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Between Colonial Legacies and National Policies:  

The Racialization of Religious Groups and its Impact on Social (dis)unity 

(1910s-2010s) 
 

Chiara Formichi 

Cornell University  

 

For the past half-century, Singapore and Malaysia have been laboratories par excellence for 

researchers interested in Asia’s multi-ethnic and multi-religious societies. Thanks to 

specific colonial policies of planned immigration from China and South Asia, combined 

with the natural appeal of British Malaya to merchants and sailors from all over the world, 

the two Republics emerged as highly diversified independent nation-states. Hong Kong 

shares a similar historical background to British Malaya: a multi-ethnic, multi-confessional 

hub as soon as it became a British port, with merchants and sailors from Europe, the Middle 

East, South Asia, the Indo-Malay archipelago, and of course China. Colonial policies, such 

as those pursued in Singapore and Malaya, further encouraged such cosmopolitan 

developments, with Sikh and Gurkha soldiers standing next to the British administrators. 

The economic development of the 1970s and 1980s attracted even more foreigners to the 

territory, as Pakistanis took up jobs in the construction and security industries, the 

Vietnamese escaped civil war, and Filipinas helped Hong Kong’s economic boom by 

providing domestic support for double-income families. In the late 1990s and early 2000s 

increasing numbers of Africans arrived as traders and asylum seekers, whilst Indonesians 

and Thais complemented the Filipinas as foreign domestic workers.1  

 

1 This article presents the preliminary results of the ECS project #9041998 funded by Research Grant Council 
of Hong Kong and carried forward during my stay at City University of Hong Kong. Earlier versions of this 
paper was presented at the 2014 AAS Conference in Philadelphia and at the Workshop “Researching State 
and Personhood: Law and Society in Southeast Asia” organized at the Centre for Asian Legal Studies in 
December 2014. Special recognition goes to Mr. Harley Ng, Miss. Winsome Lee, and Miss. Maggie Zuo for 
their help at different stages of this research. 
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British policies being rather consistent across the Empire, the racial classification efforts 

pursued in India, Burma and Malaya took place in Hong Kong too, as the detailed census 

reports show, from 1841 onwards. Beyond the mere fact of being diverse, post-colonial 

Malaya found it difficult to get past the British approach of ruling and managing the 

population as being composed of well-defined racial groups, to the extent that Singapore 

eventually seceded from Malaysia in 1965 by and large based on issues related to racial 

politics, most notably the principle of ketuanan Melayu (“Malay primacy”). Ironically, 

Singapore itself failed to revert such an approach, finding itself embroiled in a mode of 

governance driven by a policy of “multi-racialism”. And although Hong Kong saw the 

British departure from its harbour much later than Malaya, these structures are similarly 

identifiable in the territory’s post-1997 social and political life.  

 

Malaysia and Singapore have opted for rather different policies to deal with their diverse 

populations: since independence, Malaysia has pursued calculated policies to ensure a 

decrease in its population’s heterogeneity and an increase of the Malay (Muslim) share, 

whilst consistently reaffirming the special status of Malays and Islam; on the other hand, 

Singapore has moved mountains – and people – to ensure the maintenance of ethnic 

proportionality’s status quo, and has placed much emphasis on instilling in its citizens the 

need for “inter-racial and inter-religious harmony” as a key element for national survival. 

Regardless of these differences, they are both struggling with issues related to social 

cohesion and national unity.  

 

This research’s ultimate goal is to investigate whether any relationship exists between legal 

approaches and social attitudes to diversity, and of what kind; what problems or virtues can 

be identified in this nexus; and, ultimately, where does Hong Kong stand vis-à-vis its 

counterparts in Southeast Asia. The paradigm of diversity is further narrowed in this 

analysis to the issue of religion: allowing for a tightening of the analysis’ scope and for a 

discussion of the racialization of religious groups and its implications on these societies’ 

cohesion, integration, and inclusiveness (or lack thereof). This particular focus also calls 

into consideration ethnicity and race as markers of identity which have for decades been 
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conflated by the British as much as by post-colonial authorities in Malaysia, Singapore, and 

Hong Kong. 

 

This paper focuses on Singapore and Malaysia. For an initial reflection on the interaction 

between race and religion in Hong Kong (see Formichi, 2015). This paper will thus analyse 

how Malaysia’s and Singapore’s state structures interface with religion, ethnicity, and 

minorities and how this plays out in educational policies (with a focus on language and 

civic or religious education). Then, I move on to illustrate data on the levels of acceptance 

of diversity; this aspect of the research is still a work in progress, as materials sourced from 

grass-roots activities and daily news are still in the analysis phase. The following section, 

grounded on the previous ones, reflects on two processes: on the one hand is the 

culturalization of (racial) identities, whilst on the other is the racialization of religious 

groups. In this context, I address the role and impact of the British census in the early 1900s 

comparatively with studies of British India and I problematize the idea of ethnic, religious 

or racial “groups” (Brubaker). In conclusion, I offer some comparative considerations on 

the relation between race and religion in Hong Kong. 

 

Describing Diverse Societies: Understanding Pluralism 

 

It is evident that the degree of ethnic diversification extant in Hong Kong is much lower 

than that of Malaysia or Singapore, however what emerges as striking is Hong Kong’s 

diversification trend versus Malaysia’s steady homogenization, and Singapore’s apparent 

immutability since 1931.  

 

 Malays Chinese Indians Other
s 

Singapore - 2010 13.4 74.1 9.2 3.3 
Malaysia - 2010  67.4 24.6 7.30 0.7 
Hong Kong Southeast Asians Chinese South 

Asians 
Other
s 

2010 3.9 93.6 0.9 1.6 
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Upon his 1944 trip to the Dutch East Indies, Malaya, and Burma, the colonial officer 

Furnivall commented that these societies were “plural” because made of different ethnic 

groups, each conducting its own life parallel to the other. Looking at the colonial approach 

to these territories’ population we easily see where Furnivall was coming from.  

 

In 1822, as Sir Stamford Raffles returned to Singapore from his assignment to Bencoolen, 

Sumatra, he was faced with William Farquhar’s “failure” at keeping residential, 

commercial, and governmental allotments separated. Wishing to continue the long-standing 

British colonial tradition of urban segregation (Nightingale, 2012), Raffles summoned a 

Town Committee, and the Jackson Plan was devised. Underlying the plan was a two-fold 

reasoning: on the one hand was the fact that the island comprised of a great mixture of 

peoples, and that groups with different origins tended to have difficulties getting along; on 

the other hand, was the conviction that “a line must be drawn between the classes engaged 

in mercantile speculation and those gaining their livelihood in handicrafts and personal 

labour”. Raffles thus proceeded to instruct the Town Committee on which grounds were to 

be reserved for government use, and where the “European Town”, “Chinese Campong”, 

“Bugis Campong”, “Arab Campong”, “Chulia Campong”, and the Malays should be 

located.2 The result was a grid-like pattern constructed around the Singapore river-mouth, 

where each community was allocated a specific area, a kampong: while the Europeans were 

to settle on the northern shores of the river, where the mercantile district was also to be, the 

Chinese inhabited the southern (swampy) shores, flanked by the Southern Indian Chulia; 

the Sultan and his entourage settled between the Rochor river and the coast, surrounded by 

the Arabs, Buginese, and Malays.3 The goal was to limit as much as possible interactions 

between groups.4  

 

2 Letter from T.S. Raffles to Captain C.E. Davis, Singapore, 4 November 1822. Reproduced in Buckley 
(1984: pp. 81-86). 
3 “Plan of the Town of Singapore (1822) by Lieutenant Philip Jackson” (Yeoh, 1996) 
4 Another important aspect was that of legal pluralism. Similarly to the Dutch experiment in Batavia (Jakarta), 
besides physical separation, the administration also implemented a form of “legal pluralism”, with each 
community – referred to by raffles as “class of inhabitants” – being ruled according to their own customs.   
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On the peninsula more generally, the British acted similarly. Different racial groups were 

allocated different occupations, and geographically they were thus located in different 

locations, whether across the peninsula or in specific towns. The Malays were kept in the 

rural areas, and the Chinese were employed in the tin mines; the early waves of Indian 

coolies, mostly hailing from Tamil Nadu, were destined for the plantations, whilst their 

later “co-nationals” originating from the north (mostly Punjab) were employed as railway 

workers, white collars, and soldiers, and thus housed in the urban areas. As advanced by 

Dick and Rimmer (2003), Kuala Lumpur reflected the colonial state’s wish to see a racially 

and economically divided city. The success of this ideal has been contested,5 but residential 

segregation was evident in its early days as capital of the Federated Malay States (since 

1896). The Chinese lived in shop-houses located in the central area; the Indians who came 

answering the demand of cheap labour for the Public Works department were housed in 

their workshops near the railway, and the Malays were in the agricultural reserve located in 

the northern area of Kampung Bahru; European settlers were on the hills (Dick and Rimmer, 

2003, p. 323-324). Tellingly, this remains an extant reality in contemporary KL. 

 

Hong Kong’s population did not mix either: the colonial government provided South Asian 

soldiers and watchmen with accommodation in the military quarters, English education for 

their children, and dedicated cemeteries. The Anglo-Europeans lived on “The Peak” (on the 

hill-side above Victoria Harbour, on Hong Kong Island) where non-whites were forbidden 

to settle, and the Chinese populated the island’s shores to favour their shop-keeping, trading, 

and fishing activities. 

 

I take this opportunity to extract my first theoretical reflection by focussing on settlement 

patterns and degrees of interaction between racial groups in order to elaborate on the 

evolution of the concept of pluralism. Between the 1940s and the early 2000s, the term has 

transitioned from Furnivall’s identification of mere coexistence of diversity, to addressing a 

deeper concern for the quality of the relationship (and interaction) between groups. Michael 

5 Even though Baxstrom argues that by the 1920s the British had “failed” to achieve such goal as “this ideal 
colonial landscape was never fully accepted by those who inhabited neighbourhood such as Brickfields …the 
everyday social practice in the city challenged the idealized plan” (2009, p. 27-28). 
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Peletz (2009) has thus recently proposed that a pluralistic society is one in which alternative 

modes of being are “accorded legitimacy”, rather than being merely tolerated. In the 

following sections we’ll see how post-colonial governments interacted with the social 

outcomes of these colonial policies. 

 

And as anticipated when elaborating the core question of this paper and its broader research 

goals, my concern is in determining whether current policies are directing society towards a 

“Peletzian” pluralistic reality (which some might refer to as “integrated”) or rather retaining 

pre-colonial Furnivall-like structures. 

 

Legal Frameworks for Religion 

Both Malaysia and Singapore are, at least on paper, secular states. It is a fact, though, that 

in Malaysia Islam has for many years been a yardstick in politics, with some advocating 

that the country is – or should realise itself as – an Islamic state; on the other side of the 

causeway, in Singapore, Confucian values and Christian morality have, at different 

moments in time, caused policy debates and shifts, most notably in education and sexuality. 

 

Due to their bifurcated histories, the constitution of Singapore emerged as a spin-off of the 

Malaysian text, and the commonalities are striking. Here I will briefly offer an overview of 

the most salient points relating to religious freedoms and the status of ethnic minorities, 

mostly based of the works of National University of Singapore law professors Li-ann Thio 

and Kevin Tan. 

 

The 1957 Constitution of the Federation of Malaya was the result of long negotiations, and 

its very outcome was framed as such, being dubbed “the bargain” because of the stipulated 

allocation of roles and rights between the various ethnic groups: Chinese and Indians were 

granted citizenship in exchange of giving up any political aspirations, as politics was to 

become sole dominion of the Malays, in virtue of their being the original inhabitants of the 

peninsula, and this group (later to include the “natives of any of the states of Sabah and 

Sarawak”) was to enjoy a “special position” in the nation [Art. 153]. Two details are to be 
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noted at this stage: first, Sabah and Sarawak – with its indigenous, yet non-Malay, 

population – were not part of the initial Federation, as they were to be included only in 

1963. Second, the need arose for a definition of the term “Malay”; this was determined to 

be anyone who “professes the religion of Islam, habitually speaks the Malay language, and 

conforms to Malay custom” [Art. 160]. Within this context, it comes with no surprise that 

Article 3 sanctions Islam as “the religion of the Federation”; the same article though also 

guarantees the freedom for “other religions to be practiced in peace and harmony in any 

part of the Federation”, and Article 11 reinforces such statement by reiterating that “every 

person has the right to profess and practice his religion and … to propagate it”; the latter 

action being limited by the restriction to propagating “any religious doctrine or belief 

among persons professing the religion of Islam”.  It was only in the late 1980s that the 

federal governments started implementing specific enactments in this direction, most 

notably forbidding the usage of the word “Allah” (and others) by non-Muslims (1988 

Selangor Non-Islamic Religions [Control of Propagation Among Muslims] Enactment). 

 

The Singapore Constitution of 1965 equally sanctions freedom of religion in Article 15, and 

in article 152 it incorporates a legacy of Malaya’s “special position” for the Malays. That 

same article also stipulates that is the government’s responsibility “to care for the interest of 

the racial and religious minorities in Singapore”. This is also accompanied by Art. 153 

which established the provision for Muslim religious affairs, which would later on take 

shape as AMLA [Administration of Muslim Law Act] (allowing for government’s support 

towards implementing Islamic personal law), the establishment of Majelis Ugama Islam 

Singapura (MUIS), and allocating financial support for mosques. None of this is provided 

for other religious groups.  

 

In reference to the religion-race nexus, it ought to be underlined that these provisions that 

have allowed for the institutionalisation of Islam as part of the states of Singapore and 

Malaysia, had their origins in the enhancement of a specific racial group, the Malays. Not 

Muslims. In fact, in Malaysia, where “Islam” enjoys a stronger position than in Singapore, 

Indian Muslims (the mamaks), the mixed Peranakans, and Chinese converts enjoy only 
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slightly enhanced status when compared to non-Muslim peers of their own racial 

community. Not to mention the status of “other” Muslims (such as the Ahmadis and Shi’is), 

who in Malaysia are seen as deviating from “Malaysia’s brand” of Islam. Indeed, Islamic 

interpretation has been the domain of the Sultans and their entourage, leading to the 

shaping of a characteristically “Malay” corpus of shari’a. 

 

As in the late 1980s, Malaysia decided to “protect” its Muslim citizens by forbidding the 

use of the word Allah by non-Muslims, at around the same time Singapore promulgated the 

Religious Harmony Act. Although these two pieces of legislation present themselves rather 

differently – one appearing as curbing Malay-speaking non-Muslim minorities, the other 

promoting harmony – they were sparked by the same feeling of aggression, as the neo 

evangelical, Pentecostal movement gained momentum in Asia. As it will become clearer 

below, it is my contention that such approach to “religious” issues is actually concerned 

with the preservation of an intact and homogenous cultural identity for the racial majority.  

 

The evident difficulty of Malays to “convert out” of Islam is not just theological; in fact 

Christianity considers apostasy a sin all the same. More important are the politically 

induced consequences and the social stigma connected with conversion. It is the Malaysian 

state that implemented anti-apostasy laws, and it was due to social pressures that 

missionaries in Malaya had little success with the Malays. But conversion out of 

Christianity for Eurasians, or into Christianity for the Chinese and the Indian Hindus is not 

that different. The root of the problem is not the breaking of a religious taboo; it is the sense 

that they are betraying their racial allegiance. During my fieldwork in Malaysia and 

Singapore, I have often heard the concerns of (young) Chinese converts to Christianity: on 

the one hand, their pastors were demanding that they abandon Chinese traditions (the Ching 

Ming Festival and the like), on the other, their parents grew concerned that upon their 

passing no one would pursue the proper rituals; conversion was undermining the pillar of 

the state-led culturalized image of the Chinese identity. It was based on that in the 1980s 

Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew issued the non-propagation act, and it was not to protect the 

Malays from aggressive Christianization. 
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Education Policies 

Risking stating the obvious, citizenship-building and social cohesion are – or should be – 

fundamental elements of a public education, to the effect that everyone, regardless of one’s 

family milieu, is exposed and introduced to ideas and practices of respect and acceptance of 

“the other” as part of one’s own nation. The potential is for the construction of inclusive 

national identities that recognize differences as enriching to the individual, not necessarily 

the system. This is even more so in diverse and divided societies. In this section, I offer a 

cursory overview of Singapore’s and Malaysia’s policies in regards to language as well as 

civics and religious education, with the goal of enquiring to what extend such policies serve 

the agenda of creating a united and pluralistic society, or not. The term “multicultural” 

would also come to mind, but due to the wide debate that exists on its methods, 

implications, and results, I’d rather stay away from this term.  

 

Language 

In terms of language, Malaysia and Singapore have for decades supported the idea that each 

racial group should learn “its mother tongue” as a means to retain their cultural identity. In 

Malaysia this is reflected in the parallel systems of “national schools”, where all subjects 

are taught in “BM” (purposely leaving ambiguous whether it is bahasa Malaysia or 

Melayu), and “vernacular” schools, were the medium of instruction is either Tamil or 

Mandarin, depending on the pupils’ “original language”; these are either of “national type” 

or “independent”. Regardless of government PR efforts to deny racial segregation across 

school-types, it is a fact that in 2011 National primary schools were attended by 97 percent 

of the bumiputeras, and in such school non-bumiputeras were less than the national 

demographics, with only 1 percent Chinese, 3 percent Tamils, and 2 percent Others. On the 

other hand, whereas Tamil national schools were attended 100 percent by “ethnically” 

Indian pupils, Chinese National Primary Schools appear to be the most diversified, with 9 

percent of Bumiputeras, 2 percent of Indians, and 1 percent Others. Secondary Schools, 

where the options are more limited, are closer to the national demographics, with 72 

percent Bumiputeras, 22 percent Chinese, 7 percent Indians, and 1 percent Others 
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(Malaysia, 2013, p. 323). The government recognises that this schooling system, although 

being a positive option for parents, in fact presents a challenge to the nation, as students 

raised in homogenous environments will have more difficulties in “develop[ing] an 

appreciation for diversity with is critical to unity” (Malaysia 2013, p. 321). Besides the fact 

that heterogeneity in secondary school affects not as much of an impact on socialization of 

differences as heterogeneity in primary schools, what is most worrying is that diversity in 

the classroom is actually decreasing, and despite the progressive attitude of the report, it is 

doubtful that any radical change will be implemented to counter such trends.  

 

Singapore has worked within the same framework as children are made to learn a number 

of subjects (including civics and moral education) in their “mother tongue”, whilst the rest 

is in English. This approach was conceived in the 1970s as part of a policy-design to further 

racialize Singapore’s society, as the Minister of Education Goh Keng Swee suggested that 

such language policy would ensure that “no child should leave school after 9 years without 

having the ‘soft-ware’ of his culture programmed into his subconscious” (cited in Vasu 

2012, p. 745).  

 

Shaping Citizens  

Whether it is named civics, citizenship, moral or religious education, this sector also shows 

the absence of an agenda genuinely geared towards integration. In Malaysia “civics”, after 

a bumpy road between 1972 and 2013, is no longer an independent subject, with its core 

ideals – mostly representative of the Rukun Negara, or National Pillars – now spread across 

Islamic Education (compulsory for all Muslim pupils), Moral Education (available to all 

others), History, and Local  Studies (Malaysia, 2013, p. 718). In the new Education 

Blueprint for the period 2013-2025, the government underlined how education is a 

cornerstone of enhancing national unity. Besides ensuring that every student would possess 

“a set of principles that includes strong shared values held in common by all Malaysians” –  

which include spirituality, understood as “strong religious beliefs and practices”; integrity, 

explained as having “the courage, the discipline and the will to do the right thing”; and 

civic responsibility, meaning “to act for the good of the entire nation” – this goal is defined 
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as a “patriotism” which “requires a strong sense of inclusiveness, acquired through learning 

to understand and tolerate difference, to accept and respect others, as well as to live 

together and embrace the diversity within the Malaysian community” (Malaysia, 2013, p. 

27, 321). 

 

It ought to be noted that the Islamic Education option is rather limiting, as opposed for 

example to a “Religions of Malaysia” or “World Religion” module, and in fact – because of 

the limits to propagating other religions amongst Muslims – teachers are de facto prevented 

from exposing Muslim pupils to other religions. Even though the Ministry of Education is 

pledging to include “a greater focus on understanding values related to unity” (Malaysia, 

2013, E14) and to revise the curriculum to “include a broader study of the main religions in 

Malaysia” (Malaysia, 2013, A14), during a recent National Dialogue session the suggestion 

for a combined Moral Education class for both Muslims and non-Muslims was countered 

by proposing instead a “joint community service element for all students … to encourage 

greater inter-group friendship” (Malaysia, 2013, p. 720, A15). This further highlights the 

fact that although much is being said in favour of greater unity, the very practices that 

reinforce a divided society are not up for revision.  

 

In Singapore the approach has also changed several times in the past 50 years: bearing 

witness to its markedly secular tradition, in 1959 the PAP had eliminated the study of 

catechism in Christian schools. Yet, faced with the rising consumerism and materialist 

aspirations of its citizens (a reaction to the economic boom experienced in the 1970s) in the 

mid-1980s the political establishment found it necessary to introduce some degree of 

spirituality and shape “moral citizens”. This was the genesis of the Religious Knowledge 

programme which, since 1984, allowed pupils to take one religion subject of their choice: 

Bible Knowledge (either Catholic or Protestant), Buddhist or Hindu Studies, Confucian 

Ethics, Islamic Religious Knowledge, or Sikhism. It ought to be noted though that this was 

not for the sake of pupils’ personal piety, but rather for the strengthening of the nation and 

its ideology (Tamney, 1996. p. 25-56). And it was because of the programme’s failure to 

achieve that goal that in less than a decade Religious Knowledge became an optional 
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subject. The rise of neo-evangelism, the formation of leftist religious groups, the disinterest 

in Confucian ethics (largely undersubscribed), and the fear of non-state loci of social 

cohesion, led to a switch away from religious education and towards civics and moral 

education. The syllabus, a gradual progression from “self” to “nation” illustrating how each 

member of society can contribute to the success of Singapore as a responsible citizen, is 

openly geared towards the alignment of “national and societal needs”, itself a process of 

utmost importance for the safeguarding of “the fragility of our country” (Tan and Chew, 

2004, p. 600-601). Rooted in the “Shared Values” ideology, this approach to civic 

education was articulated to ensure the political need to maintain national stability; its 

embracing of Nation, Family, Community, Consensus and Harmony (i.e., the five values) is 

best interpreted as a “means of statecraft” (Tan and Chew, 2004, p. 599) rather than as a 

path towards the building of a pluralistic society based on mutual respect and acceptance. 

Here, as in the 2014 new curriculum for Character and Citizenship Education, religion 

appears as an aspect of Singapore’s socio-cultural diversity (mostly through folkloristic 

aspects such as festivals and dress) which pupils need to know about and respect to 

promote social cohesion, harmony, and a multicultural environment (SMOE, 2014). 

 

Societal Impact - Accepting Diversity? 

Acceptance of diversity, whether racial or religious, is difficult to measure; what is more, 

most studies tend to investigate ethnicity, rather than religion. To achieve some level of 

analytical reliability (without denying that each source has its biases), I have combined 

official and non-official survey data with news items and online forum conversations 

relevant to the topic at hand as well as grass-roots initiatives.6  

 

Survey Data  

In Singapore, to start off with official surveys, the Ministry of Community Development 

and Sports conducted, a survey on social attitudes to race and religion (in 2001 and 2002 

but no later). Keeping into consideration the fact that the questions were consistently 

6 News items, online forums and grass-roots initiatives have been collected, but they are still to be properly 
analyzed.  
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phrased in a positive form, and data was collected through face-to-face interviews, the 

report suggested “an overall positive state of racial and religious group relations” (2002, p. 

10) as satisfaction levels to the state of inter-communal relations and optimism for further 

improvements hardly ever scored lower than 80 percent. But if we embrace the 

methodological suggestion – rooted in policy-oriented perspectives and proposed by Chin 

and Vasu, researchers at the S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies (RSIS, at 

Nanyang Technological University) and authors of a similar survey in 2007 – for which 

only a 90 percent positive response can be considered “a very stringent criteria of inter-

communal integration” (Chin and Vasu, 2007, p. 7), only the Indian population would be 

comfortably satisfied (with an average of 93 percent between its Muslim and Hindu 

components), the Malays would be barely satisfied (91%), whereas the Chinese response at 

an average 86 percent would be classified as “successful, though policy-makers may hope 

for even better results” (Chin and Vasu, 2007, p. 7; stats from Chan, 2002, p. 24). The 2007 

survey, also conducted via interviews, asks more direct and uncomfortable questions. Yet 

its overall results show that although all religious groups appear accepting of others by 92-

95 percent, Muslims and Hindus have a lower reception rating of 89 and 90 percent 

respectively (Chin and Vasu, 2007, p. 31).  

 

A more recent study, conducted by the Institute of Policy Studies and OnePeople.sg in 

2012, and using a “drop-off pick-up method”, depicts a not-so-harmonious Singapore. Even 

though about 70 percent of respondents saw the state’s multi-ethnic outlook as a “good 

thing”, only 50 percent expressed interest in “meeting and getting to know” people of other 

religious groups, and a mere 36 percent in “understanding other religious groups’ customs 

and practices”; this regardless of the fact that 78 percent of respondents acknowledged that 

they had “much opportunity” to interact with people belonging to other groups (exposing 

the government’s policies at “forcing” interaction, as seen in HDB and work-places for 

example). Overall, about 60 percent of respondents felt Singapore is free from religious 

tensions, and 70 percent did not experience any form of religious tension in their daily life 

(Mathews, 2012).  
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A comparison between the 2007 and 2012 surveys confirms that if in the public sphere 

Singaporeans appear rather comfortable with peoples of other religions (and races), in the 

private sphere, especially marriage, the boundaries are still very clear, with respondents 

accepting a spouse or in-law of a different group on average about 50 or 60 percent, 

respectively;7 what is worth noting in conclusion, is that inter-religious marriage is seen 

more positively than inter-racial marriage. 8 This, I suggest, should be seen as a direct 

consequence of Singapore’s race-based policies. 

 

Surveys in Malaysia are not as frequent and detailed as in Singapore, and the explanation, 

or at least part of it, can be found in one of the few surveys available: according to a 2011 

study conducted by the Merdeka Center, 55 percent of respondents (a 6-point increase since 

2006, Merdeka Centre, 2006) agreed that “racial and religious issues are very sensitive, 

therefore we cannot discuss [them]” (Merdeka Centre, 2011, p. 58). The study focused on 

ethnic relations, however in the Malaysia context some of this data can be used to equally 

understand inter-religious dynamics; this is supported by the fact that the respondents’ pool 

was made of 59 percent Malays, 32 percent, Chinese, and 9 percent Indians, or 60 percent 

Muslims, 23 percent Buddhists, 8 percent Hindus, 5 percent Christians, 4 percent Taoists, 

and 2 percent without religion (sic) (Merdeka Centre, 2011, p. 3-4).9 

 

To draw some comparisons with the already-detailed picture of Singapore, it is worth 

highlighting how 82 percent of Malaysian respondents felt “happy” about living in a multi-

ethnic society (a 10-point drop since 2006), but only 66 percent described ethnic relations 

as “good”, of which a mere 8 percent indicated “very good”, marking a 12-point decrease 

(Merdeka Centre, 2011, p. 8-9). What is more, and a detail that the Singapore surveys were 

7 Even if one wanted to discard the absolute reliability of opinion polls, the difference between responses 
concerning the public and private spheres remains telling. 
8 Statistics are difficult to disaggregate and re-aggregate to analyze the religion-race interlock, but much 
research has been done on the role of mixed marriages in social integration.  
9 Reflecting on the relationship between race and religion, is worth noting that in the 2011 Merdeka Center 
poll, it were the Malays who overwhelmingly identified themselves with religion first (64% of 41%), and the 
Indians and Chinese as Malaysians (71% and 55% respectively of 39%); the numbers leave a considerable 
share of Chinese identifying first as a race group (15% of identity chart) (p. 7). Please note, the sum of 
religious affiliation proportions adds to 102 in the original report.   
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not able to capture, is that in terms of Malaysia’s ethnic unity, 44 percent saw it as 

“superficial”, 11 percent as “imposed”, and only 35 percent as “sincere” (again marking a 

significant drop, 19 points from the 2006 results) (Merdeka Centre, 2011, p. 10). Such 

understanding of “unity” is further confirmed by the fact that one third of each ethnic group 

saw inter-ethnic relations important only in order to avoid conflict, with a mere 12 percent 

average of respondents seeing this as a means to “understand each other”; cooperation, 

tolerance, respect, and multiculturalism were all in the (low) single-digits as goals for 

interethnic relations (Merdeka Centre, 2011, p. 17). 

 

The overview of government policies towards language and citizenship education, and the 

excursus of popular surveys (which I present as an indicator of the impact of government 

policies) points in two directions: on the one hand is the overwhelming focus on racial 

identity, belonging, and allegiance; on the other hand is the spilling over of this 

racialization of society into religious affiliation and understanding of religious identities.  

 

Culturalizing Racial Identities - Racializing Religious Congregations 

C.A. Vlieland’s discussion of race on the 1931 Report on the Census of British Malaya is 

one of the most thorough available sources to understand British sentiments toward 

indigenous understandings of identity:  

 

most Oriental peoples have themselves no clear conception of race, and 

commonly regard religion as the most important, if not the dominant, 

element. The Malay, for instance, habitually regards adherence to Islam in 

much the same light as a European regards a racial distinction, and will 

speak of a Muhammadan Indian and a Hindu (even if the two are of 

precisely similar origin), as though the distinction between them were 

similar in nature and magnitude to that between a Frenchmen and a German.  
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And so Vlieland continues by reflecting on the indigenous usage of the Jawi-Pekan label to 

identify a Muslim Indian who marries a Malay woman, because of his religious and (now) 

cultural affiliation, even though he has “no Malayan blood in his veins”. 

 

This situation created much discomfort to the colonial establishment which, at least 

according to Charles Hirschman (1987) and other scholars working on different portions of 

the empire, most notably British India, was keen on a thorough race-based classification of 

its subjects in order to call into play Social Darwinist discourses of colonial legitimacy.10  

 

In an attempt at prioritizing a category which by and large did not exist in local 

understandings of identity, the colonial state embraced a mixture of geography, religion and 

language to create a blend which would eventually come to define “race” (or community, 

as it was to be called later). This was not devoid of problems, most notably because instead 

of approaching these characteristics as having mutable boundaries, each census cycle would 

gradually narrow and harden the empirical data into conceptual approaches, by 

incorporating “conclusions” drawn from previous exercises into the census’s own 

subsequent reformulations.  

 

*** 

 

Here I wish to open a second theoretical window. What Vlieland, Nathan, and many other 

officers across the empire were doing, was “creating” ethnic “groups”; in Brubaker’s 

words:  

 

By invoking groups, they [ethnopolitical entrepreneurs] seek to evoke them, 

summon them, call them into being. Their categories are for doing - 

designated to stir, summon, justify, mobilize, kindle and energize. By 

reifying groups, by treating them as substantial things-in-the-world, 

ethnopolitical entrepreneurs can, as Bourdieu notes, ‘contribute to 

10 Joel Kahn contests this view (2006). 
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producing what they apparently describe or designate’. (Brubaker 2004, p. 

10) 

 

Brubaker’s criticism of this process lies in the analysts’ (i.e., scholars) use of these groups 

as means to explain phenomena, and more specifically ethnic conflict:  

 

as analysts, we should certainly try to account for the ways in which - and 

conditions under which - this practice of reification, this powerful 

crystallization of group feeling, can work. But we should avoid 

unintentionally doubling or reinforcing the reification of ethnic groups on 

ethnopolitical practice with a reification of such groups in social analysis. 

(Brubaker, 2004, p. 10) 

 

On these grounds he suggests that ethnicity, as well as race and nation, should be thought of 

not as a category, rather as situational, contingent and, among other things, as a political 

project (further elaborated in Brubaker, 2004, p. 13-14). A direct consequence of this 

different approach would be embracing “groupness” as a “contextually fluctuating 

conceptual variable” (Ibid, 2004, p. 11). 

 

*** 

 

Returning to the British census, and taking an example from the collection of religious data, 

an inconsistent category, as it often disappeared and reappeared, the report to the 1921 

census of British Malaya explains how religious affiliation was only collected for Chinese 

and Indian subjects because  

 

several of these tables [about religion] were of such little value as not to 

warrant the labour and expense involved in their compilation … [T]he 

number of non-Muhammadans among the Malays are so small that the 
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Committee recommended that the only tables to be published in this report 

should be those dealing with Chinese and Indians. (Nathan, 1921, p. 102)  

 

A decade later Vlieland would argue that  

 

enquiries as to religion are not of any great local importance or value in a 

census of British Malaya since the Malay population proper is universally, 

and the whole Malayan population almost entirely, Muhammadan, except 

for the pagan aboriginals. (Vlieland, 1931, p. 87) 

 

To follow the priorities of census data-collection, and because religion was not seen as an 

indispensable feature of the census, the British came to construct a binary relationship 

between racial groups and religious identities, in which race determined religion; not only 

had these ethnic groups been artificially constructed by lumping together people with 

different geographical and cultural characteristics or by sub-dividing groups along 

linguistic lines; but more importantly the initial step that had brought to the characterization 

of racial groups with set religious markers (culturalization of racial groups) came to be 

mirrored in a pillarization of religious groups along racial identities (racialization of 

religion). 

 

The secondary layer of identity to constructed race was geographical origins and language 

(the latter marker was often used to create racial sub-groups, e.g., Hokkien and Cantonese 

were classified as different races). Focussing on the impact of this procedure on the shaping 

of religious congregations, what happened was the formation of groups along racial and 

linguistic characteristics. In the decades following the British arrival, ethnic groups 

diversified in terms of religious affiliation. With early missionarism (as well as the rise of 

evangelical Christianity) new congregations were created to accommodate the new converts 

in a racially, culturally, and linguistically homogenous environment. As it is widely argued 

in the context of Black and White churches in North America, religious traditions are 

culturally rooted; worship styles, liturgical details, and rhythms: these are all elements that 
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might change across cultures even within the same denominational tradition. Within the 

Muslim context, geographical difference often represents differences in madhab, 

consequently impacting on communal prayer practices, as Muslim populations diversified 

as a consequence of colonial population policies.  

 

 
 

Walk into a mosque in Malaysia, or Singapore, and it’ll be either predominantly Indian or 

Malay; a few years ago a proposal was made to have a Chinese mosque for converts in 

Kuala Lumpur, and in 2014 Penang opened its first Chinese mosque. 11  Observe a 

Muharram commemorative session in Singapore, Malaysia or Hong Kong, and it’ll be 

racially homogenous – Malay, Arab or Northern Indian. Look at any church, it won’t even 

be necessary to enter the prayer hall, as the denomination is most likely to specify if it is 

11  The Straits Times…http://www.themalaymailonline.com/malaysia/article/for-penang-chinese-muslims-a-
mosque-to-call-their-own, “‘The purpose of a Chinese mosque is to show the universal and multicultural root 
of Islam”, Penang religious affairs committee chairman Datuk Abdul Malik Abul Kassim said in a press 
conference at Komtar today. He stressed that the state was not segregating its Muslim faithful when asked, 
‘but we just want to show that Islam can be multi-ethnic and multi-cultural’.” 2010 census: Chinese Muslims 
0.2 percent of Penang’s Muslims and 0.2 percent of Penang’s Chinese; 1/8 of Indian Christians on the island 
and 1/10 of its Indian Muslims. 
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Foochow, Hokkien, Malayalee, Tamil, Batak, Iban or something else; in 2008 the first 

Telugu Methodist Church was formed in Singapore.12 

 

The 1931 statement “the whole Malaysian population [is] almost entirely, Muhammadan” 

was translated in the 1957 Constitution to mean that a Malay, to be classified as Malay, had 

to be Muslim; this qualification was needed in addition to his speaking the Malay language 

and conforming to Malay ‘adat. These generalizations were inaccurate to begin with: not 

only were there people who would have fit the bill but were not “racially” Malays, but what 

is more, non-Malay Muslims, albeit a minority, had been a reality throughout history. 

Because of the stigma of conversion “out” of Islam, this approach also created barriers for 

those who wished to change religious affiliation. Even though the Malaysian state did 

temporarily back-track on the equation (the 1970 and 1980 census data show religious 

variation across the Malay population), in 1991, with the creation of the Bumiputera 

category, all Malays came to be considered de iure Muslims.  

 

In conclusion I wish to reflect on the masuk Islam as masuk Melayu equation for a moment. 

During the British era, with the first waves of predominantly male immigrant labour, it was 

quite common for non-Malays to marry local women, thus going through a process of 

conversion and, arguably, cultural assimilation. In 1921, Nathan commented: “Only 1,809 

Chinese were returned as Muhammadans at the present Census, but it is open to doubt 

whether the number is not in reality considerably higher. A Chinese convert invariably 

assumes a Malay name and may easily be mistaken for a Malay, even by officers of long 

experience” (p. 104). Similarly to the previously noted discomfort at the Jawi-Pekan’s 

identification as Malays despite their Indian “blood”, here we are under the impression that 

Chinese Muslims (whom Nathan would have preferred being referred to as “Maalap”) are 

deceiving census-officers by being classified as “Malays” instead of “Chinese”. At that 

point in time, there was the possibility for non-phenotypically Malays to be classified as 

Malays where they had fully “assimilated” to a Malay way of life. But this is no longer 

12  Http://methodist.org.sg/~methodis/index.php/home/whats-happening/1037-first-telugu-methodist-church-
formed-in-singapore. This reality is not unique to Southeast Asia, as discussed below. 
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true. Racial identities have further radicalized, and because of the social, economic, and 

political advantages of “being Malay”, that door to assimilated integration has been shut.  

 

 

Pulling Threads 

The British colonial administration started a heavy policy of racial classification, where 

race/ethnicity was treated as a “group” in Brubaker’s sense, as part of its imperial design 

which needed to be justified through Social Darwinism; by so doing, it created a deeply 

racialized society and institutions from physical spaces to social associations to schools. 

Religious congregations were no exception. Parallel to this, as times drew closer to 

independence, there was a clear effort at racializing politics (Roff, 1967). None of this was 

specific to Malaya, and indeed much work has been done on the British role in 

communalizing politics in British India.  

 

A Window on Hong Kong13 

Mrs Nirmala Mariasusai, a Christian of Indian origins resident in Hong Kong, passed away 

in April 2013; six months later her ashes were still in her family home, as she was a misfit 

for the ethno-religious boxes of the territory’s cemeteries. On the one hand, being Christian 

she was not allowed at the Hindu cemetery, where most Indians are laid to rest; on the other 

hand, being Indian her remains were turned down by the Chinese Permanent Cemeteries; 

lastly, the Chinese Church Alliance, which controls Christian cemeteries in the city, 

claimed that membership to the Alliance was needed to be eligible for a columbarium 

(SCMP, 2013).  

 

As its urban settlement pattern, Hong Kong’s cemeteries also took shape along ethno-

religious lines to cater to the various communities that inhabited the territory in the 

nineteenth century. So engrained is the understanding that religious identities are racially 

defined, that what in colonial times was a practice, has in contemporary Hong Kong 

become sanctioned as law. Not only Section 32 of the 2009 Race Discrimination Ordinance 

13 This section is excerpted from Formichi, 2015. 
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exempts cemeteries from abiding by the Ordinance when receiving remains “belonging to 

any particular community, race or religion”, but Section 23 also sanctions that religious 

organizations can limit their employment and the conferring of authorization or 

qualifications to “a particular racial group so as to comply with the doctrines of the religion 

or to avoid offending the religious susceptibilities common to its followers”.14 

 

Hong Kong has four public cemeteries, three of which are by law reserved to indigenous 

villagers; of the private ones, four are dedicated to ethnic Chinese and are administered by 

the Board of Management of the Chinese Permanent Cemeteries; another four are “not 

open to the general public” (being dedicated to the Gurkha’s and other military groups, for 

example); the remaining 19 private cemeteries are exclusively “operated by religious or 

other organizations”. Of these, five are labelled as “Catholic”, three as “Christian”, three as 

“Christian Chinese”, two as “Muslim”, and one each as “Zoroastrian”, “Hindu”, 

“Buddhist”, “Eurasian”, and “Jewish”.15 The rationale behind such an organization finds its 

roots in a religiously defined and racialized conceptual space; granting cemeteries with an 

exception from the Race Discrimination Ordinance reinforces the fragmentation of 

religious groups along ethnic lines.  

 

As articles 23, 31 and 32 of the Race Discrimination Ordinance de facto sanction the 

segregation of religious groups along ethnic lines, what these exemptions reveal is a further 

step in attaching a specific ethnic identity to a religious group. In practical terms, it 

translates in a South Asian Muslim organization being allowed if so it wished to hire only 

South Asian Muslims and reject Chinese, Africans, Southeast Asian, and Caucasians, even 

though they were Muslims; similarly, the Anglican Church might refuse to hire or confer 

14 In addition, Section 31 states: “1) Sections 27(1) and 28 are not to be construed as rendering unlawful—(a) 
the restriction of membership of any voluntary body to persons of a particular racial group (disregarding any 
minor exceptions); or (b) the provision of benefits, facilities or services to members of any voluntary body 
where the membership is so restricted.” 
15 http://www.fehd.gov.hk/english/cc/die_todo_e.pdf. 
It is a widely known fact that Hong Kong has a shortage of land, creating much competition and friction. 
Faced with a lack of burial lots and columbaria, residents have been encouraged to find “alternative” options: 
South Asians often opt for repatriation of corpses to Pakistan or of the ashes to India, whilst Chinese with ties 
to their ancestral village might ship their deceased to the Mainland.  
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qualifications to Southeast Asians, even though Christians; a Chinese Buddhist group could 

reject Nepalese candidates, and so on. 

 

In the wider social space these practices would not be allowed. Yet, as the RDO does not 

recognise “religion” or “nationality” as constituting race, these two concepts interlock with 

“ethnicity” in the administration of the territory’s minorities and the very concept of 

“discrimination”. In Hong Kong’s legal practice, being “Indonesian”, “Pakistani” or 

“Filipina” is not (just) a nationality as this could be changed by marriage, for example, but 

rather it represents a racial and ethnic attribute.  

 

Hence, as the RDO Guidelines for Domestic Workers state in explaining what constitutes 

discrimination: “If an employer requires his/her domestic helper to eat pork or pig products 

only, without making alternative arrangements, this could pose a problem for the 

Indonesian domestic helpers, majority of whom are Muslims, and may be subjecting them 

to a detriment” (EOC, 2010). The Guidelines explain in the same fashion why an 

Indonesian helper should be given time off for prayers and should be allowed to wear the 

headscarf. 

 

A Muslim Indonesian domestic worker should therefore be given halal food, time off for 

daily prayers, and permission to wear a hijab; however this applies only to Indonesians. 

Having to be grounded on the principle of proportionality, this mechanism would fail, for 

example, a Muslim domestic helper from the Philippines; considered an “ethnic Filipina”, 

she would not be able to take advantage of such stipulation because the majority of 

“Filipinas” are Christian. Similarly, a Sri Lankan Muslim, whether Moor, Malay or Indian, 

would be classified as “ethnic Sri Lankan” and as the majority religion of the “national” 

ethnic group is Buddhism, she would not have a case.  

 

The RDO Code of Practice (possibly mirroring British law) stipulates that Sikhs and Jews 

are to be recognized and protected as ethnic groups: a Sikh can thus lodge a complaint if his 

employer imposes “a blanket ban on beards for health and safety reasons in a food 
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packaging factory” as this “is a requirement or condition that indirectly discriminates ethnic 

groups such as the Sikhs (who by their custom have to keep a beard), when compared to 

other racial groups”, considering that “the blanket ban is not justifiable as face masks could 

have been used satisfactorily to meet health and safety standards” (EOC n.d., p. 42). Whilst 

this is an important reassurance for the Sikh community in Hong Kong, such usage of 

indirect racial discrimination lets surface two issues: firstly, the assumption that all Sikhs 

find their geographical (hence physical, genealogical) origins in the Punjab, or South Asia 

more generally, leaves converts of different ethnic backgrounds unprotected from 

discrimination.  

 

Secondly, it allows questions to be raised on the applicability of the illustration to other 

“ethnic groups”. As “being Pakistani” is considered an ethnic attribute, and as the majority 

of Pakistanis are Muslims, and as the majority of Muslim men believes that it is a 

requirement to grow a beard, it is likely, although not confirmed, that a claim by a Pakistani 

man would hold up in court. Certain is that a Caucasian or African convert to Islam would 

not be able to lodge a complaint, as Muslims represent a minority within these racial 

groups. What is dubious is if a Chinese Muslim, whom in the PRC would be ethnically 

defined as a Hui, would be able to file a complaint in Hong Kong, as the SAR does not 

apply the PRC minzu classification in its categorization of ethnicity, and both employer and 

employee would belong to the same ethnic group (“Chinese”), making the RDO irrelevant 

to the case.  

 

As we saw in the case of Malaysia and Singapore, Hong Kong laws are also still rooted in 

the British practice of interlocking ethnic and religious identities. 
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