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ABSTRACT

Drawing on atheoretical framework of feminism of difference, this study investigates
differences and similarities in persona and.collective identities in ways of being
Mday, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls within the context of schooling as an
indtitutional practice. The notion of resistance, emphasising its sociopolitical
sgnificance, is used as an andytica tool to understand the patterning between ways of
being Maay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls, educational outcomes, schooling and the
wider Maaysan society. |

Fifteen Maay, ten Chinese and nine Indian 16 year old schoolgirls from an
urban girls' secondary school in the state of Penang in Maaysia were involved in the
study. The research methods uséd included free-format essays on experiences of being
a girl and schooling, individua and group interviews, my observations in and out of
school, informal discussions with teachers and electronic communicati oh.

My own pogitionings as a Maaysan~Indian~Christian femade educator and
researcher are interrogated as part of this research in order to bring to light how these
affect the direction and outcome of the research. |

On the basis of this research | conclude that ways of being Malay, Chinese and
Indian schoolgirls are multiple, shifting and contradictory, with ethnicity being the
main socid dimension. Di.fferences within and between the ethnic categories emerged
from the girls' negotiations with the discourses of schooling, gender and the politics of
ethnic identification. Two terms emerged. as particularly dgnificant from the

interviews with the girls - the 'Western' girl and the 'traditional’ girl. These girls

used 'Western' girl to describe those who wore reveding clothes, had socid




Interactions with- boys, were able to Italk about sex, were fluent in English, and
watched and read Western media materials. The ‘traditional’ girl represented the
essentialised girl from a particular ethnic group. For these girls, the ‘traditional” Malay
girl was inextricably linked to Idam through markers such as the tudung, aurat,
pr@ing, fasting, Koran and socid interactions with boys. The ‘traditional’ Chinese
girl was described in relation to Chinese culture to mean watchi ng Chinese movies,
speeking Chinese dialects, working hard, appreciating the importance‘of money and
having kiasu attitudes and behaviour, and being materiaistic. The ‘traditional’ Indian
girl was intertwined with markers such as the pottu, long hair, clothes that are non-
revealing, socia interactions with boys and Indian traditions and customs specified for
femaes,

In relation to schooling, being 'Western' and having kiasu attitudes was linked
with very high grades and active resistance to schooling and the politics of ethnic
identification. Being 'traditional’ girls was linked with low grades, compliance to
school rules and authority, and passive resistance to school. A combination of more
'‘Western' than ‘traditional’ characteristics in ways of being girls was linked to
rebellious behaviour in school and active resstance to discourses of schooling and
traditional constructions of gender. The main locus of oppression for this group of
Malaysan schoolgirls was patriarchy as this was manifested in the interplay of gender
and ethnicity through the discourses of gender, schooling and the politics of ethnic

identification. The girls, in congtructing their salf-identifications within the schooling

gte, display active and passive resistance in negotiating these competing discourses.




The findings of this study reiterate the need to investigate the interplay of multiple

socid dimensionsin the notion of resistance.




Chapter One
Introduction: Crafting the thesis

1.1 Introduction

Shariza is a 16 year-old Maaysian-Malay-Muslim girl. She is a school prefect and
also does karate. Shewrites:

Hmmra,.1 don't know what to write...as a girl, | have to be very good
courteous...| am not very courteous like the old Maay girL.but sometimes |
try to be very polite and talk very courteoudy, | can do that but sometimes |
forgot aout it...so | think | am not being mysdf, Shariza (Shariza of 4
Science A).

Fong Ling, a 16 year-old Maaysian-Chinese-Buddhist girl who has a motorbike and
plays the Chinese harp writes:

Describe yoursdlf as a girL.now that is something...I mean | never redly
stop and think about it...well as ateenager in thisage | am really busy al the
time, either with school work or persona suff...but then as a Form Four
sudent in Maaysia, you do redly have loads and loads of work...the very,
very important exam end of next year really stresses us out... SO most of the
time | just smply forget about it and concentrate on now (Fong Ling of 4
Science A).

Priya, a 16 year-old Malaysian-Indian-Catholic girl, is also a school prefect. She
describes herself briefly in an essay:

Wéll, like al other girls, | look the same...but my life is not the samc.after
16 years of experience, | will say life for an Indian girl like me is hard and
horrible...the main situation which mogt girls go through - 'NO FREEDOM'
(Priyaof 4 Science A).

These brief excerpts from the seven months of fieldwork with 16 year-old Malaysian
schoolgirls set the scene for this first chapter.- These excerpts from Shariza, Ling and
Priya's self-inscriptions on being a girl illustrate contradictory locations as they
juggle multiple personal and social roles within the realm of girlhood. Their sélf-
inscriptions indicate that they are located within multiple subject positions: ‘teenage

girl, ethnic identity and schoolgirl. Shariza, who does karate, on the one hand feels




t_hat she has to emulate her notion of atraditionad Maay girl in being good, polite and
ocourteous yet she forgets at times. Priya emphasises the fact that being an Indian girl
Is tough and in the same instance identifies with other teenage girls who are dealing
with the freedom issue. Fong Ling places much emphasis on her studies at the
moment of writing and tries to forget adl dse.  Gender, ethnicity and schooling
articulate in these girls' brief representations of thémselv& | am interested in finding
out how ethnicity comes into play in these girls self-identifications and linking this
to the role of schooling in thisthesis.

The principa research queStion in this study is: How do the differences and
smilarities in ways of being Maay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls affect these girls
academic success in this particular sthooling site? Leading on from this mgor
research question are the following more specific research questions. What are the
patternings between ways of being Maay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls and their
educational outcomes? What are the girls' essentialised understandings of the Malay,
Chinese and Indian girl? How do they see themsalves in relation to these essentialised
understandings? What are the discourses this group of Mday, Chinese and Indian
schoolgirls engage in as they construct their sdif-identifications within this schooling
gte? How do these girls relate to these discourses in congructing their <df-
identifications within the school as a significant ihstitutional practice? What is the
relationship between ways of being Maay, Chinese and Indian girls, schooling and
the wider Mdaysian society? These research questions will be eaborated in detall in

section 1.3, which addresses the research issues of the study.




12 Setting the context of the research - Malaysia

In this thesis, | adopt a theoretical and methodological framework based on feminism
of difference (Alcoff, 1988; Brah, 1996; de Lauretis, 1986, 1990; Mirza, 1997,
Mohanty, 1992; Spivak, 1988, 1993; Tsolidis, 1996, 2001; Y eatman, 1994; Y uval-
Davis, 1997) in examining Ways of bel ng Mdaysan schoolgirls. The terms
‘feminist’ and ‘feminism' are problematic and contentious and | will address this
further on in this chapter.

This thesis is contextualy Stuated within contemporary Maaysia in terms of
the research participants, the researcher and the research site.  The research
participants are 16 year old Form Four Maaysian schoolgirls from the three mgor
ethnic groups in Maaysia, Maays, Chinese and Indians. As the researcher, | am a
Maaysian-Indian-Christian femaé educator. The seven-month fiedwork was
conducted in an urban girls' secondary school in Penang.

| provide a brief overview of contemporary postcolonia Malaysia so as to
contextualise my thesis. The term "postcolonia” is used here to indicate the post-
independence period of Maaysia following the end of the era of British colonisation
in 1957. | dso use "postcolonia™ as do Asheroft, Griffiths and Tiffin (1995), to refer
to dl the cultures affected by the imperia process from the mbment of colonisation to
the present day. The ethnic make-up of present day Maaysia, as well as the socid
and economic differences within and between the ethnic groups, are the result of the
colonid era (Andaya & Andaya, 2001; Daud, 1999; Maheswari & Santhiram, 2000,

Mariappan, 1996). This will be further addressed in Chapter Two on Contemporary

Maaysa




Ethnicity and religion are important socid markers in Madaysian society (Lee,
2000; Mariagppan, 1996; Saravanamuttu, 1994, 2001; Wong, 2001a). Saravanamuttu
(2001) captures the importance of ethnicity in Maaysathus:

The trichotomy of Mdays, Chinee and Indians has been the defining
characteridic of the polity and has coloured the way politics and soad life
has been conducted throughout Mdaysa (Saravanamuittu, 2001 p.99).

The 6fficid public and political discourse on identity in Maaysian society
categorises each Maaysan as ether Bumiputera, Chinese, Indian or Others. The
concept of discourse as developed in the work of Foucault is a historically, socidly
and ingtitutionally specific structure of statements, terms, categories and beliefs
(Scott, 1990). Discourse is contained and expressed in organisations and ingtitutions
aswell asin words (Weedon, 1997). Discourses are dways part of awider network of
power relations, often with indtitutiona bases, for example in education, socid
welfare, medicine, the law and the organisation of family and work (Weedon, 1997).

As it does in other countries, the officid ethnic labeling determines certain
rights and privileges within Maaysan society. The Bumiputeras are Mdays and
other indigenous people who congtitute 67.3% of the society (Malaysia, 2001). This
group has indigenous status and their status guarantees atten_dant privileges. The
Malays, who comprise 80% of the Bumiputera category, are the largest ethnic group,
exercisgng political dominance and monopolising the public and government sector.
All Madays are Mudims and spesk Maléy, which, despite differences among spoken
dialects, is a common language in its standard and written form. This standard form
of Malay isthe officid and nationa language of the country. |

Maaysia is not an Idamic dtate but Idam is the officid religioh of the state.

Idam is the most important factor in Malay identity (Gomes, 1999) and a sgnificant




socid, political and ideological force influencing the Maays (Saravanamuttu, 2001,
Omar, 1996). A sgnificant minority of Indians and. Chinese are Mudimes.

The Chinese and the Indians cohstitute 24.5% and 7.2% of the Maaysian
population respectively (Maaysia, 2001). There is much heterogeneity among the
Chinese and ‘Indians aong religious, linguistic and cultural lines. The Chinese, a
* dgnificant minority, monopolise the private or corporate business sector having had
the historical experience of capita accumulations (Gomez, 1999; Phang, 2000). The
Indians lag behind economically, educationaly and socidly in comparison to the
Mdays and Chinese (Muzaffar, 1993; Santhiram, 1999).

These are the three mgor ethnic groups but minor groups include the
Eurasans, Chinese Babas, Mdakan *Chittieﬁ and others who trace their ancestries
through intermarriage and culturd diffuson from inter-ethnic interactions centuries
ago. Another group is the Orang Adli, who are the aborigind people of Peninsular
Mdaysa Culturd plurality dso exists in the East Maaysan states of Sabah and
Sarawak.

As in any multiethnic nation, there is a power imbaance in terms of palitics,
economics and education between the various ethnic groups. These commund
divisons have often resulted in contestation as well as encouraged consultation and
compromise (Lee, 2000). In this respect there is tension but one that is controlled and
tolerable as the needs of the two mgor ethnic groups, the Maays and the Chinese, are
met in important ways. This imbaance of power leads to socid, economié and

educationd inequality that results in differences between and within the ethnic groups

in Madaysa. | use the term "politics of ethnic identification” to capture these




differences and power imbalances dong the various socid dimensions that are linked
with the officid political ethnic categoriesin Maaysia.

Being Madaysan is linked to the essentidlistic and political ethnic
categorisations of Maay, Chinese, Indian or Others. In stating this, | draw on Fuss's

(1989) definition of essentidism as follows:

A bdief inthered, true essence of things, the invariable and fixed properties

which define the "whainess of a given entity...essentidism is typicdly

oefined in oppogtion to difference (Fuss, 1989 pxi-xii).

The ethnic categories of Malay, Chinese, Indians and Others are homogenised
by the state's policies and are used srategicaly and politicaly by the Government
through its economic, social and educationd policies. These ethnic categories are dso
used politicaly by the ethnic collectivities themselves. However, there is aso
diversity in the dally experiences in ways of being .Malays, Chinese, Indians or
Others. Thus, differences here refer to not only the multiplicity and complexity in
experiences of Malays, Chinese, Indians and Others. Differences here aso refer to the
differences between and within the ethnic groups that result in hierarchy and
Inequality along economic, educationa and socia dimensions.

Being Maaysan and more importantly Maay, Chinese, Indian and Others is
not a smple matter of Government imposed labeling. It is more complicated and
negotiated. Ways of being and knowing in Maaysia are multiple, shifting and

contradictory as each Malaysian has to negotiate with these labels in their daily lives.

13 The research issues

Inthis thesis, | am to identify and discuss the similarities and differences in personal

and collective identiti&é in ways of being Malay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls




within the context of schooling as a signl'ificant institutional practice. Thirty-four
sixteen-year old Malaysian schoolgirls were involved in my fieldwork. Fifteen
Malay, ten Chinese and nine Indian girls from the highest and lowest achieving Form
Four classes from Parkview Girls Secondary School (a pseudonym) volunteered for
my research study.. My fieldwork materiads comprised writings by these girls,
interviews with them and observations of thelr interactions in and out of the
classroom.

| present these girls' essentialised understandings of the Malay, Chinese and
Indian girl. | next examine how these girls see themsalves in relation to these
essentidised understandings. | then examine how these similarities and differences
within and between these ethnic groups of Malay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls
affect their educational outcomes. Iéducational outcomes refer to these schoolgirls
academic performance in the school examinations. Most secondary schools in
Malaysa, as isthe case a Parkview Girls Secondary School, use students' academic
peformance in examinations to stream Sudents.  In this school, girls are
academicdly ranked in their class and in the overal form based on their examination
results. This pedagogica practice of academic ranking, results in high and low
achieving classes. In relation to the students, this results in écademically successtul
and academically unsuccessful students. | am interested in examining the pattemings
between ways of being Mday, Chinese and Indian girls and being academically
successful or academicaly unsuccessful in these terms.

|- use the notion of resistance (Giroux, 1983, 1997; McLaren, 1998) as an

analytical tool to understand the patterning between ways of being Mday, Chinese




and Indian gi r'Is, Schooling and the wider Maaysian society. Giroux (1983) posits
that the notion of resstance considers the complex ways in which students mediate
and respond to the interface between their own lived experiences and structures of
domination and constraint. Processes by which the school system reflects and sustains
the d.*-*sant socid practices and 'ticiures that are found in a society divided by
gender, ethnicity and class arc “xdrmiiied throUgh this notion of resistance. This will
be addressed in depth in Chaptar Threein relation to gender, ethnicity ahd schooling.
Various researchers have theorised schooling as a significant site for processes
of identification (Conndl, 1993; Giroux, 1983, 1997; Haw, 1998; Luke & Gore,
1992, Mac An Ghail, 1994, McRobbie, 2000; Prowseler, 1998; .Shain, 2000;
Wakerdine et al, 2001; Weller, 2000; Tsolidis, 2001). Schools do not simply reflect

society but are centraly involved in the production, re-articulation, sdlective

dissemination and socid appropriation of discourses which both contribute to and -

results from mgor socid forces (Haw, 1998) like gender and ethnicity.

My research is located within the Maaysan context where there is an
interplay of the politics of ethnic identification between the Malays, Chinese, Indians
and Others. The processes of identification in Maaysian schoolé are complex because
of the existence of the four distinct ethnic, groups. This distinction is further
complicated by the social and political meanings attached to the discourses that
surround these ethnic groups. In this sense, my research is located within a non-
Eurocentric context. Eurocentric refers to the tendency to see Europe as the cénter of

the world and its culture as by definition superior to al others (Ma?ey, 20CG). In other

words, European culture and history is taken to be the norm and &l others to be
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margina. Thereis aneed for Malaysian scholarship which allows for the exploration
of multiple* shifting and contradictory identities Iocated within specific Mdaysan
historical and sbcid contexts. Such work by Maaysian researchers on Maaysan

women, especially on schoolgirls is scarce, particularly research which explores-

Issues of identity and ways of knowing and being agirl.
In the school involved in my research, about 77% of the teachers are Chinese,
22% Malays and 7 % Indians. The student population of the school in terms of
ethnic distribution is 38.8% Bumiputera, 42.9 % Chinese, 15.5% Indians and 2.6%
Others. Mot of the top achievers are Chinese students. The ethnic demography of
the school student population differs from the national delﬁography which is 67.3%
Bumiputera, 24.5% Chinese and 7.2% Indians (Malaysia, 2001). The girls at the
research school are located within the broader societa politics of ethnic identification
in Malaysa. How do these Mday, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls construct their
\ gender identity in the midst of the micro and macro ethnic politics within the schoal,
the collectivities of which they are members and the nation-state?

These girls come to school with their own understandings of what it means to

be a Malay, Chinese and Indian girl. The school places importance on excellence in
terms of achievement academicdly as well as in.‘co-curricular activities. However,
schooling is not just about grades and achievement. It is dynamic in being part of the
Malaysan society. The students, teachers and the teaching and learning processes
are located within the interplay of gender, ethnicity and schooling in contemporary

Maaysa




14 Why these questions?

| did not approach this thesis in an attempt to be an objective researcher. This thesis
is very much linked to my own personal journey and life experiences as a Maaysan-
Indian-Catholic femae educator. This question asto 'who | am' has been gnawing at
me ever since | entered the Maaysian university as an undergraduate having left the
secure and comfortable confines of family life. It was through the liberd arts subjects
(like sociology of education, educational psychology) within the education
component of my B.Sc (Ed) (Hons) degree program that | gar; 3d to guestion my
sense of sdf. Up until then | had taken science-based subjects in school. There were
humanities subjects like languages, history, geography but the Maaysian system is
based on a pedagogy of roteleafning not the Freierian notion of a collaborative,
democratic and critica pedagogy (Wong, 2000). This system did not alow one to
explore notions of saf within the curriculum. We mostly just a:cepted the facts that
the teacher taught and reproduced these in the examinations. The emphasis was on
academic success defined in terms of examination grades. | vv"-ent.through a school
sysem where | was academically postioned in the class and form. | was in the
Science stream and in the top class during my secondary schooling days. These
pedagogica practices are still prevaent in most Maaysian schools. Malaysian society
as a whole places premium vaue on écademic examination performance (Hassan,
1997). Students would have sat for four public examinations by the time the_y reach
university level education.

Success and .access to education is ethnicised in Malaysia. The‘best students

within each ethnic group would gain access to public university education based on




an ethnic quota. However, the academic aéhievement criteria used to establisn the
'best students” i different for each ethnic group.

| still remember my father, who placed much emphasis on studies, advising
my brother and me while at school to always emulate the Chinese on the basis of how
good they were in their studies. This is exactly what we did, given that we were
studious and vér_y conscious of the importance of education for socia mobility. We
both turned out to be professonas. Very few Indians make it.to that level in
comparison to the Chinese and Maays. My brother is an engineer, one of the few
Indians to have obtained a first class honors degree in Engineering, and | am one of
the few Indian women to have become a university lecturer. My life during my
childhood, teenage and University days was very much centered around studies. My
brother and | used to socialise more wifh the Chinese students and stayed away from
the Indian and Maay students as they were usually the academicaly weaker ones.
Within the Malaysian context, ethnicity became more and more a prominent issue for
me as | went from being an undergraduate to a Mathematics teacher (in a residential
school where 95% of the students were Maays) and a part-time Masters student, to a

university lecturer and now to a doctora researcher.

My positionings within this research and how these positionings affect my
relationship with the participants are important feastures of this research. |
acknowledge that thé character of the research is a product of my multiple
positionings both in Maaysia and in Audtralia where | undertook my doctord studies.
| congtruct this thesis within an eclectic thebretical framework that draws'upon

concepts theorised by contemporary feminist theorists (Alcoff, 1988; Brah, 1996; de




Lauretis, 1986, 1990; Mirza, 1997, Mohanty,l 1992; Spivak, 1988, 1993; Tsolidis,
1996, 2001; Yeaman, 1994; Yuvd-Davis, 1997) who work with identity and
difference with interconnections to ethnicity. | refer here to feminists of difference in
the récognition that they are not a homogeneous group. This eclectic group of
feminists provide me with the conceptual and andytical tools vital in unpacking the
_interweaving.betwem discourses of gender, ethnicity and institutional power in
understanding 'ways bf being and knowing as women/girls in contemporary
postcolonial Maaysia. This will be explicated further in the following section of this
chapter.

| also draw upon conceptualisations of Malaysian society (Andaya & Andaya,
2001; Daud, 1999; Marigppan, 1996; Mohamad, 2001, Mohamad & Wong, 2001,
Santhiram, 1999; Saravanamuttu, 2001) in this thesis. This will be further .elaborated

in Chapter Three on the theoretical framings of this thesis.

15 A "feminist" framework

| began this doctorate with the purpose of developing a Maaysan thesis. Other than
the research participants, researcher and research site being Maaysian, | wanted a
framework that would alow the Maaysian experiences and context to inform the
theorising of ways of being Maay, Chinese and Indian school girls. | did not want to
adept a Eurocentric research framework that assumes the experiences of white,
middle-class women as the norm in ways of being women.

Feminists of colour (Bannerji, 1992; Brah, 1996; hooks, 1984; Mohanty,

1992; Narayan, 1997; Sheth & Handa, 1993; Spivak, 1988) have stated the need to

understand in context the historical and materia differences between al of us and the




ways in which marginalising practices &e played out. Sheth and Handa (1993) add
that undertaking such a task necessitates that we begin from afeminist, anti-capitaist,
anti-imperiaist, anti-coloniaist _standpoi nt. This aVlows for the experiences aswell as
the socia, political and historical contexts of the research participants, research site
and reéarcher to be used in theorising. This aso avoids adopting a Eurocentric
perspectivé in trying to understand the complexity of ways of being within different
societa contexts. Moreover, it emphasises the role of the researcher in knowledge
production and power dynamics of the research project.

The hegemonic discourse on women/girls from non-Western societies is il
at times shaped by a Eurocentric feminist gaze which privileges Western notions of
liberation and progress and portrays Third World women primarily as victims of
ignorance and restrictive cultures and religions (Mohanty, 1991; Narayan, 1997).
Eurocentric or western lenses congtitute women's identifications with femininity,
marriage, motherhood and domesticity as oppressive. Most often such analyses can
fal to adequately recognise the complexity of cultures and societies. For example, a
number of academic discourses (Mohamad, 1994, 2001; Omar, 1996) involving
Malaysan women show this complexity. Omar (1996), in examining the socid
effects of Malaysian population policy on Maaysian women, states that researchers
working within the Western tradhition have projected their own ideas onto other
societies they are working with and stresses that thisis aform of denigration of other

women.

A contemporary conceptudisation of Malaysian genderéd sdlf-identification,

" located within the framework of identity and difference with intersectiondities to




ethnicity, Wi“ provide such a representation. An exploration located within this
epistemdogical framework would permit a complex understanding of such
multifaceted identifications. Such an ‘exploration would stress notions of meaning,
power and agency within specific historical and socia contexts.

A feminigt framework of identity and difference alows for understandings of
identity as multiple and shifting. It therefore allows for a multifaceted notion of
Malaysian female adolescent identity which is senditiveto differences and similarities
within and between categories such as Malays, Chinese, Indians and Others. Such a
framework aso alows for non-essentialist interpretations of Madaysian and more
importantly Malay, Chinese, Indian and Others as opposed to essentidist
interpretations premised on Eurocentric interpretations (including feminist) of Third
World femaleness,

This understanding of femae identity is premised on anotion of agency that is
discursively produced, one that is located within the notion of multiple, shifting and
contradictory identities. This alows for the notion that there are myriad ways of
being a Maaysian teenage schoolgirl, one that alows for the exploration of the
interplay of the agency~dtructure dyad. Such an gpproach also alows for the
uniqueness and richness of contemporary Malaysan society to inform the
representations of identity of Malaysian teenége schoolgirls.

Feminist theory of difference provides me with the theoreticd and
methodologica tools to work with an overarching framework that alows both the
experiences of the research participants and the researcher to play an important rolein

the theorising of ways of being and knowing. As Lather (1991) states:
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The search isfor theory which grows out of context-embedded data, not in a
way that automaticdly rgects a priori theory, but in a way that kegps
preoccupations from digtorting the logic of evidence (Lather, 1991 p.62).
Feminists of difference (Alcoff, 1988, Brah, 1996, de Lauretis, 1984, 1986,
1990; Mirza, 1997; Mohanty, 1988, 1991; Spivak, 1990, 1993; Tsolidis, 1996,2001;
Yeatman, 1994; Yuva-Davis, 1997) have chalenged mainstream feminist theory that
tends to reflect th'e-viewpoi nts of white, middle-class women of North America and
Western Europe. Mainstream feminist theory also posits gender as the essentialised
core of the femae identity. Feminist theorizations of difference (Alcoff, 1988; Brah,
1996; de Lauretis, 1984, 1986, 1990; Mirza, 1997; Mohanty, 1988, 1991; Spivak,
1990, 1993; Tsolidis, 1996, 2001; Yeatman, 1994; Y uva-Davis, 1997) posit gender
with interconnections to other socid dimensions such as ethnicity and class th.at are

central to understandings about ways of being a woman. Ways of being women are

Conceptualised as multiple, shifting and contradictory, and context specific.

While there is no such thing as 'the feminist perspective’ or a univocal
feminist theory' (Griffiths, 1995), various versons of feminism share certain
common characteristics. Feminism is seen both as a socid theory and aso as
practica politics (Ramazanoglu, 1989). Asa socid theory, feminism seeks to gain
knowledge to understand women's lives and experiences in society. As Lugones and

Spelman (1983) dtate:

Feminig theories aren't just about what hgppens to the femde populaion in
any given sodety or across dl sodidies, they are about the meaning of those
experiencesin the lives of women (Lugones & Spdmean, 1983 p.576).

15.1 Experience as a sour ce of knowledge

Within various feminisms, experience is used as a source of knowledge.

Ramazanoglu and Holland (1999) conceptualise experience as our own CoNsCiousNess
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of our socia existence. Experience provides understandings of our ways of being in
this world.  Experience as a source of knowledge for feminists has dways been a
problematic congtruct as it has assumed an essentiadlised understanding of gender
(Harding, 1987; Mohanty, 1992; Ramazanoglu & Holland, 1999; Scott, 1992; Stone-
Mediatore, 2006). White, middle-classwomen's lives were taken as representative of
the female experi énce in much of the mainstream feminist literature in the 1960s and
19703 However,. this understanding has since been problematised and, just as
"Western Women" or "White Women" cannot be condtituted as an automaticaly
unitary group, the category of "Third World Women" or any other category of
women (for example Malaysian, Chi nese or Indian woman) aso cannot be defined as
a essentialistic group (Mohanty, 1991). As Harding (1987) states, women come in
different clésses, races and cultures. there is no "woman" and no "woman's
experience’. There are multiple, shifting and often contradictory ways of being a
woman as gender, ethnicity, race, class and other dimensions mediate with each other
within specific historical and social contexts (Alcoff, 1988; Brah, 1996; de Lauretis,
1986,1990; Mirza, 1997; Tsolidis, 1996; 2001; Y eatman, 1994; Y uval-Davis, 1997).
However, in order to achieve the emancipatory and liberatory goals of
feminisms, thereis aneed to have collective experiences. The god of 'feminisms' is
to make theory, method and practice inéparable from each other especidly in their
am to transform women's subordinate positions in institutions (Lather, 1991, 1992).
The term feminisms is used to indicate that there is no single feminism but a rénge of
feminisms (Alcoff & Porter, 1993). Thus, feminisms embrace two seemingly

contradictory foca points. On the one hand there is the diversity of women's

16

B P 78 Lo e e e i i




experiences as soci.al dimensions come to pl ay in specific pontexts.' On the other
hand, theré is the need for identifying a collective exper.ienc;e.éo as to improve the
- socia conditions of women within a collective. Ramazanoglu and. Holland (1999)
link experience to contemporary feminist theories and practice. They state:

To identify what should be transformed, we need appropriate theory: to
produce appropriate theory we need knowledge of what is to be transformed,
and so some sense of how subordination is experienced (Ramazanoglu &
Holland, 1999 p.386).

Despite its problematic nature, many feminists (Alcoff, 1988; Brah, 1996; Mirza,
1997; Mohanty, 1991; Ramazanoglu and Holland, 1999; Scott, 1992; Tsolidis, 2001)
understand experience as a necessary source of knowledge. It is only through
experiences that we can add on and challenge the existing knowledge on the socia
order (Ramazanoglu and Holland, 1999) both at the macro-level of nations and
societies and micro-level of the personal. And it is only through experiences that
changes can occur. Scott (1992) very aptly emphasises the importance of experience
In saying:

Experience is not a word we can do without, dthough it is tempting given its
usage to essentialise identity and reify the subject, to abandon it dtogether.
But experience is so much a part of everyday language so imbricated in our
narratives that it seems futile to argue for its expulson. It serves as away of
talking about what happened, of establishing difference and similarity, of
claiming knowledge that is"unassailable" (Scott, 1992 p.37).

Scott (1992) adds that it is necessary to theorise experience despite its problematic

nature. She states:

Given the ubiquity of the term, it seems to me more useful to work with it, to
andyse its operations and to redefine its meaning (Scott, 1992 p.37).

Mohanty (1992) also reiterates this point thus:

Experience of the salf which is often discontinuous and fragmented, must be
historicized before it can be generdized into a collective vision...experience
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- must-be historically interpreted and theorised if it is to become the basis of
feminigt solidarity and struggle, and it is this moment that an understanding
of the politics of location proves crucid (Mohanty, 1992 p.88).

Joan Scott further adds that in analysing and redefining the meaning of experience,
one should focus on processes of identity production, insisting on the discursive
nature of’ experien_cé'. |

| turn to Brah (1996) as a way of solving this tension between the notion of
experience as an essentialised collective experien_ce.and that of experience as
diversity of Ways in being women. Brah explains:

How a person perceives or conceives an event would vary according to how
'she’ is culturally congtructed; the myriad of unpredictable ways in which
such congtructions may configure in the flux of her psyche and invariably -
upon the politica repertoire of culturd® discourses available to her (Brah,
1996p.117).

Experience assumes an essentialistic nature in becoming the collective experience. It
Is through the social structures that the notion of experience becomes political and
qqllective. Individuals c*mot float free from social structures. In Malaysia, the
official public and political discourse on Malaysian society is one in which each
Malaysian is categorised as Malay, Chinese, Indian or Others and this officid
labeling .determines certain rights and privileges. Yet this does not discount the
diversity of experiences in being a Malay, Chinese or Indian woman/girl. Experience
Is arelationship between subjectivity and collective experience (Brah, 1996).

Brah's exploration of the notion of experience is useful, because it shows how
experience is shaped by both collective and individual forces. Experiences that
appear to be collective may be shaped by cultural and societal values and events,
while experience can also be affected by subjectivity or individual agency. Daily

experience is not only shaped by hegemonic discourses but also contains elements of
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resistance to such discourses (Mohanty, 1991). The articulation of collective
experiences and subjective experience fits into thié framework of identity and
difference as both structure and agency come into play. This dlows for the
collective expe! .ence of being a Malaysan woman/girl yet in the same time for
multiple and contradictory ways in the experiences of being Maaysan and more
importantly Malay, Cﬁinese, Indian, Others. Thus, in reflecting on mysdf as the
Maaysian researcher and the Maaysian teenage schools girls as participants in my
PhD, | have a certain sense of collective experiences with them. Having lived and
immersed myself in the Maaysan society, | am not Stuated outside the discursive
fields but located within these fidlds. | also acknowledge that there are a number of
ethical, political and personal issues that | must consider due to the fact that | am an
Indian and not a Malay, not a Chinese aid not ateenager.

Contemporary feminigts in their representation of experiences for theory and
practice are expected to interrogate their positionings as feminist researcher as
Rarhazanoglu and Holland (1999) argue:

In connecting theory, experience and judgement, the knowing feminit

should be acoountale for the sense she mikes of her own and other peoplé€'s

acocounts and how her judgements are mede (Raraszanoglu & Holland, 1999
p.386).

They further add that feminists cannot simbly take account of experience as redlity
since we interpret them aswetell them. |

15.2 Speaking for others

Contemporary feminigt theorizations, including those located within postcolonia
frameworks (Mohanty, 1.991; Narayan, 1997; Spivak, 1988, 1993), posit aparadigm

wherein a researcher must position hersalf in relation to the participants with waom
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she isjourneying in the research project. Spivak (;988) emphasises the importance |
of how one speaks and who speaks for whom in researching Third World Women.
This form of positioning addresses the production of knowledge from the aspect of
the gazes used in the research project as well as tlhe representations that come out of
the project. In other words, who is doing and writing the research affects the
production of knowledge or the manner in which fhe theorisation of the research
experience and findings are represented.

Contemporary feminist theorisations .of difference acknowledge power
relations that exist between the researcher and the participants. The relationship
between the researcher and participants is and always has been a basic concern of
feminist theorists because this relationship is always one of power, regardlkess of
who is doing the researching and who is participating in the research (Alcoff, 1991;

Harding, 1987; Lather, 1991).

~The critical issue here is the constant need for reflexivity (Smith, 1999) as
well as critical attention to social, historical and cultural specificity (Weedon,
1997). Reay (1996b) in defining reflexivity states that:

On a fundamenta level, reflexivity is about giving as full and honest an
account of the research process as possible, in particular explicating the
position of the researcher to the researched. | would argue it requires more;
that reflexive practice should congtitute a process of uncovering/recognizing
the difference your differences make (Reay, 1996b p.443).

Reay further adds that reflexivity is about an honest exploration of whether any or
al of thes: aspects of self-identity may lead to bias. Alcoff (1991) advocates that
the researcher should undertake a concrete analysis of the particular power and
discursive effects involved in speaking for Others. Alcoff (1991) warns 01; the

distorted way in which this is often carried out - when speakers offer up in the spirit
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of ‘honesty' autobiographical information about themselves usually at the
beginning of their discourse as a kind of disclaimer.l She further adds that such an
act does X2t serve any purpose if it is made without critical interrogation of the
bearing of such an autobi ography on what is about to be said.

Spivak (1996) notes that the important issue in ackﬁowledging one's
positionalitiesin conducti ng research is,

unlearning one's pr_ivilege as one's loss -- our privileges whatever they may

be in terms of race, class, naiondity, gender and the like, may have

prevented us from gaining a certain kind of Other knowledge; not smply

information we have not yet received but the knowledge we are not equipped
to understand by reason of our socia positions (Spivak, 1996 p.4).

To overcome this, Spivak (1990) further adds,

we need to do our homework, to work hard at gaining some knowledge of the .
others who occupy those spaces most closed to us- and aso atempt to spesk
to others in such a way that they might take us seriously and be able to
answer back (Spivak, 1990 p.62).

She elaborates that one has to work critically through one's beliefs, prejudices and
assumptions and attempt to understand how these have arisen and become
naturalised. Not only does one become able to listen to that constituency but one
learns to speak in a way that will permit one to be taken seriously by thét other
constituency. She adds that,

then you begin to investigate what it is that Silences me - rather than take this

very deteminigtic position - since my skin colour is this, Ssnce my sex is this,

| cannot speak (Spivak, 1990 p.62). '

| further discuss my positionings in relation to Malaysian society and the research

participants in Chapter Five on researching Malay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls. I

also address this in the concluding chapter of this thesis as | reflect on rny

presentation and analysis of the ways of being Malay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls.
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1.5.3 Oppression and patriarchy

Ancther common characteristic running .through the various feminiams is that
feminism is political in aming at changing the Inequalities that disadvantage women
in society. Feminism takes on an emancipatory struggle to bring to light the locus or
loci of oppression in women's lives. Linked to the notion of oppresson is the
problematic concept- of patriarchy. Patriarchy is seen to be a mgor locus of
oppression in femi nism. Patriarchy is a concept used in an attempt to understand the
mechanisms by which men in generd manage to dominate women in generd
(Ramazanoglu, 1989; Wdby, 1989; Weedon, 1999).

Anthias and Yuvad-Davis (1992) argue that the concept of patriarchy has
limited the possibility of taking account of the historical and contextual ways in
which gender divisons manifest themseves. Similarly, feminists of colour (Brah,
1996; Bannerji, 1992; Callins, 1990; hooks, 1984; Mohanty, 1991) dress that there
are different sites of oppression and struggle for different groups of women and thisis
dependent on the "historically specific materia redlity of groups of women". Loci of
oppression are thus contextua and not solely centered around gender.  Anthias and
Yuva-Davis (1992) date that it is important to lake into account that gender,
ethnicity and class are intermeshed in each other and articulated by each other in
concrete social relations when conceptualising patrif;\rchy as the locus of oppression.
Like feminists of coloir, they stress that it al women are oppressed and/or
subjugated in the same way or to the same extent, even within the same society at any
specific moment. | draw upon this notion of oppression as conceptuaised by Anthias
and Yuvd-Davis (1992). Bannerji captures this notion of oppresson under the

concept of "difference” in sating:
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The particularity and immediacy of _exprons of oppression by different
groups of women have been theorised and politicized under the concept of
“difference’ (Bannerji, 1992 p.81).

Emancipatory knowledge thus results from feminist research due to its emphasis on
the locus or loci of oppressions. Lather (1991) in emphasizing this states:

Emancipatory knowledge increases awareness of the contradictions distorted
or hidden by everyday understandings, and in doing so it directs attention to
the posshilities for socid transformation inherent in the present
configuration of socid processes (Lather, 1991 p.52).

In this thesis, | aim to bring to light the tensions and contradictions in ways of
being Malay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls. What is the locus of oppression for
these girls? How do these school gi.rls engage with this locus or loci of oppression
tHrough the notion of resistance?

This research is "feminist" in nature as it emphasises the notion of experience
as a source of knowledge. It is "feminist" as | am reflexive of the power dynamics
between myself as the Malaysian researcher, and the Malaysian schoolgirls as the
research participants. | am also reflexive of my own positionings in relation to the
wider Malaysian society. | also bring to light how my own values have affected the
way in which | have carried out this research. This research is also "feminist” as |
attempt to understand the locus of oppression for these Malaysian schoolgirls in
relation to ways of being girls, schooling and the wider Malaysian societal forces,
particqlarly the politics of ethnic identificati.on. It is the integrating of the Malaysian
experiences in the context of this research and the overarching theoretical and
methodological framework of feminism of difference that makes this thesis a
"Malaysian feminist" research study. The research, while emphasizing the ’specificity

of the experiences of this group of Malay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls, also links




their experiences to the wider Malaysan society. Having said this, | acknowledge the
multiple and shifting and de-essentialistic nature of both the terms Maaysian and

"feminig".

16 Gender and‘education in Malaysia

This research focuses on one segment of contemporary Maaysian society that is
Malaysian teenage schoolgirls. Based on the. ZOOQ Population Census, about 48.9
percent or 114 million of the total Maaysan population are women (Malaysia,
2001). 10.9% are femaes in the age range of 10 to 19 years. There is a total of 2
million Maaysian secondary school students in the agerange of 13 to 19 years.

Maaysa, like most other countries adopts patriarchad ways in the socid,
| economic and religious sectors of the society. Maaysian women still have difficulties
breaking through the glass ceiling (Luke, 2001; Omar, 2000). Many of the poor in
Malaysa are women. The mgority of Malaysan working women are in the non-
professonad and non-managerial occupationa categories such as production and
white collar workers (Ng, 1999; Maaysa, 2001).

.At the primary and secondary levels of schooling in the year 2000, the
enrolment of femae students was about half of the total enrolment, while a upper
secondary level, femde students accounted for about 66 percent of the tota
enrolment (Maaysa, 2001). Intake of femade students into public universities
expanded significantly from 50 percent in 1995 to 55 percent in 2000. With regard ‘to
preference for courses, femae dominance in the Arts streams continued to be
prevaent, accounting for 65 percent of total enrolment in the arts and humanities

courses in 2000 (Madaysia, 2001). Femade enrolment in the sciences in institutions of
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higher learning accounted for 60 percent while in the technica field it was 30 percent
in 2000. In 1998, women formed 54.5% of undergraduate enrolment in public
universities (Karim, 1999). In the choice of subjects, 61% were in the Arts,
including professonal courses such as Law, Accountancy, Economics and
Management. The enrolment in Sciences is adso increasing with women exceeding
men in traditional Pure and Applied Sciences including Medicine and Applied Health
Sciences. However, the femde enrolment in technology-based subjects is till
problematic; for example women form only 29% of the engineering enrolment.
Within academia, the proportion of women was highest at the lecturer level (78.7%)
and declined dignificantly at the associate professor level (17.5%) and the professor
level (3.8%) (Karim, 1999). Asin most of these educationa statistics, the Maaysan
femde is described not taking into account her specific ethnic identity as either
Maay, Chinese, Indian or Others. Enrolment in Maaysian universities is based on
the ethnic quota system whereby 55% of the places are dlocated to Bumiputera
students (Lee, 2001). There is dso the private education sector in Mdaysa, where
more than 90% of students enrolled in the private colleges are non-Bumiputera
students, who cannot get into the loca public universities due to this imposition of
ethnic quotas (Lee, 1999). The mgority of the private college sudents are Chinese.
The question, in considering the interplay of gender and ethnicity within the
Malaysian context, then arises. How do ways of being aMalay, Chinese or Indianlgi rl
determine access and success to educational and socid opportunities within the
Maaysan education sytem? Madaysan educationa policies a the secondary

school leve are top-down leaving very little room for contestations and negotiations
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a the school leve since the curriéulum IS defined, pedagogy supervised and
examinations standardised (Wong, 2000). Wong further adds that the mgority of
Maaysan students are immersed in the banking and depositing pedagogy of rote-
leaming. What kinds of identities in relation to gender_and ethnicity are constructed
i.n the midst of these pedagogical practices within the Maaysian schooling system?

There is some research on Madaysian teenage girls but it is encompassed
within research on teenagers. Most research on teenagers is located within a
positivi.sticframework (Borhan, 1999; lsmail & Joseph, 1998; Joseph, 1997; Rahim
& Pawanteh, 1999). Gender is investigated as a cohpa&ive category of males and
femdes in relation to indices of pefsbnality and learning. Western models in ways of
being and knowing within a positivistic framework are usualy used as a theoretical
f'ramework to understand teenagers in Maaysia. Thereis a need for aframework that
incorporates and vaues the voices of Maaysan schoolgirls and the discourses that
emphasise dternative notions of meaning, power and subjectivity. EXisting
knowledge on ways of being and knowing in the various socid ingtitutions tend to
assume western cultures to be the norm. There is a vital need to extend this work
beyond Western cultures. As Mirza (1997) not&s In discussing the challenges for
Black British feminism, there is an urgent need to research other ways of knowing
that challenge normative discourses and dominant regimes of representation of
women. Thisis plausible only through the theorising of experiences in ways of being
and knowing within non-Western societies in the globa world. Bannerji (1993)
states:

This does not mean endowing each non-white woman individualy with a
prenatural and spontaneous insight into socia reality, but rather, that the
social relations which structure her locality and her experience hold clues to
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the entire society's organisation, and that her experiences offer critical entry
-pointsinto it (Bannerji, 1993 p.xix). -

Most gender research in Malaysia is on Malaysian working Womén (Healey,
1993, 1999;_Karim, 1992; Mohamad, 2001; Ng, 1999; Omar, 1996; Ong, 1990).
Research on Maaysian-Malay women far outweighs that on women from other
Malaysian ethnic groups (Healey, 1999; Karim, 1992; Mohamad, 2001; Omar, 1996;
Ong, 1990). There is a small body of research on non-Malay women (Oorjitham,
1997: Ramli, 1997; Tan, 2000b). Most of this research tends to look at one particular
ethnic group within a specific research site. A large number of social scientists in
Malaysia (especially anthropologists and sociologists) tend to confine their research
to their respective ethnic group (Syed, 2001). Syed (2001) claims:

This has historical roots in the growth of these disciplines here, the nature of
training undergone by many of them, and aso the persstence of separate
departments of Maay, Chinese and Indian studies. Even so, exhaustive
ethnographic studies have not been done on the various ethnic groups (Syed,
2001 p. 112).

He further reiterates the necessity for integrated studies of different ethnic groups in
Maaysia

What is more important is to have comparative and a the same time
integrated studies of the different ethnic groups, in order to fully understand
their smilarities and differences; the nature, degree and rate of integration, as
well as the factors which help or hinder its process. We dso need to
investigate the impact of the great Idamic, Hindu, Buddhist and Christian
civilizations on our identity (Syed, 2001 p.| 12).

My research addresses areas presently neglected. Firstly it provides, feminist
theorising on schoolgirls in a non-Western context. The research focqses on Malay,
Chinese and Indian schoolgirls.  The research also focuses on schooling and its role
in identity formation. It examines the interethnic and intra-ethnic dimensions in ways

of being a Malay, Chinese and Indian girl within the schooling site. This research
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will provide vauable insights into the conteﬁaﬁ ons and negotiations young
Maaysan schoolgirls undertake in constructing. their identity in the midst of the
politics of ethnic identification in Maaysa.

Contemporary research on schooling and girls (Haw, 1998; Matthews, 1996,
2002; Proweller, 1995; Shain, 2000; Tsolidis, 1996, 2001) is often located within
mainstream contexts where the dominant culture is Western.  Within such research,
atention is givén to girls from marginal locations in relation to the mainstream; for
example Haw (1998) looked at Mudim girls in England where the dominant culture
Is Western and Mudims are one of the minority groups. There is a need for research
on girls and schooling in which the center and margins are examined in contexts
unlike this. Such research will continue and extend important work that theorises
identity and difference specificdly in relation to gender and schooling. In the case of
this sudy, it will answer questions such as. How are the center and margins
congtituted within Maaysian discourses of the politics of ethnic identification? How
are these congtituted in the schooling context in Malaysia and do they shift? Insights

into these matters are important for an understanding of how Maay, Chinese and

Indian schoolgirls see themsalves as girls and students.

17 Outline of the thesis

In this chapter | have provided the personal, sociad and theoretical backdrop against

which this thesis is crafted. The Maaysian context in terms of the palitics of ethnic

identification was briefly described. The research questions were contextualised in
relation to my experiences as a student and educator within the Maaysian education

sysem as well as the larger societd ethnic dynamics. | aso discussed briefly the
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ggnificant theoretical concepts located within the overarching feminist framework of
difference that | use in examining the research questions. | argued for the notion of
experience as a source of knowledge in my thesis. | discussed the dynamics in the
relationship between the researcher and the research participants, which I will further
addressin Chapter Five. Thisislinked to the notion of oppression and emancipation.
| dso discussed my research in relation to the field of gender and education in
Malaysiain particular and in generd to gender and schooling.

Chapter Two examines significant socid and political events that have led to
the politics of ethnic identification in contemporary postcolonia Maaysa  The
social and economic characteristics of the*ethnic groups of the Malays, Chiheﬁe and
Indians are discussed. Being Maay, Chinese and Indian within a framework of
sameness and differences is conceptuaised with an emphasis on the notion of
ethnicity. | proceed to discuss one of the socid ingtitutions in Maaysia, schooling. |
aso link the Maaysan schooling and edUcation system to the politics of ethnic
identification. |

The theoretica framework for this thess is discussed in Chapter Three.
Contemporary theorizations of gender and ethnicity ars discussed. | explore the
manner is which femae identity is understood within feminis scholarship with a
focus on feminism of difference. The interplay of agency and Structure is examined.
A discussiqn of schooling as a sgnificant ingtitutional practice is next provided in this
chapter. | draw on critical feminist educationists and critical educetion theorists to
link gender, ethnicity and schooling. | also conceptualise the notion of resistance as

away of understanding the producti on of identities within the schooli ng ingtitution.
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In Chapter Four, | discuss the methods of research | used with this group of
Malaysian schoolgirls. | present what | did in thefidd and why | didit. | aso further
discuss my positionings as the Malaysian researcher vis-avis Mdaysian society and
the research participants, the 16 year-old schoolgirls.

Chapter Five describes in detall the research site, Parkview Girls' Secondary
School and the schoolgirls. | dso use the girls voices as wdl as my own
observations to provide a profile of the classes these girls are from. The girls' voices
are dso used to describe the school ethos of Parkview Girls' Secondary School.

Chapters Six, Seven and Eight ded with the empirical work in examining
ways of being Maay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls. | explore the themes that
emerged from these girls' essays on being a girl and their experiences of schooling as
well as the individua and group interviews. | group each of the ethnic groups of girls
into academically successful and academicaly unsuccessful girls based on ther
academic rankings. Within each of these two groups, | cluster the girls according to
the different pattemings in ways of being Maay, Chinese and Indian girls. In doing
S0, | provide the differences and similarities in the pattemings between ways of being
girls and educational outcomes. | aso link this patterning to conforming and
rebellious behaviour in school.

In Chapter Nine, | use the notion of resistance to make sense of the patterning
between the notion of the 'Western' / 'traditional’ girl, academic success/failure and
conforming/rebellious behaviour in school. In this chapter, | also address the notion
of locus of oppresson in relation to the girls experiences within thé schooling

sysem. | attempt to reconcile the politics of ethnic identification, schooling and

30




patriarchy within notions of oppression in ways of being Maay, Chinese and Indian
girls. | discuss the smilarities and differences in the notion of resistance in relation
to gender, ethnicity and schooling of these ethnic groups of girls.

Chapter Ten revidits the research questions and relates these to the main
findings of the thesis. I aso reflect on my role as the researcher in looking at why |
did the research in this particular way. | explore what the analysis has told me about
my own postionings. Finaly, the implications of the research findings and

experiences for current theoretical debates and future research are discussed.




Chapter Two
Contemporary M aJaysia
2.1 Introduction

These major ethnic religious differentiations do not exhaust the cultural
complexity and diversity of Malaysian society. They do, however, crudely
reflect the reality of Malaysias plural society, a characterization of
Malaysian society that has been compelling for many observers because
Malaysian social and political life appears to be overwhelmingly organised
around this plural society and its trends of fluctuating, interethnic

competition, compromise and conflict (Jomo, Khoo & Chang 1996, as cited
in Saravanamuttu, 2001 p.99).

In this quotation, Maaysan academics depict the character of Malaysia‘s plurd
society and ethnoscape. This quotation clearly illustrates the importance of ethnicity
within contemporary Mdaysa.  Saravanamuttu (1994) further captures the
complexity in terms of the ethnic and cultura configaration of Maaysian sdciety

when stating that,

The range of cultural difference one faces in approaching the Malaysian
problem in more daunting than in most situations as one would have to
deconstruct not only the three magjor ethnic components on the Peninsula -
Malay, Chinese, Indian (and even these categories are only generic) — but
one has to further deal with the range of cultural differences in the East
Malaysian states of Sarawak and Sabah, each with its own composition of
indigenous and immigrant communities (Savaranamuttu, 1994 p. 218-219).

The interplay of gender, ethnicity and schooling is examined in this thesis.
As dated in Chapter One, ethnicity is a very sgnificant aspect in theorising identity
within multiethnic Mdaysa (Lee, 2000, Marigppan, 1996; Saravanamuttu, 2001,
Wong, 2001b). |

As clarified in Chapter One, | use the term "poalitics of ethnic identification” -
to refer to the multiple and shifting power dynamics related to the social, economic

and educationd privileges and postionings associated with the officd ethnic




labeling of a Malaysian as a Malay, Chinese, Indian or Others. This ethnic
categorisation appears in all official documents and records from the day of birth of
a Malaysian. | also use this term to denote the uneven distribution of economic,
political and social power amongst the differént ethnic groups ih Malaysia that is a
result of the official political ethnic labelling. This politics of ethnic identification is
Inextricably intertWined with the politics of difference. Feminists of difference
(Alcoff, 1988; Brah, 1996; de Lauretis, 1986, 1990; Mohahty, 1994; Y eatman, 3993,
1994) refer to differences in ways of being that are located within the intertwining of
dimensions including gender, ethnicity and class within specific contexts. Mohanty
captures this notion of difference that is linked to power and hierarchy in stating,

The central issue, then is not one of merely acknowledging difference; rather,
the more difficult question concerns the kind of difference that is
acknowledged And engaged. Difference seen as benign variation (diversity),
for instance, rather than as conflict, struggle, or the threat of disruption,
bypasses power as well as history to suggest a harmonious, empty pluralism
(Mohanty, 1994 p. 146).

The notion of power is crucial to the politics of ethnic identification. Power
according to Foucault, is arelation and inheres in difference (Weedon, 1997). Power
Is a dynamic of control, compliance and lack of control between discourses and the
subjects constituted by discourses, who are their agents (Weedon, 1997). In
Foucault's work, discourses produce subjects within relations of power that
potentially or actually involve resistance. Thus, proéesses of self-identification are
located within discourses that are themselves embedded within relations of power.
The link between discourse, power and resistance will be addressed in depth in the

next chapter on the theoretical framings of this thesis.
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|- discuss below the dominant discourses that, operate within Maaysian
society, and which contribute to the processes of identification of a Mdaysian, but
Y. -first | provide some key facts about Maaysa as an introduction to the socia and

o political milieu of postcolonial Maaysia

2.2. Key facts about Malaysa

This section gives an overview of Maaysa in terms of ethnic, socid and economic

demography. Geographicdly, the Federation of Malaysia comprises Peninsular
; Malaysia or West Maaysia (the southern-most peninsula of mainland Southeast Asia)
and East Mdaysa (northern third of the idand of Borneo). Modern Peninsula
Maaysia (known as Malaya until 1963) consists of 11 states, nine of whi ch areruled
by hereditary Malay rulers (known as Sultans in Malay). These states are Johor,

Kedah, Kelantan, Negeri Sembilan, Pahang, Perak, Perlis, Selangor and Terengganu.

The other two states are Penang and Maacca, each with a Governor as & *?. head of

state. Sabah and Sarawak are two States that are on the north-eastern part of the

2 isand of Borneo, which is known as East Mdaysa Each of these states differs in

terms of ethnic demography and levels of urbanisation. For example, the states of |
Kedantan and Terengganu that are ruled by an Idamic opposition party have 95% of %
Its state population as Maay-Mudims (Mdaysa, 2002). These sates dso have alow : a

percentage of urbanised population. States like Penang and the Federd Territory with
a high percentage of urbanised population have dmost an equal percentage of Maays
and Chinese. Inthisthesis, | have chosen to work in Penang. While the demography

of the state of Penang differs from that of the national demography, dl states in




Malaysia come under the same centralised gconomi ¢, educationa and socid policies.
I w.i I provide further details about the state of Penang in Chapter Five on the research
Site and research participants. |

Malaysia came into being in 1957 &fter gaining independence from Britain.
Prior to vvgstern colonisation, the region had existed as part of the "Maday
Archipelago”. | The "Mday Archipelago" réfers to a much v/ider geographica area
where the population is believed to bel ong to the Mday "stock™, more or less sharing
the same cultura and historical baceround, and this area has been under the
influence of the same traditional political powers (Andaya & Andaya, 2001; Syed,
1981).

Maaysa has a federd system of government with a democfatically elected
parliament and a congtitutional monarch. The government is headed by the Prime
Miniser and the King (or Yang di Pertuan Agong). The King plays manly a
ceremonia role as head of state. There is some ambivalence within academia as to
the present mode of governance in Maaysia being derhocrati c. Two Maaysian socid
scientists, Mohamad and Wong (2001) state that by the 1990s, the.MaIaysian date
had become increasingly authoritarian in response to a heightened fragmentation of
the culturd and political Stuation. However, it is not the purpose of this thess to
interrogate the current political - context of Malétysia. | will provide a brief description
on this in the section on contemporary Malaysia as some politica events do impinge
on thé identity of aMaaysian.

Although Mdaydsa is not an Idamic state, Idam is Malaysia's officd

religion, professed by dmost 60.4 percent of its population. Mot Mudims are




Maays and dl Maays are by definition Mudims. There is a clear separation between
state and religion. The Consgtitution guarantees freedom of worship for al other
religions namely Buddhists (mainly Chinese), Hindus (mainly Indians) and Christians
.(Chi nese, Indians and other indigenes) (Saravanamuttu, 2001). The distribution of
religious beliefs according the 2000 Malaysian Census indicates that 60.4% profess
Idam, 19.2% Buddhism, 9.1% Christianity, 6.3% Hinduism and 2.6%
Confiicianism/T é)iSTVother traditional Chinese religions. There are dso over 1
million non-citizens; mostly migrant workers (from Indonesia, Bangladesh and the
Philippines) in Maaysa today. While the Bumiputeras comprise 66.1% of the
Malaysian population, the non-Bwniputeras are a sgnificant minority.forming 33.9%
of the Maaysan population. Appéndix A provides recent statistical information on
the population size, employment by occupation and ethnic group and ownership of
share capitd in Maaysa.

Malaysians have also over the past decade become more urbanised. However,
as dated ealier, different states in Maaysa have different percentages of urbanised
population. The proportion of the population living in urban areas continued to
increase from 55.1 percent in 1995 to 61.8 percent in 2000, growing a an average
annud rate of 4.8 percent.

Maaysa is seen globaly as a developing multiethnic and multicultural
Southeast Asian nation. Malaysiais aso seen as one of the modern Idamic nations
that draws upon discourses of modernity such as capitalism and Consumerism‘as wdll
as |damic and Asian principles in the management and government of the various

state machineries.
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2.3 Postcolonial Malaysia (after 1957)
Independence in 1957 brought with it nati oﬁdistic fedings and intense identifications
(Santhiram, 1999). The magority/minority dichotomy took on an indigenous/non-
indigenous grouping as well. The Malays and the other native groups came under a
common generic term of Bumiputera - literally meaning "sons of éoil"; and the non-
Malay, imrﬁigrant groups of Chinese and Indians became known as the non<
Bumiputeras, This indigenous/non-indi genous divison in the Malaysian context also
reflected the maority/minority grouping in terms of sheer numbers.

Theracid riots on May 13" 1969 are a significant event in the ethnic politics
of Maayda It is now accepted that this incident was a watershed and an antecedent
to Maaysia's present-day political and culturd manifestations (Andaya & Andaya,
2001; Mohamad & Wong, 2001; Muzaffar, 1993). The riots were due to the outcome
of the 1969 Federal elections, wherein the party in Government, the Alliance party
faled to capture the 2/3 mgority which had previously enabled it to obtain
congtitutional amendments with ease (Andayal& Andaya, 2001). Theriotswere aso
due to dissatisfaction and frudration between the Malays and noh—MaIays The
Malays in spite of their specia rights had not really achieved any significant progress
in the economy even dafter 10 years of independence (Marigppan, 1996). From the
mid 1950s to the late 1960s under the Alliance coalition government's laissez-faire
regime, the Maay-Chinese income disbarity increased (Andaya & Andaya, 2001,
Heng, 1996). Free market and open competition in the economic spheres of M‘al aysia,
without interference from the government alowed for the expanson and

divergfication of Chinese econemic activities (Heng, 1996). For the non-Maays, the
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institutionalisation of the Malays' specid rights in the Maaysian congtitution in 1957
was a political blow (Marigppan, 1996). The ethnic disturbances of May 1969 forced
the Government to reassess the entire q-ueﬂi on of economic growth in relation to the
now vocal Malay demand for a greater share in the country's wedth (Andaya &
Andaya, 2001).

The New Economic Policy, NEP (1970—1990) following the 1969 racia riots
was implementéd to diminate poveﬁy and the identification of economic function
with particular ethnic groups (Andaya & Andaya, 2001; Loo, 2000; Mandal, 2000). In
particular, ownership of equity capital by Bumiputeras, non-Bumiputeras and
foreigners would conform to a ratio of 30:40:30. Maays were given particular
atention, for they were largely rel egéted to the rura economy and relatively poor as a
whole. During the British colonia period, the Maays were mainly involved in the
low-income subsistence agricultural sector (Andaya & Andaya, 2001). The NEP, a
state affirmative action is an overal policy of socio-economy and politics.  Its
implementation has resulted in greater state intervention in exercising a favourable
increase in the intake, or quotas, for Maays in governmenta employment, in
educationa training programmes and in the private sectors of the economy (Andaya
& Andaya, 2001; Jashir & Mukerjhee, 1993; Lee, 1997; Loo, 2000; Marigppan,
1996). Many critics of this pélicy, rightly or wrongly, see it as correcting the
imbalance between the Mdays and other ethnic groups rather than uplifting al

indigenous groups (Wong, 2001b).

The sate also launched the Nationa Culture Policy in 1971 and the

congtitution of a nationa culture was proposed in which the Maay language and
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traditions would form thé core around which, the languages and traditions of other
ethnic groups would beincorpbrated (Mandal, 2000).

The NEP as the embodiment of M aay économic nationalism touched virtually
al aspects of Malaysian life (Heng, 1996). Ethnic politics in Malaysia was further
heightened with the NEP. Mohamad and Wong (2001) state,

As s00n as the New Economic Policy (NEP) was enacted identity politics
readlily took its course acting as boundary closure to mark off the Bumiputera
(indigenous) from the non-Bumiputera or largely the Mday from the non-
Maay, as the new, Islamized Mday became more assertive, forceful and
found strength in agloba movement (Mohamad & Wong, 2001 p.29-30).

There were also congtitutional amendments in 1971, which limited the
parameters of political debates (Heng, 1996). Articles of legislation were used to
curb civil liberties: the Internal Security Act (ISA), Officid Seérets Act (OSA),
Printing and Presses Act (PPA) and the Sedition Act (SA). An important _tool in
implementing Malay economic and cultural policies is the Sedition Act. This Act
prohibits public or even parliamentary questioning on constitutional matters that are
regarded as "sensitive issues'. These issues include the sovereignty of the Malay
rulers as they symbolically represent the Malays' exclusive historical link with the
country. Others are the Malays' special privilege, status of Malay as the official and
national language, the status of Islam as the official religion and the citizenship rights
of non-Malays. The government may also pfohibit any other controversial issue if it
IS perceived to directly or indirectly challenge political stability.

Many of the NEP's achievements can be attributed to education (Daud, 1999).
Thousands of Malays received scholarships to study overseas, while at home 64% of
the slots in public universities were reserved for Malays (Sity, 1999). The affirmative

action scheme in education hastened the process of increasing the number of Malay
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doctors, lawyers and engineers and gradually wiped out stereotypes about Maays
being mainly farmers and civil sérvants During the NEP period, al ethnic groups
experienced an overdl rise in incomé which resulted in Malaysia's growing middie
class. The period of the NEP-NDP has improved the lot of many Malays as well as
many lower- and middle-class Chinese and Indians (Andaya & Andaya, 2001)

Despite this affirmative action, the am of a 30% share of the corporate sector
for the Bumi pﬁteras by 1990 was far from achieved. Toward the close of NEP, Malay
equity ownership had risen from 176 in 1969 to 20.3% in 1990 (Sity, 1999). In
1999 it was 19.1% while Chinese equity ownership rose from 22.7% in 1970 to
37.9% in 1999 (Maaysia, 2001). That of the Indians remains at, 15 percent. The
Government decided to launch ‘the National Development Policy (NDP) in 1991
which dlowed for a limited liberdization of the economy. The New Economic
Policy (NEP) was enacted in 1970, the New Deveopment Policy (NDP) in 1990 and
the New Vision Policy (NVP) in 2001. These are policy plans to frame priorities for
the country. While they may vary in macroeconomic and fiscal emphases, they have
departed only superficidly from ensuring that affirmative action policies for the
Bumiputera remain untouched (Mohamad & Wong, 2001).

Mohamad and Wong (2001) emphasise the effects of these policies on the
ethnic politics in Maaysia,

Malaysias long-standing political culture of fear, has, as its henchmen, the
ISA, OSA, PPA and the SA. It dso has a persstent cultura politics of
racia-based patronage, aided by its other henchmen - the NEP, NDP, NVP
and the BN. Between the two sets of abbreviations the country, it seems,
may be doomed to a state of unchanging paraysis, or is it? (Mohamad &
Wong, 2001 p.39).
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The above events have helped shape contemporary postcolonial Malaysia
where the politics of ethnic identification is evident and features prominently in
everyday social interactjons. There is an institutionalization of Malay political
dominance through the implementation of ethnic preferential cultural, language,
educational” and economic policies in favour of the Malays. However, the non-
Malays or noh-Bumi putera category constitutes a significant minority in being 34%
of the Malaysian population. Thus political decisions and public policies are made on

the basis of power relations between Malays and non-Malays (Mariappan, 1996).

2.4 Contemporary Malaysia - politics of ethnic identification

Modern ethnic relations in Malaysii are a by-product of British coionialism (Andaya
& Andaya, 2001; Daud, 1999; Maheswari & Sar.thiram, 2000; Mariappan, 1996).
The colonial situation led on to the economic, social and educational imbalance
amongst the ethnic groups in Malaysia. This will be discussed in detail in subsequent
sections in this chapter. In postcolonial Malaysia, the distribution of economic and
political power continues to run along ethnic lines (Lee, 1997). The indigenous
Malay community holds the political power while the Chinese and foreign
communities hold the economic power. Saravanamuttu (2001), in commenting on the
ethnic and class divisions within postcollonial Malaysia, states

While the plurd society remains the most important leitmotif of socid and
politica life; one should not forget that Malaysias immediate postcolonid
society exhibited class divisions, which by and large coincided with ethnic
divisons (Saravanamuittu 2001, p.99-100).

The independence struggle and the 1969 Riots led to the various governmental

policies (like the NEP) that favour the ethnic majority as a way of correcting this
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imbalance. These events have brought about the politics of ethnic identification in
contemporary Malaysia. These ethnic politics are further complicated by the recent
events of the 1990s; the economic crisis of 1997; the Anwar Ibrahim arrest in
September 1998; the Internal Security Act detention of the various opposition |eaders,
the crisis within the ruling component parties as well as the opposition parties.
Mohamad and Wong (2001) assert that,

In Maaysa it is being invoked in the 21% century to clamp down on
dissension, difference, disagreement and diversity, values the new millenium
should supposedly celebrate (Mohamad & Wong, 2001 p.38).

The various ethnic groups in Maaysia work, study and socialise together
within the various facets of Malaysian life. However, there is a constant subtle
tension as Maaysians grapple with the politics of ethnic identification when public
discourses on being Malaysian intertwine with the daily experiences of being
Malaysian.

The Malays, the dominant ethnic group, politically, form the main labour
force in government administration, the armed forces and at the ministerial levels.
The Chinese, a significant minority, monopolise the private or corporate sector
having had the historical experience of capital accumulation. The Indians are
basically lagging behind economically, educationally and socially in comparison to
the Malays and Chinese. There is the public or governmental space for the
Mal & ys/Bumiputeras and there is the corporate/private sector for the largest group of
non-Malays, namely the Chinese. Through the politics of ethnic identification in

Malaysia, a symbiotic relationship exists between these two mgor ethnic groups.




In this next section, I.briefly outline each of the magjor ethnic groups, namely
Malays, Chinese, Indians and Others before conceptualising the notion of Malaysian
within a framework of identity and.difference.

2.4.1 A note on theMalaysin Malaysia

The first formal colonial definition of a Malay was made in the Malay Reservations
Act of 1913, classifying as a Malay "any person belonging to the Malayan race" who
habitually spoke Malay or "any other Malayan language: and who professed Islam”
(Andaya & Andaya, 2001 p. 183). Malay ethnicity and the Malays' entitlement to
special rights as Bumiputeras are constitutionally defined in Malaysiaa. The
importance attached to the "specia rights" of the Malays is such that the term Malay
is a clearly defined constitutiohal term. According to Article 160 (2) of the Federal

constitution (Loo, 2000; Mutalib, 1990; Syed, 1981), aMalay

means a person who professes the religion of Idam, habitually spesks the

Malay language, conforms to Malay custom and -

(& was before Merdeka born in the Federation or in Singapore or born of
parents one of whom was born in the Federation or in Singapore, or is
onthat day domiciled in the Federation or in Singapore, or

(b) isthe issue of such a person.
The Malaysian Federal constitution states that if either parent is Malay, then the child
IS classifi.ed as Malay and, thus a Bumiputera which ensures certain educational,
economic and political privileges.. The constitution has as one of the main criteriain
the definition of Malay that he or she must be Muslim. In Malaysia, a non-Malay has
to convert to Ilam when he/she marries a Maay. The term Bumiputera or "sons of
the soil" was created during the inter-ethnic bargaining at the time of independence.
When the British granted independence to West Malaysia (then called the Federation

of Malaysia) in 1957, "specia rights' were given to native Malays to benefit from
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preferentiadl economic and educationa policies (Daud, 1999; Lee, 1997; Loo, 2000;
Syed, 1981). When the states of Sabah and Serawak in Borneo joined Malaya to
form the Federation of Malaysa, the East Maaysian natives were aso given "specia
rights. The inclusion of large numbers of indigenous groups from the East Mdaysa
states of Sabah and Sarawak resulted in the revision of the old ethnic categories.

The Bornean peoples had been classified with the Malays of the Peninsula for
political purposes. This group remained an anomaly since most were clearly not
Maay in language, religion or culture. To overcome this difficulty, the term
Bumiputem, was created to refer to the Peninsular Orang Adli, the indigenous peoples
of Sabah and Sarawak, and Malays Certain non-natives who-inhabited Mdaysa
before the British colonia period for example the Thais and Portugese were dso
granted Bumipuiera satus. In practical administrative calculations regarding
employment, education and economic quotas, the Bumiputera category virtually
replaced that of Malay. Yet distinctions within the Bumiputera category persist. In
Peninsula, Maay Bumiputera are clearly favoured over Orang Adli Bumiputera
(Andaya & Andaya, 2001).

This very political definition of Malays, their language and rdligion in the
Condtitution has further reinforced the importance of the cultura-religious definition
of ethnicity used to differentiate between Maays and non-Maays (Mariappan, 1996).
Snce the Mdays are constifutionally defined, the Chinese and Indians have
automaticaly formed the other politica category as "non-Maays'. The division
which is again synonymous with Bumiputeralnon-Bumiputera divis on, runs pardled

to Mudim/non-Mudim divisons. For the Maays and non-Maays, al these
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overlapping identities are politically important in their relations and demands in
competition with each other (Mariappan, 1996).
Means (1991) states that

For Malays...the categories Maay, Bumiputera, and Mudim are not quite
contiguous but do overlap to a very large extent...which of these three

- categories is stressed for politicd mobilization is a matter of shifting
drategies and aliances...each category is energised by a different set of
emotive symbols of identity as well as by different issues of public policy
that highlight and make sdlient that constituency.. .thus there is a continuous
interplay between the themes of ethnicity and culture and indigenousness,
and of religion in the discourse of politics (Means, 1991 p. 123).

This is also carried into every facet of daily living in Malaysia - from politics to
economics to education.

Islam is very influential in the Malay way of life, but adat has a parallel
influence (Omar, 1996). Adat existed in Malay society long before Islam was
embraced by the Malays and is crucial to Malay identity. Adat in its commonly
understood usage means custom, tradition and the accepted ways of doing things by
the Malays. It is the basis for appropriate behaviour that all Maays should follow.
The Malay identity is thus an intersection between the state’'s dominant discourse
invoking the Bumiputera/non-Bumiputera political and ethnic dichotomy, discourses
on Islam and Malay adat and discourses of modernity (capitalism and consumer
culture).

2.4.2 A note on the Chinesein Malaysia

Immigrants from China during the colonial period were mainly from peasant and
coolie backgrounds (Heng, 1996). They had a cultural identity i_nherited from a 3,000
year old civilization underpinned by Confucian values and precepts (Heng, 1996).

From the early days of mass immigration in the middle of the 19" century until World




War Il, Chinese in Malaya were given considerable independence by the British in
running their internal affairs (Heng, .1996). They developed strong habits of
autonomous political, economic and cultural behaviour. Chinese social organisations
in Malaysia were based on those in China. The three principal institutions that were
transplanted to Malaya from China were the lineage group (clan) association, the
vquntary association based on affiliations of common locality, common dialect

and/or common craft and the secret soci ety (Heng, 1996).

During the colonial period, Chinese business activities were centered around
mainly the production of tin, rubber, in haulage and transportation, light
manufacturing, rice milling and food processing, and in the distributive and services
trades (Heng, 1996). During the colonial period, the Chinese economic role was
much bigger than that of Malays who were mainly subsistence rice farmers and

rubber smallholders, and Indians who were mainly rubber plantation workers (Heng,

1996).
In contemporary Malaysia, the Chinese have maintained a significant
economic role and power. Phang (2000) states,

The economic role of the Chinese in Maaysia has been a substantial one.
Although Chinese form only 1/3 of the total population of Malaysia, they have
contributed beyond that proportion, both in employment and investment. The
Chinese in Mdaysa have been at the forefront of the country's economic
frontiers moving with the times to exploit opportunities for moving into more
profitable lines of business (Phang, 2000 p. 120).

The Chinese in Malaysia are internally differentiated along lines of dialect groups,
educational backgrounds (Chinese, English or Malay educated), acculturations and
religion (Tan, 2000). There isreally no one Chinese culture. Unlike the Malays who

are al Muslims, Chinese are socio-culturally more heterogeneous. Tan (2000) states
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that while Chinese cultufe in Mlalaysia has different models due to socio-cultura
adaptation, yet Maaysian Chinese, dueto cultura continuity share acommon cultural
past in China and are united by a set of common Chinese traditions. He adds that
from the perspectives of ethnic identity and nationd identity Maaysian Chinese are
both Chinese and Maaysians. Being Chinese cannot be objectively defined merely in
terms of certain static cultura features. Heng (1996) states there are four dimensions
that characterise Chinese identity in contemporary Mdaysa. These are Confucian
values and other dements of the Chinese culturd heritage, language, diet and
adaptation to Malay dominancy. This adaptation is political and strategic to Malay
dominancy ip the government and political spheres. He gives some examples of the
Confucian values such as filid piety, ancestor worship, sef-cultivation based on

education and ethnic conduct.

Thus, the Maaysian-Chinese identity is one that intersects with Confucian
values, Chinese traditions and culture and the Malay governmenta and political
dominancy in Mdaysiaas wel as with modernity.

2.4.3 A noteon thelndiansin Malaysia

The Indians in Malaysia who congtitute 7.4 percent of the Maaysian population form
the third largest ethnic group in the country (Madaysia, 2001). The term Indian
whilst denoting ancestry from the Indian subcontinent does not imply any
homogeneity of ethnicity (Santhiram, 1999). The Indian community in Maaysiais,
by and large, a potpourri of linguistic sub-groups. For various reasons, principally the
colonid labour policy, the South Indian Tamils constitute about 85 percent of the

total Indian population in Malaysa. The Mdayaees and the Telugus form the next
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largest groups while the rémai nder of the Indian community is accounted for by the
Punjabis, Bengalis, Gujuratis and the Sindhis.

Muzaffar (1993) attribufes the current political and economic status of Indians
in Malaysia to the effects of British colonialism in stating that,

Right from the outset, with the method of recruiting labour from South India

- for British sugar and coffee and later rubber plantations, the Indian was

. degtined to remain poor and exploited. « .under the indenture system of labour

recruitment, not only were wages miserably low and working conditions

harsh and brutal, the plantation labourer aso remained chained to his place of

work through an intricate network of financid relationships (Muzaffar, 1993
p.212).

Due to the conditions in the plantations during the colonial times, it was difficult for
the larger segment of the Indian community to move into the middle class. Muzaffar
(1993) aso contrasts the Chinese community to the Indians during the colonial times
in terms of economic and political power in stating,

Also immigrant, the Chinese were, however, mainly free labourers. Though
they too experienced a greet ded of poverty and suffering, they moved in and
out of various sectors of the economy. This gave them a great amount of
mobility between the different sectors of the economy. As a result they could
take advantage of the vacuum that existed in the retail and to some extent the
wholesdle trade. After a generation or two, some of them were wel
entrenched in the middle and upper strata of colonia society (Muzaffar, 1993
p.213).

b g

The Indians like the Chinese in present day Malaysia are also differentiated

along lines of dialect groups, educational backgrounds and religion. However, the
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majority of the Indians in Malaysia are Tamils and most of the Tamils are Hindus. 3
Within the Indian collective in Malaysia, there exists a dominant cultural and

religious discourse of Tamilness and Hinduism. In a 2000 report by the Socia

Strategic Foundation in Malaysia on the socia status of the Indian community in
Malaysia, it is stated the academic achievement of Indian students in the schools and

universities is not satisfactory. The intake of Indian students into professional 3
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courses in the public universities is very low. The failure rates among Indian school
students are high and Indians currently comprise only about 4% of university
students. During my lectureship at the Science University of Malaysia, | recall
comments by Indian academics that the Indian quota in public Malaysian universities
IS never filled, as there is alack of suitably qualified Indian students.

The picture that emerges from the minimal literature on Malaysian Indians
(Oorjitham, 1997; Santhiram, 1999, Sandhu & Mani, 1993) and my own lived
experiences as a Malaysian-Indian~Tamil is one of a community that is lagging
behind economically, socialy and educationally in comparison to the Malays and
Chinese.

2.4.4 A note on Othersin Malaysia

There has not been much conceptualization of the category of Malaysians called
"Others", which forms 1.2% of the Maiaysian population. Those who are not
classified as Bumiputera, Chinese or Indians fal into this category. They include
Eurasians who are descendents from Dutch, British or German parentage. Andaya
and Andaya (2001) state that no rea thought was given to the group the British
defined as the "Others". They write:

No red thought was given to the marginalised category of "Others', which
included groups like the anak awak of Penang, the children of Samese or
Burmese fathers and Chinese or Baba mothers. British sugpicion of the "haf-
breed" was evident in their atitude to the Eurasians. Usudly of mixed
Portugese or Dutch descent, they were relegated to secondary
positions...another group which did not fit easily into British categories were
the Jawi-Peranakan, individuds of Maay-Indian or Mday-Arab descent
(Andaya& Andaya, 2001 p. 183). '
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2.5 The poalitics of difference ih M aléysia
There is a strong sense of ethnic collectivity in Malaysié, This is manifested in the
ethnic categorisations of Malaysian in all official political, socia and educational
documents .and policies. There is an official and political discourse on the identity of
a Malaysian which runs along lines of ethnicity and religion. One'srole as a Malay,
Chinese, Indian or Others often takes precedence over common (Malaysian)
citizenship (Nagata & Sdaff, 1996). Ethnic labeling also determines many socia
and political rights, from access to certain educational and occupational opportunities
to more diffuse cultural and religious privileges (Andaya & Andaya, 2001; Nagata &
Sdaff, 1996; Wong, 2001).

Since the Malays are constitutionally defined and there is no political
definition for the other ethnic‘ categories, the Chinese, Indians and Others are
represented in relation to the Malays as the other political category of non-Malays.
This dichotomy of Malay/non-Malays is synonymous with the Bumiputera/non-
Bumiputera division as 80% of the Bumiputera category are Malays. These divisions
aso run paralel with the Muslim/non-Muslims dichotomy as most of the
Bumiputeras are Muslims and all Malays are Muslims. As Mariappan (1996) states,

For the Mdays and non-Mdlays, dl these overlapping identities are palitically
important in their relations and demands againgt each other (Marigppan, 1996
p.24).

The categories Malay, Muslims and Bumiputera are inextricably intertwined. Yuval-
Davis (1994, 1997) states that,

Ethnicity relates to the politics of the collectivity boundaries, dividing the
world into "us" and "them" around, usudly myths of common origins
and/or destiny and engaging in condtant processes of sruggle and
negotiations. These are amed, from gspecific pogtionings within the
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collectivities, a promoting the-collectivity or perpetuaing its advantages
viaaccessto sate and aivil society powers (Yuvd-Davis 19 p. 182).

Coallective here refers to a group where there are ct -jnonalities of experience around
a specific axis of differentiation - say class, ethnicity, caste or rdigion - and fheﬁe
commonalities are invested with particular meaning (Brah, 1996). Collectivities are
socid lconstructs whose boundaries, structures and norms are the result of constant
Processes 'of struggles and negotiations or more general socia development (Yuval-
Davis, 1994).

In the Maaysan context, the "us" and "them" divide runs aong the ethnic
divide of Bumi pUteras/non-Bumi puteras which is synonymous with Maays/non-
Malays and Mudimsnon-Mudims. The congtitutionally provided and indigenous
status of Bumiputera, which isin part the result of the unequa social and economic
powers between the ethnic groups during the British colonisation, is used as one of
the mgor political tools to ensure the ethnic group of Maays remains the dominant
political and ethnic group in Madaysa. Idam is aso used as a mechanism to ensure
the dominancy of the Malay in the officia socid spheres. The Malay language is the
national language. Yuva-Davis (1997) dates that ethnic projects mobilise al
available relevant resources for their promotion.  She further adds that some of these
resources are political, some are economic and some are related to customs, language,
religion and other cultura atifa:té and memories. This is aso seen through the
various state policies as described earlier on in this chapter such as the New Vision
Policy (which is an extenson of the New Economic Policy). The Maday ethnic
collective-has numerica and political strength in addition to the épeciai privileges

within the economic and educationd spheres in Malaysas Malay and Mudim
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discourses in ways of being, dqi ng and knowing are thus evident in the economic,
social and educational contexts within the Governmental realm.

However, the political category of non-Bumiputera/non-Mal & ys/nov: Muslims
should not be discounted. These collectivities do not exist in isolation. There are
constant processes of political negotiations and contestations between and within
these political categories of Bumiputera and non-Bumiputera. As Yeatman (1993)
states,

Politics is a contestatory relationship between those who name themselves as
excluded by established policy and those who are positioned as the guardians
of established policy. The identity of the former does not precede politics but
isinterpellated within the space of this contestation (Y eatman, 1993 p.xxiii).

Yuval-Davis (1994, 1997) adds that ethnicity is primarily a political process
which constructs the coliectivity and 'its interest' not only as a result of the general
positioning of the collectivity in relation to others in the society but also as a result of
the specific relationships of those engaged in ‘ethnic politics' with others within that
collectivity.  Both the Bumiputeras and the non-Bumiputeras are constantly
negotiating with these political labels especially when it comes to educational,
economic and social spheres as these are the political resources used to ensure the
dominancy of the ethnic maority, the Malays. | argue that while political
negotiations are constantly underway between the Bumiputeras and the non-
Bumiputeras, they are more specifically between the Malays and Chinese. The
Chinese who hold a significant portion of the ‘economic pie' are seen as a greater
threat to the Malay dominancy than the Indian and Others ethnic collectives who do

not hold much economic or political power. As stated earlier, there is a symbiotic
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reIationship between the Malays and Chinese so as to ensure that each group
maintains its own kind of domi nancy.

‘Theidentity of aMaaysian or more appropriately Maay, Chinese, Indian and
Othersis linked to these officid dichotomisations and categories, daily living, as well
as present and historical social and political events. How then does one concéptualise
the identit_y of aMadaysan in the midst of these intraethnic and interethnib dynamics
within the ethnic politics in contemporary Maaysa?

Yuvd-Davies (1997) argues that culturd models are the ways in which
individuals experience themsalves, their collectivities and the world. At any given
time, a collectivity would have specific dominant processes of socia interaction,
Institutions and traditions. An individua having lived and immersed onesdlf within a
particular collectivity would have assumed some of the signifying bractices, and this
would result in a certain degree of sameness among members of that collectivity. In
other words, bommonalities of experience (Brah, 1996) within the ethnic collectivities
would result in some form of homogeneity in the_ sdf-identifications of members of
an ethnic group. As such there are the collective identities of Maayness, Chineseness
and Indianess. There is aso the political labeling of Bumiputeras and the non-
Bumiputeras that is activated and mobilised in officdd socia, educationd and
economic contexts as a means of achieving political objectives. Ways of being and
knowing in contemporary Mdays'alare pdlitical and drategic. There are constant
negotiations and contestations between these various categories, the politica
categories of Bumiputeras/ncm-Bumiputeras and the ethnic collectivites of Malays,

Chinese,l Indians and Others. And rdigion is adso a very important facet of this
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contestation. The daily living experiences of the individual are also an im:portant facet
- of these contestations and negotiatiqns. These ethnic and political labellings and
daily living experiences are intermeshed with each other. The articulation of these
collective experiences and personal experiences results in multiple, shifting and
contradictory ways of being Malays, lChinese, Indians and Others in contemporary
Malaysia.

Past and present political events and interactions with the various social
institutions aso contribute to heterogeneity befween and within the ethnic groups.
Wong (2001b) captures this in her statement that:

Besides inter-ethnic, inter-class, inter-gender and inter-religious dynamics

which interrogate a unitary nation, intra-ethnic differences complicate further

Maaysan politicad and civil society in the decades after 1969 and the
implementation of the New Economic Policy (Wong, 2001b p. 76).

Degrees of motivation and desire in the context of ethnic politics come into
play resulting in the uniqueness of t.he selfhood of members within each Malaysian
ethnic collectivity. In the Malaysian cbntext, the development and practice of new
discourses on identity involves grappling with both subjective and social/structural
consirai nts and possibilities.

The politics of ethnic identification in Malaysia is entwined with the politics
of différence. As discussed in the introduction to this chapter, difference here is not
just attributed to diversity but to differences that are embedded within webs of power
as argued by Mohanty (1994). The state-imposed ethnic labeling of Malay, Chinese,
Indian, Others .and the political categories of Bumiputera/non-Bumiputera are the
official discourses of ethnicity in Malaysiét As argued in this chapter, this state and

political labeling carries with it different forms of political, economic, social and
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educationd power. There are specid privileges through the affirmative action policy
for the Bumiputera and Malay collectivities. There is the symbiotic relationship
between the ethnic collective of Maays and Chinese within the economic and

political spheres. Thus, thereis a power'imbalance and inequality along these socid

dimensions between these ethnic collectives and political categories. Furthermore,
there are differences within these state and political categories as Maaysians carry

with them these ethnic and political labds in every facet of daily living, and ways of

being and knowing articulate with each Ot.her in specific socia contexts and socid
institutions.
The schooling system, like any socid ingtitution, does not exist in isolation.
Schooling and education systems are implicated within the wider societa politics

(Connell, 1993; Giroux, 1983, 1997; Luke & Gore, 1992; McLaren, 1998; McRobbie,

2000; Tsolidis, 2001). In the Maaysian context, the politics of ethnic identification

impinges upon the schooling and education system. However, there are processes of
contestation when the students and teachers within a particular schooling site
negotiate the discourses of the politics of ethnic identification, discourses of

schooling within that Ste and other discourses in congtructing their sdf-
identifications.

| now locate the politics of ethnic identification within one of the important

socid ingtitutions in Maaysa, the schooling and education system. This study is
located within the schooling site. The research dite is an urban girls' school and
research participants, 16 year old Maléysian schoolgirls. As ethnicity is a defining

feature in ways of being and knowing in Maaysa (Lee, 2000; Marigppan, 1996;
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Savaranamuttu, 2001; Wong, 2001), the ethnic composition of students and teachers
wilthin a particular site will result in a unique school ethos, which is linked to the
politics of ethnic identification. Tﬁe schoolgirls in this school, other than negotiating
the discourses of the school ethos and the discourse of politics of ethnic identification,
also negotiate other discourses in constructing ways of being and knowing as Malay,
Chinese and Indian schoolgirls. One of the reseafch ams is to bring to light the
discourses these girls negotiate in constructing their saf-identifications within this
particular schooling site. |

As'the r@earcher, | have been a secondary school teacher and | am a
university lecturer in an education faculty. As a Madaysan~Indian~Chrigtian femde
educator, | too am implicated in this politics of ethnic identification. This will be
addressed in the section in Chapter Four, where | interrogate my positionings in
relation to the research participants and the wider Malaysian society.

In the next section, | discuss the discourses of the Maaysian education and

schooling system. | aso link this to the politics of ethnic identification.

2.6 The Malaysan education and schooling system

The Maaydan education sysem as an important socid ingtitution is deeply
embedded within the politics of ethnic identification. Education in Maaysia became
highly politicised with the implementation of the National Economic Policy (NEP) in
1970 and ill remains so. Initidly, after independence in 1957 and the ethnic riots in
1969, educationa policies were put Ii nto place within the education system to correct

the socid and ethnic imbalance that resulted from the British colonia rule. The
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British colonia state's segregation policy in colonial Malaysia not only resulted in a
system that had four parallel streams,.namely English, Malay, Chinese and Tamil but
also created an English-educated elite group which had been socialised into more
Westernised ways, separating them from the masses (L ee, 1997).

However, after 45 years of independence, 33 years since the 1969 ethnic riots
and the. implementation of the National Economic Policy in 1970, the education
system is used more as a political tool rather than a means of correcting social
inequality‘ and promoting social unity am.o'ng the Malaysian populace. Education is
used to ensuré that the Malay ethnic group remains in power. A number of Malaysian
educationists have written on the discrepancy between the stated objectives of
educational policy and the planned strategies that are outlined for the achievement of
these objectives (Lee, 1997, Loo, 2000; Santhirwn. 1997; Selvaratnam, 1988; Singh
& Mukherjee, 1993).. Singh and Mukherjee (1993) in commenti ng.on the education

and national integration in Malaysia state,

The education syssem which is portrayed as a unifying force is in its
implementation often seen to be divisve. To the non-Bumiputerasit appears
as preaching one set of beliefs. but through its practica strategies lending
credence to quite the opposite. Its overriding philosophy of nationa unity
comes into conflict with its other cherished objectives, in particular the
advancement of the socio-economic pogtion of the Maays (Sngh &
Mukherjee, 1993 p.98).

The education system aims to give education to the masses as is noted in the
National Philosophy of Education of Malaysia that was formally documented in 1988.
According to this State and public discourse on education in Malaysia,

Education in Maaysa is an ongoing effort towards further developing the
potentia of individuas in a holistic and integrated manner so as to produce
individuals who are intelectualy, spiritualy, emotionaly and physicaly
balanced and harmonious, based on a firm belief and devotion to God. Suich
an dfort is designed to produce Maaysian citizens who are knowledgeable
and competent, who possess high mora standards, and who are responsible
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and capable of achieving ahigh levd of persond wdl-being aswdl asbeng

able to contribute to the betterment of the family, the society and the nation at

large (Minidry of Education, 1997 p.2).
This officid and public discourse reflects an education system that is unbiased. This
Is aso seen in sgnificant chahges in the 1990s within the Maaysan education
system. A new orientation was given to the school curriculum to realise the spirit and

god of the Nationa Education Philosophy and the workpower needs for the country

(Maheswari & Santhiram, 2000). The New Primary School Curriculum and the

Integrated Secondary School Curriculum came into effect from this. Currently these

curricular are under review by the Ministry of Education together with educationists
from the various educationd ingtitutions in Malaysia. These new curricular were also
in line with globd trends in the 1980s and 1990s on "back to the basics', "child-
centered curriculum”, and the philosophy of developing an "al-rounded individual"
(Lee, 2000). Under these curriculum reform efforts, students were supposed to have
awider pool of subjects to choose from so as to give them more flexibility and alow
them to learn according to their abilities. The strict division between the Arts and
Science streams was abolished. In theory, students can no longer be clearly identified
as Science or Arts students. However, in practice many schools continue to restrict
subject choices and force students to adhere to traditiona Science and Arts
combination subjects (Loo, 2000). There was dso a shift away from early
gpecidization to a more broad-based type of education (Lee, 2000). However,
overarching these public discourses on education is the politics of ethnic
identification. As stated earlier, education is used as a political means to maintain

the Maay dominancy within the country.




The Maaysian State has tight control on the national education system in
terms of a national school curriculum, a national examination syStem, finance and
adminigration (Lee, 1997). The mgority of Malaysian schools are national or public
schools that follow a common curriculum and a common st of public exams. (A
detailed description of the schoolihg system in Malaysiais provided ii Appendix B.)
The educationa system is highly centralised where dmost al of the mgor decisions
and policy-making take place at the Ministry of Education in the capital city (Lee,
2001). Thereis a Maléy bias of bureéucracy within the Education Ministry (Lee,
1997) asin dl othér Government sectors due to the NEP policies. Thereisvery little
opportunity for public input regarding the education system.  Furthermore
government decisions are influenced by the push and pull of demands from different
ethnic blocs, voting b.I ocs and various interest groups (Lee, 1997). All dtate actions
necessarily benefit some socid interests and disadvantage others.

Due to the NEP policies, the State made two important changes in the
education system (Lee, 1997). Starting from 1971, dl English-medium schools were
phased out and Malay became the sole medium of instruction in al secondary schools
within the national system and in dl public institutions of higher learning. The
Chinese and Tamil primary schools were left intact. The State advocated for a
common language that was needed to unite its people and to promote its nationa
identity. It was only in the secondary, post-secondary and tertiary levels of education
that the Maay medium of ingtruction was to take place. At present, Government
leaders have been stressing that the command of English is necessary for economic

advancement. The second mgor change was the implementation of an ethnic guotain
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~admisson of sudents into tertiary education institutions. The Government aso

introduced various affirmativé action policies to reduce inter-ethnic differences in
educationa attainment such as 'giving scholarships to Bumiputera students and
establishing specid secondary schools and programmes to prepare Bumiputera
students for the professond 2nd technica fidds. There are residentiad science
schools and junior scieﬁce colleges that have better physica facilities and smaller
student-teacher rat.ti.o IN comparison to the regular schools. These schoals provide the
supp.ly 4f suitable Bumiputera candidates in the Science and Technology based
courses in the IMaIaysian and 6verseas universities. The Ministry of Education and
universities have matriculation or pre-university foundation courses for Bumiputera
students. These programs provide Bumiputera students with an additiona entry route

to science and technology based faculties in Madaysan universities. The Madaysan .

.Government used and still adopts these educationa policies to control access to

higher education because education at the tertiary level is perceived as a means to
socia mohbility (Lee, 1997). This preferentid treatment of Bumiputeras within the
education system has made competition among the non-Bumiputeras, especialy from
the Chinese, very keen.

Idam is dso used within the Mdaysan education system to maintain the
dominancy of the Maay ethnic group. The manifestation of the Idamic influence can
be seen in various settings, for example the establishment of Idamic religious schools
and an Idamic universty. There were 51 religious schools in 1999. These schools
are single-sex schools and teach mainly religious knowledge using A_rabic language.

The Internationa Idamic University was set up in 1983 in line with the global Idamic




revivaism.  In the secondary schools, the subject Idamic Studies is compulsory for
al Mudim students. The non-Mudim stude;wts do the subject, Mord Education.
Darwin's evolutionary theory is not taught in schools as it is considered contradi ctofy
to the Isamic belief in Allah as the creator of the Universe (Lee, 2001). A study on
the textbooks used in Maaysian secondary schools shows that. the Mday language
and History subjects tend to overplay the role of Malay, Malay culture and traditions,
instead of being senditive to the nationa needs of uﬁity and integration (Santhiram,
1997).

The Maaysan government aso takes ihto account the educationa needs of
the other ethnic groups but as stated earlier it is political, dways ensuring that its
dominancy within the state's machineries and politics is never threatened. Recently,
the Government alowed the establishment of the Universiti of Tunku Abdul Rahman
that is managed and funded by the Chinese pblitical party. In 1995, there were 1,287
Chinese pri mary schools and 60 Independent Chinese secondary schools (Tan,
2000a). These Chinese schools are managed and funded by the Chinese business
community. There are also Tamil schools, mainly located in the rubber and palm ail
estates but the conditions of these schools are deplorable and many lack basic
necessities such as libraries, tables and chairs (Jalleh, 2000). Chinese schools in
Malaysa have been making much headway in education but Tamil schools have I.ost
their way (Jalleh, 2000).

These various educationa policies and cdntradictory practices have increased
ethnic tenson and racia polarization among the various ethnic groups instead of

promoting socia cohesiveness (Lee, 1997). The issue of access to higher education
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 was aways and is still a point of contention (Lee, 1997). Because of the racial quota
system and the limited number of places in public tertiary education ingtitutions,
many non-Bumiputera students who are just as qualified are denied places|ocally and
are forced to go oversess a a very high cost or seek further education in private
ingtitutions (Lee, 1996). This has caused inter-ethnic conflict and increased
communal tension (Lee, 1997).

The Maiéysian education system that ié bortrayed as an unbiased system is
one full of tensioné and contradiction. The main goas of the Maaysan education
system, as stated in the Nationd Philosophy of Education, educational documents,
policies and educationa reforms, are to promote nationa unity and identity, and to
help restructure Maaysan society in terms of rédistri bution of educationa
opportunities and wedth (Lee, 1997; Loo, 2000; Sngh & Mukherjee, 1993). The
educationa reforms in the 1990s within the Malaysian schooling system emphasise
an education philosophy that advocates the development rf al-rounded individuals
and a school curriculum that is student-centered (Lee, 2000). Yet Maaysan students
ae immersed in a pedagogy of rote-learning (Loo, 2000; Wong, 2000). " The
curriculum, pedagogy and mgor examinations are standardised at the school level.
There is a privileging of Science and Technology based subjects over the liberd Arts
subjects. Most secondary schools in Malaysia still practice streaming.  The schooling
gysem is dso very examination oriented yet for tﬁé non-Bumiputeras, academic
excellence is not rewarded by the State. Overarching al aspects of education is the
politics of ethnic identification that comes throﬁgh the afirmative action policy in

education for the ethnic mgjority and a range of other factors that | have described.
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- There are strong influences of ISam and the Malay culture in the school curriculum.
There are also the globa influences of educationa reforms on the Maaysian
education system.

As Connéll (1993) dtates,

Educatiw systems are busy ingtitutions. They are vibrantly involved in the
proHrtvoii of socid hierarchies. Further, education is centraly involved in
the uiaticm- of socid identities for groups who are stake-holders in the
system (Conndl, 1993 p.27).

How do students contend with these tensions and contradictions within the
schooling Site? The Malaysian school is one where the state's public discourse of a
criticd mid democratic education system intersects with the politics of ethnic
identification as well as the daily experiences of being a student within the schoal.
Students have to negotiate with these discourses as well as those of the ethnic and

religious collectives of which they are members.

2.7 Conclusion

This chapter on Maaysia provides background for the politics of ethnic identification
that are prevalent in both the publ'ic and private discourses of being a Mday's’\'i.
There are various past and current socia forces at work in the identity formation of a
Mdaysan, fhere isthe historica context of colonid rule premised on divison tha
brought about the socid and economic imbalance of the ethnic groups (Andaya &
Andaya, 2001; Daud, 1999; Marigppan, 1996). There is the ethnic bargaining during
Independence and the 1969 ethnic riots that led to implementation of various -date
policies to address this imbaance but in turn led to the further promotion of ethnic

politics in Malaysa. Globa Isamic revivaism in the 1970s has also affected the
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dynamics of Maaysan society, in particular the representations of Mudims. Ong
(1999) describes Idam in Mdaysa as a patchwork of the most libera as well as
radicd strands of Idam, a collage that ié represented in cities by Mudim women in
MI purdah mingling with others in body-conscious dresses and jeans. Events in the
1990s including the economic crisis, the arrest of the then Deputy Prime Minister,
Anwar lbrahim as well as the challenges political parties in Maaysia are currently
facing, Have an impact on Malaysans. Malaysian needs to be understood within a
framework of identity and difference, particularly sendtive to ethnicity. Being a
Maaysan assumes an essentidistic character due to the public discourses on
ethnicity and the ethnic politics. Being a Madaysian is dso multiple, shifting and
contradictory as various experiences come into play.

In this context, how do Maaysans from various sectoré of contemporary
Maaysian society concede with the above mentioned events that spill over into the
various socid indituti ons? These are events that continuoudy reeffirm the politics of
ethnic identification in Maaysa. What of the younger generation of teenage school
students? How do they congtruct their identities as Maay, Chinese and Indian girlsin
the midst of these competing and contradictory discourses?

Women constitute an important resource that can be mobilised to achieve the
nationa development agenda.  Although 48 per cent of women were in the working
age population of 1564 years, they only accounted for a third of the labour force
(Mdayda, 2001). Female labour force participation was 44.5 percent in 2000. Fifty
percent of the primary and secondary school enrollment are femdes (Malaysa,

2001). Femdes accounted for 66 per cent of the total enrollment at the upper




secondary Iével. These datistics indicate that Maaysian women and girls are a group
that has to be consdered serioudy in the future working of this nation which il
adopts patriarcha ways in the economic, social, religious sectors of society. |Is the
potential of Maaysan women and girls being fully redlised? | am interested in
looking at gender identifications of young Maaysian girlsin relation to ethnicity as a
way of examining this question. As | dated in Chapter One, the datistics on
education and employment do not provide an ethnic breakdown as a subgroup of the
gender breakdown. How does ethnicity come into play here? |

In the next chapter, | draw on feminist theorists working with identity and
differences (Alcoff, 1988; Brah, 1996; de Lauren's, 1987, 1990; Mirza, 1997,
Mohanty, 1992; Tsolidis, 2001; Yuva-davis, 1997, 1999) as a way of
conceptudising the femae identity. | then link this to notions of ethnicity within
contemporary Malaysa. In particular | am concerned to examine these issues in
relation to schooling. | explore ways of knowing and being girls utilize within a
particular school ste.  The notion of resstance is employed as a means of

understanding schooling as a Site for processes of self-identifications.




Chapter Three

Gender, ethnicity and schooling

3.1 Introduction

The theoretical framings of the thesis are provided in this chapter. | discuss ways of
being a woman as posited by feminists of difference. This is linked to the notion of
ethnicity. As discussed in Chapter Two, ethnicity is an integral congtituent of the
individua Malaysian psyche, and ethnic memblership. criticaly demarcates a
Malaysan's socid. life and taste (Lee, 2000; Mohamad & Wong, 2001,
Saravanamuttu, 2001). The Foucauldian noﬁon of discourse is used to understand
how ways of being women/girls are located within contestations of power, namely
patriarchy. The schooling site is used as a specific context to locate ways of being
schoolgirls in relation to ethnicity. | discuss how the hotion of resistance is a ussful
analytical tool towards understanding schooling as a socid and politiéal ste for

identity contestations.

3.2 Notions of female identity

Current feminist theorisation replaces universal and essentialist conceptions of femae
identity with the notion of femde identity as multiple, shifting and often
contradictory (Alcoff, 1988; Brah, 1996; de Lauretis, 1986, 1990; Mirza, 1997,
Mohanty, 1992; Tsolidis, 2001; Yeatman, 1994; Yuva-Davis, 1997). No longer is
femae identity conceived of in reation to-the quésti on of women's difference from
men; rather, the question of differences between women become crucia for theorising

femae identity. Yeatman (1994) dates that contemporary feminist theorists working




within the politics of difference have abandoned binary hierarchical models of
difference and use instead complex, multiple notions of differentiation where gender,
ethnicity, race and class mediate each other. These current notions of female identity
treat gender as the main dimension with interconnections to the dimensions of
ethnicity, race and cléss within specific Historical and social contexts (de Lauretis,
1986, 1990; Yeatman, 1994; Yuval-Davis, 1997). De Lauretis (1986) in
conceptualising the female identity describes |

the concept- of a multiple, shifting and often self-contradictory identity, a
subject that is not divided in, but rather at odds with, language; an identity
made up of heterogeneous and heteronomous representations of gender,
race, and class and often indeed across languages and cultures; an identity
that one decides to reclaim from a history of multiple assmilations and that
one ingstson adrategy (de Lauretis, 1986 p.9).

De Lauretis (1986) in defining female subjectivity states that the female subject is a
site of differences where sexual, racial_, economic or (sub)cultural differences not only
come together but are also at odds with one another. In addition to this, a woman's
identity is historicised and fluid. Not only is her identity determined by external
elements but she herself is part of this historicised and fluid process whereby her
identity is created (Alcoff, 1988; de Lauretis, 1986;Tsolidis, 1996). Brah (1996) adds
that identity is simultaneously subjective and constituted in and through culture. A
woman's identity is the product of her own interpretation and is mediated by the
discursive fields available to her.

Contemporary postmodernist feminists: of identity and difference (Alcoff,
1988; Brah, 1996; de Lauretis, 1986; Mi.rza, 1997; Tsolidis, 1993, 1996; Y eatman,
1994; Yuval-Davis, 1997) have set up a muliifaceted conceptual apparatus of a

shifting, context-bound, political female gender identity. Scott (1992) reiterates that
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subjects are not unified, autonomous individuals exercising free will, but rather
subjects whose agency is created through situations and statuses conferred on them.
Alcoff (1988) explains de Lauretis's nbtio_h of agency thus:

A subjectivity that gives agency to the individual while at the same time
placing her within "particular discursve configuration” and, moreover,
conceives of the process of consciousness as a strategy. Subjectivity may
thus become imbued with race, class, and gender without being subjected to
an overdeterminaiion that erases agency (de Lauren's, 1984 as cited in Alcoff,
1988p.425). L

She further érgues that the agency of subjects is made possible through shifting and
multiple formé of consciousness, which are constructed through available discourses
and practices but are always open to interrogation through self-analysis. Thus, identity
Is always grasped and understood within parti(;ular discursive configurations and
discursive boundaries change with historical conditions (de Lauretis, 1986). The
notion of agency then is a sense of engagement in a continuous process, an ongoing
constant renewal based on interaction with the v/orld through experience (de Lauretis,
1984). Thus, subjectivity is produced not by external ideas, values or material causes,
but by one's personal subjective .engagement in the practices, discourses and
institutions that lend significance (value, meaning and affect) to.the events of the
world. Brah (1996) reiterates this notion of agency in the interweaving of experiences
and self-identifications. The experience of being a woman would vary according to
how she is culturally constructed and this is located within the political repertoire of

cultural discourses available to her.

Gender is still considered the defining feature of the female identity but is
interwoven with other social dimensions such as ethnicity and class. De Lauretis states

that:




The femde subject is en-gendered across multiple representations of class,
race, language and socia relations...it is aso the case that gender is a
common denominator: the femae subject is dways constructed and defined
in gender, starting from gender (de Lauretis, 1986 p. 14).

This framing of female gender identity iorovides an account of how the
discourses within which ‘one is located inform the understandings of ways of
knowing and being a woman/girl. Meanings of ways of being a woman are produced
within discourses. Discourses are structur'ing pﬁnciples of society, in socid
institutions, modes of thought and ways of bei ng (Weedon, 1997). Discourses, in
Foucault's work,

are ways of condtituting knowledge, together with the social practices, forms
of subjectivity and power relations which inhere in such knowledges and
relations between them. Discourses are more than ways of thinking and
producing meaning. They congtitute the 'nature’ of the body, unconscious
and conscious mind and emationd life of the subjects they seek to govern
(Weedon, 1997 p. 105).

Ways of being and knoWing are determined through discourses. We learn
who we are and how to think and behave through discursive practices. Discourses
shape and create meaning systems that impinge upon how we define and organise
ourselves, and our social world. Discourses define what it means to be a woman or
man and the available range of gender-appropriate behaviour (Weedon, 1999).
Power relations are also maintained through discourses. Thus, ways of being woman
are embedded within the webs of discourses and power.

While Foucault's notion of the subject has been criticised by feminists as
being gender-blind, his concept of discourse have provided feminists with useful
analytical tools in their endeavour to understand how women experience and make
sense of their socia world within such webs of power (Haw, 1998; Ramazanoglu,

1993; Weedon, 1997). Foucault's account of discourse reveals- how power is
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exercised through discourse, how oppresson works and how resistance might be
possible (Haw, 1998). As argued for in Chapter One, the notions of patriarchy and
resstance are important within vaﬁous feminisms as these are premised on
emancipatory struggle. These notions are understood to permesate al socia relations
and socid ingtitutions. Discourses structure ingtitutional practices and shape ways of
knowing and being as a woman. In doing so, they produce and reproduce power
relatio'nsthat are patriarchal (Weedon, 1999).

HoWever, ways of being and knowing as a woman are not just passive effects
of discourses and power. As stated earlier, we have agency. There are processes of
negotiation and contestation in the interplay bf discourses, power and knowledge
that constitute and shape our ways of being and knowing.

As argued in Chapter One, experiences are used as a source of knowledge
within this framework of identity and difference. There is a need to lisen to
experience and treat experience as a source of knowledge, in spite of its problematic
nature, to understand what and how power relations impinge upon women's lives
(Ramazanoglu & Holland, 1999). Each context is understood as providing new ways
of theorising femde identity. The intricacies of concepts such as gender and
ethnicity vary within a specific context. Thus, there is not an essentialistic way of
being a woman as has been posited within e ements of mainstream feminist theory.
Drawing on Fuss's (1989) definitiqn of essentialism as explained on page 5 of this
thes's, essentialism assumes that common to al women is a fixed essence. An
essentidistic way of being a woman within mainstream feminism assumes there is a

fixed and static way of being a woman, namely, that of a white, middle-class woman
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of North America and Western Europe. Mainstream feminism presupposes the
Eqropean or Western culture as the norm by employing Eurocentric lenses in
researching women. A theoreticél framework c;f identity and difference allows a
move away from hegemonic Eurbcentric feminist lenses to inform the theorising of
female gender identity within all contexts as the emphasis is on experieﬁc&c of

women within a particular context or locale. :.

33 Gehder and ethnicity

An important facet of my research is ethnicity, as Malaysians have to grapple with the
politics of ethnic identification in every faéet of their daily life. | examine ways of
being and knowing for Malay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls. To do this, | draw
upon Yuval-Davis's notion.of ethnicity as a political process as discussed in Chapter
Two. Yuval-Davis (1997) states,

Ethnicity is therefore a primarily a political process which coastructs the
collectivity and 'its interest’ not only as a result of the generd positioning of
the collectivity but also as a result of the specific reations of those engaged
in 'ethnic politics' with others within that collectivity (Yuva-Davis, 1997
p.44).

This notion of ethnicity is complicated and moves away from the traditional notion of
ethnicity being static, fixed and dependent on physical and social markers unique to
specific ethnic collectivities. In this framework, ethnicity, like gender, is part of a
process of identification that is political and shifting in response to context.
Yuval-Davis (1994, 1997) states that gender, class, political and other
differences play central roles in the construction of specific ethnic politics, and
different ethnic projects of the same collectivity can be engéged In intense

competitive struggles for hegemonic positions.  Anthias and Yuval-Davis (1992)
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argue that to posit diversity does not imply the abandonment of static and ahistorical B

categories of difference but may merely proliferate them. They further add:

That is why we believe that a historically contingent articulation of gender,
ethnicity, race and class must draw on the analytical distinctions between the
categories and their socid effectivity and begin to theorise particular waysin
which they interrelate in different contexts...this does not require that their
interrelationship is dways the same nor that one divison or category is
adways prioritized...but it does require that we specify the mechanisms by
which different forms of excluson and subordination operate (Anthias &
Yuva-Davis, 1992 p.99). )

They emphasise that a shift is required in the ways we understaﬁd gendered identities
to take account of ethnic and racial attributions and identifications.

Yuval-Davis aso states that gender relations are at the heart of cultural
constructions of social identities and collectivities as well as in most cultural conflicts
and contestations. She further elaborates that women affect and are affected by ethnjc
and national processes (Yuval-Davis & Anthias, 1989; Yuval-Davis, 1994,1997).

Women are constructed as the symbolic bearers of the collectivity's identity and
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honor, both personally and collectively. Women are often constructed as the cultural
symbols of the collectivity, of its boundaries, as carriers of the collectivity's ‘honour’
and as its intergenerational reproducers of culture. Anthias and Yuval-Davis (1992)
in linking gender and ethnicity with the state argue that:

The boundary of the ethnic is often dependent on gender and thereis areliance
on gender attributes for pecifying ethnic identity; much of ethnic culture is
organised around rules relating to sexuaity, marriage and the family and a
true member will perform these rules properly. Communa boundaries often
use differences in the way women are -socidly congructed as markers
(Anthias& Yuva-Davis, 1992 p. 113). '

Such markers (for example, expectations about honour, purity, the mothering of
patriots, reproducers of the nation, transmiftsrs of ethnic culture) often symbolise the

use of women as an ethnic resource (Yuval-Davis& Anthias, 1989). Specific codes
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and regulations are usually developed, defining who/whet is a 'proper man' and a
'proper woman_' which are centra to the identities of collectivity members. This
notion of a 'proper woman/girl' within specific collectives is contextud as it e:
dependent on socid and historica contexts. Theﬁe essentialised notions of the
‘proper woman/girl' are based on patriarcha notions of ways of bei ng women. The
sate and ethnic collectives that are deeply embedded ‘i_n pétriarchy use these
essentiaigtic notions to police women's behaviour and body.

The term patriarchy is used by different feminists in very different ways.
Petriarchy was originaly seen by antliropologists to mean the power of the father
over his kinship (Ramazanoglu, 1989). Since the 1970s with the new-wave of
feminist discourse, a new concept of patriarchy was developed as a means of both
kteitifying and chdlenging men's power over women (Ramazonglu, 1989). This

concept of patriarchy is an essentid tool in the analyss of gender relations

(Ramazanoglu, 1989; Wal by, 1989; Weedon, 1997). The concept of patriarchy is

aso an important tool in looking a the interplay between gender and ethnicity. As

argued for earlier, through patriarchy, women are used by the state as symbols and

bearers of the ethnic collective's identity and honour. Ramazanoglu (1989) states:

Patriarchy encapsulates the mechaniams, ideology and sodd  dructures,
which have enabled men throughout much of humean history to gain and to
maintain their domination over women (Ramazanoglu, 1989 p.33).

Waby (1989) conceptualises patriarchy as an interlinked system composing the ! :
patriarchd mode of production, patriarcha relations in paid work, patriarchal

relations in the State, male violence, patriarchal relations in sexudity, and patriarchal
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relaions in cultural ingtitutions such as religion, the media and education.

Ramazanoglu (1989) states that while this way of explaining gender inequality

73

TN LA e LT e e e

R R




el

through the intersection éf patriarchy, capitalism and racist structures is useful, it does
not take inf.) account the specificity and historical context of women. There is a
general COi-Sensus amongst various fémi nists, including feminists of colour, that there
is inequality between men and women (Walby, 1989). However, feminists of colour
(Brah, 1996; Bannerji, 1992; Collins, 1990, hooks, 1984; Mohanty, 1991) warn of
generalising from the experience of a limited section of white women to that of
women as a whole when linking patriarchy to locus of oppression. They argue that
there are different sites of oppression for women of different ethnicities. The
particule;w ways in which ethnic and gender relations have inter-acted historically
change the forms of ethnic and gendef relations (W~y* 1990). Ramazanolgu asserts
the importance of context and historicity in conceptualising patriarchy as the locus of
oppression:

We il need to establish much mere clearly how women have come to bein
the socid Stuations that they are in; how the baance of power between men
and women is maintained, and what forms resistance has taken and might
take in the Maure (Ramazanoglu, 1989 p.41).

.Anthias and Yuval-Davis (1992) state that the articulation of gender, ethnicity and
class within specific social contexts must be emphasised in conceptualising patriarchy
as the locus of oppression. There must be an unpacking of the links between the
state, the various collectivities of which a woman is a member, and her daily
experiences.

The felationship between collectivities and the state is complex and varies in
different social and histor>:il contexts (Yuval-Davis & Anthias, 1989), Women are
also not just passive recipients and non-participants in interacting with these codes.

Women actively participate in the process of reproducing and modifying their roles as
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well as being actively involved in controlling.other women (Yuva-Davis & Anthias,
1989). Women undergo constant contestations ‘as‘they negotiate'the discourses of
state, ethnic collectivities and their own daily experiences in ways of being women.

Y uva-Davis (1994) sate that it is not only in the private domain that gender
relationships differ within different groupings. Often the citizenship rights and duties
of women from different ethnic groups are different as well. Gender relations differ
according to ethnicity (Anthias & Yuval-Davis, 1992). Different ethnic groups have
different codes for ways of being women within the particular ethnic collectivities
within a nation. Thisis aso dependent on which ethnic collective is the dominant
ethnic group within a nation. The dominant ethnic group within a multiethnic nation
would also use women in addition to other resources to maintain its stronghold within
the nation. Yuva-Davis (1997) states th-at .Women in their 'proper behaviour', their

‘proper' clothing, embody the line which sgnifies the collectivity's boundaries.

Anthias and Yuva-Davis (1992) further assert that women's link to the state
Is complex. They add that women are acted upon as members of collectivities and
Institutions and as participants in the socid forces that give the state its given politica
projects in any specific historical context.

Being a woman is a complex process as discourses of gender, ethnicity and
the state interweave with each other. Ways of being and knowing as women/girls are
located v&> chin webs of discourses. As argued 'earlier in this chapter, power relations
are sustained and cultivated through discourses, for example dominant discourses of
gender and ethnicity within specific societies and ethnic collectives. According to

Foucault, discourses always function in relation to power relations. Foucault (1982)




asserts that while individuals are the vehicles of power, poWer relations have come
more and more under state control. He argues that power relations have been
progressively governmentalised. Power relations have been eaborated, rationalised
and centralised in the form or under the auspices of state ingtitutions. Accord ngly,
ways of being and knowing as women/girls within . specific ingtitutions involve
negotiating diséourses of gender and ethnicity, and othér discourses that are to a great
extent sustained through the state's power. However, this does not discount
discourses that are sustained through the power relations within that specific site or
context that might operate either in harmony or in opposition with the wider societal
power relations. The schooling site, an important date and socid ingtitution, is a
politica site where students and teachers, in congtructing their self-idéntifications
negotiate the interplay of state's discourses, the discourses of schooling unique to that
socid site and other discourses.

In the following section, | examine schooling, a state ingtitution, as a site of
identity contestation with particular emphasis on the interplay between gender and
ethnicity. | am specificaly interested in examining how schoolgirls construct their

sef-identifications within the schooling site.

3.4 Gender, ethnicity and schooling

Contemporary feminigs (Alcoff, 1988; Brah, 1996; de Lauretis, 1986, 1990; Mirza,
1997; Tsolidis, 2001; Yeatman, 1994) argue that ways of being woman/girls are
located within specific historical and socid contexts. Ways of being woman/girl are

thus understood as being created in response to a set of circumstances, one of which
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is schooling (Tsolidis, 1996, 2001). Critical educational theorists (Arnot, David &

Weiner, 1999; Giroux, 1983, 1997; Luke & Gore, 1992: Mac An Ghail, 1994;

McLaren, 1998; Tsolidis, 2001) have posited the role of schooling as a significant site

for prpc&sés_ of identification‘. There have also been numerous studies that reinforce

the role of the school as a site for identity contestations (Haw, 1998; Kenway &
Willis, 1997; Mac An Ghail, 1994; Tsolidis, 1996, 2001; Walkerdine, Lucey &
Melody, 2001; Zin,;, 2000).

Schools function to mediate the socia, political and economic tensions of the

 wider society in complex and contradict'ory Ways (Conndll, 1993; Giroux, 1983,

1997; Luke & Gore, 1992; McLaren, 1998; Tsolidis, 2001). Schools do not operate
iri isolation. The schooling systém is located within Hie broader politics of the
society. The contestations and negotiations of power that take place. at .the macro
level impinge upon the education system. The education and schooling system are
powerful political mechanisms used to maintain the status quo of the dominant groups
within a specific society. This comes through the virious educationd policies
implemented within the schooling system. Giro™ (1983) states that the imprint of the
dominant collective within a particular society is inscribed in awhole range Qf school
practices such as the officid language, school rules, classroom socia relations, and
the selection and presentation of school knov/ledge. He further adds that this imprint
is not simply inscribed or imposed in the (_:onscio'usness of students. It is aways
mediated - sometim% rgected, sometimes confirmed. More often than not it is
partly ai:cepted and partly rgected. Thus, the schooling system is intertwined with the

web of power both at the macro, state level and the micro, personal level.
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Giroux (1983) in- discussing the usefulness of the notion of power for
educational theorising states,
Power jaust be viewed in part as a fdrm of production-inscribed in the
discourse and capabilities that people use to make sense out of the world -
~ otherwise the notion of power is subsumed under the category of domination

and the issue of human agency gets relegated to either a marginal or
inggnificant placein educationa theorising (Gi roux, 1983 p.65).

- Schools are microcosms of society. Schools as sites of both domination and
contestation are thus political sites involved in thehconstruction and control of
discourse, meaning and s_ubjectiviti_es (G__i._roux, 1983). Schools are not neutral
insﬁtutions that prepare. students equally for social and economic opportuni_ties in the
wider society (Giroux, 1983).

As stated earlier, the kind of knowledgé thét is valued in schools is also
located within a web of power, one'that is patriarchal. Foucault (19825 argues that
power and knowledge are inextricably intertwined. The organisation of knbwledge
with which we are familiar in the school curriculum, is created by particular social
processes, and by particular people with particular points of view (Connell, 1993).

In the Malaysian context, as in other societies, the education and schooling
system is linked to the political system, which is patriarchal. The school and
education system in Malaysia, as discussed in the previous chapter, is inextricably
entwined with the politics of ethnic identification. Education acts as a political means
to maintain the Malay dominancy within the cbuhtry. There is also the complex link
between gender, ethnic collectivities and the state (Anthias & Yuval-Davis, 1992;
Yuval-Davis, 1994, 1997). Ways of being and knowing within the schooling site
entall complicated negotiations with various discourses, for example discourses of

gender, ethnicity and schooling.




The schooling system then is amilieu where the notion of power is located in
the interweaving of gender, ethnicity and othér socid dimensions.  As stated earlier,
thiscomesthrough inthe curricula— thelanguage of instruction, the kinds of subjects
privileged and the assessment system. The Maaysian context in relation to this was
discussed in section 2.6 of the previous chapter, Wherew it was noted that elements of
Idam and the ‘Malay culture are manifested through various aspects of the curriculum
and education system.

~ Students bring different histories to school and these histories are embedded
in gender, ethnic and other socia dimensions that shape their needs and behaviour,
often in ways they do not understand or that work against their own interests (Giroux,
1983). Schools are dso socid stesin which the gender, ethnic and class relationships
that characterise the society are played out. School sudents are located within these
socid processes where structure and agency come together.  Students are not docile
subjects, they have agency. This agency is made possible through shifting and
multiple forms of consciousness constructed through available discourses and
practices (de Lauretis, 1986, 1990).

Schoolgirls in negotiating their salf-identifications within the schooling site
have to contend with competing and contradictory discourses. Ways of being and
knowing are mediated by ther histories and backgrounds and are experienced as
something that shifts within particular diiour% to which they have access. Thereis
the state's discourse on ways of being woman, which is dependent on the dominant
collective in power. The various collectivities she is a member of adso provide

essentidised notions of ways of being women/girls. There are the school's
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pedagogical 'précti ces that ére intertwi_ned with the notion of power, which in turn is
linked fo.nation. As argued earlier, patriarchy is.evident in all these discourses. A
range -of social | dimensions including gende_r and ethnicity, collide and provide
schoolgirls with ways of being schoolgirls, and they in:turn represent themselves as
schoolgirls.

Hc)wever, as stated earlier, the social and historical context is an important
aspect in examining schooling as a site of identity contestations. Thié is what makes
schooling complicated as each social and historical context is different and thus the
interplay.of the social di mension.s. varies.

In researching ways of being Malay, Chi nese and Indian schoolgirls in
relation to schooling in Malaysia, it |s hecessary to analyse schooling as a socia site
in which these girls are both constrained and mobilised. As Giroux states,

Schooling must be andlysed as a societal process, one in which different
socid groups both accept and regject the complex mediations of culture,
knowledge and power that give form and meaning to the process of
schooling (Giroux, 1983 p.62).

Thus, in the case of the Malaysian context, such an éxami nation of ways of being
schoolgirls has to take into account the link between the politics of ethnic
identification at the broader societal level, the ethnic collectives themselves and the
experiences of daily Iivihg.

The notion of resistance, which' provides a valuable analytical tool in
understanding the link between students, schooling and society, is discussed in the

following section.




3.5 The notion of resistance

Resistance theory emerged as a reaction to reproduction theories in education
(Giroux, 1983; McFadden & Waker, 1994; Waker, 1986). Reproduction theories
developed in the 1970s, and posited schools as reflecting the class structure of
society.  Schools were seen as utilisng their material resources and practices to
reproduce the socid relations and attitudes that would maintain the social divisions of
labour needéd for the exigting relations of production (Giroux, 1983; McFadden &
Walker, 1994). According to Giroux (1983), reproduction theorists such as Bowles
and Gintis, Bourdieu and Bernstein maintain that schools perpetuate people's socia
class positions in society. Socid class was seen as the main socia dimension in
reproduction theory. For example, schools were seen as producing educationa
outcomes in which the children of working-class parents remain in the worki ng-class,

and those children of middle class parents remain in that class.

In the late 1970s, there was a strong reaction to this straightforward idea of
socid and cultura reproduction through schooling (McFadden & Walker, 1994).
Reproduction theories were criticized for being too deterministic (Giroux, 1983;
Walker, 1986). They were seen to ignore and overamplify the complex process of
contestation in which there was resistance to schools and teachers, their cultures, and
the socid structures of school and society (McFadden & Walker, 1994). The semind
work of Willis (1977) in Learning to Labour moved forward the debate on schooling
being a socia and cultura reproduction of the wider society. Willis found that his
research group of working-class "lads' from an inner-city English school constructed

a counter-culture of which the main ements were drawn from worker resistance
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practices in the factory assembly Iine where their fathers were employed. The
elements of "lad" culture such as "to have a laff", enjoy life and take on a working-
class male adult identity were used to 6bstruct the middle-class vaues of school
(Willis, 1977). He argued that "the lads' resisted the dominant socid values and
meanings of society, namely one of middle-class and capitaist society, by resisting
the form of education that school offered. Ironicaly, schooling provided "the lads"
the opportﬁnity for upward mobility through education. However, in resisting schooal,
the working-class boys cemented their existing class position. Willis's resistance
theory was soldly premised on class and associated with male behaviour. McRobbie
(1978), though drawing partialy on Williss view on resistance, dso criticised his
work in relation to the connection between resistance and maleness. Willis's "lads"
used masculinity to resist the school culture. Resistance in Williss work was
associated with male "acting out" and typicaly used in relation to male behaviour
such as rgection of school, resistance to authority and aggressive confidence in their
own vibrant culture. McRobbie (1978) found in the group of working-class and
under-achieving British schoolgirls, that they resisted the culture and disci pline of
schooling through femae sexudlity in clothes, make-up and going out with boys, and
engaging in disruptive school behaviour such as being nide and fighting with
teachers. She found in her work on working-class girls in an English high schooal,
that girls' resstance was characterised by a rgection of the school ethos of passivity

and femininity.
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Willis's romanticisation of resisters, “"the lads’, was criticised by Walker
(1986). McFadden (1995) explains Walker's notion of romanticisation of resistance,

thus:

Waker clams-that Willis romanticises working class culture by postulating
that whatever the negative and sdf-defegting actions of working-class people
- such as "the lads" - there is at the heart of working class culture a st of
pure ingghts into the oppressive nature of capitaism. This cultural essence,
which unconscioudly penetrates the masks with which capitalist ideology
blurs and hides socid redlity, is the hope for future change at some opportune
moment (Walker, 1986 as cited in McFadden & Walker, 1994 p.5059).

Walker (1993) criticised this romantic hope of the theorist for the working class in
their resistance and insists on a conceptualization of a strategic resistance, one that
will
help people construct posshbilities for change in ther lives by usng
curriculum and pedagogy to challenge ways of thinking, steregtypes and

ingtitutionalised assumptions about social, cultura and even academic
congraint (Walker, 1993 as cited in McFadden, 1995 p.298).

The notion of a strategic resistance warrants the unpacking of the link between the
student's experiences, schooling and society. McFadden (1995) reiterates this in his
argument below:

My argument is that the theoretical concepts associated with the notion of
resistance do not focus on aspects of schooling likely to bring about change
in the lives of sudents because explanations of resstance focus outside on
the system, rather than on the individuals whose actions bring about the
consequences (McFadden, 1995 p.299).

McFadden and Walker (1994) assert that resistance theory was more useful than
reproduction theory because it took account of the capacity of people to make choices
about education and other significant options in their liv*<«? They state that people
may choose to reject the status quo and to resist what is difimsaded or expected of
them, and to disagree with the schooling practices. They further argue.that this is the

point where resistance theory becomes problematic, as explanations vary as to what
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happens and why. They raise the question: "resistance to oppressive structures is al
very well, but to what does it lead?" (McFadden & Walker, 1994 p.5059). McFadden
and Walker (1994) reiterate this point:

What is required is an understanding not just of how and why people resist,
but how they can change both themsdaves and their relations with others and
produce new socid relations and culturd practices (McFadden & Waker,
1994p.5060).

One of the mgor problems characterising resistance theories, Giroux (1983),
McFadden (1995) and Walker (1986) point out, is the focus on "overt, publicly
rebellious acts of student behaviour” (Giroux, 1983 p.246). This focus limits the
analysis of resistance behaviour and ignores less obvious forms of resistance among
. students. As Giroux (1983, p.246) points out, "there are modes of resistance that are
quietly subversive in the most immediate sense, but potentially progressive in the
long run”,

| adopi the notion of resistance to schooling as conceptualised by Giroux
(1983) to understand the dynamic relationship between students, schooling and the
society of which they are apart. The notion of resistance is used as an analytical tool
in making sense of the interweaving ways of being Malay, Chinese and Indian
schoolgirls and their educational outcomes and their experiences of. schooling.
Giroux (1983) posits resistance as a theoretical construct for analyzing the
relationship between school and the wider society. He adds that this notion of
resistance considers the complex ways in which students mediate and respond to the
interface between their own lived experiences and structures of domination and

constraint.
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Giroux (1983) emphasises the sociopolitical significance of resistance. He
asserts that central to analysing any act of resistance would be a concern with
uncovering the degree to which it seems a form of refusal that highlights either
implicitly or explicitly the need to struggle against the social nexus of domination and
submission. Resistance must have a revealing function. Resistance must have effects
of a progressive nature (Walker, 1988). The analysis of any act of resistance must
contain a critiqgue of domination. Giroux (1983) states that to use the notion of
resistance with analytical precision,

one has to ether link the behaviour under analysis with an interpretation

provided by the subjects who display it or dig deeply into the specific

historical and relational conditions out of which the behaviour develops.

Only then will the conditions possibly reved the interest embedded in such
behaviour (Giroux, 1983 p. 109).

In analysing any act of resistance, it is imperative then to understand the systemic
processes in schools and societies in order to understand how one may achieve
emancipatory goals.

Giroux warns that the concept of resistance should not be allowed to become a
category indiscriminately applied to every expression of "oppositional behaviour"”.
Oppositional behaviour needs to be analysed to see if it constitutes a form of

resistance. This means uncovering the emancipatory motive of oppositional

behaviour. Zine (2000) reiterates this point in arguing that oppositional behaviours
that have traditionally been classified as resistance, such as truancy or 'acting out’,
although they may contain certain political imperatives, have yet to prove effective in

enacting educational change or emancipation.

Traditional resistance theories are based on the notion that anti-school

behaviours are entrenched within class-based motives (Zine, 2000). As discussed
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earlier in this section, resistance theorists (Willis, 1977) have generally used class as
the basis for their analysis and explanation. This is of no surprise, as most of the
resstance theories come out of a Marxist tradition. For example, the work of
McRobbie (1978) on her working-class girls, and Willis (1977) on his working class
"lads’ have shown that class resistance to school entailed the adoption of working-
class definitions of masculinity and femininity. Willis's "lads’ used masculinity to
resst the school culture. The consequence of working-class student resistance was
educationd fallure and a perpetuation of the socid class inequaity within the wider
societd structure in the British system.

| find the model of resistance as posited by Giroux (1983, 1997) ussful and |
want to use this model to look at ethnicity specificdly in the interplay of gender and
ethnicity of Madaysan schoolgirls self-identifications.within the schooling ste.
Traditional resistance theorists (McRobbie, 1978; Willis, 1977) posit resistance as
linked to forces of socid reproduction based. mainly on class structures. Class does
exig in Mdaysa but ethnicity is a more prominent determining issue in Mdaysa
Contemporary analysis of resstance has moved away from an essentialist and classist
notion of the causes and modes of resistance to a notion of resistance that is
plurdigtic in form and is located within the intersections of various socia dimensions
such as gender, ethnicity and class (Abowitz, 2000). Contemporary notions of

resistance take into account the mulipliticity of identity. Zine reiterates this point,

Various aspects of socia difference and oppression intersect and can
differentially position and challenge students who embody multiple strands
of difference based on race, class, gender, ethnicity, language as well as
religion (Zine, 2000 p.300)




In addition to the sociopolitical significance of resistance as posited by Giroux
(1983,1997), the notion of resistance as éontestation to multiple forms of domination
is aso adopted within my analytical framework. Contemporary educational theorists
like Brah and Minhas (1985), Fordham (1996), Mac an Ghail (1988), Mirza (1992,
1997), Solomon (1992) and Zine (2000) use other social dimensions such as religion
and culture to investigate students experiences of schooling. There is a need to
consider other forms of social difference when theorising resistance (Abowitz, 2000).
Zine (2000) points out that resistance is related in comblex ways to various social
dimensions at the same time:

Class-subordination does not represent the only type of systemic oppression;
race, ethnicity and religious identity are aternate socid locations for resisting
ideological domination and the structura hierarchy of knowledge, which
disempower and subvert the progress of certain groups in society (Zine, 2000
p.300).

Zine (2000) stresses the necessity to redefine and redes gn the notion of resistance on
the basis of non-class-based socia action and critique. She adds,

Redefining resistance involves rupturing the exclusvity of classgt,
dructurdist designs on resstance theory yet sill maintaining the attendant
principles oi"its theoretical premise. In particular, thisrelated to the notion of
asocid and politica critique embedded in specific forms of action, which are
then qudified as resistance (Zine, 2000 p.296).

Resistance is conceptualised as emancipatory struggles against domination
and submission. Thus, linked to the notion of resistance are power and discourse.
Power is never uni-dimensional. Giroux (1983) claims that power is exercised not
only as a mode of domination but also asan act of resistance or even as an expression
of a creative mode of cultural and social production outside the immediate force of
domination. Foucault's notion of discourse is linked to power and resistance.

Discourses produce subjects within relations of power that potentially involve
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resistance. This notion of discourse provides an analytical tool for understanding how
power is exercised through discourse,‘ how oppression works and how resistance
might be possible (Haw, 1998;Ramazanoglu, 1993; Weedon, 1997).

As argued earlier, schoolgirls are exposed to various discourses that are not
necessarily compatible. The understandings of ways of knowing and being a
woman/girl come from the contestations of these competing and at times
contradictory discourses. Schoolgirls have to mediat‘e and make sense of these
contesting discourses and meanings in constructing their own ways of being and
knowing within the school. Kenway and Willis (1997), emphasising the role of
discourses in self-identifications, state that ways of knowing and being are shifting
and fragmented across the various discourses, which historically and currently
constitute people's lives and their sense of sdf. As the schoolgirls are located within
a complex network of discourses, they are offered many ways of being, which they
can either take up or resist. The ways in which schoolgirls mediate and react to
structures of power as they construct their gendered self-identifications can be

brought to light through the notion of resistance.

Giroux's notion of resistance is compatible with the notion of ways of being
woman/girl that is posited by feminists of difference. Differences along the social
dimensions of gender, ethnicity and class are emphasised within this notion of
resistance. Equally emphasised are the notions of power and inequality. Various
feminisms interrogate these notions. through the concepts of patriarchy and
oppression. Giroux states that,

centrd to analyzing any act of resstance would be the concern with
uncovering the degree to which it speaks to a form of refusal that highlights,
either implicitly or explicitly, the need to struggle against which the socid
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nexus of domination and submission. In other words, resstance must have a
reveding function, one that contains a critique of domination and provides
theoretical opportunities for self-reflection and for struggle in the interests of
self-emancipation and socid emancipation (Giroux, 1983 p. 109).

Giroux's notion of resistance is linked to emancipation, power and
domination. He further emphasises the importance of social and historical contexts
when using these concepts to analyse resistance. Oppression is also linked to social
emanci pa_Ii_on In various feminisms.

Because of its ability to take account of the aforementioned dimensions of
socia inquiry, resistance is a useful way of understanding schooling as a site of
identity contestation. The notion of resistance as posited by Giroux is aso
compatible with the idea of change and emancipation that is important within various
feminisms. As feminists, we learn in order to change. As Lather (1991) states,
feminists conduct research to develop emancipatory knowledge. fhis IS to bring to
light the axis of oppression within a social context and to better understand
inequalities and the power dynamics within that particular context. Feminists of
colour (Brah, 1996; Bannerji, 1992; hooks, 1984; Mohanty, 1991) have argued that
there are different sites of oppression for different groups of women. They also
emphasise the multifaceted nature of oppression. This is contextual and is dependent
on the 'historically specific material reality of groups of women'. Thus, class cannot
be adopted as the only social dimension along which to analyse resistance, asit isin

traditional theorisations.

The specificity of the social context within which resistance and oppression
are theorised is important, as the individuals and discourses at play would vary. The

politics of ethnic identification involving the Malays, Chinese and Indians in
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contemporary Malaysia provides - an opportunity for the conceptuaisation of
resistance and oppression within a non-Eurocentric context. Most of the research on
school-based resistance comes out of Western societies such as those of England
(Brdi & Minhas, 1985; McRobbie, 1978; Mirza, 1992; Willis, 1977), Austrdia
(Matthews, 2002; Waker, 1993) Canada (Soloman, 1992; Zine, 2000), America

(Fordham, 1996).

3.6 Conclugon : TheMalaysan context

Feminists of difference have conceptualised ways of being women as multiple,
shifting and contradictory. Tne process of sdf-identification is an on-going process of
one's interpretation and reworking of her socid positions and of the meanings given
to these positions through discourse.  Ways of being women/girls are also context-
bound and political. Thus, each socid and historical context will provide different
theorisng on ways of being women/girls. What and how does the Madaysian context
play a role in theorizations of Mday, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls sdf-
identifications that rely on these understandings and are based on the expression of
experiences of these girls as wdl as the researcher? How does the discourse of

ethnicity impinge on these girls sdf-identifications? | examine these issues in

relation to the gender identifications of Mday, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls within ?

aparticular site, the school.

R Y AT ¥

As discussed in Chapters One and Two, the politics of ethnic identification is
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prevaent in every facet of society. Ethnicity is used as a palitica tool by the state
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the discourse of ethnicity. The ethnic collectivities might privilege the discourse of
gender, as argued by Yuval-Davis (1994, 1997). Thus, ethnicity is an important
socid dimension in researching ways of being Maay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls.
The relationship between gender and ethnicity is aso one that shifts. As posited by
Yuval-Davis (1994,1997), gender is ethnicised and ethnicity is gendered. The politics
of ethnic identification brings about socid and economic inequality in Malaysia
There is dso the prevalence of patriarchy in every socid and political ingtitution in
Maaysia Thus, power in the Malaysian context is not only embedded within gender
relations, equaly important is the palitics of ethnic identification. This interweaving
between gender and ethnicity is adso seen in the schooling site. The intersection of
gender and ethnicity will create different interpretations of ways of being Mday,
Chinese and Indian schoolgirls within the groups of ethnic girlsin the schooling Site.

Schooling is an ingtitutional practice where students' identities are constructed
through processes of negotiation. Schools are Sites where students struggle over
meanings and practices. Feminists of difference and critical educationd theorists
argue that schooling experiences are located within different and contradictory
discourses of gender, ethnicity and other socid dimensions. Schooling as a socia and
politica dte is dso linked to the wider society through the nexus of power that
operates at the state level aswell as dominant collectivities within the nation.

As examined in Chapter Two, the Maaysan education and schooling system
IS one where the state's public discourse of education intersects with the politics of
ethnic identification of contemporary Maaysa. Students have to negotiate .the&

discourses as well as those operating within their specific ethnic collectivities. | use

91

k= Eh e B T R 4 st e S

AT ATETT L] SR el ey




the Foucauldian notion of discourse to understand ways of being Malay, Chinese and
Indian schoolgirls in a Mdaysan schooling site.  This approach has been used to
understand gendered sdlf-identifications in the schooling context. Feminists (Haw,
1998; Kenway & Willis, 1997, Walkerdine, 1990) have found the notion of discourse
as posted by Foucault a useful anaytical tool in understanding the operations of
gender and power within the schooling site.  This has been lised by Haw (1998) and
Wakerdine (1990), in relation to the British context, and Kenway and Willis (1997)
in relation to the Audtrdian context. | will be using it in relation to the Maaysan
context, where the p\olitics of ethnic identification involving the Maays, Chinese and
Indians adds a unique dimension. The Maaysan context has the potentia to provide
ingghts on theorising on ways of being and knowing as women/girlsin relation to the
notion of resstance and ethnicity. The intra and inter ethnic dynamics between the
Mday, Chinese and Indian collectivities problematises notions of gender and
ethnicity and resistance. This is further complicated by the politics of ethnic
identification, which favour the ethnic mgority of Maays and partially function on a
symbiotic relationship between the Malay and Chinese ethnic collectivities. This
discourse of ethnicity permeates every socid institution, including the schooling
sysem in Madaysia. Due to this complexity in the inter and intra ethnic dynamics,
each context within the Maaysian situation, for example the schooling site with a
particular student and teacher ethnic and gender composition, and a specific locale

will provide a different theorising of ways of being and knowing.

Ways of being Maay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls in contemporary

Maaysa would vary and are located within the discourses available to them. There
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would be different and similar discourses to which school girls from these three ethnic
collectivities have access. The manner in which the girls negotiate these discourses
would aso vary for girls within and between these ethnic groups. For example, a
Malay schoolgirl, in having agency in ways of being will be located within particular
discourses for-example, the discourses of Maay femaeness which is interlinked with
Musdlimness, discourses of education and schooling and other discourses. This would
aso gpply to Chinese and Indian girls, athough the content of discourses of gender
and ethnicity would vary. These discourses would aso be mediated by these girls
socia, economic and educational backgrounds. The polifics of ethnic identification is
intertwined with the discourses the girls have access to. Ways of being a Maaysian
woman/girl would then shift according to the discourses they are located within and
have access to. Ways of being Maay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls would be
located within the interplay between the macro (the state and ethnic collectivities and
other socia ingtitutions) and micro (persond daily experiences of ways of being and
knowing). This thess ams to bring to light the manner in which ways of being
Mday, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls are strategic and political. The notion of
resstance is used in this thesis to unpack the link between the macro and micro. It is
used as an andyticd tool to investigate how these girls negotiate these discourses in

their salf-identifications within the schooling site.

Most of the resistance theories come out of a Marxist model (Giroux, 1983;
McLaren, 1988). These traditional notions of resistance posit class as the sole locus
of oppression. Research on school resistance (Willis, 1977; McRobbie,: 1978, 2000)

Is strongly linked to class. | am not negating the issue of class in the conceptuaising




of resstance. However, in my research | want to look primarily at ethnicity as this
socid dimenson is an important aspect of one's sdf-identification in Maaysa, as
argued in Chapters One and Two. As di scussed earlier in this chapter, contemporary
analyss of resstance emphasise the sociopolitica significance of resistance in
contesting multiple forms of domination (Fordham, 1996; Giroux, 1983; Solomon,
1992; Zine, 2000). | find the model of resistance as posited by Giroux (1983, 1997) a
useful analytica tool in examining the interplay of gender and ethnicity of Maaysian
schoolgirls salf-identifications within the schooling site.

In researching ways of being Malay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls, as the
researcher, | intend to bring to light through emancipatory knowledg_e (Lather, 1991)
the nexus of power, oppronl and resistance in the interweaving of these
schoolgirls  sdlf-identifications and their experiences of schooling within the
Maaysan context. | use the intertwining of gender and ethnicity to anayse
resstance among these groups of schoolgirls. The resistance belongs to the
schoolgirls. What are the Mday, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls ressting? What
forms does this resistance take? What is the locus of oppression for these girls? What
Is the link between these girls senses of df, their experiences of schooling and
resstance? These questions will be addres_sed in depth in Chapter Nine after the
presentation of the fieldwork materias in Chapters Six, Seven and Eight.

In the next two chapters, | describe the methods of research | used with this
group of Maaysian schoolgirls. | dso describe the research site and the schoolgirls

in detail.
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Chapter Four

Resear ching Malaysian schoolgirls

4.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the research process, explaining the research methodology and
research methods used in this study. Harding (1987) defines methodology as a theory
and analysis of how research does or should proceed and method as a technique or a
way of proceeding in gathering evidence. In the first section, | describe how the
theoretical frameworks of this research are applied in this study. | interrogate my own
positionings in relation to the research participants, the 16 year-old schoolgirls and
Malaysian society. | also describe the techniques and procedures | used in this study.
An important tenet driving this reséérch IS that research is never neutral. | do
not pretend that this research is an atheoretical or apolitical text: such a project would

be neither possible nor desirable (Spivak, 1983).

4.2 The research framework

Just as there are various feminisms, there are various feminist methodologies and
methods (Griffiths, 1995; Reinharz, 1992). Harding (1987) argues that there is not a
distinctive feminist method of research. Lather (1991) states that to do feminist
research is to put the social construction of gender at the center of one's inquiry. She
adds,

Through the questions that feminism poses and the absences it locates,
feminiam argues the centrality of gender in the shaping of our consciousness,
skills and ingtitutions as well as in the distribution of power and privilege
(Lather, 1991 p.71).
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However, as posited by feminists of difference (Alcoff, 1988; Brah, 1996; de
Lauretis, 1984, 1986, 1990; Mohanty, 1988, 1991; Spivak, 1990, 1993; Tsolidis,
1996,2001; Yeatman, 1994; Y uval-Davis, 1997), this does not deny the interaction of
the powerful social forces of ethnicity, class and other social dimensions in the
construction of our lives.

Harding (1987) characterises three aspects of feminist socia analysis. The
jfird is to put women's perspectives of their own experiences of their social world at
the center of feminist research. Secondly, the ethnic, class, culture and gender
assumptions, beliefs and behaviours of the researcher must be placed within the
research framework. Harding (1987) reiterates that the researcher should appear not
as an invisible, anonymous voice of authority but as a real, historical individual with
concrete, specific desires and interests. And thirdly, the beliefs and behaviours of the
researcher are part of the empirical evidence for or against the claims advanced in the
results of the research. Thus, issues of power dynamics and reflexivity are crucial to
feminist research. Not only do the power dynamics between the research participants
and researcher affect the ways in which the research is carried out but they play a
vital part in the interpretations of the research materials. The recognition that power
and power dynamics informs our interpretation of research data is necessary to
feminist methodology so as to bring to light the inequalities in social processes and

contexts (Holland & Ramazanoglu, 1994). They state:

The validity of our interpretations depends on the integrity of the interaction
of our personal experiences with the power of feminist theory and the power,
or the lack of power, of the researched. Our conclusons should dways be
open to criticism (Holland & Ramazanoglu, 1994 p. 146).
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Reflexivity as a continual and honest consideration of the ways in which the
researcher's own socia identity and values affect the data gathered and the picture of
the socia world produced has been a paramount project within feminism (Reay,
19963a).

The research methodology and research methods must be compatible with the
theoretical framework and the research questions posed in the study. There has to be a
reciprocal relationship between theory and data. Lather (1991) states

Data mugt be dlowed to generate propositions in a dialecticd manner that
permits use of a priori theoretical frameworks, but which keeps a particular
framework from becoming the container in which the data must be poured
(Lather, 1991 p.62).

Feminist research entails empirical evidence being viewed as é mediator for a
constant interrogation between self and theory (Lather, 1991).

This thesis employs a "Malaysian feminist" research framework in
conceptualising ways of being women/girls, which emphasises the notions of identity
and difference where gender, ethnicity and other socia dimensions mediate each
other. As discussed in Chapter One, experiences of the Malay, Chinese and Indian
schoolgirls and myself as the researcher, are the source of knowledge in this thesis,
which examines ways of being Malay, Chinese and Indian girls within the school as
an institutional practice. As argued earlier, experience, in spite of its problematic
nature, is the so.urce of knowledge in femi nist research. This source of knowledge is
necessary for understanding how people experience the varying material, social,
cultural, political and embodied conditions of their lives (Ramazanoglu & Holland,
1999). Scott (1992) argues that experience is neither self-evident nor strai ghtforward.

Experience is always contested and therefore political. In using experience as a
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source of knowledge in the research process, it is vital to emphass the discursive
natureb of experience and the politics of its construction (Scott, 1992). Feminist
researchers (Ramazanoglu & Holland, 1999; Lather, 1991; Mohanty, 1992; Scott,
1992) argue that reflexivity and interrogation of the researcher's positionings within
the research can overcome the problematic tendency for experience to be seen as
essentialistic and universalistic. Ramazanoglu and Holland (1999) reiterate this point,
that in connecting theory, experience and judgment, the knowing feminist should be
accountable for the sense she makes of her own and other people's accounts and how
her judgmentsare made.

A feminig research framework acknowledges that there is no neutrd,
objective or vaue-free research (Holland & Ramazanolgu, 1999; Lather, 1991). This
thesis isreflexive as | interrogate my own positionings in the research process; from
the conceptuaisation of the research to the fiddwork to the interpretation of the
research materials to the writing up of the thesis. This brings to light the ways in
which the researcher's values and positionings enter into research. | theorise the
ambivaences and tensions | face in being a Maaysan researcher looking at ways of
being girlswomen in Maaysa, where ethnicity is an important socid and political
marker in one's salf-identification.

My fieldwork was done in an environment where | am most comfortable and
familiar with the school and schoolgirls - as | am a Maaysian educator. | was a

secondary school teacher and | am a university lecturer in the field of educationa

studies. There is dl the more reason to interrogate my postionings due to the




closeness of the subject matter and research participants to my heart and mind. As
Du Bois (1983) emphasises:

The closer our subject matter to our own life and experience, the more we
can probably expect our own bdiefs about the world to enter into and shape
our work - to influence the very questions we pose, our conception of how to
goproach those questions, and the interpretations we generate from our
findings (Du Bois, 1983 p.105).

Each researcher brings particular values and particular self-identities to the research

and has lived through particular experiences (Holland & Ramazanoglu, 1994).

4.3 My positioningsin the research

In this section, | interrogate my positionings in the research in relation to the
Malaysian society, especially in the context of the politics of ethnic identification. |
also do this in relation to the power dimensions in my relationship and interactions
with the re3earch participants, the 16 year-old schoolgirls.

4.3.1 " Strategic essentialism"

| have lived all my life in Maaysia except for these years of doing my PhD in
Australia. | am of Indian ethnicity, which is a minority ethnic group in Malaysia, and
a Christian, which is aminority religion. | have experiences in being part of the ethnic
politics within the Malaysian education system both as a student and as an educator.
| am both familiar with and affected by the practices, institutions and policies.

| do fed marginalised at times due to the fact that | am a Malaysian-Indian,

an ethnic group in Malaysia which is lagging behind in all social aspects in relation
to the Malays and Chinese. | am part of an ethnic collective that does not have

significant political and governmental power like the Malays or economic power
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like the Chinese. Yet at the same time | am considered an dlite having come
through such a system to be an academic.

There are some ambivaences in my positionings within this research in
relation to the wider Mdaysan society and, more specificaly the research
participants, the schoolgirls. | have collective experience in being a Maaysan as |
have been an active citizen.. Yet in relation to the ethnic groups of Malays, Chinese
and even the Indians, differences within these groups can aso be identified dong the
socid dimensions of class, religion, and so on. | have turned to Spivak's (1990,1993)
nodon of drategic essentidism as a way of deding with this high degree of
complexity. Spivak (1993) argues that one has to look at where the person is Stuated
when one makes claims for or against essentialism.  She further adds that a strategy
suits a dtuation, a strategy is not a theory. In looking at myself as a Mdaysan
researcher through Spivak's concept, these are some of the issues that emerge. | can
identify with the Chinese and Indians, as we are minority groups who are constantly
subjected to the politics of ethnic identification and the affirmative action policy that
favours the ethnic mgority. In the same instance | can dso identify with the Maays
even though | am from a minority ethnic group, since like the Malays, the Indians
have less economic power in comparison with the Chinese. That notion of strategic
essentidism shifts according to situations. My positioning as an academic privileges
me. My own positioning is multiple, shifting and contradictory. My positionings are
dsc; drategic and politica. My ethnic and academic positioning as an Indian

minority, yet a privileged academic, has been evoked strongly in the research project.
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My positionings in this research are complicated. | grapple with the
complexity of claiming the state-prescribed identity of a Maaysan~Indian~Chrigtian
fermale educator within contemporary Maaysia which functions within the politics of
etitnfc identification at every leve of daily life. | have shared a certain sense of
collective experience in being an active citizen. Yet | amin aprivileged sit‘uation by
virtue of my academic status. Ways of being and knowing as the researcher are
multiple, continually reconstructed and recondtituted in each new context and
gtuation. | have attempted, as Spivak (1990) argues, to ‘unlearn my privilege' by
interrogating my positionings in this research project. My positionings as a Mdaysian
educator and researcher affected what | did in the field as did my Indian, Christian
background. This issue will dso be revisited in the concluding chapter as | reflect on‘
what the analysistells me about my research positionings.

4.3.2 The power dynamics

| am fully aware of the hierarchy in the positionings between this group of schoolgirls
and me. This included the age gap, and the different life experiences. They were
schoolgirls and I, the experienced academic and educator. There was aso the status
of being the researcher in relation to the research participants. | made every conscious
efort, as Alcoff (1991) and Lather (1991) advocate in any research process, to
fecilitate conditions for did ogue and to speak with and to rather than speak for others.
| took steps to build atrusting and reciproca relationship with the girls. | gave them
the opportunity to address me in any manner that they wished to. Most of them
addressed me by my first name. Some caled me 'Ms Cynthia and some ‘teacher’.

Towards the end of the fieldwork, dmost al addressed me by my first name. | .




atended some of their birthday paities and festive celebrations a home upon their
invitation. | was aso invited on some, of the girls shopping and outdoor trips. Some
of them aso shared their persond problé*ns with ﬁe and asked for my advice on
persond and academic matters. | would aways try to acknowledge their fedings,
never bdittling them. These occasions indicate to a ceartain extent that‘a trusting
relationship did develop between the girls and me. | aso spent some time during the
early stages of the r@arch process getting to know them and giving them the
opportunity to know me. My datus changed from that of a stranger at the initial
stages of the research to that of afriend to a certain degree.

| aso acknowledge that as the researcher in a study | was in a privilegéd
dgtuation. Reciprocity was only possible to a certain extent in this research in
establishing relationships. Lather (1991) states that reciprocity implies give and take,
amutua negotiation of meaning and power. She further adds that reciprocity operates
a two primary points; the junctures between researcher and researched and data and
theory. Regarding the juncture between the research and research participants, |
conducted the interviews in an interactive and dialogic manner (Lather, 1991) that
requires sdf-disclosure on the part of the researcher. | provided some form of
feedback in terms of initid anayss to the girls through the group interviews.
However, the power dimensions are evident in the following contexts that emerge.

The girls for this research were volunteers from the highest achieving class
and the two lowest achieving classes. | chose these two ends of the academic

performance spectrum as | wanted to see the link between ways of being Malay, .




Chinese and Indian girls and schooling in a society which .places emphasis on
academic achievement as a means of socid mobility.

| made known to these girls that | was a lecturer from the School of
Educationa Studies at Universiti Sains MaJaysia | told them | was on study leave
from that position to pursue my PhD at Monash Universify in Mdbourne; Audtralia. |
explained that | was in the school to do my PhD research and | wanted to understand
their experiences of being Maaysian girls as well as their experiences of schooling.
With this initia self-introduction, | had already set up a power structure where | was a
Maaysan academic and experienced educator with experiences of an Audraian
academic life. Mogt of them were quite impressed - firstly because of my academic
gtatus and secondly because of my Western overseas exposure. | had privileged my
position to these girls. In asociety that is status conscious and places a high value on
Western education, | was perceived by the .gi rls as someone smart and elite. The girls
from the highest achieving class (78% of the class were Chinese girls) were quite
impressed when they asked me if | was on an Australian scholarship and | told them
that | was. When | look back at my fidd notes, | redise | wanted to set up common
identification with the girls from the highest achieving class in terms of academic
achievement. | sometimes wonder how they would have reacted if | was a Malaysian
schoolteacher doing a PhD (which would have to be written in the Maay language) at
aMaaysan universty. | might aso have dienated the girls from the low achieving
class in describing my academic experiences at the initial stages of the study. This
could also have been one of the reasons as to why it was the girls from the lowest

achieving classes who addressed me initially as 'teacher' or 'Ms Cynthia instead of
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'‘Cynthia as the girls from the top achieving class would. However, most of the girls
in the lowest achieving classes shared a number of .their persona problems with me,
just asthe girls from the highest achieving class did. These statements from some of
the girls in the lowest achieving class indicated that they did accept me as a friend to
acertain extent: ‘whatever | want to say | say', 'you understand teenagers...that | can
tell you'.

| had Mday, Chinese and Indian girls from the highest achieving and lowest
achieving classes volunteer for my research project. In terms of ethnic identification,
| identified with the Indians as being one of those lagging behind at the societal Igvel..
Yet there were positions of privilege Wheh taking into account the class factor. |
identified more with the Indian girls in the highest achieving class as | wasin such a
position in my schooling and university days. | aso used to impress upon Priya, the
Indian girl from the best class who was not performing well, the importance of doing
well. | aso did this with the girls from the other classps but did not insist on the
matter so much. | still remember getting frustrated when these girls told me that they
were rather happy being where they were in terms of their academic achievement. |
wanted them to redlise that they would have more choices if they had higher
academic grades. | was using my educationa vaues and experiences to advise them.
The power dimenson comes into play again.

With the Chinese girls, | could identify with their frustrations at an education
system that while emphasizing high grades did not reward them by giving them the
scholarships.  73.8% of the girls from the best class are Chinese and most of the top

students are Chinese (the top 20 academic positions in the form were Chinese,.though
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the number 3 position was occupied by a I\/Ius__lim girl). Yet in spite of this, they had
more options in comparison with the Indian girls, as anumber of them had financial
power whereby they could go into private higher.educati on System or even oversess.
Those who could not afford to go into the private higher education or overseas knew
that it was only through getting high grades that they might have a better chance of
getting to do the course of their choice a university. They were more aware of the
importance of eduéati on in comparison to the Indians and Malayé

With the Malay girls, | knew the ones in the highest achieving class would
have opportunities at scholarships even though they were performing as well as the
Chinese girls. It was the Maday girls in the wesker class who felt margindized
because of the fact that they were in that class. | used to advise them on suitable
studying strategies.

| would adways try to acknowledge the particpants fedings but | would aso
try my very best to make them aware of the importance of academic achievement to
ther future opportunities. | did not imagine they could score the maximum number
of As, however, fdt that they should be trying their hardest, as they were ditting for a
mgor public examination that would basically determine their future. | understand the
importance of academic results in the Maaysian education system and | was letting
the girls know that with high grades they would have more life choices. This
indicated that | was bringing in my own values and experiences of the importance of
high grades into this research.
| dso assumed the role of a relief teacher during my fieldwork. The power

issue came into play because the girls required my permission whenever they wanted
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to leave the class. | would aso ask them to reduce their noise leve lest they

interrupted the neighbourin, classes. This reinforced the power | had as an adult
even though this was less power than the other adults had in the school.
| went into the field with the am of making concerted efforts to reduce the

differences in the power dimensions between this group of schoolgirls and mysdif.

The power dimensons in any research can never be fully resolved. What is

imperative in any feminist research, as argued earlier, is the critical interrogation of
the particular power and discursive effects involved in researching others (Alcoff,
1991; Spivak, 1990,1996). As the researcher, in being reflexive and in interrogating
my pogitionings in this research, | bring to light the way in which aspects of my
identity have impinged upon this research. The researcher, being gendered, ethniciscd
and classed, influences the research direction and outcomes (Alcoff, 1991, Lather,

1991, Narayan, 1997).

44 What | did in thefidd and why | did it

In this section, | address the salection process for the school, and the methods | used
in this research. As dated earlier, the persona plays a role in the choice of the
research topic and research questions. The persona aso plays an important part in the
choice of the research site and research participants.

4.4.1 The sdection process

| did my fieldwork from June 2000 to December 2000 in one of the girls schools in
the state of Penang in Maaysia. Prior to returning to Maaysia for my fieldwork, |

had to obtain permission from the Maaysan Ministry of Education and the Penang




State Education department to conduct my research in the Penang schools. | chose
this state of Penang because | was familiar with the state. Penang is my home base. |
completed my undergraduate and Masters studies at. thi IJnivergti Sains Mdaysain
Penang. | worked as a lecturer for three and a half years at the School of Educational
Studies at this university. As a faculty member, | was familiar with a number of the
schools and gaff members in the state due to the close cooperation between the
faculty, schools and state education authorities. With the Iirﬁited time as wdl as
financid condraints of the PhD scholarship and the status of an International
Postgraduate in Australia, | had to drategise in terms of the most efficient time
needed to locate mysdlf within a school. | had seven months of fieldwork. This was
aso condrained by the schooling sesson in Mdaysa. The school term officidly
darted at the beginning of the year aid ended in November each year.' There is a
mid-term break in the middle of the year. As | began my PhD in April, | could only
begin on my fiddwork the following year due to the preparations towards the
research proposal. The next best option was to begin the fieldwork in June of the
middle of the following year.

My fieldwork started with visits to Sx schbols over aperiod of two weeks. A
number of factors led me to the decison of viditing these six schools initially. The
degree of cooperation and familiarity from the gatekeepers, namely the principals and
the deputy principas of the school was an important factor. | knew some senior
teachers in these schools through joint projects between the university faculty | was
attached to and these schools. The student ethnic compostion of the schools was aso

edablished as a means of sdecting schools for the research. The focus of my




research is the interplay of gender, ethnicity and schooling in the self-identifications
of Maay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls. The inter- and intra- ethnic dynamics
between the girls is dso an important aspect of my research. | aso chose these six
schoals for their mixed student ethnic composition and for the diversity of students
socioeconomic backgrounds. Most of the other schools on the idand of Penang had
either mainly Maay students or Chinese students. After the initial two weeks, |
located mysdlf in two schools, agirls' school and a mixed Sex school as the principals
In these two schools gave me more time with the students in comparison with the
other schools. | sill had not decided at that stage whether | wanted to do my
fidddwork in a single sex or mixed sex school. Findly, | decided to locate mysdlf in
the girls school, Parkview Girls' Secondary Schoal, as | had more time access to the
girlsinthis school in comparison to thé mixed sex school. Thepri ncipalland some of
the senior teachers dso knew me from the university's research team which had
conducted a research project with the junior cohort of girls in this school. They
alowed me to be in the school every day in comparison to the other school, that only
alowed me one day aweek there.

Parkview Girls Secondary School had a student population of 1024 girls in
June 2000. 38.9% of the student population are Bumiputera, 42.9% Chinese, 15.5%
Indians and 2.6% Others. This school aso had girls from various backgrounds, with
parents ranging from surgeons, bank managers td technicians and hawkers.

My research focuses on 16 year-old schoolgirls who are in Form Four. The
choice of the research participants was dependent on existing education policies on

school-based research in Maaysia as well as the ams of this research study. The




Malaysian Ministry of Education has a ruling on school-based research that students
from the examination forms, Forms Three, Five and Six, cannot be involved in
research projects as this would interrupt their sudy routine. | also chose 16 year-old
Form Four girls as they are a a crucid stage in terms of their schooling, as they
would be ditting for a mgor public examination that would determine their future
educationd and career paths. As argued in Chapters One and Two, an important
aspect of my research is linking ways of being Maay, Chinese and Indian girls to
educationa outcomes within the schooling site.

| specificdly targeted girls from the highest and lowest achieving classes for
my research. Since academic ranking is common practice in most secondary schools
in Maaysa, | wanted to examine the link between this pedagogical practice and ways
of being 'Malays, Chinese and Indian girls. | asked for volunteds from these
classes and asked these girlsto get their parehts' consent in accordance with Monash
University Ethnics procedures. | so spoke to the girls about my research project and
mysdf, and what their involvement in the project would entail. | had 15 girls (5
Malays, 8 Chinese and 2 Indians) from the best academic class in Form Four, Science
A. | dso had girlsfrom the two lowest achieving classes, ArtsB and Arts C. 12 girls
(9 Mdays and 3 Indians) from Arts C and 7 girls (1 Maay, 2 Chinese and 4 Indians)

from Arts B volunteered for the research.

When it comes to negotiating respondents participation, it is often difficult to
gan indghts into what potentia respondents think about a particular study (Phoenix,
1995). Inthis section, | attempt to gain some ingights as to the reasons these-34 girls

volunteered for my study. | draw on my own reflections as well as what some of the




girlstold mein the individua interviews. The method of gaining research participants
for this sudy was through the process of vol Qnteeri ng. From the onset of this study, |
amed to build a friendly rapport with the research participants. | knew that there
would aways be power dynamics in the relationship between the schoolgirls and me,
due to my positionings. | had to take steps that | could to reduce these power
dynamics, th;iugh it is impossible to eiminate them entirely. Giving the girls the
choice to participate in the study formed the basis of a cordid relationship. The girls
had the ultimate power to refuse to be involved in the study. The girlsinvolved in this
study would aso have to give up some of their free time in school, Since participation
in the sudy involved writing free-format essays, individua and group interviews. It
was not a matter of giving up just one or two hours, but a total of about ten hours.
This included an average of six hours for the individua interviews, an hour for the
group interview and two hours for the free-format essays. | fet that no schoolgirl
would have wanted to be involved in the study unless she did so of her own accord.
Initidly | had 23 out of the total 42 girls in 4 Science A volunteer for the
study. This number shrank to 15 as some of them withdrew after the first two weeks
of the fiddwork in their school. Some had parents who did not consent to their
daughters being involved in the study and some did r;vt write the free-format essay on
their experiences of being a girl. Aswill be explained further on in this section, these
esssys were an important bridging research mechanism with the individua
interviews. | did not pursue the individua or group interviews with those girls who
had volunteered initially but did not write the essays. | told them during the

explanation of the study that being involved in the study entailed them writing two
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free-format essays, one on experiences of being a girl and the other on their
experiences of schooling, .individual and group interviews, and observations in the
school. Most of the top achieving Chinese girls in this class did not volunteer. The
top student, who is a Chinese girl, volunteered. The other Chinese girls in 4 Science
A who volimteered were academically ranked 12,17,23,24 out of the total 200 in the
form. | asked some of the 4 Science A girls who were part of the study ihe reasons
their other classmates did not want to participate in the study. One of the girls said
‘'oh, they don't have a life, they are aways studying, these lot never get involved in
anything'. During my informal discussions with the some of the teachers, they told
me that time was very important for the 4 Science girls and that | would find
difficulties getting volunteers from that class. These teachers advised me to focus
more on the low achieving cl asses.

Some of the girls from 4 Science A indicated in the individual interviews that
they became involved in this study out of curiosity. Some used the chance to express
their opinions. Others fdt that it provided them an opportunity to get out of class.
The following comments made by some of the 4 Science A girls are illustrative of
some of these points:

It is not everyday this happens to people and being involved in the project is
more adventurous as their lives in Parkview Girls Secondary School is boring
(YenLingof 4 Science A).

It isaway to get out of class (Sew Lee of 4 Science A).

Itisout of curiosity (YokeLin of 4 Science A).

We love to do something else (Su Mel of 4 Science A).

| got stisfaction in being able to express mysdf (Sew Lee of 4 Science A).

| was able to vent my anger (Yoke Lin of 4 Science A).




All of the girlsin 4 Arts C were interested to be part of the study. However, when
they found out that about the essay Writing,' | only had 12 out of atotal 29 girls
volunteer for the study. With the 4 Arts B girls, most of them were not keen on being
part of the study. Mogt of the girls from the IoW achieving classes said in the
individua interviews that being involved in the study gave them an opportunity to
talk about théir persond and study problems. They said that | had helped them in
some way. | remember one of the girlsin 4 Arts C telling her classmates: 'tell her all
your problems, she can help solveit, sheis acounselor'. | had told the schoolgirlsin
al three classes, when | first introduced mysdf that | lectured in the area of
Educational Psychology at Universiti Sains Maaysiabefore embarking on my PhD at
Monash University. | had to expla'n again and emphasise the fact that.| was neither a
counsdlor nor apsychologist. | had to remind them that | was thereto do the study so
as to understand what it was being a schoolgirl from their perspectives and
experiences. The following comments by some of the girls in the low achieving
clases areilludtrative of some of the reasons the girls volunteered for the study:

| cameinto thisprgject tofill my freetime (Hasnizaof 4 ArtsC).

| cameinto this project to overcome my problems (Azlinar of 4 Arts C).

Maybeto hdp mein my problems (Zakiah of 4 Arts C).

Someoneto talk to (Shanti of 4 Arts B). |
There was a complex range of research participants reasons for taking part in a
gudy. This group of 34 schoolgirls had their own, varied reasons for taking part in
this sudy. These included smple curiosity, desire to talk and to be lisened to, to

complan about various aspects of thelr lives.
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Socia dimensions such as ethnicity, gender and class sometimes play apart in
the researcher's contact with the research particilpants (Alcoff, 1991; Lather, 1991). It
Is not possible to be certain which of these socid dimensions will have an impact,
when it will do so and what the impact will be. | have reflected on this in earlier
sections of this chapter through interrogating my postionings in relation to the
research participants and the wider Malaysian society.

| had access to these girls in ther free periods, during which they would. do
their own work. Ironicdly, the lower achieving classes had more free periods in a
week than the higher achieving classes. | would aways leave the option to the girls if
they would want to talk to me during those free periods. Sometimes they would be
busy with their schoolwork and would say no to my request. | so had access to the
girls through the relief periods that | volunteered for when teachers were absent. This
seemed a good opportunity to spend more time with the girls. | did not have to do
any teaching but just sit in the class. For the first few weeks | would just go into the
classes, gt there and talk with the girls. During these sessions, | was getting to know
the girls and they were getting to know me. | developed a comfortable and friendly
relationship with most of them. They shared their problems with me, asking me for
advice on their boyfriends and for academic help. The girls asked me various
questions including persona questions rel ated to ethnicity and marital status. Since |
am single, some of them teased me with references to the single male teachers in the
school.  Some also gave me advice on my dressing style.

Reinharz (1992) statesthat feminist research practices must be recognised as a

plurdity. There are various ways of doing feminist research. A varidy of research




methods were used in this research. The met‘hods of collecting research materias
used in this study included free-format essays, semi-structured one-to-one interviews,
group interviews and observations in and out of the classroom. There were also the
observations and informa conversations with these girls out of school. This occurred
during the visits to their home for birthday parties and fegtive cel ebrations, and the
socid outings with the girls. .I aso had informa conversations With the teachers and
other Form Four girls who were not involved in the project. As argued in the
beginning of this chapter, feminist research while using various methods to hear and
understand women's experiences acknowledges the power dynamics in the research
practices from the formulation of the research ams to the collection of research
meaterids to the interpretation and analyss of the fildwork materials and writi ng of
the thess. Research methods are not neutral research tools, since the researcher
creetes the redlity of the research situation (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Reinharz, 1992).
Further, as in dl research, the research method is influenced by the values and the
persond characteristics of the researcher, including those related to, gender, ethnicity
and class.

In the following sections, | discuss the various methods used in collecting
research materias that inform my understandings of ways of being Maay, Chinese
and Indian schoolgirls.

4.4.2 Free-format essays and interviews
At the end of the fira month of my fieldwork, | asked the girls participating in the
research project to write a free-format essay on their experiences of being a girl. |

used the individud essays as a basis for the individua semi-structured interviews.
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Two months later, after | had completed nﬁy rounds of individual interviews with
them on their experiences of being a girl, | asked the girlsto write a free-format essay
on their experiences of schooling. | used their writings as a mechanism for the
individual interviews on their schooling experiences. | used issues that emerged from
their writings that dealt with ethnicity in ways of being schoolgirls as prompts for the
interviews. Most of the girls in writing about their experiences of being girls wrote
about their familia relationships, relationships and interactions with their peers and
boys, dressing styles, physical appearance, and their social lives after school hours.
Some of them also wrote about their religion. In their essays on experiences of
schooling, they wrote about their interactions with their peers and teachers, and the
pedagogical practices of the teachers and school. They also wrote about discipline

procedures in school.

Throughout the interviews, | constantly kept in mind the research aims. | was
conscious of identifying links between ethnicity and schooling and the girls'
perceptions of the ways of being Malay, Chinese and Indian girls. | used a semi-
structured interview approach as this allowed me to control my research aims yet it
also alowed a reciprocal relationship to develop between me and the girls, one in
which we could share and talk about daily experiences. Reinharz (1992) describes

semi-structured interviews as,

Semi-gtructured refers to research approach whereby the researcher plans to
ask questions about a given topic but dlows the data-gathering conversation
itself to determine how the information is obtained (Reinhartz, 1992 p. 18).

Interviewing offers researchers access to people's ideas, thoughts and memories in

their own words (Reinharz, 1992).
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While what the girlswrote provi‘ded me with an initia guide for the individua
interviews, | dso dlowed them the opbortunity to deer the interview to their
experiences of being a girl to a certain extent. There were instances where we would
have conversations on topics that were not part of the research aims. | did not use
specific questions that | would address to dl the girls. | began the interviews by
asking the'girls to explain more about what they had written in their free-format
essays. The individua intewiews would last between 40 minutes (about a class
period) to 80 minutes (about 2 class periods). | intelviewed each girl on the average,
about five times (an average of about six hours for each girl). Interviews were taped
with the girls' permission and usualy conducted in the school garden. There were no

empty rooms during school hours.

| transcribed dl the interview tapes mysdf to familiarise mysdlf with the
materids. There are dso certain language nuances that only one who has lived in
Madaysa over a long period would be able to pick up. | had a folder for each girl
that contained her freeformat essays, her transcribed interview materids, and
information on her persona and family background. In the folders, | dso had
information that | obtained from the girls themsalves on their grades for the school
examinations, and the co-curricular activities in which they were involved. My own

notes from my observations and informa conversations with the girls were another

addition.

During the last two weeks of their school term, | conducted group interviews
with these girls. | dlowed them to choose their partners in these group interviews,

each of which conssted of three to four girls. Their main purpose was to give the
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girls achance to react to some of my initia énalysis of the research materials, namely
their essays and the individual interviews. | could not return to them the individua
and group interview transcripts as time and distance did not permit me to do so. |
returned to Audrdia immediately after my fiddwork and completed dl the
transcriptions of my tapes there. | did manage to do some-transcribing during my
fieldwork. This helped me in understanding the dynamics between the girls and
mysdf. This dso helped me to understand my role as the researcher as | became
more conscious of my interview techniques and learnt through looking a the
transcriptions to be more patient and give the girls more space, time and control over
the remaining interview sessions.

4.43 Observations

The man purpose for the observations in and out of the school was to immerse
myself as much as | could in the schooling and out of school environments of these
schoolgirls. Other than the free periods, the relief classes and the interview sessions,
| ds0 sat in ther classes for two months. During class, | observed and made notes of
the activities of the girls in the class, their interactions with their peers and teachers
and their comings and goings in and out of class. These sessions gave me an insght
into the girls experiences of schooling and provided me with background for the
interview sessonsaswell. | wasin school' amost every day of their school term from
early morning to late afternoon. | aso had breaks with the girls sometimes in the
school canteen. | also observed the girls during their involvement in the co-curricular

activities. For example, | attended the Karate training sessions, the Red Crescent




meetings, the Police Cadet marching sessions. | dso attended the Teacher's Day
celebration and Prize-Giving Day ceremony at the school.

| adso had informa interactions and discussons with the teachers. | had
breaks with the teachers in the school canteen sometimes. | was given adesk spacein
the teachers saff room that | would St a sometimes. | was mostly with the girls
dither in the classroom, interviewing them in the school garden, just sitting in the
garden on my own or sometimes talking with other school girls who would come up
tome.

Everyday, after | had finished my day at school, | would iwke time to reflect
and note down my immediate reactions on the happenings, be it the interviews or the
informal interactions with the girls or the classroom observations-in school. Thsse
notes were useful to me as | ‘was a novice in interviewing and observation research
methods. With these notes, | learnt to be more patient and give the girls more time
during the interview sessions. | was rather too eager for *dittd in the fird interviews.
These notes a'so made be more aware of my role as the researcher and the dynamics
involved between the girls and mysdf.

4.4.4 Electronic interviewing

Electronic interviewing is a means of gathering infoonatiou via fax, eectronic mail
and the Web (Fontana & Fray, 2000). Upon returning to Austrdia, | used the
electronic mall to clarify some of the iésues especidly to do with ethnicity, while |
was finishing the transcribing and doing my initial analysis. For example, through
email, | asked one of the Indian girls the reasons for her having short hai‘r as she

knows that having long hair is important for Indian girls. In another instance, | used




the electronic mail to ask a few of the girls the difference between them and girls
from other ethnic groups. Most of the girls had access to dectronic mail. This
research method was not the main method | used. | used the eectronic mail, as | did
not have the opportunity to go back to them for more interviewing and clarification
dueto the time and distance congtraints that | have mentioned earlier.

445 Languageissues

An important issue in the essays and individual and group interviews is language. |
am fluent in two languages, English and the Maay language. | speak some Tamil but
| am not fluent in the Tamil language. | went through an education system where
there was a trangtion from using English to Maay as a medium of instruction in the
schooling and university system. The Mathematics and Science subjects were taught
in English and the Humanities wbjé&s were taught in the Mday language. | did two
English language subjects, one was based on the Maaysian curriculum and the other
was the British O-levels English language. The medium of instruction in al
Mdaysan secondary schools today is Mday. All of these girls are fluent in the
Maday language. Mogt of the girls from the highest achieving class, Science A are
very fluent in English. | dlowed the girls to choose the languages they wanted to use
in their essays and interviews. The girls from Science A used English. The girls
from the other classes used either a mix of English and Malay, English or Malay.
There were no problems in communicating with the girls except with the three Indian
girlsin Arts C. Thiswasthe only instance where | fdt that language was a hindrance
to communication. They were fluent in the Tamil language and used Tamil in most

of their conversations. They were not as fluent in English and Malay. | was not fluent
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in the Tamil language. These three Indian girls aéked me whether | was Indian and
whether | spoke the Tamil language. The interviews w.ith these three Indian girls were
conducted in the Malay language. My interview sessions with these three Indian girls
were shorter than those wifh the other girls involved in this study. Most of the times,
these girls said that my questions were 'difficult’. One of the girls said that 'if | had
to answer your questidns, it would take one day to think about it". My lack of fluency

in the Tamil language had repercussions with this group of three Indian girls from the

lowest achieving class.

4.5 Working with the research materials

My research materials comprised the free-format essays on experiences of being a girl

and schooling, the transcripts from the semi-structured individual interviews and

group interviews as well as my observation notes and the electronic communication.
Reay (1996a) states that interpretation remains an imperfect and incomplete

process. There are many possible readings of interview transcripts and other research

materials. Holland and Ramazanoglu (1994) state

We cannot read meaning in interview texts, dlowing them to propose their
own meanings, without also reading meaning into them, as we make sense of
their meanings (Holland & Ramazanoglu, 1994 p. 133).

Holland and Ramazanoglu (1994) further assert that interpretation is a political,
contested and unstable process between the Iives- of the researchers and those of the
research participants.

The manner in which | went about analysing and interpreting my research
materials isjust one way of reading these materials. It is very much influenced by

own values and positionings and experiences as a Malaysian-Indian-Christian female
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educator. | have addressed these issues earlier on inthis chapter aswell as in Chapter
One.

The first round of analysis entailed reading through the research materials for
esch of the ethnic groups. As ethnicity is an important socid dimension in the
research as well as a sdient factor in being Maaysian, | grouped the materias
according to the ethnic groups of Maays, Chinese and Indians and immersed myself
in the materials.

The next round of anayss entailled clustering the girls within the ethnic
groups into two groups, academically successful and academically unsuccessful girls.
Academic ranking is an important aspect of being Maaysian schoolgirls. | choose to
use the term, academically successful to refer to these .schoolgirls illustrations of a
girl who gets high grades and is ranked highly in the form. | also choose fhis term to
refer to the girlsin the top class, 4 Science A which is a Science stream class. Most
of the girlsin 4 Science A are academically successful as they are ranked between 1
and 77 out of a total of 200 girls in the form. There are some exceptions to this, as
any system that attempts to classfy in this way has contradictions. However, this is
the broad classfication. For example, the girls in 4 Science A who were
academicdly ranked 41 and 42 out of a total of 42 in the class were aso ranked as
111 and 118 respectively out of the total of 200 in the form. | will discuss these girls
under a separate section on exceptions to the patterhi ng within each chapter. Theterm
academicaly unsuccessful refers to schoolgirls who get low grades and are
academicdly ranked low in the form.  This aso refers to the girls from the. low

achieving classes, 4 Arts B and Arts C that are Arts stream classes. Thesetwo classes




are ranked as the lower achieving classes in Form Four, The girlsfrom Arts B and
Arts C who were involved in this study were ranked between 104 and 185 out of the
total 200 girls in the form. ;I'here IS one exception to this. Thetop girl in4 Arts B
who is part of the research project was ranked academically 46 out of 200 in the form.
| will highlight these exceptions in the chapter on Malay, Chinese and Indian
schoolgirls.

| then looked for patternings within these groﬁps of academically successtul
and academically unsuccessful groups within dl of the ethnic groups.

Two terms emerged as sgnificant from the individua and group interviews -
the 'Western' girl and the ‘traditional’ girl. These girls used the term ‘traditional girl’
to describe their conceptions of the Malay, Chinese or Indian girl. For example, the
‘traditional’ Indian girl is one who has long hair, wears the pottu on her foreheed, is

obedient to her parents, has no boyfriend, does not wear revealing clothes and keeps

to Indian traditions and customs.

Some of the girls from the three ethnic groups and three classes used the term
'Western' in the phrases ‘Western way’, "Western culture’, "Western society' and
'Western style' in reference to mord issues, sexuality and open-mindedness (such as
wearing revealing clothes, socid interaction with-boys, being able to talk about sex).
They dso use it in reference to fluency in the English language and watching and
reading Western media material. | chose to encapsulate these under the term

'Western'.

The Malay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls representations of f are

presented along a continuum of "Western'~'traditonal’ girl. This notion of 'Western'
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and 'traditional' comes from these girls words. | do not suggest a segregated
dichotomy of Western/traditional girl, nor do I-wish to privilege one over the other.
Th"** girls were not totally 'Western', nor were they totally 'traditional’. This does
not discount other identities within being aMaIay, Chinese and Indian girl. However,
these are the identities that they have represented to me in their free-format essays,
and individua “and group interviews. | suggest that the girls move aong the
continuum of 'Western'~'traditional’. They thus could be more 'Western' than
'‘traditional' or more ‘traditional’ than 'Western' or find themselves balancing
between ‘Western' and 'traditional".

Based on this Western~iraditional continuum and the descriptions the girls
used for these terms, | clustered the girls within the academic groups aong this
continuum. - | also looked for similaritiéé and differences in the themes that emerged
within and between the clusters of girls. In doing so, the differences and smilarities
in the patterning among ways of being Malay, Chinese and Indian girls and
educational outcomes emerged. | dso link this patterning to their school behaviour.
By school behaviour, | mean their behaviour in relation to the teachers and their
peers, and the schoal rules. | use th;é term Conforming behaviour to refer to adhering
to schoal rules, being polite and respectful ;0 teachers, completing homework, and
being quiet and attentive in class. Rebdlious b_ehaviour refers to breaking school

rules and collecting demerit points, being !.zy, being rude to teachers, and being

noisy in disrupting the class.
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| looked for elements of discourses, which elaborated ways of being Malay,
Chinese and Indian girls. For example, the Chinese girls described 'Chineseneés‘ as
being sdfish, materidistic and aways wanting to win through the notion of kiasu.

This thesis examines differences in ways of being schoolgirls within and
between the ethnic categories of Malays, Chinese and Indians. | aso look at the
pattemings in these differences. | aso examine the di_séours& the girls negotiate in
congtructing their sdlf-identifications. | acknowledge to some extent that in clustering
the'gi rls | am sublimating some differences. There is some homogenisng when a
group is labeled. However, the main issue in homogenising in this study is actudly
pre-determined by the school structure through the academic streaming and ranking,

and the state's ethnic labeling of Maay; Chinese, Indian and Others.

| use the notion of resistance as posited by Giroux (1983) to understand these
schoolgirls responses to their socid world, namely the discourses they negotiate in
ways of being Malay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls. As discussed in the previous
three chapters, ways of being and knowing as women/girls in Mdaysa entall
processes of negotiation and contestation with the state's discourses on poalitics of
ethnic identification that permeate all socid institutions, the discourses of gender and
ethnicity of the various ethnic collectivities, and the daily experiences of being within
specific contexts. The notion of resistance is used as an anaytical tool to examine the
pattemings between the ways of being Malay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls,
educationa outcomes and the discourses the schoolgirls negotiate in constructing

their self-identifications. The locus of oppression is brought to light in unpz_x:ki ng this

link between the macro and micro ways of being and knowing schoolgirls.
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4.6 Conclusion
In this chapter, | reiterated the notion that experience is a source of knowledge (Brah,
1996, Lather, 1991; Mohanty, 1992, Ramazanoglu & Holland, 1999; SC6H, 1992),
which was discussed in Chapter One. | dso conceptuaiised the notion of spesking for
others (Alcoff,_ 1991; Mohanty, 1991; Narayan, 1997; Spivak, 1988,1993) through the
interrogation of my own positionings in this research. | drew on the notion of
drategic essentidism as posited by Spivak (1990, 1993) for this purpose. | aso
discussed the power dynamics in my relationship with the research participants, the
16 year-old schoolgirls. | described thé manner in which | went about doing my
seven months of fieldwork in an urban girls' secondary school in the state of Penang
inMalaysia. | dso described how | dedt with my research materias and why | made
these choices.

This is not an objective study and | provide instances where my own
positionings affected my fieldwork and in the reading of the reeearc_h materials. | have
amed to be asreflexive as possible in thisthesis by bringing to light my background,
vaues and interests and considering how these have affected the research process.

In the following chapter, | provide a description of the research ste and

research participants.
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Chapier Five
The school and the schoolgirls
5.1 Introduction
My fieldwork was conducted over aﬂ period of seven.months in the year 2000 in an
urban girls sphool, Parkview Girls Secondary School in the state of Penang. | use the
acronym PGSS from here onwards. This schoal islocated on the idand of Penang.

In this chaoter, | first briefly describe the state of Penang to set the context of
my research. Next | provide some background on the school in which my research
was located regarding the ethnic composition of the student and teacher population.
The pedagogica practices of the school, namely the streaming system, the academic
rankings in the classes ajd form, and the school's performance in the mgjor national
exams are also described. This provides a window to the academic culture of the
school. | draw on the comments that the girls made in the individua interviews and
their essays on the schooling system in generd, the streaming practices and tuition
classes. Profiles of the classes in which the research participants studied, 4 Science
A, 4 Arts B and 4 Arts C are provided through the descriptions of the girls. Their
descriptions come from ther freeformat essays and individua interviews.
Following this, | provide persond, familia and academic details of the schoolgirls
involved in this project. | aso use tables to illustrate these details. The information

on their persond and academic background was obtained in the one-to-one interviews

| had with them.

TR et P




52 Theresearch gte

5.2.1 State of Penang

Penang is the third most urbanized, and second most industridlized state in Maaysia
(Shaiff, 2000). The state comprises the idand and part of the mainland of Peninsular
Maaysa known as Seberang Perai. The 2000 census showed a population of about
131 million for the exe of Penang with half amillion on the idand and another half
million on the mainland portion of the state. In terms of ethnic composition, 42.5%
are Bumiputeras, 46.5 % are Chinese, 10.6 % Indians and 0.4% Others (Maaysia,
2000). The digtribution of religions among the population of the state of Penang
consgs of, 44.2% Idam, 33.7% Buddhism, 8.8% Confucianism/Taoism/other
traditiona Chinese religions, 8.7% Hinduism, 3.6% Chrigtianity, 0.3% tribal/folk
religion, 0.4% other religion and 0.4% no religion. As noted in Chapter Two, the
2000 census shows that the nationa demography has an ethnic composition of 67.3 %
Bumiputeras, 24.5 % Chinese, with Indians at 7.2%, and Others at 1.2%. Interms of
the digtribution of religions among the Maaysian population, 60.4% profess Idam,
192% Buddhism, 9.1% Chrigianity, 6.3% Hinduism and 2.6%

Confucianism/Taois/other traditional Chinesereligions (Maaysia, 2002).

These demographic statistics indicate that there is no definite ethnic mgority
in the gate of Penang. The Mdays and the Chinese are amost equal in terms of
numerical strength. This is aso reflected in this school's ethnic composition among
the students. Educational, economic and socia policies in Penang as in most of the
other Mdaysan sates are centraized and controlled by the Maay-dominated

Government machineries. The Chief Minigter of the state of Penang is a Chinese, the
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only Chinese Chief Minister of a Mdaysan state. Half of the Penang state executive
committee is Chinese. These Chinese politicians belong to a CM™t>e*""sead pblitical
party that is part of the Maay-dominated Government coalition. Penang, bei % one of
the most industridised Maaysian sté[tes, hosts a significant number of multinational
companies (for example Sony, Hewlett Packard, Intel, Motorola). The Chinese
doniJnate.the top and middle ranks of management in these international companies.
As noted in Chapter Two, there is a symbiotic rélationship between the two ethnic
groups, the Chinese and the Malays, one in which the social, political and economic
needs of these two ethnic collectivities are met in important ways through the

government and corporate sector.

The dmost equa numerical numbers of Malays and Chi nese in the state has
an impact onthe daily living expériences inthe various socid indtitutions in the state.
State-government departments tend to be Maay dominated but a significant number
of political bodies and corporate sectors are Chinese dominated. With the schools in
Penang, some have a mgority of Maay students and some a mgority of Chinese
students. The ethnic mbi of student and teacher populations in each school differs.
The schoal in which | was located has a balance of Maay and Chinese schoolgirls
and a mgority of Chinese teachers. How would this specific ethnic mix of the
school impact on the schoolgirls sdf-identifications? What would the etlinic politics

be among the schoolgirls in the context of the nationa level of ethnic politics?




5.2.2 Schoolsin Penang

Thereisatotal of 82 schools in the state of Penang, with 41 of these schools located
on theidand of Penang and the other 41 located on the mainland portion of the State.
Out of the 41 schools on the idand, 12 (26.8%) are girls school, 5 boys (12.2%) and
24 (58.5%) co-educationa schools.

Most of the single-sex schools in contemporary Maaysia were managed by
the Chrigtians, namely the Catholic missionary groubs, during the British colonia
period. There were still remnants of missionary education during the initia periods
ater Madaysga ganed independence in 1957. Upon ganing independence, the
Maaysan government put into effect various education acts and implemented
curriculum reforms to develop a Maaysan-oriented education and schooling system.
As noted in Chepter Two, the schooling and education system is under the

jurisdiction of the state-controlled Ministry of Education.

5.3 The ethnic demography of the school - sudents and teachers

PGSS was fourded in 1961 with 13 teachers and 377 students. It was origindly a
Convent schoal. There are two school sessions; the morning session caters for Forms
3,4 and 5 and runs from 7.40am to 1.30pm and the afternoon session caters for
Forms 1 and 2 and runs from 1.30pm to 6.30pm. The ethnic composition of the
sudent population reflects the state of Penang's ethnic demography. Tables 5.1 and
5.2 provide the ethnic composition of the students and teachers in this school. The
totd student enrolment as of July 2000 was 1024 sudents vit_h 38.9 % Buhi puteras,

42.9% Chinese, 155 % Indians and 2.6% others. Most of the Bumiputeras are




Madays. In this way, the non—Burﬁi putera ethnic group congtitutes the magority.
However, the number of Maay and Chinese girls do not differ significantly. The
majority of the schoolteachers are Chinese.

The school principa is a Maay woman. Most schools in Mdaysia have a
Mday principal. This is connected to the affirmative action policy where top
positions in the government secftor are mainly held by the Bumiputeras, namely the
Mdays. As agued in Chapter Two, there is a .definite Maayness within the
government machineries in Maaysa.  However, in the case of Parkview Girls
Secondary School, this expresson of the affirmative action policy in the school
principa being aMalay had a minima impact on the Chineseness of the schoal ethos.
| asked the schoolteachers in my informa discussions with them whether the school
principa being aMaay woman affected the schooling practices. Some of the Chinese
teachers said in these informa discussions that the school principal does not interfere
with the teachers pedagogica practices as long as the school maintains its academic
ganding in the public examinations and wins prizes in the district and state level

competitions (for example in the sporting activities, choir, choral competitions).

Table 5.1: The ethnic composition of the student population in the school

Forms Bumiputeras Chinese Indians Others Totd
1 72 (36.3%) 79 (40.3%) 40 (20.4%) 5 (2.55%) 196
2 92 (42.9%) 79 (36.9%) 38 (17.8%) 5 (2.33%) 214
3 91 (41.5%) 99 (45.2%) 26(11.8%) 3 (1.36%) 219
4 72 (36.2%) 87 (43.7%) 33 (16.6%) 7 (3.5%) 199
5 71 (36.4%) 95 (48.7%) 22(11.3%) 7 (3.6%) 195
Totd 398 (38.9%) 439 (42.9%) 159 (15.5%) 27 (2.6%) 1023
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Table 5.2: The ethnic composition of the teacher population in the school

Ethnicity of teachers Morning session Afternoon session Tota
(forms 3,4 and 5) (forms 1 and 2\
Chinese 25 r73.5%l 13[72.2%) 38 [73.1%]
Mdays 8 r23.5%l 3 [1.7%)] 11 r21.2%)
Indians 1 [2.9%] -2 n.1%)] 3 [5.8%]
Tota A 18 52

Table 5.3 provides the school's performance in the mgor national examination,
Maaysian Certificate of Education (or in Maay, SPM) that students sit for a the end
of Form Five, the end of the secondary schooling. The results indicate that this
school has an above average academic performance. Grades are calculated on the
bass of points gained through the scores of each subject, hi terms of academic
ranking, Grade 1 is better than Grade 2 and Grade 2 ishigher than Grade 3. Students

who recelve Grades 1 and a high Grade 2 will enter the public or private higher

A

educationd ingtitutions. Those with lower Grade 2s, Grade 3 s and those who fal will

ether go into the work force or repesat this exam.

Table 5.3: The Maaysan Certificate of Education (SPM) results from 1997 to 1999

Y ear Grade Number of candidates | Percentages

1997 1 118 61.97

2 37 19.27

3 1/ 8.85

B Fail 20 9.91
1998 1 123 64.74 3
| 2 €S 2053 f
3 15 7.89
Fail ' 13 6.84 g
1999 1 111 58.42 i
2 ol 26.84 ¢
3 16 8.42 i
Fail 12 6.32° ;
4




Tablo 5.4 shows the ethnic breskdown of the top achieversin this mgor public exam
and indicates the ethnib patterning of the top girlsin this school. Students can sit for a
rﬁaximum of 10 subjects in the SPM exam. Most students sit for 9 subjects.  The
figuresbelow clearly show that the Chi nese girls are the top achieversin this school.

Table 5.4: The ethnic breakdown of the top achievers in the Maaysan Certificate of
Education examination, 1997 to 1999

Year Number of As Number of Number of Number of
Chinese gills Malay girls Indian girls
1999 |OAS 2 - -
- 9As 7 - -
8As 3 - 1
TAS 7 2 L
1998 IOASs 1 - 1
9As 10 1 -
8As 10 - -
TAS 4 2 1
1997 IOASs 1 - -
9AS 2 2 1
8As 8 - -
TAS 3 1 -

The ethnic composition v/ithin the school and its relationship with the national level
politics of ethnic identification impinges on students self-identificationsa and iiow
they see each atiicr. This school has a sense of 'Chineseness’ in that most of the top
academic achievers, school prefects and teachers in the school are Chinese. There is
an interplay among the 'Chineseness of this school, ths macro leve politics of ethnic
identification that favours the ethnic Maay magority and the ways of being Malay,
Chinese and Indian schoolgirls are enacted in this school. The interpretation of the
centralized education system and the politics of ethnic identification are contextual
and ste-specific. As discussed in Chapters Ong and Three, we do not congtruct our
sf-identifications in isolation. Ways of being ahd knowing are multiple and shifting

in response to context. Wavs of being and knowing shift within the discursive spaces
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to which one has access and are mediated by one's socia context. Processes of Hf-
identification include relationships between sdf and others. Griffiths (1995) dtates
that we define oursalves in relation to how we believe others position us. Thiswill be

explored in the following chapters.

5.4 The Form Four classes

As noted in Chapter Two, the education and schooiing system is highly centralised
and dl mgor decison and policy making take place a the Ministry of Education. In
this school, as in most Mdaysian schools, the curriculum, the mgor public
examinations, and the co-curricular activities follow a prescribed formula determined
by the Ministry of Education. Text books used in schools are determined by the
Ministry of Education. The teachers have some form of flexibility and credtivity,
though they are restricted on the ddivery of their teaching material. They have to
complete the syllabus for purposes of the national examinations. Teachers in schools
adso have some flexibility in the school's interna examinations. However, these
academic assessments do not differ much from the nationa public examinations.

In the following sections, | describe aspects of Form Four and the schoal,
namdy the Form Four curriculum, the classes, streaming and academic ranking,
tuition classes and school uniform. This detail is necessary in order to understand the
discourses of schooling the girls are located within.,

5.4.1 Curriculum and pedagogica practices of Form Four
All Form Four students will have sat for a common public exam, Lower Secondary
Assessment the previous year. The subjects they took in this exam were categorised

as Core subjects (Malay language, English language, Mathematics, Idamic Rdigious
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StudiesMora Education, Science, Geography, History, Living Skills, Art Education,
Physical and Hedlth Education) and Additional subjects (Chinese language, Tamil
language, Arabic language). The format of this examination is one of multiple-choice
questions except for the language papers that aso have essay format questions. This
nationa examination determines the stream and the choice of subjects the students
take in Form Four. The schooling system is explained in detail in Appendix B.

It is a this sage in Form Four that students begin to specidise in ether the
arts, science, technical, vocationa or religious disciplines. At this school, as in most
secondary schools in Maaysia, students who obtain high grades in Maths and Science
in the Lower Secondary Assessment examination will go into the Science stream.
The grades obtained in this examination determine whether fhey take the Pure
Science subjects, the Accounting combination or the Commerce combination. As
Form Fve students, they will st for another public examination, the Maaysan
Cetificate of Education (SPM) that is equivaent to the British O-levels. In addition
to this academic aspect of the curriculum, there are aso the various co-curricular
activities comprising 'uniform bodies (Red Crescent, Police Cadets, Guides), clubs,
societies and sports in which these girls become involved. In this school, the girls are
required to participate in one uniform body, one club and one sports activity. These
co-curricular activities are organised to develop character, discipline and leadership
(Minigtry of Education, 1997), School Librarians, School Prefects and Canteen
Prefects are positions that are normally nominated by both the students and teachers.

Examples of some of these clubs and societies are Career and Guidance Club, Y oung




Enterprisers, School Beautification Squad, Idamic Society and Police Cadets. Most
secondary schools in Maaysia have smilar co-curricular societies and activities.

The schoolgirls in this school, as in most Maaysian secondary schools, have
four examinations each year, two mid-semester exams, a mid-year examination and
an end of the year examination. The girls are academically ranked in their class and
in the whole form for the mid-year and end of the year examination. For example, a
student would have in her academic record the following figures. postion in class
25/42, pogtion in foom 28/200. This means that in her class she has been
academically ranked as 25 out of a totd 42 girls in the class. In her form, she is
academically ranked as 28 out of a total 200 girls in Form Four. The form ranking
includes both the Science and Arts stream even though the combination of subjects
differs for these two streams. This academic ranking is based on-poi nts that are
accorded to the grades of these girls in the school subjects. A report isissued at the
end of the exams and requires the signature of the parents. This report has details on
the grades for each subject, a student's academic ranking in the class and overal form
and their involvement in co-curricular activities. The class teacher prepares this
schoal report with input from al the teachers who teach the class as wdl as the
discipline and co-curricular activities teacher. In addition, the girls also receive grades
(for example A, B, C) for overdl behaviour and participation in co-curricular
activities. Mog of the girls told me during the individua and group interviews that
the grade for behaviour is dependent on school attendance rates, discipline and
gened behaviour in relation to the teachers and students. This school adopts the

demerit syssem where points are given to girls who break the schoal, rules. These
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demerit points contribute significantly to the grade for behaviour. The grade for co-
curricular activities is dependent on their attendance, leadership positions and leve of
participation in these activities. There is aso the Prize-Giving Day at the end of the
year where the top achievers for the Subj ects and forms are presented certificates of
excdlence. This is an annua school event that involves all the teachers, students,
parents of the achievers and members of the Parent-Teacher Association. Students
who excel in sports are dso given certificates of excellence a this ceremony.

The girls are not only evauated acedemicdly as well as in co-curricular
activities but also in terms of their behaviour within the school environment.

Thereis a class monitor and assistant class monitor for each class. They play
the role of the teacher's assistant in passing relevant information about the procedures
in the school to their peers, maintaining the teaching materids (like duster and
chaks), ensuring that the girls on the duty roster do their cleaning duties (of the class
and blackboard), recording the daily attendance of the students and other minor
adminidtrative duties.

542 Classes- 4 Science A, 4 ArtsB and4 ArtsC

The girls in Form Four are streamed into Science and Arts streams based on the
results they obtained in the previous year's nationa exam, the Lower Secondary
Asessment (or in Maday, PMR). The Malaysian education policy recommends that
sudents themsdlves choose the stream and combination of subjects they want to
pursue for their upper secondary studies for Form Four and Form Five. However, due
to a lack of specidist teachers and physica facilities (classrooms and |aboratories),

gudents do not have ths option to choose their subjects. When .the Integrated
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Secondary School Curriculum was implemented in the 1990s, students were supposed
to have amore libera choice of elective subjects. However, many schools till force
students into the sdlection of subjects that conform to the traditional science and arts
sream packages (Loo, 2000). The process of determining the streams the girls enter
Is based on the grades the girls obtained in the Lower Secondary Assessment, namely
in the Sci ence and Mathematics subjects. The teachers in most schools aso have a
mgor role in deciding which stream and subject combination the girls take. Those
girls going into the Science stream would be expected to have good grades in the
Mathematics and Science subjects.  Students intending to do the subject Accounting
inthe Arts stream would be expected to have high grades for Mathematics. Thereis &
privileging of the Science stream over the Arts stream in the Maaysian education
gysem. Within the Arts stream, there is a privileging of the Acéounti ng over the
Commerce combination. The table below shows the subject combinations for the
Science and Arts streams as well as within the Arts Stream.

Table 5.5: Subject combinationsin the Science and Arts streams

Science Arts
Streams Stream stream
classes classes
Form Four 4 4 4
classes Science Science Science 4ATrtsA 4Arts2 4 ArtsC
A B C
Additional Science, Science,
Subjects taken Mathematics, Principal Principle
by students Additiona Matherrlatics, Science, Accounts, Accounts,
specific to the Physics, Chemistry, Biology Principal Basic Commerce
Streams : Accounts, Economics
Basic
Economics
Common
subjects taken Malay 1anguage, Eic;lish language, History, Mathematics, Moral Studies (for
by al students nonMuslirris), Islamic Religious knowledge (for Muslirris)
in both streams
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4 Science A (49A), 4 Science B (49B) and 4 Science C (4S/C) are the Science
Stream classes. 4 Science A is ranked as the best class in Form Four academically as
al students achieved the maximum 7As from the previous public exam. 4 Arts A
(4A/A), ArtsB (4A/B) and Arts C (4A/C) are Arts stream classes with 4 Arts A being
the best ranked class academically.

52 girlsin this Form Four obtained the maximum 7As in the Lower Secondary
Assessment last year. However, only 42 of them could be placed in Science A due to
lack of physica space in the classes. Furthermore, this was the maximum number of
sudents the teachers could manage in a class. The school authorities, the students
and the parents of these high achievers who could not get into Science A agreed that
there would be academic ranking again at the end of Form Four based on the find
examination. This would give "those in Science B an opportunity to come up to
Science A in Form Five. At the end of the year, the last three girlsin Science A went
downto 5 Science B and thetop three girlsin Science B cameup to 5 Science A.

There is an ethnic patterning in terms of the student distribution iii the Arts
and Science streams and within each of these streams. The table below shows that
the Chinese girls are concentrated more in the Science stream classes and the top Arts
dream class. The Mdays are concentrated more in the Arts Stream classes.  The

Indians are concentrated more in the average Science and Arts stream classes.




Table 5.6; Ethnic compostion of Form Four girls according to Science and Arts

streams
Class Bumiputeras Chinese Indians Others Tota
AScien?eA 7 [225%) 31[738%] | 3[7.14% | 1[24%] 42
4ScienceB 8 [20%)] 19 [47.5%) 10[40%] | 3[7.5%] 40
4ScienceC 4 [235%] 8[47.1%] | 4[235%] | 1[588%| 17
AATSA 14[35%) 23[57.5%] 2 [5%) 1 [2.5%] 40
4ArtsB 1548 4%) 4 112.9%] 11[355%] | 1[322%]{ 31
4ArtsC 24 [82.8%) 2 [6.8%)] 3[10.3%] 0 29
The following table shows the distribution of my research participants.
Table 5.7: Didtribution of research participants
Classes/ethnic groups | Bumiputeras Chinese Indians Totdl
4 ScienceA 5 8 2 15
4ArsB 1 2 4 7
4 ArtsC 9 - 3. 12
Totd 15 (42.9%) 10 (28.6%) 9 (25.7%) A

5.4.3 Thegirls views on schooling and streaming

In this section, | provide the girls' views of the schooling system. This is based on
the individual and group interviews, and essays on experiences of schooling. Most of

the girls commented on the overemphasis on examination in the schooling system.

Thisisillustrated in the following comments:

So much emphasis on exams...like if you are very good in memorizing.. .very
good lah (Anizaof 4 Science A).

We somehow find school too stressing because of the amount of homeworks
we are given and the amount of after-school-activities our parents make us
involved in (ie tuition classes, piano lessons) which is good in a way but
sometimes the competition in school redly kills (Hazreen of 4 Science A in

her essay).

Some of the girls felt that there was no room in the present education system for the

students to be creative and expressive. Students tend to be homogenised into a group.

The following excerpts from the individual interviews illustrate this.
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The way that the teachers want...which is boring...no view...just follow the
leeder . and toe the line...this does not give you the chance to be
individuals.. .to be more like awhole clump of students.. wearedl oneclass
(SuMe of 4 Science A).

Mog students study because they are forced to...because they have to take
the exam and because they want to pass the exam with flying colours...very
little or none of the students actudly study for the love and fun of it or to
gan more knowledge...instead when the students are studying their mind
only thinks about exam exams exams. ..even though exams are good in away

but it is dso making most students become kiasu people (Ai Choo of 4
ScienceA).

Most of the girls in this research said during the individual and group interviews that
schooling has two main purposes, firstly to gain academic knowledge and gain a
certificate to get into a career. Secondly, there is the social knowledge gained
through sharing and interacting with school friends. They also learnt to be
independent and communicate in school. Most of the girls said that the learning and
teaching process tended to be unidi récﬁonal, from teacher to student. However, in
spite of this, most of the top students saw the necessity of doing well academically to

secure a brighter future.

For your future...to be a better person...like you won't suffer...live a poor
life...they teach you so much...study...study...like you will achieve so
much. ..and to be more confident by mixing around (Shanti of 4 Arts B).

Schooling prepares us...getting good results so that you can get into univ and
it helps you socidize..friends...and schooling in a way helps you know what
you are interested in (Sew Lee of 4 Science A).

Preparing for the future...so you have a bright future...you won't be a road
sweeper...you will be bright and intelligent and earn money...and you can
have a family..you won't have a dull future..dull as in..more

educated...so people won't cheat you and you will have money and whatever
you want (Ndini of 4 Science A).

Mogt of the girls in Arts B said in the interviews that schooling is relevant for their

future. They also complained of difficulties in undei-standing subjects in school like

Maths or Accounts.
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Difficult...everything is of subjective format..many essays..Maths is
difficult...too many topics..and the concepts are difficult...] only
underdand very little of what the teacher teaches..and if | ask the
-teacher., .the more | don't understand (Rathi of 4 Arts C).

Most of the girls in all the three classes said during the individual interviews that in
general most of the teachers in the school did not care for the students. The following
comments illustrate this point:

AsK the teachers to pay attention individualy., .sometimes the teachers won't
check the homework.. .they don't care (Revathi of 4 ArtsB).

Some teachers...they teach you...they just teach...teach...teach and go
out.. .they don't care about you (Yi Mé of ArtsB).

There is dways a barier there..like oh...our job is to teach the
students...that is it...once you have finished with them (Sew Lee of 4
Science A).

The thing is that they have to train teachers well...cause like some teachers
are qudified in cetificates™ but attitudes...can see lah...they ae not
understanding...you can see how they pick on some girls...not that nice
(YokeLinof 4 Science A).

There are mixed views among this group of girls on the pedagogica practices of
streaming and academic ranking. Moét of the girls in this research said in the
individual interviews that there was a privileging of the Science stream over the Arts
stream. One of the girls expressed this in the following way that summarised the

attitudes of most of the girls on this point:

There is discrimination againgt Arts students (Su Mei of 4 Science A).
Most of the girls of the top class, Sci ence A felt that the streami ng allows for a match
between learning abilities and teaching pace. Su Mei's views in the individual
interview exemplify this point:

If you don't stream us...then how is the class going to work...the teachers
will be teaching.. .the girls that are week won't understand anything.. .those
who are fagt will be utterly bored (Su Mé of 4 Science A).




Some of the girls fdt that having a class of mixed abilities assisted the weaker
students in improving their academic abilities. The following comments by these two

girlsintheindividud interview illustrate this point:

Mixing the good ones with the not so good ones is better.. .then make the not
s0 good ones the good ones (Rodina of 4 Science A).

hi a way...together dl the best in one class, it is good...but if you gather dl
the not so good onesin one class.. .they don't have the feding to work harder
| supposc.to be the best...cause there is no one the best in that class... s0
everyone is equa or as bad as the others...so they don't have someone to
chalenge them...so they will just keep on being like that for ever (Nabila of
4 Science A).

There are dso girls from dl the classes who fdt that streeaming is detrimental to one's
sf-worth. They fdt that streaming differentiated between academically successful

and academically unsuccessful students. Some of their comments included:

The inferiority complex might build in you...especialy when you are in a
not-so-good class...and then some people who go to the fird class...wow...|
am 0 gredat...they have this ggp kind of thing...and some people will
think.. .why am | so dumb.. .1 amin thisclass.. .that kind of thing (Hazreen
of 4 ScienceA).

Actudly schoaling is fun...if you stay at home....there is nothing much to
do...but they like to differentiate between the smart and not so smart
students...I prefer primary school...the learning was fun...happy...here in
secondary...the teachers like to compare (Suraya of 4 Arts C).

That is separating you for who you are...it is discrimination of stupidity...you
are judging people.. .oh you are not in Science A.. .so you are stupid (Su Lin of

4 Science A).

Most of the girls in Arts B and Arts C felt that the difference between the Arts and
Science stream lay in the combination of the subjects and not in the academic abilities
of the students. This point isillustrated in the following ‘comments:

| don't agree Science A is a clever class...other classes are clever aso...but
they do not want to choose that subject...some of them do not want to choose

that subject...you know different (Bhavani of 4 Arts B).
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Make other classes fed stupid...you feel ashamed to go to one
class...like some classes...people don't understand....like Arts 1 means
these subjects...Arts B does these subjects...they think...oh Arts C is a
stupid class (Sharmala of 4 Arts B).
Suraya of Arts C disagreed with the practice of academic ranking in the form as the
subject combination was different for each stream.

We are not taking the same subjects...like the Science classes...| do not
understand how they can calculate the form position for al of us in Form Four
as the subjects we take are not the same...how can they calculate this as we are
not studying the same subjects (Suraya of 4 Arts C).

Most of the girls involved in this research project felt that school is boring with an
over-emphasis on examinations and homework. They enjoyed coming to school for
the school interaction with friends. Most of these girls also wanted the teacheré to
treat them with more respect and.care for them more other than just fulfilling their
role to impart information and knowledge during the teaching.

There were mixed views on the pedagogical practices of streaming, with most
of the 4 Science A girls advocating streaming and most of the Arts B and Arts C girls
seeing it as a biased and unfair way of categorising the students. In general, there was
an agreement alhong most of the girls that there is a privileging of the Science stream
over the Arts stream.

5.4.4 Tuition culture

There is a very strong tuition culture_among' the girls in this school. Tuition classes
are classes these students go to after school hours either at a tuition center or in the
private homes of the tutors. They have to pay for this classes and the tutors are
usualy experienced schoolteachers. Most of the students in the high achieving
classes were taking tuition classes in the year of the study. Those gi rlé from the lower

achieving classes said that they v/ould do so in the next year. These tuition classes
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prepare the students for the coming public examination. The tutors are very familiar
with the_kind of questions that are Iikely‘ to come out for the examination. The
students are taught the important aspects of the examination and given many past year
examination questions and other related exercises to complete. Tuition teachers have
experience with the secondary school system and have studied the patterns of the
examinatioﬁ questions over the years. Because of this, they have acquired keen skills
in being able to predict topics that are likely to be included in the SPM public
examination. Some of these teachers would also have had experiences in being
examiners and grading subjects for these examinations.

Most of the girls in the highest achieving class in the one to one interviews
commented on the necessity of .tuition classes to achieve high grades in the
examinations. They also felt that the tuition classes provided them with opportunities
to clarify some of their lack of understanding during the school periods. Most of
them also said during the one to one interviews that the tuition classes provided them
with a wider range of exercises. The following comments are illustrative of these

points:

Tuition...norma lah...I think I must go...I cannot understand what the
teacher is teaching...they go quite fast...not comfortable to ask the teachers
in school. (Roslinaof4 Science A).

Tuition serves the same purpose of teaching us what we need to know to do
wel in the SPM there are some uff these teachers don't teach...don't give
exam papers according to syllabus..they tend to branch out a bit...so
sometimes the tuition teachers also know what the teachers do...so we learn
extra suff...and dso it is sort of a practice and a disciplined time for us to
study which we don't do. (SuMe of 4 Science A).

Mogt of the girls in the low achieving classes, 4 Arts B and 4 Arts C told me in the

individual interviews that they would attend tuition classes in Form Five.
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5.4.5 Schoal uniform

All Maaysian secondary schools have a standard school uniform as determined by
the Ministry of Education. For girls, there Is the blue pinafore with a white short
deeved blouse insde. Most non-Maay girls wore this style of school uniform. The
Mday and Mudim schoolgirls in Mdaysia wear the baju kurung to schoal - the top
isalong, long-deeved white tunic and the skirt is blue. A few of the non-Mday girls
wear the baju kurung on some school days. Likewise there are some but very few
Maday girls who wear the pinafore. Some of the Mudim girls aso wear the tudung or
headscarf. This is a Maay term for velling and there are various styles in Mdaysia.
The Mudim girls in the school are only dlowed to wear the white tudung that
complements the school uniform of bl ue and white. In this group of 15 Maay girlsin
the research project, five wore the tudung. Almost dl the Maay girls wore the baju
kurung. Two Malay girls wore the pinafore to school on some days. School prefects
have a different uniform, a navy blue skirt with a white blouse and a tie. There is
differentiation in terms of school uniforms, there is a distinction between Maays and

non-Maays, Mudims and non-Mudims, and students and the prefects.

55 Profiles of the classes- the girls voices and my voice

In this section, | provide a profile of the three classes, 4 Science A, 4 Arts B and 4
ArtsC. These arethe classesinvolved in my project. | draw on my own observations
and schoal records. | also use the girls' descriptions of their own classes and those of
their peers in the individual and group interviews, and my informal discussions with
the teachers.  This provides an indgght as to how these girls see themsaves in being

part of these classes.
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551 4 ScienceA

The girls in this class describe 4 Science A, the top class within the top stream,
Science stream, as a class with a big gap between the high and the low achieving
girls. Thisis illustrated in the following comment during the individual interviews:

There is abig gap between those who get above SO marks and those who get
50 'something...so those who get 50 something...the teacher has to teach
them alot.. .and for therest of us.. .1 don't know about the rest of them.. .but
| find it boring in class when the teachers explains like Physics and al .
that...l dready know what she is explaining...so | find it boring (Aniza of 4 ’
ScienceA).

Most of the girls within this class commented that their teachers perceived them to be
sdfish, disrespectful, snobbish, over-confident and insolent. Some of the teachers

who teach this class a'so made comments during my informal discussions with them

that the students in this class were over-confident and answered back to teachers. The ‘
following student comments made during one-to-one interview illustrates this:

From 4 Science A we will goto 5 Science A...so by the time we are 2 years
in that class..,the teachers say that we come big-headed...we think we are -
smart and don't follow rules...fxtualy when we first came into this class 4
Science A...we weren' like that...but the teachers come into the class...and
say...4 Science A, you don't expect to be like that...every teacher who

comes in says that...so we purposely do things to irritate them (Su Mei of 4
Sciencel).

| hate it when teachers go everyday...oh you are Science A...you should
know that...so clever class...and the next day they go...just because you are
4 Science A you think you are so smart (Sew Lee of 4 Science A).

My classmates are very sdfish, disrespectful of teachers...they choose
teachers to respect., .the teachers say our class has a bad reputation...we have
rude manners...one teacher sad the class only wants manes and not 3
education.. .even one mark counts (Rodina of 4 Science A). 3

Within the class, the top achievers were described as being self-centered, egotistical
and very competitive by their classmates. The following comments from the

individua interviews are illustrative of this:
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| don't understand why they have to be like that...okay fine...you are
smart.. .you don't have to go around showing off.. .and sometimes sheis rude
aso...l mean she thinks she is so smart...most of them are in my class
(Hazreen of 4 Science A).

4 Science A, | personadly think that this class is very sdf-centered except a
few of my friends (Su Lin of 4 Science A).

We have so much competition...the Arts C.they don't have to worry at
al...like for me | have to worry...cause | know that | can go down some
more.. .but they don't have to worry (Priyaof 4 Science A).

Sometimes when your results are not up to the class standard...there are
some people who will look down on you...some people will start avoiding
you and you fed like the black sheep of the class...this has happened to a
few of my friends..| can see some sStudents in my class behave like
that.. .isn'tit crud (YokeLinof 4 Science A).

These girls saw the top achievers as having a good balance between their studies and

enjoying life. The girls in this class saw themselves as being proficient in English in
comparison to girls from other classes. Some of the girls also éommented on the
differences in the fluency of English between the Science and Arts classes:

It depends on which class you go to...if you go to Science A...they will
gpesk mostly in English whereasif you go to 4 Arts A...I think some of them
will start spesking in diaects...and then if you goto ArtsB and ArtsC..itis
inMday (Yen Ling of 4 Science A).

Most of the 4 Science A girls in their interviews said that this class had priorities for
leadership opportunities in the school by virtue of being the best class in Form Four.
This following comment illustrates this point:

It has dways been like that...4 Science A are more capable...they are

smart...they are responsible...they can be reliable (Yoke Lin of 4 Science
A). '

Girls in 4 Science A, through their individual and group interviews and essays
on their experiences of schooling provided a profile of their class. This pfofile IS one
of 4 Science A as a class that stressed academic excellence with an emphasis on hard

work, high grades, keen competition and selfishness, that is, a concern with individual




accomplishment even to the detriment of classmates' success. The girlsin this class
argued that they also had more opportunities for leadership.positions in the school.
552 4ArtsB

The girls from this class stated in their individual and group interviews that their
teachers positioned this class as the most naughty and one of the two academically
weakest Form Four classes. They commented that their teachers perceived some of
their classmates as 'being noisy’, 'very lazy', 'very talkative' and 'rude to teachers'.
Intan of Arts B illustrates this point in her essay on her experiences of schooling:

Actudly they are not that bad but sometimes they are terrible like hell...all
the teachers say that 4 Arts B this year is the wordt class...they compare our
class with other classes (Intan of 4 ArtsB).

Sharmala and Su Wei had similar comments in saying that:

My dlassis hated by dl the teachers...the teachers don't like the class...some
of the girlsyell at the teachers., .some teachers (Sharmaaof 4 Arts B).

| cannot stand the discipline teacher who complains about the class dl the
time.. .1 hate that teacher.. .and cannot stand her.. .1 fed like kicking her (Su
We of 4 ArtsB).

Some of the girls from high achieving class, 4 Science A, felt that some of the 4 Arts
B girls did not bother about their studies and were not 'stupid’. Some of their peers
from Science A and classmates commented that the Malay girlsin this class tended to
break the school rules. Shariza, a school prefect from Science A commented on this
during her individual interview: |

Sometimes naughty...and sometimes you will laugh also...these girls...they
wear al these bangles...stuff...you pull up their deeves and you will see‘dl
their bangles there...and they wear the tudung...some of them wear the
tudung because of their hair.. .they dyethey hair.. .and don't know how many
earrings they wear (Sharizaof 4 Science A). '




A profile of 4 Arts B emefged based on the individual and group interviews with the
4 Arts B and some of the Science A girls as naughty, noisy, lazy, rebellious and low
achieving.

553 4ArtsC

The girls from this class stated in their individual and group interviews that they felt
that most of their teachers did not like this class. Some of the girls commented that
the teachers were boring and did not care for them. Some complained about the
physical aspects of their classroom not being conducive to learning. Some of the
girlsin the individual interviews said that they felt ashamed to mix with the girls from
the high achieving classes as these girls were intelligent and studious. This is
captured in the comments Hanim of Arts C made in the individual interlview.

| am ashamed to make friends with other classes like Arts 1, Science A and 2
and 3...because they are intelligent...they are good in studies ...and dso
their attitude...our class dways has problems (Hanim of 4 Arts3).

Her classmate, Hasniza also comments on this point in the one-to-one interview.

Many say that our classis astupid class...not clever...we are not good in our
studies...we have the same brain as others but we find it difficult to
understand the lessons...the other classes look down on us...as we are the
Commerce class (Hasniza of 4 ArtsC).

The girls in this class also felt that the class was discriminated against through the

naming and positioning of the class during school activities. Suraya exemplifies this
point:

Even when we line up...we are dways the last...because we are the last
class...that is not fair...other schools do not have this...4 Science A...4
Science B...and so on...they use names...such as 4 Diamond...4 Jade...but
here in Form Four...they use this Science and Arts...why...when other
schools don't (Suraya of 4 Arts C). '
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Some of their peers from Science A commented that the girls in this class perceive
themselves to be unintelligent and do not bother studying because of this feeling. Su
Mei of Science A commented on the girlsin Arts C in her one-to-one interview:

They fed that they are in Arts C.they fed that they are not as clever as the
rest...once they get into that feeling...they tend to just let go...they don't
bother working...anymore (Su Mei of 4 Science A).

Some of Science A girls perceived most of the girlsin this 4 Arts C class as lacking in
English language skills. The Malay girls in this class were perceived by the girls in
the top achieving class, Science A, as being very close-minded and not wanting to
interact with girls from the other classes. Arts C was described by most of the class
as a class that is lazy, weak academically and not having proper facilities for
studying. This is illustrated in Hanim's comments in her writing on her experiences
of schooling:

Sooo0...bad!!...|a2y to do homework, noisy and many more...compared to
other classes.. .they like to enjoy much (Hanim of 4 ArtsC).

Some of the 4 Science A girls perceive the 4 Arts C girls as having low self-esteem,
being close-minded and not interacting with other girls.

Some of the teachers of 4 Arts C commented during my informal discussions
with them that most of these girls were quiet and attentive while they were teaching.
The teachers added that most of these girls did not ask questions when they did not
understand the lesson. They also did nbt complete their homework. These teachers
compared these girls to the 4 Arts B girls who were disruptive during teaching and
rude to these teachers. A profile of 4 Arts C that emerges based on the descri [;tions of
the class members, their peers from 4 Science A and their class teachers is that it was

aclass of quiet, attentive and low-achieving students.
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4 Science A is described as a class where the girls were highly competitive,
confident, selfish, fluent in English and Maay and having leadership qualities. There
was a gap between the high achievers and low achievers in this class. 4 Arts B is

described as anaughty, rebellious and low-achieving classand 4 Arts C asaquiet and

low-achieving class.

56 Thegirls

In this section, | provide an overdl picture of the thirty-five girls who volunteered for
my research. The following three tables presented on pages 135 to 142, give an
oveadl picture of these girls in terms of th family background, their academic
rankings in their classes and form.- The information presented in these tables is based
on the persona and academic detals | requested from them during the individua
interviews. These academic rankings were based on their grades in the subjects of the
final Form Four examinations. Their involvement in the co-curricular activitiesin the

schoal is dso listed in the tables. The last column is based mainly on their comments

during the one-to-one interviews and some of my observations. | present some of the -

persond issues they were deding with a the time of the fiddwork, for example,
Issues to do with parents, boyfriends, and their-studies in this last column,

Mogt of the 4 Science A gi rls have parents working in either the professional
or semi-professond fidds, for example as doctors, bank managers, teachers,
engineers. Mog of the girls said in the individual interviews that they had positive
relationships with their parents. One Maay girl had parents who were in the midst of

divorce proceedings during the fieldwork period.  Another Maay girl had both
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parents who had divorced and remarried and each had families of their own. Two
Chinese girls in this class lived oversess fbr a few years as their father was working
overseas. Some of the 4 Science A girls dso have had the opportunity to go for
overseas holidays with their parents. All the Chinese girls in this class, while
interacting with boys, did not have boyfriends. Most of them said in the individua
intervie\Ns;[hat studies were more important to them at this stage and they had no time
for boyfriends. Some of the Mday and Indian girlsin this cllass have boyfriends. All
of the 4 Science A girls took tuition classes for the subjects Additional Mathematics,
Physics, Chemistry and Maay language. The girlsfrom 4 Science A wereinvolved in
more co-curricular activities that those from 4 Arts B and 4 Arts C. 4 Science A had
11 school prefectsin comparison to 4 Arts B which had no school prefects and 4 Arts
Cwhich had 1 school prefect.

Some of the 4 Arts B girls had parents working in the professond fields, for
example Nava officer, human resources officer or semi-professond or skilled fields,
for example, saes consultant, laboratory assistant. One Malay girl came from a sole
parent family as her parents got divorced a few years ago. One Indian girl lived
overseas when she was a child. Most of these girls said in the individud interviews
that they had arguments with their parents on issues such as going out and boyfriends.
All the4 Arts B girlsinvolved in the study, except for one Indian girl, had boyfriends,
some with their parents knowledge aﬁd some without. Most of the 4 Arts B girls said
that they would take tuition classes in the next year being the year of the important
public examination. Most of the 4 Arts B girls were not as active astheir 4 Science A

peersin co-curricular activities. There was no school prefect inthis Class.
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Most of the girlsin 4 Arts C _ha;j parents working in the semi-professona or
skilled fidlds for example, clerk, wireman, administrative assistant, tour guide. One
Maay girl had parents who were divorced and remarried with their own families. A
few of them said that they had arguments with their parents on boyfriends and going
out. .A few of the girls had boyfriends, with or without their parents agreement.
Like the 4 Arts B girls, these girls said that they would take tuition classes next yesr.
They too, like their 4 Arts B peers were not active in co-curricular activities. There
was one school prefect in this class. |

Most of the Maay schoolgirlsin this study wore the baju kurung in school. In
this group of fifteen Maay schoolgirls, four wore the tudung. The significance of the
tudung and baju kurung will be discussed in the next chapter on ways of being Maday
schoolgirls. All the Chinese girls in the study wore the school pinafore. Most of the
Indian girls in the study had long hair and wore the black-dotted pottu on their
forehead. | will discuss the sgnificance of this in the chapter in ways of being Indian
schoolgirls.

The tables on the following pages show that the girls involved in this project
come from a range of family and socia backgrounds. They have had a variety of
socid experiences. They were aso dealing with different issues at this point in their
lives Some of the issues were to do with interactions with boys and relationships

with their parents.




Patternings within and between this groUp of schoolgirls in ways of being

Maay, Chinese and Indian girls and their experiences of schooling will be discussed

and presented in the next three chapters




Table5.8: The 15 Malav girls

Name
(Class)

Acatk
position
in class

Acad.
position
in form

Co-
curricular
activitiesin
school **

Grade for
co-
curricular
activities

Grade for
behaviour

Dressing
stylesin
school

Family background (this
information was obtained
through the interviews)

Some remarks (thisis based on their
comments during the individual
interviews)

L]

Hazreen

4Science
A

37142

60/200

The Young
Islamic
Guides,
Interact

Club,
Bowling
Club

A

Wears the '

tudung

Father is a doctor, mother
is a radiologist, has an
elder brother who is doing
medicine a a public
university, lives in a
bungalow, family has 3
cars

She has her own room with air-condition,
and her own phone

Nabila

4Science
A

Canteen
prefect,
Librarian,
Bowling
Club, IT

Club, Young

Islamic
Guides

Wears the
tudung

Father is an executive,
mother is a senior
assistant architect, she is
the eldest with 3 other
siblings

Her parents were in the process of getting
a divorce during my fieldwork; she aso
goes to the next class of Science B next
year due to her results.

Aniza

4Science
A

State hockey

player,

squash

player,

Y oung
Enterprisers

Does not
wear the
tudung and
wears the
baju kurung

Her father is the principal
of one of the elite
Bumiputera colleges and
mother is the head
librarian at the university,
has 2 elder siblings doing
their pre-university
courses

She has some ambivalences about her
ethnic identity as her father is an Indian-
Muslim and mother is a Pakistani-Muslim,
the school classifies her as Bumiputera but
her siblings did not get those privileges for
entrance into the public universities.

Roslina

4Science
A .

Class
monitor,

Y oung
Enterprisers,
Police
Cadet,
Computer
Club

Does not
wear the
tudung, .
wears both
the baju
kurung and
the pinafore

Father is retired and
mother works in a factory,
sheisthe only child

Her mother is a Chinese-Muslim (got
converted when she got married).




Table5.8; The 15 Me

v girls (contd.)

Name Acad. Acad. Co- Grade for | Grade for Dressing Family background (this Some remarks (thisis based on
position } position curricular co- behaviour stylesin information was obtained their comments during the
(Class) inclass | in form | activitiesin | curricular school through the interviews) individual interviews)
school ** activities _ :
Shariza 27142 Not sure School Does not Lives with her step-father who is | Her step-father is a Chinese-
of her | prefect, does wear the | a Chinese-Muslim (converted { Muslim, converted when he got
4Science position Karate, A A tudung, upon marriage) and her mother. | married.
A in the Computer wearsthe | They work in the State
torm, Club, Young school government agency; she has an
inthe Enterprisers prefect adopted brother, a step-sister and
30s - uniform of | step-brother; see her father and
skirt and his family once a week, her
blouse father has 2 children with his
second wife and her mother has |
child with her step-father .
Intan 16/31 133/200 Red Does not Her parents have been divorced | She Ieft the ethnic category empty,
Crescent wear the for a number of years, she lives | she says thai. she h*$ many different
4 ArtsB Society (but c B tudung, with her mother, her mother is a | ethnicities ki her *- Indian, Arabic,
was expelled wearsthe | sales consultant with ajewellery | Malay. .
from this baju kurung | company, has 2 elder siblings
society due but also
to poor wears the
attendance), pinafore
school
netbdll
flayer r
Suraya 330 109/200 Sheis Does not Father is an assistant { Her mother wears the tudung, she
actively wear the administrator and mother is a| has frequent arguments with her
4ArtsC involved in | ghetold me A tudung, housewife, sheis the eldest and | mother on the proper way a Malay-
the youth that she does wearethe | has4 siblings Muslim girl should behave.
wing of the not know baju kurung
local
council, in
which she
sings and
dances
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Tahle5 8 The15Malay girls (c<antd.)

Some remarks (thisisbased on

Name Acad. Acad. Co- Grade for | Grade for Dressing Family background (this
position } postion | curricular co- behaviour sylesin information was obtained their comments during the
(Class) | inclass | in foom | activitiesin | curricular school through the interviews) individual interviews)
school ** activities . . _
Hasniza 10/30 145/200 | Sheisthe Wearsthe | Her father is a tour bus driver } She is trying to get a place in
class tudung and | and her mother is a housewife, | boarding school as she saysthat she
4ArtsC monitor, B A thebaju she has 2 younger siblings cannot study in her class of Arts C
Peer Support kurung that is very noisy; describes herself
Group, as very feminine and gentle Malay-
History and Mudim girl, she is adso softly
Geography spoken.
society
Hani 7130 142/200 | Police cadet Wearsthe | Father is a hospitd assistant and | She does not fed comfortable
A A tudungand | mother works in the hospital § leaving the house, fedls much safer
4 ArtsC thebaju cooperative, sheisthe eldest and | at home. She was reluctant to share
kurung she has 4 younger siblings and told me that the questions |
pose to her at times are difficult.
Hanim 12/30 | Not sure, § Shetold me Doesnot | Father is a prison warden and { Her English is good in comparison
approx thet sheis B A wear the | mother is ahousewife, shehas4 | to her other classmates, she is
4ArtsC around 1 not activein tudung, ssters reluctant to share her views and
1457200 | co-curricular wearsthe opinions with me, she aso likes to
activities bau kurung mantan her far and smooth
complexion and stays out of the
, sun.
Sdina 13/30 | Approx. } History and Doesnot { Her father is a prison warden | She says her ethnic identity is
150 Geography | Se1odme wear the } and mother is ahousewife, has 4 | Punjabi-Musglim as her father is a
4ArntsC society not sure of A tudung, | siblings Punjabi who converted to Idam
thisgrade wearsthe upon marriage and her mother is a
baju kurung Maay-Mudim. She spesks fluent

Erglish, shetoois reluctant to share
her opinions and views with me.
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Tabhle5.8 The15 MFijlay girls (contd.)
Name Acad. Acad. Co- Gradefor | Grade for Dressing Family background (this Someremarks (thisisbased on
position | position | curricular co- behaviour dylesin information was obtained their comments during the
(Class) | inclass | in form | activitiesin | curricular school through the interviews) individud interviews)
school ** activities x :
Rozita 17/30 176/200 Isnot Doesnot | Her parents got divorced 3 years | She says that she is not bothered
involved in’ wear the } ago and have remarried, she and | about her studies. She says that she
4 ArtsC any of the E B tudung, her younger brother live with her | has to have a boyfriend to reinforce
co-curricular wearsthe | materna grandmother, her sdf worth as she does not get
activitiesin bajukurung | Her father is a warren officer in | this from her family, she skips
school the malaysan arforce and her | school a fair bit and was recently
mother is an adminigrative | caught at her boyfriend's place
assistant during school hours, her mother
took her out of the school and put
her into aschool near her in another
state, later she came back to this
school,” most of the interviews
would centre around her sharing
about her frudrations with her
family as well as the happy times
with her boyfriends
SHiah 18/30 | Approx Did not Father is agenera worker in the | Initidly she presented hersdf as a
: 180/200 | Shedid not wear the | government service and mother { street-wise and wild girl but later
4 ArtsB tell methe A B tudungat | is an operator, she is the eldest | toned down telling me that she has
activitiesshe thestart of } and has4 younger siblings changed. _ :
isinvolved theresearch
in but wore the
tudung later,
wearsthe
i baju kurung
Azlina 11/30 | Approx | Peer Support Doesnot Father is a warehouse officer and | She sees hersdf as not being
150/200 Group, B A wearthe | mother is a scheduler, she has 4 | beautiful as she is dark-skinned for
4ArtsC Environment tudungand ¢ siblings aMalay, she aso feds that she has
Club wearsthe no friends in the school .
baju kurung




Table 5.8: The 15 Malay girls (contd.}

Acad.
position
inclass

Name Acad.

position
in form

(Class)

Co-
curricular
activitiesin
school **

Grade for
co-
curricular
activities

Grade for
behaviour

Dressng

sylesin
school

Family background (this
information was obtained
through the interviews)

Some remarks (this 'sbased on
thelr commentsduring the
individual interviews)

Zakiah 830 Approx

: 125/200
4 ArtsC

Sheisa
- school
prefect, she
represented
her classin
the Form
Four English
elocution
contest,
History and
Geography
society,
PRS

Does not
wear the
tudung,
wearsthe
prefect's
uniform of
skirt and
blouseon
most days,
wearsthe
baju kurung
on Fridays

Father is a tour bus driver and
mother is a housewife, has 4
siblings, sheisthe only daughter

She wants to study very much at
home but she has no time, no space
and she has to help out with the
housework as the other siblings are
brothers. She istrying to convince
her parents to send her off to a
boarding school next year so as she
will be able to concentrate on her
studlea
<

Some generd remarks

** |t iscompulsory for al the Maay/Mudim girlsin the school become members of the ISamic Rellglous Society

* The Mday/Mudim girlsin Science A arefluent in both English and Maay, Intan is aso fluent in both languages, the ArtsB Maday glrlsarenot asfluent in Engllsh
* The Science A Mday girls and Intan of Arts B wrote their essays in English, we would also talk in English during the interviews; with the Arts B Malay girls - the
essays and the interviews were in the Malay language

* All the Malay girlsin 4 Science A go for tuition classes. The Maay girls from the other two classes say that they will take tuition next year, the year of the mgor
examindion

* Some of the girlsin the study did not know or were not sure of their ranking in the form. | made alogical deduction regarding their approximate ranki ng by compan ng
the nearest academic classranking of their classmates and the corresponding ranking in the whole fonn.




Table5.9 : The 10 Chinesegirls
Name Acad. Acad. Co-curricular Grade for Grade Family background (this Some remarks (thisisbased on their
position | position activitiesin co- for infornurion was obtained through | comments during the individua interviews)
Class incass | inthe school curricular | behaviour . theinterviews) : -
form activities
Ai Choo | 36/42 | 52/200 j School prefect, Father is a senior cargo officer in | She says that she does not have as much
Red Crescent the Mdaysian airlines, mother is a { freedom as her elder brother has. -
4Science Society, B A clerk, has an elder brother doing :
A Resource Room his form 6 -
prefect . _
Gak 40142 | 77/200 | Karate, Science Father is a teacher and mother a | She goes down to Science B next year due to
Choo and Maths housawife, has an «eder sister in | her results, she sees herself as a tomboy due
society, Canteen A A college doing her pre-University | to her dressing preferences (pants and shirts,
4 Science prefect, Editorial studies does not like dresses and skirts and earrings)
A board . and hobbies (electronics and building) which
_ do not fit the typica dainty and feminine girl
YenlLing { 16/42 17/200 | School prefect, Father is a manager and mother is | She says that sheis astaunch Christian.
Rangers, Science a housewife, eldest in her family
4 Science and Maths A A and has ayounger sibling
A society, Editoria
Board : :
SewlLee | 20/42 | 23/200 { School prefect, Father is a doctor and mother a | She lived in Brunel during her primary school
: compuiter club, housewife, has an elder sister | daysasher father .wasworking there. She was
4 Science karate, Y oung A A doing medicinein Singapore sudying in a semi-private school where the
A Enterprisers, Peer medium of instruction was English
Support Group :
Ching 12/42 12/200 Librarian, Father is a teacher and mother a | She has a motor-bike and plays the Chinese
Ling canteen prefect, housewife, youngest and has an | harp. She got the highest marks for Additiona
school elder sibling Mathematics (the subject perceived by the
4 Science beauttifi cation A A girlsto be one of the toughest in the form).
A squad, Interact
Club, Editorid
Board, Computer
Club, Peer
Support Group




- ThelOC

(contd.)

Acad.
position
in class

hinese qirl
Acad.
position
inthe
form

~ Co-curricular
activitiesin
school

Grade for
co-
curricular
activities

Grade
for
behaviour

Family background (this
information was obtained
through the interviews)

Some remarks (thisis based on their comments
during the individud interviews)

21/42

241200

Interact Club

Father is an engineer and
mother a housewife, has 2
sblings

She lived in America for 6 years as her father was
working there as an engineer. She returned to Penang
at the beginning of her secondaiy schooling. During
the interview, she compares life between USA -and
Maaysa. She says that she will go back there as
soon as shehasthe chancetodo so. '

Red Crescent
Society, Science
and Mathematics

Father is a manager and
mother a part-time interior
decorator, 2 shlings

She is the only Chinese girl in the research groUp
who goes for Mandarin classes after school

School prefect,
Editorial Board,
Young
Enterprisers,
Computer Club,
Red Crescent
Society, Editoria
Board

Father is a bank manager
and .mother a part-time
editor with a consumer
magazine, ddest and has
one younger sibling

She goes overseas with family for annua holidays.
She goes out every Saturday night to Starbucks café,
wears spaghetti straps, missed the prize giving day at
the school and went for the Formula 1 racing at the
Sepang International Grand Prix, has Internet access
at home :

SuWe
4ArtsB

Karate, Bowling
Club

Father owns a coffee
powder factory and mother
isahousewife, 3 shlings

She owns a motorbike and has a boyfriend She says
that she does not get along with her parents as they
scold her for using the. Internet which runs the phone
bill very high. They dso scold her for going out too
often

YiMei

4 ArtsB

Interact Club,
did not join any
uniform bodies

a school

Father is atourist guide with
a loca tour company,
mother works as a cashier in
a fivedar hotel, youngest
and has 2 sihlings

She speaks fluent English. She does not get along
with her mother — has daily argumentswith her. She
feds that her mother takes out her work and personal
stress out on her. She has a boyfriend.

Some general remarks

* al the Chinese girlsin Science A are taking tuition classes, the two Chinese girlsin Arts B are not taking tuition this year but will do so next year
* al the Chinese girls wrote their essaysin English. All of them also spoke to me in English in the interviews.




Table5.10 : The9 Indian girls

Name Acad. Acad. Co-curricular | Gradefor | Gradefor | Physicd Family background (this Some remarks (thisisbased on
postion } pogtionin | activitiesin co- behaviour | markers information was obtained . their comments during the
Class -inclass | theform school curricular through the interviews) interviews
activities
Naini 22/42 25/200 Young Short | Father is alawyer and mother is { She has her own room with- her
Enterprisers, hair,no { an ex-nurse, livesin abungalow, | own phone and computer. She has
Science & pottu {has a gser doing her| been oversess with her family for
4Science Matte, Red A A undergraduate  studies  in | holidays. She has freedom to move
A Crescent, Canberra aound with her friends but not
Librarian, aonewith aguy
Editorid
Board, School
, Cooperative ’ _
Priya 41/42 111/200 Probationary Long | Father is a meteorological | Shegoesdownto 5 Science B next
Deputy Head hair, | assstant, mother is an operator, | year. She had some conflicts with
4Science prefect, Police someti | has 2 brothers both teachers and her father on her
A Cadet, Young mes position as the Deputy Heed
Enterprisers, A A wears Prefect due to her poor academic
Secretary of the results. Her parents do not alow
the Editorid pottu, a her to go out on her own or with
Board, Catholic friends.
Librarian
Bhavani 131 46/200 Class monitor Shoulde | Father is a cleck and mother | She is the top student in her class
r length | works part-time in the hospital,  and is very motivated in her
4ArtsB A A hair, | has2 eder sblings sudies. She follows the school
wears rules strictly. Her classmates do not
the like her as they fed that she tells
pottu, on them to the teachers whenever
hasa they break the school rules.

talisman




Table5.10 : The9 Indian girls (contd.)

Name Acad. Acad. Co-curricular | Gradefor | Gradefor | Physca Family background (this Someremarks (thisisbased on
: position | positionin |  activitiesin co- behaviour | markers information was obtained their comments during the
Class inclass | theform school curricular through the interviews) interviews
activities '
Revathi 23/31 156/200 Police Cadet Long | Father is a lab assstant in the | She describes hersdf as a cheeky
hair, | school and mother is atelephone | and playful girl. Shehas worked in
4 ArtsB B B wears | operator, has a Sser in a|a factory during - the school
the Mdaysan universty, has 3| holidays. She says that she has
pottu, | siblings many guy friends. Her best friend
hasa isaguy.
talisman
Shanti 1331 >131/200 | Interact Club, Long | Father is a Naval officer and | She has a boyfriend who is
Guidanceand C A hair, | mother a housewife, has 2 elder | working in one of the multinational
4 ArtsB Career Club wears | sblings factories. :
the
pottu,
hasa
- talisman
Shamda | 30/31 >162/200 | Interact Club, Shoulde | Father is amedicad assstant in a{ She had aboyfriend.
' : Resourceroom B B r length | hospital and mother is a human |
4 ArtsB hair, resources - officer  in a
sheisa { multinationa company, parents
Catholic | studied and lived in England for
a few years when she was a
child, has 2 siblings
Rethi 20/30 { >180/200 | Guidanceand Long | Father is a wireman in the state | She is the only child and has her {
Career Club, A B hair, | eectricity company and mother | own room. Her father scolded her
4ArtsC School - wears | isahousewife, only child when she was seen talking with a
Cooperative the boy in her neighbourhood.
pottu, :
hasa

talisman




Table5.10 : The9 Indian girls (contd.)
Name Acad. Acad. Co-curricular } Gradefor | Gradefor | Physca Family background (this Some remarks (this isbased on
position | podtionin | activitiesin co- behaviour | markers information was obtained their comments during the
Class inclass | theform school curricular through the interviews) interviews
activities .
Punitha 22/30 >180/200 Shetold Shedoes Long | Father is hote telephone! Like her friends Rathi and Sumita,
me that not know hair, | operator and mother does baby- | she too was reluctant to answer
4ArtsC shedoes wears | dtting in the neighbourhood, has | some of my questions saying that it
not know the an elder sister was too difficult.
pottu, :
hasa
talisman
Sumita 23/30 187/200 { Guidanceand Long | Father passed away while she | She has a motorbike but is only
Career Club, har* | was young, mother has a food | dlowed by her family to use it to
4ArtsC School B A wears | dall, has 3 elder sisters go for tuition and around the
Cooperative, the village. -
Schoal pottu,
Welfare Club hasa
talisman

Generd remarks
** the Indian girlsin Science A wrote their essays and spoke to me in English, some of the Arts B girls spoke in English to me, some spoke both in Malay and English,

the Arts C Indian girl were not so fluent in English— they wrote their essays in Malay and the interviews werein M

amnot

aay and English, they are very fluentin Tamil and |

* the Arts C Indian girls also said that some of my questions were difficult and they called me the "why" woman, one of them said that if she has to think about the
questions | posed to her it would take her awhole day to answer the questions.
* The two Science A and two Arts B Indian girls go for tuition classes. The rest of the girls say that they will go next year.

ey

g
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5.7 Conclusion

In this chapter, | have described some of the discourses of schooling in which these

girls are located. These discourses emphasise academic excellence. There is a

privileging of the Sciences over the Arts. Within the Arts stream, there is dso a
privileging of particular subjects. Not only are classes ranked, so are the girls. The
girls are academically ranked in their classes as wdll as in the overal form. These
girls are not only assessed academically but aso in their behaviour and co-curricular
activities. Students from the top achieving classes are giveh more opportunities at
leadership positions, for example they are school prefects in the school. There is
very keen competition among the top academic classes. The education system in
Madayda is one that functions on a system of assessment and educationa selection.
Conndll (1993) states that assessment systems are potent because they shape the
fom of the curriculum as’well as its more obvious cohtent. Furthermore,
competitive assessment sysems favour particular knowledges and skills; for
example, the physical sciences are given more importance.” Thus, other forms of
knowledges and skills are not given the time and opportunity to be valued and
devdoped within the curriculum. Students appropriation of knowledges and
cultivation of skills proceeds at different paces and aong different paths (Connell,
1993). Students' appropriation of knowledges and cultivation of skills proceeds at
different paces and dong different paths (Connell, 1993). This means that
judgements made about individud studéhts‘ learning at any one point in time should
not be converted into essentialised notions of their ability over time, which can then

be used to position students as more or less ‘worthy'. This of course would aso




dfect students odf-identifications.  Conndl  states:  "competitive  assessment

produces a particular interpretation of this fact, as a sgn of unequa merit - or

intelligence, learning capacity, talent, 'diligence, educability, achievement (there are
innumerable variants on the idea)" (Conndl, 1993 p.32). He further adds that
competitive assessment systems result in: "unequal educational merit of individual
students' (Connell, 1993 p.32). Thereis inequality within an education system that
functions on streaming and academic ranking as differences between students along
academic abilities are emphasized. These differences are highlighted within an
ability hierarchy againgt a background of other individual learners.

The discourses of schooling emphasise academic excellence, leadership,
polite manners, being disciplined and keeping to the school rules. Schoolgirls are
rewarded through the ranki ng and grading system. There are adso discourses on
ways of being Mday, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls. The discourse of ethnicity
through the politics of ethnic identification imposed by the state is also evident in
the schooling and education system as noted in Chapter Two. As Stated earlier, the
negotiation of this is site specific. This school site is one where the mgority of the
teachers, top achievers and the students holding the leadership positions are Chinese.
There is dmost an equal balance of Maay and Chinese girls in this school. In this
sense, thereis a certain sense of 'Chineseness prevaent in the schoal.

How do these schoolgirls construct their sdf-identification as Malay,
Chinese and Indian girls when they interact with these discourses in this specific
school ste? While there is a prescribed curriculum and academic assessment within

this school, schoolgirls also have agency. Do they resist this discourse of academic




excdlence in the midst of congtructing their self-identifications? How and why?
This research dso uses the notioh of resstance to understand the patternings
betvveen ways of being Maday, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls and schooling. In the
next three chapters, | present the girls"voic&sthrough thelr writings, individua and
group interviews in examining these questions. | aso draw on my observations in

and out of the school, and informa discussions with the school teachers.
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- Chapter éix
Ways of being Malay éch_oOIgirIs -

6.1 Introduction

In this chapter, | discuss differences in ways of being Ma_lay school girls anong this

group. of fifteen '_ -Mal_ay girls. These Malay schoolgirls were clustered .ihto
academically 'sjcf:(;e“@es.‘UI and academi_callyUn&ccé@‘Ul groups.  This dugtering is
besed on the stream and dlass they were in, and their academic ranking in the form. |
next present the.patterni'n'gs within these two groups, in relation to the notion of
‘Western' and ‘traditional’ girl, as discussed in section 45 (page 107). These Malay
schoolgi fls undefstandi_ngs of t_hé 'tradi_tional' Mday girl ére ‘dso discussad.
Differences in.\./v_ays of being Malay schoolgirls are presented as thése gi rlé heg.oti ae
discourses of gender and ethnicity, and diécoursas of schooling. My readi ng of the
ways these girls engage With these disboufsas IS premised on my discussion with
them duri ng the ihdivi dual aq.d.group interviews, their free-format es&ays, electronic
communications, my observations in and out of school and my informa discuss ons
with the téachers ” |

The diécou_rses .of "Mudimness' as a defining feature in the identity' of a

Maay girl emerged from these girls' writings and interviews. Idam is heard; seen

and experi.en'ced_' by these girls daily - the public call of'prayer is heard five times a ,

day; the ‘subject Idamic Religious _Knowledge Is taught in school; the
representations of Idam abound in the media and in discussions of _natiohhoqd;
ISam is ever-present within the family, and in interactions with teachers and school

mates.




This group of Maay and Mudim girls presented the notion of a ‘traditional’

Maay girl as one who wears the tudung, covers the aurat, exhibits feminine

behaviour and has limited interaction with boys.

This group of fifteen Malay girls constructed their gender identity in a
variety of ways and in response to a range of available discourses, namely the
discourse of ethnicity as .advocated through the politics of ethnic identification by
the state, the discourse of schooling and discourse of ways of beihg Maay and
Mudim girls. Differences within these essentialised school groupings are presented
as they negotiate these prescribed essentialised discourses on ways of being Malay

schoolgirls.

6.2 Thefifteen Malay schoolgirls

Fifteen Mday Form Four schoolgirlswere involved in this research. ‘Five were from
the top achieving class, 4 Science A and ten from the lowest achieving classes, 4
ArtsB and4 ArtsC.

The Chinese and Indians have a straightforward classification of their ethnic
identity as this identity follows the paternal lineage. For the Malays it is more
complicated due to the political implications, namely the specid privileges. The
definition of Malay becomes more complex in the context of two other issues,
namdy its | t» and congtitutional definition and the tém Bumiputera (Syed, 1981).
A Mday is congtitutionally defined as a person who professes the Mudim religion,
oeeks Maday, and conforms to Maay customs (Andaya & Andaya, 2001; Loo,

2000; Syed, 1981). All the Mday schoolgirls in this research are Mudims. As noted




in Chapter Two, all Maays in Maaysa are‘Muinms and the mgority of Mudims
are Maays, though not al. These girls have indicated in their demographic
information forms that | gave them at the initid stages of the study that they are

Malay. According to the political system in Maaysia, Malay means that either the

paterna or materna lineage has pure or traces of Maay ancestry. The school also

classfies these girls as Mdays. For mogt, both parents are Maays. Thereare afew
with one Malay. pérent and the other, non-Maay.

The parents of one girl are both Mudims but they are non-Malays. The
school has classfied her as Bwniputera. She aso wrote this down on the form that |
distributed to the students on background information. According to the political
definition, she would not be classified as a Bumiputera as neither of her parents are
Madays and therefore she would not be entitled to the specia privileges in terms of
scholarships. There is a contradiction between hd ethnic sdlf-identification and the
officd ethnic identification. | chose to put her in this group of Maay girls as she
herself, the school and her peers see her as Malay. She has a Malay name and wears
the baju kurung to school. Her ethnic identity is problematic, though ethnic identity
becomes a crucia issue only when the specid privileges are activated. Even though,
as discussed in Chapter Two, the school forms part of the state, her classification of
her ethnic identity does not matter a this stage of being a schoolgirl. Her ethnic
identity becomes an important point when applying for specia privileges such as
scholarships and university places. Evidence of ethnicity is given through the birth

certificate of the girl, which. indicates the ethnicity of the parents. This is the
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gandard procedure.in determining the ethnicity of a Mdaysan especidly in

procedures for university applications.

6.3 ThéMaIay schoolgirls’ essentialised notion of a'traditional' Malay girl

In this section, | provide the girls description of what they identified as
characterizing a 'traditional’ Maay girl. While they all expr_&ssed an understanding
of the ‘traditional' Malay girl in terms of dressing styles, behaviour and spiritudity,
thesé girls negotiated being a Mday girl in different ways. The discourses to which
the Maay girls were exposed regarding being a 'traditional’ Mday girl are
inextricably intertwined with thoée about being a Mudim girl. These discourses
mainly come from the rdigious classes in schoadl. The curriculum for the subject,
Idamic Religious.- 'Knowledge, IS preﬁc'ri bed by the Ministry of Educatién. Criticdl
discourses they identified included those linking Maay-Mudim femininity with

markers that include thé wearing of the tudung, wearing of clothes that cover the

aurat, the need to exhibit gentle and polite behaviour and limit socid interactfon |

with boys. Mot of the Mday girlstalk about the dress codes for Maay girlsin the
individua and group interviews. These are Islémic and emphasise modesty.

For the Malay girls in this study, the ‘traditional’ Malay girl refers to a
Maday and Musdlim girl as one who wears the tudung, adopts a style of dressing that
covers the aurat, has limited interaction with boyé is religious in following Idamic
rules by praying, fasting and wearing the proper attire. According to these girls,
understandi ngs of the Idamic femde identity are prescribed mainly thfough

religious classes in school, and to alesser extent by family members.

11
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As explained in the Glossary, thel‘tudung Is the Mday term for head-scarf
that Mu‘_sli‘m women wear. Aurat ié fhe_ Malay term for parts of the femae body that
must be covefed_ according to Islamic laws including the hair, arms and legs. Baju
kurung refersto the M'_alay femadedress of long blouse over long skirt.

6.3.1 Theldamicreligious classesand the | damic societies
Most of the girls said in the individua and group interviews that they get most of
| their knowledge.on Ways of .bei ng Muslim. girls and on Idam at school through the

subject, Idamic Knowledge, and the school's Iamic co-curricular groups. Some of

them get some knowledge on these issues from their parents and grandparents. Some

of them .add that their parents do not really know much about the religion. The
Muslim codes 'of behaViour and practices and ways of life are a mgor focus of the
sibect Idamic Knowlédge. They also get the notion of the proper Musl_im girl
through these classes. For example, Shariza says in her individud interview that the
religious clasées in school teach her to be aMudim girl who

mus be paient...generous..must be noble...cannot amoke and drink
acohol..we ds0 learn how to pray and fast...we dso learn about the
history of Idam (Sharizaof SaenceA).

It is compulsory for dl the Mudim girls in the school to be members of the Idamic
Rdigious Society. The Malays girls in this project told me that this society
organises talks by invited speskers once a month. They added in the individua
interviews that these speakers give advice on how to be better Muslims.

6.3.2 Tudu ng and Aur.at

Most of the Maay-Mudim girls said in the individual -and group interviews that as a,

Mudim girl, they should don the tudung upon reaching puberty. This point is

illustrated in Hazreen's comments in the individual interview:
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As Mudims we believe that the moment you have your per|od .everything
you do you take responsihility from now on because before that every
.mistake you do your parents take full responsibility for that...if you do
something wrong...your parents take full responsibility because they are
supposed to teach you something right, isn't it...after 1 got my period |
wanted ‘to wear the tudung because | believe..we know the
repercussions..we believe in dl tha suff..so | redly wanted to
wear.. .you can still bé modern by wearing atudung.. .it is not like wrong to
wear it (Hazreen of 4 &2tmcc A).

Mogt of the_Md@/-Muélim girls said in the interviews that it is in the Koran that

men have rﬁore_sexud II__ust_ and desire in comparison to women. They ad_d that the
physical form of a worman i$ Seen as sexul in having the effect of enticing and
arousng men's desire. They tdd me that it is the reﬁponsibility. of the woman
through her dréss and behaviour to bontrol men's sexud desires. The foIIowi‘ng
comments by the girlsin theindividua interviews illustrate these points:

If one wears the tudung you aso have to wear loose clothes and long
deeves...this is s0 as to avoid men disturbing you...this is dso to avoid
men getting near women and raping them (Rodinaof 4 Science A).

Men when they look a women...they have steam...if she is sexy and
pretty..men have steam..women don't have steam..men have an
erection...even if the women wears the tudung...and when they touch
women...men have sexud desires...it can hagppen anytime...these sexud *
desires (Sdfiah of 4 Arts C).

According to Islam...the only part of the body that can be exposed are the
face and the pdms of the hand...the hair, legs and arms cannot be
exposed...God says this...it is in the Koran...men cannot see a girl's
hair.. .God will get angry (Zakiah of 4 ArtsC).
Aniza, said that the emphasis in boy-girl interaction is on communication when one

wear's the tudung and covering the aurat. | She highlighted this in her following

comment in the individua interview:

Y ou are supposed to cover everything.. .for usright in Ilam.. .when you get
married..you mary a peson cause you know the person..like
communication...no sexua or anything..so you actudly know the
person...other religions don't consider it so important...to not to have any
sexud relationships...some get married just for the sake of that (Aniza of 4
SaenceA)



Most of these girls told me that even though the wearing of the tudung is
compulsory for Muslim women, it is not something that is forced -upon them.
Roslina and Suraya elaborated on this point in their comments:

Because it is up to you...when your heart says...you want to wear tudung

and you are wearing because of God...it is okay...but don't wear because

of cannot...follow your heart and God (Rodlinaof 4 Science A).

| will only wear the tudung once my heart is open...ha\/i ng the heart open
means having the desire to wear the tudung (Suraya of 4 ArtsC).

Most of the Malay girls also spoke of the notion of a Malay girl who is gentle and
polite in her demeanour. This is illustrated in the following comments during the
individual interviews:

| am a girl...I cannot like...go around and jump...| have to wak properly

and sit properly...is | have to be very courteous...| am not myself...I think
it isnot good...to laugh so loud (Shariza of 4 Science A).

As agirl...we mug be gentle, polite, loving, shy, not overly social...adopt

gr) ng that covers all...only then will others respect us (Hasniza of 4 Arts
6.3.3 Praying, fasting and reading the Koran
Most of the Malay girls told me in the individual and group iﬁterviews that praying,
fasting and reading the Koran are also important aspects of being a Muslim. These
are seen by the girls to have a.calming effect on their mind and soui. The comments

below illustrate this point:

In being a good Maay and Mudlim, ohé should follow the Idamic concept
of reigion and pray 5 timesaday (Hasnizaof 4 Arts C).

A practicing Mudim girl reads the Koran, does not drink alcohol, does not
expose her our at and wearsthe tudung (Nabilaof 4 Science A).

| fed at peace when | read the Koran. | read the Koran whenever | am
tensed (Suraya of 4 Arts C).




Some of the Malay girls see Islam as a guiding principle in their lives. Hanim and

Hasniza illustrate this in their comments in the individual interviews:

Because of reigion, | am afrad to do something: wrong...in having
religion...] know what is good and what is bad...we will be afraid to do
anything wrong when out of the house if one hasreligion. ..onewill also not
do wrong when with their boyfriend...my family is good because we have
religion (Hanim of 4 ArtsC).

Without religion, one does not have principlesin life. | want to be a success
in heaven and on earth.. .to do this.. .1 must not do bad things, not lie, never
leave praying, do not argue with parents (Hasniza of 4 ArtsC).

We control our lusts by strengthening our faith and religion...in praying to
God...not to go over the limits (Hasniza of 4 Arts C).

6.3.4 Boys

Most of the Malay girls told me that there are limitations in interactions with boys in

Isam. This point is illustrated through Hazreen's comments in the individual

interview:

It is normd for a boy and girl to fal in love but we must know the
limits.. .why God does not like you to do some stuff.. .cause when they start
doing this kind of stuff...they will end up committing fornication/adultery
that will result in unwanted kids...As a Mudim girl...you are not supposed,
to touch another guy... when you go out and hold hands with guys and go to
some place and smooching around.. .and that kind of stuff...it is not anice
thing to do (Hazreen of Science A).

Some of the girls told me that interaction with boys is forbidden in Islam.

The 'traditional’ Malay girl is described by most of the Malay schoolgirls as

one who wears the tudung, covers the aurat, prays, fasts and reads the Koran. From
their writings and individual and group 'interviews, the notion of a 'traditional’

Maay and Muslim girl encompasses one who is courteous, talks gently, dainty, and

walks and sits properly.




6.4 The'Western.5 girl -

Some of the Malay girls in. the oneto-one interviews deScribed their notion of the
'Western' g| rl as one who wore dress ing stylesthat exposed the breast and abdomen,

and did not cover the aurat, and was quent in the English Ianguage They aJso

spoke of the ‘Western ways' of sOC|aI|S|ng with boys, and gave the example of
holding-hands with them. The followi ng comtnents in the individual interviews are
illustrative of some of these points:

The Wedsern way..not covering our aurat.. wearing Sexy
clothes...exposing the breast and tummy...having intimate relations with
men...if we follow the Western way...we will be punished when we die
(Nizaof 4 ArtsC).. . .

Western...everything is so normal...you wear any punky clothes aso...no
one will say anything...but here everyone will 1ook at the person and start
talking...so not so broad-minded and it dways so irritating...they can dress
whatever lah.. .it doesn't matter (Hazreen of 4 Science A).

These Malay girls represented the notion of the "Western' girl as one who

has freedom in social interactio'ns and dressing styles, and is fluent in English,

6.5 The academically successful Malay schoolgirls - balancing between being
‘traditional’ and 'Western'

There were.five Malay girlsinthis group. They are from 4 Science A, the top class
in the form. .M ost of the girlsin this group assume some of the characteristics of the
'‘traditional’ Maay-M uslim. o] tl and some of the characteristics of the "Western' girl
albeit one who complies with what is considered proper. for a Muslim girl. The
following comment by Hazreen in the individual interview illustrated this balancing

between the 'traditional’ and 'Western' girl in ways being Malay schoolgirls:

You have to go with life lah...you cannot just stay a home and not do a
thing...that is why they say..you have to know how to-adapt with
times...you follow the rules...keep to the rules...don't deviate anywhere

: ot B



- yet..but dso try to adapt yoursdf with the times...as long as it is not
- something wrong (Hazreen of 4 Science A).

This bal anC| ng is seen in their behaViour. ‘F.or example, Shariza does karate; which
do&s'no.t conform with the characteristics of the 'traditional’ Malay girl.. Most of
these girls héve boS/f‘riends but only see them in groups of friends. | have observed |
these girls wearing short skirts énd 'spaghetti strap' tops under a cardigan at the
birtliday pa;rﬁes of 'their peers. The girls in this research uée the phrase ‘spaghetti
straps' to réfer to clothing thét reveéls the shoulder and arms All these girls in this

group are also fluent in their English. Hazreen who wears the tudung and places

much importance on Islam, used the word 'crap’ frequently in her conversations and
interview with me.

| am consdered a very rough girl...for agirl...I am not as dainty as some
people..can st down and " you know..sit down nicey and tak
gently.. fromyoung.. .1 talk abit rough (Hazreen of 4 Science A).

Shariza in talking about her dressing styles during the individual interview l

commented:

| would like to wear spaghetti straps or skirts...my mother sometimes alow
me to wear this when | go out with her but not with friends (Shariza of 4
Science A).

Three girls in this group do not wear thé tudung and two wear the tudung. Those
who do not wear the tudung say that they will do so when they assume most of the

behaviour of the 'good' Malay girl. Shariza and Roslina exemplify this point in

their comments in the individual inter\)i ews:

Sometimes *1 am like crazy..sometimes | will jump around...and
sometimes | am very moody also.. .o sometimes | get angry very fast.. .so. |
don't think'| am very good yet (Shariza of 4 Science A).

If you follow.. .you haveto.. .you cannot do this and that such aswe cannot
mix around with boys (Rodinaof 4 Science A).



Aniza said that it is not suitable to Wéar the tudung now as she is active in sports.
Some of the girls also fdt that in wearing the tudung they would not be able to wear
clothing like skirts and tops, | he two girls Who wear the tudung said they fdt the
‘desire’ to do so. |

This group of girls has socid interactions with boys but they comply with the
Idamic rules on boy-girl relationships. They told me in the individua and group
interviews that they usually have socid interactions with boys in groups of friends
and in public places such as shopping complexes or food outlets.

Except for Aniza who is academically ranked third out of 200 girls in the
form, the rest of the Maay girls in thisgroup are ranked between 27 and 41 in the
class and between 27 and 62 in the form. They do not occupy the top academic
positions in the form but they éfé the Maay girls in the top class and the highest
achieving Malay girls in the form. Some of these girls told me in their interviews
that they are not satisfied with their examination results. They give reésons such as
being lazy, not being able to understand the lessons and not doing enough exercises.
The teachersin their informd discussions with me, said that most of the Maay girls
in 4 Science A are well-behaved in the class, but they are not as competitive and
hardworking as the Chinese girls in the class. The girlstold me that they have atight
tuition schedule after school. The Maay gi'rls in the top achieving class are seen by
some of their classmates as being proficient in English and having parents from
professona backgrounds who value education.

Most of these academicaly successful Malay girls exhibited conforming

behaviour in school in being polite and respectful to teachers, being attentive in class
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and completing their homework ahd‘ adhering to school rules. This is premised on
my observations of these girls in .the‘school as well as through the individua
interviews. Like most of their classmates in 4 Science A, they adso have atight
tuition schedﬁl e. |

One giﬂ, Aniza, assumed the rebellious behaviwr in school. She war
academii:dl_y ranked the tliird in the form. Shereceived aB grade for hér behaviour
in the find school report. She said in the individua interview that she thought she
.got this gradé because she was rude to some teachers in additi onto being frequently
absent from school and coming late td school. She aso commented in her infévieN
about the lack of freedom in students expressing themselves:

If we dontt like certain things...the only thing we can do is just complain
about it to other student.. We cannot go to the teachers cause mod teechers
congder it unbecoming of astudent to question (Anizaof ScenceA)

During their interviews, some of the Mday girls from the top class, 4
Science A, expresed their individua .interviews their opinion on the affirmative
action policy which works in favour of the ethnic mgority, the Bumiputeras/ Mal ays
and provides them with scholarships for further study. Additionally, there is the
ethnic quota system that févours their entry into public Maaysan universities.
During one to one and/or grdup interviews, some of the Maay schoolgirls from the
top class commentéd that as members of the indigeneous groups they do not work as
hard and were not as competitive as the Chi n&elgi rls because they were confident
they would get scholarships due to this policy. They fet a times, the policy
disadvantaged chers because even if the non-Bumiputeras achieved'very good

results, they were not rewarded for this through government scholarships. The




following comments by some of the Malay girls of 4 Science A illudtrate these
points:
| | kinda pity the non-Bumiputeras cause they really need to struggle...and

we just have to study and score...and the thing is for university...the non-

Bumiputeras...sometimes get really great results.. .andthey don't get it.. .to

cometo think about it...it is quite unfair lah (Hazreen of 4 Science A). ¢

| think the Maay girls are lazy...| think they are confident that they are

. going to get scholarships...like some of the Malay girls...they think that

Malay...Bumiputera...easier to get scholarship..so they don't redly

care..but the Chinese they will think like..very hard to get

scholarships—hecause  everytime...you' know for the Bumiputera...so

maybe they will work harder (Sharizaof 4 Science A).

Bumis aré getting so many privileges that they don't care anymore lah...they

know that they are going to get it...so why bother working so hard...i bet

you...there are so many students who get 9Als and did not get any
scholarships...and dl these average Bumi students get 5As 4As...these

Chinese are from poor families (Anizaof 4 Science A).

All of these gi s amed to obtain a university degree. Most hope to go toa
oversess university on a government scholarship. They were fully aware of the
educetiona privileges they are entitled to through the affirmative action policy.

Most of these Malay girls who were academically successful, assumed most
of the conforming behaviour in" school, some of the characteristics of the
‘traditiona’ Malay and Mudim girl and some of the "Western' girl abeit one who
complies with what is considered proper for a-Mudim girl. There were two
exoeptions to this patterning and they were rebellious in being rude to the teachers,
not paying attention in schs&| and being absent and late to school. Thisis premised

on theindividua and group interviews and my observations in and out of the school.
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6.6 The academically unsuccessful Mal ay- schoolgi'r.ls -

6.6.1 Being more'Western'than'traditional’

There Wére four girls in this group. One was from Arts B and three from Arts C.
They were academically ranked between 109. and 180 in the form out of a total of

- 200. Most of them assumed most of the characteristics of the 'Western' girl. For

example, sdme_ of these girls wore 'spaghetti straps' and tight fitting clothes even

though they were fully aware that as Muslim girls they should wear the tudung. All

of them said that 'they do not have the desire' or 'their heart is not open yet' to

wearing the tudung. Some of them said in the individual interview that being active
in particular activities for example singing and dancing did not allow them to wear
the tudung. The following comments during the individual interviews are
illustrative of this.

People will look a me and say..Maay girl wearing Spaghetti
straps...wow...they say that...some people and girls look at me...I don't
know why...it ismy body what | want to do.. .or not to do.. .my principleis
that as long as | do not wear the tudung...v/hat | want to wear | will
wear...| know it is very wrong and sinful...but it is better than wearing the
tudung and then taking it off...that is worse than those who don't wear the
tudung at dl (Intan of ArtsB).

My dressing is average...| like to wear tight fitting clothes...my parents do
not say anything.. .it isnot over the limit (Surayaof 4 Arts C).

In the religion there is no forcing...i will wear the tudung one day...when |
get married | will wear the tudung (Sefiah of Arts C).

All these girls have a few boyfriends. They said in.the individual interview that they
could have boyfriends as long as they take 'care of their honour. Intan provided an
5 example of this point

| never forget. my honour...anybody can be our friends...but we must take 1
good care of ourselves... one must not go and put ourselvesin troublein our - RE
interaction with guys (Intan of 4 Arts B). :




These girls are rebellious, noisy and break tfhe school rulés. They also db not
do_' their homework i.n school. All these girls got aB grade for their béhaviour in the
final school report. For example, Rozita of Arts C told me in the one-to-one
interView that ‘she was founo_l-by the school principal and school counselor in her
boyfriend's flat during school hours. Safiah of Arts B was found by the discipline
teacher to bg responsible for the formation of gangs in the school. Intan of Arts B
told me in the individual interview that the principal called her mother to school to
complain about her rude behaviour to the teachers in school-

Most of these girls told me in the individual interviews that they see the
relevance of schooling to their future. However, they told me in the individual and
group interviews that they find the school and teachers boring,.and that the teachers
do not care for them. They say that they enjoy school for the intéractions with
friends. Most of them told me that théy find it difficult to follow and understand
some of the subjects like Mathematics, Economics and Commerce. All these girls
faled Mathematics. Some suggested that they should be allowed to take fewer
subjects instead of the current eight subjects that they do. The following comments
are illustrative of some of these points:

Boring...nothing goes in...my mind is blur...I do not want to do more
revision...I do not like to study...I like to talk...whatever the teacher
says... doesnot go in (Rozitaof 4 ArtsC).

School and teachers are boring...the teachers do not care for us...I am
lazy...and fed sleepy when doing my homework and studying (Suraya of 4
"ArtsC).

But | redlly hate somethmg inthis school is - the laws istoo strict. Some
of the teachers is good enough but some is sucks! | hate Maths...teacher
sucks lah...he is boring lah...when | don't understand and | ask him...he
will say...tak some more lah...talk some more lah...he will say like that
(Intan of ArtsB).
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None of these girls are going for tuition\classes thisyear.:. They said that they would
take tui.tion classes next year, being the year of the major public examination; +/V"
None of these girls see themselves going to university. Intan and Rozita want to be
air-stewardessés, Safiah, a chef and Suraya wants to work in the hotel line.

These academically unsuccessful Malay girls assumed most of the
characteristics ofths * Western' girl in wearing revealing clothes, having boyfriends,
not weari hg the tuduhg and not covering the aurat. All of these girls were rebellious
in school in being rude, noisy and breaking school rules.

6.6.2 'Traditional’ Malay schoolgirls

There were six girls in this group. AH of them were in Arts C They were
academically ranked between 104 an_‘d 150 in the form out of a total of 200. All
assumed; mdst of the characteristiélé of the 'traditional' Malay-Muslim girl.. They all
wore the baj:u kUang to school. Two wore the tudung and four did not. Most of
these girls told me during the inter/iew that they did not go out after school on their
'own. or with friends. They only went out with their parents. Most of them did not
have boyf‘riends, and had hardly any interactions with boys. The cofnkhents below
illustrates these girls' dpinion on the tudung and aurat, and boy-girl Interactions:

If | expose the hair, leg and arms...God will get angry 1 am arad what
will happen when | die (Zakiah of 4 ArtsC).

We must pray to God...not to do things beyond ihe dlowed limit...like
touching here and there.. .kissing (Hasnizaof 4 ArtsC).

Based on my observations in ihe school and my informal conversations with the
teachers, most of these girls exhibited conforming behaviour in being polite and
respectful to the teachers, quiet and being attentive in class. However, most of them

reportedly did not‘.-‘understand what was being taught and this resulted in them
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achievi hg low grades. The teachers also complained that the girls did not ask them
que rions on Ins they did not understand. Most of them also did not complete
their homework. This group of girls aIéd said in their individual interviews that they
were lazy and studied at the last moment for the examinations. The following
comments illustrate some of these points:

Bad lah because if | am number 13...that means | am not far from the

last...this class has 29 students...not good...my results are worse lah

(Haniraof 4 ArtsC). ' -

| think my attitude is like that...it started when | w*s born...now | become

bigger bigger... dl change..become more lazy...behaviour aso

bad...maybe too is natural..maybe | can...if | change...! will do it

again...I try to improve...then suddenly it becomes like that...natura

(Hanim of 4 ArtsC).
Most of these gi rI_s say that fhey enjoyed coming to school because of their friends.
They said in the individua interviews that they understood that doing well in their
studies is relevant to their future and career. Most of them also said that they found
some of the subjects difficult to follow and understand. They added that they were
reluctant to ask the teacher as that only confused them further. They also fdlt that
they were average students. Some of the girls felt that the school should take steps
to improve the motivation level of the class. Most of the girls also felt that their
teachers did not care about them. These comments, made in the one-to-one interview
exemplify these points:

Have extra classes for us.. .after school ‘hours.. .do something during classes

to make sure the girls pay attention...take action if the girls don't do their

homework and pass up.. .maybe sand isto see the principa if we don't hand

up our work...all the teacher does is scold us...no one cared if we do not

hand up our school work (Zakiah of 4 Arts C).

Change the teachers...théy ae al s angry. with us...they don't show

it...but sometimes when we do some mistakes...they scold...they don't

teach us like what we want...they just take the book...and read from the
book...they are fed up...I think...like maybe they got one style only...but
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we don't understand...like how they want to teach some more (Hanim of 4
AnsC). - L - _

Most of the girls ih this group aspi reto atain a university degree. Hasniza wants to
be a graduate teacher, Zakiah, a lawyer, Sdina, a doctor and Azlinar wants to enter
university. However, they also told me in the individua interviews that they did not
think théy‘ would Qet very high grades ih the publ ic. examl nation the following year.
These academicadly unsjccess‘ul Malay schoolgirls assumed most of the
characterigtics of the 'traditional’ Malay girl in wearing clothes that covered most of
the aurat, had hardly any socia interactions with boys and rarely went out of thé
house on their own. However, most qf them did not wear the tudung giving the
reason that they were not ready tp_ do so or ‘thelv heart isnot open'yet'. These girls
dso exhibited conformi ng behévibur in school in bei ng quiet and attentive in class,
respectful to teachers and adhering to the school rules. However, they did not
complete their homework and did not understand what was being taught in"class

They dso faled a few subjects in their find examination.

6.7 Exception to the patterning

In this section, | discuss Nabila who did not fit into the criteria of academicdly
successul  schoolgirls.  Nabila was in the top achieving class but she was
écazlemically ranked low, 118 out of- 200 in the form. | observed Nabila degping a
few times in class, when the teacher was teaching. She was given a B grade for her
behaviour in the end of the year school report. She was academically ranked the last
girl in the class and was going down to 5 Science B the foIIoWing year. She

.commented on this in the individua interview:
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Bad...bad...don't ak about that...last..last ‘in the class..42..in the
form...the worgt 1ah...|O0 plus...I have never got this before...118 (Nabila
of 4 Science A).

She added in the interview that her parents were not bothe.red' about her results as
they were in the midst of getting adivorce and they fought most of the time.
6.8 Ways of being Malay schooigirls in relation to Indian and Chinese
schoolgirls
In this section, | present how these Malay girlé see tliemselves in relation to Indian
and Chinese schoolgirl. This provides the interethnic dynamics in ways of being
~ Malay schoolgirls within this school.

As illustrated in the comments below,- Chinese and Indian schoolgirls are
seen as being trendy and wore "sexy' clothes in comparison td Malay girls who were
supposed to cover up their aural |

Chinese and Indian girl wear sexy clothes.. .the Western way.. .Mday girls
are supposed to wear clothes...to cover the aurat...v/Q have to take care of
the image of Islam...it is a sin if we don't cover the aurat (Hasniza of 4"
ArtsC).

Chinese girls wear sexy clothes (Rodina of 4 Science A).

Chinese girls are trendy...they wear shorts...jeans...and top with sports
shoes (Hanim of 4 Arts B).
As noted earlier, in this chapter on the section on academically successful Malay

schoolgirls, these girls saw themselves as not as hardworking and competitive in

relation to the high achiéving Chinese girls due to the affirmative action policy..
Some of the Malay girlsin this study pointed out in the individual interviews

that some of the schoolteachers displayed favouritism towards the Chinese

schoolgirls.  The following comments made by some of the Malay girls illustrate

this point
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- Some of the Chinese teachers always try to find the Malay and.Indian girls
fault...but never look at their- own...the Chinese teachers are dl like
that...everywhere you go...every schodl is like that...they only want the
Chinese studentsto do well (Intan of 4 ArtsB).

Our religiols teacher told us...the Chinese teschers say..the Maay
students bring down the standard of the school...she said...aren't you al
ashamed...to hear others say thislike (Surayaof 4 Arts B)
One of the Malay 'schoolgirls, a school prefect commented that the majority of
school prefects in this school are Chinese.
Most of the prefects are Chinese...there are very few Maay prefects...the -
Chinese prefects usualy ask the Mdays to do the work.. wh|Ie they chat
. away (Zakiah of 4 Arts B). :

These comments made by some of the Malay girls in the individua interviews

reiterates the 'Chineseness' of this particular schooling site.

6.9 Competlng dlscoursa; the discursive influences on ways of being Malay

schoolgirls
In this concluding section of this chapter on ways of being Maay schoolgirls, |
discuss the discurgve influences on the girls. These Malay and Mudim school girls
negotiate their identity by manipulating a range of available di SCOU"SGS Thereis an
understanding of what it is to be a Mudim girl and this understating comes from
the rdigious subject in school and their families. The discourée of Mudim
femininity is linked to a structure, to an ingtitutiona practice that in Malay5a IS
profound and pétriarchal. This c_omeé' from the state and the religious authorities
that are dominated by Malay and Mudim men.

Idam is a dominant factor in these girls' gender identity. An .essentialised
notion of the ‘traditional’ Malay girl emerged from the girls' free-format essays,

individua and group interviews. There are markers as prescribed by' both Idam and




the Maay culture - the tu_dung,-idr ng that covers the aurat, feminine behaviour
and limited ihteracti on with boys. The ways in which these markers de manifested
in the& girls self—identifications differ due to notions of agency and processes of
negotiation. ‘Most of the girls fed that once one dons the tudung, the behaviour,
dressing, patterns of interaction with boys and socid activities should change. The
girls fed that their behaviour should be more subdued and controlled. The forms of
dressing of the tudung and covering the aural is seen by the girls as a deterrent for
sexud misbehaviour such as physical contact between the sexes and sexua
intercourse.  This form of dressing is understood to control men's sexué desire.
One girl sad that the Idamic dress code for women alows for communication
between men and women without sexud attraction. This attire does not deter them
from participating in vari oﬁs échool activities in and out of the school or interacting
with boys. It does not affect their behaviour or performance as a student within the
school. There are Maay girls who don this form of Mudim femde attire ih both the
high and low achieving classes. While there is the essentialised notion of fhe
‘traditional’ Maay and Mudim girl in forms of dressng styles, behaviour and
spiritudity, there are difference within this group of Maday girls as they negotiate
these essentiaised notions.

Most of the Mday. girls in this research group did not wear the tuduhg to
school. The .M udim girls mighf have félt more comfortable exposing théir aurat in
an dl girls‘_schodl. Furthermore, most of the teachers are Chinese in this school.

As such, the pressure to don the tudung in this school would not be as urgent asina
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mixed sex school and/or a school where the majority of the female teachers are
Muslims who don the tudung.

Malay-Muslim ‘women's gender identity has- evolved in response to
discourses of Islam and discburses of modernity (Mohamad, 2001; Omar, 1996;
Othman, 1998). Mohamad (2001) states I_that in the history of Malaysia's
Isla'lmisation, Muslim women are wedged between tr;e liberal-modern state discourse
of Isam and the fundamentalist Islam that is advocated by the religious authority of
the Government and the opposition Islamic party. The notion of "woman as wife
and mother" rather than citizen, worker or student is often dominant among the
traditional Islamists (Othman, 1998) or fundamentalist Islamists. The Malaysian
government encourages women to pursul'e higher education, jloin the workforce aﬁd
actively participate in tile economy of the country (Anwar, 1998). The state's
ideological construction of the modern Malay-Muslim woman is someone who is a
well-educated professional, and a woman who nurtures a family and adheres to
cultural mores (Wong, 2001a). Thus, government policy on women and traditional
Islamic teachings,. which are patriarchal., provide Malay Muslim women with

messages on their roles as citizens, wife and mother. As Anwar notes,

This has led to much confuson and conflict among women who on one
hand want to be good Muslims, but on the other hand want the right to

- higher education, to a career, to amarriage based on equd partnership, and
do no want to suffer the abuse and injudtice inflicted by men who beat
them, who practice polygamy, who demand obedience, dl judtified in the
name of Idam (Anwar, 1998 p.20).

There are multiple and contradictory ways of being Malay women arid girls' as seen :
with this group of fifteen sixteen year old schoolgirls. Being a Malay girl is

complicated.




The form of Muslim-femaie dressing does not in anyway affect these girls
educational opportunities. The Islamic form of female dressing also does not
guarantee that a girl would be modest in her behaviour. Thisis seen in Hazreen who
dons the tuduhg and baju kurung but sees herself as a rough girl and uses the word
‘crap’ frequently. Roslina, Salina, Hanim do not don the Muslim form of female
attire but see themselves as feminine. There are different and contradictory ways of
being a Malay-Muslim girl. There is also no urgency for some of them to wear the
tudung at present. On the b.asis of my research at this particular school, it appears
that the form of Muslim dressing that is the tudung and the covering of the aurat
does not affect their educational outcome. There are Malay schoolgirls who don the
Muslim ways of being a girl in both the high and low achieving classes. Mohamad
(1994) in discussing the veilir$19 of Muslim women in Malaysia states,

A Mudim woman who chooses to vell has the transparent and direct
knowledge as to who or what she is addressng in that the decison can
directly be traced either to God'1} command, the prophet's decree, husband's
wish or to peer persuasion (Mohamad, 1994 p. 131).

She further asserts that the veil is really a prescription for appearance and not
behaviour. A Maay woman's dress and external appearance- provide no guide as to
her other qualifi’éations or to her personal qualities and interests (Nagata, 1995).
There is no direct correlation between dfess styles and the willingness to pursue a
public or professional career. Muslim women don the veil for public acceptance
among Muslim males and alsb with other Muslim women who seek collective
reinforcement for strategic career-moves in politics or public management
(Mohamad, 2001; Nagata, 1995). Donning the veil then is a strategic and political

move on thss part of Malay and Muslim women for community acceptance. The




notion of -.the Mdayéim—Mda;-M udim woman that is represented through the
literature review (Anwar, 1998; Mohamad, 1994, 2001; Omar, 1996; Othman, 1998;
Wong, 2001a), is one located within the contradictory and competing discourses on
ways of being Malay and Mudim women. There is the state's liberal discourse of
Mudim femae identity and the religious clerics discourses of Mudim femade
identity that can range from moderately libera to afundamentalist one, adat, and
discourses of modernity. -

The Malay gi rls'.also negotiate other discourses. There is the discourse of
ethnicity that is manifested through the affirmative action policy, This affects these
girls role as students. As some of them said in the individua interviews, the
afirmaive actidn policy gqqrante% them a place in the university with mediocre
results. However, as arglj'eo.l. for in Chapter Five, there is a sense of 'Chineseness
that is evident in this particular school. The dominant discourse of the school is the
product of 'Chineseness as most of the top achievers, schodl leaders and teachers
are Chinese. The dominant di scourée of Chinese scholarship is one that emphas i&
academic excellence and keen competition. We construct our ways of being and
knowing in relation to others and the context. The Maay girls especialy those in
the high achieving class are in a class where mgority of the girls are Chinese. The
Maday girls are dso exposed to this discourse through the Chinese teachers who
emphasse high grades and hard work. This might hot coincide with the dominant
discourse of Idam and the discourse of politics of ethnic identification via the

affirmative action policy.
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Thegirlsare hegoti_ating Wﬁat it means to be aMaay and Mudim schoolgirl
that may or may not reinforce the dominant school discoufse. Discourseis linked to
the _sta_ite_and tb_the school. It is not uniform. There are differenf[_-ways of being
Maay schoolgi rls Within this group of fifteen girls. The differehces in their sdf-
identifications are aong the 'lines of dr ng syles, interactions with bdys,
behaviour in school as to whether they are conforming or rebellious, and their
generd attiltudes‘ towafds schooling (for example the reI evance Qf_ schoaling to their
lives). | |

.A combination of the 'Western' and ‘'traditional’ girl is linked to being
academicaly succesful in school. Most of these girls exhibit conforming behaviour
in échool In being polite and respectful to teachers, quiet and attentive during class,
doing their homework and adr;éring to the school rules. There are two groups of
academically unsuccessful Malay schoolgirls in this research. The ‘traditional
Maay-Mudim girl is linked to being academically unsucceesful_ in school. These
o] rls_ére conforming in being polite and respectful to teachers and adhering to school |
rules but they do not do their homework. There is dso a groub of academically

unsuccessful schoolgirls, who are more 'Western' than ‘traditional’ girls. All of

these girls exhibit rebellious behaviour in school in being noisy, lazy, rude to

teachers and collect demerit points as they break the school rules.

In the following chapter, | present and discuss the ten Chinese schoolgirls.
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Chapter Seven
Waysof feeing Chinese schoolgirls

7.1 Introduction

In thisbhapter, | present the differences in ways of bei nQ of the Chinese schoolgirls
in this study. | discuss their understandings of the essentiaised notion of the
‘traditional’ Chinese girl based on the indivi.dual and group interviews and their
free-format essays. As with the Mday gi rl.s | have clustered the ten Chinese girls
into two groups, academicaly successful and acadefnically unsuccessful.  With
these two groups, | present patternings in relation to fhe notion of the 'Western' and
‘traditional’ Chinese girls. Differences in ways of being Chinese schoolgirls are
presented as they negotiate _the discourses of gender that include, ways of being
‘traditional’ Chinese girlé and 'Western' girls, discourses of ethnicity, the
affirmative action policy and the discourses of schooling. | draw on the girls' sdf-
inscriptions in the free-format essays, the interviews, observations in and out of the
school and my informa discussions with the teachers in my discussions of the

different ways of being Chinese schodl girls.

7.2 Theten Chinese schoolgirls
Ten Chinese Form Four schoolgirls were involved in this research. Eight were «from
the top achieving dass, 4 Science A and two werefrom 4 Arts B.

This group of ten Chinese girls presenied the mation of a ‘traditional’

Chinese girl as one who speaks Chinese language, is hérdworki ng, one who thinks
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far ahead, aIWays Wanté to win, values the imporfance of money, is materialistic and
displays kiasu attifudos énd behaviour. |

7.3 :The notion_of a'traditional’ Chinese schoolgir |

The notion of the 'traditional’ Chinese girl emerged erm the individual and group -
interviews. Most of the girls described the 'traditional’ Chinese girl in relation to
Chinese -culture to mean watching Chinese movies, speaking Chinese dialects,
working hard, appreciating the importahce of money and ha;/ing kiasu attitudes and
behaviour. These girls also spoke of the Chinese ideals of being materialistic.

7.3.1 Chineseideals

This group of Chinese girls constructed their gender in relation to what they
described as the Chinese way of thinking. The Chinese way of thi nking includes
being materialistic, .appreciati ng ht*h'-'e import_ance of money, thinking far ahead and
working hard. Su Mei exemplified this point in the one-to-one interview:

The Chinese are very money-making consciences.. .and they make money
more than they enjoy...they make money but cannot take it to ther
grave.. .but they dierich.. .and they have never enjoyed .. .1 think you can
sum it up by saying that they are told to study hard and after that work
harder to make money...then they work harder to make more
money....and more power and they die and they don't take it with them
(SuMse of 4 Science A).

Some of these C._hi nese girls from the top class stated in the individual and group
interviews that the characteristic of working hard to achieve is part of the Chinese
heritage. They argued that the Chinese were often in situations improving their
economic and social situations relying on their hard work.

7.3.2 Language

Most of the girls said that Chinese language is one of the defining fea_tur&__of being

Chinese. All these Chinese girls with their varying degree of fluency in t.h.e Chinese
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languages or dialects see themselves as Chinese. A few girls were learning Mandarin
and afeN spoke the Hofckien dlalect a home Most spoke mainly English a home
with minor inclusions from various Chl nese dialects. One of the girls expressed this
link between the Chinese Ianguage and the Chinese identity in her individual
interview:

Cause | fed like | am a Chinese and so | must know my own language,
right...and my Mum is Chinese-educated...my Dad is English-educated,
s0 | go to English schoal but | ill have to know Mandarin (Yoke Linof 4
ScienceA).

1.3.3'Kiasu*

The notion of the 'kiasu' Chinese schoolgirl emerged from the one-to-one and group
interviews with most.of the Maday, Chinese and Indian girlsin the top class and their
essays on | their experiences of‘ echooling. The 'kiasu' Chinese schoolgirl as
described by these girls is one who is a top achiever, competitive, sdfish, dways
wanting to win and afraid to lose. The following comments made by two of the top
achieving Chinese girlsin the indivi dual interviews illustrates this point:

Kia means in Hokkien...afraid...like scared...and su is lose...so afrad
to lose...kiasu in not only exam..you go to buffet..they are adso
kiasu...\hey have paid that much...and they have to eat their money's
worth...they are afrad of losng out in everything (Yen Ling of 4
ScienceA).

Kiasu means knowing that if | do not study hard...| Woh't get what |
want...if lose out...it is because they must have studied harder...I don't
complain...| deservewhat | get (Sew Lee of 4 Science A).

The top achieving Chinese girls and their peers described the Chinese girls with a
kiasu attitude as one who is afrad to lose and always wants to win. They aso sad
in the individud interviews that the top achieving Chinese girls had ‘the kiasu

attitude as they were concerned with the marks they got out of the examination.
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74 The'Western' gi.rl

Most of these girls in their individual and group interviews also described the
'‘Western' girl in reference to fluency in the English language, watching and reading
Western media material, being tréndy in dressing styles and having freedom. in
socid interactions with boys. The following comments in the individud interviews
areillugrative of this.

Actually we think in a Western way...we are kinda influenced...I
suppose...l don't know much about...I do know culture like | do other
cultures...history sort of thing...but | don't practice it...we speak English
at home.. .we eat Western and Chinese food...1 don't own a cheongsam.. .1
watch English movies...Western productions...read books written by -
Westerners...so we may not al be Westerners but we are influenced (Su
Mei of 4 Science A).
Being English educated is up dated as they follow the American
style...western style is more updated than traditions and customs...the US-
West is very advanced in fashion and everything (Yi Mel of 4 Arts B).
If they are up dated..up dated is like...okay...every year things
change...like technology...getting better and better...and al those
trends...clothes...the way you wear...things like that.. and more open-
minded like that (Yi Mei of 4 Arts B).

One of the Chinese girls explained 'open-minded® as being able to talk about sex

and related issues.

The Chinese girls involved in this research told me in the interviews that the
current trend in dressing styles was 'spaghetti straps. During the one to one
interviews, some of these girls stated that the wearing of 'spaghetti straps is
perceived by teachers and ther ‘peers as being associated with lots of boyfriends,
drinking and smoking and bei hg indecent.

These girls represented the notion of the 'Western' girl as oné who has the

fresdom in dressing styles and socid interactions, and is fluent in English.




75 The academilcally successful C_.hinese schoolgirl

Eight Chi nese girls from the top cl asslvolunteered fo_r this research. Five wereinthe
top 20 academic 'positi onin the class énd_ form. Their academic.rank_i ng in the form
were 1,12,16, 23 ahd 24. Three were in fhe lower end of the top class with academic
rankings of 43,52 and 77.

75.1 The most 'kiasu’ and most " Western' Chinese schoolgirls

All of these girls assume most of the characteristics of the 'traditional’ Chinese girl
and most of the characteristics of the 'Western' girl. These five Chinese girls were
highly. competitive ahd placed much importance on getting high grades and
maintaining their high academic ranking.. They attributed this to the competitive
nature of 4 Science A. The followi ng comments in the oné—to-one interviews are
illustrative of this:

It is like competitive...your friends are getting high...would you want to
get low.. .noright.. .you want to get high...1 want to get high.. .1 want to'get
into good university.. .get good results (Sew Lee of 4 Science A).

Once you start doing well...you want to maintain that...and then if you do
well the next time.. .you still want to do well the next time and it gets harder
as you go...I have become so used to do well and being first...I have to
work hard enough to be the best (SuMei of 4 Science A).

Theﬁe high achieving Chinese girls have a tight tuition and study schedule. Most of
these girls said in the individual Iinterviews that they go for tuition to get extra
revisions and variation in the exerciées. Fong Ling and Siew Lee described their
tuition schedule in the one-to-one interview. This is indicative of the tuition
schedules of the other girlsin this group.

| am so busy with tuition...everyday...Monday to Friday...mostly in the
evenings...from 5 to 7pm, 6 to 8pm...Monday is like awhole stretch...6 to




8pm...8.15pm to 9.20pm...so | am too busy with my studies...| take tuition
for al subjects except Biology and Mora Studies (Fong Ling of 4 Science
A). . : o

| go for Chemistry...cause sometimes she goes so0 fast...so | go for extra
revision...and Physics...you know the calculations and al that...cause | am
not too sure...I can ask my tuition teacher...Additional Mathematics...my
‘teacher iskindaslow.: .or she doesn't redly explain much.. .so | can ask my
tuition teacher...and Malay...my Malay teacher is terrible...and you can
see in class how my teacher teaches...that one | definitly need tuition
(Sew Leeof 4 Science A).

They were outspoken. - Théy also challenged their teachers as noted in Chapter Five

in the section on the profile of 4 Science A. In my informal discussions with some of

the class teachers, they pointed out that these girls answered back and challenged the
teachers in class. In her essay on her experiences of schooling, one of the girls
described most of the teachers in the school .as 'being very rigid and they keep trying
to make us fee small...like ants!". Su Mei illustrates this point in the individual
interview:

They never want to listen to our opinions...or of they do they'll condemn
us...sometimes we like to say..why can't we have more say in certain
things...and when we argue back...why should that be seen as more of an
impertinence...why can't we have smple argument that is because of the
argument and not personal... they take everything personal... if you criticise
the schoal system...they-think that you are criticising them (Su Me of 4
Science A).

Most of the girls in this group said during the individual and group interviews that
they found schooling hectic, filled with much work and co-curricular activities. One
of the girls expressed it in the following Way'that summarised the attitudes of this
group of top achieving Chinese girls:

Our schoal life is just one long story of being polite and doing loads of

work. We have sooo many extracurricular activities with tons of deadlines!

We learn 9 - 10 subjects including silly things like moral...it is so dumb.

- All it does is to teach you to lie...and we haven't talked abouit tuitions yet!
(SuMd of 4 Science A).




They aso felt that schooling was too examination oriented and the teachers were
boring. However, as illustrated above, these girls are highly competitive and totally
focused on obtaining very high grades for their examination as that gave them more
options in the education pathways they can pursue after schooling. Most of these
girls aimed to go overseas for their education, as illustrated in the comments below
from theindividua interviews:

| don't plan to go to loca university...I plan to go to a college...either A
levels or HSC or SAM...Austrdia is the chegpest compared to others (Yen
Ling of 4 Science A).

| want to go somewhere.. Americaor something.. .and it would helpiif | did
very wel (SuMe of 4 Science A).

Su Mei aimed to do actuarial science, Siew Lee, medicine, Fong Ling, engineering,
Yen Ling, law and Su Lin, social work.

This group of high achieving girls also expressed their frustration at the
ethnic bias in the present education system that is not based on merit. These girls
awareness of the ethnic politics through the affirmative action policy aso pushed
them to achieve academically. The affirmative action policy, as noted in Chapter
Two, accords special educational and economic privileges to Bumiputeras. This is
illustrated by the comments below in the individual interviews:

It makes me fed what isthe point if | get high marks... intheend it isgoing
to be the Bumiputeras...I am trying to work hard...because of that...not
because of Malaysia...but because of the possbility of me getting into
another country to study...it is so unfar here...it is so bias...very bias...|
am not saving the Bumiputeras are bad...they are not...it isjust that the
system sucks (Sew Lee of 4 Science A).

Like dl these biasness...that is why al the good students...whatever

race...get out of the country sraight away when they can (Sew Lee of 4 .
Science A).
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These girls in the one to one interviews commented that the education system is
ethnically biased as it favoured the Bumiputeras without requiring the best results
from them. These girls also fet that the Malay girls were not hardworking due to
this policy. They added that Chinese were more hardworking as they knew they
would not receive the benefits that the Malay girls receive.

Some of these girls aso commented on the standard of Malaysian
universities:

Not good...everybody knows...but if you have the money...you would not
choose to do your degree here...so many Malays...they give too much
benefitsto them...itisnot so nice (Yen Ling of 4 Science A).

Most of these girls in the individual and group interviews also acknowledged the
relevance of schooling to making them independent and strong individuals as well as
anecessity for university entrance. This point isillustrated in the comment bel ow:

| want to earn a lot next time...cause 1 want to spend a lot...on stuff...on
clothes...food (Fong Ling of 4 Science A).

Makes you independent...stronger...you learn to go againgt people...you
have to do things on your own...and responsible...cause you have to get
things done...and you have to answer to them if they go wrong...and also
generaly universities require you to have SPM...so you have to go through
the whole process (Su Mei of 4 Science A).

As noted in Chapter Five, most of these girls advocated a streaming system because
of the match between the learning abilities of the girls and teaching pace of the
teachers.

This group of Chinese girls conversed in English more than in their various
Chinese dialects. This is illustrated in Siew Lee's comments in the individual
interview: |

Like when | mix with Chinese friends...they start talking Hokkien...they
dat talking Mandarin...Cantonese...and they <tart talking about the
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Chinese soap operas and dl that...you know | don't watch that...so | don't
know what it is al about...| don't spesk Hokkien that well...l try spesking
when | can...but | cannot get the intonation right...I try lah...I am sill a
Chinese (Sew Leeof 4 Science A).

Tliese top achieving Chinese girls told me that they had interactions with boys but
did not have boyfriends at this stage due to the importance of studies. They said that
this was also due to their parents emphasis on studies. Some of the girls in this
group said in the one-to-one interview that they went out on weekend nights to
restaurants like Coffee Beans and Starbucks. As stated in Chapter Five, the top
achieving girlsin 4 Science A were seen by their other classmates as having a good
balance between their social and academic life. Su Mei exemplified this point in
her essay on the experiences of being agirl.

Coz though | do wel.l, | love to have fun!!! But of course when it istime to
study | DO! '

They wore fashionable clothing including some which would be considered
revealing by traditional Malay or Indian standards. Most of these girls in the group
interviews commented that Chinese girls were more daring in their dressing in
wearing 'spaghetti straps’ and low necklines. They added that the Malays did not
dress like the Chinese as the Malay culture and Islam does not permit girls to expose
their arms and legs. They also said that Indian girls are seldom seen in 'spaghetti
straps. 'Spaghetti strap' style was seen by teachers and girls as being ‘indecent'.
For example, Su Mei provides an example of this attitude:

Indecent to them lah...to them spaghetti strgps would be indecent...so if
you wear that you must be the kind of girl that has a lot of boyfriends and
you know... drinks and smokes and that kind of thing (Su Me of 4 Science ]
A).
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These Chinese girls who were academically successful, assumed most of the
characteristics of the 'traditional’ Chinese girl in being kiasu, hardworking and
materialistic. They also assumed most of thé characteristics of the '"Western' girl in
being trendy in their dress styles, having interactions with boys, being fluent in
English and watching Western media productions. They also assumed some of the
conforming behaviour in school in doing their homework, being hardworking and
keeping to tﬁe school rules. However, they also displayed rebellious behaviour in
school in challenging their teachers in class, being rude to the teaéhers and being
overconfident by the teachers' standards and some of their peers standards in

school.

752 Less 'Western' and less 'kiast!

There were three girls in this group. These girls were in the top class, 4 Science A.
They were academically ranked 43, 52 and 77 out of a total 200 in the form. All of
these girls assumed some of the characteristics of the 'Western' girl and a few of the
characteristics of the 'kiasu' girl. They saw themselves as not doing well in their
studies. All of them in the individual interview said that they needed more sdf-
disciplinein their studying. Thisisillustrated in the comment below:

| have dacked in my last exan results..] have had a lot of
distractions...like the television..my discipline in studies is not strong
enough (Yoke Lin of 4 Science A).

These girls said in the individual interviews that they had a tight tuition schedule.
They said that they would not be able to cope in school if they just relied on the
school lessons and exercises. These girls had mixed feelings about the streaming

practices. They said that it was fair in having high achieving students in the top
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class. They commented that there was pressure on those who did not do well in
school and were looked down upon especially by the high achievers.

The three girls found it stressful béi ng in the best class. They also felt left
behind in the teaching and learning pace of the class. This is illustrated in the
comment below by Ai Choo inthe individual interview:

Thereis much stressin 4 Science A...everybody isworking...if you are |eft
behind...you are redly left behind (Ai Choo of 4 Science A).

One of the girls characterised the assumptions the teachers had of the class girls by
virtue of being in the top class and taking tuition classes.

| want to teach that chapter...I think you sure dready know that...you all
sure go for tuition.. .0 don't waste time on that (Yoke Lin of 4 Science A).

They said in the individual interview that schooling is necessary for their future as
good grades are needed for entrance into university and a good career. Gaik Choo
illustrated this point.

So you have al the basics...so when you further your studies...you have
some knowledge...you know like what you are going to do after
schooling...and you get to prepare yourself (Gaik Choo of 4 Science A).

This group of girls also commented on the unfairness of the affirmative
action policy that does not reward them for their hard work. Yoke Lin provides an
example of this point in her comment in the one-to-one interview:

Itisasengtiveissue.. .look at our class.. .only 6 Mday girls.. .3 Indian girls
and the rest Chinese...sometimes...you look at the last class...they are
usudly the Malays...why does this happen...I don't know...but it is like
that...] realy want to know why...it is not tha we ae smarter or
anything..maybe we are more hardworking...cause the Government
dready give them all the stuff...they don't redly have to work hard (Y oke
Linof 4 Science A).

All the three girls aimed to enter university. Ai Choo and Gaik Choo wanted

to pursue a degree in engineering and Y oke Lin, medicine.
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This group of academically successful Chinese girls assqmed some of the
characteristics of the 'Western' girl in bej ng fluent in English and interacting with
boys. They also wore trendy clothes but not 'spaghetti straps'. They also assumed
some of the characteristics of the 'traditional’ Chinese girl in being hard working but
did not assume the kiasu attitude and behaviour. All of them assumed conforming

school behaviour in being polite, attentive in class and adhering to the school rules.

7.6 The academically unsuccessful Chinese schoolgirls

These two low achieving Chinese girls were academically ranked 162 and 165 out
of 200 in the form. They exhibited rebellious behaviour in collecting demerit points
through breaking the school rules, being lazy and not doing their homework. In my
informal discussions with them, the teachers described the group of Chinese girls; in
4 Arts B as the 'problem' Chinese girls in the form as they were rude, lazy and
stubborn. Su Wei told me that she obtained a B for her behaviour in the end of the

year school report as she had collected eight demerit points.

Both these girls said in the individual interviews that they were aware of
their poor performance in the examinations. They this attributed to a lack of sdif-
discipline. The following comments are illustrative of this point:

No sdf-discipline...it is only in studies...the rest all...I seem to be good in
it...I mean...my thinking...I know what is right...what is wrong...I know
what is going on...everything...the only problem is that my studies make
other people think | am not smart...and | don't know how to think (Yi Me
of 4 ArtsB).

| don't redly care...like | don't redly care and | do care in away...I do
know how to worry that | fall or whatever...I am sure everybody wants to
do well...so | just have to strive...have to redly redly work hard (Yi Mel
of 4 ArtsB).
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| got mood then | will study...if not...I will do al sorts of nonsense like
talk stupid things, don't pay attention to the teacher and alot lah (Su Wae of
4 ArntsB).

Sometimes | hate to do homework...it makes me sick...see dl the words
(SuWsd of 4 ArtsB).

Su We said that she went for tuition twice a week to improve her Maths. Yi Mel
said that she would go for tuition next year, it being the important exam year.

They said in the individual interviews that they found school and the teachers
boring. Su Wel expressed this in her free-format essay on her experiences of
schooling.

Sometimes | fdt it is very bored and lifeless...sometimes | adso hate the
teacher that dways like to scold me...also sometimes | don't give a damn
on the teacher (SuUWe of 4 Arts B).

They also wanted teachers who had interest in the welfare of the girls and did not
just focus on their sole duty of teaching. Yi Mei exemplified this point in the one-
to-one interview:

| like the teacher to teach in a...like she has really got interest to come and
teach is...like some teachers...they teach is...they just teach...teach...teach
and go out.. .they don't care aout us (Yi Me of 4ArtsE).

Both of them in the individua interview said that they liked schooling as
they got to talk and joke with friends

Su Wei's ambition was to become an interior designer and Yi Mei, an air-
stewardess as she preferred to work with people rather than do paper work.

They have boyfriends and have freedom in their dressing styles. These two
girls told me in the individual interview that they have boyfriends so asto fed loved
and cared for, which they.do not get from their relationship with their parents. They
are seen by their peers as having an active socia life in going out and having

boyfriends. Both girls said in the individua interview that they go out often with
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both their friends and boyfriends. \ They usually go to the shopping complexes.
They also said that their parents were not happy with them for having such an active
socid life. Based on my observations énd interviews with these two girls, | judged
that they were not as fluent in English as the academically successM Chinese girls.
These two academically unsuccessful Chinese girls assumed some of the
characteristics of the '"Western' girl in being trendy in their dressing styles, having
boyfriends and speaking in English. They assumed few of the characteristics of the
‘traditional' Chinese girl. They exhibited rebellious behaviour in school in being

lazy, not doing their homework and being rude to teachers at times.

7.7 Being Chinese schoolgirlsin relation t* Indian and Malay schoolgirls

Most of the Chinese girls in the individual and group interviews commented that
Chinese girls had more freedbm in dietary habits, dressing étyles and religious
practices especially in relation to the Malay girls. This is exemplified in the

following comments:

You do redise that Chinese have more freedom..we can edt
anything...like Indians cannot eat beef and Maays cannot egt pork....we do
not have to go and pray.. .like definitely.. .like the Maays have to pray five
times aday...more freedom (Fong Lingof 4 Science A).

Rdigion lah...but it is kinda sengtive lah...if you are in Maaysia...l
would say | prefer to be a Chinese...because | have nothing against
Indians...but Maays...why do they have to wear the tudung...yon know
the Arabs...it is a man-powered world inthat side...it is trueisn't it...they
are wearing black and al covered.. .but then why would you want to do
it...| mean God give them not to hide it...why would you want to wear dl
black? (Fong Lingof 4 Science A).

Some of the academically successful Chinese schoolgirls commented in the

individual and group interviews on the lack of competitive spirit among the Malay




schoolgirls. Two of the girls expressed it in the following way that summarises the
attitudes of these girls.

We do better.. .the Mdays are more easy going.. .they don't bother about
their future...Chinese think very far ahead...they want to succeed in

life...money...money...money...so have to work harder (Sew Lee of 4
Science A).

Actudly...from history and all...the Malays...they are very laid back
people..so if thar parents are not that educated...they don't
push...generaly the children just take life as it comes..maybe it is
because...the Chinese are more kiasu...and they place more importance
on winning...and doing well...and that kind of stuff...| suppose it goes
back to our culture long long ago (Su Me of 4 Science A).

Indian girls were generally seen by this groups of Chinese girls as being average in
their academic performance. Su Mei provides an example cf this point in her
comment below:

There are Indians who do well and there are Indians who don't...in our
class the Indians are somewhere near the top...some of them are not...it
Isjust norma (SuMe of 4 Science A).

7.8 Competing discourses. the discursve influences on ways of being Malay -
schoolgirls

These Chinese schoolgirls understandings of the ‘traditional’ Chinese girl
corresponds with some of the dimensons of the Chinese identity that include
MWm values such as sdf-cultivation based on education, a valuing of their
Chinese heritage, and a politica and dtrategic adaptation to Maay hegemony
(Phang, 2000, Tan, 2000). There areno disti nct religions for the Chinese schoolgirls
as there are for the Maays and Indians.  As Tan (2000) states, Chinese practice a
hybrid of religions.

Research to date (Andaya & Andaya, 2001) has indicated that the

characteritics of being hardworking and competitive are important concepts for the
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Chinese.  This is illustrated when the Chinese girls | worked with refer to the
hardworking and sdfish girl through the notion of kiasu attitudes and behaviour.
Being kiasu is important in being the fop academic achieversin the form and schoal.
Being kiasu is seen as a driving force for them by the top 20 Chinese girls and as
contributing towards maintaining their top academic ranking. |

~ Some of the academically successful Chinese girls indicated in their one-to-
a; interviews that being hardworking and totally focused on thelr studies comes
from their parents. Ther parents expected them to obta'n' high grades in their
examinations. These girls dso sad in the individua interviews that being
hardworking and competitive is part of the Chinese culture and heritage. As noted
in Chapter Two, the Chinese in Madaysa have had the historical experiences of
moving from the status of skilled migrant workers during British colonia times to
having a sgnificant stronghold in the economic sector in postcolonial M’alaysia
They dso have the history of the Confucian work ethic.

Phang (2000) and Tan (2000) have stated that one of the dimensions Qf
Chinese identity in Maaysa is the strategic and political adaptation to Maay
hegemony. The high achievi ng Chinese girls assumed the characteristics of the
kiasu, in negotiating the discourse of ethnicity, the affirmative action policy that
does not reward them for their high grades. They aso aspired to further their studies
In private colleges or oversess as they were aware of an ethnic quota system for
univergty entrance. They highlighted the ethnic bias in the education system. The

academicaly successful Chinese girls congtruct their ways of being Chinese
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schoolgirls in relation to the Mala;/s, through their negotiation with the affirmative
actionpalicy.

As noted in Chapters Five and Six, | suggest that there is a 'Chineseness’ in
this school culture due to the top students, school leaders and mgority of the
teachers being Chinese.  Furthermore, about half of the students in this school are
Chinese. | suggest that a form of 'Chineseness is present in the school practices,
especidly in the ethos of academic excellence, competitiveness and hard work. This
Is a0 reiterated in the Chinese girls' notion of the ‘traditional’ Chinese girl. The
image of atop academic achiever in this school assumes the identity of the Chinese
girl. Chinese girls occupied the top 26 academic positions in this form with the
exception of one Malay girl who was ranked the third in the form. Furthermore, as
indicated in Chapter Five, thé mgjority of the Chinese students are in the high
achieving' classes and the mgority of the Maay girls, in the low achieving classes.
The uneven ethnic distribution in the Form Four classes was highlighted by this

group of Chinese schoolgirlsin the individual and group interviews.

All the Chinese schoolgirls in this research assumed varying degrees of the
'Western' preferences for trendy dress styles, interaction with boys and were fluent
in English. It was the top achieving Chinese girls who assumed most of the
characterigtics of the 'Western' girl in wearing the 'spaghetti straps confidently,
going to cafes on weekends, bei'ng fluent in English and having interactions with
boys.

In the free-formant essays, and their individual and group inter;/i ews, the top

achieving Chinese girls and their peers have described a high achiever to be one who




is highly competitive, sdlfish, hérdworking and materialistic. The top achieving
Chinese girls are both 'Western' and ‘traditional’ in being kiasu. The more
'Western' and kiasu ‘traditional’ Chinese schoolgirl she was, the more successful
she was in terms of academic performance, leadership opportunities and future
educationa opportunities.  The academicdly successful Chinese schoolgirl,
especiially the top achievers, aso exhibited some rebellious behaviour in the school
by being rude and challenging teachers. They were rebellious yet conforming, since
they were atentive in class and adhered to school rules. The academicaly
unsuccessful Chinese girls were more "Western' and had freedom in dressing and
interactions with boys. This group of girls did not assume any of the kiasu attitudes
and behaviours that the top achieving Chinese girls did. .They adso exhibited
rebellious behaviour in school in being rude to teachers, inattentive in class, and in
breaking schoal rules.

There are multiple and contradictory ways of being Chinese schoolgirls as
these girls negotiate the discourses of gender and ethnicity, and discourses of
schooling. Wha was common to all, as noted earlier on in this section, was al of
them assumed some of the characteristics of the 'Western' girl but to varying
degrees. Ways of being Chinese schoolgirls are clearly complex and intricate.

In the following chapter, | present ways of being Indian schoolgirls.
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Chapter Eight

Ways of being Indian schoolgirls

8.1 Introduction

Ways of being Indiai sdsoolgirls among this group of nine Indian girls are discussed
in this chapter. As with the Mday and Chinese schoolgirls, the Indian girls are
dust;ared into academically successful and academically unsuccessful groups based
on the sream and class they are in, and their academic'ranking in the form.
Differences in ways of being Indian schoolgirls are presented as these girls negotiate
discourses on gender and ethnicity, and discourses of schooling. This group of

Indian girls' understandings of the 'traditional’ Indian girl are also discussed. | draw

on these girls' individud and group interviews, their free-format essays, eectronic
communication, my observations in and out of the school and my i‘nforma

discussons with the teachers to understand the discourses with which these Indian

girlsengage.

8.2 The ninelndian girls

The notion of an Indian schoolgirl is presented within the framework of identity and
difference. Nine Indian Form Four schoolgirls were involved in this research, two
from the top achieving class, three from Arts B and three from Arts C. Seven girls
are Hindus and two girls, Catholics These girls constructed their gender identity in
relation to markers including being obedient to their parents, restricted interactions
with boys, restricted freedom in going out on their own and the‘ use of dressing

styles which do not expose too much of the body.
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8.3 Thelndian schoolgirls essentialised notion of a 'traditional’ Indian girl
This group of Indian girls described éritical discourses they identified as relating to
the 'traditional’ Indian girl. For .them, the 'traditional’ Indian girl referred to the
Indian girls' description of a 'typical’ or 'old-fashioned' or ‘good’ Indian girl, as one
with long hair, who wears the pottu, dresses decently and does not wear revealing
cIothé. She would also be obedient to her parents, have no boyfriend, take care of
her honour and her family's honour in being cautious with 'her interactions with
boys, and keep to Indian traditions and customs. During group and/or individual
interviews, these Indian girls stated that they learnt about how to be a ‘traditional’
Indian girl from their mothers and grandmothers. They commented that their
mothers passed on knowledge about customs, traditions and religious practices to
their daughters. Some of the Indian girls in their individual interviews descri ioed the
notion of the conservative and old-fashioned Indian girl as one who did not go out
and did not wear 'spaghetti straps'.

8.3.1 Pottu

The pottu is the dot that Indian females wear on the middle of their forehead. All
the Indian girls in this research said in the individual interview that the pottu is used
as an ethnic marker for Indian females. They also said that the pottu is used as a
religious marker and protection for Hindus. The following comments are illustrative

of this:

If I do not wear the pottu, people will say that | am an Indian-Mudim
(Revahi of 4 ArtsB). '

The pottu is a protection from bad spirits...my mother said the pottu is a
common sign as an Indian girl...it isasn not to wear \h& pottu (Bhavani of
4 Arts B).




Most of these Indian girls said in the individual interview that it is part of the Indian
culture and tradition for an Indian gir‘I to do wear the pottu. Some of the Indian girls
told me that the col our. of thepottu is used to differentiate whether an Indian woman
is single, married or a widow. Most of the Indian girls said that the habit of wearing
the pottﬁ had betn with them since young when their mother would put on the pottu
for them.

8.3.2 Long hair

Most of the Indian girls said in the individual interviews that a girl should have long
hair. Some of them said that their mothers expected them to have long hair. For
example, Rathi of 4 Arts C stated,

Girls should have long hair and long hair is beautiful...short hair looks like
aguy.. .my mother will scold meif | cut my long hair (Rathi of 4 ArtsC). -

Nalini of 4 Science A explained the significance of the pottu and long hair in her

email:
We are socidized to have long hair and wear & pottu...coz it shows we are
feminine (Ndini of 4 Science A).

8.3.3 Boys

There is this notion among most of the Indian girls that it is improper for an Indian
girl to be seen with a boy. Some of the Indian girls indicated in their individual
interviews that there was some policing among the senior members of the Indian
community on the reputatioﬁ of young Indian girls in relation to boy-girl
interactions. Thisisillustrated inNalini's email:

Mog Indians have this mentality that...ohhh the guy she talks to has to be
her boyfriend...they are not open minded...they are so conservative like in
the olden days...you know last time....the girls are not supposed to show
hersdf and must remain in the kitchen...some parents still have that way of
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thinking...so their kids follow too...they are brought up that way (Nalini of
4 Science A).

Some of the Indian girls commented on the fact that it was inappropriate in the eyes
of the Indian community for a Indian girl to be seen with a boy. The following
comments areillustrative of this:

It isin an Indian's nature to comment if girls and boys speak to each other
(Priyaof 4 Science A).

Girls who mix a lot with guys are very social...this is not nice...it is not
nice to the eyes (Bhavani of 4 Arts B).

Whenever my sister goes out and family friends see her with a guy...even
before she gets home...there is a phone call telling my parents so (Nalini of
4 ScienceA).

8.3.4 Obedience to parents |

Mog of the Indian girls sdd in the individud interview that a 'traditiona® Indian
girl was good, obedient, listened to her parents and sat a home. Some sad in the
individud interview that obedience to parents is a sgn of respect to eldes.
Furthermore, they added that ‘parents only do good things for their children’. These
points are illustrated in the comments below in the one-to-one interview:

Whatever their parents say is right...the Indian thingy...where a typical
Indian girl would just sit there and accept everything and say yeah, yeah
and right (Nalini of 4 Science A).

You cannot argue with your parents...they are older that is (Rathi of 4
ArtsC)

8.35 Dressing styles
Mo of the Indian girls said in the one-to-one interviews that an Indian girl should

not wear revedling clothes. Some of the Indian girls said that weari hg such clothes

might lead to unpleasant incidents with men. Nalini and Bhavani provided

examples of this point in their individua interviews. ’
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You don't see Indian girls with spaghetti straps (Ndini of 4 Science A).
Indian girls who wear deeveless tops do not respect their culture...you can

wear the body hug..but cover all...if guys see..they want to do
something... want to take advantage...of them (Bhavani of 4 ArtsB).

8.3.6 Taboos and forbidden things

Most of these Indian girls spoke about Indian customs and taboos for an Indian girl.
Examples of these customs are illustrated in the comments made by the girls in the
one-to-one interviews:

Cannot touch plants during menstruating...cannot cycle dso during
mendruating (Priyaof 4 Science A).

| cannot pray when | am having my period...my body is dirty...I also have
to sand long when praying...it is uncomfortable when having period
(Bhavani of 4 ArtsB).

| had a ceremony when | first got my period.. .men cannot watch or cometo
this ceremony.. .if they do.. .they will get pimples (Rathi of 4 Arts C).

My aunty told me that if | cut my nails at night.. .this will bring bad luck
(Shenti of 4 ArtsB).

Some of the girls said in the individual interviews that these customs and beliefs had
been passed down through the generations through the female elders of the family.
Priya summarised some of the girls' feelings about these customs and taboos in this
following comment she *r :eintheindividual interview:

This cannot do, that cannot do, cannot go out, cannot enjoy (Priya of 4
Science A).
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8.4 'Western' girl
Some of the Indian girls in the individual interview described the 'Western' girl as |
one who wore revealing cl otheé such as 'spaghetti straps' and shorts, had boyfriends
and touched boys. The following comment exemplifies this:

They are like so Western.. .ahh the boyfriend and girlfriend will go and hug
hug...then the dressing...so like...short and spaghetti straps...I don't like all
that(Shantiof4ArtsB).

8.5 Academically successful Indian schoolgirls - Balancing between being
‘traditional’ Indian and "Western' girl

There were three Indi'an girls in'4 Science A, the top classin the form. Two of these
Indian girls volunteered to be part of my research. Nalini was academically ranked
25 out of atotal 200 in the form. Priya was academically rahked 111 out of 200 in
the form and ranked 41 out of 42 in her class of 4 Science A. | discuss Priya in the
section on exceptions to the patternings as she is in the top class and was
academically ranked low.

Nalini is the only high achieving Indian schoolgirl in this study. | draw on
the comments made by both the other Indian schoolgirls in this study and Nalini to
provide a description of the academically successful Indian schoolgirl who is
balanced between ways of being 'traditional’ Indian girl and a 'Western' girl. Most
of the other Indian girls in this study referred to Nalini and her classmate, who did
not volunteer for this study as the 'smart’, 'clever’ and 'top' Indian girls in the
school. | have chosen to discuss Priyain the section that discusses.girls who do not
neatly fit into the academically successful and unsuccessful groups. In that section,

| describe Priya, who is academically ranked low in the form and in the top




achieving class, 4 Science A, and Bhavani who is academically ranked high in the
form and in the low achieving class, 4 Arts B.

This one academically successful Indian girl assumed a few of the
characteristics of the 'traditional' Indian girl and some of the characteristics of the
'Western' girl, albeit one who complies with what is considered proper for an Indian
girl.

The top achieving Indian girls were perceived by other Indian girls in the
research group as being clever, having a bright future, having parents who are open-
minded, having some freedom in dressing and interacting with boys. These top
achieving Indian girls were also perceived as not interacting with Indian girls from
other classes. Nalini, thé high achieving Indian girl in the individual interview said
that she felt she did not conform to the image of the 'traditional’ Indian girl as she
had short hair, did not wear the pottu to school, argued and had discussions with her
parents, and was not fluent in the Tamil language. She aso pointed out in the
interview, that unlike all the other Indian girls in the school she and her other
classmate were the only Indian girls who had short hair. Nalini said that she wore
shorts to the tuition classes whereas al the other Indian girls v/ore pants or skirts.
All the Indian girls in school wore the pottu except for Nalini. Nalini said in the
individual interview that her parents allowed her to go out with boys in a group but
not alone. Her comments below in the one-to-one interview exemplified some of

these points:

You cannot like just St there and just accept what they say...you cannot
adways agree with what they say as you have you opinions too...and my
parents are used to me doing that (Naini of 4 Science A).
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Nalini illustrated her tight study and tuition schedule in her writings on her
experiences of schooling.

Life a the beginning was tough...I had so much work to do...soooo many
tuitions to go to...you know my weekdays are spent going to tuitions...and on
some days | have 2 tuitions to go to...and by the time you get back it is aready
10.30pm and some days | didn't even have the time to read papers or watch
TV. ..but now it is different..] got used to it and manage my time
differently.. .soo | have more time to do suff.. .ha halike the essay ©

Her ambition is to do medicine or maybe specialise in gynaecology. She aimed to
do an Australian pre-university course and continue the degree program either in
Australia or Ireland. She is motivated to do well in her studies to secure a bright
future. Thisisillustrated in the following comment in the one-to-one interview.

You 4ill have to study and do well...if not what...you want to be a road
sweeper...| mean you have goas and you have to achieve them...so you
haveto do well (Ndini of 4 Science A).

Like the top achieving Chinese and Malay schoolgirls, Nalini also commented on
the overload of schoolwork and the unfriendly nature of the teachers.

Teach properly...explain properly...I mean like...slowly...so that | can
understand...cause then | won't need another tutor to teach me (Ndini of 4
Science A).

Nalini, the academically successful Indian schoolgirl, exhibited mostly conforming
behaviour in school, was attentive in class, did her homework, was hardworking and
adhered to school rules.

Nalini epitomised the modern, open-minded and smart Indian-Tamil girl.
The other Indian girls saw her in this light, just as she saw herself. There are some
traits in her behaviour that symbolised the 'traditional’ Indian girl énd the 'Western'
girl, abeit one who complied with what is regarded as proper for an Indian girl. For

example, her mother did not allow her to go out on her own with boys but was




allowed in groups. She was not allowed to wear shorts except to tuition classes. She

wore 'spaghetti straps’ under a cardigan and she did not like to wear sleeveless tops.

8.6 Academically unsuccessful Indian schoolgirls
8.6.1 More 'Western' than 'traditional’
There were three girls in this group and they were from Arts B, one of the low
achieving classes in Form Four. They were academically ranked 131, 156 and 162
out of a total 200 in the form. All of them assumed a few of the 'traditional’ Indian
girl's characteristics and some of those of the 'Western' girl.

All these girls said in the one-to-one interview that they had boyfriends.
They went out frequently with their friends or boyfriends. All of these girls said that
they lied to their parents in that they had boyfriends against thdr parents’ wishes and
went out with them often. The following comments in the individual interviews
exemplified this point:

| tell my parents | am going on a class picnic...but | go out with my guy
friendsingtead (Revathi of 4 Arts B).

| have a 19 year old boyfriend...he isworking...I lie to my parents...| say |
am going out with friends.. .but | go out with him (Shanti of 4 Arts B).

Most of the girls in the individual interview said that they found schooling boring
and tough. Thisis represented in the comments below

It started with many new and tougher subjects...| did well in the lower
form...but later on | became bored and lazy...| hate school and Studies
(Shenti of 4 ArtsB).

Studies...the topic | hate most...this is the worst year ever...last time things
ud to be fun and s0 nice.form I.form 2..form -3..Form
Four...everything like so complicated...have to study so much and | want
to dways go out.. .and | can't (Sharmaaof 4 Arts B).




Pass means enough for me...cause now mus enjoy life (Revathi of 4 Arts
B).

These girls said that they did not have much self-discipline in their studies. They
also said that they would catch up on their studies in the following year, it being the
year of the major examination, SPM. The comments below highlighted this:

| must work harder next year...l really regret for al what | have done...|
must really prove it to my beloved papa (Shanti of 4 Arts B).

Why can't | study harder? At times | will be so lazy...I will have so much
homework...I will just be staring at the book and sleeping...at times | really
redly want to study but | cannot...l just dont know why...I cannot
concentrate...| will be looking at the book...and then dl of asudden | will bein

dreamland...the teacher turns only...I will be deeping on the table...cannot
concentrate (Sharmaa of 4 Arts B).

If I have the mood...I will study and do dl my work...then no mood...I won't
study (Revathi of 4 ArtsB).

Only one girl in this group went for tuition classes. Sharmala said in the one-to-one
interview that she went.for Mathematics and Accounts but missed her classes often
as she visited sick relatives who lived in another state. This group of academically
unsuccessful Indian schoolgirls said in the individual interview that they understood
the importance of schooling to their future, however, as noted earlier they found
schooling tough and boring. The importance of schooling is demonstrated in the

comments below:

For your future lah...to be a better person...like you won't suffer...live a poor
life..they teach you so much...study...study...like you will achieve 0
much.. .and to be more confident by mixing around (Shanti of 4 Arts B).

After SPM.. .depends on which career you are taking.. .say like.. .you get good
grades...you will go to a good college...or you go straight to a university ...or
you go to Form 6...if not...depends...some of them want to get married after
SPM...if you don't do well...you st for it again (Sharmaa of 4 Arts B).




All these Indian girls complained about the teachers in the individua interviews.
They expected the teachers to care of them and do more than just the teaching. The
following comments illustrated this:

Teaching...ask the teachers to pay atention individualy...sometimes the
teacherswon't check the homework. ..they don't care (Shanti of 4 ArtsB).

Shanti amed to do a course in Hotd Management in Singapore, Sharmaa amed to
go to aprivate college to do law and Revathi aimed to be an air-stewardess.

Of al the Indian schoolgirls in this study, these girls were the most
rebellious. They cQIIected demerit points in. breaking the school rules, did not
complete their homework and were noisy in class. They received aB grade for their
school behaviour.

8.6.2 'Traditional’ Indién schoolgirls

There were three girls in this group and they were from 4 Arts C, the low achieving
class in Form Four. They were academicaly ranked approximately between 180
and 190 out of 200 in the form. This was based on my calculation, as only one of the
girls knew her academic ranking. She was academicaly ranked 23 in the class and
187 in the form. The other two Indian girls were academicaly ranked 20 and 22 in
the class. By logical deduction, their academic ranking in the form would be
approximately between 180 and 190. All of them assumed most of the
characterigtics of the 'traditional’ Indian girl. They had long hair, and wore the
pottu to school. They were obedient to parents and had limited socid interaction
with boys. Interacting with boys was linked with to the notion of honour, of the girl
and her family. Some of these points were illustrated in the commeénts they made in

the one-to-one interview below




My parent's good name will be spailt if I go out with guys...I will not fal
in love to take care of my family's good name...I want my mother to
choose my husband for me...I hope | get a husband who give me some
freedom (Punitha of 4 Arts C).

Like honour...if you have a boyfriend...they will want our thing...they
might like our bodies and dl that (Rathi of 4 Arts C).

This group of Indian girls also said in their interviews that they hardly went out on
their own or with friends. They usually went out with their family. These girls said
that they wore jeans and tight tops but not revealing cl othes. Rathi commented on
thisintheindividual interview:

My faher will get angry if | wear short blouses...short skirts...if the body
Is too exposed...the guys will see our body...and some of them have
negative thinking...they want to touch us and want us and think of having
sex (Rathi of 4 ArtsC).

Based on my interviews and observations in the school; | judged that these girls
were very fluent in the Tamil language but not as fluent in English and Malay. They
were also quiet and attentive in class. They girls also said that they were not very
active in co-curricular activities. These three Indian girls said that they would be
going for tuition classes the following year for Mathematics, Science and the
languages, it being the year of the important examination. They claimed in the
individual interviews that they had difficulty in understanding some of the subjects
in school. They were afraid of asking the teachers because they thought that the
teachers would scold them.l They added that some times they did ask some teachers
guestions but they became more confused. Rathi commented on the difficulty of
understanding Mathematics, representing the opinion of the other two girls on many

of thair studies.

Maths is difficult...too many topics...and the concepts are difficult...I only
understand very little of what the teacher teaches...and if | ask the teacher
guestions...the more | don't understand (Rathi of 4 Arts C).
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These girls said that they attended school to sudy the subjects, but as noted earlier
in this section, they found it hard to understand most of the subjects. They said in
the one-to-one interviews that they were happy coming to school becauseit provided

them an opportunity to interact with their friends. The following comments are

-illustrative of these points:

| cometo schodl to leam Al the subjectsin schod (Rethi of 4 Arts C).

| come to schod to study...because my mother send me to schodl (Sumita
of 4ArtsC).

Rathi amed to do medicinein India or be anurse. Sumitawanted to pursue law ina
private college. Punithasaid that she might work as ahotel clerk like her father.

This group of academically unsuccessful Indian girls exhibited most of the
conforming school behaviour in being quiet, attentive in class and adhering to
schoal rules. They exhibited some aspects of the rebellious behaviour in schoadl,

particularly in not completing their homework.

8.7 Exceptions to the patter nings

In this section, | discuss two Indian girls who did not fit into the criteria of
academically successful and unsuccessful. Priya was in the top achieving class but
she was academicdly ranked low, 111 out of 200 in the form. She was the second
last girl in the class and Was going down to 5 Science B the following year. She
assumed most of the characteristics of the ‘traditional’ Indian g_i rl. She commented
in the individua interview on the redtrictions imposed by her parents Z)n her
behaviour in dressing styles, socid interactions with boys.and Indian customs. She

exemplified this point in her comment.
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| fed very confined...like no freedom...like very long horrible feding
(Priyaof 4 Science A).

Priya in the one-to-one interview compared herself to Nalini, who went out with
friends shopping and watched movies, went for parties and went out with boys in
groups. She also described her parents as 'old-fashioned', as indicated in the
statement below.

My parents are like typica Indians...like in the old days...the old Indians
who cannot do everything..and maintain traditions...like...Indian girls
cannot go out (Priyaof 4 Science A).

Priya was the only Indian school prefect in Form Four. She spoke fluent English.
Malay and Tamil. She was also acting Deputy Head Prefect towards the end of the
fieIdWork. She exhibited mainly conforming school behaviours as she adhered to
school rules, was respectful to teachers and did her schoolwork. | saw her sleeping
in the class a few times during my classroom observations. Her comments in the
one-to-one interview indicated that she saw herself as aweak student:

Yeah...| am changing class...| am going to 5 Science B...I am dead...|
don't know what to do...cannot ask the teacher to give me back my
class..,because | did so badly...so live with it for year...don't know
lah...feel embarrassed (Priya of 4 Science A).

She went for Malay tuition class and said she would be taking tuition for the other
subjects in the following year. She said in the one-to-one interview that she enjoyed
all the school subjects but she wasjust lazy to study, as indicated below.

| o . "t study..at home dso very lazy..parents shout shout...as
usual...never study (Priyaof 4 Science A).

She said in the one-to-one interview that she enjoyed al the school subjects but she

wasjust lazy to study. She aimed to do medicine in a private university in Malaysia.

In summary, Priya, assumed most of the characteristics of the 'traditional’ Indian

4

il o




girl and a few of the characteristics of the "Western' girls, and exhibited mainly
conforming school behaviours. |

Bhavani was in a low achieving class, 4 Arts B but her academic ranking
was high. She was academically ranked 46 out of 200 in the form and 1 out of 31 in
her class. She assumed most of the characteristics of the ‘traditiona’ Indian girl and
very few (;f the characterigtics of the "Western' girl.  She sad in the one-to-one
interview that she listened to what her parents said and only went out with her
family. She sad that she did not have a boyfriend because she wanted to
concentrate on her studies. Bhavani dso said that she followed the traditions of
Indians. For example, she did not pray when menstruating. She wore thepottu and
ha2 long hair. She said in the individual interview that Indian girls could wear tight
but not reveding clothes. Based on the interviews and observations, | judged her to ._
be fluent in Maay and Tamil but not so fluent in English. She exhibited conforming
behaviour in school. She was the class monitor.  She told me in the individua
interview that her classmates did not tolerate her as she informed ihe teachers when
they broke the school rules. She said that the school was well-known for its good
academic results and experienced teachers. She aimed to enter a public university
and pursue ateaching degree. Her motivation for her studies was illustrated in the
comment below:

| redly wat to study...| wat to try hard...and | wat to achieve
something...! havethe spirit (Bhavani of 4 ArtsB).




8.8 Ways of being Indian schoolgirls in relation to Malay and Chinese
schoolgirls

Ways of being and knowing are also constructed in relation to' others within a
specific context. Some of these Indian girls in constructing their identity in relation
to the Chinese and Malay girls said that Chinese girls had more freedom and were
caculative in comparison to Indian and Malay girls. Malay girls were seen as being
more friendly and open in comparison to the Chinese. The following comments
indicated this:

Chinese girls are normally very open...they don't bother much...they wear
fashion clothes.. .they can go out with friends and are very open-minded.. .if
| go out with aguy friend.. .people will gossip.. .Mday girls are okay (Priya
of 4 Science A).

Like Chinese girls when they want to find friend means they will see
standards like how she behaves...whereas Maday girls can mix with anyone,
they will dlow anyone to be their friends..they will follow
anything...easily influenced (Revathi of 4 Arts B).

Never trust a Chinese...they are sdlf-centred...but there are some nice ones
(Ndini of 4 Science A).

Chinese and Mday girls go out...Indian girls don't go out...Chinese and
Madays wear clothes...short here...short at the back...short blouses...short
skirts...Indians don't (Rethi of 4 Arts C).

Some of the Indian girls also in the individual (interview commented on the
‘Chineseness' of the school. This is illustrated in the comments below:

Chinese...let us say you do wrong like her...you will get scolding and not
her...cause she is a Chinese...she has done the same wrong...but you will
get the scolding (Priya of 4 Science A).

You see modt of the prefects in Form Four are Chinese...one is only
Indian.. .Priya.. .they dl like to suck up to people (Bhavani of 4 Arts B).

The top scorers are Chinese...they study very hard...they want to getf a
good job (Priyaof 4 Science A).
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89 Competing discourses. the discursive influences on ways of being Indian
schoolgirls

Oarjitham (1997) in her research on Indian families in the plantation and urban
sector in Maaysia found that mothers assumed the traditional role as religious heads
in the family. She adds that within these Indian families, legitimate authority is
bestowed on women on the home front and men in the externa world. The Indian
family' dructure as practiced by most Indian families In Maaysa originated from
rurd South India where agriculture was the main economic activity (Andaya
&Andaya, 2001; Muzaffar, 1993; Oorjitham, 1997). The agrarian society is
patriarchal and patrilineal. In addition, the Hindu religion, which is professed by
most Maaysan Indians, emphasises mae authority (Oorjitham, 1997). However,
Oarjitham (1997) argues that with a higher level of education and more Indians
acquiring an independent source of income, the prevailing male dominance in Indian
families might change.

This group of Indian girls described the ‘traditional’ Indian girl, in which the
role of an Indian woman is submissve, timid and confined to the household, as
prescribed historically by the Indian community. These girls understanding of the
‘traditiona’ Indian girl is one who wears the pottu, has long hair, is good, obedient
to her parents, does not go out, has no boyfriend, takes care of her family's name
and image and her honor, does not wear revedling clothes and keeps to traditions
and customs. Indian femininity' IS prescribed mainly through their mothers and
grandmothers; these girls said in the interviews that their understandings of what it

isto be a 'traditional’ Indian girl came from their mothers and grandmothers. Like




the Malay girls, Indian girls are responsible for controlling the sexua behaviour of

men through their dressing and behaviour.

This group of Indian girls also negotiated discourses of schooling, in addition

......

Indian family and ethnic &' Vstivity. Indian schoolgirls in this school were mainly
average achieving students as seen in the ethnic distribution of schoolgirls in Form
Four in Table 56 in Chapter Five. Some of tiiese girls dso commented on the
‘Chineseness of the school with Chinese girls holding leadership positions and the
top academic positions. Additionaly, they commented on some of the teachers who
displayed signs of favouritism to Chinese girls.

In this study, the Indian girls who assumed fewer of the characteristics of the
‘traditional’ Indian girl and rﬁore of the "Western' girl, and exhibited conforming
behaviour in the school were the academicdly successful girls. The more
‘traditional’ an Indian girl is, the less successful she was academically. Therewas an
exception to this, Bhavani, who assumed most of the characteristics of the
‘traditional’ Indian girl, exhibited conforming school behaviour and was
academicdly successful.

There are two ways of being academically unsuccessful Indian schoolgirls.
There are those who assumed most of the characteristics of the 'Western' girl and
few of the ‘traditiona’ Indian girl. They dso exhibited rebelious behaviour in
schoal in being 'naughty’, 'noisy', 'lazy’, not doing their homework, and breaking

school rules. The other group of academically unsuccessful Indian schoolgirls
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assumed most of the characteristics of the 'traditional’ Indian girl and a few of the
characterigtics of the 'Western' girl.

A few of the Indian girls spoke of the affirmative action policy in the
individua interviews. They spoke of the ethnic bias in this policy stating that the
Maay girls have a easier route into public universities. However, | did not address
guestions on this policy to the academicaly unsuccessful Indian girls, as with the
academically unsuccessful Mday and Indian schoolgirls. | will address thisissue in
the concluding chapter as | revigit the reflections on my role as a researcher in this
Study.

Ways of being Indian schoolgirls are multiple and contradictory, as with the
Mday and Chinese schoolgirlsin this study. Being an Indian schoolgirl is complex

and complicated.
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Chapter' Nine

Ways of being Malay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls:
gender, ethnicity, schooling and resistance

9.1 Introduction

This thes's looks a one segment of contemporary Maaysan society, focusng on
the self—identificéati ons of Maay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls as these are located
within the politics of ethnic identification. | have proVided an argument for this
focus in the introductory chaepter. In the last three chapters, | have provided
descriptions on ways of being Maay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls within the
conceptud framework of identity and difference. In the Madaysian education system,
a student spends about 8 hours a day and 215 days a yéer in school. Thisis a
ggnificant time spent in an environment, in which students are also exposed to a
range of discourses and practices related to identity; for example these students
negotiate and congtruct thelr identities through both the formad and the hid&en
curriculum.  Students then choose elements from such codes and mix them with
idess that are derived from their own background, community culture as well as the
State's discourse on the Maaysan identity. In constructing their saf-identifications,
the students undergo processes of negotiations and contestations within the interplay
of the various discourses and practices in their school and community contexts. This

in turn affects their academic and non-academic behaviour within the schooling

environment.

These girls are constantly juggling multiple socid and persond roles. In the

Madaysan context, these girls would be located within multiple subject positions as




teenage girls, as Bumiputeras, Malayé, Chinesg, Indians, as Mudims, Taoidts,
Buddhists, Hindus, Chrigtians or &ffiliates in other religioﬁs; as daughters, as school
pupils. They are dso on the brink Qf adulthood and are exposed to multiple
representations of being a woman/girl from discursive fields related to nation, the
state, the ethnic collectives they belong to, and various socid ingtitutions. These
girls are congtantly defining and redefining their sdf-identification as they
manoeuvre between individual experiences and the social discourses and practices
of the various collectivities and ingtitutions they encounter. Each girl creates,
modifies and interprets her gender identity in a manner unique to her aone, and
therefore this ggnificant aspect of her identity is a subjective redlity shifting and

congtantly in flux.

9.2 The discursive spaces of Malay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls

| have conducted this research in asingle site, Parkview Girls' Secondary Schbol. I
am not suggesting that this is how Maaysiaworks or the world works. My reading
of the discourses in which these girls engage is premised on my discussions with
them in the individua and group interviews, their free-format essays on experienc&s
of being a girl and schooling, my observations in and out of school, my informd
discussons with the teachers and eectronic communication with the girls. The
findings of this study presented in the prévi ous three chapters suggest that ways of
being Maday, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls are congtituted by competing
discourses of gender, the politics of ethnic identification and schooling. These girls

were postioned and postioned themsaves within these discourses through
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processes of negotiation and contestation.‘ Thus, these positionings were not free
from conflict.

This study focused on a specific school culture, where the demographics of
the school, in terms of the ethnic composition of both the student and the teacher
population are significant in the culture. Forms of resistance are site-specific. Each
school has'its own culture. The discourse in Parkview Girls' Secondary School is
dominated by Chinese ethnicity. As the girls had indicated in their interviews, there
was a sense of 'Chineseness’ in the school ethos. The Chinese girls generally
performed better academically than the Maay and Indian girls. Furthermore, the
magority of the teachers, top achievers and school leaders were Chinese. In another
school, such as a co-educationa school, or a girls' schoal in adiffémt area, there
might be a different range of discourses.

These schoolgirls were negotiating discourses, be it discourses of schooling,
discourses of the palitics of ethnic identification and discourses of gender, that
position them ethnicaly. At the nation-level, the Madays as an ethnic collective
occupy the top-most rung of the political hierarchy, followed by the Chinese ethnic
collective. Economicdly, the Chinese ethnic collective is in a constant process of
contestation with the Maay ethnic collective. Educationdly, the Chinese as an
ethnic collective achieve more academicaly, beit in the schools, public universities
(even though they are not the mgority in public universties) or private colleges.
However, there is Maay domination within the Government am of the Education

ministry and al its associated machineries. The other two ethnic collectivities,
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Indians and Others, do not occupy any significant position in this web of power, as
argued in Chapters One and Two.

The research revealed a multiUi Je of hierarchies at play within this particular
school. As argued, the school has an ethos of 'Chineseness. The classes are placed
in a hierarchy, with the Science classes comprising a mgority of Chinese students
and being positioned at the top of this academic hierarchy. The Maay as acollective
in this school occupied the lower portion of this academic hierarchy. The Indians
were somewhere in between. In relation, to ways of being girls, there is genera
agreement among the Malay, Indian and some of the Chinese schoolgirls, based on
the individua and group interviews and free-format essays, that the Chinese girls
have freedom in dietary habits, dressng styles and socid interactions, and are
competitive and hard-working in their studies. Chinese schoolgirls are seen as
assuming more of the characterigtics of the 'Western' girl and that of the kiasu
Chinese girl. The Malay girls are seen by the Chinese and Indian girls, and a few of
the Maay girls, as being restricted in their dressing styleé and socid interactions due
to Idam, and not as competitive as Chinese schoolgirls in their studies. Maay
schoolgirls, 'in general, are seen as assuming more of the characteristics of the
‘traditional’ girl and being less academically successful. Indian girls are seen as
being both ‘traditional’ and 'Western', both academicaly successful and
academicdly unsuccesstul.

Layers of positionings are intermeshed within webs of power, which these
girls negotiate in constructing their self-identifications. It is a complicated process,

as there are the continuing processes of contestation in reference to the ethnic groups
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(Madays, Chinese, Indians and Others) and the ethnic labels (Bumiputerasftion-
Bumiputeras, Maays/non-Madays, Mudirngnon-Mudims). | use the notion of
resstance to understand the complicated links between ways of being Maay,
Chinese and Indian schoolgirls, schooling and the wider Maaysian society.

| briefly recapitulate the mgor findings of the previous three chapters before
addressing the notion of resistance in relation to ways of being Mday, Chinese and

Indian schoolgirls.

9.3 Interesting findings

The academicaly successful Maay and Indian schoolgirls assumed some of the
characteristics of the 'traditional’ girl and the "Western' girl, and exhibited mainly
conforming school behaviour. The top achieving Chinese girls éssjmed most of the
characteristics of the 'Western' girl and were like the ‘traditional’ girl in being
kiasu. The academically successful Chinese schoolgirls were the top girls in the
form. They exhi biied some rebellious behaviour and some conforming behaviour in
school. The top achieving Chinese girls were seen by others, as being the top
studentsin the form, aswell asthe most kiasu and most 'Western' girl.

There was a group of academicdly successful Chinese and Indian
schoolgirls, who assumed severd characteristics of both the ‘traditiona’ and
'‘Western' girl. They exhibited mainly éonformi ng behaviours in schoal.

There were two groups of academicaly unsuccessful girls. One consisted of
academicaly unsuccessful Maay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls who assumed

more characterigtics of the 'Western' girl than of the ‘traditiona’ girl. They all
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exhibited rebellious behaviour in. school. They were the most rebellious of al the
groups of girls. The other group, ‘Malay and Indian academically unsuccessful
schoolgirls assumed most of the characteristics of the ‘traditional’ girl and exhibited
more conforming than rebellious behaviour in school. This group of academically
unsuccessful and 'traditional’ Malay and Indian schoolgirls were some of the lowest
achievi ng girlsin the form.

Three girls did not fal into these groups. There was the ‘traditional’ Indian
schoolgirl from the lowly ranked Arts stream class, 4 Arts B, who was academically
ranked high in the form. Two girls, one Indian and one Malay girl from the top
class, 4 Science A, were academically ranked low in the form. As stated earlier, any

system that attempts to classify has contradictions.

9.4 Resistance

On looking through the empirical data, | was fascinated by the elefnent of what |
took to be resistance. As discussed in Chapter Three on the theoretical framings of
this study, Giroux (1983) outlined the notion of resistance as a useful analytical tool
in understanding the relationship between school and the wider society. The notion
of resistance adopted in this study is linked to the notion of oppression and
emancipation. Giroux argues that traditionally the notion of resistance was
embedded within the "theoreﬁcal terrains of fiinctionalism and mainstream
educational psychology" (Giroux, 1983 p. 107). He argues for a notion of resistance
that is linked to processes of domination and oppression. |

Resistance in this case redefines the causes and meaning of oppostiona
behaviour by arguing that it has little to do with the logic of deviance,
individua pathology, learned helplessness (and, of course, genetic
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explanations), and a great ded to do, though not exhaustively, with the
logic of moral and political indignation (Giroux, 1983 p. 107).

Thus, centra to this notion of resistance are' the consciously held notions of
domination and oppression. As. argued in Chapter Three, this notion of resistance is
compatible with feminisms, in unpacking the webs of power in ways of being and
knowing as women/girls. Additionally, the notion of discourse is used as an
analytical tool to understand the notion of resistance, as webs of power are
entrenched in discourses. | found this notion of resistance a useful mechanism for
understanding the girls.

The notion of resistance as adopted in this study, emphasises social
differences in addition to the traditional class-based motives and contends that there
are the emancipatory goals in resistance behaviour of students. Resistance is seen as
students' response to their social world, the larger social world of gender inequality
(linked to the politics of ethnic identification) and the micro-social world of
schooling.

Giroux (1983) cautions us, stating that not al oppositional behaviour should
be defined as resistance.  Oppositional behaviour must have sociopolitical
significance to be defined as resistance. When students refuse to adhere to school
rules and routines, and refuse to accept the school ethos, which they perceive as
means of subordination, they are engaging in acts of resistance (Solomon, 1992).
The notion of resistance that | have adopted in the study is one that has
emancipatory effects and sociopolitical significance (Giroux, 1983), as opposed to a

romanticisation of resistance (Walker, 1986, 1993).
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In this conceptualisation of resistance, the importance of the context and the
discourses that individuals negot'i ae is emphasized. In Maaysa, as noted in
Chapters One and Two, the dominant discourse in ways of being and knowing isthe
discourse of ethnicity, the politics of ethnic identification. The State apparatus is
more explicit in relation to the discourses of ethnicity than to discourses of gender.
V\/ays of being Malay, Chinese and Indian women/girls are interpreted and enacted
via discourses of ethnicity in Malaysia. The state privileges a discourse on ethnicity
and the ethnic collectivities privilege a discourse on gender through ethnicity. As
noted in Chapter Three, on the theoretica framings of this research, discourses are

contested and are responsive.

9.5 Resgting the discour se of the palitics of ethnic identification

The poalitics of difference as manifested through the politics of ethnic identification
within dl the state's machineries have resulted in socid, poIitiéd and economic
hierarchies. Generdly, the Indians and Others, as ethnic collectivities occupy the
lower rung of these hierarchies. As argued in Chapter Two on contemporary
Madaysa, the Maay and Chinese ethnic collectivities occupy the top rungs of the
socid and political, and socid and economic hierarchies respectively. However,
there are dways exceptions when it comes to individuas. What is interesting about
the schoal of this study, is that the school ethos has a climate of 'Chineseness, as
argued for in Chapter Five. The schoolgirls involved inthis study aso indicated this
in the individua interviews, when they spoke of girls from their Mn ethnic group in

relation to girls from the other two ethnic groups. Within the school, there existed a
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hierarchy as well, in terms of academic excellence and leadership, with the Chinese
schoolgirls as a callective occupying the top rungs, the Maays the lower nm’, :A-Xh
the Indians in-between. Furthermore, the mgority of the school teachers were
Chinese.

Thus, the schoolgirls in this study negotiate with the 'Chineseness' in the
school ethos as well as the politics of ethnic identification, which privileges the
Madays in terms of the ethnic quota system and scholarships.

The top achieving Chinese girls are the best resstors and the most strategic
in terms of resistance to the palitics of ethnic identification. They were fully aware
that they would not be rewarded for their hard work, competitiveness and academic
excdlence. Yet they ill had academic excellence as the pri-ority intheir lives. They
were resstant to the affirmative action policy that rewards only the Bumiputeras in
terms of the public universities' ethnic quota and scholarships for further studies. In
ensuring they obtained high grades through the notion of Masu, they had better
opportunities a education in the private education sector and even a overseas
scholarships. The emancipatory eftfes of their resstance was evident. Ther
resstance was one with sociopalitica effects in that they strategicaly resisted the
disadvantageous (for their ethnic group) effects of the politics of ethnic
identification in the education systefn which tends to fevour the ethnic mgority of
the Malays. The academicaly successful Chinese schoolgirls v/ho assumed some of
the characteritics of the 'Western' girl and a few of the kiasu attitudes were aso

ressting the politics of ethnio identification but to a lesser degree.
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The academically unsuccessful Maay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls are
rf digant to the 'Chineseness in the school ethos. The dominance of 'Chineseness
in the school ethos is another version of the politics of ethnic identification within
the schooling environment, where the roles of the Maays and Chinese are reversed
in relation to the state's politics of ethnic identification. These academically
unsuccessful schoolgirls do not take on the spirit of hard work and kiasu attitudes in
being sdfish, competitive and afaid to lose in the schooling environment with the

god of obtaining high grades.

9.6 Resisting the discour se of gender

Women, the state and ethnic processes are intertwined (Y‘uvd-Davis, 1997; Yuvd-
Davis & Anthias, 1989). The relationship between ethnic collectivities and the state
is complicated and varies in different socia and historical contexts. Women are
condtituted through the state but also sometimes actively engaged in countering state
and ethnic processes. In addition, they are engaged in the discourses of gender for
each ethnic collective.

Ways of being Mday girls are inextricably linked to Idam through markers
such as the tudung, aurat, praying, fasting, Koran and socid interactions with boys.
Ways of being Indian girls.are inéxtricably intertwined with markers, namely the
pottu, long hair; clothes that are non-revedling, socia interactions with boys, and
Indian traditions and customs specificaly for Indian females. There seems to be a
ggnificant policing of women/girls bodies and behaviour for the Madays and

Indians girls in comparison with the Chinese girls. Yuva-Davis (1994, 1997)
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argues that women's bodies become boundary keepers for ethnic collectives. For
example: based on what this group of Malay and Indian schoolgirls have sad in the
individual and group interviews, interaction with boys, whether they alow boys to
touch them or not determines whether they are ‘traditional’ or 'Western' girls.
. Whether they cover up their bodies or not, dso determines whether they are
‘traditional’ or 'Western' girls.

Yuva-Davis (1994, 1997) asserts that women in their ‘proper’ behaviour,
their 'proper’ clothing embody the line which dgnifies the ethnic collectivity's
boundaries. Gender, ethnic, religious and other differences play vita roles in the
congruction of specific ethnic projects. There are competitive sruggles for
dominant positions. |

For the ‘traditional’ academically unsuccessful Maay schoolgirls, the state
has been successtul in their ethnic project through discourses of gender. This group
of Maday girls resisted the notion of the 'Western' girl and accepted most ways of
being 'traditional’ Maay and Mudim girls. They spoke of the notion of 'honour’,
that of themsalves as girls and their families, and in 'upholding the image of Islam'.
The state and the Mday collective use the embodiement of Maay and Mudim
women through the tudung, aurat and limited socia interactions as a means of
maintaining the visble marker of the ethnic dominance of the Malays. The
essentialised notion of the ‘traditional’ Maay and Mudim girl is contrasted to that
of the 'Western' girl that is assumed by the Chinese girls.

The Indian collective, arelatively non-significant collective in the economic,

socid and educationd spheres in contemporary Malaysia, seem to use the discourses
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of gender via ethnicity to maintain its visbility within the Malaysan society.
Markers such as the pottu, long hair, non-reveding clothes and limited socid
interaction with boys are seen as sgnificant by the community in ways of being -
women/girls. The ‘traditional’ academically unsuccessful Indian schoolgirls aso
ressted the notion of the 'Western'girl and reiterated that the ‘traditional’ Indian girl
should maintain the 'honour' of herself and the family.

Anthias and Yuvd-Davis (1992) argue that ethnic processes are often
implicated in the pursuit of diverse political ends. Discourses of gender through -
ethnic, religious and other markers, are exploited by the Maay ethnic collective to
ensure their political dominance, and by the Indian ethnic collective to gan some
vighility to counter their non-significant socid positiéns Ethnic projects mohbilize
al their resources, in this case, women/girls, to achieve their aims (Y uva-Davis,
1994, 1997).

There were some academically unsuccessful Maay and Indian schoolgirls,
who resisted the ‘traditional’ Maay and Indian girl respectively, in assuming most
of the characterigtics of the "Western' girl. Some of these Maay schoolgirls clamed
that ‘it is my body', 'l can have boyfriends as long as they did not exceed the limit
of Idamic rules. They have interpreted the limits of Idam within the notion of
honour, that as long as their honour as a girl was not compromised, they could
behave in these ways. Theirs was a partiad resstance. They were resisting their
ethnic collectivities politica strategies, which use women's bodies through the
notion of the 'traditional’ women with proper behaviour and dressing styles to act as

boundary keepers for their ethnic collectivities. Their resistance had a sociopoalitica

241




.

[4

sggnificance. They were resisting ihe patriarcha notion of the ‘traditional’ girl to a
certain degree as theirs was only a partiél resstance. The academically successful
Maday and Indian schoolgi‘rls who assumed some of the characteristics of the
'‘Western' girl and some of the ‘traditional’ girl were also ressting the discourse of
gender but to a lesser degree.

In .general, most of the Malay girls, both academicaly successful and
academicdly unsuccessful girls, tended to assume a least a few of the
characteristics of the ‘traditional' M*3ay girl. There are advantages in constructing
onesdf as Maay ih asocid and political system where the affirmz_ative action policy

privileges the ethnic Malay identity.

9.7 Resist |ag the discourse of schooling
Critical educationd theorists (Giroux, 1993, 1997; McLaren, 1998) and‘ feminist
educationists (Luke & Gore, 1992; Tsolidis, 2001) have argued that school lifeis a
culturd terrain characterised by varying degrees of contestation and resistance.
There is a body of literature that comes out of Britain which has tended to
focus on the class factor (Griffin, 1985; McRobbie, 1978, 2000; Wakerdine, 1990)
and ignore other socid dimens ons such as ethnicity. This is understandable as the
British society and the Australian society to a certain extent function on the class
premise. Most of these studies that come out of England (Griffin, 1985; McRobbie,
1978, 2000; Wakerdine, 1990; Wakerdine, Lucey & Meody, 200!) and some out

of Audrdia (Kenway & Willis, 1997; Matthews, 19P6; Wyn, 2000) found that it is

socid dlass that divides girls and young women in terms of their educationa
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attainement and life trgectories (Wakerdine, Lucey & Mdody, 2001). Schoolgirls
from middle-class families were 'bfai ny', successful and feminine. Educationd
success is about middle and upper class girls. Working class girls are sexudized
and delinquent.

There is another body of literature which examines ethnic minority girls in
schools in the British, Australian and American context. Most research on the
intertwining of femininity, ethnicity and schooling examine ethnic minority
schoolgirls in mainstream Western societies (for example British studies such as
Basit, 1997; Brah and Minhas, 1985; Fuller, 1980; Haw, 1998; Mirza, 1992, 1997;
Audrdian studies such as Matthews, 2002; Tsolidis, 2000; American studies such as
Fordham, 1996, Henry, 1998; Proweller, 1998; Weiler, 2000).

Thereisalack of sudiesinterrogating the intra- and inter-ethnic dynamicsin
ways of knowing and being women/girlr. in a non-Eurocentric context. As argued in
Chapter 1, there is aneed for research on girls and schooling within noﬁ-mai nstream
Western contexts as such research will continue and extend important work that
theorises identity and difference in relation to gender, ethnicity ‘and schooling.
There are very few feminigt studies that examine sdlf-identifications of girls in non-
Wegtern contexts. Thus, | turn to studies that examine sdlf-identifications of ethnic
minority schoolgirls in relation to ethnicity in mainstream Western societies that
adopted a feminist of difference ffanaNork for my review of relevant literature to
the thesis. Inparticular, | am interested to examine research on Asian schoolgirlsin
relation to the notion of ethnicity and resstance because of the construction of

Mdaysan as Asan.




Some studies have examined Asan schoolgirls (Basit, 1997; Haw, 1998) and
Black schoolgirls (Mirza, 1992) within the British context. Shain (2000) argues that
most of the research on Asian girls in England tended to focus on specific sub-
groups especially Mudim girls.  She further adds that by focusing on specific
subgroups, these works do not explore the commonalities and divisons existing
wifhin and across the category of young Asian women. These studies do not
interrogate the intra- and inter-ethnic dynamics in ways of being an Asian within a
particular site.

However, as stated earlier, this study links ways of being schoolgirls to
ethnicity. It looks a the intra and inter-ethnic dynamics in ways of being
schoolgirls in relation to the three mgor ethnic groups in contemporary Malaysia;
Maays, Chinese and Indians. Tsolidis (2000) in her work on ethnic minority
secondary students in Audtralia found that the students set up the dichotomy of
academicaly successful student and socidly successful student.“ Academicdly
successful students were seen as "nerds, gags and geeks' whereas socialy
successful students were seen as fashionable and cool. A lack of sense of humour,
lack of friends, not wishing to get involved with boyfriends and being "daggy" were
asociated with academic success. Having a preference to go out have fun and
being fashionable were associated with underachieving academicdly. Literature on
schooling (for example Mac -An Ghail, 1994; Matthews, 2002) indicates that
academic achievement tends to be associated with being attentive, working hard,
high motivation, having limited socia activities and deference for the teachers and

school authority. Getting low grades is normally associated with rejecting school
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rules and regulations, being rude to teachers, having an active socid life that
includes many boyfriends, being lazy and challenging teacher authority. Academic

achievement is usually associated with conformity and collusion with the status quo

(Griffin, 1993). In generd, the literature on schoolgirls indicated that the pursuit of
femininity through fashion, éppearances and boys tends to be associated with a
decline of interest in academic work. Academic success is associated with being
studious and moral in demeanour.

The high achieving Chinese girls were positively inclined towards schooling
but they also exhibited resistance behaviour. They understood how important it was
for them to succeed in school. These top achieving Chinese girls were resstant to

some aspects of school -culture in that they had attitudes of confronti ng teachers:

The discourses of schooling suppressed the student's voice. Some of the girls said
that they were not given avenues to voice their opinion. They aso said that they
could not have discussions with the teachers. Thus, they challenge and confront the

teachers. This form of resstance does not impinge upon their academic

achievement. As seen in the individua and group interviews with these Chinese o
girls in Chapter Seven, they do not have much respect for the school syslem. They

were resisting schooling but aso succeeding academicaly. The academicaly

successful  Chinese schoolgirls who assumed some of the characteristics of the

'‘Western' girl and a few of the 'traditional’ girl were aso resisting the discourse of 3
, schooling but to alesser degree, #
” This finding differs from studies in the literature on resistance and school a

(McRobbie, 1978; Griffin, 1985; Willis, 1977), mainly from England and Austrdia g:




where it is the academically LjnsuccesstI girls who do not see the relevance of
schoaling to their lives and thus exhibited resistance to school through truancy or by
dropping ouit. |

The group of academicaly unsuccessful Maay, Chinese and Indian girls
ressted the discourses of schooling both actively and passively. In generd, the
academically unsuccessful schoolgirls in this project found school .meaningless.
They understood the relevance of schooling to their future But unlike the
academically successful Malay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls, especialy the
Chinese girls, they saw their current poor academic achievement as bel ng due to
their lack of academic abilities in the subjects that were valued in education system.
The schooling and education system only values particular forms of knowledge.
There was a privileging of Science over the Arts. The ranking system had aready
positioned them as low achievers. These low achieving Maay, Chinese and Indian
schoolgirls were postioned by both their peers and teachers, as academicaly
unsuccessful schoolgirls.  We construct our self-identification i\n relation to how
others position us. One group of academicaly unsuccessful and more 'Western'
than 'traditional’ Malay, Indian and Chinese schoolgirls exhibited active resistance
to the discourse of schooling in resisting conforming behaviour by being rude to the
teachers and generadly exhibiting rebellious behaviour in school. This made them
visible within the schooling space. They were engaging in acts of resistance as they
see the school as an indtitutiona practice that rewards academic excellence and
conforming behaviour in school. They were unable to achieve écademically and

therefore did not have a place in the top rungs of the academic hierarchy in school.
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There was aso a grOl\Jp of academically unsuccessful Malay and Indian
schoolgirls who were passive resistors. These ‘traditional’ Indian and Malay girls
are resisting school because their passivity was not what was required to get them
through school. The discourse of schooling marginalised the kinds of skills and
abilities they had, that is those that are non-Science based.

The academically successful Malay girls also resisted schooling in that they
were not as competitive and hard working as the Chinese girls, as they were aware
of the special educational privileges accorded to them through the affirmative action
policy.

An individualized, competitive assessment system shapes learning as the
individual appropriation of reproducible items of knowledge and the individual
cultivation of skills (Connell, 1993). Such a conception of learning produces the
belief of the unequal educationa merit of individual students.  Students
appropriation of knowledges and cultivation of skills proceeds at different paces and
along different paths for a variety of reasons. Connell states,

Competitive assessment produces a particular interpretation of thisfact, asa

ggn of unequa merit - or inteligence, learning capacity, talent, dillegence,

educahility, achievement (Conndll, 1993 p.32).

Connell (1993) argues that assessment practices are never technical devices
that are socialy neutral and have social consequences. He posits that social
inequalities are generated in anumber of educational processes. the determination of
curriculum, selection and streaming, the creation and award of credentials and the
legitimation of hierarchy by creating ideologies of educational meﬁt. Educational

assessment is deeply involved in the process. The system of assessment is connected

with the society's central structures of power; and it functions to maintain the socia
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power and prestige of dominant groups. Connell (1993) remarks that there are other
assessment systems in the schobls but they are subordinated or margindised in
concrete ways. Knowledge and skills are arranged hierarchically.

Conndl dates that if a curriculum is organised as the individua
gppropriation of hierarchically organised abstract knowledge, measured by
cémpetitive individual assessment, then that curriculum will reliably produce social
divisons, hi the Madaysan context, | would argue based on the empiricd data,
exigting literature on postcolonia Malaysia and my own lived experiences, that the
schooling and education system results in ethnic division. Within this particular Site,
Parkview Girls Secondary School, there are some contradictions. The discourse of
'Chineseness’ in the school ethos is not compatible with the ethnic privileging in the |
affirmative action policy.

The curriculum has a more complex reationship with gender divison.
Knowledge in Maaysia, as in most countries, is constructed aong masculine
paradigms. The sciences are privileged over the liberd arts. The wesker students
have particular abilities and skills that are not vaued and tapped in the schooling
system that emphasises pedagogica practices of streaming and academic ranking.
This is dso linked to the wider global context. It is the masculine forms of
knowledge, the sciences and technology, that are valued as leading to being modern
and economicaly successful. |

Connell argues that an educetion that privilege? one child over another is

giving the privileged child a corrupted education, evea a \i giveshim or her asocid

248




or economic advantage. With school inequalities, come webs of power and then

domination and oppression.

9.8 What isthe locus of oppression for this group of schoolgirls?

Collins (1990) states that people experience and resist oppression on threelevels; the
‘Ievel of persona biography, the group or community level or the cultural context
created by gender, class and race, and the systemic level of socid indtitutions. All
three levels are sites of domination and potential Sites of resstance. Resistance
involves processes of contestations and struggles between students, and the
discoursesthey negotiate.

Women are not just passive receivers of an oppron that is forced upon
them. Women engage in active and passive forms of resstance (Anthias & Yuval-
Davis, 1992; Yuva-Davis & Anthias, 1989). Connell (1993) states that with both
class and gender and - | add ethnicity - an understanding of the centra mechanisms
producing a socid structure is available through the experiences of the groups
subordinated by those mechanisms, not through the experience of the groups

advantaged by them.

The notion of resistance has been a ussful analytical tool in determining the
locus of oppression for these schoolgirls in my study. There are various forms of
oppression for these girls. There is politics of ethnic identification through the
affirmative action policy for the top achieving Chinese girls that does not reward
them for thelr academic excellence. The politics of ethnic identification aso

marginaises the Indian ethnic collective and privileges the Maay ethnic collective.




 Thus, women/girls are used to maintain visibility of the respective ethnic collectives.
There are the ‘traditional’ Ways of being an Indian and Malay girl for the
academically successful Indian and Malay schoolgirls and some of the academicaly
unsuccessful Indian and Maay schoolgirls. The Mday and Indian girls in this study
have confirmed Yuval-Daviss (1994,1997) argument that it is the role of the
" women to cary the "burden of representation” as they are constructed as the
symbolic bearers of the collectivity's idéntity and honour, both persondly and
collectively. These girls have stated that women/girls are responsible through their
dressing and behaviour for controlling the sexua behaviour of the men. There are
two interpretations of this expressed view. One is that the way the Mudim
femininity is constructed is solely based on patriarchy. - In contrast, some Mudim
women say that donning the tudung and covering the aurat is their choice, expresses
agency and is empowering. Some feminists would argue that this is an exampler of
a fundamentaly unequa society. It is complicated. Idejtifying resstance and

compliance is a complicated task in view of these contradictory interpretations.

Another form of oppresson is the postivistic pedagogicd modd of
schooling (Giroux, 1997) that emphasises academic ranking and streaming and
privileges Science over Arts.

Running through al these different forms of oppression is the notion of
patriarchy. The politics df ethnic identification is manifested through Maay-male
dominated policies with the congtant contestations from the Chinese ethnic
collective. Ways of being 'traditional’ Maay and Indian worﬁen/girls is linked to

the male structure and dominancy of the ethnic collective. The schooling and
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education system is linked to the politics of ethnic identification that is embedded in
patriarchy.

There are multiple foci of oppron but these are different versions of the
same oppression, patriarchy. There is an overarching locus of oppression, namely
patriarchy with interconnections to ethnicity in Maaysan context. This is
manifested in multiple forms. The Chinese, Malay and Indian girls experience
patriarchy differently. They might experience a different form of it, as it is
responsive to context.

The socid system of any society comprises patriarchal socid relations
embedded within interrelated structures.  These patriarcha socid relations are
endemic and integral to socia formations with regard to the distribution of material
resources and power (Anthias & Yuva-Davis, 1992). Gender and ethnicity may be.
dependent on different existential locations by they are not manifestations of
different types of socid relaions with distinct causal bases within distinct systems of

domination.

9.9 Conclusion

Contemporary feminigts theorists of identity and difference (Alcoff, 1988; Brah,
1996, de Lauretis, 1986, 1990; Tsolidis, 1996, 2001; Y eatman, 1994; Y uva-Davis,
1997) theorise women's identity as being multifaceted and fluid. As seen, in this
chapter and the previous three chapters, ways of being Maay, Chinese and Indian
schoolgirls entails processes of negotiations and contestations. V\/ays of being a-nd

knowing are fluid and aways subject to socio-historical and political contexts, and
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are mediated by competing and sometimes contradictory. discourses. These
schoolgirls come into the schobling and class environment, one that advocates for
pedagogical practices of streaming and academic ranking. They are also located
within the nationdlistic, ethnic and rdigious discourses in ways of being and
knowing asagirl. These discourses the schoolgirls negotiate are embedded in webs
.of patriarchal power. Patriarchy is manifested in the discourses of gender, the
politics of ethnic identification and discouréas of schooling. As noted earlier, the
Maay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls experience different forms of this locus of
oppression. Ways of knowing and being Mday, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls in
this particular site and context are located within processes of contestations and
negotiations with multi plle forms of patriarchal oppression as manifested through the
discourses they mediate and have access to.

In the next chapter, | will revigt the research questions and show how the
study has addressed them. | will recapitulate each chapter in providing a brief
summary of the highlights of the chapters. | will also consider the implication of the
findings of this study for future research on femde identity as located within a
feminist conceptual framework of identity and difference. In addition, | will revisit

how my positionings have affected the presentation and analysis of my empirical

data.
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Chapter Ten
Conclusion

10.1 Introduction

In 2001, | attended the "New Girl Order" conference in London. The previous
‘academic conference on girls had the theme 'First International Conference on Girls
and Girlhood' and was held in 1992 at the Free University of Amsterdam. Most of
the participants at the 2001 conference were either English or White Americans.
There were very few coloured researchers at this conference. One of the keynote
speakers, Christine Griffin, in reviewing the current status of research on young
girls, said:

Most youth research has focused on young white men and women in 'First
World' contexts, and atempts to theorise their experiences have, however
inadvertently, produced a set of theoretica perspectives and debates which
revolve around the lives of Anglo-European (especidly English) and
Anglo-American young men and women (Griffin, 2001 p.6).

In most of this Eurocentric research on girls, ways of knowi:ng and being girls are
represented as white and middle-class. Griffin (2001) adds that contemporary
feminist approaches to the study of girls can still reflect a tendency to represent
‘Third World' cultures and the position of young women of colour in 'First World'
societies as more 'traditional’ or sexist as far as the position of girls and women is

concerned. She further comments that,

It is important to recognize the diversity of young women's lives, to
gppreciate the specific locaized conditions in which young women live and
to avoid adopting an Anglo-centric perspective in trying to-understand the
complexity of girls' lives and the congtitution of girlhood (Griffin, 2001 p7-
8).
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The present study has addéd on to the diversity in ways of knowing and being girls.
It has provided a window to the complexity of contemporary Malaysian society
where the ethnic groups of Maays, Chinese and Indians live in aweb of the politics
of ethnic identification. Ethnicity is a powerful socid dimension overriding al other
socid dimensions in the Mdaysian context. Ethnicity is the overarching framework
* within which dll Malaysans and, more importantly, Maay, Chinese, Indian and
Others construct their self-identifications. Thus, with these schoolgirl.s, ways of
being Mday, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls is inextricably intertwined with the
politics of ethnic identification. This study reaffirms the notion of multiple, shifting,
contradictory and strategic ways of being Maay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls, but
with ethnicity as thg main dimenson. The politics of ethnic identification is
implicated in every facet of daily living in postcolonial Maaysa. |
The overarching theoretica framework that guided this study is the feminist
theorisation of difference (Alcoff, 1988; Brah, 1996; de I_Lauretis, 1986, 1990;
Mohanty, 1988, 1991; Spivak, 1990,1993, Tsolidis, 1996, 2001; Yeaman, 1994;
Yuva-Davis, 1997). This conceptud framework emphasises the experiences and
context of the researcher, the research participants and the research site in the
production of knowledge. At the end of my PhD journey, | conclude that, based on
my experiences of doing research with this particular group of schoolgirls in the
particular school, the mu'Iti ple ways of being Mday, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls
entall a combination of the ‘traditiona* girl and the 'Western' girl. The notion of
the 'Western' girl, as described by the girls in this study was one who wore

revealing clothes, had socia interactions with boys, was able to talk about sex, was
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fluent in English language, and watched and read Western media materials. The
‘traditional’ girl, as described by most of the girls in the individual and group
interviews was the essentialised notion of being a girl from the ethnic group. This
combination, of course, varies with each individual and is a strategic and politica
~ One. Some portions of the colonizer are implicated in my identity and the
schoolgirls identities. To be academically successful, at least with this group of
girls, one has to be both a 'traditiona’ girl and a 'Western' girl. There is the
Interdependency between the colonizer and the colonized.

Furthermore, the main socid dimension linked to ways of being Maay,
Chinese and Indian schoolgirls in this particular research dite is ethnicity, or more
specificaly, the politics of ethnic identification. The Maaysan sodety as dl
societies, is complicated. However, what makes the Maaysan society unique are
the processes of contestations, especialy between the Maday and Chinese ethnic
collectives, and a times - the processes involve the Indian and Others ethnic
collectives. The interplay of the three mgor ethnic groups, Malays, Chinese and
Indians makes the Maaysian society unique and complex. Our ways of knowing and
being ared| implicated >n how we understand the society in which we live.

In this next section, | reiterate the mgor findings of each chapter of this

thesis

10.2 Recapitulating the chapters
In chapter one, | presented the Maaysian context to set the background of this

thesis. | provided the personal, socid and educational backdrop to thisthesis. The
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politics of ethnic identification within contemporary Madaysa was outlined. The
research questions of this study were described in relation to my personal
experiences as a student and educator in Maaysia, and the wider societal politics. |
outlined my own persona experiences as well as the ethnic politics that led me to
this PhD project. The focus of the thesis was to provide a Maaysian theorising on
Ways of being Malay, Chinese and Indian schoolgirls within a contemporary
feminist conceptua framework of identity and difference (Alcoff, 1988; Brah, 1996;
deLauretis, 1986, 1990; Tsolidis, 1996, 2001, Y estman, 1994). | dso addressed the
importance of the notion of experience (Brahy 1996; Harding, 1987; Mohanty, 1992,
Ramazanoglu & Holland, 1999), in spite of its problematic nature, to the study. The
notion of experience was linked to notions of oppression (Anthias & Yuval-Davis,.
1992; Ramazanoglu, 1989) and emancipation within this conceptua feminist
framework. | highlighted the multifaceted nature of oppressions as posited by
feminists of colour (Brah, 1996; Bannerji, 1992; Collins, 1990; hooks, 1984;
Mohanty, 1991). They posited that it is important to take into account that gender,
ethnicity and other socid dimensions articulate with each other in specific contexts
when patriarchy is conceptuaised as the locus of oppression. The research aims of
this study were discussed in relation to the fidd of gender and education in
contemporary Maaysia.

Chapter Two_provided the socid and political backdrop againgt which this
sudy is crafted. | outlined some of the historical events within colonid Maaysa
that led on to the present day politics of ethnic identification within contemporary

postcolonid Maaysa. The notion of a Maaysan was conceptudised within a
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framework of sameness and differences, drawing upon Yuval-Daviss notion of
ethnicity (Yuva-Davis, 1994, 1997). | problematised the notion of Mdaysan and
more specificaly, Maay, Chinese, Indian and Others as being linked to the officid
and essentidigtic labeling, present and historica socid and politica events, and
_experiences of daly living in Malaysia. The self-identification of a Maay, Chinese
and Indian is located within the State's hegemonic ethnic dichotomies of
Bumiputera/non-Bumiputera that is synonymous with the Maays/non-Maays and
Mudimgnon-Mudims dichotomy. However, there are multiple, shifting and
contradictory ways of being Malaysan or, more dgnificantly of being Malays,
Chinese, Indians. | argued for the politics of ethnic identification in Maaysia being
intertwined with the politics of difference, which in turn is linked to power and
inequality. | drew upon the notion of ethnicity as conceptudised by Yuva-Davis
(1994, 1997) to problematise ethnicity within the Madaysian context. | located the
politics of ethnic identification in the socid indtitution of education and the

institutional practices of schooling.

In Chapter Three, | argued for the notion of female identity as posited l_by
contemporary feminists of identity and difference (Alcoff, 1988; Brah, 1996; de
Lauretis, 1986, 1990; Tsolidis, 1996, 2001, Yeatman, 1994). This framework
resonated with the needs of my thesis both theoreticaly and experientially. This
framework dlowed a move away from a Eurocentric and maecentric form of
theorising self-identifications of Malaysian schoolgirls. The Foucauldian notion of
discourse was described as a useful analytica tool in upderstandi ng how women

experience and make sense of their sociad world within webs of power. The link
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between state, gender and ethnicity in conceptualisng ways of knowing and being
woman/girl was aso provided (Anthias & Yuva-Davis, 1992; Yuvd-Davis &
Anthias, 1989; Yuval-Davis, 1994, 1997). Schooling was conceptualised as a site of
identity contestation (Amot, David & Weiner, 1999; Connell, 1993; Haw, 1998;
Giroux, 1997; Mac An Ghalil, 1994; Tsolidis, 1996, 2001). The notion of resstance
(Giroux, 1983; Zine, 2000) was explicated to make sense of the relationship between
the ingtitutional practices of schooling and the wider society as students negotiate
their sdf-identifications. The notion of resistahce was aso conceptudised in
relation oppression and patriarchy.

Chapter Four addressed the methodologica framings of my thesis. | revisited
the notion of experience as a source of knowledge in relation to both the research
participants and myself as the researcher. | further interrogated the power dynamics
in my relationship with the 16 year-old Maaysian girls and in relation to the
politics of ethnic identification in contemporary Madaysa | argued that my
postioning a a Maaysan~Indian~Christian~female~educator  occupies
smultaneoudy both an elite and margina position in Maaysia My own ways of
being and knowing are multiple, shifting and rtrategic and political. This in turn
has influenced not only the manner in which my seven month fieldwork was
conducted but aso the manner in which | gpproached, read and andyzed my
fiddwork materials. My theorisation of the sdf-identifications of these 34
Malaysian schoolgirls is not one that IS objective but very subjective. The research

methods, namely the freeforma essays on experiences of being a girl and
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schooling, the individud and group interviews, my observations and informa
disussions with the teachers, employed in this study were described in this chapter.

| described the school, Parkview Girls Secondary school in Chapter Five in
terms of the students and teachers ethnic distribution. The discourses of the
school as well as the profiles of the classes were represented through the girls
voices as well as my own observations. The 34 sixteen-year old Maaysian
schoolgirls were from the highest and two lowest achieving classes in Form Four. |
discussed the dkoourses of schooling that included the pedagogical practices of
streaming and academic ranking, the privileging of the Sciences over the Arts, and
the 'Chineseness in the school ethos. The personal and academic details of the
girls who volunteered for this study were aso presented in this chapter in a brief
summary and in tabular form:

In Chapters Six, Seven, and Eight, | presented the analysis of these schoolgirls
according to the ethnic categories of Maay, Chinese, Indian and Others girls within
a framework of identity and difference. The schoolgirls were clustered into two
groups of academically successful and academically unsuccessful schoolgirls. This
clustering was based on their academic ranking and class stream. | .preﬁented the
schoolgirls as clusters of girls along the continuum: 'Westem'-'traditional’ girl and
in relation to essentidised notions of Maay, Chinese and Indian girls. | aso
discussed these clusters of girls in relation to their conforming and rebellious
behaviour in school, and attitudes towards schooling.

In Chapter Nine, | provided a reading of ways of being Madaysan schoolgirls

through the conceptua lenses of identity and difference udng the notion of
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resstance. The discursive spaces that these schoolgirls are located within were
discussed. There is the state's discpurse that advocates for preferentia educationd
and economic policies for the ethnic mgority of Malays through the affirmative
action policy. There is the discourse of schooling that is linked to the politics of
ethnic identification. There are aso the discourses of ways of being a girl within the
ethnic collectivities of which they are members. | used the notion of resistance to
unpack the complex link between ways of being Maay, Chinese and Indian
schoolgirls, the ingtitutional practices of schooling and the wider Maaysian society.
| argued for patriarchy as the locus of oppression for these schoolgirls, it being the
focus of trie intertwining of gender and ethnicity. Inequalities within the socia and
educational system in Maaysia are manifested through the notion of patriarchy that
is in turn intertwined with the politics of ethnic identification. The Maay, Chinese

and Indian schoolgirls experienced patriarchy in different ways.

10.3 Main findings of the study
The am of this study was to identify and discuss the similarities and differences in
persona and collective ways of being Maay, Chinese and Maay schoolgirls within
the schooling site. | aso examined the patternings between ways of being Malay,
Chinese and Indian schooling girls to their educational outcomes. The notion of
resstance was adopted as an analyticad tool to unpack the link between state,
schooling and these girls' experiences.

The research reveded that there is no one fixed and definite way of being a

Mday, Chinese or Indian schoolgirl. The girls negotiate their identity by
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manipulating a range of available discourses. The schoolgirls are located within
competing and contradictory discoursesin ways of being Maay, Chinese and Indian
schoolgirls. The girls from each of the ethnic categories hold essentialised notions
of what a girl from their ethnic collectivity should be like. There are varying
degrees to which they assume some of these essentialised notions within their own
wéy of being a schoolgirl. Differences within and between the ethnic categories
emerged from their negotiations with the different discourses that framed their
experiences, particularly the discourses of schooling, gender and the palitics of
ethnic identification.

The discourses of 'Muslimness which includfi the tudung, aurat,, limited
socid interaction with boys, and feminine' behaviour were a defining feeture in
ways of being ‘traditional’ Malay girls. The Malay girls' understandings of what it
meant to be a Mudim girl came mainly from the religious subject in school, whichiis
V:- ked to the patriarcha ingtitutional practice of the state, the rgaligious clerics and
the Ministry of Education. All the Maay schoolgirls in this sudy adopted some or
most of the characteristics of the 'traditional’ Maay girl which was synonymous
with the discourses of Mudim femininity. The Chinese girls' understandings of the
‘traditional’ Chinese girl included being hardworking, competitive, having the kiasu
attitudes of 'always wanting to win and being afraid to lose'. The top Chinese girls
were the most kiasu and most "Western' of al the thi rty-four schoolgirls involved in
this study. The Indian schoolgirls understandings of the ‘traditional’ Indian
schoolgirl was synonymous with the role of the Indian woman as‘ prescribed by the

Indian community. The ‘'traditional’ Indian girl wears the pottu, has long hair, has
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no boyfriend, is obedient to parents, does not wear revealing clothes and adheres to
Indian customs and traditions.

There is some relationship between ways of being Maday, Chinese and
Indian schoolgirls and educational outcomes. The top girls in the school were the
~ Chinese girls who assumed most of the characteristics of the 'Western' and
'‘traditional’ Chinese girl. They exhibited both rebellious and conforming behaviour
in school. They were resstant to discourses of the politics of ethnic identification
and discourses of schooling, yet they were academically very successful. The
academicaly unsuccessful 'traditional' Malay and Indian schoolgirls were resistant
to discourses of schooling and exhibited mainly conforming behaviour in school.
The academically unsuccessful Malay, Chinese and Indian school girls who assumed
some of the characteristics of the 'Western' girl and a few of those of the
‘traditional’ girl were resstant to discourses of gender and schooling and exhibited
mainly rebellious behaviours in school.

Being 'Western' and having kiasu attitudes is linked with very high grades
and active resistance to schooling and the politics of ethnic identification. Being
‘traditional’ girls is linked with low grades, compliance to school rules and
authority, and passive resstance to school. A combination of more 'Western' than
‘traditional’ characteristics in Ways of being girls was linked to rebellious behaviour
in school and active resistance to discourses of schooling and gender.

In genera, the main locus of oppression for this group of 34 schoolgirls in
this particular school, is patriarchy as located within the intertwining of gender and

ethnicity. Resistance for these girls involved processes of contestation with
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patriarchy as manifested in the interplay of gender and "ethnicity through the

discourses of gender, schooling and the politics of ethnic identification.

10.4 Reflections on my role asthe resear cher
At the beginning of this thesis, in Chapter One, | stated that the researcher is very
much’ part of the discourse they create. | would like to reflect on my research
findings in relation to my Stuatedness in this research. | said at the beginning that |
| am aware of my locations. Now, dter the andysis and concluson, | want to
highlight sgnificant junctures in this study that poiht to how my postionings
affected the direction and outcome of this study.

| asked only the high achievers about the affirmative action policy. | did this
because | did not think that the low achievers would have anything to negotiate on
this policy. | dso gave the opportunity to some girls, namely the high achieving
girls, to comment on the other girls. This shows that | am very much socialized into
the system of educational achievement. My primary lens is related to academic
achievement. There is the privileging of the educationa €lite in the way | carried
out my fieldwork. Thereis no ethnic bias here, save that which is aresult of the way
the girls are positioned in education by their ethnicity. | took more serious notice of
those who achieved academically. In my field notes, | have written, 'Why do | fed
sad and depressed after talking to the girls in 4 Arts C? Why aren't they achieving?
They are not motivated in their studies. | have adso written, 'It is very challenging
talking to the girls in 4 Science A especidly the top achievers, we have interesting

discussions. | seem to be able to relate to them better, it is easer to tak to them,
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easer to get their opinions. Why are there silences with some of the 4 Arts C girls?
Why arethey so accepti ng? Why aren'tlthey challenging schooling?

| also wrote the following in my fiddnotes. 'Am | being biased here as a
Malaysan educator, in a system that places much importance on academic
achievement? There is no doubt that the interaction between the researcher and
reseal cI‘1 participants is influenced by the values and background of the researcher.

The other issue was my interaction with the three Indian girlsfrom 4 Arts C,
the lowest achieving class. They were the only ones in-this study who asked me
about my ethnicity. This happened on one occasion when | was with them in the
school canteen during recess time. They asked me whether | was an Indian and if |
spoke Tamil. | told them | was a Tamil but did not spesk Tamil very well. They
replied that | looked 'mixed’. The term 'mixed' in the Maaysian context refers to
Malaysans with parents of different ethnicities, for ekample one parent could be
Chinese and the other Indian. The term 'mixed’ aso refers to Eurasians.  What is
Interesting is that the Chinese and Malay girls did not enquire about my ethnicity.
The way these three Indian girls viewed me, affected the extent to which they shared
and described their experiences of being girls and of schooling with me. As noted in
Chapter Four, | was a stranger yet to some extent | was a friend with most of the
girls. | did ask the giris the reasons they volunteered for the study at the end of the
fieldwork. The following are some of the responses:

Being in the project...| can release tension when | have problems...when |
tell you...1 fed relieved (Suraya of 4 Arts B).

Because it sounded interesting lah...something different [ah...I mean no
one cared to come and look a us...hi...I am interested to interview
you...and | would like to know what is happening in your life...so we must
take the opportunity to join (Ndini of 4 Science A).
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A few of the girls from 4 Arts C said they fdt relieved when they shared
their experiences with me. A few of the girls from this study said that they did not
share everything, with me especiallly issues to do with the family as it would have
taken too long and these matters were too personal.

| am very much a product and a possible perpetuator of the dominant way of
understanding educationa achievement in Madaysa, namey through the
pedagogical. practices of streaming snd academic ranking that advocates high grades
and values the Sciences, |

My  pesonal, schooling and socid  experiences as a
Maaysan~Indian~Christian femde educator has played a crucid part in the
construction and representation of this thesis. As Alcoff (1991) states,

Who is spesking, who is spoken of, and who ligensis aresult, aswdl asan

act of paolitica sruggle (Alcoff, 1991 p. 21).

10.5 My reflections as | move on from here

It has been chalenging handling the three ethnic groups of Madaysian girls -
Maays, Chinese and Indians. The chalenges have come at various levels of this
project - emotionally, theoretically and methodologically - not necessarily in that
order. This thesis has been a very persond and political journey for me. A lot of
memories of my schooling days and teaching days have been evoked through my
conversations with these girls, and even as | wrote up the thesis. | went through a
amilar school system as did these girls, one that advocated streaming and academic
ranking. | encountered the streaming procedures as these girls did at the age of 15

years. The Science stream was then dways more valued than the Arts stream. The
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academic ranking started when | entered primary school a the age of 7 years. In
addition to this, | also encountered the politics of ethnic identification at each level
of the education and socia system h Maaysa The discourses in which | was
located in during my schooling days b r similarity to those of these girls. However,
the time factor is different - society evolves.

| could identify with some of the contradictions and negotiations these girls
were facing.

| still remember some of the comments some academics made when |
embarked on my PhD studies with the am of examining the gender identity of
Malaysian teenage schoolgirls. How can you handle all these ethnic groups Whéh
there is so much to read and write on one ethnic group? | till rérnember attempting
to answer back. How can you not have al groups in the research - as their identity
Is formed in relation to one another? Furthermore, in the Maaysian context where
the ethnic politicsis prevaent in every stratum of the society, | fdt that it would be
theoretically and methodologicaly chalenging to conceptudise the inter- and
intraethnic dynamics in the gender identifications of Malaysian teenage schoolgirls.

As | write this last chapter, there is still a number of ambivaences in the

guestions | posed in Chapter 1. | wanted to find definite patternings in the
interweaving between the gender identity of the girls and thelr experiences of
schooling. | did find some but there were a number of exceptions to the patterning.
| wanted to conclude very much that the high achieving girlsin al the ethnic groups
would be the well-balanced girls, those located between the global, liberated,

modern girl and the hardworking, highly motivated girl. | also wanted to conclude
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that the low achievers would be rebellious, rude, overly socid and basically girlsthat
exhibited rebellious behaviour in school. It was not as smple a dichotomy as that.
Such aclear pattern was not to be.

These girls are located within competing and contradictory discourses. Their
agency in interrogating these discourses and this results in differences within and

between the ethnic categories. Just as our identities are in flux, constantly shifting

between identity and difference, these girls' identifications are multiple, shifting,
contradictory and strategic.

Another nagging question behind my mind as | write this last chapter is where
would | be today if there had been no politics of ethnic identification in Maaysianor
the discourses privileging academic excellence in these échools What if the

Malaysian education system functioned solely on meritocracy? Though | have yet to

- come across any other society that solely functions on meritocracy, education
systems are aways political with a strong flavour of ethnic politics. Would | be here ;
writing up my PhD thess on an Australian scholarship? Would | sill be a ;

Malaysian academic? | have not been able to resolve such questions and will leave
this question asiit is, with the strong belief that, as any other individua in any other
society, our existence and sdf-identifications are political as we negotiate with the 3
discourses to which we have access. And these discourses vary for each of us, as |

our persona background is different.

10.6 Implications for futureresearch
The findings of this study reeffirm the necessity for the conceptualisation of the

notion of resstance to move beyond the traditional class based dructure and
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congder the interplay of multiple socid dimensions. This notion of resstance
located within the interplay of socid differences is useful in unpacking the link
between the state, schooling as an indtitutional practice, and the expressed
experience of students. The notion of resstance is also useful in making sense of the
locus of -oppression in ways of being girls within the schooling environment. This
sudy highlights the importance of context and historicity in theorising ways of
being and knowing. It is aso imperative to consider the inter and intra dynamics of
the various collectives, be they ethnic or other social categories in examining ways
of being and knowing as we construct our salf-identifications in relation to others.
This study which reaffirms the notion of multiple, shifting and contradictory
ways of being Maay, Chinese ahd Indian schoolgirls, aso brought to light that it is
ethnicity that is the main dimenson in being Malaysan girls. This Maaysan
feminist perspective could be adspted to both 'non-Western' and® 'Western'
multiethnic societies in taking into account the intertwining of persona experiences,
the inter and inira dynamics between the ethnic collectives, ingtitutional practices
and nationhoond in understanding ways of knowing and being women/girls. Such a
framework emphasizes the experiences, power dynamiés and context of the
researcher, the research participants and the research ste in the production of
knowledge. This emphasizes the agency~structure dyad in identity construction; in
being multiple, shifting, contradictory within apolitica and structural context.
Moreover, there is an urgent need for critical interrogation of researchers
positionings as the researchers vaues and backgrounds play a crucid role in every

phase of the research process.
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10.7 Concluding remarks

10.7.1 The future of the girls

As | end this thesis, these Maaysian schoolgirls have obtained their results for the
SPM  examination, for which they sat at the end of last year. A number of non-
Malay girls in the high achieving classes are now in private colleges pursuing
overseas matriculation courses. Yen Ling is doing the South Australian matriculation
course. She hopes to take a double degree course in Accounting and Business in one
of the top Audrdian universities. Her classmate, Nalini is aso enrolled in an
Audtralian matriculation program. Su Me the top girl is doing her A levels in
England on a scholarship. Priyain her last email to me wrote:

Maays...you knowlah...they dl can enter matriculation...so no worries for
them...Indian gas...I think a number of them are in private colleges (Priya
of 4 SdenceA).

Some of these girls are enralled in the twinning degree programs with overseas
universities and some will head directly for overseas universities. Most of the
students in the private colleges in Maaysa are non-Malays, namely Chinese. They
have the choice of opting out of the public Maaysian education system. There are
also those with financiad constraints who will follow the Form 6 route and get into
the public universty syssem. The Maday girls in the top achieving classes are
participating in the loca university matriculation courses or directly into the public
universities for a diplomathat leads on to a degree course.

As for the girls from the low achieving classes, some will get into the private
colleges and some will go out into the working world. To a great extent, the
financial .background of the family determines the route they také. There are dso

the Mday girls who have a chance at the public universities if their grades are not
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too low. However, non-Maays yvith such grades would not have these
opportunities.

The professonds in the private sector are mainly non-MaIays and the
professonals in the public sectors are usudly Maays. This study shows that
Malaysian schoolgirls located within the politics of ethnic identification construct
sdf-identifications as Maaysian schoolgirls in multi ple, shifting and contradictory
ways. Their identities are strategic and political.

The politics of ethnic identification impinge upon these Maaysan
schoolgirls gendered sdf-identifications. The ethnicity of Maaysian schoolgirls
determines their future pathway as women. There are spaces and opportunities for
both Ma\ays/Bumiputeras as well as non-Mdays/non—I’?wro,/theras to manoeuvre
and congtruct thelir identities - the public~government and private~corporate sectors.
But positions within these spaces are aso dependent on ethnicity, gender and class.
10.7.2 Multiple, shifting apd contradictory ways of being‘ Malaysan
schoolgirls
Identity is interpreted or reconstructed by each one of us, (be it the Maaysan
schoolgirls or myself as the Maaysian researcher), within horizons of meanings and
knowledges available in the culture at given historicd moments, a horizon that
includes modes of political commitment and struggle (de Lauretis, 1986). Identity is
aways grasped and understood within particular discursive configurations.

| end this thesis as | began with excerpts from these 16-year old schoolgirls

(who are 18 going on to 19 years of age now). The excerpts once again emphasise
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the multiple, shifting and contradictory ways of being Malay, Chinese and Ir %n

schoolgirls.

Sharmala, an Indian-Catholic girl from Arts B, the naughty and rebellious ' g
class, wrote in her essay on experiences of being a girl:

- The life of a teenage girl...confusing, clear, joyous, miserable, fun, scary, i
confident, insecure...doesn't that sum up the emotiona see-saw of an
average teenager...| should know...I have been there and | ill am
(Sharmdaof 4 Arts B).

Su Mel, a Chinese girl and the top girl in the form who is now doing her A-levels
in England on a scholarship. She also spoke of the oppressive nature of schooling
in the individual interview:

We are women-girl-adolescents...we look like women now...maybe we _
don't play with dolls anymore...but we are not that responsible yet...which .
Is what a mature woman is supposed to be...and maybe we are not able to
think in that way or make sacrifices...we are still very sdfish (Su Ma of 4
Science A).

Suraya of Arts C, aMalay Muslim girl who did singing and dancing with the local
council youth group commented in the one-to-one interview:

It is boring coming to school everyday...| like teachers who are caring and
humourous...our class teachers do not care for us...teachers here like to
differentiate between the smart and not so smart students (Suraya of 4 Arts
Q.

These Malay, Chinese and Indian school girls' self-identifications, as Alcoff
(1988) states, are relative to a constantly shifting context, to a situation that
includes a network of eIemenfs involving others, the objective economic
conditions, social and political institutions. In contemporary Malaysia, the politics
of ethnic identification are intermeshed in all these discourses.

| have through this thesis added to the body of knowledge 6n contemporary '

feminist theorizations of identity and difference. In Mohanty's (1991) terms, this
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PhD thesis has been an academic and personal endeavour of rewriting history
based on specific locations and histories of struggle of people of colour and
postcolonia peoples and on the day-to-day strategies of survival utilized by such

peopl es.
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Appendix A: Statigtical Information on Malaysa

Table Al: Population size and age-structure, 1995 - 2005 (millions persons)
(from Eight Maaysia Plan:2001-2005)

19% % 2000(1) %%
Total population 20.68 23.27
Citizens 19.68 100.0 22.04 100.0
Bumiputera 1247 63.3 14.56 66.1
Chinese 5.22 26.5 558 25.3
Indian 149 7.6 163 7.4
Y Others 0.50 2.6 0.27 1.2
Non-citizens 100 123 :
Agesructure ¢+ ¢+ 141
0-14 7.25. 35.0 7.71 33.1
1564 1271 61.5 14.62 62.9
65 and above 0.72 3.5 094 4.0
! Median age 22.8 239

The next two tables show that the Bumiputeras and the Chinese collectivities are

faring well economically and socialy in comparison to the Indians and Others.

Table A2: Employment by occupation and ethnic group, 2000 (from Eight Maaysia

Plan: 2001-2005)

Occupation Bumiputera Cninese Inidians Others

Year 1995 2000 1995 2000 1995 2000 1995 2000

Professond & | 64.4% 63.9% 25.7% 25.8% 7.0% 7.6% 2.9% 2.7%
;. 8 Technical
‘ Teachers& Nurses | 72.3% 73.2% 20.5%  18.4% 6.6% 6.9% 0.6% 15%
Adminigrative& | 36.8% 37.0% 525% 52.3% 4.8% 55% 5.9% 5.2%

Manegerid

Clerica workers | 57.5% 56.8% 33.8% _ 32.9% 74% 86% 13% 17% 3

Sdes 36.4% 37.3% 50.2% 49.8% 6.2% 6.8% 7.2% 6.1% i

workers &

Serviceworkers | 57.3% 57.5% 21.6%  21.8% 82% 85% 12.9%2.0% 1

Agriculture 61.3% 61.2% 11.9% 10.3% 6.9% 6.9% 19970 16% 3

workers 4

Production workers | 44.2% 44.7% 33.7% _33.8% 9.6% 0.0% 12.5% 15% 1

Totd 51.4%_51.5% 29.6% 29.7% 7.9% 8.3% 11.1% 0.5% k
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Table A3 : Ownership of Share Capita (at par value) of Limited Companies, 1995
and 1999 (from Eight Malaysia Plan: 2001-2005)

Ownership Group 1995 1999
Bumipulra 20.6% 19.1%
Individuas & Indtitutions 18.6% 17.4%

Trust Agencies 2.0% 1 7%
Other Malaysians 43.4% 40.3% ;,
Chinee 40.9% 37.9% |
Indians ) 15% 15% T
Others 10% 0.9% o
Foreigners 27.7% 32.7%
Nomi nee compani es 8.3% 7.9%
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Appendix B: TheMalaysan schooling sysem

Education is the responsbility of the Federa Government in Mdaysa The
Malaysian education system provides 11 years of free, basic education to every child
in the country. The educationa structure is 6-3-2 that is 6 years of primary
education, three years of lower secondary and two years of upper secondary. Most
schools in the country are government or government-aided schools, [mention how
many schools-look at the stats]. Students sit for common public exams at the end of
primary (Primary Schools Assessment Test), lower secondary (Lower Secondary
Assessment Examinations), upper secondary (Maaysan Certificate cf Education)
and sixth form levels (Mdaysian Higher School Certificate Examination).

Primary education in Malaysa is provided in one of the three mediums of
instructions.  The medium of instruction in Nationa Primary schools is the Malay
language. The medium of instruction in National Type Chinese schools is Chinese
and National Type Tamil schools, Tamil. Mgority of the schools in Maaysia are
National schools. All students at the primary school level are automatically
promoted to the lower secondary level.

Students are streamed into 3 types of lower secondary schools, regular day
schools, fully residential schools and MARA Junior Science Colleges. MARA
schools fal under thejurisdiction of the Ministry of Entrepreneur Development and
not the Ministry of Education. MARA (Majlis Amanah Rakyat) is a statutory
government agency responsible for developing entrepreneurship  amongst
Bumiputeras, especidly those in the rurd areas. Fully residentia schools and

MARA Junior Science colleges are elite schools reserved only for Bumiputera
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students.  The Primary Schools Assessment Test is used as the main criterion for
entrance into these schools. In theory, rura Bumiputeras are given more preference
to enter these schools athough in practice, there are significant number of students
from the middle and professona classes of the Bumiputera society.

The physica facilities in these colleges were much better than that of the
regular day schools. The student-teacher ratio in these colleges is lower than that of
the regular day schools. Before the economic crisisin 1994, a significant number of
the top students in these colleges were sent overseas to do their degree course on a
full government scholarship after their Form Five. Most were sent either to England
or America

Lower secondary education covers a period of 3 years. Studmts from the
national primary schools enter Form 1 whereas students from the Chinese and Tamil
medium schools proceed to atrangition year (remove class) before entering form 1.
The purpose of this remove class is for students to acquire sufficient proficiency in
the Malay language which is the medium of instruction in secondary schools.

Education at the upper secondary level covers a period of 2 years. Upper
' secondary education is divided into three streams - the acaderﬁic, technica and
vocational streams.  There are three kinds of upper secondary schools in the
academic stream - regular day schoals, folly resdentia schools, and MARA Junior
Science Colleges. The last two schools are largely resarved mainly for
Bumiputeras. Intheregular day schools, students used to be streamed into the Arts
and Science streams, but since 1992 when the implementation of the Integratedb

Secondary School Curriculum reached Form Four, students are dlowed a more
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liberal choice of elective subjects. However, many schools still force students into
the sdection of subjects that conform to the traditibnal science and arts stream
packages (L oo, 2000).

Vocationa secondary schools provide courses in individua trade skills for
less academically-inclined learners. Secondary technical education is aimed at
producing qudified st'udents who excd in mathematics and science as well as in
basic engineering subjects.

At the end of the two years of upper secondary education, students sit for the
Maaysian Certificate of Education (SPM - the Malay acronym for Sjil Pelajaran
Malaysia), anational examination which is equivaent to the British GCE 'O’ levd.
The students in vocational schools sit for the Malaysian Certificaté of Education
(Vocationd) Examination (SPM (V)). Students either continue their post-secondary
education or enter the labour marker after the SPM or SPM (V).

Post-secondary education in Mdaysa is divided into college, polytechnic
and pie-university education (Loo, 2000). Students who wish to pursue ther
studies up to the certificate and diploma levels enter Teacher Education Colleges,
Polytechnics, the MARA Institute of Technology and the Tunku Abdul Rahman
College where professiona courses are offered.

Pre-university post-secondary education again ‘highlights the dichotomy of

education opportunities between privileged Bumiputera students and not-so-

privileged non-Bumiputera students (Loo, 2000). High-achieving Bumiputera

students are absorbed directly into matriculation courses. This more or less

guaranteed them entry into choice courses in Maaysian public universities (i_oo,
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2000).

The top Bumiputera students are usualy sent overseas on government
scholarships. Other students, especialy non-bumiputera students enter Form Six
where university entrance is dependent on performance in the Maaysian Higher
School Certificate Examination {STPM - fhe Maay acronym for Sjil Tinggi
Pelajaran Malaysia). This examination was initialy based on the British GCE "A"
level.

Students from financialy well-off families have the option of entering high
fee private colleges that offer twinning and credit transfer programmes leading to
degree courses in foreign universities on a 2+1 basis (2 years in a loca host
ingtitution and 1 year in the parent foreign university overseas). Many private
colleges in Mdaysa now offer pre-university courses leading to 3+0 programmes
which éllow the entire degree programmé to be conducted in aloca host .i nstitution.
With the passing of the Private Higher Educationa Institutions Act of 1996, foreign
universities are now alowed to set up branch campusesin Maaysia. The growth of
private, English-medium colleges has been in response to a growing demand for
higher education among Chinese students, especidly those.denied places in public
universities due to the ethnic quota system (Andaya & Andaya, 2001). Many aso
prefer an English-medium education as it is seen as improving one's chances of
employment (especialy in the corporate sector) and further education overseas

(Andaya & Andaya, 2001)

At higher education level, there are 11 public universities, 12 private

universities (3 of these are run by government corporations and 4 are branch
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campuses of foreign universities), 6 polytechhics, 27 teacher-training colleges and

about 600 private colleges (Lee, 2001).
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