There is no shame in being a writer
 
I must confess you that the situation in what I am right now, speaking to such a select audience, is not at all comfortable. Particularly because I don't know what I could talk about to capture your attention, eventually to get the kindness from an audience I presume to be very demanding or even skeptical. I feel like I am against a court trial where I have to give account for my evil facts – this time for my literary facts. However, I have an alibi that allows me to plead "not guilty". As I've said some time ago - and now I have to repeat it - I am not a man of letters, but a man of loving literature. This statement hides a secret self pride though. As you know, Socrates said about himself to not be a sapient one, but to love sapience; however, considering himself on a higher level than most others. That because, unlike them, he knew that he doesn't know anything. The question could also be put in a critical manner: is it true that the blind man who is aware that he does not see – can actually see more than the one who is not aware that he doesn't see? 


I'll try to tell you my opinion about what to be a writer means and I will speak from the position as one knowing that he doesn't know what he talks about. That is the most I can promise. Unnecessary to add that the judgments that I'll make are subjective, lack of accuracy, are not based on any systematic study and neither on a serious documentation on the matter. They are just personal simple views based on my simple desire for things to be as I say. My task is facilitated by the fact that certain sincerity characterizes me. I use to say what I think even when I don't think anything.

The subject that I intend to approach has a certain history for my part. I myself kept hidden for a long time, like a shameful disease, that I write fiction literature, simply because such an occupation appeared as unhealthy and compromising to those of my intimate environment. Until December last year, the Secretary of Economy and Finance of Romania was a man who besides his job wrote poems and novels as he is a member of Writers Union. Do you know how his political opponents attacked him every time? Blaming him for being a writer! The writers themselves appear to share the opinion that their occupation is a blemish one. Baudelaire noted in his diary that art is prostitution, and later, at the beginning of the last century, a Russian writer (Vasili Rozanov) said also that writing is prostitution because, writing, " I give to everyone what I have most intimate."

Another reason which leads me to talk about being a writer, trying to defend it, is that the Romanian intellectual elite accredited the idea that literature should be a second hand occupation, relative to philosophy or even science. We find here again Plato's idea of banishing poets from his ideal citadel - led necessarily by philosophers! And then I'm asking the question: how to persuade my fellow countrymen that the writers could deserve a place in the citadel?
 

  Claude Levi-Strauss reported in "Tristes Tropiques" an interesting experience, which has to be retold.

Arrived in a village of nambikwara population of South America, where no writing and no drawing were known, the researcher has distributed to Indians some pencils and paper. At first they made no use of them. Then, one day, he saw that they were all busy drawing wavy horizontal lines on the paper, trying to do as the guest did with his pencils. The leader of the group, to distinguish himself from the others, requested a notepad - and after obtaining it, when the researcher was requiring him certain information, he did not give his answers in words, but traced some wavy lines on the paper and gave it to white-man, as if that one could read what he had to say. Sometimes the leader was doing even some "corrections" of his writing, or he was examining it with great care, as the meaning to be as clear as possible and should give back the most credible image of his ideas. In his turn, the guest was pretending to understand the meaning of the "writing" - and the verbal commentary between the two men elucidating then the question. Once, after calling the entire group to a meeting, the leader took out of his basket a paper with wavy lines, and pretending that he read the things written there, started to distribute the objects brought as gifts by the guest. The interpretation that the French anthropologist gives is that the leader sought to astonish his subjects and to persuade them that white-man is his ally and that all goods from white-man will be handled by him.

Claude Lévi-Strauss concludes that, for thousand of years and even today, in a large part of the world, writing there was and still is an institution in a society whose mostly members don’t know how to use it. Let me observe that the same can be said about literature. How many of our contemporaries have proper access to it, and how many have adopted its code, and how many of them know how to use it? Until reading the text of Levi Strauss, I was convinced that the writer is, must be, the intellectual elite, the voice of conscience of a nation, its moral guiding mark and the mentor of his people and so on. But today I must admit that my claims are more modest. I am aware that there are things more important than literature - the toothache, for example. There are people who do not read, just as there are people who do not believe in God. And the ones and the others can live very well, only that their universe is diminished. On the other hand, the purpose of writing is often diverted from institutions that manage it. It no longer serves to know or understand more, but to enhance the authority and prestige of an individual to the detriment of others. In other words, writing is simply a relationship of power. And then, the question that I ask is: how can I be a writer without being an accomplice of those institutions of power? I dare believe that the answer lies in a dissociation work. The writer is not an intellectual. But that is not at all a shameful thing - on the contrary! I will try immediately to explain why.
  
The concept itself of "intellectual" is being of relatively recent time. As common noun, the expression began to run until late-nineteenth century, in France. In the middle age, "intellectual" was used only as adjective and assigned to a person being elevated, virtuous and estimable. Such people were called, depending on each case, magister, professor or litterat. Literatti were those people who knew how to read and write in Latin, as a feeble minority compared to the vast mass of illiterates. Initially, literat was a clergyman. Actually the two terms were almost synonymous for a long time and only in the thirteenth century they began to be different, in the sense that the litterat could be also a layman. Abelard seems to be the first to set up a school out of Church's tutelage. "Extreme poverty in which I was living was the one who urged me to open a school (...) and so, resorting to the only art that I knew, instead of working with my hands, I started to benefit from working with the words" he said. Thus, the "intellectual" step by step becomes the person who sells his knowledge, as the merchant sells his time. Like the merchant, the intellectual man does not live from his manual labor, but from an "intermediary". That because, before selling the knowledge, he buys it in the training process. This way, they have been created in time a quasi hereditary caste of those who, like ancient sophists, were working with the mind and tongue, paid by urban communities money, plus fees from students and rates of interests of loans from people in need. These intellectuals had to struggle on the one hand, against plebeians that damned them like some parasites, and on the other hand, against the nobles. Compared to the first ones they demonstrated opprobrium, compared with the others, they claimed spiritual nobility. Towards the end of the fourteenth century, along with teachers, philosophers and judges (including doctors, alchemists and generally people studying natural sciences), they rise a new stratum of intellectuals, composed by lawyers and notaries, and then of artists. Thereafter, until the modern age, intellectual functions will diversify and expand into more and more areas of social life.

It is not lack of significance that the intellectual has been linked from the beginning to an institution. Initially the Church, then the University, the Court etc. and today, a lot of administrative, educational, cultural or scientific institutions. However, by its very definition, the institution is the result of a power relationship, because it manages some needs. By its power, the institution promises us a hierarchical, methodical, coherent and comprehensible world. Leaving aside the fact that often forgets its promises, the institution still has a drawback: the coercive. It exerts its functions by assertion, limitation, restriction, sometimes by force. It pretends discipline, conformism and standardization - and never forgets its requests. For that reason we are all helpless against the most detestable product of Institution - the bureaucracy. Bureaucracy is the conversion of institution as an own goal. Modern history has turned all institutions, whether moral or immoral, public or private from social instruments into own goals. Linked to an institution, the intellectual is never a free man, even pursuing a "liberal" job, as lawyers. The intellectual is an accomplice to the institution and, through it, to the Power - which he justifies, sometimes unconsciously, sometimes unintentionally, even when he disputes it. Because the intellectual, of course, only disputes, he never revolts against the established order, or if however he does that, he rather simulates; his uprising is a superficial, anemic and formal intercession. Many Romanian intellectuals pretended after 1990 as a fact of glory that under communist regime they have "resisted by culture". Until someone noticed that, if all Romanian people have been "resisting by culture", then the events of December 1989 would never have occurred and the communist dictatorship would never have upset. 

I’ve mentioned earlier that the intellectual man sells his knowledge as the merchant sells his time. Unlike the intellectual, the writer does not sell, but gives. He is like street guitar player, who sings for people leaving him some money and also for the others - and it is impossible to determine which ones are actually listening to him and which ones are moving on without hearing him. It is not precisely known nor whether he lives by his art or by begging. One thing however is known with precision: the writer, the real artist is not linked to any institution, not in any way indebted to the Power. There is no complicity between him and the Power, like in the case of the intellectual. He's a free man in the same way that nomad Gypsies are free. As he is a free man, the writer is a "Gypsy." Like Gypsies, he expresses himself on a background of disobedience, refusing any dogma. He sacrifices everything for his freedom - and that of the simple reason that freedom is the raw material of his creation. As far as he knows how to manage his freedom, the writer can offer it to the others.

I’m not sure if you understand me so far, but I’ve tried to explain the best I could. 

Now, as I speak here as an author of fiction, I'll try to illustrate the management of freedom in the particular area of fiction. Fiction establishes a coherent relationship between reality and signification, hereby the reality of fiction is often more powerful, or in any case richer in meaning than fragmented empiria mediated by senses. Psychologists have established that the perception of an object is determined by the representation, in other words, by its significance. The significance is a hypothesis of interpretation and assignment of meaning. The meaning of an object is neither true nor false; it has its own reality - which is neither out of conscience nor independent of it. On the contrary, the meaning results from a function of imaginary. We understand now why people actually see or hear rather what they want, than what actually is happening in so-called objective reality.

Curiously, however, is that areas that seem to be so far from fiction - such as science or philosophy - they use often tools and methods of fictional narratives. Philosophical theories contain as many metaphors as the fictional novels. And when Plato claims (in Timaios) that the smallest parts of matter are made of rectangle triangles, that link then in pairs to compose either isosceles triangles, or squares, which gather to compose further on the cube, the tetrahedral, the octahedral and so on, and which are also the basic units of the four elements: earth, fire, air and water - maybe we have got here a whole fictional narrative? Of course we have! Or, if we refer to science, one of the brightest savants of twentieth century, Werner Heisenberg, recognizes that in quantum mechanics, "language can be used only like in poetry, where also does not accurately represent the facts, but creates in the consciousness of the listener some pictures and certain links between thoughts."

Fiction determines our life to an extent far greater than we would accept, as far as contemporary wars are not wars between nations but wars between narratives. Samuel Huntington showed it pretty clear. Once more, it's proved again by narrative theories of psychology that focus on the symbolic activity human beings use it to save themselves from contingent and to build a consistent world and to endow it with some meaning. Ultimately, the individual and nevertheless the human mass identity is the result of one's own narrative about the individual and the community. Understanding yourself and the world as a story, might offer an explanation for people who have so much need for fiction - but not exclusively! The fiction is not just a way of building and understanding, but also a way of releasing oneself. Once the world no longer meets our expectations and wishes, the fictional mechanism intervenes to negotiate solutions and to adjust relations with it.

If this is the case - and it would appear that it is - we might ask why the public interest for fiction dropped so much lately. Why read increasingly less? - At least this is the situation in Romania. Where, how and why the people lost their appetite for reading? Why novels published today, some of them of doubtless value, no longer raise interest within the public?

My opinion is that the interest in fiction has not decreased but increased. Something else is fallen: the quality. Those who have looked into weekly horoscope on TV have of course observed how much fiction contain the so-called predictions of that Madame, what subtle narrative techniques and what complex devices of metaphors are put into service to seduce and persuade public viewer. Soap operas, talk-shows and news offer daily our chunk of fiction. Newspapers, football, political propaganda, the Internet, ads for products, VIP's industry, and even some books of science or philosophy not providing us anything than consumer myths which I would call illicit fiction. In fact, fiction has invaded our lives, it's everywhere, we consume it unconsciously and ceaselessly, as a ready food chewing, there is a true industrialization of them - and that is why fair fictions don't interest yet anymore and almost no longer find their place in our imaginary. Fiction crisis is a crisis of overproduction. For the same reasons, the prestige of the manager of the myth that the writer was entrusted by the community has declined to no longer count. His art is no longer ontophany - revelation of reality - and his literary work opens no more the road to that hidden quality of the world that perceptual and rational thinking can not foresee, but tends to escalate gradually in an appendix to the entertainment industry.
 
  However, let me conclude with an optimistic message, proclaiming that:

Ø There is no shame in being a writer, though you write only when you cannot not to write - nobody obligates you to write and therefore you can not claim anything for that.

Ø There is no shame in being a writer, even whether your role is tiny, the museum curator of words; as long as you care of the conservation and protection of its employment, your social function is not terminated; 

Ø There is no shame in being a writer because there is no shame in dreaming even though you only plunge into your own dreams breathing them as a curious amphibian being. Even though one day you'll wake up in the situation of that sapient Chinese-man who dreamed he was a butterfly and then after he woke up, is no longer sure whether he is a man who dreamed about himself as butterfly or he is a butterfly dreaming about itself as a man.
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