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Abstract 
This paper analyzes how the colonial and post-colonial governments of Malaysia and Singapore managed and shaped 
“racial” and “religious” identities in these diverse populations through laws and educational policies, and how this 
process influences the creation of national societies. The paper focuses on the interaction of government policies and 
colonial legacies to attempt an explanation for the different ways in which contemporary societies interface with 
diversity (analyzed through survey data, news items and grassroots’ activities).  
 

Deeply grounded in archival and ethnographic fieldwork, the paper uses a tripartite theoretical framework: Peletz’s 
definition of “pluralism” provides a qualitative understanding of diversity (Gender Pluralism, 2009); Brubaker’s 
criticism of fixed ethnic “groups” contributes to reconstructing belonging as an evolving process (Ethnicity without 
Groups, 2004); and Emerson’s work on multiracial congregations in America offers a comparative analysis of what 
could be achieved if religious congregations were “de-racialized” (Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 2008). 
  

Part of a larger comparative project, the paper’s conclusions will reflect on the similarities and differences between 
these Southeast Asian cases and Hong Kong, another British colony.  
Short Bio 
Chiara Formichi is Assistant Professor in Southeast Asian Studies, with a focus on Islam, at the Department of Asian 
Studies, Cornell University. She received her PhD in History from the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS, 
London), merging her expertise in Southeast Asian Studies with Arabic and Islamic Studies. Chiara has held 
fellowships in Indonesia (UIN Syarif Hidayatullah and UGM Yogyakarta), Singapore (Asia Research Institute), and 
the Netherlands (KITLV). Between 2011-2014 she was Assistant Professor in Asian and International Studies at 
CityU, and in 2013-2014 she was Associate Director of SEARC. The presented research was funded by the UGC via a 
GRF Early Career Scheme (ECS, awarded in 2013). 
 

Chiara’s research addresses different aspects of the history of Islam in Southeast Asia, with a strong interest in inter-
Asian connections. Her publications include the monograph Islam and the making of the nation: Kartosuwiryo and 
political Islam in 20th century Indonesia (2012), and the edited volumes Religious Pluralism, State and Society in Asia 
(2013) and Shi’ism in Southeast Asia: 'Alid Piety and Sectarian Constructions (2015). Journal articles on Indonesia 
Journal (Cornell), Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, and Die Welt des Islams, and book chapters printed by Oxford 
University Press and Columbia University Press, deal with the relationship between Islam and the state, with a focus 
on ideas of the Islamic State and modernity, sectarianism, and religious minorities. 
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