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Abstract

THESIS : From ‘China Spoken Drama’ to ‘Malaysian
Spoken Drama’ — A Research on the Identity
Shift in Malaysian Chinese Spoken Drama.

Abstract

This thesis explores the Malaysian Chinese Spoken Drama ‘s
identity shift from ‘China Spoken Drama’ to ‘Malaysian Spoken
Drama’. As the Malaysian Chinese Spoken Drama have gone
through pre-war and post-war changes, the creation of plays fully
reflects the course of history. As such, the thesis employs play-
writing and Spoken Drama movement as bases to discuss the his-
torical transformation of ‘China Spoken Drama’ to ‘Malaysian
Spoken Drama’.

Prior to 1942, southern Chinese immigrants (referred to as
‘Malaysian Chinese’) promoted the Spoken Drama movement
in Malaya and wrote plays which depicted thoughts and senti-
ments towards their motherland. At the same time, plays were
actively performed to raise funds for disaster victims in China.
The post-war period from 1945 to 1957 saw the independence of
the Federation of Malaya. In 1963, Malaysia was formed. During
these period, Chinese immigrants underwent the identity trans-
formation to that of Malaysian Chinese. Spoken Drama practi-
tioners continued to use the Chinese language (which included
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different dialects) as the medium of performance and playwrit-
ing. However, the content of dramas gradually moved away from
themes that reflected thoughts and sentiments of China. Instead,
they shifted their concern towards their own country - Malaysia,
in particular to the areas of politics, economy, culture and educa-
tion. As such, after the identity shift, the Malaysian Chinese con-
tinuously reflected through Spoken Drama, their thoughts and
values for their race and society. Firstly, through various literary
definitions, the thesis posits that the pre-war Malaysian Chinese
Spoken Drama is a unique representation of ‘China Spoken Dra-
ma’. The proponents of Malaysian Chinese Spoken Drama were
immigrants from south China who solicited local born Chinese to
set up Spoken Drama troupes and performed plays which accord-
ed with the current situation, disaster relief and festivals in China,
displaying their spirit of loyalty to their motherland. Moreover, the
pre-war Malayan Chinese Spoken Drama troupes were affiliated
to the Chinese government and political parties. This prompted
the war patriots to employ Spoken Drama as a means to unite the
overseas Chinese to provide aid and relief to their motherland.

Before the war, Malayan Chinese Spoken Drama incisively
portrayed the thoughts and sentiments towards their mother-
land, thus awakening the ‘Chinese soul’ spirit among the Ma-
layan Chinese, establishing the unique characteristics of ‘China
Spoken Drama’ in Malayan Chinese Spoken Drama. Subsequent-
ly, during the second world war, Malayan Chinese Spoken Drama

Abstract



Abstract  15

began to change their war slogans from ‘Fight the Japanese and
aid China’ to ‘Fight the Japanese and defend Malaya’ . When the
Malayan Chinese fought hard against the Japanese with the other
races in Malaya, their nationalistic spirit was awakened. As Mala-
ya gained liberation and independence from the British imperial
colonization, Malayan Chinese dramatists began their ideologi-
cal shift from ‘fallen leaves returning to the root’ to ‘taking root
on the ground’. Inevitably, the unique characteristics of ‘China
Spoken Drama’ in Malayan Chinese Spoken Drama underwent a
historical transformation.

The years between 1945 to 1965 were a period of transforma-
tion for Malayan Chinese Spoken Drama. Conceptually, Malayan
Chinese Spoken Drama no longer answered the calls of disaster
relief or to fundraise for China’ s revolutionary movements. In-
stead, it served to change the mindsets of people. With localiza-
tion as the main direction, dramatists served the areas of politics,
culture and education with their plays and promoted the notion
of a Malayan culture which belonged to the Malayans, and em-
phasized that Malaya was not a part of China’ s culture. Second-
ly, the playwriting also reflected a sense of loyalty towards their
own country. Du Bian is the quintessential playwright of post-war
Malayan Chinese Spoken Drama. He wrote plays such as “The

2 £

Treasure Star”, “Tomorrow’ s Sun” and “Island Nocturne” which
unleashed the attack towards colonialization and fought for the

liberation of Malaya. In addition, Malayan Chinese Spoken Drama
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adapted Chinese historical plays to reflect the dark side of Ma-
layan society in order to win political reforms. This indirectly co-
incided with the promotion of socialism in China, thereby forming
a united front of ideological battle. Thirdly, the characterization in
dramas ceased to portray sentiments towards China. On the oth-
er hand, it depicted the people who lived Malaya at the time such
as the rubber tappers, miners, and members of the Malayan Com-
munist Party who fought for the independence of Malaya, as well
as the defenders of Chinese education. The works include “Rainy
Night”, “Seeking Employment”, “The True Lover” and “He’ s Not
Dead”. Fourthly, the plays gradually shook off the influence of
China in terms of style and artistic representation, thus shifting
away from Chinese sentimentality. The change in sentiments also
led to the shift in drama staging. Plays reflected the context of
Malayan society, China flags no longer hung within and without
Spoken Dramas, songs from China were no longer sung, the char-
acter image and costumes also shifted towards localization and
even assimilated costumes of other races. In terms of language,
although different dialects were preserved, the Chinese have also
adopted colloquial Malay terms to substitute Chinese vocabular-
ies, displaying the unique characteristics of mixed languages.

The transformed ‘Malaysian Spoken Drama’ continued to
develop on the foundation of ‘China Spoken Drama’ . The cultur-
al codes preserved by the Chinese were not eliminated. Rather,
numerous struggles and battles were faced in order to protect its
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legacy. The Malaysian Chinese culture became an integral part of
Malaysian culture, and Malaysia would be incomplete without it.
In the early seventies, Malaysian Chinese Spoken Drama was
deeply influenced by the literary thought of Mao Zedong’ s “arts
and literature for the workers and peasants”, in which the plays
took on a strong left-wing stance. However, under strong sup-
pression of the Malaysian government as well as the closure of
China’ s Cultural Revolution, Malaysian Chinese Spoken Drama
quickly entered a new phase. It accepted new ideas and concepts
of drama and spurned the development of small Malaysian Chi-
nese Spoken Dramas.

In the eighties, Tsai Ming Liang unveiled a series of small
Malaysian Chinese plays such as “Express Noodle”, “A Door that
Can’t Be Opened in the Dark”, “The Wardrobe in the Room”
which marked the new form of Malaysian Chinese Spoken Drama.
His plays deeply reflected the inner world of desire and loneliness.
After the nineties, three key themes were presented in Malaysian
Chinese plays - namely the sentimentality towards the country,
society and life in general. Firstly, “Dream Heaven” depicted the
‘peculiar journey’ taken by the protagonist in England which
spurred examinations of identity towards the nation and the self.
“A Stranger” emphasized on the need to transform Malaysia and
anticipated a wonderful future for the country. Secondly, “Coinci-
dental Life” and “Love’ s Journey” respectively explored the sub-
jects of juvenile suicide and the social discrimination and moral
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judgements on AIDS victims, expressing concerns towards soci-
ety. Thirdly, “Heart towards the Sun” tells the unyielding strug-
gles of a man with cerebral palsy and his passion for life; while
“Ordinary Happiness” conveyed the protagonist’ s longing for
the liberation of the soul.

In conclusion, although the shift of identity from “China Spo-
ken Drama” to “Malaysian Spoken Drama” is interrelated with
historical circumstances, it is also-a manifestation of the “Chi-
nese consciousness”. Itis this unwaveringstride towards this goal
which have resulted in the successful shift of a theatrical identity.

Keywords : China Spoken Drama;Malaysian Spoken Drama;
transference of identity; Overseas Chinese;
Chinese
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The Heart Towards the Sun Theatre (HTTS) is a non-govern-
mental organisation registered under the Societies Act 1966. Our
scope of activities include drama performances, drama education
for children and teenagers, publication of a theatre magazine, op-
eration of the Drama Library, and engagement in such social wel-
fare activities as AIDS awareness campaigns and charity perfor-
mances for the disabled, as well as the organizer of drama contest
in the book festival at Mines 2 during the school holidays.

We has one to two volunteers to take charge of our daily op-
eration. Besides renting a place at level 2 at Pearl Point Shopping
Complex in Old Klang Road as our office, training centre as well as
the Drama Library, we also occupied the library with thousands of
drama and theatre related references books in the Drama Library.

As a well-organised theatrical group, we currently have more
than 50 members, of which over 10 are passionately active. They
come from a wide range of fields and professions, including the
media, education, performing arts, audio-visual production, televi-
sion and radio broadcasting, public relations, advertising, market-
ing, tourism, administrative management, literature, fine arts, and
internet technology. Some of the members are full-time students.

From early established in the year 2000 until now we carried
on with one public performance of drama almost every year and
being invited to join the 2007 Istana Budaya production “Cheng
Lock” Musical as the script writer and performers. Our AIDS Trilogy
included “Journey of Love” had reached out to thousands of audi-
ence in the tour around peninsular in 2006 and 2007, while being
replay in 2009 at Klpac as the new edition. The children and teen-
agers from drama class leaded by the drama teachers of the orga-
nization some had grown up into talents in such local performing
industry, or become the students of performing arts in their higher
education.
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