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Tal k about nati onhood

Franci s Dass

SOVETI MES you just have to trust a poet's keen eyes and nmind to see the
obvious truths inlife, those that ordi nary nen and wonen easily | ose
si ght of.

"Your country has already justified some of the major thenmes of this
conference. The sense of nati onhood al ready exists. | spoke to some of the
participants and they were very proud to say that 1 ama Ml aysi an I ndi an
or a Mal aysi an Chinese!" said Dr Niyi Osundare, the Nigerian academn c,
critic and poet who presented a paper at the recent international
conf erence organi sed by Uni versiti Kebangsaan Mal aysiatitled Language and
Nat i onhood: Confronting New Realities.

OGsundare was touched by the great pride with which Ml aysi ans i ntroduced
thensel ves to him

He was one of the speakers at the conference organi sed by UKM s School
of Language Studi es and Li ngui sti cs.

Just as their varied nationalities and backgrounds suggest ed, everyone
at the conference had their own interesting or concurring takes on the
i nk between | anguage and nati onhood.

However, the man who brilliantly kickstarted the conference was Dat uk Dr
Munir Majid, who presented his paper titled "Li ke a Kind of American".

Munir - who is the chairman of Celcom (M Bhd, president of the Kual a
Lunmpur Busi ness O ub, and foundi ng and first chairman of the Securities
Commi ssion - took the audi ence on a wondrous ride of the nodern English
| anguage and all its nuances, be it power politics, econonm c mght or the
noi se fromclashing cultural cynbals.

“"In the only 50 years that the United States was introduced and
i ntroduced itself as a preponderant world power, it has achi eved awesone
predoni nance i n al nost every field of hunman endeavour, whether you like it
or not," he said.

H s was a very practical, nodern and extrenely enlightening take on the
i dea of nati onhood, and the audi ence concurred.

He shared his enlightened insight into the world of business, saying,
"Overwhel mi ng US econom ¢ success has, apart fromoffering a denonstrably
hi gh achi evi ng market systemand nodel, al so i ntroduced sub-systens and
m cro-systens whi ch pernmeate and dom nate the way economi es are run.

"The US has the thick skin and the depth of markets to survive these
transgressions i.e. Enron, WrldCom Arthur Andersen. It is an Amrerican
wor | d, these gl obalised financial markets, and you play init, as you have
to, according to Anerican | anguage, concepts, practices and standards -
and soneti mes doubl e- st andards!"

Munir al so expertly nmanoeuvred his take on what it all nmeans in social
terns for the gl obal audi ence when he added, "What about snaller countries
i ke Mal aysi a (which face t he onsl aught of Anerican | anguage and
conmuni cati on dom nance) then?

"W can preserve our |anguage and culture w thout turning our back on
the world, and without closing our minds to ALL Anerican or \Wstern
i nfl uence. We shoul d organi se fi nanci al sustenance to preserve our culture
and | anguage, wi thout any pretension to wi der world export, even if we
m ght want to show them of f.

"At the same tinme, we should equip ourselves to take on the world, with
t he necessary | anguage and the tool s of the New Econony. If we fail in the
world, who is going to care for our | anguage and cul ture? | ndeed, where



woul d our | anguage and cul ture then be?"

Muni r fought his case suavely and the appl ause at the end of his session
i ndicated that this smartly-suited corporate nman had clearly won his
argurment for a sensible and enli ghtened approach to the i dea of
nati onhood, fromthe perspective of the | arger, interdependent and
i nterconnected world that we live in today.

Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohanad, who cl osed the conference, maintained the
nmorment um and exci tenent set of f by Munir.

Mahat hir too spoke on the need to ignite the parallel engines for the
mast ery of both Bahasa Mal aysia and English - one, to ensure greater
i nter-ethnic bonding of the Mal aysi an people; and the latter, to ensure
t hat Mal aysi ans and Mal aysi a renmain rel evant on the gl obal front.

If Muinir took the conference audi ence on a whirlw nd tour of a brief
hi story of the nbdern world (touching on the intricacies of American
politics, econom cs, nedia hegenony as well as literary powerpl ay anongst
witers for readers in the English | anguage); Mahathir took the audi ence
down t he annal s of Mal aysi an history to share his observations of the
hi story and devel opnent of the Mal ay | anguage.

Mahat hir cited how, in the past, the Arab and European civilisations
gained fromtheir willingness to study the know edge avail abl e i n ot her
| anguages.

"I'f Malay is to be better known, then the Ml ay-speaki ng peopl e nust
becone advanced in their material devel opnent, at | east at par with t he
devel oped countries. To do this, they must be willing to study the current
| anguage of know edge, nanely English,"” Mahathir said.

I f Mal aysi ans confined t hensel ves conpletely to Malay it is unlikely
that they woul d be able to devel op and build a greater Malay civilisation
the el der statesman cauti oned.

"Mal aysi an nati onhood remai ns tangi bl e and real, especially when
Mal aysi a' s devel opnent and progress gave Mal aysi ans reasons to be proud of
their Malaysianidentity and nationality,” the former prinme m nister said.

I n between these two Mal aysi ans, the three-day conference saw a host of
speakers fromwi thin as well as overseas who spoke of their own
experiences as regards | anguage and nati onhood.

Di scussi on of | anguages was not restricted to the verbal skills but
expanded to include the abstract forns of |anguages - in the form of
films, for exanple.

Prof essor Hami d Naficy of Rice University in Texas spoke of the | anguage
of exilic filnmmukers and their "accented" novies - where exiled fil nmakers
pine for a highly idealised honel and while living in another country and
not setting roots in their adopted country.

H s paper was titled "Multilinguality and Nationality in Exile-produced
Filns".

Naficy al so spoke on howthe views of the second generation of exilic
filmmakers differed fromthat of their parents as they shed their exilic
| ongi ng for an idealised and faraway pl ace and i nstead focussed t heir
caneras on their own experiences of growing in a "new' honme country as the
new i mm grants.

O Iranian descent, Naficy, a professor of Filmand Media studies and
Chair at the Department of Art and Art History, has authored a few books,
i ncludi ng "An Accented Cinema: Exilic and Di asporic Fi |l maki ng" (2001) and
"The Maki ng of Exile Cultures: Iranian Tel evisionin Los Angel es" (1993).

Koh Tai Ann, Nanyang Technol ogi cal University's professor of English at
t he School of Humanities and Soci al Sci ences, spoke on the topic "Howto
Read, And What For: Literatures and Literacies in Qur Tine, Qur Pl ace"
whi ch touched on the urgent need to equip young mnds with critical
literacy skills and awar eness.



"In a globalising, multicultural society and in the world of the
Internet, young people need (to equip thensel ves with) nore than one
literacy," she said

To read the vast array of material on the Net, she says, children need
to acquire nedia skills that includes critical literacy so that they can
think for thensel ves and assess who is witing the message and why it is
being witten.

"Critical literacy is very inportant in helping us to distinguish the
different material (available in the el ectronic nmediatoday), so that our
m nds are not easily captured by the nmedia,” she expl ai ned.

Ni geri an poet and academ ¢ Osundare, on his part, spoke on the topic
"What is The Nationality of Your Idionf: African Literature and The
Language- Bet ween".

Gsundar e di scussed in detail the chall enges faced by African novelists
inthe face of linguistic and cultural pressures.

Wth penetrating observations and wit to spare, Osundare poi nted out
that, in the case of Africa, on the one side there are the hardcore
Angl ophi | es and Francophiles, while in the mddle are the reformed types
cured of their colonial pangs, and at the other extrene are nationali st
who want to see the preservation of the vast variety of African ethnic
| anguages, and howthe greater African literary scene nanages to renain
relevant in the mdst of this babelic "noise".

Inall, there were 14 pl enary papers and 120 paral | el papers presented
at the three-day conference held a few weeks ago.

Zawi ah Yahya, professor of Postcolonial Literatures in English at the
School of Language Studies and Linguistics, UKMand Chair of this
conference, said of the gathering: "The conference as we planned it was
about thinking things through - which invol ves | ooki ng at and questi oni ng
exi sting paradi gnms, systens, policies, ways of doi ng, ways of seei ng and
ways of thinking.

"Di scussi ons on | anguage i ssues were to be interdisciplinary in nature
and not exclusive or conpartnentalised. That's why we chose pl enary
speakers who are experts not only in |language, literature, Iinguistics and
education, but alsoin sociology, politics, filmand nmedi a, corporate
busi ness and managenent .

"Most of the sessions generated discussions in this spirit of inquiry.
W tal ked about different visions and versions of nationhood, from
different ideol ogical and geo-political terrains. W tal ked about
di fferent ways nation-building coul d happen, as well as different
di scourses that constructed the i dea of nationhood, fromcyber chatter to
subt erranean propaganda, fromclassroommaterial to hip-hop lyrics, from
official docunment to profane literature.”

Happy wi th the out come, she decl ares that the conference was a roaring
success, which it nost certainly was.
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