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Preface

On Sunday, August 30, 1998, | sat with hundreds of local residents of Melaka huddled
under tarpaulin and umbrellas watching the “Countdown to National Independence Day”
program. This program occurred at night in between persistent bouts of rain on a stage,
decorated with nationalist symbols and slogans, set up in front of the Declaration of
Independence Memorial. A ruin of a colonial Portuguese fort and several old colonial
buildings that government officials have turned into museums and marketed as tourist
attractions, in a city billed as the “historic city,” lie down the road in an area marked for
“development.” A recently built multistory hotel and large shopping center, and rows of
small businesses are located in this area on land “reclaimed” from the sea. Melaka,
formerly colonized by a succession of European regimes, Portuguese, Dutch and British,
is now the capital city of a state of the same name, located in the southwestern portion of
Peninsular Malaysia (see Map). The most recent census of Malaysia in 2000 records the
Melaka state population as 635,791, (2.7% of the national population of 23.27 million)
63.8% Bumiputera (‘sons of the soil’; Malays and other indigenous peoples), 29.1%
Chinese, 6.5% Indians, and 0.6% “others.” Melaka is also highly diverse in terms of
religion, with 64.2% Muslims, 24.1% Buddhists, 5.6% Hindus, 3.9% Christians, and
1.5% Confucians/Taoists and followers of other traditional Chinese religion (Department
of Statistics, Malaysia). Over half of the state population—67.2% of the state population
is urban, according to the 2000 Census—resides in the central district that includes the
city of Melaka. On this occasion, the eve of the forty-first Malaysian Independence Day,
a sample of this diverse population packed into seats and raised stands braving the
intermittent gusts of wind and rain that followed them.

A Malay director of a development corporation and his wife and a Malay civil servant
sat next to me on some cushioned seats that organizers had saved from earlier downpours
by some tarpaulin laid over them. Before organizers started the program, we spoke to
each other and became acquainted. After the opening speech of the countdown program,
the master of ceremonies introduced a group of dancers who mounted the stage and
performed to thundering applause. The dancers, four men and ten women, were wearing
various styles of dress. Rosli*, the director of a local development corporation, told me
that the large red and blue headdress with flaps in the back, worn by one of the female
dancers, was a “Minang” style hat. Saiful, the civil servant, added that these dancers
represent all of the peoples in Malaysia. He pointed out the attire that represented local
Malay customs and the customary Malay dress from other states. Then Saiful pointed out



the outfits that represented Chinese, Indians, and Portuguese. | asked if some of these
dancers were of these cultural categories, and Saiful, clarifying matters for me, stated that
all of the dancers were local Malays but their dress represented these various cultural
categories. This Malay dance troupe performed several dances, using a combination of
dance styles, including Buddhist and Hindu-style hand movements, and Portuguese,
Hindu, and Malay footwork; it was a “collage” of various categories of people and
cultures in the state of Melaka, and Malaysia as a whole, on a “Malay background.”
Malay performers were enacting diversity. Later in the evening, several Malay singers
and a few Chinese singers performed on stage. One of the Chinese performers sang in the
Malay language and the other in Mandarin.

Some youngsters sang a song on two nationalist themes and campaigns: buying and
supporting buatan Malaysia (Malaysian-made products) and Malaysia Boleh (Malaysia
Can Do It). Around 11PM, after a few hours of performances, a male coordinator
initiated a question and answer event on stage shouting the question, “Negara Kita
Tanggung Jawab siapa?” (“Our country is whose responsibility?”), several times, and
the flag-waving audience, shouted back the answer, “Kita, Kita, Kita” (“Ours, Ours,
Ours™). The coordinator asked Malay and Chinese youth, under the age of eighteen,
questions on nationalist themes, and other civil servants awarded them prizes after they
properly answered these questions.

This countdown program reached its climax when a Malay leader of a white
uniformed military outfit marched in front of the stage and saluted the Chief Minister of
the state of Melaka who handed him a large, folded Malaysian flag. After receiving the
flag, the uniformed man returned to his troops, and led them to the flag post and raised
the colors. As they raised the Malaysian flag, the master of ceremonies announced that
there were two minutes remaining before midnight. After they raised the flag, the Chief
Minister of Melaka called out “Merdeka” (Freedom) three times and the crowd answered
with “Merdeka’ three times. “Merdeka’ continued to ring through the large crowd and
flags were waving in the hot and humid tropical air. These intense expressions of
patriotism struck me as rather peculiar as people began to disperse out of the area in cars,
on motorcycles, or on foot. | have rarely witnessed this sort of spirited display of national
pride in local communities in the United States.

Developing a strong sense of national unity and identity has been a major concern of
the recently independent Malaysian government. Events like the one described above and
the National Independence Day celebrations the next day (see chapter five) took place in
urban areas all over Malaysia. The ruling political elite use these events to explicitly
promulgate nationalist ideals and to instill feelings of loyalty, attachment and belonging
to the imagined national community (Anderson 1983). Although we should not assume
that national governments’ must invent cultural commonality in order to attain common
political loyalty, the Malaysian government has definitely sought to do so. The subjects
of Malaya, a British colony, did not achieve Merdeka or formal political independence in
1957 through a bloody struggle, or even a long-standing nationalist movement, that may
have forged deep links between the diverse groups that composed colonial Malaya
society. A predominantly Chinese communist insurgency did wage war against the
colonial government for roughly ten years, from the late 1940s to the late 1950s, but their
military campaign failed to attract significant cross-communal support before the
government put it down (Andaya and Andaya 1982:257-161; Karl Hack 1999). British



colonial rulers negotiated and worked with the leaders of the racially divided
communities and eventually brokered an arrangement generally agreeable to the Malays,
Chinese, and Indians, the three largest components of colonial Malaya. Perhaps none of
the communities was satisfied totally with the compromise that resulted in Merdeka but
at least it facilitated the hand-over of the formal reins of political power from Britain to
local leaders. The resulting postcolonial situation | encountered in the late Twentieth
Century defies simple description in terms of some popular pluralist and multicultural
models.

Post-independence Malaysia has undergone many changes that distance it from the
plural society models of J.S.Furnivall (1956 [1948]) and M.G.Smith (1965). Although
discourses and institutionalized practices have perpetuated the “racially”® segmented
society of colonial Malaya, in many respects, nowadays, more than in earlier periods,
social groups in Malaysia, meet and interact in sites other than the marketplace (see
Abdul Rahman Embong 2001). They visit each other’s homes and go to public schools
together where teachers conduct classes in the Malay language. They interact in social
cliques engaging in recreational activities together and participate in voluntary
associations with members of various racial groups and believers of different faiths
(Ackerman and Lee 1988; Embong 2001; Armstrong 1988). It is common to find people
of different racial groups worshipping in the same sacred places and taking part in the
religious activities of other religions. The racial division of labor has begun to break
down with members of social groups filling economic positions formerly occupied
almost exclusively by other groups. In addition, diverse categories of persons
increasingly inhabit many old neighborhoods and new residential estates—designated as
“high, middle, and low income”—»built within the last few decades.

On the other hand, many separate institutions that cater primarily to particular social
segments are still prominent features of the social structure. There are Chinese and Indian
schools in which the medium of education is Mandarin and Tamil respectively. Yet, these
schools have to adhere to the criteria set by the government. Racial groups still maintain
different kinship systems and religious institutions that are strongly associated with these
particular groups. Recreational activities are often an extension of racially segmented
associations and neighborhood groups. In Melaka, most Malays still reside in outlying
villages and neighborhoods, Indians on or around agricultural estates, and Chinese in
urban neighborhoods not far from the business district. Malays fill most of the civil
service positions, Indians most plantation labor positions, and Chinese own most of the
private businesses. There is a two-tiered legal and juridical system consisting of a
national civil law system for all criminal cases and a dual state level system for personal
and family law, one civil law system for non-Muslims and an Islamic law system only for
Muslims. Amidst cultural diversity, there are many areas of shared values and standards.
Even a “common will” is evident on many issues, while on others there remain deep-
seated divisions. Although many aspects of a formerly plural colonial society exist, it is
clear that “citizens” of postindependence Malaysia mix and combine.

In addition to deviating from the model of a plural society in terms of significant
social, cultural, and institutional integration, Malaysian society also deviates in terms of
the distinctive feature according to Smith, political domination by a cultural minority (cf.
Mandal 2001:141-164; Siddique 2001:165-182). The Malay majority is the politically
dominant group as they control the official reins of government. Ever since



independence, the Malay component in the ruling alliance has been the dominant
component. Yet, unlike many other societies with plural features, such as the US,
Canada, and Brazil, the politically dominant group is not the economically dominant
group. In Malaysia, the Malay majority finds itself at an economic disadvantage vis-a-vis
a significantly large Chinese “minority” that has dominated the private economic sphere
since independence despite numerous efforts by the Malay-dominated government to
change this situation. In fact, this feature of political domination by an economically
dominated majority distinguishes contemporary Malaysia from all colonized Southeast
Asian and Caribbean plural societies discussed by Furnivall and Smith. However,
Malaysia is not unique amongst other post-colonial Southeast Asian countries in this
regard. This discontinuity in political and economic domination has been a source of
continued tension in Malaysia and other post-colonial Southeast Asian countries such as
Indonesia, Thailand, and the Philippines. This tension has taken different forms in these
countries due to a number factors including demographics and varying patterns of
assimilation, differentiation, and stratification. Nevertheless, the disproportionate control
of wealth by Chinese “minorities” in these countries has led to official and intermittent
suppression of overseas Chinese communities (see Skinner 1957, 1960; Lim 1983; Ong
and Nonini 1997; Nonini 1997; Blanc 1997). It has also had an impact on overseas Indian
integration and marginalization in Southeast Asia (see Mani 1993a, 1993b; Bachtiar
1993; Chandra Muzaffar 1993).

Contemporary Malaysian society does not fit into the model of an “egalitarian or
democratic multicultural” (Rex 1996:2) society either. Rex argues that the distinctive
feature of an ideal, multicultural society rests upon the distinction between the public and
the private domain. “One might envisage a society which is unitary in the public domain
but which encourages diversity in what are thought of as private or communal matters”
(Rex 1996:15). Rex’s model insists upon the sharing of a single political culture in the
public domain, a “new abstract moral system” like the ones that emerged in European
history with the development of “civil society.” In contemporary Malaysian society there
is no “unitary public domain” in the sense of political, economic, and legal rights that
extend to all Malaysians. “Special rights” for the Bumiputera or natives of Malaysia are
recognized in the Malaysian Constitution and in many subsequent laws such as the New
Economic Policy. These laws extend special rights to land and other economic and
educational benefits to the Malay majority and other members of the Bumiputera
category. This complex of differential rights in the public domain are conventionally
thought of as an effort to create a condition of equality, bringing the Malay majority “on
par” with the other large segments of the Malaysian population, especially with the
relatively prosperous Chinese segment. Thus, they are interpreted as a set of affirmative
action programs discriminating in a positive sense to correct patterns of inequality rooted
in the colonial era. Differential rights, with positive or negative motives, do not, and
should not, exist in the public domain in Rex’s ideal multicultural society.

In addition, separate legal institutions for personal and family law for Muslims and
non-Muslims precludes the application of the multicultural model to Malaysian society.
For Rex, and other “liberal” multiculturalists, separate legal institutions and laws for
Muslims amount to the improper extension of a “folk” value system into the public
domain as well as an unequal application of law: law in a properly “abstract” system
would apply to all “citizens” in the same manner. On the other hand, cultural diversity in



the private and communal arenas is recognized by the larger Malaysian society and
viewed as a shining example of ‘multiculturalism’ for other nations to emulate, a form of
state ‘multiculturalism’ (Bennett 1998; Sarkissian 2000:12).

The diverse social groups in Melaka are interconnected in a complex pattern of social
relations that encompass economic, political, religious, organizational, and social-familial
ties that defy explanation from a pluralist or multiculturalist perspective. These pluralist
and multicultural “models,” are at best descriptive typologies that are unable to account
for widespread patterns of integration on the one hand and differential rights in the public
sphere on the other. Although pluralist or multiculturalist models fail to adequately
describe contemporary Malaysian society, versions of these notions and issues they
traverse are part of competing local and national discourses. | will maintain an
ambivalent position on top-down and bottom-up forms of multicultural ideology that are
characteristic of competing discursive fields in Malaysia (see Bennett 1998:3-4), and
argue that several key conceptions are embedded within these discourses, conceptions
which impinge on the quality of belonging to Malaysian society. My task will be to move
beyond failed typologies and the level of societal classification to cognitively describe
and analyze belonging in contemporary Malaysian society.

TOWARDS A COGNITIVE DESCRIPTION AND ANALYSIS OF
BELONGING

In Melaka, | observed several public celebrations and exhibitions, such as the
“Countdown to National Independence Day” celebrations described above, that tend to
include diverse social groups, or at least cultural markers associated with them, while
simultaneously laying stress upon one social group, the Malay majority, and their cultural
markers. Many ethnographers of contemporary Malaysian society have made similar
observations (Sarkissian 1997, 1998, 2000; Nonini 1997). Sarkissian (1997, 1998)
describes how Melaka’s regional culture shows include Malay, Chinese, Indian, and
Eurasian dance performances, but are biased towards Malays. Chinese, Indian, and
Eurasian dances are staged but they lack the multiplicity of Malay dance forms. Nonini
(1997:206-8) notes that many contested cultural issues revolve around state imposed
policies that assume a “Malaysian national culture” based upon Malay culture. This
pattern of state cultural politics—of state ‘pluralist multiculturalism’or ‘multiculturalist
pluralism’—tends to express and reproduce a hierarchical sense of belonging. Everyone
belongs to the “national community” but not as much or in the same way. | will argue
that social groups have their sense of belonging and qualitative citizenship shaped by
state policies as well as their own efforts at being fully incorporated into the larger
society (see Rosaldo 1994a, 1994b, 1997; Ong 1993, 1999; Ong and Nonini 1997;
Mitchell 1997; Flores and Benmayor 1997).

Similarly, social relations in households and families, religious sites, and voluntary
associations and cliques tend to span diverse social groups but not in the same ways. All
social groups tend to interact in these varied settings, but they include Malays and non-
Malays in different fashions. People often expressed contrasting and ambivalent ideas



and feelings about their incorporation in Malaysian society; on the one hand, everyone is
an equal member of Malaysia’s multiracial society, but on the other hand, some members
are second and third class “citizens.” | will focus upon how local people in Melaka make
sense of these seemingly contradictory ideas and practices and how their negotiations and
resolutions relate to their qualitative citizenship in Malaysian society. | argue that there
are two deep-seated and diffuse, seemingly opposed and contradictory notions, and
alternative models, in Malaysian society constraining processes of inclusion and
exclusion and contributing substantially to senses of belonging of local people in Melaka.
These two key notions and alternative models pertain to hopeful and legal connections
between diverse groups and Malay privilege and entitlement. Negotiations of these
notions also underlie and are partially productive of patterns of cultural representation
and social relations.

FIELDWORK IN MELAKA

This study is based upon research | conducted the research during two tenmonth stays in
Melaka, from August 1998 to June 1999 and from October 1999 to August 2000. When |
first arrived in Melaka, Malaysia was in the midst of an economic crisis, after a few
decades of steady economic growth, its economy was on a downward spiral like the
economies in most Southeast Asian countries. A few months after my arrival, Malaysia
fell into a political crisis as well, following the arrest and imprisonment of the highly
popular Deputy Prime Minister, Anwar Ibrahim. These turn of events made some of the
concerns of my study even more significant. After a few short stints of research in
Indonesia, | was wondering how Malaysia was staving off mass riots while racial and
religious violence swept across the Indonesian archipelago. | figured that the
multicultural policies of the Malaysian government had a lot to do with it, and | still do
but not in the same way. Thus, it was with this research question that | set out to analyze
the relationship between representations of regional identity, public festivals, and the
formation of social cliques and voluntary associations. Melaka, a city with a long
cosmopolitan history and relatively diverse population (see chapters 2 and 3) compared to
other parts of Peninsular Malaysia was a perfect site for such a study. My aim was to
discern to what extent multicultural representations and practices contribute to the
emergence of interracial social cliques and associations. | hypothesized that | would find
interracial social cliques and voluntary associations in Melaka, in contrast to their general
absence in Palembang, Indonesia due to the way regional culture shows and inter-
religious open house visiting structure feeling (R.Williams 1977; B.Williams 1988) and
contribute to a sense of belonging.

My methodology included participant-observation,collecting surveys, public and
organizational records, and hundreds of open-ended and structured interviews and
discussions with friends and contacts. My most important survey involved presenting
local residents of Melaka with an empty map of the city and asking them to fill it in with
the kinds of people who inhabit these spaces. This survey provided data on the local
categories of persons and their associations with particular urban spaces (see chapters



three and seven). In addition, | used non-leading prompts to elicit assumptions and
meanings that constrain the ways local people draw these maps. After | have developed
contacts in each locally constructed “racial” community and made some initial
observations of public celebrations and social interactions, | began to conduct open-ended
semi-structured interviews. In these interviews, | gathered data on the class and status
backgrounds of clique and association members. | used Davis, Gardner and Gardner’s
(1988 [1941]) and Drake and Cayton’s (1993 [1945]) method of combining local
perceptions of status with occupational, educational or income data. These data allowed
me to analyze the social scope of these social organizations. Following the first round of
open-ended interviews and recorded verbal behaviors during performance, | conducted a
preliminary discourse analysis in the field using cognitive methods of micro-analyzing a
segment of discourse in order to develop explicit models of tacit cultural knowledge
(Agar and Hobbs’ 1985; Holland and Eisenhart 1990; Strauss 1992; Witherspoon 1977;
Quinn 1985, 1987; Hutchins 1980; Lehman CSRN).

Although my analytic methods take note of linguistic cues and consider the
significance of language in local communities, | attempt to make a consistent distinction
of linguistic cues, semantic and syntactic, and cognition (see Lehman 1995). The fact that
my respondents spoke a number of languages, including Malay, English, Tamil, and
Mandarin, and | was only competent to conduct interviews in Malay and English,
complicated my task. My respondents had at least one of these two languages in their
linguistic repertoire and some of them spoke all four. | conducted a microanalysis of
discourse recorded in Malay before translation into English, using the same standards of
data analysis that | used with discourse recorded in English or with combinations of
Malay and English. In many cases, my respondents used Malay terms in otherwise
English language contexts and | attempt to take account of the meanings of these words
in this context as well as the meaning of language shifts. More importantly, in my
analytic methods, I strive to take into account of the possibility of a variety of underlying
models and schemata respondents’ expressed in the same language or across languages as
well as the possibility of their expressing the same or similar models and schemata across
languages. For instance, Quinn (1985) found that speakers of English using the same
lexical item “commitment” held three different underlying models. My analytic methods,
stemming from an intensionalist approach to meaning rather than an objectivist approach,
allow for variability and similarity of underlying cognition in Malay and English
discourse (see Lehman 1995).

From this preliminary discourse analysis, | formulated more specific and structured
interviews. These focused upon eliciting specific responses as well as employing native
intuitions to test the validity of my explicit constructions. | then returned to make more
independent observations and repeated cycles of discourse analysis and interviews and
participation in order to further refine these models (Holland and Quinn 1987; Keller and
Keller 1996; Lehman 1997).

In the process of making contacts for admission and acceptance into social and
religious activities and for later discussions and interviews, | had to negotiate many
negative attitudes about Muslims and Americans. In the Chinese, Indian, and Melaka
Portugis non-Muslim communities, people initially suspected me, as a Muslim, of being
similar in worldview and values to Malay Muslims, who members of these communities
were often in conflict with over a range of political, economic, and cultural issues. Over



time, many members of these communities came to make a distinction between me, as an
American Muslim, and local Malay Muslims. Despite the fact that | was not a reflection
of their prototypical American, seeing that | am “Black” and not “White,” they still
associated cosmopolitan and “modern” perspectives and values with me in contrast to the
narrow and parochial views they frequently associated with Malays. On the other hand, in
the Malay and Indian Muslim communities, while | was welcomed as a fellow Muslim, |
was occasionally not trusted or criticized because | am an American. Some Malays felt
that I may be a spy in the service of anti-Muslim American interests or that | share
“liberal” perspectives frequently expressed in criticism of Muslim societies. Over time,
many Malay and Indian Muslims came to see me as distinct from some American
politicians and leaders who express these perspectives. Sometimes these issues arose
early in my negotiation of relationships with members of these communities, and
sometimes they arose later or not at all, but they were always a concern of mine after
coming up earlier in my fieldwork experience. For instance, when the U.S. was engaged
in hostile relations with some predominantly Muslim countries, Malay Muslims often
queried me about the rationale behind U.S. international policy and the often adversarial
stance to Muslims around the world. Moreover, following the controversial and much
publicized statements of U.S. Vice President Al Gore, who was in Malaysia representing
President Clinton at the APEC Business Summit in November of 1998, members of
Malay and non-Malay communities questioned me and hurled verbal attacks at me as the
resident-American. Vice President Gore reportedly applauded the “brave Malaysian
people” for demanding ““reformasi’ in the streets of Kuala Lumpur, what was interpreted
in the national media as gross intervention in the affairs of Malaysia. | had to negotiate
these and other issues carefully as I built and developed relationships in Melaka’s diverse
society.

MAP OF MALAYSIA
(U.S. Government 2003)
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Chapter One
Nation, Citizens, and Theorizing Belonging

NATIONS, CITIZENS, AND BELONGING

After over forty years of political independence, Malaysians are still aflame with
nationalist sentiments and yearnings, which were not even dampened by the heavy rain
punctuating the “Countdown to National Independence Day” program. Most Malaysians
I have spoken with, evoking a conventional sense of togetherness, were convinced that
their unity would withstand the scorching effect of economic and political crises. The
apparent contradiction between their intense outpouring of patriotism and expressions of
hopeful togetherness, and the Malay-bias of such public celebrations, not to speak of
tensions over Malay privileges bestowed upon the political and cultural majority, struck
me early in my research period in Melaka. Could these public expressions just be a
hopeful facade masking a fire below? Could these politically orchestrated displays
actually resonate with people in local communities in Melaka?

| set out to understand the views and interpretations of diverse members of Malaysian
society about their situation and relationships to each other. | also tried to comprehend
how they conceive of these apparent contradictions, in public events and social relations,
and possibly resolve them. In my efforts to analyze the views of Malaysians of various
backgrounds, | became disappointed with popular pluralist and multiculturalist
perspectives, which failed to adequately describe and provide a framework for
understanding social structures and local knowledge of people in Melaka. Thus, | turned
to refining some new ideas about citizenship and belonging, and combining them with a
cognitive perspective, which strives to understand the knowledge and practices of
everyday people in contexts such as public celebrations.

This study examines processes of qualified or cultural citizenship and belonging in
Melaka, Malaysia. It focuses upon diverse residents of this southwestern state of
Peninsular Malaysia (see Map) and their negotiations of belonging and incorporation in
Malaysian society. | take public celebrations and exhibitions, religious festivals and open
house visiting, and interracial and inter-religious voluntary associations and cliques and
intermarriages as sites through which to describe and analyze these processes of
negotiation. | argue residents of Melaka and local and national leaders use several
representations, schemata and models, of Malaysian society to create dominant and
alternative senses of belonging and qualitative citizenship. In this chapter, | will discuss
some theoretical issues surrounding conceptions of “nation” and *“citizenship” and
present the cognitive approach | will use to examine negotiations of qualified citizenship
and belonging.

Many contemporary scholars have interrogated the taken-for-granted notions of
“nation” and “citizenship” from a constructionist perspective and pointed out how these
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mental objects are discursive formulations (Anderson 1983; Jackson and Penrose 1993;
Manzo 1996; Dominquez 1989; Yuval-Davis 1991; Gilroy 1987, 1991; Maurer 1997). As
is the case with many related social and cultural constructs such as race, ethnicity, and
gender, “nation” and “citizenship” are an integral part of social relations and are
constitutive of structures of inequality (see Maurer 1997; Chavez 1998 [1992]). Jackson
and Penrose (1993:7-8) historicize the notion of “nation” and note that discourses of
“nation” have been, and are underlain with four distinct, but often overlapping senses:
“nation” as “racial group,” “nation” as cultural entity, “nation” as political entity, and
“pation” as synonymous with “country,” a territorial unit. The “liberal” notion of
“nation” as a political entity emerged in eighteenth century Europe out of struggles
against religious and dynastic empires. This notion congealed out of a surfeit of cultural
materials from numerous interactions and diffusion of ideas of peoples inside and outside
of Europe (cf. Anderson 1983; Maurer 1997; Wallerstein 1974). It is not of purely
European origin, but it took shape in Europe in a particular fashion before Europeans
exported it back around the world. An abstract notion of “the people,” defined as
“citizens” who had a rightful claim to power, developed in opposition to traditional
modes of legitimizing and resting power in the hands of the Church and royal families.

After congealing in Europe from a long history of interactions among diverse peoples,
this liberal notion of “nation” was intertwined in the European world system (cf.
Wallerstein 1974) and implanted into colonies and former colonies (Anderson 1983;
Bennett 1996; Flores et al. 1999). These liberal notions of “nation” and “citizenship” are
part of present day discourses in places around the world where governments profess to
be democracies, republics, as well as monarchies and theocracies. They are nearly global
phenomena and need to be studied from a cross-cultural perspective analyzing their
particular forms and histories in particular societies (see Yuval-Davis 1991; Ong 1999;
Manzo 1996).

It is not surprising, though it is important to mention, that these widely exported
liberal notions appeared to have entailed inherent contradictions from the very start. The
political rulers had to deal with, on the one hand, preexisting structures of inequality,
those between the rising capitalist ruling classes and the peasants for instance, and on the
other hand, new problems of membership in these new national “communities.” Mauer
(1997:124-127) argues that Hobbes’ dictum, “nature hath made men equall,” exemplifies
a critical shift in Enlightenment thought towards separating the “laws of nature” and the
“laws of men,” two things previously held to be one and the same in Renaissance
thought. According to Maurer, “Nature” rather than God would now explain structures of
inequality that persist despite the regulating and equalizing influences of liberal law.
Similarly, Anderson (1983) assumes that a loosening of the mental grip of theological
thinking is part of the cultural roots of modern nations and nationalism.

Although there is a strong tendency in liberal thought to make an ideological break
from religion we should not be to so quick to take liberal prescriptions as factual and
assume that religion does not continue to play a role in the explanation of structures of
inequality in liberal nations. Manzo (1996) argues that “modern” nations are hybrids of
old and new ideologies, including racial theory and biblical theology, and that
overlapping Christian narratives of race and religion have been disseminated around the
world. Similarly, Drake (1993 [1945]:263-286) demonstrates how Christian and
democratic values were intertwined in the process of explaining the racial hierarchies of
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the American plantation system (see Daniels 2000:34, 39-40). Moreover, as we study
nations, nationalism, and citizenship cross-culturally, we should not discount the
influence of other religions, Islam and Buddhism for instance, upon local understandings
of social stratification.

In whatever manner scholars have viewed the role of religious thought in relation to
liberal nations, they have often noted the contradiction between social stratification and
notions of equality. Benedict Anderson (1983:7) rests his very definition of the “nation”
as an imagined political community upon its ability to transcend whatever structures of
inequality that may exist. He states that the “nation” is “imagined as a community,
because, regardless of the actual inequality and exploitation that may prevail in each, the
nation is always conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship.”

From Anderson’s perspective, it is this image of belonging to a community of equals
that has motivated its members to great lengths, even to kill and to be killed. This “deep,
horizontal comradeship” fulfills the need to create a mental realm in which its citizen-
members, divided in status and interests, can unite in common identity and common
will—possessing an abstract “homogeneous citizenship” and collective motives—as
belongers in a limited collectivity of fundamentally similar persons (cf. Maurer 1996-17-
18). Yet we must consider the means of limiting membership in these imagined
communities and the ways in which structures of inequality are also imagined and linked
to, and potentially constitutive of, images of the nation. In this regard, | will contribute to
this literature on the contradictions of liberal nations by considering how in the case of
contemporary Malaysia, citizenmembers hold and negotiate horizontal, relatively
egalitarian, as well as vertical, hierarchically arranged, images of the nation.

St. Clair Drake (1993[1945]:263-286) argues that the apparent contradiction between
liberal democratic and Christian ideals and patterns of social hierarchy and exclusion is
resolved by the realization that liberal democratic and Christian ideals are not the “beliefs
people live by.” The beliefs people live by are the various notions people use to draw
distinctions between people and to evaluate human worth, notions that naturalize
difference and constitute structures of inequality. Drake argues that evaluative ideas that
congealed around “blood”—the innate essence assumed to differentiate races—served to
erect racial hierarchies and direct the practice of racial discrimination in the US. Maurer
(1996) argues that “Nature” is implicated both in the principles designed to determine
membership in the liberal nation as well as in the construction of social hierarchies.

He notes that the two primary criteria historically used to determine nationality and
citizenship are the “law of blood”—that follows the principle of inheritance of citizenship
from parent to child—and the “law of soil”’—that follows the principle of basing
citizenship upon the place of birth. Both of these criteria are mutually constitutive, to
some degree, and serve to naturalize one’s legal membership in liberal nations. Maurer
(ibid: 123-136) shows how the legal shift, following the 1981 British Nationality Act,
from the “law of soil” to the “law of blood” created a new group of “outsiders” and
“nonbelongers,” turning many immigrants who were “born in” the British Virgin Islands
into “aliens.” Legal citizenship was a basis of social inequality resting on essentialized
distinctions between citizens and “nonbelongers.” Yet, many of these immigrants who
were excluded from legal citizenship contested the basis of their exclusion and
formulated a sense of “cultural citizenship.”
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LEGAL AND CULTURAL CITIZENSHIP

Out of this contemporary literature about “citizenship” and the growing awareness of the
inequality embedded in the notions of “citizen” and “nation” and constructions of
national identities, has emerged an important analytic distinction between legal and
cultural citizenship. Contemporary analysts have noted how the “concept of the citizen as
a purely formal, culturally ‘empty,” exchangeable identity—unmarked by regional, ethnic
or cultural differences” has this “emptiness” filled in practice “by the naturalised or
‘invisible” properties of the socially dominant (or ‘national’) group” (Bennett 1998:8).
Paul Gilroy (1987, 1991) notes how the categories “black” and “British,” or “black” and
“European” tend to be mutually exclusive. Flores and Benmayor (1997) state the same
goes for “nonwhite” and “American” in the US. Similarly, Yuval-Davis (1991) and
Renato Rosaldo (1994a, 1994b) note that women are marginal citizens in European and
American national communities typically imagined as fraternities of equal white males.
White males are the generic citizen-members of national identities such as “British” and
“American,” and other categories of persons defined by various intersections of racial,
ethnic, and gender difference are conditional citizen-members. This conditional status
persists even though these citizen-members fulfill the requirements of legal citizenship.

The concept of cultural citizenship includes the processes and histories of legal
citizenship but goes beyond them “to encompass a range of gradations in the qualities of
citizenship” (Rosaldo 1994a:57). Legal citizenship here should not be considered as
being static or in any way given simply by the possession or fulfillment of legal
requirements or the lack thereof, but should be considered as constructed through
historical and political processes as well. The legal opinions and criteria in regard to
citizenship change over time and are imbued with cultural meanings, aspirations and
values. On the other hand, many people who do not have the documents required to
satisfy the requirements of legal citizenship, may still develop a sense of belonging, and
become partially incorporated within society (see Chavez 1998 [1992]; Flores 1997:255—
277). Rosaldo (ibid: 57) states that,

“cultural citizenship refers to the right to be different (in terms of race,
ethnicity, or native language) with respect to the norms of the dominant
national community, without compromising one’s right to belong, in the
sense of participating in the nation-state’s democratic processes.”

For Rosaldo, “cultural citizenship” is a sense of belonging or qualitative citizenship for
subordinate social identities—distinct in some fashion from the dominant majority—and
the processes in which they claim rights. His conception does not include the qualitative
citizenship of dominant majorities such as the “natives” of Fiji and Malaysia who often
feel left out “in their own countries” or the whites of the United States who occasionally
express similar sentiments. It appears to me that much of this sort of “nativist” discourse
includes qualitative citizenship and belonging and should be encompassed within the
concept of cultural citizenship. Although members of such groups are conventionally
thought to be the default citizen-members of national communities, they may also
develop a sense of second-class citizenship or marginalized first class citizenship due to
particular social and political policies or processes.
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In addition, Rosaldo (1994a, 1994b, 1997), and Flores and Benmayor (1997) lay stress
upon the agency of subordinate, non-majority, groups in their collective quests to attain
full citizenship rights and inclusion in the general society. Flores and Benmayor
(1997:15) state that “cultural citizenship can be thought of as a broad range of activities
of everyday life through which Latinos and other groups claim space in society and
eventually claim rights.” Aihwa Ong (1999:264) criticizes this conception of cultural
citizenship as being one-sided, with its emphasis upon the agency of subordinate groups,
and adoptive of the “liberal principle of universal equality” it seeks to critique. In
contrast, Ong (1999:264) proposes a conception of cultural citizenship that takes both
sides of unequal power relationships into account, the agency of subordinates and the
domination of the state and civil institutions:

“In contrast, | use “cultural citizenship’ to refer to the cultural practices
and beliefs produced out of negotiating the often ambivalent and contested
relations with the state and its hegemonic forms that establish the criteria
of belonging within a national population and territory. Cultural
citizenship is a dual process of self-making and being-made within webs
of power linked to the nation-state and civil society.”

Ong (1999) and Mitchell (1997) apply this conception of cultural citizenship to wealthy
Chinese immigrants who negotiate their incorporation in American and Canadian
societies. In both cases, dominant notions of what it means to be citizen-members of
national and local communities discipline them, and their agency is largely limited to
appropriating dominant Orientalist discourses to negotiate inclusion in these societies
(see also Ong 1993). Lacking the capital and status of these wealthy Chinese immigrants,
Cambodian immigrants appear to be almost completely passive recipients of subject-
making processes administered by the state and church institutions (see Ong 1999).
Similarly, Ong and Nonini (1997) and Nonini (1997) tend to stress state domination in
the same manner and exhibit a highly restricted notion of agency consonant with their
adoption of Foucault’s notion of hegemony. In contrast, | will attempt to correct this flaw
by utilizing a less rigid notion of hegemony, one in which citizen-members, disciplined
by dominant subject-making processes, are able to produce cultural forms and practices
that are not just the “effects” of domination and technologies of power (see Daniels
2000a:38).

This more fluid approach to hegemony and “self-making” is essential for explicating
the roles of voluntary associations, participation in festivals and celebrations,
interpretations of museum exhibits, and so on, in relation to the growth of a more “civil”
society in which diverse “citizen-members” are included as full participants (see Hefner
2001:10). As Hefner points out, voluntary associations, potentially important “social
capital” for civil society, may foster or hinder the development of a political culture
conducive to inclusive, participatory social relations. A flexible approach allows us to
take more careful note of the agency of social actors and its significance for qualitative
citizenship. Moreover, as Hefner (ibid:43) argues, it is the “synergy of state and society,”
the interplay between state and society and the growth of an inclusive political culture,
“scaled-up” to the state and “scaleddown” to the populace, that is important for the
continued development of civil society. The fluid approach that | adopt here enables us to
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examine not only the flows of political discourse and practice down through society but
also upwards from members of society to the state.

BELONGING, CULTURAL CITIZENSHIP, AND A UNIFIED
THEORY OF PRACTICE

The notions of “citizen” and “nation” and related ideas can be studied from an
interpretative/symbolic or cognitive anthropological perspective. Social scientists formed
both of these approaches out of the need to correct the shortcomings of earlier behaviorist
approaches which relied heavily upon stimulus-response perspectives to explain behavior
(see Hutchins 1980; Dougherty 1985; D’Andrade 1995). Although many anthropologists
shared a concern for considering mediating systems of knowledge, there were significant
differences about how to characterize such mediations. Some anthropologists focused
upon symbols, loosely defined as public units of meaning or codes, and stressed that the
main task of anthropology was to discern local meanings (Geertz 1960, 1973; Turner
1969). They argued that people respond to the same stimuli in different ways due to
varied public symbols and modes of interpretation. These studies produced some
important culturally sensitive analyses of symbolic forms and social processes in
behavioral context (see Colby, Fernandez, and Kronenfield 1981). Unfortunately this
interpretive, symbolic anthropological, and symbolic interactionist turn towards
mediating symbols and interpretations was hampered by its chief proponent’s, Clifford
Geertz’s and Victor Turner’s, overt attempts to avoid cognitive anthropologists’ concerns
with the human mind (see Bradd Shore 1996:32-35). Thus, their theories relied upon
observable public displays of symbols and paradigms and lacked a firm stance on
acquisition, internalization, and distribution of knowledge. They produced some
important insights about local commentaries on social structure, multiple meanings of
symbols, and rites of passage, yet the lack of a developed approach to knowledge
internalized in human minds weakened the power of their theories.

Most contemporary work on “nation,” “citizen,” identity and related notions adopt a
symbolic and interpretative position, at times coupling this perspective with Marxist and
neo-Marxist views. While this work has brought some important insights, it has the same
flaw as the work of the early proponents of symbolic and interpretative anthropology.
Like Geertz, these researchers tend to imply that the meanings of these notions are “out
there” somewhere in public, shared in a public mind. Furthermore, some researchers
suggest, in the absence of a theory of mind and internalization, social actors totally
redefine and give new meaning anew to these notions in social processes. This tendency
often leads to a form of neo-reductionism in which cultural constructs, such as race,
ethnicity and nationality, are considered to be the “effects” of macro-economic and
political processes, often global ones, and technologies of power (see Gilroy 1991; Ong
1997:25; Maurer 1997:34). While this perspective captures the dynamism of cultural
forms, it gives a false impression of wholesale change when actually only particular
aspects of cultural notions and social identities are changing. Moreover, it elides the
creative capacity of the human mind to produce meanings and frames of interpretation,
which are not reducible to broader forces.
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I will attempt to avoid shortcomings of symbolic/interpretative perspectives by
aligning myself with cognitive anthropological approaches, infusing them with more
dynamism than they have often exhibited. In contrast to symbolic/interpretative
anthropologists, early cognitive anthropologists of the 50s and 60s, well equipped with a
powerful theory of mind, Chomsky’s competence model, proceeded to analyze
classificatory schemes people need to know in order to identify instances of biological
kinds, kinfolk, colors and so forth. These “semantic ethnographers” used several
analogies from linguistics to analyze several other domains of human social life
(Dougherty 1985). For example, they used the notion of distinctive features, used to
analyze phonology in the domain of language, to construct models of “emic” distinctions
made by cultural actors in semantic usage, such as, kinship terminologies and folk
taxonomies (Goodenough 1970; Lounsbury 1964; Conklin 1954). Extensions of the
feature model and work on folk taxonomies eventually gave way to a focus upon more
abstract knowledge structures, such as, schemata, models, and theories (D’Andrade
1995). Cognitive anthropology, like Chomsky’s linguistic methods, tends to focus upon
the formal analysis of knowledge—such as taxonomic structures, semantic features, and
lexical sets—abstracted out of the behavioral context (see Colby, Fernandez, and
Kronenfield 1981). | attempt to overcome this weakness in cognitive anthropology
through paying close attention to social context and the circumstances of cultural
performances.

In this study, | will apply schema and model theory to my description and analysis of
social identities and some higher-level knowledge structures in which they embed and in
part constitute. Schemata are “packets” or “bundles of knowledge” (Strauss 1997:197;
Agar 1980:223-238) stored in memory as “conceptual abstractions that mediate between
stimuli received by the sense organs and behavioral responses” (Strauss 1997:197).
Schemata are detailrich and foundational representations in contrast to models that
characteristically lack rich detail and that people often use as heuristic devices and
components in ideological doctrines (F.K.Lehman 1994, 2000). It is also important to
distinguish between “personal” and “conventional” models and schemata in order to
account for a range of idiosyncratic to widely distributed representations (Shore
1996:46). There is another useful distinction to make between “instituted” models and
schemata, that are institutionalized in a publicly available and observable form, and
“mental” models and schemata, that are “cognitive representations of these instituted
models but are not simply direct mental mappings of social institutions” (ibid:68).
“Mental” is used here to refer to the fact that these models and schemata are internalized
in some fashion in mind, rather than embodied in artifacts or public events, without
entailing any assumptions of how deeply they are internalized.

I will extend schema theory to innovative work done by Ward Goodenough, Roger
Keesing, and F.K.Lehman on social identity. Goodenough (1951) and Keesing (1970)
argue that “status” and “role” are elements in a cultural system and aspects of knowledge
people must have to engage in social relationships. Robert R.Sands and F.K.Lehman
(1995) make a further refinement by drawing a clearer distinction between identities and
persons and identities and lower-level knowledge, behavioral expectations or role-
function and status or evaluative regard, which constitutes them. Researchers may use the
elements of this model to pinpoint the particular aspects undergoing change. Moreover,
Sands and Lehman (ibid) make an important theoretical distinction between “maximal
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identities”—broad constructions of one’s total social persona such as race, ethnicity and
nationality—and “particular functional identities”—more limited and specific social
positions such as nurse, pharmacist, and receptionist (see Daniels 1999:40). Maximal
identities tend to inflect the behavioral expectations and status of particular social
identities. That is, people may expect different behaviors from a doctor and assign
different evaluations of this particular functional identity based upon whether the person
filling the position is categorized as black or white, Malay or Chinese, male or female. |
extend upon this theory by adding the notion of “sub-maximal” identities for social
identities less broad as maximal identities but broader than particular functional
identities. For instance, | will consider Tamils, Bengalis, and Gujeratis, as sub-maximal
identities embedded within the overarching maximal category “Indian.” These categories
will allow me to explore the differential embedding of sub-maximal categories within
maximal identities as well as the differential embedding of maximal identities within the
national identity. There may be a graded sense of belonging or “cultural citizenship” in
maximal identities as well as in national communities.

In addition, 1 will use schema theory to describe the bundling together of identity
schemata with various notions pertinent to the domain of social relations. People often
used these notions in close proximity with combinations of schemata of social identity in
local and national discourse. | infer from an analysis of discourse and practice that these
notions and constructions are tied together in bundles of knowledge (cf. Agar 1980,
1995). The knowledge that these schemata represent are interpreted as being socially
distributed but internalized to variable extents in individual minds.

I consider these schemata to be part of the conceptual component of a unified theory
of practice that considers three sets of phenomena: the conceptual, the behavioral, and the
contextual (Keller and Keller 1996). Each of these sets of phenomena interpenetrates
each other but no set is reducible to any other. The conceptual component governs or
partially directs but does not determine practice (ibid: 17). Intervening social and
environmental factors, aspects of the contextual component, may preclude the enactment
of particular rule-governed behaviors or contribute to their performance (see Lehman
1996:43-47; Goodenough 1970:103). Yet many cognitive anthropologists have noted that
knowledge structures entail and incorporate motivating goals (D’Andrade and Strauss
1992; D’Andrade 1995; Keller and Keller 1996; Lehman and Sands 1995).

As D’Andrade (ibid), and Lehman and Sands (1995) observe, knowledge functions
socially making social action possible. Keller and Keller (1996:22) assert as one of their
primary hypotheses that “knowledge is organized for doing rather than abstracted into
various formal arrangements on purely logical or typological grounds.” Similarly,
Holland and Eisenhart (1990) found that young women in their studies had well-formed
schema for schoolwork and romance that entailed motives directing the behavior and life
histories of these young college students along different courses. Agar (1985) found that
a well-formed arrest schema underlain the discourse of drug addicts or “junkies” he
interviewed and motivated many of their actions to avoid arrest and imprisonment.
Hutchins (1980) demonstrates that schemata, involving relations between propositions,
underlie Trobriand land litigation discourse. These schemata involve goals of land use
and allocation, and so, these schemata are cultural models of past transactions and models
for future ones, as well as, interpretive frameworks for deciding who has use and
allocation rights resulting from past acts. Likewise, Keller and Keller (1996) demonstrate
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how the well-formed schemata and principles that organize the domain of artist
blacksmithing facilitate goals. They found that these schemata entail procedural goals for
action (ibid: 119). I will apply the insight that schemata and models entail goals for social
practice in my description and analysis of conceptual knowledge local residents have
internalized about Malaysian society and interactions amongst its diverse citizenry. This
careful attention to embedded goals can help to move a cognitive approach away from the
static focus upon idealized knowledge structures towards social dynamics.

Furthermore, D’Andrade (1995) and Strauss (1992) note that schemata vary in their
motivational force. D’ Andrade (1995) argues that this hierarchy can give us a better way
to approach situational variability in regards to behavior by allowing us to relate sub-
goals to higher-level goals. Thus, “schemas are context-dependent interpretive devices,
connected together in hierarchical networks” (ibid: 233). | will apply this insight to my
description and analysis to various goals, and their interconnections, embedded in
schemata and models of Malaysian society and the interrelations between groups.
Moreover, Strauss demonstrates that schemata may be internalized in different ways and
these different “ways of knowing” may directly influence the way they motivate
behavior. Her interviews with bluecollar workers in Rhode Island indicate that these
workers internalize the standard American success schema in a compact fashion, whereas
the breadwinner schema is internalized in a more diffuse fashion and is more motivating
in terms of these worker’s work-related decisions and actions. She inferred that the more
diffusely internalized breadwinner schema was broadly interwoven with individual
semantic networks. Similarly, the manner in which the resident’s of Melaka internalize
representations of “Malaysia’s diverse society” and “Malay privilege” influences the
motivational force they entail. However, the manner of internalization and the negotiation
of these mental representations are dynamic processes subject to change over time. | will
attempt to discern how their internalization and motivational force change in relation to
practice and accumulated experiences.

Knowledge and embedded motives clearly direct behavior, but practice can also alter
knowledge. Ortner (1984) discusses how “the system shapes practice” and how “practice
shapes the system.” Likewise, Keller and Keller (1996) utilize a practice theory that
sidesteps structuralist reductionism, as they note the dialectical relationship between
knowledge and practice. People can reproduce and alter knowledge in practice, in a sense
putting it at risk in performance (see Sahlins 1981).

Our emphasis throughout will be both conceptual, concerned with the
representation of information, and situated, concerned with the interface
of prior knowledge and a present situation... It is the emergent and
synergistic character of human behavior that becomes apparent as we
proceed. By emergence we refer in this work to a person’s ability to
conceive, act, assess, and reconceive in the process of making something”
(Keller and Keller 1996:18).

Yet, one must not assume that just because knowledge is at risk, or even transformed, in
particular practices, that these transformations or subversions are socially distributed
elsewhere in society. Researchers must look at these instances of situated-knowledge in
relation to knowledge under different circumstances. For instance, when | consider the
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subversion of cultural knowledge in particular sites of celebrations and cultural
performances, | do not assume that people subvert this knowledge in other contexts.

Indeed, the contextual component is a very significant aspect of a unified theory of
practice. The contextual component refers on macro-level to the political economic
structures of society and hierarchical structures of social differentiation, and on a micro-
level to the particular situation of social interaction and the social identity relationships
entailed. To avoid the “duality of structure” problem in which one assumes that social
structure is constituted by practice and also the medium for practice, | will consider the
context, taken broadly or narrowly, as always given and current practice as reproducing
or transforming a particular set of circumstances (Yelvington 1995:4-5). | will attempt to
discern relations between particular ethnographic contexts and macro-structural
conditions (ibid: 5) that impinge upon practices, knowledge, and motives.

Keller and Keller (1996:28) note the importance of context: “The circumstances are as
essential a component of the ideal as are the governing principles. Alternatives will
emerge as circumstances change. Both ideal and alternative strategies are equally real,
each enacted as deemed appropriate in context.” This unified theory of practice directs
researchers to concentrate upon how different circumstances shape the emergence and
application of knowledge. Furthermore, Ortner (1984:149) argues for the “centrality of
domination” in the study of practice and asserts that the “most significant forms of
practice are those with intentional or unintentional political implications. Thus, practice
for her is the “study of all forms of human action, but from a particular—political—
angle.” I will consider power relations and domination as an important aspect of the
contextual component that shapes the content of knowledge and the parameters of
practice. Lave and Wenger (1991) situated knowledge in its social context and attempted
to show the social process that shapes knowledge, but they almost lost sight of conceptual
phenomena. On the other hand, as Keller and Keller (1996) note, many contemporary
cognitive anthropologists falter in the other direction by focusing upon mental objects to
the exclusion of social contexts. Keller and Keller (1996), and Holland and Eisenhart
(1990) give all three phenomena, context, knowledge and behavior, consideration without
reducing any to any other. Holland and Eisenhart find that in the context of peer groups,
young college women “become educated in romance” and this acquisition schema shapes
their practice in regards to schoolwork and careers. Moreover, “it is only through relating
the knowledge and practices of production that we are able to begin to account for this
unity of experience” (Keller and Keller 1996). Relating situated knowledge to practice
can allow us to approach human behavior, experience and subjectivity in a rigorous
fashion.

In this chapter of Part I, I placed my study within some relevant literature and
discussed my theoretical concerns and perspectives. Moving beyond largely descriptive
pluralist and multiculturalist perspectives, | considered contemporary literature on
constructions of “nation” and “citizen” which makes important observations about the
inherent contradictions of liberal nations. Building upon the work of many researchers on
legal and cultural citizenship, | outlined my broadened approach to legal and cultural
citizenship. This broadened approach considers the history and cultural construction of
both legal and cultural citizenship and applies to subordinate minorities as well as
“natives” and dominant majorities. Moreover, it strives to consider the influence of the
state and civic institutions without liquidating the agency of subordinate people of
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various social identities. | adopt a cognitive anthropological approach to highlight the
embedding of social identities within other social identities and within broader, horizontal
and vertical, conceptions of the national community. In particular, 1 use model and
schemata theory to describe and analyze social identities and high-level representations
of Malaysian society. | also use cognitive methods to infer knowledge structures from
natural language discourse and interview and survey data (see preface).

Chapter two of Part | outlines a general historical overview of Melaka, and to some
extent of Malaysia, with a view towards legal and cultural citizenship and processes of
cultural category and social identity formation. | present the emergence of new cultural
categories and underlying meanings in cosmopolitan pre-colonial and colonial society
drawing a distinction between the different approaches of Portuguese, Dutch, and British
colonialists in relation to the intermixing of people from different cultural categories. In
addition, I discuss the construction of the plural society of British Malaya and its impact
on local social identities as large numbers of Chinese and Indians immigrated to Melaka.
Later, in this chapter | give a detailed description of processes of legal and cultural
citizenship in Malaysia, focusing upon the failed Malayan Union plan and the subsequent
negotiation of the Federation of Malaysia and the Malaysian Constitution. At the end of
this chapter, I develop a brief social history of Melaka in the post-1969 era focusing upon
the changing patterns of social structure and context of social relations.

Chapter three of Part 1l describes the constructions of diverse social identities and their
interconnections in the social relational system. In this chapter, | develop and
demonstrate the strength and dynamism of combining a cognitive approach with the
contemporary view of social constructionism. | demonstrate how this approach can help
us to pinpoint particular aspects of social identities that people are transforming in
dynamic social processes while noting the reproduction of other aspects. In the following
chapter of this section, chapter four, I demonstrate how the identity schemata of the
previous chapter are tied together with other notions to construct cultural frameworks of
Malaysian society. These notions embed opposing images of the national community and
what it means to belong to and possess this “common citizenship.”

In Part 111, I move on to describe and analyze public celebrations and representations
organized and sponsored by the government and private sectors and religious festivals in
sacred spaces. Chapter five discusses state-organized celebrations and re-presentations
that exemplify the dominant top-down form of “multiculturalism.” Here we can note the
dominant image of the national community with its ranked hierarchy as we consider
National Independence celebrations, Melaka Historic Day celebrations, and several
government-managed museums. The following chapter, chapter six, describes how
people negotiated and/or subverted this dominant image in celebrations in public, sacred,
and personal sites. The dominant ranked image of belonging is “at risk™ as local groups
negotiate cultural citizenship. Marginalized Indians and economically dominant Chinese
parley for position and status in the hierarchy of social identities through staging events
in the shopping malls and participating or scoffing participation in government promoted
open house practices.

Chapter seven of Part IV discusses the negotiation of qualitative citizenship in regard
to patterns of social relations, including cases of intermarriage and resulting distribution
of identity and economic benefits, multiracial and multi-religious voluntary associations
and cliques. This chapter underscores negotiations of seemingly contradictory notions of
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belonging in matters of domestic and relational import and some of the tensions involved
in border crossings. In this chapter, | consider my original research problem of discerning
the effects of local people’s understandings of cultural shows and public celebrations
upon the emergence of multiracial and multi-religious forms of social organization.
Similar to the mixed interpretations of cultural shows, public celebrations and
exhibitions, and festivities, patterns of intermarriage and inter-group involvement in
voluntary associations and cliques are also mixed, displaying broad interracial and inter-
religious involvement while being skewed towards non-Malay membership.

Part VI, Chapter eight, analyzes contested discourses of belonging and resolution of
the tensions posed by the internalization of contradictory notions of the national
community. Applying Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance, | describe and analyze
the cognitive processes, for Malays and non-Malays, through which the lack of fit
between notions of equality and inequality are reduced. | will consider how this
resolution is contingent and relational by examining the influence of people’s experiences
in connection with these notions. At the end of this section, in chapter nine, I conclude
my description and analysis of the negotiation of representations of society and cultural
citizenship in contemporary Malaysia and assess the contribution of my study to
Malaysian ethnography and beyond and to anthropological theory.



Chapter Two
Melaka Past and Present, Cultural Citizenship,
and Race-Making

FROM MARITIME EMPIRE TO STRAITS SETTLEMENT

The Melaka Sultanate

The Melaka Sultanate (c. 1400-1511 A.D.) was an integral part of the cycle of Malay
maritime empires that controlled and prospered from the trade passing through the Straits
of Melaka for several centuries. A Palembang-born prince, Parameswara, of the South
Sumatran-based kingdom, Sriwijaya, was the founder of the Melaka kingdom around the
end of the fourteenth century. Sriwijaya, a Buddhist kingdom, that had seen its peak in
the South China Sea trade cycles, was now in decline. It was caught in between two
strong regional powers, Majapahit in Java and Ayudhya in Siam, now known as
Thailand. Parameswara, escaping from an assault from Java-based Majapahit, fled first to
Singapore, and then to Muar and Melaka. It was the site of a fishing village at the time,
but it was soon to become a flourishing entrepot that brought in trade, traders, and
cultures from around the world.

In order to hold off strong threats from the north, Siam, and from the southeast, Java,
Parameswara established ties with China, becoming one of its vassals. It was at an
opportune time, because the Ming rulers were beginning to emphasize external trade
again. In 1405, the Ming Emperor recognized Parameswara as the vassal-ruler of Melaka,
and, in 1409, he sent a large fleet of ships, led by the Chinese Muslim admiral, Cheng
Ho, to stop at Melaka on its way around a large part of the world. Parameswara visited
the Imperial court of China in 1411. Ties with China were important for trade and for
protection from Siam and Java who both claimed to control the Straits and the peninsular
of Malaya.!

Melaka grew and trade prospered in Melaka, at the northern side of the Straits, as it
had previously on the southern side of the Straits, during the heyday of the Sriwijaya
Empire. Traders would stop in Melaka, where they found the facilities suitable, on the
cycle of southwest and northeast monsoons and conduct commerce. Melaka provided a
relatively safe port, with piracy largely under control, secure storehouses, and an
organized system of taxation. Melaka became a famous and legendary coastal Malay
empire, one to which the Malays often look back to today as a shining example of Malay
pre-colonial glory.

Parameswara and his descendants, who ruled Melaka for a little over a century,
developed a mode of statecraft and courtly etiquette, partially based on ideas brought
from South Sumatra that provided a cultural model for later Malay Sultanates that grew
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on the peninsula (Khoo 1996). They developed a hierarchical pattern of ranked nobility
and royal subjects. At the top of this traditional hierarchy was the king, carrying the title
of sultan or maharaja, who subjects viewed as a quasi-divine ruler who possessed the
daulat or “forces of power” (see Andaya and Andaya 1982:331). The highest ranked
minister was the Bendahara who dealt with foreign traders and arbitrated disputes
amongst locals and between locals and foreigners (ibid:46). Next in rank was the
Penghulu Bendahari who was the administrator in charge of the Syahbandars—harbor-
masters—and all state revenues. The Chief Magistrate and leader of the police and army
was third-ranking official or Temenggung and the military and royal bodyguard leader,
the Laksamana, was next in line. The negotiation of the rank of these four most
prominent positions was somewhat open, and at times one assumed a higher position than
others conventionally assumed to be of higher rank (see ibid:47). Below these high-
ranking nobles were lower-ranking nobles and local chiefs or penghulu. Malay nobles
considered all of the common people, including orang laut (seafaring people) and orang
asli (original inhabitants), to be hamba melayu or “Malay slaves and servants.” All of the
ruler’s subjects were expected to give their undivided loyalty and devotion to him
regardless of whether he was fair or not, and the crime of treason or derhaka was
considered to be the most heinous crime one could commit. The ruler in turn was
expected not to put his subjects to shame, but if he does, he is only punishable by a higher
spiritual power. If any of the subjects, nobles or common people were to turn against
their ruler, even though he was a cruel despot, it would amount to derhaka and their
actions would be interpreted as unjustified and immoral.

Such is the case with the story revolving around two of the five legendary warriors of
Melaka, Hang Tuah and Hang Jebat, and its conventional interpretation. Hang Tuah,
unfairly accused by the ruler and sentenced to death, was barely able to escape the court
with his life. He hid on the outskirts of the kingdom. One of his four sworn brothers,
Hang Jebat, could not accept this injustice and plotted against the ruler. A noble who
helped Hang Tuah escape, and knew of his whereabouts, asked him to come back to
defend their ruler against the feared threats of Hang Jebat. Hang Tuah comes back, loyal
as ever to his ruler and Kills his sworn brother who stood up on his behalf in the name of
justice. Hang Jebat is conventionally remembered as one of the great warriors of Melaka,
but one who was a traitor, while Hang Tuah is seen as the hero, who placed loyalty to his
ruler above all else. This conventional interpretation is still popular in present day
Melaka, but alternative interpretations that view Hang Jebat as the hero, fighting for
justice, has gained ground. Since the end of 1998 when Anwar lbrahim, the former
Deputy Prime Minister, was “sacked” (thrown out) from his government position, some
Malay residents of Melaka began to compare him to Hang Jebat. From this perspective,
Anwar, like Hang Jebat, dared to stand up to a powerful, unjust ruler and suffered the
consequences. Notwithstanding such re-interpretations of the Hang Tuah and Hang Jebat
saga, a strong sense of identification between the rakyat (common people) and their
leaders has persisted into the contemporary period.

Parameswara and his heirs maintained and fostered relationships with inland foragers
and seagoing folks, as did former coastal Malay empires, and these ties facilitated trade
of forest products and relative security from the threat of piracy. Some leaders amongst
orang asli and orang laut peoples received titles from Malay rulers as they became
incorporated within the orbit of cosmopolitan rule centered in the Melaka capital.
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“Malayness” during this and earlier periods became associated with the prestigious
culture and customs of maritime kingdoms in the region that were believed to have an
ancestry originating in a region of Tanah Melayu (land of the Malays)? located in
southeastern Sumatra (see Andaya and Andaya 1982:45). The “Malay” bahasa, language
and a constellation of ideals, values, and mannerisms, spread into inland and upriver
areas as the “coastal Malays” incorporated these peoples into economic and political
relations with the coastal center (cf. Andaya and Andaya 1982:54,119). This association
of Malayness with participation in the maritime empires seems to have been widespread
in the Malayo-Indonesian world at this time.

During the Melaka period, this ‘Malayness’ developed a new dimension, which would
become more dominant over time, namely, the association with Islam. Although Islam
already had a presence in the Malayo-Indonesian world, it was during the 15th Century
that the spread of Islam gained greater momentum with the increased influx of Indian
Muslim traders and Islamic teachers, and the subsequent conversion of many “Malay”
elite from Hindu-Buddhism to Islam. Only a few years after founding the kingdom of
Melaka, Parameswara converted to Islam and changed his name to “Megat Iskandar
Shah.” The conversion of Melaka to Islam served to cement ties with north Sumatran
sultanates and Indian and Arab traders. As Melaka grew and became a regional power
that incorporated much of the Malayo-Indonesian world, Melaka became a center for
proselytizing Islam throughout the region as vassal states were encouraged to adopt
Islam. Melaka even affected the conversion of Java from Hindu-Buddhism to Islam
(Gullick 1963:24). In the context in which Melaka, and other Malay maritime empires
were embracing and spreading Islam, Malay culture—still with vestiges of Hinduism and
Buddhism—and identity became intertwined with Islam and Muslim identity.

Though Islam had been promoted earlier by Samudra-Pasai, the new
religion became so closely identified with Malay society in Melaka that to
become Moslem, it was said, was to masuk Melayu, ‘to enter [the fold of
the] Melayu’ (Andaya and Andaya 1982:55).

Local elites and commoners still considered “Malayness™ as intimately tied into maritime
culture and Malay bahasa, language and mannerisms,® but now, Islam was becoming a
fundamental feature of this prestigious culture. Many Indian and Arab Muslims were no
doubt absorbed into Malay society at this early stage of Melakan history as well as at
later stages. These migrant Muslims were active in missionary activities, and their
significance to the presence of Islam in Melaka lives on in contemporary Malay oral
history as well as worship at ancient graves considered keramat or in possession of
special spiritual powers (see chapter six). Indian Muslims, mainly Gujarati, Malayali, and
Tamil merchants, participated in the trade of Indian textiles and spices, for which there
was a high demand. Moreover, some Indian Muslims played important roles in the
administration of the port, as harbormasters, and even became involved in the politics of
royal succession (see Gullick 1963:23-24). Similarly, many orang laut and orang asli
who adopted Islam and other aspects of coastal Malay “high culture” became
incorporated in Malay society and categorized as Malay.

In addition to Indian and Arab Muslims, there were many other migrant groups, such
as Indian Hindus, Persians, Javanese and Chinese, that came to Melaka to engage in trade
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and many of them also took up residence in Melaka and contributed to the diverse
composition of this wealthy cosmopolitan port-city. Indian Hindus, primarily Tamil
Hindus from the south-ern part of the Indian subcontinent, were also, like their Muslim
counterparts, key players in trade and court politics. The revenue accrued from taxation
of the substantial volume of Indian trade contributed greatly to the growth of the Melaka
Sultanate. By the end of the 15th Century, it had expanded to include several areas of
Peninsular “Malaya,” islands south and west of Singapore, and much of the eastern coast
of Sumatra (see Mearns 1995:27; Andaya and Andaya 1982:51). Before the beginning of
the colonial period in 1511, an Indian Hindu settlement or kampong kling was formed in
the northern outskirts of town. A wealthy, Tamil-speaking member of the Chettiar caste
of traders and financiers, by the name of Nainu Chetty, assisted the Portuguese in their
invasion of Melaka. In so doing, he became the first person to be referred to as “Chetty”
(or “Chitty’”) in the historical record, terms used, at this point in history as shortened
forms of Chettiar, or to refer to any Indian trader (Mearns 1995:28, 53). Later, during the
colonial period, a new meaning of “Chitty”” was to emerge.

Chinese also were an important component of pre-colonial Melakan society. Many
Chinese members of Admiral Cheng Ho’s overseas missions, from 1404 to 1433,
probably stayed on in Melaka. According to Malay sources and oral history, Hang Li Po,
a Chinese princess sent to marry one of the Malay sultans, was a member of one of these
missions. She and her entourage stayed on in Melaka. The fact that she received the title
Hang, the same as the five legendary Malay warriors—Hang Tuah, Hang Jebat, Hang
Lekir, Hang Kasturi, and Hang Lekiu—suggests that she was afforded high status in
Malay society. A well named after her, the Hang Li Po Well, located at the foot of Bukit
Cina today, was reportedly built in the fifteenth century by Chinese artisans (Hoyt
1993:22). A Chinese Muslim, Fei-Hsin, reported that in 1436 Chinese people were living
amongst the peoples of Melaka (ibid: 22). As was the case with Indian trade, a
harbormaster was assigned to coordinate trade from China and its neighbors, indicating
that trade in Chinese products, such as porcelain and tea, was highly valued.

For Malays, the period of the Melaka Sultanate has been, and still is, an important
symbol of a glorious, Malay past in which Malays, indigenous to the region, held power
and forged a prestigious culture with Islam at its very core. Local and national, Malay-
dominated governments are currently running a tourism campaign under the slogan,
“Visit Melaka is to Visit Malaysia”; Melaka is where “it all began.” Moreover,
hegemonic claims for Malay special rights often find their justification in this glorious
Malay past. On the other hand, contemporary Indian and Chinese residents of Melaka,
and Malaysia in general, find a lot of meaning in the early history of Melaka. They also
had an important economic and political presence and made great contributions to the
Melaka Sultanate. The presence of Indians and Chinese in the Straits of Melaka did not
begin with the Melaka Sultanate, nor were their numbers as large as they were to become
during the colonial period. Yet, many people, on a local and national level, view their
presence on the Peninsula during this golden age of Malay history as a basis for their
inclusion in the Malaysian nation-state. They were here “when it all started.” The roots of
the contemporary “Straits-born Chinese and Indian” communities are generally viewed as
being planted during the Melaka Sultanate. Moreover, “Straits-born Chinese and Indian”
discursive challenges to Malay special rights and claims to exclusive Bumiputera (sons of
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the soil; indigenous) status also rests in assertions about the presence of their ancestors in
Melaka at this early date.

The Settler Colonial Period

Portuguese conquerors were the first in a series of European colonialists to gain control
of Melaka and to monopolize the trade passing through its harbors. Portuguese
expansionists were motivated by a combination of different aims, including a search for
riches and the mythical priest-king Prester John, control of Asian spices trade routes, and
an anti-Muslim crusading spirit (Andaya and Andaya 1982:55; Hoyt 1993:30).
Portuguese conquerors, with the goal of gaining control of the Muslim trading network
through which Asian spices passed en route to Europe, attacked and captured the city of
Melaka in 1511. Malay rulers, caught up in internal power struggles and with inferior
weaponry, were defeated and fled inland, and then to other places in the Malay world
where they had bases of support.” This defeat marked the end of the Melaka Sultanate.
However, as was the case with Srivijaya, Malay rulers found ways to reconstitute their
kingdoms in other places such as Johor and Perak, and launched counterattacks on the
Portuguese settlers for over one hundred years (see Andaya and Andaya 1982:57-62;
Hoyt 1993:34). Nevertheless, European power and culture were here to stay and would
have a lasting impact on the course of history in the region.

Soon after seizing control of the city of Melaka, the Portuguese constructed a fortress,
called “A Famosa,” using stones from Muslim graves, mosques, and other buildings,
together with laterite blocks and bricks (Hoyt ibid: 35). Under the Portuguese, a
governor’s place and bishop’s palace, and a number of churches, convents, and several
administrative buildings were built. Melaka took on a medieval Catholic and military
character during Portuguese colonial times, but the only remainder of this proud
architectural legacy is a small portion of the old fort, “A Famosa” (ibid: 37).

The Portuguese successfully gained control of the valuable spice trade with the
assistance of Nainu Chetty, the wealthy Tamil Hindu merchant. Portuguese rulers
rewarded him with appointments to positions of political leadership, bendahara, and
harbormaster for the Tamil community. The Indian settlement continued to exist and
trade with India was still of importance for some time, but the political influence of the
Indian community decreased under Portuguese rule and was never to return to its level
during the pre-colonial period. Nainu Chetty, who was moved out of power to appease
the Malay community, committed suicide soon thereafter. Portuguese policies of
relatively higher taxes on Chinese goods and restrictions on Chinese ownership of lands
did little to encourage Chinese migrants to venture to Melaka (see Hoyt 1993:23).
Besides many ships steered clear of Melaka due to renewed threats of piracy on the high
seas. The high administrative costs of patrolling the seas and constantly combating
Malays and orang laut along with the corruption and inefficiency of colonial officials
gradually led to a weakening of the Portuguese position in Southeast Asia. Portuguese
settler colonialists were never able to monopolize trade the way Melaka and Srivijaya
were able to in previous periods.

Yet, the Portuguese have left a lasting legacy in the Straits. The King of Portugal and
his governor and conqueror in Asia, Alfonso Albuquerque, encouraged intermarriage
between Portuguese men and local women with offers of gifts and monetary and
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employment rewards (Joseph Sta. Maria 1994:3). They viewed miscegenation as a way to
populate territories under royal jurisdiction with loyal Catholic subjects. “Evangelization
was thus not only one of the main Portuguese motives for overseas expansion, it was also
the vehicle for a kind of cultural assimilation not found amongst the other colonizing
powers” (Clammer 1986:52). It is important to note here is that the Portuguese settlers
did not construct a racial barrier between themselves and the colonized in the same way
that the Dutch and British colonizers were to do after them. Portuguese policies, unlike
their successors, promoted the creation of a “mixed” Christian population of their
descendants. “As a result of these intermarriages a new breed of people with eastern
customs and habits evolved. The offsprings [sic] of those marriages were called
‘Mesticos’ or Topazes. Today, they are known as the Malacca Portuguese community”
(ibid). Mesticos was a Portuguese term used to refer to all “Portuguese half-breeds,” and
Topazes or Topazese was a Portuguese term used to refer to Mesticos in Melaka,
embedding an analogy between their skin color and the yellowish brown color of the
precious ‘topaz’ stone (Bernard Sta. Maria 1982:24). However, Boxer (1947), Schulte
Nordholt (1971), and Gunn (1999) note that the term topasses was used for people of
mixed Portuguese and Asian descent in India, Malacca, Flores, and Timor and other areas
where Portuguese took up residence. Boxer (1947:1) identifies the Hindustani word for
hat, topi, and the Dravidian word for interpreter, tuppasi, as potential origins for the term
topasses. Boxer and Schulte Nordholdt suggest that there is much to commend the
Hindustani origin of this term because of the reference to “hats” in many languages,
including the Indian Topee Walas or “Hat-men,” to designate these Portuguese-local
hybrids. Many of them wore old-fashioned Portuguese narrow-rimmed hats. However,
Gunn (1999:92) suggests that the Dravidian term for “two languages” or “interpreter”
was a more likely origin of the term topasse. In any case, many descendants of these
“mixed marriages” remained in Melaka after the Portuguese lost control of this port-city
to the Dutch and then through the British colonial years into the present. They have
undergone many changes in identity (Bernard Sta. Maria 1982; Sarkissian 1997) and
government officials have recently awarded, unofficially, some of the benefits reserved
for Bumiputera, making them “honorary” Bumiputera. To what extent they perceive
themselves as being fully incorporated in Melaka society and accorded full rights of
citizenship will be explored later.

The Dutch, like the Portuguese, set sail from Holland on an expansionist mission
motivated by several aims. Although religion figured into their motives, they were not
swept away with anti-Muslim zeal and the evangelical spirit as were the Portuguese upon
their entry into the Straits. The main Dutch rivals in trade and religion were Catholics and
not Muslims. Dutch mercantilist empire-builders were competing with their Portuguese
and Spanish counterparts who had denied them entry into their ports after 1580. This cut
them out of the lucrative trade in spices going on in northern Europe, so they decided to
break the Portuguese monopoly. The Dutch mercantilist firm, the United East Indies
Company, formed an alliance with two Muslim Sultanates in the Straits, Aceh in northern
Sumatra and Johor, just south of Melaka who shared their interests in putting an end to
Portuguese restrictive measures on trade in the Straits. After several months of fierce and
costly fighting, the Dutch stormed the Portuguese fort and took control of Melaka in
1641. Wealthy Portuguese fled on ship with their riches heading to Portuguese Ceylon
(Hoyt 1993:47).
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Many wealthy Indian traders, who had developed close ties to the Portuguese, also left
Melaka taking their lucrative trade networks with them to other places in the region. Yet,
a significant Indian presence remained in Melaka under Dutch rule. Dutch maps and
“Chitty” oral histories indicate that it was during this period that the main Indian
settlement was moved further inland and east of its former location (Mearns 1995:29).
Many Indians had cut formal ties with trade and were now cultivating the land. “Chitty”
Hindus, the leaders of the Indian community in pre-British times, received several land
grants from the Dutch, in the second half of the Eighteenth Century, which they used to
build several of the oldest functioning temples in Melaka and in Malaysia overall. It
appears that the underlying meaning of “Chitty” had changed during this period in the
direction of some aspects of contemporary usage; in particular, it now referred to a
culturally and physiologically mixed group of Hindus (see Mearns ibid:29). The
descendants of early Indian migrants—“Chitties”—formerly known as traders and
financiers, have come to be known as the products of intermarriage and acculturation. In
this situation of long-term separation from their Indian homeland and intimate social
interactions with local “Malays,” a new sense of “Chitty” began to emerge.

In contrast to the dwindling Indian numbers in Melaka, the Chinese population grew
substantially during the Dutch period. Chinese migrants had considerably more
motivation to migrate to Melaka under the Dutch than they did under the Portuguese.
Soon after gaining control of Melaka, the United East Indies Company brought some
Chinese workers from Batavia, the Dutch colonial center in Java, to rebuild the vegetable
gardens that had been destroyed during their long siege of Melaka (Hoyt 1993:24). In
addition, Chinese from the southern provinces of Fukien, Kwangtung, and Kwansi fled
from the difficult conditions taking hold of China following the Manchu destruction of
the Ming dynasty. Many of these Chinese migrants wound up in Melaka looking for a
better life, and Dutch administrators who saw something of the Protestant work ethic in
them welcomed them. These two waves of Chinese migrants, from within Southeast
Asia, and from China, began to merge with the older Chinese community in Melaka, and
the “Straits-born Chinese” or Baba (male) and Nyonya (female) culture and identity
began to take shape. Many of the members of the older Chinese communities in Melaka
and Batavia, had already acculturated with the Malay and Javanese populations, and the
newcomers adopted many of these assimilated patterns and married “local” or “Malay”
women, from the peninsula and archipelago.

Chinese migrants began to expand spatially, as existing communities grew larger, and
occupationally, moving into some areas of the economy formerly dominated by Malays.
Chinese, formerly mostly traders and shopkeepers, began to fill new occupational niches,
such as miners and planters. Their communities, lying just on the outskirts of the colonial
town, were led by Dutch-appointed leaders, called Kapitan Cina, revolved around
temples as did the Indian community. The oldest functioning temple in Melaka, Cheng
Hoon Teng Temple, was built in 1645 founded by the second Kapitan Cina, Lei Wee
King, who also bought the Bukit China Cemetery and donated it to the Chinese
community (Hoyt 1993:24).

In the center of the town area, the Dutch built several administrative buildings, fine
town houses and some churches. A Dutch Reformed Church, St. Paul’s, was built at the
site of a Catholic Church wrecked during the Dutch onslaught. The Dutch governor
ordered Portuguese Catholics to give up their faith and to convert to Protestant
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Christianity but they refused. After several decades of persecution, Dutch administrators
adopted principles of religious freedom and Catholics were able to build new churches,
such as St. Peter’s Church, built in 1710.

In contrast to the Portuguese settler colonialists, the Dutch rulers did not encourage
intermarriage with local women. By means of puritanical values combined with notions
of racial superiority, Dutch officials set out to construct a sense of “whiteness” that set
them apart from, and above, the local natives. Unlike the Portuguese, they did not see
racial miscegenation or the creation of a new “hybrid” race as the means for leading
heathen locals to Christianity. Nevertheless, due to the small population of European
women, many Dutch officials and soldiers married Portuguese-Asian “hybrids” or took
them as servants or mistresses (ibid: 47-48). Along with several colonial buildings
remaining in the middle of town, a few descendants of these “Dutch-Eurasians” still live
in Melaka today, carrying Dutch surnames, a legacy of the Dutch period in Melaka.

The British gained control of Melaka without the use of military force. Due to the
French defeat of the Dutch in the Napoleonic Wars (1795-1815) raging in Europe and the
threat of the French taking hold of Dutch possessions in Asia, Dutch officials negotiated
the temporary hand over of power to the British in 1795. In any event, British ascendancy
in Malaya seemed imminent, given the strong position of British planters in many areas
on the peninsula and British control of India-based production of opium, a much sought
after commodity in Malaya as in other places in Asia. In 1786, the British claimed
possession of Penang, an island in the Straits north of Melaka, after negotiations by an
English planter with the Sultan of Kedah. With control of Penang and Melaka, the British
completed their domination of trade in the Straits with the founding of Singapore in 1819.
The Dutch returned to Southeast Asia after the wars in Europe and the British returned
control of Melaka to them, but only temporarily. In 1824, the Anglo-Dutch Treaty turned
Melaka back over to the British in return for British possessions in the Indonesian
Archipelago, thus consolidating their mutual spheres of influence in the region. This
arbitrary colonial partition, dividing the cultural and historical unity of the Malayo-
Indonesian world, laid the foundation for later formation of three nation-states: Malaysia,
Indonesia, and Singapore.

The British consolidated their control of the Straits and gradually extended its control
over the rest of Peninsular Malaya. In 1826, the British organized Melaka, Singapore,
Penang, and Wellesley Province (located on the mainland across from the island of
Penang) into a single administrative unit called the Straits Settlements. Singapore became
the capital of this British colony and Melaka, as a port-city, began to fall in significance.
Over the course of around fifty more years, British settler colonialists constructed
“British Malaya” in which they exercised direct rule in the Straits Settlements and parts
of Borneo and indirect rule over all of the Malay states on the peninsula. After several
decades of sending colonial officials to “advise” Malay rulers, the British organized
another political unit called the Federated Malay States (FMS), in 1896, with its capital in
the tin-rich Kuala Lumpur. The four states in the FMS, Perak, Selangor, Negri Sembilan,
and Pahang, were placed under the administrative control of British officials in Kuala
Lumpur and Singapore. The other five states of Peninsular Malaysia, Johor, Kedah,
Perlis, Kelantan and Terengganu, called the Unfederated Malay States (UMS), gradually
came under the control of British officials as well, but never to the same degree as the
Straits Settlements and the FMS (see Andaya and Andaya 1982:205-264).
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In the context of this gradually expanding colonial structure, the British encouraged a
great influx of migrants, primarily Chinese and Indians, and constructed one of the
“classic” plural societies in which they organized these two groups along with Malays
into a largely segregated system. From 1827 to 1931, the Chinese population in Melaka
grew from 4,000 to 85,342 persons, about 40 per cent of the total population (Hayes-Hoyt
1993:25). Many Chinese migrants were recruited to work on British and Chinese owned
tapioca plantations and tin mines. In Melaka, many Chinese-owned pepper, gambier, and
tapioca plantations were organized under kongsi, dialect associations (see Andaya and
Andaya 1982:211). Chinese merchants and shopkeepers began to fill middlemen roles in
the colonial distribution networks, dominating local wholesale and retail trade and
serving as tax collectors for the Straits government. In the nineteenth century, wealthy
Straits-born Chinese acquired terrace houses on Heeren and Jonker Streets, two historic
Dutch roads in town, and other Chinese lived in houses and over their shops. The
concentration of the Chinese population in urban areas, close to their means of livelihood,
came to be the characteristic residential pattern in the Straits Settlements and most parts
of Malaya.

Although many Straits-born Chinese remained successful in business, Chinese
migrants eventually overtook them in terms of economics and prestige. New arrivals that
were less culturally assimilated to Malay culture and closer to British culture, for
instance, English-speaking rather than Malay-speaking, acquired more prestige. Chinese
migrants organized kongsi or dialect group associations, clan associations, and secret
societies to maintain group cohesion and to serve Chinese interests.

Similarly, the migration of Indians into Melaka increased drastically during the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century. The British who sought to fill the growing needs
for plantation labor with low caste, illiterate, and destitute Indians from South India
carefully planned and coordinated this migration. Initially, the British brought prisoners
from India to labor on the plantations and in urban infrastructure projects, but they altered
this to rely upon recruited forms of labor (Mearns 1995:32). South Indian Muslims,
Chettiar, and Gujaratis were still active in trade, while British planters used many
Ceylonese and Malayali Indians as supervisors. Nevertheless, it was the great influx of
dark-skinned Tamil Hindus tied into the agricultural estates during this period that gave
rise to the category “Indian” as a docile, menial laborer or “coolie.” In addition, as was
the case with the Straits-born Chinese and more recent Chinese immigrants, higher caste
and higher-class “Indians,” who gained prestige through interactions with the British,
began to overshadow the “Chitty.”

In this period, the meaning of “Malayness” made a clear shift in the direction of an
indigenous person of the Islamic faith that may possess a wide range of regional variants
in culture and custom. These regional variants tended to encompass southern Thailand
and areas to the south and west of the peninsula (cf. Andaya and Andaya 1982:112).
Islam was an important unifying vehicle for Malays to oppose the encroachment of
foreign interests in their territory; some movements and rebellions entailed calling
together all Muslims, from whatever background, local “Malay” groups, including Bugis,
Achenese, and Minangkabau, as well as Jawi Peranakan or Indian-Malay Muslim
hybrids. ““Jawi Peranakan® was a term that differentiated Muslims of mixed Indian, and
at times Arab, and Malay parentage from “pure blooded” Malays whose ancestry is from
this region. “Peranakan’ means local-born, a term used for other groups that were born
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here, in Tanah Melayu but are not totally of the soil, as original inhabitants. “Jawi”
refers to a Muslim or someone or something Islamic, and is the name of the Arabic script
for the Malay language.” Thus, this term is a polite way, without negative stigmas
necessarily, to note that the person so categorized is a Muslim, with some Malay “blood”
but not “pure” Malay blood. Many Arab-Malays had already, or would in time, become
more greatly submerged into the Malay category than the Indian hybrids were to, due to
the higher prestige accorded to Arabs, as the “race” of the holy Prophet Muhammad. The
emphasis Malays lay upon the Islamic feature of “Malayness” coincided with the British
colonial categorization of all Muslims from the region as “Malay.”

The British settler colonialists used three generalized categories, “Malay,” “Chinese,”
and “Indian,” along with a sense of “whiteness,” that was to be held as the epitome of
prestige and “civilization,” to organize a plural society in service of the colonial economy
(see also Lee 1986:30; and Andaya and Andaya 1982:263-264). They exploited
“Indians” in rural and urban structures of capitalist production and stereotyped them as
loyal and trustworthy but docile and servile in nature. British colonials exploited
“Malays” as food producers, rural-dwelling farmers and fisherman, stereotyped as witty
and lively but unreliable, uncivilized and unsophisticated. They admitted some children
of Malay rulers to English schools and used them in colonial administration, but overall,
they excluded Malays from English schools. “Chinese” were middlemen traders, tax
collectors, and rival capitalists who the British stereotyped as industrious and ingenious
but also as cruel, immoral, and wicked (see Hoyt 1993:26). Chinese and Indians attended
English schools, more than Malays did, but they both also attended Chinese and Indian
language medium schools. Likewise, Malays attended Malay-medium schools and
Islamic schools. “Whites” were the chief administrators and traders who stereotyped
themselves as civilized, industrious, and moral. “Whiteness” was the principal model of
prestige and status aspiration and “white” officials protected this image by censoring any
films that portrayed “white” men in a negative light and deporting any “white” women
engaged in prostitution (Lee 1986:31). The British, like the Dutch before them, separated
themselves from non-white segments of colonial society and largely separated each of the
segments from each other. They met in the marketplace and interacted with each other
primarily through the British who maintained law and order. It was through these
essentialized categories, each considered as a distinct mix of racial and cultural attributes
and as a class of persons, that the British perceived and governed colonial society. In the
earlier part of the nineteenth century, British colonial categories tended to be more fluid,
allowing for shifts in categorization, and less biologically based (Milner 1998:159-161).
However, later in the nineteenth century, with the beginning of decennial census taking in
1871 and economic and political legal codes based upon these census reports, British
conceptions of local peoples became more fixed and increasingly more biological (see
Shamsul A.B. 1998, Milner 1998, and Reid 2001). Although local individuals and groups
have given new meanings and uses to social categories over time, the emphasis British
colonial categories eventually placed upon “descent” and “blood” and distinct cultural
attributes has had a lasting impact on local constructions of social categories and
identities.

British perceptions and policies largely disregarded or were suspicious of the hybrid
categories of Jawi Peranakan, or Indian-Malays and Arab-Malaya and Eurasians in favor
of the four generalized overarching categories (Andaya and Andaya 1982:180). It appears
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that at some point in the early twentieth century, in the wake of the large influx of Indian
Hindu laborers and the rise of Malay nationalism, Malays and other locals replaced the
category of Jawi Peranakan with the more stigmatizing category “Mamak.” “Mamak,” a
te originally used to refer to Indian converts to Islam, began to take on the additional
senses of Indian-Malay hybrids and any Indian who was a Muslim thereby distinguishing
Indian Muslims from the much larger Indian Hindu and Malay Muslim populations. To
some extent, Indian and Malay suspicion of Indian Muslims may reflect British attitudes
toward such cultural and racial mixtures. Chinese and Indian Peranakan—the Straits-
born Chinese and Indians—were only significant to British concerns to the extent that
they were part of the “Chinese” and “Indian” categories. Descendants of mixed marriages
between Malays and Indians or Arabs were not trusted and British rulers excluded them
from the upper levels of the administration and social prestige. Eurasians received a land
grant for a settlement in Melaka and were employed as lower level clerks, engineers, and
supervisors, but overall they were marginalized in the British scheme of things.

It should be noted here that although the British did not incorporate these categories of
persons into a notion of legal citizenship or nationality, they were viewed as “subjects,”
to varying degrees, of the British Empire, and as such, they were to adhere to British
values and dictates. It was not that they had to assimilate British culture and customs, but
rather that they had to comply with a British standard of civility and propriety. Thus, the
British “civilizing mission” in Malaya was not striving to create a “civil society” in which
all of her subjects would share a particular “collective will” of shared values embedded
and reproduced in a set of shared public institutions. Each group, to a large extent had its
own public institutions that reproduced its own set of shared values, but British standards
were to serve as a guide to interactions between the groups. When the groups met in the
marketplace, or other public places, they were to adhere to British standards.

Slavery, especially as practiced by the Malay elite, but also by wealthy segments of
the Chinese and Indian populations, and land tenure arrangements was a target of British
reform-minded individuals. They also sought to contain and nullify what they perceived
as the “wicked” and “cruel” edge of Chinese capitalists. Separate local courts were set up
to administer Islamic and customary law of the Malays and other groups, but each group
had to adhere to British Civil Law which was made into a federal system in the Straits
Settlements and the FMS. The fact that “traditional” values and beliefs, particular to each
group, were not to direct practice in public spaces where British standards were the
epitome of prestige and civilization is exemplified by the Tengku Kudin’s skirting of
Islamic principles in order to impress the British. “His desire to foster a ‘civilized’
reputation in the Straits Settlements is suggested by his ostentatious sherry drinking and
the pack of dogs he maintained in defiance of Islamic prohibitions” (Andaya and Andaya
1982:151). Nonetheless, it was the “Chinese” and not the “Malays” or “Indians” who
were viewed by the British as coming closest to fulfilling the model of civilization. As
industrious reflections of the Puritan work ethic, as lighter-skinned in physical
appearance, and as educated in the English language and culture, Chinese were
considered to be superior to other groups in the plural society. It was unthinkable from
this perspective for Chinese to be governed by Malays; one British official, Pickering,
imagined the situation of Malays governing Chinese as being “like the white settlers of
America submitting to the rule of Indian chiefs” (quoted in Andaya and Andaya
1982:178).
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Yet, it would be just this political arrangement, and its concomitant social and cultural
complications, which was to come about following the British return to Malaya in the
wake of the Second World War and the Japanese Occupation. During the brief but brutal
period of Japanese occupation of the Malayo-Indonesian world, from 1942 to 1945,
Malay nationalism, stirring since early in the twentieth century, found encouragement
from the Japanese, as did Indian nationalism. Japanese invaders, after having delivered
the harshest and most brutal treatment of the Chinese over any other group in Malaya,
finally organized Chinese into some political clubs near the end of the occupation. It must
be noted here that feelings of racial animosity between the Malays and Chinese were
aggravated by the fact that the Japanese used Malay forces to fight against Chinese
resistance groups, and in the immediate post-war years, many Malay “collaborators”
were attacked by Chinese resistance organizations that had taken over regional
governments (ibid:252-253).° This inter-racial violence and British perceptions of the
lack of Malay loyalty was to have some influence on the process of negotiations leading
up to the granting of political independence and to matters of legal and cultural
citizenship.

CONSTRUCTION OF MALAYSIAN NATIONALITY AND LEGAL
AND CULTURAL CITIZENSHIP

In this context, in which the three broad “races” of British Malayan colonial society were
mobilized as nationalist and resistance organizations, the British returned after World
War |1l with a plan to create two centralized colonies on the road to political
independence. This plan would form Melaka and Penang, and the FMS and UMS into a
Malayan Union, while Singapore would become a separate British colony. The British, as
a signatory to the Atlantic Charter and as allies of post-war American champions of the
principle of self-determination, were openly committed to a process of turning political
power over to an independent Malayan nation. The Malayan Union plan sought to
centralize power as a precursor of the turning over of power. A common Malaysian
nationality and legal and cultural citizenship were constructed and negotiated in this
situation of mobilized Malay, Chinese, and Indian segments (Andaya and Andaya
1982:252-3; Hashim 1983:34-36), and a colonial administration dedicated to turning
over political power.

According to the proposals of the Malayan Union, for the first time in Malaya, there
would be one single citizenship status providing a common set of civic and political
rights to all residents of Malaya.

Malayan Union citizenship was to be conferred automatically on all
persons born and still ordinarily resident in Malaya (including Singapore)
and on all persons who, although not born in Malaya, had been ordinarily
resident there for not less than 10 or 15 years preceding 15 February 1942.
In addition application for citizenship might be made by any person who
had resided in Malaya for 5 out of the 8 years preceding his application
(including the immediately preceding year). (Gullick 1963:224).
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This unitary citizenship would be tied to several nationalities, since citizens of the Union
could still maintain their British, Chinese, and Indian nationalities (Gullick 1963:89,
223). Many residents of Melaka, and other Straits Settlements, who were British subjects
according to jus soli or the law of the soil, as they or their fathers’ were born in British
territory, found the fact that they could maintain their British nationality as an important
advantage of the Malayan Union. Although some non-Malay people disagreed with some
provisions of the Malayan Union, most of them found it acceptable, especially its
extension of equal citizenship rights and the elimination of Malay privileges (see Hashim
1983:47-48; Koon 1998:56-57; Andaya and Andaya 1982:255-256).

Due to the perception that the Malay population had been generally disloyal to Britain
during the Japanese invasion and occupation, in contrast to the Indian and Chinese
populations, the Malayan Union scheme eliminated the favored position typically
bestowed upon Malays in British prewar policies. It proposed to discontinue the
sovereignty of the Malay Sultans, autonomy of Malay states under British protection, and
special Malay privileges such as predominance in the administrative civil service. As
Andaya and Andaya (1982:255) point out: “the pretense that the British were merely
assisting the Malay rulers to govern their lands was finally removed.” It was the
widespread perception amongst Malays that the Malayan Union plan meant they would
be totally colonized that galvanized a Malay mass movement (Mohamad 1999:17; A.
Ibrahim 1992:508). From the Malay perspective, it entailed the denial of their status as a
“nation” and deprived them of their birthright as natives of the region and this they felt
was unacceptable (Hashim 1983:47).

Before the inauguration of the Malayan Union scheme in 1946, delegates representing
forty-one Malay associations from all over Malaya and Singapore convened in Kuala
Lumpur to protest the Malayan Union plan and formed UMNO, the United Malays
National Organization, to fight for Malay rights. UMNO issued statements condemning
the Malayan Union plan and initiated a strategy to oppose and frustrate its
implementation (ibid: 47). Although the Malayan Union plan was inaugurated on 1 April
1946, due to the strength and effectiveness of the opposition it was never brought into
effect. It was eventually revoked in 1948 with the formation of the Federation of Malaya.

The British, Malay rulers, and UMNO, carrying over the basic idea of a common
citizenship, negotiated the plan for a Federation of Malaya which was acceptable to the
Malay population. In the Federation, power was centralized in British administrative
structures, but the sovereignty of the Sultans, individuality of the states, and Malay
special privileges were upheld (Andaya and Andaya 1982:256). A much more restricted
form of citizenship with narrower eligibility rules was applied in the Federation. Federal
citizenship was conferred by operation of law upon any subject of a Malay ruler of a
State, any British subject born in Penang and Melaka who fulfilled a fifteen-year
residence requirement, any British subject born anywhere in the Federation of Malaya
whose father or both parents had been born there or fulfilled a fifteen-year requirement,
any person born in the Federation of Malaya who spoke the Malay language and
conformed to Malay custom, and any person born to a father who is a federal citizen
(Gullick 1963:224-225). In addition, an application for citizenship could be made by
persons born in the Federation who had been resident therein for 8 of 12 preceding years,
and any person who had resided in the Federation for 15 of the 20 immediately preceding
years. These applicants for citizenship would also have to pass tests of good character
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and possess an adequate level of linguistic competence in Malay or English language and
make a declaration of permanent residency and an oath of loyalty to the Federation
(ibid:225).

These citizenship requirements entailed a combination of the “law of soil” and the
“law of blood.” The “subject of a Malay ruler” was defined in such a way so as to include
practically all persons of “Malay blood” in the Malay States but it did include some
others as well. Many Malays who were born in Melaka or Penang and did not qualify on
the basis of “blood” relationships to a Malay ruler, could qualify for citizenship based
upon “the law of soil” and cultural characteristics associated with Malays. Those who
were “British subjects” had additional “law of soil” and “law of blood” requirements on
top of those that qualified them as “British subjects.” They had to be “born in” particular
places and in some specified cases, they could “inherit” eligibility through at least the
paternal line if the father or both parents fulfilled requirements in relation to particular
places. If people were not federal citizens based upon the naturalizing operation of liberal
law, they could also be naturalized through additional means given that they fulfill
particular “law of place” requirements. They had to pass tests and perform rites that
would certify that they possess the right nature to be accepted as citizen-members.

In addition to the entire Malay population about 350,000 Chinese and
225,000 Indians qualified as citizens by operation of law. In the period
1949-52 an additional 307,000 Chinese and 33,000 Indians successfully
applied for registration as federal citizens. In effect all Malays, perhaps a
third of the Chinese and half the Indian population qualified in time under
the 1948 citizenship rules (Gullick 1963:225).

In 1952 the concept of state nationality was refined, linking federal citizenship with either
British nationality in Melaka and Penang or nationality of one of the nine Malay States,
and some of the 1948 citizenship rules were relaxed slightly to admit many more non-
Malays to the Federation (ibid:226). There was added significance to being a citizen at
this time because political elections were being introduced for the first time and thus the
category of citizen now entailed a hierarchy of electors and non-electors. Malays wanted
this hierarchy to be skewed in their favor, a condition that the restrictive citizenship rules
created for them, so that they would be assured political domination in the Federation
heading towards independence. On the other hand, the non-Malays, who had been
arguing for a broader application of the “law of soil” and political and economic equality,
were disappointed with the 1948 and 1952 rulings. Almost immediately following the
implementation of the 1948 Federation of Malaya plan, some discontented Chinese
staged an insurrection against the government led by the Malaysian Communist Party.
Meanwhile, less radical segments of the Chinese and Indian communities participated
in other organizations, the Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA), and the Malaysian
Indian Congress (MIC), that formed a political alliance with their Malay counterpart,
UMNO. Even though the MIC continued to agitate against the ideas of giving Islam
priority, Malay special rights in the public sector, and the pre-eminence of Malays in
Malayan politics, they finally joined the coalition in 1954 after the earlier successful
coalition of UMNO and MCA in 1952 (Kim 1993:276-277). The British were somewhat
disappointed with the fact that these organizations were communally based, parties



Building cultural nationalism in malaysia 28

representing particular racial segments of Malayan society. On the other hand, they found
consolation in the fact that these parties represented the three largest racial segments of
Malayan society and that they were working together in an Alliance with some shared
goals. Following the overwhelming victory of the Alliance in the federal elections of
1955, the Reid Constitutional Commission gave consideration to the views represented
by the Alliance Party (Andaya and Andaya 1982:261).

The Reid Constitutional Commission, consisting of members from the United
Kingdom, Australia, Indian, and Pakistan, drafted a constitution, which was submitted to
detailed examination by a party appointed by the British Government, the Conference of
Rulers, and the Government of the Federation (A.lbrahim 1992:508). This commission
modeled the Malaysian Constitution upon the American and Indian constitutions (ibid:
510). Upon the basis of recommendations from this review party, the Constitution of an
independent Federation of Malaya was promulgated on “Merdeka Day,” August 31, 1957
in Melaka. The historic city of Melaka was chosen as a symbolic gesture of declaring
political independence in a place where the long history of colonization had begun. The
“Merdeka’ Constitution embodied the compromise between the Malay, Chinese, and
Indian segments of the population, the three major races of British Malaya and now of the
Federation of Malaya or Malaysia. MCA, and other non-Malay organizations, focused
upon obtaining citizenship rights based on the “law of soil” or “jus soli” and a more
liberal provision for citizenship, so that they could be included in the political processes
of post-independence Malaya. In addition, the MCA negotiated and insisted upon the
inclusion of article 153, which protects Chinese economic interests from the potential
threat of Malay special privileges, and obtained a verbal commitment from the President
of UMNO, Tunku Abdul Rahman, to review and eventually terminate Malay special
rights (Koon 1998:58). In turn, MCA conceded to UMNO, the special position of Malay
rulers, Islam as the state religion and safeguards on Islam as the religion of the Malays,
Malay as the national language of the Federation, and special rights treatment for Malays
as natives of the “country” (see Hashim 1983:54).

Non-Malays conceded a great deal of inequality to attain the best possible form of
citizenship they could obtain. Citizenship under the Independence Constitution was made
more simple and inclusive; nationality, now unified throughout the Federation of Malaya,
and citizenship extended by operation of law to:

(a) any person who was already a federal citizen under the previous rules at the date of
independence (31 August 1957);

(b) any person born in the Federation on or after the date of independence. The Chinese
demand for ius soli was at last conceded but not retrospectively;

(c) any person whose father was at the date of his birth a federal citizen (subject to certain
safeguards).

In addition application for citizenship could be made by:

(d) any person born in the Federation before independence who had been resident therein
for 5 years of the preceding 7 years;

(e) any person who had been resident in the Federation for 8 out of the preceding 12
years. (Gullick 1963:227)
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The good character and linguistic tests and rites of naturalization applied to these latter
categories of applicants. In the Constitutional Amendments of 1962 and 1963 an
additional requirement was imposed on (b) that at least one parent had to be a citizen or a
permanent resident at the time of the child’s birth. This further restricted application of
the “law of the soil” as a basis for citizenship. The combination of “law of blood” and
“law of soil” was continued from the 1948 Constitution, but the “law of soil” was made
broader in its application. Although this is a narrower application of the “law of soil” as
compared to the American Constitution, many more people born in the Federation of
Malaya were granted citizenship under the 1957 Constitution who would have been
excluded under the terms of citizenship in 1948 and 1952. The criteria for applicants or
naturalization were only a little more stringent than the much-criticized Malayan Union
rules (ibid).

Moreover, the “law of soil” and “law of blood” citizenship stipulations entail gender
inequality, as Malaysian women are not accorded the same rights as their male
counterparts. In particular, the 1957 Constitution and current citizenship laws continued
the male-bias of the earlier laws with its emphasis on the paternal line. A Malaysian
woman married to a foreign male can only confer her Malaysian nationality and
citizenship upon her child if the child is born in Malaysia. Whereas the “law of blood”
holds for Malaysian men married to foreign women, given that the laws allow them to
confer their Malaysian nationality and citizenship upon their offspring whether or not
their offspring were born in Malaysia. Malaysian women must rely upon the “law of soil”
in these cases, because their children cannot inherit these rights via the maternal line. In
addition, the Malaysian Federal Constitution allows Malaysian hushands to bring their
foreign wives into Malaysia and to acquire permanent residency for them, whereas
Malaysian wives are not accorded the same rights. Their husbands, if they are going to
stay in Malaysia, must constantly renew temporary visit permits to stay with their
Malaysian wives. This bias towards the paternal line is a widespread principle in
Malaysian society, referred to popularly as the principle of following the father, and the
state and local people have institutionalized it in connection with marriage and the
official categorization of children in general (see chapter seven).

Similarly, constitutional guarantees of fundamental liberties, equal protection, and
religious freedom are more restricted than in the amended American Constitution. The
rights to freedom of speech, assembly, and to form associations, and even the right to
move freely and to reside throughout the Federation are qualified and may be diminished
in the Malaysian Constitution (A.lbrahim 1992:512-513). These limitations on
fundamental liberties construct a strong centralized state and limits democratic and civil
rights in order to insulate the state from the deleterious effects of the exercise of such
freedoms by any and all of its citizen-members, Malays and non-Malays alike. In terms
of equal protection, the negotiated compromise between Malays and non-Malays is again
inscribed in the Malaysian Constitution. Article 8(1) declares that all persons are equal
before the law and entitled to equal protection of the law and that discrimination on the
basis of religion, race, descent or place of birth has been outlawed; whereas Article 8(2)
qualifies this declaration of equality by legitimizing exceptions authorized in other
clauses of the Constitution. Namely, it legitimizes the inequality inscribed in Article 153
that
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provides that it shall be the responsibility of the Yang de Peruan Agong to
safeguard the special position of the Malays and natives of any of the
States of Sabah and Sarawak and the legitimate interests of other
communities in accordance with the provisions of the Article. It expressly
provides for reservation of quotas in respect of services, permits and
education for the Malays and natives of Sabah and Sarawak (ibid: 513-
514).

According to a constitutional law expert, the legal right of equality has not served any
useful purpose and remains to be fully explored in Malaysia (Jain 1992:546). The
principle of religious freedom is also upheld in general terms but qualified in a crucial
manner. Article 11(1) guarantees the right of every person to profess and practice his or
her religion, “subject to any law relating to public order, public health or morality” (ibid:
558). Besides the latter qualification, the right to propagate religious doctrine or beliefs
amongst Muslims is subject to “any restrictions which a State law may impose” (ibid).
Such a state law exists in Melaka and | will discuss it later. These constitutional
qualifications laid on legal citizenship and some fundamental rights inscribe and embody
the conditional nature of the position of non-Malays in Malaysia.

On the other hand, Malays were victorious in their efforts to inscribe their political
dominance and position as the privileged natives into the Constitution.

It is in Article 153 of the constitution that the notion of the necessity of
protecting the “special position” of the Malays, or the bumiputra, is
elaborated and given the force of legal sanction. Amongst other things,
Article 153 provides for a quota system of opportunities in three main
areas; the public service, the general economic field, and in education.
The object is to advance Malays to the levels supposedly enjoyed by other
ethnic categories, locally referred to as ‘races.’ It is this Article above all
others which requires for its application the identification of each citizen’s
‘race,” and results in that race—Malay, Chinese, Indian or Other—being a
permanent feature of one’s identity, through the medium of the identity
card which all citizens and residents over twelve must carry (Mearns
1986:76).

In the Constitution, Malays are included in the category of “natives of the soil” or
Bumiputera, a broad racialized conception of groups assumed to have been the original
native peoples of the region. Malays and other Bumiputera, as the natives, had a special
historic and natural relationship with the land of the region that the colonizers and
immigrants do not have. In addition, the Constitution distinguishes Malays in cultural
terms from other Bumiputera. Malays are defined as Muslims, habitual speakers of the
Malay language, and followers of Malay custom or adat. As no other groups are defined
in racial or cultural terms in the Constitution, this selective inscription of race and culture
facilitates the opposition of Malays and non-Malays and Bumiputera and non-Bumiputera
for political and economic purposes. Being included in, or excluded from, these
categories, Malay and Bumiputera, has a definite and strong effect upon whether or not
one will receive a series of political, economic and social benefits. Although this explicit
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definition of “Malay” formalizes boundaries of Malay identity and provides legal means
for regulating membership in the Malay category, these boundaries can be and are
negotiated and persons in some respects considered outside of the Malay category find a
way to be included (cf. Lee 1986:33). In any event, being included in this category is
clearly beneficial in terms of receiving access to material benefits in the public sector.

In addition, the political and symbolic hegemony of Malays is inscribed in the
Constitution in regards to the position of Malay Rulers and Ministers, Islam and the
Malay language. The sovereignty, prerogatives, powers and jurisdiction of the nine
Malay Rulers are protected in the Constitution. It provides for a Council of Rulers that
elects one amongst their numbers every five years to serve as the King or Yang di
Pertuan Agong (“The One Who Has Been Made the Great Lord”). These nine Malay
Rulers are constitutional monarchs after the Westminster model in which the King and
other Rulers “shall act in accordance with the advice of the Cabinet or a Minister acting
under the authority of the Cabinet” (A.lbrahim 1992:518). Thus, the effective political
power is vested in the Prime Minister and Chief Minister or Grand Minister who advises
the King and Ruler of each state respectively. This generally rests political and symbolic
power in the hands of Malays, but Penang is an exception. In Penang, a Chinese Chief
Minister holds political power owing to the overwhelming majority of the Chinese
population in the state; however, the Malay Governor still holds symbolic power. The
Constitution declares Islam as the official state religion, although there is freedom to
practice and profess other religions. In effect, similar to India, Malaysia appears by all
other characteristics to be a “secular” society, and this has been a point of contention for
the Islamic opposition party, PAS, that argues that under the Alliance coalition,
nowadays called Barisan Nasional, the Malaysian government does not uphold Islamic
principles. Nevertheless, the symbolic advantage bestowed on Malays with Islam, a
definitive marker of their cultural identity, singled out as the national state religion and
with state-level Islamic courts is significant. Likewise, the adoption of the Malay
language as the national language used for all official purposes bestows symbolic
advantages on Malays, but it also provides them with practical advantages of taking
educational courses in their native language.

From this brief look into postwar negotiations of Malaysian nationality and
citizenship, we can note that processes of legal citizenship are dynamic and ongoing.
Malay opposition to the Malayan Union plan and non-Malay and Malay compromise
over the principle of jus soli and Malay privileges and American and Indian
constitutional models all contributed to the social construction of Malaysian legal
citizenship. This legal citizenship evokes an imagined community in which all
Malaysians are horizontally aligned as equal members of the nation. Indeed, the fact that
such a community is still imagined despite explicit inscriptions of inequality speaks to the
discursive power of modern liberal nationalism. The compromise or contract between
Malays and non-Malays was embodied in the recurrent pattern of coupling principles of
equality with bias towards Malays. Malay “blood” which connects Malay subjects to
Rulers and native “blood” connecting them to the soil, Tanah Melayu, was incorporated
into the construction of legal citizenship. Furthermore, cultural markers such as Islam and
Malay language and custom assumed to have a natural connection to Malayness were
prominent in the Constitution. Malaysian legal citizenship is still open to negotiation
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through constitutional amendments, court cases and decisions, and legislation of new
laws and new interpretations of existing laws.

Moreover, negotiations over legal citizenship entail and constrain cultural citizenship.
Political contests over the union and federation plans expressed conflicting notions about
what it meant to be a citizen-member of the Malaysian nation. Malays felt left out of a
union plan that did not preserve their special position as natives and threatened by the
prospect of losing political and economic control to immigrants. On the other hand,
Chinese and Indians felt disappointed by the defeat of the union plan that promised them
equal political and economic rights with the Malay population. Social and cultural
tensions over these images of belonging to the Malaysian nation continue into the present
period. In fact, the outcome of previous negotiations inscribed in the Constitution and
other legal documents constitute a hegemonic form of cultural citizenship, making
Malaysian subjects. Malaysians of all racial and religious backgrounds are supposed to
respect and uphold the national constitution and its emphasis upon Malay culture. The
Malay-dominated government and civic institutions routinely construct and project
national culture and identity with a Malay foundation (Lee 1986:36-40; Nonini
1997:206-207). On the other hand, Chinese, Indians, and other non-Malay groups
actively strive to incorporate themselves more fully within Malaysian society, despite of,
and in response to the bias inscribed and re-enacted in public policies. Chinese and
Indians often contest the disciplining influences of the Malaysian government and civic
institutions and formulate a sense of community and belonging in various contexts not
under the direct control of Malay civil servants and administrators.

Malay, Chinese, and Indian contests over symbolic issues and the allocation of
prestige and status are an integral part of processes of cultural citizenship (cf. Lee 1986).
Malays, the inheritors of political power in post-independence Malaysia, do not
command the same level of control and prestige that the British colonizers were able to
muster over all segments of the colonial plural society. Hence, after the removal of the
British prestige-giver and model of status allocation, there is no clear consensus on the
relative position of social groups and an ambiguous status order has been the result (ibid:
35). Several factors contribute to this ambiguous status order, not least of which is the
fact that Malays are only dominant politically while Chinese are dominant economically.
This is clearly in contrast to the joint economic and political domination of the British
and of the “creole” nationalists who seized the reins of power in the newly independent
states of the Western Hemisphere, for instance in the U.S. and in most Latin American
nations. In addition, there are the lingering effects of racial stereotypes (see Teik 1989)
constructed during the colonial era in which it was almost an aberration as noted earlier
for Malay natives to rule the more “advanced and superior” Chinese population. Finally,
there are also the effects of economic globalization and the prominent role that Chinese
capitalists play within global and regional networks and government development
projects. Given these factors, despite Malay political power and symbolic advantages
embedded in the Constitution, Chinese, and to some extent Indians and other groups, vie
for relative position in the status hierarchy. Although these symbolic negotiations and
contests do not transform the established power arrangements in society overall, they do
contest, transform, and potentially subvert the enactment of these arrangements in
particular contexts and in so doing are part of self-making processes of cultural
citizenship.
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These issues of power arrangements and relative position of the social groups were a
central matter of dispute in the 1960s, especially with the more radical segment of the
Chinese community. The Chinese-led Communist insurrection had been put down, but
many of the issues surrounding the official status of Mandarin, Chinese-medium schools
and universities, and Malay special privileges were still hotly contested. Such issues
dominated the elections of this period and culminated in the May 1969 riots.

This racial riot was immediately precipitated by the enormous victory of non-Malay
opposition parties in the general election and their public victory celebrations. Malays
took offense to these celebrations and fierce violence erupted, especially in Kuala
Lumpur but the violence spread to other places as well. Malay armed forces retaliated
against Chinese and an Emergency government was formed to take control of the
country. In the wake of this bloody incident, new Malay leaders rose to the fore dedicated
to implement the mandate more fully for Malay special rights.

This is evident in the launching of the New Economic Policy (NEP) in the
early 1970s, which introduced on a large scale economic concessions to
the Malays in the form of scholarships, housing preferences, employment
and business opportunities. The implementation of this policy has
obviously alienated many non-Malays who now perceive their power base
as being gradually eclipsed by the activities of the Malay political
establishment (Lee 1986:34).

Another important result of the communal riots of 1969 was the legal restrictions placed
upon the questioning of certain sensitive issues. In particular, it was now an offense to
question matters relating to citizenship, the national language, the special position of
Malays and natives of Sabah and Sarawak and the “legitimate interests of other
communities,” and saving the sovereignty of the Rulers (A.lbrahim 1992:523).
Furthermore, they decided that a law making an amendment to any of these controversial
parts of the Constitution could only be passed with the consent of the Conference of
Rulers (ibid). This sent the message that Malay hegemony was here to stay and that the
dominant construction of cultural citizenship had to be accepted by immigrant races.

CONTEMPORARY MELAKA AND CULTURAL CITIZENSHIP

Local people generally think the communal riots of 1969, referred to popularly as simply
“May 13th,” were less severe and ferocious in Melaka than in Kuala Lumpur. Residents
of Melaka tend to avoid talking about this tragic historic incident as a topic of
conversation, although they often noted it in passing as a vivid example of what could
happen if the current government policies, touted for promoting racial harmony, were
disrupted for some reason. Nevertheless, some residents have related to me pieces of their
memories about “May 13th.” A middle-aged Indian Catholic man told me that everything
seemed to have stopped in Melaka, because most of the businesses in town which were,
and still are, practically almost all Chinese-owned shut down. Chinese closed their stores
all across town. A younger Chinese Buddhist-Taoist man informed me that many Chinese
still harbor resentment towards Malays due to the loss of Chinese lives and property
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when the Malay armed forces intervened in the mass disturbances. From his perspective,
these sorts of racial conflicts hurt Malays more than they do Chinese, because Chinese
will stop going to Malay restaurants which would hurt them economically whereas
Malays already do not go to Chinese restaurants due to Islamic food prohibitions. A
Malay teenager, a high school student, informed me that one of his neighbors lost his
mother during the riots. She was outside of their home during the riots and has been
amongst the “disappeared” ever since. They believe that Chinese gangs murdered his
friend’s mother. A Malay urban professional, a man in his thirties, informed me that the
news of just how brutal these riots were has not been exposed to the world and he gave
me some examples of stories he has heard. The Malaysian government put a lid on
detailed information about just how bloody and brutal these riots were but these events
live on in the memories of the residents of Melaka and other places in Malaysia.

In post-May 13th Melaka of the 1970s, the broad divisions of social segments formed
under colonial rule were still reflected in the highly segregated residential patterns and
infrequent social interactions between members of these social segments. The urban area
was still a “Chinese town” overwhelmingly inhabited by Chinese residents who lived
above or not far from their places of work and business and worship. Not far from the old
colonial center of town where several old, Dutch and British buildings still stand, were
several streets filled with Chinese shop houses and workshops and clan and dialect group
houses and temples, including the most prominent Cheng Hoon Teng Temple. Malays,
the majority in the state of Melaka, were a small minority in town and were rarely seen in
large numbers except over the weekends when they would come to town from outlying
villages in order to shop and to socialize with friends and relatives (Clammer 1986:53).
There were a few Malay neighborhoods in town, like Kampung Morten and a few others
located off of the main roads, and some Malays were in town working as civil servants,
Malay and Islamic book sellers, and street hawkers and food stall operators. Some
Chettiar and Gujerati Indians lived in town close to a small set of businesses they owned
and operated or in marginal communities, like the Chitty Hindu community in Gajah
Berang, but most Indians lived outside of town on, or near, palm oil and rubber estates.
Eurasians resided in the Portuguese settlement, a neighborhood established with British
assistance in the 1930s on land along the coast where many found their livelihood
fishing, and near an old Catholic Church in Bandar Hilir, two areas in walking distance
from each other lying south of the Melaka River. Interactions between these segregated
social segments were largely restricted to functional relations, economic and political
relations, but some members of these communities interacted at religious sites that held
sacred meanings spanning many of these communities.

During this time period, at least in the early 1970s, there was a government cultural
policy that restrained public displays of non-Malay culture and non-Islamic religions. In
1971, the Malaysian government formulated a national cultural policy based upon the
stated principles of emphasizing indigenous cultures, Islam, and elements of other
cultures it judged to be suitable for incorporation into Malaysia’s national culture (see
Kahn and Loh 1992:13; Beng 1992:283). To some extent, Buddhist-Taoist and Hindu
festivals and cultural performances such as lion and dragon dances, and public
processions had restrictions placed upon them. Chinese-medium and Tamil-medium
television programming was restricted, especially programs exhibiting classical Chinese
costumes and Mainland Chinese dynasties. Remember it was the public celebration of
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non-Malay groups that sparked the May 13th incident. Many Malays interpreted these
public cultural shows as expressions of Chinese and Indian chauvinism and lack of
loyalty and as potential opposition to the dominant model of cultural citizenship
predicated upon emphasizing Malay culture in public spaces. The state gradually
removed some of these restrictions and granted police permits for religious festivals and
Chinese and Indian communities staged religious processions and cultural shows centered
in their respective communities, urban spaces associated with their social identities, and
were allowed to pass through public streets.

By the end of the 1970s, the old patterns of residential and social separation began to
change under the concerted effort of government agencies dedicated to implementing the
New Economic Policy (NEP). The Malacca State Development Corporation (MSDC),
established in 1971, worked to create economic opportunities for Bumiputera,
encouraged tourism and developed housing and commercial facilities. MSDC formed the
Bumiputera Business Community and Development Programme that helped many
Bumiputera establish small and medium-sized industries in several areas around the state
of Melaka. This was an expression of the Malay desire for a greater share of the
economic resources. “Targets were set so that by 1990, Malay corporate ownership
would be 30 per cent, non-Malay 40 per cent, and foreign 30 per cent in contrast to 1.9
per cent, 37.4 per cent, and 60.7 per cent respectively in 1970 (Jesudson 1989:1-2). The
MSDC and other state agencies also provided spaces for Malay food stalls and helped to
develop some new commercial buildings across from the old center of town on land
reclaimed from the sea (Mearns 1995:60). Some industrial estates and free trade zones
were developed to attract foreign capital investment and joint ventures between Malay
entrepreneurs or state officials and foreign capital was encouraged (ibid).

As an integral part of UMNO plans, Malays were moved from rural to urban areas to
fill jobs in the expanding commercial and manufacturing sectors and to attend
educational institutions. The UMNO “movement” sought to alleviate rural poverty and to
breakdown old colonial barriers by facilitating the entry of Malays into urban
employment and education. Private companies were compelled to hire a high percentage
of Malays in keeping with special Malay rights and the NEP. Large numbers of unskilled,
young Malay women were recruited to work in factories in the free trade zones (Ong
1987; Mearns 1995:78-79). The state and municipal governments also intervened in the
housing industry to secure a percentage of this sector for Malay contractors and
entrepreneurs and to develop housing for a growing Malay presence in town. In the late
1970s, the state government sponsored several multistory blocks of low-cost, municipally
owned apartment buildings (Mearns 1995:66). Moreover, some housing estates began to
crop up on the edges of town, some of them on Malay land. These processes of using
Malay customary lands, lands reserved for Malays, for development purposes,
agribusiness and housing for instance, contributed to the decline in Malay agricultural
pursuits and the concomitant growth of the Malay working class. Mostly Chinese and a
few Indians lived in these new housing estates, but some Malays profited from their
construction. Stemming from these development projects and other NEP programs, a
small but established Malay upper class and budding working class became visible in
Melaka.

In the 1980s the pace of these economic and demographic changes rose drastically
altering the appearance of old historic Melaka. The old colonial buildings in Melaka were
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joined by almost constant construction of new commercial buildings and industrial and
housing estates. Several new free trade zones and industrial parks were created bringing a
large quantity of foreign capital into Melaka. Numerous electronics companies owned by
American, European, East Asian, and Malaysian Chinese interests were dominant in
these new industrial estates located in several areas outside of the center of town. A
curious reproduction and adaptation of colonial racial hierarchies came to characterize
the division of labor in these factories. Europeans and Chinese filled the top and middle
management positions and some Indians filled the lower management and skilled labor
roles such as engineers and mechanics. Malays, mandated by NEP quotas to fill a certain
percentage of positions, predominated in the low wage, unskilled positions of line
operators, part inspectors, and machine operators. Malays who entered the lower
management were typically used to supervise overwhelmingly Malay production line
workers. Some Indians and a few Chinese were hired in these unskilled positions as well.
Large numbers of Malay women were still represented in the lowest rung of the factory
production, but numbers of young Malay men, hired to perform more physically
demanding labor, were on the rise too. Malay workers were shuttled back and forth on
factory buses from outlying kampungs and urban apartment buildings to factories for
each work shift. More apartment complexes and low income housing was built to
accommodate their housing needs. In this process of economic transformation, outlying
predominantly Malay kampungs, rural communities or villages, were turned into
suburban satellites of the commercial and industrial center for which they supplied the
bulk of low wage, unskilled workers. It gradually became rarer to observe Malay
villagers engaged in agricultural pursuits, although some continued to combine
agricultural and urban labor for some time.

In addition, an expanding Malay civil service worked to enhance the tourist industry in
Melaka. Malay civil servants developed museums in several old colonial buildings and a
new tourist attraction, and had the Cultural Museum or Sultan’s Palace, constructed
nearby. The state placed these museums under the control of Malay municipal and state
civil servants who used these museums and their environs for enacting and reproducing
the dominant model of cultural citizenship, laying stress on the Malay component of a
multiracial society. However, cultural restrictions placed on public displays of non-Malay
cultures and religions were eased and new cultural policies formed that emphasized
representing Malaysia as a culturally diverse society, a mix of all Asian cultures. This
state-down multiculturalism grew into a major theme of the tourist industry. To support
growth in the tourist industry, Chinese businessmen constructed several Chinese-owned
hotels opening up new employment opportunities for Malay workers in the hospitality
and service industry.

Malays, Chinese, and Indians began living in the same neighborhoods in increasing
numbers. Many Malay workers, living in town, resided in apartment buildings with
Chinese and Indian neighbors. In addition, an increasing segment of the Malay middle
class took up residence, beside their Chinese and Indian counterparts, in some of the
housing estates springing up all over Melaka by the end of the 1980s. More Malay
children attended urban public schools, some of them formerly Catholic convent schools,
with Chinese and Indian children. These economic, residential, and education-related
changes were bringing members of racial groups formerly separate plural segments into
more frequent contact and social interaction.
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In this context of increasing social interactions between Malays and non-Malays, the
Malay elite strove to maintain the distinctiveness and separateness of Malay Bumiputera
from all other groups. This distinction, inscribed in the Constitution, is the basis for
Malay special rights and consequentially for the differential distribution of resources and
access to power and prestige. Malay political and religious leaders used two of the key
markers of Malay identity, Islam and Malay customs, to tighten the boundaries between
Malays and non-Malays. In contrast to the Administration of Muslim Law Enactment of
1959, the Islamic Family Enactment, 1983, explicitly restricts marriage between Muslims
and non-Muslims stating that no Muslim woman shall marry a non-Muslim and that no
Muslim man shall marry a non-Muslim except a kitabiyah.*“Kitabiya’ was defined in this
enactment as a “woman whose ancestors were from the Bani Ya’qub” or “a Christian
woman whose ancestors were Christians before the prophethood of the Prophet
Muhammad” or “a Jewess [sic] whose ancestors were Jews before the prophethood of the
Prophet ‘Isa.” Before the state passed this law, locals conventionally understood in
Melaka society that a non-Muslim, regardless of gender, had to convert to Islam before
marrying a Muslim. Many non-Muslims resented, and continue to resent, the fact that
conversion to Islam is a legal requirement to marry a Muslim. This explicit codification
in law serves to ground these conventional understandings of Malay customs, merging
Islam and adat, in particular interpretations of the Quran and Sunnah (traditions of the
Prophet Muhammad). Since a non-Muslim woman, who is a Jew or Christian, would
have to trace her ancestry back several centuries to demonstrate descent from the early
community of Christians or Jews, for all practical purposes, this totally restricts marriage
between Muslims and non-Muslims. Accompanying, this enactment was a development
and expansion of Islamic institutions and agencies geared towards facilitating the
conversion of non-Muslims interested in marrying Muslims to Islam and in the process to
the culture of most Muslims in Malaysia, Malay culture.

In addition, the Control and Restriction of the Propagation of Non-Islamic Religions
Enactment of 1988 exemplifies this pattern of race making and policing of boundaries.
Consistent with Article 11(4) of the Federal Constitution, which provides for such
restrictions by states, the state government of Melaka passed this enactment, which
formally makes “propagation” of non-Islamic religions to Muslims a legal offense.
According to this enactment a person commits a crime if he or she influences a Muslim to
follow or to take part in any non-Islamic religion, including any ceremonies, acts of
worship and other religious activities or to forsake or disfavor the religion of Islam. In
addition, particular words and expressions associated with Islam, such as “lbadah,”
“Salat,” “Rasul,” “Nabi,” “Imam,” “Dakwah,” and *“Assalamualaikum,”
“Alhamdulillah,” “Allahu Akbar,”” “Subhanallah and so forth, were listed and
restricted from being associated with non-Islamic religions or from being spoken by non-
Muslims.” Dialogues between Malays and other Muslims and non-Muslims on the subject
of religion were discouraged and the unrestrained social interactions between Malays and
non-Malays became highly strained.

Similarly, state intervention disrupted interactions between Malays and other Muslims
and non-Muslims at sites where some sectors of each of the main racial groups of Melaka
had developed a pattern of religious interaction. Namely, inter-racial and inter-religious
interactions and worship at ancient Muslim graves, locals considered as keramat or in
possession of special spiritual powers, was the target of Malay political and religious
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leaders. They considered such activities “un-Islamic” and deemed them criminal offenses
for Muslims in state interpretations of Islamic law. These legal measures, placing stress
upon Islam and Malay distinctiveness, served to reconstruct and fortify racial borders
situating Malays as the preferred race, while creating obstacles for the full incorporation
and belonging of non-Malays. Many non-Muslims responded to this growing climate of
Malay and Islamic exclusiveness by assigning greater significance to their racial and
religious identities and by forging greater ties between themselves and other non-Malays
and non-Bumiputera (cf. Ackerman and Lee 1988).

In the 1990s, tensions between hegemonic and alternative models of cultural
citizenship became even more accentuated within the context of continuing patterns of
industrialization, commercialization, and rural-urban transformation. Galvanized by
Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad’s declaration of “Vision 2020,” the state government
of Melaka encouraged the proliferation of “development” projects aimed at turning
Melaka into a “developed industrial center by 2000” and achieving “fully developed
status by 2010.” More industrial parks were constructed still dominated by foreign and
local Chinese capital and more housing estates and condominiums sprung up around
Melaka inhabited by an increasingly multiracial population. More hotels and commercial
enterprises were constructed and opened up for business in Melaka bringing even more
Malay laborers from the countryside and suburban neighborhoods. In addition, many
Malay professionals moved into Melaka filling civil service and development sector
positions. Several modern air-conditioned shopping centers were built as part of this
commercial growth and were filled up with predominantly Chinese traders and business
owners. A few of these shopping centers were equipped with large stages that became
important sites for cultural shows and festivities and consequently for constructions and
negotiations of cultural citizenship.

CONCLUSION

The Melaka Sultanate was a cosmopolitan center of trade and culture that drew a diverse
population from around the region and around the world. “Malay” culture and identity
had long been intertwined with these maritime empires and trading entrepots, but in this
period it also became strongly associated with Islam. Indian and Chinese traders and
officials played an important role in early Melakan society. Some early communities of
Indians and Chinese formed during this period and underwent a process of acculturation
with the Malay community whereby they adopted many aspects of Malay culture. The
Portuguese conquest of Melaka in 1511 initiated a series of colonial intrusions eventually
putting an end to the Malay cycle of maritime empires.

In the subsequent period of European settler colonialism, several new cultural
categories emerged and old ones took on new meanings. Portuguese rulers encouraged
intermarriage with locals and left a “Melaka Portugis” community as a living legacy in
Melaka after their defeat at the hands of the Dutch. During the Dutch and British periods,
there was a significant rise in the immigration of Chinese and Indians and some of these
newcomers merged with older communities of “Straits-born” Chinese and Indians.
However, others maintained their distinctiveness and eventually overtook the assimilated
“Straits-born” communities as the dominant political and economic leaders of the
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Chinese and Indian communities. The older assimilated communities became somewhat
stigmatized minorities within their respective cultural categories for having lost some of
their original heritage. “Indians” became associated with menial labor and “Chinese”
became associated with business and trade. “Malays” became associated with rural areas
and agricultural pursuits and regional “Malay” variants or subgroups emerged.

During the British period, these cultural categories were organized into largely
separate social segments constituting the classic plural society. The British promulgated
racial stereotypes and ideology to buttress the colonial hierarchies erected for their
political and economic benefit. These social and cultural divisions presented major
obstacles for the social segments to surmount during and after the independence
negotiations. Malays demanded continued recognition of their status as the “natives” of
Malaya and perpetuation of Malay special rights. In turn, non-Malay social segments
demanded equal citizenship rights based on the principle of jus soli and hence
enfranchising all persons “born in” Malaya. The outcome was a delicate compromise,
between parties representing the three major races that they inscribed into the Federal
Constitution of Malaysia. The May 13, 1969 riots nearly shattered this fragile social
contract, but a new group of Malay leaders rose to the fore and seized the reins of power.

These new Malay leaders were committed to maintaining the delicate compromise but
in contrast to earlier leaders, they felt that Malay sentiments and demands had to be given
precedence if there was going to be racial harmony and peace in the country. They
formulated the New Economic Policy to broadly institutionalize special benefits for
Malays with the expressed purpose of bringing up to par with other wealthier races.

The implementation of this program, and others related to it, brought major changes to
Melaka in the last three decades. These programs and policies have transformed a former
“Chinatown” into an increasingly multiracial city with large numbers of Malays moving
into town to work in new industries and to live in new housing estates and apartment
buildings. In many respects, the old colonial divisions of the plural society were
beginning to breakdown under the weight of people of different categories having more
contact and interaction across social segments. However, Malay officials and civil
servants have instituted measures to control and police the unwelcome crossing of racial
borders and many old sentiments and tensions have rekindled in all social segments in
Melaka.

In this chapter, | described the historical processes in which diverse social groups
came to Melaka and in which cultural categories and their meanings emerged. In
addition, | described the processes of legal and cultural citizenship and the contemporary
context in Melaka. Now, | will turn to a detailed description and analysis of cultural
categories and their underlying meanings in contemporary Melakan society.
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Chapter Three
Cultural, Categories, Hybridity, and Identity
Schema

St. Clair Drake (1963), F.K.Lehman (1967), and Fredrik Barth (1969) use a theoretical
perspective that treats the categorization of humans in society as cultural and social
constructions. In the work of these scholars, cultural categories are not interpreted as
reflections of natural divisions of humankind or as having any intrinsic foundation in
biological or cultural characteristics; instead, they are viewed as human conceptual
inventions used for various social and political purposes. This perspective has become an
important benchmark of contemporary social scientific description and analysis.

Many social scientists have merged this view with symbolic and interpretive theory
(Geertz 1973; Paul Gilroy 1991; Jackson and Penrose 1993; Mauer 1997; Jayne
O.Ifekwunigwe 1999; Kahn and Loh 1992; Kahn 1998; Ibrahim 1998). These scholars
have focused upon the meanings and understandings attached to constructed social
categories. Paul Gilroy (1991), Jackson and Penrose (1993), and Mauer (1997)
demonstrate how the meanings attached to cultural categories change over time and are
influenced by power struggles. “Examining the way these groups are formed and
sometimes reproduce can point to a view of ‘race’ as a political category. As such, its
meanings are unfixed and subject to the outcomes of struggle” (Gilroy 1991:24).
Although this merging of the “constructionist” perspective with symbolic and interpretive
theory offers a way to highlight social dynamics, it fails to clearly elucidate which
aspects of social categorization are being transformed or contested and which ones are
being reproduced in social processes.

Furthermore, some explorations of interracial and intercultural “hybridity” tend to
assume that persons in these “in between” social spaces are only loosely tied to either, or
any, cultural category or social identity implicated in such “admixtures” (Anzaldua
1987:76; Bhaba 1994:219; Ifekwunigwe 1999:20).

“That is, narrated across time and space, the testimonies of bi-racialized
metis(se) identities featured in Scattered Belongings, lucidly illustrate the
ways in which, acting metis(se) subjects can and do negotiate, challenge
and subvert all of the subject positions—‘One’ (White) the ‘Other’
(Black) or ‘Neither’ (metis(se))” (Ifekwunigwe 1999:21).

Such discussions of “hybridity” present useful ethnographic descriptions of particular
racialized contexts and suggest ways to transcend essentialist thinking in social action
and analysis. Yet, they contribute little towards a general theory of “hybridity” which
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requires more rigorous analysis of cultural categories and the components of underlying
knowledge that constitute them.!

To avoid the limitations of merging the “constructionist” view with symbolic and
interpretive theory, | will use cognitive anthropological theory to describe and analyze
cultural categories. Similar to symbolic approaches, the cognitive approach does not
concern itself with the “truth value” or validity of these categories (Jackendoff 1993:157-
176). Whether cultural categories and the understandings they entail are accurate
representations of the persons so categorized is not at issue. On the other hand, what
convictions people hold as to what meaningful differences exists between collectivities of
persons, and how they come to hold such convictions and how these convictions change
over time, is of primary concern. Of course, any two members, of the same society, who
share a great deal of background knowledge, may disagree about how a person or group
of people should be categorized. This fact causes little theoretical angst for a cognitive
approach that can highlight the particular aspects of categorization in dispute.

I will use a distinction between high-level categories and low-level knowledge in my
description and analysis of social identity in Melaka. High-level categories includes
“maximal” cultural categories, such as Malay, Chinese, Indian, Chitty and so on;
categories that entail a broad range of knowledge structures and signify “one’s total
social persona” (Sands and Lehman 1995). These high-level categories are constructed of
low-level knowledge: role-function and status-value. Role-function refers to the
behavioral expectations and the status-value refers to the ranking and evaluations
associated with each category. High-level categories and low-level knowledge are
bundled together in detail-rich identity schemata (F.K. Lehman 1997; Strauss 1992).

These components can be utilized to discern which aspects are being transformed and
reproduced in social processes. For instance, high-level categories may be changing as in
the changes from “Negroes” to “Coloreds” to “Blacks” and to “African American” in the
United States of America (see Smitherman 1977:35-42). Aspects of low-level
knowledge, behavioral expectations and evaluations were changing in the various social
and political periods in which one of these categories was opted for over the previous
one. Or in other contexts, the high-level categories may remain the same but the low-
level knowledge constructing it and giving it new meaning may be changing. This
appears to be the case in Paul Gilroy’s discussion of the new ideological uses of “Black”
to refer only to “people of African descent” whereas it had been used previously for
“Afro-Asian unity” (1991:39).

Similarly, I use these components to underscore the links “hybrids” may have to either
category involved in these assumed “mixtures” or to different high-level categories used
to name particular “hybrids.” 1 will deploy this cognitive approach to highlight the
imagined links of “blood” and/or “culture” that underlie high-level categories. Hence,
this approach can transcend the analytic problems involved in subsuming “race” within
“ethnicity” or making artificial dichotomies between these “types” of cultural categories
(Banton 1983; Torres, Miron, and Inda 1999:5-6; see Harrison 1995:47). The essential
elements of “blood” and/or “culture” can be usefully described as behavioral expectations
or attributes that construct high-level categories. Evaluations, attached to each
intermingled element, are contributing aspects of the position categories occupy in a
hierarchical system of relations. It is not just the rule of placement, for instance “hypo- or
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hyper-descent” or paternity, but also the valence attached to these elements that construct
superiority or inferiority (cf. Ifekwunigwe 1999:190) within a relational system.

Thus, the various components of this cognitive approach are well suited to analyzing a
complex system of social relations like those in the urban area of Melaka. Many
researchers have correctly demonstrated that one must study social groups in relation to
other social groups in a system of relations rather than in isolation (see Faye Harrison
1995). Social groups are often defined, at least in part, in opposition or relation to other
groups (see W.E.B. DuBois 1899; Allison Davis and Burleigh Gardener and Mary
Gardener 1988 [1941]; St. Clair Drake 1993 [1945]). These researchers explicated the
meanings of “Blackness” and “Whiteness” by studying them in relation to one another.
Similarly, I will attempt to explicate the meanings of “Malay,” “Chinese,” “Indian,” and
“Portuguese” cultural categories as they relate to one another in the urban area of Melaka.

In this chapter, | will describe the maximal social identities in Melaka and the ways
they mutually contribute to the shifting meanings associated with each other, and how
they embed a multiplicity of “sub-maximal” social identities, including several “hybrids”
that are tied into overarching maximal categories in a varied manner.

MAXIMAL SOCIAL IDENTITIES IN MELAKA

Upon my first visit to the city of Melaka, | was struck by its social and cultural diversity
and the multiplicity of categories used for people who interact on a daily basis. One can
walk, as thousands of tourists do each year, from an area with “Indian” businesses selling
sari, punjabi suits, and jasmine flowers, to a large “Chinese” commercial district called
“Bunga Raya,” or to several museums, housed in former Dutch and British colonial
buildings, run by mostly “Malay” civil servants. One can just as easily walk from these
areas to an old Catholic convent school turned government secondary school where
“Malay,” “Chinese,” “Indian,” and “Portuguese” girls attend classes conducted in the
national language, Bahasa Malaysia (Malaysian Language), a version of the Malay
language. After almost a year of asking questions about these cultural categories and
interacting with people in Melaka, | began to understand some of the knowledge
underlying these terms. I will attempt to explicitly represent some of these notions below.

“Malay” is the high-level category people used to refer to the Muslim majority of
Malaysia. People considered Malays to be the “pure” Muslims who were “born as”
Muslims, with Muslim parents. Islam, in relation to Malay-ness, is a religion inherited
from one’s parents and forefathers. Locals conventionally applied the phrase ““keturunan
Islam” for those who inherit Islam from their parents and is used to distinguish Malays,
“pure Muslims,” from saudara baru or converts to the Islamic faith. They also often used
“Muslim race” and ““orang Islam”—Muslim—in everyday discourse to refer to Malays.
This major attribute of Malay social identity is evaluated positively in the general society,
since Islam is the official religion of Malaysia. “Malays” are one of the “races” of
Bumiputera—sons of the soil—people assumed to be original inhabitants of the Malay
Peninsular. In fact, people often referred to the land in this region as Tanah Melayu or
“Malay land.” As original inhabitants of the land, Malays hold a claim to the special
status of people who fully belong, just as Chinese belong in China and Indians belong in
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India, Malays belong in Malaysia. They are the “generic” Malaysians, possessing not
only legal citizenship, but default cultural citizenship as well.

Stemming from their special status as full “belongers,” Malays are expected to be the
political and military rulers of Malaysia. The nine Malay Sultans, who elect one of
themselves to be the ““Yang Dipertuan Agong”— King—every five years, and
Governors, in the four states without Sultans, are important symbols of sovereignty and
political legitimacy. Melaka, Penang, Sabah, and Sarawak, are states with Malay
Governors. In addition, the real paramount political power in the country is vested in a
Malay Prime Minister and in each state with a Malay majority, which is every state
except Penang, political power is vested in a Malay Chief Minister. In addition, Malays
are expected to fill most positions in the government, armed forces and civil service.
These “Malay” attributes of being the original inhabitants and political rulers and
administrators raise the ranking of Malayness.

On the other hand, Malay status is devaluated by their being considered a “brown
skinned race.” In a context like Malaysia, where “fair” or light-complexioned skin tones,
are considered preferable, the “brown” skin tones associated with Malay-ness, carry
negative ratings. Several brands of skin bleach are marketed to Malays to lighten their
skin color.

In addition, the behavioral expectation for Malays to live on the out-skirts of cities and
towns in areas called kampung—villages or rural communities—stigmatize them as
backwards. Most of the local respondents to my map survey associated Malays with
kampung spaces located primarily outside of the core town area, including the districts of
Alor Gajah and Jasin, but a few are located in town off from major streets. Kampung
residential spaces are associated with traditional values and outdated ways of thinking
that people often criticized as being impediments to development and modernization (see
Lian, Kwen Fee 2001).

Locals also expected “Malays” to speak the Malay language or Bahasa Melayu as
their language of preference. The Malay language is widely distributed in Southeast Asia
encompassing Indonesia and parts of southern Thailand. Bahasa Melayu has been
standardized and gradually institutionalized after Independence as the national language,
Bahasa Malaysia, and as such, all members of Malaysian society are expected to develop
competence in it. Official government functions and most primary, secondary and college
education are supposed to be conducted in the Bahasa Malaysia, simply called “BM” in
popular discourse. The fact that government officials and formal decrees have recognized
a language associated with Malay cultural heritage as the national language signifies a
positive evaluation of this behavioral expectation.

A form of etiquette or mannerisms attributed to Malays is often associated with the
Malay language (Andaya and Andaya 1982:119). Locals expected Malays to engage in
open and friendly dialogue in which exchanges about one’s family, employment,
background, and present destination are normal and acceptable. They considered this
form of speaking to be an expression of the “Malay” gregarious and “easy-going”
disposition, assuming Malays to be oriented towards social life and inheriting a sort of
gregarious “nature.”

In addition to speaking the Malay language and being gregarious, locals expected
Malays to prepare and consume food generously spiced with hot chili peppers. Chili
peppers are routinely used as ingredients, added in the process of food preparation, or
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sambal, hot sauce served separately, in cuisine associated with Malays. People also
expected Malays to wear sarong and kebaya, baju kurung, baju melayu, and various
styles of headdress associated with “Muslims.” They expected Malay women to wear
kerudung or scarves covering their heads and Malay men are expected to wear songkok or
kopiah, Islamic-style headgear.

“Malays” are assumed to have “Muslim names,” personal names associated with the
Islamic faith. These “Muslim names” are Malay versions of Arabic names with “bin”
(son of) or “binti” (daughter of)® used between the personal name and the person’s
father’s name. For instance, Mohamad Taib Bin Daud, in which Mohamad Taib is the
personal name and Daud his father’s name. According to Malay naming customs, no
family or clan names are inherited from generation to generation. Mohamad Taib’s son or
daughter will not have Daud at the end of his or her name, but will have Mohamad Taib
following their bin or binti, as in Nor Arusha Binti Mohamad Taib. Furthermore, boards
with verses of the Holy Quran, written in Arabic script, are often hung over the doorways
of Malay homes. Taken together, the high-level category “Malay” and these low-level
behavioral expectations and evaluations comprise a widely distributed, or “conventional,”
identity schema.

Despite recent political divisions in the Malay community, most social fragments still
operate with the assumptions that Malays are the “natives” or “earliest rulers” of Tanah
Melayu and that they should therefore dominate the political, military, and administrative
realms of society. However, social actors have expressed major differences in
contemporary political contests between UMNO and Malay-based Islamic organizations,
such as the Islamic Party of Malaysia, PAS, and dakwah and silat organizations,* in
regards to modernization and Islam. UMNO leaders and members tend to emphasize
goals of “modernizing Malays,” removing the negative evaluation associated with Malay
rural existence by integrating them to “mainstream” urban economic life and replacing
“backward” rural values with “modern” values (Mahathir Mohamad 1970:170-173,
1999:36-40). In conjunction with this focus, UMNO has promoted a “moderate”
approach to Islam emphasizing interpretations that are consistent with scientific and
technological advancement and economic “progress.” In contrast, PAS, the Islamic party,
as well as many dakwah and silat groups, tends to lay greater stress upon Muslim identity
and Islamic values. They strive to extend Islamic principles and way of life throughout
Malaysian society. In addition, particular forms of Islamic dress are at times associated
with these opposing political ideologies and alternative productions of “Malay” identity.
For instance, black songkok have increasingly become a marker for supporters of UMNO,
while white kopiah have become markers for supporters of PAS. Similarly, blue clothing
has become associated with UMNO supporters and green clothing with PAS and Darul
Argam (Malay-based dakwah organization) supporters and members. Malays, in current
political processes, have turned these variations in Islamic dress into physical expressions
of differing evaluations of underlying attributes and behavioral expectations that
construct the “Malay” cultural category.

Similar to “Malay,” the high-level category “Chinese” is underlain with a strong
religion-based behavioral expectation; locals assumed persons included in this category
to be “Buddhist.” “Buddhist” is a convenient label for someone who believes in a
complex synthesis of Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism. Many local Chinese have
asked me if I am Muslim. After | answer the question in the affirmative, | have often
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asked if they are Muslim too. They generally responded by telling me emphatically that
they are “pure Chinese.” This means that they are not only racially “pure Chinese,” but
they are culturally “pure Chinese” too. Instead of adopting a religious identity associated
with other “races,” they claim the religious identity, in the Malaysian context, associated
with the Chinese “race.” In Malaysian society where Islam is the national religion, being
a category of non-Muslims, “Buddhists” are given a negative ranking.

On the other hand, being “Chinese” is highly ranked because persons in this category
are assumed to be “fair skinned” or “white” and having a light skin tone is evaluated
positively in general Malaysian society. “Chinese,” like the “white” skinned colonizers
that ruled Malaysia for several centuries, are considered to be superior to the “brown”
and “black” skinned “races” in Malaysia. People conventionally assumed them to be in
possession of a naturally superior essence, one transmitted through “blood.”

People expected “Chinese” to engage in business activities. They have an inclination
for trade and possess the character traits required for success in business; locals
considered “Chinese” to be hard working, clever and oriented towards turning a profit.
As such, Chinese are assumed to hold economic power and to fill executive positions in
the private corporate sector. Furthermore, “Chinese” are expected to live in urban areas,
small towns and larger cities, where they own stores and conduct business. Many
respondents to my map survey expressed a strong association between “Chinese” and the
inner core or “old town” areas where several large businesses areas are located. A few
respondents called this area a sort of “China town” section of Melaka. These urban
localities and the “Chinese” who inhabit them are associated with economic and social
advancement, “modernity” and “development,” values given a positive spin by
government discourse and policies over the past three decades. Behavioral expectations
of business acumen and urban residency lift up the ranking of “Chinese” in Melaka.

Yet, “Chinese” are considered to be one of the groups of “immigrants” whose origins
lie elsewhere, outside of Tanah Melayu. The underlying behavioral expectation of filling
“immigrant” status is contrasted with Bumiputera status. Whereas Bumiputeras belong to
this land, “immigrants” are assumed to have a special relationship with another territory
from which their ancestors hailed. In this “discourse of origins,” each “race” has an
original place that they are truly from, although they may live elsewhere, this original
place is the place they “belong.” For “Chinese” this place is China. As “immigrants,”
Chinese are not full “belongers” in Malaysian society; they may qualify for “legal
citizenship” but full “cultural citizenship” still lies outside of their grasp.

“Chinese” are assumed to be speakers of at least one dialect of Chinese language.
They are thought to prefer speaking one of the Chinese dialects in intimate and formal
settings. Most “Chinese” residents of Melaka are speakers of a variety of the Hokkien
dialect, but there are speakers of several other dialects, including Hakka, Cantonese,
Hailam, Teochew, Hainanese, living in Melaka as well. In addition, the Mandarin spoken
dialect, considered to be the “standard” Chinese language, is used as the medium of
education in the private Chinese schools in Melaka and is often used in other public
settings. There are several daily newspapers and television news programs using written
and spoken Mandarin and television sitcoms and movies using Mandarin or Cantonese.
The behavioral expectation for “Chinese” to prefer speaking a language other than the
national language, Bahasa Malaysia, lowers their standing in the general society.



Cultural, categories, hybridity 47

Locals expected “Chinese” to be less gregarious and open than their Malay
counterparts, and considered “Chinese” to be more private and secretive than are
members other cultural categories. Although this more “distant” or “cold” orientation
may be viewed as good for business, it is generally devaluated as a pattern of overall
social relations. The Malay model of etiquette, often associated with “bahasa,” is the
more highly valued pattern. In this pattern of using language, it is polite to tanya—to
ask— about the affairs of people, and they are expected to reciprocate by being open and
inquiring into your affairs in turn.

People also assumed “Chinese” to eat pork and to wear “modern” attire. They
expected “Chinese” women to wear miniskirts, short blouses, and skin-tight pants, and
“Chinese” men are expected to wear shorts or jeans in casual settings. In more formal
settings, locals expected “Chinese” women to wear “western” style dresses and gowns,
and “Chinese” men to wear “western” style suits and ties. “Chinese” are expected to wear
white gowns and tuxedos for their weddings. Associating this style of dress with
“developed nations,” people often labeled it as “modern.” Yet in a setting in which
Islamic sensibilities about food and dress are dominant, the behavioral expectations of
eating pork and wearing less modest attire are evaluated negatively. “Chinese” are often
stigmatized as pork eaters and indecent dressers.

Locals expected “Chinese” to have “Chinese” clan names that they pass down from
generation to generation. These names are inherited according to the patrilineal principle,
flowing through a long line of men. Boards, with the Chinese characters for these clan
names written on them, are often hung over the doorways of Chinese homes. Chinese are
also expected to adopt European nicknames, such as “Bobby” or “Molly,” which they
may even use on business cards and amongst friends in public institutions, whereas these
nicknames do on appear on official records. This practice of adopting European
nicknames is often an irritant in social relations with Malays who tend to interpret this
practice as an expression of Chinese feelings of superiority. Along with the boards
displaying clan names, “Chinese” homes are often indexed by the presence of small red
altars attached to the outside of their homes with incense and other offerings placed on
them.

Similar to “Malays” and “Chinese,” people primarily defined “Indians” by religion.
The high-level category “Indian” embeds strong assumptions that persons in this category
will be Hindus. In everyday discourse, people often use “Indian” and “Hindu”
interchangeably; “Indians” are “Hindu” and “Hindus” are “Indian” continuing the
intertwining of “race” and religion | described earlier in regard to other categories.
“Indian” homes are generally indexed by the presence of framed pictures of Hindu deities
hanging over the front doorways. As believers in one of the non-Islamic faiths, Hindus
are not accorded positive evaluation in the eyes of the general public.

In addition, “Indians” are expected to be “dark skinned” or ““hitam>—black skinned—
people, a trait accorded negative evaluation in Malaysia.® “Indians” are considered to be
at the opposite pole of skin tone from that occupied by the “Chinese” and other “orang
putih”—white people. “Malays” and other categories are considered to be intermediate
between these two poles. As a “dark skinned” race, “Indians” are conventionally assumed
to be of an inferior nature as compared to the more “fair skinned” races.

Locals considered “Indians” to be another “immigrant” race and expected them to
inhabit the estates or plantations outside of the town areas. They are generally considered
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to be “coolies” who perform strenuous manual labor on palm oil and rubber plantations
located in Jasin and Alor Gajah, the two districts of the state of Melaka lying outside of
the commercial center of “Melaka Tengah™ (central district of Melaka). “Indians” are
“immigrants” brought to Malaya by the British colonizers to labor in the plantation
sector, where they still find themselves today, because they are suited by “nature” to
perform this work. “Indians” are expected to be docile and servile in character.
Nowadays, after Merdeka or national independence, “Indians” work on plantations
owned primarily by “Chinese” and a few “Malays.” As non-Bumiputera immigrants,
manual laborers, and residents of estates outside of the city centers, “Indians” are ranked
lowly in Malaysian society.

On the other hand, “Indians” are also associated with professional occupations such as
medicine and law. They are considered to be very capable doctors and lawyers,
professionals with high status in Malaysian society. | have often been told to just take a
look at a listing of all the doctors and lawyers in Melaka, and I will see lots of Indian
names. Thus, “Indians” are associated with two occupational extremes: lowly ranked
“coolie” labor and high status professionals. This two-sided image of “Indians” was also
reflected in the map survey in which many respondents associated “Indians” both with
outlying agricultural estates and “Indian Street” (Temenggong Street) where several
Indian businesses and professional offices are located.

Local people expected “Indians” to speak an Indian language as their preferred
language and to have Indian names. Most “Indians” in Melaka speak Tamil, but there are
local “Indians” who speak other Indian languages such as Malayalum, Telegu, Gujerati,
Hindi, and Punjabi. “Indians” often speak Indian languages at home, amongst friends,
and in community events. In addition, there is one “vernacular” public elementary school
in Melaka, which uses Tamil as the medium of education. There are newspapers,
television news programs and movies that use written or spoken Tamil. Yet, speakers of
Tamil or other Indian languages, like speakers of Chinese dialects, receive the same
negative evaluation in general Malaysian society for speaking a language other than the
official national language.

Indian naming practices, in Melaka, involve the use of Indian names but they have
been made to adhere to the “Malay” model. Following Malaysian independence, laws
were passed mandating that Indians adopt the “Malay” naming formula for legal
documents such as identification cards. Indians were no longer able to use their family
names the way they did previously, because in the “Malay” formula the father’s name
appears at the end. However, instead of using the “bin”” and “binti”” before the father’s
name, Indians were mandated to use “anak lelaki” (son of) or “anak perempuan”
(daughter of), abbreviated as A/L and A/P on identification cards. These terms
correspond to each other and have the same literal meaning, but the former terms index
Muslims and the latter terms index non-Muslims. Local “Indian” names are composed of
a personal name and their father’s name. For instance, Kantheeban Annamalai is a local
Indian name in which the first name is the personal name and the last name is the
person’s father’s name. His father, Annamalai, carries his grandfather’s name as his last
name, and so on. This also applies for women until they are married at which time they
will use their husband’s name in informal settings; for instance, Mrs. Kantheeban or
Vanitha Kantheeban, in which the second name, Kantheeban, is her hushand’s name. Her
name before marriage, Vanitha A/P Dorasamy, (her father’s name), is still used on
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official documents. Even when the mediating terms, “anak lelaki” or “anak perempuan”
are not used, people understand that the name reads as “Vanitha the daugher of
Dorasamy” or “Kantheeban the son of Annamalai.” If Vanitha and Kantheeban have a
son named Arun, his last name will be Kantheeban, his father’s personal name, and on his
birth certificate, his mother’s name will appear with her father’s name rather than her
husband’s name, and “A/L” or “anak lelaki” will appear before his father’s name.

In addition to speaking Indian languages and having Indian names, local Melakans
expected “Indians” to prepare and eat “Indian” cuisine and to wear “Indian” attire. Some
foods associated with “Indians” are various kinds of curry gravies—chicken and fish
curry and dahl (split pigeon pea gravy)—and mutton and various types of roti or breads
such as roti canai, a form of fried bread, usually eaten by dipping it into gravy. “Indian”
cuisine is often served and eaten on banana leaves. These foods, sold by many “Indian”
restaurants in Melaka, have become popular and are prepared and eaten by Malaysians of
all cultural categories. This tends to produce a positive evaluation for the “Indian”
category, especially since people generally do not associate any haram (forbidden to
Muslims) items with “Indian” cuisine.

Similarly, there is no general condemnation of “Indian” attire. Indian men are
expected to wear dhoti wraps around their lower bodies and kurta shirts, and Indian
women are expected to wear sari and punjabi suits. People considered these forms of
attire to be traditional Indian dress and other “races” seldom wore them. The evaluation
of Indian attire tends to be only slightly negative, in the sense that it does represent the
attire of a “minority race” and not the “Malay” majority. In contrast, local people
generally viewed members of non-Malay races who wear “Malay” style clothing as being
or becoming “Malaysianized.”

While many Malay-based Islamic movements grew over the last three decades, non-
Islamic religious movements sprung up as well (see Ackerman and Lee 1988). These
Buddhist-Taoist, Hindu, and Christian movements expressed a heightened sense of racial
and religious identity partially in response to the greater emphasis Malay governmental
and non-governmental institutions laid upon Malay Muslim identity, often intertwining
race and religion. In this context of growing Malay separation and exclusiveness, non-
Islamic movements grew, raising the significance of the religious attributes and
behavioral expectations of non-Muslims. Many Indians in Melaka, as was the case in
Kuala Lumpur (see Ackerman and Lee 1988), became actively involved in the Satya Sai
Baba Movement. Many reform-minded Chinese Buddhist-Taoists joined missionary
oriented Buddhist-Taoist organizations and opened a new temple that combined many
aspects of “modern” or Christian worship with traditional Chinese practices. Similarly,
many Catholics, Indians, Chinese and “Portugis” in Melaka organized and participated
in Charismatic prayer meetings conducted in private homes.

In addition to emphasizing the underlying religious attributes and behavioral
expectations of their cultural categories, many non-Malay and non-Bumiputera persons
and institutions have sought to forge closer ties between themselves and other non-Malay
and non-Bumiputera persons and organizations. This growing “non” identity has emerged
in part from the Bumi/non-Bumi distinction inscribed in the Constitution, the New
Economic Policy and other hegemonic policies and practices. In response to this
dominant mode of race-making, non-Bumiputera and “immigrant” attributes and
behavioral expectations are used as a common thread tying these various categories
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together into a shared identity of “non-belongers” seeking to create a sense of solidarity
and cultural citizenship.

The three cultural categories described so far, “Malays,” “Chinese,” and “Indians” are
considered the three main “races” of Melaka and of Malaysia in general. A few local
residents even told me that these are the only three types of races in Melaka. “Malays”
are the “first group” or “majority”; and the Chinese are the “second group” and the
Indians are the “third group.” The government typically uses the “Malay-Chinese-Indian-
Other” formula for official documents. Yet, most local residents have informed me that
there are several other types of “races” or bangsa living in Melaka and to these | will now
turn.

“Serani” is one of these high-level categories, a category associated with Christianity.
“Serani” is derived from “nasrani,” the word for “Kristian” in Malay. But unlike the case
with “Malay,” “Chinese,” and “Indian” categories, the mere mention of their religious
faith, Christianity, does not by default signify the “Serani” category because there are
large numbers of Chinese and Indian Christians in Melaka. Yet “Serani” are expected to
be Christian, “Katolik” in particular, and are often indexed by the wearing of crosses
around their necks and the hanging of framed pictures of Mother Mary, Jesus Christ, or
angels over the doorways of their homes. As with Buddhists and Hindus, “Serani” are
evaluated negatively as people who embrace a religion other than Islam, the official
national religion.

Local Melakans considered “Serani” to be the descendants of European men,
Portuguese or Dutch, who intermarried with Asian women. Thus, people often used
“Serani” interchangeable with the category “Eurasian.” “Serani” or “Eurasians” are
expected to use European names, especially surnames. Although locals fundamentally
regarded them as the descendants of “immigrants,” Malay government officials have
given them a sort of honorary Bumiputera status within the last two decades. Extension
of Bumiputera status to “Serani” has all owed them to enjoy some of cial benefits this
status affords.® Yet, the emphasis upon their European, colonial forefathers, highlights
that they are not true “sons of the soil” as their roots lie elsewhere. In addition, people
expected “Serani” people to speak English or “Kristang,” a Portuguese creole, rather than
the national language. This emphasis upon European ancestry and language carries a low
ranking in general Malaysian society.

Furthermore, they receive negative evaluations for their expected occupation, place of
residence, and skin tone. Locals assumed “Serani” to be fishermen who live off the coast
in a “settlement” granted to them by the British colonial government several decades ago.
Indeed, most of the respondents to my map survey associated “Serani” or “Eurasian” and
“Portugis” with this “settlement” which was occasionally called “kampung Portugis.”
The Malaysian national government has built a “Portugis Square” in the coastal
settlement to foster tourism in Melaka. “Portugis” sold some of the fish and shrimp
caught off the coast, in the Straits of Melaka, in many of the restaurants located both
inside and outside of this square. Streets in this settlement bear Portuguese, Dutch, and
British surnames, named after famous European personalities.

Although people assumed them to have “orang putih™ ancestors, “Serani” are
expected to be “brown skinned” and many locals find it difficult to distinguish them from
“Malays.” Other locals find it difficult to associate them with any particular phenotypic
characteristics, stating that many of “Serani” look like “Indians” or “Chinese” while
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others look like “Malays.” People often say that they have to refer to cultural traits such
as the wearing of crosses, European names or the speaking of English or Kristang, to
distinguish them from other cultural categories. Yet, the general expectation that they are
of various shades of darker-than-“fair”’-complexion leaves them with lower ranking in
Malaysian society.

Similarly, “Baba” (male) and “Nyonya™ (female), also called “Peranakan” or
“Straits-born Chinese,” are considered to be less “fair” skinned than “pure” Chinese and
are consequently ranked lower in terms of this attribute. People considered them as
offspring of Chinese immigrants who intermarried with “local people” or “Malays.”
Conventionally, people think that it was Chinese men, in particular, who intermarried
with local “Malay” women. The “hybrid” offspring of these interracial marriages of the
distant past are viewed as being both racially and culturally “mixed” or campur. Many of
the respondents to my map survey still associate Baba and Nyonya with several streets in
the old part of town where they used to own much of the property and where some Baba
currently own and operate a museum representing their heritage. However, over the years
Babas and Nyonyas have lost control of most of the property in this area to recent
Chinese immigrants of various dialect groups. Map survey respondents also tended to
associate Babas and Nyonyas with several “mixed” or “‘campur” spaces north of the
Melaka River, places such as Tengkera and Kelebang, and viewed them as living in
several neighborhoods dispersed around the town area.

Local people expected Baba and Nyonya to have maintained their forefather’s belief in
“Chinese” religion and practice of “Chinese” customs, although they have adopted
“Malay” culture in many other areas of life. Locals assumed Chinese Peranakan to be
“Buddhists” or followers of Buddhist, Taoist, and Confucian beliefs and practices. They
are expected to pray in Buddhist-Taoist temples, to keep ancestral tablets, and to have
Chinese names. Small red altars with offerings to the gods often index their homes as
with “pure” Chinese. On the other hand, they are expected to speak Malay in their homes
rather than any Chinese language. They are assumed to have little proficiency in any
Chinese language. Baba and Nyonya are viewed as being gregarious and open like
“Malays.” In addition, Peranakan are expected to wear “Malay” style clothing such as
the sarong and kebaya, to sing “Malay” style songs such as dondang sayang, and to cook
hot spicy cuisine like “Malays.” Baba and Nyonya receive negative evaluations for their
maintenance of “Chinese” religion, but positive evaluations for “Malay” culture traits that
they have adopted over the years.

Local Melakans conventionally described another “hybrid” high-level category,
“Chitty,” as the Indian version of Chinese Peranakan or Baba and Nyonya. They are the
descendants of “Indian” Hindu men who migrated to Melaka centuries ago and
intermarried with 