The Purpose of Writing is Communication
Dong Xi

Someone asked Garcia Marquez, a Colombian writer and the author of One Hundred Years of
Solitude, “Why do you write?” His answer was “In order to let my friends have more interest in
me”. Though he modified the reason of his writing later on, the first answer slipping off his tongue
probably complied with the intention of some writers, for example, me. | have been eager to
make friends in the name of writing.

| was born in a village called Guli in the northwestern part of Guangxi at the edge of Yunnan-
Guizhou Plateau. There we have green mountains and misty fog. The mountain ranges are just like
the waves of the sea in the cloud and fog, so beautiful. However, during my adolescent years, the
mountain village | lived had no electricity and roads leading to the outside; the mountains on four
sides separated us from the external world. The big mountains and continuous forests made me
feel negligible and lonely. The tunes from pedestrians once in a while were symbols of civilization
and they drench my soul like the raindrops. When | was 11 years old, in order to go to the town to
see a film, |, together with a young friend of mine, even walked 12 kilometers of mountain paths
for a round trip without having supper by hiding the truth from my parents. The danger was not
the long distance and hunger, but the fact that when we started to go back after seeing the film,
we found there was no star light above and the path leading to our homes was flooded by pitch-
dark. We could hear the sound of the wild animals treading in the depth of couch grass on both
sides of the path and also the frightful cries of night birds. At the age of 11, | even took the risk of
being injured by wild animals or falling down the hillside due to a slip or being beaten by my
parents to enjoy a spiritual feast. What spirit is this? It is a deep love for art. Just as Wang Yisheng,
the protagonist of The Chess Master written by a Chinese writer named Acheng, who wandered
from one village to another with the purpose of finding a person to play chess with after he was
sent to live in the countryside; and José Arcadio Buendia in the book One Hundred Years of
Solitude who tried to open a road connecting the external world from Macondo surrounded by
marsh; and that ghost who was eager to take revenge in the novel (when he found his foe after
innumerable hardships, he only wanted to say a word to him unexpectedly). So, in that evening,
what | did was more about my desire to play chess or open a road or speak with the external
world than seeing a film.

Because of the confinement, | often stood on the mountain looking to the far distance, imagining
that my gaze could pass through the ridge, forest, river, cloud and sky to reach Beijing. Later on, |
wrote about this special function of gaze in a novel titled You can See an Ever-farther Place. It is
not to extol the gaze, but express a soul having illusion because of longing. This soul is lonely, so
lonely that | gathered a blind person, a deaf person and a mute person in one family cold-
heartedly in a novel titled The Life without Language. The father could not see, the son could not
hear, and the daughter-in-law could not speak. The normal communication was cut off
completely.



Communication has remained a difficulty and it began from my mother. In 1990, | took my mother
to live together with me in the city where | worked. My friends in distant places often made
phone calls to me and they spoke standard mandarin basically. When | was not at home, my
mother would take the telephone receiver to answer it. Because she was illiterate, she could not
understand mandarin. In most cases she would give an irrelevant answer. When she watched TV
sitting by me, we two would get two different stories from what we saw. Because she could not
understand their language, she could only guess the meaning. We can say she was fabricating a
story according to her thinking while watching TV. The relation between the story on TV and my
mother was just like a detail in The Life without Language: The blind Wang Laobing asked his deaf
son Wang Jiakuan to buy a cake of soap, but Wang Jiakuan came back with a towel. The reason
was that the soap and towel were all rectangular and both could be rubbed against the body. At
first, | often corrected my mother's wrong understanding. But with the passage of time, | allowed
her mistaken understanding to run its course on the grounds of being busy. Then she lived in her
imagination and was contented with her own understanding. This is the life without language. It is
the same case between countries/writers, between the writer and reader/the teacher and
student. If there is no communication, misunderstanding and even indifference may occur.

British writer Daniel Defoe published his river novel Robinson Crusoe for the first time in 1719. The
protagonist called Robinson Crusoe encountered a storm while sailing on the sea, and then he
floated to a barren island alone, beginning his lonely life lasting as long as 28 years and 2 months
plus 19 days. Robinson, who came to the desert island alone, faced the problem of survival at
first. But after this problem was solved, he was most longing to speak with someone. We will die
without food, but what if there is no one to talk to? Robinson Crusoe got the inspiration from the
true story of Alexander Selkirk in its creation. According to the report of a British magazine at that
time, in April 1704, Selkirk turned a traitor on the sea, so he was deserted on an island over 900
kilometers away from the Chilean coast by the captain. After 4 years and 4 months, he even forgot
his language and became a savage unable to speak when he was found and rescued by the
seamen. That is to say, there is no language without exchanging. Shusaku Endo presented such a
description in his river novel Silence: “He heard a voice at last from the distance. Even if that
meant the warder began to interrogate himself from then on, it was better than the ice-cold
darkness like the blade. The priest held his ear against the door in a hurry, eager to hear that
sound."” Why was the priest eager to be interrogated? This was because he was jailed in a single
cell for a long time, lonely, anxious and afraid. This Portuguese missionary called Roderigo came to
Japan in the era of Edo Shogunate prohibiting religion. The authority ordered him to abandon
religion, but he chose to insist on it. Finally he was imprisoned alone. So, he was longing to speak
to someone, and even the inquest with cruel torture was talk and communication in his eyes. In
my river novel The Regrets, the protagonist even asked an “escort girl” to listen to his narration by
paying her. It is obvious that communication is mankind's instinctive aspiration. When this kind of
aspiration is strong enough, people will spend money to engage a person as the audience.

Of course, none of you present today was invited here with money. | believe you, as writers, have
the same aspiration for communication and for being read as me. French writer Albert Camus said
in his article Riddle that “Some people said they are not writing for being read, but we must not
believe that remark since a writer just writes in order to be read to a great extent.”



In my hometown, there is a sentence in the lyric of a folk song: What can travel around without
feet? The answer in the past was "big ship". But now, my answer is "language". Language can
travel around without feet. A lot of foreign writers have never been to China, but their works have
been translated into Chinese; some Chinese writers have never been to a certain country, but
their works have been translated into the language of that country. Writers make a living with
language and maintain confidence by communication. Once communication does not work, the
writing fails. Rockefeller, the American oil magnate, said emotionally that “If interpersonal
communication ability was a commodity like candy and coffee, | would like to buy this ability with
a price higher than that for the most precious thing under the sun.” Mr. Rockefeller does not know
that the writers are more concerned about the issue of communication than him.

Please get back to my novel and get back to the life of that family consisting of three members.
Though they were blind or deaf or mute, they realized effective communication relying on the
healthy organ of the other side eventually and even gave birth to a healthy child. We can draw a
conclusion from their story, thatis no communication fails in this world. The difference is that
they relied on the healthy organ of the other side, but what we rely on is great language.

“Distance will not hinder understanding and all can be neighbors surpassing the distance.” This
was a poem written by Zhang Jiuling in the Tang Dynasty of China and it is also the greatest wish in
my writing.
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