trivial” (131).  She asks her neighbor, Waddington, “How can you talk and laugh and drink whisky when people are dying all around you?” (127).  Recognizing the trivial nature of the life she has been leading, Kitty volunteers to assist the nuns who care for orphans at the local convent, where she finds “something remote and mystical” (146).  In an attempt to make peace with Walter, she reflects, “I was silly and frivolous and vulgar.  I was brought up like that.  All the girls I know are like that” (156).  Working at the convent, Kitty becomes aware of “a queer feeling that she was growing” (173).  She admires the Mother Superior, who has “exchanged a life that was trivial for one of sacrifice and prayer” (240).  In making herself useful to others, Kitty discovers “a refreshment to her spirit” (164).  On the mainland, Kitty experiences a kind of spiritual awakening that is at odds with the sexual awakening she experienced in Hong Kong.
Yet the development of Kitty’s character and what we are to make of it at the novel’s conclusion is ambiguous.  During the course of the novel, she blossoms sexually, but under the tutelage of a man she grows to despise.  Further, her sexual liberation seems more like an imprisonment, as she cannot overcome these feelings and impulses even when they sicken her afterwards.  Upon returning to Hong Kong after her husband’s death, Kitty once again succumbs to animal passion with Townsend, despite her newfound feelings of disgust for him as an individual.  After their final tryst, she thinks:  “She had thought herself changed, she had thought herself strong, she thought she had returned to Hong-Kong a woman who possessed herself…She had thought herself free from lust and vile passions, free to live the clean and healthy life of the spirit…Weak, weak!  It was hopeless, it was no good to try, she was a slut” (266-7).  Disgusted with herself, Kitty disowns the sexual part of her nature, returns to England, and prepares to devote herself to the care of the father she had once taken for granted.  The novel ends with an intimation that Kitty will “perhaps in the end” find God (289).  The climax and resolution of the novel have long perplexed critics, perhaps because the final sexual encounter with Townsend seems to undercut Kitty's spiritual development, erasing all of her progress in one sordid stroke.  In this reading, everything that follows this scene naturally seems tacked on and wholly unconvincing.  However, what critics find problematic about the end of the novel makes perfect sense if one considers the “assignment” that Maugham presumably gave himself with the novel.  For if the emphasis is placed not on Kitty’s backward fall into passion, but rather on her subsequent renunciation of it (however unconvincingly portrayed by the author), then the novel's conclusion begins to make more sense, at least with respect to the development of this theme in Maugham’s exotic fiction.  For whereas Charles Strickland’s renunciation of desire in The Moon and Sixpence entailed his death, in The Painted Veil Maugham finds a way to allow his protagonist to continue to live.  Kitty Fane discovers her own sexuality, only to reject it.  Like his contemporaries Eliot in The Waste Land and Virginia Woolf in Mrs. Dalloway, in The Painted Veil Maugham advocates the suppression of sexual desire—a theme that carries through much of his exotic fiction of the 1920s and ’30s, and which achieves its most successful treatment in a much later novel:  The Razor’s Edge. 
Hinduism, Alterity, and The Razor’s Edge
At a very young age, Somerset Maugham came to the conclusions that there is no inherent, universal meaning in life, and that Christianity was incapable of providing such meaning.  Through the process of writing Of Human Bondage some three decades later, Maugham arrived at a more mature understanding of the spiritual crisis he had experienced as a child.  Maugham’s search for meaning or some kind of pattern in life subsequently became complicated by his need to conceal his homosexuality from an intolerant society.  Trapped for the next decade in an increasingly hostile marriage of convenience, Maugham—tentatively at first, by the 1930s in earnest—turned to the East in search of answers to the pressing questions that preoccupied him:  the problem of evil, the perceived loss of universal meaning in modern society, and the problem of how best to live with his alterity in a Western society that condemned homosexuality.  Drawn to the South Seas by a shadowy, mysterious suggestion of meaning, he at first engaged the East with the banal brand of exoticism common in the nineteenth century.  But as he matured he began to take a more philosophical approach to his investigations of Eastern religion and philosophy.  The Razor’s Edge (1944) exhibits Maugham’s most philosophical use of Eastern thought in fiction.  In his last major novel, Maugham turned to Hinduism to achieve the renunciation of desire in fiction that he first used Buddhism to explore a quarter century before in The Moon and Sixpence.  The critical difference between the two novels is that in The Moon and Sixpence the enlightened Charles Strickland dies after achieving nirvana, while in The Razor’s Edge the enlightened Larry Darrell is able to live and persist as an individual.  In this novel, Maugham finds a way to allow his protagonist to lead a personally satisfying life in a society that marginalizes his difference, in a manner that integrates his principal spiritual, philosophical, and material concerns.  The Razor’s Edge is thus the creative culmination of Maugham’s engagements with the East.

Although the novel is set entirely in the West—a fact that supports my arguments regarding the exoteric impulse and its relation to Western modernity—India and Hinduism provide its spiritual center.  The dichotomy is by now familiar, with oppositions between spiritualism and materialism, freedom and restraint, and a static, indolent, and feminine East and a progressive, active, and masculine West.  Larry’s experiences in India are described principally in Part Six, as a conversation between Larry and the Maugham narrator in a Paris café.  The narrator begins the section by dissembling:

I feel it right to warn the reader that he can very well skip this chapter without losing the thread of such story as I have to tell, since for the most part it is nothing more than the account of a conversation that I had with Larry.  I should add, however, that except for this conversation I should perhaps not have thought it worthwhile to write this book.
 
Indeed, without Larry’s extensive descriptions of Hindu philosophy and his enlightenment at an Indian ashram, the rest of the novel would lose the exoteric perspective from which its critique of Western society emerges.  Holden argues that “The assiduousness with which India is marked out as a space outside Western discourse only serves, finally, to demonstrate its absolute necessity as an exterior which lies outside, and thus defines, British identity” (144).  While he is correct to note the exoteric position of Hinduism in the novel, however, Holden misidentifies Maugham’s principal goal.  He reads the novel as “the final part of an effort to…manufacture textually a Maugham persona which will have so much extratextual life that it will cover over, or closet, the life of W. Somerset Maugham as a homosexual man” (142).  This is certainly a significant part of Maugham’s project, but it is only half the story.  For while Maugham’s binary opposition between East and West in the novel does serve to delineate the masculine and feminine and the normal and the deviant in Western society, Maugham does not merely reify these discourses in order to shield himself from public scrutiny—he is also actively working in a subterranean fashion to subvert these discourses.  In The Razor’s Edge, Hinduism provides the means by which he is able to accomplish this subversion.
In The Razor’s Edge, Western society defines masculinity as work.  Returning to Chicago after a stint as an aviator in the war, Larry is expected by his fiancée and her family to take a job and, as Elliott Templeton puts it, “conform to the commendable customs of his country” (36).  Mrs. Bradley agrees:  “He must see that in the present state of the world…a man has to work” (27).  Larry’s fiancée, Isabel, uses patriotic and gendered rhetoric to urge him on, saying, “Let’s be sensible.  A man must work, Larry.  It’s a matter of self-respect.  This is a young country, and it’s a man’s duty to take part in its activities” (45).  Later she puts it more baldly:  “Be a man, Larry, and do a man’s work” (74).  In these passages, masculinity is constructed in terms of the ability and willingness to work, earn money, and be a “productive” member of society.  However, while he is physically able to work Larry is not willing, having decided to “loaf” instead (32).  As his guardian notes, Larry’s war experiences have had a profound impact on him:  “The war did something to Larry.  He didn’t come back the same person that he went.  It’s not only that he’s older.  Something happened that changed his personality” (27).  Aggrieved by the death of a close friend and fellow aviator during the war and obsessed with “the problem of evil,” Larry is perplexed by the apparent meaninglessness of life (279).  He tells Isabel, “you think of a fellow who an hour before was full of life and fun, and he’s lying dead; it’s all so cruel and so meaningless.  It’s hard not to ask yourself what life is all about and whether there’s any sense to it or whether it’s all a tragic blunder of blind fate” (47).  Preoccupied with these thoughts, Larry finds it impossible to do what is expected of him:  “they wanted me to go to work.  I couldn’t do the sort of work they wanted me to do.  It seemed futile.  I’d had a lot of time to think.  I kept on asking myself what life was for” (252).  In his refusal to take a job, Larry transgresses traditional masculine gender roles and becomes, in effect, a social deviant.  The arc of his characters’ development in the rest of the novel concerns his attempt to carve out a societal niche for himself where he can be himself and pursue his own happiness without being harassed or persecuted for his deviance from the norm.
By contrast, Larry’s best friend Gray Maturin is a figure of impressive virility, whose hyper-masculine physical traits correspond with his productive capacities in the workplace.  While he is working in his father’s successful financial office, Gray is described as having “a rugged, unfinished look,” with a “short, blunt nose” and a “great quantity of raven black hair,” and the Maugham narrator notes that “He was obviously very powerful” (24).  Yet when the stock market crashes and Gray loses not only his wealth but his livelihood, a disturbing change comes over him:  “His hair had receded on the temples and there was a small bald patch on the crown, his face was puffy and red, and he had a double chin.  He had put on a lot of weight during years of good living and hard drinking, and only his great height saved him from being grossly obese” (140).  The narrator observes from the look in Gray’s eyes that “something had occurred to destroy his confidence in himself” (141).  Along with the job that once defined him, Gray loses his masculine attributes, including his manly self-assurance.  “You see, he feels it’s a man’s business to work,” Isabel tells the narrator, “and if he can’t work he may just as well be dead.  He can’t bear his feeling of being a drag on the market, and…I know he won’t be happy till he gets back into harness” (139).  Gray finds his situation humiliating because his inability to find work undermines his masculinity.  But while Larry has his studies and travels on in Europe and India to occupy him, Gray is a man of little imagination, who frequently speaks in tired clichés.  As the narrator notes, Gray is “the quintessence of the Regular Guy,” and it is not until he gets back on his feet at the end of the novel that he once again becomes “a great asset to the community” (308).
Larry, however, is not the only character marginalized by mainstream society, and the alternative lifestyles that Maugham contrasts with each other and with the more conventional lifestyle of Gray and Isabel contributes significantly to the novel’s overall structure.  After losing her husband and child in a car accident, Sophie Macdonald flees America and seeks refuge in the seedy nightclubs of Paris, going all in for the transitory pleasures of alcohol, opium, and the heterosexual equivalent of rough trade.  “Life’s hell anyway, but if there is any fun to be got out of it, you’re only a god-damn fool if you don’t get it,” she tells the narrator at Toulon, where she has been picking up sailors (221).  Isabel describes her as “a raging nymphomaniac,” but Sophie’s dissolution is not merely sexual; it is an all-inclusive hedonism (205).  When the narrator warns her “One of these days you’ll get your throat cut,” Sophie’s response, “Good riddance to bad rubbish” suggests a desire for self-sacrifice that Larry has noted all along (222).  Reminiscing about Sophie’s desire to become a social worker, Larry tells Isabel, “It was moving, her desire for sacrifice…she gave one the impression of a lovely purity and a strange loftiness of soul” (198).  Later he tells Maugham, “There was even at the end a tragic nobility in the way she sought destruction” (298).  What Larry sees in Sophie is an impulse toward renunciation that is somewhat similar to his own.  Yet it is an obscene end to a life of wasted potential, and the example contrasts sharply with Larry’s spiritual withdrawal from society.  
Suzanne Rouvier is another of the novel’s social outsiders, although her trajectory runs the opposite course from that of Sophie.  Through most of the text, Suzanne allows herself to be kept by various Parisian artists, modeling and selling her body for room and board and the opportunity to live the Bohemian lifestyle she adores.  Seduced by a painter at the age of seventeen, she knocks about Paris for some twenty years, and the only scruples she has with respect to her lovers is that they have talent and can afford to keep her (169-71).  The narrator remarks of her that, approaching the age of forty, “by now she knew her value” (170).  Suzanne’s arrangement with a well-to-do businessman from the country who puts her up in an apartment in exchange for her company once a fortnight ultimately ends up in a happy marriage, with Monsieur Achille sponsoring her artistic endeavors.  “I shall miss my liberty,” Suzanne tells the narrator, “But one has to think of the future…marriage still remains the most satisfactory profession a woman can adopt” (310).  Above all else, Suzanne Rouvier is a shrewd businesswoman, though of a counter-culture variety, a fact that has prompted Anthony Curtis to remark:  “If Sophie is one of life’s losers, Suzanne is one of the winner, but at a price…Suzanne comes straight out of Maupassant and suggests that if you are not prepared to give up the world completely like Larry, there lies a modicum of contentment in simply obeying the laws of the market” (Curtis xiii).  Like Larry, Suzanne is a character that, through her intelligence and resourcefulness, has managed to lead a life on the outer fringes of society that she finds not unpalatable, although she is pragmatic enough to recognize the advantages of respectability when her youth is spent.
Elliott Templeton is also something of an exile.  Though extravagantly rich, and having “always moved in the best society in Europe,” Elliott is an American expatriate who does not work and who is decidedly out of step with the fast-paced, progressive culture of his native country.  The narrator suspects that Elliott has never worked an honest day in his life, having heard rumors that his friend made the bulk of his money as a dealer in art and antiques (6-7).  Dining with Elliott, Gray, and Henry Maturin, the narrator perceives that the elder Maturin “looked upon Elliott as something of a joke” (33).  “My dear fellow,” Elliott complains to Maugham, “d’you know how they look upon me here?  They look upon me as a freak” (22).  In Europe, Elliott hob-knobs with royalty and the upper-crust, and is described as “a colossal snob” (8).  There is something effeminate in Elliott’s character, for he is “always beautifully dressed” and smells as though he has doused himself with “all the perfumes of Arabia” (22).  Elliott feels like and outcast in his native country, and as Holden has noted, “Elliott is clearly a marginal figure in The Razor’s Edge…[his] closeted bohemia, his foppish tastes, have no place in a masculine world based upon work:  he is obliged to retreat, as Maugham himself did, to exile on the French Riviera” (134-5).  Thus of the six principal characters in the novel (excepting the narrator, whose role is to mediate the action), only Gray and Isabel adhere to the normative gender roles and lifestyle prescribed by society at large; Larry, Sophie, Suzanne, and Elliott are marginalized figures who attempt to negotiate a space for themselves consistent with their inclinations.

However, Larry is the only one who succeeds absolutely.  Sophie is murdered; Suzanne compromises her principles by adopting a bourgeois lifestyle and allowing her husband to bribe gallery owners into showing her mediocre work, and Elliott becomes a “profoundly pathetic object” when his shallow acquaintances use him and then throw him over when he reaches old age (201).  Larry’s success in “the way of life that he has chosen for himself” is what attracts the Maugham narrator to him and compels him to write his “little story” (3).  As he tells Isabel, what is admirable about Larry is that he “is one of those persons who can go no other way than their own” (88).  But in order to live life on his own terms, Larry must first place himself outside the constraining discourses of the West, for in all his searching in American libraries and European monasteries, Larry cannot find the answers to his questions.  In the “holy men of India,” Larry discovers what he considers “a shining light in the darkness” (280).  He tells the narrator that, arriving in Bombay and having visited Elephanta, “I’d suddenly become aware of an intense conviction that India had something to give me that I had to have” (262).  In Hinduism, Larry finds an exoteric philosophy that meets his needs.
In the long section wherein Larry reports his experiences in India to the narrator, Maugham’s treatment of Hinduism (despite his protestations to the contrary) is competent and fairly comprehensive, considering that it is a general summary delivered in the form of a novel.  Maugham had previously incorporated elements of Hindu thought into his novel The Narrow Corner with similar proficiency, and his journey to India in 1938 provided ample background for his ambitions in The Razor’s Edge.  The novel begins with an epigraph that Maugham amended from a translation from the Katha Upanishad that Christopher Isherwood had given him, and though the latter was not pleased with the result (Curtis xvii), the quotation sufficiently suggests the novel’s theme:  “The sharp edge of a razor is difficult to pass over; / thus the wise say the path to Salvation is hard.”  In the extended conversation about Hinduism between Larry and the narrator, Maugham provides a competent summary that touches on as many basic concepts as some popular treatments of the religion:  the equivalence of ātman with Brahman, karma, transmigration of souls and liberation from rebirth, and māyā (264-76).  Larry’s description of his enlightenment is poetic, though perhaps overdone; he is “ravished with the beauty of the world,” feels a “tingling that arose in my feet and traveled up to my head,” and remarks, “No words can tell the ecstasy of my bliss” (275-6).  The upshot is that Larry’s question of the problem of evil is, after a fashion, addressed to his satisfaction, if not to the narrator’s:  “It may be that there is no solution…Isn’t it possible…that the values we cherish in the world can only exist in combination with evil?”  To the narrator’s response, “It’s an ingenious notion, Larry.  I don’t think it’s very satisfactory,” Larry replies, “Neither do I…The best that can be said for it is that when you’ve come to the conclusion that something is inevitable all you can do is to make the best of it” (279).  Of the concept of “striking a balance between the claims of the body and the claims of the spirit,” Larry concludes, “That is just what the Indians maintain that we in the West haven’t done.  They think that we with our countless inventions, with our factories and machines and all they produce, have sought happiness in material things, but that happiness rests not in them, but in spiritual things” (280).  What Larry discovers in India is just what the Indian man tells him on the deck of the ship that brings him to India:  “The East has more to teach the West than the West conceives” (261).  Larry’s “glowing belief that ultimate satisfaction can only be found in the life of the spirit” gives him the ability to accept the presence of evil in life with equanimity (314).
However, to achieve this enlightened state, Larry must relinquish all desire, the second of Maugham’s major themes.  The reason that Isabel suffers such intense agonies over her inability to possess Larry is that her desire for him is both sexual and passionate.  “Desire,” the narrator tells her, “isn’t passion.  Desire is the natural consequence of the sexual instinct and it isn’t of any more importance than any other function of the human animal.”  He goes on to assert that “Unless love is passion, it’s not love, but something else; and passion thrives not on satisfaction, but on impediment” (167).  He concludes that “Passion is destructive” (168).  After Larry achieves enlightenment, he tells the narrator that he plans to live “With calmness, forbearance, compassion, selflessness, and continence” (279).  Maugham immediately picks up on the stress Larry places on the last word, and when he asks him to explain Larry replies that “in nothing are the wise men of India more dead right than in their contention that chastity intensely enhances the power of the spirit” (280).  This passage contrasts sharply with one Maugham composed for his autobiography, written a half decade before:
The spirit is often most free when the body is satiated with pleasure; indeed, sometimes the stars shine more brightly seen from the gutter than from the hilltop.  The keenest pleasure to which the body is susceptible is that of sexual congress.  I have known men who gave up their whole lives to this; they are grown old now, but I have noticed, not without surprise, that they look upon them as well spent.  It has been my misfortune that a native fastidiousness has prevented me from indulging in as much in this particular delight as I might have.  I have exercised moderation because I was hard to please.  (Summing Up 49).

Whether or not Maugham the author agrees with Larry’s pronouncement about chastity in The Razor’s Edge, it is impossible to say with certainty.  However, the marked contrast between the two passages surely invites speculation, especially considering the fact that throughout his career as a novelist and playwright Maugham went out of his way to deflect speculations upon his sexuality when writing of his personal life.  Is it possible that, approaching the age of seventy, Maugham arrived at what he considered a kind of wisdom regarding his sexual career and its ramifications?  The text of The Razor’s Edge certainly suggests the possibility, for in this novel, Maugham manages to reconcile his spiritual questions with those pertaining to matters of a more material nature.  Despite Maugham’s dissembling in the autobiographical passage above, The Summing Up contains a number of clues that lend credence to this reading of his last great novel.  In his autobiography, Maugham laments the fact that “I have most loved people who cared little or nothing for me and when people have loved me I have been embarrassed.  It is a predicament that I have not quite known how to deal with” (78).  “Love is not always blind,” he avers, “and there are few things that cause greater wretchedness than to love with all your heart someone who you know is unworthy of love” (306-7).  Approaching the final two decades of his life, Maugham seems to arrive at a kind of peace couched as a renunciation of desire:  “The philosophers have always told us that we are the slaves of our passions, and is it so small a thing to be liberated from their sway? […] It is something to be free from the pangs of unrequited love and the torment of jealousy.  It is something that envy, which so often poisons youth, should be assuaged by the extinction of desire” (290).  Maugham is always cryptic, but in these passages the barest hint of what he goes on to pursue in The Razor’s Edge becomes visible.  It is impossible to state with any authority that Maugham renounced desire during the last twenty years of his life, but his long struggle with this theme in his exotic fiction, and the conclusions he draws in his late career, clearly indicate that this concept was of central concern to him from middle age onward.  In The Razor’s Edge, Somerset Maugham seems to have resolved the spiritual and moral issues that dominated his career as a writer.

A few words must be added here on the subject of Maugham’s modernity.  In the introduction to his recent book on modernism Peter Nicholls writes of “a distinctively ‘modern’ style” typified by what he calls “a certain complexity of tone,” an “ironic distance” created by the writer and interposed between the author and his or her subject matter (1, 3, Nicholls’ italics).  Taking Baudelaire as his prototypical example, he then asks:  “Is it too much to say that this grounding of the aesthetic in an objectification of the other would constitute the recurring problem of the later modernisms?” (4, Nicholl’s italics).  Given the emphasis Nicholls places upon these aesthetic tendencies in modern literature, it is exceedingly curious (though not surprising) that his book does not once mention W. Somerset Maugham.  Maugham has long been criticized by academics for the remote indifference of his narrators, who typically observe, comment upon, and occasionally converse with other characters with a reserve and disinterestedness that has come to be regarded as quintessentially Maugham-esque.  Naik writes of both the aloof detachment of Maugham’s narrators and finely honed sense of irony, even going so far as to state that “The strongest point of Maugham’s style is its irony,” yet he fails to recognize these as distinctly modernist traits (155-7,172).  I have shown above that while Maugham employs clichéd exotic tropes in his Eastern fiction, in many of these texts he simultaneously deconstructs these tropes using a self-reflexive blend of irony and parody that not only engages particular problems of alterity and modernity with subtle sophistication, but which also anticipates postmodern approaches to literature.  Thus in answer to Nicholls’ question above, it is not too much to say that Maugham is perhaps the only one of the Anglo-American modernists to successfully transcend what Nicholls calls “the recurrent problem” of Otherness in modern literature.  Moreover, if we accept Nicholls’ assessment that a tone of ironic detachment is a distinguishing characteristic of the “modern style,” then W. Somerset Maugham may be considered the most modern of the modernists.  The best of Maugham’s exotic works not only make visible the problematics inherent in cross-cultural and cross-ethnic representation, they do so in a manner that is at once self-conscious and instructive.  The reevaluation of these texts that I have conducted here not only broadens our current understanding of modernism in significant ways, it makes a compelling argument for the introduction of Maugham’s oeuvre into the classroom environment. 
Conclusion
The exoteric impulse that I have identified and traced in this dissertation is a decidedly modern phenomenon.  As scholar, philosopher, and future president of India Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan put it in 1940 (with an allusion to Kipling),

The West is passing through a new Renaissance due to the sudden entry into its consciousness of a whole new world of ideas, shapes, and fancies.  Even as its consciousness was enlarged in the period of the Renaissance by the revelation of the classical culture of Greece and Rome, there is a sudden growth of the spirit today effected by the new inheritance of Asia with which India is linked up.  For the first time in the history of mankind, the consciousness of the unity of the world has dawned on us.  Whether we like it or not, East and West have come together and can no more part.   (Eastern 115)

Similarly, in his tracing of the development of the novel form Bakhtin points to

a very specific rupture in the history of European civilization:  its emergence from a socially isolated and culturally deaf semipatriarchal society, and its entrance into international and interlingual contacts and relationships.  A multitude of different languages, cultures, and times became available to Europe, and this became a decisive factor in its life and thought.  (325)

These examples speak to the integral importance of Eastern culture and literature to Western thought from the eighteenth century forward.  However, while Romantics such as Coleridge, Shelley, and Byron turned to the East for exotic, often sensual imagery, their efforts typically lack the impulse toward synthesis that I have identified as achieving its first full flowering in the works of Emerson.  Furthermore, as I have shown, Maugham’s use of exotic, sensual imagery in his Eastern writings marks the transformation of a romantic infatuation into a fully implemented modernism concerned with directly addressing the particular problems associated with Western modernity.  The widespread tendency to turn to Eastern thought evident in late nineteenth and early twentieth century Anglo-American literature indicates a profound cultural yearning for spirituality in an era of increasing mechanization, disconnection, and alienation.  Descartes’ and Locke’s emphases on ratiocination, epistemology, and empiricism have left the West floundering in a spiritual vacuum, a predicament exemplified by Nietzsche’s famous 1882 pronouncement that “God is dead.”
  This Renaissance legacy, along with the secular relativism and expressive individualism that arose from it, has left the West struggling to rehabilitate the spiritual component of human existence, an effort clearly evident in the works of the authors I have examined here.  To borrow a phrase from Melville, the West hovers “over Descartian vortices” (Moby-Dick 136).
However, while modernists like Pound, Eliot, Forster, and Maugham retain the progressive impulses of their Transcendental predecessors, looking to Eastern religion and philosophy for potential solutions to the problems associated with Western modernity, their more guarded explorations also raise the question of whether or not such solutions are even feasible, given the deep entrenchment of humanism, capitalism, and individualism in the Western psyche.  For example, while Eliot once remarked that during the writing of The Waste Land he was “on the verge of ‘becoming’ a Buddhist,” his conversion to Anglicanism five years later constitutes a peculiar about-face that must be acknowledged (Spender cited in Kearns 67).  Pound’s provocative confession at the end of The Cantos that “I cannot make it cohere” suggests a similar sense of futility, although one can legitimately argue that despite his bluster and bombast throughout the text this has been the point of the poem all along.
  Forster’s last, best novel suggests that—at least for the present—it is impossible for us to transcend our own discourses and achieve spiritual unity, however much we might wish for such an outcome.  In the most philosophically sophisticated of Maugham’s novels dealing with the East, The Razor’s Edge, Larry’s “solution” of dropping out of mainstream society certainly would be an impractical one for most individuals living in Western societies (even though it did become the clearly Eastern-inflected mode of the 1960s counter culture).  The best Lawrence can offer in his novels is a brief respite from the pressures of modern life through moments of sensual connection.  Similarly, Woolf’s emphases on “presence” and stoic endurance in her novels are at best only partial solutions.  
Nonetheless, the widespread and profound interest in Eastern religion and philosophy that dominated the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries remains strong in the West today, not only in fiction and poetry, but in television, movies, self-help books and spiritual guides.  In The Indian Way, John M. Koller explains the persistent attraction that Indian thought has held for Western audiences in the contemporary era:

Today, as we seek a wisdom that will enable the peoples of the world to live together securely and well as members of an interdependent global community and that will, at the same time, enable each of us to achieve our fullest personal growth, our need to explore and understand the profound insights of the Indian way is greater than ever…an understanding of the Indian way is directly relevant to our attempts to improve our self-understanding and the quality of our lives.

In this formulation Koller touches on the fundamental tension imposed upon the West by the advent of modernity, for when he writes of the need to create a “global community” while retaining the individual’s right to “personal growth,” he is essentially gesturing toward the conflicting and ostensibly irreconcilable impulses toward both universalization and individualism that typify the modern condition.  Gayatri Spivak views this tension as it has manifested itself in the academy over recent decades as a “confrontation” that has been “polarized into humanism versus identity politics,” wherein traditional humanism’s universalizing tendencies conflict with identity politics’ privileging of difference.
  More broadly, Paul Heelas views modernity as “an amalgam of various differentiations and dedifferentiations” in which “The quest…to articulate the whole” clashes with “powerful countervailing tendencies” grounded in expressive individualism.
  In these formulations the central problem is that of how to create and maintain a collectivity without marginalizing difference—a problem not only central to modernity, but to the present sense of critical aporia in the academy today.  It is upon this crucial issue, Koller suggests, that Indian thought offers perspective and guidance.  Thus in turning to Eastern religions and philosophies, the various authors I have considered above were clearly engaged in attempts to negotiate the fundamental problems associated with Western modernity, in ways that are only now beginning to be understood and appreciated in their proper context.
Yet if widespread interest in Eastern thought remains strong in the West today, so too the artificial conceptual division of East and West that Said critiques in Orientalism maintains a viselike grip on the collective consciousness of the West; the cultural synthesis that Emerson and Thoreau sought to create has yet to be achieved in the now dominant academic critical discourse.  Once again the modern writers seem prescient, many decades ahead of the academy in their explorations of issues we are only now beginning to appreciate in their full complexity and significance.  That modernist authors often use these exoteric discourses in their work to promote a more “catholic” conception of humanity is an irony and a paradox that is of particular moment in the current era of transnational globalization, for their claims of universality raise intriguing critical questions about the possibility of transcending our own discourses.  One of the most pressing of these questions has to do with the extent to which the terms “East” and “West” remain valid or useful signifiers—and what precisely the terms may be said to signify.  For while the terms retain a degree of descriptive capacity in the popular imagination, they have become increasingly problematic in academic circles.  In The Predicament of Culture, James Clifford remarks that 
When we speak today of the West, we are usually referring to a force—technological, economic, political—no longer radiating in any simple way from a discrete geographical or cultural center.  This force, if it may be spoken of in the singular, is disseminated in a diversity of forms from multiple centers—now including Japan, Australia, the Soviet Union, and China.  (272)  
What Clifford is describing is a “West” that has become detached from its original geographical referents; in his view the West has come to be defined strictly as a complex ideological system.  Insofar as it effectively describes a conceptual shift that indisputably occurred in the twentieth century, Clifford’s argument is compelling.  But if, as he suggests, Japan and China are now to be regarded as part of the West, the descriptive power of the traditional East-West binary becomes suspect, if not hopelessly outmoded.  If one accepts Clifford’s formulation, the question arises whether or not, in the two decades since his book appeared, India and South Korea can now be considered part of the West.  What, then, would constitute the East?  The questions continue from there.
Despite these semantic difficulties, academics still rely on these terms because they retain some measure of descriptive power, however problematic.  As Michael Levenson has said of “modernism” (a similarly problematic term), “Vague terms still signify” (vii).  Yet while postcolonial scholarship has been highly successful in deconstructing the hidden assumptions underlying the representations of East and West in the literature of the colonial era, it has proven exceedingly difficult to conduct such analyses without using the very dichotomous conceptions that are under critique.  As Neil Lazarus writes:

postcolonial scholars have tended to situate Eurocentrism as an intellectual atmosphere or hegemonic mode of conceptualization, whose structuring propensities are so deeply and insidiously layered that they cannot but be determinative of all scholarly production on questions relating to “Europe and its Others.”  On this reading, Eurocentrism is not susceptible to critique, since it is entailed in the very fabric of modern thought.

In other words, postcolonial scholars are presently wrestling with an urgent critical problem—that of how to transcend the Western discourses from which their scholarship emerges and of which it is undeniably a part.  With respect to this discussion of terminology, the central problem for critics is this:  in continuing to use the terms East and West for lack of practical alternatives, to what extent do we reify the divisive conceptions we seek to challenge?  On this issue Clifford suggests:
For the moment, all dichotomizing concepts should probably be held in suspicion…Moreover, if all essentializing modes of thought must also be held in suspense, then we should attempt to think of cultures not as organically unified or traditionally continuous but rather as negotiated, present processes.  (273)   
Here Clifford offers a cautious, yet constructive way to proceed—although his suggestion certainly cannot be considered a comprehensive solution to the problem, for today’s postcolonial scholar simply cannot afford to become so bogged down in second-guessing and Ouroboros-like self-reflexivity that the pressing cultural problems faced by the West continue to go unaddressed.  If the problems associated with cross-cultural encounter are to be addressed productively, literary criticism must not be reduced merely to the blame-game of assessing culpability for historical wrongs.  What is needed is a theoretical framework that allows critics to address the problematics of transnational encounter without reducing such efforts to the status of finger-pointing or critical handwringing.


 What might such a framework look like?  In his recent book Transpacific Imaginations:  History, Literature, Counterpoetics, Yunte Huang argues for a reconceptualization of the transpacific as an abstract space constructed by a multiplicity of voices of various origins and political realities.  By illustrating the extent to which American literature has been influenced by and become enmeshed with various Asian literatures, Huang’s work “complicates the traditional paradigm of conceiving the transpacific as an oppositional space of the East versus the West” (Huang 9).  This innovative reading of American literature supports Andrew Smith’s contention that
the idea of a self-contained national literary tradition seems anomalous, time-bound, and hopelessly nostalgic.  Increasingly, cultural products are exposed as hybrid, as tying together influences from many traditions, as existing not so much in a specific place and time as between different places at once.

Given the long history of cross-cultural exchange between Eastern and Western peoples cited in the introduction of this dissertation, Huang’s model certainly seems to more accurately describe the actual workings of cultural exchange and transformation than postcolonial models of monolithic Western hegemony.  Such a model does not minimize the violences, dispossessions, and displacements that occurred during the era of Euro-American imperialism, but rather recontextualizes them under a more comprehensive rubric of cross-cultural encounter.  It is this recognition of a broader, more complicated context that allows Huang to imagine a way out of the current theoretical impasse:

I propose a poetics of acknowledgement as a way to reimagine the transpacific.  Only by means of acknowledgement rather than knowledge, through recognition of both the ontological status of the Other and the epistemological gaps in our knowledge, can we begin to approach the conditions of collective responsibility and planetary imagination.  (10)

For Huang, the “differentiated histories” and “competing interpretations” of the transpacific offer new ways of imagining the world as a network of complex interconnections and relationships that cannot be reduced to simple binary oppositions (Huang 6).  In addition, this model effectively complicates the modern notion of “national literatures” as autonomous and self-contained.
Huang’s conception seems to raise a curious paradox.  On one hand, his rejection of “the false dichotomy between the East and the West” appears to be firmly grounded in the scholarship on Orientalism that has followed Said’s seminal treatment of the subject (Huang 10).  On the other hand, Huang’s dynamic, inclusive model (in which contestations, counternarratives, and the literary expressions of the marginalized form part of the warp and woof of an ever-evolving transpacific imaginary) seems to directly undercut a fundamental premise of Orientalist scholarship—namely, Said’s oft-quoted claim that Orientalism is a uniquely and exclusively “Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient” (Orientalism 3).  This apparent contradiction can be resolved by paying closer attention to what Said actually argues:  “It would be wrong to conclude that the Orient was essentially an idea, or a creation with no corresponding reality…There were—and are—cultures and nations whose location is in the East, and their lives, histories, and customs have a brute reality obviously greater than anything that could be said about them in the West” (5, Said’s emphasis).  In his 1994 Afterword to Orientalism, Said provided a further clarification of his initial objectives:

Orientalism is a study based on the re-thinking of what had for centuries been believed to be an unbridgeable chasm separating East from West.  My aim…was not so much to dissipate difference itself…but to challenge the notion that difference implies hostility, a frozen reified set of opposed essences, and a whole adversarial knowledge built out of those things.  What I called for in Orientalism was a new way of conceiving the separations and conflicts that had stimulated generations of hostility, war, and imperial control.  (352)

I suggest that a “new way of conceiving” transnational and cross-cultural encounter is precisely what Huang attempts to provide in his book.  Huang’s work has at least the distinction—and it is a significant one—of offering a potential means of dispensing with binary oppositions such as the “East-West” dichotomy, which are so often problematic due to their status as Western constructions.  If the modernist authors that I have discussed above invariably found themselves unable to transcend the polarizing discourses of their era, we at last find ourselves possessed of that opportunity.
The so-called “crisis of modernity” has never been resolved, and every indication is that it is now approaching its climax as the West faces economic, political and ideological challenges from both without and within—challenges which often become manifest in the form of violent conflict.  In his attempt to explain “the extreme violence of the twentieth century,” which he calls “the bloodiest century in modern history,” historian Niall Fergusson suggests that over the past hundred years the West’s dominant position in the world has been waning, and that the “decline of the West…the material, but perhaps more importantly the moral descent of the West” explains the dramatic upsurge in violent conflict worldwide.
  He writes:

A hundred years ago, the West ruled the world.  After a century of recurrent internecine conflict between the European empires, that is no longer the case…We shall avoid another century of conflict only if we understand the forces that caused the last one—the dark forces that conjure up ethnic conflict and imperial rivalry out of economic crisis, and in doing so, negate our common humanity.  They are forces that stir within us still.  (645-6)

Fergusson argues that “the true narrative arc of the twentieth century…was the inexorable revival of Asian power and the descent of the West,” and that the recent rise of China and other factors constitute “a reorientation of the world” toward Asia (lxviii, 644).  Similarly, G. John Ikenberry asserts that 

The rise of China will undoubtedly be one of the great dramas of the twenty-first century.  China's extraordinary economic growth and active diplomacy are already transforming East Asia, and future decades will see even greater increases in Chinese power and influence. But exactly how this drama will play out is an open question. Will China overthrow the existing order or become a part of it?

Such speculations are of course beyond the scope of this study; nonetheless they do suggest the urgency with which the issues of cross-cultural and transnational encounter must be addressed in coming years.  This dissertation provides a new perspective on how and why the West has come to its present, precarious situation.  The pressing issues of our time—identity politics, consumerism, terrorism, globalization—cannot be properly contextualized without this broader understanding.  By exposing the extent to which cross-cultural encounters inform and influence national literatures, this project complicates our prevailing assumptions about modernity and the complex relationship between literature and culture.
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