Dig, man, dig

The Filipino Writer in Asia

by N. V. M, Gonzales

everaL well-known people,

s among them James ‘T Far-
rell, have opined that per-

haps’ the time has come for books
from Asia to come to the fore,
Western readers have overlooked
them (with the recent exception
of Japanese writing); or if they
haven't been overlooked Western
readers have asked of the writers
from Asia as Western a view of
their matcrial as can possibly be
presented. This attitude has kept
away many able writers in Asia
from readers of the West—a, situa-
tion hardly encouraging in the
light of the current need to un-
derstand the so-called Asian mind.
All of which may be well tak-
en, but the fact of the matter is
that writers in Asia know each
other even less than Western
readers know them individually.
Nick Joaquin attests to this shock-
ing circumstance from his own
erience at the International
PEN Conference held in Tokyo
last year. Not that nothing can
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be done about it mor that what
ought to be done need not be
undertaken now; but we in the
Philippines find ourselves bur-
dened with the responsibility of
acting out all sorts of roles. Some
would have us act as a bridge
between East and West, others
would have us spearhcad a Pan-
Asian literary awakening of somc
kind or other. No one has so
much as suggested that we write
more and publish better books, or
that we read more and cultivate a
serious appreciation for things
that literature brings.

We may not be prepared to
admit it but there is in Asia a
growing community of writers a
good half of the civilized world
(the Philippines included) do not
know anything about. Nor is it a
fact that these writers know one
another quite well. Who has read
the novels of Raja Rao, R. K.
Narayan, Ooka, and K. S. Ka-
ranth? Who can speak with au-
thority on the works of Chairil
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Anwar and Asrul Sani? Not too
long ago, at a Manila cockeail
party, a twenty-seven-year-old
Chinese novelist happened along,
accompanied by an interpreter.

Who was she? What things has,
she written? In English or in-

Chinese? She was wearing that
evening the standard high-col-
lared, amply-slit costume that Chi-
nese women wear, and which
proved more attractive than any
literary performance her physical
presence might have suggested to
the senators, newspapermen, and
serious writers in the company.
She was on her way to America,
it turned out. There her latest
novel was being translated, and
may soon be published. She has
been writing since she turned
nineteen. All these details had to
be attested to, however, by a
newspaper clipping—which, to my
mind, was the least appropriate
proof that the situation called for.

Japanese publishers, who have
made big business of translations
from Western literature into Jap-
anese, have so far as I can ascer-
tain up till now only one Fili-
pino in their list. A Japan Quar-
terly report for 1952-1955 lists
only seventeen (17) Chinese au-
thors and one (1) Philippine
author, as having had copyright
translations published in that
country during the three-year

riod.

On the other hand, a new si-
tuation has arisen. Carlos Qui-
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rino’s work on Ramon Magsaysay
finds today as avid readers in
Cagayan de Oro as in Seoul,
while it may well be R. K. Na-
rayan, the Indian novelist and
creator of Malgudi, who will
write the next Magsaysay bio-
graphy that will be rtead the
world over. “R. M.s life has a
story—a beginning, middle and
end” is how Narayan looks at
his delightful commitment. All of
which, in any case, has come
about neither gy accident nor b
design, but rather “in the fulz
ness of time.”

AGAZINES, as active galleries

of culture, have been of
immense help. After Pacific Spec-
tator’s pioneer interest in serious
literature from Asia emerged such
reviews as Encounter, Vak, Com-
ment, and Diliman Review. Also,
governments as well as private
associations have made a program
of exchange of writers possible.
Australia, we may well recall, is
soon to launch an anthology of
Asian writing; and so will Japan.
If this is Eow things are sﬁap
ing up, at no time then has the
sition of the Filipino writer
Eeocome more promising. He has
only to tell the Filipino story as
he and his generation know it
and be assured of a hearing. He
may well take a lead from the
writers of an earlier day who
plucked the fruits with fingers
crude, as a Milton might say,
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aware of course that they were
guavas and not apples, or that
they were perhaps atis and not
pears. Several displaced genera-
tions, though, were out looking
for crab apples when coconuts

were all over the place. Today,’

as we might well have done ear-
lier, the Filipino writer has a les-
son from American literature to
remember when, in Dean Ho-
wells’ day, he warned a compa-
triot imitating French symboEs(
poetry that a writer doesn’t have
a native country for nothing.
Force and relevance are the
obvious benefits. But how resolve
the man+ dilemmas peculiar to
our time and place? Swictly on
the level of communication, one
ressing question is whom must
Ee».reach? Will striving for an
audience at home suffice and au-
tomatically make possible a hear-
ing abroad? Or, conversely, will
a reputation abroad generate a
hearing at home, among his own
people? There are indeed a good
many delicate questions, hose
answers, however tentative, can
point to a %rea( number of deli-
cate possibilities. But, speaking
as a mere practitioner and at the
same time thinking out my own
roblems aloud, I'd say this: That
'd work with whatever 1 have,
and say what I feel I have to say
in the best way 1 know at the
present time. I'd sidetrack the
communication problem entirely,
give only a fleeting thought to
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the audience question; but I'd
come to grips, if 1 might, with
something peculiarly Filipino—
and the more particular the bet-
ter. And I'd leave the rest to the
devices of art and the grace of
God.

We begin in 1958, I believe,
the Age of Identity. “Who am
I?”—an age-old question, of course
—but an all-too-important one just
the same. The possibility that in a
nuclear disaster graveyards and
markers will become terribly out
of fashion makes for too awesome
an inspiration. But on the more
positive side, identity devices in
due course a system of possibili-
ties too exciting to miss. “Who
am I?” means, actually, “What
am I capable of?” And given
the willingness to live as bounti-
ful a life as the gifts of our
good carth may provide, the an-
swer comes readily enough. To
carry onc’s jdentity card in the
long run means setting up an
embassy on behalf of the essen-
tial unity of man.

And this is not a truth too
small for a writer to think about.
The genius makes of it, as Ta-
gore did, the center of his ideal-
ism. From there the import ra-
diates. Kipling notwithstanding,
East and West do meet. They
have, in fact, no other alternative
but to do so. By 1959, the Fili-
pino writer ought to have begun
in fuller measure his contribution
to that inspiring certainty.
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