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Literature and Human Life: A Sempiternal Relation
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It is rightly said that literature is the mirror of society. On the other hand, society is
also influenced by literature. Hence, we find that there is an age long relation between
literature and human life. Writers live in the society where they keenly observe the people
and their attitude. They communicate their feelings and thoughts through their work. These
works of literature provide positive impact on the mind of the people living in the society. The
aim of the writers is to portray various aspects of human life in their work in different forms
viz. poem, essay, drama, novel etc. Society has gone through tremendous changes since the
very beginning of the civilization. With the passage of time values, culture, attitudes of the
people have never been the same. It is truly said that literature influences human thought,
attitude and action. Hence, literature creates society and society creates literature.

Literature is a binding agent for us to connect with the realities of human life. It makes
us more considerate and sensitive. It is a storehouse of knowledge and wisdom. Francis
Bacon’s essays provide a great deal of practical knowledge of life. His essays convey profound
condensed thoughts: “....natural abilities are like natural plants, that need pruning by study; and
studies themselves do give forth directions too much at large, except they be bounded in by
experience” (Of Studies,1). Bacon speaks of his essays as ‘certain brief notes set down rather
significantly than curiously; of a kind, where of men shall find much in experience and little in
books.’(1) Similarly, Joseph Addison and Richard Steele wrote for “the Spectator” and “The
Tatler” in order to bring improvement in the values and attitude of the people. They were
involved in the social scene of their time and wrote for the reformation of morals and manners
of the people.

G. K. Chesterton has given importance on being old in his essay, “On the Pleasures of
No Longer Being Very Young”: “....we begin to see significance....to see life, in a large
number of traditions, institutions, maxims and code of manners that seem in our first days to be
dead.... The advantage of advancing years lies in discovering that traditions are true, and
therefore alive....” (1)

Poetry serves the function of relieving stress. It refreshes and provides peace of mind.
In the words of William Wordsworth, “Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful
feelings; it takes its origin from emotions recollected in tranquility”. Inspiration, preaching and
spirituality are the treasures we get from the poems of William Wordsworth. “The Solitary
Reaper”, “Lines written in Tintern Abbey” and “The Prelude” provide us aesthetic pleasure. In
the poem, “The World is Too Much with Us”, he says the man has become so materialistic, that
he ignores Nature. In his poem Three Years She Grew, Wordsworth has described how Nature
can bring up a human being in her lap in a pure and natural way:

“And vital feelings of delight

Shall rear her form to stately height,
Her virgin bosom swell

Such thoughts to Lucy I will give.” (2)

William Blake has described the poisonous consequences of envy among human beings
and he has urged to remove envy from human hearts through his poem, “The Poison Tree”. In
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his novels, Thomas Hardy has depicted the role of fate and chance in human life. But apart
from pessimism, he has shown rays of hope also in his poems like The Darkling Thrush:

“At once a voice arose among

The bleak twigs overhead

In a full-hearted evensong

Of joy illimited” (2)

Life is full of misery and infirmity. Shelly has predicted bright future in his poem “Ode
to the West Wind”: “If winter comes, can spring be far behind?”’(3) Similarly in life full of fret
and fever, John Keats has observed positive notes and message in the melodious song of the
nightingale.

Alexander Pope used satire in his poems to improve man and society. In “An Essay on
Man”, he has written:

“Created half to rise and half to fall
Great lord of all things, yet, prey to all.”(2)

We are inseparable part of Nature. In spite of knowing this fact we destroy Nature
blindly. We realize the importance of Nature only when we are away from it. W. B. Yeats
realizes this in his poem, “The Lake Isle of Innisfree. In this modern world we run after
materialism. Our culture and values are vanishing. In the poem The Second Coming, he says:
“Things fall apart: The centre cannot hold.” (3) Modern man does not understand this. He has
become emotionless like a machine. “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufork” by T.S. Eliot
explores a modern mind in conflict, cynical and afraid of certainties: “And indeed there will be
time.” (3)

One more picture of modern man is described by W.H. Auden in his poem, The
Unknown Citizen: “Was he free? Was he happy?” (3) The question is absurd. This satirical
poem pictures the death of an average citizen, gifted by the state with a social security number.
That robes him of his individuality, analysed in detail by Statistics after his death. Hence,
literature has thought provoking elements which influence our mind deeply on the issues
prevailing in the society.

Literature serves the purpose of inspiration too. It conveys great ideas and thoughts of
great people. W. H. Longfellow has written in his poem, “A Psalm of Life”:

“Let us then, be up and doing,
With a heart for any fate;

Still achieving, still pursuing,
Learn to labour and to wait.”(4)

Literature teaches us how to analyse and understand people in the society. It makes us
to study human nature which can be observed in various plays. According to Mathew Arnold in
his poem “Shakespeare”, William Shakespeare was

“Self schooled, self-scanned,
Self honoured, self secured.
Didst tread on earth unguessed at.”(2)

De facto, Shakespeare has given us universal themes and characters in his plays. The
writer depicts the picture of society in his work and thus his work gives us better understanding
about man and society.

Drama serves the purpose of entertainment and hence, relieves stress. Literature about
exposing injustices causes anger and in this way, changes take place in the society. It inspires
people to take action for the desired change. Problem plays like “Strife” by John Galsworthy
exposes capital class exploiting the labour class. Similarly, Dystopic literature encourages the
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reader to bring improvement in the society. On the other hand, utopian literature helps to
inspire people to bring perfection in the society. Thomas Moore has presented a perfect and
ideal society in his “Utopia”.

Fiction provides us experience of the writer which he has depicted in his novels.
Dickens has satirised ill effects of industrialization, child labour etc. of the Victorian England
society. He has portrayed the deplorable picture of society in order to bring positive change.
The Illiad, the Oddyssey, the Ramayan, the Mahabharat are the real pictures of the society.
Mulk Raj Anand has painted deplorable picture of the untouchables in his novel
“Untouchable”. Sudha Murthy has depicted various kinds of problems of common people in
her collection of stories, “Dollar Bahu”. These experiences of the writers stir our mind and we
‘feel’ that certainly there is need of ‘change’. Hence, literature has a very significant role in
human life.

In the late 1800’s, equality of men and women was a common theme of the writers.
Women’s rights and roles in home and society were dealt with great care. Actually their voices
were disregarded and unheard. They were considered as ‘weaker’ sex. Then, in twentieth
century feminism came in full force. G. B. Shaw presented ‘new woman’ in his plays like
“Candida”, “Arms and the Man” etc. T. S. Eliot highlighted the hollow and confused condition
of modern man. He has described the barrenness of the world in his play “The Wasteland”. The
novels of Chetan Bhagat are seen on the film screens. New gender sensitization has become a
burning issue which is dealt by Mahesh Dattani in his plays. Plight of hizra community is
depicted in his “Seven Steps around the Fire”: “we cannot speak...when we want to speak
nobody listens...even God does not listen to us.”(5)

Hence, literature has always been a part of human life. Different authors have taken
different themes in their work depicting the condition of human being and giving various kinds
of feeds and feedbacks to them. Much of the literature is based on the time when it was written.
People in the society play a very big role in how a piece of work turns out. Literature connects
people with the facts and traditions in the society. It broadens the horizon. It gives rays of hope
in the darkness. Literature makes us more sensitive and considerate. It provides us a gateway to
understand and express the life experiences. Literature removes our mental sickness and
develops thinking skills. Thus, it serves the function of both instruction and recreation.
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