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Faisal ODDANG 

The Birth of Stories 

I was born twenty-four years ago in a small village called Tale, in the South Sulawesi province of 

Indonesia. The first language I learned was Bugis, my mother tongue— which we use every day at 

home as Buginese.  I studied Indonesian as the official language when I was in elementary school, 

and lastly studied Arabic and English. My story is a complicated language-learning process, and I 

believe most Indonesian writers go through it. Even though I’ve finally written all my works in 

Indonesian, as I learned the language, I kept asking myself: 

 

How do I represent Indonesian literature? 

 

Indonesia has about 17,000 islands,  652 languages, and thousands of tribes—how can anyone 

simplify that diversity into a single identity? 

 

Perhaps answers lie in the history of Indonesian literature: 

 

The history of Indonesian literature cannot be separated from the civilizations that shaped it. 

Indonesian literature originated from an oral tradition, born from spells and prayers used for rituals, 

worship and other mystical things. Entering the modern era, the political function of Indonesian 

literature is especially significant. Starting with the Balai Pustaka era (1920)—Balai Pustaka is 

publisher established for political purposes—literary works had to be in accordance with the 

provisions of the Dutch East Indies colonial government. Around 1945—the year of Indonesian 

independence—prose and poetry served to drum up the spirit of resistance to colonialism. In the 

Soeharto regime (1967-1998), many writers were repressed, kidnapped, and disappeared until recent 

years because literary works could affect the political climate so powerfully. I provide this brief 

history to show that every place, time and civilization creates literary works regardless of the 

obstacles.  

 

Speaking of the relationship between writing and obstacles—during my first two weeks in Iowa City, 

I got red tornado warnings on my phone and on the screens in the lobby of my hotel. All of the 

international writers were directed to take shelter in the basement. In my village, we also have 

tornadoes—we call them “The Penis of Wind.” (I don't need to explain the reason behind this.) In 

America, people face tornadoes with sirens and warnings. In my village, we face “The Penis of 

Wind” mystically. My ancestors believed nakedness is one of the ways of preventing tornadoes. If 

we treat the tornado as an idea on the brink of being written, then we can clearly see how the 

American way and my Indonesian village way of creating literary works are different. 

 

In addition to the brief literary history of Indonesia, I want to speak about my childhood and how my 

literary works are born from the things that I experienced.  

 

My village is far from the city and will not be found on the map. Because of our distance, there is no 

entertainment for us, no internet, no television broadcast. My childhood entertainment was just 
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listening to a bedtime story from Dad, or climbing one of the many mango trees in front of our house 

with my friends. My father forbade me to climb a tree at the time, he said: you will break the 

branches, the tree will be in pain and cry. At that time, I believed what my father said and I believed 

the tree could talk, be sad, be happy, and cry. 

 

In 2012, I started studying Indonesian Literature and decided to become a writer. I wrote novels, 

short stories and even poems about trees and won various awards. As I continued to write, I realized 

that I was composed of various stories including reproduced stories from my childhood. I have now 

written four novels, two poetry collections and one short story collection, and I believe that works 

are recycled stories that shape my body; from music that I hear; books that I read; my discussions 

with other people — and of course, from the bedtime stories with Dad. 

 

For a more complex context, my story is only a small fragment — there are still thousands and even 

millions of other writers with different backgrounds and all of them are parts of Indonesian literature. 

I believe that everyone has stories like a set of puzzle pieces in their body. Indonesian literature is a 

vast puzzle itself, represented by a pluralistic civilization. It cannot simply have a single identity, 

because Indonesian identity is diversity. 
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