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Editor’s Introduction
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KEMANUSIAAN Vol. 23, Supp. 1, (2016), v–ix

In recent years, there has been much discussion on heritage and its management by various bodies including federal governments, state governments, nongovernmental organisations (NGOs), universities and individuals while the word sustainability has become extremely popular but quite often misunderstood. In Malaysia, the National Heritage Act of 2005 covers both natural and cultural heritage (A Ghafar Ahmad 2010). Following this act, efforts have been made to identify buildings, objects, cultural heritage, archaeological sites and living persons that are of heritage value in the country. Since then many edifices have been marked as national heritage, such as the Lembah Bujang archaeological sites the limestone hills of Perlis the house where Tun Dr. Mahathir Mohamad was born the Merdeka Stadium the Malay College Kuala Kangsar; and Vatsala d/o G. R. Kurup, the well-known Indian dance choreographer. Even Malaysian favourite foods like nasi lemak, roti canai and maruku are classified as national heritage. Despite being understaffed, Universiti Malaysia Kelantan is offering a degree programme on heritage studies while the word “heritage” (warisan) is added to an existing faculty in Universiti Malaysia Sabah to become the Faculty of Humanities, Arts and Heritage. Elsewhere, various groups including NGOs have deliberated on proper heritage management. They have also highlighted the need to preserve Malaysia’s physical and cultural heritage, although the destructive flood in December 2014 that affected the east coast states of Peninsular Malaysia, notably Kelantan, put into question the efficacy and seriousness of the country’s heritage management.

The essays in this volume cover various aspects of the natural and cultural heritage of the northern region of Peninsular Malaysia, i.e., the states of Kedah, Penang, Perlis and northern Perak, which are part of the country’s Northern Corridor Economic Region (NCER). In line with common usage, the state of Kelantan is excluded from the discussion. Physically, the northern region is well known for the rock formation of Langkawi and the Lenggong valley and the rice fields of Kedah-Perlis. The region is inhabited by Malays, Chinese, Indians, Eurasians, Siamese, Samsams, the Orang Asli and other ethnic groups. These groups are further subdivided into subgroups although culturally there is little difference between them. Ethnically the population of Penang is evenly balanced between the Malays and Chinese although for Kedah, Perlis and northern Perak, the Malays predominate. The 2003 population of Penang and Kedah support this argument. In 2003, the Penang population based on ethnic composition were as follows: Chinese 626,400; Malays 592,400; Indians 195,000; and others including Eurasians 78,700. In Kedah, during the same period the Malays totalled 1,336,352; Chinese 252,987; Indians 122,911; non-citizens 35,292; and others including the Siamese 27,532. The cultural diversity of Kedah and Penang is exemplified by the racially mixed groups of Baba Nyonya, Jawi Peranakan and Samsams that had evolved since the late 18th and 19th centuries. The Jawi Peranakan and Samsams are associated with cultural art forms like the boria and mek mulong which are covered in the present volume.

The six essays presented here are a variegated lot covering oceanography, physical geography, linguistics, culture, literature and folklore. These essays make a passionate case for the preservation of the region’s coral reefs, rivers or cultural forms like boria and mek mulong through their proper management. The first four essays focus on the region’s selected cultural heritage and their preservation. Noriah Mohamed discusses the identity and language of three groups that are found predominantly in the northern region which display hybrid characteristics namely the Samsams, Baba Nyonya (Chinese Peranakan) and the Jawi Peranakan. The identity and language of these three groups illustrate some form of fusion although over the years this fusion had watered down. While the Baba Nyonya have become more Chinese, the other two hybrid languages have become more Malay. Unlike other scholars, Noriah classifies the language system of the Samsams and Jawi Peranakan as dialect whereas the speech system of the Baba Nyonya as creole.

Shakila Abdul Manan focuses on the boria which had become the Penang Malay-Muslim’s unique cultural heritage. She traces boria’s etymology, its origin and the socio-cultural factors that have moulded it into a ritualistic form of theatre, its specific Malay-Muslim identity through the language of the comic sketches and songs, the transmission of cultural, religious and Malay political values. Shakila also discusses the factors that threatened the continued existence of this cultural art form and the measures that have been taken to revive it.

Mohamad Rashidi revisits the writings of British imperial functionaries who were from the same family namely Sir P. B. Maxwell who served in the judiciary of the Straits Settlements in the second half of the 19th century and his grandson George William Maxwell who was British Advisor to Kedah at the turn of the 20th century. Both Maxwells had left their writings on Malaya which Mohamad Rashidi had scrutinised. Both Maxwells appreciated and valued the Malays and their customs in Perak and Kedah. Both aimed to foster togetherness and bring justice to the northern Malays.

As a researcher in Malay folklore, Mohamad Luthfi examines the well-known Kedah folk performance mek mulong that still strives in Kampung Baru Wang Tepus in Jitra. The essay analyses mek mulong—its performance as well as healing ritual which is only shown in Wang Tepus. Based on first hand observation of a mek mulong performance and interviews with its practitioners, the essay is an important contribution towards the preservation of folk traditions like the mek mulong which is under threat from modernisation and Islamic revivalism.

The following two essays are contributed by academics and researchers from the discipline of geography. Both highlight the need for the proper management of the region’s physical heritage that are under threat from myriad human activities notably agriculture and urbanisation. Anisah Lee Abdullah et al. discuss the preservation of corals in the northern region although popular attention is very much directed to other marine parks like Bodgaya Island Marine Park, Sipadan Marine Park, Tunku Abdul Rahman Marine Park and the Pulau Tioman Marine Park besides the corals of Pulau Redang in Terengganu. In the northern region, such coral formations are found in the Pulau Payar Marine Park off the coast of Kedah located between Penang and Langkawi which form the main focus of Anisah Lee’s discussion. The park consists of four islands with the largest being the 31.4-hectare Pulau Payar. To manage these corals, Anisah Lee et al. suggest an integrated strategy based on a system called Limits of Acceptable Change (LAC) and hydroacoustic technique to map a wide variety of sea bed to determine the distribution of coral habitats. The application of optically-derived water quality models on satellite imagery is used to map the distribution of total suspended solids and chlorophyll-a to measure water turbidity. The combination of various scientific techniques would help in the conservation of the coral reefs in the long term.

Rivers and lakes are important natural heritage although their water quality is already affected by development activities. Zullyadini et al. look at major rivers, lakes and dams in Perlis, Kedah and Penang. Water samples were taken at sampling stations located in the upstream, midstream and downstream areas with their readings tabulated based on hydrological and physicochemical parameters. The water quality was classified under the Interim National Water Quality Standards (INWQS) that tabulated six levels of pollution ranging from moderates to being extremely polluted. The essay highlights that most rivers in Kedah and Penang show moderate pollution level although the downstream of one river in Perlis was described as polluted.

All the essays are part of the research on the “Natural and Cultural Heritage of the Northern Region of Peninsular Malaysia (Perlis, Kedah, Penang and Northern Perak)” which was funded by a Universiti Sains Malaysia research grant throughout 2007–2010. The multidisciplinary research involved 39 academic staff from the School of Humanities and one researcher from outside the school, each working in their specific discipline covering linguistic, literature, history, geography, philosophy and Islamic studies with the common aim of highlighting the uniqueness of the northern region in terms of its physical features, culture and history.


Following this research, more than 40 papers were presented in various seminars within the university, nationally and regionally. Many of the papers were later published in various journals such as Sari the International Journal of the Malay World and Civilisation, JMBRAS, Sosiohumanika Jurnal Pendidikan Sains Sosial dan Kemanusiaan, and the Malaysian Journal of Environmental Management, a journal associated with the Environmental Management Society Malaysia. The research also managed to publish five books namely Mahani (2011), Jelani (2011), Abu Talib (2012), Ooi (2012) and Abu Talib (2015). Two of them were published by Penerbit Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM Press), two by the National Archives of Malaysia and one by the NUS Press in Singapore.

Four of the essays (Noriah, Shakila, Mohamad Rashidi and Mohamad Luthfi) had appeared in Malay in Abu Talib (2012) and Ooi (2012). Many felt these essays should be translated into English to benefit a wider reading public. Different versions for two of them had also appeared in the Indonesian journal Sosio Humanika: Journal Pendidikan Sains Sosial dan Kemanusiaan (Mohamad Luthfi 2011) and the Malaysian Journal of Environmental Management (Anisah Lee Abdullah 2011). I am thankful to the USM Press and the editor of both journals for providing permission to adapt these essays into English or to revise them. These essays might cover selective aspects of the region’s physical and cultural heritage or accord too much focus on the Malays. They nevertheless highlight the cultural and physical uniqueness of Kedah-Perlis-Penang in relation to other parts of the country while emphasising concern over their preservation and conservation.

Abu Talib Ahmad

Guest Editor

School of Humanities, Universiti Sains Malaysia
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Abstract. The essay discusses the identity and language of three groups which are considered to display hybrid characteristics. These three groups are the Samsams, Baba Nyonya and the Jawi Peranakans. They are predominantly found in the northern part of peninsular Malaysia. As a concept, hybrid refers to the nature of a system which forms a cluster of several subsystems or segments that are different from one another. This hybrid concept is used to explain the identity of the three above groups. Even though the language spoken by the three groups display hybrid characteristics, their linguistic classifications indicate the speech systems of both the Samsams and Jawi Peranakans as dialect, whereas the speech system of the Baba Nyonya as creole. The essay also reviews the linguistic classification of speech systems of these three groups.
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Introduction

Geografically, the northern part of Peninsular Malaysia covers Penang, Kedah, Perlis and north Perak (States of Malaysia 2014). From the linguistic viewpoint, Asmah Haji Omar (1983) regards Penang, Kedah, Perlis and north Perak as the north-west area of the Malay dialect, also known as the Kedah Malay dialect region.

The population of the northern region is well known for its diversity; this diversity in turn creates a multilingual population. This language diversity subsequently promote language contacts1 which not only affected people, creating bilingual individuals or communities but also impacted on the language itself as seen in code-switching, code-mixing and language borrowings among its speakers. So is the formation of hybrid languages.

Hybrid Language

The term “hybrid” illustrates the nature of a system which is made of a combination of subsystems or parts that are different from one another. Hybrid also indicates the inter mixture that exists in a language system. When hybrid is associated with identity and language, it means both identity and language are mixed.

To the layman, the concept of mixture is to mix or to add to something; the result would be a synthesis2 of something which is quite different from the original. In the context of identity and language, a similar phenomenon occurs, although the level or manner of the mixture of two or more entities might differ depending on the identity or language concerned. From the language point, Weinrich (1953) states that when speakers who speak different languages or dialects meet, there occurs a contact of these languages or dialects. The languages in contact would influence each other causing fusion between two or more elements of the language. To the linguist this fusion is termed hybrid.

In north peninsular Malaysia, there are three distinct communities that exhibit hybrid characteristics namely the Samsams,3 Baba Nyonya and Jawi Peranakans. Although they represent hybrid communities, all three show different levels of hybridity which is taken up below.

Hybrid Identities of the Samsams, Baba Nyonya and Jawi Peranakans

The Samsams, Baba Nyonya and Jawi Peranakans are three hybrid communities that involved respectively the fusion of Siamese with Malays (Samsam), Chinese and Malays (Baba Nyonya) and Indians with Malays (Jawi Peranakan). However, as shown below, their hybrid nature is a complex issue.

Samsams

The Samsam community domiciles in the northern part of peninsular Malaysia although their exact locations are quite difficult to determine in a precise manner because of their identity. A survey of the literature indicates distribution in two states, namely Perlis and Kedah including Langkawi as the focal points of this community.

From the identity aspect, there are two views which indicate hybridity for the Samsams. The first view states that this community was the product of intermarriages between Malays and Siamese; Malays or Chinese with Siamese; or Siamese with descendants of the original residents of Langkasuka or Ligor (Archaimbault 1957, 75). Archaimbault further asserts that the issue of mixed descendants is only a hypothesis and could not be verified until a holistic research about its language, traditions and institution among the Samsams is carried out.


The second view claims the Samsams as Muslim Malays who came from Thailand and settled in the northern part of peninsular Malaysia (Azman Wan Chik 1968). Based on his study of the Samsams in Titi Tinggi of Perlis, Azman claims the Samsams came from Patani (spelled “Petani” by Azman) in south Thailand. He found this particular Samsam community had resided in Titi Tinggi for more than three generations. Azman’s view is supported by Zaharah Mahmud (1979, 132) when she states that:


These people were mainly extensions of the Malays inhabiting the Thai states of Chenak, Raman, Tiba, Patani and Setul.



Archaimbault (1957, 75) agrees with the view that the Samsams are Thais who had migrated from Nakhorn Si Thammarat and Songkhla around the 17th century. He claims there were two groups of Samsams—the Siamese Samsams and the Malay Samsams. What Archaimbault (1957, 76) meant is that the Siamese Samsams were Thai citizens who were Buddhist, while the Malay Samsams were Thai citizens who were Muslims.4

The Samsams refered to by both Azman and Zaharah were Malay Samsams although they do not give serious attention to Islam. Zaharah (1979, 132) labeled this group as the Siamese-oriented Malays. According to Zaharah:


These were the culturally, though not religiously, Siamese oriented Malays.



This means that from the cultural aspect, the Samsams were Siamese-oriented Malays but less so from the religious (Islam) aspect. Skeat (1953) who discussed the same issue refers to the Siamese-oriented Malays as “Malaysising Siamese“, which means a Siamese who had embraced Islam in order to marry a Malay woman but remained spiritually a Siamese even though his descendants would become Muslims (cited in Cheah 1981a: 99). Then there were those Skeat (1953) termed the Malay-oriented Siamese. From this perspective, he describes the Samsams as:


…always Malay who had turned Siamese in everything but their religion, they seldom ever, became Buddhist…5 (cited in Cheah 1981a)



For Skeat (1953), whether they were Malaysising Siamese or Samsams, they were less particular about food. They consumed non-halal food such as tortoise and did not patronise the mosque on a frequent basis.


From its hybrid identity, the term “Samsam” is also associated with the meaning of the word “samsam” itself. The Samsam informant who was interviewed by Archaimbault (1957, 5) claimed the word “samsam” originated from “tcham-tcham“, which in Hokkien Chinese means “mixed” or “merged”. The word “sam” in the Thai language also means “mixed” or “merged”. From the language and cultural aspects, it is not difficult to associate Samsams with this hybrid identity. Thus, whether Muslim Samsams or Siamese Samsams, the element of mixture in their lives indicate the merger of two cultures or languages, namely Siamese and Malay, or Siamese and other races.

From the hybrid identity (Malay and Siamese) viewpoint, Hortsmann (n.d., 7) discusses the Samsams of Langkawi who hold two identities namely Thailand and Malaysia. In his discussion of a Langkawi Samsam family Hortsmann narrates:


Their daughters and sons move back and forth between Ban Sarai and Langkawi, benefiting from the uncertain, ambiguous space in the sea and the geographical proximity of Langkawi, lying just south of the Thai border.



Even though they still encounter difficulties of obtaining valid identity card from the Malaysian government, they continued with their dual identity. In fact, one of the Langkawi Samsams’ most celebrated characteristics is their effort to be “proper” Malays but with emphasis on family connections, emotional ties, language and religion with Thailand, or in other words as Thai. However, in their pursuit for a better standard of living, they intended to obtain Malaysian citizenship and would continue to live in Langkawi as fishermen. It would be a high price to pay for this assimilation process as Hortsmann (n. d., 7) states:


…the younger generation of the Sam Sam in Malaysia, being ashamed of the practices of their ancestors, have abandoned the Thai language.



This would eventually take place for according to Hortsmann (n. d., 7), the young generation of Samsams assume:


The identity of the Samsam integrates elements from the Thai and Malay worlds, playing on the ambiguities between cultural boundaries.



It is possible that the younger generation of Samsams desire a single identity which could represent their trueselves, either as Thai or Malay, but not two conflicting identities.


In conclusion, even though there are different ways to approach the meaning of “Samsam“, the hybrid concept in the present discussion is based mainly on Malays, the Samsams as Muslim Malays and their descendants from south Thailand who had migrated to Malaysia. They could be of Siamese origins or the product of inter-marriages with the Malays in Malaysia.

The first definition of “Samsam” is inappropriate to the contemporary Samsams. It gives a negative image of the Samsams as the same as Siamese-oriented Malays culturally, religiously impious, practising non-Islamic activities, embracing Islam in order to marry Malay women and Siamese-oriented Malays who were Muslims or Samsams but were known to be involved in robberies6 in rural Kedah in the first quarter of the 20th century.

Baba Nyonya

Straits-Chinese, Straits-born Chinese, Baba Chinese, Baba or Peranakan are some of the terminologies used to refer to the Baba Nyonya. All of them refer to the descendants of the Chinese immigrants who came to the Malay archipelago in the 15th and 16th centuries notably to Malacca (and later Singapore and Penang) (Wikipedia).

The Straits Settlements of Penang, Malacca and Singapore came into existence in 1826 during British colonial rule. The Straits-Chinese, the short form of Straits-born Chinese, were different in meaning from the Straits-born Chinese. The Straits-born Chinese were those who were born in the Straits Settlements; this definition rejected Chinese who were not born in the Straits Settlements and Chinese coming from other Malay states (Khoo 1996, 23–24).

Baba is a term borrowed from India7 which is later used honorifically to refer to Chinese males in the Straits Settlements. It is also possible that this word might be derived from the word “father” in the Malay language. Historians consider it as an honorific word which is equivalent to “sir” or “tycoon” (Lee 2008, 162). According to Khoo (1996: 24), the term “nyonya” is not exclusive to the Straits-born Chinese females as this term in its variations such as “nyonyah“, “nonya” and “nona“,8 were also used among the Sumatran, Javanese and Malay umarried females.

“Peranakan” refers to descendants of Chinese immigrants who were born locally9 (in Malaya and Indonesia) or descendants of the marital union of foreigners with locals. This term refers to mixed descendants regardless of their ethnicity. Apart from the Chinese, there are other peranakan communities in Malaysia, namely the Hindu Indian Peranakan (Chetti), Indian Muslim Peranakan (Jawi Peranakan) and Eurasian Peranakan (Kristang). Therefore, it can be said that a Baba is a peranakan but not all peranakan are Babas.

According to Purcell (1997, 66–67), the Babas were Chinese (Peranakan) who were born in the Straits Settlements; they were not considered as true Chinese. They had Malay mothers or mothers of mixed-breed. According to Khoo (1996), the inter-marriages with Malay women occurred as the initial Chinese immigrants did not bring their women along. Female Chinese only came to Malaya from the middle of the 19th century onwards. In those days, marriage between a Chinese male and a Malay female did not require the Chinese to embrace Islam.

It is also possible that the females whom the Chinese immigrants had married were not Malays but came from the Austronesian stock. According to Abdur-Razzaq Lubis (2001, 3), in the 18th century, Penang became the centre of the slave trade, and slaves from all over the archipelago, including Malays, Batak, Javanese and other races were traded on this island. The most preferred slaves were young males and females from Nias Island of the west coast of Sumatera. Nias females had high market value due to their beauty and fair complexion with the majority of them bought by and married to Chinese traders. It is possible that the offsprings of these marriages had Batak and Nias blood although it would be difficult to detect the genetic linkages. Some descendants of Straits-Chinese or Baba Nyonya were the products of these inter-marriages. At another level the movements of the Peranakan Chinese families from Medan to Penang were made easier by family ties and trade networkings such as the case of Cheong Fatt Tze in Penang and Chong Ah Fie in Medan.

Apart from Austronesian females from Nias, Teoh and Lim (1999, 125) claim that the Peranakan Chinese in Penang might have married Siamese and Burmese females:


Penang as a focal point of commerce in this part of the Malay Archipelago attracted an influx of Chinese businessmen to the colony, particularly from southern Thailand and North Sumatra. The Peranakan Chinese in Penang were thought to have been “descendants of Chinese males marrying or cohabiting with Malays or Siamese or Burmese; the last mentioned, however, appear to be rather rare”. It must be stressed that the Peranakan of Penang still have extensive familial ties with these regions.



According to Purcell (1997, 66–67), the Peranakan Chinese children were brought up according to the way of their father (Chinese). This group did not consider themselves as pure Chinese; some of them even refused to identify themselves as Chinese claiming they were whites or British. Yet at the same time, they complied wholeheartedly with the outlook of a Chinese. In Malacca, for example, the Baba generations practise the Chinese way of life which had adapted Malay and other local elements.

The Baba groups in Malacca, Penang and Singapore are different compared to the other Chinese as they had assimilated the local Malay culture in varying degrees. Ooi’s (2004) conclusion below perhaps could be used to identify the Baba Nyonya identity in Penang:


Straits-Chinese were defined as those born or living in the Straits Settlements: a British colonial construct of Penang, Malacca and Singapore constituted in 1826. Straits-Chinese were not considered Baba Nyonya unless they displayed certain Sino-Malay syncretic physical attributes.



In conclusion, Baba Nyonya refers to the Straits-born Chinese and descendants of Chinese immigrants who came to the Malay Archipelago in the 15th and 16th centuries. They were the results of inter-marriages between Chinese immigrants and local females or Malays. This mixed element is crucial in defining Baba Nyonya and to differentiate the Baba Nyonya from other Chinese.

Jawi Peranakan

The term “Peranakan” in the context of the Jawi Peranakan has more or less the same meaning as the Babas. However, the term “Jawi Peranakan” involves the jawi element. “Jawi” in the Malay language is associated with Islam. To the Malays, the expression “masuk jawi” means circumcision which is one of the compulsory requirements when one embraces Islam. “Jawi” also refers to the jawi characters that are used in written Malay in Malaysia, Singapore, Brunei and south Thailand. Consequently, the meaning of “jawi” is extended to refer to two aspects. First, the term is associated with the language which uses the jawi scripts and from this, the term Jawi language came into vogue. Second, the term “jawi” is also used to refer to followers of religion who use Jawi (Islam) language. Hence the term “masuk jawi” (embracing Islam). Based on these two aspects and because Islam had become identity markers, Muslims from the Malay archipelago (including Malays) are referred to as the Jawi people (Noriah Mohamed 1999, 85–86). When the term “jawi” is combined to the word “peranakan“, which means someone who was born locally and has mixed Malay blood (Fujimoto 1988, 41–42), it refers to foreigners who have mixed Malay blood and were Muslims.

This description matches the definition of Jawi Peranakan which refers to Malays who have mixed Arab, Indian, Benggali, Punjabi, Guneratis and Afghan blood (Zaharah 1972, 201). The term Jawi Peranakan was first used in 1871 in the Annual Report of the Population Census of the Straits Settlements. Before 1871, the terms Jawi Bukan, Jawi Pukan or Jawi Pekan were used in Penang to refer to Muslims. These terms not only include Malay of mixed blood (Arabs, Indians, Benggalis, Punjabis, Gujeratis and Afghans), but also Indian Muslims who were born in the Malay peninsula (their parents were Indian Muslims), who had assimilated Malay culture (Khoo Salma, 2002, 44) as well as other Muslims who were not descendants of the local Malay community. This definition which refer to the “Peranakan” element to mean locally born and had mixed Malay blood as suggested by Fujimoto (1988, 41–42) is inaccurate. In subsequent censuses the term “Jawi Pekan” was no longer used (and) was replaced by the term Jawi Peranakan which referred to Malays of Arab, Indian, Benggalis, Punjabi, Gujerati and Afghan descent (Zaharah Mahmud 1972, 201; Vaughan 1857, 137).

In Singapore, the “peranakan” group was known as Jawi Peranakan, while in Malacca they were called “Peranakan Keling” (Khoo Salma 2002, 44). “Keling” refers to Indians who were Muslim or specifically south Indian Muslims who came to the Malay peninsula as early as the 3rd century AD from Kalinga and Telingana (Coromandel Coast) (Noriah 2008, 88; Kamus Dewan 2005, 719–720).

The formation of Jawi Peranakan community in Penang started with marital union of Arab, Indian, Benggali, Punjabi, Gujerati and Afghan males with local Malay females. In fact, this kind of intermarriages had taken place much earlier in Kedah, Malacca and Perak. The formation of this community started with inter-marriages between Indian Muslim males with females from Malay aristocratic families (Sandhu 1969, 179). In fact, there were several local traditions that connected descendants of the Malay royalty10 with Alexander the Great in India (Andaya and Andaya 1983, 38). Descendants of the Perak royalty were said to have blood ties with Alexander the Great (Morgan 1948, 17). Similarly, the first Singapore ruler Sang Nila Utama and the first ruler of Malacca were said to have a blood ties with Alexander the Great (Wilkinson 1942, 13). Tun Ali bin Mani Purindam, a prominent leader of Malacca and accorded the title Seri Nara Diraja served as Chief of the treasury. He was a Jawi Peranakan descendant with Indian Muslim blood. Similarly, Bendahara Tun Mutahir came from a Tamil Malay family or Jawi Peranakan (Muhammad Yusoff Hashim 1989, 320).

Significant changes in the formation of the Jawi Peranakan community took place in Penang. Inter-marriages between Indian Muslim males and local Malay females not only occurred among the aristocrats, but were also prevalent among non-aristocratic Malays. The opening of Penang in 1786 and its expansion into a trading port had resulted in significant arrivals of Jawi Peranakan from Kedah. Others claimed this had occurred much earlier in the 17th century (Ragayah Eusoff 1997, 29–30). The diffusion between this community and the Indian Muslim community had resulted in inter-marriages and the formation of the Jawi Peranakan.

The formation of the Penang Jawi Peranakan community took place in stages. The first stage occurred following the arrivals of traders, travellers and weapon suppliers. These groups had resided in Penang before the arrival of Francis Light. There are claims that Indian traders were already in Penang in the 1770s (Omar Yusoff 2005, 124). Some of them were Jawi Pekan (Sandhu 1969, 172, 179). The formation of this community started when Kapitan Keling married a local Malay woman. His first wife was said to have come from Batu Uban in Penang; he had stayed in that locality since 1736 (Omar 2005, 140). This practice was then followed by other Indian Muslim traders.

The second stage took place after the arrivals of labourers who worked in agricultural estates under the British government. This stage occurred around 1787 or earlier (Sandhu 1969, 47). In early 1786, there were around one hundred Indian labourers in Penang. They were sent by the British government. Most of them worked in European-owned estates and some of them worked with the colonial authority. Later, more and more Indians from south India were sent to Penang to work in newly opened estates including pepper plantations in 1790, sugar cane plantations in 1830, coffee plantations in 1870 and rubber plantations after 1877 (Sandhu 1969, 50, 249). Many of these labourers had married local Malay women. According to Sandhu (1969, 177):


A similar tendency could also be detected among other classes of immigrants, especially with the expansion of government works and commercial agriculture in the nineteenth century. Some of these migrants, like their predecessors, took local brides from amongst the Malay and slave populations.



The third stage took place after the arrival of Indian prisoners who were sent by the British government to Penang around 1788, when Penang was made a penal station for those serving seven or more years. The first group arrived in 1789. More than three quarters of them had been given life sentences. These prisoners had committed a variety of crimes such as murder, robbery, political crimes and others. They came from various districts in India and consisted of various ethnicities. Eyeno Deen Sheikdar and Mohamed Heiant were the first two Indian Muslim prisoners who were sent to Penang in March 1790 (Sandhu 1969, 87).

After 1789, more and more prisoners were sent to Penang. In 1810, there were 1,300 of them on the island. By 1824 their number had increased to 1,462. When the British government could no longer provide home passage for these prisoners after completing their prison term, the number of prisoners sent to Penang was reduced. In 1865, there were only 801 prisoners sent to Penang with 73 of them females (Turnbull 1970, 90). Starting in 1860, there were more prisoners who had stayed back upon the completion of their sentences. They preferred to stay in Penang as they were already familiar with the island (McNair 1899, 144). Most of them had married their former fellow prisoners, other Indians or the Malays. This led to the increase of the Indian community and Jawi Pekan (Sandhu 1969, 134). As for employment, they were involved as cattle herders, grocers and labourers while a few even worked with the British government (McNair 1899, 144). Blythe (1971, 130) states that the formation of the Jawi Pekan community occurred around 1857 under the “ticket of leave” system. According to this system, only prisoners who had shown good behaviour were permitted to work with the British government or other Europeans. They were paid a handsome salary.

Thus, it is evident that Indians especially the Tamils had played a big role in the formation of the Jawi Peranakans in Penang although the community also encompassed Arabs, Benggalis, Punjabis, Gujeratis and Afghans Muslims who had married local Malay women. In terms of identity, they differed from the Indian Muslims.

In the context of Penang, most of the Jawi Peranakan community identified themselves as Malays. Apart from their “migration” which was approved by the Malays who accepted them as Malays, the Jawi Peranakan community voluntarily wanted to become Malays. Today, the culture of the Jawi Peranakan community have absorbed the values and norms of the Malays including language, marriage traditions, food, diet and many others.

In conclusion, even though the three hybrid communities discussed above are “Malay“-centric in its broadest sense and their identities show some form of fusion, the Malay-centricity could be either strong or weak since religion was also used as the basis for group identities. For example, the Baba community tends to be Chinese as they are Buddhists, while the Samsam and Jawi Peranakan tend to be Malays because of Islam which is their common religion.

Language Hybrid among the Samsams, Baba Nyonya and Jawi Peranakans

The speech system of the Samsam, Baba Nyonya and Jawi Peranakan communities manifests the mixed speech system of Siamese, Chinese and Indian with the Malay language. Linguistically, the speech system of Samsam and Jawi Peranakan are classified as dialects while that of the Baba Nyonya is accorded a creole status. Whether dialect or creole it is not easy to define the hybrid concept for these three speech systems as evident from the following discussion.


Samsam Malay: Language or Dialect?

Like the ethnic identity of the Samsam, its language is also mixed. Le Roux (1998, 239) highlights this aspect as follows:


The Samsam, as they are described in the ethnographic literature, are particularly characterised by their language (a pidgin formed by a Mon-Khmer and Siamese vocabulary, together with an Austronesian grammatical structure) and by the use of a stone hurling bow that has a wooden handlecarved in the form of a dove.



Archaimbault (1957, 75) further corroborates this view in his description of the Samsam language which is appended below:


If one turns one’s attention from outside informers to the people themselves, one discovers that the expression Sam Sam is for them a vague collective term which they voluntarily define as Sam Sam Siam or Sam Sam Melayu or Sam Sam Masok Islam. In affording an explanation, religion thus provides a distinction. On the one hand, there are the Buddhist Sam Sam and on the other the Muslim, but however this may be, it would be a mistake to establish an absolute distinction between the two groups, for the expression Sam Sam Siam stands equally for the language of all the Sam Sam whatever their religion may be.



As discussed earlier, the meaning of Samsam involves many races, not just Siamese and Malays. This means Siam or Thai language is the first language, while other languages had an influence on this Thai language which brought about the pidgin nature of the Samsam language.

Pidgin is identified as the language used in the context of human encounters who came from different background, race or descent, especially at the market or business centres. In Malaysia, bahasa Melayu pasar or bazaar Malay is an example of pidgin (Noriah 2003, 58). In this case, Crawfurd (1967, 28–29) is more focussed when he asserts:


By Samsams, are meant people of the Siamese race who have adopted the Mohammedan religion, and who speak a language which is a mixed jargon of the languages of the two people; a matter which, in the opinion of the latter, brings some reproach with it. The following is a specimen: Saya na pai naik keh bun gunung, “I want to ascend the mountain” in which the first word is Malay, the two next Siamese, the fourth Malay, the fifth and sixth Siamese, and the seventh or last Malay again.



The example given by Crawfurd (1967) illustrates the Samsam language as a type of Malay dialect which is mixed with Thai language. The research carried out by Azman Wan Chik (1968) also indicates the Samsam language as a type of Malay language or more accurately, a type of Malay language which is grouped under the Patani Malay dialect. From the linguistic point of view, the Malay language is the superstratum while the Thai language, the substratum. This is due to the fact that speakers of the Samsam language are not Malays but Thais. As Thais they speak the Thai language as their first language.

In relation to the view that the Malay dialect is the second language to the Samsam people, Wikipedia reviews the issue in the following:


Yawi or Pattani Malay is a dialect of the Malay language spoken in the southernmost provinces of Thailand along the border with Malaysia. It is the primary spoken language of the Thai Malay ethnic group, but is also a common second language amongst ethnic Thai, Muslim and non-Muslim, and the samsam, a mostly Thai-speaking population of mixed Malay and Thai ancestry.



In short, the Yawi language (or Jawi) or Pattani Malay is the second language for the Samsam speakers. This means the Pattani Malay dialect is the language that had influenced the Thai language that resulted in the dialect to be the “Samsam language”. According to Le Roux (1998, 232), Jawi is used to refer to the identity of the Muslim Patani Malays when they claim “kito jadi ore Jawi, ore Isle” (We are Patani Malays, we are Muslims). The Patani Malays claim the language they use is baso Jawi, while the Thais or Sino-Thais term it as phasa Jawi (Jawi language). The Jawi language is similar to the Kelantanese Malay dialect but phonologically quite different (Asmah 1979).

In describing the Malay dialect of Baling in Kedah, Shuib Ismail (1971) classifies it into three speech variations, namely the Kedah dialect (DK), Petani dialect (DP) and Samsam dialect (DS). According to Shuib (1971, 5):


While the DS (the Samsam dialect) or more popularly known as ‘Pelet Siam’ (Siamese dialect) is a form of speech associated with a small group of Malay speakers whose first language was Thai.



Asmah (1979, 6) agrees with Shuib’s viewpoints (1971) when she asserts that:


The term “Samsam” is however misleading when used as a nomenclature for one of the semiotic systems of Kedah. When Samsam is used to refer to a person or a group of persons, it denotes a person or group of persons of Malay ethnic origin and Muslim in religion but whose first language is Thai. Corollary to this, the Thai dialect spoken by these people, is the “Samsam language”. To these Samsam people, Malay is a second language and the variety they speak, as said earlier, exhibits a marked influence from Thai.



If we make use of the Malay dialect as the basis to explain the Samsam’s speech system, this Malay dialect cannot be referred to as the Samsam language for two reasons. First, this Malay dialect is the Samsam’s second language, their first language is Thai. For the Samsam community this language is just a Malay dialect. Second, the words “dialect” and “language” are two different entities in the field of sociolinguistic. Hence the term Samsam Malay dialect is more accurate in its usage than Samsam Malay language.

As indicated by Azman (1968), the Samsam Malay dialect is a form of Malay dialect which is mixed with the Thai language. The Siamese accent is still audible when they speak the Malay language. However, the present generation might not be able to speak Thais while the Thai accent had been reduced considerably among the Samsams (Sohaimi Abdul Aziz 2009, 57).

To conclude, the Samsam language is a type of Malay dialect which is categorized under the subdialect of Patani Malay. This dialect exhibits the influence of the Thai language, specifically from the lexical aspect.

Baba Nyonya Language: Malay Creole or Chinese Hokkien Dialect?

The arrivals of the Chinese to the Malay archipelago had significantly affected the Malay language. This is due to the fact that this community had produced a type of creole Malay language called Baba Malay Creole.

A creole language is a type of language that had developed from a pidgin language. Both types of languages are hybrids, and exhibit the mixture of two languages (especially vocabulary and structure). As mentioned earlier, the pidgin language is considered a hybrid language which is unstable, while the creole language is a stable hybrid language. A creole language has its regular speakers who assigned this language as their native language (Noriah 2003, 58).

Whether a language could be denoted pidgin or creole, the classification is based on language dominance. Baba Nyonya Malay creole is called as such because the Malay language is the dominant language, while Portuguese creole (Papia Kristang) is also denoted a creole because it is based on 16th century Portuguese language. In these creole languages the dominant language is termed as the superstratum. Superstratum means the language spoken by the dominant group was influenced by the speakers of the substratum language. This happened when speaking the dominant language, the substratum speaker brought in the element of sound into the dominant language (Noriah 2009, 22–23). In the Baba Malay creole of Malacca and Singapore, the Chinese language element (substratum) had influenced the Malay language.

The Baba Malay creole in Malacca and Singapore are language variations of Malay as the substratum or the dominant language is Malay. However, it is not easy for the Malays to understand this language. According to Shellabear (1913), the difference between Malay creole and Malay were due to the following:

(1) There are Chinese words which are not understood by the Malays

(2) As Baba cannot pronounce Malay words accurately, in certain occasions, they change the pronunciation until it is not recognisable among the Malays

(3) Chinese proverbs are used extensively

(4) The sentence formations are different from that of the Malay language

Although the Baba creole language in Malacca and Singapore is considered a Malay creole, the Baba creole in Penang is considered as non-Malay creole. Instead the Penang Hokkien dialect is significantly influenced by the Malay language. In relation to this, the website Penang Heritage City (n.d., 1) records the following:


Baba and Nyonya culture in Penang is pretty different from the ones in Malacca (Melaka), Medan, Singapore or Kota Bharu. If there is a group of Nyonyas and Babas in Melaka who speak exclusively Malay, their counterparts in Penang speak mixture of Hokkien, Malay and English.



Teoh and Lim (1999, 132) were in agreement with the above statement when they affirmed that:


However, there are today very few Baba Malay speakers among the Penang Peranakan; instead, there is predominance of Baba Hokkien of Penang speakers among the Penang Peranakan; and as proven by this study, Baba Hokkien of Penang is essentially a Hokkien dialect with some Malay elements.




The Baba creole in Penang is not a variety of the Malay language since one have to put it (to) careful scrutiny to understand its conversational meanings. This also happened to the Kelantan Chinese Peranakan as studied by Teo (2003). The Chinese Peranakan in Kelantan appears to be a variation of the Hokkien dialect interwoven with the Kelantan Malay dialect and Thai language.11 The Penang Baba creole is dissimilar to the Malacca Baba creole as in the latter the influence of the Malay language is much stronger. The situation is further complicated by the limited vocabulary of the Penang Baba creole resulting in duplicity of meanings.

In the Baba creole language of Penang, the Malay word is taken from a different category. As an example, the first and second person pronouns are Chinese, namely goa for “me” and lu for “you“, whilst the third person pronoun uses the Malay word dia. Other Malay words that appear in this language are those that refer to the human body such as bak ketiak (armpit), batang (male genitalia), thigh and others; things such as bakuli (marble), mesegate (mosque), senduk (milk or ladle) and others; food such as lumpa (spices), kueh kapek (clamp cake), roti jala (roti jala) and others (Teoh and Lim 1999).

In terms of sentence structure, there is a tendency to use the Chinese syntax. The following are some simple sentences of Penang Baba creole language12 with their equivalents in English:

(1) Ee suka lai sembang.
He likes to come here and gossip.

(2) Keliap-keliap, ee naik angin.
Slightly provoked, he gets angry.

(3) Gua tan ee sampai gua k’ee geram.
I waited for him till I got angry.

(4) Oo-wa! kinajeet, ee pasang kuat.
Wow, today he dresses stylishly!

In conclusion, the Baba language of Penang is a kind of Chinese dialect (Hokkien) which exhibits the influence of the Malay language, specifically its lexical variation. However, the passage of time had almost obliterated this language due to the ascendency of the Hokkien dialect. The situation is also affected by the fact that the Baba Nyonya community is still trying to find their own identity which encouraged them to revert to their native language and culture.


Jawi Peranakan Malay Dialect

The daily spoken language of the Jawi Peranakan community in Penang is the Penang Malay dialect (PMD).13 PMD is not only used in the social domain (front stage), but also in the household. The use of this Malay dialect is due to the cultural contact brought about by inter-marriages between Indian Muslims and local Malay women. PMD which is spoken by this community varies with other Jawi Peranakan groups. For Tamil-based Jawi Peranakan the influence of Tamil tend to be strong in their PMD, while for the Arab-based Peranakan there is a significant influence of Arabic.

For the early Jawi Peranakan generation who were Indian Muslims,14 although Tamil is their native language, most of them spoke Malay15 and English. After the fourth generation, the Tamil language is no longer used by this community.16 The language has no longer any bearing on their daily life as affirmed by Yusoff Azmi Merican:17


To the Peranakan old timers, I mean the first to the fifth generations, they could speak Tamil. I still remember, my grandmother who could speak Tamil. Coming to my father (Hashim Yahya Merican of the fifth generation), he still could speak a little Tamil but when to me (and my generation), I just could not comprehend Tamil as we were never taught the language.18



The use of PMD among Jawi Peranakans illustrates clearly the influence of the Tamil language. Rosmaliza Hassim (2002, 47–60) has examined the influence of the Tamil language on kinship terms of address19 among the Penang Jawi Peranakan community. These include atta and ba for father; tok atta, tok ba, dada, tok caca, appa, nana, radhak, mama, atta and nana marikan for grandfather; nani, mamak and nana for grandmother; aci, na, and akka for sister; nana, ane, and anen for brother; tambi for little brother; khala, caci, perima, and cenimma for maternal and paternal aunt; caca, mamu, and mamak for maternal uncle; periatta, cinatta, caca, mamu, mamak and nana for paternal uncle; marzhi, ma’ci, maini, aci for sister-in-law; macan, maca and nana for brother-in-law; and many more.

As the Jawi Peranakans are of mixed-blood, the language they use tend to be influenced by Tamil. This influence might be strong for the early generations of Jawi Peranakan, but it is waning for later generations. One of the causes for the influence of the Tamil language is the contacts between PMD and the Tamil language.


In conclusion, eventhough the three hybrid groups discussed are “Malay” based in its broad sense and their language system illustrates some form of fusion but the speech system of these groups is dissimilar.

Among the Samsam, eventhough the Malay dialect is a second language, this language is used as a main speech system. The Samsam Malay dialect is influenced by the Thai language and by right this would led to the formation of the Malay Samsam creole. Significantly this did not take place as the Samsams were originally Muslim Siamese or Thai Malays. The Malay dialect spoken by the Samsams is still Malay in its structural form, but heavily influenced by the Thai language from the lexical aspect.

As for the Penang Baba community, their language system is Chinese Hokkien as this language, especially in Penang, has a strong Hokkien structure and only a small number of the Malay lexicals are still maintained.

The case of the Jawi Peranakan is similar to the Samsams. Due to both Islamic religion and the interest of this community to assimilate into the Malay community, the Malay Penang dialect is used as the native language; the dialect also illustrates the influence of other languages. As this discussion revolves around Indian Muslims, the influence of the Tamil language is found in the Malay dialect used by the Jawi Peranakan.

Conclusion

Although the identity and language for the Samsams, Baba Nyonya and Jawi Peranakans illustrate some form of fusion, this fusion was watered down in subsequent years. All three groups indicate their desire to be known either as Malay or Chinese. While the Baba Nyonya have become more Chinese the Samsams and Jawi Peranakans have become more Malay.

The reversion to the original or dominant group also exhibits a transition towards the use of language among the three groups. The language system used is slanting towards the original group (Hokkien for Baba) or dominant group (the use of Malay language among the Samsam and Jawi Peranakan).
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Notes

1.      The contact of language is a situation when different languages come together. According to Weinreich (1953: 1), “…two or more language will be said to be in contact if they are used alternately by the same person or community”.

2.      In biological terms, hybrid means the offsprings (animal or plant) resulting from the combination of two different types of seed, while in computer terms it means characteristic of the system which had formed due to a combination of several different technologies (Kamus Dewan 2005: 530–531).

3.      There are variations in the spelling for Samsams, including Sam Sam, Sam sam and Sam-sam. Samsam will be used throughout in this essay.

4.      This is evident from his discussion of the term monk, which is sami in Siamese Samsam and imam in Malay Samsam. Differences are also observed with regards the term “Malay language” which is used to refer to Malay Samsam while “Bangkok Siam language” is used for Siamese Samsam during the conversion of incantation which was read by Malay or Buddhist shaman (Archaimbault 1957, 76).

5.      Yet, there are also cases which happened conversely. For example, in his writings about Salleh Tui, Tunku Abdul Rahman (1978) recounts that there was a man who converted from Islam to Buddhism in the 1930s because he was married to a Buddhist woman (cited in Cheah 1981b: 3).

6.      The names associated with Samsam such as Salleh Tui, Nayan and Din Prum conveyed popular images of robbers while others labelled them as modern day Robin Hood (Cheah 1988).

7.      In northern India which used the Hindustani language that is influenced by the Persian, the term Baba is a honorific word used by the wife to call their husband (Khoo 1996, 24).

8.      This issue is agreed by Soesono (1981) when he states, “The word nyonya (also commonly misspelled nonya) is a Javanese loan honorific word from Dutch nona (grandma) meaning: foreign married madam. Because Javanese at the time had a tendency to address all foreign women (and perhaps those who appeared foreign) as nyonya, they used that term for Straits-Chinese women, too, and it was gradually associated more exclusively with them”. Likewise, Baba Peter (n. d., 1) states that, “The term nona, or nonha, is known throughout the lands of old Portuguese world and even in Mozambique (Portuguese Africa) and in Macau, where it was a term for a Eurasian, or a young native girl married to a European or something like that. It may be connected to the Portuguese ‘Dona’ or in Spanish ‘Dona’ (pronounced ‘donya’), meaning lady”.

9.      In other words, they are considered to be local people based on birth (native by birth).


10.    In Malay society, the notion of royal descendants is rooted from Hindu tradition. When Islam became associated with traditional Malay government, the new religion also provided local rulers with an aura of invincibility known as daulat or sovereign (see also Noriah 1999, 21–35).

11.    For example, /kalu thi leng sing ku: ghaso khua/ means literally “If sky cold body feel cold” or it means “If the weather is warm, then I feel a little better”. Kalu (if) and ghaso (taste) is a word in Kelantan Malay dialect and thi (weather) and khua (cold) is a Thai word (Teo 2003, 89).

12.    The examples are taken from Malay echoes, Raymond Kwok examines the Baba’s past links (n. d.).

13.    This paper will not discuss the PMD. Discussion of this matter can be reffered to the discussion of Malay dialects in the northern area. Noriah (2008, 77–92) had discussed in general this dialectical variation.

14.    Early generation means the first to the third generation.

15.    The existence of Tamil translators had been narrated by Peter Floris in the 17th century. He said when the first E.I.C. ships arrived in Pattani in 1612 some people went on board, among them the Chatti or Chetti (money lenders) to translate the King’s letter into the Malusia language (Malay); and after a discussion about opening the letter, it was agreed that they should open it, and, after having translated and received several souvenirs, they returned to the beach (Gallop 1994, 28).

16.    This is due not only to the fact that they are just not taught in this language, but because their native language is Malay and the primary education system was carried out in Malay. Hence, the present-day Jawi Peranakan have little understanding of the Tamil language or none at all.

17.    Interviews with informant on 18 September 2000. He was the sixth generation subsequent to Hashim Yahya Merican. He is also the source of reference for the Jawi Peranakan in Penang.

18.    Translated from the Malay version: “Bagi orang lama Jawi Peranakan dulu ni, maksud saya generasi pertama sampai generasi kelima, depa ni memang boleh cakap Tamil. Saya masih ingat, nenek saya juga tau cakap Tamil. Mai kat bapa saya (generasi kelima kepada Hashim Yahya Merican), dia boleh cakap Tamil sikit-sikit, tak banyaklah, mai kat saya, langsung saya tak tau cakap Tamil, sebab kami tak diajaq cakap Tamil”.

19.    Comparison of the use of kinship term which was used by Indian Muslims, Jawi Peranakan and Malay is shown in Appendix.
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Appendix

Comparison of kinship terms of Indians Muslim, Jawi Peranakans and Malays



	Kinship

	Kinship terms




	Indian Muslim
	Jawi Peranakan
	Malays



	Waris (asal daripada bahasa Tamil)
	Waris
	Anak Beranak
	Anak Beranak



	Ibu
	Amma
	Ma
	Mak



	Bapa
	Vappa/Ba
	Ba/Atta
	Chik/Ayah



	Adik lelaki bapa
	Chinapa
	Mamak
	Pak Teh



	Adik lelaki ibu
	Mama
	Mamak
	Pak Chu



	Abang lelaki bapa
	Periapa
	Mamak
	Wak



	Abang lelaki ibu
	Periamama
	Mamak
	Pak Chu



	Adik perempuan bapa
	Mami
	Mami
	Mak Chu



	Adik perempuan ibu
	Chinnama
	Mami
	Mak Chu



	Kakak kepada bapa
	Periama
	Mami
	Mak Chu



	Kakak kepada ibu
	Periama
	Mami
	Mak Chu



	Abang/abang sepupu
	Ananmahen
	Bai
	Abang



	Adik/adik sepupu (lelaki)
	Tambimahen
	Bai
	Dik



	Kakak/kakak sepupu
	Marni
	Aci
	Kak



	Adik/adik sepupu (perempuan)
	Ponnu
	Aci
	Dik



	Anak perempuan
	Magel
	Anak
	Anak



	Anak lelaki
	Mahen
	Anak
	Anak



	Cucu lelaki
	Perepillai
	Cucu
	Cucu



	Cucu perempuan
	Perepillai
	Cucu
	Cucu



	Datuk lelaki
	Nana/Pettappa
	Chacha
	Tok Wan



	Datuk perempuan
	Nani/Pettamma
	Chachi
	Tok



	Adik lelaki datuk lelaki
	Petappa
	Mamu
	Tok Wan



	Abang datuk lelaki
	Petappa
	Mamu
	Tok Wan



	Adik perempuan datuk lelaki
	Petemma
	Chachi
	Tok



	Kakak datuk lelaki
	Petemma
	Chachi
	Tok



	Adik lelaki datuk perempuan
	Petappa
	Chacha
	Tok Wan



	Abang datuk perempuan
	Petappa
	Chacha
	Tok Wan



	Adik perempuan datuk perempuan
	Petemma
	Chachi
	Tok



	Kakak datuk perempuan
	Petemma
	Chachi
	Tok



	Nenek lelaki
	Petappa
	Bai Chacha
	Nenek



	Nenek perempuan
	Petemma
	Bai Chachi
	Nenek



	Ibu mertua
	Mamiare
	Mami
	Ibu



	Bapa mertua
	Mamanare
	Mamu
	Bapa



	Suami saudara perempuan (ipar lelaki)
	Machan
	Machan
	Abang



	Suami ibu saudara (sebelah bapa & ibu)
	Mama
	Mamak
	Pak Cik



	Menantu lelaki
	Maremahen
	Mempelai
	Anak Menantu



	Menantu perempuan
	Maremagel
	Ponu
	Anak Menantu



	Isteri saudara lelaki (ipar perempuan)
	Marni
	Maini
	Kakak/adik



	Isteri bapa saudara tua, sebelah bapa
	Periamma
	Maini
	Mak Cik



	Isteri bapa saudara muda, sebelah bapa
	Chaci
	Maini
	Mak Cik



	Isteri bapa saudara tua/muda, sebelah ibu
	Mami
	Maini
	Mak Cik
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Introduction

Unlike past studies that tend to focus on specific aspects of the boria, this paper aims to provide an in-depth account of the boria in order to show how it had evolved over time to become Penang’s unique Malay-Muslim cultural heritage. To achieve this aim, the essay traces boria’s etymology, its origin and the sociohistorical factors that have moulded it into a ritualistic form of theatre. The essay then discusses the features of the boria that help to provide it a unique Penang Malay identity by exploring factors such as the language of the comic sketches and songs, the transmission of cultural, religious and Malay political values via the boria performance. The essay concludes by discussing the factors that have threatened the boria with extinction and measures taken to revive it.

The Boria: Its Etymology and Origin

According to Mozaffari-Falarti (2004), historical accounts of the origin of the word boria are rather vague and ambiguous. To prove his point, he makes reference to Haughton (1897) who said in his paper that the boria “is of Persian origin, according to Forbes, and means a mat in Hindustani”. To him, Haughton’s account was confusing, but more than that, one can question its reliability as Haughton did not provide much information about Forbes. In his paper, Haughton also cited an account of boriah (not boria) from the perspective of an Indian in Penang. To the Indian, “The plain meaning of the word boriah in the Hindustani and Deccan language is a place of prayer (praying mat), and the Malay call it tikar (a mat)” (cited in Mozaffari-Falati 2004). The account did not make any reference to Persia nor the Persian language but the Hindustani and Deccan languages only. Mozaffari-Falarti (2004) also said that apart from Haughton, later scholars utilised “other independent sources” in order to “suggest an Indian origin for both the word and performance of boria”. Mozaffari-Falarti (2004) opines that there is much uncertainty about boria’s historic origin because of a “lack of nineteeth century primary sources” and that most secondary sources are too “sketchy in detail or somewhat biased towards aspects of the boria performance and its participants”.

There are also various explanations of the boria, some of which are debatable as they are derived from folk etymology and anecdotal accounts. According to the author’s oral source,2 the word boria originated from Persia and it means a kind of receptacle to hold incense and candles or what is known in Malay as bekas berasap, one which is passed around during any kind of meetings or get-together. Boria could also mean a praying carpet or “tikar” on which grief-stricken Persians would sit, to commemorate by wailing and lamenting the brutal slaying of the Muslim/Muhammadan heroes in the first ten days of the month of Muharram. The leader of the group would cry out verses followed by responses from a group of five or six followers. These verse-questions and answers allude to the good deeds, valour and bravery of the Muslim heroes.

He also said that the word boria could have originated from the word “buris“, a group of people of Indian ethnicity from the 21st Madras Regiment. This group of people enacted some song and dance routine during the night-time as a form of entertainment. People from a number of districts in and around Penang such as Kampung Manggis, Titi Papan, Jalan Hatin and Sungai Pinang converged in the city centre to watch this performance. Apparently, during one of these performances, someone from the group of onlookers asked a question, “Who are they (those performing)?” In Penang Malay, “Siapa depa?” Another person replied, “Depa inilah buri” or “they are known as buris” and someone else commented, “Ya, lah Ya, lah” meaning “Yes, Yes”. Hence, the two words Buri and Ya (buri-ya) were combined to form the word boria. During the performance the members of the Regiment used to wear clothes made of mats to mourn for Hussain, the second son of Ali, Islam’s fourth caliph, and they used to recite the following verses (Mubin Sheppard 1965, 39–40):


Boria the best of its kind;

Boria everywhere in the world;

Boria the beautiful (was) seen;

Pristine and pure Boria.


(Boria yang paling bagus;

Boria di merata dunia;

Boria yang cantik kelihatan;

Boria yang suci dan tulin.)

In the country of Madras;

The Boria is made of grass;

Fences are made from bamboo;

Boria is green in colour, etc. etc.

(Di dalam negara Madras;

Boria dibuat daripada rumput;

Pagar dibuat daripada rotan;

Boria hijau warnanya.)



Saravanamuthu (1970, 73) in the Sara Saga described boria (he spelt it Borea) as “a typically Malay institution which was practiced most enthusiastically in Penang”. According to him, various “boria parties were formed on a territorial basis”. The participants or performers were dressed in fancy costumes and went around town during the month of Muharram entertaining audiences with “improvised Malay ditties” (Saravanamuthu 1970, 73). Saravanamuthu also wrote that verses joined by the chorus “somewhat after the style of the calypso of the West Indies”. After the boria season the various parties held a grand meeting at the central venue and they were judged according to their singing and costumes. Saravanamuthu felt that boria is one “excellent example of the simple folk culture of the Malays”.

According to Wazir Jahan Karim (2009, 52), the boria “is closely connected to the Islamic migrant culture of Penang’s Sunnite Jawi Peranakan communities but which has, over decades, been instituted as a State performance by Sunni Malays”. Currently, the boria has taken on another meaning as the Malays refer to it as a song and dance routine enacted by a group of performers singing praises of the State or any prominent leader who patronises the boria troupes (Wazir 2009, 52). She further adds that this is indeed significant as it shows “ritual secularisation moving along with multi-cultural identity and hybridisation”.

Boria as Ritualistic Theatre

Boria originated from performances of tragic, passion plays, known as taziya enacted by Shia or Shiite Muslim communities in Iran and Northern India to commemorate the martyrdom of Hussain, the second son of Ali, Islam’s fourth caliph, at the Battle of Kerbala on 10 Muharram 610 A.H. (Ghulam-Sarwar 2002). The plays also lamented the brutal slaying of Ali, his first son, Hassan, and other members of the family, who were highly respected in the Shia community. The plays were often gory in nature as players re-enacted the brutal slayings in order to arouse violent emotions in the spectators. The taziya also included other activities such as processions, lamentations and self-flaggellations (Ghulam-Sarwar 2002).

According to Haughton (1897, 312–313), boria was brought over to Penang in 1845 by the 21st Regiment of Madras which was brought over by the British “to garrison the fort” (Rahmah 1987, 1). Indian Muslims of the regiment obtained leave during the first ten days in the month of Muharram to celebrate this annual Shiite festival. In a journal article in 1858, Vaughan (cited in Rahmah 1987, 1) stated that the boria was an activity participated by Penang’s Sunnite Jawi Pekan community. The Jawi Pekan (urban Malay) or Jawi Peranakan community was a product of the union or intermarriage between local Malay women and migrant Indian Muslims of Hadrami or Tamil descent who had flourished in this vibrant and bustling port of call through trade and commerce. Their offspring spoke the Malay language at home and over time through “cultural integration and assimilation” Indian or Tamil elements disappeared as the Jawi Peranakan incorporated Malay culture, dressing, food and language into their own culture (Wazir 2009, 17). The boria lost its religious significance when the local Malays secularised it, as being Sunnis, they felt alienated from Shiite history and the rituals that were being performed by the Shiite community in Iraq and Persia during the month of Muharram (Mozafarri-Falarti 2004; Wazir 2009, 52).

The Koli Kallen or Fowl Thieves Performance

In its early days, the boria consisted of a day-performance as well as a night-performance. The day-performance which was also known as the Koli Kallen or “Fowl Thieves Performance” (see Pieries 2009, 167) took place from the 1st to the 10th of Muharram, the first month of the Muslim calendar. It was performed between noon and four by young Malay boys who were also involved in the night performance of the boria. The Koli Kallen had an element of play, fun and fighting and, as such, it appealed to the boys. This day-performance familiarised the boys with the procedures of boria and thus acted as a form of training institution. The original boria performance was the Koli Kallen performance; it was one where the performers wore masks, and blackened or painted their faces with different chalk-marks and multi-varied designs. For music, they improvised by using tin cans as drums, wore long robes and funny-shaped hats. The local Malays took keen interest in this type of performance and later adopted it.3

According to the author’s oral source, the Koli Kallen is a word translated from Tamil which means pencuri ayam (fowl thief). Besides wearing masks, the performers smeared their faces with charcoal, wore dirty clothes, cross dressed and placed red chillies in their ears to resemble ear-rings or even onions and by chanting “who are the children of the fowl thieves?“, they appear to celebrate “petty criminality” (Pieries 2009, 167). The dancers also dressed up as tigers, a theme borrowed from the Chinese Tiger Festival. According to Pieries (2009, 168), these can be read as important “symbolic inversions” and parody, a form of “carnival” and a celebration of marginalia (as some of them were former convicts), carried out in the main to challenge “conventional forms of authority”.

The masking functioned as a form of disguise as the Koli Kallen performance did not just provide a source of entertainment but was also used to collect donations for a more resplendent boria performance during the night time. Donations were collected when the whole troupe of Koli Kallen performers visited each wealthy person’s house. Early lyrics of their songs alluded to religious texts but the later ones became more secular, praising and extolling the virtues of the wealthy patrons and merchants. This reflected the diminishing Shiite influence and a shift from a “religious to a theatrical performance“, a clear indicator of its Malayanisation process (Pieries 2009, 167). The shift may also be attributed to the increasing number of migrants who felt satisfied that they were being identified and accepted as members of a local theatre group (Pieries 2009, 166). It also marked the beginning of a form of patronage for the wealthy and powerful few, apart from showing the socio-economic chasm and class distinction that existed between the wealthy few and the marginalised Koli Kallen performers, some of whom were former convicts. Since the players were adults and being Malays (according to the author’s oral source, a Malay child is taught not to accept or ask for donations), they were shy and might be embarrassed if they were recognised or spotted by the people of their kampung or village. Below is a typical verse taken from a Koli Kallen performance:4


We are descendants of Koli Kallen

Dirty at day time but dressed in the night;

Do not obey others

Residents of Jelutong subdistrict, the subdistrict is ours.

(Sayapa sekelian anak Koli Kallen

Siang berkotor malamlah bersalin;

Tidaklah turut pada orang lain

Mukim Jelutong peranakan, punyalah mukim.)



If donations were sufficient, the leaders would venture out to purchase colourful and attractive costumes for the boria performance at night. This performance at night attracted the audience’s attention because the performers donned shiny, glittering clothes and with the special decorative colourful lights the performance comes to life intensifying its impressiveness.


Boria Muharram

Boria was known as “Boria Muharram” as it was performed during the first month of the Muslim calendar. From the first night to the tenth night the performance lasted from eight at night till daybreak as the group moved from one prominent person’s house to another within the mukim or subdistrict. During the Muharram festival, Indian Muslims paid nazar (vow) at the various tombs, shrines and holy sites in Penang and participated in processions. According to Mahani Musa (2006, 91), the paying of nazar was customary by many Penang Malays since the middle of the 19th century. One main shrine that they frequented was the Keramat Fakir (the shrine of Fakir) which was located on Jalan Hatin.

The procession, referred to as the tabut procession, which began at one of the local mosques—the Rope Walk mosque (Pintal Tali mosque)—journeyed through the major roads in George Town (Mahani 2003, 24). Boria troupes which were scattered about in the city centre joined the Muharram procession after roping in members in the vicinity. The increasing number of boria troupe members and spectators caused a massive congestion on the roads. The procession culminated in a “Mandi Karbala/mandi tolak bala” (a cleansing bath to deter misfortunes) which usually ended up in fights (Mahani 2006, 91). These fights, mostly through pantuns, were between boria troupes in the Muharram celebrations who were heading towards rivers near their villages to cleanse themselves and opposing boria troupes who were waiting for them (Mahani 2006, 91). The pushing of the losing team into the river by the winning team marked the end of the celebrations.

According to Pieries (2009, 166), boria troupes which were scattered throughout the city “claimed various audiences before joining the main Muharram procession”. Group identities inscribed in the recited verses demonstrated the “significance of place” such as kampung (village), street, mukim (subdistrict) as well as the “cultural or character trait of a chosen ‘nationality’ such as Arabian, African, Albanian or Moroccan” etc. (Pieries 2009, 166). To Fujimoto (cited in Pieries 2009, 167), this transformation from a “religious to a theatrical performance was symptomatic of its Malayanisation”. Below are some of the boria verses and their translations which were provided by A. W. Hamilton (see Pieries 2009, 167).


Malay thieves on English Land

Wearing black trousers and white shirts

The Malays can do any work

They can make this nyior (coconut) orchard beautiful.


(Pencuri Melayu di tanah Inggeris

Memakai seluar hitam dan kemeja putih

Orang Melayu boleh membuat apa kerja sekali pun

Mereka boleh mencantikkan kebun nyior ini.)

Soldiers from Yunnan and Kuan Tong are the same

They left China

Came out to find riches (make a living)

This is a safe and perfect place for them.

(Askar dari Yunnan dan Kuan Tong serupa sahaja

Mereka meninggalkan negara Cina

Datang ke sini untuk mencari kekayaan (bekerja)

Ini merupakan satu tempat yang selamat dan sempurna untuk mereka.)



The first verse is an example of a parody by a boria troupe from Dato Keramat Road. In this verse, members dress up as Europeans and jokingly refer to themselves as Malays who have stolen English land. In the second and third verses, boria troupes from McAlister Road and Padang Garam (Kimberley Street) “express alternative national and cultural loyalties to Albania and to the triads from Yunan and Kuan Tong (Kwantung), but nevertheless affirm their satisfaction with their new geography” (Pieries 2009, 167).

During the final night on the tenth, all the groups from various districts would congregate at the central point in town, for example the Wembley Park (Hamima Dona Mustafa 1973). Here, the best boria group for the year will be chosen. Hence, an audience could watch as many as 40 groups with 40 different stories which catered to every type of emotion. Consequently, the final night marked another significant event and this was the faction feud between Bendera Putih and Bendera Merah (the White flag and the Red flag).

Faction Feuds

The origin of the feud was from the secret societies, the Ghee Hins and the Tua Peh Kong. The Ghee Hins (Cantonese/Teo Chew Group) belonged to the “White Flag” while the Tua Peh Kong (Hokkien) belonged to the “Red Flag”. The most prominent faction fight took place in Penang in the year 1867. The secret societies were established mainly to provide protection to gang members and to obtain mutual benefit. The members of the groups were ethnically diverse as they comprise the Chinese, Indians (Muslim and Hindu), Malay and Jawi Pekan members. It was possible for the Chinese triads to spread their influence to the other races as they were living in the same vicinity and also because of intermarriage between the Chinese and local Jawi Pekans. Naturally, this in turn gave rise to feuds between the Malays from one faction to another.5

According to Mahani (2006, 92), boria troupes representing the Red Flag included Boria Mukim Jelutong, Boria Kampong Pinang, Boria Bagan Jermal, Boria Jalan Bahru, Boria Hutton Lane (now Jalan Hatin), Boria Sungai Gelugor, Boria Kampong Rawana, Boria Kelawei, Boria Gedung Rumput (now King Street), Boria Kampong Ambun (now Penang Road-Northam Road), Boria Ujung Pancur (now Transfer Road-Northam Road) and Boria Argyll Road. While boria troupes representing the White Flag included Boria Titi Papan (now Penang Road-Chowrasta market), Boria Padang Garam (now Carnarvon Street-Kimberley Street), Boria Tanjong Tokong, Boria Air Itam, Boria Kampung Jawa, Boria Kebun Dodol, Boria Kebun Lama, Boria Kampong Makam, Boria Kampong Kolam, Boria Jalan Sampah (now Acheen Street), Boria Lorong Takia (now Ah Quee Street), Boria Kampong Lada (now Armenian Street), Boria Pintal Tali and Boria Bakar Bata (now Brick Kiln Road).

It was not just Malay-Muslims who enjoyed the boria performances but Europeans and Chinese as well. Rich Malay-Muslims and rich Chinese towkays became patrons of boria troupes as funds were needed to absorb the troupes living expenses etc. In return, performers eulogised their patrons through their boria verses. To Mahani (2006, 93), it is quite possible that these patrons “were leaders of secret societies who were still active despite government controls”. According to the author’s oral source,6 on the eight night of boria, sparks of fight (Bunga Gaduh) were sensed as the boria groups from both sides provoked one another through their verses. On one occasion while a group was playing, another group from the opposing faction sounded the bugle. This was meant to unnerve the performing group and to signal to the feuding faction to stop playing and to meet somewhere for a fight. The climax of the final fight was an open physical brawl between the two factions which escalated into serious violence causing the colonial government to impose a ban on the boria.

The feuds continued year by year and at one point the Malay Muslim leaders as well as religious leaders became concerned with the continuous rift and disunity between the Malays. Among the leaders were Hj. Ahmad bin Abdul Kadir (otherwise known as Hj. Ahmad Teko), Mohd. Yusuf Sultan Maidin and Syed Almashoor. Hj. Ahmad Teko preached widely about the ill-effects and disadvantages of this shameful phenomenon in mosques while Mohd. Yusuf published pamphlets urging the Malays to unite, criticising in the process the various boria groups for inciting anger and encouraging enmity between one another. In a later paper, Mohd. Yusuf Sultan Maidin accused the boria for denigrating the Arabs and for encouraging behaviour that was contrary to the teachings of Islam. Almashoor resorted to writing in the newspapers to express his anger and contempt at this feuding. These opinions, suggestions and initiatives were received with mixed feelings; in response some boria groups composed verses jeering the critics (Hamima 1973).

End to Faction Feuds

In 1929, a general meeting was held where it was resolved that these factional feuds be put to an end. Mukim Jalan Baru under the leadership of Syed Deget was responsible for carrying both the Red and White Flags representing the two factions. They performed a boria performance based on this tragic event and enacted the ill-consequences that would ensue and soon the flags were burnt symbolising the end of their long-established enmity, as confirmed by the author’s oral source.7 In the composition of the boria, the first significant verse contained a useful piece of message which ended the enmity. It was also a plea to the Malay-Muslims to unite, religion being the binding factor. This is clearly illustrated in the verse below through the use of inclusive pronouns such as “we” (kita) with the ethnic group “Malays” (Melayu) and the direct reference that is made to “Islam”. Note also the “significance of place“, “Jalan Baru” as a marker of identity and group affiliation and solidarity. Because there were several boria troupes, it was important for them to identify themselves through naming their kampung or mukim. For instance:8


We Malays exchange greetings

Play according to Islamic rules

Stars and Moon’s rays shine the universe

Jalan Baru the key to knowledge.

(Kita Melayu memberi salam

Keluar bermain nasihat Islam

Bintang bulan penyuluh alam

Jalan Baru penyuluh Kalam.)



During this auspicious moment too, it was unanimously decided that the boria should not be performed in the month of Muharram. This decision was made because the month of Muharram should be spent in remembering and praying for the grandsons (Hassan and Hussain) of the Prophet and not to create gaiety, fun and joy as they had sacrificed their lives for the sake of the Muslim faith. Hence, with respect shown to the holy month of Muharram, the boria performance began to be performed during other months, as stated by another oral source.9 Because of the possible threat of violence, in the 1930s boria teams were closely monitored as they had to report to the Crime Investigating Department before any public performance. Permission to perform was only granted after a trial run at the police headquarters grounds in Penang Road (Hamima 1973).


From Boria to Ria and Back to Boria

There were few boria performances during the Japanese Occupation and they were normally held during auspicious occasions such as the Japanese Emperor’s birthday. However, these performances were played in enclosed areas like a hall in Wembley Park as a precaution against air raids. In 1945, a meeting was initiated by Sungai Pinang subdistrict and all groups resolved that they would not perform until the Malayan Union was abolished. This was an interesting development as far as the boria was concerned, as it symbolised the unity of boria troupes, apart from strengthening their core identity as Malay-Muslims, as the Malayan Union was very much opposed by the latter since it threatened their status quo and the sovereignty of the Malay rulers. In 1948, another meeting was held at Dahrul-Alam Football Club (DAFC) in Sungai Pinang with the aim of changing the name of boria to just ria which seems more appropriate as the word ria connotes fun and gaiety.

According to author’s oral source,10 on 1 February 1948, the various groups performed and competed at the Dato Keramat Field (or known more specifically as Padang Brown) between eight at night and four in the morning. It witnessed the participation of about 23 United Malays National Organization (UMNO, the dominant Malay political party) branch-groups, and in this competition the best Tukang Karang (composer) was judged. This sort of practice of having boria competitions is carried on up to this day but since the 1970s, boria began to receive patronage and financial help from UMNO Youth organisations which acted as the intermediary between state departments and the kampung people (Rahmah 1987, 12). This signalled the intervention of a dominant political party in boria performances and the gradual change of boria from a simple Malay folk theatre to an important “Folk Media” as it began to be used by the powers that be as a channel to transmit “social awareness of national development plans” (Lent 1978, 145) and, also, to inculcate a sense of Malaysian nationalism. It was through this medium that the government was able to conscientise the public, in particular the rural folks, of the benefits of national policies on their socioeconomic and political development and well-being. From 1952 onwards, all ria performances were enacted in Padang Tambun (Lorong Kulit). Ria started from eight at night and ended into the wee hours of the morning. However, after Malaya achieved its independence, performances were rescheduled and they took place between 8 at night to 12 midnight. In 1957, when Malaya was granted its independence the boria underwent significant changes and the name ria was changed back to boria.


Boria: Penang’s Unique Malay-Muslim Cultural Heritage

Boria is not only associated with Penang, but, more importantly, it is identified with the Penang Malays, mostly Jawi Peranakans mainly because boria strongholds were found in predominantly Malay Jawi Peranakan areas such as in the villages of Sungai Pinang, Kampung Dodol, Kampung Jawa, Dhoby Ghaut and Jalan Hatin, all within the Datuk Keramat area, south of George Town (Rahmah 1987, 3). Boria activities also spread to Air Itam, Jelutung, close to Datuk Keramat and to other areas outside the island such as Province Wellesly, Kedah and Perak. The region boasted a number of boria troupes: Kumpulan Boria Sungei Pinang (under the leadership of Pak Daud), Ria Seni Pesaka Sungei Pinang (under the leadership of Ba’in), Kampung Jawa Boria troupe (under the leadership of Abu Bakar Ghauth), and Dental Nurses Boria troupe (under the leadership of Syed Agil) (Rahmah 1987, 3). Boria enjoyed its heyday in the 1920s as there were about 80 boria teams in Penang then but this number had dwindled over time, leaving only four teams with 100 active members now (Saturday Metro 2009). Boria troupe members were closely knit as they were related to one another either through blood ties or marriage. They also lived close by and shared a passion and liking for the boria. For instance, Rahmah discovered that Pak Daud was not only known for his role in the boria but many of the villagers were related to him; he and his wife were distant cousins and she was also the second cousin of Ibrahim, Daud’s Tukang Karang (leading tenor/composer). Daud’s wife was the costume designer of his boria troupe and their son, Dzulkifli, their drummer (Rahmah 1987, 17). A similar set up was observed with regard to Abu Bakar Ghauth and his Kampung Jawa Boria troupe as kith and kin were involved in one way or another with the boria performances.11 In a way, this helped to preserve boria, Penang’s cultural heritage, as knowledge and skills with regard to the composition of lyrics, music and dance steps can be passed from one generation to another.

Performance Aspects

In terms of form and genre, the boria of Penang can be considered as theatre. As in the past, form-wise it consisted (till now) of two main elements, a comic sketch which is farcical in nature and a song and dance routine, with a common theme running through them (Rahmah 1987, xiv). Four to six actors perform in the comic sketch whilst the song and dance routine is led by a Tukang Karang and 12 sailors, who form the chorus group. Traditionally, in past boria performances men masqueraded as women on stage as women were not allowed to perform, however, in recent times, women have started to lead by being the main composer. It is quite a common sight now to see both men and women performing as the chorus group. A typical boria performance begins with a comic sketch which is then followed by the song and dance routine led by the Tukang Karang. As in the past (see Hamilton 1920, 142–143), after the Tukang Karang sings the chorus, the whole troupe would then sing the same refrain in unison to the loudest and accompanied by a rhythmic swaying of bodies and brandishing of sticks. The composer then proceeds to sing several verses which are then followed by the chorus. The quality of the songs normally depended on the ability of the composer and the contents included phrases of welcome, thanks and complimentary remarks which were improvised impromptu and directed to the host and the various dignitaries present in the hope of receiving some kind of gift or reward in return. As soon as this is completed, the musicians start playing another piece of tune and the star performers dance or stage some acrobatic acts. This showed that patronage for the boria by the wealthy and powerful had begun long time ago.

Boria groups not only played at the house of prominent people but also played at Chinese and Malay Clubs. Such clubs included the Kampung Jawa Club, Dahrul Alam Club, Dahrul Makmur, Kelawei Club, Funan Frolic, Wembley Park, Anglo-Chinese School Union, Old Frees Association and Hu Yew Seah. This showed boria’s appeal and popularity to the multi-racial and cosmopolitan population of Penang. One major factor would be its hybridised identity which is also mirrored in its music as tunes were borrowed from modern English, American and Hindi songs. Dance was a combination of the Malay Inang, Zapin, Joget and the Ronggeng, and the Western cha-cha, tango and soul. Nothing much has changed in terms of its performance aspects as present dance forms still featured moves such as the quick step, rhumba, Inang and Zapin.

Although the boria is a form of theatre that is identified with the Penang Malays, it has also been staged outside Penang. What makes boria distinctive is the language that is used in the comic sketch by the performers. As a rule of thumb, the comic sketch is enacted, till today, in Bahasa Tanjung or the Penang Malay dialect. This helps to further reinforce boria’s identity as a unique Penang Malay-Muslim art form. The use of Bahasa Tanjung is also evident in the verses that are being sung by the boria troupe members. As an example, this is reflected in the pronunciation of words such as “pasai“, “basai” and “kasai” in the following verse:12


Blame it on four digit lottery gambling

Any extras are done with

A fat body becomes ill and pale

In the past ate kurau and senangin

Now changed to kasai fish.

(Judi nombor ekor yang punya pasai

Ada saki-baki habis selesai


Badan yang gemuk sakit dah jadi pucat basai

Dulu makan kurau senangin

Ditukar dengan anak-anak kasai.)



Boria performances are live shows and are generally played on a raised stage. This was an innovation introduced in 1929. Before 1929, people who came to watch the boria performance arrived in bullock carts or horse carts. They arrived early and rolled out their mats near the performing place. With the creation of the stage, various stage rules were laid out and the performers had to adhere closely to them. This resulted in the boria becoming more rigid and formalised.13 In addition, boria was played in closed spaces such as Wembley Park and Padang Brown, as the authorities feared then that feuding between rival boria troupes would ensue if the boria was performed in open spaces such as the streets of George Town. Nowadays, boria is played in halls such as Dewan Sri Pinang, P. Ramlee Auditorium, the Penang Pesta (festival) site at Sungai Nibong and the Esplanade. New spatial arrangements for the boria brought about even greater restrictions to boria troupes in terms of length and duration of performance, theme of sketch and song and lyrics.

Comic Sketches and Lyrics

Essentially, there are three main types of stories in the comic sketches: domestic stories, social stories and propaganda stories (Rahmah 1987, 48). The basic theme which is still popular until today, revolves around “order and disorder“, the important roles played by guardians of morality and authority to impose some kind of order on the younger generation caught in the throes of this rapidly changing modern society (Rahmah 1987, 48). Stories centre on youth versus age, old versus new, male versus female, national unity versus disunity etc. Characters comprise members of a nuclear or extended family, neighbours, Malay versus non-Malay, etc. (Rahmah 1987, 48). The comic sketches normally involved a penghulu (head of mukim or subdisctrict) or learned government official who functions as the symbolic mediator between villagers and the government/outside world. The penghulu is respected by all. He represents both modernity and tradition; the former expressed via his dressing or attire and the latter in terms of the moral values he wants to transmit to his people (Rahmah 1987, 65). Currently, the penghulu of yesteryears has been replaced by smart-looking, bush-jacketed government officials. In most boria performances, this kind of set up is still being observed. The transmission of moral and religious values is clearly exemplified in the following verses which were sung by the Tukang Karang and chorus in one of the boria performances in the 1980s (Rahmah 1987, 138–139):


Because the numbers gambling began

That led to conflict with Pak Long’s wives

To the Tok Kadhi’s house seeking divorce to settle

Pak Long cried in remorse.

(Kerana judi ekor mula mula asai

Dengan bini bini Pak Long dah jadi pasai

Ke rumah Tok Kadhi talak tiga minta selesai

Pak Long pun menangis baru rasa menyesai.)

Pak Long got advice from a friend

Told Pak Long to kick off the gambling habit

And to turn to religion before it was too late

For fear that my ignorance makes Nungkar Nangkir beat me.

(Pak Long dapat nasihat daripadanya sahabat

Perkara judi ekor disuruh Pak Long taubat

Disuruh buat amalan jangan terlambat

Takut tak boleh jawab Nungkar Nangkir sebat.)



The above verses would appeal to Malay-Muslim audiences as explicit reference is made to Islam via words such as “religious judge” and “Mungkar and Nangkir”. The former refers to a kadhi who solemnises and annuls Muslim marriages, and the latter the angels who will question and prosecute Muslims for their wrong-doings after their death. These verses also signify the importance accorded to the religion of Islam, an importance which was not observed in the early days as Malay-Muslims participated in boria activities such as the making of vows and by partaking in rituals that required them to carry the tabut (tombs) in a procession, which went against the principal tenets of Islam. Islam, in some ways, can be seen as a unifying agent as it is used to unite the Malay-Muslims by providing them a sense of collective or group identity.

Group or communal identity is also fostered through acts of naming the troupe’s place of residence, such as the kampung, street and place of origin. This is reflected in the use of noun phrases such as Mukim Kelawei and Bagan Tanjung Bunga in the verses below (Hamilton 1920, 139–141):


Janggi Malay Sala Malay

Catching snakehead fish in the swamps

Kelawai subdistrict is ready.


(Melayu Janggi Melayu Sala

Kerja menangkap ikan haruan dipaya;

Mukim Kelawei amat sedia.)

Habshi a primitive African

Whose job is to look for coal

In every nook and corner

Bagan Tanjung Bunga is the spot.

(Habshi Afrika orang ulu,

Kerja mencari arang batu,

Serata tempat tiada tentu,

Bagan Tanjung Bunga menjadi satu.)



Because boria troupe members held jobs as menial workers, there is also a need to establish a sense of oneness with all Malay-Muslims regardless of class or creed. As such, an important characteristic of this evolving Penang Malay art form is the emphasis it places on the use of Quranic verses to help assert its religious identity and oneness with its audience. This is evident in the verse below which uses words such as “Kalimah bismillah” and “Alhamdulillah“, a verse which is part of a boria song titled “Boria Pulau Pinang” composed by Syed Mohd Akir bin Syed Ahmad, the present leader of the Boria Anak Tanjung (Arena Kampung Melayu) troupe:14


We begin by reciting bismillah

Alhamdulillah we are thankful

Debate on Penang is the title of our story

Boria Anak Tanjung brings forth news.

(Kalimah bismillah bermula kata

Alhamdullilah bersyukur kita

Debat Pulau Pinang tajuk cerita

Boria Anak Tanjung membawa berita.)



Boria songs also underscore the importance of Malay culture and society, the need to live within one’s means, to preserve traditional cultural values when faced with the onslaught of westernisation/modernisation. For instance, in the verse below, the audience is advised to stay away from a corrupting Western culture. Note the use of imperatives such as “let us“, “clear” “take” and “leave“, and the use of the inclusive pronoun “we” in the verse below on “pop music” (Rahmah 1987, 130):


Let us unite in a single aim

Clear our culture of its rust

Take interest in our tradition

And leave alone the culture of the Westerners.

(Marilah kita bersatu hasrat

Bersih kebudayaan dari berkarat

Kesenian bangsa sendiri diambil berat

Hindarlah kebudayaan orang orang barat.)



The theme of unity and its importance in multi-racial Malaysia which was emphasised in boria songs in the 1970s and 1980s is still reiterated in current boria numbers. This is illustrated in the verse below which is taken from Syed Mohd Akir’s “Boria Pulau Pinang:“15


The citizens live as a multiethnic nation

Helping each other all the time

To make contribution to do good deeds

Live in peace and prosperity.

(Rakyat hidup berbilang bangsa

Tolong menolong setiap masa

Menabur bakti membuat jasa

Aman damai hidup selesa).



Boria as “Folk Media” and Propaganda Songs

After independence, and with greater patronage and support given by the ruling party, UMNO and now, UMNO Youth, themes tend to promote government policies such as “The Green Book“, “Our National Ideology“, “The New Economic Policy“, “Look East Policy“, “Vision 2020“, “Northern Corridor Economic Region“, “One Malaysia Concept” and “Transparency, Accountability and Good Governance” are promoted. Lent refers to these songs as a form of “folk media” or “grassroots media” whose function is to promote national development policies or the government’s ideology (Lent 1978, 146). To Rahmah (1987), they function as political propaganda songs and this is exemplified in the songs below, the first one is on “The Green Book Plan” and the other on “Our National Ideology”. The former was part of the government’s efforts in making Malaysia self-sufficient in terms of food production. In this song, citizens are exhorted to green the earth, to cultivate and grow vegetables as a way to curb inflation. Note the conflation of politics and religion with the use of words such as “Allah” and “Mohammad” as one way to procure endorsement of a government policy from the Malay-Muslim citizenry in the rural areas (Rahmah 1987, 153–154):


The Green Book policy is well structured

The government is ready to guide

The people should answer the call

Science and technology is the era of progress.

(Dasar buku hijau ampunya susunan

Kerajaan sedia memberi panduan

Patutlah rakyat membuat seruan

Sains dan teknologi zaman kemajuan.)

Allah has already spoken

To his last prophet, Mohammad,

That growing things strengthens the faith

And helps against inflationary threats.

(Allah memang sudah berfirman

Kepada Muhammad nabi akhir zaman

Bercucuk tanam meneguh iman

Tentang segala inflasi ampunya ancaman.)



In the following song, archaic Malay political values such as “loyalty” and “obligatory followership” (see Kessler 1992; Shakila Abdul Manan 2003) to one’s leader are emphasised and these are reflected in words such as “undivided loyalty” and imperatives such as “give“, “follow“, and “follow his direction” (Rahmah 1987, 158).


When people follow the National Ideology

In Malaysia is peace and prosperity

Goodwill and unity is the way

Ria Seni Pesaka opens the discussion.

(Asallah rakyat Rukunnegara

Di dalam Malaysia aman dan sejahtera

Muhibbah dan perpaduan itulah cara

Ria Seni Pesaka membawa bicara.)

Give your undivided loyalty

Follow directives in all matters

And the Malaysian nation will forever be great

The ruler famed in all four corners of the world.


(Tumpulah taat setia tak berbelah bagi

Ikutlah perentah di segala segi

Negara Malaysia tetap bermutu tinggi

Masyur perentah di alam empat persegi.)



Boria has also been appropriated by the ruling party to eulogise Malay political leaders and the dominant political parties such as UMNO in order to further reinforce their hegemonic control and status in society. In this regard, songs have been composed to praise legendary national heroes such as Dato’ Onn Ja’afar and Tunku Abdul Rahman. Such eulogistic verses are reproduced below:16


Truly Dato’ Onn is famous

From Perlis to Johore

Allah hu Rabbi Allah hu Ghafar

With his good deeds Malaysia prospers.

(Memang Dato’ Onn orang yang mashur

Dari Perlis hingga ke Johor

Allah hu Rabbi Allah hu Ghaffor

Dengan jasa Datok Onn Malaysia makmur.)

Tunku was born a Prince

His strength is like steel

His face is still youthful

He can be tested in more ways than one.

(Tunku asal keturunan Raja

Tenaga Tunku macam waja

Di wajah Tunku masih remaja

Boleh diuji apa-apa saja.)



Boria: Threatened with Extinction?

The Boria had certainly evolved from a ritualistic theatre to become Penang’s unique Malay-Muslim cultural heritage. However, according to some scholars, it is threatened with extinction as it is “outmoded in character and (is) no longer relevant to Penang’s modernising society” (Ghulam-Sarwar 2002). The present generation of educated Malays, products of the New Economic Policy, show a preference for other forms of entertainment such as Western drama, modern songs and dance, computer games and the internet. As such, little or no support is shown to this folk theatre. Since it has evolved into its present state, it no longer bears any resemblance to the Muslim ritualistic activity it was initially associated with. Present-day boria does not commemorate the brutal slaying of Hussin and Hassan as lyrics have taken on a more secular and laudatory character.

Boria troupes, once having a strong foothold in mukims and kampungs, have been disbanded because of modernity, industrialisation and urbanisation. Many of these kampungs have been destroyed and replaced by flats and condominiums to accommodate the growing population in Penang. With the mushrooming of factories that provided employment opportunities and the building of affordable homes in the suburbs such as Bayan Baru, Bayan Lepas and Air Itam, many boria troupe members and Jawi Peranakan families uprooted themselves from their kampungs or subdistricts and migrated to the suburbs. As they no longer lived close to one another, they were not able to sustain their interest and passion in the boria. Hence, there is little opportunity to hone interest in the boria in the younger generation and to pass down skills and know-how to them. One of the author’s informants17 lamented the fact that space and place was an issue. When they were residing in the kampungs, they could schedule practices anytime (since they all lived in the vicinity) and these could be held in open spaces in the kampung. However, flats do not provide such spaces and this affects the number of practices that they can have as they have to rent these places which is simply unaffordable. As intimated earlier on, boria troupe members are not high-salaried professionals but blue collar workers.

The appropriation of the boria by the state could also have contributed to its gradual demise as this folk theatre is tamed to serve national interests. The state had impeded its natural growth as it had taken over this folk theatre which once belonged to the people, and started imposing restrictions on it in terms of sketches that it could perform and songs that it could play. Because the state via UMNO Youth and the Ministry of Culture, Arts and Heritage provided patronage to the boria troupes, the latter were obliged to adhere to their guidelines. This is particularly evident in recent boria performances that have been staged during state-level competitions as they praised and eulogised present Malay political leaders and the ruling party. The over-emphasis on Malay patriotism and nationalistic feelings may have caused the non-Malays to feel alienated from the boria. The powers that be must exercise some form of restraint and not abuse or misuse the boria to further its own interest. In this regard, Lent’s remarks are poignant as he says (Lent 1978, 158):


The dividing line between developmental, governmental and political ends can be hair thin, it is possible (and it is happening) for folk media to be misused to promote the development of national leaders, rather than the development of national policies and programs. That, indeed, would be unfortunate in a world where governments already control so many mass media used to promote their own ends.



On its own, the boria could have appealed to the non-Malays, those keen to “pursue a pan-ethnic Malaysian consciousness through drama and dance” because of its multicultural and cosmopolitan identity (Wazir 2009, 56). However, this was not realised because of state intervention and appropriation.

Although the boria’s future looks bleak, attempts have been made by boria stalwarts such as Omar Hashim to use technology to keep it alive. Omar had created a warisan boria blog site which he had launched in 2009 at the P. Ramlee Auditorium in Penang. He had posted all data and photographs of the boria, then and now, for public viewing and consumption. Omar was quoted in the papers to have said that boria was a dying art as “there is a lack of invitation for troupes to perform” and annual boria competitions usually held at the Pesta Pulau Pinang site have been cancelled in the past because there were not enough teams competing (Saturday Metro 2009).

This is an interesting new development of the boria as the interactive blog site could be used to transmit knowledge of the boria and to sustain interest in the younger generation and boria enthusiasts who have been dislocated and dispersed as a result of rapid urbanisation and modernity. Attempts have also been made to record boria skits and songs in CDs which are then sold to the public. The Ministry of Culture, Arts and Heritage should provide support and financial help to such initiatives if they are seriously interested to preserve this cultural heritage.

With the launch of an exhibition titled “Boria: A Passage through Time” held in conjunction with the month-long George Town Festival (1st to 31st August 2014), Penang’s ailing boria was recently resuscitated and given a new lease of life. The exhibition was a follow-up to the Boria Parody Theatre or “Boria Fest” which was organised by Jawi House Production in collaboration with the Theatre Department, School of Arts, Universiti Sains Malaysia. The hour-long play written by Wazir Jahan Karim was fully supported by Think City Bhd, the Penang Jawi-Peranakan Heritage Society (JAWI), Ikatan Kasih and the Academy of Socio-Economic Research and Analysis (ASERA).

Wazir Jahan Karim, President of the Penang Jawi-Peranakan Heritage Society, said that the parody theatre was an attempt to promote conservation efforts “to retain part of this boria heritage which was originally founded in the heart of George Town. The site is now known as Jalan Mesjid”. She exhorted the ministry “to relax and let the arts move to its natural course” as “[t]he arts can’t succeed if it’s talked down. We have to let it grow”. There is also a need to provide opportunities for the younger generation of all ethnic groups to partcipate in the boria as it “can bring out laughter and togetherness, and at the same time (help them) discover their hidden talents in acting, dancing, singing, composition of lyrics”.18

Concluding Remarks

This paper has charted the gradual transformation of the boria from a ritualistic theatre to become Penang’s unique Malay cultural heritage. In this regard, the paper has highlighted the factors that have helped to mould the boria into a ritualistic theatre, and has also delineated the features that provided the boria its distinct Penang-Malay-Muslim identity. Factors that have been explored include the use of Bahasa Tanjung in the comic sketches and songs, the religion of Islam as a binding factor, the use of the boria as a folk medium to transmit national policies and ideologies and the inculcation of archaic Malay political values. It ends with a discussion on factors that have threatened the boria with extinction and measures that have been taken to sustain it. This unique cultural heritage has been threatened with extinction as a result of changes in lifestyle brought about by modernity, urbanisation and state control. Suffice to say, the boria has been tamed over time, this folk medium which was used to challenge colonial rule and authority in the past is now being used as an important state apparatus to maintain the hegemony of those in power and to further reinforce Malay sentiments of patriotism. Sadly, these have caused the boria, Penang’s unique Malay-Muslim cultural heritage, to lose its appeal with the masses, the non-Malays, in particular.
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Notes

1.      A different Malay version of the essay had appeared in Abu Talib Ahmad, ed. (2012), Utara Semenanjung Malaysia: Esei-esei warisan. Penang: Penerbit Universiti Sains Malaysia.

2.      This is based on the author’s interview with Pak Kan (En. Abu Bakar bin Jaafar) in January 1979. Pak Kan, a boria stalwart and a famous Tukang Karang of Boria Sungei Pinang, passed away in 2008. The author had conducted interviews with Pak Kan, En. Daud Ibrahim and En. Abu Bakar Nyah in 1979 to gather information for her academic exercise on “The historical evolution of the boria”.

3.      Information regarding the Kolli Kallen was provided by another author’s oral source, En. Daud Ibrahim, the then leader of Boria Sungei Pinang, in January 1979.


4.      This verse was kindly recited to the author by her informant En. Daud Ibrahim.

5.      This was revealed to the author in the interview with her oral source, En. Daud Ibrahim.

6.      The author’s oral source was En. Daud Ibrahim. Facts about the secret societies and their infiltration in boria troupes are corroborated by Mahani Musa in her essay, “Boria Muharam: Antara kreativiti dan realiti masyarakat Melayu Pulau Pinang abad ke-19 dan ke-20”. See Wacana Seni Vol. 2 (2003): 28–29.

7.      This information was obtained from the author’s oral source, Pak Kan.

8.      This verse was recited by the author’s informant Pak Kan during the interview.

9.      This was based on the author’s interview with another oral source, Pak Nyah (En. Abu Bakar Nyah). He was also interviewed in the month of January 1979.

10.    The oral source was En. Daud Ibrahim.

11.    This is based on personal knowledge as En. Abu Bakar Ghauth and family members had lived a few doors away from the author’s family home in George Town.

12.    This verse was recited by the author’s informant Pak Kan (En. Abu Bakar Jaafar) during the interview.

13.    This information was provided by the author’s informant, Pak Nyak (En. Abu Bakar Nyak).

14.    Syed Mohd Akir bin Syed Ahmad is the leader and Tukang Karang of Boria Anak Tanjung Air Itam. He also acts in the comic sketches.

15.    “Boria Pulau Pinang” is one of the songs recorded by Boria Anak Tanjung (Arena Kampung Melayu) in an audio cassette produced by Buluh Perindu Productions.

16.    These verses were recited in Malay by the author’s informant Abu Bakar Nyak.

17.    The author’s informant, Syed Mohd Akir bin Syed Ahmad was interviewed in July 2010 at the Astaka Air Itam, Penang.

18.    Information on the boria exhibition and Boria Parody Theatre was obtained from following website: http://mypenang.gov.my/index.aspx?page=page-1091-boria_a_passage_through_time-1130;1091;1073;991;794;.pgt (retrieved on 26 August 2014).
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Abstract. This essay aims to revisit and evaluate the authoritarian British imperial policy and conduct in Northern Perak and Kedah, especially those involving the official duties and the daily interactions of the first Supreme Court Judge of the Straits Settlements and British Adviser to Kedah, namely Sir Peter Benson Maxwell and Sir George William Maxwell respectively. However, despite desires to establish the supremacy of western culture and civilisation, the Maxwells appreciated and valued the Malays and their customs in Perak and Kedah. Hence they aimed at diminishing prejudice to foster togetherness and bring justice to the northern Malays. Information provided by Sir P. B. Maxwell in Our Malay Conquests (1878) and G. W. Maxwell’s In Malay Forests (1907) depicted their “accounts of personal incidents” that help readers understand the Maxwells’ political and personal views of the Malays and their fascinating customs reflective of their writings. The Maxwells therefore ridicule the irony of British’s “love for justice,” orient-occident dichotomy and injustice done to these oriental and their long-established adat (customs) that is loosely translated as culture.
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Introduction

“Venimus, Vidimus, Vicimus” (We came, we saw, we conquered) – Julius Caesar.

In 1856, Sir Peter Benson (P. B.) Maxwell travelled to Penang to take up his position as Supreme Court Judge where he remained until he retired as the Chief Judge of the Straits Settlements in April 1871. Seven years later, in 1878, P. B. Maxwell wrote a book entitled Our Malay Conquests, epitomising a polemic from Julius Caesar’s famous quote above. The possessive pronoun “our” in the title adds to the fecundity of imperial pride on the one hand, yet denotes sarcasm on the other. In the words of Dato’ Henry S. Barlow, the author of Swettenham (1995), P. B. Maxwell “viewed with horror British intervention in Perak in the mid-1870s” (pers. comm. 12 April 2014). However, despite what the title seems to suggest, P. B. Maxwell utilises his understanding of Malay language, his ability to read the Jawi script and his high-ranked position as the Chief Judge to the Court to view Malay society and re-view the imperial policy and its intervention into the Malay States from a critical angle (perhaps influenced by his judicial point of view) during his long sojourn in the east.

Forty four years after Sir P. B. Maxwell published his book, his grandson, Sir George William (G. W.) Maxwell, Chief Secretary to the Federated Malay States, wrote a circular letter dated 18 September 1922, to all his British officials alluding to “the loss of touch between the Europeans and the Asiatics in Malaya” (1).

G. W. Maxwell was prompted to write this letter by his concern over the gap created between British administrative officials and local key personnel such as the Deputy Assistant District Officers, penghulus, kathis and Chinese towkays.

Among his suggestions were: “District Officers and Land Officers should make a point of cultivating the friendship of every Malay Chief and Penghulu in the district“; and “we officials should do more to make the acquaintance of the leading Chinese towkays” (2). He even suggested that “it had been necessary to call upon Europeans, Eurasians, Malays, and Chinese to make up the two finalist teams; […] and that the more the different nationalities could meet in friendly games, the more they would like and understand one another” (3). G. W. Maxwell went as far as to suggest that “the best way of all is to take him [a Malay Officer] on a jungle expedition” (3). One may consider G. W.’s suggestion here paradoxical since most Malays are supposed to know their “own jungle“, like their own backyard, but we have here a colonial officer who made that suggestion to the Malays.

The era during which the two Maxwells above addressed their concerns, and the positions from which both authors wrote their book and circular letter are different, but one thing remains the same—both P. B. Maxwell and G. W. Maxwell were expressing their opinions on the conduct of the British upon matters related to the Malays and their customs. Perhaps this was not new to G. W. Maxwell as his father Sir William Edward Maxwell (1846–1897) was a keen scholar in the field of Malay studies and had been a contributor to the Journal of Straits Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society since 1876.2 G. W. Maxwell also introduced the Torrens System to Malaya in 1884. No scholarly work has been done on P. B. Maxwell’s Our Malay Conquests, but numerous studies have been conducted on G. W. Maxwell, including one academic exercise by Tan Song Chuan entitled “Career of Sir George Maxwell in Malaya, 1891–1926” submitted to the University of Singapore in 1959.

The present study will examine the writings of both Maxwells in regard to their views on the study of Malay customs in the northern region and the conduct of the British towards such customs. Discussion pertains to the Pangkor Treaty of 1874 and a field work related to the “Tolak Bala” ceremony—literally, “chasing away the evil spirit“, which shares some similarities (and some marked differences) with “A Fish-drive” in G. W. Maxwell’s narrative in his In Malay Forests—will also be discussed. This ceremony was still being practised in a district of Baling, Kedah as recently as 1981 (GPS: N 05° 49.092 E 100° 56.092). Specifically, this study will re-evaluate P. B. Maxwell’s opinion on British intervention in Perak and the relevant issues related to the abolishment of debt-slavery (or slave-debtors) as part of Malay custom. Some narratives in G. W. Maxwell’s In Malay Forests which epitomise his suggestion above—“the best way of all is to take him [a Malay Officer] on a jungle expedition“—further reinforced the author’s encounters with Malay customs (this is especially true when most of his narratives centre around the inland settings and kampong environment where Malay customs are mostly being practised). It was these settings and their interesting customs that prompted G. W. Maxwell to record these encounters in his book; lest he was also beguiled and mesmerised by such an interesting people and culture.

On the opening page of Our Malay Conquests, P. B. Maxwell asked the following question: “Why should we not be as sharp-sighted with our own methods of aggrandisement?” He asked this question in response to Mr. Gladstone’s remark in the Nineteenth Century article that the enlargements of the Empire have “rarely effected” (author’s emphasis) the national character of England. Such a thorny question, especially in a response to the former Prime Minister of the United Kingdom3 could only come from someone who is very vocal, brave and bold. This was P. B. Maxwell’s stand and attitude when in office4 and also during his retirement. He seemed to embark on a critical assessment of British policy and the conduct of the British officers in many distant imperial lands and spoke “chiefly on behalf of a weak race, whose voice cannot be heard in this country [England], to obtain redress for some of the injustice done and to prevent similar injustice in future” (2). In the context of his book, Our Malay Conquests, among the “injustice(s) done” would be the way that the institution of debt-slavery was handled in the state of Perak, which directly led to the death of the ill-fated first Resident of Perak, Mr. J. W. W Birch. P. B. Maxwell argued that the institution of debt-slavery is… their customary law… [and]… it was a custom indeed, and we had bound ourselves to respect the Malay customs; but it would probably not have been difficult to persuade the Perak chiefs to put an end to it. Their neighbour, the Rajah of Kedah, abolished it some years ago; and his younger brother, the viceroy of Salangore, did the same thing more recently in the last-named country (30).

The manner in which P. B. Maxwell viewed the debt-slavery issue as part of the Malay customs gives us a clearer picture of the character of the man. His training as a court judge gave him the requisite impartiality on the issue in light of what was available under the present written agreement and in fact the Pangkor Treaty of 1874 had stated nothing on such matters. In his view, the Malays are courteous and reasonable people as the evidence in Kedah and Selangor showed. If a British officer or representative found debt slavery to be immoral and necessary to be eliminated, all he needed to do was to persuade the Sultan and the Malay Chiefs to give up their slaves with a proper compensation provided by the state. In the author’s opinion, the fact that it was only in Perak that this became an issue is rather peculiar. The first thing to do would be to question the role of the officer involved, Sir Andrew Clarke, on his handling of the matter. Second, a similar issue could have been taken “out of proportion” or pounced upon as an opportunity to justify British intervention in Perak. While P. B. Maxwell did not specifically mention the author’s second point above (though he questioned Sir Andrew’s conduct in the matter), the fact that he made mention of the issue being handled wisely in other Malay states implies that he might have believed that the issue of debt slavery had been used deliberately to necessitate British intervention in Perak.

In his speech to the Colonial Minister, Sir Andrew Clarke laid down that “the Resident’s duty was simply to teach the native ruler how he should govern, how he should regulate his revenue and administer justice” (27). However, it was this same Governor who sent out the proclamation regarding the collection of revenue of Perak as “a warning to everyone, whether raja or ryot, never to attempt to collect any tax or any sort of revenue, without distinct written instructions from the Resident” (26). Obviously, such a contradictory instruction was issued with the full knowledge that no “counter-check” was being done on the part of the Colonial Minister to elicit the actual conduct of Sir Andrew. P. B. Maxwell wrote, “The course of the affairs was not watched by the Minister with all the vigilance” (116). This indicates that to him, Sir Andrew was partly to be blamed. Perhaps, reading or listening to the speech by Sir Andrew Clarke has led his successor, Sir W. Jervois (and other Colonial Ministers) to think that his mission in Perak (in Sir Andrew’s words), was simply “to put a final stop to the cruelties and oppressions of the Malays” (116) without having mentioned that the disgruntlement on the part of the Malay rulers had actually been aroused by the proclamation sent out by the latter. Perhaps, it was also not reported at all to the Colonial Minister that to the newly elected Sultan Abdullah, Sir Andrew issued the following reminder: “If, at any time, he (Abdullah) desired to visit Larut or Pinang or other places he should consult our Resident” (26). Abdullah never thought that by signing the Treaty, his personal liberty would also be “controlled” by the Resident! The mind boggles at the fact that by signing the Pangkor Treaty, a native ruler had practically given up his country and his personal freedom to an alien master.


Some aspects of the Treaty infringe upon what the Malays considered to be part of their customary laws—the collection of revenues, for example, was a traditional source of income to the Malay Chiefs as they set up stockades along the rivers that passed through their territories. Obviously, the problems in Perak lay within the interpretation of the Pangkor Treaty of 1874 by Sir Andrew Clarke who paid no heed to the Malay customs despite the fact that the Treaty explicitly mentioned that the Resident’s advice should only include the administration of the state, “save matters that involved Malay Customs and religion”. The fact that Sir Andrew was the one who had exercised control over the affairs in Perak after the signing of the Pangkor Treaty for eight months (author’s emphasis) before the appointment of Mr. Birch is not known to many and P. B. Maxwell highlights this in his book. To make matters worse, during this formative year, Sir Andrew Clarke was replaced by Sir W. Jervois as the former had been promoted to a higher office in India. The initial dealings with the three contending Sultans of Perak—Ismail, Abdullah and Yusuf—were now in the hands of the new Governor and Sir W. Jervois was not happy with the Pangkor Treaty that simply “declare[d] Perak British territory and govern[ed] it accordingly” (52). Therefore, in September 1875, Sir W. Jervois proposed to meet Ismail, followed by Abdullah and lastly Yusuf. By an act of simulated treachery, the Resident, Mr. Birch and the new Governor, Sir W. Jervois managed to secure the signatures of the Sultans and thus “the government of Perak had passed into the hands of the British authorities, whose officers would govern in his name (Abdullah)” (55).

The proclamation on debt-slavery came in right after the above “handover” had been sealed. Mr. Birch’s actions of going around Perak to put up the notice was like “rubbing salt into the wound” as many of Perak Chiefs were already angry with the British over the issue of revenue collection and the way that their Sultans had been “cheated” in order to secure their signatures. The fact is, according to P. B. Maxwell, “with much ability, energy, and integrity of purpose, Mr. Birch had defects which pre-eminently unfitted him for dealing with Malays, whose language even he did not understand” (115). This fact, of course, is well-known to many but on top of that, P. B. Maxwell adds, “but further, both the Governors were without experience in the East, or in the questions and difficulties which they had to meet in the new field of duties to which they were called” (115). What becomes obvious was that the new Governor and the new Resident were only interested in securing the power to act when dealing with the natives and were blind to local customs or the feelings of the locals.

In addition, the sultans were only apportioned an annuity on their parts and exercised some power over matters related to Malay customs and religion, or in other words, matters that provided no financial returns to the British government. P. B. Maxwell seemed to suggest that the two Governors were also indirectly responsible for Mr. Birch’s assassination. It should be noted that within less than three months after the death of Mr. J. W. W. Birch, his first son Mr. Ernest Birch was graciously permitted by His Majesty’s Government to enter the Colonial Office at Downing Street. In 1878, by the time P. B. Maxwell published his book, Mr. Ernest Birch was already in the Straits Settlements Civil Service and later climbed the ladder of success until he became Resident of Perak in 1904/5. In stark contrast to his father who was arrogant and insensitive towards local customs and religion, Sir Ernest Birch (knighted in 1900 after serving North Borneo for a great number of years) was well liked by the locals. On this note, however, the author is surprised that P. B. Maxwell did not mention anything about Mr Ernest’s appointment in his book. Perhaps, he was not aware of Mr Ernest’s appointment, or perhaps, P. B. Maxwell agreed to such an appointment (especially in the eyes of a fair judge like him) that such acknowledgement was not deemed necessary to be mentioned in his book.

P. B. Maxwell’s book calls for England to exercise its “power of self-criticism” and reminds the English that it is this power and the love of justice that help to sustain the national character. Admitting to the public that “much wrong has surely been done” from the “account of the steps by which we have made the territorial conquests of the Malays, and the manner in which we have treated the conquered” would be the best way to gauge whether the national character of England had been compromised or otherwise. P. B. Maxwell ends his book in the following manner which the author will quote verbatim:


It is one of the most touching and painful facts in history, that from the days of the first Portuguese discoverers to the present time, the natives, whether of India, China, Japan, Java, or the South Sea, received their first European visitors with open arms; and everywhere they met with ruthless treatment in return. We have advanced, no doubt, beyond the conquerors of the 16th and 17th centuries; but even now it seems that the less civilized races of men cannot come into contact with us without enduring suffering and wrong.

Let us not, then, be surprised if they shrink from contact with us. Let us not wonder if native chiefs in and beyond India are not enthusiastic for the aid and advice of a British Resident; or if, as happened only the other day in Thibet, the mere rumour that English explorers are likely to enter their country, creates such terror as to lead to orders being issued to break down all the bridges on the road of such visitors. Will the day never come when we shall teach weaker races that the words of Christianity and Civilization, which are always in our mouths, mean for them something else than conquest and oppression? Shall we never earn the name of being a people that had self-respect enough to be just to them, or heart enough to show mercy upon them? (117)



While P. B. Maxwell appeared to advocate a critical assessment of the British policy and the conduct of the British officials, his grandson G. W. Maxwell seemed to promote the appreciation of the Malay customs and the manner to approach the local Malays. G. W. Maxwell, later known as a naturalist, wrote a book entitled In Malay Forests (1907) and was responsible for the development of hill stations in Malaya such as Cameron Highlands and Fraser Hill. The fact that he did not become a Malay scholar like his father, W. E. Maxwell or his grandfather, P. B. Maxwell, need not suggest that G. W. Maxwell knew no Malay; in fact the book being studied includes a close study of Malay folklore and many enchanting tales which provide proof of his ability in the language. It is the evidence on the Malay adat (customs) from his book upon which this paper is based and it is worth noting the inclusion of stories like “A Deer-drive“, “Crocodile Catching“, “A Fish-drive” and “A Tiger-drive” which titles are suggestive of the sporting activities that G. W. Maxwell was very fond of. However, for the purpose of the present chapter that concerns the northern Malay customs, only a short story entitled “A Fish-drive” will be analysed as the story takes place in the northern part of Perak. Out of the 16 stories in this collection, many of the stories concerned with other locations in Malaya such as “A Were-tiger” which sets in the state of Pahang. Also, as mentioned earlier, the choice of a short story “A Fish-drive” is also meant to validate a real account on such cultural/religious practice that comes close to the one that is still in the living memory of the villagers in the northern part of Malaysia, specifically in Baling, Kedah.

“A Fish-drive” is narrated by an English observer through the eyes of a local Malay pawang, Alang Abdullah. It is an interesting story because it portrays a turn-taking narrative voice, beginning from Alang Abdullah in the form of an authoritative omniscient point of view to the English narrator from time to time, who serves only as a bystander, perhaps watching and sympathising over the inner conflicts faced by Alang Abdullah in the latter’s plight to reminisce “the old custom”. It is also interesting to note that out of the 16 stories in this compilation; only this story is narrated in this manner, suggesting that G. W. Maxwell was trying his hands on a creative mode in his writing. What is also interesting is that there is an instance of a dramatic irony in this story that the English narrator is not aware of despite his attempt to represent the Malay psyche and a genuine response from the latter. The choice of the narrator taking “a back seat” and observing what is going on in the mind and in the action of Alang Abdullah is indeed interesting as the story progresses.


It is through Alang Abdullah’s thoughts and actions that the plot develops to depict dichotomous conflicts between substantial civilisation and primitiveness, God and Allah, and Allah and Supernatural which interests the English narrator. “There is no God but Allah” (107) ironically rejects the idea of Christendom brought by the Western world during colonisation. The act of fasting during the month of Ramadan and attending Friday prayers at the mosque are ironically fascinating to the colonial master. In fact, we hear the narrator’s voice at the beginning of the story before Alang Abdullah takes control of the narration to represent his thoughts and memories of pre-colonisation.

The practice of animism which is the embodiment of metaphysical elements is seen as ennoblement to the spirit of the English narrator. This beguilement is depicted in In Malay Forests (1907) when the forest is seen to serve as a sanctuary and haven to the Malays. G. W. Maxwell further illustrates the spellbinding precision of the forest and the mysteries that it conceals. It is the place “Batara Kala and Hana Taskun, the great Water Jins, Voice-folk, Earth Jins, Dewas, six heavens and six layers lie between heaven and the world” (108). The forest is evergreen and has great connection with Nature, the universal mother. Hence, the Malays worship the forest for protection and solace despite being staunch Muhammadans.

G. W. Maxwell then says, “he will then discover, what the Malay can never for a minute forget, that he lives his life in midst of a forest which is as much apart from him as it is around him”. “Orang Hutan—forest men” (107) shows that the forest delineates the Malay heritage and belief system and the process of westernisation has raped such natural customs and beliefs.

As the bulk of the story revolves around the process of evolution and westernisation, we see the emergence of the English narrator’s alter ego in the narration. “Schools, railways, and foreign immigration are making the Perak Malays of the present generation a class of men very different from their fathers” (107) and that “the days of slavery, of forced labour and forced contribution, were over” (108), suggests the progress that he and his fellow Europeans have brought about and then succinctly introduces the readers to “an old Alang Abdullah [who] was one of a type that is fast disappearing” (107), to which the old Alang Abdullah replied: “A new custom and an old man” (110).

Hence, the English narrator, questions to what extent the idea of civilisation brought by the British is substantial enough for the process of syncretism among Perak Malays. The English narrator is leading a double life, perhaps a double personality. He is built up of two extremes, one who is compelled to glorify the western ideology and the other who condemns the negativity of the western ideology which results in ethnocide.


The story further travels into Alang Abdullah’s reminiscence of the fish-drive—an occasion of gathering fish to one place “during the dry season, when the river was at its lowest… (110), the narrator states that Alang Abdullah “had been in charge of the operations (110), thus giving him the space and authority in co-narrating the story. However, despite the fact that he is the person in charge of the operation, Alang Abdullah has to succumb to the wish of his chief’s or “datoh’s European guests” (111) that the day originally selected by Alang Abdullah had to be postponed. This has caused disappointment on Alang Abdullah and from time to time muttered to himself “It is not right; it is not right at all” (111). As an observer, the English narrator could only contextualise the above line in relation to Alang Abdullah’s anticipation of nature that his choice of date for a fish-drive to take place is an inappropriate one. What the narrator fails to comprehend is that the line “it is not right at all” could be referring to his chief’s or datoh’s agreement to the date set by the European guests that later translates into a failure of the whole event and this contributes to the element of dramatic irony in the story. This line by Alang Abdullah is being mentioned again later at the very end of the story when the fish-drive is over and this reinforces that the choice of following the date set by the European guests is not right. Perhaps, Alang Abdullah is voicing out his disappointment by talking about the locals having to succumb to the wish of the alien masters, but the English observer interprets the line differently.

The fish-drive as an annual event that “begin[s] some seven or eight miles upstream, and a rope through which glittering strips of palm-leaf were threaded would be dragged through the water between two boats to scare the fish and send them down-stream” (111). A night before the event begins, Alang Abdullah spent “most of his night in burning censers full of resin, and in making small offerings to the Jins of the Water and of the Forest. He promised them further offerings of rice, and eggs, and limes should the drive yield a good catch of fish, and implored that they would assist him, and save him and his party from harm and mischief” (113). This special offerings to the element of nature is also similar to the “Tolak Bala” or literally, “chasing away the evil spirit“, a ritual that was practiced in some parts of the northern states of Malaysia. According to one respondent in Kampung Legong, Baling, Kedah, he was, like Alang Abdullah, the person incharge of the operation when the ceremony was carried out on the riverbanks as recently as 1981.

The fish-drive in the story by G. W. Maxwell, however, has some similarities and also some differences when compared to the “Tolak Bala” ritual observed in Baling. As for its similarities, both rituals took place in the river or riverbanks and it involved men in great numbers, at least one man per family. Dry season was a preferred season for the ceremony. The stretch of the rivers in both places was of similar distance, covering some five to seven miles area or within the populated area of the kampung and the ritual began up-stream and ended downstream. For its differences, as the people in Baling were mostly farmers and jungle gatherers, they did not rely on sources from the river for their protein intakes. Fish could easily be obtained from paddy fields and as jungle gatherers they did not only gather jungle produce but also hunted for animals such as mouse deer for meat. Therefore, there was no need for them to perform the actual fish-drive as suggested in G. W. Maxwell’s short story. While the fish-drive in the short story is suggestive of its being sportive and ritual at the same time, the “Tolak Bala” was purely a ritual occasion and had no association with being a sportive event at all.

The best part of the fish-drive activity derived from the catching of the fish at or along the pools down-stream. Here, the narrator describes “at the bow of every house-boat stood an Englishman with a casting-net over his shoulder… [and]… as he stands ready and poised in act to cast, he is a magnificent subject for a sculptor” (115–116). The description here which reveals the involvement of an Englishman in this sporting activity reinforces what G. W. Maxwell has suggested in his circular letter that in order to circumvent the loss of touch between the Europeans and the Asiatics in Malaya, the involvement of Englishmen with Malay customs are deemed beneficial to both parties.

The short story itself does not only capture some aspects of the Malay customs but also records a colonial officer’s encounters with such an interesting people and custom, of which a European’s participation adds to the merriment of the occasion.

G. W. Maxwell desires to foster and cultivate friendship between the locals and the British officers to reduce the socio-political gap between both parties. The story, however, seems to imply that the moment an alien master begins to interfere with the running of a local custom (i.e., suggesting the postponement of the date in the case of the short story under study), the entire event, albeit very sportive in nature, is tantamount to a failure.

The language used in “A Fish-drive” is reflective of the Malay culture and ways of living. Hence, such culture and tradition are conveyed and preserved through the use of Malay vocabulary in the narrative. Words such as relap, sangkut, sorak and pawang signal the intervention of the local culture in [an] Englishman’s narration and to the readers’ surprise these words are not translated or transcreated to suit the western world for comprehension. Sir Maxwell has kept the narrative as original and authentic as it can be to depict the local way of living and the need for the British colonial officers to respect the locals and foster solidarity thus treating them with justice and equality.


To summarise, this essay argues that the Maxwells invested considerable effort during the colonisation period to better understand, hence to sustain, the Malay culture, particularly in regard to local customs and religious practices. The Maxwells’ fascination with Malay culture led them to document numerous local practices in great detail, in records which are indeed available and extremely useful for the purpose of enabling the Malay people themselves to revive some of their old, forgotten traditions and thereby to preserve their own cultural heritage. Aimed at understanding the culture and the psyche of the Malay people as part of the colonial enterprise, the usefulness of the Maxwells’ written project has inevitably extended into the postcolonial era, to help maintain the local culture, its vocabulary and history.

Notes

1.      The original title for this paper was “Sir George Maxwell and Captain Meadows Frost and their study of Northern Malay Customs (Adat Istiadat)” but due to lack of information pertaining to Captain Meadows Frost, the author has to limit his discussion to the Maxwell family only, particularly on Sir P. B Maxwell and his grandson, Sir G. W. Maxwell. The shorter and translated version of this chapter has appeared in Abu Talib Ahmad (ed), Utara Semenanjung Malaysia: Esei-esei warisan published by Penerbit Universiti Sains Malaysia in 2012. The author would like to take this opportunity to thank his research assistant, Renukadevi Anandan, for some thoughtful discussion and input on this revised version of the paper.

2.      For details on Sir William, see J. M. Gullick’s “William Maxwell and the Study of Malay Society” (JMRAS Vol. 64, 1991). For that matter, the title of the present study seems to reflect the title of Gullick’s article mentioned herein.

3.      William Ewart Gladstone (29 December 1809–19 May 1898) was a British Liberal Party statesman and four times Prime Minister of the United Kingdom (1868–74, 1880–85, 1886, 1892–94). Gladstone was not the Prime Minister at the time of the publication of Our Malay Conquests in 1878.

4.      He wrote the article, “Who shall we hang next?” that created the controversial issue in the west before being transferred to the east.
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Abstract. The essay considers a type of Malay folklore found in the state of Kedah, the mek mulong, which can be categorised as a folk performance. The authentic mek mulong still thrives in Kampung Baru Wang Tepus in Jitra. The essay examines mek mulong as the Kedah Malays’ traditional heritage. It analyses the uniqueness of this performance. The essay is based on both Western and local studies on folk performances notably its healing ritual which is not often shown to the public. So far there has been no substantive study on mek mulong while most of the earlier writings on mek mulong are brief, descriptive documentation type of studies. A more in-depth analysis aims to uncover its special features and the uniqueness of this traditional folk performance. In a way the essay is a contribution towards the preservation of folk traditions as without any form of dynamic activism, such folk performances are threatened with extinction.
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Introduction

Nearly all the Malay communities of Peninsular Malaysia have their distinctive folk performances that are part of the local oral tradition. The pride of each community is centred on its traditions that were handed down from one generation to another and on the uniqueness of its folk performances, which are different from those of other states. The people of Kelantan are proud of their mak yong and menora while those of Terengganu take pride in their ulik mayang (see Mohamed Ghouse Nasarudin 2000).

In Sarawak, the Ibans are well known for their ngajat dance. Sabah too is equally well known for its sumazau and many other traditional performances. All these performing traditions are practiced by individual communities without any imitation or influence from folk performances of the other states. Hence, the locally owned or as Dundes (1965) terms it, “locally recognised” traditions are bound intimately to its native spirit and origins.

However, there is very little discussion on traditional Kedah folk performance. Very seldom one could find writings or studies particularly on Kedah oral traditions. Yet Kedah has its own folk tradition, in the form of a traditional performance known as mek mulong. Mek mulong is categorised as “folklore” performance by Dundes (1965; 1980),2 an oral tradition by Mohd Taib Osman (1982) while Mohamed Ghouse (2000) groups it under traditional Malay theatre. Mek mulong is an important Kedah tradition that still exists in this modern age even though it is increasingly challenged by a variety of factors including Islamic revivalism. Mek mulong, which combines elements of storytelling, singing, acting, dancing as well as healing ritual, is still enjoyed and accepted by the people of Kampung Baru Wang Tepus in Jitra. This means that mek mulong performance has become an important cultural form which should be documented and analyse from different perspectives so that folk performing tradition such as this one are made available to future generations.

In the current context, existing studies on the mek mulong performance are limited, compared to studies on the mak yong, which receives considerable attention, not just from the general public but also from those who undertake research on culture. Studies on mak yong are extensive, as this folk art is well known. In fact, it is synonymous with Kelantan culture. In the context of the mek mulong, Mohamed Ghouse (2000) touches on the mek mulong performance in his book Teater Tradisional Melayu. The study, in the form of documentation, focuses on its performance, props, actors and the equipment used.

Zainal Alam Kadir (2002) in his essay “Keeping mek mulong Alive“—published in the New Straits Times—briefly discussed mek mulong performance and suggests several measures to ensure its sustainability as a performing tradition. A similar effort was undertaken by the Ministry of Culture, Arts and Tourism through the publication of book by Mohd Ghazali Abdullah (1995) on this traditional Malay theatre. Besides describing the different folk performing traditions of Malaysia, the book provides a brief commentary on mek mulong. Despite its brevity, the description provides useful information on such traditions to the general public. In 2003, the ministry also published Siri Mengenal Budaya, which includes a mek mulong performance. However, the presentation is focused mainly on documenting and recording of the performance in a more formal stage setting. It does not convey the authentic performing environment as undertaken by the Wang Tepus community.

Another study on mek mulong by Shazryn Mohd Faizal (2010) comments on the efforts of staging the mek mulong within the context of contemporary Malay values. This study showcases the procedures and steps taken to perform mek mulong. It is also an important initiative to preserve the tradition. However, it does not highlight details on the authentic mek mulong, its traditional heritage and uniqueness of its performance.

This essay is based on field research undertaken in Kampung Baru Wang Tepus, Jitra during a mek mulong performance. It is divided into two parts. The first part focuses on the mek mulong performance tradition and documentation of the performance. The second part focuses on the mek mulong’s healing ritual. The latter is considered unique because the healing ritual is performed in open view before the Kampung Baru Wang Tepus villagers, after the completion of the first part that involved the usual story telling, singing, dancing and acting. As there is a lack of focus on the healing ritual in previous studies, this essay discusses this unique element, the function of the ritual, its influence, the connection to the singing, dancing and acting which determine whether the ritual is just a side-act or an intrinsic part of the mek mulong performance.

The Mek Mulong Tradition Based on Oral Sources

In discussing the folk performing tradition, it is crucial to know where a particular performance originates from or where it was started, and the people who had introduced it. However, it is difficult to find any written documents explaining its origin or the practice of any of the folk performances. As an intrinsic part of the oral tradition, it is handed down orally. In other words, the facts surrounding the performance are only known orally by the people to whom the tradition belongs. This means that there would be different versions of the tradition and origin of mek mulong.

With regards the oral traditions, Mohamed Ghouse (2000, 78–80) highlights several versions of the story-telling tradition in relation to the origins of mek mulong. The first version recounts the story of the Raja of Ligor (in present day Thailand) who had seven beautiful daughters. Puteri Bongsu, the youngest princess was detested by her jealous sisters who instigated their father the Raja Ligor to banish her from the kingdom. In her exile, Puteri Bongsu was accompanied by a lady-in-waiting who took care of her. As time passed by, Puteri Bongsu grew up into a beautiful maiden. During her exile, she learnt how to tell stories, sing and dance from her nursemaid who tried to keep the princess entertained. When she grew into an adult, she became a penglipur lara or “healer-of-torment“, moving from one village to another telling folktales and singing. These provided entertainment to the people. Her performance was well received by the Kampung Baru Wang Tepus villagers. This led Puteri Bongsu to set up a troupe known as mek mulong.

Another story begins with a couple in Ligor who were yearning for a child. They prayed to God and were finally blessed with a baby girl who was delivered with the assistance of Bidan Ketujuh or the Seventh Midwife. According to popular belief, the presence of Bidan Ketujuh indicates the birth of a child with magical powers. News of the magical baby who was named Mek Julong spread far and wide and people started to migrate to Ligor. Eventually, a state was formed there with the child’s father appointed Raja. When the child grew up, she showed a strong interest in dancing and singing. Her favourite song was Kecik Milik which is often sung during present day mek mulong performances. Finally, her father established a troupe to recite folk tales and for singing and acting in the state.

The Siri Mengenal Budaya (2003) claims mek mulong originated from Ligor. It was subsequently introduced into Kedah during the Kedah-Siam conflict in the 18th century, first in Kampung Perit, Kurung Itam sub district in Kuala Nerang. It then spread to Kampung Belukar Mulong, Kampung Paya Keladi and finally to Kampung Baru Wang Tepus.

Interviews with Ahmad Shahadan, a mek mulong performer in Wang Tepus, indicate that there are many variations of the story, especially in terms of the source and origin of the performance until the present time.3Mek mulong is said to have been started by a couple from Kedah who were hated by the families of their in-laws. In dejection, they went to Ligor. The husband was called Pak Mohar and his wife Bunga. They cultivated hill paddy or padi huma. Not long after, Bunga became pregnant and only Pak Mohar tended the fields as Bunga had to stay at home. When it was close to the time of her delivery, an old woman appeared, claiming to be Bidan Ketujuh. The old woman prophesied that the child who would soon be born would someday become “great”. With Bidan Ketujuh’s assistance, Bunga gave birth to a daughter who was named Mek Julong. As Mek Julong was growing up, the young lady became more and more skilful in arranging flowers without any string (this became the opening song of mek mulong performance). Mek Julong was also said to have loved dancing. Subsequently, Pak Mohar made a drum from cowhide to accompany his daughter’s dancing. After some time, the people were attracted to this spectacle and they began to beat the drum and play the flute. The performance later came to be known as mek mulong, which come from the words “Mek” (referring to a daughter) and “Mu” (from kamu, you, the eldest).

According to this oral source, there was a prince in ancient Kedah who ran away with his nursemaid because the king had attempted to kill him. According to the prophecy of the palace astrologer, the prince had to be killed for he would bring misfortune to the royal family. The nursemaid took pity on the prince and was unable to bring himself to kill the prince. Both ran away to Ligor. There, they met Pak Mohar and his daughter Mek Julong who were at the time beating their drums, singing and dancing. The prince then took on an acting role to complete the performance. The meeting of Pak Mohar’s family with the Kedah prince and his nursemaid enhanced the mek mulong performance with dancing, music, singing and story telling. Story of kings and palace life were later begun to be incorporated into the mek mulong performances.


However, when Siam attacked Kedah, eight members of the mek mulong troupe returned to Kedah to live in Kampung Perik in the Padang Terap sub district. Here, they resumed the mek mulong performance, moving from one place to another. The group finally settled in Wang Tepus. Since then it has been based in this village. The present mek mulong performers are believed to be descendants of the original generation of mek mulong group. It was in this context that mek mulong was passed down to Haji Salleh Embut whom the author met during a mek mulong performance in Kampung Baru Wang Tepus.

According to the oral sources, the mek mulong performance originated from, and was inspired by, the people of Kedah who had escaped to Thailand. On their return to Kedah, they revived the performance, which had not changed until the present day. The assumptions and conjectures that the performance originated entirely from Thailand4 have to be reconsidered based on this oral evidence.

In the current context, the tradition of this performance can be traced back to two generations. Ahmad Shahadan (Figure 1), who had been involved in mek mulong performance in the past few years, began learning and inheriting mek mulong from Haji Salleh Embut in Kampung Baru Wang Tepus (Figure 2). He had been following Haji Salleh’s performance since he was a little boy. At that time, Haji Salleh was accompanied by Saad Taib. It was from here that Ahmad Shahadan learnt the mek mulong. At the moment, only Ahmad Shahadan and Saad are still active as Haji Salleh had passed away in 2009 after his final performance in 2008 in Kampung Baru Wang Tepus.
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Figure 1.   Inheritor of mek mulong: Ahmad Shahadan (source: author)
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Figure 2.   Inheritors of mek mulong: Haji Salleh Embut (deceased) who passed the mek mulong craft to Ahmad Shahadan (source: author)



Mek Mulong: A Folk Performance

Dundes (1965) states that most folklore traditions are owned by villagers and farmers as these traditions are a source of entertainment in their free time, in addition to being a way to celebrate certain festivals. This view gives the impression that folk performance or Malay traditional theatre was originally performed in rural, traditional areas isolated from the hustle and bustle of the city. Additionally, these performances are not just mediums of banishing weariness but also potentially a source of pride for the community that owns them. The uniqueness and speciality of traditional performances that are inherited make the performance popular even when they are performed in the rural areas.

Bauman (1992, 35) states that, “Every group has its own folklore and will continue to do so as long as people continue to come together in groups”. This observation is equally valid to mek mulong which is performed by a group in Kampung Baru Wang Tepus. This group of mek mulong performers still maintain the tradition faithfully while Wang Tepus is synonymous with the authentic mek mulong. The fact that the performance still survives after several generations is strong evidence that this folk performance had withstood the test of time.

As folk entertainment mek mulong is not as elaborate as other folk performances. The costumes and instruments are simple. Mek mulong is usually performed in a shed constructed in the village by the performers themselves (Figure 3). Mohd Taib Osman (1982, 58) describes this as mek mulong’s “traditional stage”. The performance is organised once a year, usually between July and August. An authentic mek mulong performance is held not just any time, but only when the group is invited to perform under the sponsorship of certain parties like the Ministry of Culture or the State Museum. On such occasion, the mek mulong performance is rather brief and incomplete compared to the one held at Wang Tepus. According to Ahmad Shahadan, this is due to the small size of the stage, minimal participation by members of the troupe, and the sponsors’ time constraints.
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Figure 3.   A traditional mek mulong stage in Kampung Baru Wang Tepus, Jitra, Kedah (source: author)



The authentic mek mulong performance, which embraces an elaborate traditional convention, is performed only in the original mek mulong shed built in the villages notably at Wang Tepus. Bauman (1992, 46) states that, “All performance, like all communication, is situated, enacted and rendered meaningful within a socially defined situational context”. In other words, the true meaning of a mek mulong performance can only be understood and appreciated if it is performed within the context of the community that owns it and performed within a rural setting.

As folk performance or Malay traditional theatre, mek mulong has its own performing conventions that have been passed down from previous generations. These conventions must be strictly adhered to as they shape the unique poetics  that one can observe in mek mulong performance which has its own arrangements, features and stage of performance from beginning to end.

Essentially, mek mulong involves 15 to 20 performers comprising the Pak Mulong (the head of the group who plays the character of the king), peran (joker/fool), dancers and musicians (Mohamed Ghouse 2000, 81). In terms of musical instruments, mek mulong musical ensemble includes various types of drums—one small, one semorong drum and two big drums. Flutes and gongs are still used but the buluh kecerik, a musical instrument that emits a high-pitched sound, is no longer used. Mek mulong does not involve specific costumes with the performers donning everyday clothes that they consider appropriate for the occasion although there is a preference for traditional Malay outfit complete with headgear. However, the joker/fool wears a mask which is intended to bring laughter to the audience.5

In the traditional performance, mek mulong begins with a grand feast in the daytime. The feast is meant to celebrate the descendants of mek mulong performers, their neighbours and friends. According to the author’s informant, this ritual is not affected by any prohibitions, which means anyone from the general public could attend the feast. Traditional dishes usually served include beef curry, dried fish, ulam or herbal salads and other local delicacies. A large number of guests usually attend this feast which is held almost every year. The feast provides initial indication of the gaiety of the mek mulong performance to be held after sunset. Mek mulong is performed over three consecutive nights— Saturday, Sunday and Monday—with Monday being the climax of the performance. It starts with bertabik, a salutation ceremony in the form of a song called karang bunga or “weaving the garland” which is taken from the history of the mek mulong and Mek Julong’s skill of arranging flower garlands without any string. After the leader had finished singing, all group members then joined him in singing the same song to the accompaniment of drums, gongs and flutes.

During the bertabik ceremony, holy names are invoked to ensure that the performance is free from any disturbances (Mohamed Ghouse 2000, 86). The informant, who is also a leader of this group, claims that if the bertabik is not done or improperly executed, the performance will be beset by problems such as performers forgetting the lyrics or story lines. These problems could affect the entire mek mulong performance. Even though the mek mulong performance is held over three nights, the bertabik is held every night prior to each performance. This ritual is sort of basic rule for each performance. The mek mulong practitioners or performers adhere strictly to the accepted procedures and safeguard every performing rule just like they had inherited it.


Besides bertabik, the performance also involves bertabuh, the ceremonial beating of drums. This ritual does not include singing but only the beating of drums and gongs and the sound of flutes. This instrumental ritual is performed for 10–15 minutes without any singing. Once the bertabik and bertabuh are over, the musicians would start playing Gerak Timpuh songs for some time to the movement of male dancers dressed as females. At this stage, the mek mulong performance is embellished with elements of music, singing and dancing. The dancing continues for some time to the accompaniment of particular Gerak Timpuh songs (Figure 4). The rhythm of the singing and dancing movements attract the audience as “…performance, or other experience that can be sold to and enjoyed by large and heterogeneous groups of people” (Barnouw and Catherine, in Bauman 1992, 50). Acting is also part of the performance. When the Gerak Timpuh dance is over, Pak Mulong (leader of the performance) begins to tell his story in a sort of drama session known as lakon (Figure 5). Usually, the stories performed include “Cerita Cahaya Bulan” and “Dewa Muda”. Although there are other stories like “Lakon Afrit“, “Batak Putih” and “Malim Bongsu” (Umi Abdullah 2003, 8). According to the author’s informant, the “Cahaya Bulan” and “Dewa Muda” stories are the most popular. At this stage, the dance group resumes the dancing with Pak Mulong for some time, after which he resumes the story-telling and acting with the princess and the fool.
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Figure 4.   Ahmad Shahadan in the first part of mek mulong performance (source: author)
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Figure 5.   Acting during the first part of mek mulong performance (source: author)



The mek mulong performance ends when Pak Mulong finished enacting the story he is telling. A long story would be narrated over three nights. In the closing stage, the dancers resume the dancing as performed at the beginning and Pak Mulong sings the “Kecik Milik Mengarang Bunga” again, accompanied by the beating of drums, gongs and the sound of flutes. This signified the end the first part of the performance.

Uniqueness of Mek Mulong: The “Healing” Ritual

In addition to being a performing art, mek mulong also exhibits another aspect of tradition that is most unique. While the first part involves story telling, singing, dancing and acting, the second part is related to traditional healing ritual known as berubat or treatment of the sick. Traditional healing, an established practice in village communities, usually displays various unique ways and methods. These have never been documented but the entire process is recorded in the shaman’s memory (Mohd Taib 1982, 2). These practices are also found in the mek mulong. The healing ritual usually begins after midnight when the first part of the performance is over. When the ritual is about to begin, all actors and dancers change into ordinary clothes and would no longer be dressed in traditional Malay dress and headwear.

According to the informant, the ritual of berubat within the mek mulong performance is an important element for the performers. It is also a major attraction for the audience as the ritual involves worship of spirits and being possessed by spirits.6 This draws the attention of the audience who responded with unusual or interesting actions. The ritual is not just an entertainment but functions as a form of showing respect for the spirits of the ancestors of those who created the mek mulong. The fact that it is defined as ritual indicates its significance that should be noted within the context of folk performance. According to Mohd Taib (1989, 49):


Ritual and ceremony are a set of prescribed behaviour which is both symbolic and expressive and which has a specific objective… Rituals are symbolic behaviour because the action represents something else than what is done. The slaughtering of an animal, for instance, represents a sacrifice offered to a deity whose favour the votary or worshipper is soliciting. Even the objects used in the ritual have symbolic meaning.



The role of rituals is of vital importance in mek mulong as it is a symbolic method of showing respect to the ancestors. It is not merely musical or meaningless actions, but actions that symbolise a greater meaning and relevance to the performance as it is a way for “mediums to communicate with certain gods or spirits of ancestors” (Mohd Taib 1982, 30). This corresponds to author’s informant’s view that the ritual is a medium for connecting them with an ancestor (known as a certain god) who is seen by these communities as their protector. It is believed that these gods descended to the human world and entered the medium so that he could treat sick patients during mek mulong performance.

The validity of this view may be witnessed from the beginning of the ritual. At this stage, incense is burned and the musical instruments are “smoked” by mek mulong performers by passing them over the incense before the start of the performance. This is to protect the ritual from any “disturbance” as spirits other than that of the ancestors might disturb the ritual.7 To this day, the performers closely adhere to this ritual.

Once the musical instruments are blessed, the dancers make their entry and stood at the centre of the stage with their heads covered with batik cloth. A silver ring is tied with a string and placed on a piece of cloth which is hung from the roof of the stage. A bunch of coconut flowers and betel-nut flowers are placed close by. This is done with the intention of invoking the spirit of the ancestors requesting their presence at the stage. Several earthen jars filled with water are prepared for bathing purposes to ensure bodily health and vitality.

Next, offerings are made in homage to the spirits that would descend to the stage. This is done by serving a quid of betel or sirih pinang (areca nut wrapped in betel leaf and condiments), pulut (a type of sticky rice), buah Melaka (Malay traditional cake with grated coconut and palm sugar), ketupat (cubes of rice-cake), wajik (a sticky-rice delicacy), putu mani (a local pancake), cucur lubang (sweet-rice doughnut) and bertih (flattened rice-grain). In traditional Malay belief, the offerings of pulut, beras kunyit and bertih are meant as respect to certain spirits or gods (Skeat 1984, 74–76). Skeat’s view on this corresponds to the belief among mek mulong practitioners that the purpose of the offerings is solely meant as symbol of respect but never a form of worship although for an outsider, it is difficult to differentiate the two.

Once all the healing paraphernalia is ready, the ritual begins with the beating of drums and gongs by mek mulong performers. The drum beat is different from the bertabik, bertabuh or the Gerak Timpuh dance. The music is accompanied by loud chanting of mantera or spell by mek mulong performers. The following mantera is chanted during the performance:



	Amboi hae la yang tuan
	Hullo! come wondrous sirs



	Semangat kami
	Our spirits



	Amboi hae la yang kami
	Hullo! wondrous us



	Semangat badan
	The body's spirit



	Amboi hae bangun pucuk
	Hullo! Arise sprout



	Bangun pelepah
	Arise palm frond



	Sila turun guru muda
	Please descend young teacher



	Sila turun guru muda
	Please descend young teacher



	Sila turun peran tua
	Please descend old clown



	Sila turun peran muda
	Please descend young clown




Source: Ahmad Shahadan

This mantera is recited over and over again by the performers who take turns in doing so until the spirits that they call nenek descends into the shed where the performance is taking place and enters the bodies of the performers (Figure 6). According to the informant, this group of spirits are known as Dewa Muda, Dewa Kaca, Dewa Ketujuh, Dewa Kesuma, Dewa Kesakti, Peran Tua, Peran Muda, Peran Kiau, Peran Embun, Tok Busu Rabit, Tok Petong and Tok Imek. The mantera is recited to appeal to these spirits to descend so that the healing ritual could commence. After the descent, the performers who are possessed by the spirits become unconscious. They then get up to dance in the centre of the shed. They get up one by one until all the 12 spirits have descended (Figure 7). They dance to their contentment and when all of them have finished dancing, the healing ritual begins. The patients waiting outside the shed make his/her entry to meet the “gods” who have possessed the bodies of the performers. Each patient is treated with incantations, charms and so forth (Figure 6). The mek mulong performance ends in the early hours of the morning when the spirits leave the body of the performers who subsequently regain consciousness.
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Figure 6.   Haji Salleh Embut at the start of a treatment session during the healing ritual (source: author)
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Figure 7.   A mek mulong healing ritual (source: author)



Based on the ritual’s pattern and process, it is difficult to ascertain whether it is free from animism or Hindu-Buddhist influences since there are several elements in this performance which appear to be in fusion or combined from a myriad of sources.8Mek mulong’s uniqueness is that it encompassed animistic, Hindu and Islamic elements. This corresponds to the view of several scholars who acknowledge the combination of these elements in many contemporary rituals in Malay society. Hanapi Dollah (in Rogayah 2007, 96–123) states that:


It contains not only authentic local elements (animism) but also elements from the Hindu and Islamic traditions and so on. The idea of ghosts, spirits and phantoms is a traditional Malay belief, that is, since the emergence of animism. With the influence of Hinduism, the concept of gods as subtle beings was included. With the advent of Islam, they combined Islamic beliefs with existing beliefs.



Although this view is based on a general study of rituals, it does provide a clear description of mek mulong rituals. The informants had asserted that they believe firmly in the spirits of their ancestors who watch over and attend every mek mulong performance. They also believe that malevolent spirits cause disturbances during the performance; their chanting of incantations and charms and the burning of incense are meant to avoid these disturbances. This is all part of animistic belief while elements of Hinduism appeared through the invocation of the names of ancestors which are actually names of Hindu gods like Dewa Kaca, Dewa Kesuma, Dewa Kesakti and so on. This combination of various elements is most prominent in the mek mulong. Mek mulong performers never question the influence and origins of these rituals, as they are used to the practice and accept the entire tradition without any question asked. This is explained by Mohd Taib Osman (1989, 3):


It is in the complex of beliefs and practices presided over by the pawang that the indigenous, Hindu and Islamic elements usually interact and integrate into functional wholes. Most of the previous studies on Malay beliefs have failed to see the different component (and) elements from this “integrative” point of view… It is true that some belief element may function without integrating with other elements, but in such cases these beliefs form new frames of reference for concepts and practices already familiar to the people.



Such circumstances indirectly establish the importance of the healing ritual or berubat in the mek mulong performance, which should not be ignored by scholars. The ritual is quite complex, with complicated processes, replete with regulations and caution that convey the impression that this ritual forms an important element of the overall performance.


Relating Ritual to Performance

Based on the author’s informant, it may be concluded that this healing ritual is an important element within the mek mulong performance. The performers stressed that these rituals are inseparable from the performance of dance, music, bertabuh, bertabik and acting, which are undertaken during the first part. This ritual is held subsequent to the earlier performance in an authentic ceremony in a particular shed in the village (Figure 3). It would be a serious error to omit either one of these two parts as the mek mulong practitioners believe that neglecting performing protocols could lead to problems or disaster to performers. Western scholars have also discussed the unity between performance and ritual. Rappaport (1992, 250) acknowledges that:


If there is no performance, there is no ritual; performance itself is an aspect of that which is performed. The medium is part of the message; more precisely, it is a metamessage about whatever is encoded in the ritual.



Mek mulong is intended as a symbol of respect to the ancestors and this provides an early indication that a greater purpose is inherent in the performance. Hence it becomes crucial to the performance.9 The ritual, in fact, is a clear demonstration that the practice of “offering” and “possession” symbolise the presence of the ancestors. Performers make sure that each performing rules are scrupulously observed in their entirety to ensure the intended objective of the mek mulong performance is achieved.

The author’s informant also explained that the first and second parts of mek mulong performance are inseparable; rather they are united. Ahmad Shahadan explained that their ancestors, known as Guru Tua (Old Guru) and Guru Muda (Young Guru), are believed to have descended earlier, during the first part of the performance. He claimed that these spirits came to ensure preparations for the performance are correct and closely adhere to the legacy they had inherited. The spirits are also believed to be observing dance movements and the beating of drums. In case mistakes are made, the spirits would duly inform the mek mulong leader so as not to jeopardise subsequent performances.

Traditionally, a mek mulong performance includes the ritual elements of both performing and the healing ritual. Its uniqueness is not just as a source of entertainment for the local community through singing, dancing, music and story telling but also as a symbolic process of showing respect for ancestors who are considered guardians of their village and to protect the performers’ family members from danger or disaster. Traditionally, mek mulong performance is inseparable from the healing ritual. Both parts are inter-dependent and complement each other while the healing ritual provides attraction for the local audience to stay with the performance right to the end. It may be said that mek mulong serves both as a folk performance and a unique healing ritual that is replete with magical elements considered sacred to the local community.

However, this uniqueness is only found in the traditional and authentic mek mulong performance staged in the rural villages of Kedah. The ritual is never performed during popular celebrations held outside Kampung Baru Wang Tepus. This is to avoid negative perceptions from fellow Muslims. It is only appropriate if the ritual is conducted on its own stage as practiced by generations of mek mulong performers. In 2002 and 2010, an elaborate mek mulong performance was undertaken at the Petronas Philharmonic Hall in Kuala Lumpur but its ritualistic aspects were left out. Only the first part of the mek mulong performance was presented. Similarly, efforts by the Akademi Seni Warisan dan Kesenian Kebangsaan (ASWARA) or National Academy of Tradition and Arts to include mek mulong as part of their teaching curriculum are highly laudable although the ritual aspects are left out. This means that future generation will only see mek mulong as a cultural performance without comprehending its real function and uniqueness as it was traditionally performed in Wang Tepus. Incidentally, the last traditional performance was held here in July 2008.

Conclusion

As a folk performance, mek mulong can still be enjoyed whether the performance is in its traditional form or performed in a modern way with changes to the stage and for the general audience. The preceding discussion had shown the sustainability of mek mulong because this folk art was passed on to succeeding generations since its inception until the current group of mek mulong activists. One of the main aims of the mek mulong performance is to provide entertainment; hence there is still interest among the general public whether in Kedah or elsewhere in this art form. Another factor that impacted on its sustainability is its unique medical tradition, which is still accepted by certain groups within contemporary rural society. Such acceptance enables mek mulong to remain as a popular folk performance.
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Notes

1.      Different versions of this essay were published in Malay in the journal Sosiohumanika Jurnal Pendidikan Sains Sosial dan Kemanusiaan 4(1): 93–110 and in Utara Semenanjung Malaysia: Esei-esei warisan, ed. Abu Talib Ahmad (Penang: Penerbit Universiti Sains Malaysia).

2.      In line with the categorisation made by Dundes (1965 and 1980), the groupings of folk tradition within the category of folklore is presented in detail in the Standard Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology and Myth (1972).

3.      Interviews with Ahmad Shahadan were conducted on 23 July 2008 and 5 April 2010.

4.      See Siri Mengenal Budaya (2003).

5.      The use of masks to create humour is also practiced in traditional folktales, the Awang Batil in Perlis which uses several differet types of masks to represent different humour characters in the course of its performance.

6.      Amran Kasimin (2006) defines being possessed as a process where the ancestors’ spirits enter into the medium’s body in a healing ritual causing him to to become “unconscious.” It is believed that the medium has the ability to interact with beings that are invisible to others.

7.      According to the author’s informant, Saad Taib, in the past, a disturbance had occured during the performance when the performers saw a red centipede entering the barn. At the same time, several of them forgot the lyrics of songs to invoke the gods while the flute did not emit any sound.

8.      The combination of animistic and Islamic elements is also found in the chanting of mantera which begins with the proclamation of bismilah, followed by invocation of genies and ghosts (refer to Haron Daud “Tradisi Lisan: Ilmu Perbomohan” (2007, 419–424).

9.      Dundes (1996, 83) claims that every folklore conveys the community’s worldview in the form of a presentation or story. In fact, folklore is considered as the mirror of a culture (Bronner 2008, 53). In this context, a mek mulong performance indirectly shows the performers’ reverence for the spirits of their ancestors.
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Abstract. An integration of strategies in conserving declining coral reefs requires a dynamic approach. In this essay, a combination of three technical approaches was applied to a coral reef area of a marine protected area in the northern Straits of Malacca as a science-based ecosystem approach for natural resource conservation measure. Optically-derived physical water quality models of Total Suspended Solids and chlorophyll-a applied to a series of satellite images to assess the distribution of physical water quality and indirect chemical water quality conditions will provide a historical view of the crucial element that governs the coral reef health. It will also provide insights to coral reef ecosystem response to direct pollution from surrounding waters or land-based pollution inputs from adjacent areas. The hydroacoustic signal classification system which measures different hardness and roughness of bottom sediment substrates stores, categorises and manipulates data received, and produces maps of sea-bed types will aid in determining the percentage of live and dead corals, and in the inventory process of applying Limits of Acceptable Change (LAC) for a large scale survey. LAC framework has a broad applicability to complex tourism setting such as marine protected areas where development of measurable objectives defining desired wilderness and the identification of management actions to provide overall quality enjoyment of tourism are possible while preserving the fragile ecosystems of coral reefs. This is considered a science-based ecosystem approach which is viable, cost-effective, time saving and is based mainly on scientific data of a sensitive ecosystem. This integrated approach with its intensity may fulfil the possibility of identifying the actual limits of acceptable change and the designing of implementation actions for our depleting resource.
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Introduction

For several decades now, scientists and environmentalists have been combining different methods to assess our current status of environment. The complexity of the earth’s ecosystems dictates that an integrated approach will be required to manage the dynamic system of the coastal and marine environment. An integrated approach necessitates integrated strategies to achieve the priority of conserving and sustaining (including the management of) coral reefs on local or global scales. Since conservation and sustainable management are inextricably linked, though not synonymous, both these objectives can be realised through the maintenance of species as well as habitat diversity and integrity for which a range of data inputs is required which can be collected through an integrated approach. These range of data input constitute the directions along which future management-based ecological research should be conducted. The multitude of current reef exploitative and degradatory practices, together with the paucity of knowledge on reef ecology, dictates that the precautionary approach incorporating an integrated course of action be speedily adopted for the sustainable management of our local coral reefs. Addressing the many threats to coral reefs cannot be approached separately when working in actual geographic areas. Implementation of activities to conserve coral ecosystems must be integrated into an ecosystem-based management approach to ensure a holistic and integrated management approach to support healthy, resilient coral reef ecosystems. Effective conservation of coral ecosystems must be based on the needs of the varying ecosystems and communities and cannot take a one-size-fitsall approach. For instance, the placement of a marine protected area can effectively address the impacts of fishing and/or conserve an area potentially resilient to climate change, coupled with efforts to address land-based sources of pollution from adjacent and associated watersheds (National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration [NOAA] 2011).

Coral reefs are among the most diverse and biologically complex ecosystems on earth. These rainforests of the sea provide economic and environmental services to millions of people as areas of natural beauty and recreation, sources of food, jobs, chemicals, pharmaceuticals and shoreline protection. Now under threat from multiple stresses that are overwhelming their natural resilience, coral reefs are deteriorating worldwide at alarming rates. The United States Coral Reef Task Force (USCRTF 2000, 3) stated that:


Ironically, the value of coral reefs to the nation is matched only by their vulnerability to harmful environmental changes, particularly those resulting from human activities. Present estimates are that 10 percent of all coral reefs are degraded beyond recovery; 30 percent are in critical condition and may die within 10 to 20 years, particularly those near human populations; and, if current pressures continue unabated, another 30 percent may perish completely by 2050.



Two years later the situation had not improved. An estimated 10 percent of the world’s reefs have already been lost and 60 percent are threatened by bleaching, disease and a variety of human activities including shoreline development, polluted runoff from agricultural and land-use practices, ship groundings, over-harvesting, destructive fishing and global climate change (USCRTF 2000). The trend in coral reef health is downward, and these ancient ecosystems are in peril. The intensification of global decline in coral reef health has galvanised an international movement to save these invaluable ecosystems. International Coral Reef Initiative (ICRI) and Global Coral Reef Monitoring Network (GCRMN) were amongst the first few formed as a global response to this crisis.

Malaysia is situated on a continental shelf and its reefs are mostly shallow, fringing and sporadic. Pristine reefs are located further beyond reach of the human population and its impacts. For reefs nearer to shore or to the mainland, most good reefs had been gazetted into Marine Parks. These parks were established primarily for resources conservation, protection, management of the environment, habitat restoration and rehabilitation, promotion of awareness and education, to conserve and conduct research on the rich biodiversity contained in the marine park waters. Like any other country, Malaysia had become a tourists’ attraction for its unique and its diverse coral reefs (Li 1998). This attraction itself—the coral reefs being a fragile and sensitive natural heritage, had increased the number of tourists to millions per year (Li 1998; Anisah Lee Abdullah 2004). Growth not only in tourist numbers but also of facilities, infrastructure, aircraft operations and tourism services have led to a booming tourist economy built around what is perceived internationally as new and exotic destination (Li 1998; Mbaiwa 2009). However, one of the greatest challenges is deciding how to provide for overall quality enjoyment of increasingly large numbers of visitors while conserving and preserving the fragile ecosystems within the marine park particularly its coral reefs. Applying certain management tool enables a park to preserve its natural and cultural resources by limiting the number of visitors and/or vehicles within an area at any given time.

Among existing frameworks, Limits of Acceptable Change (LAC) which comprises of a nine step process (Figure 1) has the broadest applicability to be applied to marine park. One of the techniques in the determination of coral health status in Pulau Payar was mapping the distribution of corals. We do not know what lies in the ocean floor be it deep or shallow. We “know” of the coral reefs through our exploration at certain spots or zones that attract us more than others but rarely do we frequent less popular zones. This gives us insights to certain reef zones in detail but not much on the adjacent or less attractive surrounding areas. Scientists have now started using sonar to sweep over to explore and map the ocean floor (National Geographic Society 2011). NOAA has started its project in 2004 to sweep the ocean floor of the Caribbean and Costa Rica using sonar to create a comprehensive map of the seabed which includes bottom substrate types, depth, bathymetry amongst others with incredible detail and frequency. This is still a new technique that can and should be applied to Malaysian waters to comprehensively map our seabed with particular priority to our natural heritage zones i.e., the coral reefs.
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Figure 1.   The nine-step process of LAC (source: United States Department of Agriculture, Forest Service)



Within the LAC framework, the first step—identification of area of concerns and its issues and step four—resource inventory, are the main concerns relating to the study. One of the techniques used in this study is hydroacoustic signal classification (RoxAnnTM). It has become an alternative approach in mapping the underwater substrate as it is cheaper and applicable for mapping broad scale distribution of substrate rather than scuba diving. Furthermore, hydroacoustic method does not depend on the surface weather, underwater visibility, water depth or experiences or knowledge from the researcher for coral identification. This essay aims to show the efficiency of adopting a science-based ecosystem approach to understanding of coral ecosystem as a measure of natural heritage conservation effort through the incorporation of hydroacoustic signal substrate classification technique with LAC in substrate determination at the Pulau Payar Marine Park off the coast of Kedah. In a science-based ecosystem approach, scientific data collected from the sensitive ecosystem itself plays a major role which is crucial in its own evaluation.


RoxAnn Hydroacoustic Signal System

Hydroacoustic signal was first introduced as an active sound in water (sonar) to study and to determine fish biomass and spatial distribution. Nowadays, the system was extended and applied as an alternative survey tool in coral ecology and coral management. Although the conventional scuba diving method for direct measurement and censusing still provides the most reliable survey technique and first-hand data collection to date, this method poses high risks, time-consuming and less cost-effective. Scuba diving method is more restricted by water depth, weather condition, tidal and current condition and on certain days, poor visibility. These risks and restrictions made scuba diving method almost impossible to produce a broad-scale map of coral coverage. To date, the hydroacoustic system is more applicable for mapping coral in broad-scale area as it is cost-effective, more time-effective and less effort is needed compared to the conventional scuba diving method. This acoustic mapping provides a good representation of coral and substrate distribution for broad-scale area especially in areas impossible to be reached by scuba diving method.

RoxAnn bottom classification system is an example of hydroacoustic signal method and this system was chosen to be applied in substrate determination in Pulau Payar Marine Park. RoxAnn is a broad-scale acoustic ground discrimination system which visualises seabed bathymetric under a survey vessel (Chivers et al. 1990). It is widely used for marine habitat and community mapping (Magorrian et al. 1995; Pinn and Robertson 1998; Brown et al. 2005) and for environmental monitoring (Service 1998; Rukavina 2001).

The principle of RoxAnn method is basically processing single beam sonar using echoes integrated approach emitted by an echo sounder which interprets two distinct echoes from the seabed (Chivers et al. 1990). It then listens and processes the signals returned by the transducer. The first echo (E1) which is the acoustic backscatter of the substrate measured the roughness of the substrate. The rougher materials scatter more acoustic energy back towards the transducer. Smoother substrate will act like a mirror and reflect most of the acoustic energy from the transducer. Further information of the seabed is obtained from the second echo (E2) which is more sensitive to the hardness of the substrate than the first echo (Chivers et al. 1990; Heald and Pace 1996). The second echo return is a measure of the acoustic impedance of the substrate. The softer the substrate, the greater is the acoustic impedance of the substrate. The timing diagram for E1 and E2 is shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2.   Echo signal processing technique (source: Chivers et al. 1990)



A complete RoxAnn hydroacoustic signal system incorporates the input of real time, geo-referenced survey data, i.e., longitude and latitude. For each valid E1 and E2 signal collected, the RoxAnn system sends a RS232 string containing depth, E1 and E2 information to the PC/laptop for processing using the RoxMap Scientific Software. With the information gathered from E1 and E2, a RoxAnn Square is configured (Figure 3). It is a Cartesian XY graph, where E1 (index of roughness) is plotted along the Y-axis and E2 (index of hardness) is plotted along the X-axis. Since every substrate will have a different range of E1 and E2 values, the different range of E1/E2 will give different types of substrates. These areas can be “boxed off” or classified with an assigned colour and is shown diagrammatically as user-defined RoxAnn RoxSquare (Cholwek et al. 2000). The data from RoxAnn were compiled with additional data such as integrated GPS, depth, time and data information and interpreted by using geographical information system (GIS) to produce contour maps of the factor interest (Davies et al. 1997; Sotheran et al. 1997).

Based on RoxAnn’s principal and potential applicability, it is hoped that the method of hydroacoustic signal classification system will be proven as an effective broad-scale mapping procedure in the natural heritage conservation strategy. This is because rapid, frequent and large scale coverage of an invaluable coastal resource and fragile ecosystem such as the coral reef is required bearing in mind that higher tourist influx will increase the environmental impacts on the coral health, hence the integrity of our natural heritage fragile ecosystem.



[image: art]

Figure 3.   A typical RoxSquare showing different substrates (source: Cholwek et al. 2000)



Remote Sensing System: Application of Optically-derived Water Quality Models

In our efforts to enhance scientific knowledge of marine biodiversity for the purpose of conservation and sustainable management in coastal and marine zones with turbid waters, not only do we measure or catalogue the living resources, it also involved our understanding of the factors affecting the very existence and the survival of these resources. There are two leading water quality parameters that have significant direct and indirect effects on the coral environment—total suspended solids (TSS) and chlorophyll-a (Chl-a). TSS is a direct measurement of physical pollutants over time and space visible to the human eye which affects light penetration in the water column crucial for photosynthetic activity. Trends of TSS distribution in surface waters normally provide scientists and environmentalists the status and condition of body of water (Anisah Lee and Yasin 2000; Anisah Lee 2004).

Chl-a concentrations and its distribution over time and space is a valuable and functional parameter to evaluate water quality, nutrition status and the extent of organic pollution. It is a good indicator for the possibility of nutrient loading or organic pollution and the productivity status of reefs. Chl-a is the pigment that participate directly in the light requiring reactions of photosynthesis. Chl-a concentration provides useful information for the management of water quality (Scherz 1972) and the monitoring of water pollution (Johnson and Harris 1980). The coastal water is dynamic in nature; consequently Chl-a concentration changes rapidly and continuously. The spatial distribution of Chl-a in coastal seawater is not homogeneous either. Charting of Chl-a concentrations spatially over large areas through remote sensing can provide an alternative synoptic view and a speedy and cost-effective method compared to the lengthy and expensive conventional practice (Curran and Wilkinson 1985; Anisah Lee 2004).

A great deal of research has been carried out for the measurement and building of TSS and Chl-a concentration models using remote sensing data such as Landsat MSS, Landsat TM, SPOT, IRS-1C and SeaWiFS (Dekker and Peters 1993; O’Reilly et al. 1998; Thiemann and Kaufmann 2000; Hanna et al. 2001; Harding et al. 2005). These models can be built theoretically (Hoogenboom et al. 1998; Carder et al. 1999; Bricaud et al. 1995), empirically or semi-empirically (Dekker and Peters 1993; Gitelson 1992; Han and Rundquist 1997; Rundquist et al. 1995), optically (Lim et al. 2009; Beh et al. 2010; Asadpour et al. 2011) or based on artificial neural network method (Keiner and Yan 1998) and genetic algorithm (Doerffer and Fischer 1994; Anisah Lee 2004).

Remote sensing models can be applied alone to determine temporal and spatial distributions of water quality parameters, or be applied as an integrated approach with other techniques to assess the environment.

Materials and Methods

Survey site

Pulau Payar Marine Park is situated off the coast of Kedah, between Pulau Langkawi and Pulau Pinang (Figure 4). There are four islands within the jurisdictional area of the Marine Park. Pulau Payar is the largest having an area of 31.2 hectares with an approximate length of 1.75 km (Aikanathan and Wong 1994). The survey was conducted on January 2010 at the main island of Pulau Payar Marine Park located between 6.055°–6.070° N and 100.035°–100.045° E. The exact location can be derived from the acoustic mapping from the RoxAnn substrate classification. The entire length of its north-western coast is predominantly rocky and characterised by steep cliffs and wave-cut gullies. The survey area was closely tracked by boat along the shoreline of Pulau Payar where shallow reefs can be found. This location was chosen mainly because Pulau Payar still holds pristine and healthy reefs amongst the very few reefs found existing in the more turbid waters off the west coast compared to the east coast of Peninsular Malaysia.
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Figure 4.   Map of sampling location and enlargement of sampling area at Pulau Payar Marine Park (survey run around Pulau Payar only. Source: Google Earth)



RoxAnn Survey Methodology

The RoxAnn system was calibrated to synchronise all system components where substrate conditions were known. The survey vessel will then be stationed at the desired location of particular substrate. RoxAnn Hydroacoustic Signal Processor will extract the echoes through the transducer and convert the signals to classifiable readings. Different substrates will be classified and assigned using different colours based on the range given by E1 and E2 which will then be displayed on RoxSquare. Six common reef substrates were targeted, i.e., live hard coral, dead coral, rubbles, soft coral, sand and rock. A Differential Global Positioning System (DGPS) modulator was used to fix position with the GPS antennae positioned above the transducer to minimise heading error. After calibration, the full system was connected and ready for transect run.

During the survey run, the data-logging software RoxMap Scientific was used to reveal the real-time position of the survey vessel and the previous track runs, besides recording the bottom type. The skipper could always refer to the laptop screen to reconfirm if the tracks were well spaced between each other. The vessel ran at an average speed of 3–4 knots at 5–10 m of surface intervals parallel to the island. The vessel conducted two survey runs around the island. Short continuous “U” transects were formed at the southwest and near the pontoon area.

All data collected were then processed and split according to start and finish times of surveys using Surfer software for thematic map productions.


Application of optical models for water quality distribution

Two important models derived optically using remote sensing applied to the most recent satellite images of Landsat 8 dated 9 December 2013 to map the distribution of total suspended solids (TSS mg/L) and chlorophyll-a (Chl-a mg/m3) were as follows:

TSS model: TSS = (–731.11) + 30.31R1 + (–39.32)R2 + 5.70R3 + 0.92R1R3 + (–0.05)R2R3 + (–0.37)R12 + (–0.43)R22 + (–0.0006)R32

Chlorophyll-a model: Chl-a = (–0.0411)R12 + 7.5288R1 + 327.1

where,

R1 = Reflectance for red band

R2 = Reflectance for green band

R3 = Reflectance for blue band

These models, derived by Lim et al. (2009), will provide synoptic views of the dynamic distribution of TSS and Chl-a within the study area. A broader region of the study area will be mapped using these models in order to offer a more holistic picture of the water quality condition. An RGB composite of the satellite image used in the mapping process is shown in Figure 5. Image processing was conducted using IDRISI Kilimanjaro software.
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Figure 5.   An RGB composite of Landsat 8 image dated 9 December 2013 of the northern Straits of Malacca used in the mapping process



Results and Discussion

Mapping from RoxAnn survey (hydroacoustic signal classification technique)

From this survey, 14 substrate classes were classified from the survey runs. There were other substrates found and were categorised under unclassified substrates. These are shown in Figure 6. Sand, rubble and rocks were the dominant substrates found in this survey. Lee et al. (2000) also reported that RoxAnn categorises sand and rubble dominating the area at a depth of 20 m. The depth ranges reached by RoxAnn in this study were between 2 and 25 m. From the observation, there were many coral distributions in the shallow area with big boulders.
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Figure 6.   Substrate determination at Pulau Payar with substrate classes



Track length from this survey was approximately 6.556 km using the RoxAnn system comprising 15 substrate classes including unclassified substrate. Figure 7 shows the 2D track run of substrate determination at Pulau Payar. Track lines with different colours indicated variations of substrate within the study area. Results showed that sand was the most dominant substrate (39.29 percent) followed by combination of sand and rubble (22.56 percent) and then rocks (21.80 percent). Unclassified substrate constituted 9.30 percent while the remaining 7.05 percent was made up of corals and other benthic organisms. Composition of different substrates characterised by RoxAnn during the track runs is shown in Figure 8. Approximately 6 percent of live coral was found along the track run which was equivalent to 0.373 km of total length of track run. The group of genus Acropora corals are readily detected using RoxAnn. From the parallel track runs, 0.49 percent of live corals are Acropora while the soft corals made up 3.33 percent.

Based on the track run lines, most coral was found more abundant in the eastern side especially the House Reef area near the pontoon, followed by the Coral Garden at the southern tip of Pulau Payar followed by the south-west of the island. These areas were more frequently visited by tourists for snorkeling and scuba diving rather than the western side of Pulau Payar. At the House Reef, southern tip and also in the south-west areas of the island, soft coral colonies were found in abundance. The distribution of corals decreased at the western side perhaps due to rough waves and current which resulted in high turbulence and sedimentation. According to Lirman et al. (2003), these conditions could affect coral growth, diversity and abundance. At the eastern and southeast tip of Pulau Payar, the underwater slopes are more gradual and are more protected from the rough waves hence providing suitable conditions for higher coral diversity and distribution within the area (Sy et al. 1981).
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Figure 7.   A 2D track run of bottom substrates in Pulau Payar
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Figure 8.   Percentage of substrate determination at Pulau Payar




Data collected by RoxAnn were then interpolated into a 3D depth model as shown in Figure 9. A very steep underwater slope at the Southwest of Pulau Payar was observed from the depth profile map interpolated from RoxAnn data where rough wave actions were experienced within this particular region. This result and observation agree with the findings of this study as well as those by Lirman et al. (2003) and Sy et al. (1981), i.e., areas with higher or rougher wave actions and current tend to result in lesser coverage of coral and its diversity compared to a more gradual and protected slope.
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Figure 9.   Depth profile of Pulau Payar based on field and interpolated data



Interpolated data and production of 3D model shown here provided a more holistic view of the bathymetric characteristics around the island. This makes interpretation of collected data clearer and more digestible compared to the usual charts or the 2D maps. The findings in this study has shown that using hydroacoustic technique proved to be an efficient and cost effective method in bottom reef type determination and mapping within a limited time frame. With increased track runs in the future, we should be able to map the coral reefs extensively and change detections of the reef area over time at different scales will be a much easier task to perform. For further level of details, incorporation of intensive ground truthing will be required as well as other combination of techniques to produce detailed natural resource mapping or even at biodiversity level.

Since LAC is a process to define: (1) what kind of resource conditions; (2) what kind of social conditions are acceptable; and (3) to prescribe actions to protect or achieve the desired conditions, the use of hydroacoustic technique in this study has proven invaluable to satisfy particularly the initial process of LAC and later the managerial conditions. Apart from being cost effective over time, the use of hydroacoustic technique provides stability over time as it allows quicker and frequent change detection analysis of resource conditions which is also trackable and traceable within the framework of LAC. The basis of LAC follows a nine-step process designed to include public input and involvement at all steps, and it moves from a broad description to specific prescriptions which require setting standards and monitoring conditions. The broad description of natural resources within the chosen reef area is proven to be capably and effectively carried out by hydroacoustic technique using RoxAnn. Undoubtedly the specific description and later its prescription can be carried out using more intensive and comprehensive track runs and a combination of readily available low risk and cost-effective techniques.

Mapping of Water Quality through Application of Optically-derived Remote Sensing Water Quality Models

Surface water TSS distribution

Distribution of TSS on surface water of the northern Straits of Malacca (Figure 10) portrayed an overview of high TSS concentrations (depicted by the darker orange-red tones) along the immediate coastal strip of the peninsula. The range of TSS was >226 mg/L indicating very high values but an acceptable range because the coastal region lies within the rice bowl region of peninsular Malaysia. Erosion and runoffs of sediments as a result of continuous agricultural practices along the coast are highly probable (Anisah Lee et al. 2014). Fluctuations of TSS levels are normal since the coastal and marine waters are very dynamic owing to the continuous tidal and current movement over the shallow zone of the continental shelf. A strip of lower TSS levels (<75 mg/L) running along the coastal region adjacent to the mainland seaward to approximately 15 km could be the result of tidal mixing. This is possible during mid tidal condition either during flooding or ebbing. Further out into the sea, the range of TSS appeared to be higher. There is a high possibility that this could be the residue of haze that could not be filtered out during remote sensing image processing. The original data contain cloud coverage and certain level of visible haze. Another possibility is the influx of water body during flooding tide carrying suspended materials from neighbouring south Thailand or Sumatera where landuse/landcover change is rapid.

The Pulau Payar Marine Park was surrounded with waters with high levels of TSS (up to a maximum of 200 mg/L) during the satellite overpass on 9 December 2013. Considering the sensitivity of corals to environmental change particularly water quality, the duration of these reef organisms being exposed to the high levels of TSS may impact on its productivity, hence, the reef’s overall health. TSS concentrations mapped in Figure 10 showed only detected values through modelling for surface waters because remote sensing of water quality barely able to penetrate turbid waters. Therefore, if the reef of Pulau Payar lies deeper, chances are the levels of TSS will be much lower providing a fairly healthier water quality condition for corals to thrive and sustain its biodiversity within the marine park. However, this can only be ascertained through water quality profiling.
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Figure  10. Distribution of total suspended solids concentrations in mg/L on surface water of northern Straits of Malacca. (source: Landsat 8 ETM+ 9 December 2013)



Surface water Chl-a distribution

Distribution of Chl-a concentrations in mg/m3 of surface waters within the northern Straits of Malacca is shown in Figure 11. Chl-a concentrations were high ranging from 16–20 mg/m3 to 21–25 mg/m3 levels along the immediate coastal waters adjacent to the Kedah mainland. It is natural for Chl-a concentrations to fluctuate over time and space. Factors influencing these fluctuations are quite broad. For instance, Chl-a concentrations are often higher after rainfall, particularly if the rain had flushed nutrients into the water. Amount of light levels reaching the photic zone and the tidal regime are important controls on algal biomass. Tidal mixing and flushing rates (e.g., estuarine and river mouths) influence Chl-a concentrations because flushing dilutes nutrients and moves them away, making them less available (Brando et al. 2006). Conversely, slow moving or stagnant waters such as the case along the mainland of the coastline facing the islands which are shallow, let nutrients increase and cell numbers to grow. As a result, higher Chl-a concentrations were detected along the coastlines, and this can reflect a possible increase in nutrient loads. Nutrient runoffs such as nitrogen and phosphorus from the agricultural activities coupled with the shallow coastal features became sources of algal propagation in the seawater column resulting in higher productivity along the shallow coastlines (Anisah Lee et al. 2014). This fact is further supported with much lower Chl-a concentrations (1–5 mg/m3) detected further out into the sea as shown in Figure 11.

Two patches of high Chl-a levels further out into the sea (as indicated by the dotted boxes in Figure 11) were clouds that could not be filtered from the raw digital data during image processing. Sensors onboard the Landsat 8 ETM platforms were not designed to penetrate thick clouds since they were based mostly on the visible and infrared range of the electronic magnetic spectrum. In order to penetrate clouds, a combination of other remote sensing techniques is required.

An enlarged area of Pulau Payar Marine Park showing distribution of Chl-a is given in Figure 12. Elevated levels of Chl-a concentrations along the northeast coast of Pulau Payar, Pulau Kaca and on the east of Pulau Kaca most likely represented the living corals within the shallow reef. This is because corals are symbiotic organisms and the zoonxanthellae present within its epidermal layer photosynthesise. Naturally, its productivity attributable to the chlorophyll pigment present in corals will be reflected in elevated Chl-a concentrations as detected in the ETM data providing invaluable clue to the presence of healthy corals. The levels of Chl-a concentration measured concurred with findings of the NASA Earth Observatory for May 2012 shown in Figure 13 (NEO 2012) and the comparison for December 2012 and December 2013 in Figure 14 (NEO 2014).
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Figure 11. Distribution of chlorophyll-a concentrations in mg/m3 on surface water of northern Straits of Malacca (source: Landsat 8 ETM+ 9 December 2013)
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Figure 12. An enlarged area (from Figure 11) of Pulau Payar Marine Park showing elevated levels of chlorophyll-a concentration within the reef zones
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Figure 13. Chlorophyll concentration (mg/m3) (Aqua/MODIS) for May 2012 (source: NEO 2012)
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Figure 14. Comparison of Chlorophyll-a (mg/m3) (Aqua/MODIS) between December 2012 and December 2013 on a global scale (source: NEO 2014)



Reefs are Invaluable Coastal Resources—A Natural Heritage

The most diverse and invaluable ecosystems on earth—the coral reefs, and their associated sea grass and mangrove habitats, are storehouses of immense biological wealth and provide economic and environmental services to millions of people as shoreline protection, areas of natural beauty, recreation and tourism, and sources of food, pharmaceuticals, jobs and revenues. According to one estimate, these rainforests of the sea provide services worth about US $375 billion each year—a staggering figure for an ecosystem which covers less than one percent of the earth’s surface (USCRTF 2000).

Coral reefs provide a vast array of valuable services globally. Chief among these are:

Tourism. The tourism industry is one of the fastest growing sectors of the global economy. Coral reefs are a major destination for snorkelers, scuba divers, recreational fishing, boaters and sun seekers. Diving tours, fishing trips, hotels, restaurants and other businesses based near reefs provide millions of jobs and support many regional economies around the world, contributing billions of dollars in tourism-dependent revenue annually. In the Florida Keys, tourism related to the coral reef ecosystems generates over US $1.2 billion per year. Similar trends are seen internationally, where ecotourism to coral reef destinations is emerging as a major economic sector in many countries, e.g., Belize, the Carribean, Thailand, Indonesia and the Philippines.

Fishing. Over 50 percent of all federally managed fish species depend on coral reefs for part of their life cycles. The annual value of reef-dependent recreational fishing probably exceeds US $100 million per year. In developing countries, coral reefs contribute about one-quarter of the total fish catch, providing food to an estimated one billion people in Asia alone.

Coastal protection. Coral reefs buffer adjacent shorelines from wave action and prevent erosion, property damage and loss of life. Reefs also protect the highly productive mangrove fisheries and wetlands along the coast, as well as ports and harbours and the economies they support. Globally, half a billion people are estimated to live within 100 km of a coral reef and benefited from its production and protection.

Biodiversity. Reefs support at least a million species of animals and plants, including about 4,000 documented species of fish and 800 species of hard corals. Another eight million coral reef species are estimated to be as yet undiscovered. In many ways, coral reefs rival and surpass tropical rainforests in their natural wonder and biological diversity and complexity. This unparalleled biodiversity holds great promise for natural products derived from reef dwelling organisms, such as the many pharmaceuticals being developed from coral reef animals and plants as possible cures for cancer, arthritis, human bacterial infections, viruses and other diseases. In fact, reefs are often predicted to be the primary source of natural compounds for new medicines in the 21st century.


Natural heritage. Coral reefs are an important part of our natural heritage, rivalling the longevity or complexity of some treasured land-based resources like old growth forests, Joshua trees and Sequoias in the United States; and the Tualang, Meranti and Jati in Malaysia. A well-developed reef may be the manifestation of thousands of years of incremental accretion by its resident coral colonies, sometimes growing only millimetres each year. Many coral species have no known limit on colony size or age and may continue growing indefinitely in favourable habitats. As a result, some of the largest individual coral colonies found in the reefs today were almost surely alive centuries ago, long before modern times and its associated environmental pressures. The scientific, aesthetic and conservation value of such ancient animals and their complex biogenic habitats is unparalleled in the world’s oceans, and indeed on land as well. These are truly living museums of the world’s marine biological diversity.

Strategies to Conserve Coral Reefs

Efforts to conserve, protect and use our global heritage—coral reefs—had been set up and begun since the 1990s when declination and destruction of coral reefs became evident. Strategies to conserve and protect the coral reefs became the major issue around the world. For example, the USCRTF was established by President Clinton in June 1998 to lead U.S. efforts, both domestically and internationally, to protect, restore and sustainably use the coral reef ecosystems. Chaired by the Secretary of the Interior and the Secretary of Commerce, the Task Force is composed of the heads of 11 federal agencies and the Governors of seven states, territories or commonwealths with responsibilities for coral reefs. The Coral Reef Task Force identified two fundamental themes for immediate and sustained national action which can be applied globally:

	Understand coral reef ecosystems and the natural and anthropogenic processes that determine their health and viability; and
	Quickly reduce the adverse impacts of human activities on coral reefs and associated ecosystems.


The first theme on understanding coral reef ecosystems requires conducting comprehensive mapping, assessment and monitoring of coral reef habitats; supporting strategic research on regional threats to coral reef health and the underlying ecological processes upon which they depend; and incorporating the human dimension into conservation and management strategies. The incorporation of hydroacoustic technique to LAC framework in this study had shown that conducting comprehensive mapping, assessment and monitoring coral reef habitats and to detect changes over time is possible and viable.


The second theme on quickly reduce the adverse impacts requires creating an expanded and strengthened network of federal, state and territorial coral reef marine protected areas; reducing the adverse impacts of extractive uses; reducing habitat destruction; reducing pollution; restoring damaged reefs; strengthening international activities; reducing the impacts of international trade in coral reef species; improving governmental accountability and coordination; and creating an informed and engaged public for coral reef conservation. In order to achieve this through the hydroacoustic-LAC combination technique, a complete and comprehensive mapping based on the first theme and identification of key factors of environmental impacts should be conducted. The details will be invaluable to address actions to be taken to reduce adverse impacts.

Within these broad themes, integrated conservation strategies to comprehensively meet the most pressing challenges facing reefs globally were developed by the Coral Reef Task Force. In addition to these tangible field-based actions, a consensus suite of core principles were identified to guide the government’s future actions to ensure an integrated, consistent, sustainable and inclusive approach to conserving coral reefs. The intent was not to create a static plan that would become obsolete in a few years but a dynamic road map instead to conserve and protect the coral reefs of the world. It is intended to be revisited, evaluated and updated regularly as conditions on the world’s coral reefs change— hopefully for the better.

The core conservation principles identified are:

	To adopt a science-based ecosystem approach to coral reef conservation that recognises and builds upon important linkages among adjacent and remote habitats associated with coral reefs
	To employ adaptive management approaches that track and respond to environmental change and emerging threats
	That scientific uncertainty shall not prevent taking precautionary measures as appropriate to protect coral reefs
	To incorporate the human dimension into coral reef conservation strategies by ensuring that management measures reflect, and are sensitive to the local socioeconomic, political and cultural environment, and that they build an informed public engaged in choosing alternatives to activities that harm coral reefs
	To apply marine zoning—including marine protected areas and notake ecological reserves—in order to protect and replenish coral reef ecosystems by minimising harmful human impacts and user conflicts in important habitats
	To fully and proactively use existing management authorities and programs at the federal, state and territorial levels, and develop, where needed, new legal mechanisms that protect, restore and enhance coral reef ecosystems
	To develop and support strong domestic partnerships among governmental, private and scientific interests to meet the complex cross-jurisdictional challenges of coral reef conservation
	To provide global leadership to reduce global threats to coral reefs through international technical and development assistance, capacity building and collaboration


The use of RoxAnn in combination with LAC framework in this study appear to be in cohesion with the global Coral Reef Task Force fundamental theme “to understand the coral ecosystem” through comprehensive mapping and its first global core conservation principle “to adopt a science-based ecosystem approach” to coral reef conservation. The integration of remote sensing modelling and its application to hydroacoustic signal classification system into LAC framework provided a more holistic approach in understanding the coral ecosystem and the adoption of science-based ecosystem approach. With advanced technology, high accuracy results, high frequency of monitoring and better future predictions of the environment and our marine resource as natural heritage may be used for a more intense prescription of actions in order to protect or achieve desired conditions for continuous sustainability.

In the nine-step process of LAC framework mentioned earlier in Figure 1, direct and potential contributions of remote sensing through application of optical modelling and the utilisation of hydroacoustic signal classification system is summarised in Table 1. Direct contributions refer to known levels of contribution and measurable, and carry impact to the LAC framework. Potential contribution refers to possible involvement of the specified technique in the near future which may have not been tested on the LAC framework. Alternatively, the unknown contribution naturally implied the unknown possibility of applying the techniques in order to achieve the LAC framework. It does not imply unattainable or unfeasible solutions or contributions except that perhaps future advanced technique may offer a better option than at present.


Table 1. Summary of direct and potential contributions of remote sensing and hydroacoustic signal classification system techniques in achieving LAC framework for coastal and marine areas



	Steps in LAC framework
	Application of water quality optical models in coastal marine waters
	Application of hydroacoustic signal classification system in benthic studies



	Step 1: Identify issues and concerns
	Direct and potential
	Direct and potential



	Step 2: Define and describe opportunity zones
	Direct and potential
	Direct and potential



	Step 3: Select indicators of resource and social conditions
	Direct and potential
	Direct and potential



	Step 4: Inventory of existing resource and social conditions
	Unknown
	Direct and potential



	Step 5: Specify measurable standards for resource and social indicators selected for each opportunity zone
	Direct and potential
	Direct



	Step 6: Identify alternative opportunity zone allocations
	Direct and potential
	Direct



	Step 7: Identify management actions for each alternative
	Unknown
	Direct and potential



	Step 8: Evaluation and selection of a preferred alternative
	Direct and potential
	Direct and potential



	Step 9: Implement actions and monitor conditions
	Direct and potential
	Direct




Summary

As an initiative towards the conservation and preservation of our natural heritage, and in this study with emphasis on the coral reef, conventional or traditional method alone is no longer an option. With the coastal resource declination at an alarming rate, new technique or combination of techniques is necessary to provide faster, accurate and broad-scale applications to keep us more prepared and at par if not ahead of unsustainable living. The integrated conservation strategy to conserve the coral reefs is a dynamic approach requiring long term monitoring and endless efforts to ensure all measures taken reflect its fundamental issue. It is only when we understand the ecosystem can we move forward towards achieving the core or goal of the initiatives. In this study, a combination of two approaches—LAC framework and hydroacoustic technique—was applied to a coral reef area in adopting a science-based ecosystem approach to understanding a coral ecosystem as a natural heritage conservation measure.

The RoxAnn, a hydroacoustic signal processing technique was incorporated to the LAC framework as this system has been proven to be a successful large scale survey tool capable of mapping a wide variety of sea-bed types. The use of hydroacoustic signals as a remote sensing tool is capable of determining the distribution of coral habitats and categories by measuring different hardness and roughness of the substrates. The system stores, categorises and manipulates data received, and produces maps of the sea-bed types especially corals. This technique helps to determine the percentage of coral reef cover types (e.g., live and dead coral) and helps in resource identification and inventory process for the application of LAC in a large scale survey. The main advantage of the system was its ability to cover large area within a limited time. In addition, it was able to map deeper areas beyond the access of normal diving. Other advantages included its ability to map out reefs occurring in turbid waters and mapping even during rough sea conditions.

This study has shown that with two runs of surveys in a limited time frame, the authors are able to determine the dominant bottom types or substrates and produced a 3D view of the bathymetry of a large reef area such as that of Pulau Payar using interpolation technique. This survey could be further improved by using both satellite-based remote sensing in addition to sonar-based reef mapping. Survey runs should be increased to enable proper coverage, i.e., track running parallel and at perpendicular to the island.

The application of optically-derived water quality models on satellite imagery (ETM data) to map the distribution of total suspended solids and chlorophyll-a concentrations is imperative in preserving the corals. This is because one of the life-depending elements surrounding the coral communities is the seawater around them. Just like the air we breathe, the corals “breathe” the seawater. The more polluted and the longer the duration of exposure to pollutants the more it will endanger the coral health resulting in low productivity which will affect the very source of food chain all other lives on earth depend on. Continuous and intensive monitoring of the corals’ environment is fundamental in order to achieve sustainability that will eventually fulfil the possibility of identifying the actual limits of acceptable change and the designing of implementation actions for our exhausting resource.

This study has proven that the combination of techniques i.e., the application of LAC framework, hydroacoustic signal processing and remote sensing, is a viable, cost-effective and time-saving to conduct a science-based ecosystem approach to understand the coral reefs as our natural heritage conservation strategy.
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Abstract. Rivers and lakes are natural heritage that should be preserved at all cost. The history of human civilisation has proven the importance of rivers and lakes to humans but development activities had changed the water quality status of rivers and lakes. Due to pollution, they are no longer of any use to human beings. This study was conducted to evaluate the changes of water quality in major rivers, lakes and dams in the northern region of Peninsular Malaysia. Sampling was carried out in February 2010 and completed in April of the same year. The sampling consisted of 62 sampling stations located in rivers, lakes and dams in Perlis, Kedah and Penang. Readings were taken based on 11 hydrological and physicochemical parameters and the water quality status was classified under the Interim National Water Quality Standards (INWQS) which tabulated six levels of pollution ranging from moderate to extremely polluted in the order of I, IIA, IIB, III, IV and V. Results from the study show that most readings from the rivers which were located in forested areas and areas that have experienced less development in Kedah and Penang show moderate pollution between Class I and IIA. In urban areas, the rivers are categorised under Class IIB and III while in Perlis, upstream rivers are slightly polluted and categorised under Class IIB and III. However, the pollution level decreases in the middle area but increases gradually as it approaches the urban areas. This study would be useful to planners to ensure development will not interfere with rivers and lakes. As natural heritage, it is of the utmost importance to preserve these rivers.

Keywords and phrases: natural heritage, water quality, northern Peninsular Malaysia, INWQS

Introduction

Natural heritage can be classified under: (1) “nature’s treasure” that refers to physical formation, the flora and fauna; (2) “geology and rock formation” covering animals and plants; and (3) “natural sites” which refer to natural areas (non-human built) which have universal value from the perspectives of science, conservation and natural beauty (Yazid Saleh 2010). As such, lakes, rivers and its catchment area are the main component of natural heritage that has to be preserved. Forest in the catchment area should not be disturbed by any means and need to be preserved as they are the repository of our natural heritage besides their association with rivers which are important water resources (Uzzell 1989). Very often, life or civilisations evolved in an environment that had water resources such as marsh, river mouth, streams, lakes or ponds (Suhaimi Suratman and Norhayati Mohd Tahir 2013; Nor Azman Kasan 2006). Beginning with springs in the upper reaches, they form river channel as it flows downstream (Sukadi 1999). Quite often, parts of the upstream are free from pollution due to the surrounding ecosystem (forest lands) which has not been disturbed by human activities. As for the midstream, there is incidence of pollution due to increasing land use (development activities), while the downstream is polluted or extremely polluted (mSTAR Online 2005). The water quality status as monitored by the Department of the Environment (Department of Environment, Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment Malaysia 2010) shows a decreasing trend for the clean category for river basins as well as moderately polluted and polluted river basins (Table 1).


Table 1. The number and percentage of river basins according to category in 2005–2009
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At present, the water from rivers in Malaysia for human consumption is questionable due to its quality (Nor Azman 2006). Water quality refers to the level of suitability for human use and that could sustain other living organisms. In broad terms these include irrigation, recreation and to sustain marine life (Talha et al. 1978). Significant changes to the water quality are indicated by the incidence of land development (Lazaro 1979). Commonly used measurement of physical parameters are associated with scent, temperature, solid materials and water taste (Nor Azman 2006) while nutrients, heavy metals and faecal coliform are indicators for the chemical and biological parameters. High concentration of phosphorus and nitrogen in the water could limit the productivity of the river system that would lead to increases of nutrients exportation into the water causing eutrophication (Dresneck 1998; Fatimah Mohd Yusof 1996; Nemerow 1991).


The causes of pollution are either point source pollution or non-point source pollution (Novotny and Chester 1981) or whether it was caused by human activity or caused by nature. Water pollution in rivers caused by natural factors is closely related to climatic characteristics (Fatimah 1996), geographic and geological conditions (Madera 1982; Mohd Ekhwan and Large 2004) as well as rainfall distribution in a particular area (Sosrodarsono and Takeda 1980). The status or level of pollution on ground water needs to be measured before any actions could be taken to create sustainable rivers. In this study, the level of ground water pollution such as rivers, lakes, pond and dams are measured and classified according to the INWQS.

In Malaysia, the use of the INWQS is enforced by the Department of Environment (Ainon Hamzah and Yanti Hattasrul 2008). It is an important standardisation measurement that is most helpful in assessing and monitoring surface water (Yisa and Jimoh 2010). The main purpose of INWQS is to classify rivers into classes within the water quality parameters. The classes ranged from Class I to V (I, IIA, IIB, III, IV and V).

It is hoped that the result from this study could provide a guide to the government and other relevant bodies that are responsible for managing the rivers and lakes, especially the Drainage and Irrigation Department in planning and implementing development without endangering our natural heritage. The authors also hope that this study will increase awareness among locals to preserve the natural heritage for future generations.

Study Area

The study was carried out in Perlis, Kedah and Penang (Figure 1). Their total area was estimated to be 810 km2, 9,426 km2 and 1,033 km2 respectively (Official websites of the Perlis, Kedah and Penang State Governments 2010). A total of 62 sampling stations were chosen for the field study which was conducted in early February 2010 and completed in April of the same year. During the research period, Perlis had experienced severe drought in early March with the weather hot and dry. The state receives the least annual rainfall compared to the other states in Malaysia (Salleh Bakar et al. 2007).
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Figure 1.   Sampling stations for rivers and ponds/dams in Perlis, Kedah and Penang



The chosen sampling area was based on major rivers or catchment areas that irrigate these states starting from the upstream, midstream and downstream. The main river in Perlis is the Sungai Perlis which is 9.5 km long while its river basin covers an area of 505 km2. The major rivers in Kedah and Penang are the Sungai Muda and the Sungai Pinang, while in Seberang Perai, the major rivers are the Sungai Juru and the Sungai Perai. The Sungai Muda is 180 km long while its river basin covers an area of 4,210 km2. The Sungai Pinang is only 3.1 km long with an equally smaller river basin of 50.97 km2 while the 7.95 km Sungai Juru has a 54.95 km2 river basin. The 23-km-long Sungai Perai is endowed with 505 km2 river basin.

The rainfall distribution in the sampling areas is an important factor that influences the quality of river water. Figure 2 shows the rainfall distribution for the period 2005–2009 over various sampling stations in Perlis, Kedah and Penang. These indicate low rainfall distribution pattern between January and April. The highest monthly rainfall was recorded in August 2005 which measured 1,150 mm at the Sg. Korok station while the lowest annual cumulative rainfall was recorded in Sungai Juru in 2005 measuring 333 mm.
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Figure 2.   Rainfall distribution for sampling stations for the period 2005–2009 (source: Drainage and Irrigation Department)




Methodology

The study involves 11 water quality parameters. A multi instrument parameter YSI-556 is used at every sampling station to measure temperature, pH level, conductivity, total dissolved solid, turbidity and dissolved oxygen. Water samples are brought back to the laboratory for analysis which involves parameters like total suspended solids, nitrite-nitrogen (NO2-N), nitrite-nitrogen (NO3-N), ammonia-nitrogen (NH3-N) and phosphate (PO4). These parameters are determined by American Public Health Association (APHA) standard (APHA 1999) and the brief standard procedure by Adam (1990). The parameter for total suspended solids is based on the filtration method (Gordon et al. 1992) while the INWQS (Tong and Goh 1997) was used to classify water quality in the study area.


Table 2a. INWQS Malaysia classification
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Table 2b. INWQS Malaysia classification



	Class
	Description



	I

	Preservation for natural environment
Water supply – treatment not needed
Fishery – sensitive aquatic species



	IIA

	Water supply – needs conventional treatment
Fishery – sensitive aquatic species



	IIB

	Suitable for recreational activities that involve body contact



	III

	Water supply – needs intensive treatment
Fishery – for livestock drinking



	IV

	Only suitable for irrigation



	V

	Extremely polluted





Results and Discussion

The result of the study is highlighted in Tables 3–6. Findings from the study show that the parameters at the upstream and midstream were moderately polluted ranging between Class I and Class IIA. However, there were parameters that indicate the presence of pollution which fall under Class III and IV. For example, the upstream area of the Sungai Perlis recorded the lowest average reading for dissolved oxygen (3.66 mg/L: Class III) although average reading for dissolved solids was quite high (2378.39 mg/L: Class IV). These readings put the upstream area of Sungai Perlis between Class IIB and III which is only suitable for recreation, irrigation and to support aquatic animals that could withstand such level of pollution.


Table 3a. Average water quality parameters from upstream, midstream and downstream of rivers in Penang (Island)
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Table 3b. Average water quality parameters from upstream, midstream and downstream of rivers in Penang (Seberang Perai)
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Table 4. Average water quality parameters from the upstream, midstream and downstream of rivers in Kedah
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Table 5. Average water quality parameters from the upstream, midstream and downstream of rivers in Perlis
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Table 6a. Results of 11 parameters for lakes, dams, and ponds in Perlis, Kedah and Penang

[image: art]


Table 6b. Results of 11 parameters for lakes, dams, and ponds in Perlis, Kedah and Penang
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In Situ Parameters

This study found out the average water temperature in forested areas or at the upstream area was between 26.68°C and 30.0°C compared to those of the midstream and urban areas which were recorded between 27.88°C and 32.99°C (Tables 3–5). This condition is considered normal for waterbody despite the differences in temperature range. In reference to temperature range for dams and lakes, on average the values are quite high ranging between 31.45°C and 35.32°C (Table 6). The thick forest canopy provides cover for waterbody hence the low temperature while the exposed waterbody in dams and lakes had resulted in the high water temperature.

As a parameter, dissolved oxygen (DO) is used to measure water quality. The DO reading shows the amount of dissolved oxygen (O2) in a waterbody. According to Holgate (1979), the DO parameter is important for aquatic biology. In the study, the DO readings decreased gradually from upstream to the downstream. In Penang, the average DO reading for rivers is 5.9 mg/L in the upstream (forest) and 5.36 mg/L for the midstream. The reading decreased further to 4.38 mg/L for the downstream (Table 3). In comparison, the average DO readings were lower than Seberang Perai which were 5.15 mg/L, 3.58 mg/L and 1.85 mg/L respectively. This low reading is due to Seberang Perai’s rapid development including urbanisation and industrialisation (Sulong Mohamad et al. 2005). Based on the INWQS classification, rivers in Seberang Perai were placed under Class III and IV. In Kedah, the average DO readings for rivers were 4.88 mg/L (upstream), 5.24 mg/L (midstream) and 4.11 mg/L (downstream) (Table 4). Perlis rivers however recorded a marked difference in the DO readings (Table 5) with lower average readings at the upstream compared to the midstream or downstream.

The reason is that Perlis rivers at the upstream are heavily polluted due to agricultural activities notably sugarcane and rubber cultivation (Salleh et al. 2007) besides business and hawking activities in the Padang Besar area. Padang Besar is a well-known town in the northern region. The Khlong Wang Rua remains one of the most polluted rivers in the country. This was contributed by human activities around or near Padang Besar.

The pH level is a measurement used to measure water acidity. In the present study, the pH level for rivers ranged between 6.0 and 8.21 (Tables 3–5). Based on the INWQS, all three states showed an average pH level within Class I and IIA. Those with below than neutral pH level were probably caused by land use dominated by agriculture and industrial activities. Other contributors include waste disposals (chemicals and agricultural fertilisers) from factories could lead to more acidic pH level.


Ponds, dams and lakes act as a water supply area, generator for power, flood insulator and recreation (Department of Town and Country Planning 2005). However, differences in geology, weather and types of reservoir and land use near these water bodies affected the readings of the parameters. For example, the concentration of total suspended solids (TSS) in Perlis’s Gua Kelam was very low (4.67 mg/L) compared to Tasik Melati which was three times greater (15.47 mg/L) (Table 6). Turbidity is caused by fine inert materials inside a water body. The high concentration of TSS and turbidity in Tasik Melati was probably due to bank erosion and chemicals from the use of agricultural fertilisers. According to Maisarah Ali et al. (2007), excessive use of fertilisers that were subsequently channelled into lakes by rainwater promotes the growth of algae which could develop into “algae bloom”. One of the main factors for the high concentration of nitrate (NO3), nitrite (NO2) and ammonia nitrogen (NH3) within this lake was due to the increase of algae. Based on the INWQS classification for the NH3 parameter, the pond inside Gua Kelam was placed in Class I while the Timah Tasoh Dam, based on the NO2 and NO3 parameters, was placed in Class IIA (less polluted) (Table 6). Overall, the water quality in Tasik Melati of Perlis, Tasik Muda, Tasik Pedu, Beris Dam and Lata Bayu in Kedah and the Mengkuang Dam in Seberang Perai was between Class I–IIA (less polluted).

Physico-chemical

There was a significant difference on the average parameter of physic-chemical in Penang and Seberang Perai (Table 4). The average reading for turbidity in the upstream was 10.28 mg/L while for the downstream the reading was 13.00 mg/L. The upstream had a turbidity index within Class I as the surrounding areas are still covered with forests whereas, in the midstream and downstream characterised by human activities. As a result, the turbidity index was categorised in Class IIA. This differed from the rivers in Seberang Perai where the average turbidity readings were 54.56 mg/L for the upstream, 78.51 mg/L for the midstream and 146.20 mg/L for the downstream (Class IIA-IIB). The difference in turbidity readings between the upstream area on the island and Seberang Perai was due to the high level of land use notably agriculture and urbanisation as suggested by Lazaro (1979). Land use on hilly and forested terrains on the island is minimal as its development is still in its early stage, while at the midstream and downstream the main focuses are settlements, urbanisation and industrial areas. The situation in Seberang Perai was different as the land use focuses on agricultural development and industrial activities besides settlements (Department of Environment, Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment Malaysia 2006). These further contribute to the increase of high turbidity readings in the upstream and downstream. According to Mohd Rashid Mohd Yusoff (1988), turbidity is caused by the existence of suspended materials such as silt, soil, insoluble materials and microscopic organisms. Turbidity takes place when surface water is washed into the river which adds more concentration to suspended particles in rivers and the increase turbidity readings. This situation was also found in rivers in Kedah and Perlis. Class IIA turbidity index means the turbidity is affected mostly by human activities including agriculture and settlements. Whether for the upstream, midstream or downstream there were very little differences in the turbidity index for these states.

The average reading of the total dissolved solid (TDS) in the upstream area of Kedah was higher (36.4 mg/L) compared to the downstream area (35.73 mg/L) which include the Alor Setar urban enclave. The reading was recorded in Class I (good) despite the difference in the concentration of the total dissolved solid. A similar phenomenon was also observed for Penang rivers (Tables 3–4). The TDS parameter is an important water quality indicator for drinking water and also as a general indicator for pollution. TDS refers to the amount of cations (positive charge) and anions (negative charge) in water. TDS contains inorganic salt (especially calcium, magnesium, potassium, sodium, bicarbonate, chloride and sulphate) and a small portion of organic materials. This study had shown that the average TDS was high in the upstream area of Perlis rivers which was 2,378.39 mg/L (Class IV) but the TDS reading decreased in the downstream area to 1,158.78 mg/L (Table 5). If the upstream area of Perlis rivers were to be measured in terms of its TDS concentration according to the INWQS, they would be closer to Class IV. At this level the water quality was unsafe for humans or even aquatic animals. It would require costly treatment.

The range for the total suspended solid (TSS) in the upstream area of Kedah rivers are 1.2 mg/L–12.0 mg/L, 0.93 mg/L–40.4 mg/L for the midstream and 11.87 mg/L–23.73 mg/L at the downstream (Table 4). Based on this index, the rivers are placed in Class I. A similar situation is found in Penang. Based on the INWQS, the rivers are categorised under Class I. These readings are consistent with the assumption that the TSS concentration is lower at the upstream compared to the downstream area due to the high level of human activities. As TSS readings are associated with intensive land development (Mohd Noor 2003), suspended solid consists of usually of mud, refined waste minerals, fine sand particles, silt and clay. The high TSS reading could actually disturb the ecosystem for aquatic life by preventing sunlight from penetrating the water surface. Based on Table 5, the ranges of TSS index for the upstream area of Perlis rivers are 1.6 mg/L–9 mg/L and 4.0 mg/L–26.67 mg/L for the midstream while for the downstream, the range was between 12.4 mg/L and 40.4 mg/L. Previous studies had shown that the higher the TSS concentration in rivers, the higher the level of pollution in the river (Zullyadini and Wan Ruslan 2013; Wan Ruslan and Zullyadini 1994; Arms 1990; Peavy et al. 1986). The present study had shown that TSS concentration for rivers in Perlis had increased from the upstream to the downstream area. This showed that the rivers were becoming more polluted as they flow downstream.

Nutrient

The nutrient parameters used in this study were nitrate-nitrogen (NO3), nitrite-nitrogen (NO2), ammonia-nitrogen (NH3-N) and phosphate (PO4). A form of inorganic nitrogen, the ammonia nitrogen (NH3-N) can be toxic while phosphate (PO4) is a non-toxic component that could affect the productivity of the aquatic system when appear in large concentration. Phosphate is produced through untreated or partially treated sewage, agricultural runoffs and through the use of crop fertilisers. In general, issues pertaining to the quality of river water are related to nutrients caused by the release of ammonia (and ammonium) from the sewage system.

Figure 3 shows high concentration of nitrate, nitrite, ammonia and phosphate at the upstream area, while in the midstream the concentration was found to be low. The index increased as it approached the downstream area of Sungai Perlis. The Khlong Wang Rua River in Padang Besar which is located on the upstream area of the Sungai Perlis contributed to the high concentration of nutrients. The polluted water of the Khlong Wang Rua was probably caused by business activities around Padang Besar and the residential areas and sugarcane plantation in the surrounding area. Through surface runoff, chemicals (fertilisers and other organic materials) made their way into the river (Salleh Bakar et al. 2007). The concentration of nutrients inside the waterbody was also attributed to domestic sewage, faecal wastes (Mohd Noor 2003) or wastes from the Padang Besar wet market. The average amount of ammonia concentration in the upstream area was recorded at 0.24 mg/L which put the river under Class IIA while for the downstream area the reading was 1.2995 mg/L which condemned it to Class IV. However, the concentration of nutrients was low in the midstream but increased rapidly when the river enter the urban areas.
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Figure 3.   Boxplot concentration for nitrate, nitrite, ammonia and phosphate in the upstream, midstream and downstream area of rivers in Perlis



With reference to Figure 4, the boxplot shows an increase of concentration for the four nutrient parameters from the upstream to the downstream area of rivers in Kedah. The average concentration of nitrate (NO3) in the upstream area was 0.1193 mg/L which is within Class IIA. Despite the high concentration of nitrate on the downstream area (0.77 mg/L), the rivers still remained in Class IIA. Nitrate was formed when microorganisms broke down through decomposed fertilisers, decaying plants/vegetation or other excesses of fertilisers. The increase of nitrate concentration in water could lead to problem of survival for aquatic insects/water insects or even fish.
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Figure 4.   Boxplot concentration for nitrate, nitrite, ammonia and phosphate in the upstream, midstream and downstream area of rivers in Kedah




Figure 5 shows the boxplot graph on the changes in nutrient concentration in rivers in Seberang Perai and Penang island. Rivers in Seberang Perai show a high concentration of nitrate in the upstream and midstream with an average reading of 1.38 mg/L and 1.0 mg/L (Class IIA). The high concentration of nitrate was likely due to agricultural activities nearby where fertilisers or animal faeces were washed away by rainwater into streams and rivers in the upstream area. These turned into sediments in the midstream. Based on the INWQS, the upstream area was placed under Class IIA (1.3875 mg/L) while the downstream area under Class I (0.815 mg/L) for nitrate; as for ammonia (NH3-N) it was placed under Class IV (1.5494 mg/L).
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Figure 5.   Boxplot concentration for nitrate, nitrite, ammonia and phosphate in the upstream, midstream and downstream area of rivers in Penang (Seberang Perai)



The increasing level of concentration for nutrients from the upstream to the downstream area especially during the rainy season proved that surface runoffs play an important role in carrying excess of phosphate elements to the downstream as shown by the high reading in Figure 6. This concentration of nutrients is essential for plantations to increase the eutrophication process in lakes or rivers (Klapper 1992; Gao and Song 2005; Telesh 2004). The reading for nitrate in rivers in Seberang Perai was categorised under Class IIA and Class I–IIA for the upstream areas because of the presence of ammonia. Based on both nutrients (NO3 and PO4) the downstream areas were categorised under Class I–IIA. If these readings were to be compared with Sungai Labu (Lim et al. 2001) and Sungai Langat (Mazlin et al. 2001) it was still considered low. As for the Sungai Langat industrial activities had contributed to the pollution of the river.
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Figure  6.   Boxplot concentration for nitrate, nitrite, ammonia and phosphate in the upstream, midstream and downstream area of rivers in Penang (Island)



Conclusion

This study has shown decreasing water quality from the upstream (forest) to the downstream (residential and urban areas). The different patterns of land development starting from the upstream to the downstream have affected the quality of river within the sampling stations. Based on the INWQS classification, the water quality of rivers in the upstream and midstream for Kedah and Penang is still at a positive level (Class I and IIA). The downstream is still clean and in good condition but require monitoring so as to keep the rivers free from pollution be it chemicals or waste disposals. The water quality at the downstream or within urban areas particularly in Seberang Perai, Penang and the upstream of Sungai Perlis are categorised into Class IIB and III. This means that the water is usable for recreational purposes but unsuitable for sensitive aquatic species without some form of high technology treatment. Various measures must be put in place to maintain the existing water quality and to control pollution in our rivers. Forests area must be protected, as it provides the function of watershed area that supplies a clean and undisturbed water to be used by human without costly treatment. This also requires consistent enforcement of the various regulations and acts besides instilling more awareness among Malaysians to value nature and to preserve our natural heritage. It is only through preservation that we have a sustainable natural heritage that can be passed on to the following generations.
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TSS (mglL) (1.60900) 1 (4002667) 1 (12404040) 1
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o 1085 1086 1064 1063 1063

Number of river basins 146 100 146 100 143 100 143 100 143 100
Clean 80 548 80 S48 91 636 76 531 70 489
Moderately polluted 51 349 59 404 45 315 60 42 64 448
Polluted 15 103 7 48 7 49 7 49 9 63
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