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• 1  • 
Scripting the Natio n 

National Culture ... is  a contingent product of  history, of  struggle. It 
is also not an invariant  condition: it is not something a state either 
has or does not have ... national  cultural integration is a fluid process 
rooted in power, not a fixed condition  of social health. 

— Richard G. Fox, Nationalist Ideologies and 
the Production of National Cultures1 

HISTORICAL BACKDRO P 

Although th e Malaysia n an d Singaporea n government s hav e deploye d 
very different languag e an d cultura l policie s towards achievin g Nationa l 
Culture, th e raciall y base d principle s underlyin g th e constructio n an d 
mobilisation o f thes e policie s expos e th e colonialis t ideolog y tha t 
remains entrenched within the upper echelons o f power. In order to gain 
a bette r understandin g o f Malaysia n an d Singaporea n form s o f natio n 
building, i t is necessary to first undertake a  brief historica l survey of post -
independence politica l development s i n the countrie s concerned , a s a 
way o f providin g a  wide r comparativ e framewor k a s wel l a s drawin g 
attention t o th e exten t t o whic h th e historie s o f th e tw o countrie s ar e 
intertwined. 

Unlike som e o f th e othe r Britis h colonies , Malay a achieve d 
independence i n 195 7 in a  relatively peacefu l manner . Th e reaso n wa s 
largely tha t th e Unite d Malay s Nationa l Organisation-le d Allianc e 
government wa s able to guarantee th e protectio n o f British investment s 
in th e country . Th e leader s o f th e Allianc e wer e th e Englis h educate d 
elite from th e three main racial groups (Malay , Chinese and Indian) . The 
coalition wa s forme d o n th e agreemen t tha t th e Malay s would contro l 
the structure s an d symbol s o f governmen t i n retur n fo r non-Malay s 
gaining citizenshi p rights , includin g th e freedo m t o pursu e economic , 
cultural an d religiou s interests . I n effect , th e Allianc e bargai n se t th e 
precedent fo r the Malay/non-Malay dichotom y that would pervad e ever y 
facet o f Malaysian societ y by confirming th e politica l hegemon y o f th e 
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Malays whil e protectin g th e economi c interest s o f th e predominantl y 
Chinese bourgeoisie . Accordin g t o th e 200 0 governmen t census , th e 
Malays for m approximatel y 66.1 % of th e populatio n o f th e Federatio n 
of Malaysia . The Chines e constitut e abou t 25.3% , the Indian s 7.4 % an d 
'Others' for m 1.4 % o f the tota l population. 2 Th e smal l margin betwee n 
the Mala y and non-Mala y population s ha s been a  source o f continuou s 
political tensio n i n the country . 

By comparison , Singapore' s pat h t o independenc e wa s mor e 
complicated. Th e islan d attaine d ful l interna l self-governmen t i n 195 9 
under th e leadershi p o f Le e Kua n Ye w an d th e People' s Actio n Party . 
Ideological rift s betwee n PA P moderate s wh o wante d t o develo p th e 
economy b y encouraging privat e loca l and foreig n investment s an d th e 
left-wing extremist s who aime d a t a  socialist and , ultimately , communis t 
state, were intensifying . Thi s affected th e party' s relations with the trad e 
unions, and by 1961 , it was obvious that industrial unres t and communis t 
infiltration wa s a  threa t no t onl y t o th e politica l stabilit y o f Singapor e 
but to the entire region. S o great was the threa t that Malaysia was force d 
to sugges t a  merge r a s a  securit y measure , t o cur b th e sprea d o f 
communism. Th e Britis h Crow n Colonie s o f Nort h Borne o wer e als o 
invited into the Federation , t o prevent Singapore' s Chinese majority fro m 
challenging Mala y dominance i n the peninsula . I n 1963 , the Federatio n 
of Malaysi a wa s forme d wit h Malaysia , Singapore , Saba h an d Sarawak . 
Problems starte d immediatel y wit h protes t an d militar y threat s fro m 
Indonesia an d th e Philippines , bu t th e mai n sourc e o f concern wa s th e 
irreconcilable politica l differences betwee n th e leaders o f Singapore an d 
Malaya. The Singapor e governmen t wa s inten t on building a  democrati c 
multiracial societ y an d refuse d t o conced e t o th e privilegin g o f Mala y 
culture, whic h remaine d a  significan t aspec t o f th e organisatio n o f th e 
Federation. Th e cal l fo r a  'Malaysia n Malaysia ' b y th e PA P (an d it s 
peninsula counterpart , th e Democrati c Actio n Party , o r DAP ) gaine d 
much suppor t fro m th e non-Malay s i n th e peninsula , wh o wer e 
becoming disillusioned wit h the co-option o f their ethnic representative s 
in the Alliance. The threat of losing the non-Malay vote ovenode al l other 
considerations fo r th e Alliance government , an d i n 1965 , Singapore wa s 
expelled fro m th e Federation . 

Left t o it s own limite d natura l resources , Singapor e wa s faced wit h 
the dauntin g prospec t o f creatin g a  natio n o f predominantl y Chines e 
citizens i n a n otherwis e Malay-dominate d region . Th e 200 0 censu s 
indicates tha t the populatio n o f just over fou r millio n consist s o f 76.8% 
Chinese, 13-9 % Malays, 7.9 % Indians an d 1.4 % 'Others'. 3 The Chines e 
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majority ha s mean t tha t racia l tensio n i s often evoke d bot h withi n an d 
without th e country , althoug h i t i s b y n o mean s comparabl e t o th e 
Malaysian situation . Industrialisatio n an d modernisatio n o f Singaporea n 
commercial an d communication system s were deemed imperativ e to the 
success o f th e republic . Large-scal e structura l development s wer e 
rigorously implemented , an d th e worldwide economi c boom o f the lat e 
1960s and 1970 s consolidated Singapore' s eminenc e a s an internationa l 
broker i n East-Wes t trade . Th e PA P governmen t ha d t o compromis e 
much o f it s socialis t ideal s i n th e driv e fo r maximu m efficienc y an d 
growth; a  mixe d econom y wa s adopte d whic h combine d privat e 
enterprise with stat e participation, an d incentive s were offered t o privat e 
(local an d foreign ) capital . B y 1975 , Singapor e wa s th e world' s thir d 
largest port an d a  leading economic presence i n the region. Nonetheless , 
a pric e ha d t o b e pai d fo r materia l progress , an d i t was i n th e for m o f 
increasing politica l restrictions . There was suppression o f views contrar y 
to th e government' s position , rigi d contro l o f th e medi a an d othe r 
ideological stat e apparatuses , an d legislativ e powe r ove r th e labou r 
market. Th e PA P had committe d Singapor e t o the pat h o f competitive , 
dynamic growth b y imposin g constraint s within an d without . Capitalis m 
and self-sufficienc y wer e encouraged , an d nationa l prid e wa s fostere d 
by stressing the materia l achievement s an d superiorit y o f it s people. This 
attitude ha s sometime s bee n perceive d a s arrogan t b y neighbourin g 
countries, includin g Malaysia . There was intense rivalry between th e tw o 
states i n th e immediat e year s afte r th e separation , an d t o thi s day , 
relations betwee n th e tw o countrie s ar e ofte n strained . 

Singapore continue d t o grow from strengt h t o strength i n the 1980 s 
and 1990s , as the governmen t move d int o the real m o f stat e capitalism . 
The PA P remain s th e dominan t rulin g part y an d maintain s contro l b y 
means o f an efficient part y machinery, an d through the institutions of the 
government (includin g communit y organisations) , th e judiciary , an d 
media. I n recen t years , ther e appear s t o b e a  growin g resentment , 
particularly by the post-war generation, o f the stifling politica l culture. Lee 
Kuan Yew relinquished hi s position towards the end of 1990 but continue s 
to influence governmen t i n his role as Senior Minister. His successor, Go h 
Chok Tong , ha s no t mad e an y radica l departur e fro m Lee' s for m o f 
government, despit e earlie r promises o f a  more relaxe d style . 

Violent race riots erupted i n the Malaysian capital , Kuala Lumpur, o n 
13 May 1969, marking the turning point in the country's politics. The event 
was precipitate d b y th e enormou s gain s mad e b y th e non-Mala y 
opposition partie s i n a n electio n campaig n dominate d b y communa l 
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issues. A  stat e o f Nationa l Emergenc y wa s declared , th e Constitutio n 
suspended an d th e Parliamen t disbanded . Parliamen t resume d i n 197 1 
with a  new nationa l ideology that placed Malay culture as the foundatio n 
of nationa l unity , an d a  Ne w Economi c Pla n (NEP) . Th e Constitutio n 
Amendment Ac t of 197 1 forbade th e discussion o f 'sensitive ' issues suc h 
as Malay privileges, the status of Malay as the national language, citizenship 
rights and th e sovereignt y o f the rulers . The amende d Constitutio n als o 
facilitated th e implementation o f the NEP. In spite of the NEP's stated ai m 
of the eradication o f poverty for al l Malaysians, irrespective o f thei r race, 
it was primaril y designed fo r th e economi c advancemen t o f the Malays . 
The goa l was fo r Malay s to own 30 % of equity capital , non-Malay s 40%o 
and foreigners 30%) , by 1990 . Although the reforms institute d through th e 
NEP an d it s successor , th e Nationa l Developmen t Polic y (NDP) , hav e 
reduced povert y and led to the growth o f the Malay middle and busines s 
classes, concer n i s growing ove r th e influenc e o f politica l patronag e i n 
the business sector, the increasingly inequitable distribution of wealth, an d 
the apparent increas e in corruption and other abuses of power.4 The NEP 
and th e privilegin g o f Mala y interest s have , i n effect , legitimise d racia l 
discrimination an d perpetuate d economi c inequality. 5 

In a  mov e toward s absorbin g an d neutralisin g som e o f th e 
opposition parties , the Alliance formed th e Barisan  Nasional  (Nationa l 
Front) comprising the UMNO, the Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA) 
and th e Malaysia n India n Associatio n (MIC ) i n 1973 . Th e remainin g 
opposition partie s i n th e 1980 s an d earl y 1990 s wer e to o wea k an d 
divided b y politica l ideolog y t o represen t an y rea l threat . Th e tria l an d 
subsequent imprisonmen t o f Deput y Prim e Ministe r Anwar Ibrahi m i n 
1998 acted a s a catalyst for a  new wave of mass politicisation an d le d t o 
the formatio n o f th e multiracia l Barisan  Alternatif  coalitio n consistin g 
of the DAP , Parti Islam Se-Malaysia  (Islamic Party of Malaysia, o r PAS), 
Parti Keadilan  Nasional  (Nationa l Justic e Party ) an d Parti  Rakyat 
Malaysia (People' s Part y of Malaysia) for the 199 9 election. I n 2001 , the 
DAP pulled ou t of the Barisan Alternatif  "due to irreconcilable difference s 
citing th e PA S policy o n th e establishmen t o f a n Islami c state . There i s 
growing concern by moderate Muslims and non-Muslims alike about th e 
possibility of an Islamic state as a result of the increased interes t in Islamic 
revivalism. Prim e Ministe r Mahathi r Mohama d steppe d dow n i n 200 2 
after twenty-on e year s i n office . Althoug h th e Anwar cas e ha d le d t o a 
significant erosio n o f popula r Mala y suppor t fo r UMNO , Mahathi r 
managed t o recuperat e som e o f tha t suppor t a s a  moderat e Musli m 
leader i n th e post-Septembe r 1 1 struggl e agains t regressiv e Islamis m 
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before retiring . UMNO' s dominanc e wa s furthe r consolidate d b y hi s 
successor, Abdulla h Ahmad Badawi' s overwhelmin g victor y in the 200 3 
federal elections . Th e result s hav e bee n interprete d a s a  persona l 
endorsement fo r Adulla h Badaw i wh o ha s cultivate d a n imag e a s a 
corruption fighte r an d a  moderate an d progressiv e Musli m leader . 

NARRATING NATIO N 

Nationalism, accordin g t o Hans Kohn , 'i s a politica l creed tha t underlie s 
the cohesio n o f moder n societie s an d thei r clai m t o authority . 
Nationalism centre s the suprem e loyalt y o f the overwhelmin g majorit y 
of the peopl e upo n th e nation-state , eithe r existing or desired'.6 See n i n 
this light , nationalis m i s a n ideologica l construc t tha t attempt s t o 
legitimise a  particula r powe r structur e b y lendin g permanenc e an d 
authority t o what i s an otherwis e flui d an d ofte n contradictor y proces s 
of governance . 

Nationalism a s myth works t o efface th e trace s o f it s own historica l 
production b y representing th e nation a s a  transcendental signifier . Th e 
act o f reinscribin g th e politica l bod y operate s throug h a  proces s o f 
selection and , mor e importantly , th e exclusio n o f particula r values , 
beliefs an d practice s tha t conflic t wit h th e interest s o f th e rulin g elite . 
Historical, cultura l an d racia l continuities ar e often fabricate d t o suppor t 
political dominance, while new symbols such a s the flag and the nationa l 
anthem ar e created t o facilitate collectiv e identification . T o quote Ernes t 
Gellner: 'Nationalis m i s no t th e awakenin g o f nation s t o self -
consciousness; i t invents  nation s where the y d o no t exist'. 7 

Nationalism i s ofte n describe d a s bein g Janus-faced , an d thi s i s 
particularly tru e i n th e postcolonia l context . O n th e on e hand , 
nationalism i s creative an d progressiv e i n the strivin g for solidarit y an d 
self-determination, bu t o n th e othe r hand , i t ca n b e reactionar y an d 
totalitarian i n it s attempt t o impos e cultura l homogeneity . Ther e i s th e 
danger tha t in enforcing socio-politica l unity through cultural  discourses , 
the dominan t clas s o r cultur e i s privilege d a t th e expens e o f th e les s 
powerful. Th e designatio n o f powe r i s furthe r complicate d b y th e 
presence o f neocolonial forces tha t maintain a  firm grip on the econom y 
through collaboratio n wit h th e bourgeoi s rulin g elite . Accordin g t o 
Richard Fox , nationalis t ideolog y i s define d a s th e productio n o f 
conceptions o f peoplehood : 
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A nationa l cultur e start s ou t a s a  nationalis t ideology , tha t is , a 
consciousness or perception of what the nation is or should be, which 
then gain s publi c meanin g an d i s put int o action . Usuall y there are 
several coexisting and even contradictory perceptions, which constitute 
competitive nationalist ideologies. A national culture emerges from the 
confrontation ove r wha t th e natio n shoul d an d wil l b e amon g 
nationalist ideologies . Struggle s amon g nationalis t ideologie s — 
contests over ideas as well as conflicts between people — may propel 
one nationalis t ideolog y int o dominanc e an d leav e other s b y th e 
wayside.8 

Although the construction o f a national cultura l policy lends politica l 
and institutiona l weight t o a  particular nationalis t ideology , thi s does no t 
necessarily mea n th e erasur e o f competin g ideologies . Neithe r doe s i t 
mean tha t national culture , as lived praxis , will conform t o the dominan t 
nationalist ideology . Rather , 'Nationa l Culture ' i s bes t understoo d a s a 
formalised politica l discourse tha t attempts to impose specifi c ideologica l 
constraints o n th e proces s o f representatio n an d identification ; i t i s 
officially designate d an d shoul d no t be confuse d wit h th e desire s o f th e 
people. 

MALAYSIA 

Malay Nationalism 

The Malaysia n approac h t o natio n buildin g correspond s t o Joshu a 
Fishman's definitio n o f 'nationalism' , whic h involve s th e impositio n o f 
a supranationa l identit y based o n the politically dominant 'host ' culture. 9 

The mai n ai m i s to enforce cultura l an d linguisti c homogeneit y i n wha t 
is a n essentiall y pluralis t community . Nationa l identit y i s constructe d 
through a  system of closure and exclusio n by promulgating th e politica l 
values and cultura l symbols held by only one segmen t o f the polity . The 
privileging o f th e Mala y cultur e a s th e teras  (foundation) o f Malaysia n 
national identit y i s signified b y th e nationa l slogan : Satu  Negara,  Satu 
Bangsa, Satu  Bahasa  (On e Nation , On e Race , On e Language) . Th e 
Malay language , o r th e post-independenc e term , Bahasa  Malaysia 
(Malaysian Language) , commands th e status of a  national language , an d 
Islam is the national religion . All symbols and procedures o f governmen t 
including th e monarc h (a s hea d o f stat e an d protecto r o f Islam ) ar e 
derived fro m Mala y sources. The nationa l anthe m i s an ol d Malay song, 



Scripting the Natio n • 

and th e insigni a o f th e nationa l airlin e i s a  Mala y kite . Althoug h th e 
Rukunegara (nationa l ideology) contains an explicit statement promotin g 
a multicultura l society , Mala y politica l an d cultura l supremac y i s 
nonetheless constitutionall y protecte d i n contrast t o non-Malay interests . 

The Nationa l Consultativ e Council , whic h wa s forme d i n th e 
immediate perio d afte r th e 196 9 riots , se t ou t t o establis h positiv e an d 
practical guidelines fo r interracia l co-operatio n an d socia l integration fo r 
the growt h o f a  national identity . Thi s led to the implementatio n o f th e 
NEP, the Constitutiona l Amendments t o protect Malay privileges, and th e 
prohibition o n discussion s o f issues such a s race and language . Finally , 
there wa s th e inauguratio n o f the Rukunegara,  whic h wa s inspire d b y 
the Indonesia n nationa l ideology , th e Pancasila.  Th e contradictio n 
between th e state d rhetori c o f democracy an d multiculturalism , an d th e 
existing politica l structur e i s nowher e mor e explici t tha n i n thi s 
declaration o f national beliefs . The second principl e declares unqualifie d 
loyalty to both kin g and country , despit e the fact tha t both construction s 
are specificall y Malay-oriented . Th e thir d principle , whic h i s th e 
upholding o f the constitution , necessaril y entail s acceptanc e o f and co -
operation wit h th e institutiona l bia s toward s th e Mala y a s Bumiputera 
(son o f the soil) . This leads to a  situation i n which al l other democrati c 
considerations withi n th e multiethni c contex t ar e subordinate d t o th e 
protection o f Malay primacy. The ethni c minoritie s ar e permitte d right s 
as befits an y othe r citizen , bu t onl y within th e parameter s permitte d b y 
the Malay-dominate d state . 

The politica l upheaval s o f 196 9 also led to the establishmen t o f th e 
1971 Nationa l Cultura l Policy , whic h identifie d th e principle s o f 
Malaysian culture as : 1) necessarily based on the indigenous/Bumiputera 
culture, 2 ) able to incorporate suitabl e an d 'pertinent ' element s fro m th e 
other culture s and , 3 ) focused o n Isla m a s an importan t elemen t i n th e 
formation o f the Nationa l Culture. 10 The identificatio n o f an 'indigenou s 
culture' an d th e qualification o f 'pertinent ' cultura l trait s from 'minority ' 
communities serv e t o obscur e a  furthe r politica l agenda . Th e 
marginalisation o f the non-Malays i s explicit; thei r cultura l contribution s 
will be deeme d suitabl e onl y i f they enhanc e th e (Malay ) status  quo. 

The dominan t presuppositio n tha t th e Nationa l Cultur e i s Mala y 
culture ha s neve r bee n effectivel y countere d b y th e Malaysia n 
government; o n th e contrary , ther e hav e bee n numerou s example s o f 
overt cultura l discriminatio n suc h a s the lion dance controvers y i n 1979, 
when th e then-Home Affairs Ministe r declared tha t the lion dance (widel y 
held a s a  positive Chines e contributio n t o Malaysian culture ) coul d no t 
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be considere d Malaysia n becaus e 'th e danc e originate d fro m Chin a 
where i t is now extinc t and, a s such .. . coul d no t develop further'. 11 Thi s 
pronouncement ha d significan t repercussion s o n cultura l and civi l rights, 
as police permit s were thereo n require d fo r publi c performances o f th e 
dance. T o preven t heightene d communa l hostilities , symbol s o f 
multicultural Malaysi a consis t mainl y o f th e variou s cultura l 'styles ' o f 
dance, music , food, dres s and so forth, belongin g to the three major racia l 
groups. Representative s fro m th e Chinese an d India n communitie s hav e 
protested agains t th e legitimac y o f th e Nationa l Cultura l Policy , an d 
numerous documents have been lodged with the Ministry of Culture over 
the years . Th e lates t an d mos t comprehensiv e memorandu m wa s 
submitted i n 199 9 b y th e Malaysia n Chines e Organisations ' Electio n 
Appeals (popularl y know n b y its Mandarin name , Suqiu),  a  coalition o f 
thirteen nationa l Chines e organisations . To date, littl e has been don e b y 
the authoritie s t o addres s thes e concerns , othe r tha n t o dismis s th e 
legitimacy o f non-governmen t organisation s suc h a s Suqiu  b y likenin g 
them t o communis t group s o f the past . 

Raymond Lee asserts that while most Malaysians have come to terms 
with Malay political power , communa l antagonis m ha s been transpose d 
onto the cultura l an d religiou s scene with th e figh t t o position th e thre e 
major ethni c groups within the statu s hierarchy. 12 Example s o f the figh t 
for symboli c dominanc e includ e th e controvers y ove r th e orde r fo r al l 
graduates t o wear th e traditiona l Mala y dress i n a  university graduatio n 
ceremony an d th e privilegin g o f the constructio n o f Malay mosques i n 
prime location s i n contras t t o tha t o f Chines e temples. 13 I f nationalis m 
is taken t o mean nation-consciousness , tha t i s awareness o f belongin g 
to wha t Benedic t Anderso n call s a n 'imagine d community', 14 the n 
nationalism in Malaysia remains a predominantly Malay imagining. Milton 
Esman argue s tha t th e developmen t o f a  syncreti c Malaysia n nationa l 
identity i s unlikely , give n th e salienc e o f communalism : Th e nationa l 
identity i s thu s unfamiliar , shallo w .. . I t i s emotionall y empt y t o th e 
Chinese an d othe r non-Malay s becaus e al l th e officia l symbol s o f th e 
state .. . draw exclusivel y from Mala y culture . They contai n no t a  singl e 
symbol drawn from th e traditions of any of the non-Malay peoples whic h 
could gri p the m emotionally'. 15 

It should be noted that the cleavage between Malays and non-Malay s 
should no t obscur e dispute s withi n an d betwee n th e minorit y racia l 
groups abou t wha t th e Nationa l Cultur e ought t o be. Similarly , there ar e 
competing ideologie s within the Malay community regarding the concep t 
of a  National Culture: 16 Nationalis t faction s exis t within th e Bumiputera 
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circle o f bureaucrati c intellectual s tha t deman d a  stronger Mala y focus ; 
Islamic revivalis t faction s hav e bee n callin g for increase d Islamicisatio n 
of stat e culture . 

Language and  Education  Policies 

Although th e ai m of making Malay the nationa l languag e was explicitl y 
to creat e a  sens e o f socia l cohesio n an d nationa l identification , th e 
salience of race in the national imagining has meant tha t Bahasa Malaysi a 
has no t been abl e to disarticulate itsel f fro m it s cultural roots . According 
to Tham , th e Mala y languag e i s th e singl e mos t manifes t indicato r o f 
Malayness.17 The promotio n o f the languag e i s therefore paramoun t i n 
the rationalisation o f the Malays as the 'natural ' and historically legitimat e 
rulers. The Malay adage Bahasa  fiwa  Bangsa'  (Language  i s the sou l o f 
the nation ) suggest s i n par t th e significanc e o f th e languag e t o bot h 
cultural an d politica l identity , a s does the sloga n employe d i n the earl y 
days o f Malay nationalism, 'Hiduplah  Bahasa!  Hiduplah  Bangsa!'  (Lon g 
live the language ! Long live the race/nation!) . The elevation o f Malay to 
Bahasa Malaysi a implie s tha t th e othe r non-Mala y language s ar e n o 
longer Malaysian languages; their status is akin to other foreign language s 
like Japanese o r Dutch . 

The government' s promotio n o f the nationa l languag e i s integrall y 
linked t o it s education policies . The Raza k Repor t o f 195 6 presented a 
blueprint fo r nationa l education . The recommendations were acceptabl e 
to th e majorit y o f th e ethni c group s whos e leader s wer e anxiou s t o 
present an image of inter-ethnic tolerance in the leadup to independence . 
The repor t recommende d makin g Mala y th e nationa l languag e whil e 
preserving an d sustainin g th e growt h o f th e language s an d culture s o f 
other communitie s livin g i n th e country . I n th e immediat e post -
independence period , Englis h an d Mala y wer e recognise d a s officia l 
languages, an d Mala y was promoted t o the status of nationa l language . 
By 1967 , and i n the fac e o f growing Mala y ethnocentrism, th e Nationa l 
Language Ac t interprete d 'mai n language ' i n th e educatio n report s t o 
mean 'sol e language' , thereb y elevatin g Mala y t o th e positio n o f bot h 
the nationa l an d th e singula r officia l language . Th e 196 9 race riot s le d 
to the explici t instatement o f Malay dominance an d brought abou t a  new 
education polic y tha t privilege d Bahas a Malaysi a a s the sol e languag e 
of instructio n fo r al l education sectors . 

The vernacular Mandarin an d Tamil schools are therefore effectivel y 
peripherised. Thei r students ar e disadvantaged a s a resul t o f not gainin g 
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access t o Malay-medium nationa l tertiar y institutions , an d thei r lac k o f 
formal qualificatio n i n Bahas a Malaysi a disqualifie s the m fro m gainin g 
employment i n th e publi c service . Englis h educatio n i s onl y availabl e 
in privat e school s caterin g t o expatriate s an d loca l elite s an d i s geare d 
towards th e educatio n system s o f Wester n countries . A s th e 
Constitutional Amendmen t Ac t makes i t illegal to question th e statu s of 
the nationa l language , oppositiona l view s on th e issue o f language an d 
education ar e rarel y disseminated . Mos t loca l criticis m o f educatio n 
policy has , t o date , concentrate d o n issue s suc h a s th e injustice s 
associated wit h entr y int o tertiar y institutions , th e lac k o f fundin g t o 
vernacular schools , an d th e limite d acces s t o scholarship awards . 1 8 

Malay is the sole language o f official administratio n an d it s subsidiary 
concerns. All dealings with the stat e ar e therefore conducte d i n Bahas a 
Malaysia, an d competenc e i n th e languag e i s a  prim e requisit e fo r 
employment i n th e Civi l Service . Althoug h Englis h i s use d i n th e 
commercial spher e an d particularl y withi n multinationa l corporations , 
its status an d functio n hinge s o n it s value within the internationa l trad e 
and politica l arena . The government ha s always maintained th e necessit y 
of keeping Englis h a s a second languag e fo r suc h purpose s and , t o thi s 
end, communicatio n Englis h i s taugh t i n th e schoo l curriculum . Th e 
ambiguous statu s o f Englis h (whic h i s partl y relate d t o it s colonia l 
heritage) vis-a-vis  th e Malaysianisatio n o f th e educatio n syste m ha s 
resulted i n varyin g standard s o f competency . Whil e Englis h i s stil l 
accorded margina l status in official policy , there is now less overt hostility 
towards i t i n contras t t o th e earl y year s o f natio n building . Fear s ove r 
the declinin g standar d o f Englis h i n the las t decade ha s le d to a  revie w 
of the language policy, and there is now a renewed promotio n o f English 
in th e school s t o facilitat e th e country' s visio n o f attainin g develope d 
nation statu s by 2020 . 

Thus th e unconditiona l institutionalisatio n o f Bahas a Malaysi a i n 
both th e educatio n an d cultura l sphere s replicate s th e colonia l strateg y 
of maintainin g hegemoni c contro l b y excludin g th e Othe r fro m th e 
symbolic order . I t i s obviou s tha t i t i s no t th e Englis h languag e per  se 
that is a problem i n the debate as to whether English should play a more 
significant rol e i n bot h th e educatio n syste m an d th e cultura l scen e a t 
large. The fac t tha t the government sponsor s man y o f it s brighter Malay 
students t o stud y abroa d i n English-speaking countrie s t o benefi t fro m 
the education system s and th e high statu s accorded t o English speaker s 
in th e Mala y communit y point s t o th e politica l natur e o f th e languag e 
issue. There wa s eve n a  trend i n the 1970 s and 1980 s to recrui t Britis h 
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teachers t o teac h th e languag e i n th e mor e prestigiou s an d almos t 
exclusively Malay schools.19 I t is also worth notin g that English (o r rathe r 
the loca l variant o f it ) is used unofficiall y b y many Malaysians , i n bot h 
intra- an d inter-ethni c communications . Malaysia n Englis h differ s fro m 
the generic form i n that it s speakers cove r a  wider range of the linguisti c 
spectrum an d ar e pron e t o switchin g code s an d register s wit h libera l 
'borrowings' from th e othe r loca l vernaculars. I t is therefore obviou s tha t 
the structura l resistanc e t o the Englis h language i s at odds with the live d 
experience o f man y Malaysian s fo r who m Englis h i s a  firs t o r secon d 
language. On e could , instead , argu e tha t th e Englis h languag e i s 
problematic t o the Malay state because i t is the language o f the colonia l 
elite and represents a  history which i t is now attempting to disavow, eve n 
while remainin g locke d int o colonia l ideologie s o f race an d culture . 

The minorit y ethni c language s continu e t o b e use d i n privat e 
domestic sphere s a s wel l a s withi n th e respectiv e ethni c commercia l 
organisations, becaus e communa l politic s ensur e th e internalisatio n o f 
ethnocentrism an d th e preservatio n o f it s cultura l manifestations . Th e 
Malaysian cas e prove s Anderson' s poin t tha t i t is a mistake to overstat e 
the value o f a  national languag e vis-a-vis  nation-ness.20 While i t may b e 
said in theory tha t Bahasa Malaysi a i s available to al l citizens and shoul d 
facilitate a  sense o f communit y an d equality , th e fac t remain s tha t mos t 
aspects o f th e symbolic  nation  ar e expresse d b y Mala y culture . Thi s 
effectively hinder s identificatio n an d co-operatio n b y thos e exclude d 
from it s terms o f reference . I n other words , the functio n o f the nationa l 
language or any other signifier o f official politica l identity may be rejecte d 
by a  significan t proportio n o f th e polity , becaus e th e live d experienc e 
of the citizenry does no t matc h the promise s o f the nationalis t rhetoric. 21 

Bumiputeraism 

Communalism an d th e politicisation o f race have antecedent s i n colonia l 
history. Judith Nagat a claim s tha t there i s strong evidence tha t race wa s 
not significan t i n th e constructio n o f eithe r individua l o r collectiv e 
identity i n th e precolonia l perio d bu t rathe r functione d a s merel y on e 
aspect o f a  broader se t o f socio-economi c an d politica l consideration s 
in grou p transactions. 22 Th e presenc e o f culturall y hybridise d 
communities suc h a s the Strait s Chinese an d th e Jawi Peranakan  poin t 
to th e degre e o f socia l fluidit y an d cultura l accommodatio n prevailin g 
then. Thi s probabl y reflect s th e greate r economi c an d politica l 
dependence o f th e immigran t group s o n th e Mala y community , an d 
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particularly on it s ruling elites. The increase in the number o f immigrant s 
encouraged b y the colonia l government an d th e displacemen t o f Malay 
political powe r le d t o a  radica l reorganisatio n o f socia l an d cultura l 
relations amon g th e Asian communities . Britis h colonialis m resulte d i n 
the division of labour along racial lines, which cause d ethnic boundarie s 
to rigidify . Accordin g t o Nagata : 

Forced t o mov e alon g groove s carve d fo r the m b y an alie n power , 
fluidity an d freedo m o f operatio n gav e wa y t o close d rank s an d 
defensiveness, and the question of separate origins and distinct cultures 
became th e rationale s fo r thes e rivalries , rathe r tha n bein g merel y 
incidental to them ... [It] was only with eventual unification into a single 
political state that these separate communities truly could be said to 
have become 'ethnic' , since the idea of ethnicity presupposes parts of 
a larger (political) whole.23 

Communalism wa s encourage d a s a  mean s o f controllin g an d 
perpetuating 'indirec t rule' . Amon g th e measure s take n wer e th e 
recognition an d protectio n o f the Malays and Aborigina l people s a s th e 
indigenous populatio n agains t th e influ x o f migrants . This was don e t o 
gain th e suppor t o f the Malay ruling clas s and wa s a n effectiv e for m o f 
labour control . Bumiputera  right s were subsequentl y enshrine d i n th e 
Independence Constitutio n o f 1957 . Accordin g t o th e document , th e 
definition o f a  Malay is determined largel y by culture: someon e wh o i s 
a Muslim , habituall y speak s th e Mala y languag e an d follow s Mala y 
customs. That th e criteri a t o distinguish th e othe r racia l group s ar e no t 
defined lend s weigh t t o Raymon d Lee' s clai m tha t th e boundarie s o f 
Malay identity are formalised 's o that its legal status vis-a-vis other ethni c 
groups ca n no longe r be questioned . Th e boundaries o f the non-Mala y 
groups remai n implied , meanin g tha t the y lac k th e lega l mean s t o 
regulate ethni c membership'. 24 

The discourse o f Malay hegemony i s based o n th e premis e tha t th e 
Malays are what the present prim e ministe r terms 'th e definitive people' , 
who forme d th e firs t effectiv e governmen t i n th e land. 25 Malay s ar e 
accorded a  privileged positio n because the y are the 'true ' subjects o f th e 
Malay king s wh o ar e charge d wit h th e protectio n o f Islam , th e Mala y 
language an d customar y laws . Resident s o f th e Tanah  Melayu  (Mala y 
kingdom) wh o d o no t liv e up t o the criteri a ar e perceive d a s les s tha n 
'true' subject s an d shoul d b e treated accordingly. 26 Al l issues pertainin g 
to lan d an d th e symboli c expression s o f statu s traditionall y unde r th e 
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auspices o f the sultanate ar e transferced ont o the state , which effectivel y 
marginalises al l non-Malay claims . 

The Mala y stat e has , thus , appropriate d th e historical-politica l 
discourse o f cultura l legitimac y b y firstl y redefinin g th e term s o f 
Malayness o r Bumiputeraism,  an d secondl y marginalisin g th e non -
Malays. The firs t contex t regarding mythic reconstruction i s demonstrated 
by Nagata' s documentatio n o f the collapsin g o f 'traditional ' difference s 
between th e loca l Mala y communitie s an d th e 'othe r Malays'. 27 Thi s 
enshrinement o f a  primordia l homogeneou s Mala y cultura l identit y is , 
arguably, th e mos t obviou s for m o f postcolonia l recuperatio n an d 
demonstrates th e perpetuatio n o f colonia l myth s o f authenticity . Th e 
second factor function s a s a response to the first since , despite a  commo n 
citizenship, ther e no w exis t tw o categorie s o f citizens . The ter m kaum 
pendatang (immigran t community ) onl y came int o use with th e adven t 
of Malay nationalism. I t is a relatively new term i n the Malay vocabulary 
that has been self-consciousl y coine d a s an antithesi s to the equally ne w 
Bumiputera concept. 28 Accordin g t o Chandr a Muzaffar , th e obviou s 
outcome o f the institutionalisatio n o f the Bumiputera-kaum  pendatang 
opposition wa s 'th e development o f interest s and attitude s which woul d 
create a n entir e belief-syste m ou t o f a  primordia l feeling'. 29 Th e Malay s 
have come to believe that their privileged positio n i s an inalienable righ t 
instead o f a  temporar y measur e initiate d t o creat e a  mor e equitabl e 
society, while the non-Malays resis t marginalisation b y reconstructing a n 
identity based o n th e fragment s o f a  premigratory past . 

SINGAPORE 

Multicultural Ideology 

The course take n by the Singapor e governmen t i s aimed a t the creatio n 
of a  synthetic Singaporea n identit y composed o f the traditional element s 
of al l the majo r communities . Fishman refer s t o this pragmatic approac h 
to reconciling interethni c difference s a s 'nationism'. 30 Stat e interventio n 
is justified o n th e ground s tha t enforce d homogenisatio n ma y lea d t o 
heightened ethni c hostility , an d nationa l unit y i s to be achieve d o n th e 
basis o f share d politica l symbol s withou t th e pre-eminenc e o f an y on e 
ethnic languag e o r culture . Nationis m differentiate s betwee n politica l 
identity and cultura l identity , an d the promotion o f the latte r i s not see n 
to be i n conflic t wit h th e former . 
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The ostensibl e approac h take n t o creat e a  pragmati c notio n o f 
nationhood, base d o n wha t ar e assume d t o be commo n economi c an d 
social goal s suc h a s materia l wealth , a  hig h standar d o f living , 
modernisation an d a  peaceful environment , i s signified b y the nationa l 
motto, Majulah  Singapura  (Singapor e Progress) . According t o the firs t 
prime minister , Le e Kua n Yew , 'Th e government' s polic y wa s no t t o 
"assimilate", bu t t o integrate ou r differen t communities , i n other words , 
to build up commo n attribute s such a s one commo n workin g language , 
same loyalties , simila r values an d attitudes , so a s to make th e differen t 
communities a  more cohesiv e nation'. 31 

The Singaporea n multicultura l mode l ha s been describe d a s a  'stir -
fry': Chinese , Malay , India n an d Othe r culture s formin g th e mai n 
ingredients, popularly refened t o as the CMIO formula. Th e combinatio n 
of the principle s o f multiculturalism an d meritocracy ensures tha t no on e 
culture i s privileged, a t leas t i n theory. Cultura l pluralis m i s guarantee d 
by th e constitution , whic h offer s equa l citizenshi p t o al l the race s an d 
prohibits an y enactment s o f law s tha t discriminat e agains t citizen s o n 
racial an d religiou s grounds . Althoug h Malay s ar e recognise d a s th e 
indigenous peopl e o f th e island , th e natur e o f thi s statu s i s rathe r 
ambiguous.32 

Research ha s show n tha t despit e Singaporean s layin g clai m t o a 
strong sens e o f nationa l identification , rac e predominate s i n th e 
Singaporean nationa l imagining. 33 Thi s i s no t surprising , a s th e 
multicultural mode l o f Singaporean societ y inadvertently politicise s race: 
to b e classifie d an d identifie d a s a  membe r o f th e society , on e ha s t o 
claim a n ethnic/racia l label . Racia l origi n i s inscribe d i n compulsor y 
identity cards carried b y al l Singaporeans an d mus t be state d o n almos t 
every publi c administratio n form . Similarly , a n individual' s cultur e i s 
defined b y race ; the tw o d o no t var y independently. 34 Failur e t o clai m 
racial affiliatio n wit h on e o f th e element s o f th e four-cultur e paradig m 
is no t t o hav e a  culture , officially , a t all . The contradictio n withi n th e 
multicultural polic y i s revealed i n practice : o n th e on e hand , th e logi c 
of th e multiracia l mode l point s toward s th e productio n o f a  syntheti c 
Singaporean cultur e includin g officia l encouragemen t t o develo p a 
national costume, song, dance, and so forth. O n the other hand , i t forces 
individuals t o identif y eve n mor e closel y with thei r racia l communitie s 
in order to manifest evidenc e o f cultura l origins . According to Gammer , 
this leads to the paradoxica l situatio n i n which 'i f one i s too  much fo r a 
synthesis on e i s rootless ; bu t i f one i s too muc h fo r one' s ow n sourc e 
culture the n on e i s a  chauvinist'. 35 Th e resul t thu s fa r ha s bee n a n 
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enforced an d superficia l amalga m o f th e fou r officia l cultures . Th e 
'Instant Asia ' show s manufacture d fo r touris t consumptio n ar e 
symptomatic o f thi s form o f cultura l reification . 

The contradictio n inheren t i n th e multicultura l mode l i s partly th e 
reason wh y publi c discussion s abou t th e emergenc e o f a  distinctiv e 
Singaporean Nationa l Culture have always been projecte d int o the future . 
It is envisaged tha t only when the people see themselves as Singaporean s 
first an d foremost , befor e claimin g rac e membership , ca n a  trul y 
'Singaporean Culture ' exist. 36 Contrar y to the usual governmen t rhetoric , 
little ha s bee n proffere d a s t o wha t thi s homogeneou s an d distinctiv e 
identity will be, except tha t i t has to incorporate the four 'grea t traditions' . 
The developmen t i s usuall y describe d a s a  mechanica l proces s i n 
keeping wit h th e ideolog y o f pragmatism an d technocracy , an d ca n b e 
hastened throug h stat e apparatuse s lik e educatio n an d medi a systems . 

Language and  Education  Policies 

Recommendations b y th e 195 6 All-Part y Committe e o n Chines e 
Education becam e th e foundatio n o f a n independen t Singaporea n 
education policy . Amon g th e provision s implemente d wer e th e equa l 
treatment an d co-ordinatio n o f th e four-languag e stream s an d th e 
introduction o f bilingua l education , whic h wa s considere d vita l t o th e 
development o f a  multicultura l society . Mala y wa s adopte d a s th e 
national language , t o improv e Singapore' s chance s o f mergin g wit h 
Malaysia; i t was a  symbolic recognition o f the historica l an d cultura l tie s 
with th e Mala y Archipelago . English , Malay , Mandari n an d Tami l ar e 
recognised, a t leas t theoretically , a s equa l officia l languages , althoug h 
in practic e Englis h an d Mandari n hav e becom e th e mai n language s o f 
participation an d socia l mobility . 

The teaching o f a  second languag e becam e compulsor y fo r al l four -
language stream s a t th e primar y leve l i n I96 0 an d fro m 196 6 a t th e 
secondary level . All students are required to be instructe d i n English (th e 
first, o r 'working' , language ) an d one o f the othe r officia l language s (th e 
second language , o r the 'mothe r tongue') . The term 'mothe r tongue ' i s 
interpreted b y th e Singaporea n syste m t o mea n th e languag e sociall y 
identified wit h th e individual' s ethni c grou p rathe r tha n th e languag e 
used i n th e home. 37 The bilingua l educatio n polic y aim s to : 1 ) ensur e 
bilingual competenc e t o facilitate communicatio n betwee n th e linguisti c 
groups an d thereb y encourag e natio n building ; 2 ) promote Englis h a s a 
'neutral' languag e t o enabl e al l th e race s t o compet e equall y i n th e 
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international market ; an d 3 ) promote th e us e o f the mothe r tongue s t o 
ensure knowledg e o f an d identificatio n wit h 'traditional ' culture s a s a 
means toward s avoidin g deracinatio n and/o r Westernisation . 

The stres s on promotin g Malay as the national languag e fade d soo n 
after th e Malaysia fall-out , an d the status of the languag e ha s since bee n 
largely ceremonial . Ther e i s a t presen t a  renewe d emphasi s o n Malay , 
in response t o the emergence o f discussions abou t minorit y group rights , 
as well a s to placate straine d relation s with neighbourin g countrie s lik e 
Malaysia an d Indonesia , whic h ar e suspicious o f Chinese dominanc e i n 
the region . The government ha s also considered i t necessary to establis h 
official intracommuna l lin k languages t o facilitate bette r communication s 
within th e Chines e an d India n communitie s i n particular , whic h ar e 
linguistically divide d int o dialec t an d subdialec t groups . The choic e o f 
the link languages has , however, bee n th e subject o f some debate . Tamil 
was selecte d t o represent th e India n community , despit e th e fac t tha t i t 
was spoken b y only a minority of the Indian Singaporeans . At best, onl y 
half o f those classifie d a s Indians appea r t o use Tamil to any significan t 
extent, an d move s t o promot e i t a s th e lin k languag e hav e bee n 
ineffective.38 Mandari n has similarl y been selecte d a s the lin k languag e 
for th e Chines e community , althoug h th e dialect s ar e use d mor e 
extensively. The 'Spea k More Mandarin, Use Less Dialects' campaign wa s 
launched i n 197 9 and ha s continued with unabated forc e t o the present , 
with remarkabl e success . The campaig n ha s bee n give n adde d weigh t 
through emphasi s o n th e utilitarian value o f Mandarin i n gaining acces s 
to the expanding marke t i n mainland China . The promotion o f Mandarin 
has bee n receive d wit h apprehension , particularl y b y th e minorit y 
groups, as official sanctionin g o f Chinese dominance . There ha s alread y 
been a  shif t i n status within the officia l languag e paradigm : English an d 
Mandarin dominat e th e linguisti c field , whic h ha s direc t socia l an d 
political repercussion s fo r th e communit y a t large. 39 

The choic e o f officia l lin k language s ha s wider repercussions . Th e 
definition o f Mandari n a s th e representativ e languag e o f th e Chines e 
majority inadvertentl y transforms i t into a symbol of the majority . Despit e 
this symbolic importance , acces s to learning Mandarin i n the educatio n 
system i s race-specific. Th e emphasi s placed o n the association betwee n 
the mothe r tongu e an d rac e has resulted i n a  situation where languag e 
is not only a way into that culture but paradoxically becomes the definin g 
factor i n th e constructio n o f rac e an d cultur e itself . Th e associatio n o f 
the mother tongue with race reproduces the discourse of race and powe r 
in specific ways , a s PuruShotam argues : 
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Given tha t the (multiracial ) projec t claim s equality, despit e being base d 
on 'race ' —  whic h ensure s tha t Singaporea n citizen s compris e a 
majority an d minorit y o f 'races ' — the disciplinin g o f the 'Chinese ' t o 
become on e 'race ' i s at onc e th e disciplinin g o f other s t o understan d 
themselves a s eithe r dominate d an d marginalised ; or , i f equality i s t o 
be ensured , th e disciplining o f others to understand tha t their minorit y 
racial status wil l be protected. 40 

Asian Versus  Western  Values 

English i s th e onl y non-Asia n languag e i n th e officia l mode l an d i s 
therefore considere d a  neutra l linguisti c bridg e betwee n ethni c groups . 
English function s a s th e symboli c mediu m i n th e creatio n o f a  syncretic , 
supraethnic politica l identit y tha t doe s no t exclud e o r imping e o n 
simultaneously hel d racia l identities . I n thi s regard , i t i s therefore th e de 
facto nationa l language . Despit e (o r perhap s becaus e of ) it s colonia l 
heritage, Englis h ha s remaine d th e favoure d workin g languag e o f stat e 
administration an d i s th e lingua  franca  o f th e country' s trad e wit h th e 
international community . Althoug h vita l t o bot h natio n buildin g an d 
economic growth , Englis h i s als o associate d wit h 'Western ' value s tha t 
could deracinat e an d alienat e Singaporean s fro m thei r 'traditional ' roots . 
In hi s 197 8 Nationa l Da y Rall y speech , Le e Kua n Ye w expresse d th e fea r 
that: 

A person wh o get s deculturalised —  and I  nearly was , so I  know thi s 
danger — loses his self-confidence .. . I  may speak the English language 
better than th e Chines e languag e becaus e I  learnt Englis h early in life . 
But I will never be an Englishman in a thousand generation s and I  have 
not go t th e Wester n valu e syste m inside ; min e i s a n Easter n valu e 
system. Nevertheles s I  use Western concepts , Western words becaus e 
I understand them. 41 

The mos t strikin g aspec t o f thi s speec h i s th e assumptio n tha t rac e 
is primordia l an d i s intrinsicall y linke d t o one' s cultur e an d language ; 
one ca n becom e 'deculturalised' , bu t hi s o r he r cultur e canno t b e 
changed. An d yet , paradoxically , tw o cultura l system s ca n coexist , 
provided th e 'foreign ' i s externalise d an d intellectualised , whil e th e 
'native' i s internalised an d instinctual . Henc e i t i s possibl e t o b e bilingua l 
b u t no t b icu l tu ra l . 4 2 Th e ke y poin t i s tha t whi l e i t i s g o o d fo r 
Singaporeans t o exploi t Englis h a s th e 'workin g language' , i t could neve r 
provide th e 'cultura l ballast ' afforde d b y th e mothe r tongue , t o counte r 
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the negative effect s o f modernisation. Thi s utilitarian view of the Englis h 
language i s elaborated i n anothe r o f Lee' s speeches : 'Englis h languag e 
gives u s acces s t o th e scienc e an d technolog y o f th e Wes t .. . [Bu t th e 
mother tongue s represent ] .. . th e learnin g o f a  whole valu e system , a 
whole philosoph y o f life , tha t ca n maintai n th e fabri c o f ou r societ y 
intact'.43 Th e presen t prim e minister , Go h Cho k Tong , ha s maintaine d 
this polic y o n languag e an d culture , claimin g that : 'T o enhanc e ou r 
identity an d cultura l values , w e mus t teac h ou r mothe r tongue s .. . t o 
impart values, so that we wil l remain Asian and no t become Westernise d 
and de-culturalised'. 44 

The notion that language is somehow imbued with an essential supply 
of race-specific cultura l values is problematic, to say the least . Even mor e 
troubling i s the question o f what exactl y 'Asian ' or 'traditional ' values ar e 
and how they differ fro m the undesirable 'Western values'. As Shirley Chew 
points out with reference t o the Chinese community: 'Wha t is wrong with 
"traditional values" is that they refer u s back t o a China which n o longe r 
exists .. . an d i f they signify universa l human value s such a s devotion t o 
the family , loyalt y t o friends , feelin g fo r country , the n traditiona l value s 
are not peculiar to Chinese society and culture'. 45 Th e term 'Asia n values' 
is often glibl y use d a s a  reductiv e an d ahistorica l categor y tha t ignore s 
the interna l diversit y o f th e variou s cultura l system s withi n th e Asia n 
region. Clos e examinatio n o f officia l rhetori c reveal s a  practica l an d 
selective emphasi s o n value s suc h a s 'honesty , industry , respec t fo r th e 
family, cleanlines s an d thrift ' whic h suppor t th e economi c an d politica l 
agenda o f the government. 46 A s Koh Tai Ann asserts , for manners , civi c 
consideration an d hygiene to be confused an d conflated int o the categor y 
of the 'moral ' and 'traditional ' merel y indicate s a  shallow understandin g 
of either culture o r morality. 47 

Like many othe r developin g countries , Singapor e i s faced wit h th e 
problem of , o n th e on e hand , bein g force d t o compet e commerciall y 
by encouraging modernisatio n an d th e technology o f progress while o n 
the othe r han d disavowin g th e cultura l effect s o f economi c 
transformation. Th e blanke t ter m 'Westernisation ' i s ofte n use d a s a n 
explanation o f th e transformatio n toward s post-industrialism , whe n i t 
is perhaps mor e accuratel y a  description  o f the process . As Chua Ben g 
Huat notes , the inculcation o f Asian values as a defence agains t so-calle d 
Western corruptio n i s a discursive move whereupon individualism , a s a 
cultural entailmen t o f capitalism, 'i s detached fro m th e economic spher e 
and dresse d u p i n th e mora l languag e o f anti-Westernisation'. 48 

Westernisation ha s come to embody al l that i s negative an d threatenin g 
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to th e politica l culture , includin g 'hippyism , permissiveness , studen t 
radicalism, ideologie s o f th e welfar e stat e an d anti-establishmen t an d 
anti-multinational compan y attitudes'. 49 See n i n thi s light , th e pus h 
towards traditiona l value s ca n b e rea d a s a  for m o f politica l control , 
without jeopardisin g eithe r productio n o r economi c growth . 

Myth of  Cultural  Purity 

I hav e argue d tha t mobilisatio n o f rac e withi n th e confine s o f th e 
multicultural ideolog y serves to rigidify an d reproduce racia l difference s 
in Singapore. As discussed earlie r i n this chapter , th e myth of racia l an d 
cultural purit y wa s use d t o legitimis e Britis h politica l an d economi c 
domination. Th e colonia l strateg y o f divid e an d rul e was based o n th e 
assumption tha t primordia l tie s o f blood , descent , an d lan d o f birt h 
determined th e 'natural ' propensitie s o f th e individual . Thi s simplisti c 
interpretation o f 'geneti c determinism ' invariabl y le d t o racia l 
stereotyping an d i s largely responsible fo r th e (racist ) images the racia l 
groups hav e o f eac h other . Th e entir e colonia l hierarch y wa s buil t o n 
the premise tha t each race was defined b y a  quantifiable propensit y an d 
function tha t was best developed b y a political structure tha t maintaine d 
the equilibrium. 50 I n thi s way , a  hierarch y o f 'progressiveness ' wa s 
legitimised wit h th e Britis h positionin g themselve s a t th e pinnacl e o f 
development. 

Seen in this light, race functions a s an artificia l construc t tha t confer s 
social identit y 'whic h derive s i n th e firs t instanc e fro m a n imposed , 
externally derived se t of cognitive categories rather than from th e cultura l 
"facts" o n th e ground'. 51 I t follow s tha t an y observabl e equivalenc e 
between cultura l o r geneti c conditio n an d racia l classificatio n i s mor e 
likely t o b e discursiv e rathe r tha n a n inde x o f 'reality ' a s such . Nagat a 
substantiates th e view tha t racia l boundarie s ar e subjec t t o hegemoni c 
manipulation, b y demonstratin g ho w th e heterogeneou s racia l mosai c 
of precolonia l Malaysi a an d Singapor e wa s reduce d an d homogenise d 
in a  serie s o f colonia l censuse s t o for m th e presen t thre e majo r racia l 
categories o f Malay , Chines e an d Indian. 52 Ethni c categorie s a s sociall y 
determined boundarie s ar e continuall y redefine d accordin g t o socio -
political contingencies . Perhap s th e cleares t challeng e t o the myt h o f a 
primordially determine d ethni c identit y i s provide d b y miscegenate d 
cultures suc h a s th e Peranakan  Chines e an d Indian-Malays , wh o ar e 
known t o expres s differen t ethni c orientation s situationally . 
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Multiculturalism as  State  Apparatus 

The Singaporea n concep t o f multiculturalis m i s premise d o n th e 
reinvention an d propagatio n o f a n imagine d syste m o f ethno-specifi c 
and transcendenta l 'traditional ' values. One can even go so far as to argue 
that Singapore' s multicultura l ideolog y functions mor e a s a discourse o n 
monoculturalism tha t i s heavily influenced b y the communalis t strategie s 
used b y th e British . Mor e importantly , th e multicultura l mode l denie s 
alternative form s fo r representin g th e symboli c nation . Rac e a s th e 
dominating principl e o f socia l organisatio n i n Singapor e obscure s th e 
validity o f othe r mor e overtl y politicised an d counter-hegemoni c form s 
of socia l identification . I t i s therefor e no t surprisin g tha t th e officia l 
Singaporean nationa l identit y i s rarely inscribe d i n th e present . Rathe r 
than subscribin g t o a n organi c vie w o f cultur e wher e eac h stag e i s 
complete i n itself , th e envisione d Nationa l Cultur e mus t alway s b e 
projected int o th e futur e a s a n idealise d objective , i n orde r t o coerc e 
and organis e th e socia l polit y an d maintai n th e status  quo. 

Discourses o f cultura l an d racia l purity , xenophobi a an d 
multiculturalism intersec t a t ye t anothe r leve l o f ideologica l struggl e i n 
relation to the peculiarly Singaporean concept of social pollution. The term 
encompasses physical/environmenta l hygien e (fo r example , no t litterin g 
and no t smoking i n enclosed publi c areas) , personal hygien e (includin g 
not spitting, and flushing toilets ) as well as social ethics (including radica l 
sexual behavior) . Singapore represents one o f the cleares t examples o f a 
society in which boundary maintenanc e o f the body politi c is expresse d 
symbolically through the emphasis on control over the body proper.53 On e 
of the most immediate forms of social pollution identified b y the authorities 
has been th e threa t o f Western values, which ar e communicated throug h 
metaphors o f diseas e an d contagion . Th e politica l bod y ca n onl y b e 
defended b y constructin g a n extensiv e immun e system : amon g th e 
precautions taken ar e the use of the mother tongue and the recuperatio n 
of th e respectiv e 'traditional ' cultures . The myt h o f Wester n corruptio n 
could perhap s b e rea d a s a  subconsciou s acknowledgmen t o f th e 
importance of Western culture as a medium of inter-ethnic communication . 
More significantly , a s Benjami n point s out , Wester n cultur e i s a  rapi d 
solvent o f ethni c difference s an d pose s a  conespondin g threa t t o th e 
maintenance o f the multiracial ideology.54 Th e terms 'Asian ' and 'Western ' 
as ideological referent s ar e therefore mobilise d a s oppositions: the forme r 
representing al l tha t i s politically an d culturall y desirable , an d th e latte r 
as evil and anathem a t o the welfare o f the nation . 



Scripting the Nation • 

Singapore's cultura l policy shows how ne w Asian nations are caugh t 
up i n a  cultura l struggl e between th e ideologica l discourse s o f Eas t an d 
West. Whil e suc h imagining s hav e thei r origin s i n th e Enlightenmen t 
project, especiall y i n Orientalism, i t is the ways i n which th e discourse s 
of Eas t an d Wes t hav e bee n appropriate d an d reproduce d withi n a 
postcolonial contex t b y independen t nation-state s tha t i s o f interes t t o 
this study . Th e authoritie s ar e uncomfortabl e wit h th e ide a o f a 
hybridised Singaporea n Nationa l Cultur e locate d a t the nexu s betwee n 
East an d West ; suc h a  dynami c an d flui d positio n is , arguably , to o 
threatening t o the sea t o f power . The respons e ha s been a  conservativ e 
swing t o clos e th e rang e o f cultura l identificatio n b y insistin g tha t 
Singapore i s an inherentl y 'Asian ' society . 

This chapter has elaborated o n the ways in which colonialist  race-base d 
imaginings hav e bee n selectivel y appropriate d an d naturalise d throug h 
language an d othe r cultura l policie s b y the rulin g elite s i n Malaysia an d 
Singapore t o construc t hegemoni c version s o f Nationa l Culture . Th e 
consequences o f the Malaysian state being organised alon g racia l lines is 
that issue s o f representatio n i n al l aspect s o f publi c lif e ar e inherentl y 
communalistic. Malaysian National Culture i s built on the foundations o f 
Malay culture; elements o f other cultures may be incorporate d i f deemed 
suitable and are not considered anathem a t o Islam. More than thirty years 
after th e instatemen t o f the National Cultura l Policy , there i s still no clea r 
signal fro m th e authoritie s a s to what specifi c incorporation s fro m non -
Malay culture s hav e bee n sanctioned . Th e assimilativ e nation-buildin g 
strategy employed b y the government t o create a  cohesive polit y base d 
on th e concep t o f a  singula r nation , languag e an d cultur e ha s instea d 
caused greate r divisions and politica l tensions between th e Bumiputeras 
and non- Bumiputeras. I n contrast , th e Singaporea n governmen t i s buil t 
on a  multiracia l platform ; it s mobilisatio n o f multiculturalis m an d 
meritocracy a s ke y nation-buildin g strategie s wa s aime d a t creatin g a n 
equitable nationa l culture that respected cultura l difference. Th e focus o n 
language a s a vehicle for racialised cultur e via the mother tongue polic y 
has, however, resulte d in the disciplining and reification o f race as a social 
and politica l category . Thi s ha s th e effec t o f reproducin g th e racialise d 
majority-minority balanc e and hence the political status  quo in Singapore. 

The Malaysian and Singaporean cas e studies demonstrate th e degre e 
to whic h postcolonia l government s hav e attempted , i n differen t ways , 
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to dea l wit h th e legac y o f colonia l rac e policies . Whil e th e ai m o f 
maintaining racia l harmon y i s upmost o n th e agend a o f the respectiv e 
governments, th e degre e t o whic h th e rulin g elite s ar e themselve s 
complicit i n th e reproductio n o f racia l discours e i n th e nam e o f 
maintaining th e status  quo  i s les s ofte n critiqued . Ther e i s a  failur e t o 
recognise, a s PuruShotam point s out , tha t th e productio n o f race 'i s the 
production o f the legitimisation for the existence of , eve n the explanatio n 
for, th e presenc e o f socia l inequalitie s a s "natural " inequalities'.55 Yet , it 
is important no t to reduce th e politica l elites ' construction o f race-base d 
nationhood t o a  Machiavellian plo t whereb y the y ar e perceive d a s all -
powerful an d th e polit y a s passiv e subjects. 56 Suc h a  view woul d no t 
only designate absolut e powe r t o the elite s but obscure th e fact tha t th e 
elites are themselves als o caugh t u p an d imprisone d b y their reificatio n 
of racial imaginings and therefore subjec t to its social repercussions. More 
importantly, thi s vie w denie s agenc y t o individual s an d communitie s 
within th e natio n t o resis t an d challeng e dominan t ideologies . 

If th e discours e o f Nationa l Cultur e represent s th e state-endorse d 
script fo r imaginin g th e natio n an d i s therefor e distinc t fro m othe r 
competing notion s o f th e natio n hel d b y th e polity , th e ga p betwee n 
these two 'realities ' is embodied b y what Homi Bhabha call s the 'nation -
space'. This i s a fluid, processua l spac e wher e dominan t ideologie s ar e 
challenged b y alternative way s o f imagining nationhood . Withi n such a 
space o f ideologica l contestation , 'histor y ma y be half-mad e becaus e i t 
is in the process o f being made ; and the image o f cultural authorit y ma y 
be ambivalen t becaus e i t is caught, uncertainly , i n the ac t of composin g 
its powerful image'. 57 The nation-spac e i s precisely th e spac e i n whic h 
theatre an d othe r form s o f cultura l productio n circulate . The theatr e a s 
a sit e o f th e collectiv e imaginin g o f it s participant s (writer , actors , 
directors, audience , productio n crew ) offer s way s o f critiquin g 
hegemonic narrative s o f nationalism , an d articulatin g an d assessin g 
alternative way s o f scriptin g th e nation . 
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