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citations in this chapter appear to be incorrect. In particular, Lan Gen
Bah is credited as author of a 2002 Tufts University Press book entitled either No Passing: Queering the Meme (as referenced in the text, p
185) and No Passing: Queer Memes and Interpellated Selves (as referenced in the bibliography, p 200), but I can find no record of a book
with either of these titles ever having existed. Of course, this may not
be relevant, given the essay’s concerns with cultural transmission, queerness and truth.
Despite the wide range of its themes, several topics recur throughout
Body 2 Body. Protagonists largely represent the perspective of middle
class, urban Malaysians who work in white-collar occupations (or, in
several cases, are college students). Scenes are set in restaurants, airports, offices, apartments and other environments of the new middle
class that (as elsewhere in South East Asia) is held out as both the
model for the citizen and a threat to national authenticity.
In this regard, it bears noting that all of the chapters are in English.
In some cases, this is an English language indistinguishable from Standard American or British English, but oftentimes it is (to various degrees)
colloquial Malaysian English, as indicated by everything from Malaysian
place names and cuisine to grammatical features such as the
-lah suffix (used to convey conversational emphasis). The only sustained appearance of the Malaysian language appears at the end of the
book where the editors issue a call for submissions for a new volume
‘like’ [seperti] Body 2 Body, but in Malaysian.
Overall, Body 2 Body provides a wide range of striking insights regarding same-sex desire among the educated and relatively cosmopolitan
and affluent members of contemporary middle class Malaysian society. Issues of state repression, social intolerance and domestic violence
appear in many chapters – sometimes as the focus of the narrative, in
other cases as an ever-present background. Family, religion and selfhood
come to the fore as a range of characters struggle with complex pasts
and futures. The predominant concern of the stories, however, is desire
– desire unreciprocated, frustrated and marginalized, but also consummated and celebrated. Many chapters celebrate (and often also
problematize) lust and the physicality of sex, but it is issues of longing,
love and romance that provide the most powerful and memorable moments in these varied stories. This longing, love and romance speaks to
the challenges and triumphs of gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered
persons in Malaysia, but also speaks to questions of belonging and
community relevant to all Malaysians. How will Malaysia, a country
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whose government and citizenry have, in a range of often divergent
ways, long been focused on the question of possible futures, imagine
their body politic? The authors and editors of Body 2 Body have certainly provided us with an important intervention into that process of
imagination, helping us all rethink the meaning of belonging itself.

——— * * * ———

Ma Ma Lay, A Man Like Him, translated by Ma Thanegi, Southeast Asia
Program, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY, 2008, viii + 204 pp.

reviewed by Tharaphi Than, Teaching Fellow, SOAS, Thornhaugh Street, Russell
Square, London WC1H 0XG. E-mail: tt3@soas.ac.uk.

One of Burma’s finest authors, Ma Ma Lay, wrote as many as 26 short
stories and 13 novels and yet only two novels have been made available to an international audience. A Russian version of Not Out of Hate
was first published in Russia and then in the Soviet Republic of
Uzbekistan in 1984 and sold more than 80,000 copies in the latter alone.
An English version by Margaret Aung-Thwin came out in 1991.
A Man Like Him has now been translated into English by Ma Thanegi,
and Robert Taylor has written an introduction, setting the scene of late
colonial Burma for the narrative. The book is a biography of Ma Ma
Lay’s late husband, U Chit Maung, a well known journalist and founder
of Journal Kyaw magazine, and it could be regarded as a wife’s posthumous gift, as promised to her husband when he was alive. In fact,
she filed all the letters from her husband in different categories – Burmese, English, poems and such – and documented their lives in detail,
but much was lost in the bombing at the end of the war.
The book is divided into 37 small chapters, following the life of U
Chit Maung chronologically from the time the couple first came to
know each other to the day he died. The book also includes short essays by U Chit Maung on the Burma Rebellion and the AFPFL, hence
offering more than merely a biography of a journalist. It further provides a rich, first-hand account of Burmese courtship, the world of the
Burmese print media, the chaos at the onset of the war, the Indian–
Burmese riots in Rangoon, and the underground movement during the
Japanese Occupation. There are also glimpses of Burma’s political figures, including Aung San, Ba Maw, U Saw, Bo Letya and Than Tun.
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Burma’s history between 1936 and 1946 is the backdrop to an extraordinary story of a loving husband, talented journalist and selfless
nationalist.
Nicknamed ‘monk’, U Chit Maung led an almost ascetic life, yet fell
deeply in love with a ‘modern’ girl, Ma Ma Lay. She came to know
him through a letter she wrote to Myanma Alin, in response to a letter
from the women’s committee of her town, criticizing her for playing
badminton with boys. He expressed his love for her through traditional
Burmese poems as well as some in English, and Ma Ma Lay, herself a
nationalist, decided to marry him, in the belief that if she could take
care of him and change his unhealthy lifestyle, the country would benefit. It will perhaps help if the reader puts him-/herself in the context of
the mid- to late 1930s, in the gathering storm of the Burmese nationalist movement, to appreciate the text fully.
The fact that U Chit Maung did not aspire to become a politician or
seek fame could also be read in the context of the nationalist movement, during which many individuals tried to win public support as
journalists and editors first, before transferring their energies to politics. U Ba Pe, U Tin and U Htun Pe who edited Thuriya [The Sun],
Myanma Alin [Light of Burma, which later became New Light of Burma]
and Htun Daily stand out. Against this tradition, U Chit Maung, as Ma
Ma Lay portrays him, was a man who did not aspire to become a politician, although he was undertaking top-level political work behind the
scenes. He was a man who believed that the pen could change the country
as much as politics sought to do.
When the book was first published in 1947, Ma Ma Lay feared that
such a biography would be premature for a Burmese audience, and
doubted whether it was appropriate to write publicly about their private affairs. Indeed, such a biography was rare and the open discussion
of love and devotion between husband and wife was much ahead of its
time. But her desire to deliver on the promise she had made to her
husband overcame these reservations. And her love for U Chit Maung
was the dominant theme of the book – so much so that one cannot help
but wonder whether the picture painted of her husband is achieved at
some cost to her own standing. Did she downplay herself to elevate her
husband’s position? After all, she was a talented writer herself and the
main driving force behind the success of the Journal Kyaw magazine:
and indeed, she enabled U Chit Maung to realize his dreams and his
self-worth. The classic view of Burmese women as powerful and independent could perhaps be challenged by the evidence from this book,
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for Ma Ma Lay positioned herself beneath and below her husband, as if
it were expected of her both by tradition and religion.
The translator, Ma Thanegi, has not only translated but also edited
the original. The fact that she has deleted some text is frustrating. The
underground intelligence chapter suffers a drastic cut. The paragraphs
on the underground work and the reference books used by U Chit Maung
when he wrote his history of Burma are also edited out. Some of the
letters from U Chit Maung to Ma Ma Lay, poems recited by U Chit
Maung to Ma Ma Lay, and Ma Ma Lay’s comparison of Burmese marriage to Western marriage have also been removed. It would be interesting
to be told why these cuts were made. Ma Thanegi does explain, however, why she chose to use post-1988 place names, for example,
‘Myanmar’ instead of ‘Burma’. Aside from these shortcomings, the
book is a rich vernacular source for scholars of Burma, and it certainly
contributes considerably to the study of Burma.
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This book attempts to explain Singapore’s complicated relationship with
its two most important neighbours – Malaysia and Indonesia. Departing from the usual narrow focus on the nation-state’s foreign or defence
policies with the two countries, Rahim purports to offer a ‘multidisciplinary approach’. As she notes in the introductory chapter, few researchers
commenting on Singapore’s regional environment have studied it in a
holistic manner. The book seeks to make a contribution by relating
aspects of Singapore’s domestic situation, ranging from historical consciousness, minority policies, political developments and economic
policies to its bilateral relationships with Malaysia and Indonesia. It

