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Culture and Identity: Social Science and Modern Southeast Asia
Victor T. King

Culture and Identity as an Appropriate Topic
It is often difficult to select a topic for a lecture without really knowing the audience and your interests.  In any case your interests are obviously very wide and whatever topic I chose it’s very unlikely that I would find something to engage all of you.  However, it seemed appropriate in a Malaysian context to address the theme of culture and identity.  Probably nowhere in Southeast Asia has the focus on identities (in Malaysia we might refer to these issues under the popular term ‘race’ or the more technical term ‘ethnicity’) been so intense and the debates about multiculturalism so long-standing and wide-ranging. I do not intend to dwell too much on the internal domestic circumstances of Malaysia, the historical development of a plural society here and the difficulties which Malaysia has had to face in building a nation from its colonial legacy.  I don’t think there is much that I can add to this debate and I’m pretty sure that anything I say on the matter will already be very familiar to you. What I will do is try to put Malaysia in a wider regional and analytical context.

The UK Context

In my own country there are now considerable political concerns about the policies which might be adopted in managing increasingly plural communities. These involve such matters as language policies (should those who settle in the UK, whether they be economic migrants, refugees, asylum seekers, or people who are joining their families have to learn English and at what levels of proficiency? and should they take an oath of allegiance?; should they know something about British history and culture?); there is the issue of education as well; in some schools where the majority of children whose first language is not English and  who are from diverse cultural backgrounds there are real concerns about how the national curriculum can be implemented and taught successfully and how they might be integrated into educational and social life; how much tolerance should there be of different cultural practices, religious behaviour and dress?; what do we do about the unequal representation of people from different ethnic backgrounds in various occupations (in the military, the police, the professions, in local and national politics) (and this is not only a matter of ethnicity but also gender [which is another kind of increasingly significant identity])?. 
Diversity and Nationality

Much of this turns on a central issue which I am currently examining in a book which I am writing on the tensions between the reality of cultural and ethnic diversity and the need in the context of nation-states for governments not merely to manage, control and police a particular territory with borders but also to construct, develop and sustain some sort of national identity, unity, loyalty to the state; in other words to build a nation. Given my long interest in the Malaysian Borneo states I was reading a book published a few years ago by an anthropologist, John Postill, with the title Media and Nation-building: How the Iban became Malaysian (2006) which addresses many of the issues which concern me. Some interesting research work is now being done in Kuching and Kota Kinabalu on issues to do with local identities and nationhood and what it means to be ‘modern’ for recent (first and second generation) migrants to urban areas and what it means to be Malaysian.  Of course, a substantial amount of research has already been done on these themes in Peninsular Malaysia, in the Klang Valley region, on such matters as middle class lifestyles and identities and consumer behaviour and how this relates to how people see themselves.
Humans as Classifiers

And these are not small matters; they are a central part of much of what we are as human beings because we constantly think about and engage with similarity and difference. We identify and define those who we classify as ‘like us’ and those who are different from us (they are ‘them’). We do this in different areas of our everyday lives and we can also operate with several identities, usually ranging from the more localised to the more general and we can adopt different identities according to the context or circumstances (even though these may not necessarily hang together if they are all considered together to define a person) (myself for example, male, middle class academic, senior citizen, identification with the city of Hull where I live and Leeds (Leeds Utd), where I work; in some sense an honorary Yorkshireman, but I come from Norfolk and also support Norwich City, further south (genealogically probably Anglo-Saxon); therefore English, but also British, on occasion European, and so on). We usually feel comfortable with those who we see as being like us, and we adopt different modes of behaviour and attitudes when we have to deal with people who are not like us.  As we know sometimes this might lead to not just negative and critical views about ‘those others’ but also to outright hostility, violence and persecution. We have seen many examples of genocide where people are defined by others as in some sense sub- or non-human (because their ways of life are different and not valued; indeed despised) and therefore they can be treated inhumanely. 

Small Differences Matters as does Globalization
Governments usually want to avoid these excesses and encourage an environment of tolerance, mutual understanding and stability.  But this is not an easy task when, I would argue, the human tendency is to differentiate and to classify and to put values on those classifications (this is good and that is bad). And often it is small differences that matter: the way someone talks, their speech and accent; how they dress; how and what they eat; whether they operate as individuals or go around in groups; how they behave towards their children in a public space; the bodily attitudes and demeanour they adopt (whether this is deemed respectful and controlled or loud and aggressive and uncontrolled). And all this is happening in an increasingly globalised world; through the media, consumption of global brands, international communications (the internet) and travel (some of my research recently has focused on the impact of international tourism in Southeast Asia), we are constantly confronted with others, with difference; with other ways of speaking, doing, acting, behaving, thinking. So how do we deal with this? There is often a tension between our desire for the familiar and for security and stability – to conduct ourselves within the world we know on the one hand, and our anxiety about others, about difference, about moving into worlds which are unfamiliar to us and into situations which carry risk, but, at the same time, as we know international tourists and travellers also want to experience the excitement and sometimes danger of  difference, of experiencing new things, perhaps of reflecting on our identities and values by being confronted by others who are different and who do things in different ways.
Why am I interested in all of this?
Because I’m an anthropologist (and sociologist) interested in other ways of life (which ideally I consider as valuable, relevant and worthy of study as the culture from which I come). But mainly because it is a major theme which enables me to look across Southeast Asia and make comparisons and try to reach some understanding of the region as a whole in cultural and historical terms. In the early part of 2007 I managed finally and rather wearily to complete a manuscript entitled The Sociology of Southeast Asia. Transformations in a Developing Region which appeared with NIAS Press and University of Hawai’i Press in 2008.  I had been working on this project off and on for some years but as it progressed, if that is the appropriate way of describing my writing process, it became very clear to me that there is a very substantial literature in what can appropriately be labelled the sociology of culture and identity, which I could not include in that volume. This has emerged especially from the 1980s with the increasing interest in ‘posts’: post-modernism, post-structuralism, post-colonialism, post-Orientalism and the multidisciplinary enterprise of cultural studies; in the dramatic and expanding impact of the global media and information technology on developing societies, in the all-consuming passion among increasing numbers of people for consumption in late capitalism, and in the enormous opportunities for cross-cultural encounters in population dispersals (witness the very considerable exodus of people from mainland Southeast Asia as a result of political instability and war: Burmese and various of the minorities there, Vietnamese, Cambodians, Laos and Hmongs, many of them now in the USA), also in international labour migration (this is a very significant feature of this part of the world), and business travel  and tourism (importantly now the rapid increase in domestic tourism in Southeast Asia, and intra-Asian tourism, particularly and increasingly Chinese and Indian tourists coming to this region).
For my first general sociology book the publishers had set me a demanding word limit which I was not permitted to exceed. Therefore, I began ruthlessly to eliminate large amounts of material on culture and identity which I had originally included in what was to be my attempt at an encyclopaedic volume of regional sociology. Instead I decided to focus on political and economic perspectives in the first book in trying to come to grips with social change in Southeast Asia rather than explore the cultural dimensions of change. It seemed to me that my lack of attention to these areas of sociological interest, which was certainly a conscious choice, though in the circumstances an unavoidable one, was the most unsatisfactory aspect of my excursion into the general field of Southeast Asian sociology. So I am now engaged in writing a second, companion volume, entitled Identities in Motion: the Sociology of Cultural Change in Southeast Asia.
My Malaysian Mentors

I should also mention two close friends in Malaysia who have been working in fields which are relevant to my current enterprise and who most generously offered me the opportunity to present some of my ideas in a keynote address at the Malaysian Social Science Association’s (Persatuan Sains Sosial Malaysia, PSSM) 6th International Malaysian Studies Conference in Kuching in August 2008. Professor Addul Rahman Embong’s wide-ranging work on the middle classes in Malaysia and Southeast Asia is particularly relevant to my interest in social class, lifestyles, consumption and identity. Professor Wan Zawawi Ibrahim’s writings in cultural studies and multiculturalism and his more recent work on Malaysian film and identity is also of great moment to me.  Both of them encouraged me to give some thought to the effects of globalization on local identities in the region.
Southeast Asia: defined by culture?

What I want to emphasize here, as Professor John Clammer has done eloquently before me, that Southeast Asia is characterized, though not clearly and unequivocally defined by cultural diversity and openness; it has a long history of cultural connections with other parts of the world; and it demonstrates the importance of physical migrations and cultural flows into, across and out of the region, which have generated cross-cultural encounters and social intercourse; these interactions have in turn resulted in cultural hybridization, synthesis and mixed or mestizo communities, the phenomena of pluralism and multiculturalism within national boundaries, and in the co-existence of culturally different majority and minority populations (Clammer, 2002).  
These historical processes which can be framed in terms of the twin concepts of differentiation (and diversity) and convergence have made Southeast Asia one of the most culturally complex and fascinating regions in the world. Indeed, there are those who have argued that it is ‘the ubiquity of publicly displayed cultural forms’ (Bowen, 1995) and the fact that Southeast Asia is ‘arguably the best place to look for culture’ (Steedly, 1999) which serve to define it as a region.  
Liquid and Solid Modernity

Zygmunt Bauman has also pointed to a shift from the importance of political economy to the centrality of culture in post-modern society so that power, influence and control operate in more subtle ways through advertising, public relations and the creation of needs and longings by those who generate and control flows of information and knowledge (1987). As regional specialists of Southeast Asia there is an increasing and vital need for us to understand the character of cultural change and encounters in the region and the responses of local people to this bewildering range of forces, pressures and influences which are bearing down on them. Bauman refers to this latest stage in modernisation (where more and more of us become consumers and not producers of goods and where identities are much less fixed and firm and the choices open to us are much wider) as ‘liquid modernity’ as against the previous stage of ‘solid modernity’.  Our anchors and certainties, the solid institutions which we could rely on have gradually been removed or undermined and we face a much more fluid, fast-changing, uncertain world. This for me has a paradoxical effect; on the one hand some of us search for the security of solid identities, whilst others move between identities in an experimental and playful way. The comparative, region-wide study of culture is therefore central to our enterprise and within that the importance of understanding identity and its construction and transformation.
The concept of culture

Impossible to define?

It goes without saying that ‘culture’ is one of the most crucial, though overworked, and indeed ‘complicated’, ‘complex’, ‘controversial’ and ‘divergent’ concepts in the social sciences and, given its status as a focal point of interest, it has quite naturally been the subject of the most intense debates and disagreements (Jenks, 1993). Culture (and its expression in language) is usually presented as defining humanity or what it is to be human, and what distinguishes us from the rest of creation (Douglas and Isherwood, 1979; ; Vervoorn, 2002).  Of course, it does not help that it is a term which is also used in a multitude of different ways in popular discourse and that it occurs with alarming and confusing regularity in discussions within and across a range of disciplines. I don’t have the time to rehearse these debates and divergences in the detail that would be necessary to provide a comprehensive philosophical and analytical history of the concept of culture in social scientific enquiry and the range of interpretations which it has engendered. There is little if anything that is new under the sun, and therefore it seems unnecessary to repeat what has already been said and argued over. In any case there are numerous large and weighty volumes, compilations of readings and indeed slimmer introductory texts which have attempted to set down what culture is and what it is not (see, for example, Alexander and Seidman, 1990). 
Chris Jenks on Culture

One such attempt which I find especially useful, if at times somewhat tortuous and dense, even though it is meant for students and teachers of sociology, is that by Chris Jenks in the Routledge ‘Key Ideas’ series (1993). He presents us with a health warning when he says ‘The idea of culture embraces a range of topics, processes, differences and even paradoxes such that only a confident and wise person would begin to pontificate about it and perhaps only a fool would attempt to write a book about it’. I am neither confident (nor particularly wise) nor, I hope, foolish so that in modest fashion all I shall do is provide some indication of what I think culture is and what features of it we might usefully emphasize in our exploration of its position and changing role in Southeast Asia and in its interrelationship with shifting and changing identities. 
Its main elements
Culture quite obviously lends behavioural quality, content and meaning to social relationships. It has an imaginative and creative dimension because it is quite obviously a product of our mental processes and is expressed and embodied in our language, and as Nirmala Purushotam in her work on race in Singapore sensibly observes, even though we know that everyday social constructs are indeed ‘constructed’, we cannot but be  ‘emotionally connected’ to them (1998). What needs to be emphasized however rather than a particular dimension of culture is that cultural regularities and certain cultural elements are given more significance, relevance and meaningfulness in the context of and through the demands generated by the imperative of living and surviving together. In other words ‘[i]ndividuals interacting together impose their constructions upon reality’ (Douglas and Isherwood, 1979).  Nevertheless, those constructions are not set in stone; they are malleable and they feed back on social encounters in various ways, particularly in the context of late modernity with the emergence of groups of specialists whose professional roles and responsibilities are to produce, reproduce and disseminate knowledge, symbols and material expressions of culture (Featherstone, 2000).
Its collective character

For me the following are important: Culture is taught, learned, shared and transmitted as a part of collective life. It comprises the mental, conceptual, conscious dimension of human life and the ideas, accumulated skills and expertise embodied in material objects (art and artefacts) and carried and given expression most vitally in language. It encompasses the symbolic, meaningful, evaluative, interpretative, motivated, cognitive and classificatory dimensions of humanity. It refers in its more popular connotations to ‘ways of life’ and ‘ways of behaving’; it is therefore pervasive. It has to be understood in terms of form, content and process and although there are cultural regularities and continuities which are easily detected, there are also quite obviously alterations, modifications and transformations. In some ways, though not as neatly bounded as was once originally supposed, it is patterned and has a certain systematic quality so that someone who has not been socialized into a particular culture, can, when he or she has discovered its ethical judgements, values, standards, beliefs and views of the world, the connections which it makes between cause and effect and the explanations which it provides for the place and function of humans within the natural world and for the bases of human interaction, organization and behaviour, can make sense of it even without necessarily approving of its underlying principles. 
Culture and power

Yet culture is also contested and is part of systems of power and privilege, as well as generated, sustained and transformed in strategies, discourses and practices; these contests and struggles operate at different levels and in different arenas. But although those who have power and control economic resources can more easily impose their cultural visions and values on others, this imposition or in Gramsci’s terms ‘cultural hegemony’ is never complete (Gramsci, 1990). It is this dimension of power, hierarchy and conflict which interests me in my concern with the sociology and more particularly the political economy of culture because culture, as a resource, is shaped, deployed and transformed in these struggles. 
Culture and Identity

In my view culture is also very closely implicated in the concept of identity, or ethnicity.  Some social scientists have indeed talked of ‘ethnicity’ and ‘cultural identity’ in the same breath because the main elements of ethnicity and identity are cultural ones: they comprise values, beliefs, and behaviour and the meanings which are given or attached to these as well as differences (and similarities) in language and material culture. And it’s these things which we get passionate and emotional about.
Nation-building and Imagined communities
In this connection one of the major concerns of social scientists working on Southeast Asia has been processes of nation-building and creating national identities and the associated tensions and conflicts between attempts by political elites to unify and homogenize and the responses of the constituent communities of the state which may often wish to retain separate and viable identities. A relatively neglected field of research has been the ways in which the media and communications technology have been deployed in the construction of national identities and the effects of the globalized media and other cultural flows on both national and local identities. What is clear is that despite the claims that globalising forces, especially cultural ones emanating particularly from North America (though we should note the importance of India, Hong Kong, Japan and Korea in Asia in exporting culture through film, TV, popular music) lead to cultural convergence, plenty of cultural diversity remains. It depends on the responses of national governments and their citizens and globalisation is still filtered through nation-states. 

It is interesting that this subject has not received the attention it deserves given the legacy of one of the most prominent social scientists of Southeast Asia, Benedict Anderson and his examination of the  ways in which the nation is constructed and ‘imagined’ through various devices, including such media agencies as newsprint (1991). It is also constructed through maps (also censuses and museums). Some of you might know the excellent book, now something of a classic, by Tongchai Winichakul, Siam Mapped, demonstrating how the Thai nation came to be through the development of the technology of mapping and drawing boundaries from the second half of the nineteenth century.  This of course was very important as the French from Indochina and the British from Burma and the Malay States began to draw their spheres of influence and boundaries which progressively squeezed the Thai state or Siam as it was called. But identity, which I have phrased hitherto in terms of ethnicity and nation, of course embraces other categorical and group markers such as class, gender, and age or generation (youth and old age) (Du Gay, Evans and Redman, 2000a). 
Classifications as folk-models

Classifications of people and the bases on which categories are formulated can also be quite arbitrary and comprise what we might term ‘folk models’, ‘stereotypes’ or ‘typifications’ (Purushotam, 1998). Identities might be relatively ‘contingent, fragile and incomplete’ (Du Gay, Evans and Redman, 2000b: 2), though we must recognise that we can get rather carried away with notions of contingency and fragility and some identities are more viable and enduring than others. Folk models of identity are relatively straightforward cultural short-hands to facilitate navigation through one’s daily life. However, we have to acknowledge that things are not as simple as this and that processes of cultural exchange, intermarriage, physical resettlement and absorption generate hybrid communities which bridge boundaries and partake of elements from more than one category or group or they generate multiple identities which co-exist, but which may be invoked according to circumstances. In these connections it is important to examine the ways in which these mixed communities establish and express their identities and how political elites define and address them in policy and administrative terms for purposes of nation-building (Chua, 1995: 1-3). A particular issue in Malaysia, for example, has been whether or not to include certain hybrid communities, which have some claim to Malay antecedents, in the constitutionally important category of ‘indigenes’ (bumiputera: lit. sons of the soil) (Goh, 2002).
National Identities

Returning to the theme of national identities these are constructed and presented by those in power in independent, politically and territorially defined units which we refer to as ‘states’. Political elites engage in nation-building to promote collective solidarity, unity and cohesion and hopefully to maintain political stability and in so doing keep themselves in power, and with political stability (most of them at least) attempt to promote economic and social development. Political leaders are usually assisted in this enterprise to ‘make’ citizens and ‘construct’ a national community by senior bureaucrats and by intellectuals (which include historians, novelists, poets, painters, and musicians) (Barr and Skrbiš, 2008). Indeed, as a sense of national identity becomes embedded it is frequently ‘intellectuals’, ‘artists’ of various kinds and more generally ‘cultural intermediaries’ who continuously contest, re-produce and re-negotiate national culture and convert cultural products into forms which can be disseminated and consumed by ordinary people (Zawawi Ibrahim, 2009).   Therefore, in spite of the forces and pressures of globalization states are still vitally important units in the organization of people and space, and for nationalist historians like Renato Constantino, in his reflections on Philippine history, nationalism provides ‘the only defense’ against the globalizing and homogenizing pressures emanating from the West, and particularly America (1998). Territories, though in some sense constructed, are also real; lines drawn on maps and what is contained within those lines usually matter and have consequences for those who are considered on the one hand to belong to a particular state (they are ‘citizens’ or recognized ‘legal residents’) and those on the other who do not and who have to secure permission to reside or work there for a period (Clammer, 2002; Vervoorn, 2002). 
However difficult it might be in a mobile, globalized world, governments attempt to police and monitor their borders, allowing some people in under certain conditions and excluding or deporting others. The political leaders’ vision of what defines a state is backed by ‘agents of law enforcement’ (Purushotam, 1998). The building of a state and a nation also requires the development of a physical infrastructure – housing, schools, industrial estates, and a communication network along with national monuments and public buildings – which serves to underpin the process of constructing a sense of national identity and belongingness among the citizenry (Barr and Skrbiš, 2008).  Interestingly in addition to the realities imposed by territorial boundaries, some observers have noted a ‘realness’ even in the ‘imagined’ realms of national identity.  In the late 1990s Joel Kahn for example, although he suggested that the relationship between state and nation (or the ‘blood-territory equation of classical nationalist….movements’) was at that time, and in his view, becoming attenuated, indeed ‘breaking down’ under the impact of globalization among other things, he nevertheless, recognized ‘the very real power’ of the beliefs which underpin nationalism (1998). What is patently clear to me is that sharing an identity, however constructed, can provide ‘a powerful means to mobilize people to take a particular course of action’ (King, 2008). In the extreme case people are willing to kill or be killed in the process of projecting and defending their identity.
Colonialism and Race

Importantly in a colonial context the constituents of a dependent state and those who governed and were governed were also often framed and conceptualized in terms of racial difference (Purushotam, 1998). There were dominant races, native or indigenous races and immigrant races; racial differences and racial purity were central ideas in European colonialism and were frequently used to explain behaviour, motivation, socio-economic position and much more besides (Evans, 1999). However, it is this very notion of a ‘nation’, a realization and acceptance of oneness,, ‘state’ which usually requires construction and continuous reinforcement through state action and its use of the media and national educational systems – in the creation of national symbols, myths, histories, events and institutions. A shared ancestry or common origin, designed to build a ‘sense of belonging’, is often claimed which is associated with physical or territorial connectedness, cultural commonalities and various symbolic elements (Barr and Skrbiš, 2008; Mackerras, 2003). An important arena of construction is that of language and language use in relation to identity and what language or languages are privileged in the formation and socialization of a nation (Purushotam, 1998). 

It is this process of nation-building after the establishment of politically independent states in Southeast Asia which has been a major preoccupation of political leaders in the region and a major interest of social scientists in the post-war period. In Southeast Asia states are a relatively modern creation and a product of processes of modernization set in motion by the European colonial powers. They were the result of the arbitrary carving up of the region between European states and America, essentially from the nineteenth century onwards, although territories began to be occupied and administered from the sixteenth century. These were largely artificial creations, bringing peoples together, many of whom who invariably did not share a common culture, language or history.  Instead they were an amalgam of communities (local and immigrant, large-scale and small-scale, state-based and tribal), with different religions, languages, histories, and customs. What the English scholar-administrator, John Sydenham Furnivall from his experience in colonial Burma referred to as a plural society.
French-derived nationalities in Indochina

More than this the colonial powers also classified the dependent populations for administrative and other purposes and frequently assigned these races or ethnic categories particular legal and cultural ‘personalities’. For example, Christopher Goscha, in his study of French Indochina, demonstrated that not only did the French create an overarching political and administrative entity which they called the ‘Indochinese Union’ from 1887 in which the former kingdoms were designated sub-units or pays (countries), but the territory occupied by the Vietnamese was divided into three separate sub-units – the northern protectorate of ‘Tonkin’, the central protectorate of ‘Annam’ and the southern colony of ‘Cochinchina’ (ibid: 1192). Nevertheless, unofficially the French referred to all Vietnamese as ‘Annamese’. The French project was to make the political, administrative and territorial space which they called ‘Indochina’ a reality, and a reality in which the Vietnamese played the leading indigenous role (Christopher Goscha, 1995).

Issues of identity came to the fore in situations where all Indochinese could move freely within the Union and where the French facilitated the movement of members of the dominant Vietnamese population into the Cambodian protectorate and the amalgam of protectorates, kingdoms and military territories of Laos primarily to take up positions in the lower levels of the colonial bureaucracy and in the local economies. The Vietnamese therefore moved into mainly urban-based, visible occupations and in the interactions between the colonized populations they enjoyed a relatively privileged position in relation to the Cambodians (Khmers) and the Laos. Goscha shows that this ethnic categorisation did not merely establish a distinction between ‘the colonizers’ and ‘the colonized’ but also set up distinctions between different ‘nationalities’ which in turn led to inter-Asian encounters,  tensions and conflicts: between the Vietnamese and the Chinese, the Vietnamese and the Khmers, and the Vietnamese and the Laos (ibid: 1200-1224). An important mechanism which enabled the expression of these emerging ‘national’ identities, their consolidation and articulation and their dissemination to a wider audience was the print media. It’s these issues which fascinate me in my current writing project.
Comparisons

David Brown The State and Ethnic Politics in Southeast Asia/Contemporary Nationalism
Let me draw to a conclusion and make a few final remarks. In examining nation and identities I am particularly attracted to David Brown’s ambitious comparative studies of the relations between the state and ethnicity and the analytical framework which he develops (1994, 2000). I have relied on some of his work in my previous comparisons of ethnicity in Malaysia, Singapore and Burma. It is an approach which Michael Barr and Zlatko Skrbiš have elaborated in their recent examination of the construction of the Singapore nation (2008). Using Brown’s ‘conceptual categories’ (which provide a rough-and-ready formulation) Barr and Skrbiš arrange the nation-building strategies of Southeast Asian governments on a continuum from ‘ethnoculturalism’ in Burma, based on lowland Buddhist-Burman identity, then to a lesser extent Thailand with its emphasis on lowland Thai language, religion and kingship as the core of nationhood, to a  modified form of ‘multiculturalism’ in Malaysia; then to a multicultural and ‘civic’ Singapore, combining ‘a modern concept of citizenship’ but with an emphasis on racial categorization and racial harmony and equality, and finally to the other ‘civic’ end of the spectrum with Indonesian nationalism based on ‘thoroughly modern concepts of citizenship’ in which race and ethnicity are not recognized ‘as legitimate forms of identification’ and the national language is not the language of the majority population, the Javanese. These analytical categories should not disguise the fact that government policies change and that they may be based on shifting combinations of modern/secular/civic and traditional/primordial/ethno-religious ideologies. We can see the ways in which policies have changed and been developed in these respects in Malaysia, but we should also note that probably nowhere else in Southeast Asia has nation-building been so meticulously micro-managed and elite-created and -driven than in Singapore (Barr and Skrbiš, 2008). 

It is also no coincidence that both Singapore and Malaysia, the former rather more than the latter, have substantial populations which originate from other parts of Asia and are primarily relatively recent arrivals during the colonial period.  These live alongside communities indigenous to the region, though not necessarily to the particular territory in which they currently reside. The issues which both Malaysia and Singapore have had to face, both as legacies of British colonialism, is how to address a post-colonial plural society, promote socio-economic development, ensure political stability and somehow encourage culturally diverse populations from multiple origins to think and feel themselves to be a nation with a common purpose. Arguably the task was more  problematical for Singapore in attempting to build a post-independent nation which is workable and acceptable both within and outside the city state because of  the fact that the ethnic Chinese are in the majority. To address this conundrum the Singapore elite under Lee Kuan Yew, continuing the policy of his predecessor David Marshall, promoted a multiracial, multicultural and multilingual policy which presented a nation comprising ‘harmonious’, ‘racially-defined’ ‘Asian’ communities which, served to draw attention away from increasing social inequality and class divisions - indeed the social hierarchies which Lee Kuan Yew’s elitism and his education-driven meritocracy served to generate - and towards a national Singaporean-Asian identity, and a set of constituent ethnic or ‘racial’ identities which cut across social classes (Velayutham, 2007). It had also to address the fact that  ‘[t]here were no idealised histories to recount, no indigenous heroic figures to mobilise the populace, and no autochthonous literary works that would lend themselves to nation buildin’ (2008).  However, what this vulnerability and a sense of crisis and foreboding provided following the departure from Malaysia in 1965 were a breathing space for the PAP government. It ensured that the political elite’s imperative that Singapore must ‘survive’ as an independent state against all odds meant that most of its citizens were prepared to accept PAP policies and its nation-building agenda with little  protest (see Velayutham, 2007). The Singapore elite has also managed to construct, and it continues to construct a reasonably viable national project which, though not embraced with overwhelming enthusiasm, appears to have been accepted as the best that is currently available.
If we look at Malaysia since the implementation of the NEP the Malay political elite have worked at translating elements of Malay identity into something which stands for the nation as well. In Singapore it was CMIO and a pan-Asian identity, expressed in terms of ‘invented’ Asian values contrasted with Western ones. In Malaysia the emphasis on the autochthonous Malays and more broadly the bumiputera as the rightful heirs of the amalgam of territories which were carved out of ‘the Malay world’ by the British, symbolized at least for the Malays in such institutions as the sultanates, the ‘rotating kingship’ and in the position accorded their language, customs and Islam meant that multiculturalism though embraced also needed a degree of qualification.

What I also detect more recently in Malaysia are the differences of view over culture and identity which have emerged much more obviously and vigorously since the 1980s, and the espousal of different visions for Malaysia and especially what it means to be Malay. These have been primarily the result of profound changes in social and economic structures, associated with changing lifestyles, resulting in the creation of a wealthy Malay business or capitalist class, a grouping of middle and small businesspeople, and an educated middle class of urban-based professionals, administrators and technocrats, many of them exposed to the West through their pursuit of higher education overseas and their interaction with the globalized media  (Crouch, 1992; Khoo, 1992; Searle, 1999). The. Government propaganda in the 1990s was designed to enliven the resolve and commitment of the Malaysian citizenry to work towards national goals, to instil in them a growing sense of national pride and to warn them against the perils of adopting undesirable Western values. What is demanded is an Asian, specifically a Malaysian modernity, arising from local ‘culture’, ‘tradition’ and Islam. Expressions of this modernity were to be seen in the urban landscapes of Malaysia, especially in the high rise buildings, expanding infrastructure and post-modern icons of Kuala Lumpur. But this was combined with a concern for local heritage with the conservation of vernacular buildings and the inclusion of local cultural and architectural elements in new buildings. 
We can also apply this concern with identity, culture and nation to Thailand despite the fact that, in contrast to Singapore and Malaysia the absence of a colonial power in Thailand, meant not that the Thai political elite has been able safely to ignore issues of national identity but rather that they have had the time and space to be more selective and less self-conscious about the development, adjustment and maintenance of that identity (Van Esterik, 2007).  Indeed, rather than having their culture transformed by ‘colonial others’ they have been able to modernize much more on their own terms in their encounter with the West.  Again in contrast to the former British dependencies where the issue of forging a national identity from plural societies had to be addressed, in Thailand there appears at first glance to be a long-established culturally homogeneous nation (chat Thai) where the vast majority of the population subscribes to a set of primary shared symbols. Nevertheless, as Keyes demonstrates, this strong national identity is of quite recent origin, that it has been subject to periodic reformulation and is a product of the modernization of the Thai state from the latter part of the nineteenth century (1987). When we probe below the surface of nation-building in Thailand we find a much more complex reality and the status of the core institutions of the nation-state (monarchy, Buddhism, sangha, and the concept of ‘Thai’) have from time to time been subject to intense debate and disagreement.
In exploring this complexity we must recognize that the concept ‘Thai’ is a relatively recent construct and of course it is problematical when one considers that there are significant  populations of non-Thai in the country (especially in the border areas in the south and north). Although the majority of the citizens of Thailand are Tai-speakers and they are able to speak the national language - ‘standard Thai’- which is in effect the language of the Siamese or Central Thai (who trace their descent from the kingdoms of Ayutthaya, Thonburi and Bangkok [from 1350]), there are very distinct regional ethno-linguistic groups within the Tai language family. Fortunately the Thais had a closely integrated politico-cultural complex with which considerable numbers of Thais could identify: the Theravada Buddhist religion (satsana), the institution of the monarch (phra maha kasat), the monkhood (sangha) under royal patronage, which serves to coordinate communities at both the state and the local level, the symbolic association of the king and the image of the Buddha, and the civilian and military bureaucracies as the ‘servants of the crown’ (kharatchakan) (Keyes, 1987: 3). 
What the colonial powers also did in their negotiations with the Siamese elite and in marking out the boundaries of their own possessions in mainland Southeast Asia was to demarcate and create a Siamese territory within which its national institutions could function and be clearly recognized (ibid: 27). What happened was the superimposition of a Western concept of territory on a Thai concept of a personalized and sacred political space which comprised the relationship between ruler and subjects (rather than ruler and a designated territory) and the expression of that relationship in court rituals which presented the king as the embodiment of the nation.  Therefore, the person of the king came to embody this partly externally imposed territory (Thongchai, 1994; and see Keyes). This nation-building process which was focused on the monarch, the political elite, the military and on central Thai culture, was given further momentum in the reign of King Vajiravudh [Rama VI] (1910-25) and his expression of ‘Thainess’ in terms of racial factors.
What is of special interest in the case of Laos is that in many respects it was a creation of others and ‘those people most engaged in its affairs have questioned whether Laos exists as a “real” national entity’ (Evans, 1999a: 1). On the eve of the French colonial intervention the ethnically heterogeneous territories of what is now Laos, comprising lowland Lao, and a complex range of Tai-, Austroasiatic-, Austronesian- and Sino-Tibetan-speaking upland tribal minorities were divided progressively after the Lao-Siamese conflicts of 1827-28 between the suzerainty of the Siamese king and the Vietnamese emperor, both of whom were in turn progressively brought within the embrace of European control (Stuart-Fox, 1997: 15-16). With French intervention Vietnam lost its political independence whilst Siam retained a semblance of autonomy, though not really in economic terms, in the aftermath of Anglo-French expansion in mainland Southeast Asia. Having established itself in Vietnam and pressing westwards into territories claimed by Siam, France incorporated some of these into its ‘Indochinese Union’ and brought together several of these formerly divided Lao dependencies into the consolidated and protected domain of Laos in 1893 (Rehbein, 2007: 7). However, the majority of Lao-speaking communities which were located further west were subsequently incorporated territorially into the Kingdom of Siam secured by treaties with France between 1893 and 1907 (Stuart-Fox, 1997: 2, 6). Therefore, what came to be the state of Laos included only about one-sixth of the population referred to as Lao, the rest resided in Thailand, and they comprised at most about one-half of the total population of Laos (Evans, 1999a: 4). 
French colonialism laid the foundations of the modern state of Laos by establishing an administrative, social and economic infrastructure, a defined territory within which sovereignty could be exercised, a market economy, a national legal and educational system, and it trained and educated a small local elite, drawn primarily from royalty and the nobility, to help staff the lower echelons of the bureaucracy; many of them went to France to pursue their studies (Si-Ambhaivan, 1999: 101). It was these ‘notables’ and their offspring who were the prime-movers in the anti-colonial nationalist movements and in forging a Lao identity but the emergence of a nationalist discourse did not really get under way until the 1940s. This was accompanied by serious attempts to standardize the Lao language and differentiate it from Thai (Ivarsson, 1999: 61-78).

What are the lessons which we (and I) can take from this excursion into culture and identity?
(1) it is a major subject of future research in Southeast Asia; no national planning can ignore the importance of national identity and the unity of the nation;

(2) we must be bold; let us look at Southeast Asia as a region; if we value it as a defined region through ASEAN then we must explore what holds it together and what are the similarities and differences between the constituent countries;

(3) We need to recognise what the colonial legacy has bequeathed the now independent states of Southeast Asia and we need to understand how they have created the new nations which comprise ASEAN;
(4) We have to recognise the importance of culture in a transnational context; it is a flexible concept but one which enables us to understand the diversity of Southeast Asia but also what defines it;

(5) I admire what Southeast Asia has achieved; 40 years ago the region was in turmoil. Since then the constituent nation-states have come a long way; Malaysia in particular is a successful nation-state. But we have to understand the different paths and routes which the ASEAN member-states have taken in achieving their national objectives.  And we then return to the important concepts of culture and identity.
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