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UNIT- 1

Introducing Asian Writing

Unit Structure:

1.1 Objectives

1.2 Introduction

1.3 Asian Literature: A Background

1.4 Major Themes and Concerns

1.5 Genres and Forms Characteristic of Asian Writing
1.6 Summing Up

1.7 References and Suggested Readings

1.1 Objectives:

By the end of this unit, the learner will be able to
e examine the wealth of a continent in its literary records and modes
of expression,
e understand writings in the Asian context,
e explore the themes, genres, and unique characteristics of Asian

Writing.

1.2 Introduction:

From the intricate characters of Chinese calligraphy to the elegant
versification of the Japanese haiku, and from the ornate scripts of Brahmi
and Devanagari to the lyrical verses of Persian poetry, Asian writing is
inspired and characterized by a diverse array of writing systems leading
to a variety of forms and expressions. A literary tradition that spans
millennia, Asian literature boasts of the ancient epics of India as well as
the modern novels of Japan including the form of illustrative storytelling
that has carved itself'a niche in this literary landscape resulting in a vibrant

tapestry woven with threads of culture, history, and imagination.
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1.3 Asian Literature: A Background

The profound connection between literature and the cultural and spiritual
heritage is one of the defining characteristics of Asian Writing. The many
schools of thought, the languages, the folklore, the ritualistic practices
all contribute to the evolving as well as the characterizing of this discourse.
Certain Asian literary traditions are rooted in ancient religious and
philosophical texts, such as the Vedas and Upanishads in India, the
Analects of Confucius in China, and the Buddhist sutras in various parts
of Asia. These texts often serve as the foundation for moral and ethical
teachings, shaping the worldview of societies and influencing literary
expression. Asian literature is also characterized by its range of speech

and writing systems: the multilingual and multiscriptual diversity.

Asia is home to a multitude of languages, representing various language
families such as Sino-Tibetan, Indo-European, Altaic, Dravidian,
Austroasiatic, and more. In India alone, there are over 1,600 languages
spoken. Asia also boasts of multiple writing systems, including alphabets,
abugidas, syllabaries, logographic scripts, and even scripts that are
unique to specific regions. The Brahmic scripts are used for writing many
South Asian languages such as Devanagari for Hindi, Bengali script for
Bengali, and Tamil script for Tamil, the Chinese characters are used
across East Asia, the Arabic script is widely used for languages like
Arabic, Persian, and Urdu, scripts like Cyrillic are used for Russian and

some Central Asian languages,while Hangul is used for Korean.

Characteristics of Asian Writing:

The literary traditions in Asian Writing reflect the social, political, and
cultural dynamics of the societies from which they emerge. Often
addressing universal themes such as love, honor, duty, grief, suffering,
and the search for meaning, while also grappling with the complexities
of power, identity, and social change, whether through epic tales of
heroism and adventure, lyrical expressions of nature and beauty, or
poignant reflections on the human condition, Asian literature offers

profound insights into the diversity of the human experience at large.
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Embodying complex moral and ethical dilemmas while reflecting the
spiritual and philosophical traditions of Hinduism, Jainism, and Buddhism,
Taoism and Shintoism, Christianity and Islam, the literature is mostly
inspired by these schools of thought to be self-reflective. It thereby
encompasses a wide range of themes and genres, reflecting the diverse
experiences and perspectives of its peoples. From the poetic elegance
of classical Chinese poetry to the surrealism of contemporary Japanese
fiction, Asian literature offers a kaleidoscope of human emotion and
experience. Many Asian literary works explore themes of harmony,
balance, and the interconnectedness of all things. Influenced by
philosophical traditions such as Confucianism, Daoism, Buddhism, and
Hinduism, Asian writers often seek to reconcile the tensions between
individual desires and social obligations, humanity and nature, and the
material and spiritual realms. Functioning as guidance and directives for
worldly relationships and duties established by relationships, ideologies

tend to make significant impact on the literature.

The emphasis on harmony and balance permeates Asian writing, shaping
its aesthetic sensibilities and ethical concerns as a society with a high-
context communication system. A high context culture prioritizes implicit
communication styles and values interpersonal relationships ensuring more
stable and meaningful bonds between people. On the other hand, a low
context culture would rely more heavily on the explicit verbal
communication or the words than the context in which they are used.
Communication cultures differ societally between high-context and low-
context cultures, a concept first described by anthropologist Edward T.
Hall in his 1976 publication Beyond Culture. Most Asian cultures being
high-context, Asian writing is influenced to cater to the implicit meaning
created more prominently by the context or the situation. Meaning
making therefore, relies heavily on the situation, the value of relationships

between people, and ideas of duty and honour.

Asian Literature transcending borders:

The influence of Asian literature extends far beyond its geographical
borders, shaping global literary movements and inspiring generations of
writers around the world. Works like Murasaki Shikibu’s The Tale of
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Genji and Rabindranath Tagore’s Gitanjali have garnered international
acclaim and even inspired the Nobel in literature, while contemporary
authors such as Haruki Murakami, Marjane Satrapi, Jung Chang, and
Arundhati Roy continue to captivate readers with their evocative and
ever evolving storytelling. The Asian diasporic literature constitutes an
enormous body of works that add dimension to our understanding of
theoretical concepts such as home, exile, migration, alienation while
furthering discourse on orientalism, conflict and peace studies, war,
poverty, living conditions, trauma and stress, religious vulnerabilities,

and even intersectionality.

The transcending of geographical borders is enriched and aided by the
wealth of translations of Asian literary classics which has increased
accessibility to audiences worldwide, fostering cross-cultural understanding,
collaboration, and appreciation of Asian societies, cultural diversity, and
the universality of human experiences. The specific choice of words or
phrases that translators use consciously can aid readers to understand the
linguistic nuances, aesthetic sensibilities, and even the socio-cultural contexts
that are embedded within such literary texts. Translated works also provide
the scope for critical reflection on issues of representation, authenticity, and

power dynamics in cross-cultural encounters.

Harking back to the movement and transactions encouraged and
facilitated by the Silk Route, Asian literary traditions benefitted from
travellers who were scholars, traders, diplomats, and pilgrims engaged
in storytelling. Some even relocated, took on a different religious faith
or spent significant measures of time on their journeys to build relics
impacting the architectural facade of various regions. The Panjakent
murals corroborate the literary exchanges by the documentation of fables
such as Aesop’s and the Panchatantra which can be found today in

over two hundred different versions.

The scope and challenges to Asian Writing:

Despite the instances that lend richness and diversity to the field, Asian
literature is not without its own set of challenges that include linguistic

barriers, cultural and regional biases, and even political censorship in
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certain cases. With the increasing globalization and influence of Western
culture, there is also the concern about the homogenization of literature.
Traditional Asian literary forms and styles may be overshadowed by
Western literary norms, leading to a loss of cultural identity and
authenticity. However, the rise of digital publishing and global literary
festivals has provided new avenues for Asian writers to reach audiences

beyond their borders, amplifying diverse voices and perspectives.

Asian writing exhibits a remarkable degree of fluidity and adaptability,
evolving over time in response to changing social, political, and technological
dynamics. From the invention of new writing systems to the adoption of
foreign literary forms and genres, Asian writers have demonstrated a
willingness to experiment, innovate, and synthesize diverse influences into
their creative expressions.Overall, the main characteristics of Asian writing
reflect its rich cultural heritage, aesthetic sophistication, and profound

engagement with the complexities of human existence.

Stop to Consider:

The profound interconnectedness between Asian literature and its
cultural and spiritual heritage underscores the importance of
understanding the historical, philosophical, and religious contexts
that shape literary works. Consider how literature serves not only
as areflection of society but also as a vehicle for preserving and

transmitting cultural values, beliefs, and wisdom across generations.

Check Your Progress:

Take a moment to assess your understanding of the diversity within
Asian literature, considering its multitude of languages, writing
systems, and philosophical influences. Reflect on how these factors
contribute to the richness and complexity of Asian literary traditions,
and how they influence the themes, styles, and perspectives found

within Asian writing.
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Self-Assessment Questions:

1. How can the globalization of literature both enrich and potentially
dilute the authenticity and diversity of Asian literary traditions, and what

measures can be taken to navigate this balance effectively? (80 words)

2. In what ways can the challenges facing Asian literature, such as
linguistic barriers and cultural biases, be addressed to ensure the
continued preservation and promotion of diverse voices and narratives?
(80 words)

1.4 Major Themes and Concerns in Asian Literature:

Asian literature encompasses a rich tapestry of themes that reflect the
diverse cultures, histories, and societies across the continent. While the
specific themes vary depending on the country, region, and literary
tradition, some recurring themes include family, identity, conflict and
violence and the loss that comes with such narratives. The works reflect
trauma, memory, power relationships and struggles with authority, fantasy

and folklore, myths and legends, nature and the environment.

Culture, Family, Environment, and Spirituality:

Identity and cultural heritage has been an important theme as the movement
of peoples across the continent and even across continents makes for
diasporic communities. Many works of Asian literature explore questions
of identity, belonging, and cultural heritage. Writers may grapple with the
complexities of navigating multiple cultural identities, the impact of
colonization and globalization on cultural identity, and the tension between

tradition and modernity. The Joy Luck Club by Amy Tan explores the
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experiences of Chinese American women and their struggles to reconcile
their Chinese heritage with their American identity. The novel delves into
themes of mother-daughter relationships, cultural differences, and the search
for identity across generations. Similarly, Amitav Ghosh, Arundhati Roy
and Kiran Desai’s novels also deal with families living in a different host

state and negotiating cultural boundaries and identities.

Family dynamics and interpersonal relationships are often central themes
in Asian literature. Writers may explore the complexities of filial piety,
generational conflicts, sibling rivalry, marriage, and the bonds that unite
or divide families. Kafka on the Shore by Haruki Murakami is a popular
read that delves into complex family dynamics, particularly the
relationship between a young boy named Kafka and his estranged father.
The novel explores themes of abandonment, reconciliation, and the

search for connection within the framework of family.

Asian literature frequently celebrates the beauty of the natural world
and reflects on humanity's relationship with nature. Writers may draw
inspiration from landscapes, seasons, animals, and ecological themes,
highlighting the interconnectedness of all living beings. One classic
example is the poetry of Matsuo Bash, a Japanese haiku master, often
celebrates the beauty of nature and the changing seasons. In his famous
work published posthumously titled Oku no Hosomichi and translated
as The Narrow Road to the Deep North, Bash captures the essence
of the natural world through vivid imagery and contemplative verse.
More recently, anthropologist and writer Amitav Ghosh, poets like
Temsula Ao, and novelist Janice Pariat have been writing about the human

and the non-human connection.

Religion and spirituality play a significant role in many Asian cultures,
and these themes often find expression in literature. Writers may explore
themes of faith, devotion, enlightenment, karma, and the search for
meaning and transcendence. For example, Siddhartha by Hermann
Hesse follows the spiritual journey of a young man named Siddhartha
as he seeks enlightenment and transcends the cycles of suffering. Set in
ancient India, the novel explores themes of Buddhist philosophy, self-

discovery, and the quest for spiritual fulfillment.
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War and Conflict, Loss, Memory, Tradition, Power:

Asia has a long history of wars, conflicts, and political upheavals, and
these experiences are reflected in its literature. Writers have explored
the human cost of war, the trauma of violence, the struggle for peace,
and the resilience of individuals and communities in the face of adversity.
For instance, The Sorrow of War by Bo Ninh offers a haunting portrayal
of the Vietnam War from the perspective of a North Vietnamese soldier.
The novel delves into the psychological toll of war, the loss of innocence,
and the enduring scars that conflict leaves on individuals and societies.
Wild Swans: Three Daughters of China by Jung Chang is a multi-
generational life narrative documenting the experiences of the writer’s
grandmother Yu-fang, her mother Bao-qin, and her own. It provides an
exploration of the impact of the Cultural Revolution through a personal
rendition of the turn of the century China and the influence of Maoist
ideology on the country. Dear World by eight-years-old Bana Alabed
and Melissa Fleming’s A Hope More Powerful Than the Sea tell of
the Syrian war, the consequent refugee crisis, and the trauma sustained

by the victims of such a conflict.

Themes of love, romance, and heartbreak are universal, and they feature
prominently in Asian literature as well. These texts explore the complexities
of romantic relationships, unrequited love, forbidden love, and the enduring
power of love to transcend barriers and obstacles. Norwegian Wood by
Haruki Murakami is a poignant coming-of-age novel set in 1960s Japan

that explores themes of love, loss, and memory.

Asian literature often grapples with the tension between tradition and
modernity, particularly in rapidly changing societies. Writers may reflect
on the impact of globalization, urbanization, technological advancements,
and social change on traditional values, customs, and ways of life.7he
God of Small Things by Arundhati Roy juxtaposes traditional Indian
customs and societal norms with the forces of modernization and
globalization. Through the lives of its characters, the novel explores

themes of caste, class, and the clash between tradition and progress.
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Themes of power, authority, and governance are often explored in Asian
literature, especially in works that address political systems, corruption,
tyranny, and the struggle for freedom and justice. The Palace of lllusions
by Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni reimagines the ancient Indian epic, the

Mahabharata, from the perspective of its female protagonist, Draupadi.

Many works of Asian literature evoke a sense of nostalgia for the past
and reflect on the passage of time, memory, and the loss of innocence.
Writers may reminisce about childhood, hometowns, and bygone eras,
capturing the bittersweet essence of nostalgia. The body of Partition
Literature from India may be considered as an example. Salman
Rushdie’s novels explore the intertwined histories of India and Pakistan
through the lives of its characters contributing to the discourse on

memory, time, and the diasporic identity that is in an in-betweenness.

These themes are not exhaustive, and individual works of Asian literature
may combine multiple themes or explore entirely different subject matter.
The area of Asian writing addresses social justice issues as well, such
as poverty, inequality, discrimination, and injustice. Writers may shine a
light on marginalized communities, advocate for human rights, and
challenge prevailing social norms and power structures. Largely, they

offer a glimpse into the diverse and vibrant literary landscape of Asia.

Stop to Consider:

The exploration of themes in Asian literature reveals a rich tapestry of
human experiences and societal dynamics, considering the profound
impact of cultural, historical, and geopolitical contexts on the creation
and interpretation of literary works. Reflect on how these themes resonate
across borders and cultures, fostering empathy, understanding, and

appreciation for the diversity of human narratives.

Check Your Progress:

Take a moment to assess your awareness of the diverse themes

present in Asian literature, ranging from family dynamics and identity
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to war and conflict, spirituality, and the tension between tradition
and modernity. Consider how these themes intersect and evolve within
specific cultural, historical, and social contexts, shaping the narrative

landscape of Asian literary traditions.

Self-Assessment Questions:

How do the recurring themes in Asian literature reflect the complex
interplay between individual experiences, societal norms, and

broader historical and geopolitical forces? ( 100 words)

In what ways can the exploration of diverse themes in Asian literature
contribute to cross-cultural dialogue, empathy, and understanding,

both within Asia and on a global scale? (100 words)

1.5 Genres and Forms Characteristic of Asian Writing:

Asian Writing encompasses a wide range of genres that can be seen to
have developed in tandem with the writing systems and the languages of
various regions. From the influence of fables and folk narratives to the
modern form of using caricature or even simple illustration along with a
text as an adaptation, collaboration, or a retelling, the continent has a

plentitude of forms and genres that have evolved over time.

Classical Chinese Literature:

This genre includes classical poetry, such as shi (regulated verse) and ci
(Iyric) poetry, as well as classical prose works like philosophical texts,
historical records, and literary essays. Writers such as Confucius, Li
Bai, and Du Fu are among the most renowned figures in classical Chinese

literature. Wuxia literature is a genre of Chinese fiction that focuses on
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martial arts heroes and their adventures in ancient China. It often
incorporates elements of fantasy, romance, and chivalry, with iconic

works such as The Water Margin and Legend of the Condor Heroes.

Poetry : Haiku and tanka are traditional forms of Japanese poetry
known for their brevity and focus on capturing fleeting moments of nature
and human experience. Matsuo Basho and Yosa Buson are two of the
most famous haiku poets. Ghazal is a form of Persian poetry
characterized by its lyrical and emotive qualities. Poets like Rumi, Hafez,
and Omar Khayyam have contributed immensely to the development of
this genre. Indian literature is rich in epic poetry and mythology, with
works like the Mahabharata and the Ramayana serving as foundational
texts. These epics are not only literary masterpieces but also significant
cultural and religious touchstones. Korea and Vietnam also have rich
poetic traditions, with forms such as sijo in Korea and luc bat in Vietnam.
These poetic forms often feature strict rules regarding rhyme and meter
and are used to express a wide range of emotions and experiences.
Also known as the “Book of Kings”, the “Shahnameh” is an epic poem
written by the Persian poet Ferdowsi in the 10™ century. It recounts the
mythical and historical past of Iran from the creation of the world to the

Arab conquests of the 7™ century.

Theater : Dating back to ancient India, the Natya Shastra is one of
the oldest known treatises on dramaturgy. Classical Indian theatre
incorporates elements of dance, music, and drama, with prominent forms
like Sanskrit dramas, Kutiyattam, Kathakali, and Bharatanatyam. Noh
is a traditional form of Japanese theater known for its minimalist aesthetic
and stylized performances, often drawing on themes from Japanese
literature and mythology. Kabuki, on the other hand, is more colorful
and dynamic, featuring elaborate costumes, makeup, and exaggerated
gestures. Chinese opera encompasses various regional styles, including
Peking opera, Cantonese opera, and Sichuan opera. It combines music,
singing, acting, and acrobatics to depict stories from Chinese history,
mythology, and folklore. Khon is a traditional Thai dance drama that

often depicts stories from the Ramakien (Thai adaptation of the Indian
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Ramayana). Found in Indonesia and Malaysia, Wayang Kulit involves
shadow puppetry accompanied by gamelan music. It often narrates epic

tales from Hindu mythology, such as the Mahabharata and Ramayana.

In countries with tumultuous histories like China, Japan, Korea, and
India theatre has been used as a platform for political commentary and
social critique. The stage has been able to provide the space for self-

reflection, revolution, and social change as well.

Visual Storytelling : Visual storytelling in Asian literature encompasses
a diverse range of mediums, styles, and cultural influences. From
traditional forms like scroll paintings and woodblock prints to
contemporary graphic novels and manga, visual storytelling plays a
significant role in conveying narratives, preserving cultural heritage, and

expressing artistic vision.

The long, horizontal scrolls depict sequential scenes that unfold like a
narrative and have been traditionally used as means of documentation
and even communication. Emakimono often feature tales from Japanese
mythology, historical events, or daily life, while Chinese handscrolls may
portray landscapes, court scenes, or Buddhist narratives. The Japanese
Ukiyo-e prints or Woodblock Prints, popular during the Edo period,
often depicted scenes from kabuki theatre, geisha culture, landscapes,
and folk tales. Artists like Hokusai and Hiroshige utilized vibrant colors

and intricate details to convey rich narratives.

Manga, which translates to “whimsical drawings” in Japanese, emerged
in Japan in the late 19" century, drawing inspiration from traditional
Japanese art forms such as ukiyo-e (woodblock prints) and caricatures.
It initially appeared in newspapers and magazines before evolving into
standalone comic books.The artwork in manga can range from highly
detailed and realistic to stylized and abstract, allowing for a wide variety
of artistic expression spanning over a variety of genres in turn like action,

romance, fantasy, science fiction, horror, mystery, and slice of life. It has
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inspired countless adaptations into other media, including anime (animated
television shows and films), live-action films, video games, and
merchandise. Manga conventions and fan communities exist around the
world, showcasing the global appeal of this art form. Studied and analyzed
in academic contexts, manga has influenced other forms of storytelling
and visual arts, contributing to the evolution of graphic novels, webcomics,
and digital media. Through its engaging narratives and relatable characters,
they can offer insights into the human condition and provoke thought and
discussion on pressing social issues. Manga artists like Osamu Tezuka
(creator of Astro Boy) and Akira Toriyama (creator of Dragon Ball) have
had a profound impact on global pop culture.

Similar to manga, manhwa (Korean comics) and manhua (Chinese
comics) also feature serialized stories, colorful artwork, and a wide
range of genres. They often explore cultural themes, historical events,
and societal issues unique to their respective countries. Contemporary
Asian artists and illustrators are pushing the boundaries of visual
storytelling through innovative techniques, unconventional narratives, and
experimental art styles. Works by creators like Taiyo Matsumoto
(Tekkonkinkreet) and Junji Ito (Uzumaki) showcase a blend of

surrealism, horror, and psychological depth.

Many graphic novels and comics in Asia serve as platforms for exploring
contemporary issues, challenging societal norms, and reflecting on cultural
identity. Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis and Embroideries have used the
graphic novel form to build a discourse on the lives of those marginalized
in Iran, with a special focus on the lived experiences of women. Malik
Sajad’s Munnu: A Boy from Kashmir is a personal account of the conflict
in the area that prompts a conversation on issues of terrorism and animosity
between India and Pakistan, dreams and ambitions of the common

Kashmiri man, and people’s rights for self-determination.

Asian graphic novels have influenced and been influenced by global

trends in comics and visual storytelling. Cross-cultural collaborations,
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adaptations, and translations have facilitated the exchange of ideas and
expanded the reach of Asian graphic novels beyond their local
markets. Themes of globalization, urbanization, and environmental

concerns are often addressed through visually striking narratives.

With the rise of digital platforms and online publishing, webtoons (digital
comics optimized for web and mobile devices) have become increasingly
popular in Asia. Webtoon creators utilize scrolling formats, interactive
features, and multimedia elements to engage audiences and deliver
immersive storytelling experiences. In summary, visual storytelling in
Asian literature encompasses a wide spectrum of artistic expressions,
from traditional scroll paintings and woodblock prints to contemporary
manga, graphic novels, and digital media. Through vibrant imagery,
dynamic compositions, and nuanced narratives, visual storytellers in Asia
continue to captivate audiences, explore cultural themes, and push the

boundaries of artistic innovation.

Stop to Consider:

The evolution of visual storytelling in Asian literature reflects not
only cultural heritage and artistic innovation but also the dynamic
interplay between traditional and contemporary forms of expression.
Consider the diverse ways in which visual narratives convey meaning,
preserve cultural identity, and engage audiences across different

mediums and genres.

Check Your Progress:

Take a moment to reflect on your understanding of the breadth and
depth of visual storytelling within Asian literature. Consider how traditional
forms like scroll paintings and woodblock prints have influenced
contemporary mediums such as manga, graphic novels, and webtoons,
and how these visual narratives continue to evolve in response to

technological advancements and changing cultural landscapes.
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Self-Assessment Questions:

How does the adaptation of traditional visual storytelling techniques
into contemporary mediums like manga and graphic novels contribute
to the preservation and reinterpretation of cultural narratives within

Asian literature? (100 words)

In what ways does the globalization of visual storytelling in Asian
literature foster cross-cultural exchange and collaboration, and what
challenges and opportunities does this present for creators and

audiences alike? (100 words)

1.6 Summing Up:

As has been established throughout this chapter, Asian literature
encompasses a vast and diverse tapestry of literary traditions, spanning
ancient epics, classical poetry, modern novels, and contemporary
graphic novels. Rooted in rich cultural legacies, Asian literature reflects
the complex histories, diverse societies, and varied landscapes of the
continent. From the timeless wisdom of texts like the Indian Vedas and
Chinese Tao Te Ching to the intricate narratives of diaspora and South
Asian folklore and magic realism, Asian literature explores themes of
love, loss, identity, spirituality, and societal change with depth and nuance.
It encompasses a multitude of languages, genres, and styles, each offering
unique insights into the human experience and serving as a bridge between
past traditions and modern sensibilities. Through its enduring legacy and
ongoing evolution, Asian literature continues to inspire, provoke, and

captivate readers around the world.
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UNIT -2

Literary Trends in Asian writing

Unit Structure:

2.1 Objectives

2.2 Introduction

2.3 Early Pioneers

2.4 Later Figures

2.5 Postcolonial Wave

2.6 Gender and Feminism
2.7 Environmental Concerns

2.8 Exploring Literary Trends with important authors and their

selected works
2.9 Experimentation and Genre-bending in Narratives
2.10 Summing Up
2.11 References and Suggested Readings

2.1 Objectives :

The essence of literary trends in Asian writing lies in looking into conventions
that have blossomed within the realm of Asian literature. Our journey
embarks on an exploration of these ideas, their evolutionary pathsand the
profound connections they share with the multifaceted realms of history
and sociopolitical dynamics. Throughout this discourse, we shall aim to
understand the nuances of various facets of Asian literary trends, looking at
the dominant genres, the luminaries who have steered this literary vessel
and the socio-cultural influences that have sculpted these masterpieces. It is
equally imperative to fathom the critical and theoretical vantage points that
serve as our compass in navigating this diverse field, embracing constructs

such as diasporic literature and identity studies.

As we progress through this unit, you will hopefully amass the

capabilities to—
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* appreciate the principal literary trends adorning the landscape of
Asian writing,

* understand the historical epochs, cultural legaciesand
sociopolitical epochs that havemolded the thematic content and
stylistic flourishes of Asian literary compositions,

* analyse the narratives with a postcolonial perspective or traverse
the diasporic trails blazed by the authors,

* analyse the literary architects who have immortalized themselves

in the annals of Asian literature,

* remember the facts related to stories that do not exist in isolation
but are entwined with the social currents, historical undercurrents

and the overarching cultural milieu.

In the larger scheme of things, this unit aspires to furnish you with the
toolkit to cherish and scrutinize the manifold literary trends within Asian
literature, extending a hand to guide you through the labyrinth of culture,
historyand society that serves as both the muse and backdrop for these

creative expressions.

2.2 Introduction:

The world of literature is an expansive and diverse realm, enriched by
the unique voices and narratives of various cultures and regions of which,
one is Asian literature, a literary tradition that has rapidly gained
prominence over the past century. In this unit, we will embark on a
journey to explore the intricate nuances of Asian literature by looking
into literary tradition and tracing the fascinating emergence and evolution

of Literature in the vast and culturally diverse continent of Asia.

Asian literature has a rich and ancient tradition dating back thousands
of years. The continent of Asia, stretching from the Middle East to the
Far East, has been the cradle of numerous civilizations and cultures,
each with its own unique literary heritage. From the epics of India, such
as the Mahabharata and the Ramayana, to the classical Chinese poetry
of Li Bai and Du Fu, the Arabian Nights tales from the Middle East to
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the Japanese Haiku tradition, Asian literature has offered a treasure trove
of diverse and captivating stories. This literary tradition has been shaped
by the complexities of Asian societies, their history, religion,
philosophyand social structures. It is common to see themes of love,
honor, duty and spirituality all within the context of the human condition.
The distinctiveness of Asian literature lies in its ability to intertwine
tradition and modernity, as well as its deep connection to the natural
world, often depicted through vivid symbolism and metaphors. However,
the evolution of literature within the context of Asian writing introduced
a fascinating dynamic as a non-native language of many Asian countries
with its integration into the literary landscape being a result of historical

and colonial forces.

The emergence of a trend of postcolonial Literature in Asia can be
attributed to the colonial history of the continent during the British
Empire’s expansive colonial rule. English became a medium of
communication and governance in many regions of Asia, including India,
Sri Lanka, Malaysia, Singapore and parts of Africa for this very reason.
The British colonial administration’s imposition of English as the language
of instruction in education and administration had a profound impact on

the linguistic and literary landscape of the region.

One of the early and influential figures in the development of Literature
in Asia was Rabindranath Tagore, a Bengali polymath and Nobel
laureate whose poetic and philosophical works, such as Gitanjali
demonstrated the creative potential of writing in for a worldwide audience
while preserving the essence of Indian culture and spirituality. The mid-
20™ century saw the post-colonial period, characterized by the
independence movements and the subsequent decolonization of Asian
countries. This era witnessed the rise of a new generation of Asian writers
who began to articulate their experiences, both within and beyond the
colonial context. For example, Salman Rushdie, a prominent figure in
this movement broke new ground with his magnum opus Midnight s
Children. This novel, which won the Booker Prize, showcased the
potential of such trends to convey complex post-colonial narratives and

led to the emergence of the post-colonial novel as a distinct genre.
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Asian writing encompasses a rich tapestry of literature that reflects the
diverse cultures, histories and societal landscapes of the continent. As
we can see from the introspective musings of Haruki Murakami in 7he
Birthday Girl to the haunting recollections of war depicted by Bao
Ninh in The Sorrow of War, Asian literature offers a multifaceted
exploration of human experiences while Jung Chang’s Wild Swans:
Three Daughters of China delves into the tumultuous history of China
through the lens of three generations of women, providing a deeply
personal insight into the socio-political upheavals of the 20™ century.
These writings exemplify various trends in Asian writing , although there
are still several unique ones which cannot directly be categorized. Sun-
mi Hwang’s allegorical tale, The Hen who Dreamed She Could Fly
weaves together themes of individuality, societal norms and the pursuit

of freedom, setting a strong trend for readers of all ages.

In Wave, Sonali Deraniyagala grapples with grief and loss in the aftermath
of a devastating tsunami, offering a raw and poignant exploration of
resilience and survival while Marjane Satrapi’s graphic memoir
Persepolis I provides a compelling narrative of growing up during the
Islamic Revolution in Iran, blending personal anecdotes with historical
events to shed light on the complexities of identity, cultureand resistance.
It is important to understand that through these diverse voices and
narratives, Asian writing not only illuminates the unique trends of cultural
landscapes of the region but also offers universal insights into the human
condition, inviting readers to explore the intricacies of life, love, lossand
the pursuit of meaning. These are Il trends which cannot be homogenized

under one banner.

The 21 century has witnessed a further evolution of Asian literature,
marked by a diversification of voices, themesand styles, generally
observed in writers like Arundhati Roy, Jhumpa Lahiri and Mohsin
Hamid, as they explore the complexities of identity, migrationand
globalization in their works. The rise of diaspora literature, environmental
concernsand gender issues in Asian literature also reflects the changing

societal dynamics in the region and their intersection with global trends.
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Thus we can say that Asian literature is a dynamic and vibrant tradition
that has evolved over the years. This journey through the continent’s
literary landscape will delve into the various trends and themes that
have emerged in this diverse and fascinating realm of literature. From
the early pioneers who laid the foundation to the contemporary voices
that continue to shape the literary world, Asian literature offers a unique

and captivating perspective.

2.3 Early Pioneers:

The emergence of Asian literature has been marked by a plethora of
voices, each contributing to the development of a unique literary
tradition. Four key figures stand out in this discussion: Rabindranath
Tagore and the Indian literary renaissance, Ismail Merchant and Ruth
Prawer Jhabvala in Indian diaspora writing and Singaporean writers
Arthur Yap and Edwin Thumboo. The influence of colonialism and post-

colonialism played a significant role in shaping these early trends.

Rabindranath Tagore, often referred to as the “Bard of Bengal” was a
polymath whose contribution to literature, music and art was of immense
significance who is also the first Asian to have been awarded the Nobel
Prize in Literature in 1913. Tagore’s literary journey was instrumental in
spearheading the Indian literary renaissance, a revival of the cultural
and artistic expression in India. His works, such as Gitanjali (Song
Offerings), played a pivotal role in introducing Indian literature to the
global stage. His poetry was infused with a deep sense of spirituality
and a connection to nature which reflected the core values of Indian
culture. Tagore’s writings resonated with readers worldwide while his
poetic explorations of love, nature and spirituality have left an enduring

mark on world literature.

The Indian diaspora has produced a rich body of literature that explores
the complexities of identity, belonging and cultural displacement. Two
key figures in this regard are Ismail Merchant and Ruth Prawer Jhabvala,
who were a unique duo that contributed significantly to Indian diaspora

writing through their partnership in filmmaking and writing. Merchant
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and Jhabvala’s collaboration gave rise to successful adaptations of literary
works such as E.M. Forster’s 4 Passage to India and Kazuo Ishiguro’s
The Remains of the Day. Their films brought the nuances of Indian
culture to the international stage, offering a unique perspective on the
experiences of those living in the Indian diaspora. Jhabvala’s deep
understanding of Indian culture and her ability to portray it with sensitivity

in her writing made her a prominent figure in this field.

The island nation of Singapore has produced its own set of writers who
have contributed to Asian literature. It is now well known that Arthur
Yap and Edwin Thumboo are two notable figures who played significant
roles in the development of Singaporean literature. Arthur Yap was a
poet known for his distinctive style and his use of Singlish, a creole
language used in Singapore while his poems often explored the everyday
life and culture of Singaporeans, reflecting the unique linguistic and cultural
blend found in the country. Yap’s works, such as Commonplace were
instrumental in preserving the local identity and language of Singapore.
Edwin Thumboo, often referred to as the “poet of nationhood” is another
prominent figure in Singaporean literature and it is seen that his poetry
explored the themes of identity, nation-buildingand the post-colonial
experience. Thumboo’s works, such as Ulysses by the Merlion,
captured the evolving identity of Singapore as it moved from colonialism
to independence and beyond. His poems resonated not only with
Singaporeans but with readers form all around the world grappling with

the complexities of post-colonial identity.

The impact of colonialism and post-colonialism on Asian literature cannot
be understated as colonial rule often suppressed indigenous languages and
cultures in a trend while promoting the Western cultural values. This
dichotomy gave birth to a unique form of literature which was initially very
reactionary and reflected the tension between the colonial past and the
desire for cultural reclamation. Asian writers, including those mentioned
earlier, navigated the complexities of colonialism and post-colonialism in
their works. They used literature as a means to resist, subvertand critique

the colonial powersand later, to explore the challenges and opportunities
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presented by independence, grappling with issues of identity, cultural

preservation and the negotiation of tradition and modernity.

2.4 Later Figures:

Haruki Murakami, born in 1949, is renowned for his blending of Eastern
and Western influences, often exploring themes of alienation and
existentialism. In works like the short story “The Birthday Girl”’, Murakami
delves into the profundity of ordinary moments, infusing them with surrealism

and introspection which is a trend in itself, demonstrating his genius.

In a similar way, Bao Ninh’s The Sorrow of War offers a poignant
portrayal of the Vietnam War from the perspective of a North Vietnamese
soldier. Published in 1991, Ninh’s novel captures the trauma and beauty
amidst the chaos of conflict, showcasing the resilience of the human
spirit in the face of devastation. Again, in Jung Chang’s Wild Swans:
Three Daughters of China we can find a sweeping narrative of three
generations of women in China, which can offer a glimpse into the
country’s tumultuous 20th-century history in the line of such a trend of
works. Through personal anecdotes intertwined with political upheavals,
Chang illuminates the resilience of the human spirit amidst adversity.
Alternatively, Sun-mi Hwang’s The Hen Who Dreamed She Could Fly
presents a universal tale of self-discovery and freedom through the
journey of a determined hen named Sproutwith the innovation setting
an allegorical trend standing out from contemporary ideas in the field.
Originally published in South Korea in 2000, Hwang’s allegorical
narrative transcends cultural boundaries, resonating with readers
worldwide. We can also see that another text as seen in the
syllabus,Sonali Deraniyagala’s Wave is a deeply personal memoir that
navigates the aftermath of the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami. Through
raw emotion and unflinching honesty, Deraniyagala confronts loss and
grief, setting yet another trend while offering a poignant reflection on

the fragility of life and the resilience of the human spirit.

Towards, the end of the syllabus, we come across Marjane Satrapi’s graphic

memoir Persepolis Ithat highlights another important literary trend in the
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form of a vivid depiction of life in Iran during the Islamic Revolution. Through
stark black-and-white illustrations and candid narration, it is interesting to
see how Satrapi challenges stereotypes and misconceptions while offering

a poignant coming-of-age story amidst political turmoil.

These authors, spanning different cultures and historical contexts, collectively
contribute to the rich tapestry of Asian literature; inviting readers to explore
the depths of emotion, the complexities of identity, and the enduring quest

for meaning that transcend geographical boundaries.

Stop to Consider:

Here are some milestones in the development of Asian Literature-

1. Early Influences (19th and Early 20th Century): The earliest
Asian literature was often written by colonial authors and was heavily
influenced by Western literary traditions. Works from this period
often reflected the tensions and complexities of colonialism.

2. Post-Independence Literature (Mid-20th Century): With
the gaining of independence in many Asian countries, a new wave
of literature emerged that sought to express national identity
and cultural authenticity. Authors like R.K. Narayan from India
and Chinua Achebe from Nigeria played significant roles during
this period.

3. Postcolonial Literature: Many Asian writers began to address
the complexities of postcolonial societies. Salman Rushdie’s
Midnight's Children and Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small
Things are notable examples. Post-colonial literature often

delves into themes of identity, displacementand cultural hybridity.

4. Diasporic Literature: Writers from the Asian diaspora, such
as Jhumpa Lahiri and Amy Tan, have gained international
recognition. Their works often explore themes of migration,

identityand the experience of living between two cultures.
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SAQ
1. What are the major trends that characterise Asian writing? (30 words)

2.Write a short note on the contribution of early pioneers in the

trends of Asian writing.(60 words)

2.5 Postcolonial Wave:

In the world of literature, the postcolonial wave brought about a profound
transformation in storytelling. Asian writers, in particular, embarked on a
journey to redefine their identities and cultural narratives in the aftermath of
colonial rule from which three notable trends emerged during this period-
Salman Rushdie’s Midnight s Children as a quintessential post-colonial
novel, the influence of Edward Said’s Orientalism on Asian writers and the

rise of magical realism in Asian literature.

Salman Rushdie’s Midnight's Children published in 1981, is often
considered a seminal work of post-colonial literature,set against the
backdrop of India’s tumultuous transition from British colonial rule to
independence. The novel weaves a complex narrative that explores the
interplay of individual destiny and the collective history of a nation. The
protagonist, Saleem Sinai, is born at the stroke of midnight on August
15, 1947, the exact moment of India’s independence. His life becomes
intertwined with the fate of the nation, reflecting the broader post-colonial
experience of seeking identity and meaning in a newly liberated
land.Rushdie’s narrative style in Midnight s Children is a vivid blend of
magical realism and historical allegory where he constantly employs
fantastical elements, such as telepathic communication among children
born at the same time, to illustrate the larger-than-life impact of historical

events on individual lives. Through the novel’s intricate narrative, Rushdie
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explores the complexities of post-colonial identity, the clash of cultures
and finally the legacy of colonialism. This novel represents a departure
from traditional European narrative forms, challenging the conventional
modes of storytelling that had dominated the literary landscape. The
novel’s rich amalgamation of language, history and mythology is a
reflection of the pluralistic and diverse nature of post-colonial societies.
In this way, Rushdie’s work not only encapsulates the post-colonial

experience but also sets a new standard for the postcolonial novel.

Edward Said’s Orientalism published in 1978, was another
groundbreaking work in the field of postcolonial studies. He critiqued
Western representations of the East while arguing that the Orient had
been constructed as a mysterious and exotic ‘other’ by Western scholars
and artists, which is simply not the truth and allows them to be othered
easily. This misrepresentation had significant implications for the self-
identity and self-perception of colonized people which is why Asian
writers in particular, were deeply influenced by Said’s ideas, which
encouraged them to challenge and subvert the Orientalist stereotypes
imposed upon them. Furthermore, his analysis of the power dynamics
in colonial and post-colonial contexts resonated with Asian writers,
inspiring them to deconstruct and redefine their own narratives. Writers
like Arundhati Roy, Kamila Shamsie and Amin Maalouf have all
addressed Orientalism in their works, critiquing the exoticization and
simplification of their cultures by Western narratives which is why they
have offered nuanced and authentic representations of their cultures.
Said’s influence also extended to the academic sphere, encouraging
scholars to critically examine the works of Western authors who had

depicted Asia.

The emergence of magical realism as a prominent literary trend in Asian
literature during the post-colonial wave is a testament to the fusion of
traditional storytelling with the challenges of a changing world. Magical
realism is characterized by the integration of fantastical or supernatural
elements into a realistic narrative. Authors such as Gabriel Garcia

Marquez and Isabel Allende popularized magical realism in Latin
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Americaand it soon found resonance in Asian literature, wherewriters
like Haruki Murakami from Japan, Salman Rushdie from India and
Marquez himself drew from the rich combination of mythologyand

historical events to infuse their works with magical elements.

In Asian literature, magical realism has been used to navigate issues of
cultural identity, displacement and post-colonialism. It offers a means
to capture the surreal and disorienting experiences of individuals and
communities undergoing profound social and political change as can be
seen in works like Rushdie’s Midnight's Children where the magical
elements symbolize the tumultuous transformation of India, serving as a
metaphor for the country’s journey from colonial subjugation to
independence.The rise of magical realism in Asian literature also
challenges conventional notions of reality and offers a unique lens through
which to view cultural hybridity. This is done so by blending the
extraordinary with the everyday, mirroring the complexities of identity

and the dualities of post-colonial existence.

Check Your Progress:

1. What are the major literary trends that have characterized the
evolution of Asian writing and how have these trends reflected the

diverse cultural and historical contexts of the continent?

2. Explore the contributions of Rabindranath Tagore, Ismail Merchant,
Ruth Prawer Jhabvala, Arthur Yapand Edwin Thumboo in shaping
the early trends of Asian literature. How did their works bridge the
gap between indigenous cultural traditions and the contemporary

trends of Asian writing?

3. Analyze the impact of post-colonialism on Asian literature, focusing
on the significance of Salman Rushdie's Midnight's Children as a
quintessential post-colonial novel. How did Rushdie's work challenge
conventional modes of storytelling and reshape the narrative

landscape?

4. Discuss the influence of Edward Said's Orientalism on Asian writers

and their response to Western representations of the East
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5. What are the major literary trends that have characterized the
evolution of Asian writing and how have these trends reflected the

diverse cultural and historical contexts of the continent?

6. Explore the contributions of Rabindranath Tagore, Ismail Merchant,
Ruth Prawer Jhabvala, Arthur Yapand Edwin Thumboo in shaping
the early trends of Asian literature. How did their works bridge the
gap between indigenous cultural traditions and the contemporary

trends of Asian writing?

7. Analyze the impact of post-colonialism on Asian literature, focusing
on the significance of Salman Rushdie's Midnight's Children as a
quintessential post-colonial novel. How did Rushdie's work challenge
conventional modes of storytelling and reshape the narrative

landscape?

8. Discuss the influence of Edward Said's Orientalism on Asian writers

and their response to Western representations of the East.

2.6 Gender and Feminism:

This section explores the works of two prominent writers, Arundhati Roy
and Kamala Das, as well as the broader emergence of feminist voices in
Asian literature while delving into the concept of intersectionality and how
it is represented in literature. This highlights the multifaceted nature of

identity and oppression that Asian women face on a regular basis.

Arundhati Roy is a renowned Indian author known for her
groundbreaking debut novel, The God of Small Things. Her work not
only challenges societal norms and structures but also delves into gender
dynamics within the Indian context seen clearly in her portrayal of
women, particularly Ammu. This character confronts patriarchal
oppression and societal constraints and highlights the struggles of women
in India and their fight for autonomy and self-expression. Kamala Das,
a prominent Indian poet and writer, is another influential voice in Asian
literature that was well-known for her candid and often controversial

exploration of female sexuality in her poetry. In her works, such as My
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Story, she challenged traditional expectations and norms regarding
women’s roles in society by expressing the complex emotions and
experiences of women in a conservative Indian setting. Feminism in Asian
literature has thus evolved over the years, reflecting the shifting landscape
of gender dynamics. Historically, many Asian societies upheld traditional
gender roles and norms, which often suppressed women’s voices but
as societies began to modernize, women’s voices became more
pronounced. One pivotal moment in the emergence of feminist voices in
Asian literature was the Indian feminist movement where writers like
Shashi Tharoor, Nayantara Sahgal and Arundhati Roy contributed to
the feminist discourse by addressing issues of gender inequality, domestic
violence and female empowerment. Their works inspired a new
generation of writers to explore feminism in different Asian contexts

which was seen well into the 21% century.

The 20™ and 2 1% centuries witnessed a surge in feminist narratives from
various Asian countries. Writers from China, Japan, South Koreaand
other Asian nations also began to depict the struggles and triumphs of
women in their respective cultures with narratives that were essential in
challenging stereotypes and highlighting the diversity of Asian women’s
experiences. Intersectionality was a concept introduced by Kimberlé
Crenshaw which acknowledged that people’s experiences of oppression
are often shaped by multiple intersecting factors, such as race, class,
sexuality and gender. This concept is particularly relevant in the context
of Asian literature because women in such zones often face unique
challenges due to these intersecting identities.Asian literature has
increasingly recognized the importance of intersectionality. Writers like
Meena Kandasamy from India have explored the experiences of Dalit
women, who face not only gender discrimination but also caste-based
oppression. In her novel When I Hit You Kandasamy provides a powerful
portrayal of a woman’s experience at the intersection of gender and
caste. Similarly, the works of Malaysian-Chinese writer Tash Aw and
Japanese-American author Julie Otsuka tackle issues of identity and
belonging, highlighting the intersection of gender, raceand cultural

displacement. It is through their narratives that they shed light on the
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complexities of Asian women’s lives and the need to address multiple

layers of identity. In addition, LGBTQ+ literature from Asia has also

embraced intersectionality. Novels like Gaysia by Benjamin Law explore

the intersection of gender and sexual orientation, providing a platform
for LGBTQ+ Asian voices to be heard.

10.

Stop to Consider:
Kazuo Ishiguro’s An Artist of the Floating World (1986) is an

exploration of post-war Japan and its generational conflicts.
Anita Desai’s Clear Light of Day (1980) is a novel that delves
into familial and gender dynamics in India.

Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior (1976) is a
memoir that combines Chinese-American identity, folklore and
feminism.

Aravind Adiga’s The White Tiger (2008) explores class struggle
and social mobility in India.

Gish Jen’s Tipical American (1991) is an exploration of Chinese-
American immigrant identity and assimilation.

Mohsin Hamid’s The Reluctant Fundamentalist (2007)
addresses identity, cultural displacement and post-9/11 issues.
Yiyun Li’s A Thousand Years of Good Prayers (2005) is a
collection of short stories examining the complexities of Chinese-
American relationships and identity.

Kamila Shamsie’s Home Fire (2017) is a contemporary retelling
of Antigone, addressing themes of identity, citizenshipand
radicalization among British Pakistanis.

Khaled Hosseini’s The Kite Runner (2003) is a story of friendship,
betrayal and redemption set against the backdrop of Afghanistan’s
turbulent history.

Roy’s The Ministry of Utmost Happiness (2017): This novel
explores a diverse range of characters and their intersecting

identities in contemporary India.
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SAQ
1. How does gender and feminism factor into the trends of Asian
writing. (60 words)

2.7 Environmental Concerns:

In recent years, environmental concerns have emerged as a prominent
theme in Asian writing. Amitav Ghosh has gained international recognition
for his deep exploration of environmental issues, particularly climate
change, in his novels where his writing serves as a powerful commentary
on the urgency of addressing environmental concerns in the context of
Asia and the world. In his novel The Great Derangement: Climate
Change and the Unthinkable Ghosh argues that climate change is an
existential threat that has been largely ignored by mainstream literature
and culture. He highlights the disconnect between the magnitude of the
crisis and the inadequacy of literary responses while challenging the
conventional boundaries of literature and emphasizing the importance
of integrating climate change into storytelling. Also, his novel The Hungry
Tide explores the impact of climate change and environmental degradation
on the Sundarbans, a vast mangrove forest in the Bay of Bengal and
through his characters, Ghosh conveys the struggles of local communities
facing rising sea levels and increasingly frequent natural disasters. This
novel serves as a poignant portrayal of the vulnerable ecosystems and
human communities in Asia and their struggles against the changing
climate.Furthermore, Ghosh’s Gun Island delves into the complexities
of the global trade in rare and endangered species, shedding light on the
illegal wildlife trade and the environmental implications of such practices,

again raising questions about the interconnectedness of ecological and
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human systems while simultaneously emphasizing the need for a

comprehensive understanding of environmental issues.

Ecocriticism, a critical approach that examines the relationship between
literature and the environment, has found fertile ground in Asian literature
as the writers have increasingly incorporated ecocritical themes into
their works, recognizing the urgent need to address environmental
concerns in their storytelling. One notable aspect of ecocriticism in Asian
literature is the emphasis on the interconnectedness of human and natural
systems which aligns with many Asian cultural traditions, often with a
profound respect for nature. For example, the concept of “Harmony
with Nature” in East Asian philosophy and the reverence for nature in
indigenous Asian cultures have inspired many writers to explore the
intricate relationships between humanity and the environment. In the
poetry of Japanese haiku masters like Matsuo Basho and Kobayashi
Issa, we see a deep appreciation for the natural world. Their minimalist
verses capture fleeting moments in nature, creating a sense of intimacy
and reverence which exemplifies how Asian literature has long embraced
the themes of nature and its intrinsic value. Additionally, modern Asian
authors have also employed ecocritical themes in their works. Taiwanese
writer Wu Ming-Yi, in his novel The Man with the Compound Eyes
weaves a narrative that examines the ecological consequences of human
actions. His storytelling reflects the ecological vulnerability of Taiwan

as well as the potential impacts of environmental disasters.

Nature has always played a central role in Asian literature as a source
of inspiration. Many Asian writers draw upon the natural world to infuse
their works with depth and meaning. Nature’s multifaceted presence in
Asian literature goes beyond mere scenery, serving as a metaphor, a
teacher and a mirror reflecting the human condition. In Japanese
literature, the concept of “mono no aware” (the beauty of transience)
celebrates the impermanence of all things, often observed in the changing
seasons and the beauty of cherry blossoms falling. This notion has a

profound impact on Japanese literature and poetry, looking in a lot of
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detail at the interconnectedness of life and nature. Indian literature,
particularly in the works of poets like Rabindranath Tagore, is replete
with the celebration of nature. Tagore’s poems and songs frequently
express the beauty and vitality of the natural world, often personifying
nature as a divine presence which becomes a source of spiritual inspiration

and a reminder of our interconnectedness with the environment.

Stop to Consider:
Here are some important works dealing with nature in Asian writing: -

1. The Hungry Ghosts by Shyam Selvadurai explores Sri Lanka's

changing landscapes and the impact on the environment.

2. Monkey Beach by Eden Robinson touches on environmental

issues affecting Indigenous communities.

3. Serena by Ron Rash: This novel set in the Appalachian region

deals with the devastating environmental impact of logging.

4. A Golden Age by Tahmima Anam is set during the Bangladesh
War of Independence and touches on environmental concerns

related to the conflict.

5. Bamboo People by Mitali Perkins deals with adult issues that
address environmental issues in the context of Burma's political

turmoil.

6. The Ministry of Utmost Happiness by Arundhati Roy explores
the environment and its degradation in the context of urbanization

and political strife in India.

7. The Hungry Dragon by Jade Goh is a collection of short stories
exploring environmental issues and ecological concerns in

various Asian contexts.

8. Eating Air by Pauline Melville isa collection of stories that
engage with environmental and ecological themes in the

Caribbean.
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SAQ

1. Why do environmental concerns affect the Asian writing more

than other ideas (60 words)

2. Write a note on major Asian writers that wrote about

environmental issues. (30 words)

2.8 Exploring Literary Trends with important authors and their

selected works:

Haruki Murakami : Haruki Murakami, a Japanese contemporary
writer, shows us an important aspect of the literary trends in Asian writing
with his surrealistic narratives that blend elements of magical realism
with existential themes. In “The Birthday Girl”, Murakami delves into
the complexities of human desire and the unpredictability of fate with
the story following a young waitress who experiences an unexpected
encounter with a mysterious guest which leads to her profound realization
about the nature of happiness. This narrative style, characterized by
dreamlike sequences and enigmatic symbolism, reflects a postmodern
sensibility that challenges conventional storytelling conventions, setting
anew literary trend in itself. Through his exploration of existential themes
and the fluidity of reality, he exemplifies this trend in Asian literature
towards experimental narratives that blur the boundaries between the

real and the imagined.

Bao Ninh : Bao Ninh is a Vietnamese novelist and veteran of the Vietnam
War, who offers a poignant portrayal of the conflict's enduring legacy in
The Sorrow of War, highlighting another famous trend in the genre. The

novel provides a raw and unflinching account of the war's devastating
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impact on both individuals and society via the protagonist Kien's journey
of self-discovery and reconciliation. Ninh confronts the trauma of war
with a stark and brutal honesty that transcends political rhetoric, while
his narrative is characterized by a fragmented structure and stream-of-
consciousness technique, mirroring the dissonance and disorientation
experienced by soldiers in the midst of battle. These unique properties
add to the literary trends by their unique foregrounding of the human
cost of war and the struggle for meaning in its aftermath. Ninh contributes
to a broader trend in Asian literature which recounts the history of

grappling with trauma and collective memory.

Jung Chang : Jung Chang's Wild Swans: Three Daughters of China
offers a sweeping chronicle of China's tumultuous twentieth century
through the eyes of three generations of women, providing yet another
unique perspective. Spanning the fall of the Qing dynasty to the Cultural
Revolution, this personal and intimate perspective on China's modern
history illuminates the complexities of power and ideology, along with
personal resilience in the face of adversity. The vivid storytelling and
meticulous research work is evident in this work. Chang's narrative adds
more to the trends by blending elements of memoir, biography with
historical analysis, reflecting a unique perspective in Asian literature
towards hybrid forms that transcend traditional genre boundaries. A
good literary trend following the postcolonial literatures of the works
can be seen to have been achieved here by giving voice to the marginalized
and challenging official narratives. This is evident as she calls for a
broader reevaluation of China's past and its implications for the enduring

present.

Sun-mi Hwang : Sun-mi Hwang is a South Korean author who sets a
new trend, exploring themes of identity, belonging and liberation in tales
likeThe Hen Who Dreamed She Could Fly. The novella tells the story
of a hen who defies societal expectations to pursue her dream of
motherhood and freedom via a unique method of allegorical storytelling
and anthropomorphic characters. She offers a nuanced commentary on

the human condition by delving into the struggle for self-actualization,
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adding a twist to the existing trends of the genre followed commonly.
Her narrative is imbued with traditional Korean symbolism and folklore,
reinforcing the new trend set by her by reflecting a deep connection to
cultural heritage and the natural world.In following the existing trend of
the contemporary times, she foregrounds the agency of marginalized
voices and challenges entrenched hierarchies. All in all, these types of
writing exemplify a trend in Asian literature towards narratives of

empowerment and self-discovery.

Sonali Deraniyagala : Sonali Deraniyagala's memoir Wave offers a
harrowing account of personal loss and resilience in the aftermath of the
2004 Indian Ocean tsunami. This shows a new trend in Asian writing
through lyrical prose and visceral imagery, as Deraniyagala bears witness
to the devastating impact of natural disaster on individual lives. She
very intricately uses a narrative that oscillates between past and present,
memory and trauma and her struggle with the loss of her family and the
challenge of rebuilding her life. Her memoir transcends cultural
boundaries to explore universal themes of grief and survival with the
search for meaning in the face of profound loss by offering a deeply
personal perspective on a global tragedy. She thus contributes to a
broader trend in Asian literature of showcasing the fragility of human
existence and resilience of the human spirit but also via the use of new

innovative perspectives and methods of description.

Marjane Satrapi : Marjane Satrapi's graphic novel Persepolis I offers
a vivid and provocative portrayal of growing up in revolutionary Iran.
She uses black-and-white illustrations and a candid narrative voice to
depict her coming-of-age journey against the backdrop of political
upheaval and social change. Her narrative introduces a unique trend of
blending personal memoir with historical commentary, offering a nuanced
perspective on the complexities of Iranian society and its complicated
relationship with the West. Satrapi's graphic novel sets a new trend by
challenging stereotypes and misconceptions about the Middle East I a
conventional manner, but by providing an alternative humanizing

portrayal of ordinary people caught in unconventional extraordinary
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circumstances. The novelty to this is further added as she embraces the
graphic novel format, she tries to incorporate a new trend in Asian

literature towards multimedia storytelling and visual representation.

2.9 Experimentation and Genre-bending in Narratives:

Experimental and genre-bending narratives have played a significant role
in the evolution of literature by challenging conventional storytelling and
expanding the possibilities of creative expression. In Asian literature,
several authors have pushed the boundaries of traditional narrative forms,
infusing their works with surrealism, realism, historical depthand innovative
approaches. It is necessary to look at the various forms of experimentation
and genre-bending that comes off as an apt representation of the rebellion

against the colonizer’s modes of communication.

Haruki Murakami has gained international acclaim for his unique ability
to blend surrealism and realism in his narratives. His works often navigate
the fine line between the ordinary and the extraordinary, creating a
dreamlike atmosphere that challenges the reader’s perception of reality
as is seen inone of his most famous novels, Kafka on the Shore. Here,
Murakami masterfully interweaves two distinct storylines, one featuring
a teenage runaway named Kafka and the other centered on Nakata, an
elderly man with an unusual ability to talk to cats. These parallel narratives
exist in a realm where the boundaries between the conscious and
unconscious, human and non-human, blur which hints at a kind of
surrealism. Murakami's surrealism mainly seems to lie in his exploration
of the inner workings of the human mind and the coexistence of the
mundane and the mystical. Through the protagonist Kafka's journey,
Murakami delves into themes of identity, self-discovery and the fluidity
of existence. While the novel is grounded in realism, it frequently shifts
into the surreal, introducing talking cats, ghostly figures and dream like
sequences which creates a unique reading experience, allowing readers

to engage with the story on multiple levels.

Kiran Nagarkar's Cuckold stands as an excellent example of the genre-

bending historical novel as it is set against the backdrop of the Mughal
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Empire in India, reimagining the life of Prince Bhoj, the cuckolded
husband of the legendary Meera Bai. Nagarkar's narrative fuses elements
of historical fiction, satire and allegory which challenges the conventions
of the traditional historical novel. Nagarkar skillfully navigates the
complexities of Indian history and folklore in this book, offering readers
aunique perspective on a well-known historical figure. The narrative
style incorporates humor, wit and anachronisms to create a vivid and
immersive reading experience. Nagarkar's exploration of the
complexities of gender and sexuality in a patriarchal society seems to
challenge traditional notions of heroism, as Prince Bhoj's character is
far from the typical heroic one. Through the blending of satire and
historical elements, Nagarkar subverts expectations and offers a thought-

provoking commentary on the nature of power and identity.

The world of Asian literature has witnessed a significant rise in the
popularity of graphic novels and hybrid forms, which combine visual art
and written narrative to tell stories in innovative ways. This trend has
resulted in a dynamic form of storytelling that appeals to a broad and
diverse array of audiences.Graphic novels, such as Gene Luen Yang's
American Born Chinese and Marjane Satrapi's Persepolis have
successfully merged the visual and written mediums to explore cultural
identity, coming-of-age stories and political commentary engaging readers
on multiple levels, providing an experience that conventional text alone

may not have been able to achieve.

Hybrid forms, on the other hand, blur the lines between various media,
including text, visual art, audioand interactive elements. Emerging authors
are embracing this approach to storytelling, often using technology to
create dynamic narratives that transcend the confines of traditional books.
This evolution in storytelling aligns with the digital age, where multimedia
experiences are increasingly prevalent and this is evidenced greatly by
the rise of graphic novels and hybrid forms in Asian writing. This further
highlights the adaptability and versatility of literature as an art form
allowing authors to address complex and multifaceted themes while

appealing to a modern, visually-oriented readership. As the boundaries
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between different art forms continue to blur, it's clear that Asian literature

will continue to play a pivotal role in shaping the future of storytelling.

SAQ:
1. How have Asian writers used the art of genre-bending in their

narratives? (60 words)

2. Write briefly about the various authors of Asian writing who indulge

in experimentation. (60 words)

2.10 Summing Up:

This chapter provides an overview of the evolving landscape of Asian
literature, highlighting key trends and influential figures in its development.
It discusses several significant trends characterizing Asian literature,
including the intertwining of tradition and modernity, the deep connection
to nature with the use of vivid symbolism and metaphors, the influence
of colonial history and the subsequent emergence of post-colonial
literature and the diversification of voices, themes and styles in the 21st
century. The chapter further goes on to introduce key figures who shaped
the early trends of Asian literature. Rabindranath Tagore's contributions
to Indian literature are highlighted, emphasizing his ability to fuse Indian
culture and spirituality with Asian writing followed by mentions of Ismail
Merchant and Ruth Prawer Jhabvala's with regard to Indian diaspora
literature. It also takes a look at Singaporean writers Arthur Yap and

Edwin Thumboo's roles in shaping Singaporean literature.

Then we delve into the impact of postcolonialism on Asian literature,
with a focus on Salman Rushdie's Midnight's Children as a seminal
postcolonial novel and the influence of Edward Said's Orientalism on

Asian writers with the rise of magical realism in Asian literature during
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this period. The chapter highlights the contributions of Arundhati Roy
and Kamala Das in addressing gender and feminist issues within the
context of Asian literature, further exploring the concept of
intersectionality in literature and its role recognizing the unique challenges
faced by Asian women with intersecting identities. Then environmental
concerns are studied as a prominent theme in Asian literature, with a
focus on the works of Amitav Ghosh and how it emphasizes the need to
integrate climate change into storytelling and the role of ecocriticism in
Asian literature. Then the chapter showcases examples of experimental
and genre-bending narratives in Asian literature like Haruki Murakami's
blend of surrealism and realism, Kiran Nagarkar's genre-bending
historical novel and the growing popularity of graphic novels and hybrid

forms in Asian writing .

Finally, the passage provides a comprehensive overview of the various trends
and themes in Asian literature, highlighting the contributions of key figures
and the evolution of the literary landscape over time. All this is done as it

emphasizes the dynamic and diverse nature of this literary tradition.
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UNIT -3

Genres in Asian Writing

Unit Structure:

3.1 Objectives

3.2 Introduction

3.3 Historical Background

3.4 Cultural Influences

3.5 Asian literature in Translation

3.6 Literary Themes

3.7 Prominent Authors

3.8 Contemporary Developments

3.9 Summing Up

3.10 References and Suggested Readings

3.1 Objectives:

The goal of this unit, "Genres in Asian Writing" is to provide you with a
comprehensive understanding of the diverse literary genres emerging
from Asian literature. We will explore how these genres have evolved
and how they are interconnected with cultural, historical and
sociopolitical contexts. In the following sections, we will focus on various
aspects of Asian literary genres, including the key genres, influential
authors and the socio-cultural factors shaping these works. We shall
also examine the critical and theoretical frameworks that are necessary
for the analysis of these genres, such as postcolonialism, diasporic

literature and identity studies.

By the end of this unit, you will be able to—

 recognize and differentiate the major literary genres within Asian
writing, such as novels, short stories, poetry and drama,

* understand how historical events, cultural traditions and
sociopolitical developments have influenced the themes and styles

of Asian literary works,
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* apply the various critical approaches like postcolonialism and

diasporic literature in the analyses of Asian literature,

* appreciate the contributions of significant authors in the field,
gaining insights into their works and the contexts in which they

wrote,

* evaluate the importance of considering social, historical and
cultural contexts when analyzing and interpreting Asian literary

texts.

Ultimately, this unit aims to equip you with the tools to appreciate and
critically analyze the Asian literary genres while understanding their

position in the cultural, historical and social arenas.

3.2 Introduction:

Literature in Asia is a dynamic realm that has gained prominence and
significance over the years. As an integral part of global literature,its
Asian counterpart reflects the complex interplay between culture,
language and identity. To embark an exploration of the topic, we must
first understand the historical significance of literature in Asia and the
importance of literary genres in this context and the significance of
literature in Asia is rooted in a complex historical and socio-cultural
context. Western trends were brought to the continent through colonialism
and trade and left an enduring impact on the linguistic and literary
landscape of many Asian countries. While initially imposed as a tool of
empire, modern trends and colonial methods of writing transformed into
a medium of creative expression, connecting diverse cultures and

fostering a sense of unity in diversity.

In Asia, literature serves as a bridge between cultures, enabling authors
to reach a global audience while preserving their unique regional voices
and it has become a potent instrument for cultural exchange, transcending
geographical boundaries and giving Asian writers a global platform to
share their stories, perspectives and ideas. Additionally, we can see

that the adaptability to international trends with a growing awareness
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allowed authors to infuse their works with a rich blend of cultural
elements, making it a versatile canvas for creative expression.The
emergence of post-colonial literature in Asia challenged the dominance
of the West, like the usage of the language English as a colonial tool and
shifted it towards a medium of resistance and self-expression. This was
seen when the writers in Asia harnessed the international influences to
reclaim their cultural identities, assert their agency and re-contextualize

their histories.

Literary genres are the building blocks of creative expression in
literature. They provide a framework within which authors explore
themes, characters and narratives. The significance of literary genres
lies in their ability to convey meaning, emotions and ideas through a
structured form. In the context of Asian writing, literary genres play a
great role in shaping the narratives and themes, allowing authors to infuse
their unique cultural and regional perspectives. Literary genres
encompass a wide range of categories, including but they are simply not
limited to poetry, fiction, drama and essay. Each genre offers a distinct
set of conventions and artistic tools that authors can employ to craft
their narratives. These conventions create a common language for both
writers and readers, facilitating communication and understanding. The
choice of genre is a strategic decision that allows authors to convey
their stories effectively and engage with their audience in the area of

Asian literature.

The importance of literary genres in Asian writing is manifold. They serve
as vessels for cultural preservation, enabling authors to pass down
traditional stories, beliefs and values. Genres like folklore and mythology
have been used to preserve cultural heritage while giving it a
contemporary twist, making it accessible to a broader readership. Along
with this, genres provide a space for writers to explore complex issues,
such as identity, migration and cultural hybridity. These explorations are
often nuanced and informed by the unique experiences of Asians in a
globalized world.Genres also are seen to allow Asian authors writing

to engage in a global literary conversation by providing a medium through
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which Asian voices can be heard and understood by audiences
worldwide. This intercultural exchange, facilitated by the use of
translation technologies as an international connection to foster a deeper
appreciation of the diverse cultures and narratives of Asia for readers

around the world, helped a lot to increase general awareness.

A diverse array of narratives and storytelling techniques prevalent in
Asian literature can be seen through iconic works which show traces of
several such genres. Haruki Murakami's “The Birthday Girl" delves into
the realm of magical realism which blends the ordinary with the surreal,
becoming typical of his style. Similarly, in terms of genre, Bao Ninh's
The Sorrow of War offers a poignant reflection on the Vietnam War,
showcasing the power of war literature along withJung Chang's Wild
Swans: Three Daughters of China which is a compelling narrative
that merges biography with historical analysis. Offering insight into
Chinese history through personal stories is a generic trend that seems
clear in these tales. Sun-mi Hwang's The Hen Who Dreamed She Could
Fly ventures into the realm of fable and allegory, conveying profound
themes through animal characters in a similar vibe, but then there are
also other narratives like Sonali Deraniyagala's Wave, which presents a
poignant memoir that grapples with grief and resilience that highlights
the emotive power of autobiographical writing. In a similar line, we can
also see Marjane Satrapi's Persepolis [ where she utilizes the graphic
novel format to depict her coming-of-age story against the backdrop of
the Iranian Revolution, showcasing the versatility of visual storytelling in
conveying complex narratives. These novels collectively demonstrate
the richness and diversity of genres within Asian literature, offering
readers a captivating exploration of culture, history and human

experience.

Thus we can see that the significance of literature in terms of Asian
writing and the importance of literary genres are intertwined aspects of
a vibrant and evolving literary landscape. It can be read as a testament

to the resilience and adaptability of cultures in the face of colonialism
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and globalization. Literary genres, on the other hand, are the vehicles
through which Asian authors convey their narratives, preserve their
cultural heritage and engage with a global readership. While dealing
with various genres like those of poetry, fiction, drama and essay in
Asian writing, we can witness the rich array of narratives and voices

that have emerged in this various literary traditions.

3.3 Historical Background:

Literature in Asia has a rich and complex history that has been greatly
impacted by the colonial and post-colonial periods. The impact of
colonialism on literary genres was profound because the British colonial
rule introduced Western literary forms and styles such as the novel,
poetry and drama to Asian writers. It also influenced the themes and
subject matter of their works, often revolving around issues of identity,
resistance and cultural clash. This is how the writers in colonies had to
navigate a complex terrain, balancing between their indigenous traditions
and the expectations of colonial authorities. One prominent example of
this is the emergence of Indian literature during British rule, where authors
like Rabindranath Tagore and R.K. Narayan explored the complexities

of cultural hybridity and colonial experience.

With the decline of colonial empires in Asia after World War II, the
post-colonial period brought significant changes to literature in the region.
Independence movements and decolonization efforts led to a surge of
nationalistic and identity-driven literature which is when writers began
to reclaim western trends as a medium of creative expression, not just a
tool of colonization. They used literature to articulate their experiences,
aspirations and challenges.The post-colonial period witnessed the
emergence of diverse literary genres that reflected the complexities of
the region and the genres of fiction, poetry and drama continued to be
important, but new forms such as the post-colonial novel and diasporic

literature gained prominence.
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Furthermore, we can see that Asian writing incorporates cultural and
historical contexts, as evidenced by the works of several prominent authors
that are emphasised in the syllabus. Haruki Murakami's introspective
narratives, such as “The Birthday Girl”, often delve into the complexities
of modern Japanese society, reflecting the nation's post-war identity crisis
and its fusion of traditional and Western influences historically. Bao Ninh's
The Sorrow of War offers a similar haunting portrayal of thehistoric
Vietnam War froman alternative perspective, highlighting the trauma and
devastation faced by its people. If we look into the idea of a 20th-century
China, Jung Chang's epic Wild Swans: Three Daughters of China
explores this historical idea through the lives of three generations of women,
providing insights into the country's political upheavals and social
transformations. A similar historical context and background is seen also
in Sun-mi Hwang's allegorical tale The Hen who Dreamed she Could
Fly, as it draws upon Korean folklore to explore themes of individuality
and liberation in a society bound by societal norms. In terms of the historical
manifestations of natural events, Sonali Deraniyagala's memoir Wave ofters
a deeply personal account of loss and resilience in the aftermath of the
2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, exposing in much detail, the complexities of
grief and survival. Furthermore, we can see that Marjane Satrapi's graphic
novel Persepolis I provides a poignant coming-of-age story set against
the backdrop of the Iranian Revolution of the late 1970s, offering a glimpse
into the struggles of ordinary Iranians amidst political turmoil and social
change. Together, these works exemplify the diversity and depth of Asian
writing, capturing the intricacies of history and human experience across

the continent.

It can be said that the historical context of literature in Asia is marked
by a complex interplay between colonial influences and post-colonial
transformations. The colonial period introduced its own type of literature
but shaped it to serve colonial interests, while the post-colonial era
allowed Asian writers to reclaim and reshape the language for their own
narratives. Key figures and movements played a pivotal role in these

developments, which we shall explore further on in this Unit.
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Stop to Consider
Here are some milestones in the development of Asian literature-

1. Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941): Tagore, the Nobel laureate
from India, played a crucial role in the development of Asian
literature. His works, including Gitanjali, were translated into
English and introduced Indian literature to the world.

2. Publication of the Novel Rajmohan's Wife (1864): Authored by
Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay, this novel is considered one of
the earliest Indian novels . It marked the beginning of Indian fiction.

3. The Mahabharata of Vyasa (1883-1896): C. Rajagopalachari's
English retelling of this Indian epic is an early example of
adapting traditional Asian stories into English.

4. Japanese Haiku : The translation of Japanese Haiku poetry into
English, notably by R. H. Blyth, introduced Asian poetic forms
to the English-speaking world.

SAQ

1.How did the Asian literature first emerge? (30 words)

words)

3.4 Cultural Influences:

In the context of literature in Asia, a fascinating interplay occurs as
Asian writers infuse their work with cultural elements that are deeply

rooted in their traditions, mythology and religious beliefs. In this Unit
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we will analyze how the diversity of cultures in Asia shapes the
development of literary genres, resulting in a rich and diverse literary
landscape. These cultural elements in Asian literature encompass a wide
array of aspects, including mythology, religion, tradition and social
practices. They are often deeply rooted in ancient mythologies and
religious beliefs, providing a vast reservoir of themes and symbols which

are unique in their own way, for authors to explore in their literary works.

Asian mythology is a source of endless inspiration for writers. Myths
and legends from different cultures in Asia provide a wide array of
characters, settings and narratives. For example, Hindu mythology, with
its diverse pantheon of gods and goddesses, has been a prominent
influence in many works of Indian literature. Authors like R.K. Narayan,
in his novel The Ramayana skillfully integrate characters like Rama and
Sita into a popular and consumable narrative, adding a sort of populist
resonance to their stories.Similarly, Chinese mythology, with its tales of
dragons, immortals and legendary heroes, has influenced the works of
authors such as Amy Tan, who weaves elements of Chinese folklore
into her novels like The Joy Luck Club. These mythological elements
not only contribute to the unique flavor of Asian literature but also serve
as a bridge between the ancient and the contemporary, connecting

readers to their cultural heritage, which are mostly from Asia.

Religion is another integral part of Asian culture and, consequently, Asian
literature. Religions such as Buddhism, Islam, Christianity, Hinduism and
Sikhism have shaped the beliefs, values and practices of people in
different regions of Asia and writers often seen exploring religious themes,
moral dilemmas and spiritual journeys in their works. The novel The
God of Small Things by Arundhati Roy delves deep into the complexities
of Hindu caste systems and religious prejudices, using religious elements

to explore broader societal issues.

In addition to mythology and religion, Asian writers also draw upon
traditional practices, customs and rituals. These elements infuse
authenticity into their narratives and offer readers a glimpse into the

day-to-day lives of people in various Asian societies; of which, a good
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instance can be seen in Jhumpa Lahiri's collection of short stories,
Interpreter of Maladies which explores the intricacies of Indian customs
and traditions in a way that not only adds depth to her characters but
also serves as a window into Indian culture for a global audience. Thus
we can see that one of the most compelling aspects of literature in Asia
is the interplay between cultural diversity and genre development. The
sheer variety of Asian cultures, each with its own set of traditions and
beliefs has led to a flourishing of literary genres that capture the unique

and diverse nature of the continent.

Cultural influences can also be clearly seen shaping Asian writing, as
evidenced by the diverse narratives of authors like Haruki Murakami, Bao
Ninh, Jung Chang, Sun-mi Hwang, Sonali Deraniyagala and Marjane Satrapi
as suggested in the syllabus. Murakami's "The Birthday Girl" delves into the
cultures of existentialism and surrealism, drawing from Japanese cultural
elements such as isolation and introspection. Bao Ninh's The Sorrow of
War reflects the impact of the Vietnham War on Vietnamese society, which
showcased the country's collective trauma and resilience as deeply embedded
in its culture, while Jung Chang's Wild Swans: Three Daughters of China
offers amultigenerational portrait of China, intertwining personal narratives
with the broader historical and cultural context of the nation in a similar
aspect. Sun-mi Hwang's The Hen who Dreamed she Could Fly explores
Korean folklore and societal norms deeply embedded in the culture of the
region, presenting a poignant allegory for individuality and freedom which is
also known to most regular Koreans. Sonali Deraniyagala's Wave reflects
on grief and loss in the aftermath of the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami,
intertwining personal tragedy with broader themes of resilience and recovery
in Sri Lankan culture. In a similar way, the great influence on Iranian Culture
by the Islamic Revolution is seen in Marjane Satrapi's Persepolis I, in the
form of a graphic memoir of her childhood during this tumultuous period,
and its impacts on the complexities of a non-conformist identity. These texts
collectively showcase how cultural influences infuse Asian writing with

richness, diversity and profound insights into the human experience.

Asian literature encompasses a diverse range of genres which encompass
a distinct platform for authors to express themselves. Asian poets often

draw upon the vibrant imagery found in Asian art and mythology, crafting
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verses that are both evocative and deeply rooted in cultural symbolism
while novelists may explore complex social issues through the lens of
religion or tradition, using the novel as a means to reflect on and critique
their societies. Furthermore, the influence of cultural elements is not
limited to a single genre but often results in the hybridization of genres.
Authors blend different styles and forms to create unique literary works
that defy conventional categorization such as Salman Rushdie's
Midnight's Children, which is an exemplary hybrid of magical realism,
historical fiction and postcolonial literature. The diversity in genre
development within Asian writing is a testament to the multifaceted
nature of Asian cultures which also showcases the ability of authors to

adapt and experiment representingthe variety of cultures they draw from.

Thus, we can see that cultural influences play a pivotal role in shaping the
literary genres within literature of Asian writing. By drawing upon elements
such as mythology, religion and tradition, Asian authors infuse their works
with a profound sense of cultural authenticity. This infusion not only enriches
the narratives but also provides readers with a deeper understanding of
the complex and diverse cultures of Asia and this further shows us that
the interplay between cultural diversity and genre development has led to

a literary landscape that is both dynamic and captivating.

Check Your Progress

1. Discuss the historical emergence of literature in Asia. How did

colonialism influence the development of literature in the region?

2. Explore the impact of cultural influences, such as mythology,
religion and tradition, on Asian literature. Provide examples of

how these cultural elements are integrated into literary works.

3. Examine the role of literary genres in literatureof Asia. How do
genres serve as vessels for cultural preservation and identity
expression? Discuss the significance of genre diversity within

Asian literature.

4. Consider the complex interplay between cultural diversity and

genre development in Asian literature. How does the infusion of
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cultural authenticity enrich narratives and contribute to a deeper

understanding of Asian cultures?

5. Discuss the historical emergence of literature in Asia. How did

colonialism influence the development of literature in the region?

6. Explore the impact of cultural influences, such as mythology,
religion and tradition, on Asian literature. Provide examples of

how these cultural elements are integrated into literary works.

7. Examine the role of literary genres in literatureof Asia. How do
genres serve as vessels for cultural preservation and identity
expression? Discuss the significance of genre diversity within

Asian literature.

8. Consider the complex interplay between cultural diversity and
genre development in Asian literature. How does the infusion of
cultural authenticity enrich narratives and contribute to a deeper

understanding of Asian cultures?

3.5 Asian literature in Translation:

The translation of Asian literature into English in a holistic view of history
dates back centuries, but its significance grew in the West only during
the colonial era when European powers established trade routes and
colonial outposts in Asia. Early translations were often seen to serve
colonial interests, aiming to exoticize and romanticize Asian cultures for
Western audiences, as pointed out by several postcolonial critics.
However, as colonialism waned and cultural exchange increased, such
translations began to reflect more authentic and nuanced portrayals of
Asian societies. One of the earliest and most influential translations of
Asian literature is The Tale of Genji by Murasaki Shikibu, an eleventh-
century Japanese masterpiece often considered the world's first novel.
It was translated into English in the early twentieth century and introduced
Western readers to the sophistication and complexity of Japanese court

life and aesthetics.

In the post-colonial era, Asian literature in translation experienced a

renaissance as writers from Asia gained international recognition. Nobel
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laureates like Rabindranath Tagore from India and Yasunari Kawabata
from Japan captivated readers with their evocative prose and poetry
where they explored varied themes from identity to tradition to modernity.
The proliferation of literary prizes and translation initiatives seem to have
further facilitated the dissemination of Asian literature to global
audiences. These texts encompassed a diverse range of themes and
styles, reflecting, often faithfully, the multifaceted nature of Asian cultures
and societies. From the mystical realism of Haruki Murakami's novels
to the historical epics of China's Jin Yong, each work showed
internationalreaders a unique perspective on the human condition and
the complexities of Asian identity. Some of the most common themes
explored in such a way included those of family, duty, honor etc and
were recurrent in many Asian literary works, reflecting the importance
of social bonds and communal values in the close-knit Asian societies.
For example, in the memoir Wild Swans: Three Daughters of China
by Jung Chang, the destinies of the characters, especially those of the
writer and her grandmother are shaped by the rise of the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) and the subsequent establishment of the
People's Republic of China under Mao Zedong.

Moreover, Asian literature often explores the tension between tradition
and modernity, as characters grapple with the rapid social and cultural
changes brought about by globalization and urbanization, including
anomalies that can be partly attributed to them, such as international
wars. Writers like Bao Ninh in his novel The Sorrow of War, depict the
struggles of individuals caught between recovering from the devastating
losses of war and the breakdown of idealist patriotic fervor often in the
minds of the supporters of such brutality. Additionally, Asian literature
in translation frequently incorporates elements of mythology, folklore
and spirituality, enriching the narrative with layers of symbolism and
allegory. Murakami's Kafka on the Shore, for instance, weaves together
elements of Japanese folklore and Western literature to create a surreal
and metaphysical journey through the psyche of its characters.
Furthermore, Asian literature in translation plays a crucial role in fostering

cross-cultural understanding and empathy by bridging the gap and
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exposing the various unique ideas and commonalities between diverse
linguistic and cultural contexts. These types of writing on such unique
themesallow readers to immerse themselves in the lives and experiences
of characters from different cultures, readers develop a deeper
appreciation for the shared humanity that unites us all. The works also
perform the crucial function of making the readers understand the
universal themes of love, loss or longing that resonate across cultures,

despite differences in other aspects such as language and tradition.

Finally, Asian literature in translation challenges Western stereotypes and
Orientalist narratives by presenting a more nuanced and authentic portrayal
of Asian societies, which has been the point of much critical discussions in
the postmodern era. It serves an instrumental role in countering earlier
monolithic and condescending hierarchical depictions with multifaceted

representations of individual experiences and perspectives.

3.6 Literary Themes:

Asian literature is a rich and diverse area that reflects the experiences
of Asians living across the globe including identity, migration, diaspora,
post-colonialism and globalization.It is therefore important to examine

how these themes are represented in various literary works.

One of the central themes in Asian literature is the exploration of identity.
Asian writers often grapple with questions of self-identity, cultural identity
and the intersection of these identities in a globalized world. In Monica
Ali's Brick Lane the protagonist, Nazneen, a Bangladeshi immigrant in
London, navigates her dual identity as a traditional Bengali woman and
amodern British citizen. It highlights the complexities of identity formation
in a multicultural society and the tension between preserving one's cultural
heritage and assimilating into a new culture. Migration is another
prominent theme in Asian literature, reflecting the historical and
contemporary movements of people across borders which can be seen
in works like Jhumpa Lahiri's 7he Namesake. Here, the Ganguli family's
journey from Kolkata to the United States explores the challenges and

opportunities of migration and delves into the experience of adapting to
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anew environment while holding onto one's roots. This theme resonates
with countless immigrants and their descendants, as it addresses the

universal struggle of finding a sense of belonging in a foreign land.

The theme of diaspora is closely related to migration but focuses on the
dispersion of a particular community across the world. Asian literature
often portrays the experiences of diasporic communities and their efforts
to maintain their cultural heritage. Salman Rushdie's The Satanic Verses
captures the lives of Indian Muslims in the diaspora and their struggle to
reconcile their religious and cultural identities, thus illustrating the tensions
that can arise within a diasporic community as it attempts to adapt to
diverse environments. We can see that the legacy of colonialism is a
significant theme in Asian literature as many works explore the impact
of British, Dutch, French and other colonial rule on Asian societies.
Arundhati Roy's The God of Small Things provides a powerful portrayal
of the effects of British colonialism in India as the novel examines the
complex interplay between the colonizers and the colonized, touching
on issues of power, language and cultural exploitation. It is seen to well-
underscore the lasting scars left by colonialism and its influence on identity
along with societal structures.With the ever-increasing inter-
connectedness of the world, globalization has become a relevant theme
in contemporary Asian literature. Authors such as Mohsin Hamid, in
The Reluctant Fundamentalist examine the impact of globalization on
individuals and societies asthey delve into the tensions and conflicts
arising from the clash of cultures and the search for one's place in a
globalized world. Hamid’s work mainly raises questions about cultural
displacement and the loss of cultural authenticity in a rapidly changing

global environment.

We can further see that in works like Murakami's “The Birthday Girl”
that the themes of existentialism and the search for meaning in modern
society are well explored and coupled with elements of surrealism and
magical realism. Similarly, Ninh's The Sorrow of War delves into the
psychological scars and human costs of conflict, particularly the Vietnam

War, exploring themes of trauma, memory, and loss in detail, much like
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Jung Chang's Wild Swans. Here, we can see a poignant exploration of
China's tumultuous history through the lives of three generations of
women, touching upon themes of family and resilience along with the
quest for personal freedom amidst political upheaval. Sun-mi Hwang's
The Hen Who Dreamed She Could Fly presents allegorical themes of
individualism and breaking societal norms, often through the lens of
anthropomorphized animal characters on a quest for self discovery.
Another important text in the syllabus for the exploration of themes like
grief, resilience and the fragility of life in the aftermath of the 2004 Indian
Ocean tsunami is seen in Sonali Deraniyagala's Wave, offering a deeply
personal reflection on loss and rebuilding. Finally, Marjane Satrapi's
Persepolis I delves into themes of identity, rebellion and the human
spirit amidst the backdrop of the Iranian Revolution, also adding into
the mix the added theme of a coming-of-age experiencethat grapples
with the complexities of cultural and political change. Thus it can be
stated that these texts in the syllabus collectively illustrate the breadth
and depth of Asian literary themes, offering insights into universal human
experiences while also capturing the unique perspectives and struggles

of individuals within Asian societies.

Stop to Consider:

1. Midnight's Children by Salman Rushdie - Winner of the Man
Booker Prize in 1981. Rushdie, a British-Indian author, is

renowned for his magical realism.

2. The God of Small Things by Arundhati Roy - Winner of the
Man Booker Prize in 1997. This novel is a poignant exploration
of family, caste and love in Kerala, India.

3. The Remains of the Day by Kazuo Ishiguro - Winner of the
Man Booker Prize in 1989. Though born in Japan, Ishiguro
writes and is a British author. This novel delves into themes of

memory, regret and class.

4. The Inheritance of Loss by Kiran Desai - Winner of the Man

Booker Prize in 2006. This novel takes place in the Himalayas

and explores themes of identity, culture and displacement.
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5. The White Tiger by Aravind Adiga - Winner of the Man Booker
Prize in 2008. It provides a darkly humorous critique of the

socioeconomic disparities in India.

6. Pachinko by Min Jin Lee - A finalist for the National Book
Award and a New York Times bestseller, this novel tells the
story of a Korean family living in Japan and spans several
generations.

7. The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao by Junot Diaz - Winner
of the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 2008. Though Junot Diaz is
originally from the Dominican Republic, his work often explores
the immigrant experience in the United States.

8. The Sympathizer by Viet Thanh Nguyen - Winner of the Pulitzer
Prize for Fiction in 2016. This novel delves into the life of a

communist spy during and after the Vietnam War.

SAQ

1. What are the dominant themes in Asian literature and why are

they so prominent in this type of writing? (60 words)

2. What are the dominant themes in Asian literature and why are

they so prominent in this type of writing? (60 words)

3. What are the dominant themes in Asian literature and why are

they so prominent in this type of writing? (60 words)




3.7 Prominent Authors:

Literature from Asia has witnessed the emergence of numerous influential
authors who have made significant contributions to literary genres. These
writers have not only garnered international acclaim but have also
enriched the world of literature with their unique styles and profound
thematic explorations. Let us highlight some of the most prominent
authors from Asia as mentioned in the syllabus, providing biographical
information, discussing their contributions to literary genres and analyzing

the distinct styles and themes in their works.

Haruki Murakami (1949-): Haruki Murakami is a Japanese author
renowned for his unique brand of surrealistic storytelling and blending
of elements from both Eastern and Western literature in a very smooth
and appealing manner. He was born in Kyoto, Japan andhis works often
explore themes of alienation, loneliness with a focus on the search for
identity in an alien modern world. His novels, including Norwegian
Wood, Kafka on the Shore and 1084, have gained international acclaim
for their exceptional dreamlike narratives, often playing around with
deep psychological insights. His writing style is characterized by its
minimalist prose, magical realism cluttered in with frequent references
to music, literature and popular culture, as the name “Norweigan Wood”
seems to directly imply. He has been awarded numerous literary prizes
which have cemented his status as one of the most influential

contemporary writers.

Bao Ninh (1952-): Bao Ninh is a well known Vietnamese author best
known for his famous novel 7he Sorrow of War. Born in Hanoi, Ninh
had served as a soldier in the North Viethamese Army during the Vietnam
War leading to his experiences during the war heavily influencing his
writing, as especially seen in depicting the brutal realities faced by
soldiers on both sides of the conflict, which could be extended to the
universal condition of war itself. The Sorrow of War has been widely
considered one of the most powerful anti-war novels. This offers a
haunting portrayal of the physical and emotional toll of combat. Ninh’s

writing shows these trends, often exploring themes of trauma and
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memory,highlighting the human cost of war which earned him the

recognition of one of Vietnam’s foremost literary voices.

Jung Chang (1952-): Jung Chang is a Chinese-born British author
known for her intricate biographies and memoirs, particularly in the texts
Wild Swans: Three Daughters of China and Mao: The Unknown
Story, which she co-authored with her husband Jon Halliday. Wild Swans
famously traces three generations of women against the backdrop of
20™ century China, which offers a very compelling insight into the
country’s tumultuous history. In Mao: The Unknown Story, Chang and
Halliday seem to depict a very controversial interpretation of Mao
Zedong’s life and legacy which is known to challenge the official narrative
promoted by the Chinese Communist Party, thus making it a very
important and bold eye-opener for outsiders and insiders alike. Chang’s
works have been translated into numerous languages, known to have
sold millions of copies worldwide, making her one of the most prominent

voices on Chinese history, culture and politics.

Sun-mi Hwang (1963- ): Sun-mi Hwang is a South Korean author
known for her enchanting exploration of fables and children’s literature,
displaying yet another aspect of this genre. Her best-known work, The
Hen Who Dreamed She Could Fly, tells the intriguing story of a hen
who dreams of escaping her farm and hatching her own egg. Hwang’s
writing often hints metaphorically at themes of freedom and individuality
underscoring the deeper perspective of the search for meaning in life.
Her simple, yet profound storytelling style has earned her a dedicated
international following which is seen in her works being translated into
numerous languages. In addition to her literary career, Hwang has
worked as a professor of creative writing and inspired several aspiring

writers in South Korea and beyond.

Sonali Deraniyagala (1964- ): Sonali Deraniyagala is a well-known
Sri Lankan author and economist who is best known for her memoir
Wave.This text very vivdly recounts her experiences surviving the 2004
Indian Ocean tsunami that claimed the lives of her family. Here,

Deraniyagala offers a raw and deeply personal account of grief and loss
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incorporated in the struggle to rebuild her life in the aftermath of tragedy
with her writing being characterized by a profound sense of emotional
honesty and a deeply unflinching portrayal of trauma. This earned her
widespread critical acclaim and numerous literary awards. Beyond her
literary pursuits, Deraniyagala has also been practically involved in
academic research and advocacy work related to such ideas of disaster

recovery and mental health problems.

Marjane Satrapi (1969- ): Marjane Satrapi is an [ranian-born French
author and illustrator best known for her lucid work in the French graphic
novel Persepolis, chronicling her childhood and adolescence in Iran during
and after the Islamic Revolution. This work of hers offers a poignant and
often uncannily humorous depiction of Satrapi’s experiences growing up
in a country undergoing radical political and social change through a
satirical lens. Through her stark black-and-white illustrations and candid
storytelling, the author explores themes of identity, freedom and the impact
of authoritarianism on individual lives as she sees it in a firsthand account.
This text has been widely deemed to possess a unique narrative voice
and has been adapted into an animated film, further cementing Satrapi’s
status as one of the leading figures in contemporary graphic literature,

especially from her native region.

Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941): Rabindranath Tagore, the first Asian
Nobel laureate in literature, was a Bengali polymath who reshaped Indian
literature and left an indelible mark on the world stage. Born in Calcutta,
India, Tagore was a prolific writer who composed poetry, plays, novels
and essays. His most famous work, Gitanjali a collection of poems, earned
him the Nobel Prize in 1913.Tagore’s contributions to literature from Asia
are multifaceted. He masterfully blended Indian spirituality and universal
humanism in his works, which is clearly seen in his lyrical, evocative poetry
which often explored themes of nature, love and the divine. His poetic style
transcended cultural boundaries, making his works accessible and appealing
to a global audience which truly showcased his ability to convey deep

philosophical ideas through his verses.
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Kazuo Ishiguro (1954-): Kazuo Ishiguro, though born in Nagasaki, Japan,
is a British author celebrated for his contributions to literature. He moved
to England at the age of five and began his writing career as a novelist. He
iswell known for his exploration of memory, identity and the human condition
in his works. Ishiguro’s distinct style is characterized by a subtle and
restrained narrative voice. His novels, such as Never Let Me Go and The
Remains of the Day often feature unreliable narrators who grapple with
suppressed emotions and unresolved conflicts. This is achieved by intricate
narrative techniques which add depth to his storytelling and engage readers
in introspective journeys. The themes of memory and the passage of time
are central to Ishiguro’s works, using which he explores the fragility of human
memory and the implications of selective recollection. His novels often
challenge societal norms and emphasize the human need for connection
and purpose which has led to thought-provoking narratives that have earned

him mternational acclaim.

Arundhati Roy (1961-): Arundhati Roy, an Indian author, burst onto
the literary scene with her debut novel, The God of Small Things which
won the Man Booker Prize in 1997. Born in Shillong, India, Roy’s writing
style is characterized by lush prose and a deep sense of social and
political engagement. Roy’s contributions to literature extend beyond
her novels as she is also an outspoken activist, known for her critiques
of social injustice, environmental issues and the abuse of political power.
This is exemplified in her essays, articles and speeches which often
challenge the status quo and advocate for a more just society. In her
literary works, Roy often delves into complex family relationships and
societal norms which is seen when her exploration of themes such as
caste, gender and political oppression is interwoven with a unique
narrative structure that jumps between time periods. This narrative style
adds layers of meaning to her storytelling, making her works nuanced

and understandably open to critical opinion.

Salman Rushdie (1947-): Salman Rushdie, a British-Indian author, is
renowned for his bold and imaginative storytelling. He gained

international acclaim with his novel Midnight s Children which won the
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Booker Prize in 1981. Rushdie’s contributions to literature are marked
to a great extent by his idea of magical realism. He combines history,
politics and mythology to create intricate narratives that blur the line
between reality and fantasy making him often challenge conventions and
embrace a more postcolonial perspective. Themes like identity, exile and
the clash of cultures are recurring in Rushdie’s works as he navigates
complex narratives with linguistic prowess, using a blend of English and
various regional languages (which he incidentally calls ‘chutnification’).
This linguistic diversity reflects the multicultural and multiethnic nature

of his characters and settings.

Amy Tan (1952-): Amy Tan, a Chinese-American author, is known for
her exploration of the immigrant experience and mother-daughter
relationships. Born in Oakland, California, Tan’s works resonate with
readers for their emotional depth and cultural insights which is seen in
her writing style which is characterized by a blend of English and Chinese
elements. Her novels, such as The Joy Luck Club often feature dual
narratives, one set in the past and the other in the present, allowing
readers to explore the intergenerational struggles and connections in
her characters’ lives. Themes of cultural identity, family and the immigrant
experience are at the heart of Tan’s works. She skillfully weaves together
the complexities of cultural heritage, generational conflicts and the search

for self-identity in her storytelling.

Thus, we can see that these prominent authors from Asia have enriched
literature with their unique styles and profound thematic explorations.
Rabindranath Tagore’s universal poetry, Kazuo Ishiguro’s introspective
narratives, Arundhati Roy’s social engagement, Salman Rushdie’s
imaginative storytelling and Amy Tan’s exploration of cultural identity
have all been quite something to remember in the world of literature.
Their contributions have not only reflected the rich diversity of Asian

literature but have also expanded the horizons of literature itself.
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Stop to Consider
Here are some important terms used in Asian writing-

1. Nationalism: The love and devotion to one's own nation, often

examined in the context of Asian independence movements.

2. Biculturalism: The coexistence of two distinct cultures within an
individual, reflecting the experiences of many Asians living in

multicultural societies.

3. Language and Linguistic Hybridity: The use of multiple languages

in a single text to reflect the linguistic diversity of Asian societies.

4. Gender and Sexuality: Exploration of issues related to gender
and sexuality, which are often intertwined with cultural and social

norms in Asian literature.

5. Globalization: The interconnectedness of the world and its impact
on local cultures and societies, a theme explored by many Asian

authors.

6. Magical Realism: A literary style that blends the magical with
the real, often found in the works of Asian writers like Salman
Rushdie.

7. Folklore and Mythology: The incorporation of traditional stories,

legends and myths from Asian cultures into contemporary literature.

8. Social Realism: A literary approach that focuses on depicting
the realities of everyday life, often addressing social and political

issues in Asian societies.

9. Cultural Conflict: The clash of cultures and values, often explored
in Asian literature, particularly when characters are caught

between tradition and modernity.

10. Hybrid Narratives: The use of unconventional narrative
techniques to reflect the complex, multifaceted nature of Asian

experiences and stories.
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SAQ

1. What is the importance of Ishiguro in the Asian literary arena?
(60 words)

3.8 Contemporary Developments:

The 21* century has witnessed a transformation in the landscape of
literature in Asia. This is driven by a convergence of factors, including
technology, globalization and diaspora, which have not only reshaped
existing literary genres but have also given rise to new voices and emerging
genres within Asian literature. The proliferation of technology has
profoundly influenced the way literature is created, shared and consumed
in Asia as we can see the internet, social media and digital publishing
platforms providing a global stage for Asian writers to showcase their
work. These platforms have reduced the barriers to entry for emerging

writers and democratized the world of publishing in a great way.

Contemporary Asian literature showcases a rich tapestry of themes,
styles, and perspectives that reflect the diverse cultures and experiences
of the region. Through works like "The Birthday Girl”, readers are drawn
into surreal and introspective narratives that blur the lines between reality
and the subconscious, which is one of the more known contemporary
trends in such literature. The Sorrow of War by Bao Ninh similarly
provides a haunting portrayal of the Vietnam War's impact on individuals
and society while Jung Chang's Wild Swans: Three Daughters of China
delves into the tumultuous history of China through the lens of three

generations of women, adding to the contemporary concerns in these
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areas. Another contemporary perspective, while keeping in line with
the allegorical traditions is seen in Sun-mi Hwang's The Hen who
Dreamed she Could Fly offering a whimsical yet profound allegory
exploring themes of freedom, identity and self-discovery prevalent in
contemporary ideas. Sonali Deraniyagala's Wave is a deeply moving
memoir that grapples with loss and resilience in the aftermath of the
2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, offering a poignant reflection on grief and
healing along with Marjane Satrapi's Persepolis I, which provides a
unique glimpse into the Iranian Revolution through the eyes of a young
girl, blending personal narrative with socio-political commentary to create
a compelling coming-of-age story- these two works look at the
contemporary idea of trauma and healing from the perspectives of the
marginalized. Together, these texts exemplify the richness and diversity
of contemporary Asian writing via a window into the complex realities

of the region.

The emergence of online literary journals, blogs and e-books has
facilitated the dissemination of literature, allowing authors from diverse
backgrounds to reach a broader audience. Writers can now experiment
with different forms of storytelling, such as interactive narratives and
multimedia elements, blending traditional literary forms with digital
innovation. Furthermore, technology has enabled greater collaboration
between writers across borders where writing communities, both
physical and virtual, have flourished, creating opportunities for cross-
cultural exchanges and enriching the diversity of voices in Asian literature.
Globalization has had a dual impact on Asian literature. On one hand, it
has exposed Asian writers to a global readership, providing them with
the opportunity to engage with universal themes and issues while on the
other, it has raised questions about the preservation of local and cultural
identities in the face of global influences. Diaspora communities have
played a significant role in shaping Asian literature as writers from Asian
backgrounds living abroad often explore themes of displacement, identity
and cultural hybridity. Their works bridge the gap between their ancestral

homeland and adopted countries, reflecting their dual identities.
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The 21 century has seen the emergence of new voices and genres
within Asian literature. These voices represent a diversity of experiences,

perspectives and identities.

* Postcolonial Reimaginings: Writers in Asia are revisiting the
colonial legacy, exploring themes of decolonization, resistance and
the aftermath of colonial rule and their works offer fresh perspectives

on historical events and their impact on contemporary society.

* Feminist and LGBTQ+ Narratives: There is a growing body
of literature in Asia that amplifies the voices of women and
LGBTQ+ individuals. These narratives challenge traditional norms
and highlight issues related to gender and sexuality, contributing

to a more inclusive literary landscape.

* Eco-literature: With environmental concerns becoming
increasingly prominent, a new genre of eco-literature has emerged
in Asia wherewriters are addressing ecological issues, sustainability

and the relationship between humans and nature in their works.

» Experimental Fiction: Asian writers are pushing the boundaries of
storytelling with experimental forms and techniques. They are blending
elements of magical realism, metafiction and speculative fiction to

create innovative narratives that challenge conventional literary norms.

*  Multilingualism and Code-Switching: Many Asian writers are
embracing multilingualism and code-switching in their works, reflecting
the linguistic diversity of the region which has resulted in literature

that captures the nuances of cross-cultural communication.

One striking similarity in themes across Asian writing and other regions is
the exploration of identity. It can be easily seen that writers from various
parts of the world grapple with questions of identity, be it in the context of
post-colonialism, migration, or cultural hybridity. Asian writers ,such as
Salman Rushdie and Jhumpa Lahiri and Latin American writers, like
Gabriel Garcia Marquez and Isabel Allende, often explore the intersection
of individual and cultural identities. Yet, several differences arise in the

specific cultural and historical contexts that influence these themes. Some
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Asian writers may focus on themes like cultural assimilation and the clash
between tradition and modernity, whereas Latin American writers may
delve into magical realism to depict the surreal within their social and
political narratives. In terms of styles, both Asian and Latin American
writers have been known for their vivid and evocative storytelling. Asian
writers often employ a blend of linguistic and narrative traditions, drawing
from indigenous languages, mythologies and historical accounts. Rushdie's

use of Indian myths in Midnight's Children is a prime example.

SAQ:
1. What are some of the major developments in Asian writing in the

21st century? (60 words)

2. Briefly analyse the role of globalisation in various genres of Asian
writing? (60 words)

3.9 Summing Up:

This Unit emphasizes the dynamic nature of literature in Asia, highlighting
its historical significance and the role of literary genrescolonial ideas
were introduced to Asia through colonialism, leaving a lasting impact on
the linguistic and literary landscape of the continent. Over time, it
transformed from a colonial tool into a medium of creative expression
and cultural exchange and thus theliterary genres in Asian writing began
to play a significant role in shaping narratives, allowing authors to infuse
their unique cultural and regional perspectives. Genres served as vessels
for cultural preservation, provide spaces for exploring complex issues
like identity and migration, and enable Asian authors to engage in a

global literary conversation.
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Historically, the impact of colonialism on Asian literature was seen in
the introductionto Western literary forms and styles, while influencing
themes and subject matter inthe post-colonial period. Literary genres
continued to be important and new forms, such as the post-colonial
novel and diasporic literature, gained prominence. Furthermore, cultural
influences highlighted how mythology, religion and tradition play a vital
role in shaping literary genres in Asian writing. These cultural elements

provide arich source of themes and symbols.

Prominent authors from Asia are introduced, each with their unique
contributions to literature. Rabindranath Tagore's universal poetry, Kazuo
Ishiguro's introspective narratives, Arundhati Roy's social engagement,
Salman Rushdie's imaginative storytelling and Amy Tan's exploration of
cultural identity are discussed in detail. Contemporary developments show
how technology, globalization and diaspora have transformed Asian
literature in the 2 1st century. The proliferation of technology has facilitated
the dissemination of literature, and digital platforms have given rise to
new voices and genres. These developments have exposed Asian writers
to a global readership while also raising questions about the preservation
of local and cultural identities with emerging themes in contemporary Asian
literature including postcolonial reimagining, feminist and LGBTQ+

narratives, eco- literature, experimental fiction and multilingualism.

The Unit concludes by drawing parallels between the exploration of
identity in Asian and Latin American literature while noting the unique
cultural and historical contexts that influence these themes, thus providing
a comprehensive overview of the evolution of Asian literature, from its
historical roots to contemporary developments, highlighting the significant
contributions of prominent authors and the role of cultural influences

and literary genres.
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UNIT- 4

Themes in Asian Writing

Unit Structure:

4.1 Objectives

4.2 Introduction

4.3 Categorizing Asian Literature

4.4 Recurrent Themes in Asian Literature
4.5 Themes in Central Asian Literature
4.6 Themes in East Asian Literature

4.7 Themes in South East Asian Literature
4.8 Themes in South Asian Literature

4.9 Themes in West Asian Literature

4.10 Summing Up

4.11 Glossary

4.12 References and Suggested Readings

4.1 Objectives:

In this Unit an attempt will be made to:

* understand the thematic concerns and preoccupations in Asian

Literature,

» comprehend and appreciate the different cultures that shape Asian

Literature,
* analyse the impact of cross-cultural exchange in Asian Literatures,
* assess the impact of Asian Literature in the global literary canon,

 position the relevance and contemporaneity of Asian Literature.

4.2 Introduction:

It is common knowledge that Asia is the largest and the most populous

continent in the world. Not only is the continent geographically diverse,
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but also culturally diverse. In the words of historian D.G.E Hall, Asia
presents a “chaos of races and languages”. This is also reflected in the
literature from the continent. Asian Literature is not a unified genre or
category, but rather, an umbrella term covering a whole gamut of
literatures from different regions of the continent, each of which is distinct
from the rest. These literatures invoke multiple histories, geographies,
socio-political realities, religious and spiritual philosophies, aesthetics,
mythos and ethos. Asian literature, as a transnational and continental
concept, covers writings from all the different Asian countries, and the
different styles, genres, and themes that originated, thrived, and grew

popular in these countries.

4.3 Categorizing Asian Literature:

The literary mores of Asia are expansive. Given the colossal nature of
Asian Literature, it can be classified in different ways according to
temporality, genre, styles, ethnicity, language, socio-political
perspectives, historical perspective, religio-philosophical perspectives,
etc. Hence, “Asian Literature” poses a definitional quandary. In this
unit, Asian literature has been categorized in accordance to the
geographical division of the continent. Geographically, the continent of
Asia is divided broadly into five sub regions- Central Asia, East Asia,
South Asia, Southeast Asia and Western Asia. That apart, in the Northern
part of the continent is the Asian part of Russia, including Siberia. All of
the different literatures produced in these different regions, and by the

people from these regions are clubbed together as “Asian Literature”

Stop to Consider

* Given the heterogeneity, plurality, and polyphony in Asian
Literature, do you think that the terminology “Asian Literatures”

will be more suitable than the term “Asian Literature”?

4.4 Recurrent Themes in Asian Literature:

The very term “Asian Literature” is a contested idea that is rife with

heterogeneity, confusions, and contradictions. Yet, besides the fact that
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these literatures have been produced in the continent of Asia, and by
people who have roots in Asia, there are certain thematic similarities
that frequently recur in the literatures from the different regions of Asia.

Some of these themes are:

* Oral traditions and folklore : Most Asian countries have ancient
legacies of oral story telling traditions and rich archives of folkloric
elements. Even though, over the centuries, written forms have taken
precedence, orality continues to exert tremendous influence over
the literary traditions of the region. Many contemporary works from
the region, to this day, draw inspiration from the oral and folk
trajectories. Oral literatures are found in the form of epics, poems,
songs, ballads, stories, proverbs, folktales and historical narratives

that reflect upon the cultural values, beliefs and societal norms.

Our very own country, India, has innumerable Oral traditions.
Panchatantra, Jataka Tales, Baul songs of Bengal, the Lokageet and
Bihu songs of Assam, for instance, have all percolated down through
oral traditions. The middle-eastern Arabian Nights, Kyrgyzstan’s epic
of Manas, the Heiki Monogatari of Japan, the Pingshu and Phinghua of
China, the Panji of Indonesia, and the Hat Xam of Vientam are all

examples of the different oral traditions of Asia.

Check Your Progress
* “Asiahas arich tradition of Orality.”- Explore the veracity of
this statement through the oral traditions of different Asian

countries.

* Religion and Spirituality : The Asian continent has populations
that follow different religions, spiritual beliefs and philosophies.
For instance, Hinduism is followed in countries like India and
Nepal, Buddhism is very popular in East-Asian and South-Asian
countries. Islam is extensively followed in Pakistan, Afghanistan,

and the middle-eastern countries. In places like China, Vietnam,
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Korea and Japan, besides Buddhism, the philosophical system of
Confucianism is also widely practiced. India and Iran also have
followers of Zoroastrianism. Besides these major faiths, there are
also many indigenous tribes and communities practice their own
indigenous faiths. For instance, Shinto is an indigenous faith that
is followed in Japan. All these different faiths exert humongous
influence in the way people perceive the social, cultural, political
and personal aspects of their lives. These in turn, find reflections
in the literature through religious allegories, mythological narratives
and philosophical inquiries. Even in the supposed secular texts,
one can see religious and spiritual philosophies being a guiding
light. In the multicultural context of Asia, many writers draw
inspiration religion and spirituality, and reflect upon the religio-
spiritual diversities of the region. Religious symbolism and allegory
are also incorporated in many literary texts, adding layers to its

connotation and interpretation

Family and Community: The institution of family is very integral
to all Asian communities. Of course the concept of a family and
the values and practices associated with it vary across communities.
Also, over the centuries, with factors like modernization, migration,
inclusion of women in workforce, etc., the idea of a family, familial
bonds, and duties, have undergone considerable changes.
Nonetheless, the family continues to remain central to the lives of
most Asians, and this finds reflection in many of the literary works
from the region. Narratives and poems are often woven around
themes of filial piety, duties and sacrifices made for the family,
inter-generational relations and conflicts among family members,

birth, death, weddings, etc.

War and Conflict: Throughout history, Asia has witnessed various
wars, socio-political and ethno-religious conflicts. These wars,
invasions and conflicts have tremendously impacted the lives of
the people and have shaped the socio-cultural dynamics of Asian
societies to a large extent. The World War II, the Korean War
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(1950-1953), The Vietnam War (1955-1975), The Lebanese Civil
War (1975-1990), the Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988), the Gulf War
(1990-1991), the ongoing Syrian Civil War, the many wars
between India and Pakistan and the Sri Lankan Civil War (1983-
2009) are among the major wars that have taken place in the
Asian continent. The Rohingya Conflict of Myanmar, The Kashmir
Conflict between India and Pakistan, the Tamil-Sinhalese conflict
of Sri Lanka, the Tibetian Independence Movement of China, the
Kurdish-Turkish conflict in the Middle-East are some of the ethno-
religious and geo-political conflicts that have been rampant in the
continent. Not only have these upheavals caused loss of lives and
displacement of populations, but have also been responsible for
massive economic disruptions, socio-cultural disintegration, and
environmental crisis. Once of the lasting damage caused by war
on the environment is 1945 atomic bombings on Nagasaki and
Hiroshima in 1945, during the World War II. Literature of the
region many a times becomes a medium for exploring the socio-
psychological impact of warfare and conflict on individuals and

communities.

Make a note on the “War Literature of Asia. (100 words)

SAQ

Colonialism and Postcolonialism: Many Asian countries were,
at some point of time, colonized by European powers like the
British, French, Spanish, Dutch and Portuguese. For instance,
after colonizing India, the British went ahead to colonize countries
like Sri Lanka (then Ceylon), Myanmar (then Burma), and
Malaysia. Meanwhile, places like Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos
were colonized by the French, Indonesia by the Dutch, and

Phillipines by the United States. In the more recent times, the
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USA has been adopting an imperialist and territorial foreign policy
in the Middle Eastern countries. Such attempts have left huge
marks in the Asian geo-political as well as cultural landscapes.
Needless to say that the literature of the region reflects the colonial
histories and aftermaths of the colonial rule. By exploring themes
of identity, nation, nationalism and nation-building, hybridity,
resistance to colonial forces, reclamation of indigenous narratives,
the brutalities of the imperialists, the trauma and violence caused
by the death and displacement caused by colonialism, Asian
literatures often foreground postcolonial dimensions. These bodies
of literature contribute to the broader ongoing dialogues around

the legacies of struggle and trauma left behind by colonizers.

Migration, Displacement and Diaspora: Asia has continued
to experience migration and displacement for various reasons over
the centuries. While many have migrated on their own volition in
the hope of making life easier through better economic and
educational opportunities, many individuals and communities were
compelled to migrate due to circumstances. Forced migration in
the region is often because of factors like armed conflicts,
persecutions, natural disasters, and socio-economic disruptions.
Not only is internal migration within Asian countries very common,
but also many migrate to other continents including Europe and
the Americas. Asian literature oftentimes capture the experiences
of people and communities who have migrated to other places,
touching upon issues like identity and belongingness, racism, and
loss of indigenous cultures, cultural adaptation, and cultural
hybridity. Memory and nostalgia about one’s native land, and the
trauma associated with displacement also emerge as important

tropes in the diaspora literature of the region.

Emerging voices of the marginalised: In the recent years, Asia
has witnessed the powerful expression of the marginalized
communities. Voices of all those silenced and suppressed during

the erstwhile times are now emerging voices of the continent that
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expose the biases, struggles, resilience and triumphs experienced
by them. These include the literatures written by women, religio-
ethnic minorities, socio-economically downtrodden, the people
of the LGBTQ+, and people with disabilities. For instance, in the
context of India, Dalit literature is a genre that has strongly emerged

over the years.

* Popularity of Anglophone literatures: English is not the
native language of Asian communities. Yet, in the recent times,
people from the continent have been extensively writing in
English. A myriad of factors including colonialism, cross-cultural
communications, migration, cultural and linguistic hegemony
of the English, globalization, and technological reasons, the
region has seen a massive boom in Anglophone literatures.
Not only are authors writing in English, but translations have
gained immense popularity. Seminal texts written in indigenous
texts are now frequently translated to English, enabling writers

to gain a wider readership.

Check Your Progress:
* Discuss some of the common themes found in Asian Literature.
* From a geographical perspective, into how many regions is

Asiadivided? Name the regions.

* How is the theme of migration and displacement and migration
related to themes of colonialism, war and conflict?
* Mention the names of some literary texts of Asia that represent

marginal voices of the region.

4.5 Themes in Central Asian Literature:

The Central Asian region comprises five countries- Tajikistan,
Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyztan and Turkmenistan. The Tajiks,
Ujbeks and the Kazakhs have shared history and linguistic affinities,
and as such, they also have shared literary traditions most of which are

written in Persian and the Turkic languages. In the recent years, besides
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literatures written in the many indigenous languages of the regions, a

host of Anglophone literatures have also emerged.

Noted writers of the region include Abu Abdulrh Rudaki, who is
regarded as the father of Persian literature, and Omar Khayyam who is
known for his “rubaiyyait” poetry. Among the more contemporary writers
from the region are Chinghiz Aimatrov (Kyrgystan), Hamid Ismailov
(Uzbekistan), Bakhyt Kenzheev (Kazakhstan), Dina Yerlan
(Kazakhstan), Jamilya Baspakova (Kyrgystan), Farhod Zuhurov
(Tajikistan), Elvira Kadyrova (Turkmenistan). All of them dabble with
different genres, styles, and themes. Some of the recurrent themes in

the literatures from this region are:

* Orality : Like in many other cultures across the globe, oral traditions
have been a significant medium in the passing down narratives through
generations. These bodies of literature showcase, celebrate, and
preserve the diverse socio-cultural roots of Central Asia through
different genres. The Kyrgstanian epic poem “Manas”, the Uzbek
“Dastan-I Amir Hamza, and the Iranian “Shahnameh” that have been
around for centuries, highlight folkores, history, and cultural values
of their places or origin. Over the years, though written forms of
literature have established their stronghold over the domain of
literature, oral traditions continue to remain a significant influence in
the composition of literatures even in the contemporary times. For

nstance,

> Chinghiz Aimatov, a prominent writer from Kyrgyzstan,
known for works like The Day Lasts More Than a Hundred
Years and Jamila, frequently incorporates elements of oral

and folk traditions in his works.
> Uzbekistan’s Hamid Ismailov is another contemporary writer

known for his use of oral storytelling techniques in his works.

* Soviet and Post Soviet realism : During the Russian Civil War
(1917-1923), parts of Central Asia were invaded and conquered by

Russia. This brought about tremendous changes in the very socio-
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political and cultural landscape of the region, and this has very well
been reflected in the literature from the region. Many contemporary
texts foreground the changes that occurred during and as the aftermath
of the Soviet era in Central Asia. They give realistic accounts of the
struggles and challenges faced by the people due to this invasion.
They provide realistic insights into the historical and cultural

dimensions of the Soviet invasion.

Some of the notable Central Asian works of literature that deal with

themes surrounding the Soviet and Post Soviet era are:

> Chinghiz Aitmatov’s The Day Lasts More than a Hundred
Years (Kyrgyzstan) portrays life in a military outpost in
Central Asia during the Cold War

> Nodir Djanaliev’s The Devil's Dance (Tajikistan) is about
Stalin’s rule in Central Asia, and the ideological struggles

faced by the people during that period

> Ahmad Donish’s Stone City (Uzbekistan) offers a panoramic
view of the history the 20" century Uzbekistan, including

the Soviet period.

> Sadriddin Aini’s The Rooster (Tajikistan) is a story that
explores the changes and challenges faced by the people
during the early Soviet era due to the establishment of a

new political order.

Stop to Consider

*  Why, according to you, are the themes around the Soviet occupation

of Central Asia so important in Central Asian literature?

* Nationalism, Nationalist Identity, and Patriotism : In Central Asia,
the need to define and foreground a cohesive national identity grew
primarily as a consequence of the Soviet invasion. Since the early part
of the 20th century, a host of literatures came up from the different

Central Asian countries dealing with issues around Nationalism, Though
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the Central Asian countries have a shared political history, they also
have their individual experiences that fostered a unique sense of national
unity, pride, and identity in the people. Through multiple literary forms
like prose and poetry, many writers from Central Asia are contributing
towards the ongoing dialogues around Nationalism. They talk about
the struggle for independence and the challenges they faced in preserving
their individual cultures and traditions. They talk about the different
civil wars that took place in their countries in their fight for sovereignty,
the changes in political leaderships, and the socio-economic conditions
of their countries, and how these factors impacted the way nationalistic

sentiments were forged in the hearts and minds of the people.
Noteworthy Central Asian works about Nationalism include:

> Abdullah Qahhor’s White Ship (Tajikistan) explores the idea

of a Tajik identity during the soviet era.

> Kazakh poet Mukhammedzhan Tynyshpayev’s poems
celebrate Kazakh traditions and culture, fostering a sense

of'national pride.

>  Chinghiz Aitmatov’s The Day Lasts more than a Hundred
Years foreground the quest for a national identity during the

Soviet era

Tradition and Modernity : Many practitioners of literature from
Central Asia explore the dilemmas, tension, and challenges that arise
as aresult of the collision between traditional values and forces of
modernization. Modernization in the region has gradually been taking
place due to various external as well as internal factors like Soviet
influence, post-soviet transitions, globalization, educational and
economic reforms, etc. While modernisation has definitely brought
about many positive changes, it has also, in many ways, posed as a
threat to indigenous ways of life, cultures, and values. This complex
situation resulting due to the clash between traditional and modern
values is a recurrent theme in the literatures from Central Asia. They
talk about the changes that have taken place in the socio-cultural

lives, family dynamics, generational conflicts, identity crisis, among
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other things. They also explore how the societies have adapted to,
and at times resisted to the forces of modernity in order to preserve

their unique traditional heritages.

Some works that deal with this conflict between tradition and

modernity include:

> Hamid Ismailov’s The Dead Lake (Uzbekistan) is a
contemporary novel that highlights the conflict between

traditional beliefs and modernity.

> Tolomush Okeyev’s The Stone Craddle (Kyrgyzstan) shows
how a rural community grapples to maintain their identity in

the face of intrusive modernity.

> Bakhytzan Kanapyanov’s The Nomads (Kazakhstan) is about
anomadic family that struggles to adapt to the changes wrought
about by collectivization and industrialization during the Soviet

cra.

* Nomadic Heritage : The nomadic heritage is an integral and
indispensable aspect of the historical and cultural identity of Central
Asia. The region is home to many nomadic communities. Each of
these communities have their distinct traditions, value systems,
linguistic heritage, and cultures, and have contributed significantly to
the rich tapestry of art and literatures from the region. Central Asian
literatures explore the way of life of the Nomadic communities, and
the conflict between the nomadic and the “sedentary” communities.
They also foreground the struggle and resilience of the nomadic
communities in the face of changing environments and geopolitics-
about how they have strived to preserve their languages, cultures,
traditions, and ways of life, despite various external pressures. The
impact of the Silk Route on cultural exchanges, trade and economic
opportunities, and nomadic invasions and incursions are also

highlighted in the literary texts that deal with the Nomadic heritage.

Among the notable works that have the nomadic way of life as theme

arc:
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> Mukhtar Auezov’s Nomad s Felicity (Kazakhstan) is an
epic novel that explores the life of a Sufi poet with the Silk
Route as the backdrop.

> Yermukhamet Amangeldy’s The Nomads (Kazakhstan) is

also about the nomadic tribes of Kazakhistan.

> Jumabay Satter’s The Nomads (Turkmenistan) is a novel
that offers insights into the nomadic traditions of

Turkmenistan.

> Abdishukur Sherozi’s The Nomads (Uzbekistan) is about
the Turkic Karakalpak people, their customs, rituals, spiritual

system, and their struggles.

* Natural landscapes and environmental degradation : Central
Asia is characterized by the presence of diverse natural landscapes
including mountains (e.g. Tian Shan and Pamir Mountains), steppes
(e.g. Kazakh Steppe and Mongolian-Manchurian grassland), desserts
(e.g. Karakum and Kyzylkum), seas (e.g. Caspian Sea), fertile valleys
(e.g. Fergana Valley) and lakes (e.g. Aral Sea and the Alpine lakes).
Writers of the region often draw inspiration from these landscape,
and present awe-inspiring descriptions of them. The prose and poetry
of the region often are infused with imagery of the steppes, mountains,
and desserts, and celebrate the deep spiritual connection that the
indigenous people have with nature. Many contemporary literary
works also project ecological awareness and concern for the massive
environmental degradation that have taken place with the onset of
modernization, and its impact on the lives of the indigenous people.
Narratives around Aral Sea crisis, in particular, are seen to be

frequently recurring in the region’s literature.
Some acclaimed writings from Central Asian literature that delve into
nature and the environment are:

> Chinghiz Aitmatov’s The Day Lasts more than a Hundred
Years (Kyrgyzstan) presents talks about the impact of nuclear

testing upon the land and people of the Semipalatinsk region.
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> Mukhtar Auezov’s Abai Zholy (Kazakhstan) presents
beautiful descriptions of the Kazakh steppes and its flora

and fauna and showcases how the people of the region

> Hamid Ismailov’s The Dead Lake (Uzbekistan) is a novel
set in the Aral Sea region that talks about the catastrophic
impact of the shrinking sea on people as well as on

ecosystems.

> Yulfaz Oripov’s Tashkent does not Believe in Tears
(Uzbekistan) talks about the challenges faced by the

populace of the city of Tashkent due to industrialization

> Ak Welsapar’s The Tale of Aypi (Turkmenistan) addresses
the impact of the Karakum Canal project in Turkmenistan
which not only disrupted the environment and on ecosystems,
but also caused mass displacement of the communities that

traditionally inhabited the region.

> Gulsifat Shahidi’s The Blue Horizon (Tajikistan) portrays
the enchanting mountains and rivers of the country, and
explores the relationship between nature and human

emotions.

* Humour and satire : Humour and satire, though not an explicitly
predominant genre in Central Asian literature, are attimes employed
by the writers of Central Asia to explore complex socio-political
issues and to offer insightful commentary on various matters including
geopolitical dynamics, international relations, social norms,
bureaucracy and corruption. Wordplay, irony, and colloquialisms are
frequently used by writers to put across their satirical messages

effectively.

Some literary works that are known for their use of satire and humour

mclude:

> Togzhan Sultan’s The Dead Goat (Kazakhstan) explores
the absurdities of post-Soviet life and presents a commentary
on the changing socio-political landscapes of the region

through the use of satire.
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> Many of the works of Kyrgystan’s acclaimed writer Chinghiz
Aitmatov are known for the presence of satire and irony,
including The Day Lasts More than a Thousand Years and

Jamilla.

> Askar Suleimenov’s Az-i-Ay is a novel that presents a witty
and satirical account of Soviet bureaucracies and ideological

dogmas.

Check Your Progress
* Discuss the impact of the Russian conquest of Central Asia upon
the literary landscape of the region.
* How is the deep relationship between nomadic traditions and
Nature reflected in Central Asian literature?

* Discuss Chinghiz Aitmatov’s The Day Lasts more than a
Hundred Years as a quintessential example Central Asian

Literature.

4.6 Themes in East Asian Literature:

The countries China, Japan, Mongolia, North Korea and South Korea are
generally regarded as the East Asian countries. The rich and diverse literary
traditions of each of these countries can be clubbed together as “East Asian
Literature”. From classics like The Tales of Genji, Book of Changes and
Book of Songs to recent works like those of Yu Hua and Haruki Murakami,
the East Asian countries have arich legacy of literatures that have thrived
across several centuries. In the ancient times, literatures from the East Asian
regions were mostly religious texts that were deeply rooted in philosophy.
However, in the recent times, writers have been very innovative and

experimental with their themes, genres, and styles.

While Chinese and Japanese literary traditions are very ancient, Korean
literary history is relatively shorter. Literature in Mongolian regions only
grew popular towards the 13" Century, under Indo-Tibetan, Chinese,
and Turkic influences. Some of the frequently occurring themes in East

Asian literatures are:
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o Philosophical influences: Spirituality and philosophy are interwoven
into the very fabric of East Asian literatures. They offer profound insights
and reflections upon morality, ethics, ways of life, and human
experience. A number of philosophies including Confucianism, Daoism,
Buddhism, Zen Buddhism, and more contemporary philosophies like
Marxism and Existentialism are often times found in literatures from
the East Asian regions. The region also celebrates Nomadic spirituality
and shamanistic beliefs of the indigenous societies. Values and principles
like filial piety, social harmony, conflict between personal desires and
social expectations, moral integrity, enlightenment, pain and suffering
in human life, and justice are some of the issues that shape the themes,

plots, and characters of literary texts.

Celebrated authors and poets of the region like Haruki Murakami
(Japan), Yukio Mishima (Japan), Mo Yan (China), Hang Kang
(Korea), Mend-Ooyo Yavuuhulan (Mongolia) and Jiang Rong (China)

explore different philosophies in their works.

Some examples of East Asian literatures laden with philosophical

elements and ideological stances are:

> Haruki Murakami’s Norwegian Woods (Japan) is known
for its Existentialist themes. It talks about the protagonist’s
search for meaning and, the role of fate and choice in human
life, and the protagoinst’s experiences of isolation and

alienation.

> Xiao Hong’s The Iron House (China) deals explores the
Marxist ideas of class struggle and social transformation,
with a political upheaval of the peasants and workers in the

backdrop

> Galsang Tschinag’s The Blue Sky (Mongolia) celebrates the
nomadic traditions and shamanistic beliefs of the Tuvan

community of Mongolia

> Han Kang’s The Vegetarian (Korea) delves into the
philosophical and physiological dimensions of a woman who

decides to stop eating meat.

(88)



SAQ
*  Why do you think is the influence of Confucianism and Buddhism
upon East Asian societies so massive? (100 words)

* Oral tradition and folkloric elements : Oral traditions and
elements from folklore have always played a key role in East Asian
literature. Like in most other societies across the globe, in East
Asia as well, knowledge, histories, songs and stories were
transmitted and preserved through word of the mouth. Eventually,
written forms became more prevalent; nonetheless, oral traditions

continue to remain an integral part of the region’s literature.

Pansori (Korea), Rakugo (Japan), Gonche Shangshu (China) and
Suoshang (China) are some traditional art forms that thrive on oral
traditions to convey stories, historical accounts, and cultural narratives.
These narratives draw from the rich folkloric elements of the region
including the myths about supernatural creatures, legends of heroes,
folktales and fables that impart moral values, and shamanistic beliefs
and practices. Even many contemporary works of literatures incorporate

these elements within them.

Some notable texts that are reflective of the rich Oral traditions and

folkloric elements of the region are:

> Wu Cheng’en’s novel, Journey to the West (China) is a
foundational work of Chinese literature, has Sun Wukong (Monkey
King), a Chinese mythological figure as the protagonist.

> The Tale of Genji, an ancient Japanese classic, which is often
regarded the world’s first novel, is deeply rooted in Japanese

mythology and poetic traditions.
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> Hwang Sok-yong’s The Shaman Sorceress (Korea) is a novel
that delves into the life of a shaman in modern-day Korea who
becomes embroiled in the conflict between tradition and

modernity.

> Jangar is a part of the epic tradition of Mongolia that includes

stories and poems passed down orally by the bards.

> Byambajavyn Jamsran’s Tales of the Winter Horse (Mongolia)

is a collection of short stories inspired by Mongolian folklore.

* Symbolism and allegory : East Asian works of literatures are
replete with symbolism and allegory that add to the layers of meaning
in them. These symbolisms and allegories are often drawn from the
region’s philosophical and historical contexts. The frequent use of
these literary devices offers insights into the understanding of the
cultural nuances of the region. The Dragon symbolism in Chinese
literature, the Cherry Blossom symbolism in Japanese literature, the
symbolisms around pine trees, tigers, and magpies in Korean
literature, and nomadic symbolisms like those of the horses, steppes,
and mountains in Mongolian literature are frequently used to
allegorically depict human emotions and convey complex messages
and ideas. Besides the symbolisms of flora and fauna, East Asian
literatures also draw symbolisms from cultural and folk elements.
For example, the symbolisms of Hanbok and Hanok are often found
in Korean literature to represent traditional living. Seasonal changes
and the landscapes in different seasons are also invoked to
symbolically talk about the cyclical nature of human life. Food
symbolisms are also used frequently to represent the hospitality and

agrarian way of life of the indigenous societies

Some of the famous works of East Asian literature that are known for

their use of symbolism and allegory include:

> The classical Chinese poetry of Li Bai and Du Fu from the Tang
dynasty is known for their use of nature symbols to represent

human emotions and philosophical musings.
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> Mo Yan’s novel Red Sorghum (China) is known for its symbolism
where the red sorghum becomes a recurring motif to represent
both life and death.

> The Japanese classic The Tale of Genji is also known for its

seasonal imagery

> Natusume Soseki’s Koroko is yet another work of Japanese

literature that is known for its seasonal imagery.

> In Cho Se-Hui’s novella, The Dwarf (Korea), the dwarf is a
metaphor for the marginalized and oppressed working class people

of Korea during the period of industrialization.

> B.Rinchen’s classic novel A/tan Ovoo (Mongolia) allegorically
represents the clash between traditional Mongolian beliefs and

modernization.

Family relationships : Family is of immense importance in East Asian
societies. It plays an important role in shaping an individual’s life and
his relation to the society. The ideas of family and familial relationships
in East Asia draw from Confucian philosophies. A lot of emphasis is
placed upon filial piety and ancestor worship. East Asian societies
prioritize collectivism over individualism. Needless to say that the family
is also a recurring motif in the literature of the region. Many works of
literature revolve around issues of parent-sibling relations, generational
conflicts, marriages, role of elders in the lives of individuals, and duty

and sacrifice of individuals for the family.

Notable East Asian works that have family as a predominant theme

include:

> Kyung-sook Shin’s novel Please Look after Mom (Korea) which
won the Man Asian Literary prize in 2011 is about filial piety.

> Min Jin Lee’s Pachinko (Korea) is about four generations of a
Korean family that is trying to build a better life for themselves,

with the Japanese invasion in the backdrop.

(91)



> American Chinese author Amy Tan’s The Joy Luck Club is about
a Chinese immigrant family that highlights the sacrifices a mother

makes for her children.

> Modern Mongolian author Perlee’s Khasar, the Nomad explores
the family dynanmics and familial relationships in the nomadic

communities of Mongolia.

> Haruki Murakami’s Kafka on the Shore (Japan) explores the
themes of estrangement from family and the search for personal
identity.

> Masuji Ibuse’s Black Rain (Japan) is a novel that is woven around
the Hiroshima bombing of 1945. It follows the lives of a family
that was exposed to the black rain (the radioactive fallout of the
nuclear bomb). It poignantly exposes the physical and

psychological effects of radiation exposure.

Stop to Consider
» Haruki Murakami is perhaps the most globally acclaimed writer
from East Asia in the contemporary times. Do you think his works
provide an adequate insight into the East Asian literary ethos?
What are some of the frequently recurring themes in Murakami’s

works?

Cross-cultural concerns: Migration, displacement, and interaction
with different cultures have played a significant role in shaping the
East Asian cultures, identities, and social norms. Hence, the struggles
and traumas of displacement, transnational concerns and diasporic
longings have become a recurrent theme in the literatures from the
region. The literatures often address the displacement and dislocation
faced by communities during historical events like the World War 11,
the division of the Korean peninsula and modern day phenomena
like labour and educational migrations. The resilience of indigenous
communities while trying to preserve their native cultures and
identities, the struggles faced while acculturating in foreign lands are

often showcased in the literatures of East Asia.

(92)



Examples of East Asian texts dealing with cross cultural concerns

include:

> Sayaka Murata’s Convenience Store Woman (Japan) grapples
with the experiences of multiculturalism and alientation in
immigrant communities through the life of a Japanese woman

who works in a convenience store.

> Maxine Hong’s The Woman Warrior (China) deals with
displacement, and the shaping of transnational cultural identities

as a consequence.

> Bai Xianyong’s The Rice-Sprout Song (China) showcases the
struggles and identity crisis faced by the diasporic communities
of China.

> Lee Dong-Ha’s The Koreans in Yaniban (Korea) depicts the

lives of Koreans living in China.

> The Nikei, Nisei, and Sansei narratives of Japan are narratives
written by Japanese-Americans that often touch upon the
generational impact of migration and the cultural gaps that occur

across generations.

SAQ
» Korean popular culture is has become very popular among the
youth all over the world. Do you think Korean literature has
been able to keep pace with K-pop in terms of global
recognition? (150 words)




4.7 Themes in South East Asian Literature:

In the region of Southeast Asia would be included, the countries of

Indonesia, Phillipines, Vietnam, Thailand, Singapore, Myanmar,

Malaysia, Cambodia, Brunei, Laos, and Timon-Leste. Together, they
are known as the ASEAN countries. ASEAN literature is characterized

by areflection of the varied cultures, histories, and languages of the

region. ASEAN literature is a dynamic and evolving body that

encompasses themes ranging from classical to contemporary

explorations.

Some recurrent themes in ASEAN literature are:

Classical influence : From the point of view of classical literature,
the literature from the ASEAN countries can be divided into three
regions- the region of Cambodia and Indonesia where Sanskrit
influence is evident, Burma and its adjoining areas with Pali influence,
and the region around Vietnam where Chinese influence is
predominant. The classical literature of the region adheres to oral
and folk traditions. Moral and didactic concerns also recur, along
with folkloric and mythological elements. Traditional poems and verse
forms like Pyo, Pantun, Luc Bat, Tan Khwai, Ambahan, and
Chakavian poetry also contributed to the rich classical legacy of
classicalism in the ASEAN region. Even in the corpus of contemporary

ASEAN literature, many writers incorporate classical elements.

Some notable works of the region that have classical influence

mclude:

> Tan Twan Eng’s The Garden of Evening Mists (Malaysia) is a
novel deeply influenced by traditional Japanese philosophies and

uses classical storytelling styles.

> Viet Thanh’s The Sympathizer (Vietnam) which won the Pulitzer
Award, draws extensively from Vietnamese classical literatures

and traditions.

> Eka Kurniawan’s Man Tiger (Indonesia) draws from Indonesian

folklore and mythology.
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* Colonial legacy and post colonialism : The entire region of the
ASEAN countries, except Thailand have experienced colonial rule
by different foreign powers. While Myanmar, Brunei, and Malaysia
were colonized by the British, Vietnam endured French colonization,
Indonesia was occupied by the Dutch, Philippines by the Spanish,
and Cambodia, and Laos were a part of French Indochina. Timor-
Leste, meanwhile experienced multiple colonization including that of
the Portuguese, Japanese, and Indonesian, before it finally gained
independence. The literary responses in the aftermath of colonization
include decolonization narratives that describe the struggles and
triumphs of the indigenous populations, the exploration and formation
of nation and national identities, cultural loss and hybridity. Tales of
resistance and resilience and the trauma of exile and migration also

mark the literary landscape of the region.

Some of'the acclaimed literary work of the ASEAN region that delves

into the trajectories of colonialism and post colonialism include:

> Pramodeya Ananta Toer of Indonesia is a popular voice in ASEAN
postcolonial narratives. Many of his novels, including This Earth of
Mankind, offer insights into Indonesia’s struggle for independence

and the challenges that came in the way of nation-building.

> Jose Rizal’s Noli Me Tangere (Phillipines) is a seminal
postcolonial narrative that exposes the atrocities inflicted by the

Spanish colonizers in Phillipines.

> Viet Thanh’s The Sympathizer, which is one of the most acclaimed
literary works of Vietnam, is set during the Vietnam War and

explores the complexities of postcolonial identity.

> Malaysian poet Agnes Chew’s poetry often engages with
postcolonial themes including heritage and identity. Her famous A
Map of the Garden is a noted example of the postcolonial

discourses in Malaysia.

* Migration and Diaspora : Over the years, a considerable chunk

of the ASEAN population has had to migrate to different places due
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to various circumstances. While some of the migrations occurred
due to political conflicts and natural disasters which compelled them
to seek refuge in other places, many have also migrated to places in
search of better work and education opportunities. Also, human
trafficking remains a major concern in the region because of which
many individuals, especially young women and children had to
undergo forced migration. As such, migration and diaspora continue
to remain an important theme in ASEAN literature. Authors of the
region have continued to project the experiences- both good and
bad, of individuals and communities affected by migration. The cultural
hybridity that occurs in migrant societies, nostalgia and homesickness,
the immigrant’s struggle in adapting to and acculturating in foreign
lands are some of the issues that are frequently explored in the
immigrant and diasporic literatures of the region. Some famous works

that deal with diasporic and migratory themes include:

> Marivi Soliven’s The Mango Bride (Philippines) revolves around
to Filipino women who migrate to the United States. It explores
the theme of culture shock and search for identity that these two

women undergo in America.

> The Quiet American, by Graham Greene, though written by a
British author, is set in Vietnam, during its French colonial era. It

explores the relationship between the colonizer and the colonized.

> Leila S. Chudori, one of the most prominent female journalists of
Indonesia, wrote a novel called Home. This novel, which is a
Historical Fiction, traces the lives and traumas of Indonesians exiled
in Paris during the 1965 massacre of the presumed communists
and communist sympathizers carried out under the instructions of

the then Indonesian president, Suharto.

Nature and environmental concerns : The ASEAN countries face
arange of environmental concerns that have become rampant due to
rapid industrialization and urbanization. Deforestation, climate change,

loss of biodiversity, illegal animal poaching, air, water and marine
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pollution and depletion of natural resources are a few of the

predominant challenges that engulf the region. These issues are

addressed by many contemporary literatures of the region.

Furthermore, nature occupies a pivotal role in the socio-cultural lives

of ASEAN societies. Mountains, forests, rivers, birds and animals

often have sacred position in indigenous societies and nature is evoked

in many indigenous beliefs, rituals, and practices. The literature also

draws inspiration from mother nature. Some prominent literary works

that incorporate nature and environmental concerns as integral part

of the narrative include:

>

Suchen Christine’s The River s Song (Singapore) explores the

impact of urbanization on the environment.

Rani Manicka’s The Rice Mother (Malaysia) traces the lives of
four generations of women. In this novel, the rural life and rice
cultivation of Malaysia are showcased, and the natural cycles of

seasons are used to mirror the character arc of women.

Oka Rusmini’s Earth Dance (Indonesia) revolves around a
protagonist who is confronted with issues related to the

deforestation and changing natural landscapes

Yang Sihanouk’s The Champa Flower is a collection of poems

that foreground the landscapes and natural beauty of Cambodia.

4.8 Themes in South Asian Literature:

India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Bhutan, Afghanistan,
and The Maldives are considered to form the South Asian Countries.
Historically, majority of the countries were ruled as a single empire during
ancient times. This resulted in the development of transmission,
interaction and assimilation of cultures in the region. Dissemination of
shared knowledge resulted in development of homogenous values to
some extent in the region. However, this doesn’t mean that the region
lacks diversity in terms of religious, linguistic and cultural practices. Let’s

delve into some major themes prevalent in South Asian Literature.
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Check Your Progress
Who are the major Indian poets, novelists, and dramatists that you

have read?

* Colonialism and Post Colonialism : Many South Asian countries
have bore the brunt of foreign occupation, originating from European
shores that have lasted for centuries. This led to the colonization of
the local populace wherein they have been subject to neglect of their
own culture and heritage. The imposition of the Colonizers upon their
colonies has lead to disruption in the natural development of the
culture, identity and heritage of the local masses. This has resulted in
exploration of the themes of independence, self reliance and struggle
to achieve the decolonized state expressed via literature of the region.
As Colonization is followed by Decolonization, the literature of the
region has tried to capture its effects upon the social fabric, politics
and individual lives of the masses. Notable works of literature from

the region that are known for their postcoloniality include :

> Gora (India), written by Rabindranath Tagore, the only Nobel
Laureate in Literature from South Asia, is an early example of a
text dealing with the concepts of nationalism and identity while

exploring the colonial era.

> Salman Rushdie’s Booker winning Midnight's Children (India)
is one of the seminal postcolonial texts of the region. This novel is
set in the exact moment of India’s independence. The blends
together Magic Realism, history, myth, and imagination to portray

the complexities of India’s post colonial era

> Michael Ondaatjee’s The English Patient (Stri Lanka) is set
during World War II and explores the consequences of colonialism

on personal as well as cultural identity

> Bapsi Sidhwa’s The Ice Candy Man (Pakistan) highlights the
violence, trauma, and displacement that occurred due to the communal

tension rampant around the time of the Partition of India in 1947.
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SAQ
Write a note on the themes of Postcolonial literature of India, while

highlighting some of the major Indian postcolonial writers. (150 words)

* War and Invasion : South Asia has a complex history of war and
invasions. The literature of the region reflects these clashes among
natives as well as invasions by foreign powers including the European
invasions, and the retaliation and resistance to these invasions. These
works emphasis on the impact of war on individuals, communities
cultures, and nature. Some noted works of South Asian literature

that revolve around the themes of war and invasion include:

> Khaled Hosseini’s critically acclaimed The Kite Runner
(Afghanistan) has the Soviet-Afghan war, and the consequent
exodus of Afghani people to the United States and Pakistan in the
backdrop. It explores how lives, families, and friendships were

adversely affected by the upheaval in Kabul.

> Amitav Ghosh’s The Shadow Lines (India) touches upon the
consequences of the communal conflicts that occurred during

Bangladesh Liberation War.

> Bangladesh’s Tahmima Anam’s 4 Golden Age and its sequel The
Good Muslim highlights and explores the aftermath of the
Bangladesh Liberation War, especially its impact on family and

familial relationships.

e Culture, Identity and Hybridity : The beliefs, customs, traditions,

values and prevalent practices, way of life are constitutive of a regions
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culture and identity. Together they form and complete the notion of
cultural identity of the individual, community and the nation. Literature
finds reflection of culture, identity and cultural identity through the
descriptions of various rituals, festivals, food habits, clothing and
prevalent social practices. This is a recurring theme in the regions
literature. There is exploration of how the cultural identity has formed
in the face of traditionalism and impact of colonialism. Hybridity as a
theme on the other hand reflects the coming together of existing diverse

cultural elements to form newer and evolving cultural practices.

> Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss (India) is a novel having

Hybridity as an important theme.

> Narayan Wagle’s The Palpasa Café (Nepal) provides insights
into the social and cultural fabric of Nepal, with the Maoist

insurgency in the backdrop.

> Uttam Kunwar’s The Country is Yours (Nepal) is a collection of
poems reflecting in the culture, politics and human experiences in

Nepal.

> Bhutanese writer Kunzang Choden’s novels A Poisoned Arrow
and The Circle of Karma foreground Bhutanese culture and

spirituality, and the changing cultural dynamics of Bhutanese society

Nature, Environment and Ecocritical concerns : In contemporary
times, a renewed push in South Asia has been made to assess the
ongoing impact of climate change. The Literature both educates and
warns the masses of the dangers of neglecting the environment, nature
and surroundings. Themes of protection of biodiversity, judicious use
of available resources and to promote sustainable conservation
efforts have repeatedly been highlighted. Even in literary works that
do not explicitly have nature or environment as its concern, many a
times, a celebration of the rich and diverse landscapes and biodiversity
of the region is found. As the religious and spiritual beliefs of the
region have a deep interconnectedness with man and environment,
ecological themes often recur in the region’s literature. Notable South

Asian literature with ecological and ecocritical themes include:

(100)



> Amitav Ghosh’s Gun Island (India), a novel set in the Sunderbans
deals with the issues and complexities of climate change and

degradation on the mangrove forests.

> Mahagama Sekara’s Kav Silumina (Sri Lanka) is a collection of
poetry that foreground the importance of nature in Buddhist

Philosophy.

> Pema Tshering, a Bhutanese poet is known for Bhutanese Poetry
Anthology. This anthology portrays the natural beauty of Bhutan,
along with a depiction of Bhutanese traditional values and

spirituality.

> Kamin Mohammadi’s The Cypress Tree: A Love Letter to Iran
(Iran) is a memoir where personal narratives are interwoven with

descriptions of Iran’s landscapes.

Love, Relationships, Family, and Community : The role of family
is central to life in South Asia. The same holds true for the community
and other relationships. Love in the region deals with arranged
marriages- its pros and cons, inter caste marriages and the resulting
impacts and hardships sometimes faced by the couple involved, due
to societal pressure and the contravention of laid down societal norms.
Elders are deeply respected and cared for in South Asia and this has
been a traditional trait which has been carried forward even in modern
times. South Asia always prioritises the well being of the community
over individual gains, its emphasis has always been on sustainable
development for all. Festivals, ceremonies, rituals and the oral
traditions of the region carry forward the above themes. Loyalty,
duty and reciprocity are stressed upon in relationships. Examples of
South Asian literary texts dealing with issues of love, family, and

relationships include:

> Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things (India) deals with the
role and impact of Indian caste dynamics and societal norms on

the individual’s identity
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> Goli Taraghi’s The Pomegranate Lady and Her Sons (Iran) is a
collection of short stories that explores various aspects of Iranian

society including love and familial relationships.

> Buddhisagar’s Karnali Blues (Nepal) explores the relationship
of the protagonists and his father. It also intertwines love and

romantic relationships.

> Friendship is very integral to the plot of Khaled Hosseini’s The
Kite Runner (Afghanistan).

> Kamila Shamshie’s Home Fire (Pakistan) covers the nuances of
love, family, and friendship in the context of a Pakistani-British
family. Shamshie’s Kartography also foregrounds friendship

through the characters of Karim and Raheem.

Multi lingualism and indigenous literatures : In the multi-lingual
landscape of South Asia, an enormous number of languages and
dialects are spoken. According to the People’s Lingusitic Survey of
India, India alone has over 780 languages. Major South Asian
languages include Hindi, Bengali, Punjabi, Nepali, Tamil, and Telugu
in India, Urdu in Pakistan, Pashto in Afghanistan, Dzongkha in
Bhutan, Dhivehi in the Maldives, Sinhalese in Sri Lanka and Persian
in Iran. Most of the languages have their own literary traditions that
may be both oral and written in nature. Along with that, the lasting
influences of European colonization has also found a place in heritage
and social fabric of South Asia. The vast penetration of the English
language in South Asia is a resultant effect of European colonization
over this part of the world lasting many centuries, as a result of which

the region has a vast archive of Anglophone literatures.

Stop to Consider
* Inthe multi-lingual context of South Asia, how important is

translation in literature?
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4.9 Themes in Western Asian Literature:

Politically divided into eighteen countries, West Asia comprises the
countries that are usually culturally regarded as the “Middle East”. The
following countries are considered together constructing the idea of West
Asia, namely, Israel, Palestine, Lebanon, Iran, Iraq, Turkey, Saudi
Arabia, United Arab Emirates, Oman, Qatar, Kuwait, Syria, Bahrain,

Cyprus, Jordan, Yemen, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Armenia.

Literature in the region has been predominantly written in the native
languages of the populace. Arabic is the predominant language and
spoken in most of the countries in West Asia, followed by Arabic Persian
or Persian in some countries, and lastly followed by Hebrew. The concept
of “Middle East”, which excludes Egypt, mostly formed in the 19th
century. In early 20th century, the discovery of huge quantities of crude
reserves in the region called for trade with European countries. Large-
scale oil production started immediately after the Second World War
ended in 1945, resulting in cultural exchanges along with the increased
exposure to English language. Thus we see a great many writers from
the region writing in English since the war along with many translated

works which have achieved critical acclaim.

The literature of the region forms a wide collection of prose and poetry
that are reflective of the diversity inherent in the region. The themes are
explorative of individual and collective identity in the face of insurgency,
civil war, displacement and in some cases totalitarianism. The concept
of identity is in constant flux due to instability in the region caused by
conflict among religious groups, power dynamics, and war with foreign

countries in some cases.
Some common themes in West Asian or Middle East Literature are —

* Identity, Belonging and Cultural Conflict : The ever changing
scenario of the region rife with various forms of nature of conflict
gives the ordinary citizen a sense of rootlessness. People are displaced
constantly in the region. The region has also witnessed major political

and religious upheavals which have resulted in the construction of a
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fractured identity for some. This is a recurrent theme in the literature
of the region. The underlying themes of authoritarianism, revolution
and resistance are thus explored repeatedly as it impacts the core
values of the family as a social unit situated in rapidly changing

societies.

> Amos Oz’s 4 Tale of Love and Darkness (Israel) shows life at the
very time as the early formation of the state of Israel and thereby the
construction of its society. The author navigates through his childhood
while grappling with identity, loss and complex nature of Israeli society.

> Mourid Barghouti’s I Saw Ramallah (Palestine) is a memoir of
the author’s return to his homeland after spending many years in

exile. It highlights the identity crisis that occurs due to displacement

> Nihad Siree’s dystopian novel The Silence and the Roar (Syria)
explores the themes of freedom, conformity, and the struggles to
retain individual identity in the face of oppressive and totalitarian

political regimes.

> Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis : The Story of a Childhood (Iran)
is a graphic memoir that showcases the author grappling with

aspects of her cultural identity during Islamic Revolution in Iran.

Tradition and Modernity: The exploration of the clash between the
traditional and the Modern in West Asian Literature is nuanced in its
approach. It captures the slow churning of traditional values while
paving the way for newer things and modes of living. The preservation
of social and cultural norms in the region is complex as it includes
preservation of the past, conflict and negotiation, and the challenges
and opportunities bestowed by globalization in an increasingly
connected planet. The stories showcase the evolution of the traditional

to accommodate the desires and aspirations of the newer generations.

> Iraj Pezeshkzad’s My Uncle Napoleon (Iran) is a satirical novel
that portrays life in Tehran during the World War II, with the titular
character of Uncle Napolean who represents a blend of traditional

and modern values

(104)



> Orhan Pamuk’s My Name is Red (Turkey) is a novel dealing with
intertwining stories of several characters to portray the
complexities of love, art, creativity in the clash between

Traditionalism and modernity.

> Aliand Nino (Azerbaijan) by Kurban Said deals with love between
an Azerbaijani Muslim man who falls in love with a Christian
Georgian princess amidst the ever-changing political scenario and
cultural changes brought about by a tussle between Eastern and
Western values, and their way of life. The setting of the novel is

during the Russian Revolution and World War 1.

> Abdelrahman Munif’s Cities of Salt (Saudi Arabia) foregrounds
the detrimental effects of modernization and oil discovery upon

the traditional Arab society.

Stop to Consider
* Orhan Pamuk was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 2006,
How do his works reflect the ethos of Turkish identity?

Status of Women and Navigating Gender Dynamics : The status
of women in most parts of Western Asia is a controversial topic in
the making. It is evident from the very small number of women writers
in the region representing a selective collection of countries. Women
are often subject to zealous and rigid discourses of religion, politics
and social order which are sometimes suppressive in their natures.
This allows women to feel powerless, repressed and in constant
search of fruitful modes of free expression. They find it difficult to
hold the family together in the face of unrest, discontent and violence

prevalent in some parts of the region.

> Sarah A. Al Shafei’s Yummah (Bahrain) shows the challenges
faced by women in Bahraini society. The novel shares insight into
the life of women, their dreams, aspirations, struggles and

experiences
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> Rahaa Alsanea’s Girls of Riyadh (Saudi Arabia) candidly portrays
the life of young women growing up in Riyadh via exchanges of
emails between friends. This unique story brings into focus the
sometimes confusing choices one has to make in the constant tussle

between modernity and traditionalism.

> Shahrnush Parsipur’s Women without Men (Iran) brings together
the stories of five Iranian women who gather in a mystical garden
of Tehran and are in a process of discovering themselves. The
book caused much furor because of the boldness with which it

talks about women’s sexuality.

Religion and Spirituality : Religion and Spirituality in West Asian
literature is both a source of critical enquiry and a source of inspiration
at the same time. The facets of human existence have been repeatedly
explored in the region to navigate the search for meaning of life. The
insights thus produced are universal in nature transcending religion,
faith, politics and materialism. In a globalised world, the spiritual and
mystical pull of West Asian literature enriches the human experience

and flames our quest for transcendence.

> Khalil Gibran’s The Prophet (Lebanon) philosophizes on various
aspects of human life and experiences, including love, marriage,

children, joys and sorrow, religion and spirituality.

» Jalal ad-Din Muhammad Rumi was a Persian poet in the 13
century whose work has achieved wide critical acclaim. Although
born in Afghanistan, he spent his life in Turkey. His poetry deals
with spirituality, love and the connection of humans to the divine
and is mystical in nature. Rumi’s two major works are Masnavi
and a collection of lyrical poems named Divan-e Shams-e Tabrizi.
Coleman Barks translation of Rumi’s work, The Essential Rumi

was published in 1995 and is widely read and appreciated

> Elif Shafak’s The Forty Rules of Love (Turkey) interweaves the
works of Rumi with contemporary characters in contemporary

settings, and explores themes of love, divinity, and mysticism.
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* War and its repercussions, Love and Loss of Love: War, love
and loss as themes explore and showcase the emotional nature of
humans of the region. The stories deal with love in its various forms,
romantic love, familial bonds, love for the nation state and longing
for the homeland. The themes are universal in nature and transcend

continents and cultures.

> Hassan Blasim’s The Madman of Freedom Square (Iraq) is a
collection of short stories showcasing the impact of violence, war
and oppressive regimes upon ordinary citizens. It explores the

impact of dictatorship and the brutality it imparted upon Iraqi life.

> The Dark Side of Love by Rafi Schami (a Syrian-German author)
deals with love between a women of the Christian faith with a
Muslim Man considered to be unacceptable in Syrian society.
The story showcases love, betrayal and search for redemption in

the backdrop of turbulent Syrian life and history.

> Ghassan Kanafani, a Palestinian novelist and short story writer, is
known for exploring themes of war, exile, and resistance in the

context of Palestine. His Men in the Sun is one such example.

Check Your Progress
Describe how Middle Eastern literature foregrounds the profound

impact of wars on various aspects of Middle Eastern culture society.

Due to the vast and diverse nature of the West Asian Literature, there remain
numerous sub themes and genres encompassing the countries of the region.
There are unique viewpoints emanating from the vast region expressing
voices which provide a window into the rich cultural heritage and literary

traditions of West Asia. A few works of repute are mentioned below.

* One Thousand and One Nights is a collection of folktales with
wide influences and stories collected over a few centuries.
Although compiled in the Arabic language, the collection shows

influences from across the regions and countries of Asia including
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India and also from the continent of Africa. This is an important
work showcasing the oral tradition and influence of folk tales in

identity and culture formation in the region.

Poetry written in the 14™ century by the Divan of Hafez is also
considered to be an important work in the region. Originally
written in Persian, Hafez is widely appreciated for his works which
explore the vagaries of human nature, mysticism and love. He

was influenced by Sufism.

Temporary People (2017) by Deepak Unnikrishnan (a writer of
Indian origin, residing in the UAE), is a collection of stories and
characters interconnected by the thread of relocation in search of
livelihood. The novel throws light upon the status and state of
expatriate workers in the UAE, their exploitation, labour laws
and identity. Born in India, the author spent his childhood in the

Emirates with his parents.

Celestial Bodies by Jokha Alharthi (Oman) was awarded the
Man Booker International Prize in 2019. The novel deals with

family, tradition and change in Omani society.

Check Your Progress:

Discuss some of the themes that recur in Asian literatures, with

suitable examples.

What are the religious and philosophical influences found in the

literatures of the different sub-regions of Asia?

Different regions of Asia have experienced different geo-political
and ethno-religious wars, conflicts, and invasion. Elaborate upon
how these events have shaped the literary landscape of the
different regions of Asia, with suitable examples from each

region.

Analyse the importance of Nature and the environment in Asian

Literature.
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Write a note on the literature of the different Asian diasporas.

In the face of rapid modernization, how have Asian societies
grappled to preserve their traditionality and indigenous heritages

through literature?

4.10

Summing Up:
Asian literature is not a unified category, but rather an umbrella term

covering the wide and diverse range of literatures written in the

continent.

The continent of Asia is divided into five major regions- Central
Asia, East Asia, South-East Asia, South Asia and West Asia.

Each of these regions have their unique and multiple literary

traditions and literary preoccupations.

Some of the general themes that keep recurring in Asian literature

include-

Celebration of oral traditions, folkore, religion and spirituality.
Portrayal of the realities of colonialism, wars and ethnic conflicts.
The phenomenon of nationalism and the process of nation building.
Showcasing the centrality of family in Asian societies.
Highlighting the experiences of migration and diaspora.
Foregrounding the voices of marginalized communities.

The use of English language to write and translate literary works.

The celebration and worship of nature and concern towards

environmental crisis.

Use of literary devices like metaphors, allegories and symbolism.
Addressing of both indigenous and cross cultural concerns.
Upholding the multicultural landscape of Asia.

Besides a desire to preserve and celebrate classical traditions
and indigenous flavours, Asian literature also grapples with the

contemporary concerns

Asian literature, with its multi-culturalism and linguistic plurality,

is a significant contribution to the corpus of World Literature.
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4.11

Glossary:

Ambahan: A traditional poetry form of the Hanuoo Mangyan
community of Philippines that are used to convey messages and

feelings, and also to tell stories.

Aral Sea crisis: the environmental and socio-economic problems
and the hazards to human life and health that occurred in Central
Asia as a result of the shrinking of the Aral Sea which was the
world’s largest inland bodies of water. The primary reason of the
shrinkage is the implementation of many irrigation projects in the
region that began during the Soviet era and continued even after
that.

ASEAN: ASEAN stands for ‘Association of South East Asian
Nations’. Itis a political and economic union of countries that took
place in Thailand on 8th August, 1967, with the signing of the ASEAN

Declaration

Chakavian Poetry: A traditional form of poetry that originated in
the Champa Kingdom of Cambodia. It deals with issues of

spirituality, love and nature.

Confucianism: An ancient Chinese philosophy that is based on
the teachings of the philosopher Confucius who lived in the 6th
and 5th centuries BC. It is basically a belief system that focuses
on ethical and moral conduct, and foregrounds kindness,
compassion, and benevolence as essential for creating a

harmonious society

Daoism: It is an ancient Chinese philosophy that is sometimes
also called Taoism. It originated during the period of the Han
dynasty of China, and are based on the teachings of a philosopher
named Laozi who wrote a seminal text called Daodejing. It centres

around the concept of “dao” which means “the path” or “the way”.

Dastan: A kind of poetry popular in Central Asia. These are long
narrative poems that deal with historical events and heroic tales.
Traditionally, they were orally passed down from generation to

generation.
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Diaspora literature: The literature written by people who have
been displaced from their native land (either voluntarily or
otherwise), and now live in some other country. They often write
about their homeland and their experiences in the new places they
have migrated to.

Existentialism: Itis a philosophical movement that emerged in the
19th and 20th centuries in Europe. This philosophy enquires into
the nature and purpose of human existence. It explores concept
like alienation, autonomy, and absurdity. Soren Kierkegaard and
Friedriche Nietzche are the two key philosophers associated with

Existentialism.

Luc Bat: A Vietnamese classical verse form that is employed in
the folk poetry of the region.

Marxism: It is a social and political theory about class conflict
that originated in the works of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels,
specifically in The Communist Manifesto (1858).

Nikei, Nisei, and Sansei: The Japanese-American and Japanese-
Canadian communities that migrated to these countries in the late
19th and early 20th centuries use a number of terms like Nikei,
Issei, Nisei and Sansei to identify the generation they belong to.
“Nikei” refers to the Japanese-American immigrant community
as a whole. “Issei” are the first generation to be born in the US,
“Nisei and “Sansei” are the second and third generations
respectively.

Pantun: A traditional Malay poetic form that is popular in not only
Malaysia, but also in Indonesia, Singapore and Brunei that is often
sung in traditional ceremonies and celebrations.

Pyo: A type of religious verse of Burma (Myanmar).

Rubaiyyat poetry: A type of Persian poetry written in four line stanzas.
The term comes from the Arabic word “rubai” which means four.

Russian Civil War: A conflict that occurred in Russia from 1918
to 1922, following the Russian Revolution in 1917. The war was
basically fought between Vladimir Lenin’s Bolshevik Red Army,
which was later led by Stalin, and the White Army which is the
umbrella term for referring to the different anti-Bolshevik groups

like the democrats, nationalists, and monarchist.
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» Silk Route: A network of Eurasian trade routes that facilitated
trade, commerce, migration, and cultural exchange across Asia.
The routes are believed to have become active from the 2nd century

BC, and continued to be operational till the 15th century AD.

* Syair: An oral form of poetry that was popular in Malaysia,

Indonesia, and Brunei that often had moral and didactic messages.
* Tan Khwai: A traditional forms of Thai poetry.
* Zen Buddhism: It is a branch of Buddhism that originated in China

and then spread to places like Japan and Korea. However, over
the years it became more popular and accepted in Japan. This
philosophy aims to attain perfect personhood, and postulates that
direct experience and meditation are the primary means to attain

enlightenment.
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