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归舟归舟::  Longings, Returns Longings, Returns by Sim Chi Yin takes its  by Sim Chi Yin takes its 
title from title from gui zhou gui zhou, or “homewardbound vessel,” , or “homewardbound vessel,” 
a recurring motif in classical Chinese poetry a recurring motif in classical Chinese poetry 
evoking an unfulfilled wish for return. This fig- evoking an unfulfilled wish for return. This fig-
ure of longing becomes the lens to unsettle the ure of longing becomes the lens to unsettle the 
intersecting geographies of forced migration intersecting geographies of forced migration 
and removal stemming from mass deportations and removal stemming from mass deportations 
in British-ruled Malaya. In her ongoing research, in British-ruled Malaya. In her ongoing research, 
Sim complicates the historiography of the Sim complicates the historiography of the 
anti-colonial war in Malaya through photogra- anti-colonial war in Malaya through photogra-
phy, film, oral histories, and archival interven- phy, film, oral histories, and archival interven-
tion. Together, these materials reveal the mass tion. Together, these materials reveal the mass 
deportation of over 30,000 people—mostly eth- deportation of over 30,000 people—mostly eth-
nic Chinese—from Malaya to China between nic Chinese—from Malaya to China between 
1948 and 1960 as a suppressed chapter of colo- 1948 and 1960 as a suppressed chapter of colo-
nial counterinsurgency, waged under Cold War nial counterinsurgency, waged under Cold War 
emergency legislation. This mass banishment emergency legislation. This mass banishment 
survives only in the chain of paperwork the survives only in the chain of paperwork the 
colonial state used to dispose of those it cast as colonial state used to dispose of those it cast as 
leftists and their sympathizers. leftists and their sympathizers. 

In this newly commissioned performance- In this newly commissioned performance- 
installation Sim situates us within the bound- installation Sim situates us within the bound-
less, ungovernable, fluid space of the sea, which less, ungovernable, fluid space of the sea, which 
acts as ground on which the intergenerational acts as ground on which the intergenerational 
complicity with displacement and erasure is complicity with displacement and erasure is 
both exposed and refused. Repatriation was a both exposed and refused. Repatriation was a 
key part of the British strategy in its 12-year key part of the British strategy in its 12-year 
war in Malaya—always cast as an “emergency”— war in Malaya—always cast as an “emergency”—
which also set precedents for America’s war in which also set precedents for America’s war in 
Vietnam in its first use of Agent Orange to Vietnam in its first use of Agent Orange to 
destroy crops and in its mass relocation of the destroy crops and in its mass relocation of the 
local population into camps. Britain’s success in local population into camps. Britain’s success in 
Malaya has since been held up as exemplary  Malaya has since been held up as exemplary  
in Western military manuals and influenced in Western military manuals and influenced 
subsequent wars. Sim's paternal grandfather, subsequent wars. Sim's paternal grandfather, 
an educator and newspaper editor, was among an educator and newspaper editor, was among 
those deported by the British to China—then in those deported by the British to China—then in 
the midst of civil war—where he was executed the midst of civil war—where he was executed 
shortly after arriving in mid-1949. Left behind shortly after arriving in mid-1949. Left behind 
in Malaya, his mother, wife, and five children in Malaya, his mother, wife, and five children 
would never speak of him again. A silence fes- would never speak of him again. A silence fes-
tered quietly within the family for six decades, tered quietly within the family for six decades, 
which Sim now works to address. which Sim now works to address. 

Sim’s new three-channel video is anchored Sim’s new three-channel video is anchored 
by an effigy boat burning to ash on a shore by an effigy boat burning to ash on a shore 
close to where the remains of Malayan Com- close to where the remains of Malayan Com-
munist Party leader Chin Peng were secretly munist Party leader Chin Peng were secretly 
scattered at sea in 2019, years after his death scattered at sea in 2019, years after his death 
in Thailand. Exiled since the 1950s, Chin had in Thailand. Exiled since the 1950s, Chin had 
been banned from returning to Malaysia— been banned from returning to Malaysia—
alive or dead. Other new footage filmed earlier alive or dead. Other new footage filmed earlier 
this year around Perak, Malaysia, follows the this year around Perak, Malaysia, follows the 
lands and waters which the anti-colonial guer- lands and waters which the anti-colonial guer-
rillas fought on and became exiled from. The rillas fought on and became exiled from. The 

now-elderly former deportees are filmed sing- now-elderly former deportees are filmed sing-
ing two songs from their movement, the ing two songs from their movement, the Inter- Inter-
nationale and Goodbye Malaya nationale and Goodbye Malaya—the latter —the latter 
composed by two Malayan Communists in composed by two Malayan Communists in 
1941 and sung en masse as the ships pulled out 1941 and sung en masse as the ships pulled out 
of harbor. Sim also threads in her own family of harbor. Sim also threads in her own family 
members alongside her quest to reinstate her members alongside her quest to reinstate her 
grandfather's presence. At the other end of the grandfather's presence. At the other end of the 
room, two Chinese folk figures look in: sea god- room, two Chinese folk figures look in: sea god-
dess Mazu, the protector of seafarers, and dess Mazu, the protector of seafarers, and 
Guanyin, goddess of mercy and compassion. Guanyin, goddess of mercy and compassion. 
Across the interior facade wall, a mural, fur- Across the interior facade wall, a mural, fur-
ther obfuscated by an overlay of the sea, assem- ther obfuscated by an overlay of the sea, assem-
bles fragments of archival documents gathered bles fragments of archival documents gathered 
throughout Sim's decade-long research and throughout Sim's decade-long research and 
counter-archiving—including the only photo- counter-archiving—including the only photo-
graphs she has found of the journeys on board graphs she has found of the journeys on board 
the deportation ships. This large-scale collage the deportation ships. This large-scale collage 
operates as evidence of how the archive itself operates as evidence of how the archive itself 
was an instrument of forgetting through the was an instrument of forgetting through the 
mistranslations and omissions that accompa- mistranslations and omissions that accompa-
nied removal. Four lightboxes hold glass slides nied removal. Four lightboxes hold glass slides 
that intervene on historical images with specu- that intervene on historical images with specu-
lative renderings of Sim's grandfather and fel- lative renderings of Sim's grandfather and fel-
low Malayan deportees, inscribing them back low Malayan deportees, inscribing them back 
into a landscape from which they were expelled into a landscape from which they were expelled 
and showing scenes of the journey. At the cen- and showing scenes of the journey. At the cen-
ter of the installation sits an effigy boat, mod- ter of the installation sits an effigy boat, mod-
eled after vessels used in Chinese folk ritual eled after vessels used in Chinese folk ritual 
practice—modified here to bear a chimney like practice—modified here to bear a chimney like 
on the steamship on the steamship Van Riemsdyk Van Riemsdyk which Sim’s which Sim’s 
grandfather was deported on—for a symbolic grandfather was deported on—for a symbolic 
final passage to the next world/life. final passage to the next world/life. 

Through this performance and installa- Through this performance and installa-
tion, Sim probes and performs multiple forms tion, Sim probes and performs multiple forms 
of return for those banished, seeking different of return for those banished, seeking different 
restitutions and inheritances across her inter- restitutions and inheritances across her inter-
secting roles as artist, historical researcher, secting roles as artist, historical researcher, 
and granddaughter, niece, daughter, and and granddaughter, niece, daughter, and 
mother. In looking back, she also signals a lon- mother. In looking back, she also signals a lon-
ger lineage of forced migration practices ger lineage of forced migration practices 
stretching from colonial to contemporary stretching from colonial to contemporary 
times—asking what repair might mean for times—asking what repair might mean for 
those whose safe passage continues to be those whose safe passage continues to be 
denied. A debut performance on the evening denied. A debut performance on the evening 
of August 8, with an encore on August 13, will of August 8, with an encore on August 13, will 
activate the installation, with a monologue activate the installation, with a monologue 
that shifts between a text inspired by Etel that shifts between a text inspired by Etel 
Adnan’s Adnan’s To Be In A Time Of War To Be In A Time Of War and a letter  and a letter 
from Sim to her late grandfather. The mural from Sim to her late grandfather. The mural 
stands as a centerpiece, further collapsing the stands as a centerpiece, further collapsing the 
distance between archival documents, family distance between archival documents, family 
memory, fire, ash, and the water that carries memory, fire, ash, and the water that carries 
one away and home. one away and home.

 Sim Chi Yin is an artist from Singapore whose 
research-based practice uses artistic and archival interventions to contest and 
complicate historiographies and colonial narratives. She works across photography, 
film, installation, performance, and book-making. She was an artist fellow in the 
Whitney Museum’s Independent Study Program (2022–23) and holds a PhD in War 
Studies from King’s College London. Recent exhibitions include: 60th Venice Biennale 
(2024) and at the Haus der Kulturen der Welt, Berlin (2024); Gropius Bau, Berlin 
(2023); Barbican Centre, London (2023); Camera Austria, Graz (2024); Harvard Art 
Museums, Boston, USA (2021); Les Rencontres d’Arles, France (2021); Nobel Peace 
Museum, Oslo (2017), Datsuijo Tokyo (2024); Arko Art Centre, Seoul (2016); Zilberman 
Gallery Berlin (2021); and Hanart TZ Gallery, Hong Kong (2019). She has also partici-
pated in the Istanbul Biennale (2022, 2017) and the Guangzhou Image Triennial 
(2021). In August 2024, she premiered a theatre performance on her project One Day 
We’ll Understand, on her family history and the anti-colonial war in what was British 
Malaya. The performance toured to the Asia-Pacific Triennial of Performing Arts in 
Melbourne in February 2025. Sim is based in Berlin.

Homelands  : Longings, Returns is the fourth in a series of exhibitions under the theme of 
Homelands. Homelands is a long-term research cycle which delves into the political dimensions of 
memory—examining what is obscured or distorted in the dominant record—through the work of artists 
and architects who unmake and remake their connection to place.
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 : Longings, Returns
by Sim Chi Yin

The artist in conversation with writer 
Tash Aw on erasure, inheritance, 

and the situated labor of remembering 
what families choose to forget. 

Tash Aw: It's always a great pleasure to 
speak to you about your work. And I just 
wanted to hear about it again, because 
you talk so movingly about the genesis of 
this whole project. I've known about it for 
many years now, and it’s very exciting to 
see it evolve to its current state, because 
it's come quite a long way since I first saw 
it. But in some ways, the integrity has al-
ways been there, and your concerns have 
always been very clear and very intense. I 
always love hearing you talk about how 
this idea first came to you and how the 
project was born in your head.

Sim Chi Yin: The starting point is this pater-
nal grandfather who we didn't speak about 
for more than 60 years, and by the time I was 
in my early 30s, I was based in China as a for-
eign correspondent, as a journalist. And I 
started to question my relationship, as eth-
nic-Chinese Singaporean, to the so-called 
“motherland,” mainland China. I also ques-
tioned at that point, after having written oth-
er people’s stories for two decades by then, 
what was my story?

I recalled that my father had once, in 
passing, said that my granddad was buried in 
southern China. I decided to go look. I then 
found this amazing but also guilt-laden, 
shame-laden story of a family member who 
was willfully forgotten, willfully erased from 
the family history. So I went on a quest—I sup-
pose it's been 15 years of questing—to figure 
out what it was about him and then eventual-
ly his generation of people who opposed the 
colonial state in the colony of Malaya, and 
what is it that led their families to erase 
them? And what does it mean in the context 
of the times that we live in? He's been the de-
parture point for a lot of this work. 

But the work obviously has since ex-
panded way beyond family history. And in 
some chapters of the work, you can't actually 
see the family history that clearly. But in oth-
ers, there's this weaving of the personal and 
the geopolitical, and the historical, the con-
temporary, the trans-generational, layered 
one on the other. 

TA: It seems to me what is really central 
to your work, and what has always fasci-
nated me about it because it's so per-
sonal to me, was the whole sense of era-
sure and silence, because in a lot of 
Southeast Asian countries this happens 
more than we might think. It's sort of a 
cornerstone to how we've built modern 
societies in the region. Erasure happens 
on an individual level as well as collec-
tively. Episodes that are painful or 
shameful in particular, and how we deal 
with guilt and shame, are really central 
to the whole idea of modern success in 
Asia. But it also struck me that this is, in 
general, what immigrant families have 
to do all over the world—to leave some-
thing or someone behind. That thing 
might be a place, a country, maybe a 
whole culture, but often those cultures 
and places are represented by individu-
al people who have to be written out of 
the official history. 

SCY: I suppose it's quite common, it's this 
attitude of “nothing to see here,” and “let's 
just move on because the present and the 
future are more important.” In the specific 
context of Malaysia and Singapore, it was 
politically dangerous to have any kind of 
leftists within the family. So it was political-
ly necessary, but I suppose it also came with 
a lot of personal heartbreak and the deci-
sion on the part of Granddad's mother and 
wife to forget him, and to then also ban the 
five children including my father from 
talking about him ever again.

TA: It’s very extreme.
SCY: But it's also kind of really understand-
able in a way. In those times, I mean, this was 
the Cold War and in a country that came to be 
ruled by anti-communist governments…in 
both countries eventually, both independent 
states of Malaysia and Singapore. The founda-
tional story is crushing the Left. They inherit-
ed that from the British. And do not forget 
that this also was happening in the time of 
the Korean war, the Vietnam War, and an-
ti-communism was everywhere. And so it's 
perfectly understandable, I think, for them to 
have made that decision to erase.

TA: I agree. It also speaks to the more 
general immigrant experience of what 
one generation does to preserve the 
idea or the illusion of integration or as-
similation for the next generation. So in 
fact, it's a very protective instinct. But 
still, when you think about what is re-
quired to execute that kind of family 
policy, it is very extreme.

SCY: It is. One of my most recent discoveries 
on my last trip back to Singapore was some-
thing that shocked me. My mother recently 
moved houses and she found a couple of 
folders of my dad's writings. He used to write 
essays because he studied modern languag-
es. He wrote these introductory essays about 
English literature in Chinese. And one of the 
many pen names he used was Shen Yi.

That's Granddad's pen name, from when 
he wrote anti-colonial editorials for the Ipoh 
Daily in the mid–40s. That really shocked me 
because that meant that actually there were 
these quiet acts of memorialization.

TA:  Of resistance.
SCY: Of resistance and memorialization on 
the part of my father, and this was 1959. So, 
Grandma and Great-grandma banned them 
from speaking behind, but...there my dad 
was writing about English literature using 
the pen name of his dad. 

TA:  Something else that has always been 
the elephant in the room precisely be-
cause, particularly in Malaysia, there is 
the issue of Chineseness. There's some-
thing that you alluded to earlier when 
you said you were in China at the time 
when you first thought of this project, 
and it made you think about your links to 
the motherland. And actually, the unspo-
ken thing is, that the idea of communism 
being problematic in Malaya in the 1940s 
and 50s, is tied to being Chinese.

This is not to say only Chinese  
people were communist because the 
Communist Party was filled with people 
from lots of different ethnic back-
grounds. However, a Chinese commu-
nist, contains the double threat of being 
the outsider, the dangerous immigrant 
who actually poses a real danger to the 
national project. And so this whole idea... 
actually being Chinese and actually the 
immigrant being a danger takes on a re-
ally kind of a sinister aspect because just 
to be Chinese is to have already asper-
sions cast upon you and to be seen as a 
further danger to the national project.

I don't know about you, I'm a bit 
older than you, but when I was growing 
up, I didn't get a sense of connection to 

“If we glance back, we are doomed to eternal melancholics, 
fixated on the unhealing wound. Truly returning, however, 

demands bifurcated vision. In returning one edges the past and 
confronts the jarring present. This bifurcated vision opens up 
future directions. To return is to look back and to look ahead. 

A hauntology, Avery Gordon and Jacques Derrida note, 
conjures at once revenant and arrivant. A return trip is both 

departure and arrival...

Viet Le, Return Engagements, pg XII1

Bifurcated Visions of the Past and Future
Sim Chi Yin’s 归舟: Longings, Returns is the latest crys-
tallization of the artist’s investigation and articulation 
of the suppressed histories of the 12-year anti-colo-
nial war in British-ruled Malaya (1948–1960)—pres-
ent-day Malaysia and Singapore. The work grows out 
of the larger body of work that the artist has devel-
oped since 2018 about the entanglements of her fam-
ily history with this conflict. The constellation of 
works in 归舟: Longings, Returns interpolates Sim’s 
family history with historical and ancestral inheri-
tances. Sim’s paternal grandfather’s sea voyages are 
returned to and mediated through inherited folk spir-
itual and religious practices of the Chinese overseas 
that are invoked through the figures of maritime god-
desses. As scholar-critic Viet Le reminds us, Sim’s 
work opens us to bifurcated vision—one based on a 
return and recovery of a lesser-known past and that 
through this act of the return enlightens a trajectory 
forward into a socially progressive future. To this end, 
we have to think about Sim’s artistic methods as a 
project of transgenerational care—a form of cura.

Shen Huansheng, Sim’s paternal grandfather was 
arrested soon after the British declared a state of  emer-
gency in Malaya in June 1948, as the Cold War spread in 
Asia. Deported in May 1949 to Shantou, southern China, 
he joined the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) guerrilla 
army unit in his ancestral village and in the final weeks 
of the Chinese Civil War was executed by the National-
ist Kuomintang (KMT) army. His family in Malaya did 
not learn of his passing for two years and like many who 
were believed to have ties with Communism, was not 
spoken of again in his family for six decades. 

Sim’s reckoning with this generational trauma and 
her search for his traces has catalyzed her interroga-
tion of the Malayan Emergency. At the heart of this is 
an interrogation of the very telos of art itself. How we 
narrate our traumas is an intellectual structure for 
how we distribute power and resources, and how we 
advocate for human values and progress across time. 
This holding of space and representation is funda-
mental to the social contracts that we make to orga-
nize ourselves as community, nation, and species.

On Art as Cura
Art critic Jason Farago has described museums as the 
new churches—secular sites of worship for constructs 
and transcendental experiences that offer a collective 
reckoning of the everyday.2 His analysis can speak 
more generally to the capacity of art spaces and prac-
tices like Sim’s that are based in performance and in-
stallation to hold in the embodied present a means to 
speak to unresolved inheritances. Historically, cura, 
(Latin for “care”), as Ed McKeon annunciates, is about 
the shape and mutability of time. The cura of Christian-
ity relates to the ancient tradition of pastoral care for 
the souls.3 From baptism to burials, its power was tied 
to managing the passage of time across generations 
and the maintenance of living memory.4 McKeon con-
cludes that “Care involves the paradoxical and the nec-
essary work of preserving through renewal that which 
must not and cannot preserve itself.”5

Sim’s work is a form of cura. 归舟: Longings, Returns 
focuses on the little-documented mass deportations 
of the mostly ethnic Chinese who were repatriated to 
China as part of the Malayan Emergency. She makes 
her preservation of this history plain in the installa-
tion with the incorporation of names of these individ-
uals that she has recovered. More than operation, 
Sim’s focus on the cura is also culturally- and histori-
cally-specific. An important aspect of the he moving 
image motif. The effigy boat is made by a Malaysian 
artisan in collaboration with Sim. It’s design is a con-
flation of traditional effigy designs and of the steam-
ship that Sim’s grandfather was deported on. Such 
spectral offerings in Chinese Taoist and folk practices 
are meant to transmit wishes and objects to the after-
life. They are a form of ancestral care and a request for 
assistance in the present. This threading of genera-
tions past and future together is a form of cura that 
runs through Sim’s work.

Sim’s Feministic Methods of Cura
In particular, Sim’s video installation features statues of 
the goddess Mazu and Guanyin gazing into the space. 
The statues are from Tua Pek Kong Temple in Perak 
(where her grandfather was from) and close to Sitiawan, 
the hometown of leader of the Malayan National Liber-
ation Army, Chin Peng, alluding to the Malayan war’s 
resonance in the history of the Chinese overseas.

Across the maritime worlds of the overseas 
Chinese, female figures such as Mazu and Guanyin 
embodied protection, return, and continuity across 
migration. Their temples and shrines were frequently 
established in ports and coastal settlements, where 
devotees sought protection for seafarers, safe passage, 
and security amid the uncertainties of engaging with 
the sea. Recalling the importance of the divine femi-
nine in the cultural histories of Chinese migration, 
Sim’s work is attentive to mothers, daughters, and 
grandmothers as custodians of memory. The project 
began with Sim’s mother showing her a photograph 
of her grandfather in 2011. Sim’s first artist book in 
her project, She Never Rode That Trishaw Again (2021), 
was a tribute to her grandmother who Sim memorial-
izes for her fortitude and sacrifice and an example of 
“all other women who, like her, suffered the fallout of 
colonialism and war.” Sim’s recent work The Suitcase 
Is A Little Bit Rotten (2023) features images of her son 
secreted into Malayan landscapes, throwing into re-
lief her own position as a mother and her work as a 
form of conjuring ancestral inheritance.

Sim’s work is markedly feminist in this respect. 
More than evoking the figure of the mother, her prac-
tice of performance and installation returns to lived 
experience, capturing how conflict bleeds across time 
and into everyday life. In her theater production One 
Day We’ll Understand, which she spacing Singapore 
and Australia (2024, 2025), she channeled questions 
of geopolitics, archive theory and trans-generational 
memory through her body. For her Storefront com-
mission, Sim turns to Lebanese-American writer and 
artist Etel Adnan’s poem “To Be in a Time of War” for 
inspiration. Written in 2003, during the week the US 
invaded Iraq, the poem holds the dissonance between 
the minutiae of the everyday and the weight of a war 
unfolding. Sim’s own text uses Adnan’s form to tra-
verse time and geographies, toggling between her dai-
ly life and historical—as well as contemporary— 
episodes of deportation. She speaks of the import  
of the Malayan war in one moment and then of 
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China because that link had been delib-
erately broken. It’s really strange be-
cause we spoke Chinese Mandarin and 
Chinese dialects at home, but China as 
an entity was certainly placed at an 
arm’s length despite the fact that my fa-
ther was born in China. You have this 
complex presence in your cultural DNA. 
On the one hand, you feel that you are 
Chinese. In every form and official doc-
ument you have to fill out, you are. And 
of course, just by the way you look and 
your name, people know you're Chinese. 
And so the whole act of being just 
Malaysian becomes very complex and 
also problematic. I just wondered how 
much of that you felt or how much you 
were aware of that when you undertook 
your project.

SCY: I think it's different also because 
Singapore and Malaysia have slightly differ-
ent political contexts and I think I grew up 
kind of protected from the need to defend my 
ethnicity because I was a majority in 
Singapore. I didn't really feel the connection 
to China. It was also broken because it was 
very uncool to be linked with mainland China 
when I was growing up in the 1980s. The con-
nection to China really came later. My entry 
point into it was my interest in history. And I 
took Chinese history in high school and then 
focused on it at university, and got interested 
in China that way. The connection to China 
was very, very diluted in those times, growing 
up in the 80s and 90s. And I didn't get deep 
into my sense of ethnic identity until I was 
based in China as a journalist.

At that time, mainland Chinese people 
were always kind of teasing me about my 
overseas Chinese identity.

They always claimed me, claimed us, as 
part of the motherland and I really resisted 
that conflation of identities because I think 
we are different. I definitely identify as over-
seas Chinese.

TA: I think that within the whole think-
ing of Huaqiao, Huayi, or you know, 
whichever term you want to use… I think 
Singaporean Chinese have a special 
subcategory in the mainland Chinese 
imagination.

Because I think Singapore has been 
very successful at precisely creating this 
new national identity in the way that oth-
er countries in Southeast Asia have not.

SCY:  Yeah, they manufactured one. And now 
it's of course come into question with that 
latest film. I don't know if you've been follow-
ing that.

TA: Yeah, 给阿妈的情书 (Dear You).
SCY: I mean, that's complicated…and I have 
my disagreements with how that identity 
has been manufactured in Singapore…

TA: You’re right, that's a separate issue. 
But I think the whole idea of race and 
cultural baggage and cultural heritage 
is something difficult. It is something 
painful for the people that you are look-
ing at in your work. And speaking as 
someone who is an overseas Chinese, 
you don't wake up every morning think-
ing about it. But it is there.

SCY: And what's interesting also, is I sup-
pose it's one way to think about the people 
who are deported from this war or emergen-
cy, whichever way you want to call it.

I ended up doing about 35 oral history 
interviews across six or seven places, in 
southern China, Hong Kong, Singapore, 
Malaysia, and southern Thailand. And the 
way they remembered their participation in 
this anti-colonial war and the way they told 
their life story really was dependent on how 
and where they ended up. So if they were de-
ported to China and they managed to get 
into positions of decent work or even civil 
service, then the story is quite glorious. But if 
they were left out of the good side of having 
participated in a communist revolution, 
then they tend to be quite disgruntled.

Then there’s the aspect of shame. If 
they were still then living in Malaysia or 
Singapore, sometimes it was still taboo to 
them. The people in southern Thailand 
were very eager to talk because they had 
given their whole lives to fighting this war. 
Memory is very much defined by our con-
temporary circumstances. 

All these people had a similar experi-
ence of deportation, exile, after having par-
ticipated in this anti-colonial movement and 
war. But they ended up quite different, de-
pending on where they now live.

TA: How does that make you feel about 
the role of memory in this? Do you 
think that it makes it impossible to 
reach any kind of objective portrayal of 
the people, of the time and of the whole 
movement? The act of immigration 
and migration itself?

SCY: I don't think I'm even striving for any 
kind of objectivity anymore. Maybe this goes 
back to the evolution in my work as well. I was 
trained in capital H history. I did my first two 
degrees in that, and then my PhD in war stud-
ies. And I had spent a decade being a journal-
ist. These are truth-seeking vocations.

TA: Working along the lines of there be-
ing an objective truth.

SCY: Yes. And then I became a documentary 
photographer, which again, is about evi-
dence, testimony, and a supposed objective 
truth. Sometime in my mid to late 30s, I real-
ly sort of started to question all that and 
shifted gradually away from this investment 
in objectivity and I became disinterested in 
trying to triple verify anything, or to hold 
anything up as the truth or evidence. That’s 
when the shift to art-making really took 
place. I do not offer up any kind of evidence, 
I’m trying to make this historiography more 
complex. Maybe I function at the level of 
memory. I think we should try to re-remem-
ber these histories in a more complex and 
nuanced way.

In some cases, all I'm doing is bringing 
to light things that were missing or hidden, 
or thus far unspoken. There's no claim to a 
singular truth in any of the work.

TA: I think what's also interesting is 
the way memory evolves, because you 
captured people at a particular point in 
their lives in your interviews.

Five or ten years before that, their 
recollections might have been different. 
The way memory functions, your mem-
ory does change over time, and I think 
it's a much more truthful way as an art-
ist to acknowledge that you don’t know 
the answers. And to say that you’re cap-
turing what you see and feel now, while 
reserving the right to be proved com-
pletely wrong, even by oneself, eventual-
ly. We grew up in a world that is gov-
erned by absolutism.

Then the knowledge that you have 
fought to acquire becomes something 
that is absolute. And everything is 
founded upon that. The justice system is 
an absolute truth. The political realities 
are also the same.

There has to be one version of  
the truth. 

But in fact, we can see now in every-
day politics, that things can be inter-
preted very easily in two different ways.

And it depends on how we want to 
do it. So, poor working class people in 
the West don't have money. Is it because 
immigrants take all the money or is it be-
cause rich people take all the money?

There are two realities and actual-
ly you can spin the narrative very easi-
ly, quite often by deciding sometimes. 
And memory is also, in my experience, 
very much dictated by personal deci-
sions. I think people decide how to  
remember something. There is an  
intersection between memory and per-
sonal will, and desire.

It’s not just about personal circum-
stances, it's about how your personal 
circumstances evolve, also.

I grew up in a household which was 
on my father's side, very pro-China, very 
pro-mainland.

This was even in the 70s and 80s, 
where it was really not fashionable to be 
pro-China, because China was poor, it 
was distant, it was a very foreign place. 
And on my mother's side, very pro-over-
seas Chinese.

Now with the passage of time, 
they're both very into the idea of main-
land China, so when you go and visit 
them, CCTV is playing the whole time 
on loop, on various channels. There is 
something attractive about that,  and my 
parents both have very formal Chinese 
education, and yet my mother said to 
me the other day, that whenever she has 
to express something complex or ten-
der it's always in either Cantonese or 
Hokkien. Mandarin is still the language 
of formality, and so somewhere in her 
brain the intersection between memory 
and emotional connectivity is evolving 
in quite surprising ways to me.

SCY: My dad has Alzheimer's and I've been 
noticing his language deteriorating. English 
has deteriorated because that is his third 
language, but Mandarin is still there.

I don't speak any Hakka and I feel some-
what guilty about that. But he never taught 
me. But every time I go back, I've been asking 
him about these phrases that I remember 
from childhood. And they’re in Hakka.

And he responds really quickly when 
you ask him a question about Hakka. It’s true 
that language is the last thing you lose. The 
language that really is your native tongue is 
the one that is embedded, even when your 
brain is losing its physical function.

TA: There is something about pre-mem-
ory which is fascinating, and I just won-
der if, for the people in your work and 
the kind of objects—the boats, the cities—
what's going to remain of your work?

And I wonder whether that's why 
in this current, latest iteration, the ele-
ments are so strong, the sea, the water…
because maybe those things are beyond 
memory, they're beyond recollection, 
they're beyond the complexities of will, 
complexities of memory, and they are, 
you know, forever. 

So, you know, if you're attached to a 
land or you're attached to a space, a 
physical geographical space, you retain 
those things.

SCY: I've been thinking a lot about water and 
what water holds. There’s this semi-popular 
notion that water has memory.

It’s a trope that's been used by many 
other artists. But I have seriously been 
thinking about water, not just because of the 
story that is specifically for the Storefront 
show about deportations and sea journeys, 
but thinking broadly about when I went to 
make this new film for the film installation, 
the different bodies of water that I was sur-
rounded by, and that I was trying to perform 
these acts of return in. There were rivers, 
there were lakes, and then there was the 
ocean. That is beyond any kind of objective, 
positivist knowledge.

And it's just there. I don't know. I mean, 
it's where I'm at. Also with the practice, I 
suppose, it's trying to open up these spaces 
of imagination.

I mean, I know the word speculation is 
really fraught these days, speculative work, 
but there is something about wanting to 
reach beyond traditional forms of knowing.

And water is the vehicle this time.
TA:  I also think, because so much of 
your work is about belonging and about 
how bodies belong to a country or don't 
belong to a country as the case may be, 
there's something about about the wa-
ter-space of a country that feels a bit 
more liberating than the land-space or 
the earth-space because it's more fluid.

It's less governable, especially if 
you're talking about the seas. The land-
scape you can destroy, you can disfigure. 
You can literally remove someone from 
the land. It's very difficult to achieve 
that sort of malleability.

The sea is not malleable. It's mal-
leable in the sense that it's always mov-
ing, but it's beyond human control in a 
meaningful way. It's not even like a river 
that can be dammed or a lake. With your 
image of your boat on the sea, anything 
can happen, it opens up a space of pos-
sibility that land or earth can't. 

You probably know this but I al-
ways feel it's really telling that the Malay 
word for one's home country, tanah air 
encompasses both the land (tanah) and 
the water (air). More specifically, the soil 
and the water. And I've always had a 
problem with the soil bit, because there 
are different ownership rights attached 
to land.

And also, beyond the ethnic or reli-
gious land owning rights, there's also 
the whole idea of needing money to buy 
the land. And that same thing can't ap-
ply to the sea, no one owns the sea. I’ve 
always been more drawn to the fluidity 
of the sea and the changing nature of it.

SCY: There's a timelessness about the sea 
and water. The ocean triggers a sense of tra-
versing time.
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on a Pier, finalist for the Los Angeles Book 
Prize. His work has won the Whitbread and 
Commonwealth Prizes, an O. Henry Award 
and been nominated three times for the 
MAN Booker Prize. His novels have been 
translated into 26 languages. As an essay-
ist and critic, his work has appeared in the 
New York Review of Books, the Paris Review, 
the London Review of Books and Granta, 
among many other publications. A holder 
of fellowships from the DAAD Artists-in-
Berlin program, the Columbia Institute of 
Ideas and Imagination and the Shanghai 
Writers Association, he lives in Paris and 
Kuala Lumpur.

告別馬來亞
詞：楊果
曲：楊勵

今夜別離你，奔向艱苦搏鬥的中原。
我們默默在懷念，美麗的馬來亞，我們第二的故鄉，
你膠園廣闊，錫山眾多，
你是赤道上的溫泉，大自然的驕兒。
我們如今已失去在這半島天空高飛的自由，
但在那烽火遍地的北國，
我們將繼續像海燕衝破駭浪。
馬來亞喲，馬來亞喲，
我們還要回來，要回來，
在那晨雞報曉的時候。

Goodbye Malaya
Lyrics 

Yang Guo 

Composition
Yang Li 

Tonight we leave you, racing towards a China mired 
in bitter struggle. 
Silently, we hold you in our hearts, beautiful Malaya,
our second home.
Your sweeping rubber plantations, 
Your innumerable tin mines, 
You are a wellspring on the equator,  
Nature’s beloved son. 

Today we’ve lost the freedom to soar in these skies 
above the peninsula,
But to the war-torn North, we shall go forth
Like seabirds braving the stormy seas.
Oh Malaya
Oh Malaya
We want to come back, 
To come back,
When the rooster crows at the break of dawn.

doomscrolling in the next, drawing us into the speci-
ficity of the contemporary moment. Interpolated with 
a letter to her grandfather who was disappeared be-
cause of the Malayan Emergency, contemporary ex-
perience is haunted by inherited historical trauma.

On Embodied Cura that Holds the Past and Future
While the Chinese overseas had a 600-year history in 
the region with the first waves of migration being tied 
political struggle in the Ming Dynasty and later mi-
gration tied to the demand for cheap labor by colonial 
empire, anti-Chinese laws in Southeast Asia of the 
1950s–1960s figured the Chinese as aliens, thus deny-
ing them political and property rights.6 Inherited re-
sentments of the Chinese as interlocutors of empire 
who were monopolists and capitalists marshalling 
business and the strategic holdings of tin and rubber 
in the region as well as fears of the ethnic Chinese be-
ing fifth column agents in the Cold War informed an-
ti-Chinese policies that included deportations to Chi-
na during the Malayan Emergency. These forced 
“returns” are complicated imaginations of imposed 
origination tied to community profiling and system-
atic biases.7 These assumptions informed surveil-
lance, detention, and deportation, producing what 
Sim's work reveals as the intimate and intergenera-
tional consequences of Cold War racialization.

Yet, the feminine becomes the cura of inheritances 
that can resist the historical amnesia of and perpetu-
ation of such violence. It is her lived experience and 
relationship as mother, daughter and granddaughter 
that offers a corporeal modality to carry histories that 
national narratives or political discontent write over. 
Through Sim, it is a woman’s voice and lived experi-
ence that is the essential cura of the histories and fu-
tures of the Malayan Emergency. 
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