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Abstract
This study concentrates on Malaysian-made films produced between 2000 and 2020
which portray the Communist insurgency and leftist political movements before
Malaya/Malaysia’s independence. These twin issues fit the demands of an academic
investigation as their statuses in the nation-building process occupy controversial
and contested positions. The ruling regime’s official discourse depicted the MCP
and its members as terrorists who brutally sabotaged the country’s economic
development and political system. However, those who were involved in the
Communist struggle and leftist movements have claimed that they contributed to
the anti-colonial struggle and spurred the British to grant the newly constituted
nation independence. Thus, they believe they deserve recognition and a place in the
history of the country’s anti-colonial struggles. After the turn of the millennium,
some young Malaysian filmmakers were interested in reclaiming Malayan
Communism’s history and memory, and that of the political left, to challenge the
official narrative. These filmmakers renegotiated the idea of what the nation could
be via a re-interrogation of its Communist legacy. At the same time, the regime
tried to counter these alternative memories by sponsoring Malay Patriotic Films that
solidified their master narrative while imposing regulations and policies to contain
the film productions that expressed alternative nation-building’s vision. Utilizing
the framework of Gramscian-influenced Cultural Studies, this study places the films
as the site of hegemony struggle, where the meanings and modes of
commemoration regarding the nation-building and the Communist struggle are
contested.

Keywords: Communist-themed films; ethnic politics; Malayan Communist Party;
memory; nation-building
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Chapter One ⸺ Introduction

1.1 Research Objective, Justification and Background
2018 was an important year for the Malaysian political landscape. The ruling
coalition Barisan Nasional (BN, or the National Front), which ruled the country
since its independence from the British in 1957, was defeated for the first time by
the opposition coalition Pakatan Harapan (PH, or the Alliance of Hope), led by
former Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad. Even though there was a seeming
reversion in 2020 during the so-called “Sheraton Move” which saw the collapsed
of PH government, this election marked a drastic change from the hegemony of the
dominant United Malays National Organisation (UMNO), the de facto ruling power
within BN. Historically, UMNO maintained power by manipulating interethnic
political conflicts and championing ethnic Malay rights and interests, positioning
themselves as protectors of the rightful indigenous “owners” of the country (Vasil
1971, 2). Yet, there were signs that Malaysian society, especially the younger
generation, preferred non-communal politics, as indicated by the severe defeat of
ethnically based parties within BN, such as the Malaysian Chinese Association
(MCA) and the Malaysian Indian Congress (MIC).
In this changing political landscape, civil society groups seized the opportunity
to push the political boundaries and appeal for a more egalitarian political system
and more freedom of speech. During the 2018 Cooler Lumpur Festival held in
Kuala Lumpur, the organisers decided to screen a banned documentary film about
the Malayan Communist Party (MCP), titled The Last Communist (Lelaki Komunis
Terakhir, 2006), directed by Amir Muhammad. Although this documentary
survived the scrutiny of the Film Censorship Board of Malaysia in 2007, it was
1

eventually banned after a Malay language newspaper criticised the censorship
board for releasing a film that supposedly paid tribute to an MCP leader, in this case
the life and struggle of the late Chin Peng (the alias of Ong Boon Hua), the MCP’s
long-serving Secretary-General. However, the organisers failed to obtain
permission for the screening. (Azril 2018). While the filmmaker and the organiser
anticipated more relaxed censorship enforcement under the new regime, the topic
of the Communist insurgency, which was the main target of repression during the
so-called Malayan Emergency that began in 1948, was still deemed too sensitive
and controversial for Malaysian politics and society.
The dispute and controversy surrounding the MCP was related to its position
and role in the country’s nation-building. The UMNO-led former ruling regime’s
official discourse depicted the MCP and its members as terrorists who brutally
sabotaged the country’s economic development and political system. However,
those who were involved in the Communist struggle and leftist movements have
claimed that they contributed to anti-colonial struggle and spurred the British to
grant the newly constituted nation independence. Therefore, they believe they
deserve recognition and a place in the history of the country’s anti-colonial
struggles (Chin and Hack 2004, 235; Stockwell 2006, 292). The MCP formed the
Malayan People's Anti-Japanese Army (MPAJA) to assist the British in the fight
against the Japanese Occupation during the Second World War, but British
suppression of their post-war activities eventually drove them underground
(Stockwell 2006, 284–285). After the war, the MCP allied with a variety of groups,
including the leftist political coalition PUTERA-AMCJA (Pusat Tenaga Ra’akyat
[Centre of People’s Power] and the All-Malaya Council of Joint Action), and
through various fronts and alliances, negotiated with the returning British on
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various subjects, including independence. However, the British would eventually
work with less radical elements, such as the eventual first Prime Minister of
Malaya/Malaysia, Tunku Abdul Rahman (leader of UMNO) and the members of
his Alliance Party (the forerunner of BN, which replaced the Alliance in 1973)
(Cheah 2009). The MCP formed its Malayan National Liberation Army (MNLA)
and launched its armed struggle in 1948 when a State of Emergency was declared
by the British that eventually lasted for twelve years (1948–1960). The armed
confrontation between the two belligerents cost tens of thousands of lives, including
many civilians. Many of the prisoners taken during this undeclared war by the
British were deported to China, as the majority of the Communists were ethnic
Chinese. Although the MCP officially terminated their armed struggle in 1989 after
signing the Peace Accord with the Malaysian government, facilitated by the Thai
military at Hat Yai in southern Thailand, the resulting historical scars continue to
be a sensitive political taboo in Malaysian politics.
This study concentrates on Malaysian-made films produced between 2000 and
2020 which portray the Communist insurgency and leftist political movements
before Malaya/Malaysia’s independence. These twin issues fit the demands of an
academic investigation as their statuses in the nation-building process occupy
controversial and contested positions. As such, this study hopes to connect film to
the nation-building process and articulate the recent political developments in
Malaysia. The fracturing and changing political climate over the past 20 years,
especially in the wake of the Reformasi (Reformation) movement at the end of the
20th century, have expanded the spaces for alternative discourses that challenge and
compete with the official discourse on communism and leftist politics. A survey on
the production backgrounds and processes, critical receptions and textual analyses
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of films produced in this period provide an interesting entry point in the study of
competing discourses.
Generally, the Communist struggle is politically controversial because it is
heavily intertwined with the politics of ethnicity in Malaya/Malaysia. In general
terms, the Malay ethnonationalists tended to see themselves as the legitimate heirs
to political power and thus push the Chinese and Indians toward more marginalised
political positions to prevent them from acquiring too much economic and politic
clout. As stated by Vasil (1980), Malay nationalist sentiment is “committed to the
view that as they are the only indigenous people, the country belongs to them.
Malaysia is Tanah Melayu (Land of the Malays), and its national language, culture,
religion and overall image must reflect this fundamental fact” (5). This sentiment
has evolved into the concept of bumiputra, which literally means sons or princes of
the soil, but has come to be a term for ethnic Malays and later incorporating other
indigenous groups. This has become an essential political idea in the shaping of
Malay nationalist consciousness and the fundamental premise in nation-building,
particularly after the formulation of the New Economic Policy (NEP). This concept
of bumiputra justified the idea of Ketuanan Melayu (Malay supremacy), an
ideology which seeks to guarantee the Malays pre-eminence in the nation’s political
power and economic resources.
Returning to the Communist insurgency, its primary failure was its inability to
attract significant numbers of members of other ethnicities, especially the Malays,
to join their struggle. Scholars generally agree that communism was first brought
to Malaya by the radical faction within the Kuomintang (KMT), during the period
of the first united front between the KMT and the Chinese Communist Party (CCP),
as initiated by Sun Yat-sen in the 1920s (Cheah 2012, 14; Hanrahan 1954, 7; Heng
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1988, 21; Lee 1996, 22; Means 1970, 68). Generally, the earliest Communist
activities emphasised fighting for the rights of and upgrading the status of labour—
especially Chinese labour. Although fighting for labour rights was the MCP’s main
objective, the MCP tried to speak to general Chinese interests. Thus, scholars have
had little problem with defining the MCP as a “Chinese organisation” (Belogurova
2019, 85; Lee 1996, 8; Yong 1991, 646). Although there was the existence of the
10th Malay Regiment during the Emergency, they were considered as a minor force
compared to the ethnic Chinese Communists. In other words, those who joined and
were involved in these movements were predominantly Chinese, and the party’s
leadership was exclusively Chinese, although some non-Chinese members such as
Abdullah CD also held positions of influence. As a result, the Emergency became
simplified as an encounter between the “Chinese insurgency” and the “Malay
resistance” (Short 1970, 1081). Hence, the communal “Chinese versus Malay”
narrative has dominated the Communist struggle’s historical discourse, and the
events of the Emergency can be conveniently spun as the “outsider immigrant”
Chinese attacking and killing the “indigenous” Malay. This made it easier for the
ultranationalist Malays to frame the Communist movement as an invasion brought
by immigrants trying to seize political power from the Malays. Additionally, this
“Chinese uprising” is treated as grounds for suspicion of Chinese loyalty to the
Malaysian nation-state, adding obstacles to ethnic Chinese seeking their rightful
status in the nation-building process and hindering the process of establishing their
roots in the land. Concurrently, the Communist past has been frequently exploited
by Malay nationalists, especially powerful figures from UMNO, to legitimise the
party’s self-appointed role as the guardians of Malay interests and defenders from
the domination of the Chinese. At the same time, the contributions of Malayan
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Communists and leftists have been marginalised, if not distorted, to serve the
hegemony of the UMNO’s Malay nationalist discourse.
After the turn of the millennium, some young Malaysian indie filmmakers were
interested in reclaiming Malayan Communism’s history and memory, and that of
the political left, to challenge the official narrative. They renegotiated the idea of
what the nation could be via a re-interrogation of its Communist legacy. For Khoo
Gaik Cheng (2010), the interest and willingness of the younger generation of
Malaysian cultural workers to “fill the gaps in Malaysian history” (253) emerged
because they had less historical burden compared to older generations:
This generation did not experience firsthand the contempt and violence
of British colonialism and the Japanese Occupation. For these
comparatively young citizens, the idea that one would readily toil in the
jungle for over thirty years and fight and die to defend an abstract notion
such as “freedom from oppression” is far removed from their urban
comforts and daily reality. Distanced experientially and temporally
from the emotive propaganda of the times, they are able to revisit a past
with some detachment and curiosity. (254)
Additionally, these young independent filmmakers belong to the “post-Reformasi
generation” of progressive-minded cultural workers, who envisioned the possibility
of reformed state power and even the nation itself. The Reformasi movement began
in September 1998 as a result of the power struggle between Mahathir Mohamad
(then in his first tenure as prime minister) and his deputy, Anwar Ibrahim. The
conflict soon involved allegations of nepotism and cronyism both in UMNO and
the state in general, escalating when Mahathir sacked Anwar from his posts of
Deputy Prime Minister and Finance Minister, but also expelled Anwar from UMNO.
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Anwar used his predicament to call for reform in state accountability, transparency
and probity, successfully persuading Malaysians to take to the street in protest
against Mahathir’s regime. About 30,000 people joined the protest in Kuala Lumpur
and Anwar was detained by the police the same night. Reformasi can be considered
an important watershed moment in the local political landscape, in which
Malaysians began to be more aware of the need for political reform, mobilised to a
degree not seen for years. Reform-minded groups have tried to elevate the political
participation of citizens by opening up the public sphere and struggling for more
freedom of expression. At the same time, increasing number of Malaysians,
regardless of ethnicity, involved themselves in civil society organisations to pursue
social justice issues beyond communal lines, e.g., human rights, fighting corruption,
building a more independent judiciary (Sheila 2007). The evolution of digital and
internet communication technology starting from the 1990s acted as a catalyst for
such reform, wherein the internet had become an important space and channel for
political mobilisation and the dissemination of alternative political information and
commentary not normally carried by traditional broadcast and print media, which
were tightly controlled by the state. Beside evading an effective state-level
information blockade, the internet provided a platform for the discussions of issues
such as interethnic relationship, religion and even the prevalence of the discourse
of Ketuanan Melayu, thus improving interethnic communication and understanding
(Tapsell 2013; Weiss 2013).
The independent filmmaking movement that began in the 1990s is the legacy
of the spirit of Reformasi, which influenced some critical arts and cultural workers
who engage with Malaysian politics in their praxes. These practitioners were
enthusiastic about exploring the idea of a transethnic nation that challenges the
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vision of a monolithic Malay-centric national identity imposed by the regime. These
young filmmakers benefited from the development of digital filming technology,
where the availability of cheap and easy-to-use digital video cameras and personal
computer video editing software since the early 2000s has encouraged the
development of “do-it-yourself” digital format films to interrogate questions of
ethnicity, culture, national identity and other civil issues. Their outlook was
markedly more cosmopolitan, being able to engage with national political-cultural
issues in a cross-ethnic sphere, while being willing to tell stories of other ethnicities
(Khoo 2007).
For Hassan (2007), this independent wave serves as a form of “little cinema”
that can potentially challenge and replace mainstream Malay cinema, eventually
becoming a “real cinema” that truly manifests in a multiethnic and multicultural
nation. Besides, these filmmakers tried to evade state censorship by circulating their
films online and engaging audiences in alternative venues, such as by working with
non-governmental organisations and art societies at universities and private
colleges. Some of these films were screened at international film festivals, drawing
the attention of international audiences towards the country’s political and social
problems. This attention created a tension between the state and these filmmakers,
and thus Malaysian independent film culture “has become synonymous with labels
such as opposition, left-wing, alternative and activist” (Lim 2014, 519).
Generally, this renewed interest in the MCP was triggered by the end of the
Communist armed struggle in 1989, thus making the topic less politically and
socially sensitive. This development was concurrent with the end of the broader
Cold War, represented by the collapse of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the
disintegration of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s. The disclosure of previously
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classified archival materials and other sources has generated new scholarship and
deepened the human understanding of the period, even if scholars contend that Cold
War scholarship should move from Eurocentric notion of global geopolitical
conflict (i.e., between the US-led “Free World” and the Soviet-aligned Communist
Bloc) to a more Asian-centric perspective that focusses on the roles played by Asian
actors. Implicit in this is that the Cold War in Asia should be seen beyond their roles
as the great powers’ allies, but treated as independent forces participating for their
own political and ideological purposes (Hack and Wade 2009, 443; Szonyi and Liu
2010, 6–7; Vu 2009, 3–4). Some Asian countries were on the trajectory of
decolonisation during the Cold War, where local elites were challenging the
European powers and trying to maintain political neutrality amidst the broader
rivalry. Furthermore, anti-communist measures taken in these postcolonial
countries may have traced different paths, operating independently without the
direct influence and direction from the US (Kraus 2017). Generally, the resurgent
enthusiasm about the MCP and Malaysia’s broader leftist past is definitely a Cold
War legacy, given that the Communist and leftist movements were suppressed and
demonised by the rightist regime, both before and after independence. Although
counterinsurgency actions in the years immediately before and after independence
were largely directed by the British, subsequent anti-Communism measures from
the 1970s to recent times were exercised more as a tool by the ultranationalist
Malays and UMNO-dominated regime to maintain its status quo, rather than being
taken in support of US-led anti-communism efforts.
Beginning in the 1990s, there was a “cultural turn” in Cold War studies
(Griffith 2001). Instead of centring on military exercises and diplomatic
relationships, these studies investigated how the Cold War was interwoven with
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cultural practices, including but not limited to images, media, art, literature, theatre,
film, cultural policies and perceptions, stereotypes. Recently, there have been
scholarly volumes and books regarding the intersection between Asian cultures
with the Cold War (Day and Liem 2010; Vu and Wongsurawat 2009; Zheng, Liu,
and Szonyi, 2010), including film specifically (Hee 2019; Fu and Yip 2019; Lee,
2020). This study contributes to this dimension of scholarship, but differs from
existing historical studies that concentrate on the Cold War era—here, it focusses
on post-Cold War Malaysian filmmakers, try to recapitulate their Cold War past to
envision a better political future. They recollected the experiences and opinions of
participants in the Communist struggle and tried to transmit these recollections to
the general Malaysian population. Independent filmmaker Amir Muhammad would
make two films on the subject; the first was his banned film, The Last Communist,
as mentioned above, where the second part of the documentary takes the audience
to the Peace Village in Southern Thailand, where many ex-MCP members reside,
where they were given a space to explain their reasons for joining the struggle,
highlighting their belief that they were fighting the British to liberate Malaya. Amir
Muhammad’s next documentary on the subject, Village People Radio Show (Apa
Khabar Orang Kampung, 2007), interviews the members of the 10th Regiment, the
majority of whom were ethnic Malays. In the film, Amir Muhammad presents these
non-Chinese soldiers in the Communist ranks as a counterpoint to the official
discourse that the MCP was a purely Chinese movement. In the same year, graphic
artist and social activist Fahmi Reza produced Ten Years before Independence
(Sepuluh Tahun Sebelum Merdeka), focusing on the leftist PUTERA-AMCJA
coalition and their struggle to free Malaya from the British. Fahmi’s video was
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hosted online and could be downloaded for free as an effort to generate public
discussion among Malaysians.
These films’ availability was not taken lightly by the UMNO-dominated
regime; the ultranationalist Malays, especially those who identified with UMNO’s
politics, have consistently tried to counter these alternative discourses while
solidifying the impression of Communists as terrorists, saboteurs and traitors. In the
sphere of film, besides censorship and outright banning, the ruling regime has
continuously supported the production of Malay language patriotic films
(henceforth “The Malay Patriotic Films”), which aim to incite rightist Malay
nationalist sentiment, such as Leftenan Adnan (Aziz M. Osman 2000), Embun
(Erma Fatima 2002), Paloh (Adman Salleh 2003), 1957: Hati Malaya (Shuhaimi
Baba 2007) and Tanda Putra (Shuhaimi Baba 2013). During August and September,
these patriotic films were normally shown to commemorate the Independence Day
celebrations (achieved on 31 August 1957, although Malaysia, consisting of Malaya,
Singapore, Sabah and Sarawak, was formed on 16 September 1963). Leftenan
Adnan, Embun and Paloh are all set during the Japanese Occupation of Malaya
during the Second World War. Leftenan Adnan and Embun celebrate the Malay
bravery in opposing the Japanese, while erasing the role of Communist-formed
MPAJA. However, Paloh is considered to be more ideologically challenging for its
“problematizing Malay(sian) history” by narrating a romantic relationship between
a Malay kempeitai policeman and a Chinese girl with a MPAJA family background
(Lim 2011b, 97). 1957: Hati Malaya, set just before Malaya’s independence, shows
the struggle for independence from the British and is aligned with the mainstream
discourse in that it portrays UMNO as the sole contributor to the nation’s
independence.
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Among these films, Tanda Putra has generated more controversy as its
screening coincided with the banning of The New Village (Wong Kew Lit, 2013).
Tanda Putra, depicting the 13 May 1969 ethnic riots, finally obtained the green
light from the censorship board after its release date was postponed three times.
Meanwhile, The New Village, a love story set during the Emergency, previously
obtained a public screening permit but was banned from public screening after
several Malay politicians who had not seen the film criticised it for supposedly
glorifying communism. Such films, like Amir Muhammad’s, which provided
alternative visions about Malaysia’s Communist past, were easy targets for
ultranationalist Malay politicians who claimed that they were glorifying or even
seeking to revive communism.
In February 2017, a documentary titled Absent Without Leave, featuring former
MCP members who were exiled to Hong Kong and China, was also banned in
Malaysia. This documentary was criticised by many Malay politicians, many of
whom, again, did not watch the film, as another effort to glorify communism and
as an insult to Malays whose family members died fighting against the Communists
during the Emergency. The director, Lau Kek Huat, a Malaysian-born filmmaker
now based in Taiwan, strived to counter the ban by organising a screening on
YouTube. While its subjects are now elderly and no longer active in the MCP, many
are still living in exile and have expressed a longing to go back to Malaysia. In 2019,
Lau Kek Huat again interrogated the Communist past in his first feature film
Boluomi (2019), which juxtaposes two related stories from two different periods of
time. One story narrated a mother’s involvement in the MCP during the Emergency,
who tried to patch up her relationship with her estranged son, whom she abandoned
when she was a guerrilla in the jungle. The other story is set in the present and
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depicts the relationship between a male Malaysian student and a female Filipino
worker in Taiwan. The modern story is semi-autobiographical; Lau, who studied
filmmaking in Taiwan, was inspired by the experience of his father and grandfather
during the Communist armed insurrection. Lau claimed that he tried to display the
humane side of Communists, but his work was eventually banned by the censorship
board in 2020.
This study will focus on how these films, whether independent or stated-funded,
portray the role of communism and the leftist movement in the struggle for
independence and in nation-building. The emergence of alternative narratives and
discourses, especially by filmmakers coming from a new generation born after
independence, provides interesting angles in the exploration of this study. Why are
they so interested in the history of their parents’ or grandparents’ generations?
What inspired them to participate in the debate over the meaning, implication and
legacy of the anti-colonial movements before independence? And more importantly,
how is their participation related to their own negotiation of their identities?
Hence, their emergence provides new terrain for interrogating Malaysian
political, social and cultural identities. Some filmmakers continue getting
government funding and work collaboratively with the state to produce films that
support the official discourse and national myth, while others try to retain their
editorial independence to interrogate the issue and challenge mainstream discourse.
By comparing the official patriotic films and the films that provide alternative
discourses on the Communist insurrection and leftist movements, this study tries to
provide a more comprehensive picture of Communist and leftist politics in
Malaysian politics while highlighting the tension between these discourses.
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1.2 Theoretical Framework: Film, Memories and the Contestation of Nationbuilding’s Discourse
History and the telling of the past have always played major roles in consolidating
national consciousness and ethnic identities. The collective imagination of the
nation can be carved by a master narrative regarding the past. As Etienne Balibar
(1991) elaborates:
The history of nations…is always already presented to us in the form of
a narrative that attributes to these entities the continuity of a subject.
The formation of the nation thus appears as the fulfilment of a “project”
stretching over centuries, in which there are different stages and
moments of coming to self-awareness, which the prejudices of
historians will portray as more or less decisive. (86)
In his famous essay “What is a Nation?”, Ernest Renan (1990) highlighted history’s
significance in forging nationhood. He explains that history is less a set of facts than
an interpretation of them. The notion of collective forgetting and historical errors,
such that “the essence of a nation is that all individuals have many things in
common, and also that they have forgotten many things” (11), is also situated in
history. In other words, nationalist projects have always been intertwined with the
state’s “management of the past” by manipulating the politics of remembering and
forgetting. From Homi Bhabha’s perspective, the “nation as a narrative” involves
an ongoing and contested process of remembering and forgetting:
We then have a contested cultural territory where the people must be
thought of in double-time; the people are the historical ‘objects’ of a
nationalist pedagogy, giving the discourse an authority that is based on
the pregiven or constituted historical origin or event; the people are also
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the ‘subjects’ of a process of signification that must erase any prior or
originary presence of the nation-people to demonstrate the prodigious,
living principle of the people as that continual process by which the
national life is redeemed and signified as a repeating and reproductive
process. (Bhabha 1990, 297)
Correspondingly, there is an increasing number of studies focusing on the terrain
of “memory”. In fact, there is a “memory boom” in that the inquiry of memory has
become “the organizing principle of scholarly or artistic work” (Winter 2006, 54).
The study of memory emerges as an interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary domain
in the academic sphere, in the investigation of cultural life, identity formation and
the political process (Erll 2008a, 1; Huyssen 1995, 5). While history can be
described as “what happened”, memory is the process of remembering and
forgetting what had happened (Assmann 2012), or “the process or faculty whereby
events or impressions from the past are recollected and preserved” (Bell 2006, 2).
However, the traditional boundaries between memory and history are gradually
blurring (Bell 2006, 2; Garde-Hansen 2011, 16; Misztal 2003, 103). Burke (2011)
even asserts that both history and memory are equally problematic and subjective
as both involve the process of “conscious or unconscious selection, interpretation
and distortion” (188). Nonetheless, memory is hailed for its ability to disrupt and
destabilise history’s master narrative and significant power disparities. This
development aligns with the growth of critical self-reflection in historical
discourses, which embraces the paradoxical and ambivalent nature of memory, and
deconstructing any deterministic view of the past (Garde-Hansen 2011, 6–8;
Radstone and Hodgkin 2003, 10). The dissolution of boundaries may enrich efforts
to research and understand the past, while this democratisation of memory provides
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spaces for both professionals and laypeople to render the past, including cultural
workers like filmmakers. Generally, this “memory turn” has resulted in an
activeness and creativeness in understanding the past through various means of
remembrance and commemoration. Memories have become transmissible
narratives, memorializing the past and the dead while charging those who live in
the present to remember. As Fujitani, White, and Yoneyama (2001) highlights:
The problem of memory allows us to acknowledge that the past is not a
stable object that exists divorced from our own time and location,
waiting to be interpreted. Our knowledge about the past is always
already mediated through narratives such as historical writings,
memoirs, and textbooks, through dreams, through images on film,
photographs, and paintings, through material objects such as memorial
icons, and through ritual practices such as commemorative ceremonies
and memorial services. (16)
For French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs (1992), individual memories have to be
articulated within “social frameworks” as these memories are inherently shaped by
and operate according to the social context. He coins the term “collective memory”
to illustrate the individual human tend to keep their recollections of the past in
correspondence with the solidarity or the interest of the larger community they
belong to (38–40). In other words, an individual will adhere to the community’s
shared version of the past to demonstrate their belonging to the community. Thus,
memory is heavily intertwined with the creation and maintenance of the collective
identity and essential for the solidarity of a political community which is envisaged
as a nation. Just as Anthony Smith (1996) suggests: “one might almost say: no
memory, no identity; no identity, no nation” (383). Thus, nations as “communities
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of memory” may use memory as a political apparatus to solidify identification with
the nation while consolidating the power of the ruling establishment. In other words,
memory has also been articulated in the contestation of national identity and is thus
heavily woven into the nationalistic politics of remembering and forgetting. As
Fujitani, White, and Yoneyama (2001) explains:
As the past becomes valorised as a locus for imagining and feeling
national identity, history is often transmuted into tradition, a set of
apparently timeless symbols and ritual acts that function as markers of
shared (national) identity. As the past becomes an object of veneration,
to be reawakened in moments of memorialisation, it more easily takes
on the properties of shared essence, to be guarded and reproduced as
sacred memory. This we take to be one of the key insights of the
literature on the “invention of tradition,” a literature that has spawned
innumerable studies of contemporary constructions of tradition as
objectified political symbol. Here the authenticating power of
remembered tradition and history has a double edge, a cultural means
for propagating hegemonic powers of the state and/or dominant groups
on the one hand, and a strategic device for recuperating the voice of
marginalized groups on the other. (17–18)
Thus, it is not wrong to assert that these “productions” of memory also depend on
the production of what memory is not. Thus, discourses around memory are the
products of the politics of inclusion and exclusion, which fit well with the politics
of remembering and forgetting in forging an exclusionary nationalist sentiment
(Radstone and Hodgkin 2003, 2). French historian Pierre Nora (2011) also
highlights that the reasons behind the increasing interest in engaging with memory,
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including the effort to recover memories that have been repressed or ignored, comes
from the fact that these memories may serve as a tool to challenge the official
version of history (440). This position also prioritises the notion that “where there
is power, there is resistance”, thus, hegemonic memory will always be challenged
by a bottom-up, counter or alternative memory (Misztal 2003, 62). Hence, memory
might be contested grounds in which different versions of the past complete for
domination and the legitimisation of their position in the national public sphere.
According to McCrone (1998), nationalism in the West tends to lean more
towards a discourse around civil rights, while in Asia, it is more influenced by
culture and ethnicity (8). As a postcolonial nation in Southeast Asia, Malaysia falls
into the latter category. For Homi Bhabha (1994), postcolonial discourses on
nationalism have frequently involved two modes of contesting representations—
cultural production of symbols “signifying the people as an a priori historical
presence” that forges a sense of national unity, and “the discourses of minorities,
the heterogeneous histories of contending peoples, antagonistic authorities and
tense locations of cultural difference” that stand opposed to the former
representation (147–148). Thus, the nation-building process in many Southeast
Asian nations, including Malaysia, often involved suppressing the rights, cultural
practices and narratives of immigrant communities in favour of nativist political
practices.
Malaysia’s nation-building process was filled with “anxieties of remembering”
as the past and memories were mobilised, selected, marginalised, silenced and
censored in the process of enforcing exclusionary Malay nationalism that asserted
Malay political pre-eminence over Chinese and Indian immigrant communities
(Cheah 2002a, 27). The major terrain of contestation is the resistance to the
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Japanese during the Second World War, and the Communist movement that
followed. According to the study by Blackburn and Hack (2012) regarding
commemoration of the Second World War in Malaysia, the Malaysian regime has
tried to shape the contours of national remembrance by deliberately marginalising
and suppressing the history of Chinese war contributions, such as the MPAJA,
while disproportionately glorifying Malay sacrifice and resistance. At the same time,
the official narrative also seeks to downplay the extent of Malay involvement with
leftist movements, and Malay collaboration with the Japanese during the war (to be
further elaborated in Chapter Two). Malay resistance was the main theme in
Leftenan Adnan, which uses Malay bravery and heroism to spur ethnonationalism
and unity (to be further elaborated in Chapter Three). Only after the 1990s was the
history of Malay cooperation with the Japanese depicted in revised school textbooks,
while Japanese aggression was toned down because of the state’s attempt to forge
an economic relationship with Japan. Yet, Chinese resistance to the Japanese
remains silenced, and their suffering under brutal Japanese treatment during the war
is less visible in the official narrative (Cheah 2000, 30; 2007, 49–50). In short,
selective memory and the selective commemoration by the state has been geared
towards the construction of a unified, homogeneous Malay identity. Borrowing
from Stuart Hall’s phrase, this highly selective remembering reflects “common
historical experiences and shared cultural codes…[developing the Malay identity]
as ‘one people’ with stable, unchanging and continuous frames of reference and
meaning beneath the shifting divisions and vicissitudes” (Hall 1990, 223). Similarly,
this management of the past is also designed to create a sentiment in which the
Chinese represent a common threat to the Malays and to construct an excuse to curb
the political power and economic participation of the Chinese.
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However, outside the arena of film, various efforts have been conducted by
different factions of Malaysian society to counter the official memory by presenting
multiple interpretations and meanings of the wartime and anti-colonial eras. The
Chinese were allowed to erect their own monuments in 2003 and 2007 to
commemorate the anti-Japanese MPAJA fighters. However, these installations
generated a hostile response from ultranationalist Malays and in many Malay
language newspapers (to be further elaborated in Chapter Two). Additionally,
various memoirs by ex-Communists and leftists, especially the Malay Communists,
have been published (Abdullah 2009a; 2009b; Mustapha 2005; Rashid 2009;
Shamsiah 2009), that complicated the stereotype of the Communists as Chinese, as
promulgated by the mainstream discourse. The memoir My Side of History by Chin
Peng (as told to and edited by Ian Ward and Norma Miraflor), published by a
Singaporean publisher in 2003, was allowed to circulate in Malaysia. The original
English version was translated into Chinese to cater to Chinese readers in Malaysia,
and was serialised by the Chinese language newspaper Nanyang Siang Pau. Further,
there were many Chinese language stories, accounts, and memoirs about the
Communist movement published by local and overseas independent publishers.
As discussed in the previous section, films with alternative visions of the
Communist insurgency and leftist politics have produced dissenting voices that
agitate against the official narrative. But how does film as a medium differ from
written works in engaging with the Communist past and the creation of collective
memory? How does film contribute to an understanding or sense of the past? For
historian Robert Rosenstone (1995), visual media such as television and film are
major media for human understanding of the past in the “postliterate” world, in
which people are literate but consume more visual media (46). Additionally, the
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development of online video sharing may enable filmmakers to evade censorship
and retain their editorial independence when interrogating sensitive historical issues,
as demonstrated by Fahmi Reza’s example above. Thus, they engage with the
audience, especially tech-savvy younger viewers, more easily and without
traditional gatekeepers, and should be considered as a legitimate medium for
inquiring into and rendering the past, with their own conventions, vocabularies and
standards (Rosenstone 1995, 19–79). In other words, film, with its evocative
elements such as production design, acting, costume, lighting, colour, shot framing,
editing as well as the use of sound and music (Giannetti 2013; Monaco 2009; Rose
2007, 51–58; Villarejo 2007, 24–53) constructs visions of the past differing from
written texts, changing how humans appreciate the meaning of the past while
broadening historical knowledge and discourse.
In his influential book Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson (1991)
proposes that the nation is in fact an “imagined community” in which the rise of
early industrialised print-capitalism enabled the standardisation of vernacular
language that further facilitated the imagination of the national consciousness.
Anderson’s argument highlighted the importance of the modes of mass
communication (which for centuries was print media) in the construction of national
identity. It is plausible to extend Anderson’s print media analysis to today’s visual
media, such as film and television, and interpret them as equally influential in
shaping national consciousnesses. That is, Anderson’s argument is applicable in
examining film’s role in forging nationalism and identity through its narration of
the past and memory. In short, film possesses the “power to project the national
stereotypes and narratives” (Winter 2001, 861), while also a medium to articulate
what Dissanayake (1994) termed “counter-narrations of the nation”. Borrowing the
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notion of “nation as narration” by Bhabha (1990), Dissanayake observed the
importance of Asian filmmakers’ efforts to “de-stabilise those ideological strategies
by means of which imagined communities are given essentialist identities” by
complicating the cultural discourse around identity (xiv). This enables filmmakers
to play the role of cultural mediators and express “the hopes and experiences and
lifeworlds of minorities” while purposely challenging the hegemonic discourse of
the state and foregrounding the idea of cultural differences and complexity (p. xvii).
Thus, this study places film in the domain of Cultural Studies, treating the film
as a “site of struggle”, in line with Cultural Studies’ treatment of culture as “a
contested and conflictual set of practices of representation bound up with the
processes of formation and re-formation of social groups” (Frow and Morris 2000,
328). Here, culture appears as a major site of social struggle and negotiation over
meanings, values and identities, entangled with the practices of political domination
and resistance. The domain of Cultural Studies is heavily influenced by Antonio
Gramsci’s framework of hegemony, which proposes that the dominant class or bloc
does not always maintain its dominance by brutal coercive force, but through the
winning of consent by the exercise of “intellectual and moral leadership” (Gramsci
1971, 57). In other words, this winning of consent involves the production and
circulation of knowledge which strengthens authoritative meaning, that is capable
of educating, containing and binding the subordinated class to the prevailing power
status quo (Barker and Jane 2016, 602; Hall 2016, 169). Generally, the maintenance
of hegemony happens through naturalizing a certain way of understanding the
world, so that it becomes taken-for-granted, or “common sense”, in cementing the
power relationship (Barker and Jane 2016, 76–77). However, this hegemony over
subordinated classes can never be fully secured and is occasionally challenged by
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counter-hegemonic knowledge and discourse. Thus, hegemony must be
continuously re-won and renegotiated. Gramsci’s idea of hegemony is distinct from
the “economic determinism” view in orthodox Marxism, as it highlights the role of
the “superstructure”, or what Gramsci prefers to call “civil society” (like groups
focused on education and religion or other cultural organisations) in the social
struggle (Hall 1996a, 439). Notably, Gramsci emphasises the importance of human
agency and highlights the role of “intellectuals” in maintaining and countering
hegemony (Gramsci 1971, 5–23), this class being the major agents responsible for
the production, interpretation and circulation of ideas, knowledge and culture in this
social struggle (Hall 1996a, 433; Strinati 2004, 158–159).
For the late Stuart Hall, who actively advocated for the relevance of Gramsci’s
hegemony framework in Cultural Studies, although Gramsci’s works are
historically speciﬁc and bounded to the context of where he lived and became
involved in political struggle (being born in post-Risorgimento, dying in pre-Second
World War Fascist Italy), his sophisticated ideas can be modified and transplanted
to make them relevant to the interrogation of more contemporary social relations
and political struggles in different soils (Hall 1996a; 2016, 158). More importantly,
scholars generally agree that Gramsci’s complex ideas of hegemony and resistance
make popular culture, including mass media and film, an important domain in the
struggle over meanings and politics of representation (Barker and Jane 2016, 602–
603; Storey 2003, 51; Strinati 2004, 156–159; Turner 2003, 178–179). Cultural
representation becomes “political” as it serves as the mode for different “common
senses”, competing for their ascendancy and legitimacy. As stressed by the Popular
Memory Group (2011) of the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural
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Studies, utilising a Gramscian approach to interrogate memory culture, the field of
memory
is crossed by competing constructions of the past, often at war with each
other. Dominant memory is produced in the course of these struggles
and is always open to contestation. We also want to insist, however, that
there are real processes of domination in the historical field. Certain
representations achieve centrality and luxuriate grandly; others are
marginalized or excluded or reworked. (255)
Hence, this study puts film as a terrain of cultural politics that constituted by the
protracted hegemonic and anti-hegemonic struggle. From a Malaysian perspective,
film is often the site of cultural interpretation and social intervention, where the
notion of “Malaysian-ness” and the multiculturalism of the nation is contested and
negotiated (Lim 2011a). The ruling establishment uses its powers in cultural politics,
such as “the power to name”, “the power to represent common sense”, “the power
to create [an] ‘official version’” and “the power to represent the legitimate social
world” (Jordan and Weedon 1995, 13), perpetually reproducing and maintaining
the authoritative memory and discourse of Malaysia’s nation-building and
independence movement. While continuously demonizing the communists and
leftists as terrorist and saboteurs, the establishment also selectively credits
independence primarily to the Malays (as represented by UMNO, while paying lip
service to the multiethnic composition of the Alliance), diminishing the role of the
Chinese (through the MCP as a Chinese-dominated party) and also the Indians in
the nation-building process. It repeatedly utilises this “hegemonic truth” to cement
their interpretation of the essential identity the Malays, and construct the Otherness
of the Chinese and Indian to curb the political power and influences of the
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“immigrant” (pendatang) communities. By extending its grip on national film
production through sponsoring film projects like the Malay Patriotic Films while
censoring productions that provide alternative interpretations and voices.
As discussed earlier, some young filmmakers feel the need to deconstruct and
demythologise the hegemonic version of the nation-building discourse in spite of
the state’s efforts. These young filmmakers like Fahmi Reza, Amir Muhammad and
Lau Kek Huat, as discussed in this study, utilise film as a medium of political
intervention to advocate for oppositional meanings and memories. They give spaces
and opportunities for the subordinated communities like the Chinese to speak back
and struggle for their legitimate places in the road to independence. Thus, the
filmmakers involved in manufacturing and communicating hegemonic and counterhegemonic versions of nation-building discourse are basically playing the roles of
the “intellectuals”, in the Gramscian sense. Borrowing Anderson’s concept of the
“imagined community” once again, these filmmakers as public intellectuals are
responsible for producing different, competing “imaginations” of the country’s
nation-building journey and national identity. While the mainstream filmmakers,
like the directors of Malay Patriotic Films, whether intentionally or unintentionally,
work towards securing the power of the regime, alternative filmmakers use their
films as intellectual projects for political activism, struggling for a more open and
plural public sphere. These filmmakers generally participate in the “culture war” in
the terrain of a “war of position” (Gramsci 1971, 108–120), a military metaphor of
Gramsci in his idea of the protracted hegemonic and counter-hegemonic struggle.
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1.3 Research Approach
How can film take us along the paths of remembrance? How can film engage with
the past and memory? For Raack (1983), the technical dimensions of the film
(images, audio, editing and so on and so forth) can “give an empathetic
reconstruction to convey how historical people witnessed, understood and lived
their lives,” which includes “ideas, words, images, preoccupations, distractions,
sensory deceptions, conscious and unconscious motives and emotions, and
whatever else makes up life’s daily perceptions”. This vivid portrayal of the past is
unattainable in history’s written form (415–416). In contrast, Jarvie (1978)
contended that film is only a visual aid and is far from history’s primary material.
The poor information load of film disqualifies it from being able to “participate in
the debate about historical problems” (378), which in Jarvie’s conception is the
primary exploration of the field of history. However, for Rosenstone (1995), the
real question of the role of film in engaging history and the past is not whether it
can transmit adequate information, but “whether that information can be absorbed
from quickly-moving images, is really worth knowing, can add up to history” (28).
Rosenstone’s argument aligns with the deconstructive understanding of history
discussed above, namely that there is never a single version of the past that tells the
ultimate truth, but rather there are multiple versions that engage in the contestation
of meaning. Thus, he contends that film’s “rules of engagement with the past”
should not focus on its mistakes or factual inaccuracies, but its relationship with
other versions of the past—whether in written form or otherwise. As according to
him, films
can best be understood in their breadth, depth, and subtleties by those
familiar with the already existing body of data, and interpretations of

26

that data, and debates about those interpretations; that is to say, familiar
with what we call the discourse of history. (Rosenstone 2017, xix)
Garde-Hansen (2011) also comments on the “lucrative re-purposing of historical,
literary and cultural archives, heritage film” in producing the national narrative (43).
Additionally, Hughes-Warrington (2007) proposed that the discussion on history
and past should not solely focus on events but should be embedded into “the relation
of various groups who hold, promote and contest the selection, connection and
emphasis of events” (9).
These positions echo Halbwachs (1992) who insisted that memory and the past
should be related to the social, cultural, and political conditions in which they are
produced. He argued that “one cannot in fact think about the events of one's past
without discoursing upon them. But to discourse upon something means to connect
within a single system of ideas our opinions as well as those of our circle” (53).
Thus, the filmic texts that engage with a system of knowledge and power should be
treated as an open-ended investigation of pre-existing ideas, meanings, arguments
and debates regarding the past and memory it represents. Thus, besides the study of
the film “text”, the social and cultural context also needs to be interrogated. In other
words, to conceive of film as a form of “social practice” and cultural politics, the
modes of production and the circuit of distribution of the film text, industry and
technological organisations involved in the production and cultural aspects of the
film’s subsequent reception should also be investigated (Gunning 2008, 190–192).
Just as Erll (2011) suggests:
It becomes clear that what turns mere ‘movies about memory/the past’
into veritable memory films is often to be found not in the movies
themselves, but instead in what has been established around them. A
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tight network of different media representations prepares the ground for
memory films, leads reception along certain paths, opens up and
channels public discussion, and thus endows movies with their
mnemonic meaning. Reviews in national and international newspapers
and movie magazines, special features on TV, carefully targeted
marketing strategies, merchandise, DVD versions (including ‘making
of’ segments, interviews with producers and actors, historical
background information, and so on), awards, political speeches,
academic controversies, the publication of ‘a book about’ or ‘a book
based on’ the film, and, last but not least, the didactic formats which
turn movies into teaching units in classrooms ⸺ all of these
advertisements, comments, discussions, and controversies constitute
the ‘pluri-media networks’, or constellations, of memory. (138)
These aspects fit into this study’s intention to position the film as a “site of struggle”,
where meanings, implications and modes of commemoration regarding the
Communist struggle and leftist politics in their relations to the nation-building
process continue to be contested, democratised and multiplied. The discussions and
analyses of the films have been articulated with the existing data, studies,
discussions, perceptions and debates regarding Communist and leftist politics in
Malaysia. The three dynamics of media engagement with memory, as proposed by
Garde-Hansen (2011) i.e. institution, practice, and form (50–69) are helpful in
locating the major elements of this study. In the institutional dimension, the
production background of the selected films is surveyed, including the political and
social atmosphere, regulations and film policies at play during production, and the
political and individual entities involved in their creation. Additionally, the ways
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memory discourses influence and interfere with these cinematic texts’ production
given a more complete account of this dimension.
The discussion on the production background is complemented by a discussion
on the practice, informed by research regarding the motives, aspirations and
political orientations of the filmmakers. Additionally, the way these filmmakers
market their cinematic creations and engage with the audience is investigated to
understand their efforts to intervene in the nation’s political-cultural climate.
Additionally, this study does not ignore the importance of form. The textual
analysis of these films is focused on the representation of the Communist struggle
and the nation-building process, contextualised in terms of the past and current
historical conjunctures of the nation, in order to examine how these textual aspects
are intertwined with the discourses of memory.
By surveying these three dynamics, I seek to foment a more comprehensive
examination of the role of filmic texts on discourses about Communism and the
political left, and the politics of nation-building and national identity of
Malaya/Malaysia. This study’s discussions are aided and enhanced by news reports
and reviews of the related films, including those in newspapers, magazines and
websites. Additionally, interviews with filmmakers and related cultural workers
have been conducted.

1.4 Chapter Outlines
The next chapter tries to present an overview of the contested discourse regarding
the position of the MCP and the Malayan leftists in the nation-building project in
Malaya/Malaysia, and explores the influences of the ethnicity factor in the
construction and contestation of the related discourse. The chapter will first survey
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the official narrative and memory’s consolidation into the nation-building discourse.
Next, the chapter will explore the efforts of certain quarters of the Chinese
community in conducting their own commemorative activities for the MPAJA and
the Chinese efforts in fighting the Japanese during the Second World War. The
chapter will then present the issue of the Malaysian government’s prohibition of
Chin Peng from returning to Malaysia to regain his legacy. While Chin Peng was
not physically welcome in Malaysia, his memoir is not banned and can be openly
accessed by Malaysians. Thus, the chapter will investigate the status of Communistrelated publications, given that the state generally does not interrupt the work of
“non-Malay language” publications. Lastly, the chapter will focus on the discussion
of Fahmi Reza’s documentary 10 Years Before Independence and analyses how he
challenges nation-building’s official memory and discourse.
Chapter Three focuses on the official nation-building discourse as displayed in
the state-sponsored Malay Patriotic Films such as Leftenan Adnan, Embun, Paloh,
and 1957: Hati Malaya. Special attention is paid to the earliest prototypes of
patriotic films, such as Sarjan Hassan directed by Lamberto V. Avellana (1958),
and also the first state-sponsored patriotic film Bukit Kepong, directed by Jins
Shamsuddin (1981), depicting the real-life confrontation between the Malay police
and the Chinese Communist guerrillas in the titular settlement. Except for Paloh,
which offered an intellectual challenge to the official discourse and memory of
nation-building, other patriotic films are ideologically Malay-centric. They mainly
engage with the question of Malay struggle and the sense of a loss of sovereignty
to the colonisers and immigrant communities, such as the Chinese. The
Communists’ and leftists’ role in decolonisation are greatly downplayed, while the
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nation’s independence was depicted as being mainly fought for by the Malays and
UMNO.
Chapter Four concentrates on Amir Muhammad’s The Last Communist and
Village People Radio Show. The Last Communist tries to present Malaysia’s
contemporary multiethnic landscape by portraying both the everyday lives of
ordinary people in the towns where Chin Peng grew up and lived, and those lived
by the Chinese ex-Communists residing in the “Friendship Villages” in Southern
Thailand. As stated earlier, by offering a space for these ex-Communists to convey
their reasons and experiences in joining the Communist struggle, it is clear that they
felt that they deserved a space in the country’s nation-building project, and it is
unsound and unfair to label them terrorists. Meanwhile, Village People Radio Show
focuses on the Malay Communists, portraying the everyday kampung (village) life
in Friendship Village, which shows that the ex-Communists have retained their
Malay identity. The Malay ex-Communists insist that Communist beliefs and
teachings do not contradict Islam—an important cultural component of their Malay
identity. They even criticised their Muslim counterparts in Malaysia, who are more
morally corrupted compared to them, now outsiders who reside in Thailand.
Chapter Five focuses on Lau Kek Huat’s Absent Without Leave and Boluomi.
These two films are the result of efforts by Lau in searching for the histories, stories
and memories of his father’s and grandfather’s generations, from the era of the
Communist insurrection and the Emergency. Although Lau’s personal intention
was to reconcile with his estranged father, the film manages to interrogate the taboo
of Communist politics and its past. Absent Without Leave interviews exiled former
Malayan Communists and MPAJA members in places such as Guangzhou, Hong
Kong and Thailand, highlighting the identity crisis of these individuals. The
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fictitious Boluomi instead tries to connect the country’s Communist past and the
contemporary racist political practices in the present. While the film highlights
Lau’s desire to reconnect with his entangled father, it is also a journey of Lau
searching for his identity as a Malaysian in Taiwan as a result of discriminatory
practices in his native land which, ironically, have resulted from state-sponsored
affirmative action policies.
Generally, ethnicity is an important element in the contestation of Malaysia’s
nation-building discourse. The rightist Malay ethno-nationalists and UMNO form
a dynamic, strengthening the Malay-centric official discourse and narrative for
political benefit, maintaining their status quo. At the same time, there are young
Malaysian activists and cultural workers who feel the need to challenge and
deconstruct this official narrative for the sake of a more inclusive and egalitarian
Malaysian society. These cultural workers, especially the filmmakers, feel the need
to create spaces for the ex-Communists to share their memories and express their
aspirations in joining the Communist struggle. Although the filmmakers discussed
in this study cannot engage with all the complexities of the Communist struggle,
they do contribute to the establishment of a system of memories and knowledge
that challenges official memory and discourse; all of this will be explained further
in the concluding chapter.
Since the chapters’ discussions involve both the period before the formation of
Malaysia in 1963, all pre-1963 incidents and developments will be referred to as
happening in “Malaya”, while those post-1963 events take place in “Malaysia”.
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Chapter Two ⸺ The Contestation of Discourse and Memory of the
Communist Struggle

2.1 Introduction
In July 2018, an event titled “A People's History of the Malayan Emergency” was
organised in Kuala Lumpur, to commemorate the 70th anniversary of the start of
the Malayan Emergency. In the event, a forum titled “Should We Rewrite Our
History Textbooks” was held to discuss how the state rendering the nation-building
past. On the third day of the forum, the two speakers, Fahmi Reza and Fadiah
Nadwa Fikri raised the question regarding the marginalisation of Communist and
left-wing movements in Malaysian history textbooks, especially with respect to
nation-building and the country’s independence. In contrast, UMNO’s role and
counterparts in the Alliance party are given full recognition and extensive coverage
in textbooks. They emphasised the necessity to dispel bias and include the leftist
and the MCP struggle, to enabling students to appreciate the entirety and
complexity of the nation’s independence. Fahmi Reza, a graphic artist and social
activist, who also directed the documentary on the leftist coalition PUTERAAMCJA, Ten Years before Independence (10 Tahun Sebelum Merdeka, 2007),
criticised history textbooks for becoming an instrument of the former ruling
regime’s ideology and urged the new government to free the textbooks from their
burden of state-propaganda (Khaw 2018).
However, halfway through the session, a few angry participants raised their
voices to disrupt and questioned if the speakers were trying to justify the atrocities
committed by the MCP during the Emergency while dishonouring the soldiers and
police who died fighting the Communists. The speakers insisted that the discussion
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should solely focus on whether to include the movements in the textbooks, and not
regarding other perspectives on the Emergency. This strife also related to a digitally
doctored poster for the event circulated online a few days prior, which contained a
provocative sentence “Semua dijemput hadir ke forum perbincangan mengiktiraf
komunis, orang Melayu dan bekas tentera juga dijemput hadir” (All are welcome
to the forum that discusses the recognition of communist, Malays and exservicemen are also welcome). This doctored poster directly stepped on the
sensitive boundary regarding the Communist activities before and after the Malaya
independence.
In three days following the forum, Utusan Malaysia, a mouthpiece newspaper
for UMNO, featured news regarding the forum on its front pages with the headlines
such as, “Nilai semula buku sejarah, iktiraf PKM” (Revisit the textbooks, recognise
MCP), “Wajarkah perjuangan PKM ditulis semula?” (Should we rewrite the MCP
struggle?), “Komunis bukan pejuang” (Communists are not freedom fighters). The
newspaper also highlighted that the two speakers refused to answer the question of
the MCP’s atrocities rationally. It is obvious that the newspaper tried to spin the
focus of the event to the “recognition of the Communist” while giving the
impression that the organisers and the speakers were Communist sympathisers. The
newspaper even interviewed textbook authors and ex-servicemen who fought the
Communists to counter the forum’s appeal. Gerakbudaya, the NGO which was the
event’s primary organiser, held a press conference and issued a statement to refute
the newspaper’s accusation. They clarified that the event’s purpose was not to
advocate for the “recognition of Communist” but to incite a dialogue, regarding
whether the leftists’ and Communists’ participation in nation-building should be
included in the writing of Malaysian history. They criticised the newspaper for stir-
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up anti-communist sentiment and put a video of the full session online as proof to
refute the deceptive allegations. Fadiah Nadwa Fikri, who is also a human rights
activist lawyer, received death and rape threats after the news publication, and she
planned to file a lawsuit against the newspaper (Cheong 2018; Khaw 2018).
Such harsh ideological collision is not uncommon in Malaysian politics. The
primary point of contention is whether the MCP and the Communists coconstructed Malaya/Malaysia nation-building. Are they contributing to the
decolonisation and independence of the nation? Are they heroes or terrorists? Are
they freedom fighters or traitors? This chapter tries to present an overview of the
contestation in the discourse while surveying the official memories, the Chinese
commemoration activities, the case of Chin Peng applying to return to Malaysia,
and the status of Communist-related publications. This chapter then will analyse
Fahmi Reza’s documentary 10 Years Before Independent and discuss how he
challenges the dominant version of nation-building history and memory.

2.2 MCP and the Discourse of Nation-building
Generally, the history and memory of the Communist struggle and insurgency are
contested in the post-independence Malaya/Malaysia. In other words, there are two
opposing arguments regarding how the Communist struggle should be remembered:
one denounces the struggle and the other valorising it. From a broader perspective,
the MCP’s history and Communist activities are an essential element of Malaysia’s
political, social and economic development. The labour union formed under MCP’s
influence fought to improve workers’ welfare, the opposing force during the period
of Japanese Occupation, and was a visible social force during the Emergency, and
independence should be appreciated and put on the open-sphere to generate further
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debate and revaluation. The Communists hold that they devoted their lives and
blood to emancipate the peoples and the nation from colonial domination. In a
booklet regarding the party’s 50th anniversary, MCP self-define as a proletariat
party that is “consistently holding aloft the banner of opposing imperialism and
feudalism” (Communist Party of Malaya 1980, 29). Chin Peng, MCP Secretary
General and an iconic person in the Communist struggle stated his no-regret for
choosing the Communist path to fight colonialism:
I make no apologies for seeking to replace such an odious system with
a form of Marxist socialism. Colonial exploitation, irrespective of who
were the masters, Japanese or British, was morally wrong. The CPM
was blocked by the exploiters from participating in the democratic
process—either we got co-opted or we took up arms. If you saw how
the returning British functioned the way I did, you would know why I
chose arms. (Chin, Ward, and Miraflor 2003, 511–512)
From the MCP’s perspective, MNLA has “greatly weakened the dominance of
British imperialism… [and] succeeded in forcing the British imperialists to end
their direct colonial role” (Communist Party of Malaya 1980, 18). Chin Peng also
queries, “would Britain have granted independence to Malaya as early as 1957 had
the military activities of our guerrillas not been a factor in the equation?” (Chin,
Ward, and Miraflor 2003, 490). For many scholars, the Communist armed struggle
that followed the Emergency declaration actually accelerated the British
implementing self-government and granting Malaya independence. The protracted
armed confrontation became a political and financial burden for the British. Thus,
it boosted the British’s effort to forge cooperation among different ethnics and
cultivate a multiethnic nation to lure away the support and sympathy of people
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toward the Communist force (Cheah 2009, 138; 2012, 300; Ongkili 1985, 81;
Ratnam 1965, 19–20; von Vorys 1975, 88). Yuen Yuet Leng, a former Special
Branch deputy chief responsible for annihilating Communist activities and
influences, also asserts that international communism’s hegemony made the British
felt the need to negotiate a quick pull-out from Malaya (Damis 2009). Tunku Abdul
Rahman, the first Prime Minister of Malaya, who negotiated independence with the
British, was reluctant to recognise the Communist struggle as the catalyst for
independence. However, during his retiring years, he altered his position to
appreciate the Communist contribution to independent development:
Just as Indonesia was fighting a bloody battle, so were the communists
of Malaya, who too fought for independence. With the difference that
the communists of Malaya were not the indigenous people of this
country and they were fighting to set up a communist regime which the
believers in the faith of Islam [i.e., the Malays] could not support nor
could those orthodox people, who believed in democracy and freedom.
So the struggle for the independence of this country was carried out by
the communists alone and they fought a subversive as well as a shooting
war, losing many of their men and at the same time killing many of our
men and the Commonwealth soldiers. The battle continued for 12 years
and would have gone on had the British Government not yielded to our
demand for a general election as a step towards independence. (Abdul
Rahman 1983, 34)
For Stockwell (2006), the MCP’s contribution to independence is indisputable.
However, the Communists “were fated to shake the tree while others harvested the
fruit” (293). The Communist’s role was subject to controversy because the armed
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struggle has taken away the lives of the police and armed forces, and also ordinary
peoples. The injuries from shooting wars, impairment inflicted by booby traps, and
the bereavement of the deceased’s family members and successive generations, are
easily used to justify rejecting communism. The Malaysian Armed Forces Veterans
Association is known for its ferocious objection to revising history and recognising
the MCP. Thus, these reasons have painted the Communists, not as fighters but
killers, saboteurs and even traitors to the nation. A Malaysian government gazette
regarding the Communist’s armed resurgent even used Communist Terrorist
Organisation (CTO) to label the MCP (Ministry of Home Affairs 1971, 3). A Malay
politician also used these harsh labels when responding to the news of Malaysian
police interrupting a dinner organised by an ex-Communist:
The police must be thankful because these people who do not know
history, are revealing themselves to be terrorists, betrayers and
traitors…Animals should be treated like animals. We always forget
there are no humans in an animal society but there are animals in a
human society. (Malaysiakini 2014)
Hence, it is fairly easy to depict the MCP as an external intruder that tried to
forcefully construct a new dictator regime against the values of constitutional
democracy. Former Prime Minister Mahathir Mohammad asserted that the MCP
“ignored the independence of the nation, the democratic rights of the people in its
single-minded desire to create a Communist dictatorship in Malaysia” (Mahathir
2013). In short, MCP is facing difficulties gaining acceptance as a partner in the
collective attempt to free the country from Western colonialism.
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2.3 The Communist Struggle and Ethnic Politics of Malaysia
It is not false to say that the politicisation and policing of ethnicity is the major
characteristic in Malaysian politics. Ethnicity, as seen through the promotion of
communalism, was the determining factor in the process of nation-building and
independence, and it continues to play a significant role in the political development
of the post-independence Malaya/Malaysia. However, Malaysia is sometimes
considered a model of a multiethnic country that can maintain relative ethnic
harmony. For Crouch (2001), the pro-Malay agenda and policies were not totally
atrocious, but rather competent in managing ethnic tensions in the country as it
reduced a general Malay unease towards the competition posed by other ethnic
groups, as they felt that their interests were safeguarded. Nevertheless, the question
of national identity has become so problematic as the Malay supremacy agenda
cemented ethnic polarisation and hampered national integration. In such an
environment, political parties that were created along communal lines would
normally respond to communal demands and pressures, and it is not unusual that
political parties and politicians play the ethnicity card to salvage their political
capital and support.
Thus, it is challenging for class-based politics, such as left-wing ideologies, to
play their roles in a communal political system where society is polarised, and
communal solidarity remains strong. Malaysia has a long history of repressing leftwing ideologies and movements, while communism was stigmatised as a Chinese
ideology linked to the political competition brought by the Chinese immigrants that
encroached on Malay—read: indigenous—sovereignty. This label, with its
connotations of “bandit”, “terrorist” and “invader”, made it easier for
ultranationalist Malays to frame the Chinese as bogeymen trying to steal political
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power and economic resources from the Malays. For example, in 1999, 13 Chinese
organisations claiming to represent more than 2,000 Chinese associations formed
the Suqiu (訴求, Malaysian Chinese Organisations’ Election Appeal Committee),
which submitted a 17-point reform appeal to the then Prime Minister Mahathir
Mohamad. The appeal was meant to persuade the state to abolish ethnic-based
affirmative policies and replace them with a “colour-blind” needs-based affirmative
action system (Lee 2003, 356–357). Although this memorandum was submitted at
a time when the state seemed to have a more liberal attitude towards non-Malay
cultures, it received a negative response from Mahathir, who condemned the appeal
committee’s request as resembling the “communist of the past” (Loh 2009, 239).
Just as Weiss (2020) asserts: “To be branded ‘communists’ remains a slur, and
invocation of long-ago ideological struggle, centred on class but inextricably
interwoven with the notion of ethnic Chinese as threat to a Malay(sian) way of life,
remain an ever-present trope.” (513) Thus, MCP’s claim that the party was a
“staunch representative and persistent defender of the interests of the people of all
nationalities” (Communist Party of Malaya 1980, 29) seems unattainable in
Malaysia’s political sphere, and historically, by extension the Communists and leftwing movements in Malaya faced difficulties in distancing themselves from the
issue of ethnicity, especially regarding the primary question of indigeneity: who
owned the land. The Malay Communist leader Abdullah C. D. (2009a), quoting one
of the MCP’s own statements, has proposed a solution to solve this problem:
The ethnic problem can be solved if view and connect it from the
perspective of historical conditions. The MCP in its statement on 18
June concludes that “Malays are the pioneer of our country’s
civilization. . . . We should respect the special status of the Malays and
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protecting their absolute rights and interest . . . [but also] The Chinese
and Indian are important components of our country’s large multiethnic
family. . . and have made positive contributions to society’s wealth and
fight for the country’s independence. We should respect the important
status of Chinese and Indian in our country and their rights and interest
that they are entitled to should also be protected. Besides, we should
also pay attention to other rational demands from other minority
ethnics.” This formula is created based on specific characteristics of
our country society which is driven by the principle of finding truth
from the fact. (82)
Thus, even if communism in its original conception, freed from the stigma attached
by its associations with totalitarian regimes, is considered a progressive ideology
focused on emancipation from class repression, it has to adapt to the individual
conditions of the nation, especially one in which the Malays feel their ownership of
the land is threatened by the influx of immigrant outsiders. This statement
acknowledges the fact that the Malays were on this land long enough that they were
entitled to certain privileges and rights that cannot be claimed or owned by
immigrants who came later. By engaging in competition with UMNO to secure
support from the Malay community, the MCP and the leftist movements had to
immerse themselves in the discourse of Malay privilege, the sort which has been
greatly championed by UMNO. Hence, the discourse surrounding Communist and
leftist struggles ultimately become deeply enmeshed with the ethnocentric politics
which became the predominant feature of the post-colonial era and the current
political situation.
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2.4 Selection of Memory and Commemoration
Generally, UMNO and the right-wing Malay nationalists have tried to skew the
history and memory to legitimise their primary status in the nation-building and the
Malay ownership of the land. At the same time, the Malay victimhood during
Emergency and the revival of communist ideology was frequently used as fear
tactics to lure continued support from Malaysians, especially the Malays, for the
regime. Scholars observe that the official historical narrative and state
commemorative ceremonies tend to treat the Japanese Occupation as a period that
demonstrated the rise of Malay nationalism while denigrating the MPAJA
resistance and the Chinese hardship under Japanese brutality. The actions of Malays
who had resisted the Japanese, such as the Malay Regiment who help to defend
Malaya from Japanese invasion, and also the guerrilla resistance forces like
Wataniah (Soldier of the Nation) and Askar Setia Melayu (Loyal Malay Soldier)
that trained by Force 136 (the British wartime intelligence unit responsible for the
anti-Japanese operations in Southeast Asia), were adored as national heroes and
celebrated as Malay nationalism and patriotism, leading to Malaya’s independence
after the war (Abu Talib 2003, 148; Blackburn and Hack 2012, 7; Cheah 2003, 249).
The Malay soldiers who later became a crucial component in fighting the
Communists during the Emergency are bestowed as the guardian of Malay
sovereignty and interest while cementing the agenda of Malay political dominance
in the multiethnic society. The articulation of Malay anti-Japanese efforts with the
Malay-centric agenda has also been embedded in the production of Malay Patriotic
Films like Leftenan Adnan and Embun.
Hence, celebrating Malay anti-Japanese efforts, especially the British Malay
Regiment, has become important at state commemorative events. One important
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example is the celebration of Hari Pahlawan (Warriors or Heroes Day) on 31 July
every year since the first anniversary of Malaya’s independence in 1958. When the
Hari Pahlawan celebration was first suggested during the first anniversary of
independence, no fixed date was set for the occasion. However, when the Malayan
Emergency end on 31 July 1960, the celebration was fixed on this date to
incorporate commemorating the soldiers who died opposing the Japanese during
the Second World War, and also those who lost their lives during the Emergency
fighting the Communist insurgents (Blackburn and Hack 2012, 234–236).
The Hari Pahlawan celebration was moved to the newly erected National
Monument situated in central area Kuala Lumpur near the National Mosque and
Parliament Building in 1966. This National Monument was initiated by the first
Prime Minister Tunku Abdul Rahman, who was inspired by the United States
Marine Corps War Memorial (Iwo Jima Memorial) at Arlington. The Arlington’s
memorial is moulded according to the famous photograph, Raising the Flag on Iwo
Jima by Associated Press photographer Joe Rosenthal, portraying six American
soldiers raising a flagpole flying the American flag at Mount Suribachi of Okinawa
in February 1945. The Malayan government commissioned the designer of the
Arlington’s memorial, Felix De Weldon, to design a monument to serve as “an
inspiration for all Malayans and particularly to the younger generation, a true and
enduring symbol of the national spirit of the Malayan people” (Blackburn and Hack
2012, 258). According to Fentress and Wickham (1992), memory “can be social
only if it is capable of being transmitted and to be transmitted, a memory must first
be articulated” (47). In other words, memory—in its broader, non-cognitive sense—
is transmitted in the form of public institutions and domains such as museums,
monuments, statues, media and so on, accompanied by social activities such as
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commemorations, ceremonies and celebrations. We can think of these as what
Pierre Nora (1989) has described as lieux de mémoire, or of sites of memory, which
are the “ultimate embodiments of a memorial consciousness” (11–12), a conception
that still retains a great deal of influence in spite of how it limits itself to the
conception of a “memory-nation”—although we will not discuss how memory can
also be multidirectional (and hence crossing national or ethnic boundaries), this is
not to diminish the flexible conception of memory. Once endowed with a memorial
sense, such sites of memory are operationalised, which as Nora argues may not
necessarily be tangible, physical locations, but can even include texts in their
manifold forms (18–19), in which signifiers are crafted and arranged to evoke a
particular signified—for example, how commemorations and rituals are marked on
calendars to shape and sustain “a shared and standardized program of memory”
(Savage 1994, 131). These sites of memory can be further operationalised in a
political regime’s power play to enact their ruling legitimacy (Meyer 2008, 177;
Winter 2008, 62–63).
Based on the Arlington’s model, Weldon designed the monument with seven
bronze figures, one holding the national flag, two guarding with guns, and a soldier
cradling another injured soldier. Beneath are two figures of enemies, lying dead.
The above five figures have Caucasian faces, which may refer to the
Commonwealth Forces, but the army hats and uniforms resemble the Malay
Regiment uniform. One of the dead figures is wearing an army hat resembling the
Communist soldier’s hat, but the face appears more oriental, implying the Chinese
characteristics of the Communist insurrection. The granite base supporting the
bronze figures feature inscriptions in Jawi and English reads: “Dedicated to the
heroic fighters in the cause of peace and freedom. May the blessing of Allah be
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Upon Them” Without other languages such as Chinese and Tamil, the monument
displays the Malay-Muslim dominancy in the commemorative discourse. The
celebration of Hari Pahlawan at the National Monument site solidified the binary
Malay anti-Communist versus Chinese pro-Communist, while the Communists
were stigmatised as the enemy of peace and freedom.
Generally, the construction and the preservation of the National Monument and
the official commemorative script of Hari Pahlawan celebration are the top-down
instruments of the ruling regime for establishing their ruling legitimacy. MCP
members generally disliked and opposed the National Monument. As Malay
Communist Shamsiah Fakeh (2004) asserted, Communists were not enemy of
Malaysia but the enemy of the British colonial master. Thus, the National
Monument should not commemorate the nation’s triumph over communism, but
the victory over the British instead (70). The MCP underground unit even tried to
blow up the monument in August 1975. During the peace talks in 1989, MCP
persuaded the Malaysian government to replace the monument with another one
depicting the Malay, Chinese and Indian struggle for independence together (Chin,
Ward, and Miraflor 2003, 492). However, the original monument remained and
continues serving as the venue for the annual Hari Pahlawan celebration.
Hence, UMNO-dominant state power skilfully manipulated the memory of the
Second World War and the Communist Insurgency to ascribe responsibility for the
Emergency onto the Chinese while accentuating Malay effort to defend their mother
country and assert land sovereignty. This manipulation of memories was obvious
in secondary school textbooks that simplified the Communists as brutal and
dangerous terrorists associated with Chinese interest, while the Malay is portrayed
as the only active resistance forces. These textbooks also highlight that Malays were
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not interested in communism as the Communists did not believe in God and tried
to achieve their objective with violence. The MPAJA’s anti-colonial role was
briefly mentioned in a single paragraph, while the photographs’ captions also
implied that the Chinese-dominant MPAJA was another protentional coloniser. In
short, the textbook presented the mainstream discourse regarding the Communist
struggle, which associated the Communists with the alien Chinese, who tried to
dominate the country. This legitimises the idea of Ketuanan Melayu, through which
the Malays defended their sovereignties from the immigrant outsider, specifically
the Chinese (Ting 2009, 46–47). The ultranationalist Malays have long defended
the school textbooks as scientifically researched by history experts and their
message to members of the public, especially social activists, is simple: “do not
disturb the history” (Mohd. Hafiz 2018). Thus, school textbooks play a role in
“national emotional regulation” (Vincze, Tóth, and László 2007, 69), thus serving
as a seemingly static depository of memory that fortifies the regime’s hegemony,
while diminishing the oppositional narratives.
However, the history and memory of the Malays who participated in radical
political organisations such as Kesatuan Melayu Muda (KMM, or the Young Malay
Union), which founded in the 1930s by a group of young intellectual graduates from
the Sultan Idris Training College (a college set up by the British to train Malay’s
elite children for colonial administration) who possessed nationalistic sentiment
and wished to liberate Malaya from colonialism, deserve special attention. In the
early post-war and independent years, the memory of the radical Malay nationalists
who joined KMM and cooperated with the Japanese included participating in the
Japanese-sponsored paramilitary units such as Giyugun and Giyutai was
downplayed and excluded. A “biodata blackout syndrome” afflicted the Malaya’s
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nation-building discourse, wherein collaboration with the Japanese was considered
a political liability (Abu Talib 2003, 141–142; Blackburn and Hack 2012, 233). Just
as Abu Talib (2003) explains:
For an emerging nation like Malaya, an acceptable deﬁnition of “heroic”
must relate to the actions of citizens who served the national interests
directly, and not the interests of some occupying power. Yet until the
1960s, many Malay-Muslim elite still clung to the erroneous perception
that the defence of “Old England” and her imperial possession was
“heroic and nationalistic” and more acceptable than ﬁghting for Asiatic
Japan, the new invader from the East that many viewed as barbarous,
although in reality both powers were equally imperialistic. (141)
As a result, those Malay radical nationalists, including Ibrahim Yaakob and others,
were not commemorated and integrated into national memories, while those who
opposed the Japanese and were loyal to the British, such as the Malay Regiment,
were recognised and celebrated. However, the master narrative of nationalism may,
from time to time, incorporate external or oppositional elements to serve certain
political objectives or to strengthen its legitimacy (Breuilly 2009, 15). After the
1980s, the radical Malays who cooperated with the Japanese were slowly
reintegrated into the official nation-building narrative. The period of Japanese
Occupation was adopted at a time of awakening Malay political consciousness and
heightened their nationalism. The radical Malays were reconstructed as the partner
of the pro-British rightist Malays struggling for decolonisation and independence.
This development aligned with the pro-Japan policy of Mahathir Mohammad, the
then Prime Minister of Malaysia who was championing for so-called “Asian Values”
and forging a closer cultural and economic tie with Japan (Blackburn and Hack
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2012, 262–263; Cheah 2007, 49). Mahathir even suggested Japan stop apologising
for its wartime felonies, conflicting with the older generation of Chinese Malaysian
who suffered from the Japanese atrocities during the war (Blackburn 2009, 103).
Some Chinese Malaysian groups still held anti-Japanese protests, opposing the
revision of Japanese history textbooks and the visit of the Japanese government’s
head to the Yasukuni Shrine (Wong 2005b).
This changed perspective regarding the radical Malays was reproduced in
revised secondary school history textbook, in which the Japanese Occupation was
presented as a period of strengthening Malay nationalism, while the nationalist
sentiment of KMM leaders such as Ibrahim Yaakob was inspired by the Japanese
victory over the Western powers. The discussion on the Japanese gave better
treatment to Malays while the Chinese were facing atrocities and discrimination are
brief. Most importantly, there is no mention of Japanese sook ching (肅清, cleansing
by elimination) massacres of Chinese in March 1942 (a vengeance response of
Japan towards Malayan Chinese who aid their motherland in the Sino-Japanese War)
that killed around 6,000–4,0000 Chinese. The exclusion of the massacres is to
reduce the tyrannical image of the Japanese Military Administration (Blackburn
2009, 103; Cheah 2000, 30). The reconciliation of the radical and the rightist
Malays was also projected in a patriotic exhibition by the National Museum of
History, in which Ibrahim Yaakob was featured along with Lieutenant Adnan Saidi
of Malay Regiment and other anti-British Malay leaders as national heroes who
fought for the nation’s sovereignty and independence (Blackburn and Hack 2012,
263). This selection of memory and commemoration was also implanted into the
state-sponsored Malay Patriotic Films.
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2.5 Chinese Own Commemoration
This “management of the past” by the regime created great challenge for the
Chinese community in commemorating their ancestors’ anti-Japanese efforts.
Generally, it was almost impossible for the Chinese-dominated MCP to be
considered and included as the country’s “liberation war heroes” in the national
narrative. At the same time, the UMNO-dominated ruling regime is determined to
downplay the Chinese suffering from the Japanese atrocities. While some ChineseMalaysians saw the wartime MPAJA contributions to fighting the Japanese, they
were never formally commemorated at the national level. After the Peace Accord’s
signing in 1989 and MCP formally disbanding their armed struggle, some Chinese
organisations tried to curate their own commemorations. For example, the two
monuments: The September First Martyrs Monument ( 九一烈士紀念碑 ), and the
Malayan Resistance War Against Japanese Aggression Monument (馬來亞抗日英雄
紀念碑)

erected in a Chinese cemetery Xiao En Memorial Park (孝恩園) in Nilai, a

town situated south of the capital Kuala Lumpur. The September First Martyrs
Monument was originally erected in 1946 by the Association of the Ex-Comrades
of MPAJA in the site of Batu Caves, where the Japanese ambushed the Communists
on 1 September 1942. This original monument meant to commemorate the scarifies
of the eighteen MCP leaders and cadres during the Japanese attack. The original
site gave way to the development in the 1990s and eventually relocated to the
newly-built Xiao En Memorial Park (Wong 2004b). The new September First
Martyrs Monument was unveiling in 2003 was attended by ex-MPAJA members
and leaders of Chinese associations. The opening ceremony was conducted in a
traditional Chinese manner, where incenses were burnt and food was offered to the
death spirit; the event featured speeches, poetries and songs by the ex-MPAJA
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comrades in Chinese (Blackburn and Hack 2012, 279). This event was reintroduced
as September First Loyal Spirit Day (九一忠魂節) in 2005, held on the first day of
September every year to honour those who sacrificed their lives for the nation’s
decolonisation.
As expected, the government has contested the development. The UMNOaligned Information Minister objected the building of the monuments and
denounced those involved in building these monuments as insensitive to
Malaysians who oppose communism and the MCP was Malaysia’s top enemy—
which should not be commemorated (World News Journal 2006). The Chief
Minister (Menteri Besar) of the state of Negeri Sembilan (who was also from
UMNO) where the memorial park is situated, reportedly instructed that these
monuments be demolished, but he later denied issuing such demand (Wong 2007).
The UMNO’s mouthpiece newspapers and media launched critical attacks on the
commemoration effort while army veterans were interviewed to denounce those
involved in the monument’s erection (Blackburn and Hack 2012, 285).
Despite objection from UMNO’s politicians, the second monument’s
construction continued and officially opened in September 2007. Named the
Malayan Resistance War Against Japanese Aggression Monument, the organiser
tried not to focus on commemorating MPAJA and instead dedicated the monument
to all Malayans and non-Malayans who resisted the Japanese (Blackburn and Hack
2012, 282). The inscription is written in four languages: Malay, Chinese, English
and Japanese, gives the monument a more universal posture and honours all those
who died during the Second World War. Together with The September First
Martyrs Monument, the site was constituted as The Peace Memorial Park, which
according to the official website, the park “symbolized the consistent patriotic spirit
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of peace” (Xiao En n.d.). Another Peace Memorial Museum was officially unveiled
in the park in 2020, which exhibits literature, daily necessities, the tools, machinery
and medicine from the Second Sino-Japanese War. According to its official website,
the museum was set up for the people “from our and future generations could learn
their ancestors’ hard perseverance and use of wisdom” (Xiao En n.d.). The new
Peace Memorial Park has not only inherited its earlier signified (i.e., Chinese
resistance and suffering during the Second World War) while rearticulating war
memories as the shared experience of human hardship during those turbulent years.
Hence, it could be argued that even though the Chinese community, especially
the MPAJA veterans,

are struggling for

equal

historical

space and

acknowledgement in the nation-building discourse, the rightist-Malay-dominated
regime has not totally blocked the former from conducting their own
commemoration activities. As Hall (2016) asserts, in the struggle to maintain its
hegemony, the dominant class does not try to annihilate the existence of the
subordinated groups. On the contrary, the subordinated peoples are still allowed to
develop their own political beliefs and preserve their social space as long as “they
are constantly contained within the horizon of political practices and ideological
systems of representation which place them always in the subordinate position”
(170). The study of Blackburn and Hack (2012) shows that these commemorations
have never entered the national sphere, and their memories have hardly been
nationalised. In other words, these commemoration activities are purely a “Chinese
affair”, and the commemoration space is generally a “Chinese space”, while the
impact on other ethnicities, especially the Malay, is minimal (278–285).
Commemoration events are conducted in a Chinese cemetery park, in Chinese
language and in the Chinese tradition. The attendees are predominantly Chinese—
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including the MPAJA veterans, Chinese politicians, and leaders of Chinese
associations. The event is also mainly covered by Chinese language media.
Although the organisers try to construct the commemoration in a cross-ethnic and
universal context, the Chinese setting (like in a Chinese cemetery park where the
Muslim Malays would not visit) generally isolates the event from the multiethnic
Malaysian society, and the news and message hardly reach the non-Chinese
Malaysians and those who cannot read and speak Chinese. Thus, it is not wrong to
assert that these commemorations are more tolerated by the regime as long as they
are confined within the Chinese linguistic and cultural sphere and have minimal
impact on the larger Malaysian society, especially the Malays.

2.6 Constraining the Chin Peng Legacy
Although a certain form of commemoration occurs in Malaysia, any activity related
to the MCP or communism is still tightly monitored and under heavy state
surveillance. Since communism is regarded as something from the past and its
influence on the general Malaysian public is minimal, the state still tries to use every
means and opportunity to reduce and suppress Communist and MCP discourse; a
primary example is the state’s treatment of MCP leader Chin Peng.
Chin Peng né Ong Boon Hua, who was branded public enemy number one
during the Emergency, was prohibited from set foot on Malaysian soil by the
Malaysian government. After the Peace Accord’s signing in 1989, Chin Peng
applied to return to Malaysia to visit his birthplace Sitiawan, a town in the state of
Perak. He intended to pay his respects to his deceased parents while hoping to end
his exile and spend his last years in his homeland (Chin, Ward, and Miraflor 2003,
509). Nevertheless, his various attempts to apply and appeal were rejected by the
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Malaysian government and civil courts on the grounds that Chin Peng could not
produce his birth certificate or citizenship documents proving Malaysian origin.
Chin Peng’s lawyer claimed that the authority had seized the identity documents
during years of armed confrontation (Ong 2008). However, according to the former
Inspector-General of the police force who was involved in drafting the Peace
Accord, the agreement allowed all former Communists to enter at least for a shortterm trip to Malaysia (Malaysiakini 2013c). An UMNO minister even welcomed
the state’s decision to bar Chin Peng as “Chin Peng was a terrorist who murdered
in cold blood…he is a communist and we must remember that once a communist,
always a communist” (Baradan 2003b). However, some Malay Communist leaders
including Rashid Maidin, Abdullah C. D. and Shamsiah Fakeh, were allowed to
visit Malaysia and some chose to reside there. This made Chin Peng feel that he
was not allowed to set foot in Malaysia, simply because he is Chinese (Chong 2013).
After Chin Peng’s passing in Bangkok in September 2013, the government
barred his ashes from being brought back to Malaysia for fear that the ashes would
be used to commemorate and inspire a monument in his remembrance. A UMNO’s
senior minister supported the decision and asserted that Chin Peng’s death would
not erase the hatred of the family members of peoples who died during the conflict
(Abdul Rahim and Hafiz 2013). The then Prime Minister Najib Razak insisted that
the government would not send any representatives to Chin Peng’s funeral, and
definitely not recognises Chin Peng’s role in the nation’s independence, he said:
“We do not pay respects to those who killed thousands of people. If you see the
context over how the Americans treated Osama bin Laden, Chin Peng has died a
natural death.” (Hafiz 2013) By relating Chin Peng with Osama bin Laden, the
government continues to stigmatise the Communists as terrorists.
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However, in September 2019, a group held a press conference stating that Chin
Peng’s ashes were brought back to Malaysia and scattered into the sea and the
jungle near Chin Peng’s birthplace, fulfilling Chin Peng’s final wish to return to his
homeland. As expected, this act provoked negative responses from UMNO, which
was on the opposition front and attacking the newly elected government for
changing history by allowing the ashes to be brought back while demanding action
be taken against those involved. Some retired police associations held a small rally
to protest the “revival of communism” in the country (Faisal 2019). The newly
elected government was quick to deny they approved the ashes’ return, and police
later summoned those who organised the press conference to give statements (Alyaa
and Tong 2019).
In short, Chin Peng has become an iconic person in the history of Communist
insurrection in Malaya. His space of appearance in the country was denied, and he
was scapegoated to tarnish the MCP’s past activities. Although his ashes have the
tiniest possibility of reviving communism in the country, his legacy has to be
contained to annihilate Communist discourses and memories in the nation-building
process. As a person with Chinese heritage, Chin Peng is further useful for the
rightist Malay nationalists in UMNO to appropriate the responsibility of the
Emergency to the Chinese community and strengthen bi-communal Malay versus
Chinese discourse from the Communist armed insurrection. The discourse is further
used to justify Malay political dominance and curb the power of the Chinese in
political negotiation in Malaysia
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2.7 Publication and the Memory of Communist Struggle
The state treatment of Communist and leftist publications provides an interesting
area for exploration. Although Chin Peng was not permitted to return to Malaysia—
alive or dead—his memoir My Side of the History (Chin, Ward, and Miraflor 2003)
can be accessed in the country even though the book faced some disturbances from
the authority during the early period of its publication. Chin Peng’s 527-page
memoir co-authored by Singapore-based writers Ian Ward and Norma Miraflor,
was the Communist leader’s effort to tell “his side of history” regarding the
Communist struggle and the Emergency. The books’ publisher stepped on the
sensitive line, provoking a negative response from the Malaysian government.
When the book’s first consignment was transported to Malaysia from Singapore, it
was seized by Malaysian customs claiming that the government ordered them to do
so. However, the government later allowed the book’s distribution (Wong 2004c).
The book was later translated into Chinese for the Chinese readers. Nevertheless,
the underlying controversy was again revealed as the publisher filed a lawsuit
against Chinese newspaper Nanyang Siang Pau for breaching the contract which
the newspaper was assigned to serialise the book’s Chinese version. At that time,
the Chinese newspaper was owned by MCA and refused to serialise Chin Peng’s
memoir because they received “a verbal caution and written advice” from The
Ministry of Home Affairs. The publisher and newspaper later reached an out-ofcourt settlement, and the newspaper agreed to resume their commitment serializing
the memoir (Wong 2005a).
Another book, Faces of courage: A revealing historical appreciation of
colonial Malaya's legendary Kathigasu family (Kathigasu et al. 2006) was also
harassed by Malaysian authorities. The book’s protagonist Sybil Kathigasu was a
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Eurasian nurse during the Second World War who aided the anti-Japanese
movement with medical supplies and information, and was later captured and
tortured by the Japanese. Published by Singapore’s Media Master, the same
publisher as Chin Peng’s memoir, the book included Sybil Kathigasu’s memoir, an
essay by Chin Peng about his contact with Kathigasu, and also a research report by
Norma Miraflor and Ian Ward. The customs authority in Johor Baru, the Malaysian
side of Malaysia-Singapore border, seized a consignment containing 20 copies of
the book, which was meant for the press reviewers in Malaysia. According to the
news report, the customs officers seized the books mainly because the words “Chin
Peng” appears on the book’s cover. According to the publisher and co-author of the
book Ian Ward, Faces of Courage was submitted for The Ministry of Home Affairs
for sale approval but no formal decision from the ministry was received. Thus, the
book is not officially banned and can be accessed by readers in Malaysia (Wong
2006).
Chong Ton Sin, the owner of The Strategic Information and Research
Development Centre (SIRD), a Malaysian publisher publishing academic books
with a critical perspective—including memoirs of ex-Communists and research on
the Communist struggle and leftist movement in Malaya—asserts that the topics of
communism and the leftist movement is gradually becoming less sensitive after the
1989 Peace Accord. Before that, any publication on the MCP and even Mao Tsetung was deemed politically sensitive, and the publisher risks a jail sentence. The
Ministry of Home Affairs, which is in charge of monitoring the publishing culture,
has relaxed its grip on publications regarding MCP and communism. They are more
focused on the publications on religion, especially Islam, and those that are directly
critical of the ruling regime and its policies. Thus, most of the Communists’
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memoirs and research on the Communist struggle published by the company are
left untouched by the authority, and never officially banned except for one book,
the Malay language version of the Life as the river flows: Women in the Malayan
anti-colonial struggle (Khoo and Crisp 2004), an oral history of female Communist
cadres that participate in the Malayan anti-colonial struggle. Although the Malay
language version of the book was put on sale for years, it was banned in 2017 when
the Ministry of Home Affairs officers inspected a book fair (Chong, Ton Sin. 2020.
Personal communication, September 24). As the English and the Chinese version
of the same book is not officially banned, the question of language became an
important factor for the regime to ban a certain publication that involved MCP. In
other words, the UMNO-dominated regime is more sensitive towards the Malay
language publications on Communist and communism as the publications will
directly engage with the Malay readers who possess a weak command of English
and cannot read Chinese. Thus, the regime is trying to keep the Malays away from
a more complex understanding of Communist struggle while confining the Malays’
perception towards the Communists as alien saboteurs and terrorists via their
ideological apparatuses such as the Malay Patriotic Films.
This matter was also demonstrated in the memoirs of Malay Communists. In
2004, Utusan Malaysia published a few letters from readers questioning the
appropriation of the National University of Malaysia (Universiti Kebangsaan
Malaysia, UKM), a university that bears the responsibility in upholding Malay
nationalism and enhance the use of the Malay language in academic, to publish the
Malay language memoirs of two Malay Communist leaders Shamsiah Fakeh and
Ibrahim Chik. The letters urged university management to investigate the
publication’s motive and eventually led to the forming of a university committee to
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probe the issue (Wong 2004d). The Malay language publications published in a
government-funded university using government money were deemed too
controversial in the eye of certain anti-Communist Malay quarters. The issue has
halted other publication projects regarding Malay Communists and radical
movements by the university publication segment, and some projects were
transferred to SIRD fair (Chong, Ton Sin. 2020. Personal communication,
September 24).
On the other hand, the Malaysian Chinese language publications on the MCP
and communism continue to appear. In 2004, Tiong Hiew King, a timber tycoon in
East Malaysia who was also the owner of the Malaysian Chinese language
newspaper Sin Chew Daily, launched a Chinese language book on the MCP titled
The Evergreen Mountain ― A Journey of The Communist Party of Malaya (青山不
老 ⸺ 馬共的歷程)

(Liew 2004). The book featured interviews with Chin Peng and

the former inspector-general of police Rahim Noor, who involve in the Hat Yai
Peace Accord. Interviewed and written by the journalists and edited by the editorin-chief of the daily, the book also includes profiles and biographies of Chinese and
Malay MCP leaders (Wong 2004a). As the Chinese language newspaper with the
biggest readership in Malaysia, Sin Chew Daily has tried to tap into the hot topic
for the Chinese community during that time that Chin Peng was denied entry into
Malaysia. At the same time, Malaysian Chinese publishers continue to publish
stories and autobiographical writings by ex-Communist cadres including Jin Zhi
Mang (金枝芒 ), He Jin ( 賀巾 ) and Hai Fan ( 海凡 ) (all pen names). Through the
writings, these ex-Communists share their experiences participating in student and
union movements, the armed struggle, and their life in the jungle (Phoon, 2017).
Hai Fan even has two columns in Sin Chew Daily to share his experiences in the
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jungle warfare and the memory of everyday life in the MNLA jungle camps
(Got1shop n.d.). The comprehensive survey of these publications is beyond the
scope of this study. However, I want to emphasis that these publications are left
undisturbed by the authority because they are primarily read by Chinese readers and
circulate within the Chinese cultural circles, which confirms Blackburn and Hack
(2012) observation regarding the Chinese commemorations discussed above. The
commemorations and publications will be tolerated if the influence is limited to the
Chinese community while avoiding direct engagement with the Malays.
It is the same situation with 21st Century Publisher, the publishing house
belonging to an association of ex-Communist cadres that named themselves the 21st
Century Malaysia Friendship Association (21 世紀聯誼會). The association already
published many Chinese language autobiographies, memoirs, historical accounts,
political viewpoints, and analyses regarding the MCP and MNLA but never
encountered serious state harassment. However, the first volume of their Picture
Album: History of Communist Party of Malaya, which was launched to
commemorate the 5th anniversary of Chin Peng’s passing, was banned in 2018 by
the newly elected government. The picture book featured archival photographs of
British colonial Malaya, the beginning of MCP, the union activities and the role of
the MPAJA in fighting the Japanese during the Second World War. The
photographs are captioned in Chinese, English and Malay. Despite the first
volume’s banned, the publisher launched the second volume of this picture book in
2019 in conjunction with the Peace Accord’s 30-year signing anniversary
commemoration. Nevertheless, the issue of “smuggling” of Chin Peng’s ashes into
the country happened at the same time was too controversial, and the attention it
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generated overwhelmed the launching of the book. Thus, the authorities left the
book undisturbed (Phoon 2019).
Why the picture book was banned, but the word-dominated publications were
spared? Is it because photographs and visuals possess great ability in breaching
cultural barriers and are more influential compared to written words? This may also
apply to film as an audio-visual medium. The Ministry of Home Affairs is sensitive
about the films depicting visual representations of the Communist struggle. Since
only a few of these types of films were made, it was easy for the ministry to impose
restrictions and stop Malaysian audiences from engaging with them. Amir
Muhammad and Lau Kek Huat’s films were banned outright by the ministry and
never allowed to be released in Malaysia. Despite the state’s banning practice,
Malaysian cultural workers continue to produce visual works challenging the
mainstream discourse of communism’s past and the nation-building discourse.

2.8 Alternative Filmic Representation of the Leftist Past
In 2007, the 50th anniversary of Malaysia’s independence, graphic artist and social
activist Fahmi Reza came out with a 35-minutes documentary titled 10 Years Before
Independence. The documentary focuses on The People’s Constitution for Malaya
drafted by the leftist PUTERA-AMCJA coalition which MCP participated through
its front-line organisations like the Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Ex-Service
Comrades Association, Malayan New Democratic Youth League and Pan-Malayan
Federation of Trade Unions (PMFTU). The documentary also includes the one-day
hartal (general strike) launched by the coalition on 20 October 1947 to jam the
federation’s economic activity after The People’s Constitution was ignored by the
British. The documentary features interviews with the surviving coalition veterans,
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and archival and newsreel images were added with the present-day visual of
locations where the hartal happened.
10 Years Before Independence was produced with the RM5000 grant from
Pusat KOMAS (Pusat Komunikasi Masyarakat [Community Communication
Centre]), a human rights NGO in Malaysia, which has also organised the annual
FreedomFilmFest (FFF) since 2003. The documentary was awarded Most
Outstanding Human Rights Film at the 2007 FFF. With its slogan “Dare to
Document”, FFF is first of its kind in Malaysia that showcased documentaries on
various political-societal and human rights issues in the country. As an integrated
part of Malaysian independence film culture, FFF provides a platform for
documentaries by amateur filmmakers, social activists, lawyers and journalists to
engage with Malaysian audiences regarding the taboo issues normally not featured
in mainstream media. The film festival is organised in various places in the country,
and discussion sessions are conducted to promote audiences’ critical engagement
and awareness. Further, workshops and training are provided to those amateur and
first-time filmmakers wishing to produce their films with social commentaries and
political messages (Mahyuddin, Lee, and Wang 2017). Fahmi Reza and his
documentary are part of this “visual activism”, which he believes visual mediums
are dominant in modern human life, making it better to raise political awareness
and promote societal changes. He asserts; “there is nothing controversial about this
documentary. It is the truth. All this information is out there, in texts, in memoirs.
The only reason I made it on film was because we now live in a visual-generation”
(Zeeneeshri 2007).
While studying electrical engineering in the United States, Fahmi Reza became
enthusiastic about the power of graphics and self-taught himself graphic design by
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creating flyers for music performances and covers for LP record. After returning to
Malaysia in the early 2000s, he saw the potential for the graphic in social activism
and bringing social change. He started designing posters for the non-governmental
and human rights organisations, and also for the street demonstrations happening
in Malaysia since the 2000s (F. Lee 2017, 80). Just as he asserts:
I think it’s important for designers to ask what their role is to the
public…To use the visual skills we have for social good, to support
different causes. To raise awareness about injustices happening in our
society. For social change if possible. That is our strength. Activists
have different roles—graphic designers are visual activists. (Zurairi
2014)
He is a regular participant in the street demonstrations and held talks in universities
to raise student awareness about student activism. In 2012, he was apprehended by
the police for organising an Occupy Dataran Merdeka (Occupy Independent Square,
his appropriation of the Occupy Wall Street protest) gathering to participate in a
political discussion before the coming general election. In 2016, he was prosecuted
for violating the Communications and Multimedia Act by creating the clown-faced
portraits of the then Prime Minister Najib Razak, who was involved in 1Malaysia
Development Berhad corruption scandal (1MDB scandal). The clown-faced
portraits were inscribed with the caption “Tapi dalam negara yang penuh dengan
korupsi, kita semua penghasut” (But in a country that full of corruption, we are all
agitators) while denouncing the Prime Minister as “Bapak Kleptokrasi” (Father of
kleptocracy).
As the documentary has emerged as “the flagship for a cinema of social
engagement and distinctive vision” (Nichols 2010, 2), 10 Years Before
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Independence is Fahmi Reza’s cinematic attempt to interrogate the nation-building
process of the country, especially the efforts put in by the leftists and the radical
Malays which were marginalised in the mainstream discourse. As he explains:
Actually, the story that I tell in my film focuses on a particular chapter
in our history that is missing from our history books in school. If you
look at our Form 3 textbooks, there’s a chapter called ‘From Malayan
Union to the Federation of Malaya’. But my story is about the missing
chapter ‘From The People’s Constitution to the Malaya-wide hartal’.
And I also made this film to remember and acknowledge the
contributions of the political left in the country’s struggle for
independence because very little is actually said about the role they
played. I also wanted to show that it was the people in the left who
started fanning the people’s nationalistic spirit for independence until,
if you look at it, a democratic movement was born that united the people
of all races to oppose the British in both Malaya, and Singapore then.
(Surin 2007, 16)
Although not professionally trained as a historian, Fahmi Reza tried to revisit the
chaotic pre-independence era by studying books and memoirs written by radical
Malay nationalists and also other historical research on the nation’s road to
independence. He also surfed the Malaysian National Archives and Singapore
National Archives for newspaper reports, which eventually became the important
visual element to enhance the documentary’s historicity (Surin 2007, 18). He
managed to interview and document the memories of elderly coalition participants
who were still alive at that time. Fahmi refrains from using the authoritative “voice
of God” commentary to translate the issues to the audiences but instead utilises
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subtitles to explain the date, purposes and development of the historical events.
However, the historical developments were mostly expounded by the “talkingheads” of the former participants. Fahmi also utilises the convention of “evidentiary
editing” (Nichols 2010, 169) or what Erll (2011) names as “remediation-as-realityeffect” (140–141), wherein historical documentary materials from other media such
as the scanned and photographed version of archival newspaper stories, photos and
political comics are inserted to serve as a visual testament that connecting the scene
with the depicted historical events. These materials are meant to give the film’s
representation of the past an aura of authenticity.
10 Years Before Independence begins with a radio speech by the then British
Governor-general Malcolm MacDonald, which is recited by a voice actor from a
speech taken from a newspaper archive. The speech stated that the mutual suspicion
between different communities was the most delicate problem for Malayan politics.
Together with the archival visuals of Malayan everyday life after the Second World
War, Fahmi tries to mock the tone of the British official newsreel while hinting that
the road to Malaya independence would greatly depend on how the racial problem
of this plural society was solved. The film presents the effort by the left-wing
organisations to solve this problem by forging a multiethnic political coalition and
fighting for the nation’s decolonisation of the nation. Through the interviewees, the
film then explores how the Second World War heightened the anti-colonial spirit
of the Malayan people while the Indonesian liberation war with the Dutch inspired
the Malays to fight for the freedom of their homeland. The film shows that although
the Malay interviewees from the MNP and its youth wing Angkatan Pemuda Insaf
(API, The League of Aware Youth) were influenced by the radical Indonesian
nationalists and the Indonesia Raya ideology, which envisioned a powerful Malay
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political union encompasses the British Malaya and the Dutch East Indies, they did
not emphasise the importance of racial identity. Instead, they proposed to fight for
independence through unity with other races. Although the MNP was allied with
UMNO in the early period of Malay struggle, they parted ways due to ideological
differences. One of the differences was the racial overtone of UMNO’s principle;
one interviewee recalled that the party rejected the UMNO’s idea of adding a
keris—Malay dagger that is often used to symbolise Malay struggle, in their flag.
MDU founding member Lim Kean Chye interviewed in the film and also stressed
the non-racial nature of the leftist coalition:
The unity we talked about never mention the racial aspect as is
emphasised nowadays. All we wanted was that all the trade unions, all
the workers, all the women, all the organisations to join in, in a broad
front to oppose the British return of the Governor to rule the country.
The film then highlights it was the rightists and the pro-British Malay language
newspaper which manipulated the racial rift and differences. In a poem written in
the Jawi alphabet, the newspaper using the “Ah Chong―Ramasamy” proverb to
brand the Chinese and Indian immigrants as ultimate outsiders, while strengthening
Malay land ownership:
Negeri Melayu hak Melayu (Malay land is for the Malays)
Ikan senohong bukannya yu (Senohong fish is not a shark)
Ah Chong tak boleh tukarkan bulu (Ah Chong can never change his
allegiance)
Ramasamy tetap bercorak Hindu (Ramasamy will always be a Hindu)
The film then takes the audience to the hartal launched by the coalition after the
People's Constitutional was ignored by the British. By highlighting the hartal as
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“the greatest political demonstration that this country ever seen”, (the film also
highlights the demonstration coordinated by UMNO to protest against the Malayan
Union in the earlier segment), Fahmi Reza tried to contest the modern conservative
political discourse by the ruling regime that proclaims demonstration is not the
country’s tradition for expressing political opinion, while various draconian laws
have been enacted to curb the political demonstration. As Fahmi asserts: “We are
always told this is not our tradition. This is not our way… And for us to deny our
history and tradition is only to benefit those in power, because they don’t want us
to know this tradition.” (Surin 2007, 19) It is interesting that the hartal is illustrated
by editing together a series of current images of Malaysian towns and cities. The
images capture empty streets without vehicles, shophouses closed for business, the
shophouses’ locked doors, stores and markets closed for business, a stack of bricks
on the road without any workers working on them, an idle trishaw without its driver,
and an empty bus station and railroads without trains to show the halting of
economic activities during the one-day strike. These images are supplemented by
the voice over of news and reports in Malay, English, Mandarin and Tamil
performed by voice actors and actresses about the strikes and closing business.
These voice overs gradually overlap and create a polyphonic soundscape that
demonstrated the multiethnic and multicultural nature of the Malayan society. This
also implied that all walks of life in Malaya, regardless of ethnicities, rejected the
Federation of Malaya plan by participating in the general strike.
Thus, this illustration of hartal demonstrates Fahmi Reza’s sensitivity to the
power of visual and audio in cinematic storytelling. In another example, Fahmi uses
two separated frames to compare the terms in The People’s Constitution with the
Federation of Malaya. The two frames featured the staged performances of the same
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group of Indians, Malay and Chinese actors and actresses who illustrated the
different conditions of the two proposals. For example, the Indian actor in one frame
is given voting paper (The People’s Constitution), but in another frame, the Malay
actress’s voting paper is being taken away (The Federation of Malaya proposal).
These staged performances are not unusual as Fahmi is a regular participant in the
politically progressive theatre performance group Five Arts Centre.
Additionally, 10 Years Before Independence also featured music from the
British punk rock band the Sex Pistol’s anti-monachal God Save the Queen (1977)
and No Feelings (1977). As an admirer of punk rock music, Fahmi also inserts the
songs from the late 1970s punk rock scene from the bands The Stranglers, The
Clash, The Ramones and Generation X, to demonstrate the rebel spirit of the
Malayan leftists and the radicals in the 1940s/50s, and the younger generation of
Malaysians, like the filmmaker himself. When introducing the organisations that
form the PUTERA-AMCJA coalition, Fahmi uses the “starring by” format (with
the photographs of key leaders of these organisations), resembling the opening of a
feature film with the punk rock song Commando (1977) by The Romones as the
background music. With this non-diegetic music, Fahmi tries to bring forward a
political argument and lead the audiences to the progressive positions held by the
leftist coalition. Another example is when depicting the activities of trade unions;
the trade union anthem Solidarity Forever plays in the background. Music is also
used to hook the audience with the emotional states of the interviews and the failure
of the leftist political movement. For example, when narrating how the British
reinstated the Societies Ordinances to curb trade union movements, the film uses a
sombre soundtrack with the close-up of the sad faces and the wrinkled hands of the
interviewees to illustrate the gloomier moments of their struggles. In an interview,
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Fahmi confesses: “I chose to present this story in a format that is used by Hollywood,
I think, it’s called dramatic storytelling.” (Surin 2007, 19). Thus, although he was
making a documentary, Fahmi “‘constitutes’ facts by selecting traces of the past
and enfolding them into a narrative” (Rosenstone 2017, 63). The leftist struggle is
narrated in chronological order, narrated with a beginning, a middle, and an end,
thus inducing audiences to make “cogent observations on historical events, relations,
and processes” (Davis 2000, 5). At the same time, he employs dramatic arcs and
devices from the “tradition” of fictitious films to elicit his audiences’ strong
emotions, moving them to make a contract with the values and beliefs of these
former leftist political fighters. Note that the clear demarcation of a narrative is by
no means limited to creative work, and as Edward Said (2003) reminds us, even
historians would deliberately emplot their texts (95).
Before ending, 10 Years Before Independence featured an old revolution song
sung by interviewee and former MNP member Hashim Said, “The blood of the
rakyat (people) are still flowing…there will come a time of retribution, when the
rakyat (people) will be the judge…Let’s go! Start the struggle now.” By inserting
captions from the British declaration of Emergency and subsequently banning
leftist organisations and detaining their members, the documentary ended with a
tone of “retribution”. It is the retribution for the leftists’ and radicals’ efforts and
sacrifices for the nation’s decolonisation, which have been purposely neglected by
the ruling regime. Although their struggle failed, they should be given proper
appreciation and recognition.
However, memory has been considered as “the interplay of present and past in
socio-cultural contexts” (Erll 2008a, 2). The rehabilitation of the past always
intermingles with the interrogation of present social, cultural and political
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struggles—thus memory is an active process of negotiating the past and present.
For Fahmi, looking at the past is a way of renegotiating a Malaysian identity that is
more united and inclusive. Thus, the rakyat (people) of this generation should be
more aware of the ideological manipulation by the ruling regime on the nationbuilding discourse that aims to keep them in power. As Fahmi said in a press
interview:
I feel that to understand the present, you have to study the past. I am
particularly interested in the history of the Malaysian progressive
movement because it was very vibrant, yet it does not have much of an
influence on current generations. And that’s a great pity. (Vengadesan
2007)
In this documentary, Fahmi presents the leftist coalition as a progressive, secular
front that envisions a truly inclusive and egalitarian multiethnic nation compared to
the UMNO-led Alliance that emphasised Malay dominancy and ethnic segregation.
The hartal itself “wasn’t just about a political party alone, it involved all the rakyat”
(Surin 2007, 19). It offered an opposing perspective from mainstream Malay
Patriotic Film 1957: Hati Malaya released in the same year, which gave UMNO
the sole and indisputable credit in achieving the country’s independence. However,
the documentary falls into the simplistic good-versus-evil dichotomy; designating
the PUTERA-AMCJA coalition as the “good” side that worked for the wellness of
whole Malayan. To counter the mainstream discourse, it tends to idealise the
coalition, failing to interrogate the different motivations and tension within the
coalition as MNP and PUTERA felt the need to protect Malay’s interest and
envisioning a powerful Malay political union of Melayu Raya or Indonesia Raya,
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while MCP and AMCJA fighting for a more egalitarian status for the non-Malays
(Firdaus 1985, 73–103; Yeo 1973).

2.9 Concluding Remarks
According to Misztal (2003), a nation can be considered a “mnemonic community”
that needs a representation of a “suitable past” for its nationalist movements and to
establish a sense of continuity for future generations. However, remembering will
always occur “in tandem with forgetting” (17). The ruling establishment has long
applied the “management of memory”, in which the nation-building past has been
selectively remembered and forgotten. The regime has tried to dictate the memory
of independence and buttress its legitimacy via institutional means, such as the
National Monument, national commemoration rituals, museum exhibitions, school
textbooks and media representations, e.g., the Malay Patriotic Films. At the same
time, they exercise a sort of “amnesia” regarding competing powers and alternative
voices along the road to independence. In the Gramscian sense, they have tried to
establish their “intellectual and moral leadership” (Gramsci 1971, 57) by upholding
the “dominance memory”. However, this “management of memory” is also a
strategy predicated on the “denial of the cumulative effects of past differential
treatment” (Mill 2007, 28), which legitimises the political primacy of the Malays
and effectively situates the non-Malays, including but not limited to the Chinese
and Indian as apparent second-rate citizens. As a result, a Malay-non-Malay rift is
retained, which makes reconciliation a difficult task.
Communism in Malaysia is generally a thing of the past, and most of its
followers and the MCP ex-cadres are now elderly. Thus, it is nearly impossible for
them to threaten the internal security of the country and the revival of communism
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is not likely to happen. In the current context, communism and the MCP become
bogeys for the rightist ultranationalist Malays to advance their racial discourse and
preserve their power status quo. However, identity politics is a complex
phenomenon. Stuart Hall (1996b) has heavily emphasised the instability of
identities, which are “increasingly fragmented and fractured; never singular but
multiply constructed across different, often intersecting and antagonistic,
discourses, practices and positions” (4). People who disagree with or refuse to be
summoned into a dominant identity discourse will try to break the memory
blockade by conducting alternative remembrances and commemorations. As Mill
(2007) asserts:
As the individual represses unhappy or embarrassing memories that
may also reveal a great deal about his identity, about who he is, so in
all societies, especially those structured by domination, the socially
recollecting “we” will be divided, and the selection will be guided by
different identities, with one group suppressing precisely what another
wishes to commemorate. Thus there will be both official and countermemory, with conflicting judgments about what is important in the past
and what is unimportant, what happened and does matter, what
happened and does not matter, and what did not happen at all. (29)
After the 1989 Peace Accord, the topic of communism and the MCP is becoming
less sensitive. A certain level of commemoration, discussions and publications are
tolerated and left untouched without much political interference, unless complaint,
objections are made. The objection of the publication of Malay language memoirs
of Malay Communists by UKM and the banning of Amir Muhammad’s
documentary The Last Communist are good examples to illustrate this. While the
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Chinese organisations and cultural circuits have tried to battle the official discourse
through their own commemorations and publications by telling “their side of
history”, there are young Malaysian cultural workers and activists from multiethnic
backgrounds working together towards the pluralisation of the discourse and
memory of nation-building. These cosmopolitan, middle class and progressiveminded cultural workers and activists are mostly based in the urbanised capital
Kuala Lumpur. They have tried to liberate the nation-building discourse from the
jailhouse of the regime’s perspective while embracing new interpretations and
expressions of the national histories and memories. Fahmi Reza expresses the
benefit of young Malaysians having less emotional baggage about the past
compared to the older generations:
We need a Malaysian history that's inclusive, that takes into account
different perspectives, different people…The problem with the older
generation is that they have attachment⸺they have emotional baggage.
A lot of killings and bloodshed took place during the 12 years of
Emergency…But the younger generation, like me, we don’t have that
baggage. It’s just history. I can look at it as just history because being
young, I didn’t have to experience the hardship and the struggle.
Looking at it from afar makes me see the bigger picture⸺from many
perspectives. The perspective that many in the older generation have is
that of UMNO and the British. What people are unhappy about are the
means the communists resorted to the violence. I, too, have a problem
with that. But at the core of it, the ideas were progressive. You shouldn't
discredit the ends because the means were wrong. I’m able to
differentiate that. The fact that they are stateless is sad, because they
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sacrificed their families, were willing to die for their country. And now
they are treated as terrorists. That's unfair. The government should be
open to alternative viewpoints. (Damis 2009)
Young Malaysians set up groups and organisation such as Malaysia Muda (Young
Malaysia), co-founded by Fadiah Nadwa Fikri, Imagined Malaysia, Amateur and
Projek Dialog attend to the problem of lacking contestation in the official historical
narrative. They organised talks, dialogues, exhibitions, and published online
journals and articles to raise Malaysian awareness regarding the nation’s alternative
history. The “Should We Rewrite Our History Textbooks?” forum stated at the
beginning of this chapter is an example of these awareness projects Additionally,
Malaysian art workers also participated in this consciousness-raising process
through their art creation. A fine example is the “documentary performance” title
Baling (Membaling) (baling means “throw” in Malay language and also the name
of the town near the Malaysian/Thailand border where the peace negotiation
between MCP and Alliance coalitions was held in 1955), which was produced by
Malaysian theatre company Five Arts Centre. The stage performance, which was
choreographed by young theatre artist Mark Teh with the visual design by Fahmi
Reza, reconstructs the peace negotiations between Chin Peng, Tunku Abdul
Rahman and David Marshall (Chief Minister of Singapore) by asking the
performers to recite the peace negotiation’s declassified transcript. A different set
of readers is invited to read the same transcript and the sometimes performers will
switch roles. Occasionally, improvisational acts, such as chairs thrown at the
performers, is created to interrupt the reading process. Using different formats and
tactics of reading, the audiences are invited to think about how the ghosts of the
past continue to haunt the present by interrogating the meanings of “freedom,
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loyalty, terrorism, reconciliation, surrender, sacrifice and independence” (Five Art
Centre n.d.). At the same time, the performance has “create[d] a space for Chin
Peng to appear as a legitimate political subject” (Rajendran 2020, 89) and assigned
some weightage for Chin Peng next to his negotiation counterparts. Five Arts
Centre also curated an Emergency Festival in 2008 to commemorate the 60th
anniversary of the Emergency. The festival featured exhibitions, art installations
and stage performances that interrogated the topics of the Internal Security Act, the
introduction of identity card by the British, the New Villages resettlement plan and
the repatriations of Chinese Communist sympathisers to China. Although the event
was under surveillance of plainclothes police (Iwaki, 2016), it did not stop the art
workers from constructing “an intriguing re-examination and creative storytelling
of the Malayan Emergency” (Choo 2008).
Thus, efforts were made by the new generation Malaysians engaging the
historical discourse and memories while envisioning a more integrated Malaysian
society that embraces religious and cultural pluralism. Although the ghosts of ethnic
segregation are still haunting Malaysian society, the forgotten, neglected and
denigrated leftist and communism past has been recalled, reconnected and
reclaimed. At the same time, fresh and progressive discourses, memories, narratives,
arts, films, literature and stage performances were produced to challenge the ruling
regime’s hegemony.
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Chapter Three ⸺ The Malay Patriotic Films and the UMNO Hegemony

3.1 Introduction
The last chapter has discussed how the UMNO-dominated ruling regime diverted
the national memory of Communist insurrection and the Emergency to strengthen
the Malays’ political supremacy and legitimate UMNO as the saviour of the Malays.
This Malay-centric agenda has been incorporated into the state-sponsored Malay
Patriotic Films that are produced to reinforce the Malay and UMNO political
hegemony. Lim (2011b) provided a clear and detailed definition of the Malay
Patriotic Films:
A subset of Malay cinema, Malay patriotic films target the same
combined paying and non-paying Malay viewers. The genre is so called
because it is deemed to speak of loyalty and love for the nation, as of
the duty and honour of sacrificing the personal, even one’s life, for a
larger cause. The belief or hopeful expectation of the state in Malaysia,
and Malays(ians) who regard or promote Malay films of the genre as
crucial for nation building, is that consumption of filmic patriotism may
arouse the target Malay viewers to experience and perform approximate
acts of love and sacrifice. Approximate acts here refer not simply to
general acts of patriotism…but more specifically to exclusionary, racial
patriotism towards the trinity of the Malay bangsa (race/ethnicity),
agama (Islam as the constitutional religion of the Malay race) and
negara (land/nation conceived as belonging first and foremost to the
Malays). (93)
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These films are set in the nation’s past and incorporate important historical periods
and events such as the Japanese Occupation of Malaya, the Emergency, the preindependence era and the ethnic riot in 1969. The state sponsored these films to
intervene in the interpretation of the national struggle, nation-building process and
ethnic-relationship of Malaysia. As mentioned by Lim (2011b), these films were
produced by the state to arouse the Malays’ love for their ethnic identity, religion
and the motherland. Thus, they tended to prioritise Malays as the indigenous of the
land and inserting pro-Malay ideology that coordinated with the right-wing Malay
nationalism championed by UMNO. As a result, Malay racial chauvinisms and the
reinstating of the Ketuanan Melayu are the common features of these films (94).
Generally, the production of these films was aligned with the state’s agenda to
make Malay cinema the national cinema by marginalising and minimising the
representation of other ethnic cultures and languages (Kuan 2015). In the essence
of this “cinema of denial” (Khoo 2006a, 83), patriotic films were generally akin to
Hatta Azad Khan (1997) labels the general Malay films as “made by Malays for the
Malays” (209), which concentrated on depicting the Malays’ “life and struggle”
(Lim 2011b, 96). These state-funded films are normally given screening priority
during the month of the Independence Day celebration but performed poorly in the
box office. However, these films were also screened in the important political
events and gatherings such as the UMNO General Assembly and open-space
screening for the Malay settlers in Felda (Federal Land Development Authority)
lands, which served as an ideology apparatus to enhance the UMNO image as the
guardian of the Malay’s interest. These films are also screened in government
servant training programmes such as Biro Tata Negara (the National Civics Bureau)
to instil the idea of Malay land ownership in the civil servants (Lim 2011b, 101).
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This chapter will focus on the discussion of the nation-building discourse
portrayed in the Malay Patriotic Films made after the 1990s, set in the preindependence Malaya. Leftenan Adnan (Aziz M. Osman, 2000), Embun (Erma
Fatima, 2002), Paloh (Adman Salleh, 2003) and 1957: Hati Malaya (Shuhaimi
Baba, 2007) will be discussed. These films generally engage with the questions of
Malay struggle, Communist insurrection and the road to independence.

3.2 Patriotic Films before the 1990s
The earliest film expressing the Malay Patriotic Film’s ideological spirit is Sarjan
Hassan (Sergeant Hassan, 1958), produced by Shaw Brother’s Malay Film
Productions and directed by Filipino director Lamberto V. Avellana. The film stars
and is written by the legendary Malay artist P. Ramlee, who later took over the role
of director. P. Ramlee played Hassan, an orphan adopted by a rich landlord in
kampung (Malay village). He later joined the British Malay Regiment with the
landlord’s son Aziz, who is jealous and prejudice against Hassan. Hassan was later
promoted to Sergeant due to his excellent performance. During the Second World
War, Hassan fought against the Japanese and rescued Aziz from the Japanese attack.
He contacted the British unit and successfully rescued his friends and adoptive
father from a Japanese prisoner of war camp. He later encountered and defeated—
in a one-on-one fight—fellow villager Buang, who became a Japanese agent and
betrayed other Malay villagers to the Japanese.
Sarjan Hassan was the first Malay film depicting the Malay Regiment, a small
group of British-trained Malay army who fought against the Japanese invasion. The
army was later revised by the British for the counterinsurgency measure during the
Emergency. In the film, the Malay Regiment was depicted as a symbol of Malay
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struggle and unity, in which they were willing to die defending their motherland.
This is why the film was taken seriously by the UMNO-led post-independence
government. The film was released on the first anniversary of Malaya independence.
The film premiere in Kuala Lumpur was attended by Yang Dipertuan Agong (King
of the Malaya), government ministers, British army generals and formal members
of the early Malay Regiment. The Minister of Defence attended the premiere and
asserted that the film protagonist “symbolised the fighting spirit and gallantry of
the men of the Royal Malay Regiment who fought and died for Malaya” while he
praised the continuing effort of the regiment in engaging with “the task of
suppressing Communist terrorism” (Blackburn and Hack 2012, 230). Generally, the
film portrayed the Malays as the sole defender of the Japanese invasion and not the
British. The MCP-led MPAJA was not given any place, as the film was made during
the latter part of the Emergency. Other Malay political forces such as the KMM,
Giyugun, Giyutai, and Heiho were absent in the film, while the treachery of the
Japanese collaborator Buang (“throw away” or “discard” in Malay) was portrayed
as an unwelcome characteristic in Malay society (Blackburn and Hack 2012, 233).
P. Ramlee who is an UMNO supporter, screenplayed the film aligned with the rightwing Malay nationalist agenda. This agenda was later picked-up by Leftenan Adnan
and Embun.
The first state-sponsored Malay Patriotic Film is Bukit Kepong (1981), which
was produced, written, directed and starring Jins Shamsuddin, a Malay actor and
producer who was active in the Malay film industry in the 1970s. The film is based
on an incident during the Emergency where the Communists attacked a police
station in Bukit Kepong in Johor, a state in Southern Malaya. Although the Malay
policemen were outnumbered, they refused to surrender and fought to the last man
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before the police station was burned down by the Communist rebels. In the incident,
almost all Malay policemen were killed, including some of their family members.
The plan to make the incident into a film originally came from the public relations
section of the Royal Malaysian Police. The production cost of RM1.2 million was
assumed by the police force while the shooting was fully supported by the police
by providing weapons used during the Emergency period. The police personnel also
appeared as extras portraying Communist rebels and other alternative soldiers
(Hatta 1997, 195; Zakir 2008, 13). The film recouped its production cost by earning
RM1.7 million in the box office that year and won seven awards at the Malaysian
Film Festival in the following year, including Best Film, Best Director, and Jins
Shamsuddin won Best Actor.
For Malay film critic Zakir (2008), Bukit Kepong is a significant point in
Malaysian cinematic history, as it portrayed the real historical incident based on
factual history chronology and historical people. Thus, the film should be
appreciated for depicting the patriotism and the bravery of national heroes (12).
However, what was emphasised for Malay film critics and other right-wing Malay
nationalists is that the incident was an occasion to showcase the Malay defending
their country from the invading outsider Communist force. As the Malay film
scholar Hatta Azad Khan (1997) expresses:
From the Malay point of view, the attack on Bukit Kepong police
station was a national tragedy. The battle was regarded as a symbol of
the gritty courage of the Malays fighting against what they believed was
an invasion of their own motherland. (193)
Historical writings on the incident often highlight that although the policemen can
save themselves and their family’s lives by surrendering to the Communist, they
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would rather die to save their motherland than being colonised by the Communist
terrorist (Muhammad Zaidee 2005, 80; Syed 2007, 23). Furthermore, the incident
was occasionally used to legitimise UMNO’s ruling authority. Former Prime
Minister Abdullah Badawi says:
The courageous and gallantry act displayed by our national heroes in
this bloody episode was indeed a sacrifice of the highest degree…We
should not lag in our awareness towards any threat to national security,
particularly to those who actively endeavour to sow the seed of hatred
towards the government through pure lies and slanders. (Istana Budaya
2000, 2)
UMNO deemed itself the guardian of Malay sovereignty and was quick to capitalise
on the Bukit Kepong incident to increase its political influence. As Tunku Abdul
Rahman recalled in his memoir, every UMNO division and branch held prayers for
the deceased, and money was collected as an expression of sympathy for the
families (Abdul Rahman 1986, 21). Generally, the incident was repeatedly
manipulated by UMNO and the right-wing Malay nationalists to maintain their
political hegemony. In 2017, a museum was officiated by the state’s Sultan at the
site of the attack to commemorate the sacrifice of the Malay policemen. A Bukit
Kepong Declaration (Deklarasi Bukit Kepong) was proposed by the ex-policemen
and ex-soldier associations to “oppose any statement that potentially hurt the feeling
of fighters who defended the religion, nation and the beloved motherland” (Majlis
Belia Malaysia 2013). The “statement” mentioned in the declaration is non-other
than the Communist claimed that they were also fighting for the independence of
the nation. Occasionally, the incident will be summoned to incite and heighten
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Malay fear of Communists. Just as demonstrated in an article by Malay film critic
Akmal Abdullah (2006) who is famous for his Malay-centric position:
The Bukit Kepong tragedy, which is made into a film by Jins
Shamsuddin, becomes our nightmare as the merciless Communist
movement killed the police who took care of the safety of the country.
Consequently, young children became orphans and wives became
widows. The life during that time became “hell” as the Communist will
unhesitant kill the villagers for the sake of rice and sugar.
Thus, the film Bukit Kepong was part of this ideological manipulation. The
filmmaker Jins Shamsuddin, who is an UMNO member and once a Senator of
Malaysia Parliament, insisted that the Communists were never freedom fighters but
the killer of their own peoples. He further acknowledged that UMNO fought for
Malaya’s independence, and he made Bukit Kepong a tribute to their effort (Sta
Maria 2011). Generally, the film was criticised for its ideological bias, as it
portrayed the Communists as a wholly Chinese force that killed the Malay
policemen. On the contrary, the historical account proposed the attack was launched
by the MCP’s Johor State Committee, led by a Malay Communist Mohamad Indera
(Mat Indera) (Abraham 2006, 137). A surviving Malay policeman also confirmed
that it was Mat Indera who led the attack (Muhammad Zaidee 2005, 14). Thus, the
film succumbed to the dominant Emergency discourse of Chinese versus Malay and
has the clear intention to incite the hatred of Malays toward the “Chinese
Communists” (Kua 2013, 28). Jins Shamsuddin insisted that his film was based on
historical facts and his interviews with ex-Communists and villagers who lived near
the site of the attack. He recalled that he had to show the police his final script and
that his research perfectly matched with the police’s perspective. This is why the
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police agreed to fund the film (Sta Maria 2011). The film’s story matching with the
state’s discourse has made the film a perfect ideological apparatus of UMNO’s
Barisan Nasional regime. The film was previously shown on state television before
every general election as a part of the regime’s “fear appeal” to the Malay voters.
The film has made its way to stage performances and musicals, and digitally
remastered into High-definition to maintain its appeal to young audiences. Most
importantly, the film became the forefront for making more patriotic films in the
years after its production.

3.3 Leftenan Adnan and the Memory of Fighting Japan
Leftenan Adnan is based on the life of Lieutenant Adnan Saidi from the Malay
Regiment. He led his men to defend against the advancing Japanese troops in Bukit
Chandu, Singapore, and was eventually killed by the Japanese one day before the
British surrendered. The Malay Regiment has played an important part in the
defending against the Japanese invasion and their bravery, and spirit to sacriﬁce
their lives for the country have been well celebrated in the post-war
Malaya/Malaysia as the role model in the memory of the national struggle (Abu
Talib 2003, 88). One newspaper article describes Adnan Saidi as “the symbol of
bravery, loyalty and sacrificing for defending the nation’s dignity during the
opposition of Japanese colonisation” (Mohd. Radzi 2000). Malay soldiers,
including Adnan Saidi, were incorporated into the national heroic narrative to spur
the national pride and the sense Malaysian of nationalism, especially among the
Malays. In 1996, Lieutenant Adnan Saidi was featured in an exhibition at the
Malaysian National Museum of History titled Tokoh Pejuang: Patriots (Struggle
Heroes: Patriots), which put him together with other Malay leaders, including Tok
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Gajah, Tok Janggut, Dato’ Bahaman, and Mat Kilau who rebelled against the
British in the late 19th century. Also featured in the exhibition was Sergeant Jamil
Mohd Shah, the commander of the Bukit Kepong police station who defended it
from the Communist attack during the Emergency. The exhibition positioned Malay
figures as the ideal Malay patriots promoting the spirit of nationalism and the
national struggle (Blackburn and Hack 2012, 263). According to Abu Talib (2006),
Adnan Saidi’s place in Malay nationalism is problematic, as he was fighting for the
British colonial master who had no plan to give independence to Malaya. For him,
including Adnan Saidi in the exhibition was strongly influenced by the Malaysian
Armed forces and the Ministry of Defence to boost the army’s image (42). The
Malaysian Armed Forces even renamed a Turkish-made armoured combat vehicle
as “ACV-300 Adnan” to blend the national heroic spirit of Adnan Saidi with the
image of the armed forces (Defence Security Asia 2022).
Malaysian Armed Forces and the Ministry of Defence further commissioned
the production of Leftenan Adnan, the script of which was co-written by an army
colonel while the armed forces provided uniforms, weapons, army vehicles and
more than 1,000 army personnel as the extras for the shooting. The actors also
underwent army training before the shooting. According to the director Aziz M.
Osman, almost all elements and scenes from the film obtained approval from the
armed forces. Even the song belongs to the Adnan Saidi’s era (the 1930s) used in
the film, was the request by the armed forces (Khadijah 2000). As the Malay rulers
have always acted as the symbol of the Malay loyalty and the protection of Malay
interest, the production team also claimed that The Council of Malay Rulers agreed
to be the film’s patron (Ellyna 2000). The film was officially released on 30th
August 2000, the eve of the Independence Day celebration. Before the official
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release, premiers were organised in all states to collect donation to recoup some of
the film’s production cost. Donations were also collected for the army welfare fund,
army hospitals, army museum and for the family members of the late Adnan Saidi.
The first premier even organised the Hari Pahlawan celebration on 31st July, which
was attended by the Yang Dipertuan Agong (The Star 2000). The Ministry of
Defence organised a special screening session on 1 October 2000 in Kuala Lumpur
that was attended by the then Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad with Adnan
Saidi’s son and grandson (Blackburn and Hack 2012, 267). The film became an
apparatus of the ruling regime to suture the Malay warrior tradition and patriotism
together with UMNO’s dominant right-wing nationalism.
However, Leftenan Adnan was not well received by the general Malaysian
audience. Although it managed to grab around RM1 million at the box-office, it
failed to recoup its production cost of RM2.5 million—this was the most expensive
Malaysian film in history until the year 2000. Although the government tried to
boost the box office by sponsoring school students to watch the film, it generated
less than other more commercial Malay films. Young Malay audience reception
toward the film was mixed, while the non-Malay audiences generally stay away
from the film (Blackburn and Hack 2012, 268). Even though the film was not wellreceived, it still served as an ideological apparatus for the ruling establishment. The
film was screened in The National Service Training Programme (Program Latihan
Khidmat Negara) which intend to put youths from different ethnic backgrounds in
a training camp to promote national unity (Blackburn and Hack 2012, 291).
Leftenan Adnan begins with a day in Adnan Saidi’s childhood. He is a typical
village boy who likes to play war games with his friend. As a young adult, he
decided to join the British army, although his parents did not completely agree with
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his decision to become a soldier. His excellent performance in the training camp
granted him Best Recruit, and he was selected to participate in the coronation of
King George VI in London. After returning from London, Adnan Saidi returned to
his village and married fellow village girl Safiah. He then moved to Port Dickson
to continue his army career and was eventually promoted to the rank of Lieutenant.
He was stationed in Southern Malaya to fight the Japanese when they attacked
Malaya. He and his Malay co-soldiers tried to defend the last fortification line at
Bukit Chandu but were eventually overrun by the Japanese army, whose soldiers
far outnumber the Malay regiment.
Leftenan Adnan chronologically reconstructing Adnan Saidi’s life from
childhood until the day he sacrificed his life on the battlefield. Adnan Saidi’s
character development progresses roughly and rapidly without adequately
elaborating on his reasoning for joining the military and fighting for the country.
His bravery is portrayed as natural-born, and his promotion to Lieutenant was
without difficulty and struggle. In other words, he is portrayed as a straightforward
heroic figure, never expressing hesitation or fear when fighting the Japanese. Thus,
the film tries to glorify Adnan Saidi’s bravery and heroism to affix the character
with the Malay nationalism and construct a Malay-superiority national memory.
The film blatantly conveys the nationalistic message with Adnan Saidi’s and other
characters’ words. For example, in an early scene when the young Adnan Saidi
undergoes the circumcision ceremony, which marks a child’s entrance to adulthood
in Malay tradition, the circumcision physician tells him: “you can become a national
warrior when you grow up. You may carry on the tradition of our ancestors, fighting
to protect our religion, race and motherland. Never neglect the duty that is given to
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you.” In another scene, Adnan Saidi tells his brother, who also intends to become a
soldier:
All the while, we let other people take care of our motherland. We let
white people protecting it. Without our awareness, they do it with their
own intention. This is the land where I should shed my blood. I should
care and protect it. This is the reason I became a soldier. These spirits
should be retained.
These nationalistic messages are also conveyed by a Silat (Malay traditional martial
art) master in a scene where the master gives martial art training to the youngster in
the village. With the Malay traditional music as the scene’s background audio, the
master presents his righteous message to his students: “We must learn the
knowledge of war from everyone even from the coloniser. Learning from the enemy
will be beneficial to us. Most importantly, fight for your right. Instead of minding
your own business, why not do something for religion, race and motherland because
the benefits are the righteous things according to Allah.” The scene tries to blend
the Malay nationalistic heroism and Malay traditional martial value.
Additionally, the film featured a four-minute motivational speech by Adnan
Saidi to his subordinates before they set off for battle against the Japanese. Adnan
Saidi begins with the history of the Malacca Sultanate Kingdom that managed to
build an empire in the Malay region and emphasised that the Malays were as strong
as the Western powers before colonisation. The mentioning of the Malacca
Sultanate Kingdom is not unusual as it is frequently used as a historical discourse
to justify the Malay political primacy and their ownership of the land (Ting 2009,
45). Adnan Saidi emphasised that Malay rulers and leaders had put effort into
building the Malay military unit because they knew the colonial regime would not
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take the Malays power for easy as “the free Malays may shake the world” Using
the traditional Malay idiom. “biar putih tulang, jangan putih mata” (better to die
with honours than live with regretful tears) to urge his subordinates to fight for “a
free and digni[fied] Malay race”, he ends his speech by asking the soldiers to chant
the slogan “Hidup Askar Melayu!” (Long live the Malay Soldier!). Adnan Saidi’s
speech can generally be classified as what Smith (1999) terms as “ethnic myth”,
which comprises of the following narrative elements: (1) “A Myth of Temporal
Origins”, i.e., generations are begotten from ancestors; (2) “A Myth of Location
and Migration”, i.e., the spatial origin of a “homeland” that constitutes the nation;
(3) “A Myth of Ancestry”, i.e., a sense of common ancestry that upholds kinship
links; (4) “A Myth of the Heroic Age”, i.e., the golden age or glorious era of an
ethnic group; (5) “A Myth of Decline”, i.e., how a particular group declined into a
disgraceful state; and finally (6) “A Myth of Regeneration”, i.e., how glory and
dignity can be restored (63–68). Such mythic narratives are designed to strengthen
the bonds of an ethnic community (57) and also to “celebrate identity and associated
values, and to describe and explain the world in which such identity and values are
experienced” (McCrone 2002, 264).
Utilizing this “ethnic myth”, Adnan Saidi tells his fellow soldiers that they are
not fighting for the British but for the love of the motherland. Leftenan Adnan is
accurate in this sense of nationalism. According to Abu Talib (2003), although the
anti-Japanese Malay forces such as the Malay Regiment were associated with the
British, their loyalty was not overwhelmingly towards the British. The Malay rulers
intended to protect their motherland, even though Malaya’s future was still
undecided if the British returned to power (87). However, this excessive Malay
nationalism that blended with the chivalrous Malay Regiment, also extending to the
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Malay soldiers and police who fought the Communists during the Emergency and
was eventually constructed as the dominant discourse in the national memory
(Blackburn and Hack 2012, 341). By highlighting the importance of the Malay
Regiment in defending Malaya during the Japanese invasion, the film downplays
the role of other ethnicities, especially the Chinese who also resisted the Japanese
Occupation.
MCP is featured in two scenes in the film. In the first scene, MCP leader Lai
Tek is shown having a secret meeting with Major Spencer Chapman, the Deputy
Commander of Britain’s 101 Special Training School. The scene’s low-key lighting
hints that MCP is an underground organisation. Speaking in the Malay language
with a Chinese accent, Lai Tek asks the British officer to release the detained
Communist cadres so that MCP can help the British fight the Japanese. In the scene,
Lai Tek emphasised is that MCP members are all Chinese, and the Japanese hate
the Chinese. Thus, the Chinese will fight hard to survive. This reinforces the
dominant perception that MCP is a Chinese-dominated party. The second scene is
set in a Communist camp in the jungle where a British agent discusses a sabotage
task with the Communist leader. However, during the meeting, a Chinese, probably
an MCP cadre, is suspected of being a Japanese spy and executed on the spot.
Basically, these two scenes have portrayed a negative image of the Communist. The
on-spot execution of the suspected spy accentuates the Communists’ violence and
cruelty, while the deceitful speaking tone and the contemptuous facial expression
of the Communist leader hint that the Communists cannot be trusted. The spyexecution scene is followed by a scene with the KMM leader Ibrahim Yaakob riding
a car with Fujiwara Iwaichi, Chief of Fujiwara Kikan, a Japanese Intelligence Unit
named after the person facilitating the cooperation with the Malays for the Japanese
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invasion. In this scene, Ibrahim Yaakob tells Fujiwara that the Malays will never
support the Communists because the Communists do not believe in religion, while
the Malays are devoted Muslims who fight for their religion, race and country. The
relationship between Islam and communism will be further discussed in the next
chapter, but the scene straightforwardly expresses that the Malays will never accept
communism as communism is incompatible with their religious belief.
Besides the scenes discussed above, MCP is never again mentioned in Leftenan
Adnan. However, the film gives a heavier depiction of the Malay radical nationalist
group KMM, represented by its leader Ibrahim Yaakob. In one scene, Ibrahim
Yaakob is shown having a meeting with the village folks to get their support for
KMM, as he claimed KMM is the true anti-British organisation to fight for total
emancipation from colonial rule. Nevertheless, Ibrahim Yaakob is later portrayed
cooperating with Fujiwara Iwaichi, the Japanese agent who disguised himself as a
Chinese bicycle repairer. Fujiwara promises to Ibrahim Yaakob that the Japanese
will give independence to Malaya and protect Malay rulers’ status, rights and
welfare after the Japanese win the war. While Ibrahim Yaakob expresses minor
hesitation, worrying that he might end up as a tool of Japanese ruling, he eventually
agreed to cooperate with Fujiwara. Ibrahim Yaakob’s presence in the film worth
deeper exploration as it is related to the status of radical Malays in the dominant
Second World War memory and nation-building discourse of the country.
As mentioned in the previous chapter, the memory of the radical Malay
nationalists and the Malays who cooperate with the Japanese or those who
participate in Japanese-sponsored Giyugun and Giyutai has been downplayed in the
post-war years and the years immediately after independence. However, after the
1980s, the Malay radicals and their experiences working with the Japanese were
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brought back to the mainstream historical consciousness as the Japanese
Occupation was considered a catalyst for heightening the Malay nationalistic
sentiment. Hence, Malay radical nationalists were integrated into the grandiose
narrative of Malay nationalism and the Malay’s contribution to the freedom of their
motherland (Blackburn and Hack 2012, 340). The exhibition at the Malaysian
National Museum of History featuring Adnan Saidi also included Ibrahim Yaakob
as one of the national warriors who contributed to independence and the rise of
Malay nationalism (Blackburn and Hack 2012, 263). Nevertheless, in the film, the
role of KMM and Ibrahim Yaakob is considered a failure because KMM is
portrayed as indirectly assisting in the Japanese tyranny, another colonial power
that replaced the British. In a scene, the Japanese army is conducting atrocities
against the townsfolks—looting goods and food and beating civilians—the majority
of whom are Chinese. Ibrahim Yaakob is portrayed just standing on-site, watching
the atrocities without being able to do anything. A Malay man confronted him,
condemning KMM for contributing to the Japanese brutality. Ibrahim Yaakob
defended himself by stressing that KMM works with the Japanese because of the
love towards the country and the fight for independence. However, the Malay man
replies to him by saying: “Is this struggle that you mean?” After this scene, Ibrahim
Yaakob is not mentioned again in the film. Compared to the heroic portrayal of
Adnan Saidi, Ibrahim Yaakob and his struggle is represented as less significant and
merely serving as the lackey for Japanese imperialism.

3.4 Embun and the Representation of Japanese Atrocity
Two years later, KMM became the major element for another patriotic film Embun.
Embun directed by Erma Fatima, a former celebrity and stage actress who later
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ventured into film directing and producing. The production of Embun was said to
coincide with the establishment of Puteri UMNO, the female youth wing of UMNO
to attract the young and professional Malay women’s support for UMNO). Erma
Fatima briefly joined and served as the Chairperson of the Special Programme
Bureau of Puteri UMNO. The director’s political involvement was speculated to be
a bargaining strategy enabling her to secure state funding to make the film, while
UMNO hoped the ex-celebrity could boost its image and garner support (Khoo
2006b, 184–185). The film was produced by The National Film Department of
Malaysia (Filem Negara Malaysia) and The National Film Development
Corporation Malaysia (FINAS) with the budget of RM3.4 million. However, it
managed to make less than a million Ringgit at the box-office, which was less than
other commercial Malay romantic and comedy films (Blackburn and Hack 2012,
271). Despite the poor box office performance, the film managed to win six awards
at the 16th Malaysian Film Festival in 2003, including Best Female Actress and
Best Cinematography.
The title Embun refers to the name of the female protagonist whose brother
Bayu is an active member of the KMM in Penang during the Japanese Occupation.
Bayu is arrested for participating in the demonstration against the Japanese as the
KMM members are disillusioned about the Japanese ruling and its promise to free
Malaya. Since most male youngsters in the village are scared to confront the
Japanese army to rescue Bayu, the 17-years-old Embun braved herself by going to
the Japanese military headquarter and demanding the release of her brother.
However, she is taken prisoner by a Japanese lieutenant named Akaishi and gangraped by the Japanese soldiers. With help from another Japanese lieutenant named
Koishi, who is more empathetic towards the Malay’s situation, Embun is released.
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Later, her father, Pak Harun, is shot dead by a Japanese soldier when he tries to stop
the Japanese soldiers from looting rice and food from the town folks. Her father’s
death heightened her hatred of the Japanese, and she destined to retaliate to avenge
the humiliation inflicted towards her and her family. With assistance from
Lieutenant Koishi, who falls in love with Embun, she meets Japanese general
Kurugawa to negotiate her brother’s release. The general agrees to release Bayu
with the condition that Bayu helps the Japanese gain the villagers’ support for their
village development project. After Bayu is released, the siblings plan for a revolt
and persuade young villagers to join British Force 136 to fight the Japanese.
However, they are betrayed by a co-villager and their family, and other rebels are
ambushed by Japanese troops led by Akaishi. After observing Akaishi’s tyranny,
Koishi decided to help Bayu escape. Although Bayu manages to escape, Embun
and Koishi fall into Akaishi’s hands. The next day at the execution field, Embun
kills Akaishi with her hairpin, which was a present from Koishi, before she was
shot dead by other Japanese soldiers.
According to Comaroff and Stern (1994), ethnic consciousness can emerge as
a politically salient identity when a community “recognizes common interests,
usually when it finds its existence, interests, or integrity under threat” (5). Hence,
the Japanese invasion of the Second World War has become an important narrative
in the national imagination—in terms of both its awakening and identity. Like
Leftenan Adnan, Embun articulated Malay nationalism’s awakening with the
external colonisation, especially the Japanese Occupation. In an earlier scene where
the village Malay youths discuss whether they should participate in the Japanese
volunteer forces, like Heiho and Giyugun, Embun’s brother Bayu feels that the
Japanese have not given the Malays what they promised, especially letting the
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Malays govern their own country. He asserts that the Malays should demonstrate
their strength and let the Japanese know that they are the sovereign owners of the
land. He then led a demonstration against the Japanese military administration by
fiercely shouting the slogan Hidup Melayu (Long live the Malay, resembling the
UMNO’s slogan during the protest against the implementation of Malayan Union)
and Allahuakhbar (an Islamic religious mantra meaning “God is Great”). Bayu then
turns back to face the other participants and says: “Remember! We are Malays and
Malays are us! We are here to reclaim the honour of the Malay race”. The short
speech is followed by the chanting of Allahuakhbar three times. By using the
slogans Hidup Melayu and Allahuakhbar, the scene highlighted the modern Malay
identity, in which the Islamic religion is an inseparable element. Facing the
Japanese army, Bayu fiercely asserts that the Malay are taking the Japanese
promises seriously. In the film, Japan is portrayed as the coloniser Other that
brutally oppresses the Malays. Several scenes show the Japanese conducting
atrocities towards the Malay villagers while Lieutenant Akaishi is portrayed as the
stereotypical evil villain, speaking and laughing in a braying manner. After Bayu
was captured and beaten by Akaishi, he raises his revengeful rage toward Akaishi:
“Malay will kill you!” (Melayu akan bunuh kau!). His rage is never personal— it
is nationalistic. His vengeance is elevated into the general anger of the Malays
towards the colonial Other. In other words, suffering is glorified in the film to
construct a collective memory that consolidates the Malay identity.
Nevertheless, Malaysian historian Cheah Boon Kheng (2002b) commented
that Embun “sacrifices historicity for patriotic fervour”. From the historical
perspective, the Malays received better treatment from the Japanese as compared to
the Chinese. For him, although it would be hard to deny that Malays also suffered
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during the Japanese Occupation, the Malays never experienced the harsh atrocities
and blood-shedding massacres that they inflicted on the Chinese community.
Additionally, the film tries to justify the Malay’s hatred and anti-colonial sentiment
towards the Japanese by representing a Malay woman, female protagonist Embun,
the victim of Japanese atrocities. Embun was gang-raped, and her father was killed
by Japanese soldiers. However, according to the film’s scriptwriter, the director
herself added the gang-rape scene—it was not in the original script as the Japanese
never raped any Malay woman during the occupation (Mohd. Yusman, Siti Hazina,
and Ali 2002, 40). While the Malay film scholar Mohd. Ghazali (2006) asserts that
the director inserts the rape scene to increase the film “visual impact” and adding a
feminist touch to the film (56), Khoo (2006b) however insists that the scene is
meant to depict Embun as a better martyr for the rising of Malay nationalism (203).
Although she was raped, her psychological state is never deeply explored. Instead,
she is portrayed as able to get over the trauma so easily and quickly, eventually
transforming from an ordinary village girl to an anti-colonial emulator. She
successfully persuades other male village youths to join the anti-Japanese Force 136
and help her brother to escape. In other words, the feminist perspective, is in fact,
subordinating and serving the nationalistic theme. Toward the end of the film,
Embun is killed while his brother survives and presumably continues his anticolonial struggle. The female anti-colonial emulator has to die to give way to the
ethnic nationalism that is more patriarchal.
Thus, for Khoo (2006b), Embun is an ethnic chauvinistic cinematic text
inspired by director Erma Fatima’s perception of UMNO’s version of the nationbuilding discourse. While the film is set in the Chinese-dominated state of Penang,
the suffering of the Chinese community is greatly marginalised. The Chinese-
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dominated resistance force MPAJA never appears and is not mentioned in the film,
while the non-Malays mainly serve as extras in the film (201–202). At the same
time, the Malay struggle portrayed in the film is also heavily oriented toward
UMNO’s politics. Although the radical KMM served as the major Malay political
organisation in the film, it failed to deeply explore the twists and turns of KMM
political negotiations with the Japanese during the Japanese Occupation, which
KMM members originally served in the Japanese Fifth Column during the earlier
period of the war as they hoped to secure the independence of Malaya, but the
organisation was eventually banned by the Japanese in June 1942 for its aggressive
demands for independence (Cheah, 1979a).

3.5 Paloh, MPAJA and the Malay-Chinese Relationship
The struggles of Malayans during the Second World War are depicted differently
in the next patriotic film Paloh. The title refers to the small town in the state of
Johor, Southern Malaysia, where the film is set. The story is about four Malay
friends Ahmad, Osman, Puteh and Harun, who worked in the Japanese Kempeitai
force in the town during the Japanese Occupation. Ahmad falls in love with a
Chinese girl, Siew Lan, who works as a laundry maid at the Paloh Kempeitai station.
Siew Lan’s father Ah Meng is a leader of Paloh’s Min Yuen (an abbreviation of 民
衆運動, which means “People’s Movement”), a recruitment and intelligence unit for

MCP. Hence, Siew Lan is instructed by her father to seduce Ahmad to gather
intelligence regarding Japanese activities in the area. Torn between the loyalty to
his Chinese family and her Malay lover, Siew Lan tries to commit suicide but is
saved by Ariffin Nor, the father of Fatimah, her Malay co-worker. On the other
hand, Ahmad is annoyed by the Japanese brutality towards the Chinese, and wants
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to quit his job as a policeman. Ahmad is invited to Ah Meng’s house to discuss his
relationship with Siew Lan, and Ah Meng promises Ahmad that he and his friend
will not be harmed by the MPAJA. The final tension arises when the Chinese
resistance force storms the Kempeitai Station to seize weapons. In a chaotic
situation, the Chinese force kills some Malay policemen, including Puteh. Filled
with vengeance anger, Ahmad confronts Ah Meng and the MPAJA. He is saved by
Osman, who worked as a spy for the Japanese in the MPAJA. Osman, who has a
mixed-race background⸺father is a Chinese and mother is a Malay, works as a
Japanese spy with a personal motive⸺to avenge the death of his Chinese father,
who was suspected betraying the MPAJA, under Ah Meng. Osman kills Ah Meng
but helps Siew Lan and her brother, a fellow MPAJA member, to escape. Ahmad
later feels he owes Siew Lan an apology. He eventually joins the Malay Communist
guerrilla force in the jungle to meet Siew Lan, who has also become a guerrilla
cadre.
Paloh only managed to obtain around RM14 thousands in the box office, while
the production costs exceeded RM4 million (Lim 2011b, 102). The tremendously
low box office revenue is speculated to be caused by the film’s non-chronological
storytelling structure that is confusing to the audience. Using a complex flashbackswithin-flashbacks structure, the film offered an intellectually challenging viewing
experience that failed to attract audiences who seeking entertainment (Baradan
2003a). Director Adman Salleh lamented that the film’s bad editing, music, and
sound as he was not allowed to supervise the post-production due to his strife with
the production company. Adman Salleh also dissatisfied with the production
company trimming the length of the film, which deeply reduced the effectiveness
of the storytelling, making it rather confusing. The director of cinematography also
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complained that he was not allowed to do the originally planned colour effects in
the flashbacks, such as the bleach bypass technique that may make the flashbacks
more comprehensible to the audience (Sharifah 2003). However, its messy story
structure fit the turbulent atmosphere during the occupation while reflecting the
feeling of confusion, anguish, and uncertainty of the protagonists during the
wartime. It won six awards at the 17th Malaysian Film Festival, including Best Film
and the Best Director.
Despite receiving a lukewarm response from the general Malaysian audience,
the production of Paloh was rather revolutionary, as it is the first film produced
with state funding that directly engages with the role of Chinese-dominated MPAJA
in resisting the Japanese. With the involvement of almost 40% of non-Malay actors
and actress (Baradan 2003a), the film also highlights the atrocities inflicted on the
Chinese by the Japanese, and the interracial clashes during the interregnum period
before the British retook power. Helmed by Adman Salleh, who has been
categorised as one of the new wave Malay directors active in the 1990s who was
eager in interrogating Malay’s nationalism, identity, modernity and religious
engagement (Zawawi 2010, 98–99), the film challenges political taboos by
examining the ever-problematic Chinese-Malay relationship. Hiring Malaysian
history scholar, the late Cheah Boon Kheng as the historical consultant, the film
tries to trace the reason for the political divide between the two ethnicities, which
continues to present day, as the director admitted that the film is a form of “nationbuilding” to him (Blackburn and Hack 2012, 275). Blackburn and Hack (2012) read
Paloh in the context of the transition of political power from the strongman
Mahathir Mohamad who ruled for 22 years, to his successor Abdullah Badawi, as
the film was released “in the midst of a tussle over the political future of the country,
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over the Malay vote, and over how far the nation could be adjusted to better
accommodate non-Malay views” (276). For Lim (2011b), it is still a Malay-centric
film, but it tries to problematise Malaysia’s historical discourse while challenging
the mainstream stereotype of Communists mainly consists of Chinese members
(97).
Paloh begins by interrogating the problem of interracial conflict during the
interregnum period. Retelling and analyses by Osman, who is now intended to
become a writer after the war by writing a book on the Malay-Chinese racial
problem, traces the strife to the earlier atrocities on the Chinese by the Japanese. As
he recalled: “Japanese vented their vengeance on the Chinese in Malaysia. Almost
60 thousands Chinese were murdered during the Sook Ching Massacre of 1941
[1942]. The time has come for the Chinese to get even…Those suspected of
working for the Japanese were ruthlessly murdered.” The scene of Osman writing
on his typewriter is followed by a scene in which the Chinese MPAJA cadres in
their army uniforms are marching out from the jungle to celebrate Japan’s surrender.
Their marching is greeted by the Chinese villagers while the MPAJA shown playing
the drums on the truck hat decorated with a banner reading, “struggle for Malaya
people” (馬來亞人民的奮鬥) and “eliminate the Japanese running dogs” (鏟除日本走
狗)

in Chinese. Additionally, the MPAJA cadres are also shown carrying the red

flag with a gold star together with a gold hammer crossed with a gold sickle
resembling the Soviet Union flag, and a red banner with the faces of Vladimir Lenin,
Karl Marx and Joseph Stalin, which indicated MPAJA’s strong ties with
communism and the Communists. An MPAJA cadre then yells at Ahmad’s father,
who happened to watch the parade: “Come to the police station tomorrow, a few
comrades need a haircut!” This scene portrayed the uneasy relationship between the
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Chinese and Malay during and just after the war as the Chinese MPAJA members
were arrogant, considering themselves as contributing to the anti-Japanese
movement. They felt the Malays were doing nothing but sabotaging MPAJA’s
resistance efforts and helping the Japanese to torture the Chinese by collaborating
with the Japanese military administration.
However, the film also addresses the Chinese suffering during the Japanese
Occupation. In an earlier scene, the protagonist Ahmad stands in front of a
shophouse and witnesses a Japanese soldier loading the decapitated body of
Chinese victims onto a truck while the decapitated heads were scattered on the road.
This horror scenario reminded him of a night when the Malay policemen helped the
Japanese soldiers raid a house belonging to a Chinese man. The scene is presented
as a thunderstorm night. The low-key lighting, the flashing lighting effect, the tight
framing, the unstable hand-held cinematography, the echoing dialogues of the
Japanese soldiers, the screaming of the Chinese victims and the thunderstorm sound
effects all contribute to this “nightmarish” scenario that demonstrates the extreme
horror of the Japanese’s brutality.
However, Paloh tries to problematise the notion of “Malays versus Chinese”
by portraying the Malays as not wholeheartedly working for the Japanese. In the
raid scene, Ahmad finds the Chinese man’s family members in a secret underground
compartment in the house. Instead of informing his Japanese superior, he asks the
family to be quiet and persuade his fellow Malay police not to tell the Japanese
captain. Nevertheless, the Japanese army eventually finds the family and kills them
while a Malay policeman is asked by the Japanese superior to kill the man with his
bayonet, although he is reluctant to do so. Thus, although Malay cooperation with
the Japanese was reintegrated into the grand narration of Malay nationalism in the
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1990s, as discussed in Chapter Two, the film portrays a disharmonious relationship
between the Malay and the Japanese administration they worked for. There are
several occasions in the film in which Ahmad and his Malay counterparts assert
that they worked as police just to make a living and get a food ration. The Malay
policemen are represented humorously; they line up sleepily and sing the Japanese
anthem with half-closed eyes. Ahmad and his friends even save Siew Lan from the
Japanese captain’s sexual assault by burning the police uniforms hanging in the
Kempeitai station compound. There is also one scene showing Ahmad step on the
Japanese flag attached to his uniform lying on the floor.
By showing the apathetic attitude of the Malay policemen to their Japanese
employer, Paloh tries to downplay the conflicting political interest between the
Malay and the Chinese during these turbulent years. The film instead highlights
there might be true friendship and honest interaction between the two ethnicities,
as demonstrated by the friendship between Siew Lan and Fatimah. When Siew Lan
tries to kill herself by drinking kerosene, Fatimah’s father Ariffin Nor saves her by
using Malay traditional curing methods and herbs. However, this interracial
connection is not solid enough to overcome political obstacles. Although Ah Meng
made an agreement with Ahmad not to hurt his friends, casualties are inevitable as
the MPAJA need weapons for their anti-Japanese activities because Force 136
failed to provide them with adequate weapons. Similarly, the interracial love
relationship between Ahmad and Siew Lan was never going to “live happily ever
after” due to political obstacles. Generally, love is never without ethnic boundary
in Malaysia, especially between the Chinese and the Malays. As the Chinese-Malay
love relationship is taboo and rare in contemporary Malaysian cinematic culture,
the on-screen Chinese-Malay lover couples like in Spinning Gasing (Top Spinning,
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2001, Teck Tan) and Sepet (2005, Yasmin Ahmad) are in the end separated or end
tragically. In Paloh, Ahmad and Siew Lan’s love is caught in the chaotic period
when political ideologies play a major role in Malayan everyday life. Although
Ahmad later joins the Communist guerrillas and meets Siew Lan in the jungle, the
film hints that they still need to hide their love affair since prior, Siew Lan was
publicly humiliated and forced to confess her sin of falling in love with the Malay
police (resembled the struggle session [ 批 鬥 大 會 ] during the Chinese Cultural
Revolution). Her brother is forced to dig his own grave before executed for the same
accusation. The execution scene also demonstrated the MCP’s cruelties, as they did
not hessite to kill comrades who were suspected of betraying the party.
For Rosenstone (2017), a historical film is not only about the past, but has more
to do with how we “reconfigure the past in terms of current conflicts and questions
about war, social movements, individuals, ideologies” (xv). By extension, we can
ask the following question: what exactly was the real and major factor behind the
deterioration of the Malay-Chinese relationship during that period, so much so that
division has been perpetuated until the contemporary period? The answer provided
by Paloh: the big colonial powers such as the British and Japanese. The film
suggests that the ethnic relationship would have been no problem if it was not
manipulated by the British and Japanese for their political agendas and interests.
Ariffin Nor disapproved of her daughter Fatimah’s relationship with Puteh because
Puteh working for the “red sun”. He shed Ahmad and Puteh: “Do you realise the
Japanese are no different from the British?” In another scene, Ahmad’s father
conveys a similar message to Ahmad: “If the Japanese surrenders, the British will
return. But the Communists will still be here. If the Japanese do not kill the
Communists, the British will. If the Communists do not kill the Japanese, they will
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kill the British. Either way, it is the same thing all over again. What difference does
it make?”
In the scene which Ahmad meets Ah Meng, Ah Meng explained that MPAJA
has no intention to attack the Malays, but the Malays are helping the Japanese
against them, and they are forced to retaliate. He then asserts: “Before the Japanese
arrived, have you heard of the Chinese killings the Malays?” In short, the film tries
to balk from a simple conclusion that the Communists and the MPAJA are antiMalays as they are only fighting for what they believed and protected their own
community, while the Malays somehow became a pawn for the colonial powers to
suppress anti-colonial movements. Just as Osman says to Ahmad the next day after
saving Ahmad from the Communist’s assault: “Ah Meng is just fighting for his
oppressed people’s rights. We will do the same if it happens to our people. But it is
odd. I am neither Malay nor Chinese.”
The character of Osman needs special attention. With a Chinese father and a
Malay mother, he is presented as a person with a certain degree of identity crisis.
He joins the Malay police but is also easily accepted in the MPAJA rank because
of his Chinese descendancy. However, he becomes a Japanese spy in MPAJA, not
for the sovereignty of the Malays, but for his personal motive to avenge his Chinese
father, whom he claims he never met. His mixed-race background and the highly
personal motive, disturbing the whole bicommunal notion of Malays-versusChinese in the mainstream discourse regarding Malaysia’s Communist past.
Hence, Paloh is challenging the simplistic mainstream discourse in any way it
can. The Malay characters in the film are shown not totally rejecting communism
and perceiving the Communist struggle with more empathy. A clear example is
Ariffin Nor. He is presented as a knowledgeable and insightful person who can
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comprehend the political development beyond the frame of ethnicity. At the same
time, he is very religious and not lacking nationalistic sentiment. He disapproves of
Malays who work with the Japanese and insists that the Malaya people need to free
themselves from the jailhouse of colonisation, regardless of whether it is Japanese
or British. He is disappointed with the KMM’s disbandment and mocks Ibrahim
Yaakob promotion to Giyugun leader. He later joins the Communist guerrillas in
the jungle to uphold his anti-colonial beliefs.
Thus, Paloh is the first mainstream state-produced film that acknowledges the
existence of Malays who believe in Communist ideology and join the MCP to fight
colonisation. Towards the end, the film portrays a group of Malay Communist
guerrillas singing a traditional song accompanied by a mixture of Western and
traditional Malay musical instruments. The scene seems to hint that they are
Communist, and they are also Malays. This deconstructs the mainstream stereotype
of Communists equating to Chinese. Ahmad also joins the Communists at the end
of the film. Although Ariffin Nor advises him to have a broader vision and fight for
the national cause instead of just for the sake of personal love, he insists that he
must find Siew Lan and apologise. Does Ahmad join the MCP for the more sublime
objective of decolonisation or a more selfish personalised motive? The film does
not provide a definite answer. As soon as Ahmad rejoins Siew Lan, they have to
hide from an artillery attack, presumably from government forces. The film ends
with a crane-up shot that shows the deep jungle and the faraway hills superimposed
with the words of Ahmad’s father mentioned above regarding there is no difference
whether Japanese lost the war, the fight will continue between the British and the
Communists. The jungle and hills indicate MCP’s continued underground struggle.
They also indicate “the law of the jungle”, in which humans will continue struggling
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and fighting for power, as a hint of the Chinese-Malay relationship after
independence.
In short, Paloh tries to present a more complex picture of the Chinese-Malay
power struggle during the Japanese Occupation. It tries to avoid a simple, dualistic
representation of communal conflicts by stressing the importance of colonial
masters in manipulating ethnic relations in the country. This kind of representation
is at odds with the mainstream discourse and war memory that mainly depicted the
MCP as the major enemy and responsible for the ethnic violence friction during the
interregnum period. However, by allocating the responsibility to the colonial
masters, the film also shies away from the fact that Malays did perceive their
sovereignty to be threatened by the incursion of immigrants, especially the Chinese,
and felt the need to protect their interest from the Chinese power that represented
by the MCP during that period. The Malays’ portrayal in the film is rather ideal and
mild, and it failed to present a more complex perception of the Malays towards
Communists and communism.

3.6 1957: Hati Malaya, UMNO Version of Independence
After the interrogative engagement of Paloh in the mainstream nation-building
discourse, the UMNO-centric agenda return in the next patriotic film 1957: Hati
Malaya in 2007, directed by Shuhaimi Baba. The film is based on the history of
Malays rejection of Britain’s Malayan Union proposal and subsequently marching
towards Malaya independence. The story begins with the return of the British after
the end of the Second World War. The British tried to force the Malay rulers to sign
the Malayan Union proposal and agree to give up some of their powers to a more
centralised administration governed by the British. The film then turns to the 2000s,
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where a group of young Malaysians, four Malays and one Chinese, intend to
produce a picture book titled 1957: Hati Malaya, which narrates the road to
independence. The film then goes “backward” and “forward” to these two different
periods while establishing the connection between the past and the present. The preindependence segment generally focuses on UMNO’s forming, its struggle and
finally, success in negotiating the terms of independence with the British. UMNO
was formed by Onn Jaffar, a Malay nationalist from Southern Malaya, as an
organisation to facilitate the Malays protest of the Malayan Union plan. Onn Jaffar
successfully urged the British to trash the plan and replace it with the Federation of
Malaya that protects the status of the Malays and the sovereignty of the Malay rulers.
However, he is later deemed over-accommodating to Britain’s demand as he agrees
with the suggestion of lenient citizenship to the non-Malay immigrant communities.
He is labelled a traitor to the Malay when he tries to open UMNO’s membership to
the non-Malays. Onn resigns from UMNO and forms a new multiethnic political
party named the Independence of Malaya Party (IMP). Tunku Abdul Rahman,
prince of the Sultan of northern Malaya state Kedah, took over UMNO’s leadership
and is firmer in his stand to protect Malay privileges. He formed a political coalition
called Alliance with MCA and defeated IMP in the Kuala Lumpur Municipal
Elections in 1952. Tunku Abdul Rahman later takes MIC as an Alliance partner.
The Alliance then managed to win 51 seats out of 52 seats contested in the 1955
general election, making them the de-facto political representatives of the Malayan
people to negotiate independence with the British. Tunku Abdul Rahman led an
independence mission team to London, and Malaya achieved its independence on
31 August 1957. In the 2000s segment, the young protagonist Hali’s grandfather
happens to be one of the protagonists in the pre-independence segment of the film.
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By investigating their grandparents’ story, the youngsters can apprehend and
appreciate the anti-colonial struggle launched by the older generation.
1957: Hati Malaya was made under the loyal patron of Sultan of Selangor, a
state in central West Malaya, while FINAS provides additional funding.
Additionally, the private company Digi Telecommunication that co-sponsored the
film, received a tax rebate from the government (Shuhaimi 2009, 15). The film was
released in September 2007, coinciding with the celebration of 50 years of
independence. Before that, a sneak preview was conducted in The Royal Showcase
Gala held at the Carcosa Seri Negara attended by the Sultan of Selangor himself
(Goh 2007). Carcosa Seri Negara was the formal official residence of the British
High Commissioner and also one of the film’s shooting location. Thus, it serves as
an important political signifier for the film’s theme―the decolonisation of the
country. According to the director Shuhaimi Baba, the film was meant to educate
people on the history of independence:
It will make you fall in love again with Malaysia. We are looking at
higher institutions and schools and hoping to instil interest in them to
find out more about the story behind the country's independence. That's
why the script was designed to be easy to digest by the audiences, and
not some dry history taken from textbooks. (Chew 2007)
The lyric of the ending song Hati, written by Shuhaimi Baba and performed by a
famous Malay singer Siti Nurhaliza, conveyed strong patriotic sentiment. The film
was shown in talks and seminars organised by the National Unity and Integration
Department to promote ethnic unity amongst the country’s youths (New Straits
Times 2008).
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Like its predecessors, 1957: Hati Malaya received a cold response from the
general Malaysian audience, although Shuhaimi Baba asserted that the film was
“designed to be easy to digest” (Chew 2007). Although the film was produced at
the cost of RM3.6 million, it only managed to earn around RM760,000 at the box
office (Zachariah 2013). Also similar to its predecessors, the film received
nominations and bagged prizes at various Malaysian film awards. The film received
seven nominations and bagged four in the 21st Malaysian Film Festival in 2008.
The film also won two awards in the 2007 Kuala Lumpur International Film
Festival.
Although Shuhaimi Baba insists that 1957: Hati Malaya is “not some dry
history taken from textbooks” (Chew 2007), the film definitely adheres to the
mainstream narrative of the road to Malaya independence. Borrow the term
“remediation” by Erll (2008b) which refers to the same past events are represented
again and again in different medium over a long period of time (392), the film is
the exact remediation of the official history textbook. It reaffirms the UMNO
political ideology, which identified UMNO as the sole contributor to the nation’s
decolonisation. As a Malaysian scholar contends:
For a story that any Malaysian with even the vaguest sense of history
would know, making the story compelling is bound to be difficult. And
it was a difficulty that the director and the scriptwriters could not
surmount. However, the way it was told was very much this tale that
has been drilled into our heads in the classroom and at any opportunity
the powers-that-be get to remind us about how they and only they won
our independence. If that is what you want, then that is what you’ll get.
(Azmi 2007)
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Instead of the complete history of independence, what is told by 1957: Hati Malaya
is actually the history of UMNO and Tunku Abdul Rahman in a more specific
manner. The film highlights UMNO united the Malays in defeating the Malayan
Union. In protesting against the Malayan Union, the UMNO’s slogan Hidup Melayu
(Long Live the Malays) is occasionally featured in protest banners or the
protagonists’ dialogue. The rift between Onn Jaafar and Tunku Abdul Rahman did
not jeopardise UMNO’s position representing the Malays. Tunku Abdul Rahman is
portrayed as a politician with good political charisma and yet, a truly sincere man.
He is responsible for forming the Alliance and forging a partnership between
UMNO and MCA, and MIC. He sells his property for the independence struggle
and still does not have enough money to organise the independence mission trip to
London. In a talk, the participants moved by him and donated to him. The Malayan
peoples were portrayed supporting him all along, and they were celebrating when
he comes back from London with the news of Malaya’s independence. In short, he
and UMNO are the primary contributors to independence.
On the other hand, the Communists and the leftists are totally marginalised in
the film’s decolonisation narrative. From the very beginning of the film, the MCP
is degraded as the intruder and terrorist. The subtitle during the opening scene states:
“MPAJA Chinese insurgents rioted for power before Britain’s reoccupation of
Malaya”. When the British officers try to force a Malay ruler to sign the Malayan
Union agreement, they use “the three-star army still terrorizing, the country’s
economy and wealth are at risk” as a fear appeal. However, history has shown that
during the interregnum period, MPAJA was keener to conduct a witch-hunt on
Malays (and non-Malays) who cooperated with Japan than taking over the power
of the country (Cheah 2012, 294). Additionally, in the earlier period of British

108

reoccupied Malaya, the MCP chose to conduct its struggle in a more peaceful and
constitutional manner and not by “terrorizing” the country as the scene asserted
(Cheah 1979b, 21–23). Through a clip of radio news in a scene, the film introduces
the declaration of Emergency as a result of the killing of European planters by the
Communist cadres. The news scene is followed by archival film clips of the dead
bodies of Communist insurgents, jungle warfare and the fire in the jungles. The
violent nature of the Communists is highlighted in a scene depicting an MCA
meeting. A party member scolds Tan Cheng Lock as a traitor to the Chinese because
of the relocation to New Villages. He then throws a grenade to the MCA leaders
and revealed his true identity as a Communist agent. This scene is based on a real
incident in which Tan Cheng Lock reportedly lost a lot of blood in the attack (Hack
1999, 120). The Communist insurgents as the terrorists are further accentuated by
British High Commissioner Henry Gurney’s assassination while a character in
another scene says that “many villagers were attacked by Communists”.
Generally, the MCP’s terrorism highlighted in the film is portrayed as a
negative way of struggle compared to the UMNO’s peaceful constitutional
negotiation. The film even introduces Sardon Jubir, the father of Ahmad Badawi,
the Prime Minister during the time the film was made. As an ulama (Islamic
religious scholar or teacher), Sardon Jubir was a holy and wise man, who not only
pinpointed that the date of independence should be 31 August 1957 but also advises
the Tunku Abdul Rahman’s aides to evade force and bloodshed in their struggle, as
it will cause hardship to the people. The ulama’s advice hints that the Communist
insurgency is definitely the “bad” way to achieve independence, while UMNO and
its associates’ peaceful approach is preferable.
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Generally, 1957: Hati Malaya attempts to uphold the “officially sanctioned
reality” (Bailey 2007, 79), in which UMNO serves as the Malays’ “protector”
successfully defending Malay sovereignty from infringement by the Communists
and immigrant communities. It is a Malay-centric film accentuating Malay political
supremacy. The Malays’ land ownership is repeatedly stressed throughout the film,
while the Chinese and Indians are accorded the status of outsiders and immigrants.
Just as one character in the film said, “this nation began with the Malays that fall
with the Malacca Empire”. A Malay ruler is portrayed dropping his tears when he
was forced to sign the Malayan Union agreement, symbolising the loss of Malay’s
land sovereignty. Malays are uniting to oppose the Malayan Union as a character
said, “only the Malays can topple it”. The immigrant communities in the film are
not portrayed opposing the plan because they are benefiting from the lenient
citizenship scheme. The importance of UMNO as the Malay’s protector is greatly
intensified. The other radical Malays organisations are immensely marginalised,
and the MNP is only briefly mentioned in the film, while the Chinese-dominated
MCP is ascribed its usual foreign intruder place, confirming to the mainstream
discourse.
For Bailey (2007), since managing memory is essential for managing pluralism
in a multiethnic nation, the “strategic ignorance” of the Other is often used for
“preserving a sense of self” (77). In the case of Malaysia, what Bailey calls the
sense of self is expressed in terms of a unitary Malay identity. Thus, film becomes
an institutional mechanism that constructs a people’s idea of their distinctiveness
while maintaining a boundary between insiders and the Other, who needs to be
ignored to mark them off from their claim to equal citizenship rights—a point that
is explicitly demonstrated by the film’s depiction of the UMNO-MCA partnership’s
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nature. MCA as another political organisation that represents the Chinese seems to
need to play along with UMNO and lack of negotiation power, whether it negotiates
with Onn Jaafar or Tunku Abdul Rahman. In a negotiation between MCA and
UMNO regarding the terms of independence, Tunku Abdul Rahman proposes “this
is a Malay country” and “needs economic aid for the Malays”, which Tan Cheng
Lock does not utter a single word to reject. In this scene, the film hints that this
social contract of giving the privilege to the Malays is already agreed in the past
and should not be questioned by the current generation of Malaysians. Although
Shuhaimi Baba (2009) asserts that the film was not made to serve any political party
(17), the UMNO agenda is expressed loud and clear in the film. Although hailed as
one of the visionary filmmakers of the 1990s “Malaysian New Wave” who were
keen to investigate the urbanised and modernised Malays identities (G. C. Khoo
2003), Shuhaimi Baba is willing to downgrade herself as a propagandist for UMNO
while unreservedly revealing her Malay-centric position. The UMNO agenda and
Malay-centric sentiment are again demonstrated in her next patriotic film Tanda
Putra (2013). The film used the 1969 ethnic riot as the background, adhered to the
UMNO agenda and placed the riot’s responsibility with the Chinese, especially
those associated with the Communists and leftist political party. Due to the 1969
ethnic riot being out of this study’s scope, this chapter will not discuss this film.

3.7 Concluding Remarks
Film is a site where the “imagined community” (Anderson 1991) is (re)constructed,
as I have explained in Chapter One. Bartelson (2006) explains how memory and
identity are always in an interdependent relationship, where “there is no community
without a corresponding memory that records its trajectory in time, and no such
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trajectory without the active construction of a past order to support or debunk a
given identity in the present” (37). Thus, imagining a national identity does not
occur naturally—rather, it is mediated, developed, and taught via various memory
institutions, including but not limited to museums, schools and historical film
(among other media). In this context, the Malay Patriotic Films is an apparatus for
imagining Malay identity—i.e., they tell us who we are, where we come from, when
our golden age was, who our heroes are and how our existence has been threatened.
It may be instructive to compare these elements with Smith’s ethnic myth, as
mentioned above.
Even while these films narrate Malay struggles, achievements, declines and
defeats, in the act of claiming an exclusive identity and strengthening in-group
solidarity, they solidify the group’s boundary between non-members and outsiders,
in line with Smith’s assertion that a national identity “sums up the members’
perceptions of difference and distinctiveness vis-à-vis other national communities
and their members” (Smith 2010, 20). Thus, memory is “the handmaiden of
nationalist zeal” (Olick 2003, 1), suppressing and denying the claims to a more
inclusive national identity by other communities, while “nondominant ethnic
groups are treated as ‘add-ons’, requiring acceptance of the dominant culture”
(Winter 2011, 82). The immigrant groups’ claims to national identity remain
excluded from the official narrative of the national imagination.
Generally, Paloh was the only patriotic film discussed that offered an
intellectual challenge to the mainstream historical discourse and memory of the
country’s nation-building. The others adhere to the official narrative template that
serves the political agenda of the UMNO regime while the filmmakers used their
cultural licence to magnify the cultural frame that consolidates the rightist Malay
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nationalistic sentiment. These films centred on the survival of the Malay and the
need for them to rise and unite to defend their land sovereignty that was besieged
by the British and Japanese colonisers and immigrant communities. Thus, the act
of defending their racial dignity is construed as an act of patriotism, and the current
generation of Malays need to follow the patriotic footpath of their forefathers.
Following Gramscian context of hegemony, the ruling regime has tried to establish
its coherent ideology into the taken-for-granted “common sense” in order to “shape
the conceptions of the world of the masses and in that way become historically
effective” (Hall 2016, 165). Generally, the narratives of non-Malays in the nationbuilding effort are greatly side-lined. More importantly, the role of the Chinese
Communists is subdued, if not demonised as the saboteurs.
Although made with a substantial amount of government funding, these Malay
Patriotic Films all suffered at the box-office and received a lukewarm response from
the Malaysian audiences. Like the case of Embun, some film industry players
questioned whether it was a waste of taxpayers’ money. The producer defended the
film by asserting that a big budget is necessary to make an epic film, while the
Director-general of FINAS insisted the film was not made for profit; it was an
investment in national heritage (Faridul Anwar, Samat, and Sharifah 2002). The
controversy surrounding Embun’s budget and the film’s failure to recoup its budget
made the producer of the next patriotic film Paloh more cautious in spending the
government funding (Shariman 2003). However, Paloh’s box-office return was
even lower than its predecessor.
Hence, the “patriotic lessons” of these patriotic films were unsuccessful. Lim
(2011b) has discussed these films’ failure from a political perspective. While the
non-Malays audiences shun these films for their Malay-ethnocentric agenda, they
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also failed to attract a vast number of Malay audiences due to UMNO and its
ideology’s declining popularity among the Malay. Lim’s argument is that the crisis
landed on UMNO during the Reformasi movement in 1998 provoked
disillusionment among Malays regarding UMNO’s politics and their role as
“protector”, and thus straight away drained their support for the party. The declining
support and popularity brought severe political consequences to UMNO. During
the 2008 general election, the UMNO-led coalition Barisan Nasional lost their twothirds majority in parliament, which they held for 50 years, to the opposition
coalition Pakatan Rakyat (People’s Alliance) led by Anwar Ibrahim. Dubbed a
“political tsunami” by the local media, it seemed like the UMNO’s Ketuanan
Melayu was giving way to the slogan Ketuanan Rakyat (People’s Dominance)
rallied by the oppositional coalition (Lim 2011b, 105). The declining of UMNO’s
influence and domination was further demonstrated by the first regime change since
independence during the 2018 general election. Nevertheless, it is rather naïve to
consider the election’s result as a sign of the total-diminution of the nation’s ethnic
politics. The loss of UMNO and BN were also related to the government 1MDB
(1Malaysia Development Berhad) investment fund scandal and a new pro-Malay
party formed by the then Prime Minister Mahathir Mohammad to compete for the
Malay electorate (Funston, 2018; Malhi, 2018). The newer regimes who took power
were eager to maintain the ethnic-preferential system and the official nationbuilding discourse in order not to upset the Malay electorate.
It is worth mentioning that even while Malay Patriotic Films promote a
seemingly unitary message, not all patriotic films fall within this category. Some
non-Malay filmmakers do participate in the making of films with patriotic themes,
and with a degree of commercial success to boot. The first is PASKAL (2018),

114

directed by an ethnic Chinese director, Adrian Teh, and based on a real-life 2011
incident in which the Royal Malaysian Navy’s Special Forces Team rescued a
Malaysian chemical tanker from Somali pirates in the Gulf of Aden. The film had
a good box office run and became one of the highest grossing locally produced
films in Malaysian cinema. Although not a Malay Patriotic Film by strict definition,
nor is it about the road to independence, it conveyed a strong patriotic message. If
situated within the current political atmosphere, I argue that it represents an effort
by a Chinese filmmaker to demonstrate how the Chinese have grown roots in the
land, and that they consider Malaysia to be their motherland. Since Teh works in
commercial cinema, having also produced and directed a few commercial Chineselanguage films, he appears to be more willing to work within the parameters of the
mainstream film industry in directing this film. Similarly, Chew Keng Guan’s Ola
Bola (2016) portrays multiethnic Malaysian footballers working together as a
united team, successfully bringing the national football team to the 1980 Moscow
Summer Olympics (the fact that Malaysia historically boycotted this event—hence
the national dream of playing in the Olympics went unfulfilled—does not dilute the
patriotic message). It is notable that screening occurred during the Chinese New
Year festive period in 2016. Teh and Chew belong to a new generation of
Malaysians who yearn for a more egalitarian nation transcending racial and cultural
boundaries, much like the young filmmakers, cultural workers and political activists
discussed in the various chapters of this study.
Hence, a more open and inclusive national cinema sphere is needed to
accommodate more celluloid stories and memories of the country’s nation-building
as well as the Communist past and leftist politics.
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Chapter Four ⸺ The Documentaries of Amir Muhammad and the
Alternative Memories

4.1 Introduction
In May 2006, a documentary titled The Last Communist (Lelaki Komunis Terakhir)
directed by independent filmmaker Amir Muhammad that related Chin Peng, the
Secretary General of MCP was banned by the Ministry of Home Affairs two weeks
before its release, although the film was passed for release without any cuts by the
censorship board. The ban’s primary reason was that a pro-UMNO conservative
newspaper Berita Harian published a series of articles accusing the film of
glorifying the communism and the MCP’s leader Chin Peng, even though the
newspaper critics and Malay politicians interviewed in the articles have not watched
the film. Before the ban, The Last Communist was showcased at various film
festivals in Asia, Europe, North and South America. The film was also screened at
the Singapore International Film Festival and approved for commercial release in
Singapore even though the island country shares a collective Communist
insurgency past with Malaysia.
Prior to the banning, The Last Communist was granted a U rating (suitable for
all ages) by the censorship board, however, the screening was limited to Golden
Screen Cinema (GSC) International Screens, which owned three cinemas with
digital projection facilities at that time, two in Kuala Lumpur and one in Penang.
However, Amir Muhammad was required to conduct a special screening session for
the Special Branch unit of the police force; the Special Branch did not voice any
objection to the content of the film. And yet, the UMNO’s politicians and supporters
soon saw red with the film and launched furious attacks through the UMNO-owned
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media. Berita Harian published articles including interviews with UMNO
politicians, pro-UMNO academicians and filmmakers condemning the director’s
motive and questioned the decision of the censorship board to approve the film. In
the interview, the head of Puteri UMNO, the UMNO’s female youth section
questioned the censorship board as she insisted the film glorified the Communist
leader while there were a lot of more credible people to commemorate instead. The
entertainment editor of Berita Harian Akmal Abdullah, who was also running a
film comment column in the newspaper, questioned the film’s motive to screen only
in Kuala Lumpur and Penang, which he labelled as “Chinese majority areas”. He
further commented that the Malay filmmaker should make films about the struggle
of heroes from their “own race” (Malaysiakini 2006). A few friends of Amir were
called up by the newspaper and were asked contorted questions such as, “do you
approve of this Amir guy making a movie glorifying communism and Chin Peng?”
(Amir 2006a). In response to the ban, a special screening session was organised for
the members of Malaysia Parliament and many politicians who attended the
screening felt that it was inoffensive and did not endanger the public order.
However, the Minister of Home Affairs Radzi Sheikh Ahmad, who is from UMNO,
defended the ban by asserting that the documentary failed to portray the violent side
of the Communists, especially the violence of leader Chin Peng, and it could bring
misconceptions to Malaysians regarding the Communist struggle. The minister
even associating Chin Peng with Osama bin Laden: “It will be like allowing a film
portraying Osama bin Laden as a humble and charitable man to be screened in the
United States.” (Lim 2006) Amir Muhammad wrote a lengthy defence for his film
title “Why is Lelaki Komunis Terakhir banned in Malaysia?” on his blog, which
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included banning timelines and various accusations toward him and his film. As he
stated in his defence:
Perhaps the objection is to the very subject of communism? If
communism is so untouchable, why is Malaysia now such pals with
China and Cuba? Perhaps the objection is to “glorifying” communism
and Chin Peng? I repeat: This charge has only been made by people
who have not seen the documentary. Read the reviews by people who
have seen it. Perhaps the objection is to painful depictions of the past?
Lelaki Komunis Terakhir has no archive footage or historical
recreations of war at all. The most violent image you will see is a strip
of petai beans being removed from its tree in Bidor. Governmentfunded films like Leftenan Adnan, Paloh and Embun all feature
violence but no one protested about those. Perhaps the objection is to
the subject of Chin Peng? Well, Chin Peng’s book is not banned (even
though he is), so why a different standard for the documentary, which
was furthermore not made in cooperation with him? Perhaps the
objection is to the fact that some communists were interviewed? Well,
the 15-minute sequence in Betong (out of the 90 minutes of the whole
documentary) does have retired men and women from the Communist
Party of Malaya. But they are living lawfully as farmers and traders in
land provided after the Peace Agreement in 1989 between Malaysia, the
CPM and Thailand. Although they do describe some of their previous
experiences in the jungle, they are in no way advocating a return to war.
What does a Peace Agreement mean if the other side cannot even be
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seen and heard at all? Perhaps the objection is to the fact that Chin Peng
is ethnic Chinese? Well, you got me there! (Amir 2006a)
Malaysia makes history by banning a film for not containing enough violence.
While Amir Muhammad and the production company appealed the decision, the
ban continued. Soon, Amir resorted to alternative film distribution methods such as
through independent bookstores and online streaming services. Amir, a Muslim of
Indian descent, in his defence for his film, criticised Berita Harian as a media of
“ethnocentric and semi-fascist” (The Sun Daily 2006). Basically, the controversy
surrounding The Last Communist was always bound to ethnicity, as the Communist
struggle was always stigmatised by the rightist Malay nationalist as a Chinese
movement. The film was condemned ferociously even before its public screening
due to it challenging UMNO domination and their insurrection discourse. By
restricting the screening, UMNO tried to dominate the representation of the
Communist past while curbing rational discussion and debate regarding the
Communist’s roles in the nation-building process. His subsequent documentary on
the ethnic Malay ex-Communist members settled in Southern Thailand Village
People Radio Show (Apa Khabar Orang Kampung, 2007), which can be considered
a sequel to The Last Communist, was also banned for similar reasons. This chapter
focuses on the discussion on these two documentaries and explores how these two
texts present alternative memories of the Communist insurgency and the
Emergency.

4.2 Amir Muhammad and His Cinematic Vision
Malaysian-born Amir Muhammad is a distinctive figure in contemporary
Malaysian culture. He attained a Law Degree from the University of East Anglia,
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United Kingdom, but he has never practiced law professionally. Instead, he
ventured into creative practice and intervened in the Malaysia socio-politico
through his cultural production. He was a columnist for an English daily after
coming back from the United Kingdom. In 2000, he made a digital featured film
titled Lips to Lips, which marked him as a pioneer of the Malaysian digital
independent filmmaking movement. Like his counterparts in the Malaysian indie
wave, Amir Muhammad likes to tackle various political and cultural taboos. After
his first indie film Lips to Lips, he came up with 6HORTS (2002), a compilation of
six short films dealing with various issues clouting contemporary Malaysian life
such as national identities, religion, a notorious murder case, Malaysian-Singapore
differences and relationship, draconian law and ethnic relationships.
His next project, The Big Durian (2003), is about a 1987 incident of a Malay
soldier who ran amok with an M-16 rifle in a district in Kuala Lumpur where the
majority of residents are Chinese. His action incited social panic, and there was a
rumour that the 1969 ethnic riot would happen again. As a result, Kuala Lumpur
was put on a curfew for several days. The film then revisits another event in the
same year related to the ethnic tensions caused by the installation of non-Mandarineducated administrators to national-type Chinese primary schools. The then Prime
Minister Mahathir Mohamad responded to this tension by launching a hugely
repressive measure named Operasi Lalang (The Weed Operation), which arrested
more than a hundred of politicians, social activists and academicians, while
newspapers that were critical of the state were suspended. However, political
analysts were fully aware that the repressive operation was Mahathir’s plan to
silence his rivals in the internal power struggle within UMNO. The “durian” in the
film title, which refers to the famous spiky local fruit with a strong smell, is the
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perfect metaphor for the spiky, sensitive, complicated and scandalous issues that
the film engaged. Although the film was screened at the Sundance Film Festival,
Amir did not submit for approval from the Film Censorship Board of Malaysia. The
film was shown in various higher education institutions and film clubs, while
independent bookstores distributed the VCD and DVD. Amir next film, also related
to political issues, was The Year of Living Vicariously (2005), an exploration of
Indonesian history and memory during Sukarno and Suharto’s rule.
After The Last Communist and Village People Radio Show, he made another
documentary on Malaysian politics titled Malaysian Gods (2009), commemorating
the tenth anniversary of the Reformasi movement. The film is unique in its usage
of the Tamil language, for which Amir interviewed Tamil-speaking Indian
Malaysians working or residing in Kuala Lumpur where the Reformasi
demonstrations were held. Like its predecessors, the film was barred from release
by the censorship board. Due to the ban, his films never enjoyed huge engagement
with the general Malaysian public, although the films are greatly concerned with
the country’s socio-political situation. Amir Muhammad’s films made him a
controversial figure in the eyes of the ruling regime’s political players and
administrators. Although he does not see himself as controversial, Amir enjoyed
stepping on the political taboo lines. As he said: “It's fun to annoy people. It is too
easy to be controversial in Malaysia. The slightest thing could be controversial.”
(Bissme 2005)
“Fun” is indeed a major characteristic of Amir Muhammad films. His
documentaries, which McKay (2006) call “essay film”, often examined the national
history and memory from the contemporary perspective while challenging the
hegemonic version of the memory by foregrounding the multifaceted approaches
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and angles in engaging with the memory. However, his engagement is always done
in a more satirical fashion and proposes a nonconformity of meaning. As McKay
asserts:
His filmed essays however, are not journalistic and tend to be rather
grounded in the filmmaker's own sense of satire, irony and observation.
They are also deftly composed and often highly personal and yet they
largely manage to avoid the rhetoric of obstinate certainty. Perhaps the
avoidance of certainty and the reluctance to dogmatically essay his
point is a reflection of the nuances and complexities of the very subjects
that he treats.
Amir Muhammad creative film outputs mostly in the form of documentary or more
specifically, “semi quasi-documentary”, often play with ethnic and cultural
stereotypes and prejudices while trying to blur the boundary between truth and
fiction, challenging the audience’s understanding of the form and meaning of the
documentary. For example, in The Big Durian, the production team placed an
advertisement in a newspaper for interviewees who observed or remembered the
1987 Malay soldier incident. They interviewed around 50 people, and some
interviewees became the “actor/actress” of the film who talked about the
experiences of other peoples. They try to mix up and disrupt the gender and ethnic
nature of the experiences, testimonies and comments (Funscreen 2018). Further,
some of the interviewees were famous and recognisable actor/actress, adding a
sense of comedy when one of these “interviewees” gossiped and joked about the
Malay sultans, while another one asserted her disdain for the Islamic way of life.
Another young male interviewee talked about his mundane everyday life without
referring to the historical incident, indicating the historical amnesia of the younger
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generation. In short, the mélange of real and scripted interviews and the infusion of
paradox, satire and humour, made the film a heteroglossic text that detests any
authoritative voice of memories and traumas. While McKay (2010) asserted that
Amir’s films “adheres to the idea that truth is revealed and shaped through fiction
and that genre too can play a role in the transmission or revelation of ‘truth’ or
perceived ‘truths’ found in memory” (160). These characteristics are reinstated in
The Last Communist and Village People Radio Show.

4.3 Everyday Life and the Legacy of Communist Struggle
For Amir Muhammad, the making of The Last Communist was triggered by
curiosity. After exploring Indonesian political memory that also involves the
Indonesian Communist Party (Partai Komunis Indonesia, PKI) in The Year of
Living Vicariously, he became interested in Malaysian memories of the Communist
struggle. As he read Chin Peng’s memoir My Side of the History, he recognised a
different version of the memory from the version he learned from school textbooks.
The different account made him curious about the towns where Chin Peng was born
and lived, where he never really explored. He set up a journey to film and explore
these towns and talk to the town folk (Funscreen 2018; Ong 2006).
As mentioned in Chapter Two, UMNO and the ultranationalist Malays tried
hard to prevent Chin Peng from leaving his legacy in the Malaysian soil and
annihilate the MCP claims that it too contributed to the decolonisation of Malaysia.
Thus, a Muslim filmmaker inspired by the Communist leader’s memory and tried
to make a film on the topic is a serious offence and treason to the Malay nationalism
championed by UMNO, which they depended on to legitimate their power.
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Although the English and Chinese version of Chin Peng’s memoir is not banned,
Amir Muhammad’s film is banned.
The Last Communist utilised the road movie format in “searching for Chin
Peng”. The first shot of the film is the descending road with the wheel of the car
demonstrates the road movie feeling of the film. The production team used Chin
Peng’s memoir as a kind of “road map” to trace the path of Chin Peng’s life from
childhood to the defeat of the MCP and his retreat to Thailand. The film takes the
audience to the towns and places where Chin Peng grew up and later participated
in Communist activities. It shown Chin Peng’s house and school during his
childhood, the oil palm plantation where the Communists killed the European
planters, and the place where the Communists held peace negotiation with Tunku
Abdul Rahman. The film tries to follow Chin Peng’s life chronologically, although
the film may not be shot according to his life’s chronological order since he was
moving multi-directionally as the Communist leader. Although this is a “searching
for Chin Peng” film, and some details of his life were featured in the on-screen text,
neither the real-life Chin Peng, who was still alive during the film’s production, nor
his photographs appear in the film. Chin Peng is only featured as a drawing
character in an animated sequence depicting the peace negotiation, and the name
Chin Peng is only mentioned in one interview with a Western writer who lives in
Cameron Highland. This reinforces “the absence of Chin Peng”, as according to
Amir Muhammad: “The whole point is that he [Chin Peng] is not there. He is in
exile in Thailand and he is suing the government to try to come back. So, if it is a
biography, it is a biography of something else.” (Coover 2007, 12–13)
This “something else” is worth discussing further. Amir Muhammad and his
film crew interview a lot of people in the towns and places they visit. However, the
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interviewees were mostly common town folks who seldom talk about the history of
Communist struggle or the Emergency, and instead, their mundane everyday life,
working conditions and life expectations. For example, instead of exploring the
history of Chin Peng’s father’s bicycle business, the film interviews an ordinary
bicycle shop owner who talks about his bicycle business and introduces the
different bicycle models. A Tamil-speaking Indian hawker talks about his Cendol
(local dessert) business and his family history, explaining the reason he wears a
white linen shirt with a bow tie is that this makes him look like he worked in a hotel.
A Chinese woman talks about her pomelo business and pomelo farms in a way that
resembled an advertisement. A Chinese charcoal factory owner gives a tour of his
charcoal factory in an oddly formal manner. A Malay-speaking man who collects
petai beans, a green colour long flat bean with peculiar smell, from the forest talks
about difference in his daily income when he works independently compared to
working for his former employer. Several Indian petai bean hawkers talk about the
different kinds of petai beans and its goodness for human health. An Indian man
speaking fluently in Hokkien, says he is not planning to marry due to his small
income. An Indian woman who works in oil palm talks about her hope for her
children to study well and able to earn a better life than being a plantation worker.
These responses, especially from those situated in the low rank of the economic
system, such as the Indian hawkers and plantation workers, seem to show that the
history of Communist struggle is less relevant than their daily struggles to live a
dignified life. Just like the Indian plantation worker who confessed she knows little
about the Emergency period, even though she works in the plantation that is wellknown for the murder of European planters and triggering the implementation of
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the Emergency ruling. The film also shows a signboard in the plantation
summarizing the incident and the significance of the site of the turbulent history.
The interviews rarely regard the Communist struggle and the Emergency,
except one interview with the Western writer and researcher Philip Rivers resides
in Cameron Highland who denied the Communist’s role in the nation’s
independence. An old Chinese man does share his experience during the Japanese
Occupation of Malaya, in which he witnessed the brutality of the Japanese army
towards the local Chinese residents whom they suspected as the anti-Japanese
element. Furthermore, the film also interviewed a self-taught cultural historian Lee
Eng Kew, who is based in Taiping. Lee explains the origin of the lotus flower bun,
a famous product in Taiping, which is related to a mother buying lotus flower and
making lotus flower shape bun to pray to god for the safety of her son, who joined
the MPAJA and the Communist armed struggle. Besides the Western writer and
Lee Eng Kew, Amir Muhammad did not interview any experts on the Communist
struggle and the Emergency. Further, he did not interview any politician even
though the Communist struggle was a major political development in the nationbuilding history. At the same time, he stays away from archival materials and
images while only using subtitles to briefly describe the life of Chin Peng in the
towns visited in the film. He explains his preference not to use archival images:
I think archival imagery is very comforting because it is distant. It is in
black and white…So, it has no connection to the present, yet that is how
history is normally taught. What I am interested in is history in the
present tense. If it doesn't live in the present, it is just a curiosity from
the past. It is not history…One of the arguments leveled against The
Last Communist was that I did not interview politicians and therefore it
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could not be serious; it is not a proper documentary if it does not contain
“leaders”. Of course, these complaints were made by politicians. That,
in itself, is very telling—who has the permission to narrate the history?
I don't like the kinds of documentaries in which informants and experts
are brought on to say one thing, as if their utility is just to provide a
single fact. (Coover 2007, 12)
Thus, The Last Communist is an effort of Amir Muhammad to reverberate the past
in the present and engaging a dialectical dialogue between the past and present and
the continuity and fractures of the historical legacies of Communist struggle and
the Emergency. For Amir, the only way to do this is to interrogate the real and
mundane everyday struggle of common Malaysians. Amir tries to tone down the
political message in the film and avoid the film from becoming political propaganda.
Instead, Amir has tried to make his film as a kind of “landscape”, not exactly a
geographical one, but a historical one, and he was curious “what this landscape
called Malaysia actually is” (Rithdee 2006). Generally, this landscape is filled with
current multiethnic and multilingual ordinary Malaysians that inherited the legacies
of Communist anti-colonial struggle and the Emergency in different degrees. At the
same time, this landscape is a contested terrain where the Malay claims their
indigenous ownership rights to the land, while the non-Malays were struggling for
the equal rights and status in the country they reside. The Indian Chendol hawker
at the beginning of the film talking about his “grandfather and father and everyone
worked together to make the country progress” by working as rubber tappers, thus
stating Indian Malaysians belong in the country.
This multiethnic yet contesting landscape is demonstrated by the food featured
in the film, serving as the metaphor for the ethnic diversity and segregation of

127

Malaysia. Chendol is a dessert that loves by all walks of life in Malaysia. However,
the lotus flower bun is related to Chinese religion, and only eaten by the Chinese.
Pomelo, which is a famous product in Ipoh, is generally grown and consumed by
the Chinese. A famous Malay actress interviewed in the film says that she preferred
not to eat pomelo as she suspects the fertilisers may contain pig manure, and is not
acceptable according to Islamic custom. The Indian petai bean hawkers gladly
explain to the film crew that there are three types of petai bean: wood, nut and rice,
each one catering to the culinary traditions and taste of the three major ethnics in
Malaysia―Malays, Chinese and Indian.
This contesting terrain is also demonstrated by the receptions and recognition
of Communist struggle in nation-building, which is the major concern of this study.
Although Amir Muhammad tried to tone down the film’s political discussion, he
did engage in a dialogue about communism with a woman from the town of Tanjung
Malim, where Sultan Idris College (now acquired the university status), the
important cradle of early Malay radical nationalism, situated. Although the Malay
woman recognised the Communist contribution to accelerating the decolonisation
process, she asserts that she will always associate communism with violence and
rebellion against the government. She said that if she was the prime minister, she
would get rid of Communism from the beginning because the Communists have no
religion. With no religion, the Communists blatantly abused human rights and
oppressed weaker people. She preferred democracy to communism. Amir
Muhammad also managed to interview an elderly Malay man in Pahang who
participated in the Communist armed struggle because he was attracted by a
Chinese female Communist who came to recruit him. However, he later decided to
betray his Communist relatives to the police and received a substantial monetary
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reward. The production team also tours a tunnel used as Communist a hideout. The
Malay guide introduces the tin sand, cave writings and drawings to the teams in a
tour guide tone, which communicates that the Communist history is just a tool for
him to earn his living. These different responses of the Malay community towards
the Communist past demonstrated that the legacies also inherited by the Malays on
their own terms and conditions.
Generally, The Last Communist avoids “voice of God” commentary and
“evidentiary editing” (inserting archival materials and historical footages as the
testament of empirical truth) (Nichols 2010, 169) to refute a single, coherent and
complete political meaning of the film. By showing the banality of everyday life
while also utilizing satire and humour, it enables the audience to engage with
multiple meanings in the present sphere. Amir Muhammad uses what can be called
as “associational editing” to add a sense of humour to his film. For example, when
the subtitle mentions that Chin Peng was inspired by Mao Tse-tung’s book to learn
how to conduct guerrilla warfare against the Japanese, the visual portrays Chinese
schoolboys lined up for sports activity. When the subtitle mentioned Chin Peng
knowing the importance of lying low, the visual of animals in a zoo lying down to
sleep is displayed. By using this “associational editing” that pairs two not totally
identical but can-be-related meanings, the film plays a “connotation game” with the
audiences, summoning them to be meaning-makers instead of passive meaning
receivers.
The sense of humour in The Last Communist is further intensified by goofy
musical interludes inserted along with the film’s journey of “searching for Chin
Peng”. These musical interludes include a song on the birth of Communism, in
which four women from multiethnic background do a robotic merry dance around
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“Communism” which is represented by a figure covered in a red robe. In other
scenes, a person dressed as the grim reaper and singing a song about “Malaria
Massacres Malaya” while a pretentious afro-hairstyle actress is singing a song about
the agricultural and mining economic of Malaya, and another about the introduction
of identity cards for Malayan. While these musical sequences are hilarious, they do
echo the contexts and the development of the Second World War Communist
struggles and the Emergency. In the malaria song, for example, Amir Muhammad
explained that more people died from malaria than the Second World War, so the
song is a way to “keep other kinds of violence in perspective” (Coover 2007, 13).
Additionally, these musical sequences are satires of the 1940s documentaries and
newsreels produced by British’s Malayan Film Unit, which includes the
entertainment element of song and dance to capture the crowd’s attention. This
format was later inherited by the Malaysian government broadcasting agency,
Radio Television Malaysia (RTM) (Funscreen 2018; Ong, 2006). Basically, these
musical sequences are not meant to establish a tone or mode to make the audience
empathetic with the story or the interview characters. Although they lighten up and
bring a cheerful effect to the film, they function more on the Bertolt Brecht’s
Verfremdungseffekt (defamiliarisation effect), which refers to an intervention in the
form to make the text “strange”. By this, the audience will be able to maintain an
objective detachment with the text and eventually transform from “receiver” to the
“producer” of meanings (Lellis 1982, 8; Mumford 2008, 64). As Amir shares:
I maintain that Lelaki Komunis Terakhir was made with a certain sense
of responsibility and sensitivity to history. It is not a propaganda film
but a rather odd documentary. “Odd” is the word I heard when I
screened it overseas, but most meant it in a nice way. (Amir 2006a)
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Thus, being a responsible filmmaker, Amir is trying to avert an authoritarian-view
propagandistic tone, and instead, treating his audiences as potential active meaning
makers. He uses a fresh method to engage with Malaysian nation-building and thus
renders the memory of the communist struggle in a more complex, unsettling and
interrogative manner, summoning the audience to make active interpretations and
rethink the mechanisms of nation-building.

4.4 Accessing the Memories of Chinese Communists
However, toward the end of The Last Communist, its tone becomes more serious
and the exploration of Malaysia’s Communist past became more focused when the
film takes the audience to the Friendship Villages in Betong, Southern Thailand,
adjacent to the Thai-Malaysia border. The Thai government sponsored these
villages as a part of the 1989 Peace Accord, in which the ex-Communists exile in
Thailand were given land to build their houses and for agricultural activities to
sustain their life. These villagers were also provided with the road, medical clinic
and school (Loone 2002a; 2002b). Amir Muhammad explains his reason for
including the Friendship Villages:
We follow one senior person to Betong near Thai border… suddenly
everyone talking about communism and the turbulent past, it felt like a
kind of space disjuncture. For me, use this part as ending is reasonable,
it will provide a full account of the issue, yet providing a comparison
with the previous section. (Funscreen 2018)
This section takes a more serious tone; the film interviewed the Chinese exCommunists (the Malay ex-Communists reside in other villages in which Amir
Muhammad will explore in his next documentary Village People Radio Show),
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reminiscing about their lives in the village, their experiences in armed
confrontations and their opinions about their failed struggle. One woman asserts
that she joined MCP because she knew the party was good and it provided her with
education opportunities and cultural exposure. Thus, she has no regret joining the
party and the armed struggle. She denounced the label “terrorist”, as she feels the
Communists have done nothing harmful. She contends: “We fought for the people.
We did not steal, we did not rob. We were not doing bad things. Why call us
terrorists?” Another man does admit that the Communist made some mistakes, such
as destroying the rubber estate, burning buses and seizing identity cards to force
people cooperate with them and gave them resources. However, he insisted that the
Communists quickly realise their mistakes and stop. According to him, these
mistakes were exaggerated by the Malayan government to paint them as evil
terrorists.
Generally, all the ex-Communists interviewed in this section firmly confirm
their commitment and sincerity to the Communist struggle. A man who lost one of
his legs because stepped into the landmines laid by the Thai army, asserted that if
Malayans did not fight for independence, Malaya was still a colonised land,
indicating that MCP also played a part in decolonisation. Another man said that
their enemy was not the Malayan but the British. Although their armed struggle was
unsuccessful, the Malaya eventually achieved independence, and he feels pride
from contributing to the country’s nation-building. They emphasise that they and
the Malaysian government are at peace now, but they want a sense of peace with
dignity, not a surrender. This echoes Chin Peng’s vision of the 1989 Peace Accord.
During the first peace negotiation in 1955 at Baling, MCP insisted they refused the
indignity of surrender, but instead proposed that they will cease their armed
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insurrection if they are allowed to continue their struggle as a legal political party.
However, the negotiation reached a dead end as Tunku Abdul Rahman reject the
proposal as he knew that he has secure meaningful support to present Alliance as
the legitimate negotiator for the independence of Malaya (Hack 1955, 104; Stubbs
1989, 226). For Chin Peng, the 1989 Peace Accord provides a genuine resolution
to the reconciliation that was not able to be achieved in the previous peace talk,
which to end the Communist armed struggle by “peace with dignity”. As according
to him: “We failed to win the revolution but neither did we suffer the ignominy of
surrender. It is the kind of peace for my people I can accept and with which I can
live with some satisfaction.” (Chin, Ward, and Miraflor 2003, 514). While the
Communist struggle was something of the past, it remains in the memory of the
aging participants. The film portrayed the annual fruit festival (萬果節) held in the
Friendship Village, where the old ex-Communists singing the old Chinese
revolution propaganda songs on karaoke that seems outdated for the contemporary
political environment. The children, mostly relatives from Malaysia, sing the
children’s’ song “Yi-Pee Ya-Ya”, which the rhyme is totally meaningless compared
to the strong political message of “revolution”, “liberation” and “killing the enemy”
of the propaganda songs. Is this comparison showing that the Communist struggle
will become less and less relevant to the future generation of Malaysian? The host
of the fruit festival tells the elderly participants that “the sunset is great, even when
it’s fading” indicates that they can still contribute to society in other ways and
influence the new society under a new historical perspective.
Nevertheless, the ability of this aging communism engaging with the current
Malaysian political environment is facing the obstacles set by the Malaysian
government. One of the obstacles is these ex-Communists facing difficulties in
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applying for permission to return to Malaysia. The man who lost one of his legs
once applied for a visiting visa, but his application just returned to him unopened,
and the Malaysian government even did not state why it was not processed. The
man eventually decided to stay in Thailand after his father passed away because he
has a house and agricultural land in the village, while he will have to depend on
others if he goes back to Malaysia since he is very old. He has developed a sense of
belonging to this exiled land, and the community can take care of each other in their
later years of life. Many ex-Communists have indeed lost interest in going back to
Malaysia despite their longing to see their family members and relative. They feel
that the Malaysian government has not honoured the 1989 Peace Accord, which
deliberately creates obstructions to prevent them from setting foot in Malaysia.
Those who successfully applied for return were subjected to interrogations and
surveillance by the police and the special branch. Thus, many decided to stay put
as they feel the Thai government is friendlier to them and willing to take care of
their welfare (Loone 2002b). In a nutshell, many of the ex-Communists face the
same fate as their leader Chin Peng, as the Malaysian government tries to erase
them from the official historical discourse.
Although the government was unsuccessful in annihilating the Communists,
they can prevent them from going back to Malaysia and annihilating domestic
Communist discourse. Although these exiled ex-Communists are now too old to
pose any real threat to national security, the right-wing Malay political regime is
too willing to continue to paint them as terrorists, exaggerating their threat to
maintain the regime’s political status quo.
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4.5 Traditional Village Life and the Malay Communist’s Political Struggle
A year after shooting the Chinese ex-Communists in Betong, Amir Muhammad
visited another area named Sukhrin, in Southern Thailand, where the Malay
Friendship Village is situated. He managed to interview some Malay exCommunists residing there and made a sequel to The Last Communist. The English
name is Village People Radio Show, in reference to a fictional radio story program
featured in the film. However, the Malay title for the film is Apa Khabar Orang
Kampung (How are you, village folks) which is also the title of a popular Malay
song by a Malaysian famous singer, the late Sudirman Arshad, better known as
Sudirman. After the banning of The Last Communist, Amir Muhammad was
expecting the same response from the censorship board for this sequel. “If they're
smart, the government would ban this one too. Otherwise it might expose their
hypocrisy”, he said (Lim 2006). As expected, the film was banned by the censorship
board for several reasons; first, because it only shows the opinions and stories from
the Communist’s perspective; second, it blatantly criticises Malaysian Government
while insulting the monarchy and the Malays; third, it discredits the first Malaysian
Prime Minister Tunku Abdul Rahman for the failure of the Baling Talks but the fact
is that MCP did not agree to surrender; fourth, the ex-Communists equate their
struggle to the traditional Malay anti-British warriors and this is a distortion of
historical facts; and fifth, it touches on the sensitivities and bitter memories of
security forces and the victims of Communist atrocity (Amir 2007a). Amir
Muhammad appealed to the censorship board and stated that the board confuses
“what the film said” with “what is said by the interviewees in the film”. He claimed
that the film tries to be objective by not including voice-over commentary. Further,
he lamented that the ban would make Malaysia, a democratic country, no different

135

from those Communist and autocratic countries. He even tried to appeal for limited
screening sessions, but they were unsuccessful (Amir 2007b).
Village People Radio Show is political contentious because it uses Malay
opinions to criticise the Malaysian regime and to challenge the rightist’s dominance
of the decolonisation discourse. Similar to The Last Communist, Amir shuns using
experts and authorities in the film. Those who speak in front of the camera are
Malay ex-Communists who were the members of the 10th regiment of MNLA, but
Amir did not feature any interviews with Malay Communist leader like Abdullah
C. D., although in one scene, the film does photograph the Communist leader taking
a walk with his wife in the village. Generally, the voiced opinions came mostly
from ordinary members of the regiment, Pak Kassim, who passed away three weeks
after the interview. Amir Muhammad did interview some Malay Communist
leaders, but during editing, he decided not to put them in his film (Funscreen, 2018).
He mostly focuses on ordinary members because he tries to avoid sources that are
overtly authoritative, just as he did for The Last Communist, and he found the man’s
accounts are the most compelling as the man also worked with the British and the
Japanese before joining MCP. As Amir Muhammad (2006b) explains:
Even in the regiment he was a somewhat controversial presence due to
his previous links to not only the British but the Japanese. This position
as minority-within-minority probably contributed to his more
individual take on things; he didn't just recite slogans; his unorthodox,
contradictory journey gave him an almost iconoclastic bearing.
Pak Kassim originated from Temerloh in the state of Pahang. Temerloh, where the
10th Regiment was formed, has a strong anti-British tradition, and a few early antiBritish leaders and their resistance movements originated from here (Mohamed
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Salleh 2015, 42–43). During the Japanese invasion, he joined the British volunteer
army to fight the Japanese. However, after the Japanese occupied Malaya, he
became a Japanese kempetai and participated in the conflict with the Chinese during
the occupation. After the British returned, he was prosecuted as a Japanese
collaborator and jailed for one year. After his release, he was influenced by
Communism and became an MCP member. He later joined the MCP armed
insurrection and became a member of the 10th regiment. He participated in the
“long march” to the Malaysia-Thai border with many MNLA cadres and chose to
stay in Thailand. Pak Kassim represents another trajectory, alternate to UMNO’s,
of the Malay nationalist involved in the process of decolonizing Malaya.
Village People Radio Show shows that although these Malay ex-Communists
learned and adopted Communism as their political belief, their Malay identity
remains strong. For McKay (2010), this documentary is “the most distinctly ‘Malay’
work in all of Amir Muhammad's oeuvre” (175). The film offers a glimpse into
typical rural kampung (Malay village) life and culture. Using static and long take,
the film is filled with images of parents and children walking on the village road
with the background of village houses, livestock, such as chicken running around
the house compound, children playing in the village playground and a lady sundry
hawker who doing business with a small truck. The kampung is considered as a
place that preserves the Malay customs, economic and cultural systems. The Malays
traditionally are deeply bonded by their family and the kampung community, the
values and culture adopted and inherited from the kampung are often the definitive
characteristics for what it means to be a Malay (Baker 2014, 93–97). Although the
kampung in the film is more rural and lacking capitalistic development compared
to modern Malaysian kampung, these kampung images show that the Malay ex-
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Communists and their family have preserved the Malay lifestyle and identity, even
though the village is situated across the national border. There is also a scene of a
Jawi (Arabic script for traditional Malay writing) language class conducted in the
Malay language for the village children. Further, the villagers are shown practicing
music for the Malay traditional Wayang Kulit (puppet-shadow play) performance.
The song Apa Khabar Orang Kampung, which the film adopted for its Malay title,
also strongly binds the Malay identity with kampung. The lyrics tell of a person
who greets another person from the same village when they met in the city.
Although they migrated to the city to study and work, their ties with the village they
came from remaining strong. The lyric “orang kampung merantau jauh” (the
village folks travel far), is featured in the film’s opening, suiting the theme of the
exiled Malays, who stay in the foreign land but still long to retain their traditional
identity.
However, the quiet, static and long take of kampung scenes in the Village
People Radio Show are occasionally intercut by an abstract and bizarre electronic
light visual with jarring sound. According to Amir, the light visual is meant to
“disturb” the peacefulness of the village (Funscreen 2018). In other words, behind
the idyllic and peaceful kampung life, there is always the sense of conflict with the
UMNO’s nation-building discourse, the sense of not being appreciated in the
decolonisation effort, and the sense of being expelled from the home country. The
bizarre light visual is functioning as the “defamiliarisation” apparatus to detach the
audience from the ideal rural life. Besides, the idyllic scenes are also intersected by
a “radio show” audio in Thai accompanied by Thai traditional music instruments,
that was written by Amir and narrated by a Malay actor. The radio show was loosely
adapted from William Shakespeare’s A Winter’s Tale, is about a Thai King who
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suspects a guest visiting the palace of having an affair with the queen. The King
sent his warden to kill the guest, but the guest escapes with the warden’s help. The
queen is then pregnant and sent to jail by the king. The king orders his servant to
kill the newborn baby, but the servant instead sent the baby to the forest. The
Shakespeare's play, which is a tale of suspicion, confrontation and expulsion
according to Amir himself, is meant to connote the unsettled situation of
Communists’ role in decolonisation:
The story is narrated from an era that full of hatred, vengeance and
desire…When people need to live together, they need to think a way to
coexist peacefully with their enemies and themselves. This is the tone
that I desire, people are not rage, neither nor they feel pity about
themselves. I think the people there [the Communist] never feel pity
about themselves, they just make a choice. It is an unsettled historical
situation. (Funscreen 2018)
Generally, it is an unsettled historical situation because of the question of political
orientation. What decision do you choose? Kill or rescue the baby (i.e., envisioning
a different type of nation)? Who should you be loyal to—the king (i.e., the British,
the Malay monarchy and rightist UMNO regime) or the guest (i.e., communism and
socialism, philosophies originating from other countries)? Amir lays down these
questions in a very subtle way. Thus, the idyllic village life is always juxtaposing
memories of these Malay ex-Communists who also intend to liberate their country
from the Western colonisation through a different ideology, but have been assigned
to the “loser” side. In the film, Pak Kassim asked:
We were not war-thirsty, we just wanted the British out…We helped to
free the country from the British, we spilled blood and gave our lives,
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we endured hardship and lacked food. So many died, arrested and
hanged by the British. We were asked to surrender, is this reasonable?
All fight the British, why reject us?
Pak Kassim then relates their struggle with the earlier anti-British armed
insurrection launched by the Malay. Although the 10th Regiment was never an
effective insurrection force which consisted of only two- to three-hundred members
(Short 1970, 1083), he believes that the regiment’s contributions to independence
are equally important as the non-Communists. Nevertheless, the Malay
Communists as represented by Pak Kassim, feel morally superior to the Malays
who claimed triumph in the country’s independence. Pak Kassim comments that
those Malays who are enjoying their materialistic comfortable status quo and want
to get rich by obtaining government contracts under the economically affirmative
policies that privilege the Malays, are selfish. If he is selfish, he would not join the
fight in the jungle. He is not a freeloader like many of his Malay counterparts in
Malaysia, and he tries to survive by his own effort. He jokes that Malays are bad at
keeping secrets, and therefore, not easy for them to become Communist guerrillas.
He also complains that the Malay rulers then were subservient to the British
coloniser that did not dare challenge the British. Another interviewee even labels
those Malays who cooperated with the British as traitors or ghosts, and deserved to
be eliminated. Pak Kassim also expresses his dissatisfaction towards the Malaysian
government, as the Thai government has treated the ex-Communists better than the
government controlled by his own race. His application for an identity card was
delayed. and eventually, he decided to continue to stay in Thailand where his family
members reside.
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4.6 Islam and Communism
Islam is an important element in defining modern Malay identity. Islam provides
guides their daily faith, value and codes of behaviour that strongly bond the
community together (Baker 2014, 97–98). Additionally, the Malaysian Constitution
has institutionalised Islam as the nation’s official religion while specifically
according to a definition for the Malays, mandating that the Malays must be Muslim
(Maznah 2008, 294). Islam is always a hot issue in Malaysian ethnic and identity
politics, as the religion has been used as an ideological ground to consolidate the
Malay political supremacy (Siddique 1981, 80). Regulations are implemented to
prohibit the public debate or discussion on Islam’s official status while nonMuslims are not allowed to persuade Muslims to convert to other religion.
Islam is an important element in Village People Radio Show and The Last
Communist for exploring the ethnic factor in the Communist history. Some images
of mosques that Muslims prayed in both films, imply religion is importance to the
country’s historical development and the ethnic relationships. In The Last
Communist, a Chinese interviewee asserts that although the Chinese and Malay
Communists fought together as comrades, the Malays are now living in separate
Friendship Villages to avoid religious conflict. This is related to the long history of
ethnic discrepancies between the Chinese and the Malays which is rather difficult
to solve, even by communist ideology. In the mainstream political discourse,
communism is constructed as incompatible with Islam. Islam has long been an
ideological tool for the British during the colonial time to isolate the Malays from
communism by propagated if the Communists took over the country, Islam would
be suppressed, and Malays’ identity will be destroyed (Abraham 2006, 36). Besides,
the polarisation and the mutual-stereotyping among Malays and Chinese made it
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easier for the British propaganda machine to portray the religious-oriented Malays
as unreliable Communists, which eventually contributed to some form of
discrimination from the Chinese members toward the Malay Communist cadres
(Abraham 2006, 39). This propaganda practice is inherited by the post-independent
governments as the effort to continually suppress the influence of communism
among Malays. A Malaysian Government gazette even labelled communism as the
“threat to Muslim unity and national security” as “communism does not accept the
existence of God” (Kementerian Dalam Negeri 1984, 18). This view is echoed by
the Malay woman interviewed in The Last Communist, representing the dominant
Malay view of communism.
Nevertheless, in the film, Pak Kassim asserts that Islam and communism can
go together with little problem. As he said: “Faith in God is up to the individual. As
Muslims, how can we not have faith? Without faith, what would happen to us in the
Afterlife? I know my religious obligation. Although we are Communists, we still
need religion”. He keeps on explaining that follow the Prophet’s era, many religion
rules can be omitted including eating food that is against Islamic dietary rule and
marriage without Islamic clergy in the period of fighting in the jungle. However, he
emphasises that he follows the Islamic code of conduct in his everyday life and
performs his regular prayer to fulfil his obligation. He even attacks that although
Malaysia is a Malay-Muslim dominated country, there are practices against Islamic
values, such as the setup of casino.
The film generally presents a different perspective on the relationship between
communism and Islam. Just as the expert on Malay radical politics Mohamed Salleh
Lamry (2017) explained that the Malay Communists see communism and Islam as
two different dimensions of living that are not interfering with each other. The
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Malay Communists are adopting Marxist-Leninist-Maoist theories as their political
struggle strategies to uphold their nationalist duties, but they are still adherent Islam
believers and practitioners. In other words, they are simultaneously Communists,
Muslims and nationalists (203–204). The Malay Communist leader Abdullah C. D.
(2009b) recalled that during the Japanese Occupation period, he was confronted by
a group of Malays in front of the mosque where he prayed, and pursued him to quit
MCP in order to “become Malay once again” (70), but he insisted that he had always
been Malay, and more specifically, a Muslim Malay nationalist (71). In another
interview, Abdullah asserts that Marxism is a good weapon in the anti-colonial
struggle. However, the Malay Communists did not treat Marxism as strict dogma,
but adjusted it to Malaya’s condition and environment. The MCP practiced freedom
in religious beliefs, and it was the British coloniser who bewitched them as antireligion (Strategic Information and Research Development Centre 2005, 13).
Additionally, the female Malay Communist Shamsiah Fakeh (2009), who was
previously an MNP member, has tried to associate her radical nationalistic struggle
with Islamic teachings and values as she believed, “Allah does not act to change the
destiny of mankind unless themselves act to change their own destiny” while the
Prophet Muhammad has proposed that “loving your homeland is part of faith” (22).
Thus, the Malay ex-Communists, including Pak Kassim, interviewed in the
Village People Radio Show, see their nationalistic sentiment and efforts to fight for
the nation’s decolonisation are aligned with Islam. However, this position conflicts
with the discourse that the ruling regime has strongly imposed on the Malay
community. Pak Kassim’s criticism of Malay rulers being submissive to the British,
which the film is matching this statement with the image of a monkey tied to a tree,
is surely disturbing the nerves of the ruling regime, as the Malay loyalty to the
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monarchy has long been used as the ideological grounds to bundle the Malay
support with the power regime. Therefore, “insulting the monarchy and the Malays”
is used as a reason to ban the film (Amir 2007a). The Malay ex-Communists in the
film considered themselves perfectly Malay, yet felt their differences from people
of the same race in Malaysia. Despite Malay ex-Communists’ being given better
treatment by the Malaysian government compared to their Chinese comrades, some
of them, including Pak Kassim, feel they are no longer adapting well in their
motherland. Some images of the Thailand national flag in the film hinted at this
kind of identity dilemma. While some of them have gone back and resettled in
Malaysia, others, including Malay Communist leader Abdullah C. D. and Pak
Kassim, chose to stay in Thailand for their remaining years.

4.7 Concluding Remarks
According to Nichols (2010), documentary is a “particular way of seeing the world,
making proposals about it, or offering perspectives on it…in this sense, a way of
interpreting the world” (34–35). Amir Muhammad is a docu-auteur that like to
manipulate the representational forms in his filmic intervention of the political and
historical world. By this, the past is reverberating with the present in an innovative
yet inspirational manner. Although his documentaries still resort to “talking-head”
interviews, Amir give a voice to the ordinary people to convey their everyday life,
personal memories and perception of the past. Thus, traces left by the past are
juxtaposed with the present living landscapes and narratives. The present everyday
scenes and stories contest the official narratives induced and enhanced by the
regime. As McKay (2010) asserts:
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Memory in his films collides with officially sanctioned grand narratives.
His investigation of not just memory but the events that triggered
trauma in both personal and collective reminiscences conflict directly
with state induced historical and social amnesia and erasure providing
us with a useful textual template for again seeing the manner in which
memory, culture and power work together or in opposition in
contemporary Malaysia. (175)
However, the examination of the memories of Communist past in his two
documentaries is not offered in the authoritative and absolutist manner, but is
fragmented and multifaceted awaiting open interpretation and coordination.
Utilising his signature style of parody and humour, his documentaries invoke
audiences to decide what meaning and lesson they appreciated.
However, the two documentaries have a higher intellectual density that requires
subtle readings. Parody and defamiliarisation is exercised to disrupt audiences’
overreliance on how the past is recalled, not only through the interviewees and also
by the narratives of the films themselves. Just as Burke (1989) asserts:
“Remembering the past and writing about it no longer seems to be the innocent
activities they were once taken to be.” (p. 98) These documentaries try to present
nation-building memories as plural, complex, controversial and contested. It is all
these unsettling memories that reveal how modern national identity is frayed and
segregated by ethnicity. Note that these documentaries have never sought to find an
ultimate truth, a definite answer or a moral settlement for nation-building’s
contribution to the country. The films are just means of exploration that may trigger
more investigations into the hidden and open-ended narratives of memory, which
view memories not as static, but as open to change and never-ending. As
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Rosenstone (2017) suggests: “No matter how much research we do, no matter how
many archives we visit, no matter how objective we try to be, the past will never
come to us in a single version of the truth.” (xiii)
The documentaries are banned for “glorying communism” and “worshiping
Communist leader[s].” While communism no longer has a foothold in the country
and there is the tiniest possibility for the documentaries to implant communism in
Malaysians’ mind, the banning of these cinematic texts demonstrated the regime in
power is still utilising communism as a bogey to maintain their power status quo.
Amir Muhammad is not a communist follower, but his interest in communism is
motivated by the availability of the materials and readings regarding the alternative
history of Malaysia. When asked about his opinion of communism in an interview,
Amir asserts:
In theory, it is the beautiful ideology. Given a choice, people like to
share. Given a choice, people would not like to be more rich and more
powerful than their neighbor. But in practice, there has never been a
communist country which has not descended into dictatorship. It is not
what the ideal of communism is supposed to be. The system has been
abused. It is quite understandable that we mistrust its theory. (Bissme
2005)
In the same interview, Amir Muhammad also discloses that his interest in
communism is also triggered by his personal nostalgia of the Cold War era, which
the world could offer more bipolar views. He said: “There was not only one
superpower; there was an alternative. It gives you a glimpse into a time (when) there
were other possibilities” (Bissme 2005). As a new generation progressive-minded
Malaysian, he believes in a more open political sphere where different and
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contrasting political views and beliefs should be allowed and respected. However,
his attitude and approach are at odds with the ruling regime that tries to proscribe
the alternative narratives from flourishing.

147

Chapter Five ⸺ Searching for Grandfather: Lau Kek Huat’s Films and
Memories of the Communist Past

5.1 Introduction
In February 2017, a documentary titled, Absent Without Leave, which chronicled
the history of Communist struggle in then-Malaya by featuring interviews with exCommunists, was prohibited from cinema screenings and DVD distribution in
Malaysia. The film was banned by the Film Censorship Board of Malaysia for
“having elements which may be negative for national development” after it was
submitted for the Malaysia International Film Festival. As a protest against the ban,
the production company held a special screening event on Facebook, and the
documentary was made available free of charge for a week on YouTube
(Malaysiakini 2017a).
Absent Without Leave is directed by Lau Kek Huat, a Malaysian-born
filmmaker based in Taiwan. In the documentary, Lau tries to trace his family history,
especially his grandfather, who has been mysteriously absent from the family
narrative. In combing through the family stories, the documentary slowly reveals
that his grandfather was involved in the Communist struggle in Malaya. The
documentary later tried to give a more complete account of the Communist history
by interviewing exiled ex-Communists residing outside Malaysia. Before its ban in
Malaysia, the film enjoyed limited theatrical release in Taiwan and participated in
several international film festivals, including the 2016 Singapore International Film
Festival where it won the Audience Choice Award. However, in Malaysia, the film
suffered the same treatment by the state as its predecessors, The Last Communist
and New Village.
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Lau was disappointed with the ban as it blocked the film from engaging with
the Malaysian public, which was his main intention in bringing the film to Malaysia.
He lamented:
I was initially expecting certain content to be censored, not for the entire
film to be banned. I think this matter is being overly politicised as it is
second nature for the powers that be to feel insecure. I hope that through
cinema, literature and the arts, people can have the chance to avoid this
endless cycle of “kill or flee”, but I also know this is not easy. I can
understand why they wanted to pigeonhole this film as the enemy…The
girl bathing at the film’s beginning is my niece. She represents a new
generation of Malaysians. My film is meant for people like her, to show
to a new generation of Malaysians, hence I decided to release the film
free in my home country despite the ban. (D. Lee 2017)
Lau Kek Huat and the production company denied that the documentary was trying
to worship or glorify MCP and communism. Instead, they intended for the film as
a bridge for communication between the different entities which suffered equally
during the Emergency so that the wounds can be healed, and ethnic reconciliation
is possible (Malaysiakini 2017b). In my personal communication with Lau Kek
Huat, he also stressed that his film was intended to trigger healthy discourse among
member of the different ethnicities in Malaysia (Lau, Kek Huat. 2017. Personal
communication, December 17). He argued that the ban could prolong or widen the
rift and the typecasting perceptions between the Malays and the Chinese. In this
case, the regime’s restrictions or tamping down of discussion and debate within the
Malaysian society regarding the Communists’ role in nation-building is more
harmful towards national development than the film could be. The censorship board
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continues to act as the regime’s watchdog to preserve its hegemonic power through
controlling the information that is available to the Malaysian society. This chapter
focuses on Absent Without Leave and Lau’s first feature film, Boluomi, and
discusses how these two films scrutinise the memories of communism, while
confronting the official memory that is intertwined with the ethnic-biased practices
of the regime in power.

5.2 Searching for Identity in a Foreign Country
Lau Kek Huat was born and grew up in Sitiawan, the birthplace of MCP leader,
Chin Peng. Sitiawan is a small town situated in Perak where Communist activities
were active during the Emergency. He pursued a business administration degree at
the National University of Singapore and worked as a Chinese language teacher in
a Singapore primary school for four years. He later left his job and went to study
filmmaking at the National Taiwan University of Arts. He worked as a videographer
for National Geographic Channel and made short films during his study in Taiwan.
Generally, Lau Kek Huat is part of the new generation of Malaysian cultural
workers who benefit from the more relaxed and liberal cultural sphere in Taiwan,
which provided a space for exhibiting Malaysian cultural products and discourses.
Due to the “pro-Malay” education policy giving the Malay priority access to places
in national universities and government education scholarships, the tertiary
education opportunities for Chinese Malaysians in the country is somewhat curbed.
Thus, Taiwan is a popular destination for Chinese Malaysians seeking tertiary
education. During the Cold War and before opening up of mainland China, Taiwan
was China’s “cultural substitute”, a major centre for Sinophone cultural production
and dissemination. Hence, by the 80s and 90s, Taiwan has become a hub for
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Chinese talents, especially from Southeast Asia, looking for cultural and other
career opportunities. Many popular Chinese Malaysian artists launched their pop
culture careers in Taiwan, while many who study there chose to stay and work in
the cultural and tertiary education sectors.
Additionally, Taiwan has become a space for publication or the “production
line” for what scholars named “Chinese Malaysian literature in Taiwan” ( 在台馬華
文學 )

(Tee 2011, 94–121). These works of literature are not only produced by

Malaysians studying and living in Taiwan, but also by writers residing in Malaysia
through securing the ample publication opportunities in Taiwan. Moreover, some
Chinese Malaysian writers won major literary awards and make these Chinese
Malaysian literature works a visible force in Taiwanese literature. With the rise of
China as a major global economic and cultural player, Taiwan has to compete with
China as the hub of Sinophone film production and dissemination. Although the
financial and economic capability of Taiwan’s film industry is not overly strong,
Taiwan’s soft power in film as a form of legacy from Taiwan New Cinema in the
1980s remains firm. The high level of freedom of expression and the liberal cultural
sphere as compared to mainland China, enables Taiwan to be a cinematic hub of
film culture that tolerates more arthouse, innovative, experimental and critical
reflection kind of filmmaking (Lim 2013).
Lau Kek Huat admits that before studying in Taiwan, he knew little about
filmmaking and cinema appreciation (Lau, Kek Huat. 2017. Personal
communication, December 17). However, Taiwan became the “cradle” for his
vision of filmmaking. His short films Rat (2008) and When it Rains (2012) won
awards at the Taiwan Golden Harvest Awards, a film award organised by Taiwan
Film and Audiovisual Institute for short films and experimental student films. He
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was also selected to participate in the Golden Horse Academy in 2013, a
filmmaking workshop founded and led by renowned Taiwanese director, Hou
Hsiao-hsien. Lau explains that the freedom of expression in Taiwan is the major
reason why he chooses to live and work in Taiwan:
I stayed in Taiwan because of freedom of creation and expression. I
identify with this value and not loyal to the “state”. This value should
be protected and maintained. I want to live in a society with real
democracy and freedom. The beautiful thing is you can be an ordinary
person and as an ordinary person, you do not need to feel or be worried
that your status is lower than other people. You are protected by the law;
you have less anxiety. In Malaysia, where people have to silently abide
by the authoritative power, ethnic inequality and growing wealth
disparity, they will certainly feel uneasy. You have to take care of
yourself, you cannot expect too much from the government or laws.
Everybody tries hard to succeed, tries hard to exploit others, there is
less respect for human basic values. (Lau, Kek Huat. 2020. Personal
communication, November 8)
As a Malaysian who lives abroad, Lau Kek Huat has the opportunity to experience
a different kind of life and values from those in his native country. Taiwan is the
place that transformed his life course and made him rethink his relationship with
Malaysia and triggered his curiosity regarding things in his homeland. Thus, he
started making films about Malaysia (Tan 2019). As he admires the high degree of
freedom of expression in Taiwan, he tries to use the free environment to “do
something for Malaysia” (Lin 2019).

152

In an interview, he admitted that his effort of reconnecting with Malaysia is
primarily through his engagement with his family stories and the history of
Malaysia (Tan 2019). His earliest attempt is a 2009 short film made during his
filmmaking studies, titled, Cul de Sac Forest. The film is narrated by a woman who
received a letter from a Malaysian man who was her lover forty years prior. The
film flashes back to their youth during the Malayan Emergency when the man had
to leave her to join the Communist rebels in the jungle. The woman, who migrated
to Taiwan, decided to go back to Malaysia to meet the man, whom she thought had
died in the jungle. It is a story of a personal memory that juxtaposes with the
national memory. According to Lau, he made the film to fill the blanks of his
childhood memory, especially related to his missing grandfather (Lau 2015).
This “searching for grandfather” became the major motivation for Lau Kek
Huat’s documentary Absent Without Leave. According to Lau, back in Malaysia,
his family burns incense and lights candles in front of his grandfather’s photo during
festivals, but he never knew what kind of person his grandfather was because his
parents never talked about him. He later learned that his grandfather was a
Communist rebel who was killed by the British during the Emergency (Show 2017).
His family’s silence is due to communism being a taboo and the stigmatisation of
Communists as cold-blooded terrorists. Thus, an ordinary Chinese family like Lau’s
prefers to hide this history. Lau admitted that before he worked on the documentary,
his knowledge about the country’s history of Communist struggle was limited, as
history textbooks tend to treat the conflict between the Communists and the British
Malayan government in a simplistic binary of good versus evil. He related himself
to many Malaysians who lack the complete historical sense and felt it his obligation
to mend the situation (Li 2016). To learn more, he researched academic studies and
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memoirs on ex-Communists. Besides interviewing ex-Communists residing in
Malaysia, he also managed to interview ex-Communists and ex-MPAJA members
who were exiled to Hong Kong and China while visiting Friendship Villages in
Southern Thailand to get further accounts. The more than 60 hours of interview
clips were edited into an 83-minute documentary. He managed to finish the film
with the additional funding provided by Busan International Film Festival’s Asian
Cinema Fund.

5.3 Expiation of the Dead and Retrieving the Absent Past
Differing from Amir Muhammad’s The Last Communist, which, avoids the
inclusion of archival visuals, Lau’s Absent Without Leave uses many archival
visuals, including the pictures and reel visuals provided by the interviewees, excommunist associations and alternative publishing houses. The archival images
from the British newsreels and old newspapers were also featured, including the
infamous image of an English soldier holding the decapitated heads of Communist
rebels. This image was used by the British government to incite fear as part of their
counterinsurgency strategy (Hack 2012, 692). Although Lau admitted that he is no
historian and was reluctant to present his story through a grand historical
perspective (Show 2017), he used a lot of the archival visuals to explain the
historical background of colonial Malaya, the Japanese Occupation of Malaya, the
Communist movement, the Emergency and the struggle for Malaya’s independence.
Thus, it is obvious that the film was originally targeted to an international audience
which is not familiar with Malaysian history and politics. Compared to Amir
Muhammad, Lau used the more conventional method by presenting his
documentary with talking heads and archival visuals.
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However, like The Last Communist and Village People Radio Show, Absent
Without Leave does not feature the point of view of any Communist leader but
instead features the low-rank MPAJA and MNLA members . As stated above, Lau
Kek Huat’s engagement with Malaysia’s Communist past was personal and
triggered by his curiosity about his family history. The documentary is presented as
a first-person narrative, with Lau serving as the narrator. At the beginning of the
documentary, in his narration, Lau confessed that he grew up with an estrangedrelationship with his father. While trying to patch his relationship with his “absent
father”, he acknowledged that his father also had an “absent father”, and this may
be the reason why his father is unable to develop a healthy relationship with his
family. By reconnecting with his family history, he found out that his “absent
fathers” are related to another “absence”, that of the history of the communism’s
struggle in the mainstream Malaysian historical discourse. This is why theme of
“absent” is heavily emphasised in the film, as demonstrated in the film’s title. His
grandfather died when his father was only three years old. While his grandfather
was shot dead in front of his family when he tried to flee, his family pretended to
not know him and suppressed their grief when the police carried the body away.
There was no grave for his grandfather and his burial place is unknown. The family
avoided commemorating his grandfather openly in case of trouble and to evade
stigmatisation as the family of a terrorist. This triggered Lau’s curiosity, as the
school textbooks are keen to tell this history in just one short paragraph, labelling
Communists as terrorists. “Were you a terrorist? What makes you leave this home?”
asked Lau in his narration for the film.
Thus, the past needs to be properly retrieved to understand his grandfather’s
story. There is a scene setting in the period of Ching Ming Festival, during which
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the traditional ancestor worship is performed. The graveyard with the burning of
joss sticks and joss papers, all implied the “expiation of the dead” (超度 in Chinese)
needing to be done to better apprehend the past. In Hong Kong, where Lau shot an
old ex-Communist riding the tram in North Point, the “ting ting” bell sound of the
tram is superimposed with the sound of the bell that is normally used in Taoist
religious or funeral ceremony, echoing the theme of “expiation of the dead”. This
expiation occurs by properly listening to those who are still alive tell their stories
that are different from the official version and the school textbooks. Like The Last
Communist, the ex-Communists who appeared in the film asserted that they
dedicate their youth to liberate Malaya from the Japanese and British and did not
deserve to be labelled as terrorists. They tried to retain what Lau deemed as human
dignity (Show 2017) and believe that what they did was for social justice and the
benefit of Malayan society.
Absent Without Leave then takes the audience to another September First
Martyrs’ Monument (not the monument stated in Chapter Two) erected in one of
the Friendship Villages in Betong, Thailand, to demonstrate the ex-Communists’
effort to do their own commemoration of the comrades who sacrificed their lives
for the anti-colonial struggle. Interestingly, the film also gives the audience a
glimpse of the original September First Martyrs Monument in Batu Caves
mentioned in Chapter Three. The monument was restored by a few MCP ex-cadres
and was hidden inside a marble factory near Kuala Lumpur to avoid being seen by
the public; those responsible for restoring the monument were questioned twice by
the police. Due to the Malaysian government’s practice of selective memory and
commemoration, the MPAJA commemoration has to be conducted secretly and
privately.
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5.4 Exile and the Ex-Communists’ Identities
Besides contesting the nation-building discourse, Absent Without Leave
successfully highlights another dimension of the Communist past—the identities of
the ex-Communists, which for me is “the icing on the cake” for this documentary.
Taylor (2020) suggests that “Chineseness” is an important yet overlooked
dimension of the Cold War. He contends that the conflict has had a long-lasting
impact on the formation of identities and the subsequent identity crises of Chinese
communities around the world, especially in Southeast Asian countries such as
Malaysia, where the large population of ethnic Chinese has made them “significant
minorities” within the country (2). Furthermore, the Malayan Communist struggle
was led and dominated by the Chinese, but at the same time, the Emergency
triggered a divided degree of loyalty towards the motherland (China), since the
“Malayanisation” of identity started to evolve among the community during that
turbulent period (Low 2020, 46). Thus, it is significant that the question of Chinese
identities is the major theme of Lau’s documentary. While many ex-Communists
had passed away, some are still alive, and Lau needed to travel outside of Malaysia
to meet those in exile. Identity is a major question that puzzled the older generation
as well as the current generation of Chinese in Malaysia. Just as Lau Kek Huat
asserts, the question of identity came to his mind after he chooses to leave Malaysia
and reside in other countries like Singapore and Taiwan:
All the years, those Malaysians like me who are drifting outside of the
country, finds it difficult to proclaim our love for our homeland,
because we have too many taboos and memories of unfairness that we
have yet to be allowed to discover, know, and understand them. The
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love for this land is fragile and seems to be easily washed away by the
tropical rain. For me, not just this land, but also the phantom of a
grandfather whom I have never met. This feeling of trying to remember
but not being able to remember, not being able to stay close to him yet
being reluctant to distant myself from him, is what I mean by “absent
without leave”. This is the way I approach the taboos and the memories.
(Kaohsiung Film Festival 2016)
Like many new generation of Chinese Malaysians, Lau’s identities have always
been confounded by the nation’s ethnic politics. “I love Malaysia, but does
Malaysia love me?” is always the essential question behind the Chinese Malaysians’
identity conflict. Lau’s “searching for grandfather” is actually “searching for
Malaysia,” intermingling with “searching for identity”. However, for the early
Chinese who sympathised with or joined the MCP, their identity dilemma results
from them being born in China before coming to Malaya, or they were born in the
time when Chinese still considered themselves as sojourners and have little desire
to settle down and sink their roots in the land (Pan 1990, 21).
Just as the film showed, many of the Chinese attracted to the MCP’s political
ideology was mainly driven by anti-Japanese sentiment that was rooted in the
Japanese invasion of China. A female ex-MPAJA member currently residing in
Guangzhou shared her experience of when she was a student, she developed hatred
towards Japan after the Marco Polo Bridge Incident that led to her participation in
anti-Japanese musical troupes and sold flowers to collect funds to save China. She
committed to the nationalistic campaigns because she believed that when the
country is in trouble, every person has the responsibility to help (國家有難, 匹夫有
責).

“I know I was very nationalistic, knowing Japan invaded our China, killed our
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countrymen” she said. Another female MCP cadre also shared her experience of
selling flowers during school time to raise funds to fight the Japanese and
participating in parades to promote Chinese nationalism. The experience shared by
these two interviewees demonstrates the history of the Malayan-Chinese schools
before the Second World War, which were heavily invested the learning of China’s
predicament and political development. Not only the textbooks were obtained from
publishers in China, but some curricula were also tightly focused on China instead
of Malaya or the British. Many teachers and school administrators were hired from
China, and many of them fled China due to its political chaos. Some teachers and
instructors were also activists sent by the CCP to spread “progressive ideas” among
Malayan Chinese youth. Thus, many schools and students demonstrated a strong
disapproval towards the colonial administration, while some schools became
hotbeds for communism. Many Malayan Chinese youths actively participated in
school unions and other underground organisations. At the same time, a Chinaoriented nationalism and identity was strengthened through these schools. Malayan
Chinese youths were deeply concerned with China’s future and willingly devoted
themselves to activities that aimed at saving their motherland (Comber 1961, 31–
33; Teoh 2010, 36–38; Wang 2000, 73).
Most of the ex-Communists interviewed in this film now reside in Guangzhou,
and one lives in Hong Kong. While the one in Hong Kong clearly explained that he
was deported by the Malaysian government after 20 years of imprisonment, the film
did not explain why the other interviewees left Malaysia. While it is true that many
were deported to China by the British and the Malayan/Malaysian government to
curb union activities and the Communist movement, some went voluntarily to help
their motherland fight the foreign imperialists and contribute to the national
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construction (Wang 2000, 73–74). For example, one woman in Guangzhou has
explained that her brother went back to China before the Second World War to fight
the Japanese and later was summoned by Kuomintang for the civil war. Her brother
was later captured by the CCP and forced to join the CCP’s People’s Liberation
Army.
Absent Without Leave does, however, highlight the experiences of some
Malayan Chinese who went back to China. Lau interviewed Malayan-born Wang
Ming Hui, who was the curator of the Guangdong Provincial Overseas Chinese
Museum in Guangzhou, regarding the history of arrest and deportation of suspected
Communist-sympathisers to China. According to Wang, many deported Malayan
Chinese were prosecuted and sent the re-education camp during the Cultural
Revolution, as they were suspected of being involved in subversive activities due
to their connections to Malaysia. Wang’s parents were among the victims of the
prosecution, and her mother committed suicide in the re-education camp.
The stories of these returnees are compelling, as they were facing another kind
of discrimination in their motherland, compared to when they were abroad. Many
of these returnees were resettled in facilities called Overseas Chinese Farms (華僑
農場),

established in the southern part of China. The purpose of these farms is to

assimilate the returnees to life in China and to develop the state-run export-based
agricultural economy. However, the official status and labels of these returnees
were “huaqiao” ( 華僑 , overseas Chinese), “guiqiao” ( 歸僑 , returnee Chinese) or
“nanqiao” ( 難僑 , returned Chinese refugees), which reinforced their position as
“outsiders” who were different from “bendiren” (本地人, the locals). Some of the
returnees were born in Southeast Asia and had never stepped foot in China and
possessed little knowledge regarding China. By returning to China, they brought
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along their own culture, clothing and ways of speech that demonstrated their
otherness from the locals. The allocation of schools, hospitals, markets and factories
exclusively for these returnees further isolated them from the rest of the population.
Consequently, these returnees often drew resentment and suspicion from the locals
as the locals despise them for abandoning their motherland and never sharing in the
country’s past hardship (Ford 2014; Peterson 2011, 117). During the Cultural
Revolution, many returnees were persecuted for having “illicit foreign relations”
due to their foreign background and accused as subversive elements like
“capitalists”, “imperialists”, “counter-revolutionaries”, “worshippers of things
foreign”, and most illicitly, “foreign devils”. Many were sent to the re-education
camps, and some did not survive. Others lived in constant fear of prosecution and
under heavy surveillance from the Red Guards (Ford 2014, 246; Godley 1989; 330).
Hence, these “not accepted in the foreign land” and “being suspected in the
motherland” treatments brought to the creation of a unique solidarity of identity
among the returnees (Ford 2014, 246). At the same time, not being fully accepted
in China further reinforced their bond with Southeast Asia.
Absent Without Leave highlights the perpetual bonding of these exiled exCommunists with Malaysia, especially from the perspective of family ties. A
woman in Guangzhou recalled her painful experience of leaving her newborn
daughter when she departed for China in 1949. Although she met her daughter years
later in Singapore, her daughter, now an adult, possessed no emotional attachment
to her. A couple who came back to Malaysia after the 1989 Peace Accord also
shared their experience of giving their children up for adoption because they could
not raise a normal family while being involved in jungle warfare. These family
disintegrations were part of the Communist struggle reality, and yet these ex-
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Communists have to live with their feelings of regret while longing for a family
reunion in Malaysia. The director then related these family disintegrations with his
own, which is caused by the same factor⸺Communist insurrection.
In the film, bonding with Malaysia is also demonstrated by the element of food.
For example, museum curator Wang Ming Hui and his family like to cook
Malaysian-style curry chicken, as eating the food is their way of remembering
Malaya. While his father was not able to fulfil his wish of going back to Malaysia,
adding fresh coconut milk to cook Malaysian curry is like “going back in time” to
their life in Nanyang. Wang also mentioned his experience of sharing a durian with
other old comrades, remembering them as the taste of Malaya. A woman from
Guangzhou also expressed that she lives in China during the daytime, but “dreams
of Malaysia at night”. She dreams of having coconut, curry and the Malaysian
Nyonya cake while befriending the Malays. She longs to stay with her sisters who
reside in Malaysia.
These dual identities are also demonstrated by the songs used in the
documentary. For example, there is a scene where another female interviewee living
in Guangzhou conveys her strong nostalgia of her Malayan life and longing for
going back to Malaysia and spending time with her family. She also shown her
nostalgia by performs a Mandarin and a Malay song. However, the Mandarin song
she sang is a Chinese nationalistic song with the lyric of “my home is at Songhua
River” (a major river in Northeast China), a “national salvation song” (救亡歌曲)
during the Second Sino-Japanese War titled 松花江上 (On the Songhua River). These
national salvation songs were created as propaganda to forge a collective national
salvation consciousness among the Chinese, and to galvanise them in the resistance
against Japan (Howard 2004, 2–4). The ability of these ex-Communists singing the
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national salvation song echoes earlier scenes where a female interviewee sings a
song titled 賣花詞 (Selling Flower Song). The lyrics below describes her experience
selling flowers to raise funds for China’s anti-Japanese war:
先生， 買一朵花

(Mister, please buy a flower)

先生， 買一朵花

(Mister, please buy a flower)

不是要你愛花

(not because of love for flowers)

不是要你賞花

(not because of their beauty)

賣了花，救了國家

(but because to save the country)

Coincidentally, another female interviewee sings the same song with the part
“mister, please buy a flower” on her piano. Although the lyric of 賣花詞 is written
by a headmaster of a Chinese school in Malaya as he was moved by the effort of
students who sold flowers to collect donations, the song was the product of a
collaboration with China’s famous national salvation song composer, Xia Zhixiu
(夏之秋) for Xia’s Wuhan Choir Troupe (武漢合唱團). The choir troupe has travelled
to Malaya to help the fundraise for the salvation movement. Thus, the song shared
the same Chinese nationalistic spirit with other China-origin national salvation
songs (Poon 2019, 38). The female interviewee then describes her excitement when
she participated in a Chinese salvation movement parade, during which the
participants chanted the song lyrics “起來！不願做奴隸的人們！” (Arise! All those
who do not want to be slaves!), which is the iconic beginning of 義勇軍進行曲
(March of the Volunteers). The song was a national salvation song which was made
the provisional national anthem of New China in 1949, and later accorded as
China’s official national anthem in 1982 (Chou 2017; Liao, Zhang, and Zhang
2011). A detailed discussion on these national salvation songs is beyond the reach
of this study, but their deep impression on these songs demonstrates that they were
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truly devoted to their quest to help and save the motherland during the resistance
war. The influx of these national salvation songs was a part of the Chinese National
Salvation movement, in which musical and choir troupes, drama and other
performance groups were set up to collect funds and promote Chinese nationalism.
At the same time, performance groups from China like the Wuhan Choir Troupe
were invited to Malaya to perform, while guiding the Malayan groups in national
salvation performance and the singing of the national salvation songs, which rapidly
increased the songs’ popularity among Malayan Chinese youths (Ma 1992, 414–
415; Mak 2012, 65).
Interestingly, Absent Without Leave also featured a song related to the
nationalistic sentiment, a regional love song titled Terang Boelan (in Indonesian,
meaning bright moon or moonlight), featuring the same tune as the Malaysian
national anthem Negaraku (My Nation). The film featured different versions of
Terang Boelan in the interludes and the closing credits, including the Indonesian
language version by Dutch-Indonesian singer, Rudi van Dalm and an English
version titled Mamula Moon recorded by English singer, Felix Mendelssohn (not
to be confused with the classical composer, Felix Mendelssohn) and his band,
Hawaiian Serenaders, which has a slower and romantic Hawaiian-style beat.
The origins of Terang Boelan and whether the Malaysian national anthem is a
straight adaptation of the song are disputed. The Indonesian has long claimed that
the national anthem is an adaptation of the Indonesian keroncong ballad (an
Indonesian musical style that featured keroncong, a ukulele-like musical
instrument), which also appeared in an Indonesian film with the same title Terang
Boelan (1937). However, some historians claimed that Terang Boelan was
originally a French tune “La Rosalie” written by French poet and lyricist Pierre-
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Jean de Beranger. The tune was popular among sailors in the former French colony
of the Seychelles, and it was the sailors who brought the tune to Southeast Asia and
adapted it into the Indonesian ballad. In another version, the tune was picked up by
Sultan Abdullah Muhammad Shah II, the Sultan of the state of Perak, who was
exiled to the Seychelles because he was accused of participating in the assassination
of the British Resident James Wheeler Woodford Birch (J. W. W. Birch) in 1875.
After he came back to Malaya, he adapted the tune into the state anthem of Perak
titled Allah Lanjutkan Usia Sultan (Allah Prolong the Sultan's Age), which Tunku
Abdul Rahman later chose as the national anthem for the newly independent
Malaya. In other words, the national anthem is a direct adaptation of the French
tune and not the Indonesian ballad (Barendregt, Keppy, and Schulte Nordholt 2017,
26–27; Clark 2013, 399; Kong 2016; Irving 2014, 199; Koh 2014, 238; Teh 2005).
The featuring of the tune in the film is an attempt to release it from the confinement
of nationalism for being a national anthem. According to Lau Kek Huat: “The tune
is beautiful and has various meanings, why must the meaning of the tune become
standardised after it became the national anthem?” (Lau, Kek Huat. 2020. Personal
communication, November 8).
The usage of the tune brings another meaning that implies former MCP
members’ love of Malaya, which includes the unique local culture they lived before
leaving. However, this does not necessarily entail a strong, exclusive nationalistic
sentiment towards a single nation, but it is their “love song” dedicated to Malaya
while they may have another “love song” that is dedicated to China. As Hall (1996b)
stresses that identity is “never singular but multiply constructed across different,
often intersecting and antagonistic, discourses, practices and positions” (4), the
featuring the Chinese nationalistic national salvation songs discussed above and the
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usage of the Terang Boelan in the film hint at their multiple identities, which is
difficult to define by a single location. The image of the old and the modern Penang
ferry jetty featured in the film further stresses the message of “drifting” and
“travelling”. While the Kongming lantern (sky lantern) featured in the early section
of the film symbolise the ancestors’ spirits or ghosts, aligned with the theme of
Ching Ming Festival in the film, it also implied the “floating-ness” of their identities.
After embarking back to China, they could hardly set foot in Malaysia, and maybe
in other grounds again. As Lau’s father said at the end of the film, “I am not sure
where I am anymore”. These ungrounded identities are historical by-products in
which Communists and communism have been treated as the nation’s political
bogey.

5.5 Ethnic Politics and Representation of Communist Past
After Absent Without Leave, Lau Kek Huat again confronted the political taboo of
the Communist struggle in Malaysia with Boluomi (2019). The film is co-directed
by Lau and Vera Chen, who is also the film’s director of acting. The film was based
on an earlier screenplay titled, A Love to Boluomi, which won the Taiwan Film
Institute’s screenplay award in 2013 and was selected to participate in the 2015
Produire au Sud Workshop held in Taipei, co-organised by Nantes’ Three
Continents Festival. The film utilised a dual narrative pattern juxtaposing a 2000s
story of the relationship between a male Malaysian student and a Filipino female
worker in Taiwan, with the story of a mother and her son during the Emergency in
Malaya. The 2000s part is a semi-biographical story of Lau as a Malaysian student
in Taiwan, while the other was inspired by the experience of his grandfather and
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father during the Emergency. It is Lau’s second attempt of “finding his grandfather”
but this time, in a feature film.
In an interview, Lau disclosed that his creative ambition is to try making a
documentary and a feature film on a topic, and Boluomi is mean to pair with Absent
Without Leave (Weng 2019). He made the film as a thankful gesture to the exCommunists he interviewed in Absent Without Leave, and he tries to make use of
the stories and information that he gathered during the field work and documentary
shooting for his first feature film (Chang 2020). The film was made with a subsidy
by the Taiwanese government (Yau 2020), was selected for competing in Busan
International Film Festival’s New Currents Award in 2019 and nominated for the
Best New Director at the Golden Horse Awards in the same year. Although during
the 2019 Golden Horse Awards, most attention was on the boycott of the mainland
Chinese film industry on the orders of the state regulators, it did bring a different
cultural atmosphere to the event and providing more chances for films of SoutheastAsian-origin or theme films like Boluomi to be nominated and flourished (Yau
2020).
The theme of “finding grandparent” and “remediation of the father-son
relationship” are rather recognisable in Boluomi. Boluomi or 菠蘿蜜 in Chinese,
refers to jackfruit, tropical fruit with pungent aroma when it is ripe. For Lau Kek
Huat, it is a nostalgic fruit associated with memories of his time with his family:
In my memory, it was something that you only eat with your family,
especially when father came back at night, we would put newspapers
on the floor, we gather and open the fruit. You do not eat at the table,
because it is dirty. You do not eat the fruit outdoors, because it is not
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convenient. The hunger is our collective memory, nostalgic memory of
our home. (Weng 2019)
Although jackfruit connotates Lau Kek Huat and the main characters’ diasporic
sentiment, it also represents the director’s nostalgia of the best moments of him with
his family, especially with his alienated father. In the semi-biographical narrative
of Lau in the 2000s segment of the film, it centres on the protagonist, Wu Yifan, a
Malaysian student in Kaohsiung, Taiwan, who grew up with a gambler and debtridden father. The father-son relationship is so bad that Yifan chops off his father’s
finger with a cleaver during a conflict. Although the film does not specifically
acknowledge Yifan’s father is the protagonist (the child) of the Emergency-era
segment, it does hint that the good-for-nothing father and the child both belong to
the same “Emergency generation” who later become a bad parent as a consequence
of growing up in a turbulent time.
Nevertheless, in the Emergency-era segment of Boluomi, the Communist
grandfather in Absent Without Leave is replaced by the character of a
grandmother⸺a mother who abandoned her son to join the Communist guerrillas
in the jungle. The film begins with the subtitle: “Over the decades, the Malayan
Communist Party fought a guerrilla war in the jungle for independence. When a
baby was born during the war, they sent it out of the jungle to ensure its survival.”
The film then uses long shots to portray the mother carrying the baby to the jungle’s
edge and putting the baby into a jackfruit. A Malay man finds the jackfruit and
brings it home, and it does not take long for him and his wife to discover the baby
is inside. The connotation of jackfruit as a substitute the protective placenta for the
infant is obvious, and the child has to grow up without the protection and care from
his mother due to the war. This story of a mother who participates in the jungle
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insurgency has to leave her child to an adoptive parent is similar to the experiences
of the ex-Communists interviewed in Absent Without Leave, in which family ties
and relationships severed as a result of military confrontation.
The child is raised by the Malay couple, and years later, the mother comes and
reclaims the child. However, the child is having a difficult time living with his
biological mother because he was raised as a Malay child who speaks Malay,
adopted Islam and practices the Malay way of life. The mother tries hard to “resinicise” her son, including forcing him to pray with incense sticks. As a result, an
identity conflict is inflicted on a young child’s mind. Although the mother-son
relationship slowly improved—one scene portrays them eating jackfruit on the floor,
as described by Lau above—the mother is later shot dead by the police as she was
suspected of smuggling a Communist rebel into the New Village. The film hints
that a child that grew up with an identity crisis and the stigma as the descendant of
a Communist-inclined parent may eventually make him a bad parent to his own
family.
The identity crisis is mostly triggered by the cultural differences and conflicts
between the Chinese and Malays. However, the Malay couple is portrayed as loving
parents who raised the child with great care and gentleness. When I asked Lau
whether he faced any problem locating Malay talents to play the roles of the Malay
husband and wife owing to the sensitivity of the Communist subject in the Malay
community, and that in the film, the Malays raise the child of a Communist. Lau
responded that the Malay actor was willing to play the role as he too agreed with
the film’s political motive. However, the actress did have some comments during
the filmmaking, including a Malay Muslim woman should wear a hijab, a headscarf
worn by Muslim females. Lau was rather annoyed by the comment as he posits that,
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in the 1950s, Malay women seldom wore hijab (Lau, Kek Huat. 2020. Personal
communication, November 8). Studies also mentioned that the donning of hijab by
Malaysian Muslim females only became more visible and mandatory after the trend
of “Islam resurgent” in the country began from the 1980s (Martinez 2001, 485;
Stivens 2006, 358).
Generally, the Chinese-Malay relationship during the Emergency is not deeply
explored in Boluomi, as the film stays away from engaging with anti-Communist
sentiment among the Malays. However, the film does portray the uneasy ChineseMalay relationship in its 2000s segment. In the segment, Yifan is shown quarrelling
with his Malay schoolmates after he failed to get a place in the public university
due to the Malay-preferential education policy. The Malay schoolmates even
ridicule Yifan as “budak Cina” (meaning “Chinese kid” if translated directly, but
the film English subtitles translate as “Chink”, a derogatory term for Chinese
people), telling him to “go back to China”. The phrase “go back to China” is not
new in Malaysian politics as it occasionally used by the ultranationalist Malay
politicians to denounce the Chinese for demanding too much and infringing what
they deem as Malays’ special rights (B. T. Khoo 2003, 162). Yifan also has a Malay
girlfriend, but they end their relationship because Yifan has to go to Taiwan to study.
They represented a doomed Chinese-Malay love relationship suffering under the
country’s ethnic politics. As Appadurai (1996) asserts: “One man’s imagined
community is another man’s political prison”. (32) The imagination of a Malaypolitical-supremacy nation resulted in the marginalisation of non-Malay
communities. By depicting the modern Chinese-Malay relationship via the story of
Yifan, the film tries to connect the Othering of Chinese-dominated Communist
movement as an external invader and stigmatised the Chinese as Communist bogies
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with the current structural discrimination in Malaysia. This structural
discrimination ascribes the Chinese as second-class citizens, denying them equal
opportunities to secure national resources.
Thus, in order to challenge this stigma, Lau Kek Huat tries to deconstruct the
Cold War terrorist stereotype of the official narrative. In the film, the Communistinclined mother tried hard to fulfil her responsibilities as a mother and a Communist
agent. In other words, although she is a Communist, she is also a mother who tries
her best to raise her child. As Lau Kek Huat strongly stresses, he tries to portray the
humane side of the Communists:
Under the official Malaysian description, the image of Malayan
Communists is that they are violent. For the country to hate them, they
must be “dehumanized”. It led to the public’s inability to perceive and
empathise that they are also humans. As if they were mechanically
executing the orders without any humane consideration, they were subhumans. This gives justification for the government to retaliate against
them with violence. (Hsieh 2019)
Nevertheless, for me, the depiction of the Communists in Boluomi is still superficial,
lacking deeper exploration. Why did the mother join the Communist struggle? Does
she truly identify with the Communist ideology, or was it only for survival? Why
did she insist on helping the Communists, even when she knows that this may
endanger her and her son? The answers to these questions remain unanswered as
Lau single-mindedly focuses on a mother patching her relationship with her son
without engaging deeply with the societal and psychological realms of the woman
playing and adapting her double roles/identities. Even though Lau insisted that he
tried to avoid heroizing the Communists by depicting them attacking the New
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Village where the mother and son reside (Lin 2019), the “humane” element of the
Communist still feels shallow and limited.
Nevertheless, Boluomi has put its effort into depicting the hardship and distress
of life in the New Village. The New Villages were originally the barbed wire
concentration-camps built by the British to relocate the rural Chinese squatters to
facilitate the surveillance of Min Yuan activities and cut communications between
villagers and the communist guerrillas. Interrupting the contact would prevent the
villagers from aiding the guerrillas with food, medicine and other supplies. In these
New Villages, the civil rights and freedom of the villagers were stripped and
subjected to heavy military surveillance. The villagers’ movements were subjected
to screening or body searches by the home guards and constables to ensure they did
not bring food and other supplies to the guerrillas (Stubbs 2008, 118–123).
However, due to the limited budget, the film production team could not build a big
enough New Village set that would be close to reality. The New Village set was
built in Taiwan and the Malay home guards in the village are played by Indonesians
in Taiwan. Due to the limitation of the set, the film was confined to close-ups and
medium-shots, and avoidance of long shots when depicting the village scenes (Lau,
Kek Huat. 2020. Personal communication, November 8).
The film includes shots of the bard-wired gate with Malay home guards
conducting body searches to ensure the villagers are not bringing food and supplies
for the Communists, while another scene shows the villagers queueing for the
limited food offered by the central cooking stations. There is also one scene
depicting a British soldier harassing the villagers with threats. Nevertheless, the
New Village is a term deeply entangled with the history of survival and identity
dilemma of Chinese in the country. According to Vasil (1980), majority of the
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Chinese during the Emergency were situated in the crossfire between MCP
insurgents and the government forces. Torn between their nationalism toward the
motherland and Malaya, the Malayan Chinese’s political orientation was uncertain
as they struggled to reconstruct their lives after the unrest of the Japanese
Occupation, and their long history of being treated as transient aliens in the land
(20). Chinese uncertainty and tendencies to keep their options open have casted
them as fence-sitters, which frustrated the British government (Hack 2012, 680).
Hence, besides portraying the hardship, the film offered limited perspective into the
political-psychology and identity status of the Chinese villagers who were forced
to relocate to the concentration camp. For me, for a more thorough interrogation
regarding the Chinese in New Village, the film should engage with questions such
as: how did the ordinary Chinese villagers think of the Communist party? How did
the resettlement plan affect their identities? The film does not provide adequate
exploration and answers to these aspects.

5.6 Memories, Family Reconciliation and Diaspora Identity
Like his documentary Absent Without Leave, behind the “finding grandparent”
theme in Boluomi lies a personal motive for Lau Kek Huat⸺reconciling with his
estranged father. Just as Lau explains in a press interview:
For a more personal perspective, I feel it is like my relationship with
my father. I cannot reconcile with this grown-up, dejected and goodfor-nothing father. However, I can reconcile with the child version of
father, I can empathise with his situation during that time…I can
understand why he lost his direction when he grew up because he was
never able to imagine what “happiness” is. In a way, I feel my father
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never grew up, he is still trapped in that era. When he experienced these
things during his childhood, his life and his imagination of the world
are fixed to that experience. I even think that perhaps he tried to escape
from the role of a father because he is afraid, he is not sure how to
become a good father. (Lin 2019)
This gesture of reconciliation is shown in a scene of Boluomi, when the child of the
Emergency era tells his mother that he dreams of a man who accidentally cut his
finger, while in the modern segment, Yifan does accidentally cut his finger when
he is cutting meat in the steamboat restaurant where he worked. Through this dream,
the father-son relationship is patched and reconnected. There is a scene in which
Yifan shows some archival photographs of MPAJA and MNLA members to
Filipino female worker, Laila, by projecting the photographs on a cloth screen.
When Laila asked whether his grandparents were Communists, Yifan answers: “I
don’t know. I have never seen them. I know they joined the war. They can be
anyone here you see in the photo…But the country denies them.” While before this
scene, the film did not mention that Yifan was interested in things regarding
Malayan Communists, it is obvious Lau Kek Huat projects himself strongly onto
the character of Yifan. The photographs that were projected on a swinging cloth
(caused by the wind) seem so unrealistic and like a “dream of the past”. Is it the
dream of the ex-Communist for their unfulfilled struggle? Or is it the dream of
Yifan to reconcile with his grandparents’ past? Yifan then tells Laila that although
his father is never a good father due to his cowardice, he does love his father. By
apprehending his grandparents’ past, he is finally able to empathise with his father’s
situation, forgive him and patch their relationship.
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As Poole (2008) suggests, memory not only provides us with knowledge of the
past, but also “a route by which responsibility for past events is transmitted to the
present, and thus to identify a locus of present responsibility” (152). Thus, memory
“need[s] to be organized into patterns so that they make some kind of continuing
sense in an ever-changing present” (Young 1988, 97–8). In other words, past
experiences became guidelines for our present responsibilities and influence our
current conception of ourselves and our identities. Lau Kek Huat’s deeper and
perhaps ultimate motive for finding his grandparent and reconnecting with his
parent’s memory is finding his own identities, or using Hall’s (1966) words:
“coming-to-terms-with our ‘routes’” (4). This is in line with Megill’s (2011)
suggestion that the growing importance of and preoccupation with memory in
contemporary human cultural life also triggers insecurities about one’s identity. As
Megill writes:
In a world in which opposing certainties constantly come into conflict
with each other and in which a multitude of possible identities are put
on display, insecurity about identity may be an inevitable by-product.
Such a situation provides ample reason for “memory” to come to the
fore. We might postulate a rule: when identity becomes uncertain,
memory rises in value. (194)
Lau has shown himself as a typical Chinese Malaysian who is denied equal status
by the Malaysian state and has to travel elsewhere to live and secure career
opportunities. Although he appreciates Taiwan as a more liberal place, he still
thinks of himself as a diasporic Malaysian who cannot be entirely accepted as
Taiwanese. This “not here and being denied there” characteristic is demonstrated
by Yifan and the female Filipino worker in the film (as well as illustrated by ex-
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communists interviewed in Absent Without Leave). The jackfruit as the title of the
film also connotes this sense of diaspora as in one scene, a university professor
explains how the tropical fruit travelled to Taiwan and localised itself in their fruit
diet. Adding to this diaspora’s sense, the professor is also from Malaysia and the
character of professor is played by Malaysian-born Taiwanese scholar, Tee Kim
Tong. The film also discloses that the word for jackfruit in Philippines’ national
language, Tagalog, is also “boluomi”, tightening the diasporic connection between
a Malaysian student and a Filipino worker.
Hence, Boluomi tries to connect the history of diasporic Malayan Chinese and
the more current Southeast Asian diaspora in Taiwan, as both these peoples are
considered outsiders by the host countries. The more current Chinese Malaysian
diaspora in Taiwan is a continuation of the Othering of Chinese in the nation way
back during Malaysia’s pre-independence era, which entangled with the Chineseled Communist insurgency. This connection is hinted in the finger-cutting scenes,
in which, according to Lau, finger-cutting means human exile in an Arabian proverb.
The father losing his finger is related to his turbulent childhood during the Malayan
Emergency, while Yifan loses his finger due to his “rootlessness” in Taiwan (Chang
2020). This trio of motives: locating the memories and histories of his grandparent,
personal reconciliation with his father and exploring the modern Chinese
Malaysian/Southeast Asian diaspora sentiment, made Lau an ambitious filmmaker.

5.7 Concluding Remarks
Towards the end of Boluomi, the Malay language version of Terang Boelan is used
as the ending song, echoing his documentary, Absent Without Leave. The song is
now Lau Kek Huat’s personal love song to Malaysia as he is exiled to Taiwan to
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pursue his filmmaking career. His identity crisis may not be the same as the exCommunists interviewed in Absent Without Leave, who went through the Second
World War, the Emergency and forced repatriation. However, by using Taiwan as
a base, he hopes to do something for his native country.
Lau Kek Huat belongs to the new generation of Malaysian cultural workers
like Fahmi Reza and Amir Muhammad, who try to construct a bridge for interethnic
conversation in a country increasingly plagued by ethnic mistrust and segregation.
Working from Taiwan, Lau Kek Huat tried to expand his personal motive for family
reconciliation to national wellness through interethnic dialogue with his
interrogation on the political taboo of the Communist insurgency. For him, the
major thing he needs to do is to annihilate the terrorist stereotype of the Communists
imposed by the regime. He asserts that he tries to avoid any political position or
apply a “right and wrong” justification towards the Communist struggle but
presents and preserves the human dignity of those who participated (Show 2017).
To achieve this, he excluded some of the interviewee’s conversations that are
overtly communism-oriented during the editing process of Absent Without Leave,
instead highlighting their decency in participating in anti-colonial movement
(Huang, 2016). He also excludes some “dark stories” of the Communists’ savage
killing of betrayers (or suspected betrayer) that he gathered during his fieldwork, to
break the infamous terrorist stereotype (Lau, Kek Huat. 2017. Personal
communication, December 17).
Boluomi also does not feature any visuals or shots portraying the Communists
conducting attacks, although there is such a scene where the audience hears the
sound of a gun attack in the background, during which the shot is focused only on
the mother and the son’s facial responses. Only later, the film shows a Communist
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lying dead, killed by the Malay home guard. There is also a scene where the
audience hears an explosion and people shouting about the Communists coming to
attack, while a New Village hut in the background exploded and burst into flames,
but there is no sign of any Communist in the frame. According to Lau, this
cinematic treatment resulted from budget constraints, not a desire to hide the
violence. He does not see any necessity to hide the Communists’ violence (Lau,
Kek Huat. 2020. Personal communication, November 14).
In a way, Lau Kek Huat tries to avoid being a representative or an advocate for
the MCP, although his films do provide an alternative space for ex-Communist
cadres to voice their anti-colonial visions and beliefs. He is also irritated when his
creations are solely considered as “the voice of Chinese”, especially related to the
marginalised status of Chinese Malaysia (Lau, Kek Huat. 2017. Personal
communication, December 17). However, the story of Boluomi is told very much
from the perspective of Chinese Malaysians, who are displeased with the ethnic
preferential treatment. He emphasises the importance of getting stories from “both
sides” (Show 2017) and hopes to make a film regarding Communist insurrection
from the Malay’s perspective so that the nation’s historical views will be complete
(Chang and Chiew, 2016). For him, the Malays should be also allowed to voice
their disagreement and unpleasant experiences of the Communist movement. If the
Malay suffered and hate the Communists because suffering brought on by the loss
of family members, he is more than willing to film and tell the (Lau, Kek Huat.
2017. Personal communication, December 17).
However, whether the “journalistic balance” is necessary for documentarymaking practice is debatable. It is normal practice for documentaries to select and
manipulate information to suit their stories and their storytelling (Aufderheide 2007,
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1–3). This is relevant to the documentaries that try to challenge the power status
quo by providing counter-narratives or counter-memories like Lau Kek Huat’s
Absent Without Leave. The Malay mainstream perspective may not be a must, as
this perspective is nothing new and never lacking in the official narrative.
Nevertheless, although Lau asserts his intention to be objective, he also chose to
exclude the MCP’s “dark stories” in his anti-stereotype intentions, as mentioned
above. Thus, Lau may face the risk of sacrificing the complexities of countermemories, which include the harms and wrongdoings committed by the MCP, the
suffering of their victims and also engage in situations that might blur the boundary
between victims and aggressors. In other words, to accept uncomfortable facts and
dark stories is to accept an honest accounting of the Communist struggle that might
demonstrate its multifaceted contours.
Generally, the great majority of the voices in Absent Without Leave are of the
Chinese. Lau Kek Huat managed to interview one Malay Communist living in a
Friendship Village. The Malay ex-Communist from the 10th Regiment talks about
the importance of the joint effort by the Malays, Chinese and Indians in fighting the
British, and gives some explanations about the New Village resettlement plan. He
even sings the song of the 10th Regiment⸺Barisan Gerila Malaya (The Malayan
Guerrilla Forces), as part of the documentary’s “song-scape”. The song is less
nationalistic but highlights the spirit of Communist insurgents overcoming
hardships and crossing mountains to fight their enemy. The song was accompanied
by shots of mountains and forests and black and white archival footage of
Communist soldiers tracking in the forest and their everyday life in the jungle
fortress. There is also a shot of a mosque in the Friendship Village, which the film
hints that there is no conflict between Communist anti-colonial struggle and Islam.
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However, the voice of the Malay Communist is marginal, compared to the
Chinese’s. The question of exile, identity and nationalism of the Malay Communists
is left unexplored in the film.
Towards the end of the Absent Without Leave, the film portrays a reunion
gathering of the ex-Communist cadres in a Friendship Village, where Chinese and
Malay ex-comrades greet and hug each other and dance in the community hall. The
dancing scene then cuts to black and white archival footage of the multiethnic
Communist cadres dancing and playing sports. The tone of this scene is sentimental,
affixing Lau Kek Huat’s hope of ethnic reconciliation. Lau has always hoped that
his films can be screened openly in Malaysia as a way to promote interethnic
understanding and dialogue (Lau, Kek Huat. 2017. Personal communication,
December 17). Yet, the bridge of conversation is hard to build as ethnic segregation
is a tool for political parties to gain political capital and keep their power status quo.
At the time of writing this dissertation, Absent Without Leave is still on film
censorship board’s banned list. Lau also submitted Boluomi to the censorship board
for approval in 2020, but they found 27 items in the film problematic, including:
the melody ending soundtrack Terang Boelan is same as the national anthem; the
violence of a mother beating her child and forcing him to pray with incense stick;
dialogues and language such as “the country denies them”, “chink”, “if he was
Malay, he would be admitted [into university]”, and “Malaysia has not changed a
bit for decades, they even did not allow me to go to the university”. Most
importantly, the opening text regarding the Communist struggle contradicts with
national policy and tarnishes the government’s sovereignty. The censorship board
concluded that cutting all of these scenes and items will make the story
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incomprehensible, thus the film is not allowed for screening to preserve social
harmony (HummingBird Production 2020).
As a result of the ban, Lau Kek Huat’s films are never allowed to generate
intensive discussion and debate in Malaysia. The blocking of Lau’s films in
Malaysia shows that those in power are trying their best to deter Malaysians from
a more complex understanding of the country’s Communist past while maintaining
the discourse of Communism as the bogey dominated by Chinese immigrants.
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Chapter Six ⸺ Conclusion

Although the phrase “history is written by the victors” is deemed too simplistic and
a cliché by today’s contexts and standards, it does hold a certain degree of factuality
in the context of Malaysia. UMNO managed to sustain political support from the
Malay community by casting itself as their “protector”, successfully defending their
sovereignty from the infringement by immigrants and the Communist insurgency.
Besides, UMNO and the BN coalition have long tried to fortify their position by
constructing a consensus: that they are the sole political power that contributed to
decolonisation, mobilizing their version of the memory of nation-building as a
major political resource to solidify their position in leading the country. In other
words, they have utilised their hegemonic power to construct what should be
remembered as well as, conversely, what has been forgotten in the nation-building
history of the country. As suggested by Eyerman (2011):
All nations and groups have founding myths, stories which tell who we
are through recounting where we came from. Such narratives form
“master frames” and are passed on through traditions, in rituals and
ceremonies, public performances which reconnect a group, and where
membership is confirmed. Within this process, “we” are remembered
and “they” are excluded. (305)
UMNO has been able to maintain its relative hegemony by presenting memory and
historical narratives that cast a positive light on their contributions to independence
through the discourse in history textbooks and propaganda such as mainstream mass
media and the Malay Patriotic Films, as discussed in Chapter Three. The regime’s
“management of the past” is obviously meant to counter the memory of the
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Communist and leftist movements in independence, while the Chinese contribution
in fighting the Japanese during the Second World War suffers from the
“commanded amnesia” from the state power, a subject that is also tied in with the
regime’s economic dependence on post-war Japan.
Generally, even after the disbandment of the MCP, anti-Communist sentiment
is still fanned by political opportunists to increase their political capital. The role of
the communists in resisting the Japanese occupation is still a subject of dispute, and
the Chinese characteristics of MCP are still being manipulated to demonise the
Chinese and marginalise them as immigrant Others. For example, in 2018, a leader
of a conservative Muslims group, the Gerakan Pembela Ummah (Ummah
Defenders Movement), openly expounded that the MCP army targeted only the
Malays who resisted the Japanese and the British at the group’s convention. The
leader repeatedly asserted that minorities could potentially threaten the status of
Islam and will try to seize the political power from the Malays (Syed Jaymal 2018).
Despite state pressure, a new generation of Malaysian cultural workers felt a
conscientious need to revisit the past and excavate the graves of the country’s
memories. They wanted to know the answers to these questions: (1) what memory
was erected and what memory was buried?; (2) why were certain memories buried?;
(3) what is wrong if these buried memories are re-erected?; and (4) who are the
national heroes and who are the traitors? These questions tie in with the issues of
nation-building and the Communist past, thus becoming the central theme for
Fahmi Reza, Amir Muhammad and Lau Kek Huat’s documentaries and feature
films discussed in the earlier chapters.
Thus, memory is contestable. Memory can be used by the ruling establishment
to consolidate the status quo, but it can also be used in opposition to the dominant
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discourse. This contestation occurred as a result of competing actors articulating
their different interpretations of the past of the community or even more broadly,
the nation. As memory can be considered “a collective shared knowledge … of the
past, on which a group’s sense of unity and individuality is based” (Assmann 1995,
15), memory fits well in the Gramscian legacy in Cultural Studies, where different
“common senses” are at stake in a constant struggle for hegemony. Just as Radstone
(2008) suggests: that memory culture should be critically viewed as “ambiguous,
as struggle, as a grey area” (36). Hence, film becomes a site of struggle between the
mainstream and the alternative, where the meanings and modes of commemoration
regarding nation-building and the Communist struggle are contested. Film has been
used as a medium of the regime’s top-down approach in transmitting and
canonizing the official version of the nation-building past via the remediation of the
narrative template, in line with the mainstream historical discourse and school
curriculum, as demonstrated in the case of Malay Patriotic Films. This hegemony
is subverted by critical-minded young filmmakers who challenge the politics of
forgetting, negotiating discourse spaces for alternative visions of nation-building as
discussed in Chapters Two, Four and Five. The potential of new information and
digital technology in “democratised” filmmaking for penetrating the state’s
“information-blocking” efforts, has been successfully harnessed, and enabled these
young filmmakers to produce their own rhetoric of memory, that keeps the river of
memory from freezing.
Naturally, the regime has never viewed these kinds of films with ease, and they
respond by imposing regulations and policies to contain their production. For
example, in August 2013, a feature film titled The New Village was prohibited from
public screening even though it was already reviewed by the Film Censorship Board
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of Malaysia the year before, and given the green light for screening with no cuts.
The film is directed by Chinese filmmaker Wong Kew Lit and produced by the
Malaysian satellite broadcasting giant Astro, in collaboration with the director’s
production house Yellow Pictures. As implied by its title, the film takes the largescale resettlement of Chinese squatters during the Emergency as the story’s
background. It is basically a love story between a girl who has been resettled in the
titular New Village and a boy who decided to join the Communist forces in the
jungle. The film censorship board eventually reverted after Malay right-wing
groups accused the film of glorifying communism, based on the film’s short trailer.
The UMNO-owned newspaper Utusan Malaysia published an article by Awang
Selamat, the nom de plume of the paper’s collective editorial opinion, accusing the
filmmaker of presenting a “skewed perspective” of history to rejuvenate the
campaign calling on the authorities to allow Chin Peng to return to Malaysia (Chin
Peng died in Thailand the same year). The article asserted that the trailer showed
the ill-treatment by the British to the Chinese, while ignoring the (predominantly
Malay) members of security forces killed by the Communists, thus glorifying
communism and the armed struggle. The article also questioned the censorship
board’s supposed double standards for allowing a film that rewrote history to be
screened while postponing the screening of what it saw as the historically accurate
Tanda Putra (Ng, Carvalho, and Raman 2013; Yiswaree 2013a).
Besides the media attack, a “cyber-attack” was launched against the filmmaker
and producer after the release of the trailer. A blog, which was also mentioned in
“Awang Selamat”’s column, featured an article attacking said double standard,
accusing the producer of lacking sensitivity for the Communist insurgency’s
victims, especially the ex-servicemen (Sofian 2013). At the same time, social media
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platforms, including Facebook and Twitter, were filled with furious responses
against the film trailer and called for a boycott. A Twitter user even warned that
“there will be fire in the cinemas if the New Village film is screened” (Malay Mail
2013). After the media and online accusations, the Minister of Home Affairs, who
directly controlled the censorship board and was UMNO’s vice-president at the
time, commented that the film had “triggered so much uneasiness” and ordered the
censorship board to withhold the screening permit and conduct another thorough
inspection of the film’s plot (Yiswaree 2013b). The minister later asserted that the
censorship board should be more careful in evaluating the films’ hidden messages
as the film put the Communist force in a better light than the security forces (Free
Malaysia Today 2013).
UMNO’s politicians and right-wing Malay groups have mostly welcomed the
suspension of the screening permit. An UMNO division leader has questioned why
the opposition Chinese political leaders did not object to The New Village as they
did with Tanda Putra. He then urged the censorship board to uphold national
interests by banning the “racial” film that “intending to cause racial tension among
the public” and “distort historical facts” (Ariffin 2013). An UMNO’s minister
asserted that he and his compatriots in UMNO would “fight to ensure that any form
of glorification of communism will not take place here” (Boo 2013). Besides, an
organisation named The Peninsula Malay Students Federation supported the ban as
they claimed that the film “can give a psychological effect that can bring
Malaysians closer to the communist ideology which is already dead in the country”
(Malaysiakini 2013a).
Wong Kew Lit and the producers never launched a massive and aggressive
defensive campaign against the assaults. They released a press statement asserting
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that the film is mainly “a period feature film in Mandarin that depicts a forbidden
love story”, a token of remembrance for those living in the New Villages during the
Emergency (Malaysiakini 2013b). Producer Leonard Tee told the Chinese press that
their true intention was to let people know about the history of the New Villages,
and not to judge if the decisions taken during this particular period of history were
right or wrong, while hoping that the new generation of Malaysians appreciated the
current peaceful environment (Sin Chew Daily 2013). Their appeal to the
censorship board decision was not successful.
The New Village was a part of the boom of commercial local Chinese language
productions in films and television beginning after the millennium. The setting up
of Chinese language channels on satellite television and the flourishing of Chinese
Malaysian artists and filmmakers were enabled by the willingness of Chinese
Malaysian audiences to support the local Chinese language productions. Thus, it is
not wrong to say that the production of The New Village mainly caters to the
Chinese Malaysian audiences, given that the topic of New Village is deeply
embedded in Chinese Malaysian history and identity, including the director’s. As
Wong Kew Lit asserts:
The term “New Village” is shared by Chinese Malaysians, it is a
historical legacy of the British colonisation period. To date, our country
has 450 New Villages and 1292 Chinese elementary schools, with more
than 400 Chinese schools located in these New Villages, some with
more than a hundred years of history. Thus, from another angle, every
New Village has “protected” one Chinese school, witnessing the
process of the Chinese sinking their roots in Malaysia. Chinese
Malaysians have already settled down in this land before independence,
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and participated in the anti-Japanese, anti-British and independence
struggles of the nation. I grew up in a New Village, and always cared
about the development and the changes of the New Village because it
is my hometown…Such important history, yet the school history
textbooks have not recorded it, this generation and the next generation
of Chinese do not know it. This is my original intention of making the
film. (Sam [Interview Booklet] 2013, 5)
The production of The New Village is an extension of the three-season television
documentary series, My New Village Stories (我來自新村, 2009–2013), produced
and directed by Wong for Astro. The episodes feature interviews and the everyday
life of the Chinese residents of New Villages situated in different parts of Malaysia.
As stated on the webpage of Wong’s Yellow Pictures, the production team
“follow[s] the route of fifty thousand resettled Chinese sixty years ago, finding
history witnesses, listening to their survival stories ... providing precious memor[ies]
for every generation of Malaysian Chinese” (Yellow Pictures 2009). Wong Kew
Lit emphasised that his intention was to “pay tribute to the previous generation of
Chinese” ( 向 我 們 先 輩 致 敬 ). He intended to use a more artistic approach to
reconstruct the pain during the resettlement process and in the surveillance camps.
By making this film, he hoped to trigger the current generation’s introspection, by
revisiting the tragic Emergency period (Sin Chew Daily 2013).
As a result of cooperation with Astro’s television channel, Wong also made a
series of television documentaries featuring the lives and stories of Chinese
Malaysian including My Roots ( 紮 根 , 2007), My Malaysia ( 活 在 我 鄉 , 2008),
Malaysia My Home (家在馬來西亞, 2008–2013), Stories of SJKC (我來自華小, 2010–
2013), A Century of Chinese Education (馬來西亞百年華教, 2013–2015) and Our
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Land (大地, 2014–2015). A common characteristic of these documentaries is their
appeal to the Chinese Malaysians searching for their identity while emphasising the
sinking of their roots into the land, thus deserving of the status of rightful citizens.
Thus, it is not wrong to say that The New Village and Wong’s other documentaries
were made within the Chinese cultural sphere and that their main target audience is
Chinese Malaysian.
Initially, I previously planned to include The New Village as one of the case
studies in this research. However, Wong expressed his preference not to disclose
his film to the public and academic research because his is still appealing for its
release. He even rejected invitations from foreign film festivals to screen his film.
He mentioned that he has put great effort into making a film that dedicated to the
previous generation of Malaysians, especially the Chinese who suffered during the
Second World War, and he hopes his film will be watched by his fellow Malaysians
first and not foreign audiences. He likens his film to the Chinese who were “trapped”
in the New Villages, and one day should be able to see the light of day (Wong, Kew
Lit. 2020. Personal communication, July 6). Although his film was embedded in
the Chinese cultural sphere and targets Chinese Malaysian audiences, the film is
banned due to the complaints raised by anti-Communist Malay-ultras. However,
two Chinese language books relating to the film, The New Village Film Novel
(Wong and Cheah, 2013) and The New Village Production Notes (comprising two
booklets, one featuring interviews and the other stills narrating the plot of the film)
(Sam, 2013) is not banned and can be openly purchased in bookstores. This proves
that the ruling establishment is much more sensitive towards cinematic production
than the Chinese language written text publication, as discussed in Chapter Two.
Being unable to discuss this film in detail is a limitation of this study, as the film is
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related to a major historical development during the Communist armed insurrection
and Emergency.
Generally, The New Village suffered a similar fate to Amir Muhammad and
Lau Kek Huat’s films, which have been accused of glorifying communism and its
leader, and potentially resurrecting communism in a country where its ideological
foothold is already lost. Like the criticisms directed against Amir Muhammad’s
films, the accusations were made by those who had not watched the whole film. As
a result of these accusations, the film censorship board had to attend to the issue,
and normally the government body chooses not to go against anti-communism
sentiment and is likely to support the status quo set by the regime in power.
Film censorship of Malaysia is basically a legacy of the British colonial
government. While emphasising the need to protect Malayan people from the
influence of communist ideology, colonial censorship made film a medium of
asserting colonial ideology and promoting the British image to the colonies
(Stevenson 1974; van der Heide 2002, 119–122). A former head of research for the
FINAS mentioned how British film regulations “shaped the present situation that
governs and controls the communication industry in general and the film industry
in particular” (Balaraman 2005, 25). The public broadcast services of the newly
independent Malayan government even adapted the British “colonial service model”
originally meant to safeguard colonial power (Karthigesu 1987, 76). After
Singapore separated from Malaysia in 1965, a new censorship board was set up in
Kuala Lumpur in 1966, whose new censorship act was enacted based on the
Cinematograph Films Ordinance of 1952 drafted in Singapore (Wan Amizah,
Chang, and Jamaluddin 2009, 44). The Malaysian Censorship Act, amended in
2002, requires film (including those meant for broadcast on television and satellite
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channels) to be submitted to the film censorship board for inspection before they
can be exhibited to the public (Chang et al. 2015, 236; Saw 2013, 59). The
Malaysian film censorship guidelines contain a particular element, “Ideology and
Politics”, which states that “films praising or spreading the teachings of
communism that will arouse the sympathy of audiences towards communism” are
prohibited. Together with other conditions such as “films containing ideological
propaganda that is inconsistent with Rukun Negara [the national ideology that
created after the 1969 racial riot to promote national unity]”, “films that are
detrimental to the political climate of the country”, “films that are detrimental to
the image of the country” and “films that may incite social tension”, films can be
banned and censored for political reasons (Saw 2013, 59). However, the guidelines
are arbitrary and inconclusive. This vagueness potentially contributes to the misuse
of censorship for political intentions. Moreover, the Minister of Home Affairs has
the absolute discretion to override decisions made by the censorship board, and it
cannot be appealed or challenged in court (Saw 2013, 41; 61–62). Similarly, The
Last Communist witnessed the Minister of Home Affairs deciding to ban it after the
uproar in the Malay language media. More importantly, this post was held by
UMNO politicians during these two controversies, and the two Ministers did not
hesitate to constrain the discourse of the Communist insurrection to uphold the
party’s ideology and interests. According to Hall (2016), although hegemony is
maintained through the manufacture of social consent, coercive devices will always
be implemented to ensure consent’s stability and dominance:
The moments of coercion and consent are always complementary,
interwoven, and interdependent, rather than separated elements. Most
systems of exploitation are maintained by the double modalities of
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coercion and consent; they are both always present. Coercion functions
as what Gramsci called “the support system,” even when power is
functioning principally through consensual modes. (171)
Hence, film policies and regulations functioned as what Althusser (1971) termed as
“repressive state apparatuses” to ensure the dominance of a certain consensus. The
Ministry of Home Affairs and the film censorship board are no doubt playing their
roles as the state apparatuses in fortifying the regime’s status quo, hampering film
workers’ creativity and freedom of expression, preventing them from expressing
alternative (read: subversive) ideas.
This rhetoric of glorifying and reviving communism unequivocally operates
within the ethnic politics of Malaysia. Thus, even though there was a regime change
in 2018 and a seeming reversion in 2020, any regime in power, no matter how
ostensibly reformist it appears, is still sensitive to knowledge and cultural
production, especially in the Malay language, which potentially alters the general
Malay perception of Malaysia’s Communist past. The new regime was more than
willing to retain the official discourse of the Communist past, as any changes were
at risk of offending the anti-Communist Malay fractions and consecutively losing
their political support; this why the bans remained, while the new films about the
Communist past, like Lau Kek Huat’s Boluomi, were also prohibited from public
exhibition.
On the other hand, films that adhere to the official nation-building discourse
are always spared from the scissors of the film censorship board. A good example
is The Garden of Evening Mists (Tom Lin Shu-yu, 2019), adapted from the book of
the same name by the Chinese Malaysian author Tan Twan Eng. Commissioned by
the Malaysian film production company Astro Shaw, but directed by a Taiwanese
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director (Tom Lin Shu-yu), the film has a pan-Asian appeal, starring Malaysianborn Angelica Lee Sin-je (who launched her entertainment career in Taiwan),
Japanese actor Hiroshi Abe, Taiwanese veteran actress Sylvia Chang Ai-chia and
English actors Julian Sands and David Oakes. Although set in pre-independence
Malaya, the film is not about MCP or communism in Malaya, but centres on the
relationship between a Malayan Chinese woman and a mysterious Japanese
gardener, whom the film later reveals as connected with the fate of the woman’s
sister, who suffered from the brutality of the Japanese army during the Second
World War.
However, there are indeed two scenes portraying the Communist “rebels”
during the Emergency, depicted as terrorizing the protagonists and their British
friends in search of gold left behind by the Japanese army. This representation
definitely fits in with the state-sanctioned image of Communists as terrorists and
saboteurs. To increase its historical relevance, the film also includes flashbacks
showing Japanese tyranny during the war, and also mentioned Chinese
resettlements in the New Villages during the Emergency. Nevertheless, it does not
feature a single Malay character or representations of Malay politics, even though
it is set in the chaotic period when different Malay political entities fought and
negotiating with the British for decolonisation. The film was allowed to be screened
in Malaysian cinemas during the Chinese New Year festive period in 2020. It is not
known whether this was the result of the production company’s strategy of “playing
it safe”; regardless, adhering to the official discourse and avoiding touching upon
Malay politics and representations of the Malays are arguably the “safest” ways of
dodging censorship. Since this film does not directly engage with the Malayan
Communist past and nation-building, hence this study does not examine this film.
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As seen from the discussions of this study, the regime is willing to maintain
the Communist bogey to sustain their political support from the Malay community.
Nevertheless, this rightist Malay nationalist agenda never had a full grip on the
political belief of all the Malays, especially the younger generation who are more
critical-minded and long for a more integrated Malaysian society, who feel that
something should be done to change the narrowness of the ethnically polarised
mindsets. Fadiah Nadwa Fikri, the human rights activist lawyer mentioned in
Chapter Two, is one of these reformists. She asserts as much in a newspaper article,
which is instructive to quote at length below:
In an unsurprising turn of events, Umno and the British moved to thwart
this unifying effort because they saw it as threat to their power and
interests. The British’s divide and rule policy continued to be practised
by Umno after independence and it is still alive and well today. Upon
uncovering this part of history, I couldn’t help but feel betrayed. The
betrayal had a lot to do with the difficulty I had reconciling Umno’s
elitist and divisive politics with my Malay identity and what I politically
stood for. This sense of betrayal led me to learn more about the radical
and inclusive left history that was deliberately erased and missing from
our collective memory. Learning from history allows us to create new
progressive political narratives that would influence the direction of
politics and create radical change that we desperately need to confront
the unspeakable injustices our society is forced to confront today. This
will only be a possibility when the youth are prepared to break free from
the old politics, reclaim their voices from the old guard, and dismantle
the existing obstructionist political narratives and structures that are
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stopping them from exercising their imagination beyond the premise of
lesser evilism. It bears reminding that politics has a much broader
meaning and it is utterly unjust if we were to keep it within the confines
of our familiarity. The familiarity that keeps on failing. (Fadiah Nadwa
2017)
Fadiah took the initiative to form a reformist and educational group named
Malaysia Muda (Young Malaysia) to advance “ideals of consciousness, national
unity and progressive nation building” (Malaysia Muda n.d.). She and Fahmi Reza
are an essential part of the core of Malay public intellectuals who feel the urgent
need to search for Malaysian identity by confronting Malaysia’s past, especially
where the Communists and the leftists sought to play a role in decolonisation. Their
interests are mostly motivated by their longing for a Malaysian society that is less
ethnically and religiously divisive. As Fahmi Reza said in a press interview: “What
attracts me and my generation is the exploration of alternative ideas, revolutionary
ideas, because we thirst for change.” (Aniza 2009). In another interview, he made
a similar point:
So, if you ask me what my passions are…many things in Malaysia are
not perfect, and many things can be improved and changed, so I’m
passionate about change. Change for the better from what we have
today. It could be better…Because we live in a time when everything is
about race, So I wanted to produce something that can be shared
collectively by everyone, regardless of what your race is. So this is a
shared Malaysian history. (Surin 2007, 19)
Generally, such “change” is the major motivation for the young filmmakers
discussed in this study. They try to engage with the vigorous push-and-pull of
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remembering and forgetting the nation’s past through their cinematic illuminations
and imaginations. Journalistic balance is not their priority, as their true intention is
to confront with the official or mainstream historical or memory discourse. They
deconstruct the Cold War stereotypes and give opportunities to the Communists
and leftists to voice their memories, aspirations and frustrations. However, it is
important to highlight that these young filmmakers are not homogeneous—they hail
from different cultural and educational backgrounds and adhere to different
aesthetic and cinematic aspirations. In other words, they may approach the issues
in different ways and from different perspectives to achieve varying aesthetic,
ideological, and political ends. For example, Fahmi Reza and Lau Kek Huat’s
documentaries utilise the traditional convention of the documentary, with talking
heads and “evidentiary editing”, inserting archival images as a visual testament of
historical events. They both use non-diegetic music to establish a mood or a tone
and to forward political arguments. On the other hand, the documentaries of Amir
Muhammad tend to be more experimental and reflexive. He shuns “evidentiary
editing” while using music and sound effects as the defamiliarisation tools. His
documentaries render a more intellectually challenging viewing experience
compared to Fahmi’s and Lau’s.
Since memory is frequently utilised by minorities in various countries to fight
for their rights and legitimise political status (Huyssen 1995, 5), the question of the
Malayan Communists’ identities becomes exceedingly important in the films by
Lau Kek Huat. This aspect has not been heavily highlighted by non-Chinese
filmmakers such as Fahmi Reza and Amir Muhammad; generally, these films are
Lau’s efforts to locate and negotiate his own identity as an ethnic Chinese
confronting the Malay-centric positive discrimination/affirmative action system in
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Malaysia. His films explore the dynamic processes of reconstruction, adaptation,
and negotiating the identities of Communists specifically, and more generally that
of the ordinary Chinese people in Malaysia, such as himself.
Memories are complicated, and even alternative viewpoints are fraught with
questions of representation. Malaysian-born but Singapore-based scholar Phoon
Yuen Ming (2012), whose research expertise is in Chinese language stories and
memoir writings of the Malayan Communists and leftists, contended that the
Malayan Communist struggle was a complicated movement spanning a long period
and involving a large area of Malaysia and other Asian countries. Thus, those who
were involved in the struggle were not a homogenous group, and some continued
fighting until the end, while others surrendered to the British, and some were exiled.
Thus, the narrated accounts and details, points of view and positions of these
heterogeneous participants are diverse and conflicting. The movements’ published
internal discourses are unsuccessful at capturing the complexities of this period and
tend to exclude historical subjects such as female and low-ranked Communist
cadres, and the larger communities outside the movement. At the same time, other
themes such as gender and sexuality, differences between communities and survival
techniques are also marginalised. In other words, the discourses and explanations
in these writings and studies are selective and fail to provide a comprehensive and
complicated account of the Communist struggle.
Are the alternative-narratives or counter-memories presented in the films by
Amir Muhammad, Fahmi Reza and Lau Kek Huat capable of engaging with the
complex edifice of Communist struggle and memories? For Assmann and Shortt
(2012), the mediated representation of memories such as those in writings and films
often involve “selecting, rearranging, re-describing and simplifying, as well as the
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deliberate, but also perhaps unintentional, inclusion and exclusion of information”
(3–4). However, for me, it may be too demanding to expect a single film to
interrogate the complexities of the Malayan Communist struggle. Besides, the
number of films offering counter-memories is too small to be able to offer a general
account in this respect. Amir Muhammad’s documentaries offer space for the
lower-ranked Chinese and Malay ex-Communists to voice their reasons and
aspirations for joining the Communist struggle. But although The Last Communist
interviews a female ex-Communist residing in Southern Thailand, it is not related
to the intertwined issues of gender and sexuality, the major intention of the film
being triggering dialogue between the Communist past and the current, everyday
multiethnic Malaysian landscape. Amir Muhammad has achieved this goal
intelligently by inviting the audience to perform their own interpretation through
the film’s reflexive and defamiliarisation apparatuses. We can contrast this
approach with Fahmi Reza’s Ten Years Before Independence, which mainly
engages with the history of the formation of the leftist coalition PUTERA-AMCJA,
featuring interviews of several Chinese and Malay members. However, as
mentioned in Chapter Two, Reza fails to engage with the ideological tension and
the motivations of different groups in the coalition. Like Amir’s films, this film
does not engage with the question of gender, and all the interviewees in the film are
male, although this was not intentional. Fahmi explained that he had tried to include
female voices in his documentary by interviewing the female Malay Communist
leader Shamsiah Fakeh. However, Shamsiah Fakeh became very ill and was unable
to speak when Fahmi approached her, and another female coalition member refused
to be interviewed (Surin 2007, 19). Thus, the question of gender representation in
these Malayan Communist-themed films may be an important area for research in

198

future studies—I foresee that more feature films and documentaries regarding their
struggle will be made in the future.
Lau Kek Huat’s Absent Without Leave featured interviews with ordinary
MPAJA and MCP members. Lau also refrains from using expert or academic
opinions to provide authoritative views on the Malayan Communist struggle. Like
Amir Muhammad, Lau tries to give space to ordinary people to express their
experiences and aspirations. However, as mentioned in Chapter Five’s conclusion,
most of the interviewees are ethnic Chinese, where the Malay voices are marginal,
although Lau asserts that he dislikes his film being treated solely as the voice of
Chinese. Generally, Amir Muhammad’s more completely explored the issues of
exile, identity and nationalism of the Malay ex-Communists in Village People
Radio Show.
Similarly, some Absent Without Leave interviewees are female, but issues
regarding gender are never heard. If we assume that sexual discrimination occurs
in all dimensions of human life, this begs the question of whether female
Communists had suffered discrimination within the MCP’s rank and file? What
were their roles in the communist guerrilla army? Were they expected only to play
a supporting role, like cooking and cleaning, while the males were responsible for
decision making and fighting? How did they handle their female subjectivity and
individuality? How did they deal with the questions of relationships, sex, marriage
and pregnancy while fighting a war in the jungle? The film never provides any
answers to these questions but still featured a compelling story from a female
interviewee in Guangzhou, who had to leave her newborn baby daughter when she
departed for China, and she had never been able to re-establish the relationship with
her in adulthood. Pivoting from a story purely about politics, there is also a story
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about a woman who torn between her social role (motherhood) and that of a political
activist who must bear the consequences of joining a prohibited political movement.
This story is echoed in Boluomi, wherein a mother abandons her son to participate
in the jungle insurgency and later comes back to reclaim him, trying to rebuild the
relationship. However, as mentioned in Chapter Five, the depiction of her double
roles/identities is superficial, lacking deeper exploration.
According to Novick (1999), memory may “sees events from a single,
committed perspective; is impatient with ambiguities of any kind; reduces events
to mythic archetypes” (4). This mythic archetype is obvious in the state-sponsored
Malay Patriotic Films (except Paloh) which romanticise the bravery of Malay
soldiers and the courage of Malay rightist nationalists in fighting the colonisers for
independence. For me, it is also reasonable for a filmmaker engaging with countermemories to commit to a single perspective that they are most interested in or
concerned with. Like Village People Radio Show’s focus on the Malay exCommunists, and Absent Without Leave’s and Boluomi’s commitment to
interrogation of the identities of the Chinese ex-Communists and the contemporary
ordinary Chinese Malaysians.
However, Amir Muhammad and Lau Kek Huat do engage with “ambiguity” in
their films. The Last Communist presents the current Malaysian landscape by
presenting the everyday life of the ordinary Malaysian people who are not related
to communism. Together with the reflexive and defamiliarisation apparatuses of the
film, The Last Communist tries to extend an ambiguity: whether the Communist
legacy is still relevant in contemporary Malaysia. Village People Radio Show,
although portraying the Malay ex-Communists as still living in what appears to be
an idle Malay village setting, firmly committed to their Malay identity, the
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defamiliarisation apparatuses of the film, including the Thai language radio show
that adapted from William Shakespeare's A Winter's Tale, demonstrates that their
identity’s preservation is not entirely beyond conflict and still in an unsettled
situation. Lau’s Absent Without Leave and Boluomi instead takes the issue of
identity formation vis-à-vis a dominant Malay-centric socio-political system.
However, as mentioned in the conclusion of Chapter Five, excluding the MCP’s
“dark stories” in Absent Without Leave in order to debunk the terrorist stereotype
may sacrifice the complexities and the ambiguity of the Malayan Communist
movement.
Thus, although Fahmi Reza’s, Amir Muhammad’s and Lau Kek Huat’s films
cannot handle all the complexities of the Malayan Communist struggle, they do
complement each other and the other non-filmic publications to form an alternative
system of memories and knowledge that counters the official hegemonic discourse.
Although these films are officially banned from engaging with Malaysian, these
young Malaysian filmmakers have tried to reach audiences through alternative
platforms and mediums like online video streaming services. More films should be
produced to fill the void of alternative memories and narratives that are deliberately
marginalised and suppressed by the regime. Even though the Malaysian societal
and political landscape is changing, the ultranationalist Malays remain a strong
force, and tend to push for the narratives and discourses that marginalise and
demonise Communists.
Thus, from a Gramscian perspective, the struggle for dominance and resistance
is a prolonged process. The struggle is fought on the cultural domain, where the
contestation for the Communist insurgency’s meaning and legacy is perpetuated,
where new identities and political subjectivities that challenge the dominant system

201

emerge. These alternative filmmakers’ act of recording is the act of remembering,
and remembering became the act of resistance, of reframing values and instigating
critical thinking. As Lau Kek Huat asserts in his video response to Boluomi’s
banning: “Luckily, they [the state] can’t censor memories of people. Precious it,
whisper it and pass it on.” (HummingBird Production 2020). At the same time, their
reappropriation of nation-building memories constructs a meaningful bridge
between past and present, which also motivating transformative political thinking
and action that can potentially nurture a new and better future. As Assmann &
Shortt (2012) assert,
Memory is not only susceptible to changes, it is itself a powerful agent
of change. Accredited with the power of transforming our relationship
to the past and the ability to revise former values and attitudes, memory
can create new frames of action. By working through past hatreds and
resentments, memory can contribute towards reconciliation and new
forms of co-existence, opening up the possibility of a common future.
(4)
Hence, these young cultural workers actively engage with the nation-building’s
memories to make way for progressive social and political changes. Only by
revisiting and engaging with the past will the country be able to move into a more
positive and integrated future.
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