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ART, REASON, AND CULTURAL LEGITIMATION 1

Leroy F. SEARLE
University of Washington, USA

The events of the last half-century are not only sufficient to destroy any
complacency about the future, they are profoundly resistant to any convinc-
ing theoretical simplification. The century just concluded is by any measure
the most extraordinary in terms of technical achievements, but it is also the
bloodiest and most violent period in recorded history. Events that a genera-
tion ago seemed to be historical singularities, markers of an epoch in our
ethical being in revulsion against genocide, not only have not stopped but
have been manifest on every continent, from Bosnia and Serbia, to Laos and
Cambodia, Rwanda and Burundi, and so on, seemingly without end, but also
without any compelling explanation and certainly without any intellectually
sovereign point of view from which to negotiate horrific differences at every
level. The so-called end of the cold war, moreover, has not been accompa-
nied by a lessening of tensions or hostilities, which continue as actions of
opposition driven by seemingly incommensurable ideas.

These are actions that cannot be explained as if they were merely emo-
tional or psychological: they are argued for, defended, often elaborately the-
orized, and for a time long enough to authorize a disaster, they are persua-
sive. Furthermore, it is not clear what it would mean to call such volatile
oppositions “political,” since in many instances, what is missing is a sense of
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legitimacy that enables institutions to function politically, with the support of
an identifiable constituency or polis. Instead, arguments are directed to an
already convinced faction or group – one might use the common metaphor of
“preaching to the choir” were it not for fact that it is not at all about devotion
or piety, but power – justifying extreme actions in the absence of broad-based
consensus or ground of popular support. It is against this practical background
that ours has become, with deep irony, a time of theory, not with any sense of
philosophical solidity through which theories have claimed to serve an explan-
atory function, but rather as a poorly disciplined dialectical exercise of spec-
ulation, a seeking to justify courses of action that are driven primarily by an
already present (but not necessarily well examined) sense of moral and prac-
tical priorities. This applies, with different consequences, both to affairs of
state and the state of intellectual exchange in the academy.

In the United States, for example, the vaguely political tone of much
discourse in the humanities derives largely from a commitment to such ideas
as equality, social justice, the sanctity of individual, ethnic, or sexual identity –
at the very same time when an elected government claiming only the slender-
est thread of technical legitimacy appears bent on following the example set
during the administration of Ronald Reagan of dismantling the very govern-
mental infrastructure that might serve to protect such interests. On every
side, theory comes into play less in the spirit of inquiry than of combat, with
the effect that theoretical arguments become rhetorical in a distinctly pejora-
tive sense, in the making of arguments that may forego even the pretense of
answering complaints against them by simply shifting the ground so as to
prevent beliefs held dogmatically from being called into question. The same
pattern is evident, with much worse consequences, in the arena of local and
international policy, where the focus appears to be how to make a case for
war. It is not my purpose to blame theory for these tragedies, but rather to call
attention to the practical consequences of hierarchical generalizations which
offer simple rules of conduct that lead to and appear to legitimize atrocities,
usually in the name of some fundamental principle or article of belief. From
the arena of academic discourse to urban battlefields throughout the world,
dogmatism and fundamentalism are in the ascendancy, at least for the mo-
ment, wherever we find an appeal to some absolute or universal principle that
shapes and conditions an entire frame of reference while it is held to be
exempt from questioning.
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It would be comforting to say that fundamentalism, whatever its focus, is
just bad theory, if it were possible for us to say with conviction that we know
how to tell the difference between bad theory and good. The altogether obvi-
ous point is that what may appear to one group as lunatic ravings is, to the
purported lunatics, the truth, already embedded in a view of the world and a
set of cultural practices that, invisible in itself, provides the ground for argu-
ments that do, in fact, guide action. In desperate conflicts where just being a
Jew or Muslim, a Tutsi or Hutu, or a member of this or that identity group, is
cause enough to be killed, it is not that such actions are senseless or without
reason: they are intentional; they are the following out of theories; they are
the embodiment or outgrowth of some privileged forms of argument. But just
so, they present a deeper problem in showing that any fundamental belief in
“reason” as a presumably universal faculty is subject to the same stricture, as
people from every corner of the world proceed to conclusions that may strike
the outsider as monstrous or stupid, while they are accepted and endorsed by
the people involved as not only reasonable, but just, compelling, and perhaps
even necessary. While it would be unduly cynical to say that the principle of
“reason” may be merely that which conforms to already established beliefs,
the activity of giving reasons for what one does in the name of a collectivity
does follow this pattern, all too commonly along a pathway to death.

I realize that characterizing this as at once a problem of theory and a
matter of fundamentalism may itself exemplify, without clarifying, my point.
The distinguishing characteristic of fundamentalism is, as I see it, a demand,
even a need, for certainty, coupled with a willingness to act on what one
believes without tolerance for criticism, usually in the sincere conviction
that the truth, having been reached or revealed, does not require it–or more
often, will not even tolerate it. In this sense, the faith of the evangelical
Christian or the radical Islamist appears to either (and both) as undeniable
and necessary, and any criticism is immediately characterized as the perni-
cious work of the devil or the detestable act of an infidel. But this is also the
characteristic of “rational” belief as well, with the salient difference that in
the latter case, critical questioning is not automatically identified as it is in
virtually all religious traditions, with blasphemy, impiety, or infidelity. The
problem of rational belief is subtler by degree, in that the prevailing practice
of criticism itself may not even allow us to formulate radical questions by
ruling them out of bounds in advance as “irrational” and indeed, treats rea-
son itself as the absolute or fundamental principle that is not to be ques-
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tioned. While we may choose to be more amused than alarmed at the so-
called academic “culture wars,” they are comic only in that they do not usu-
ally lead to bloodshed. But in all seriousness, they demonstrate the naiveté of
thinking that anyone can make a direct appeal to “reason” as we have con-
ventionally defined it precisely because the battles are being fought out
between different and sometimes incommensurable worldviews, with no clear-
ly agreed-upon space or terms for translation. In this sense, the academic
culture wars are on the same continuum with frustrated politicians in Wash-
ington, D. C., turning “democracy” and “freedom” into cheap slogans for
justifying violent aggression against apparent enemies, militant settlers ap-
propriating someone else’s land as their own divine inheritance, or suicide
bombers shouting ‘God is Great!’ before murdering scores of innocents. The
common thread is a rage against complexity, when one intuits that one’s pro-
fession, culture, identity, perhaps even one’s very existence may be under
immediate threat – with the concomitant feeling that the source of the threat,
being incomprehensible, must be evil.

If this is a crisis (and I think it is), I believe there are good reasons to
treat it as not directly a crisis of culture, nor of theory, nor even of reason, but
of reasoning itself. We cannot ignore it because it is manifest directly in
political form – or rather, war as the collapse of political form – but neither
can we end it by taking direct political action. The reason is quite simple:
political action as inherently civil always presupposes some standard of le-
gitimacy that cannot be imposed by force, but must be elicited and ratified
by free assent. As we now know from repeated and deadly experience, faith
in some exemplified political process (whether it takes the form of voting,
legislation, adjudication under law, democratic consensus, or submission to
some sanctioned authority) is neither universal nor Platonic, in the sense that
it only needs to be elicited dialectically to be accepted.2  On the contrary, it is
something that has to be meticulously, painstakingly built, inculcated, and
nurtured across the multiplicity of institutions and conventions that make up
a functioning society. The perception of a world shrinking by way of elec-
tronic technology or the growth of international business serves primarily, in
this context, to underscore the enormous danger of multiplicity, in which the
inculcated sense of “justice” in one society may indeed have no translation
whatsoever into with what another society takes to be just.

We have so far burdened ourselves with innumerable clichés about the
value of multicultural diversity and the virtue of tolerance, without really
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taking the measure of how it is that this virtue ever came to be regarded as
such or what network of dependencies may be necessary to its acceptance. In
a post-colonial world, the agonized liberal conscience is better prepared to
see (and passionately oppose) the arrogance and stupidity of the colonial
overlords, than to recognize the arrogance and stupidity of subaltern peoples
coming into possession of their own freedom and sovereignty. Thus, we may
simply presume upon what we take to be rational discourse, calling on oth-
ers, in the words of Isaiah, “to sit down and reason together,” as if we all
followed the same rule of reason when it is obvious that we do not.

In the privileged West, a faith in reason has been, at least since Duns
Scotus, as firm, if not more firm, than faith in God; and it has been a primary
source of the vast project of modernism since the Renaissance. What Jean
François Lyotard in his discussions of the post-modern has characterized as
“meta-narratives”3  that have given shape to history and meaning to commu-
nal life, have been constructions of reason, narrowly considered, as the fac-
ulty of calculating desire: by two canonical principles, the law of contradic-
tion and the rule of the excluded middle, we form our arguments so as to
formally compel conclusions as objective and necessary – thereby leaving
out of the equation any consideration of the purpose or telos of the argument
itself. If we identify that element as ideological and set ourselves the task of
providing a critique of it, the principal result, tirelessly reiterated through
twenty-five years of clever deconstruction, is the recognition that we have in
our hands only the first beads in an infinite necklace.

Scotus understood this problem from the start as a metaphysical puzzle:
if the only modes of being we allow are matter and form, the only mode of
existence proves to be the existence of a thing, thereby leaving us in the orbit
of a vicious paradox that cannot identify any mode of being for such diverse
ideas as laws of nature and mathematical principles, or virtues such as love,
devotion, or faithfulness. The eventual triumph of nominalism over scholas-
tic realism appears, in this light, to have almost happened by default: having
no solution for the metaphysical puzzle of the formally abstract universal, it
was far easier to treat such things as arbitrary conveniences, mere names,
well in advance of Saussure’s simple minded notion of the arbitrary sign.

A faith in reasoning likewise defaults into a faith in objectivity by bracket-
ing out the very element of choice or election that guides us, or following Charles
Sanders Peirce, abducts us concerning where and how to deploy our atten-
tion.4  Ironically, the Catholic Church, in condemning Copernicus and Galileo
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and burning Giordano Bruno at the stake did more than it reckoned in strength-
ening a faith in reason by making it evident that the explicit claims of spirituality
or moral probity by themselves can be profoundly fraudulent and self-contra-
dictory, concerned more with holding power than with promoting virtue.

The modernist meta-narrative of rational progress, however, has gambled
everything on a utopian future, in a vision of a resolutely secular modern world
in which ancient mystification would be replaced by enlightenment and super-
stition would give way to science – and all the savage, heathen tribes mean-
while would be summarily ‘civilized’ out of existence, usually by the tactics of
“shock and awe” to which conquerors have always aspired. This irony inher-
ent in the modernist vision, moreover, is not something we latter day modernists
are the first to have seen, as Montaigne points out with a certain exuberance in
discoursing upon barbarism in his essay “On Cannibals”:

I find that there is nothing barbarous and savage in this nation, by any-
thing that I can gather, excepting, that every one gives the title of barbarism to
everything that is not in use in his own country. As, indeed, we have no other
level of truth and reason, than the example and idea of the opinions and cus-
toms of the place wherein we live: there is always the perfect religion, there
the perfect government, there the most exact and accomplished usage of all
things.5

The vexation of the modernist project in the West may be, from this
perspective, no more than the radical expansion of contact with other coun-
tries and customs, wherein it appears that there are many more kinds of bar-
barians than even Montaigne could have imagined. But irony will only go so
far: the constant temptation to have an end to argument, to come to a conclu-
sion traps even Montaigne into a praise for his cannibal as compared with
the civilized European that loses its balance over such questions as whether,
having killed a man, it is better to eat him or not.

The essential problem is that what guides our thoughts is all too often
independent of them, anterior to them, carrying us along a course of reason-
ing that becomes all the more myopic the longer it is continued. When Lyo-
tard, for example, fixes his attention on the meta-narratives as guides for
knowledge, he may very well miss the importance of the primary narrative,
the concrete, detailed story, and not its theoretical skeleton, rattling its bones
in deadly imitation of what got it started. The role we accord to knowledge
notoriously plays down wisdom because our faith in the reasoning that pro-
duces knowledge so often seems to us decisive, and itself independent of (if
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not alien to) our moral sense.
Thus in this era of the postmodern, instead of taking the point to be that

our meta-narratives are our theories, plain and simple, and they are what has
collapsed, we have indulged ourselves, no doubt thinking hard in the prolif-
eration of theories that hold sway not by giving exacting or perspicuous ex-
planations but more simply, by tapping into what is already believed, and
kept in relentless circulation as a set of quotable phrases, dialectical com-
monplaces, and simplified analytical strategies, but for all that, getting no-
where. Deconstruction, launched from a serious insight into the metaphysi-
cal quandary of representation, now may appear primarily as a set of tricks to
teach to sophomores still excited by local rebellion; while critical discourse
about power in the social field comes to resemble a video game in which the
objective is to find and obliterate The Oppressor.

I will come directly to my major claim in this paper: we find ourselves
in trouble over reasoning primarily because we have defined it so narrowly
and dogmatically that it compromises its own proper ground. In focusing on
strictly mathematical criterion of truth, or a narrowly empirical conception
of knowledge, we thereby compromise a broader criterion of legitimacy by
stripping away the multiplicity of factors that enter into complex judgments.
Bearing this in mind, it is just as silly to argue that all scientific statements
are socially conditioned or determined as it is to deny that social consider-
ations have anything whatever to do with science. In any particular case, the
broader question of legitimacy is the result of a complex negotiation that
usually starts as an educative process. Someone who is innocent of advanced
mathematics is simply in no position to judge contemporary work in physics,
or, for that matter, to really understand it, just as someone who has only
heard some rumor about a work of art is not in a very good position to ex-
press any opinion about it that commands our respect. Neither case consigns
the non-specialist to ignorance, but only to an essential modesty about how
far one’s understanding may extend. In speaking earlier of the “proper ground”
of reasoning, I take it, following the pragmatic maxim of Peirce, to be a
precise imagining of the consequences that may follow from conscious deci-
sions.6  Reasoning, in this sense, is broader than inference, but it has the
same characteristic of allowing us to proceed from what we do know to
something which we do not, something that can only be formulated or dis-
covered by careful and meticulous attention to details. In this view, there is
no virtue in supposing the imaginative to be the counter-factual or the false,
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just as there is no point is supposing that reasoning grounded on imagining is
either opposed to, or can proceed very far without a reliance on a fairly
exacting, even technical sense of logic.

For something more than two millennia, reason and reasoning have been
generally articulated by opposing them to art, to imagination, to emotion, to
religion and politics, under the understandable but mistaken belief that the
process of our thinking can be “purified” of the very elements that enable it
in the first place. We could, of course, go back to Plato’s notorious gesture of
exiling the poets, but more to the immediate purpose is the doctrine cum
dogma since the 17th century that truth must be resolutely stripped of meta-
phor.7  If we did that, such expressions as A=B would drop away in the wash,
inasmuch as the idea that one thing can be substituted for another depends
first of all upon the perception that the two items equated are, after all, sim-
ilar in some respect. All metaphor starts in the same place, along with all
attributive predications: when we say that something is something else (my
shoes are black, the cat is tame, the horse is lame) we are operating in the
arena of relations that gain their specificity by refinement, not by ceasing to
be inherently relational. To put the matter simply, if we were deprived of
metaphor we would be deprived of thought.

If we begin from the admission that all thinking, all reasoning, is funda-
mentally imaginative, meaning nothing more by that, for the moment, than
that we must picture or represent to ourselves, to our own minds, the substance
of what we are thinking about, then reasoning is absolutely dependent on rep-
resentation, carried out essentially as experiments with diagrams, explorations
aided by pictures, inquiries given shape by representations that are chosen (not
given) for their perspicuity relative to the subject of our thoughts.8

My second claim is therefore that when we consider artifacts and ob-
jects that are set aside as paradigmatically imaginative – poems and stories,
pictures, music, performances – it has been our collective custom to treat
them as objects about which to reason (when we do not puritanically con-
demn them as debased and corrupting), thereby occluding the recognition
that imaginative works are already primary forms of reasoning themselves,
enabled and sustained by reading and writing.9  This is, moreover, not re-
stricted by language or culture: imaginative reasoning is a common resource
everywhere. In cases where the semantic register is relatively accessible
(words and words applied to pictures), we may find ourselves abducted (not
necessarily in a good sense) by our antecedent sense of how words are ordi-
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narily used; but in the harder cases (of dance, sculpture, music) where there
is no immediate semantic register upon which to rely (Eb does not mean
“Earth”, pace Mahler), we are less likely to see the reasoning, the examina-
tion or inquiry, because it requires time and training to perceive the integu-
ments of relation by which, say, a dance or a musical composition is held
together.

If we furthermore take the concept of truth to be a specialization of the
broader concept of legitimacy (for to say of a statement that it is true is to
vouch for its legitimacy), then our attention to a work of art, contrary to the
massive weight of the tradition that has demeaned it, exiled it, or put it aside
as for one’s idle time or entertainment, is as important as anything we can do
as human beings. Taking a work of art as an inquiry and an argument, more-
over, does NOT mean taking out the commonplaces from our handy theoret-
ical tool bag and disassembling it or working up a “reading” of it, informed
by this or that current ideological fashion. Less abrasively, one might simply
say that one cannot say anything interesting about a novel without really
reading it, or about a piece of music without hearing and studying it, on the
assumption that what has been made was made for a reason that we might
not be shrewd enough to guess. From the start, we should accede to the
primary intentionality (not the same as “meaning”) of the work as a made
thing. (I will take a polemical short-cut here to say that most of what elicits
our attention as “art” on this simple criterion fails miserably to hold it.) Those
works that do hold our attention, which cannot be exhausted by a single
reading or hearing or viewing, do not require definitions or categorial hedg-
es: they simply require our thoughtfulness, our curiosity, our own fund of
experience, and above all, our patience.

The theoretical impetus in such cases is all the more problematic since
the very richness of a metaphor (does, for example, Robert Burns’s “My
Love is like a red, red rose / That’s lately sprung in June” mean that my Love
has thorns, is seasonally afflicted by aphids, is vegetative and requires much
maintenance?) seems to demand some generalization that will curtail such
thematic excesses, but to theorize prematurely can only block a recognition
of the fact in virtually any poem, any deliberately made literary work, the
scope or application of one figure is constrained by another, as in this case,
the second line of Burns’s poem: “My Love is like a melody / That’s sweetly
played in tune.”10  The poem itself dynamically limits (without eliminating)
apparently vagrant implications – even though, in this case, it is entirely appo-
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site and to the point to recognize that love does have “thorns” – by setting
semantic and structural attributes within a rich, functional matrix for contem-
plation. The typical pattern, however, explored very ably by Sandor Goodhart,
appears to be that literary critics and theorists systematically reduce the actu-
al details of a text to a much simpler myth, story, or source – and treat the text
as identical in meaning to the very source that the literary author meticulously
transforms and criticizes in his or her work.  When Chaucer is read almost as
if he were one of the Patristic fathers, or Shakespeare is treated as if Mac-
beth or King Lear could be reduced to stories in Hollingshead’s Chronicles,
we may suppose these are the pre-theoretical naïve errors of the past – only
to miss the close similarity between such simplistic misreading and rhetorical-
ly sophisticated theoretical criticism, where a primary text is simply buried
by the intention to develop a ”reading” that expropriates the text as an illus-
tration of a principle already decided upon in advance. By urging that we hold
back upon the invocation of the meta-narrative so as to see artistic works as
primary forms of reasoning, we may enable and invite a different kind of
theorizing in which the very point at issue is legitimation, not truth or knowl-
edge understood in an entirely conventional way, starting with a sense of
legitimacy in the activity of reading itself.

I will illustrate this point briefly by reference to Shakespeare’s The Tem-
pest, a text that has been for decades a target for criticism explicitly commit-
ted to principles of social justice, finding Shakespeare’s play (and particular-
ly his protagonist, Prospero) to be the very embodiment of imperialist arro-
gance, colonialist abuse, brutal dispossession, and racial demonizing of the
natives, as represented by Caliban. The overarching point of such criticism,
to give it its due, is that the founding of colonies, like reports of miracles,
covers up untold misery, and that the sense of justice grounded in a per-
ceived sense of unfairness seems, if not Platonic, then surely universal in
some sense. As Caliban complains, before the coming of Prospero, he had
the whole of the island, without constraint, but since (and notably, following
his attempted rape of Prospero’s daughter, Miranda) Caliban has been con-
fined and punished, dispossessed of the land that formerly was his. In many
respects, this situation (in one of the relatively few plays of Shakespeare
with an entirely original plot) encapsulates the political pages of any major
newspaper, in any region of the globe, for the last half-century or more.

For the sake of convenience, we may start with a broadly representative
case, a reading of The Tempest deployed by Ronald Takaki to shape the entire



ART, REASON, AND CULTURAL LEGITIMATION �����

argument of his textbook, A Different Mirror: A History of Multicultural Amer-
ica, that consists almost entirely of virtuous commonplaces in the long and
hard fought effort to secure fair and equitable treatment of minorities in Amer-
ican culture. I note at the outset, moreover, that the very principles Takaki
invokes are themselves the result of decades, if not centuries, of cultural, philo-
sophical, and critical negotiation toward the objective of creating a just and
decent society in which, as Martin Luther King put it, children “will not be
judged not by the color of their skin, but the content of their character”12  – an
objective, significantly, shaped by a literary heritage of narratives showing in
concrete and material detail the shape and tone of racial and ethnic injustice.
The polemical moment of his argument is a sense of outrage, rightly and wide-
ly shared, that the principles of equality, having an essential role in conceptu-
alizing the specific legitimacy of a culturally democratic country, are so open-
ly and insidiously violated in practice. Takaki takes advantage of an already
well-developed body of responses to Shakespeare’s play to make it into a kind
of declarative and insidious testament to colonialist racism against indigenous
peoples and cultures. From the late 1970s to the 1990s, as Deborah Willis has
remarked, published criticism of The Tempest covered the extremes of Geof-
frey Bullough’s view in 1975 that the play “is not about colonialism” to the
opposite position, “from considering colonialism to be a non-issue to consid-
ering it to be the only issue.”13  But both extremes are easily shown to depend
not just upon different ideological orientations, but plain and simple misread-
ing of what the text actually says.

At either extreme, the tendency to treat the literary text as an object
about which to argue instead of as itself already a primary form of argument
leads readers to substitute for what the text says some analogue, partial source,
or item of common knowledge that is both simpler and less subtle. Thus,
Takaki draws upon widely circulated commonplaces, such as taking Shakes-
peare’s allusion to the “vexed Bermooths” to mean that the play is set in
Bermuda, and therefore the New World; or rearranging Caliban’s name as an
anagram for cannibal, or appropriating a possible allusion in the name of his
god Setebos to a Patagonian mythic figure, to conclude that Caliban is an
American Indian.14  By such means, The Tempest itself is made into a meta-
narrative of dispossession and racial injustice, where any oppressed or dis-
advantaged people are Calibans, while the early English colonists are taken
to be like Prospero in viewing “native people as savages.” Thus, according
to Takaki, Thomas Jefferson, “like Prospero before him,” sees “the triumph
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over the continent and the Indians as the movement from ‘savagery’ to ‘civ-
ilization’” (50); and is identified with all slaveholders whose four million
black slaves, “like Caliban,” “served the Prosperos of the master class.” (110)

While there have been more or less hagiological denunciations of such
interpretations as a violation of Shakespeare, the great English Bard, along
with further justifications, together foregrounding the perhaps inevitable pres-
ence of disparate contemporary ideological positions,15  the play is incompa-
rable more substantive, coherent, and subtle than such warring readings rec-
ognize. At the simplest level, inattentive readers may place the action of the
play in Bermuda only by failing to notice that the allusion comes when Pros-
pero asks Ariel, his magic making spirit, how he has disposed the King’s ship
and the rest of the royal fleet:

Safely in harbor
Is the King’s ship, in the deep nook where once
Thou call’dst me up at midnight to fetch dew
From the still-vexed Bermoothes, there she’s hid;
The mariners all under hatches stowed;
and for the rest o’ th’ fleet,
Which I dispersed, they all have met again,
And are upon the Mediterranean flote
Bound sadly home for Naples,
Supposing that they saw the King’s ship wracked
And his great person perish.

It could not be more cl ear that Prospero’s island is in the Mediterra-
nean, just as it is obvious in the structure of the action that Prospero, former-
ly Duke of Milan was usurped by Alonso, the King of Naples, who has come
to marry off his daughter, Claribel, to the King of Tunis. A moment with a
map, even one as inaccurate as Shakespeare and his contemporaries might
have used, makes clear that the political ambitions of Alonso, the King of
Naples, not Prospero, are the very stuff of empire building, seeking by treach-
ery and alliance to wield dominating influence not just in Milan, the north-
ern-most city of Italy and Naples, its greatest western seaport, but on the
African coast at Tunis as well. The obvious geographical and political back-
ground of the play, that is to say, is absolutely European, and looking soberly
upon its long and deadly imperialist history, encapsulates the enormous risk
of a far-flung empire being built by conspiracy, force, including the callous
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will to offer his own daughter almost as a pawn to a marriage she does not
want.16  But what are the stakes, and what are the implications? First of all,
should he succeed, Alonso would have in place an empire greater than Rome
(which is, spatially, exactly in the middle of the triangle connecting Milan,
Tunis, and Naples) and more profitable by far than Carthage, since it would
not only contain Rome but would control access to Europe through Alps and
to the East by control of the shipping channel between southern Italy and the
closest place on the African coast, Tunis.

It is striking that this entirely obvious feature of the setting of the play
and the framing of its action has hardly entered critical discussion of the play
at all, but even more striking is the handling of Caliban. He has, indeed, been
racially demonized, treated as a dark skinned, sub-human monster, costumed
and so presented by directors quite consistently since the 19th century on, but
it does not happen in Shakespeare’s text.17 Caliban’s mother, Sycorax, is a
“blue-eyed hag,” a malevolent witch (as Prospero is presented as a virtuous
magician) marooned but allowed to live only because she was with child.
The all but universal treatment of Caliban as less than human derives from a
plain and simple misreading of these lines by Prospero, meant to chasten
Ariel, who is reluctant to help Prospero carry out his plot of self-discovery:

Then was this island
(Save for the son that she did litter here,
a freckled whelp, hag-born) not honored
with a human shape. (I, II, 281-84)

That is, the island was not honored with a human shape, except for Cal-
iban, freckled as would be any blue-eyed, fair-skinned person abandoned on
a southern Mediterranean island: he may smell bad, but he is just as Europe-
an as the Italians who encounter him. To put the case succinctly, Caliban is
not, in this play, judged by the color of his skin, but precisely and exactingly
by the content of his character: it is he, after all, who attempts to rape Miran-
da, using the language in which he learned to curse to lament that had Pros-
pero not prevented him, for he would have “peopled else / This isle with
Calibans.” (I,ii, 350-51). For Prospero, moreover, the main concern is not
with recovering the kingdom he lost, by his own admission not just to treach-
ery but through administrative inattention: he is more concerned to secure a
husband for his daughter, and thereby a future for his family. It would be,
one might venture, a most peculiar father who would chose her would-be
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rapist for that role, even though it is striking by the end of the play, with the
failure of the multiple insane plots for power by men who, dreaming of being
home in Naples or Milan, are actually marooned on a desert island with no hope
whatsoever of getting off, that Caliban is the only one who clearly understands
what a fool he had been to pick for his masters a drunkard and a buffoon, and
may be the only one who has really been changed by the events of the play.18

Having gone only this far toward a reading of The Tempest, I believe it is
sufficient to explore the claim that this play, considered as a paradigm of
humane reasoning, goes to the very heart of the question of cultural legitima-
tion, by presenting in an essentially diagrammatic form a matrix of relations
that does not reduce the complexity of social reality and allows us to return,
again and again, to its structure and its exact language to think our way through
fundamental political dilemmas without confusion – and without ignoring
essential elements that pertain to our own human make-up. The fact that this
claim may seem counterintuitive derives only from the habit of supposing
that literary texts are an expression of some simple theory, or a reflection of
some ideological commitment, instead of looking patiently at the evidence
that they are inductive and abductive experiments, which think in and through
the precisely embodied figures that constitute them.

What is most important in this claim is that a text is a carefully construct-
ed matrix of relations that is emphatically not dogmatic. From the perspective
of a conventional view of reasoning, this quality appears (and has been so
treated) as an objectionable ambiguity, preventing one from affirming a univo-
cal “meaning” for a text, but that is its exact and exacting virtue – and does not
in any way mean that where reading is concerned any reading is as good as any
other. A play like The Tempest, for example, is a thought experiment, in which
attention the entire matrix of the play – its characters, setting, structure, syn-
tax, and chains of consequential events – enable one to think through a finite
case to consider what happens IF. . .? Viewed in this imaginative and essential-
ly hypothetical mode, all the questions that the text may raise have sufficient
materials to answer, not categorically but pragmatically. For example, when
Shakespeare places the royal party on a desert island, and then proceeds to
show first, the diverse plots to seize power, in almost all cases by murderous
means, starting from Prospero’s brother, Antonio, persuading Sebastian that
they should murder his brother, Alonso, King of Naples, going on to the plot
among fools, with Stephano, Trinculo, and Caliban, the circumstances in the
first instance (murdering a king to seize his throne, though it is a thousand
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leagues away and for all they know, unreachable) make the conspiracy literally
an action by madmen who in the most immediate way do not know where they
are and have not given a thought to how they might (and might have to) live
there. In the second instance, the parallel between the cases of the court party
and Caliban and the fools, reinforces the point that such undertakings, Machi-
avelli notwithstanding, are self-defeating in both the short and the long run –
even though Prospero understand with exactitude that his real danger comes
from Caliban, whom Prospero acknowledges as his own as both an indication
of his intimate knowledge of Caliban, and as a metaphorical juxtaposition that
identifies Caliban’s qualities with Prospero himself, and more to the point,
with everyone who may just want to eat his dinner and enjoy his woman. The
point is made all the more solid, moreover, when Prospero, himself having
been usurped in Milan, treats Ferdinand (whom we soon understand to be the
groom most desired for Miranda) as a violent usurper of his island kingdom.

The critical fixation on ambiguity and mulitiplicity of meaning in artis-
tic works as either a scandal, a defect, some kind of intellectual misfortune,
stems from a model of reasoning that is anything but imaginative: it is, in the
strictest sense, dogmatic, even fundamentalist, not by insisting upon deci-
sion criteria, but by not recognizing the multiplicity of factors that come into
play in even the most ordinary practical events. In our impatience to assert
some fundamental principle of right or wrong, we are more likely to create
injury and confusion than to reach any stable sense that justice has been
done. The great irony is that all justice is, in a very basic way, poetic –
meaning by that not that it is unreal or false or unobtainable, but exactly the
opposite. It is that our sense of justice is inculcated as part of education, and
is profoundly and deeply shaped by the poems that we privilege, the texts we
most revere.19  Whenever we are tempted to suppose that there are universal
human rights, or inviolable principles of policy, it should be our first tactic to
consider the stories used to illustrate them, that show us concretely, why it is
wrong to allow gratuitous suffering, why it is impermissible and damaging
to our own nature as persons to use superficial appearances as a basis for
treating another group badly, and so on. Perhaps the most fierce academic
irony of our times is that in the interest of such virtues, the main tendency
has been to show increasing impatience with the literary, even, as in the
cases briefly examined here, to treat the literary as if it were complicit with if
not itself the cause of the very evils against which literary texts themselves
are the best and perhaps the only arguments.
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Correspondingly, when we consider the alarming rise of terror in our
own world, I would argue that our greatest risk lies in the dogmatic insis-
tence upon principles whose specific consequences are not concretely imag-
ined. For at least a half-century, we have enacted for ourselves a drama on
the world stage, worrying about the hegemonic ambitions or deadly poten-
tial of another, opposing group, forgetting all the while that hegemony also
means, as Gramsci was among the first to insist,20  gaining assent without
coercion. If a political party means to actually gain and hold power, it will
never do to neutralize or exterminate all one’s enemies, for the very effort to
do so creates an unending spiral of enmity. But this contemporary drama,
with its escalating deadliness, is a thoroughly wretched, abysmal play. It is
bad art, not even recognizing its own inherent characteristics as such, be-
cause the stage on which it is played out does not permit rehearsal, reconsid-
eration, contemplative consideration of consequences. A model of imagina-
tive reasoning, seen not as some piece of magic reminiscent of Prospero, but
as honoring the mental space in which we examine, contemplate, and imag-
ine a future, is, and always has been, the primary mechanism for reaching
assent without coercion. The immemorial work of poetry is to teach us to
think, to teach us to come to agreements without dogmatic exclusion, so as
to act as human beings, not as Calibans in an endless succession of cos-
tumes. It is an enterprise that we must renew, that we cannot neglect.

NOTES
1 Essay for “Differentiation and Integration of Worldviews,” Sixth Annual Interna-
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17 One could hardly find, moreover, a better example in which generations of
misreading actually creates the evil that such commentators as Takaki decry. If, for
example, the early colonists – surely not at all likely, being Puritans, to have had any
patience or even tolerance for reading a work of Satan’s playground, the Theater, just
as they could hardly have seen a play that was never performed in public in Shakes-
peare’s lifetime-actually had read the play and thought about it, it might have acted
as a brake upon deadly imperial and racist ambitions. But that may only imply that
they, no less than Takaki, would misread in exactly the same way, assuming that the
relevant principle was already known, though the principles are contrary to each
other: the one assuming the native to be a vile heathen, and the other, assuming the
dominant “Prosperos” to be oppressive monsters.

18 Consider, by contrast, the sullen silence of the two treacherous brothers, Se-
bastian and Antonio, who, in thinking so well of themselves as civilized gentlemen,
do not even seem to register the fact that both are would traitors and murders. Per-
haps the most revealing and tantalizing detail, however, is the fact that when the
action of the play concludes, Prospero pulls aside the drape to his cell, revealing
Ferdinand and Miranda, not just playing the archetypal political game of chess, but
Miranda having caught Ferdinand cheating. He denies it, saying he would not do so
“for the world,” to which Miranda replies, “Yes, for a score of kingdoms you should
wrangle, / And I would call it fair play.” While there is no question whatsoever that
kingdoms governed by Ferdinand and Miranda would be incomparably less vicious
than what the rule of either Sebastian or Antonio would promise, they represent a real
world in which anyone assuming they could claim perfect virtue and still govern
would suffer exactly the fate of Prospero, who loses his kingdom in part because he
quits doing his job. Caliban, on the other hand, recognizing himself to be a “thrice
double ass” has only shown that acting mainly for the satisfaction of his appetites,
wanting both his dinner and a woman, renders him altogether incompetent to govern.
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19 See in this context the claim of Walt Whitman in Democratic Vistas (1871) that
the greatness of any culture is to found in, and shaped by, its poems. In a less
extravagant way, Benedict Anderson makes a similar point in Imagined Communities
(London: Verso, 1983, 1991), that the emergence of national consciousness depends
on print literacy. See chapter 3, 37-46. In Beyond Belief:Islamic Excursions Among
the Converted Peoples (New York: Vintage Books, 1998), V. S. Naipaul makes a possi-
bly even more telling point in lamenting the current condition of Indonesia, from a
complementary vantage point: “Sustained great writing, rather than polemic, can
only come out of societies that offer true human possibility; and in Indonesia we
have, instead, a pastoral people who have lost their history; who have been involved
in prodigious, often tragic, events, but are without the means – the education, the
language, and above all the freedom – to reflect on them” (71). The reciprocity be-
tween great, undogmatic, writing and true human possibility extends, I would argue,
much farther than we are presently disposed to acknowledge.

20 See especially, Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks (Lon-
don: Lawrence and Wishart, 1971, 1991), 330-333; and recent work by Chantel Mouffe
and Ernesto Laclau, especially Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Toward a Radical
Democratic Politics (London: Verso, 1985).
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THE PROBLEM OF COMMUNICATION
AND PHILOSOPHICAL DEVELOPMENT

WITH RESPECT TO CONTEMPORARY REALITY

Maria ROZANOVA
State Petersburg University, Russia

  Philosophy simultaneously reflects concrete aspects of culture
while being a product of its intellectual flourishing. The close intercourse
and interaction between nations and has given rise to the need to under-
stand the basis for these contacts and this communication. The most impor-
tant basis is founded on common values. Philosophy is the instrument that
helps us analyze the contemporary needs of mankind and choose and de-
fine the main values people hold in common throughout the world. In the
twentieth century, philosophy helped to develop bridges between different
individual and national outlooks.

The exchange of ideas between philosophers of West to East regarding
the specificity of cultural and philosophical existence has been fruitful, for it
has opened new horizons for Western philosophy. What appeared, at first sight,
to be two perfectly incompatible opposite cultures ¾ East and West ¾ has, in
combination, formed original unity. Which explains why the problem of com-
munication has become very popular. New theories of communication have
simultaneously arisen in many academic disciplines, until we now have a pleth-
ora of communicative theories reflecting many different viewpoints. For ex-
ample, the logic theory of dialogue does not refer to ñlose friendly exchanges
between participants based on openness to another. It refers only to a certain
type of dialogue: should another person accept my position or my principles,
or I should accept his? The purpose of this kind of dialogue is manipulation,
and the participants in and the substance of this communication are just ob-
jects. On the other hand, the phenomenological theory of communication says
that real dialogue can be possible only if the participants are open to each other
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and they exchange confidential human attitudes. In this type of dialogue, un-
derstanding can promote intuition, imagination, creativity and openness, where-
as analytical practice and methodological rationalism cut off the opportunity
for closeness. The latter approach has made a significant contribution in the
development of communications in diverse fields, including psychology, soci-
ology, philosophy, and also literature.

Literature is a special case. Literature is informed by ordinary reflec-
tions, but it formulates and transforms them in a way that the theoretical
concepts have influence on ordinary thinking and daily practice, thus chang-
ing them. So literary communication has a practical importance, including
political. It plays a very positive role. For the individual who has lost himself
in the catastrophic space of contemporary existence, literature gives the unique
means of self-preservation, humanistic potential, which is necessary for cor-
rect orientation.

For example, some of the ideas in Bertrand Russell’s literary work, “The
Problem of China,” can be helpful in solving actual problems in the dialogue
of cultures. In this book, Russell concludes that European values cannot be-
come common in every culture. For instance, the western ideal of human
rights is unacceptable to many people of other civilizations. It is not a “uni-
versal” principle .

At the beginning of the 20th century, Russell sought to protect China’s
distinctive culture from western rigid aggressive politics that were tending
to eradicate its originality by substituting the original Chinese values with a
European or American lifestyle. Russell sought to reverse the trend. Accord-
ing to his opinion eastern values such as tolerance can give a positive contri-
bution to western culture and to solve many problems in this way.

Russell was one of the first philosophers of the West to proclaim the
idea of real equal dialogue between different civilizations. Through this dia-
logue we gradually move from the western conception of creation of unity in
variety toward the more neutral variety in unity.

Russell research regarding China ascertained that analytical practice and
methodological rationalism do not allow understanding of other cultures. Only
a more phenomenological approach involving intuition, imagination, creativi-
ty and openness can provide understanding of other cultures. The rapidly chang-
ing world is too complex to be fully understood using classical philosophical
notions. Conventional philosophical discourse is too old, too simple, primitive
and rational for understanding, explaining and capturing the essence of the
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processes of the external and internal world. Literary language is much closer
to life as it allows for the expression of emotions, feelings and more subtle life
processes. Literary language is not so rigid and rational as the special language
of classical philosophy; its limits are not so narrow.

 Bertrand Russell became one of first westerners to realized that the
increased communication of the modern age would lead to extremely in-
tensive interaction among cultures, and mankind, as never before, requires
equal dialogue based on mutual understanding. Thus, philosophy as es-
sence of culture appears not only the form of uniqueness of cultures, but
also their generality.
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BEYOND POSTMODERNISM:
TOWARD AN AESTHETIC OF TRUST

Ihab HASSAN
Milwaukee, Wisconsin, USA

Introduction

My theme is the evolution of postmodernism, or rather, our own evolu-
tion in postmodern times. Since I owe readers clarity and concision, which
have all but abandoned us in academe, let me focus the issue at the start.
What lies beyond postmodernism? Of course, no one knows; we hardly know
what postmodernism was.

But questions have a way of inveigling an answer. I will offer a double
response in the form of two, major intertwined themes : postmodernism ex-
pands into geopolitical postmodernity while seeking to become a postmod-
ernism not of suspicion but of trust. The braided strands of this proposition
may define the cultural code of our moment. How?

What Was Postmodernism?

Let us step back for a moment. What was postmodernism in the first place?
I am not at all certain, for I know less about it today than I did some thirty years
ago. No doubt, that is because I have changed, postmodernism has changed,
the world has changed, and historical concepts, unlike Platonic Ideas or geo-
metrical forms, suffer the tyranny of time.

Of course, postmodernism was born in strife and nursed in contention; it
still remains moot. Lock ten of its foremost proponents in a room, and watch
the blood trickle under the door. Hype and hyperbole, parody and kitsch, me-
dia glitz and ideological spite, the sheer, insatiable irrealism of consumer soci-
eties all helped to turn postmodernism into a conceptual ectoplasm. I cite –
from an essay called “From Postmodernism to Postmodernity” – four current
exemplars of the phenomenon, nearly at random:

1. Frank Gehry’s Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao (Spain), Ashton Rag-
gatt McDougall’s Storey Hall in Melbourne (Australia), and Arata Isozaki’s
Tsukuba Center (Japan) qualify as postmodern architecture. They depart from
the pure angular geometries of the Bauhaus, the minimal steel and glass box-



es of Mies van der Rohe, mixing aesthetic and historical elements, flirting
with fragments, fantasy, and even vulgarity.

2. In a recent encyclical, titled “Fides et Ratio,” Pope John Paul II actu-
ally used the word postmodernism to condemn extreme relativism in values
and beliefs, acute irony and skepticism toward reason, and the denial of any
possibility of truth, human or divine – in short, from the Church’s point of
view, incipient nihilism.

3. In cultural studies, a highly politicized field, the term postmodernism
often surrenders to postcolonialism, the former deemed historically feckless,
being “unpolitical” or, worse, not political in the right way. Postcolonialism
is deemed a serious concept, postmodernism a light one.

4. In Pop culture, postmodernism – or PoMo as Yuppies call it insouci-
antly – refers to a wide range of phenomena, from Andy Warhol to Madonna,
from the colossal plaster Mona Lisa I saw advertising a pachinko parlor in
Tokyo to the giant, cardboard figure of Michelangelo’s David – pink dayglo
glasses, canary shorts, a camera slung across bare, brawny shoulders – ad-
vertising Kon Tiki Travel in New Zealand.

What do all these have in common? The answer is familiar by now:
fragments, hybridity, relativism, play, parody, pastiche, an ironic, sophistical
stance, an ethos bordering on kitsch and camp. So, willy nilly, we have be-
gun to gather a family of words applying to postmodernism; we have begun
to sketch a context, if not a definition, for it. (More ambitious readers can
consult Hans Bertens’ The Idea of the Postmodern, the best and fairest intro-
duction to the topic I know.)

But who needs definitions nowadays, anyway? The desert grows, the desert
grows, Nietzsche growled only yesterday, and our mouths now parch with de-
definition, with disbelief. Still, rather than construct bizarre tables, contrasting
modernism with postmodernism, as certain critics have done, I propose to en-
gage postmodernism in ways that may lead us through it, beyond it.

The Equivocal Autobiography of an Age

In 1784, Immanuel Kant asked, in a celebrated essay, “Was ist
Aufklärung?” The question was taken up by Michel Foucault, though we do
better to ask ourselves, in terms of this particular occasion, “Was ist Post-
modernismus?” How could we ever share the historical poise of the punctual
thinker of Königsberg? Versed in suspicion, inward with incredulity, vota-
ries of decenterment, pluralist, pragmatic, polychronic, we can hardly privi-
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lege our moment as Kant privileged the Enlightenment. Instead, we betray
an abandon of belatedness, a delirium of reflexivity, a limitless anxiety of
self-nomination. Who am I, who are we – is that not the chorus of the mo-
ment? Perhaps postmodernism can be defined, after all, as a continuous ex-
ercise in self-definition. Or perhaps we can simply call it the equivocal auto-
biography of an age.

This is not altogether flip: two pivotal points are at issue here. One re-
gards the hermeneutic seductions of postmodernism in developed societies.
The other relates to the crisis of identity, driving geopolitics in the postwar
era (I will return to that idea in discussing postmodernity). Let me begin with
the former.

Autobiography, as we all know, is a verbal interpretation – not simply
recollection, not simply construction – of a life. So is postmodernism a col-
lective interpretation of an age. More than an artistic style or historical trend,
more than a personal sensibility or zeitgeist, postmodernism is a hermeneu-
tic device, a habit of interpretation, a way of reading all our signs under the
mandate of misprision. I simply mean that we now see the world through
postmodern-tinted glasses. Rabelais? Look at all those excesses of parody
and pastiche, all those paratactical lists. Sterne? Please, don’t be obvious.
Jane Austen? See all those self-reflexive ironies, those subtle deconstruc-
tions of squirearchy not to mention phallocracy. And so it goes (as Vonnegut
would say). Moreover, it’s all true, or at least partially true. But not even a
fatwa would induce me to consider Rabelais, Sterne, and Austen postmod-
ern or, preposterously, pre-postmodern.

Certainly, we read history from the vantage of the present; certainly
we write history as narratives, tropic and revisionary. But this gives us
no licence to cannibalize our past to feed our flesh. History, too, has its
pragmatic truth, its otherness, which refuses assimilation to our needs,
our desires. History, too, requires our tact, our respect, our trust: I mean
that measure of intuition, empathy, and self-discipline enabling every cog-
nitive act.

I hope you do not think I have lost myself in the labyrinths of postmod-
ernism. Words like truth, trust, tact are key to the idiom of this paper, and I
will return to them, repeatedly. For the moment, however, I wanted simply to
suggest that postmodernism could be understood as a kind of autobiography,
an interpretation of our lives in developed societies, linked to an epochal
crisis of identity, the other pivotal point.



A Global Crisis of Identity

What, then, is that global crisis of identity? Look everywhere, the evi-
dence chills the blood, boggles the mind. Fortunately, some sane and read-
able books, like Michael Ignatieff’s Blood and Belonging and Amin Maal-
ouf’s In the Name of Identity, help us to awake from this particular night-
mare of history. The latter work is especially pertinent here, though I can
summarize its generous argument only in the baldest terms.

Maalouf calls for the acceptance of multiple and dynamic identities,
without prejudice to any; he rejects, in all of us, a single, static, essential
self, “deep down inside,” coercing other allegiances. And he insists on re-
spect, reciprocity, non-exclusiveness, in the exacerbated traffic between fields
of cultural force, anthropological zones, estates of personal being. Still, since
modernity is so often perceived as “the hand of the stranger” in many cul-
tures, the shadow of suspicion, indeed of outraged rejection, falls on the
West, especially on the United States. In this nexus, a free spirituality, loose-
ly attached, or even unattached, to the need to belong, may prove salutary.
Maalouf concludes by enjoining us to act and to dream:

We must act in such a way as to bring about a situation
in which no one feels excluded from the common civilisation
that is coming into existence; in which everyone may be
able to find the language of his own identity and some
symbols of his own culture; and in which everyone
can identify to some degree with what he sees emerging
in the world about him, instead of seeking refuge in an
idealised past (163).

That is, indeed, the practical dream of a pluralist postmodernity. But
how is that crisis of identity relevant to postmodernism itself? And how do I
distinguish between postmodernism and postmodernity?

In the past, I resorted to a neologism, “Indetermanence,” to interpret post-
modernism. I meant to designate two decisive antithetical, but not dialectical,
tendencies: indeterminacy and immanence. (See “Culture, Indeterminacy, and
Immanence” in The Postmodern Turn and the “Postscript” of The Dismember-
ment of Orpheus.) Since then, the double process of “localization” and “glo-
balization,” as every CEO now glibly says, has become dire. What I had hinted
has become the daily grist of our news: I mean the sundry movements of seces-
sion, decolonization, separatism, on the one hand, and the fluent imperium of
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high-tech, media capitalism, on the other – cargo cults here, satellites there, the
Taliban in one place, Madonna everywhere. In sum, cultural postmodernism
has mutated into genocidal postmodernity (witness Palestine, Bosnia, Kosovo,
Ulster, Rwanda, Chechnya, Kurdistan, Sri Lanka, Sudan, Afghanistan, Tibet…).
But cultural postmodernism itself has also metastasized into sterile, campy,
kitschy, jokey, dead-end games or sheer media hype.

To these changes, the world responded with vast changes of its own,
changes that I describe as postmodernity.

From Postmodernism to Postmodernity

This brings me to the first, braided theme of this essay: namely, the
expansion of postmodernism into postmodernity. It is as if the breaks, the
indeterminacies, of the former have turned into tribalism (postcolonial fac-
tions), and the immanences of the former have accelerated world interac-
tions (globalization). I say “as if” because I distrust large and symmetrical
explanations.

In any case, the horrendous facts of postmodernity invade our lives con-
tinually: diasporas, migrations, refugees, the killing fields, a crisis of person-
al and cultural values seemingly without parallel in history. Therefore, we
may be forgiven to conclude: a specter is haunting Europe and the world –
the specter of Identity. Can we wonder that its ghostly steps lead everywhere,
from the jungles of the Philippines to those of Peru, from the ruins of the
World Trade Center to the wastes of Gaza, from the tenements of Belfast to
the mosques of Kashmir?

Some will proffer socio-economic explanations, the inequities of north
and south, west and east, which feed the iniquities of the world. Some will
adduce vast conflicts of civilizations, which, since 9/11, have given Samuel
P. Huntington renewed plausibility. And some will cite sociobiology, the “epi-
genetic rules” of E. O. Wilson or the “mass soul” of Elias Canetti, hard-
wired in our species. Yet none of these facts suffices alone, as Amin Maalouf
would agree.

Beyond postmodernism, beyond the evasions of poststructuralist theo-
ries and pieties of postcolonial studies, we need to discover new relations
between selves and others, margins and centers, fragments and wholes –
indeed, new relations between selves and selves, margins and margins, cen-
ters and centers – discover what I call a new, pragmatic and planetary civil-
ity. That’s the crux and issue of postmodernity.



But how establish this civility without borders?
Needless to say, short of omiscience, short of omnipotence, I find no

answer to this query. But I can try to put certain ideas, certain words, into
play, words that we have forgotten in academe, words that need, more than
refurbishing, reinvention. I mean words like truth, trust, spirit, all uncapital-
ized, in addition to words like reciprocity and respect, sympathy and empa-
thy, so central to In the Name of Identity. Here twines the second strand, or
major theme, of the essay.

Truth and Trust

If truth is dead, then everything is permitted – because its alternatives,
now more than ever, are rank power and rampant desire.

True (pun intended), we no longer share an absolute, transcendent, or
foundational Truth. But in daily life, we distinguish well enough between
truth and falsehood, from little white lies to darker deceptions. It is repug-
nant to pretend that the atrophy of transcendent truths licenses self-decep-
tion or justifies tendentiousness – truth is not pravda.

Truth is a single phoneme, but it carries the curse of miscellany, of sun-
dry semantemes. There is traditional truth: what myth and tradition hold to
have been always so. There is revealed truth: what a divine, sacred, or super-
natural authority declares as true. There is the truth of power: what a tyrant
proclaims, believe it or die. There is the truth of political or social or person-
al expediency: it would be good for the party, or for the community, or for
my own interest, to assume such to be the case. There is truth as correspon-
dence: in naïve science and empiricism. There is the more sophisticated truth
of scientific falsification: a theory is held true until disproven. There is truth
as coherence: in the arts, especially music, in mathematics and logical sys-
tems. There is the truth of a poetic intuition: for instance, Yeats’s quip that
we “can refute Hegel but not the Saint or the Song of Sixpence.” There is
subjective truth: what you intensely feel or experience or desire becomes
incontrovertibly so. There are probably other kinds of imbricated truths, and
they all revert to some underlying axiom or belief.

William James knew this nearly a century before Rorty or Derrida. In
Pragmatism, he acknowledges the fecund diversity of truth, a truth, he says
“made, just as health, wealth, and strength are made, in the course of experi-
ence” (143). But this is not an invitation to cynicism, self-interest, or ideo-
logical mendacity. For at the heart of James’s own philosophical practice is
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an idea of trust: truth rests not on transcendence but on trust. This fiduciary
principle is epistemic, ethical, and personal all at the same time, since our
trust must also depend on another’s trust, and our faith, James remarks in
The Will To Believe, “is faith in someone else’s faith, and in the greatest
matters this is most the case” (9). Hence the self-defeating character of rad-
ical relativism, of extreme particularism, which denies reciprocity, denies
both empathy and obligation.

Epistemic trust flows, in Western cultures at least, from evidence, logic,
dispassion, trial, doubt – from intuitions and speculations, too, that can earn
our unselfish assent. Altruism, like self-criticism, is conducive to trust. Such
trust, I have said, is fragile. “How can one and the same identical fact expe-
rience itself so diversely?” James asks in A Pluralistic Universe (94f). And
in the end – I repeat, in the end – he answers that our “passional natures”
must decide “between propositions, whenever it is a genuine option that
cannot by its nature be decided on intellectual grounds” (W,11). But these
“passional natures,” I wonder, have they no cognizance of broader restraint,
a larger reference?

The question reclaims maligned universals. Both social determinism and
cultural constructionism find them anathema. Yet universals, not Platonic
but empiric, abound. For instance: languages; human emotions; marks of
status; ceremonies of birth, marriage, and death; gods, spirits, taboos and
their rituals; not to mention sociobiological imperatives like the sixty-seven
cross-cultural practices Wilson lists in Consilience (160f.). Human beings
are not a terra nullius colonized by myriad systems of signs. Human beings
also create themselves and recreate their environments, and chance and ae-
ons of biological evolution help shape their lives. (To hard-core cultural con-
structionists, I say: browse Matt Ridley’s The Genome Project or Steven
Pinker’s The Blank Slate to see the intricacies of “nature” and “nurture,” no
longer separable in their interactions.) In sum, human beings not only vary
infinitely; they also share a portion in the infinite.

Pragmatic or “soft” universals need not alarm us; they enable both indi-
vidual and collective judgments. Without them, the U.N. Declaration of Hu-
man Rights would vaporize; without them, Amnesty International would whistle
in the wind; without them, jurists at the Hague would sit in an empty court;
without them, Greenpeace or the Kyoto Protocols would founder in the Pacif-
ic. In short, without qualified generalizations, no appeal to reason, freedom, or
justice can stand; no victim can find redress, no tyrant retribution.



I am aware of the arguments against Truth (capitalized), from Nietzsche
to Derrida. Nietzsche offered the best challenge, first in his youthful essay
on “Truth and Lying in the Ultra Moral Sense,” then in his posthumous Will
to Power. Truth, he said in the earlier essay, is “a mobile army of metaphors”
(508); truth, he later declared, is an aspect of the “will to power,” thus a
“processus in infinitum, an active determining” (298). But the Truth he pre-
tends to rout is not pragmatic; it is universal.

William James, we have seen, also abandons the transcendental view of
truth, opening it to our “willing nature,” nudging it toward a “noetic plural-
ism,” a process more than state, subject always to contestation. Still, his
view makes place for a will to truth, as strong in certain human beings – the
great saints, artists, scientists, intellectuals – as the will to power or the will
to believe. Does not Oedipus embody, beyond a shady Freudian complex,
that miraculous will to truth – what interest can it possibly serve? – that
implacable will to truth, at the cost of self-destruction, entailing blindness,
bringing a deeper, luminous sight?

Oedipus here is apt. Truth, I have said, rests on trust, personal, social,
cognitive trust. But what is trust? Roundly, I answer: more than consensus,
trust depends on self-abnegation, self-emptying, something akin to kenosis.
It requires dispassion, empathy, attention to others and to the created world,
to something not in ourselves. But, ultimately, it demands self-disposses-
sion. That is why truth and trust remain spiritual qualities – not simply psy-
chological, not merely political, but, above all, spiritual values.

At the mention of spirit, some may grit their teeth. So, put spirit aside, if
you must; I will not insist on a willing suspension of disbelief. Consider
another line of thought. The humanities, by the very nature of their episte-
mologies, can not resist the incursions of history and politics, ideology and
illusion. But that is precisely why the humanities must not yield to their pro-
miscuous incursions, which would degrade knowledge, deface evidence,
defeat answerability. Truth does matter, as we know from Solzhenitsyn’s
Nobel Lecture (a single truth is more powerful than all the weapons of the
world, he claimed); as we have rediscovered in the Sokal Affair. Truth mat-
ters and the “calm sunlight of the mind” (5), as Susan Haack put it in her
wise Manifesto of a Passionate Moderate. We may be all biased, as the je-
june slogan goes, but we are not all biased about the same things, or to the
same degree, or in the same manner, nor, above all, do we all comply with
our biases invariably. Discriminations here are the life-blood of thought,
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nuance is mind. If nothing else, let us recover the truth of tact and nuance,
the trust of intellectual courtesy, which tacitly assumes self-control, if not
outright kenosis.

Realism and the Aesthetic of Trust

I come at last to the aesthetic, to the literary question, in my subtitle:
“Toward an Aesthetic of Trust.”

As you know, Beauty is back in the work of Elaine Scary, Wendy Stein-
er, Charles Jencks, among others – and I am immensely cheered. But I will
consider the aesthetic here from another ambit, that of realism. Realism, you
cry, in 2002, realism? A moment ago, I spoke of trust as a quality of attention
to others, to the created world, to something not in ourself. Is that not the
premise of realism?

Realism is no light matter: it touches the inviolable mystery of mind’s
relation to the world. It refers us to the enigma of representation, the conun-
drum of signs, the riddle of language, the chimera of consciousness itself. So
let us step gingerly here.

Elsewhere, I have presumed to remark on realism in science, philoso-
phy, painting, photography, and literature, concluding that realism, despite
its cunning, is a convention built on answerable faith – something like Santa
Claus. Ernst Gombrich summed it up in Art and Illusion with wondrous con-
cinnity: “the world,” he said, “can never quite look like a picture, but a pic-
ture can look like the world” (395).

And in literature? We all know the epochal work of Erich Auerbach, a
Teutonic hymn to mimesis. But a reader of that work may well conclude that
the great scholar regards the loss of mimesis in modernism with acute ambiv-
alence. The “uninterpretable symbolism” in the works of Joyce and Woolf; the
“multiple reflection of consciousness” leaving the “reader with an impression
of hopelessness,” “something confusing, something hazy…something hostile
to the reality which…[the works] represent;” the “atmosphere of universal
doom” and implied “hatred of civilization” (551) – Auerbach finds all these
distressing in modern literature. At the same time, he fairly recognizes that in
the work of Virginia Woolf “random occurrence” can yield “something new
and elemental…nothing less than the wealth of reality and depth of life in
every moment to which we surrender ourselves without prejudice” (552).

I am not sure that Saul Bellow or John Updike would disagree with
Auerbach. I am not sure that younger writers, like David Malouf (this the



Australian not the French Maalouf now) or Salman Rushdie or Vargas Llosa
or Michael Ondaatje would disagree either. I am not sure that certain quali-
fied postmodernists would fail to recognize the price literature has paid in
renouncing realism altogether. Hence, the innovative, not to say magical,
realism in such novels as Malouf’s Remembering Babylon, Rushdie’s Mid-
night’s Children, Vargas-Llosa’s The Notebooks of Don Rigoberto, Ondaatje’s
Anil’s Ghost (which the author claims to be an accurate description of life in
Sri Lanka, a claim similar to that of Garcia Marquez about life in his native
Columbia).

The critical point here is that literary realism, though it may not suffice,
remains indispensable; its discontents spill into, indeed inform, other genres.

Myself, I believe that Virginia Woolf’s strictures against certain realists –
Mr. Wells, Mr. Bennett, Mr. Galsworthy, as she called them with withering
courtesy – still stand. They are “materialists,” she wrote in The Common Reader,
by which she meant that “they write of unimportant things; that they spend
immense skill and immense industry making the trivial and the transitory
appear the true and the enduring” (187). That has ever been the banal flaw of
realism. Yet Woolf herself had great faith in the possibilities of the novel,
and in the same essay, “Modern Fiction,” she reminds us that there is no
limit to the novel’s horizon, “and that nothing – no ‘method,’ no experiment,
even the wildest – is forbidden, but only falsity and pretense” (194).

Only falsity and pretense are forbidden: these words lead to my penulti-
mate section.

On Spirit and the Void

Falsity and pretence stand nearly antithetical to truth and trust. Hence
my interest in what I will call fiduciary realism, a postmodern aesthetic of
trust. Such an aesthetic would assume “negative capability” (Keats), but would
go farther toward self-emptying; as in Shakespeare, Kafka, or Beckett, it
would become acquainted with Silence, with the Void. For Nothing (Noth-
ingness) is the other face of fiduciary realism. Emily Dickinson expressed it
stunningly:

By lonely gift and hindered Words
The human heart is told
Of Nothing –
“Nothing” is the force
That renovates the World
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She might have said as well: “That renovates the Word.” For a realism
of faith must know that Silence or Absence is the ground of language, the
ground of Being itself. This idea, surely central to both modernism and post-
modernism, makes us all acolytes of the void. This intuition, central again to
postmodernism, surely engages spirit as I understand it. But how do I under-
stand, if not define, spirit?

For the last time, I need to step back a little, in order to see past, beyond,
postmodernism. By the late eighties, I have said, I began to wonder how
postmodernism could recreate its best self. Could it take a spiritual turn?
Could the materialist ideologies of the moment open or crack? And what
would spirit mean in our intellectual culture of disbelief? Certainly, it would
not mean atavism, fundamentalism, or occultism; it may not mean adherence
to orthodox religions – Christianity, Judaism, Hunduism, Islam – though it
would not exclude them.

I did not answer these questions, though I made a stumbling start in an
essay titled “The Expense of Spirit in Postmodern Times.” There, with some
encouragement from figures as diverse as Friedrich Nietzsche, William James,
and John Cage, I envisaged a postmodern, spiritual attitude compatible with
emergent technologies; with geopolitical realities (population, pollution, the
growing obsolescence of the nation state); with the needs of the wretched of
the earth; with the interests of feminists and minorities and multicultural
societies; with an ecological, planetary humanism; and perhaps even with
millennial hopes. I could so envisage the prospects of a postmodern spiritual
attitude, without occult bombinations or New Age platitudes, because spirit
pervades a variety of secular experiences, from dreams, creative intuitions in
art or science, and a sense of the sublime, to extraordinary, visionary states,
including the gift of seeing the eternal in the temporal, an apprehension of
primal relations in the universe. Indeed, spirit echoes even in geopolitics, as
in current debates of the idea of Forgiveness with regards to genocides ( see
the references to Ricoeur, Derrida, Morin, Kristeva, among others, in a re-
cent issue of PMLA).

Dictionaries offer many senses of “spirit.” These usually center on some-
thing fundamental to human existence yet intangible, an activating princi-
ple, a cosmic curiosity, a meaning, often religious or metaphysical in charac-
ter, shading into the ethical yet irreducible to it. This bedrock meaning is not
obsolete; for as Saul Bellow noted in his Nobel Lecture of 1976, when dis-
traction increases, so does the desire for essentials. Can that desire be alien



to our spiritual impulses? Is it not alive still in the work of another Nobelist,
Seamus Heaney, who spoke of poetry as a “matter of angelic potential, a
motion of the soul,” and of “tilting the scales of reality towards some tran-
scendent equilibrium” (192, 3)?

Yet spirit does not offer invariable solace. As mystics know – I am not
one – spirit is exigent; it has its harshness, its clouds of unknowing, its dark
nights of the soul. It may begin in agnosticism and end in despair. This is
particularly true in postmodern times, times of irony, suspicion, nihilism.
Yet even nihilism, at its best, can serve as a penultimate form of lucidity.
Thus, as I have insisted, a postmodern spiritual attitude may become deeply
acquainted with kenosis – self-emptying, yes, but also the self-undoing of
our knowledge in the name of something more fundamental than deconstruc-
tion: that is, in the name of Reality.

I have no space here to elaborate this concept of unknowing, of cogni-
tive undoing or nescience, a kind of intellectual via negativa. I need only
repeat that fiduciary realism – a postmodern realism, if any – demands faith
and empathy and trust precisely because it rests on Nothingness, the noth-
ingness within all our representations, the final authority of the Void.

But let me conclude now before I vanish into Buddhist nirvana before
your eyes.

Conclusion

My path has been sinuous. Perhaps I can make some amends by carrying
forthrightly the argument to its conclusion, a quasi-utopian conclusion, I admit.

What lies beyond postmodernism?
In the larger scheme, postmodernity looms, postmodernity with its mul-

tiple crises of identity, with its diasporas and genocides, with its desperate
negotiations between local practices and global procedures. To call this con-
dition simply postcolonial is to misperceive our world. For colonialism and
its afterglow cast only a partial light on our condition; colonialism is not the
whole of our history. In this regard, I regret that prominent postcolonial crit-
ics have sometimes chosen to tap the vast, often justified, resentments of our
moment instead of bringing to it fresh, equitable, and true discernment.

We, in our literary professions, must turn to truth, truth spoken not only to
power but, more anguished, truth spoken to ourselves. This can not be sectar-
ian, self-serving truth, which appeals only to partisans and subverts trust.

Trust, I have claimed, is a spiritual value, inward with self-dispossession,
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and in its postmodern form, familiar with the void. For only through nihilism
is nihilism overcome. Our second innocence is self-heedlessness, and beyond
that, “unknowing.” In the Japanese Hagakura, there is a shocking statement,
inviting meditation, not explication: “This man has worth. In the highest level,
a man has the look of knowing nothing” (26). I, for one, would trust such a
man. I would also trust Voss, in Patrick White’s shattering novel by that name,
who at the end of his spiritual agonies in the Australian desert cries: “Now that
I am nothing, I am, and love is the simplest of all tongues” (291).

Does love have a place in an essay on postmodernism? It does. A postmod-
ern aesthetic of trust, I have argued, brings us to a fiduciary realism, a realism
that redefines the relation between subject and object, self and other, in terms of
profound trust. Are we not close here to something deeper than empathy, some-
thing akin to love? Are we not broaching, beyond realism, Reality?

An aesthetic of trust is, ultimately, a stance toward Reality, not toward
objects. At the far limit, such a stance demands identification with Reality
itself, dissolution of the distinction between the I and not-I. Emerson said it
famously in “Nature:” “…all mean egotism vanishes. I become a transparent
eyeball. I am nothing, I see all” (10). That is the horizon, infinitely far, at-
tainable only by the elect, toward which fiduciary realism tends.

I repeat: it is a horizon, seen and perhaps imagined but never reached. But
in the sublunary world we inhabit, fiduciary realism must content itself with
humbler aims. It needs only acknowledge its debt to spirit, its wide attentive-
ness, its intuition of kenosis. Such an intuition may also assuage the trials of
postmodernity, the clamors of identity – sages say, the solution to identity is,
get lost – thus linking our two themes, cultural postmodernism and global
postmodernity. Identities created by an assured way of being in the world flow
toward ultimate mysteries, sometimes called sacred, beyond the horizons of
their assurance. And they can do so without benefit of dogma – church, mosque,
temple, shrine – because spirit finally empties itself out of its own forms.

But even that acknowledgment may put on postmodernists too great a
demand. Perhaps it will suffice, on any good day, for fiduciary realism, to
follow the advice of David Malouf in Remembering Babylon:

…the very habit and faculty that makes apprehensible
to us what is known and expected dulls our sensitivity
to other forms, even with the most obvious. We must rub
our eyes and look again, clear our minds of what we are
looking for to see what is there (130).



Rub your eyes, rub them, please, without undue reflexivity, and without
prejudice to Creation. That is my charge to postmodernists, which I hope is
neither nostalgic nor utopian.
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 ARTISTIC TASTE AND CONSPICUOUS CONSUMPTION

Jurate CERNEVICIUTE
Kaunas Faculty for Humanities

Vilnius University, Lithuania

Artistic taste and contemporary culture: The problems of culture are
currently addressed not only by the humanities, but also by the social scienc-
es, primarily sociology and economics. These ostensibly “alien disciplines”
intruding in the traditional field of the humanities highlight traditional prob-
lems and concepts of culture from the new points of view, thus enriching the
contemporary discourse on culture.

Taste and the making of the modern Self: One of the traditional key
concepts in the humanities is that of artistic taste, which has been the object
of intensive analytic effort by the art philosophers since the 18th century.
These efforts have attempted to elucidate the relationship between subjec-
tive experience and the objective standards of taste and delineated in the 18th

and 19th centuries, and they have constituted the central thread in the devel-
opment of aesthetic thought during this time.

During this time, the power of rational thinking became the basis for aes-
thetic discernment, and also for economics, scientific truth and political legit-
imacy. Immanuel Kant asserted in his “Critique of Judgement” (1790) that
artistic taste is an autonomous realm free from external influences. Kant’s the-
ory of artistic taste served as the wellspring for subsequent the theories of “art
for art sake”. This theory gaveapologists for the “high” elite culture a weapon
in discussions concerning the differences between popular/mass (“low”) cul-
ture and elite (“high”) culture, wherein art was conceived as the highest spiri-
tual activity. Adherents of the Kantian theory of taste maintained that art is a
creation of artistic genius free from all social and economic restrictions.

The aesthetic theories of the 20th century have viewed art as the expres-
sion of the subjective experience of an artist reflecting a purely personal
interpretation of the artist’s surrounding world. So aesthetic experience has
lost its objective foundations, and attempts to detect universal and everlast-
ing standards of artistic taste are now considered illusory.

Taste in the social sciences: The 20th century saw the emergence and
intensive development of the social sciences. Social scientists have ques-
tioned the impact of the social environment on the formation of aesthetic
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taste. Sociologists have assumed the position of an individual in the social
structure (say, membership in a specific class) influences their interests, be-
havior and attitudes. Social researchers maintain that the standards of artis-
tic taste can vary, differ and be incongruous in the multicultural, highly dif-
ferentiated and stratified context of contemporary society.

Taste and pecuniary competition: One of the first attempts at a scien-
tific analysis of taste in the social sciences was “Theory of the Leisure Class”
by American economist Thorstein Veblen, published in the 1899. Veblen
introduced into scientific circulation the concept of “conspicuous consump-
tion,” and he tried to explain in detail the nature and the causes of the prev-
alence of this kind of behavior.

According to Veblen, an individual who lives in a society founded on
status uses two main means to assert his social preeminence. One is conspic-
uous leisure, i.e. the demonstration of the power to consume time unproduc-
tively. The second is conspicuous consumption, which is motivated not by
the immediate utility of the object but by the goal of displaying financial
superiority. Conspicuous consumption gives an individual prestige in soci-
ety, where wealth is considered as the most important indication of status.

Conspicuous consumption is related to the phenomenon of elitism, with
its assumption of superior status. All elite forms of taste and culture evi-
dence the idle use of time. In such a culture, every valuable article must
comply not only with the requirements of beauty, but also with high price
standards. The requirements of price influence the tastes of people. The con-
spicuous waste of time and goods has yet another cultural sense: the cultiva-
tion of the aesthetic powers. The cultivated taste, refined manners and way
of life are an adequate evidence of “good ancestry” because good education
needs time and is expensive.

Taste and class domination: French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu ad-
vanced the most influential contemporary social scientific theory of the taste.
Bourdieu’s thinking is similar to that of Veblen. Bourdieu maintains that
taste is shaped by the competition for status: good taste is a marker serving
for distinction in a double sense: by distinguishing and by bestowing honor
on those who successfully claim to be in possession of an object. “Taste
classifies, and it classifies the classifier”. Differently from Veblen, Bourdieu
maintains that taste bestows honor not because it indicates economic wealth,
but because it is an expression of wealth, which is cultural according its very
nature. Taste is an unequally distributed access to power reflected in sym-



�������	
����
�
�������������	��	�
������	�������� ���JM

bolic and material classes of objects and practices. Taste, together with the
attitudes, preferences, and credentials of education, is a part of cultural cap-
ital, which is transmitted in the socialization process by the family and the
education system. As an integral part of the class habitus, taste is one of the
elements in the system of preferences and dispositions which are perceived
by the agents themselves as freely chosen, but are in actually a reflection of
their objective class positions. Contrary to the appearance, taste is an ac-
quired, not an innate disposition.
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INTERTONGUE: RE-COVERY – OUT-LOOK

Vadim RABINOVICH
Russian Institute for Cultural Research, Moscow

This paper involves the reconstruction of Velimir Khlebnikcof’s little
play “I want” in a modus of the beyond-clever tongue (insight) as the poetic
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substance of its relationship with language as the outer tongue. Before the
present reconstruction we have translated this play from beyond-clever (non-
understanding) to clever (normal understanding) with the loss of poetic sub-
stance and the acquisition of logical narrative. The results of our experiment
were related to Bibler’s conception of the two-tonal nature of poetic words,
the “language-culture” aspect and the “tongue-element”.

“Word-thought” grows in this intertongue region. Poetic language re-
fers synchronously to the text (“regulated language”), and also to the under-
text (“tongue-element”). The relationship between apophasis and percept
(the text “in total”) attest (about untranslating of beyond-clevering from one
side and about eternal temptation to translate from other one in correlation
of object (poet substance) and method (humanitarian experiment)). One ex-
periment changes the cultural context from re-covery to out-look.
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Ms. Rowling’s magic world has no place for the numinous. It is written for
people whose imaginative lives are confined to TV cartoons, and the exaggerated
(more exciting, not threatening) mirror-worlds of soaps, reality TV and celebrity
gossip. Its values, and everything in it, are, as Gatsby said of his own world when
the light had gone out of his dream, «only personal». Nobody is trying to save or
destroy anything beyond Harry Potter and his friends and family.
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Ms. Rowling, I think, speaks to an adult generation that hasn’t known, and
doesn’t care about, mystery.
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They are inhabitants of urban jungles, not of the real wild. They don’t have
the skills to tell ersatz magic from the real thing, for as children they daily invested
the ersatz with what imagination they had.
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THREAT AND FEAT:
THE MANIPULATIVE STRATEGIES OF A BESTSELLER

Maxim RYABKOV
Central European University, Budapest

St. Petersburg Branch of the Russian Institute for Cultural Research

A.S. Byatt. Harry Potter and the Childish Adult, New York Times, 07.07.2003

This small paper considers the critique launched by A. S. Byatt against
the literary hype of our time surrounding the Harry Porter series by Ms.
Rowling. A. S. Byatt sees in Rowling’s popularity a generation crisis, a low-
ering of taste. Yet the arguments she offers fail to convince. On the contrary,
for all its entertainment value and therefore for all its lack of poetry, the
Harry Porter series appears to remain fully in line with the tradition of con-
veying a moral lesson through the lenses of childish fantasy. It digests, con-
centrates and domesticates rather common and laudable notions of good char-
acter and behavior.
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ART SPEAKING OF ART: THE REFRACTION
OF CULTURAL SPACE IN “PETERSBURG POEMS”

BY THE MODERN KOREAN POET CHONG HYON-JONG

Anastasia GURYEVA
St .Petersburg State University, Russia

Chong Hyon-jong is one of the most known modern poets of the Repub-
lic of Korea. The author of seven volumes he is also well known and loved
for his essays and translations of English and Spanish language poetry. Ma-
joring in philosophy at the University and years of voracious reading explain
some of the innovations in Chong’s poems, which reveal western influence.
At the same time there is a traditional element in his poems, reflecting the
skillfull mixing of new and borrowed elements. Russian readers are familiar
with Chong Hyon-jong’s poems, which have been translated into Russian by
Mikhail Yasnov. This paper analyzes five poems composed as a result of
Chong Hyon-jong’s visit to Saint Petersburg.

Lacking systematic organization these poems are more like random
sketches and thoughts than a consequent travel diary. They are united by
their topic: art. The common characteristic of the five poems is their division
into two parts that structurally support the contents. An event (named in the
first part) brings to mind a number of associations that provoke a reflection
(the subject of the second part). This style is juxtaposed with traditional
Korean prose essays, sup’hil.

Saint Petersburg is understood as an entirely cultural space. The surround-
ing and events are meaningful in their relation to art. Art becomes the way of
seeing the world. Except for the titles of the poems, the texts lack indications
to the city where the action takes place. The author does not mention the wide-
ly recognized cultural symbols of Saint Petersburg. Yet the cultural realm which
enables the author see art even in a suburban house or a classroom wall is
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nevertheless invisibly created by those symbols. Visiting Saint Petersburg be-
comes a trip into the world of art. Through his visit the poet realizes the laws of
art, the sources and the scale of its potentials. The poet ponders the mission of
art, which he sees as speaking about everlasting things and serving as the means
of overcoming everyday problems and life hardships. Art helps one realize the
inner world. Chong shared these ideas in one of our interviews. Chong sees his
poems as a way of helping the readers, especially the young generation, find
orientation in the world of technical progress and material values. Specific
features of the way the poet expresses his ideas may be new for a Russian
reader, but they reflect the Korean way of thinking.

Art makes the world discrete. Art forms the artistic “meta-world”. Chong
emphasizes the borders of this world in the five poems. As this world has
certain existential laws, art changes the usual pace of events and influences
the subjects and objects that happen to enter its borders.



Kam-ming WONG���

THE ORCHID AND THE BARBARIC YAWP:
TRANSLATING THE BORDERS
IN MAXINE HONG KINGSTON1

 Kam-ming WONG
The University of Georgia

“Even now China wraps double
binds around my feet.”

The Woman Warrior, 48
“It translated well.”

The Woman Warrior, 209

Shortly after the unnamed “I” narrator told the story of Fa Mu Lan the
woman warrior, she observed, “Even now China wraps double binds around
my feet.” The term “double bind” alludes of course to the practice in tradi-
tional China of binding the feet of young girls to impede their normal growth.2

It was done presumably to make the women more sexually appealing or de-
sirable, and thus more marriageable. In order to ensure that their daughters
marry well, mothers who were victims themselves of this excruciatingly pain-
ful practice would impose, in a move that epitomizes the allure of internal-
ization or socialization, the same treatment on their own daughters. The ac-
tual consequence of such a practice, however, was to severely restrict the
women’s freedom of movement and to turn their deformed body into a sym-
bol of patriarchal power and control.3  By the same token, the “I” narrator
uses the term to capture in the book4  the binary influence the Chinese tradi-
tion has on her as a girl growing up in American society and the tension she
experiences trying to negotiate the boundary of being “Chinese feminine”
and “American feminine”. On the one hand, Chinese stories such as Fa Mu
Lan and the martial arts movies she consumed elevated women to the status
of warriors who were often more powerful even physically than men. On the
other hand, even in the United States, the Chinese community clings to their
ancestral views and attitudes many of which are patriarchal in character and
orientation. Thus, the “I” narrator as a young girl was encouraged to aspire
to be a warrior woman like Fa Mu Lan while at the same time bound to think
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and act as a submissive or slavish woman. To be American feminine, the “I”
narrator strives to breach the gender divide for sexual equality; to be Chinese
feminine she has to be a “quiet girl,” to be as expected a member of a “model
minority.”5  If we read the book as a journey undertaken by the “I” narrator to
discover her voice and in so doing construct her subjectivity and identity as
an Asian American woman she does so by unraveling these double binds. As
an American reader of Chinese descent, my aim in this paper is to show how
Kingston achieves her goal by listening with the ear of the other6  and trans-
lating a host of borders. I shall begin by noting the Neo-Confucian genesis of
this double bind and contrast it with Confucius’ original teaching. Along the
way I shall detour briefly to glance “sidewise”7  at a number of poems by
Walt Whitman and Emily Dickinson.

Rectification of Names

The China that wraps double binds around the “I” narrator’s feet inherits
its patriarchal norms and values largely from its Confucian tradition, especial-
ly the Neo-Confucian school founded by Zhu Xi in the 12th century.8  As Neo-
Confucianism gradually became the dominant ideology of China in subsequent
centuries, its influence, particularly its preference for the collective and its
patriarchal bias against women, continued to be felt by Chinese communities
both within and without China. The treatment given the “I” narrator’s paternal
aunt, the “no name woman,” highlights such a preference and bias. The school
of thought as originally developed by Confucius and recorded in the Confu-
cian classics, however, tells in significant respects a very different story. Two
of his key concepts, namely rectification of names (zhengming) and compas-
sion/humaneness (ren)9 , are particularly relevant to the “I” narrator’s project
and should be taken into consideration in our analysis.

Confucius formulated the concept of rectification of names in answer to
a question posed by one of his disciples about government. Confucius posits
the rectification of names as the first order of business in government. Un-
less names are rectified, he asserts, language (yan, the spoken word) will not
be attuned (shun). And unless language is attuned nothing gets done. The
result, Confucius predicts, will be the decline of ritual and music and the
misuse of law and punishment that in turn will make the people incapable of
knowing where to put their hand and foot (The Analects, 13.3). In another
dialogue, Confucius further defines the concept in terms of the relationship
between ruler and subject and between father and son by underscoring the



Kam-ming WONG���

importance of reciprocity in these interpersonal relationships (ibid., 12.11).
By this definition, a ruler is truly a ruler, a father truly a father, and a son
truly a son only if he relates to the other in a reciprocal manner that promotes
the authority of both. In fact, reciprocity is such an intrinsic part of Confu-
cian thought that he made compassion a defining quality of humanity. In
Chinese, the character ren is composed of the radical ren , which means
human, and the numeral er , which means two. To be truly human, one must
body forth this graph and interact with another human in as mutually benefi-
cial and empowering a way as possible.

That naming is of primary importance to the Chinese communities that
people The Woman Warrior is made immediately clear when the “I” narrator
names the first chapter “No Name Woman.” Such a move at once highlights
the irony inherent in naming a chapter after a character without a name and
the punitive application of the Confucian precept by patriarchal culture. By
stripping the adulterous aunt of her name, her family is in effect putting
Confucian theory perversely into practice – to reciprocate a wrong that she
has presumably inflicted on her community by erasing any sign of her exist-
ence from the collective consciousness and memory. The juxtaposition of
this chapter heading with the title of the book, on the other hand, at once
links what the aunt has done with the heroic deeds of a woman warrior. By
refusing to name her lover the aunt has herself use anonymity to register her
defiance; by throwing herself and her yet-to-be-named new born into the
community well she asserts her autonomy at the expense of patriarchal au-
thority. In both instances the “no name aunt” has appropriated the power of
erasure and stood tradition and convention on their head.

The naming of Fa Mu Lan as the woman warrior par excellence like-
wise lends support to the importance of rectification of names while at the
same time undermines its authority. Disguising herself in the name of her
father, Fa Mu Lan achieves heroic status by transgressing gender boundaries
and thus the law of the father – a crime punishable by death.10 But her “per-
fect filiality” (itself a gender crossing that diminishes the role of the son) and
her voluntary domestication after the military campaign legitimize in the
eyes of patriarchal society and tradition her momentary transgression and
allows for her readmission into the patriarchal fold. Thus as an archetype, Fa
Mu Lan generates a dual if not contradictory influence on subsequent gener-
ations of woman warriors and contributes to the double binds that encircle
the “I” narrator’s feet.
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The name Fa Mu Lan itself embodies contradictory tendencies. To be-
gin with, it is a hybridized transliteration of the Chinese.11 The family name
Fa represents the Cantonese pronunciation of the graph for flower which in
Hanyu (the Han dialect)12 should have been transliterated as “hua” while her
personal name has been transliterated as Mu Lan according to Hanyu pro-
nunciation. Thus the transliteration of the name Fa Mu Lan translates the
border between two Chinese dialects. Scholars of the Fa Mu Lan legend
have suggested that the story was of non-Chinese origin. Its retelling by the
“I” narrator thus translates racial and national borders. In the Analects Con-
fucius was recorded to have made disparaging remarks about non-Chinese
peoples and cultures, calling them “barbarians.” The appropriation of the Fa
Mu Lan legend into the Chinese literary tradition can thus be interpreted as a
transgression against the Sage’s teaching that was made possible by domes-
ticating the woman warrior and turning her into an exemplar of that cardinal
Confucian virtue, filial piety.

Like most if not all Chinese names, the name Fa Mu Lan has special
semantic significance: it means literally “Flower Wood Orchid,” or more
lyrically “Flowering Sylvan Orchid.”13 It is as feminine a name as a woman
can get. To give a woman warrior such a name is obviously a gender-cross-
ing act. The orchid is also a symbol of personal purity and integrity, an index
of individual devotion to state and society, in the Chinese literary tradition.14

It is a name that is shared by three of the “I” narrator’s aunts: Brave Orchid,
Moon Orchid, and Lovely Orchid. Interestingly while Fa Mu Lan is translit-
erated according to the way the name sounds, the aunts’ names are translated
according to their meaning. Such distinct treatment serves, I believe, two
complementary functions. It marks the translation of the aunts as fictional
characters across cultural, racial and national borders from China to the United
States while at the same time underlines in varying degrees their association
with the archetypal woman warrior.15

Of the three sisters, Lovely Orchid is mentioned only in passing a couple
of times in the book (pp. 119 and 207) and appears to play no larger a role than
represent a third or alternative kind of womanhood. The text confines her to
Hong Kong and provides little evidence if any of her border crossing activi-
ties. Moon Orchid is given far more narrative weight and space, but she is
invented by the “I” narrator admittedly out of whole cloth, largely to counter-
point the shaman sister Brave Orchid and to map the decline of a victim of
patriarchal oppression. Even so, her association with Fa Mu Lan and the lunar
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origin of her name, do allow her to translate cultural and national boundaries
when she plays mother to younger female inmates in an insane asylum. Nei-
ther Lovely Orchid nor Moon Orchid is shown to exhibit any awareness of the
double binds. As mother of the “I” narrator, however, Brave Orchid is a wom-
an warrior in her own right. Her decision to become a medical doctor, her
struggles with ghosts real or imagined, and her enactment of Virginia Woolf’s
program of “a room of one’s own” in sisterhood with her school mates all
inscribe her as a worthy heir to Fa Mu Lan.16 But despite her skills in modern
Western medicine and her proven track record as a physician in China, Brave
Orchid, like her daughter, is doubly bound by China. She is prevented by ob-
jective conditions in her new country to translate her training and accomplish-
ments into her American experience. Having lost two sons in China, Brave
Orchid bore and raised six more children after she rejoined her husband in the
States. When she ventures to do battle with Moon Orchid’s errant husband, all
her bravery and strategic planning win the sisters only a free lunch. And more
tellingly, like numerous mothers before her in China, Brave Orchid herself
helps wrap double binds around her Asian American daughter’s feet. Her em-
igration to the New World has so disoriented and alienated her that Brave
Orchid could translate the life she lived in China to the American milieu only
through the stories she tells her daughter and by subscribing to the patriarchal
order prevailing in her “model minority” community – an order she had once
challenged so heroically back in China but must now submit to in her new
American environment.

Attunement: “The Ear of the Other”

The domestication of Fa Mu Lan, the erasure of “no name aunt”, and the
professional retrogression of Brave Orchid all suggest that none of them has
truly lived up to their names. In other words, their names remain in Confucian
terms not fully rectified. The inevitable consequence as predicted by Confucius
of such a lack is that language will not be attuned and interpersonal relationships
suffer due to a breakdown of meaningful communication. This is what happens
in The Woman Warrior. Out of fear of the unfamiliar or unknown, be it cultural
or linguistic, first generation Chinese immigrants like Brave Orchid and her hus-
band seek security and comfort in their ethnic community and become the “mod-
el minority” whose silence is both admired and distrusted by the majority Amer-
icans. Within their own community the older generation for similar reasons finds
it difficult if not impossible to communicate with their American born children:
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Parents either tell their sons and daughters stories of old China to bind them to an
alien ancestry or refuse to address the present concerns of the younger genera-
tion. Thus Brave Orchid cautions the “I” narrator with the story of the “no name
aunt” to safeguard the daughter’s virtue. To break the silence, the “I” narrator
tortures her alter-ego “the quiet girl” to make her talk (171-181). To restore com-
munication within and without her ethnic community, the “I” narrator decon-
structs the story of “no name aunt,” revises the legend of Fa Mu Lan, and fabri-
cates the encounter between Moon Orchid and her husband. In the end, she
recreates the story of Ts’ai Yan to demonstrate her own independence. All in all,
what the “I” narrator has done comes down to, in Confucian terms, attune the
language she uses. Before we look at this all important episode that brings the
narrative to a close, however, we must first pause to consider what Confucius
means by the word attune.

The graph for “attune” in Chinese shun is composed of two parts: the first,
chuan, refers to a large river into which smaller streams converge; the second ye,
refers to the head. Etymologically therefore shun connotes something that fol-
lows like water in a river the natural flow of things. It functions generally as an
adjective as in the expression ming zheng yan shun (if the name is rectified
language will be attuned). Being attuned thus suggests an unimpeded flow. When
used in conjunction with language it describes a mode or process of communica-
tion where every participant is fully attentive to the feelings, thoughts, needs,
and wishes of others. To be attuned means in effect then to hear, indeed overhear,
with the ear of the other.17 There can be little doubt that such attunement occu-
pies a central place in Confucius’ thought. In an autobiographical sketch attribut-
ed to him where Confucius takes inventory of his life-long achievements he puts
having his ear attuned above knowledge of the mandate of heaven: “At fifty I
knew the mandate of heaven; at sixty my ear became attuned” (2.4). No matter
how important knowledge of the mandate of heaven is, it is not enough to pos-
sess the knowledge alone. One must attune one’s ear to hear with the ear of the
other in order to communicate and share this knowledge with others in a lan-
guage that is equally attuned. Interpreted this way, Confucian attunement her-
alds the perspectivism of Zhuangzi, Whitman and Dickinson.

The Bird and The Butterfly: Zhuangzi, Walt Whitman,
and Emily Dickinson

The perspectivism implicit in this mode of communication is also a defin-
ing characteristic of Daoism whose naturalistic orientation otherwise contrasts
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sharply with the humanism of Confucius. The well-known parable of The
Butterfly Dream illustrates this point. The philosopher Zhuang Zhou once
dreamed that he was a butterfly, but when he awoke he wondered whether it
was not the butterfly who dreamed him. Meditation on this paradox led Zhua-
ng Zhou to conclude that there must be a distinction between himself and the
butterfly, between the dreamer and the dreamed and that this distinction is
what makes the transformation of things possible. The Butterfly Dream repre-
sents I believe border crossing of the highest order. In a move that anticipates
Charles Darwin, Zhuang Zhou projects himself into the heart and mind as it
were of a butterfly and seriously entertains the possibility of a complete rever-
sal of the subject /object position. It is a move that requires the momentary
suspension of one’s selfhood or identity and the ability to hear with the ear of
a radical other. It is a move, as I shall shortly demonstrate, that looks forward
to Walt Whitman’s “Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking” (American Poetry,
1.871-877) and Emily Dickinson’s “A Bird came down the Walk” (American
Poetry, 2.248). We should also note that the parable was narrated in the past
tense and in the third-person and that Zhuang Zhou insisted on there being a
distinction. I shall first consider the question of distinction and later relate it to
the questions of past tense and third-person.

To begin with the obvious, a distinction between philosopher and but-
terfly is always already generically determined. We might marvel with Dar-
win at the discovery that humans had once upon a time shared the same
ancestry with butterflies and birds, but homo sapiens do occupy different
positions on the evolutionary scale and end up being members of a different
species. Moreover, such a distinction carries linguistic and rhetorical impli-
cations. No matter how attuned Zhuangzi’s language is he was bound as the
rest of humanity to his mother tongue. And no matter how adept the philos-
opher is in hearing with the ear of the other, he had no technology at his
disposal to translate his parable into the tongue of a bird or butterfly. But the
very imagining in classical Chinese of a butterfly dreaming a philosopher
hints at the possibility of non-verbal or trans-lingual communications that
resonate with Confucius’ remark, ”Does heaven speak?” (Analects, 17-19)
and the opening line of the Daodejing, “The dao [way, road, path, course]
that can be spoken is not the constant dao.”

Narrating the parable in past tense and third-person, on the other hand,
allows Zhuangzi to objectify an autobiographical experience while situating
himself as the third-term on the border. By occupying such a liminal position
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he was able to embrace at once both the perspectives of the dreamer and the
dreamed, be it/he a butterfly or philosopher. Rhetorically, as I have suggest-
ed above, this is the kind of move that Whitman and Dickinson make in their
bird poems. I shall have more to say about the affinity Kingston has with
Whitman later in this essay. For now I shall simply note that in “Out of the
Cradle Endlessly Rocking” the poet speaking in first-person recalls his boy-
hood encounter with a mocking bird when he “absorb[s/ed],” and “translate[s/
ed]” (871) its lament for the loss of its mate. Here as in Zhuangzi’s parable,
the speaker listens to the voice of a radical other with the ear of that other
and discovers the meaning of gain and loss, life and death by remembering
or recapturing the past. By “taking all hints to use them, but swiftly leaping
beyond them” (871), the poet projects himself – like the Chinese philoso-
pher – as the third-term onto the border that simultaneously unites and sepa-
rates him from the other and like the mocking bird objectifies an autobio-
graphical experience by mocking, transforming, and translating it into song.
We must keep in mind, however, that the distinction between self and other
is critical. Without it, as Zhuangzi so emphatically warns us, no transforma-
tion or translation is possible. Selflessness provides no basis for transforma-
tion in either direction. It is one thing to imagine Gregor Samsa transformed
into a man-sized bug, quite another to find oneself waking up one day mor-
phed into one. Or in the era of preemptive wars, the logic of unilateralism
must not be allowed to hold sway. Otherwise one country can readily mock
national borders with erasure.

Attuning her ear to hear with the ear of the other appears also to be the
objective that motivates the writing of Dickinson’s poem. The very first stanza
focuses attention on a border that separates two worlds:

A Bird came down the Walk –
He did not know I saw –
He bit an Angleworm in halves
And ate the fellow, raw,

It is a border marked by the distinctive perspective of the speaker, who
as we know is a female poet. There is something artificial or man-made
about “the Walk,” a space designated on earth for humans to walk on that
more likely than not has little categorical significance for a bird. The juxta-
position of the verbs “know” and “saw” also betrays a human perspective
linking as they do knowledge with perception. The noun “fellow” and the
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adjective “raw,” on the other hand, seem at once to divide and combine the
two worlds, personifying the angleworm but registering the poet’s distaste at
the bird’s uncouth feeding habits. The labeling of the bird as “he” bespeaks,
of course, the gendered bias of the speaker. Thus, if we follow Whitman’s
example by “taking all hints to use them, but swiftly leaping beyond them,”
we will arrive at a border that keeps the self and other distinct, a border that
is shaped and informed by all the details I have highlighted. And this I sub-
mit is precisely what Dickinson wants us to see. The line “He bit an Angle-
worm in halves” clearly codifies the bifocal vision the poet had of the world
she inhabits. The bird did not just peck any worm, an inchworm for example,
to pieces. Dickinson identifies it as an Angleworm, another name for earth-
worm, to highlight its use as bait in fishing and to accentuate the prominence
of angle, perspective or point of view. The image of a bird biting an angle-
worm in halves thus serves as a bait to attract the reader’s attention to the
splitting of the phenomenal world into two equal parts. The poem can there-
fore be read as an attempt by the speaker to reach out to the bird and bridge
the divide. I will leave a fuller analysis of this poem for another occasion.
For our purposes here I shall simply note with Dickinson that in the end the
bird remains out of reach but the line that separates its world from ours be-
comes “too silver for a seam,” a border translatable only beyond language.

“Does heaven speak?” –  The Dao of Border Crossing

How does one imagine a butterfly dreaming oneself? Does the butterfly
have a tongue? How does one translate across species? Confucius raises a
similar question when his disciples lament his decision not to speak any-
more: “Does heaven speak?” (17/19) and assuming the answer to be nega-
tive, he remarks: “And yet the four seasons turn and the myriad things are
born and grow in it.” The opening lines of the Daoist classic Dadejing also
comments on the limitation of language: “The way that can be spoken is not
the constant Way; the name that can be named is not the constant Name”.
Thus, despite their differing approaches and orientations, both Confucian-
ism and Daoism recognize and indeed play with the paradox inherent in the
use of language for communication. To give expression to our feelings and
thoughts, we are bound to rely heavily on the spoken word, but verbalization
alone can never express the full range of how we feel and think. In other
words, for the self to relate to the other, to translate borders that keep self and
other apart, we must go beyond language and hear, indeed overhear, with the
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ear of the other all the overtones that emanate from different cultural, socio-
political backgrounds as well as cosmological and ecological environments.
This is what Emily Dickinson had attempted to do. In the remaining pages I
shall turn to look at how in the wake of Whitman Kingston strives to trans-
late similar borders.

Circling with the Barbarians

The Woman Warrior ends as it begins with Brave Orchid the mother and
the “I” narrator the daughter taking turns telling their stories. Thus in more
ways than one, the story of the woman warrior has come full circle. The
story of Ts’ai Yen as retold by the “I” narrator counterpoints the story of Fa
Mu Lan, brings the process of story telling in the novel to a climax, paves the
way for the translation of cultural, racial, national and linguistic borders, and
helps the “I” narrator to assert her autonomy and thereby rectify her name.
Unlike Fa Mu Lan, Ts’ai Yen appears in the story as a poetess who is a
member of the majority Han people.18 Married to a “barbarian” chieftain for
twelve years and mothered two children by him, she nevertheless retains the
bias the Han people have against the barbarian tribes – a bias as I noted
above perhaps grounded in disparaging remarks that Confucius supposedly
made about non-Han cultures and peoples.19 Her attitude towards her barbar-
ian captors undergoes a fundamental change, however, when she discovers
in their music a note of yearning that resonates with her own:

Then, out of Ts’ai Yen’s tent, which was apart from the others, the barbar-
ians heard a woman’s voice singing, as if to her babies, a song so high and
clear, it matched the flutes. Ts’ai Yen sang about China and her family there.
Her words seem to be Chinese, but the barbarians understood their sadness
and anger. Sometimes they thought they could catch barbarian phrases about
forever wandering. Her children did not laugh, but eventually sang along when
she left her tent to sit by the winter campfires, ringed by barbarians. (209)

What happens is nothing less than a moment of epiphany triggered by
the moon that enables Ts’ai Yen to cross, in much the same way as Zhuang
Zhou in his butterfly dream and Whitman and Dickinson in their bird poems,
the borders that separate her from the radical other. It is a crossing that the
“I” narrator explicitly characterizes as translation. To fully understand the
import of this moment, however, we must take into consideration other fac-
tors that contribute to Ts’ai Yen’s transformation. It is significant that the
moment occurs on her way home to China after she is ransomed to give her
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clan Han descendants and at a point where the barbarians and her children
join her in reaching mutual understanding. The new found kinship with an
alien, apparently inhospitable people coupled with the realization, suppressed
but resonantly overheard here, that her own people have reduced her to a
reproductive agent must have dampened the joy she felt about her return to
her ancestral home. Under such circumstances, the circle she shares with the
barbarians marks the place where distinct cultures and nations meet and con-
tend. Only by occupying such a boundary position can Ts’ai Yen feel both
abroad and at home.

In the final analysis then, the image of a Han poetess sitting under the
moon by campfires ringed by barbarians and partaking their ritual and mu-
sic, is what makes her song “The Eighteen Stanzas of A Barbarian Reed
Pipe” so translatable. I would further argue that the figure of a circle is sim-
ilarly pivotal to the “I” narrator’s creative project. It harks back to numerous
occurrences of this same figure throughout the narrative. To recall but a few,
the villagers raided the family of the “no name aunt” by encircling them, Fa
Mu Lan wields her sword in circles and walks into battle in circling steps,
and an employer signals his dismissal of the “I” narrator by circling a date on
his calendar. Roundness, the “I” narrator tells us represents wholeness of the
community for the villagers, and the transgression of the “no name aunt”
pollutes that roundness by drowning herself and her new born in the commu-
nity well.20 By placing Ts’ai Yen in a circle with the barbarians, the “I” nar-
rator has thus appropriated the circle and transforms it into a language that is
fully attuned. And by refraining from naming herself21 in the book, the “I”
narrator has rectified her own name by authoring herself as a true heir to
woman warriors like the ”no name aunt,” Fa Mu Lan and Ts’ai Yen.

In the beginning of this paper, I noted that Confucius posited as the
ultimate consequence of names not being rectified and language not being
attuned the inability of the people to know where to put their hand and foot.
I do not at this point fully understand why the image of hand and foot should
figure so prominently in Confucius’ formulation of the concept of rectifica-
tion of names. For the purposes of my argument here, however, I can hazard
the following reasons: first, the Chinese graph for human ren depicts a crea-
ture standing on his/her two feet, a posture presumably marks him/her as
distinct from other species;22 second, a key Daoist concept, zhizu (content-
ment) literally means in Chinese “to know where to put one’s foot,” a state of
mind that is implied when Confucius remarks: “At seventy I followed my



THE ORCHID AND THE BARBARIC YAWP ������

heart’s desire without overstepping the bounds” (Analects, 2.4); and third, a
Confucian critic concludes in a treatise on poetry, The Great Preface, that
when words alone fail to convey the poet’s intention, he/she begins to dance
it forth by moving his/her hand and foot (Owen, 40-41). Given the weight
that has been assigned “hand and foot” in Chinese culture, it becomes imme-
diately clear why it was so inhumane for the Chinese to have bound their
women’s feet and why the “I” narrator should describe her dilemma in terms
of “China wraps double binds around my feet.” Only by circling back to the
legend of Fa Mu Lan and the story of Ts’si Yen and by deconstructing the
more ethnocentric and patriarchal aspects of Confucianism while translating
the various borders with them, I would argue, did the narrator succeed in
unwrapping the bindings that encircle her feet.

Coda: The Whitman Connection

For readers cognizant of Whitman’s lines “I celebrate myself/I sing my-
self,” the naming of Wittman Ah Sing by Kingston as protagonist in Tripmas-
ter Monkey crystallizes her affinity with the American bard. But for readers
attuned to her work, the connection was already evident in the ending of The
Woman Warrior.23 The sentence that brings the narrative to a close, “it translat-
ed well,” strongly echoes the line already alluded to above, “cautiously peer-
ing, absorbing, translating,” from “Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking.” The
figure of the barbarians blowing their reed pipes joined by Ts’ai Yen in song,
on the other hand, recalls the lines from the concluding lines of “Song of My-
self”: “I too am not a bit tamed, I too am untranslatable,/I sound my barbaric
yawp over the roofs of the world”(American Poetry, 1.781). Like Whitman the
poet, the “I” narrator of The Woman Warrior” has “sounded the yawp” of the
barbarians. In both instances, a self has enlarged itself to embrace a radical
other by hearing with the ear of that other and by translating the borders that
keep self and other apart. But as it stands at the closure of the book, the line “it
translated well” begs a question: Does it refer to the song that Ts’ai Yen com-
posed? The music the barbarians played on their reed pipes? Or The Woman
Warrior as a translation of both? And in spite of the translation he has done of
the mocking bird’s lament, Whitman seems also to insist on the impossibility
of translation when he asserts, “I too am not translatable.”24 The reason that
Whitman himself gives for his not being translatable is that he is like the hawk
“not tamed,” that is to say, not domesticated, bound, or caged. I would argue
that the contradiction apparent in Whitman’s retroactive translation of the
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mocking bird’s lament and his claim of hawk-like impermeability to transla-
tion is predicated on the contradiction willfully advertised in the lines: “Do I
contradict myself?/Very well then I contradict myself” (ibid., 780). Such an
admission of self-contradiction is in turn grounded parenthetically in the next
line: ”(I am large, I contain multitudes).”

 The poet as embodiment of his/her life and work can never be fully trans-
lated because he/she is too large to be bound by a single translation or interpre-
tation. Yet for the “multitudes” he/she embodies to have tangible shape or
form, they must be contained. To point out that the constant dao can not be
spoken, we still have to speak it in our mother tongue. Whitman, I believe, is
making the same point. Read in this light, the line “it translated well” that
Kingston uses to cast light on Ts’ai Yen, the barbarians, and the “I” narrator
sitting in a ring by the campfire actually wraps them in a double bind. Each self
or other is always too large and multitudinous to be translated all at once. By
translating Ts’ai Yen translating the barbarians, the “I” narrator has incorpo-
rated their humanity into her own and discovered her individual identity and
voice. But Ts’ai Yen still returns to China in obeisance to the wishes of its
patriarchs, and the barbarians continue to bind reeds to their arrows to make
war. To translate well would then mean to be content with translating facets of
the other that are more hospitably translatable and to leave well enough alone.
Otherwise we would be turning a deaf ear to Zhuangzi’s warning that no trans-
formation is possible without there being a distinction between dreamer and
dreamed, between self and other. In the final analysis, therefore, to truly trans-
form herself into a woman warrior and thereby rectify her name, the “I” narra-
tor must translate beyond the model set by Ts’ai Yen, learn to live among the
barbarians and when all is said and done feel at home.

NOTES
1 This is part of a larger project I have been doing on narrative theory. Up to this

point, I have applied the Confucian concept of rectification of names and attunement
along with Zhuangzian perspectivism as exemplified by the Butterfly Dream to a
study of traditional Chinese fiction. My analysis of Maxine Hong Kingston’s Woman
Warrior in this paper represents my first attempt to read Asian American literature in
the same terms. I will follow this with a look along similar lines in two separate
papers at China Men, Tripmaster Monkey, and The Fifth Book of Peace.

2 For an account of this peculiar custom, see Howard S. Levy, The Lotus Lovers:
The Complete and Erotic History of Chinese Footbinding (Buffalo, N.Y.: Prometheus
Books, l992).
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3 The story, “The Oil Peddler Courts the Courtesan” (maiyoulang du zhan huakui),
features a vivid depiction of how helpless a woman could be with her feet bound. See
Y.W. Ma and Joseph S.M. Lau, eds., Traditional Chinese Stories: Themes and Varia-
tions (Boston/Worcester: Cheng & Tsui Company, l986), 177-208.  In a remarkable
move, the Chinese writer Li Ruzhen  (c.1763-1830) reverses the gender roles in his
satiric novel Jinghua yuan (Flowers in the Mirror, A Romance) and has the feet of one
of his male characters bound in the Kingdom of Women. In this context, we should also
note that Kingston incorporates this episode into the beginning of China Men by attrib-
uting the experience to Tang Ao instead of Lin Zhiyang (pp.3-5).

4 I will be using the more general term “book” instead of the genre specific “mem-
oir” or “novel” to refer to The Woman Warrior to sidestep the generic controversy
surrounding this work. Its use also anticipates my study of Kingston’s most recent
work The Fifth Book of Peace.

5 The myth of Asian Americans as a “model minority” originated with William
Peterson in l966 and gained national acceptance in the mid-l980s. It highlights Asian
Americans, especially Japanese and Chinese Americans as “hardworking, intelli-
gent, and successful” who have realized the American dream through self-reliance.
Though initially meant to be complimentary, the label obscures discriminations Asian
Americans have faced in the present and the past and justifies the mistreatment of
other minorities such as African, Hispanic, and Native Americans. See Jean Yu-wen
Shen Wu and Min Song, eds., Asian American Studies: A Reader (New Brunswick,
N.J. and London: Rutgers UP, 2000), 370-374.

6 In The Ear of the Other: Otobiography, Transference, Translation, ed. Christie
V. McDonald and tr. Peggy Kamuf (New York: Schocken Books, l985), Jacques
Derrida grounds his comments on autobiography and translation in a passage from
Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra, highlights the image of the ear so prominently
displayed there, and argues that the ability to hear with the ear of the other informs
the production and reception of any creative work. In various interviews since the
l970s Kingston has also called attention to the importance of hearing and listening in
her own work. See Conversations with Maxine Hong Kingston, ed. Paul Skenazy
and Tera Martin  (Jackson: University Press of  Mississippi, l998).

7 I have borrowed this word from Emily Dickinson’s line: “And then hopped sidewise
to the Wall” (American Poetry, 2.248).  In the poem, the generic bird, once he has fed on
an angleworm, wisely steps aside “to let a beetle pass.”  As I shall argue later in my
analysis of this poem, such a characterization by the poet/speaker of the bird’s action
simultaneously registers a convergence and division of two perceptions and worlds.

8 For a recent assessment of Confucianism’s relation with women, see Chenyang
Li, ed., The Sage and the Second Sex: Confucianism, Ethics, and Gender (Chicago
and La Salle, Illinois: Open Court, 2000). Howard Levy notes in The Lotus Lovers
that Zhu Xi (1130-1200) “who served as governor in Chang Prefecture,
Fukien…ordered that all women’s feet be bound to an excessive degree, causing
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them to be hampered in moving about. He relied on this to change their immoral
habits” (p.44).  In this light it is noteworthy that Liu E should specify the size of
Yugu’s feet at 6 inches, twice the standard size of bound feet, as she, a young woman
of 18 or 19, offers a critique of Zhu Xi and Neo-Confucianism in the novel Lao Can
youji (Travels of Lao Ts’an, chap.11, p.101),

9 I have adapted the word “compassion” from Kingston to translate the Confucian
concept ren which is usually rendered as “benevolence.” Kingston uses this word
repeatedly in Conversations to describe the harmony that should underpin self’s rela-
tion to the other and to speak of the need for community building. For a provocative
attempt to harmonize this foundational Confucian concept with feminist ethics, see
Chenyang Li, “The Confucian concept of Jen [ren] and the Feminist ethics of Care: A
Comparative Study,” in The Sage and the Second Sex, 23-42.

10 Speaking in the first-person, Fa Mu Lan says in The Woman Warrior: “I never
told them [soldiers under her command] the truth. Chinese executed women who
disguised themselves as soldiers or students, no matter how bravely they fought or
how high they scored on the examinations” (p.39).

11 In her article “A Chinese Woman’s Response to Maxine Hong Kingston’s The
Woman Warrior,” Ya-jie Zhang identifies the heroine as Hua Mu Lan. Sau-ling Cyn-
thia Wong also notes in passing different ways of transliterating the name in her
article “Kingston’s Handling of Traditional Chinese Sources.” See Shirley geok-lin
Lim, ed., Approaches to Teaching Kingston’s THE WOMAN WARRIOR (New York:
MLA, l991), 26-36. In the same article, Wong also examines Kingston’s treatment of
the Fa Mu Lan story.

12 Chinese has been referred to variously as Mandarin Chinese, Guoyu (The Nation-
al Language), Putonghua (the common tongue), or Hanyu (language of the Han peo-
ple). Putonghua is the standard term used on mainland China to downplay the cultur-
al dominance of the majority Han people. I have decided to use Hanyu in this paper
to underscore its ethnic association and implications. In Conversations, Kingston
talks about  her effort to create a language in her writing that would resonate with her
mother tongue—what she calls  “a real minority dialect in the southwest” [of China],
a “peasant, village dialect” (187).

13 Cheng Lok Chua, reading Mu Lan as the Chinese name for magnolia, translates
Fa Mu Lan as Magnolia Flower in his article “Mythopoesis  East and West in THE
WOMAN WARRIOR” (Approaches, 149).

14 As such a symbol, the orchid is archetypically identified with Qu Yuan (ca.
340-278 BCE), the founding father of Chinese poetry, and figures prominently through-
out his signature poem “Li Sao” (“On Encountering Sorrow”, Hawkes, 21-34). King-
ston names a chapter in China Men “The Li Sao: An Elegy” (257-260).

15 In Conversations Kingston defends her decision to translate Brave Orchid’s
name as a way of debunking the practice of Pearl Buck to stereotype Chinese women
by giving them such names as “Peony” and “Plum Blossom” (165).
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16 For insightful comments by Kingston on Woolf’s concept of a room of one’s
own see Conversations, p.124.

17 For an in-depth discussion of “thinking as attunement” see Hall and Ames,
Thinking Through Confucius, 298-304. It would also be instructive to consider Con-
fucian attunement in light of Derrida’s view of the ear of the other.

18 The Cihai (Sea of Verbal Expressions) encyclopedia lists 53 minorities beside
the Han (p. 4174).

19 See for example Analects 3/5: “The Master said, ’Barbarian tribes with their
rulers are inferior to Chinese states without them’” (Lau, 67). David Hinton, on the
other hand, has translated the same passage as: “The Master said: ’Those wild tribes
in the far north and east—they still honor their sovereigns. They’re nothing like us:
we Chinese have given up such things’” (22).

20 In Conversations, Kingston reveals that the well is situated by the Hong family
temple and wishes that she had included in her book certain details she learned about
the scene when she visited China in 1984.

21 Kingston calls attention to this fact in Conversations (133).
22 An anecdote in the Zhanguo ce (Legends of the Warring States), generally

referred to as “hua she tian zu (drawing a snake with feet),” drives home this point
quite well. In it someone who draws a snake and adds feet to it to show off his facility
ends up losing the bet even though he finishes first.

23 In Conversations Kingston freely acknowledges her connection with Whitman
finding his all inclusive attitude towards gender particularly exemplary.

24 In Conversations Kingston frequently calls attention to her attempt to translate
Chinese myths, dialects, and various boundaries in her work. Her remarks often res-
onate with those Derrida makes in The Ear of the Other especially as they relate in a
postmodern vein to the question of ambiguity or indeterminacy in autobiography and
translation.
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My secrets are buried within my grief
Yet to the eye and ear, that’s no relief
Body and soul both unveiled in trust
Yet sight of soul for body is not a must. <…>
Our secrets unveiled, betrayed, defied.
Who has borne deadly opium like the reed?
Or lovingly to betterment guide and lead?
Of the bloody path, will tell many a tale
Of Lover’s love, even beyond the veil. <…>
All is the beloved, the lover is the veil.
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At last one day…
I’ll flee from the illusion of conceiving doubt
And I’ll radiate like a perfume from
the colourful flower of dreams
And I’ll diffuse into the wavy hair of night’s zephyr
And travel to the very beaches of the Sun
In a silent world, within an eternity of calmness.
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With the cold moments of the past fleeting by,
Your wild eyes contained in your silent demeanor
build a wall around me
And I flee from you to a pathless path. <…> 
But your eyes with their silent scream
Will blur my vision
Like your dark secrets that
Build a wall around me.
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We are the mirror as well as the face in it.
We are tasting the taste this minute
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ON THE BOUNDARY OF BODY AND TEXT:
SHIRIN NESHAT

Lyubov BUGAEVA
Russian Institute for Cultural Research, St. Petersburg

This paper concerns works by Shirin Neshat, an American artist from
Iran whose works serve as an example of the differentiation of Eastern and
Western mentalities and at the same time as an attempt to integrate Iranian
experience into a new context and to re-conceptualize it. Meanwhile, the
geopolitical perspective is not the only one in Neshat’s works; geopolitics is
a means to create a semiotic tension and thus to actualize eternal philosoph-
ical questions. Neshat’s first photo series “Women of Allah” attracts atten-
tion by its enigmatic and crypto-semantic character: the artist covers the bodies
of photo models with text in Farsi. The Farsi language in Neshat’s photos
functions as a transfer into another language and into another system of ex-
pressiveness incorporated into the visual system of photography. The para-
digmatic code, which is a type of secret sign language, substitutes signs with
those of a different kind. The crypto-text, like a riddle or an enigma, ex-
cludes the sought-for-object from the system to which it belongs and from
any other system; and this is what Neshat’s photo series “Women of Allah”
demonstrates. The representative character of photography excludes the ver-
bal text. The visualization of the text, drawing it nearer to an ornament, ex-
cludes the text as a means of verbal communication. Finally, the choice of
the Farsi language excludes the meaning of the text for a viewer (both West-
ern and Muslim) who is unfamiliar with Farsi. However, the interpretation
of the Farsi text on the photos by Neshat provides a clue to the Eastern men-
tality placed within a Western context.

In the theory of bodily transformation by Shaykh Ahmad Ahsa’i, the
body in its existence and development passes through four stages; two of
them can be called ‘jasad’ (corpus) and the other two ‘jism’ (body). What is
to be resurrected is in fact the ‘caro corporalis’, though purified of its opac-
ity and density and revealing the invisible luminous body, which then be-
comes the ‘caro spiritualis’. Shirin Neshat in her photo series tries to con-
strue the ‘caro spiritualis’, which in Islam is considered imperceptible to the
sight of ordinary humans. The ornamental text in Farsi, on the one hand, like
a garment masks the human body in its first stage of existence – ‘caro corpo-
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ralis’. On the other hand, the Farsi text like the ‘caro corporalis’, which is
metaphorically identified as an item of clothing that one wears, hides  the
‘caro spiritualis’, the forth stage of bodily evolution. If one is to identify the
hidden meaning of the Farsi text with the body hidden under the garment and
consequently with the sought-for-object ‘caro spiritualis’, then deciphering
the text will be an analogue of the final resurrection in ‘caro spiritualis’.The
photo series by Neshat explores the traditions of the mystical poetry of Sufism
and Rumi in particular, as well as the traditions of hurufism (huruf – ‘let-
ter’). As in hurufism, which prescribes high meaning to letters and reads
them in the surrounding world as signs of fate and destiny, Shirin Neshat
develops the crypto semantics in her photography. The article explores and
interprets Shirin Neshat’s crypto technique that, metaphorically speaking,
allows one to make visible the hidden and ciphered ‘caro spiritualis’, and
hence helps reconstruct partially some characteristics of the Eastern mental
landscape within a Western context.
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THE SEMIOTICS OF ISLAMIC ART

Svetlana MAKHLINA
St. Petersburg State Univesity of Culture and Arts, Russia

Islamic culture is of special interests nowadays. The essential features
and peculiarities of Islam are reflected in art. As is generally known, Islam
absorbed essential elements of Judaism and Christianity. Moslem art con-
tains symbolic forms of expression from Judaism and Christianity, which in
turn reveal the earlier assimilation of many pagan ideas into Judaism and
Christianity. This makes symbols in art polysemantic.

Islam also introduced many new symbolic forms in works of art. In archi-
tecture, for example, the innovation is reflected in the vertical structure of the
mosque. The architecture of the mosque references three zones: the lower world
(the chetveric), the upper world (the dome), and a link between those two
realms (the drum). The symbolic form is also evident in the horizontal struc-
ture of the mosque, where a door separates the sacred and profane spaces.

The illumination of books has two meanings: on one hand, it serves to
illustrate the text, and on the other, it represents the idea of perfection of the
world and demonstrates the link between the visible and invisible realms.

Apart from the synchronous development of symbolical meanings there
are diachronic processes of development, and the two processes overlap. In
Moslem art it is impossible to identify the form of a sign and the concept it
embodies. The polysemantic nature of Islam art is conditioned by the com-
plexity of the texts of the Koran.

Ornament is a dominant means of expression in Moslem art. There are
three patterns of ornamentation: vegetable, geometric, and calligraphic de-
signs. The arabesque expresses eternal movement and the variety of the world.
It incarnates the essence of God and personifies the Garden of Eden. Geo-
metric ornamentation has a rich ideological program, with symbolic and magic
meanings. For example, the circular ornamental composition can represent a
Theocentric conception of the Universe and Being. In calligraphic ornamen-
tation, the multi-level structure of meanings increases. In figurative images
of animals and people, which are often seen in Muslim art, there is an adop-
tion of the Christian schemes. But the meaning is different. In addition to
Christian motifs, Islamic art uses pre-Moslem devices. But here again, the
meaning is transformed.
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The Moslem art is oriented to the society of Islam, which is distinct
from Judeo-Christian societies and earlier pagan societies. In Islamic art,
there are catechistic and apathetic [apofatic in Russian] modes of represen-
tation. According to Mircea Eliade, “Nostalgia on Paradise” is an arterial
motif in the art of Islam.
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22  Ardaban N., Bakhatiar L. The sense of Unity. The Sufi Tradition in Persian
Architecture. 2nd ed. L. 1975. P.45.
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(Text translated from the original French version
by Janice GRIFFITHS)
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JUSTICE, INJUSTICE, AND THE DIFFERENTIATION
OF THE MONOTHEISTIC WORLDVIEW:

REFLECTIONS ON GENESIS 18, 20, AND 22

Steven SHANKMAN
University of Oregon, USA

I
Rembrandt’s The Sacrifice of Isaac, Abraham’s Suspended Knife, and

the Face of the Other
Rembrandt’s painting The Sacrifice of Isaac (1635) hangs in the Her-

mitage Museum here in St. Petersburg [figure #1]. Rembrandt painted it when
he was twenty-nine years old in the same year that his first son was born and
then died in his infancy, a fact that perhaps lends a special poignancy to the
subject of the painting. In Genesis 22, God orders Abraham to take his only
legitimate son, Isaac, to the top of Mt. Moriah and to offer him there as a
sacrifice to God. Abraham obeys and sets out on a three-day journey. When
he nears the appointed place, he commands his two young servants to stay
behind, and he gathers wood for the sacrifice, taking Isaac with him. Abra-
ham builds the altar of sacrifice with the wood he had gathered. He binds
Isaac’s hands and feet, places Isaac on top of the pile of wood, and he then
raises his arm to execute God’s command. The painting depicts the moment
that follows from Genesis 22, specifically verses 10-12:

Avraham stretched out his hand,
he took the knife to slay his son.
But YHWH’s messenger called to him from
Heaven and said:
Avraham! Avraham!
He said:
Here I am.
He said:
Do not stretch out your hand against the lad,
do not do anything to him.1

The painting dramatically depicts a moment of interruption epitomized
by the knife that hangs suspended in the air – a baroque gesture2  that we do
not find in earlier pictorial depictions by Caravaggio in his The Sacrifice of
Isaac (1603) [figure #2] or by Rembrandt’s teacher, Pieter Lastman. In both
the Caravaggio and in Lastman’s painting The Sacrifice of Isaac (c. 1612)
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[figure #3], which Rembrandt almost certainly knew, the knife remains firm-
ly in Abraham’s hand, whereas in the Rembrandt canvas it hangs in mid-air,
having been dropped by Abraham, whose right arm the angel has seized, thus
interrupting the apparently imminent slaughter. Violence, figured by the sus-
pended knife, is thus dramatically interrupted in Rembrandt’s powerful im-
age, painted in the 1630s, at precisely the moment when Rembrandt was
proving himself to be a “virtuoso of interruption.” 3

Rembrandt frequently depicted dramatic interruptions – and particularly
interruptions by the divine – in his paintings of the early and mid 1630s. Think of
Belshazzar’s Feast [figure #4], also painted in (or around) 1635, which depicts
the God of the Hebrew scriptures’ admonitory and disapproving interruption –
through a mysteriously appearing inscription – of King Belshazzar’s excessively
sumptuous “pagan” drinking party in Babylon; Danaë [figure #5],1636, in which
the nymph Danaë, bathed in a rapidly approaching golden light, is about to be
interrupted by Zeus’s amorous presence; the naked Susanna in Susanna and the
Elders [figure #6], who is surprised by elderly voyeurs; and the 1631 portrait of
the scholar in Young Man at his Desk who, in the English translation of the
Russian caption describing this painting hanging in the Hermitage [figure #7],
appears to have been “unexpectedly interrupted.” Simon Schama, in comment-
ing on The Young Man at his Desk and on another portrait of this period of
Rembrandt’s career, remarks that the subjects of these paintings “appear to have
been interrupted in the midst of their personal routine rather than made to ‘sit’
and assume the social mask required for dignified immortalization.” 4

Rembrandt’s 1635 painting of The Sacrifice of Isaac is true to the bibli-
cal text, which tells of how the messenger of God dramatically interrupts the
imminent action with that form of the negative imperative (’al [“do not”]
plus the imperative) that, in Hebrew, is especially reserved for expressing
immediately pressing, specific commands: “do not stretch out (’al-tishlah)
your hand”; “ [and] do not do (ve ’al-ta‘as) anything to him.”5  At this stage
in his career, Rembrandt was particularly interested in rendering the dramat-
ic, human aspect of biblical stories. His paintings from this period were very
faithful to the biblical texts that inspired his visual renderings.

In Rembrandt’s painting, Abraham has covered Isaac’s entire face with
his left hand, suggesting at least two things. First, the father cannot bear to
have the son he loves, his only legitimate son, actually witness his own father
raising and lowering the knife that will enter his young and tender flesh and
end his life. For Abraham to allow Isaac to witness the killing, despite the
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divine source of the command, no doubt filled Abraham with shame, as well as
horror. Second, Abraham apparently cannot kill his son so long as he sees his
son’s face. Indeed, in the account of the threatened sacrifice in the Qur’an,
Abraham (Ibrahim, in Arabic), in order to fulfill God’s command, lays his son
down prostrate on his forehead (liljabeeni 37.103).6  The implication here is
that if Abraham were to look directly at his son’s face, he would not be able to
kill him. In his commentary on this passage, al-Tabari (839-923) elucidates the
significance of Abraham’s placing his son face down. According to al-Tabari,
who cites a number of authorities, the son – it is unclear, in the Qur’anic ac-
count, whether this son is Ishmael or Isaac7  – remarks to his father: “When you
lay me down to sacrifice me, turn me with my face down; do not lay me on my
side, for I fear that if you look at my face pity will overcome you and hold you
back from carrying out God’s command.”8

The face, in its vulnerability – as Emmanuel Levinas is fond of remark-
ing – speaks, and it says, “thou shalt not kill me.”9  For the first time in the
narrative, after the two set out together, Isaac speaks to his father, movingly
enunciating an otherness, an alterity that makes the apparent imminence of
the murder all the more shocking and even unimaginable. Isaac is carrying
the wood for the offering, and Abraham the cinders for the fire and the knife.
Finally, Isaac breaks the deadly silence and speaks to his father, addressing
him with the intimate ’aviy (“my father”). 10  His father returns the intimate
form of address: “Here I am, my son” (hineni veniy, 22. 7). Isaac then asks his
father a very painful question: “Here is the fire and the wood, but where is
the lamb for the offering?” Abraham replies, “God will provide the lamb for
the offering, my son” (beniy, 22. 8), repeating again, for the third time in a
very brief space, this intimate form of address, this vocative: not just “son!”,
but “my son!” As Levinas remarks, “the Other does not appear in the nomi-
native, but in the vocative.”11  This passage, then, is framed by three voca-
tives – “my father” [’aviy] / “my son” [beniy] / “my son” [beniy] – that are
made even more intimate by possessing (in the Hebrew) suffixes (aviy/beniy)
that personalize the address (“my father”/ “my son”/ “my son” ) in a duet of
pressing question and immediate response that dramatically enunciates the
radical alterity of Isaac and of Abraham’s painfully enduring affection for
his apparently doomed son. After such an exchange, it will be very difficult,
indeed virtually impossible for Abraham to take Isaac’s life if he must look
his son in the face. Hence, in the Rembrandt painting, Isaac’s face is com-
pletely enveloped and obscured by Abraham’s left hand.
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Rembrandt’s Abraham, in order to go through with the slaughter, has
completely covered Isaac’s face.12  The angel is looking directly at Isaac’s cov-
ered – or, as Simon Schama perceptively observes, smothered – face.13  Abra-
ham, who has avoided looking at Isaac’s face, now looks directly at the face of
the angel, who almost dreamily gazes straight ahead, neither at Abraham nor at
Isaac. Who is this angel, this messenger of God who is the subject of Abra-
ham’s sudden attention and towards whose gentle face the eyes of the patriarch
are abruptly turned? And what is the significance of the interruption? I hope it
is not too bold to suggest that the angel or messenger (.mal’akh) of God is the
face of the Other – in this case the face of Isaac – suddenly commanding Abra-
ham not to kill him.14  As Levinas insists, “the face speaks.”15  God reveals
himself only by the trace He leaves behind in the face of the Other.16  Rem-
brandt’s painting dramatically depicts this moment of interruption, which is
figured not only in the suspended knife, but also in the “anguished face” of
Abraham who, as Schama finely remarks, has “the look of a madman unex-
pectedly paroled from hell.”17  In the Caravaggio painting, in contrast, Abra-
ham seems grimly determined to slay his son and annoyed by the angel’s sud-
den interference. The viewer of the Caravaggio painting is struck more by
Isaac’s vivid expression of absolute terror than by any sense of relief evident in
the face of Abraham. Rembrandt’s painting – in contrast to Caravaggio’s rath-
er cruel rendering18  – is a dramatic example of the artistic representation of
transcendence in the ethical, Levinasian sense. Abraham, encountering the
messenger of God who is the face of the Other, experiences a transcendence of
his own ego in the direction of ethics, as he responds to and takes responsibil-
ity for the Other whose face says “do not kill me.”

For many readers, the point of the Abraham and Isaac story is the test-
ing of Abraham’s faith in God: so strong was Abraham’s faith that he would
even obey the divine command to murder his own son. This was Kierkeg-
aard’s understanding of the episode, which is central to the argument of
Fear and Trembling. In the Kierkegaardian construction, the religious di-
mension of experience demands a “leap of faith” that takes one beyond
ethics. For Levinas, in contrast to Kierkegaard, it is the second divine com-
mand that is the apex of the story. In responding to Kierkegaard’s reading,
Levinas remarks, “Perhaps Abraham’s ear for hearing the voice that brought
him back to the ethical order was the highest moment in the drama.”19  It is
precisely this “highest moment in the drama” that Rembrandt’s dramatic
painting of 1635 depicts.
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II
From the Sacred to the Holy

The tension between the two commands in the biblical account of the
sacrifice of Isaac suggests that the story is narrating a transition, in religious
experience, from the “sacred,” associated with polytheism, to the “holy” (qa-
dosh, in Hebrew) of monotheism, a differentation of a world view that breaks
with the polytheistic past. Hence, this particular passage describing the Aqedah
reiterates the movement of the Abraham narrative as a whole, which tells the
story of Abraham’s journey from the polytheistic world of Mesopotamia
westward to Canaan and what will be the monotheistic world of Israel.20

Levinas associated the “sacred” with the experience of participation in a
cosmic whole, in the manner discussed by the ethnologist Lucien Lévy-Bru-
hl (1857-1939). In the experience of the “sacred,” the distinction between
subject and object is blurred. The emphasis here is upon participation in a
totality of which you and I are mere parts. The holy (qadosh), in contrast,
requires my recognition of the absolute exteriority of the Other, of the neces-
sary separation of subject and object, self and world, self and other, of a
necessary atheism, a breaking with polytheism that can only recover a rela-
tionship to the divine through my responsibility for the Other. The emphasis
in the holy is upon my unique and inescapable responsibility for a unique
and irreplaceable Other. Mt. Moriah, where Abraham builds the altar upon
which he had intended to sacrifice his son, at first trembles with the dark
mysteries of the sacred, but then – with Abraham’s obedience to the second
command – it becomes a site of the holy.

Shalom Spiegel, similarly, views the episode as recording a “profound
revolution in the history of religion, when the primitive blood sacrifice was
abolished,” as suggested in the midrash of Rabbi Benaiah, “one of the last of
the Tannaim,”21  those Jewish scholars who lived from the first century B.C.E.
to the third century C.E. and whose views are recorded in the Mishnah, or
oral law. Spiegel goes on to remark:

The biblical account, then, came to enforce and validate a new way of
worship; and, too, it came to abolish and discredit the statutes of the ancient
world. The Akedah story repels once for all the primitive notion of the sancti-
ty of the human first born and its derivative demand for the literal sacrifice of
children. The Akedah story declared war on the remnants of idolatory in Isra-
el and undertook to remove root and branch the whole long, terror-laden in-
heritance from idolatrous generations.22
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Abraham’s faith consists, largely, in his pursuit of justice required by
obedience to the one God.23  Note the play on the word “one” – which echoes
the oneness of the one (ehad) God – in this passage: God tells Abraham to
offer “your only” (yehideka 22.2) [legitimate] son. And when Abraham is
reprieved through his obedience to the second command, Isaac as the object
of human sacrifice is replaced by “one” (ehad) ram.24  As Spiegel speculates:

It may well be that in the narrative of the ram which Abraham sacrificed as
a burnt offering in place of his son, there is historical remembrance of the
transition to animal sacrifice from human sacrifice – a religious and moral
achievement which in the folk memory was associated with Abraham’s name,
the father of the new faith and the first of the upright in the Lord’s way. And
quite possibly the primary purpose of the Akedah story may have been only
this: to attach to a real pillar of the folk and a revered reputation the new norm
– abolish human sacrifice, substitute animals instead.25

The Qur’an, like the Hebrew scriptures, sees Abraham’s faith as con-
sisting in the obedience to the command to be just, to be responsible for the
other person, an obedience that can be seen to accompany the transition from
polytheism to monotheism. Abraham’s position as a transitional figure from
the world of polytheism or pantheism to monotheism is clearly articulated in
Sura 6:75-79 on “Abraham’s Creed”:

75. Thus We showed Abraham the visible
and invisible world of the heavens and the earth,
that he could be among those who believe.
76. When the night came with her covering of darkness
he saw a star,
and (Azar, his father), said: “This is my Lord.”
But when the star set, (Abraham) said:
“I love not those that wane.”
77. When (Azar) saw the moon rise all aglow,
he said: “This is my Lord.”
But even as the moon set, (Abraham) said:
“If my Lord had not shown me the way
I would surely have gone astray.”
78. When (Azar) saw the sun rise all resplendent,
he said: “My Lord is surely this,
and the greatest of them all.”
But the sun also set, and (Abraham) said:
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“O my people, I am through
with those you associate (with God).
79. I have truly turned my face
towards Him who created the heavens and the earth:
I have chosen one way and am not an idolator.”26

James L. Kugel sees Genesis 12, which tells of Abraham’s journey from
Chaldea, as articulating a transition from the polytheism of Mesopotamia to
the monotheism of Israel. Kugel cites many ancient biblical interpreters who
comment on the significance of Abraham’s relation to his native city of Ur in
Chaldea, which is in Mesopotamia.27  A number of these interpreters, as does
the previous passage from the Qur’an, present Abraham as an astronomer or
astrologer. Kugel observes that Abraham’s homeland, Chaldea, “was famous
for one thing in particular: it was the home of astronomy and astrology. So
great was the association between Chaldea and the study of the stars that the
very word ‘Chaldean’ came to mean ‘astronomer’ in both Aramaic and Greek.
Many interpreters therefore naturally assumed that Abraham the Chaldean
must himself have been something of an astronomer.” 28

III
Monotheism, Justice, Injustice

What we see in Genesis 22, then, is the differentiation of a monotheis-
tic worldview, and its attendant ethics of responsibility for the Other, of its
break with the cruelty often associated with the numinous and with the
sacred. But as we know all too well from the history of the world since the
advent of monotheism, violence has not vanished. On the contrary, it has
perhaps increased, as those who believe they have unique access to the
One Truth fight against those with competing claims. The differentiation
comes at a price. Even the most responsible of monotheists do not always
escape the peril of high self regard and a correspondingly low opinion of
the ethical stature of those who remain pagans or polytheists, or recipients
of historically prior revelations.

In Genesis 20, Abraham journeys to Gerar, a Canaanite city state in the
Western Negev. In the previous chapter, God had destroyed the city of Sod-
om. Now Abraham, well aware of the licentiousness of a number of the peo-
ple of Sodom, here feels he must present his wife Sarah (as he had earlier, in
Genesis12.12-14) to the officials as his sister (she is in fact Abraham’s half
sister) so as to save himself. He would put his life in danger, he believes, if
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he is viewed as Sarah’s husband, and thus as a sexual rival. Abimelech takes
Sarah. God then appears to Abimelech in a dream, telling him that he is
about to die because he took another’s – namely, Abraham’s – wife. Abimelech
pleads his innocence:

“My Lord, will you slay a nation even if innocent? Did he not say to me,
‘She is my sister’? and she, she too said, ‘He is my brother.’ With a pure heart
and with clean hands I have done this.”

Abimelech’s question to God recalls Abraham’s to God two chapters ear-
lier (18.23). There Abraham proves the worthiness of his election by demon-
strating his concern for justice, even if this means that he may, as a result, incur
the disfavor of his all-powerful benefactor. Abraham presses God and asks
him if he will destroy the city of Sodom if His punishment would result in the
slaughter of innocents. He asks God, “Will you really wipe out the righteous
[zadik] with the guilty?” In Genesis 20:4, Abimelech asks a similar question of
God: “My Lord, will you slay a nation [goy] even though it is righteous [zadik]?”

Although Abraham is the first patriarch of what will be the monotheistic
religion of Judaism, with which God has a very special relation, the author plac-
es the polytheist Abimelech (a leader of a “nation,” [goy] i.e. a non- Jew) and the
monotheist Abraham on the same plane of importance by narrating episodes in
which each is granted the rare opportunity of engaging in a dialogue with God.
Both Abraham and Abimelech merit their visitations by God by proving them-
selves to be just men. Monotheism, I have been suggesting, differentiates itself
historically out of a polytheistic climate that permitted cruelties and injustices
such as human sacrifice. But while the historical differentiation of the monothe-
istic worldview and its attendant ethical imperatives must be acknowledged, it is
also true that avowed monotheists continually betray ethics – including that most
influential early monotheist, Abraham. Ethics is the acknowledgement of the
Other as Other, and the obedience to the command to be responsible for the
Other. This sense of the absolutely unassimilable otherness of the other person
will be betrayed if the subject makes unwarranted assumptions about the Other,
and thus does not view the Other as an occasion for the transcendence of the ego
but rather as a stereotype, as a construction – to employ the vocabulary of phe-
nomenology – of the intentional consciousness.

And this is precisely how Abraham mistakenly views the noble
Abimelech. How could a polytheist living in Canaan, Abraham had wrongly
assumed, be anything less than a rapacious immoralist? After his conversa-
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tion with God, Abimelech upbraids Abraham twice for placing him in the
position of potentially causing an unwitting offence against Abraham and
Abraham’s wife, Sarah, – and against God! – by telling the king that she was
his sister and not his wife. “What have you done to us, and how have I of-
fended you, that you should bring upon me and my kingdom such an of-
fense? . . . And what did you see that you did such a thing?” (20.10), Abimelech
asks Abraham. Abraham answers, “For I thought, there is surely no fear of
God (elohim) in this place and they will kill me because of my wife” (20.11).

Ethics (or holiness), Abraham learns, is not unique to self-declared mono-
theists. Polytheists may also act ethically. Similarly, monotheists betray God
and ethics by making unwarranted assumptions about polytheists and by view-
ing them, unjustly, as less than fully human. Worldviews, such as monothe-
ism, differentiate themselves historically, creating a before and an after, it is
true. But if the before and the after are understood as the absolutely false and
the absolutely true, the very meaning of the differentiation will be betrayed
and lost in the kind of violence to which we have grown accustomed in the
twenty-first century.
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THE COLOR LAYOUT OF THE I-CHING,
THE CHINESE BOOK OF CHANGES

Vladimir GRUZDEV
St. Petersburg, Russia

In this paper we examine correlations between Eastern and Western sym-
bolic and numeric systems. All of these systems seem to reflect the dimen-
sional algorithm of development described in our approach. The model is
based on an interpretation of the binary-octal code exemplified by the color
layout of the I-Ching, the Chinese Book of Changes.
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THE STRUCTURE AND DYNAMICS OF THE AUDIENCE
OF THE  RUSSIAN STATE MUSEUM: 1987 – 2003

Valery KOZIEV
St.-Petersburg

The “perestroika” in the field of fine arts officially started at the Russian
State Museum in 1987, when the exposition policy was dramatically changed.
Expositions of socialist realism were replaced by expositions of the classic
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Russian vanguard, the Soviet “underground”, and the newest, present-day
art. Simultaneously, the art of the 19th and 20th centuries was extensively
shown for the first time. Also some monographic exhibits of traditional art
of the 18th and 19th centuries were organised, as well as numerous thematic
expositions including religious art. The RSM’s audience, which was brought
up on the principles of critical and socialist realism, encountered an incred-
ible variety of artistic systems in the art of the 20th century.

What are the results of this process? Who visits the RSM’s various expo-
sitions and how has the audience changed during these past 15 years? What are
the audience’s artistic preferences and how have they been changing?

The RSM (I am not sure it should be RSM, but it reads better that way in
English.) Department of Social Psychological Studies during past 15 years
studied the RSM’s audience at the main exposition and at various exhibits.
Proceeding from the data obtained in these studies, an attempt was made to
answer the above questions.

The audience of the main exposition differs from that of temporary ex-
hibits in a number of social-demographic parameters. The educational level
of the main exposition audience is considerably lower than that of temporary
exhibits’ audience. The main exposition is visited by a smaller number of
people whose professional activity is associated with creative work (research-
ers, college professors, artists, art critics), and a larger number of school-
teachers and schoolchildren. At the main exposition, the audience comprises
far fewer residents of St.Petersburg. Among the main exposition visitors, the
level of artistic experience is considerably lower, and there are more people
who came to the Museum by chance or for the first time.

When moving from the fine arts exhibits of the 18th century to the first
half of the 19th century,  to the latest trends, the age composition of the visi-
tors changes. The number of young people under 30 increases, and the num-
ber of visitors over 55 decreases, i.e. the «more modern» the art presented at
an exhibit, the younger the audience.

The more “traditional” (distanced in time from us) are the works of art
presented at an exhibit, the lower is the educational level of the audience.
Starting with art exhibits from the turn of the century (the end of the 19th and
the beginning of the 20th century), the educational level of the audience sharply
rises and continues rising with the 20th century art exhibits.

The more “modern” (nearer to us in time) an exhibit, the more college
professors, researchers, artists, students visit it and the fewer schoolchildren.
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The more “traditional” an exhibit, the more casual people visit it who come
to the Museum for the first time, and fewer constant visitors of the RSM attend.
Those who attend “traditional” exhibits have a lower level of artistic experience.

The more “traditional” is the art presented at an exhibit, the more popu-
lar it is among a wide audience and the higher the attendance of the exhibit.
The «newer» the art, the more specific and narrower its audience.

The modern art audience comprises, first of all, the young generation
as well as persons whose profession is associated with creativity and artis-
tic culture. Admirers of this art enjoy a high level of education and artistic
experience.

Visitors of the newest trend exhibits in the Marble Palace constitute the
most specialised and unique audience of the RSM (according to the social-
demographic parameters).

Coming back to the above questions, one can say this: during the past 15
years, the RSM has dramatically revised its exhibit policy and formed an
audience for different kinds of expositions, each and all of them having their
own specific social-demographic profiles.

Quite another pattern occurs in respect to value orientation in the field
of fine arts. Artistic preferences of most of the RSM visitors in 1990s re-
mained conservative and limited mainly to the traditional art of the 19th cen-
tury. In the second half of 1990s, visitors to the 19th century exhibits started
preferring representatives of the classic Russian vanguard, K.Malevich be-
ing undoubtedly the most popular artist of this genre.

More than half of the exhibits at the RSM are dedicated to 20th century
art. These exhibits have their own constant visitors who still favour their
beloved artists of the 19th century: Aivazovsky, Briullov, Repin, Shishkin,
Kuindzhi. Only the narrowest and most highly specialised audience of present-
day art has other priorities. For them the popularity parade is lead by the
artists of the classic Russian vanguard.

Paradoxical as it seems, this is a fact. During the time elapsed since the
beginning of the “perestroika”, everything has changed. We live now in an
utterly different country. Quite a few generations have replaced each other.
But our values, at least artistic those, remain the same.
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NEGATIVE THOUGHTS:
TIMELY MEDITATIONS ON THE NATURE OF VIOLENCE

TOWARDS AN AGONISTIC VIEW OF ARCHITECTURE

Frank WEINER
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, USA

Not without cause did the ancients reserve the pantheon of
the compatible to Gods and Ideas, but obliged works of art to
enter the agon, each the mortal enemy of each.

Theodore Adorno, Minima Moralia

The reason of the stronger is always the best.
translation by Michel Serres

of Jean de La Fontaine’s fable, The Wolf and the Lamb

Introduction: violence and the agon

This essay will attempt to sketch out a beginning point for a better un-
derstanding of the idea of violence as it may relate to the culture and institu-
tion of architecture. In the background of these issues stands our present
global situation that could safely be characterized as tense and violent1 . De-
spite the inherent dilemmas involved in taking up the question of violence a
moral critique of violence will be avoided. The focus will rather be on vio-
lence as an impassioned idea. The analysis will borrow from many fields
that have studied violence in their respective domains – philosophy, theolo-
gy, anthropology, literary criticism, psychology, and aesthetics. Lastly the
notion of violence will be investigated in the aesthetic realm where it mani-
fests itself through the idea of the agon2  in which the work of one individual
overcomes the existence of the other. This “mimetic rivalry” as Rene Gi-
rard3  terms it lies at the founding moment of human culture and the institu-
tions that form and sustain that culture.

The ancient Greek word agon is derived from the word ago which means
drive or lead. Agon means a fierce contest or battle between deserving ad-
versaries or combatants. Its first meaning is a gathering or assembly espe-
cially for public games. The agon is the contest for the prize at athletic games.
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It is the word from which our English word agony and antagonist is derived.
It is a kind of artful wrestling match that can bring out the best notions of the
spirit of authentic competition and rivalry between human beings. The agon
like a race is a test of strength and skill. In this sense there is no culture
without contest. True agonists compete or struggle against themselves and
the history of others who have struggled to bring out the best in themselves,
in search of a “betterable better”4  thereby asserting their own personality in
and through their work. In more general terms, “Agon emphasizes the con-
scious application of one’s powers for the achievement of a goal.”5

The agon is not unrelated to a kind of play in which the sportive element
is wholly present. Here one should invoke the thought of Hans-Georg Gada-
mer and Johan Huizinga who have provided us with historical, ontological
and hermeneutical foundations for the idea of play6 . The game or play is
constituted by the contest. In a true contest there can be only one winner and
one or others that are vanquished. When we consider the idea of ‘good sports-
manship’ we may fail to realize that this is an agonistic concept. If culture is
understood to have an inherent sportive dimension than the art of sportsman-
ship is a key element in the construction of culture.

In the ancient Greek world the agon manifests itself in the verbal duels of
two orators or exchanges between characters in a play and the chorus. It makes
its presence felt as a kind of rhetorical volleying or a kind of logos of play in
Gademar’s sense. This feeling of competitive dialog is present in the verbal
sparring that takes place between the characters of Sweeny Agonistes and Doris
in T.S. Eliot’s play Fragment Of An Agon a piece of which appears below:

Doris: That not life, that’s no life
Why I just as soon be dead.
Sweeney: That’s what life is. Just is
Doris: What is?

What’s that life is?
Sweeny: Life is death.
Doris: Oh Mr. Sweeney, please don’t talk,

I cut the cards before you came
And I drew the coffin7

From the philosophically violent to the literary agonistic:
 Ricouer and Bloom

Paul Ricoeur has written eloquently, from a theological, historical
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and philosophical8  perspective, on the idea of our consciousness of vio-
lence9  and the evil that is violence particularly as it affects an individu-
als relation to the State. Here the State is decidedly Machiavellian10  in
nature. Ricouer raises the issue of the apparent contradiction between
the claims of Christianity and the claims of the State. He poses a critical
question in the form of a quandary - If an individual shall not kill then
how is it possible for an individual to participate in a act of violence
sponsored by the State of which they are a member? The theological pro-
hibition against personal murder stands against the State sponsorship of
collective murder that permits the political maintenance of the State at
the expense of the individual.

Ricoeur lays out the twofold duality of the Christian admonition of turn-
ing the other cheek with the necessity of defending the existence of the State.
He views these as two interlocking and interdependent paradoxes (Christian
love and the notion of punitive violence) or as he terms them “pedagogies of
humankind”11  - one of the idea of the Cross the other of the Wrath.

On the nature of violence in general Ricoeur has written that:

“ One must first gauge the length, width, and depth of violence, its move-
ment throughout the course of history, the sweep of its psychological, social,
cultural and spiritual ramifications, its profound enrootment in the very plu-
rality of consciousness.”12

Invoking the sense of the rootedness of violence is not a naive plea for
the elimination of violence but rather recognition of its permanence and im-
portance relative to our consciousness and the culture that stems from this
consciousness. Ricouer writes down the years 1789, 1871, 1914, 1944 and
how the terrors of our ‘history and psyche’ are inextricably bound and reso-
nate into the ‘deepest levels of our unconscious’. Today we can add 9/11/01.

As to the pervasiveness of violence itself Ricouer writes:

“ To see that violence is always and everywhere, one has but to take notice
of how empires rise and fall, how personal prestige is established, how reli-
gions tear one another to pieces, how the privileges of property and power are
perpetuated and interchanged, or even how the authority of intellectuals is
consolidated, how the cultural delights of the elite depend upon the massive
workings and sufferings of the disinherited.” 13

For Ricoeur violence is the foundation of the institution of the State and
not the other way around. Could this be applied by analogy to the making of
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architecture? This suggests that any desire for making institutions as archi-
tecture must claim that one of its primary obligations is based on an under-
standing of how as Ricoeur would state it - violence engenders the institu-
tion throughout the span of history.

In this light one should consider Louis Kahn as one of the last great
architects of the idea of institutions14 . He, better than most architects seem-
ingly had an instinctual grasp into the burden and cost in human terms that
creates and sustains institutions over time, whether they be at Dacca or Ex-
eter. Kahn wrote that, “Every building that an architect builds is answerable
to an institution.”15  He felt that institutions were places that human beings
exercised common aspirations: such as a street, a library, or a school. Al-
though nowhere in his writings does Kahn explicitly link the idea of institu-
tions to a darker side of human existence one does sense (in the buildings
themselves) an awareness of the deeper significance of invoking the idea of
institutions in the making of architecture. Subtlety hinting that architects
should look further into the idea of institution Kahn wrote that, “ I think the
institution is rather a less known thing.”16  Kahn’s meaningful use of primary
geometry in many of his projects makes one carefully consider the statement
of Michel Serres that, “…geometry begins in violence and the sacred.”17

Perhaps one could speculate that well beneath the outward benevolence of
Kahn’s work is the specter of the violent and that this benevolence would not
be possible outside of an origin of violence.

Harold Bloom in his book called Agon: Towards a Theory of Revision-
ism18  places the concept of the agon at the center of what he terms an ‘anti-
thetical’ literary criticism and personal religious belief based on that of a
gnostic19 . Bloom is writing from a perspective of Judaism rather than the
Christianity of Ricouer. In both cases the ‘violence’ of religious belief is
inherently linked to the act of criticism or philosophizing. For Bloom the act
of criticism is prior to poetry20 , poetry itself being a form of verse criticism.

Bloom’s position about the nature of criticism and the central role it
serves in poetry is grounded in American pragmatic21  tradition that flows
from Emerson to Rorty. Bloom is seeking a notion of a ‘self-reliant’ criti-
cism that has its founding American moment in the thought of Emerson.
He calls this overall project of criticism the ‘American Negative’ in an
attempt to distance itself from Hegel’s dialectic. For Bloom the individual
is essentially responsible to make a misreading of a poem based on their
own definition of self informed by their religious beliefs. He focuses on
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the experience of reading poetry rather than that of writing poetry. This
reading is fundamentally an act of usurpation of authority and violent by
nature. In his terms reading is a pragmatic transaction that comes at a cost
and a price. Readers are “… intrepid agonists who never yield up to their
own recalcitrance.”22  This recalcitrance is defined by self-deception and
lies. Bloom here is being polemical to a fault and further suggests that
criticism should be ‘outrageous’.

Attempting to locate an early tradition to ground his application of the
agon to literary criticism Bloom writes of the ancient Greek agon between
the Sophists and Plato. This agon is not philosophic but rather sophistic
and rhetorical in character. In a reference to Untersteiner’s The Sophists
Bloom sees the founding and still dominant mode of early Greek Lyric
poetry in the doctrine of Protagoras as – “two logoi in opposition to each
other”23  . In Protagoras’s athleticization of the logos we have two individ-
uals wrestling24  against each other over the truth. The individual logoi is
related to the notion of logos.25  This polyvalent term so rich in meaning is
absolutely critical to both the history of Western philosophy (inclusive of
the sophistic tradition) and in the Bible. As a Pragmatist Bloom asserts that
the opposition of reasonings forces a stance on the part of an individual in
dialog and often vehement disagreement with another.

René Girard: mimetic desire and the murder of violence

René Girard’s book Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World26  is
a work of immense complexity that studies the structure of the phenomenon of
violence (what he terms ‘mimetic rivalry’) across the fields of religion, philos-
ophy, psychology and anthropology. Girard begins with notion of the founding
murder(s) that occurs in the Old Testament as the origin of all culture. In his
analysis of Old Testament scripture he finds countless examples of what he
terms the founding murder beginning with the story of Cain and Abel27 . These
often inexplicable acts of cruelty and violence then become the reconciliatory
basis for the making of a community that lives in memory of violence and
struggles for a peaceful existence by the establishment of laws and prohibi-
tions. This then becomes an endlessly repeated cycle that is only halted by the
non-sacrificial28  crucifixion of Christ in the New Testament. The death of Christ
becomes the death of sacrifice and opens up an unprecedented opportunity for
humankind to end the cycle of mythic violence thereby creating the death of
all culture, myth, sacrifice and the origin of love. Girard writes that, “Instead
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of reading myths in the light of the Gospels, people have always read the Gos-
pels in light of myths.”29  Girard is proposing that the structuralist reading of
myth should be grounded by the primary Judeo-Christian texts.

In the Old Testament there is a striking account of abuse and murder in
Judges Ch. 19:16-30.30  A sojourner arrives in the city of Gibeah seeking the
house of the Lord along with his concubine. After some difficulty he is invited
to lodge in the house of a local farmer. After sharing a meal, the men of the city
come to the door of the house demanding to see the stranger. The stranger then
offers his concubine to the men of the city who abuse her all night. The next
morning the concubine stumbles back to the door of the house and is brought
into the house by the sojourner. Verses 29-30 describe in excruciating detail
the account of the murder of the sojourner’s concubine.

“And when he was come into his house, he took a knife, and laid hold onto
his concubine, and divided her, together with her bones, into twelve pieces,
and sent her into all the coasts of Israel.

And it was so, that all that saw it said, There was no such deed done nor
seen from the day the children of Isreal came up out of the land of Egypt unto
this day; consider of it, take advice, and speak your minds.”31

Girard would read the murder of the concubine as, “…an effective sac-
ralizing act of transference [such that] the victim should inherit all of the
violence from which the community has been exonerated.”32  The concubine
becomes a ‘scapegoat’ for the community at large. In coming to terms with
an act of inexplicable violence the members of the twelve tribes of Israel are
forced to create a system of laws that will discourage such violent acts. The
instituting of the laws of Jewish culture, which is a culture based on laws,
originates from murder as the origin of that culture. The challenge of Moses
was to arbitrate and legislate against murderous violence, that of Jesus was
to turn away from murder by love33 . The relationship of the Old and New
Testaments is then a question of the relationship between law that stands as
a prohibition against violence and love that eliminates the need for violence.

Architecture versus Ideas: the agon of Adorno and redemptive negativity

Theodore Adorno in his Minima Moralia34  a brilliant series of 153 short
aphoristic pieces raises the notion of the redemptive aspect of art through a
movement of Hegelian negation. Aphorism 47 titled De gustibus est dispu-
tatum35  stands as one of the most remarkable statements of an intellect in
search of a dialectic of redemption. The vehicle for this redemption is the
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notion of the agon.

“ De gustibus est disputatum. – Even someone believing himself con-
vinced of the non-comparability of works of art will find himself repeatedly
involved in debates where works of art, and precisely those of the highest and
therefore incommensurable rank, are compared and evaluated against one
another. The objection that such considerations, which come about is a pecu-
liarly compulsive way, have their source in mercenary instincts that would
measure everything by the ell, usually signifies no more than that solid citi-
zens, for whom art can never be irrational enough, want to keep serious re-
flection and the claims of truth far from the works. This compulsion to evalu-
ate is located, however, in the works of art themselves. So much is true: they
refuse to be compared. They want to annihilate one another. Not without cause
did the ancients reserve the pantheon of the compatible to Gods and Ideas, but
obliged works of art to enter into the agon, each the mortal enemy of each.”36

Adorno further states that:

“The notion of a ‘pantheon of classicity’, as still entertained by Kierkeg-
aard, is a fiction of neutralized culture. For if the Idea of Beauty appears only
in dispersed form among many works, each one nevertheless aims uncompro-
misingly to express the whole of beauty, claims in its singularity and can nev-
er admit its dispersal without annulling itself.”37

The lesson of this aphorism is that aesthetic tastes or affinities to this or
that work of art must be disputed and that the works themselves push each
other to the brink of elimination never co-existing. This aesthetically violent
disputation provides the charge to a culture that must avoid at all costs a state
of neutrality.

The distinction between works of art and Ideas that Adorno raises is of
the utmost importance. If architecture as the art of building is not an Idea
than what is it? One would think that knowledge depends on the very exist-
ence of Ideas or Eternal Forms. Ideas exhibit an internal coherence38  and
compatibility that architecture is unable to claim. No Idea is capable of anni-
hilating another Idea39 . The existence of a square does not countermand that
of a circle. The cube does not obliterate the sphere. Ideas are all sustainable
truths capable of perennial and simultaneous existence. Ideas cannot be killed
and are impervious to violence. They have and always will co-exist. Ideas in
this sense are incapable of being owned by anyone and they have no alle-
giance but to themselves and no fate excepting their own. Ideas exist forever
in a state of eternity, we for only awhile. It is our very temporality that is an
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invitation to violence. It is also our temporality that makes possible beauty
and the sacred.

Works of architecture like humanity itself suffer a similar condition of
fatality and inability to co-exist peacefully. Architecture is not an Idea but
rather agonistic criticism of the poetics of construction or a form of tectonic
rivalry40 . As Bloom suggests criticism is prior to poetry rather than poetry
being prior to criticism. Following upon Bloom it is not the criticism of our
architecture that is important but the architecture of our criticism.

Carlo Ginsberg has noted the connection of Adorno’s thought about the
non-comparability of works of art to the thoughts of Simone Weil and Paul
Valéry41 . Simone Weil takes the position that not only works of art that are
beautiful but also religions possess the qualities of absolute singularity and
non-comparability. She writes in The Notebooks of Simone Weil , that:

“When a thing is perfectly beautiful, as soon as we fix our attention upon
it, it represents unique and single beauty. Two Greek statues: the one we are
looking at is beautiful, the other not. The same is true of the Catholic faith,
Platonic thought and Hindu thought, etc. The one we are looking at is beauti-
ful the others are not. Thus those who claim that such and such a faith alone is
true and beautiful, although they are wrong, are in a sense more right that
those who are right, for they have looked at it with their whole soul.”42

For Weil individual works vie for our attention that can only be totally given
over to one. For her the fact that we think a work to be beautiful is a precondition
of our attraction to it. We are drawn into a work by its beauty that strikes us as
singular and unique. We, in her terms ‘feed’ off this beauty and develop a sense
of adherence to it. She sets up a comparison between our adherence to beauty in
a work of art with our adherence to a particular faith. In both cases there is an
affirmation for one sculpture or one religion and a negation of the other. The
agon then works against the ideal of contemplation. Ultimately according to
Weil our ability to fix our attention is an act of humility.

Ginsberg refers to Paul Valéry’s notion that works of art are ‘frozen
creatures’ in a museum that demand the non-existence of all the others. Here
the collection in a museum (and the museum itself) become the silent sym-
bol of a frozen agon. The museum as a type is the curatorial home of the
agon. History than becomes the record of the agonistic interplay between
works. This demand for non-existence personifies the works themselves as
if they were human capable of carrying on a conversation not unlike that
between two opposing logoi.
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Conclusion: from violence to the human sciences

This essay has attempted to argue that we should not underestimate nor
overlook the universal aspects of violence and agonistic discourse as it may
positively influence the way we conceive of architecture in an age of naïve
violence. René Girard has made the observation still relevant today that, “
We are running away from universality.”43  And that ,”Nowadays people dis-
claim any certain knowledge and any authority, but with a more assured and
authoritarian tone than ever before.”44  Have we yet taken adequate account
of how this might effect the making and teaching of architecture?. He adds
that ,”People are always on the look-out to catch their neighbors red-handed
in believing something or other.”45

Invoking the agon46  in an age of unprecedented violence may at first glance
strike one as only adding to and perpetuating a form of thoughtless violence
for architecture. Yet the agon as a form of active oppositional dialog also gives
us a redemptive opportunity to re-claim a ground of legitimate discourse for
architecture. If discourse in architecture today has reached a point of illegiti-
macy than the comfort of an all too polite dialog is meaningless. This polite-
ness comes at great cost. One is reminded of the title of the influential architec-
tural journal Oppositions and it’s overt program to reinvigorate a polemical
discussion about the history, theory and criticism of architecture. Today archi-
tecture has been unable to lay out such a confident program for itself. Program
here is used in the sense that William James understood the term not so much
as “… a solution, then, than as a program for more work, and more particularly
as an indication of the ways in which existing realities may be changed.”47

It may not be a simplistic exaggeration to state that Architecture has lost
its logos and without this the word of architecture has lost its meaning. It is
insufficient for architecture to hold a worldview that is only grounded in the
visible we must also gauge the unseen. The reclamation of a meaningful
architecture may necessitate a return to understanding architecture as part of
the human sciences and religious belief as a basis of culture. The ‘human
sciences’48  may offer architecture much needed intellectual and poetic re-
sources in a time of great limitations. This paper began with the idea of
violence and ends with the idea of the humanism. There may be a tenuous
but necessary duality between violence and humanism of which architecture
is a part. This duality rests upon the agonistic interplay between the sciences
of the sacred and the poetic.
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NOTES
1 As of completing this paper the war in Iraq continues into an uncertain phase,

there are uncertainties related to North Koreas nuclear weapons program and prob-
lems developing in Africa. These situations are all in the aftermath of the terrorists
attacks of “9/11” in the US and the ongoing the conflict occurring in Afghanistan.
Domestically in the US the so-called “serial sniper” case gripped the entire country.
There are other significant global situations too numerous to list here.

2 For initial thoughts on the notion of the agon I am indebted to John Bush, a
former student in the graduate architecture program at Virginia Polytechnic Institute
and State University.  Mr. Bush was the beneficiary of a broad liberal and classical
education at St. John’s College before embarking on graduate studies in architecture.

3 René Girard is one of the few  contemporary thinkers that has not banished the
notion of mimesis from our thinking.  Girard’s position is that Plato’s inherent dis-
trust of mimesis did not allow the violent aspect of this idea to come forward and has
fundamentally affected our disdain for the concept of mimesis.

4 This is a phrase from Michel Serres, Hermes, p.18. For a full bibliographic
reference see note 18.

5 This definition of agon is from, The New  International Dictionary of New
Testament Theology, general editor, Colin Brown, Vol. 1 ( Grand Rapids, Michigan:
Zondervan Publishing House, 1979), p.647.

6 For the idea of play see Gadamer’s, Truth and Method and Huizinga’s, Homo
Ludens.

7 T.S. Eliot, Collected Poems: 1909-1935 (New York: Harcourt Brace and Compa-
ny,1936), pp.79-85.

8 Besides Ricouer one should mention the thought Martin Heidegger relative to
the idea of violence.  See, Martin Heidegger, An Introduction to Metaphysics , trans-
lated by Ralph Manheim, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987). Here Heideg-
ger lays out a ‘poesis of violence’. I am indebted to a colleague of mine Prof. Mark
Schneider for this observation.

9 Paul Ricouer, History and Truth, (Evanston: Northwestern University Press,
1965) trans., Charles A. Kelbley. See Part II, Chap. 5, The Question of Power.  Other
thinkersthat have detected the significance of the power of violence are Nietzche and
Foucault.

10  One wonders if there is any way to ultimately refute Machiavelli’s position as
he advocates in The Prince.  Any discussion of violence must go through this individ-
ual and come to terms with his rather chilling assertions that have an operational
quality that makes them inherently applicable.  There is a ruthless and irrefutable
dimension to Machiavelli’s text that one could describe as the modern invention of
political violence.

11 Ricou er, History and Truth, p.238.
12 Ricou er, History and Truth, p.224
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13 Ricou er, History and Truth, p.225.
14 See Richard Saul Wurman, What Will Be Has Always Been: The Words of

Louis I. Kahn, (New York: Access Press Limited and Rizzoli,1986.  Kahn used the
word institution(s)  numerous times in his writings. Prof. Micheal O’Brien a col-
league of mine at Virginia Tech indicated to me in his unpublished index of Wurmans
book that Kahn used the word institution(s) no less that twenty-four times in his
collected writings. In the current generation the architect Daniel Libeskind’s work
shows great insight into the questions of the nature of institutions and the question of
violence. See his Jewish Museum in Berlin and his current project for the rebuilding
of World Trade Center in New York.

As to the centrality and importance of the idea of institutions I would refer the
reader to Giambattista Vico, The New Science of Giambattista Vico, translated by
Thomas Goddard Bergin and Max Harold Fisch (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1961).  In the introduction (p. xliv) the translators in characterizing the thought of
Vico write that, “Humanity is not a presupposition, but a consequence, an effect, a
product of institution building.”

15 Wurman, What Will Be Has Always Been, p.11.
16 Wurman, What Will Be Has Always Been, p.49.
17 Michel Serres, Hermes: Literature, Science and Philosophy, edited by Josué V.

Harari and David F. Bell, (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982),
p.133.  For the general argument of this paper I would also refer the reader to Chapter
1, part 2, “Knowledge in the Classical Age: La Fontaine and Descartes and Chapter
2, part 10, “The Origin of Geometry”.

18 Harold Bloom, Agon: Towards a Theory of Revisionism, (Oxford, London:
Oxford University Press, 1983). I would like to acknowledge a colleague Prof. Scott
Gartner who pointed out this book to me. See also Bloom’s, Anxiety of Influence.

19 Bloom, Agon, p.12. Here Bloom explains that gnosis is opposed to philosophy
since it is religious knowledge. Gnosis rests upon a difficulty often characterized as
the ‘unknowability’ of God. The philosophical concept of knowledge comes up against
the realm of faith of which it can not penetrate employing the same reason.

20 Bloom, Agon, p.45.
21 As Prof. Gartner reminded me, the Greek word pragma means a thing made.

Can this thing made be understood as being instituted?  Here the act of making and
instituting would be indelibly linked.

22 Bloom, Agon, p.29.
23 Bloom is quoting from Mario Untersteiner, The Sophists, trans. Kathleen Free-

man, (Oxford University Press, 1954).
24 The analogy of two individuals locked in verbal combat, as two wrestlers is

taken up by Werner Jaeger, Paideia: The Ideals of Greek Culture, Vol. 1, translated
by Gilbert Highet, (New  York: Oxford University Press, 1967), p.315. Jaeger writes
that, “…In reading the Attic orators…we really feel that the logos is a wrestler stiped
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for the ring.” As a sport wrestling was held in the highest esteem by the ancient Greek
culture. One only has to note the many references to wrestling as a symbol  that occur
in the Platonic dialogues.

25 The term logos  is an essential one in both Greek philosophy and in the history
of Christian theology.  Its’ meaning becomes highly intertwined across these disci-
plines. Philosophically logos is a reasoned account or utterance.  One of many expla-
nations offered in the New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology for
its philosophical meaning is that the logos embraces “ the whole empirical breadth of
everything which one has ascertained…[by reason]. Insertion in bracket is mine.
Theologically logos means the Word of God.  John Ch.1:1 reads, “In the beginning
was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the word was God.”  Word  in this
sense is the quintessential origin and source. For more on the meaning of Logos see
the entries on, “Word” in the New International Dictionary of New Testament Theol-
ogy, p.1081-1146.  See also the entry “logos” in F. E. Peter’s, Greek Philosophical
Terms: A Historical Lexicon, (New York: New York University Press, 1967),pp.
110-12.

26 Rene Girard, Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World, Research un-
dertaken with Jean-michel Oughourlain and Guy Lefort, trans. Stephen Bann and
Michael Metter,(Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1987). The title is a
reference to Matthew  Ch.13:35. I would like to acknowledge a colleague of mine
Prof. Stephen Thompson who suggested that I look into Girard’s work on violence.

27  Here one should recall the story of Romuls and Remus in terms of the founding
of Rome.

28 The non-sacrificial reading of the death of Christ by Girard is based on the
Gospels admonition to turn the other cheek and to love one’s enemies. Therefore
Christ turned away from violence and his death was an end to violence and the vio-
lence that gave rise to culture before his death.

29 Girard, Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World, p.179.
30  I would like to acknowledge a colleague of mine, Prof. Sal Choudhury, for

leading me to these important passages.
31 The passages quoted are from the King James version of the Holy Bible.
32 Girard, Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World , p.169.
33 Girard rightly challenges the notion often put forward that Jesus is a second

Moses. This simplification marginalizes the efficacy of both Moses and Jesus.
34 Theodore Adorno, Minima Moralia: Reflections from Damaged Life, trans.

E.F.N. Jephcott, (London: NLB, 1978). First published in 1951.
35 I would like to acknowledge Prof. Mark Schneider, a colleague of mine in the

Department of Architecture at Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University,
for the following translations and observation. The classic Latin phrase (De gustibus
non disputatum) translates to “There is no disputing about tastes.”  The title of Ador-
no’s aphorsim ( De gustibus est disputatum) translates to “Tastes are disputable”.
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Adorno rather ironic twist on the original eliminates the negative.
36 Adorno, Minima Moralia, p. 75.
37 Adorno, Minima Moralia, p. 75.
38 The thought that Ideas have an internal coherence is influenced by a passage about

the coherence of intellectual activities that appears in Carlo Ginsberg, Wooden Eyes:
Nine Reflections on Distance, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2001),p. 110.

39  I should point out that my agreement with Adorno regarding the nature of Ideas
and their compatibility is at odds with many contemporary thinkers such as Jacques
Derrida.  Deconstruction would say that Ideas are inherently violent and it is this
very violence latent in all discourse that we had previously overlooked.  See Derri-
da’s, Writing and Difference and his, Dissemination.  Again I am indebted to Prof.
Mark Schneider for this observation.

40 Relationships of rivalry seem to be inherent to architecture and architects. There
is a street in Rome that contains two churches that appear to symbolize the necessary
agonistic relationship between works of art in the realm of architecture. Standing
several meters apart are the churches of  S. Carlo alle Quattro Fontane designed by
Franceso Borromini  (1638-41 and 1665-67)  and S.Andrea al Quirinale (1658-70)
designed by Gianlornzo Bernini. Here one can feel a palpable tension between the
two works that manifests itself as a kind of urbanity of jealousy.  Bernini is conserva-
tive and Boromini is radical. The buildings like the architects themselves are in com-
petition with each other.  One thinks of the overt competition between Ghilberti and
Brunelleschi for the Bronze Doors of the Baptistry in Florence or the more subtle
(and not so sublte) agonistic interplay between Perret and Corbusier, Sullivan and
Wright, Van Eyck and Hertzberger, or between each of the ‘New York Five’. One
should not overlook the value of ‘jealousy’ between architectural educators as being
a positive influence on a school nor for that matter between students.  Without the
existence of intelligent rivalry a vital and irreplaceable driving force is absent.

41 Ginsberg, p.136-7.
42 Simone Weil, The Notebooks of Simone Weil, trans. Arthur Wills, Vol. 1(Lon-

don: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1956), p. 244-5.
43 Girard, Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World , p.441.
44 Girard, Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World , p.442.
45 Girard, Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World , p.442.
46 The borrowing of the notion of the agon should not be seen as a return to any

sort of nihilism, masochism, sadism, or fetishism that would appear to advocate vio-
lence for its own sake.

47  This quote of William James is referenced in Bloom, Agon, p.40.
48  Thinkers that came before Girard such as, Whilhelm Dilthey and Whilhelm

Windelband in philosophy, Levi-Strauss in anthropology as well as Jean Piaget in
psychology have been profound discoverers and advocates of the ‘human sciences’.
The link between humanism, the human sciences and structuralism is an important
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one. One should remember that there was a pre-structuralist frame of mind that many
trace back to Giambattista Vico.  Vico believed that man comes to dwell in one place
out of fear of the violent wrath of the sky (Jove), therefore architecture originated in
fear. It should be pointed out that the fruitfulness of his line of thought has not been
exhausted.  I am not advocating a return to structuralism per se but rather a return to
the kind of theoretical speculation and scope of cultural inquiry that permeated Vi-
co’s thought.

Acknowlegement:
I would like to especially thank a colleague of mine at Virginia Tech, Prof. Scott

Gartner, for his close reading and comments shared with me about the main argu-
ments presented in this paper. His incisive critical comments inevitably rose above
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S. RACHMANINOV: RELIGIOUS SYMBOLISM
AND THE EVOLUTION OF THE CRITERION OF VALUE

Liudmila SKAFTYMOVA
St. Petersburg Conservatory, Russia

Russian Orthodoxy has always been connected with musical art. Music
has always been an obligatory part of divine service. Znamennyj raspev,
which was the brightest layer of musical culture in all of Russia, became the
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basis of church singing. The traditions of the Russian musical Middle Ages
were most intensive developed at the cusp between the 19th and 20th centu-
ries. The first step was taken by P. Tchajkovsky, later by A. Grechaninov and
I. Ippolitov-Ivanov, A. Kastalsky and V. Kalinnikov, P. Tschesnokov, A. Ni-
kolsky and others who paid attention to the church music in Moscow. In St.-
Petersburg in the 1880s, M. Balakirev, N. Rimsky-Korsakov, then A. Aren-
sky and A. Lyadov began working in different genres of church music.

Rachmaninov“s choral compositions, “Liturgy of St John Chrystostom”
and “All-Night Vigil”, are at the top of this genre and have a significant
place among numerous sacred works of this period. Rachmaninov is original
because his znamenny raspev was the intonation basis not only for his sacred
works but also for his secular ones (The 1st and 3rd symphonies, The 3rd Piano
Concerto, The Symphonic Dances, and others).

Perhaps this explains why in recent decades we have begun to under-
stand Rachmaninov from the standpoint of his religiousness and thereligious
and philosophical concepts of his compositions. In general, these questions
are complicated because they have been ignored for more than 70 years, and
they are especially complicated by Rachmaninov’s personality, for example,
his reserved nature. We can assess his religiousness and his attitude toward
religious questions on the basis of his two talks with Ch. Chaplin, a much
earlier conversation in Russia with M. Shaginjan, and also on the basis of
reminiscences from his contemporaries (A. Osovsky, M. Bagrinovsky, A.
Goldenweiser and others). These sources allow us to make broad comments,
but they provide no answer to the questions that we are interested in.

Nevertheless, there is a recently developed trend to consider even Rach-
maninov’s secular works only in the light of their religious and philosophi-
cal meanings and to find only religious symbolism in them. Although some
experts explain the composer’s works using the words and concepts of reli-
gious philosophers of the Silver Age (N. Berdyaev, I. Iljin and others), their
arguments are not very convincing.

The question is whether their insights comprise a tribute to the vogue or
a new understanding of the greatest Russian composer’s work?

The melodic and images in the general spiritual paradigm of Rachman-
inov’s works are “provoke” one to interpret them religiously. These features
include Znamenny raspev and the tolling of a bell (kolokolnost), and even
the Dies Irae which crowns the tragic-apokalyptical concepts of his late works
and sacred music. However, in the human and creative mind of the composer
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all these elements existed as eternal national-aesthetic values and polyse-
mantic symbols of old and new Russia. The aforementioned authors, while
they constantly quote Russian philosophers, do not give proper weight to
symptomatic understanding, perhaps best stated in this quote from I. Iljin:
Russian art is much easier to understand if all the works of Russian poetry,
painting and music are questioned as to whether they contains a certain co-
vert and perhaps silent or maybe even non-religious prayer inside them that
is aiming for liberty and when necessary toward realisation.

The value of Rachmaninov’s works has been established in a complicated
manner. During 70 years the sacred works by this “white emigrant” composer
were neither performed nor published; even their presence was slurred over.
The earnest scientific analysis of the text of his secular works with Raspev had
not yet manifested. During this period his works “Liturgy” and “All-Night
Vigil” clearly had a negative value. There was only a reflection on the ideolog-
ical contradictions in the works of Rachmaninov by philosophers who saw in
them an “experienced mystical mood” . The artistic value, meaning and sub-
stance of Rachmaninov’s secular works was largely distorted.

In the last decade a different trend has emerged. The presence of ele-
ments directly connected with Russian Orthodoxy (Znamenny raspev, toll-
ing of a bell (kolokolnost)) has become a fundamental criterion for appreci-
ating the composer’s music. It seems a reasonable answer to the question
about Rachmaninov’s religiousness and its reflection in his works is given
by A. Kandisnsky, the leading expert on Russian music: Rachmaninov didn’t
pose for himself a problem of religion in the scientific, philosophic or cogni-
tive field… He was not, as they say, a man of the Church. But religion and
church as a traditional and sine qua non element of Russian social life, as
something consonant to a notion of Russian national sensibilities, were in-
dubitably close to Rachmaninov as a certain fact that possessed an immedi-
ate emotional influence and enormous poetical importance.
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“THE CRY OF JEREMIAH” BY VLADIMIR MARTYNOV:
HOMO ERRANS AND OLD RUSSIAN ECCLESIATICAL

SINGING

Irina BROVINA
St. Petersburg, Russia

In Dante’s “Divine Comedy” the main character says that after having
lived half of his life he lost his way in a gloomy forest.

In the opinion of Moscow composer Vladimir Martynov, a human liv-
ing in the contemporary world, where all the points – the points of view and
the points of rest – have shifted, may be defined as human errans – “a man
who lost his way”.  Like the character  in Dante’s poem, the human needs a
guide. Vergilius, the guide in Dante’s poem, represented “the totality of the
marks and symbols of spiritual tradition”.

Everyone can meet his own Vergilius.  For Vladimir Martynov, the guide
is Old Russian ecclesiastical singing. For Martynov, old-russian ecclesiasti-
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cal singing is an integral syncretic system opposite to the torn and fragmen-
tary contemporary consciousness.

The text of “The Cry of Jeremiah”, a “book put to singing” is taken from
the Old Testament book of “Jeremiah” that describes Jerusalem being de-
stroyed by the Babylonians. The events told in the Old Testament are inter-
preted by the composer as a prototype of the condition of the contemporary
world.  The idea of the world living without church, which is ruined like
Jerusalem, is the centralconcept of the work.  Thus, Martynov’s musical piece
is a cry not only for Jerusalem but for modern civilization as well.

The human can lament the fall, but the cry is also an expression of hope
for regaining the lost wholeness.  In some mysterious way there is comfort in
tears, and there is joy in crying.

Cry and prayer are inter-permeable and inter-reversible in Martynov’s
work.  The cry is heard through prayer, and the prayer is heard through the
cry. With this juxtaposition of prayer and cry, we notice the development of
the musical image moving from cry to prayer.  While the first movement  is
the cry of despair, the naked cry full of expression, the final movement is
pure prayer. It is beyond the time.

In “The Cry” the composer uses combinatorial techniques.  He com-
bines the set of formulaic intonations that are the elements of Byzantine
church singing, Old Russian ecclesiastical singing, Balkan church singing,
and Gregorian choral music.  This combination of different Christian church
singing traditions symbolizes the stones of the destroyed Jerusalem, and it
gives hope for the restoration of its wholeness.

Martynov’s method of composing is close to the one used by an Old
Russian church chorister.  The medieval centon technique is revived in this
contemporary work. Ancient monodical formulas constitute the melodic struc-
ture of “The Cry”.

Vladimir Martynov views his method of composing music as a form of
canonical work. Repeating the sacral formulas is more important for him
than a search for new sound combinations. Nevertheless, “The Cry” is not
only repetition; it offers a new, contemporary understanding of both the orig-
inal text from the Bible and the borrowed melodic elements.

The new elements are apparent in the form of the work, in its structure,
in the combination of different melodic elements and in the method of com-
bining old Christian singing traditions with specific features of musical think-
ing of the 20th century.  The symbolical meaning of numbers, which actually
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constitutes the form of the work, is typical for both the today’s music and for
that of the Middle Ages. Over all, the work is composed in the modern tech-
niques of minimalism.

In “The Cry” the composer resolves the themes using techniques of min-
imalism, i.e. the technique of multiple repetitions.  Analogies for the con-
stant variation, repeating, the return of melodical  structures, and the circular
development of intonation can be found in the system of “eight tones” used
in the Orthodox Church service.

Thus, the theme of the “The Cry” is deeply contemporary and tragic.
Unlike the emotional reserve of znamenny raspev and the contemplative
meditation of the works of minimalism, “The Cry” excites the audience
with its emotional and spiritual intensity.  Specifically, the folk music manner
of intoning (voicing) (The work was composed especially for the vocal
group “Sirin” known for its specific way of singing.) imbues  “The Cry”
sound with super-subjectivity, rituality, and mystery. As, according to the
composer, “The Cry” is a “constructive act” called to restore “the world
that we destroyed”.
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