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Shooting Forth With
Conviction
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Beijing-based documentary photographer Sim Chi Yin takes
on difficult projects with a sense of social responsibility
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Sim Chi Yin is telling an engaging story about a
recent assignment, but her bandaged hand is
distracting.

It tells its own compelling story of how she was
on assignment for Le Monde for a story on the tense
China-North Korean border at Jilin. As their car
passed through an industrial estate, she saw several
Korean women clearing shrubs and instinctively
whipped out her camera. In seconds, six or seven
of the workers, likely feeling threatened by the
unwanted attention, lunged to grab her camera and
her thumb was badly cut in the struggle. The injury
will put her out of action for months.

Edgy topics can lead to risky outcomes
for photographers, which the Beijing-based
independent photographer understands full well.
But she would not have it any other way.

Sim, 37, was accepted as a member of the
VIl Photo Agency last July as its first and only
Asian photographer. The agency represents 20
photographers around the world and only when
a photo is sold is the photographer paid. Since
she does not have a fixed income, Sim's parents
are concerned. “Do you eat grass in China?", they
would ask her, even though she takes up well-
paying commercial jobs to feed her passion for
documentary photography.

“It's not taking photos for the sake of taking
photos, it's not just photography, but photography
with a sense of social significance.”

Sim has spent four years covering the life of
Chinese silicosis patient He Quangui and the love
shared between him and his wife, in a story that has
gained worldwide attention. Through her work with
the Love Save Pneumoconiosis charity fund — which
helps six million sufferers of the mining-related lung
disease — 100,000 yuan (S$22,000) was raised for
He in three days.

Having flow to Xi'an from Beijing a dozen of

times to document the life of the family up close,
Sim has stood firm in the face of death threats from
parties with mining interests, and rode the same
emotional roller-coaster with He's family as they
survived multiple attempts by him to end his sickly
life.

War photographers need courage, but
documentary photographers such as Sim often need
a higher degree of emotional involvement and a
different sort of courage.

The truth is that the camera lens is hardly ever
objective, says Sim. "If you don't get involved and if
you don't devote your own time and emotions into
it, you won't be able to connect with your subject
and you won't be able to capture the story” To do
documentary photography full-time, Sim quit her job
as Beijing correspondent for The Straits Times.

For her next project, Sim is digging deep into
her own family history. It started with a black-and-
white photo she found of her grandfather Shen
Huansheng with a box camera around his neck,
which intrigued her so much, she decided to visit
her ancestral village of Gaoshang in Guangdong
province for answers.

She was rewarded with an incredible find: Her
grandfather was a revolutionary martyr and on his
grave stands a 3m-tall monument in his honour. She
learnt that her grandfather was a school principal,
businessman and chief editor of Ipoh Daily. After
he was banished from Malaysia by the British
government, he returned to his hometown, joined the
communist party’s guerrilla army and was captured
in battle and executed by the Kuomintang.

Since 2011, Sim has been returning several
times each year to the village to take photographs
and gather material. She plans to visit Kuala Lumpur
for more archival photos and audio tapes.

“l never met my grandfather, but | think we
would have got along with each other,” she says.
“Apart from him, no one in my family bears a sense
of social responsibility; | feel a special connection
with him?”

Sim’s project on Beijing's Rat Tribe, people from
the outskirts who eke out a living in the big city while
living in squalid conditions, has attracted worldwide
interest. In Singapore, Sim documented the stories
of Indonesian domestic workers and Samsui women.

While she feels for these Singapore stories,
she thinks “the world here is too small and too
comfortable; it's too soft”. This is why she has
chosen to base herself in Beijing.

Sim’s parents remain somewhat befuddled
about the path their daughter has chosen. Although
her work has appeared in international publications,
they are more excited when they see her work in the
local media. Being named Young Woman Achiever
of the Year by Her World magazine last year and
appearing in ZbBz's SG50 issue may offer them
some consolation, Sim says with a smile.
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