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EDITORIAL

The second issue of Volume 22 features five articles on topics in literature, heritage and philosophy. The first article is an elegant discussion of how historical fiction offers opportunities for re-reading and examining national history and literary spatiality. It achieves this by examining the literary spaces in a 1985 novel, Daerah Zeni, by the Malaysian National Laureate A. Samad Said.

The next three articles in the current publication focus on heritage issues in Malaysia. The second article is a study on 28 museums in the Northern Peninsula states and their role in preserving and representing cultural heritage. The discussion focuses on distinctive local performing arts, as well as archaeological and ethnic artefacts that are exhibited in the museums in arguing this point.

The heritage theme is continued in the third article which is concerned with the management of natural heritage in the Penang National Park located on Penang Island in Malaysia. The study foregrounds the threats faced by the park due to various urbanisation and development factors and provides management and planning suggestions to assure the sustainability of the park as a natural heritage.

The fourth article is an interesting study on two heritage languages found in two minority communities in Malaysia, namely, Acehnese and the Malacca Portuguese Creole or Cristang. An analysis of the speakers’ perceptions found that both communities regarded their language as important cultural heritage that distinguishes them as unique groups within the Malaysian multifarious linguistic scenery.

The last article in this issue discusses Alain Badiou’s thoughts on love which challenges the traditional and common association of love with feelings and emotion. Badiou’s “anti-philosophical” position on love is discussed by the author in this essay to “theorise an amorous politics”.

Hajar Abdul Rahim
Editor-in-Chief

RENCANA PENGARANG

Isu kedua Jilid 22 ini memaparkan lima buah makalah dengan topik dalam bidang kesusasteraan, warisan dan falsafah. Makalah pertama mengutarakan satu perbincangan yang menarik tentang cara fiksyen sejarah membuka peluang bagi pembacaan semula dan penilaian sejarah kebangsaan dan ruang kesusasteraan. Makalah ini mencapai tujuan perbincangannya menerusi penelitian terhadap ruang kesusasteraan dalam novel yang diterbitkan pada tahun 1985 yang bertajuk Daerah Zeni karya Sasterawan Negara A. Samad Said.

Tiga buah makalah seterusnya dalam jilid ini berfokus pada isu warisan di Malaysia. Makalah kedua merupakan satu kajian tentang 28 buah muzium di negeri-negeri di kawasan utara Semenanjung Malaysia dan peranan muzium-muzium ini dalam memelihara dan menampilkan warisan budaya. Dalam membahaskan isu ini, perbincangan makalah ini bertumpu pada keunikan seni pentas tempatan dan artifak arkeologi serta etnik yang dipamerkan di muzium-muzium tersebut.

Tema warisan diteruskan dalam makalah ketiga yang memberi perhatian kepada pengurusan warisan semula jadi di Taman Negara Pulau Pinang yang terletak di Pulau Pinang, Malaysia. Kajian dalam makalah ini menyorot ancaman yang dihadapi oleh Taman tersebut akibat pembandaran dan pembangunan serta mencadangkan pengurusan dan perancangan demi menjamin kelestarian kawasan tersebut sebagai warisan semula jadi.

Makalah keempat merupakan perbincangan menarik tentang dua buah bahasa warisan yang terdapat dalam dua buah komuniti minoriti di Malaysia, iaitu bahasa Aceh dan bahasa kreol Portugis Melaka atau Kristang. Analisis terhadap persepsi penutur mendapati kedua-dua komuniti ini menganggap bahasa mereka sebagai warisan budaya yang penting yang mencirikan mereka sebagai kumpulan yang unik dalam pemandangan linguistik penduduk Malaysia yang beraneka ragam.

Makalah terakhir dalam isu ini membincangkan pemikiran Alain Badiou tentang cinta yang mencabar pandangan tradisional dan yang mengaitkan cinta dengan perasaan dan emosi. Pandangan Badiou tentang cinta yang antifalsafah ini dibincangkan oleh penulis dalam makalah ini untuk “memikirkan penyelesaian tentang politik keghairahan”.

Hajar Abdul Rahim
Ketua Sidang Pengarang
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Abstract. How do we read the Malay novel in the postcolonial, postmodern context of Malay/Malaysian literature? Daerah Zeni, a 1985 novel written by National Laureate A. Samad Said and an example of Malay historical fiction, tells an embattled story of an author writing about a nationalist fighter during the late period of colonisation, portraying the reality of the literary production of the novel itself. As a historico-literary mise-en-abyme of sorts, the novel offers opportunities for infinite readings of national history, literary history within the nation, literary spatiality, and how the authorial figure acts as a reflective link between/of the novel and the nation.
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Introduction

Daerah Zeni,1 as a Malay phrase, signifies a geographical space attributed to Zeni, the protagonist-reader of/in A. Samad Said’s 1985 novel, which tells the story of the daughters of reputable Malay-Malaysian author Lazri Meon, who risks being swept into obscurity after his last novel, published 20 years before Malaysia’s independence. Together with her sister Zedi, Zeni discovers their father’s unpublished manuscript about a nationalist fighter undergoing trials and tribulations during the colonisation period. In both novels—the fictional manuscript and Daerah Zeni—characters are forced to make difficult choices, and nationalist struggles are juxtaposed with familial conflicts and guilt. Hamdar, the nationalist fighter-hero in Lazri Meon’s novel, has to leave his family and live in isolation to dedicate his life to a worthier cause—the fight against the colonisers. This plot reflects the tragedies in Lazri Meon’s life: his wife dies, his daughters are caught in hardships of their own (Zeni becomes entangled in a painful divorce and Zedi became a paraplegic), and his writings steadily becoming more obscure in the local literary scene. Samad Said draws a powerful parallel between the story in his novel and the story in the novel within the novel, with some scenes reflecting or hinting at scenes in another.

Based on the title, we may understand the novel not only as merely a story but also as a constructed literary space invented and shaped by the author and his characters, a cognitive space that is a part of the author’s cyclical fictional universe. In an interview about the novel, Samad Said described Daerah Zeni as “coming from a greater universe” (Abdul Aziz 1991), given that three of his other novels are also about Malaysian postcolonial struggles. As “a domain where struggle is a must to survive” (A. Samad Said 1985), the novel is located both in the later pages of Malaysian colonial history, which serves as a setting for Lazri Meon’s novel, and in the current pages of Lazri Meon and his daughters’ lives. Of course, there are many issues associated with the title and the structural framework of the novel, such as the multi-tiered intervocality embedded within it, the manner in which Samad Said’s universe is intertwined with the worlds of his characters, and how these worlds form a narrative that represents, albeit with some exclusions and limitations, a chapter of Malaysian history. In this essay, the author examines the complexities that this fictional-historical spatiality bring into Malaysian literature, and how Samad Said situates his novel in a Malaysian imaginaire that is rife with complication—marked with overlapping literary spaces.

The author uses the term “literary spaces” to refer to the physical surfaces on which literature, comprising of words, sentences, paragraphs and chapters are inscribed on. They may refer to the pages of books and manuscripts. They may also refer to more abstract cognitive, figurative spaces that manifest and generate themselves in the readers’ minds upon the act of reading, and contemplating, and figuring out meaning, making connections between concrete, printed words, and concepts and ideas in the mind. The word daerah is a spatial marker, evoking the geographical subdivision of a state in the British provincial system established during the colonial times. The territorial connotation of the word seems to be invested in the notion that colonialism is not only political exploitation but also geographical hegemony and the conceptual hegemony of geography. Geographical hegemony, via the rule of British administrators over pieces and divisions of land, which is directly connected to the sleight-of-hand manner with which the science of geography was applied onto pieces of land that are measured, surveyed, traded, reserved and represented in print. Perhaps this is what is alluded to by the mention of “wild tornado from the west” by Hamdar2 to himself, a solitary literary gesture towards the oncoming of modernity, imposed by way of colonial rule.

Under the context of colonialism, one of the central themes in the novel (and many other works by the same author) is established—perjuangan or “struggle“—against the colonisers, for freedom. This concept is later extended further to Zeni and Zedi, who read their father’s manuscript during hard times in their own lives, and find themselves in states of affairs that require them to soldier on despite the challenges that they face. It is also this concept—perjuangan—that justified murders of colonial officers as a form of anti-colonialism, divided the nationalists into factions, each with their own version of the “struggle” to form an independent nation-state and caused families to be separated, such as Hamdar’s and Lazri Meon’s.

From another angle, the spatiality of the title gives us an impression that the novel is both a product of, or a literary text that is prone to, colonisation, if we consider the fact that the advent of print technology and the genre of the novel that occurred in Europe, brought to Malaysia, Southeast Asia and the rest of the world, mostly by colonial officers who are scholars, writers, merchants and scientists. The spread of the genre of the novel is a kind of transfer involving a subtle framework containing among many other systems, a certain cartographic land-based perspective or worldview. This is not to say that the non-European novel is less superior or less original, instead it encourages us to consider the inescapability of colonial memory, that inspires Zeni and Zedi, that readers feel when reading Zeni and Zedi’s readings of their father’s novel and that makes Daerah Zeni a postcolonial novel.

Reading into an Abyss: The Malay Novel as a Mise-en-abyme

In the beginning of The Order of Things (1966), Michel Foucault brings forth a very detailed description and analysis of a 1656 painting by Diego Velazquez, that is, a mise-en-abyme. The facade of the painting shows a group of maids of honour and the painter looking at a painting on an easel in a room with walls decorated with many paintings. The painter faces outwards towards the spectator of the painting. Hidden from plain view is the place of the spectator and the painting that the painter is working on. In the distant background, there is a mirror, faintly reflecting the painting the painter is working on. Slanted to the left, the painting of the painter in the painting gives way for the painter’s gaze to be directed almost directly at the spectator, presenting the infinite nature of the gaze: from the spectator to the painting and the painter, from the painter to the spectator and from the painter to the painting in the painting. A similar infiniteness is present in Daerah Zeni and also in the unpublished manuscript, which is called pelukisan or “painting” (A. Samad Said 1985, 106). In Daerah Zeni, the present-day reader reads about another reader—Zeni, in the novel, who is reading another work by her father that is hidden from the fictional public as it is unpublished. Then, of course, there is the realist question that any spectator or reader would be tempted to think about, as with Las Meninas and Daerah Zeni— is the figure of the creator (the painter in Las Meninas, and the author in Daerah Zeni) a self-portrait of sorts, that reflects both themselves upon the act of creating and the reader/spectator upon the act of reading/seeing? The multiple, overlapping literary spaces of reading experienced by the reader could be formulated as such: 1) the literary space of the novel that includes Zeni’s perspective and her description of her father’s manuscript, illustrious Malay authors of early modern Malay canon such as Syed Syeikh al-Hadi, Shamsuddin Salleh, Abdullah Sidek, Harun Aminurrashid3 and staple texts of early modern Malay canon such as Melur Kuala Lumpur, Chanai Bachaan and Kamus Wilkinson;4 2) the literary space of Lazri Meon’s novel that to a certain extent documented an alternate narrative of Perak’s colonial history, including Birch’s murder in morbid detail and the passionate rebelliousness of a gang of anti-colonialists in their quest to fight for independence.

Then, it is necessary to also consider the liminal space between the spaces—between the canonical works of Malay modern literature mentioned in Daerah Zeni and Daerah Zeni, between Daerah Zeni and Lazri Meon’s manuscript, and between the manuscript and the canonical works mentioned in Daerah Zeni. The infinite, ephemeral meaning of the word “abyss” comes to surface, if we were first to consider the act of reading as a set of transformational, and transitorial processes involving movements and vessels of meanings, and movements of vessels of meaning (a novel would be one example of an embodiment of meaning, a paragraph, a sentence, a word, linguistically a morpheme would be the smallest unit of language that contains meaning) or to view all these supposedly vacant spaces as worthy of some recognition and influential in the process of reading. And, with the coming of print technology and writings in the Roman alphabet (instead of the Jawi abjad), stories in Malay have taken on a new form, inching away from the oral traditions, solidified and easily categorisable in codices, magazines, digests and novels.

It is impossible to name the first Malay novel, although some scholars (Hashim Awang 1989; Roff 1974) have attempted to devise concepts and labels to systematize Malay literature and canonise it, using theories and standards based on European and American tradition of literary theory (Hashim Awang 1989). This type of scholarly endeavour has been described as both “necessary” and “dangerous”:


No matter how cautiously they are worded, generalizations—efforts to find similarities in differences—are as dangerous as they are necessary: necessary, because human life is inconceivable without some kind of order no matter how shaky, without some rules no matter how temporary; dangerous, because generalizations resist heterogeneity, disregard the powers-that-be, and ignore particularities (Maier 2004, 203).



From the early stages of literary criticism in the world of Malay writing to the present, there is a tendency to compare the novel to earlier genres of literature, such as hikayat and syair, more popularly known under the umbrella term “oral literature“, which is more primordial and native to the land. Some scholars also look for elements of one in the other, or vice versa, which has resulted in many premature categorisations and generalisations, often due to oversimplifications of the literary works. Perhaps the fluid nature of early Malay literary orality has had something to do with the fact that the first Malay novels were translated, reconfigured adaptations of stories from distant lands (and distant languages at the time, such as Arabic and French) that, in the present context, are irrelevant and elusive, neither known nor read by the reading public:


In the course of seeking to uncover the background of the first Malay novel, however, other matters turn out to arise involving connections between Muhammad bin Muhammad Said, the displaced Sayyid Shaykh Al-Hadi, and detective fiction. If one assumes Kechurian to have been the first Malay novel, it would seem certainly also to have been the first example in Malay literature or detective or “mystery” fiction (Roff 1974).



Such is the complexity of historicising literature in the Malay world and Malaysia. Despite this problem, most scholars agree that the novel started to become popular in Malaysia in the latter half of the nineteenth century with the growth and widespread dissemination of print technology during British rule. The novel then became a literary genre and a nationalist tool that was utilised by famous Malay writers during colonial times, by Lazri Meon in Daerah Zeni and by Samad Said himself to tell stories about the plight of the Malays under colonial rule.

The postcolonial novel, a literary genre-space under which Daerah Zeni could be classified, entails another dimension to the story because it not only tells a story set during the British period in Malaya but also informs us how the colonial past is recalled, imagined and reimagined through the multi-chronotopic construction of the novel (Bakhtin 1981, 84). Here, postcoloniality may be defined as a state of being temporally set after the colonial period, as suggested by the word “post“, which means after. However, this phenomenon of temporality may be complicated by considering the methods by which temporality has been conceived and represented, that is, through timelines and texts, etchings upon physical spaces that lead to the understanding of an abstract notion. Other meanings of the word stem “post-“—a physical structure in the shape of a pole marking a place or a point; the act of putting up something to be viewed by many people; the physical act of pasting something on a surface—may also inform us of the nature of the postcolonial text as a sign of the times informed by a colonial past.

Therefore, to say or label something or read a piece of literature as postcolonial, would be to acknowledge its being influenced by the colonial encounter and the many experiences that have been textually documented by historians, writers, anthropologists and many others from many perspectives, in accordance with their disciplinary backgrounds and their lives. Why is this acknowledgement important? It is important especially because the civilised lifestyles of a large group of people who populate a nation-state marked by the colonial experience are overtly and covertly affected and influenced by such an encounter. Furthermore, many of these experiences are preserved as historical, and therefore factual, narratives that are reproduced in textbooks in the official national education systems of nations that have had colonial pasts and whose present(s) are coloured by these pasts.

These abstract surfaces, which are generated and represented by language, create a certain context for events and characters. In some instances, the usage of language is concrete and literal, such as the explicit mention of dates, years, historical events and characters, and specific places. In other instances, figurative hints—such as linguistic expressions, descriptions of delicacies, buildings, modes of transportation, clothing, historical events—are left here and there, naturally relating the text read to a certain era or ethos that stabilises the text for meaning generation.

The postmodern reader becomes a participant in the cyclical readings of Lazri Meon’s novel, set in the colonial era, through Zeni’s and Zedi’s respective imaginings and contexts, presenting a type of stereochronic tango with Daerah Zeni—the main novel set in the fictional present—which becomes the vehicle for everything noted above. The novel starts with a glimpse of Zeni’s “domain” as she reads about Hamdar (as the reader learns a few pages later), the tragic nationalist hero in her father’s unpublished novel who is waking up from a nightmare:


“Dreams always rationalise and teach you about things.” He had heard that from a teacher. The last time he had a dream like that was when he dreamed about the murder of Birch. This dream shook him like that dream. At a glance, it even seemed like he actually saw Mardi killed at the same spot where Birch was killed, only that Birch fell on the floor, while Mardi fell into a river that seemed to flow furiously.

…After he calmed himself down, he remembered to perform the early morning prayers. Outside, the dark and the fog embraced each other.5



In the novel, a more suitable metaphor for literary spatiality is a figment of Zeni’s husband Ehran’s imagination, “an imagined lake at the bottom of a building”.6 If we were to take into consideration one of the Malay words for “country,” tanah air,7 then it is as though the aquatic metaphor is a perfect complement to the word daerah, which is strictly land-based. A work of historical fiction would be as fragile as a paper boat swayed by the ripples of the imagination on the surface of the ephemeral lake, with only its dim shadow projected into the invisible, illusory bottom beyond the abysmal depths of the narrative(s).

As Zeni reads her father’s novel, the reader joins her in an incursion into Hamdar’s psyche—both fictional and historical—as he tries to relieve his traumatised mind from the disturbing scenes of Birch’s murder,8 a key event in the Malays’ struggle against the British. Here, fiction gives way to history to establish the chronotope in Lazri Meon’s novel, a time and space in which anti-colonial heroes such as Hamdar remain shaken by the consequences of such events, which haunt their own fates. Malaysia was then Malaya, ruled by puppet sultanates and chiefs who were subject to British resident officers, who had their say in all administrative matters that did not concern the traditions of the Malays and their religion, Islam. In Samad Said’s colonial Malaya, there seems to be a strong connection between the Malay nationalist movements and Islam, as exemplified in the short story Dosa Pejuang, in which the mosque becomes a meeting point and a hiding place for the anti-colonialists plotting against the Japanese. Similarly, in the scene above, Hamdar seeks solace in the performance of prayers, signifying the depth of the relationship between religion and nation and establishing him as a traditional Malay-Muslim hero. If there were Malay authors who missed historical details such as the details noted above, then it would be very unlikely that Lazri Meon is one of them, or so thinks Zeni:


Maybe it is true that the name Lazri Meon is not as reputable as Syed Syeikh Al-Hadi, Shamsuddin Salleh, Abdullah Sidek or Harun Aminurrashid, but as a descriptive writer, he cannot be challenged, thought Zeni.9



Zeni’s thoughts paint a portrait of Lazri Meon as a writer who is part of a great tradition of Malay writers who are admired and renowned for their fine, exquisitely written Malay. With his brand of realism, Lazri Meon breaks from tradition by maximising the utilisation of historical facts in his writings. The chronotope of Lazri Meon’s novel is coloured with rife internal conflicts within different anti-colonial movements and familial disputes. In Daerah Zeni, Lazri Meon is a member of a Malay political party, which shapes his novel and the story he tells:


And Lazri had not guessed that Jamdir still had time to repeat the same old question: Why was Pulau Pinang, together with Seberang Perai, sold to the East India Company for so cheap? And as usual, he would not get to answer because Jamdir would reminisce about how they had to split a while back—he, with the PKMM, had seceded from the UMNO because they stood by the motto “Independence!” while Lazri remained in the UMNO with its “Long Live the Malays.”10



Here, Samad Said captures the fracture at the very centre of the Malay struggle against the British. The United Malays National Organization (UMNO) values and champions Malay rights above all, even when doing so means negotiating with the British and remaining as another one of Britain’s colonies. However, the Parti Kebangsaan Melayu Malaya (PKMM) or the Malay Nationalist Party places independence from the British as its main objective. Once, the two parties were briefly united in opposition to the British-drafted proposal of Malayan Union, which allowed citizenship for immigrants and the exploitation of Malay sultans. During this time, Malaya had already become a home to people from various ethnic backgrounds other than Malay, mainly Chinese and Indian communities, whose existence became more prominent during British rule due to the intensive immigration labour policies adopted by the British. Labourers, traders, miners, rubber tappers, businessmen and their families moved (voluntarily and involuntarily) from China, Southern India and Sri Lanka to the increasingly cosmopolitan Malaya, famous for its resources and business opportunities. UMNO sees the influx of immigrants as a need for the Malays to assert their special rights as the native inhabitants of the land. Eventually, this led to an irreconcilable split with PKMM and the formation of the right and left wings of Malayan politics. On the right there was UMNO, taking side with the Malay aristocrats and on the left there was PKMM, championing the voice of the people in their fight for independence.

Jamdir, Lazri Meon’s friend and a member of the PKMM, questions the purchase of Pulau Pinang—a northern island of Malaysia, and Seberang Perai,11 the coast facing it on the peninsula—by the British in 1786. The sale of the island by the sultan of Kedah was viewed by the PKMM as a display of weakness and carelessness that allowed the British to establish their first Straits Settlement, which transformed the Malay states into British settlements. Meanwhile, Lazri Meon is the object of the PKMM’s distrust because he is personally invested in the UMNO version of the struggle, the version that later proved fruitful in gaining independence for Malaysia. However, the birth of Malaysia was not without its growing pains. The last ten years before Malaysia’s independence proved to be a trying time for the people of Malaya, who, by that time, had been inspired by the fiery rhetoric of Indonesia’s anti-colonialists:


“Experience!” Exclaimed Dorjono, who definitely has a lot of experience (one of his brothers died in Brantas River after the Gestapo, and he himself accidentally witnessed the murders of Parman and Sutojo at Lubang Buaya). “Other than living in the land of Diponegoro and Tjokroaminoto, what else are you hoping for? Certainly, you’re hoping for the warrior spirit and the will to struggle, right?” Ehran did not have that kind of readiness and willingness. At most, he only knows the reporter Onn bin Ja’afar, who started Warta Malaya, Daud Mohd Shah, who launched the Malay movement of Singapore, and Za’ba, who dared to criticise the Malays for their laziness some time ago. But all this he only heard from his father’s conversation with his comrades, who never wore themselves out discussing and studying the Sufi movement in Aceh.12



In one of the more descriptive moments, the postcolonial novel is interrupted by an intense colonial flashback in a conversation between Ehran, Zeni’s friend, and his Javanese Indonesian colleague Dorjono who has a lot of experience. No other scene would deliver the metaphor better—about the differences between nationalists in Malaysia and Indonesia, and how Indonesia’s struggle for independence inspired and shaped similar movements in Malaysia. Samad Said evokes bloody episodes from Indonesia’s struggle: the Gestapo, also known as Thirtieth of September Movement,13 which triggered reactionary mass killings from 1965 to 1966 of government opposers who were accused of being communists. Marking the inception of New Order Indonesia under anti-communist14 Suharto, and the political (and literal) death of PKI (Partai Komunis Indonesia, translated Indonesian Communist Party) which housed some of the most inspiring and influential nationalists such as Semaun and Tan Malaka earlier in the decade. The mentions of Diponegoro, Tjokroaminoto and the sufi movement in Aceh reminds readers of the spiritual Islamic side of the resistance in turbulent pre-independence Indonesia.

On the other side of the Strait of Melaka, the Malay Peninsula was beginning to witness sparks of anti-colonial sentiments. However, in the description in the excerpt above, we get the impression that the fight in Malaysia was not as action-packed. The nationalist Malays in Malaya did not face death because of their political stance. It is the Indonesian character above that possesses the “experience“, the “readiness” and the “willingness” to fight, qualities that are absent in the Malaysian character. Reading the novel, one might be under the impression that Malaysia’s independence came about more conveniently and with less bloodshed than its neighbour’s.

Obscured from the reader’s view are the myriad political unions and trade unions formed throughout the Malay Peninsula and Singapore that ignited the awareness of the people to form a coalition against the British, especially after the proposed constitution for the Federation of Malaya, or the Anglo-Malay proposal, was advanced. After the failure of the Malayan Union, the British became eager to reset their footing in Malaya and thus urged the Malay sultans to agree to the formation of a Federation that would include the Federated Malay States, the Unfederated Malay States and the Straits Settlements (excluding Singapore, which would become a Crown Colony). In staunch opposition, multiple left-wing political organisations and trade unions joined forces to form more centralised coalitions—the All-Malaya Council for Joint Action (AMCJA) and the Pusat Tenaga Rakyat (translated as the People Power Coalition, abbreviated as PUTERA), which, in 1947, came together as PUTERA-AMCJA. They launched a hartal,15 or a Malaya-wide strike, on the day the revised constitutional proposals were supposed to be tabled by the British Parliament, and they presented their own proposal that stated that the people of Malaya should be able to exercise their rights to elect their own government, without British intervention, one key point that was missing from the Anglo-Malay proposal. In 1948, the youths of the left took up arms to rally against the British, causing the British to announce a state of emergency and spread propaganda that there was a communist insurgency, justifying their use of military power. Until the release of Fahmi Reza’s activist documentary 10 Tahun Sebelum Merdeka (10 Years Before Independence) in 2008, most of the left-wing’s contributions and history were left in the dark and went unacknowledged or, in most cases, were misunderstood.

In the characterisations of Samad Said’s Daerah Zeni and Lazri Meon’s novel, this obscuration is extended, enveloping the non-Malay communities in Malaysia at that time. His narratives about colonialism and Malay nationalism, such as Daerah Zeni and Dosa Pejuang, show no dynamic or active non-Malay characters. In his universe, Malaysian nationalism has always concerned and been about the Malays, with vague sketches of a few non-Malays in the background, exemplified by the old Indian man Chenniah in Daerah Zeni and the Chinese family in Dosa Pejuang. In critically analysing the imagined communities in the novel’s colonial and postcolonial worlds, the term/concept “ethnoscape” could be useful as a pragmatic guide to formulate and understand the complexity of the communities:


By ethnoscape, I mean the landscape of persons the shifting world in which we live: tourists, immigrants, refugees, exiles, guest workers, and other moving groups and individuals constitute an essential feature of the world and appear to affect the politics of (and between) nations to a hitherto unprecedented degree (Appadurai 1996, 33).



Although Samad Said does an excellent job in capturing the subtlety of the conflicts within the Malay communities and the movements of people across the Strait of Melaka, it is somewhat striking to the author that a postcolonial novel about nationalism in Malaysia does not have any noteworthy non-Malay characters, be it a British colonial officer or a Chinese shop owner. There seems to be a disjunct between the population of Daerah Zeni and the multi-ethnic, multiracial reality of Malaysia’s ethnoscape from the colonial periods to Zeni’s present. To be fair, due attention should be paid to the fact that Samad Said might have chosen to focus on the Malays, thus limiting his case of characters to Malays, most likely in the same manner in which KS Maniam peoples his masterpiece The Return (1981) with mostly Indian-Malaysian characters. Far from blaming the novelist, the author considers this delimitisation to be a side effect of the marriage between strict censorship laws and the canonisation of a standard version—the UMNO’s version—of Malaysian history in textbooks, literature and popular folklore. The same reasons can be cited for the erasure of the more radical chapters of the Malaysian nationalist struggle, which peaked in the last ten years before independence (1947–1957), from the collective postcolonial national consciousness and the extreme demonisation of the “communists” (who were part of the left-wing coalition), a label that was infamously used to justify the arrests of government opponents. In the UMNO’s version of history, Malaysia won its independence solely through negotiation with the British, in stark contrast with Indonesia’s mud-and-blood struggle. The roles of non-Malays in it have been reduced to merely immigrant diasporic communities with representation in the Alliance right-wing coalition led by the UMNO. Hence, the novel is more specifically about Malay nationalism, not necessarily Malaysian nationalism.

To illustrate the implicative extent of this Malay/Malaysian complication in Malay (and Malaysian) literature, let us consider Amir Muhammad’s amusing critique of Malay publications:


Not all Malaysians are Malay. This fact should be startlingly obvious. Blab it out to someone, and you won’t exactly get into a quarrel. It’s one of those so-what-else-is-new observations—a bit like saying “The sky seems kinda blue today, doesn’t it?“…

… But no matter how obvious said fact may be, there are Certain Quarters that still don’t know how to play properly and seem to insist that the two words are synonymous. I sometimes feel like picking up these people and spanking them—in an affectionate way, mind you—while saying: “Whassamatterwityou?”

This urge to pick up and spank gets increasingly urgent whenever I read our Malay-language publications, most of which seem to automatically assume that their readers are Malay. It’s doubly ironic when we consider that these ethnocentric publications presume to speak for the whole nation but sneer at English-language publications for being somehow unpatriotic (Amir Muhammad 1997, 103).



The irony at the heart of Amir Muhammad’s critique is that writings in Malay often imagine a Malaysia of Malays, with some Chinese and Indians who are occasionally accused of being immigrants and taking over Malay lands, properties and opportunities. The postcolonial world of the Malays has been mythologised to such an extent that it alienates, and sometimes irritates, Malaysians who are not Malays and Malays who are more aware of the culturally and ethnically plural state of the nation, such as Amir Muhammad. On the other side of the spectrum, there is also a group of ultra-conservatives, and Malay racialists, most likely those referred to by the term “Certain Quarters” above, who lack a proactive awareness of the diversity in the country. Criticising a Malay-language magazine, he lists the Malay-centric titles of articles in an issue, including “No More Malay Voice“, “The Alienation of the Poorest Malay Family in the City“, and “Nostalgia for ‘New Malays’” (Amir Muhammad 1997, 104).16 This trend of deliberate and extensive focus on the Malays in Malay literature and publications must have been inherited from the British because, before that, Malay literature had always been assimilative in incorporating elements from new cultural contacts. The assimilative trait, however, has no place in the right-wing official history-writing project.

The problem here is that the Malay language is the official language of Malaysia and thus is supposed to represent all the ethnic groups living in the country; however, it does not actually fill in that linguistic space. Publications in Chinese and Indian languages would not face the same problem even if they concentrated only on Chinese and Indian issues because they make no promise to represent any other groups. In the postcolonial Malay literary imaginary, such as that in Daerah Zeni, it almost seems as though there are no Malaysians but only Malays, invisible Chinese and Indians, and “others”.


But it is a matter of some despair that, time and again, this publication17 and others like it continue to assume that I am Malay, and thus feed me Malay-centric stories. This is not right; Malay may be the official language but there should be no such thing as an official ethnic group (Amir Muhammad 1997, 103).



How do we reconcile the prominent role of the Malays in the region’s history and the fact that Malaysia’s ethnoscape is becoming increasingly more diverse and fluid? Some have found the answer in Malaysian Literature in English (MLE), given that English is everyone’s second language and it allows more room for all the ethnic groups of Malaysia. As Malay becomes increasingly Malay-focused and knowledge of it becomes a mere requirement to pass exams, authors and readers find it more convenient to write and read in English. In the Malaysian context, English seems to be the most neutral language choice there is for literature and a medium for national discourse. It has no inherent bias to the culture of any ethnic group in Malaysia and offers more space for a more inclusive representation of the Malaysian ideoscape:


Ideoscapes are also concatenations of images, but they are often directly political and frequently have to do with the ideologies of states and the counterideologies of movements explicitly oriented to capturing state power or a piece of it. These ideoscapes are composed of elements of the Enlightenment worldview, which consists of a chain of ideas, terms and images, including freedom, welfare, rights, sovereignty, representation, and the master term democracy (Appadurai 1996, 36).



What we have observed in Daerah Zeni, as in many other Malay writings, is that the novel captures the Malay ideoscape in Malaysia but not the Malaysian ideoscape (assuming it exists). In doing so, it estranges non-Malay readers (even if the readers are proficient in Malay, the partial and the specific nature of the perspectives in a Malay publication might not be relevant to them). At this stage, the problem has turned into a paradox, in which Malay literary works are being swept aside in favour of English works by the estranged non-Malay readers, with the result that the works become more Malay-centric in addressing (only) theirs audience. In other words, Malaysian non-Malay readers and Malay literary works alienate each other, with the increasing mutual disenfranchisement of one in the other and vice versa. Furthermore, the gap is steadily widening.

Malaysia’s right-wing government, which has remained in power since independence, has wrestled with this problem for a long period of time; and this struggle can be observed in the whimsical switching back and forth in the implementation of language policies, especially in education. In recent years, the on-and-off implementation of “English in Teaching Science and Mathematics“18 by the government has caused further complexities to surface. The proponents of this policy specify the inadequacy of scientific terms in the Malay language as the main reason English should be used instead. On the other side of the fence, the champions of the Malay language see English as the death of the Malay language in Malaysia’s education system. What most fail to see is that, at the root of the problem, is the disjunct between Malay works and non-Malay readers, and even some Malay readers; between generations who grew up with English-language education and Malay-language education (and now Malay-language education for science and mathematics); and also between generations with and without (English and/or Malay) literature in the curriculum.

Daerah Zeni, and the postcolonial and colonial chronotopes embedded within it encapsulate a Malay ethnoscape, ideoscape and linguascape—the landscape of languages—that are detached from Malaysia today. In writing it, Samad Said uses a variant of the Standard Malay that is hardly being spoken colloquially, more or less the same variant propagated and to some extent constructed by Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka or DBP (translated as The Institute of Language and Literature), Malaysia’s premier language institution. As readership of Malay works dwindles, DBP is also becoming more obsolete outside educational system, merely publishing new edition after new edition of Kamus Dewan (the official Malay dictionary in Malaysia), without any hint of the sociolinguistic conditions that are increasing the distance between the standard and colloquial registers of the Malay language. DBP seeks to preserve the “purity” of the Malay language, and in its attempt to do that resist transformational change of the language. Borrowings from other languages, especially English, are seen as pollutants should be avoided. In the seemingly noble attempt of language (and therefore culture) preservation, DBP has also become a retardation agent of the language, molding it into the high and lofty register accessible to only a select few and relevant to even fewer.

In a lengthy lament about the Americanisation of Malaysian culture, Yusuf Martin notes the significance of linguistic change by way of Muhammad Haji Salleh’s poem:


The power of words as such is that they re-create culture. Muhammad (Haji Salleh), in another poem, A Heap of Words, reminds his readers that “language constructs the world, arranging itself and giving hints of experience”. We use language and identify ourselves through our use of language. We form sub-groups, cults, sects, and with them, fresh nuances of language, different metaphors and meanings for simple terms. We identify through language and recognize through language, create slang and, with it, identity. Language assists us in drawing others close or separating ourselves from them. We use language to form elites, legal language, technical language and the semi-mystical language of critical theory. Change the language, and you start to change how we think, what we accept (Martin 2009, 200).



In a democracy that remains in the early stages of national identity formation, language plays a vital role in shaping the imagined Malaysian society in the minds of citizens. As we see in Daerah Zeni, language creates not only time and space but also cultural time and space, cultural chronotopes. If a Malaysian identity is to be established—as attempted by many Malaysian Prime Ministers with varying levels of success, the latest effort being the “1Malaysia” concept—then there needs to be more interaction between the Malay and Malaysian chronotopes in literature. Malays need to understand that they are one voice coexisting with other voices and other ethnic groups, not the superior voice that commands, represents and looms over them. A greater awareness concerning the sociolinguistic situation in Malaysia through the study of literature and linguistic research is also imperative. Linguists need to reconfigure their focus to include topics beyond those concerning Standard Malay—topics on spoken, colloquial Malay and other languages in Malaysia’s amazingly diverse linguascape. Writers, translators, academics, linguists, the DBP, readers and the Malaysian government and citizens in general would all benefit immensely from being more informed about the language(s) and how they are used in different contexts, be it everyday conversations or epic poetry. The blind, unproductive conservation and language policing, on the other hand, benefit only, if the author may use Amir Muhammad’s phrase, “Certain Quarters”. There needs to be a change in Malay writing in Malaysia that affects the way that Malaysians think about Malay literature, and Malays, in a positive manner.

Author, Novel, Nation and Novel-in-the-novel


Third-world texts, even those which are seemingly private and invested with a properly libidinal dynamic, necessarily project a political dimension in the form of national allegory: the story of the private individual destiny is always an allegory of the embattled situation of the public third-world culture and society (Jameson 1986, 69).

…there are two kinds of writers. One is a writer who looks for a story, creates one and tells it. And there is the writer who turns his life into a story. So for me, as seen in the past, everything that I write about is actually what I experienced and went through. I take certain parts to be delivered and recorded in my novel (Abdul Aziz 1991, 44–45).19



The quotes above, from Fredric Jameson and Samad Said, respectively, illustrate the intricate connections among the novelist, the novel and the nation. If we agree with Jameson that the third-world novel is a national allegory, then the novelist’s own life, by way of the novel, is an intrinsic part of the allegory. This network of relationships becomes more complex when we consider the fact that the novelist shares his embodiment of the nation when he writes. Daerah Zeni takes the complexity level up another notch because it is a novel about a nationalist novelist whose manuscript about a nationalist hero becomes part of the novel.

The parallels between the lives of Samad Said and his character Lazri Meon are not difficult to observe. Both are seasoned and experienced writers who have a knack for writing descriptive novels about the nation’s history but are forgotten by and estranged from society. In both authors’ contexts, we see history telling them something about something in the present. Lazri Meon retreats to his solitude after being crushed by the loss of his wife, exactly paralleling how Hamdar loses his wife and goes to live alone on an abandoned train track. In a symbiotic move, Samad Said navigates us through colonial and postcolonial contexts to make sense of events in his present.


My purpose is to understand the meaning of history in the events that happened in the society and my inability to let the events pass unacknowledged. Those events have to be studied for their significance…

… That is why, in my writings, I record decades. Because I believe that certain decades must be explained, must be felt (Abdul Aziz 1991, 9).20



Perhaps the postcolonial context in Daerah Zeni can be better explained by examining the decade preceding its publication, the 1970s. This decade was a turbulent period in Malaysia’s politics of identity, marked by the bloody 13 May racial incident.21 Almost similar to a delayed knee-jerk reaction to the incident, in 1971, the Razak administration implemented the National Culture Policy (NCP), which stated that the national culture should be based on Malayness and Islam, with undefined “suitable elements from other cultures“, reminiscent of the pre-independence proposal by the left for a “Melayu” nationality for everyone who considered Malaysia home. One of the key differences between the proposal and the policy is that the latter was drafted with a consensus by all ethnic groups in the left-wing because it was seen as the best way to build a nation. The NCP, on the other hand, was a unilateral attempt by the government to fix the violent racial quagmire, producing an aura of suspicion and discomfort between different ethnic groups and causing them to be slightly distant from each other. Such a Malaysia would explain why there are only Malay main characters in Samad Said’s works, given that Malays and other ethnic groups kept to themselves during that time. Mahathir, the fourth Malaysian Prime Minister after Razak and Hussein Onn, saw the disunity and inefficiency of the policy and in 1991 replaced it with the concept of Bangsa Malaysia, highlighting a multi-ethnic coexistence instead of top-down assimilation, in a continuous trial-and-error effort to suture the deep cuts between ethnic groups. This effort led to the Malay language being renamed Bahasa Malaysia (Malaysian language) and many other changes, especially in education. The young generation then was taught that Malaysia is a country for all ethnic groups and everyone should speak Malaysian. Nonetheless, this move seems to only gloss the surface of the problem, a disguised form of Malay supremacy. The author would like to recall a song he learned in a primary school music class during the Bangsa Malaysia period entitled Tiga Sekawan (The Three Friends):


I have a friend, his name is Ah Meng,

He is also friends with Muthu,

We are good friends and share the same classroom,

We learn together and play together,

Hey, hey, hey, the three friends,

Hey, hey, hey, the three friends.22



The song above is about three friends from the three major ethnic groups in Malaysia—Malay, Chinese (Ah Meng) and Indian (Muthu). However, only the Chinese and Indian are named in a song, originally written in Malay. The song assumes the agent (or singer) to be Malay, and subsumes the Chinese and Indian in the Malay’s discursive context, resulting in an absorption that continues to alienate. Although given some space in the Malay context, they remain labelled foreigners to the unnamed Malay friend, allegorical to the Malaysian society at the time, in which they are seemingly accepted but not given equal rights by the government.

Some of Samad Said’s works, such as Daerah Zeni, were also included in the reading list for the literary component of the Malaysian curriculum, until, in an alienating move a few years ago, the Education Ministry removed them because they were found to be too difficult to understand. Deeply disappointed by this, the National Laureate spoke out:


If you start saying the works of Sasterawan Negara23 are difficult at the school level, then don’t expect them to touch these books when they leave school. You are sending out a clear message—do not read the works of Sasterawan Negara. Everything should start in school. We are not creating a situation where people will read good literature. In America, the students are studying To Kill a Mockingbird, and in England, they go for The Lord of the Flies, all of which are difficult books. If you want simple books, then just read ABC all the time.24



In the sarcastic response above, we can see how Samad Said became the estranged writer in Daerah Zeni. Ironically, this event occurred more than 20 years after Daerah Zeni was first published, and it is only one in a series of consecutive events that further contributed to the divide between Malay and Malaysian literature and the divide between Malaysian literature and Malaysia. In light of the affair, when he turned to the DBP for support, the institution remained silent. Samad Said took this silence to be a sign of support of the government’s alienating action.25 Coupled with the tear gas from the Federal Reserve Unit during a protest against the PPSMI, the events justified Samad Said’s dismay over the state of literature and education in Malay. To date, he remains (understandably) very pessimistic about Malay literature.


“I also faced the same thing, despite living in a metropolitan city, I am still, all the time, trapped within the world of my own race. I have two or three Chinese and Indian friends, but they are all mere acquaintances whose souls I cannot delve into. In another meeting in Singapore, I was asked why my writings were not more populated by the Chinese. In Salina, for example, it’s the Tamils who come alive. My response—the limited encounters in my own life, which are few and far between, make it impossible for me to get into the hearts and souls of those from other races. Without a doubt, therein lies my weakness—or the weakness of most of Malay writers of my time. It’s like we just met on the road, despite living in the same country. Just look around, even now the divisiveness is still being championed.

Definitely the new (literary) climate will produce writers who are more Malaysian. Even now, we are still divided in little circles. However, there are always voices for racial unity, especially in the political domain.

I am actually content with Daerah Zeni, which can serve as a mirror (for the Malays) to look at ourselves as a race that is constantly maturing”.26



Conclusion

As a nationalistic, fictional mise-en-abyme (Koster 1997, 85),27 Daerah Zeni tells us a story about Malaysia, not only its colonial and postcolonial histories, but also the multiple silences and disjunctures in and between its “-scapes” and chronotopes (or time-spaces) brought by historical, linguistic and literary factors that intersect at certain points in the readerly imagination and separated at others. Samad Said’s intended historical narrative about an underappreciated nationalist author has become a reality in his present context in an inverted form of a Jamesonian national allegory where the political forces of the nation end up fulfilling the novel’s premise. It affects a nation of readers as it signifies a great disjoint between Malay and Malaysian literature, both slowly being pried away from the national consciousness, as relentless attempts to sew back the stitches of the racial fabric of Malaysia are constantly revising how Malays and Malaysians read, write and understand themselves in the literary world.28

Notes

1.   Literal translation—Zeni’s Domain or Zeni’s District. Alternately, in another work on the novel, the title is translated as The World of Zeni, pointing to the natural microcosmic potential of the novel (Koster 1997). In Wilkinson’s Malay-English Dictionary, which is noted in the novel, the definition given for the word, spelled dairah, is district; the outlying or country tracts in a state. Negeri Singapura serta dairah telok rantau jajahannya: the town of Singapore with its outlying country tracts, its shores and its dependencies, Hikayat Abdullah, 224 (289). Other possible translations of the word are: district, region, province, village, ville, locality, realm. It comes from the Arabic word “circle”.

2.   “Ribut liar dari barat“, kata Hamdar sendirian (A. Samad Said 1985, 3).

3.   Ibid, 37.

4.   Ibid, 73.

5.   Koster (1997), an exemplary postmodern scholarly reader of Daerah Zeni, compares it to William Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom (1936) and other Western novels, via Brian McHale (1987), Postmodernist Fiction (New York: Routledge), by reading into the novel “features [that] are typical of modernism, such as textual indefiniteness, incompleteness, epistemological doubt, metalingual skepticism and respect for the idiosyncrasies of the reader”.

6.   “Pilih mahu mati atas bangunan atau bawah bangunan? Aku? Aku pilih bawah”. Tapi, Ehran lebih yakin bahawa di situlah tasik khayalan (A. Samad Said 1985, 59).

7.   T. ayer: territories; districts; the whole extent of land and water forming a geographical unit (Wilkinson Malay-English Dictionary 154).

8.   James W. W. Birch was assassinated by Dato’ Maharajalela and his assistant Siputum on 2 November 1875. Dato’ Maharajalela is generally celebrated by Malaysians, especially Malays, as a national hero.

9.   “Barangkali benar bahawa nama Lazri Meon tidak sehebat nama Syed Syeikh Al-Hadi, Shamsuddin Salleh, Abdullah Sidek atau Harun Aminurrashid, tapi sebagai perakam sastera deskriptif sukar ia ditandingi, fikir Zeni lagi” (A. Samad Said 1985, 37).

10. “Dan Lazri tidak menduga bahawa Jamdir masih sempat mengulangi pertanyaan lamanya: Mengapa Pulau Pinang beserta Seberang Perai dijual kepada Syarikat Hindia Timur begitu murah? Dan seperti biasa juga, dia tidak sempat menjawab, kerana Jamdir akan mengingatkan bagaimana mereka berdua terpaksa berpisah dulu—dia dalam PKMM keluar UMNO kerana cekal mengekalkan cogan kata ‘Merdeka!’, sementara Lazri tetap kekal dengan ‘Hidup Melayu’nya” (ibid, 122).

11. Previously known as Province Wellesley.

12. “’Pengalaman, deh!’ Jelas Dorjono yang memang banyak pengalaman (seorang abangnya mati di Sungai Berantas selepas Gestapo dan dia sendiri pun secara tak sengaja ternampak Parman dan Sutojo dibunuh di Lubang Buaya). ‘Sesudah hidup di bumi Diponegoro dan Tjokroaminoto, apakah lain yang kau harapkan? Tentu saja semangat perwira dan berjuang, bukan?’ Kesediaan dan kelengkapan begitulah yang tiada padanya. Sejauh yang dikenalnya ialah wartawan Onn bin Ja’afar yang memulakan Warta Malaya, Daud Mohd. Shah yang melandaskan kesatuan Melayu Singapura dan Za’ba yang berani mengkritik orang Melayu kerana malasnya dulu. Tapi semua ini pun sebenarnya lebih banyak didengarnya saja dari bualan ayahnya bersama teman-teman sealiran yang tidak jenuh berbincang dan menelaah tentang gerakan sufi di Aceh” (A. Samad Said 1985, 63–64).

13. Also G30S, an abbreviation of Gerakan 30 September, in which six Indonesian Army generals (including one named Parman and one named Sutojo) were killed in a coup d’etat allegedly committed by the Indonesian Communist Party (or Partai Komunis Indonesia [PKI]). Lubang Buaya was one of the murder sites.

14. His predecessor and ex-commander, Sukarno, had close ties with the communists, as exemplified by his national philosophy – NASAKOM (abbreviation of NASionalisme, Agama, KOMunisme, translated as Nationalism, Religion, Communism).

15. Tamil, English “strike action“, popularised during the Indian Independence Movement.

16. “Tiada lagi suara Melayu, keluarga Melayu termiskin di Bandar, kenangan untuk ‘Melayu Baru’”.

17. Referring to Dewan Masyarakat, a monthly Malay-language publication that contained the Malay-centric articles noted above.

18. Abbreviated as ETEMS or PPSMI (Pengajaran dan Pembelajaran Sains dan Matematik dalam Inggeris) in Malay.

19. “…ada dua jenis penulis. Satu penulis yang mencari cerita, mencipta cerita dan bercerita. Dan ada pula penulis yang penghidupannya menjadi cerita. Jadi untuk saya, nyatanya yang sudah-sudah, segala apa yang saya ceritakan sebenarnya itu adalah apa yang telah saya alami dan lalui. Saya ambil bahagian-bahagian tertentu untuk dihantar dan dirakamkan di dalam novel saya”.

20. “Tujuan saya untuk memahami erti sejarah dalam events yang berlaku dan ketidakupayaan saya untuk melepaskan events itu berlalu begitu saja. Events itu mesti dikaji, mesti dicari maknanya… Itu sebab dalam tulisan-tulisan saya, saya merakamkan dekad. Sebab saya mempercayai dekad tertentu itu harus diperjelaskan” (ibid, 9).

21. The 13 May 1969, Sino-Malay race riots, which led to a declaration of a state of national emergency and suspension of Parliament.

22. Ada seorang kawan, namanya Ah Meng, Dia juga berkawan, namanya Muthu, Kami berkawan baik, sama sedarjah, Belajar bersama, main bersama, Hey, hey, hey, tiga sekawan, Hey, hey, hey, tiga sekawan.

23. Malay, translated as “National Laureate”.

24. “Malay lit under threat” (6 March 2008). Online interview by Bissme S. Retrieved on 3 January 2010, from http://www.sun2surf.com/article.cfm?id=20962.

25. “They have no tongue. [Writers association] Gapena (Gabungan Penulis Nasional) has no tongue now. They have not shown any reaction to this school situation. Their silence shows that they agree with what the ministry is doing”. In “Malay lit under threat” (6 March 2008). Online interview by Bissme S. Retrieved on 3 January 2010, from http://www.sun2surf.com/article.cfm?id=20962.

26. In an email exchange between the author and the National Laureate, he acknowledges the difficulties of portraying a thoroughly racially inclusive understanding in his writings, in line with a similar opinion by Han Suyin, the Malaysian-Eurasian author who wrote And the Rain My Drink (1956): “Saya juga menghadapi hal yang sama, walaupun tinggal di kota metropolitan, tapi masih duduk sepanjang waktu dalam dunia bangsa sendiri. Ada dua tiga orang teman Cina dan India, tapi kenalan biasa saja tidak sampai mampu menyelam hati nurani mereka. Begitu juga, dalam satu pertemuan saya di Singapura saya pernah ditanya mengapa dalam karya saya tidak ‘ramai’ orang China. Dalam Salina mithalnya orang Tamil yang hidup. Jawapan saya kerana lingkungan kehidupan saya sendiri, dan pergaulan yang singkat dan jarang itu tidak memungkinkan saya menyeluk lebih dalam ke lubuk hati kaum lain. Tidak syak lagi di situlah kelemahan saya—atau kelemahan kebanyakan penulis Melayu di zaman saya. Kami terlalu baru berkenalan—ketemu di jalan walaupun dalam sebuah negara. Lihatlah hingga sekarang inipun keterasingan begitu masih dijeritkan. Tentunya iklim baru akan memunculkan penulis yang lebih Malaysian. Setakat ini, kita sebenarnya masih berkelompok-kelompok juga—tapi selalunya saja-saja menjeritkan kesatuan itu, khususnya bagi orang politik. Saya juga sebenarnya senang dengan Daerah Zeni yang tampaknya sempat menjadi cermin untuk meneliti diri kita sendiri sebagai bangsa yang sedang menjadi”.

27. A narratological label used to further dissect and analyse the layers and dimensions of the novel. Beyond being merely a nationalistic novel, Daerah Zeni, with its complex, prism-like characters, settings and narrative, mirrors not only Malaysia’s history but also its present and future. Its author reflects or is reflected by the author of the manuscript within it, providing opportunities for an infinite interpretation into the abyss of reading, as suggested by the French term.

28. More optimistically, the surge in new, prolific publishing houses such as Lejen Press and Fixi Press in Malaysia promises a new, more dynamic and diverse era in (pop) Malay literature, offering readers alternatives that veer further away from the bildungsroman archetype.
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Abstract. Museums in Malaysia, including those in the northern region, have become closely associated with nation building seeking to project commonly shared experiences besides their increasing attachment to the tourism industry. The cultural displays in these museums are done in line with the national culture policy that favours Malay and other indigenous cultures that were not contradictory to Islamic precepts. This essay scrutinises 28 general and specialised museums located in the northern region of peninsula Malaysia, covering the states of Perlis, Kedah, Penang and northern Perak. These museums are under the administration of the Department of Museums, state governments and other government departments, besides private organisations and individuals. A few of the more important ones are discussed in details while the natures of their main exhibits are tabulated for easy reference. The discussion looks at the visitor numbers to these museums and provides possible reasons for museum attractions to visitors. The more substantiated discussion focuses on the region’s distinctive performing arts like boria, mek mulong, hadrah, the cultural side of the Perak Man and paddy cultivation, and Chinese Peranakan culture in the museums.
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Introduction

The northern region of Peninsular Malaysia is well known for its physical features that are not replicated elsewhere in the country. These include the Kilim Karst Geoforest Park in Langkawi, the limestone caves of Perlis which had traces of human habitation and Neolithic culture dating back 3,000–4,000 years ago, and the archaeological sites of the Bujang Valley and Lenggong Valley. Culturally, the region is known for its distinctive performing arts represented by the boria, mek mulong and hadrah, besides the Kedah nobat and the heritage enclave of George Town where major places of worship—the Kapitan Keling mosque, Kuan Yin temple, St. George’s church, Sri Mahariamman temple, Cathedral of Assumption and the Khoo Kongsi—are located along Jalan Masjid Kapitan Keling described as the “Street of Harmony” in tourist brochures.

However, developments have put the region’s unique physical landscape under threat while rapid social change had rendered some of the cultural forms obsolete or irrelevant. Some of the latter could still be found in museums, the result of selective official attempts in the preservation and conservation of cultural heritage. The essay scrutinises general and specialised museums located in the northern region and their foregrounding of cultural features that are unique to the area, an aspect that had received little coverage in previous studies (Abu Talib Ahmad 2010, 2012; Carstens 1986). The study is based on official museum reports, site visits, conversation with museum officials and related studies on culture and museums.

Museums in the Northern Region

The northern region has the distinction of having the oldest museum in the country through the Perak Museum which was opened in 1883. Located in Taiping, this is a general museum focusing on natural history, ethnography, archaeology and culture. The number of museums remained very small until the late 1970s. In the 1980s, many museums were established by the states, government departments and private concerns. By 2013, there were 189 museums in Malaysia (Mohd Azmi Mohd Yusof 2013) with almost 80 percent located in Kedah, Penang, Perak, Melaka, Kelantan, Selangor, Sarawak, Kuala Lumpur and Johor. These museums are under the administration of the federal Department of Museums (previously Department of Museums and Antiquities), other government departments, state governments including a university, public and private organisations, as well as individuals.

The Perak Museum started with zoological specimens and herbarium besides the ethnology of the Perak Malays and the Chinese, whom, by the 1880s, had formed a significant group in Taiping or even Perak. The idea for the museum’s establishment came from Sir Hugh Low, the third British resident of Perak. For the Perak colonial authority, the museum was meant to be part of official research on material culture, so as to facilitate control of the state and its population (Jabatan Muzium Malaysia 2012, 33–34). This urgency was real. Less than a decade earlier, Low’s predecessor J. W. W. Birch, the first British resident, was murdered in Pasir Salak in September 1875 (Abdullah Zakaria Ghazali 1997). Birch had overstepped his duty as resident and misunderstood Malay customs notably the practice of slavery among the Malay feudal chiefs, a weakness which Low intended to address indirectly through the Perak Museum. By the 20th century, museums like the Perak Museum had become an intrinsic part of colonial aggrandisement efforts, the way it “imagined” its dominion and enforcing this imagination on the conquered natives (Anderson 1991, 165–185).

In the post-independence period, colonial museums in Southeast Asia have undergone changes like the Batavia Museum and its successor Indonesia National Museum which aimed the same exhibits at different audiences but with very different messages (McGregor 2004, 15–29). So was the Perak Museum after 1957, although it still keeps natural history, ethnography, archaeology and culture. Presently, under the Department of Museum, the Perak Museum is divided into four main galleries: Gallery A for special exhibitions; Gallery B for natural history; Gallery C for culture and ethnography; and Gallery D for the culture of the orang asli (indigenous) and ceramics (Jabatan Muzium Malaysia 2012, 33–45). Another museum located in Ipoh—the Darul Ridzuan Museum—complements the Perak Museum. It was established in 1992 and placed under the control of the Perak State Government. This museum displays artefacts and historical activities of the tin mining industry and forestry of Perak state and on Ipoh, the city that flourished as a result of tin mining (Ministry of Culture, Arts and Tourism 2004, 58–59).

After 1957, museums in Malaya (Malaysia after September 1963) had become closely associated with nation building. They seek to project commonly shared experiences besides their increasing attachment to the tourism industry (Adi Haji Taha 2004). Most of these museums were established for the purpose of storing and preserving the country’s historical legacy and national culture, to enable future generations developing and enhancing their national identity. As for culture, these were displayed within the context of the national culture policy which was promulgated in 1971. This policy favours the Malay and other indigenous cultures that were not contradictory to Islamic precepts. Other museums like the Penang State Museum seek to balance contending interests among the various races and within the major ethnic groups through multiculturalism or the “Penang Story”. However, other museums, notably the private ones, have their own specific stories and agenda that are different or even in contradiction with the national or state museums. Table 1 highlights 28 of the museums and galleries located in the northern region. Details of their featured exhibits are provided by official publications on museums (Ministry of Culture, Arts and Tourism 2004; Jabatan Muzium Malaysia 2012) and site visits in the last five years.


Table 1. Selected museums in the northern region



	Name of museum
	Location
	Featured exhibits



	Kangar Museum (1995)
	Kangar, Perlis
	Ethnography, social, culture, politics and history of Perlis, while the Royal Hall displays the state’s royal collection



	Kota Kayang Museum (2000)
	Kuala Perlis, Perlis
	Prehistory, weapons, royal regalia and modern history of Perlis including the Bunga Mas



	Kuala Kedah Fort Museum (1998)
	Kuala Kedah, Kedah
	Exhibits on Kuala Kedah indicating the area as the administrative centre of Kedah sultans, centre for international commerce and the Kedah fort that formed the bulwark of the state’s defence from the 16th century until the early 19th century



	Lembah Bujang Archaelogy Museum (1980)
	Merbok, Kedah
	Archaeological artefacts – porcelains, ceramics, Islamic glass, beads, pottery, celadon, weaponry, glass splinters, Budhagupta stone inscription, temple utensils, yoni, somasutra, linga, votive tables and peripih



	Galeria Perdana (1995)
	Langkawi, Kedah
	Gifts, souvenirs and awards presented to former premier Tun Mahathir Mohamed and his wife – ceramics, textiles, Islamic arts/works, academic awards, musical instruments, paintings, glass, weapons, games and automobiles



	Kedah State Museum (1957)
	Alor Setar, Kedah
	The Kedah Darul Aman gallery, ethnography gallery, history gallery, personality gallery, gallery for manuscripts, transportation in Kedah and weapons



	Kedah Royal Museum (1983)
	Alor Setar, Kedah
	The Kedah sultanate, royal genealogy of Kedah, court ceremonies, photographs of members of the royal family, royal attire, royal wedding and the Sultan Abdul Hamid collection



	Kedah State Art Gallery (1983)
	Alor Setar, Kedah
	Paintings, photographs, musical instruments, handicraft and traditional headgears for the royalty and state officials



	Paddy Museum (1999)
	Gunung Keriang, Kedah
	History of paddy cultivation in Kedah, types of paddy farming, farming tools from Kedah and outside Malaysia including those used in the processing of paddy and products made from paddy



	Langkawi Craft Complex (covers three museums) (1996)
	Langkawi, Kedah
	
Heritage Museum – local craft and their relevance in daily life, tools of trade, puppets, traditional kite making, rattan weaving, weapons, carvings and musical instruments

Langkawi Legend and Historical Museum – revolves around Mahsuri, Langkawi’s folk legend

Weddings and Custom Museum – traditional Malay, Chinese and Indian wedding costumes as well as traditions of the Kadazans, Bugis, Ibans and Orang Ulu of Sarawak





	Sultan Abdul Halim Gallery (2009)
	Alor Setar, Kedah
	Exhibits on the present ruler of Kedah Sultan Abdul Halim Muadzam Shah



	Penang State Museum and Art Gallery (1965)
	Lebuh Farquhar, George Town, Penang
	Social and cultural history of the major races of Penang including the Chinese Peranakan, Penang history and the island’s transformation into an international port besides 19th century paintings of Penang



	Muzium & Galeri Tuanku Fauziah (1982)
	Universiti Sains Malaysia, Penang
	Art pieces, ethnography gallery, archaeology gallery, technology gallery and astronomy



	Galeri Arkeologi (2012)
	Universiti Sains Malaysia, Penang
	Archaeological research in Malaysia notably those helmed by academics from Universiti Sains Malaysia at the Sungai Batu site, Bukit Bunuh and the Perak Man



	Penang Islamic Museum (1995)
	Lebuh Acheh, George Town, Penang
	Islam and Islamic culture, Muslim personalities, architecture, decorative styles, mode of religious teaching (pondok school), Islam in Penang, Islam in the Malay peninsula and the spread of Islam through trade



	One East Museum (2011)
	Jalan Dunlop, George Town, Penang
	Culture of the Chinese and the Straits Chinese, paintings and artworks of renowned artists from Southeast Asia, rare Chinese famille rose figurines, Chinese porcelain, furniture and Chinese Peranakan wares from the later part of the 19th century to the pre-Chinese Cultural revolution era



	Penang War Museum (2002)
	Batu Maung, Penang
	Outdoor museum based on a former British military base with gun emplacements, empty shells, military motorcycle, intelligence room, living quarters of the servicemen, torture chamber used by the Japanese, images of malnourished prisoners of war (POWs), the Siam-Burma death railway, torture tools, images of tortured victims, a war memorial, trials and execution of senior Japanese military officers and replica of the gallows used in the hanging of convicted Japanese war criminals and pictures of British re-entry in September 1945



	Pinang Peranakan Mansion (2010)
	Church Street, George Town, Penang
	Antiques, kitchen tools, ceramics and porcelain of the Penang Chinese Peranakan—the heyday of Peranakan culture in the 1930s



	Penang Forestry Museum (1983)
	Telok Bahang, Penang
	Flora and fauna of Penang, information on jungles and the types of wood found in mangrove swamp forest, mangrove forest, coastal hills and highland forest beside the wood industry and the uses of wood in the everyday life of Malaysians



	P. Ramlee Gallery (2002)
	Perak Road, George Town, Penang
	The life of P. Ramlee and his mates in Penang, his musical and film career, his movies’ leading ladies and cartoons on Ramlee that had appeared in local magazines



	Malay Museum (2010)
	Hutton Lane, George Town, Penang
	Way and life of the Malay-Muslims notably the Jawi-Peranakan including household utensils, cultural life and musical instruments



	Ben’s Vintage Toy Museum (2011)
	Lebuh Acheh, George Town, Penang
	10,000 toys including wind-up toys, battery powered and celluloid which include toys of the pre-war die-cast era, dinky toys, German doll of 1920 and Victorian toys of 1860



	Perak Museum (1883)
	Taiping, Perak
	Specimens on anthropology, zoology, culture and local history including weapons, ornaments, dress, household articles and musical instruments



	Lenggong Archaeology Gallery (2001)
	Lenggong, Perak
	Palaeolithic stone tools/utensils, the Perak Man, Neolithic porcelain pieces, funerary items of the bronze age and sea shells



	Perak Royal Museum (1986)
	Kuala Kangsar, Perak
	The Perak sultanate, Perak royal genealogy and royal customs



	Matang Museum, previously known as The Kota Ngah Ibrahim Historical Complex (1987)
	Matang, Perak
	In-situ museum based on the residence of Ngah Ibrahim, the Menteri of Larut in the mid-19th century that covers traditonal agricultural implements, British administration, the Larut Wars, the Japanese Occupation, mining, the office of Ngah Ibrahim and his bedroom, and Ngah Ibrahim’s genealogy




Besides the Perak Museum, there are five other museums shown in Table 1 that are run by the Department of Museums. They are the Kota Kayang Museum, the Kuala Kedah Fort Museum, Galeria Perdana, Lembah Bujang Archaeology Museum and the Matang Museum. Originally under the same department, the Lenggong Archaeology Museum was placed under the Department of Heritage in August 2012 and subsequently renamed the Lenggong Archaeology Gallery. Visitors have already raised concern of this move which many see as a downgrade. The new custodian, however, has already come up with various plans to attract more visitors (in 2002 it attracted 16,112 visitors) by siting the UNESCO heritage office within the gallery. There were plans to include a visitor centre, show room and special exhibition (Mingguan Malaysia 11 November 2012) but these plans take time to be implemented. In February 2014 the celebrated Perak Man was brought home to this gallery (Sunday Star 16 February 2014). With adequate publicity, this might serve as a strong attraction for the museum although Islamic purists and older museum visitors among Malay-Muslims might find it difficult to reconcile the existence of the Bukit Bunuh findings with Quranic revelation on the origin of man.

Both Kedah and Penang have state museums, both of which are general museums. The Kedah State Museum began in 1957 at the Balai Besar, but in 1961 the museum was moved to another building located in Bakar Bata. In 1993, construction of the present building was started (Kedah Darul Aman State Museum Board 1993, 10) while the present museum set up which focuses on history, ethnography, transport as well as print and literary development in the state was completed two years later. The Penang State Museum started in 1965 as a general museum covering ethnography, archaeology and natural history. It shared the same building with the art gallery which was located on the first floor. The museum followed closely the format of the National Museum which opened earlier in 1963. In fact, the National Museum had provided crucial technical support and advice before its opening (Penang State Museum and Art Gallery 1965a, 12) and until the early 1970s. However, in 1991 it discarded natural history (Penang State Museum Board 1991, 10) and concentrated on ethnography notably the Penang Story—the story of inter-ethnic mingling since the early 18th century that resulted in the unique cultural phenomenon of the Peranakan culture (Jawi Peranakan, Arab Peranakan and Chinese Peranakan) and associated cultural forms (Penang State Museum Pamphlet n.d).

The Muzium & Galeri Tuanku Fauziah was established in 1982 at Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM)’s main campus on Penang island. It began as a teaching museum to complement courses on museum studies which were offered by the School of Housing, Building and Planning. Although the museum studies are no longer taught, the museum’s original emphasis remained, while the combination of the arts and the sciences in museum displays is scrupulously maintained. Over the years, the museum had organised regular exhibitions such as batek and Japanese manga (cartoon) which were well received by the general public from outside of the university.

For many visitors, the Kota Kayang Museum is Perlis’ de facto state museum although it is run by the Department of Museums, while the Kangar Museum is placed under the State Museum Unit. During the Kota Kayang Museum’s ground breaking ceremony in 1999 which was officiated by the state’s Menteri Besar (Chief Minister), the audience was reminded not to forget their history as through history the people could appreciate the state’s historical and cultural heritage (Kota Kayang Museum). The museum was opened in September 2000 with its unique architecture based on the long-roof Perlis Malay house but with an unmistakable dose of Siamese influence. It has three separate blocks with the entire floor covering 5,400 square feet. The museum emphasises both culture and history. It accepts past cultural changes that include the Hindu-Budhist phase which had contributed immensely to the evolution of the state’s history. In Penang and Langkawi, private organisations and individuals are involved in the running of museums although an air of uncertainty hangs over one of them.

Museum Visitors

In recent years, the Department of Museums had sought visitors’ feedbacks through questionnaires distributed at the end of their museum tour ostensibly to improve presentation of exhibits and other museumising aspects. However, not all museums including those under the department’s jurisdiction have undertaken such exercise. In the last five years, the author knew of only three museums—the Textiles Museum (Kuala Lumpur), the Galleria Perdana and the Melaka Sultanate Palace Museum (Bandar Hilir, Melaka)—which had done so. The last museum is under the Melaka state government. To what extent the museum authorities have taken the visitors’ comments into consideration and implementation remains questionable. Others like the Galeri Arkeologi of USM and the Tun Hussein Onn Memorial (Kuala Lumpur) distribute a single-page questionnaire to assess visitors especially school children on their awareness of museum exhibits.

On the other hand, the Penang State Museum printed comments from local and overseas visitors regarding museum exhibits and services in its annual report from 1965 until 1976. A year after its opening, the following rave comments were recorded: “A most interesting collection and very well presented” (New York); “An infant museum, very healthy and promising under intelligent and loving care” (Ceylon); “Fabulous, clean and well-tended” (Virginia, USA); and “It is very interesting to see it” (Germany) (Penang State Museum and Art Gallery 1966, np). In 1976, the final year the museum printed such comments, museum visitors still recorded their favourable impressions: “A unique exhibition, breathtaking” (New York); “Too much richness, from such a little place” (France); “A fine review of Penang’s history” (England); and “A living picture of Penang” (Melbourne) (Penang State Museum Board 1976, 12). Visitors did complain of the diminishing space in the museum that made it difficult for them to enjoy the exhibits. The latter comments were given due attention by the State Museum Board (Penang State Museum Board 1991). To secure more space the art gallery was moved to a new location at the Dewan Sri Pinang in 1994. Currently, it has additional space in the form of a renovated former maternity hospital in Macalister Road but the museum’s base remains at Farquhar Street.

Visitors to the Penang State Museum ranged from a low 70,294 in 1965 (the figures were from April to December) to a high 121,871 in 1971. The 1971 figures have never been surpassed since, even if the visitor numbers for both the museum and the art gallery were combined (Penang State Museum Board and Art Gallery 2010, 44–45). In 1991 and 1993, the museum differentiated domestic and foreign visitors and the months the latter dominated the museum—March, April, May and July (Penang State Museum Board 1993). Like other major museums in the northern region, visitors were made up of local residents, students and tourists from interstate besides foreign tourists. The author has not seen all the museum annual reports, but those in Kedah, Terengganu and Melaka never printed visitors’ comments, while Penang stopped the practice since 1977. Table 2 provides visitor numbers for selected museums in the northern region (Ministry of Culture, Arts and Tourism 2004).


Table 2. Visitors to selected museums



	Museums
	Visitors in 2002



	State Museum Unit
	4,515 (1995–2001)



	Kuala Kedah Fort Museum
	78,836



	Lembah Bujang Archaeology Museum
	225,545



	Galeria Perdana
	276,791 (2001)



	Kedah Royal Museum
	150,00 (average)



	Kedah State Art Gallery
	50,000 (average)



	Langkawi Craft Complex
	98,381



	Penang State Museum and Art Gallery
	500 visitors daily



	Muzium & Galeri Tuanku Fauziah
	40,000 (average)



	Penang Forestry Museum
	3,000–5,000



	Perak Museum
	344,778



	Lenggong Valley Archaeology Gallery
	16,112



	Perak Royal Museum
	10,000 (average)



	Matang Museum
	2,850




Museums in the northern region are scattered over a wide area, with transport a vexing problem for tourists who do not have their own transportation. For these visitors, access to public transportation like buses and taxis is crucial. The 2004 Directory of Museums in Malaysia provides information on museum accessibility through public transport, although moving from one locality to another can be a daunting task. The Lembah Bujang Archaeology Museum is located 74.2 km from George Town while the Matang Museum is located 75 km from Ipoh; yet the former still attracts a large number of visitors. Undoubtedly, the main attraction of the Lembah Bujang Archaeology Museum is the Hindu-Buddhist heritage that is found inside and outside the museum. It was never easy for this museum since its opening in 1980. The Kedah fatwa committee was against the preservation or the reconstruction of ancient temples in the area. Only the intervention of the present Kedah ruler saved the day for the museum (Abdul Rahman Abdullah 2003, 209–211) while placing it under the Department of Museums spared it from becoming a victim of internecine political squabbles at the local level. In late 2013, one of the ancient temples was demolished by a housing developer which led to widespread condemnation by the Malaysian public who were alarmed at such wanton destruction of invaluable cultural heritage.

Elsewhere, the author has highlighted some of the weaknesses of these museums, notably grammatical errors in the English captions at the Kota Kayang Museum and the Kedah State Museum (Abu Talib Ahmad 2008, 45–70). Despite these drawbacks and the accessibility issue, Table 2 shows that some of these museums have been attracting a reasonably large crowd, especially among school children who came through organised school excursions. The Matang Museum which celebrates one of the anti-British protagonists in the Perak wars of the 1870s drew a paltry 2,850 visitors, unlike the Pasir Salak Historical Complex. Located in Kampong Gajah, central Perak, the Pasir Salak Historical Complex foregrounds “the history of British intervention and the Malay uprising in Pasir Salak and its significance to Malaysia” (Ministry of Culture, Arts and Tourism 2004, 60). It managed to attract 44,828 visitors in 2002 although in recent years visitors have complained of official neglect of the premises. Tun Mahathir’s name still commands respect from the Malaysian public; hence the popularity of the Galeria Perdana although its location in the popular tourist destination of Langkawi is an added factor. The Perak Museum remains the most popular museum in the northern region with its natural history being an exciting drawcard. It is one of the few general museums in peninsular Malaysia that foregrounds natural history. Even the National Museum had discarded both culture and natural history in 2007 after which it focused only on national history. The natural history specimens were sent to the storeroom (Planning Department 2008, 119–120) before making their entry into the Natural History Museum which opened in February 2010 (Jabatan Muzium Malaysia 2012, 127–131). This new museum is located in Putrajaya.

Northern Museums and their Representation of the Region’s Unique Cultural Heritage

This section highlights cultural forms that are unique to the region as represented in museums located in the northern region—boria, hadrah, mek mulong, Kedah nobat, the cultural aspect of paddy cultivation and of the Perak Man and Chinese Peranakan culture. These unique cultural forms are displayed within the context of the national culture policy that came into being in 1971. This national culture policy accords prominence to Malay and indigenous cultures although the Penang State Museum seeks to balance cultural representations to reflect the major ethnic composition in the state.

Museums, notably state museums, foreground the many types of musical instruments, including those of the Malays, Chinese and Indians or those that originated from other parts of Southeast Asia and the Middle East. Museums display the different types of drums (rebana ubi, kompang and gendang ibu) as well as the various types of string (gambus, mandolin and erhu) and wind instruments (trumpet and flute). These musical instruments might be found in museums located in other parts of the country although the northern region is well known for its boria, hadrah, mek mulong and the Kedah nobat. The first three are only found in the northern region while the Kedah nobat is known for its unique sound.

The boria forms a crucial component of cultural displays in the Malay section of the Penang State Museum. It is a form of theatre consisting of a comedy sketch that involves 5–6 people and a singing part performed by a leader and 12 followers (Shakila Abdul Manan 2012, 161–162). The synchronised dance moves are a spectacle to watch. However, younger Malays find it less attractive despite a degree of similarity between boria and the presently popular K-pop dance moves. These days, boria performances can be hardly seen, even in Penang, with the Malays showing little interest in this art form. Many Malays see boria as an official tool to impart certain messages to the masses. Boria groups were known for their colourful costumes. The Penang State Museum displays boria costumes, and a picture of boria troupe most probably taken in the early 20th century besides the instruments that accompany boria performance like violin, tambourine, harmonica, maracas, flute and baton used by the troupe leader.

Boria started as a Shiites ritual in Persia and northern India commemorating the death of Ali (son-in-law of the Prophet Muhammad) and his two sons (one of them was killed in Karbala in 610 AD) during the first 10 days of Muharram (the first month of the Islamic calendar) before it evolved into an art form towards the end of the 19th century (Shakila Abdul Manan 2012, 153–159). Boria was brought to Penang by sepoys of the Madras 21st Regiment in 1845 and replicated annually during the Muharram festival. Boria performance was popular among the Jawi Peranakan who dominated Penang’s urban and semi urban enclaves like Jelutong, Perak Road and Datuk Keramat and Malays in these areas. By the second half of the 19th century, boria had become associated with secret society rivalries that involved both Malays and Jawi Peranakans. These societies, the White and Red Flags, were affiliated with the Chinese secret societies. They were later involved in the Penang Riots of 1867 (Mahani Musa 2006, 65–86). By the end of the 19th century, boria was transformed into a secular art form although the violent and aggressive side only came to an end in the late 1920s and early 1930s. By then, boria performance was no longer associated with the month of Muharram. In the immediate post-war period, boria was associated with Malay opposition to the Malayan Union but in the 1960s and 1970s, it became a tool of the ruling government (Shakila Abdul Manan 2012, 160).

Hadrah is a form of stage singing and dancing that has a strong influence from Arabia. Hadrah was performed during marriage ceremonies and rites of passage such as circumcision not only in Kedah but also in certain areas of Seberang Perai which was populated by migrants from Kedah. The Kedah State Museum foregrounds the hadrah troupe that includes four dancers (played by males who dressed as princess) and another male who played the disturber (rasuk). This disturber provided humour to the performance by imitating the princess so as to throw the performance out of step. Hadrah was also performed with short dramatic sketches to enliven various local festivities. The musical instruments involved include kompang, gendang besar, rebana ubi, rebana anak, tambourine and violin. These are deployed in the Kedah State Museum.

Mek mulong is closely associated with the Samsam of Kedah who are Malaysians of Thai-Malay ancestry. Mek mulong is a form of traditional theatre that combines singing, acting and music playing. Mek mulong performance, as described by the Kedah State Museum, involved the raja, the princess (mek mulong) and musicians. On display are the masks worn by these performers, related instruments (gendang, gendang pengarok, serunai), golok arang, tongkat Tok Wan (stick used by the leader), gong, kaus, selendang and tengkolok (headgear). The museum describes that mek mulong is still performed in Wang Tepus, Jitra which takes place on a specially created stage. Before the start of each performance, offerings to the spirits are prepared and tribute paid to the guru. For its practitioners, the spirits have to be appeased so that they do not cause disruption to the performance. The other aspect of mek mulong is its relationship to traditional healing which many see as unIslamic. This aspect is not highlighted in any of the Kedah museums but is very much alive in Wang Tepus. According to one account, this healing aspect would appear towards the end of the performance (Mohammad Luthfi et al. 2012). Undeniably, this last aspect is related to the Thais of the northern region who are well known for their “magical prowess” in the local rural society (Golomb 1986, 47–54).

The Kedah nobat is well described by the Kedah State Museum and the Royal Kedah Museum. The nobat consists of seven instrumens which are put on display—nohara (kettle drum), gendang ibu (big drum), gendang anak (small drum), nafiri (trumpet), serunai (flute), gong and semambu (rattan). The nohara is made from selected wood and deer skin and beaten with a one-foot rattan. The selected wood went into the making of the big and small drums. Their surface is covered respectively with tiger and goat skins. Made from pure silver, the nafiri is 88.8 cm in length while the gong was made from brass. The 43-cm-long flute was made from the trunk of the chilly plant. The mahaguru or band leader used the 180.3-cm-long semambu to conduct the nobat, which is played on formal or ceremonial occasions such as the installation of the sultan, royal funeral and other state ceremonies graced by the ruler. The Kedah State Museum foregrounds the seven nobat players resplendent in traditional costume—headgear, coat, and white Malay baju.

The nobat was found in many Malay courts including the Patani sultanate. Its basic instruments were the same but each royal court had its own repertoire of melodies (Mohd Taib Osman 1984, 208–211). In Kedah, there was a balai nobat (nobat hall) which was used to house the instruments. Constructed in 1912, this balai is still standing in Alor Setar. In 2013, the Kedah nobat was performed during the installation of the present Kedah ruler as the Yang DiPertuan Agong playing melodies like “Arak-arak” (Marching). A pamphlet on the Royal Kedah Nobat listed eight melodies including “Raja Burung” (Royal Bird), “Belayar” (Sailing), “Gendang Perang” (War Drum), “Mambang Berkayuh” (Rowing Fairies), “Arak-Arak” and “Dewa Raja” (King of Fairies). “Gendang Perang” is usually played when the sultan is about to leave the palace for visits abroad and is again played upon his return.

The nobat’s origin remains contested. The Sejarah Melayu which records the greatness of the Melaka sultanate claims that both the Perak and Kedah nobat originated from Melaka in the 15th century (Jelani Harun 2010, 94) while Kedah traditional texts like the Al-Tarikh Salasilah Negeri Kedah (History of Kedah state) of the early 20th century claims that the nobat was brought from Persia in the 17th century in the form of the semambu, nohara and nafiri (Mahani Musa 2012, 58–59). Associated with the institution of the royalty, they were played on certain occasions deemed suitable by the ruler. Other instruments were added later including two drums and two flutes from India while from Java came two gongs to complete the nine instruments of the royal ensemble although the present Kedah nobat has only seven instruments. In the past, the nobat was used to support the legitimacy and authority of the ruling class. Its sacred aura was maintained by the status accorded to it and the belief that the instruments were of extraordinary nature. They may not be part of the royal regalia but according to Mohd Taib, were looked upon with awe “as they were supposed to possess certain sacred qualities and were believed to be possessed by spirits” (Mohd Taib Osman 1984, 209). This aspect, however, does not appear in the museums.

The Chinese Peranakan culture is well represented in the Penang State Museum and the Pinang Peranakan Mansion. In the former, it is deployed in the “Chinese Room” and the “Wedding Room” located on the ground floor and another room on the first floor. Also deployed are tepak sireh in the form of round lacquer boxes, one for the areca nut and betel leaves while the other to keep lime, gambier and tobacco. Betel chewing came from Malay culture. In other parts of the museum, Chinese Peranakan and non-Peranakan cultural items are quite indistinguishable. In the “Chinese traditional hall“, finely crafted chairs, opium bed, opium pipe, wedding bed, cupboard, dowry chest, wash basin stand and marriage costumes are exhibited.

There is much more of the Peranakan culture in the Pinang Peranakan Mansion. This building was originally the residence of a well-known Chinese towkay who was not a Peranakan himself. His name was Lim Keh Chuan (1858–1907) who was the founding president of the Penang Chinese Chamber of Commerce. The mansion has four large rooms upstairs and another four downstairs with two large courtyards. There are two large dining rooms that could accommodate 16 and 14 guests respectively. The mansion represents Peranakan opulence until the early 1930s when the depression began to impact considerably on their life style while the subsequent Japanese Occupation brought the opulent lifestyle to an end. In the master bedroom, are displayed intricately crafted bed, beaded slippers, kebayas and kain batek lepas. Opium smoking paraphernalia are also found here. In another bedroom, one finds intricately crafted furniture and bed while in the bridal chamber, there is a wedding crown (used between 1890 and 1930) and gilded brass panels ornamented with kingfisher feathers. Perhaps the most impressive display is the colourful ceramics—dining sets, tea sets, plates and kamcheng. These were imported from China and were used during festive occasions like wedding, birthday and the lunar new-year celebration. English table wares which were associated with wealthy Peranakan households are also on display.

The Peranakan ladies were closely associated with slippers, beads and embroidery: these items are displayed in the museum. Other items include bridal necklace, buckle, curtain holds and silver-gilt hairpins. There are tiffin boxes including lacquered ones. At the back of the mansion is a large kitchen. Here, an assortment of kitchen wares used by Peranakan households, including moulds used in the making of sweets like kueh baulu and kueh kapit are displayed. Adjoining the main building is an ancestral temple. It was built in 1899 and restored by skilled craftsmen from China in the late 1990s. The temple is “ornately decorated with intricate Chinese wood carvings embellished with gold leaf while on the walls above, tableaux casting dramatic scenes from Chinese legends peer down on the visitor” (Pinang Peranakan Museum Pamphlet). These displays are unique and as exciting as the Melaka Peranakan Mansion.

The importance of the Perak Man is both historical and cultural. These aspects are well covered by the Lenggong Archaeology Gallery. The Perak Man was the first complete prehistoric human skeleton discovered in 1990 in the Lenggong Valley which according to archaeologists is a vast outdoor museum that encompassed the entire prehistoric period. It was declared a UNESCO heritage site in 2010. Research on the Perak Man was led by Profesor Zuraina Majid who was formerly with USM.

The Perak Man is the most complete skeleton in Southeast Asia that had been found thus far. It was dated between 10,000 and 11,000 years old. In 1994, the comprehensive findings were published by the Department of Museums (Zuraina Majid 1994). The Perak Man was later exhibited in Penang and Japan. In 2006 it was displayed at the National Museum. The exhibition was well received by the public. In February 2014, it was brought to its permanent home in the Lenggong Archaeology Gallery (Sunday Star 16 February 2014).

Considerable information was extracted on the Perak Man’s indigenous belief system. The Perak Man was given a burial that fits into the animistic mould. Zuraina summarises the importance of the Perak Man: “There is no evidence of death through violent means. He could have died of old age or an illness or near the cave. The Perak Man died at a relatively ripe age of 40–45 years. His lower jaw and teeth showed severe tooth wear suggesting a highly abrasive diet. Despite born with a physical handicap, he survived well in a nomadic hunting and gathering life, probably due to much care given to him. In a community where the human life span averaged 20–30 years, he could have enjoyed many years of being in the position of an elder of the group, and perhaps was also the shaman and the person with the most knowledge on survival, hunting and gathering and other aspects of Palaeolithic way of life” (Zuraina Majid 1994, 42). Animism and the pre-Islamic past is similarly foregrounded in the Kota Kayang Museum which had accepted the importance of this period in the cultural evolution of Perlis before the arrival of Islam.

The Lenggong Archaeology Gallery is also associated with Bukit Bunuh which was used as a tool making site and the discovery of the oldest hand axes that were 1.83 million years old (Mokhtar Saidin 2012, 1–2). Archaeologists believe the Lenggong Valley provides crucial insights into early life on the Malay peninsula almost two million years ago and holds the key to the culture, material and technology of the Palaeolithic period (Mingguan Malaysia 11 November 2012). Archaeologists have connected the site with migrations from Bukit Bunuh to China in the north and Australia in the south in tandem with the “out of Africa theory” which traced the migration of homo sapiens from Africa to the Arabian peninsular, the Indian subcontinent, the Malay peninsula and Australia. A more recent study on genetic diversity corroborated the movement of gene from Southeast Asia to China and Japan (The Hugo Pan-Asian SNP Consortium et al.).

The Kedah-Perlis region is known as the rice bowl of Malaysia because of its paddy production. Located in the paddy belt of Gunung Keriang, the Paddy Museum visually summarised paddy cultivation and agricultural life in Kedah—starting with the origin of paddy, the stages in its cultivation (ploughing, raking, planting, harvesting, pounding and grinding of paddy), food products made from rice, Kedah’s development personality notably Wan Muhammad Saman, the Wan Muhammad Saman Canal, the 1650 Kedah laws and the port laws pertaining to agriculture, bull fighting which formed part of the rural landscape after the harvest, a summary of paddy cultivation through a moving circular diorama and another diorama of village life and post-harvest entertainment in the Gunung Keriang area. The museum’s basement keeps myriad of tools that were used in paddy cultivation like lesung, tempayan and kepok, methods used to catch fish in the paddy fields and canals, as well as associated tools like nyiru, penampi, pengisar batu (grinder), pengangin padi, anok rodi, kuku kambing, sisir kayu, tajak besi and pisau pengerat padi. With increasing mechanisation, these tools are no longer used, hence the importance of their preservation in museums.

According to the museum paddy cultivation on a large scale began between the 14th and 17th centuries. In 1664, the Sungai Korok irrigation canal was constructed to link the Perlis river with the Kedah river, that subsequently increased rice production. The Wan Muhammad Saman Canal was constructed in the late 19th century. It traversed a distance of 22 miles from the Kedah river to the foot of Gunung Jerai (Kedah Peak). The canal resulted in an additional 160 square km of land for paddy cultivation and the emergence of new townships like Tandop, Simpang Empat, Kota Sarang Semut, Sungai Limau, Guar Chempedak and Gurun. However, the difficulties of its construction and other aspects including problem of financing (Khoo 1990) are never highlighted by the museum.

We are more interested in the cultural aspect of paddy cultivation. The museum does not foreground any of the traditional ceremonies connected with paddy cultivation as these are unIslamic. It does display popular post-harvest past times. Two of them were cock and bull fighting. According to the museum, Anak Bukit used to host a large double storey arena for bull fighting that could accommodate 4,000 spectators. It was the only traditional past time in Kedah that had both elements of culture and entertainment. According to the museum, four months before the actual competition, village headmen would register those interested to take part according to the size and age of their bulls. The bomoh played an important role in determining the success or defeat of a particular contestant. A day before the competition, the bull’s horns were sharpened by the bomoh with poisonous concoctions while the bull’s body was smeared with a certain type of oil to render a shiny appearance.

On the day of the competition, the headman and the owner, both in colourful dresses, paraded their bull around the arena. The fight commenced immediately when the umpire sounded the gong. The rules were quite simple: the fallen bull, the one that was unable to stand up, or the bull that ran berserk across the arena would be declared the loser. In 1936, both cock and bull fighting were banned by the state government because of its inhumane nature. Both had contributed to farmers losing their land through gambling and betting, besides the high incidence of rural theft which the museum does not mention (Cheah 1988).

Conclusion

Museum foregrounding of culture is very much impacted by the national culture policy that was instituted in 1971. This policy was closely related to the official assumption that a common culture could form the basis for national unity in Malaysia which was then embarking on a rapid development under the premiership of Tun Abdul Razak (1970–1976). Consequently, indigenous culture that did not hinder the development process was promoted while other forms that impinged on material progress were marginalised. Similarly, the non-Islamic elements that were found in indigenous and other cultures were marginalised. As a result, there was very little on the bomoh who only appeared through the bull fighting at Anak Bukit. In the case of the boria, there is no mention of its close relationship with Malay secret societies which actually fulfilled certain sociopolitical functions for the Penang Malays in the second half of the 19th century.

The other aspect is the kind of inter-ethnic competition and competition within each ethnic group that have become intrinsic part of museumising activities. There is much on the Chinese Peranakan culture which contributes to its preservation but less on the other Chinese. Similarly, there is little on the Indian-Muslims or the Jawi Peranakan in the Penang State Museum and Penang Islamic Museum. The new Malay Museum in Hutton Lane is actually devoted to the Jawi Peranakan who had identified themselves as Malays. The Jawi Peranakan had dominated the area in the 19th and early 20th century. Known as the Malay Museum, there are dissenting voices that prefer to call it the Jawi Peranakan Museum which is historically a sensible move.
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Glossary



	anok rodi
	ploughing tool attached to the buffalo



	baju (Melayu)
	Malay traditional dress for male



	bengkong
	corset



	bomoh
	traditional healer/medicine man



	boria
	Malay theatre and dance from Penang



	erhu
	three-string Chinese musical instrument



	gambus
	six-string musical instrument of Middle Eastern origin



	gendang
	drum



	gendang anak
	small drum



	gendang ibu
	big drum



	gendang pengaruk
	long drum



	golok arang
	small knife



	guru
	teacher/mentor



	hadrah
	song and dance performance originating from the Arabian peninsula that includes musicians and males masquerading as female dancers



	kain batek lepas
	unsewn sarong made from batek



	kamcheng
	food container used by the Chinese Peranakan



	kaus
	coat



	kebaya
	female dress used by Malays and Chinese Peranakan



	kepok
	place to store unhusked paddy



	kompang
	small drum



	kueh baulu
	Malay and Chinese Peranakan sweet



	kueh kapit
	Chinese Peranakan sweet



	kuku kambing
	tool used to plant paddy



	lesung
	tool to grind padi either using both hands or feet



	lingga
	male reproductive organ



	manga
	Japanese cartoon



	mek mulong
	folk theatre popular among Malaysians of Siamese origin found in Kedah



	merdeka
	independence



	nafiri
	flute



	nobat
	traditional Malay orchestra played during royal ceremonies notably the installation of rulers



	nohara
	kettle drum



	nyiru
	bamboo tray



	pisau pengerat padi
	sickle



	pengangin padi
	paddy winnowing tool



	pengisar batu
	grinder



	peripih
	venerated objects made from metal, gold and precious stones that are found in temple reliquary



	rasuk
	disturber in Hadrah performance



	rebana
	drum



	rebana ubi
	big drum



	Samsam
	Malaysians of mixed Thai-Malay ancestry who are either Muslims or Buddhists



	selendang
	light cloth to cover female dress around the upper part of the body



	semambu
	rattan rod



	serunai
	flute



	sisir kayu
	tool to loosen the earth before planting paddy



	somasutra
	conduit found in temple to allow water out of the temple



	tajak besi
	iron plough



	tempayan
	large container made from ceramic and used to store rice or water



	tengkolok
	headgear



	tepak sireh
	betel chewing set



	tongkat Tok Wan
	baton used by leader in mek mulong performance



	yoni
	female reproductive organ




Notes

1.   Different versions of the essay had appeared in Sari International Journal of the Malay World and Civilisation 28(2): 3–34 and in Utara Semenanjung Malaysia: Esei-Esei Warisan, ed. Abu Talib Ahmad. Penang: Penerbit Universiti Sains Malaysia.

Bibliogaphy

Abdul Rahman Abdullah. 2003. Sejarah dan tamadun Asia Tenggara: Sebelum dan sesudah pengaruh Islam. Kuala Lumpur: Utusan Publications and Distributors.

Abdul Rahman Ismail. 2012. Wilayah utara Semenanjung Malaysia: Warisan sejarah dan asas rupa diri kebangsaan. In Warisan wilayah utara Semenanjung Malaysia. ed. Ooi, K. G. Penang: Penerbit Universiti Sains Malaysia, 3–33.

Abdullah Zakaria Ghazali. 1997. Pasir Salak: Pusat gerakan menentang British di Perak. Ipoh: Perak Foundation.

Abu Talib Ahmad. 2008. State museums and the representation of the past in Malaysia. JMBRAS 81(2): 45–70.

______. 2010. Museum preservation and conservation of cultural heritage in the northern region of Peninsula Malaysia. Sari International Journal of the Malay World and Civilisation 28(2): 3–34.

______. 2012. Muzium, pemeliharaan dan pemuliharaan warisan budaya. In Utara Semenanjung Malaysia: Esei-esei warisan., ed. Abu Talib Ahmad. Penang: Penerbit Universiti Sains Malaysia, 207–224.

Adi Haji Taha. 2004. Museums of the next millenium: Hopes and aspirations. In Directory of museums in Malaysia. Kuala Lumpur: Department of Museums and Antiquities and the Japan Foundation Kuala Lumpur.

Anderson, B. 1991. Imagined communities: Reflections on the origins and spread of nationalism. London: Verso.

Carstens, S. A., ed., 1986. Cultural identity in northern Peninsular Malaysia. In Monographs in international studies, Southeast Asia series 43, ed. Carstens, S. A. Ohio: Ohio University.

Cheah, B. K. 1988. The peasant robbers of Kedah 1900–1920: Historical and folk perceptions. Singapore: Oxford University Press.

Golomb, L. 1986. Ethnic minorities as magical/medical specialists in Malaysia and Thailand. In Monographs in international studies, Southeast Asia series 43, ed. Carstens, S. A. Ohio: Ohio University.

Jabatan Muzium Malaysia. 2012. Direktori muzium-muzium Jabatan Muzium Malaysia. Kuala Lumpur: Jabatan Muzium Malaysia.

Jelani Harun. 2010. Perbandingan adat istiadat kesultanan Melayu-Jepun berdasarkan naskah klasik. Kuala Lumpur: Dewan Bahasa & Pustaka.

Kedah Darul Aman State Museum Board. 1992. Laporan tahunan Lembaga Muzium Negeri Kedah 1991–92. Alor Setar: Kedah Darul Aman State Museum Board.

______. 1993. Ulang tahun ke-36 Muzium Negeri Kedah Darul Aman. Perletakan batu asas bangunan baru oleh KDYMM Tuanku Sultan Negeri Kedah Darul Aman 11 Shaaban 1413 bersamaan 3 February 1993.

Khoo, K. J. 1990. Kedah di antara imperialisme dan kolonialisme: 1880–1909. In Kolonialisme di Malaysia dan negara-negara lain. ed. Abu Talib Ahmad and Cheah Boon Kheng. Petaling Jaya: Fajar Bakti.

Mahani Musa. 2003. Boria Muharram: Antara kreativiti and realiti masyarakat Melayu Pulau Pinang abad ke-19 dan ke-20. Wacana Seni 2: 19–39.

______. 2006. Malay secret societies in the northern Malay states, 1821–1940s. Kuala Lumpur: Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society (MBRAS).

______. 2012. Adat, perundangan dan pengukuhan identiti kebangsaan Kedah prakolonial. In Warisan wilayah utara Semenjanjung Malaysia, ed. Ooi, K. G. Penang: Penerbit Universiti Sains Malaysia, 54–86.

McGregor, K. E. 2004. Museums and the transformation from colonial to post-colonial institutions in Indonesia: A case study of the Indonesian National Museum, formerly the Batavia Museum. In Performing objects: Museums, material culture and performance in Southeast Asia. ed. Kerlogue, F. London: The Horniman Museum, 15–30.

Mingguan Malaysia. 2012. Lembah Lenggong khazanah rakyat, 11 November.

Ministry of Culture, Arts and Tourism, 2004. Directory of museums in Malaysia. Kuala Lumpur: Department of Museums and Antiquities and the Japan Foundation Kuala Lumpur.

Mohammad Luthfi et al. 2012. Warisan mek mulong: Persembahan rakyat negeri Kedah. In Utara Semenanjung Malaysia: Esei-esei warisan, ed. Abu Talib Ahmad. Penang: Penerbit Universiti Sains Malaysia, 116–131.

Mohd Azmi Mohd Yusof. 2013. Menggiatkan fungsi muzium dan upaya pemupukan minat terhadap sejarah dalam kalangan masyarakat awam. Proceedings of the History Summit Malaysia 2013, vol. 1, Wisma Sejarah, Kuala Lumpur, 17–18 December.

Mohd. Isa Othman. 2001. Pengalaman Kedah dan Perlis zaman penjajahan British. Kuala Lumpur: Utusan Publications and Distributors.

Mohd Taib Osman. 1984. Bunga rampai: Aspects of Malay culture. Kuala Lumpur: Dewan Bahasa & Pustaka.

Mokhtar Saidin. 2012. Historic discovery of meteorite impact at Bukit Bunuh, Lenggong, Perak. International Conference on Archaeology of Meteorite Impact at Bukit Bunuh Area, Lenggong, Perak, Malaysia, 15–18 July.

Penang State Museum and Art Gallery. 1965a. Pembukaan Muzium dan Balai Seni Lukis Pulau Pinang/Penang Museum and Art Galley, Wednesday, 14 April.

______. 1965b. Penyata tahunan bagi Muzium dan Balai Seni Lukis Pulau Pinang 1965 (Annual Report of the Penang Museum and Art Gallery 1965). George Town: Penang State Museum and Art Gallery.

______. 1966. Penyata tahunan bagi Muzium dan Balai Seni Lukis Pulau Pinang 1966 (Annual Report of the Penang Museum and Art Gallery 1966). George Town: Penang State Museum and Art Gallery.

Penang State Museum Board. 1976. Laporan tahunan 1976 (Annual report 1976). George Town: Penang State Museum Board.

______. 1991. Laporan tahunan 1991 (Annual report 1991). George Town: Penang State Museum Board.

______. 1993. Laporan tahunan 1993 (Annual report 1993). George Town: Penang State Museum Board.

______. nd. Penang State Museum pamphlet.

Penang State Museum Board and Art Gallery. 2010. Laporan tahunan 2010 (Annual report 2010). George Town: Lembaga Muzium & Balai Seni Lukis Pulau Pinang.

Perak Man to return “home”. 2012. Sunday Star, 11 November.

Perak Man back home in Lenggong. 2014. Sunday Star, 16 February.

Planning Department. 2008. Natural History Museum Malaysia: Planning and development. Kuala Lumpur: Forest Research Institute Malaysia (FRIM) and United Nations Development Programme (UNDP).

Rahmah Bujang. 1987. Boria: A form of Malay theatre. Singapore: ISEAS.

Shakila Abdul Manan. 2012. Boria: Daripada teater ritual kepada warisan budaya unik Melayu Pulau Pinang. In Warisan wilayah utara Semenanjung Malaysia. ed. Ooi, K. G. Penang: Penerbit Universiti Sains Malaysia, 152–172.

The Hugo Pan-Asian SNP Consortium et al. 2009. Mapping human genetic diversity in Asia. Science 326: 1541–1545. DOI: 10.1126/science.1177074.

Zuraina Majid, ed. 1994. Excavations of Gua Gunung Runtuh and the discovery of the Perak Man in Malaysia. Kuala Lumpur: Department of Museums and Antiquities.

______. 1996. Pra sejarah Malaysia: Sudahkah zaman gelap menjadi cerah? Penang: Penerbit Universiti Sains Malaysia.





Potentials, Threats and Challenges in Managing Natural Heritage in the Penang National Park

*CHAN NGAI WENG
BADARUDDIN MOHAMED
HONG CHERN WERN

Universiti Sains Malaysia, Penang, Malaysia
*Corresponding author: nwchan@usm.my

© Penerbit Universiti Sains Malaysia, 2015

KEMANUSIAAN Vol. 22, No.2, (2015), 47–65

Abstract. Penang is one of the most developed and highly urbanised states in Malaysia with very little remaining forests. The Penang National Park (PNP) was gazetted in 2003 with only 1200 hectares. It is one of the smallest national parks in the world, but the park is rich in natural heritage such as pristine rainforest, rich biodiversity, white sandy beaches, crystal clear sea, clean rivers, a meromictic lake and a scenic natural environment. However, many threats to the PNP are identified, including encroachment from farming, tourism development, environmental pollution, over-collection of plants and animals, poaching, ineffective management, poor enforcement and the lack of stakeholders’ involvement. The challenges in managing the PNP include addressing all the mentioned threats. Although not a straight forward and easy task, the threats can be reduced via a holistic and integrated management approach, careful planning and expert guidance, strict monitoring of development and enforcement, and active involvement of all stakeholders via empowerment. The park can also be developed into a nature education centre for students and used as a natural laboratory for research and data collection. On the whole, integrated environmental planning and management of the PNP with a focus on ecotourism will lead to sustainable development and ensure the park remains a lasting natural heritage area.
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Introduction

Penang is one of the most developed and highly urbanised states in Malaysia. Much of its original forest cover has been cleared for development, with very little forest remaining (62.9 km2 or 6.1 percent of total land area) as water catchments (Maidinsa 2011). The Penang National Park (PNP) was gazetted in 2003 to preserve this remaining natural heritage area (Kumar 2004a). Chan et al. (2003) noted that with an area of only 1,200 hectares, the PNP (previously Pantai Acheh Forest Reserve or PAFR) is one of the smallest national parks in the world. Hong et al. (2013) and Hong (2013) have documented the threats to the PNP via SWOT analysis. The PNP is surrounded by urban, agricultural and other built-up areas, all of which are putting pressures on the park, making this rich natural heritage site highly sensitive to environmental damage. Despite its small size and the many threats surrounding it, the park is a treasure trove of attractive natural heritage such as pristine rainforest, rich biodiversity, white sandy beaches, crystal clear seas, clean rivers, a meromictic lake, scenic environment and other natural attractions. It has all the potentials to be a major natural heritage destination in northern Peninsular Malaysia, most notably for ecotourism, education and conservation (Chan et al. 2004).

The PNP is a small natural sanctuary surrounded by urban built-up areas as well as agricultural land and aquaculture farms in the seas, resulting in many threats faced by the park. Amongst the threats are encroachment from farming, infrastructure development, environmental pollution, over-collection of plants and animals, poaching, mass tourism, ineffective park management, poor enforcement and the lack of stakeholders’ involvement. These threats have given rise to many challenges in managing the PNP. The challenges include addressing all the threats the park face, although this is not a straight forward and easy task. The threats can be reduced via careful planning and expert guidance, strict monitoring of development and enforcement, prudent planning and involvement of all stakeholders via empowerment. The PNP can be effectively monitored and managed in specific development zones. While government agencies have the mandate to manage the park, they should invite non-governmental organisations (NGOs), industry, business and the public to work together to manage the park. NGOs can run public awareness programmes on biodiversity, flora and fauna, public education activities on catchment, river and water conservation, and “Save Wildlife” camps. The private sector’s Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) programmes can be matched with government and NGO programmes holistically into providing funding, mandates and expertise in managing the park. Industry and businesses can also team up with NGOs to run various environmental activities in the park. Tour operators and hotels in Penang should also start to market the PNP more aggressively by offering tour packages (especially ecotourism) into the PNP. All stakeholders, particularly local communities, should be involved actively in managing the park. Study tours should be a top priority of tour operators rather than mass tourism. There should also be avenues for tourists to take part in meaningful environmental conservation activities in the park. The park can also be developed into a nature education centre for students and used as a natural laboratory for research and data collection. On the whole, integrated environmental planning and management of the PNP will lead to sustainable development and make the park into a lasting natural heritage area (Hong et al. 2014).

In terms of heritage conservation, Penang has always had a vibrant civil society that is concerned with the well-being of community, economy and the environment (Sustainable Penang 2014). In the area of heritage, civil society has created much awareness and there is a strong movement to conserve the state’s heritage. However, much of heritage conservation is largely focused on the conservation of cultural heritage. This is more evident when George Town was listed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site on 7 July 2008 (Khor 2008). This listing was largely based on George Town’s history and rich cultural heritage including the clan jetties, its fort, old buildings and other cultural heritage. Without taking away Penang’s glamour and the deserved award as a UNESCO World Heritage Site, it has to be stressed that Penang has equally attractive natural heritage, despite the fact that it is one of the country’s most rapidly developing states. Penang is in fact peninsular Malaysia’s northern growth pole; the state being one of the most rapidly industrialising, urbanising and affluent in the country. Such development has brought about negative effects on its environment and natural heritage.

Over the past half a century or so, Penang, especially the island, has undergone phenomenal changes. In terms of land use, very little natural vegetation is left as they have been replaced by urban, industrial, commercial, housing and agricultural land use (Chan et al. 1998). While such changes have brought development, additional income and better standard of living, urbanisation and industrialisation to the state, they have not come without cost. In fact, development has brought about high environmental costs in terms of loss of natural heritage, habitats and drop in the quality of life. Haphazard development has also exacerbated environmental hazards and brought about general degradation of the living environment (Chan et al. 2003). Air pollution caused by the ever increasing number of motorised vehicles, industries, commercial business and homes has also given rise to bad air quality, increased frequencies of haze episodes and the urban heat island effect (Sin and Chan, 2004). Consequently, very few natural forested areas are left on the island. Currently, only 6,406 hectares of land (6 percent of total land area) is gazetted as Permanent Forest Reserve (PFR) in which the administration, management and conservation of forest and forestry departments are provided for in the National Forestry Act 1984. This forested area is small in comparison to other states as the national policy proposes maintaining at least 50 percent coverage of forest (Penang State Government 1999, 7).

In terms of climate change, an issue that is gripping the global community, Chan et al. (2003) have found that the micro-climate within Penang state is changing, but more importantly, it was found that the city of George Town experiences significantly higher temperatures compared to forested areas. The study found that the cooling effect of trees and their canopies have reduced temperatures in the forest, which is cooler by a degree or so compared to the city. The relative humidity inside the forest is also significantly higher, due to high and abundant evapotranspiration. Evapotranspiration takes away a significant amount of heat from the forest, transporting the heat into the atmosphere. Hence, the forest remains cooler even during mid-day. Naturally, solar radiation hardly reaches the forest floor due to the dense canopy. The dense forest trees also form a barrier against wind, reducing wind speed due to friction. There is hardly any wind inside the forest even during the daytime when the sea breeze is constantly blowing. The forest also fogs up easily during the early mornings and at night. Because of its unique micro-climatic characteristics, the forest should be protected from encroachment and deforestation of all forms.

On a global perspective, the forest forms a green lung that gives out oxygen; it serves as a carbon sink, absorbing carbon dioxide from the atmosphere during photosynthesis. Hence, the forest acts as a regulating agent to maintain the air quality of the place. Sin and Chan (2004) has demonstrated that rapid urbanisation on Penang island, a process that reduces forested land and green areas into urban built-up areas, has resulted in George Town, Bayan Baru, Air Itam and other townships experiencing the “Urban Heat Island Effect”. Consequently, the average temperatures, both day-time and night-time, are one to three degrees Celsius higher than forested areas such as the Penang Botanic Gardens and the Penang National Park. Over the years, the rate of urbanisation in Penang island has increased rapidly from 75 percent in 1991 to 86.1 percent in 2000 (Chan et al. 1998). As a result of development pressures on hill land and forest land, more and more of such areas are targets for development and since such areas are environmentally sensitive, not only are forest and biodiversity lost but also hazards such as soil erosion, landslides, water pollution and flooding are on the increase. In the light of the above scenario, PNP, located in the northwest, and covering about 1,265 hectares of primarily coastal hill dipterocarp forests, coastal mangrove forests, beaches and rocky shores, has been gazetted as a PFR under the Forestry Ordinance of 1928. It is managed by the Penang Forestry Department and the PNP represents one of the few remaining significant forested areas in Penang state. The significance of the area as a natural heritage was recognised by nature lovers in the 1950s who pushed for it to be gazetted as a state park. However, it was only in April 2003 after more than half a century that the area was declared and gazetted as PNP. Thereafter, the PNP was put under the management of the Department of Wildlife (Jabatan Perlindungan Hidupan Liar dan Taman Negara [PERHILITAN] 2009).

As one of the most urbanised states in the country, much of the forest in Penang has been cleared. The PNP is one of the few remaining forested areas left on the island. It is rich in natural heritage as manifested by the many species of flora and fauna (Chan et al. 2003). Many expeditions have been carried out in the PNP over the years. In 1978, the Malaysian Nature Society (MNS) Penang Branch, in collaboration with the School of Biological Sciences, Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM) carried out a natural resources survey in the PNP and found that species diversity was high with 25 species of mammals, 53 species of butterflies, 46 species of birds and a considerable variety of marine life (such as sea anemones, corals, molluscs, crustaceans, echinoderms and sea turtles). In 1985, the MNS Penang Branch again sent a memorandum to the Penang State Structure Plan Unit advocating that PNP be designated as a national park in the Penang Island Structure Plan. The Penang State Government has also commissioned two comprehensive studies, “The Penang Environmental Conservation Strategy” and “The Balik Pulau Drainage Study“, both of which recognised the importance of conserving the PNP (Penang State Government 1999). In 2000, the MNS and USM jointly organised a scientific expedition to study the PNP and this culminated in a seminar titled “Penang National Park: The Case for a State Park”. The seminar paved the way for the then Chief Minister Tan Sri Dr Koh Tsu Koon to announce that the State Government was committed and had targeted turning the PNP into a conservation park. In April 2003, the area was declared a national park (Kumar 2004a).

Materials and Methods

This study is based on both primary as well as secondary data. The analysis on the geography, topography and geomorphology was based on existing aerial photographs and topography maps (1:50,000 scale). Interpretation of aerial photographs, topographic maps and existing research reports were carried out in the map library of the School of Humanities, USM. Description of the geography, topography, land use and geomorphic features were based on these interpretations. Field survey to verify the data was carried out. Primary data on the physical aspects of the study area was also collected. Recording and interpretation of the topography (altitude, slopes, hill peaks and lowlands), geomorphology (promontories, bays and beaches), hydrological features (the meromictic lake, streams and wetlands), land use (vegetation, crops, orchards and mangroves), soils and other geographic features were documented with digital camera and on-sight mapping via land survey methods. Basic chain and compass survey methodology was used in mapping the physical features. Identification of threats was carried out via observation and documentation, as well as interviews with stakeholders. Secondary data on climate, land use, geology and other features was also obtained from various sources. The essay is written based on data collected from various other secondary sources including Chan et al. (2003).

Results and Discussion

The PNP is located in the north-western portion of Penang Island covering an area of more than 1,265 hectares, i.e., less than 4.2 percent of the total area in Penang island. Other than the Penang Hill area, it is currently the only sizable forest reserve left on Penang Island. Because it is forested, the micro-climate is markedly different from that of George Town, with slightly cooler temperatures ranging from 23°C in the early mornings to 30°C in the afternoons. Inside the dense cover of the forest canopy, temperatures seldom exceed 28°C. Humidity is high, up to 80 percent, usually reaching saturation in the early mornings and hence giving rise to fog and mist. Annual rainfall is also high, averaging more than 2,600 mm. Penang state is located close to the Equator but far enough north to experience some monsoon effects. Therefore, it has an equatorial climate with minor monsoon characteristics. Hence, the climate of the PNP is hot and humid, typically equatorial, but under the influence of the southwest monsoon winds and the presence of a distinct short dry season. Temperatures in the PNP are generally high all year round with slightly lower temperatures of between 0.5°C and 1.0°C in the hill peaks and inside the forested areas. Because of this uniform temperature all year round, the seasons in the PNP are distinguished not by temperature but by rainfall. Basically (although there are small variations between regions), the year is divided into four seasons: (1) the northeast monsoon season (November–March); (2) the southwest monsoon season (May–September); (3) the first inter-monsoon season (April/May); and (4) the second inter-monsoon season (October). Monsoon winds play an important role in determining the climate of the island. Due to its maritime nature and high rainfall, the humidity is constantly high (averages about 90 percent but can reach saturation in the early mornings and in areas of high altitudes). Due to the high temperatures, a high rate of evaporation occurs.

Potentials of Natural Heritage Attractions in PNP

The PNP is a rich natural heritage area as discovered by Chan (2003). Despite its designation as a forest reserve, the PNP is not a virgin forest as timber extraction has been variously carried out between the late 1910s and the late 1930s. Despite being logged previously, however, there are currently about some 72 hectares of virgin jungle reserve left in the PNP and these areas are floristically rich. Other unique characteristics of the PNP are: its diversity of ecologically sensitive habitats; rich fauna; the sandy beaches, some of which are Pantai Kerachut, Pantai Mas and Pantai Acheh; a number of trekking trails suitable for ecotourism; the USM biological station at Muka Head; many natural streams which possesses potential water resources; its unique climatic characteristics which differ significantly from its developed fringes; and other biological traits. All these combine to make the PNP an invaluable natural laboratory for scientific study (Chan 2000). The major flora of the PNP corresponds closely with that which is characteristic of the vegetation of Peninsular Malaysia, viz. the coastal mangrove forest, lowland dipterocarp forest and some hill dipterocarp forests near the peaks of some of the hills in the PNP. The main families in the dipterocarp forest found are Dipterocarpaceae, Leguminosae, Apocynaceae, Burseraceae, Dillenaceae, Palmae and others. Herbaceous plants in the forest include Araceae, Marantaceae, Gesneriaceae, Zingiberaceae and Commelinaceae. However, some of the commercially important species are Balau (Shorea materiales), Seraya (Shorea curtisi), Meranti (Shorea sp.), Resak (Hopea sp.), Merawan (Hopea sp.), Damar Laut and Damar Minyak. The Seraya, in particular, is an easy sight as it has distinct greyish green foliage emerging from the canopy. The Damar Minyak (Agathis dammara) is also easy to identify with its distinctive flaky bark which oozes a resin when cut. Another common tree is the fig tree belonging to the family Moraceae. This tree produces a round-shaped fruit that has an opening on the lower exterior. Ferns and fern-allies are also found in abundance in the PNP. One unique species is the Stag Horn’s Fern (Platycerium coronarium). Another is the Bird’s Nest Fern (Asplenium nidus) which is usually found on tree trunks and branches. The Oak Leaf Fern (Drynaria spp.) has nest-like leaves that appear brownish and dehydrated. In higher areas in the forest, the sun loving ferns such as Dipteris conjugata and Dicranopteris linearis (Chan, 2004) are found growing well. Wild orchids are also found in the PNP. The Slipper Orchid (Paphiopedium barbatum), with its slipper-like lip, was once the pride of Penang. The flower of this orchid is purplish with green stripes. However, this species is now endangered because of over-collection and encroachment of its habitat by farmers. It has not been seen for a long time. Other more common wild orchids are the Bromhedia finlaysoniana with white flowers and mauve lips, the Arundina graminifolia with bamboo-like leaves, and the Jewel Orchids, i.e., species from the Anaectochilus, Ludisia and Goodyera. Due to their sensitivities to environmental change, it is rare to encounter wild orchids in the forest. One would have to trek deep into the forest, especially in more remote areas to see them. The forests of the PNP are also the home of many species of wild ginger. The more common ones are the Hedychium longicornitum, an epiphytic form, but most are terrestrials such as Alpinia javanica, Amomum biflorum, Amomum uliginosum, and Globba pendula. The Achasma has scarlet flowers protruding from the ground. Other types are the torch ginger, bunga kantan (now commercially cultivated) and lengkuas (Alpinia galanga). The pitcher plant is perhaps the most recognisable flora in the PNP because of its unique features. Some common ones are the Nepenthes albomarginata recognised by the white ring below the pitcher’s mouth and the Nepenthes ampullaria.

The PNP also has mangrove forests which are found in small pockets in the coastal zones, both in the northern as well as the western and southern coasts. The major species of mangroves are the Avicennia-Sonneratia zone (furthest seaward) usually colonised by api api (Avicennia alba and Avicennia marina) and perepat (Sonneratia alba). Further inland is the Bruguiera-Rhizophora zone, largely dominated by berus (Bruguiera cylindrica), tumu (Bruguiera gymnorrhiza) and bakau kurap (Rhizophora mucronata). Most of the mangroves in the PNP are found on the muddy parts of the western coast along Pantai Mas and towards the south near Kampong Pantai Acheh. Some mangroves can also be seen on the north coast just as one enters the PNP. Gelam trees (Eugennia spp.) are found in the meromictic lake in the Pantai Kerachut area. Other coastal vegetation include the colourful Sea Morning Glory (Ipomoea pes-caprae) on sandy shores with its prominent purple coloured flowers, Leguminosae (Canavalia microcarpa), and some grasses of the Graminae type such as Ischaemum muticum, Spinifex littoreus and Zoysia matrella. In particular, the Ipomoea pes-caprae are found in large colonies on the sandy beaches of Pantai Kerachut. In other sandy areas, the Barringtonia association found in areas flooded during high tide thrives. In drier areas, the Barringtonia association is colonised by trees, shrubs and tall herbs such as the Lecythidaceae (Barringtonia asiatica or putat laut) and Clusiaceae (Calophyllum inophyllum or bintangor laut). Another coastal plant is the Sea Lettuce (Scaevola frutescens), a shrub. This plant produces white flowers which appear split. The Sea Hibiscus (Hibiscus tiliaceus) has bright yellow flowers with a maroon coloured heart.

In terms of fauna, the PNP is also quite rich as it has been documented that there are at least 25 species of mammals, 53 species of butterflies, 46 species of birds (including a significant number of migrants) and a considerable variety of marine life in the adjacent sea (including sea anemones, corals, molluscs, crustaceans, schinoderms and sea turtles). There are also many species of land and sea snakes, the python being most commonly found. Other fauna that have been sighted in the PNP include the common tree shrew (Tupaia glis), slow loris, flying lemur (Gynocephalus veriegatus), sea otters (Pantai Mas area), pangolin or scaly anteater, leopard cat and civet cat. Wild boars and mouse deer are common. There are also many species of bats in the PNP. Campers are often treated to the flight of giant Flying Foxes or Giant Fruit Bats, i.e. the largest of all the bats. In the swampy areas of the PNP, monitor lizards are abundant. The common ones are the Black Jungle Monitor, the Water Monitor and the Tree Monitor (Chan 2000). Tourists and nature lovers can see the green turtles (Chelonia mydas) which usually arrive in the beaches of the PNP from April to August. They are then followed by the Olive-Ridley (Lepidochelys olivaceae) from September to February. The green turtles get their name from the colour of its fat content as a mature turtle can grow to a size of about one metre in length weighing more than 150 kg. The Olive-Ridley, however, are one of the world’s smallest turtles weighing around 40 kg. The PNP is only one of two known breeding sites of the Olive-Ridley in the whole country (the other site is Terengganu). Most of the above types lay their eggs in the sandy beaches of Pantai Kerachut although they are also found in Pantai Mas, Teluk Kampi, Teluk Ketapang and other beaches. The Hawkbill turtle (Eretmochelys imbricata), though less common, is also found. As a form of protection and conservation for these turtles, a hatchery has been set up by the Wildlife Department in 1995 in Pantai Kerachut.

According to Kumar (2004b), Penang island, especially the PNP, is a haven for birdwatchers. Penang island has a recorded total of about 200 species of birds, and the majority of them can be found in the forests of Pantai Acheh. Bulbuls is a common forest bird which is resident in the PNP. Most forest birds are insect-eaters and they include flycatchers, warblers and babblers. The Grey-throated Babbler and Fluffy-backed Tit-Babbler are two of the more commonly found babblers. The sunbird is another common species found. Kingfishers such as the small Oriental Dwarf kingfisher or the large Stork-billed kingfisher are also commonly sighted. In the mudflats of Pantai Mas, one can often see many migrants such as the Japanese Sparrowhawk, Crested Honey-buzzard and the Black Baza. There are also some eagle families in the PNP, particularly in the peaks near the lighthouse on Muka Head, notably the white-bellied sea eagle. The PNP is also home to many species of monkeys. The most common is the Long-tailed Macaque and the Dusky Leaf Monkey. Though the monkeys roam the entire length of the forest, they are increasingly found in fruit orchards and human-inhabited areas for obvious reasons. In the campsite in Pantai Kerachut, for example, these monkeys can be a nuisance as they steal foodstuff, bags and other belongings of campers.

In terms of geomorphic natural heritage, Ibrahim Jaafar and Chang (2003) have documented a unique lake in the PNP. In the PNP at the Pantai Kerachut area lies a unique seasonal lake known as the Meromictic Lake (Figure 1). This lake is only apparent and visible during the wet season between the months of March to August. Many small streams flow through the lake into the sea via a narrow bottleneck channel on the right side (north) of Pantai Kerachut. First, during the mentioned months, the water flowing through this bottleneck is partially blocked when the rough seas deposit large quantities of sand and other wave sediments there. Hence, instead of flowing into the sea, the stream water floods the lake. Second, the rough sea sends sea water gushing into the lake. The most intriguing and unique feature of the lake, however, is that the sea water and fresh water layers somehow remain unmixed. Hence, the lake has two distinct layers with the layer of warmer sea water underlying the cooler layer of fresh water on top. Hence, the scientific name “meromictic lake”. This is one of the few known meromictic lakes in the whole country. The beaches of PNP are also pristine. Some examples are Pantai Kerachut (Figure 2) and Pantai Duyung.
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Figure  1. The unique meromictic lake in the PNP during the dry season (source: Chan Ngai Weng)
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Figure  2. The pristine beach of Pantai Kerachut in the PNP is a huge attraction for visitors (source: Chan Ngai Weng)



Threats to the Natural Heritage of PNP

Chan (2003) has highlighted many potential threats to the PNP if a stringent park management plan is not put into place. To substantiate this point, Chan et al. (2004) has documented and modelled environmental change as a result of land use change and shown that environmental degradation can be serious if development is unplanned and uncontrolled in the PNP. For many decades, despite its forest reserve status, the PNP has been encroached by various developments. It is increasingly being encroached by squatters, illegal farmers, collectors of traditional plants and other environmentally damaging activities. Increasingly too, due to Penang island’s small size but the unproportionally high demand for housing and other amenities, the state government may be under pressure to degazette part of the reserve for development purposes. This has happened elsewhere in the Paya Terubong hills and is a distinct possibility as land-starved developers are casting a covetous eye on any available tract of land for development. This is what both the MNS and the Penang public do not want, but that does not mean both these parties do not want to see the PNP developed. The word “development” can be stretched to mean many things, including the widely used term “sustainable development” which basically means the management of our natural resources at a rate that does not jeopardise the needs of future generations. MNS (Penang Branch) and the Penang public want to make sure that this last bastion of nature housing biodiversity and the natural environment be protected, sustainably developed and managed properly so as to minimise any chance of large scale environmental degradation and biological destruction. Hence, MNS (Penang Branch) wants the State Government to come up with a comprehensive management plan to manage the PNP. The PNP could be sub-divided into various zones for various controlled activities.

Challenges in Managing Natural Heritage in Penang National Park

Chan (2009) has documented the various issues and challenges of managing natural heritage in the PNP. In the past, the push and proposal to gazette the PAFR as a state or national park came from a balanced participation between government, private sector and NGO (civil society). However, after the gazettement of the PNP, the Wildlife Department was given the sole jurisdiction to manage the park. While this is not necessarily a bad thing, as the department has the expertise and resources to do so. However, other parties who were involved in the push for the park felt marginalised. Some were even of the opinion that they were “sacrificed” as they were left out of the decision-making process for the park. These include not only the NGOs but also various government departments, statutory bodies and local communities. More importantly, as the park is a national park, it now comes under the jurisdiction of the federal government which is located far away in Kuala Lumpur. Inevitably, there are disagreements and some friction between federal and state government. This became more evident when Penang state fell to the opposition in the 2008 general election. As a result, one of the biggest challenge for PNP is poor coordination, poor enforcement, poor cooperation and institutional competition and dispute. This challenge needs to be quickly resolved if the PNP hopes to be managed in an efficient manner. Notwithstanding political differences, the various levels of government from federal to local need to put aside their differences and work together for the sake of the park. Additionally, the Wildlife Department, now the lead agency, should invite other government departments and NGOs to work with it for the sake of the park. Funding received from the federal government should be used efficiently for park development and conservation.

Agricultural and Other Encroachment

The land use of the area surrounding the PNP is a mixture of water catchment, urban and agricultural land. On one side is the Teluk Bahang Dam and on the other is the Teluk Bahang town, an urbanised area. Surrounding the park on the south and east are orchards and fishing villages. Similarly, farming, whether legal or illegal is an activity which is closely related to the development of hill land. In states where land is scarce such as Penang, farmers often resort to illegal farming of vegetables, flowers and fruit trees. Currently, many hill slopes in the Penang Hill area and in the Teluk Bahang Hill area are illegally farmed. These activities, though not as bad as completely exposing soil surfaces as in construction and deforestation, nevertheless involve clearing dense forests and replacing them with sparsely spaced crops. Soil erosion can increase many folds because of farming on hill slopes, often leading to landslides (Chan 1998). For example, Daniel and Kulasingham (1974) found that erosion rates in forested and planted (vegetable) areas are 25 m3 km–2 yr–1 and 732 m3 km–2 yr–1 respectively. This is an increase of more than 29 times. In the current study, soil loss data collected between June 1995 and June 1996 on Penang island and computed based on the Universal Soil Loss Equation produced a soil loss of about 19,000 tonnes/hectare/year in freshly deforested land with slopes between 20 to 30 degrees. Given the high intensity of equatorial rainfall in Malaysia, the steep terrain and the resulting high rate of soil loss, landslides are the inevitable results. In comparison, soil loss in a forested catchment in the Air Itam area is only about 0.01 to 1.3 tonnes/hectare/year. Vegetable farming on hill slopes which recorded a soil loss of between 30 to 90 tonnes/hectare/year is already regarded by the authorities with concern (Penang State Government 1993).

Infrastructure Construction

As the PNP is relatively new, much needs to be done to make it attractive as a tourist destination and as a recreational spot. Since its gazettement, the PNP has undergone a face lift in the sense that many new facilities and structures have been constructed to make it accessible and attractive to visitors. At the entrance now is a huge building complete with a visitor centre and other facilities. This is good for the promotion of the PNP and the enhancement of its image as a well-run park. A road has also been constructed to make it more accessible to cars. This is where NGOs and environmentalists have voiced their discontent. In the past, all visitors had to trek into the park as there were no access roads for vehicles. Even motor cycles were not allowed into the park previously. The difficult terrain made it impossible even for motor cycles to pass. In a way, this inaccessibility to vehicles had indirectly protected the park from an avalanche of visitors, tourism operators and vendors. Accommodation facilities were also limited in the past as there were only a few chalets located near the entrance of the park. Once inside the park, one had to camp if one intended to spend a night or so. Hence, there are camping facilities and piped water from springs provided by the Forestry Department at Pantai Kerachut. Critics now claimed that the infrastructure development may increase arrivals and the onslaught of motorised vehicles will not only disturb the natural tranquillity but also cause pollution and traffic accidents. All these may also overtax the park as its carrying capacity may be exceeded. Here, the challenge is to build conservatively and all facilities built should be environmentally friendly. Trees should not be cut unnecessarily but structures should be built round trees.

Other Challenges in the Penang National Park

Ecotourism has not really taken off in the PNP. It remains a big challenge to develop and make the PNP a viable ecotourism destination. Gazetting the PAFR as the PNP is not the end of the story. In fact, now that Penang has a national park, it is time to start working hard to plan and manage the park sustainably and profitably. Recent developments in Penang illustrate the Penang state government’s foresight and desire to create a balance between development and conservation. One is the launching of the Sustainable Penang Initiative (SPI) under the Socio-Economic and Environmental Institute (SERI) of Penang. This is the people’s response to monitor and map out Penang’s current development trends into a sort of “People’s Report on Penang” (Socio-Economic & Environmental Research Institute 1997). Another is the completion of The Penang Environmental Conservation Strategy (PECS) by a group of consultants in December 1998 (DCT Consultancy Services 1998). All these also culminated in the gazettement of the Penang National Park in April 2003. The PNP has been variously studied and documented. USM, the Forestry Department, the Wildlife Department, the Malaysian Nature Society (Penang Branch) and others have documented the physical geography (climate, geology, soil, vegetation and hydrology), the biodiversity of its flora and fauna, and other environmental characteristics of the PNP. However, the environment and its attributes are dynamic and are always changing. Hence, there should be periodic expeditions to continuously document and update existing data. For example, USM is currently using the PNP as an outdoor laboratory whereby students conduct their field work in biology, ecology, forestry, hydrology besides fisheries, plants and insects. Other universities could also be invited or allowed to carry out research and field trips for their students. One potentially viable project is to entice foreign universities to bring their students to conduct summer field courses in the PNP. Already, USM has a research station at Muka Head. The state government could facilitate this and USM could link up with foreign universities in its push towards internationalisation. Areas and fields of studies include but are not limited to the following: climatology, hydrology and environmental studies; marine biology; biology, biodiversity and study of unique endemic species of flora (both land and aquatic); study of tropical species of fauna (land and aquatic); study of insects and invertebrate; study on the recreational, eco-tourism potentials and aesthetic aspects of the area; study on sustainable development of the area into forest reserves & water catchment, a nature education centre for school children, a natural laboratory for scientific research, and a viable site for eco-tourism, recreation and outdoor activities; and other studies.

As a national park, the PNP now has federal funding and there is no question that it should be managed effectively and sustainably. However, not all parts of the park should be developed for tourism or any one single focus. Chan (2000) argues that the PNP needs to be subdivided into management zones with different objectives and functions. Some of these zones should be allocated for public use. Such an area called Public Recreation Zone (PRZ), within the designated park area can be both existing recreation areas or newly created ones. These zones should be freely open to the public. Many existing areas that are considered degraded or altered beyond recovery to their original native states can be designated as PRZs. Such areas include orchards and farmed plots within the area. An example of such a zone is the present Forestry Recreation Park. The thrust of all activities here will be education towards awareness of nature coupled with recreation. There will be picnic spots, camping areas, bird watching activities, walking and jogging trails, trekking and hiking trails and mountain biking trails. However, the prohibition on all petroleum powered vehicles (including motorcycles) in the zone should be strictly enforced. Such environmentally friendly activities will have an appeal for both local and foreign tourists. Robust Recreational Zones (RRZs) are disturbed areas with some chance of recovery and will be available for a range of restricted activities like trekking, camping and character building and health promoting activities normally associated with wilderness and leadership training. The Outward Bound Society may be one of the main users in these zones as would the Malaysian Nature Society. For instance, rock climbing and abseiling activities can be permitted on some of the cliff structures located within these zones. A further example is the Pantai Kerachut area which for long has been unofficially a robust recreational zone although the completion of a concrete trail to it will soon make it freely accessible to the public. The nature of such a zone shall be similar to the Taman Negara concept. By the nature of the wilderness and the specialised knowledge required, the robust recreational area will remain unattractive to the casual visitor unless they make a genuine effort to learn the necessary skills.

It is hoped that the host of such clubs and associations in these activities will be encouraged to use the zones and then openly offer their training to the general public. Environmentally conscious and sympathetic tourists who shall be making up the bulk of foreign tourists (as a result of awareness programmes in the West) will appreciate such zones. Hopefully, this may rub off on local tourists who will eventually embrace, practise and support environmental conservation programmes. Environmental NGOs such as MNS, Water Watch Penang (WWP), WWF Malaysia and others can play an increasingly important and active role in these areas. Exclusion Zones (EZs) are areas from which unauthorised people are excluded. They are undisturbed sites with native fauna and flora. They include breeding areas or areas for scientific research. These areas will run programmes for local school children or the public and use them as accessories in the study of the geography, environment, ecosystem and wildlife to inculcate awareness, appreciation and love for the natural world.

An example of a possible type of programme can be typified by the Huemel Survey conducted by participants in a Rayleigh Project in Chile recently or Water Watch Australia’s Community River Quality Monitoring network which involves thousands of local inhabitants. In this respect, MNS Penang Branch can collaborate with WWP to conduct water monitoring using school children and volunteers from the general public. Such a project not only involves the public in terms of community character building but also gives the MNS and WWP a chance to create greater environmental awareness in environmental education (Chan 1998). Scientific studies can focus on documenting the physical geography of the PNP, and the conservation and maintenance of refuges (nesting sites for birds etc.) for the native wildlife and flora. In cooperation with the proper bodies, the exclusion zones may also be used for the re-introduction of species previously extinct in the area. Approved research on wildlife should also be allowed (turtle breeding, etc.). A small part of such zones may be opened by controlled entry for paying visitors to observe animal in their natural habitats. This can be done through the provisions of observation hides under very close supervision by rangers or appointed staff. The Coastal Zone (CZ) will be considered a public recreation area because of the difficulty of policing the entire coastline within the PNP. However, no one will be permitted to land from here to the exclusion zones if they are located on the land side (e.g., mangrove swamps). It is expected though that if a breeding area extends out to the sea, the marine extension should be part of the exclusion zone. Currently, some coastal areas are already developed for tourism such as the chalets near the mouth of the Sungai Tukun.

Conclusion

The Penang National Park (PNP) is one of the smallest national parks in the world. However, it is a rich natural heritage area that is sensitive to development and environmental change. The PNP has rich natural attributes such as pristine rainforest, rich biodiversity, crystal clear sea, and geomorphic heritage in pristine beaches and a meromictic lake. All in, it has all the potentials to be a major natural heritage destination. Hence, there is no reason why ecotourism cannot be developed for the PNP. Currently, ecotourism is not properly promoted to foreign and local tourists. Infrastructure construction has affected the natural heritage in the park.

The many threats identified are encroachment from farming, infrastructure development, pollution, over-collection of plants and animals, poor enforcement, poor cooperation between institutions, and erosion of biodiversity. These threats can be reduced via careful planning and expert guidance, strict monitoring of development and enforcement, prudent planning and involvement of all stakeholders via empowerment. The PNP can be effectively monitored and managed in specific development zones. While government agencies have the mandate to manage the park, they should invite NGOs, industry, businesses and the public to work together to manage the park. NGOs can run public awareness programmes on biodiversity, flora and fauna, public education activities on catchment, river and water conservation, and “Save Wildlife” camps. The private sector’s CSR programmes can be tapped into to provide funding. Industry and businesses can also team up with NGOs to run various environmental activities in the park. Tour operators and hotels in Penang should also start to market the PNP more aggressively by offering tour packages (especially ecotourism) into the PNP. All stakeholders should be involved actively in the park. Study tours should be a top priority of tour operators. There should also be avenues for tourists to take part in meaningful environmental conservation activities in the park. For school children there should also be a “schools’ programme” in the park. The park can also be used for research and education. Proper planning and management of the PNP will make it into a lasting natural heritage area.
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Abstract. This paper looks at perceptions of heritage language in two minority communities in Malaysia: the Aceh community at Kampung Aceh in Kedah; and the Portuguese-Eurasian community at the Portuguese Settlement in Malacca. The heritage languages of these communities—Acehnese and Malacca Portuguese Creole or Cristang—continue to be used within the multilingual and multi-ethnic makeup of Malaysia, where Malay is the national language and where English is also widely used, alongside other local languages such as Mandarin, Cantonese and Tamil. Based on interviews with selected respondents from these two locations, it was found that both communities regarded their heritage languages positively, and regarded their languages as an important part of their cultural heritage. The Acehnese community, despite being culturally similar to the Malays, still try to hold on to their heritage language. For the Portuguese Eurasians, their heritage language is one way to distinguish themselves as a cultural group with European and Asian roots.
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Within a multilingual setting such as Malaysia, indigenous and minority languages struggle to survive amidst the use of dominant local languages, such as Malay and Chinese dialects, as well as English. Malay or Bahasa Malaysia is the national language, while English is used widely in business, media and private education. The Malaysian Constitution states that “no person shall be prohibited or prevented from using (otherwise than for official purposes), or from teaching or learning, any other language” (Federal Constitution Malaysia, Article 152). Hence, Mandarin and Tamil medium primary schools continue to exist, and local media continues to broadcast and publish in Chinese (mainly Mandarin) and Tamil apart from in Malay and English. However, as with many other multilingual contexts, a selection process occurs over time, as some languages begin to take precedence over others in various domains such as the family domain. There are a multitude of reasons for this, such as a dwindling number of speakers, intermarriage, education, social mobility, urbanisation and the economic and social value of a language, and these have been discussed in studies on language shift in different communities in Malaysia (e.g., David 1998; Kijai, Lampadan and Loo 2012; Ting and Sussex 2002).

In this paper, however, the authors are more interested in obtaining insights from two minority communities in Malaysia about the use of their heritage languages (HLs). These communities are the Acehnese in Kampung Aceh (KA) and the Portuguese-Eurasian community at the Portuguese Settlement (PS) in Malacca. More specifically, in this study, the authors examine language perceptions over a range of language-related contexts including language and culture, and language revitalisation.

Heritage language has been defined as “a language that is often used at or inherited from home, and that is different from the language used in mainstream society” (He 2012, 587). Such a term has an identity and cultural orientation, and is in contrast with other terms, such as home language and native language, that might suggest a different orientation as they may foreground associations with one’s language proficiency (King and Ennser-Kananen 2013; Kondo-Brown 2003). This term seems more apt in a multilingual context, such as Malaysia, where mixed-unions are common, and thus, there is a host of possible scenarios about what languages children grow up speaking (Pillai 2008). Within the context of Malaysia, it is difficult for some people to state what their native language is, not just because they may have grown up speaking more than one language or variety of the language, but because the language used at home may be neither of the parents’ “native language”. For example, one may have a parent who is Tamil speaking and another who is a Cantonese speaker but grows up speaking English.

Thus, drawing from Fishman (2001), this study adopts a broader definition of HL and does not link it to proficiency, fluency or even the current use of the HL. Rather, HL is linked to cultural identity, and thus, it is possible that a person may have more than one HL, and it is also possible that the HL is not used at all within the family domain. Nevertheless, the HL has “a family relevance” (Fishman 2001, 81), but in contrast to Fishman (2001), the authors do not narrow HL to languages apart from the dominant language of the country, such as English. In the Malaysian language context, what is dominant is not necessarily based on the national or official language, but rather on what is predominant for a particular person which for example, could be Malay, English and Mandarin. Thus, the authors prefer an even broader definition of HL considering it as a language that is linked to whichever cultural or ancestral affiliations a person identifies with regardless of proficiency and the actual use of the HL.

In the case of the KA and PS, although the communities are similarly contained within a village with strong communal bonds, the two groups are located differently within the Malaysian social patchwork because of their ethnic, religious and cultural backgrounds. This in turn influences the extent to which they each hold on to what they perceive to be their cultural roots. Related to these roots is the use of their HLs. One is a language that is still used in its place of origin, Aceh in Indonesia. The other is a Creole which has evolved from language contact with the Portuguese in Malacca from the 16th Century. The two communities and their HLs may seem vastly different but they are both communities enmeshed within the multilingual framework of Malaysia. Insights into one group that is identified with the majority Malay Muslim community by the state, and another, which is pigeonholed into a category called Others, can help us understand how minority groups are coping with the use of their HLs and related to this, their cultural identities.

As the authors’ study is set against a multi-ethnic background, the paper begins with the background of the two minority communities to understand how they came about. The authors then focus on how both communities perceive their HLs, Acehnese and Malacca Portuguese Creole (MPC), and how these perceptions are related to the use of their HLs.

Acehnese and Malacca Portuguese Creole Communities

KA is located in Kedah, in the northwest of Peninsular Malaysia, while the PS is in the state of Malacca, approximately two hours south of Kuala Lumpur. Both villages are located on the west coast of Peninsular Malaysia. In both cases, the HL is a minority language in Malaysia. In Malaysia, Bahasa Malaysia or Malay is the national language, and is the medium of instruction in national schools. In addition, colloquial Malay, or in the case of Kedah, the local regional dialect tends to be the local spoken lingua franca. English is learnt as a second language from primary school. In the case of the Acehnese in KA, it exists amidst the Kedah Malay dialect (a northern Malay dialect). At the PS, a localised variety of English is fast replacing MPC (Pillai, Soh and Kajita 2014). Thus, both communities have at least three languages in their repertoire, albeit with varying degrees of fluency in each: HL, Malay and English.

The communities in the present study are classified differently: the Malaysians of Acehnese descent are categorised as Malay, and therefore, enjoy Bumiputra status. This status is reserved for those categorised as Malay by the Federal Constitution and the indigenous population of Malaysia. The classification of Malay as explained by Goh (2002, 133) is that “one must be a Muslim, be a habitual speaker of Malay and practise Malay customs”. The Portuguese Eurasians, on the other hand, are classified as Others, and although they were accorded some privileges reserved for Bumiputra citizens, such as the right to invest in certain national unit trusts schemes, they are not classified as Bumiputra.1 While the Acehnese appear to have a clearer sense of their cultural identity, people of Portuguese ancestry seem to be grappling with the whole notion of what is takes to be Portuguese-Eurasian, including whether the ability to speak MPC, popularly known as Cristang (also spelt as Kristang) is a prerequisite (see Goh 2002). For the Malaysian Acehnese, Malay is a natural replacement for their HL because of their shared Malay roots. However, for the Portuguese Eurasians, the language shift was to English because of, for example, English-medium education, mixed-marriages, urbanisation and social mobility (Baxter 2012; Pillai, Soh and Kajita 2014).

The Malaysians of Acehnese descent in the authors’ study came over from the Aceh province in Indonesia. The main migration to Kedah took place in the late 1800s (Azrul Affandi Sobry 2012). KA was then established as one of the first settlements for Acehnese settlers in this area around 1895. There are currently approximately 126 people residing in KA, with 104 among them being of Acehnese descent, all of whom are Malaysian citizens (Yusuf, Pillai and Mohd. Ali 2013).

The Acehnese spoken in KA has developed particular linguistic features which distinguish it from the Acehnese spoken in Indonesia. For example, Pillai and Yusuf (2012) and Yusuf and Pillai (2013) found differences in the way that vowels were realised between the Acehnese spoken in KA and the Aceh province. However, both varieties of Acehnese are mutually intelligible, and there is a connection of people and resources between Aceh and KA because of the close geographical proximity, and cultural and religious ties between Malaysia and Aceh in Indonesia.

The Malacca Portuguese Eurasians in this study are residents of the PS. The village has approximately 800 to 1000 residents who are largely Roman Catholics. The PS was established as a settlement for people of Portuguese descent on the coast of Malacca in the early 1930s by two Catholic priests. The village is, therefore, also known as Padri sa Chang or Priests’ Land (O’Neill 2008).

The heritage of the Malacca Portuguese Eurasians can be traced back to the arrival of the Portuguese in Malacca in the early sixteenth century as Baxter (2005, 10) explains:


“… in terms of social cohesion and control, was the creation of a casado class (European Portuguese officially married to local women), which produced stable bi- and multi-lingual mestiço populations loyal to Portugal”.



In such Asian settings, Creole Portuguese arose.

MPC is, as pointed out by Baxter (2012, 115), “the last vital variety of a group of East and Southeast Asian Creole Portuguese languages”. It is categorised as one of the endangered languages in Malaysia in the UNESCO Atlas of the World’s Languages in Danger (Moseley 2010). The declining number of speakers at the Settlement has been reported, for example, by David and Faridah Noor (1999).

While the Acehnese descendants in KA may be able to trace their ancestry back to the Aceh province, those who claim Portuguese ancestry generally cannot trace their roots back to Portugal. Whilst O’Neill (2008, 63–76) expresses his hesitation at identifying any “original” Cristang identity since it is likely to have undergone transformations since the 16th century, the new generation of post-independent Malacca Portuguese Eurasians found a place for themselves by using their cultural identity (Baxter 2012; Sarkissian 2000, 2005).

Previous Research on Acehnese and MPC

This study builds on previous research on Acehnese and MPC, but focuses on perceptions at a more micro level, and examines two minority language communities. In the case of MPC, little representation of the MPC-speaking group is evident in literature. Previous MPC research focused on documentation (e.g., Baxter and De Silva 2004; Pillai, 2013), description of linguistic aspects (e.g., Baxter 1988), language shift or maintenance (e.g., David and Faridah Noor 1999; Sudesh 2000), culture and sociolinguistics, including language and identity and family language policy (e.g., O’Neill 2008; Pillai, Soh and Kajita 2014; Sarkissian 2000), and narrative or historical accounts (e.g., Sta Maria 1982). A micro-level on the use of and perceptions towards MPC is necessary because an update on the linguistic scene among the MPC-speaking group is much needed especially with increasing social changes and rapid development in the PS (Lee 2015).

MPC language perceptions can be seen as the most visible layer as expressed in social discourses, while ideology is the underlying line of reasoning of which MPC speakers may not be aware of and may not express freely (Jourdan and Angeli 2014). Implications from studies on language perceptions can be integrated into language planning and language revitalisation. Further, previous MPC findings have also shown some differences, particularly in younger speakers’ language attitudes and preferences. For instance, a larger proportion of speakers from the age groups of 20–29 and 30–39 were found to prefer and use MPC in the friendship domain (David and Faridah Noor 1999) while the younger speakers in Sudesh’s (2000) study preferred English.

Unlike MPC, there is a dearth of published works done on the use and maintenance of Acehnese in KA. A study by Yusuf, Pillai and Mohd. Ali (2013) discusses the identity and language use of Acehnese descendants in KA, who consider themselves as ureueng Acèh or ureueng Acèh Malaysia. However, it is evident that the use of their HL is decreasing among the youngest generation. Nevertheless, various efforts have been put in place to maintain the use of Acehnese in the village.

Language Perceptions

An assessment of the speakers’ perception towards an endangered language is seen as an essential part in planning language revitalisation (e.g., Fishman 1991; Grenoble and Whaley 2006; Hinton and Hale 2001). Hinton (2001, 9) points out that “one important reason many people want to learn their ancestral language is that they want to regain access to traditional cultural practices and traditional value”. However, there are often inconsistencies between having positive perceptions towards a language and its actual language use or language transmission (Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer 1998; Schwartz 2008). For instance, some researchers find that with available resources and speakers, “[t]here may be others in the general community who think reviving and teaching a language is a good idea, but they may not be willing to participate in the programme due to shyness or the belief that they do not have enough language knowledge to contribute” (Bell 2013, 402). These perceptions are categorised under passive support by Bell (2013) who proposes that a better understanding of both positive and negative language attitudes and their impacts on the success or failure of language revival efforts in communities is crucial.

The perceptions towards a HL cannot be divorced from perceptions towards ethnicity and/or culture. Although it is commonly assumed that language and ethnicity/culture are interlinked, Bankston III and Henry (1998) point out that there may be two assumptions made by researchers when it comes to the relationship between one’s ethnicity and language transmission: a positive one, or a positive but weakening one. There may also be a third possibility where “[i]f an ethnicity is linked to material disadvantages, then group members may be discouraged from passing on characteristic traits, such as a language” (Bankston III and Henry 1998, 1). The understanding of perceptions towards one’s HL, ethnicity and culture will add to the understanding of the factors that may or may not contribute to the survival of a HL.

In planning language revitalisation, the involvement of a community is often advised or proposed, such as the need of neighbourhood support advocated by Fishman (1991, 1990). In reality, it is not uncommon to find that “most communities only begin to attempt to revitalise their language when no one speaks it anymore except the oldest generation” (Hinton 2001, 14). Some researchers have also reported about how some communities’ claimed ownership towards a language may not be associated with their role in preserving a language. In the case of Southeast Alaska, Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer (1998, 63) find that “those who vote ‘Yes!’ [to the questions ‘Do we really want to preserve the Tlingit, Haida, or Tsimshian language or culture?’] expect someone else to ‘save’ it for others, with no personal effort, commitment, or involvement of the voter”.

Given that perceptions towards one’s HL is an important factor in language maintenance, the authors examine the way the KA and PS communities perceive their HLs and the extent to which this appears to be translated into the use of these languages.

Methods

The data of the present study were derived from two larger studies gathered at two research sites, KA and the PS. The choice of respondents was made via purposeful sampling where “researchers intentionally select individuals and sites to learn or understand the central phenomenon” (Creswell 2012, 206). For this study, interviews from 18 KA and PS respondents were examined. The details of the PS and KA respondents are presented in Appendix A and B. All names have been changed to protect the identity of the respondents. It should be noted that although some comparisons are made between the data gathered from the two communities, they are by no means representative of the communities under study.

The KA respondents in this study comprise the third to sixth generations of Malaysian Acehnese aged between 14 to 76 years old. They were chosen based on their Acehnese language use at home and with friends and families outside of their home in and out of KA. The generations are considered from the time the first group of Acehnese came to Kedah. They were interviewed individually or in groups, depending on their preference. The interviews were conducted in the Acehnese language by the third author, who is a native speaker of Indonesian Acehnese. However, when interviewing children from the sixth generation, there were times when Malay was used.

In the case of the PS, a total of 18 people from at least three generations were interviewed whose ages ranged from 14 to 84 at the time of recording. Since the PS community’s ancestry may go back to the 16th century, the generations are based on families currently living at the PS. The choice of interviewees was based on researchers’ judgement. Interviewees who speak MPC at home with parents or grandparents were approached. All of them consented in writing to be interviewed and audio-recorded, and they were interviewed one at a time at their or family members’ homes. Permission from parents was obtained for minors (18 and below) who were interviewed. The interviews were conducted in English, although some older respondents also used MPC, which is one of the HLs of the first author.

Following Bankston III and Henry (1998, 5) who maintain that “[q]ualitative methods can provide depth of insight into the social conditions underlying and surrounding a relationship“, the authors chose interviews as their instrument to collect data as part of larger studies of the two communities conducted by the authors. The interview questions in these studies were designed to collect demographic information, and also information on language use, perceptions towards their HLs and use of their HLs, including inter-generational transmission. The recordings were transcribed orthographically based on transcription conventions adapted from Giampapa (2001) (see Appendix C). The authors then examined the transcripts for broad themes related to the authors’ research aims (Flick, 2006). The authors re-read the transcripts several times and agreement was reached among the authors on the identification of the data with the related themes.

The authors are conscious of the fact that interviews often serve as an instrument “used to mine the attitudes, beliefs, and experiences of self-disclosing participants” (Talmy and Richards 2011, 2), and thus, the authors agree with an approach that sees “interviews as sense-making events in which interviewers and interviewees participate with different levels of context being brought to bear” (King and De Fina 2010: 656). However, as interviewers, the authors mainly directed questions to their respondents, and provided positive feedback, agreeing to what they were saying. Otherwise, the authors did not participate actively in the conversations with the respondents as they wanted them to respond to the questions posed to them.

This study approaches language as a means to understand other types of structures. It is informed by the definitions of language as a set of cultural practices and a set of symbolic resources that enter the constitution of social fabric and the individual representation of actual or possible worlds; language speakers are social actors (Duranti 1997). The authors look at how language is used to construct and shape speakers’ worlds. Perception can be seen as the most visible layer as expressed in social discourses while ideology is the underlying line of reasoning of which speakers may not be aware of and may not express freely. Jourdan and Angeli (2014) reason that changing perceptions are the audible outcome of evolving weighting between ideologies while changing perceptions can interact with underlying ideologies and lead to partial reinterpretation of ideologies. This study examines language perception, either directly or indirectly expressed, through accounts on language use and relationship between language and culture. By understanding their perceptions, the authors can understand how they feel about continuing to use their heritage language. Whilst the authors do not ignore issues of language maintenance and shift in the two communities, this study does not focus solely on these issues, and thus, does not employ methods used in studies on language maintenance and language shift (e.g., David 2002).

Heritage Language Use

The use of MPC at home

The PS community that the authors interviewed tended to use the term Cristang more than Portuguese to refer to their language, although both terms are also commonly used interchangeably. The term Cristang is also used to refer to themselves (e.g., E4). Baxter (2005, 12) explains that the term Cristang is “[d]erived from the Portuguese word Cristão ‘Christian’, Cristang signifies (Creole) Portuguese, Christian religion and MPC-speaking group members’ ethnicity”. In academic publications, the terms Cristang or Kristang (e.g., Baxter 2005, 2012; Hancock 1970; Marbeck 1995; Thurgood and Thurgood 1996), Papia(h) Cristang (e.g., Fernandis 2003; Marlyna Maros et al. 2014) and Malacca(n) Creole Portuguese (e.g., Baxter 2005) are used interchangeably. Some community members, like PS7, as shown in PS7-E1, feel strongly that since the word Cristang refers to Christianity it should not be used to refer to the language, and instead should be called Portuguese to reflect its roots. To add more controversy to this issue, there is a move by non-PS residents to use a more “neutral” term, Serani as the word Portuguese is thought to be too inclusive and ignores the other Eurasians in Malaysia. This is despite the fact that not all other Eurasians are of Portuguese ancestry, and even if they are, are not likely to speak MPC.



	PS7-E12:
	
Why the Malays doesn’t call us kaum Cristang? Why why the government said kaum Portugis? Because we are Portuguese. They never change because we have the history.

(=Why don’t the Malays refer to us as the Cristang race? Why does the government say the Portuguese race? Because we are Portuguese. They haven’t changed [the way they refer to us] because we have a history.)






The need to use the term Portuguese to refer to the language and community appears more strongly in Malacca compared to elsewhere. For example, the association in Malacca is called the Malacca Portuguese-Eurasian Association whereas the term Eurasian is used in other states, such as the Penang Eurasian Association, the Selangor and Federal Territory Eurasian Association, and the Sarawak Eurasian Association. In relation to the two main dictionaries produced thus far, one uses both the terms Eurasian and Kristang (Scully and Zuzarte 2004). The other uses Kristang and Creole Portuguese Malacca (Baxter and de Silva 2004). The term Creole is hardly used by community members who tend to interchange Cristang and Portuguese, perhaps because of the stigma attached to the term.

The authors’ data show that only 33.33 percent or six out of the 18 MPC respondents in PS said that they speak fluent MPC. The actual use of MPC at home, especially among the younger generation, is actually minimal as shown in PS11-E2 and PS10-E3. This is consistent with the findings reported in previous work (e.g., David and Faridah Noor 1999; Sudesh 2000) that the more fluent speakers in the PS tend to belong to the older generation.



	PS11-E2:
	
My mom and my grandparent, they will always will speak in Cristang but most of the time we answer in English. Because certain words we don’t know how to speak in Cristang so we answer in English.

(=My mom and my grandparents always speak to me in Cristang but most of the time we reply in English, because there are certain words that we do not know in Cristang, so we answer in English.)





	PS10-E3:

	… most of them I mean my children if I speak to them in Cristang they will answer in Cristang if I speak in English they will answer in English.

(=No, it’s up to them but when I speak to my children in Cristang, they answer in Cristang; when I speak to them in English, they answer in English.)






This is despite the fact that all members of the families interviewed considered MPC to be their mother tongue regardless of their proficiency in the language. All their parents were or are of Portuguese descent except for PS12 whose father was of Irish heritage. Thus, members of the older generation, such as PS10 (see PS10-E4), express their concern over the survival of MPC.



	PS10-E4:
	
I don’t want our language to die so I will keep on speaking Portuguese until the last day ahh [laughs] and I will pass it on to my grandchildren too… because I don’t want it to die… why should it die? It have to be there forever because we are born a Cristang might as well be until the last a Cristang.

(=I don’t want our language to die so I will keep on speaking Portuguese until my last breathe [laughs] and I will pass it on to my grandchildren too… because I don’t want it to die… why should it die? It has to be there forever because we are born Cristangs, we might as well die as Cristangs.)






Almost all PS respondents had parents who were both Portuguese-Eurasians and yet, MPC was not always used as a home language. Although some elderly MPC speakers continue to use MPC at home, they do not insist that their children and grandchildren must always reply in MPC. In fact, only PS7 said he insisted on his children and grandchildren answering in MPC, even if it was to say yes or no. PS7 is known in PS to be among the last few fluent speakers MPC. He is also a well-known MPC performer and still performs to this day. Thus, he has some amount of standing in the community which explains his strong pronouncements about the use of the term Cristang (refer to the previous section) and his insistence on the use of MPC among his children and grandchildren.

However, as mentioned previously, in the case of PS, even when both parents were of Portuguese-Eurasian descent, there was a tendency not to use MPC at home, at least not with the children. Thus, in homes where one parent was not of Portuguese descent, it was unlikely that MPC would be used.

The use of Acehnese at home

In contrast to the PS respondents, the majority of the respondents in KA said they spoke Acehnese as a dominant language at home. In fact, Acehnese was generally recognised to be the language used in the home domain by the respondents as reflected in KA6-E5 and KA8-E6.



	KA6-E5:
	
H’ana Melayu//biasa marit Acèh sabé//dari ubit kan marit Acèh.

(=We don’t speak Malay at home//we are used to be always speaking Acehnese//since we were little we speak Acehnese.)





	KA6-E6:

	Meunyo ureueng Malaysia nyoe marit Melayu/Malaysia lah kan/meunyo sama-sama Acèh h’antom marit Melayu/h’antom marit basa laén/mandum marit Acèh.

(=The Malaysian people here speak Malay/Malaysia right/if among Acehnese people we never speak Malay/never speak other languages/everyone speaks Acehnese.)






Fishman (1991) says that, generally, the decision to teach children their HL falls upon the parents. In KA, it was observed that if both parents were of the Acehnese descent, as might be expected, their children were more likely to speak Acehnese at home. This is expressed by KA3 (KA3-E7) whose parents are Acehnese, and who now continues to speak Acehnese with her children and grandchildren. In KA, if both parents were of Acehnese descent, the children were likely to speak Acehnese as their first language.



	KA3-E7:
	
Ayah ngon mak lôn ureueng Acèh//kamoe sabé marit basa Acèh//ngon aneuk lôn pih lôn marit basa Acèh/h’ana rôh Bahasa//jinoe aneuk lôn marit ngon cuco lôn pih basa Acèh.

(=My father and mother are Acehnese//we always speak Acehnese//with my children I also speak Acehnese/there is no Malay among us//now my children also speak Acehnese with my grandchildren.)






The Acehnese are more likely to marry Malays who share the same Muslim faith and are culturally similar. In contrast, marriages with other ethnic groups are more common within the Portuguese-Eurasian community (David and Faridah Noor 1999; Pillai and Khan 2011). Unless, the marriage is to a Muslim, most PS mixed households tend to be Catholics. In KA, the tendency is to use both the Kedah Malay dialect and Acehnese in Malay-Acehnese households as explained by KA54 (in KA54-E8) who is married to a Malay.



	KA54-E8:
	
Memang hinoe marit Acèh lah ngon aneuk/kamoe nyoe pih meujampu-jampu sit… lintô lawèt nyoe i leungo teupeu/meuphôm/nak su balah nyan nak su balah basa sinoe keuh… tapi ka meuphôm//ngon aneuk marit Acèh lah.

(=Of course now I speak Acehnese with my child/our language is also mixed… my husband now knows when he hears Acehnese/he understands/but to reply to it he uses the language Malay here… but he understands//with my child I speak Acehnese.)






The existence of other Acehnese speaking elders (e.g., aunts, uncles, grandparents) who live in the same house further motivates those of mixed parentage to use Acehnese with them. KA4 in KA4-E9, for example, talked about the use of Acehnese and Malay in his son’s household, while KA9 insisted that she would always speak Acehnese even though her grandchildren replied to her in the Kedah dialect.

MPC and culture

All the members of the MPC-speaking families feel that their HL should be preserved and see it as being linked to their culture, as exemplified by PS11-E9.



	PS11-E9:
	
…we have to speak so that it won’t – the culture of our Cristang won’t die in the settlement.

(=We have to speak Cristang so that our culture will not die.)






Similar to the Acehnese respondents, those from the PS feel their language identifies them as an ethnic group (PS9-E10 and PS17-E11).



	PS9-E10:
	
Because every race also got their own language lah like Chinese like Indian so we all Portuguese also got own language so we use only lah the language rather than leaving the language like that.

(=Because every race has a native language such as Chinese and Indian, so we Malacca Portuguese Eurasians also have our own language that only we can use rather than leaving the language like that [to die].)





	PS17-E11:

	Yes because we cannot forget our Cristang/we born Cristang so if we don’t talk that means later on no more Cristang already… yes of course necessary because we Cristang we have to talk Cristang in our in at home/so we must teach the children also.

(=Yes, because we cannot forget our Cristang language/we were born Cristang so if we don’t speak it, it means the language is gone… yes, of course it is necessary for us to speak Cristang at home because we are Cristang people/so we must teach our children too.)






However, most of the MPC respondents said that they do not have access to written materials on MPC, particularly for learning the language. This is despite the fact that several publications targeted at learning MPC have been produced, namely by Joan Marbeck.3 There is also a dictionary of MPC or Cristang by Baxter and de Silva (2004). Yet, most of the respondents said that they did not know of these materials. The ones who have seen or used written materials are: PS7 who has written his own materials; S1 who attended classes conducted by a Portuguese person; M3 who saw MPC materials when she attended MPC class conducted by PS7; and PS16 who had come across “papers” given in MPC.

As a community-based effort, the Malacca Portuguese-Eurasian Association (MPEA) has recently revived MPC classes at the PS. At present, the classes are aimed at children and the lessons cover simple expressions and story-telling. Out of all the Malacca Portuguese-Eurasian children interviewed, only M3 who was 18 years old at the time of interview attended the language class conducted by PS7, and even then, only once. Thus, there is concern that the classes are not taken as seriously as they should be. For example, PS7 used to conduct classes in the past, and when asked about the classes, PS3 thought there was no need to attend these classes since both parents speak MPC at home with children while PS17 let their children decide if they wanted to go (see PS3-E12 and PS17-E13).



	PS3-E12:
	
Some children go… my son will tell me… I say for what to go we here we speak Cristang…

(=Some children attended the classes… my son would tell me about the classes… but I didn’t think there was any reason to attend the classes since we speak Cristang at home…)





	PS3-E12:

	Ahh then they when got the class that time my uncle came here told my two daughters go and join the class they say they shy lah because I don’t know who got they shy to go…

(=Ahh, when the classes were offered, my uncle came and asked my daughters to go and join the classes but they said they were shy because they did not know who else was in the class so they were shy to attend…)






In fact, in the past, language classes were stopped due to dwindling numbers of respondents. PS7 expressed his concerns about culture being transmitted in the future as he and another senior member of the community are the main people who are transmitting their culture by dance or music to the younger generation. PS7’s concern, as shown in PS7-E13, is natural, as the generational loss among Malacca Portuguese Eurasians has been detected in studies such David and Faridah Noor (1999).



	PS7-E13:
	
They’re going off they’re not going to remain here like myself… but if we go it’s not around here who’s going to do the culture now okay you have a Portuguese culture dance… when there’s no life there’s nothing there…

(=The senior citizens are aging and are not going to be here forever, such as myself… when we are gone, who is going to maintain the cultural practices? Okay, now we have Portuguese cultural dance but when there is no people or festival here, there is nothing here…)






Acehnese and culture

When asked about preserving their HL, both communities thought it was important for them to do so. For instance, all the Acehnese parents who were interviewed stated that they try their best to use Acehnese at home with their children. They were concerned that the language which has survived in KA may be in danger of being lost (e.g., KA11-E14).



	KA11-E14:
	
Mantong kamoe lam-lam rumoh marit… aneuk lôn keudroe pih lôn cuba peureunoe basa Acèh//sayang kan.

(=We still speak some Acehnese in the house… I also try to teach my Children Acehnese //It is a pity if we lose it.)






In KA, when the respondents were asked why Acehnese was important to them, they felt that it was important to maintain the language of their ancestors, which in turn provided them with a sense of cultural dignity. In fact, a strong Acehnese identity prevails in KA, and the respondents feel that knowing how to speak Acehnese defines their ethnicity (e.g., KA55-E15 and KA56-E16).



	KA55-E15:
	
Basa Acèh bahasa Ibunda//sayang kôn meunyo h’an jeuet.

(=Acehnese is our mother tongue//it is a pity if they cannot speak it.)





	KA56-E16:

	Meunyo ta-marit Acèh sinoe tingat kampông keuh//ta-rasa lah//ta-rasa tanyoe sama lah/sama-sama ureueng Acèh kan.

(=If I speak Acehnese to them I remember my village//we feel it//we feel that we are the same/we are both Acehnese.)






In relation to community-based efforts, the Acehnese community in KA demonstrate strategised efforts towards keeping their language alive (see Yusuf, Pillai and Mohd. Ali 2013). This is done mainly through the efforts of the Kampung Aceh Management Centre (KAMC). For example, Narit Geutanyo, a newsletter written in Malay and Acehnese is published and distributed by KAMC every two months to the villagers. The newsletter comprises news from the Aceh province and KA, information on religion and traditional Acehnese recipes. Belajar Bahasa Aceh (Learn Acehnese) is one of the regular sections in the newsletter. The newsletter also includes writings by KA residents who, despite finding the spelling conventions a bit difficult as they were never formally taught the Acehnese language, still attempt to write in Acehnese (see KA55-E17).



	KA55-E17:
	
Meunyo jeuet ta-marit Acèh/jeuet lah ta-baca nyan… sabab//peu nyan tuléh jih kan lam ABC//ta-baca-baca lheuh nyan meuphôm keuh//sabab ka ta-tu’oh marit kan//sabé marit kan… ‘a teumuléh payah bacut//sabab h’ana ta- meureunoe kiban yang betoi keuh.

(=If we know how to speak Acehnese/we are likely to know how to read it… because//its writing is in ABC//we read and read and then we understand//because we already know how to speak it//always speak it… yes to write is a bit difficult//because we were never taught how to write it correctly.)






Further, the KAMC, which was launched in 2005, has a mini library available for the residents with books and magazines written in Acehnese, Bahasa Indonesia, English and Malay. KAMC also hosts the annual meetings of Ikatan Masyarakat Aceh Malaysia (IMAM) or Malaysian Acehnese Association. IMAM was established in 2000 and its goal is to unite people of Acehnese descent in Malaysia. This association promotes the use of Acehnese among its members. During their annual meetings, both Acehnese and Malay are used.

For the KA community, the three main holidays in Islam—Ramadan, Eid Al-Fitri and Eid Al-Adha—are the times when all of the family members residing out of KA return to the village for family gatherings. Many respondents, especially the elders, feel that these were the times where their culture, belief and language use are seen to be more prominent, as exemplified in KA3-E318.



	KA3-E318:
	
Watèe uroe raya ramè yang woe u gampông//bak yak meureumpok ureueng syik awak nyan… uroe raya puasa yang ramè woe… meunyo ka meusapat/marit biasa Acèh mandum//keliling basa Acèh mandum.

(=During [the] holidays many [of us] return to [the] village//for [them to] meet their parents… [the] fasting holidays most [of them] return… when [we] gather/[we] all speak Acehnese//all around us we hear (people speaking) Acehnese.)






This is similar to the situation in PS where regardless of the level of use of their HL respectively, festivals or cultural practices also bring the people together and can be the platform for any possible language revitalisation efforts. One community-based effort that is still going on in PS is the annual Christmas celebration in which a Christmas play would be staged using a script written in MPC. MPC story-telling competitions are usually held in conjunction with these celebrations. Members of the community and Portuguese Eurasians from all over the country come to the PS during festivals like Festa San Pedro “Feast of Saint Peter” and Intrudu (held on the last Sunday preceding Ash Wednesday in the Catholic calendar). These festivals usually feature cultural events using MPC.

Discussion

The interviews with the members for KA and the PS indicate that both communities generally perceive their HLs to be carriers or transmitters of cultural heritage, and as an ethnic-group identifier, and thus, both communities acknowledge the importance of keeping their HLs alive. This is consistent with Hinton’s (2001) view about such an identifier being one of the motivating factors of learning one’s ancestral or heritage languages. For example, as suggested in the previous sections, the Acehnese in KA have kept their variety of Acehnese alive because the elders, especially those from the second to the fifth generations, still held on to their cultural heritage including cultural practices, food and language, which sets them apart from the local Malays. For instance, they still refer to themselves as “Acehnese” or ureueng Acèh/awak Acèh “Acehnese people” or ureueng Acèh dari Malaysia “Acehnese Malaysians” as opposed to ureueng Malaya/ureueng Melayu “Malays” (Yusuf, Pillai and Mohd. Ali 2013). Easier modes of communication and travel to the Aceh province in Indonesia mean that that the identification with Acehnese culture can be more easily cultivated and kept alive.

Similarly, the PS respondents also still regard MPC as an important aspect of their cultural heritage. For a community generally classified as Others, and with no distinct ethnic identifier which other groups in Malaysia have, there appears to be a need to identify with an ancestral linkage with Portugal, and one of the ways to do this is through MPC, which is the most “visible” link, apart from the costumes used in the performance of Portuguese folk dances brought in from Portugal which are actually recent additions (see Sarkissian 2000). However, unlike the Acehnese in KA and the Aceh province, there is no direct hereditary contact to Portugal, which is also geographically further removed from Malaysia than Aceh. This need to look for a cultural connection is, therefore, more acute among the PS community than in KA reflective of the term saudade in MPC, loosely translated to mean “a melancholic or nostalgic longing for something that has been lost”. This is perhaps why there has been an increase in more community-initated efforts to share and revitalise MPC (e.g., through community engagement projects funded by the University of Malaya) and Portuguese-Eurasian performances (e.g., the establishment of the 1511 Maliao Maliao Dance troupe).

Yet, in PS homes, whilst there are family-initiated efforts as evidenced in Pillai, Soh and Kajita (2014), there appears to be a lower level family-based efforts to use MPC at home, in particular when it comes to insisting on younger family members using MPC at home. Thus, there is a discrepancy between positive perceptions of MPC and its actual use in homes, a phenomenon that arises in many such language contexts (e.g., Schwartz 2008). This lack of inter-generational transmission may be among the key contributing factors to the decline in the number of fluent speakers at the PS is a worrying trend for an endangered language such as MPC. Outside the home, previous work on language maintenance and shift (e.g. David and Faridah Noor 1999; Sudesh 2000) show that the language of choice is likely to be English and Malay, and if the positive perceptions about MPC are not translated into language use at home, then there is the possibility that English will quickly replace MPC as the first language of the younger PS residents.

One factor that may contribute to the continued use of a language is a large number of absolute speaker number or functional speakers (e.g., Carter and Aulette 2009; Smith 2003). Acehnese and MPC are similar in terms of not having a big number of absolute speakers. However, this seems to be advantageous, at least in the case of KA as the community seems more close-knitted, in contrast to the bigger group of MPC speakers with many of their community members working and living outside the PS on a permanent basis. Acehnese was generally found to be the dominant language used at home in KA. The bigger population size in PS has not helped to maintain the use of MPC at home as it was only the older residents who were confident with their fluency in MPC. Many of the respondents shied away from being interviewed in MPC and said they were not as fluent as other usually older speakers. However, it was not uncommon to find those who said they were not fluent in MPC chatting freely and fluently in MPC with their friends and family when they were playing card games or just chatting with friends and family members in the PS. We will not go into details on speakers’ perception of their language fluency (see Grenoble and Whaley [2006, 161–166] for discussion on speakers’ evaluation of each other), but it suffices to say that the MPC is still being used at the PS depending on individuals and with whom they socialise in particular contexts.

The general perception of the two groups towards heritage language revolves around the connection between language and culture although this is not the same as saying a group’s culture cannot survive without their heritage language, as research shows otherwise (see Pillai and Khan 2011). These findings demonstrate the experiences of two heritage-language-speaking groups, in response to social processes. The overall cultural climate in both communities are showing positive signs as Acehnese is consistently taught, while recent years have seen more interest in reconnecting with MPC among group members, both within and outside the PS, following the grand celebration of the arrival of the Portuguese in Malacca in the 16th century in 2011 and annual celebrations in the PS such as Intrudu, Festa San Pedro and San Juang. However, the positive overall cultural climate can only contribute to a certain extent with regards to the continued use of heritage language if one group’s rights such as political and social mobility are overlooked.

Conclusion

In this paper, set against a multilingual and multicultural background, the authors have shown that the respondents’ attitudes towards their HLs were generally positive although they did not always correspond to the use of their HLs. Both HLs have been losing speakers among the younger generations. In the case of KA, younger speakers are likely to be more fluent in the Kedah dialect and Malay as well as used them more frequently than Acehnese. In PS, younger speakers are likely to use more English and Malay.

However, both minority communities are making efforts to keep their languages alive despite the influences and competition from dominant languages around them, including attempts to teach European Portuguese, in the case of the PS. Whilst the KA community seems to be more concerted in their efforts to create opportunities to use Acehnese, community-based efforts in PS are more sporadic. This does not bode well for the latter.

Recognising the cultural significance and values of one’s HL does not always translate into doing something to ensure its survival. This amounts to what Bell (2013) refers to as passive support. This may well be due to a lack of resources or cohesive measures to initiate efforts to revitalise or maintain the HL. However, community-initiated efforts are important steps towards keeping HLs alive and in use. As Hinton (2001, 12) states, “[w]hen a revitalization program results in a large and growing percentage of families using their ancestral language as their home language, so that children are learning it as their first language, then it is time to celebrate and take it off the ‘endangered list’”.
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Notes

1.   See the website of Amanah Sahan Nasional Berhad http://www.asnb.com.my/english/eligibility.htm.

2.   E refers to Excerpts from the interviews. The letter and number in square brackets identifies the speaker.

3.   It should be noted that Joan Marbeck has never been a resident in PS. See http://joanmarbeck.com/?Publications for publication list.

Appendices

Appendix A


Table 1. Portuguese Settlement respondents



	No
	Identifier
	Sex
	Age
	Dominant language at home



	1
	PS1
	F
	70
	MPC




	2
	PS2
	M
	53
	MPC




	3
	PS3
	F
	51
	MPC




	4
	PS4
	F
	64
	MPC




	5
	PS5
	F
	66
	MPC




	6
	PS6
	M
	14
	English/MPC




	7
	PS7
	M
	80
	MPC




	8
	PS8
	F
	48
	English/MPC




	9
	PS9
	F
	18
	English/MPC




	10
	PS10
	F
	50
	MPC




	11
	PS11
	F
	18
	English/MPC




	12
	PS12
	M
	84
	English/MPC




	13
	PS13
	F
	52
	MPC/English




	14
	PS14
	F
	23
	English/MPC




	15
	PS15
	M
	16
	English/MPC




	16
	PS16
	F
	69
	MPC




	17
	PS17
	F
	41
	MPC




	18
	PS18
	M
	19
	English/MPC






Table 2. Kampung Aceh respondents



	No
	Identifier
	Sex
	Age
	Dominant language at home



	1
	KA3
	F
	55
	Acehnese



	2
	KA4
	F
	57
	Acehnese



	3
	KA5
	F
	54
	Acehnese



	4
	KA6
	F
	60
	Acehnese



	5
	KA8
	F
	60
	Acehnese



	6
	KA9
	F
	68
	Acehnese



	7
	KA10
	F
	50
	Acehnese



	8
	KA11
	F
	45
	Acehnese



	9
	KA16
	M
	46
	Acehnese



	10
	KA30
	F
	14
	Acehnese/Malay



	11
	KA45
	F
	76
	Acehnese



	12
	KA50
	F
	16
	Acehnese/Malay



	13
	KA51
	M
	16
	Acehnese/Malay



	14
	KA53
	M
	55
	Acehnese



	15
	KA54
	F
	28
	Acehnese



	16
	KA55
	F
	35
	Acehnese



	17
	KA56
	F
	28
	Acehnese



	18
	KA57
	F
	65
	Acehnese




Appendix B. Transcription Conventions

Transcription conventions, adapted from Giampapa (2001)



	English
	italics



	English Translation/Gloss
	(= English translation/Gloss)



	Respondents’ Code
	e.g., [A1]



	Non-speech, e.g., laughter or cough, e.g., [laughs]




	(…)
	Authors’ addition



	/
	Short pause



	//
	Long pause of more than 3 seconds



	…
	Continuing talk
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No theme requires more pure logic than that of love

– Alain Badiou, “What is Love?”



Abstract. Love has traditionally been thought in conjunction with emotion, affect, passion and feelings. The work of Alain Badiou, however, challenges such an “anti-philosophical” position, and posits that the truly philosophical way to approach love is through logic, which also underscores loves close kinship to thought and to truth. In this essay, the author draws on Badiou’s thoughts on love to theorise an amorous politics. Responding to critiques on Badiou’s evental politics as essentially passive, the author suggests that the thought of Simone Weil offers a way to think of waiting as a pre-evental form of political agency. The author argues that positioning Badiou’s thought with Weil’s makes even more legible the political utility of his radical philosophy of love.

Keywords and phrases: Alain Badiou, Simone Weil, love, continental philosophy, waiting

Introduction

Alain Badiou’s project of reorienting Philosophy back towards the truth has received a critically warm reception from radicals within academia and beyond. Animated by a strong sense of urgency, Badiou’s thought appears to transcend the putatively political paralysis of what he calls “ethical ideology“, the dominant mode of thinking about relations to the Other that is grounded on Kantian universalism and Levinasian respect for difference (Badiou 2002, 20). He positions his thought against the three main orientations of contemporary philosophy: Hermeneutic, Poststructuralist/Postmodern/Deconstructionist, and Analytic because those orientations elevate language as the site of philosophical thought and consequently makes issues of meaning central to Philosophy rather than the “classical question of truth” (Badiou 2005a, 35). Rejecting the idea of the endless and perpetual deferral of the truth, he posits that not only are truths “out there” but that they are immanent to every situation1 and always singular. However, it is crucial to note that Badiou also redefines the concept of truth as a production, manufactured by subjects through their fidelity to Events.2 Further, unique to his concept of truth is the claim that Truth-Events occur only within four fields: science, art, politics and love.3 Thus, an individual may only experience true agency—that is, become a Subject—when he or she is properly subjectivised by an Event that occurs within one of the aforementioned domains.

Admirable as Badiou’s return to truth might be, the main critique against his thought has to do with the ontological status of the human being yet to be seized by an Event. Events seem elitist, available only to the select few that it randomly chooses to subjectivise. It also seems disturbingly haphazard, suggesting that agency is a result of chance. Indeed, critics have accused Badiou of endorsing a politics of passivity, a “politics without politics“, to use the words of Bensaid (quoted in Callinicos 2006, 111). In this paper, the author explores both the supposed elitism of Events and the apparent passive politics of Badiou while paying particular attention to the amorous event that is love.4 Does the pre-evental being remain in a state of “uselessness” until it wins the transcendental lottery of the Truth-Event? The author’s intervention is an exploration of the political utility of the pre-evental amorous individual. How does the pre-evental being participate in “love”? Is he or she left to simply avail of the simulacra of an Event which takes the form of the structure of desire, and enjoy only illusions of love composed purely within the order of Being and thus by definition non-transformative? Responding to those questions, the suggests that a form of non-transitive waiting might be the only ethical option for such a pre-evental being, and the turn to the reflections of French philosopher Simone Weil, who equates pure love to waiting and attention, to suggest that waiting might be the closest form of agency that a pre-evental amorous individual can experience.

Why to Love is to Think

“Love” rarely receives a rigorous and systematic analysis as an object of philosophical inquiry because of the almost universal consensus that love is that which lies beyond the domain of the thinkable. This antiphilosophical position often maintains that the metaphorical language of poetry and art is paradoxically the most “direct” way to render concrete the contours of love.5 Badiou is against the almost universal consensus that love is:


… what is subtracted from theory, that it is the intensity of existence itself, and that it is only captured through art, in the musical ejaculation of novelistic subtleties, where it oscillates, as we know, between love forever and love never while passing through love, alas, stopping, more seriously, at the heart-breaking statement of Jacques Brel, “don’t leave me!” (2003, 44).



Badiou challenges established ways of understanding love because he insists that love is a site of universal truth, so much so that it lends itself to the precise and rigorous formulae of mathematics. He writes, “No theme requires more pure logic than love” (Badiou 2008, 183). In this section, the author seeks to give a critical exposition of Badiou’s account of love as a truth-procedure.

Directly challenging the antiphilosophical thesis that love is an amorphous concept that always exceeds the restrictive conceptual borders of definitions and theorisations, Badiou ends his meditation on love in “The Scene of Two” by saying, “I am pleased to conclude that to love is to think” (2003, 261). Considering Badiou’s passion for transpositional, universal truths—a mark of his clear fidelity to Platonism—his all too straightforward conclusion, which is also nothing short of a definition of love, comes as no surprise. However, is not love, as countless poets, philosophers, and psychoanalysts have observed, a kind of paradoxical self-regulating madness, a beautifully irrational perturbation of the normal state of things, a space where thinking is of minimal value if not potentially harmful to the smooth functioning of the amorous process itself? Does not our own experience confirm that thinking has little to do with love? How then are we to understand Badiou’s claim that “to love is to think”?6

Suffice it to say, for Badiou, “thinking“, in the context of love, does not mean that calculation and strategising are tactical necessities for the success of amorous relationships. “Thinking” is the characteristic of truth-procedures (science, politics, art, and love), which Badiou defines as the “non-dialectical or inseparable unity of a theory and a practice” (2005a, 79). And the structure and function of “thinking” depend on the particular truth-procedure where it is occasioned. For example, in Infinite Thought, he outlines the difference between scientific thinking and political thinking: the former “writes down a necessity and constructs apparatuses for a repetition” while the latter “declares an irreducible and unrepeatable possibility” (Badiou 2005a, 81). That is, scientific thinking seeks to chart the conditions that would ensure that the results of experiments are repeatable while political thinking attempts to find new ways to imagine new political futures that are not homogenous with the existing structure of social organisation. Although it may seem, at first blush, that those two modes of thinking are diametrically opposed, they in fact share the crucial characteristic of desiring to engender the new, to manufacture an authentically fresh mode of understanding and experiencing—that is, both seek an immanent break in or rupture from the current order of things.

But what about love as a mode “thinking”? What does love aim to think? At this point, it is crucial to establish that Badiou’s understanding of love is aligned with (Lacanian) psychoanalytic theory rather than the more widely accepted understanding of love as a desire for “transcendence and merging“, to use the words of philosopher Irving Singer (2009, 16). Indeed, Badiou often refers to Lacan as his “master“, and even goes so far as to say that only those who have the courage to engage systematically with Lacanian thought “deserve to be called contemporary philosophers” (Badiou 2004, 121). In what is perhaps his most important, and certainly most focused, essay on the subject entitled “What is Love?“, Badiou begins by rejecting several persisting definitions of love, justifying this gesture by asserting that Philosophy “founds its place of thought in rejections and declarations” (2008, 181). In particular, he rejects “the fusional conception of love” (for love cannot be a procedure that suppresses the multiple in favour of a One), “the ablative concept of love” (for love is not an experience of the other but an experience of the world/situation), and “the superstructural or illusory conception of love” (for love is not just an ornament to make smooth the clumsy procedure of sexual relations) (2008, 181). For Badiou, love has to be a “production of truth“, and all the aforementioned definitions of love sacrifice the production of truth in favour of the rule of the One: the “fusional” conception of love seeks to make a One out of Two; the “ablative“, though attempting to produce an authentic knowledge of the other, is only able to apprehend the other as an object within the coordinates of the subject’s own fantasy (and thus is also caught in the logic of the One); and the “illusory” makes love a mere pawn in sexuality’s regime.7

But if love is a “production of truth“, what “truth” does it strive to articulate? Badiou asserts that love produces the truth that “the Two, not only the One, proceeds in the situation” (Badiou 2008, 182); it is the “advent of the Two as such, the scene of Two” (188). Thus, “far from ‘naturally’ regulating the supposed relation between the sexes“, love stands as testament to the truth of their absolute disjunction. To be clear, Badiou distinguishes the Two from the “couple“, which is a “phenomenal appearance” visible to a third position that counts the Two as One. The Two is not the combination of “one” and “one” but rather is an immanent Two, a “process” which signals that “there is one position and another position… totally disjunct from the other” (187). This process is, of course, set in motion by an Event, which in Badiou’s amatory vocabulary is designated as an “encounter” or “event-encounter” (188). And love emerges in the world via the declaration (naming or nomination) of the event within the Situation as “love” by the agents whom that very event subjectivises/hails into existence.

Badiou arrives at his conclusions through the highly formal process of an “axiomatics of love“, which he formulates on the basis of nothing but an “essential conviction” (Badiou 2008, 182). He claims that it is folly to proceed with an analysis of love using “psychology or a theory of passions“, for the “experience of the loving subject… does not constitute any knowledge of love“; “love does not think itself” (182–183). He invites us to imagine love subtracted of the things one is predisposed to spontaneously associate with it, for only when those distractions are jettisoned can a highly formal analysis of love properly take place: “All the pathos of passion, of error, or jealousy, of sex and death must… be held at a distance” (183). Thus, when Badiou posits that the analysis of love requires pure logic, he invites us to think of love not in terms of affect, emotions or passions, but via axioms.

In “What is Love?” Badiou begins by providing three preliminary axioms: (1) “There are two positions of the experience of love” (Man and Woman); (2) “The two positions are totally disjunct“; and (3) “There is no third position” (Badiou 2008, 183). It is instructive to point out that there is a clear homology between his “axioms” and Lacan’s theories on the relation of the two sexualised positions. Lacanian psychoanalytic theory similarly claims that there are two sexualised positions designated as “Man” and “Woman”. These two positions are purely symbolic and have no biological, empirical or social basis, but are so termed depending on the subject’s relation to the phallic signifier (of wanting to have or to be the phallus). Those two positions constitute two wholly separate realms of experience, and no real connection between the two positions can be successfully established. This is because the laws of the Symbolic and the deceptive images of the Imaginary always mediate sexual relations; thus, subjects cannot transcend the perimeters defined by their respective fantasies. However, although Badiou accepts the Lacanian thesis that the two positions are absolutely disjunct, he rejects the conventional reading of Lacan when it comes to the role of love in addressing the disjunction. Numerous Lacanian commentators have interpreted Lacan’s famous “Love is that which comes to supplement for the lack of a real connection” (2008) to mean that love is merely this illusion that functions to make amorous subjects misrecognise their fundamental non-connection. Badiou unpacks Lacan’s formula by first interrogating the function of the supplement. He argues that if one accepts the thesis that the two sexualised positions are separated by a non-rapport then this non-rapport cannot be written, and if it cannot be written, “if it is non-existent as an effect of a structure“, it follows that “love itself as supplement can only arrive by chance” (Badiou 2003). This absolute contingency is crucial in Badiou’s project to re-think “love” as a truth-procedure. Love, therefore, is not a relation (in fact, it is born precisely at the point of non-relation), but is a process that is “the advent of the Two as such, the scene of Two” (Badiou 2008, 188). Love is the “hypothetical operator” of the accidental collision of two trajectories that is the “event-encounter” (188).

“There is no third position“, Badiou’s third axiom, has to do with “the announcement of the disjunction” (Badiou 2008, 184). The announcement of the disjunction cannot be made from the vantage point of a third position because it will necessarily entail the activation of an external law of count, a totalising gesture governed by the rule of One. But what kind of interpreting intervention then is necessary to render love discernible within a socio-symbolic system? How can love be inscribed in a Situation as a “Scene of Two” if no position is available from which that love can be witnessed? Badiou posits that love is “fixed only through a naming, and this naming constitutes a declaration, the declaration of love” (188). For Badiou, this declaration puts in circulation within the Situation the truth of the gap that separates the two sexualised positions: “A Two that proceeds amorously is specifically the name of the disjunct as apprehended in its disjunction” (189). And in this gesture of amorous nomination, the truth of the love-event necessarily marks itself onto the bodies of the subjects of love.

However, Badiou’s objective is not simply to assert the fundamental disjunction of the sexes, but also to locate the site of a transpositional truth that does not fall within the two positions—that is, a “truth” that is not limited to being exclusively located within the masculine or feminine positions. Thus, Badiou’s fourth axiom: “There is only one humanity”. Badiou makes it clear, however, that he wants the concept subtracted of its humanist associations. He defines humanity as “that which provides support to the generic or truth procedures… [It] is the historical body of truths (Badiou 2008, 184). He derives the existence of a humanity through the rather self-proving logic that if beings could be subjectivised then it “attests that the humanity function exists” (184). Note that Badiou establishes the existence of a singular humanity not by enumerating positive characteristics that transcend the sexual disjunction but by the very process of subjectivisation itself. For Badiou, although the “humanity function” is shared by the Two positions it cannot be an object of knowledge. It is “present” but not presented, a “subtraction”. Badiou’s fourth axiom of thought in conjunction with the first three creates a paradox that is precisely what love as a form of thinking seeks to address. The first three axioms suggest that truths are sexuated while the fourth axiom suggests that love is truly a generic procedure for it addresses only one humanity.

Love and Politics: Disjunction versus Castration

The idea that a “politics of subtraction” can miraculously emerge out of the amorous encounter is one that is easy to fall in love with, so to speak. The idea neatly converges with the dominant concept of love as that which seizes the amorous subject, and as a consequence that the subject acts in ways beyond the expectations of normative social regulations. Yet, the beauty of an Event (its aleatory and contingent nature) is also, according to some critics, its very weakness. The Event seems elitist, available to the select few it randomly chooses to subjectivise. It also seems disturbingly haphazard, suggesting that emancipation is a result of fate, decided by the hand that throws the dice rather than the hand that holds the weapon for armed struggle.8

Badiou’s philosophy could also be accused of being imprudently arbitrary, for it lacks an error theory: if the occurrence of an Event is verified only on the basis of a pure conviction by the agents it subjectivises, how is one able to determine whether or not an Event is an authentic one? Is not any occurrence possibly an Event depending on the calibration of the adjudicator’s mode of discernment? In The Resources of Critique, a book whose central project is to determine “the conditions under which social critique… is possible today“, Alex Callinicos lists Badiou’s ontology as one of what he identifies as “Four Kinds of Impasse” (2006, 5). Speaking to the issue of distinguishing between authentic Events and their mere simulacra, Callinicos writes:


It is hard not to suspect that a vicious circularity is involved here: events are distinguished by appeal to normatively charged conceptions of universality, but when we try to unpack this conception it turns out to bear all the hallmarks of the event (Badiou 2006, 110).



Events, by virtue of being proofs of themselves, are axiomatic and cannot be subject to laws of definition. Subjects who sustain a fidelity to an Event may, through the process of nomination or of forcing, mark the event within their existing socio-symbolic reality, but the resulting symbolic life of the Event says nothing about that Event itself. And it is this “subtractive” quality of Events that Callinicos precisely sees as debilitating especially when applied within the sphere of the political. Citing Bensaid, Callinicos sees Badiou’s philosophy as legitimising a “politics without politics… The Preoccupation with [the Event’s] purity reduces politics to a great refusal and forbids it from producing durable effects” (Badiou 2006, 111).

For Badiou, the key to distinguishing authentic Events from false ones is a single structural criterion: authentic Events emerge from the “void” of the Situation.9 An Event is part of the Situation and is not some external intrusion; it is the Truth, the “central void“, of the Situation rendered indiscernible by being beyond the “law of Count”. Žižek provides a helpful example:


[T]he Leninist October Revolution remains an Event, since it relates to the “class struggle” as the symptomatic torsion of the Situation, while the Nazi movement is a simulacrum, a disavowal of the trauma of class struggle… The difference lies not in the inherent qualities of the Event itself, but in its place—in the way it relates to the Situation out of which it emerged (1999, 140).



One cannot help but feel short-changed by Badiou’s criterion for discernment. Rather than satisfying the burden of the question, “How does one distinguish real Events from their simulacra?“, it raises even more problems. Can the Situation’s void be identified? And if so, does it mean there are privileged areas where one could wait for an Event?10 If the void is present in the Situation as “subtraction“, how can one determine if a void is really part of the Situation and not external to it? Who or what defines the parameters of a Situation? Are Situations always singular, as Badiou suggests, or are there points of overlap?

Further, is not Badiou’s idea of chance, like all other concepts that circulate in a Situation, also a discursive construction? John Mullarkey astutely points out that words like “’chance’, ‘luck’ and ‘accident’ are names that already indicate an anthropomorphisation of events reflecting our interests and allowing us a possible influence on the future” (2010, 123). Indeed, when in Logics of Worlds, Badiou writes, “[I]t is only philosophically constructible today, after a new thinking of politics has made it thinkable and practicable to situate oneself, in order to think action, from the interior of a politics for which state power is neither an objective nor a norm“, is not his idea of the “new” already conspicuously predetermined both in scope and objective? (2009, 521) So, Badiou’s indulgent use of words like “chance“, “accident” and “new” if anything only raises one’s suspicion of the possibility that there are already (unacknowledged) procedures in place to determine what counts as “new“, as an Event.

If Badiou’s philosophy finally fails to impress, it is probably because—like the contingency of an Event—he provides a response to current problems that lie beyond the horizon of our expectations. We expect Badiou, the mathematician, to provide a watertight formula for emancipation, but instead he gives us self-proving axioms and a highly speculative theory. We spontaneously know that the world is highly complex, just as we are spontaneously sceptical of the idea that all it takes to understand the world and solve its problems are a few axioms, a miracle, and a subject willing to believe. Peter Sloterdijk was right when he defined this age as the age of cynical reason, truer perhaps for progressives and radicals more than any other group (1987). Michael Hardt, in an interview with Astra Taylor, suggests that the Left is often left with “only half a politics” because it seems to have jettisoned proposing alternatives and is too invested in critique. He says: “[T]here’s even a feeling—or at least this is the sense I have—that there’s a great dignity in criticizing things and that you’re kind of stupid if you actually propose something… if you propose something on the Left today… you get critiqued by everybody because they are great at critiquing things” (Taylor 2009, 135). If we dismiss Badiou just because his theory does not neatly fit into our established ways of thinking or because we are adept at critique, it makes one wonder how many potential Events we have thrown away or missed just because we were not able to properly appraise their value.

Even if one fully accepts Badiou’s notion of authentic Events, does change always have to register itself as an earth-shaking revolution? Will it be possible to conceive of Events as minor disturbances that will later on set in motion a much more significant transformation? The irony of it all is that Badiou seems to adopt grand symbolic ruptures because he pits his philosophy against the soft subversions of deconstructionist/postmodern politics. Badiou, it seems, is guilty of the idea of “negation” that he desires to jettison in favour of “subtraction”. This problem is even more pronounced in the truth-procedure that is Love. Unlike the other Truth-Procedures, love seems to be a “microcosmic version of the event“, for it is witnessed by only the one and the one that together form the amorous Two (Bartlett and Clemens 2010, 77). The amorous encounter is a very localised encounter and only likely to affect the two subjects who haphazardly stumble into the truth of the sexual disjunction. Their “revolutions” are thus too particular and local to be able to conceive or coordinate a larger ethico-political collective movement. But this is also the reason why love may be effective in reformulating a politics and ethics of the everyday. The immanent Two that form the operation that is love are given a unique opportunity to “construct the world as a scene of enquiry through which they investigate that world through the perspective of the Two” (76).

Badiou and the Problem of the Pre-evental

Some of the most forceful criticisms against Badiou’s ontology are directed toward the seemingly miraculous properties of Events. It is indeed difficult to imagine a politics that will be based on something that just randomly occurs. For Daniel Bensaid, a new danger looms in Badiou’s reconfiguration of philosophy: “that of a philosophy haunted by the sacralization of the evental miracle… Politics can only flirt with a theology or aesthetics of the event” (Hallward 2004, 97). For Bensaid, such a “preoccupation with purity reduces politics to a great refusal and forbids it from producing durable effects”. If the event is a pure transcendental break, free from any structuring principle of Situations, then, it forecloses the possibility of any form of pre-evental agency. As Bensaid points out, for Badiou the subject is “rare like the event, rare like truth, and as intermittent as politics” (98). Such an ontology, notes Nick Srnicek, prevents “any possibility of working toward an event“, and consequently suggests a “political pacifism in the absence of an event” (113).

The miraculous nature of the event extends to its power to subjectivise individuals, transforming them from mere human elements in the set that is the situation to subjects to truth. But what occurs in such a transformation? What makes a pre-evental being abandon its place within the situation to ground its being in a miraculous encounter whose reality is guaranteed only by the declaration of that very subject which it hails into existence? If agency is a property only of subjects (to truth), what is the “contribution” of the pre-evental being to its own transformation as a subject? In Badiou, Zizek, and Political Transformation, Adrian Johnston argues that there has to be an “affective connection” (Johnston 2009) between the pre-evental individual and the event. He criticises Badiou for being unable to fully theorise “affects of truth”: “As with so much else in Badiou’s thinking, the affects that come to be entangled in event-driven truth trajectories are, more often than not, conceived of solely as post-evental” (73). Although Badiou does outline affects that correspond to his four conditions (happiness for love, joy for science, enthusiasm for politics, and pleasure for art), he seems to discuss them as post-evental consequences. Johnston suggests that “courage and conviction” are requirements “before (and not merely after) evental occurrences transpire” (75). He suggests that Badiou’s philosophy needs a “notion of a state between two-lives” (author’s emphasis):


Namely, a space within which a human being struggles to exceed his or her status as an all-too-human individual… while not (at least not yet) being clearly indentifiable as a proper subject vis-à-vis a distinct event-level happening (Johnston 2009, 78).



The author thinks that what Johnston demands of Badiou is to provide a pre-evental form of agency, an agency before subjectivisation proper. However, if there is agency before an event it precisely undermines the novelty of Badiou’s ontology. Once an individual has been subjected to the “Law of count” (counted as One) it is already structured and determined by the Situation. If it possesses agency, this has to be either provided by the Situation itself (suggesting that the Situation has a self-destructive impulse) or Situations do not fully determine the individual (that part of the individual escapes the “Law of count“, an inassimilable excess). Further, Johnston’s project, it seems to me, is to try to render Badiou’s philosophy more “realistic“, using dominant presuppositions about what is politically workable, which for me suffers from an unforgivable irony. Johnston writes:


Badiou’s quick dismissal of apparently gradualist measures of seemingly minor political adjustments and reforms (i.e., not-quite-evental-gestures) in the spheres of legislation and socio-economics while awaiting quasi-divine intervention of the system-shattering evental rupture ushering in an uncompromisingly “perfect” revolution. But, the preceding analyses call into question whether he can be entirely confident and sure that what appears to be gradual and minor really is so, or rather simply seems this way solely under the shadow of statist ideology’s assignation of change-category statuses” (2009, 389).



What the above commentary seems to overlook is the idea that waiting itself could be the condition that prepares the individual for the evental encounter. In the next section, the author suggests that, within Badiou’s ontology, waiting is the only form of agency available to the pre-evental individual. Badiou himself does not specifically single out waiting as a privileged condition, and this is why the turns to the work of philosopher Simone Weil. Weil’s philosophy, which operates in the intersections and interconnections among waiting, love, and attention, provides us with rich conceptual terrain to think about the responsibility of the individual in its own evental subjectivisation.

On Love and Waiting


It is only watching, waiting, attention

– Simone Weil, Waiting for God



The doubts that Alain Badiou’s critics raise about the radical potential of evental politics are certainly valid concerns. That which is beyond Being—and it goes by various names: the Real, the Event, the absolute alterity of the other—has now achieved a privileged status in critical theory. Since it is that which is subtracted from the socio-symbolic situation, it is outside the jurisdiction and control of the hegemonic order, of any order (in both senses of the term) for that matter. The appeal of radical thought that grounds its opposition in a space beyond Being is understandable: it keeps alive the idea that an authentic break from the dominant order is possible (as opposed to minor structural modifications). However, this hope is accompanied by a gnawing suspicion that such a mode of thought is merely, to use Bensaid’s words again, a “politics without politics” (quoted in Callinicos 2006, 111), nothing more than sugarcoated admissions that real change is impossible, barring some external unpredictable catastrophe. Risking reductio ad absurdum, it seems that the hope for revolutionary change now has to be pinned on some natural calamity (perhaps some asteroid hitting the earth or a new ice age that will force us to reconfigure social relations) rather than collective action or armed struggle. This problem raises the question of how the pre-evental Being should reconstruct an ethics-of-the-everyday. Should the subject just willingly participate in the oppressive game of the system until the arrival of some system-shattering accident that he or she had no hand in calling forth? Badiou’s critics are, to some extent, justified in accusing his philosophy of promoting a politics of passivity.

Yet, what the author also hope is clear by this point is that much of the criticism against Badiou’s philosophy draws its rhetorical strength from a rather humdrum understanding of the concept of waiting. If waiting is simply conceived in terms of thought time rather than lived time, to apply a Bergsonian distinction, then one might tend to conclude that it is nothing more than a useless and passive condition of being.11 What the critics of Badiou miss perhaps is that the idea of waiting for an Event changes the very meaning of what it means to wait, reconfiguring it as an active rather than a passive mode of being. The crucial difference of course lies in the object that is being waited on. Whereas waiting in the more general sense is the passive enduring of the flow of time as one anticipates and expects the arrival of an object or a “shift” in condition, a transitive waiting, waiting for an Event, the author claims, is an intransitive mode of waiting. It is one that requires a different orientation of the self, for it means having to “deprive all that I call ‘I’ of the light of my attention and turn it on to that which cannot be conceived” (Weil 2005, 233).

The meditations of philosopher and mystic Simone Weil on waiting, and her move to link waiting with attention, love and affliction offer conceptual resources to think about what it means to wait for an Event, which is a thoroughly engaged and active mode of existence. In Badiou’s ontology, the pre-evental being, unattached to any Truth-Event, is without agency, a mere element in the order of Being and subject/ed to the count of the State of the Situation. Weil’s work suggests that the only legitimate act of agency available to such a being is the act of effacing the self, a strategic subjective abandonment, which for Weil entails a specific condition of waiting, one that is marked by affliction. It is “through love“, she writes, that we “renounce this apparent existence and [are] annihilated by the plentitude of being” (Blanchot 1993,115). Love is the name she gives to “intense, pure, disinterested, gratuitous, generous attention” (Weil 2005, 92). And if “God” is the name Weil gives to her particular experience of a Truth-Event, all our energies should be oriented towards desiring God, which could only take the form of “waiting for God”. Waiting, for Weil, is nothing more than a pure form of attention, a “reception of what escapes attention, an opening upon the unexpected, a waiting that is the unwaited of all waiting” (Blanchot 1993, 121). She conceives of waiting as “the greatest of all efforts” (Weil 2009, 61), and suggests that there is something “connected with evil” in our souls that violently resists being in a state of pure attention. To inhabit a pure state of attention then is to actively “destroy the evil in ourselves” (2009, 62).

Further, using Weil’s reflections, the author suggests that waiting for an Event already constitutes a form of love, albeit pre-evental. Following Maurice Blanchot who wrote that for Weil love is the “perfection of attention” (Blanchot 1993, 122) the author adds that this move towards attentive perfection is simultaneously a kind of working-towards-an-Event. This is not to suggest that beings could actively summon a Truth-Event, for it is an Event that creates a subject (to Truth) and not a subject that manufactures a Truth-Event. Rather, the author claims that a particular mode of being is necessary to recognise and be receptive to the arrival of an Event, a preemptive gesture that ensures that an Event is identified within the order of Being and given a name (what Badiou calls forcing and naming, respectively). Waiting, thus, is to adopt a highly perceptive and receptive philosophical attitude. Also, the further suggests that adopting the mode of waiting for an Event could already forge ethico-political transformations in the order of Being. Waiting, as conceived by Weil, is a rigorous attempt to penetrate what she calls the “impersonal” dimension of being. Her conception of waiting presents us with a proper way of orienting the self towards the Event that is to come. This intense attention raises the status of the pre-evental being to that which equals the post-evental subject. She writes:


I suddenly had the everlasting conviction that any human being, even though practically devoid of natural faculties, can penetrate to the kingdom of truth reserved for genius, if only he longs for truth and perpetually concentrates all his attention upon its attainment (Weil 2009, 23).



It is by convictions that Weil is able to persevere and not by the guarantee of an Event’s inevitable coming. To expect the arrival of a revolution, scientific discovery, artistic creativity, amorous relations is to divert energy that should be invested in sustaining the condition of intense attention. Waiting for an Event should not presuppose its eventual arrival. Consequently, the potential political implications of waiting are not reaped at the end of waiting, but take effect as soon as it is practiced. It is “an opening upon the unexpected, a waiting that is the unwaited of all waiting” (Blanchot 1993,121).

The Politics of Love and Waiting

Given the dire condition of the world, “passively” waiting for an Event seems unforgivably irresponsible. How can we do nothing amid the ever-increasing cacophony of cries from the wretched of the earth? Mass media continually features stories that bombard us with humanitarian ethical demands, and, overwhelmed by images of war, poverty, violence, discrimination and exploitation, how can we not act now? Something must be done immediately lest we find ourselves living in a terrifying future, neck-deep in the problems of the past. Needless to say, capitalist ideology benefits from this “false” sense of urgency (Klein 2008).

It should be said that this supposedly ethical pressure to “act now” is inherently anti-theoretical. Speed is opposed to thought. It is no wonder that Badiou in proposing “a new style of philosophy” oddly posits that both thinking and revolt “require leisureliness and not speed” (2005b, 58). For Badiou, thinking has to be, in a way, off beat with the mad dance of capitalism:


Our world is marked by speed: the speed of historical change; the speed of technical change; the speed of communications; of transmissions; and even the speed in which human beings establish connections with one another… Speed is the mask of inconsistency. Philosophy must propose a retardation process (2005b, 51).



Thinking then must proceed at a tempo that would allow it to properly unfold. It should not be limited to producing knowledge about the structure of the situation (and thus synchronised with the pulse of world); rather, it should prepare us to “receive and accept the drama of the Event without anxiety“, and is “open to the irreducible singularity of what happens… fed and nourished by the surprise of the unexpected” (2005b, 55–56). A new form of thinking is required to prepare the mind for the arrival of the Event.

Rather than allowing one’s self to be carried away to action by the surge of stories and images of suffering depicted by mass media, the work of philosopher Simone Weil offers a counter-intuitive response. She suggests that the only ethical thing to do is to attentively wait. For Weil, a genuine understanding of affliction could be achieved only when the observer’s mind is properly oriented toward a state of pure attention, of pure waiting. Rather than impulsively acting she suggests that the proper response to the cries of the oppressed is “only watching, waiting, attention” (Weil 2009, 64). She asserts that true affliction “is by nature inarticulate“, and if the afflicted happen to find the words to encode their suffering those words are often “ill-chosen ones“; that is, they operate within a notion of rights (which conceives of the human being as nothing but part of a collectivity) rather than within the “impersonal“, the “sacred“, in human beings (Weil 2005, 84, 74).12 In an experience homologous with the Levinasian ethical encounter, the mute articulations of affliction demand from the observer sympathy, closeness, patience, attention, a kind of waiting that is obsequious to the other’s suffering. For Weil, this “intense, pure, disinterested, gratuitous, generous attention is love” itself (92). In this section, the author hopes to be able to show how the reflections of Simone Weil on waiting as a form of attention may be put into productive conversation with Badiou’s notion of waiting for an Event.

The author finds it odd that there exists no study that puts Badiou’s philosophy in conjunction with Weil’s. Granted that Badiou’s rigorous and systematic style of thinking stands in stark contrast to Weil’s more impressionistic and aphoristic method, but beyond this apparent difference there is an intimate proximity in their thought. Philosophically, both Badiou and Weil could be called Platonists, interested in Truth that is located outside the domain of knowledge, beyond the order of Being. Politically, both are sceptical of the notion of human rights and collectivities. When it comes to Ethics, both, in a way, elevate the practice of unwavering faith as the ethical act par excellence. And, if Badiou is the philosopher of the Event, Simone Weil from 1937 till her death was subjectivised by an Event. Because of these significant intersections it almost comes as no surprise that part of Weil’s work could be read as a meditation on the status of agency of Badiou’s yet-to-be-subjectivised human being. In response to Badiou’s commentators who are critical of the radical status of a pre-evental (pre-) subject waiting for a (secular) miracle, Weil suggests that waiting should become the very orientation of existence, an orientation of being that traverses the pre- and post-evental experience. To quote Maurice Blanchot, taken from his reflections on Weil’s concept of waiting and attention: “Deprived of ourselves, deprived of the I upon which we naturally lean, deprived of the world that in normal times exists in our place and disburdens us of ourselves, we are time, indefinitely endured” (1993, 121).

“The Letter Always Arrives at its Destination“; Although, it Might Take Some Time

Simone Weil’s “fearfully long” (2009, 22) letter to the Catholic priest Jean-Marie Perrin makes its reader wait. Reading the letter is in itself a lesson on waiting. Composed around mid-May of 1942, just before her departure from Marseilles, the letter is referred to as her “Spiritual Autobiography” in the collection of her writings on spirituality which were grouped together under the appropriate title Waiting for God. When one reads Weil’s “Spiritual Autobiography“, one cannot help but think that it falls short of being an extraordinary text. For someone who has lived a life that approximates sainthood, her “autobiography” is hardly inspiring. For a post-evental text, one expects it to be spectacularly epiphanic and universal in scope. However, what one encounters is seemingly nothing more than a dry, somewhat impressionistic account of her experiences with occasional philosophical aphorisms, and seemingly directly relevant only to those individuals personally close to her, experiences that led her to the unique form of Christian spirituality that she embraced. The most forceful moments in her letters are times when she jumps to rather extreme conclusions with very scant exposition to explain how she got there. Even for her most important claims, she says very little. “I suddenly had the everlasting conviction that any human being… can penetrate to the kingdom of truth reserved for genius“, she writes, without telling us how she came by this “everlasting conviction”. Another: “The most beautiful life possible has always seemed to me to be the one where everything is determined… where there is never any room for choice” (23). She does not explain what she means by “beauty“, by “choice“, by a life that is determined. Her tendency to jump to abrupt conclusions seems to be a fundamental flaw in her writing. Speaking of Simone Weil’s “disquieting rapidity“, Maurice Blanchot rightly asks “Where does [her] certitude come from?” (1993, 114). So sparse is Weil with words during moments when they seem to be needed most that even when it comes to what is arguably her most important spiritual milestone she mentions it as if it were incidental, a brief two-sentence paragraph, nothing more:


In 1937 I had two marvelous days at Assisi. There, alone in the little twelfth-century Romanesque chapel of Santa Maria degli Angeli, an incomparable marvel of purity where Saint Francis often used to pray, something stronger than I was compelled me for the first time in my life to go down on my knees (Weil 2009, 26).



Weil makes no direct reference to her encounter with that Event henceforth. Surely, more can be said about such a life-altering Event than name it a “marvel of purity”.

Perhaps Weil merely confirms Badiou’s thesis that the authentic Event is present in the Situation as subtraction—that is, the Event proper is not any positive form of symbolisable knowledge. However, as a post-evental account Weil’s text should be able to challenge the unacknowledged laws that govern the Symbolic and regulate the Situation. Again, to use Badiou’s vocabulary, it has to direct the reader to the disavowed void of the Situation. What are we to make of this letter?

The letter oddly begins with a postscript, and seemingly aware of its breach of the norm, starts off with the instruction “TO BE READ FIRST“, then the following:


This letter is fearfully long—but as there is no question of an answer—especially as I shall doubtless have gone before it reaches you—you have years ahead of you in which to read it if you care to. Read it all the same, one day or another (Weil 2009, 21).



Those who are familiar with Weil’s personality would be aware that despite the polite and unassertive appearance of that request it contains a very strong ethical demand. The text demands nothing less than its reader’s full and undivided attention. It will not allow itself to be read in the same manner as one would read, say, a novel or a novella—that is, in smaller, manageable, episodic chunks. In demanding a particular kind of attention, the text makes the reader wait for a moment when the constraints of time will not dictate how the text should be received.

The postscript also exhibits the patience it demands from its reader: “You have years ahead of you in which to read it if you care to” (Weil 2009). It too waits. Describing her letter to Father Perrin, Weil writes: “It is very long and contains nothing that cannot wait indefinitely” (39). It is a text that rethinks urgency: requiring not one’s immediate but one’s full attention. Thus, as Blanchot notes, for Weil, waiting as a form of attention is not “average, personal attention” (1993, 121). It is not a slave to the object of attention, not a means to an end; rather, it is impersonal. There is no agent that endures the tension of traversing time, time that feels thick and heavy. It is the experience of “pure time” that does not anticipate an event nor a revelation, “a kind of empty perpetuity that must be borne infinitely” (121). This highlights the crucial difference between a critical reader and Weil’s attentive reader. Whereas the critical reader is involved in a meaning-full enterprise, actively engaged with the text that is the object of his study, Weil’s attentive reader waits, his or her thought “empty, waiting, not seeking anything, but ready to receive in its naked truth the object that is to penetrate it” (Weil 2009, 62).

But Weil does not strike the observer as an attentive reader, at least not in the conventional sense. In her “Spiritual Autobiography“, she mentions a poem that had a great significance in her life, George Herbert’s “Love”. Weil’s forceful mobilisation of words is a hallmark of her writing, yet one feels that her personal authority wanes somewhat when she comments on literary works. Rather than trying to win her reader over with convincing textual interpretation, her moments of literary exegesis are disconcerting because they are so uncomfortably personal. Relating her thoughts on George Herbert’s “Love” to Father Perrin, Weil writes:


I learned it by heart. Often, at the culminating point of a violent headache, I make myself say it over, concentrating all my attention upon it and clinging with all my soul to the tenderness it enshrines. I used to think I was merely reciting a beautiful poem, but without my knowing it the recitation had the virtue of a prayer. It was during one of these recitations that, as I told you, Christ himself came down and took possession of me (2009, 27).



Weil prefers attention to analysis, heartfelt recitation to critical reading. She does not discuss the particular literary merits of the poem, nor does she seem interested to do so. Her remarks do not even seem to constitute a proper affective response. It is hard to ascertain if the poem gave her comfort when she recited it in the grip of “a violent headache“; if anything, she seems to be suggesting that the intense effort she invested to sustain a state of attention did not flag despite her affliction. But what perhaps catches the eye the most in that passage is the abrupt transition from poem to prayer. Weil only realised that the recitation of the poem had the “virtue of prayer” when she felt an overwhelming divine presence during one of her recitations. She does not, as one might expect, suggest a causal relation between attention and Event. It was not the intense attention she gave the poem that elevated it to the status of prayer. Rather, it was in a state of attention, which Weil consistently emphasised is a state most receptive to truth, that the Event could be properly given its due recognition (in both senses of the term). For Weil, prayer, a direct channel to the divine, is not an act of will, but the byproduct of an evental experience. What is important for her is that one perpetually sustains this arduous level of pure attention despite the absence of a guarantee of an eventual evental encounter. Weil claims to have “persevered for ten years in an effort of concentrated attention that was practically unsupported by any hope of result” (Weil 2009, 23).

Some might consider it irresponsible of the author to bracket the spiritual dimension from Weil’s thought as the author discusses the relevance of the poem to her thought—especially since she is very clear that it was during one of her recitations of it that “Christ himself came down and took possession of [her]” (2009, 27). But by not situating Weil’s work within an overtly Christian framework, the author brings attention to the universalising impulse in her thought. In thinking Truth with Christianity, Weil was able to come to the conclusion that “Plato was a mystic, that all the Iliad is bathed in Christian light, and that Dionysus and Osiris are in a certain sense Christ himself; and my love was thereby redoubled” (28). She is convinced that the Catholic Church—or any organised religion, for that matter—is “guilty of an abuse of power… This abuse of power is not of God. It comes from a natural tendency of every form of collectivism, without exception, to abuse power” (36). Thus, for Weil, one can only encounter Truth within the singularity of a work of art, if one has the courage to abandon the language of the collective, and to reinvent one’s own vocabulary, which, in the author’s reading, Weil calls “prayer”. Prayer is the method used by the attentive reader. Prayer for Weil is an act of decreation, of emptying the subject of the “I“, of all that one might consider to make up his or her personality. As Sian Miles notes, decreation is “based on the idea of a voluntary, unsolicited, unreasonable, unnecessary and absurd act” (quoted in Weil 2000, 51). To endlessly recite a poem till it is emptied of meaning is for Weil, a way to elevate its status to that of prayer. Needless to say, this is not because the poem becomes a rather formulaic chant, but because it is a way to transform it into a legitimate challenge to one’s attention. It also transforms the reader from a being oriented towards meaning to one of pure waiting, and, as Harold Schweizer notes, it is “not activity but substance—not an activity of the self but the substance of the self” (2008, 88).

Judging from Weil’s responses to works of literature, one is tempted to conclude crudely that for Weil, the difference between an attentive reader and a literary critic is that the former’s relationship to a text is thoroughly subjective and personal while the latter’s is objective and impersonal. This is certainly not the case. Weil’s curious approach to literature is precisely to be able to “cleanse” the subject of the “I“, so that it might encounter the impersonal that may be encountered through the text. And this could be achieved through intense concentration, through attention. To be clear, attention for Weil is not something that someone does; in fact, a state of pure attention signals the successful “decreation” of the subject of attention. Speaking to Weil’s notion of waiting, Maurice Blanchot comments that “Attention is waiting: not the effort, the tension, or the mobilisation of knowledge around something which one might concern oneself”. Rather, “…attention has always already detached me from myself, freeing me for the attention that I for an instant become” (Blanchot 1993, 121). For Weil, all education, be it mathematical, philosophical, or literary, is a form of “exercise” that aids in increasing the power of attention (2009, 57). The point of wrestling with a literary work is not to arrive at its “true” meaning, nor is it to unpack its potential multiplicity of significations; it is to develop attention. “Never in any case whatever is a genuine effort of the attention wasted… Even if our efforts of attention seem for several years to be producing no result, one day a light that is in exact proportion to them will flood the soul. Every little effort adds a little gold to a treasure that no power on earth can take away” (58–59).

An evental encounter may or may not occur when one wrestles with an artistic, mathematic, or scientific work, but at the very least it develops the kind of attention that prepares one for an actual encounter if and when it happens. For Weil, the mistake is to think that what is of ultimate value resides in the content of the work:


[O]ur deep purpose should aim solely at increasing the power of attention with a view to prayer; as, when we write, we draw the shape of the letter on paper, not with a view to the shape, but with a view to the idea we want to express. To make this the sole and exclusive purpose of our studies is the first condition to be observed if we are to put them to the right use (2009, 59).



Literary texts function as a “training ground” for attention, but they do not contain anything instructive about how pure attention could be attained. “There is a way of giving our attention to the data of a problem in geometry without trying to find the solution or to the words of a Latin or Greek text without trying to arrive at the meaning, a way of waiting…” (2009, 63).

Concluding Remarks

Badiou’s philosophy of the event liberates love from its stagnant place in anti-philosophy, enabling new ways of thinking (about) love. His radical  interpretation of the psychoanalytic theory of sexual differentiation as an axiom rather than as a paralysing deadlock, moves the thinking of love in new productive directions. However, because love appears by chance, (randomly) selecting beings to subjectivise, his philosophy sounds alarmingly elitist. Is love beyond access to the pre-evental being? Turning, therefore, to the meditations of the philosopher most prone to humility and self-divestiture hence opposed to elitism, Simone Weil, the author argued that waiting (as attention) is a form of love, grace, and power to which a pre-evental being surrenders as he or she prepares for the arrival of the evental encounter. Weil teaches us that it is in the condition of waiting that we could give our full attention to the other, and “the name of this intense, pure, disinterested, gratuitous, generous attention is love” (2005, 92). Thus, waiting does not necessarily speak of one’s passive deficiency; rather, it speaks of one’s ability to endure, to love, to become empty personae, to use the words of Theodor Adorno, “through which the world can truly resonate” (quoted in Schweizer 2008, 21).

Notes

1.   A situation is a “structured presentation” of pure multiplicity. Being emerges when pure multiplicity has undergone the operation Badiou calls the “count-as-one” and is thus made accessible to knowledge via categorisation/grouping based on its properties, characteristics and so on. Only elements of the situation are accessible to knowledge because for Badiou “all thought supposes a situation of the thinkable… a structure, a counting for one, whereby the presented multiple is consistent, numerable” (Badiou 2005a, 34).

2.   An event is “that-which-is-not-being“; it is an encounter with “the void of the situation…” (Hallward 2003, 114). Since the Event occurs beyond the domain of established knowledge, there is no way to predict where and when an Event will take place; it is an “emergence of the New which cannot be reduced to its causes and conditions” (ibid., 386). Events thus occur as chance. Because it is not discernable in the Situation, the existence of an Event cannot be proven but can only be asserted by a human being who by the very act of fidelity to an Event becomes subjectivised by it.

3.   To the question “Why only these four domains?“, Badiou’s foremost explicator Peter Hallward writes:


Because they mark out the possible instances of the subject as variously individual or collective…. Love affects only “the individuals concerned… and it is thus for them [alone] that the one truth produced by their love is an indiscernible part of their existence”. Politics, on the other hand, concerns only the collective dimension… And in “mixed situations“—situations with an individual vehicle but collective import—art and science qualify as generic to the degree that they effect a pure invention or discovery beyond the pure transmission of knowledge (2003, 181).



4.   Badiou’s approach to love is unique. He posits that it is folly to proceed with an analysis of love using psychology or a theory of passions (2003). Instead, he invites us to imagine love subtracted of the things one is predisposed to spontaneously associate with it, for only when those distractions are jettisoned can a highly formal analysis of love properly take place. He is thus a formal structure of love rather than what that structure might contain. Indeed, for such a method of approaching the topic of love, Terry Eagleton says, “Badiou speaks of love as though it is a self-evident experience, which may be true for Parisians but not for the rest of us” (2003, 252).

5.   In an essay entitled “The Scene of Two“, Badiou reflects on what is possibly lost when art is used as the primary vehicle to give symbolic body to love. He argues that art always tends to represent love as a rapport rather than a non-rapport.

6.   Despite Badiou’s insistence that literature cannot be a proper scene of representation for love, he nevertheless credits the poet Alberto Caeiro (Fernando Pessoa) for the line “To love is to think”:


I spent the whole night without sleeping, seeing her form without a break,

And seeing her always in a different way from meeting her…

I make thoughts with the memory of what she is when she talks to me,

And in each thought she changes according to her likeness.

To love is to think.

And I almost forget to feel only from thinking about her.

I don’t know what I want at all, even from her, and I don’t think about anything but her.

I have a great animated distraction.

When I want to meet her,

I almost feel like not meeting her,

So I don’t have to leave her afterwards.

And I prefer thinking about her, because it’s like I’m afraid of her.

I don’t know what I want at all, and I don’t want to know what I want. All I want to do is think about her.

I’m asking nothing of nobody, not even her, except to think.



7.   For Badiou, in the beginning there is only the inconsistent multiple. There is no order or structure in the pure multiple, it is not an assemblage of singular objects because there is yet no concept of “One” for the process of counting has not yet taken place, an operation that Badiou calls the “count-as-one” (2005a, 504). And, as pure multiplicity, it has no other predicate but its own multiplicity, founded on nothing (a void) rather than on a “one”. This is because, as Slavoj Žižek points out, the pure multiple is not a collection of Ones since “to have One the pure multiple must already be ‘counted as One’”. It can thus only appear as nothing, a void: “nothing is the name of Being prior to its symbolization” (Žižek 1999, 129). For something to be, that is, for something to exist as an object in reality, it has to be counted as part of what Badiou calls a “situation“, counted as an element of a set, for “all presentation is under the law of the count” (2005a, 52).

8.   Badiou does in fact consider the “dice-throw” as emblematic of the Event. See, for example, “Meditation 19: Mallarmé” in Being and Event and also “Mathematics and Philosophy” in Theoretical Writings.

9.   Although the void “belongs” to the situation it is not presented as one of its elements; it is present but not presented and consequently not represented. It is what Badiou refers to as the “phantom remainder“, (Badiou 2005a, 53) and is that which wanders in the situation in the form of a subtraction of the count. But this “phantom remainder” is not merely an indifferent collection of noumenal elements passively waiting to be subjected to the structuring operation of the situation. The void, as conceived within Badiou’s subtractive ontology is the negative identity of the situation, and “every situation is founded on the void“; it is “what is not there, but what is necessary for anything to be there” (Feltham and Clemens quoted in Badiou 2005b, 16). Badiou’s use of the term “phantom remainder” does not only describe the uncanny spectral existence of the void in the situation—the void being “the non-place of every place“, that is “neither local nor global, but scattered everywhere, in no place and in every place” (Hallward 102). The term also calls attention to the way that the non-countable void perpetually haunts the situation, challenging the regime of structured presentation.

10. In Being and Event, Badiou says that an evental site “merely opens up the possibility of an event” (179, emphasis the author’s).

11. Henri Bergson, Duration and Simultaneity, in Henri Bergson: Key Writings, ed. Pearson, K. A and Mullarkey, J. London: Continuum, 2002.

12. “Everything which is impersonal in man is sacred, and nothing else” (Weil 2005, 74).
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