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 WEB EDITION :: Columnists

Documentaries that compel
Petra Gimbad

As a writer, I am interested in and love the creative process. You try to create art that will live. 
You also try to remember that the ability to think of novel ideas and express them in whatever 
medium you choose is equally important to the gift of communication - something many writers 
and artists ignore.

I am no film critic despite my love of films. My criterion for a good film is suspect. I do not know 
any technical terms, how digital cameras affect film quality, how lighting creates mood. 

It is good enough if I can connect with the film. Whether it is a Hollywood blockbuster, an 
Osman Ali flick or a documentary, I need to feel emotionally compelled in some way to feel 
strongly about someone or something during the experience. As long as this occurs, it is good 
enough for me.

Last weekend, I attended the launch of this year's Freedom Film Fest. It is an annual event that 
brings together documentaries, both Malaysian and non-Malaysian, that deal with the theme of 
human rights. Volunteering and attending the festival in previous years made me look forward to 
this one. 

I was eager to see what Malaysians were capable of again, in relation to filming issues they 
thought they needed to deal with on camera.

There were four films: Invisible Children, dealing with the plight of child refugees in Malaysia; 
Kopi O Khau Sikit Kurang Manis, which gave a range of views regarding the police force, Twelve 
11, a glimpse into the Highland Towers tragedy and Rainy Days, about a rubber tapper's legal 
struggle to recover his wages. I was pleasantly surprised by the range of issues the winning 
filmmakers tried to deal with.

These films were not of Michael Moore or National Geographic quality and slickness. Given that 
most of the filmmakers came from a writing background, I sympathised with the difficulties of 
expanding one's skills beyond the ability to put words to paper. 

In addition, Malaysia has yet to develop a filmmaking culture where complex films are part of the 
mainstream. In relation to Malaysian documentaries there are none that the masses can 
immediately name, the way Scenario comes to mind when you mention television comedy.

I had the opportunity to chat with a couple of filmmakers; I was not expecting to come away 
touched.

To listen to filmmakers talk about issues that compelled them, realising all of them held full-time 
jobs and made these films anyway - was nothing short of inspiring. A part of me believes that 
many Malaysian documentaries are made because becoming a filmmaker has become 
something fashionable. Perhaps this is still the case.

Thankfully, this did not seem to apply to most of the filmmakers. 

There was passion in their faces whenever the topic of injustice rose; making it hard to deny that 
there are socially conscious Malaysians out there.

Twelve 11 for instance was inspired by a man who lost his mother, wife, and child in the tragedy. 
After its screening, he appeared to talk about some of the issues surrounding the need for safe 
construction in Malaysia. I was amazed by his passion to speak up instead of letting things be. It 
finally put a human face to an occurrence that had always been nothing more than a sad 
newspaper event.

These are not perfect documentaries. There were problems with storytelling executions for a 
couple of documentaries, in spite of their effectiveness in getting a point across. 
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It is a starting point, however, for a young and developing Malaysian documentary sector. Many 
Malaysians are fearful of discussing political issues; gathering the courage to film a topic 
honestly and truthfully for the public is a step in the right direction.

During the film about child refugees, I noticed a young woman crying.

If her reaction is any indication of success, a small battle was won that day. I realised that some 
"apathetic Malaysians" may be just unaware, waiting for a wake-up call.

Later, she spoke quietly of her determination to do actually do something about children's 
issues. I know that doing so will affect the life of others and most of all, her own.

The Freedom Film Fest is calling for documentary proposals. Acceptance of entries ends on 
April 6. The best proposals will be awarded a RM3000 grant and filmmaking support from 
Komas. For more information, visit www.freedomfilmfest.komas.org

Petra likes feminism, social justice, and working on the online magazine, Vox. She studies law in 
her spare time. Comments: feedback@thesundaily.com
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