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insecurity was ultimately rooted in the invention of a category, which became 
the arbitrary ordering of the colonial order and later the nation-state, with 
its symbolic ranking of ethnic types. The signifier has great power to effect 
social violence in various forms, but its meaning is contingent on what it 
negates. In this case, we see that the meanings associated with ethnic typolo­
gies and preferencing were perceived to negate a more inclusive idealized 
notion of national identification. Moreover, the productive power of signi­
fication relates to the supplemental forms of evidence (or violence) that ret­
roactively make them "true" or seemingly natural. 

Dominic then turned directly to the problem of justice within the juridical 
order: "There is no sense of justice or injustice-that is left to God-'allahu 
akbar' (God is great). Therefore outrage over Anwar (the former deputy prime 
minister) is not there." Here he was suggesting that the submission unto God 
of all that is to be adjudicated by men under normal circumstances absolves, 
defers, or externalizes that which should and could be dealt with directly 
within the law. The suspension of judgment, or the impetus to feelings of 
conscience, which should be manifested in outrage or a "sense of justice" was 
forestalled or delayed with the ultimate displacement unto God. He elabo­
rated a bit on this, saying to me that the modern Malay attitude is able to 
accomplish a miraculous compartmentalization in which what is appalling, 
such as Mahathir's treatment of Anwar,10 is rendered an external issue-one 
that God decides upon. Therefore, the letter of the law can be followed, but 
not the spirit. In one sense, one might see a parallel with what we witnessed 
among Tamil Hindus in their awakening to the violence within the Law and 
hence a deferral of justice to the divine. But here, in contrast, the Law, with 
its cold decidability, is not the root of the problem. Rather, it is the perceived 
racialization or perversion of Law that renders true legality and justice visible 
(the two still conjoined). In another sense, we can almost see two super-egos 
in operation. On the one hand, the ego-ideal of conscience, which should 
be operative, is underdeveloped among Malays and resists too little the 
workings of Law. On the other hand, the fixating on the letter, without con­
science, seems to be increasingly possessive; this accounts for the pleasures 
of the big Other (Law) and the lack of accountability to anything other than 
procedural jurisprudence. This is a kind of"automaton" in Freud's (or Kafka's) 
frightening sense (r997). It operates independent of reflective intentionality, 
leading to the ultimate exteriority of one's words and actions from one's 
conscience. In this uncanny doubling, the big Other becomes a demand that 
must be obeyed, despite memories that confound its arbitrary institution. 
As Zizek (r989), among others, has argued, this produces a perversity of 
attachment to ideals, precisely in response to their arbitrariness and contin-
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gency. The perversity of overattachment feverishly negates what, at some 
less-than-fully conscious level, one perceived to be an impossible demand for 
identification. 

Puthucheary turned to one of the favorite themes expressed by elite Indians 
in Malaysia: that the contributions of Indians to the country's development 
have gone unrecognized. He spoke of the INA's (Indian National Army's) 
impact on Malay nationalism. He also described the Tamil contributions to 
"clearing the land" through hard labor. The Tamils "made it productive. The 
Malays would be nowhere without the Indian laborers and Chinese capital­
ists." Turning briefly to the Chinese, he said Chinese business, "chambers of 
commerce, guilds, etc., control the economy." He suggested that the Chinese 
are autonomous in the sense that they do not need anything from the govern­
ment. But the converse was not true. Putting up appearances of Malay 
success, as exemplified by the Mahathir's obsession with icons of development 
(i.e., skyscrapers, shopping malls, giant mosques, and a new airport), was 
contingent, paradoxically, on Chinese success, as it was through the capital 
raised by the latter that the Malays (read UMNO) had any resources to offer 
their clients. Negating this source of economic power and, more broadly, the 
collusion of Chinese capital and Malay nationalism required figures of dis­
placement. These negated sources of being sustained a fantasy of ethnic and 
religious difference. 

Returning to the theme of"invented" or displaced origins, Dominic then 
pointed at the former prime minister and architect of Malay modernity and 
asked, "Is Mahathir really a Malay?" He then recounted the often-told story 
of Mahathir's Indian father, the denials of his paternal lineage, and the at­
tempt to cover his traces. In this story, Mahathir had turned against his In­
dian identity. Though he had supposedly listed his ethnicity as "Indian" on 
the entrance registration form for the University of Malaya in Singapore, he 
had never admitted to this while prime minister. His birth certificate, accord­
ing to a legend spreading among the Indian elite, registers his birth as "In­
dian." But according to Puthucheary, an Indian gentleman at a nonaligned 
meeting in Madras in the I9JOS shouted in approval after Mahathir's talk, 
"He's one of us!" which produced greater applause. After this event, he be­
came self-conscious of this identity and chose to conceal it completely.11 

He then joked (only partially in jest) that Mahathir had created a "dual 
constitution" in Malaysia. First, there was the "model based on legal princi­
ples, and the other was Mahathir's own constitution." He added, "The com­
munist soviet model of judiciary adopted by Lee Kuan Yew was later adopted 
by Mahathir. Tun Razak [the second prime minister] believed in judicial 
independence, but not Dr. M. [a nickname for Mahathir]. Anwar's fate was 
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sealed before the case began; and before judgment was written by Paul [Judge 
Augustin Paul], it was being drafted. It became a means of promotion for 
those who helped draft it." 

There is much in this statement. He is pointing to a tension in the law, 
that is, that "legal" principles are retrospective in nature, calculable in and 
after previous judgments, which obscures the force or power in their inaugural 
injunction. By splitting the Law into "authoritarian" perversions versus "legal 
principles," a faith in legality is restored. That is, as Agamben (zoos) argues, 
the "anomie" at the heart of the Law is shored up through an exception-a 
limit case that suspends normal legality. This limit case creates an illusory or 
ideological power surrounding the principles of normal legality, much like 
Derrida's earlier notion of the supplement.12 In this instance, the splitting of 
the Law into its liberal and illiberal forms preserves faith in pure legality. 
Specifically, aside from indicting the totalitarian tendencies that he observes 
in Mahathir's meddling with the judiciary, which has been described in sev­
eral scholarly works (e.g., Khoo 1993; Gomez and Jomo 1997; Crouch 1996), 
he is arguing that the team of writers being employed to work on Anwar's 
judgment were using the letter of the law, as opposed to the spirit of the law, 
in order to obtain personal advancement. Indeed, he told of a few instances 
where individuals he knew had benefited from it. In this context, they were 
not only following legal principles-the right terms and rules-but being 
rewarded for it, despite the purported Kafkaesque nature of Anwar's trial. 
This worked to highlight or metonymize the process by which uncertainty 
and overidentification with the Law were coproductive. In another intriguing 
detail-for it must be remembered that Puthucheary mixed with attorneys, 
was a member of the Bar Council, and knew influential politicians well (he 
was personally close to Anwar)-he pointed out that the judgment, which was 
supposed to have been written by Judge Paul alone, was produced a mere 
seventy-two hours after the case had concluded. Yet it was, he said, extremely 
long, something like one hundred pages of detailed legal argument. He cited 
this as evidence that it was being drafted from the start. Or as he put it, 
''Anwar's fate was sealed before the case began." 

Puthucheary left Barisan Nasional and the parliament in 1995, after the 
national elections. "I began having nightmares. The election was unfair; there 
was so much corruption. UMNO's money is Daim's (former finance minister 
and business tycoon) and Mahathir's." His conscience was troubled to the 
point where he could no longer reconcile his fear of PAS with his hopes, now 
fading, in Gerakan's multiethnic dream. Moreover, his socialist ideas were 
compromised by his party's failure to speak in socialist terms, as we will see. 

His disillusionment began when Musa Hitam, a former deputy prime 
minister and finance minister, still high-ranking in UMNO, said to him, 
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"There must be a Malay solution to a Malay problem. Likewise, there must 
be an Indian solution to Indian problems." He added, "When we were grow­
ing up we rejoiced when a Mal ay married an Indian. Our ideas were different 
then." The critical difference emerged with the demarcation and policing of 
ethnic boundaries. 

This blatant racialization of politics contrasted with the age of the "roman­
tic" time in dreaming the nation, before the inventedness of ethnic categories 
became the organizing principle for politics and social life. As he spoke, the 
rain became harder and panged on the tin roof. I felt droplets on my feet, and 
the man's disposition became distant, sad, and reflective-as if the death of 
this dream was the end of optimism itself. I felt a palpable heaviness at this 
point in the conversation. He was a wounded man, semitragic in his faith in 
the political process and subsequent yet gradual loss of hope. The idea of 
intermarriage was particularly poignant here, given that Mahathir's own 
denial of his paternal ancestry signified the barring of this possibility.B The 
hope itself becomes transgressive desire from the point of view of Mahathir 
and his followers, as read in its countertransference among Indians. To Indi­
ans, the Other's lack is recognized in a powerful way in this instance. That 
the Other cannot desire or rejoice in union with the Indian lays bare, with 
some agony to the one viewing it, the horrendous and monstrous lack in the 
Other, which makes such a heavy demand for recognition. In recognition of 
this lack, one might say that the subject, the Indian subject, finds a source of 
being that itself is structured in the negation of this negation. A constant, 
repetitive return to the short-circuited or barred desire of the Other was the 
narrative structure of the Indian imaginary. Indians, in short, become the 
"object petite a" in the countertransference ofMalay desire, in Lacan's terms. 
This narrative can assume symbolic petrification in the ubiquity of a victim's 
narrative in which the Other's advantage and aggression becomes the fulcrum 
of self-identity. As in Gregory Bateson's generative model of schismogenic 
imbalances, identity, though dysfunctional or imbalanced, still forges its sense 
of self-awareness vis-a-vis its antagonistic Other. This thing, the Other as 
barred object of desire, retains a melancholic presence, in Freud's sense; that 
is, it never retreats entirely from psychic circulation. 

Elaborating the narrative and giving it a hardened mythical character, 
Puthucheary said, "Indians who died of malaria and snakes, etc., clearing the 
land is the untold story ... but the Malays don't want history." There is some 
sense in which epochs and histories are unrelated. History in this sense would 
require a narrative of becoming, which would also require an accountability 
toward the contingencies of wealth and power. As McKinley (1979) argues, 
epochal thinking circumvents this. The Hindu past is present as it marks an 
earlier epoch, but in the bureaucratic reasoning of the state, it is to be silenced, 
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erased, and along with it all the reminders of it; the traces of the past, as seen 
in the present, must be put into the past. This requires a degree of repetition 
in order to surmount what is present (albeit secretly). Insecurity over the traces 
is displaced as the silencing or erasure of the Indian. This silencing is produc­
tive as the archive of ethnic difference grows feverishly to supplement the 
arche-violence of the injunction. 

Puthucheary concluded our first meeting by describing his descent from 
politics after witnessing the "racism" in his own party. At a Gerakan meeting 
in the 1990s, an Indian man was laughed at when he addressed the assembly 
speaking in Tamil and using an interpreter. He did not speak English, and he 
was from the working class. He recounted, "They have absolute contempt for 
the working-class Tamil. The Chinese are outright racist. They laughed be­
cause they find the sound ofTamil amusing. When I scolded them saying they 
were racist, I was attacked. Attenale ("therefore" in a sudden shift to Tamil), 
this began my fall from politics .... I was marginalized in the party and left 
BN in 1995." Again, he repeated what he had said earlier. "The election was 
not fair. I was having nightmares, but felt great relief after leaving." 

In the context of 2004, when this conversation occurred, it bears mention­
ing that he brought this up at a time when Gerakan was in the midst of some 
internal controversy regarding Indians not being nominated for any official 
party posts or being nominated to stand for election. Some Indians com­
plained loudly that the party was, indeed, Chinese dominated. What is more 
intriguing here, though, are the nightmares and their resolution after leaving 
the party. What was so monstrous? Surely these nightmares were not the 
result of his party having laughed at a Tamil man. Was it his own doubled 
conscience? Was it the double that had chosen to identify with the party for 
a long time, waffling in his commitment to socialism by collaborating with 
the racial politics of the state, coupled with a gradual realization that he was 
aiding and abetting a system that incarcerated political dissidents like Anwar 
and demonized them for sexual perversity, which led to the growth of the 
"fascism of the lower middle classes"? This did not fit tidily into a coherent 
narrative. How could the Soviet-style state produce ethnic fascism among the 
lower middle class? How is it that uncertainty and insecurity over invented 
origins lay at the base of this insecurity? And finally, how is it that the de­
monized PAS and demonized Indian worked in tandem to support a fantasy 
of rule-following, law-abiding citizen-subjectry? In the first instance, it has 
been suggested that implementation of ethnic policies inaugurated a trans­
formation in the direction of an overinvestment in "invented" ethnic ideolo­
gies. That these ideologies demand, and in turn produced, a silencing of more 
protean and permeable categories, memories, and desires redoubled the un­
certainty or "insecure" diagnosis of the Malay, as understood by many Indi-
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ans. Finally, in the incipient analysis suggested by Puthucheary and elaborated 
in my own analytic language, the deferral to "God" of judgment, as well as 
the displacement onto the figure of the "Tamil" or "Indian" those undesirable 
or necessarily unrecognized parts of being, produced a semblance of legality 
buttressed by an idealized ethnic nation. 

I continued to meet Dominic Puthucheary off and on during 2005 and 
2006. He was interested in some of my ideas about contemporary Malaysian 
historicity (particularly among Tamils) and wanted to meet to discuss these 
ideas. I, in turn, was drawn to his own seemingly parallel observations and 
oftentimes sharp commentary. One could say that I approached him as a 
thoughtful commentator, even scholar, more than as a former politician. His 
professorial manner, however, was tempered by the life of political and social 
aspirations for the causes he had championed. More importantly, however, 
he seemed to want to express himself free of the shackles that had held 
him down in public life as a politician and lawyer functioning in the highly 
controlled political and legal climate in Malaysia. Always the provocateur, 
he launched into one of his characteristically acerbic indictments as we ate 
our bowls of laksa (noodles) in a Malay eating stall outside his legal offices in 
Damansara: 

"Fascism is coming to Malaysia," he declared, matter of factly. This was 
so, he maintained, because of the "superficiality" and "lack of ideology" that 
had accompanied the convergence of political power in Malay hands. With 
"no devolution of political power" in the foreseeable future (e.g., to non­
Malays), there had been a "shift in Malay thinking to fascism." 

One might take this, in the terms I have argued here and elsewhere (Will­
ford 2oo6a; see also Hansen 2om; Zizek 1989), as the assertion of ideology in 
its absence of substance. Fascism takes hold in its absurd impossibility-that 
is, in its very assertion or instantiation. The violent iteration of Law demands 
supplementary work, and the more absurd the greater the "archive fever" 
(Derrida 1995a) needed to buttress its claims. It is through the violent and 
inaugurating "force of Law" (Derrida 2002a) that supplemental or sustaining 
forms of violence are required, indeed demanded. Archiving this desire for 
legal closure over the contingency of a particularly impossible claim drives 
the retroactive historicizing of the subject and generates an invented lineage. 
The assertion of an aggressive and unified Malay identity produced its own 
history, one which denied or negated the Other's presence within its own 
symbolic form. As metonymized by Mahathir, the aggressive and "strong" 
Malay emerges only in the disavowals of other presences within the self 
(Willford 2oo6a; Khoo 2006). Superficiality and a "lack" that it produced 
only lead to more aggressive positing of the identity, that is, to silence the 
inner specters of doubt that this process evokes.l4 To this mechanistic view 
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of the psychology of fascism, he evoked the animalistic pleasures of the mon­
key. "They are monkeys waiting to evolve into humans." By doing so, he noted 
a certain pleasure in the bureaucratic involution of the subject of Law within 
prescribed normativity. 

Dominic then described how these increasingly fascistic notions ofMalay 
greatness were invented by the British. He went so far as to cite Eric 
Hobsbawm on the "invented traditions" that bolstered this sense of identifica­
tion, though it was largely artifice. Indeed, "most Malays are from Indonesia," 
he maintained. ''All of the top politicians are from Indonesia, even P. Ramlee 
[the film actor]."15 He went on to state, "You should hear how they talk in 
parliament about the Malay master race." The conversation then turned to 
expanding notions of identification to be more inclusive of India, as well as 
Indonesia. "I told Mohammad Rahmat [former information minister under 
Mahathir] that while Indonesian connections are celebrated mostly and ac­
cepted in Malaysia, why not expand to encompass India, too." But, alas, 
"Rahmat then attacked me indirectly in the newspapers." 

Dominic then turned to the invention of history directly once again: "Ma­
harajas became sultans under the British with the approval of Qleen Victoria. 
The whole Malay identity was invented at this time through the Durbar" 
(royal court display). While it is true that the consolidation ofMalay identity 
(versus Bugis, Kelantanese, Javanese, Minangkabaw, etc.) was partially con­
solidated though the Durbar (Andaya and Andaya I982), there were sultanates 
acting independently of the British for some time before Qleen Victoria 
authorized state-sanctioned Durbars. Nonetheless, the codification of ethnic 
boundaries certainly became more rigid and exclusive during the reign of the 
queen and subsequent king (Hirschman I986). 

This lunchtime meeting ended with his appraisal of the political situation 
facing the Tamil community. He concluded, "Badawi [then prime minister] 
is a bit sympathetic to the plight of Indians. Most Malays don't care. 1he 
Chinese don't mind so long as the economy is good." In this statement, we 
see the stereotypes ofMalaysia being played out among one of its more intel­
ligent observers. The Malays come across as apathetic, the Chinese as greedy. 
The statement was problematic, of course, for the multiracial and multicul­
tural aspirations of its author. Such gross generalization was precisely what 
his politics and career were attempting to fight. 

On another occasion, this time over coffee in his office, he spoke about the 
"Emergency" (communist insurrection) years in Malaya. Dominic had been 
researching this period and felt that given the world economy's dependence 
on rubber at the time, the Emergency was, in reality, about controlling lab or 
in the dominant industry, not about containment of a communist threat. 
Rather, it was about making sure the unions were compliant, docile, and open 
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to management's demands. He went on to describe how the prominent labor 
activists Veerasenan and Ganapathy were "executed" by the British for union 
activities even though the Labour Party was in power in the UK. The killing 
of Veerasenan and Ganapathy was part of an orchestrated "liquidation" of 
radical activists who were deemed a threat to the cheap flow of latex. This, 
he maintained, was initiated at the insistence of the Americans, particularly 
the CIA. The evidence for CIA involvement was to be found, he claimed, in 
classified and newly declassified Cold War documents in the United States.16 

Otherwise, he suggested, there was little incentive to crack down so harshly 
on labor activists. 

Reflecting on his time in government, he then described a time when he 
earmarked a special project that would help a fair proportion of Indians. His 
constituency, he said, was roughly 20 percent Indian, 6o percent Malay, and 
20 percent Chinese. Dominic claimed that the project would have helped his 
constituents in the same proportion as their numbers, yet the government was 
not pleased given the priorities for bumiputras in the doling out of special 
project benefits. The "Special Branch investigated, saying you are 'doing ev­
erything for Indians.'" This treatment drew his ire, as he was being singled out 
as a minority member of the government and being intimidated for what was 
distributed, according to him, fairly and in accordance with the numbers in 
his constituency. The implication of his exasperation, however, was that Malays 
always get much more than their fare share of the government's assistance. 

As always seemed to be the case, Dominic ended our conversations with 
a dramatic and prophetic statement about Malaysia's possible cloudy future: 
"The social contract in Malaysia is a failure. 1he NEP is a failure. It was 
designed to bridge the communities, but now it is used to divide them. Ma­
laysia is a failed state." While one might have fears that this might happen, 
the notion of "failed state" seemed a bit of a stretch to me at that moment, 
given the fairly robust economic growth and political stability being enjoyed 
in Malaysia vis-a-vis other more famous examples of failed states. Neverthe­
less, the frustrations and despair that he experienced in politics were not 
entirely dissimilar to those experienced by plantation laborers, though their 
experience was articulated differently. Most significantly, the specific betray­
als over promises of land and housing that stung the estate workers were 
markedly different than the vaguer sense of betrayal experienced by the edu­
cated Indian professional. 

As we have seen, the workers were specifically pained by the betrayal of 
specific promises made by management and politicians. Puthucheary and 
Kanthan, in contrast, were most upset about the betrayal of an ideal. A mel­
ancholic attachment to an imagined ideal produced a continual reliving of the 
past in order to sustain an idealized self nurtured by notions of victimhood. 
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The "failed state" attribution allowed the ideal to live on within idealized 
selves by deferring an interrogation of the implication of the earlier ideal in 
the emergence of the contemporary moment. What was shared, however, was 
a deep sense of betrayal by a state that no longer played by the older rules of 
the Law. Rather, the new Law was capricious, unjust, and amnesic. Whereas 
the poor imagined a justice in divine terms, Puthucheary, the socialist, could 
hope for a restoration of a kind oflaw and civility he not only believed in, but 
had devoted his entire professional career, both legal and political, toward 
realizing. 

Two InJ1an Tax-i Dr-ivers 1n Kuala Lmnpur 

Though I have emphasized a middle-class reaction to the perceived Islamiza­
tion of public and civil life in this chapter, the thoughts of two taxi drivers, 
similar to many others I have heard over the years, are worth noting. Taxi 
drivers, in most instances, are located socially somewhere between the edu­
cated middle class and the Tamil working class in the estates or squatter areas. 
Like small business owners, they have sacrificed for their children and hope 
to better their lives, sometimes offering them educational opportunities in 
the private sector or overseas in lieu of the special quotas that have been set 
up to help Malays enter the university and get jobs. 

"What is this shit? How can they say we don't recognize your University?" 
one taxi driver exclaimed while I sat in the back seat of his car. The federal 
government had just stopped recognizing the Crimea Medical College (in 
the Ukraine) because they claimed it was not up to the standards practiced 
in Malaysia, both in terms of education and health care. But many Indians 
felt the derecognition occurred because the majority of students from Malay­
sia who attended this university happened to be Indians. The driver added: 

It was because our minister saw that that there were so many Indian 
students there. The parents work so hard to send them overseas to study 
because of the discrimination they face here; and then the government 
has the nerve to do this shit .... There will be a civil war in the future 
because of what the government is doing! The Indians and Chinese 
will join together. The MIC is doing nothing. I stay away [from poli­
tics]. I might listen to what they say, but I believe we must take care of 
ourselves. 

The driver, now quite angry, explained that his own sister's son was in the 
Crimea Medical program and now faced this terrible blow to his career. "The 
first three ministers were fine. Only the fourth (Mahathir) did all of these 
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changes. What if another university or country decides they will not accept 
UM (University of Malaya)?17 The problem is that so many Indians were in 
law and medicine." By this he meant that the government used this policy to 
lower the representation of Indians in these fields, and that Indians perceive 
an increasing desire to enact policies that systematically erode the Indian 
position within the nation's economy. More ominous were his predictions of 
ethnic conflict. We will see such sentiments resurface in chapter ro. 

Another driver on a different occasion echoed these views in his own 
acerbic comment: 

I lived in railway quarters until they were demolished. Then I moved to 
municipal flats in Bangsar. People think Bangsarl8 means you are rich. 
Before all this development it was simply a housing estate .... That 
bastard [Mahathir] did all this. We Indians are like beggars. We don't 
have anything. Before it wasn't like that. We came in 1400. The Malays 
in r8oos from Indonesia, and the Chinese from r6oo. This Jalan Raja 
Chulan [a main thoroughfare in Kuala Lumpure] is CholanJ19 But we 
are second-class citizens in this country now because of that bastard, 
the fourth PM. The Malays were very happy with him because he gave 
them everything. 

Here we see anger mixed with a fantastic historical consciousness. The glories 
of an imagined Tamil past in Malaya are emphasized to underscore the re­
versal of fortunes that has occurred. One sort of compensation witnessed here 
is that of historical recollection. By reworking the past in terms of a deep 
Tamil imprint in Malaysia, the driver brings into sharp relief the contrast 
with the de-Indianization of Malay culture and of Malaysian history more 
broadly. This, in turn, brings the narrative of betrayal and cultural inauthen­
ticity to the foreground. A reversal of narratives occurs whereby it is the 
Malays, not the Indians, who are the most recent entry into the ethnic land­
scape, against the grain of official historical narratives. Thus Indian historicity 
and its negation produce the parameters of victimization as a historicizing 
desire among Malays. Indians, in supplementing the lack in Malay desire, 
assume a place of victim. The victim of historical silencing, in turn, is com­
pensated by the pleasures of identity forged in the shadow of Malay lack. Of 
course, the irony here is that one can sustain this form of compensation only 
in the parameters of a historical narrative of victimization. Also, while pro­
viding a schematic set of arrival dates, the driver ignored two important 
details. First, of course, the majority ofTamils did, in fact, arrive in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and are not direct descendants from 
the so-called Chola age of incursion or settlement in Malaysia. Moreover, 
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what evidence we possess about the Cholas places their sphere of influence 
existing much earlier than 1400. By 1400 the Chola empire was a vestige of 
its former self. 

The Doctor 

I met Dr. Palanivel for dinner at Gem, an up-market Indian restaurant in 
Petaling Jaya. Dr. Palanivel was a wealthy and influential physician, known 
publicly for his interest in religious issues that affected the Indian community. 
Over the course of our conversation, he expressed great concern about the 
plight of"dalits" in Malaysia.20 His own spiritual orientation, he told me, was 
summed up in the phrase ''Anbe Sivam" (God is love). He mentioned Rama­
linga Swami, a nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Tamil mystic who 
used to worship god as light, as an exemplary force for good in the world. 

Dalits in Malaysia suffered a lot, he claimed. "No one ever admits openly 
that they are one. Samy Vellu, the MIC president, is proud of his thevar 
(caste) heritage. He never puts dalits in high places, but uses them as thugs." 
Speaking of Hindu festivals, he claimed that they have great cultural im­
portance, but not much spiritual significance anymore. For example, arul, or 
falling into a possession trance, a common highlight during festivals in 
Malaysia (recall chapters 3 and 6), was a basically" dissociative behavior with 
therapeutic value, but was nothing spiritual." Thaipusam itself, he claimed, 
was more cultural than religious. More orthodox temple worship also left 
him spiritually empty. He said he felt "unimportant" when he goes to a large 
temple. "Everyone needs their own special place to pray to God." The big 
urban temples lose this intimacy, and hierarchies and protocols get in the 
way of spiritual experience. Among middle-class Indians, Sai Baba, a famous 
contemporary spiritual teacher in India, was "filling a spiritual void," he 
claimed. The idea of "service and going beyond rituals" was important and 
answered to a deeper spiritual calling. "Something always comes along," and 
Sai Baba was just the latest answer. 

The dalits, he maintained, were a "marginalized community within a mar­
ginalized community. Nobody was really speaking up for them. People tell me 
not to talk about them because people might think I'm one of them." This 
statement suggested a distancing move by Dr. Palanivel as well as a commen­
tary about his peers. That he followed this statement with a brief foray into the 
hopelessness of dalit life and the allure of gangsterism suggested a need to 
distance himself further from the stigmatized object of his sympathy. 

Another area of concern to Dr. Palanivel was the rise of various cults that 
appealed to the spiritually hungry. He claimed that there were numerous 
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"copies" of Sai Baba that were "taking advantage of the people." As for various 
efforts at Hindu reform, he was not against reform in principle, but he argued 
that education was the key rather than simply banning certain practices. In 
his mind, "don't simply take away [temples, rituals, animal sacrifice], but edu­
cate into intellectual side [sic]. Eventually people will be ready for Ramalinga 
[a nineteenth-century Tamil saint]." 

The doctor's views, in some ways, typified those of the middle-class Tamil 
Hindu in Malaysia. On the one hand, we witness a genuine concern for the 
plight of the Tamil working class. This is manifested in both concerns about 
their economic well-being as well as their eventual spiritual progress toward 
a more enlightened and less ritualistic form of Hindu practice. The benevolent 
paternalism behind this sentiment is, I have argued, driven by a need to 
distance oneself from the stigma currently attached to images ofTamils and 
of Hinduism. This stigma plays out in the public representation of"cultural" 
events like the Thaipusam festival, in which two million devotees converge 
each year. The spectacle of this event, as depicted in the Malaysian media, not 
only partially robs it of its spiritual significance and symbolism (Belle zooS), 
but also works to clearly contrast popular Hinduism from the idealized Islam 
promoted by the government. This distancing by the educated middle-class 
Indian allows himself or herself to be seen as "intellectual" and yet not intol­
erant of both the ritual practices of the working class nor to Islam. Though 
these sentiments exist in India as well, and have a long lineage in various 
strands of Hindu reform and revivalism during the past century and a half, 
they take on an added resonance in the context of the perceived Malay and 
Islamic denigration of Hinduism as the archaic and premodern that must be 
put to rest-at least for Malays. 21 

Ling am 

I met Lingam, a prominent lawyer in Malaysia, at the famous Selangor Club 
in downtown Kuala Lumpur. This club has a checkered history as a symbol 
of colonial privilege and exclusion during the British times. In postindepen­
dence times, the club became popular with Malaysian professionals, particu­
larly Indian elites. We talked over a long meal. Lingam complained about the 
"loss of culture" that was affecting the Tamil community. He attributed this 
to the "loss of language" that was occurring because parents no longer sup­
ported Tamil schools. This predicament was partially the "Tamils' own fault," 
he maintained, as "once language goes, there is no self-respect." Middle­
class Tamils, he argued, were ashamed of the Tamillanguage and Tamil 
schools and felt the sting of association with the working class. Over the 
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years, middle-class Tamils had increasingly turned toward English-medium 
schools, recognizing the economic opportunities available to those who were 
strong in English. Conversely, Tamil education was believed to have no utili­
tarian value in Malaysia, though people had sentimental attachments to the 
language. Moreover, defenders of Tamil education argued that self-esteem 
that comes with education in the mother tongue has great academic and social 
benefits (Arumugam zooS). 

Given the critical and progressive views he espoused about the political 
system, in which he criticized the "ethno-political power structure," I was 
surprised to hear Lingam suggest that he would prefer that a "king rule Ma­
laysia." He felt that under a king, there would be "proper culture and disci­
pline." Lingam said that the current political leadership was inadequate to 
the task of addressing problems in the community. At one time, he claimed, 
Samy Vellu was a "new voice" who had "raised hopes" with his ideas and 
energy. But after the people were "betrayed by the MAIKA affair," the party 
"was hijacked by gangsters." "Since then, he [Samy Vellu] became a gangster," 
according to Lingam. He was, like most others at this time, also incredulous 
that the Crimea Medical College degree was no longer going to be accepted 
in Malaysia, effectively disqualifying hundreds ofMalaysian Indian students 
from practicing medicine. This, he felt, was a deliberate act of discrimination 
by the Malaysian government. 

In Lingam, we see a concern with a "loss." Tamils had lost their language, 
their culture, and their discipline. Their loss, attributed only partly to the 
Other's lack, was manifested in varied domains, but in each case the loss of 
something they once possessed was linked to the actions of powerful Indians, 
such as the leader to the MIC. Moreover, both the middle-class Tamils who 
either followed the lead of the MIC or, conversely, those who negated it 
altogether in their aspirations to English education and a disavowal of the 
plebian or "gangster" nature of its leadership (it should be noted that the 
middle class had disdain for the MIC in part because of its lower-status im­
age) contributed to the experience of" loss." This was due to the betrayal either 
of the working class through overt distancing behavior (turning a blind eye) 
or though collaboration with a party that "hijacked" power for their own ends. 
Either way, something fundamental was lost and remained increasingly lack­
ing in the Indian community. A transcendent father, such as a "king," supple­
mented the perceived lack with an idealized source of discipline, cultural 
authenticity, and justness. Here we witness one solution, albeit an alarmingly 
totalizing one, to the problems ofloss. A preference for an authentic geneal­
ogy toward the ultimate sovereign is both asserted and desired. The king 
would function to stabilize meaning, retroactively of course, through a gene­
alogy. Lack would be surmounted in this historiographic desire. 
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Sum.m.ary 

Throughout this chapter, we have witnessed a strong sense of melancholy 
about the "lost" ideals of the nation. The cherished memory seems to nurture 
a victim's narrative by documenting a betrayal of the ideal. This ideal of a 
more inclusive nation-state that has subsequently been betrayed by bureau­
crats has animated these accounts. Buttressing the arbitrary claims to privi­
lege and status through the disavowal of the Other seems to be one key in­
gredient of the victim's narrative. This disavowal takes varied forms, but they 
coalesce in pro-Malay ethnic policies and a vigorous cultural debate about 
the merits of increasing Islamization. Indians, particularly representatives 
from the middle class, recognize this process as simultaneously disempower­
ing and stigmatizing. This sense of betrayal also has effects on the relations 
between middle-class and non-middle-class subjects. A sense of stigma at­
tached to the working-class subject has provided impetus for discourses of 
reform, distancing, and ultimately transcendence. But transcendent discourses 
can take two forms. On the one hand, idealized forms of the nation can foster 
critique of the juridical nature of the postcolonial ethnic subject (i.e., some of 
its derivative or "invented" pretentions). On the other hand, alternative ge­
nealogies can seek to re-establish an authentic nationalism, supplementing or 
surmounting the lack of the present status quo. Herein lies some of the dan­
ger. Ultimate sovereigns or envisioned civil wars spring forth from these as­
pirations. It is to this question of ethnic uprising and polarization that we 
now turn. 



10 Hinaraf ana the 
Haunting of Justice 

On November 25, 2007, thirty to forty thousand Tamil "Indians" demon­
strated against the Malaysian government in the heart ofKuala Lumpur, only 
to face tear gas, batons, and water cannons. This event, captured by the global 
media and spearheaded by the Hindu Rights Action Force, or Hindraf, sur­
prised many Malaysians, if not other Indians, both in the diaspora and India, 
in its boldness. But for us now familiar with the "burning" sentiment in the 
working-class Indian community in the mid-2ooos, the event, while surpris­
ing in its scope and audacity, was not entirely shocking. The resonance of the 
Hindraf movement owed much to various forms of economic, social, and 
political marginalization in Malaysia that the working-class Tamils believed 
they experienced. In this concluding chapter I examine both leaders and lay 
followers of this movement, hoping to demonstrate that it represented a 
unique confluence of spontaneous anger and symbolic work. 

Hindraf's emergence was the culmination of a host of factors, but I could 
summarize them briefly here as (a) the perceived failure of the Malaysian 
Indian Congress (MIC) to ameliorate the perceived economic and political 
marginalization of the Tamil community relative to the Malay community, 
(b) the belief that Islamization was eroding the rights of non-Muslims, 
particularly as pertaining to conversion laws, inheritance, and the adminis­
tering ofland rights regarding temples, etc., and (c) the feeling that the Tamil 
community was harassed by police and by political proxy groups sheltered 
by the police, particularly in the fallout of the so-called Kampung Medan 
attacks of 2001 (see chapter 7; Nagarajan 2004). In this already explosive 
context, a series of insensitive temple demolitions sparked these already 
converging sentiments. 
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I want to make three broad claims about Hindraf that recapitulate the 
principal arguments of this book. First, I claim that the Indian awakening 
or uprising, particularly as realized in the "Hindraf" movement, gained reso­
nance as an exercising of the Law's ghastliness (Derrida 2002a). That is, the 
violent performativity of the Law had been increasingly revealed to Malaysian 
Tamils in recent times, particularly through a series of events-specifically, 
the defiling of temples, the appropriation ofland, and the seizing of the body 
by the state-that had left them frustrated, angry, and sometimes trauma­
tized. Second, the transgression of the letter of the law became a means to 
realize a distinction between legality and justice. As communities displaced 
from plantations, as we have witnessed, used tactics of civil disobedience, or 
simply became de facto squatters on the land where they had lived for many 
generations, they often exceeded the letter of the law in search for compensa­
tory justice. The reasoning of justice or compensation being grounded outside 
oflegality had implications in revealing the limits of the law. At the same time, 
legal redress and precedent were often still sought. The dialectic of trans­
gression and reinscription within the law had Tamil subjects caught between 
the rails of recognition within the politics of identity and a logic of com­
pensation in Malaysia that confounded legalistic identification. Third, and 
related, I suggested that an emergent sense of historicity among Tamils 
articulated frustrations over increasing Islamization and the perceived de­
Indianization ofMalay culture. Tamils increasingly felt that the latter point 
was a source of historical disentangling, leaving Malays insecure about their 
own origins vis-a-vis their Tamil or Indian neighbors. Indian fantasies for 
compensatory recognition imagined a re-entangling of Tamil and Malay 
historicities, an intimacy they felt had been disturbed by Islamization and 
the serialization of ethnic politics. I will not dwell as much on this point of 
"re-Indianization" fantasy here, as I do elsewhere, though we recall these 
sentiments in previous chapters focusing on the middle class (Willford 
2oo6a). Finally, the capricious force of Law and the violence of "order" was 
haunted, I suggest, by its obverse, the sublime and inexplicable fragmenta­
tion of memory and experience wrought by the "betrayal" of the state on 
the land and the sacred. This sublime horror, a horror religiosis of sorts, has 
a culturally recognizable logic within Tamil Hinduism, though one that does 
not rest easily in the imagination. 

By now it should be clear that plantation communities, developed and 
populated by Tamils, were literally inscribed into the Malaysian landscape in 
such a way that their descendants, living in these same plantations and facing 
retrenchment and eviction under the pressures of "development" and ethnic 
politics, had a growing sense of historicity and with it a growing sense of 
outrage at their fate. This has been one of our central recurring motifs. At the 
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same time, however, this historicity increasingly took the shape of a victim's 
narrative among the Tamil poor and working class and even to some extent 
among the middle class. Moreover, a compensatory narrative generated ethnic 
myths about the lacking of inauthentic Other, the "new Malay" (Melayu baru) 
that was the subject of state-sponsored nationalism. Hindraf was fueled by 
these sensations of the Other's lack, and of course of being victimized. This 
concluding chapter examines the rise ofHindraf through the eyes ofits leader­
ship and from the everyday observations by Tamils. Here we also catch 
glimpses of a potential Malay backlash against the Tamil or Indian uprising. 

"Berkeley Corner," Klang 

I initially encountered a few members of Hindraf, or those who were sympa­
thetic to the movement, in a restaurant in !Gang. One was well known to me, 
a shop owner in Jalan Tuanku Kelana, in Klang's "little India." He had often 
spoken in spirited terms to me about his discontent with the government and 
in particular with the current leadership of the MIC. We met in a fairly large 
Indian restaurant, which also featured lots of Malay food and had Malay 
workers as well. The diners were mostly but not exclusively Indian. 

I was told immediately by this man that he supported Hindraf, that he was 
"not against anyone," and that he was not afraid to admit it. He was accom­
panied by another man, whom I vaguely remembered from a previous trip to 
Klang. This man told me about the "dilemma of Indians in Malaysia." The 
shop owner immediately jumped in: "25 percent oflndians in Malaysia strug­
gle to send their children overseas for medical school. The parents end up 
going bankrupt, because they must use all of their savings for this. This is the 
situation in Malaysia. They cannot go to the university here, and so they must 
draw out their EPF to finance son's [sic] overseas study." 

He added, "They worry all of the time about the future of their children 
and end up getting hypertension." But according to him, working middle-class 
people, who have spent their savings on their children's overseas education, 
will not seek medical treatment for their ailments, leading to complications in 
their conditions. Diabetes, for instance, was common among Indians. 

According to the shop owner, corruption was endemic in Malaysia, which 
exacerbated the problems facing the Indian community. Because of corrup­
tion, there was a perpetual waste of resources in the government. "Eighty 
percent of government servants said they would accept bribes," according to 
a recent survey, he told me. His colleague nodded and added, "It is true." 
Because of this culture of corruption, which existed at every level, the average 
person, particularly the Indian, had to pay exorbitant amounts to wade 
through any public service sector, whether it be procuring a business license 
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or even obtaining a driving permit. This added strain, he maintained, had 
even affected the diets of Malaysian Indians, claiming that in recent years 
they had turned to "vegetarianism" out of "poverty," though they "pretended, 
out of shame, to be doing it for religious reasons." 

When I asked what could be done to remedy this situation, the shop owner 
mentioned that come election time, the MIC would pay a price this time 
around. This time, he said, the Indian voters were hoping that the opposition 
would break the two-thirds majority in parliament held by Barisan Nasional. 
This would send a message to the MIC in particular and to the government 
more broadly. With this, the MIC would suffer some sort of shakeup, which 
might lead to the emergence of new leadership. The current leadership, both 
the shop owner and his colleague maintained, was not beneficial to the com­
munity. Instead, the party was headed by "rogues" who had "set up branches 
to sustain their national position." They said that four thousand branches had 
been created in the last twenty-five years to bring in delegates favoring the 
national party leader, but not the local communities that they were supposed 
to represent. The reason the new branches had been created was that the old 
branches were seen as independent and locally based, not directly loyal to the 
party's top leader. But in creating local branches in high numbers, the leader 
had consolidated his position in a large pyramid of various branches, which 
in turn offered a political and economic base for the party. 

"We are as good as dead," the shop owner said. "Because we worry all of 
the time about our children, our careers fail. This leads to a failure of health. 
At first we didn't agree to this idea of 'ethnic cleansing' that the Hindraf 
leader was talking, but when we thought about it for some time, it is true." 
He added, "We end up as waste carriers, or something like that. If it is not 
ethnic cleansing, then you tell us what it is and give us the correct name." 

My understanding of the shop owner's political shift, as evidenced above, 
was not so much a desire on his part to supplant ethnic politics in Malaysia as 
it was to shake up the current leadership in the MIC. That is, "sending a 
message" through appositional voting, though bold, was not necessarily awak­
ening to a new political possibility outside the communal representational box 
that grounded Malaysia's politics and apparently marginalized Indians in 
numerous ways. A more radical position was taken by the leadership ofHin­
draf itself. 

Regu: Hinclraf Leacler ancl Cofouncler 

Regu, dressed in business attire, came toward the table where I was meeting 
with the shop owner and his colleague. A man in his late thirties or early 
forties, neatly dressed, and quite intense in appearance, Regu introduced 
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himself and handed me his card, which identified him as a member of Hin­
draf, the Hindu Rights Action Force. Given that he had been arrested the 
previous day for his participation in a demonstration the previous weekend, 
and given the general attacks on Hindraf as a terrorist organization in the 
media more broadly, the calling card self-identification with the movement 
surprised me. Regu sat quietly at the table while the shop owner complained 
about the "rogues" who had overtaken the MIC. He entered the conversation 
when the shopkeeper said, "we [Hindraf] are not against Malays." 

At this, Regu jumped in and said, "You [the government, property devel­
opers] pushed us into a corner. There are 27,000 temples in this country. Many 
of them are ISO to zoo years old. 1hey are threatened with demolition. When 
we came to this country, our people brought earth from India with them 
from their villages in order to start temples wherever they went. The temples 
they built when they reached Malaya were built on the earth (kallu) that they 
carried from India on the ships, in their own clothing. There is a deep con­
nection to these temples." Indeed, soil from the ur or natal village carried the 
kulam, or essence of the community, as well as that of the kula devam, or 
ancestral deities (Daniel 1984).1 1hus the perceived continuity and contiguity 
was very powerful and real for some. 

Regu said, "I will tell you the history of Hindraf now: It began with the 
Moorthy case [the case discussed earlier in which the government claimed that 
Moorthy had secretly converted to Islam, which the family contested]. This 
was a terrible injustice. Moorthy was seen offering Deepavali greetings, and 
two weeks later his body was being claimed. The shariah court ignored all of 
the evidence that was placed before it. We knew we had to do something." 

He explained that a meeting was called of forty NGOs, which then issued 
a memorandum to the government. At this point, Hindraf was very main­
stream, with the Hindu Sangam being involved as well. Regu said that then 
Deputy Prime Minister Najib had to be acknowledged as the father of 
Hindraf, as "ten thousand temples had been destroyed under his watch." 
Moreover, he claimed, it was Najib's attitude toward the Hindus that had 
allowed this to happen. Moreover, Najib had refused to discuss the problems 
of the Indian community and thus had galvanized the need for a more asser­
tive organization, leading to the formation of Hindraf. 

I asked Regu to elaborate on the particular problems faced by the Indian 
community and how these had contributed to the discontent that had culmi­
nated on November zs, 2007. Regu spoke first about the transformations in 
the estates that had led to "squatter" areas and projects. In such contexts, there 
was "no field to play," and this had led to the rise in popularity among the 
youths of video game rooms. These video game rooms had become dens of 
petty urban crime, where protection money was paid to local syndicates to 
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stay in operation. This protection money, he claimed, was collected by Indian 
youths from the squatter areas or from the low-cost projects. In most cases, 
these Indian youths acted as petty thugs or gangsters for Chinese bosses, but 
were inculturated into a life of crime. According to Regu, the government 
failed to invest in "human capital" where and when it was needed most, lead­
ing to the rise in urban crime among Indian youths. 

With the government's failures in "human development," to use terminol­
ogy from the world of business and NGO work, Regu said a second mistake 
had been critical. The government had begun to aggressively punish the petty 
"gangsterism" of the video game room culture. This, ironically, pushed Indian 
youths into the hands of yet more violent forms of gangsterism as economic 
opportunities were diminished yet urban consumption desires were great. The 
drug trade, in particular, came onto the scene in the past five years, turning 
gangs more violent. Also, theft increased dramatically. This, in turn, led to 
more police profiling and arrests. A vicious cycle oflndian incarceration had 
escalated. A disproportionately high number of Indian youths were arrested 
(SUARAM 2004, zoos), and while in custody often suffered abuse or even 
death. This was not lost on the community, and it created hostile relations 
between law enforcement officials and youths. The MIC and government 
more broadly had failed to address this crisis among the Indian youth. 

But it was the temple issue, which gathered a lot of steam in the early 
zooos, that gave Hindraf much support. Regu pointed out that Klang, where 
we were having tea, once had thirty-nine temples, but now only one remained 
(which seemed a slight exaggeration since I knew of at least a couple more 
temples in IGang). He added, in contrast, that twenty-nine new suraus had 
been built in recent years in Klang, while Hindu temples were being demol­
ished. This pattern was being repeated throughout the country, and Hindus 
were outraged. 

The government-recognized Hindu Sangam originally served as advisor to 
Hindraf, according to Regu, who was also a main member of the Hindu Seva 
Sangam, another Hindu reform association. Emphasizing Hindraf's main­
stream support at the outset, he said that "all were there" and went on to list 
many of the principal Hindu religious organizations in the country that sup­
ported Hindraf, naming the Hindu Youth Council, the Hindu Mamanda­
ram, the Mani Mandram, among others. The point he wanted to make was 
that at its inception, Hindraf was a coalition of the mainstream Hindu orga­
nizations in the country and was not in any way perceived as radical, either 
inside or outside the umbrella coalition. Even the MIC, he maintained, sup­
ported Hindraf. Essentially, the organization was concerned about the de­
molition of temples and the recent "body snatching" incident, as well as other 
court cases involving conversion, which had raised some concerns, as the civil 
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courts had relinquished decisions of consequence to Hindus to the shariah 
(Islamic) courts. 

But it was the breaking of a temple in Shah Alam (in Kampung Padang 
Jawa), right before Deepavali, that outraged the community, particularly after 
efforts to spare it were ignored. This gave the movement tremendous momen­
tum, which Regu called a "divine plan," culminating in the support for the 
mass demonstration on November 25, 2007. Prior to this, however, Hindraf 
had distributed literature at Thaipusam (the major Hindu pilgrimage festival 
in Malaysia) in January of 2007, explaining the purpose of the organization. 
One hundred thousand CDs that showed how temples had been destroyed 
in other places, and that emphasized the marginalization of Indians more 
broadly, were distributed to the crowds. This "created awareness," according 
to Regu. 

In the meantime, a memorandum was prepared and presented to the chief 
minister, who did not respond. Then it was presented to the sultan, but "he 
did not respond." "Then we approached Samy Vellu, the PM, and even Parlia­
ment, but no response." "Finally we approached the agung (king), and no 
response. At this point, we did not know what to do. But then we thought, 
the British brought us this problem, why not we present this memorandum 
to the British government." Regu gave credit for this idea to their legal coun­
sel, particularly Uthayakumar, an activist lawyer being held under the Internal 
Security Act (ISA) following his high-profile role in leading the protests on 
November 25. 

But filing a suit against the British government for abandoning the Indian 
community to the Malay-dominated state was not only a provocative tactic 
that attracted much attention both within Malaysia and in the global media, 
but it was also costly. Regu explained that trying the case in the UK would 
cost them one million ringgit. The breakdown of expenditures was not ex­
plained to me, but I assumed it to be a combination of travel expenses, counsel 
fees, and filing fees for the suit itself. This money would be raised from "the 
community," according to Regu. On the positive side, because the case caught 
people's attention, it made them try and understand the issues better, he 
explained, which had the effect of "educating people about their rights." In 
that sense, it was much more than a publicity stunt, though it garnered much 
publicity. 

According to Regu, the Hindu Seva Sangam (HSS) acted as the brainchild 
and mother body, or secretariat, for Hindraf. While there were the spokes­
persons, particularly the legal counsel, who were good at public speaking and 
understood the law, the HSS had been organizing and mobilizing from the 
outset, he claimed. From his point of view, the five ISA detainees (the legal 
counsel for Hindraf) were not the "leaders of Hindraf," though that is what 
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the public believed.2 This misperception was not a problem, according to 
Regu, since their incarceration kept people motivated, attending meetings, 
and focused upon the struggle. 

To their surprise, once they embarked on a road show in Malaysia to raise 
awareness and money and to rally support, they drew large numbers of people. 
At their first rally, on September 25, 2007, two thousand people came, and 
the second rally drew four thousand at Putrajaya. This was followed by crowds 
of five thousand and ten thousand at Penang and Kulim, respectively. They 
were amazed at the groundswell of support they received. 

Regu mentioned that he had been detained two days prior to our discussion 
in what was called "operasi padam" ("operation put out fire"), an attempt to 
intimidate and arrest Hindraf leaders and followers. This had occurred fol­
lowing the "day of roses" demonstration the previous weekend.3 But, he ex­
plained, the police had simply detained and released him without booking 
him. There were no grounds for arrest, he explained. He also explained that 
he had the respect of all the police in the precinct and was treated well. 

On the question ofHindraf demands, he said that Indians were only given 
twenty seats in parliament, whereas "they should be given fifty" because of 
their concentration in peninsular Malaysia in certain districts. But while 
seeking greater Indian representation in this current election (zooS), the 
movement was abandoning the Indian ethnic political party, the MIC, in 
favor of the multi ethnic opposition. The "makkal sakti" ("people power") cam­
paign was not backing any specific political party, but was advocating that 
Indians should vote against Barisan Nasional at any cost. This would be to 
punish UMNO with its "racist" and "Islamist agenda," which had led to the 
demolition of thousands of temples, and to punish the MIC, which had not 
stood up to UMNO on this issue and which had failed to deliver economically 
for the Indian community. If the two-thirds majority was broken by the op­
position, and if the MIC was sent a strong message, they believed that the 
government would be forced to listen to the Indian community's discontent 
more seriously. 

He explained that "makkal sakti" had already proven its power in organiz­
ing against the sheer might of the police and FRU (Federal Reserve Units), 
facing down tear gas and water cannons. They also pulled off an amazing 
boycott of the biggest public festival in the Malaysian Hindu calendar, 
Thaipusam. This normally drew more than a million visitors to Batu Caves 
each year. That year, as a result of a boycott called for by Hindraf/makka/ sakti, 
the turnout was purportedly around 275,000. Moreover, 15o,ooo came to an 
alternative site sponsored by Hindraf in Port IGang to celebrate, as well as to 
other temples in Malaysia. 1he grievance stemmed from the Batu Caves 
temple management's tactics on the eve of the November 25 demonstrations. 
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That night, as demonstrators gathered in the temple, they were suddenly 
locked inside behind the large gates that enclosed the compound. The enraged 
crowd felt they had been locked in to prevent their demonstration. While 
they were locked behind the gate, some "thugs" began to throw stones at the 
Hindraf members from outside the compound, but when those trapped re­
sponded in kind, the police intervened, and some of them were hit by the 
stones. This gave the police a pretext to arrest and charge those trapped inside 
with attempted murder, according to Regu. Moreover, the stone throwing 
that injured the policemen brought out the water cannons that were fired on 
the temple, which was an act of desecration to the temple that further angered 
Hindraf supporters. Thus what was meant as an act of containment only 
inflamed sentiments. 

I concluded our discussion by asking Regu what sort of benefits he saw 
manifested in the behavior ofTamil youths in the aftermath of the Hindraf 
demonstration. He seemed pleased to have been asked this question. He 
claimed that violence among youths had dropped about "90 percent" in total, 
and motivation was high among the Indian youth as well. The demonstration 
had given them something to be proud of, and it proved to be symbolically 
salient at several levels. Moreover, with daily text messages coming out about 
the makkal sakti movement, there was a palpable sense of empowerment oc­
curring. I was told that an "awakening" had occurred, leaving the Indians 
feeling "proud and motivated." 

He concluded by lamenting that the national unity that used to exist in 
Malaysia had been destroyed. This had begun with "MARA 4 and other 
Malay-only institutions," referring to the rise of colleges that taught and 
cultivated a sense of Malay supremacy vis-a-vis the other "races," either ex­
plicitly or implicitly, through their race-based intake and Islam-based policies. 
Regu said that with each generation of graduates from these institutes, the 
problems faced by the Indian community became progressively worse. 

Brkkflelas Shopkeeper 

Mylon books was an old establishment onJalan Tun Sambanthan, the prin­
cipal artery passing through Brickfields5 and into Kuala Lumpur. It sold 
books about Hinduism and Indian culture, both in Tamil and in English. It 
also sold prayer items, such as incense, brass oil lamps, statues of gods and 
famous leaders, etc. Though I often visited this bookshop to speak with one 
of its employees, an Indian national living in Malaysia for many years, or to 
buy books, I struck up a conversation with a proprietor of the bookshop 
shortly before the elections of zooS. 

I started the conversation by simply asking how the upcoming elections 
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would turn out. The proprietor answered, "We are sick of this MIC. They 
have been taking all for themselves. We will only know after the election 
what our future holds." I then asked him what would happen if the election 
went badly for Barisan Nasional. To this he replied, "There may be a change 
in leadership in the MIC, but people are also afraid to vote against BN be­
cause if they vote for opposition, then who is going to represent their interests? 
The fear is there, though they are angry with Barisan and MIC." He went on 
to say that "all are in support of the Hindraf, because they are fighting for 
our basic rights." But his analysis of the predicament of the Indian voter re­
flected the dilemma faced by most Malaysians who felt trapped by the com­
munal logic of political representation in this country. On the one hand, they 
felt frustrated by the notion that they must support the so-called ethnic rep­
resentative for their community, realizing that this opened the doors to cor­
ruption. The government, by allocating resources for the Indian community 
through the MIC, created a situation whereby those in the Indian community 
not part of the MIC's exclusive system of patronage were left out. We have 
heard stories to this effect throughout this book, particularly when concerning 
the allocation of low-cost housing. On the other hand, voting for the opposi­
tion, they feared, would shut the door entirely to Indian representation in 
parliament. This was certainly the tactic used by the MIC and by Barisan to 
garner Indian votes. While it might seem odd to a non-Malaysian, it would 
not be seditious to suggest that a non-Indian, even from a member of one's 
own coalition government, would not care for one's community needs as an 
Indian elected official would. Therefore, the necessity of ethnic representation 
was and is constantly reinforced. This holds true not only for Indians, but for 
Chinese and Malays as well. Even the purportedly multiracial parties, Kea­
dilan and DAP, were (and are) pigeonholed as representing Malay and Chi­
nese interests, respectively, their campaign slogans notwithstanding. 

Malay Un-ivers-ity Leaaer 

While this book has focused almost exclusively on Tamil predicaments and 
interpretations thereof, I turn briefly to Malay responses to Hindraf. Though 
not an adequate representation, it gives an idea of the backlash that occurred 
among some Malays. I interviewed the head administrator of a leading local 
university, of necessity a Malay. He spoke in general terms about the coming 
elections, stating when asked that "of course, only BN will form the govern­
ment." I pressed and asked if he felt it would capture the two-thirds majority, 
and he replied that he thought it would. Turning to the Hindraf issue, I asked 
if there would potentially be a Malay backlash against it. He said there al­
ready was, pointing out that Malays were a bit annoyed by the image of 
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Mahatma Gandhi that had been paraded during the November 25 Hindraf 
demonstration. Moreover, the image of Q];teen Elizabeth evidently had also 
been used by demonstrators, which to this administrator, and apparently to 
many Malays, was insulting, as it connoted loyalty to India and Britain, re­
spectively, and not to Malaysia. "If they had put an image of our king, that 
would be better," he said. I mentioned to him that Gandhi was probably used 
to indicate their nonviolent intentions, and he replied that it in the eyes of 
Malays signified loyalty to India. That is, the figure was to be identified iconi­
cally or metonymically, rather than indexically, toward an abstract ideal. 

In another sense, Malays were angered, the administrator claimed, because 
Hindraf demands challenged Malay "special rights." Malays perceived the 
demonstration as being "against Malays." Another professor present in the 
room added that many Malays were worried and upset that their rights to 
education and economic assistance were being questioned by Hindraf. This, 
they both concurred, made Malays "against the Hindraf movement" as a 
whole. But when asked if this perception was entirely accurate, or perhaps 
a misperception of what most Indians seek redress for, they could not say. 
Moreover, consequences of further Indian discontent, I suggested, might be 
more assertive civil disobedience campaigns with large public gatherings. To 
this, the leader of the university answered, "Luckily we have our FRU (Fed­
eral Reserve Units) and efficient police to deal with them, so I do not antici­
pate any problem." In other words, brute force was the correct approach, from 
his point of view, in dealing with public demonstrations. This, he suggested, 
kept the peace and placated an uneasy public, particularly the Malays. He 
confirmed this by stating that the real calming of Malay feelings occurred 
once the ISA was used to detain the five lawyer-spokesmen for Hindraf. 

Regarding the problem of temple relocations and demolitions, the Malay 
educational leader was not entirely sympathetic. He said there certainly was 
a problem, but that the problem existed because all of the "Tamils have moved 
out and the land has been developed in the estates, but only the temple from 
the plantation is left there." He argued that the problem is "the Indians be­
come upset if you demolish the temple." But at the same time, they did not 
live there anymore, and the land has to be used for other purposes, he implied. 
This was an intractable problem of development, not a plot to marginalize 
Hinduism or demolish temples at will. But it did not occur to him to take a 
larger view of the entire process of displacement and development, starting 
with the retrenchment ofTamillabor from the estates they had lived on, in 
many cases, for generations. The sensitivities and emotional attachment to 
temples arose, I suggested, because of the dispossession these same people 
felt upon leaving the estates, and the temple has therefore taken on a magni­
fied importance in their struggles to save a semblance of their past community 
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lives. In response to my interjection, he uttered, "Yes," but merely stated that 
the problem of temples is "sensitive" and difficult to resolve as the develop­
ment process marched on, inevitably replacing plantation communities with 
new housing estates that are primarily non-Indian. The point I wanted him 
to comment on, of course, was whether this displacement and population­
replacement process was itself just or fair, but he either did not see the point 
or thought it moot. 

The educationist left me with a final thought to ponder, which seemed to 
exemplify the government attitude toward Indians. "Our attitude is that we 
give the MIC some funding and then let them decide what to do with it. If 
Indians are not happy with the way the MIC is allocating the resources, it is 
up to Indians to change MIC. It is not our concern." This attitude is prob­
lematic, of course, at several levels. If the government thinks in such a man­
ner, then it is not governing for the people, but instead using political parties 
as brokers to do their bidding, with little or no oversight. If the performance 
of the party is "not our concern," then who is to be held accountable? He was 
implying that it was the ethnic-based party that must be held accountable, 
and not the government as a whole. But what if corruption or mismanagement 
of resources left entire segments of a population marginalized? 

Naga and I watched a couple of films about Hindraf made by Malay stu­
dents of English literature at this university. The films used documentary 
footage taken from the Internet, which showed the demonstration on No­
vember 25. The films were sympathetic at the outset, given that the footage 
showed police manhandling and crowd distress, not to mention the effects of 
water cannons and tear gas. But when it came time for analysis and interviews, 
a decidedly non-Indian perspective came through. One interviewee men­
tioned that the protesters were simply "against the government, and not 
against other races," and thus should not be taken as provoking sensitive racial 
issues. But another interviewee mentioned that the movement had touched 
on the theme of Malay "special rights" and that they "shouldn't question 
special rights." Yet another said that they were against the demonstration 
because "everyone is treated equally in Malaysia, but that Malays should al­
ways be given special rights above others." One student filmmaker was very 
upset with Hindraf, she said, as it had sullied Malaysia's image overseas, 
adding, "Malaysia is the most peaceful multicultural nation in the world," 
and the image of the protests would make people think otherwise. 

Another said, "This was done just before the election to make people vote 
for the opposition." The makers of the first film gave their own opinion at the 
end of their film, stating that it was a difficult assignment. They had gone to 
Batu Caves to interview people about Hindraf, and they felt uneasy the whole 
time and found it hard to find people to talk to them. I suspected that, as 
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Malays, there was some suspicion that they were reporters or spies for the 
government. Even saying they were from the university would not be enough, 
in my experience, to get most Tamil Hindus to open up and talk freely. They 
mentioned, for instance, speaking to taxi drivers around the caves, rather than 
to Hindu devotees in the caves. They also spoke to policemen in Kuala Lum­
pur rather than Hindraf members. The selection of interviewees told us about 
the subject position of the filmmakers and the likely awkwardness of their 
project at the time of its production. The filmmakers themselves said they 
initially felt some sympathy with the Indian cause but felt that the Malaysian 
government was basically "fair" to all Malaysians. Furthermore, the "special 
rights" of bumiputras had to be respected, and therefore the demands ofHin­
draf were "unreasonable," they concluded. The Indian grievance could not be 
fathomed. 

Malaysian HinJu Sangam. 

Datuk Vaithilingam's office in Taman Petaling Utama, in an area near what 
used to be Kampung Medan, sat in an industrial area, not particularly impres­
sive from the outside but comfortable and clean on the inside. The Malaysian 
Hindu Sangam, the organization he presided over, was the main umbrella 
organization for Hindu temples and societies and was supported by the Ma­
laysian government. It was his organization's charge to make sure that Hindu 
temples were practicing in accordance with agamic (Tamil scriptural) prin­
ciples. In addition to this task, his organization helped locate and negotiate 
for alternative sites of land when property developments led to evictions and 
the potential demolition of temples. The Hindu Sangam also spoke out on 
issues of concern in the Hindu community, voicing alarm, for instance, if a 
proposed government policy was perceived to be unfair to Hindus. 

I asked the Datuk what his thoughts were on Hindraf and more generally 
on the discontent that was expressed on November 25 in the streets of Kuala 
Lumpur. He began by stating, "It was a real wake up call, wasn't it?" But then 
he said he would have to "backtrack" and discuss the factors that led up to 
the protests. Beginning with the social transformations that had led to social 
unrest among Indian youths, he spoke of the "complete social changes since 
the 198os" among the Indians. For one thing, he argued, with the transforma­
tion of the economy from the estate-based way oflife to the urban-based wage 
economy, Indians had experienced two types of cultural shock. First of all, 
there was the cultural shock that came from "interethnic mixing." Indians in 
the plantations had lived, he said, "as if they were still in the villages oflndia." 
By this he referred to the ethnic exclusivity of their lifestyle, the rural atmo­
sphere, the centrality of the temple and its festivals within plantation culture 
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and social life, and the recreation of village political ideals, such as the pan­
chayat (local headmen who traditionally form a council of five in villages) 
system of local decision making. But with the move to urban areas, be they 
squatter areas or low-cost housing projects, upon termination of estate em­
ployment, Indians experienced their minority status vis-a-vis the Chinese and 
Malay presence in the city. They became aware of themselves as an ethnic 
minority. And on top of that, as an underprivileged ethnic minority largely 
coming from poor backgrounds, they faced a degree of stereotyping and rac­
ism. Related to this point, when they migrated to the urban areas, they not 
only faced the cultural shock that accompanied "mixing with other races," 
but also experienced the economic shock of having to compete in the wage 
economy more competitively without the benefit of job skills or land to grow 
basic foodstuffs, as had been the case in the plantation system. The type of 
work available to former plantation workers was limited by and large to menial 
labor, such as gardening, garbage collecting, bus driving, and other basic 
service jobs. The cultural shock and the economic shock, according to the 
Datuk, produced much social strain on the working-class Tamil community, 
which was exacerbated in the 198os by the acceleration of the process of dis­
placement from plantations. This, in turn, led to frustrations among the 
youths that contributed to an increase in crime and gangsterism in recent 
years. The Datuk's narrative, in short, reconfirmed much of what has been 
described in previous chapters and elsewhere (e.g., Nagarajan 2004; Tate zooS; 
Loh 2003). 

But the Datuk's perspective on the social significance of temples proved 
useful. Temples, he explained, were a major unifying cause within the Hin­
draf support base. The problems facing temples in Malaysia could be traced 
back to colonial times, according to Vaithilingam. At that time, the British 
government allowed the Tamillaborers "to build temples in every long­
house," referring to the early plantation settlements, or labor lines. These 
earliest shrines were sometimes quite small and basic. Sometimes they were 
improved and upgraded as the plantations evolved. But while these planta­
tions and their temples multiplied, there was "no proper ruling made by the 
government" that was legally binding regarding the building and retention 
of lands for temples. This created a problem when it came to the registration 
of temples in Malaysia. There was legal ambiguity about the status of temples 
lying on lands that were acquired for property development. 

Without a clear legal code regarding temples or places of worship more 
generally, Vaithilingam explained, the practices of individual developers de­
termined the fate of existing temples, regardless of their age. He put it very 
simply: "Some developers are good, whereas some are greedy." By this he 
meant that some developers spare a parcel of land where the existing temples 
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existed, allowing them to continue unharmed. In other cases, developers 
might offer alternative parcels ofland plus cash compensation for temples that 
had to be removed for a project to be completed. The Hindu Sangam was 
charged with working with developers in helping to locate alternative sites 
for temples. In some cases, developers had duped uneducated people by get­
ting them to sign "documents that they did not understand," which ultimately 
led to the demolition of their temples. 

Hindraf certainly gathered momentum after a series of temple demoli­
tions upset the Tamil community. But according to the Hindu Sangam 
president, Hindraf exaggerated the actual numbers of temples being de­
stroyed in Malaysia. "Hindraf has claimed that thousands of temples have 
been destroyed in Malaysia," Vaithilingam said. But in reality, he main­
tained, this number is a gross exaggeration. The Hindu Sangam is con­
cerned about temple demolitions as well, he said, but by working with the 
government and with developers, in most cases the outcomes had been 
relocation, not outright demolition. 

Hindraf began in earnest, according to Vaithilingam, after the Moorthy 
conversion-after-death case. In this widely known case, which caused great 
outrage in the Tamil community, the body ofMoorthy, the Everest-climbing 
hero, was taken from his grieving widow by the religious affairs department, 
which made the sudden claim that he had converted to Islam while he was 
in the army. His family noted that he had not told anyone of this and had 
continued to practice Hinduism until his death, and they produced evidence 
to this effect. None of this evidence was admitted into court, as the matter 
was referred to the shariah court, which only considered the written evidence 
of his conversion. This case inspired the formation of Hindraf, with the 
Hindu Sangam also present and supportive. 

The other issues that led to support for Hindraf were the aforementioned 
problem of temple demolitions, the high rate of unemployment among 
Indians, and the condition of Tamil schools in the country, according to 
Vaithilingam. This all culminated in the November 25 "wake up call." As a 
result of this demonstration, the prime minister did "call a meeting" with 
several important Indian NGOs and organizations to address problems 
within the Indian community. This had been one positive development. He 
said, however, that "there is no need to ban demonstrations; an orderly dem­
onstration would be easy to control." 

For some time, Samy Vellu did not openly criticize the Hindraf memo­
randum or organization, particularly when it came to protesting the demoli­
tion of temples or the Moorthy case. But once the demonstration of Novem­
ber 25 was being planned and was banned by the police, Samy Vellu attacked 
Uthayakumar (Hindraflawyer and spokesperson) and the other Hindraffol-
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lowers. According to Vaithilingam, Samy Vellu even tried to save the infa­
mous Padang J awa temple, which had been destroyed right before Deepavali, 
an act that had angered many Hindus and garnered momentum for the Hin­
draf movement. In his account, Samy waited until the last moment, then went 
to the site and tried to stop the demolition, only to arrive a bit too late. In the 
Datuk's story, Samy was upset that he could not save the temple. People at 
the temple, it seems, were upset with Samy Vellu for not being able to stop 
the demolition, and they blamed him for it. 

Though the Tamil Nesan (local Tamil daily) evidently did show the No­
vember 25 demonstration in detail, Samy Vellu was critical of Hindraf in the 
days leading up to the event. He personally attacked Uthayakumar and the 
other leaders of Hindraf. It was only at this point, according to Vaithilingam, 
that Hindraf and especially Uthayakumar challenged the MIC leader and 
called upon followers to back the opposition in coming elections. Uthayaku­
mar, according to Vaithilingam, said, "I don't talk to office boys of the 
UMNO," referring to Samy Vellu. 

After the event itself, Samy went one step further and spoke to the media 
about the "true" economic position of the Indian community in Malaysia, 
claiming that they were not marginalized. He presented economic statistics 
to "prove" that under his leadership, and under Barisan Nasional, the Indians 
were performing fairly well. Critics within the Indian community lambasted 
him for singing the government's tune and not fighting for the Indian com­
munity. Moreover, his economic data was called into question by academic 
commentators in the media. 

Our discussion turned to the anger that existed in the community as a 
result of the desecration of the Batu Caves temple that occurred on the eve 
of the big demonstration. As will be recalled from Regu's account, a crowd 
of Hindraf supporters had gathered in the Batu Caves temple, only to be 
locked inside. According to Vaithilingam, the order had come from somebody 
above who felt that by locking everyone in the temple, the demonstration the 
next day could be thwarted. What is worse, somebody had begun throwing 
rocks into the crowd at the temple, which the Datuk suggested was a deliber­
ate provocation to violence. With the crowd trapped inside, the rock throwing 
agitated the crowd, making them break the gates to get out. When the crowd 
in the temple began throwing rocks back, water cannons were called in and 
sprayed at those in the temple. And it was for the return fire of rocks that 
some in the temple were charged with the attempted murder of a policeman. 
Vaithilingam, however, felt that they had been provoked into a fight and that 
this had been done to discredit them and to justify the heavy hand of a police 
lockup and water cannons. 

Vaithilingam questioned Samy Vellu as to why the temple gates were 
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locked, and he wanted some sort of inquiry launched into this matter, in ad­
dition to having those arrested released. This angered Samy Vellu, leading to 
a strain between the MIC and Hindu Sangam. One consequence of this 
strain was the formation of the National Malaysian Hindu Council by the 
Batu Caves temple chairman, a Mr. R. Nadarajah, and Samy Vellu's son, Vel 
Paari. This organization was formed to represent seven hundred temples 
across the country, and they called for a meeting with the then chief minister, 
Mohammad Khir Toyo. In actuality, only forty-six temple committees at­
tended the meeting. This splinter committee did not have much support 
among temples or in the community, according the Vaithilingam, and was 
only formed to counter the influence of the Hindu Sangam. 

In contrast to the new and apparently weak Hindu Council, Hindraf called 
for the boycott ofThaipusam at Batu Caves to send a message of community 
strength to the government. This boycott was called out of disgust for the Batu 
Caves temple management's handling of the crowd the night the temple's gates 
were locked. Allowing the temple to be defiled by water cannons and tear gas 
enraged the community. According to Vaithilingam, the boycott was hugely 
successful, with only two to three hundred thousand devotees coming to Batu 
Caves for Thaipusam that year, as compared to one million in each of the 
previous few years. Alternatively, supporters of Hindraf gathered in the tens 
of thousands in an alternative temple in Port I<Iang and in a few other temples 
to show their solidarity. Though Samy Vellu denied the effectiveness of the 
boycott, numerous eyewitnesses said it was a huge success. In sum, the Datuk 
corroborated much of what Regu, and by extension Hindraf, had claimed. 

As we concluded our conversation, I asked Vaithilingam for a more general 
assessment of the Hindraf movement and its potential for generating positive 
or negative change or polarization. Vaithilingam began by stating that one 
positive development was the government's moratorium on temple demolitions. 
This, he felt, was an important first step in bringing "more sensitivity" to this 
issue. Hindrafhad alerted the government to the consequences of indefinitely 
angering the Hindu community. As he put it, the "temple problem is UMNO's 
problem." On the one hand, they had to resolve this issue to the satisfaction 
ofindian voters at some point. But, by the same token, their hands were also 
tied because they had to first and foremost placate their constituencies. After 
the election, they would quietly work to restore Indian confidence without 
losing face in front of Malays, he claimed. 1hat meant that in this election, 
the "MIC would certainly lose some seats," he predicted, but the "government 
will follow up with some of their promises." I asked if he felt Prime Minister 
Badawi was sincere in his recent overtures toward the Indian community. He 
said he believed that he was and that he would keep his promises. 

On the negative side, he suggested that Hindraf risked alienating Malays 
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and others by its overstatements and "exaggerations." Just as he had pointed 
out with regards to the number of temples threatened with demolition, he 
also mentioned that phrases like "ethnic cleansing" ofindians or the "genocide 
of Kampung Medan" were not to be taken seriously. These hyperbolic phrases 
undermined the serious issues at play for the Tamil poor. The real situation 
was serious enough without embellishment, and these exaggerations called 
the credibility of the struggle and of its leadership into question. Moreover, 
there was also a risk that one could be accused of telling strategic lies to garner 
foreign sympathy. That was, indeed, a charge leveled against Hindraf, and 
one that riled up many Malaysians, particularly Malays. 

Kam.pung Gandhi 

I returned with Naga to the Kampung Gandhi temple after the demonstra­
tions to speak to the pusari at the Mariamman temple (recall chapters 6 
and 7). The temple was all that was left standing in what used to be a densely 
populated squatter area. Toward the main road, there was also a surau that 
was patronized by Tamil Muslims. The temple appeared to be safe from 
demolition and continued to be patronized by the former residents of the area, 
most of whom had relocated to low-cost flats nearby. I was interested in the 
priest's thoughts on the Hindraf issue. He was just wrapping up his evening 
prayers and was thus free to share his thoughts with us: 

Yes, I was there to stand with my fellow Indians and support what they 
are doing. They are fighting for our rights and I should support them .... 
Why is it that Indonesians can get housing units without an IC and we 
have a tough time getting units? Why do they treat us like this? After 
all we are Malaysians. The Indonesians come and within one genera­
tion can marry locals and buy units or get an IC. But with us there are 
difficulties with our IC and birth certificates .... After Hindraf, the 
temple has been left alone for now. Especially with the election looming, 
they will not demolish anything. Nothing is yet promised (for the tem­
ple relocation), but the MIC gave all local temples a nice donation re­
cently and this temple also received five thousand (ringgit) for "renova­
tions." Though we realize this is because of the election, we are happy 
to receive the money for the temple. . . . During the annual festival, 
people returned from the flats to the temple. It was a large gathering 
once again of former Kampung Gandhi residents. 

The pusari is exhibiting a pragmatic attitude here. He accepted the money 
from the MIC for the temple, as would many others. But at the same time, 
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he was sympathetic to Hindraf and went to the demonstration, believing that 
the question of "rights"-and, one might say, justice-was fundamental. 
Moreover, he was upset with the different treatment meted out to Indonesians 
as compared to Indians, though Indians were citizens in many cases for many 
more generations than Indonesians. This awareness led him to be critical but 
not to take a principled refusal of MIC aid. This was the compromised posi­
tion of many working-class Indians. They required the petty assistance of the 
MIC in their business dealings, but they oftentimes resented the brokerage 
system and increasingly were openly critical of it. 

Makkal Sakti Rally -in Port Klang Temple 

Given that Hindraf rallies had been broken up, sometimes with water cannon 
and tear gas by the police, the movement had taken a more amorphous form 
through the banner of people power, or makkal sakti. This also reflected the 
more diffuse sense of discontent that existed in Malaysia among Indians 
that perhaps exceeded the more specific set of demands made by Hindraf. 
The makkal sakti movement, in turn, had taken to organizing events under 
the protective umbrella of the temple grounds. These were ostensibly orga­
nized as "prayers" but would inevitably feature speeches by leaders ofHindraf, 
opposition politicians, and other critics of the MIC, or activist members of 
the Tamil community. Word of these "prayer meetings" was spread through 
flyers, but more effectively through SMS (text messaging) and e-mail. I at­
tended one such prayer meeting/political rally in Port Klang at an old but 
refurbished Mariamman temple, formerly from a plantation that had been 
closed in 1984 and its land converted into housing estates. As the temple 
compound was large, it could house several hundred devotees. I estimated the 
crowd to be about five to six hundred people. 

Many in the crowd were wearing orange buttons with the printed words 
"Makkal Sakti." Some wore saffron sashes around their necks as well. I asked 
the temple chairman if he thought it was fine to use the temple for a political 
gathering. He seemed nervous and did not want to say much, but he did say 
that as they depended on community support, "we must not stop people from 
using the temple." But he was worried because he had received a warning 
from the Special Branch (of the police) about using his temple for political 
rallies. He felt trapped between a rock and a hard place. On the one hand, 
he could not stop the supporters of the temple from having their "prayer 
meeting," as this would alienate the temple from the community, which would 
be economically disastrous for the temple. On the other hand, if the govern­
ment got wind that his temple was being used for opposition rallies, he feared 
he would not be given the legal title to the temple, which would jeopardize 
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its future security. Indeed, in this case the temple had not yet received the 
legal title, and this particular temple chairman was concerned that he would 
have to work closely over time with the local MIC member of the state leg­
islative assembly in order to procure it. Therefore, he became worried once he 
started to hear fiery antigovernment and anti-MIC speeches being given in 
the temple. These speeches were not only hostile to the current government, 
but they were amplified and easy for eavesdroppers to hear. 

But aside from the temple committee chairman, others in the temple told 
me they were there to express a demand for their "rights." One man said it 
was "necessary to safeguard our rights before we live more in the future [sic]." 

Therefore, standing up now without fear of repercussion was the order of the 
day. The Hindraf "awakening" of November 25, 2007, had taught them this 
lesson. There was no going back to being meek and quiet. From here forward, 
he explained, they would have to assert their rights loudly and clearly. 

Speeches by special guests such as the Hindraf leader V. K. Regu, whom 
we met earlier, were given after a puja and bhajan session had concluded. The 
speeches were fiery and called on the audience to vote for the opposition in 
the election. They were asked not to forget about the demolitions of temples 
in the country or about their "brothers under ISA" detention. They were told 
not to be "taken in by election crumbs ... they want us to be beggars." An­
other speaker, a prominent trade unionist and activist, pointed out that "they 
ask for our taxes, ask for our lives serving in the military, but still they refuse 
to give us jobs in the government service." 

I asked one woman in the audience who had come from BukitJalil Estate 
(see the opening vignette in the introduction) why she had come for this 

Regu speaking at Hindrafl makkal sakti rally inside temple 
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meeting. She was wearing a "Makkal Sakti" button and said, "We did not 
come yesterday to Malaysia; we are Malaysians who deserve to be treated 
better. I am fifty-three and this is the only home I know." 

The crowd was energized, laughing and applauding with the speakers, 
finding the mix of religious imagery and political rhetoric a potent mix. Be­
cause the event took place in a temple, bhajans were sung and a collective puja 

was offered. Thus, the overall atmosphere was charged with a kind of religious 
fervor. Talk of justice was conjoined to a higher or spiritual law. 

MemoranJum at Sekolah Tamil Simpang Lima, Klang 

The Hindraf movement energized the Indian community in more ways than 
one. Tamils schools had long been a source of discontent for being purport­
edly underfunded. The physical infrastructure, in particular, in Tamil schools 
has been a source of much unhappiness among parents, activists, and educa­
tors (Arumugam 2008). Though many Tamil schools are fully or partially 
government funded, many believe they have infe~ior infrastructure and facili­
ties as compared to Malay-medium or Chinese-medium schools. Sekolah 
(School) Tamil Simpang Lima, in Klang, was a classic example of this trend, 
critics charged. 

The parents of this school held a rally on February 23, 2008, to present a 
memorandum to the Board of Education. This school had more than 2,roo 
students, making it the largest Tamil school in the country. But the original 
classrooms and canteen were so overcrowded that the parents had to raise I.4 

million ringgit privately to build another new and larger canteen, plus new 
classrooms to accommodate the students. Though this was the government's 
responsibility, the parents' previous requests and memoranda had fallen on 
deaf ears, and so they were forced to act. "Even the poor contributed to the 
building," the speaker at the rally said to a large crowd of parents. 

There were about five hundred parents sitting in the canteen as the head 
of the parents' association spoke to them. On the dais was Kamala Ganapathy, 
the MIC state assemblywoman from the area, a Malay representative from 
the Board of Education, as well as a couple other government officials. The 
chairman of the Parent Teacher Association said, "We are not bothered about 
[vision] 2020,6 we are worried about now." The crowd applauded with this 
statement. He then said, "We are rakyat (the people) of Malaysia." The crowd 
clapped loudly. This speech was reminiscent ofHindraf rhetoric, and scanning 
the audience, one did see the occasional "Makkal Sakti" button. He said the 
parents were asking in the memorandum that a proper science lab be built, 
a surfaced parking lot be completed, and a fence be put around the school. 
At that time, there was no fence around the school, effectively enabling any-
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one to enter or leave at will, which was unusual for a Malaysian school. This 
evidently had been noted in letters to the Board of Education for years. He 
said, "We are asking basic questions ... as this mother tongue education is 
our fundamental right .... We worry about our future in this country. We 
demand-if you want to take it this way-but will work with you, perhaps 
with a rolling fund-however you want to take it." The audience clapped 
vigorously. When the parent representative asked rhetorically, "Why are we 
not getting funding?" one man, standing off to the side, said, "Because we 
are Indians." This elicited a chuckle from those standing around him, though 
the speaker did not hear him. But it was clear from the rhetorical nature of 
the question that the speaker was implying that Tamil schools are poorly 
funded and discriminated against relative to other schools. 

I interviewed one parent who was active in the Parent Teacher Association. 
He was also an active supporter of the Hindraf movement and saw the mo­
bilization of the parents on this day as being inspired to some extent by the 
former "awakening." The school, he said, was "a good school, but not properly 
equipped." The "Tamil school child is basically underprivileged," he sug­
gested. But now, "people got fed up" and have finally voiced their displeasure 
at the infrastructure. As I looked around I could see that the playing field 
was full of discarded debris (broken concrete, iron scraps, etc.) and unsafe for 
sports. The older classrooms appeared dilapidated, but not exactly ramshackle. 
The most urgent problem, however, was that of overcrowding. 

But the individual mentioned above had other complaints about the prob­
lem of racism in the education system. He claimed that in the national schools 
Tamil children were "ill-treated, segregated, and subjected to Muslim holi­
days and culture." He even spoke of a recent case where a Tamil girl won the 
prize in Port !Gang for being the second best in the whole school but "refused 
to accept the prize" because this would have led to her being "segregated into 
the rst class, which was all Malay." Here she would have felt extremely alien­
ated. What he was trying to say was that the Malays are segregated from the 
non-Malays, put into a higher stream, or "rst class," which gives them an 
unfair advantage. He is also claiming that the environment in an all-Malay 
class will be entirely hostile or alienating to the non-Malay-so much so that 
an honor student would prefer to pass on a major award in order to remain 
in a mixed ethnic setting. 

This parent went on to speak about the "racially abusive words" that Tamil 
children experience at the hands of teachers in the government Malay-me­
dium schools. He said, "We have come to the conclusion that it is not our 
place to study." This, he said, explained the dramatic shift among Tamil pupils 
from national to Tamil schools in the past several years, and it explained the 
growth of this particular school in !Gang. I had heard that in Selangor, Tamil 
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schools were overcrowded and increasingly popular? At the same time, based 
on what we have seen and heard regarding plantation retrenchment struggles, 
it is also true that a consolidation of students within surviving Tamil schools 
was another cause for overcrowding. 

We are taught, he said, that "being an Indian" is to "live within your limit." 
The educators want to send the children a message at an early age not to ask 
too much out of life. They must be content with what they have. "They do 
this because they do not want Indians to ask for more .... The same thing 
that happened in Sri Lanka will happen here!" I did not press on this, but he 
clearly implied that Indians might eventually be forced to fight for justice. He 
then turned to the ubiquitous grouse regarding ethnic quotas and bumiputra 
privileges. 

"All licenses for business, newspapers, scrap metal, etc., must have 30 per­
cent bumiputra rights-30 percent share in company for bumiputras. Even our 
small business [sic], the ones that we have taken up when we have been denied 
access to many other lines of work, must have 30 percent bumiputra share 
ownership now!" 

Another man joined the conversation at this point. He had been listening 
quietly up until now, but now he jumped in. "Even conservatives were upset 
about the temple demolitions. The Hindraf roadshows opened up people's 
eyes to the issues. Hindraf is the accumulation of thirty to forty years of 
frustration." I asked if there are any positive aspects ofHindraf, in his estima­
tion. Both men smiled and nodded in the affirmative. The man joining the 
conversation later continued, "The youth will now say vanakkam [a respectful 
hello]. Every Indian in Malaysia supports Hindraf." I then asked about 
whether the boycott ofBatu Caves during Thaipusam had been effective. He 
said, "Yes, about roo,ooo people had congregated at the Port I<lang temple, 
whereas only one-third the normal amount came to Batu Caves. Everyone 
felt, 'I must participate.'" 

The first man then spoke about the school once again to point to a change 
in people's thinking. He pointed out that the MIC politician, state assembly­
woman Kamala Ganapathy, had announced a forty-thousand-ringgit alloca­
tion to the school during the meeting before the assembled crowd. In years 
past, the crowd would have cheered. But this time the crowd kept silent, un­
derstanding that this amount was insignificant in the long run, and moreover 
that it was an "election gimmick." He suggested that at least 70 percent of the 
Indian vote would go to the opposition in this election. The second man spoke 
again, emphasizing the sense of betrayal that fueled Hindraf's rise: 

We have been so loyal, and have given so much to this country-rubber, 
oil-what of this [our] state now? Who put up the railways? Our people 
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are put into the prison. What is happening after I die? Will I be buried 
as a Muslim? You kill my language. You kill my religion. I do not even 
know if my body will be taken from family after my death. Am I a 
nobody? "Kafir" is what they are teaching the young. The young are 
learning to look at us like this. What is going to be of my children? We 
have been deprived everywhere. . . . When I take my Malay workers 
out, who are subordinate to me, they have the nerve to ask me, "please 
go to Malay shop." It is my money, and they don't want to drink tea in 
an Indian shop! 

I asked both men what could be done, given the highly racialized environ­
ment that they were describing, to prevent the Hindraf movement from pro­
voking a strong Malay backlash. Indeed, according to both men, Kairy Jamu­
luddin, a leading UMNO politician, had issued a threat to Indians that 
"Pemuda [youth] UMNO can be summoned" to face the Indian youths. Here 
they felt that Anwar Ibrahim, the Party Keadilan Rakyat leader, could serve 
as an effective communicator to the Malay heartland that Hindraf was not 
anti-Malay, but was against the policies that have hurt Indians. In the zero­
sum world ofMalaysian ethnic politics, however, this distinction was hard to 
maintain. But Anwar's popular appeal with Malays, it was hoped, would 
soften the potential for a strong Malay backlash. Anwar's sympathetic stance 
toward the Hindraf demonstrations, however, had earned him much scorn 
from many Malay voters. 

As in the case of the shop owner discussed earlier, the bread-and-butter 
issues for these men came back to economic concerns, though the religious 
worries and sentiments were not insignificant. As middle-class parents, they 
were worried about having to use their entire EPF savings (retirement) to 
educate their children overseas because the government universities were 
reserved mainly for Malays through the bumiputra quota system. As they 
aged, they would have to sell their earnings to pay medical bills, leaving "no 
earnings behind for their children." In this way, each generation was faced 
with the same dilemma: all of one's savings was spent in old age. For this 
reason, there was little wealth passed down through the family, and the class 
of the family declined instead. As one of the two men said, "We work twelve 
hours a day and try to send our children overseas to study, hoping their future 
is better; but every day is a worry. The pressure is too great." This feeling of 
economic pressure and resentment toward government assistance for Malays 
was leading middle-class Indians, particularly, lower middle-class Indians, to 
identify with the Hindraf movement. 

While at the rally at the Tamil school in Klang, I interviewed a makkal 
sakti supporter who was passing out flyers for an up coming "prayer meeting" 



z6o Chapter ro 

featuring Hindraf leaders, activists, and opposition politicians. I had seen 
him before interviewed by Malaysiakini (an online newspaper) during a 
temple fast to release the Hindrafleaders being held under the ISA. He told 
me that "all the while I was living my life, not thinking about politics, but 
when I heard what the Hindraf was saying and fighting for, it all made sense 
to me, as I had experienced these things." I asked him to explain, and he 
said, "For example, when I go to the government offices they are eager to 
help me, because they think I look like a Malay (he was of mixed Chinese 
and Indian ancestry), but when they see my IC and that I am an Indian, 
their attitude changes completely. It happens to me all the time. Am I not 
a Malaysian?" He became emotional as he expressed this. The racism that 
he had experienced had apparently been a formative and personally hurtful 
experience to him. 

But he now felt a sense of purpose with makkal sakti. Indeed, the symbolic 
power of the movement lay in the fact that it exceeded a political purpose. It 
tapped a religious and symbolic core, fusing it to feelings of social and politi­
cal alienation. Justice and the sacred lay beyond politics and the law. He 
explained the feeling of power and solidarity he experienced being part of 
this new community in this way: "I feel this power when I see another person 
now and we greet each other and offer to help each other. I feel a connection 
or energy field-like I know you already. Some people I don't know just treat 
me as a brother now. This is the power of the mantiram [mantra] 'makkal 
sakti.'" Makkal sakti was not merely a political slogan but was believed to 
be a magical phrase in itself, producing a powerful bond between people, 
or an "energy field." This energy field grew in strength with each iteration of 
the utterance. The more these prayer meetings were held, and the larger the 
crowds could utter this phrase in unison, the more potent the power of this 
energy. While it generated the context or forum for political action and speech 
making, it was much more than this; it tapped into a symbolic core ofTamil 
Hindu belief that is widely practiced in rituals such as Adi Puram and 
Thaipusam. That is, the dissemination of spiritual power occurs through a 
recognition of i~ustice produced by the capricious nature of hierarchy. This 
recognition, in turn, is premised on that of another: that the highest, or God, 
can become manifest in all through the simple act of devotion and in allowing 
oneself to be overtaken, overwhelmed, indeed possessed (arul) by it. At the 
same time, this "energy" is unknowable, in cognitive or reasonable terms, and 
remains beyond the containment of words, though induced by the verbal 
incantation, or mantiram. This fusion of the political and the spiritual was 
harvested by the Hindraf movement and its affiliates, but to proximate and 
political ends. 
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Rantai-i, Sp-ir-itual AJv-isor to H-inJraf 

I met leaders from Hindraf at Berkeley Corner Restaurant in Klang, a quiet 
place to have a discussion. Present was Regu, whom we met earlier, an assis­
tant, and Ramaji, the so-called spiritual advisor to Hindraf, as well as two 
other assistants. These individuals were all from the Hindu Seva Sangam, 
which by their account formed the nucleus of Hindraf from the start. In their 
words, the legal counsel, which included the lawyers who were then being 
held under the ISA-P. Uthayakumar, M. Manoharan, R. Genghadharan, 
V. Ganabatirau, as well as T. Vasanthkumar, who was not a lawyer-were hired 
as spokespersons for the movement since the actual leaders were less adept at 
public speaking. Regu, for instance, who was present at the table, said he was 
"very shy" at public speaking and would only speak boldly when he was upset 
about something. Moreover, the lawyers really were necessary, as they under­
stood the "law" and what "our rights" really were. Now that the spokespersons 
were under arrest, the role of speaking at rallies had fallen upon Regu and 
Rama, or "Reguji and Ramaji." They were leading the "roadshows," traveling 
to prayer meetings in Penang, Kedah, and Johore. Ramaji told me he had just 
returned that day before from large gatherings in temples across Johore. 

Regu presented evidence to me of the modern Indian presence in Malaya 
dating back to the 182os, taken from research the lawyer Uthayakumar had 
collected in London during a trip there. This was being compiled as evidence 
of a "two-hundred-year history in Malaya" and of the claim that some temples 
are older than previously thought. Documenting the antiquity of the com­
munity in Malaya seemed to be an important strategy in the Hindraf legal 
case. Finding evidence of the earliest presence would bring greater legitimacy 
to their claims of deep-rootedness in Malaya, it was believed. If it could be 
shown that plantations had been there for more than ISO years, with their 
attendant temples, then the demolition of these temples would appear all the 
more capricious and cruel in the world's eyes, they would argue. In this sense, 
Hindraf was formally archiving what we had heard several evicted plantation 
communities saying in their struggles for compensation and for the survival 
of their temples, schools, and homes. The archive rendered visible the refused 
gift or reciprocity by the modern Malaysian government (Grosz zoos) and 
created the narratological parameters of victimhood, demonstrating the vio­
lence at the heart of the Law. This archive was, of course, also built on the 
desire and hope for future recognition. In that sense, while Hindraf exceeded 
legalistic arguments in its search for justice, outside and above the law (or in 
a higher, divine Law), it also pursued legal strategies grounded in the ar­
chiving of a kind of historical precedent. 
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Ramaji outlined his own version of the Hindraf story. He repeated what 
others had already said, namely, that the Moorthy "body-snatching" case had 
galvanized Hindus in protest and had led to the formation of the Hindu 
Rights Action Committee, first with Datuk Vaithilingam as its advisor. The 
Hindu Seva Sangam and the Hindu Mamandaram, as well as other Hindu 
bodies, were also involved in this coalition of groups that filed a case in the 
High Court on behalf of the widow on December 28, 2005. But as the failure 
of that case frightened the Hindu community, the more forceful Hindu 
Rights Action Force came into being. 

Ramaji explained that "Islamization was very strong" and had influenced 
how the police dealt with local communities. In "zoo6 alone, twenty-nine 
temples were destroyed in a space of three weeks." After demolitions in Se­
tapak and Pantai Dalam, memorandums were presented through their legal 
counsel (by this time, they had already procured the legal aid of P. Uthaya­
kumar and P. Waytha Moorthy) to the sultan of Selangor, the prime minister, 
and even to the king, but with no response. "We finally said, we had better 
go to the foreign." Ramaji explained that the decision to file a suit against 
Her Majesty's government came only after six letters to the prime minister 
were left unanswered, in addition to the memorandum that had been submit­
ted to the prime minister on behalf of Hindraf. 

I asked if he thought the movement was headed in the right direction 
now that the ISA had detained the spokespersons and the government had 
branded Hindraf a terrorist-linked organization. Ramaji said, "We are unit­
ing for the whole of society, not for the self, but for a cause. But we are 
branded as 'gangsters.' The youth are motivated. There were no criminal cases 
at Thaipusam last year. In years past there would always be criminal or 
gangster elements at Thaipusam." Hindraf, he maintained, had given them 
something to believe in. 

Though Hindraf had called upon the government to help Indians eco­
nomically, Ramaji's philosophy for the Indian community was self-reliance. 
"We want a self-sustaining society, no longer dependent on the government 
or MIC. Fundamental works can be identified. They (the people) can do 
things on their own." By fundamental works, I believe he meant occupations 
and skills. Basically, he was arguing that if given the opportunities and edu­
cated about those opportunities, Indians would take advantage of these and 
become a self-sufficient community. But due to the obstructions in employ­
ment and education as a result of ethnic quotas, the Indian community had 
faced difficulties. 

Ramaji then spoke about the harsh chemicals that were added to the water 
cannons on the "day of the roses" demonstration, touched on earlier. "We 
wanted to present roses to the prime minister, but chemicals were added to 
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the water to hurt us, instead." This, he added, was a "very cruel" way to treat 
people who wanted to demonstrate peacefully. Moreover, we "carried the 
agung's [king's] picture at the rose demonstration to show our loyalty." Perhaps 
displaying the photo of the king was in response to Malay anger that it was 
absent at the earlier demonstration. 

I then asked whether the prime minister's promise to Indians, which came 
out in a meeting with twenty N GOs, to look into specific problem areas faced 
by the community, would produce tangible results. Ramaji said this was just 
a "bluff to stop our movement." "He has not even acknowledged our memo­
randum in his promises." His promises were empty, he surmised, because they 
did not respond directly to Hindraf. Of course, had he responded directly to 
Hindraf, the political cost with Malay voters might have been terribly con­
sequential for UMNO. But Ramaji did not consider this. Indeed, he saw an 
ominous dark horizon in interethnic relations in Malaysia, which echoed what 
others had said to me. "It will happen like Sri Lanka . ... We've been tolerant 
enough for the last fifty years." But while Hindraf did not appear to have, nor 
did it admit to, any LTTE (Liberation Tigers ofTamil Eelam) links, Ramaji 
did admit to have learned from the RSS, and even to have some loose affili­
ation with the VHP and RSS.8 His orientation was therefore conservative 
and Hindu, not radical Tamil nationalism, which has been historically anti­
brahminical in both Tamil Nadu and Sri Lanka. But Hindraf was a many­
headed hydra. 

Ramaji and Reguji then took me to a rally at Padang Jawa, "where it all 
started." They explained the significance of this site. "This was a divine 
event," the awakening of Hindraf. And this awakening happened because of 
the breaking of a specific temple a few days before Deepavali in Padang J awa, 
in Shah Alam. There was nothing particularly significant about this temple 
to the goddess or this case, but a combination of publicity and photos pro­
duced by Hindraf, and the fact that it occurred right on the eve of a major 
Hindu festival, magnified its symbolic importance (Makkal Sakti zooS). 

In this working-class area, the ground zero of the makkal sakti movement, 
Hindraf turned the breaking of the temple, what had been a tragic event in 
the Tamil community, into a rallying point, even a pilgrimage spot. To un­
derscore its spiritual significance, the temple was temporarily reconstituted 
within the compound of someone's home, or between two homes, safe from 
further demolition. Regu said to a crowd of assembled devotees at this site, 
"We tried every avenue to save this temple, but perhaps, because of this, and 
how the authorities handled it, something bigger or divine was planned." 
Ramaji led the group of about a hundred people in chanting, and then spoke 
to the crowd about the "spirit of sacrifice" that was in one woman who had 
tried to save the temple and who had helped rebuild it. That spirit of sacrifice, 
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he said, was now needed in the whole community. Opposition politicians 
were also called on to speak. 

This focal point helps us understand Hindraf's power vis-a-vis the force 
of the Law. Though I do not wish to detail the struggle against developers, 
and ultimately the state, that led to the eventual demolition of the Padang 
Jawa temple on the eve ofDeepavali, an important Hindu festival, I would 
suggest that this had a profound psychic impact on the Tamil community. 
It revealed to them that the state and its laws were more forcefully trans­
gressive, if not outrageously arbitrary, than before. This betrayal, in turn, led 
to a precipitous decline in Indian support for the government. The simultane­
ously incomprehensible yet symbolic violence of demolition, as played out in 
the Tamil and independent media, also awakened an unease, a restless in­
security of faith, that sought reconstitution in a higher power or reason, in 
a transcendent source. 

As we have witnessed in previous chapters, there is a denial of a temple's 
destructibility on the one hand, expressed in the face of potential demolition. 
There were many miraculous stories in which the immanence of spirit deterred 
bulldozers or would-be transgressors. On the other hand, a crisis of faith 
could ensue with demolitions. These would be supplemented by rationaliza­
tions of future rebirth, deferred vengeance, and punishment, all symptomatic 
of a shattered faith. Indeed, we also witnessed talks of retribution for trans­
gression whereby the logic of deferral was manifest. That is, the spirit was 
only apparently defeated with the physical desecration of sacred space, whereas 
divine justice was ultimately forthcoming. One might add to this the logic of 
self-sacrifice in Tamil Hindu ritualism and folklore. The apotheosis of the 
Tamil antihero in folklore (Shulman r985) is tragic but also spiritually em­
powering to both the hero and his downtrodden followers, both of whom find 
redemption through his demise and rebirth. Exposing the Other's wrong (the 
capricious king or brahmin, or in this case the Malay-led government) or lack, 
in these instances, is a critical component of this redemption. Even Gandhian 
nonviolence is, arguably, embedded within a similar logic, but in the Gandhian 
exemplar, redemption, and one might say recognition by the Other as Self, is 
possible. The notion of reciprocal violence, operating by a similar force oflaw, 
is more haunting. The possessive force of violence, its overwhelming sway, is 
more destabilizing and uncontainable, reinscribing the principle of Law over 
that which it destroys. Thus, "like Sri Lanka" remains a very real threat. 

In its rebirth, the temple itself had been sacrificed for the spirit of com­
munity awakening-a "divine event" disseminating the temple's power (or 
transforming its apparent failure) into the people, now reborn with "people 
power" (makkal sakti). In this instance, the shards of destruction and creative 
energy (sakti) seemed comprehensible, at least in part, in the emergent nar-
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rative of the apocryphal birth ofHindraf out of the temple's sacrifice. Still, a 
violent unease about the future gripped the imagination. The specter of the 
state, the ghost of "like Sri Lanka," and the fear of future demolitions lurked 
as an unfathomable horizon. 

It is perhaps worth underscoring, too, that the majority of temples in Ma­
laysia, particularly within plantations, are dedicated to the goddess Madam­
man. Thus it is the desecration of the goddess that most caused outrage. We 
are witnessing not only the state as arbiter of Law, but rather the special legacy 
and meanings within goddess worship, marking a refused intimacy that is 
the basis of female power, or sakti personified in the deity (Ram 2m3). Justice, 
in short, is understood to be the goddess' special charge, given female suffer­
ing and disavowals in the patriarchal Tamil society. This critical discourse in 
Tamil culture and history takes on a new resonance in Malaysia, heightening 
the critique of Law already present within its tradition (Shulman r98o; Kin­
sley r986; Ram 20r3). 

In Tamil Hindu terms, a violent unleashing of the transgressed goddess 
(Kinsley r986; Nabokov 2ooo) will overwhelm and possess her subjects in 
response to the arbitrary violence of the law. At the edge of reason, katavul 
(the sacred, God, or more specifically "crossing" from the known to the un­
known, Nabokov 2000, 8) reconstitutes the subject with a sense of power and 
mastery, but an uncanny residue remains. As Nabokov (2ooo) has argued for 
possession and countersorcery more generally in the Tamil context, a violence 
inheres in both the attack against the subject that announces itself as posses­
sion as well as in the destruction of the anthropomorphized demonic pres­
ence. Nabokov's insightful analysis of several countersorcery rituals under­
scores their unresolved nature. She demonstrates that the destruction of a 
possessing demonic agent, as achieved through the countersorcery ritual, is 
never absolute or complete, as it involves a splitting of the psyche of the Tamil 
subject. The offending deity, as representative of the subject's forbidden desire 
and as translated through the cultural work of symbolization,9 is subject to 
external objectification through the work of effigies, which in turn are de­
stroyed by decapitation. The literal destruction of one's (alter) self, and the 
renunciation of desire that accompanies this process, Nabokov argues, pro­
duces not only a recapitulation of the law and its violence (in this case the 
patriarchal structure ofTamillife), but also the ever-present feeling of sup­
pressed selfhood haunting the conscious subject. 

The subject is forced to renounce his or her desire and the etiology of his 
or her possession, and is forced to submit unto the Law, despite the spirited 
protest by the alien presence, which made itself known at the edge of reason, 
or in a "crossing" (katavul) into the unknown. In the Tamil context, the no­
tion of divine justice is also always already haunted by the force of the Law 
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with its arbitrary violence, as demonstrated in Shulman's work on bandit 
heroes and clown figures (Shulman 1985). That is, even the heroic figures of 
folklore, while transgressing and thus revealing the violence within hierarchy 
more generally, through their own violence and tragic ends reinscribe a prin­
ciple of power dependent on self-sacrifice. This Tamil theodicy produces its 
own version of the sublime, outside though not entirely dissimilar from its 
Kantian variant. As Rodolphe Gasche has eloquently argued, "What is judged 
sublime is the mind's capacity to form an apprehension of something that 
thwarts even the possibility of minimal objectification, and that like the 'wide 
ocean, disturbed by the storm ... is just horrible'" (Gasche 2003, 127, quoting 
Kant). But, arguably, the sublime object, born of a divided and violently sup­
pressed self, is "minimally" objectifiable; however, this objectification, as 
Freud's notion of the uncanny would have it, possesses the subject, bringing 
on a restlessness and agitated psychic movement. Beyond reason, the force of 
judgment produces both a futural angst and desirous fantasy about violent 
outcomes, imagined and figured as justice. 

Conclusion 

There is a haunting of justice in Malaysia because certain acts of the law are 
haunted by the force of the decisions that inaugurated them. The instantiation 
of Law is violent in its performative act, but it is also supplemented in its lack 
through the sustaining violence of various juridical evidences (Benjamin 1986; 
Derrida zooza; De Vries 2002), further decisions derived from the founding 
decision, and the archiving of difference, which circuitously serves as evidence 
of the Law's inviolability. In the case of Malaysia, as in many other postco­
lonial renderings of juridical difference, identities were created and rendered 
through the law and supplemented through archival measurements of race 
and culture (Hirschman 1986; Anderson 1991; Stoler 2009), but, I suggest, 
these remained haunted by the inability of complete disentanglement or clo­
sure. The feverish cataloguing of racial and ethnic difference that distin­
guished and ossified racialized thinking in Malaysia for decades is a great 
silencer of justice, though it arrives in the name of the Law. 

That is, an originary lack in the Law itself may be haunted by its own violent 
suppression of its arbitrariness (i.e., a performative founding act). The historic­
ity and contingency of the state's truth claims, for instance, may require com­
pensatory elaboration in a chain of substitutions, signifiable in time and space 
as ethnographic others, thus deferring and displacing this originary lack with 
supplementary violence.10 As Derrida argues, there is a "mystical" dimension 
to authority and the Law in its performative utterance: "There is here a silence 
walled up in the violent structure of the founding act; walled up, walled in 
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because this silence is not exterior to language" (zooza, 242). He adds that the 
act is haunted as "Its ghastliness deconstructs from within all assurance of 
presence ... it always maintains within itself some irruptive violence" (zooza, 
253-256). In this sense, an originary lack inherent in the "irruptive violence" 
of Law is supplemented through the "archive fever" (Derrida 1995a) of an 
ethnonationalist state (Dirks 2002). Grounding itselfin stereotypical emblems 
of cultural difference provides an aura of naturalness and retroactive historicity 
to the violence of the state, and the ethnographic archive of purported ethnic 
differences, in turn, is a critical part of this exercise and the exercising of the 
Law's ghastliness. That is, the contingency inherent in the violence of the letter 
of the Law more generally requires a continuous source of exteriority as a 
source of authority. This dimension of statecraft, referred to provocatively as 
"lawfare" by Comaroff and Comaroff (zoo6), through its very performativity, 
finds itself vulnerable to hauntings of justice. Racialized thinking and identi­
fication in Malaysia has required such feverish archiving (Hirschman 1986; 
Kahn zoo6; Peletz 2002; Mandal 2004; Khoo zoo6), but, I am suggesting, as 
a consequence the law (and identity more broadly) is deconstructible and 
haunted by the impossibility of complete disentanglement (Povinelli 2002; 
Appadurai 2oo6; Baxstrom zooS; Willford zoo6a). 

In this study we have witnessed dozens of stories that have illustrated the 
vicissitudes of law, particularly as predicated on an ethnonationalist framing. 
From fieldwork with community-based activists, laborers, and academics on 
the struggles faced by retrenched Tamil plantation workers in Malaysia, we 
discovered that "successful" claims for compensation have not occurred 
through the recourse afforded by the law. Instead, the communities that suc­
cessfully negotiated compensation were those that improvised campaigns of 
civil disobedience increasingly in transgression of the letter of the law. This 
transgression was predicated on a higher and often times "divine" Law. Though 
forged out of a sense of victimization, this higher aspiration, while politically 
fecund, ran the risk of reinscribing another kind of law, one difficult to con­
tain given its possessive and divine force. On the other hand, this aspiration 
is predicated on a certain kind of historical consciousness of the contemporary 
moment in Malaysia, where the disavowals and negations that define ethnic 
politics, and ultimately influence land rights and compensation claims, also 
serve as repressed evidence of a suppressed history-one that is particularly 
intimate between Malays and Indians (Willford 2oo6a; Kessler 1992; Kahn 
zoo6). I suggest that a moral economy is at work, in which the history embed­
ded in memory and suppressed relations between groups provides the ground 
upon which not only "shaming" the developer and state can work, for instance, 
but the deconstructibility of the Law also becomes apparent. This circuit of 
exchange seems to me to lie at the heart of both successful claims for corn-
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pensation, but also in imagining a Malaysian subject beyond the ethnic line 
and the narrow legal determinations that produce this line. 

The unanswered yet consequential question, then, remains as to whether 
the deconstructibility of the Law, as premised on an intimacy and shared 
historicity, can overcome the anger and betrayal that appears to be fueling a 
victim's narrative and generating fantasies of divine Law. As we have seen, 
compensation struggles have taken on a moralizing, indeed, an extra-juridical 
justice-seeking form. This has been an overriding theme throughout all the 
chapters and the reason my ethnographic attention became, much to my 
surprise, once again preoccupied with religion. Throughout, we have wit­
nessed the power of shrines, their attendant deities, and the role of the devo­
tees in bearing witness to divine power. Not only were temples and festivals 
rallying points for community solidarity but they were also evidence of a 
divine presence on the landscape. This physical Tamil-Hindu inscription, in 
other words, was more than just symbolic. It was the living archive of com­
munity presence, as well as the abode of higher Law, a sublime and incom­
prehensible power over and above the laws of men. Its shattering, transgres­
sion, or betrayal produced crises of faith, manifested in deferrals (or what 
some might call denials). In some cases, out of the ruins, rebirth or transfor­
mation to a higher cause proved potent. In other cases, divine punishment for 
transgression was fantasized. It was ultimately the animus of this divine 
power, as immanent in Tamil Hindu shrines, that in their destruction or 
transgression coalesced in the Hindraf movement and massive demonstra­
tions of 2007. 

Thus it is fair to ask whether the awakening of sentiment I describe 
throughout this book leads to a critique of Law, or merely the application of 
laws. If divine Law simply transcends the laws of men, which are revealed to 
be fallible, then the idea of Law retains its force and sovereignty. Therefore, 
the rise of Hindraf could be seen simply as a symptom, or the counterpatri­
monial imagining of justice under a higher Law. But what Tamil Hinduism 
has demonstrated, not totally unlike the famous bondsman's discovery of 
spirit in Hegel, is that sovereignty is always divided within itself, requiring 
reciprocity and recognition. Devotees produce the immanence and power of 
their gods; moreover, even the gods require human birth to transcend the 
aporia of existence. The destruction of particular shrines and sacred spots, 
while troubling, also awakens the unease of the unknown, where anything is 
possible. The deconstructibility of Law, in Tamil Hindu terms (and probably 
in Hindu terms more generally), extends to the limits of consciousness itself. 
Kadavul, the abstract notion of a transcendent God, is literally the crossing 
from the known to the unknown (Nabokov zooo). It cannot be put into 
reason. This produces a critical stepping back and contemplative pause-per-
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haps a saving grace from an imagined and totalizing justice that could turn 
malevolent. Therefore, I have oscillated between suggesting that new political 
possibilities were made visible through the transgressions and betrayals that 
were described in this book, and a concern that these new possibilities pro­
duced a hardening of ethnic distance. Imaginings of justice can easily take a 
form of vengeance, but I maintain that the deconstruction of juridical reason 
in Malaysia by Tamil plantation workers was an important step in rethinking 
what was possible in the nation. Indeed, the Hindraf movement, while no 
longer unified or coherent in 2013 as I write this, produced momentum that 
called into question the politics of ethnic representation, as practiced by Bari­
san Nasional for fifty years (Ooi, Savaranamuttu, and Lee zooS). This pro­
duced real electoral change in the zooS and 2013 elections, with the opposition 
making dramatic gains. There is no denying that Hindrafhad a huge impact 
on the political landscape. 

That there were plenty of bread-and-butter issues on the table inspiring 
Hindraf and its followers is certain, as I have detailed in several chapters. 
Perhaps most significantly, we found that changing home ownership policies 
(from the 1970s to the zooos) for plantation workers was one of the greatest 
determinants as to whether a community could transition to postplantation 
life without too much difficulty. Moreover, and it is worth underscoring yet 
again, "compensation," we have found, did not simply refer to material relief, 
but instead indexed and reinforced ideas of "community" to those we have 
encountered. Concerns over jobs, housing, poverty, education, ethnic profil­
ing, police brutality, and suspect religious conversions were critical, but they 
were not the emotively galvanizing factors that were the destruction of shrines 
and temples in the former plantations and squatter areas. Therefore, and to 
my surprise given where I began this study of "compensation" struggles, I 
found that compensation to Malaysian Tamils needed to be reconsidered 
outside of an economistic formulation. 

The hard materialist or Marxian analyst might object to the statement 
above on the grounds that religious ideology is simply a form of misrecogni­
tion and alienation. That is, even the iterative or community-created powers 
of the sacred, such as that produced by the mantiram for example, could be 
explained as the alienated (hence, noncognizable) yet socially produced pow­
ers of social action. Thus what lies haunting or outside of reason (sublime) 
could be interpreted as Marxist alienation. Indeed, what I have called, fol­
lowing Derrida, the supplemental forms of ethnic difference, or archive mak­
ing, in Malaysia, be it state-driven or in its response (i.e., the victim's narra­
tive), might be recast as facets of superstructural ideology on the one hand 
and alienation on the other. Though not wholly unsympathetic to such a 
formulation (Willford 2002, zoo6a), I believe that on the whole, it is inatten-
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tive to the inherent and compulsive instability in the Law, be it expressed 
in juridical, religious, or nationalistic forms. This instability-inherent in all 
struggles for sovereignty but exacerbated by the absurd demands of hierarchy 
(Rutherford 2012)-proves to generate supplemental acts of violence, or what 
Benjamin called "law preserving violence" (1986). Attentiveness to this impos­
sibility within the instantiation of the Law provides not only tools for analytic 
deconstruction, but, as I have tried to demonstrate ethnographically, also 
provides resources for critique (or deconstruction) from within Tamil Hindu 
terms. But unlike the more utopistic Marxian view of ideology, the Derridean 
view, and indeed the psychoanalytic critique, is more ambivalent, noting the 
possessive force of the call to justice itself. Acting in the name of a higher 
Law can also enact a violence that is hard to contain without sustaining forms 
of violence. Thus what we might call civility or hospitality becomes elusive. 

Tamils increasingly feel that a new and insecure Malay identity is increasingly 
brash and assertive, manifesting itself in monocultural policies and Islamist 
insensitivities to the history of Malaysia, and especially to the sentiments of 
other communities. This new identity and mindset has been cultivated through 
exclusive educational institutions, entitlement regimes, and the cognitive dis­
sonance that comes with the partial knowledge that bumiputraism (pro-Malay 
policies and ideologies) is built on historically shallow notions of ethnic purity 
that belie recent immigrations from Indonesia, India, etc. That is, Malay iden­
tity has always been more fluid (Mandal2004) and cosmopolitan (Kahn 2oo6), 
indeed Malaysian, than the new brand of ethnic purists want to admit. Hence 
the new kind of racialism that permeates the landscape of ethnic politics in 
Malaysia finds its displaced scapegoat in ethnic Others, be they Indians, Chi­
nese, or foreign workers. Indians, in perceiving this lack in the Other, attempt 
to surmount or supplement it. But in the supplementary acts, the excessive and 
possessive force of identification also simultaneously alienates the subject from 
itself, and not just its labor (Siegel 2oo6; Appadurai 2006). The evidentiary 
base of the archive grows in direct proportion to the sense of self that is forged 
in the parameters of victimization. The nurturing of spirit (Derrida 1989) or 
justice, in these terms, carries within it the risk of (temporarily) silencing the 
haunting double that drives the imaginings of the subject (or perhaps of the 
imaginary subject). As manifested in Hindraf, the call for justice evokes an 
assertion of higher or divine Law, which might even be called a reverse patri­
mony, as defined against Malay-Islamic nationalism. But achieving this awak­
ening requires an extensive and feverish archiving of transgressions by the 
Other against the authenticity of the Tamil Hindu presence. 

The "powers" and memories associated with temples and shrines within 
the plantations are indeed the animus behind the emergence of Hindraf as a 
collective force. But benign or protecting powers associated with the memo-
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ries of the estate shrines can turn malevolent, too. And this concerns devotees 
who make offerings of meat and beer to potentially violent "guardian" deities 
(Shulman 1989; Mines 2005; Nabokov 20oo). The question that remains is 
whether ritualized memorializations, protests, or archivization can control 
the wound or rupture caused by the destruction of the sacred space. Whether 
dangerous and justice-seeking violence can be contained by ritual control 
remains a source of unease. As an inextricable extension of community, the 
village gods are bound to their subjects in a reciprocal relationship, a kind of 
isomorphism. According to Tamil folklore, these deities can provide protec­
tion or wreak unfathomable havoc (Kinsley 1986; Whitehead 1921; Shulman 
1989). Despite the potential anxieties, memories of a landscape that was once 
theirs are witnessed in the emotive, focal, and indeed archival attention paid 
to these shrines and temples. Yet in this repossession of the land, figural or 
literal, the possession of the subject by noncognizable powers exceeds the 
symbolic order (Nabokov 2ooo; Ram 2013). From here, I have argued that 
divine justice, the experience of the miraculous, and the limits of reason coex­
ist and generate both ethical and compelled acts. 

Following Derrida's distinction between the "calculating apparatus" that 
is the law-which is subject to the rules of the archive-justice, as we have 
seen in the Tamil context, is to some extent "infinite, incalculable, rebellious 
to rule and foreign to symmetry" (Derrida 2002a, 250). The sacred in Tamil 
Hinduism haunts the performativity of the Law and exceeds historical reason. 
A Tamil Hindu ethical and divine call carries within itself the power to 
unmask the contingencies of human law. This has proven politically potent 
in the wake of the state's transgression on sacred spaces, as seen in the col­
lective force of Hindraf. This call to justice, while potentially possessive and 
violent, is thus not simply the proverbial "opiate," nor is it simply the "sigh of 
the oppressed." Rather, it works to inspire aspirations to justice and movement 
toward the oneness of spirit. In this sense, this Tamil notion of the divine is 
not equivalent to the "wholly other" and thus completely inexplicable Other 
that Derrida identifies with the Abrahamic God (1995b), though I have cer­
tainly argued for some similarities. Rather, the inevitable realization of and 
identification with this Other, in a Hindu sense, produces a logic that one is 
always the Other and the Other is within, whether one is cognizant of it or 
not (Shulman 1985). The One, or absolute, supersedes and encompasses dif­
ference in Hindu thought. Whether this makes the universe more mechanis­
tic or cognizable is an open question I cannot resolve here. But we can note 
a similarity and difference that obtains from the Hindu view of the self as 
compared to the Western one. To the Hindu, the alien or Other within the 
self is not perceived to be a wholly other presence, or one that leads, as Hegel 
would have it, to a "struggle unto death." Multiplicity within the One is thus, 
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at least in theory, less terrifying. Indeed, the idea of possession by the Other 
is as ubiquitous as it is universal in Hindu thought (Smith zoo6). Sovereignty 
need not be seen as equivalent to autonomy in the Hindu view, though argu­
ably this recognition of sameness or Oneness, rigid status distinctions not­
withstanding, has contributed to the obsessive quality of caste, purity, and 
hierarchy so prevalent in Hindu societies. That is, the dissolution of hierarchy, 
in an absolute sense in Hindu thought, is the uncanny engine of difference 
(Hart 1979; Shulman 1985), again not unlike the illusory sovereignty that vio­
lence and posited difference provides to Hegel's "master." Moreover, the po­
litical implications of this Hindu or Tamil ethical call requires more thought 
outside of the ontotheology within Abrahamic traditions and subsequent 
philosophical traditions. Perhaps ethnography can contribute modestly to this 
aim precisely at the conjuncture of continental theory and noncontinental 
theology. While conjoining the latter two in my analysis, I have implicitly 
argued that normative or ontological structures need not be taken at face 
value. Theory helps us challenge the status of cultural ontology, while the 
latter forces us to question the cultural predicates behind certain theoretical 
assumptions. Thus, at the end of the day, I have resisted a culturalist explana­
tion for the phenomena presented here, though I have repeatedly argued that 
culture produces a radical critique of hierarchy from within. 

Finally, what does this portend for the possibility of civility and hospitality 
in Malaysia? The general problematic or aporia, obviously, concerns the bu­
reaucratic fixing of serial identifications. The originary lack inherent in the 
violence of the Law is supplemented through the archive of an ethnographic 
state (Dirks zooz; Hirschman 1986). Grounding itself in conventions provides 
an aura of retroactive historicity to the violence of the Law and state. The 
postcolonial state, in short, requires a continuous source of exteriority through 
which to ground its authority and its decisions. The ethnographic archive-an 
archive of difference-supplements and grounds an impossible ideology. This 
is the larger problem of"bound" serialization that Benedict Anderson (1998) 
and others have called attention to. In a civil-legal and bureaucratic order 
established to sustain, indeed to supplement, the impossible arche-violence 
of bounded serial types, any proclamation toward multiethnic tolerance, hos­
pitality, and civility is always already founded on an act of violence (and a 
reciprocal expectation of violence). The disposition, therefore, of the victim, 
as in the case of the perception of the aggrieved minority Tamils in this case, 
becomes one of justice outside and beyond the juridical/civil order. 

True hospitality would, like the true gift, be impossible, as it would involve 
a forgetting-a nonrecognition, or noncalculation. It is in allowing oneself 
to be overtaken and overwhelmed, destroying the boundaries of self and 
other. Derrida argues, "If I welcome only what I welcome, what I am ready 
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to welcome, and that I recognize in advance because I expect the coming of 
the hote (guest) as invited, there is no hospitality" (zoozb, 362). That this 
mystical and infinite hospitality is impossible is not hard to see. But the lack, 
paradoxically, induced by this demand is supplemented by the calculable 
demands of difference and recognition, and herein lies the paradox of religious 
and ethnic nationalism coupled with juridical rights and privileges. One 
comes to define hospitality and civility through the matrix of difference and 
an expectation of the Other's failure to match one's own. Again, as Derrida 
reminds us with a Jewish joke, "Two Jews, longtime enemies, meet at the 
Synagogue, on the Day of Atonement. One says to the other: 'I wish for you 
what you wish for me.' The other immediately retorts: 'Already you're starting 
again.'" (zoozb, 381). As he explains in his analysis of the joke, the two old 
enemies apparently make a gesture of "forgiving each other.'' But it is "fake" 
and for "laughs" as "they reopen, or internally persist with, the conflict. They 
avow to each other this inexpiable war; they symmetrically accuse each other 
of it. The avowal goes through a symptom rather than through a declaration, 
but this changes nothing of the truth: they have not disarmed; they continue 
to wish each other ill" (zoozb, 381). Herein lies the problem of achieving what 
might be called civility under the legal premise of ethnic accommodation. 
The demarcation of types, as wedded to legal rights and privileges, brings 
with it a symmetrical expectation of hospitality's failure. And with that, 
gestures of legal rights bring with them a kind of laughter, coupled with an 
inexpiable underlying symptom and calls for a justice that are often times far 
from civil. 

This brings me to my dilemma as anthropologist. My own alignment and 
complicity within the discourse of the "victim" exceeds my written analysis. 
Indeed, my perspective in the "field" was enabled by a collaboration with an 
activist scholar, who in turn through his various collaborations had established 
contact with radicalized (or at the very least politically "awakened") members 
of various squatter and plantation communities. This, of course, as is often the 
case with our work, proved immensely critical in terms of access and vantage. 
But a betrayal is inevitable. In obvious and simple terms, I betray a very situ­
ated perspective (the people I chose and, significantly, chose not to interview 
and/or represent). The victim's narrative of betrayal that I underline mutes 
those more mundane, but perhaps more "successful" individual outcomes. Even 
if these are deemed exceptional, they are not without significance. Thus the 
betrayal of bias for both parsimony and analytic majoritarianism (i.e., high­
lighting the perceived majority sentiment) moves us beyond the normal bias 
of perspective and suggests something uncannily similar to the failure of hos­
pitality I described above. That is, the expectation of the other's failure occurs 
within a discourse of majority and minority rights. Here, in my actions, I 
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expect the "failure" of the differing account to tell the story that I believe is 
the majority experience. Thus, the minority report is sequestered, silenced, and 
deferred. Is this failure of analytic hospitality a necessary one, given one's 
political convictions? This, in turn, leads me to consider a second and third 
betrayal: that of my interlocutors and, ultimately, of my conscience. 

As I have argued, containment of calls for justice is never certain. Indeed, 
my argument has in part been that a possessive force often accompanies calls 
to justice and that these take a "divine" turn in a Tamil theodicy. My own 
discomfort with or recoil from the potential violence of divine justice allows 
me to archive difference, to give analytic "objectivity." But this so-called and 
perhaps necessary objectivity is really constructed out of the fear of"contagion" 
that true hospitality would entail. My reserve is my betrayal of those I seek to 
understand and know. Conscience cannot escape this double bind. For ifl pay 
heed to my recoiling conscience, my betrayal of intimacy with those "victims" 
is certain. On the other hand, my identification with the victim produces its 
own form of betrayal, suspended in the transferential and potentially counter­
transferential space of recognition. Still, effacing these traces of being in the 
service of a so-called objectivity or moral absolute is, I believe, the greatest 
betrayal of all, one that mirrors the arche-violence of the Law. 

Ep-ilogue 

Now what was the fallout from Hindraf? Five of their leaders, the aforemen­
tioned legal counsel, were arrested and jailed under the ISA shortly after the 
large demonstrations of 2007. The government used the state-controlled me­
dia to characterize Hindraf as a terrorist or extremist organization in the 
hopes that Indians would shy from it and that Malays would be placated by 
their stern actions. As it turned out, Indians, inspired by Hindraf, largely 
abandoned the ruling coalition, siding with the opposition almost whole­
heartedly in the March 2008 elections (Ooi, Saravanamuttu, and Lee 2008). 

They were an important voice in Anwar Ibrahim's opposition alliance. Anwar 
himself adopted the makkal sakti slogan while campaigning and used it to 
both woo Indian voters and to argue that under a new opposition alliance, 
the Pakatan Rakyat (People's Alliance), a new era of multiethnic politics 
would begin. Five years later, it is hard to surmise that the era of ethnic poli­
tics in Malaysia is on its last legs. Perkasa, an ultra-chauvinist Malay NGO 
under the leadership of Ibrahim Ali, has pressured the government headed 
by prime minister Najib Razak to protect and enhance Malay special rights 
and privileges. This political pressure has partially derailed Najib's attempts 
to woo non-Malay voters. Pakatan Rakyat continues to make inroads among 
the young and educated, though fissures have emerged from time to time 
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between its three main parties, PAS, Keadilan, and the DAP, over the ques­
tions of hudud and shariah law. Hindraf was also splintered shortly after the 
2008 elections, as the government ironically wooed one faction within Hin­
draf to join forces with Barisan Nasional, and thus the Makkal Sakti political 
party was born. Another faction formed the Human Rights Party (HRP), 
headed by the lawyer and former ISA detainee P. Uthayakumar. The HRP 
has been critical of both Barisan Nasional and Pakatan Rakyat in their "ne­
glect" of the Indian minority. The majority of Hindraf supporters continue 
their campaign to protest iniquities that affect the Indian community, par­
ticularly focusing on economic and social issues. But, as pointed out, Hindraf 
was a coalition of various individuals and NGOs that united when the per­
ceived marginalization of Indians in the country was intolerable. Moreover, 
the catalyst for mass demonstrations came about when temples were being 
demolished and high-profile conversion cases were in the media. Thus the 
unity and leadership of Hindraf after this uprising was never consolidated 
politically or ideologically. Some have suggested that the Ponnusamy brothers, 
Uthayakumar and Waytha Moorthy, actually "hijacked" the movement and 
after doing so distanced themselves from the various NGOs that were part 
of the original Hindraflmakkal sakti coalition. This intrigue and recent history 
is beyond the scope of this study. 

With the outcry that occurred in 2007 after several temple demolitions, 
the government has taken a softer approach. Now there is a stronger desire 
to relocate temples and avoid bad publicity, though a few well-publicized cases 
of temples under threat of demolition have once again galvanized some sup­
port, albeit more muted, for Hindraf. With elections looming in 2013, there 
were questions as to whether Hindraf would once again back Pakatan candi­
dates and support Anwar, and vice versa. Some leaders in the newly recon­
stituted Hindraf complained about the lack of progress for Indians in Paka­
tan-controlled states, particularly in Penang and Selangor. Defenders of 
Pakatan's record have accused some in Hindraf, in turn, of playing communal 
politics for personal ends. It now appears doubtful that Hindraf can unite the 
vast cross-section of the Indian public as it did in 2007 and 2008. Indeed, 
some Indians have remarked to me with almost a lament that the "revolution­
ary moment" has come and gone. Indeed, as I write this shortly after the 20!3 

elections, and one of the key figures in Hindraf, P. Waythamoorthy, has 
joined forces with Barisan Nasional, it appears that Hindrafhas been mortally 
splintered. On the one hand, upon the re-election of Barisan Nasional, and 
of the prime minister, Najib Razak, Waythamoorthy has been awarded a 
deputy ministerial post in Najib's cabinet. On the other hand, Waythamoor­
thy's brother, P. Uthayakumar, has been charged with sedition and faces 
prison time. The principal difference in their respective fates, as perceived by 



Chapter Io 

many Indians, was that the former joined forces with Barisan, whereas the 
latter did not. Thus legality, once again, seems unmoored from justice in the 
eyes of many Malaysian Tamils. 

What can be said with more circumspection is that the violence of the Law 
awakened the Tamil community in ways that it had not been before. Though 
the highly politicized moment that climaxed in 2007 seems to have dissipated, 
things have changed. This provoked awareness that justice, indeed compensa­
tion, was not to be found in the law but rather in its transgression has poten­
tially lasting effects. The delinking of justice and legality has both important 
theoretical and practical implications for Tamils as they struggle to adjust to 
a socioeconomic reality at the end of the plantation era in Malaysia. And 
lastly, the emergent sense of justice and compensation is grounded in an 
equally emergent historicity of cultural recognition, defined against the poli­
tics of ethnic exclusivity. Indian fantasies for compensatory recognition imag­
ine a re-entangling ofTamil and Malay historicities, if not identities. Thus 
much of the future answer lies in whether the exclusivist and extremist forces 
of ethnic nationalism become more or less entrenched within the develop­
mental politics and legal injunctions in Malaysia. But in the fragmentation 
wrought by state "betrayals" and the violence of displacement, a recognizable 
logic within Tamil Hinduism has taken hold, both as a political resource and 
as a source of unfathomable unease. Justice in its incalculable and infinite 
sense is divine. But divinity, too, has the power to violently possess with 
inexplicable force. This very potential turns the aspiration to justice into its 
possible haunting. 

Notes 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

I The original phrase in Malay was, mana ada estet di Kuala Lumpur? Literally, this 
means "Where is there an estate in Kuala Lumpur?" But in this context, its 
meaning was more rhetorical. Thus, the translation used is closer to the meaning 
intended. 

2 The land will be segmented according to the different religions: two cemeteries 
for Muslims (9.6 hectares), Buddhists (3-3 hectares), Christians (o.5 hectares), 
Hindus (o.4 hectares), and other religions (o.q hectares). 

3 Evangeline Majawat and Choong En Han, "From wet to eerie for Tamil school," 
New Straits Times, November 9, 2007, p. IS. Charles Fernandez, "School to make 
way for cemetery," 1he Star, Metro, November 20, 2007, p. MS. 

4 Minutes of the meeting on the resettlement of former Bukit J alil Estate residents 
to the PPR flats in Kampung Muhibbah Puchong held at city hall on 25 Sep­
tember 2006. 

5 For example, the residents produced the Prime Minister Department's tender 
notice advertised in the newspapers in I989, calling for contractors to tap rubber 
on the remaining 2oS hectares. 

6 Fauwaz Abdul Aziz, "Bukit Jalil Estate Residents' Last Stand," http://www 
.malaysiakini.com/news/7o77I, accessed August 4, 2007. 

7 Ibid. 
S City hall. 
9 Derrida (2oo2a). 

IO New Straits Times, Streets, March 9, 2009, p. S3. 
n B. Suresh Ram, "RM2m for new Tamil school," New Straits Times, Prime News, 

April 24, 2009, p. 6. 
I2 Human Resources Department to city hall, dated May 9, 2008. 
I3 This is particularly true in Putrajaya and Shah Alam, where former estate lands 

developed by Tamils are now showpieces for Malay identity and thus vigorous 
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in their erasure of these Tamil pasts. See Bunnell, Nagarajan, and Willford (zow) 

and Nagarajan (zoo4). 
I4 Nabokov is now known as Isabelle Clark-Deces. 
IS When Derrida (I9SI) wrote about the "pharmakon" for memory that is writing, 

he, through an imaginary discourse between the king and his subject in Plato's 
Phaedras, revealed the risk and remedy inherent in naming. In this text, the king's 
fear of being supplanted by the gift of writing or his archive, evicted, as it were, 
by the sign, evokes and interrogates Plato's dream of a pure memory without its 
material sign or supplement. It is this ambivalence that is critical, as it points to 
the inescapability of substitution. The god of writing, Thoth, offers both a remedy 
and poison, and his appearance as Theuth (himself a symbol of substitution) 
threatens the king's logos, or the provenance and purity of his speech. The phar­
makon "dulls the memory" through a process of substitution that "entrains life 
outside of itself" (I34). It is a debilitating of memory, in all its complexity, in the 
service of indexing certain "symptoms" or "monuments" that, in turn, substitute 
for memory. In this substitution, supplement, or remedy, the pharmakon fore­
grounds certain symptoms or markers of illness while foreclosing others. 

Chapter 2: An Emergent Betrayal 

I For a more detailed historical analysis of the Malaysian Tamil community, par­
ticularly with regard to the plantation economy, see Nagarajan (zoo4); Tate 
(zooS); Stenson (I9So); Sandhu (I969); Arasaratnam (I979); and Ramasamy (I994). 
My earlier book, Cage of Freedom (zoo6a), also offers a more detailed historical 
analysis than is presented here. 

z This is not to imply that caste was not challenged in colonial Malaya. E. V Rama­
sami ("Periyar") brought his "Self-Respect" movement to Malaya between I9Z9 
and I939, instigating reforms and political mobilization against caste-based 
forms. See Alagirisamy (zoiz) and Amrith (zoo9) for detailed discussions. 

3 As Stenson (I9So) pointed out, Tamillaborers were told they were being sent to 
"Tai nadu," which in Tamilliterally translates to "motherland." In actuality, many 
of them were sent to Thailand by the Japanese army to work on the infamous 
Thai-Burma railway. 

4 Details of this incident can be found in "Report of a Commission of Enquiry 
Appointed by his Excellency the Governor of the Malayan Union to Enquire to, 
and Report on, the Circumstances of the Conflict on Dublin Estate, South 
Kedah, on the z8th Day of April, I947, in Which the Police Opened Fire." More 
details of this and other incidents can be found at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ 
Circumstances_prior_to_the_Malayan_Emergency. 

s This means "Sons of the Earth," and refers to a belief that the Malays are the 
indigenous people of Malaya. It was argued that they therefore deserved greater 
political power than the so-called immigrant communities. 

6 These figures are taken from Pang Eng Fong, "Race, Income Distributions, and 
Development in Malaysia and Singapore," in Lim and Gosling (I9S3). 

7 For example, weak share capital at less than I percent for the Indian community, 
high unemployment, the absence of government land resettlement programs such 
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as the FELDA (Federal Land Development Authority) schemes that existed for 
Malays (see Gomez and Jomo I997; Nagarajan zoo4), and the absence of job 
retraining programs for former estate workers. 

8 This was the name given to a broader alliance that came into being after I969, 
replacing the old alliance. A number of smaller political parties were brought 
under the same umbrella together with old alliance partners, UMNO, MCA, 
and the MIC. 

9 Qyoted from Far Eastern Economic Review, April I3, I979· 
IO See King (zooS) for an academic discussion. I was told by some Malay intellectu­

als at local universities that the architectural designs in Putrajaya were "alienat­
ing" to Malays, as traditional Malay architectural principles and motifs were 
largely abandoned in favor of more Arab, Persian, and South Asian representa­
tions oflslamic architecture. 

n The work of S. Nagarajan (zoo4, zooS) is a notable exception. 
IZ The indigenous people, Orang Asli, have also been victims of Malaysia's devel­

opmental push in Selangor (Nicholas zoo4; J. Edo, personal communication). 
I3 As I write this in zon, there is much controversy leading up to the next general 

election concerning charges that UMNO has awarded citizenship to thousands 
of immigrant workers from Indonesia in exchange for their loyalty as voters. For 
example, see "MyKad Seam: PAS Corners Bus Load of Foreigners," www.ma­
laysiakini.com/news/qS439 (accessed on October Iz, zon). 

I4 In a detailed analysis of the framing of the Malaysian constitution, Fernando 
(zoo6) convincingly demonstrates that while the intention of its authors was to 
guarantee freedom of religion within a secular state, Article 3 (I) of the constitution 
states "Islam is the religion of the Federation" (zoo6, z49). This opened the door 
to ambiguity and differing interpretations of the status oflslam within the state. 
Article n within the constitution, however, guarantees freedom of religion. 

IS The original temple was in Sungai Renggam Estate. The area surrounding the 
temple became part of Section I9 of Shah Alam as the township developed on 
former estate lands. The new Malay residents who moved into Section I9 evi­
dently protested the presence of the temple in their vicinity. 1he temple worship­
pers felt intimidated by Malay protests and decided to relocate the temple. The 
state government identified a site in Section z3 of Shah Alam for the relocation. 
But the Malay residents in this township were not happy with the plan for reloca­
tion, and this culminated in the protest. http://www.thesundaily.my/news/z34I70. 

I6 "Residents protest relocation of temple," New Straits Times, August zS, zoo9, 
www.nst.com.my/CurentNews/NST/articles/zoo9oSzSzo3330/Article/index.html. 

I7 "Hisham defends cow-head protesters," The Malaysian Insider, September z, zoo9, 
www.themalaysianinsider.com/index.php/malaysia/3667z-hisham-defends-cow 
-head-protesters. 

IS For details and analysis of the case and settlement, see Nagarajan (zoo4). 

Chapter 3: Plantation Fragments 

I There were two temples in this estate. The first, a Murugan temple, was described 
as a "proper temple" in that it possessed a priest doing regular forms of worship 
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(puja). The second was an Amman (goddess) shrine that had a spirit medium or 
samiyar doing special pujas while in a state of trance. His clients came from all 
over, I was told. They lined up a few hours before the samiyar went into a trance, 
seeking his consultation on various personal problems and ailments. His reputa­
tion had traveled as far as Singapore, and, so I was told, people came great dis­
tances for his counsel. Still, I was told that local residents mostly preferred the 
Murugan temple, and it was suggested that there was some distrust or disdain 
for the medium among local residents. Some of this distrust perhaps stemmed 
from the fame and financial dimension of outsider patronage that came with it. 
In an estate that was financially downtrodden, as this one appeared to be, the 
influx of visitors to a single individual, with no residual benefit for the whole 
community, was perhaps bound to incite distrust, if not envy. 

2 Registered places of worship generally existed on public land. As temples on 
estates were on private property, they were not registered. Thus, once these 
properties were sold their legal status was precarious. 

3 New Village lands were created during the years of the emergency to relocate 
Chinese communities away from areas suspected of harboring communist 
guerrillas. 

4 To be clear, flats that were five stories or less did not have elevators. Some flats 
were in high-rises and had elevators. But we often heard that these "lifts" would 
not function due to poor maintenance. 

5 Terrace houses are townhouses built in attached rows. The distinction being 
drawn here is between high-rise flats and ground-level housing. 

6 Vinayagar, also known as Ganesha, the elephant-headed god, and Murugan, also 
known as Skanda and Karthikeya, are the two sons of Siva and Parvati, the great 
god and goddess of Saivism. Mariamman, the goddess of smallpox, is understood 
to be an aspect of the great goddess Parvati in Tamil Saivism. Thus her temples 
always have representations of Murugan and Vinayagar. 

7 I am quoting verbatim from the doctoral dissertation of Dr. S. Nagarajan (2004, 
I28-I3o), my research collaborator, but I was also present at the moment of this 
ethnographic encounter between ourselves and the two aforementioned com­
munity leaders. 

8 Ladang Bukit Jelutong-Rasak Proposed Urban Development Preliminary Envi­
ronmental Impact Assessment for Kumpulan Guthrie Sdn Bhd, by KTA-CSF 
Environmental Consultants Sdn Bhd, I987. 

9 Guthrie Property Development Holding Sdn Bhd's assistant general manager, 
Zarul Akmar Abdul Aziz, to Selangor executive councilor K. Sivalingam on 
Nov. 3, I977, following their meeting with Bukit Jelutong Rasak Estate residents 
on the same day. 

IO They were seeking reductions similar to the ubiquitous "bumiputra discount" that 
was automatically provided for Malay homebuyers. This discount normally 
ranged from IO to 20 percent. 

n I cannot verify the statement. This was simply reported to me by local 
residents. 

I2 I found this data in the National Library, Kuala Lumpur, in the annual reports 
for the estate. 

28I 

I3 One could always see a difference in appearance in the homes used by migrant 
laborers, as these homes were disheveled and had the appearance of a boarding 
house, not a home. The Tamil homes, in contrast, had margosa leaves before the 
door, usually a garden in front and on the side, and some remnant from the most 
recent Hindu festival. "Selamat Hari Deepavalli" (Happy Deepavali) signs, for 
instance, often lasted for several months. 

I4 In my experience traveling to several estates and hearing about several cases, it 
is hard to generalize about the union's role. In some cases, one heard complaints 
about the union's inaction or unwillingness to fight on behalf of labor, whereas 
in other cases, certain local union leaders were said to be extremely helpful and 
committed to helping the cause of labor and compensation rights. Aside from 
the question of individual temperament and commitment, one can say, as many 
scholars have noted (Stenson I98o; Jomo I986; Ramasamy I994; Nagarajan 2004; 
Selvakumaran I994), that the union in Malaysia was not adversarial to business 
on behalf of labor. Therefore, structurally, the union was not acting with the 
degree of autonomy desired by laborers. 

IS This was due to the lack of amenities that low-cost flats provided. There was little 
social space, safe playgrounds, parks, or other well-lit areas where families could 
interact. Rather, youths congregated in the "car park," where fights were said to 
break out. 

I6 As the talaivar had earlier explained, the developer had already engaged in 
compensation negotiations with the residents, who had received their retrench­
ment notices. These negotiations could be lengthy, depending on the tenacity of 
the residents and on the urgency of the development project. Moreover, if the 
estate land was still productive, the developer could choose to pay workers on a 
short-term basis to continue work while negotiations dragged on. This could also 
allow a developer time to assemble necessary resources to commence a project in 
stages, leaving the labor lines, temple, and school for the final stage of the de­
velopment project. In many projects, the plantation could continue to function 
in parts, whereas in another section trees were cleared for new development. 
Rarely was an entire area clear-cut at a single time. 

I7 1J1is ritual consecrates the temple after it has been completed or renovated. 
Normally, the shrines are bathed in milk, ghee, and honey, followed by special 
pujas that last for several hours. There is considerable expense in the kumabhishek­
ham, as of course there is in the renovation of the temple. Given the precarious­
ness of the estates, one might wonder why poor Tamil communities go to the 
trouble. In several instances, I found that temple renovations had occurred merely 
months before the scheduled demolitions of temples. Some professed a faith that 
the temple's "power" would protect it against demolition, literally denying the 
imminent future. In other cases, there was a recognition that the future was 
uncertain but that the demands of proper care for the temple dictated when and 
where renovation and kumabhishekham should be celebrated, not external 
circumstance. 

IS This is a folk dance found performed primarily in Tamil Nadu or Karnataka, 
South India, but is also popular among Tamils in Malaysia. In festival celebra­
tions to Mariamman, the karaga involves carrying a pot of water on the head, 
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adorned with flowers that peak at a tip. The dance is vigorous and is accompanied 
by drumming, and oftentimes it involves trance states among its performers. 

19 The lines of ancestry are usually complicated. Though recognized as an untouch­
able by society, the hero-bandit often possesses unknown divine parentage (Shul­
man 1985). On the one hand, they are inherently antibrahminical and iconoclastic 
with regards to orthodox propriety. On the other hand, their tragic earthly fates, 
as Shulman suggests, are infused with moralistic themes of sin and atonement 
as well as karmic fatalism. 

20 Nabokov (2ooo) offers a compelling contemporary ethnographic analysis of 
exorcism rituals in which "dangerous" transgressive and possessing deities are 
renounced and symbolically "decapitated" in order to restore patriarchal laws. 
This suppression and subsequent repression, she argues, is never stable or com­
plete. Shulman (1985, 1986) also notes decapitation and impaling themes are 
ubiquitous in the self-sacrificing stories of atonement of the bandit heroes them­
selves. Madurai Viran, for instance, decapitates himself as an offering to the 
goddess Minakshi (1985, 358). 

21 Morris (2ooo) makes a similar point in her analysis of mediumship in northern 
1hailand. Empowerment through possession, on the one hand, circumvents and 
thereby exposes the materiality behind normative hierarchies in religious and 
political authority. On the other hand, the citationality of possession draws on 
a repertoire of orthodox forms and gestures, including the keeping of notebooks, 
so as to archive the authenticity, paradoxically, of each mediated speech act. 

22 I do not mean to imply that alcohol or drugs were being taken. The trance itself 
was intoxicating, as were the drums that accompanied it. Clearly, inhibitions 
were abandoned and behavior normally suppressed was given expression, giving 
the appearance of intoxication. The dance itself appeared to be a letting go, a 
release of all frustration and tension. But another way of reading this would be, 
instead of as a letting go, as a seizing on the subject. 

Chapter 4: Tapping Memories 

r Amman refers to the goddess, or divine consort of Shiva, Sakti, or Parvati. But 
it literally means "mother" as well. It is used as a short form for Mariamman and 
Kaliamman, as well as many other minor goddesses. The various names and at­
tributes of the goddess are customarily followed by the suffix -amman. 

2 The Employee Provident Fund is the individual retirement account each worker 
possesses. 

3 For an insightful analysis of collective land rights claims among indigenous 
groups in Sabah, Malaysia, see Doolittle (zoos). 

4 PSM, or Parti Socialis Malaysia, was headed by many prominent socialists. The 
party became registered as an official political party a few years later. 

5 This act, first passed in the Federated Malay States under British rule in 1913, 
aimed at protecting lands owned by Malays from non-Malay acquisition. The act 
was renamed and strengthened in 1933 (Zaki et al. zon). Its enactment occurred 
in response to the fears that Malays were losing their lands as collateral for loans 
taken from non-Malays. 
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6 "Longhouses" are temporary barracks for displaced workers, not to be confused 
with traditional housing in some indigenous communities in East Malaysia. 

7 This government-owned investment organization, founded in 1978, is committed 
to enhance the economic wealth of the bumiputra (Malay) community. 

8 There were probably exceptions. But the most notable institutional exception I 
encountered occurred under the auspices of the National Land Finance Cooperative 
Society, or NLFCS (Nagarajan 2004). The cooperative facilitated home ownership 
in several former estate communities in Malaysia. The cooperative, though politi­
cally independent, was founded by former MIC president Tun V. T. Sambanthan. 

9 In the estate, families would grow vegetables, herbs, and fruits. 
ro According to Nagarajan (2004, r63), Guthrie would make r86 million ringgit 

upon delivery of vacated plantation land to Harum lntisari. Despite the enor­
mous profits to be reaped, the total incentives offered to the estate workers, ac­
cording to Nagarajan, amounted initially to one million ringgit. 

n Malay reserve lands, as established by the Malay Land Reservation Act, are 
considered inalienable for commercial development, unlike private plantation 
land. Therefore, Malay workers in plantations often had lands outside the planta­
tion where they resided. Here, the assumption by the Tamil workers was that 
Malays would be simply granted land use rights as a political strategy, whereas 
the Tamils were insignificant enough (in numbers) to be ignored. But this in­
strumental reading might miss the more visceral and emotional element of the 
statement, which implies a racial prejudice at work in land allocations. 

12 Luxury housing was planned for the former estate lands, which presumably 
would produce large profits. 

13 My official affiliation at that time was as a Fulbright scholar attached to the 
University of Malaya. 

14 This was their assertion, which I cannot verify or invalidate. I did not interview 
the MIC leader to hear his side of the story. 

15 For example, MIC President V. Manickavasagam, during the opening of the 23rd 
Assembly of the MIC in Kuala Lumpur on July 5, 1975, spoke about the "blue­
print for action" that had been prepared by the party to address the housing needs 
of estate workers. In this speech, he reiterated the MIC's commitment to imple­
mentation of the estate workers' home-ownership scheme. He said that "the 
implementation of this scheme alone will go a long way to transform the environ­
ment within which estate workers now live and remove many of the handicaps 
they now face in the education and employment of their children. It will also 
be a major government project for the thousands of estate and mine workers 
(Manickavasagam 1975). 

r6 Upon locating a Mercedes outside one home, my research partner, Naga, and I 
joked that it must belong to a local MIC politician. Sure enough, our hunch was 
proved correct when we discovered that the car indeed belonged to the local MIC 
branch head. 

q Guardian deities like Munneswaran more typically are housed at the entrance 
to a village in order to protect it. 

r8 Labor recruiters, or kanganis, often recruited relatives and targeted specific vil­
lages (Sandhu 1969). 
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19 Former finance minister and known billionaire Daim Zainnudin. 
zo Both are less than one hour from Kuala Lumpur. 
zr Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia (Malaysia certificate of education) is roughly equivalent 

to the "0 levels" examination. It is normally taken after the eleventh grade. 
22 This is an important Tamil harvest festival that occurs in January. 
23 These are intricate designs that are seen outside the doors ofTamil Hindu homes. 

They harbor spiritual power that protects the home from harm. They are either 
drawn with a kind of chalk, or they can be made from colored rice. 

24 Rice ponggal is either sweet or savory and is traditionally made with milk, ghee, 
black peppercorns, and rice. 

25 Batu Caves is the site of the most famous pilgrimage and temple for Malaysian 
Hindus in Malaysia, and it is associated with the Thaipusam festival in particular. 
See Collins (1997); Willford (zoo6a); Belle (zooS). 

z6 The Japanese army recruited many Malayan Tamillaborers for work on the Thai­
Burma railway once they had captured Malaya. 

27 He was referring to the PNB status of Golden Hope, which was a government­
aided institution. 

z8 Denison was leading an NGO linked to the MIC at the time. In one paper 
written after the so-called Kampung Medan clashes, discussed in chapter 7, 
he suggested that Tamil youths' "anti-social behavior" was partly to blame for 
the violence that ensued. 

Chapter 5: Interruptions, lnsurrectlons, Strategies 

r Whether legal fees and/or expenses were later recovered in successful settlements, 
I cannot say. 

z Upon the launch of any property or real estate development, a model of the 
proposed project would be unveiled in the several shopping malls in Kuala Lum­
pur and its suburbs. 1hese were sales events in which advance bidding was done 
on units (based on the model, as these developments were not yet built). In ad­
dition to shopping mall displays, invitations for bookings were seen in the main­
stream newspapers almost daily. It was clear that the "prebooking" of units 
(mainly apartments and houses) were necessary for the project to commence and 
to be completed. One occasionally heard stories of projects that never reached 
fruition for one reason or another and of investors who struggled to recover their 
investments. Prebooking thus carried some risk. 

3 The temple, however, was not part of the settlement. The Braemer Mariamman 
Temple was the old structure left standing within the construction zone of the 
new housing project that was replacing the old plantation. What used to be an 
estate had already been demolished and housing, a highway, and shops were being 
planned. This modest temple had shrines for the goddess, with the usual shrines 
for Vinayagar and Murugan, off to the left and right of the goddess, respectively. 
There was also a small Muniandy/Munneswaran shrine off to the left, as was often 
the case near Mariamman temples. There was a sign asking people not to "pollute 
the temple's waters"-now part of a muddy construction site. The temple had not 
been threatened yet, but it would likely be destroyed as the Braemer residents 
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did not obtain protection for the temple as part of their settlement. Evidently, the 
temple caretaker's brother had caused some friction within the Braemer com­
munity (Nagarajan 2004) and thus the caretaker and the temple had been left to 
their own fate. The caretaker, though not responsible for the feud, was nevertheless 
not invited to participate in negotiations for a final settlement. I visited the modest 
house of the caretaker and his wife and children in a nearby neighborhood. He 
had moved out of the estate a few years earlier, after retrenchment, but stayed a 
short distance away in a nearby taman. He told us how he had tried to raise the 
issue of the temple, and even though the NGO and lawyers were all there they 
could not secure a place for the temple in the new housing proposals. He lamented 
that without a temple, the community would suffer from social ills, noting that 
when there is a temple in a community, there are fewer social problems. He also 
pointed out the place the temple had played within this particular community 
with regards to weddings, festivals, and special prayers, and he thought the com­
munity was making a terrible mistake by turning its back on it. It seemed as 
though the members of the community were not encouraged to save the temple 
since the lawyers, including Pathi, were not themselves of a religious mindset. 
Moreover, the community had been harassed by the caretaker's brother-though 
the caretaker did not discuss this feud. The wife of the caretaker was more emo­
tional, bursting into tears several times as she feared the worst for the temple. Not 
included in any final settlement, the fate of the temple was almost sealed, unless 
someone could again take up the issue. The problem was that the residents them­
selves did not want to fight for it given their experiences with this family, coupled 
with their satisfaction over the housing and cash compensation settlement. The 
caretaker, for his part, was skeptical about politicians, NGOs, and lawyers. He 
claimed his desire to save the temple had no political or social backing, and so 
the struggle was his own, unless "god helps." His wife felt deeply hurt by the 
community's apparent betrayal and abandonment of the temple. 

4 The strategies employed by PSM and Jeyakumar are discussed in Jeyakumar 
(zooz). A common strategy that J eyajumar and his activists employed in several 
cases discussed in the book was to raise public awareness through picketing 
outside the gates of the estate where retrenched workers were fighting for com­
pensation or alternative housing. They also marched in front of Parliament, 
passed memorandums to the Labor Ministry, and courted arrest several times 
themselves, standing with people as they were being evicted from their homes. 
All the while, the media coverage of these tactics, though spotty, was picked up 
in newsletters and PSM propaganda, which helped get the word out. The strate­
gies adopted by PSM and Alaigal, the NGO organized in Ipoh by Jeyakumar, 
have followed a generally Gandhian model of civil disobedience. 

5 More recently, in zon, Jeyakumar was detained under the Emergency Ordinance 
Act when he and five of his colleagues in the PSM supported the Bersih memo­
randum, which called for a freer and more transparent electoral process. 

6 He is now the secretary-general for PSM and is no longer attached to SUARAM. 
7 Flexibility does not, of course, connote benevolence. Indeed, flexibility, if and 

when it exists, may have been borne out of a concern for profits and their potential 
loss through construction delays and bad publicity. 
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8 It should be mentioned that much of his explanation was directed at me, as Naga 
had already consulted with the Ebor Estate community over their grievances 
prior to my meeting with them and was already more aware of the details sur­
rounding this case. 

9 I did speak in general terms about some of my observations with Malaysiakini, 
an online newspaper. 1he Straits Times, in Singapore, also interviewed me about 
my research a few years later. 

Chapter 6: The Locus of God's Power 

I Munneswaran is part of the Tamil Saivite (Siva worship) religious symbology. 
In Malaysia, due to the Hindu Sangam's efforts, this "minor" deity has been 
"elevated" to the status of a manifestation of Siva himself (Lee and Rajo I987). 
As such, the Sangan has argued, animal sacrifice and nonvegetarian offerings, 
coupled with alcohol and tobacco, are deemed inappropriate, though these offer­
ings are the ones said to be the deity's preference, according to most devotees I 
have met and observed. Moreover, the Hindu Sangam has no power to enforce 
its recommendations within the Hindu community. For a detailed and nuanced 
analysis ofMunneswaran worship in Singapore, see Sinha (zoos). 

z This statement already reflects a reformist discourse, as Mariamman was, histori­
cally speaking, not always a vegetarian. But in Malaysia she has been increasingly 
"Sankritized" (Lee and Rajoo I987), and identified as the great goddess Parvati 
or Sakti, the consort of Shiva. 

3 But to imply that these heroes are simply anticaste is a simplification. While it 
is true that they expose contingency within kingly or brahminical orders and 
point to iniquities within the order or laws of man, the so-called bandits are 
often of royal or brahmin birth, only mistakenly identified as outcasts through 
adoption arising from difficult circumstances (again pointing to contingency). 
Thus the injustice they suffer arises from a misidentification rather than a com­
plete disavowal of hierarchy. Moreover, in doing penance for their sins against 
brahmins and kings, and even in accepting their fate (usually a violent death), 
they reinscribe order and hierarchy (Shulman I98S, I989). 

4 The American-born Subramaniya Swami was important to Saivites in Malaysia 
for his patronage of Saivism and for his global magazine, Hinduism Today, which 
was fairly popular in Malaysia. He had many devotees in Malaysia up until his 
death in the early zooos and remains popular today. 

S Babaji, as Yogananda described him in his autobiography, was an ageless adept 
living in the Himalayas. Yogananda claimed that Babaji was the founder of his 
spiritual lineage. While there is no photograph of the adept, Yogananda's book 
Autobiography of a Yogi presented a drawing of his likeness, in accordance with 
Yogananda's personal encounter with the adept. I asked who the person in the 
image was, knowing it was Babaji but not knowing whether Muniandy actually 
read Yogananda or was aware of this legend. He replied, "Babaji" without 
hesitation. 

6 The nails rose from the sole of the shoe in a fairly dense pattern to press against 
the bottom of the foot, pointy side upwards. 
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7 I was told by some Tamils that Munneswaran is a more Sanskritized name for 
Muniandy. But Sinha (zoos) appears to distinguish the two deities, while con­
sidering them both kaaval devam, or male "guardian deities," sharing a similar 
iconography. 

8 The spire that covers the sanctum sanctorum housing the principal deity in any 
Hindu temple. 

9 Indeed, it is described already in some detail in R. Rajoo's PhD thesis, written 
in I984 but based upon work in the I970s. 

ro I was attached to the University of Malaya as a Fulbright scholar during zoo3-
zoo4. I often introduced myself as being with "University Malaya," as people 
would understand this more readily than explaining my foreign affiliation. 

u I have no way of verifying whether the former MIC leader actually gave a per­
sonal loan to the priest. I believed him, finding him a trustworthy and devout 
individual. I found out nothing regarding the terms of the loan. 

IZ I visited the temple two weeks before this was written in zoo8. It still stood alone, 
but the houses surrounding it were all gone and the residents had shifted to low­
cost flats. In the wake of the Hindraf demonstrations in November zoo7, and 
with elections approaching, the temple was temporarily safe from demolition, 
but would still likely be relocated, according to the priest, who still dutifully 
carried out his prayers. 

I3 This is slang for a person of mixed Chinese and Indian ancestry. "Chindians" are 
generally raised to speak Tamil, and many are Hindu. The most common marital 
pairing that produced Chindian children, historically, was of a Tamil male and 
a Chinese female. Also, after the Second World War, many orphaned Chinese 
girls were adopted by Tamils and raised ethnically Tamil and Hindu. Some were 
also adopted by Malays at this time and raised Muslim. 

I4 Frederick Smith, in his masterful work on possession in South Asia (zoo6, 128), 
complicates the notion that "arul" translates to "grace," with its Christian con­
notations. Instead, drawing upon ethnographic and scriptural sources, he notes 
that this state can simply refer to a possession in which the deity's true form 
becomes known through its unbearable immanence. 

IS Petaling Jaya City Council. 

Chapter 7: Ethnic Riots and Other Myths 

I "In other words this other is the Other that even my lie invokes as a guarantor 
of the truth in which it subsists" (Lacan I977, qz). 

z Some speculated to me that he may have been mistaken for an Indian because 
of his dark complexion. 

3 Time Magazine, international, the Far Eastern Economic Review, and 1he Econo­
mist were the leading print magazines that carried the story. 

4 See Nagarajan (zoo4) for a detailed analysis of her statements. 
S It should be noted that certain prominent activists, such as Professor P. Rama­

samy and a lawyer, P. Uthayakumar, published letters shortly after the attacks 
in the independent online newspaper Malaysiakini claiming that there was no 
"racial clash," but rather a premeditated attack against defenseless Indians. As 
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Uthayakumar said, "the tragedy was not racial clashes as made out to be. It was 
a case of a very small group ofMalays (from outside Kampung Medan ... ) who 
attacked any and every Indian in the area and its surroundings, resulting in six 
people being brutally massacred and about 50 others injured, many seriously" 
(Malaysiakini, April n, 200I). This interpretation of the event was never pub­
lished in any mainstream newspaper, nor were any politicians willing to state 
this openly. 

6 Shanmugam ended up working in Pasu Pathi's (recall chapter 5) legal firm as an 
office assistant. Pathi hired him to help him build up some self-confidence and 
financial security. After three years he resigned and now drives a taxi in Kuala 

Lumpur. 
7 The veracity of these accusations is not my concern. Some accused Samy Vellu 

of working with local thugs and gangsters at the grassroots level. Also, the former 
MIC leader was accused by some Indians of being "submissive" to the govern­
ment's "Malay" interests. 

8 This seemed a possible exaggeration to us, given that no reports of such sophis­
ticated weapons ever being used emerged in the violence, though it does support 
the idea of a paramilitary militia preparing itself. 

9 His exact account is as follows: "there were more than 50 men beating me up. No 
one came to my rescue. I do not know how long this lasted. After beating me up, 
the youths just left the scene. They broke my leg. I could see two bones jutting 
out. I just laid there on the ground. A little while later a white Proton [Malaysian­
made car] police patrol car with flickering blue lights came along and stopped 
near me. The policeman did not get down from the car. He just looked at me 
through the window. I felt relief that help had come and asked for help, 'Bang, 
tolonglah, Dia orang hantam sama saya, dia orang kasi saya mati. Tolonglah abang' 
(Help me brother, they have whacked me. They want to kill me. Please help me, 
brother). The policeman's response was, 'Lagi baik matilah!' (It's better that you 
die). The policeman then drove off in the patrol car" (Nagarajan 2004, 300). 

10 There were reports of police asking for M$5 to M$ro as an entrance fee into the 
neighborhood. 

n Naga and I interviewed Mani several times in early 2004. 
I2 He did say he would vote for the opposition in the next election, but would never 

admit to doing so publicly, as he was expected to campaign for the MIC. 
I3 And away from a more authentic and ontological understanding of Being. 
I4 For instance, the UMNO-controlled government, and government-controlled 

newspapers often emphasized the need for Malay unity and for registering Malay 
voters, given the purported non-Malay challenges that are (inevitably) being 
raised. 

IS This is analogous to Hegel's self-certain subject in The Phenomenology of Spirit 
(I977, ro4-n9) that in truth is haunted by the phantom of its double-profound 
uncertainty over its contingency upon the other's recognition. 

I6 Zizek (I993, 200-238) specifically links this superego's impossible demand to the 
overidentification with the nation. 

q Or, in Heidegger's terms, becoming "ensnared" and "enframed" by tradition 
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precisely in the illusion of self-mastery provided by scientific reason and its corol­
lary, humanism (I977). 

IS As Siegel (2oo6) brilliantly argues, the violence of the social can be revealed in 
the collective lies of structural truths, thus offering a simultaneously redemptive 
reading of the social self (revealed through the haunting of conscience, violence, 
etc.), as well as a trenchant critique of Levi-Strauss. 

Chapter 8: Flats 

I The latest information on the flats and the grievances of local residents can be 
read at https://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nationlzoi3/o6/r3/dwellers­
of-unsafe-flats-give-najib-an-ultimatum. 

2 They were told they would be able to purchase terrace homes, or "landed prop­
erty," as opposed to flats. 

3 Tim Bunnell, working with us on one visit, interviewed some of the Indonesian 
workers. 

4 After consecration before the deity, the prasadam is consumed by the devotees. 
5 Of course, in another register, every Hindu realizes that the names and forms of 

God point to an indissolvable one (kadavule ondraha irrukum). Thus the distinc­
tive and immanent replication of sacred power within specific shrines is both a 
theological paradox and a rationale for why shrines accrue power and sacrality. 
As God is One, the devotions of devotees invite the immanent presence of the 
deity in multiple locales, yet presence, in this sense, is acknowledged to be a social 
product, in this case resulting from the energy generated by devotional activity. 
Neglected shrines are thus less "powerful" than popular pilgrimage spots, due 
to the intensity of devotion offered before them. But from this perspective, the 
transcendent power of God is held hostage to the lab or of humans, albeit (par­
tially) recognized in an alienated fashion, as some Marxian-inspired anthropolo­
gists might argue (e.g., Sangren 2000). I suggest, however, that the sublime or 
deconstructive-archive-destroying-capacity of the deity cannot be accounted 
for through Marxian analysis alone. 

6 I had interviewed professional IT workers from India in Cyberjaya and Kuala 
Lumpur about their relationships with local "Indians." Generally speaking, there 
was little mixing between the professionals from India and the Malaysian Indi­
ans. Professional Indian nationals explained to me that they saw the Malaysian 
Indians as lower in status and coarse in their mannerisms. 

7 Recall the Braemer case mentioned in chapters 2 and 3· See also Nagarajan 
(2004). 

8 The repetition of the word "good" in both Tamil and English was intentional and 
meant to be humorous. 

9 Tim Bunnell, from the Department of Geography, National University of Sin­
gapore. Also see Bunnell, Nagarajan, and Willford (2oio). 

ro Indeed, the question might be even more poignant today than it was in 2004, 
given that the miraculous tree is no more, destroyed to make room for new houses 
in Putrajaya. 
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Chapter 9: The Law's Betrayal 

r Of course, Malays do have a Ramayana and Mahabharata in their old hikayat 
literature. What Param meant was that they do not have their own indigenous 
epics. 

2 There was a perception among critics that the MIC had benefited from the 
takeover. 

3 A potent, cheap, and sometimes illicit liquor associated with alcoholism. 
4 He mentioned Tennaimaran Estate, Manikkavasagam Estate, Selangor River 

Estate (Bukit Rotan) and Sepang Estate. 
5 Longhouses were sometimes offered to those displaced by development projects 

as a temporary housing solution. For example, railway workers, who sometimes 
lived in makeshift housing around railways, might be put in longhouses when 
relocated. The houses themselves were crowded, as they were designed for 
extended families. Moreover, they offered little in the way of privacy or 
amenities. 

6 James Puthucheary was a well-regarded socialist intellectual, academic, and 
political economist. 

7 The political scientist famous for his thesis regarding an inevitable "clash of civi­
lizations" between the West and the Islamic world, not to mention China. 

S Akin to what Benedict Anderson called the "unbound seriality" of an imagined 
community (199S). 

9 As Bayly and Harper (2003, 2007) have demonstrated, however, there were in­
clusivist and nonethnic nationalist voices among Malays as well. 

w Anwar was Mahathir's former deputy prime minister. During the financial crisis 
in 1997, he clashed with his former mentor on matters of policy and was subse­
quently fired by Mahathir. Anwar launched large public demonstrations in pro­
test of his sacking and called on the masses for "reforrnasi" (reform). He was 
eventually arrested, tried, and jailed for corruption and sodomy (which is illegal 
in Malaysia), though the country was divided as to whether the charges were 
political revenge by Mahathir or not. As I write this in zon, Anwar leads the 
opposition alliance, known as Pakatan Rakyat. But after electoral success in 
zooS, Anwar was once again accused of sodomy. The government prosecuted this 
case, and Anwar was found not guilty early in 2012. The attorney general appealed 
the court's ruling, but the appeal has not been heard. Anwar has accused UMNO 
of political conspiracy. 

n That said, there are legends told among Indians, though not by Puthucheary this 
day, that Dr. M makes secret visits to the father's village in Kerala. 

12 Derrida (zoo9), however, is critical of Agamben's absolute threshold that sepa­
rates life from "bare life," the sovereign and the nonperson who can be killed, 
arguing persuasively that these distinctions are never absolute and thus the 
threshold of absolute difference is untenable, analytically or politically. 

13 After leaving office, Mahathir was a bit more forthcoming about his mixed-race 
ancestry. 

I4 On this point, and given Mahathir's Indian ancestry, I heard a story from a politi­
cian who should remain anonymous. Mahathir, when prime minister, once in-
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vited members of the government to a special workshop that the prime minister 
was hosting in Langkawi. At this event, the "PM" said that "Americans were 
hypocrites, because they always go on about how 'black is beautiful,' whereas we 
all know that 'black is ugly.'" At the same event, Mahathir also said, according 
to this same source, that "we have already done enough for Indians," in response 
to a request for more government assistance for the Indian community. Whether 
this story is true or not, or whether it really speaks to an ambivalence over his 
Indian ancestry given his staunch pro-Malay politics, is impossible to determine 
with certainty. But it is suggestive, especially in light ofDominic Puthucheary's 
observations. 

IS On this important point, see Joel Kahn for an assessment (zoo6). 
r6 Puthucheary hoped I would investigate at the Library of Congress. I, regretfully, 

have not had a chance to do so. 
q Indeed, it has been brought to my attention that additional coursework and 

certification is required for Malaysian doctors when relocating to certain devel­
oped countries. 

IS Bangsar is now a trendy and up-market part of Kuala Lumpur. 
I9 I had heard this before. Some say that Raja Chulan refers to the Raja Cholan or 

the Chola king who attacked and purportedly briefly ruled Malaya when it was 
under the suzerainty of the Srivijayan empire. This mythical or fantastic under­
standing of a Chola conquest and brief occupation of the peninsula is not 
grounded in any sustained scholarship to the best of my knowledge. Moreover, 
Raja Chulan was a historical (Malay) figure in Malaysia and so far as I know has 
no direct link to Chola lineages. 

zo The term is used in India to designate a "scheduled caste." Scheduled castes are 
identified as those traditionally marginalized by caste discrimination. The des­
ignation allows for some affirmative action in hiring and university admissions 
in India. 

2I This is one of the central themes of my book, Cage of Freedom: Tamil Identity and 
the Ethnic Fetish in Malaysia (Willford 2oo6a). A more detailed discussion with 
various forms of ethnographic evidence can be found there. 

Chapter 10: Hindraf and the Haunting of Justice 

I Daniel (I9S4) describes the intimate relationship between the natal village-its 
very soil, plants, and people-and the permeable body and soul of an individual 
Tamil person. This is more than a symbolic reference for "home." Rather, that 
shrines utilized earth from the natal village, or ur, sacralized the landscape, 
making it an extension of the village in India. This was no more evident than in 
the deep anxiety that existed when shrines were demolished. 

2 Hindrafhas subsequently split into several rival groups with some more aligned 
with the government than others. Regu, while a founding member, was expelled 
by P. Waythamoorthy, the "official" leader of Hindraf in 200S, presumably for 
challenging his authority to lead the movement. As we see in Regu's account, 
the legal counsel were not the initial leaders, though as the public face of the 
movement they gradually assumed more influence. 
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3 During this demonstration, Hindraf followers marched with roses in their hands 
toward Putrajaya and the prime minister's residence. Ostensibly, they simply 
wished to present their roses to the prime minister. But, of course, they hoped 
the publicity surrounding the event would garner sympathy for their demands. 

4 MARA stands for Majlis Amanah Rakyat (Council of Trust for the People). 
MARA institutes were designed to further technical training among Malays. 
Admission is mostly limited to bumiputras (Malays and indigenous groups in 
Sabah and Sarawak). 

s Brickfields is a "little India" within Kuala Lumpur. Formerly the home to railway 
workers and civil servants, it retains a high population of Indian residents and 
businesses. See especially Baxstrom (zooS), but also Willford (zoo6a), for ethno­
graphic descriptions of Brickfields. 

6 Vision zozo was Mahathir Mohamad's ideological blueprint for Malaysia to 
achieve fully developed nation status by the year zozo. 

7 Though I did not highlight challenges facing Tamil schools in this study (See 
Arumugam zooS; Santhiram r999), I did speak to Tamil school educators who 
made similar points to me regarding the growing problem of racism in govern­
ment schools, as well as the corresponding revival in popularity for Tamil-medium 
education. 

S The Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP) and Rashtrya Swamysevak Sangh (RSS) 
are two leading militant right-wing Hindu organizations in India. Together 
with the political party, the BharatiyaJanata Party (BJP), they make up the core 
of the Sangh Parivar, or brotherhood of saffron. 

9 As Gananath Obeyesekere and Sudhir Kakar have also argued in other South 
Asian contexts. 

ro A similar logic is found in Agamben (zoos), where he argues that the "anomie" 
within the heart of Law is shored up through the "state of exception," a figure 
of displacement. But whereas Derrida concludes that the supplementary archive 
is never stable, indeed, its "fever" indicates an instability at the heart of the Law, 
Agamben seems to suggest that figure of "exception" stabilizes the illusion of 
impartial law. 
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divine power: and the anxious doubling 
of Vinayagar shrine, 197; and trans­
gression, 124, 159, 2!0. See also animal 
sacrifice; "bandit" heroes; divine jus­
tice; faith; Madurai Viran; Mariam­
man; Muniandy; Saivite (Siva wor­
ship); sublime power; temples; tragic 
heroes 

Durga, 143, 145 

Ebor Estate: annual festival at, 134-
135; destroyed Mariamman temple 
at, 131-136, 133; galvanized sense of 
community at, 132, 135-136. See also 
plantation ("estate") communities 

education. See schools and schooling 
Employee Provident Fund (EPF), 8r, 

no, 238, 259 
ethnic imaginaries, 16r-r62, r88 
ethnonationalism: and the archiving 

of difference, n-r2, 189, 198, 226, 
266-267; bumiputra/non-bumiputra 
dichotomy, 29; bureaucratizing of 
ethnicity and religion, r87-r88; and 
"ethnic rioting," r8; and "ethnic 
uncertainty," 190; and the politics 
of identity, 7-8, n-r2, 235; and the 
racialization of politics, 123-124, 
224-225. See also identity; Islamic 
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ethnonationalism(continued) 
modernism; Malay identity; serial 
identification 

Eurocentrism, n 
extra-juridical notions of justice. See 

divine justice 

faith: and the desecration of sacred 
shrines, 17; having faith (nambikai), 
151, 153· See also divine power 

Fascism: and absurd impossibility, 
227 

fear: ascribed to Others, 78, 152; of com­
munist terrorists, 23-24; of domina­
tion by ethnic others, 21; oflslamic 
"extremists" by non-Malay, 30 

Federal Land Development Authority 
(FELDA), 278n. 7 

fire walking: by Munneswaran or 
Madurai Veeran devotee, 152 

flats: Bukit Jelutong Estate flat resettle­
ment case, 43, so-ss, 88, go, z8on. g; 
communal life lost at, 2, 3, 45, 62; 
Kampung Muhibbah, 1; lack of 
amenities for youths at, 192, 198-
199, 201, 240, 28rn. 15; as not possible 
for prayers, 207; polarization at, 198; 
poor maintenance of, 192, 28on. 4; 
shrine in Dengkil flat constructed 
by former Prang Besar residents, 197, 
zoJ-zro, 2o8; squatters associated 
with, 59, 69. See also settlements; 
Taman Permata Flats 

force oflaw: and reciprocal violence, 
74-75, 264; and the violence of "or­
der," 8-g, 19, 227, 26r. See also Law 

Foucault, Michel, 15, 185 
Freud, Sigmund: theory of hysteria, 14, 

15; uncanny automaton, 71, 188-rSg, 
222, 266 

FRU (Federal Reserve Units): faced 
down by Hindraflmakkal sakti, 
243; Malay University leader's en­
dorsement of brute force of, 246-
247. See also police power 

Gandhi, Mahatma: model of civil dis­
obedience followed by, 246, 285n. 4 

Gasche, Rudolphe, 52, 54, zro, 266 
Gerakan Party: Chinese domination of, 

220, 226; and Dominic Puthucheary, 
219, 220-221, 224, 226. See also 
Puthucheary, Dominic 

Gherovici, Patricia: and the hysterically 
produced Other, 13, 49 

Glengowrie Estate, 63-66; consolida­
tion of Glengowrie and Semenyih 
temples, 70. See also plantation ("es­
tate") communities 

goddesses: devotee possessed by god­
dess, 73, 76; and sublime/unpredict­
ability, 72; Tamil cultural identity 
and goddess vengeance, 58, 265. See 
also Amman; Durga; Kaliamman; 
Lakshmi; Mariamman 

Golden Hope, ro8-ro9, 284n. 27. See 
also PNB (Permodalan Nasional 
Berhad) 

Gomez, Terrence: on Bumiputera 
wealth accumulation under Maha­
thir's leadership, 30-31; on economic 
disparity, zs-z6; on the National 
Development Policy (NDP), 31-32; 
on the political hegemony of the 
Barisan Nasional, 28 

Grosz, Elizabeth, sS, 26I 
Guthrie Corporation, 42; and the Bukit 

Jelutong flat resettlement case, so­
ss, 28on. 9 

Hegel, George Wilhem Friedrich: self­
certain subject of, 288n. rs; "struggle 
unto death" of the bondsman, 57, 
268, 271-272. See also continental 
theory 

hegemony as an unsatisfactory concept, 
IO 

Heidegger, Martin: and ensnarement 
of our being in objectification, 13, 
185, 189, 288n. q; philosophy of being 
and destructuring, 71 

heroes. See "bandit" heroes; tragic 
heroes 

Hindraf. See Hindu Rights Action Force 
Hinduism: brahminical authority chal­

lenged by "bandit" heroes, 70-71, 
153, 296n. 3; brahminical authority 
challenged by possession, 73; Hindu 
layer of Malay culture as object of 
avoidance, 37; twentieth century 
Hindu saints worshiped by samiyar 
Muniandy, 142, 144, 286nn. 4-5. See 
also "bandit" heroes; caste; Deepavali; 
goddesses; Hindu Sangam; Hindu 
Seva Sangam; Malaysian Hindu San­
gam; Ponggal; Saivite (Siva worship); 
temples; tragic heroes; Vaithilingam, 
Datuk 

Hindu Mamadaram: and Moorthy 
"body-snatching" case (December 
2005), 262 

Hindu Rights Action Force (Hindraf), 
7; archiving of evidence by, 261; Batu 
Caves trapping by police of, 243-
244, 251; formation of, 240, 262; and 
Hindu Seva Sangam, 241, 242, 262; 
and the Moorthy "body-snatching" 
case (December 2005), 262; Ramaji 
(spiritual advisor to Hindraf), 261-
264. See also Hindu Rights Action 
Force protests in Kuala Lumpur 
(November 25, 2007); Regu, V.K.; 
Uthayakumar Ponnusamy 

Hindu Rights Action Force protests 
in Kuala Lumpur (November 25, 
2007): and the boycott ofBatu Caves 
temple for Thaipusam, 252, 258; and 
the emergence ofHindraf, 236; and 
Tamil discontent, 7· See also Hindu 
Rights Action Force 

Hindu Sangam: opposition to animal 
sacrifice, 138, 139, 140, 159, 286n. r. 
See also Hindu Seva Sangam (HSS); 
Malaysian Hindu Sangam; Vaithil­
ingam, Datuk 

Hindu Seva Sangam (HSS): and Hin-
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draf, 241, 242, 261; and Moorthy 
"body-snatching" case (December 
2005), 262. See also Hinduism; 
Hindu Sangam; Malaysian Hindu 
Sangam; Saivite (Siva worship); 
Vaithilingam, Datuk 

Hoffstaedter, Gerhard, n, 30 
Hua Wu Yin: on British colonial 

relations with Malay rulers, 21; on 
communal divisions of lab or after 
Independence, 25 

Human Rights Party (HRP): and 
Hindraf, 275 

Huntington, Samuel, 219 
Husin Ali, Syed: on ethnic relations 

in Kampung Medan, 164-165 
hysteria: and the Lacanian lacking 

Other, 14-15, 48-49, sJ-sS, 73-74, 
77, 108, 162, 190, 225 

identity: identity cards (IC), 157; serially 
identified Malays and Tamils, 152. 
See also ethnonationalism; Malay 
identity; serial identification; Tamil 
cultural identity 

Independence granted in 1957: com­
munal divisions of labor after Inde­
pendence, 25 

Indian National Army (INA): and the 
Japanese occupation, 23; and Malay 
nationalism, 23, 223 

Indians: and the Malay Land Reser­
vation Act, 82; moral ascendancy 
of the Indian middle-class, 22, 188, 
233-234; sense of betrayal among 
the Indian middle-class, 18, 2n, 235. 
See also Tamillaborers; Tamil youths 

Indonesian laborers: and citizenship 
awarded by the UMNO, 279n. 13; 
competition with Indian workers, 
40, 81, 157, 20o; large percentage 
of "Malays" represented by, 37; and 
oil palm production, 26, 63, 65, 68 

Indrani Vellu (wife of Samy Vellu), 142, 
144 
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Internal Security Act (ISA): Hindraf 
lawyer-spokesmen targeted by, 242-
243, 246, 255, 260, 261, 262, 274; and 
the imprisonment without trial of 
government critics, 30, 31; Mohamad 
N asir as a target of, 122; and the 
"Speaking Truth to Power" rally, 
122; Uthayakumar as a target of, 242, 
261, 275 

International Islamic University, 30 
Islamic Center (Pusat Islam), 30 
Islamic (shariah) laws, 30 
Islamic modernism, II; and the design 

of Shah Alam, 102, 132, 134; and 
Hindu reform organizations, 130; 
and Malay-Islamic cultural nation­
alism, 7, ro, 30-31. See also ethno­
nationalism; Malay identity; Shah 
A lam 

Islamization: and the empty mosque 
at the Nigel Gardner Estate, Ss; and 
excess of masjid perceived by Tamils, 
214; 1970s and 19Sos resurgence of, 30-
31; and the perceived de-Indianization 
of Malay culture, 19, 139-140, 213; 
and the revival of non-Muslim reli­
gious practice, 32 

Japanese investment in Malaysia, 29 
Japanese occupation: and the Indian 

National Army (INA), 23; and Tamil 
laborers, 23, II4, 27Sn. 3, 284n. 26 

Jeyakumar, Devaraj (Parti Socialis 
Malaysia), 26; Bersih memorandum 
supported by, 2S5n. s; Gandhian 
model of civil disobedience followed 
by, 2S5n. 4; at "Speaking Truth to 
Power," 122-124 

Jomo, K. S.: on Bumiputera wealth ac­
cumulation under Mahathir's leader­
ship, 30-31; on economic disparity, 
25-26; on the National Development 
Policy (NDP), 31-32; on the political 
hegemony of the Barisan Nasional, 28 

JP] (Jabatan Petaling Jaya, Petaling 
Jaya City Council), 156 

juridical/civil order. See also divine 
justice; justice 

justice: and archive fever, 13; collective 
sense of justice of cooperative cul­
ture, 86; and judicial partiality in 
conversion law, 35-36; silencing by 
racial and ethnic difference, 266. 
See also divine justice 

Kahn, Joel: on the racializing of urban 
development, 35 

Kaliamman: demolished Ebor Estate 
temple to, 131; and possessed male 
devotees, 73, 76; Vedkaliamman 
form of, 145. See also goddesses 

Kamala Ganapathy (MIC state assem­
blywoman): and displaced Bukit 
Raja workers, 59, 91; and Sekolah 
Tamil Simpang Lima, 256, 258. See 
also Malaysian Indian Congress 
(MIC) 

Kampung Gandhi: Kampung Medan 
area of Petaling, 147-150 

Kampung Medan: ethnic preferencing 
by the NEP, 217; as a political settle­
ment, 172 

Kampung Medan riots of March 2001: 
and Malay youths, 120, 163, 173-174, 
182, 185-187; Nagarajan's summary 
of, 162-165; as a watershed moment 
for Malaysian Tamils, 27-2S 

Kannan (Kampung Gandhi resident), 
154-156 

Kanthan, Dato (MIC representative 
for Petaling Jaya Selatan), 89, 215-
218, 220, 229 

kavadi offering, 151, 152, 153, 154, 156 
Keadilan (opposition party), 52, IIS, 

245, 275· See also Anwar Ibrahim 
Kinrara Estate, r. See also plantation 

("estate") communities 
Kirby Estate in Labu, 39-42. See also 

plantation ("estate") communities 
Klang, ro3-ro4 
Klang Estate. See plantation ("estate") 

communities 

Klang Valley: historical demographics of, 
24, 35; and Malay identity, II, 33-35 

Lacan, Jacques: and the entanglement 
of truth and lies, 191; and lacking 
Other, 14-15, 48-49, 57-sS, 73, n, 108, 
162, 190, 225; and the Law's anticipa­
tion of violence, 174; objects of avoid­
ance (objet petit a), 36-37, 117, 225 

Lakshmi (goddess of wealth), 90 
land speculation: and ethnic and mone­

tary iniquities, 9; and plantation 
("estate") communities, 4, 9· See also 
Sime Darby 

land use rights: and the Malay Land 
Reservation Act, 82, 283n. II; and 
the politicizing of Islam and Malay 
rights, II; Torrens system ofland 
ownership, 2S, 57 

Law: Derrida's deconstructive under­
standing of, 174, 292n. 10; distin­
guished from "law," 12; and faith in 
pure legality, 174, 224; and the struc­
tured truth of legal edifices, II, 189; 
violence at the heart of, 75, 210, 266-
271, 274· See also force of law; police 
power 

Levi-Strauss, Claude: on the protection 
of structured truth, 191 

longhouses (temporary barracks), S7, 
217, 249, 29on. 5 

LTTE (Liberation Tigers ofTamil 
Eelam), 263 

Madurai Viran (guardian deity in T amil 
Hinduism): animal sacrifice to, 70; 
cheroot (cigar) and beer associated 
with, 146; devotees dressed in yellow, 
70; and the miraculous mango tree 
("mamba/am maram"), 18, 201, 206-
207, 209; shrine reconstructed in a 
flat by former Prang Besar residents, 
207-210, zo8; young men dressed in 
red, 70. See also "bandit" heroes 

Mahathir Mohamad (fourth Prime 
Minister of Malaysia): and Bumi-
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putera wealth accumulation, 30-31; 
mixed-race ancestry of, 223, 29onn. 
13-14; paternalistic discourse toward 
Malay-citizen subjects, 191; and Vi­
sion 2020, 31-32, 292n. 6 

Maju Institute of Educational Develop­
ment (MIED), 206 

makkal sakti ("people power"): and Hin­
draf, 263, 264-265, 274-275; Hindraf 
demonstration described by Regu, 
243-244; rally in Port Klang Temple, 
254-256, 255 

Makkal Sakti political party, 275 
Malay identity: and the erasure of the 

Tamil past, II, 37, 102, 129, 212, 214, 
233-234, 277-278n. 13; and the ethnic 
landscape of Selangor and the Klang 
Valley, n, 33-35; and ethnic privi­
lege, 30-31, 34-35, 274; Malay Uni­
versity leader, 245-247; and polar­
ization, 19S; pro-Malay slogans 
at secondary schools, 41. See also 
ethnonationalism; identity; Islamic 
modernism 

Malay Land Reservation Act, S2, 2S3n. II 
Malays and Tamils, 144, 152 
Malaysian Hindu Sangam: and Datuk 

Vaithilingam, 248-252; and Hindu 
temple governance, 70, 138, 248. See 
also Hindu Sangam; Hindu Seva 
Sangam; Vaithilingam, Datuk 

Malaysian Indian Congress (MIC): 
"blue book" of, 27-2S, 215-216, 
218; and funds from the SILF, 214, 
29on. 2; and Indian discontent, 64, 
194, 200-201, 202-203, 234, 247i 
Indian National Congress model 
of, 24-25; and the Maju Institute of 
Educational Development (MIED), 
2o6; and the UMNO-MCA alli­
ance, 24-25. See also Kamala Gana­
pathy (MIC state assemblywoman); 
Manickavasagam (second MIC 
president); New Economic Policy 
(NEP); Samy Vellu; Shanmugam 
(MIC representative) 
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Malay youths: and Kampung Medan 
violence, 120, r63, 173-174, r82, r85-
r87; UMNO youth (United Malays 
National Organization), rr6. See also 
Tamil youths; youths 

Malkki, Lisa, 190 
Manickavasagam (second MIC presi­

dent), 27, 2r5-2r6, 283n. 15. See also 
Malaysian Indian Congress (MIC) 

MAPA (Malaysian Agricultural Pro-
ducers Association), 62, 125, r27 

MARA (Majlis Amanah Rakyat, 
Council ofTrust for the People), 
244,292n.4 

Mariamman (goddess of smallpox): 
as an aspect of Parvati, 28on. 6; and 
the miraculous mango tree ("mam­
ba/am maram"), 207; temple festival 
activities as anathema to orthodox 
Hinduism, 154; tiruveelas (festivals) 
for, 64; as a vegetarian, 138, 286n. 2. 
See also goddesses 

Marxism: and the Parti Socialis Malay­
sia (PSM, Socialist Party of Malay­
sia), r29-r3r; and PSM and CDC 
activists, 129-131; and sublime power, 
289n. 5· See also socialism 

May 13th, 1969, 8, 28, 141, r64, 172 
McKinley, Robert, 225 
media coverage: of demolished temples, 

131, 275; of displaced Tamils as 
"gangsterism," 9; of festivals, 133-
134; and "Islamic values," 30; of 
Kampung Medan riots, 37; and set­
tlements with developers, 9, 38, 41, 
rr9, r28, 285n. r; state control of, 30, 
274; SUARAM's saavy use of, 125-
r26; of Vision 2020, 32. See also 
archiving 

MIC. See Malaysian Indian Congress 
Midlands Estate (Shah Alam), 42-44; 

Balau Estate compared with, 69; 
young residents of, 43· See also plan­
tation ("estate") communities; Shah 
Ala m 

migrant laborers: disheveled homes of, 

28rn. r3; and oil palm production, 
26, 63, 65, 68. See also Indonesian 
laborers 

Moorthy (resident of Kampung Gandhi), 

I56-I57 
Moorthy, M. (Hindu Mount Everest 

hero): "body-snatching" case, 36, 
rr6, 240, 25o; and the Hindu Rights 
Action Committee, 262 

Morris, Rosland: on mediumship in 
northern Thailand, 282n. 21 

Muniandy (deity): and Munneswaran, 
287n. 7; sacrificial feasting of goats 
of, 45, 70, 153; shrines to, 45, 284n. 3 

Muniandy (samiyar [spirit medium]): 
home of, 141-142; Indrani Vellu's 
patronage of, 142, 144; shrine room 
of, 143-145. See also Saivite (Siva 
worship) 

Munneswaran: anti-hierarchical im­
pulse of devotion to, 140-141; cheroot 
(cigar) and beer associated with, 146; 
and Muniandy, 287n. 7; shrines to, 
284n. 3· See also "bandit" heroes 

Murugan (aka. Skanda or Karthikeya): 
about, 28on. 6; and the "proper tem­
ple" at the Kirby Estate in Labu, 
279n. 1; shrines to, 41, 45, 82, 143, 
196, 197, 284n. 3· See also Saivite (Siva 
worship) 

Murugan (Bangi Estate Tamillaborer), 
rro-1rr, rr3-rr5 

Musa Hitam, 224-225 
Muzaffar, Chandra: on ethnic relations 

in Kampung Medan, 162, 164-165; 
on the NEP, 29 

Nabokov, Isabelle, 12, 71, 196, 210, 265, 
268, 271, 282n. 20 

Nagarajan, S. ("Naga"): contribution 
of, vii-ix; on judicial partiality in 
conversion law, 35-36; summary 
of Kampung Medan riots, 162-165 

Najib Razak: and Hindu community 
discontent, 240; political pressure 
from Perkasa on, 274; and Waytha 

Moorthy (former Hinraf figure), 
275. See also Barisan Nasional (BN, 
National Front) 

National Development Policy (NDP), 
31-32 

nationalism: and dissonant discourse, 8. 
See also ethnonationalism 

New Economic Policy (NEP): bumi­
putra/non-bumiputra dichotomy of, 
29, 30-31, 91, ro2, 217; "MIC Blue­
print for Action within the New 
Economic Policy," 27-28, 215-216, 
218; Razak's institution of, 28, 215-
216; separate "NEP for Indians" 
suggested by Samy Vellu, 216 

NGOs: ability to reckon with divine 
justice imagined by Malaysian Tam­
ils, q, 285n. 3; Bukit Jelutong estate 
dwellers emboldened by, 46; Hin­
draflmakkal sakti coalition of, 275; 
and the legal and political system of 
ethnic entitlement, 7; and the suc­
cess of the Braemer Estate Residents 
Action Committee, 38; tactical use 
of civil disobedience by, 38; wastage 
of money by, 86. See also CDC 
(Community Development Centre); 
Suara Rakyat Malaysia (SUARAM, 
Malaysian People's Voice) 

NLFCS (National Land Finance Co­
operative Society): formation of, 
26-27, 283n. 8; and the sale of estates 
to developers, 121-122 

November 25, 2007. See Hindu Rights 
Action Force protests in Kuala 
Lumpur 

NUPW (National Union of Plantation 
Workers): Indian discontent with, 
194, 195; and low-cost terrace hous­
ing at Bukit Raja, 56; and the sale 
of estates to developers, rzr-122, 201, 
202 

objectification: and the sublime, 266 
oil palm production: abandoned at 

the Balau Estate, 68; at the Bangi 
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Estate, 1o8; at the Bukit Raja Estate 
at its peak, 6o; and the deforested 
plains ofBukitJelutong, 44; and 
itinerant workers from Indonesia, 
39, 63, 65, 68; at the Sungei Buloh 
Estate, 96 

Orang Asli (indigenous groups): 
displacement of, 37, 123, 279n. 12; 
and the Peoples Cooperative Credit 
Society, 8 

Other: all-powerful and idealized 
authority, 14-15, 49, 57; as barred 
object of desire, 225; and fear, 78, 
152, 188-189; Hegelian understand­
ing of consciousness, 57, 268, 271-
272; identification with the Other's 
lack, 2o5-2o6; Indian gangster ste­
reotypes, q6; the Law as big Other, 
183, 222; Malay-Islamic modernism 
as big Other, 140-141; possession by 
the Other, 272; as Self, 264; wholly 
Other as alien, 171, 271-272; wholly 
Other as God, 72, 271 

Padang Jawa temple (Shah Allah): 
demolition of, 242, 251, 263, 264. 
See also temples 

Pakatan Rakyat (People's Alliance): and 
Anwar Ibrahim, 274, 275, 290n. ro. 
See also Democratic Action Party 

Palanisamy, P. (Bukit J alil resident), 
1-2 

Palanivel (Petaling Jaya physician), 
232-233 

Param (retired Malaysian academic), 
2II-215 

Parti Islam Se-Malaysia (PAS, Malay­
sian Islamic Party): clashes with 
the UMNO, 30, 279n. 13; and the 
government's economic policies, 31 

Parti Socialis Malaysia (PSM, Socialist 
Party of Malaysia): Marxist orienta­
tion of, 129-131; and Sinnapan's 
Peoples Cooperative Credit Society, 
82; and the Sungei Rinching Estate 
Residents Committee, 127-129, 131 
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Parvati: and Tamil Saivism, 2Son. 6 
PAS. See Parti Islam Se-Malaysia 
Pasu Pathi (attorney): and Braemer Es­

tate settlement, 46, 120-121, 2S5n. 3; 
NLFCS described by, 121-122; Shan­
mugam hired as an office assistant 
by, 2SSn. 6. See also Braemer Estate 

Peletz, Michael, n, 30 
Peoples Cooperative Credit Society, So 
pharmakon (remedy), 12-13, 2JSn. 15. 

See also Derrida, Jacques 
PKNS (Perbadanan Kemajuan Negeri 

Selangor), 21S 
plantation ("estate") communities: ar­

chiving of injustice to, 13-14, 261; 
and cemeteries, 2, 5, 277n. 2; con­
version from rubber to oil palm, 26, 
39; estate management, So, S2; and 
the Malay Land Reservation Act, 
S2, 2S3n. n; and Manickavasagam's 
estate workers' home-ownership 
scheme, 2J, 215-216, 2S3n. 15; nostal­
gia for, 2, 16, 77-7S, 19S-199, 201; 
tollbooths to control activists at, S2. 
See also Balau Estate; Bangi Estate; 
Beaumont Estate; Braemer Estate; 
Brooklands Estate; Broom Estate; 
Bukit Jelutong Estate; Bukit Raja 
Estate; Ebor Estate; Glengowrie 
Estate; Kinrara Estate; Kirby Estate; 
Midlands Estate; Prang Besar Es­
tate; Semenyih Estate; settlements; 
Sungai Renggam Estate; Sungei 
Rinching Estate 

PNB (Permodalan Nasional Berhad): 
investment in bumiputra politics, 
S9, 102, 129. See also Golden Hope; 
Sime Darby 

police power: and the beating of Shan­
mugan, 173-q4, 2SSn. 9· See also 
FRU; Law 

Ponggal (harvest festival), 64, n2-n3 
Prang Besar Estate: miraculous mango 

tree ("mambalam maram") of, 1S, 19S, 
201, 206-207, 209. See also plantation 
("estate") communities 

Puthucheary, Dominic (former parlia­
mentarian from the Gerakan Party), 
21S-23o; on following the letter of 
the law without a conscience, 222; 
and "Speaking Truth to Power," 122, 
123; terrorism linked to colonialism 
and capitalism by, 219 

Puthucheary, James (socialist intellec­
tual), 219, 29on. 6 

Putrajaya: and the Malaysian develop­
mentalism of Mahathir Mohamad, n 

racial prejudice: and land allocation, S2, 
2S3n. n 

Rahman, Tunku Abdul (first Prime 
Minister of Malaysia), 2S 

Ram, Kalpana, 15, ss, 72, 95, 106; on the 
core violence of divine justice, 75 

Ramaji (spiritual advisor to Hindraf), 
261-264 

Ramalinga Swami, 210, 233 
Ramasamy, E.V.: "Self-Respect" move­

ment, 278n. 2 
Rashtrya Swamysevak Sangh (RSS), 

262, 292n. S 
Razak, Abdul Hussein (second Prime 

Minister of Malaysia): NEP insti­
tuted by, 28, 215-216 

reciprocity: and Hegelian conscious­
ness, 57, sS, 268, 26S, 271-272; and 
hospitality, 272-273; and the refused 
gift, sS, 261; and violence, S, 74-75, 
264, 272 

Regu, V.K. (Hindrafleader): at the 
Hindraf makkal sakti rally, 255, 255. 
See also Hindu Rights Action Force 

rubber companies: and the banning 
of "radical" unions, 23; British com­
panies, 6, 20-21, 23-24; community­
based model of plantation production, 
6; Seafield Amalgamated Rubber 
Co., 6o; Socfin (French rubber com­
pany), 82 

rubber tapping: Indian rubber tappers 
in Malaysia, 21-23, 40, S2; latex, S2, 
Ss, 109; phasing out oflndian rubber 

tappers in Malaysia, 40, S2; at the 
Sungei Rinching Estate, 127, 128 

Rukunegara (national articles of faith), 
2S,32 

Sai Baba, 232, 233 
Saivite (Siva worship): Gurukkal 

(school of Hindu priests) in Kuala 
Selangor, 61; and Hindu Sangam, 
2S6n. 1; Parvati in Tamil Saivism, 
2Son. 6. See also Muniandy (deity); 
Muniandy (samiyar (spirit medium)); 
Murugan; Vinayagar 

Sambanthan, V.T. Tun, 26-27, 2S3n. S 
Samy Vellu (former MIC president): 

and the Bukit Raja Estate, 55; and 
the destroyed Ebor Estate temple, 
131; Indian marginalisation recog­
nized by, 32; Indrani Vellu (wife 
of Samy Vellu), 142, 144; and the 
MAIKA affair, 216, 234; nullifica­
tion ofManickavasagam's adminis­
tration by, 216; thevar (caste) heritage 
of, 232. See also Malaysian Indian 
Congress (MIC) 

schools and schooling: academic system 
in Malaysia, 212; and the alienation 
ofTamil youth, 41; derecognition of 
degrees earned by Indians at foreign 
universities, 230, 234; dropout rates 
ofTamil youths, 194; lack of"certifi­
cates" as a problem, 203; Maju Insti­
tute of Educational Development 
(MIED), 2o6; MIC's medical col­
lege fund, 204; overseas medical 
schooling of Indians in Malaysia, 
230, 234, 238; relocation ofTamil 
schools, 1; Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia 
(Malaysia certificate of education), 
n1, 284n. 21; Tamillanguage in 
schools, 233-234. See also Tamil 
youths; youths 

Scott, James, 10, 158 
Selangor: census figures of, 34 
Selangor River Estate (Bukit Rotan), 

290n.4 
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Semenyih Estate: Balau Estate com­
pared with, 69. See also plantation 
("estate") communities 

Semenyih Estate Bangi Division. See 
Bangi Estate 

Semenyih Estate Festival: devotee 
possessed by goddess, 76; falling 
into a trance, 76; procession to the 
temple, 77 

Sepang Estate, 290n. 4 
serial identification: "bound" serializa­

tion, 272; and Mahathir's mixed-race 
ancestry, 29onn. 13-14; of Malays 
and Tamils, 144, 149, 152, 214, 237; 
and the "re-Indianization" fantasy, 
237; "unbound seriality," 290n. S. 
See also ethnonationalism; identity; 
Malay identity 

settlements: Taman Rajawali housing 
settlement, 98-99. See also flats; 
plantation ("estate") communities; 
Taman Ladang Glenmarie; Taman 
Fermata Flats 

Shah Alam: and the Malaysian develop­
mentalism of Mahathir Mohamad, n; 
racialized urban development of, 35, 
36-37, 89, 102, 132, 134; relocation of 
temple from the Sungai Renggam 
Estate, 36-37, 279n. 15; Tamann 
Ladang Glenmarie, 87-91, 101. See also 
Bukit Jelutong Estate; Ebor Estate; 
Islamic modernism; Midlands Estate 

Shanmugam (MIC representative), 
173-174, 2S8n. 6, 288n. 9· See also 
Malaysian Indian Congress (MIC) 

Shulman, David Dean: on "bandit" 
heroes, 70-72, 266, 282nn. 20-21 

Siegel, James: on the violence of the 
social revealed by structured truths, 
IJ1, 289n. 18 

SILF (South Indian Labor Fund), 214 
Sime Darby (British-owned plantation 

company): and the destroyed shrine 
at the Ebor Estate, 132-134, 135; and 
the Taman Rajawali housing settle­
ment, 98 
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Sinnapan, Paul (head of the Peoples 
Cooperative Credit Society in 
Batang Berjuntai): identification 
with the Tamil Poor, 86-87; Peoples 
Service Organization, 79-80, 85 

Sivalingam, K. (former and late Selangor 
state executive councilor), 62, 91, 157 

socialism: and the class analysis of 
racialization, 124; as a necessary 
critique of capitalism, 123. See also 
Jeyakumar, Devaraj (Parti Socialis 
Malaysia); Marxism; Parti Socialis 
Malaysia; Puthucheary, James 

SOCSO (Social Security Organization), 
r69-170, 173, 174 

sovereignty: reciprocity and recogni­
tion required of, 268, 272. See also 
ethnonationalism 

speculation. See land speculation 
squatters: banned from Shah Alam, 

42; Bukit Subang (squatter area), 
47, 55, 88, 89; Emergency (Essential 
Powers) Ordinance 1969 (Clearance 
of Squatters), 4i estate residents clas­
sified as, 1-4, 56, 59 

Suara Rakyat Malaysia (SUARAM, 
Malaysian People's Voice): and Arul­
chelvam, 124-127i as an "entrepre­
neurial" NGO, 124; media tactics, 
125. See also NGOs 

sublime power: Kantian notion of, 54, 
266; and Marxian analysis, 289n. 5· 
See also divine power 

Subramaniya Swami, 144, 286n. 4· 
Sungai Renggam Estate: relocation 

of temple, 36-37, 279n. 15. See also 
plantation ("estate") communities 

Sungei Rinching Estate (near Semenyih): 
negotiations by Chinese developer at, 
127, 129; rubber tapping at, 127, 128; 
Sungei Rinching Estate Residents 
Committee formed by, 127-129, 131 

Tamana medan housing estate, r8o 
Taman Ladang Glenmarie (Shah Alam), 

87-91, ro1; Bukit Jelutong fiat reset-

tlement compared with, 91. See also 
settlements 

Taman Permata Flats (Dengkil): funds 
for temple relocation, 203-204; and 
Malay families, 205; poor conditions 
of, 192-193, 193, 195-r96, 199; shrine 
constructed by former Prang Besar 
residents in, 197, 207-210, 208. See 
also fiats; settlements 

Taman Rajawali housing settlement, 
98-99 

Tamil cultural identity: and Barisan 
Nasional, 124; and the erasure of the 
Tamil past, u, 37, 102, 129, 212, 214, 
277n. 13; and goddess vengeance, 58, 
265; and Tamillanguage in schools, 
233-234; and Thaipusam, 33· See also 
ethnonationalism; identity; serial 
identification 

Tamillaborers: competition with Indo­
nesian laborers, 40, 8r, 157, zoo; as 
a counterbalance to the Chinese 
community, 2r; employment oppor­
tunities for, 199-zoo; Indian rubber 
tappers in Malaysia, 21-23, 40, 82; 
and the Japanese occupation, 23, 
u4, 278n. 3, 284n. 26; Munnesamy 
(laborer at Kirby Estate in Labu), 
40-41; Murugan (Bangi Estate la­
borer), uo-ru, u3-us; perception 
ofTamil plantation supervisors, 22; 
and transportation, ur, 193. See also 
Indians; rubber companies; rubber 
tapping 

Tamil youths: anti-social behavior of, 
r6z-r63, 284n. 28; and "gangsterism," 
r64-r65; and the Hindraf demonstra­
tion, 244; and (Malay)-run second­
ary schools, 41; murder of a Taman 
Rajawali youth, 99; and possession 
by Kaliamman, 73; and temple activ­
ities, u2, us. See also Malay youths; 
schools and schooling; youths 

Tan Siew Sin (Sime Darby chairman), 
98, 2!8 

temples: and agamic (Tamil scriptural) 

principles, 248; community metony­
mized by, 81, II2-II3, 158; consolida­
tion of, 78; destroyed Ebor Estate 
temple, 131-136, 133; destruction dur­
ing Najib's tenure as Prime Minister 
of, 240; legal status/registration of, 
28on. z; reconstruction ofMadurai 
Viran shrine in Dengkil fiat by for­
mer Prang Besar residents, 197, 207-
210, 2o8; relocation of temple in 
Shah Alam, 36-37, 279n. rs; and the 
Tamil word kovil, 207. See also Am­
man; animal sacrifice; Batu Caves 
temple; divine power; Madurai 
Viran; Mariamman; Muniandy; 
Murugan; Padang Jawa; Saivite 
(Siva worship); Thaipusam festival; 
Vinayagar 

Tennaimaran Estate, 290n. 4 
Thaipusam festival: community be­

tween neighboring temples fostered 
by, 83; and Tamil cultural identity, 
33· See also Batu Caves temple 

Thamadurai (former state executive 
councilor), 62 

timithi (firewalking), rsr, rsz, 153, rs6 
tragic heroes: and the aspiration for 

justice, 73-74, I02-ro3, 264; and 
divine power, 74-75, zro, 265-266. 
See also victim's narrative 

trance states: and the appearance of 
intoxication, 282n. 22; at Madurai 
Viran shrine, 207; and the tragic 
hero, 73-74. See also arul 

UKM (Unversiti Kebangsaan Malaysia 
[National University of Malaysia]): 
and the Ponggal festivals in Selan­
gor, uz-u3 

UMNO. See United Malays National 
Organization 

unions: banned as "radical" by rubber 
companies, 23; and the "Emer­
gency" (communist insurrection) 
years in Malaya, 24, 228-229; exe­
cution oflabor activists Veerasenan 
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and Ganapathy, 229; role in Malay­
sia of, zr8n. 14. See also NUPW 
(National Union of Plantation 
Workers) 

United Malays National Organization 
(UMNO), u6; alliance with the 
MCA, 24-25; Anwar Ibrahim's op­
position of, 290n. ro; and the British 
Malay Union plan, 24; clashes with 
PAS, 30, 279n. 13; Musa Hitam, 224-
225; political conspiracy of, 279n. 13, 
29on. ro; Shah Alam protestors sup­
ported by Hishamuddin Hussein 
(UMNO vice president), 36 

Uthayakumar, Ponnusamy (Hindraf 
lawyer and spokesperson), 287n. s; 
and the formation of Hindraf, 262; 
and the Human Rights Party (HRP), 
275; as an ISA detainee, 242, 26r; 
and Samy Vellu, zso-251 

utilitarian interest: and Tamil choices, 
79; as an unsatisfactory concept, 10 

Vaithilingam, Datuk (Former Presi­
dent, Malaysian Hindu Sangam): 
and the formation of Hindraf, 250-
252, 262; on temple demolitions, 
248-252. See also Hindu Sangam; 
Malaysian Hindu Sangam 

victimization: and the tragic hero, 
74-75, 234, 264; and the violence 
of order, 8-9, 75 

victim's narrative: and the development 
of plantation communities populated 
by Tamils, 34; and the MIC as an 
inward source of betrayal, 20S-2o6; 
and Tamil notions of divine justice, 
8, 71. See also betrayal; divine justice; 
tragic heroes 

Vinayagar (or Ganesha): about, 28on. 6; 
shrine doubling of, 197; shrines to, 
90, 143, 148, 196, 284n. 3· See also 
Saivite (Siva worship) 

Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP), 262, 
292n. 8 

Vision 2020, 31-32, 292n. 6 
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Waytha Moorthy, Ponnusamy: and 
the formation of Hindraf, 261, 262 

Weberian critique of bureaucracy, 162, 
188, 190 

Yogananda, Paramhansa, 142, 144, 
286n. 5 

youths: displacement of, 84-85; "fights 
over girls" (santikka), 194; and "gang 
fights" during festivals, 83-84; and 
kampung (police profiling, social 

problems, gang fighting), 157-158; 
lack of amenities at low-cost flats 
for, 192, 198-199, 201, 240, 28m. 15; 
playing a traditional game of kabadi, 
179; and video game rooms culture, 
240-241. See also Angkatan Belia Is­
lam Malaysia; Malay youths; schools 
and schooling; Tamil youths 

Zizek, Slavoj, 161, 188, 189, 213, 222-223, 
227, 288n. 16 


