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ABSTRACT

Between the late 1960s and the early 1970s, a small group of  film 
enthusiasts in Malaysia established a film club during that time when 
psychoanalytic theorists in the West popularised the term “cinephile.” 
The club, Kelab Seni Filem Malaysia (KSFM), is still in operation and 
continues to play a vital role in developing the nation’s film culture. 
This paper contends that KSFM is more than just a film club because 
it has evolved into a transnational platform and space for worldwide 
films, which are very influential to local cinephiles and are not limited 
to Malaysia’s capital, Kuala Lumpur. By screening foreign films for 
local audiences and partnering with international organisations, we 
assert that KSFM establishes a transnational space and a “contact 
zone” in Malaysian cinema, otherwise constrained by strict film 
censorship restrictions. The goal of  this essay is to highlight a small but 
significant Malaysian film club in order to shed light on the expansion 
of  the film enthusiast community and demonstrate how it contributes 
to the development of  the country’s film industry as well as changes 
in the economy, society, and the culture of  the nation. This paper 
examines literature, video interviews with Wong Tuck Cheong, the 
current President of  KSFM, writer and filmmaker Amir Muhammad, 
and our own experiences in screening club activities to substantiate 
KSFM’s transnational place in Malaysian cinema. In reviewing 
KSFM’s screening activities, we show how the idea of  contact zones 
referring to the spatial and temporal co-presence of  subjects divided by 
geographical, political, and cultural boundaries, can be applied. And 
it highlights the interactive and unpremeditated aspects of  cultural 
encounters. 

Keywords: Film Culture, Film Club, Malaysian Cinema, Cinephiles, 
Transnationalism
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Introduction
While studying for a degree in film, we were introduced to a 
university-level film club that was open to the public but focused 
on student activities, and from this club we learnt about cinema 
appreciation including screening preparation, introducing the 
film during the pre-screening, showing the film, and discussing 
the film after the screening. Since that time we have continued 
to attend film appreciation events and looking at posters and 
trailers. Additionally, we keep alert for any advertising and 
promotion of  local films being released in cinemas.

Activities at the club have changed our perceptions of  both 
world and film culture. A place where cinephiles can watch and 
critically discuss cinema while promoting film culture, is largely 
ignored in Malaysia, even though such groups are considered 
vital to the growth of  national cinema. 

We believe that the organisation of  film screening and 
discussion is also the basis for the growth and development 
of  the national film industry, which can provide a critical 
contribution to the knowledge of  Malaysian film culture and 
the national creative industries. Cinephilia uses binoculars 
to look backwards in time and a radar to look forward to the 
new (Koehler 2009, 83). Activities such as film screenings 
and discussions indirectly contribute to a creative atmosphere 
that encourages cineastes group members to produce high-
quality films and can develop other members’ competency in 
filmmaking and creative thinking.

The Kelab Seni Filem Malaysia [Malaysian Film Arts Club] 
(KSFM), which focuses on watching classic, reputable, and 
rare films, was founded in our nation’s capital, Kuala Lumpur, 
between the late 1960s and the early 1970s. Despite being the 
first film club in Malaysia to play an essential role in Malaysian 
filmmaking, there is a paucity of  literature and study about this 
club and its contributions.
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KSFM is more than just a film club in that it has evolved 
into a transnational space and platform within Malaysian 
film culture showcasing international films. We assert that by 
screening foreign films to local cinephiles and collaborating 
with international organisations, KSFM creates a transnational 
space and a “contact zone” in Malaysian cinema that tight film 
censorship rules would otherwise restrict. And we investigate 
the significance of  KSFM in promoting film culture and 
transnationalism in Malaysian cinema. 

Through its continuing events, KSFM serves as a cultural 
link between Malaysians and events in other countries, in 
addition to being a gathering place for film enthusiasts. This 
paper analyses the literature and video interviews with Wong 
Tuck Cheong, the current President of  KSFM, writer and 
filmmaker Amir Muhammad, and our own experiences in club 
screening activities to verify the transnational profile of  KSFM 
in Malaysian cinema.

KSFM’s operations have helped to establish contemporary 
Malaysian cinema especially in developing indie films and 
filmmakers. With programmes like “Malaysian Shorts,” KSFM 
has established itself  as a prominent venue for a new wave of 
Malaysian filmmakers. These occurrences in the early 2000s 
helped independent filmmakers known as the “Malaysian 
New Wave” earn recognition at international film festivals 
(Khoo, 2007). KSFM is crucial in inspiring new generations 
of  filmmakers whose works were incremental in conveying 
perspectives and ideas that may have contributed to Malaysia’s 
present sociocultural evolutions, despite the club’s small size and 
repeated challenges for survival.

The Club (KSFM)
A “film club” or “cine club” is a group formed to study the 

art of  cinema through discussion or film-making (Stephenson et 
al., n.d.), and is frequently associated with film societies and film 
communities in that all three refer to the same thing: a gathering 
of  people who like watching films. 
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Film clubs are nothing new to cinephiles. The word 
“film club” can be traced back to April 1907, when Edmond 
Benoit-Lévy, manager of  the Omnia-Pathe theatre in Paris, 
France, established a film club intending to conserve film-
related documentation (Cherian 2016). The film screening and 
discussion organisations began in France with the establishment 
of  the Club des Amis du septième art (CASA) in 1921 and the Club 
Francais du Cinema in 1922, which provided an audience with 
access to avant-garde films of  amateurs and semi-amateurs that 
were too abstruse for popular exhibition (Dickinson 1969, 85). 
It was a very significant start, especially in Europe, because by 
1955, 267 member organisations registered with the Federation 
of  British Film Societies in the United Kingdom alone. 

According to Kuhn and Westwell (2012), apart from 
promoting film appreciation and cineliteracy, film societies have 
been instrumental in encouraging diverse forms of  film practice, 
such as the British Documentary Movement, the Nouvelle Vague 
(French New Wave), the New American Cinema and the New 
Indian Cinema.

On October 5, 1947, a small group of  artists, journalists, 
documentary filmmakers, and clerical workers met in Calcutta, 
India, to form a film club to promote the screening and debate 
of  “good” films among the city’s filmmakers, which most likely 
was the first of  its kind on this continent. By 1959, the film 
clubs of  Calcutta, Bombay, Delhi, Madras, Patna, and Roorkee 
had formed the Federation of  Film Societies, a regulating 
organisation, While these societies have produced great Indian 
filmmakers such as Satyajit Ray, Mrinal Sen, and Ritwik Ghatak, 
Majumdar (2012) claims that “the emphasis on viewing cinema 
as an object of  intellectual debate has prevented a more nuanced 
understanding of  the larger Indian audience and their love 
of  popular commercial cinema.” She argues that the failure to 
connect with and understand popular culture as a serious subject 
of  inquiry has turned film societies into ivory towers, leading to 
the movement’s slow demise (767).
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While film clubs are not an everyday social activity in 
Malaysia, they have a devoted following. As of  2019, Malaysia 
has more than 30 active film clubs across the country, with many 
in the vicinity of  Kuala Lumpur all of  which the screenings were 
followed by discussions. Just to mention a few, the film clubs in 
Malaysia, in addition to KSFM, include Wayang Budiman, Bangsar 
Utama Film Club, Freedom Film Network, Titiwangsa Film 
Community, Wayang di Atas, Rumah Filem, Panggung Punggok, and 
Panggung Pantai. 

Muthalib (2013) claims that KSFM was founded in the early 
1970s. However, according to Wong Tuck Cheong, President 
of  KSFM since the 1980s, he once participated in an event 
organised by KSFM around 1967–1968 at the University of 
Malaya. Wong indicated that he learned about the screening 
through a newspaper article and attended it before continuing 
his studies in London in 1969 (Le Mediator, 2022a). This date 
disparity is likely due to a lack of  unique activities that may be 
used as a reference and a lack of  a culture of  historical archiving 
and documentation. 

KSFM establishment has helped to develop a viewing 
culture among the general public (Muthalib, 2013). The club 
was initiated by a large group of  volunteers and Syed Alwi 
Syed Hassan, playwright, director, and prominent member 
of  Malaysian theatre with the intention of  showing “critically 
acclaimed” and rare films (Lin, 2016).

There were two criteria that influenced what could be 
exhibited to Malaysian audiences in the 1970s. One, the 
cinematic universe was teeming with exciting films made by 
recent film school graduates and influenced by the French New 
Wave style along with subversive themes such as violence and 
sexuality in films made outside the studio system by directors 
such as Francis Ford Coppolla, George Lucas, and Martin 
Scorsese. The second factor, was tied to the Islamization drive 
that began when the New Economic Policy (NEP)1 encouraged 

1  The policy was founded in 1971 to reduce poverty and reshape society to separate 
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the Malay to enrol in higher education institutions. These 
students, particularly in Kuala Lumpur, later developed a 
relationship with the Islamic teachings purification movement, 
which resulted in the formation of  organisations such as Angkatan 
Belia Malaysia Islam [Muslim Youth Movement of  Malaysia] 
(ABIM) and Jamaah Tabligh2 which impacted Malaysia’s socio-
politics and indirectly influenced film censorship. Consequently, 
A Clockwork Orange (Kubrick, 1971), The Exorcist (Friedkin, 1973), 
Jaws (Spielberg, 1975), and Saturday Night Fever (Badham, 1977) 
were among the critically acclaimed 1970s films that were 
banned entirely (Lee, 2014; Jaafar, 2016). 

According to Lau (1989), KSFM provides Malaysian 
audiences with an alternative to mainstream films they have 
grown accustomed to, but it has lost some of  its unique 
characters because today it features both mainstream, arthouse, 
Western, and Asian productions. Lau also mentions that 
membership within the society has declined since the mid-
80s, and she is unsure what has contributed to that trend. She 
expresses concern about the problem, stating that it may “affect 
the club’s ability to bring in quality films” because “the club has 
to spend at least RM1,000 to screen a film which includes rental, 
air freight, handling, and censorship costs.” (181).The official 
website of  KSFM includes a summary of  the three objectives 
the organisation strives to achieve through its organised activities. 
Firstly, the community can watch and discuss films not shown in 
commercial cinemas. Secondly, society can promote films as an 
art form and a source of  information, culture, and education, 
and thirdly the aim is to encourage and promote the work of 
local filmmakers. We believe that the three goals of  KSFM’s 
activities have impacted significantly the local audience culture 
as well as the filmmakers. 
racial identity from economic function. On the other hand, the NEP has fuelled 
the resentment of  non-Malays who feel they have been duped, which has caused 
emigration, capital flight, and ethnic mobilisation at various points (Jomo (2005), 182).
2  Jamaah Tabligh is a movement that seeks the spiritual reformation of  Islam by 
working at the grassroots level and, at the same time, strives for individual faith 
renewal in response to a perceived decline of  moral norms and presumed neglect of 
aspects of  Islam.
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The type of  activism practiced by KSFM provides critical 
insights into Malaysian film and fosters a more holistic, 
innovative culture among Malaysians by establishing alternative 
spaces that promote creative and critical thinking. As a result, the 
club helps promote contacts and relationships while also serving 
as a vital resource for many stakeholders, notably those in the 
cultural and creative industries. KSFM has a role to play in the 
organisation of  the national film industry and the work of  film 
directors, in addition to providing a space for film screenings that 
would are not a part of  typical commercial circuits. And it also 
serves as a gathering place for academics and intellectuals who 
are not film specialists (Majumdar 2012, 766–7).

Since the inception of  KSFM, numerous local filmmakers 
have had the opportunity to screen their work there. In the 1980s 
and 1990s, KSFM would show films made by local directors 
such as Mansor Puteh, Mahadi J. Murad, and Zainuddin 
Kechik. With the development of  digital technologies, KSFM 
has also benefited digital filmmakers. One of  the many events is 
the Malaysian Shorts competition, which started in early 2000 
and was designed exclusively for Malaysian amateur filmmakers. 
Additionally, some members initially simply watched the films, 
but as their passion for cinema grew they chose to produce their 
own films for screening at the club. This creation of  screening 
space has proven to be important since there was not much space 
and opportunity before the internet. 

Malaysian Shorts is a three-time-a-year event that aims to 
exhibit new films by young filmmakers or students. James Lee, 
Bernard Chauly, Amir Muhammad, Ho Yuhang, Tan Chui Mui, 
Deepak Kumaran Menon, Woo Ming Jin, Liew Seng Tat and 
others from the digital generation are usually associated with 
KSFM operations.

KSFM’s regularly scheduled activities piqued the public’s 
interest, particularly among cinephiles. During its zenith in the 
1980s, the society had over 300 audiences per screening (Lin, 
2016). The foreign films are in great demand and have a devoted 
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fan base, thus demonstrating how KSFM offers a forum for 
debating socio-cultural topics and for hard-to-get films. 

The existence of  KSFM is thought to fill a void among 
cinephiles for a platform for more serious film discussions and 
KSFM is a transnational space that has “connected” film 
enthusiasts with world cinema through its activities, which. 
According to the definition of  transnational, is a global effort 
that unites communities or institutions across nations (Ezra and 
Rowden 2006).

Despite holding screenings in unconventional locations with 
unconventional films, there is little tension between KSFM 
and the authorities. Every film exhibited for the general public 
in Malaysia is required to be approved by the Film Censorship 
Board. And, in this regard, Wong Tuck Cheong claims that 
things have not always gone easily for KSFM, which has had 
multiple run-ins with the National Film Censorship Board 
over the years. He stated that the board chairman once 
summoned him to his office in response to Chen Kaige’s Yellow 
Earth (1984), a film about a communist soldier’s expedition 
through Northwest China. The film was prohibited because it 
represented the communist Red Army of  China. They had 
to negotiate films with nude scenes and manually block out 
“problematic” sections by putting something in front of  the 
projector (Lin, 2016). The restriction on screening this film was 
directly tied to the Malaysian government’s efforts at the time to 
combat communist insurgencies.

Screening Space as Contact Zone
Cinema has always been a public space where people can mingle 
while watching other ways of  life on screen being represented. 
People watch films in commercially constrained mainstream 
cinemas for entertainment, and popular artistic films generally 
use clichéd setups or repeated themes where we regularly see the 
same story rehashed under different titles. Even though activities 
at film clubs such as KSFM are available to the public the 
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patrons differ from mainstream cinemagoers. Art films people go 
against the grain by bringing people together for discussions after 
the screenings, which can function as a “contact zone” where 
cultures and practices intersect.

The phrase “contact zone,” according to Pratt (2002), “refers 
to social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with 
each other, often in contexts of  highly asymmetrical relations of 
power, such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they 
are lived out in many parts of  the world today.” Pratt uses the 
phrase “To reconsider the models of  community that many of 
us rely on in teaching and theorising that are under challenge 
today.” She uses it to describe the transcultural processes 
resulting from intercultural encounters. In considering Pratt’s 
theory, Melgosa (2010) submits that “Cinema has created both 
a physical contact zone formed around the industrial practices 
of  production and distribution and an imaginary contact 
zone emerging from the dissemination and reception of  film 
narratives.” Melgosa believes that fictional narrative films are 
not only the most pervasive form, symptom, and resonant box 
of  both strands of  cultural activities, but they also chronicle 
the social desires, fears, and resistances that shape approaches 
to cultural ritual as they attempt to weave ideology into the 
narrative form. 

Along with Melgosa’s interpretation, this paper demonstrates 
how KSFM is an excellent example of  a noteworthy film club 
founded by Malaysian cinephiles who were successful in creating 
an imaginary “contact zone” that could unite audiences from 
various socioeconomic statuses in the nation and demonstrate 
how film screening and appreciation activities have infused 
cultural values through cinematic arts. Pratt’s suggestion 
regarding the contact the contact zone applies to KSFM when 
he states that “All players are engaged in the same game, and 
that game is the same for all players.” (2002). 

The contact zone is neutral because it brings together people 
from various backgrounds which can positively and negatively 
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affect harmony or conflict. Similarly, KSFM provides the setting 
for various conversations and actions. Pratt concentrates on the 
writing in the contact zone, but the concept can be extended 
to various fields. Future filmmakers at KSFM while embracing 
the cinematic worlds deal with overlapping social spaces in 
the contact zone, just as writers do. They use moving images, 
storytelling, cultural concerns, and history in their cinematic 
social arena as cultural ambassadors. They grew up in a 
cinephile milieu and saw first-hand how many other disciplines 
are used to enrich films. 

According to Mazdon (2006), to understand how the 
Cannes Film Festival can be positioned within a regional/
national/global nexus that demonstrates its complexity and 
hybridity as a transnational space, one must consider the 
festival process of  mobility and exchange which renders 
the festival a global event and its specifics and roots are 
within regional and national spatial and cultural contexts. 
In line with this, we believe that the KSFM’s contact zone 
enhances Malaysian film culture by promoting cultural mobility 
through the usual post-screening activity of  exchanging ideas 
and theories in addition to potential filmmakers being able 
to appropriate cinematic aesthetics and techniques for their 
upcoming films. 

Other more recent clubs have adopted practices similar to 
what KSFM has established. There are many cultural differences 
across Malaysia with each community, ethnicity and subgroup 
of  fellow citizens having their values and customs. The benefit 
of  learning about other people’s ways of  thinking, living, 
creating art, and organising society through the introduction 
and dissemination of  world cultures aids in our ability to respect 
and understand the cultures of  other communities leading to the 
establishment long lasting relationships. 

Even though Pratt focuses on writing in the contact zone, 
the concept can be applied in a number of  other situations, for 
example, participation in KSFM’s activities, filmmakers and 
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cinephiles connect with overlapping social aspects within the 
contact zone. In their cinematic milieu, the new generations of 
filmmakers use scientific, cultural, and historical themes and 
dialogue and screenplay as agents of  cultural change. 

The post-screening talks among the cinephiles may draw 
on transnational social values that suggest integration with the 
nation’s multi-ethnic inhabitants. In either scenario, KSFM’s 
screening space serves as a model of  a community that serves as 
a transnational contact zone.

Transnationalism within KSFM
The fundamental question of  what the term “transnational” 
signifies in cinema studies continues to dominate current trends 
in transnational cinema studies. Decker (2016) reveals that 
transnationalism might also reflect “the effect of  globalisation, 
a particular set of  films, or even a specific filmmaking ethos.” 
When using cinematic representations and aesthetics to 
illustrate how place and mobility affect identity in films, Decker 
is sceptical. In her opinion, transnational studies offer several 
ways to examine films regarding the connections between film 
festivals and venues, along with industry and reception studies. 
Additionally, she challenges use of  the term “transnational” 
questioning whether it is the most appropriate when discussing 
the cross-cultural fluxes that influence narrative and visual 
intertextuality.

Even if  the word “transnational” seems straightforward, 
it takes some justification to classify a group like the KSFM as 
engaging in transnationalism, therefore, we draw on Deborah 
Shaw’s insights to comprehend the transnational category that 
is a part of  the KSFM. According to Shaw (2013), who proposes 
15 transnational categories,3 they are not restricted to only one 
3  The 15 categories are: transnational modes of  production, distribution and 
exhibition; transnational modes of  narration; cinema of  globalisation; films with 
multiple locations; exilic and diasporic filmmaking; film and cultural exchange; 
transnational influences; transnational critical approaches; transnational viewing 
practices; transregional/transcommunity films; transnational stars; transnational 
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film in each category, because some may overlap. Across all 15 
categories, there will be average intervention and/or cooperation 
between individuals or bodies from two “spaces.” 

Cultural exchange and transnational viewing practices are two 
of  the transnational categories with the former being found 
in filmmaking and film criticism, film reception, and cinema 
marketing, according to Tom O’Regan, as highlighted by 
Shaw. It also entails the transfer of  cultural materials from one 
filmmaking and cultural tradition to another, including texts, 
concepts, filmmaking practises, reception, critical approaches, 
personnel, “technologies of  exhibition, production, and 
marketing,” and exhibition venues. Shaw argues that audiences 
from diverse national backgrounds will interpret any film 
produced or set in a different country. The second category, 
transnational viewing practices, relates to structures of  cinematic 
experience, whereby megaplexes create a type of  popular 
cosmopolitanism with their emotional structures and arrange a 
localised encounter with transnational commercial film culture, 
creating a cosmopolitan spectator within a specific social life 
atmosphere. Shared cinema-going practises connect film fans 
worldwide in their pursuit of  emotional responses, which is 
supported by marketing films based on generic markers. The 
screening of  foreign films at KSFM connects the lives of  two or 
more modern political spaces that adhere to different lifestyles 
and ideas. During conversations and post-screening discussions, 
questions concerning current events or difficulties in our country 
and other countries will naturally arise based on the cinematic 
portrayal depicted on screen. That said, a transnational lens 
connects KSFM to a broader cultural dimension that extends 
beyond national borders, as we will demonstrate in the following 
paragraphs.

Studying in the United States and the United Kingdom 
in the 1960s is thought to have inspired Syed Alwi, the 
founder of  KSFM. And since then, KSFM has provided an 
directors; the ethics of  transnationalism; transnational collaborative networks; national 
films.
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alternative venue for film enthusiasts even when filmgoing was 
in decline due to the advent of  television. This sustainability 
is because the club not only shows films that are not shown 
in conventional cinemas or on television, but it also offers  
“critically acclaimed” and rare films to film aficionados in and 
around Kuala Lumpur. 

We divide the roles of  KSFM into two areas. First, it 
serves as a cell of  Malaysian film culture with global cultural 
perspectives. KSFM exposes Malaysians to foreign films and 
cultures, proving that it is a multilateral and cultural organisation 
and it helps to provide the idea that KSFM is a national film 
club full of  transnational potential because of  its affiliation with 
international organisations and institutions. 

Malaysian film culture has a long and rich history that 
dates back to the studio era of  black and white Malay films in 
Singapore before this country was formed. When the Malay 
Peninsula gained independence from the British in 1957, the 
industry shifted to Kuala Lumpur, the newly established capital 
of  constitutional power. 

Currently there are screening events organised by a small 
group of  cinephiles continue to attract future filmmakers who 
come to the club to see critically acclaimed foreign films. In 
addition to learning the fundamentals of  film narrative through 
screenings, as was previously said, these younger generations 
are also critical of  the themes that many of  today’s films 
explore. The screenings help broaden their perspectives and 
offers a window into a myriad of  socio-cultural and socio-
political viewpoints and move them away from the traditional 
local Malay films which dominated the country while it was 
transitioning from colonialism to nationalism. 

The founding of  KSFM can also be seen as a protest against 
the nation’s mainstream or popular culture that maintains the 
status quo. From the perspective of  Malaysian cinema, the mid-
1970s were an independent age in which Malaysian cinema was 
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more Malay ethnocentric (Khoo, 2006; Mohd Erman Maharam, 
Mastura Muhammad and Harith Baharuddin, 2020). The films 
made during this period were the work of  Bumiputera4 filmmakers 
who grew up following the New Economic Policy. They targeted 
the Malay audience, but, nonetheless, the films reflect popular 
culture, with recycled narratives and elements from previous 
works. This situation allowed the KSFM to emerge as a chosen 
destination for cinephiles seeking to see masterpieces, and other 
notable films. In the late 1970s, the University of  Malaya also 
supported KSFM efforts at the university. Ungku Aziz, the Vice 
Chancellor, not only permitted KSFM activities to take place 
at one of  the experimental theatres for free but also attended 
KSFM screening events including Persona (1966) by Ingmar 
Bergman (Le Mediator, 2022a).

According to Wong Tuck Cheong, the club’s third president 
Dr Lim Suan Poh, made contact with the French embassy in 
the 1970s. Furthermore, when KSFM was housed at the British 
Council, it organised a screening of  selected films from Europe 
as part of  the European Film Festival. KSFM also created 
strategic connections with EUNIC (European National Institute 
for Culture), Alliance Francaise Kuala Lumpur, Goethe Institute 
Malaysia, and Japan Foundation Kuala Lumpur (Le Mediator, 
2022a). As a result of  this agreement, KSFM had access to the 
film libraries of  these cultural institutions. These collaborations 
gave KSFM the impetus to become a transnational film 
screening space, not just because non-citizens actively engaged 
in the club’s activities but because of  the frequency of  foreign 
cinematic representations that have been screened, which 
strongly encourage transnational and cross-cultural exposures 
and discourses. Since then, KSFM has grown its network by 
establishing connections with cultural institutions abroad. After 
that, the club attracted a larger crowd to fill its contact zone, 
with most attendees being college students, working people, and 
retirees.
4  In Malaysia, indigenous or “native” people are known as Bumiputera, or “sons of 
the soil.” Such fundamental claims to indigenousness justify preferential treatment for 
specific communities in all aspects of  public life.
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Except for KSFM, no other organisation or film club in 
Malaysia has shown films consistently since its establishment 
until today. If  there was one, it was either formed by a cultural 
centre or affiliated with a university rather than a formal 
club with a standing committee like KSFM, and short-lived. 
KSFM benefits from its strategic location in the heart of  Kuala 
Lumpur, with the demographics of  the metropolitan population. 
According to Wong Tuck Cheong, the club membership once 
reached 500 persons, which could be because the selection of 
films to be screened was based on conversations between the 
committee and the producers. (Le Mediator, 2022a). Alternative 
cinemas are typically associated with subversion or counter-
culture due to their anti-conventional stance, which was not the 
case with KSFM. 

KSFM engages in “negotiation” with the authorities for 
the [purpose of ensuring that their activities do not contravene 
authority’s principles despite presenting alternative and non-
conventional f ilms. In the case of the society relationships 
with authorities such as censorship boards, higher education 
institutions, and cultural institutes help to strengthen it.

The second area is that, as digital technology has expanded, 
KSFM has grown into a “contact zone” for aspiring filmmakers 
by exposing them to modern foreign values, world conditions 
and connecting them to international films and prior to the 
Internet many young Malaysian filmmakers were unaware of  the 
many venues of  international film festivals especially in the late 
1990s and early 2000s. The films shown at KSFM also opened 
up a new world of  cinematic representations, thus inspiring 
future filmmakers to localise it for the Malaysian setting. 

In the late 1990s, Amir Muhammad, a young committee 
member, and Bernard Chauly organised a short film screening 
program for KSFM, thereby injecting some fresh energy into 
the club. The “Malaysian Shorts” segment debuted when 
Chauly wanted to show his short film, Saying Goodbye (1997) 
(Le Mediator, 2022b). While KSFM’s regular screenings are 
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open exclusively to registered members, the “Malaysian Shorts” 
event, open to the public, has been an enormous success. 
According to Amir Muhammad, to satisfy the audience capacity 
of  more than 500 attendees, organisers had to use two screening 
rooms at the same time at the HELP Institute (Le Mediator, 
2022c). Following the screening, the directors participate in a 
question-and-answer session, during which the audience will vote 
for the best short film. These two interactive parts are critical for 
the filmmakers and audience members involved in this three-
monthly event. 

James Lee, Abror Rivai, Tan Chui Mui, Deepak Kumaran 
Menon, Liew Seng Tat, Shamyl Othman, Zan Azlee, Linus 
Chung, Woo Ming Jin, Diffan Sina, and others have all 
showcased their films at this event, all people who were later 
linked to the Malaysian digital filmmaker movement, also known 
as the “Malaysian New Waves.” KSFM has developed into a 
space for filmmakers to interact, communicate, and collaborate on 
film projects. For example, Amir Muhamad’s The Big Durian (2003) 
was produced by James Lee and photographed by Woo Ming 
Jin. James Lee also shot Woo Ming Jin’s Monday Morning Glory 
(2004) and Tan Chui Mui’s Love Conquers All (2006), while Amir 
Muhammad produced Love Conquers All. These films were also 
selected for international film festivals such as Sundance, Venice 
International Film Festival, Berlin International Film Festival, 
Locarno Film Festival, and others. Such films contradict popular 
perceptions of  Malaysian cinema, which Bumiputera filmmakers 
at regional film festivals, as well as earlier film critics who 
concentrated on Malay identities helped to popularise. These 
films depict more multiracial characters and stories, accurately 
portraying Malaysia as a diverse nation. Amir Muhammad 
agrees that the KSFM’s screening space was a catalyst for the 
success of  “Malaysian New Waves” filmmakers but disagreed 
that it was the primary cause (Le Mediator, 2022c). Tan Chui 
Mui, on the other hand, believes that “(the club) is a form of 
education […] targeted at filmmakers for very skills.” (Geraldine 
Tong & Terance Tang, 2016).

iJACH 9.indd   102iJACH 9.indd   102 12/12/2023   9:33:13 PG12/12/2023   9:33:13 PG



Kelab Seni Filem Malaysia (KSFM): A Screening Space as Contact Zone 103

Others may disagree with KSFM screening spaces as a 
“contact zone.” However, the examples offered here is just a part 
of  several that indicate the club’s role in creating cross-cultural 
contacts and debate. Such activities inspire us to reconsider the 
film society models many rely on in light of  today’s complex 
national or transnational cinemas. The screening events that 
KSFM hosts and its connections to films made by younger 
generations showcase the diversity of  Malaysian cultures and 
cinema and in so doing has created a physical contact zone 
centred on group activities of  film appreciation and production 
and a connection based on the diffusion and reception of 
film narratives. The “contact zone” idea is helpful since the 
formation of  the subject is not assumed to have occurred before 
contact but rather emerged through discussion and negotiation. 
Audiences interact under different conditions in the shared 
screening space, and the post-screening discussion at KSFM 
focuses on, but is not limited to, filmmaking or storytelling, 
cutting-edge filmmaking techniques, or the sociocultural and 
political issues shown in films. Thus, cultural subjects and 
audiences in the contact zone are developed and connected 
via the process rather than through social position or cultural 
differences.

Instead of  consoling viewers with optimistic reviews, KSFM 
discussions and screenings encourage them to consider finding 
connections. Aside from the club’s significance as a diverse 
and influential place for understanding Malaysia’s complex 
relationship with other foreign cultures, a closer look at the 
KSFM space and activities concerning the present is required. In 
many ways, the club’s extraordinary transnational constellation 
foreshadows contemporary developments, which have recently 
begun to take on an abstract form in Southeast Asian and 
Malaysian cinema studies. We recognise that, after years of 
attendance at screenings, KSFM is neither free of  social and 
political inequalities nor is it characterised by them; it is a place 
of  outcomes and potential. It is a contact zone despite all the 
inconsistencies it contains.
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Conclusion
We understand that this deduction may not be fair if  the 
club’s age is used as the baseline. However, we believe that 
our arguments about the club h explains how the modest 
KSFM contributes to Malaysian cinema’s survival. From one 
perspective, the club has influenced the establishment of  other 
clubs around Malaysia, assisting in developing transnational 
spaces that serve as contact zones for newer generations of 
filmmakers and cinephiles. From another perspective, KSFM 
provides a connection between Malaysian cinema and the rest of 
the world through relationships with overseas organisations that 
help by supplying films for screening.

End-of-screening discussions at the club are significant 
because they connect representations of  other cultures 
and values informing us about what is going on elsewhere. 
Knowledgeable audiences will debate the film’s cultural 
and political context and local issues that may affect other 
audiences, most of  whom are young and possibly emerging 
filmmakers. Local films were rarely shown on KSFM, however, 
as digital filmmaking became more accessible, the works of  new 
generations began to expose differences between local and global 
ideals. 

We demonstrate that the concept of  contact zones, which 
refers to the spatial and temporal co-presence of  subjects 
separated by geographical, political, and cultural boundaries, 
as well as the interactive and impulsive dimensions of  cultural 
encounters, has been expanded by revealing the KSFM 
screening activities. Cinephiles and filmmakers can engage 
critically and artistically with cinematic representations, 
production, distribution, and circulation in the space as a contact 
zone through watching experiences at the club. Our country’s 
cinema may have grown and is currently in a different state 
because of  the club.
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