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Abstract
This paper presents an overview of Asian literature with special
focus on Indian, Japanese and Chinese literature. It also reviews
notable  writers  drawn  from  these  three  regions  such  as  R.K
Narayan, Yasunari Kwabata, Ba Jin and Mo Yan. It x-rays their
literary  history,  themes  and  environmental  influences  that
distinguishes them. Despite the portrayal of their various cultures,
the  Buddhist  idea  of  self-realization  and  spiritual  rejuvenation
pervades  their  writing.  The  paper  concludes  that  the  literary
writings  from India,  China  and  Japan,  though  contain  leaping
images filled with beautiful language, is simple, straight forward
and  can  be  easily  understood  by  an  average  reader.  Also  their
literary works do not follow linear story structure that contain a
beginning,  a  middle  and  an  end.  The  past  and  the  present  are
fused.  It  is  this  simplicity  and  lack  of  clearly  defined  story
structure that makes oriental literature unique in the world literary
scene.  

Introduction
No society is  bereft  of  literature.  In  pre-literate  societies,  oral  literature
continues  to  exist  in  words  of  the  bards,  storytellers,  chanters,  praise
singers.  Asia literature is  a  unique literary sensibility coming from the
orient, and this becomes a liberating experience for one who is used to the
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western literary artifact. However, studying literature in Asia is too large
as a continent, and more so when three quarter of the world population
comes from it. For the purpose of having affair gasp of array of literary
works  coming  from  the  orient,  it  is  necessary  to  polarize  them  into
regional perspectives if meaning is to be made out of this monumental
body of literature. Therefore, the focus will be on the literatures of India,
China and Japan. 
India  is  a  colony  of  Britain  and  this  re-echoes  the  colonial  and  post
colonial literature common with the use of English language as a medium
of writing. Therefore, Indian literary work is part of the world literature in
English.  English language has  been domesticated in  many parts  of  the
world where it  is  used as a second language. Literature in India is not
different as the language has been altered to create an artistic peculiarity
that is referred to as Indo-Anglian literature.  India can boast of writers
who are widely acknowledged and read all over the world. They include;
R.K. Narayan, Salman Rushdie, V.S. Nipaul and others. 
Chinese literature is  a  combination of  western and socialist  values  and
ideas  but  since  the  creation  of  the  Peoples  Republic  of  China  in  1949,
literary work that does not conform to government policy is discarded and
many writers are wary not to invoke the wrath of those in power.  The
history of literature is filled with prosecution and eventual death in China.
Ba Jin suffered untold hardship during the cultural revolution of 60s and
early 70s in China. So most writers sublimate or deconstruct their works to
distort  meaning  and  understanding.  Literary  writing  in  China  has  to
follow government policies or reflect acceptable Chinese culture. Mo Yan’s
success  in  Red Sorghum,  to  some extent,  is  attributed to  the ignition of
patriotic  zeal  in  the  mind  of  average  Chinese  citizen.  As  a  result  of
intolerant nature of the Chinese regime towards criticism, it attained the
name “literature of tears and blood”. 
Modern Japanese literature is an offshoot of its industrialization coupled
with the introduction of western literary theories and practice.  Literary
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writings  at  the turn of  twentieth  century were experimental.  However,
Japanese literature reached its apex during the world war that devastated
and left it in ruins. The wound that followed is fully captured in Kwabata’s
works. 

Indian Literature: R.K. Narayan’s Malgudi Days in Perspective 
Indian literature, which is usually referred to as Indo-Anglian literature, is
used to describe writers from Indian who write in English language. This,
of course, is due to its colonial experience with Britain where language is
used as  an imperialistic  tool.  This  does  not  mean that  creative writing
cannot be found in  other  numerous native languages  such as  Sanskrit,
Tamil,  Bengali  and  a  host  of  other  indigenous  languages.  Englebert
Johnson in looking at Colonialism and Literature has this to say:

The language of the colonizer and the colonized
will be in conflict on various levels, as e.g. those of
dominance,  control  and  obedience,  of  cultural
authority and prestige and related to all of them,
of  linguistic,  and  connected  to  their  cultural
identity (p.1)   

Therefore, writing in English in Indian started from early modern period,
in the second half of the twentieth century.  This problem of writing in
English is not peculiar to India alone but other parts of the world which
was colonized by Britain.
The  first  recorded  work  written  by  Sake  Dean  Mohamet  Indian  titled
Travels of Dean Mohamet, published in 1793 and ever since Indian literature
has  continued  to  evolve.  It  was  not  until  the  beginning  of  twentieth
century that Indian literature attained its greatest height in the novels of
R.K.,  Narayan,  Mulk Raj  Anand,  Raja  Rao.  Some also  write  from alien
perspective such as Salman Rushie, V.S. Nipaul and a host of others. 
R.K. Narayan is one of the greatest in Indian English literature who has
contributed over to many decades and has continued to write until  his
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death. One of his close associates Graham Greene was instrumental to the
exposition of this Indian writer by helping him get a publisher in England.
He is best known for  Malgudi Days, a collection of short stories that is a
detailed exploration of the daily life of the Indians in the fictive town of
Malgudi. Mathuramani and Rajkumar in the Indo-Anglian and the Anglo-
Indian Literature: A Special Study writes that: 

R.K. Narayan is a novelist of common people and
women situation. His plots are built of materials
and  incidents  that  are  either  extraordinary  no
heroes. The tone of his novel is quiet and subdued.
He  selects  day  to  day  incidents  that  happen  to
almost everyone as of time as another. His heroes
are normal human beings and they do not possess
any  extraordinary  capacities,  but  through  some
accidents attain greatness very soon to return to
their original state. (p. 4)

Indo-Anglian literature which Narayan represents is part of the “pool of
world literature in English” (p.1). Mathuramani et al posits that: 

The  Indo-Anglian  literature,  therefore,  is  very
much associated with English, the evolution of a
distinct  standard  the  body  of  which  is  correct
English  usage,  but  whose  soul  is  Indian  in
thought, colour and imagery, and now and then,
even  in  the  evolution  of  an  Idiom,  which  is
expressive of English usage (p.1).

Narayan used English language to convey his thought and emotion to his
people  and  beyond  the  borders  of  the  Indian  state  to  other  English
speaking  countries  of  the  world.  Though  what  constitute  literature  in
India is contentious, Raveedran in Genealogies of Indian Literature expresses
the facts when he writes that: 
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…what constitutes real literature has also been a
matter  of  serious  debate,  more  particularly  in
turbulent times when the conflicting claims of a
fragmented society’s cultural capital have proved
to be a little too difficult to settle (p.2558).

This  problem  identified  by  the  above  statement  is  not  peculiar  to  the
Indian  literature  alone  but  other  colonized  part  of  the  world  where
English  language  is  used  as  a  second  language.  In  discussing  the
development of Indian literary artefact, Raveedran goes on note that: 

The nineteenth century and after in Indian history,
as  it  may  be  remembered,  is  the  period  of
colonialist expansion, of social reform movement,
of  nationalist  awakening  leading  finally  to  the
country’s  independence.  It  is  also  the  period of
increasing modernization  of  the  society  with  its
attendant  good and evil  effect,  of  in  expanding
English studies programme, of proliferating print
culture,  of  the  democratization  of  the  reading
public and, in the sphere of literature, of an overall
of the western ideology of aesthetic (p. 2560).

The statement reveals the fact that Indo-Anglian literature cannot extricate
itself from colonial or postcolonial experience and thought.
Equally,  Murali  Siavaramakrishnan  in  Indian  Literature  in  English
contributes to this colonial influence and observes that: 

For  a  language that  has  been  implanted from a
different  locale  and culture,  and that  which  has
been  absorbed  and  assimilated  by  a  once-
colonized  mind?  Writing  in  English  language
exhibits  a  dynamic  history.  It  has  generated  a
whole new tradition fully immersed in indigenous
values and culture (p. 5).
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English as a medium of expression for Indian literary sensibility has come
to stay. Despite the fact that many societies with colonial experience has
advocated a return back to indigenous language, English language will
continue to play vital role in the expression of Indian literature. Ashcroft
sums this up in Beyond the Nation: Mobility of Indian Literature,

In  these  contemporary  novels  that  deep vein  of
scepticism  continues:  an  awareness  of  the
interrelation  of  home  and  world;  the  often
iconoclasm  of  their  approach  to  questions  of
nation  and  history,  and  an  alertness  to  the
potential  failures  of  democracy  and  of
international  capitalism  –all  this  suggests  that
trajectory of the Indian novel has taken  it a long
way  from  the  village  in  their  global  reach,
sophistication  and  social  critique  Indian  novels
continue  shape  world  Anglophone  literature  (p.
24).

Indian literature at the turn of twentieth century was strongly influenced
by the idea of nationalism and a sense of cultural identity.  Raveendran
writes that, “Indian literature emerges a land-mass of divided interest in
the  present,  but  connected  by  a  common  and  glorious  past.  Indian
literature is both a product of this constructed past and an active agent in
the  construction  of  that  past”  (p.  2562).  In  Malgudi  Days,  the  writer
presents  the  social,  the  economic  and  the  economic  relationship  in  a
remote  Indian  village.  It  x-rays  the  Indian  cultural  identity  which,  the
impart of western values and ideas is trying to erode. Sankalpa Ray says
that Malgudi Days “are purely based on Indian landscape and society” (p.
094). The short stories, though different from one another, shows a society
torn apart by capitalist tendencies. The characters, apparently drawn from
middle class struggle to survive in a society transiting from rural to urban,
from agrarian to industrialized economy. Therefore the tension between
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characters relationship is based on the need to acquire wealth for his or
her  immediate  family.  The  economic  conflict  is  fully  captured  in
Sankalpa’s article. He says …in Malgudi Days,  Narayan shows money can
make everything. Money makes a man cheat himself, go against his wish,
breaks his trustworthiness and lastly makes a man a villain of his own self
(p.095). At another level there is the conflict between the Indian and the
western culture, each trying to outwit the other in the sensibility of new
emergent social class. 
Another theme explored by Indian writers is exile. Some of them such as
V.S. Nipaul, Raja Rao and Salman Rushdie write from alien perspective
either due to persecution or travel away from Indian to other parts of the
world in search of greener pasture. The reason why Indians are living in
diaspora is divided into two and Sudesh Mishra in his essay From Sugar
to Masala writes that: 

The distinction is between on the one hand, the
semi-involuntary flight of the indentured peasant
to  non-metropolitan  plantation  colonies  such  as
Fiji,  Trinidad,  Mauritius,  South Africa,  Malaysia,
Surinan, and Guyana, roughly between 1830-1917,
and  the  other  the  late  capital  of  postmodernist
dispersal  of  new  emigrants  of  all  classes  to
thriving  metropolitan  centres  such  as  Australia,
United states, Canada and Britain (p. 276). 

Therefore, the history of Indian wring in Diaspora goes back to nineteenth
century and continued to the present day. Amit Shankar Saha that: 

The  non-resident  Indian  writers  have  explored
that sense of displacement- a perennial theme in
all  exile  literature.  They  have  given  more
poignancy to the exploration by dealing not only
with  geographical  dislocation  but  also  socio-
cultural sense of displacement (p.191).
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Apart from the issue of displacement, the writer also identified another
type of exile which the home based writers suffer and that is the problem
of alienation, and exile from self. Saha says that this is the most perhaps
the most damning of all exile for in this case their experience, the inner
conflict exists in them and liberated through the art of writing. “Meet R.K.
Narayan” in  World Literature  India,  this  theme of  alienation is captured;
“Narayan  stories  about  Malgudi  are  often  comic  considerations  of
Individuals trying to find peace in a turbulent world” (p. 1).

Japanese Literature: Yasunary Kwabata’s Snow Country and Thousand 
Cranes in Perspective
Literary tradition in Japan is traced eighteenth century and this is strongly
by Chinese culture and language but in the middle nineteenth century, the
western  cultural  values  became  dominant.  Despite  the  technological
advancement,  Japan  has  rich  cultural  values  which  have  remained
unadulterated from foreign influence. 
Modern  Japanese  literature  is  traced  to  its  contact  with  the  west,  the
period of rapid industrial development of the society. The introduction of
western literature opened Japanese writers to the western literary ideology
of  romanticism,  naturalism,  classicism  and  other  literary  cannons.
According to  Wikipedia,  “young Japanese prose and dramatists  struggle
with a whole galaxy of new ideas and artistic school, but the novelist were
the  first  to  assimilate  these  concept  successfully”  (p.6).  The  medley  of
artistic  forms  that  were  dominant  in  Europe  was  experimented  by
Japanese writers.  However,  during the 1920s and early 30s there was a
radical shift in their discourse to proletariat literary movement. This, of
course, was as a result of imbibing of the Marxist ideology which was in
vogue at that time. The class consciousness of these literary works show
the  inhuman  condition  of  workers,  peasant,  women  and  other
downtrodden in the society, and the need for complete overhaul of the
system along communist lines. 
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It  was  not  until  war  time  that  consummate  writers  appeared  on  the
literary scene.  One of  them, Yasunari  Kwabata,  is  known for beauty of
language stories about love and above all, for the use of symbolic imagery
drawn from his immediate environment. World War II and the subsequent
defeat of Japan has a lasting influence on Japanese literature and literary
works  show  complete  disaffection,  purposeless  life  coupled  with  the
psychology  of  defeat.  For  instance  Haruo  Umekazi’s  work  Sukurajima,
captures this disillusionment. 
The writers of later period were concerned with ethical and intellectual
issues in order to raise serious political and social consciousness in the
mind of the citizens. Recently, Japanese literature has proliferated into a
number  of  forms.  Some  experimented  with  fantastic,  psychological,
surrealistic and humorous forms of writing. Wikipedia writes that, 

The  image  of  Japanese  fiction  in  keeping  with
general  trend  towards  reaffirming  national
characteristics, many old themes re-emerged, and
some  authors  turned  consciously  to  the  past.
Strikingly,  Buddhist  attitudes  about  the
importance of knowing oneself and the poignant
impermanence of things formed an undercurrent
to  sharp  social  criticism  of  this  materials  age.
There was growing emphasizes on women’s role
and  the  malaise  of  common  people  lost  in  the
complexities of urban culture (p. 70). 

Yasunari  Kwabata’s  Snow  Country  depicts  the  disillusionment  that
pervades the entire Japanese society using relationship across class lines –
a  wealthy  man  and  a  lowly  Geisha.  Their  relationship  lead  to  the
desolation  of  love  and  beauty  and  this  is  set  in  an  unfriendly
environment.. This is a symbol for the inclement nature of human society.
Disillusionment is also depicted in the writing of Natsume Soseki. Japan
Act  Sheet  writes  that,  “Guilt,  betrayal  and  isolation  are  for  Soseki  the
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inevitable liberation of self and the uncertainties that have come with the
advent of western culture” (p. 4). It is no wonder Shinji Saito writes in
Trends  in  Present-day  Japanese  Literature  “pursue  delicate  and  ethereal
beauty” (p. 1). However, beauty is treated is treated with sadistic irony as
it will soon fade into oblivion. The relationship between individuals and
that of the society is bound to end in futility and the only conceivable end
is death. This idea about death is the preoccupation of Roxanne Russel in
Views of Suicide in Modern Japanese Fiction: A positive Portrayal in Nami No
Tou. She writes that: 

The act of suicide is portrayed in a positive manner through
the  use  of  sympathetic  characters,  natural  imagery  and
language. The suicide of the heroine at the end of the book is
highly idealistic and is further aesthetically enhanced by the
qualities  of  her  character.  Association  of  death  combined
with the love story preceding the suicide contribute to the
overall romantic quality of her death (p.1).  

Equally,  Yasunari  Kwabata’s  Thousand  Cranes  is  symbolic  of  the
melancholy that pervades the entire Japanese society. The hero, Kikuji, is
weighed down by his father’s legacy – the tea ceremony and the wives he
left behind. At the match making organized by one of his father’s wives,
he noticed that the prospective bride is putting on scarf with a thousand
cranes. The thousand cranes is a symbol of hope amidst pains, suffering
and death. 
From the panoramic view of Japanese literature, it is crystal clear that the
image  of  hopelessness,  desperation  and  death  common  with  Japanese
literature  is  the  deep  pain  left  in  the  psyche  of  the  citizens  after  the
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagazaki in 1945. The country is still reeling
from the agony of this pogrom and atomic radiation that has continued to
affect the society. Therefore, a thousand cranes, according to  Preview for
Parents and Teachers to child Play Production of A Thousand Cranes is based on
“old Japanese myth that claims if a person folds a thousand cranes the
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gods  will  grant  the  person  his  or  her  wish”  (p.  1).  This  becomes  a
reminder of war times in Japan and manifested in the true life story of a
child who suffered from atomic radiation and eventually died after some
years  of  pain and agony.  Japanese writers  used their  local  language to
express their thought and worldviews and this language is symbolic and
filled with imagery. Complete Review of Thousand Cranes by Yasunari
Kwabata writes that: 

Thousand Cranes is a novel of gesture and images.
From the first arresting ceremony Kikuji recalls in
the  opening  pages-  Chikako’s  disfiguring
birthmark  that  covers  half  her  breast-  to  the
beautiful  girl  he  sees  on  the  arrival  for  the  tea
ceremony, whom Kikuji identifies by the thousand
cranes kerchief she has with her, to the ceremonial
teacups  including  one  that  Mrs.  Ota  suggested
was  stained  by  her  lipstick,  Kwabata  focuses
attention on these images, and keeps it on them in
lingering close-ups (p. 2).

This characteristic of language gives Japanese literature a unique style that
is simple and moving but laced with hidden meanings. The beauty and
sensual nature of Japanese writers make Kwabata win a Noble price in
literature. 

Chinese  Literature:  Ba  Jin’s  Turbulent  Stream,  Love  Trilogy and  Mo
Yan’s Red Sorghum in Perceptive
Modern Chinese literature can be traced to the cultural movement of May
4th 1919. At this time literary works coming out from China was divided
along cultural and political lines, and Su writes that:

The notion of enlightenment culture needs to be
divided  into  two  separate  sources  of  cultural
lodgings  and direction.  The first  is  the  spirit  of
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enlightenment  of  western  culture  that  promotes
humanism,  humanitarianism,  individualism  and
the  liberation  of  personality;  the  second  is
nationalism  through  the  promotion  of  class
struggle (p. 67).

It  is  this bundle of contradiction that marked the beginning of modern
Chinese literature. Despite the political upheavals that followed, writing of
this period touch on the Chinese cultural identity that is in dire need of
being overhauled and the need to adopt a political system that will take
care of over eighty percent of the rural population who are mere peasant
farmers. Ba Jin’s novels centre on the feudal society. An article about the
author writes that the Love Trilogy “was a strong denunciation of the old
society  and  had  a  deep  influence  on  the  Chinese  youths  who  were
opposing feudal and seeking a brighter future” (p.3). The serious political
unrest  in  vogue,  enable  writer  to  raise  revolutionary sentiments  in  the
youths who are victims of the political machinations by the ruling class.
Encyclopedia.com reinforces this in  Love Trilogy,  the characters are rather
bookish, but because they speak of love and revolution for new China and
new humanity (p.1).  However,  the turbulent Stream was praised for its
“detailed exposition of squalor and sickness of  a large tradition bound
family. According to Overview of Chinese Literary History, the period is “also
related to Chinese national identity” (p.19).
Immediately after this period, Chinese literature went into another critical
phase in  1949,  the year  Chinese Communist  government  took over the
mainland of  China.  David Der-wu in  Chinese Literature in  the Second
Half of 20th Century describe this period as; 

The  point  when this  modernization  came to  an
abrupt  end.  The  Chinese  literature  after  1949  is
said to be so conditioned by political antagonism
and  historical  turmoil  that  it  lacked  the  former
and conceptual vigour it had before (p. xiii).
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The  inhibitions  of  literature  continue  to  exist  in  mid-sixties.  This  was
characterized by humiliation, imprisonment and execution of writers. Ba
Jin was suffered and labelled an enemy of the state. His wife died in the
process because she was refused medical treatment.  This shattered him
until he was rehabilitated in 1977. The 70s witnessed an upsurge in scar
literature written by a young writer Lu Xinhua. Wang writes that: 

Scar  is  tearful  account  of  family  tragedy during
Cultural Revolution. This set off waves of writing
about the atrocities of ten year mainland turmoil.
By  invoking  the  physical  scar  as  a  testament  of
Cultural  Revolution,  writers  of  scar  of  literature
describe a body of politic through which the past
can  be  remembered  and  suppressed  memory
restored (p. xxviii). 

This  type  of  work  mirrors  Chinese  literary  history  from  1919  till  the
present day and this is replete with hardship, suffering and death, and
this leads to the slogan- ‘Literature of tears and blood’ or ‘literature of the
insulted and injured’.
Another type of Avant garde literature that existed after scar literature is
that of root-seeking that is over blown out of the proportion of reality. Mo
Yan  Red Sorghum  depicts  a  rural,  agrarian Chinese community  but  the
people  of  this  rural  environment  are  disturbed by  armed bandits.  The
struggle for survival assumes a violent dimension Chuanbo Huang On Mo
Yan War Ideas writes that:

Mo  Yan  expressed  his  own  understanding  of  a
hero  of  anti-Japanese  war  through  the  Red
Sorghum.  It  is a war of the whole nation against
Japan, nearly of   different levels and every group
makes a contribution to it. Since it is the standard
to confirm patriotism, then among the writing of
literature  we  should  not  have  man-made
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restriction, and should restore historical truth (p.
12).

What is so important about this statement is that it touches on war which
is  a  negative  aspect  of  humanity.  Since  writing  is  in  China  is  highly
censored,  writers  try  to  circumvent this  through a  distortion of  reality.
Although Red Sorghum centres on the essence of being a Chinese, the story
appeals  to  larger  humanity.  Xiaoping  Song  On  Narrative  Mode  of
Historiography in Chinesefiction in the 1990s also identify this search for roots
of late twentieth century. He writes:

In the mid-1980s, what dominates Chinese fiction
is  the root seeking/native soil  motif.  The search
through disrupted history, suppressed spirituality
and  the  lost  individual  identity,  all  reflect  the
uneasiness, undecidedness of the narrative mode
that temporal and generational (p.10).

This re-echoes the dominant idea that run through all Chinese literature –
the  cultural  identity  of  Chinese  native  land  and  creates  revolutionary
awareness. While writing in China reveals the totality of their values and
the love for one’s country, war is always treated with sadistic irony. 
Equally Ba Jin recounts how his home was destroyed when Japan attacked
China. In the event of Cultural Revolution, was branded an enemy of the
state and had to pass through hell. Chinese literature is soul seeking, back
to its roots amidst western capitalism and communism.
Chinese literary work are all written in Chinese language and translated in
English. Ba Jin and Mo Yan are writer from Chinese mainland but are
widely read in Europe and other parts of the world. Despite the obvious
problems associated with translation, the language of their work is simple
and straightforward and can easily be understood by an average reader.
Perhaps it is this simplicity that has endeared them to the outside world. 

Conclusion
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Oriental literature as exemplified by India,  Japan and China assumes a
pride of place in world literary writings in English. The use of English
language is a well-known fact in India but the Japanese and the Chinese
are known to have highly developed language. Most of the literary works
written in Chinese and Japanese language are translated into English. The
complexity in the expression of thoughts, ideas and emotions common in
western literature is virtually absent in oriental literature as shown in the
works  of  Narayan,  Jin,  Yan  and  Kwabata.  They  are  unified  in  simple,
moving language that is full of leaping images and unabashed emotions.
This, however,  is subject to the peculiarities of their environment. Their
literature do not follow the organic story structure of presenting action
based  on  cause  and  effect  relationship  and  the  actions  are  not
chronological. The past and the present are fused and diffused. Therefore
any critic who applies the western cannon to these works studied is bound
to end in futility. Lal Vinlay in The Indian Poetic and Western Literary
Criticism writes that:

No concept in western literary criticism occupies a
prominent  place  as  “rasa”  does  in  the  Indian
poetics;  indeed  according  to  many  students  of
Sanskrit poetics, a work of art is artistic only when
it evokes the experience of rasa. The theory of rasa
seeks to explain everything through emotions and
we  must  ask  how  far  it  must  be  rendered
compatible  with  categories  of  western  thought.
Rasa is the reader’s total emotional response to the
text; it describes also the dominant emotion of a
literary  work,  an  abstract  enjoyment  of  such  an
emotion (p.102).

The  Sanskrit  idea  of  emotional  response  known  as  rasa  pervades  the
literature of India, China and Japan. This gives Asian literature a superb
quality that makes it truly oriental in body and soul. 
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