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Honorable Minister Cai Wu, Honorable Secretary
for Home Affairs, my good friend Mr. Tsang Tak-
sing, Excellencies, distinguished delegates, ladies

and gentlemen,

It is a great pleasure for me to join you here in Hong
Kong at this Asia Cultural Co-operation Forum. I
begin by extending my sincere appreciation to the
Home Affairs Bureau of the Hong Kong Special
Administrative Region Government. They invited me
to this good meeting and also my warm congratulation
to the Asia Cultural Co-operation Forum as cultural
mechanism for cultural heritage practitioners to get to
know, coordinate and exchange experiences among
one another. I think this is my third time to attend
this co-operation meeting, and of course I would also
like to thank the many countries specially China, the

Chinese government that has extended help to the
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Philippines because of the devastation brought by
this Haiyan Typhoon super storm, that ravaged 41

provinces in Philippines. Thank you very much.

Literature is a body of words in a language in which a
community defines itself. As such, it can foster social
coherence and unity. And it’s translated into other
languages; sensitize us to one another thus promoting
international harmony and understanding. Literature
expands our imagination and provides us ideas of
what is possible. According to one US president,
Bill Clinton, children can’t be expected to live a
life that they cannot imagine; and literature expands
our imagination. We rightly worry that many young
people’s lives are limited or circumscribed by their
limited environment, poverty, discrimination, low
expectations, cultural isolation and other conditions
that may render them unable to see beyond the
limits of their immediate horizons. Literature does
offer inexpensively a vision of other lives and other
perspectives; one of its potential benefits is to enlarge
the reader’s sense of the many possible ways to live,
hope for a better world, and the possibility of self
or social transformation inspired by literature. And
a rich imagination deepens the intellectual capacity
of a person. Empathy is the capability of entering
into another person’s feelings or inner lives. This
is an ability that is enhanced greatly by literature.
As we keep reading more works of fiction we are
able to enter into the lives of different characters

and their unique situations. One might vicariously
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experience situations through reading, and when
such situations actually come, the experience given
by literature expands our ability to handle them in a
mature way. Exposing an individual to good literary
works is equivalent to providing him or her with the
finest education opportunities. We will be depriving
a person the opportunity for growth if we don’t

provide enough literature.

Prose, poetry, drama, essays, fiction, literary works
based on philosophy, arts, history, religion and
culture, as well as scientific and legal writings are also
classified as literature. Literature is unique among
the arts in that it is the only one that is equally a form
of communication and expression. That’s why some
of the great literary and poetic works like the Bible,
and Indian epic like Ramayana and Mahabharata
or poetic philosophical texts like Lao Tzu’s Way
of Life, provide society with the guidance and the
principals of wisdom or good living. It is through
reading such great literary and poetic works that
we understand life. Lives of brilliant achievers who
have made valuable contributions to society are also
sketched in their biographies. These works give us
an insight into the life of these eminent people, while
also serving as a bible of ideals, especially to the

young people.

Indeed, there are many literary works that have
inspired great scientific discoveries and many people

don’t realize this. For example, in the 13™ century,
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Rumi in one philosophical poetry literary work
anticipated Darwin by so many centuries, because
in his works on the evolution of the human being,
he said that in the beginning we were minerals, that
is in one of his works - In the beginning we were
minerals. Then we graduated into becoming plants,
after that we became animals, according to Rumi.
From there we became human. And so he continues:
if there is a continuous progress, what prevents us
from becoming angels as the next stage of evolution?
That was Rumi in the 13th century. I don’t know if
Darwin read Rumi. If he did we can say that evolution
was inspired by that. But look at what happens if
we read such great works, including Jules Verne’s
Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, which
anticipated the submarine by so many decades. Also
I don’t know if you are able to read Buck Rogers
back in the 50s and 60s whose stories anticipated the
laser beam. And you can say many, many works of
literature anticipated scientific discoveries, because
they expand our notion of what is possible. Of
course, not all literature does this. Many of the best
sellers now are pure commercial in nature. But there
are those writings that make you think and cause you
to reflect on human condition. It is our function to

encourage more of such literature.

In the Philippines, our National Commission for
Culture, which is another name for our Ministry
of Culture, has many well-developed programs for

encouraging literary works of all kinds. We give an
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annual writers prize, a very big amount to enable one
great or good writer to keep writing for one year; we
provide them enough to live on and even more than
that, so that in one year one major work could be
finished. We also have a Committee on Literary Arts,
we have a Committee on Language and Translations,
which translate a lot of literary works from the
vernacular, from the local language, to national
language and into English, because we have around
87 languages in the Philippines. But our Department
recently canonized 18 major languages and any great
literary works or even educational materials should
automatically be translated into these 18 mother
languages, mother tongues, so that children all
over the country will be properly educated. We also
have a Committee on the Dramatic Arts. We have
a Committee on Films that encourages cinematic
writing in all the different regions. And annually we
run 25 literary writers workshops. We expect these
writers workshops or writers congresses to operate

successfully every year.

Well, thank you very much again for giving us the
opportunity to share whatever we have and the
importance of better literature for our contemporary

living and vibrancy of society.

Thank you very much.
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