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Jamie S. Scott’s assertion that “every literary history includes a 
tradition of religious writings” seems especially relevant to anglo-
phone Malaysian fiction.1 Although the phrase “religious writings” 
is inaccurate in this context, it is undeniable that despite its rela-
tively recent history, Malaysian fiction written in English has always 
gestured towards religion or the religious. As such, I share Chelva 
Kanaganayakam’s comment that even though “religion does not per-
meate the work of Malaysian writers … it remains a constitutive aspect 
of their work and undergirds the social and cultural life of the fictional 
characters they create”,2 although I disagree somewhat with the first 
clause of his statement. Religion does permeate the work of Malaysian 
authors who write in English although its presence may sometimes 
take oblique dimensions. This has partly to do with the issue of “sensi-
tivity” that writers must take care not to transgress because of certain 
laws and policies in the country, which in turn have to do with the 
historical and political development of the nation. Hence, for us to 
understand the place and function of religion in contemporary anglo-
phone Malaysian fiction, it is important to contextualize my study 
in terms of Malaysia’s colonial heritage, its current socio-political 
situation and the way it impinges on cultural, religious and artistic 
establishments, and the state of anglophone Malaysian writing as what 
Deleuze and Guattari would term “minor literature” in contemporary 
Malaysia.3

This introductory chapter provides a brief outline of the develop-
ment of anglophone Malaysian literature in the last forty years. What is 
obvious is that this “minor literature” continues to exist despite politi-
cal odds that prescribe marginality to it. Although small in number, 
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2 Intimating the Sacred

anglophone Malaysian writings offer a powerful reference point to 
the cultural memory of the nation, and the vicissitudes the country 
has undergone. Often subtly critical of the status quo, these writings 
enable interesting glimpses into the everyday realities of the Malaysian 
people who refuse submission to the homogenizing ideologies of the 
state apparatus. One such reality is the practice of multireligiosity 
despite the Muslim-majority government’s ongoing, if surreptitious, 
movement to Islamize the nation. The writers who have worked (and, 
to some extent, continue to work) under these somewhat repressive 
conditions have produced vital documents of the nation’s history 
that parallel but do not echo the official version. As I will elaborate 
later, their stories are interested in “the people”, and not so much the 
nation. In this chapter, I also discuss the theoretical framework within 
which this study manoeuvres. Veering away from the sociological 
and anthropological models that have dominated literary criticisms 
of anglophone Malaysian literature (because their primary interests in 
these narratives are the depiction of race politics and the idea of the 
nation), I privilege instead a psychoanalytical framework that is care-
fully interrelated with theories such as postcolonialism, feminism and 
poststructuralism to stake my interpretations. This is largely guided 
by my interest in how religion as represented in narratives is some-
times apprehended and negotiated at unconscious levels (be it private 
or public) and what interpretive consequences are derivable from this. 

The Problem of a Literary Legacy

One of the contentions often encountered by postcolonial nations is 
what to do with their colonial legacies, especially language and its per-
meating effects, which have directly and indirectly filtered into various 
ideological apparatuses of imperialism such as education and law to 
coerce (subtly and transparently) the subordination of the “natives”. In 
the case of the English language, the authors of the now classic Empire 
Writes Back note that:

It can be argued that the study of English and the growth of the 
Empire proceeded from a single ideological climate and that 
the development of the one is intrinsically bound up with the 
development of the other, both at the level of simple utility 
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(propaganda for instance) and at the unconscious level (e.g. 
civilization, humanity, etc.) which, conversely, established 
“savagery”, “native”, “primitive”, as their antitheses and as the 
object of a reforming zeal.4

English, in other words, became the tool to propagate imperialism’s 
civilizing agenda in the way it proscribed lack onto its colonized other 
— a tool which, because of its intrinsic relation to the socio-political 
and economic fabric of everyday life in the empire, penetrated almost 
every aspect of this fabric. When the empire was dissolved, and many 
colonized nations declared independence in the twentieth century, this 
legacy became a problem: to maintain it was, to an extent, encourag-
ing a kind of neo-colonialism which would continue to undermine 
the newly formed nation’s sense of identity and separation. This is a 
view held by some postcolonial thinkers such as Fanon and Ngugi, 
who both “have reiterated the importance of abrogating the imperial 
language for restoring and revitalizing the native cultures”.5 But the 
problem with this recommendation is that it would mean an overhaul-
ing of an entire socio-ideological structure which could lead to chaos. 

A middle-ground approach is perhaps more constructive: to gradu-
ally reinstate native language(s) and culture(s) but without disowning 
the legacy of imperialism altogether. In other words, the systematic res-
toration of pre-colonial heritages should be performed concomitantly 
with the slow weeding of the undesirable residues of imperialism 
while ensuring the retention of what is good and useful. India and 
Ireland, for example, rather than dismissing the English language, 
have successfully appropriated it as another of their languages, pro-
ducing some of the best writers and thinkers in that language today. 
In some cases where pre-colonial heritages are no longer a possible 
recourse, such as in the case of certain languages which have become 
“lost” or “forgotten” in the long process of colonization, the legacy of 
the colonizers may be the only means by which certain postcolonial 
nations can shape their identities. Or in the case of multiethnic post-
colonial nations such as Malaysia and Singapore with their divergent 
languages, English is perhaps one of the very few common grounds 
through which cross-cultural relations can be fostered. 

This, of course, does not mean that practitioners of the language, 
especially creative writers, should adopt unthinkingly the ideological 
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dimensions embedded within the language itself. This would be 
unenviable. Much of the cultural baggage of the English language is 
unsuitable for expressing local concerns and consciousness, espe-
cially due to “the implicit body of assumptions to which English was 
attached, its aesthetic and social values, the formal and historically 
limited constraints of genre, and the oppressive political and cultural 
assertion of metropolitan dominance of center over margin”.6 As Lloyd 
Fernando, an anglophone Malaysian writer and critic, contemplated in 
1969 with regard to the feasibility of English to the literary develop-
ment of the nation:

What is quite certain is that if Malaysian (and possibly Asian) 
literature in English is ever to go beyond a certain praiseworthy 
competence and become something to be reckoned with, to be 
read not only by interested readers in other countries but in Asian 
countries as well, writers must now examine whether the language 
will adapt to their bones as it has so far adapted to their thought.7 

Fernando’s concern is that the adoption of English linguistic and literary 
strategies to articulate Malaysianess will compromise the authenticity 
of the latter, thus robbing it of its local textures and definitions. To resist 
this, the writer must carefully negotiate between his medium of expres-
sion and the realities of his society, constantly “infus[ing] ‘local blood’ 
into the language and attun[ing] it to the local context … suit[ing] the 
medium to the native color, verve, shades and consciousness”.8 This 
endeavour to make English bear the burden of local experiences is 
certainly not an easy task. The writer must adopt a bifocal approach 
to his world, constantly shuttling between the language adopted and 
the veracity of his experiences in the bid to (re)inscribe his multiple 
realities. There is of course the presupposition that such a constant and 
vigilant process of “translation” inevitably results in something becom-
ing lost, but as Salman Rushdie strongly asserts, “I cling obstinately 
to the notion that something can also be gained”.9 He predicates this 
belief by arguing that, “Those of us who use English do so in spite of 
our ambiguity towards it, or perhaps because of that, perhaps because 
we can find in that linguistic struggle a reflection of other struggles 
taking place in the real world, struggles between the cultures, within 
ourselves and the influences at work upon our societies. To conquer 
English may be to complete the process of making ourselves free”.10 
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In the context of Malaysia, Rushdie’s declaration seems apt in describ-
ing the “politics” of anglophone Malaysian literature: seven years after 
expressing his concern over the feasibility of the English language to 
represent Malaysian literature, Fernando wrote his first novel possibly 
in response to the country’s 1969 racial riots. Scorpion Orchid remains 
one of the most important narratives in Malaysian literature, a search-
ing reflection of a nation fragmented by ethnic and religious divisions, 
and a powerful evaluation of the status quo policies that continue to 
erect linguistic and cultural boundaries along racial lines. Although 
unstated, it can be assumed that the poverty of the national language 
(that is, the Malay language) to encourage a more collective outlook 
on the state of the nation has compelled Fernando to turn to English 
to critically reflect on “other struggles taking place in the real world, 
struggles within cultures, within ourselves and the influences at work 
upon our societies”. 

But such a promising future for anglophone Malaysian literature, 
however, was largely stymied as the 1970s and early-80s unfolded. 
The increased politicization of everyday life, including the place of 
language, made literature written in English (and languages other 
than Malay) a valueless cultural product, thus frustrating many tal-
ented writers. To understand the state of contemporary anglophone 
Malaysian literature, it is useful to take a look, albeit briefly, at its 
development (or lack thereof) in the last forty years. 

The State of Anglophone Malaysian Literature: A Brief 
Overview

In 1967, the Malay language was made the national language by the 
Constitution in Malaysia. But it is, as Tham Seong Chee acknowledges, 
the years between 1969 and 1971 which constituted “the watershed in 
language and literary development in several senses”.11 The racial riot 
that erupted in 1969 pushed for subsequent national security and eco-
nomic policies that would culminate in the supremacy of the Malays 
(who would later appropriate the title bumiputras, or “sons of the soil”, 
to consolidate their claim) and the minoritization of the Chinese and 
the Indians. What was known as the New Economic Policy (NEP) 
was thereafter launched (1971) allegedly in order to redress the 
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socio-economic imbalance amongst the different ethnic groups, and to 
put into place affirmative action to alleviate poverty, promote nation-
alism through the consolidation of various signifiers of the nation 
(language, the national ideology [Rukunegara, or “Articles of Faith 
of the State”] and establish the notion of bumiputra rights and privi-
leges) which would directly place “the Malays as the dominant group, 
while assuring that minority groups’ rights, beliefs and ways of life 
remain unthreatened”.12 In reality however, the NEP, over a period of 
the next twenty years, increasingly infiltrated every facet of Malaysian 
life, directly and indirectly threatening precisely those “rights, beliefs 
and ways of life” of the minority groups which the policy was meant 
to protect in the first place. Bumiputras (especially the Malays, for 
although the indigenous people of Malaysia are also subsumed under 
this category, they are also largely marginalized unless they adopt the 
Malay way of life and convert to Islam) were privileged in divergent 
ways to the extent that the peripheral status of minority groups became 
actual expressions of repression: these include, among others, a univer-
sity admission quota system which guaranteed that fifty-five percent 
of admission to any public universities were devoted to bumiputra 
students (a system that remains in place), the enforcement of Bahasa 
Malaysia as the medium of instruction in national schools,13 subsi-
dized housing, government contracts to firms owned by bumiputras.14 
Although the NEP was officially abolished in 1990 (it was replaced by 
the New Development Policy), it remains an irrefutable fact that the 
policies introduced by the NEP continue to inform the socio-economic 
ethos of Malaysia even up until today. 

One of the moves to further strengthen bumiputra-Malay domi-
nance by the NEP was the passing of the Constitutional Amendment 
Act in 1971 which made it illegal to question the status of the national 
language. A year before this, the government-sponsored Federation 
of National Writers (Gabungan Penulis Nasional, or GAPENA) was 
formed, and one of its primary aims was to initiate and enhance the 
development of literary and cultural activities in Malaysia, especially 
the development of Malay literature and culture as the basis for the 
establishment of a national culture. These concerted moves by the gov-
ernment resulted in two related consequences: first, languages other 
than Malay were (and still are) relegated to secondary status; and 
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second, in line with the establishment of the national language and 
development of Malay literature, the notion of a “national literature” 
was instituted with only works written in the Malay language quali-
fying for such an honour. In other words, “national literature” must 
always be literature written in Malay, while work written in other lan-
guages was considered sectional, or minority, literature.15 Writers who 
persisted in crafting in English — many of whom were non-Malays 
and non-bumiputras — had to be prepared to have their creative pro-
ductions sidelined in terms of public and academic interest, limited 
in readership, and unrecognized as legitimate creative expressions of 
national worth. Such writers, as Rajeev Patke argues, are forced into 
a “diasporic” condition within their homeland,16 and their work sub-
scribed to being “written in virtual absence of a local audience and with 
little more than a small body of sympathetic commentary supporting it 
in belated fashion from outside” (notably Australian scholars).17

Such a “politicization of literary development” in the postcolonial 
history of Malaysia has had considerable effect on the nation’s cul-
tural landscape.18 Despite GAPENA’s objective to encourage literary 
endeavours that sought to promote national unity and understanding, 
the fact that only Malay writings were given consideration severely 
undermined such a laudable aim. Furthermore, it was primarily Malay 
writers who would excel in this language, but these writers, especially 
in the early years of Malaysian independence, remained locked in com-
munal mentality.19 As Tham astutely observes:

[W]hat then are the possibilities for writing creative works 
which touch on the different cultures in Malaysia? The structural 
difficulties are complicated by the non-structural factors — the 
chief of which is the fact that writers in the national language are 
by and large Malays of rural background and educated in the 
Malay-medium schools. Their writings therefore exemplify a set 
of values or a weltanschauung reflective of rural Malay sensitivities 
and experience.20 

The reverse was also true of non-Malay literary works. With the 
lack of emphasis shown to such creative expressions, non-Malay writ-
ings tended to also focus on ethnic and communal matters that largely 
elided or refused attempts at cross-cultural understanding. The result 
was the deepening of suspicion among the various ethnic groups 
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fuelled by literatures which pandered to racial stereotypes, communal 
solidarity and a disregard for otherness. The only common language 
shared by Malaysians was English, but as a colonial legacy which must 
be carefully weeded in order for the nation to establish a separate, 
independent identity, it had to be “replaced” by the national language, 
“an act not altogether surprising as the principle was predicated on 
a patriotic nationalist sentiment that was instrumental in resisting the 
imperial hegemony and restoring the consciousness of the ‘disadvan-
taged’ people”.21 Unlike postcolonial nations such as Ireland and India 
whose literatures deterritorialized the dominant language by appro-
priating it for “strange and minor uses” that consequently encouraged 
“a whole other story [that] is vibrating within” the officially sanctioned 
one,22 Malaysia repudiated such an option by denying the possibility 
of English as a “subversive strategy for reconstituting national history 
and identity”.23 Literature written in English (or Chinese, or Tamil), as 
articulated by Professor Ismail Hussein, a fierce advocate of Malay lit-
erature as “national literature”, was considered foreign, or “aimless”,24 
and therefore served no purpose in the formation of national unity and 
identity.

Thus, the political climate of Malaysia in the 1970s and early 80s 
considerably hindered the development of anglophone Malaysian 
writings. As Mohammad Quayum laments, when compared to “the 
postcolonial writings of other newly emergent nations such as India, 
South Africa, West Indies or even neighboring Singapore, the quantum 
of [anglophone] writing [in Malaysia] seems puny, if not downright 
negligible”.25 Many promising creative practitioners in English during 
this period found that their “freedom to write is suddenly a dubious 
right in view of the formidable [ideological] barriers in place”.26 
Frustrated by such repressive conditions, some have chosen either to 
temporarily abandon writing (such as Lloyd Fernando, whose two 
novels were separated by a period of seventeen years) or “to migrate 
and live in ‘voluntary exile’” (such as the poets Ee Tiang Hong and 
Shirley Lim).27 Arguably however, even those who remained are, as 
Edward Said would term them, “metaphorical exiles” whose loyalty 
to another language plotted them as liminal within their own dis-
cursive spaces.28 This is evident in the case of writer K. S. Maniam, 
whose oeuvre spans over forty years, but who is only recently getting 
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the critical recognition he deserves. And, if the writer is Malay, the 
dilemma is further complicated, for in choosing to write in the English 
language, he is already implying an ambivalent adherence to his ethnic 
identity and heritage. According to the Malaysian Constitution, one of 
the signifiers of Malayness is the predominant use of the Malay lan-
guage. As such, in the political climate of Malaysia, for a Malay to write 
in a language other than the national one is tantamount to compromis-
ing his or her own ethnic identity, and by curious extension, his or her 
religious one as well. This is because religion and race are powerfully 
and symbiotically yoked in Malaysia, and to be Malay is ipso facto to 
be Muslim. This interrelationship guarantees for the Malays certain 
socio-economic privileges and rights which many are, of course, wont 
to renounce. Thus, race, religion and language are complementary 
components that identify the individual in the complex socio-ideolog-
ical landscape of the nation, each reinforcing the other. It is therefore 
unsurprising that there were very few Malay anglophone writers 
during this period. Those who did write in English often hailed from 
middle-class backgrounds, whom poet Salleh ben Joned terms “bumi-
geois”, and were Western-educated (and therefore more critical of the 
nation’s existing socio-political ideologies). 

One such writer is the scatological and irreverent Salleh ben Joned. 
His poetry and essays are evidently acts of defiance that pithily ques-
tion Malay supremacy and the country’s political corruption.29 For 
him, “national literature” is, to say the least, a preposterous notion, for 
“[to] insist on a ‘National Literature’ is to betray a fundamental lack of 
understanding of what literature is all about”.30 Challenging existing 
national policies on language and education, Salleh fiercely defends 
the place of English in the Malaysian socio-cultural landscape. Arguing 
against the myopic view that only the national language can articulate 
the “soul” of the people (as expressed in the popular motto Bahasa Jiwa 
Bangsa), he avers that:

A language belongs to those who speak it. It’s as simple as that. 
Given this fact, and that language communicates experience and 
is capable of transcending the boundaries of the culture of its 
origin — given all this, then the English we speak in Malaysia 
today belongs to us. It’s our English; along with B[ahasa] 
M[alaysia] [Malay language] it expresses our “soul”, with all its 
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contradictions, and confusions, as much as our social and material 
needs.31

Salleh’s view reinvests the English language with its unifying, cross-
cultural possibilities. As a writer speaking from the position of the 
politically privileged, and one fluent in both languages, Salleh’s pro-
motion of English is refreshingly optimistic and, I suspect, has paved 
the way for a group of younger Malay writers to experiment crea-
tively in this medium beginning in the 1990s. But while writers like 
Rehman Rashid, Dina Zaman and Amir Muhammad continue in the 
vein of Salleh’s critical strategy against the status quo, there is a sense 
that these writers also choose English because of their conscientious 
embrace of modernity which has made them more amenable to writing 
outside their ethnic-linguistic borders in order to reach a wider, more 
global audience.32 This attempt to attain greater readership has, in my 
view, an important objective. It is to break Malay writings and philos-
ophy from their insularity. If before, only non-Malay writers’ works, 
with often non-Malay concerns, could have an international bearing 
in the literary market, with the emergence of these Malay writers, 
“Malayness” from the perspectives of everyday Malays (and not aca-
demics and researchers of the Malay community who are usually 
Westerners) can now establish an articulation which could help correct 
certain misconceptions about this community and introduce a way 
of life to more readers. In the words of writer Che Husna Azhari, it 
is “looking at literature from our own perspective, that it can be an 
ideology in itself.33 For example, her stories, specifically centered on 
the Kelantanese people (long popular with Western anthropologists), 
provide a more nuanced view on their customs, sexuality and religi-
osity than any scholarly treatise. In the case of Malay women writers 
who write in English (such as Che Husna Azhari, Dina Zaman and 
Ellina Majid), there is, claims critic Nor Faridah Abdul Manaf, an 
added objective: the experimental freedom to write about sexuality 
and the female body which are otherwise taboo in Malay literature.34 
But I would argue that this freedom is not afforded to women writers 
alone. A male writer like Karim Raslan, for example, could deal with 
homosexuality in his narratives, often with rather graphic descriptions 
of sexual intercourse, which is unconventional in Malaysian literature, 
Malay or otherwise.35 
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When considering the development of anglophone Malaysian lit-
erature in the last twenty years, it is certain that the 1990s have been 
conducive for the reinstatement of English as a viable and necessary 
aesthetical medium. Recognition of English as “vital for keeping up 
with the advancement of knowledge and the transfer of technology” 
and an important agent of globalization in the mid-1980s has resulted 
in several government measures to ensure its “resuscitation”.36 The 
effect, if not immediate, is soon evident, and the literary scene indi-
rectly benefited from such an incentive. Many writers who ceased 
writing due to the repressive conditions in the 1970s and 80s started 
publishing again (such as Fernando and Lee Kok Liang), while new 
writers began to emerge.37 Akin to the repressed in Freudian psycho-
analysis, the English language (and by extension, literature written 
in English) has always existed ambiguously alongside and within the 
socio-cultural landscape, despite the various attempts by nationally-
sponsored policies to exorcise it. As with many paradoxes of colonial 
legacies, the inheritance of English, despite its impetus to further frag-
ment the Malaysian society, has curiously also the potential to bring 
about unity, and defuse otherness and suspicion to forge a spirit of 
hospitality and mutual belonging. Although dormant and lacklustre 
due to the political climate in the 1970s and 80s, English nevertheless 
remained a fundamental “source of much creative cultural production 
in Malaysia’s ethnically and linguistically fragmented society” due to 
its “relatively lengthy educational, institutional and literary tradition 
in the country”, and its service as “an important site for negotiating the 
colonial past and configuring the political community without respect 
to ethnic and cultural difference”.38 However, the rehabilitation of 
English in Malaysia today certainly holds promises for an “ethnically 
plural society and cultural environment” to “search for a national self 
and political community” especially since “the national language has 
been ethnicized in keeping with the politics of the ruling elite”.39 

Minor Literature and the Idea of the “Nation” 

Mandal’s evaluation of the English language’s efficacy for promot-
ing racial integration in contemporary Malaysia may be a hopeful 
one, but his pegging of this to a “search for a national self” remains 
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contentious, especially since — with the advent of globalization, 
Benedict Anderson’s notion of “communities” as fantastical construc-
tions, and poststructuralist criticisms of hegemonies — the idea of the 
“nation” is increasingly “losing its force with the world entering a 
post-national phase, giving rise to a global or inter-national culture”.40 
Certainly, a quick survey of English-language literature by Malaysian 
writers, apart from Fernando, would show that many of them are less 
interested in “nationalism” and more interested in the people who 
make up this imagined community — their day-to-day struggles, their 
personal embrace of cultures, and their private religious beliefs.41 One 
evident characteristic in a number of anglophone Malaysian works 
however (again, with the exception of Fernando’s two novels) is that 
they are often “communal” in the sense that these writers tend to stay 
within their ethnic boundaries for their creative scopes. One writer, K. 
S. Maniam, justifies this communal approach to his writing in this way:

[My] stories, novel and play portray the Indian community in 
Malaysia. Being of Malaysian Indian origin myself, it seems only 
natural that I write about my own community. It is commonly 
accepted that a writer writes about what he knows best. That 
material would stem from his immediate family background, 
society outside his family and his educational background.42

What tacit assertion can be derived from this statement? Maniam’s 
adherence to a “community” when he is living in a supposedly multi- 
ethnic country already suggests the persistent polarization between 
races that haunts Malaysia even after decades of independence. That 
he writes primarily about the Indian community because he knows it 
“best” demonstrates either a refusal to engage, or anxiety about engag-
ing, with other ethnic groups because of the ambivalent racial relations 
that continue to problematize national identity. The worry that one 
may unwittingly “offend” another from a different race has resulted in 
anglophone Malaysian literature largely revolving around themes and 
concerns that reflect the writer’s ethnic background.43

But if Maniam’s statement is read in light of my view that anglo-
phone Malaysian writers are interested in the “people”, his communal 
approach to literature may then be his way of speaking for a people 
who would otherwise have little recourse to representation, and in 
a language that will reach other ethnic groups, even encompassing 
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a wider, global audience. In this sense, rather than a literature that 
remains ethnically and culturally bounded, anglophone Malaysian 
writings become what Deleuze and Guattari envision for minor litera-
ture: that is, literature which mirrors “the people’s concern”,44 rather than 
that of the nation’s. Although puny in output, these writings take on a 
“collective value” whose objective is to mobilize a common action of 
resisting conformity to a monolithic state ideology (that has become 
recast as “nationalism”) that privileges a particular ethno-religious 
class over others, by creatively reifying the socio-cultural realities and 
unique contributions of the divergent peoples in the national imagina-
tion. In emphasizing “the people” from the grassroots in narratives, 
writers provide a sensitive, intimate look at the complex socio-cultural 
landscape of Malaysia in its vibrant multiplicity that official, homoge-
neous metanarratives (such as “history” or “nationalism”) often fail to 
capture. To an extent, these writers seem to confirm what Homi Bhabha 
observes about “the people”: “The people are neither the beginning 
nor the end of the national narrative; they represent the cutting edge 
between the totalizing powers of the social and the forces that signify 
the more specific address to the contentious, unequal interests and 
identities within the population”.45 For Bhabha, if I understand him 
correctly, nationalism is an all-consuming concept that seeks to contain 
“the people” within a single ideological hegemony, but which, in a 
rather Foucauldian sense, is always resisted, reconditioned and even 
modified by this very people itself. It is the people who function as 
the vital conduit between “the totalizing powers” and the “forces” that 
attend to the “contentious, unequal interests and identities within the 
population”, thereby negotiating the borderlines — both physical and 
psychical — of the modern state. If nationalism is, analogically, a kind 
of narrative, then the people are its most important readers. Bhabha 
further qualifies his argument by elaborating on how the people are 
both products of their “national” history (they are “the historical 
‘objects’ of a national pedagogy”)46 and determiners of their nation’s 
present and future destinies through a process of resignifying and/or 
reproducing the past and present. 

But this liminal status of the people is decidedly a vexed position 
to inhabit because national ideologies are sometimes difficult to dis-
mantle, and the danger of ideological false consciousness due to fear 
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or complacency is insidious. Often too, as is the case with Malaysia, 
astute readers of the nation would find themselves in compromised 
situations: the ability to critically assess the nation is unequally yoked 
with a sense of powerlessness because these same readers are often 
also marginalized or minoritized. And if a marginal reader is also an 
impassioned writer, the situation is more acute: how can she consoli-
date her spatial and historical rootedness with the hostile ideological 
environment that seeks to silence the conscientious critic? “After all”, 
as playwright Kee Thuan Chye lamented in the 1990s, “in Malaysia, a 
writer stands alone. Which, therefore, makes him all the more vulner-
able”.47 He continues:

In Malaysia, despite the lip service being paid to democratic 
principles, censorship is still a handy instrument. We are often 
told that it is necessary in order to safeguard the nation’s peace 
and stability.… After a while, censorship inevitably breeds self-
censorship. People become conditioned to saying only what they 
are allowed to say; what is outside of the permissible is best left 
unsaid.48 

Such a “culture of fear” instigated during Mahathir Mohammad’s term 
as Malaysia’s prime minister was indeed pervasive and far-reaching, 
so much so that even in the last fifteen years, when Malaysian litera-
ture in English has made a significant comeback, writers continue 
to shy away from overt political references or cross-cultural themes, 
bringing us back to Maniam’s rather guarded defence of the privileged 
status he gives to the Indian community in his narratives.49 Or, to quote 
further from Kee:

A writer of any race communicating to such a variegated society is 
apt to be viewed with misgiving by some quarters. He can hardly 
take a stand on any issue without drawing ire or suspicion. We do 
not have as yet a developed Malaysian consciousness to which a 
writer can address his views with sanguinity; the consciousness 
of race subverts such a covenant between writers and audience.50 

Still, such a tense socio-political landscape cannot completely para-
lyze the development of anglophone Malaysian writings. Conscientious 
writers continue to channel their energy towards creatively reimagin-
ing a people of Malaysia and refuse to admit any political orientations. 
But this strategy, rather than implying a reluctance to engage with the 
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political “realities” of contemporary Malaysia is, in my view, actually 
a deeply political one. As Deleuze and Guattari have demonstrated, 
“everything” in minor literature “is political … Its cramped space 
forces each individual intrigue to connect immediately to politics. The 
individual concern thus becomes all the more necessary, indispensable, 
magnified”.51 Thus, by emphasizing the story of an ordinary Chinese 
monk and Ceylonese physician (Lee Kok Liang’s Flowers in the Sky, 
1981), or the lives of dispossessed Indian immigrants (Maniam), or 
Malaysian-Chinese women under Confucian patriarchy (Shirley Lim), 
or Kelantanese folks and their customs (Che Husna Azhari) or middle-
class Malay hypocrisy (Karim Raslan), Malaysian writers are writing 
the people of Malaysia into life, into a reality that has often little to do 
with the grand narrative of nationalism. It is “minority history” which 
these writers aim to document in fiction, one of the few available 
avenues allowed for the expression of their “struggle for inclusion and 
representation”.52 As such, I disagree with Wong Phui Nam’s assess-
ment of the state of anglophone Malaysian literature when he writes 
that “without access to a meaningful tradition or claim to even a disin-
tegrating one, the Malaysian writer in English brings, as it were, to his 
work a naked and orphaned psyche”.53 I see two problems with such a 
perspective. First, it seems that Wong considers “tradition” a historical 
fixity which provides definition for group identity, forgetting that tra-
dition can also be what that group has constructed as a self-reflective 
attempt to define itself. Hence what Wong means by “a meaningful 
tradition” remains a moot point. For example, should a “meaningful 
tradition” for a Chinese migrant always be tied to his ancestral past 
and his adherence to Confucian beliefs? Could not his profound expe-
rience as a diasporic individual be counted as a “meaningful tradition” 
in itself, however recent? And is “meaningful tradition” the only deter-
minant for self or collective definition? Are there no other criteria, such 
as historical memory and immediate socio-ideological consciousness 
that can equally enable a writer to stake his sustenance “of a vital 
communal life in the new land”?54 This leads me to my second con-
tention: if we consider criteria other than “meaningful tradition”, it 
is certainly untrue that the Malaysian writer in English is working on 
“barren ground”,55 and thus brings to “his work a naked and orphaned 
psyche”. On the contrary, the vexed, contested memories of the people 



16 Intimating the Sacred

of Malaysia provide a fertile foundation from which powerful litera-
ture can spring. 

This study considers the narratives of the following writers: Lloyd 
Fernando, Lee Kok Liang, K. S. Maniam, Shirley Geok-lin Lim, Che 
Husna Azhari and Karim Raslan. My choice of these writers and 
their texts at the expense of others is not an arbitrary one. Because 
my focus is on the way religion and religiosity are depicted, only 
narratives which gesture at this theme are considered. The first four 
writers are important because of their recognizable status today as 
“canon” writers in anglophone Malaysian literature. What they have 
in common (save, perhaps, Lim who is well known as an Asian-
American scholar and writer), however, is that their writings are only 
recently coming into critical importance in scholarship. The politiciz-
ing of literature in Malaysia has resulted in little national support to 
promote these writers, and as a result, has hindered for a long time 
both their creative expressions and the dissemination of their writings. 
This is further compounded by the fact that academic interest in post- 
colonial Asian literatures has consistently focused on writings from 
South Asia, ignoring the histories and productions of anglophone  
literature from other postcolonial nations such as Singapore, Malaysia 
and the Philippines.56 What this demonstrates is that as much as 
national policies have resulted in the marginalization of Malaysian 
writers in English, the “politics” of scholarship and academic publish-
ing has also significantly contributed to their “invisibility”, further 
appending the implication of “lesser value” to their work as opposed 
to, say, the narratives of Salman Rushdie and Michael Ondaatje. This 
point is made not in disparagement of such noteworthy postcolonial 
writers, whose literary merits have proven themselves and remain 
undisputed. But it cannot be denied that the consistent and conscien-
tious promotions of these writers have obscured not just the merit but 
the very “existence” of other writers. The pitiful amount of scholarship 
generated by both local and international academics on anglophone 
Malaysian literature is also an important factor contributing to the 
puny literary output in the country. My focus on the remaining two 
“emerging” authors, whose works are gradually becoming noticed in 
the local literary scene, is largely influenced by limitations. There are 
very few Malay writers who write fiction in English, and fewer still 
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whose works have received critical acclaim. Che Husna Azhari and 
Karim Raslan are two such writers. Moreover, their work often evokes 
religion in subtle, ironic ways, which provides interesting insights into 
the dynamics of the Malay-Muslim identity.

As such, an important aim of this study is to critically introduce 
anglophone Malaysian literature, specifically fiction, to a wider reader-
ship. In the following pages, I have deliberately chosen to focus much 
of my discussion on writers who, in my view, have had recognition 
long overdue to them. Of the writers I am analyzing, Lloyd Fernando 
and Lee Kok Liang are no longer with us. Lee passed away suddenly 
in 1996, shortly after the publication of his second collection of stories 
(ironically entitled Death Is a Ceremony and Other Stories, 1992, and 
Fernando left us early in 2008 after a long battle with illness). Both 
of them were important writers and advocates of English-language 
literature in Malaysia, but their works have unfortunately suffered 
considerable neglect and are only coming to attention of late (two local 
presses, Silverfish and Maya, recently reissued many of their writings 
which have long been out of print). K. S. Maniam, Malaysia’s most 
prolific anglophone writer (in terms of output), is also perhaps the 
most well known; although scholarly writings surrounding his work 
have increased notably in recent years, they tend to focus primarily on 
his first novel, The Return (1981) whilst his short stories and other two 
novels are usually given only passing consideration. The same could 
be said in general of Shirley Lim’s literary writings. Her prominence 
as an Asian-American scholar and the acclaim of her memoir Among 
the White Moonfaces (1996) have resulted in almost a complete critical 
neglect of her fiction and poetry which sensitively portray Malaysia 
and its people. 

In the last ten years, the success of Malaysian writers such as Tash 
Aw (The Harmony Silk Factory, 2005), Rani Manicka (The Rice Mother, 
2002) and Tan Twan Eng (The Gift of Rain, 2007) in the international 
literary scene has placed Malaysian literature on the map. This is an 
encouraging sign that Malaysian writers and writings are finally 
coming to maturity, and has thus directly resulted in a renewed inter-
est in the anglophone literature of this region. However, the danger 
that these writers, because they belong to internationally renowned 
publishing houses, would end up obscuring other praiseworthy local 
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writers who may not have, or desire, such a privilege, is undeniable. 
This is another reason which has compelled my choice of writers for 
this study. For example, in my conclusion, I have chosen to focus on 
emerging but lesser known Malaysian writers such as Che Husna 
Azhari and Karim Raslan precisely because these writers not only 
provide invaluable “cultural memories” in their stories but are fine 
writers whose works, because they are locally or regionally published, 
may not attract the same amount of critical attention as their more glo-
bally recognized fellow authors. 

Indeed, the writings of Lloyd Fernando, Lee Kok Liang, Shirley 
Lim, K. S. Maniam and several emerging Malay writers who compose 
primarily in English, showcase, in my opinion, a rich and variegated 
history of experiences and everyday realities which culminate, in the 
process, into a “meaningful tradition” that is at once uniquely Chinese, 
or Indian, or Malay (or whatever the ethnic identity) and uniquely 
Malaysian. These writings continue to celebrate the pluralistic identity 
of this country, however fraught and unstable, revealing in the process 
a deep awareness of Malaysianess that transcends state-informed 
boundaries. And one of the ways in which these writings encourage 
such awareness is through their depiction of religion and how it oper-
ates on personal, communal and cross-cultural levels. 

Religious Pluralism and the Malaysian Society

Before outlining the scope of this study, the multireligious makeup of 
Malaysia must first be considered to provide further context for this 
project. Islam is the principal religion in Malaysia, and the Malays, 
who form the largest ethnic group (sixty-five percent of the popula-
tion),57 are also constitutionally Muslims. This symbiotic relationship 
has persisted since the fourteenth century,58 and was solidified during 
the British rule (beginning with the Pangkor Treaty in 1874) to pacify 
the Malay rulers with the promise that they would continue to remain 
religious leaders in their respective states.59 But when Islam became the 
official religion in the Constitution of Malaya in 1957, the Islamization 
of the Malay people became law. As Azmi Aziz and A. B Shamsul 
deliberate:



 Introduction 19

The Malaysian Constitution became the single most important 
modern institutional tool that molded and conditioned Malaysian 
Islam, thus defining its socio-political space in Malaysian 
government and politics. This delineation of the “Islamic/Muslim” 
socio-political space, as we observe today, into a rather special 
space, is rooted in a straightforward constitutional provision in 
which every Malay person is automatically defined as Muslim. 
In other words, religion (read Islam) became the ethnic identifier 
(read Malayness) for the Malays.60

It was, however, in the 1970s (again following the racial riots of 1969) 
that Islam took on an increasingly aggressive dimension, a resurgence 
that was largely influenced by a worldwide Islamic revival.61 Although 
Islamic resurgent movements were not uncommon in the history of 
Malaysia, in the 1970s, these movements began to shift their focus from 
primarily religious and social concern, to political ones as well. As his-
torians K. S. Jomo and Abdullah Shabery Cheek contend:

The rejection of secular Western-oriented education and Western 
style modernization by young Muslim Malays began at a time 
when governments of Muslim nations began to assert themselves 
politically, following the first oil price shock of 1973. In the late 
1970s, Islamic revival gained increased political momentum 
through a tacit alliance between the Malaysian Islamic Youth 
Movement (ABIM) and the Parti Islam SeMalaysia (Pan-Malayan 
Islamic Party, PAS) — the main Islamic opposition party.62

ABIM, then led by the charismatic Anwar Ibrahim, and PAS posed a 
significant threat to UMNO (United Malays National Organization), 
the principal Malay political party of the country, and a member of 
Barisan Nasional (or, the National Front, a coalition between UMNO, 
MCA [Malayan Chinese Association], MIC [Malayan Indian Congress] 
and other smaller parties). Their primary attack was focused on 
UMNO’s laxity in matters of Islam and its pandering to the West. 
Soon, “diverse Islamic revivalist groups, collectively referred to as the 
dakwah (proselytizing) movement, began to develop among the kam-
pong-born and educated Malays who had emerged as a new social 
force under the NEP”. UMNO’s position was significantly jeopardized, 
but in the 1980s, under Prime Minister Dr Mahathir, the party began 
a series of counteractions that would radically strengthen its posi-
tion as the representative of Islam in the country.63 Some of UMNO’s 
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strategies included co-opting Anwar Ibrahim, professing a moder-
ate Islamic stance compatible with modernization and a sensitivity 
towards other ethnic groups, and realigning Islam with “building an 
integrated, forward-looking and globally oriented nation embracing 
all ethnic groups”.64 Declaring its own “Islamization of the government 
machine” in 1984,65 by the 1990s, “Islam has moved to a central posi-
tion within [the government’s] ideology”.66 In mobilizing Islam to form 
the backbone of the nation’s governmentality, however, UMNO was 
not thinking of turning Malaysia into another Iran.67 Under Mahathir’s 
regime, Islam was seen as key to nationalism and modernization, 
and was as such unopposed to capitalism. As Ong notes, the political 
emphasis on Islam during this period “appears to be state control over 
Islamic law as an instrument of and a rationale for national growth and 
security”.68 

Such a concerted effort at raising the stakes of Islam was viewed, 
at best, with ambivalence by the other ethnic groups. In the country’s 
“mosaic of religions, superimposed by the constitutional standing of 
Islam as the official religion”, what resulted from this move by the 
government is the reduction of this mosaic “to two fields of contesta-
tion: the Muslim and the non-Muslims”, and the discourse of religion 
invariably cutting into the discourse of race.69 This contention contin-
ues. Today, race and religion in Malaysia have become interlinked, so 
much so that the profession of a religion is tantamount to belonging to 
a particular ethnic group. Unsurprisingly, this has led to various forms 
of intricate social vexation: Malays are not allowed to adopt any other 
faith — to do so would be to relinquish their bumiputra status and its 
attendant privileges, and in any case, under the Syariah law, conver-
sion for the Malays is illegal.70 A non-Malay who wishes to adopt Islam 
is viewed with disdain by his or her ethnic community because such 
an act is construed as a betrayal of his or her people. In the eyes of 
many ethnic Chinese and Indians, to “masuk Islam” (convert to Islam) 
is equivalent to “masuk Melayu” (become Malay). Converts to Islam are 
also viewed warily by their Malay brethren because there is always the 
unstated suspicion that the former want to enjoy the socio-economic 
privileges associated with being a Muslim. Moreover, a non-Malay 
Muslim is always considered a “saudara baru”, or a newcomer to the 
faith, an appellation that implies subordination to his or her Malay 
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brethren, even if he or she has actually been a Muslim all his or her 
life.71 Clearly, such a socio-political landscape is discriminatory, and 
reifies the Malay-Muslim exceptionalism. 

But while much has been written about this intense politicizing 
of religion in the country’s history, little has been documented with 
regard to how the other ethnic groups (primarily the Chinese and the 
Tamil-Indians who comprise roughly twenty-six and eight percent 
of the population respectively)72 view this transformation. One such 
precious study is undertaken by Kikue Hamayotsu. According to 
Hamayotsu, Mahathir’s anti-Western stance and his “Look-East” 
policy as the fundamentals for socio-economic development were 
able to channel “the target of Malay nationalism away from the non-
Malays — the Chinese in particular — within the country to the West 
outside”;73 as such, “UMNO’s vision of modernist Islam was, in fact, 
a quite attractive option for the non-Muslim minorities in Muslim-
dominated Malaysia”.74 Following this view, the non-Muslims of 
Malaysia were quite happy to tolerate Mahathir’s Islamist-motivated 
nation-building strategies as long as their interests were not directly 
affected. A contrary view, however, is proffered by Lee and Ackerman, 
who argue that UMNO’s Islamization policies (in)directly contributed 
to the increased religiosity in the other racial groups as well.75 This 
is in response, perhaps, to a growing sense of helplessness amongst 
these ethnic groups as they witnessed, essentially as “mute spectators 
… the drama of Islamic insurgence” which “ignored, threatened and 
transgressed” their rights.76 Interesting as they may be, both these the-
ories, however, are broad and general, and fail to capture the complex 
anxieties reflected in the non-Malay Muslims response to the coun-
try’s intense Islamic reflowering. This is inevitable as studies of these 
kinds tend to privilege a sociological (or anthropological or historical) 
model, while psychological and aesthetical ones are often overlooked. 
Inevitably then, what are left out of such studies are the intangible 
effects of social-political transformations. 

In her reading of Asian-American narratives from a psychoanalytical 
perspective, Ann Cheng astutely observes that it is a narrow definition 
of “material” (read tangible, observable) history which has resulted 
in the marginalization of literature and philosophy from serious con-
sideration in research on racial relations.77 Yet, as Cheng avers, it is in 
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these disciplines that the “pressing” matters of race and discrimina-
tion are most evident because “private desires … enmeshed in social 
relations” are powerfully foregrounded.78 Literature, for example, pro-
vides the discursive space for the “materialization” of what official 
histories often deny, but which are nevertheless intricately related to 
social “realities”. Cheng gives the example of trauma resulting from 
racial prejudice which, because it is often lodged in the psyche and 
as such is “intangible”, is also often unnoticed in studies which are 
biased towards the material. This, as Cheng argues, is a radical short-
coming in the larger project of race relations because it dismisses one 
of its profound and fundamental dimensions from serious considera-
tion just because it cannot be empirically recorded. Ultimately, it is a 
shortcoming premised on the dismissal of the fact that “the material 
world” is at once also “deeply implicated in a symbolic [and I would 
add emotional and psychic] realm[s]”.79 Cheng’s insightful observa-
tion has crucial relevance to my project. In the case of Malaysia, the 
sociological, anthropological and/or sociological enquiries into the 
reactions of non-Malay Muslims to Islamic revivalism reflect merely an 
overall understanding of the situation, but do not begin to reveal the 
intricacies of race-relation and religious anxieties experienced on an 
everyday level. They do not tell us, for example, the forms such anxi-
eties take, and how they affect the individual in his or her personal 
life and interpersonal relationships. They do not enable an apprecia-
tion of the mental and emotional complexities of this state of religious 
tension, or what a non-Malay, under such a regime, would confront 
should he or she wish to embrace Islam. They also do not reveal the 
level of cultural and ethical compromises and valences involved for a 
people fragmented by racial and religious division but who neverthe-
less sincerely desire friendship and unity. 

This study, I hope, will go some way in filling the gaps left by 
sociological and anthropological interrogations into the state of the 
Malaysian people. My objective in focusing on literary works as the 
basis of my enquiry is precisely to unveil the “unspoken” aspects of 
tensions resulting from religious adherence on both personal and inter-
personal levels. In these narratives, questions about what it means to 
be Hindu in an Islamic country, a modern Muslim, and a convert in 
this religiously fraught space, take on an immediate “reality” that is 
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both complicated and compelling, and force the reader — at least this 
reader — to reconsider his or her ethnic and religious position and, 
perhaps, be more amenable to otherness. But this is not all. I am also 
interested in the way writers (such as Maniam and Lee Kok Liang) 
harness the symbols of their religious traditions to rethink their ethnic 
and cultural particularity and how their narratives negotiate “catego-
ries of difference and power [to] indicate the degree to which ethnic 
traditions resist the homogenizing and functionalist strategies” of 
nationalism and historical imperatives.80 As such, my study finds reso-
nance in Peter Kerry Power’s (passim John Berger) injunction that:

the socially constructive power of religion [is] not so much in 
doctrines or theologies but in day-to-day practices, stories and 
rituals: ways of being in the world imaginatively and practically 
that orient human beings towards particular forms of actions. The 
stories and rituals that religion carry forward embody memories 
that allow cultures to both persist and adapt to change.81 

As Malaysia continues to struggle with issues of racial unity and reli-
gious tolerance, perhaps the solution for consolidating them lies in 
something as simple and yet meaningful as reading good literature. 

Religion and/in Anglophone Malaysian Literature

It must be qualified that the placement of the conjunction and prepo-
sition in the subheading of this section is to signal the twin concerns 
of this study (literature “and” religion) and its separation from a 
particular tradition (notably Western) of studying literature as the 
handmaiden to religion (Christianity). This tradition, possibly instanti-
ated by T. S. Eliot’s essay “Religion and Literature” (1935), is premised 
on the view that literature must always be read from a theological (or 
at least ethical) standpoint. Instead, my focus is on what the narratives 
I have selected for discussion tell us about religions as practised by the 
various ethnic groups at an intimate and communal level, and what 
their devotions mean to them (and to others). An important disclaimer 
that needs emphasizing is that I am not suggesting that these narratives 
are “representative” of the various ethnic identities and their particu-
lar religious concerns. Fiction does not claim such a grand objective, 
and the critic must therefore not impute to it such a vision. But fiction 
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does record cultural memories, including ritual and religious practices, 
and such memories do play the crucial function of preserving for a 
people an identity that is often too easily disintegrated by the forget-
fulness of nationalistic concerns.82 In considering the theme of religion 
in anglophone Malaysian literature, I am (re)visiting the “cultural 
memories” of a people and what they reveal about: the state of reli-
gious tension that has been ideologically engendered, thereby dividing 
the people; the complexities of practising religion in a country increas-
ingly transformed by (post)modernity and globalization; and the 
private negotiations one has to make between one’s religious adher-
ence and one’s sexuality, gender and/or class.83 Within such a reading 
praxis, my investigation of these texts follows Theodore Ziokolwiski’s 
recommendation that the religious elements in literature ought to be 
interpreted “seriously or parodistically, devoutly or critically”.84 Also, 
by focusing on the “local” and the “particular” of some of these nar-
ratives (Buddhism in Lee Kok Liang’s novel, Hinduism in Maniam’s 
writings, Christianity and Confucianism in Shirley Lim’s stories and 
Islam in the works of Che Husna Azhari and Karim Raslan), I hope 
that this study may reveal the ways in which these narratives partici-
pate in “the emergence of a new and broader definition of universal 
human values, which asserts the shared concerns of all peoples across 
their differences”.85 

When reading the narratives of the writers, what becomes evident 
is the pronounced presence of religion, however indirect, as a theme. 
Or to put it differently and in order to address the title of this study, 
religion is often “intimated” in these narratives, forms an important 
subtext, and serves as a kind of interpretive direction, but without 
becoming a major concern (except perhaps for the writings of K. S. 
Maniam). The significance of religion in Malaysian anglophone fiction, 
however, has not been well reflected in available scholarship. Criticism 
often focuses largely on the dimensions of nationalism and/or race 
(see individual chapters for further evidence), neglecting altogether a 
host of equally important issues including religion, gender, sexuality 
and class. Also, such scholarship often adopts a sociological model for 
interrogation which, I feel, tends to ignore or neglect the texts’ more 
slippery and “unsymbolizable” features such as semblances of trauma, 
the violence of rhetoric, and the unconscious, all of which would be 
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revealed through a psychoanalytical investigation. As such, this study 
draws substantially on psychoanalytical insights (especially of the 
Lacanian school) to read the selected narratives’ portrayal of religion 
which, as it will become clear, is often inseparable from constitutions of 
sexuality, gender and race. 

Chapter 1 focuses on Lloyd Fernando’s two novels, Scorpion Orchid 
(1976) and Green Is the Colour (1993). Of the writers discussed in this 
study, Fernando’s depiction of multiracialism and multireligiosity is 
the most encompassing perhaps due to the overt political stance his 
narratives take. Separated by almost two decades, both novels provide 
variegated perspectives on Malaysia’s socio-political landscapes and 
the extent to which religion and race have influenced the differences. In 
the more optimistic Scorpion Orchid, Fernando recommends a model for 
nation-building that is premised on religion’s capacity to acknowledge 
and embrace otherness as a motivation towards unity. The “vision” 
proposed here has interesting affinities with French theorists Derrida’s 
and Levinas’s views on hospitality, and it is against this concept that I 
frame my reading of the novel. Green Is the Colour is decidedly darker 
in tone, implying a sense of frustration over the failed establishment of 
friendship amongst the different races, such as that envisioned in the 
first novel. This novel also gestures toward much of the racial unrest 
experienced by the country in 1969 although in a decidedly speculative 
manner. Together, both novels represent the cultural and political vicis-
situdes of a nation as it encounters modernization and globalization, 
and what this means for the various communities and their particular 
religious beliefs. 

Another writer who acknowledges religion’s capacity to celebrate 
otherness is Lee Kok Liang, whose works will be the focus of Chapter 
2. In the only novel published during his lifetime, Flowers in the Sky 
(1981), Lee suggests that friendship can be forged between individu-
als from different racial and religious backgrounds without necessarily 
having to “recognize” the other as an ally; in fact, the narrative seems 
to imply, again with a Derridean slant, that friendship can also be 
premised on misrecognition. In the novel, it is the Buddhist monk and 
Christian medical doctor’s inability to communicate (through lan-
guage) with each other that precisely compel both men to bridge their 
gap of differences not by co-opting the other into familiar categories of 
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the self, but by “learning” about that otherness. This reading rejects the 
view proffered by various critics that the two men’s failure to converse 
suggests the breakdown of the multiracial relationship. The novel is 
also heavily invested with Buddhist imagery; deploying Bernard 
Faure’s excellent theorizing of Buddhism from a psychoanalytical per-
spective, I make certain observations about the way Flowers in the Sky 
(which, in Buddhism, is a metaphor for “fantasy”) portrays and prob-
lematizes, interestingly, the monk’s religiosity. This chapter will also 
consider one of Lee’s lesser-known short stories, “Ibrahim Something” 
(1992), which deals with the vexing issue of religious conversion in 
Malaysia. In this story, the psychic and emotional upheavals faced by a 
Chinese man who converts to Islam are carefully illuminated to reveal 
their complex entanglements with race, kinship and sexuality. That 
both stories are set in hospitals attest to Lee’s typically ironic stance 
that seems to question the extent to which religion can ultimately heal 
racial fracture.

Fernando’s and, to a lesser extent, Lee’s writings tend to have a mul-
tiracial focus and depict religion’s potential to either forge deeper ties 
or motivate division. The narratives of Shirley Lim, K. S. Maniam, Che 
Husna Azhari and Karim Raslan, on the other hand, are more focused 
on a particular ethnic community, which in turn provide interesting 
viewpoints on how various Malaysian communities observe, practise 
and contest their religious systems.86 K. S. Maniam’s narratives will be 
examined in Chapter 3. Specifically, I will discuss his first two novels, 
The Return (1981) and In a Far Country (1993), and the short story, “The 
Pelanduk” (1989). The community that people Maniam’s stories are 
the Tamil-Hindus, and as many critics have acknowledged, his stories 
are as such deeply infused with Hindu symbology. My reading of The 
Return diverges from the standard interpretation of the protagonist’s 
grandmother and father as “failures” when it comes to negotiating 
a diasporic identity in a new land because they stubbornly refuse to 
relinquish the religious and cultural heritages (including Hinduism) 
inherited from their previous homeland. Instead, I argue that a lifestyle 
reminiscent of an ascetic adopted by these two characters toward the 
end of their lives insinuates a triumph over insurmountable forces, 
and aids them, paradoxically, in finally “rooting” spiritually and tran-
scendentally to a land in which they cannot otherwise find a sense of 
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belonging. This dilemma of belonging is revisited in “The Pelanduk” 
where the clash between tradition and modernity is given full rein. 
Drawing on the story of Sita’s abduction in the Ramayana, “The 
Pelanduk” is a complex and subtle investigation of the obstructions 
certain traditions and belief systems place upon a community, conse-
quently trapping it in a cycle of poverty and socio-cultural regression. 
Finally, in Maniam’s possibly most experimental narrative, In a Far 
Country, the dilemma between ethical responsibility and worldly 
renunciation is explored. If Maniam’s first novel, at least in my reading, 
promotes renunciation as a viable strategy for self-transcendence, this 
second novel seems to suggest that to do this without ethical impunity 
is to misunderstand one’s religious calling (or Dharma in Hinduism). 
Both “The Pelanduk” and In a Far Country make definite references to 
ritual sacrifice and to interrogate this motif, I recourse to René Girard’s 
theories of sacrifice and scapegoating, and the subsequent develop-
ment of these theories in the context of Hinduism by Brian Smith and 
Wendy Doniger. 

Chapter 4 performs close readings of selected stories by Shirley 
Lim and her two novels, Joss and Gold (2001) and Sister Swing (2007). 
Of these, only Sister Swing explicitly references religion as a theme; 
nevertheless, a tacit acknowledgement of the often adverse influence 
of religion (especially Confucianism and Christianity) on the lives of 
middle-class Malaysian Chinese thread through many of her narra-
tives. Lim’s reflection on the Chinese people’s affinity with their beliefs 
is however, as I will demonstrate, guided by nostalgia for traditional-
ism that privileges patriarchy; because of this, her stories persistently 
plot women as either victims of or passive colluders with their fathers’ 
faiths. Such a narrative strategy is fundamentally biased and ends up 
reinforcing that which Lim purportedly sets out to challenge: the sub-
ordination of women under patriarchal systems.

Chapter 5 is an analysis of two short stories by two emerging Malay 
authors who write specifically in the English language. In “Mariah” 
(1993) by Che Husna Azhari, the vexing issue of polygamy in Islam is 
sympathetically, if ironically, explored. Reading this story against con-
temporary debates on the issue, I argue that the narrative irony which 
leads to non-closure cleverly enables the story both its critical edge 
and its adherence to the status quo perspective on the matter. “The 
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Neighbors” (1996) by Karim Raslan boldly intimates the “unspeak-
able” circumstance of homosexuality in Islam, but deftly redirects 
this “problem” to a lesser moral one: that of being nosy. As such, the 
narrative, after positioning Islam as a “private” matter and a toler-
ant religion, cannot bring itself to exonerate homosexuality from its 
own pronouncements, but has to instead append “blame” and “sin” 
onto a busybody woman, thus displacing altogether the contention 
the story sets out to address. Hence, despite the apparent promotion 
of a “modern” Islam this story seems to undertake, it cannot in the 
end wrest itself from the religion’s traditional and fundamentalist cir-
cumscription, thus bringing into radical relief the problem of Islam, 
sexuality and modernity in contemporary Malaysia. 

Conclusion: Reading Marginality, Reading Postmodernism

This book is defined by the marginality of the subject matter. At the 
same time however, this marginality is also defined on several levels, 
some of which are consciously approached while others surface only 
as this study unfolds. First, it is a study of Malaysian fiction written 
in English, which continues to occupy a peripheral position (although 
increasingly less so) in the nation’s cultural space. Second, it exam-
ines the way in which these narratives represent religion (which as a 
subject matter, is often already defined “in terms of marginality”)87 — 
a direction which scholarship often neglects or ignores due perhaps 
to the “sensitivity” of such a concern. Third, and one which surfaces 
indirectly as the result of analysis but has become an important area of 
exploration, is the manner in which these narratives portray women. 
The noticeable alignment of women with religion in almost all the 
stories discussed reflects the persistence of casting women as symbols 
of religious and cultural particularity, and often not without problems. 
For example, Fernando, Lee and Maniam deploy “religious” women 
to function as foils against the hypocrisy and bigotry of supposedly 
“religious” men, but in the process, these women are also subjected to 
forms of violence visited upon their bodies. This is done, so it seems, 
to suggest by way of metaphor or irony, religion’s “failure”, but what 
cannot be dismissed is that these women are also textually brutalized 
and their individualities, because they function as symbols, obfuscated. 
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Part of each chapter, thus, is devoted to analyzing the depiction of 
women in the narratives under discussion. 

My investigative framework is, in the end, effectively postmodern 
in that I am concerned with the way critical reading of selected narra-
tives performs a “dislodgement” of the narratives’ “claims of location 
and legitimacy” and unsettles “the comforts and securities granted 
by the narratives that declare and justify where we are”.88 That is, by 
subjecting the narratives to various theoretical frameworks — postco-
lonial, feminist, psychoanalytical, poststructuralist — I hope to exploit 
the critical dialecticism engendered from this to “expose the preten-
sions to place [or subjectivity, or belief, or identity] involved in our 
[meta]narratives”, and to “question our proprietary postures, and 
counter claims of possession with contrary narratives”.89 In positioning 
the selected, “contrary” narratives in tension with the metanarratives 
of the nation’s (pretentious) racial/religious exceptionalism, what 
I wish to explore are the gaps and schisms in the national imaginary 
that nevertheless allow for the celebration of “the people” against the 
homogenizing, absolutist ideology of “identity” that is defined by race 
and religion. In this way, not only are the narratives and the religion 
they thematize exposed for their possibly “essentialist and founda-
tionalist paradigms”, they are also productively engaged with “the 
problematics and potentials of postmodern discursive contexts” that 
will necessarily render them multifaceted and profoundly significant.
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43. Ibid. Nibbāna is more commonly spelled as “Nirvana”. 

44. Bernard Faure (1998: 15–16).

45. Ibid. (17).

46. An inconsistency in Hung’s action is noticeable. Undoubtedly, the 
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on the Śūrangama Sutra, its Tantric contents will certainly distract him 
even more.

47. Syd Harrex ([1982] 2001: 181). 

48. Pek Sim finds this preposterous because “if no one could learn to draw 
then who would draw the image of the World-Honored One” (138) to 
adorn temples? But out of respect for her brother’s status, she keeps 
silent.

49. Syd Harrex ([1982] 2001: 181). 

50. For Bernard Wilson, “The monk’s repression of Ah Lan’s attempts to 
achieve artistic and sexual liberation primarily stems from a denial of 

226 Notes to pp. 77–85



his own physicality, but also has at its source a metaphorical muteness 
and emasculation that represents his frustration at being unable to 
adequately express himself (physically and verbally) in a country where 
‘everything had become grotesque’ (Wilson, 2009: 138–39; inset quote 
from Flowers [132]).

51. Eve Sedgwick (1985: 88).

52. Michel Foucault ([1985] 1999: 196).

53. Christopher Gowans (2003: 64).

54. Indeed, this entire episode is strongly reminiscent of a carnival during 
the Middle Ages in Europe, which Mikhail Bakhtin has carefully 
theorized, where “the carnivalesque crowd … is not merely a crowd. It 
is the people as a whole, but organized in their own way, the way of the 
people. It is outside of and contrary to all existing forms of the coercive 
socioeconomic and political organization, which is suspended for 
the time of the festivity” (Bakhtin, 1994: 225). In the celebration of the 
discovery of Ganesh, every social norm and official authority is flaunted. 
Even Inspector Hashim, whose technique of crowd control echoes Pierre 
Bourdieu’s point on symbolic power as an exercise of “control of other 
people’s bodies and belief that is given by the collectively recognized 
capacity to act in various ways on deep-rooted linguistic and muscular 
patterns of behavior, either by neutralizing them or by reactivating them 
to function mimetically” (Bourdieu, [1984] 2005: 89), is unable to cow 
this crowd. Clearly, religious devotion is stronger than the fear of earthly 
laws. 

55. Bernard Faure (1998: 48).

56. Georges Bataille (1986: 248).

57. Vesna Wallace (2007: 252).

58. K relies on his wife to manage his household finances, and his nurse O. 
Sim to manage his professional life.

59. In the case of nunhood, marginalization can sometimes take subtle, 
insidious forms. As Bernard Faure notes:

Nunhood can have an ambiguous meaning when viewed as a form 
of control of female celibacy … Thus, a feminist could question 
whether the ideal Buddhist nun would be a genderless woman, a 
kind of superwoman who has transcended the limitations of gender 
and sexuality; or a woman who, by denying her womanhood, 
has interiorized patriarchal ideology. Is the nun’s very desire to 
shed human limitations (including gender) a progress toward 
Buddhahood, or a mere denial (in the Freudian sense)? (2003: 52–53) 

 Although a Buddhist’s ultimate goal is to deny the self in order to reach 
enlightenment, for a woman, there is an extra step that she has to undergo 

 Notes to pp. 85–88 227



before attaining this, and that is to become a “man” first (for accounts 
of Buddhist stories and discussion of the transformation of the female 
body, see Nancy S. Barnes [1987]). This is evident even in the sutras of 
supposedly egalitarian Buddhist schools like Mahāyāna Buddhism 
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