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Ethnic Consciousness Construction among
Chinese Malaysian Students: Top-Down or
Bottom-Up?

Chin Yee Mun *

Abstract

Previous studies and observations conducted by various researchers have
confirmed the occurrence of ethnic polarization in Malaysian public
universities’ campuses. It has also been discovered that the intensity of ethnic
polarization is particularly high among Chinese Malaysian students.
Obviously, these phenomena indicate the perpetuation of ethnic
consciousness among them. Proponents of the top-down approach opined
that ethnic consciousness is an outcome of disequilibrium in the society
economic and political structure. Ethnic consciousness is seen as a form of a
“distorted view” of oneself that is created to assist the elite to gain power and
wealth. In other words, it is an outcome of top-down effort. However, as
argued by bottom-up proponents, the top-down approach has disregarded the
fact that ethnic consciousness can be constructed by individuals from their
everyday experiences. They view ethnic consciousness as an outcome of
rational choice made by individuals to associate themselves with certain
groupings to compete and to face competition. The bottom-up approach
differs from the top-down approach in the sense that it views ethnic identity

as formed by individuals and not merely an assigned identity to fulfil the
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wishes of elites. Hence, in the context of Chinese Malaysian students,
studying in Malaysian public universities, what would be the factor that
caused them to identify themselves as Chinese and eventually considered non-
Chinese as the “others”? Is it top-down or bottom-up? This paper intends to
provide insights into their ethnic consciousness formation. In order to
investigate this phenomenon, a qualitative research was conducted. Darta were
collected by conducting four focus group discussions in four Malaysian public
universities. Approximately thirty Chinese Malaysians students participated.
Results from this study show the Chinese Malaysian students constructed
their ethnic consciousness through their families and peers socialization
experiences. Their interpretations of their experiences have caused them to be
aware and proud of their ethnic culture and heritage. They have also
developed an awareness of the challenges faced by their ethnic group. These
consequences of ethnic socialization experiences have caused the students to
position their ethnic origin as the fundamental element in their identity
conceptualization. They feel attached to their ethnic identity and they find
their identity assisted them to form a collective force to face the challenges of
living in a plural society. Inadvertently the conceptualization has caused them
to construct ethnic consciousness. These findings reaffirm bottom-up
approach in explaining the reasons that caused the formation of ethnic
consciousness. The consciousness is built by individuals from their everyday
experiences and should not be viewed as merely an outcome of structural

disequilibrium.

Key words: Ethnic identity, ethnic socialization, ethnic boundary.
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Introduction

Being the centres for public higher education epitome, the universities
gather Malaysians from different ethnic backgrounds. Their diverse ethnic
backgrounds are clearly visible when one step into the universities’ campuses.
Malay, Chinese, Indian as well as students from other ethnic groups in
Malaysia seldom mix. Their reluctance has produced a picture that mimics
the nature of ethnic relations in Malaysia. Just like other Malaysians, the
students live, study and play side by side but seldom together. Their ethnic
identity has served as a barrier that kept them within the boundaries of their
ethnic groups. Researches conducted by scholars such as Sanusi Osman
(1989), Emile Yeoh (2006) and Noraini M Noor (2007) produced empirical
results that are able to prove the occurrence of such phenomenon in
Malaysian public universities.

Judging from the reports produced by these researches, Chinese
Malaysian student (hereafter known as Chinese student) was identified to
have a higher tendency to polarize. Some scholar such as Yeoh (2006: 229)
explained that this phenomenon happened because the number of Chinese
student is bigger than student from other ethnic origins. However, the size of
Chinese student in Malaysian public universities could not be the impetus
that causes them to polarize. In order for the Chinese students to polarize,
they would need to be guided by a feeling that compels them to accept other
Chinese as members of their in-group and to perceive non-Chinese as
members of out-group. In other words they would have to form what Barth
(1969:79) called as ethnic boundary first.

This paper would like to discuss the reasons that caused the Chinese
students to form their ethnic consciousness. Primarily, this paper would be

discussing the reasons that caused the students to identify themselves as
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Chinese. The identification is a reflection of their ethnic consciousness that
eventually leads to the formation of ethnic boundary. The question is what
could have caused them to develop such consciousness and how was this
consciousness formed and retained? Some scholars opined that ethnic
consciousness is socially constructed by the elites, an outcome of top-down
initiatives. Other scholars disagreed. As will be explained in the next section,
there is a possibility that ethnic consciousness is constructed by individuals
who feel that there is a need for them to form a collective movement to
compete or to face competition with regards to their access to economic
resources, power and prestige. Ethnic origin is mobilized to form such
movement. Consequently, in order to ensure the sustainability of the
collective movement, the group instil certain form of ethnic socialization
mechanism. Henceforth, not only the elites are making use of ethnic origin.
Members of ethnic groups and in the case of this paper, the Chinese student

may have participated and an outcome of similar moves too.

Litereature Review

Neo-Marxists such as Robert Miles & Malcolm Brown (2003) provided
a ‘top-down’ theoretical approach to analyze ‘ethnic’ as a social structure that
determine the action of individuals. Their theoretical approach emphasizes on
the creation of an ideology that influence the mind of individuals. To both
scholars, individuals went through the ethnicization processes and through
this process, ethnic groups were formed and assigned to certain economic
positions. As a result, certain ethnic groups will be dominant while other
ethnic groups will be subordinated (Miles & Brown, 2003: 98). The
ethnicization process is initiated by the elites to gain control by positioning

themselves in the dominant position. Members of the ethnic groups are made
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to believe that they belong to certain ethnic groups which occupy either the
dominant or subordinate position. These ideas are then instituted by the state
to provide legitimate grounding that support the process. Their socio-cultural
practices and even their biological features are used to demarcate the
differences between them and the others. Consequently, conflict between
them is inevitable.

In a rather contrasting way, scholars such as Banton argued that ethnic
identity is constructed voluntarily by individuals. The identity allows an
individual to associate himself with certain ethnic groupings. Being a member
of an ethnic group, he is able to participate in a collective movement to
bargain with other ethnic groups and ultimately to acquire access to ‘public
goods’ (Banton, 2011). Public goods are goods that can be utilized by all, but
due to resources constraint, the goods are not usually made available for all.
Scholarship, business license, citizenship and street lights are some examples
of the public goods. Since public goods are offered to all, these goods are
sought by all oo (Hetcher, Friedman & Appelbaum, 1982: 416). Therefore,
ethnic identity is constructed by individuals to safeguard their access to the
public goods. It is their choice after rationalizing situations that may or may
not favour their conditions and goals. If they find their goals are obtainable
through personal effort, the tendency to associate themselves to their ethnic
groups may not be strong. Otherwise, if they find their goals cannot be
achieved through individual effort, the tendency to associate themselves with
their ethnic group will be strong.

Such a conclusion on the nature of ethnic identity is highlighted by

scholars such as Max Weber. According to him:

Ethnic membership (Gemeinsamkeit) differs from the kinship group

precisely by being a presumed identity, not a group with concrete
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