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Abstract: Problem statement: The discourse of ethnicity, race dominance andmigation has
dominated Malaysian politics since 1957, after ssveenturies of colonial rule. Although the coyntr
has achieved admirable socio-economic progressttivéc Indians situation has somewhat remained
backward compared to the Malay and Chinese comiranithe objective of this article is to examine
how ethnic Indians recognize their ethnic identiased on self perception of ethnic status and lsocia
upliftment and self assessment of the values dbalipation that affect their thinking and opinions.
Approach: The study employs a qualitative analysis of the dkgrived through open and close-ended
questions posted on several social media forunte (feok twitter and emails) frequented by ethnic
Indians.Results: The findings reveal that there was increased tifaation among ethnic Indians
regarding the status of their ethnicity and aspe€ttheir social upliftment within the Malaysian
polity. The analysis on how they perceive the valoéglobalization shows increased appreciation
of values such as human rights, cultural rightsinan security, freedom and right for social
upliftment, but at the same time the analysis itates high level of discontentment on the actual
achievements of these value€onclusion: Therefore this study concludes that the recent
socioeconomic and value changes have influencedédibmic Indian perceives their ethnicity in the
context of a multiethnic mix. Future studies intalian ethnicity may explore aspects such as the
changing ethnic worldviews, affects of human map#ind social ethnic conflicts.
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INTRODUCTION major races, namely the indigenous Muslim-Malays,
ethnic Chinese and Indians, was just too wide for a
Ethnic studies deal with interdisciplinary studfy o kind of meaningful integration model to be succelgf
radicalized peoples in the world in relation toretity.  applied. This situation further exacerbated witke th
The post-Second World War period witnessed theethnic riots on 13th May 1969 (Linat al., 2009).
emergence of numerous ethnic tensions and conflictSubsequently, in its aftermath, blaming economic
throughout the world, some even exacerbating talisparity as the root cause of the riots, the ethni
protracted violence conflicts over several decadies. Malay-led government introduced the New Economic
the Malaysian context, ethnicity or plural societgre  Policy (NEP). The policy promoted the Malays-first
shaped intentionally by the British to ensure theaffirmative action plan that benefited the Malays i
efficacy of their ‘divide and rule’ policy which weput  many ways but categorically left out others, esglbci
in place much earlier than 1957, when Malaya becamthe economically backward Indians. Decades of m¢gle
a nation-state (Lirmet al., 2009). This trend continued has resulted in many Indians feeling that theirfavel
when ‘cultural pluralism’ was adopted as the socialand rights have been infringed by the dominant
model for the newly independent Malaya. This modelmajority. Despite being founder partners of thentou
was chosen based on the realization that the soci@nd having being involved in commodity and service
economic and geographical divide among the threelriven economy for many decades, the Indians never
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really succeeded in elevating their economic statusoutside the mainstream identification category (@on

Based on this backdrop, substantial scholarly wark 1972). Put differently, the Westphalian principlé o
the subject of ethnicity in Malaysia has been bamed nation-state formation also means the delegitinunat
the perspectives of race-based integration, mgjorit Of sub-national identities and loyalties. One ttiwt
minority discourses and economic development.h"’}s be_come a.d|men3|on of ¢I|m|nat|.ng the Oth(ES’S.
Nevertheless, departing from tradition, this stunds migration-an instrument with an integral role in

attempted to examine how ethnic Indians recognizTr,'ation'State formation (Preece, 1998). Other sakola
their own ethnic identity based on self perceptidn ke (Sen 1999) argue that development approaches

: ) . . ust be based on the processes of ‘expanding the
their ethnic status and social uph_ftmgnt and selfoq freedoms that people enjoy’ and how the
assessment of the values of globalization thatctffe «g|ative weights of different types of freedoms’
their thinking and opinions. This threefold objeeti gffect social progress (Sen, 1999; Moortétyal.,
attempts to decipher the broader picture of Indiarp011). Expanding on Sen.’s argument, | argue that
ethnicity, as seen by them in an increasinglyminority communities, essentially economically
globalised world and within an asymmetrical deprived ones, require ‘the removal of unfreedoms
multiethnic framework. (defined as the lack of freedoms).’

The role of ethnicity as an inclusive phenomenon  However, Rodolfo Apthorpe and Krahl (1986)
in the development of nation-state has been widelrgue that Sen neglected to address the stateageder
studied worldwide, more so in regions where theiste forms of ethnic ‘unfreedoms’, which he describeast
ethnic conflicts and plural societies. Ethnicityngeally —a paradigmatic blind spot’ in conventional ethnic
refers to a group of people whose members identifgtudies. Stavenhagen has proposed an ethno
with each other through common heritage, oftendevelopment argument that emphasizes on policies
consisting of common language, culture, sharedicgli  that respect and legitimize the rights of ethnic
and ideology that stresses common ancestry. Thminorities and indigenous peoples to determinerthei
emergence of ethnic conflicts in regions such a®wn political, economic and cultural trajectory
Xinjiang and Tibet (in China), Acheh (in Indonesia) (Apthorpe and Krahl, 1986; Hettne, 1990; Clarke,
and Tamils (in Sri Lanka) have generated wide me$ea 2001). Ethno development strategy, then, can be
interests among political and security analystshi@ conceptualized as development strategy appropriate
study of ethnicity, especially from a constructiyisint ~ for ethnic minority groups and where possible,
of view. In the case of Malaysia, the discourse ofgenerated from the ethnic minority group themselves
ethnicity generally falls in the area of ‘majority- In contrast to (Sen, 1999) switch his units of gea$
minority relations’-because it is usually relateddsues away from the state, albeit still emphasizing the
pertaining to ‘development or the lack of developthe importance of its role in eliminating ‘unfreedonesid
and usually carries ‘national interests and citigeus’  focuses on how development strategies can be
ramifications. It can be argued that a major quandd  employed towards multiethnic configurations within
the modern state is the relationship between ntinori the state. Since Stavenhagen examined the natdre an
rights and nation building, which at the origin Bav characteristics of conflict between ethnic groupshie
been closely related to one and another. Thus, igeen process of development, ethno development strategy
the context of nation building process, the issas h can be viewed as a conflict resolution strategy for
been related to what some scholars call, the Ipsltf  ethnic conflict (Apthorpe and Krahl, 1986).
population’ -an issue that also makes the distmcti While each of these approaches has their own
between majority and minority communities in the strengths to be applied as research framework, fedey
modern state (Icduyget al., 2008). It was this nation- short to be termed universal. This article has edghat
building process which gradually transformed ‘aisc  there is a gap in the literature especially in ibeglvith
from the form of a Gesellschaft, or functional éarece,  Asian communities. The divergent colonial histories
to a Gemeinschaft organization, or a homogeneousxperiences of war and peace, primordial awareness,
community’ (Bloom, 1993). shared knowledge and the general sense of affinity

As such, creating a true reconciliation between th attributed to being a member of a particular efityic
nation and the state, between political and ethnomakes it impossible to propose a general framewfrk
cultural borders, has come to be regarded as #wl id analysis. In the case of Malaysia, while the ethno
social formation of our modern times (Oommen, 1997)development model can be used as a base framework,
Not surprisingly therefore, the nation-building pess  other parameters such as historical narrativegjieth
in various parts of the world went hand in hanchvifite  dominance or ‘feudalism’ and Islamisation, whicinfio
elimination of ‘undesirable’ others who remained the integral rubric of ethnicity dynamics, must be

591



J. Social i, 7 (4): 590-596, 2011

incorporated in the analysis. Therefore the objectif  range of questions regarding three aspects of @thni
this article is to examine how ethnic Indians reteg posted on several social media forums for a peoibd
their ethnic identity based on (i) self perceptioh 45 days. Some 33 questions were posed, soliciting
ethnic status, (ii) self perception of social upfiént feedback regarding ethnic perception, social upkfnt
and (iii) self assessment of the values of globéib®  and the affects of the values of globalization. Whe
that affect their thinking and opinions. specific terminology or jargons were introducecttie
questions, explanations and classifications were
MATERIALSAND METHODS provided to facilitate understanding. The study

Description of study area: This is an explorative study employed a snow balling strategy to solicit as many
on Indian ethnicity based on self assessmentdesponses as possible-some 100 responses were
Therefore, this study is restricted to only ethimidians ~ received and analyzed. The feedback received veas th

in Malaysia, who are social media forum users, abovcollated into categories based on the pattern that
the 20 years age group. Since the medium of inierac emerges for the analysis, i.e., through a bottom-up
for this study is English, speakers of other lamgsa approach. The data is then analyzed and discussed
like Malay and Tamil have been categorically omitte based on these categories.

from participating. This is unavoidable as mostialoc

media forums regularly participated by Indians uses RESULTS

English for interaction. The scope covered in thalg
is restricted to issues regarding own ethnicityiado
upliftment and values of globalization only-the sea . ) g .
being that the study only wanted to capture théepmat was collated into two sections. This first discusse

of change in perception regarding ethnicity assulte € Perception on ethnicity and social upliftment
of the inculcation of new values. based on open and close-ended questions posed to

the respondents in the survey. The second section
Data collection and analysis. The study employs a reveals the findings of respondents’ self assessmen
gualitative analysis on the feedback received fram of a set of twelve values illustrated Table 1.

The feedback received from the questionnaires

Table 1: Self assessment on the statement of values

Categories (in percentage)

Does not affect Marginally affect  Affects my

Unaware of my thinking / my thinking / thinking/
Statement of values such values opinion opinion opinion
Everyone is free and we should all be treatedaérstime way - - - 100
Everyone is equal despite differences in skin aglseix,
religion and language. - - - 100
Everyone has the right to be treated equally byathe - - - 100
Everyone has the right to social security and fooojunities to
develop their skills. - - - 100
Everyone must respect the rights of
others, the community and public property. - - - 100
Everyone has the right to share in
their community's cultural life 12 25 63

The state/government has the responsibility to rentie security

of the people (personal, social, economy, political

environmental security) 15 15 32 27
The state/government has the

responsibility to ensure that policies

which are put in place benefit the people (humanrtred policies)

and not centred on national interests alone. 11 15 34 40
When national/regime interests comes in confli¢chwi
human/society interests — than human interest prestils. 5 13 25 57

Freedom of thought and expression
are essential to social media —

authorities should not intervene, but they canigipete 5 12 18 65
have every right for progress and

upliftment and nobody should deny me those rights. - - 23 77

| have every right to express my

ethnicity without fear of repression and indignatio 7 10 24 59
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It is interesting to note that in the first 5 stants of Regarding the use of the social media, the arsmlysi
values; on freedom, fair treatment, equality in Jlaw shows that 70% of the respondents indicated treat th
rights for social security and opportunities anc th discuss issues related to ethnicity in the sociadim
respect for the rights of others-all respondente@g platforms, namely face book, blogs and through &mai
that these values affected their thinking and @pinin  The reasons given were (i) Information of varioyses

all other statements (except statement 7) theree werand from various sources could be exchanged with
high percentages of ‘marginal affect’ and ‘affect’ greater speed and frequencies, (i) Opinions and
categories. The lowest score was for statementn7 (oviewpoints can be more freely expressed and exehang
state/government’s responsibility to ensure thaisgc and (iii) Due to its anonymity and non-surveillance
of the people. In this statement, only 59% respotale feature. On the question whether information traded
said that their thinking and opinion have been gizal  over the social media influenced their thinking and
affected’ and ‘affected’. The tabulation of thedings  opinions regarding ethnicity, some 65% respondents

is illustrated in Table 1. agreed that it has affected them. Among the foyoma
issues (in order of importance) discussed in theato
DISCUSSION media were (i) Activities, (ii) Entertainment andrges,

(iif) Ethnicity and religion and (iv) World issues.

Ethnicity: The analysis reveals that all respondents said
that ethnicity is important to them and feels camss of  Social upliftment: To a question how they would
their ethnicity, mainly for the two main reason$:Kor  describe the social and development situation diims
cultural reason of being affiliated with important in Malaysia twenty years ago, some 73% respondents
civilization and belief systems and (ii) For reczymy  said that they are ‘still backward’ in economic gness
themselves as distinctive from other races in and 27% respondents said that the community have
multiethnic setting. The analysis revealed thatespof  experienced ‘marginal improvement.” There are no
language, adherence of customs and practices @&nd tresponses indicating that the Indian community’s
sanctity of religion and places of worship are imgot  socioeconomic levels have improved. The Indians’
aspects of ethnicity. Some 65% of the responddats a economic backwardness was further exacerbatedein th
said that they felt discriminated against, in wptlce, late 1980’s and early 1990’s when plantations sfowl
for reasons of their ethnicity. These perceptioom& gave way to industrialization and the remaining
from certain practices and procedures in work pthe¢  plantation scene was replaced by immigrant Indamesi
isolate and discourage them from certain actions olabourers. As a result, many Indians left the @Etions
inactions. Aspects such as promotions, salary hikeo seek employment and domicile in urban areas.
opportunity for training and development, unfair However with no proper skills or access to retraini
appraisal processes and the existence of ‘glaisgtei many of them ended up as menial workers-a scene
were among the reasons cited. which is clearly evident today when one walks thyiou

Regarding interactions in public spheres, theyaigal government or private establishments. The incréase
shows that 85% respondents said that they do mbt feactual cost of living and coupled with the
discriminated for reasons of their ethnicity whenfragmentation of estates has resulted in more than
interacting in public places like government deparits, 1200 plantation workers losing their jobs between
schools, hospitals, malls and restaurants. Howawether 1971 and 1975. This period also registered an asze
15% respondents said that they have experiencedf one percent in the number of Indians living lvelo
discrimination when dealing with specific governmen the poverty line (Tate, 2008; Moorthy and Selvadura
departments like the immigration, police and thepitals.  2010).
On the question whether their ethnicity affectednth Regarding the ‘current’ Indian social and
either ‘positively or negatively’ their career pregs-some development situation, only 34% respondents said th
75% respondents responded negatively. The reasomemmunity is ‘still backward’ and another 66%
provided suggest that in certain work settings inrespondents said that the condition has ‘improvehdis
government and private sector, their Indian ettynisas  analysis indicated that the general perceptionbess
been a contributory factor for discrimination. Hawe it  that the Indians’ social and development conditions
is interesting to note that only 3% of the respoitgisaid have improved over the last 20 years. However, it
that they felt discriminated against in social rat#ions  should be noted that no respondents said thanhtfiar
with colleagues and neighbours. As such, one canglde  conditions have ‘improved significantly.” As such,
that ethnic discrimination in Malaysia is instiarttbased.  can be argued that despite a general perception of
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improvement as a result of the country’s overall2005).The analysis reveals that 63% of respondents
progress, these improvements are far from sigmifita  agree that this value has affected their thinkimgl a
suggest any kind of substantial progress among thepinions, while another 25% say that it has
Indians. On the question regarding the role of'marginally’ affected their thoughts. As such,
stakeholders in addressing Indian related issumses cultural right has been deemed very important gy th
85% of respondents feel that the Indian situatias h respondents. It noteworthy that 12% of respondents
resulted from systemic neglect especially from thesaid that this value do not affect their thinkir@ne
authorities. They feel that upliftment from the ggat  probable reason for this perception is that theess
conundrums can only come about with governmentabf enculturalisation through education and social
initiatives coupled with concerted efforts from ttigil interactions over several decades has somewhat
society and religious entities. It is thereforewsd that  diluted the recognition for cultural affinity.
the Indian community is still largely dependenttioé
government for their upliftment. Human security: It is a new movement in international
relations that pushes for intense promotion anatgre
Values of globalization: A set of twelve values were respect for human life in all spheres of human
proposed for self assessment by the respondenis. Thendeavours. It suggests that the concept of sgcurit
includes values such as human rights, justice,tgqui should be expanded to cover aspects like economic
communal respect, dignity and governmentsecurity, food security, environmental security,spaal
responsibility, regime interests Vs. human intesgst security, community security, political security dan
social media and social upliftment. The tabulatidn health security (Baranovich and Moorthy, 2010).
the findings is illustrated in Table 1. Regarding government’s responsibility to provide
security of the people (personal, social, economy,
Human rights: The first five statements refer to several political and environmental security-item 7), the
aspects of human rights, which include (i) freed@ijp, analysis shows that 27% of respondents said that th
equal treatment, (i) equality before law, (iv) Bdc value affect their thinking, with another 32% being
security and the right for development and (v)tight  affected marginally. This awareness on human sgcuri
for respect. The figure in Table 1 reveals that allincreased after the release of the UNDP Report on
respondents agree that these values have affdedéd t Human Development in 1994 that have further
thinking and opinions. This analysis also shows thaelaborated the categories within human security.
respondents are aware of their rights as humam#asi However, it is also interesting note that 15% of
to the rights expounded by the United Nationsrespondents were unaware of the existence of this
Declaration of Human Rights (1948). This declamtio value-it is very likely that these respondents ns&ly
expounds that what every human being needs taalive construe security purely from the national security
healthy and fulfilled life and to participate fullin  angle. Similarly, with regards to item 8-the value
society. This spirit is reflected in three chardstees-  regarding human centered policies, some 74%
(i) Universal (which apply to everyone equally)i) (i respondents have indicated that this value fullg an
Inalienable (cannot be removed from people) arig (i marginally affected their thinking. This high pentage
Indivisible (they are interconnected-thus failure t shows that respondents have heighten awarenehs of t
protect one right may cause the abuse of othets)igh current push for greater ‘human security’ initi@svby
(HRW, 1995). Over the last several decades, thage h the international community. This awareness further
been increased awareness world over regarding humamanifested on item 9 (on the statement that human a
rights, especially in the aftermath of the brugatif the  society interests should take precedent to national
Second World War. interests). The 83% score has indicated that rekpus
overwhelmingly feel that human security should e t
Cultural rights: It is a part of human rights that aims at primary concern and responsibility of the state.
assuring the enjoyment of culture and its compaant
conditions of equality, human dignity and non- Freedom of thought and expression: This refers to the
discrimination. They are rights related to themeshs freedom of an individual to hold or consider a fact
as language, cultural and artistic production,viewpoint, or thought, independent of others'
participation in cultural life, cultural heritage, viewpoints. This right is considered an importaattp
intellectual property rights, author’s rights, miities  of the human rights law. The analysis reveals @36
and access to culture, among others (Cultural Rjght of the respondents said that this value affectesir th
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thinking, with another 18% being affected margipall expounded by globalisation has influenced their
In concert with the other aspects of human rightseasoning regarding their ethnicity and their fatim
mentioned earlier, respondents feel that such &med the multiethnic society. Future studies may exptred

is the necessary and rudimentary expression of humeacorpus of knowledge on Indian ethnicity in areashsu
rights. However, the data also shows that 12%as the changing ethnic worldviews, affects of human
remained unaffected by this value, with another 5%mobility and social ethnic conflicts.

respondents totally unaware of this value. For,this
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