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Meng Sha: Writers should give
new life to realism

YOU JIN (SINGAPORE)

As an 18-year-old, Meng Sha faced the problem of deciding which
course to study in the university.

He was bent on studying the arts, which had few prospects then,
but his family insisted that he choose the more popular science course.

Eventually; he.went. against-his family’s wishes'and enrolled in '
the Chinese language faculty of the former Nanyang University.

After graduation, he was assigned to teach in a secondary school
in Bahau in the state of Negeri Sembilan in Malaysia.

Bahau was a mountain city and every week, he travelled for two
to three hours on public transport to Seremban to meet up with friends
and chat about literature. Sometimes he would even travel to remote
areas to discuss literary topics with people he had not met.

This youth, who was passionate about literature, is now a well-
known writer in Malaysia.

Meng Sha, 53, who possesses a zeal to push ahead in life, opts
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for realism in his writing. He uses eight chinese characters to sum-
marise his literary outlook: Miandui rensheng, zouru shehui, which
means to face life and enter society.

Because he had read many works of realism in his younger days,
his creative viewpoint is influenced by Chinese writers like Lu Xun,
Ba Jin, Mao Dun and Lao She, as well as Western writers such as Mau-
passant, Byron and Shelley.

He pointed out that realism is not dead. Society.in the *40s and
*50s was very different from what it was and is in the ’80s and "90s.
Hence, modern realism cannot be the reproduction of the past.

He is of the view that as times, change, writers should inject a
new spirit and outlook into realism to give it new. life.

His short poem, Deep Courtyard, is.a combination of realistic
subject matter and symbolism.

The writer points out that on the surface, the poem focuses on
the Babas in Malacca and reflects their historical culture and the un-
certainty and loss they feel in the face of the new generation.

In fact, the poem expresses the writer’s perplexity and uneasiness
towards the national culture, education and heritage before him. He
explains that the poem was written in the early *80s when Malaysia's
Chinese education was tottering. He likened the crisis to the predica-
ment faced by Baba culture.

He borrowed. the subject matter to_express a writer’s concern
about the education of national culture.

Meng said that the vitality of a literary work stems from its
flavour of life, the spirit of the times and the author’s spirit of
humanism.

So long as writers care about society and face it, they will find
no lack of subject matter.

Meng, who views literature s his second life, has the reputation
of a "literary all-rounder’. He has published more than 10 works,
among them poetry, prose, novels and commentaries.

When asked how he maintains an emotional balance between
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rational commentary and perceptual writing, he said: “Thinking in
terms of images and logical thinking are the two sides to my creative
life. They look conflicting but, actually, they complement each other.”’

The three volumes of commentary he has published are on
Malaysian Chinese literature. After collecting the historical facts about
the development of Malaysian Chinese literature, he wrote a detailed
narration and criticismonit.,

He hoped to reflect the course and outlook of the literary deve-
lopment of a certain period through these commentaries:

The senior editor of Malaysia’s Chinese language daily Nanyang
Siang Pau never fails to write after work. Literature has become a
part of his life.

ASSOCIATION HELPS DEVELOP
CHINESE LITERATURE IN MALAYSIA

The Malaysian Chinese Writers Association was officially formed
in 1978.

Its deputy chairman Meng Sha points out that before the associa-
tion was set up, Malaysian Chinese writers were disunited and treated
with indifference.

This led Meng and several other men of insight to form an associa-
tion to tackle the problem as a body. They planned to pool their
efforts to find a way to help the development of Chinese literature in
Malaysia.

After years of steady progress, the association has recruited more
than 300 members.

It organised six writing classes to help young people develop an
interest in writing. Literary lectures and seminars were also conducted
to arouse people’s interest and support.

A biennial Malaysia Chinese Literature Festival and various essay-
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writing competitions were held to encourage writing.

A publishing fund was also set up to help writers publish their
works.

Meng says these activities have helped Malaysian Chinese litera-
ture to flourish and gain more support.

The press and tertiary institutions have also helped to promote
campus literature.

OF the publishinig of literary Wworks, Meng says: “This is our weak-
est area. Publishers are reluctant to publish literary books and there are
few literary funds set up by clan associations.

““A writer faces the problem of funds when he wants to publish,
a book: Many writers have had to payiout of their own pockets and
risk losses to publish an edition.

““‘Because of that, there are not many compilations published by
Malaysian writers. This is an area that needs improvement.’

Meng also points out that the lack of a healthy reading habit in
Malaysia is a major problem.

Utilitarianism has resulted in an emphasis on the sciences. New
writers are known to stop writing after a short while.

Writing is often abandoned in favour of business because it is not
rewarding economically.

To rectify this, Meng sees a need to increase society's knowledge
of literature to make people aware that the rise and fall of Malaysia's
Chinese literature is closely linked to the fate of Chinese Community.

This will enable them to regard the development of Malaysia’s
Chinese literature as a sacred historical mission of the overseas Chinese.

He says a community cannot be strong and powerful if it has a
rich material civilisation but lacks a higher level of spiritual culture.

If people see this point, writing will no longer be merely a
personal interest and pastime and Malaysia’s Chinese literature will
take a turn for the better.

Meng also sees room for improvement in the quality of works.

He says that the present objective environment has been
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improved.

The efforts in the past years have reversed the unfavourable
factors and Malaysia’s Chinese literature has had a sound growth.

It is now the task of writers to improve on the depth and breadth
of their works. Literary circles have to seek enrichment constantly and
break out of their. narrow.spheresof activitys

This will enable them to.explore more realistic subject matter and
create works which are closely ‘linked to the country.and its people.

Writers should alos look beyond their own circles to understand
better world literature trends and increase their ability to appreciate
and absorb new writing techniques.

Only then can they hope to create works which integrate with the
times, society and in people, and also appeal treaders.

On the whole, Meng is optimic about' the future of Malaysia’s
Chinese literature.

You Jin, who created this column
for Life!, is a teacher in secondary
school in Singapore and a popular
writer of Chinese travelogues.

Reported by Strait Times (Singapore) June, 1995
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