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Malaysian Literature in English: An Evolving Tradition
Abstract

Introduction In spite of the many early challenges and lingering difficulties faced by writers in the English
language in Malaysia — challenges and difficulties of a political, literary and social nature — literary tradition
in English in this newly emergent nation has come a long way, showing considerable dynamism and resilience
since its inception. Critics suggest that the literarture in English in post-colonial societies generally evolves in
three stages. In The Empire Writes Back: Theoiy and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures, Bill Ashcroft,
Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin, for example, explain these three stages as: (i) ‘[works] produced by
“representatives” of the imperial power’; (ii) ‘[works] produced “under imperial license” by “natives” or
“outcastes” ’; and finally, (iii) the ‘development of independent literatures’ or the ‘emergence of modem postcolonial literatures’ (5-6).
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Malaysian Literature in English: An
Evolving Tradition
I ntroduction

In spite of the many early challenges and lingering difficulties faced by writers
in the English language in Malaysia — challenges and difficulties of a political,
literary and social nature — literary tradition in English in this newly emergent
nation has come a long way, showing considerable dynamism and resilience
since its inception. Critics suggest that the literarture in English in post-colonial
societies generally evolves in three stages. In The Empire Writes Back: Theoiy
and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures, Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and
Helen Tiffin, for example, explain these three stages as: (i) ‘[works] produced by
“representatives” of the imperial power’; (ii) ‘[works] produced “under imperial
license” by “natives” or “outcastes” ’; and finally, (iii) the ‘development of
independent literatures’ or the ‘emergence of modem post-colonial literatures’
(5-6).1
If we apply the above evolutionary model to the local context and disregard
the works of the earlier two stages for their overt ‘metropolitan’ bias — works by
writers such as Hugh Clifford, Richard Winstedt, Frank Swettenham, Katherine
Sim and Margaret Leong, who engaged in diverse literary exercises but mostly
as ‘“representatives” of the imperial power’, or the output of such expatriate
writers as Gregory W. de Silva and Han Suyin who were presumably not
adequately rooted in the local soil to depict the local imagination — and take
into account the corpus of ‘independent’ local writings in the English language,
characterised by local ideas and local experiences, or writings that hold up a
mirror to the local reality, then, indeed, the literary tradition in English in this
multi-ethnic society, standing at the cross-roads of cultures, would barely exceed
a period of half a century. Its emergence can be traced back to the growth of a
literary coterie at the University of Malaya, following the creation of its English
Department and the appearance in print of The New Cauldron, a literary journal
published by the University’s Raffles Society, in 1949. According to Dudley de
Souza, the process of development of this ‘independent’ Anglophone literature
was hastened by consequences of the Second World War, ‘that weaned the local
literati from a complacent reliance upon the colonial power and stimulated the
seeds of nationalism’ (2).
It is no doubt interesting to note that English writings in the Malayan
Peninsula, unlike in other post-colonial societies, such as India, took its roots
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only prior to the retreat of the Raj to its native shores and not during the heyday
of colonial rule. In India, the history of literature in English spans almost two
centuries starting with such early writers as Raja Rammohan Roy, whose
appearance on the Indian political and literary scene broadly coincided with the
violent de-Orientalising and Anglicising period between 1835-1855. A significant
landmark in the history of English education in India was, of course, Macaulay’s
Minute on Education in which he recommended that the best way to ‘civilise’
the Indians and to create a permanent bond between India and England was to
introduce English education. Following Macaulay’s recommendations, it was
resolved by Lord William Bentinck on 7th March 1835 that ‘the great objective
of the British Government ought to be the promotion of European literature and
science among the natives of India; and that all the funds appropriated to education
would best be employed on English education alone’ (qtd in Iyengar 27).
The introduction of English, and of English literature in particular, to the
Indian education system was a deliberate attempt by the colonisers to perpetuate
their supremacy through the dissemination o f Euro-centric values and the
concomitant erosion of indigenous ideals among the colonised people. Gauri
Viswanathan explains, ‘British colonial administrators, provoked by missionaries
on the one hand and fears of native insubordination on the other, discovered an
ally in English literature to support them in maintaining control of the natives
under the guise of liberal education’ (17). It is somewhat baffling though that in
spite of such strong convictions on the role of English and English literature in
the continuation o f the colonial process, and of so much emphasis on the
implementation o f an English education policy in India, the British were so
slow in adopting a similar policy in Malaya, where English literature was
introduced as an academic subject only in the 1940s. From a political point of
view, this was, perhaps, a boon, as people were spared cultural and ideological
contamination and consequently a more rigorous colonisation of the mind than,
for example, in the case of India. But, ironically, from the point of view of English
literary writings, it only serves to explain why India has produced so many world
class writers in the English language such as R.K. Narayan, Raja Rao, Nirad
Chaudhuri, R.K. Ramanujan, Salman Rushdie, Amitav Ghosh, Kamala Das,
Vikram Seth and Arundhati Roy — with still more talented younger writers
breaking into the scene everyday, with Jumpha Lahari, a Bengali-American,
who received the 2000 Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, being the latest in a long string
of gifted writers — while Malaysia can only optimistically hope to match that
envious list sometime in the future.
A chievements

Perhaps it is unfair to compare the achievements of Malaysian literature in
English to those of India, as the cultural and political circumstances in the two
countries have been widely different throughout. However, even compared to
neighbouring Singapore, the quantum of creative writing in the English language
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in Malaysia looks discouragingly small, if not downright negligible. This is in
spite of the fact that the roots of literature in English in the two countries were
one and they continued sharing the tradition, until in 1965, owing to political
differences, Malaysia and Singapore chose to tread separate paths, thus causing
their literatures also to assume separate courses.
Notwithstanding this somewhat arrested growth, there has no doubt been,
and continues to be, a tenacious stream of literature in Malaysia that is written
and published in English. The major writers of the tradition include Wong Phui
Nam, Lloyd Fernando, Lee Kok Liang and Ee Tiang Hong as pioneers, and
Shirley Lim, K.S. Maniam, Cecil Rajendra, Kee Thuan Chye and Hilary Tham
as second generation writers. Of these, Shirley Lim, K.S. Maniam and Kee Thuan
Chye certainly seem the most prolific and versatile. Shirley Lim, currently a
professor of English at the University of California, Santa Barbara, for example,
has four volumes of poetry, three volumes of short stories, one novel and one
memoir to her credit. K.S. Maniam, on the other hand, has published three
novels, four volumes of short stories and four plays, while Kee Thuan Chye has
three plays, two volumes of prose, a few poems and a novel in the making.
Among the ‘older’ writers, Wong Phui Nam has four volumes of poetry to his
name; Lee Kok Liang, one novel and two collections of short stories; Ee Tiang
Hong, five volumes of poetry; and Lloyd Fernando, two novels, one of which
was also made into a play. Although Fernando’s creative contribution might
seem relatively small, his contribution to the overall development of the tradition
cannot be underestimated, as he was instrumental in instilling inspiration in
many of the younger writers when he was a professor of English at the University
of Malaya. His several edited anthologies also played a significant role in the
formative years of the tradition. Moreover, Lloyd Fernando is perhaps the best
known of the Malaysian literary critics in the English language, having published
numerous articles both at home and abroad.
Of the writers discussed so far, Malacca bom Nonya activist2 and feminist,
Shirley Lim and Malaysian-Indian writer K.S. Maniam are perhaps the best
known internationally. Shirley Lim has received several international literary
awards, including the Commonwealth W riters’ Prize in 1980 for her first
collection of poetry, Crossing the Peninsula and Other Poems, and the American
Book Award twice, in 1990 and 1997 respectively, while K.S. Maniam was
awarded the Raja Rao award for Fiction by the Indian Sahityya Academy in
2000. Wong Phui Nam and Ee Tiang Hong have not received any prizes but they
are highly regarded in the region, with many considering them as two of the best
poets in the English language in ASEAN countries. Lee Kok Liang and Kee
Thuan Chye have also received considerable critical attention both locally and
internationally but, of the two, Kee is the more politically active voice in Malaysian
literature, often challenging the status quo and appropriating the role of the
‘other’ in Malaysian political binarism. In a recently published collection of
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critical essays, Malaysian Literature in English: A Critical Reader, the first of
its kind to deal exclusively with Malaysian Literature in English, Peter Wicks
and I pay tribute to some of these better known writers by focusing on critical
appraisals on their writings.
Of course, in addition to those we consider major writers, there are others
both old and new. They include Muhammad Haji Salleh, Adibah Amin, Chuah
Guat Eng, Lee Geok Lan, Salleh Ben Joned, Nirmala Raghavan, Ruth Ho, Karim
Raslan, Marie Gerrina Louis, Lee Su Kim, Che Husna Azhari, Dina Zaman,
Rehman Rashid and Amir Muhammad. Some of the female writers mentioned
here have been discussed in considerable detail in a book I co-authored with Nor
Faridah Abdul Manaf, Colonial to Global: Malaysian Women s Writing in English
1940s-1990s. However, many of these writers are bilingual, suggesting an
allegiance divided between English and their respective m other tongues.
Furthermore, the output of most of them is very limited, generally to a collection
of short stories (as in the case of Dina Zaman and Karim Raslan), or a volume of
occasional writings (as with Karim Raslan, Rehman Rashid and Lee Su Kim).
Muhammad Haji Salleh, Adibah Amin, Salleh Ben Joned and Nirmala
Raghavan are all bilingual writers. Muhammad Haji Salleh, for example, started
his career as an English language poet but later changed his mind to concentrate
on the national language as the only acceptable medium for his creative
imagination. After the passing of the Language Act in 1967, Muhammad
gradually came to view English as the language of colonisation and quizzically
concluded, ‘Should I lick the hand that strangles my language and culture?’ (qtd
in Nor Faridah and Quayum 124). Adibah Amin is widely known as a Malay
language writer but, interestingly, she started writing columns in the New Straits
Times (NST), a local English daily, under the pseudonym ‘Sri Delima’ in the
1970s when English was going through its most difficult phase. Her articles
were later published in two volumes, in 1976 and 1978 respectively, under the
title As I Was Passing. Salleh Ben Joned, a former lecturer in English at University
Malaya and currently a freelance writer, is widely known as a rebel who stands
against the grain of accepted social and political norms. Although his reputation
lies mostly in the boldly defiant newspaper articles, published under the title, As
IPlease, in 1994, a second book, his only collection of poetry, Sajak-Sajak Salleh:
Poems Sacred and Profane, consists of poems written in both English and Malay.
Finally, Nirmala Raghavan, a writer who was bom in Madras, India and migrated
to Malaysia in the 1960s after marrying a Malaysian, is best known for her
Tamil works, but she has nonetheless consistently written feature/occasional
articles in the New Straits Times since the 1980s and, to date, has more than 200
such pieces to her name.
Among female writers in the English language, Chuah Guat Eng and Marrie
Gerrina Louis are, perhaps, the best known and most accomplished, apart from
Shirley Lim. Although Rfiah Yusuf and Karamiah Haji Saadon, writing in the
1940s, are recognised as the pioneering female novelists in Malaysia, both of

182

Mohammad A. Quayum

them were Malay language writers. The first English novels by Malaysian women
writers were published only in 1994 when Holograms brought out Chuah Guat
Eng’s Echoes o f Silence and Heinemann, in Singapore, published Louis’ The
Road to Chandible. In 1995, Heinemann brought out Louis’ second novel, Junos.
It is expected that this breakthrough will bring inspiration to younger writers
and propel them to undertake equally challenging and ambitious literary
enterprises in future. Shirley Lim’s newly published novel, Joss and Gold, set
partly in Kuala Lumpur but also in America and Singapore, is a credible addition
to this rather small but growing list.
However, many Malaysian writers in the English language seem to enjoy
dabbling in witty journalistic writings rather than engaging in serious literary
activities such as the writing of poetry, drama and fiction. Many of the writers
listed above are no doubt guilty of this. One reason why Malaysian writers venture
more frequently into joumalistic/occasional writings than into more serious fomis
of literature is, perhaps, because it allows them an easier and wider exposure to
the potential readership in the country. Given the small pool of readers in English
in the country,- and as is generally expected in a profit-driven capitalist economy,
publishing a book is an extremely challenging task for writers since publishers
avoid works that are likely to incur loss. However, according to Rehman Rashid,
in his ‘Foreword’ to a volume of occasional writing by Amir Muhammad, Kam
Raslan and Sheryll Stothard, Generation: A Collection o f Contemporaiy Ideas,
the explosion of journalistic writing in the country is in keeping with the local
literary tradition, as Malaysia, he says, has a ‘grand old tradition of journalistic
commentary ... going all the way back to Abdullah Munshi, no less’ (‘xxiii).
One final word on the achievements of Malaysian Literature in English,
with regard to drama. In spite of the strict censorship laws in the country, where,
as Kee Thuan Chye informs us, ‘a permit to stage a play is required from the
authorities and scripts are vetted by the Special Branch who give the final nod'
(2001b 318), there has been considerable interest in the form from the beginning.
Commenting on the early years of Malaysian theatre, Jacqueline Lo explains,
A r e la tiv e e x p lo s io n o f th e a tric a l a c t iv it ie s o c c u r r e d d u rin g th is p e r io d . T h e A rts
C o u n c il p la y w r itin g c o m p e titio n e n c o u r a g e d m a n y w r iter s to p r o d u c e lo c a l p lays;
th e n e w ly e s ta b lis h e d D ra m a C o u n c il o r g a n ise d at le a s t tw o h ig h ly s u c c e s s f u l dram a
f e s tiv a ls in 1 9 6 9 an d 1 9 7 0 , an d th e E x p e r im e n ta l T h ea tre in th e U n iv e r s ity M a la y a
w a s u s e d to sta g e a n u m b er o f lo c a lly w r itte n an d p r o d u c e d p r o d u c tio n s in c lu d in g

The Clay Model b y P a trick Y e o h an d G o h P o h S e n g 's Room with Paper Flowers
(When Smiles are Done). T h e p r o life r a tio n o f lo c a lly w r itte n an d p r o d u c e d p la y s is
b o rn e o u t b y th e p u b lic a tio n o f t w o v o lu m e s o f p la y s in 1 9 7 2 w h ic h to d a te, rep resen t
th e o n ly c o m p r e h e n s iv e c o lle c t io n o f M a la y s ia n p la y s in th e E n g lis h la n g u a g e . (9 5 )

No doubt, with the English language going out of favour after the Amendment
Act of 1971, which made it illegal to dispute or question the status of the national
language as provided for in Article 152 of the Malaysian Constitution, drama,
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like all other forms of literature in the English language, suffered considerably
in the country. But there has been a revival since the mid-1990s, with new plays
being successfully performed on a regular basis. However, in spite of the presence
of many talented writers in the theatre, one problem of undertaking a serious
study of Malaysian drama in English is the crippling sense of modesty of the
writers themselves, who often shy away from publishing their work or lending
their script to researchers, sometimes even after the successful staging of their plays.
C hallenges

There are many challenges encountered by English language writers in
Malaysia. The most difficult of these is, of course, with regard to their creative
medium. Malaysia is a plural, polyglot society in which English is one of the
marginal languages spoken by a small group of Eurasians and English educated
middle class. Owing to its historical connection with colonial rule, the language
has never been able to fully rise above the many images of oppression and
exploitation it invokes, to assert a strong cultural and emotional bond with the
vast majority in the country. Moreover, the roots of the language are not deep
enough for literature to flourish freely, and the speech community of the language
is also not sizeable enough to provide the political and intellectual props required
for the hearty growth of literary activity.
This problem of the alien quality of the English language and its lack of
claim over the local cultures was no doubt compounded by the language policies
adopted by the Government in the post-independence period. The passing of the
National Language Act in 1967 and the Amendment Act in 1971, which were
meant to unify an ethnically fractured nation through the use of a common
language, did not augur well either for English or those writing in the language.
It created a feeling of alienation and marginalisation in many of these English
educated writers and stifled or threatened their creativity. The raised status of
Malay as Bahasa Malaysia, the national language, also meant that Sastera Melayu
or Malay literature, because of its symbiotic relationship with the language,
would become the national literature, while literatures in other languages,
including English, were but Kesusasteraan sukuan or ‘sectional literatures’.
These developments, though deemed healthy for ‘homogenising’ the nation,
put the English language writers an ‘invidious position’, (Ee Tiang Hong), forcing
some of them to leave the country and others into a state of permanent or protracted
hibernation. Ee Tiang Hong himself, for example, left the country in 1975 to
take up residence in Australia, while Shirley Lim moved to the USA in 1969.
Muhammad Haji Salleh decided to give up writing in the English language,
following these political developments in the country, in order to avert a cultural
betrayal of his people as well as to help restore the lost native culture, while
Wong Phui Nam entered a phase of protracted silence. Wong’s first volume of
poetry, How the Hills Are Distant, came out in 1968 and it took him twenty one
years to bring out his second volume, Grandma and Other Poems, published in
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1989. Krishen Jit, an eminent figure in Malaysian drama, crisply sums up the
distraught state of English language writing in the country in the aftermath of
the language policies adopted by the Government, in his following comment on
the dwindling state of English language drama: "The battle for the national
language has been fought and won, and English no longer threatens the
paramountcy o f Bahasa M alaysia.... By the end o f the mid 1970s, local
playwriting w as a spent force — defeated by the nationalistic forces unleashed
on May 13. 1969' (qtd. in Quayum and Wicks xi).
It needs to be mentioned, though, that the circumstances have changed
considerably since the mid-1980s, as Malaysia increasingly recognises the
importance of English in the era of globalisation, especially for the purpose of
fulfilling the national vision of 2020, when hopefully Malaysia wall enter the
elite league of developed nations and become a leading player in the international
financial and technological markets. Apart from this pragmatism, perhaps time
has also been a healing factor, as, with time and the development of new concerns
both locally and internationally, the earlier hostilities frnvards the language, fresh
from the memories of colonial oppression and exploitation, have slowly eased
and subsided.
Apart from this excruciating challenge arising from the circumstances of
English, there are other challenges confronting waiters in the English language
in Malaysia. One of them is the absence of a local English language waiting
tradition, and another is the heterogeneous make up of the national population.
The absence of tradition makes the task of waiters particularly difficult as they
depend on tradition for their examples and inspirations. The local waiters cannot
draw from European tradition, of course, although their medium is European.
To do so would make their literature redundant, rendering it inaccessible to
local readers. As a first step towards establishing tradition, the waiters will need
to alter the language by giving it a more local flair and by infusing more ‘local
blood’ into it. This will require considerable negotiation skills and creativity on
the part of the waiter. It will also require of writers the utmost patience, as
traditions are not formed easily and overnight. One might recollect that it took
American literature more than two hundred years to find an independent voice
and a separate identity from that of European literature; the Pilgrim Fathers
landed in New England to set up American civilisation in 1620, but the nation
attained its cultural and literary independence only in the 1830s.4
The heterogeneous make up of the population stands as a major stumbling
block to the process of forming a local tradition. Given that writers are from
diverse cultural backgrounds, their imaginations and value systems are likely to
be different. This means that they wall need to loosen the bonds of their rigid
cultural systems to create an environment of ‘horizontal comradeship’, or of one
and yet many, and slowiy learn to empathise wdth one another’s cultures and
thereby contribute to the formation of a common pool of consciousness. This is
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again a matter of time and will require writers to step out into a ‘historyless’
zone (Walcott’s phrase), as an effective ‘contact zone’ between diverse cultures
essential for the building of a common body of symbols and myths for writers to
draw from can only become possible through a protracted 'history of minglings’
between the groups, allowing room for a shared, collective memory.
There are some additional challenges to the ones mentioned above, but they
are not specific to writers in the English language. These challenges are political
and cultural in nature and they affect writers, and literature, generally across the
board. The subject of a closed political environment in the country, resulting in
wide-spread lack of freedom of speech, has been addressed adequately by Salleh
Ben Joned and Kee Thuan Chye, and perhaps there is no need to go over the
issue again here.' However, something needs to be said about the challenges
arising from the cultural state in the country. Malaysia is a tradition bound and
yet modernising country. This push and pull tendency affects the writer and his
imagination both ways. Tradition encourages a closed culture for the sake of its
own perpetuation. This means new ways and behaviours are not welcome and
people are expected to condemn in the harshest terms anything that violates the
norm. This is very unhealthy for the development of literature as writers like to
experiment and search for things that are different and new. One example of
how tradition and cultural orthodoxy create a hostile environment for the writer
can be found in the following complaints by two local writers. Lisa Ho, for
example, has complained that she has been ‘gossiped about by spiteful women
and men’ and accused of ‘living the sinful lives of her characters’ (qtd in Nor
Faridah and Quayum 336-37) because she has created a female character with
some sexual fantasies in one of her stories. On a similar note. Nirmala Raghavan
comments, ‘When a woman writes a story about another’s affectionate feelings
for a man, or so much as mentions the word "sex“, she is instantly looked upon
with suspicion. Her family is justly concerned for her reputation’ (qtd in Nor
Faridah and Quayum 424). This is how an orthodox society, entrenched in
tradition, brutalises the imaginative freedom and creative sensibility of the writer.
I believe male writers are also confronted with several problems associated with
tradition, but perhaps of a different nature.
Finally, challenges arise from the process of modernisation. Ideally, by helping
to open up the culture modernisation should create a more congenial atmosphere
for literature, ironically though, it does more harm than good. By creating a
culture of ‘getting and spending’ (Wordsworth's phrase), in which people are
more preoccupied with m oney and m atter than the finer things of life,
modernisation itself becomes a stumbling block to the growth of literature. When
commerce and culture in a society do not converge, commerce slowly consumes
the culture, leaving people with the bare practicalities of life and writers as
useless entities, with little to contribute to a surrounding that is steeped in its
own appetite.
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P rospects and F uture

In spite of the many challenges and the relatively slow growth experienced
to date, the future of Malaysian literature in English looks full of promise.
Especially with the changed circumstances of the language, writers now enjoy
greater freedom in expressing their imagination. They do not feel the political
and cultural pressures that were endured by their predecessors. English is now
no longer seen as a part of colonial hegemony, disrupting the formation of
Malaysian post-colonial national identity. In a recent interview with Bemama,
the country’s Prime Minister, Mohammad Mahathir redefined the role of English
in Malaysian nationalism:
U n fo rtu n a te ly , s o m e p e o p le f e e l th at y o u s h o u ld n e g le c t E n g lis h e n tir e ly i f y o u are a
n a tio n a list. I f y o u are a M a la y n a tio n a lis t (th e y s a y ), th e n y o u s h o u ld le a m B a h a sa
M a l a y s i a . .. . W e b e l ie v e th a t a n a t io n a lis t is s o m e o n e w h o h a s a c q u ir e d a ll th e
k n o w le d g e a n d m a ste re d a ll th e s k ills a n d is c a p a b le o f c o n t e s t in g a g a in st th e rest o f
th e w o r ld . T h at is a true n a tio n a list. (9 )

The impact of such a positive environment, where writers can choose their
medium without feeling unduly conscience-stricken, is already evident in the
proliferation of English writing in the country since the 1990s. Drama and
Biography, which were lagging behind, have also made a strong come back in
the last decade or so.
Another element that should help boost Anglophone literary activity in the
country is the slow demise of nationalism and the rise of an international and a
neo-universal world-culture. Nationalism has been the dominant force in global
politics for the last two hundred years and was instrumental in creating a sense
of identity in the once colonised societies, helping them to attain freedom from
the hegemonic rule of the British. Now, however, it is being superseded by
multinationalism and globalism. As Timothy Brennan comments, ‘we often hear
that nationalism is dead’ (45). Daniel Bell is of the view that the nation state is
simply too small for the big problems of life and too big for the small problems
of life. Given this changing circumstance, in which the world will increasingly
acquire an intranational and international syncretic culture, Malaysian writers
in English who have chosen the global language as their medium, and ipso facto
have chosen multiple ways of life and a sense of a multiple belonging, are well
poised to depict the Malaysian ‘mosaic’ reality for the growing readers of a
transnational world.
One common criticism against Malaysian literature generally has been that
it is too communally oriented and inward looking. Explaining the lack of a
holistic outlook in Malaysian writers that would enable them to rise above ‘pride
and prejudice, irrational attachment to things, people or causes or blind loyalty
arising from habit and custom’, Cecil Rajendra, in a recently published article
in NST, in commemoration of Merdeka Day, most cynically and sarcastically

Malaysian Literature in English

187

asks, ‘How many Malaysian writers are truly independent and have the courage
to stand by their convictions? How many Malaysian writers do not have a blind
loyalty to their language and race’ (NST, ‘Literary’, 29/8/2001 5). In the same
article, the former head of the DBP’s publishing department and chief editor of
Utusan Melayu, Johan Jaafar, comments, ‘After 44 years of independence, Malay
literature as evidenced in the genre of the novel is still intractably Malay-centric....
Malay writers seldom explore the world outside their cocoon’ (NST, ‘Literary’,
29/8/2001 6).
Such comments imply that Malaysian writers have not been able to contribute
to nation building in the way expected of them. Writers in a multi-ethnic society
should preferably address national issues objectively and impartially, and
dismantle all prevailing hierarchies for creating an all-inclusive nation, founded
on a broad based understanding and mutual recognition of differences between
the various ethnic groups. I believe this is a responsibility the English language
writers in Malaysia should be able to fulfil easily. Because of their inherent
multi-cultural make up — as they are often multi-lingual and exposed to more
than one culture — they should be able to rise above the psychological and
cultural moorings o f their respective communities and appropriate a more
balanced and equilibrated sensibility. This would gradually pave the way for
them to make due contributions to the formation of ‘Bangsa Malaysia’, or a
holistic national identity, that will eventually allow Malaysia to rise above
provincial nationalism and to become part of a global community. After all, as
Frantz Fanon astutely said, ‘[i]t is at the heart of national consciousness that
international consciousness lives and grows’ (247-48). Every modem nation
state, in order to fulfil its destiny, ought to appropriate this sense of dynamic
‘twoness’, that allows the nation to experience a feeling of a separate identity
and yet keeps it open to possibilities of connectedness through a processual
unsettling/erasure of a monologic/monolithic sense of nationhood and/or a
totalitarian sense of identity.
NOTES
1

E x p la in in g th e e v o lu t io n a r y m o d e l, in h e r a r tic le ‘F in d in g a N a t iv e V o i c e ’, S h ir le y
L im c o m m e n t s , ‘T h e th e o r y th a t p o s t - c o lo n ia l lite ra tu re s g o th r o u g h th r e e s ta g e s —
th e fir s t im it a t iv e o f th e m o th e r c o l o n y ’s litera tu re; a p r o v in c ia l s ta g e w h e n w r iter s
turn to lo c a l c o lo u r a n d n a t io n a lis t ic th e m e s ; a n d a f in a l sta g e o f c o n f id e n c e w h e n
w r ite r s are fr e e to e x p lo r e w h a te v e r th e y w is h — h a s b e e n p r o m u lg a te d b y in flu e n tia l
w r ite r s a s d iv e r s e a s A .D . H o p e , th e A u s tr a lia n p o e t; F ra n tz F a z o n , th e F r e n c h A lg e r ia n a c t iv is t a n d A .L . M c L e o d , a C o m m o n w e a lth L itera tu re s c h o la r ’ ( 3 0 - 3 1 ) .

2

A l s o k n o w n a s P er a n k a n c in a , th e te rm r e fe r s to th e lo c a l l y b o m C h in e s e m e n an d
w o m e n , e s p e c ia lly in M a la c c a , P e n a n g a n d S in g a p o r e , w h o h a v e a d o p ted s o m e a sp e c ts
o f M a la y c u ltu r e , h a v e a d is t in c t iv e c u is in e , a n d s p e a k a M a la y d ia le c t.

3

In a n in te r v ie w , W o n g P h u i N a m p o in ts o u t th a t th e r e a d e r sh ip in M a la y s ia is d iv id e d
b e t w e e n s e v e r a l la n g u a g e s a n d ‘a s a la n g u a g e o f s e r io u s r e a d in g , E n g lis h c a n a c c o u n t
fo r n o m o r e th a n t w o o r th r e e p e r c e n t o f th e p o p u la t io n ’ (Q u a y u m a n d W ic k s 2 4 3 ) .
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H a ro ld B e a v e r , fo r e x a m p le , e x p la in s that e v e n in 1831 A m e r ic a h a d n o ‘n atio n a l
lite r a tu r e ’ ( 5 3 ) , an d a d d s, ‘B u t th e 1 8 3 0 s , w h ic h first in tr o d u c e d th e e x p a tr ia te and
in te rn a tio n a l th e m e s . .. w e r e a ls o th e d e c a d e o f A m e r ic a ’s d e c la r a tio n o f literary
in d e p e n d e n c e ’ (6 4 ) . T h e f o l lo w in g p a s s a g e fro m E m e r s o n ’s ‘T h e A m e r ic a n S c h o la r ’
( 1 8 3 7 ) , is o fte n c ite d as A m e r ic a ’s d e c la r a tio n o f cu ltu ral in d e p e n d e n c e :

Our day of dependence, our long apprenticeship to the learning of other lands, draws to a close.
The millions that around us are rushing into life, cannot always be fed on the sere remains of
foreign harvests. Events, actions arise, that must be sung, that will sing themselves. (564)
5

S e e S a lle h B e n J o n e d ’s ‘M a la y (M a la y s ia n ) W r ite r ’s D i l e m m a ’, an d K e e T h u an
C h y e ’s ‘D ile m m a o f a D o g B a r k in g at a M o u n ta in ’ (2 0 0 1 a ) .
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