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The following is a transcript of the conversation with 
Indonesian writer Eka Kurniawan, who was in Manila on 30 
September–4 October as keynote speaker at the 85th PEN 

International Congress, with its theme and congress title Speaking in 
Tongues: Literary Freedom and Indigenous Languages. This interview 
is part of a podcast series recorded for Areté, in collaboration with 
Kritika Kultura and the Creative Writing Program of the Ateneo 
Department of Fine Arts. The podcasts are recorded in the 
Emmanuel Torres Literary Arts Room named in honor of the poet, 
critic, and literature professor, who was also the first and longtime 
curator of the Ateneo Art Gallery. The interview was organized with 
support from the Office of the Dean of the School of Humanities, 
ADMU, and the Ateneo Institute of Literary Arts and Practices 
(AILAP). It was conducted by Dominic Sy, who teaches with the 
Department of English and Comparative Literature, University 
of the Philippines, Diliman. In attendance were Jonathan Chua, 
Dean of the School of Humanities, ADMU; Martin Villanueva, 
Chair of the Department of Fine Arts, ADMU; Vincenz Serrano, 
editor in chief at Kritika Kultura; Nikki Carsi Cruz, editor in chief at 
Perspectives in the Arts and Humanities Asia; and Elizabeth Mann So, 
visiting poet at the Department of Fine Arts, ADMU.  

Eka Kurniawan
4 October 2019

Emmanuel Torres Literary Arts Room,
Areté, Ateneo de Manila University
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Dominic Sy: Hello, everyone. I am here with Eka Kurniawan, arguably 
the most prominent living Indonesian author known for his 
four novels: Beauty Is a Wound; Man Tiger; Vengeance Is Mine, All 
Others Pay Cash; and the currently still untranslated O. He has 
also written four short story collections, selections from which 
have just recently been translated into English and published 
by Verso Press under the title Kitchen Curse. Eka has received 
numerous awards, honors, and nominations for his work, 
the most recent of which is the 2018 Prince Claus Award. In 
their comments, the awarding body has cited, among other 
things, his profoundly imaginative storytelling, the universal 
relevance of the subject matter, the way his stories confront 
violent political acts, and the way he brings attention to 
alternative readings of Indonesian history. Welcome, Eka! 

Eka Kurniawan: Thank you!
DS: 	 I actually wanted to start with some of those comments: 

“profoundly imaginative storytelling,” “confrontation of 
violent political acts.” It is true, your writing is very funny, 
very imaginative, innovative—[and] perhaps the ground of it, 
at the core of it, your writing is very, very political. Your fiction 
consistently shows lives of the marginalized in Indonesian 
society, the ways in which power structures force those lives 
into difficult choices, often bad choices, desperation, violence. 
So I wanted to take up that issue directly. What role do you 
think literature has in promoting social change? Why do you 
write the very political things?

EK: 	 I think, for me, the writing act itself is a political act. I can’t 
help myself.  I grew up in a university setting when the 
situation was very special for Indonesia. I was a student when 
Suharto stepped down.  I learned a lot [about] politics from 
contemporary students and writers.  I believe that literature 
has to be involved in a political conversation in a country like 



8 9

Perspectives in the Arts and Humanities Asia  9.2 (2019): 87–110

Indonesia . . . Yes, all of my works and my stories always have 
more or less a political idea, at least from my perspective. It is 
very important for me, the politics in my work.

DS: 	 Why do you say that last part—“at least, from your 
perspective”? Are there people who think otherwise?

EK: 	 For some time, my work has been read by my own generation, 
but after twenty years, it’s being read by a new generation. 
Sometimes I meet them, and they just read my novel and say 
it’s funny [or] it’s about a ghost coming from the grave. Many of 
them didn’t know about the ’65 tragedy. Sometimes they just 
say, “I just want to read your novels because [they’re] a little bit 
famous, and the title is kind of like [that of] a romantic novel. 
But after they reread it, they see that, oh, it really happens in 
Indonesia. It really happens that there are a lot of communists 
being killed. A lot from the younger generation know nothing 
about that. Sometimes they don’t think that my novel is very 
political, but, bit by bit, they learn of that.

DS:	 And that’s specifically referring to Beauty Is a Wound, right?
EK:	 Yes.
DS:	 So even in Indonesia, a lot of readers only end up learning 

about what happened in 1965, all the violence that occurred, 
only through reading your work. That’s interesting. So they 
first approach it thinking that it’s romantic. 

EK:	 Yes, because sometimes, especially when you read the other 
novels, [the politics is] not very explicit. For example, in Man 
Tiger, I try to see the political idea from the perspective of one 
particular family; the relationship between father, mother, 
daughter, and son, for me, is still a political idea. But maybe 
for some readers, it’s just a story about a family, two families. 
So, yeah, the political idea in my other novels might not be 
very explicit for them. 
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DS: 	 I guess, in that case, Beauty Is a Wound really is the most 
explicit, the most directly connected to specific events that 
happened in Indonesian history. It actually brings up another 
question that I have regarding Beauty Is a Wound, at least 
with regard to how people often comment on Beauty Is a 
Wound. Just for some context, I read a couple of your previous 
interviews. I’m not sure if I’m just over-reading, but a lot of the 
times you emphasize how your works only show a few aspects 
of Indonesian history, and that there’s so much more to cover, 
there’s so much more to discuss, and I was wondering if that 
was a reaction to how some people—I thought, perhaps, 
foreign, but maybe even local—read your works, specifically 
Beauty Is a Wound, and kind of frame it as if that is the entirety 
of Indonesian history, or as if it’s an allegory of all Indonesian 
history, because it does cover a lot of eras. I was wondering 
if you were concerned about that, or if you were particularly 
worried about that, whenever you emphasized that that was 
only a few aspects of Indonesian history, not everything. 

EK: 	 Yeah, I think I cannot help what others think about my 
novels, especially the foreign readers. But if I had the chance 
to introduce my works or—and this might not be the right 
word—explain my works, for example, Beauty Is a Wound, 
the idea is more of a question of why Indonesian history is 
so violent. The novels come from that idea. So it’s almost 
impossible to cover all the historical aspects of Indonesia. For 
example, the [context of] Beauty Is a Wound is how Islamic 
movements are the biggest issue in Indonesia. However, my 
novel’s focus is how the Indonesian military rose and became 
so strong. So there are a lot of issues in Indonesia that are not 
covered in my works. For me, I’m very interested in writing 
almost anything about Indonesia. So maybe it will be my 
lifetime job to cover bit by bit what interests me, but I think 
it’s impossible for a single writer to cover all of this.
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DS: 	 It’s interesting how, in a way, it’s both, given the history 
of Indonesia, just one aspect of it and yet if feels so large, 
especially for Beauty Is a Wound. Maybe continuing on that 
track, I was wondering about the fact that you were looking 
into 1965, the history of violence. I guess this is also, as 
you mentioned, connected to the fact that you first started 
seriously thinking of becoming a writer during the reformasi 
period, when Suharto was taken down. I would assume, 
naturally, you were also thinking about how Suharto got into 
power in the first place and things like that. I know also that, 
technically, your first book is not even a book of fiction. Your 
first book was your thesis on Pramoedya [Ananta Toer] and 
on socialist realism. You were looking into the history of that 
in Indonesia. I was wondering, since this is the book that has 
not yet been translated, if anyone’s going to translate it in the 
future. Maybe, for an international audience perhaps? Would 
you be able to explain your findings on that a little bit? What 
were you doing with that thesis?

EK: 	 Actually, it’s not a thesis. In Indonesia, we call it a final essay 
for undergraduates. But it’s too long to only be an essay. So, 
in the end, we published it as a book. It’s about the idea of 
socialism in Pramoedya’s work and how he gets those ideas 
from other writers and thinkers. I tried to find out from whom 
and how he got those ideas, and how he takes on the ideas in 
his novels. His works are important in world literature, and 
in my novels, I take a lot from his works. But there is a lot 
that make us a little bit different. I learned from Pramoedya 
how he tried to understand society, especially Indonesian 
society. I think he tried to make a society map of Indonesia 
and [saw that] there’s a kind of elite, and so the elite belonged 
to the military group or the religious group. So almost all of 
his generation took the social realism approach, which, for 
me, is almost too realistic and maybe too scientific to see 



interview  Eka Kurniawan

9 2

society [with]. But I understand that their generation is the 
generation at the beginning of the century, where there was 
the end of colonialism, [where] they were so proud of the 
scientific approach. Sometimes when we read his work or his 
generation’s works, we don’t see mythology, mystical beliefs. 
I try to combine his approach—social realism, [where] there 
is historical and political criticism—with the traditions of 
Indonesian society, which he did not cover in his works. And 
the other aspect is because I have read not only Pramoedya’s 
works or Indonesian literature, but sometimes I read a lot of 
popular novels in Indonesia. I think I have a good reason to 
read them, because if we want to know about a cycle of society, 
I think it’s better not to only read serious novels. I think we 
can see [much] from popular novels, too. So this makes me 
understand more about Indonesian society.

DS: 	 Maybe we can dig into that a little more. What do you mean, 
specifically, when you say that it’s really by looking into these 
popular fictions, popular novels—sastra picisan, as you call it 
in Indonesia, which means “trashy literature”—that we can 
understand society more, or that it’s one way to understand 
society more?

EK:	 Maybe from the surface it looks like really trashy novels, like 
even if there is social criticism, it only gives you pleasure—
in the end the good people will win, and it’s only as simple 
as that. But if we take a deeper look into these novels . . . 
For example, I like to read horror novels in Indonesia, and 
sometimes it’s the story of, for example, how a poor family 
wants to become rich. But, you know, it’s not easy for a poor 
family to become rich there, [especially] with no education, 
without chances to have a business or have jobs for them. In 
the end, they make a deal with a spirit—to be rich but they 
have to kill somebody. Maybe these are only stories, but deep 
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down we can see a social structure—how poor people can’t 
get a job just to feed their families, so in the end they have to 
deal with the spirits. When we read novels where, for example, 
a woman gets raped [and slain] but gets revived from the grave 
and becomes a ghost. There is a kind of revenge for an unjust 
society. She gets raped and society doesn’t care. There is no 
justice in society, so she just has to avenge herself.

DS: 	 Right, so there are many tropes or figures within popular 
literature itself and you use them to work out a critique of 
society, because the literature itself actually does that, already 
begins that.

EK: 	 Maybe the writer isn’t aware of that, I don’t know. I’ve never 
had the chance to discuss with horror novel writers that I 
admire most. I met, for example, Abdulla Harahap. He’s very 
famous. I’ve met him about twice and never had a chance to 
discuss for long. I’ve just had a chit-chat with him.

DS: 	 What did you talk about?
EK: 	 When I researched about his work and his biography, it was 

not easy to find anything written about him in magazines or 
archives. There was almost nothing written about him, but 
he was popular, and many of his novels have become movies. 
But maybe magazines, et cetera, didn’t care about the writer 
himself. So when I tried to find info on him and got nothing, I 
thought that he had already passed away. So when I met him, 
I said honestly to him, “Oh, I didn’t know that you were still 
alive!” to which he said, “Actually, I’m already dead, but just 
got revived again to meet you.”

DS: 	 Yeah, I was about to say it sounded like a scene from [his novel]. 
That’s cool. With that kind of interest, it’s true that a lot of the 
popular literature in Indonesia is often not treated seriously 
by a lot of people. There is a kind of division, and it happens in 
the Philippines as well—the division created between sastra, 
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or literature, and the things that are being commercial and 
sold. So I was wondering: One discussion that happens a lot 
in the Philippines, in the literary community here, is with 
regard to how accessible literature is to the average Filipino. 
And I was wondering if that’s also something that you think 
about when you incorporate these elements from popular 
fiction into your own work. Because I know you love them on 
your own, I assume that’s the primary motivation to including 
elements in your own stories. But are you also concerned 
about the accessibility? About the reader being able to enter 
into your worlds?

EK: 	 Maybe I’m not aware of that when I start to write novels and 
stories and take influence from popular novels. I just read 
many of them as a teenager, because I grew up in a small 
town where there was no [big] library, and small libraries 
were only filled with these “trashy novels.” So, when I thought 
of novels, I had no idea about literature back then because 
while in school we were told about “literature” and we knew 
who Chairil Anwar was. It was all textbook. The novels I 
enjoyed most were martial arts novels and horror novels and 
sometimes romance novels, and actually adult novels. I had 
no other books, so I just read them. When I got the idea of 
wanting to write, I actually just wanted to write these kinds 
of novels. I tried to write my first novel when I was in the 
end of my teenage years, maybe eighteen or sixteen. But, of 
course, I couldn’t finish it because I knew nothing about how 
to write a novel. When I attended university in Yogyakarta, I 
found all these novels from worldwide canon literature, and 
I just attended university, wanting to read novels on school 
days. I’d just go to the university library, looking to find 
horror novels, but in the end found [Gabriel] Garcia Márquez, 
Salman Rushdie, and [Fyodor] Dostoevsky. I picked them up 
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and started to read them. Then I became aware that they 
were very different from what I used to read, but I enjoyed 
them. I enjoyed Dostoevsky. I think, maybe, Dostoevsky had 
the same formula as trashy novels. If you read, for example, 
The Brothers Karamazov—it’s a very long novel with a lot of 
crime, a lot of murder. So it’s the same, for example, if you 
read Charles Dickens, I think. It’s easy for me to move from 
“trashy novel” to Dostoevsky, Garcia Márquez, and to global 
literature. In many ways, there is no difference between them, 
so it’s the academic guys who make them different [laughs].  

DS: 	 Yes, that’s the job of many people here in this room right 
now [laughs]. On the thread of this—pop culture, popular 
fiction—I think something that many of your international 
readers may be surprised by is that between your second and 
your third novel, you did quite a lot of things. You wrote a 
number of short story collections. You collaborated on a 
horror anthology as well. But also, quite interestingly, you 
were a writer for sinetron, which is translated as soap opera, 
or, in Filipino, the telenovela, basically. So you were a soap 
opera writer at some point. How was the experience in the 
Indonesian entertainment industry?

EK: 	 Actually, it was not intentional. I moved to Jakarta in 2003, 
and the idea was to stay there and work as a journalist. I 
worked as a journalist for a while, and I enjoyed being a 
journalist. But the magazine I used to contribute to closed 
down due to financial issues. So I started to have some friends 
in Jakarta, and one of them one day called me and asked, “Do 
you want to work in a production house company to produce 
a soap opera?” I said to her, “I have no experience at all with 
these sinetron, or telenovela. I don’t even watch them. I know 
nothing about them.” But she said that the production house’s 
owner and the editor were interested in hiring me because 
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they knew that I was a writer, that I had written two novels. 
They wanted me not to write the script but [to work] as some 
kind of editor. There are a lot of writers who worked on the 
day-by-day scheme because it ran daily. So they had to write 
every day and there was no big idea about how the story 
would go. If the soap opera went wrong because the ratings 
went down, we had to meet altogether and think about how 
to change the story to save the program. They wanted me to 
work with them so that I could see what all these writers had 
already written and see the patterns and so on. And, okay, 
it was very interesting for me because I could read these 
storylines, and if something went wrong, I could just give 
them an idea, say, if this wife [of a] character, for example, is 
actually not his wife, or something like that. I used to come 
up with crazy ideas, and they’d like it. It worked well for a 
while. I learned a lot from them, too, because almost anything 
can happen in soap operas. It gave me a kind of discipline in 
how to build up a plotline or character with anything and how 
to make it very efficiently, because sometimes when I wrote 
stories, I just kind of went almost nowhere, putting too many 
words into it, when I could cut all these words by half and the 
story could be told the same way. So I learned a lot from the 
TV industry. But, in the end, it’s the office hours I couldn’t 
stand, because it ran until midnight, and I had to meet with 
writers, the director, and the producer. Sometimes, if the story 
wasn’t accepted well by the audience, we’d have to edit it or 
rewrite it. 

DS:	 Backbreaking. Very difficult. 
EK:	 But I worked for them for maybe two years, because I had just 

moved to Jakarta and needed money.
DS:	 But ultimately, [you left because of] the routine of it?
EK:	 Yes, because it was without office commitment, sometimes I 

only had to write once a month.
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DS:	 Yes, but ultimately you could not stand those difficult office 
hours, but in a way it helped you make your own writing more 
disciplined?

EK: 	 Yes. When I’d write novels, I could see clearly, because when 
you write for television, you have that kind of framework 
that only runs for thirty minutes. I used to think that way, 
so whenever I wrote a chapter, I could make it, for example, 
strictly only twenty pages. 

DS: 	 So would you say that Man Tiger and Beauty Is a Wound are a 
little more loose in their structure?

EK: 	 Yes, I used to think that Beauty Is a Wound is a little more 
loose, but I think it’s a good thing for Beauty, because I think 
it has a kind of “storyteller” approach. In Indonesia in the 
ancient times, we had these storytellers that could stay up 
all night until sunrise. But I think when I wrote Vengeance 
Is Mine ten years after my first [novel], I started writing 
straightforwardly. 

DS: 	 All right, interesting. I was wondering, in terms of things that 
actually affect your writing—although this is very different, 
because it was also around this time that you got married—
and your wife is also a very prominent, prolific writer in 
Indonesia, Ratih Kumala—I was wondering, just out of 
interest, if the married life also had an effect on your writing, 
or on your writing process in any way.

EK: 	 I don’t know about the style, but for me, of course, what’s 
most hard to deal with is time. When I was not yet married 
and working on Beauty Is a Wound and Man Tiger, because 
I was very young back then, I still had a lot of time to write. 
Sometimes I could write [for] ten hours a day. I’d just stop to 
have some lunch in the canteen and return to my room and 
write again. I could write almost day by day for long hours. 
But nowadays, especially when I have to share space with 
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others in the house, it’s not easy to write like that again. So 
I have to have another strategy. I started writing for longer 
periods—three or four years for a novel. I’d just write them bit 
by bit, only one page a day, and then the next day go on with 
another page or rewrite again. It’s not as sporadic as when I 
was younger. It’s more about how to manage time for me now.

DS:	 Do you have a writing routine in general?
EK: 	 Actually, no. When I need to, I write. But when I don’t have 

to write anything, I don’t write. I just read books. It’s very 
different from my younger times. In the era of my first and 
second novels, I wrote a lot and maybe for long hours. But 
nowadays, it’s better for me because I can read a lot. 

DS: 	 So you write a little less every day, but you get to read a lot 
more? It’s interesting—at around this time, you got married, 
[and] for a while you were working in sinetron. In both cases, 
it forced you to be disciplined, it forced you to manage 
your time better, and I guess that spilled over and affected 
your production now. As for other things I know are very 
important, we actually discussed this before we even started 
recording: as for other things that take up your time, I know 
you actually, at least for the English versions, read through 
the translations of your texts as well. Especially in the last few 
years, when you became more prominent around the world 
and there are more translations coming in and this would 
take up some time. I was interested in whether you’ve found 
patterns in the difficulty between Indonesian and English, 
looking through translations to find the best words and the 
best phrases. Do you notice any particular difficulties—both 
with the languages and also with your own personal style, 
since you have your own way of writing?

EK:	 I think I have trust in the translator. I read the translation 
manuscript just to take a look at the accuracy. But for the 
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style, how the translator chooses the right words, I think it’s 
up to the translator, because I’m not a core translator. I’m just a 
writer who just makes sure that he [the translator] understood 
[the novel] correctly.

DS:	 Okay, so when you go through manuscripts, it’s only just to 
make corrections.

EK:	 Yes.
DS: 	 This is just me being personally curious: How about the 

change of title in Vengeance Is Mine?
EK: 	 We discussed a lot about that, because I understand that when 

the original title is translated into English exactly from the 
original, it doesn’t work the way the Indonesian title does for 
the Indonesian reader. Like I said, this is already influenced by 
the “trashy novel” in the eighties. The setting is Indonesia in 
the eighties, because I wanted to take a look at something that 
I had missed in Beauty Is a Wound and at the height of violence 
in the Suharto era. But at the same time, it was the golden 
age of “trashy novels” in Indonesia. Sometimes, I have the 
speculation that all these “trashy novels” were being produced 
really by design by the Suharto government, because they 
could make people distant from politics. Actually, they’re not 
unpolitical at all. But, like I said, people have them [primarily] 
as an entertainment thing. But I want to combine this “trashy 
novel” culture and the violence culture in Indonesian politics. 
So the title itself comes from this truck we have in Indonesia, 
with graffiti, which usually has a statement, and I use this as 
a title, since the novel itself tells the story of the truck driver, 
right? But when the novel was being translated into English 
and would be published in the United States, we knew that 
the truck driver cultures in America and Indonesia are very, 
very different, and that they knew nothing about the “trashy 
novels” in Indonesia, so we tried to get the idea of the title but 
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at the same time be understandable to the American readers. I 
told them that the title, while influenced by the truck graffiti, 
came to me after reading Anna Karenina, the epigraph on the 
first page: “The vengeance is mine,” which, I think, comes 
from the Bible. And, at the same time, I watched three Korean 
movies at that time, Park Chan-wook’s Vengeance Trilogy. So 
I wanted to use the [sentence] “The vengeance is mine,” but 
I did not know the other half of the title. One of the editors 
from the US found out and said, “There is no graffiti culture 
for our trucks, but there is a sticker-bumper one,” and they 
just picked [a common] one—“All others pay cash”—and they 
put the two together. 

DS: 	 Ah, so that’s why, in the translation, it was put on a sticker 
bumper, because that’s the culture in America. And just for 
context for the listeners, the original title is actually Seperti 
dendam, rindu harus dibayar tuntas, which is something like, 
“Like vengeance, longing (or desire) has to be paid in full.” 
What’s interesting is that, technically, the title Vengeance Is 
Mine actually came before Seperti dendam, because you had 
been inspired by the [sentence] “Vengeance is mine.” 

EK: 	 Yeah.
DS: 	 That’s interesting. I think we’re going to have to get the 

questions [from the audience] soon. I just have to ask one 
more thing, because we came back to the Suharto period, the 
eighties, and political violence, and that, as you mentioned, 
you started becoming a writer during the reformasi period, 
when all this politics was rising again. And just in the last few 
weeks—actually, within the last two weeks, in fact—[there 
have been] massive student protests all throughout Indonesia, 
fighting changes in the penal code, fighting changes that the 
government’s trying to propose. And some people have already 
started comparing these protests to the protests in ’98. I think 
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there are a few websites that I’ve read where they’re already 
calling it “Angkatan 2019,” or, basically, the generation of 
2019. And I was wondering—[though] I guess it’s too early 
to tell; it’s only been a few weeks—if you think these things 
may have an impact on Indonesian literature, or if you think 
there’s something current writers should be grappling with 
or should be taking into account in their politics, because you 
said that writing is always a political act. Just comments on 
the current situation, really?

EK: 	 I think that maybe the student demonstrations themselves 
do not directly influence Indonesian literature, or maybe, like 
you said, it’s too early to know where the student movement 
will be going. But I think they belong to the new generation. 
For me, personally, I think that this generation is more radical 
than ours, more progressive. Because, you know, in 1998, 
when my generation was going to the streets and crying for 
political reformation, we just wanted to kick down Suharto, 
bring back all military men to their headquarters and keep 
the reformation for the police, and so on. But if you take a 
look at this student movement presently, they have more 
liberal or more radical [views], like, “My body does not belong 
to the government. It belongs to me,” something that, for my 
generation, is too taboo to talk about. 

DS: 	 [This is] because one of the issues actually is that the 
punishment for abortion would be four years, right?

EK: 	 Yes. And, actually, I think it’s a result of the past two years’ 
rise in conservatism, and it has appeared in the new bill that 
the parliament wants to close. I think it affects the younger 
generation—their individual freedom. It’s something that’s 
maybe too advanced for my generation, because what we 
faced back then was only the military regime. The idea wasn’t 
to think as far as sexual freedom. I think this is the voice of 
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the new generation, and I think the same can be said of our 
literature—it’s kind of the voice of a generation. 

DS: 	 Okay, thank you. We can now open [the floor] for 
questions. Does anyone want to ask something? 

[No questions were asked.]

DS:	 If not, then I still have a lot of questions. There are still a lot of 
questions I haven’t asked. Okay, while some people continue 
thinking, maybe something lighter after that very heavy topic, 
although we could actually keep talking about that for a very 
long time. But maybe just a little lighter: Who are you reading 
now? Which writers are you reading now? 

EK: 	 Not much, because [this is the third] year that I’ve been 
working on a new novel. So I still read some books, but maybe 
not as many as last year. Many of them are writers from 
[places] I’m not familiar with, like Jokha, who’s a writer from 
Oman, who won the Man Booker Prize either this year or last 
year. There are some other novelists whom I’m not familiar 
with [in terms of] language or country.

DS: 	 And actually, in your blog, you just frequently write about 
writers from all around the world, right? Basically, you give 
short reviews of all these novels from everywhere.

EK: 	 Yes, because I believe that in global literature there is still 
dominance. Actually, one thing about global literature is 
that literature written in English or in English translation 
is something I can’t help reading because the only foreign 
language I can read is English. I try to learn a different 
language, but I’m still not good at speaking it. But I at least 
try to read anything beyond the Western canon, and so on. 
So I try to read Arabic literature, Korean literature, maybe 
Southeast Asian literature, too. I don’t want to fight with 



1 0 3

Perspectives in the Arts and Humanities Asia  9.2 (2019): 87–110

English literature’s domination. It’s almost impossible. But I 
try to read anything else [to make] my mind at least a little 
different from the minds of American readers, for example. 
American readers read Cormac McCarthy, even if they read 
Japanese, like Murakami. At least I read something else. 

DS: 	 What’s the other language you’re trying to learn?
EK: 	 I try to learn French. I try to learn Arabic.
DS:	 That would open a whole new world, right? 
EK:	 At least, if I can read them, maybe I can be not an active 

speaker, but [I can be] a passive reader. At least it can open my 
mind to the world. 

DS: 	 I read in your blog—because I was going through your blog 
also—in a post sometime last year, that you also read Noli 
me tángere. You read Jose Rizal, and then you were saying 
something, like, you were planning to do it for a long time, 
and you finally got to do it. How do you find Rizal?

EK: 	 Actually, because I read the book by Benedict Anderson—I 
don’t know the original title in English, but in Indonesian 
it’s Di bawah tiga bendera [Under Three Flags]—about the 
anarchist movement in the Philippines and Spain, and I found 
Jose Rizal[’s work] and the other ones that I can’t remember 
but want to read.

DS: 	 Another one you mentioned was Isabelo de los Reyes.
EK: 	 I think Penguin Books published his anthology about the 

folklore [of the Philippines]. I want to read that one.
DS: 	 I’m not sure if Penguin Books has it, but we actually have 

places here where you can get it. Benedict Anderson translated 
one of Isabelo de los Reyes’s plays. 

EK: 	 I tried finding his books, but the only one accessible during 
that time was an old translation. So, I don’t know, maybe it 
would be better to read again in the new translation. 
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DS: 	 There are quite a lot. At least, for Rizal, there are quite a lot of 
translations that you can choose from. Do you know any other 
Filipino writers aside from Rizal and de los Reyes?

EK: 	 Not many, but many years ago, I read Miguel Syjuco. I found 
it in . . . I don’t remember what bookstore. I met him actually 
a few years ago in Kuala Lumpur.

DS:	 Were you guys able to speak much?
EK: 	 No, I just made chit-chat with him, and I’m not sure. Maybe 

I’ve met him a second time, but I forget where. But yes, I think 
he’s only written one novel, no other books.

DS:	 At the moment, yeah. It’s just Ilustrado. 
EK: 	 Yes.
DS:	 I think someone has a question.
Nikki Carsi Cruz: I’m curious about literary friendships. Do you 

have another writer that you’re friends with?
EK: 	 Yeah, of course, I used to have many literary friends. When I 

was younger, I used to hang out with them almost all the time 
in Yogyakarta, for example, because all of us were very young, 
had no job and no commitments. So we met each other every 
day. But nowadays, it might be a little bit different. I still make 
friends with a lot of people, not only Indonesian writers. I also 
make friends with Malaysian writers and started to make 
friends with Filipino writers I met yesterday, for example. 
Usually, it’ll be emails and maybe [we will] meet each other 
again next year or [in] another year. So, yes, I still have a lot 
of literary friends and talk with them. But this time, maybe 
on social media or email. I don’t meet them regularly, even in 
Jakarta. I think Jakarta is like Manila except the traffic is so 
unbearable. Here, I met this other Indonesian writer in the 
PEN Congress, Seno Gumira (Ajidarma). Actually, in Jakarta, 
I’ve never met him. We just hung out here in Manila because 
it took long for us to meet each other. 
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DS:	 Oh, Seno Gumira is here?
EK:	 Yes, he’s here.
DS: 	 Oh, wow. That’s shocking. 
EK: 	 He’s one of the greatest Indonesian writers. 
DS: 	 Another question?
Vincenz Serrano: Since our podcast and publication will be initially 

linked for a Filipino audience, could you describe for us—I 
don’t know—however briefly, what the Indonesian novelistic 
landscape is like? We’re aware that a lot of it is untranslated. 
So could you give us an idea of what novels in Indonesia are 
like, apart from yours, and who should we read?

EK: 	 Yesterday, there was an interview, too, where the interviewer 
asked me about comparisons between Pramoedya and me, 
and I said that Pramoedya and I have a distance of fifty 
years—Pramoedya is fifty years older than me. In Indonesia, 
there are a lot of writers between Pramoedya and me. One 
of them is actually one of my favorite writers, Seno Gumira 
Ajidarma. He is very famous for [his] short stories, actually. 
He wrote some novels, but I love his short stories most. Maybe 
it’s not easy to introduce stories outside Indonesia, actually. I 
used to talk with my editor in Europe, and they said that they 
didn’t want to publish a story because it would not sell well. So 
I think it’s not easy for Indonesians like Seno Gumira. But one 
of his most important story collections is Saksi mata. It’s about 
the Indonesian occupation in East Timor. It’s my favorite one. 
It’s full of realism, but at the same time it’s very political—full 
of violence, too, but it’s all of the things that I used to love in 
literature. If you want to read his book, I think it’s available 
in English. And, of course, there are a lot of writers, too, from 
the generation between Pramoedya and me. I think politics 
is very important in Indonesian literature. I don’t know why. 
And some of these writers, I think, combine politics and 
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culture, like Kuntowijoyo’s works, or Umar Kayam’s works. 
They tend to write about how to become a good Javanese, 
because Javanese is not only an ethnic group but also includes 
ideologies and things like that. So maybe it’s interesting for 
Indonesian readers, but I don’t know about foreign readers. 

DS:	 One interesting point was the one you made about differences 
or issues about Indonesian short stories. When I was living in 
Indonesia, I did notice that there were a lot of short stories. In 
a way, getting your short story published is your entry into the 
Indonesian literary world, because of newspaper literature. 
But that also means that Indonesian short stories are quite 
short—usually, only nine pages, because they have to fit in 
the newspaper. And, in a way, that makes the Indonesian 
short story quite different, for example, [from that of] the 
Philippines. Our short stories can be very long sometimes, can 
go up to twenty pages, thirty pages. Yeah, it’s just interesting. 

EK: 	 Short stories in Indonesia, I can say, are the most popular 
literary genre. Almost all writers write short stories—very 
short stories, actually. I myself have written many of them 
and published four books of short stories. 

DS:	 Interesting. Yes, another question?
Elizabeth Mann So: Hi, I have a question regarding readership 

because, of course, over the course of your writing career, 
your readership has changed and evolved. And now, with 
the knowledge that these younger Indonesians who are 
particularly motivated are encountering their history through 
your works, and even the rest of the world is encountering 
what it is to be Indonesian and the history of your culture and 
country, how does that now affect your writing in terms of 
choice of content or in terms of the process itself in any way?

EK:	 I think that it willingly or unwillingly affects me. I can’t 
help it, but there is now a new generation of readers even 
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in Indonesia, and what they think or how they feel about 
Indonesian situations may differ from mine. And then, 
there’s the international readership that looks at my story 
or Indonesia in a different way. So maybe those affect [me] 
unwillingly. But, for me, it’s very important to return to the 
reason why I write my story and my novel. So, sometimes, I 
just sit down and read again my first short story collection and 
remember that this is the first reason I wrote my works—I 
want to speak to the people, to Indonesia, and have a kind of 
criticism about the social and political situation. So that’s the 
main reason, the first thing behind why I first my first stories. 
So when I try to write the newest novel, I start to think that 
this is for Indonesians, first and foremost. If foreign readers 
want to read it, maybe they will see it in a different way. But 
I don’t want to explain too many things for foreign readers 
because, of course, there is some context that Indonesian 
readers understand without the explanation, but foreign 
readers maybe need [one]. But I think that literature can do all 
the magic even without an explanation. If you like the story, 
you can find them yourself. For example, if I read a novel 
from a Hungarian writer, I know nothing about the context 
of Hungary, but I still can enjoy it. If something disturbs me, 
I just try to find out why. In the old days, maybe we have to 
go to the library. But nowadays, it’s easier to Google, find out 
who the president of Hungary is or something. 

DS: 	 One last question. And this can connect very easily with what 
you just talked about. Because you just mentioned that despite 
the change in many people who buy your works, despite the 
growing fame, for you, you’re writing for Indonesians first, 
right? You’re going back to the reason you began writing 
in the first place—connection with the violence in your 
society, desire to comment on it, desire to, maybe, in some 
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way, however indirectly, through literature, change it or 
bring about the possibility of that change. I was wondering, 
in connection to something you brought up earlier, when 
you said that you had just spoken in the PEN Congress 
yesterday about the domination of the English language and 
literature in the world stage, and I know one of the comments 
that you made about literatures in Southeast Asia is that we 
suffer from, the way you put it was, “inses kebudayaan,” or an 
incestuous culture that basically [says that] we don’t read each 
other, we don’t know each other’s languages, and I guess on 
the base level, many people don’t even bother. Many people 
are willing to read works from the West, read works from 
China and Japan even, but oftentimes a lot of Filipino readers 
won’t bother even thinking about literature from Indonesia, 
Malaysia, from Singapore, Vietnam, Thailand, et cetera. So 
I was wondering about that. I was wondering if you identify 
in any way, even just a little way, with the term “Southeast 
Asian,” with the idea of Southeast Asia. And if so, what kind 
of possibilities do you see in the forging of Southeast Asian 
literature in the decade, perhaps, or in the decades in the 
future. 

EK: 	 I think we can learn from how European literature has 
worked for centuries. I used to say that, for example, Latin 
American literature is very lucky because they’ve become 
unified by the Spanish language, so their literature tends to 
be carried in the Spanish language and is easily worked into 
global literature by being translated into English. But, at the 
same time, we can see, for example, in Arabic literature—
Arabic language is used from Morocco to Oman—it’s kind 
of widespread in countries using the same language. And if 
you see, for example, the Africans, maybe there are a lot of 
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languages, but in the end, they use their colonial language—
English, French, and so on. But in Europe, I may be wrong, 
but there are a lot of languages that have the same root—like 
Italian, Spanish, and French, which share the Latin root—but 
there’s a difference between them, so they have to translate 
each other. I think the culture of translating each other has 
been going well in the European literary community. So for 
centuries, the Germans have known French literature, and 
the French know German literature. They translate each other 
and have for centuries belonged to a kind of family, because 
they sell their culture not only by marrying their monarchs to 
each other but because of translating their literatures to each 
other so that their people understand each other. If you’re a 
French citizen, for example, in Asia, and you met another 
European person from, like, Italy, they have things shared 
with each other. But I think Southeast Asia has some kind of 
a similar situation. There are eleven countries, but we cannot 
speak each other’s languages or understand each other. Even, 
like, Filipino or Tagalog and Malay, maybe we have the 
same root for our languages and some words have the same 
meaning, but, still, we cannot speak [each other’s languages]. 
Between Malaysia and Indonesia, nobody in Indonesia reads 
Malaysian literature. If we read them, we can understand. I 
think we can learn from the European countries’ culture of 
how they translate each other, so we can have, in the distant 
future, more connection between Southeast Asian countries, 
not only through flight companies.

DS: 	 Okay, I think that’s a great point with which to end the 
podcast. Thank you, thank you so much for being here.

EK:	 You’re welcome.
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