
IN THE CORE 
CURRICULUM 

By 
William Theodore de Bary 

Tday no one doubts the importance of Asia in world 

affairs, or questions the need to give it a larger place in 

American education. Indeed, the great expansion of 

Asian studies since World War II testifies to the increased 

awareness of this need. For the most part, however, 

this expansion has taken the form of elective programs 

in Asian studies for students majoring in one or an

other area or disciplinary field. Little headway has been 

made in reaching the great majority of American 

students through general education programs. If Asia 

figures at all in the required curriculum, it is usually in 

the form of options offered under one or another 

distribution or language requirement, which leaves 

many students free to choose otherwise. e i.HH} 1® * ❖ 1, $ ~ e ® , , • •· . 
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~ ® ·m $ % * %\@ * ~ * -& The question then becomes how we can do 
more, how can most students-not just a few majors 
and specialists, but the majority who are going on into 
business, government or professional work-be appro
priately introduced to the values of Asian cultures in a 
way that serves their basic humanistic education rather 
than just expanding the range of their intellectual skills 
or competencies? 

These days much thar passes for gen
eral education is essentially ski II oriented . 
not value oriented. Such programs pro
mote dive rs ity and versatility through 
distribution requirements but give students 
li ttl e help in foc us ing atte ntio n and 
considered reflection on the central con
cerns of human life and society. ln this 
respect, then, one feels a need to distin
g uish between general educatio n, which 
in practice has allowed a cho ice among 
distribution requirements, and a genuine 
core curriculum, which dares 10 minimize 
stude lll options and instead compels un
dergraduates to grapple together wjth key 
issues a nd shared concerns. 

His toricaJly spe ak ing, thi: ti:n11 "gi:ne ral 

education" gained currency in mid-twen-
tieth century America as a pplied to efforts 
at reform of university education, increas
ing ly d o minated as i t had become by 
departme nta l specialization in g raduate 
schools, and by an elective system in 
undergraduate colleges that lent itself to 
the same trend toward specialization . 
.. General education" today, whethe r as a 
term or as a practice. has beco me. on 
account of its very generality and vague
ness, an anachronism which might belier 
be replaced by a better de fined core 
c urri culum. Furthe r, the mo re recent 
movement for what is t:alled " multiculrural 
education," o nly underscores the need for 
a.n education that has both a better de fined 
core and multicultural. especially Asian, 
dimens ions. 

The genesis of these educational reform 
movements came with the abandonment 
of the c lassical ''liberal" education that had 
prevailed in British and American colleges. 
wherein the required languages had been 
Greek, Latin, and sometimes Hebrew. and 
the classic texts studied by " liberally edu
cated"' young me n were read in those 

languages. When these language require
ments were abandoned in the early twen
tieth century, a serious question arose a~ 
to how the humanistic values of a classi
cal education would survive if students no 
longer read these classics in the orig inal. 
The answer was to read them in transla
tion and discuss them in courses required 
o f all studem s as part of lhe ir common 

' education. 
The justification for requiring all sru

dents to engage together in reading and 
discussion of such classics was a civic one: 
that, along with the inescapable trend to
ward academic s pecialization, colleges 
should educate their students to dea l in an 
informed way with the shared p roblems 
of contemporary society. Preparation for 
leadership and citizenship were undoubt
edly among the educational aims, but the 
me thod o f pe rsonal engagement with 
urgent contemporary problems. through 
active class discussion (rather than jusl 
lis tening to lectures), was almost an end 
in itself. In o ther words. the discussion 
method promoted active civi I discourse on 
the nature of civility. 

These, then, were the shared moral and 
S1Jt:ial t:unt:~rns, along with a sense of cor
porate responsibility in addressing them 
in a collegial fashion, that justified limit
ing the students' full freedom ofelection
while also. it is impo rtant to add. limiting 
the faculty"s freedom to teach whatever its 
individual members chose in the way of 
their own specialties. In the interests o f 
education, the faculty had to subordinate 
the ir pe rsonal researc h interests to the 
needs of a common curriculum, taught in 
a collegia l fashion. 

S ubseque ntly, the idea of having a 
" required core" spread widely, but one 
hardly need mention today (hat the origi
nal sense of corporate responsibility and 
esprit de corps on the part of the faculty 
has since proved difficult to sustain. and 
as this true "espr it de corps" has become 
dissipated. ' 'core'' at many places now only 
means " what i:- required." while few 
remember why. UsuaJly it amounts only 
to a distribution requirement-at best a 
methodological smorgasbord. 

Jn the light of this experie nce, one can 
say that the very generalily and tlexibilit·y 
of so-called ' 'general education'' lent itself 
too readily to centrifugal tendencies in 
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academia. And it is likewise from this ex
perience that one may draw an important 
lesson concerning the need lo refm:us al
ten ri on on commlln human concerns. 
Though "a common humanity'' may itself 
be a difficult philosophical question, if it 
ceases even to be a question, a key issue 
for shared discussion, we are in deep 
trouble. exposed to all the divisiveness of 
spec ial ethnic and political claims on 
multiculturalism. For this, the important 
thing is to have a common reading list 
conducive to shared discourse and colle
gial discussion-an on-going, open-ended 
dialogue between pas t and present, 
sometimes referred lo as ''The Great 
Conversation,"1 because the great minds 
have spoken to each other. commented on 
their forbears, and argued with them over 
the centuries. 

True core courses in the Western hu
manities have continued to make use of 
major works. not just to learn from the 
past. but to put before students models that 
challenge them personally. stretching the 
imellect and exercising the moral imagi
nation. Thu3, the true greatness of "great 
books:· from this edut:ational point of 
view. has lain, not in their perfection as 
final statements, bur in their pivotal qual
ity, their ability to focus on key issues and 
expose the miod lo crucial alten1atives. Far 
from sellling lhings, they have been seen 
as unsettling, always open to reinterpreta
tion. They have encouraged reflective 
thinking. critical analysis. and the formu
lation of the student's own grounds for 
positive commitment. The canon (if such 
it be) and the questioning of it have gone 
together. 

Core, in this sense. has referred 110 1 just 
10 content or canon but to process and 
method- to a well-tested body of chal
leng1ng material. cultivated habits of 
reflective critical discourse. and proce
dures for reexamination and redefinition. 
A viable core can neither be slave to the 
past nor captive ro the preoccupations, 
pressures, or fashions of the moment It 
should serve rather lo advance the 
student's intellectual growth and self
awareness. 1:ultivate his powers of thought 
and expression. and prepare him to take a 
responsible part in society. 

Almost from the beginning however, the 
proponents of this type of Humanities 

course al Columbia were conscious of its 
initial Western focus and anxious to ex
tend its horizons. In the syllabus of the 
original honors course --classics of the 
Western World.'' on which the required 
Humanities course was modeled, "West" 
s ignified an acknowledgment of inad
equacy and limitation, not an affirmation 
of Eurocentrism. And no sooner had the 
required Humanities course been added to 
the core in l 937-38 than leaders of the 
movement ( though none of them 
Orientalis1s or Asianists themselves) be
gan to agitate and plan staff development 
for counterpart courses in Asian civiliza
tions and humanities, which were added 
as soon as practicable after World War JI. 

The way in which this was done is highly 
s ign ificant for the present debate on 
multiculturalism: its focus was on core 
concern~. humanity and civility. and the 
method of instruction continued to put a 
premium on collegial discussion- that is. 
practice in civil discourse. No assumption 
was made of the superiority of Western 
ways or values or the primacy of a Euro
pean canon. but only of the presence in 
other major civilizations. and in other 
major lraditions, of great deplh, complex
ity, and longevity. of comparable dis
courses on perennial human concerns and 
issues, which we should try to make our 
own to the exte11t that translation allowed. 

This assumption of a parallel discourse 
had no difficulty gaining confirmation 
from Asian works themselves, but there 

I being no such thing as an "Asian tradition" 
(in the sense of "pan-Asian' '), some judg
ment had to be exercised in iden6fying the 
major tradjtions ur civilizations to be 
focused on in a one-year course: in our 
case. Islamic, Indian (inc luding both 
Buddhist and Hindu traditions), Chinese 
and Japanese.~ Herc, however, our funda
mental assumption concerni11g the nature 

of any tradition or canon was thai it be 
self-defining and self-confirming. Thus, ii 
was not for us to find counterparts to West
ern classic models hut only to recognize 
what Asians themselves had long s ince 
ratified as works commanding special 
respect. eilher through enduring appeal 
or irrepressible challenge. 

Within each major tradition. this dia-

1 

logue has taken place through a process 
of constant, repeated cross referencing and 
back referencing, internal to the tradition 
and largely independent of external in
volvement except to the extent that, from 
at least the seventeenth century onwards. 
writers in the West. great and not so great. 
have confirmed for themselves what lndi
ans, Chinese, and Japanese have long held 
in esteem. Thus, in the Islamic tradition, 
AI-Ghazali and lbn Khaldiin have based 
themselves on the Quran and commented 
on lhe great Sufis. while European writ
ers, no less than middle-Eastern, from 
medieval times onwards. have recognized 
the greatness of AI-Ghazali and more 
recently lbn Khaldun. Something similar 
is true of India, with the Upanishads 
taking up the discourse from the earlier 
Vedas, the Gita from the Upanishads. and 
Shankara from both and from the Bud
dhists. ll is also true of China, with 
Mencius drawing on Confucius, Xun Zi 
commenting on both Confucius and 
Mencius, the Lao Zi and Zhuang Zi 
taking issue with the Confucians, and so 
on. Almost a11 of the great classics of 
the Asian traditions have establ ished 
each other as major players in their own 
league. members (even if competitors) 
in their own discursive company. 

lt is of crucial impor1ance, however, that 
enough of the original discourse be repro
duced so that this internal dialogue can be 
recognized and meaningfully evaluated by 
the reader. For lhe reader (or discussant) .. 

True core courses in the Western humanities 
have continued to make use of maj or works, not 
j ust to learn from the past, but to put before 
students models that challenge them 
personally, stretching the intellect " 
and exercising the moral imagination. 
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.. 
When the great Nee-Confucian teacher Zhu Xi 

( 1130-1200) explained the text of the classic 
Great Learning, he said it was meant to serve 

as a means of learning to become a ~ 

great human being (ta-jen) or great person. 

tu recognize and j udge the adequacy of one 
author's representation of another requires 
some fam ilia1ity with the original work. 
Further. though the particular examples 
given above are drawn more from the re
ligious and philosophical domain. the 
same is no less true of the literary. Indeed. 
in any domain the matter of genre. voice. 
and medium of expres~ion enters strongly 
into the judgment of what is considered 
either classic form or canonical wisdom. 

[At this point I s hould add parentheti
cally that the Columbia program includes 
parallel courses in Asian civilizations, with 
a more historical, Jevelopmental. and 
social emphasis. as well as courses in 
Asian music and art humanities. Thus, the 
overall program is less bibliocentric than 
my discussion thus far might lead one to 
believe. But it is in the discussion of the 
classic works that one can most easily 
observe the kind of civil di:-course that 

hould be incorporated in the larger 
discourse aimed at here. I 

So fundamental are the foregoing 
considerations to any kind of 01ulticullural 
educ:1tion that, just to include one or two 
such works in a world civilization. world 
history. or world literature course is almost 
wor.se than nothing at all. It is tokenism, 
and even if such a course is equally and 
unifom1ly sprtring in its representation of 
all cultural artifacts. it is only tokenism 
on a grander and more dangerous scale. 
If one·s initial framework is a civi lization 
or humanities course already established 
to deal with Western models, the addition 
11fjus1 one or two Indian or Chinese works 
wi ll almost always be prejudicial. no 
matter how innocently intended. for in 
such a case the individual Asian work. 
bereft of its own context, w ill inevitably 
be read in a Western frame of reference 
by Western readers. 

No one can prescribe a fi xed number or 
minimum of classic works to be included 
in any such multicultural program. As a 
mleofthumb, however, I suggest that five 

or s ix su c h works are the minimum 
necessary to establish the conte.xt of any 
particular discourse into which one might 
hope to gain entry, assuming that the works 
are well chosen to complement and take 
issue with one another. and suggest 110 1 

o nly the range of possibil ities within u 
given rradition, but also how it has grown 
and developed. For unless the cumulative 
nature of the discourse. its continuities. 
discontinuities. and mature syntheses are 
to some extent represented. the tendency 
of the reader is to see individual works 
as in themselves embodying some static 
essence of the c ulture, rather than 
landmarks along the way. 

Today in a multicultural education that 
serves human commonality as well as 
cultura.l diversity. both content and method 
may vary in different educational s itua
tions. but a core program should ma)<.e the 
repossession (both sympathetic and criti
cal) o f a given society's main cultural 
traditions the first priority in general 
education, then move on. in a second stage, 
to a s imilar treatment of other major world 
cultures. 

It is best, if at a ll possible, for the 
process to extend to more than one "other" 
culture than one's own, so that there is 
alway:- some point of triangulation and 
a multicultural perspective predominates 
over simp lis ti c we/they, se lf/o ther, 
East- West comparisons. This allows for 
s ignificanr cross-cultural comparisons 
quite apart fro m those that the s tudent 
naturally makes between his or her own 
and any one other culture. 

Above I have suggested "civility" and 
"humanity .. {to which "the common good'' 
or "commonality" could well be added) 
as basic categories or core concepts.., but a 
main reason for starting the process with 
source readings or original texts has been 
to proceed inductively- to ask. in the read
ing of these works, what are the primary 
questions being addressed in each, what 
are the defining concepts and values of the 

disrnur!\e, in what key terms have they 
expressed both their proximate and 
ultimate concerns? A~ a matter of educa
tional coherence. it is best to work out from 
some cen ter, however tentatively con
s trut:ted or even contested, to the outer 
reaches of human possibility. And for pur
poses of establishing the grounds for 
carrying on civil discourse. some work
ing consensus. initially tradition based but 
increasingly multicultural. is needed. 

The priorities and sequence just pro
posed would. it. seems to me. beapplicahle 
to ahnost any cultural situation. One would 
naturally expect each educational program 
to "'i ngest" its own culture first. and then 
move on to ingest others. Indeed, one 
would concede this possibili ty to others 
as a right-that in Japanese schools. for 
ins tance. Japanese Civili2.a1ion would 
have priority over European: in [ndia. 
Indian Civilizations, and su forth. Start~ 
ing from the premise that every person and 
people needs its own self-re~pect. as well 
as a minimum of respect from others. it 
is essential for each to have a p roper 
self- understanding- to come to terms with 
its own past. When properly understood. 
mos! traditions will be revealed as 
multiculturl)I themselve~. 

Neverthe less, .in view of the great dis
placement of peoples [Uld cultures that has 
occurred in the past century. it is evident 
that not a few peoples, as minorities sub
merged in other dominant cultures, have 
been unable to <.:hoose for themselves. to 
maintain their own traditions. Others, re
sponding to the challenge of the modern 
West, have gone so far as to relinquish or 
even repudiate their own traditions. and 
thus. for the moment at leas t. have lost 
consciousness of their own past or roots 
as anything worthy of respect. Yet. we 
must regard this as an abnormal and un
natural condition that in the long run will 
tend to right itself if allowed to do so. 

The key to :rnccess in such an endeavor 
is how we ll o ne defines core human 
issues and how o ne selects the classics that 
can illuminate these issues from among 
the larger body of works recognized as 
perennial l'lassics in the respective tradi
tions. This requires <.:onstant reflection, 
reexamination, and dialogue among world 
traditions. But as each civil izational tra
dition participates in this multicultural 
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discourJ-e, we can hope gradu..i lly to 
expand the horizons of civi I discour~e and 
the scope of shared civilizational values. 
Ln my view, the basic formal and method 
of such an Asian humanities course would 
serve the purposes of a multicultural core 
curriculum anywhere. East or West. and 
provide common reference points for Lhe 
discussion of outstanding global issues. 

Important as it is, however, to develop 
this multicultural dialogue on a global 
scale, it is still more impo11an1 that seri
ous learning start wit.h the student. When 
the great Neo-Confucian teacher Zhu Xi 
( 1130-1200) explained the text of the clas
sic Great Learning, he said it was meant 
to serve as a means of learning to become 
a great human being (W-je11) or great 
person. "Great learning" also had conno
tations of "'higher" learning, and ''great 
person" bad the meaning, too, of "adult" 
or ''mature." Zhu Xi believed that the 
learning process set forth in this text was 
to start at the age of fifteen. Confucius had 
been quoted in the Analects as saying that 
''at fifteen he set his hea11 on learning" and 
by thirty had established himself in its 
pursuit, could '·stand on his own feet." In 
other words. although Confucius had 
undoubtedly learned something before that 
age. it was at fifteen that he became 
consciously committed to and tOOk respon
sibility for his own education. According 
to the Analects' version of it, the process 
was lifelong. but it had to begin with 
Confucius' own self-involvement and 
conscious commitment. 

School curricula for Zhu Xi focused in 
a selective and sequential way on a range 
of classic texts. not limited 10 the Confu
cian tradition. His method called for the 
studen1-now removed from home and a 
family-controlled environment-to read 
and confront the original text himself, and 
to form, at least tentatively, his own ideas 
about it. Then he should discuss it with 
others who had read it, and consult the tra
ditional commentaries. That process. once 
started. would go on throughout life as an 
interactive one between self and others. 
self and cultural tradition, self and active 
life experience in society. etc. But it had 
to s tart with raking responsibility for 
oneself, for one's own life, and for the 
learning process. Subsequently, Mencius 
confirmed this concept by expressing it in 

terms of taking charge of one's own des
tiny and vocation in life (Ii-ming). 

Similarly, as the method has evolved in 
the Asian Humanities course at Columbia, 
it has emphasized personal engagement 
with the text, and each meeting of the class 
has started with one or more students 
presenting their own personal "take" on 
the text which all in the class have read. 
followed by general discussion. This give
and-take goes on lhroughout the course, 
in dialogue among students and instruc
tors. in papers. and in a final oral exami
nation for each studenL 

The importance of personal engagement 
in "learning for one's selr' (as Confucius, 
Zhu Xi and Wang Yang-ming referred to 
it) stands in contrast to the near-universal 
emphasis in American (and now in East 
Asian) education on learning for success. 
Even what is called "general education" 
is prevailingly instrumentalist and prag
matic, or, if somehow experiential in 
character, it is only of the immediate, 
short-term, "feel good'' varie ty. In the 
contemporary commerc ialization and 
•·commodi.fication" of education (colleges 
that advertise "we teach success'') the wis
dom of the ages and value of persona.I re
flection are most often sacrificed to the 
gaining of mental skills, the so-called 
''tools of success," or immediate sensual 
and emotional gratifications. 

The opening lines of Confucius' 
Analects express his joy in learning and 
in sharing his learning with "friends from 
afar.'" But immediately following these 
lines came his characterization of the true 
human person as someone who could 
remain unsoured and unembittered even 
ifhe were not recognized and appreciated. 
In other words. true learning prepared one 
to withstand frustration and disappoint
ment. to stand on one's own inner 
resources. One could almost say that it was 
not '' learning for success" but learning to 

endure fai lure. "Learning fo,r one·s self:' 
for true personhood, was something that 
comprehended failure. suffering, and trag
edy. This. of course. is no less true of other 
great thinkers and texts from West and 
East-SocraLes, Lhe Iliad, the Greek trag
ed ies. Job. the Christ ian Gospels, 
Shakespeare's J(jng Lear. Dostoyevsky. 
and so on. 

The educational philosophy expressed 
in the foregoing will not sound sirange 
to those already acquai nted with the 
pltilosophia penmnis ( .. perennial philoso
phy") or traditional wisdom much advo
cated in the early days of the general 
education movement. and indeed it will 
seem only a realistic approach to life for 
those who appreciate the great wisdom tra
ditions of East or West-taking into ac
count life's darker side and not just its 
fl eeting attractions or successes. But to 
many readers it will sound out of tune with 
much of contemporary culture. and out of 
step with the kind of opportunistic real
ism so dominant in the commercialized 
education promoted and practiced even in 
supposedly reputable institutions today. 

Whai- may seem most to stand in the way 
of any such program today are the sys
temic forces, vested academic interests, 
and shallow administrative policies that 
militate against any humanistic education 
at al l. Undeniably. too, it is a struggle any
where and everywhere against the current 
tide of academic specialization and depart· 
mentalization. Moreover, the struggle 
could worsen if the economics of educa
tion-the pressure to economize by using 
modern technology and mass instruc
tion-further undercuts the efforts of those 
who still try to carry on some kind of 
reflective, personalized teaching in col
leges today. 

AJJ these, I concede, are daunting diffi
culties, and I have little more than a kind 
of moral solidarity to offer those teachers .. 

The importance of personal engagement in 
"learning for one's self'' (as Confucius, Zhu Xi and 
Wang Yang-ming referred to itJ stands in contrast to 
the near-universal emphasis in American (and " 
now in East AsianJ education on learning for success. 
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of tbe humanities who may wonder 
whether my recommendations. based 
though they are on considerable personal 
experience, are not too idealistic, ambi
tious and impractical. Even those who 
have fought the good fight for humanistic 
educa1ion overthe years may think me too 
op1imi~tic. The only encouragement and 
consolation I can offer are the word.s 
attributed to Zeng Zi in the Confucian 
Analects. He refers to the vocation of 
the scholar- teacher-educator-leader known 
in ancient China as the shi, for whom 
Confucius set forth the ideal of the noble 
person: 

Tlte shi l'l/111101 bu! be 

large-mi11ded a11d srour-hearted. 

for his burden of responsibility 

is great and the way is long. 

In the long span of human llistory, we 
ure not alone. ■ 

NOTES 

I. See my Approuches rn 1he Asio11 Clmsit·s {New 

York: Columl)iu Univer~ily Press. I 9\10). 
:!. Fo1 a ~ug~e~ted lbl, :,,.ee W. T_ <le Ba1y .:uh..l L 

Bloom. E:1s1ern Canons (NY: Columbiu 
University Pres.,, 1995 ), 51-57. 

Appended to this essay is a list of the classics 
from which we al Columbia have generally 
made up our reading lists for a year course in 
Asian Humanities. Obviously one cannot in
clude them all in any given course. and 1he 
selection will depend on the interests of the 
instructors who join in the teum of leuchers 
who conduct the program. h1 our e?(pericnce 
these need not necessarily be specialists in 
Asian mailers. Since 1947 wl1en the Asian 
Humanities was fim offered (by a Greek clas
sicist. Moses Hadas. and a Western political 
~l·ien1is1 Herbert Deane). a large array of 
translations, reading guides, and teachers· 
manual~ have been made available. and with 
the help of these. the teacher need be no more 
cxperl in the languages and culture~ of Asia 
than 11re those who teach Greek and Latin 
classics in the Western humanities expert 
in those subjects. How many read the Bible in 
Hebrew. Greek or Latin'? 
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john Mitchell Mason Professor and 
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AsIAN CLASSICS 
THE ISL"llC TR\DITIO'.\ 

The Q11r'c"i11: A book of revelation thaL 
because of the unique claims made for ii, 
almost defies reading as a "great book." but 
is nonetheless indispensable to all reading 
in the later tradition. 

The Assemblies of Al Harfr[( I 054- 1 122): 
A major work of classical Arabic literature 
which illustrates in an engaging way some 
of the tensions between piety and civiliza
tion, the dcserl and the city in Islamic 
culture. 

The Delivera11ce from Error of AI-Glwrt'ili 
( I 058-1 11 I): A very personal statement, 
by perhaps the greatest of the Islamic 
theologians, 1.:onceming 1he relation of 
mys(ical experience 10 theology and the 
rational sciences. 

The poems of Riim1 ( 1207-1273); 
Chosen as the most representative of the 
Sufi poets. 

The Cmiference of the flirds by A((ar 
( 1141-1220): A symposium on the stages 
of religious experience in the contempla
tive ascenc Lo union with God. 

The Pmlego111e11a {lo World History} of 
lbn Khaldun ( 1332-1406): Often called the 
world's first "social scientist'' (a subject of 
useful discussion in itsell). lbn Khaldiin 's 
encydopedic discourse on the historical 
factors in the rise and fall of civilizations is 
already a classic among modern world 
historians. 

(Options not selected above but obvious 
candidates for inclusion in a more ample 
listing: The. seven Odes of pre-lslamil' 
poerry: the Thousand and One Nighr,1·: 
other Arnb philosophers like Averroes and 
lbn Arabi: other Sufi poets like Hafiz. etc.) 

THE IM>I.\N TR.\DITION 

Hymns from the Rig Ved(I: Bedrock of 
the Hindu tradition. 

The Upanishads: Classic discourses 
which laid the foundation for Hindu 
religious and philosophical speculation. 

The Bhagovad GTl{i: Major work of 
religious and philosophical synlhe~is and 
basic scripture of Hindu devotionalism. 

The Ramby mw ofValmiki (C. 200 8.C.); 
The earlier of the two great fndian epics and 
the best known in Indian art and Jegendry. 
Exemplifies the fundamental values and 
tensions in the cla~sical Indian tradition, 

Basic texts of Theravada Buddhi~m: No 
one text represents a complete ~ta1eme111 
of Buddhism. but the Dhammapada, 
Mahasatipatfhana Sulla, Milindapaiiha, 
and Mahaparinibbana Sultfinla come 
closest perhaps to ·'basic discour~es." 

Scriptures of Indian Mahayana 
Buddhism: Again. no one work suffices, 
but 1he Prajfiaparamita text~ (especially 
the Heart Sutrn}, the works of Nagarjuna 
and San1ideva, and the Vimalakirti Sutra 
ull represenl basic statements. 

The Strk1111wllr: Major work of Kalida~u 
(c, A.D. 400), the greatest oflndian 
dramatists and arguably the greatest in Asia. 

The Vedanta Sillra with Commentary of 
Sankaracarya (c. 780-820): Generally 
regarded a~ tbe leading lndian pbjlosopher, 
represeming the dominant oondualistic 
scbool or the Vedanta. 

The Grwgovinda of Jayadeva (c. A.D. 
12th c.J: Great religious poem in Sanskrit 
and major work of medieval devotionalism. 

Rabindranath Tagore and Mohandus 
Gandhi: Two contrui;ting views of the 
Indian tradition in its encounter with the 
West. (These are the only modern writers 
on our list. but Tagore's poems and plays 
and Gandhi's so-called Autobiography. 
though admittedly not "classics,'' have been 
perennial favorites for the way they 
juxtapose aspects of Indian tradition in 
response 10 the challenges of the West.} 

(Major options 1101 availed of above: 
The epic Mahabharata: the Yoga ~utras 
of Pataiijali ; Kautilya·s Artha Srwru. a 

guide to politics: the Lillle Clny Cart of 
King Sudraka (c. A.D. 400), a most 
entertaining domestic drama; the famous 
collection of fables in Lhe PaiicaJanlra; 
Bhartrihari's verses on worldly life. 
passion, and renunciation: R:lmanuja, a 
rival to Sankara in religious philosophy.) 
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ll' Great Book" <if th,e East 
THE CHINESE TRADITION 

The A11alet·1.1 of C01lf11ci11s ( 55 1-4 79 
B.C.l: The hest ~ingle source for lhc ideas 
of Confuciu:. ( Kong Fuzi ). 

Mo T,u (Mozi) or Mo Ti (Mo Di): A 
harp critic ofConfudanism in Lhc Slh c. 

B.C. und u major allernutive voice in 
politic~ and religion_ 

Lao T~u ( uw:.i J: A ba'iic Lexl of Daoism 
which has become a world classic because 
of il~ ratlicul challenge lo the underlying 
a~sumptions of both tradilionaJ and 
modern dvili;-ations. 

Ch111111g T::u ((Z/111a11g:.i): Delightful 
~peculative ramblings and philosophical 
p!tro<lies by u Daoi~t wrilcr of lhe !ale ➔th. 

early 3rd r. B.C. 

Me11ci111 (Meng1.i. 372-289 B.C.J: 
A thinker ~econd in impnrlance only In 

Confuciu~ in thal school, who a<.klres~ed a 
broad range of praclical .t11d philosophical 
problems. 

H.1if11 T:11 ( Xunzi. 3rd c. B.C. ): The 
third great <,latement of the Confucian 
teaching. wi1h i.pecial altenlion Lo lhc basis 
nf learning und rite,-. 

Hu11 ft,j T:11 ( Hun Feizi. 3rd c. B.C.): 
The fu lk,t 1hcore1ical ~lmement and 
~ynthe,is of the ancient Legalist st:hool. 
a maj1>r inrJuence on the Chinese political 
traditil1n. 

Records of tht! Hil'toriu11 by Ssu-ma 
Ch 'ien (Sima Qian, c. l-t5-90 B.C. ): 
A monumental history of early China. 
notable for ilS combination uf chronicles. 
1opical treatises. and biographical 
accounts. 

The Lotus S11trn: By far the mo~I 
important 1exl of Chinese Mah:'iyana 
Buddhi~m- inllucnlial 1hroughou1 East 
Asia. 

The Plaurirm Sutra: An original Chinese 
wcirk aml early statement of Chan (Zen) 
thought, which assumed 1he ~l:llll!> of hoth 
clus~ic and scripture because of it~ 11nique 
claim 10 religious enlightenment. 

Tung poetry: Selections from 1he great 
poets of the Tang dym1s1y. generally 
viewed as lhe classil: age of Chinese verse. 

Chu Hsi (Zhu Xi. J 130-1200): Leading 
exponent and l,ynthesizer of Neo-Confu
ciani,<, 111. which bec:1me lhe dominanl 
teaching in later centuries and ~pre.iJ 
throughout East Asia. 

Wung Yang-ming (Wang Ya.ngming. 
1471-1529): Principal Neo-Confutian 
thinker of the Ming period. who modified 
Zhu Xi's philosophy most particul:1rly in 
re~pecl to the nature and imporrnnce of 
learning (especially Lhe role of mol'al 
intuition vs. cognitive learning). 

Tht> Jottmey In the Wes/ at1rib11ted w Wu 
Ch ·e111-:-e11 (Wu Chengen. c:. 1506- 158 1 ): 
/\ fan1astic fictional accounl of the hi~1oric 
pilgrimage to India of the Buddhbt 1110111-. 

Hsiian-t~ang (Xuanwng). 

The Drc!c1111 ,f the Red Chamba (t•r 71,e 
Drea11t of Red Mw1,l'i1J11l) by Ts'ao 
Hsiieli-ch'in (Can Xueqin. d. 1763): An 
I 8th c. realistic allegorical novel of the 
decline of a great family and il~ young 
heir's involvemen1 in 1he world of passion 
and depravity. 

(Other oplion · within 1he Chine~e 
tradition are such Buddhist lexl~ a~ The 
Awakening uf Faith. lhc S11rangamt1 S111m_ 
and if it has not been read t1" a work or the 
Indian tradition, the VimilakTrti Sutra: and 
other major novels like 1he Wnri>r Mt11~i11 
(All M('/) are /Jm1her.v): Golde11 Lotus, 
::u1d the Scholars ()11-/in wai-shih. R11li11 
waishi). 

THE .JAPANESE TRADITION 

Here il is worthy of special nole that 
women aJ'e prominent as authors of the 
earlier classic works and as dominanl 
figures in many of the later works of 
drama an<l fiction. 

Manyoshfi: The earliest a.nlhology uf 
Japanese poetry (8lJ1 c. and before). 

The Tale nf Ge11ji hy Murasaki .Shikibu 
(978- 1015?): The world's first great novel. 
about cour1 life in Heian period Japan and 
the loves of Prince Genji. 

The Pil/m,· Book of Sei Shonagon (A.O. 
late 10th-curly 11 th c.): Observation~ lln 
life. religion. aes1hetie sen~ibiliry irnd taste 
in lleian Japan. 

··An Account of My t lut .. by Kamo no 
Chomei ( 115~- 12361: kind of Japanese 
Thoreau. meditating on 1.he v1cis!siludes or 
the world, the beau1ies nf nature. and 1he 
~ntisfactions t1f the simple life-bu! :11 1he 
farthest remove from Thoreau's civil 
di,obedience. 

Essays in ldle11e~s by Yoshida no Kenk6 
( 1183-1350): Observations on life, sociely. 
nature. and arr by a worldly monk and 
classic lilerary ~tylist. in journal fom1. 

No plays: The classic dran1a, distinctive 
LO Japan. but now much admired in the 
We,t c1s welt. Preferably Lo be seen and 
heurd a::. well as read. 

The novels of lha.ra Saikaku ( 1642-
1693): ficlional writings in a poetic ~tylc_ 
expressive nF the new cullure of the 
wwnspeople in I 7lh c. Japan. 

The poetry of Matsuo Basho t 164--1-
1694 ): Poetry and prose by thtc m~l~ler of 
the haiku and one of the greatest of all 
Japanese poets. 

The rlay~ of Chikamatsu ( I 65J- I 725): 
Works wrillen for the puppet 1hea1er hy 
Japan·, leading dramalist. focusing on 
conllicts between love and dmy. 

(Alternate selections: Rcligiou~ wrilings 
of the emine111 Japanese monb Kukai. 
Dogen ,md Hakuin, while important in the 
hbtory of Japanese religion. were difficult 
even for 1he Japanese to understand anti. 
though respectc<l. did not have u wide 
readership. The more widely read li1erary 
und dramatic work~ were probably al~o 
more expressive of the actual religious 
sentimenls of the Japanese. a~ well as of 
their lilcwry prererencei.. The~e might 
include, in addition to the above. the 
major poetry ::u1thologics Koki11s/117 and 
Shi11kuki11shr1. the war tale The Tale f!/ thl' 
lleike. and 1he eighteenth century drama 
Chfishi11gum.) 

Editor's ote: 
Witll Clli11ese 1mmes in most mse~ we 
llnve incl111lt'd both trmlitio11nl nmi 
rnrrent spelli118 for bibliographiwl 
refere11re. 
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