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The Lives of Penang Night Soil Workers

Abstract

In 2017, we completed the project “Purge: Documenting the
Labours of Penang's Night Soil Workers” in collaboration with a
documentation team and a group of night soil workers. In the form of
visual representation, we presented the overlooked history of urban
sanitation and the untold stories of the workers in a 30-minute
documentary. We also established an online archive to curate oral
histories and artifacts.

Our ensuing field research attempts to approach the workers’
multi-sensory experience through revisiting their work routes. We aim to
map the lifescape of the night soil workers, whose sensory and bodily
experience is formed as they engage in their daily practices in different
parts of George Town. We adopted the “walking” field research
methodology as proposed by the anthropologist Tim Ingold, focusing on
the walking body, the footprints of the workers, and the life paths that
they shaped through their labour. We were led by our main informant
night soil worker, Uncle Zhu, into the past of Teoh Heng Kongsi. We
roamed the streets of George Town with the workers on the “36-door
truck” which was used to transport excretions. We were also
accompanied by Uncle Keling and Uncle Boon to revisit the routes of
their fathers, through the viewpoint of the sons of former night soil
workers.

In the initial findings of the field research, apart from the migration
experience and life histories of their forefathers generously shared by the
informant night soil worker, we have also encountered the unspoken and
the untrodden. Teoh Heng Kongsi is not only a hostel for workers, it is
also where they host their fellow countrymen, as well as a gathering
place for the coolies of George Town. The work route which the workers
are familiar with also reveal to us the changes and development of
George Town. The viewpoint of the sons helps to map areas outside of
George Town which they had once plodded alongside their fathers laden
with shoulder-poles. Night soil workers often took on many jobs, tried
their hand in many areas, and partook in many trades through their
network of associates in China. Following the footsteps of the night soil
workers, we embark on a journey that is intertwined, complex, manifold
and multitudinous.
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