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Despite Salleh ben Joned’s status as an important Malaysian poet, well-versed in two languages, his work has for a long time received critical neglect due to its blasphemous and vulgar nature. This essay is an attempt at reappraising his work in order to appreciate the mechanisms of profanity on which many of his poems are premised; I argue, drawing on the insights of philosopher, Giorgio Agamben, that rather than opposed to the sacred, profanity in Salleh’s poem actually enables a regeneration of the former by compelling readers to reassess their faith, and to reconsider the body and the sexual act as sanctified. My view is that what fundamentally discourages readers is not so much the presence of profane terms and near-sacrilegious declarations in the poems, but the offensive tone in them that is only tangentially related to profanity.
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The Malaysian poet Salleh ben Joned occupies a unique place in the literary imagination of the nation. Not only is he one of the very few Malay writers who refused (and still refuses) compliance with the state’s move to elevate the status of bahasa Malaysia (or the Malay language) as the national language and medium for national literature during the late 1970s and early 1980s, he is also infamous for his explicit use of graphic sexuality, profanity and blasphemy in his poems and essays. As a member of the dominant racial group in Malaysia, which grants him bumiputera (literally “son” or “prince of the soil”) status and establishes his Muslim identity, Salleh’s deliberate transgression of religious, political and cultural boundaries in his poetry would, understandably, discomfit many Malay-Muslim readers and critics. In fact, Muhammad Haji Salleh, who was National Laureate when Salleh’s debut collection, the bilingual Sajak Sajak Salleh/Poems Sacred and Profane (2002), was published, declared it as “the most traumatic experience for the Malay literary scene.”1 But Salleh’s notoriety is not only confined to his writings. In 1974, he publicly urinated at the inauguration of an art exhibition, which he claimed in an open letter to the press was meant as an act of criticism against the exhibition’s affectation, and to affirm the power of art to disturb and destabilize the status quo.2 Unsurprisingly then, despite his importance in the canon of anglophone Malaysian literature, there has been almost no scholarship devoted to his work. To my knowledge, only Adibah Amin has written a critique of Salleh’s poetry, but from the perspective of a journalist, while Lim Chee Seng’s scholarly article mentions him merely in passing.3 Considered an anomaly that revels in perversion and profanities, and coupled with the fact that poetry is not much read by the Malaysian public, Salleh’s work has remained a marginal and sadly neglected facet of the richness of postcolonial Malaysian literature.

Recently, however, there has been a revival in interest in his work. A new collection of poems, Adam’s Dream, was published by the local English-language publisher Silverfish Books in 2007, and Poems Sacred and Profane was reissued a year later by the same publisher. It may be a coincidence that they occurred almost concurrently with an important political shift in Malaysia in 2008,4 but their publication seems almost prescient. Salleh’s poems often reveal and undermine the ideological straitjackets that, at various times, have incited racial divisions, encouraged religious bigotry and extremism, and galvanized political tergiversations. Adibah Amin, who reads Salleh astutely sympathetically, is certainly correct when she states that at the heart of his poetry is the “search for truth and beauty which for him mean life in all its variety and mystery.”5 His poems may, on surface reading, sound carnal and irreverent, but their point is to restore a vital appreciation of human oneness as flesh and spirit, and to expose the fault-lines of ideological apparatuses disguised in religious, patriotic and/or racial garbs. Modern art is a vital means for expressing freedom and individuality, and Salleh’s lampooning of what many Malaysians would term “sensitive” issues, such as bumiputera privileges, the supremacy of Islam, and the status of the national language, is his way of affirming his prerogative as an artist. That Malaysia’s democratic stance is increasingly under siege by certain powerful but self-serving factions is echoed in several of his poems, but Salleh’s work remains largely unfazed by this anxiety.

It is therefore timely that Salleh’s work is finally given the attention it rightly deserves, and this essay is a modest contribution to what, I hope, will be a growing pool of scholarship dedicated to this unorthodox and fascinating poet. While my perspectives echo Adibah Amin’s appraisal, my aim is to reconsider the notions of profanity and blasphemy in Salleh’s poems. Two trajectories undergird my discussion. The first is a meditation on the use of profanity and its place within the symbolic system of language. I argue that the aesthetics motivating such linguistic irreverence is its capacity to compel interpretation (that is, to see such signifiers as meaning something beyond their literal reference) precisely because it perturbs the reader. Profane words or ideas either encourage a rereading for alternative, “deeper” meaning(s), failing which is the abortion (dismissal, condemnation) of interpretation altogether. The second part of my essay reconsiders the use of profanity itself. Contrary to the commonplace view that the profane is diametrically opposed to the sacred, the philosopher Giorgio Agamben, in his essay, In Praise of Profanation, has convincingly demonstrated that only through the profane is the sacred reached. In Agamben’s meditation, it is not the profane that undermines religion, but institutionalized religion and its version of religiosity. Agamben’s argument carries important resonance when applied to Salleh’s poems. The explicit references to carnal desires in them may be metaphors for spiritual experience,6 but they are also the medium by which the spiritual becomes meaningfully human, and not something removed and abstracted from the human sphere.

This, however, directly begs an important question: there may be value in considering Agamben’s view when reading Salleh, but in the end, does profanity (at least in Salleh’s poems) actually serve the ends Agamben postulates? In an act of deconstructive reading, the final section and conclusion of my essay will demonstrate that deploying profanity and blasphemy to make a religious or political point may prove self-defeating. They may be useful as a shock tactic and an invitation to read deeper into the poem, but after a point, they inevitably assume a patronising tone. Salleh’s work is sometimes precariously tilted on the balance between sounding profound and condescending, a disjunction which, unfortunately, often defuses the force of his artistic objectives.

A final note before I begin my discussion: it is important to emphasize that despite the frequent use of “profanities” throughout this essay – an inevitability when considering Salleh ben Joned’s work – it is directly in relation to my interpretation of his poems. This is undertaken in order for me to elucidate the manifold ways in which Salleh’s use of such linguistic aberrations can shed light to the ideological premises underlying his work. As such, my essay should be read as fundamentally a critical enterprise in literary analysis for purposes of stimulating thought and discussion. I hope that my reader will approach this essay with this spirit of intellectual enquiry.

SITUATING SALLEH BEN JONED

To appreciate Salleh’s notoriety as a writer in Malaysia requires an understanding of the socio-political contexts of the time he was actively writing. These contexts may have undergone some shifts in the last two decades, but their influence on the country’s cultural scene is still felt today and is difficult to surmount. Locating Salleh’s work in the nation’s fraught ideological climate in the 70s and 80s will attune the reader to the issues with which Salleh is especially uncomfortable, and against which he aims his barbed poetry.

Although bahasa Malaysia became the national language according to the country’s Constitution in 1967, it is the years between 1969 and 1971 which constituted “the watershed in language and literary development in several senses.”7 The country’s only racial riot in 1969 pushed for subsequent national security and economic policies that would culminate in the supremacy of the Malays (who would later call themselves bumiputeras to consolidate their claim9) and the minoritization of the Chinese and the Indians. The New Economic Policy (NEP) was thereafter launched (1971) to redress the socio-economic imbalance amongst the different ethnic groups, and to put into place affirmative action to alleviate poverty, promote nationalism, and strengthen bumiputera rights, and thus directly position “the Malays as the dominant group, while assuring that minority groups’ rights, beliefs and ways of life remain unthreatened.”8 In the next twenty years, however, the NEP increasingly infiltrated every facet of Malaysian life, directly and indirectly threatening precisely those “rights, beliefs and ways of life” of the minority groups that the policy was meant to protect in the first place. Bumiputeras were obviously privileged in various ways to the extent that the peripheral status of minority groups became actual expressions of repression.10 Although the NEP was officially abolished in 1990 (it was replaced by the New Development Policy), it remains an irrefutable fact that the policies introduced by the NEP continue to inform the socio-economic ethos of Malaysia even up until today.

One of the moves to further strengthen bumiputera-Malay dominance by the NEP was the passing of the Constitutional Amendment Act in 1971, which made it illegal to question the status of the national language. A year before this, the government-sponsored Federation of National Writers (Gabungan Penulis Nasional, or GAPENA) was formed with the primary aim of initiating and organizing literary and cultural activities in Malaysia. An especially important agenda is the establishment of Malay literature and culture as the basis for a national culture. These concerted moves by the government resulted in two related consequences: languages other than Malay were (and still are) relegated to secondary status; and, for a creative work to qualify as “national literature”, it must be written in the Malay language. The consequences of these developments were soon apparent: writers who persisted in crafting in English – many of whom were non-Malays and non-bumiputeras – saw their work sidelined in terms of public and academic interest, and unrecognized as legitimate creative expressions of national worth. Such writers were forced into a “diasporic” condition within their homeland,11 and their work subscribed to being “written in virtual absence of a local audience and with little more than a small body of sympathetic commentary supporting it in belated fashion from outside.”12 As a result, many writers chose either to temporarily abandon writing, such as Lloyd Fernando (whose two novels were separated by a period of 17 years), or “to migrate and live in ‘voluntary exile,’” such as the poets Ee Tiang Hong and Shirley Lim.13


The dilemma is further complicated if the writer is also Malay. In privileging the English language, she is already implying an ambivalent adherence to her ethnic identity and, curiously, religion. This is because religion and race are powerfully and symbiotically yoked in Malaysia, and to be Malay is ipso facto to be Muslim. Thus, race, religion and language become complementary components that identify the individual in the complex socio-ideological landscape of the nation, each reinforcing the other. Unsurprisingly, there were very few Malay anglophone writers during this period. Those who did write in English often hailed from middle-class backgrounds and were Western-educated and therefore more critical of the nation’s existing socio-political ideologies. Salleh is one such writer. For him, the concept of a “national literature” is, to say the least, preposterous, for “[to] insist on a National Literature is to betray a fundamental lack of understanding of what literature is all about.”14 A fierce opponent against the state’s policies on language and education, Salleh has consistently defended the importance of the English language in the Malaysian socio-cultural landscape. Its capacity to cross ethnic and cultural borders and its rich tradition of celebrating profanity as an artistic expression,15 are two fundamental reasons, which drive Salleh’s insistence. An appreciation of the latter will henceforth be the focus of this essay.

THE PROFANE AS ABJECT IN LANGUAGE

The profane proliferates in Salleh’s poems. Take for example these two stanzas from A Polyphonic Hymn to Polygamy, a poem which focuses on the contentious issue of polygamy.16 In stanza seven, the persona, having procured wife number three, proceeds to consolidate their union thus:


That he knew would seal her happy acceptance

Of his proposal that she be his third wife

The gift took the form of an instant fuck

That she somehow felt like an act of romance.



The last stanza is a humorous, if tragic, end to the persona’s polygamous quest when his flight on the way to Medina to meet wife number four is hijacked and obliterated by terrorists:


This fucking mad man’s holy-minded whim

Remained to his death unconsummated

A fitting end for a man who misused

His marital privilege as a Muslim.



A practice that has caused considerable consternation amongst the Malay womenfolk, polygamy in Malaysia is nevertheless stubbornly upheld by a religious authority heavily inflected by patriarchy.17 Although the Quran specifies the circumstances under which polygamy is allowed,18 the practice, as the poem suggests, has all too often been abused in order to justify male lust. Here, I want to draw attention to the two instances in which “fuck” is used. Often associated with vulgarity, the term, in the poem’s context, succeeds in exposing with stark immediacy the motivation underlying the exploitation of this practice. If it sounds offensive, the term also effectively brings to fore the fact that what is vulgar is lust robed in religiosity, and the most vulgar of all – the Muslim who lives by it. This point is unmistakably established in the last stanza when “fuck” is used as an adjective to describe the man. In juxtaposing “fucking mad” with “holy-minded,” the poem reflects the persona’s duplicity, which he believes is warrantable by his beliefs.

The poem Haram Scarum may be devoid of linguistic profanities,19 but it nevertheless gestures toward the profane in its constant references to the pig, an animal regarded as unclean in Islam. The following are the last three stanzas (4–6):


We’ll go the whole hog if we must

to redeem our pride as a race;

Like the giddy hare in a rut,

We’ll halal everything save that.20

It’s hogwash what those swines say:

That we Bumis mount pig-a-back,

Like a pack of boars hacking our way

up the slippery slope of success.

Our one dislike we have to keep

to preserve our identity;

So long as we hate pork and pray,

We’ll remain Moslem and Malay.



On the whole, the poem’s tone is clearly ironic in its barbed criticism against the belief that as long as a Muslim repudiates pork and performs his prayers, his indulgence in activities like “drinking, gambling, lying, bribery/and all kinds of whoring too” are “all of them perfectly okay” (stanza 1, ll. 1–3). The poem intimates, however, that such a stance actually makes the Muslim even more repulsive than the animal. By projecting uncleanness to the animal, the Muslim can safeguard his affiliation with the sacred, when in truth, it is he who is unclean. As with A Polyphonic Hymn to Polygamy, in Haram Scarum, the propensity to define something as profane often disguises the fact that the one doing the defining is even more desecrated. In persistently reinforcing the “piggish” feature of such a hypocritical stance, the poem’s inclination towards profanity helps to drive home its point more effectively than any well-meaning homilies precisely because its discomfiting effect compels interpretive reaction.

Profanity, as a linguistic performance, occupies an interesting position in the symbolic system of language: although it is part of the system, its presence is usually registered with trepidation and embarrassment, and should therefore be avoided. The use of vulgar terms tends to provoke disgust and identify their users as uncouth, offensive and/or rude. Of course, what is considered profane is very much determined by cultural specificity, as evident in Haram Scarum. In this poem, the word “pig” is largely avoided (except for a single instance), but thanks to the richness of synonyms in the English language, it is easily substituted to establish the poem’s point.21 Evidently then, the relationship between profanity and the symbolic system of language is, at best, an ambiguous one. Although the former constitutes part of the latter, its position is often perceived as troubling. And when evoked in art, which is traditionally associated with the beautiful and the orderly and which functions within certain cultures as a handmaiden to religion, profanity can be startling and powerfully disquieting because it confuses the distinction between art and pornography, aesthetics and ugliness.22

A useful way to think about profanity’s relationship to the symbolic system of language is through Kristeva’s concepts of the “sign” and the abject.23 Although Kristeva formulated them separately and, as far as I know, has never attempted to relate them, they are nevertheless implicitly connected. In Desire in Language, she contends that a sign (a unit in discourse) has vertical and horizontal functions, both of which are diametrically opposed to each other. Its vertical function concretely links the signifier to a specific signified to preclude any other signifieds from the equation (the sign is “transcendentalized and elevated to the level of a theological unity,” making it “immediately perceptible”).24 Its horizontal function undermines this by disrupting the signifier’s fixity and opening it up to variegated signifieds. When this happens, the sign encourages “a progressive creation of metaphors” and invites multiple interpretations.25 In the process, the sign becomes irreducible to any single, absolute meaning.

Possibly because of the sign’s inherent instability, the presence of profanity in discourse is unsettling. Profane terms are offensive, but it is often what they instigate, rather than what they actually mean, that makes them so. Because profanities go beyond their referential meaning, they are provocative, embarrassing and discomfiting. In Haram Scarum, the sign “fuck” is obviously a derogatory term for copulation, but when used to describe the polygamous Muslim, it becomes a pointed instrument to expose an otherwise noble practice in Islam that has unfortunately been abused by some of its adherents. Similarly, the concreteness of “pig” as a signified becomes, in Salleh’s poem, a metaphor that redirects the reader’s attention from the haram animal to an even more haram creature: the Muslim who believes that avoiding the animal will render all his other sins void.

Kristeva views all signs as internally contradicting, for they simultaneously stabilize and destabilize discourse, paradoxically transfixing their signifiers’ objectivity and refusing them closure. But while signs carry this oppositional characteristic, only profane signs that possibly encompass an abject dimension as well. For unlike other signs, the surplus quality of profanity is able to collapse distinctions and affect reversals, turning black into white and vice versa. The abject, as Kristeva famously states, subsists on an unclear “frontier” of all symbolic systems,26 and from that vantage point, “disturbs identity, system, order” because it “does not respect borders, positions, rules.”27 Similarly, the profane is located in an indeterminate place within discursive practices, including art and literature. Its articulation generally already provokes uneasy feelings, but when used to point out defects in ideological systems that are sacrosanct (or worse, aligning the sacrosanct to the profane itself), its abject dimension becomes dangerously evident. In transgressing into and contaminating revered spaces, the profane vexes them by questioning their ideological premise and undermining their certainty. Such a characteristic of the profane is certainly evident in Salleh’s poems, as I have so far demonstrated in my discussion.

But Salleh’s use of profanity is never directed at Islam as a faith. Instead, his poems often target an Islam that has become institutionalized and politicized to such an extent that facets otherwise acceptable and celebrated by the faith have become, as a result, debased and tabooed (for example, sex as a means by which the believer’s physical and spiritual affinity with the divine is enhanced). As such, rather than contesting the sacred, Salleh’s profanity actually emphasises a sphere of the sacred that has become marginalized for reasons known only to the nation’s religious policemen. The poem Infinite Orgasm, as a case in point, revels in the belief that the Islamic paradise (syurga),28 unlike Christianity’s concept of a sexless heaven, actually accentuates sensual pleasures: “Infinite orgasm? Eternal erection?/Each climax’s extended and extended” (stanza 1, ll. 1–2). Although the poem is replete with the word “fuck”, which gives it an offensive tone, its point is that, “When I fuck I only know one kind of fuck” (stanza 7, l.1). Whether sensual delight derived from carnal desires, or the result of paradisiacal attainment, sex is precisely that: sex – a gratification experienced through the medium of the body. Fuck may be an odious term, but as an abject sign, it demolishes the border that attempts to differentiate earthly (and therefore carnal) desire from heavenly (and therefore spiritual) pleasure. In this way, the term complicates any neat distinctions between the sacred and the profane, and redeems the debased for divine ends. If sex, as the poem implies, is reward for being a good Muslim man, why is it tabooed from the discourse and practice of religious authorities, rendering its very enunciation embarrassing, shameful and sometimes even sinful?

RETHINKING PROFANITY

Many of Salleh’s poems signal the profane through explicit, even obscene, sexual images. While there are exceptions like “Ria” and the ironically titled “Obscenity” (both dwell on the erotic without inferring the vulgar),29 his poems about sex are generally replete with terms and descriptions that would disgust many readers. Take for example the first stanza of A Hymn to My Sarong.30 As the reader is directed to the sarong’s erotic qualities, she begins to see that the apparel, instead of covering the body (especially the private areas), actually reinforces the wearer’s sensuality. The covert way in which the garment can both expose and hide the poet’s “marvelous golden mangoes” and his “rump”, has suddenly transformed a familiar, well-regarded clothing amongst the Malay community into a sexual fetish. Arguably, the poem is perhaps more mischievous than profane in tone, and only a conservative reader would possibly take offence. But conservatism aside, his poems are sometimes unpleasant because they frame carnal acts and desires against a religious, or religious-oriented, background. To his Muslim critics, this is a direct affront to their beliefs.

In sonnets like The Woman Who Said No, The Woman Who Said Yes, and The Crescent,31 all of which reference Islam in less than subtle ways, Salleh’s profanity distinctly verges on the blasphemous. The Woman Who Said No suggests that the Prophet Muhammad (who remains unnamed in the poem) is the product of his father’s lust. Overcome by desire, the latter pays a visit, unwashed and begrimed, to one of the “woman of his harem” to satiate it, and “Thus a prophet was conceived in the gust of lust/springing from the Omnipotent, earthy in its thrust” (ll. 13–14). In The Woman Who Said Yes, the Prophet himself struggles against an “apparition” (l. 11) of desire, and out of desperation cries out “Cover me, Khatijah,” in order to establish if carnality is “Devil or angel” (l. 9).32 Only when the “act” is consummated does the apparition “[withdraw] with angelic tact” (l.11), after which his “prophethood” (l. 12) is confirmed. The poem is apparent in its suggestion that even the prophet is not above base needs; like any other man, he is sometimes engulfed by lust, which necessitates rescue from his wife. Finally, in The Crescent, a symbol commonly associated with Islam is likened to the shape of a woman’s breast:


This mark of your being hardens my faith;

It bears runic message from the womb of fate:

“O crescent of good and of guidance

my faith is in Him who created thee.”

In this hijrah to the heights of freedom,33

You are the sign of my true kingdom come.



Deploying the crescent to imply the female anatomy is already suggestively profane, but to draw a parallel between erection and faith, and between hijrah and orgasm, verges on blasphemy. Features otherwise revered in Islam are, according to one reading, mocked and trivialized. Likewise, in the other two sonnets, the unsavoury circumstances within which the Prophet is depicted could potentially brand them blasphemous if not for the fact that sex and sensuality are not viewed, unlike in Christianity, as abhorrent in Islam.

Salleh’s brazenness can be read, on the one hand, as calculated shock in order to “traumatize” his readers; on the other however, such a display of irreverence also serves to reclaim “for the use and property of men” that which has been wrested from them by religious officialdom.34 According to the philosopher Giorgio Agamben, it is not the profane but institutionalized religion which ensures that “men and gods […] remain distinct”:


It is not disbelief and indifference toward the divine, therefore, that stand in opposition to religion, but “negligence”, that is, a behavior that is free and “distracted” (that is to say, released from the religio of norms) before things and their use, before forms of separation and their meaning. To profane means to open the possibility of a special form of negligence, which ignores separation or, rather, puts it to a particular use.35



For Agamben, the profane encourages negligence or abandonment of religious norms so that a deeper experience of the divine becomes possible. It re-enchants for the believer what has otherwise been “separated and petrified” by institutionalized religion.36 Agamben’s position is an interesting one because it suggests that rather than being opposed to the sacred, the profane is, in truth, a profound conduit that reconnects “men and gods” by deconstructing religion. Following this logic, the sacred is the “new happiness” offered by the profane to the people, one that is restored to its purity, innocence and enchantment “without […] abolishing” the divine.37 This last point is important; when religion becomes institutionalized, it loses its sacred dimension because it limits the spiritual experiences that can be found through other human endeavors, such as art and sex. In violating the boundaries erected by religion, the abject-profane not only redeems the sacred for the people, but restores enchantment to these other spheres as well. This not only enhances the believer’s appreciation of the sacred, but enables the divine to take multifarious and equally meaningful forms.

In many ways, Salleh’s poems are aimed at enacting such a perspective. Sex is a means by which the body as a divine gift becomes enhanced. Physical intimacy attained through the act is undeniably spiritual, because it encourages a deeper appreciation for each other, and a feeling of gratitude to God for bringing the two individuals together. In this sense, I see Salleh’s poem as echoing Georges Bataille’s equation of sanctity with eroticism. Sex, for Bataille, is a profoundly spiritual experience because it involves a communion that renders two persons completely vulnerable to each other. As a result, they transcend the ideological limitations that have marked their embodied selves, and in the act of union, dissolve them.38 Bataille aptly sees sex as promoting “an exuberance of life;”39 the exposure of one’s nakedness to another is not only a sign of trust but “offers a contrast to self-possession, to discontinuous existence […]. It is a state of communication revealing a quest for a possible continuance of being beyond the confines of the self.”40 Clearly, sex for is no different from a religious experience for Bataille: both motivate the subject to overcome the limitations of “self” in order to attain something higher and timeless. When reading Salleh’s poems from this perspective, it is arguable that his use of profanity is aimed at reclaiming a religion that encourages greater vitality and a more meaningful experience for believers. In this regard, the body is an especially crucial conduit for the spiritual, for it is through (not against) the physical that the self can, ironically, attain spiritual transcendence in an encounter with the sacred.

Despite the frequent appearance of eroticism and the sensual in Salleh’s poems, they never bear any hint of sexual promiscuity. Sex is correlative to love, and thus can only be performed between two individuals tied to each other by affection. Accordingly then, a man who channels lust to his wife, as in the case of The Woman Who Said Yes, is not indulging in a base act, but surmounting selfishness by pleasuring the one he loves even as he satisfies his need. Carnal and at times motivated by lust as it may be, sex is not deprived of its inherent sacred nature nevertheless. More importantly, as Salleh’s poems seem to suggest, the carnal that ultimately serves (The Woman Who Said No) and expands (The Woman Who Said Yes, The Crescent) the sacred.

Salleh’s deployment of eroticism also serves to reclaim another sphere of human experience that has been undermined by moral and religious narrowness: aesthetics. In Western painting, according to Arnold Berleant, the enjoyment of beauty has been for a long time:


…possible only through the intervention of distance. Only when the sensual has been depersonalized, removed from proximity, spiritualized, does it render itself aesthetically acceptable. Love as beauty, for example, has been held to demand the use of the principle of distance for its most complete development and fulfillment. And, as might have been expected, transcending the physical presence entirely has been taken as affording the greater beauty.41



Like the religio according to Agamben, Western painting has isolated the sensual from love, rendering beauty a quality detached from human experience. The sensual as an artistic expression may be permitted, but only when rendered in a detached manner that removes from it any hint of carnality. Hence, while nudes abound in Western art, there is almost no work that explicitly portrays the sexual act. Unstated in Berleant’s argument, however, is the Judeo-Christian ideology – one shared by Islam, at least as practised in Malaysia – that underpins Western aesthetics, which prohibits representations of anything considered evil and immoral. A prime victim is sex. And since the body is the medium through which sex is enacted, it too has been rendered sinful, redeemable only through piety and constant policing and concealment. A logical consequence for art then is either an increasing abstraction of images suggesting eroticism, or omission of such images altogether. This is the fate suffered in the art scene in contemporary Malaysia.

According to Salleh, the inhibitions religious authorities impose on art can potentially lead to the people becoming disconnected from a “mystery” that characterizes humanness (“Patriarch as Literary Lecher”, 139).42 Although what Salleh means by “mystery” is unclear, it strongly implies the sacred. Like the Romantic poets, Salleh arguably subscribes to the view that inherent in the imagination is the divine, and the circumscription of the former diminishes the latter. To reawaken the spiritual embedded in art would thereby require an approach nothing short of radical. For Salleh, his strategy is the deployment of sexual explicitness that often verges on the profane and the blasphemous. This, he qualifies, is his way of allegorizing “the intercourse of the imagination with the world”. Through images of the carnal, his poems can be freed “to explore the theme [of sex] with faith in the wonder of our own humanness, to the point where the pull of the profane and the seduction of the sacred are mutually reinforcing, and the essential mystery of creativity is thereby affirmed.”43

For Salleh, to restrict the sensual in Malay art in fact contravenes what he claims to be an integral feature of Malay aesthetics. As he argues in “Salacious Pleasures of Pantuns,” one distinct characteristic of the pantun, a Malay quatrain characterized by lines of eight to twelve syllables and a tight a-b-a-b rhyme scheme, is its unabashed reference to the erotic. He concludes that a “race” which openly celebrates desire, lust, seduction and ferocious passion in its poetry, “cannot be a stranger to sexual hedonism, however you define the word” (“Salacious”, 161).44 In this celebratory spirit is the poem, The Salacious Rhymes of a Self-Taut Prodigal, composed. Both an autobiographical piece and a parody of Muhammad Haji Salleh’s poem,45 it employs the pantun’s structure, and liberally sprinkles it with explicit depictions of the carnal:


As a boy, I loved to roll in the mud,

Watching buffalo cunts winking in the sun;

Often I’d stay up all night long, just to peep

at couples coupling to the call of the azan.46

(stanza 2)

Crazed in the burning sun, drunk on spicy sins,

I turned the pondok into a hothouse of lust,

Five times a day, twixt the azan and the other din,

I abused my body like nobody’s business.

(stanza 4)

Reading the Book, I’d sometimes get a hard-on;

The scent of paradise meant sex in every nook;

The passion of Zulaika always turned me on,47

To the amazement of the pious gooks.

(stanza 5)



Along with Haram Scarum and A Polyphonic Hymn to Polygamy, this poem’s playful tone must be read alongside Salleh’s defense of the sensual in Malay art. That the poem and the essay are companion pieces is obvious (both have “salacious” for titles), and the main thrust of their argument is that sensuality and sex as base and sinful is neither a feature in Malay tradition nor Islam, but encouraged and implemented by institutionalized religion – metonymically represented by the pondok where the persona receives his religious education.48 The persona is in fact perplexed by the inability of the “pious gooks” to appreciate the Book’s (The Quran) graphic portrayals; for him, his peers’ adherence to a religion that compels the self to become disassociated from the body is incredible, and demonstrates the power wielded by institutionalized religion over the people.

The profane is a feature commonly associated with the sacred, but in a broader context, what is sacred could include any discursive and ideological fields countenanced by the status quo and/or commonly upheld as hallowed or incontrovertible, thus rendering them impervious to challenge. Ironically, these fields have often been “consecrated” and removed from “the sphere of human law” by human law itself.49 In Malaysia, these would include bumiputera rights and the status of the national language: to question them is potentially an act of sedition that can lead to conviction, sometimes without trial (as legitimized by the Internal Security Act).50 For Salleh however, these are precisely the kinds of sacred cows he targets in his poems For example, he exposes the notion of bumiputera for its class-inflected hypocrisy (“Ménage à Trois”51) and political duplicity (“Pantuns for Perverts”52), and parodies the Malay language for its heavy reliance on borrowed terms (especially from English), thus undermining its alleged superiority over other languages. The poem, “We got Minda, They only got Mind,”53 is a case in point:


Our puisi, our nobel, our drama, our prosa

may be, in form, borrowed from the west;

But our writers have shown their ability for

asimilisasi, from old realisma to realisma majis;

From modenisma to pasca-modenisma.

We know all the teori; no need to read

the karya kreatif themselves. No need.

Mario vargas llosa, gabriel garcia marquez;

Magical names to know for the sake of progres.54



This poem reveals the many words appropriated from English (novel, prose, assimilation, realism, magic realism, modernism, postmodernism, mind, and so on) that form the vocabulary of Malay language and literature. To therefore claim the preeminence of the Malay language over others is not only arrogance, but fundamentally unsupportable. Salleh is especially chagrined by the state-promoted view that only the Malay language can effectively communicate, or express, the “soul” of the people, “leaving English [and other languages] as the means of expressing the non-spiritual or purely secular material needs” (“Once Again, English Our English”).55 Evident in such a position is the attempt by the state to both legitimize the Malay language as the language of Islam, and to subtly coerce even the country’s non-Muslim population into adopting such a stance, thus potentially undermining other faiths as a result. But as the excerpt from the poem wittily demonstrates, such an enterprise already subverts itself in its pretentiousness. If so much of the Malay language is derived from English (and others), is not English equally able to express the people’s soul, and perhaps even more effectively, since it remains in a neutral zone uncontaminated by ethnic or religious affiliation? But Salleh’s vision is more expansive than this, as he proudly declares in the conclusion to the essay “Once Again, English Our English: we Malaysians have more than one language in which to express our ‘soul.’ Isn’t that all the better?”56


THE LIMITS OF PROFANITY

Salleh’s poems are profane only insofar that they re-establish a connection between the sacred and human spheres that have been declared vulgar, sinful or shameful by institutionalized religion. As such, his poems strictly abstain from blaspheming Islam as a sacred field: God, the Prophet and the tenets of the faith are never mocked. Instead, their prime target is Islam as an organized religion that has created a chasm between believers and the divine, and compelled Muslims to regard their bodies as contemptible. Salleh deploys profanity in his work primarily to reverse this. His poems attempt to resacralize the sexual and the sensual as both God’s bounty and a channel through which the divine can be attained. In doing so, Salleh is perhaps restoring to believers one of Islam’s richest legacies: love poems in their unabashedly erotic qualities. Classical Arabic poets such as Rumi, Khayyam, and Hafez, who belong to this tradition, are clearly Salleh’s precursors, as evident in his enigmatically titled poem, Poetry and Pus:


…Just read the poetry

Of Persians – of Hafez and Khayam;

Of Iqbal from among the modernists.

Muhammad could in fact be seen as Islam’s

First poet as well as man’s last Prophet. Hear this:

Perfume and women are to me very dear,

And coolness comes to my eyes in prayer.57



In claiming the Prophet as Islam’s first poet, the poem refuses the view that the sacred is necessarily opposed to the carnal and the sensual (that is, the profane). If the Prophet could equate perfume and women with prayer, it is therefore not unreasonable to appreciate that delighting in the former carries similar benefits to adhering to the latter, for both lead the believer nearer to the divine. By rejecting the profane/sacred dichotomy, Salleh’s poems persistently reinforce the complementary nature of both spheres. Evoking the profane to worry the divine prepares the latter for embracing “a new dimension of use” but without abolishing its sacredness.58 Religion is no longer a separate and petrified sphere, but one that is immediately accessible to the individual as both spiritual and physical experiences.

If this is indeed Salleh’s undertaking, it is certainly a courageous one, considering how much power religious authorities have over Muslims in Malaysia. Yet, laudable as this may be, one nevertheless wonders about the viability of Salleh’s approach. Hence, while I admire Salleh’s work, which I find refreshing and unique, I cannot help but also wonder if the purpose of his modus operandi is effective or ultimately self-defeating. This issue is especially pertinent in poems that directly relate to religion. In fact, when turning to Anthony Fisher and Hayden Ramsay’s discussion of blasphemy in art, it becomes difficult to see how Salleh’s poems can be purposeful at all. For according to these critics, religion belongs to the realm of the “basic good” because participation in it “promote[s] human flourishing in themselves and others.”59 That it may have been manipulated by the politics of the state does not, however, divest it of “goodness” altogether, because religion remains a vital means for transmitting values, sustaining culture, and providing solace to believers during difficult times. Blasphemy against it, as such, would be tantamount to “an act against one of the basic goods,”60 and its consequences vary from merely “missed opportunities or passing disturbances” for some believers, to “impoverish[ing] people’s participation in religion” and “radically [undermining their] faith and understanding.”61

For Fisher and Ramsay, to commit an act of profanity (of which blasphemy is an instance) cannot possibly encourage a reconnection between believers and faith, since the very act already subverts such a possibility. While believers who are offended will dismiss, or even decry against it, those enfeebled in their faith will end up disbelieving altogether. If Salleh’s poems potentially have a specific and redemptive objective, his sometimes callous deployment of profane language and blasphemy-inflected images derail rather than consolidate it. Take for example the poem quoted at the start of this section: the title of a work is, of course, the writer’s sole prerogative, but to call a poem that celebrates Islam’s literary gift Poetry and Pus seems to me a rather callous enterprise, especially since “pus”, whether literal or metaphorical, is not even a focus of the poem.62 A similar criticism could also be made against the poem, Sunday Morning.63 Here, the persona, a self-proclaimed Muslim apostate, attempts to join a church service but is prevented by an embarrassed priest, to whom the persona rudely retorts with:


…Who, in his right mind would

Want to convert into your lousy kind

Christianity, with a yahoo like you

As the priest here, who knows fuck all! (stanza 5, ll. 26–29)



On his way out, the persona continues his show of disrespect by letting out a scream, a la/The adzan [or azan], “Allahu Akbar! God is Great! And you yahoos inside can go to hell!” (stanza 6, ll. 7–9). Perhaps the poem, like many of Salleh’s work, is criticizing institutionalized religion for separating out the sacred from the human sphere. Perhaps Christianity may not even be the poem’s target at all, but state policies that have caused mutual suspicion between religions and the races. Accordingly then, the persona is infuriated because he is frustrated by the nation’s contemporary situation, and views Christians as also colluding with it. Yet, the tone with which the poem concludes suggests self-righteous triumph, which in turn, seems to justify the persona’s insolence. Whatever political criticism potentially harbored by the poem becomes immediately muted, while its display of disrespect, irreverence and haughtiness takes precedence. Like Poetry and Pus, the poem’s use of profanity is almost gratuitous; rather than deployed for illumination or criticism, it seems pointless and deployed merely to offend.

CONCLUSION

This brings me to my final point about the limits of the profane in Salleh’s poetry. In my view, it is this feature, more than the frequent (and sometimes gratuitous) use of blasphemy and profanity that is largely responsible for Salleh’s neglect by the academia and scholarship. I am referring to his inclination toward condescension as an artist. Famed for his rebelliousness and notoriety, Salleh is well known for doing exactly “as he pleases” (which is the title of his first collection of essays), such as peeing publicly at a cultural event. Although he later justifies his action in an open letter, one cannot help but detect a superior tone underlying it that is meant to highlight the event organizer’s ignorance of what art is, and who therefore deserves the mockery from one who does know.

In his poems, such a tone of disdain is not unfamiliar, so obvious is their ridicule against those whom the persona sees as exhibiting inferior traits. Sometimes, their scorn is mixed with the profane to deliberately accentuate their odium, as demonstrated in Sunday Morning and Haram Scarum. Implied in such a tone is the persona’s enlightened disposition, which allows him to view with condescension the failures and weaknesses in others. In another poem, Testament to Engmalchin, the persona mischievously pinpoints and makes fun of the distortions of the English language (especially in the areas of intonation and stress placement) when spoken by “true malaysians” (stanza 3, l. 1, emphasis in the original). This suggests his linguistic advantage over others, and indirectly, the fact that he is also better educated. Critic Lim Chee Seng is certainly right when he says that Salleh “uses Malaysian English mockingly,”64 but more insidious is the contempt the poet apparently holds against those who use such English (called Manglish in Malaysia). With arrogant insistence, the poem maintains the persona’s superlative quality by lampooning the users of Manglish. In Salacious Rhymes, that the persona calls his peers “pious gooks” not only demonstrates his disgust for their religious myopia, it hints that he views them as stupid as well. This is indeed ironic for a poet who often, in his art, attempts to collapse borders, whether racial or religious, that are divisive.

This pronounced, if unfortunate, attribute in Salleh’s work, coupled with his liberal doses of linguistic profanities and images that intimate blasphemy, have together resulted in a critical disregard of the poet. Although misinterpretation of his work is often cited as the reason for the neglect, I opine that the tone he often employs in his poems may have also contributed to his marginalization. A literary work which deploys profanity is always a risky enterprise because readers may be alienated not by what the work says, but how (the performative effect) it says. If used strategically, sparingly and divested of a frequent desire to mock others, profanity can be productive in its capacity to dispel the reader’s complacence over crucial matters; otherwise, it becomes merely odious and rude, thus undermining the potentially constructive purpose the blasphemer-artist may bring to her work.

NOTES

1.      See the issue on modern poetry by Haji Muhammad Salleh, “The World of the Individual and Contemporary Malaysian Poetry,” Tenggara 24 (1989).

2.      This letter is reprinted in Salleh ben Joned, As I Please (London: Skoob, 1994), 19–31.

3.      See Lim Chee Seng, “A Survey of Malaysian Poetry in English,” World Literature Today 74, no.2 (2000): 271–275.

4.      For the first time in the country’s post independent history, the ruling party, Barisan Nasional (The National Front) failed to gain majority vote, resulting in several Malaysian states becoming ceded to the opposition.

5.      Adibah Amin, “Rising above the Barriers,” News Straits Times, 14 August,1987, national edition.

6.      Ibid.

7.      Tham Seong Chee, “The Politics of Literary Development in Malaysia,” in Malaysian Literature in English: A Critical Reader, eds. Mohammad A. Quayum and Peter Wicks (Petaling Jaya: Longman, 2001), 41.

8.      Aihwa Ong, “State Versus Islam: Malay Families, Women’s Bodies and the Body Politic in Malaysia,” in Bewitching Women, Pious Men: Gender and Body Politics in Southeast Asia, eds. Aihwa Ong and Michael Peletz (California: California Univ. Press, 1995), 174.

9.      Although the indigenous people of Malaysia are also subsumed under this category, they have little share in bumiputera privileges largely marginalized unless they adopt the Malay way of life and convert to Islam.

10.    These include, among others, a university admission quota system which guaranteed that 55% of admission to any public universities were devoted to bumiputera students (a system that remains in place), the enforcement of bahasa Malaysia as the medium of instruction in national schools, subsidised housing for the Malays, and government contracts to firms owned by bumiputeras.

11.    Rajeev S. Patke, “Nationalism, Diaspora, Exile: Poetry in English from Malaysia,” The Journal of Commonwealth Literature 38, no. 3 (2003): 72.

12.    Ibid., 71.

13.    Mohammad A. Quayum and Peter Wicks, “Introduction,” in Malaysian Literature in English: A Critical Reader, eds. Mohammad A. Quayum and Peter Wicks (Longman: Petaling Jaya, Malaysia, 2001), x.

14.    Salleh, As I Please, 62.

15.    See, for example, the works of Lawrence, D. H. Lady Chatterley’s Lover (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1969); Ginsberg, Allen. Howl, and Other Poems (San Francisco: City Lights Books, 1974).

16.    Salleh ben Joned, Adam’s Dream (Kuala Lumpur: Silverfish Books, 2007), 63.


17.    Noraini Othman, “Muslim Women and the Challenge of Islamic Fundamentalism/Extremism: An Overview of Southeast Asian Muslim Women’s Struggle for Human Rights and Gender Equality,” Women’s Studies International Forum 29 (2006): 344. The patriarchal nature of Islam in this country is further guarded by syariah laws, and polygamy is sometimes practiced with little compunction, often to the detriment of women. As Noraini attests, under the current syariah law, “It is easy for Muslim men in Malaysia to contract a polygamous marriage, or irresponsibly divorce their wife or wives, or neglect their children’s maintenance or abandon their wives and children.”

18.    Quran, Surah al-Nisā 4: 3.

19.    Salleh ben Joned, Sajak sajak Salleh/Poems Sacred and Profane (Kuala Lumpur, Silverfish Books, 2002), 46. Haram – that which forbidden, unclean and profane.

20.    Halal – that which is permissible (the acronym of haram).

21.    This is also the case with the Malay language itself. The word for pig, babi, is avoided altogether in the media and replaced with the more elevated-sounding term, khinzir, instead.

22.    For a useful discussion and overview of the contentions surrounding art and pornography, see Anthony Fisher and Hayden Ramsay, “Of Art and Blasphemy,” Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 3. no. 2 (2000): 158–160.

23.    Although Kristeva’s theory of the sign is developed from Bakhtin and Derrida, I draw on her work precisely because I wish to demonstrate the sign’s affinity with her notion of the abject.

24.    Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art, trans. Thomas Gora, Alice Jardine and Leon S. Roudiez (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1980), 40.

25.    Ibid., emphasis in the original.

26.    Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror, trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1982), 9.

27.    Ibid., 4.

28.    Salleh, Adam’s Dream, 117–118.

29.    Salleh, Poems Profane and Sacred, 69–76 and 13.

30.    Ibid., 26–27.

31.    Ibid., 22, 23 and 24 respectively.

32.    Khatijah is the Prophet Muhammad’s first wife.

33.    Hijrah is the pilgrimage to Mecca every Muslim should attempt to perform at least once in his or her lifetime.

34.    Giorgio Agamben, Profanations, trans. Jeff Fort (New York: Zone Books, 2007), 73.

35.    Ibid., 75.

36.    Ibid., 74.

37.    Ibid., 76.

38.    Georges Bataille, Erotism: Death and Sensuality, trans. Mary Dalwood (San Francisco: City Lights Books, 1986), 253

39.    Ibid., 11.

40.    Ibid., 17.

41.    Arnold Berleant, “The Sensuous and the Sensual in Aesthetics,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 23, no. 2 (1964): 187.

42.    Salleh, As I Please, 139.

43.    Ibid.

44.    Ibid., 23.

45.    Specifically, the poem “Si Tenggang’s Homecoming”, http://poetrysite1.tripod.com/poetry2class/id5.html (accessed 17 September 2011).

46.    Azan – the morning prayer observed by Muslims, the first of five throughout the day.

47.    Zulaika (or Zulaikha) is the Koran’s version of Potiphar, the pharaoh’s wife who attempted but failed to seduce Joseph (Yusuf).

48.    Pondok – a hut.

49.    Agamben, Profanations, 73.


50.    The Internal Security Act (ISA) was introduced in 1960 as a preventive detention law, which allows for detention anyone convicted without trial or criminal charges under narrow legally defined circumstances.

51.    Salleh, Poems Sacred and Profane, 48.

52.    Salleh, Adam’s Dreams, 105–106.

53.    Minda – mind.

54.    Salleh, Adam’s Dreams, 111 (emphasis in the original). See also, “Have Tempurung will Travel” (Adam’s Dream, 115–16).

55.    Salleh, As I Please, 63–66.

56.    Ibid., 66.

57.    Salleh, Adam’s Dream, 24. The last two lines are lines from a hadith (recorded words of the Prophet reputed to be authentic).

58.    Agamben, Profanations, 76.

59.    Fisher and Ramsay, Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 3, 145.

60.    Ibid., 146.

61.    Ibid., 147.

62.    It is used only once to describe a certain Muslim, whose close-mindedness prevents him from appreciating the love poems in Islam’s literary heritage.

63.    Salleh, Adam’s Dream, 35–37.

64.    Lim, “A survey of Malaysian poetry in English,” 273.
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This essay provides an overview of four of the major writers of anglophone Malaysian literature since Malaysian independence in order to assess the supposed “evolution” of the thematic concerns within these texts. The anglophone literature of Malaysia has moved beyond traditional colonial/postcolonial binaries and is now as much represented through a prism of diaspora and transnationalism. While such a position provides fresh opportunities for a reinterpretation of Malaysian history and society and its broader relationship to the forces of globalization in terms of the perceived dissolution of national and cultural boundaries in the late 20th and early 21st centuries, it also carries with it the associated perils of accepting transition (or impermanence) as an oxymoronic, permanent state. The essay examines the role of each of the authors, from a biographical and textual perspective, in addressing these issues and finds that while a guarded resolution may be seen to take place for those authors whose work and lives have been predominantly located in Malaysia (Lee Kok Liang, Lloyd Fernando and K. S. Maniam), the prose fiction of Shirley Geok-lin Lim indicates progress on a transnational basis but regression on a more, localized Malaysian scale.
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Social differences are not simply given to experience through an already authenticated cultural tradition; they are the signs of the emergence of community envisaged as a project – at once a vision and a construction – that takes you “beyond” yourself in order to return, in a spirit of revision and reconstruction, to the political conditions of the present.

Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture

All men are made in order to tell the truth of their land, and some tell it in words, some in blood, and others with a true grandeur which is to live with the land, patiently and conquer it like a lover…And if a man (choosing so to live) says that he has seen this or that, no one can contradict him, as long as (the story is like) a dream whose roots spiral downwards into the earth…

Edouard Glissant, The Ripening



The idea of a centre to which one writes and in response to which one defines and constructs identity(ies) has, of course, always been a conundrum. Given that centres (and in postcolonial literature these include, most importantly, ideological, cultural, political and artistic foci) are constantly mutating – strengthening, disappearing, existing concurrently and overlapping – it follows then that if, in fact, the marginalized postcolonial or, indeed, the diasporic writer is addressing these shifting centres, he or she is, in the act of writing, responding to that which no longer exists in the same form. Whether that writing involves revisionist narratives addressed to a colonial European/American power base or the debunking of myths emanating from a neocolonial power base within Malaysia (the focus of my article) itself, the marginalised Malaysian writer has sought to resist subjugation and define a sense of individual and national identity in relation to a point inevitably already past. Yet despite the inherent contradiction in their task, the specific goals of the marginalized Malaysian writer have remained those of deconstruction, redefinition and reclamation. By revisiting and revising not only colonial and neocolonial myths, but also the diverse mythologies of their own diasporic heritages, Malaysian writers from immigrant ethnic groups may challenge others’ – but most importantly their own – definitions of themselves and their nation through contesting the hegemonic histories in which they find themselves inscribed and often overwhelmed.

The most prominent English-language Malaysian prose fiction during the past 55 years has dealt with the complex and problematic task of defining and redefining self and nation(s) and positioning these constructs in relation to a mutating and increasingly globalized, broader – though some would argue perhaps more dissipated – consciousness. The texts examined in this essay span that period, during which time the immigrant ethnic groups of Malaya/Malaysia have experienced the often salutary but invariably painful task of redefining themselves in response firstly to European, most specifically British, colonization and ideologies, secondly to the increasing Malay-Muslim cultural and political dominance within post-independent Malaysia and finally through a more fluid notion of self in relation to surroundings and the problematic effects of globalization: a seemingly amorphous existence, if you will, but one located within an indeterminate structure which carries with it the arguably more positive connotations of adaptability that also reflects, as Arjun Appadurai terms it:


The new global economy [which] has to be seen as a complex, overlapping, disjunctive order that cannot any longer be understood in terms of existing-center periphery models (even those that may account for multiple centers and peripheries).2



Although colonization and its shadow still constitute an important part of the Malaysian writer’s psyche, as has “the conscious mobilization of cultural differences in the service of a larger national or transnational politics,”3 the thrust of thematic schema in more recent English-language writing related to Malaysia, and most particularly in the prose fiction of the last 25 years, has primarily focused on navigating a path toward egalitarian national, cultural and ultimately transnational identities, which simultaneously retain individual identity while accepting collective ideals. This essay examines four Malaysian authors with a view to assessing the ability of each to transcend the restrictive binary of the colonial/postcolonial polemic in which their early writing (certainly in the cases of Lee, Fernando and Maniam) invariably positions itself, into texts that more comprehensively reflect the increasingly complex dynamic of post-independent and contemporary Malaysia. Having discussed the work of Lee, Fernando and Maniam in a number of previous essays, I will provide a relatively brief overview of each of these authors’ work in order to contextualize the evolution of their thematic concerns in relation to Shirley Geok-lin Lim’s two novels. Such a reading will, I hope, better bring into relief the success or otherwise of these two works, which are ostensibly more “global” in content but which nevertheless draw heavily on key Malaysian post-independence events and the inherent social and racial divisions associated with these occurrences.

That the first novels of Lee, Fernando and Maniam (London Does Not Belong to Me, Scorpion Orchid and The Return respectively4) reflect a consciousness still very much reacting from the perspective of colonial subject, and defining itself through a declining imperial centre, is readily apparent. Despite the chronological gaps between the writing/publication of these three novels and the diverse settings (London and Paris, Singapore, and Malaya respectively) each novel is still very much immersed in the issues of European centre vis-à-vis Southeast Asian colony. The narrator of London Does Not Belong to Me records an odyssey through a fading colonial centre; in Scorpion Orchid, the Eurasian Peter (one of four central characters) reveals the separation angst and transcultural confusion of the individual caught between Orient(s) and Occident(s); and a similar anxiety is depicted in The Return through its protagonist Ravi, for whom an English-language colonial education provides an immediate escape of sorts, but ensures long-term disillusionment. The colonial/postcolonial angst so central to the plots of these three novels, however, gradually evolves into the broader poly-ethnic Malaysian canvas rendered in Lee’s Flowers in The Sky, the social and political concerns of nation-building seen in Fernando’s Green is The Colour, and, finally, to Maniam’s plea in Between Lives for the resurrection of ancestral memory and a nurturing, symbiotic relationship with the land as paths to true nationhood. Though lingering reminders of the influence of British imperialism remain, the colonial hangover has all but dissipated to be replaced by concerns with what the author sees as the inherent falsity in present-day Malaysian political and social structures – a catharsis that is achieved, I would contend, not only through distancing oneself chronologically from the echoes of empire but also through the act of writing as a purgative mapping of self and as a reflection of the need in the postcolonial/diasporic psyches for continual reinvention.

In keeping with the anglophone prose tradition of those writers who ultimately locate themselves physically, if not completely ideologically within Malaysia, Shirley Geok-lin Lim’s Joss and Gold (2001) and Sister Swing (2006) also narrate through multiple voices and cultures, though both texts are more immediately concerned with transculturalism and the establishment of individual (and particularly female) identity in relation to this fluidity of movement and in the context of the more recent global cultural dynamic that has been so dominated by American ideology and presence. Lim’s writing maps and explores many of these central challenges which confront mid to late 20th century (and contemporary) societies. In their multiple settings of Malaysia, the USA and Singapore, her novels and memoirs embody – in both their temporal and spatial framework and in their thematic drive – the notions of movement, even continual transience, as self-defining and ultimately empowering moments within society and individual consciousness.

To assess whether the central concerns of diaspora and marginalization that invariably propel these authors’ works are dissipating becomes the crucial question in more recent Malaysian English-language prose. As Lim herself has rightly noted when analyzing novels by Lee, Fernando, and Maniam (but in what may also look forward to her own prose fiction in part), “[many prominent Malaysian English-language texts] are identity-haunted books spiraling from their fringe locations.”5 That a peripheral awareness dominates most areas of these writers’ work can be seen in their persistent efforts to reshape and redefine self in the face of mutating centres of alterity. Thus the initial rewritings of canonical literature, reflected particularly in Lee’s European experiences and the wasteland settings of much of his fiction, in Lee’s and Fernando’s repositioning of the Conradian voice, and in Fernando’s critical responses to the tag of postcolonial are conscious attempts to revaluate the relationship between Malaysian and Western literature and theory.6 Lee’s London Does Not Belong to Me and sections of his unpublished journal, Sketches, Vignettes & Brush Strokes, for example, ironically invert the stereotypical occidental views of primitive and civilized cultures in line with Conrad’s purpose “so as frequently to erode and question one another before the eyes of the reader, who is subtly urged to compare them.”7 But Lee also offers in these early texts mutual considerations and connections, however fraught and tenuous such links are.

In the English-language Malaysian literature written during the period of Malayan colonization and its immediate aftermath, the centre is inevitably more clearly defined and the colonized writer will invariably seek, consciously or subconsciously, to subvert its authority through counter-colonial discourse. Lee Kok Liang’s unpublished journal and first novel, set in Europe, provide ample evidence of this, but in a postcolonial and increasingly globalized context, who or what do Malaysian English-language writers write towards? What, if any, is their common purpose? The language used by these four writers is of course the most universal and also greatly associated with colonization, though each writer adapts it to suit his or her geographical and psychological landscapes. Despite differences in methodology and style, the common connection between the four writers is that each attempts to define self and nation not only through a range of alterity but also in the knowledge that self is intrinsically protean, and each writes with the belief that the continual redefinition of one’s cultural and multicultural identities ensures the progression of self and, implicitly, the survival and progression of one’s culture(s) and nation(s). Further, each writer indicates that the solution, seemingly simple yet immeasurably complex, resides in communication and connection.

As I have discussed in previous essays in relation to the work of Lee Kok Liang,8 the inability to communicate which has its genesis in the characters of London Does Not Belong to Me is emphasized through the narrator being geographically and socially displaced in a fading imperial centre (London and, to a lesser extent, Paris). The deep mistrust of language as a tool to signify, and through which to be signified, is clearly evident throughout the text: “Language was a loose string of beads to me. I got tired easily trying to express it in a logical way. Even in my native language.”9 Language, and the social interaction it supposedly represents serve merely to reduce and exclude:


I felt completely isolated – an apparition surrounded by wraiths. Although I had opened up my pores drinking in everything I could from these new civilizations, remoulding my mind, so much so that I carried on conversations in my head in their language, I neither felt, however much I tried to, their anger nor their pity, their worry nor their intensity. Their words bounced against me softly like ping-pong balls.10



The inability to articulate self is, ironically, exacerbated upon Lee’s return to his homeland. Lee’s earlier fiction is marked by both this aphasic tendency and, oxymoronically, by a multitude of competing narratives that is also seen in the prose of Fernando and Maniam and, to a certain extent, in Shirley Geok-lin Lim’s fiction, in which the juxtaposition of multiple landscapes provides a similar effect but one which is context-rather than character-driven.

Lee’s body of prose-writing may collectively be seen, in chronological terms, as a portrayal of colonial rejection (London Does Not Belong to Me) coupled with the angst of marginalization and rejection in Malaysia itself (The Mutes in The Sun). The latter ultimately transforms itself into a plea for Malaysian ethnic inclusiveness and a quest for an artistic wholeness, the guarded resolution of which may be witnessed in Flowers in The Sky, in which:


…a finely wrought though at times discordant equilibrium between not only the superficial binaries of temporal and spiritual, tragic and comic, Occident and Orient, but between the polyglot and multidimensional existences of immigrant Malaysians, returns, with qualifications, a clearer narrative voice(s) to Lee’s fiction. Whereas the heteroglossia of “Return To Malaya” emerges through a series of disparate sketches and leads through its closing portrait to the terrifying silence of The Mutes, the multiple discourses in Flowers in the Sky are revealed in a balanced dialogue between eclectic cultural perspectives and philosophical standpoints.11



But if Lee Kok Liang’s prose may be seen as focusing primarily on universal, humanist concerns through its depiction of the individual in relation to his invariably alienating surroundings, the principal thrust of Lloyd Fernando’s writing is, by comparison, significantly more political in its aims. In Scorpion Orchid, Fernando, as I have noted previously,12 provides a critique of attempts at ethnic integration while also depicting the increasingly ubiquitous bumiputera control in contemporary Malaysia at both its covert and overt levels. Concerned with the discursive formation of a national identity and the cost to individual identity that this entails, the thematic preoccupations of his two novels display the angst of what I term the floating self in a transitional state of imagining nation. To better clarify the complexities of this state, it is worth reiterating Anne Brewster’s observation that this entails the negotiation of “a border or frontier between the self and the other that is ambiguous because it is constantly in danger of dissolving. When this border dissolves, the subject is faced with a sense of the loss of self, a loss of identity.”13 These imaginary borders also extend to negotiating the dissolution of self in response to the creation of national ideologies, and Fernando’s prose fiction reflects the conundrum of a rapidly modernizing Asia: at what point is the imperative of individual and ethnic identity subjugated by national identity? He examines, in his own words, the effects of “detribalization anxiety” and the consequent threat for individuals who seek a broader multicultural perspective of an existence in flux:


A person becomes aware, at some point, that the effort of cultural growth and development and the dedication to a widening sensibility have no foreseeable natural conclusion but are part of an unceasing process, capable of continuing as if in infinite series, with every stage of the series having no lasting validity.14



The interracial violence in Singapore in the 1950s and Malaysia in 1969 form platforms from which, in Malaysia, an overwhelming shift towards Malay political, cultural and linguistic control has taken place, and in many regards Scorpion Orchid and Green is The Colour spring directly from these events. Fernando’s two responses to these upheavals are, despite the gap of almost two decades between their respective releases (1976 and 1993), equally relevant to the political machinations and ethnic divisions that exist in contemporary Malaysia. Though Singapore, where the principal action of Scorpion Orchid is set, may be seen to have made considerable progress in addressing such divisions and differences (albeit through at times draconian restrictions regarding freedom of speech and legitimate political opposition), Fernando’s first novel still provides a pertinent examination of the path to racial integration and national identity for both countries.

Green is The Colour provides a necessary thematic progression from Scorpion Orchid, moving as it does increasingly beyond what Fernando sees as the less relevant issues of colonialism to assess Malaysia in terms of its (successful or otherwise) transition from colony to ethnically-integrated nation. Both texts deal with marginalization through culture and language, but in Green is The Colour Fernando portrays a more rigidly defined cultural and political hierarchy, and a social structure that is significantly more restrictive in terms of individual liberty. Fernando’s treatment of language in this text as encapsulating the potentiality for nation and dissemination probes more deeply the problematic spatial position of the individual and nationhood in Malaysia. Language, particularly in the postcolonial and neocolonial circumstances in which Malaysia has found itself, is invariably employed not only for the purposes of propaganda and subterfuge but increasingly for a self-perpetuating myopia, a blighted potentiality that is articulated through the character of Sara:


She developed and clung to the use of the plural personal pronoun because they soothed her: they stirred feelings of patriotism, of love for her fellow citizens whether Malay, Chinese, Indian, or Eurasian. They exempted her from asking what really happened.15



The thematic concerns of Green is The Colour move beyond the more simplistic ethnic stereotypes and linguistic concerns of Scorpion Orchid as the author seeks to distance himself from a colonial/postcolonial binary. Though Fernando addresses the immediate and long-term effects of European colonization, he concerns himself equally with internal wrongs in Malaysian society and politics and, in doing so, promotes a process of healing and regeneration as the route to mature nationhood. That this course, and its chance of success, is problematic is evident in both texts, an uncertainty encapsulated in the author’s choices of the oxymoronic title Scorpion Orchid, and of the colour green in his second novel to embody the enigmatic nature of Malaysian society. Though the reference to Islam in this title is readily apparent, the colour in itself embodies a far greater significance than obvious religious associations in its representation not only of the protean nature of language and the concepts and ideologies it may (mis)represent, but also in its multiple and often opposing layers of interpretation: “The colour of the leaves differed from bush to tree, and from tree to tree, in dazzling shades of green after the rain.”16 Thus green functions as both synonym and antonym in its metonymic import, representing as it does the green of youthful nostalgia and kampung, of envy, of the Islamic flag, but also the green that is rebirth on the one hand, and putrefaction on the other.

The novels of K. S. Maniam, similarly to those of Fernando and Lee, reflect an overriding sense of dispossession and displacement – dispossession of language and culture for immigrant Indians in Malaysia, but also the forfeiture of the opportunity for soul-sharing which has its roots in past mythologies and, equally as importantly, the earth itself. It is through returning to these narratives, Maniam suggests, that one may regain a lost sense of self and further the process of imagining the Malaysian nation as a truly collective social and political entity. His novels, short stories and plays invariably reflect the plight of the marginalized primarily from the perspective of the Indian diaspora in Malaysian society but, more broadly, “redefine concepts of self and nation through an exploration of the origins of ancestral memory and myth.”17 His trilogy of novels – The Return, In a Far Country, and Between Lives – explore paths towards Malaysian identity on what is essentially rendered a canvas of lost opportunity whose inception may clearly be witnessed in The Return, most notably through Kannan’s doomed attempts to connect with the Malaysian landscape, and the ultimate rejection of his adopted homeland voiced in Ravi’s dedication to his father at the conclusion of the novel:


Then words will not serve.

They will be like the culture

you refused at adolescence,

drinking from the tap

instead of the well.


The dregs at the bottom

of well water is the ash

of family prayers you rejected.

The clay taste

the deep-rootedness

you turned aside from –

for the cleanliness of chlorine.

Words will not serve.18



While the mistrust of language in this poem is clearly evident, it nevertheless also provides the genesis in Maniam’s writing of an exploration of social and ethnic inclusion in Malaysia through a reinterpretation of sacred narratives and a symbolic immersion in the land itself, a central imperative that is further clarified through In a Far Country and brought to problematic fruition in the final act of his trilogy, Between Lives. The prescriptive path to a national ethnic unity is evinced in this novel not only in Arokian’s relationship with the Malay, Pak Mat, prior to and after Independence but also, in part, through the retrospective details of Sumitra’s childhood education, which reveals a burgeoning multiracial interaction that is ultimately stifled by the promulgation of bahasa Malaysia (after the passing of the National Language Act in 1967), Malay cultural values, and the subsequent linguistic and cultural marginalization of other ethnic groups in the 1970s. The emergence of a strident Malay nationalism and the ongoing tendency toward totalitarianism that are evident in contemporary Malaysia are symbolized in Between Lives by the machinations of the Social Reconstruction Unit (SRD). It is this reconstruction of immigrant (and in some instances even bumiputera) ethnic identities in line with the cultural – and most importantly global economic – imperatives of Malaysian society which Maniam highlights in an ironic inversion of the “harmonious ethnic integration” and “fully developed country” that Mahathir Mohamed advocated in his 1991 template for the country’s development, “The Way Forward: Vision 2020.”

The SRD’s paired antithetical versions of Malaysia’s future, ultimately presented in a newspaper advertisement in response to Sumitra’s recalcitrance, offer a false dilemma of two extremes that (mis)appropriate the events of conventional history to underpin political and social imperatives; the first advertisement delineates a sanitized and superficially cohesive Malaysian society; the second is a portrait of chaos that closely alludes to the ethnic violence of 1969:


Study the newspaper story and the advertisements carefully. The older generations don’t need reminders, but the young must learn to remember. There was only that one deviation in the history and development of our society. The SRD was set up to discover the reasons, and to prevent it from happening again.19



In responding to the Social Reconstruction Department’s newspaper article and advertisements with a montage of eco-art which depicts the history of Malaya/Malaysia as cyclical and overlapping, Sumitra and her supporters provide an interpretation of nation that does not deny the manifest narratives that comprise its formation:


First the jungle in its mystifying glory: trees, creepers, bushes, insect-and-wild life, all intertwined and inter-dependent. An old-world paradise. Then a young boy’s face among the shadows, following their activities, trying to merge, like them, into the environment. Men behind him, in a time leap, offering prayers to the guardians of the jungles and hills, plucking certain leaves, gathering certain nuts and gums, and taking them away with grateful faces. Then those benevolent faces of the tigers turning slowly savage, the deer nervous with the intrusions; fruits, rattan and certain bushes falling to plundering hands. Then fugitives. Men fleeing into the dark shelters the jungle offers. Other men in brutal chases. Hunting, savage kills. The fugitives camouflaging themselves, and their habitations, from the searching eyes of the enemy. Small gaps, here and there, of the destruction wrought by fights and battles. Most telling of all: a leap into a new-world paradise, the faces of men, all kinds of men…blended into the trunk and branches of a tall age-old tree.20



Reclamation and belonging as both collective and individual responsibilities in achieving nationhood, then, are crucial thematic concerns for each of these marginalized Malaysian writers. Yet, the extent to which any of these writers offer a positive outcome in terms of individual, ethnic or national identity is perhaps, at best, problematic. To validate oneself, all four authors examined in this essay variously suggest that one must simultaneously revisit and reinterpret history on both its micro and macro levels: an ethnically inclusive national identity may only occur through an individual acknowledgement of the past, which Maniam defines as “[making] the country in which he has lived for so long a country in his soul.”21

Shirley Geok-lin Lim’s prose fiction is also concerned with the fraught relationship between heterogeneity, transience and identity. However, one crucial difference in Lim’s approach to her two novels, Joss and Gold and Swing Sister, is the proposed acceptance of the permanence of the role of the artist in an impermanent (or at least transitional) world. Diasporic writers have invariably been perceived to function in the claustrophobic binary of longing and belonging, a subtle yet distinct variation on the colonial/postcolonial binary, and one which essentially constitutes a yearning for belonging which in many locations today may be interpreted as a desire for stasis amidst the constant fluctuation induced by the forces of globalization: one seeks validation either through the nebulous source of ethnic origin, or through the site of problematic arrival, or both. With this definition in mind, it is readily evident that Shirley Lim’s texts occupy an artistic space that is in essence overtly globalized and yet still essentially positioned within the diasporic limitations of longing and belonging in its approach to personal identity(ies).

Though Lim’s prose is perceived by some critics to be increasingly “evolved,”22 this is a pejorative term that implicitly depicts transnationalism as a positive and empowering force. Transnationalism is, in general terms, perceived as implying liberation from the restrictions and rigidity of a specific geographical location and the at times overwhelming myopia with which rigid national boundaries are associated. Yet the fictive representation of transnationalism (in some aspects similar to the now less fashionable literary representations of postcolonialism), in which one may often witness multiple characters traversing multiple global settings, is not in itself evidence of a liberating and “unshackled” identity. As such it is useful, in this instance, to refer to Wilson and Dissanayake’s discussion of the “transnational imaginary” in its sociopolitical connotations and relate it to the thematic thrust of Lim’s novels:


Pluralization and relativization are processes, stressed within the newer globalization theories of postmodern social theory, that would give more power to local heterogeneity and locally situated political struggles within the world-system model. Attention to local conjectures needs to be linked, at all points, to global processes without falling into the by-now-tired modernist binary of the universal (global) sublating the particular (local), explained through a colonizing master-narrative of undifferentiated homogenizing forces meeting endlessly specific and hyper-detailed adaptations doomed to defeat…What we would variously track as the “transnational imaginary” comprises the as-yet-unfigured (their italics) horizon of contemporary cultural production by which national spaces/identities of political allegiance and economic regulation are being undone and imagined communities of modernity are being reshaped at the macropolitical (global) and micropolitical (cultural) levels of everyday existence.23



The true test of Lim’s prose, I would argue, and the state it purports to represent, rests in the universal import of its themes and in its ability to viably connect those themes through localized and globalized locales without sublation. To be “transnational,” as Lim prefers to envisage herself,24 a label which she views as embodying these positive aspects of liberation in terms of geographical and political boundaries but one which nevertheless carries with it the caveat of fragmentation, does not necessarily equate to universality from a literary perspective: universal themes, it may be argued, often emerge more fundamentally in localized rather than global settings. As Lim proposes in relation to this fluid identity in her poetry, but in an argument which may just as readily be ascribed to the principal function of her prose writing:


This territory, whether set in Malaysia, Singapore, the United States, Hong Kong, or “anywhere,”…is really ontological; that is, it has to do with questions about the relation of an individual to the exigencies of making sense of itself in the world, with or without others.25



What best describes Lim’s two novels is that they reside in the realms of glocal literature – a combination of global and local – though the multiplicity of locations tend to at times overwhelm the central thematic concerns of transience in each. Both the structure and setting(s) of Joss and Gold provide a template for this crucial notion of flux that is so synonymous with Lim’s perspective, and significantly the three sections – Crossing (Malaysia), Circling (America), and Landing (Singapore) – denote in their use of the present continuous tense an ongoing quest towards liberation and validation, areas which within Lim’s writing have often been viewed as primarily feminist in their import. In its revision of the Occident/Orient dynamic of Madame Butterfly, the thrust of the prose is, despite its use of symbolic and culturally stereotypical extremes, fundamentally humanist in its attempted argument for non-exclusive validation across gender and ethnicity, and in its exploration and inversion of traditional family structures from Occidental, Oriental and cross-cultural perspectives.

Sneja Gunew’s treatment of diaspora, and what may loosely be termed as diasporic writing, as “an endless process of travelling and change rather than simply being framed by leaving and arriving, with mourning or nostalgia as its dominant markers,”26 is also useful as a basis from which to assess Lim’s “evolution” as a writer and indeed the “evolution” of Malaysian Anglophone writing as a whole. Lim, while still predominantly concerned with the function of diasporic identity, seemingly provides a more pragmatic approach to validation and the formation of self in that, unlike much of the other prose examined in this essay, the oft-depicted polarities of material possession and spirituality are not functioning in direct opposition. Li An, the protagonist of Joss and Gold, ultimately finds confirmation of self not only through the subtle fusion of language, body and family witnessed in Sellama’s and Sumitra’s epiphanies in Between Lives and echoed in the concluding passage of Joss and Gold as Li An contemplates her Malaysian-American daughter, symbolically conceived at the height of the racial riots of May 13, 1969: “A muse of feelings she thought she had forgotten, more than words, more than poetry, returning to the spaces inside her body its silent and eloquent touch;”27 but also, just as validly, through location and monetary success – in this instance through Singapore, a nation: “self-sprung from the ashes of a shabby of a shabby colonised city, looked down upon even by the British who claimed to govern it, and then again from its ashes as a partner in the nation-state called Malaysia.”28 As Jeffery Partridge has noted, the novel at times oscillates between cultural resistance and cultural adaptation,29 but Lim is clearly arguing that both may be seen as intrinsically linked or, more accurately I would suggest, as not only mutually compatible but a legitimate response to, and acceptance of, the forces of globalization and hybridity. Resurrection of self through claiming an essential space in the modern hybrid city (forged by colonialism but now moving well beyond its limiting influence in terms of contemporary self-definition) provides a modern validation of identity(ies). Material acquisition and the polyglot language of globalized business are now significantly positioned alongside spirituality and ethnic origins.

Yet whereas the shift to Singapore in Joss and Gold may be interpreted as a problematic but cathartic repositioning of “home,” Swee’s American experience in Swing Sister, conversely, represents a more complete regression into the diasporic angst of displacement and the overwhelming need to belong. The story of three Malaysian sisters—Swee, Yen and Peik (Pearl)—who are confronted with an America (predominantly California) that is experiencing an influx of immigrant cultures but which remains overwhelmingly mono-cultural in mindset, reflects Lim’s own “arrival” in the late 1960s:


The U.S. has changed tremendously in the last 30 years; especially, demographically, it has become less of a white majority and in some regions has become a minority-majority society. But Massachusetts in 1969 – the world of academia and graduate students – was still heavily white…It took me a while to recognize the subtler shades of cultural differences in America.30



This “excluding” America of decades past, discussed at length in Lim’s autobiographical Among the White Moonfaces: Memoirs of a Nyonya Feminist (1996), has continued to inform her prose fiction. Lim’s Malaysian characters have either rejected the dream of an American homeland or, at the very least, have transplanted their hopes into the next generation, a generation that represents the potentiality of a hybrid future. In Swing Sister, despite the qualified success of Yen’s acceptance into working class American culture through her relationship with and ultimate marriage to Wayne, Peik’s rejection of 1980s America and return to her homeland and Swee’s heavily ironic relationship with the covert white supremacist, Sandy, each indicates a diasporic regression in the author’s outlook. Swee’s vision of Ah Kong’s metamorphosis from falcon peregrine to common ghost bird within the confines of New York City clearly symbolizes dislocation in the face of heterogeneity and entrapment within one’s own cultural roots (at least for previous generations) but also, in keeping with the nameless narrator’s exorcism of Cordelia in Lee Kok Liang’s London Does Not Belong to Me, embodies a necessary stage on the journey to the acceptance of transience as a permanent state and a new immigrant revision of the failed American Dream. The transference of expectation, as in Lim’s previous novel, is for the next generation – effectively, given the chronology of the novel, contemporary American society – but such a position offers tentative hope rather than confidence: “She will have to be the promise of America for all of us, the littlest one, bearing the dreams we have left standing.”31

Lim, herself, as Gunew has noted, has railed against characterizations in simple diasporic terms, preferring to envision immigrant existence (and no doubt the role of the artist within that immigrant experience) as chains of ongoing dialogue with multiple locales:


“Diaspora” was appropriate at a time in human history when if populations left a location of origin, it was difficult for them to return…I think some of us prefer the notion of transnationality as opposed to diaspora, a sense of continuing relationships with the location of origin.32



Perhaps partly because of this, Lim’s relevance to contemporary Malaysia has been increasingly questioned. Like the author, Tash Aw – now associated as much if not more so with the UK than Southeast Asia – her texts and personal background place her, for better or worse, in a nebulous global context. What is manifestly evident, though, is the overwhelming extent to which her upbringing in Malaysia has informed her prose and, as Andrew Ng Hock Soon argues in a convincing critique of Lim’s female characters in her two novels,33 her depictions of her homeland are seemingly mired in stereotypical and anachronistic portraits of Malaysian females. Thus, although she ostensibly examines the hybrid realities of a world in which boundaries have supposedly dissipated and cultures have overlapped, Lim, as Ng correctly surmises:


…frequently writes about women and their socio-ideological positions within symbolic systems that structure them in rigid, circumscribed ways. They are either weak, submissive and silent, and therefore embody the feminine ideal as promoted by Confucianism; or aggressive, potent and dangerous, thus subscribing to the transgressive female who must be shunned and denied.34



Such a position, he further argues, fails to acknowledge the complexities of the female role(s) in modern Malaysia, invariably employing as its foundation, outdated tropes and regressive cultural clichés. Taking these justifiable criticisms of her prose into account, in an era of transnationalism I would contend, the world, precisely because of transnationalism and the effects of globalization, now floats and the artist must float within it. The position that Lim accepts thus provides an opportunity for a form of unfettered liberation but remains unconvincing in its anachronistic depictions of elements of Malaysian society. Lim attempts to acknowledge the strengths of origin but is relatively more successful in depicting the realities of 21st century dynamics on a global, rather than localized, Malaysian scale.

In literature, as in life, transition in multitudinous forms has become for many the defining essence of self despite retaining the residual of “the tensions between individualized lives and the necessity for community in diaspora – that will to belong which survives, it seems, every attempt to dismantle or undermine it.”35 Gunew’s observations of this tension, then, are crucial to an understanding of the relationship between diaspora and transnationalism, and to a greater understanding of Lim’s intent in her prose. Just as the ghost of colonialism haunts postcolonialism and infuses it with its very meaning so too does diaspora and its inherent retrospect infuse transnationlism. As such, Gunew argues that:


…it may be time to consider the role of writer as inventor of community where community is conceived not in the sense of the nostalgic response to the past and a lost place but as the impulse forward, the potential carried by the seeding of diaspora in hybridity.36



Yet the “invention” of a conceived community through diaspora, while promoting transience as a self-validating force does come at a cost. Inevitably, it has been difficult for critics not to closely associate the biographical details of each author with their respective texts. Certainly for the early works of Lee Kok Liang, K. S. Maniam, and for both of Lim’s novels, structural and thematic concerns may be closely linked with the authors’ respective personal experiences both within Malaysia and abroad. The transnational (but principally American) existence which defines Lim’s life over the last several decades, thus provides a positive, albeit qualified, impetus in its dissolution of the traditional boundaries of culture and state, but also ensures that the author’s depictions of Malaysia remain locked in the stereotypes of a time past which show little inclination to confront the complexities of contemporary Malaysian society. In this sense, Lim’s portrayals of her country of birth are located, to a certain extent, in an anachronistic vacuum that reflects a close understanding of contemporary transnational and American diasporic issues, but offers only a superficial treatment of local Malaysian society.

Inevitably, the English-language fiction of Malaysia and the Malaysian diaspora emanates from a void in identity that is represented through the transience of its characters. But in these authors’ multi-focused probing of this inherent state of impermanence over the last 55 years they do provide a topography, if you will, of the problems confronting marginalized, immigrant and diasporic/transnational Malaysians. Reflecting the complexities of the problems facing Malaysian society and the diversity of their own ancestral heritages (Chinese, Eurasian, Tamil-Indian, Peranakan), they offer no simple solutions, no definitive manifesto for nationhood or individual identity. Their writing is often didactic but only occasionally prescriptive, depicting the concept of identity as consisting of fraught and constantly evolving symbioses. Identity of self both creates, and is created through, cultural and national identities. Race, of course, also plays its part – the Malaysian constitution alone has ensured this – but race alone should never be construed as equating to culture. Each borrows from the other but neither is interchangeable. This search for self-identity through cultural and national identities is both problematic and crucially necessary for the individual in a postcolonial or transnational setting and is, in part, a direct response to the subjugating forces of a remembered colonialism, a (presently-lived) neocolonialism, or the onset of globalization and transculturalism.

As such, the question of how the individual creates and/or retains identity is a theme which, whilst evident in many forms of literature over the centuries, has dominated Malaysian anglophone texts. Malaysian writers who convey their message in English are, of course, aware of the limitations that such a discourse carries with it: namely, the taint of empire and the double marginalization of a language that commands the dominant position in global communication but occupies a peripheral regional position. These are factors that have inevitably affected the development of Malaysian writing in English, particularly internally in Malaysia itself, for as Quayum and Wicks observe: “essentially a product of the colonial scheme of things, literature in English (or English language for that matter), like in other post-colonial societies, cannot assert a strong cultural or emotional bond.”37

In a wider context the Singaporean poet and academic, Edwin Thumboo has noted the problems, and potentiality, confronting English-language literature in the poly-ethnic settings of former colonies:


Almost everyone writing in English in the ex-colonies inhabits a literary eco-system with at least two literary traditions. What might seem part of the background in the older traditions of formed nations, is often so acute as to be part of the foreground. These usually concern the building up of a literary infrastucture, such as the search for a viable ideolect, the use of literature to appropriate and place particular themes. They are all concerned with the filling of gaps in essential spaces.38



Thumboo’s comments are particularly relevant to the Malaysian writers discussed here. Through an exploration of language, religious and political interrelations, social structure and, most particularly, human interaction, Lee, Fernando, Maniam and Lim – for so long fringe-dwellers in both a literary and cultural sense – attempt to define the problematic cultural interstices so crucial to their existence. Their writing bears witness to a period of momentous political, cultural, social and economic change within Malaya/Malaysia itself (and, naturally, these aspects of Malaysian [d]evolution are of considerable importance) but of at least equal significance is the clear universality of many of their integrated themes, a universality that finds a somewhat fractured voice in the new millennium in Lim’s two novels. The authors’ broader concerns may be viewed in terms of a postcolonial and diasporic fraternity/sorority. They may also reflect considerations with which the immigrant inhabitants of numerous formerly colonized nations are closely familiar: the paradoxical bonds between colonizer and colonized; the rite of passage and the disillusionment involved in the journey to the colonizing centre(s); the associated traumas of achieving independence; the angst of separation from ancestral homelands; the potentiality and divisiveness that co-exist in all plural societies; and, more latterly, the role of women in both patriarchal and post-feminist societies. All of these aspects manifest themselves in a journey into self that navigates a path towards collective national sensibility(ies) and – more crucially – individual accountability in the shifting dynamics of transcultural space.

The intrinsic human need for belonging, for an acknowledgement and acceptance that implies a sense of permanence, is by its very nature paradoxical; concepts of self and nation, most particularly in multi- and trans-cultural locations which are in themselves invariably defined through the interrelated, multiple discursive phases of imperialism and colonialism, cannot remain fixed. Lee Kok Liang, Lloyd Fernando, K. S. Maniam and Shirley Geok-lin Lim write, to varying degrees, while suspended in what Julia Kristeva has termed a state of “perpetual transience:”39 that is, they write from positions which constantly address a range of alterities that, because of the multiple forms of marginalization which they have encountered, constitute their shifting awareness of self. They address a complex sense of discordance that resides not only within Malaysia but within themselves, and it is this at times overwhelming but artistically fertile strangeness, to again borrow from Kristeva, that ensures that their prose comprises an array of competing and often seemingly incompatible voices and histories.

Yet, although the literature of diaspora, transnationalism, and ethnic marginalization almost inevitably portrays at its heart the anguish of separation and the burden of a confrontation with antipathy to transplanted cultures, it remains equally true that this same literature argues for the necessity for metamorphosis: a recognition of the need for constant mutation to negate the predominant sense of displacement and rejection that is the leitmotiv of these texts. Their prognosis for Malaysia, and Malaysians in the broader world, is tentatively hopeful though invariably pessimistic, but perhaps this sense of absence and the transitional quality to their writing is in part because, as the British academic John McRae notes:


…in every growth, of empire, of nation, of an individual, there will somewhere be the seeds of decline. No empire, perhaps especially no Utopia, is forever. So if a sense of loss can be detected in a writer’s work, it is no more and no less than the necessary accompaniment to growth: regret and hope are two sides of the same coin.40



These four writers, then, fashion parables of the émigré, of renunciation, return and re-birth, and it is invariably absence that propels their fiction: absence of human connection, of belonging, of equality, of voice. Positioned as they are amidst the “postmodernist collapse of geographical/cultural boundaries into global fragmentations” (Lim, 1994: 154),41 the natural desire is towards a poly-ethnic future that integrates individual ethnic voices into a functional collective ideal, the sum of which, while greater than its parts, does not ignore the cultural diversity and disparate pasts that are, they contend, its greatest strengths.
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As contemporary Malaysian literature in English is increasingly gaining an international reputation, it cannot be read as primarily reflects of the nation anymore – a trajectory that has more or less underscored scholarship on anglophone Malaysian writer in the last three decades. This paper discusses the “global” nature of writers like Tash Aw and Tan Twan Eng, and elicits the advantages and problems when this category is appended to their works.
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In the last 50 years, despite increasing globalization, novels in English from Southeast Asia have struggled to make an international impact. In contrast to the worldwide exposure and sales of novelists from South Asia, such as Amitav Ghosh or Aravind Adiga, writers of prose fiction from Southeast Asia have generally been read in small local or regional markets. Poetry and short stories from Southeast Asia have recently obtained an increasing transnational exposure through publication in literary journals, many of which have now moved wholly or partially online. The novel, however, for a long time remained stubbornly restricted to national or specialist markets: major Filipino writers such as Dean Francis Alfar or Vicente Groyon, for instance, have made little impact outside the Philippines, and even major writers from Singapore such as Suchen Christine Lim are not widely distributed internationally. There has, of course, long been a tradition of novelists who have migrated from Southeast Asia and who write about migrancy: in addition to the many first generation Filipino-American writers, one thinks of Australian authors Hsu-Min Teo and Lau Siew Mei, Canadian Lydia Kwa, and Shirley Geok-lin Lim, an American citizen who still retains close contact with Malaysia. Yet novels written by Southeast Asians in English of Southeast Asia for a long time achieved little recognition. This is as true of a previous generation of writers as it is of the current one: Lloyd Fernando, K. S. Maniam, and Goh Poh Seng, for instance, while they may have received critical attention from some Commonwealth Literature and later postcolonial literary studies scholars, they have not achieved the international recognition showered on their South Asian contemporaries.


In the past decade, however, the pattern of neglect has been broken by two developments. First, the increasing pace of globalization has made it more difficult to make a neat division between “local” and diasporic texts. Second, a number of Malaysian novels have been published in the United Kingdom and the United States, and several have achieved considerable international recognition and sales well beyond a community of scholars or specialists, thus outselling canonical texts in the Malaysian Literature in English canon.1 In the interests of focus, this essay will discuss two of these novels that have a number of similarities, and make only brief reference to others, such as Preeta Samarasan’s Evening is The Whole Day.

The first of the two novels is perhaps the best known. In 2005 Tash Aw’s The Harmony Silk Factory was longlisted for the Booker Prize and won the Whitbread First Novel Award in the United Kingdom: it went on to become an international best seller. In 2007, a second Malaysian novel, Tan Twan Eng’s The Gift of Rain, was also long-listed for the Man Booker, an achievement made more remarkable by the fact that it was published by Myrmidon Press, a publisher from the northern English city of Newcastle not known for its list of literary fiction. Stylistically, the two novels are very different. Aw’s novel is densely literary and self-referential, a consciously literary artifact that reminds one of the work of Salman Rushdie or Michael Ondaatje. Tan’s novel is much more of a family saga told through more conventional narrative strategies, recalling perhaps the work of authors such as Rohinton Mistry, although leavened with a liberal dose of martial arts action. Yet in other ways the novels, although produced independently of each other, are hauntingly similar. Both involve reminiscences from the perspective of a later time regarding events before and during the Japanese occupation of Malaya from 1941 to 1945. Both have racially ambiguous and hybrid protagonists, and both also centre – structurally and thematically – on processes of memory, on the recollection of past events by actors or descendants of actors in a more tranquil present.

A first reaction to these two texts might be to dismiss them as products largely written for the international marketplace, with very little to do with contemporary Malaysia at all. Such a response, while often resulting in an ad hominem attack rather than a careful reading of the literary text, nonetheless does arise from real contemporary debates about the status and utility of what is still often called postcolonial fiction in a global marketplace. In looking at the history of the winners of the Booker Prize, Graham Huggan has noted that by the early 1990s a movement from a narrowly-defined “English Literature” to “Literature in English” had already occurred, with writers such as Salman Rushdie, J. M. Coetzee, Keri Hulme, Ben Okri, and Michael Ondaatje winning the award.2 Yet Huggan suggests that this transformation, while welcomed at one level, might simply reflect a “symbolic legitimation of ‘multicultural’ and/or exotically ‘foreign’ goods” within a shallow, unreflective multiculturalism. Huggan illustrates this by analyzing the changing thematic content of Booker winners that are set in South Asia, or which have significant South Asian characters. Early winners from the 1970s, such as J. G. Farrell’s The Siege of Krishnapur (1973), might be plausibly critiqued as Orientalist, even if they take an ironic perspective on Orientalist traditions. Later winners from the 1980s onwards, such as Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1981) and Michael Ondaatje’s The English Patient (1992), are much more radically revisionary, challenging both nationalist and Eurocentric historiographies. Yet, Huggan suggests, the process of their nomination, listing, and being granted the award results in the novels being paraded as “the latest in a series of publicly endorsed ‘multicultural’ products.”3 The jury often consists of established British authors, and their selection of such postcolonial texts, Huggan suggests, represents forgetting as much as remembering. Such a celebration of contemporary multiculturalism and global cosmopolitanism tends to omit historical contexts of oppression, and ongoing inequality in the present. Indeed, such a fetishization of multicultural elements abstracted from power, which Huggan terms “postcoloniality,” is in opposition to the radically transformative and emancipatory roots of postcolonial writing, which often addressed social inequalities under colonialism rather than simply celebrating cultural difference.4

We might, indeed, supplement Huggan’s argument. The renaming of the Booker as the Man Booker in 2002 resulted from sponsorship from Man Group investment managers. Money from what is now the Booker Group, plc., generated from the exploitation of indentured labour on sugar plantations in colonial Guyana, is supplemented by profits from Man Group, plc., a company that originally made the barrels for the imported sugar in London, and which now oils the transnational capital flows so central to a new cycle of globalization after the end of the Cold War (Man Group plc., 2010).

Huggan’s critique of the manner in which reception of South Asian texts neutralises their political efficacy has been matched by a critique of the class position of their authors. Leela Gandhi has produced one of the more nuanced accounts of this, examining what she calls the “Stephanian novel,” produced by graduates of the elite St. Stephen’s College at the University of Delhi. The authors of such novels, Gandhi argues, find themselves “in a deliciously ‘win-win’ situation,”5 achieving hegemony within the nation-state that is automatically “counter-hegemonic in relation to the ‘West.’”6 Such novels, Gandhi suggests, do not challenge the parameters of the cultural worldview from which they emerge, offering “postcolonial middle-classes the narcissistic pleasures of self-recognition.”7 Indeed, a persistent objection to much recent internationally disseminated Indian writing in English is that it portrays only an elite experience, or experiences filtered through elite consciousnesses, in contrast to the greater variety of different cultural worlds depicted in writing in other Indian languages.

It would, of course, be easy to map such ideas back onto Aw’s and Tan’s novels. In the context of the Booker and their publication in Britain, both The Gift of Rain and The Harmony Silk Factory might be seen as offering the “exotically foreign goods” of which Huggan writes. In Tan’s novel, there are often transparent pretexts for the “downloading” of anthropological information for a non-Malaysian audience. When Philip Hutton, Tan’s protagonist, visits Ipoh as a young man, for instance, he is somewhat implausibly surprised by preparations for the Seventh Month of the Chinese New Year – the so-called “Festival of the Hungry Ghosts.”8 While it seems odd in the context of the story that Philip had never noticed these yearly preparations during a lifetime in Penang, they serve as a prompt for an ethnographic digression by Philip’s grandfather which Huggan might critique as exoticising. Aw is a more sophisticated writer, and indeed has consciously attempted to resist exoticisation. In an interview given in 2005, the author stressed that his portrayal of the central woman character of the novel, Snow Soong, as slightly-built, unfeminine, and incompliant is aimed explicitly at countering “stereotypical expectations” engendered by novels such as J. G. Farrel’s The Singapore Grip, in which “all the Chinese women seem to be servants or prostitutes.”9 Yet the marketing of The Harmony Silk Factory confirms Huggan’s point about the reappropriation of apparently subversive texts such as Ondaatje’s The English Patient and Rushdie’s Midnight Children. The popular Penguin paperback version of the book abandons an earlier more neutral cover for a picture of a young Asian woman with bare shoulders and a flower photoshopped into her hair, eyes lowered coyly towards the reader, against a backdrop of jungle and mountains rising beyond.

We might go further and consider, as Leela Gandhi does with her Indian writers, the class position of Aw and Tan. Their status as middle-class Chinese Malaysians is, of course, not hegemonic in the manner of Gandhi’s Stephanians, and the use of English as a medium of writing in Malaysia has a different valence from the use of English by Indian writers. And yet parallels could certainly be made. The experience of many middle-class Chinese Malaysians in going abroad to study because of ethnic quotas in Malaysia universities in the 1980s and 1990s has, almost by default, made many members of a transnational postcolonial middle class, and perhaps uniquely able to offer the pleasures of recognition that Gandhi characterizes as “narcissistic.” Certainly the two novels in question do not engage with the local in the way that much writing in different languages published in Malaysia does. In this, there is also a contrast with other recent or contemporary Malaysian artists in different media who have achieved international recognition. The work produced by filmmakers such as Yasmin Ahmad and Amir Muhammad, for instance, or the visual art of Wong Hoy Cheong, are much more embedded in the social politics of contemporary Malaysian society than either The Harmony Silk Factory or The Gift of Rain.

Yet such critiques seem founded on a series of oppositions that, when examined closely, are untenable. For both Huggan and Gandhi, the commoditization of the contemporary postcolonial literary marketplace implicitly represents a falling away from a more authentic postcolonial politics. In Huggan’s case, it is a prior politics of the struggle for decolonization, in which texts said what they meant and meant what they said – when the process of political intervention for a postcolonial novel was much simpler. For Gandhi, escape from commoditization lies outside the world of the middle classes: although she does not specify what more inclusive South Asian writing might be, it might well be that produced in other languages, and from other class positions. Yet these other spaces that are somehow free of the pressures of the marketplace are, of course, illusory. To return to Southeast Asia, two generations of novelists in English in Singapore and Malaysia were published by two publishing houses, neither in itself free from the pressing demands of power. Fernando, Goh Poh Seng, and Catherine Lim, among others, were first published by Heinemann’s Writing in Asia Series, edited by Leon Comber out of Hong Kong, and thus produced in close affiliation with an educational mission in English; Heinemann, above all, was an educational press. Fernando, along with Philip Jeyaretnam and others, was later published by Times, part of a Singaporean media conglomerate in the process of flexing its muscles. If we move to South Asia, Sarah Brouillette has documented how transnational publishers have not remained within the linguistic boundaries of English, but have published extensively in other Indian languages: the notion that the literatures of these other languages are spaces of authenticity free from the pressures of a global marketplace is thus untenable.10 What might happen, then, if we concentrate initially less on judgments of political efficacy of these texts—judgments which are frequently self-confirming, since they deploy ultimately subjective aesthetic criteria—and think rather think about the formal qualities of the novel itself? The novel’s career in postcolonial literary studies has been a stellar one: it has been seen as a conduit for the dissemination of anti-colonial resistance and national high culture, often in a new national language. In the formulations of Benedict Anderson and Frederic Jameson, the novel is symptomatic of a new apprehension of time and space that enables the nation to be thought; in the period immediately before and after independence, it carries the symbolic function of a national allegory. Most accounts of the development of postcolonial literary studies, as I have noted elsewhere,11 concentrate on the novel as almost a normative prose form, often neglecting the wider dissemination of short stories or essays. Many postcolonial literature classes, indeed, focus on the novel to the extent that they often feature only novels or perhaps—as I have to confess has been my own practice—include a token collection of poems and a play.

The predominance of the novel in these contexts has perhaps two causes. The first is its association from the nineteenth century on with national high culture through the study of literature at universities (and later at secondary schools) as universal education spread. When colonies sought their independence as nation-states the novel became an ideal mode of cultural expression: indisputably modern, yet able to contain and re-present tradition, just as the modern frame of the newly independent state would contain and rationalize the primordial energies of the nation. Yet there is also a second, more material, reason. The novel is in many ways a uniquely disembedded literary form. Unlike the majority of poems and short stories, which appear in journals, magazines, and newspapers, the novel appears in only one guise: as a commodity that is easily transported from one geographical context to another. Such material factors, I think, account for the transnational popularity of postcolonial novels and also their frequent appearance in postcolonial literary studies classes; if picked up by a major publishing house, the novel, as a packaged commodity, can easily be bought and sold through either physical or virtual bookstores. Anyone who writes fiction knows one of the clear effects of the commoditization of the novel: the decline in global markets for short fiction, which seems increasingly limited to small magazines and the training grounds of the creative writing programme. At the same time, the presence of web-based journals in Southeast Asia such as Cha, High Chair, or QLRS have arguably enabled poetry and short fiction to remain embedded within local reading communities in the way the novel has not.

It may seem paradoxical that a symbol of national high culture has made itself so amenable to the cultural flows of global capitalism that threaten to erode the nation-state’s autonomy. Yet this realization is important. It substitutes a more material reason for the “turn” towards magical realism, postmodernism, and new ironically self-conscious exoticism in transnational novels over the last twenty years. Rather than representing a falling away from ideals, the changed content of the novels is a response to the changing nature of markets, and the intensified commoditization of the novel form. And this means, perhaps, that we have to stop demanding that the Malaysian novel in English address national questions directly, or that it reflect on the state of the nation: it may be that other art forms are actually more suited for carrying out these tasks.

If the Malaysian novel in English can no longer be a national form, then, what questions should it address? Here we might usefully turn to an essay by David Harvey. In his influential “The art of rent” Harvey yokes together what might seem to be rather disparate phenomena: the Marxist notion of monopoly rents, and the growing commodification of art forms under globalization. Artistic production, Harvey notes, can be seen as seeking monopoly rents in two ways. The first, and in many ways the most obvious, is the international market in art, in which the scarcity of a Picasso – or indeed, we might add, a painting by Georgette Chen or Chua Ek Kay – results in its having a unique value; art traded in this way constitutes a monopoly. Yet Harvey notes that there is another way in which artistic production in a globalized world seeks monopoly rents: through the production of discourses of authenticity associated with a particular cultural form, place or product. It is unlikely that the Forbidden City in Beijing will ever be auctioned off to the highest bidder, and yet its image forms the basis for the marketability of many cultural products.

For Harvey, the function of art as commodity results in a series of contradictions, not least of which is one between the global and the local. Harvey illustrates this by drawing on a comment by a young American that she preferred the Europe depicted in Disney World in Florida to the reality of Europe itself: there was more going on, and there were no strange languages or dirt.12 While acknowledging how laughable as this comment is at one level, Harvey notes how quickly Europe is now in the process of Disneyfying itself for tourists. And such a response, Harvey elaborates, has an effect in terms of local politics. Globalization, as we know, does not destroy the local, but rather provide incentives for the production of discourses of authenticity. Tourism campaigns stressing the uniqueness of a local culture may also paradoxically incite nativist movements that resist commercialization. Harvey does not mention this, but it seems to me in Malaysia and Singapore, this conflict is to a degree mediated by state-sponsored notions of multiculturalism that frame the way in which cultural identity is seen. Multiracialism thus becomes a kind of Disneyfication of identity which satisfies both the external demands of a global cultural marketplace and the internal demands of governance.

Harvey’s ultimate project, the excavation of “spaces of hope” through and oppositional cultural production that emerges from the contradictions brought about by globalization,13 in many ways describes the artistic practice of alternative artists in Malaysia today. What though, of the global postcolonial novel? Clearly the monopoly it seeks is of the second kind that Harvey identifies: the novel as a text is infinitely reproducible, but it achieves its authority through an appeal to authenticity, to the ability to reproduce one cultural context or milieu for readers in another. Huggan’s analysis shows that this feature of the novel as commodity is in many ways divorced from the content of the text itself. Many recent postcolonial novels are, thematically, highly suspicious of the notion of any form of cultural authenticity, and yet their position as commodities makes it almost inescapable that they will be read as expressions of a particular cultural context. It would be impossible, I think, not to market either The Gift of Rain or The Harmony Silk Factory as Malaysian novels internationally.


One could, of course, follow Huggan further, and examine textual strategies of “strategic exoticism,” in which “postcolonial writers/thinkers, working from within exoticist codes of representation, either manage to subvert those codes… or succeed in redeploying them for the purposes of uncovering differential relations of power.”14 Yet such discussion, as Huggan himself notes, leads to a paradox: the more these writers deploy exoticist codes, the more they become a “further symptom” of exoticism in postcolonial writing even as they subvert it. Such a mode of reading risks becoming trapped in a circle of interpretation that Aw himself recognized too well in his interview comments that while his novel attempted to do something “entirely different” from much postcolonial fiction he was aware that “the packaging and selling of the book” conformed to pre-established norms.15

A more fruitful approach to the novels might be to think of audiences, and indeed to realize that the global nature of audiences in English for fiction is changing. The life of the novel as commodity means that its audience will also change with changed flows of capital, and will capture new readers. In early 2010, on a visit to Penang, I went to MPH Books in Gurney Plaza in search of copies of Lloyd Fernando’s Scorpion Orchid, which was out of print in Singapore. The staff member at the inquiry desk had never heard of Fernando, and did not realize he was a Malaysian author: a database search eventually revealed four copies in the Johor Bahru branch. If my memory does not mistake me, though, Aw’s second book, A Map of The Invisible World, was on display in a paperback edition different from those produced for the U.S. and U.K. markets. Whatever worries scholars might rightly have about the lack of availability of Fernando’s book, and the cultural forgetting that this suggests, Malaysians are reading Aw’s work both in Malaysia and in the diaspora, as are other readers who, like myself, have some knowledge of Malaysia. The same would apply to Tan, whose novel was prominently displayed in Kinokuniya and Borders in Singapore.

What kind of reflection on contemporary Malaysia, then, do the novels promote? If we judge them in relation to a previous generation of writers, their concerns seem tangential to questions of the nation. Neither novel, for instance, attempts to assemble a representative cast of characters of different ethnicities that embody the nation, in the way both Fernando’s Scorpion Orchid and Green is The Colour do. Indeed, in both novels Japanese and European characters are much more prominent than Malay or Indian ones. Nor do we have the intense exploration of an embodied ethnicity within a larger social world that is frequently characteristic of the writings of K. S. Maniam. The protagonist and narrator of The Gift of Rain is the Eurasian Philip Khoo Hutton, while The Harmony Silk Factory is centrally concerned with the ambiguous parentage of Jasper, the narrator of the first of its three parts. While Aw’s book is clearly written in a more ironic mode than Tan’s, it is possible, from a postcolonial perspective, to criticize similar failings in both. Both novels, while criticizing British colonialism, also manifest a sentimental attachment to its representatives, and have complex and rounded British characters. Both, conversely, reproduce stereotypical images of Malayan Communist Party guerillas. Clearly, neither of these novels represents an attempt at revisionist history.

It might be argued that the situating of the majority of the discourse time of the novels in the period of the Japanese occupation, perhaps loosens the purchase of the narrative of a national history. Two novels written in diaspora that are set in a later historical period, for instance, Shirley Geok-lin Lim’s Joss and Gold (2002) and Preeta Samarasan’s Evening is The Whole Day (2008), while largely free of an overt pedagogical national agenda, still seem to feel pressure to recount the violence after opposition victories of May 13, 1969, an overdetermined event in all post-independence Malaysian historiography. While in Lim’s novel the reference to the event is well-integrated into the narrative, and indeed provides a climax to the first section of the novel, in Samarasan’s text May 13 can only be brought into the narrative by a deus ex machina, in which a central female character, although eight months pregnant, inexplicably decides to visit Kuala Lumpur at election time. In contrast, it might be felt, the movement by both Aw and Tan to a moment before the founding of the nation succeeds because it removes a reader to another place: one that is like and yet not like contemporary Malaysia. And in doing so each novel promotes a different form of what the Russian formalist Vladimir Shklovsky calls “defamiliarization” – a distancing that enables a reader to see the everyday or habitual in a new light.16

Both novels, of course, cannot escape the nation: indeed, they return to a period of history which both colonial and national historiography of Malaya and then Malaysia considered crucial: the Japanese occupation. Colonial historiography could scarcely contain Japanese military victory, and the British returned to Malaya after the Second World War only to prepare for eventual departure. Yet images of Japanese violence – while very real – in the occupation have tended to erase the histories of Japanese communities in Malaya and the Straits Settlements before the Second World War: a stress on the privations of occupation and the occupation itself as a rupture which provoked a rise in national consciousness has been central to nationalist historiography. Both Aw and Tan, in restoring Japanese characters to their texts, seem to hint at a larger series of Asian connections which exceed the history of colony to nation, and which perhaps foreground contemporary pan-Asian connections which scholars are now tracing back into the past.17

Of the two novels, The Gift of Rain perhaps makes the simplest intervention into history. Tan portrays his most important Japanese character, Hayato Endo, sympathetically. While the majority of the novel is set just before and during the Japanese occupation of Penang, it is narrated retrospectively from the perspective of Malaysia of the 1990s. Its protagonist-narrator, Philip Khoo-Hutton, is visited by a Japanese woman with a connection to the man he calls “Endo-san,” and thus becomes a pretext for his recollection of the events of the occupation. Many other Japanese characters, however, do not rise above the level of stereotypes – clearly Tan’s project in the novel is not to write another version of history. What emerges most clearly in the narrated lives of both Endo-san, as Philip calls him, and Philip himself, however, is a sense of profound moral ambiguity. Faced with the violence of occupation, neither character is confronted with a simple Sartrean choice: neither feels able to simply say no to cooperation with power, and each hopes, in that cooperation, to do good. Philip’s moral ambiguity persists until the narrative present. He has been instrumental in the preservation of heritage buildings in Penang, and yet his own role in a remembered version of the past is subject to passionate debate: some survivors of the occupation see him as a spineless collaborator and traitor, others as someone who worked tirelessly behind the scenes to mitigate the worst effects of the Japanese occupation. This sense of moral ambiguity in politics would surely have resonance for contemporary Malaysian readers. If the opposition gains in the March 8, 2008 general election seemed to prefigure a new kind of politics in Malaysia, the disappointment for Malaysians in succeeding years has been that politics for most parties has inevitably perhaps been very much business as usual: it has proved difficult, if not impossible, to separate out a public sphere in which rational and morally unambiguous action is possible from the pressures of various other kinds of power. What I do not suggest here is that The Gift of Rain is an intended – and indeed therefore prophetic – allegory for the state of the contemporary Malaysian nation. What I am suggesting is that it may, as a commodity, become embedded in certain local economies of representation: it may take on a particular meaning for Malaysians, and those who know Malaysia.

A parallel argument might be made for Aw’s novel. The Harmony Silk Factory, as we have noted, is a much more self-reflexive text than The Gift of Rain, and thus much less concerned with a process of historical rehabilitation. While its central Japanese character, Mamoru Kunichika, is certainly magnetically attractive, he is not sympathetically depicted, and indeed at times is portrayed almost as a Gothic villain in the mould of Bram Stoker’s Count Dracula. This is particularly curious because the character is partially modeled on a historical figure, Yoshichika Tokugawa, a trained biologist who spent much time in Malaya in the 1920s and 1930s as a scientist, and regarding whom much rehabilitative work has been done in order to portray him as a “good Japanese” during the occupation of Singapore. Many of Aw’s characters, like Tan’s, are morally ambiguous, and yet the novel’s focus is less on individual narrative choices than the way they are narrativized. Aw’s novel questions the reliability of narrative in two distinct ways. First, each of its sections is told by a different narrator, and each narrator is clearly only able to articulate a limited perspective. While perspectives on events sometimes intersect, the pieces of narrative never quite cohere into a whole, and indeed many of the puzzles introduced early in the novel remain stubbornly unresolved. Second, each of the sections contains a series of narrative pastiches, which draw attention to the way that the narrative is told as much as its events: in Seymour Chatman’s terms, the discourse, rather than the story, is foregrounded.18 Thus Jasper’s initial account of his father’s life lapses into the style of late colonial history and ethnography; Peter Wormwood’s story of the climax to the adventures of a motley group of travelers in Malaya just before the beginning of the Second World War revisions the narrative through the conventions of opera.

In contemporary Malaysia, Aw’s narrative perhaps has the function of raising readers’ awareness about how the past is narrativized, and the many possibilities of narrativizing a chain of events. The first two pages of the novel explicitly raise this question: Jasper repeats his father’s stories, in which Johnny makes a spurious comparison between an inaccurately-remembered account of the story of Hang Jebat and his own life. “Death,” Jasper concludes, “erases all traces, all memories of lives that once existed, completely and forever. This is what Father sometimes told me. I think it was the only true thing he ever said” (Aw, 2005: 4). If Tan’s text is concerned with the ambiguity of morality, Aw’s is perhaps concerned with the ambiguity of how a figure is placed within a pre-existing historical narrative: the open-ended nature of interpretation highlighted in the novel suggests that heroes and villains are the products of stories we tell ourselves. These stories are necessary to nations, and to every form of politics, but they are also necessarily provisional, and carry their own particular powers of narrative seduction. For a Malaysian reader, or a proximate other in this case, the relevance of Aw’s novel may well be in suggesting the limits of narratives of heroic resistance, and the need to abandon them if they no longer have utility.

Both novels, then, are transnational commodities that travel well beyond Malaysia’s borders, and which meet with a variety of receptions there. Yet the fate of the global Malaysian novel, I would argue, does not make it less Malaysian, just as rubber, palm oil, and indeed now products of industrial capitalism such as Proton cars, have both transnational and local social contexts. As the novel becomes ever more commoditized through the spread of electronic reading technologies, I would argue, this does not necessarily mean that it loses a local purchase. Yet its purchase on the nation – and indeed on Malaysian contexts that are not necessarily national – will, in an age of global capitalism, be different from that of a previous generation of novels.


NOTES

1.      The definition of what precisely constitutes a “Malaysian novel,” of course, is a vexed one, and part of a problematic of postcolonial literary studies that this paper explores. Both of the novels explored in depth in this essay are written by Malaysians and wholly set in Malaysia, but are published and distributed – and thus presumably find the majority of their audience – outside Malaysia.
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In Malaysia, notions of community can prove difficult to negotiate, given the socio-political structure and framework within which most Malaysians function. As soon we begin to think of community in terms of broad social networks such as ethnicity, religion, nationality, class and language, we enter sensitive and deeply contested terrain. The Five Arts Centre (FAC), however, through its Taman Medan community arts project, has chosen to tread on this terrain. In this article, I will look at what the FAC tried to accomplish through this project in Taman Medan, a socially and economically marginalized area of Kuala Lumpur – an area where, furthermore, “community” is a deeply unstable, even ephemeral, notion. What are some of the obstacles against which the project facilitators and participants struggled, and how did working on such a project help to foster an idea of what community means? Were they, in fact, able to build up any sense of community within this fractured area with its transient population?
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Community-based theatre, which had its genesis around the 1970s, is loosely defined as theatre which “includes all decentralized, educational, recreational, and community-based social activities using theatricality and performance.”1 While it is not a dominant activity in the theatrical world of Kuala Lumpur, there are some interesting community theatre projects that are significant. Actor-trainer Chris Ng, for example, in association with the Malaysian Aids Council, uses theatre to educate young people about HIV/AIDS; Ng’s motivation as a facilitator and trainer is to “use theatre as a vehicle for young people to connect to the issue.”2 The Jumping Jellybeans company, which focuses on children’s theatre, works closely with hospitals and care organizations, as well as volunteering at MAGIC (Malaysian Association for Guardians of the Intellectually Challenged), to provide theatre training for intellectually challenged participants aged 6–12 and 13–20. If “community” is taken “as a function of commonality,”3 then the groups mentioned above form communities with fairly specific, defined thematic borders – youth, health issues, mental capabilities. Other notions of community, however, prove much more difficult to negotiate, given the socio-political structure and framework within which most Malaysians function. As soon as we begin to think of community in terms of broader social networks such as ethnicity, religion, nationality, class and language, we enter sensitive and deeply contested terrains. The Five Arts Centre (FAC), through its Taman Medan community arts project, is especially noteworthy because it has chosen to tread on this terrain.

In this article, I look at what the FAC tries to accomplish in Taman Medan, a socially and economically marginalized area of Kuala Lumpur – an area where, furthermore, “community” is a deeply unstable, even ephemeral, notion. I want to consider the following questions: what are some of the obstacles against which the project facilitators and participants struggled, and how did working on such a project help to foster an idea of what community means? Were they, in fact, able to build any sense of community within this fractured area with its transient population? I will also look at the issue of community as it plays out in Taman Medan. In 2001 it became the focus of the nation as fatal clashes broke out among its inhabitants. The rapidity with which the violence broke out and the sheer numbers of people involved were shocking, especially considering the triviality of the triggering incident. Given the extent of the violence, and the way in which it was quickly tagged a racial incident, grave questions must be asked about what “community” can possibly mean in such an area. If community is about commonality, what do the various inhabitants in the area have in common apart from poverty? If community is also about barriers between different groups, how can those barriers be crossed?

I will also specifically consider the attempts by the FAC to work with the inhabitants of Taman Medan through engaged community arts practice. Here, I wish to stress the point that while the project is highly commendable, it is not a thorough-going success. Its failures, however, come from problems and barriers within the Taman Medan area, rather than solely from the execution of the project itself.

COMMUNITY IN MALAYSIA

Malaysia is a community which functions very much according to differences and distinctions. Beneath the broad umbrella of “nation,” Malaysians must deal with being divided into distinct communities of race, language and religion. To officially be a Malaysian, one must be identified first on a birth certificate, and then from the age of twelve by an identity card, which identifies each individual by race and religion.


Although Malaysians are not unique in belonging to a nation, which, at the level of the individual, is broken up into communities of race, religion, culture, gender, language and so on, the key difference in Malaysia is that these communities are constructed by and imposed upon them by the authorities, whether directly or indirectly. Individuals are expected, for all official purposes, to identify with such authority-regulated categories of race and religion, rather than forming their own organic communities of belonging. This identification can be at odds with their identification with other communities to which they might feel a more comfortable sense of belonging. And because the constructed identities are imposed on so many levels, and individuals have to constantly identify themselves by those categories, a general understanding has become deeply ingrained in many Malaysians, that is, that these very broad categories are what fundamentally classify all Malaysians. This is a curious assumption to make, given that most individuals are also aware of the complexity of their own identities. As a result, stereotypes are constantly deployed in everyday social situations.

This kind of ideology indicates a society that operates on stereotypes and rigid categories rather than making any serious attempt to understand the myriad differences that actually constitute the mosaic feature of the nation. And yet, this insistence on boundaries is also a function of community:


…as sociologists and cultural theorists such as Cohen, Paul Gilroy, and Iris Marion Young point out, commonality also implies boundaries, difference, and exclusion. In order for a community to distinguish itself, its members must differentiate themselves in some way from other communities through boundaries of land, behaviour or background.4



This kind of differentiation need not be negative; it can be a matter of recognizing varieties of cultures, languages, and ways of belonging. It becomes negative only when belonging within a community is used as a method of exclusion, or as a means of defining purity and exclusivity, such as in the case of South Africa under apartheid. To some extent, racial classification in Malaysia is also used to define belonging within exclusive groups, though certainly without the brutal marginalization of apartheid.

In Malaysia, racial categorization is highly politicized, and has been deployed to strategic effect by the State. At the national level of broad racial categorization it is not the communities which have distinguished themselves by race, as suggested by Cohen, Gilroy and Young in the above quote, but the authorities which have imposed these categorizations. Thus, at the national level, Malaysians have been taught to think in terms of division rather than unity. This is not to say that there is no broad sense of community in Malaysia. Most Malaysians have no difficulty identifying themselves as simultaneously Malaysians and a member belonging to a specific racial/cultural/linguistic group that does not necessarily accord with the official categories. But this organic identification is always in tension with the official classification.

Further complicating the idea of “community” in Malaysia are issues of social class and disparities in access to wealth. Despite decades of affirmative action policies ostensibly designed to alleviate poverty among the Malays (who were perceived, in the post-Independence years, as being economically disadvantaged by the fact that the majority were rural and agricultural, compared to the business-savvy, urban Chinese), poverty is still rife in both rural and urban areas, among members of all races. It would therefore be far too simplistic to divide Malaysian society’s communitarian instincts along purely racial lines, as social class and economic standing function as far more potent unifiers than does race. However, unity across racial lines is far easier to achieve in a middle-class environment where individuals not only experience fairly equal levels of access to social privileges and material comfort, but also have achievable aspirations for their children. In a more disadvantaged area, such as Taman Medan, economic deprivation and severely limited opportunities for advancement do not help to create a peaceful and harmonious atmosphere. Here, race and economic standing work together to create further, ever more complex divisions. Where middle-class areas tend to be racially mixed (though one can still speak of the area being more “Indian,” “Malay” or “Chinese”), working-class areas (including low-cost housing and squatter areas) tend to be much more mono-racial. These areas, already divided from the mainstream of Kuala Lumpur’s suburban population by their economic position, are also divided from each other by the exigencies of living in somewhat ghettoized low-cost housing schemes and temporary government-provided accommodation.

At every level, Malaysia is fractured into complex communities of race, class, language, religion and culture; however, as one commentator notes, “[l]egitimate differences do not make for troubling divergences.”5 The trouble is that the complexity of this picture is ignored at the official level where social patterns are painted with broad, essentializing strokes; difference is ignored in favor of rosy pictures of harmony amid racial tolerance. Because there are no attempts to confront and work through difference, no new understanding is reached, and old stereotypes and prejudices remain in place. Lack of social and political fervor also means that poor areas such as Taman Medan are generally ignored except during election time, or when violence erupts; this implies the low level of importance accorded to these areas in comparison to the rest of the city, and serves to further distance them from any notion of participating in a larger community. As a result, areas such as Taman Medan struggle to come to terms with notions like community and belonging.

TAMAN MEDAN: BACKGROUND TO THE 2001 CLASHES

Taman Medan (formerly called Kampung Medan) is an area not far from the middle-class residential enclaves of Petaling Jaya and Bandar Sunway. It is possible from certain parts of the area to see the Kuala Lumpur Twin Towers, the symbol of Malaysian prosperity and progress. But the residents in Taman Medan are far from financially comfortable, and are highly unlikely to be able to partake of the economy which made the Twin Towers possible. It is a largely working-class neighbourhood; it is also somewhat racially divided, being made up of around 20 smaller kampungs, each dominated by a particular race. In their project concept paper, the Five Arts Centre noted the divisions between the various communities: “The working class communities of Malay, Indian, Chinese and Indonesian groups live next door to but separately from each other.”6 Politician Dr. Xavier Jayakumar expresses the racial divisions slightly differently: “Kampung Medan’s residents comprise 70% Malays, 20% Indians and 10% Chinese. The Malays live in low-cost flats and houses. The Chinese are scattered, while the Indians live in longhouses and squatter settlements.”7 The area is dominated by Malays, and it would appear, since they live in “low-cost flats and houses,” that they are slightly better off than the Indians in terms of accommodation. Longhouses are usually provided by the government as temporary accommodation to be used while waiting for low-cost housing to be built; according to Jayakumar, however, some of these people have been in the longhouses for more than 25 years. While the FAC description of Taman Medan focuses on the conceptual distance between people who live next door to each other, Jayakumar notes that even within this severely disadvantaged area are already hierarchies of disempowerment; Jayakumar’s description also suggests that these hierarchies are racially-based. Despite these apparent discrepancies in perspectives, however, there is no denying that all the residents of Taman Medan are beset by problems associated with grinding poverty and neglect.

On 8 March 2001, tensions fostered by poor living conditions and economic marginalization erupted, and a temper tantrum ignited four nights of violence, leaving six dead and scores horribly injured. The genesis of these events were “a funeral, a wedding, and a misunderstanding over a broken van windscreen.”8 An Indian man, perhaps upset at finding his path blocked by a wedding tent erected by a Malay family, kicked some chairs. He was assaulted by the angry Malay family, fled, and later returned with a large group of Indian men armed with parangs. From that point, the situation spiraled out of control into a series of tensions and misunderstandings that resulted in serious violence.


The immediate response from some Malaysians was to tag the events as being racially motivated. Others, however feel, that although the clashes were mainly between Indians and Malays, it was fundamentally more about urban poverty and powerlessness than about racial issues. Xavier Jayakumar, for example, notes that the pervasive and all-encompassing poverty in the area helped to breed a “gang” mentality:


Here groups and gangs are formed to meet basic needs since guidance and attention are lacking in a crowded home and a competitive neighbourhood. The young ones turn to a big brother for advice and safety in the belief that loyalty and honour will provide for their basic needs. They do get security and respect but the only way for them to maintain either is to be part of a politics of violence and fear.9



Jayakumar does not blame racial tension for the riots; rather, the problem lies with the framework within which they live (a framework where everyone, regardless of race, is poor), in which the only way to feel safe is to belong to gangs as a way of gaining power and inflicting fear and violence on others. For these gangs, brutality would appear to be the only solution to the events as they unfolded.

There is also a sense that the people within this area have been forgotten by, have no voice, or have gone unheard by the authorities. The first time voices from the area were “heard” was in the immediate aftermath of the clashes. As Dr. Denison Jayasooria notes, “the incident had brought to public attention the cries, concerns and issues facing low-income families in urban areas.”10 Yet, the inhabitants of the area have been pleading “for better housing and amenities” for over 15 years to no avail.11 Even then, what was focused on by the authorities was not the residents’ perceptions of the events and the significance for them, or what triggered them. Although there were changes in the environment in the immediate aftermath of the clashes (garbage, for example, began to be collected regularly), there was still a strong sense among the residents that things had not really changed, possibly because the authorities were looking at superficial rather than fundamental problems. While the authorities spoke about tolerance and racial harmony, and tried to quickly clean up the insalubrious and unhygienic surroundings, Taman Medan residents were concerned about long-standing problems such as flooding, zinc roofs being blown off during storms, and the difficulty of finding steady work, among many others. The community was “spoken about” rather than allowed to speak, and only within the context of the clashes, rather than in the larger context of the misery and a sense of helplessness that had given rise to the violence.


But in what sense does Taman Medan constitute a community? Geographically and spatially, the inhabitants occupy a large bounded area under a single place name. But this area is broken into smaller units such as Kampung Gandhi and Kampung Lindungan, and within these kampungs, further into correspondingly smaller racial and cultural communities with apparently very little cross-over or communication taking place between them. It might be possible to see the inhabitants as a community of the socially and economically marginalized or disempowered. But in this case, their marginalization and poverty served instead to disunite them further, to create tensions and suspicions, which only serve to undermine any chance at building communal bridges.

Racial and cultural differentiation within these distinct groups need not inevitably cause a sense of disengagement from, or lack of, community. Seyla Benhabib suggests that “modern societies are not communities integrated around a single conception of human good or even a shared understanding of the value of belonging to community itself;”12 in a globalized, multicultural world, difference rather than homogeneity is almost already a given. But as Catherine Graham points out, this does not necessarily equate to a sense of a lack of community: “According to Benhabib, participatory communitarianism is instead marked by sentiments of political agency and efficacy, ‘namely the sense that we have a say in the economic, political and civic arrangements which define our lives together, and that what one does makes a difference.’”13 This sense of participatory communitarianism is singularly lacking in the Taman Medan area, as underlined by a poignant comment by one of the inhabitants. Living in a small wooden house on stilts (necessary to avoid flood damage) built by her husband in 1992, she struggles to make ends meet; they have applied many times for low-cost housing, but have been unsuccessful. Resigned, she sadly declares: “I think we’ll just wait to be moved again,”14 a statement redolent with a distinct sense of powerlessness. Clearly, she and her family are acted upon rather than allowed to exercise agency, and whose subjectivities and voice have no value.

The idea of just waiting “to be moved again” also points to another problem with the notion of community as experienced in Taman Medan. Despite the fact that many people in the area have been waiting 15 years for better housing, the population is constantly changing – some people move to other squatter areas, while others on to government housing projects, and their places are occupied in turn by more migrants from other areas of Malaysia. It is, in the end, a highly transient population: a difficulty that worked against the kind of project the FAC tried to introduce.


COMMUNITY THEATRE AND THE TAMAN MEDAN PROJECT

Given the deep levels of division that exist within Malaysian society, theatre can play an important part in discussing, negotiating and bridging difference. Because performance is both a physical and verbal art form, it is able to concretize and embody issues of difference in a very real way. Difference can be expressed and experienced in deeply physical and intellectual terms. Importantly, performance also must be experienced as a group, thus creating a space of sharing. Guglielmo Schininà, who has done considerable fieldwork in community theatre,15 notes that theatre is much more than a way of achieving superficial unity:


I arrived at the conclusion that the value of theatre does not lie in its capacity to emphasize what unifies human beings, but rather in its potential to emphasize their differences and to create bridges between them. I believe the theatre should work at the limits and the borders – and not at the centre – of what is defined as ‘humanity.’16



The point of community theatre is not to reify easy notions of togetherness, but to work through difference without erasing it; Schininà suggests that “[i]f we work on the differences among and within all people, we might be able to turn conflicts into peaceful contrasts and exchanges – into ways of relating.”17 Sonja Kuftinec, writing in the context of her work with American community theatre group Cornerstone,18 notes that it is difficult, but imperative, to move beyond the warm, fuzzy feeling of superficially creating “community”:


The difficulty of performing differentiation as opposed to “a group hug” resides in the negotiation of agency between Cornerstone and community members. As outsiders to the community, Cornerstone members may perceive issues and differentiations that community members interpret from their own perspective or simply do not wish to perform.19



This distinction is crucial in the process of creating theatre where the community speaks, rather than be spoken about. The theatre group, coming as it does from the outside, cannot know all the issues and subtleties involved within the community, and should not therefore take a dominant position in the creative process. Graham identifies community theatre as “a mode of public discussion that is not based on defining a problem in terms of present conceptual categories, but on a willingness and ability to engage with the storyteller in a public practice of meaning creation.”20 This kind of practice empowers the community in telling its stories and creating performances; it becomes an agent actively conveying issues and ideas pertinent to itself in meaningful ways.


These were the fine lines that the Five Arts facilitators had to learn to tread when they entered the Taman Medan area. Initially, they came into the project with some preconceived ideas about issues with which they must deal. According to project leader, Mark Teh, their main aim was actually to talk about the 2001 clashes, particularly since a lot of young people were involved in them. Says Teh:


We had all these noble goals of how we were going to go in there and talk to the young people and get them to engage in those issues in their own way. It was not our intention to be exploitative. But what we came to realize was that we were dealing with people’s lives and despite the theories and concepts we had, it wasn’t useful once we were there because there was so much more beyond that. We learned a lot along the way, like what we initially thought were huge issues were not necessarily so for the young people.21



Teh’s discovery reflects Jayakumar’s realization, upon visiting the stricken area, that the inhabitants of Taman Medan felt “that fights were a common occurrence and hence nothing to worry about.” Clearly, what had shocked the nation at large was seen within this community as a normal state of affairs. The difference between outsider and insider perceptions of the incident indicates the extent to which life in Taman Medan is cut off from the more affluent and privileged communities by which it is surrounded. Despite its rather central location, the communities who live in Taman Medan are thoroughly marginalized from each other, and from mainstream society as well.

The community project was then, initially aimed at addressing a particular issue seen by “outsiders” as being of central importance. Ultimately however, these designs were abandoned and the project enabled the participants to highlight issues which, to them, were more immediate and pressing. It gave them a platform, not normally available to them, from which to speak. Jayakumar feels that a central problem in this area is that people are simply not heard: “Many Malaysians feel like they are third class citizens. Their ‘realism’, cynicism really, comes from experience and knowing that mainstream society ignores them. The result is the perpetuation of an increasingly aggrieved population.” Canadian community theatre practitioner, David Diamond, says that “[w]hen individuals don’t express themselves emotionally for long periods of time they get sick […]. Communities, I believe, are the same.”22 The lack of a voice for the Taman Medan inhabitants in the wider public sphere was clearly an issue that needed to be addressed, especially as the community was already showing signs of “sickness.”


The FAC came into the area (specifically, Kampung Pinang) about a year after the unrest (April 2002) precisely in order to address this issue of voicelessness. Their objectives were as follows:


	To bring engaged arts activity into a community – we worked in and amongst the flats and squatter houses in the kampung for three to six hours every weekend for the six months.

	To create a safe outlet for young people to express their ideas, thoughts and concerns – the project was free-of-charge and open access to anyone between 10 to 16.

	To work with the young people to create arts work with them, for them, about them and using stories and materials from around them.

	To dialogue and explore issues of ethnicity, gender, violence and empowerment.23


An important point here is not only that the project allowed these young people to speak, but also helped provide them with an audience that would listen to them. It was also important that the focus was on “stories and materials from around them,” rather than adhering to any nationally-produced, imposed narrative of tolerance among races. A central part of the project was fundamentally about creating a safe space in which the participants could express themselves in a creative way, and in a supportive environment where they know that they were actually being heard. As noted earlier, to have a voice can slowly lead to a growing sense of participatory communitarianism.

The project had its inception in 2002, when the British Council sponsored Mark Teh to attend the first Connecting Futures Youth Forum (CFUF) in England. There, he worked with participants from other countries with large Muslim populations. The point of the forum was to find ways to build understanding and deepen respect among youth from different cultural backgrounds. As a concrete result of the forum, each participant was to propose a relevant project that the British Council can fund back in their home country. Teh proposed the Taman Medan Project; his objective “was to create and organize long-term engaged arts practice in economically depressed communities.”24

The first phase of the project began in April 2002, with the participation of about 23 children aged between 10 and 16, over a period of six months. Participation was free, and the project was located within Taman Medan; rehearsals, art sessions, games and filming all took place on the community’s sepak takraw court, their flats, or whatever available communal spaces. The activities took place on weekends, and there was no obligation on participants to appear for every session. Thus from the outset, the FAC sought to create an environment that took into account the logistic and economic issues facing the residents of the Taman Medan area. Parents were not burdened with problems of transport or fees, and were generally pleased that their children had something constructive and educational to do on weekends. The FAC also decided to work with film rather than theatre in this project, since the participants were more familiar with the vocabulary of film and television than with theatre. Moreover, learning how to operate digital video equipments also taught them a new and potentially useful skill.

WORKING IN THE COMMUNITY

An early problem the project had to face was how to deal with a community that is not a singular entity. Taman Medan is a sprawling geographical community; given that community theatre demands close and detailed work done with a fairly small group of people, FAC had to focus on just one of the kampungs within the larger Taman Medan area. They chose Kampung Pinang, a predominantly Malay area with a mainly Tamil area, Kampung Lindungan, right next to it. Teh says that they “were expecting Malay and Indian kids,”25 but in the end, only the Malay children showed an interest. Teh hoped, in the second phase of the project, to engage the Tamil speaking community of Kampung Lindungan. By the last phase, he notes that there were “a few more participants from Indian backgrounds, but there was a more equal representation of participants (Malay and Indian) in the last phase.”26 This last point is interesting – Teh suggests that the reason for the more “mixed” participation in the final phase came about because the FAC moved the site of their work to a nearby housing area specifically developed for the former inhabitants of squatter houses in Taman Medan. This implies that moving out of the temporary housing and into a more settled area, where people had a greater sense of ownership, might have fostered an easier sense of community.

Initially, then, the project had to battle with the fact that Taman Medan, as a whole, is an unsettled and unstable area with no sense of permanence and ownership amongst its inhabitants. Teh compares Taman Medan to “a mahjong table: communities of people who are constantly being moved around, every time there is a little spot of trouble or every time a new area development goes up – they just keep getting moved and moved.”27 If impermanence is the central feature of their homes, what sense of community and stability within a community, can be achieved? The FAC project demanded real engagement between the participants and their physical surroundings. All games, rehearsals and filming were done within the areas where the participants lived, and in both public and private spaces such as badminton courts, community halls, and even their own homes. Teh realizes that living spaces become erased and lose their identity in areas like Taman Medan, and so, the act of performing and filming in these spaces could help the inhabitants to stake a claim on their living environment, thus positioning them visibly within their associated spaces. Capturing the performances on video also helps to stabilize that which would otherwise be impermanent. One journalist notes that the “engaged arts process seeks to help young people in a community to be involved in their environment;”28 such involvement can help foster a sense of belonging that the authorities do not provide. Bernardi states that this type of theatre facilitates “the structuring of the entire community and of the smaller social institutions of which the community is comprised, such as schools, hospitals, villages.”29 Given that Taman Medan is so deeply fragmented and is beset by a sense of impermanence, it is necessary to build a sense of community on a smaller scale of the individual kampungs before the process of building bridges across kampungs can be realized.

The FAC project, with its emphasis on frequent and prolonged contact with the participants, as well as the absolute lack of coercion, worked to foster a sense of cohesion among its young participants. The sessions began with ice-breaking games which demanded no special skills from the participants, but did require active, physical participation that often leads to much merriment and laughter. A Canadian community theatre practitioner has noted that initiating an activity with such light-hearted games and exercises is valuable, for “[w]hen we’re having fun we have less barriers, we let go a little more quickly.”30 Breaking down barriers and establishing trust is vital in an area where “delinquency is high among youngsters […and…] children lack motivation to attend school.”31 This directly contributes to Jayakumar’s comments about the formation of gangs amongst disaffected youths as a means to attain some measure of agency and empowerment. As one participant noted, Taman Medan is “a well-known black area where kids often get involved in unhealthy activities.”32 Indeed, all these function as barriers to the formation of a healthy sense of community: delinquency, truancy, gangsterism and drug addiction, add to the inhabitants underlying sense of disaffection and disempowerment. The participants interviewed concurred that the project was something positive because it gave them a focus during their usually ungoverned leisure hours, was fun, and had taught them new and potentially useful skills.

The FAC followed a structured plan for their six-month project that is “loosely adapted from Arts and Cultural Institute for Development (MAYA), an organization with a long history of community arts work in Thailand.”33 The plan is outlined in the Table 1:

 
Table 1: Six-month plan for Taman Medan Project



	Procedure
	Objectives
	Activities



	1.       Icebreakers/warm-ups
	Building supportive team environment
	Play oriented

-   games

-   songs





	2.       Problem identification (INPUT)
	Identifying the problem/issue, using methods that get participants emotionally involved
	
Question oriented

-   stimulus media

-   role play

-   field work research





	3.       Individual exploration (I)
	Stimulate individual exploration of problem, development of creative ideas
	
Think artistically

-   drawings/comics

-   paper sculpture

-   body portraits





	4.       Group work (WE)
	Stimulate group discussion, analysis, brain storming and document one agreed way to problem solve
	
Dialectical discourse

-   collage

-   tableux (sic)

-   mind maps





	5.       Communication (OUTPUT)
	Transform agreed problem and possible solution into a presentation for feedback
	
Presentation through artistic medium

-   drama, dance

-   puppetry

-   video





	6.       Debriefing
	To reflect on learning process and concepts – have they moved from abstract to concrete
	
-   reality check

-   application possibilities

-   follow up





It is very clear that the main focus is teamwork and group support arising from individual ideas; the warm-up games serve to bond the participants as a team, which directly engenders a small and supportive community of participants. The next couple of steps are aimed at eliciting stories and ideas from the participants without any heavy-handed intervention from the facilitators. The fourth step (group work) is significant because it requires that the participants “document one agreed way to problem solve” by using a series of artistic methods (collages and tableaux), and the more logical method of mind-mapping. The activities call for individual explorations of the problems and issues highlighted with the final aim of reaching a consensus through dialogue on the possible solutions to problems raised. This again highlights a sense of being part of a united community that is focused on common goals. These goals were then concretely realized in the form of creative expressions such as a drama, a puppet show, a dance or a short video. The video, for example, was then screened for the Kampung Pinang community and the local media to reinforce, for the participants, the point that they had a voice and that there were people listening to it.

The project also worked towards empowering the participants by allowing them to tell their own stories. Cocke stresses the importance of this principle when he states that “[g]rassroots theatre is given its voice by the community from which it arises.”34 Graham notes that “[b]y allowing participants in popular theatre workshops to show what happens in their lives, without demanding explanation or analysis, this method allows groups to act out concerns that might not have been raised otherwise.”35 By letting the participants tell their stories, FAC discovered that its earlier, preconceived notions of what was important to the youth of Kampung Pinang, was erroneous and had to be abandoned. Directly from this, the facilitators also found that they had also arrived at a deeper level of understanding about the community.

The participants in the first phase came up with four short video films of around 5 to 10 minutes in length. They brainstormed the scripts and did the acting, directing and filming themselves. It is clear from the content of the films that their focus was very much on specific issues that directly impacted on their lives: two films dealt with truancy, one with rape by a trusted friend (“Abang Angkat”), and one with teenage runaways because of parental abuse (“Ira”). These stories did not in any way reference (at least directly) the larger issue of violence which so shocked the nation, and which had initially brought the FAC to this area. Instead, the message that came through in these films was the lack of focus and guidance in the lives of young people in Taman Medan. In the two films about truancy, the children began cutting school out of peer pressure, but had no adults to turn to for advice. In “Abang Angkat,” the victim’s isolation is powerfully resonant: being raped, and thus impregnated, she must bear her suffering alone because she cannot expect emotional support from anyone. “Ira,” too, implies the lack of an adequate support system for the young person: the protagonist feels she has no other option but to run away from her abusive father. Aimlessness, isolation and helplessness are central themes in these films, and which are also the real reasons behind the violence that afflicted the area in 2001. As such, more than just creative works, these films function as fundamental documents that highlight profound issues, which would otherwise remain unnoticed and unaddressed.

Altogether, the FAC carried out three phases throughout its project that lasted between 2002 to 2005. Each phase can be seen as successful in that it drew participation from a significant number of committed young people. However, certain intractable issues also arose from the implementation of the project. These issues are, in many ways, unavoidable because the instability and transience of the Taman Medan and the kampungs within it as sites of “community,” is already so deeply rooted.

One facet of community theatre is that it should “root” itself in the community so that it can continue to tell its own stories; for this to happen, there must be a continuous process of training and transference of skills. Certainly, this is what the FAC initially aimed at when they spoke about “long-term engaged arts practice” in the area. But in an area like Taman Medan, this is unlikely to happen. In middle-class families, training in the performing arts can be an ongoing process because children have leisure time and parents have the means. Taman Medan families generally have neither time nor money to enable this. Thus, unless the training continues within the vicinity of their homes, the children will be unable to participate on a long term basis. In this context, the transience and mobility of the Taman Medan population proved to be a problem. As Teh notes: “the young people we worked with in the first phase would move to other places, and it became frustrating as we began to repeat our modules (for new batches of young people, often newly arrived from other locations), and we couldn’t deepen or make the work more sustainable.”36 Even participants who had a more permanent status were unable to undertake an ongoing role in the project because there is the question of earning a living. There was, therefore, no follow-up work and further building on the foundations that the FAC had laid. Instead, each phase of the project had to migrate to a different area in Taman Medan, where the FAC had to return to basics all over again.

As a result, only a tenuous sense of community could be attained during the duration of the project’s implementation. Teh notes that such a situation was at best “a temporary and transitory one.” Additionally, there was also no infrastructure to transform this temporary and transitory sense of community into something more concrete. To a point, this is no different from what Kuftinec refers to as the “group hug:” a kind of quick-fix, feel-good notion of togetherness. The participants were united because of the novelty of having structured and guided activities with which to engage, one that is not unlike, as one participant describes it, their usual activities of hanging out with friends and playing football.37 It is open to question how long the effects of this group work will last; as the children themselves lamented, the end of the project meant going “back to their usual weekend routine.”38 Given that a number of the participants, particularly those aged over 16, would have to start work very soon when the project ends, the group itself would almost certainly disperse. Because the FAC was unable to put in place a system in which locals could take over the training and facilitating process, the work it initiated cannot possibly continue. The sense of community fostered through this project is, therefore, fleeting at best.


But to even view the participants as a community, given the cultural and racial diversity of the area, and the mutual suspicion derived from this diversity, is already fraught with problems. It may be precisely in this context that a community arts project can be valuable, because it brings together people from diverse backgrounds in order to talk through their differences, but the tense environment that characterizes Taman Medan is too entrenched for such a project to achieve any meaningful and long-lasting result. Strong habits of communalism will certainly militate against such a desirable outcome. As Fahmi Fadzil notes:


In the Taman Medan project, the facilitators had started off on the wrong foot by entering the community via a political party. When the community did not respond because of political affiliations or other reasons, participants were recruited through the ketua kampung [village headman]. This proved unfortunate too for he wished to secure the participation of Malay children only. While attempts were later made by the facilitators to recruit children from the Chinese and Indian communities, the ethnically exclusivist approach of the ketua kampung had set in motion that dreadful spell of homogeneity. Only 25 out of the 40 participants remained by the end of the program. While reasons for dropping out were varied, none of the Chinese or Indian participants remained. Although this was not fatal to the programme itself, it highlighted the need for other strategies of outreach.39



If community arts projects are meant to build bridges across notional divides between communities, what is to be done when these divided communities do not manage to even make the attempt? With multiple layers of division and communalism, compounded by reluctance on the part of community leaders to engage in dialogue, it is unsurprising that the project the FAC envisions was necessarily doomed to failure.

CONCLUSION

The FAC eventually stopped the Taman Medan project because “the very notion of ‘community’ was problematic.”40 The facilitators were too inexperienced to know how to “negotiate [the] transience”41 entrenched within Taman Medan’s population. Some had indicated that they needed to learn new models of community arts practice, and had indeed moved on to other community arts projects. This suggests that an awareness of the need for projects which allow for a variety of issues to be explored “through the use of the arts in a safe, democratic space,”42 has been created, which, for all its worth, is a hopeful sign.


FAC’s next project was called “Ada Apa” (2003), which can roughly be translated as “What’s with…” The open-endedness of the title allows for a wide variety of issues to be raised. Unlike the site-specific type of work done in Taman Medan, this project saw the facilitators travelling to six cities within Peninsular Malaysia. They liaised through grassroots associations and organizations to ensure a broader reach within the community, such as “the Rotary Clubs of several cities, a Family Planning Association, and even a school.”43 These kinds of ties helped create connections and networks that were more inclusive and broad-based.

In 2010, the FAC began “a youth, arts & community mapping project” in Kuala Lumpur’s Chow Kit area, called Projek Chow Kit Kita (Our Chow Kit Project).44 This endeavor looked at “mapping” the area in a way that replicates a guide for tourists:


Where can you find good food for cheap? The best hang out spots? Safe walking routes? Public facilities? How do you get around? And the best places to shop for clothes? Chow Kit Kita is a community mapping project by teens and for teens of Chow Kit. The map intends to show what they think and how they feel about Chow Kit and the community. Using the arts, it will incorporate their perspectives on information relevant to their surroundings and lifestyle. In other words, Chow Kit Kita is the young voice of Chow Kit.45



A project like this can help to reclaim spaces that have been marginalized because of misperception of such locations as dangerous, and therefore to be avoided. By rehabilitating these spaces in the public eye, the “teens of Chow Kit” can the actively challenge the prejudices aimed at them for being associated with these spaces. They can, in other words, show “outsiders” that they are not unfortunate denizens of a crime-ridden area, but individuals with dignity and self-worth. Undeniably, the FAC’s work is valuable, although its effectiveness remains limited. It will require a great deal more money and public support before its projects can achieve the aims for which they are meant, and these projects to become an integral part of the communities for which they are created.
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Malaysian women’s autobiographies is now recognized in academia as important documents to foster the reinstating of neglected or forgotten history in the country’s past. This article considers the compelling autobiography of Sybil Kathigasu, who supported the guerrillas in their battle against Japanese Occupation of Malaya during the Second World War, and who was herself later apprehended and tortured by the Kempetei. I argue that beneath a veneer of victory over pain, fear and even madness, the text, when subscribed to close reading, reveals that the representation of a triumphant soul actually belies her struggle at an attempt at re-integrate a traumatized self. For me, the act of narrating is itself a safeguard against defeat. By drawing on the insights of trauma scholars, and interweaving them with autobiography theories, I reread No Dram of Mercy as an amazing attempt by a woman at self-healing.
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Recent interest in Malaysian women’s autobiographies is part of a larger excavation and recuperation of neglected, ignored or, indeed, forbidden moments in the country’s past. Women’s autobiographies, memoirs and other modes of personal narratives not only foreground women’s growing political consciousness but reveal an increasing participation of women in public life in the decades between the 30’s and the achievement of independence in 1957. Women of varying political leanings, ranging from the socialist to the pro-colonial, participated in the political and socio-economic agitation which marked the years before the Japanese Occupation (the historical backdrop of Sybil Kathigasu’s No Dram of Mercy) and their roles continued into the decade after the Japanese surrendered and nationalist ferment grew.1 Personal records of women on the Japanese Occupation, in particular published ones, are rare and thus Kathigasu’s narrative is an invaluable testimony. Its relevance today is attested to: “the spirit of resistance against oppression and injustice that Sybil Kathigasu represented is not merely confined to Malaya, but is universal and is found wherever people are free.”2


Few would argue that No Dram of Mercy records the heroism of a woman who, though suffering extreme physical and mental torture at the hands of the Kempetai, courageously upheld her ideals. Risking all, she and her doctor husband helped wounded members of the MPAJA (Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Army) who had taken to the hills to help fight the Japanese. The Japanese invaders, after ousting the British, occupied Malaya and ruled with fear and terror creating a brutalizing atmosphere that intimidated men and women alike. Scholars have usually focused on Sybil Kathigasu’s political and religious beliefs, analyzing how these helped to sustain her in the midst of intense suffering. Shirley Lim, for example, see Sybil Karthigasu as “an upholder of Western values such as individual liberty and free speech”, whose “unswerving pro-British stance,” “sympathetic view of the MPAJA” and Catholic faith (Lim, 1994: 166) provided reinforcing discourses of identity.3 While this conclusion is right, it is still necessary to see how such supportive value systems came under great strain and stress in historical moments of privation and threats to personal and familial safety. To recognize this kind of destabilizing is to see Sybil Kathigasu’s autobiography not simply as an unproblematic account of victory over pain, fear and even madness: it is to see not only the victory but the struggle. Yet, to date, no critic has foregrounded her autobiography as a re-presentation and thus no one seems to have closely examined her text as a textual attempt at re-integrating a traumatised self. As I see it, her narrating is itself an act of heroic survival. Drawing on the insights of trauma scholars like Cathy Caruth, Juliet Mitchell and Dori Laub, among others, and the theories on autobiography from Paul Eakin and James Olney, I reread Sybil Karthigasu’s No Dram of Mercy as a fascinating attempt at self-healing.

AUTOBIOGRAPHY, TRAUMA AND NARRATING

Just before her trial by the Japanese for treason and her possible execution, Kathigesu tells us of a need to write in order to testify to her experiences. Hence she takes pains to record this moment of decision:


I took out my prayer book with its picture of Saint Anthony, and, kneeling before it, supported by the wall of the cell, said the following prayer. “Great Saint Anthony, please intercede for me with the Infant Jesus to give me the strength and courage to bear bravely what God’s Holy Will has ordained for me. Let me face death, if I must, in the spirit of the Holy martyrs. But if I am spared to write a book about what I have undergone, I promise that the proceeds from the sale of the book shall go to building a church in your name, in Ipoh, and if there is any over when the church is completed, the relief of the poor and suffering, whatever their race or religion.”4



This conflation of prayer and the desire to write situates Karthigasu’s text as structured on the Christian metaphor of martyrdom. This central metaphor of martyrdom helps to contain the horrifying disintegration associated with incarceration (the diminishment of the social self in the removal from a familiar environment) and torture (the assault on body and mind). In the above prayer, the telos of imminent death is associated with ultimate victory. If the Christian Word of Salvation contained in the Bible has sustained her so far, then her own tale may also help in post-trauma recovery and, indeed, in a return to societal connections in her plans to build a church and do further charitable work.

Juliet Mitchell defines trauma in this manner: “A trauma, whether physical or psychical, must create a breach in a protective covering of such severity that it cannot be coped with by the usual mechanisms by which we deal with pain or loss.”5 The word “breach” captures not only physical wounding; it more vividly implies the breach to the self’s construction of meaning when painful, unassimilated life experiences impinge on consciousness. Thus some attempt must be made at telling, at narrating trauma so that coherence of some kind may be achieved with lesser or greater success as per case. Autobiographies and other modes of personal narratives (diaries, letters, etc.) are often used as vehicles for narrating trauma. Yet traumatic moments are often moments of speechlessness, of incoherence and, most of all, of unassimilated, uncomprehended sensations – vivid but unabsorbed.6 Precisely because of this unassimilation, the struggle to tell becomes paradoxically even more of an imperative amongst traumatized persons. In this analysis of No Dram of Mercy, I see Sybil Kathigasu as someone who uses her narrative to “contain” the disintegrating self, the self breached by physical and emotional assaults.

Following Eakin, I read autobiographies as paradoxically lodged between documentary “truth” and psychological “truth” and therefore the narrative qualities of omniscience, dramatization, point-of-view and other elements of writing also operate. As Eakin puts it, “autobiographical truth is not a fixed but an evolving content in an intricate process of self-discovery and self-creation and, further, that the self that is at the center of all autobiographies is necessarily a fictive structure.”7 However, he makes very clear that it is not his intention “to expel truth from the house of autobiography and install fiction in its stead.”8 Thus, the autobiography as genre will still appeal to readers as “more” than fiction because in reading autobiographies we subscribe to what is “a kind of existential imperative, a will to believe that is, finally, impervious to theory’s deconstruction of reference as illusion. The assumption of truth-value is experientially essential; it is what makes autobiographies matter to autobiograpers and their readers.”9 Autobiographies therefore continue to retain popular interest because they negotiate between the play of imagination and the constraints of referentiality.

What is equally interesting is Eakin’s comment on the “specular reciprocity” or mirroring between the author of an autobiography and the reader. This is a process in which “the author as reader” (which is another way of saying that the autobiographer is aware of how her narrative affects the reader), “is matched by the reader as author, for the reader’s involvement in authorial consciousness, which seems intrinsic to the functioning of the autobiographical text, is ultimately self-referential; readers, perhaps especially critics, are potential autobiographers themselves.”10 Entering as best I can into Kathigasu’s effort in sense-construction, I hope to arrive at a better understanding of her life at a time of extreme testing.

In his study of a post-Holocaust child victim, Dori Laub discusses a boy who prays while holding the photo of his mother. Laub concludes that prayer, then, helps the boy to articulate his unspeakable, private trauma, which, in the process, turns it into a “creative act of establishing and maintaining an internal witness who substitutes for the lack of witnessing in real life.”11 Laub’s reference, more precisely, is to the traumatic moments of abuse by perpetrators on Holocaust victims that remain un-witnessed because only victim and perpetrator are privy to them. Moreover, even the victim cannot “witness” such a moment because language has been reduced to the proto-language of cries and screams. Healing often comes with the ability to accept the inchoate sounds of such a proto-language and the confusion which memories of trauma conjure. In the last portion of my analysis, I turn to Kathigasu’s record of her experiences of imprisonment and torture by the Japanese military police, the Kempetei, in order to understand how she deals with the paradoxical needs to recount and the reluctance to tell.

NARRATING COHERENCE BEFORE IMPRISONMENT BY THE KEMPETEI: CHALLENGES TO THE NARRATIVE OF A SELF IN CONTROL

If trauma is seen as a breach in a broader sense than mere physical torture, then the first portion of No Dram of Mercy, before Sybil Kathigasu’s imprisonment, can already be seen as traumatic as she faces a world turned upside down by the Japanese take-over of Malaya. Relocating from Ipoh to Papan, separating the family with her husband, her older daughter and mother in Ipoh and herself and the younger daughter, Dawn, remaining in Papan, would have been hard on everyone. Also, Kathigasu’s status as a respected midwife, an educated middle class Eurasian, may hold no weight in the eyes of the new authorities. Above all, the socio-political values of the British administration, which bolstered her identity, are now substituted by the brutalizing policing rules of the Japanese. In her study of trauma, Mitchell speaks of the need of “the holding environment” in the individual’s sense of self: “Someone or something gives one a place in that world…Do we feel secure in familiar places and insecure in strange ones not only because we are attached to known objects, but because we feel the known environment sees us where the unknown one does not?”12 Mitchell’s focus is more complex than what I have selected for use with Kathigasu’s narrative effort because Mitchell analyzes the pathology of autism and trauma. My rather modest focus is on how Kathigasu, in her re-membering of trauma, is capable of using various ways of telling to return herself to control as she attempts – sometimes successfully, sometimes less so – to narrate a “holding environment.”

The reader must notice the Daniel Defoesque quality in the first portion of the autobiography when Kathigasu takes pains to give details of daily activities, delineating practical solutions to the physical needs of everyday living. Parts of the first eleven chapters read like a manual of resourceful communal self help in times of privation. Measures are carefully carried out for the safety of both family and close friends under the clear instructions of the resourceful, authoritative Sybil: “On hearing the news of the Japanese attack on Singapore I gave orders that one car should be available with its driver day and night to take my mother and the two daughters to the garage without delay” (p. 12). Food is stored and then the relocation to Papan planned. She carefully details how she prepares for the Doctor’s comfort when he is discharged from the hospital where he had been treated for a shrapnel wound, the result of Japanese bombs. With the ingenuity of a Crusoe, the tireless Sybil ensures the physical survival of her family and friends across racial lines. Even more riveting is her account of how she transforms a house in Papan into a secret hospital for injured MPAJA guerillas who were fighting the Japanese. Cleverly using the Japanese injunction that “everyone should plant and grow food whenever possible” (p. 47), Sybil starts a garden, planting various vegetables and, more significantly, constructing a bamboo fence six feet high, ostensibly to keep out the neighbours’ goats and chickens. In fact, the fence “served to screen from the main road the approach to the back of the house” (p. 48). It thus hides from the authorities the back entrance that injured guerillas could use. Kathigasu details how one of the small rooms beyond the kitchen is converted into an operating theatre. No “chance visitor penetrated beyond the living room” (p. 54). Such vivid details of a busy, strategic self may help make the terrible memories of a self diminished by torture and reduced to sub-human status, bearable.

Another way in which Kathigasu, as remembering narrator, affirms the continuity of identity is by repeated reference to the fact that her community continues to recognize her in spite of the vastly changed political milieu. She recounts her roles both as a mid-wife in her own right and as able assistant to her husband, Dr. A Kathigasu, recording how the community continues to see her as a person of authority and, more importantly, of healing, in a time when many are ill or injured. Countering the recurrent images of beheading and torture at the hands of the Japanese are vignettes of herself as a midwife bringing new life into a society shrouded in a miasma of death. Of one delivery done with Japanese planes roaring overhead in the sky, she writes, “the danger passed; all went well, in the end, with mother and child” (p. 26). As she puts it in one of her many authorial summary-statements: “The truth is that we had won the confidence of the townsfolk, in a way, as a result of the very circumstances” (p. 47). If communication facilitates reciprocal recognition between self and community, then Kathigasu’s knowledge of languages other than her own helps her to traverse communal barriers: “I spoke fluent Cantonese and was able to understand and make myself understood in several other Chinese dialects” (p. 47).13 In addition, she records that even the Japanese authorities recognize her position as mid-wife and Eurasian: “Like all Eurasians, I wore a red-and-white armband with my name and registration number on it,” and adds that this armband “served as a sort of passport.” On her rounds to deliver medical care, this mark of identity proved invaluable, “I had only to show my armband when stopped by a police post on the road and to say that I was on my way to a confinement for me to be waved on without delay” (p. 47). Kathigasu also becomes a member of the “Peace Committee” of Papan, established by the Japanese in every town to represent the people in their dealings with Japanese authorities. One of the responsibilities of these committees involves the public duty of entertaining visiting Japanese officials. We can only surmise how trying this may have been for Kathigasu even though no such scene is recorded.

In spite of the picture of a functional self in the first eleven chapters, the reader cannot help but see that beneath this self, which is painted as decisive, controlled, and operating ably in a world described as relatively tolerable, tensions exist. Thus, while noting Kathigasu’s record of having outwitted the Japanese, I am propelled into reading more closely the account of her life before imprisonment by the Kempetei so as to highlight unnoted instances of doubt and uncertainty when narrative composure slips. One may then foreground a less public self and note indications of a self shaken by new challenges. Clearly, another story of a self – conspiratorial, secretive, and inhabiting an underground world of unspeakable activities – emerges from beneath that of the public persona. The Doctor’s wife and the citizen of the occupying Japanese state is also someone who pledges to help the enemies of the Japanese: the guerillas hiding in the hills and jungles near Papan. The world Sybil inhabits and which she paints as one of communal help, is also an environment filled with spies and informants who can betray one to the Japanese. The Japanese “relied for their information about what was passing among the people on a widespread system of informers” (p. 39). She feels that she can trust no one and will not speak openly even to the Brothers of the St Michael’s Institution: “So obsessed was I by the prevalent fears and suspicion that even with the Brothers I could not relax completely” (p. 42). Moru, one of the go-betweens for the guerillas and Kathigasu, is never allowed into her full confidence. This is not only to protect herself and the guerillas but Moru himself since “the Japanese were masters in the art of forcing men to tell what they knew,” and thus “if a man knew nothing he could give nothing away” (p. 65). Instances when the authoritative voice of the omniscient narrator, who knows what others feel, gives way to uncertainty occurs when, for example, Kathigasu recounts her fear with regard to involving her family in the forbidden activity of helping the guerrillas. While adult members of the household are instructed to keep visitors away from the back of the house, which, in a sense, conscripts them into “sentry” duty, the children are more difficult to manage.15 For example, in one episode, Kathigasu has to send a five-year old Dawn to a guerilla go-between with a secret message because of the desperate urgency of the moment. The tension of this incident is dramatized using narrative techniques of scene-painting and dialogue. Here, authoritative narrative summaries give way to a poetics of fear, indicating a memory ridden with the angst of a dreadful discovery. The terror that was not fully assimilated then has now been “dramatized” in order to objectify for the autobiographer, albeit ambiguously, that moment. In another episode, Kathigasu recounts how, “one evening when I entered the back room to attend to the patients awaiting me, I found to my horror Dawn already there, seated on the knee of a guerilla and playing with his revolver and ammunition which he had considerately emptied from the chamber” (p. 55). The dialogue that follows is interesting:


“Dawn,” I said, “do you love me?”

“Of course I do, Mummy,” and she put her arms round my neck and kissed me.

“All those men who come here are soldiers who are sick and need medicine. They are fighting to save us from the Japs. If the Japs see them they will be shot. So they have to come at night. Nobody must know they are here. If somebody sees them come here, he might tell the Japs and these soldiers will be shot. Then Mummy will be killed too.”

“If they kill you, I will die too.”

“If you love me, you must promise never to say a word about what you have seen here. These men are fighting for us. Whatever happens, we must never let them be killed” (p. 57).



The remembering consciousness prefers to use a tone of resolving terror by making the guerillas “protectors.” In the conflation of love for Mummy and care for the guerillas’ welfare, Kathigasu paints the guerillas as if they too are “family.” In so doing, Kathigasu normalizes a moment which must have been terrifying to both mother and child. In fact, in other parts of the autobiography, she tells us how the guerillas habitually addressed her as “Mother” (p. 80).

Clearly, one of the most important elements influencing the unwavering conviction of right choices in this autobiography is Kathigasu’s steadfast belief in the heroic struggle of the guerillas. She sees them as unquestionable allies of the British, who, together with the Allied forces, would oust the Japanese and return her world to one of justice and order. And yet this unshaken conviction must leave the reader with questions. Before the uneasy alliance between the MPAJA and the British, the Malayan Communist Party, from which the MPAJA sprung, had run foul of the British administration’s economic policies. Surely, the educated Kathigasu must have read in newspapers about the trouble which socialist (perhaps even outright Communist) elements had created in the labor force, which resulted in labor unrest and subsequent deportations. According to a Malaysian historian, “The problems of unemployment, wage deductions and repatriation provided fertile ground for left wing political propaganda.”15 Thus, when World War II broke out in September 1939, “labour conditions were again conducive to Communist agitation.”16 In fact, even prior to this, industrial unrest was quite widespread: “Between September 1936 and March 1937, colonial administrators and employers were faced with a spate of labour unrest that affected the manufacturing industries, the building labourers, the estate tappers and mining labourers.”17 And yet Sybil Kathigasu curiously chooses to elide this aspect in her recall of events.

In his long memoir on those uncertain decades in Malayan history, the Malayan Communist Party leader, Chin Peng, notes that before the “arrival of Japan’s 25th Army under the command of Lt. General Tomoyuki Yamashita, the colonials had proscribed us, hounded us and either jailed or banished to China every suspected communist ethnic Chinese they could lay their hands on.”18 The mutual suspicion between the British and the Communists persisted as Chin Peng frankly reveals, “I was never under any illusions about bonding with Britain against the invaders from the land of the rising sun. My allied status was never anything more than a transient arrangement. I knew my imperial masters would ultimately be my enemy again. The British were using us because they had no choice. I thought we could use them too. For both sides it was a deal with the devil.”19 For Chin Peng and his comrades, the future would mean an inevitable parting of ways when the common enemy is defeated and anti-colonial sentiments return. In stark contrast, Sybil Kathigasu’s time-line sees a return to British colonial rule. In the autobiography, she repeatedly refers, with confidence, to the day “when the British return” (p. 19). Nationalist ferment and agitation for independence from the British would be hard for someone of Kathigasu’s pro-British leanings to acknowledge. Thus, one of the self’s “sheltering conceptions” (to borrow a Conradian phrase for identity supports) rests on the chronology of a return to British administration. Hence, we are not surprised at the details repeatedly given of how she acquired and hid a wireless – something forbidden by the Japanese. Like a leitmotif, functioning to reinforce Kathigasu’ sanity, the wireless quenches her thirst for knowledge of what is happening outside the brutalizing world created by the occupiers. It reassures this isolated Papan inhabitant that the world of law and order she admires is not lost: this world is still there, and is confirmed by the BBC (British Broadcasting Corporation).

The hope for a British return is in alignment with the main psychological, and indeed spiritual, ballast to Kathigasu’s identity: her Catholic faith. Catholicism guides her to a life of sacrifice and justice, aspects which she interprets as central also to British colonial values. Many readers and scholars see her text as structured alongside Christian martyr narratives, and many have alluded to her deep faith. I agree with this perspective, but it seems to me that her moments of praying are not merely records of strength. True, they reveal strong faith and tremendous trust in God, but these moments of conversations with God also reveal a more introspective self, one that suffers the dialectical pulls of courage and fear. I want to focus on one such moment to warrant this perspective:


One night in the middle of January, tired out with worry and without hope for the future, I fell into an exhausted sleep. It was during the early hours of the morning that I awoke, feeling a gentle tap on my feet. As I opened my eyes I was dazzled by a vision of the Sacred Heart before me. Overwhelmed by a feeling of awe and love, I arose and knelt by my bed, murmuring:

“My Lord, and my God.”

And his voice said to me:

“My child, you must be ready to pay the supreme sacrifice, for the glory that is to come.”

“My Lord, I cannot…,” I whispered.

“You can, and will, for I the Lord command it. I will be with you and will give you strength.”

A great fear came over me as I answered: “I will pay the supreme sacrifice, my Lord. I promise this in Thy name.” (p. 30–31)



The Sacred Heart recurs like another leitmotif in moments of intense suffering and privation to remind Kathigasu of a world beyond the physical, and the reality of a Body, infinitely more meaningful than her own battered one, since it is that of the crucified Christ. As she puts it: “I hung a picture of the Sacred Heart on the plank wall of our shabby dispensary. This I found to be an aid to prayer, and a reminder of a world beyond the tangible, material one which, so often, in this room, pressed upon us” (p. 31). Thus, in the portion of the autobiography which records Kathigasu’s life before imprisonment and torture, she already records instances of fear and of a return to strength. Studies of her autobiography rarely give attention to these inner conflicts or point out the narrative devices used to record them. The passage quoted above is immediately followed by Kathigasu’s mother appearing to ask with whom she is speaking, which indirectly implies a self who is otherwise shaken by fear, has now found new strength in a return to love for both God and family.

IMPRISONMENT AND TORTURE BY THE KEMPETEI

The chapters on her imprisonment and torture invite the reader into a nightmare world where the self is reduced to sub-human, even non-human, status. Kathigasu recounts how she was kept in a foul-smelling cell with the top half of its door permanently shut so that prisoners “had to stoop and enter the cells like dogs” (p. 127). Men and women are put in the same cell with only a single latrine bucket. Prisoners are not allowed change of clothes, so their garments rotted on their bodies and stank of sweat and blood. What must have been especially hard for Kathigasu, who had counted on the recognition of and respect by others, is the loss of these. She tells us: “The figures we cut when we went for interrogation provoked mocking laughter and ridicule, but we were past feeling shame” (p. 128).

Subjectivity is often lodged in time sequence when the self performs it’s daily duties; this time-consciousness was what helped Kathigasu in the busy days before imprisonment. Now however, in the Kempetei’s domain, she fears losing track of time. Prisoners either waited for the regular interrogations or are left in a terrifying limbo of days when nothing happened. To lose track of time is, in a sense, to lose oneself because we are deprived the ability to “locate” ourselves meaningfully. We are dislodged from the chronology in which subjectivity finds its story. Kathigasu struggles to defy this in order retain cognizance of self in duration. Significantly, she uses the feast days of her Catholic faith, and the moments spent in prayer to help her reckon the passing of time: “Our prayers became a regular feature of life in Cell Three; every morning, noon and night, we knelt together” (p. 135). Related to her persistence in prayer is her ability to rise above overwhelming terror through sheer display of Christian faith. When speaking of the horrifying conditions of the cell, she finds consolation in the belief that all God’s creatures are created for a purpose, and that her situation is part of that purpose she must fulfill: “At night centipedes and scorpions came out from crevices in the walls and from under the planks of my bed. I scarcely ever saw them, but shrank back and shouted in horror when I felt them crawling over me. Then I realized that they would do me no harm, but on the contrary were my allies, for they fed on the bugs which tormented me, and so kept down their numbers” (p. 173).

For Kathigasu, community has always been important; in the cells, her care for the sick and injured as best she could before the toll of torture on her body left her in need of care herself takes on an added dimension that insinuates a coping mechanism as well. Another way of maintaining sanity is to obtain information about the outside world to counter the nightmarish one in prison. Her strategy is to source out sympathetic others like Suppan, the night-soil disposer, whose association with human waste makes him anathema to the Japanese guards, and which makes him unlikely to be searched by them. As such, Suppan becomes Kathigasu’s main conduit to her husband who is imprisoned in another cell, and to the outside world. Such a strategy enables Kathigasu, whose self has been dislodged from a familiar world, to regain, however slight, a sense of being back in that world again.

Kathigasu’s remembrance and narration of the trauma of torture is compelling because she does not elide the horror she encounters, but she balances it against a vivid depiction of a defiant, fearless self who is not a victim but a worthy adversary of the Japanese perpetrator. She will not allow the frightening memories of cruel torture to detail her narrative tone from its steady portrayal of a woman whose body may be battered, but whose mind remain alert, rational and focused, and whose spirit remains unabated by fear. In this respect, her rendering of trauma differs markedly from numerous Holocaust victims’, which often cannot marshal linguistic resources to articulate the embodied memories of a extremely abused self because the mental faculties have also been injured as well. Employing various narrative strategies, Kathigasu reveals her heroic battle with the Kempetei interrogators who try to break her. One of the most significant of these devices is the use of dialogue in dramatic scenes. Kathigasu details many such episodes because they give her room to reinforce the point of her ability to think clearly even in the face of terror. In this way she invites both her remembering and narrating self, as well as the reader, to witness how she outwitted the Japanese in their attempt to dehumanize her. An example is during her interrogation by Yoshimura, who she describes as her “chief inquisitor,” and how he tried to trap her into making “a damning admission” (p. 117):


“What is your name?”

“Sybil Kathigasu.”

“How can that be? Kathigasu is the Doctor’s name. You have no right to use it.


He is innocent of the crimes you have committed and you are trying to shield yourself and put the blame on him by using his name.”

“I am his wife and must use his name.”

“That is nonsense. Tell us your own name and leave the Doctor’s alone.”

“My name is Sybil Kathigasu.”

“What were you called before you were married?”

“Sybil Daly.”

“Then that is your name. Why didn’t you tell the truth at once?

Were you the Doctor’s mistress or are you really married?”

“I have my marriage certificate” (p. 118).



Kathigasu refuses to succumb to Yoshimura’s attempt to trick her into thinking that her husband, who has been interrogated separately, has denied her status. In her remembrance of this tense moment, Sybil Karthigasu even records how her calmness motivated her to be sarcastic, and in the process, reverses the situation by interrogating the interrogator:


“Excuse me, Officer, I will ask you a question. Are you a married man?”

He seemed temporarily taken aback by the fact that I was questioning him, but he replied. “Certainly, I am.”

“Why did you marry your wife?”

He grinned complacently. “I like woman, so I marry wife.”

“Just so. I like man, so I marry husband” (p. 119).



In fact, the reader is constantly assured that Kathigasu did not betray anyone: “But I held out against Kunichika and his henchmen and told them nothing” (p. 108). Because Kunichika had failed, the allegedly more cunning Yoshimura replaced him in the interrogation process, but is himself foiled as well. Even Yoshimura, as the autobiography intimates, comes to admire, albeit grudgingly, Kathigasu’s courage. It is a portrait of unusual bravery, and even of heroism.

Although Kathigasu does refer to the rape of women as an example of violence exercised by the occupying Japanese, there is no depiction of herself suffering this fate. Of course, it is highly plausible that Kathigasu did not, indeed, experienced such a circumstance. But if she did, then her silence is telling. It may partly be due to discretion, since the autobiography was written and published at a time when women were more reticent about public confession of such a violation. But for me, there is another reason – one that is perhaps unconscious – for this. Kathigasu may fear being stigmatized as a soiled woman, but that the aim of her autobiography is meant to reflect a dignified individual, whose mental faculties remains undiminished and her self-respect unshaken in the midst of inhuman and cruel treatment, may also contribute to this explicit elision. In the end, whether or not she was raped is not the issue; for me, it is the silence surrounding this (because neither does Kathigasu tells us outright that she was not raped) that leaves this painful question unanswered.

Tellingly however, and as if to dispel the reader of suspicion that she may have been sexually violated, Kathigasu includes the following vignette about her interrogation by Kunichika, the head of TOKO (Tokyo Kogatsu, the lead manufacturer of optical instruments for the Japanese army), who alternates between hard and soft approaches. Here, she describes how, when she denies even knowing the guerillas, “a rain of blows descended on my head and shoulders.” In the next instant, his manner changes and he invites her, with a hint of seduction, to have a cigarette; but what Kathigasu does in response is revealing:


He got up from his chair, walked round the table, and stood beside me, a smile on his face. “My dear sister,” he began, stroking my arm as he spoke.

“Take your hands off me,” I said, jerking his arm away. “I am here as your prisoner, not for your pleasure.”

This reply brought a torrent of slaps upon my face, with an outburst of filthy language. I was then taken back to my cell (p. 99–100).



Clearly, the narrating voice wants to foreground that her defiance was enough to put the perpetrator off his intentions, and by logical extension, how any attempt at rape by the Japanese is successfully stymied.

Other than the silence surrounding rape, Kathigasu is unabashed in recounting actual moments of torture, but this is often executed in a rather casual manner. This is not, for me, a belittling of these moments, but for possibly two reasons: because her memory refuses to return to such scenes, and because Kathigasu reluctance to dwell on the Kempetei badge of pride, namely, its ability to reduce humans to cowering victims and (un)willing traitors of even their own next-of-kin. Although she records the tortures endured, she refuses to dramatize them. She refers to her own body as a mass of bruised flesh and mentions, in passing, of resorting to agonized cries, the language of a wounded creature (p. 112). Via listing and summary, and avoiding long descriptions, she exercises control over her narrative (and her memory) with regard to her torture and the methods used, which in turn, robs them of their fear factor and undermines their power. One clear examples reads as follows: the torturers “would run needles into my fingertips below the nail, while my hands was held firmly, flat on the table; they heated iron bars on a charcoal brazier and applied them to my legs and back; they ran a stick between the second and third fingers of both my hands, squeezing my fingers together and holding them firmly in the air while two men hung from the ends of the cane, making a see-saw of my hands and tearing the flesh between my fingers” (p. 108).

CONCLUSION

I was introduced to No Dram of Mercy during my undergraduate days by my sister, a Catholic, who found the autobiography riveting. I confess to putting it down after the first few chapters because I thought it rather straightforward, and even a little dull and flat. Like some readers of autobiography, I simply concluded that autobiographies were nothing like fiction in terms of narrative, because facts and referentiality were imperatives in an autobiography. As a result, I failed to appreciate the process of fictionalizing in the composition of such a text, a process which is “a central constituent of the truth of any life as it is lived and of any art devoted to the presentation of that life.”20 Unsurprisingly then, as a young undergraduate unfamiliar with the “poetics of autobiography,”21 I found Kathigasu’s story simple, boring, and too neat a tale of victory over adversities. I even though the autobiographer was also a little pompous. Rereading Sybil Kathigasu’s autobiography many years later, and once more in preparation for this essay, together with helpful insights from various trauma and autobiography scholars, I now see this autography with new eyes. I now appreciate that it could not have been easy for Kathigasu to articulate painful experiences and to allow them resurfacing without being overwhelmed all over again. To speak, and yet not let the process of speaking devivify the self, is indeed a daunting negotiation to undertake and a challenge to the autobiographer’s shaping skill. In relating trauma, No Dram of Mercy must deploy certain narrative strategies, key of which are an omniscient narrator, dramatizations, and listings, in order to help the autobiographer achieve her aim. No Dram of Mercy is thus not only a fascinating attempt at narrating the unspeakable, but a testimony of the power of narration as performance that can engender healing and hope.22

NOTES

1.      Among the women’s autobiographies reissued are Janet Lim, Sold for Silver (Singapore: Monsoon Books, 2004), Khatijah Sidek, Memoir Khatijah Sidek: Kesateria Bangsa (Kuala Lumpur: Penerbit Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, 1995); Shamsiah Fakeh, The Memoir of Shamsiah Fakeh: From AWAS to 10th Regiment (Petaling Jaya: Strategic Information and Research Development Centre, 2004).

2.      Cheah Boon Kheng, “Preface,” in Alias Chin Peng: My Side of History, ed. Chin Peng, (Singapore: Media Masters Pte. Ltd, 2006), 4.


3.      Shirley Geok-lin Lim, Writing Southeast/Asia in English (London: Skoob, 1994), 166. Lim also concludes that Sybil Kathigasu’s autobiography runs against the grain of Malaysian nationalist sentiment because she was unashamedly pro-British and she supported the MPAJA, who were later seen as plain Communist terrorists – a view held to this day.

4.      Sybil Kathigasu, No Dram of Mercy (Kuala Lumpur: Prometheus Enterprise, 2006), 162. All references are to this edition and inset quotes will subsequently be used.

5.      Juliet Mitchell, “Trauma, Recognition and he Place of Language,” Diacritics 28, no. 4 (1998): 121.

6.      See Cathy Caruth, “Introduction,” in Trauma: Explorations in Memory, ed. Cathy Caruth, (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995), 3–12.

7.      Paul John Eakin, Fictions in Autobiography: Studies in the Art of Self-invention (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1985), 3.

8.      Ibid., 4.

9.      Paul John Eakin, Touching the World: Reference in Autobiography (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1992), 30.

10.    Ibid., 36.

11.    Dori Laub, “Truth and Testimony: The process and the Struggle,” in Trauma: Exploration in Memory, ed. Cathy Caruth (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995), 7.

12.    Mitchell, “Trauma, Recognition and he Place of Language,” 123.

13.    I get the sense that Kathigasu is free of racial and ethnocentric bias, a condition that seems to infect many incumbent politicians in present-day Malaysia. As such, she may be unapologetically pro-British, but she is never condescending to the “natives.” Instead, she is concerned about, and caring towards her Malay drivers and their families, and members of other racial groups in a pre-independence Malaysia.

14.    The Star, 10 March 2007, national edition, http://thestar.com.my/news/story/2007/3/10/nation/ (accessed 11 July 2010). In a report in the local news press, Sybil Kathigasu’s older daughter, Olga (who was 86 at the time she was interviewed), frankly admits that she was never close to her mother and adds: “People used to tell me that I must be proud that my mother was given the George Medal for her bravery. But I would say not because I didn’t want her to do silly things (like helping the hill people). I wanted her to be alive to share my joy and sadness.”

15.    Leong Yee Fong, Labour and Trade Unionism in Colonial Malaya: A Study of the Socio-economic and Political Bases of the Malayan Labour Movement, 1950 – 57 (Penang: Universiti Sains Malaysia Press, 1999), 48.
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20.    Paul John Eakin, Fictions in Autobiography, 5.

21.    Ibid., 3.

22.    Sybil Kathigasu died shortly after the Japanese surrendered and after receiving the George Medal. A number of operations failed to stop the spread of septicemia from her fractured jaw. Her burial in Ipoh saw large crowds of mourners. She leaves behind a record of a woman who bravely walked a less-travelled and dangerous path in order to keep the promises she made.
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ULASAN BUKU/BOOK REVIEW

Evening is The Whole Day by Preeta Samarasan. London: Fourth Estate, 2008, 340 pp.

Preeta Samarasan’s debut novel tells the story of a wealthy Indian immigrant family, the Rajasekharan and how lies and secrets affect and subsequently destroy its household. Set in a “springless summerless autumnless winterless land” (p. 1), that is, Malaysia, the book begins with the departure of the family’s servant girl, Chellam, after which a chain reaction of past secrets is unleashed and gradually exposed as the novel unfolds. Chronologically, although the story is set in the 1980s, the novel makes liberal temporal leaps in order to prescribe a sense of historical continuity. For example, the reader is transported at one point to the late 1800s, when Appa’s (the head of the household) father arrived in the Malay peninsula in order to make a living; at another point, the reader encounters the 1950s, and witnesses the unconventional courtship between Appa and Amma. This deployment of various temporalities is also a strategic means through which the plot’s complexity is enhanced. Samarasan is obviously a skillful storyteller: while she deploys an omniscient narrator, her non-linear narrative structure (flashbacks dominate the narrative) enables the withholding of secrets so that their eventual revelations are exposed in a shocking and unexpected manner. In the end, the novel’s pointed message is that the present can never supersede the past, for the former is premised on the latter. From the excessively drawn-out episode of Paati’s (the grandmother) death in the bathroom, to subtle hints of incest, Samarasan cleverly controls the way in which knowing and unknowing are negotiated. Samarasan’s keen observation of behaviour and social mores is also crucial to the story, especially because it brings her characters to life.

On a metafictional level, Samarasan’s narrative can be read as a metaphor for the intricate nature of Malaysia’s search for identity. I see Evening is The Whole Day as an honest (although at times vulgar) reflection of Malaysian society. Perhaps the past in the novel is given so much prominence because it explains the condition of the country today: as such, in gesturing toward the past, the text is also speaking of the present. Samarasan’s novel is laden with binarisms that allude to this: Paati is both a living person (the past) and a ghost (the present), although only Aasha, Rajasekharan’s youngest daughter, can see her in the latter form. In fact, Aasha is gifted with a “second-sight,” and can see, apart from her grandmother, the other household ghost as well: the illegitimate, half-caste daughter of the previous (white) owner. Samarasan privileges Aasha’s viewpoint above all the other characters, thus allowing the narrative to entertain many barbed and sometimes discomfiting scenes that an innocent child can witness and describe, but cannot comprehend or appreciate their sometimes dangerous qualities. Like Aasha, contemporary Malaysians are haunted by the past, which arrives “from all directions, united by their unhealthy fascination with tragedy, with unfinishable business and lingering discontent” (p. 41), but often with little understanding of their significance.

Samarasan’s novel bears many experimental qualities, chief of which is the way it parodies the English language. There is much wordplay and words spelt in curious ways throughout the text, which are intermixed with untranslated Tamil and Malay words. Such a strategy situates the novel neatly within a postcolonial context: here, a colonial legacy is paradoxically used to mock and construct, while native voices are reclaimed in the midst of this. The hybridization and localization of the English language further attest to the narrative’s postcolonial dimension. Speech patterns of Indian-Malaysians are vibrantly articulated alongside slangs and dialects used by the diverse ethnic groups in the country. In this way, Samarasan’s depiction of Malaysian culture and social order is convincing and resonant.

The critical acclaim that Samarasan’s debut novel has received is well deserved, but there is one aspect which, for me, significantly undermines it. Like many novels written by Malaysians, racial stereotyping seems to dominate Samarasan’s work as well: the drunk, wife-beating Indian, the lazy Malay, and the opium-sniffing Chinese tin-miners all make an appearance without any attempt on the part of the novel to at least complicate these stereotypes. Also evident is the stereotypical notion that the grass is always greener on the other side, that is, the West. Consistently in the novel, the West is envisioned in desirable terms, signifying progress, freedom, individuality, agency and success, among other things. From Appa’s Oxford degree to Uma’s departure to the United States to pursue her studies at Columbia University, the novel unabashedly instigates the superiority of the West over an East that is embroiled in quarrelsome behaviour, hateful secrets and ideological straitjacketing. As if to establish this point unmistakably, the novel tellingly ends with Uma’s departure and therefore, escapes from both her destabilised family and country.

The year is 1980 and while the Rajasekharans may appear to have moved on with their lives, the past remains an ever-present specter that haunts and vexes all hope for reconciliation. In this way, despite the chronological shifts, there is a sense of stasis overwhelming the family, and directly, the novel. Fears, uncertainties and unrequited longing are, after all, sentiments that can resonate indefinitely, and undermine any semblance of forward movement. This condition may describe the Rajasekharan family, but it is also one that continues to define contemporary Malaysia to a degree.
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One Sky, Many Horizons: Studies in Malaysian Literature in English by Mohammad A. Quayum. Kuala Lumpur: Marshall Cavendish, 2007, 342 pp.

Few have done more in promoting Malaysian literature in English in recent years than Mohammad Quayum, whose contributions extend beyond scholarly articles, to actively initiating and editing a number of essay collections, including the influential Malaysian Literature in English: A Critical Reader (2001). He has also compiled anthologies of Malaysian writings in English, not only for academic purposes but also for posterity by making accessible many out-of-print works or those with limited publications. One cannot overstate Quayum’s importance to the field, and hence this book by him is a much welcomed addition to existing scholarship.

One Sky, Many Horizons brings together a number of Quayum’s scholarly writings in one volume, and include also interviews and biographical profiles of key Malaysian writers like Lloyd Fernando, Muhammad Haji Salleh and Shirley Geok-lin Lim. There is also an updated bibliography of Malaysian literary works in English at the end of the book. As such, it is a valuable research resource to both scholars and students, and provides at the same time an insight into Quayum’s own critical approaches to Malaysian literature.

The first three chapters give an overview of the development of, and challenges facing, Malaysian Literature in English from its inception during the colonial era to the present time. Quayum carefully outlines how various factors led to the limited growth of fiction writing in English, such as the lack of readership, the focus on economic imperatives typical of a young, independent nation, and the passing of the National Language Act in 1967. The latter, as a national policy, downgraded the use of the English language, and consequently relegated literary works written in this medium to a marginal status termed “sectional literature.” Muhammad Haji Salleh, who started his literary career writing in English, chose later – a move reminiscent of the Kenyan writer, Ngugi Wa Thiong’o – to return to his mother tongue (Malay). For other writers such as Lloyd Fernando, Wong Phui Nam and K. S. Maniam who do not feel the pull of ethnic allegiance to the Malay language and culture, English, despite its colonial legacy, was viewed as the only amenable alternative for their creative depictions of communal and national realities. Quayum himself affirms both decisions in the choice of language, noting the complexity of the multiracial composition of Malaysia and its postcolonial history.

The desire by Malaysian writers in English to engender a plural space for themselves, forms the central theme of Quayum’s book. The fourth essay proposes the idea of self-refashioning – a term drawn possibly from the Renaissance scholar, Stephen Greenblatt, but adapted to describe the way in which Malaysian literature involves a refashioning of the national landscape through a dialogic and syncretic imagination. Quayum’s primary theoretical framework is a Bakhtinian one, but I feel that his conceptualization of dialogism could have been delved into more deeply. Tellingly, Quayum does not even quote Bakhtin once in his essay, although his elucidation of how the novel opposes a monologic, exclusive sense of racial identity to instead, encompass an inclusive, plural sense of community, is certainly in sync with Bakhtin’s view. More careful elaboration of concepts, and choice quotes from Bakhtin’s work on dialogism would have strengthened Quayum’s position better.

Extending this key strand on the literary representations of a more open mutuality between Malaysians of different ethnicities, is the other thread in some of Quayum’s essays that focus on questions of nationhood and nationality. The fifth essay discusses the issue of “contesting nationalisms,” and the oppositional dialectic between “My country” and “Our country” (p. 110). Quayum shows how the various characters in Fernando’s Green is The Colour represent differing views and conceptions of what constitutes Malaysia as a nation state. The analysis Quayum offers on the novel’s antagonist, Panglima is an astute one, pointing to Panglima’s cultural transformation into a Malay and his subsequent opportunistic use of racial sentiments to create “an exclusionary Malay nationalism” (p. 113). Quayum also analyzes Shirley Geok-lin Lim’s Joss and Gold, in which he focuses on the fraught nature of national belonging, embodied in the character Li Ann, who does not see herself as Chinese but Malaysian, but struggles nevertheless to transcend the racial hierarchies and borders erected by society and national politics.

These two novels are revisited again in later essays where they are analyzed further with the addition of the critical lens of gender. In the case of Fernando’s novel, Quayum makes the subtle point about the intersection between ethnocentric and phallocentric viewpoints, accurately describing how “Omar and Panglima, in their monocentricism and monolithic view of the nation, wish to keep the duo (the Chinese Yun Ming and the Malay Siti Sara, who are in love) ‘in their place’” (p. 162). Indeed, the belief in either racial or masculine superiority is arguably a re-enactment of a form of “colonisation” and subjugation of “others.” Quayum’s critical foray into the question of gender marks is commendable especially because gender remains a relatively under-researched aspect of Malaysian literature.

The other essays in the book include discussions of Fernando’s Scorpion Orchid (1976), K. S. Maniam’s widely researched The Return (1981), and Lee Kok Liang’s London Does Not Belong to Me (2003). These are followed by a biographical listing that provides details on a number of Malaysian authors. Complementing his scholarship are interviews Quayum conducts, which lend interesting insights into the thoughts, inspiration and opinions of several writers. My qualm however, is over the uneven nature of the interviews. For example, the interview with Salleh ben Joned is rather limited, while those with Muhammad Haji Salleh and the playwright, Huzir Sulaiman, are quite long. This fault may not, of course, lie with the interview: Salleh is well known for his reticence and unpredictable temper, while Muhammad Haji Salleh is more forthcoming with his views on the Malaysian literary scene and the role literature plays in society. An especially interesting interview is the one with Shirley Geok-lin Lim, in which she seems to be taking a rather defensive stance with regard to the way her fiction should be interpreted. At one point, in fact, Lim even reprimands Quayum’s over an interpretive point that, in her view, is a misreading. As a whole, the essays, biographical profiles and interviews, combine to form a valuable resource for the study of Malaysian Literature in English.

Quayum has indeed provided foundational criticisms from which future scholars can debate and argue over, or extend. For the most part, I am in agreement with Quayum’s readings of the various literary texts; however I would question his claim that Fernando’s Scorpion Orchid is centred on Singapore. Although the novel is set there, I would argue that this is a strategic choice in order to elide any direct reference to the racial riots that occurred on 13 May 1969. Interestingly, Fernando’s Green is The Colour, which was published nearly two decades later, projects a dystopian picture of post-1969 Malaysia. In this regard, Quayum is possibly mistaken in his conclusion that the novel “celebrates the ingenious, inclusive ideology as the basis for the formation of a holistic national identity of Bangsa Malaysia” (p. 165); instead I read the novel as expressing more of a disappointment over such a vision. On the whole, Quayum’s book, like many other studies on Malaysian literature in English, is dominated by critical examinations of race, identity and nationhood. This, in itself, is problematic because the focal constancy in scholarship seems to suggest that they are written in order to bear the burden of promoting a shared, multicultural Malaysian identity and culture. One can only speculate if this is, indeed, a rather sad reflection of the lack of social progress and cohesion in Malaysian society, despite the governmen’s recent move to create what is familiarly known as “1Malaysia.”

One interesting area of note in Quayum’s book is its dialogue with literature from other countries in order to make various critical observations. Examples include Quayum’s framing of his view on the origin of Malaysian literature against Ralph Waldo Emerson’s promotion of a distinctive American culture, and his thoughts on nationalism in comparison with Rabindranath Tagore’s. However, Quayum’s comparative approach tends to be brief. I believe that this method of appreciating literature is advantageous, and merits a more extensive treatment. Indeed, Malaysian literature in English would benefit much from this critical methodology, as exemplified by David C. L. Lim’s, The Infinite Longing for Home: Desire and The Nation in Selected Writings of Ben Okri and K. S. Maniam. Similarly, the literary scholar, Philip Holden, has argued for a transnational approach in reading Malaysian literature, and further suggests a critical engagement with the literary essay to complement and complicate one’s reading of narratives.

Despite its indisputable importance in the discipline, One Sky, Many Horizons is not without limitations, some of which I have noted above. These shortcomings could perhaps be linked to, at least symptomatically, to the limitations of Malaysian literature as a field of study: its short history, the limited number of writers and their output, and the discouraging socio-political conditions for literary production, all contribute to the paucity of critical reception of, and debates over, Malaysian literature in English. In recent years however, Malaysian literature in English seems to been given a new lease of life, with a new generation of younger writers emerging and publishing with internationally renowned presses, such as Tash Aw, Chiew-Sieh Tei, Preeta Samarasan and Tan Twan Eng. This marks a new era for Malaysian literature in English, and I am hopeful that it will grow and expand into new horizons.
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