12/ 05/ 1999

Notes on literature and politics

OSCAR W de, Rol and Barthes and Susan Sontag all once wote essays in the
formof "notes". These essays presented thoughts and i npressions in the
formof bite-sized chunks rather than a whol e neal. They were broken up
into different parts and the points they made didn't always follow a

| ogi cal or cunul ati ve sequence.

Wiy on earth did they wite in this manner? Because they were | azy,
that's why. But they also instinctively grasped the allure of this
seem ngly scattershot but deeply rich and neditative genre. So they were
being quite smart | ah.

As the only possi bl e Ml aysi an equi val ent of those literary |um naries,
| shall now whip out my own MNuggets on the very |ocal topic of
"literature and politics". Bon appetit.

1. "Literature" and "politics" are closely |linked, probably because they
bot h have three syllables. There are sone people of Anerican extraction
who ni ght pronounce the first word with four syllables, as in
"lidduruhture", but | suggest that we ignore them

2. Vacl av Havel is an exanple of a good witer who becane a politician
Edwi na Currie is an exanple of a politician who becane a bad witer. Does
the sordid world of politics debilitate one's creative energy? Draw your
own concl usi ons.

3. Politics and literature both require passion and integrity. They need
an ability to translate and adapt tinme-honoured concepts into the | ocal
vernacul ar. The best practitioners will have a fearsonely individualistic
drive that you can sinultaneously adnire and despise. On the nminus side: a
witer who "sells out” his ideals is anal ogous to a politician who accepts
bribes: it's a species of corruption; it rots away at your insides.

4. Qur own politicians usually never utter any kind of public statenment
about literature, but they have been wrenched out of their silence. They
now feel free to discourse on what constitutes "proper” fiction by giving
Press conferences and heading literary panels. This denocratisation of
literature is due to Shahnon Ahrmad, who has succeeded where many others
have fail ed. He should not be deprived of his Datuk-ship but instead given
anot her one.

5. There are those who believe that politics should stay out of
literature. This viewtrivialises both endeavours. Politics isn't just a
matter of standing for elections, just as literature isn't just a natter
of weaving pretty sentences. Things are much wi der than that. Any
reasonably conpl ex, concrete work will give a clue about how the author
sees the society around hi mbeing run, and whether he is happy about it.
This approach nmay not fall strictly into the real mof party politics but
it is politics all the same. Even a studiously apolitical story can be a
political work by default.

6. Any literary work that too blatantly pronotes a political cause is
usual Iy rubbi sh, since it can | apse into cheap sl oganeering and | aughabl e
earnest ness. For proof, check out the snorgasbord of soggy poens printed
in the Mal ay Press about the Kosovars. (As if those people haven't
suffered enough!) | amsure that the witers had pure, shining notives,
but notives are sonetines irrelevant. Mst of those poens shoul d be bonbed
to bits.

7. It's all right for politicians to chant sl ogans and propose easy
answers because these are part of the political process. Each politikus



needs to stress and sinplify to get nmass support. An ideal politician wll
combi ne the nodus operandi of a sinple person with the thought process of
a conpl ex person. But for literary witers it is different. Literature
uses a nore insidious approach in taking up residence in the collective
consci ousness of the public. It may take a | onger tinme but the inpact can
| ast for generations. This explains why some politicians receive support
only intheir lifetimes, while some witers becone popular only

post hunousl y.

8. Qur political systemdivides people into conveni ent ethnic boxes. The
threat of strife is constantly trotted out as enotional blackmail to nake
people stay in their own conpartments. Qur literature unfortunately
follows this trend. There are very fewlocal witers who consciously try
to breach the barriers of race and class. Most are content to nmerely pad
their own boxes.

9. Qur literary agencies mrror the workings of our political parties.
Anecdot al evidence from pl aces |i ke Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka and Gapena
speak of the institutionalised bodek and hentamthat go on in there. You
al so get the sane cases of sidelining, overw ought anbition, and proxy
wars. There's so nmuch "politics" inliterature that it's no wonder people
have so little time to read and wite.

10. Malay literature has been fortunate enough to benefit frompolitica
patronage, particularly since the 1970s. Al big literary functions are
of ficiated by governnent representatives. Wrks are conmi ssi oned,
subsi di sed and actively pronmpted with public nbney. You can actually nake
aliving by being a full-tinme creative witer in Malay. The awful thing is
that witers are then inplicitly made to feel dependent on the State's
| argesse. There is a danger that they will becone nere nout hpi eces of the
establishment. Wiy is this bad? Because all great or at |east reasonably
good writers need to be i ndependent. English-1anguage witers should
probably feel lucky that they are officially "marginalised".

11. The genre of "sastera bodek" is not uniquely Ml aysian (just |ook at
the stuff that cane out of China's Cultural Revolution) but there is
somet hing unutterably | ocal about the way we do it. All it took was for
our then-DPMto allude to the nyth of Si Tanggang in a speech, and a
| avi sh play on the very subject was staged, conplete with video-clip of
said speech. Al it took was for our PMto wite a poemcalled " Perjuangan
Yang Bel um Sel esai', and DBP duly conmi ssioned a play with the exact sane
title. Conrades, what is to be done?

12. Local anti-establishnment work is either so subtle and obscure that
it appeals to only the cognoscenti, or so adolescent that it's worth
not hing nore than a few cheap yucks. An exanple of the latter is a recent
M ngguan Mal aysi a short story about the hatred an undergraduate
demonstrator feels for a hectoring relative who is in his md-70s. Al the
young guy's problens are then solved when his relative conveniently kicks
t he bucket. The anti-Muhathir slant of this story is so lacking in
literary flavour that it's not worth the paper it's printed on.

13. It was either Wiitman or Enerson or soneone el se who said, "I can't
wite an intelligent poemw thout an intelligent audience." Ml aysians are
not dumb but we're so used to having it easy that we don't know how to
react when things get rough. We either lash out in fear and | oathing or
retreat into a cowardly, self-preserving cocoon. | hope that we are seeing
the start of an intelligently contentious literary tradition, away from
not only neo-feudal subservience but anti-intellectual prickliness. The
time i s now

14. A Sasterawan Negara once had an excrenmental vision in which
politicians are reduced to their npost basic biological needs. You probably
think that |"'mreferring to Shahnon again, but | have outwitted you this



time. These are actually the thoughtful closing |ines of Usnman Awang's
poem " Bagai mana Kal au' :
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