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For poetry makes nothing happen: it survives
In the valley of its making where executives
Would never want to tamper, flows on south
From ranches of isolation and the busy griefs,
Raw towns that we believe and die in;  

it survives,
A way of happening1

iterature as a domain of intellectual 
inquiry is dying since mostly what goes by 

the name of literature in English depart-
ments has no ‘intellectual coherence’2 and ‘there 
is first of all the slow disappearance of literature 
itself from the graduate and in some places even 
the undergraduate curriculum. … And for some 
time now, the very object of former scrutiny, the 
literary work, has been all but eliminated’ (ibid.).

Sadly, the works of most literary critics today 
are not ‘literary project[s] and will open up not 
a crisis in literature, but a general crisis and cri-
tique (social, moral, religious, political … ) for 
which literature or literary theory will be the 
privileged locus of expression’.3 Then what is 
it that literature majors the world over aspire 
to master during their time in universities? If 
the assumption that one studies other discip-
lines to become a rigorous student of literature 
is true, then there is no point in studying litera-
ture as an independent discipline. What is the 
point in majoring in English or American lit-
erature without knowing4  either Emma5 (1815) 
or Light in August (1932)? Literature is not a 
process of production and consumption. This 
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consumption-production idea is one of those kill-
joy ideas, which destroy the desire for leading a 
life in letters. 

One gets the idea that whatever is obscure, 
overtly technical—a euphemism for jargon—
or incomprehensible to people at large is litera-
ture if one attends too many seminars and reads 
snobs like Harold Bloom. There were critics 
who made sense but except Terry Eagleton, that 
kind of a lucid writer no longer exists globally. 
How many can write on fiction like Mark Van 
Doren (1894–1972), F R Leavis (1895–1978), 

L
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Northrop Frye (1912–91), Leslie Fiedler (1917–
2003), Frank Kermode (1919–2010), and Susan 
Sontag (1933–2004)? Gone are the days of A 
G Stock (see her W. B. Yeats: His Poetry and 
Thought), Tarak Nath Sen (see his Shakespeare’s 
Short Lines), Rabindra Kumar Das Gupta, and 
Kitty Scoular Dutta. Amazon book reviewers, 
commentators on Goodreads, and Maria Pop-
ova are anytime more literary than say Dipesh 
Chakraborty or Nivedita Menon. 

Contemporary professional consumers—a sick 
understanding of the immersion in good books, 
if ever there was one—of literature say that a 
new kind of critique is needed to understand lit-
erature. Is it possible that contemporary styles 
of writing on literature have hit such new lows 
that jargon spewing is preferred to clarity? Why 
should one care for a book if it does not make us 
happy and not experience jouissance? One reads 
The Heart is a Lonely Hunter (1940) by Carson 
McCullers (1917–67) not to write a treatise on 
existential angst but one finishes the book since 
all of us are lonely in a cooling universe. McCullers 
gets the anxiety of growing up perfectly. Having 
read her one will find Sartre and Simone de Beau-
voir redundant. Similarly, John le Carré is read for 
joy and then one realises that dogmas exist only in 
our imagination. Sadly, now people read various 
Companions and Introductions first and then may 
sample bits of le Carré and Graham Greene.6 It is 
not theologians or philosophers who influenced 
either Greene or le Carré to write; rather what 
the theologians and philosophers could never put 
down in words has been expressed with panache 
by everyone from Muriel Spark (1918–2006), 
William Golding (1911–93), Bret Easton Ellis (b. 
1964) to Ian McEwan (b. 1948). Literature, as Ar-
istotle had pointed out in his Poetics is superior to 
every known human discourse. 

How does one get to know a text? First is the 
issue of reading a text deeply.7 To study Emma 

does not mean to watch the movie Emma.8 Nei-
ther does reading Emma mean reading critics 
on Emma. It means to pick up a copy of Emma 
and read the novel; letting the story of Emma 
Woodhouse seep in. One of the simplest tests of 
assessing whether a work qualifies as literature or 
not9 is to judge the effects it has on the reader. 
There is the reader before reading Emma and the 
reader after reading Emma. If such pre- and post-
reading phases are not there then the text read, 
and not accessed, is not literature. Reading Sadat 
Hassan Manto (1912–55), most of Stephen King 
(b. 1947)10 and all of Herman Hesse11 (1877–
1962) has that pre- and post-reading effect on all 
readers. This effect should precede the access to 
critical scholarship on the texts to be read. Read-
ing intellectual discussions on fiction comes at a 
later stage. The important thing is to allow the 
work of fiction reach out to the reader directly 
without the mediation of critics. The bane of 
literary studies is avoiding the reading of fiction. 
What is required of the literary scholar is not 
the knowledge of what C S Lewis12 thought of 
Paradise Lost, but whether Paradise Lost illus-
trates the magical power of words to seduce us 
or it appears drab to a first time reader?  Very few 
readers are not affected by the following lines:

They, looking back, all the eastern side beheld
Of Paradise, so late their happy seat,
Waved over by that flaming brand, the gate
With dreadful faces thronged and fiery arms:
Some natural tears they 
dropped, but wiped them soon; 
The world was all before them, where to choose
Their place of rest, and Providence their guide;
They, hand in hand, 
with wandering steps and slow,
Through Eden took their solitary way.13 

Lord, what fools these mortals be!14
Cover her face; mine eyes dazzle.15
What deity in the realms of dementia, what 

rabid god decocted out of the smoking lobes of 
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hydrophobia could have devised a keeping place 
for souls so poor as is this flesh. This mawky 
worm-bent tabernacle.16

The present changes the past. Looking back 
you do not find what you left behind.17

As if you were on fire from within.
The moon lives in the lining of your skin.18

Literary scholarship is poisoned by cram-
notes, getting by with summaries on Wikipedia, 
and the urge to be avant-garde. Along with the 
bathwater, the baby has already been thrown out, 
at least within the academic study of literature. 
How does knowing Jacques Lacan or Julia Kris-
teva or the rants of Ranajit Guha help someone 
enjoy George R R Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire, 
fantasy series? These copious commentators are 
boring compared to Martin’s series or J R R Tolk-
ien’s The Lord of the Rings trilogy. Kristeva’s own 
novels are memorable flops.

The best way to begin the study of literature 
is to start reading novels. One of the advantages 
of reading fiction is that one develops a natural 
understanding of what literature is. Beginners for-
get that definitions of literature come out of long 
engagement with literature and not through def-
initions put forward by other readers. One cannot 
begin to define the experience of riding a bicycle 
by reading books on bicycles! The point of study-
ing literature is to be able to understand what lit-
erature is without referring to literary dictionaries 
and the judgement of self-proclaimed literary sci-
ons. How does it help to know that reading books 
constitute acts of literature without having read 
Vikram Seth, Haruki Murakami, Arthur Hailey, 
Wilbur Smith, Robin Cook, the Hardy Boys and 
Nancy Drew, Jeffrey Archer, Dean Koontz, Isaac 
Asimov, Carl Sagan, or Lars Kepler?19 

Emma and Light in August20 were chosen to 
illustrate a time-tested approach for mastering 
literature. Generally, in starting syllabi the world 

over, Pride and Prejudice and The Sound and the 
Fury or As I Lay Dying are set for study. It is 
evident then that Jane Austen (1775–1817) and 
William Faulkner are great writers, so to get a 
feel of their works it may be a good idea to read 
other works by them. This is important because 
the work of literary scholars is to first see the 
connection between various works by the same 
writer and then move on to critical opinions on 
these works by scholars. It is to be noted that 
some literary critics can construct a self-serving 
myth that the best critical work is also literature 
but we all know that when we speak of being 
in love with books, we are not in love with the 
works of critics. Critics are a lesser lot no mat-
ter how exalted their writings on literature. The 
neophyte to literature should beware that she or 
he is beginning to study from the masters. Phil-
osophers, the historians, and other varieties of 
social scientists are too empirical and mechanical 
for the independent discipline called literature. 
In literature one values the imaginative over the 
prosaic, the world of Harry Potter over child 
psychology; the factuality of Lady Macbeth over 
the reality of historical crackpots.

One has to emphasise the categorical differ-
ence between literature and other social sciences. 
The historian begins from the verity that she or 
he was born on a particular date at a particular 

J R R Tolkien (1892–1973)
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place. The job of the historian is grounded in 
facts and documents.21 The philosopher is con-
vinced of a particular philosophy being the best, 
albeit that her or his philosophy means that 
there cannot be a monolithic system;22 the pol-
itical scientist23 is a nation’s think tank—she or 
he knows that a particular system of governance 
is good: ‘The cultivation of political understand-
ing means that one becomes sensitized to the 
enormous complexities and drama of saying that 
the political order is the most comprehensive 
association and ultimately responsible, like no 
other grouping, for sustaining the physical, ma-
terial, cultural, and moral life of its members.’24 
The members mentioned here are citizens; the 
traditional occupants of the polis. 

What is dangerous in political science is 
that as a praxis oriented discipline it advocates 
‘order’ over the carnivalesque. Literature on the 
other hand has no place for perfection and order. 
These two latter qualities are repressive and in-
dicate a mediocrity detested by writers as sep-
arated in time and locale as John Milton and 
J M Coetzee (b. 1940). Milton’s demons are or-
derly and perfect in their building of Pandemo-
nium; Coetzee’s English professor25 defines being 
human by being abject.26 While other disciplines 
have their telos in coherence; literature students 
should understand that they will be taught over 
the years the need to be broken and imperfect:

I saw the best minds of my generation  
destroyed by madness …
angelheaded hipsters burning for the ancient 
heavenly connection to the starry dynamo in 
the machinery of night …
who passed through universities with radiant 
cool eyes hallucinating Arkansas and Blake-
light tragedy among the scholars of war, 
who were expelled from the academies  
for [being] crazy … 
who wandered around and around at 

midnight in the railroad yard wondering 
where to go, and went,  
leaving no broken hearts …
who studied Plotinus Poe St. John of the 
Cross telepathy and bop kabbalah because 
the cosmos instinctively vibrated at their feet 
in Kansas.27� P
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