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Note on This Standalone Edition

This standalone English edition brings together the short stories from Moments of Paradise. The narratives explore memory, family, self-knowledge, exile, social observation, and the human condition. Companion volumes present the author’s poetry and drama.
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What Is Literature?
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Can a text about literature, beginning with the question ‘what is it?’, contain features that apply to the content of every literary work? The danger has been known since antiquity, from Socratic dialectic. However much one may include under the shelter of a definition, important features will always escape attention, or other features will be included that are not equally representative of every species within the genus being defined. We philosophers have this difficult task: to discipline the rational enterprise, natural to every human being, of referring to essence. The metaphysical tendency is innate and dominant in the human mind. However much reality resists reason—or precisely because it does—reason persists in its attempt to master it through definitions and pronouncements. Philosophers, aware as we are of the hazardous undertaking of definition, assume at least the task of showing how difficult it is to define, however readily each person may pass judgement on the essence of things.

What, then, is literature? The fashioning of art through language? The etymological definition is easy, just as it is in the case of philosophy: the love of wisdom. Yet when speaking of art, it is important to consider the possible affinity between language as art and the other arts. Is there such an affinity? Is the art of music, for example, an art in the same way as the art of language? Is painting? They differ in this respect: in order to create a work of art, literature uses immaterial materials that are in common use—words. Every other artist involves matter in his art, even when, for example, the art is song, in which the human body itself is involved. Language, as material for song, comes second, since there is no song without music. The materials of every art other than literature are not in common use.

This characteristic sets literature apart and, at the same time, makes it appear familiar while rendering it less immediately recognisable as art. I repeat: a medium that is not exclusively artistic—the word, which is in common use—makes literature difficult to distinguish as art. All the more so, of course, because anyone may attempt to become a writer, and may even claim to be one, regardless of whether his art finds an audience.

I regard this last point as very important. Art, every art, serves a social need: the need for arts to exist and to be put to social use. The survival of the arts and of artists depends on that use. Artistic products, as the products of a distinctive human creativity, do not exist independently of their social use, any more than anything else made by human beings does. Music, for example, exists insofar as it is useful in fulfilling the human need for music. But if the work of a composer, musician, or singer does not receive social recognition, then however good their art and technique may be, their works will not survive; they will not acquire the standing of an existing and indisputable art.

The same is true of all the other arts. What, then, happens in the case of literature? What human and, by extension, social need does it serve? To answer this question, it is important to make an observation that applies to every work that may be considered literary. Every literary product makes the commonly shared material of words unrecognisable in itself, in the form in which we recognise words and their syntax in our non-literary, everyday communication. I refer above all to syntax, to the interweaving and entanglement of words, because the primary material—the words themselves—is shared by all. What turns them into literary materials is their redistribution through the writer’s creative use of them.

Literature has a social use because the habitual misuse of words leads to their use in ways that end in a deadlock of meaning, and this in turn produces human, personal, and social dead ends. Through its unconventional use of words, literature leads not only individual but also social consciousness towards the devaluation and rejection of such dead ends. Even when literature speaks of dead ends of every kind, even when it is pessimistic literature, it still opens a way out for our trapped thought, because literature rises above the prevailing passive disposition in the face of impasses and turns its reader into an active thinker of the problem. More than that, when it enjoys broader social approval, it keeps the social body alert to the need to confront the problem.

Literature that gains social acceptance confirms the disposition and the need of many people to speak of their lives in ways that are not commonplace. Many writers serve the transcendence of our ordinary self and its rediscovery through the negation of banality, which reduces the particular human being to a homogenised humanity of common users of a language. We need literature in order to differentiate ourselves into communities that resist being led along humanity’s common, undifferentiated course towards the dead ends to which we have referred.

From this point of view, is the element of pleasure that dominates the other arts diminished in the artistic fashioning of language? However much Aristotle may require tragedy, the art of arts, to employ embellished literary speech, we do not read literature as we listen to music. Whether music soothes or excites the human spirit, it is always connected with an ordered pleasure, bounded and limited by the duration of the musical composition. Literary pleasure is accompanied by the intensity of what is signified. For this reason, literature exerts a more lasting and more powerful influence on the consciousness of those who love it: an influence that is less recreational and more semantic and existential.

What music and literature have in common, of course, is that both owe their effect to the retention in memory, in the one case, of musical rhythms and, in the other, of literary forms. Rhyming lines in a poem, the distinctive literary hand of a prose writer, the imaginative verbal compositions of writers—all address the memory of their readers, because literature, as we have said, has a social mission. The writer wants readers to remember his words. He writes in order to be remembered.

From this point of view, it would not be strange for me to call the writer a teacher who writes in order to be read and speaks in order to be heard. Literary teaching concerns the revelation of form through content. The writer serves meanings through original verbal discoveries and unprecedented inventions of thought. In one sense, literature and teaching define one another. Whatever belongs to the essence of literature does not fall outside the rule of substantial teaching.

A reasonable question, of course, is this: where is the literature to which I refer? It has been written, and continues to be written, in all the languages that have been important to universal human civilisation. It is written even in languages less familiar to us. In our own day, indeed, however often the opposite may be claimed, many people read, and many people—compared with earlier ages—write literature. It seems to me that we are rediscovering—perhaps this happens in every transitional age—the value of literary writing and literary reading. Yet that value is obscured because literary language is not dominant. Commonplace language is dominant, and many aspiring writers fall into its trap.

In earlier times, from this point of view, the writer’s task was easier, more successful, and more fortunate; it was especially popular. In essence, writers had to contend with the absence of discourse. Today, writers are obliged to compete with a profusion of discourse, including pseudo-literary discourse. We live in an age in which language suffers from its own diffusion. The literary therapy once performed upon it is now held back, because language is often confused with verbal diarrhoea, compulsive talk, foolish talk, and talk about nothing—all characteristic of non-literary speech.

Literature of worth has always been recognised by the rare conjunction of word and meaning in their necessary relation. Literary achievement was and is judged in this way. Knowing the rule, the writer must create by following it and must judge his own work on its basis. In the end, the work reveals whether it bears the seal of that rule. Those who read it confirm—or fail to confirm—that it does.
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