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classes, or the lives of those who are called ‘The
~ People’, as if others are not people at all, we
must remember that we are not thereby putting
forward a definition of literature - we are only
circumscribing the province of literature - the
scope of literature or if I may say, the subject-
matter of literature can deal with any subject-
matter whatsoever, even about the decadent
bourgeoisie. It is judged as literature from
entirely different standards from literary and
artistic values. We will be confusing moral or
ethical values, with aesthetic values, if we judge
literature from its content.

Literary products and artistic products
are judged from their form and from their value
as art and not from their value as moral or social
documents. I think of all theories of literature
put forward at any time, in any part of the world,
there has been no clearer and all comprehensive
definition of literature than that which was put
forward by Indian Theorists. I mean the theory
of ‘Rasa’ and ‘Bhava’. Indian theorists are quite
clear on this point, that literature creates its
own world, it creates a world of beauty that has
its own laws which are exempt from the laws
of Nature: The author of the ‘Kivya Prakasa’
expresses this very well when he says:

Niyatikrtaniyamarahitam .
hlddaikamayimananyaparatantram

Navarasaruciram inrumitarn a dadhati
bhavate kaverjagat.

In this verse, he succinctly expresses
the difference between the things of Nature,
the creations of Nature, if we may say so, and
the creations of the artist. The artistic creation
has laws that are different from the laws of
Nature (Niyati krta): it gives pleasure only
(Hladai kamayam) that is Rasa and Rasa is
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always a pleasurable experience, whereas in
the things of the world there is both pleasure
and unpleasure: In the world of Nature there is
‘Bhava’and not ‘Rasa’. It is when this ‘Bhava’
is connected or transformed into ‘Rasa’ that we
have an artistic creation. A ‘Bhava’ could be
unpleasant for example, ‘Soka’ or ‘Dukkha’ is
a ‘Bhava’, but the ‘Rasa’ of this is ‘Karuna’.
‘Karuna’ is a pleasurable emotional state. So
it 1s with all the other ‘Bhavas’ there is fear
or ‘Bhava’ to mention just one more example,
but one does not get frightened when one sees
something dreadful happening on the stage, or
when one reads a description of a frightening
incident in literature. One experiences the
pleasurable ‘Rasa’ that is called ‘Bhayanaka’
it is an aesthetic experience that one has in
such cases.

Let us, for instance, consider the
distinction between an accident one witnesses
on the road and a tragedy performed on
the stage. In the terms of Indian theorists, I
would say that in the case of the former, one
experiences ‘Bhava’, a mundane emotion of
sorrow, whereas on the stage one experiences
the ‘Rasa’ of ‘Karuna’. One does not like to go
onr seeing the former but one enjoys the latter.
The latter constitutes art. The same distintion
could be applied in the case of pornographic
writing and good literature that deals with the .
subject-matter of love and sex. Pornograghic
writing merely arouses the ‘Bhava’ of ‘Rati’
whereas literature dealing with love arouses
the ‘Rasa’ called the ‘Srungara’. And so it is
with the propaganda pamphlet and the novel.

One might perhaps wonder what the
relevance of this preamble is to the main
subject of my discussion. As far as literature
is concemed, these are more impdrtant things



than questions relating to external freedoms.
The restricting of external freedom would mean
only the limitation of the scope of literature.
But when coming to the question of judging
literature as good or bad, then there comes
up the all-important question of literary and
artistic values. Whatever the subject matter
of literature may be, whether it is bourgeois
literature or proletarian literature, whether it is
reactionary literature or professional literature,
it must conform to the criteria of good writing.
Otherwise it is not good literature.

The terms progressive, reactionary,
bourgeois, are value terms, no doubt, but they
are not the value terms of literature or art.
They are social and moral values. To say that
a certain writer is progressive would merely
mean that we use a value in judgment regarding
the content of his writing and not regarding its
form.

It is in respect of this very question of

values that [ believe there is a crisis in literature_

today, if one wishes to call it a crisis. As to
whether one is willing to call it a crisis or
not depends on how serious one regards the
situation to be and how urgently one thinks the
remedies ought to be forthcoming.

The writer’s freedom is restricted today
in respect of these very values. His freedom is
restricted by the very circumstances in which
he has been placed as a result of the social
changes that have taken place within the last
few centuries. The most important aspect of this
change is the fact that the relationship between
the writer and the reader has undergone a
complete revolution. Today the writer cannot
reach his public directly. He cannot bring
his work in front of the people for whom he
wrote it, and make them enjoy it straight from
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his lips. Perhaps writers in Asiatic countries
will realise this fact more acutely than those
in Western countries, where the process has
gone on imperceptibly for many centuries.
The change-over from the spoken word to the: *
written word has, in many Asian countries,
taken place very recently, and is taking place
still before our very eyes.

In the countries of the East the writer
used to reach his public direcly, he takes his
goods straight to him, he gives them literary
enjoyment on the very spot, in front of him.
What the writer desired from his public was
only that they be able to appreciate him. Today
the writer is separated from his public by a
thick barrier. The writer has to reach the reader
through a third man, the businessman who
prints and publishes has book and therefore,
the reader become not merely an enjoyer of
his literature, he must also becomes a buyer
of the writer’s books. The book that a writer
writes is no more his property, it has become a
saleable article, a marketable commodity, like
onions or jam or dried fish. The businessman
invests a great deal of money on the printing
and publication of a book he pays for the paper,
he has to maintain machines and men to do the
work, and he has to advertise and distribute
his goods. Hence he has no alternative but to
reckon with the Law of Supply and Demand.

Now it happens to be the case that the
law of supply and demand operates in a peculiar
fashion, in the world of literature and art. The
author of ‘Kavya prakasa’ perhaps, did not
envisage the present situation, but nevertheless,
his statement that literature belongs to a
different world entirely seems to apply in this
case too. Although in the world of dried fish,
the better dried fish has a greater demand, in the
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world of literature, this is not the case. The law
of supply and demand seems to operate here in
an opposite direction. The worse the goods are
the better the demand there is for them.

The result, therefore, is that good
literature has very little chance against a whole
torrent of inferior writing that pours down from
the press and floods the market, everyhere. It
is the same story with regard to the film or
any art form that has to become a commercial
product before it reaches the people. We, who
always have a greater faith in the good taste
of the people, do not understand why the film
producer does not bring more and more of better
and better films into the market. When one tells
him that if he brings out better films they are
sure to be very popular, he will just laugh at
it. He knows the psychology of people better
than we do.

Itis in this context that there has emerged
another class of person who is known as a critic.
A critic is generally regarded as an intruder in
the field of literature, an enemy of both the
creative writer as well as the reader. I think,
however, that he is a friend of the reader, he
comes forward because of his concern for the
reader, but he is not always able to befriend
the writer. Although he is the friend of all
readers, he is the friend of only some writers.
But, above all, he is the friend of literature,
he is the defender of literary values and in his
idealistic defence of these abstract values, he
has often to be an enemy of the writer. Being a
self-appointed critic myself, I can at least vouch
for the sincerity of the critic and I am sure all
critics will agree with me. We are at least honest
to ourselves, although we are always held in
suspicion. The critic is a peculiar phenomenon
of our times, a very special product of the
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cireumstances in which literature finds itself
today. I do not say there were no critics in
ancient times, or that taste was so uniform that
there was no need for critics. Kalidasa himself
says ‘bhinna ruciar hi lokah’ - there is a variety
of taste in the world - but the critic of ancient
times was often also the creative writer. There
was no separate profession of critic as such; the
critic was in any case the man of letters and taste
whose judgment was accepted by others. But
today, the position is different. In spite of all
his protestations of sincerity, the critic is always
challenged by the lay leader. Every lay reader
thinks he has a right to hold his own opinion of a
literary work, he has the right to express his own
judgment. Nowadays it is not possible to deny
people the right to hold and express their own
views, even about literature. But the question of
whether these lay opinions are right or wrong
is a different one altogether. Even democracy
does not seem possible in the world of literature
- it 1s only possible with mundane affairs. One
cannot jud ge whether a novel is good or bad by
counting hands. The critic who stoutly defends
values is trying to save literature from the sorry
plight in which it is, he is trying to eamn for the
good writer an opportunity to be heard against
the louder voices of a host of inferior men, he
is trying to create a demand for better; in other
words, to alter the law of supply and demand as
it works in the field of literature - perhaps he is
trying to do the impossible, hence he remains
a lone figure.

The critic, in fact, does not belong
to any special class of person. He is merely
the ideal reader. What he is trying to do is
to make every body else an ideal reader, or
at least an intelligent reader, and it is only if
everybody who reads becomes an intelligent



reader that what we have called the present
crisis cannot change. It has to be what it is in
industrialised society. All that can be done is
to increase the demand for better literature, so
that the publisher will make a profit even if he
publishes good literature. Can he do it? This is
the important question.

The opposition between the critic and the
reader, as he has no say in the matter, arises,
to my mind, from two sources. Sometimes
it is only his judgment that is challenged.
That is, after the critic has put forward all his
arguments in defence of his position, the reader
still disagrees with his conclusion - that is, the
- reader persists in maintaining his point of view.
This is possible when arguing about values,
because the arguments are of the type that are
known as persusive judgements. A critic can
point out to certain observable features say, in
a novel and say that he values the experience
he gets from a particular sort of writing, but he
does not value this kind of experience. The lay
reader may continue to say that he likes that
kind of experience and values it. In such a case,
the critic can only resort to abuse, and say such
things as: for those who like that kind of thing it
1s the kind of thing they like. The Sanskrit critic
of ancient times abused those who disagreed
with him, in a similar way. He said:

Savasandnam sabhyanamevarasasyasvadano
bhavet,

Nirdsanas tu ranganta ves ma kudyas ma
sannibha h,

which means: Only those who have

sensibility can enjoy Rasa or aesthetic joy -

the others are like the bricks and stones and
woodwork in the auditorium. '

But a more serious situation arises
in countries having an ancient literature,
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particularly in Asiatic countries. The validity
of the very criteria used by the critic are called
in question. The critical reader of today may
ask whether the highly stylised and ornamented _
poetry of Magha, for example, is peotry at all.
There may be a critic who feels that Sanskrit
drama is not drama at all, that Kalidasa is only
poetry and not drama, or that Bhasa is mere
narrative. In making such judgements, the critic
will say, in his defence, that he is using modern
literary criteria. But the question may rightly be
asked as to whether any one is justified in using
modern criteria to judge an ancient literature.

It is here that we are faced with the
question of the relativity of literary taste
and literary values. I believe that, as in the
sphere of ethics, so in the sphere of literature,
different countries and different civilizations
at different times employed different values.
Looking at the past, it is clear that unless we
accept the relativity of literary values, we will
have to reject a good part of the literature that
was enjoyed and held in high esteem among
different peoples. The definition of drama
that we accept today is the Greek definition
which has permeated European literatures up
till today, whereas the definition of drama in
India and, in fact, the entire East, has been quite
different. Drama is poetry in visual form (drsya
kavya) and if Kalidasa is poetry it is drama too.
In the omate poetry of the alankara tradition,
the poetic image was regarded as decorative
and not functional, and poetic language was
distinguished from vulgar speech (gramya
bhasa). It is on this view of poetry that taste
was moulded in the time of Magha, or of
Parakramabahu in our country.

But, whatever may be the position with
regard to ancient literature, it is clear that
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today there can be no such thing as relativity
of values. There is fast growing today a
concept of a world literature and taste is getting
standardized. Literary works belonging to less
widely read languages are being pooled into the
common fund of more universally understood
languages like English or French and made
from one language to the other so rapidly
and so thoroughly, that those who read in one
language may often read the works of great
writers who wrote in many different languages.
The Japanese reader of today for example, who
reads only Japanese is as much acquainted with
Andre Gide or Somerset Maugham as he is
with Tanizaki or Akutagawa. Not only is taste
being thus standardized, but a kind of stamp of
authority, a mark of recognition of greatness,
is being given to works in diverse literatures,
by the very fact that they are translated into
languages which enable them to be read far
away from the shores in which they were
originally written.

It seems to me that this emergence of
world standards, of a uniform taste the world
over, may help the task of the critic even in the
confines of the diverse literatures within which
he is striving to maintain values. The universal
recognition that a particular work may receive
in translation, will help the critic to convince his
people that there are standards whose validity
is accepted all over the world. It is said that

- Tagore received recognition in Bengal only
after he won the Nobel Prize. I do not say that
all great works can be translated successfully
into foreign languages. There may still remain
very great works that can never be translated.
Nevertheless I feel that although literature is
bound up with the emotive power of words, in
a certain sense, translation is the acid test of the
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worth of a piece of writing. One never expects
in a translation the full force of the original, but
in the hands of a good translator, the essence of
it is nevertheless carried across and the stamp
of greatness, of universality, of immortality, is
unmistakable.

Although I have outlined the gloomy
situation of the present, I am confident about
the future. The publication of a regular Asian
Anthology, for example, or the awarding of
a prize for literature, may help in the task of
strengthening and that the critic is not merely
swayed by arbitrary and whimsical prejudices.
Neither governments nor constituted bodies
within countries can perform a task of this sort
with any success, because governments or other
bodies will have to make use of critics and the
criteria well as the judgements of these critics
may be called in question. Of course, similar
difficulties will arise even when international
bodies of critics place their stamp on particular
literary works, but the lay reader will have
more confidence in such bodies than in critics
closer to them who may be accused of being
influenced, even unconsciously, by factors
of their immediate environment. Anyhow, 1
think this is the only way in which some sort
of attempt may be made to preserve literary
values to retrieve good literature and good art
from the precarious position in which it is today -
and the process should go on until every reader, -
every ‘rasika’, every art lover, becomes a true
‘sahrdaya’ a man of genuine sensibility.

(From: Sankha - a journal of arts and
letters. March 1958)

Prof. Ediriweera Sarachchandra
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