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A question of persuasion

Kunbek
MALAYSI AN |iterature continues to haunt a few private conversations.
Albeit a shy animal, it does, at a pinch, exist. (And fromthe way it

| ooks these days, may well be com ng out nore.)

The Iikes of Somerset Maugham and Ant hony Burgess are denonstrably not
the last word to be heard in these parts. And yet the fact that the new
Irish anbassador to Malaysia, with all the resources of the diplomatic
m ssion at his command, was unable to | ocate genus nal aysi anum (see NST,
July 10) in the great libraries of the Wst, nust give us cause for
concern

Wthout naking a big neal of it - for creativity is a Medusa's head and
it my be a mstake to adopt the "in your face" approach - we night at
| east ask why the animal is quite so shy, to the extent that the world (in
the guise of the Irish anbassador), has had to cone all the way here to
ook for it, make a clearing in the hutan and induce it to appear, with
prom se of sweet reward? (The IMPAC Dublin Literary Award i s a neat
whistle's worth of 100,000 euros or RMB80, 000.)

Vll, it's very nice of the Irish Arbassador to expect such great things
of us, and tell us, as it were, "Ml aysia boleh”, but this enjoins us to
answer the question - what's up with us then? Wy haven't we yet forced
oursel ves upon the world? W've been to Antarctica and back again, and are
contenplating a Visit to Mars (see NST, July 17), but the literary sal ons
of the world are too far to walk.

Let's nobble the few conparisons |lurking at the back of our mnds. There
are pl aces where genius seens to grow on (banana) trees. Think the Wst
I ndi es and you get Nai paul and Wal cott, think N geria and you get Achebe
and Soyi nka, think India or Indonesia or the Philippines and you get whol e
boont owns of witers. But think Mal aysia and you get Prinme M nister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad. Think Singapore and you get M. Lee Kuan Yew.

Does this tell us sonething? It tells us that unlike any of these other
pl aces, Mal aysia and Si ngapore, |inked by the causeway of psychic history,
have both had decades of peace and prosperity, of stable devel opnent and
growm h. We've had skilled, ingenious governnent - responsible, indeed
frenetic, governnent led by talented nen who sleep little and think ruch.
But it also tells us that there is no direct relation between CGDP and
literary effl orescence

CGovernnment is prescriptive, literature, descriptive. Geat literature
has been born in tines of chaos - in the West Indies and Africa, in the
era of self-determ nation, of freedomfromcolonial rule; in China after
1911, in the crunmbling away of the weight of dynastic history, when the
"first generation"” of nodern Chinese witers wote out the exposed iron in
their souls.

So is it the pervadi ng presence of governnent that inhibits us? In both
Si ngapore and Mal aysia there is active support of the arts. In Singapore
there is a yearly arts festival worthy of any European city. And alt hough
t he governnment is probably saying "Crap,"” under its breath nost of the
time, it allows young theatre groups the freedomof the stage. It has even
instituted sex as a smart advertising nove. Thus the Arts Museumis "well -
hung", according to a billboard of some nonths ago.

But literature requires nore than sexual licence. Let's get to the nub.
Does it really nake a difference to witers if the little areas around the
Kamunting or Wiitley Road Detention Centres are cordoned off? Way and in



what way does it affect the whole real mof words? O doesn't it? And do we
need this nmental blur?

But let's renenber that we do have a literature... | amheld in a bind
bet ween the need to probe the conditions literature requires to flourish,
and the desire to affirm to the extent of ny nodest efficacy, the brave
little corpus of works we already have. A visit to the bookshops will show
us whol e shelves of local literature, and stacks of Asian literature, al
| ooking distinctly "exotic".

VWho reads then? Perhaps it's a question of persuasion. Qur reading
groups need to be persuaded occasionally to include a |ocal work. To read
K. S. Mani am or Ll oyd Fernando or Chuah Guat Eng on Mal aysia, rather than
| ean on the trusty formof Anthony Burgess. They need to be beguiled into
readi ng such stuff as The Stones Cry Qut, A Canbodi an Chil dhood 1975- 80,
by Mol yda Szynusi ak, an el egantly poi gnant docunment of |ife under Pol Pot,
whi ch asks to be part of every Asian psyche.

And in these confort zones, we need to be persuaded to have tine, after
wat ching Ally MBeal of the paraplegic eyes and the hoots, and | earning at
Oprah's knee, and imtating the transactional violence of Anerican
courtroomdramas, for those little corners of our souls that are lighted
up by local fiction

Per haps al so we need to be persuaded to ask questions of religion. Is
religion denuding us of the experience of literature in our lives? For who
needs stories when you can get the Master Story at source? Literature

cannot reach the soul, it cannot save us. Thus it is nmere entertai nnent.
It is dispensable. How do we answer this?

And finally, our publishers. | had one tell ne "Ah well, if you were
Stephen King, | would take out my cheque book," or sonething to that
effect. The sane guy never reads the |ocal newspapers, as they are not up
to his nibs. | suspect he's beyond persuasi on. Another publisher hasn't

paid the author K. S. Maniam a cent for one of his novels, so he told ne.
But the rest of the scaredy-cats may well purr if they can have their hand
hel d.

Ti dak apa. W now have the ganme Raman Krishnan of Silverfish Books,
urbane host of literary soirees at his Bangsar bookshop, and publisher of
now t he second vol une of short stories of the series Silverfish New
Witing. Athird volune, a wonen's collection, will be on its way in
Sept enber .

And between Raman and the Australian H gh Comni ssion, who are hosting
the launch of Silverfish New Witing 2 today, the invocations of the Irish
Enbassy, and the crowds of aspiring witers all now thoroughly roused (and
alittle soused?) we should be all right.

Party's just beginning.
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