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Abstract: This thesis explores how Eastern philosophy has influenced Western 

literature, focusing on the key philosophical ideas from Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism, 

and Confucianism that have been integrated into the works of notable Western authors. 

By analyzing the contributions of Transcendentalism, Modernism, Postmodernism, 

and contemporary literature, the paper shows how Eastern thought has helped reshape 

Western literary narratives. Key figures such as Ralph Waldo Emerson, T.S. Eliot, and 

Hermann Hesse are examined to highlight this cross-cultural exchange. The study 

concludes by showing the continued impact of Eastern philosophies on the global 

literary landscape. 
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 In the 19th and 20th centuries, Western literature began incorporating 

significant influences from Eastern philosophy, reshaping how writers perceived the 

world, the self, and time. With globalization, colonialism, and scholarly translations of 

Eastern texts, Western thinkers like Ralph Waldo Emerson, T.S. Eliot, and Hermann 

Hesse discovered Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism. These 

philosophies brought new frameworks to Western authors who sought alternatives to 

the dominant Christian and Enlightenment ideologies that had long shaped European 

and American literature. This thesis traces the major philosophical connections and 

influences of Eastern thought on Western literary traditions. 

 Transcendentalism and the Beginnings of Eastern Influence   

The American Transcendentalist movement was one of the first to absorb 

Eastern philosophy. Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essays, such as “The Over-Soul” and 

“Self-Reliance,” show clear connections to Hindu philosophy, particularly the idea of 

a transcendent reality and the dissolution of individual ego, concepts drawn from the 

"Upanishads" and the "Bhagavad Gita". Henry David Thoreau’s "Walden" is another 

critical work that reflects Buddhist principles of simplicity and mindfulness, with 
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Thoreau’s retreat into nature symbolizing the quest for enlightenment through self-

reflection. 

 Hinduism and Emerson's Thought.  

Emerson was deeply influenced by translations of the "Bhagavad Gita" and other 

Hindu texts. His concept of the “Over-Soul” can be linked to the Hindu belief in 

Brahman, the universal spirit that connects all beings. Emerson’s advocacy for 

individual self-reliance while remaining connected to this larger, spiritual whole 

mirrors the dualism of action and detachment in the "Gita"  

 Thoreau’s Buddhist Influences   

Thoreau, in "Walden", promotes a life of minimalism and harmony with nature, 

paralleling Buddhist teachings of detachment from material desires. His personal 

reflections on living in isolation by Walden Pond emphasize mindfulness, a core tenet 

of Zen Buddhism, which stresses living in the present and simplifying one’s existence. 

 Modernism and the Integration of Taoism and Zen Buddhism   

During the early 20th century, Western modernist writers began turning to 

Taoism and Zen Buddhism to counter the disillusionment brought on by 

industrialization and the horrors of World War I. T.S. Eliot, for example, incorporated 

cyclical time and rebirth—key themes in Hinduism and Buddhism—into his modernist 

masterpiece "The Waste Land". Similarly, Hermann Hesse's" Siddhartha" represents 

one of the clearest adaptations of Eastern philosophy in Western literature. 

T.S. Eliot's Borrowings from the East.   

Eliot’s later works, especially "The Four Quartets", explore concepts of time and 

spirituality influenced by both Christianity and Eastern philosophy. His engagement 

with cyclical time, non-linear narratives, and the ineffable nature of the divine draws 

on Buddhist and Hindu teachings, as evidenced by his references to the " Upanishads" 

in" The Waste Land". 

 Hermann Hesse’s "Siddhartha".  

Hesse’s "Siddhartha" follows the journey of a young man toward enlightenment, 

mirroring the life of the Buddha. Hesse skillfully weaves Eastern philosophies of 

selflessness, meditation, and enlightenment into a Western literary framework, creating 

a novel that serves as a bridge between Eastern and Western literary traditions. 

 Postmodernism and the Taoist Zen Influence.Postmodern literature’s embrace 

of paradox, fragmentation, and anti-authoritarian narratives found natural resonance 

with Taoism and Zen Buddhism, which emphasize the impossibility of truly 

understanding the universe through logic and language alone. This is evident in the 

works of Samuel Beckett, whose minimalist plays like "Waiting for Godot" reflect Zen 

notions of impermanence and absurdity. 

 Jorge Luis Borges and Taoist Non-Linearity. Borges, one of the most prominent 

postmodern authors, frequently explored non-linear time and the infinite possibilities 
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of reality, reflecting Taoist philosophy. In works like "The Garden of Forking Paths", 

Borges delves into the Taoist belief that reality is constantly in flux, and that binary 

distinctions such as right and wrong are artificial. 

 Zen Buddhism in Beckett's Theater of the Absurd. Samuel Beckett's works, 

notably "Waiting for Godot", capture the essence of Zen Buddhism's teaching on the 

futility of searching for meaning. His characters' endless waiting and meaningless 

actions echo the Zen teaching that liberation comes not through intellectual pursuit but 

through direct experience and acceptance of life’s paradoxes. 

 Eastern philosophy has profoundly influenced Western literature, shaping how 

authors from different periods approached fundamental questions of existence, time, 

and the self. Transcendentalist, modernist, and postmodernist writers alike found 

inspiration in the teachings of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Taoism. This cross-cultural 

exchange continues today as contemporary authors incorporate these philosophies to 

explore complex narratives about identity, fate, and the human condition. 
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