3
4

Lotus46       Literature and the Fate of Humankind

And the wonderful—the other nice thing about the arts, the invaluable thing about them, is that they’re almost the only meals we have of breaking bread with the dead. That is to say, all right. Homer is gone, his society is gone, but you could still read the Iliad and get a lot from it. And I do. I personally think that, without communication with the dead, we’d be entirely enclosed to the present, and it’s not a fully human life.

W.H. Auden

Although Auden used the word ‘arts’ what he referred to is the best in literature or belle lettre, since literature in English includes trash and vulgarity, which perpetuate the status quo as one can now see in soap operas, talk-shows, etc., for television has by and large surpassed books and periodicals.

Johnson was much more modest when he said “writing is to enable readers a little better to enjoy life or a little better to endure it.” Even so this is already the fate of humankind.

In fact literature links us to the past—be it McCaulay’s The Decline and Fall of The Roman Empire or Shakespeare’s Othello; reading any of these we would become mature, as Chesterton put it neatly:

Tradition is the democracy of the dead. It means giving votes to that remotest and obscurest of classes, our ancestors. It refuses to submit to the arrogant oligarchy of those who simply happen to be walking around.

I find the above quotation relevant to the title of my talk. Without such awareness, we would be fooled easily, especially when we are living in the so-called “democratic” countries. This reminds me of another quotation from John Pilger in his thought provoking book, Distant Voices. He said

State power in the democracies is enforced not with tanks but with illusions, notably that of  free expression: …the voice of the people is heard but what it says is subject to a rich variety of controls…..Lippman called this the ‘manufacture of consent’ [i.e., brainwashing or indoctrination] ‘The common interest’, he wrote, ‘very largely excludes public opinion entirely, and can be managed only by a specialized class. The public is to be ‘put’ into place as ‘interested spectators’. In the way, illusions of ‘consensus’ are created, rendering a free society passive and obedient.’

This leads me to conclude that beauty is not the only criterion of literature. Literature must be true also, as evident in Keats’ immortal line, “For truth is beauty and beauty truth.”
Indeed truth is always  subversive, otherwise why should governments spend so much energy trying to suppress it.

Blake’s works, for instance, are used in literature courses of most colleges. They are renowned for the beauty of the language used. Yet the subversive element in his writing is usually ignored or he is accused of being mad. For me, this obscure and saintly man not only created mind-revolving poems and deeply imaginative images but he demonstrates how to live a sane, creative life within the ruins of a corrupted and corrupting culture.

Throughout the materialist climate of his period, Blake was one of the very first to tend the flame of the sacred. Today the climate of materialism grows more oppressive, but the flame he nourished still burns, and with increasing brightness. At the time, Blake was almost alone in his persistent, comprehensive and original challenge to the underlying assumptions of the western world-view, but looked forward to a transformation of consciousness that would be exhilarating and liberating. He saw that everyone that lives is holy because the divine is incarnate in every human life. 

And as a man, neither a gentleman nor an academic, but an artist and craftsman brought up in London, he showed how one can live in society without losing either integrity or sight of the eternal, the imagination of the divine. In a word, Blake lived about 200 years before his time. No wonder that in his lifetime he was neglected and considered mad. 

Likewise in our contemporary Thai society, the best Siamese poet and artist, Angkarn Kulyanpong is also neglected and considered mad by many in the establishment. However, no one denies that Angkarn stands alone as the country’ most original traditional artist. In a nation of numerous skilled, but highly conservative craftsmen, he has bought to classical Siamese painting and drawing a dynamism and vitality that is almost never seen. His subject matter, in art as well as in literature is drawn from Buddhism, mythology and nature. 

Although his poetry is not singular as his art, it perhaps represents a greater accomplishment. The following is a translation of one of his many poems.

Those who insolently look down on art

are base, coarse, and no better than beasts

or wild cats and monkeys deep in the forest,

their hearts blacker than the blackest ink.

Is only to eat, sleep, and reproduce

Called the most excellent and unsurpassed?

You coarse, cruel, evil, and arrogant things,

Stamp down everything, every chump of grass.

In your next life you won’t take human form.

Your bodies will instead be beast bodies,

heads on the ground, crawling and eating dung.

Thus tortured, you’ll suffer there forever.

Orwell is right, when he wrote in his introduction to Animal Farm thus:

…censorship in free societies was infinitely more sophisticated and thorough than in dictatorship because ‘unpopular ideas’ can be silenced, and inconvenient facts kept dark, without any need for an official ban.

As Blake is my favourite English poet, likewise Orwell is my favourite novelist and essayist. He continues to nibble and gnaw at the reader’s conscience, because of his conviction that infuses all his work that a satisfactory way of living with our neighbours is attainable. 

Orwell was a socialist – the point needs underlining, for there have been many who have preferred to ignore this fundamental aspect of his life and work. His attacks on other socialists derived not from a rejection of their goal, but from his own assessment of the varieties and humbug of many of those who adopted the label. 

What gives him his unique appeal is a passion for honesty in which he acknowledges that nobody is ever completely honest. If he had a universal message for the fate of humankind it was this: a better life can be achieved, not by the repetition of stock phrases, but by examining the actual world we inhabit. Unlike Plato he did not look to the ideal republic. 

If Plato had had his way, he would have censored both The Iliad and The Odyssey, whose author shows us his true modernity, making him seem close to us, even our contemporaries. The epic hero is a paradigm of aristocratic and military virtues. Ulysses is all these things but in addition he is a man who withstands the harshest experiences, labors, pain, solitude, etc. 

Certainly he too carries his audience into a mythical world of  dreams, but this dream would become at the same time the mirror image of the real world in which all live in and which is pervaded by need and anguish, terror and pain, and in which man is completely immersed in it without a chance to escape.

If a contemporary Siamese poet could write a great epic on Mr. Pridi Banomyong, or Indonesian and Malaysian poets could write similarly on Mr. Abdulrahman Wahid and Mr. Anwar Ibrahim, our literature would shine in the world no less than the Greek classics of 5th century B.C.

Our Ramayana and Mahabharata belong to an earlier period than The Iliad and The Odyssey. However, both show the fate of humankind—not only during those bygone days but also in our common struggle for liberation through truth, beauty and nonviolence. Some may argue that the two great Indian epics are full of warfare, but Mahatma Gandhi saw Bhagavagita (the most important element of Mahabharata) as the struggle within and he interpreted The Songs of the God as a path of truth and nonviolence. Gandhiji used this path spiritually and morally to awake the whole of the Indian masses in their movement to overcome the  British raj.

Had Nehru and his successors followed this path pioneered by the Mahatma, the fate of humankind through the two great epics would have really been liberating.

Even when Gandhiji was assassinated he uttered the word Ram, the God incarnated in the Ramayana. As for us, Ram not only represents a Hindu god, but the god that is incarnated as our rulers, since our old capital Ayudhaya – which imitates the ancient Ayodhya of Ram’s father in India - and beyond, as Ramkarnhang was the Third King of Sukhothai over 700 years ago. And the present monarch of Bangkok is no other than Rama IX. 

His Holiness the Dalai Lama is now guiding all of us who embrace the teachings of the Buddha to overcome the Chinese oppression and exploitation nonviolently, truthfully and compassionately. For him, the most inspiring literature for the fate of humankind is A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life by Shantideva, from which I will quote at length to end my talk.

May I be a guard for those who are protectorless,

A guide for those who journey on the road;

For those  who wish to go across the water,

May I be a boat, a raft, a bridge.

May I be an isle for those who yearn for landfall, 

And a lamp for those who long for light;

For those who need a resting place, a bed;

For all who need a servant, may I be of service.

May I be the wishing jewel, the vase of plenty,

A word of power, and the supreme remedy.

May I be the trees of miracles,

And for every being, the abundant cow.

Like the great earth and the other elements,

Enduring as the sky itself endures,

For the boundless multitude of living beings,

May I be the ground and vessel of their life.

Thus, for every single thing that lives,

In number like the boundless reaches of the sky,

May I be their sustenance and nourishment

Until they pass beyond the bounds of Suffering. 

