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Pira Sudham is a well-known name in the contemporary elitist literary scenario of Thailand. I say elitist because the language he uses as the medium of expression is inaccessible to the majority of his countrymen and is limited in its accessibility to only a minuscule section of the educated class. As a proud son of Esarn, he aims at using the pen as his sword to reveal, uncover and bring to the notice of the world the suffering of his people. In his own words, “As a writer, I will record the changes that are taking place in Thailand and identify agents of changes. I want to find a place in literature for the poor of Thailand so that they will not live unnoticed and die in vain.”
 But paradoxically enough, this down-to-earth writer who seems to be guided by some sort of missionary zeal of the social realist and who vows to highlight the subaltern plight has deliberately chosen to write – not in his native language – but rather in English. All his books available to date are written in English – The People of Esarn, Siamese Drama and Other stories, The Monsoon Country and the Force of Kamma
. From the linguistic choice he makes, it is clear that his implied readers are the people from the English-speaking world and not the ones whose suffering he directly intends to portray. 

  

Since Thai creative writing in English (TWE) has not yet emerged as an independent genre of considerable interest and serious undertaking, it is for posterity to decide what real value/s Pira Sudham’s kind of writing holds. What is his real contribution as a ‘realist’ writer? Has he lived up to the promises and writerly vows he has taken? That he is a pioneering figure in the field of TWE is unquestionable and both his native readers as well as millions of others from foreign shores give full credit to his venture in this regard. Yet, while giving full credit to his path-breaking effort, one should not lose sight of the many problematic issues that lay hidden under the placid surface. 

             This short article is an attempt at bringing to light some of these issues with an aim to disturb the complacency with which this writer is often ‘consumed’ by his non-native/implied readers who take it for granted that since he a native son of Esarn (and Siam too), he knows his subjects well and speaks only authentically. Concealed under the garb of authenticity, are layers of agentive forces at play, which need to be teased out or unveiled, if a true critical assessment of the writer has to be done. Even though many native speakers of English take a very paternalistic stance (in the guise of appreciation), eulogizing the writer as the “voice from the grassroots”
, I would rather go for a more objective and critical interpretation. Very often the accompanied prefatory or epilogic notes to the collected short stories and the autobiographical texts take a laudatory stance, heaping praises on the author’s accomplished success in the world – his humble beginning, academic success, sojourn in the advanced countries, and successful ventures into the literary world. Here we shall not repeat this act of eulogistic appreciation, for our focus is not the writer’s upward mobility from a very rural social background to a well-established life and career, but the works he has penned so far. Pira Sudham’s works as a whole are marked by some distinct characteristics that I shall try to discuss here in brief.           

  Deliberate contrivance and sentimentality

  Pira Sudham’s stories are replete with contrived situations and feelings, though on the surface the stories appear to be truthful tales narrated directly from the writer’s heart and soul (experiential reality), bearing the mark of naïve simplicity and emotionally charged straightforwardness that can actually move any reader so deeply that s/he may as well shed a few tears or take a deep sigh. The need to contrive has an impending inevitability within the framework of the stories, especially because there runs an impulsive desire in the author to view local wisdom, cultural modes and practices, habits and manners through the western ‘eye’ or mode of looking and judging things. In other words, the need to fit himself as a writer (writing in English) and his outlook into the implied readers’ cast of mind perpetually guides him, so that the ‘native’ writer devises a way in which the indigenous culture gets represented, but via the way that would be most appealing to the non-native. Pira Sudham very tactfully devises this by placing the protagonist in most stories as an ‘outsider’ in his own culture and possessing a rare cynical or self-critical stance. 

  

But when one takes a close view of the protagonists’ age, upbringing and socialization one may notice many discrepancies between what they really are and how they are made to look. As for instance, in the story A Novice, the protagonist is a poor village boy of just ten. The story begins when he is shown as standing on the threshold of starting a new life – the life of a temple boy in Bangkok. The little boy is shown to have great feeling of attachment to his home and surrounding and loathes the idea of having been ‘given away’ by his parents to a senior monk. This little boy exhibits a strange alienated feeling when his parents left the temple after introducing him to the monk who would take him (literally uproot him) to Bangkok and make him a temple boy “…they (parents) prostrated themselves, begging leave from the monk. Without a word of goodbye to me, they left. I shivered. How far away the rice fields and the herd of water buffaloes were then. Yet everyone at the temple seemed concerned with his own duties, attending to the monks. None would be a witness to my final hour of existence among them. None mourned my departure. I could see myself at the edge of a misty swamp, poised to start a journey.”
 
              Such projection of individualistic sentiments cannot be claimed to be an authentic representation of Thai feeling and ethos. Socialization and acculturation process in Thai society instills quite early in life (of a child) to take a participatory role in every socio-religious function. Hence it is a social norm and an intrinsic part of any Thai’s nature – whether young or old, rich or poor – to always join hands in merit-making, offering of food to monks and all other social activities. But the protagonist in the story is shown to have a non-participatory role and a strange attitude and consequently seems to stand on the ‘periphery.’ In a familiar spatio-temporal situation he is considering himself as an ‘outsider’ and regards people around him (who are from his native village sharing the same culture and language) as the ‘other’. Suppose the brooding act of the protagonist, as reflected in the above quoted words, had taken place at a temple in Bangkok, it would have still sounded more real, perhaps, hinting at a feeling of alienation and insecurity of a northeasterner among ‘unknown’ faces in the capital. But the self-absorbing reflective (almost accusatory – people paying attention to monks and not to him!) mood into which he is shown to have been caught up made him so unnaturally ‘alien’ and alienated in his own culture and an outcast among his own people. This is quite an unrealistic picture and I suspect if the writer has not superimposed the white child’s ego (something he must have been only too familiar with during his own formative years spent abroad) on a native Esarn boy.

             Before departing from his native village, the little impoverished boy invokes the Mother Earth and says, “I never want to leave you, so protect me always for the sake of innocence”
.  What is his innocence and how does a ten-year-old know about his innocence already? Is he a prodigious or precocious child or is the writer in all haste to add layers of sentimentality to the pathetic tale, speaks through or on his behalf? In a deliberate attempt to paint the picture of a pathetic and hapless village boy the writer creates emotionally charged situation that sounds unrealistic and illogical. The little boy said, “I had no idea how far the village could be from the capital, but I longed for a divine power which could save me from having to stay too long in the maze of the city”
. The narrative suggests that the story is from pre-modern(ized) Thailand and it can be assumed that access to television and other media was not readily available to people then. The condition being such is it practicable for a boy of ten who until now had an impoverished existence, and who has never stepped out of his native village before to already imagine that the city is a maze and that he desires to escape from it? Sentimentalism burst into a crescendo when the boy uttered, “I longed for the unexpected which might come by way of a stranger who would say: I will take you out of here. I will take you back to where you belong and give you back to the rice fields and make the old man and the old woman who have become strangers to you your parents once more.”

                 No doubt in the story the writer wants to throw light on poverty and helplessness of people from rural Thailand. But he tried to add more pathos to the story by showing that the little boy was literally immolated on the altar of Buddhism by his parents who ‘gave away’ him to a monk. The boy said “I was afraid to ask them (temple mates) about their villages for fear of being told that some of them came from districts near my own, that they would learn in time that I was a ‘give-away’”
. If this little boy’s feelings and sentiments happened to be true and not exaggerated as I suspect, then Thailand should have become a land of neurotic acolytes and a pandemoniac asylum for temple boys by now! Why has a Thai writer taken so much liberty to re-present his own culture in such an ‘inverted’ way? Is it not to offer a palatable dish to his implied readers?   

A predominantly outsider’s viewpoint (eurocentricism)
In the process of speaking the truth, Pira Sudham is very much concerned to cater to the taste of his intended readers. This perhaps, is unavoidable, especially because he is trained in western literary tradition, culture and ideology. Time and again his imbibed ‘eurocentricism’ gets forcefully meshed up with his attempt at narrating the indigenous culture and outlook. Hence, Thai ‘humbleness’ gets represented not as a positive trait, but as meekness (literally, “minimizing one’s presence/size”). The belief in the force of kamma too is interpreted in a more or less negative light. This particular belief (a core Buddhist belief, in essence), is not understood as a psycho-spiritual mechanism to deal with sorrows that beset human life from the cradle to the grave, and a moral tool to rationalize and reflect on one’s own acts, whether wholesome or unwholesome. On the contrary, it is made to appear as a sign of passivity, intellectual ossification and a disability to take a stance against darker aspects of society, like corruption. Here I am particularly thinking of his stories Rains, A Novice, appended documentary texts in The People of Esarn, and part of his autobiographical novel, The Monsoon Country.

            In such misrepresentation of one’s own cultural beliefs there lies the crux of the matter, i.e., when one decides to write in a foreign tongue (especially in English, the lingua franca of today’s world of globalization) and forces upon oneself the task of giving voice to the voiceless and of painting a veritable picture of one’s own culture, writer like Pira Sudham in the process, most inadvertently or unwittingly loses his grip on his very own cultural identity, and slips into the outsider’s shoes.

When he narrates the plight of the poor peasant boy who would very soon join the monastic Order as a novice, in the above discussed story, A Novice, Pira Sudham contrives a picture that would easily be readable and acceptable by his English-speaking readers. The story begins with the mother’s forceful advice to her son – “Be obedient and subservient”. Subservience in the western world is a loathsome quality and is contrary to individualism, which most westerners price and value more than any other quality. The mother’s demand for subservience from her son immediately places her in the ‘oriental’ mould of interacting with the world. The occidental culture has long upheld the idea that oriental societies breed subservience and servility. Most unfortunately, Pira Sudham as a creative writer from Asia only wants to assert how right/correct the west has always been. But in doing so he has actually misinterpreted and misrepresented much cherished Thai concepts of humility and unassertiveness as latent weakness in his people, and takes an ironical view of these qualities as nothing but forms of subservience.

             In the same story the narrator informs the readers that a monk is looking for a boy in his native village to make a lookshith, an acolyte “to serve and take care of his abode”. In this story, temple life for an acolyte is projected as one of servitude, emotional deprivation and incarceration. This is especially a very parochial picturization of the role and life of a Buddhist acolyte in Thai society, which the writer so unabashedly projects .The monastic ambience trains acolytes, or novices, and temple boys in Buddhism and the moral way of life. They are not mere servants at the command of some senior monks. Within the frame of the story the limited range of duty of an acolyte – to serve a monk and take care of his abode serves the purpose or creates a balance, for the monk who adopts the poor village boy as an acolyte is portrayed not as an ideal man, but as an opportunist clad in the yellow robe. Towards the end of the story we know that the opportunist monk, after successfully gathering a good number of followers, gives up the yellow robe, ties the nuptial knot with a rich woman and settles down to a life of worldly pleasures and fortunes. While such examples are not unknown in Thai society, the writer’s desire to bring the exception to the forefront serves no good to his own culture and society, but aggrandizes his immediate need as a writer to cater to the taste of his English-speaking readers with a tell-tale of deviance and notoriety within a social institution like Buddhism. Doubtless such negative picturization is appealing to an average non-Thai reader who would certainly not go into scrutinizing the author’s intention.
              In his attempt to reach out to English-speaking readers lies the fatalistic slip into the chasm of an export-oriented kind of narrative! Hence even if the stories are on and about Thailand in general and Esarn in particular, there is a paucity of genuine touch of regionalism and authentic cultural representation. The stories are also crippled by the lack of an ability to convey the ambience of the indigenous language and ethos. There is no penetration into the psyche of people in a real sense. Social evils, poverty, corruption are narrated in a documentary style, not from the insider’s view as some native speakers of English have interpreted. 

Realism wrapped up in romantic garb
In Pira Sudham’s stories the qualities of realism and romanticism are yoked together as if the two mutually opposing concepts are nothing but two sides of the same coin. Though the realist is stronger in his presence, a perceptive reader is left baffled at the intrusion of the romanticist, who more or less competes on an equal footing with the realist. The realist in Pira Sudham projects such social issues like –  corruption, poverty, prostitution, superstitious beliefs, humbleness of the peasantry, natural calamities like drought, famine, pollution and environmental degradation, social upheaval – with great sincerity (i.e. factual details), pathos, irony, sarcasm and the social realist’s zealous revolt against any and every evil. At times his subjects seem to just zoom out of the writer’s camera obscura without even getting distilled through any touch of imagination. Yet, this hardcore realist does not hesitate to paint a romantic image in most of his stories. The romantic note gives a filmy touch to his seemingly endless tales of woes and pathos.
         Flights of romanticism can be interpreted in a variety of ways, for instance as reflecting – (i) the writer’s desire to portray some positive trait; (ii) his faith in the fact that after all pain or sorrow, happiness will, or should, finally reign supreme both in life and in art; (iii) a way to escape harsh realities; (iv) a thematic device to bring relief to readers who may feel lost having read all his tales of woes and sorrows.

              Whatever the intention, the stories abound in escapism or a utopian gesture. In the otherwise realistic depiction of a social evil like prostitution, in the story Siamese Drama, there is no hint at the actual historical fact/s of the cause as to why Thailand became the breeding ground for American soldiers waging the futile Vietnam War. If Pira Sudham is a writer with a mission to voice the woes and suffering of the downtrodden, then would it be wrong to demand him to highlight the actual causes of the Siamese Drama, the legacy of which has continued till today, smudging the international image of Thailand?

            Siamese Drama, a very realistic tale of a prostitute ends not in a discordant note, but rather in a very positive vein with the protagonist – an all time victim, a prostitute – sharing a smile with a fellow village farmer, literally beginning a romantic relationship or a happy conjugal life. “A handsome young man was planting rice not far away and looked over. Aware of the gaze, she (the protagonist, Salee) smiled at him. His boyish face bloomed into wide, innocent smile.”
All this happens after the annihilation of the culprit, the female pimp who stepped into the village to lure young poverty stricken girls into the city life of so-called luxury and money. Though this woman could draw all the attention and respect from the humble country folks, towards the end of the story she faces her kamma and gets mysteriously murdered and robbed. In the entire collection, this particular story entitled Siamese Drama, stands out for its realistic tendering of near-to-life authenticity, yet the writer does not hesitate to sacrifice all his writerly achievements when towards the end he could not conceal the flamboyant romantic gesture.

            What does the romantic gesture point to? Suppose we interpret the reciprocating smile in the story as a possible hint at the blooming of a romantic liaison, will the real life situation (social status of Thai sex workers) allow such a healthy conclusion? In real life experiential reality, whether any Thai sex worker can actually end up marrying or having even an emotional rapport with someone from her own community is still a dubious conjecture. Thai man like other Asians are not without bias so as to readily accept one-time prostitutes as their better halves, although at times blinded by a money-making attitude, a few in small pockets have ventured to be pimps for their own wives. But the village man in the story is certainty not among these social deviants and, if we accept the writer’s romantic gesture, we have to accept him (the village man), as that rare sample in his community whose ignorance (about the protagonist’s past life), naivety or forgiveness is supreme.

         Not only Siamese Drama, other stories too waltz to an exaggerated romantic tune. The six-year-old Dan, the protagonist of the story Rains, sacrificed his own life to evoke the rain giving spirits. This story is realistic to the extent that it narrates, and ironically questions some age-old orthodox beliefs and ritualistic practices (now almost extinct, I believe) like – making votive offerings of sacrificial flesh and blood of buffalo, pig or ox that people resorted to during times of hardship like drought to appease some unknown spirits. Yet, the six-year-old protagonist’s self-immolation in the altar of such primitivistic practice gives a deliberate cinematic touch to the tale.

              Don is shown to possess an unusual way of looking at things around him, so he keeps questioning his friend about elderly people’s ritualistic practices – “Why do the grown-ups do things like that?” “Why must they perform such a ritual in the terribly hot sun?” 
 No doubt Dan is only the mouthpiece of the writer projecting his angst, and so through Dan we get a vivid picture of the writer’s ironical view on certain aspects of his own culture which he desires to give a pathetic touch against the backdrop of drought-stricken poverty. The little boy is thus depicted as wishing to sacrifice his blood to the “lords” and eventually he does pierce a sharp knife into his vein. “Dan winced with pain, throwing the instrument away. The flow of blood made him giddy. Still he lifted the wounded hand towards the sun for the lords to see, till he fell.”

             “Lying flat on his back, Dan tried to call out for help but could not. His throat was so dry, and he trembled, seeing that darkness was descending quickly on him. 

               Yet he strained in sheer effort to hear any rumble of thunder that would mean rain.”
  
               This is one of a highly contrived and excessively romanticized delineation perhaps written with an intention to have shocking appeal to the implied readers from the advanced West, rekindling their imagination to conclude that the undeveloped East still has eerie and exotic tales to tell of human victimization in the hands of orthodox, superstitious and barbaric beliefs and practices. 

                The story, A Novice too is garbed in this romantic veil. The protagonist in this story, who at the beginning was shown as a young impoverished village boy of ten, grows up to be a young novice in a temple in Bangkok, until he gives up his yellow robe, absconds his city life, and turns homeward with “love of the land growing stronger in his heart”. Having experienced the city life from the closest quarters, nostalgia and love for the land take deep root in him and he narrates, “In memory of my father, I ploughed the fields during the planting season and reaped the rice in cool December or trekked for miles in search of water in the height of summer.”
 Such feigned nostalgia is hard to find in real life situations, and harder still to accept when it colours the writing of a realist writer.

            In Thai society, it is still a practiced belief for a man to show his indebtedness, respect and the urge to make merits for his parents by taking to the yellow robes and remaining so as long as possible. But our protagonist want to show his filial love and indebtedness by ploughing the ancestral land. “… I took off the saffron robe and said to a mental image of the Lord Buddha: May I return to the world, and all men regard me as a man.”
 He takes to ploughing like a duck to water. Isn’t this association of work to manhood a direct intake of some westernized notions of masculinity in our writer? What does Pira Sudham want to assert – that remaining in monkhood is leading a life of some kind of ‘unmanliness’? 
While Pira Sudham’s westernized outlook dictates or forces him to take an alternative step away from his own culture and to depict a sense of ‘alienation’ in his protagonists, the narrative gets embedded in romantic subjectivity. The gesture inevitably becomes yet another way of making the story appealing to the international readership and not something which is always true to Thai society or culture. 

The pervasive use of the autobiographical tone 

Most of his stories, especially those included in the People of Esarn, are written in the first person. The forceful use of the first person gives the narrative a distinct garb of authenticity. While it can  be seen as a versatile act on the part of any creative writer to display the ability to put himself/herself  in the shoes of all his subjects and voicing their true feelings, it can also be too heavy and risky a task to be done successfully. In Pira Sudham, the authorial voice/persona is at once a poor village boy of six or ten, a prostitute, a hired gunman, an impersonator (a gay /gigolo /kratoey), a poor farmer, his wife, a food vendor and last but not the least, a writer. It’s as if the Cartesian dictum in its modified version gets expressed here through a non-European writer, I write/narrate, so it’s True” or some form of a Caesarian outburst. “I saw, I felt, I narrate!” In the writer’s own words, “I return to my home village to record what I remember and what I see, to keep a chronology of change, to identify the agents of change.”

Self-propagandist/narcissistic element 

Pira Sudham’s texts are interspersed with beautiful pictures mostly of the writer himself caught in diverse moods, positions and involvement. While we need not be shocked to see the range of such photographic role in a literary text, especially in this age of postmodern culture which makes us confront such concepts like: inter-textuality, genre mixing, hybridity and kitsch, still it is not quite a common practice among writers to boldly pose for their own texts, or turn their texts into self-propagandist or narcissistic discourse highlighting their social welfare activities. If words, as black marks on white speak loud enough, are photographic supplements (however true they may be as documentary pieces) pertinent? What does the photographic representation in Pira Sudham’s texts hint at? The snapshots speak of his charitable acts as well as his farang friends’ donation of cash and buffaloes to poor peasants. Here we are not questioning or even trying to raise doubts about the writer’s kindheartedness. While kind and charitable deeds are personal choices and practices, a donor doesn’t necessarily make a greater writer.

          However, looked at more positively, one can catch a glimpse of the writer’s own culture – Thai people’s  habitual practice of making donations and being involved in various charitable acts – things that he actually misses out in his stores, or at most gives a casual, scanty touch. While Pira Sudham is not without his qualms about Buddhism, his real Buddhist character (which he must have acquired as part of his early acculturation and socialization as contrary to his later imbibed westernized outlook) reflecting – karuna, metta and dana – comes to the fore through the snapshots.

           At yet another level, the pictures also fetishized Esarn people’s poverty (meager food, clothing, and ramshackle huts), their toil and hardship and struggle in the face of natural calamity (like drought), political upheaval, local beliefs and rituals. Against the backdrop of all this is placed the westerners’ benevolent acts of offering financial assistance to the ‘local’ poor and needy. While such snapshots can be evocatively inspiring to the implied readers, indirectly urging them to buy a copy of a Pira Sudham text, thereby, contributing to the perpetual flow of cash into the writer’s Estate and help him mobilize his charitable acts, ideologically, at least, selling and fetishizing of poverty can be as obnoxious as selling of arms and ammunition. 

Exoticism
Closely related to the self-propagandist/narcissistic and fetishizing act of photographic representation, is related the element of exoticism. The two little hungry boys in the story Rain, whose drought-stricken village has very little food to offer, are shown in a pathetic light, “Hunger drove them from the emptiness of the field into the woods to hunt for lizards. When they had caught a few of these reptiles, Kum made a fire and cooked their catch. After the scanty meal had been wordlessly eaten, Kum stopped being sulky.”
   
            In the communication that takes place through a long letter that a brother writes to his young sibling studying in a foreign county, the latter reflects on his homecoming and its associated miseries, “To live at home is to be miserable in the knowledge that there are, in other countries, people more fortunate than many of my own who must toil on the land and dig up roots catch frogs and insects for food.
 
             Roots, frogs, insects are part of the local Thai or Esarn diet, these are not items (as seems to be suggested in the above quotes) that people were forced to consume only due to unavailability of other nourishing food. These are local delicacies even today. Food habits, culinary tastes and dietary items are closely related to one’s natural surroundings. Should one wallow in self-pity for the food one’s community had been eating and surviving on for generation down the ages?

                  Countering this exoticism, I would like to put it more graphically – Pira Sudham’s kind of export-oriented writing is like papaya salad served in a five-star hotel where one cannot demand, nor desire a taste of tamahung with the real flavor of the local pala or padaek. It’s like glutinous rice served in quarter plate meant to be dished out with a fork and not eaten with one’s fingers.

Lack of style 

Though at the thematic level there is great variety, stylistically the tales are narrated in a cool documentary fashion. Pira Sudham, as a pioneer TWE writer, is far from leading the way in form and experimentation, as one might expect from his exposure to global culture and literature. His writing is a standardized form of fiction. It reads like an assembled work put together under the supervision of some assiduous editor. The core of a literary piece nowadays is the style and mode of expression. There is a vast scope for experiment in expression, but one can hardly witness or decipher such a thing actually taking place in his entire oeuvre. Perhaps we can construe that the simplicity of the narrative style follows closely the rusticity and humbleness of the people whose tales are narrated by the writer. Considered so, we would still like to expect more penetrating depiction of certain themes and situations, especially in scenes where the protagonists are seen as caught up in some psychological dilemma or mentally traumatic moments. As for instance, in the story A Hired Gunman, where the protagonist is having a guilty conscience after he gunned down a teacher and condemns his own past heinous deeds while realizing his status as a scapegoat.

               All said it would be quite unfair and unjustifiable to conclude that as a writer Pira Sudham has nothing genuine or concrete to offer. On the concrete he is a writer to whom English teachers in Thailand (myself included) ought to be deeply grateful, for he helps us to bring variety and new challenges into our literature class. While the syllabus-oriented focus demands that we teach a host of canonical authors from the domain of British and American literature, a text by Pira Sudham offers itself up as a healthy alternative, quite timely in its presence when English, as the international lingua franca, is taking roots in diverse cultures and nation. In him, we have a writer of our own flesh and blood, but one who can also proudly share the same language with other giants – Shakespeare, Wordsworth, and Robert Frost. Pira Sudham’s texts can enliven our English classrooms by their simplicity, familiar tones and thematic concerns. They sharpen our comparative and inter-disciplinary approach to English literature and helps us to deconstruct the teaching of the Canon in our own personalized way. 
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