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Just as the title of Lyons' tunity for an individual to step into 

book Autobiography: A Reader for the domain of writing. Meanwhile 

Writers, autobiography can not only it contributes a lot to the genre of 

appeal to the reader by its truth-tell- literature. 
ing style but also provide an oppor-
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Representation and Critical 
Assessment of Texts from Other 

Cultures: Missing Links 
in the Transfer Curriculum 

by M.J. Abhishaker, Normandale Community College and U of M 

Introduction 
This discussion has been 

necessitated by the mandated 
Minnesota Transfer Curriculum 
(MNTC). A third of its goals are 
intended to introduce to our 
students what is variously called 
multiculturalism, human diversity, 
and global perspectives. Actually 
these labels represent overlapping 
but differing concepts and must not 
be treated as synonyms. To 
complicate the matter, we are also 
required to teach what is by now a 
true academic catechism called 
critical thinking. If you examine 
what the (MNTC) document means 
by critical thinking, you might 
come to the conclusion that it is a 
hopeless muddle of jargon and 
psycho-babble: This is only a very 
small part of the confusion about 
MNTC and its intended goals. 
However, I shall confine myself to 
just one issue, namely the problem 
of introducing culturally embedded 
texts to an audience, which 
presumably, has not studied them in 

any systematic way. The central 
question, therefore, is: What does 
it mean to introduce texts from 
another culture? How does one 
represent, interpret, and evaluate 
them? Introducing texts entails 
reasonably accurate representa
tion. Critical assessment calls for 
relevant criteria as well as reason
ing strategies. This discussion is an 
attempt to identify some problems 
of cultural "transfer" and suggest 
ways ofremedying them. My goal 
is to sketch out a broad outline of 
the argument so that it can 
stimulate discussion among friends 
and colleagues. I begin by defining 
critical terms in this discussion, 
review issues which affect repre
sentation and interpretation, and 
finally, suggest measures one could 
take to remedy misrepresentation 
of other people's world-view. 

It is one thing to hope for 
understanding the culture of others 
whose ways of thinking and being 
differ markedly from our own, and 
quite another to actually bring it 
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about through study of their texts in 
translation. The assumption is 
made that humanities faculty can 
teach such texts expertly no matter 
what their academic training and 
professional interests might be. 
Under the pressure to render 
"diversity courses" transferable 
and thus "fulfil requirements," one 
proceeds to teach the material as if 
the texts are governed by linguistic, 
aesthetic, critical categories of 
explication in the Western tradi
tion. Thus, a culture's life-world, 
to use Heidegger's term, will be 
lost, the very purpose for which the 
Goals are designed. 

Background 
My inquiry is situated in a 

typical North American under
graduate classroom where students 
are generally familiar with the 
"Western canon," or will be so in 
due course. Some of them will take 
classes such as "Introduction to 
Non-Western Literature," "World 
Literature," and variations on the 
theme. In some cases, such courses 
are expected to fulfil a "global 
perspective" requirement, or are a 
part of an "internationalizing the 
curriculum" effort. The teachers 
are generally trained in the U.S. or 
Western-style graduate schools 
and may have specialized in a 
traditional humanities discipline, 
but are expected-sometimes re
quired-to teach about other 
cultures whose traditions they may 

not have studied formally. In this 
discussion, I have chosen to discuss 
problems I have encountered with 
texts that I use in my classes. The 
literature includes texts from South, 
East, and West Asia and were 
produced between 10th century 
B.C.E. and 5th century C.E. 
Although I can read some of the 
texts in the original, I have not 
studied the problem of translation 
systematically in graduate school 
and therefore, like everyone else, 
find myself in the predicament I just 
described. 

Cultural embedment 
What does it mean to teach 

literary and philosophical texts? 
We can answer this question rather 
easily with regard to American and 
European texts. For instance, 
critics and teachers in this country 
accept the authority of the text, 
with biography and psychology as 
clues to explanation of content. A 
work is assessed in the light of what 
society values, and, of course, by 
function and aims of literature. 
These elements are confirmatory 
evidence for explication, interpre
tation, and assessment. Thus, 
modem criticism from Coleridge to 
Derrida and Foucault illustrates 
preoccupation with the text and 
formalist analyses. Social move
ments, rise and fall of ideas, and 
presuppositions of what is good 
and just determine form and 
function, and the reputations of 
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texts and authors. Freudian power in popular culture as well. 
psychology, socialistrealism,post- For instance, the two major epics 
modernism, deconstructionism, of India, Mahabharata and 
feminism, and influence of anthro- Ramayana, are part of popular 
pology and other social sciences- culture not only in India but also in 
all reflect application of formal Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, Cam
theories of what philosophers call bodia, Vietnam, Malaysia, and 
"explanation." The .----------. Indonesia. In India and 

schools they represent NBC did air an Thailand, it is hard to 

have been the engines entirely find anyone in the cities 

of innovation and ex- forgettable and villages who does 

perimentation. This version of the know the exploits of 
phenomenon is consis- Pandava brothers, the 
tent with social and Odyssey • • • many roles of Krishna, 

cultural developments in the West. 
We take it for granted that our 
approaches, sometimes imitated by 
universities and critics in the rest of 
the world, are both rational and 
universal. This view, in and of 
itself, is "cultural," although one 
might not suspect the theory's 
moorings in a distinctly "Wes tern" 
culture. 

Courses in non-Western 
literatures are required for the 
simple reason that they represent 
other cultures, and hence their 
cultural embodiment and world
views are of singular interest. I 
argue, therefore, that one should 
study their cultural embedment 
more closely than we seem to do in 
the normal course of other teaching 
in the disciplines. Like literature in 
the West, Asian literatures are 
grounded in their own milieu with 
this difference: The texts them
selves have a remarkable staying 

and the tales about Rama and Sita. 
Dozens of movies are made each 
year based on episodes and stories 
from the epics. National broad
casts in India, Thailand, and 
Indonesia-the countries I have 
visited-broadcast dance dramas, 
dramatic episodes, and puppet 
shows based on the stories. In 
Indonesia (now a Muslim country), 
Ramayana is performed in outdoor 
theaters which have now become, 
as can be expected, the inevitable 
tourist attraction. In India 
Mahabharata, an epic eight times 
the size of Homer's Iliad and 
Odyssey put together, was broad
cast in two-hour segments every 
Sunday for a whole year and the 
country literally stood still from 
1:00-3:00 P.M. to watch it. If not 
for Public Television, the American 
public would not even have access 
to classics of the Western Canon, a 
canon which is being so stoutly 
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defended by some in academia just the West along disciplinary lines, 
when a case for global curriculum is nor are they subjected to critical 
being made (NBC did air an entirely categories familiar in our schools. 
forgettable version of the Odyssey For instance, the perennially popu
on May 18 and 19, 1998). lar Bhagavad Gita (cantos in 

An important reason for Sanskrit) orthepoetryofJalalul-'1-
preserving cultural context is that Din Rumi (Persian) are inter
the works I refer to are firmly twined with religion and philoso
rooted in the daily rounds of phy so that they cannot be read 
ordinary people to-day as they have simply as "literature." In the West, 
been for a long time, for over 2,000 we designate works into categories 
years in some cases--even before such as classic, romantic, modern, 
writing was invented. They are and post-modern. Whether these 
embodied in their languages, his- categories are meant simply as 
tory, and in unique world-views. periodization or descriptive of 
Indeed, they are read in local literary style, "representa
communities by poets in Mushairas tion" of non-Western texts 
(gathering of poets in free public under these categories does 
"concerts") and dramatized in local not reveal the nature of the 
idiom, song, dance, and comedy text, but rather the 
routines in the village Kalakshepams interpreter's construal of 
(musical revues by story-tellers). it. 
The texts are ever-present in daily This 1s not to 
performance of ritual acts, in under-estimate the value of 
traditional and popular music critical theory in the West 
blaring out from CD's, in dance- The interpreter's choice of 
dramas, serialized episodes, and in "school," preferred "bias," 
movies flashing across TV screens. or "orientation" of which 
To an extraordinary extent, "clas- theaudiencemaybewarned 
sics" are a part of formal and in advance. The strategies 
informal settings. This is what may be rewarding in the 
makes "cultural embedment" an context of social move
important criterion for interpreta- ments and cultural devel
tion, especially since "cultural opments in the West. 
transfer" is desired by the Transfer However, much will be lost 
Curriculum.. if non-Western texts are 

These texts belong in a unhoused from their locus 
world which does not make the in their cultures and sub
type of distinctions one makes in jected to critical theory of 

the day favored by the academic 
elite in the West. 

Representation 
What does it mean to "re

present" texts? At least three 
meanings are available. The first is 
transparent and direct. To re
present is to translate something 
from one language and convey it in 
another, which is a daunting task in 
itself. 

The second meaning is to 
render texts to an audience whose 
traditions and literary conventions 
may be quite different, and even 
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incommensurate with the new 
medium. This calls for notes, 
explanations, commentary, and 
sometimes explication. This is the 
work of the scholar whose concern 
is fidelity to the text and idiomatic 
"fit" between languages. 

The third sense ofrepresen
tation raises uneasy questions. 
Here "representation" is made on 
behalf of those who cannot speak 
for themselves. What is apparent 
here is that the agent of representa
tion is an outsider to the text and 
controls the language of represen-
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tation. Describing this kind of 
representation, Edward Said writes 
in his Orienta/ism "that the 
Orientalist is outside the Orient, 
both as an existential and moral 
fact. The principal product of this 
exteriority is of course representa
tion ... " 1 

Further, Said says that 
Orientalists' practice of representa
tion was the practice of nineteenth 
century Europeans of constructing 
a picture of the Middle-East and 
South Asia according to their own 
imagination. He writes: 

The things to look at are 
style, figures of speech, 
setting, narrative devices, 
historical and social cir
cumstances, not the cor
rectness of the representa
tion nor its fidelity to some 
great original. . . The 
exteriority of the represen
tation is always governed 
by some version of the 
truism that if the Orient 
could represent itself, it 
would; since it cannot, the 
representation does the job 
for the West. .. 

It is the third sense of representa
tion which concerns me most. How 
is a text presented in translation? 
And how is it "represented" and 
"assessed" in MnSCU's class
rooms? 

One might complain that 
Said's criticism advanced in 1978 
reflects post-colonial blues. How
ever, serious misses in representa
tion still occur-in the classrooms, 
book reviews, and critical com
mentaries on texts. The powerful 
book-houses have marketability, 
not representation of cultures, 
which produce the texts. This is 
evident by the fact that the 
publishers prefer fiction to other 
genres. Fiction has a very large 
market in the United States and 
that's where the risk-taker-that is, 
the editor and the agent-make 
their money. 

Quite apart from economic 
considerations, contemporary 
trends also point to a more benign 
neglect of other cultures, since it is 
taken for granted (unjustifiably) 
that we know better today to 
commit the errors of colonialists. 
However, the teacher as 
"representer" of non-Western lit
eratures needs to know more about 
cultural contexts than is evident in 
the classrooms and journals .. 

The purpose of teaching in 
the humanities disciplines is to 
introduces human cultures in a way 
as to show the depth, scope, and 
variety of accomplishment by 
societies. Culture is a powerful 
framework for life and art. We 
ignore this truism at risk of missing 
why people do what they do. 
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Translatability, core concepts Of course, we all recognize 
Representation depends on the problem of translation and 

core concepts, critical norms, and degrees of translatability. We 
more broadly, value theories and know that key concepts and 
practice, goals of life, and aspira- thought-forms often have no pre
tions. The concepts are varied and cise equivalents in English. Some
thoroughly contextualized. An times, the same word is used with 
example or two can ..-----------, different meanings, re
serve to illustrate the The queSt still sulting in mislabeling, 
problem. What do the is this: Does the outright distortion, and 
South Asians mean by Veda come to misrepresentation end-
moksa, commonly trans- life in ing in disaster. 2 

lated as "release" or translation, or Sometimes the 
"liberation"? Or the meaning is simply unat-

is the resulting neo-Confucianists by li, tainable unless one is 
rendered variously as work a fun immersed in the lan-
"principle," ''ultimate re- puzzle for other guage and its milieu. 
ality," "ground of exist- scholars to Wendy Doniger O 'Fla-
ence," and so on? explore and herty says this of her 
What did the pre- enjoy, or translation of Rig Veda 
Islamic Arabs mean by from Sanskrit: 

( . ) challenge. . . ? 
quismuth Kismet , 
which, perhaps indicative of its 
untranslat-ability, has been simply 
Anglicized and included in our 
dictionaries? Moreover, and quite 
apart from the difficulty of finding 
verbal equivalents, non-Western 
literatures in general do not make 
distinctions between categories and 
disciplines. Consider the absurdity 
of defining the collection ascribed 
to Lao Tzu as "scripture" or 
"literature" or describing the con
tent of Tao Teh Ching as 
"philosophy of Nature." Translat
ability of core concepts remains a 
maJor impediment to interpreta
tion. 

I have kept the notes to a 
minimum, and avoided 
the tautological type e n -
tirely. . . I have also 
resisted, often with great 
diffi culty, the powerful 
temptation to explain the 
Rig Veda by looking back
ward or forward, to draw 
upon the ancient Indo
European civilization out 
of which it grew or to show 
how Vedic ideas developed 
in post-Vedic India. 

The skeletal nature 
of the critical apparatus is 
also intended to spare the 
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reader a painful and confus
ing glimpse behind the 
curtain into the translator's 
messy workshop, to gloss 
over a number of the 
agonized (and often unsat
isfying) decisions that were 
necessary in rendering San
skrit into a comprehensible 
form of English. 3 

Nevertheless, by separating 
the text from its "messy work
shop," she has given us great 
poetry. The quest still is this: Does 
the Veda come to life in translation, 
or is the resulting work a fun puzzle 
for other scholars to explore and 
enjoy, or challenge and produce yet 
another translation? 

P. Lal, Sanskritist and great 
modem translator, has all but 
abandoned the idea of translation 
altogether. He describes his works 
as "transcreations."4 Minnesota 
poet and translator Robert Bly is a 
much respected translator. How
ever, I found his translations of Sufi 
poet Kabir well-intentioned but 
remote in feeling and sensibility 
from the original. 5 

Problems of translation are 
enormous of course. For one who 
chooses to teach in this area, 
selection of translations is impor
tant. Equally important is one's 
own education in that culture. The 
most important part of one's 
preparation is understanding of 

culture's core concepts and the 
meanings derived from it where the 
texts have their origin and being. 

The problem of representation: 
Two examples 

The first example is taken 
from literature which reveals con
fusion of aesthetic frames. Here, I 
review how an editor of a popular 
anthology introduces pre-Islamic 
Arabic poetry. To the typical 
humanities faculty, the editor's 
notes are just about everything one 
might have by way of introduction 
to the text and its cultural content, 
unless of course, the teachers 
actually do the ground-work in 
backgrounds, textuality, and native 
criticism. For the most part, one 
has to rely on short introductory 
commentaries by editors. These 
are minimal, and although they 
present some salient features of the 
tradition, the general hints about 
criticism follow the standard cat
egories which overshadow native 
identity. Perhaps the intent is to use 
categories familiar to a W estem 
audience. Partly this cannot be 
helped since one uses the English 
language, which is rich in critical 
theory and is the principal vehicle of 
education-for obvious reasons. 
What is not so obvious is the fact 
that editors and commentators, 
some of whom are experts in non
Western literatures, themselves 
apply norms which are primarily 
reflections of Western literary 

theory, its historical sense, and 
insistence on evidence and proof
all of which is consistent with 
rationalism and empiricism which 
dominate discourse and criticism. 
Thus, the core concepts, in an 
unintentionally Kantian sense, re
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facts, historical detail, and psycho
social events in the author's life 
confirmable by independent sources. 
It is the sort of concern which arises 
from historicism and evidence
gathering--components ofa world
view familiar to us in the West. 

flect one's own ratio
nality rather than the 
nature of the text. 

Flashes of 
exhibitionistic 

Here, in an in
troductory note, G .L. 
Anderson, editor of 
W.W. Norton's Mas-

brilliance are 
paraded with 

deliberate 

Asian authors defer 
authorship and all credit 
to an earlier master or 
sage who himself might 
be a legendary figure. 
In these traditions such 
figures are not lost in 

excess. terpieces of the Orient ......,. ______ ~ myth and legend but are 
(Expanded Edition), says the remembered as real originators of 
following about two pre-Islamic the tradition and its cultural norms. 
Arab poets: Here, myth and legend have more 

(The) "Ode of Imru-'al
Qays" is the poem of an 
unruly poet-warrior who 
was approached by the 
Byzantine king Justinian to 
fight against Persia and on 
whose shoulders fell the 
duty of avenging his father's 
death in a tribal conflict-if 
all the legend is not a 
fiction. In any case there is 
little historical material in 
the poem, and Imr al-Qays 
emerges mostly as a fron
tier Don Juan, sensual and 
indiscreet in his boasting, 
even by heroic standards.6 

Anderson's skepticism arises from 
his expectation about biographical 

power than history or biography. 
Concern with the author's life, 
psychological frame, or other 
social factors might be seen as a 
type of self-absorption-too much 
attention given to self rather than 
the subject. The case of Lao Tzu 
(presumed author of Tao Teh 
Ching) is a typical example. We do 
not know if a person named Lao 
Tzu ever existed. The name itself 
means, literally, "the Old Guy." 
None of this detracts from Lao 
Tzu's status as the author of Tao 
Teh Ching, master-teacher, and 
sage. 

But to return to Anderson's 
commentary. That the poet is 
"indiscreet in his boasting" is based 
on the fact that in a short span of 
thirty lines, he indulges in a variety 
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of powerful and raw emotions--of 
love and lust, romantic triumphs 
( which we in the West might equate 
with locker room crudities). Flashes 
of exhibitionistic brilliance are 
paraded with deliberate excess. 
Here, the poet simply follows the 
convention of the genre and 
cultural habit of engaging in what 
sounds to our ears as embarrassing 
and unrestrained hyperbole. 

Anderson notes the poet's 
"indiscretions." In the following 
lines, al-Qays addresses the latest 
victim of his desire. We are to 
believe-indeed, we are expected 
to believe, that by reading about a 
past love tryst, the woman here is 
expected to yearn for him almost 
instantly, mount her camel, and ride 
off to the desert hide-out, and 
plunge into passionate love-mak
ing-all this before yet another 
danger calls him off to the battle
field. 

The verse is delicately 
crafted, though we might be 
puzzled or even offended by the 
image of a mother's dual, if 
indelicately balanced, attachments. 

Many' s the pregnant woman 
like you, yes, and the 
nursing mother I've night
visited, and made her forget 
her amuleted one-year-old; 
whenever he whimpered 
behind her, she turned to 
him with half her body, her 

other half unshifted from 
underme. 7 

Again, these are conven
tional devices. A parade of 
excesses, planned or unplanned, 
dominate the odes: pledges of 
friendship, undying passion,joyful 
martyrdom, and thirst for the blood 
of one's enemies. Like Camus' 
Don Juan, the "Wandering King" 
reveals not only "multiplied con
sciousness" but an extraordinary 
set of actions, entirely unmindful of 
moral imperatives. 

More of Anderson's puzzle
ments: 

Tarafa's ode ("Whom the 
Gods Loved?") is the most 
casually constructed of the 
four printed below. The 
legend ofhis death is widely 
known in the Arab world. 
He is said to have been sent 
with a letter from his king to 
the provincial governor. 
His traveling companion 
grew suspicious of the king, 
and, opening his letter, 
found that it contained 
instructions that they both 
were to be put to death. 
Tarafa, even on the strength 
of this warning, refused to 
violate his trust, and was 
put to death on his arrival. 
There is no proof of the 
truth of this legend, but it 

adds color to his rambling, 
meditative ode. 

That Tarafa's "Ode" is rambling 
and disconnected, we can all agree. 
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people's beliefs, de
contextualization occurs which 
runs the risk of oversimplification 
or misrepresentation, or both. 

The second illustration is a 

However, the truth of the legend is case of over-simplification of 

not subject to verification nor cultural practices. It is taken from a 

falsifiability, since it is ~---------. popular text on ethics 

in the nature of legend • • • eating cows written by the respected 

and fable to build on is wrong philosopher James 

fragments of truth, or because the Rachels. Discussing 

even rumor. (Notice cow may be 
the parallel with someone's 
Hamlet's "journey to 
England" on which he reincarnated 

cultural relativism, he 
explains the prohibition 
against meat-eating thus: 

carries his own death grandma, and Consider a culture in 

warrant.) eating grandma which people believe it 

The second is a is wrong. is wrong to eat cows. 

representation of cul- u- This may even be a poor nowever ... 
ture, and beliefs about ...___ ______ __, culture, in which there is 

cultural practice. So far I have been not enough food; still, the 

arguing for representation of texts cows are not to be touched. 

in a way as to guarantee for that Such a society would 

representation a modicum of verac- appear to have values very 

ity and cultural authenticity. This different from our own. But 

point is worth emphasizing. Re- does it? We have not yet 

read what the Transfer Curriculum asked why these people will 

document has to say about the not eat cows. Suppose it is 

humanities and global perspectives. because they believe that 

The descriptions are so generalized after death the souls of 

as to be meaningless. Moreover, humans inhabit the bodies 

throughout the document, the ofanimals, especially cows, 

language used is fertile ground for so that a cow may be 

subjectivity and solipsistic claims someone's grandmother. 

about content. Even expert opinion Now we do not want to say 

about other cultures can go awry. that their values are differ-

If the work is taken out of its ent from ours? No; the 

context and interpreted in terms of difference lies elsewhere. 

one's own belief about other The difference is in our 
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belief system. We agree 
that we shouldn't eat 
Grandma; we simply dis
agree whether the cow is 
( or could be) Grandma. 8 

Rachels does not refer to 
Hindu-Buddhist-Jain cultures or 
Indian society directly, but I cannot 
think of any other he may have in 
mind. Indian society is often 
caricatured in the West primarily in 
descriptions of its caste system and 
images of "sacred cows" loitering 
aimlessly in urban centers. Hindu 
culture structured painstakingly 
and subtly around caste, function, 
and life-stage roles, is a very 
complicated tapestry of particular
izations and universalizations, all of 
which makes generalizations dan
gerous. We can, however, identify 
the following ideas relevant to the 
present discussion as the backbone 
of its belief system. These are: (1) 
reverence for cows, (2) prohibition 
against meat-eating, and (3) belief 
in reincarnation karmically de
signed to move "the immortal 
spirit" (atman) up and down levels 
of corporeal being. 

What do we know about 
vegetarianism, reincarnation, and 
cow protection? Early Sanskritic 
hymns (circa 800 B.C.E.) allude to 
the cow in the Vedas, the literature 
of early Indians. On the whole, cow 
protection is a combination of 
several strands of tradition, belief, 

explanation, and devotion to 
Krishna. A limited list would 
include the following: (i) the 
mythological connexion between 
humans and cows at the time of 
origins; (ii) an acknowledgment of 
the practical, namely, the cow's 
usefulness to society in agriculture, 
milk, and butter production, and 
use of its waste as fuel and 
disinfection, and so on; (iii) its 
symbolic significance commanding 
respect for all life, and human 
solidarity with creation, and (iv) 
[Gandhi's view] that the cow 
symbolizes humanitarianism ( as, 
for example, Prometheus does in 
the West). (v) On the other hand, 
Hinduism, Jainism, and Buddhism 
all share a deep conviction that our 
lives should be governed by the 
strict rule of ahimsa or non-injury. 
In moral terms, the killing of 
animals (Jains include plants as 
well) is considered a violation of 
ahimsa, and therefore, a "sin." (vi) 
In later Hinduism, Krishna assumes 
the role of Lord and Protector of 
the cow, which is merely an 
extension of the motif of the 
animal's sacred status. Finally, (vii) 
the cow is a fertility signifier, 
symbolic of matriarchy in pre
Aryan society which flourished in 
Northern India. Perhaps in the 
minds of some-Westerners and 
Indians-there may be the belief 
that eating cows is wrong because 
the cow may be someone's re-
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incarnated grandma, and eating 
grandma is wrong. However, I 
cannot find a basis for this point in 
the tradition. 

Moreover, Rachels' expla
nation about prohibition against 
eating cows makes little sense in the 
light of Indian ( or _T,_'h_e_c_o_n-tr_a_s_t-is__,, 
reincamationist) con-
ception of the immor- especially 
tality of the soul. Again, stark-and 

If the red slayer 
think he slays, 

Or if the slain 
think he is slain, 

They know not well 
the subtle ways 

I keep, and pass, 
and tum again. 

According to Krishna, 
reincarnation defuses 

if one takes the Hindu- dramatic- anxieties about life and 
Jain example, the fol- between death since the soul 
lowing should be obvi- classical Greek itself is indestructible, 

and early and different life-spans 
First: If grand- are merely passages in 

ous. 

Indian ma's soul were in the the soul's journey. 
cow's body, one could dramaturgy. Second: Quite apart 
not, it seems to me, injure grandma from fear of eating grandma 
in any way, the soul being immortal accidentally, the principle of ahimsa 
and beyond corporeal vicissitudes. (non-violence) has enormous influ
This is the point Krishna, Lord and ence on Hindu, Jain, and Buddhist 
Protector of cows in the Hindu communities. It is an ethical 
tradition, makes as he addresses his imperative which anticipates John 
cousin, friend, and warrior, Arjuna, Stuart Mill's compassion for "the 
who does not want to kill, even in whole of sentient creation" and 
the line of duty.9 Peter Singer's advocacy of"animal 

Krishna argues that Arjuna liberation." 
has a the soldierly duty ( dharma of Rachels' s representation of 
the warrior caste) to fight (to the wrongness of eating cows in a 
defend the Right) and kill those poverty-stricken culture and the 
arrayed against him on the battle- purported reason for it misses the 
field, among whom are kinsmen, mark as an adequate representation 
revered elders and mentors, and ofreincamation and transmigration 
teachers. Krishna explains that the of souls. Undoubtedly grandmas 
soul is immortal: no one is "killed" are our sentimental favorites--one 
and no one "dies." Emerson could not possibly even so much as 
rendered Krishna's view in a poem entertain (if that is the word to use) 
titled "Brahma" (1857): the thought of hurting grandmas. 
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That it is wrong to kill and eat 
animals ( cows or grandmas) can be 
sustained on other, non
reincamationist grounds. 

Dietary practices vary con
siderably. One cannot always find 
rational explanations for either 
defending or rejecting them. Most 
are based on cultural (including 
religious) explanations. In the 
West eating the meat of cows is 
preferred. Jews and Muslims shun 
the meat of pigs. Some consider 
the meat of horses, dogs and cats 
very desirable. Snakes are a 
delicacy in other places. Ants, 
worms, and a host of insects are 
fried, covered, or merely dipped in 
sauces and served to family and 
guests. On the other hand, Jains, 
who are strict vegetarians, have 
profound and uncompromising 
respect for all living beings. 
Orthodox Jains carry brooms to 
sweep off ants and other critters 
from their path lest any be killed 
accidentally as they (the Jains, that 
is) walk toward their destinations. 
Rachels' confidence that "(We) 
agree that we shouldn't eat 
Grandma" may not be so easily 
disposed of without adequate 
cultural explanation. That one does 
not eat cow's meat for the reason 
given by Rachels may not be one of 
them. 

The practices mentioned 
above, including raising animals in 
specially constructed cages with 

the sole purpose of fattening and 
killing them for food, or feeding 
deer during harsh winters so they 
can survive in good numbers for the 
hunters to have a good "harvest" in 
the fall, require cultural commen
tary. One might insist on moral 
analysis as well. 

Models of drama: 
Aristotle and Bharata 

These considerations about 
cultural embedment and problems 
of representation should convince 
us that texts from other cultures 
ought to be interpreted and 
assessed in terms of criteria 
established and applied by the 
traditions themselves. Therefore, it 
would seem that MnSCU faculty 
would want to train themselves in 
the traditions they wish to teach 
about. 

Differences in world-views 
and interpretations of texts which 
embody them given here is a very 
small part of a vast corpus of 
literatures produced by other 
cultures. A more detailed account 
of what "global perspective" means 
in relation to literary and cultural 
transfer ought to be introduced to 
faculty who wish to specialize in 
cultural embedment and 
comparativism. The enterprise can 
be exciting and, dare I say, most 
rewarding even at a time everything 
seems to be "going American." 

I tum to literary criticism
this one from nature and form of 

drama-to offer one final example 
to illustrate the differences in 
aesthetic norms between Wes tern 
and non-Western traditions. The 
contrast is especially stark-and 
dramatic-between classical Greek 
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tragic form-from Oedipus Rex to 
Waiting for Godot. Aristotle, we 
recall, says that tragedy is "nobler" 
(spondaias) than comedy; the 
former shows persons at their best, 
the latter at their worst. Bharata 

and early Indian dramaturgy. chooses what we in the West might 

Aristotle's theory of .----------. call "tragi-comedy," al-

tragedy is familiar • • • Bharata 's though this expression 

enough, and features of conception of would be befuddling to 

the theory still domi- drama is, in Bharata and the Indian 

nate drama and theater fact, about critic. In fact, there is 

criticism in the West. "something no such thing as "tragi-

Indian (Sanskritic) comedy" in Sanskrit: 
more." 

theory of drama was there is only natya, "re-

described by BharatainNafyasastra, creation," which recalls Aristotle's 

a work of second century C.E. mimesis. Aristotle writes that 

Differences between the two are tragedy is an imitation, not of men 

not only a matter of literary taste and women, but of an action which, 

and aesthetic aims and goals, but with fatalistic inevitability, reveals 

also of values, beliefs, and world- conflict and a doomed hero. 

view embedded in culture and Aristotle does care about other 

religion. Interpreters of the Poetics forms, of course: he was the 

rarely refer to Greek religion master-collector of types, genres, 

(unless they have embraced the andmodes-thelumberingprogress 

work of Jane Ellen Harrison), of narrative, epic poetry, and 

whereas one could not proceed comedy, with some attention given 

without it in the Indian context, to "language embellished with each 

although, as I pointed out, "reli- kind of artistic ornament." Bharata, 

gion" is an imprecise and awkward on the other hand, considers 

term for describing what constitute poetry, not drama, as the substance 

pivotal ideas about self (atman), of drama; consequently, the genre 

moral agency (karma), duty is called "visible poetry" because it 

(dharma), and freedom (moksa). is seen on stage. Indeed, a close 

We are familiar with study of Sanskrit drama suggests 

Aristotle's conception of drama. that the distinction between drama 

The dominating genre for the and poetry all but vanishes as the 

Greeks (and for Euro-American tempo of action and poetry 

theater as well) appears to be the coalesce to create a rhythm which 
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defies classification. Discussing 
the opening scene in Hamlet, T.S. 
Eliot makes a similar point about 
the interaction of poetry and drama 
in the theater. He writes: "This is 
great poetry, and it is dramatic; but 
besides being poetic and dramatic, 
it is something more. "10 

Whether Eliot had anything 
of the sort I am talking about in 
mind or not, Bharata's conception 
of drama is, in fact, about 
"something more." 

Aristotle defines tragedy as 
an imitation of an action, which 
through pity and fear induces 
catharsis or purgation of these 
emotions. The function is thera
peutic. According to Bharata, 
drama is a "re-creation," not of an 
action, but of a state of being. The 
goal therefore for the Indian 
playwright is not purgation (kathar
sis) of emotions but rather realiza
tion of rasa by means of emotions. 
Rasa is translated as "essence." 
Needless to say, the Sanskrit terms 
natya and rasa require further 
commentary, which, for reasons of 
time and space, I shall have to seek 
another occasion. 

The Greek protagonist, 
usually a person of great stature, is 
still a human being with a tragic 
flaw which is his/her undoing. The 
Indian hero is a product of myth and 
legend and an impeccable model of 
virtues which Aristotle ( of 
Nicomachean Ethics) might have 

admired. (Indeed, this pattern is 
prevalent not only in India, but in 
Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, Cam
bodia, Vietnam, and in the far-flung 
island of Bali.) The drama lies in 
the fact that the protagonist's 
virtues-which form the core of 
tradition-are tested severely. He 
is besieged by evil that lurks among 
men who fail in their particularized 
duties or dharma. Ultimately, evil 
itself is exposed as "lacking in 
reality" (the play of maya-"illu
sion") and therefore does not 
pollute the soul (atman). 

In Greek tragedy one is 
persistently aware of fate (moira) 
and its relentless workings no 
matter what the protagonist does to 
avert it. Indeed, attempts to avoid 
or escape from fate constitute 
hubris. Contrastingly, the Indian 
hero who is governed by the law of 
karma can control his own future 
through wise and judicious action. 
The goal for Aristotle is ultimately 
eudomoneiaorwell-being, whereas 
the Indian counterpart aspires to 
moksa, or freedom from all "finite 
relations." The goal of life is not 
happiness but peace. 

What I outline here is not an 
exhaustive account of two theories 
of drama but a rough outline of 
differences which are ultimately a 
reflexion of particular cultural and 
religious traditions. Notice also the 
untranslatability of central con
cepts. The purpose of this exercise 
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is to emphasize the importance of story is encased in a meta-

locating the texts in their native story. And within the text, 

traditions. one tale is the context for 

Literary criticism in the another within it; not only 

West, divorced from metaphysics does the outer frame-story 

and ethics, has itself changed in motivate the inner sub-

modern times. However, a new story; the inner story illumi-

generation of philoso- ..---------. nates the outer as well. 
And within pher-critics are re-ex- It often acts as a 

amining the Western the text, one microscopic replica for 

thesis about universals, tale is the the whole text... The 

the rise and fall of context for tale within is context-

schools in which the another within sensitive-getting its 
text, symbolism, and meaning from the tale 

psychology take their it • • • without, and giving it 

turns at explanations. Every furthermeanings .... 11 

significant metaphor, trope, or It is not surprising 

symbol stands for something else, that Indian philosophy, 

external to the text which the reader Hindu, Buddhist, or J aina, 

and the critic may guess at or confine themselves to the 

deliberately construct. consideration of class-es-

The South Asian sees the sences (jati) called genera 

text in a particular context, which is and species in the Western 

not universalized into a forest of philosophy. They never 

symbols. It is difficult to explain raise the question whether 

this phenomenon adequately in the they are universals of other 

scope of this paper. However, to types, namely identical 

convey the core of the argument, I qualities and relations. The 

quote a short excerpt from an assumption seems to be that 

influential critic: qualities and relations are 

Texts may be historically particulars, though they 
dateless, anonymous; but may be instances of univer-

their contexts, uses, effica- sals. 12 

cies, are explicit. The 
Ramayana and Mahab
harata open with episodes 
that tell you why and under 
what circumstances they 
were composed. Every such 

Let me summarize the point 
at the risk of repetition and 
oversimplification. The protago
nist in Western literature is 
extrapolated as Everyman and 
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Everywoman. A work of art 
achieves the standing of a classic 
worthy of the canon if it is deemed 
to be "universal" and "timeless." In 
South Asia, while the motifs of 
heroism and villainy may be 
exemplifications of common hu
manity, such predicaments are 
explained by the individual's par
ticular identity. He or she suffers 
and is made whole as a person of 
this or that social group with 
specific and varied duties to family, 
friends, and the gods. 

Is Rationality Universal? 
Historians of rationality in 

the West have been preoccupied 
with logical proof. From Socratic 
dialectic to the Critical Thinking 
Movement, one sees a single 
driving motivation, i.e., the search 
for formal validity. Leibniz labored 
to resolve disputes, or so he 
believed, in all fields-theology, 
philosophy, and international con
flicts at a single stroke by inventing 
symbolic logic or a "calculus." 
Russell and Whitehead introduced 
mathematical logic. The history of 
logic is an attempt to produce a 
meta-theory or system to explain all 
thinking via a unitary science, just 
as, for example, Einstein tried to 
explain the universe by the famous 
unified field theory. The assump
tion is that there is a single system 
which explains all. An associated 
assumption is that these efforts 
represent the best that humankind 

can produce and therefore are, or 
ought to be, universal, transcultural, 
and unbounded by context, which 
explains the reputations of Russell 
and Einstein and their place m 
higher education. 

The Western model of 
rationality: This model, like Socratic 
dialectic, seeks definitions of words 
and concepts, engages in elenchus, 
and looks for reasons. Aristotle 
formulates logical and rhetorical 
strategies for everything from 
"dialectical arguments. . . that 
reason from premises generally 
accepted" to "contentious argu
ments" where one of the aims is "to 
reduce the opponent to bab
bling ... "! 13 One can track the 
tradition from here to Kant's own 
Copernican Revolution wherein he 
describes the "laws" of the mind, 
the mind's powers and limits. Mind 
is the law-giver: it is the world 
which conforms to the mind's laws. 
These laws are said to be universal 
and necessary. Such is the confi
dence of the European Enlighten
ment, which has dominated phi
losophy, scientific inquiry and 
literary criticism. 

As a method of construct
ing scientific knowledge and test
ing it for validity, the decisive 
criteria are objectivity, consistency, 
validity, and verifiability. Thus, the 
measurable is valued over the non
measurable, the quantifiable over 
the non-quantifiable, the formal 
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and logical over the existential. m Indian culture and in native 

The critical thinker, like Rodin's educational institutions. The term 

stooped figure, is individualistic, jnana is translated sometimes as 

shiningly Apollonian, and gnosis (an Indo-European cognate 

atomistically self-assertive. Like of jnana). For lack of a better 

ourmonumentalistic structures and equivalent in English, jnana is 

"public art," he (sic) towers over all described as "intuitive knowledge." 

as the embodiment of According to this view, 
the universal. • • • jnana. • • jnana is non-inferable 

Rationality in -far afield and self-certifying. In 

the South Asian Tradi- from the other words, jnana-

tion: The Indian con- agendas of knowledge needs no 

cept of rationality, like classroom justification. 

the Western tradition, exercises- Upanishadic and 
developed syllogistic Vedantic traditions de-
reasoning and elaborate caSts an· ironic scribe jnana as "su-

lists of fallacies (102, commentary on preme wisdom," or 

according to one ac- this attempt of paravidya. Again, one 

counting), independent mine to convey cannot find equivalents 

of and contemporane- in words that in English. Translated 

ous with Aristotle. In which cannot be (ratherloosely andawk
contrast, however, the wardly), para vidya is 
Indian syllogism com- communicated "alien" or "unconven

bines deduction and by words • • • tional" knowledge. The 

induction with five members in its manner of this journey and the 

form as opposed to three in nature of knowledge is described 

Aristotle's. Put in another way, the by metaphors and analogies, an 

Indian tradition coalesces reason- indication of insufficiency of the 

ing(logicalknowledge)andexperi- written word. According to jnana 

ence(empiricalknowledge). In this view, words are impediments to 

form, deductive and formal truth true knowledge. The Upanishadic 

must be validated by an example poet asserts that neither logical 

from the real world. To this extent, reasoning nor explanatory words 

reasoning is inferential and justifi- can succeed: He says: "(l)t is from 

catory. which all words return, not having 
However, a form ofknowl- attained." 14 Indeed, jnana view

edge known as jnanamarga, sub- far afield from the agendas of 

ject to different set of criteria, classroomexercises--castsanironic 

dominates philosophical discourse commentary on this attempt of 
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mine to convey in words that which 
cannot be communicated by words. 

A distinguishing feature of 
jnana conception is that it elevates 
the authority of the scholar, priest, 
and sage quite unlike any other we 
can find in the rationalities of the 
West. From the point of view of 
critical thinking, jnana does not 
belong in the those ubiquitous lists 
of Dispositions and Abilities-core 
criteria which dominate critical 
thinking texts. Neither jnana nor its 
authority can be found in Richard 
Paul's list of "intellectual stan
dards."15 

The point of this segment 
on the Indian/South Asian concep
tion of rationality is not that reason
producing, argument-driven mod
els are irrelevant, but rather that 
logical as well as non-logical means 
are appropriate measures depend
ing on the subject and scope being 
considered. 

Aristotle argues in Meta
physics that no one can remain 
rational while rejecting the laws of 
rationality, which is a circular 
argument. To this extent, any 
definition of rationality which sets 
out its own rules suffers from 
circularity. The rules ofrationality, 
such as the law of contradiction, 
have no other justification than that 
they are simply asserted. Why is a 
contradiction "not rational"? What 
justifies the law of non-contradic
tion? 

Buddhist philosopher 
N agarjuna raised the ante by asking 
his logic-chopping contemporaries, 
"What justifies the justifier?" for 
which he received no satisfactory 
answer. 

Critical thinkers in the 
Asian traditions in general con
struct paradoxes and koans point
ing to leaps of thought beyond cozy 
Q.E.D's. In Chinese and Zen 
traditions, "transmission without 
words" has remained the rule. For 
the Indian ( and Asian) philosopher, 
what convinces is not necessarily 
cogency of arguments but insight 
which persuades the thinker that no 
persuasion is necessary beyond 
what is thus known. 

In general, Asian ways of 
thinking have proceeded in several 
directions. Each path is different 
and unique, but the goal is one. The 
ideal thinker is one who is seen 
seated cross-legged, deeply sunk 
into realms beyond ordinary con
sciousness. When his companions 
turned to him for a road-map to 
wisdom (prajna), Buddha replied, 
"Be lamps unto yourselves," an 
indication of the empirical and 
soteriological character of think
mg. 

The search is particular
ized: it is one's own way--won 
through a solitary quest whose 
truth is unavailable for transmission 
with words. 
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Conclusion faculty's immersion-style engage-
I submit, therefore, that the ment in the subject in such a way as 

positioning of works in their native to establish an insider/outsider 
context-that is, in cultural con- relation to the works and applica
text-is an indispensable step in tion of appropriate reasoning 
introducing non-Western texts to strategies. 
our students. My conclusion is that if the 

The procedure -------~ TransferCurriculumand 
includes, first of all, (i) "Be lamps unto its transmitters bypass 
acquisition of cultural yourselves. " the distinctive native 
knowledge, such as ..__ ______ __. elements of culture, our 
knowledge of its discourse and faculty may "respresent" texts 
conceptual framework; secondly, through the prism of their own 
(ii) inclusion of native scholarship training in Euro-American culture. 
as part of "globalization," in Consequently, they may not have 
addition to what is developed by much to "transfer" at all. 
external reporters; and, finally, (iii) 
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2. John Ciardi pointed out that the fight between Laius and Oedipus 
(reported by a messenger in the play) is attributable to the use of the word 
"stranger" by the former which was understood by the latter as "my 
enemy." Hence, the impetuous and proud Oedipus's fury at the old man, 
his father Laius, whom he killed unknowingly. ("Lectures on Poetry," on 
Public Radio, circa 1990.) 

3. Rig Veda (Penguin, 1986), p.15. 

4. P. Lal, translator of major texts from the Sanskrit, calls his rendering 
"transcreations." 

5. See my review ofBly's The Kabir Book: Forty-Four of the Ecstatic 
Poems of Kabir. A Seventies Press Book. Beacon Press: Boston, 1977, in 
The Great River Journal, 1978. 



62 MINNESOTA ENGLISH JOURNAL 

6. Masterpieces of the Orient, Expanded Edition, (New York: W.W. 

Norton, 1977), p. 8. 

7. From A.J. Arberry' s translation of"The Wandering King," lines 31-34, 

taken from The Seven Odes: The First Chapter in Arabic Literature. 

Reprinted in Masterpieces of the Orient, p. 10. 

8. James Rachels, The Elements of Moral Philosophy, Second edition 

(New York: McGraw-Hill, 1993), p. 23. Although Rachels does nor 

specifically refer to the Hindu custom of shunning meat-eating, I cannot 

imagine to what other culture he might be referring. 

9. Bhagavadgita, Canto II, 19. 

10. T.S. Eliot, Poetry and Drama (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 

University, 1951) p. 19. 

11. A.K. Ramanujan, "Is there an Indian way of thinking? An 

informal essay," in McKirn Marriot, ed., India through Hindu 

Categories (Delhi: Sage Publications 1990) p. 48. 

12. A.K. Ramanujan, p. 53. 

13. On Sophistical Refutations, 165b. 

14. Tattiriya Upanishad, 2.4.1. 

15. "Pseudo Critical Thinking in the Educational Establish

ment," 1993 Sonoma Conference Papers. 

QUEER THEORY 2000 
by Nik Meierhofer, grad student, St. Mary's University 

"I Am Out, Therefore I Arn." 
(Berlant 205) 

Queer Theory tries to be a 
rationale and body of knowledge 
constructed by, for and about 
Queers. Steven Seidman defines 
Queer as anyone who feels 
marginalized by the dominant cul

n, 1997). Queer move-

1--_.u,,~~.!61!!...!!a:Sa!!!il!n!,~st~anp tr to dis-
mantle white-patriarchy in ways that 
are inclusive to all minorities. I will 
review some her/history of the gay 

liberation movement, specifically in 
reference to identity politics and its 
analysis. Finally, I will examine and 
present Queer theory in relation to 
identity politics and education. 

Gay liberation theory was 
post- to ewall, r u~ ly etwe n 
1969- and 1973 (Warner, 1997 . ~-... 
Seidm n states that "[It was] a 

movement of human saual libera~ 
tion. It aims to institute a sexual 


