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I went for simpler reasons. The world is too various; 
it can exist only in compartments in our minds. 
I wanted to be in West Africa, where I had never 
been; I wanted to be in a former French territory 
in Africa; and I wanted to be in an African country 
which, in the mess of black Africa, was generally 
held to be a political and economic success. 
African success, France in Africa — those were the 
glamorous ideas that took me out.

France in Africa was a private fantasy. It was  
based on my own love of the French language, a 
special schoolboy love, given me at Queen’s  
Royal College in colonial Trinidad by teachers, 
many of them black or partly black, who were 
themselves in love with the French language and 
an idea (hinted at, never stated) of an accepting, 
assimilating France. France in Africa: I imagined 
the language in the mouths of elegant Africans;  
I thought of tall, turbaned women, like those  
of Mali and the Congo; I thought of wine and  
tropical boulevards. 

There was nothing remarkable about Naipaul’s 
reasons for travel. He had laid bare his prejudices about 
Africa, the notions that sparked his journey. I felt he 
was making the journey for himself. Reading those 
paragraphs, I remember thinking that this was how 
I had to write. Here was a man who had followed his 
instincts and turned his life and curiosity — his desire to 
live — into literature.

As I wrote Stringer, it was Naipaul’s travel writing 
that felt most important. During the four years that I 
spent working on Stringer I read some twenty books  
by Naipaul. He remains one of the only authors whose 

A writer’s gift
Anjan Sundaram

L I T E R A T U R E

V.S. Naipaul lacked love. He denied himself: he 
exposed his vicious personality to the public  
and damaged people who loved him. So it 

seemed half a plea for forgiveness when he yearned that 
his writing still be cherished.

Years after achieving literary success, Naipaul 
regretted that his early masterpiece, A House for Mr 
Biswas, had received only modest acclaim, and that the 
New York publisher Alfred A. Knopf had taken so long 
to notice his talent. After he was awarded the Nobel 
Prize, in 2001, he remarked that the prize was of little 
use, having come so late. 

As he made these complaints, Naipaul displayed to 
the world his cruelty and bitterness. It meant that any 
admiration for his writing had to have a purity — to 
be for the writing alone, separate from the man. He 
gave interviews about seeing prostitutes throughout 
his married life. He justified an affair with Margaret 
Gooding — whom he beat and bruised — as providing 
him with a carnal pleasure absent in his marriage. 
He depended on his wife, Patricia Hale, to nourish 
his self-belief even as he humiliated her, publicising 
his infidelities while she battled cancer. He dismissed 
writing by women as sentimental. He derided former 
colonies like Trinidad (his childhood home) and  
India (his ancestral homeland) as stunted and  
wounded cultures.

Just as Naipaul exposed the societies he wrote about, 
he did not hide his own flaws. He opened his archives 
and letters to his biographer, Patrick French, revealing 
a pattern of physical violence and abuse targeting those 
closest to him. It is this unsavoury Naipaul that has 
dominated obituaries after his passing this August. His 
writing seems drowned out by his persona as a ruthless 
artist who laid waste to people on his path to greatness.

And yet, as Naipaul desired, his true legacy to us may 
lie in his writing. Naipaul’s work offers us a picture of 
what it means to live with one’s flaws and darknesses and 
of the possibility of finding oneself amidst this intimate 
struggle. Reading his prose, one cannot but sense a man 
entirely committed to his writing, who is unafraid to 
speak about his need to be published and to be loved. 
Few literary figures have lived out the writer’s persona in 
such totality. 

Naipaul was moved by stories such as that of Edgar 
Mittelholzer, a Guyanese writer of slave plantation 
potboilers who committed suicide. In A Writer’s People, 
Naipaul writes that years after Mittelholzer stopped 
publishing he received news that the author had 
immolated himself “like a Buddhist monk in Vietnam”. 
No reason was given for his suicide. But Naipaul was 
prompted to connect the author’s death with his work. 
“A writer lives principally for his writing,” he wrote. 
“Edgar, whatever might be said about his work, was a 
dedicated writer. And I wonder whether an idea at the 
back of his mind during those last days of pain and 
resolve wasn’t that he had got as far as he could with  
his writing.”

Many authors bury such darkness: some disappear 
from the world and only reluctantly give interviews; 
others construct slick personas, appearing to be above  
it all. Naipaul, on the contrary, grappled with it all  
and publicly. He played with his failings by offering  
them to his biographer to publish. And his writing 
stands in almost stark contrast to the confused torment 
that he unleashed upon others — for Naipaul’s prose is 
free of obligation and attachment. It is precise, beautiful 
and honest. 

N aipaul lives on in our literature. One finds 
his comic Caribbean voice, for example, in 
Rahul Bhattacharya’s The Sly Company of 

People Who Care, his style of incisive commentary 
in Rana Dasgupta’s Capital, and his standpoint as an 
authoritative social chronicler in books by Aatish Taseer.

I first heard of Naipaul when I arrived in the United 
States for university in 2001 and a student told me that a 
racist author had won that year’s Nobel Prize in Literature. 
Four years later I start to read him: a friend handed me 
Naipaul’s classic novel of Congo, A Bend in the River, 
while I was working in that country as a stringer for 
the Associated Press. From there I became gradually 
consumed by Naipaul’s work and curious about how this 
author came to craft such emotionally and intellectually 
charged prose. Both in moments of difficulty and elation 
in my writing I have instinctively turned to Naipaul for 
his lucid reflections, particularly in interviews, on the 
act of creation. Some of his descriptions of what it feels 
like to write I felt spoke directly to me and spurred me 
on — such as this one, which I read a decade ago in the 
Guardian: “It’s just a statement that one’s work has been 
snatched out of the darkness, grabbing it while you could 
do it. You’ve got to do it. You can’t just sit and wait for the 
beautiful idea to form and to be complete in your mind 
before writing. You’ve got to go out and meet it.” 

I was writing in Rwanda in 2010 and struggling to 
place myself in Stringer, a book about my journey in 
Congo, when two paragraphs in Naipaul’s essay, “The 
Crocodiles of Yamoussoukro”, showed me a way. They 
made me conscious of the banality of truth and how 
much narrative one could hang on a personal premise. 
The paragraphs came after a description of ritual feeding 
of crocodiles in the Ivory Coast. Naipaul wrote about 
why he had travelled to that country:

Charis Loke 
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body of work — not merely a few books — has held  
my attention. 

His writing seemed certain of its truth. It cut through 
the anxieties of being accepted and loved — Naipaul’s 
anxieties, but ones that I shared. His words seemed to 
come from a profound place within himself, a place 
which, as Naipaul wrote of the “African Africa” he saw 
in Yamoussoukro, “has always been in its own eyes 
complete, achieved, bursting with its own powers”.

As I wrote I felt myself become whole. In such a state 
one is no longer concerned with the world — the world 
owes one nothing. One writes for its own sake in a kind 
of bliss, aware that in one’s personal truth others will 
find their own. This was what Naipaul had done for  
me. And I felt I owed him nothing — not my sympathy 
or admiration or gratitude. It was for me the beauty in 
his prose.

In his books and essays that I read during those 
years, Naipaul relentlessly roamed the world, analysing 
it and peering through cultural masks, holding up a 
mirror to his subjects — a mirror few wished for or 
liked. Perhaps his only choice then was also to bare 
himself; another approach might have compromised 
his art. Despair, shame and anguish lay everywhere on 
Naipaul’s pages. And one felt in his characters — violent 
people, people who felt inferior and powerful, who felt 
anger and shame — that he knew those feelings himself. 
One sensed that he wrote his best characters from this 
love: he knew them, and he was not afraid to show that 
he did, for he had, momentarily at least, forgiven them.

Most people I speak to have never heard of 
Naipaul, and of those few who have, most 
have not read him. Naipaul had himself 

surely sensed that his persona could one day eclipse his 
writing. In a 1974 essay about Joseph Conrad, he wrote: 
“More and more today, writers’ myths are about the 
writers themselves; the work has become less obtrusive.”

He desired fame though he knew the capricious ways 
in which fame comes to writers. “Writers’ myths can 
depend on accidents,” he wrote, referring to Conrad’s 
surge in popularity after Max Beerbohm parodied his 
story “The Lagoon”. He told the New York Times that 
of the writers admired by the influential critic Georg 
Brandes at the start of the twentieth century, “not one 
is remembered today. The deaths of writers are never 
announced. Something happens. They just go away”. 
Naipaul seemed to hope he might secure his own fame 
through film. He repeatedly referred to how his stories 
might become movies. He told Farrukh Dhondy in an 
interview that “If one adapted A House for Mr Biswas 
for the screen for instance, the dialogue is all virtually 
there.” Naipaul’s narrator in A Way in the World 
repeatedly toys with the idea of writing a screenplay 
from his stories he tells us about El Dorado.

Naipaul’s obscurity relative to his literary 
achievements is perhaps a reflection of our society’s 
obsession with myths of perfection and morality. 
Art comes about in the process of confronting and 
understanding imperfections — to separate the art 
from the artist and to seek only beauty is to lose half 
the richness in the work. But we prefer to transact 
in simple images. Naipaul wrote that the modern 
novelist “no longer recognises his interpretive function 
… so the world we inhabit, which is always new, 
goes by unexamined, made ordinary by the camera, 
unmeditated on; and there is no one to awaken the sense 
of true wonder. That is perhaps a fair definition of the 
novelist’s purpose, in all ages.”

If Naipaul is remembered for the ugliness of his 
persona, rather than his writing, it will be because the 
camera has become sufficient for us — and because we 
have become reluctant to interpret our flaws to reach a 
more complicated notion of our own beauty. This  
was Naipaul’s gift to us. And to the extent that this 
gift goes ignored, the love evident in Naipaul’s writing 
remains unrequited. ☐

Anjan Sundaram is the author of Stringer and Bad News

Tsunami
The new condos do not know where they should stand.
They were built for the lambs and the bees.
Police found a suspicious package in one of them
And carried out a controlled explosion.
If you forget to turn off the tap, a tsunami will come.
One spoon on an empty plate means a man will wait for you outside.
Two spoons mean a woman will dream about you.
If you drop a knife, a tiger will show up on your doorstep.
They say if you want to see a rainbow, you have to tolerate the rain. 
But that only works for children.
Grownups need to see the photos of people dying from hunger
And only then will they believe evil still exists.
If you clap two times, a hungry ghost will come haunt you.
If you forget to turn off the tap, a tsunami will come.

Family photoshoot
I am pretty sure no one ever wanted to stay here for long.
It isn’t even about the food or the quality of air.
Those little bugs in the trees don’t really care
And my neighbour swims in the pond with water hyacinth.
My mother’s bed is an installation of pills
That shine and glue together every object in the room.
The cicadas are in the house now, so dusk must be falling.
Then my sister walks in wearing a dress of fragile things.
Her little boy touches the cicadas with his fingertips 
And he giggles like a leaking thatched roof.
Yes, it is rainy season which the cicadas don’t care for much.
My brother-in-law is still at work.
My father who is dead comes out of his room.
My sister asks him if she can keep his nail clipper as a keepsake.
My father is still drugged up but he sees us.
Sees our black dog following him as he walks.
When the photographer arrives, we are about to have dinner.
He takes our family photo without my brother-in-law.
He may be working overtime tonight.

Spooky action at a distance
I live in someone’s city where I do stuff.
I have sex with fruit women and kick a goose.
I mount an ATM and ride it into the night.
I turn into a drizzle, then a downpour.
I am constantly surprised by my instincts.

I live in someone’s city, which is a white clover.
A rabid dog has attacked the seats in the teashops.
Stars are infected with rabbits’ disease.
Stars are pretty but not reliable lovers.
Seagulls were once people in panic at prayer.

I live in someone’s city, which is a million shadows.
The shadows of balloons slowly fading 
Against the blue sky are spectacular to look at.
I see a bird fall and a heart break on the sidewalk.
A clock tower shouts itself out of existence.

Maung Day is a Burmese poet and artist based in Yangon

P O E T R Y

Maung Day
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Submission
Sean Gleeson

M Y A N M A R

newspaper’s feeble satire of the battlefield epic resulted 
in its author and the publication’s editor being thrown 
in jail.

The country’s film board is still stacked with ancien 
regime stalwarts of the domestic industry; despite a 
partial dismantling of Naypyidaw’s generations-old 
censorship apparatus in 2012, it has acted as a conduit 
for the Information Ministry in ordering the withdrawal 
of politically sensitive films. A tepid screwball genre 
predominates, reflecting the most base prejudices of 
the custodians of Myanmar’s racially charged politics: 
the country’s upland ethnic minorities are invariably 
mentally impaired comic foils; the Chinese are greedy 
and parsimonious; the descendants of the Indian 
subcontinent are sexually rapacious predators.

Despite the significant financial stakes its members 
have in the nation’s movie houses, the board has 
hindered the distribution of independent works by 
young up-and-comers that have proven wildly popular 
with audiences. The chief responsibility of Myanmar’s 
cultural establishment in this democratic era, according 
to Naypyidaw, is not to make money but to cast the 
country in the best possible light. Suu Kyi took to the 
podium at Myanmar’s premier film awards night this 
year to tell the audience just that, and it is an exhortation 
her government has repeated elsewhere. 

As the crackdown in Rakhine state began last year, 
the Information Ministry called in editors of the nation’s 
major news outlets to solicit ideas on how to combat 
the international media’s reporting on the Rohingya 
crisis with its own propaganda. The Press Council has 
similarly urged publishers to proselytise Myanmar’s 
virtues and rebuke the international outrage the country 
has weathered. One of its chief figures, himself a former 
Reuters reporter infamous among his old colleagues for 
attempting to spike coverage of numerous anti-Muslim 
pogroms earlier this decade, helped thwart a push by a 
minority faction on the council to condemn the arrests 
of Wa Lone and Kyaw Soe Oo; soon after, he was offered 
a ministerial position, in which his chief responsibilities 
are dissembling when pressed on the overwhelming 
evidence of atrocities against the Rohingya and 
frustrating the passage of foreign journalists into  
the country.

One night in the weeks before his arrest, Kyaw 
  Soe Oo and his wife watched what became, in 
retrospect, an ominous portent of his future. 

The film chronicles a taxi driver who shepherds a foreign 
reporter through the city of Gwangju, South Korea, 
during civil unrest, ultimately quelled by the massacre 
of more than a hundred student demonstrators; the 
protagonist’s reluctant political awakening, and the 
solidarity of his peers, allows the journalist to expose the 
greatest abomination of the country’s military era. Sitting 
on a bench outside the courtroom hosting her husband’s 
trial earlier this year, Chit Su Win told the New Yorker he 
had been spellbound by the film. She had begged him to 
consider a career change.

Kyaw Soe Oo had by then been thrust into the 
international spotlight after an outwardly similar act 
of state violence in his own country. In February, his 
employer published a report of the systematic and 
premeditated execution of ten Rohingya villagers in 
the first days of the military offensive last year, which 
resulted in the deaths of thousands of Rohingya civilians 
and precipitated the exodus of three-quarters of a 
million refugees from Myanmar to Bangladesh. He 
and his Reuters colleague Wa Lone were sentenced in 
September to seven years’ imprisonment. Their trial, 
held in a kangaroo court, was clearly intended to deter 
further investigation of military atrocities.

A Taxi Driver, the film Kyaw Soe Oo watched with 
his wife, invites a doleful comparison with the pair’s 
explosive reporting of the Inn Din massacre, the unjust 
accusations of treachery levelled against them, and 
the many more crimes of greater magnitude whose 
perpetrators will likely never be prosecuted. It is possible 
to see the film as an indictment of Myanmar’s own 
alleged political transition, inaugurated eight years ago 
with national polls that gave a military proxy party 
custodianship of a new parliamentary political structure 
and the release of current civilian leader Aung San Suu 
Kyi from her third and final spell of house arrest.

In other countries, film has long been at the 
vanguard of the mission to hold the depredations 
of an authoritarian past to account. Yet the idea of a 
similar film by a Myanmar director gracing screens 
in Yangon is unthinkable. The nearest candidate is a 
government-backed hagiography of General Aung San 
— the independence icon of the country’s ethnic Bamar 
majority and father of its current leader — which has 
been stalled for the last seven years by funding shortfalls, 
waning interest and the cumbersome committee nature 
of its production.

The military has meanwhile thrown considerable 
resources into its own campaign of public rehabilitation 
through film, in September rescreening a documentary 
justifying its coup and bloody crackdown following 
the upheaval of 1988’s mass democracy protests and 
the attendant collapse of public order that included 
functionaries of the old socialist regime being lynched 
in the streets of Yangon. Last year’s Pyidaungsu Thitsar 
(“Loyalty of the Union”) glorified the bravery of its 
soldiers, eliding the shameful truth that the country has 
since independence only ever waged war on itself — a 

At a superficial glance, Kyaw Zwa Moe’s second 
book makes for an incongruous contribution to this 
political moment. For more than a decade, Kyaw 
Zwa has helmed the English-language edition of the 
Irrawaddy, a publication that was funded and feted by 
Western diplomats as the tribune of a country yearning 
for democracy. His curiously selective collection of a 
decade’s worth of his columns and reportage dwells 
on the desolation of those years, at a time when the 
government’s policy of “national reconciliation” decrees 
a collective amnesia for the military regime and a 
blanket prohibition on any discussion of transitional 
justice, and is curiously sparse on his recent journalistic 
output, as one of the most staunch members of the news 
media phalanx defending Suu Kyi from her critics. The 
governing principle of journalism’s literary economy 
is to tell as much as possible in as few words as the 
subject allows. But it is only when considered against its 
omissions that this slender volume reveals its worth as 
a divining rod of Myanmar’s cloistered political mood, 
defiant in the face of outside opprobrium and haughtily 
contemptuous of its perceived adversaries.

Chief among these absences, and the one I find the 
most disappointing, is the author himself. I worked 
under Kyaw Zwa at the Irrawaddy, and I find him as 
inscrutable after reading this work as I did during 
the year I spent working in the same room as him, 
during that now forgotten interregnum before the last 
general election, when Myanmar’s fortunes seemed to 
be inexorably on the rise. Though his preface says the 
book was originally conceived as a memoir, his evident 
discomfort at sharing his own story extends to the page, 
where he makes a cursory and emotionally flat rush 
through his teenage arrest for political activism, his eight 
years behind bars, his eventual flight to Thailand to join 
the exile publication founded by his elder brother and 
his triumphal return to cover the 2012 polls that elected 
Suu Kyi to parliament.

It is difficult not to see this retreat as a consequence 
of living in the shadow of Aung Zaw, a garrulous man 
whose tense relationship with his younger sibling may 
be partially a result of Kyaw Zwa’s superior intellect 
and literary flair. Aung Zaw’s days of collecting press 
freedom awards and social calls at the State Department 

KYAW ZWA MOE 
The Cell, Exile and the New Burma:  

A Political Education amid the Unfinished  
Journey toward Democracy

New Myanmar Publishing House: 2018

Kyaw Soe Oo leaving court, Yangon, 27 December 2017

Reuters
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ended when the Irrawaddy lost the esteem of its 
international benefactors, in tandem with Suu Kyi’s loss 
of hers, after he appeared on CNN to give succour to the 
military’s assault on the Rohingya. A series of articles 
followed in the foreign press attempting to fathom why 
the publication, the most hallowed media critic of the 
junta’s human rights abuses, had sought to downplay 
one of its worst ever crimes. The Irrawaddy’s response, 
typical of its rebarbative and unedifying attacks 
elsewhere, has been to join the government in sowing 
distrust of the foreign media through its editorial pages 
— notwithstanding its reliance for most of its existence 
on Western donors.

Without this backing, and unable to operate as 
a purely commercial enterprise, the Irrawaddy has 
solicited financial support from the country’s tycoon 
caste; photos surfaced on Facebook last year showing 
the brothers at karaoke with a former benefactor who 
heads one of the country’s largest conglomerates, which 
over the years has been implicated in mass evictions 
for palm oil plantations and forced labour during the 
junta’s construction of its capital in Naypyidaw. The 
omissions of Kyaw Zwa’s book include his numerous 
past denunciations of the country’s business elite and 
his demand for their sanctioning by Washington and 
the recompense of the people robbed for their benefit. 
Though the land given to them by the junta indirectly 
forced millions of people into Thailand — making 
whole swathes of the country dependent on foreign 
remittances and foreclosing any real possibility of 
substantive economic reform — all these men now 
have the blessing of Suu Kyi’s government, in return 
for underwriting the same set of dirigiste development 
projects that failed under the previous regime.

Just four articles in Kyaw Zwa’s collection, fourteen 
pages in all, were written after Suu Kyi was elected — 
another curious omission given the lengthy encomia he 
devotes to her earlier life. Each demands that we temper 
our expectations of the country’s leader with a reminder 
that the constitution she once rejected precludes civilian 
oversight of the armed forces, or of its control of the 
police, judiciary and the apparatus of local government 
that maintains a constant, overbearing surveillance of 
its subjects. Only if she earns the military’s trust, we are 
told, will she be permitted to amend the junta-drafted 
charter and carry the nation onwards in the journey 
towards democracy. However obsequious her support 
for the generals, however many times she tells civilians 
under bombardment to “stop fighting”, however much 
she demands the country’s decades-old insurgent 
groups sign a ceasefire accord that the military routinely 
dishonours, however many political prisoners languish 
under her watch: her supporters can console themselves 
in their faith that these are the necessary exigencies of 
her power.

The contortions this faith requires grow ever greater, 
but the dignity of Myanmar and its leader must be 
preserved. In September, Suu Kyi told an audience at 
the World Economic Forum in Hanoi that Wa Lone and 
Kyaw Soe Oo had been jailed for committing espionage, 
and airily dismissed their supporters for failing to 
understand the judgment against them. Leaving 
aside the incontrovertible evidence that both men 
were victims of police entrapment, the only palatable 
explanation for her government’s refusal to pardon them 
is her fear of a violent military rebuke. Only that can 
explain why, halfway through her term, more journalists 
have been prosecuted by her government than by the 
military-backed parliament it replaced.

The following day, Kyaw Zwa penned an article 
characteristic of many of his recent contributions, 
once again scorning “would-be analysts” of Myanmar 
for failing to recognise Suu Kyi’s constitutional bind. 
Without reference to her comments in Hanoi, he instead 
recalled her earlier appearance in Singapore, where she 
assured an unthreatening student audience that her 
relationship with the military was “not that bad, you 
know”. He assures us she was being ironic.  ☐

Sean Gleeson is an Australian journalist in Hong Kong
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 The second coming
Marc de Faoite

M A L A Y S I A

runway — much of it built on reclaimed land — and the 
massive wave breaker, built just offshore, were feats of 
civil engineering the likes of which the island had never 
seen before. The concrete used to build them required 
enormous quantities of sand. Just after take-off, or just 
before landing, passengers can glimpse the shining pools 
of water all along the east side of the runway where the 
sand was mined. 

These infrastructure projects were clear indicators 
of Mahathir’s willingness and ability to transform the 
island, not just economically but physically. 

The Langkawi archipelago, and its eponymous 
main island, is some twenty-five kilometres off 
the northwest coast of peninsular Malaysia, 

straddling the waters where the Straits of Malacca 
becomes the Andaman Sea. It is a borderland of more 
than a hundred islands, historically frequented by 
pirates, and many islands are still used by smugglers 
today. The main island is substantially larger than 
Penang island, but not quite as big as Singapore. It 
would be hard to drive for more than an hour from 
any point without going back in the direction from 
which you came. The southern Thai island of Tarutao 
is barely seven kilometres away, three times closer than 
the mainland, the nearest part of which is the stretch 
of coast where Thailand and Malaysia meet. Until the 
signing of the Anglo-Siamese Treaty in 1909, Langkawi 
was considered part of Siam, or modern-day Thailand, 
and it is not hard to see Thai influences, whether in 
local dishes or faces. In the north of the island some 
of Langkawi’s older inhabitants speak dialects of Thai, 
and there is still substantial trade and intermarriage 
between Langkawi’s natives and ethnic Malay Muslims 
from the southern Thai province of Satun, making it a 
liminal zone where genes and cultures mix and meet. 
This is reflected in the legend of Mahsuri. Her parents 

Almost every person in Langkawi has a story about  
 Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad. Perhaps they’ve  
  shaken his hand at the airport, or met him at 

a relative’s wedding, or served him at one of the island’s 
restaurants or hotels. Some of the older generation even 
remember him from his time as a young medical doctor 
at the island’s government clinic back in the 1950s, when 
Langkawi was an impoverished backwater with just a few 
thousand inhabitants.

A few years ago, before Mahathir emerged from 
retirement to re-enter the political fray, I was treating 
myself to a rare lunch on the terrace of The Loaf at 
Telaga Harbour. Opened in 2006, it was the flagship and 
the first of a chain of twelve bakery-cum-restaurants 
established as a retirement project by the entrepreneurial 
doctor himself. For reasons that are still unclear, in mid-
April of this year, mere weeks before Malaysia’s general 
election, all outlets abruptly closed their doors. When 
questioned about the closure, Mahathir denied holding 
any stake in the business. As I ate I took in the view of 
the sailboats in the harbour and the densely forested 
hills beyond.

Someone must have received a phone call. The 
sedate staff sprung into sudden action, hurriedly placing 
several tables together; straightening and smoothing 
tablecloths; carefully readjusting cutlery, glasses, flowers, 
chairs. Moments later Mahathir appeared with his wife, 
Siti Hasmah. Their entourage included some burly men 
who I guessed might be bodyguards. Mahathir was 
smaller than he appeared in photos or on screen. As he 
passed my table he looked at me and smiled.

“So, how is the food?” he asked casually, taking me 
for a tourist. “Is this a good place to eat?”

Mahathir is revered in Langkawi as the father of the 
island’s development. The harbour that I looked out 
on was one of his many additions to the island. Many 
fervently believe he single-handedly broke “Mahsuri’s 
curse”, restoring a prosperity to the island that probably 
never really existed.

“When I was a young boy, I saw poverty; I saw 
people who were jobless and living very poor lives,” 
Mahathir told Ooi Kee Beng, the author of Catharsis, in 
an interview in 2016, after he had announced his return 
to politics. “I felt it was not right. You see that some 
people are rich and some people are very poor and some 
people do not even have regular meals. These are social 
problems and when you see problems like that, you  
want to do something. We are brought up that way, to  
be concerned about people who are less fortunate than 
we are.

“I was among the twenty or so boys who had the 
opportunity to go to an English school. There were 
hundreds of others who were equally good, but they 
did not get the opportunity to get a good education. It 
seemed to me quite unfair. You had the opportunity, 
they didn’t have the opportunity. So, the solution to that 
is to create the opportunity and to give them the means 
to make use of the opportunity for their own good.”

Intent on providing opportunities to Langkawi, in 
1987 Mahathir accorded duty-free status to the island. 
He was instrumental in extending the airport runway 
so it could accommodate even the largest aircraft. The 

had come from Phuket to make a new life in Langkawi, 
but their daughter was murdered in an “honour killing” 
by her warrior husband and the villagers who accused 
her of being unfaithful while he was away fighting the 
Siamese. Before she died she is said to have cursed the 
island for seven generations. Historians place the event 
somewhere in the late eighteenth century. 

In 1821 the island was invaded by the Siamese. The 
islanders burned their paddy fields rather than allow the 
invaders to steal their precious grain. For generations 
Langkawi languished, most of its population living in 
poverty, eking out an existence from subsistence farming 
and fishing. Though the Japanese briefly occupied parts 
of the island during the Second World War, and the 
Germans considered using Kuah’s harbour as a naval 
base to control the northern reaches of the Malacca 
Straits, Langkawi remained almost unchanged and 
untouched by modernity. Until the mid-1980s it was one 
of the least developed parts of Malaysia, accessible only 
by slow boat or by the light planes that touched down on 
the simple airstrip that was built beside the paddy fields 
where the islanders had burned their crops more than 
150 years earlier.

Over the past decade, hundreds of Langkawi’s paddy 
fields have seen their final harvests. The few centimetres 
of soil built up through years of nurturing, of rice 
stubble digested and ploughed by browsing buffaloes 
that fertilised the land, is easily scraped off, casually 
pushed aside by heavy machinery like an afterthought. 
Though the ancestors who created these seasonally 
flooded fields would have found the idea preposterous, 
nowadays the sand below the soil is much more valuable 
than rice.

Farmers lease their fields to contractors who come 
with excavators. When they reach the water table, which 
most of the year is less than a metre deep, petrol-driven 
pumps are used, chugging noisily all day, spewing sand 

OOI KEE BENG 
Catharsis: A Second Chance for  

Democracy in Malaysia
SIRD: 2018

JPM

Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad in Langkawi, December 1989
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into conical mounds that are loaded into lines of waiting 
trucks. It is a scene repeated all over the island.

It is not hard to spot the hills being stripped of their 
vegetation and quarried for landfill. The ponds the sand 
miners leave behind are filled with rock and shale and 
earth, the reclaimed land built higher than the former 
fields to allow for subsidence as the land settles, but 
mostly to keep it above the level of the monsoon floods 
so integral to growing rice. The new land is then used for 
new construction sites, which in turn require more sand.

The sand is essential to Langkawi’s construction 
boom, the sacrificed paddy fields the cost of 
development. As the population grows to an estimated 
one hundred thousand, more homes are needed. But 
the exponentially expanding population is not the only 
reason, or even the main reason, behind this ravenous 
appetite for sand.

Thanks to ferry connections to the mainland, and 
an international airport, Langkawi receives more than 
3 million visitors a year. Most are tourists, their needs 
catered to by a fresh crop of guesthouses, hotels and 
restaurants that spring up in the place of emerald fields 
of rice. By far the majority of the island’s inhabitants 
work in tourism-related activities. People whose 
ancestors had, for generations, made a living from 
growing rice and fishing now drive air-conditioned 
taxis or work in hotels and restaurants. The farmers 
who sell their birthright to sand miners and developers 
sit back and count their money. There is virtually no 
unemployment on the island; almost every restaurateur 
and hotelier complains of staff shortages, but that doesn’t 
mean that everybody works. Easy money has led to an 
improvement in the standard of living, but also to a host 
of social ills, chief among them rampant drug abuse. 
Being a smuggler’s paradise makes for a flourishing 
illegal drug trade, aimed not at tourists, or at least not 
primarily, but at local users. Every kampung on the 
island has its resident junkies. Each drug seizure made 
by police is larger than the last. Hotels and restaurants 
are increasingly reluctant to hire locals, preferring the 
sober reliability of immigrant workers, even if their 
legal status is not always kosher — to the point that if 
mooted immigration crackdowns and changes to labour 
laws were fully implemented Langkawi’s tourism sector 
would collapse almost overnight.

“The first 25 years of Malaysian history occurred 
with the Cold War as its backdrop,” Ooi writes. “The 
second 25 years are shaped by the rise of China.” That is 
certainly the case with Langkawi’s tourism.

With new direct flights from mainland China’s 
polluted industrial cities, filled with visitors drawn in 
no small part by Langkawi’s abundance of clean air, the 
airport extension is much needed. It was one of many 
development projects in Langkawi instigated by the 
recently toppled prime minister Najib Razak. But the 
airport itself, one of the largest structures on the island, 
is just one of many projects that date from the previous 
Mahathir era. When the young doctor was stationed 
in Kuah’s clinic, the island’s population was spread in 
isolated pockets. The journey between Padang Matsirat, 
where the airport sits, and the sleepy town of Kuah, the 
island’s administrative centre, was generally made by 
boat and took the best part of a day. Now a four-lane 
highway connects Kuah to the airport and the trip is 
made in minutes.

Practically everywhere on the island there are traces 
of Mahathir’s legacy: the international airport; roads and 
highways; a goods port; a passenger ferry terminal; a 
slew of five-star hotels offering their own private pristine 
sand beaches; three world-class golf courses; three 
yachting marinas; a government hospital; a giant and 
incongruous cement factory that looks like the set of a 
dystopian movie; and a modern administrative centre 
built to house Langkawi’s development authority, whose 
acronym, LADA (Malay for pepper), echoes the island’s 
historical pepper production.

The most recent change to Langkawi’s coastline is 
another ambitious reclamation project, this time in Kuah 
town, a stone’s throw from the crumbling government 
clinic where the young doctor served his time. The 

first building phase was completed earlier this year. At 
the time of writing, most of the shop lots stand empty. 
Further plans include a luxury hotel. But most striking 
is the MahaTower, impossible to pronounce without 
thinking of its progenitor. Illustrations show it as a 
colossal rocket-shaped building with a broad, sweeping 
base and a floodlit facade that echoes traditional  
Islamic designs.

In the few months since Mahathir’s re-election, 
many abandoned and stalled projects on the island 
have been revived. But the MahaTower is not among 
them, or at least not yet. The hulking skeletal tower 
stands half-built, construction having stalled for almost 
two years (for reasons that are unclear but the subject 
of many rumours). It makes a striking impression 
on the coastline, bringing to mind Shelley’s poem 
“Ozymandias”: “Round the decay / Of that colossal 
wreck, boundless and bare / The lone and level sands 
stretch far away.” Except there is no more sand. The 
beach outside the clinic where the young doctor  
worked has long since been sacrificed to development, 
the reclaimed land around the MahaTower moated  
by mudflats.

Catharsis is one of the first books to document 
the astonishing and unlikely return of Malaysia’s 
longest-serving former prime minister to the 

political arena at the age of ninety-two, when he came 
out of retirement and led a new opposition coalition to 
victory in this year’s 9 May general election. Structured 
as a collection of essays and interviews written and 
conducted between 2013 and 2018 by the head of the 
Penang Institute and former deputy director of the 
ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute Ooi Kee Beng, Catharsis 
explores the irony of Mahathir becoming prime  
minister once again, this time having to confront the 
systemic corruption that was the combined legacy of the 
political structure he was so instrumental in creating 
and the rapaciousness of his former acolyte, the deposed 
Najib Razak.

“The man had had the fortune to live long enough to 
baulk at the enduring effects of his wrongs,” writes Ooi 
of Mahathir. “Whether that was good or bad fortune 
depended on what he intended to do about it.”

The author describes the dilemma of many liberal 
Malaysians: reluctant to see the man who had been 
Malaysia’s most autocratic leader return to power, but 
seeing little alternative to suspending their disbelief in 
order to cast their former nemesis in the new role of 
heroic saviour. Catharsis also explores the questions  
of nation-building and the ideas of development that 
have always been so integral to Mahathir’s vision for  
the nation. 

As Malaysia enters what the author calls the second 
Mahathir period, there is tentative optimism about the 
country’s future. Despite rampant abuse, the democratic 
system has proven robust enough to overturn a 
government coalition that had never before known or 
accepted defeated.

In the case of Langkawi, the microcosm of the island 
reflects the macrocosm of the country. For decades 
Langkawi’s trajectory has been inextricably bound and 
formed by Mahathir’s agenda of development at all costs. 
Now that Mahathir is not only prime minister again but 
the member of parliament for Langkawi, it is clear the 
island’s fate will not only remain shackled to his vision 
for the future but also be symbolic of his aspirations for 
the nation as a whole. Malaysia’s rapid development  
has had wide-reaching ramifications that have stretched, 
and in cases torn, the fragile social fabric, in Langkawi 
and elsewhere.

Whether the father of Langkawi’s development can 
safeguard the island’s future, steering it on the course 
of development while still preserving the cultural and 
geographic landscape, remains to be seen. But for now 
the people of Langkawi and Malaysia have entrusted 
their collective future to Mahathir. ☐

Marc de Faoite is an author based in Langkawi
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On 9 May, labyrinthine queues formed at voting 
 centres all around Malaysia. In a wait 
that lasted some three hours, I struck up a 

conversation with a first-time voter, who admitted to 
being “politically apathetic” until this year. She told  
me she had to make sure Bapa (“Father”) — that is, 
Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad — returned to power. 
The ruling coalition, she said, “have not only left this 
country to rot but at every opportunity have found a 
way to piss me off ”.  

Irony and paradox have shaped the course of 
Malaysia’s political history. The chequered landscape of 
Malaysian politics is replete with alliances forged then 
gone bad, but few could have anticipated that twenty 
years after Mahathir sacked his then deputy, Anwar 
Ibrahim, catalysing the reformasi (“reformation”) 
movement, a renewed alliance between the pair would 
overthrow the seemingly invincible Barisan Nasional 
(National Front) government from a seat of power it had 
increasingly come to claim as a throne.

The fractious, if eventually peaceful, transition of 
power was celebrated around the world as an example 
of the triumph of democracy in depressed times, but 
the challenges confronting the renewed nation remain 
daunting. Rising debt levels and untenable contracts 
with powerful neighbours for large-scale projects pose 
the primary challenge. As I walked into one of several 
offices of the returning prime minister, my attention 
was immediately drawn to the mounds of files and 
papers that spilled across several tables. The resolve of 
the Malaysian electorate to see the return of the ninety-
two-year-old became obvious — faith in a steady and 
experienced hand and a master of statecraft. 

Not all the world was enthused about the re-election 
of Mahathir. The Guardian declared in one of its 
headlines, “Mahathir Mohamad is back. Malaysians’ 
smiles may be brief ”. Perhaps. But for now, the figure 
sitting before me, who appears as though he has stepped 
out of history itself, remains resolute, determined and 
committed “to rebuilding the nation”. Contrary to what 
some of the world may be saying, Malaysia’s optimism 
need only be its own.

For decades your political style was described 
as combative, tenacious and disciplined. Now even 
former detractors find you affable, avuncular, even 
funny. What kind of adaptations to your personality 
have you needed to make this time round? 

In politics it is necessary to demonise the person you 
want to get rid of. When I was in power my opponents 
labelled me a dictator. But I was not a dictator. I had 
been challenged many times in my political life, and in 
the end I resigned of my own accord; dictators do not 
resign. The opposition demonised me then; but I don’t 
think they really believed in what they were saying, since 
they accepted me when I began criticising [former prime 
minister] Najib [Razak], to the point of appointing me 
as one of their leaders. 

They have now found that when I lead it is not as a 
dictator. I listen to everyone. I work on principle, not 
on a party basis. I am loyal to a party for as long as it is 
doing the right thing. If it fails to do the right thing, I 
see no difficulty in moving over to people who are doing 
what I consider to be the right thing. I have not changed, 
but the perception of me has changed very much.

Did you expect that working with your former 
adversaries would prove so easy? 

It was never easy. The first time I worked with them 
was when I started a People’s Declaration [calling for the 
removal of Najib]. I didn’t ask them, but they supported 
it. I talked to them and they had the same objective 
I had — to get rid of Najib. We came from different 
backgrounds, but we were willing to forget the past. 
They did not insist I apologise; I did not insist on them 
saying they were wrong. We were focussed on achieving 
the same objective and that enabled me to work with 
them and them to work with me. 

How did you perceive a change among the public 
in terms of what they wanted in governance? 

The public often feel unhappy with people in power, 
because those in power are the ones doing things, and 
when you are the one doing things you are exposing 
yourself to criticism. There will be supporters, and there 
will be people who are against you.

When I stepped down [in 2003], the public thought 
a better person would take over, but then they found 
things were not as good as they expected so they got  
rid of Abdullah [Badawi, my successor]. But then they 
got Najib. 

When the public compared the period when I was 
prime minister I think it became obvious that Najib was 
not doing what the people wanted him to do, and they 
began to reflect on my past performance and wanted me 
to come back. That is why I regained support. 

Malaysia peaceful transition of government  
after 9 May was hailed throughout the world as an 
exception in an age of populism. It would seem  
that democracy is still vibrant — it just is not 
producing the desired results; namely, consensual 
politics. What do you think is the crisis confronting 
democracy today?

Democracy is not perfect. It is very difficult to make 
democracy work. You need a certain mindset before 
democracy can succeed. When a country suddenly 
becomes democratic, it cannot really handle the kind 
of freedom that comes with democracy. And because of 
that it tends to slip back into its old ways. 

Malaysia succeeded because, though we tried to 
bring down the government by other means, we didn’t 
become violent, we didn’t take to the streets, we didn’t 
sabotage things, we didn’t assassinate people. We were 
forced to wait until there was an election. 

In this election, we expected to lose because the 
government was so powerful and were doing all kinds 
of improper things — bribery, threats. I thought that if 
they lost they would not accept the result, but they lost 
by such a big margin they were caught off guard and did 
not know what to do. Great numbers had supported the 
opposition, and there were also people who advised the 
government to accept the result. 

So the transition was smooth from the outside, but 
it was not very smooth from the inside. We had lots of 
difficulties, including attempts from within to reject our 
success, but in the end better sense prevailed.

What were these difficulties within? Was there lots 
of trading within your coalition? 

It had to do with racial and religious politics. There 
was a fear that our coalition was not going to respect the 
position of Islam as much as the previous government 
had, so there was an idea that if the Muslims all came 
together — the new opposition were largely Muslim, 
with UMNO [United Malays Nationalist Organisation, 
the former nationalist ruling party,] and PAS [Malaysian 
Islamic Party] — they could drag other Muslims [from 
our coalition], have the majority and form a Malay-
Muslim government, but they were advised against that.

There was an attempt to persuade people in your 
coalition? Malay-Muslim representatives?

Yes, the Malay-Muslims. If they could be persuaded 
to cross over to the side of UMNO and PAS, these 
people would have the majority to form the government. 
This was what caused the delay in announcing our 
election victory. We knew we had won by 8.30 p.m., 
but we didn’t get the official announcement until about 
2 a.m., because during that short period of time there 
was a lot of manoeuvring, which was not visible to the 
people. We knew, and later we learnt even more about it.

Back to power
Eddin Khoo

I N T E R V I E W

Achu Zul

Eddin Khoo interviewing Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad
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You would not be willing to name these people? 
No, I will not name them.

You stated repeatedly before the election that if 
former prime minister Najib Razak were returned to 
power “this country would go to the dogs”. Since then 
we have witnessed a system gone almost completely to 
rot. How does a country even begin to rehabilitate a 
governance culture that has gone that way in the past 
sixty years? 

No, not for sixty years but for the time Najib was 
there. Yes, there was corruption during my time, and 
during the time of previous prime ministers, but the 
degree was not so damaging to the country. 

Under Najib there was total destruction of the 
government. First, there were huge borrowings, which 
we now find great difficulty paying back. Second, the 
entire government machinery was subverted — senior 
officers were won over by money to become loyal 
to the [former] prime minister, even to the point of 
campaigning for the ruling party during the last election. 

We have inherited a country carrying a huge debt, 
and government machinery that is not working. We 
promised we would not seek revenge, but we find 
there is no way out — we have to get rid of the people 
who remain loyal to the previous government. They 
could sabotage whatever it is we want to do in order to 
rehabilitate the country. 

But if we get rid of these senior people, who will 
replace them? If junior people are not affected and are 
skilled enough we can just promote them, but we find 
that not only number one but numbers two, three and 
four — all of them, down the line — are corrupt. We 
can’t simply promote the person at the fifth level to the 
first level, so we are faced with a real problem there. 

We need people to implement new policies, new 
approaches and new beliefs, but we find that the  
people who are in place cannot be trusted to carry out 
our ideas.

What is the resolution, then? 
It will take time. We will have to seek people from 

the outside, who are not committed to politics. 
There are some people from the previous 

administration who were punished — demoted or put 
in cold storage. We can bring some of them back, but 
we need to find people from outside of the government. 
They may not be willing to work for the government, 
however, because it doesn’t pay the kind of salaries the 
private sector pays. We can compensate them if they do 
well with bonuses, but it is nothing in comparison. As 
prime minister, I am paid RM 22,000 — a [monthly] 
salary that a third-rung person gets in the private sector. 

We need people who not only have the knowledge 
but are also willing to make sacrifices, to give up their 
lifestyles — because there are many restrictions when 
you serve in the government. 

Malaysia’s political landscape is highly complex 
— different races, different religions, contending 
ideologies. The country appears to reflect trends 
through the world, which appears to be tugged in 
three different directions: a progressive, liberal one; 
a nationalist, right-wing one; and one of religious 
revivalism. They all expressed themselves forcefully in 
our last election. How, post-election, do you attempt 
to reconcile these contending approaches? 

It is very tricky, but in the Pakatan Harapan 
[Coalition of Hope], whatever the ideology the parties 
believe in, they need to realise that we have to agree 
with one another; we have to correct the wrongs of the 
past, and the only way to do that is by us agreeing. If we 
start bickering, nothing will get done. It was difficult 
enough getting four parties into one cabinet. We have 
parties that are stronger than the rest but we have to 
treat everyone as if they were equal. But in the end, they 
understood; there are things we can do and there are 
things we cannot. Many of them are socialistic — they 
believe in giving money to the people, but we don’t have 
the money and we have to accept that.

Race and religion — we have managed and danced 
with them through most of our independent political 
life. They are now at the forefront of cultural and 
identity politics the world over. How do we keep a 
check on our sanity as far as race and religion  
are concerned?

When you are faced with religious argument and 
you say, “Well, this was 1,400 years ago and not relevant 
now”, that is not acceptable. 

In Islam, you will find the Quran teaches Muslims 
to be friendly and reasonable and to uphold justice. 
So what we tell them [the religious parties] is that 
we are upholding religion more than they are. They 
are following interpretations that are contrary to the 
teachings of Islam. They cannot argue against that. For 
example, they want to implement Hudud laws and we 
tell them the Hudud laws they want to implement are 
not the Hudud of Islam but their Hudud laws. 

Islam is tolerant, just and very concerned about the 
wellbeing of people. They, however, see Islam as a very 
harsh religion — wanting to punish anyone who deviates 
even slightly.

A Muslim is someone who believes in the One God 
and the Prophet [Muhammad] as His Messenger. That 
is a Muslim. But all these other things are secondary, 
and, yes, if you commit sins you will be punished in the 
afterlife, but that does not make you a non-Muslim. 

So, you have to counter this way of thinking. It 
happens in all religions, not just in Islam. Religion is 
interpreted in different ways by different people, and the 
result is that religions break into different sects. Islam is 
applicable to this day, and we have been able to deal with 
extremists. PAS never did well in the past — and now it 
is not about Islam; it is about race. 

 The real, original teachings in Islam have a big 
role to play in enabling Muslims to be successful in life 
and be prepared for the afterlife. There is nothing to 
prevent Muslims from learning all the new sciences, 
provided they remember that everything is created by 
God. Nothing wrong will happen if you follow the right 
teachings of Islam.

How do you think Malaysia’s experience on 9 May 
resonates in an increasingly unstable Southeast Asia? 
Is a common regional agenda in Southeast Asia still 
viable, or even desirable? 

The idea is still very good, but when you want to 
implement an idea you need people to drive it. When 
ASEAN [Association of Southeast Asian Nations] was 
formed there was no democracy in many countries,  
and, in Malaysia, we didn’t change the government at 
all. So when the leaders met, they met with people they 
knew — Suharto, Lee Kuan Yew, [Thailand’s General] 
Prem Tinsulanonda. 

We developed a good understanding of each other 
and were able to operate as major leaders in ASEAN. 
But today, because we want democracy, we want change, 
we want one-term presidents, every time you meet 
you see different people and it takes time to develop an 
understanding of each other. 

ASEAN is not as cohesive as before but the idea 
remains good. We have a market of 600 million people. 
Even if it is poor the needs of that population are very 
big. We should talk about how we can maximise the 
return on that market. We are not looking at that very 
much, and we need to open up more between us — we 
have the ASEAN free trade area, but we need to study 
how we can help each other lower our costs by trading 
within. We can also benefit from the large market that 
is ASEAN. It is important for there to be a working 
closeness, and we need to solve our problems through 
discussion not confrontation. Confrontation never wins 
you anything. We need to understand that certain basic 
principles are required for people to work together. 

Your relationship with China extends a long way, 
back to the time of Deng Xiaoping. The nature of the 
region’s geopolitics has transformed considerably 
since then, with the rise of China. How do you 
perceive China’s increasing influence in the region, 

and how has it changed since your first period as 
prime minister? 

When China was poor and weak, people feared 
China; now that China is rich and strong, people still 
fear China. It is due to the size of the country, and the 
cohesiveness of its government. They have a single 
government for a population of 1.4 billion — that, in 
itself, is an achievement. 

We have had a relationship with China for close to 
2,000 years: we used to collect forest products to trade 
with them. They had their ceramics and things like that. 
They have a huge fifth column in Malaysia — 25 per cent 
of the Malaysian population is Chinese. Yet they never 
conquered us when they could have done so. 

On the other hand, the Portuguese came in 1509 
and two years later they conquered us. So who are we to 
be afraid of? The Chinese lay claim on the South China 
Sea by virtue of its name. What is important is not the 
claim but whether ships can pass through the South 
China Sea. At the moment they are not stopping ships, 
but of course if they were to start checking every ship it 
would be a serious problem. But at the moment, ships 
can pass through the Strait of Malacca and the South 
China Sea. It is the openness of the sea that is important 
to the Chinese. The sea is the main communication line, 
so China wants to make sure the sea is free for its own 
trade to carry on. I don’t think they want to stop other 
ships from passing through, and I think Malaysia can 
live with that. 

What about the purchase of land, as has been  
our experience?

This is something that is not to be promoted. The 
Chinese have so much money they could literally buy up 
the whole of Malaysia. If they did that we would become 
a province of China. If they bought a part of Malaysia 
that part would become Chinese. We don’t want that 
to happen. We think we have the right to preserve our 
territorial integrity. We want to be an independent 
nation. We struggled against colonisation, we became 
independent and we don’t want to be a colony again, 
whether it is a virtual or real colony. It was Sukarno who 
coined the term neocolonialism, which refers not to the 
occupation of the land but the control of it. We want to 
remain in control of our country.

What does the rise of China further mean in a 
landscape where the United States appears intent on 
pulling back from Southeast Asia?

The United States is pulling back, but it is important 
to identify what kind of pulling back. If the United 
States wants to station its Seventh Fleet here, that’s not 
anything we would welcome. But if the United States 
stopped bringing goods and services through Southeast 
Asia that would be something to be regretted. Trade 
wars can have that kind of result. 

You have two years to do what you set out to do 
before passing the reins to Anwar Ibrahim. What 
markers, for you, would signal a smooth transition? 

I know I can’t last forever. In two years I will be 
ninety-five, and I already hold the record as the oldest 
elected PM in the world. I have no wish to be a hundred-
year-old PM. I want to do the most I can in these two 
years. It is tough. I have this table — several tables — 
covered in papers, and I get lots of visitors, but I think 
considerable progress has been made.

I want the debt problem settled and I want to rebuild 
the government. When I came in as prime minister in 
1981, the whole government machinery was there. I just 
needed to put people in a few positions and everything 
worked fine. But now I don’t even know if my decisions 
and the decisions of the government will be carried out 
in the ways they should. ☐

Eddin Khoo is a poet, writer, translator, journalist and 
founder-director of the cultural organisation PUSAKA
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Down and alone
Will Nguyen

N O T E B O O K

The old woman quietly walked over and tapped 
me on the shoulder that sweltering June 
afternoon in Ho Chi Minh City. Hair grey, 

eyes squinting, gums slightly agape, she held up an 
open can and motioned for me to drink.  

What she didn’t know was I had seen her in the 
company of cong an, the Vietnamese public security 
forces, minutes earlier. I politely declined. And my 
co-protester, a young man in his twenties, whispered: 
“Be careful. Cong an might try to drug you. They’re 
known to do that.”

The police had pinned me as one of the leaders 
of the protest. I don’t blame them. As the protests 
headed from Hoang Van Thu Park, near Tan Son 
Nhat International Airport, down Nam Ky Khoi 
Nghia, one of the main thoroughfares leading to the 
city centre, I moved from documenting the events on 
my Twitter feed to breaking chains.

At several of the intersections along Nam Ky 
Khoi Nghia, cong an were throwing up chains of 
uniformed officers armed with body-length shields. 
I moved through the crowds and stood right up 
against them, a phalanx of skinny young men, 
three to four layers deep. They appeared nervous 
and scared, and were holding the line only because 
their superiors were directly behind them, shouting 
orders. They were vastly outnumbered by the 
protesters, who were shouting:

“Our tax money paid for these streets! We have a 
right to walk on them!” 

“You young people should be joining us!” 
“We are marching for our country!” 
“Why are you opposing the people?!” 
The protesters were agitated but equally scared. 

They were well aware of the vast and punishing 
security apparatus that figuratively lay behind  
those shields. From above, it probably looked like 
a dam was about to burst. I knew that, with the 
numbers on our side, a simple puncture would  
break the line, so I pushed through. And I did  
so at least at three intersections. It was a  
calculated decision. 

By the time we reached the corner of Nam Ky 
Khoi Nghia and Ly Chinh Thang Streets, a few 
blocks away from Independence Palace, the police 
had it figured out. They parked a row of trucks 
across the intersection.

I walked up to the front once more and asked 
the police to move their trucks. They refused. I 
climbed onto the bed of one of the trucks and 

began helping the protesters to surmount the barrier. 
I would clasp many hands that day, pulling young 
and old up and over on to the other side.

The protesters on motorbikes were still impeded, 
however, so I began searching for a path for them. 
The trucks were parked across the road, but on the 
footpath, police motorbikes were used to block the 
path of the protesters. A few of the protesters and 
I began lifting them out of the way, and as we did, 
police and protesters clashed once again.

They demanded that we not touch the bikes, but 
we screamed back that we weren’t damaging them 
in any way, that we were merely moving them. As 
protesters on motorbikes began trickling through 
the open footpath, it became harder for the police 
to stop. Cheers went up through the crowd. A group 

of protesters linked arms to form a barrier between the 
police and the motorbikes.

Unfortunately, it would not be peaceful for very long.
“You need to merge back into the crowd as quickly 

as possible,” a young woman pulled me aside and tried 
her best to make the tip-off look casual. She frantically 
whispered, “They’re singling you out for arrest. I just 
heard them.”

I thanked her and began moving backwards towards 
a heavy section of the crowd, careful to keep my eyes on 
the police, who were metres behind the young woman.

But before I could make it, a group of plain-clothes 
officers descended upon me, putting me in a headlock 
and tearing open my backpack. Several of the protesters 
tried to rescue me, grabbing my arms. I tried with all my 
might to pull towards them. For a few precious seconds, 
we seemed to be winning. 

Then, a shower of blows rained on me, fists and 
batons slamming me across my head and jaw. As I fell 
to the ground, my last words to them were “Toi la nguoi 
yeu nuoc! Tai sao danh toi?” [I’m a patriot! Why are you 
hitting me?]

I have little recollection of what happened next. In 
my mind, the movement from ground to truck was a 
smooth one. I remember lying on the bed of that truck, 
looking up at the sky and accepting defeat.

Videos of the beating reveal the journey was 
anything but smooth. I fought against and fell from 
my captors’ grip repeatedly. They had to subdue me 
by putting an orange burlap sack over my head. When 
they placed me on the bed of the truck, I stood up, head 
dripping with blood, and waved to the protesters.

Vietnamese people do not need your help,” the 
older man acerbically retorted. I was sitting on a 
metal chair facing him, both of my feet shackled 

to a rusted metal bar. He sat behind his desk, wearing 
glasses, a stern but wily expression on his face. He could 
pass for one of my uncles, I thought to myself.

He interrogated me about my motives, my supposed 
sources of funding and my links with organisations. 
Seething with barely disguised anger, he could not bring 
himself to believe, or rather did not want to believe, that 
I acted alone, of my own free will.

Will Nguyen recently completed his Master in Public 
Policy at the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy

He said he believed in communism — one of 
the few party members I have met who openly said 
so — and asked me if I had ever read Marx and 
Lenin. I said I had, and we had a short conversation 
about Marx’s stages of development. He said that 
this capitalist stage Vietnam was currently in was 
temporary, that the country was on the path to 
something much greater.

My interrogators were being rotated on an hourly 
basis. Their questions were meant to trick me and 
trap me. One man, in his twenties, was probably 
the fourth or fifth person that night. It was well past 
midnight when his turn came. He closed the door, 
despite his colleagues’ objection. His body language 
told me he had no intention of doing the job 
assigned to him. He pulled up a chair in front of me, 
and we proceeded to have a heart to heart.

“It’s funny, in Vietnam, if you believe in 
something progressive, you are labelled reactionary,” 
he began. Then he said that he sympathised with 
what I did, that any Vietnamese person would 
understand why I did it. I didn’t know whether this 
was a trick.

On the morning of my trial, one of my  
 cellmates — a young Filipino who was once 
a chef and a barber — offered to cut my  

hair. We used the prison buzzer to shave the sides, 
leaving the top long. It was how my hair was cut 
before I entered prison. As forty days of hair gently 
fell to the prison floor that morning, it felt like a 
spiritual shedding.

In court, I admitted to disturbing public 
order. The prosecutors recommended immediate 
deportation. The judge read out my sentence; I 
remember the words “truc xuat ngay lap tuc khoi 
Viet Nam” [immediate deportation from Vietnam]. 
In my final statement, I told the court that I wanted 
nothing more than to return to Vietnam in the future 
to help in its development. 

I was escorted out of the Ho Chi Minh City 
Supreme People’s Courthouse, but this time I was 
free of handcuffs and free to walk away from my 
uniformed keepers. The walk down the steps with 
cong an escorting me to my motorcade, chauffeur-
style, has become a meme on social media.

Inside the SUV, we all breathed a sigh of relief, 
cong an included. One put his hand on my knee, 
smiled and said “It’s over”. And as we reached Chi 
Hoa Prison, an old French-era prison located in the 
heart of the southern capital, I realised I would not 
be brought back to my cell to collect my things. Free 
people were not allowed back in Chi Hoa.

My belongings were sent for, including a sewing 
needle carved from bone and two keychain-sized 
fish woven from plastic thread. These were souvenirs 
from my cellmates, who anticipated that I was not 
long for their world. 

Indeed, I was not long for Vietnam. By sundown, 
I was in the air, bound for the United States. And as 
I sat on the plane and watched Ho Chi Minh City 
slowly fade into the distance, it felt like 30 April 1975 
all over again: at once, a liberation and an exile. ☐

Facebook

Will Nguyen taken away by cong an in Ho Chi Minh City, 10 June 2018
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A hero of our time
Richard Javad Heydarian

T H E  P H I L I P P I N E S

barely trade with each other and have had historically 
lukewarm relations. 

Like Putin, Duterte also subscribes to the principle 
of sovereign democracy; thus his unwillingness to accept 
constitutional checks on his power and his ever defiant 
posture vis-à-vis criticisms of his human rights record. 
By developing stronger ties with China and Russia, he 
has sought protection from any possible reprisals from 
traditional Western partners of the Philippines.

Duterte is pursuing an “independent foreign 
policy”, ending his country’s century-old subservience 
to Washington, though his critics believe that he is only 
self-servingly supplanting Western imperialism with a 
friendlier Eastern variety. Similarly to Putin, Duterte has 
relied on democratic elections and high approval ratings 
to impose his will on the country’s institutions.

On the surface, both Russia and the Philippines hold 
regular democratic elections. In substance, however, both 
countries lack the essential elements of constitutionalism 
and rule of law, which undergird any functioning and 
mature liberal democracy. In many ways, Duterte is an 
older and less sophisticated replica of Putin in a much 
poorer, smaller and chaotic developing nation.

Throughout the first two years of his rule, Duterte 
deployed Ilyin’s redemptive excess and patriotic 
arbitrariness, purportedly to crush the menace of drugs 
and criminality. It’s here that Jonathan Miller’s gripping 
book, Duterte Harry, provides a window into the soul of 
the Philippine president. 

Miller’s is perhaps the most comprehensive 
biography of Duterte yet, exploring the unique 
circumstances that moulded the leader’s psyche, his style 
of leadership and, later in life, his rise to the presidency, 
which has upended the Philippines’ democratic 
institutions as well as foreign policy.

As Miller aptly observes, Duterte ran for the highest 
office in the country very much in the mould of Ilyin’s 
saviour-leader. His campaign slogans in the 2016 
presidential elections depicted “a national salvation 
project in which he has promised the restoration of 
national pride and deliverance from evil”.

As sociologists such as Nicole Curato have noted, 
Duterte’s rise to power was predicated on a savvy form of 
“penal populism”, in which a leader’s claim to legitimacy 
and power is anchored by an uncompromising vow to 
protect “law-abiding citizens” from the ultimate “other”, 
namely criminals and drug dealers.

Power,” the early-twentieth century Russian thinker 
Ivan Ilyin argued, “comes all by itself to the strong 
man.” Metaphysical in his political philosophy, he 

saw absolute power as a sine qua non for the fulfilment of 
a sacred mission by an extraordinary leader, who could 
single-handedly save his nation from the onslaught of 
what the Iranian post-colonial thinker Jalal Al-e-Ahmad 
would later call Gharbzadegi (“Westoxification”).

Sceptical of democratic institutions, with their 
obsessive commitment to due process, consultation and 
compromise, he instead believed in “redemptive excess” 
and “patriotic arbitrariness” as essential elements of 
leadership. For Ilyin, arbitrary rule is the true expression 
of power, a just instrument for the fulfilment of the 
redemptive mission of an enlightened dictator. 

Ilyin was of course only one among a great number 
of thinkers who grappled with the dilemma of disruptive 
modernisation in late-developing nations. His views, 
however, are relevant to twenty-first-century strongman 
populism for at least two reasons. 

First, Russian intellectuals, from Alexander Herzen 
to Mikhail Bakunin and Count Tolstoy, were arguably 
the first non-Western thinkers who seriously explored 
the prospect of “alternative modernity”: how can the 
East survive and compete in a Western-dominated world 
without losing its core values, autonomy and authenticity?

Second, even relatively obscure thinkers such as 
Ilyin have now become universally relevant because of 
the role of contemporary Russian leadership. President 
Vladimir Putin, the modern tsar, is an almost uniquely 
powerful national leader, given his almost unilateral 
power to shape the destiny of the world’s geographically 
largest nation. Putin has systematically resurrected the 
ideals of Ilyin, for whom he organised a special reburial 
in Moscow in October 2005.

Building on Ilyin’s works, the Putin regime has 
advanced the notion of suverennaya demokratiya 
(“sovereign democracy”), which essentially means the 
creation of an authoritarian system led by a charismatic 
leader, who rules as he sees fit and remains unfettered 
by either constitutional checks and balances (internally) 
or the influence of the West (externally). In short, 
it’s a euphemism for twenty-first century strongman 
leadership, or what Fareed Zakaria calls “illiberal 
democracy”, namely regimes in which popular elections 
simply empower authoritarian leaders, who have 
minimal respect for basic civil liberties and thrive on 
majoritarian prejudice against minorities.

In this sense, Putin isn’t only lording it over one of 
the world’s largest stockpiles of nuclear warheads, but 
also a powerful and potentially toxic ideology, which 
has captured the imagination of contemporary populist 
leaders, including those in the West such as Viktor Orbán 
in Hungary and Donald Trump in the United States. But 
it’s in the emerging markets like the Philippines where 
the relevance of “Putinism” is more surprising.

President Rodrigo Duterte once described the 
man in the Kremlin as his “favourite hero”. It’s 
precisely within this context of such palpable 

personal-ideological affinity that one should understand 
Duterte’s obsession with developing robust strategic and 
defence relations with Russia, even if the two countries 

This is where Ilyin’s “patriotic arbitrariness” comes 
into picture, Duterte promising to end the scourge 
of crime and drugs by any means possible, including 
violation of due process and basic human rights. For 
two years, Duterte exercised almost arbitrary power, 
suspending normal constitutional procedures in order to 
deal with the menace of crime and drugs. He established 
what Carl Schmitt famously termed the “state of 
exception”. As the crown jurist of Nazi Germany argued, 
“the sovereign is he who decides on the exception [to the 
rules]”, not one who follows constitutional procedures.

Miller studiously documents Duterte’s scorched-
earth drug war, examining various documents and 
studies that break down the overall design as well as 
dynamics of alleged extrajudicial killings of suspected 
drug dealers.

“By August 2017, the leaders of protests opposing 
the drugs war claimed the death toll had topped 13,000 
… In March 2018, [Senator] Leila de Lima and her 
allies were asserting that the body count from what she 
branded ‘state sanctioned extra-judicial killings’ had 
topped 20,000,” he writes.

Those staggering numbers can potentially serve as 
a basis for prosecution of key Philippine officials by the 
International Criminal Court (ICC), which is currently 
examining allegations of crimes against humanity under 
the Duterte administration.

The Philippine National Police has contested 
these figures, claiming in January that “3,968 suspects 
had been killed in what it called ‘legitimate police 
operations’ since July 2016”. Foreign Secretary Alan 
Peter Cayetano, Duterte’s running mate, went further 
in his pushback against accusations of crimes against 
humanity: “To make such sweeping accusations without 
being able to support these claims with facts is not just 
misrepresentation, it is outright deception”. In March, 
the Philippines withdrew its membership of the ICC, 
though this wouldn’t affect ongoing examination of 
human rights violation charges against Duterte.

No matter which number we look at, the Philippines 
has become a site of human rights catastrophe. It’s a 
depressingly alarming setback for a country that only a 
few years ago was seen as a bastion of liberal democratic 
values in a region dominated by repressive regimes.

Instead of the Philippines inspiring others, it has 
begun to resemble its authoritarian neighbours. Miller 
rightly notes that Duterte’s drug war has a contemporary 
precedent in Thailand, where former prime minister 
Thaksin Shinawatra — a charismatic populist who 
enjoyed “approval ratings as high as 70 per cent” — 
pledged to solve the drug problem, eerily like Duterte, in 
only three months.

The upshot was close to 3,000 extrajudicial killings. 
It ultimately failed to address the drug problem in 
Thailand, yet it paved the way for a democratically 
elected authoritarian regime, which, as Miller writes, 
“clamped down on the media, hounded civil society 
groups, and did not shy from violence”.

I wrote this essay right after arriving in Davao, the 
ground zero of what sociologist Randy David calls 
“Dutertismo”: the unique model of authoritarian 

populism introduced and perfected by Duterte and 
his family in the commercial heart of the southern 
Philippines and which is now being implemented on a 
nationwide scale.

One can’t understand Duterte, who was catapulted 
from the mayoral office to the presidency in 2016, 

JONATHAN MILLER 
Duterte Harry: Fire and Fury in the Philippines 

Scribe: 2018

Reuters/Renato Lumawag

Rodrigo Duterte when he was mayor of Davao, mid-1990s
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without examining his governance record in Davao. A 
son of a former governor of Davao province, Duterte 
patiently climbed the ranks of power over decades, 
first as a prosecutor during the Ferdinand Marcos 
dictatorship and later as the longest-serving and most 
popular mayor of the city.

Under his watch, Davao went from a civil war-
infested “Nicaragua of the Philippines” into one of its 
most prosperous and safest urban centres. According to 
human rights groups, that stability was bought at a steep 
cost, namely extrajudicial killings of suspected drug 
dealers and criminals.

Yet the majority of residents seem to have bought 
into the Hobbesian social contract of stability and 
prosperity in exchange for higher tolerance of alleged 
human rights abuses. In Davao, Duterte is loved, most 
genuinely so. No wonder he never loses the chance to 
return to the city every other weekend or so.

 As he jested to some of us last year during an event 
in the Malacanang Palace in Manila, he doesn’t feel at 
home or welcomed by the ghosts of his predecessors 
lurking in the presidential complex. I think he wasn’t 
joking; he truly feels out of place in “Imperial Manila”. A 
driver in Davao told me, just a few hours into my visit, 
“He always comes home, especially because he is hated 
back there in Manila”.

Three years into office, Duterte is increasingly 
looking like a spent force. His drug war has largely failed 
to stem the inflow of drugs, particularly from China. 
The Philippine economy is also beginning to show 
vulnerabilities, as growth slows, the peso continues to 
weaken, and inflation reaches the highest level in almost 
a decade.

Despite Duterte’s relatively high approval ratings, 
public scepticism is building. Authoritative surveys 
show that a majority of Filipinos reject his cosy strategic 
relations with China and his proposal for constitutional 
change, which could dramatically expand Duterte’s 
presidential power. The public wants Duterte to adopt 
a tougher stance against Beijing in the South China Sea 
and focus on basic bread-and-butter issues.

Most crucially, the Philippine defence establishment 
is also standing its ground, gradually restoring strategic 
relations with the United States, openly criticising 
China’s creeping incursion into Philippine waters, 
snubbing Russian weaponry, studiously avoiding 
any involvement in the drug war and categorically 
rejecting Duterte’s proposal for the establishment of a 
“revolutionary government”.

The limits of Duterte’s power were on full display in 
September, when the military refused to follow his order 
for the warrantless arrest of Senator Antonio Trillanes, 
a former soldier and coup plotter, who has become the 
president’s most fervent critic.

Duterte sought to imprison his critic — similarly to 
de Lima, who has been languishing in jail since last year 
on what many believe are trumped up charges of drug 
dealing — by questioning Trillanes’ political amnesty 
(for his coup plots), granted by the former Benigno 
Aquino administration.

The military made it clear that no arrests can be 
made without court warrants, while leaking documents 
that showed Trillanes’ amnesty was valid. The concerted 
pushback forced Duterte’s hand, prompting the 
visibly frustrated president to taunt the military to 
“go to [Trillanes] and stage a mutiny or revolution or 
whatever” against him. Duterte subsequently issued  
a proclamation revoking the amnesty of Trillanes,  
who was arrested — by police, not the military — on  
25 September. 

Though he will likely remain in power for years to 
come, his political honeymoon of arbitrary rule seems 
to have come to an end. As he admitted in a recent 
national address, “I have reached the limit of my persona 
[political charisma]”. ☐

Richard Javad Heydarian is the author of The Rise of 
Duterte: A Populist Revolt against Elite Democracy

GEOFFREY C. GUNN
Monarchical Manipulation in Cambodia: France,  

Japan and the Sihanouk Crusade for Independence
NIAS: 2018

Family incomes hovered at about $600 a year. Social 
mobility was almost non-existent.

It’s clear that the benefits of what some people 
call a golden age were very thinly distributed among 
Cambodia’s people. Inequities and injustices inflicted 
for centuries on the rural poor were sufficient to 
ignite a Maoist revolutionary movement, while 
Sihanouk’s narcissistic style of rule generated 
enough discontent among its beneficiaries for them 
to depose him in 1970. The years since have been 
anything but golden — politically, at least — and it’s 
important to see the Sihanouk era, of single-party, 
winner-take-all rule, with its attendant inequity and 
injustice, as foreshadowing Cambodian politics to 
the present day.

What emerges from Gunn’s treatment of this 
period is that the Kingdom of Kampuchea, as 
the regime renamed itself, conducted its affairs 
pretty efficiently while continuing to use French 
in its official correspondence. It’s conceivable that 
Cambodia could have functioned as a viable nation-
state long before France granted the kingdom its 
independence. Gunn’s discussion of the multifaceted 
Cambodian nationalism (or nationalisms) that 
emerged in late 1945 is one of the many high points 
of his book. 

Issues of length and linguistic barriers may have 
deterred Gunn from discussing the Khmer Rouge 
period (1975-79). He may also have been concerned 
that a prolonged discussion of the topic might have 
thrown the book off balance. Finally, he may not 
have wanted to revisit the intense, point-scoring 
arguments of the late 1970s and early 1980s, when 
scholars and writers such as Malcolm Caldwell, 
Noam Chomsky, Steve Heder, Ben Kiernan, Jan 
Myrdal, Laura Summers and Michael Vickery, 
against mounting negative evidence, defended the 
Khmer Rouge regime until they stopped writing 
about it, died or changed their minds. In 2018 
these evaluations, however wrong-headed they may 
have been at the time, are worth revisiting so as to 
synthesise and evaluate the arguments they raised. 

In his brief preface to this book Gunn remarks 
(with pride, it seems) that he has no benefactors to 
thank. Throughout his career as an independent 
scholar, he has never been beholden to patrons, 
funding bodies or the often-smothering demands 
of academic institutions. Instead, by combining 
his clear-eyed approach to the study of Asia with 
his commendable curiosity, energy and scrupulous 
scholarship he has assembled an admirable and 
varied body of work. Monarchical Manipulations is 
not a company or institutional book. Its intellectual 
independence, among other things, makes it a 
rewarding read. ☐

Royal mess
David Chandler

Geoffrey C. Gunn is a distinguished Australian 
academic who has spent most of his working 
life in Asia. Since the 1980s he has written 

about the history and politics of many Asian 
countries, including Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, 
Japan, Laos, Timor-Leste and Vietnam. For many 
years Gunn’s work on what was once called French 
Indochina (a perennial interest of his) concentrated 
largely on Laos and Vietnam. Monarchical 
Manipulation in Cambodia: France, Japan, and the 
Sihanouk Crusade for Independence is the first of his 
books to deal exclusively with Cambodian history. 
Like much of Gunn’s earlier work, it benefits from his 
archival immersions and displays his extraordinary 
skill at finding invaluable needles in haystacks of 
documentation. In this regard a special virtue of 
Gunn’s latest work is the painstaking, imaginative 
way he has mined the national archives in Phnom 
Penh, which only became fully accessible to scholars 
in the late 1990s.

Monarchical Manipulation focusses on the French 
Protectorate of Cambodia (1863-1954) and more 
superficially on the first sixteen years of Cambodia’s 
independence. Aside from a brief epilogue, it 
closes with the bloodless coup in March 1970 that 
removed Prince Norodom Sihanouk (1922-2012) 
from power. Its discussion of the Sihanouk era pays 
more attention to left-wing resistance to the regime, 
traversing territory covered by Yale historian Ben 
Kiernan a quarter century ago, than it does to the 
Sihanouk era itself. What’s missing is a discussion of 
the political dynamics of the so-called golden age of 
Sihanouk or an assessment of Sihanouk’s activities 
and importance. By failing to discuss the Sihanouk 
years in detail, Gunn misses the opportunity to 
examine a stretch of time that was marked, or 
scarred, by consistent and systematic monarchical 
manipulation, a phrase that aptly characterises 
Sihanouk’s career and his personalised rule.

Today, many elderly Cambodians, especially 
former members of Cambodia’s urban bourgeoisie, 
see Sihanouk’s years in power as a golden age. But 
that golden age extended only to the privileged few 
— foreign diplomats, like myself; other expatriates; 
visitors to the kingdom, including journalists; Sino-
Khmer entrepreneurs; people close to the prince; 
and, above all, the members of Cambodia’s small but 
rapidly expanding and impatient urban bourgeoisie. 
Taken together these beneficiaries composed less 
than 20 per cent of the population — then calculated 
at a mere 8 million. The remaining men, women and 
children in Cambodia, or most of them, were the 
rural poor. Almost all of these people (another 80 
per cent, perhaps) were subsistence farmers, doing 
what they had done for millennia. Although they 
were better off economically in the 1950s and 1960s 
than they had been under French protection (1863-
1953), and had enjoyed almost a century of peace, 
the rural poor (whom Sihanouk called his children) 
had almost no access to health care, family planning, 
post-primary education or salaried employment. 

David Chandler is emeritus professor at Monash 
University and the author of A History of Cambodia, 
Brother Number One and Facing the Cambodian Past
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David Eimer is the author of The Emperor Far Away

Neorealists like Kaplan see geopolitics principally 
in terms of the projection of power, rather than relying 
on human nature to interpret how states might act. 
Neorealism is an essentially amoral creed in which 
a country’s interests always take precedence over its 
values or any attempt to promote them by, for example, 
invading a country to introduce democracy or to try 
to prevent conflict or genocide. Kaplan cites the 2011 
NATO intervention in Libya as an example of how such 
actions can do far more harm than good and believes 
the US has done the right thing in staying out of Syria. 

A long-time foreign correspondent and 
commentator with close links to both Capitol Hill 
and the Pentagon, Kaplan has neorealist mentors 
who include Henry Kissinger and academics Samuel 
Huntington and John Mearsheimer. Of the seventeen 
essays collected here, which date back to 2001 and were 
mostly written for the Atlantic, three are paeans to his 
heroes. There are also a number of tub-thumping pieces 
proclaiming the right and might of the US military.

More interesting are Kaplan’s thoughts on China’s 
rise and the key question of whether Beijing can 
maintain its imperial control inside its own borders, 
while also expanding its influence across Central and 
Southeast Asia. In the final essay of the book, Kaplan 
travels across China’s restive far western region of 
Xinjiang, which he identifies as presenting President Xi 
Jinping with his biggest challenge in terms of keeping 
stable the country’s crucial borderlands — China’s 
overland links to the rest of the world.

Despite ongoing Han Chinese immigration to the 
region, the Muslim Uighur ethnic minority, along with 
ethnic Kazakhs, still make up over half of Xinjiang’s 
population, and they remain an unwilling part of 
the Chinese empire. With Xinjiang acting as China’s 
gateway to Central Asia, Beijing’s efforts to convert the 
Uighurs into loyal citizens have become increasingly 
brutal. In August 2018, a United Nations human rights 
panel detailed that up to 2 million Uighur and Muslims 
in Xinjiang are being detained in what it described as 
“political camps for indoctrination”.

Beyond Xinjiang, China faces other challenges as 
it strives to make the BRI a reality. Some countries are 
resisting President Xi’s largesse, or diluting the projects, 
because they fear being indebted to Beijing for decades. 
Worse still is the prospect of losing sovereignty, as has 
happened in Sri Lanka, where the government has 
given China a ninety-nine-year lease on the new port 
of Hambantota because it can’t afford to repay the loans 
that funded it. Malaysia, Myanmar and Pakistan have all 
sought in recent months to renegotiate the deals under 
which China will build them new ports and roads. 

More anarchy
David Eimer

G E O P O L I T I C S

Future historians looking back on the early 
twenty-first century might define it as the age of 
acronyms. As political and economic alliances 

shift, and globalisation and technology telescope the 
world, countries on every continent are taking refuge 
from uncertain times in an ever-increasing number of 
groupings identified by their initials. 

Some are already considered so important that 
their acronyms have entered common usage, such as 
China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), designed to link 
the country to the rest of Asia and beyond by large 
investment in transport infrastructure. Others, like the 
Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical 
and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), whose seven 
members include India, Bangladesh and Myanmar, are 
still toiling in obscurity. 

Competing with them are the acronyms of the last 
century: the EU and NATO especially. To a greater or 
lesser extent, they are under assault from a rising tide of 
populism, exemplified by Donald Trump’s occupancy of 
the White House, as well as a lack of cohesion apparent 
in the undisguised bickering and suspicion among their 
own members. 

For author and journalist Robert D. Kaplan, these 
old and new institutions are unstated attempts to 
replicate the role empires played in the past. The central 
theme of Kaplan’s latest collection of essays, The Return 
of Marco Polo’s World, is the way the groupings that 
have dominated the last two centuries — the former 
European colonial powers and an interventionist United 
States — are being usurped by a revival of the Eurasian 
empires whose lands Marco Polo travelled through in 
the thirteenth century.

In particular Kaplan views China’s BRI, sometimes 
known as the New Silk Road, as Beijing reaching back 
to the time when the trade routes of the Yuan dynasty 
stretched across Central Asia to the Middle East and 
beyond, making China the key player in Eurasia. With 
Europe seemingly fracturing, as countries leave or 
rebel against its policies on freedom of movement and 
refugees, and US foreign policy confused under Trump, 
Kaplan believes a Eurasia is emerging where other old 
imperial powers — Russia, Turkey and Iran — will also 
play a part alongside China.

Kaplan foresees an age of what he calls “comparative 
anarchy” approaching too, in which regional crises — 
think Syria or Ukraine — are instantly transformed 
into global threats because countries and continents 
are now so interconnected. This will not be mere chaos, 
but a time when there is no single authority or arbiter 
standing above states, a world akin to a jungle in which 
even the great beasts are uncertain and fearful of the 
intentions of their rivals. 

None of this is especially new. Kaplan has been 
pushing the anarchy theory ever since he published his 
influential 1994 essay “The Coming Anarchy”, about 
the threat developing nations pose to the developed 
world because of overpopulation, urbanisation and 
environmental degradation. Kaplan’s work is also in 
thrall to the doctrine of neorealism that emerged in US 
universities in the late 1970s as a means of analysing 
international politics and shaping US foreign policy. 

ROBERT D. KAPLAN
The Return of Marco Polo’s World: War, Strategy, and 

American Interests in the Twenty-First Century
Random House: 2018

Thailand keeps pushing back the date — now 2023 
— when the new high-speed railway linking the country 
to Laos will be functional, and many analysts regard that 
prediction as overly optimistic. The railroad is essential 
for connecting China’s landlocked Yunnan province to 
the rest of Southeast Asia. If it isn’t built, Laos will be left 
with a US$6 billion railway it can’t afford or even use to 
any real purpose, and China’s south-west will remain 
comparatively isolated. 

Regional objections to the cost of the BRI haven’t 
stopped other financially dubious transport projects 
being proposed. At the September 2018 meeting of 
the Eastern Economic Forum, a grouping that brings 
together China, Russia, the Koreas and Japan, a railway 
on the remote island of Sakhalin was mooted as a 
means of connecting Russia’s rail system to Japan’s. A 
trans-Korea railroad is also in the works, to connect 
with the trans-Siberian that links China and Russia, 
notwithstanding the fact that North Korea’s rail network 
is so decrepit that most trains can travel only barely 
above twenty-five kilometres an hour. 

Yet there is no doubt that the countries within 
China’s immediate orbit are increasingly tied to Beijing. 
And Kaplan makes the vital point that an increasing 
maritime reach — the islands being colonised and 
expanded in the South China Sea, the ports Beijing has 
or wants in Bangladesh, Myanmar, Pakistan and Sri 
Lanka — will probably serve China’s strategic interests 
better than any of the new roads and railways it is partly 
funding. China’s navy has expanded hugely in recent 
years, and one of Kaplan’s essays calls for a convincing 
US response to that.

Not everyone will be comfortable with Kaplan’s 
analysis, or convinced by it. He has been attacked for his 
apparent fondness for the certainties of empire. At the 
same time, his theory of future conflicts being caused 
in part by cultures and civilisations clashing — which 
owes much to the work of his idol Huntington — has 
prompted accusations of orientalism. 

Kaplan doesn’t cede any ground to his critics in this 
book. In one essay he notes, “Iraqis will never behave 
like Swedes, and Afghans or Libyans will never behave 
like Canadians”. That is true, but not very helpful in 
terms of understanding the politics of those nations.  
Nor are neorealists supposed to refer to personality 
traits, or human behaviour at all, when divining the 
intentions of countries. 

But for all his right-wing ideology, Kaplan is no fan 
of Trump, whom he regards as “post-literate”, someone 
who doesn’t read history and isn’t enough of a realist to 
recognise how the world is being reshaped. His essay 
on North Korea points out that the stronger Pyongyang 
appears in its dealings with Washington, the better off 
it is in its relationship with Beijing. Trump would have 
been wise to read it before rushing to meet with Kim 
Jong-un in Singapore last June.

Ultimately it will be how Washington responds to 
China seeking to control Southeast and Central Asia, 
and the general decline of Western influence in the 
region, that will determine the area’s future. Kaplan 
quotes Mearsheimer as saying that China wants to  
be “Godzilla” and is determined to eject the US from 
Asia. But India, Japan and South Korea are all  
resolutely opposed to China dominating the continent. 
The return of Marco Polo’s world is not as certain as  
Kaplan believes. ☐

US Army
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ANTHONY WARE AND COSTAS LAOUTIDES
Myanmar’s ‘Rohingya’ Conflict

Hurst Publishers: 2018

particular place is reserved for the 1982 Citizenship Law 
which continues to legitimise a concept of nationhood 
based on ethno-nationalism. It divides rather than 
unites Myanmar’s diverse peoples.

The book analyses the deep historical roots of the 
conflict and shows how competing narratives contributed 
to the violent aftermath of the attacks on stations of the 
security forces by the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army 
(ARSA) in October 2016 and August 2017. 

Myanmar’s ‘Rohingya’ Conflict was written as 
developments in Rakhine State continued to follow 
each other in rapid succession. The authors shy away 
from drawing conclusions about blame for the mass 
exodus of Rohingya to Bangladesh. They recommend 
an independent and credible United Nations-led 
investigation by respected, impartial, external figures. 
Until late 2017 that might have been a suitable approach, 
but it was repeatedly rejected by Myanmar. Since then, 
however, many credible organisations and institutions 
have published well-documented findings that provide 
greater detail about the events that unfolded from 25 
August 2017 onwards. Prominent among them is the 
report of the UN’s Independent International Fact-
Finding Mission on Myanmar (IIFFM Myanmar) of 
September 2018 that found patterns of gross human 
rights violations and abuses committed in Kachin, 
Rakhine and Shan States that “undoubtedly amount to 
the gravest crimes under international law”, principally 
by Myanmar’s military, but also by other security forces. 

The authors appear to put considerable blame on 
ARSA’s shoulders because it sparked the military’s violent 
crackdowns in 2016 and 2017. The final pages of the book 
draw attention to the “moral hazard” they say ARSA 

What’s in a name? 
Laetitia van den Assum

M Y A N M A R

Yangon, October 2016. As a member of the 
Advisory Commission on Rakhine State, 
appointed by Aung San Suu Kyi and chaired by 

the late Kofi Annan, I spent two days listening to a range 
of perspectives on the history of Rakhine State. I was well 
aware that some of its elements are disputed and even 
toxic, but still found myself taken aback by the zeal of 
several presenters, who rejected all perspectives except 
their own. This went well beyond being lectured at.

The Commission met Rakhine and Rohingya experts 
as well as independent scholars. All were meticulously 
prepared and their work well-documented. By the end  
of the second day we had accumulated an impressive 
stack of books and papers to help us in our work. But 
some of our questions had clearly generated antagonism 
among Rakhine experts, particularly directed against  
the foreigners in the Commission. “Our issues are 
complex and it is difficult for you to understand them,” 
they told us.

You do not only hear such comments from the 
Rakhine community. You hear them everywhere 
in Myanmar, from the villages to the isolation of 
Naypyidaw, the country’s capital. De facto prime 
minister Suu Kyi herself frequently berates the world 
outside Myanmar for its lack of understanding of the 
complexities that mark her country. 

It is true that many outsiders at first find it difficult 
to grasp Myanmar’s notion of ethnicity and identity, but 
the frequent references to its complexity are too often 
intended as conversation stoppers. When you attempt to 
start a dialogue, the urge to control the historical narrative 
— and thus collective memory — can become palpable.

From September 2016 to July 2017, the Commission 
travelled the length and breadth of Rakhine State, from 
Maungdaw to Thandwe. Wherever we went, historical 
perspectives were high on the agenda. We interacted 
with more than a thousand people. All shared a deep 
sense of belonging and regardless of their ethnicity, 
were keen to share insights into their ethnically and 
religiously diverse state which for centuries had been a 
distinct political entity, the Arakanese kingdom. 

Many of the men and women who appeared before 
us are etched in my memory. The young Rakhines who 
said they had no option but to leave the state to look for 
work elsewhere; the Rohingya leader in Kyauktaw who, 
despite the severe restrictions placed on his community, 
had managed to make education available; the Kaman 
Muslims who find themselves in detention centres even 
though they are full citizens of Myanmar; the Hindus 
who spoke of their dwindling community and the 
smaller minorities like the Mro and the Khami who are 
struggling to survive.

 The people of Rakhine State all lose out as a result of 
a triple crisis of security, human rights and development. 
Their state, now the poorest in the country, has been 
marginalised by successive military regimes that  
have used divide-and-rule approaches to ensure they 
kept control. 

In Myanmar’s ‘Rohingya’ Conflict, Anthony Ware 
and Costas Laoutides do justice to the different 
perspectives on Rakhine’s history. They show that 

interpretations by Rakhine and Rohingya communities 
do not only differ: they are driven by fear of the “other” 
and are irreconcilable on critical points.

 The different historical narratives presented say 
much about identity, ethnicity and long-held grievances. 
They have to be taken to heart. In that long history, a 

represents. By its ill-conceived operations it knowingly 
put hundreds of thousands of Rohingya at risk.

Like the authors, the report of the IIFFM Myanmar 
does not condone the role of ARSA, but it is more 
nuanced in its assessment. It qualifies the events of 
25 August as “a catastrophe looming for decades”, 
and as the inevitable result of “severe, systemic and 
institutionalised oppression from birth to death”, and of 
an exclusionary vision, including the persistent denial 
of citizenship and severe restrictions on freedom of 
movement. The report also confirms that violations and 
abuses were committed by ARSA. 

Ware and Laoutides dedicate five pages to “the vexed 
question of names”, the question of what name to use for 
the Rohingya in their book. They explain how the name 
Rohingya has become heavily contested by the Rakhine 
community and by the government and is now seen 
as a factor of conflict in its own right. They provide a 
good overview of the debate, but their conclusion raises 
questions: with the exception of the book’s cover where 
Rohingya is shown in inverted commas, the authors use 
“Muslims in northern Rakhine State” in the text, but 
when they write about others’ views, they mimic their 
choice of terminology. 

This is at best confusing but also unsound. The 
authors justify their decision, in part, on the practice 
adopted by the Advisory Commission on Rakhine 
State. As a former member of this Commission, I would 
point out that we had a specific reason to use neither 
Rohingya nor Bengali (the name the government and 
Rakhine community prefer to use for the Rohingya). 
Our task was to advise on conflict resolution, to try to 
chart a way forward in what was overwhelmingly seen 
as an intractable conflict. Had we used these two names, 
we would have started off on a wrong footing with many 
of our interlocutors. In the conflicted environment we 
were operating in, it was important that we were seen as 
honest brokers.

Should academic writers adopt the same approach? 
I think not. At the core of Rakhine’s troubles lies a 
tripartite conflict between the Rohingya, the Rakhine 
and the Burman-led state. While all communities have 
suffered from the conflict, the Rohingya have borne the 
brunt of the oppression and marginalisation. Moreover, 
the brutal apartheid policy of enforced segregation, 
rolled out over many years but intensified since 2012, 
exclusively targets the Rohingya, robbing them of their 
freedom of movement, denying them equal access to 
health and education, barring them from livelihoods 
and detaining them in squalid camps and villages that 
have become open-air prisons. 

The greater the oppression became, the more the 
group clung to its identity as Rohingya. They had little else 
left. Putting Rohingya in inverted commas suggests that 
specific interpretations of history may hold the promise of 
a way forward towards solving the Rakhine conflict. 

Ultimately, Myanmar’s people would do well to 
consider having a national debate about what it means 
to be a twenty-first-century citizen of Myanmar. The 
country rightly takes pride in its rich history and 
diverse cultures. Cultivating a national identity based on 
pluralism and diversity will help to develop a vision for 
a dynamic future. In such a vision, putting Rohingya in 
inverted commas is putting the cart before the horse. ☐

Laetitia van den Assum is an independent diplomatic 
expert and formerly an ambassador of the Netherlands 
and a member of the Rakhine Advisory Commission

Salt-cured limes 
We used to bake tea leaves. 
Only on days we’d gut fish would 
Blackened earth push out the sea 
From our linoleum pocket. 
We kept salted lime jars. 
Only on days the pond 
Overfilled would we take them. 
No sun. No colour. No good. 
My mother only uses chanh muoi 
To make chicken lime porridge. 
I don’t think chanh muoi is the right term then but 
It’s what she calls them. 
The green lawn chairs have jaded 
To grass clippings and mud. 
Too many rocks have made their way 
Into our pond where scattered orange leaves 
Lay amuck, endless spittle from whiskered 
Lips mistaking them for supper. 

Clarity Lim
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David Scott Mathieson is a Yangon-based  
independent analyst

Mae Sot changed dramatically following Myanmar’s 
1988 democratic uprising. It rapidly became a hub for 
international aid agencies seeking access to refugee 
camps, and a de facto headquarters of the exiled pro-
democracy forces. After partial economic liberalisation 
that started to turn formerly isolated socialist-cum-
military Burma into military-ruled Myanmar, Mae Sot 
became a transit point for people entering Thailand to 
seek work in an illegal labour market. The first textile 
factories opened in 1995.

Campbell estimates that in the 1990s Mae Sot was 
the transit hub for 90 per cent of Myanmar people 
seeking work in Thailand, and cites research that 
estimates 40 per cent worked in factories, 40 per cent in 
agriculture and 20 per cent in domestic labour. The Wild 
West tone was set early: predatory police shaking down 
undocumented workers, migrants enduring horrific 
working and living conditions, farm owners killing 
workers who demanded back pay. It was cheaper to pay 
a hired gun, often local government militia or off-duty 
police, than to pay back wages. 

Campbell cites some alarming statistics to back 
his argument of institutionalised legal uncertainty 
and adaptive corruption. He estimates there were 300 
registered factories in Mae Sot, each with anywhere 
between 100 and 1,000 workers, during his research. 
There were also 200 or so unregistered “home factories”, 
each with a dozen or so workers. The highest estimate 
of migrant workers in the Mae Sot area was 300,000,  
the lowest estimate half that. Only 6.7 per cent in 2012 
and 15.4 per cent at the end of 2013 were registered. 
Most workers earned from a third to half what an 
equivalent Thai worker would receive. Cheapness 
in labour and life were the hallmarks of Mae Sot for 
many years. This is what Campbell calls the “politics 
of precarity”, a lens through which to analyse the lived 
experience of undocumented workers in an unregulated  
border area. 

Campbell skilfully tells the story of major labour 
shifts in central Thailand from the 1970s that resulted in 
what Gilles Deleuze termed “capitalist recuperation”, “the 
ways in which governments and capitalists appropriate 
what are initially subversive struggles, redirecting them 
instead toward conservative ends that reproduce the 
status quo”. As higher wages and better conditions arose 
from class struggles in Thailand, production zones 
shifted to the borders, “special economic zones” formed, 
and sites such as Mae Sot boomed. 

The author examines the evolution of migrant 
worker rights — how issues that were once suppressed 
through intimidation and outright violence slowly 
transformed into collective discussions among migrants, 
Thai officials, factory owners and international 
organisations. Organisations such as the Yaung Chi 
Oo Workers Association and the Migrant Assistance 
Program (MAP) were founded, and workers’ collectives 
formed to challenge low wages, poor working conditions 
and the lack of registration. A comparison between 
May Day celebrations in 2012 and 2013 illustrates how 
migrant workers’ demands and public processions adapt 
to changes in policy and protection measures. Nothing 
in Mae Sot is static.

Capitalist outposts
David Scott Mathieson

T H A I L A N D

Border towns are often sketchy, sleazy and specious. 
Mae Sot, the “westernmost” town of Thailand,  
 as described on the signboard by the Friendship 

Bridge connecting it to the Myanmar town of Myawaddy 
over the fetid Moei River, is a classic example. Over 
decades, Mae Sot has grown from an isolated Thai 
village across from Myanmar’s incessant ethnic armed 
conflict to a key border trading post where every 
manner of rebel, smuggler, drug dealer, pimp, refugee, 
migrant worker and corrupt official has flocked to make 
a fortune or eke out an existence.  

Mae Sot for many years embodied the contradictions 
and corruption of Orson Welles’s film Touch of Evil, in 
which competing mercantile interests clash and ordinary 
people become victims near the border between two 
uneven nation-states. At least that’s what I thought when 
I first arrived in 2002. Mae Sot was a slice of Myanmar 
slapped down just inside the dark side of Thailand.

Violent narratives of border towns have excited 
foreign reportage for many years, and Mae Sot endured 
a lazy caravan of freelancers reporting on abuses of 
migrant workers, drug trafficking and assorted intrigue 
gleaned from intoxicated aid workers. Phil Thornton’s 
classic reportage Restless Souls, about Mae Sot and the 
ethnic Karen struggle against Myanmar military rule 
along the border, was a rebuke to such hackneyed  
tick-box coverage, profiling the many different people 
from Myanmar who carved out an uneasy emigre hub  
in Mae Sot.

The scholar Stephen Campbell has worked on the 
same border for many years, among displaced Karen 
refugees and more than 200,000 undocumented migrant 
workers from Myanmar. His tightly written new study, 
Border Capitalism, Disrupted, is both humanising and 
erudite, an original analysis of the plight of migrants 
toiling in harsh conditions.

For more than two decades, Mae Sot has been 
notorious for its exploitation of labour from across 
Myanmar: textile factory workers, domestic help, 
farmhands and many others. Its distance from Bangkok 
means that the legal framework around migrant workers 
is locally interpreted, often by corrupt officials serving 
the needs of local entrepreneurs connected to global 
production chains. These inchoate spaces of legal 
massaging “comprise overlapping and often contradictory 
practices and relations that are never wholly delimited 
within the terms of official law and policy”.

Campbell’s basic questions are: how can capital 
keep production costs down by exploiting the labour 
force and yet ensure that production continues? How 
can a desperate labour force with few if any legal rights 
in Thailand find wages to send back to impoverished 
families in Myanmar and yet show some resistance 
to exploitation? In six tight and superbly written 
chapters, the author answers these questions with a 
combination of academic analysis and anthropological 
embeddedness in the migrant worker communities  
of Mae Sot. 

The first chapter profiles Mae Sot the town and 
its formation, a rebel outpost that became a 
repressive factory zone. Campbell makes the 

cogent point, often overlooked in research on people 
from conflict zones, that categorising someone as a 
“refugee”, “migrant worker” or “economic refugee” fails 
to understand that these are “overlapping categories” 
that don’t fully capture the many reasons people have 
fled Myanmar for decades. 

STEPHEN CAMPBELL
Border Capitalism, Disrupted. Precarity and Struggle  

in a Southeast Asian Industrial Zone
Cornell University Press: 2018

The centre of the book outlines how changes in 
the official Thai registration system between 2009 and 
2014 permitted greater mobility for Myanmar migrant 
workers. This is a remarkably well-drawn case study, 
for it must be remembered that the highest estimate 
for migrant workers from Myanmar in Thailand is 
4 million: from Shan farmers in Chiang Rai to Mon 
fishers in Ranong, in factories, hotels, bars, brothels, 
homes and supermarkets. In a Kinokuniya bookstore 
in Bangkok a few years ago, I saw a young cleaner 
with a broom looking transfixed at a picture book on 
Myanmar: I said hello to her in Burmese, and she looked 
shocked and scared and dashed off. These “invisible” 
workers keep the Thai economy cruising, and Border 
Capitalism, Disrupted reminds us constantly how 
precarious and perilous this work can be for millions. 
Even with increased registration of workers, working 
life in Thailand is made uncertain by checkpoints, 
predatory officials and a general Thai public perception 
of Myanmar migrant workers as thieves. Many migrant 
workers arrested in sweeps in Bangkok and deported 
through Mae Sot made their way back across the river 
the following day to find work in another location.

Campbell’s investigation of “coercive policing” 
practices in Mae Sot is a hard read. Migrant workers 
were in constant danger of shakedowns from the Thai 
police, who raided houses, established checkpoints at 
key intersections at rush hour and used any pretext to 
extort money. I used to see them lurking around a key 
intersection on Asian Highway 1, a few kilometres from 
the border, hailing down those they suspected to be 
undocumented and extracting 150 baht bribes. 

The animus of many workers towards Thai police 
is extreme: “uniformed bandit” and “beggar” are slurs 
towards officers, many of whom have been enriched by 
systematic shakedowns. Many migrant workers in Mae 
Sot called themselves “ATMs for the police”.

Campbell spends time hanging out at the Apex 
factory in Mae Sot, blending theoretical arguments 
of “class recomposition” with stories of workers 
collectivising in defiance of poor conditions or wages 
to stage peaceful demonstrations, something which 
frequently happens in Mae Sot, often curiously without 
a crackdown by authorities. These sit-ins or marches 
are often performances of renegotiation. They emerge 
because of the social relations formed from living and 
working together in poor conditions, surrounded by a 
hostile security apparatus. Close friendship and support 
networks emerge, often around religious holidays.  
This is a detailed study of everyday resistance. A case 
study of workers from the Supafine Fashion factory 
negotiating better wages and conditions because of  
their mobilisation and the support of activists from 
Yaung Chi Oo corrects views of migrant workers as 
simply hapless victims.

Mae Sot’s misery is not unique: the border towns 
of Mae Sai, Ranong, Narathiwat and Aranyaprathet 
have the same feel of evil and exploitation. Campbell’s 
examination of the politics of class in a border zone is 
an important work that, despite its dense arguments, 
is a gripping and grounded story of uncertain lives. Its 
conclusions are depressingly cyclical: the migrant worker 
registration system and demands for higher wages 
continue under the Thai military junta. The struggle for 
survival and rights in Mae Sot is a work in progress.  ☐
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Veisse Pharmacy
As far as filling prescriptions goes,
 no one in Phnom Penh was stricter, more conscientious
than Veisse Pharmacy, located at 5 Quai De Verneville,
 corner of Streets 13 and 106, near the Canal,

not far from Post Office Square and Sisowath Quai.
 This was in the 1930s.  
Sometimes we would meet at Tonle Sap River
 or at the back of the shop late at night, 

where I would flow into his arms, 
eyes, mouth, for hours, a dark river, swollen, 
overflowing the thick embankments — for this sickness, 
there was no stricture, no cure, no salve.

Many years later, when I returned to Phnom Penh from Paris —
 the city of green stars glowing in the night sky —,
I would gaze at the strange facade of the pharmacy,
 at the emblem with the vases and two serpents.

Now, to me, from this distance,
 the serpents seemed like tongues or rivers,
and my memories, like monsoons
 exploding in the darkness.

Brave Girl Street 
When I lived at Chinese House,
 I had been living in the street
when its owner took me in —
 an ugly, mean, old Chinese man, 

who did not like Cambodians or Vietnamese —
 well, he didn’t really like anyone.
He kept to himself, and I think he took me in
 to put his house in order,

and to prepare and hand him his opium pipe
 when he laid on his ornately carved floating bed.
He never spoke to me, not really, or to anybody,
 and I always imagined he was rich. 

But, now, I’m not so sure.
 Just before he passed, he sold the house.
When I awoke the following morning,
 I found an envelope next to my bed.

At first, I was shocked, because he had never,
 to my knowledge, entered my room.
In the envelope, I found an enormous sum, with a note
explaining I had been a brave girl.

Years later, when I tried to return to the house
 and briefly lost my way, a young Cambodian boy, 
darker than I, darker than the night, told me 
 it was off Sisowath Quay, on Brave Girl Street.

P O E T R Y

Richard Milazzo

ERIKA RAPPAPORT
The Thirst for Empire: How Tea  

Shaped the Modern World
Princeton University Press: 2017

Tea empire
Milton Osborne

With a kitchen and stove essential starting 
points for Erika Rappaport’s voluminous 
study of tea and imperialism, I cannot resist 

succumbing to a culinary metaphor by observing that 
her book is a great plum pudding of an enterprise: rich 
in detail, sometimes surprising in the ingredients, and 
ultimately very satisfying.

As she acknowledges, her book follows a recent 
spate of publications that have focussed on essential 
commodities in the world of food: Sydney Mintz’s 
Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in Modern 
History, which she cites, and Mark Kurlansky’s Salt: 
A World History, which she does not, are notable and 
contrasting examples. In the case of sugar there are 
some very sombre issues linked to imperialism with 
slavery forming a grim part of that commodity’s history.

While the book recounts the story of modern tea 
production in India and China, it also highlights the 
different cultural issues associated with its consumption, 
ranging from the formality of the Japanese tea ceremony 
to the manner in which tea was seen as an essential 
“pick me up” for soldiers in both world wars. It touches 
briefly on the role played by plant hunters such as 
Robert Fortune, and surveys the issues associated with 
tea and the Opium Wars, not least the role played by the 
likes of Jardine and Matheson who went on to establish 
one of the great trading hongs in Hong Kong.

Rappaport’s discussion focusses on the vital link 
between tea and Western, particularly British, colonial 
endeavour. While many historians would see the 
British East India Company’s motivations in the First 
Anglo-Burmese War as a classic example of a clash of 
geopolitical cultures, she concentrates on the extent 
to which the tea fields of Assam played their part 
as an incentive for imperial acquisitiveness. In the 
decades that followed she draws attention to the way in 
which the nature of tea plantations — white planters, 
indigenous pickers — contributed to the wider culture 
of white dominance in an imperial world.

But it would be wrong to see this book as simply 
another review of the past in anti-colonial terms. 
Through exhaustive and wide-ranging analysis, the 
author looks at the changing role of international 
trading companies linked to the everyday functioning 
and control of the tea market; the clash between the 
appeal of tea and of coffee; and the question of whether 
tea was a “feminine” or “male” drink. 

Even tea enthusiasts may be surprised at the attempt, 
which Rappaport discusses in some detail, to associate 
tea with the Swinging Sixties. With the industry’s Tea 
Council concerned that tea drinking was perceived as 
old fashioned and was slipping behind coffee’s appeal, it 
launched a campaign in 1965 to persuade young Britons 
to “Join the Tea Set”. Television advertisements were 
devised featuring now forgotten bands such as Unit 4+2 
and the Ivy League. It seems the campaign didn’t have 
any effect; tea remained a drink of choice for many, but 
lost out to coffee as the drink of emerging youth. ☐

Milton Osborne is the author of Pol Pot Solved the 
Leprosy Problem

F O O D
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Endy M. Bayuni is a senior journalist at the Jakarta Post

Emerging power
Endy M. Bayuni

I N D O N E S I A

its natural resources — and hence a large chunk of the 
economy — and how the benefits accrued should be 
distributed among the population, now 265 million. A 
new, more assertive type of nationalism is emerging, as 
successive presidents try to seize more control over the 
country’s natural resources. Yet the nation still depends 
on foreign investment to help exploit these resources. 
Nationalism and sovereignty are powerful tools at the 
government’s disposal. 

Edward Aspinall, in his chapter “The New 
Nationalism in Indonesia”, says the political elite 
tends to couch nationalism in terms of foreign threats 
and national dignity, tending to blame outsiders for 
perceived failures in developing the economy and 
bringing prosperity. What we see is a kind of xenophobic 
nationalism that scapegoats outsiders, targeting 
Indonesia’s close neighbours Australia, Singapore and 
Malaysia but also often big powers like the United States 
and China. Indonesia needs to shake off its inferiority 
complex. If it wants to be recognised by its neighbours 
as a legitimate regional power, then it should act like 
one. Aspinall suggests Indonesia has some way to go yet. 

The book has a single chapter on Indonesia’s foreign 
policy, on how the country is handling China’s growing 
assertiveness in the South China Sea. While no one 
expects Indonesia to stand up militarily against China, 
nor is it a minnow that will easily succumb to Chinese 
pressure. With its size, power and influence, Jakarta has 
some leverage in dealing with China. 

In “Nationalism, Sovereignty and Foreign Policy: 
Indonesia and the Disputes over the South China Sea”, 
Shafiah F. Muhibat contends that Indonesia draws the 
line on how far China can impose itself on the rest of the 
region, especially when its own sovereignty is at stake. 
This was exemplified by President Widodo’s holding 
of a cabinet meeting on board a warship sailing the 
Natuna Sea in 2016, to send a message to Beijing that 
Indonesia’s sovereignty is not something to be trampled 
on. The meeting followed three skirmishes involving 
Indonesian navy patrols and Chinese fishing boats, 
escorted by Chinese coast guards, in the same sea. The 
photo of commander-in-chief Widodo, in a bomber 
jacket, inspecting weapons on board the ship, went 
down well with the Indonesian public, although it raised 
some concerns in the foreign ministry about how China 
would react. 

Muhibat writes that Indonesia will continue to 
use its position in ASEAN in dealing with China over 
the South China Sea, not so much in helping to find 
solutions to the multiple territorial disputes but in 
ensuring that no one resorts to force. 

Along with the mining sector, no economic area  
better reflects the power interplay between the  

Since President Joko Widodo took office in 2014, 
Indonesia has wrested control of at least three  
 major mining operations from the hands of foreign 

contractors, which have long run many of the country’s 
extractive industries. The Batu Hijau copper and gold 
mine, in West Nusa Tenggara, was transferred from US 
Newmont to local company Medco; the Mahakam oil-
and-gas block, in Kalimantan, from French and Japanese 
interests to state-owned Pertamina. Control of the Rokan 
oil field, in Riau, which accounts for about a quarter of 
the country’s oil output, will shift to Pertamina, from 
Chevron, in 2021. Meanwhile, the government has been 
in a long tug-of-war in Papua with Freeport-McMoRan 
over one of the world’s largest gold reserves.

History may not be on Indonesia’s side. In 1955, 
the government nationalised all Dutch business 
interests in oil and gas and plantations, with disastrous 
consequences for the economy. That was then, when 
Indonesia had been an independent nation for only ten 
years. Things have changed, and there now seems to be 
no stopping the government when it comes to assuming 
more control of the country’s economic resources. Yet 
the rhetoric used in today’s boardroom battles is not 
so different from that used in 1955: nationalism and 
sovereignty, and the idea that Indonesia has to control its 
own resources and determine its own destiny.

This new developmentalism in the mining sector 
is “premised on the notion that the state should 
intervene in markets in order to protect and boost 
local companies, support state owned enterprises 
and develop domestic champions as agents of 
industrial development”, writes Eve Warburton, one 
of the contributors to Indonesia in the New World: 
Globalisation, Nationalism and Sovereignty. This edited 
collection provides glimpses of the struggles of the 
world’s fourth most populous country in coming to 
terms with its newfound power. The subtitle aptly 
defines the three key forces that Indonesia needs to 
address as it searches for its rightful place in the world, 
one commensurate with its size.

Indonesia in the last two decades has been described 
as an emerging democracy and an emerging market 
economy, but the idea of it as an emerging power has not 
really caught on. Such power aspirations exist internally, 
and their potential is well recognised externally, but for 
them to be realised Indonesia needs to do more.

Globalisation defines Indonesia, as it does most 
other countries. But Indonesia, an archipelago with 
more than 13,500 islands, is even more a product of 
globalisation, with its formation into a single nation 
from a collection of disparate sultanates through three 
and a half centuries of Dutch colonialism that exploited 
the spice trade. Since independence in 1945, Indonesia 
has continued to be a major global supplier of raw 
materials from its extractive industries, from oil and 
gas to tin, nickel and copper (and, more recently, coal), 
and of plantation crops, from rubber, tea and coffee to 
timber and wood, pulp and paper, and now palm oil.

Successive governments in the last seventy-three 
years have struggled to reconcile the pressures of 
globalisation with the questions of who should control 

quest for sovereignty, the rise of nationalism and the 
pressures of globalisation than the food industry. 
Successive presidents have struggled to ensure enough 
food for Indonesia’s ever-growing population, but 
the rhetoric has shifted from food security to food 
sovereignty. Simply put, food sovereignty means that 
Indonesia should not import any of its food needs, if it 
can help it. This shift may have galvanised nationalist 
sentiments, but it is not grounded in reality, as Indonesia 
will continue to rely on food imports. 

Indonesia still imports rice every year to strengthen 
its reserves, which tend to run low before harvest time. It 
imports beef, and any attempt to curtail beef imports is 
likely to fail because demand keeps rising along with the 
nation’s per capita income. The same is true, ironically, 
for soy beans, the main ingredient in Indonesia’s famous 
tempeh. This reliance on imports somehow makes a 
mockery of the argument for self-sufficiency and food 
sovereignty. Worse still, it conceals the reality about 
distribution, writes Jeff Neilson in “Feeding the Bangsa: 
Food Sovereignty and the State in Indonesia”. While 
statistically there is enough food to go around, Indonesia 
in 2017 still had more than 20.3 million undernourished 
people, Neilson says, quoting the Unied Nation’s Food 
and Agriculture Organization.

The quest for food sovereignty, which always 
includes raising protectionist barriers, inevitably comes 
at the expense of consumers paying much more for food. 
The real beneficiaries are the companies developing large 
food estates and the cartels controlling the domestic 
trade of rice, beef, sugar and other basic foodstuffs.

No discussion of present Indonesia is complete 
without looking at its human resources. 
Indonesia may be in an era of demographic 

bonus, with a sizeable young population, but 
globalisation has prevented the country from fully 
developing its manufacturing sector. It instead relies 
on the services sector and the digital economy to help 
absorb its young workforce. The employment challenge 
is daunting, as each year Indonesia needs to create job 
opportunities for 4 million school and college graduates 
joining the labour force. Many have had to turn to 
working abroad, with a consequential rise in human 
trafficking cases. 

The experiences of China, India and Indonesia 
in the twenty-first century show that having a large 
population is not necessarily a burden. Instead it can 
be the force that drives growth, provided people are 
gainfully employed and contribute to the country’s gross 
domestic product. 

There is no denying that Indonesia has come a 
long way in the past twenty years, and it has reached 
this stage through the power play between the internal 
goals of nationalism and sovereignty and the external 
pressures of globalisation. Not so much stated but 
implied in the book is that Indonesia is reconciling these 
contesting demands in a democratic context. 

The pressure for more protectionism and for more 
control over lucrative economic sectors, as with all 
other issues, is widely debated. The limits on how far 
Indonesia can go may be defined by external factors like 
globalisation, but even these have to be debated in the 
public sphere. What this means is that when Indonesia 
claims its rightful place in the world, it will have the 
widespread support of its people. ☐

ARIANTO A. PATUNRU, MARI PANGESTU  
AND M. CHATIB BASRI (EDS)

Indonesia in the New World: Globalisation,  
Nationalism and Sovereignty

Singapore: ISEAS Publishing, 2018
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Indonesian President Joko Widodo
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Le Thi Thuy has been a street food vendor in Ho 
Chi Minh City, Vietnam’s booming commercial 
centre, for a decade. She spent most of the years 

serving banh cuon, or rice noodle rolls, from a mobile 
cart outside the city zoo. 

Business was good, but also stressful. “Back then, if 
there was a policeman or urban security officer in sight, 
I would tremble in fear and get ready to run away,” she 
told me through an interpreter. 

Early this year, she was rounded up by local police and 
told that she had to relocate to a new street-food zone set 
up on a relatively quiet street near Notre Dame Cathedral. 
This area features twenty stalls where vendors alternate 
between breakfast and lunch shifts. They no longer have 
to fear a surprise police patrol, and the municipal health 
department helps them maintain hygiene, a common 
concern when it comes to street food. 

Thuy’s relocation to a more permanent setting is part 
of a broader footpath-clearing initiative run by Doan 
Ngoc Hai, the vice-chair of District 1, Ho Chi Minh 
City’s shopping, business and tourism heart. This effort 
began in February 2017 and immediately made national 
headlines, as Hai and his aggressive team towed cars 
from footpaths, smashed walls that impeded walkways 
and confiscated food carts.

This was all done in an effort to realise Hai’s dream 
of turning the district into a Little Singapore. Since then, 
this journey has been a rollercoaster. The campaign lost 
steam when the public sided with poor footpath vendors 
who had abruptly lost their primary source of income, 
and the official even offered to resign.

His resignation was never accepted, and throughout 
2018, Captain Sidewalk, as he has been dubbed by the 
local media, has taken stabs at clearing apartment fire 
exits of rubbish and rounding up stray dogs. 

The footpath vendors, however, remain, and District 
1 is no closer to becoming a new Singapore than it was 
when Hai started his crusade well over a year ago. This 
type of push and pull, in which officials make halting 
progress, for better or worse, towards a stated goal 
only to see much of it reversed by the realities of life in 
Vietnam, is the subject of Traders in Motion: Identities 
and Contestations in the Vietnamese Marketplace,  
edited by Kirsten Endres and Ann Marie Leshkowich. 
Through twelve chapters, the book examines the 
relationship between the state and the marketplace 
across the country. Its broad geographic scope ranges 
from the mountainous border with China down through 
the south-central coast and on to Ho Chi Minh City. 

The book starts in Lao Cai, a relatively small city 
with outsized economic importance thanks to its setting 
as a crossing on the Chinese border. Through research 
conducted from October 2010 to March 2011, Endres, 
in her chapter “Making the Marketplace: Traders, 
Cadres and Bureaucratic Documents in Lao Cai City”, 
takes a look at relations between vendors at the main 
market and the officials who oversee it, as well as the 
contentious plan to build a new market building. 

Endres explains the concept of “papereality”, or 
conditions created by mountains of documents and 
paperwork that the Vietnamese bureaucracy is so adept 

Reality bites
Michael Tatarski

V I E T N A M

at building. This is not unique to Lao Cai — there are 
rules and regulations covering many facets of life in 
Vietnam, but enforcement is an entirely different matter. 
Driving your motorbike on the footpath, for example, is 
illegal, but you will never see someone being stopped for 
doing so.

This holds true in markets as well, as Endres writes: 
“In the experiential reality of the everyday market  
bustle, however, the boundary between formal state  
rule and informal social and economic practice often 
gets blurred.” 

There can be ample flexibility when it comes to 
regulations, especially if bribes are involved, though this 
flexibility also extends only so far. The decision to build 
a new Lao Cai market is one example. The municipal 
People’s Committee wanted to build a more “modern” 
facility, as many local governments desire because a new 
market helps cities access more development funds. 

The vendors, however, didn’t want to move. They 
petitioned city leaders, but in the end their pleas were 
ignored. Hung, a trader in the market, told Endres: 
“What do we know about the state’s policy; they do 
whatever they see fit. They will hold meetings and 
announce their decisions by loudspeaker, that’s how we 
will learn the news.” 

Similar ground is covered by Sarah Turner in a 
chapter on Sa Pa, a popular tourist town in the northern 
mountains. “Run and Hide When You See the Police” 
examines “rural livelihood diversification”, an effort to 
move residents of poorer provinces out of agriculture 
and into more stable lines of work. However, as this 
chapter shows, this has a highly uneven impact across 
ethnicities. Northern Vietnam is home to more than 
6 million members of the country’s various ethnic 
minority groups, yet large-scale commerce is dominated 
by Kinh, the country’s majority ethnic group.

Turner illustrates that officials in Sa Pa — all of 
whom are Kinh — give preferential treatment to Kinh 
vendors, offering them the best locations in markets 
while harassing minority vendors, many of whom don’t 

speak Vietnamese, who work on the street. Gender 
dynamics play a key role here as well, as the vast 
majority of itinerant vendors are women, while most 
officials are men.

The main flashpoint in this section involves another 
market, specifically the relocation of the main Sa Pa 
market. The old facility was located in the centre of town 
and easily accessible for visitors, while the proposed  
new location was a kilometre away in an area off the 
tourist trail.

As in Lao Cai City, the vendors working in Sa Pa’s 
market did not want to move, yet the local government 
decided it had to be done. One day officials simply 
carted everything out, locked the doors and cut the 
power, forcing vendors either to move to the new, distant 
market or to risk hawking their wares on the pavement. 

A quote from a local official in another chapter on 
Sa Pa clearly illustrates the state view on these markets: 
“There is no need to ask for people’s opinions. We can 
do whatever we like. It is the right of the authorities 
and the final decision is that the market must be moved 
according to the plan.”

Having reported on Vietnam for the last six years, I 
find this fascinating. Taken together with the decisions 
to move the Lao Cai and Sa Pa markets over vocal 
objections from vendors, it appears that officials are able 
to get away with more when they are far removed from 
the social media glare of major cities.

Granted, much of the research for this book took 
place from 2010 through 2014, before Facebook and 
smartphones had penetrated Vietnam as deeply as  
they have now, but I have a hard time envisioning  
such a scenario playing out in Hanoi or Ho Chi Minh 
City today.

Take the footpath-clearing campaign. Hai and 
the rest of the District 1 People’s Committee have the 
authority to clear out anyone illegally occupying a 
footpath, yet they have been unable to do so effectively 
since images of crying banh mi vendors on Facebook 
evoke a visceral reaction. 

Hanoi attempted to carry out a similar campaign of 
its own last year, and that sputtered even more quickly 
than its southern counterpart. 

Officials in Ho Chi Minh City have also proposed 
plans to demolish a popular wet market in District 1 
and remove cafes and clothing boutiques from post-war 
apartment buildings that have been refashioned as hip 
new destinations. This has not happened, likely for a 
variety of reasons, but there is little doubt that officials 
are aware of the online uproar that would follow any 
actions in this area. 

What is clear from Traders in Motion is that these 
tensions exist far beyond the cosmopolitan inner 
districts of Vietnam’s major cities, where footpath 
vendors roam outside gleaming mega-malls. 

From the south-central coast to the Chinese border, 
the Vietnamese government and the people it oversees 
are engaged in an ever-shifting, complex relationship. 
For an academic volume, this book provides a highly 
readable and valuable examination of what this looks 
like in the various iterations of marketplaces around the 
country, allowing readers to zoom in on issues such as 
market relocations and ethnic minority vendors, which 
are often overlooked by the media. ☐

Michael Tatarski is a freelance writer based in Ho Chi 
Minh City

Christian Berg

A street food vendor in Ho Chi Minh City

KIRSTEN ENDRES AND ANN MARIE 
LESHKOWICH (EDS)

Traders in Motion: Identities and Contestations 
in the Vietnamese Marketplace
Cornell University Press: 2018
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Realm of paradise
Kim Cheng Boey

J O U R N A L

and their identities revealed. Often the families never 
even received news of their demise. Unlike American 
soldiers, who wore dog tags, Vietnamese soldiers 
carried paper identification, which decomposed in heat 
and rain as readily as did the bodies. There are still 
remains being uncovered; about 300,000 Vietnamese 
soldiers are yet to be accounted for, compared to the 
1,600 Americans missing in action.

The dead soldiers here seem to enjoy a little more 
rest than the generation after them in the Truong Son 
Martyrs’ Cemetery. And they are being remembered. In 
an orderly fashion the visitors took turns to step closer 
to the altar with joss sticks in clasped hands, and bow in 
solemn reverence, before planting the incense in a large 
dragon-flanged bronze brazier. Their duty discharged, 
they headed back to the bus park in broken formation, 
their reflections ghostly on the wet tiles.

Then the pig arrived.
Around the shrine, the women are fussing over  

the display of floral tributes, and the food and  
drinks, inspecting the pig now and again. In a corner 
two of them are feeding spirit money to the flames in 
a recycled oil barrel, the smell of burning joss instantly 
bringing Qingming to mind — the excursions to the 
Lim Chu Kang Cemetery that my grandmother led, 
the long bus journey through the countryside and 
farmlands, and then the long walk in the sun through 
the crowds to what must have been my grandfather’s 
tomb, a small oval picture of a stern-looking man on the 
headstone. The modest offerings were laid out: boiled 
chicken, fried fish and fruits. And then the burning of 
paper money, deftly folded ingots that glinted in the sun. 
We stopped going soon after we left grandmother’s care 
and nobody knew where our grandfather’s grave was 
after her death.

Here, the swarthy man who delivered the pig sidles 
over and asks in halting Mandarin where I’m from.  
He looks doubtful about my Australian nationality,  
and doesn’t seem to follow my explanation. I gesture to 
the pig.

“Is it an offering for your ancestors?”
“Yes, we have come to pray to our ancestors.”  

His gaze sweeps the graves all around. “We have to  
feed them.”

The penny drops: the Hungry Ghost Festival. It is 
one of the many Chinese rituals and customs that the 
Vietnamese have absorbed from their sometime invader 
and coloniser across the northern border.

“My grandfather and his brother are here, but we 
don’t know which graves.” 

“Did your father fight in the American war?” The 
question slips out; it is insensitive, I worry.

“I can’t remember my father. He joined the Viet 
Cong and never came back. I think he died in 1968.” 
His eyes search the graves for an answer. Then he is 
summoned to help with the preparations.

I walk back to the fortress-like wall of the cemetery. 
Inscribed in black marble on the inner wall are the 
names of the 8,000 Viet Minh who fell in the battle. It 
echoes the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington 
in its stark simplicity. Most of these names have not been 
matched with remains in three war cemeteries in Dien 
Bien Phu.

Across the street, in the light rain, strangled shafts 
of sunlight rake the slopes of the verdant hill that hovers 
over the cemetery, like a peaceful dream. No signs 
from this distance of the most savage battle of the Dien 
Bien Phu campaign. Colonel Christian de Castries, 

The carcass sits astride the motorbike, fastened 
to the saddle by ropes, its pale pink bulk having 
ridden pillion in the fine drizzle to its final place 

of immolation. A faint hint of a smile hovers over its 
peaceful face, its shut, long-lashed eyes, its creased 
forehead and endearing snout, and even its flappy ears 
giving it somewhat a content, eerily human look. Perhaps 
not incongruously, Ted Hughes’s “View of a Pig” comes 
to mind. As I try to recall the magnificent ending, the 
helmeted driver loosens the lashings around the pig, 
and under the supervision of the women he and three 
other men grab the trotters and heave the weight on 
their shoulders, and march it funereally up the wet 
marble steps to the trestle table draped with a Coca Cola 
plastic sheet, and ceremoniously lay the cargo down. The 
Vietnamese matrons take care of the details, and direct 
their men in adjusting the pig till it looks presentable, 
dignified, a fitting sacrificial feast for the hungry spirits 
of the dead soldiers.

I have trailed after a contingent that decanted from 
two buses into the well-kept cemetery of war martyrs, 
home to 644 Viet Minh soldiers who perished in the 
epic Battle of Dien Bien Phu and freed their country 
from foreign occupation, albeit only for a decade. The 
visitors were marshalled into company-sized formation 
by a sweet and slim lady in a white ao dai wielding an 
umbrella and a bullhorn, who, after a long lecture in 
a dulcet voice, marched the troops up the gleaming 
marble-tiled path through the middle of the cemetery. 

The group was a balanced mix of different 
generations — young and middle-aged, and a few old 
men in uniform and peaked caps, and one in an ash-
grey safari suit and Alpine hat, carrying a long-stem 
umbrella that enhanced his stylish stride. They were 
here to pay respects to fathers and grandfathers, and 
comrades who lay all around in neat rows of unnamed 
graves, each carefully tended with a blue and white 
porcelain urn planted generously with joss sticks. A 
woman was making her way down the ranks of graves, 
lovingly replenishing each with newly lit joss sticks. 

The troops mounted the broad steps to the altar 
sheltered under the pyramid-shaped structure that from 
the distant entrance gives the cenotaph an Egyptian 
feel. Its apex is crowned with the iconic five-pointed 
star. The altar is a plain black marble wall embossed 
with words in gold. I recognise the words liet sy. I have 
seen them conjugated in liet sy chua biet ten, which 
translates to “martyr — name unknown”, inscribed on 
most of the 12,000 graves of the Truong Son Martyrs’ 
Cemetery in Quang Tri Province. It was staggering, the 
scale of nameless graves, all packed in close rows — 
each just a mere handful of remains. A few months ago 
I visited the Thanbyuzayat War Cemetery in Myanmar, 
where prisoner-of-war casualties of the Death Railway 
are buried; strolling among the well-maintained lawns 
you could almost read the story from the names, dates, 
places of origin and often epitaphs. I came across an 
Australian soldier from Berowra, where I have settled, 
and felt a fleeting connection. Here, and in the Truong 
Son cemetery, the overwhelming namelessness of 
the headstones gives the place not the peace I sensed 
in Thanbyuzayat but a disquieting unease. Like the 
Chinese, the Vietnamese believe that the dead should be 
given proper burial rites; otherwise their souls will be 
homeless and in pain. This is close to impossible with 
the countless Vietnamese soldiers who died south of 
the demilitarised zone. Their bodies stayed where they 
fell, for fear of reprisal if they were brought back home 

commander of the garrison, had baptised it Eliane 2, 
along with a dozen other key positions, all bestowed 
women’s names, supposedly his mistresses’. To the 
Vietnamese it is known as A1, and it cost 2,000 lives and 
thirty-nine days of brutal trench warfare to conquer it.

I head to what I take to be the ticket office. Inside 
the office is a bed and a desk, at which a young woman 
in army uniform is absorbed writing on a blue letter 
pad with a ballpoint. Given the spartan furnishings, it is 
not hard to imagine this is 1954, and she is composing a 
letter to her boyfriend at the front. She doesn’t even look 
up as I aim my camera at her.

I turn back and find the office tucked under the  
hill. A squad of uniformed women are chatting and 
laughing. I am issued a ticket and told to begin with the 
exhibits to the left, where three M24 tanks and a 105-
mm howitzer are parked under a tin roof shelter. As the 
battle for Eliane became desperate, the latter was turned 
to zero elevation and blasted at point-blank range the 
assaulting human waves that had broken through the 
wire and mines.

I abandon the slippery stone path and pick my way 
through the maze of trenches and tunnels zigzagging 
the hillsides. Most of them are reconstructed, reinforced 
with sandbags and timber struts, the soil tamped solid. I 
climb down a trench and walk half-crouched through a 
long tunnel that connects two bunkers. It is dimly lit by 
weak bulbs, and in the haunted air the sufferings of  
the French soldiers, the legionnaires and Moroccan 
troops are almost palpable, as they cowered and flinched 
under the constant pummelling of Vietnamese artillery 
and mortars. 

On top of the hill sits another M24 tank. It had been 
taken out by a Viet Minh recoilless gun, and was then 
used as machine gun cover by the defenders. Nearby 
are four graves of Vietnamese soldiers who perished in 
the attack. From here you have a panoramic view of the 
terrain around Dien Bien Phu, including the hills that 
form the garrison — Isabelle, Dominique, Ann-Marie, 
Beatrice and others — and farther out the paddy fields 
and encircling emerald-green mountains. 

On the southern slope is a massive crater the size 
of an oval that could have rivalled any on the Western 
Front. It is a terrific reminder of the brutal battle of  
the Dien Bien Phu campaign. Without realising it,  
the French had allowed themselves be trapped into 
trench warfare which, despite their experience of it in 
the First World War, they were ill-prepared for.  
After suffering great losses in direct assaults, the Viet 
Minh commander, Vo Nguyen Giap, had opted for 
a strategy of entrenchment and sapping. When the 
monsoon arrived, it turned into a quagmire straight out 
of the Somme. 

Inexorably, the Viet Minh breached the outer 
defences and dug their way close to the French lines, 
and fighting became desperate. A team of twenty-five 
sappers took turns scooping out a tunnel that led under 
the French command bunker. A ton of explosives was 
detonated and an entire company of French soldiers 
was gone in the blast that convulsed the entire hill. 
Eliane 2, the most important position in the garrison, 
was overrun soon as the dust settled. While the other 
positions had fallen in quick succession, Eliane 2 had 
proven almost indomitable, and with its loss the French 
command surrendered quickly.

I walk round the crater down to the trenches the 
Viet Minh had dug on the lower slopes; the vegetation 
thickens, and there are traces of running trenches and 
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bomb craters smothered in long grass and shrub. In the 
dank air mosquitoes whine. I watch mesmerised as an 
atlas moth flies into a huge silken web slung from the 
low branches of a magnolia tree; almost instantly a  
giant spider that looks like a funnel web materialises  
and begins work on it, mummying its catch with deft, 
nimble legwork. 

Down below Vo Nguyen Giap Street skirts around 
the base of the hill, and across it is a row of coffin shops. 
A few display coffins lean upright against the shopfront. 
On the pavement two men are at work, one plane-
sawing a long plank, another smoothing the raw body 
with a sanding block. A funeral hearse drives past slowly, 
broadcasting dirge-like Buddhist chants.

The Dien Bien Phu Victory Monument is just 
visible from the bottom of the 165 steps, the top 
halves of the heroic figures limned against the 

ashen light. The hill was Dominique or D1, one of the 
last bastions to fall. It is hard to believe that the French 
could have blundered so easily into one of their worst 
military defeats. General Henri Navarre, the commander 
of French forces in Indochina, had planned to lure the 
Viet Minh into a large-scale pitched battle. By setting 
up the garrison in the twenty-kilometre-long Muong 
Thanh Valley — which translates as Realm of Paradise 
— Navarre hoped to cut off the Viet Minh’s supply and 
retreat route into Laos.

The smooth dark steps are treacherous in the rain. 
The Vietnamese love their marble tiles, both indoors 
and outdoors. There is only a young Vietnamese couple 
at the top, craning their necks at the towering trio of 
bronze Viet Minh soldiers, one waving a fluttering 
flag, one raising a child aloft and the third clutching a 
submachine gun. It was inaugurated in 2004 and blessed 
by no less a figure than Vo Nguyen Giap, Vietnam’s 
greatest military strategist, the scourge of the French, the 
Americans and the Chinese.

The monument commands a breathtaking 
panorama of the valley. The provincial city of Dien Bien 
Phu is laid out below, its population already 150,000 and 
growing fast. When the French turned it into a garrison 
in 1953, it was no more than a scatter of hamlets, its 
humble appearance belying its importance as a trading 
hub in the region, especially for rice and opium. Now, 
streets and new low- and mid-rise buildings radiate 
from the elevated vantage point of the three immortal 
soldiers. For a small city, there is a disproportionate 
number of hotels, utterly charmless new mid-rise 
constructions that seem to cater only to the needs of 
Vietnamese bureaucrats. 

Beyond the fringes of the city the rice fields 
spread like a plush carpet of green baize, rinsed and 
shimmering in the faint sunlight, punctuated by dikes 
and clusters of farmhouses fringed by groves of trees, 
extending on all sides to the foothills of the mountains; 
the valley has the largest rice fields in north-western 
Vietnam. Rising above the jungle-clad foothills are 
rugged bands of mountains ringing the valley, and more 
of them behind, mountains and ridges stretching as far 
as the eye can see. Floating scarves of mist trail across 
their slopes, giving them distant, dreamy look. I can 
see the veil of peace being rent, whole mountainsides 
shaking with tiny muzzle flashes and spitting shrieking 
shells that hiss in an arc and converge as deadly 
accurate barrage on the French positions. When the 
Viet Minh began their assault, it was the heavy artillery 
guns so skilfully camouflaged in dug-outs on these 
mountains that provided the overture, pounding the 
French positions so mercilessly and accurately that the 
French artillery commander Charles Piroth, despairing 
of locating the enemy positions and returning with 
counter-battery fire, blew himself up with a grenade in 
his bunker, just two days after the bombardment began.

When the French set up their garrison, and 
built the airfield that would bring in supplies and 
reinforcements, they had not even considered it 
possible that the Vietnamese would haul their artillery 
through forbidding terrain to remote Dien Bien Phu. 
In the war museum opposite the martyrs’ cemetery 

there are archival photographs and dioramas showing 
determined and resourceful soldiers dragging their 
howitzers, dismantled into parts, through the jungle, 
across deep rivers and ravines, and over thickly forested 
mountains. Trucks, packhorses, ox carts, wheelbarrows 
and of course bicycles were laden with equipment and 
supplies, and pushed along the track that was being built 
mile by painful mile at night, the movements carefully 
camouflaged from French reconnaissance planes. 
Among the ordnance were anti-aircraft guns  
that would keep French planes from dropping supplies 
and reinforcements, thus further tightening the noose 
on the garrison.

I pick out the way I had come from yesterday, 
the northbound road through the mountains, across 
the Black River and along its tributaries, past huge 
hydroelectric dams, riverside villages and towns, back 
to Sa Pa, a bone-jerker of a ride over winding, twisting, 
terribly scarred and liberally potholed roads. The 
minivan lurched forward between potholes covering 
the width of the road, slowed to a juddering crawl 
over them, squeezing through rockslides and taking 
hairpin turns with daredevil abandon. On my left a very 
wrinkled and shrunken old Hmong woman retched 
and threw up several times into a plastic bag during the 
ten-hour ride. On the right was Carlo, a photographer 
from Madrid. During a rest stop he showed me his 
current project: to capture facial expressions of human 
emotions. He scrolled through rows of human faces 
on the screen of his Nikon camera; in return I shared 
my often out-of-focus shots of Sa Pa children peddling 
colourful woven souvenirs, many of them with baby 
siblings slung on their backs.

Sa Pa had seemed so removed from the wars. With 
its colour mix of tribal faces, cool climate and high 
elevation, the lofty Hoang Lien Son mountains and 
nature park and the last primary forest in Vietnam, it 
seemed to have slept through them. Colonial houses, 

whitewashed facades and iron-rail balconies around the 
spacious town square give it a Spanish feel, while in the 
villages the tribal houses, paddy fields, the rising tiers 
of cultivated terraces and backing mountains lend it a 
timeless look.

But there are traces of the war all round. Tay, my 
motorcycle guide, sheathed in his thin transparent 
poncho, drove me down the mountain road in the tilting 
light rain to Lao Chai, the frontier town. Across the 
bridge over the fast-flowing Red River was the Chinese 
city of Hekou Yao. In 1979 the Chinese had poured 
across the border. The month-long war cost about 
28,000 Chinese and 10,000 Vietnamese dead. On the 
way back, Tay pointed out unmarked graves of Chinese 
soldiers and a vast Vietnamese war cemetery. 

The whole country is populated with the dead. 
On the bus tour I took from Hue to the demilitarised 
zone, ancestral plots flashed past at frequent intervals, 
in the middle of the paddies and fringing the hamlets 
and villages. An hour out of Hue, as we crossed the 
bridge to Quang Tri City, Highway 1, the trans-Vietnam 
motorway, Minh painted a horrific scene of carnage. 
In May 1972 thousands of civilians and Army of the 
Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) soldiers fleeing as Quang 
Tri fell to the advancing Vietnamese People’s Army 
and Viet Cong were massacred by artillery and mortar 
bombardment, trapped on the highway as the bridges in 
front and behind had been destroyed. 

“This part of the highway is called Street of Horror. 
Bodies on both sides, thousands. Many families 
drowned. Bodies of children and their mothers floating 
on the river,” Minh said, swivelling to the back from the 
front passenger seat.

Present-day Quang Tri, all gridded streets of 
low-lying nondescript shophouses and brutally 
functional concrete and glass blocks, looked like it had 
no memories of the ferocious battles fought over it. 
Dong Ha, ten kilometres north of Quang Tri, was the 
same. Flattened by B-52 bombers in 1965, it seemed 
to have forgotten its trauma in an amnesiac fever of 
new developments. At Minh’s travel agency office, her 
daughter hopped in, pretty, bespectacled and studious-
looking, with her hair in a cute ponytail. “I bring her 
with me sometimes. She wants to learn English from 
you,” her mother told us. 

Later, at the end of our tour of the Vinh Moc tunnels 
north of the Ben Hai River, Minh told me she had 
learned that her father had fought on the losing side. 
They were part of the hordes headed south as Quang 
Tri fell. After the political reunification in 1975 he was 
sent to a re-education camp. Only in the 1980s did they 
return north to Dong Ha to join the rebuilding efforts.

Quang Tri is a small province, ninety kilometres 
long and eighty kilometres wide, but it houses seventy-
two war cemeteries. Many are reburial graves, as the 
bodies were found after the war. After visiting the US 
Khe Sanh Combat Base and its airfield, the siege of 
which in 1968 prompted instant comparisons with 
Dien Bien Phu, we stopped at the Truong Son Martyrs’ 
Cemetery. Across the road were burnt-out hulks of 
American tanks. According to Minh, a fierce battle was 
fought here in 1972, and about 2,000 North Vietnamese 
soldiers lost their lives overcoming South Vietnamese 
resistance. I imagine these 2,000 dead among the 12,000 
nameless martyrs in the cemetery. It was staggering, 
bewildering, the numbers and the anonymity of the 
graves. I can see the assault human waves that were 
inconceivable when I read about them and then saw 
them enacted in movies. The courage and the sacrifices 
of the sappers, the men who blew themselves up to 
breach the obstacles and minefields, and sheer numbers 
that the marines mowed down till their gun barrels 
turned red hot, but the waves kept coming.

Here, on the summit of Dominique, sitting on a 
bench facing the Victory Monument, I think about the 
three wars, the uncountable dead and nameless graves, 
the devastated land with huge craters still visible on 
hillsides along the Ho Chi Minh Trail, the country 
stripped of 70 per cent of its forest by defoliants, the 
walls of imperial Hue gouged with bullet holes, and 
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the brutal and heartbreaking photographs in the War 
Remnants Museum in Ho Chi Minh City — images that 
refuse to settle into any narrative pattern or coherent 
focus. How far I have travelled from the idea of the 
Vietnam War that I had gleaned from the books and 
films I had devoured as a teenager.

The first book was Devil’s Guard. It found me in 
the hole-in-the wall bookshop called NIB in Serangoon 
Gardens, Singapore, on the corner of a block of 
shophouses. The small interior was a den packed with 
books; there were also mobile shelves that extended out 
to the five-foot way during opening hours. A dhoti-clad 
Indian ran it. It worked like a lending library — the 
flyleaf of each book carries the chop bearing the shop’s 
name and the prices for buying and return, one atop 
the other. The interior was reserved for Mills and Boon 
and racier historical romances, while the exterior cases 
housed thrillers, westerns and war novels.

It was a well-thumbed paperback, the spine all 
creased. Written by one George Robert Elford, the 
story follows the mercenary career of an SS officer, 
Hans Josef Wagemueller, who joins the French Foreign 
Legion at the end of the war and finds himself in French 
Indochina fighting the Viet Minh. Elford claimed that 
he had met Wagemueller in Nepal, who related his 
adventures to him, much as Marco Polo had dictated his 
story to Rustichello. I was too young and taken up with 
the action to pick out the inconsistencies, or notice the 
lack of particulars in the descriptions of landscapes and 
locations. But it was the first time I heard of Dien Bien 
Phu. I knew nothing of French colonialism in Indochina 
and struggled to distinguish between the Viet Minh and 
the Viet Cong, and didn’t have a clue how the French 
War led to the American War.

I remember little of the violent actions, only the 
rather sudden transition from European battlefields to 
tropical guerrilla warfare. I was captivated by the cover 
— a painted portrait of a Waffen-SS soldier, machine 
gun ammunition belts slung over his shoulders, his face 
unshaven and haunted looking, his eyes deep, distant, 
his lips dangling a cigarette. The faded dim colours gave 
it a war-weary but also purgatorial feel, but what was 
also arresting was the tropical background — distant 
palm trees and hints of paddy fields.

Soon after Devil’s Guard, I picked up a life-changing 
read from the rows of creased spines on the shelves at 
NIB — Philip Caputo’s A Rumor of War. Before reading 
John Keats and being converted to poetry, Caputo’s book 
took over my life as no other book had done before. I 
loved the title, taken from the Gospel of Matthew, and the 
quotes from Shakespeare, Wilfred Owen and Siegfried 
Sassoon heralding each chapter. I didn’t realise that I was 
reading a memoir for the first time; it was real, and I was 
immersed in it, mind and body. They were second-hand 
memories, but I was living Caputo’s “ambivalent realities” 
on the page: the mental and psychological anguish, the 
exhaustion of soldiering, the terror of death, the clutch of 
the jungle, the oppressive heat and the unrelenting rain, 
the ambushes and firefights, the utter exhaustion of body 
and spirit mirrored in the thousand-yard stare of the 
soldiers, the camaraderie and sacrifice and the lust for 
self-preservation, the human contradictions staring you 
in the face. I trusted the voice, something different from 
those I had hitherto encountered. It was forged out of the 
anvil of experience, of suffering, of having lived through 
extreme pain and ordeals that tested the human body 
and spirit to their limits. It was a presence I could trust, 
and it carried me into the heart of the experience. In 
hindsight, Caputo’s book made me the kind of reader  
and writer I am today; one who values the authority  
and authenticity of lived experiences in any writing 
— fiction, non-fiction and poetry — and long after I 
stopped reading war literature, a reader who continues  
to be troubled by the human contradictions war stories 
like Caputo’s reveal and one who searches for answers  
in books.

Through the hotel window Dominique and the 
Victory Monument look dim and grey, the 
unremitting drizzle and the wreaths of mist 

family reunion. If only I had wings to fly back to 
our beautiful house on Lo Duc Street, to eat with 
Dad, Mom, and my siblings, one simple meal with 
watercress and one night’s sleep under the old 
cotton blanket. Last night I dreamed that Peace was 
established, I came back and saw everybody. Oh, the 
dream of Peace and Independence has burned in the 
hearts of thirty million people for so long. For Peace 
and Independence, we have sacrificed everything …

29 July 1969
The war is extremely cruel. This morning, they 
bring me a wounded soldier. A phosphorus bomb 
has burned his entire body. An hour after being 
hit, he is still burning, smoke rising from his body. 
This is Khanh, a twenty-year-old man, the son of 
a sister cadre in the hamlet where I’m staying. An 
unfortunate accident caused the bomb to explode 
and severely burned the man. Nobody recognizes 
him as the cheerful, handsome man he once was. 
Today his smiling, joyful black eyes have been 
reduced to two little holes — the yellowish eyelids 
are cooked. The reeking burn of phosphorus smoke 
still rises from his body. He looks as if he has been 
roasted in an oven.

And then this last entry, two days before she  
was killed:

20 June 1970
Suddenly I recall a line from a poem:
Now immense sea and sky
Oh, uncle, do you understand this child’s heart …
No, I am no longer a child. I have grown up. I have 
passed trials of peril, but somehow, at this moment, 
I yearn deeply for Mom’s caring hand. Even the 
hand of a dear one or that of an acquaintance would 
be enough.
Come to me, squeeze my hand, know my loneliness, 
and give me the love, the strength to prevail on the 
perilous road before me.

The diaries were taken off her body by US soldiers 
and given to military intelligence. They were saved from 
being burned by Frederic Whitehurst, whose job it was 
to assess captured documents. Only in 2005 were they 
returned to Tram Thuy Dang’s mother and sisters.

If it wasn’t for a Vietnamese veteran, I may 
never have come to know of the diaries. I was in the 
Vietnamese literature section of Trang Tien Bookstore 
in Hanoi, disappointed by the selection of Vietnamese 
books translated into English, when a thin, grey-haired 
man wearing black plastic-framed spectacles shifted 
hesitantly down the aisle to me. There was a fetid whiff 
as he stood next to me, browsing the titles before turning 
his darkened, seamed face to me, and asking, his breath 
sour and tobaccoey, “You are writer?”

“How can you tell?”
“Because I am also writer.” Behind the thick, 

smudged lenses his eyes were probing, looking a  
little deranged. 

“What do you write?” I stood back a little as he 
shifted closer. 

“Stories. Very good stories. About our country, my 
home, war.”

“Were you a soldier?”
“I NVA captain. Intelligence. Many men died. I 

lucky.” He looked instantly older, the slightly crazed, 
glazed look replaced by a sad, mournful expression.

“This is good book. Brave woman. I know her,” he 
said as he took down a slim volume that looked like 
another counterfeit book, with a poorly reproduced 
cover bearing a photograph of a smiling young woman 
with a tilted-back conical hat superimposed on paddy 
fields and mountains in the background.

I took it and thanked him. 
“How about your books?” I asked.
“I write many books. They are in my home,” he said. 

“No money from books. I write but no one buy. Mister, I 
am needing medicine. You help writer?”

making them appear more remote in space and time. At 
this distance Dien Bien Phu and its seismic battle feel 
ancient, mythical, even anachronistic, and disconnected 
from the American War, the aura surrounding the key 
players and the sites giving it a timeless spirit of heroic 
sacrifice and apotheosis. 

On the bedside table is Last Night I Dreamed of 
Peace: The Diary of Dang Thuy Tram, which I have just 
finished reading. The words and voice have sunk deep 
into me; the private words of a Vietnamese doctor have 
touched me in a way that no war novel has done before. 
I have read Bao Ninh’s The Sorrow of War, a counterfeit 
copy printed on cheap paper bought from a pavement 
bookstore in Ho Chi Minh City on an earlier trip; it 
was the first time I saw the war through the eyes of a 
Vietnamese soldier. The horrors of US bombings, the 
nightmarish napalm, the tremendous afflictions which 
the narrator and his comrades suffered, came through 
powerfully in almost hallucinatory vividness, and its 
unheroic portrayal of war must have contributed to its 
brief ban in Vietnam. Then there is Duong Thu Huong’s 
Novel Without a Name, which I bought just three weeks 
ago from a BOA Bookstore, housed in an old apartment 
in a much-changed Ho Chi Minh City. Duong’s 

narrator’s ordeal, his long trek through the jungle, and 
brevity of the soldiers’ lives all hit home and provide 
a corrective balance to the Vietnam War stories I had 
devoured in my youth. Both Bao Ninh’s and Duong Thu 
Huong’s novels possess the living force of truth, for they 
were closely based on the authors’ own experiences.

But Tram Thuy Dang’s diaries carry a different 
revelatory charge. Her descriptions of the strafing runs 
of US fighter jets, the carpet bombings, the terrifying 
power of napalm, the defoliants, the constant fear of 
enemy patrols, the sufferings of her people, all possess 
that naked immediacy and direct impact that the war 
novels and memoirs lack, in part because they were 
recorded just hours after the events, without artifice and 
hindsight, without any expectations of the diaries being 
read by anyone else. And the power also derives from 
that fact that she didn’t survive the telling of her tale. 
There is a deep, ineffable, tragic sadness in the voice that 
derives from intimate accounts of the deaths of friends 
and comrades, and also from details of her dreams and 
memories, of the loss of love and hope:

4 June 1968
Rain falls without respite. Rain deepens my sadness, 
its chill making me yearn for the warmth of a 
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I took my wallet out and passed him a few dong 
notes, which he took shyly and slipped into his shirt 
pocket, where a fountain pen sat clipped.

In Ho Chi Minh City I had met a Vietnamese who 
had fought on the losing side. I was in the Thien Hau 
Temple in Cho Lon, dedicated to Mazu, the Chinese sea 
goddess who sat regally decked out in a golden robe in 
the central altar, when a gaunt, sickly man sat beside me 
and asked if I would like to have my fortune told. He 
said he was very sick and needed money for medicine. 
I doled out some money and he invited me to sit down 
at his table in the right gallery. After I declined to be 
told my fortune, he gave snapshots of his sad life in 
Mandarin, punctuated by racking coughs that shook 
his emaciated frame badly. He was orphaned at an early 
age, never saw his parents, who he believed were from 
Fujian. He was brought up by an uncle who treated him 
badly. He grew up into a weak and sickly young man, 
but was still drafted into the ARVN.

“We lost. And we suffered for it. I was sent to the 
re-education camp. I tried to escape to but was caught. 
They punished me further.” He wiped his rheumy eyes, 
and coughed again.

“The young, they don’t know what we went through. 
They don’t care. Only care about making money.  
They forget us. And we forget too, so much of it has 
faded. When we die, all that pain and suffering will die 
with us.”

The few Vietnamese veterans I have spoken to 
seemed to have fared worse in their own country than 
the American veterans who have returned and settled in 
the country they couldn’t wait to get out of alive and in 
one piece four decades earlier. Many of these expatriates 
felt that they had left a part of themselves here, the soil 
which is theirs too because it has taken their blood, 
sweat and tears. In a café near Ben Thanh Market I 
spoke to a veteran who had come back to look for the 
Vietnamese woman he loved and a daughter born after 
he was shipped home. He never found them, but was 
happy now with his Vietnamese wife and two children. 
There is a large community of them, he said, American 
veterans who returned to look for the peace that had 
eluded them back home. They were everywhere, I 
started to notice, men in their sixties and seventies, 
some shuffling along on walking sticks, a few shopping 
for groceries among the locals, looking at home in the 
city once called Saigon.

That was just three weeks ago. It is hard to place 
that sprawling metropolitan city, its elegant French 
colonial buildings and tree-lined boulevards, its different 
quarters and rapidly growing suburbs, side by side with 
this quiet provincial city. The First Indochina War with 
the American War. And A Rumor of War with Last Night 
I Dreamed of Peace. It’s been a long time since a book 
had struck like Kafka’s axe, and I am reeling from it, 
ringing like a struck bell with that sorrowful voice, or 
quaking like Eliane in the wake of the detonation that 
ended French resistance.

I take my camera out of my backpack and aim it  
at the street: an old couple, the woman in a conical 
hat letting her old man get some speed on the  

bicycle before clambering on, the man pedalling hard 
with his seamed face in a grimace, the front wheel 
wobbling dangerously; Vietnamese woman with carry 
poles from which are suspended swinging baskets of 
fruits and vegetables; a family of four on a motorcycle, 
all wearing ponchos; a terribly bent old man wearing 
a Vietnamese Army pith helmet, leaning on his cane, 
looking lost. He is ancient enough to have been at Dien  
Bien Phu.

The road leads to the morning market along the 
Nam Ron River. Makeshift, covered with umbrellas 
and tarps, the stalls line both sides of the muddy track 
running along the river. The vendors are all women, a 
few tending small children and babies. I snap a woman 
scaling a carp. One reaching inside a cage of chooks and 
grabbing the one an elderly customer was pointing at. 
A mother and a brood of children manning a vegetable 
and fruit stall, the children playing a card game. A 

young mother sitting her toddler on the edge of a trestle 
table of pork cuts. Many women in conical hats sitting 
or squatting behind their crates, tubs and mats of goods 
laid out on the ground.

I have taken photographs of the battle sites, the 
trenches, the craters, the cemetery, without zest or 
the attentive spirit anticipatory of the revelatory 
moment. Nothing seems to come into focus. Now I am 
photographing randomly, hoping the story will shape or 
reveal itself from snap to snap.

Then I find a young woman staring at me. She is 
sitting on a low stool, overseeing a ground display of 
eggplants and cucumbers. For a moment I feel exposed, 
caught, reprimanded silently for preying on the locals 
with my camera. Then she smiles and I realise I have 
seen the face before. It is Tram Thuy Dang’s, on the cover 
of Last Night I Dreamed of Peace. I put my camera away 
and smile awkwardly.

The market ends at the Muong Thanh Bridge, an 
old Bailey bridge built by French combat engineers. It 
is open only to two-wheelers and pedestrians, the worn 
and in some places loose timber decks rattling with 
each passing motorbike. I saw a photograph of it in the 
Dien Bien Phu Victory Museum, a blurred black-and-

white image of Viet Minh soldiers charging across the 
bridge, presumably on the way to capture de Castries’s 
command bunker about 200 metres to the north-west.

I had two previous encounters with the Bailey bridge. 
Before being posted to an infantry battalion, I spent 
five months training as a combat engineer, learning the 
art of demolition, of laying and breaching minefields, 
and of bridge-building. The first time was somewhere 
in the Lim Chu Kang training area, in the north of 
Singapore. It was back-breaking, the men being paired 
to carry transoms with steel carry poles. The second time 
was in Kanchanaburi in Thailand, in the freezing winter 
night. We had to first dig and level the near bank for 
the chasses, and then to the cue of barked commands, 
groups moved in synchronicity to ferry the transoms 
from the trucks to the bridge that extended gradually 
over the river. It was seamless teamwork, all the moves 
coordinated; one slip and someone’s foot could get 
crushed or backs get hurt. The euphoria at seeing the 
completed bridge span the gap was short-lived; after 
a short break, there was the no less strenuous task of 
dismantling, which gave the exercise the sense of futility 
that accompanied most army training.

I stand in the middle of the Muong Thanh Bridge, 
sensing through my feet the pulse of the living, women 

and men walking or riding their bicycles across, the 
motorbikes’ throttled snarls, the drift of human voices 
from the market, on both sides the river the colour of 
Vietnamese milk coffee, its flow sluggish despite the 
constant rain. 

On the right side of the bridge, at the far end, there 
is the platform and gun mount of a 105-mm artillery 
gun, minus the barrel. It marks the site where the French 
artillery commander Charles Piroth committed suicide 
with a hand grenade. Before doing so he had apologised 
for failing to protect the garrison. He had bragged before 
that “no artillery gun of Viet Minh could be fired three 
times without being destroyed”. Two young men and an 
older man in army fatigues are sitting around the gun, 
or what is left of it, smoking and chatting. It is easy to 
imagine them as their forebears training the cannon on 
Eliane across the river.

I cross the road and follow a quiet path to the 
command bunker of de Castries, its sandbagged, 
arched iron vault mound sitting snugly in the middle 
of the Muong Thanh field. One cannot but question 
the wisdom and courage of de Castries, locating his 
command post in the field away from all the key 
strongholds. In the iconic photograph of the Viet Minh 
victory, three soldiers are standing on top of the bunker, 
one waving the Viet Minh flag aloft, the blasted area 
around it showing ample evidence of the intensity of the 
attack before de Castries was captured on 7 May. 

There is a Vietnamese family visiting the site. I 
follow them down the steps into the bunker. It is hard to 
imagine that within its twenty-metre length de Castries 
had hosted the French prime minister Joseph Laniel, 
the US president Dwight Eisenhower, the UK prime 
minister Winston Churchill, and a host of reporters 
and journalists. There are four dimly lit compartments, 
furnished with tables and chairs, the walls covered with 
maps and charts. The family murmur among themselves, 
pointing to the positions marked out on the charts.  
The pretty little girl seems frightened or bored, and  
tugs at her mother’s hand. She leads the adults to the exit 
and I am alone with the ghosts of the vanquished and 
the victorious.

I imagine the scene in which de Castries, helpless 
and secluded in his bunker, is confronted by Colonel 
Pierre Langlais and his paratrooper commanders and 
forced to hand over actual command to Langlais. And 
then in his impeccable dress uniform complete with 
white gloves, sitting at the desk in the far corner as the 
first Vietnamese soldier appears, one Hoang Dang Vinh. 
The family is outside the bunker, negotiating the price 
for a family photograph with a female photographer. 
She lines them up against the bunker, and composes 
her shot. I raise my camera and look through the 
viewfinder. The eight grown-ups are looking at the 
other camera, smiling except for one of the men, who 
looks surly and impatient. I think of their lives and 
stories outside the frame of the photograph that will be 
taken. They were children during the American War, 
and would likely have experienced or witnessed horrific 
events. I think of the “napalm girl”, the children in the 
photographs of the My Lai massacre, the thousands 
of nameless graves, and the remains of the 300,000 
missing, a vast army of ghosts waiting to find their 
way home. There is more shifting about for the shot, 
and the little girl finally stands in front of the woman 
who looks like her grandmother. She fidgets under the 
grandmother’s hands, and then turns to look at me, or 
rather at my camera. She stares and then breaks into 
a smile. As I turn the focus ring slightly, a light seems 
to steal across the frame. The shutter clicks open and 
close. There is a flash, a flicker of recognition, a fleeting 
moment when the past, present and future waver and 
meet, and all you can do is to hope it leaves a trace. ☐ 

Kim Cheng Boey
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his past romance with Siew Li, whose Chinese-speaking 
background highlights class differences with Jason’s 
privileged Anglo-Chinese life. Siew Li embodies this 
social distancing in a colonial setting. In her corner of 
Singapore, “everyone spoke Chinese in one dialect or 
another, and the doings of the English elite seemed to 
come from a great distance away”. 

The novel works best when navigating this distance 
between the Chinese- and English-speaking, diagnosing 
the circumstances that led to Chinese-schooled students 
organising and protesting in a Singapore struggling 
towards independence. Drawn into the world of leftist 
organisations and political revolt, and yet upwardly 
mobile due to her relationship with Jason, Siew Li 
provides a glimpse into two sides of society, splintered 
by ideology and language. The novel’s depiction of its 
Chinese-speaking characters and its empathy for their 
social condition are pointed reversals of state accounts 
of communist fellow travellers, which charge them as 
ethnocentric Chinese who refuse to assimilate.

The translation of this perspective into English 
recuperates the voices of those who joined the struggle. 
State of Emergency discloses the ebbs and flows of leftist 
optimism during a time when politics seemed possible. 
Poignant in its regard for leftist foibles, yet never 
unsympathetic to their cause, the activists’ journey is 
captured in some of the best lines of the novel, where 
nature suddenly appears as a poetic device in what has 
otherwise been a relentlessly realist narrative:

Jason used to talk about an image in one of his 
books, a bird flying through the cold, dark sky, 
suddenly finding an open window into a banquet 
hall. A burst of warmth and activity, the aroma of 
rich food, then through another window back out 
into the empty night.

Unrest also tracks the fates of Singapore’s leftist youth, 
but with a different end point. Opening with a love affair 
between two unnamed characters, the novel’s peculiar 
intertwining of desire and revolution is signalled from 
the start, even as it tells the stories of those scarred by 
encounters with state authority. Yeng’s story jumps 
between Singapore, Malaya, Hong Kong and mainland 
China, offering a transnational Chinese perspective 
on political events. Combining the personal and the 
political, Unrest’s cynical narrator — Yeng himself — 
examines, microscopically, the sexual and political 
entanglements of several student activists in 1950s 
Singapore, whose paths cross again in Hong Kong three 
decades later. What now remain of their student years 
in Singapore are their memories of the “good old days” 
of youthful struggle. Past attractions and oppressions 
continue to haunt them, even though all have reached 
middle-class respectability through different paths.

Yeng intrudes frequently into the narrative and 
questions his own writing of the novel. This stylistic 
choice calls attention to the self-justifications of the 
erstwhile leftists. In doing so, Unrest questions the 

How is the Malayan Emergency remembered? 
Jeremy Tiang’s State of Emergency and Yeng 
Pway Ngon’s Unrest — the latter originally 

written in Chinese and translated by Tiang — offer 
distinctive takes on the afterlife of that bitter conflict. 
In doing so, they diverge from established accounts of 
British victory and communist defeat. Largely set after 
the Emergency in locations as varied as Singapore in the 
1960s to 1980s (State of Emergency) and Hong Kong and 
Guangzhou in the 1980s (Unrest), the novels complicate 
conventional narratives by spotlighting the lives of 
those who suffered “security measures” — detention, 
deportation and forced resettlement — for being 
suspected of aiding the communists.

The historical sweep of both books connects later 
political repression in Singapore and China’s Cultural 
Revolution to this Emergency condition, as a kind of 
original sin played out in the Malayan jungle. Steering 
clear of leftist polemic, they ask us to consider the 
circumstances and motivations of those who bought 
into the anticolonial idealism. In State of Emergency this 
motif is empathetic, while in Unrest it takes a cynical 
turn. The disparities in approach reflect differences 
in the historical worldview of the two novels. State of 
Emergency’s impetus is to recollect this history, thereby 
supplementing the authoritative Singaporean narrative 
of nationhood. Quoting Walter Benjamin in its epigraph 
(“The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the ‘state 
of emergency’ in which we live is not the exception but 
the rule”), Tiang suggests a pervasive amnesia about the 
political past that has shaped Singapore’s modernity. 

State of Emergency concerns a family torn apart by 
political events in Singapore during the 1960s, and, 
looking back, stories of forcible resettlement at the 
onset of the Emergency in the late 1940s. These are 
pivotal moments in the construction of contemporary 
Singapore and Malaysia. Its six chapters are bookended 
by an estranged father and son, Jason and Henry, 
who are haunted by the unresolved fate of left-leaning 
Siew Li — Jason’s wife and Henry’s mother — who 
disappears from their comfortable home to join the 
communist guerrillas. The Singaporean present, the 
narrative suggests, is haunted by the experiences of 
characters whose lives were irrevocably changed by their 
confrontations with the power of the state. These are 
manifold: Singapore in the 1980s, when Henry’s Catholic 
cousin Stella is detained as part of a crackdown of leftist 
elements; his parents’ splitting from the fallout of 1960s 
student activism; and Nam Teck, a villager whose father 
died during the chaos of British resettlement in Malaya, 
and who eventually also joins the communist guerrillas.  
Each of them loses something through their encounters 
with authority. And State of Emergency moves seamlessly 
across different times and locations, revealing how the 
effects of loss are carried from generation to generation.

State of Emergency begins with Jason’s memories 
of Singapore in the 1950s and 1960s, a time of 
political idealism, leftist student movements and 
insurgent bombings connected to the Konfrontasi 
between Indonesia and Malaysia. Jason’s melancholic 
reminiscences, marked by the double loss of Siew Li 
to the jungle and his sister Mollie to a bomb, is living 
testament to a Singapore still torn apart by the violent 
politics of this era. As a result, he is barely roused by the 
fact of Singapore’s fiftieth anniversary of independence. 
He notes bitterly: “So much history … everyone 
wallowing in it … Why? Bad enough living through it 
the first time round.” Yet this cynicism is tempered by 

ethics of politics, and portrays the progressivism of the 
students as a mere symptom of the need to belong: “The 
group had no individuality, opinion, or thought, just fear 
of loneliness.” 

Daming, a charismatic and manipulative student 
leader, fabricates a story of returning to China and 
suffering during the Cultural Revolution which 
buttresses his political credentials after he is forced to 
leave Singapore. In reality, he lives in Hong Kong with 
his wife, Ziqin. Weikang — the only one of the four 
main protagonists who returns to China to join the 
revolutionary socialist struggle — grows up as a resettled 
villager during the Emergency. Violence abounds. The 
children grow up playing “communists and soldiers” 
in the jungle, a harmless pastime until they get caught 
in crossfire between the guerrillas and British forces. 
Weikang witnesses this violence as a child: 

The dead bodies were lifted down, naked apart 
from a torn scrap of cloth wrapped around their 
waists, tied to wooden planks. The soldiers leaned 
them [the dead communists] against the fence, like 
suckling pigs ready to be roasted … 

After being detained by the Singapore authorities for 
taking part in a workers’ protest, and shunned by  
his village after the arrest, Weikang heads to China  
in desperation, only to find his utopian socialist dreams 
shattered. As he explains, the Cultural Revolution  
was like

... a vat of bubbling oil, and many people boiled in 
that oil. They were no longer human, it destroyed 
their bodies and their spirits. Human dignity, trust 
— everything was gone.

Weikang’s revolutionary fervour and love for the 
socialist cause while in Singapore, catalysed by his 
youthful experiences of oppression as a new villager in 
Malaya, transfigure into a need to survive at all costs in 
China. In a revealing passage, the narrator notes darkly 
that “loyalty meant complete exposure and any desire for 
privacy was a betrayal”. 

Weikang experiences the nadir of human relations 
in collective revolutionary politics, which the other 
characters’ infidelities in post-revolutionary times echo. 
The narrator’s mocking scrutiny of these infidelities 
makes for uncomfortable reading. This complete 
exposure of his characters mimics the unbridled 
authority and power of the state, which is voyeuristic 
and intrusive. 

Unrest reads as an unhappy dialectic between the 
failures of the collective communist experiment in 
China and the highly individualistic relationships 
in capitalist Hong Kong and Singapore. Unlike State 
of Emergency, which finds respite and resolution by 
recuperating a suppressed history, Unrest never allows  
us to move beyond what has come before. It ends with 
the spectre of yet another period of tumultuous  
politics, culminating with the Tiananmen Square 
massacre in 1989. It’s a compelling document of the 
scars of an era. There is very little to redeem them, 
except for enduring disappointment. ☐

Zhou Hau Liew is a writer and researcher working on the 
archives of the Malayan Emergency
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the book grew into a civil war lasting almost eighty 
years. Furthermore, the issues debated by the characters 
are some of the same issues debated during the peace 
process today. And, most importantly, the novel  
provides an alternate lens into these events: not only a 
Karen perspective but a Karen perspective without a 
political agenda.  

In a country whose politics and history are so often 
framed in narratives of absolutes, Miss Burma succeeds 
in writing convincingly about the Karen struggle 
without oversimplifying the protagonists or their 
political aims. These characters are not the innocent 
victims of NGO reporting, nor do they use righteous 
language of armed groups to frame their desires. Instead, 
they are complex and flawed. 

I spent years collating stories of a mythical Myanmar, 
yet it was long after I gave up hoping to understand that 
the country made itself clear to me. This story sits firmly 
within the Myanmar that I know. Both colonialism and 
dictatorship have had a strong hold over the narratives 
of Myanmar, yet they are simple veils over a rich, 
complex country. Clinging to fixed ideas about what a 
nation is causes us to miss its rich and contradictory 
reality. This is a truth that the characters in Miss Burma 
also seem to discover. Indeed, as Khin reflects near the 
end of book: 

 
Why had she been so afraid of leaving him, of 
missing the Burma she had been missing all her  
life – a Burma that thousands of years ago her 
[Karen] ancestors had found in this place they  
called Green Land, and that had vanished to the 
point of invisibility?

The stories we tell frame our past and our future. 
When a country is fragmented by war and mistrust, it 
is even more vital to uncover the stories of everyday 
people. Portraying the messy and the imperfect allows 
us to know ethnic groups as individual humans. For 
me, this messy, human confusion about political events 
is the most interesting aspect of the book. It serves as a 
reminder that there are other narratives of Myanmar’s 
past and that this past, as the present, was never one 
fixed thing. Recent changes in the country open up space 
again for conflicting narratives, for personal stories, like 
this one, and ultimately for new understandings of what 
Myanmar was, is and can be, as a nation.  ☐

Reading Miss Burma on a return trip to Yangon, I 
found myself once again examining this city of  
 crumbling mouldy walls and enormous 

pavement trees, now marked with shiny shopping malls 
and Ooredoo billboards. I remembered myself six years 
ago in Yangon, freshly arrived and already a collector of 
the fabulous stories of Myanmar’s past.  Mythical stories 
of past colonial elegance and dictatorial secrecy that 
seemed always to exist just before I arrived in Myanmar. 
So close, yet tantalisingly out of reach. 

Charmaine Craig’s Miss Burma seemed to promise 
a similarly nostalgic story of historic Myanmar. Based 
on the story of the author’s own grandparents, the 
novel portrays a marriage between a Jewish-Indian 
man, Benny, and a Karen woman, Khin, beginning in 
the 1940s with the awkward attempts of the newlyweds 
to understand each other’s differences. However, their 
marriage ultimately becomes one of conflict and betrayal. 

By the end of the book, in the 1960s, they seem 
doomed to live out their lives together in either  
resentful tolerance or active conflict. Their daughter, 
Louisa, is twice crowned Miss Burma, hence giving the 
novel its name. As Louisa embodies multiple ethnicities 
and religions, the press claims her an icon of unity 
during a time when national politics is marked by 
diversity. She somehow personifies the possibility of  
a united Myanmar. 

Craig’s prose offers moments of evocative beauty. 
Her descriptions paint images which remained with  
me long after reading: from rats crawling over Benny’s 
body in Insein Prison; to the family escaping an 
imminent Japanese invasion during the war, oil fields 
burning bright on the horizon. Yet, I was often frustrated 
at the storytelling, which provides chronological  
detail of twenty years of the characters’ lives, from 
multiple viewpoints. Some moments are evoked in 
rich prose, while others — often key moments in the 
lives of the characters such as suicide, rape or Louisa’s 
Miss Burma pageants — are mentioned in only a few 
details. This may be a stylistic choice, but it created an 
unevenness in the story and also a distance between the 
reader and the characters. By the end I did not feel a 
connection to the individual protagonists and ultimately, 
it was my interest in the political history that drew me 
into their world, not the contrary. 

In fact, I found Miss Burma most intriguing not 
as a story of Myanmar’s past, but in the way this story 
of the past links to present-day Myanmar. The novel 
discusses the Second World War in Myanmar, Burmese 
independence and the beginning of the Karen civil war. 
Craig includes encounters with General Aung San and 
various other members of the Burmese military. And 
Miss Burma also gives us a distinctly Karen perspective 
of these events. We see an ethnic group, promised a 
federal state by the British, but who ultimately resorted 
to war as a way to protect their claims. We read the 
Karen characters’ sense of betrayal as colonial powers 
pass governance to the Burmese. We read about their 
justifications and concerns starting an armed rebellion. 
We witness the injustices they suffer, as well as the 
injuries they inflict on others. 

Reading this today, these events seem all the more 
momentous. The rebellion the Karen people start during 

Catriona Knapman is a writer and consultant based 
between Yangon and Glasgow

CHARMAINE CRAIG
Miss Burma

Grove Press: 2017

Karen rebel
Catriona Knapman

F I C T I O N

available in the following countries
Cambodia • Vietnam
Thailand • Myanmar
Malaysia • Singapore 

Indonesia • Hong Kong
Australia • United States

Please go to  
mekongreview.com/stockists  

for the complete list 
Or you can subscribe at  

mekongreview.com/subscribe

Some things are 
better in print

Naw Louisa Benson, Charmaine Craig’s mother, 1966

Courtesy of Charmaine Craig

© C
op

yri
gh

t



27

In Clement Baloup’s Les Mariees de Taiwan 
(“Taiwanese Brides”), the third volume of his 
Memoires de Viet Kieu (“Vietnamese Memories”) 

series, a dragon swoops down from the sky to carry 
a young woman from the Vietnamese countryside to 
Taipei, where her new husband waits.  

The first two volumes, Quitter Saigon (“Leaving 
Saigon”, 2010) and Little Saigon (2012), focus on the 
Vietnamese communities in France and the United 
States respectively and explore exile in relation to the 
history and consequences of imperialism and war 
in modern Vietnam. This third volume examines 
Vietnamese women who leave to marry Taiwanese men, 
thinking that, in so doing, they ensure a better life for 
themselves and the family they leave behind. Equal  
parts oneiric fiction and ethnographic study, the 
graphic novel offers a lucid critique of contemporary 
cross-border marriage migration between Vietnam and 
Taiwan, the force of which is captured in two of its more 
salient scenes.

In the first, a marriage recruiter asks the protagonist 
to undress so she can verify there are no corporeal 
defects that might compromise her value on the market. 
This allusion to the biopolitical measures to which 
economic migrants are subjected centres on the idea 
that the body of the Vietnamese marriage migrant in 
particular is a source of disease and deformity. It evokes 
the history of imperial struggle in Vietnam in which, at 
its apex, the US poisoned the Vietnamese with Agent 
Orange; it also conjures the xenophobic appeals of 
nationalist politicians in Taiwan, who have cautioned 
against “infecting” the Taiwanese body politic by mixing 
with these women.

The second scene is a modified reproduction of M.C. 
Escher’s Relativity and a piercing visual allusion to the 
network of contradictory economic forces and social 
expectations in which the marriage migrant and her host 
family are confined. Like Escher’s lithograph, Baloup’s 
panels represent an architectural space in which the laws 
of gravity appear to have been suspended, but which is 
nevertheless composed of planes in which they maintain 
their hold. Denied complex subjectivity by the reductive 
categories used to position them (eg, migrants as passive 
victims or economic opportunists; husbands as socio-
economic failures or perpetrators of sex trafficking), 
none of the figures in the image seem to recognise the 
paradoxical nature of this situation, from which there 
appears to be no escape. 

Throughout Les Mariees de Taiwan, Baloup uses bold 
colour and inventive narrative technique to interrogate 
various histories of imperialism in the region, including 
the legacies of French colonialism and the United States 
intervention in Vietnam, as well as the pernicious effects 
of globalisation, or the capitalist recolonisation of Asia. 
In each instance, he asks how these histories and current 
global structures have shaped discourses surrounding 
migration, tradition, modernity, nationalism and 
national identity, and how these discourses subsequently 
alter demands for and shifts in reproductive labour.

The capitalist industrialisation of Taiwan, which 
has resulted in an increase of women in the Taiwanese 
workforce and a concomitant “crisis of care”, relies 
upon the availability of international domestic and filial 

Bride hunters
Leslie Barnes

G R A P H I C  N O V E L

labour in the form of servants, spouses and child- and 
aged-care workers, for example, from countries like 
Vietnam, Indonesia and the Philippines. Chinese women 
are desirable as well, but the Taiwanese government 
remembers too well their own imperial struggles with 
China and limits the flow of and paths to citizenship for 
mainland migrants.

Cross-border marriage migration is not new in 
Southeast Asia, and in Vietnam it is manifest 
not only in the image of young women leaving 

the country to join husbands elsewhere. If in Baloup’s 
graphic novel it is the Asian dragon that removes 
Vietnamese women from their families and culture, in 
twentieth-century narratives, it is the French paquebot, 
and later, the US helicopter.

The Indochinese colonial novel, for example, 
abounds with love stories between French adventurers 
or officers and their con gai, or women. In many of 
these novels, as in contemporary media narratives 
about migrant spouses in Taiwan and Singapore, the 
Vietnamese woman is caught between two extreme 
stereotypes: she is either the innocent child, lacking any 
agency in the world, or the “dragon lady”, deceiving  
her man and draining his coffers. Either way, she  
is motivated less by love than by the possibility  
of economic advancement, both for herself and  
her community.

European functionaries, on the other hand, are 
shown as having true intentions, but their desire 
comes at a cost. In Jean d’Esme’s Francois Phuoc metis 
(“Francois Phuoc, Mixed Race”, 1929), for example, 
the selfless protagonist, devoted to providing a good 
life for his wife, Co Binh, and her mixed-race son, 
dies as a result of her reckless gambling and infidelity. 
Even successful unions are the result of trickery and 
manipulation. Coursac, the ailing hero of Eugene’s 
Pujarniscle’s La petite sœur de Mademoiselle Neige (“Miss 
Snow’s little sister”, 1925-1926) appears to find true 
companionship with Serieuse at the novel’s close,  
but this is only because she has convinced his wife —  
her sister — that he no longer loves her and lured him 
into bed. 

The Vietnamese too have reflected on love in the 
wake of imperialism. In Vu Trong Phung’s satirical 
reportage, Ky Nghe Lay Tay (“The Industry of Marrying 
Europeans”), which studies the Vietnamese women who 
treat marrying Foreign legionnaires as a profession, 
the bed is the woman’s workplace, the tool of her 
trade. Contrary to the women in colonial novels, these 
women are vulgar and debased, and their legionnaires, 
in stark contrast to the noble colonial officer or rugged 
adventurer, are lawless ruffians who have come to Asia 
for thrills or to escape a dark past. And yet, these social 
outcasts offer the most astute observations about the 
false promises of colonialism and the hypocrisy of 
traditional Vietnamese society.

Contemporary Vietnamese and Vietnamese-
American writing also examines the convoluted 
intersections of love, imperialism and survival. Memories 
of a Pure Spring and Zenith, novels by Duong Thu 
Huong, meditate on the failure of love and marriage in 
times of war and reunification. Finally, the Vietnamese-
American memoirist and activist Le Ly Hayslip recounts 
her own flight from war-torn Vietnam in 1970 as the 
bride of a US civil contractor. Though its narrative arc 
is a common one, Hayslip’s memoir is noteworthy, not 
only because it is a work of non-fiction, but because it 
is one of few to explore cross-border marriage from the 
perspective of the migrant woman.

The union between Baloup’s protagonist and her 
Taiwanese husband eventually dissolves, leaving both 
parties feeling duped, battered and abandoned. In the 
same way, and like all bad marriages, modern imperialist 
invasions in Vietnam have invariably ended in bitter 
divorce. But as long as global capitalism continues to 
construct an Escheresque universe wherein the rules 
cannot be trusted to apply in any consistent fashion, 
socially and economically marginalised men and 
women will continue to marry and migrate in order to 
create and care for their families, forever ascending and 
descending staircases that appear to lead nowhere.  ☐

Leslie Barnes is a senior lecturer in French Studies at the 
Australian National University
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Theophilus Kwek is a writer, researcher and editor of 
Oxford Poetry

What happens, however, when the path of resistance 
is morally dubious and irreversible? Heng soberly 
reminds us that those who choose defiance, and hence 
sacrifice, are not often the heroes we make them out  
to be. Characters like Anja, Ambrose, and even Lea’s 
father, Kaito, come to the “Club” for a plethora of chosen 
and unchosen reasons, each with their own devils  
to face. 

The “Club’s” strategy of disseminating videos of its 
members’ suicides threatens to forge a counternarrative 
that is just as oppressive to those who have given up on 
living forever as is the dictum of “healthy mind, healthy 
body” to the faithful. Are there other modes of loss? 

The protagonists discover that between the extremes 
of living artificially and dying flamboyantly are paths 
of quieter possibility: similarly meaningful ways to 
make the most of life and death. But choosing these 
alternatives is no mean feat in a world of absolutes, and 
Heng’s tale rings true for anyone who has tried to tread 
a careful path between conformity and confrontation. 
Sometimes, as her characters Lea and Anja realise, the 
most courageous act is in telling themselves that other 
options exist. Vindicated, we hear them laughing freely 
for the first time at the novel’s close. 

Where Suicide Club hinges on the verisimilitude 
of an imagined future, Ponti taps into Teo’s grasp of 
unnoticed transformations in the present. Szu and Circe 
— unlikely friends whose life stories unfurl backwards 
and forwards, respectively, in time — partake in the 
age-old rituals of growing up in a city buffeted by 
modernisation, gentrification and social stratification. 

What holds them together, in addition to a shared 
revulsion for the petty torments of their all-girls’ high 
school, is the unshakeable allure of Szu’s mother Amisa, 
and the memory of her brief cinematic career in the late-
’70s cult horror series, Ponti! 

Told in the voices of all three women, and spanning 
the half-century of postcolonial Singapore’s rapid 
metamorphosis, the novel explores how we see and 
remember each other, drawing on Amisa’s short-lived 
stardom as a foil for how we negotiate the spectacle of 
daily existence. Cruelty, in Teo’s telling, is refusing to 
look beyond the pantomime of our outward affects and 
appearances, letting life harden us against the possibility 
that beneath the surface, others are vulnerable to the 
same upheavals that we are.   

Don’t be afraid
Theophilus Kwek

F I C T I O N

Among this year’s bumper crop of debuts by  
 Singapore novelists, no two seem more perfectly  
  opposed: Rachel Heng’s fable of the future, 

Suicide Club, confronts its characters with the terror of 
longevity, while Sharlene Teo’s Ponti is steeped in the 
speculative worlds of past and present Singapore, where 
myths and ghosts outlive their proprietors.

Yet these two books have more in common than 
meets the eye. Both examine the fault-lines of cruelty in 
society and the self, and pose urgent questions about the 
limits of narrative itself: how far do the stories we tell 
shape our dreams and fates? Though one is set farther 
afield than the other, they tell us with equal prescience 
about the horrors we enact and inhabit.

Suicide Club explores what happens when the pursuit 
of life itself becomes the chief end of individual and 
common existence. It opens at a birthday party in near-
future New York, where Lea, a well-paid and well-liked 
analyst is celebrating her 100th birthday. This is nothing 
out of the ordinary: most downtown city-dwellers are 
“lifers”, the lucky bearers of genes that predispose them 
to longevity, and hence make them ideal candidates for 
each new wave of anti-ageing technology, applied to their 
bodies on a weekly basis by a corps of devoted “tenders”. 

The luckiest among them will be eligible for the 
“Third Wave” of life enhancements, which will allow 
them to live forever. The poor and dingy outskirts, 
however, are populated by “sub-100s”, condemned to 
briefer lifespans either by their unsuitable genes, or 
because they cannot afford the treatments that “lifers” 
enjoy. In these circumstances, a shadowy “Club” has 
come into being that affords its members the chance 
to sample some of life’s forgotten (and now forbidden) 
pleasures — such as the carcinogenic joy of a steak 
sandwich — and, if they choose to reject the quest for 
wellness altogether, to take their own lives.  

Heng’s dystopia is terrifying because it is not 
implausible. Few are alien to the prospect of societies 
where one ordering principle is taken to the extreme; 
indeed, the last half-century has produced several 
totalising ideologies of this kind. In Southeast Asia 
today, many states pursue golden calves of pragmatism, 
economic growth and self-reliance (or a blend of fiscal 
and social conservatism branded as Asian values) at 
great cost to their citizens. 

Those who deign to question these tenets have 
often been subjected to the forms of state intimidation 
experienced by Lea: distrust by their employers, round-
the-clock surveillance, mandated confessions, and other 
reminders of the brute force and discursive power of an 
all-seeing “Ministry”. 

As in the novel, too, these societies have produced 
inherited inequalities in the form of sharp gulfs 
between their haves and have-nots; if not in life years, 
then certainly in terms of wealth and social capital. 
As commentators have pointed out, even ostensibly 
meritocratic systems have been captured by elites 
(not unlike Heng’s “lifers”) who command the fraught 
vocabulary of their societies’ respective creeds.  

Teo has written elsewhere about her fascination 
with horror, and the way in which “figures of fear and 
horror are … ciphers for insecurity and fear”. In the 
case of the pontianak (as she is known in Singapore and 
Malaysia), said to be the spirit of a woman who has died 
in childbirth, returning in irresistible guise to tempt 
other men to their deaths, the familiar myth surfaces 
complicated histories of how childbirth and femininity 
have been imagined as alien; at once sexy, spectral  
and savage. 

Called to fill this part by a director who is enthralled 
by her beauty, Amisa takes to the extreme what all 
women, Teo suggests, are forced to do: to play on 
appearances, and take on roles that patriarchal society 
has rendered as unnatural, even dangerous. This critique 
takes on an interesting dimension in a geopolitical 
region where women in power are so often seen through 
the lens of myth and misunderstanding. 

From polarised portrayals of Aung San Suu Kyi in 
the media as human rights icon or spineless collaborator, 
to chequered, tabloid obsessions with such figures 
as Imelda Marcos, Marina Mahathir and Yingluck 
Shinawatra, rarely do we find these women as easily 
forgiven as their male counterparts. 

At a more human level, it is the gulf between 
Amisa’s past and present personalities that drives the 
story forward, and triggers the unravelling of Szu and 
Circe’s friendship. By the time the girls meet at school, 
Amisa’s acting days and the films she starred in are 
long behind them, artefacts of a different cultural era 
altogether, although her aura of enigmatic beauty takes 
longer to dissipate. Along with Aunt Yunxi, an ageless 
medium who has perfected the art of “trading in hope”, 
Amisa entertains superstitious clients in the cavernous 
home that her ex-husband (Szu’s father) bought with his 
lottery winnings. 

All these things — the house, the forgotten films, 
and the on- and off-screen spirits that Amisa conjures 
— seem larger than life, and this sense of something 
beyond their schoolyard reality draws Szu and Circe 
together. But Amisa’s death severs that connection and 
the two grow distant, unsure of themselves and ungainly 
with loss. 

Decades later, Amisa’s alter ego returns to haunt 
Circe, now an uninspired marketing agent tasked to 
revive the movies for a millennial audience. And the 
only way to do this, it seems, is to confront her own 
teenage unkindness towards Szu in the wake of her 
mother’s passing. 

Ponti shines in its capacity to hold these various 
critiques — of societal and personal foibles, of short-
lived memory and long-drawn change — within its 
orbit. By interrogating shared myths and shibboleths 
alongside the characters’ own accounts of self-fulfilment, 
it is a story that (like all good stories) forces us to 
question the myths we live and receive. 

If the narrative moves less briskly in places than that 
of Suicide Club, it is because Teo lingers on the contours 
of a city she loves, and demonstrates that she is just as 
masterly an observer of urban life as Heng is of frayed 
and fraying relationships. Whether by summoning 
the terrors of past or future, both authors remind us 
that beneath the seemingly inescapable veneers of 
appearance and belief are keenly human possibilities — 
and reasons not to fear them.  ☐

RACHEL HENG
Suicide Club
Sceptre: 2018

SHARLENE TEO
Ponti

Picador: 2018
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The old man grabbed his son’s hand and pulled him 
close. “Do you see a patch of trees, or any houses ahead? 
Is it dawn?” 

Kim panicked, guessing his father was on his 
deathbed. The sun was about to set. He paddled hard, 
pushing the boat along. A second wave would rush 
in before he could recover from the first. Distant 
deep green rice stalks glimmered behind the waves. 
He had been paddling non-stop since morning, yet 
the landscape hadn’t changed a bit. The water spilled 
vigorously over the banks of the Hau River into the 
Gulf of Thailand, flowing endlessly to the west. Kim was 
concerned, where could all this water come from, flowing 
two metres deep over the fields, vast and boundless as the 
open ocean? 

Yesterday, the old man explained, “This area is 
part of Long Xuyen. Each year the water rises for a few 
months and then subsides. If we take this shortcut,  
the way is a bit rough, but no one will demand our poll  
tax papers.” 

Only now did Kim really understand what “a bit 
rough” actually entailed. He recalled the time he went 
through the Dai Ngai Lagoon in order to cross the Hau 
Giang Estuary, the water was wide and deep, but he was 
still more at ease then. Even a wide river has limits; an 
inexperienced paddler could cross it in an hour. There 
are islets in the middle of the river that one can wade 
across; on the off-chance you go under, you can splash 
over to one and rest. But the flooded paddy is different. 
The opposite shore is beyond the horizon, and even 
with the ground just below your feet, the water  
may still kill you. Even a good paddler can’t go five 
thousand metres without a house or stick of bamboo  
to lean upon. 

The sun sank past the horizon. Where did that row 
of bauhinia trees go? The water’s surface was a vibrant 
green as he approached a large paddy spanning dozens 
of hectares. He was afraid that, were he to get lost in 
there, his oar would be tangled in the rice stalks, making 
it difficult to paddle. He turned the sampan to the right. 
The wind and waves abated. The water ahead in the 
distance was teaming with black splotches, stretching 
into the distance as if to seal off the horizon. 

The old man’s voice sounded weak and distant, “Do 
you see the shore yet?” 

Kim leaned in to listen. 
“Son, I’ll give you this shirt … I’m so weak … I can’t 

sit up to take it off … Son …” 
Kìm stared. His father’s legs, which were still and 

wood-like, suddenly began to kick restlessly.
“Dad, is something wrong, Dad?” 
Old Bich couldn’t form the words, his lips quivered. 

His eyes were wide open, then suddenly shut deep in 
their sockets. 

From sea to mulberry fields*
Son Nam

S H O R T  S T O R Y

Drifting, where does the duckweed go?
It lands at An Giang, among downcast eyes
Clouds cover Bay Nui, birds flapping wings 
Three rivers flow, bent-whiskered fish, 
Wild herbs in the wastes, pale-faced people,
Not a dried mangrove apple, grey-haired monkeys.

Phan Van Tri 

Old Bich turned to the side. The sun was shining  
 down in patches of fire, like red hot steel just 
pulled from a forge, its embers bursting into the 

air before floating slowly down to the ground, cooling 
and dreamily flitting away like a swarm of invisible 
fireflies hovering through the night. The old man had 
not eaten even a grain of rice, had only drunk water 
for the past three days. For the first two days, the old 
man’s excuse was that he was tired. The next day, his 
son filled a bowl with rice, and the old man promised 
he would eat once he felt better. As soon as his son took 
his afternoon nap, the old man poured the rice back into 
the pot, and then threw a few grains into the water to 
watch the schools of carp swarm, hurling themselves to 
the surface vying for the bait … Presently, the old man’s 
belly felt strangely at peace, not knowing hunger. Or had 
it been paralysed? Not eating for a few days is no reason 
to die; a person can withstand hunger for a long while, 
as long as they still feel hunger. But the old man was no 
longer hungry: half of his body, from the chest down, felt 
like it had been detached. From the chest up, his breath 
was shallow, and it felt as though there remained only a 
thin layer of skin thrown wrinkled over his dried bones. 
Tuberculosis had had its way with him for more than 
ten years, destroying his lungs. All that survived were 
two eyes and two ears. But even these senses had wasted 
away. Was it now day or night? Am I still in the realm of 
suffering or am I now atop Mount Penglai? Countless 
different faces appeared vaguely in the flickering rays 
of sunlight. They were as gentle as the jade maiden, and 
bamboo flutes and two-stringed fiddles played for the 
flock of phoenixes circling overhead. 

“Buzzards! Shoo!” shouted Kim, the old man’s son.
The old man was startled, sputtering, “Buzzards eh? 

Well I thought that …” 
Kim crawled up the sampan, waving the oar at the 

pack of buzzards that brazenly gathered on the bow. The 
old man shook his head, “If they want to peck at my 
body let them peck. Be careful not to sink the sampan … 
Try to paddle forward … Son!” 

Kim crawled forward, yelling out. His father’s arms 
and legs were cold, his face grey. Kim sobbed, tears and 
snot pouring quietly down from his eyes and nose. 

A cluster of houses appeared in the distance. Kim 
tried to yell but the sound caught in his throat. He 
grabbed the oar and waved it as a signal. 

… A three-panelled sampan approached, cleaving 
the water. The passenger shouted, “What is it? Did you 
fall into the paddy?”

“No! My father died.” 
The passenger sat down, touched old Bich then 

looked straight at Kim, “Where did you come from? So 
tragic, this is your father, boy?”  

“Yes sir, we came from Ong Chuong islet …” 
The passenger mumbled in reply, “That’s around 

Long Xuyen … What can we do! How did you get so 
lost? Do you have any relatives near here?” 

 Kim grasped his hand, “Please help me, Sir. I don’t 
have anyone. Nobody.” 

“Let me think.” 
The passenger turned around waving his hand 

towards the sampan behind him. Kim knew that the 
black folds crossing the horizon moments ago were 
herds of innumerable buffalo sloshing through the water. 
The buffalo romped, pounding the water and kicking up 
waves. They breathed in raspy bursts that sounded like 
gusts of wind blowing through forest leaves. Hundreds 
of pairs of sharp, curled horns poked forth from dumb 
triangular faces, like enormous water chestnuts. 

The passenger told a nearby boy to come down to 
the sampan. “Don’t let the buffalo follow, they’ll sink his 
sampan! Take this young man to Mr. Hai Tich’s hut …” 

“But who’ll watch over the buffalo back here?” 
The passenger pondered, “OK, just take him a little 

further. When you get close to Hai Tich’s house, whistle 
for him. Once he sees you, you can quickly run back. I’ll 
slowly drive the buffalo out here and wait for you.” 

He turned to Kim, “Now you go with this boy, he’ll 
take you to my friend’s house. They’ll help you.” 

The child paddled in front with Kim following 
silently behind. The deep sadness penetrating his 
gut had more or less dulled. He looked down at 

his father: his hands and legs had curled, his face was 
tilted to one side and concealed by a conical hat; perhaps 
the passenger had noticed and covered his father’s face. 

The passenger suddenly paddled after them, calling 
out, “Stop, listen: that little boy is really afraid of ghosts. 
It’s already evening, don’t let him see your father. Take 
my sedge-straw sleeping bag and bring it to Mr Hai 
Tich’s house. Maybe I’ll come by tomorrow morning. 
Don’t be upset, Mr Hai Tich is just like me …” 

Two shacks poked out of the water’s surface. 
Cooking fire smoke spread out in great swirls, scattering 

*The title, “Mot cuoc bien dau” [“a period of change 
from sea to mulberry”] is a literary idiom referencing 
classical Chinese mythology and denoting a great span of 
time and the entailing great changes.

Elsie Herberstein
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toward the east. Buzzards were perched in a line along 
the roof ridge, stretching their gaping beaks to caw 
before flapping into the air and circling the sampan. 

The boy called out, “Mr Hai! One of Mr Tu Lap’s 
guests is here!”, then turned back. 

“Thanks,” Kim said. 
The boy looked down at Kim’s sampan. “Why  

is this old man still lying here? … Wake him up,  
you’ve arrived!” 

Kim’s face twisted in pain, tears pouring down. The 
boy, as though realising the duty with which he had just 
been entrusted, shivered and cried out, “Heavens!”, then 
paddled off.  

After hearing Kim recount his circumstances, Mr 
Hai Tich sighed, then called for Mrs Hai to cook an 
extra portion of rice for Kim. But Kim couldn’t swallow 
it. From afternoon till now his mind was preoccupied 
with a question he dared not speak aloud, Where are 
we going to bury my father? How can we bury him? Mrs 
Hai called Mr Hai around to the side of the house. 
They briefly whispered back and forth before Mr Hai 
returned. “So what do you think? In these parts, in this 
season, all the unlucky folk have the same problem. Son, 
I consider you family so I’ll tell it to you straight: you 
have to bury him tonight, waiting around till morning 
won’t do any good.” 

“Sir, but where do we bury him?” 
Predicting Kim’s anxiety, Mr Hai hesitated, “Calling 

it ‘bury’ is only for ceremonial purposes, of course there 
isn’t any dirt around here for burying. We’re surrounded 
by water. There are two solutions. One is that we build 
a frame anchored to the paddy and hang him above the 
water, once the floods recede we’ll give him a proper 
burial. That is a lot of work. The buzzards will have their 
way with the body. It’s better to wrap the body up tight, 
and anchor it to the paddy using stones …” 

Hearing those words, Kim slammed his head against 
the floor, yanking his hair with both hands, “Heavens! 
Why would my father come here if he had known this!” 

Mrs Hai’s eyes welled with tears, “Don’t cry, son. It’s 
heaven’s will. Everyone here faces the same end; what 
wealthy person would choose to live here? Cursing 
your father, mother and heaven only compounds the 
misfortune. Light some incense. If you can’t kowtow, 
then at least bow. I’ll help; it’s already dusk, a little while 
longer and the darkness will make things very difficult.” 

Mr Hai returned from the stoop where he was 
watching the setting sun, liquor bottle in hand. He 
flipped over the conical hat covering old Bich’s face, and 
spat liquor over the corpse’s arms and legs as he pulled 
them into an orderly position. 

The ill-fated old man was wrapped tightly in two 
sedge-straw sleeping bags. Mrs Hai went into the house, 
bringing out a dozen or so fern-vine twines, and placed 
them in the sampan. Once finished, they both hauled 
over their old millstone. 

The sampan departed, drifting further and further 
away. Kim sobbed, demanding to accompany them … in 
order to kill himself. Mrs Hai Tich scolded him, “You’re 
grown now, boy. You’re no longer a child, don’t rashly 
demand to risk your life. You should see this as the end 
of a tragedy …”

 Every now and then, Mr Hai Tich would turn 
around and wave his hand to signal the people in the 
houses to stop staring. Knowing that his gestures were 
useless, he split off and manoeuvred the sampan around 
the side of the house, where no one could watch the 
final agonising scene. Kim stared wide-eyed. The water 
was a gigantic, vicious beast. Its maw was gaping, intent 
on swallowing his father’s body whole before shutting 
its mouth, angry and unsatisfied. Yet it was over in an 
instant! The water’s surface was placid again. Now he 
had to wait for Venus to rise brilliantly in the sky, for the 
yellow light to sink down, for the southward wind to rise 
again, forever until the roosters crowed in the distance.

The incense burned brightly, pouring smoke from 
the ancestral altar placed in the middle of the room. Mr 
and Mrs Hai wanted to pray for the ill-fated man’s soul. 
As for Kim, he drank a whole coconut shell ladle full of 
cold water, then lay exhausted on his back. He mumbled 

and tossed, jabbing and stomping noisily in his sleep. Mr 
and Mrs Hai covered him with a rattan mat. 

Mrs Hai spoke, “Poor boy, he has to go through this 
all alone …” 

Mr Hai’s brow wrinkled, “If that’s so, then why did 
you regret letting him use the millstone? Or did you 
want his father to float up like a buoy bobbing on  
the water?” 

“Enough already. Either way, when the floods 
recede, try to remember to gather the bones and bury 
them for the boy. This is so sad …” 

Mr Hai took a swig of liquor, “That’s won’t be 
necessary … There are bones scattered all over these 
paddies. People’s bones, buffalo bones, the ranging 
buffalo fall ill and die on the journey. Every year,  

when the ploughing season comes, I see the same thing, 
bones everywhere.” 

“Then what?” 
“I just plough the field and bury them, and let the 

rice grow. I once thought they were ancient bones from 
the time of Pangu … But then I realised that they were 
younger than the bones I carry within me, so … It really 
made me reflect on my lot in life. I was depressed for a 
while. That’s when I used to come home and force you 
to give me liquor money. You didn’t understand, so you 
would nag me … Do you remember?” 

Kim rolled over, beating his hand on the floor.  ☐

Translated by Anthony Morreale

subversives left an indelible   
   impression on the teenage 
author. Although the rebellions  
   were quickly and brutally put               
down, this period of heightened  
 Vichy-French, Japanese and 
revolutionary propaganda  
  stimulated the development of 
his nationalism.  

Concluding that school was 
pointless under the failing colonial 

system, he returned to Rach Gia, where at nineteen 
years old he witnessed the May 1945 Japanese 
coup against the French forces, and the subsequent 
Japanese surrender later that August. He joined 
the Viet Minh during the August Revolution, was 
assigned to illiteracy eradication campaigns and was 
later promoted to political education cadre tasked 
with holding lessons in the maquis. 

Son Nam moved to Saigon soon after the 1954 
Geneva Accords split the territory into the socialist 
bloc-backed Democratic Republic of Vietnam in the 
north, and the US-backed Republic of Vietnam in the 
south. In 1960 the Diem government sentenced him 
to twenty-four months’ re-education for his previous 
associations with communist insurgents. Though he 
had published poems, histories, folklore and short 
stories as early as 1948, he was catapulted to fame 
soon after his release from prison by his celebrated 
1962 short story compendium Huong rung Ca Mau 
(“The scent of the Ca Mau forest”), from which 
“From sea to mulberry fields” is taken. 

After Communist forces conquered Saigon 
in April 1975, Son Nam remained in the city and 
participated in the party-led Writers’ Association. 
His charmingly idiosyncratic character is captured 
in one obituary, which lamented, “no longer will 
the streets of Saigon enjoy the familiar sight of the 
author, the man who enjoyed nothing more than 
hiking squeezed through the narrow alleys of the 
city, with his dishevelled clothes, his baseball cap, his 
backpack, nervously winking through his spectacles, 
and especially the cigarette always pinched between 
his nicotine-stained yellow fingers. We artists have 
long teasingly called him ‘the vagrant author’, a man 
who not only wandered Saigon, but also wandered 
among the ‘hollering monkeys and cawing egrets’ of 
the Southern Plains.” He died of a stroke in 2008. He 
was eighty-three years old.  ☐

Illustration by Elsie Herberstein

Southern Son
Anthony Morreale

Son Nam (originally Pham Minh 
Tai) was born on 11 December 
1926 in Dong Thai village: a 

small, mixed Khmer and Vietnamese 
village, near Rach Gia, nestled on 
the edge of the Go Quao Forest, 
abutting the Bay of Thailand on the 
western shore of the Mekong Delta. 
Son Nam’s sickly mother couldn’t 
produce enough milk, so he was 
wet nursed by an ethnically Khmer 
neighbour. She became a close family friend, and 
Son Nam took the pen name Son, a common Khmer 
surname, to honour her. The name Nam (“south”) 
pays homage to his southern roots. 

In a speech celebrating a fellow Mekong poet’s 
seventieth birthday, Son Nam described their 
hometown as “a poor, backwards land where the 
government was non-existent and pirates scourged 
the coasts … Our childhoods flickered like tamanu oil 
lamps. No one dared dream that this place could give 
birth to laureates and lyricists. To us, great authors 
only emerged from the far north beyond Hue.” 
Despite the stifling rural poverty of his birthplace, Son 
Nam was an excellent student. He received a highly 
competitive colonial-state scholarship to study the 
Primaire Elementaire at the local provincial school, 
and after passing the Certificat d’Etudes Primaire 
Franco-Indigene, he was given a scholarship to study 
for the Diplome in Can Tho. 

The largest city in the Mekong Delta, Can Tho 
was more than a hundred kilometres away. By 
the time he attended (1937), it was a bustling and 
comparatively modern urban centre replete with 
movie theatres, cafes, radio, large markets and the 
latest Vietnamese and French language books and 
newspapers. It was here that Son Nam experienced 
the terminal decline of Indochinese colonialism, 
heralded by the outbreak of the Second World War. 
First, French defeat at the hands of Nazi Germany in 
June 1940 gave the resulting Vichy regime a tenuous 
grasp over the colony. Three months later the 
French reluctantly submitted to Japanese demands 
to station forces throughout the colony, highlighting 
French weakness and further undermining racialist 
notions of colonial legitimacy. In November a 
series of rebellions, called Nam Ky Khoi Nghia 
(“Cochinchina Uprisings”), exploded throughout the 
delta. Witnessing at first hand the widespread public 
discontent, the blood-drenched military vehicles 
and the merciless public execution of suspected 
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Death and life
Mark Robinson

Mark Robinson is the author of Izakaya: the Japanese 
Pub Cookbook, and the blog www.ginzaline.com

N E I G H B O U R H O O D

When someone around this older part of 
Tokyo dies, a person comes from the local 
association to give you the news, and you 

pass the clipboard holding the notice to your neighbour, 
who also passes it on, and so on. This happened a few 
months ago at Yoshida’s CD shop on Kokusai-dori. 
We were listening to music when a woman, obviously 
well known to Yoshida, came up between his shelves 
of cassettes and CDs with barely a greeting, said sorry 
for interrupting, told him so-and-so had passed away, 
gave him the notification, mentioned something about 
a wake et cetera, then walked out again. She would have 
been a fellow resident from West Asakusa District One. 
Yoshida took the information coolly. I think he had 
already heard, or was expecting it. 

Death is more a part of life in Japan than in the West. 
People seem less scared of it. Sometimes they treat it 
as a sort of obligation. I saw a man on television from 
Hiroshima who had lost his brother in a mudslide. He 
was upset, partly because the brother had died earlier 
than their parents. The brother had jumped the queue. 
Because of this, the man said, he was a bad son.

I was in a taxi recently going to visit Yoshida in 
hospital, and the driver wanted to talk about illness 
and ageing. I asked him if this was true, that people 
will speak poorly of someone if they die ahead of their 
parents. He responded as if it were common sense. He 
said, We have this thing, about taking your turn. Loss is 
something we have to go through. The deceased brother 
escaped grief and inflicted it on his mother and father, 
who would now have to grieve additionally, since they 
had already suffered their own parents’ passing.

I often hear Yoshida say he is ready to go. He says 
it with a satisfied smile, as if he means, “My work here 
is done”. Though he seems to enjoy life, waiting in his 
shop for the few customers who don’t get all their music 

by streaming, playing his endless song lists loaded onto 
USB thumb drives by his son. He has rigged speakers 
in his shop awning outside, and passers-by will stand 
under them to listen.

But Yoshida’s legs are bad now, and he has been in 
hospital for a month with cellulitis, which causes swelling 
and blistering on his calves, and weeping of lymphatic 
fluid. Aged seventy-seven, he has far outlived his father, 
who went at the age of forty-nine. Yoshida says the night 
before his dad died of a brain haemorrhage, the two 
of them went to the movies on Kokusai-dori and saw 
Marilyn Monroe in River of No Return.

Kokusai-dori means “international road”, and, over 
the centuries, the riverside district of Asakusa  
 has attracted all sorts: the pious, the homeless, 

hustlers and entertainers. It is the site of Sensoji, one 
of Tokyo’s biggest and most famous temples, whose 
deity is the Goddess of Mercy. Early last century, 
the area boasted Japan’s first movie theatre, as well 
as Russian dancers, an opera troupe, vaudeville, an 
aquarium, prostitutes, striptease, storytelling, stand-up 
comedy, cocktail bars and sushi counters. It features 
in woodblock prints and stories such as Yasunari 
Kawabata’s modernist 1930 novel, The Scarlet Gang of 
Asakusa. In the twentieth century it was almost twice 
destroyed: in the Great Kanto Earthquake of 1923, and 
in the US firebombing of 1945.

Born after the war, Yoshida is also international. He 
has never been overseas; his world view — about the 
movements of people, economic systems, the slave trade, 
blues, jazz, the Silk Road, religious sutras — comes 
through music. As well as bebop and Bach and every 
sort of Japanese pop, he stocks albums of blind samisen 
players, geisha love songs, traditional festival drums and 
flutes and spoken word stories by late Japanese actors.

His late father also ran the store, as did his 
grandfather, who was his father’s adoptive father. This 
is how some families grew. It is a way to obtain a male 
heir. Japan still has this social mechanism. There is also 
arranged marriage, and Yoshida and his wife were set 
up through relatives. It seems to have worked well. Mrs 
Yoshida has little interest in music but is as much a 
part of the store as her husband. On the rare occasions 
the two of them are in the shop together, she looks on 
indulgently as he talks music with customers, nudging 
him when it’s time to close up.

People like Yoshida inspired me to start writing 
about Asakusa when I moved here from western  
Tokyo about five years ago. My only plan was to record 
my encounters as they moved me. I suspected it might 
be hard to meet people but found, on the contrary,  
that many were ready to talk. It was almost as if they 
were waiting.

People in food service, clothing, crafts such as 
leather, weaving and dyeing, a man who sold string, a 
woman who sold antiques. People here in the downtown 
area have pride, and with children leaving home and old 
people left alone, so many have no one to describe their 
lives to. They seem to know that time is running out.

I want Yoshida to come back. He sometimes switches 
his stereo to play loudly through the outdoor speakers, 
which face downward, under the shop awning, onto 
the footpath. People stand under them, basking in the 
vibraphone of Milt Jackson, or Hawaiian grooves of 
Martin Denny, the jazz harp of Dorothy Ashby, bebop 
and bossa nova. He creates a soundtrack for the street, 
a shower of song for people as they wait for their bus, a 
friend or family member.  ☐ 

Mark RobinsonMr and Mrs Yoshida
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Splice Newsroom’s office is wherever Alan Soon and 
Rishad Patel park their laptops. Today it’s a  
 Starbucks in downtown Singapore, with glacially 

slow service and a soundtrack of ubiquitous cafe jazz. 
Their arrangement — lean, physically rootless, fluid — is 
the quintessential twenty-first-century media startup: the 
kind of business that they now spend their time studying.

Soon, forty-four, a journalist and Patel, forty-eight, 
a design specialist, founded Splice in 2017 to chart 
and shape the transformation of Asia’s media industry, 
starting with a website and newsletters and culminating 
in an ambitious, US$1m project to launch 100 startups.

In North America and Europe the press is highly 
introspective, with a symbiotic ecosystem of academic 
institutions, think tanks and consultancies that feed into 
an industry with an acknowledged social role; albeit 
one that is mostly privately owned and functions — or 
fails — on its ability to turn readers into money. In Asia, 
where the press is generally less lauded and where the 
media industry is far more heterogenous, there are few 
such organisations.

Splice aims to fill that gap, and to ask important 
questions about the future of the industry at a moment 
of profound change, Patel says. “What’s going on with the 
legacy media businesses? Why is there doomsday, but no 
business plan? Why doesn’t the startup energy [across the 
region] infuse itself into what’s going on with media?”

What they are offering, partly, is optimism, a 
commodity in short supply in the global media. The 
demonisation of the press in theoretically liberal 
democracies; the manipulation of political narratives 
by trolls for hire; filter bubbles, polarisation and the 
end of news as a collective experience are all harmonics 
to a bass note of decadal decline as technology giants 
capture the dwindling revenues of the newspaper 
industry. Newsrooms around the world are shrinking 
or disappearing entirely. Great bastions of magazine 
journalism have disappeared or are wallowing in the 
grim, hyper-coloured morass of trending content.

After years of attrition by technological, social and 
economic change, the media feels uniquely vulnerable, 
and more so in Southeast Asia where autocratic 
governments keep up their bruising assaults on the 
freedom of the press — the jailing of Reuters reporters 
Wa Lone and Kyaw Soe Oo in Myanmar; the arrest of 
veteran photographer Shahidul Alam in Bangladesh; the 
sale of the Phnom Penh Post to a government-linked PR 
company in Cambodia. In short, it all seems to be going 
to hell.

“We have a different view on it,” Soon says. “We 
think this is a golden age of media.”

Soon and Patel’s thesis is that the great 1990s promise 
that the internet would democratise the media and 
put the means of production in the hands of the many 
has come true. Technology has allowed journalists, 
publishers — pretty much anyone who wants to put a 
message out — to do so with a limited outlay.

“Your barrier to entry as a journalist has come down 
significantly from where it was ten years ago,” Soon 
says. “When I started out I was carrying a huge chunk 
of hardware. Machines were more expensive, getting 
online was more difficult. We built this entire business 
completely by hanging out in cafes.”

Beyond that, though, digitalisation, analytics and  
the fast feedback mechanisms of the internet mean  
that publishers can identify special interest audiences 
and rapidly prototype, test and roll out products that 
serve them.

Splice unbound
Peter Guest

P R O F I L E

“I think what’s amazing about that is that anyone 
who wants to start something can do it almost 
immediately, which you couldn’t twenty years ago. 
You had to go and buy a printing press,” Soon says. “It 
also allows for a lot more voices in that space. I think 
that’s great. You just have to look at YouTube to get an 
understanding of what is possible for that long-tail type 
of content that’s out there. Every single niche interest 
that exists can be fulfilled by someone with the right 
point of view about this stuff. Something that mass 
media could never do, because mass was just too mass. 
Now you’re able to create something that’s very niche 
that serves a very specific community, by addressing a 
problem that they have.”

This is the basis for Splice itself, which is targeting an 
audience of perhaps 10,000 media professionals in the 
region with its four newsletters. “That’s all we care about. 
And if we can continue meeting in cafes and keeping our 
costs down, we should be able to service [that audience] 
for a long time,” Soon says.

In July, Splice announced that they had taken 
funding from Civil Media, a US-based company that has 
developed a blockchain-based system for distributing, 
verifying and monetising news. The resulting “Splice 
100” initiative aims to support 100 media startups in 
Asia in the next three years to prototype new ideas.

“We feel that someone needs to nudge entrepreneurs 
and small media companies along,” Soon says. “We’re 
now in a stage of evolution where we can test an idea… 
We think that by being a catalyst for ideas and for 
testing, we can drive some real change in this space.”

The idea of embracing the limitations of a given 
audience and designing specifically for them is 
more radical than it sounds. For the past decade, 

media companies have been engaged in an ongoing 
battle for eyeballs, with success measured in simplistic 
metrics. The core skills of journalists have changed, with 
newsrooms demanding search engine optimisation and 
the use of traffic analytics alongside reporting skills — 
some may say instead of them. The problem with these 
kind of analytics is that they are often misleading.

“You sliced it one way, it told you one thing, you 
sliced it the other way, it told you another story. It’s like 
accounting in the old days,” Patel says.

“Mafia accounting,” Soon interjects.
Chasing these metrics has driven companies into  

a race to the bottom on content, trying to attract as 
many hits with as little outlay as possible, with the 
inevitable consequence that quality — and trust — has 
fallen. But the money didn’t come, pushing publishers 
to try to do even more with even less and perpetuate the 
downward spiral.

This was exacerbated by the rise of social media 
platforms, which offered a devil’s bargain — huge 
traffic numbers in exchange for a reduced share of the 
overall advertising take from that content. The result is 
that perhaps the most significant player in the media 
industry is now Facebook, which creates no content, 
has no editorial policy and has to be pressured into 
removing content that glorifies terrorism, denies the 
Holocaust or incites ethnic violence.

The social and political implications of the 
dominance of platform companies in the news media 
have been significant. Algorithms designed to push 
people towards content and products that they are 
most likely to consume have narrowed, rather than 
broadened, the range of viewpoints that huge swathes 

of the public are exposed to. Rather than entering an 
age of mass information enabled by the democratisation 
of content creation, Facebook and others risk creating 
studied ignorance on a large scale. Sometimes stories 
from one niche — credit default swaps, constitutional 
law, climate change — are suddenly relevant to everyone 
else’s. Traditionally, it was the news media that made 
that call.

Commercially, chasing clicks from Facebook seems, 
in hindsight, to be folly. Even companies that were 
able to game the algorithms to “win” have found that 
the ground shifts underneath them when Facebook’s 
policies or priorities change.

“The Facebook problem,” Patel says, “is a strategy 
problem … there were maybe too many eggs in this one 
blue basket.”

“You don’t build your house in someone else’s 
backyard,” Soon says.

In all of this change, one of the biggest losers has 
been “pure” news. The state of the industry is eloquently 
captured by Time’s Twitter feed, where clickbait headlines 
— “6 things to do to improve your relationship”, “4 ways 
to learn anything in 20 hours” and “These 2 questions 
will help you stand out in an interview” — sit awkwardly 
alongside earnest news reports.

In recent years, click-chasing media companies such 
as Buzzfeed and Huffington Post have tried to get into  
the “real” news business, partly motivated by a desire 
to give themselves some credibility and legitimacy. 
What they have tended to find is that the numbers do 
not stack up; they certainly do not justify the kind of 
investments that are needed to sustain a genuine news- 
gathering operation.

So where does news fit into Soon and Patel’s vision 
of an “unbundled” industry, separated into specialist 
streams of content? News is not niche.

“I think we may retire the term news in fifteen, 
twenty years,” Soon says. “Because people won’t think in 
terms of is this news, or is this not? People will think … 
if I’m affected by a shutdown on the MRT today, is that 
a transportation story? Is it a politics story? People don’t 
think along those lines anymore. That’s why when you 
ask young people do you read the news, they say no.”

Both Soon and Patel have done their time in the 
industry; Soon at Kyodo News, CNBC, Bloomberg and 
Yahoo; Patel at Ogilvy & Mather and the Straits Times. 
Neither are wide-eyed about the challenges to the 
business they’re in. The media in Singapore, where both 
are from and have spent much of their careers, is going 
through a difficult patch. Singapore Press Holdings, the 
largest media owner in the country, has cut deeply into 
its newsroom staff and invested in property instead.

The country’s second-largest newspaper, Today, 
ended its print edition in October last year. Others have 
done the same. A few independent operations have 
started up, but have butted up against the government’s 
resistance to a free press. New Naratif, a subscription-
based digital publication, was denied a business licence 
on the basis that it had taken foreign funding to conduct 
“political activities”.

It is hard to ignore this backdrop, but at least Soon 
and Patel seem to be enjoying the ride.

“I think Splice came about precisely because we 
didn’t see anything like this here,” Patel says. “[It’s] the 
culmination, or continuation, of a conversation that 
we’ve been having for ages.” ☐ 

Peter Guest is a freelance journalist based in Singapore
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Peter GuestRishad Patel (left) and Alan Soon
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“Man survives by his ability to forget.”
Richard Flannagan, Narrow Road to the Deep North

At the Hellfire Pass in Thailand’s Kanchanaburi 
 province, the landscape is wild and beautiful. 
  In between clusters of visitors, what is striking 

is just how quiet it is. Apart from the occasional insect 
or bird, everything is still beneath the gently swaying 
bamboo. A tropical storm grumbles in the distance. 
The vegetation on either side of the abandoned railway 
is a vibrant green. It is impossible to imagine the scene 
seventy-five years ago. 

Between June 1942 and October 1943, the Japanese 
Imperial Army forced 255,000 Allied prisoners-of-war 
and Asian labourers to construct a railway running 
from Thailand to Burma. Working in the blazing sun, 
or in monsoon downpours, and severely malnourished, 
tens of thousands succumbed to diseases like malaria, 
beriberi and cholera. Many died from exhaustion, 
overwork and starvation. Or were executed. 

The Hellfire Pass — also known by the Japanese as  
the Konyu Cutting — got its name because, in the rush  
to complete the railway, prisoners were forced to cut 
a pass through rock in twelve-hour shifts through the 
night. Using the most basic tools, they were aided by the 
light of burning torches. The sight resembled a scene 
from hell.

 Made infamous by David Lean’s 1957 film, The 
Bridge on the River Kwai, and more recently The Railway 
Man, the railway has become a byword for war crimes. 
But many Thai visitors remain unaware of the true story 
behind its construction. 

Today the railway is a juncture where two very 
different worlds meet; one of mass tourism and the 
other of memorialising the past. 

Since the Lean film, the bridge and its railway has 
been promoted as an international tourist attraction 
by various governments. It attracts 4 million visitors a 
year, a third of them Thai. According to historian Dr 
Apinya Arrunnapaporn Thai authorities saw the tourist 
potential in promoting the bridge, focussing on “the 
short-term value of the site as a source of profit”. This 
was despite the fact that Lean’s film was based on a 
fictitious story written by a Frenchman.  

Last August I took my sister’s family from the UK 
to visit the railway. At the bridge we were greeted by 
clusters of traders selling cool drinks, souvenirs and 
snacks. Throngs of mainly Asian tourists were taking 
selfies along the span of the bridge. My nineteen-year-
old nephew found the sight hard to fathom. He was 
incensed by what he saw as the lack of respect for those 
who died building the railway. When I told him the vast 
majority of those who worked on it were in fact Asian, 
and not Allied prisoners-of-war, he went quiet.  

Seventy per cent of the workforce were Asian 
labourers known in Japanese as romusha. These 
people were drafted in from several Japanese-occupied 
territories in Southeast Asia; Thailand, Burma, Malaya, 
Singapore, Java, Cambodia, Vietnam and Laos. And 
there were twice as many romusha working on the 
railway as prisoners-of-war. The conditions in which 
they lived and worked were often worse, and many 
thousands perished. 

Part of the explanation for this amnesia lies in 
the figures. The numbers for Allied prisoners-of-war 
are exact (30,131 British, 13,004 Australian). For the 
romusha the numbers are rounded off to the nearest 
1,000 (75,000 Malay, 90,000 Burmese). 

Dark snaps
Nic Dunlop
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This is partly because many Allied prisoners secretly 
kept records. After Japan’s surrender, various war 
grave recovery parties were able to locate jungle graves 
and have the remains relocated to cemeteries. Many 
former prisoners wrote eyewitness accounts of their 
experiences. Of an estimated 70,000 Asian labourers 
who died, there are no records and their graves remain 
unmarked. This is, in part, because most of the Asian 
workers were illiterate.

In 1990, a mass grave of 500 skeletons, believed to  
be Asian labourers, was uncovered. Among the dead 
were women and children. The bones were collected and 
later cremated.

At the war cemeteries in Kanchanaburi, which 
are immaculately maintained by the Commonwealth 
War Graves Commission, people wander around the 
neat rows of brass plaques marking the final resting 
place of prisoners-of-war. Occasionally they stop to 
read a simple message from loved ones; “Deep in our 
hearts are memories of one we loved and will never 
forget”. Looking through the visitors books the most 
common inscription is “Never forget”. Remembrance is a 
recurring theme with Allied war dead. 

Among the graves, Thai tourists were taking what 
looked like pre-wedding photographs, lying down next 
to the graves. Further along, a group of Thai students 
posed for group photographs with broad grins. One 
British couple were amazed.

The students had come from Phuket to visit the 
sights of Kanchanaburi with their teacher, Nuth, who 
said she looked up places to visit on Google. Beyond 
understanding that this is a place that commemorates 
war dead, they knew very little. They didn’t realise the 
remains were actually kept there. In Thailand, the dead 
are cremated and the ashes placed in temples. Many had 
never been to a cemetery before.

But not everyone shares this lack of awareness. Fifty-
four-year-old Jairak has been selling refreshments at  
the bridge for thirty-five years. Unlike many of the 
visitors, she is well acquainted with the history. When 
asked why she thought people took happy photos, she 
replied, “It’s because they don’t understand the history.” 

If they knew they wouldn’t do it, she said. “They just 
think it’s beautiful.”

The numbers of those old enough to have witnessed 
what occurred are diminishing and the story becoming 
even more distant. “They didn’t have fathers who died 
building it, so it’s not close to them.” But for foreigners, 
she said, “they might have a father who died here.” She 
remembers meeting veterans. “I felt really sorry for the 
former prisoners-of-war when they returned with their 
relations ... they often cried.”

Little is known, much less understood about the 
Death Railway and its significance in Thailand. This is 
because it is seen largely as an episode between Allied 
prisoners-of-war and the Japanese army. Few Thais 
are thought to have taken part in its construction. 
There is also a belief in the West that the war was an 
unequivocally “good war” in which good triumphed 
over evil. But this reading of events simplifies what for 
many others was a much more complex chapter. 

During the war Thailand sided with Japan and in 
school books there is little mention of Thailand’s role. 
As Dr Apinya points out, “It is more convenient for 
Thailand not to talk about it.” As in much of Southeast 
Asia, there is little questioning of the official version of 
events. Darker historic episodes are either glossed over 
or omitted entirely. And in Thailand, the teaching of 
history is deeply ideological. Successive governments 
have discouraged enquiry, saying that questioning comes 
at the risk of social disharmony. As one young Thai 
tourist told me, “Most of us only remember the good 
things in Thai history.”

Back at the Hellfire Pass, an Interpretive Centre was 
built in 1998 by the Australian Department of Veterans’ 
Affairs. It is currently undergoing renovation and due 
to reopen this November. Originally it was built to cater 
for an estimated 40,000 visitors a year. Last year, the 
numbers exceeded 160,000, prompting the Australian 
government to make improvements. The Memorial 
Walking Trail along the original railway to the pass 
remains open. 

Mick Clarke, the manager, explains that the pass is 
an important place for Australians because of the large 
loss of life that occurred there. Watching the steady 
stream of mostly Thai visitors, few, if any, stop to read 
the various displays even though they are both in Thai 
and English. Even fewer pick up the headsets to listen 
to the veterans’ accounts that narrate the way. Down 
below on the original railway, there is a piece of track 
which forms part of the memorial. Some Thai tourists 
have their photograph taken while balancing on the 
rails. There is much giggling. Few notice the poppies of 
remembrance or the photos of dead loved ones placed in 
the rock face nearby. Here sixty-nine men were beaten to 
death by Japanese guards.

It is here that I met two sisters from the other side of 
Bangkok. Twenty-three-year-old Taew and thirty-one-
year-old Toey came to sightsee. They looked up places 
to visit in Kanchanaburi and had no real idea what had 
taken place there as there was no mention online. “It’s a 
beautiful area,” Taew said. 

“I feel proud that they built this railway,” Toey 
chimed in. When they realised the history they clearly 
felt uncomfortable. Later, back at the museum, they  
deleted all their photographs, they confided. “We felt 
really bad.” ☐ 

Nic Dunlop is a Bangkok-based photographer and author

Nic Dunlop

The Death Railway
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In the nineteenth century, the whole French nation 
fell in love with the image of a lost city. The image 
was that of Angkor as the climax of a glorious 

civilisation, now entombed in jungle. It resonated 
powerfully with the myth of Sleeping Beauty, who will 
waken when the right man reaches her. She is fatal to 
others and men did die in their quest: the naturalist 
Henri Mouhot in 1861, Commander Doudart de Lagree 
in 1868, the attache Louis de Carne in 1870. The man 
who didn’t die, Louis Delaporte, spent the rest of his 
long life cherishing Angkor. A naval officer, artist and 
musician, he had been with Lagree on the scientific 
mission to chart the Mekong when he first saw Khmer 
art in 1866 and felt the urge to bring back to France the 
work of “a great and vanished people”. 

There was of course an overt colonial agenda, for 
Cambodia was part of the Indo bit of Indochina — a 
concept conveniently invented in the 1860s by the 
geographer Malte-Brun, Vietnam being the China bit. 
Exposing Angkor would show the world how wonderful 
Khmer civilisation had been and, by extension, how 
much it would flourish under colonial tutelage, an 
idea brilliantly explored in Penny Edwards’ Cambodge: 
The Cultivation of a Nation 1860–1945. France had 
at the time little to congratulate itself on; it had been 
humiliatingly invaded by Germany in 1870–71 and had 
lost Alsace. Angkor Wat may well have seemed a proxy 
for Strasbourg Cathedral, which happens to be more or 
less contemporary. 

Delaporte returned several times to Cambodia, 
by then a French Protectorate, to study and remove 
art works, with permission from King Norodom — a 
convivial man more interested in European science than 
in ancient ruins. Fortunately, Angkor was off-limits, as 
it was still technically part of Siam but, through bribery 
and deceit, Delaporte managed in 1873 to take away part 
of the huge Preah Khan balustrade and have moulds 
made of Bayon and Angkor Wat carvings.

Snubbed by the art establishment, Delaporte 
could not properly display the objects until the World 
Exhibition of 1878 where they created a sensation. Part 
of the appeal were the dreamlike images of temples, not 
unlike the imaginative reconstruction of Pierrefonds 
castle by the renowned architect Viollet-le-Duc. Just 
as Pierrefonds has become the basis of Disneyland, so 
Angkor became increasingly fantasised and there was 
soon a surge in tourism. Not all tourists enjoyed the 
experience. Pierre Loti, whose career as a naval officer 
had been inspired by Mouhot, visited in 1901 and didn’t 
like it. Angkor Wat was crowded with Buddhist pilgrims 
and was revoltingly full of bats, its apsaras gazed 
away and the Bayon heads, with their half-closed eyes 
looked “like sneering old ladies”, he wrote. “To me as 
a Westerner, there is something alien and unknowable 
about these dead things.” By the time Loti published, 
however, in 1911–12, all signs of Buddhism were being 
erased, with the wholesale removal of Buddha statues 
from the temple of Angkor Wat. The Conservation 
d’Angkor, created in 1908, immediately after Angkor 
was returned to Cambodia, was doing outstanding 
work on the ground while Paris-based scholars studied 

The lost city
Aedeen Cremin
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the many works in the museum Delaporte had finally 
managed to create at the Trocadero, adjacent to Viollet-
le-Duc’s Museum of Comparative Sculpture. The 
Trocadero museum closed in 1936 when it merged with 
the Musee Guimet, now France’s National Museum of 
Asian Art.  

Earlier this year the Musee Guimet sent a major 
loan exhibition to Singapore’s Asian Civilisation 
Museum (ACM). The exhibition featured 141 

objects, mostly colonial images (works on paper or 
photographs), a few plaster casts and bronzes, plus fifty 
stone statues and carvings removed from Cambodia 
between the 1860s and the 1930s. The ACM did not 
shy away from the topic of colonialism and the two-day 
symposium held in conjunction with the exhibition in 
May included a paper on repatriation by the director of 
Cambodia’s National Museum. The large and beautiful 
exhibition catalogue is much more than a desirable art 
book for it has significant new content, not just about 
Angkor, but also about the pre- and post-Angkorian 
periods, about 1,200 years of creative endeavour. 

Most of the exhibits have a page to themselves, with 
substantial comments. The four editors are also curators 
— two from the Guimet and two from the ACM — and 
contribute critical syntheses of more than 130 years of 
scholarship. Stephen Murphy and Pierre Baptiste analyse 
the work of Delaporte and the creation of his museum. 
The next two essays deal with temples and art. Theresa 
McCullough explains how Cambodian architects and 
carvers translated the concept of “cosmic harmony” 
into monuments to gods and kings, while Thierry 
Zephir gives a detailed analysis of 1,000 years of Khmer 
sculpture. His essay includes images of a dozen Musee 
Guimet items not shown in the ACM exhibition, such as 
the magnificent Harihara from Ashram Maha Rosei, in 
Ta Keo province.

The main part of this collection, the really 
innovative one, consists of three fieldwork essays by 
a new generation of archaeologists, Cambodian, US 
and Australian researchers, whose technical resources 
enable them to extend, enhance or reverse the work 
of their twentieth-century predecessors. The graphics 
are seductive: computer-generated images of village 
and temple life by Tom Chandler, and, more striking 
still, maps from Damian Evans’ LIDAR survey. LIDAR 
uses laser beams to penetrate forest cover and scan the 
ground beneath, revealing a hitherto-unimaginable 
level of detail. While the technique has answered many 
questions, it has raised others and certainly does not 
signal an end to research.

The first essay discusses the royal cities which 
preceded Angkor. The sixth- and seventh-century city 
of Ishanapura, now Sambor Prei Kuk, east of Angkor, is 
on the tourist trail but has been a very confusing place 
to visit. Thanks to aerial survey and satellite imagery, 
Piphal Heng has been able to create “site density maps” 
and can now make sense of the city’s layout. Royal 
power was consolidated through religion, as Paul Lavy 
explains. The kings combined the worship of their own 
god, Shiva, with that of Vishnu, worshipped by southern 
Cambodians, into the cult of a new god Harihara, who 
had the attributes of both deities. Sometime in the 
seventh century, the capital was moved westward to 
the Angkor region and in 802 a new centre of worship, 
Mahendraparvata, was created on Phnom Kulen, where 
Angkor’s rivers have their source. 

The plain between Phnom Kulen and the Great Lake 
of the Tonle Sap is the Greater Angkor region, analysed 
in the central fieldwork essay by Miriam T. Stark, Alison 
K. Carter, Rachna Chhay, Piphal Heng and Damian 
Evans. The seventh and eighth century royal palaces  
are now mostly buried under the West Baray but the 
temples of ninth-century Hariharalaya survive in 
Roluos. The place that we call Angkor was the next 
capital, named Yasodharapura, and was the longest 
lived, from the end of the ninth through to the middle 
of the fifteenth century. Over time the whole plain 
became covered with rice fields and villages connected 
by roads and canals, in such density that the population 
is estimated to have reached 750,000. Angkor Thom 
and even the grounds of Angkor Wat were literally filled 
with buildings, now revealed by the LIDAR survey. 
Excavations show that some of these buildings were 
dwellings, others were workshops. 

Today’s scholarship on Angkor emphasises change 
and continuity rather than catastrophe. In 1979, 
Angkor’s last conservator, Bernard-Philippe Groslier, 
had argued that the hydraulic city of Angkor had 
been completely abandoned in the fifteenth century 
because it was overpopulated and unable to manage its 
environment. Current research proves him partly right, 
in that the area was densely populated and there were 
indeed significant environmental problems, but none 
of today’s authors suggest that Angkor “died”. Some 
areas were no longer inhabited but others continued in 
use, albeit in modified form. There was a move away 
from Hindu and Mahayana Buddhist temples to the 
communal wooden halls of Hinayana Buddhism, built 
on the Buddhist Terraces. The Baphuon and Bakheng 
were remodelled, as was the Terrace of the Leper King. 

In the last of the fieldwork essays, Martin 
Polkinghorne explains that Angkor’s kings moved 
their capital back east, closer to the Mekong, to take 
advantage of the first global trading systems. The 
military and many of the city-dwellers, officials, artisans 
and merchants, would have moved with the royal 
courts. It is a gripping story, only just now being told 
through excavations at the sixteenth- and seventeenth-
century capitals of Srei Santhor and Longvek, north and 
northwest of Phnom Penh. 

These new findings return agency to the Cambodian 
kings, who were no more wilful, weak or murderous 
than their European and Asian counterparts. The 
combination of this work with the older, colonial, 
research gives a richer insight into the life of Angkor and 
its descendants. ☐

Aedeen Cremin is an archaeologist and writer
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Little Thuy is waiting patiently, although it is not 
her I have come to see. “Em Thuy”, by Tran Van 
Can, is one of Vietnam’s best-loved oil paintings. 

Thuy poses dutifully in her pink frock, trying her best 
to sit still, hoping the artist will get a move on so she 
can go and play with her friends. It is a brilliant canvas. 
Like a child painted by a Dutch master, Thuy will still be 
fidgeting on that chair four centuries from now, utterly, 
compellingly present.

It is hot and damp in Hanoi. In contrast, the Fine 
Arts Museum is pleasantly cool. Tran Van Can’s child 
portrait dates back to an earlier period than the works 
I have come to see. Painted in 1943, “Em Thuy” is still 
very much in the European style. The first generation 
of twentieth-century Vietnamese painters were trained 
in the Ecole Supérieure des Beaux-Arts de l’Indochine 
(now the Vietnam University of Fine Arts), founded in 
1925 by Victor Tardieu and Joseph Inguimberty, and 
Tran Van Can’s portrait is a highly accomplished product 
of his French classical training. 

It was on a visit to the Temple of Literature, also in 
Hanoi, that Inguimberty fell in love with the Annamite 
lacquer used to decorate its pillars and walls. He decided 
to include lacquer work on the art school’s curriculum. 
Tran Van Can, a versatile artist who was at ease with 
watercolour, silk painting and oils, was to become a 
virtuoso of the medium. Turn your back to his “Em 
Thuy”, step into the next room, and a different world 
meets your eye: the domain of the great lacquer masters 
that largely coincided with the advent of socialism 
in Vietnam. These striking pictures are genuinely 
Vietnamese in technique, style and colouring and owe 
much less to the influence of the Beaux-Arts.

Lacquer works are painted on wood, not canvas, 
which makes the final result very heavy to lift. Crafting 
a picture takes a long time. Some of the larger paintings 
displayed here took up to three years to complete. The 
technique entails laboriously working the surface with 
coat after coat of resinous lacquer paint, each needing to 
be perfectly dry before the next can be applied. During 
the process a layer of cotton fabric is applied, followed 
by further coats of lacquer, before the board is rubbed 
with wet pumice. It is painting by subtraction rather 
than addition, because the surfaces are partially abraded 
to expose lower depths of colour, thus giving the pictures 
their peculiar profundity and radiance. The final result 
is then carefully polished. Few colours afford the right 
effect. The palette is restricted to black, browns and 
golds, a strange metallic blue, and a wide spectrum of 
reds. White detail is often added with crushed eggshell 
fragments that are tapped into depressions in the surface 
with a tiny hammer. 

By the late 1940s, Vietnam was fighting the war 
against the French colonial forces that culminated in 
France’s defeat at Dien Bien Phu in 1954. In 1949, the 
students from the Hanoi art school decamped from 
the city and established themselves in the Viet Bac war 
zone. To the north of Hanoi, this was where the Viet 
Minh government had its headquarters. By this time, 
Tran Van Can had joined the teaching staff. In Viet Bac, 
the artists took their cue from direct observation of the 
countryside; the peasants’ lives became the subjects of 
their work. The painters lived in bracing conditions, 
exhibited their works in the villages and held ideological 
education sessions in which the students found 
themselves on an equal footing with their teachers. This 
was not to everybody’s taste. A handful of the students 
got fed up and drifted back to Hanoi. Later, in 1956–57, 

Painting by subtraction
James Jennings
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the Communist Party made an example of painters and 
poets whose expression it found too personal, and some 
ended up in prison or in labour camps.

Tran Van Can was not among the dissidents. One 
of his finest lacquer works of this period is “Dan Len” 
(“Knitting”, 1959–61). It is a village scene extolling 
the happiness of simple things. Children are doing 
homework on an eggshell-speckled patio. A woman is 
knitting: a tilt of the shoulder and a twist of the wrist. 
Two younger women stand apart, carding wool, locked 
in conversation. There are exotic birds, poultry and a cat. 
The foreground is almost drowned out by the flood of 
warm carmine and burnt orange that fills the backdrop. 
I watch as three schoolchildren, romping noisily through 
the museum, pause in front of the picture. It stops them 
in their tracks. Unconsciously, all three mime the act 
of knitting, revolving their wrists and bending their 
shoulders as the woman is doing in the painting. Then 
the artist’s spell is broken and they rush on.

Those looking for literal interpretations of Vietnam’s 
twentieth-century wars should seek out the oils and 
watercolours in other rooms of the museum, where the 
First Indochina War and the war against the United 
States feature more clearly. The lacquer masters also 
have their propaganda works, but often they seem intent 
on portraying a world of fulfilment, the outcome of 
the struggle, perhaps, rather than its consummation. 
Nguyen Duc Nung’s “Spinning and Weaving Silk” 
(1957) is an exaltation of honest manual work (notice 
the exquisite parched gold of the upper body against 
the black of the trousers). In “Dawn on the Farm”, done 
the following year, the debt to socialist realism is more 
palpable: the rice basket, the hand raised in salutation to 
the comrade across the field, the lambent gold dawn.

A sense of contentment radiates from “Hai Phong 
Seaport” by Nguyen Van Truong (1960–63). This three-
panel masterpiece is overlaid by a monochrome crimson 
sky broken only by a cloud of chimney fumes and a few 
eggshell puffs from a locomotive. It is a detailed harbour 
landscape, an illustrated map, meticulous almost in the 
manner of Canaletto’s watery scenes of Venice. Sampans, 
river eddies, iron bridges, rusty ferries, warehouses, 
wharves, tugs and barges form the background. Closer 
at hand there are fruit trees blossoming, people strolling 
and a couple pushing a pram. In the hands of a less able 
artist this could be erring towards sentimentality, but 
Nguyen Van Truong’s landscape is more occupied with 

recording physical data than proselytising: the message 
is deft. It is ordinary people who make the world go 
round, we surmise, and in their industry there is beauty.

To be sure, some of these paintings are more overtly 
heroic in their theme. “Troops Marching across a 
Stream”, by Nguyen Khang (1960), is a large composition 
made of three lacquered sections, each measuring 
a square metre at least. Its background is black and 
the dominant motif is one of feathery bamboo leaves 
in a forest of gold. The foliage is dense. Only if you 
look carefully will you see the Viet Minh infantrymen 
trudging along a jungle path and fording a river. They 
are barely visible in the entanglement of burnished 
jungle. Two horses lunge across a torrent in a stylised 
moment of exertion, but the animals are drowning in 
the detail. The epic quality of the military struggle is 
subsumed into something dearer to the artist, a greater 
decorative purpose. The soldiers are patrolling through 
paradise; the war against the foreign aggressor is being 
fought in the Garden of Eden.

More literal in its title is Le Tri Dung’s “Passing an 
Important Zone of the US Military”, executed a decade 
later. This is a highly charged work, bursting with 
tempestuous energy. Beneath a tormented sky daubed 
in gold and crimson, a tank is poised on the edge of 
a ravine. The cannon rears against the skyline; a few 
black brushstrokes suggest a Soviet T-34. Men with 
spades have cleared the way, and in the foreground a 
stalwart soldier, her back to the viewer, her hair falling 
in a long tress, beckons the tank onward. The painting 
was done in 1974. With the war well advanced and 
Saigon looming on the horizon, there is a sense here of 
imminent victory. But there is something unharnessed 
about this painting, something extravagant in its 
treatment of its theme. It is not a work of realism with  
a message.

What is so appealing about these lacquer paintings? 
Originality, confidence and virtuosity; the way their 
language is so unashamedly romantic. They are 
surprising. They offer an unpredictable take on the 
orthodox historical narrative, ranging from overt 
engagement, to a dutiful nod, to pure playfulness. 
Finally, the appeal lies in the selective palette, especially 
the many permutations of red.

It was no doubt helpful to their socialist credentials 
that these painters made such extensive use of red, 
but the colour was certainly not invented by them. 
It has been used in Asia for over two millennia. The 
deep-crimson pigments were originally derived from 
the mineral cinnabar. A disadvantage of cinnabar, 
which is composed of mercury sulphide, is that it can 
be dangerous to handle — natural cinnabar paints 
today carry health warnings. In the eighth century, the 
Chinese perfected the composition of an artificial red, 
which the Europeans called vermilion. The lacquer, 
meanwhile, is made from the resin of rhus succedanea. 
The tree is cultivated in north Vietnam, in Phu Tho, 
a province cut in half by the Red River, which flows 
towards Hanoi. It is of anecdotal interest that the lacquer 
tree belongs to the toxicodendron genus, the leaves of 
which sometimes produce an allergic reaction to the 
touch and can be fatal if swallowed. By coincidence, 
therefore, two potentially lethal components from the 
mineral and vegetable kingdoms come together to 
produce objects of beauty. ☐

James Jennings is the author of No Sell Dead: A Tale  
of Cambodia
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The accomplished Cambodian filmmaker Rithy 
Panh was just a boy when the Khmer Rouge 
entered Phnom Penh and, with the intention of 

creating a great agrarian utopia, forced its inhabitants 
to move to the countryside. Instead, the regime killed 
countless numbers of people, including nearly all of 
Rithy Panh’s family. His latest film, Graves Without 
a Name, in which he returns to a village to search 
for the remains of his family, is a confrontation with 
this personal loss. Like some other recent artistic 
works — such as the musical production, Bangsokol, 
by Him Sophy and to which Rithy Panh contributed 
— this film engages deeply with the Khmer Buddhist 
spiritual tradition to suggest a world in which the living 
coexist alongside the dead, and in which the desire for 
vengeance or despair is overcome.

Graves Without a Name begins in a wat, with 
an image of a monk shaving Rithy Panh’s head in 
preparation of a ceremony. The scene may remind 
those who have followed Rithy Panh’s career of a scene 
from Rice People (1994), in which a young woman in 
mourning for her father is shorn of her hair as well. 
Head shaving is part of the rituals of death, the process 
by which, with the help of the Khmer monks, survivors 
prepare their loved ones to die and be cremated, their 
souls ferried to heaven or hell so they may reintegrate 
the cycle of birth, death and reincarnation. 

This is not, however, a typical funeral ceremony, for 
the dead are long gone, having disappeared during the 
“time of ideologies”. Quoting another of Rithy Panh’s 
titles, they are “wandering souls”, suffering and excluded 
from reincarnation. Forty years later, the monks now 
place paste figurines into tiny boats made of bamboo or 
banana leaves, to cross to the realm of the dead. They 
place the burial cloth — the bangsokol — over Rithy 
Panh himself and draw it back, as if he were the dead 
himself. This ritual is a kind of hav-praling, or a calling 
back of the souls, for of the nineteen small souls that 
supposedly inhabit the body, many are lost, and the 
monks must break the spell and call them back. For 
some Western psychologists, hav-praling belongs to 
the vocabulary of what they call “idioms of distress”: a 
Khmer way of dealing with debilitating loss. 

Rithy Panh also employs the help of mediums 
and clairvoyants to search for the souls of his family. 
Finding them, however, proves immensely difficult. In 
his cinema, he has frequently used models, especially 
models of villages, to reconstruct events of the past in 
the memory of survivors. Here one of the mediums 
searches hard in her mind in front of one model village. 
“These dead are tough,” she says, “they can’t find each 
other.” She moves the bamboo houses around, then 
the trees, and walks around the large model village 
looking for them, rearranging the pieces. Another 
woman throws her instrument at the model village in 
frustration. They are so close, yet so far. 

Most viewers will not follow every detail of these 
ceremonies, but that is not necessary to be deeply moved 
by the infinite details lovingly filmed: the care with which 
a medium places a grain of rice on a brass instrument 
that she spins in the air; the boats expertly constructed 
out of bamboo leaves; the gentle handling of rocks from 
a field that are washed, bundled in fabric, and shut into 
a box for cremation, replacing the human remains. Each 
detail is a potential link to the wandering souls.

The film does not make false promises about the 
whereabouts of dead or total peace for the living, for 
history has made Cambodia its plaything and burdened 

Wandering souls
Joseph Mai
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its people with undeserved bad karma. This observation 
comes from an old man, one of two old men from the 
village whom Rithy Panh interviews in the film. 

One of the men was a soldier with the Khmer 
Rouge, the other a peasant assigned to work with the 
“New People”. Both of them, especially the soldier, have 
violence on their conscience. The soldier confesses that 
in 1975, after the Lon Nol regime, killing and torture 
came easily to everyone. He compares himself to a 
parrot who lives with thieves and ends up thinking and 
speaking like a thief himself: he believed and followed 
the class hatred and hope preached by his leaders. He 
also affirms, with great simplicity and apparent sincerity, 
that he regrets what he did. 

In the past, the director of Duch, Master of the Forges 
of Hell might have grown angry at such an apology, and 
understandably. Here, however, these men are allowed to 
recount the horrors that occurred in the village. As they 
speak, they are filmed under an age-old tree (perhaps 
even the tree that may shelter the spirit of Rithy Panh’s 
father), a beautiful landscape behind them, their faces, 
hands and feet filmed with the same kind indulgence as 
the monks and seers. Perhaps it is because the Khmer 
Rouge Tribunal has dispensed some imperfect truth 
and justice to a few of the leaders of the Khmer Rouge 
that Rithy Panh can let these men express their shame. 
Perhaps he has overcome the debilitating fear — the bak 
sbat as the peasant calls it (another idiom of distress), 
the “breaking of spirit” that extreme fear creates — that 
threatens to imprison him in hatred. One of the great 
interests of this film is that it suggests that overcoming 
recrimination can pacify the spirit.

Rithy Panh conveys this peace through the growing 
presence of an invisible, spiritual world, one that  
 comes alive for the viewer through extraordinary 

cinematic technique. The film opens with an enigmatic 
shot: a window shown from inside a room, probably 
in a wat, a mobile of intricately cut paper prayer flags, 
or small kites, hangs in front of the window; the wind 
blows through them. A close-up on the flags, then a 
shutter closes. The room darkens; the wind is blocked. 
What is in the wind? Who is in the wind? Why does the 
shutter close? Are they trapped inside, or locked out? 

The flags’ hidden meaning resembles that of the 
precious few photographs of Rithy Panh’s family. The 
French critic and theorist Roland Barthes observed that 
photographs of dead loved ones have a contradictory 
effect: they tell us at once that the loved one is here, but 
that he or she is not here any longer. At times, the photos 
replace the flags, attached to branches and blowing in 
the wind, as if the souls might come back and anchor 
themselves in these traces of their bodies. At other 
times, they fade from visibility, as if they themselves 
were disappearing into the world of the errant souls. 
Here and not here at once.

But still here. Only a paper-thin border separates 
us from what the narrator calls the “magic” world. The 
film slows down, allowing our eyes to contemplate 
a landscape, giving us a feel for an array of sensuous 
details that point beyond themselves: the sound of the 
wind through leaves, the chanting of the monks, the 
floating of the flags, the lightness of flying birds, the 
wriggling tadpoles in still waters and the texture of 
tree bark. At times, the camera (perhaps attached to a 
drone) glides over a field, like the clairvoyant moving 
around her model village or the souls wandering the 
countryside. Floating wooden masks seem to look at us 
with intention. Nature is no longer simply what we see, 
but palpably multi-dimensional. Rithy Panh has created 
a world in which the living and the dead coexist and can 
nearly communicate — a world that the voiceover calls 
the world. No matter what your beliefs, such filmmaking 
will make you more aware of the spiritual textures of the 
world around you.

This spirituality bears upon the autobiographical 
strands of the film. Never has Rithy Panh been more 
present on the screen than here, his image accompanied 
a voiceover read by Randal Douc, who has narrated his 
other first-person films. However, the autobiographical 
is not conclusive: when he appears, Rithy Panh is usually 
shot from behind; in other scenes, he stands in the 
background, on the margins of the frame, or out of focus. 

This framing suggests a complex view of the person 
and his story: he is at once an individual, subjected to 
the burden of history, and an enigma. In one scene, the 
narrator tells us that the landscape is a “shroud” while 
the image shows us a seer’s hand following its lines, 
like a map  — it too reveals only a further mystery. The 
camera records one of the final shots of Rithy Panh 
through a globe-shaped prism, flipping him upside 
down, as he walks across the landscape. 

The film seems to come to terms with the mystery 
of self, trading in some of the burden of memory for a 
reconciliation with life. It has moved on from sombre 
tone and stylistic density of the nocturnal Missing 
Picture, a film that reminded us that, in some cases, it 
would have been better to die than to have witnessed 
certain things and survived. 

Here, instead, light and colour abound, in the 
sun, the green leaves, the yellow and brown fields, the 
saffron of the monks’ robes, and the pinks and reds 
of the kramas. Ultimately, Graves Without a Name 
memorialises the dead by locating them in what is 
dignified, hearing their echoes in what is fleeting, 
and beautiful all around us. It invites us to be reborn 
and to say “Yes, like the poets and the holy ones”. It 
acknowledges a disquieting, damaged world in which  
we might continue to live all the same.  ☐

Joseph Mai is a professor of French and Film Studies at 
Clemson University
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The compulsive reader
Kate Mayberry

T H E  B O O K S E L L E R

It was in a dusty corner of his high school library 
in Malaysia’s central town of Seremban that Abdul 
Nazir Harith Fadzilah discovered the joy of reading, 

devouring the classics of Malay literature that his peers 
had forsaken in favour of tomes on business and finance. 

“I never thought I would enjoy this kind of 
literature,” Nazir recalls, sitting on a low stool in 
Tintabudi, the bookshop in Kuala Lumpur he founded 
two years ago, the bluesy sound of Tuareg band 
Tinariwen playing softly in the background. “I hadn’t 
realised there was so much happening in the world.”

Later, as an engineering student in Melbourne, Nazir 
plunged himself into the Australian city’s literary culture, 
wandering around second-hand and independent 
bookshops, and buying anything that caught his eye. At 
the end of each academic year, he would stagger home 
to Malaysia with his latest finds — works on philosophy, 
the humanities, history. “I’d developed a habit,” he says 
with understatement. By the end of the course, Nazir 
had accumulated 1,000 books. 

When it came time to graduate, engineering was far 
from Nazir’s mind. He dreamed instead of a bookshop, 
one that would stock the sort of books other Malaysian 
stores didn’t, foster debate and open minds, much as the 
books in the school library had done for him. He came 
up with the name, a play on two Malay words — tinta 
meaning ink, and budi, the spirit of human goodness 
— to reflect that mission and set up shop in Ipoh, his 
hometown, in 2016.

But while the town that had made its fortune in tin 
was enjoying something of a revival, it wasn’t quite ready 
for something like Tintabudi. Most orders were online 
— Nazir used Instagram to build his early customer 
base, posting new arrivals and peppering the feed with 
updates on the literary world — from people living 

in Kuala Lumpur. To Nazir, it seemed logical — and 
sensible — to make a move south, but he worried he 
wouldn’t be able to afford the capital’s rents. 

Then, at the opening of an art exhibition, the thirty-
year-old got talking to someone who was sprucing 
up a 1950s building in the city, Zhongshan, which 
he hoped to transform into a vibrant community of 
creative people. The rent would be affordable, and the 
other tenants would be artists, designers, curators and 
musicians. He thought Tintabudi would fit in well.

Last year, the bookshop, by now with two more 
partners, opened in an intimate space on Zhongshan’s 
second floor, reached by a mosaic-tiled staircase next 
to a contemporary art gallery. Despite what he calls an 
“anxiety of letting go”, Nazir filled the book cases with 
500 titles from his own collection.

“An independent bookshop is first and foremost a 
space where people can talk and exchange ideas,” Nazir 
explains. “It’s about building a community; a safe space 
where people can talk about difficult ideas without 
having a backlash, and the books fit into the narrative  
of that space.”

Tintabudi has the air of a private library. It is 
unapologetically highbrow, championing the obscure 
and the rare, and rewarding the curious. Or, as Nazir 
says, “that peculiar bookshop that has books most 
people wouldn’t bother reading.” For a taste of what 
you might find there, T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land —“a 
grim outlook of modernity” — and the Prolegomena to 
the Metaphysics of Islam, a seminal work in English by 
the Malaysian Muslim philosopher Syed Muhammad 
Naquib al-Attas, are among Nazir’s favourite titles.

The books — Tintabudi sells works published in 
Malay and English — are displayed on vintage shelving 
and an old teak cabinet recovered from the set of a 

Malay television drama when shooting wrapped. An 
Insta-friendly trestle table occupies the centre of the 
room, laid out with new arrivals or books of particular 
interest. At the time we meet, there are a few peach-
coloured copies of Singapore-based art critic T.K. 
Sabapathy’s Writing the Modern and The Merdeka 
Interviews, a book of conversations with the men and 
women who designed post-independence Malaysia. 
There are also copies of Nietzsche and Wittgenstein. 

Zhongshan sits — hemmed in by busy roads — in 
a largely overlooked pocket of Kuala Lumpur that is 
resolutely uncommercial and barely residential; a place 
for those in the know. At the weekend, hipsters throng 
the design shop and the two cafes in the building. 

Most days Nazir can be found behind the counter, 
framed by the shelves holding some of his rarest books, 
sunlight filtering through the glass louvres. He exudes 
a studious, but approachable air, and his passion for 
reading is reflected in his hands-on approach to the 
business, selecting books (criteria: “the kind of works 
we’d like to read”), chatting to customers and giving 
out recommendations. More recently, Nazir has been 
delighted to find his customers — mostly young 
professionals, some of whom have been buying  
from him since the Ipoh days — recommending books 
to him.

Reading wasn’t something that Nazir grew up with 
— the books his family treasured were mainly religious 
— but the Malay literature he stumbled across in  
the school library all those years ago was the start of  
an unexpected journey of discovery that would lead  
to Tintabudi. ☐

Janelle Retka

Kate Mayberry is a freelance journalist based  
in Malaysia
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