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WILL DERKS

Malay Identity Work

In an intriguing essay, published a few years ago, Anne Booth discusses
Indonesia's chances to survive as a unitary state. Obviously, this question
is posed against the background of the composite nature of this enormous
country, which has a multitude of islands, ethnic groups, traditions, reli-
gions, languages and dialects within its borders. Booth tries to assess the
possibilities of a future disintegration of this indeed hybrid amalgam called
Indonesia that is held together by strong central control. Although her
general conclusion is that up until today there has really never been a
region or an ethnic group actively trying to secede - including the regional
rebellions in the late 1950s but with the exception of East Timor - she sees
enough latent sources of discontent, social unrest and resistance to make
her speculate that this situation might well change drastically in the near
future. In the present context it is important that, since her point of view is
predominantly economic, she focuses mainly on a few resource-rich
regions, among them Riau. Interestingly, with respect to this province she
states: 'It is perhaps surprising that the oil boom of the late 1970s did not
bring with it any demand on the part of the producing provinces to retain a
large share of the profits. In fact most of the oil came from two provinces,
Riau in central Sumatra and East Kalimantan. Both were small [sic] and
isolated, conspicuously lacking in strong regional identities or in much
tradition of regional nationalism' (Booth 1992:39).

Booth may well be right in supposing that until some ten to fifteen years
ago there was as yet no sign of a strong regional identity in Riau, which,
because Riau is the Malay heartland of Indonesia, must necessarily mean a
Malay identity. However, I shall try to show that meanwhile an increas-
ingly strong, collective effort is being made - especially by certain indi-
viduals, groups and institutions in and around the provincial capital Pekan-
baru - to define what it means to be Malay in this particular world and at
this particular juncture. I shall focus on the 'how' of this Malay identity
work, on the tools of identity which, when taken together, might be called
an identikit, that is, 'an inventory of elements that one might use in putting
together an identity of one's own' (Hannerz 1983:355).

Of course, 'identity' is a troublesome term that today seems to be used
in ways that are reminiscent of the use of the term 'culture' in former days,
in spite (or because) of an intense debate that has been going on in recent
years.1 For clarity's sake we can preliminarily adopt Hannerz's definition

For an insightful presentation of this debate, see Smith-Kipp 1993.
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700 Will Derks

of identity as a matter of contrastive information about oneself as well as
others that may consist of fact or fantasy (Hannerz 1983:348-9). This
rather simple definition has at least the advantage that it emphasizes what
seems to be a basic trait, namely, that identity is inclusive and exclusive at
the same time. Identity is about us, inside, and them, outside. As was sug-
gested earlier, what seems to be important, too, is that we should not think
of identity as something fixed. Rather than referring to something closed
and unchangeable, 'identity' denotes a process, a concerted, continuous
effort to produce contrastive information with which one can identify (or
not).2 Put differently, identity is a work-in-progress, aimed at causing
certain strong emotional responses. Varying on Ang and Stratton (1995:
74) in terms of the present context, it can be said that for the Malays in
Riau today this process gives meaning to Malayness and enables them to
identify with being Malay in their hearts.

Furthermore, Malay identity work in Indonesia is surely not a neutral
activity, but rather a form of resistance to certain forms of domination. To
some extent this is already apparent in the quote from Anne Booth's essay
in which she establishes a link between identity, economic growth, and
dissatisfaction as regards a fair share in this growth. However, whereas she
suggests that the, articulation of discontent presupposes a strong regional
identity, I would argue that it might operate the other way round too.
Identity work can be triggered by an awareness of being economically
slighted. Booth writes about the situation as it was some fifteen to twenty
years ago. But since that time the importance of Riau as a moneyspinner
for seemingly everyone except the local population has increased con-
siderably and gradually this marked neglect has become a topic of
(cautious) public debate.3 It appears that today the Malays are not only
thoroughly aware of the fact that they are being denied an equitable
portion of the benefits of their province's economic ascendancy, but also
that they are the worse for this development. This becomes particularly
clear with respect to the way the national government deals with land and
the people who own it, live on it and from it. Especially in the mainland
part of Riau, where vast plots of land have been given to Jakarta-based
conglomerates4 for only minimal fees, the local Malay population is forced
to leave the soil they have tilled for generations. For obvious reasons,
reports on the ways in which this expropriation is brought about are

2 I realize that in this connection the idea of an 'identikit' as a kind of toolbox may
be a misleading metaphor. But as long as we conceptualize it as an inventory to which
things that are 'good to think with' can be added (or from which they can be
removed), it seems to be a useful term.
3 Choosing at random I refer here to Lee 1991; Ar Sjujono et al. (1994); and Anwar
Salleh 1994.
4 The Indonesian word konglomerat, often used in this connection, has sinister
connotations of obscure and corrupt networks of Chinese businessmen and officials in
the highest ranks of the state apparatus.
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scarce, but the little - often only orally transmitted - evidence suggests
methods that are appalling: officially sanctioned systematic taunting, har-
assment and intimidation of those who are not satisfied with the incredibly
low sagu hati or 'consolation allowance' offered to them in lieu of their
land and therefore refuse to leave. Outrageous though it may be, this
modus operandi has been applied so many times already, and so un-
ashamedly, as to become an open secret. Thus it may well happen that,
when driving along the tens of thousands of hectares of former rain forest
that have been changed into endless oil palm plantations in the name of
national interest and asking who owns all this, one gets the cynical answer:
'P3 ' . This abbreviation does not refer to one of the officially allowed
political parties of Indonesia but to the sons and daughters of the President
(putra-putri presiden).

It should be noted that the average population growth rate in Riau has
been more than 4 percent each year during the last decade, whereas this
figure for the country as a whole is less than 2 percent. Moreover, in
certain parts of the province such as the island of Batam this figure has
even exceeded an average 10 percent per year between 1980 an 1990.
Recent studies suggest that this growth is mainly due to an influx of
migrants from other parts of the country, especially Java. It is they, not the
Malays, who get most of the jobs created by the expanding timber and
palm oil industries in mainland Riau as well as labor-intensive economic
activity in the Indonesian part of the so-called 'Growth Triangle' (Lee
1991:17, 103; Ar Sjujono et al. 1994:37). Similar to what James Scott has
shown in a different context, by thus removing the Malays from the
production process rather than exploiting them, whole 'terrains of
struggle' over the distribution of profits are eliminated (Scott 1985:243).
Against such a background it is hardly surprising, though profoundly
ironic, that more worries are expressed over the morals of the thousands
and thousands of young, single, Javanese women who provide cheap labor
for the electronics industry in Batam, than over the future prospects of the
local Malays who have been deprived of their land and livelihoods (Lee
1991:16).

In light of such developments it is perhaps to be expected that, when
putting an ear to the ground in Riau today, one can hear an increasing
number of Malays say that they feel oppressed (tertindas) or even colon-
ized {dijajah). However, this awareness of economic neglect is not the
only factor involved in a relatively new search for Malayness. Hardly less
important is the fact that the state in Indonesia, in its efforts to build a
nation, actively propagates the construction of a national culture. Meant to
transcend the many potential differences between its citizens on the one
hand, and to ward off undesirable, alien influences from outside on the
other, this national culture officially consists of the 'peaks' of all the cul-
tures in this multicultural country. To the Malays, as well as to other
minorities spread over the Indonesian archipelago, this process of nation
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building is perceived as a threat in at least two ways. First, the so-called
national culture has gradually become equated with Javanese culture - or
what passes as such - and therefore Indonesians outside Java find it
increasingly difficult to consider this particular construction their prime
focus of allegiance. Second, insofar as cultural key elements from regions
beyond Java are allowed to be incorporated in this national culture, they
are greatly decontextualized and stripped of their authenticity. The reason
for this is obvious. To keep the country together the state needs Indo-
nesians, not members of hundreds of different ethnic groups for whom the
main focus of loyalty is their own local or regional culture. Presented as
building blocks of the national culture contributed by non-Javanese,
regional cultures are often hard to recognize by the bearers of these
cultures, since they are sometimes represented on the national level in
revoltingly grotesque ways. In this connection the state's reduction of
complex, living traditions to little more than performing arts, costumes and
handicrafts - termed by Sellato the 'folklorization of culture' - plays an
important part, too: 'What usually forms the core of a culture (a legal
system, traditional religion, economic practices, social organization) and
contributes to its feeling of identity tends to be downplayed, if not
altogether ignored' (Sellato, forthcoming).

It is quite imaginable that state policies in Riau have been successful, if
only temporarily, in eroding a regional identity. Indeed, for a long time
Malayness has been expressed almost exclusively - even by Malays them-
selves - in negative stereotypes like pasrah (surrender, submission), malas
(lazy) and miskin (poor), while ethnic slurs like koboi Melayu (Malay
cowboy), polisi Melayu (Malay police) and spion Melayu (Malay spy) still
bear witness to the cliche of alleged Malay stupidity and clumsiness
(Stimpfl 1990:59-60).5 Such humiliating stereotypes indicate yet again that
Malay identity work is a kind of resistance that for a considerable part aims
at recapturing dignity.

However, to get such a cultural process going, a certain demographic
basis is required, a 'critical mass', which in all probability can only be
found in a city. The place in this really large though sparsely populated
Indonesian province most worthy of that name is, of course, Pekanbaru.
Compared to neighboring metropoles like Singapore, Kuala Lumpur and
Jakarta, Riau's capital with its less than half a million citizens would prob-

5 See also the issue of the national newspaper Republika of 14 August 1994, which
was in part dedicated to Malayness. I once became aware of the negative Malay self-
image, of which also Stimpfl speaks, when I was told a joke by a Malay that ran as
follows. A group of people is sitting in front of the house near the street. A Javanese
passes. They ask him, 'Mau ke mana, mas?' ('Where are you going, sir?'). 'Cari
kerja' ('Look for a job'). Then a Minangkabau passes. They ask, 'Mau ke mana,
bang?' ('Where are you going, brother?'). 'Cari jualan' ('Look for merchandise').
Eventually a Malay passes. They ask, 'Mau ke mana, encik?' ('Where are you going,
mister?'). 'Jalan-jalan' ('Going for a walk')!
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ably fail to impress the casual observer. But although Pekanbaru may seem
to be located on the periphery of almost nothing, it has in the course of the
last few decades changed from an insignificant, sleepy little town to a vital
regional center, positioned at a political, economic and cultural crossroads.
Almost against all odds Pekanbaru has acquired a certain prosperity and,
like in other urban areas in Indonesia and in Asia generally, an emerging
middle class is able to absorb the commodities and images of international
consumerism. Most of what thrills the world at large is thrilling Pekanbaru
these days too, and as everywhere else, its urbanites are in contact with the
rest of the world by means of all kinds of modern communication devices.
This booming city, the population of which has almost tripled in the last ten
to fifteen years, is now also full of computers, videos, television sets, dish
antennas, fax machines, et cetera. One can hear children sing Jingle Bells in
December or Chinese songs from Hong Kong-made, Kung-Fu TV serials
the whole year through, although most of the population are Muslim and
understand the lyrics of neither. Indeed, Asia 'has increasingly become a
hotbed of middle-class globalism' (Funabashi 1993:78). Pekanbaru takes
part in this larger trend, and education has been a decisive factor in this
connection. Perhaps it is correct to say that, aside from all kinds of other
facilities, Pekanbaru has lacked a well-developed educational infrastructure
for a long time. Today, however, it has no less than four institutions within
its limits that are entitled to issue tertiary academic degrees. As a result, a
group of local Malay intelligentsia has come into being, able to process and
analyze in certain ways the phenomena discussed so far, and who, more-
over, are capable of articulating questions of identity. Not the least remark-
able characteristic of these intellectual workers is that they are engaged in
an 'inclusive cultural swirl'. In other words, in Pekanbaru today Malay
journalists, artists, poets and academics mingle freely with each other and
with politicians, officials, businesspeople and professionals with highly
developed cultural concerns; there is little or no respect for any barriers
between spheres of thought. In this sense, Pekanbaru is very much an
open city and as such a perfect habitat for identity work.6

Elsewhere I have tried to show that the Malays in Riau's capital use
poetry as a tool in putting together an identity (Derks 1995). I will not
recapitulate the whole argument here, but rather focus on a detail that
gives me the opportunity to show that a lot more than poetry can belong
to a Malay identikit. Moreover, it will help me to present more or less
coherently a quite heterogeneous variety of relevant phenomena and
events. What I have in mind here is the word 'silence'. Borrowing from
Goenawan Mohamad, an acclaimed Indonesian poet and chief editor of the
banned magazine Tempo, I used 'silence' to typify the poems of some

6 The phrases 'critical mass' and 'inclusive cultural swirl' are discussed in Hannerz
1992:201.
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Malay poets that turn in upon themselves rather than reflect an outside
world. Goenawan suggests that this characteristic is part of a much larger
phenomenon in modern Indonesian literature and must be understood in
light of the development of Indonesian, which, by means of a ubiquitous
bureaucracy, has become a bland language, without versatility or nuances
and shades of meaning. Given that Malay is the basis of Indonesian and
therefore the only significant Malay contribution to the nation, its 'lin-
guistic collapse', as Goenawan prefers to call it, is especially deplored by
these Malay authors, not in the least because Indonesian has also become
riddled with Javanese. They have tried to counteract this impoverishment
of the national language by paradoxically producing poems which seem to
refer only to themselves and therefore become 'meaningless' or silent
(Goenawan 1993). In this connection it is significant that they did so by
explicitly basing their work on Malay mantras, Malay children's rhymes
and other hermetic verbal forms taken from the Malay tradition. In other
words, their 'silence' did not fail to express a certain Malay self-
consciousness as well.

Indeed, identity work of this kind in present-day Indonesia is a form of
resistance that can be dangerous and therefore has to resort to silence; that
is, it has to be ambiguous, cryptic and opaque. It can never be entirely
straightforward and always requires interpretation. Goenawan, though
merely speaking about poetry, comes close to James Scott's much more
comprehensive view on everyday forms of resistance. Scott speaks of
'infrapolitics', a term with which he captures a wide variety of modes of
concealment and strategic forms 'that the resistance of subjects must
assume under great peril'. Infrapolitics, therefore, is 'the silent partner of a
loud form of public resistance'. Against this background I suggest that
Malay identity work is a kind of infrapolitics, the diversity and hetero-
geneity of which is only limited by the imaginative capacity of the Malays
and their willingness 'to test and exploit all the loopholes, ambiguities,
silences, and lapses available to them' (Scott 1990:138, 199).

There is, however, something peculiar about this silence, for in Riau it
can go together very well with sound and loud voices. Those Malay poets
I referred to just now, whose poems are 'silent', enjoy a considerable fame
on the national and even international level, mainly because they are
fabulous performers. In Indonesia generally, and in Riau particularly,
poetry is first and foremost an oral phenomenon. Poems are listened to,
preferably in poetry readings. Moreover, in Pekanbaru, where there are
poetry readings almost every week involving a great many people, the
poets yell and shout and scream, they hiss and boo and swear, they stamp
their feet, they hit the lectern with their hands and fists, break glasses and
bottles and fall to the ground while gesticulating wildly. 'Silence' is some-
thing that can be expressed in terms of sound, even of deafening noise.

With this in mind I can now turn to another element of a Malay identikit
that seems not even remotely connected to poetry - a traffic light in the
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center of Pekanbaru. I had been to that spot many times before and used
the pedestrian crossing there, but during my visit to Pekanbaru in the
summer of 1994 I suddenly noticed that a speaker was added to this piece
of street furniture. Every time the lights turned red and the traffic had to
stop, a song was played. This song was not an electronic version of, say,
the Indonesian national anthem or some other patriotic tune, of which
there are quite a few, but a popular Malay song called Lancang Kuning or
'Yellow Ship'. This yellow ship sails around the Riau Malay tradition, as it
were, for 'Lancang Kuning' refers not only to a song, but also to a Malay
dance, a particular kind of medical treatment by Malay folk practitioners
and, most importantly, to a Great Story in Malay oral tradition (Tenas
Effendy 1981). One of the universities of Pekanbaru is named after this
yellow ship while Riau as a whole is sometimes referred to as Bumi Lan-
cang Kuning, the 'Yellow Ship's Home Base'.

In other words, every time the traffic lights at this crossing turn red, the
Malays of Pekanbaru are reminded of certain aspects of their tradition, of
their Malayness. Although this reminder consists of sound, it is 'silent' in at
least two ways. First of all there is silence with respect to the message that
presupposes some particular knowledge in the possible listener to be
understood. Malays have this knowledge. Most non-Malays such as
Javanese and Minangkabau, who, it should be noted, have come to form
the majority in Pekanbaru today, don't. Similar to the poetry referred to
earlier, the song from the traffic light is silent, at least to some. However,
unlike poetry, the song is also characterized by a silence about the
messenger. People did not seem to know - or were reluctant to inform me -
who had added the audio device to the traffic light and it took me quite
some time to find out that its auctor intellectualis is a man from Rengat
who is one of the relatively few Malays in the higher ranks of the local
bureaucracy. This double cover suggests yet again that Malay identity
work is a hazardous activity; it is a site of struggle. In this particular case,
such a definition in terms of space can almost be taken literally if we realize
that this symbol of Malayness is situated on Pekanbaru's main street,
which, like anywhere else in Indonesia, is named after General Sudirman, a
national hero and as such an important emblem of Indonesian nationalism.

Incidentally, the underrepresentation of Malays in the local bureaucracy,
including that of the provincial government which has its seat in Pekan-
baru, is a source of constant annoyance. Most of the key positions in
various kinds of official and semi-official bodies are held by Javanese and
Minangkabau. It is especially this fact, together with their economic slight,
that gives the Malays an acute sense of being colonized. Naturally the
ethnic background of Riau's governor has much symbolic force in this
respect.7 From the first time that I visited Pekanbaru in 1988 I have been

7 Since its founding in 1958, Riau has had six governors. Only the second one,
Arifin Achmad, was a Malay. His predecessor, Kaharuddin Nasution, Riau's first
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confronted regularly with gossip and rumors about these high officials that
may serve to illustrate this. Typically, in the stories that do the rounds in
Pekanbaru about Arifin Achmad, the only putra daerah or indigenous
Malay who has ever held this post, the core element is that he once
demanded 1 percent of the oil revenues from Riau to benefit its own
people. Modest though it was, the central government supposedly con-
sidered this demand an affront and put Arifin Ahmad on a sidetrack while
launching a smear campaign against him. On the other hand, it is told about
his first two Javanese successors, who both died in office, that they were
killed by means of magic powers emanating from Pasir Pengaraian, a small
town in the interior of mainland Riau notorious for its witchcraft. These
rumors were especially aggressive with respect to Iman Munandar who
was appointed as governor by Jakarta in spite of a Malay candidate who
enjoyed strong regional support: not only is he said to have died while
suffering greatly, but also his whole family is believed to be kena kutuk,
struck by a curse.

Of course, I am not interested in the truthfulness of such stories, but
rather in the fact that they belong to an infrapolitics that has clear over-
tones of interethnic struggle. In other words, such rumors are a form of
Malay resistance against Javanese domination and therefore also part of
Malay identity work. After all, in contrast with the origin of the mani-
pulated traffic light, the source of these rumors can never be determined.
But, as Scott has remarked, precisely because of that there are always
'scores of eager retailers who can claim they are just passing on the news'
(Scott 1990:142). Naturally, each time this 'news' is passed on, a certain
degree of Malay self-awareness and even self-esteem is strengthened, par-
ticularly when;Malay magic proves to be stronger than Javanese power.

Taken together these unequal quantities - poetry, traffic lights, gossip,
witchcraft - already strongly suggest how diverse the tools of an identikit
can be. Gossip and witchcraft constitute perhaps an extreme, a borderline,
in that the unconcealed aggression they express forces them to remain
below the surface. The other forms, as well as those I will turn to now, have
all more or less successfully intruded into the public transcript (to use
Scott's term), by means of disguises, metaphors, euphemisms, anonymity, et
cetera. To remain somewhat in the more benign sphere of poetry and
songs, I can draw attention to a cassette with Malay music that was
released in 1994." Given that Riau lacks a popular cassette culture that is as
strong as, for instance, that of the Minangkabau in West Sumatra or of the
Javanese, the appearance of this tape is quite remarkable. In the present

governor, was of Batak extraction. The last three - Subrantas, Iman Munandar and
Soeripto - were all Javanese. Atar Sibero, also a Batak, was acting governor for a
limited period of time after Iman Munandar died and before Soeripto took up his
duties.
8 Iveth Bustami, Cik Minah Sayang. JK Records 1994.
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context it is most important that, aside from five versions of traditional
Malay songs, it contains two compositions the lyrics of which sing the
praises of two Malay culture heroes. The first one of them is Tuanku
Tambusai who in mainland Riau is famous for having fought the Dutch.
The second one is Hang Tuah, the central protagonist of perhaps the most
important Malay narrative text ever, Hikayat Hang Tuah.

Interestingly, in an interview in the Pekanbaru-based newspaper Riau
Pos, the composer of these songs, Husni Thamrin, elucidates what he had in
mind when composing them. First, he wished to call upon his fellow
Malays to remember the merits of Riau's sons and mainstays ('untuk
menghimbau kaum kerabat agar mengingat atau mengenangkan kembali
jasa putra-putra handalan di Riau'). Second, he wanted to make clear to
the larger Indonesian public that Riau also has heroes who fought for the
nation ('memperkenalkan kepada masyarakat luas bahwa Riau juga ada
pahlawan pejuang bangsa').9 Especially with this latter statement Husni
Thamrin clearly refers to the fact that until the end of 1995 Malays have
been absent in the Indonesian state pantheon of national heroes, some-
thing which is yet another painful reminder of the little worth the Malays
have on the national level.10 Moreover, with his wish to instill a renewed
awareness into the minds of his 'kin' (kaum kerabat) of Malay greatness in
the past, Husni Thamrin seems to confirm what was suggested earlier,
namely, that the Malays harbor a quite negative self-image and that iden-
tity work aims at changing this and recapturing dignity.

This emphasis on Malay identity becomes particularly clear in a phrase
from the lyrics of the song about Hang Tuah, which runs as follows: 'Esa
hilang, dua terbilang / Patah tumbuh hilang kan berganti / Tak kan Melayu
hilang di bumi,' which loosely translates as 'Chop one head off, two others
will emerge / One dies, another one takes his place / The Malays will never
disappear from the face of the earth.' Most Malays I know in Pekanbaru
can tell you that this phrase is a statement made by Hang Tuah himself,
who, by the way, has never died and is expected to return some day. But
Hang Tuah is fictituous and his statement cannot be found in the text!
Indeed, the contrastive information we call identity may consist of fact or
fantasy, and in case it is fantasy its force may even be stronger than that of
fact.

It remains to be seen whether this fantasy is strong enough to revive
millennial hopes about Hang Tuah's Second Coming," but 'his' statement

» Riau Pos, 14-08-1994.
10 See the contribution by Timothy P. Barnard to this volume.
11 Scott (1990:199) defines millennial imagery as the infrapolitical equivalent of a
public, radical counterideology that is 'aimed at negating the public symbolism of
ideological domination'. It may be germane to note here that the prolific Pekanbaru
poet A. Aris Abeba has begun working on a series of poems which will contain his
'conversations' with Hang Tuah. Remarkably, the typescript of the first poem in this
series shows that Aris Abeba and Hang Tuah speak to each other on the telephone.
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has nevertheless come to enjoy a popularity in Pekanbaru that is remark-
able; it seems to pop up everywhere these days. It can, for instance, also be
found in the preamble to a book by Tenas Effendy, entitled Tunjuk Ajar
Melayu, which was published in the fall of 1994. As this title suggests, the
book contains well over 600 pages of Malay traditional wisdom and as
such it constitutes, without doubt, a monument of Malay identity work.
Therefore it is hardly surprising that Hang Tuah's statement appears again
in this book, although not in the impressively voluminous Malay sayings
and verses collected by Tenas Effendy, but in one of the two sambutan
(welcome addresses), printed as prefaces, that were delivered when the
book was launched. The second one of these two is a standard speech by
Soeripto, the present governor of Riau. Somewhat remarkably, he is pre-
ceded by one of his immediate subordinates, Rustam S. Abrus, perhaps the
only Malay in the highest ranks of the provincial government. Although
he in part mirrors Soeripto - who merely voices the official state policy as
regards the national culture in the characteristic jargon - Rustam S. Abrus
typically also mentions the importance of this collection of more than
17,000 sayings and 10,000 pantun for the 'Malay identity' (jatidiri
Melayu). Small wonder that he concludes with scarcely concealed pride,
which may escape his Javanese boss, using the by now familiar phrase:
'Esa hilang dua terbilang, tak hilang Melayu dibumi.'

It should perhaps be emphasized here that the individuals I have
referred to so far as well as others do not work in isolation, but commun-
icate professionally and privately, in various capacities and through all
kinds of channels, organizations and networks. For instance, the publisher
of Tenas Effendy's book is the Dewan Kesenian Riau (Riau Art Council),
of which Rustam S. Abrus is the chairman. This body consists of poets and
artists who in their daily lives function as journalists, university teachers or
medical doctors et cetera. It is telling that even the composer Husni
Thamrin, who lives in Jakarta and is head of the Riau pavilion in the Taman
Mini Indonesia Indah there, explicitly states in the interview mentioned
earlier, that he consults with these cultural workers in Riau's capital before
composing his songs. Furthermore, Tenas Effendy, the compiler of Tunjuk
Ajar Melayu, is, aside from a lot more, chairman of the Yayasan Setanggi, a
private foundation that has devoted itself to the cause of certain Malay
groups in the interior of mainland Riau.12 A similar aim, no doubt, con-
stitutes the basis for yet another foundation that was also involved in the
publication of Tenas Effendy's book, the name of which speaks volumes in
this connection: Yayasan Keluarga Besar Melayu Riau (KBMR), the Great
Riau Malay Family Foundation.

Although the chairman of this latter organization is a Malay business-
man who owns the prosperous print shop where Tunjuk Ajar Melayu was

Hang Tuah is around, it seems, and he is a modern hero at that!
12 See the contributions by Tenas Effendy and Ashley Turner to this volume.
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printed, it is significant that he explicitly presents himself to the world as
the head of KBMR, not as the manager of his company. At least, that is
what we can conclude from his business card, an artifact that in itself is
mnemonic of the idea of identity. Not only does Normansyah Abd. Wahab,
as he is called, identify himself on this small piece of paper as the chairman
of the KBMR, he also has a stylized image of the Yellow Ship drawn on it
as well as a telling phrase, printed in an almost illegible font, that this time
may have been thought up by himself: 'Dada lapang pikiran luas / disana
tempat Melayu bangkit' ('A big heart and a broad mind / that's the site
where Malayness will rise'). The use he thus makes of a business card as a
tool for self-consciously doctoring his identity, and perhaps that of others,
is not unique in Pekanbaru business life. Something similar is done, for
instance, by the direktris (directress) of CV Aquita, a factory of certain
kinds of flowered fabric, considered to be typically Malay, that until
recently were almost totally forgotten. When this woman from insular Riau,
Yuliar Rofai, started the production of batik selerang in 1989, nobody
could foresee that her enterprise would be a tremendous success. But
thanks to her stubbornness this Malay textile was, as Riau Pos put it, able
to 'push its way through to the surface again [...] after having been deeply
buried for ages in the womb of Riau's earth'.13 It is for good reason, there-
fore, that Yuliar Rofai, similar to Normansyah, self-consciously adds to the
usual information on her business card that she produces Malay artifacts:
'Batik Selerang Motif Melayu Riau'.

It could, of course, be argued that such extra, contrastive information on
a business card hardly constitutes a heroic deed. However, also similar to
the chairman of the KBMR, Yuliar Rofai is aware of and in touch with a
great many kindred spirits, if only by means of the Malay motif woven into
her cloths which are sometimes researched and designed for her by Tenas
Effendy. This business card gains significance by taking part in a greater
whole of petty acts and deeds. Every time such a card is handed over, a
batik selerang cloth is sold, a book on Malay wisdom is published, Hang
Tuah is quoted or Lancang Kuning sounds for the umpteenth time on the
street, a little more strength is added to a shared imagination called 'Malay-
ness'. It is indeed a 'patient and effective nibbling in a multitude of ways'
(Scott 1990:89) that eventually may result in a degree of Malay self-con-
sciousness and self-esteem which differs considerably from what the state
has envisaged when it 'furthers' a regional identity in Riau.

In a discussion of this multitude of ways, the role of the local universities
should not be forgotten.14 Three years ago the Pusat Pengajian Melayu or
Center for Malay Studies was founded as part of Universitas Islam Riau
(UIR). With a minimum of financial means, this Center has meanwhile

13 'Menyeruak kembali ke permukaan ... setelah terkubur sekian abad di perut bumi
Riau yang paling dalam' (Riau Pos, 04-02-1993).
14 See also the contribution by Al azhar to this volume.
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started a series of books that focus exclusively on Riau Malay history and
literature.15 Furthermore, under the auspices of this Center a study group of
young students has been formed who, on a voluntary basis and in addition
to the usual curriculum, do fieldwork in the interior of Riau. One of the
tentative results of the activities of this group is a book, to be published
soon, containing a survey of the names, repertoires and whereabouts of all
Malay oral professionals in the province. This explicit interest in the living
Malay tradition finds its counterpart in the fact that, to conclude their
studies, some members of this group have been allowed to write bio-
graphies of Malay poets still working in Riau today. Considering how rigid
and ossified in subject matter and contents master's theses usually must be
in Indonesia, such biographies almost constitute a revolution in academia
(perhaps not in the least because they are, similar to visiting cards, mne-
monic of the concept of identity).16

A little more than a year ago Universitas Riau, the state university in
Pekanbaru, took the same course as UIR and founded its own Pusat
Pengajian Bahasa dan Kebudayaan Melayu, Center for Malay Language
and Culture Studies. One of its first actions was the issuing of a new
'cultural journal' called Dawat (Ink) in early 1995. The contents of Dawat
remind one of the Pekanbaru-based literary journal Menyimak (Listen
Carefully), for it either focuses on local and regional culture or shows an
interest in international developments.17 The latest publication that
suggests a similar orientation is a periodical about Islam, again published by
UIR, that is written in English and is called Miracle. It seems that what
connects all these journals and the organizations behind them is either a
local or an international focus. About national, thus Indonesian, topics they
are virtually silent. In this sense they are engaged in what Sellato called, in
a different context, a 'cryptic competition' with government bodies for the
initiative in the construction of a provincial identity."* They go far beyond
the folklorized image of Malay culture endorsed by the state; theirs is a
modern Malayness, aware and proud of its cultural and historical roots and
with an open eye for what happens in the rest of the world.

In a very special way the same holds true for the Malay Chamber of

15 So far two books have been published in this so-called Marpoyan Series. The first
one is a translation of a part of a recent Dutch dissertation on classical Malay
literature. The second one is a translation of a recent American master's thesis on Riau
history: Koster 1994; Barnard 1994.
16 A first example is a master's thesis on the life and times of the Pekanbaru author
BM. Syamsuddin: Zaini 1995. Similar theses, for instance about the Malay poet Idrus
Tintin, are in preparation.
17 This combination of a local or regional and an international interest in the
quarterly Menyimak, of which eight issues were published since the beginning of
1993, is really astonishing. Short stories and poems by Pekanbaru poets are combined
with essays on and translations from the literatures of Sweden, Mexico, Haiti, Senegal,
Japan, etc.
ls Sellato, forthcoming.
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Commerce or Dewan Perniagaan dan Perusahaan Melayu Serumpun,
which held its fifth international meeting in Pekanbaru in July 1994.
During this meeting, in which Malays from Riau, Singapore, Malaysia and
Brunei Darussalam participated, one of the aims was to establish a
relationship with the Malay minority in Cambodia. To that end, they
invited the Cambodian Minister for Minorities, who is himself a Malay and
addressed the international participants in Malay. But the main outcome of
this gathering was the plan, self-consciously presented in the so-called
'Pekanbaru Statement', to organize a Great World Conference of Malay
Businessmen in Pekanbaru in 1999. It is hoped that with this Musyawarah
Agung the aspiration will materialize to form an international network of
Malays in business. They will offer each other help in matters of finance,
management, technical know-how and human resources, so as to 'heighten
the dignity and prestige of those of Malay Stock, in the framework of
furthering the prosperity of mankind.'19 In this connection it is hardly
surprising that, in the introduction to the buku paduan (guide book)
offered to the participants of the gathering in 1994, again the phrase of
Hang Tuah is quoted. Chop one head off, two others will emerge; the
Malays will never disappear from the face of the earth.

It should be emphasized here that there are limits to the use of this
phrase. This was shown most clearly when it was, in a conspicuous way,
not quoted when the President himself came to Pekanbaru on 17 July 1994
to open the national MTQ festival. This Musabaqah Tilawatil Quran is a
competition in Koran recitation, regularly organized on a national level, in
which representatives of all Indonesian provinces take part. Most Malay
individuals and institutions mentioned so far, as well as many others, were
involved in some way in its organization. It is perhaps no exaggeration to
say they really seized the opportunity to be in the national limelight for a
whole week. The most tangible result of their efforts in this connection
was, no doubt, the complex of traditional Malay buildings (designed -
again! - by Tenas Effendy) on the festival grounds. Built in the form of a
crescent that faced the grandstand where the President, his wife and their
retinue were seated, they formed, as it were, a background of mute
messengers of Malayness during the opening ceremony that was broadcast
nationwide by all TV stations.

Naturally, the main course on the program was a tari masal, a dance
performed by a thousand young men and women in traditional Malay
dress. The degree to which this performance was a folklorization of Malay
culture might be deduced from the fact that, although it was designed by
Malay choreographers and musicians, it obtained its definite form only
under the strict guidance of artists from Jakarta. Small wonder that in

19 'Untuk meningkatkan martabat dan harkat Melayu Serumpun dalam rangka
memajukan kesejahteraan umat manusia' (quoted from the 'Pekanbaru Statement' as
it was published by Riau Pos, 06-07-1994).
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Pekanbaru it was not this dance performance that was considered a strong
signal of Malayness, but rather the recitation of stanzas from Raja Ali Haji's
Gurindam Duabelas, with which it was interwoven. More than anybody
else this historical figure from nineteenth-century Riau is nowadays seen as
a paragon of Malay virtues. Not in the least because he is thought of in
Riau as a formidable resister against an alien, colonial power, his name has
been invested with a capacity to signal Malayness that is beyond compare.
But the symbolic force he represents is not common knowledge. Non-
Malays such as the President may not even know his name. Thus dis-
guised, the recitation of his verses in a heavy Malay accent by the famous
Riau poet Sutardji Calzoum Bachri, was a very successful intrusion of the
hidden into the public transcript. For obvious reasons this was impossible
for the quote from Hang Tuah. During the parade of groups of MTQ par-
ticipants from all the provinces before the President, an announcer would
say a few phrases thought to be typical of the province as their repres-
entatives passed the presidential podium. Being the host of the festival, the
Riau group was last. But when they passed, the announcer only said 'Esa
hilang, dua terbilang', and then she fell silent. Perhaps the President was
pleased, for this first part of Hang Tuah's statement has been in use as a
slogan among the Indonesian Armed Forces. But the announcer was
apparently aware of the fact that the rest of the phrase just smacks too
much of a regional self-awareness and self-confidence that in present-day
Indonesia is considered subversive and an intolerable resistance to the
state.

With this discussion of a heterogeneous and rather loosely connected
chain of phenomena and events, I have tried to show how in Pekanbaru
today a strong Malay identity is put together. However weak or even
absent this 'regional nationalism' might have been until the recent past, it
is now undeniably present. As has been suggested earlier, this emergence
of Malayness is brought about by a group of intellectual workers who may
belong to various social strata, but who have little or no difficulty entering
each other's separate spheres. A constellation of Malay businessmen and
women, academics, politicians, artists, journalists and bureaucrats commun-
icate with each other and collaborate in various networks and organiza-
tions, contributing sometimes in subtle, sometimes in more or less pro-
nounced ways to the construction of their identity. However, this inclusive
urban swirl is not necessarily characterized by a general consensus of
opinion of all those involved on the ways in which their identity work
should proceed, or even on the question of what exactly constitutes the
essential elements of Malayness.

For instance, the international orientation of some - expressed in an
exemplary way in the Malay Chamber of Commerce - seems to represent a
modern variety of a perhaps 'classical' definition of Malayness, which
does not recognize political and geographical boundaries. In this view, the
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Alam Melayu or Malay World is held together by Islam, adat or custom
and bahasa Melayu or Malay. As long as one is a Muslim, follows certain
customs and speaks some form of Malay, one is a Malay, irrespective of the
place where one lives. In contrast with this, I have the impression that there
are also others who exclusively link Malayness to territory, i.e., to the
province of Riau. Typical of this opinion, it seems to me, is the remarkable
interest in and admiration for certain historical figures such as Tuanku
Tambusai or Raja Ali Haji. Especially the efforts, hinted at earlier, that were
and still are made to have these great Malay men elevated as represent-
atives of Riau in the Valhalla of national heroes or pejuang bangsa, seems
to connect Malayness directly to the Riau soil. As far as I know, it has
never been considered an option to search the histories of Malay com-
munities in other parts of Indonesia for suitable Malay heroes. Put differ-
ently, in this view 'Riau' comes first, 'Malay' is emphasized in the second
place. In the more internationally oriented outlook, it might be the other
way round.

Furthermore, both points of view may have to cope with their own
inherent paradoxes. While convening Malays from all over the world to
Pekanbaru for the Great Conference in 1999, the Malay Chamber of Com-
merce will perhaps run up against questions such as whether or not to
invite businesspeople who speak Malay, follow certain customs, but are
Christians; or Muslims who follow Malay adat but do not speak Malay
(anymore), et cetera. On the other hand, those who advocate a more terri-
torially defined Malayness already start out from a paradox, not only by
letting their kin in other parts of Indonesia and beyond disappear from
their horizon, but also by implicitly acknowledging the authority of the
state and the present status quo. But even within the borders of Riau,
Malayness is not an undisputed entity. The awe with which the life and
deeds of Raja Ali Haji and his successors of the so-called Rushdiah Klab on
nineteenth-century Penyengat are sometimes remembered in Pekanbaru
today20 seems to ignore the fact that these historical figures were of noble
Bugis descent. Although once described by Virginia Matheson as 'cham-
pions of Malay customs and traditions,' these Bugis princes were,
according to Barbara Watson Andaya, also 'keenly aware of their cultural
inheritance'. (Matheson 1986:6; Andaya 1977:126). Thus the feeling of
veneration for this group and its most important member, Raja Ali Haji, may
not be shared by everyone in Riau. This is at least suggested by Matheson,
who reports that several Malays she interviewed on the islands Lingga and
Singkep told her, without being asked, that 'they felt superior to Pen-
yengat' (Matheson 1986:31) - no doubt because the former Malay Sultan
resided on Lingga, whereas his Buginese Viceroy lived on Penyengat.

20 See, for instance, Hasan Junus 1988; a more recent publication is interesting
because it endeavors to depict a female member of this group as a feminist avant la
lettre: Elmustian Rakhman 1994.
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On a more general level, there is also the natural divide between insular
and mainland Riau, the possible impact of which is strengthened by
historical and linguistic differences between these two areas.21 Although
only latently present most of the time, the opposition between Riau's con-
stituent parts can materialize very quickly. This happened quite recently
when the Indonesian ambassador in Singapore suggested in the news-
paper Kompas that, as far as he was concerned, insular Riau should be
granted the status of a separate province.22 Typically, in a debate in Riau
Pos this idea was enthusiastically elaborated upon by several authors and
it is telling that this debate was only rather short-lived because of a ukase
that the editorial staff received from the governor's office.23 In any case,
this potential discord between Malays from insular and mainland Riau may
even be too simple an impression of things, for in Riau today there are at
least four groups of Malays that are not necessarily brimming with
solidarity for each other. These groups, that are referred to in geographical
terms - Rokan, Siak, Indragiri Hulu (Inhu) and Kepulauan - sometimes
show the inclination to let their local chauvinism prevail over a more
general Malay brother- and sisterhood. For example, the three universities
of Pekanbaru, Universitas Riau, Universitas Islam Riau and Universitas
Lancang Kuning, seem to have become strongholds of Inhu, Rokan and
Kepulauan Malays respectively. Perhaps this kesukuan (tribalism) is, as
such, an example of a tension, ingrained in Malayness, between central-
ization and local autonomy. Indeed, as a Malay academic in Pekanbaru
once told me, 'Melayu di Riau sulit dipersatukan' ('The Malays of Riau are
difficult to unite').

The question that now arises is whether or not the Malays of Riau will
be able to overcome their differences of perspective, for, aside from the fact
that such differences may contribute to the vitality of the cultural process
discussed here, they represent a certain hybridity that, in principle, is
anathema. But Malay identity work may still be in its initial phase. As was
suggested earlier, up until now it has mainly aimed at recapturing dignity.
How it will proceed seems to a considerable extent dependent on the way
in which the state will respond. To date, the signs of a renewed Malay con-
sciousness in Riau have almost been totally ignored. Generally speaking,
this 'silence' on the part of the state is, of course, also a means of exerting
power. In such a way it not only keeps the world in waiting, but also just
does not publicly acknowledge that it is being resisted. Another reason
why it has chosen to overlook a burgeoning Malayness may be that this
emergence has, as yet, never taken the form of a desire to secede. It is,
however, uncertain whether this will remain to be the case. The Malays of
Riau are reaching a degree of self-consciousness and self-esteem that will

21 See the contribution by Barbara Watson Andaya to this volume.
22 Kompas, 16-07-1994.
23 See the Riau Pos issues of 5, 10, 18 and 21 September, and 5 October, 1994.

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:11:39PM
via free access



Malay Identity Work 715

give them the courage to demand what they are entitled to. If the state
refuses to stop treating them as subjects and is not willing to grant them
the economic and political autonomy that respected citizens deserve, then
they may decide to overcome their differences and stand as one. It goes
without saying that the continuation of their identity work in such a
direction will take place in a similar way as before: a silent multitude of
petty acts, which in themselves may be almost insignificant, but which as a
whole can become a force. Considering that there are other neglected
minorities spread over the Indonesian archipelago that are constructing
their respective identities in a similar fashion, and for similar reasons, it is
well possible - to borrow Scott's instructive metaphor from Weapons of
the Weak - that in the long run and almost unnoticed an ethnic barrier reef
will be created on which the Indonesian ship of state, eventually, will run
aground.
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