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The Representation Crisis: The Underrepresented Malaysian Ethnic Minorities

Malaysia has been facing an ongoing battle on ethnicity and religion. The strategy of "divide and rule" carried out by the British administration during the colonial period has drastically changed the country's demography, resulting in a form of segregation of the population. Since its independence from the British rule, Malaysia has transformed into a racialised country, demonstrating the continuation in racial stereotypes and categorisation. The division between the Malay majority and the non-Malay minorities has grown wider, jeopardising interethnic unity and impairing social cohesion. Ethnic minorities in Malaysia encounter discrimination and unequal rights, which deeply reflects their representation and visibility-as they are underrepresented. For an ethnic minority to have the opportunity to an improved quality of life and career advancement, migration becomes an attractive alternative. Thus, this article seeks to explore the underrepresentation and marginalisation of Malaysian ethnic minorities, those who have emigrated and settled in the United Kingdom, through their narratives on equality and justice in a pluralistic society.

La Malaisie est confrontée à un conflit permanent entre les ethnies et les religions. La stratégie de diviser pour régner, menée par l'administration britannique pendant la période coloniale, a radicalement modifié la démographie du pays, entraînant une ségrégation de la population. Depuis son indépendance de la domination britannique, la Malaisie s'est transformée en un pays racialisé, résultat d'une persistance des stéréotypes et de classification raciale. La division entre la majorité malaise et les minorités non malaises s'est élargie, mettant en péril l'unité interethnique et portant atteinte à la cohésion sociale. Les minorités ethniques malaisiennes ne sont pas en mesure de bénéficier de droits similaires, ce qui reflète profondément la sous-représentation des communautés ethniques. Pour qu'une minorité ethnique ait une chance d'améliorer sa qualité de vie et sa carrière, l'émigration devient une alternative attrayante. Ainsi, cet article s'attache à montrer la sous-représentation et la marginalisation des minorités ethniques malaisiennes celles qui ont émigré et se sont installées au Royaume-Uni, à travers leurs récits sur l'égalité et la justice dans une société pluraliste.

Introduction and methodology

Dr. Mahathir bin Mohamad, Malaysia's longest serving and former Prime Minister, claimed that in a plural Malaysian society "every race should have a fair share in the bounty" (Mahathir 73). Why then are Malaysian ethnic minorities leaving their native country? John S.

Furnivall's concept of a pluralistic society views "the different sections of the community living side by side, but separately, within the same political unit" (Furnivall 304). How are ethnic minorities identified in a pluralistic society? What factors place them in a position of underrepresentation and, to some extent, invisibility? What were the reasons for their relocation from homeland? Through narratives of several Malaysian ethnic minorities gathered during interviews, I will delve into their predicaments and aspirations for equality and visibility in pluralistic Malaysia to understand the reasons why they emigrated. Pseudonymised initials will be used as I examine several ethnic minority cases -Malaysian Chinese, Indians and mixedethnics who were born in Malaysia and subsequently migrated to the United Kingdom, primarily between the early 1980s to the mid-2010s. Additionally, these participants were selected based on the minimum duration of relocation of two years, offering a fair amount of life experience in the United Kingdom.

For the recruitment of participants, advertisements were posted on several social media platforms to Malaysian groups in the United Kingdom seeking for voluntary and anonymous participation in a research study about Malaysians living in the United Kingdom. I used qualitative semi-structured interviewing as the main methodology for data collection which allowed for open-ended questions based on a questionnaire that I had prepared beforehand. I found this method an appropriate choice as it encouraged a smooth-flowing, relaxed and relatively spontaneous discussion enabling me to explore deeper into case studies, rather than a question-answer format. These audio interviews took place between 2020 and 2021 and due to COVID-19 sanitary and travelling restrictions, they were conducted via social media which allowed flexible interview scheduling using easily available platforms.

The outcome of these interviews revealed who the people leaving Malaysia are, the reasons for their departure and why they have chosen the United Kingdom. In this article, I will combine theoretical analysis based on the work of several prominent scientists, for example, Anderson, Furnivall, Hall, Hirschman, Pillai and Ratnam, with empirical analysis using excerpts from the participants' interviews. The first part will explore the historical link between Malaysia and the United Kingdom, and the impact of British colonialism in shaping Malaysia.

The second part will tackle the issues of underrepresentation and invisibility, which are factors for migration, or for what is called the Malaysian "brain drain" phenomenon. To show their move from invisibility to visibility and their degree of achievement, I will also show the various strategies employed by the Malaysian ethnic minorities who chose to leave their homeland for better opportunities and lifestyle abroad.

The history of Malaysia shaped by British colonialism

The country's ethnic distribution can be traced back to its history and the yearning for independence from British imperial grip. The majority ethnic groups are the Malays and the indigenous ethnic groups, comprising 69.7 percent of the population, while the other ethnic groups-mainly the Chinese (22.5%), Indians (6.8%) and mixed-ethnics (1.0%) form the minority of the country's population (Department of Statistics Malaysia). The British Empire colonised Malaysia from the late eighteenth century until its independence in 1957. As part of the imposed labour system of indenture and imperial capitalist trade established by the British, large numbers of Chinese and Indian immigrants were brought over into what was formerly called, in the nineteenth century, Malaya, to fulfil economical labour demands in the tin mines and rubber plantations, drastically changing the country's demography . According to Furnivall, "[e]ven in the economic sphere there is a division of labour along racial lines […] within each major group subsections have particular occupations […] the objective of colonial power […] under direct or indirect rule" . In The Meaning and Measurement of Ethnicity in Malaysia: An Analysis of Census Classifications, Hirschman's interpretation of the invention of "race" classification for census purposes links "Europeans' racial beliefs and their imperial role" (567), and what Darwin describes as the "empire [being] a system of racial oppression" (Darwin 4). The political strategy of "divide and rule" carried out during the British colonial administration to manage the multi-ethnic inhabitants and immigrants, has resulted in the polarisation of the population within Malaysia (Embong 46,54). In doing so, Darwin points out that it created "a false notion of traditional society" (Darwin 5) under the imperial rule.

During the Pacific War, the Japanese Occupation of 1941 to 1945 was a period of terror in Malaya which helped the inhabitants see the myth of unassailability of the British, and seek independence . When an administrative scheme called the Malayan Union was created in 1946 by the British as a response to unify the Malays, Chinese and Indians for the post-war restructuring and self-governing of Malaya, it stirred an anti-colonial feeling among the Malay elites who feared this scheme would threaten their political power . Apprehensive of equal rights bestowed upon the Chinese and Indians, the Malay elites assembled to form the United Malays National Organisation (UMNO), a political party that protected and fortified special rights for the Malays. Receiving extensive disapproval from the Malays, the British were impelled to change the Malayan Union to the Federation of Malaya in 1948 in an effort to safeguard the superior status of the Malays in Malaya. Following the UMNO formation, political parties such as the Malayan Chinese Association (MCA), the Malayan Indian Congress (MIC) and subsequently other parties joined the National Front (Barisan Nasional, BN), a new confederation of parties with which led the country, now known as Malaysia, from 1957 to 2018 .

In the hopes of a "New Malaysia", the 2018 election saw the defeat of BN for the first time since 1957 by the Alliance of Hope party (Pakatan Harapan, PH) led by former Prime Minister Dr. Mahathir bin Mohamad, marking a historic victory (BBC News). However, less than two years in power, PH failed to fulfil the hopes of the country with the unexpected resignation of Dr. Mahathir, paving the way for Muhyiddin bin Mohd. Yassin as the next Prime Minister, leading the National Alliance (Perikatan Nasional, PN) coalition party (Strangio), followed by Ismail Sabri bin Yaakob as the current Prime Minister from BN party. While the government represents a multi-ethnic political party, there are disparities in which the government continues to grant special privileges to the Malays, depriving ethnic minorities of equal constitutional rights.

Malaysia has experienced an ongoing battle on ethnicity and religion. Prior to independence, Dr. Mahathir argued that there was an impression of unity inaccurately referred to as ethnic harmony when in reality, what prevailed was "the absence of open conflict" (Mahathir 18). Tolerance is taught and practised, and in order to avoid conflict, according to Yee and Wong, it "involves a conscious rejection of biased beliefs and behaviour and the valuing of others irrespective of their colour or creed" (Yee,Wong 204). However, the lack of conflict and the encouragement of tolerance might have hindered interethnic unity and social cohesion. Profound socioeconomic changes have fostered different opinions in Malaysian society. Since its independence from the British rule, Malaysia has transformed into a kind of xenophobic multi-ethnic nation and has been a source of perpetual conflict on ethnic inequality, social classification, the institutionalisation of the Malay indigenous status, and the creation of vernacular schools. Lim uses Althusser's concept of "interpellation"1 in the context of Malaysia wherein "Malays", "Chinese" and "Indians" were not called as such until interpellated through ideological institutions (Lim 15). Hall's idea of an "effective suturing of a subject to a subjectposition" entails in the subject being hailed and invested in the position of the interpellated and "in turn places identification or […] identities" (Hall 19). With Malaysians having placed such interpellations and identification, multi-ethnicity has led to a form of segregation instead of a unified nation. This, in some way, has generated a certain degree of invisibility of the ethnic minority population. These polarisations signified the underrepresentation of ethnic minorities which would culminate in the May 1969 post-election ethnic riots in Kuala Lumpur. Ratnam, a Malaysian political scientist, postulates that "prolonged repression often succeeds only in concealing differences and not in eliminating them as history has shown" (Ratnam,Pillai 10).

When the government implemented the New Economic Policy (NEP) in 1971, an affirmative action plan encouraging the involvement of the underprivileged group in business, education and employment sectors, it responded to the economic criticisms of the Malays in reality . Ratnam explains further: Ethnicity remains a potent force in many countries and when a state is weak and unresponsive to the needs and aspirations of its citizens, people will begin to identify themselves less and less with it and increasingly with their tribe, clan or ethnic group. (Ratnam,Pillai 40) Polarisation between the Malay ethnic majority and the ethnic minorities (non-Malays) has grown wider due to the former being granted a superior status and special rights, while the latter have an inferior status owing to the concept of "Ketuanan Melayu", meaning Malay Supremacy (Lim 17). It protects the right of the Malays to rule the country and the conservation of the superior status of the Malays as the Bumiputeras. 2 Increased levels of religiosity in Malaysian society have caused further severe dichotomies between the Islamic community and other religious groups-a major divide that has been hard to bridge.

Over the post-independence years, "Malays, UMNO and Islam cannot be separated" (Martin 32) rendering a Malay a Muslim too, which has been a source of tension. The role of Islam has increased and shaped Malay nationalism, resulting in tearing the Malaysian social fabric apart. Racial disparities and tension are rife in the country, with the Malays implementing an Islamist position and the ethnic minorities a more secular one, blurring the distinction between ethnicity and religion to tailor different situations. Furthermore, people from ethnic minority communities are regarded as second-class citizens who are unable to enjoy the same rights as the Malays in various sectors such as education, employment and land ownership-evidence of their persistent underrepresentation and invisibility. 3 The creation of 2 The term Bumiputera means "son of the soil". Theoretically and constitutionally, this term applies to all indigenous people of Malaysia: the Malays, the native inhabitants of Sabah and Sarawak and the Orang Asli (original people) who are eligible for special affirmative action policies, although in practice, only the Malays and some Sabah and Sarawak natives benefit from this privilege. (Hooker and Osborne 243) 3 Constitution of Malaysia, Article 153.2: "[…] under this Constitution and federal law in such manner as may be necessary to safeguard the special provision of the Malays and natives of any of the States of Sabah and Sarawak and to ensure the reservation for Malays and natives of any of the States of Sabah and Sarawak of such proportion as he may deem reasonable of positions in the public service (other than the public service of a State) and of scholarships, exhibitions and other similar educational or training privileges or special facilities given or accorded by the Federal Government and, when any permit or licence for the operation of any trade or business is required by federal law, then, subject to the provisions of that law and this Article, of such permits and licences." (http://www.commonlii.org/) religious classes and schools of various ethnicity and faiths has in some way failed to build a "unified education system" (Ratnam, Pillai 88), segregating children based on their ethnic groups and faiths. Eddo-Lodge, a London-based journalist, sees racism as discrimination with power, with the realisation that it extends beyond "personal prejudice and in a position of negatively affecting other people's life chances" (Eddo-Lodge 2). By this articulation, for a Malaysian ethnic minority person to have the opportunity of an improved quality of life and career advancement as a skilled worker, not based on ethnicity, the choice of moving to another country to gain a degree of visibility becomes an attractive alternative. Singapore, Australia, the United States of America, and the United Kingdom seem to be popular migration destinations. Colonialism may have contributed to the gradual increase in the flow of Malaysian mobilities to their former colonisers' country due to the Commonwealth connection and the English language being common to all Malaysians. Many Malaysians leave and migrate in the hopes of gaining visibility and representation; they seek fairness and equality. This phenomenon has created the ever-growing Malaysian diaspora throughout the world.

The grand migration from Malaysia to the United Kingdom: from invisibility towards visibility

Due to Malaysia's biased policies, a significant number of skilled professionals continue to work in countries other than Malaysia, predominantly ethnic minorities "who make up the bulk of the diaspora"4 according to the Malaysia Economic Monitor report. 5 The key factors for the Malaysian brain drain phenomenon consist of the prevailing ethnic discrimination, employment opportunities, differences in earnings potential, the absence of meritocracy, insufficiency of appropriate education, and freedom of choice in sexual orientation and quality of life aspects. There is a tendency with fresh graduates opting to remain in the country of their tertiary education with the encouragement from their parents in the hopes of securing better employment. 6 Although the Malaysian government are aware of the severity of the Malaysian brain drain, efforts to address the issue need to be further reinforced.

The Malaysian economy is largely geared towards manufacture and services as opposed to research and development (The Malaysian Economy in Figures 2019). As a result, there is a significant demand for semi-skilled labour, whereas highly qualified professionals with research experience face redundancy. Absence in employment prospects is detrimental to these individuals who are then forced to seek opportunities abroad where their professional skills are visible and valued. They are given a chance to earn a decent and appropriate living with an attractive salary and benefits in the adopted country. As of 2010, the World Bank reported over one million Malaysians residing abroad. The data generated also reported "a of all migration is brain drain" and are contributing to their adopted country (World Bank 12). The growth of the brain drain is at a gradual rise in Singapore, followed by Australia, Brunei, the United Kingdom and the United States (World Bank 12).

Another contributing factor which explains why Malaysians remain abroad is the exacerbation of the bureaucracy and complexity of immigration rules for foreign spouses and children in Malaysia, complicating the process of obtaining visas, permanent residency and citizenship. Employment is prohibited for non-Malaysian spouses, unless they obtain a work visa from the company of employment which, even then, is subject to strict conditions. Such prohibition could yield a sense of invisibility for the foreign spouses as their skill sets are not acknowledged without undergoing extensive and time-consuming immigration process.

Employing skilled foreign spouses could have a positive economic impact on the country if the immigration rules were reviewed, and in turn, could encourage Malaysians/returning Malaysians to remain in Malaysia.

The decision to leave one's birth country can be challenging and is never an easy endeavour. It requires a fair amount of reflexion and much weighing of pros and cons. Living subjugated and disenfranchised lives, more and more Malaysian ethnic minorities are increasingly frustrated and are no longer willing to live in a society with a hegemonic majority where there are barriers, limited opportunities and, to some extent, archaic lifestyles. Part of the ethnic minority group that leaves Malaysia and therefore contributes to the brain drain phenomenon encompasses the LGBTQIA+ community who also has been excluded from certain privileges. A message was conveyed by the government in 2012 on allocating a large sum for counselling of individuals with "symptoms of sexual orientation disorder like LGBT," believing that it will effectively "curb this negative phenomenon from spreading in [the] community"7 (How). The message not only inaccurately classified the sexual orientation of the

LGBTQIA+ community as a medical condition, it also reverberated homophobia and transphobia in the Malaysian government, hindering the freedom and basic human rights of those ascribed to the community.

To illustrate this point an excerpt from a participant, N. who is mixed-ethnic and a homosexual, discloses that his migration was "mainly due to [his] sexuality as there has been a lot of struggles in Malaysia, especially within the LGBTQ population, and how we are marginalised, unrecognised and have no rights". N. is situated in a position of underrepresentation and invisibility because his identity as a homosexual is "unrecognised" in Malaysia. Moving to the United Kingdom was a pivotal choice for N. which has allowed him to live freely without restrictions and have a sense of visibility, albeit at the cost of leaving his homeland. Sacrifices are made, hardships of parting from family and friends are endured, celebrations and events are missed out on. Although decisions are made to move abroad for better education, income and lifestyle, there seems to be a longing for some to return home, as is the case for M. who wants to "go back and give it a try". Despite this determination, lack of opportunities in Malaysia forces these individuals to remain in their adopted country. Denied full rights in their birth country, the ethnic minorities feel marginalised, underappreciated and invisible.

A notable reason for migration is limited access to good quality education in Malaysia.

Although there are public tertiary education institutions throughout Malaysia with affordable tuition fees, enrolment into such institutions is limited, and based on ethnic quotas. It means that for an ethnic minority to be successful in securing a place at a public university, one has to attain outstanding grades. Many private tertiary education institutions have been established but they charge costly fees, and they are not quite up to par with the quality of higher education institutions abroad. Primary and secondary education is free but provides somewhat substandard quality, prompting families who can afford it to organise additional tutoring outside the schooling hours.

For instance, P. initially moved to London 24 years ago to complete her tertiary education in computer networks at University of East London:

[…] back then private colleges in Malaysia didn't offer tertiary education, unless you were accepted to study in the public universities, which meant you either had to be a bumiputera (an indigenous Malay or an indigenous ethnic problems which threatens the integrity of the family institution" and "are 'poisoning' the minds of Muslims to accept 'deviant practices.'" (How) group) or had scored straight As in O/A-levels as a non. For the rest of us, the only other option was to go overseas, UK being one of the first choice.

V. who arrived in the United Kingdom for tertiary education came to a decision that the United Kingdom was unequivocally the best option as universities were deemed prestigious "because there's so much of influence from the British, being a Commonwealth country and a former British colony, so that was more of an attraction education wise as the UK provide (sic) quality education." Both excerpts support the ethnic-biased education system that exists in Malaysia.

If one wants to study further to obtain quality tertiary education, one must either achieve perfect results in order to be accepted into a public university, or go abroad, provided one has sufficient private funds to go abroad. Lack of choice for education for ethnic minorities became one of the impetuses for migration. Deep-rooted policies on ethnic stereotypes and hierarchies inherited from the British colonial administration have set boundaries for those wishing to access tertiary education. As a result, ethnic minority students are impelled to migrate for education by cause of the ethnic-based university placement quotas. As V. stipulates, the United Kingdom has been a migration destination for Malaysians like himself, owing to the British colonial history, the Commonwealth connection, and a similar education system. The English language is an additional factor in the migration decision, as P.

specifies:

We learn British English in schools and have a similar education system, so it only made sense to go where it was familiar. And English being quite a strong language for me, I decided on picking a country that spoke English. It would have been quite difficult to learn another language and do my Uni studies.

T. has been living in London for over 40 years: I think it's mainly to do with the fact that I was studying GCSE which is Oxford/Cambridge. And I think Malaysia and Sabah, being former British colony (sic) has something to do with it.

The above excerpts linked migration with their ability to speak English, demonstrating the significance of language in their choice. Furthermore, after their education completion some student immigrants take this opportunity as a stepping stone to work and settle in the United Kingdom. According to Koh in British Colonial Legacies, Citizenship Habitus, and a Culture of Migration: Mobile Malaysians in London, Singapore and Kuala Lumpur, there exists three reasons:

[…] first, limited employment and social mobility opportunities in Malaysia due to affirmative action policies affecting the labour market; secondly, opportunities and preference for merit-based career development and progression in other countries where they obtained their higher education; and thirdly, the desire to capitalise on stronger foreign currencies to finance their education debt, typically paid for by their families. Over time, this turns into a culture of migration, where migrating for education turns into long-term settlement. (Koh 108) Koh's theory is in accord with the participants' culture of migration and settlement in the United Kingdom. It could be added here that while ethnic minorities seek career development and self-progression based on merit in countries abroad, it may also be an avenue for visibility in a professional setting through work contributions. P. intended on staying in London after her degree completion because she felt that she "had a fair chance for work based on [her] skills and would be earning much more in pounds sterling than Malaysian ringgit." Similarly, Y. who moved in 2006 has "no intention of going back to Malaysia and would struggle workwise there and might be better off here. Lifestyle and income are also a little bit better."

The purpose of migration is not solely to obtain quality education in the United Kingdom and to secure employment as a skilled worker not based on ethnicity, but also a way to increase visibility as an ethnic minority. As narrated by Y., "struggl[ing] workwise" as an underrepresented ethnic minority in Malaysia seems ubiquitous as professional skills are underappreciated and thus invisible, and in consequence affect employment and income prospects. The narratives thus far have specified that better earnings in a foreign currency contribute to yet another reason for them to remain in their adopted country. They strive to achieve their potentials and better working conditions: work-life balance as opposed to worklife imbalance. Earning a marginal income and living a mediocre/subjugated lifestyle as ethnic minorities in Malaysia have empowered these individuals to emigrate in an effort to reach visibility in the adopted country. The various forms of this phenomenon are carried out through productivity and diligence at education institutions, employment development and promotions in professional settings, and adequate proficiency in the language of the adopted country. With avenues for opportunities, more Malaysians emigrate to the United Kingdom, resulting in an increasingly visible population of Malaysian immigrant settlement in recent years. 8

Althusser uses the ideological terms "interpellation" or "hailing" in a way that they act or function as a means to recruit subjects among the individuals, or transform the individuals into subjects by that very precise operation.(Althusser 40) 

The diaspora here indicates the non-Bumiputeras or the non-Malay and non-indigenous groups who are discontent with Malaysia's inclusive policies and thus migrate abroad for better opportunities. (The World Bank 137)

This Malaysia Economic Monitor issue focuses on Brain Drain, and is the outcome of a collaboration between the Malaysian Government and the World Bank operating as a platform for public discussion, analysis, and the sharing of knowledge on the challenges faced by Malaysia along its high-income journey. (The World Bank preface)

In 2010, 54.5% of Malaysians remain overseas following tertiary education completion, and

72% testify that one of the key factors for residing overseas is for better career opportunities.(The World Bank) 

Former Malaysian Deputy Prime Minister, Tan Sri Muhyiddin bin Mohd. Yassin stated at a national counselling conference in 2012 that skilled counsellors were needed to provide counselling to Malaysians who face "sexuality

The official census dataset under the Population of the UK by country of birth and nationality category at the Office for National Statistics recorded 35,000 Malaysian immigrants in 2021.

Concluding reflections

The aim of this analysis has been to study the Malaysian ethnic minorities who are underrepresented in the ethnic-biased political post-independent Malaysia, where "the residue of racial ideology continues to haunt contemporary Malaysia" (Hirschman,The Meaning 570) and to explore their reasons for migration. Their narratives have given some insights into their feelings of invisibility and belonging to a second-class citizen category in Malaysia, and into their strategies of finding better representation and increasing visibility in the United Kingdom.

Understanding the history of British imperialism in Malaysia brings to light the continual impact of British colonial legacies of ethnicity, education, employment and nationality that have been ingrained in postcolonial Malaysia. Malaysians are encouraged to tolerate each other so as to avoid conflicts and to build a harmonious society. However, instead of mere tolerance, open and positive dialogues could be a beacon to minimising conflicts by setting inclusive policies for all Malaysians.

These narratives have highlighted the migration of Malaysians to the United Kingdom as education-led and employment-led whilst seeking for a fair system. The ethnic-biased education and restrictive employment systems in Malaysia have been unfavourable to overall quality of life, steering many Malaysians to move abroad. The British imperial influence has impacted their choice of country for migration and settlement. On that premise, many Malaysian ethnic minorities migrate to the United Kingdom in the hopes for better representation and enhanced visibility particularly in professional settings. They seek equality based on merit in education, fair recruitment in employment founded on skills and language proficiency as key part of their integration process. This phenomenon appears to proceed from invisibility towards visibility of the Malaysian ethnic minorities with its growing population in the United Kingdom.

Although these participants have lived in the United Kingdom for a long time, their loyalty to Malaysia seems to stand strong as the three participants, V., T. and Y., respectively show: "still feeling very much Malaysian" (V.); "I'm Malaysian through and through" (T.), and "I consider myself Malaysian and Malaysian only" (Y.). Despite their efforts in trying to integrate in the adopted country, they "miss the country, the culture and the food" (P.) and "want to go back home as the only resource [they] have left is the people there and maybe

[they] can make a small change somewhere" (M.). This suggests an enigmatic sense of loyalty towards their homeland regardless of the predicament and disenfranchisement that led them to migrate. While migration implies interaction with the adopted country's culture and