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IN PRAISE OF LIBRARIES AND THE STUDY OF WORLD LITERATURE

Janice H. Harris Megumi Visiting Professor of English, Professor of English,

University of Wyoming

Against the grand follies created by human ambition, surely libraries stand out
as a comforting exception. From the ancient West African library of Timbuktu,
Mali, created to save texts of Islam on leather, to the current Kobe College Library,
created to give us instant access to much of the world’'s knowledge, libraries are
indeed symptoms of human ambition. However, what they yield is the very

opposite of foolish.

My memories of the Kobe College Library over this past year comprise a blend,
but they each begin with walking in to the library and being greeted by members
of the friendly and efficient staff. Domo arigato. Responding to the kind invitation
of the staff, my junior level “Advanced Writing” class met there one morning
last May to be introduced to KC Library’s vast storehouse of available knowledge.
As we sat facing our computer screens, the workshop leader showed us the
magic within the machines. Knock here and this door opens. Knock there and
another door opens. Suddenly we found ourselves in the stacks of the British
Library. Magic. | recall asking if we could see whether the KC Library has Bruno
Bettelheim’s great book on the psychological impacts of fairy tales on children’s
minds, especially children with psychological problems. In an instant, up came

Bettelheim’s book, The Uses of Enchantment. Enchantment indeed!

A different kind of memory is more old fashioned. From the time | was very
young and just learning to read, | have loved being in a library. Whether | am
reading, writing, or perhaps grading papers, the atmosphere invites me to
concentrate. At the KC Library, | found myself drifting over to the windows that
overlook the Shakespeare Garden. There | would correct student papers, look up
and watch one of the garden cats, turn back to student work.



| also drifted up there simply to read, and in particular, to read such novels as
Tanizaki's The Makioka Sisters. And that brings me to the topic of “World
Literature.” As all of us struggle with the best way to help our students develop
intercultural awareness and understanding, | hope we will keep great literature

deeply embedded in the curriculum. Why? Let me try to explain.

Judging from what | have read, when the Japanese opened their doors to
outsiders during the latter decades of the 19th century, many took crash courses
in western languages. Of course, they learned what they needed to learn: the
languages of trade, politics, and negotiation. But some of the Japanese who
became proficient in English began to read Dickens, Hardy, Eliot, Hawthorn,
Thoreau, and Cather. “What?” they said. “These big, blunt, loud Brits and
Americans can ache with longing, feel guilt and anxiety, cry over loss, laugh at
themselves?” As my students and | have been reading short stories and novels
from South Africa, India, England, and American minority writers, we have
experienced the same opportunity for insight. What on earth could have been
going on in the mind of a thoughtful Afrikaner during the decades of apartheid?
How might the unfolding of each day have looked to a young untouchable in
rural India during the 1930’s? Literature, anywhere and anytime, can tell us.
Literature functions in highly sophisticated ways, but on one important level it
gives the reader an imaginative entree into the bedroom, bathroom, and kitchen
of the other. We get to go backstage, to slip into the intimate spaces of someone

else’s house and mind. Once there, we can listen and learn.

Given my class assignments in Kobe College’s  “Global Studies” program, I've
been teaching a wide range of literatures, but in my spare time | have been
concentrating on Japanese literature, in translation alas. During the first weeks, |
dived into Tanizaki's The Makioka Sisters. As the readers of this newsletter will
knowy, it is a long family chronicle, set between 1936-1941, in a neighborhood
auite near Nishinomiya. “Ah so,” |said as | turned the pages. “Ah so.” All the
cliches and sound bites about traditional Japanese family dynamics and gender
relations fell away as Tanizaki generously and leisurely detailed the shifting
complexities of the Makioka marriages, sibling relationships, infidelities, and
friendships. Among the most vivid scenes of friendship are those he creates
between the children of the Stoltz family and young Etsuko Makioka. Mr. Stoltz
and his family are on a three year business assignment in Kobe, renting a house



adjacent to the Makiokas. The children grow fond of each other. When the
Stoltzes are recalled to Germany, the families write letters that are initially
optimistic but ultimately heart breaking. “Ah so,” | say. | understood the history
of Japanese/German national alliances. But I'd never thought of the people

becoming friends.

In the ensuing months, | have been reading ancient epics, medieval and
modern novels, poems, plays. During this time of regime toppling by American
forces in Irag, among the most haunting has been a 9th century poem by

Sugawara no Michizane, “To comfort my little son and daughter.”

Goodness knows, studying literature is only one way to learn about life in other
times and places. Equally necessary are the data and analyses of philosophers,
intercultural studies scholars, linguists, sociologists, political scientists,
anthropologists, and historians. And goodness knows, literature is not a neutral
or transparent representation of anything. Every act of representation is
informed by the complex interplay of genre, audience, means of production,
authorial agenda. But those very elements simply lead us forward. Who was
Michizane no Sugawara’? Why was he exiled? Why did he write in Chinese? Who
was he writing to? To say that he was eventually deified as the tenjin of
calligraphy and scholarship means what? One can go the library, literally or

figuratively. One can find out; one can learn.

To Comfort my Little Son and Daughter

Michizane , a high official, was forced into exile. All of his twenty three children
were detained or sent to different places except the two youngest, who were
allowed to accompany their father to Kyushu. Anthology of Japanese Literature,
Volume One, ed. Donald Keene (p. 165).

[N.B. Unfortunately, neither Keene nor the scholars I've read give information on
Michizane’'s wife. The Heian period (794-1185) is generally seen as a time of
opportunity and empowerment for Japanese women of the upper classes.
Perhaps she did not bear all 23 of those children nor suffer his fate. JHH]

Your sisters must all stay at home,
Your brothers are sent away.



Just we three together, my children,

Shall chat as we go along.

Each day we have our meals before us,

At night we sleep all together.

We have lamps and tapers to peer in the dark

And warm clothes for the cold.

Last year you saw how the Chancellor’'s son

Fell out of favor in the capital.

Now people say he is a ragged gambler,

And call him names on the street.

You have seen the barefooted wandering musician

The townspeople call the Justice’s Miss -

Her father, too, was a great official,

They were all in their day exceedingly rich.

Once their gold was like sand in the sea;

Now they have hardly enough to eat.

When you look, my children, at other people,

You can see how generous Heaven has been.
Sugawara no Michizane (845-903)
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