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DAKWAH AND MINAH KARAN: CLASS
FORMATION AND IDEOLOGICAL CONFLICT
IN MALAY SOCIETY

Industrialization in Malaysia has been accompanied by protracted ideo-
logical struggles to construct a new version of Malay identity based on
Islam and to moralize the state, which mediates the Malay, community's
relations with the market. These struggles originate from contradictions
within the Malay, middle class in regard to its relations with the state and
with market forces. The regulation of market forces and protection sought
from the state entails intensification of bureaucratic control over the
Malays. From the Malay perspective, the increased control and authority
is legitimate to the extent that the state acts to promote moral (Islamic)
ends. Hegemonic and critical discourses mediate the contradictions ex-
perienced by the Malay middle class.

The Malay middle class, both the bureaucratic and the entrepreneurial
sections, is an appendage of a capitalist state and is engaged in a struggle
between realization of moral values through Islamization and development
of a high-technology, market-oriented economy. The anti-secular bureau-
cratic section of the middle class seeks to capture the state administrative
machinery and thereby direct it to serve Islamic ends. The anti-secular
Malay critics demand a state that acts strictly in accordance with Islamic
moral values. In its interventionist, directive role as the engine of capitalist
economic development, the -Malaysian state is guided by technical and
market considerations, thus ignoring or contradicting Islamic moral values
to achieve secular goals. To legitimate the capitalist economic activities
it undertakes, the state has adopted Islamic symbols and discourse.

The contest between the requirements of capitalist economic develop-
ment and the demand for the realization of Islamic moral values is played
out on many levels of Malaysian society. The class character of the
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struggle to assert Islamic moral values is crucial for understanding ideo-
logical conflict in Malaysia. The new Malay middle class, a creation of the
state, is generating ideological conflict in pursuing two irreconcilable
goals: firstly, economic protection from market forces, which presupposes
sufficient state, revenue to provide the necessary subsidies, and secondly,
a moral social order, i.e. an authentically Islamized society requiring the
state to act morally rather than instrumentally. As the new middle class
struggles to control and define the nature of the state, it also strives to
exercise hegemony over the new Malay working class. The emergence of
a new working class characterized by widespread participation of women
in export-oriented industries has sparked off a prolonged cultural and
political debate centred on the control of female sexuality in the context
of the labour market — an instance of the broader ideological conflict
sketched, above.1

This essay examines the contradictions experienced by Malay women
during the first phase of export-oriented industrialization, the period span-
ning 1972-1985. During this time, the creation of distinctive class cultures
which produced particular discourses .concerned with female sexuality
contributed to the. making of the new Malay middle and working classes.
This essay develops the argument that the contradictions underlying class
formation in Malay society were experienced with particular intensity by
young women studying in universities or working on global assembly lines.
Young Malay women responded to these contradictions with culturally
constituted forms of resistance that included adoption of distinctive forms
of dress symbolizing purified Islamic and secular westernized lifestyles,
and eruptions of pre-Islamic animistic ideology expressed in mass spirit
possession in factories.

Class and Status in Malaysia
Class differentiation in Malaysia has occurred as a culturally mediated
process, as Ong (1987), Shamsul (1986), Scott (1985) and Kessler (1978)
have demonstrated. The emergence of a female labour force in the context
of the formation of the new Malay working and middle classes cannot be
understood as the result of externally determined structural processes. It
is maintained here that meaning, consciousness and human agency are the
bases of response to macro-level social, economic, political and ideologi-
cal structures. From the open-ended interaction between agency and

1 Among the export-oriented manufacturing industries in Malaysia the largest employer is
the multinational electronics industry. The majority of women industrial workers are
employed in electronics. The electronics industry employed 54,388 workers as of 30 June
1986. Unskilled and semi-skilled production operators constituted 72.1% of these workers.
The overwhelming majority of the electronics production operators were females with 11
years or less of education. As Malaysia recovered from the 1985-88 recession, demand
for production operators increased. By 1989,85,000 workers were employed in electronics
assembly in Malaysia. (Sources: Ministry of Labour Malaysia, 1985/86; Temporary Com-
mittee of the National Electronics Workers' Union, 14 September 1989.)
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macro-structures, classes and status groups develop (Weber 1946:180-
184,300-301). Economic interest and consciousness of a common lifestyle
are, separately or together, bases for organizing and mobilizing groups.
Classes are mobilized by common economic interests, while status groups
become organized for collective action through consciousness of a shared
lifestyle or culture. Typically, classes and status groups intersect and cross-
cut each other in actual historical circumstances.

The intertwining of class and status as bases of corporate group forma-
tion is a pronounced feature of Malaysian society. Practices legitimized by
colonial administrative policies and capitalist mining and plantation en^
terprise produced an ethnically fragmented labour force. This ethnic div-
ision of labour associated economic function with cultural attributes..
Nevertheless, the structure of the Malaysian labour market did not auto-
matically determine class and status groups. Groups mobilized for collec-
tive action do not simply 'happen', as Thompson (1966) has so strongly
insisted, but rather are 'made' by human agents who consciously engage
in material struggles over cultural meanings. : "

Islamic resurgence in Malaysia, popularly referred to as dakwah, and
multinational investment in Malaysia have stimulated cultural responses
rooted in human agency that have mediated class formation. Reification
of Islamic resurgence and capitalistpenetration, however, cannot adequa-
tely account for the concrete historical process in which Malay women
contributed to the making of the new working and middle classes. On
university campuses and in factories, they participated in the creation of
distinctive class cultures, glossed by Malaysians as dakwah and minah>
karan. These class cultures can be viewed as the intersection of objective
class situations and subjectively valued, shared lifestyles that express
particular ideologies.

The making of class cultures during the course of multinational capi-
talist industrialization in Malaysia is not reducible to the operation of the
world capitalist system. Wallerstein's (1974) formulation of a determinis-
tic world capitalist sytem effectively exludes agency and meaning from
historical explanation. Exogenous economic forces in and of themselves
do not produce classes and status groups. The cultural mediation of these
forces, through production of alternative ideologies and practices, enable
human agents to mobilize themselves as distinct, identifiable groups in
historically specific ways. •

The ideologies and practices which the Malays brought to bear on state
capitalism and the concomitant bureaucratization of Malaysian society
are considered next. A somewhat detailed account of the New Economic
Policy (NEP), largely based on Mehmet (1988), frames the discussion.

The Implications of Industrial and Bureaucratic Expansion
The NEP or 'development by trusteeship' (Mehmet 1988) was formulated
in the aftermath of the 13 May 1969 ethnic riots. The United Malay
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National Organization (UMNO), which has dominated the Malaysian
government since independence in 1957, was able to impose its interpret-
ation of the riots: the Malay community could no longer restrain dissat-
isfaction with its rate of economic progress and share of the national
wealth. The Malays, according to UMNO's interpretation, demanded that
the state intervene to ensure that they achieved economic parity with the
Chinese and Indian communities. The UMNO elite proposed the NEP to
redress the interethnic income differentials and to restructure the ethnic
division of labour. Malay economic backwardness, as the UMNO leaders
maintained, made radical measures necessary. Nothing less than a com-
prehensive affirmative action programme would enable the Malays to
move out of the impoverished subsistence agricultural sector of the econ-
omy where they were concentrated.

Under the 20-year NEP trusteeship (1970-1990), an overall policy of
positive discrimination in favour of the Malays was mandated. The special
rights and privileges of the Malays, entrenched in the constitution (article
153), are reinforced by a series of specific protective policies.2 These
policies included subsidies, employment and educational quotas, scholar-
ships and preferential access to business licences and investment oppor-
tunities. The NER trusteeship entails state intervention in the economy to
suspend competition in order to redistribute at least 30 per cent of the
national wealth to the Malay community.

. Two essential features of economic development by trusteeship can be
identified (Mehmet 1988:6). Firstly,.economic decision-making is deter-
mined non-competitively by rules and procedures that the trustees set.
Secondly, ownership and control of resources are separated in that all
managerial functions are vested with the.trustees. The trustees include
politicians and bureaucrats. A small group of political decision-makers —
the inner circle of the cabinet and individuals connected to this circle —
sets the goals and policy objectives. A vast body of bureaucrats imple-
ments, executes and monitors the programmes designed by the decision-
makers. Unlike a competitive system which allocates resources in accord-
ance with supply and demand forces, development by trusteeship depends
upon the trustees' decisions and the way those decisions are carried out.

Rapid industrialization, a major emphasis of the NEP, was one of the
proposed solutions to the problem of Malay economic backwardness.
Industrialization under the NEP trustees was intended not only to increase
the economic growth rate but, most importantly, to modernize and urban-
ize the Malays. The trustees relied on the instruments of state capitalism
to manage NEP industrial policy. They offered fiscal incentives to attract

The actual quota levels are not specified in the constitution but are determined by public
bodies following government policies and fluctuating circumstances. Under the NEP, the
disproportionate representation of Malays in higher educational institutions, the public
sector, and certain business categories has caused tension between Malays and non-Malay
ethnic groups.
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foreign investment, while also sponsoring direct participation in the econ-
omy by organizing and funding public enterprises and Malay-controlled
investment agencies to undertake joint ventures with foreign and domestic
investors. . . .

A major consequence of economic development under NEP trusteeship
is the proliferation of bureaucratic organizations to manage and supervise
the new Malaysian state capitalism. An almost fourfold expansion of the
federal civil service took place in the period 1970-1983. The senior
category of the civil service, entry into which requires a university degree,
grew the most rapidly. The employment boom at the senior level of the
civil service stimulated a rush for paper qualifications. Local universities
expanded in response to these NEP-generated pressures. In addition to
civil service expansion, the NEP trusteeship system created another branch
of the bureaucracy, the public enterprise sector. Special-purpose state
enterprises involved in all sectors of the economy include financial insti-
tutions, shipping, oil and airline companies, and various joint venture
efforts. A swollen bureaucracy and a vast state-controlled sector of the
economy are the most visible outcomes of the NEP trusteeship (Mehmet
1988:11). . . . . ..-.

The large-scale bureaucratization of Malaysian society generated a
growing demand for university-qualified Malays to fill'white-collar and
professional positions at ethnic quota levels, specified by the NEP. This
demand was met by extensive bonded scholarship programmes.and rigidly
enforced ethnic quotas in university admissions. The beneficiaries of these
education and employment policies comprised a new Malay middle class.
Provision of guaranteed public sector employment for a major proportion
of the new middle class insulated its members from direct market forces.
This protected, privileged class is nevertheless.antagonistic toward the
secular orientation of the Malay elites that manage the NEP-created state
capitalist system.3 •

The critical consciousness of the new middle class is expressed in the
dakwah movement. The dakwah people, as they are known, call for
adoption of Islam as a total way of life, opposed to capitalism and socialism
alike. The Islamic alternative to secular capitalist and socialist civilization
calls for, first, an intensification of faith, performance of religious duties
and personal morality. As individuals respond to dakwah's challenge to
secularism, the consciousness of the Muslim community (ummah) as a
whole will be transformed. The growth of a renewed Islamic consciousness

The Malaysian political elite, which was initially, and still continues to be committed to
a secular state and capitalist economic development, comprises a generation that was
educated in schools using English as the medium of instruction during British colonial rule
and which became Anglophile in culture. The new Malay middle-class anti-secular critics
of the Anglophile political elite belong to the post-colonial Malay-educated NEP gener-
ation. The post-colonial generation of Malays rejects the Anglophile culture of the older
generation of elite Malays who dominate the political establishment.
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among the ummah will give rise to an Islamic state, economy and culture,
according to the dakwah movement's assumptions.

Export-oriented industrialization policies pursued under the NEP cre-
ated conditions favourable to the formation of a new Malay working class.
Unlike the situation of the new middle class, the state does not provide the
new working class with a secure economic net. The new working class is
directly exposed to market forces. State restrictions on trade unionism
deprive the new working class of organizational resources to struggle
effectively in the market.4

The young Malay factory women who comprise an important segment
of the new working class, being employed in private sector export-oriented
manufacturing industries, were insulated from the full impact of the strug-
gles between secular and dakwah-oriented Malay elites. Until the mid-
1980s, they rarely covered their heads or adopted other features of dakwah
dress style in the workplace. Individualistic consumerism and other aspects
of the secular, urban lifestyle followed by the non-Malay communities
were enthusiastically embraced by factory women. The secular orientation
of factory women sharply distinguished them from their middle-class
counterparts working in the public sector. The emerging female working
class culture of the 1970s through the early 1980s became the focus of
hostility and concern in the Malay community, to the extent of becoming
a public issue. The allegedly.hyper-westernized, immoral behaviour of
factory women was defined in the Malaysian mass media during this
period as a public issue requiring intervention on the part of religious and
political authorities.5.The next section will examine the process through
.which new working-class rural women achieved practical consciousness
during the first phase of export-oriented industrialization.

4 As the. largest employer in the manufacturing sector, the electronics industry plays a
significant role in shaping labour policy. The adamant anti-union stance of electronics
firms has resulted in the majority of factory women remaining unorganized. The Electrical
Industry Workers' Union (EIWU) has been struggling since 1974 to organize the elec-
tronics workers. 'Since its registration (the) EIWU had to fight continuous battles to achieve
recognition for the scope of its organization. While it is easy to prove that in most countries
governments, employers and unions agree without problem on the definition of the elec-
trical industry, such agreement had been made impossible in Malaysia by the bizarre
rulings of the Registrar of Trade Unions, supported by the judiciary and, of course, by the
government. Although it was obvious that the prohibition to unionize was mainly used as
an incentive for foreign investors, the government of Malaysia treated this de facto
agreement with multinational companies as a state secret and claimed that decisions on
the scope of a union were merely matters of law and logic, even if all evidence pointed
to the ruling being illegal and illogical' (Chronology of International Metalworkers'
Federation's Complaints Against the Government of Malaysia, correspondence with Di-
rector-General, International Labour Organization, 1 December 1988).

5 In the late 1970s, government-controlled newspapers regularly featured articles dealing
with issues such as parents' objections to their daughters' working in factories, which
required the wearing of short, revealing uniforms; allegations of sexual misconduct among
factory workers; housing problems and social stigma (see New Straits Times 26/7/78,26/
11/78,9/2/79, 12/2/79,31/8/79).
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Malay Gender Ideology and the Emerging Female Working Class
Minah karan, as a popular and official metaphor for the new Malay female
working class during the decade of the 1970s and early 1980s, was at the
same time a moral interpretation of the cultural challenge of rapid indus-
trialization. Western television programmes and films shown in Malaysia
provided models for the lifestyle factory women sought to emulate. Wear-
ing jeans and other Western attire, using cosmetics and socializing freely
with men were symbols of this lifestyle. Identification with lifestyles de-
picted in the Western mass media was also reflected in speech. Factory
women extensively used slang derived from English. Expressions such as
'tough', 'rugged', 'sexy', and 'control' had become part of the new working-
class colloquial language.6 ;

Within the Malay Muslim cultural perspective, the moral status-of
factory women was highly problematic: while, the earnings of these young
women were welcomed as an expression of reciprocation and respect
toward parents (balas budi), female workers were at the same time degra-
ded and stigmatized as minah karan. This derogatory Malay epithet for
factory women explicitly refers to their allegedly unrestrained sexuality.
The epithet minah karan, which originally referred specifically to female
electronics assembly workers, literally means electric or high-voltage
Minah (a common girls' name). Minah karan suggested an image of a
young, attractive, sexually uninhibited Malay factory woman expressing
her independence with heavily applied cosmetics and tight^fitting West-
ern-style clothing. '

Malay Muslim ideas about appropriate behaviour and social roles for
women are actually applied with great flexibility. Laderman (1984) has
shown that supposedly irrational, traditional Malay beliefs about the do-
mains of nutrition and childbirth are applied with surprising flexibility and
pragmatism. Similarly, in the domain of gender, beliefs about appropriate
female behaviour are not applied in a uniform, mechanical manner. The
cultural definitions and interpretations of instances where control of wo-
men's sexuality is regarded as problematic are applied to specific class
situations. While Malays of all classes verbally endorse Islamic values,
particularly the notion of domestic roles as primary and definitive for
women, the behavioural content of this rhetoric varies situationally.

Malay women from better-off families who perform well academically
are encouraged to pursue higher education and to enter prestigious occu-
pations. Under conditions of poverty, though, Malay gender ideology
serves to allocate scarce resources to male siblings, thereby limiting
daughters' access to further education and to highly valued white-collar
employment.

6 The phenomenon of code-switching among Malaysian factory workers is described by Nik
Safiah Karim, and Nuwairi (1984).
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Through research involving six months of residence in a Malay village
in Alor Gajah, Melaka, in 1978 it was learned that the new educational
and employment opportunities open to young Malay males and females
alike generated an apparently gender-free ideology of achievement pro-
fessed by members of both the older and younger generations, which by
no means negated traditional Malay gender ideology. The belief that
educational achievement and occupational prestige were attainable by
males and females alike was superimposed on Malay gender ideology,
which defined women in domestic terms. At the household level, the
resulting contradiction led families to encourage their children, irrespec-
tive of. sex, to perform well at school while insisting that daughters bear
disproportionate domestic responsibility. Though parents were willing to
send their daughters to school, they expected girls to assume a heavy load
of household duties after school hours. School girls were often deprived
of sufficient time to study. Their brothers, on the other hand, were urged
to spend as much time studying as possible and were also permitted to
pursue sports and other recreational activities.

The discrepancy between the ideologies of achievement and gender was
most clearly evident in the context of poverty. Poorer families tended to
sacrifice their daughters' education to derive maximum benefit from their
domestic labour and to conserve resources to keep their sons in school.
When daughters performed badly in examinations, parents of lesser means
readily compelled them to leave school and to stay at home to help care
for younger siblings. Sons, however, were encouraged to retake their
examinations if they failed. Under these circumstances, only a small pro-
portion of rural girls were able to pass their secondary school examinations
and to continue their education in order to qualify for white-collar jobs.

Girls who performed badly at school regarded their poor examination
results as a personal failure reflecting deficient intelligence and ability.
Although failure in the national school examinations was especially fre-
quent among rural students, the high achievement aspirations of both
students and their parents made these failures intensely painful and humi-
liating. When questioned in interviews about their educational level, most
of the factory women expressed shame over having failed or obtained poor
results in examinations. The factory workers were stigmatized by the
community as 'stupid girls who failed their examinations'. Among the 53
factory women who were survey respondents, 54.7% had only a primary
school education and 45.3% had attended secondary school but had not
passed their examinations. .

Though family support for daughters' education was in actual practice
often half-hearted, the blame for failure was borne entirely by the young
women themselves. Academic failure meant losing the opportunity to
contribute to the prestige and upward mobility of their families. Young
women without good secondary school qualifications could expect to
obtain only short-term, poorly paid jobs as servants or factory workers.
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Such wage employment enabled female school leavers to help sustain.their
households on a day-to-day basis but did not enhance family economic
status in the long term.

Males lacking secondary school qualifications enjoy more favourable
prospects than do their female counterparts. The opportunity of a respec-
ted career in the police or army is open to young men with only primary
school education. Despite physical danger and low pay, a career in the
security forces offers a steady, regular income along with housing, medical
care, loans and, most important of all, a pension. Jobs in the security forces
not only offer opportunities of economic improvement, but are regarded
by the Malay community as a prestigious calling which upholds the
political dominance of the Malays in a multi-ethnic state. Sons serving in
the police or army, unlike daughters employed as servants or factory
workers, are permanent assets to their households, as they are pensionable
government employees who can provide reliable, long-term.economic
assistance to the family. : • . _ . . .

A survey among 53 women workers employed ata factory on,the Alor
G aj ah Industrial Estate reflected the dependence of their households on the
contributions of wage-earning offspring: 47.2% of the respondents repor-
ted that their families owned less than 3 acres of land and 32% claimed
that their families owned no land. According to the respondents whose
families owned land (68%), agricultural production was for household
consumption rather than for commercial sale. Only 34% of the respon-
dents' fathers were actively employed in agriculture. A considerable pro-
portion of respondents (43.4%) reported that their fathers were either
deceased or unemployed. Slightly more than one quarter of the respon-
dents' fathers (26.4%) were retired soldiers, policemen or other govern-
ment employees receiving pensions. It was found that the respondents'
households had an average of 3.1 wage earners contributing cash income.
The importance of wage-earning children in the households of factory
women was such that only one respondent was able to report that her
parents alone provided all of the family's cash income. In almost half of
the respondents' families (49%), income was derived from the combined
contributions of parents and children, while in an equal proportion of
families the earnings of children alone accounted for total family-cash
income.

The contributions of wage-earning children, both male and female, were
essential to family survival, as both commercial rubber and subsistence
rice production, the basis of peasant agriculture in Alor Gajah, had become
increasingly unremunerative. Uneconomically sized land holdings, un-
stable rubber prices and water shortages made peasant agriculture unvi-
able for most Alor Gajah households. The decline in agriculture was
accompanied by family investment in education. Parents were eager for
their children to succeed academically, since they perceived a clear-cut
relationship between education and economic advancement. More speci-
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fically, education was viewed as a means towards salaried, white-collar
employment that would offer definite security and prestige for the younger
generation and for the family as a whole.

In this context, then, the availability of factory jobs for young Malay
women in Alor Gajah was welcomed as providing a stimulus to the local
economy, but did not enhance the status of these women. The prestige of
factory jobs was low and the Malay community did not openly give
recognition to the economic contributions these women workers made to
their households.

The Making of Female Working-Class Culture in Rural Melaka
Large-scale manufacturing activities in Melaka in the 1970s, as in Malay-
sia as a whole, were concerned with the production of electronics compo-
nents, textiles, shoes and processed food for export.7 These industries also
created a vast secondary labour market. Unskilled, short-term, low-paid
assembly jobs proliferated in the free trade zones and industrial estates
where export-oriented industries were located. Young, unmarried women
were particularly in demand in the secondary labour market. These new
opportunities for wage labour, provided a temporary source of extra in-
come for the households of young women. Though factory women became
highly visible in the villages surrounding Melaka's industrial estates, their
economic contributions were viewed as marginal by their households and
the community as a whole.

As factory workers, the young Malay women were defined as marginal,
temporary workers whose domestic roles took priority over wage labour
outside the household. Factory jobs were perceived by parents and daugh-
ters as insecure, merely temporary sources of extra income with no lasting
significance for the well-being and status of the household. Factory wo-
men's negative self-perceptions and low self-esteem were produced and
perpetuated by the widespread family strategy of investment in children's
education.as a means towards permanent salaried employment in the
government bureaucracy. Family emphasis on educational qualifications
and white-collar employment instilled high aspirations in young women.
At the same time, the necessary support for realizing these aspirations was
often withheld. This contradiction gave rise to feelings of shame and
humiliation on the part of factory women. For these women, employment
as a factory worker was evidence of failure to realize personal and family
goals. From the point of view of the family, factory women's short-term
economic contribution to the household not only was of little consequence

Research on rural Malay factory women was carried out in Alor Gajah, Melaka, in 1978.
From 1980-83 research on migrant workers in the Kelang Valley (Selangor), Penang and
Johor was conducted under the auspices of the HAWA project, University of Malaya. I am
grateful to the Toyota Foundation for providing generous funding. Intensive interviews
with Malay trade union leaders were held in early 1989 in Kuala Lumpur. Continuous
informal observations have been made from 1977 to 1990.
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for the future, but furthermore carried with it a potential loss of prestige
if moral norms were perceived to be publicly violated.

The traditional female life cycle was structured in such a way as to
minimize the liminal period, in which sexually mature young women are
unmarried and have the potential to bring shame upon their families
through sexual misconduct. The previous generation of parents had ar-
ranged marriages for their daughters shortly after puberty. The brief
liminal period before marriage involved strict confinement to the house,
and the family thus was able to control the sexual behaviour of nubile
daughters. The economic benefits of delayed marriage, however, are ac-
companied by a loosening of parental authority over daughters.

The cultural problem of extended liminality affects Malay women who
postpone marriage to continue their education, to work for wages, or to
wait at home for marriage proposals. Widespread opportunities for.un-
married women to work in factories during the 1970s and early 1980s
provided a specific instance of thisgeneral cultural problem. Marriage,
from the Malay cultural perspective, is regarded as the 'normal' and most
desirable state for a female. A sexually mature female who is unmarried
is culturally defined as 'abnormal' and 'dangerous'. It is her family's duty
to control her sexuality. Marriage is a prerequisite for respectability and
prestige. Moreover, a woman is not a full social being until she is married.

The factory women's liminal status as unmarried female wage earners
was, in their eyes, a temporary aberration with no lasting social signifi-
cance — a situation to.be remedied in the not-too-distant but still uncertain
future. They regarded themselves as passing through a vague transitional
phase as factory workers, which would terminate on the attainment of the
respected status of wife and mother. The factory women's sense of identity,
based on their anticipation of marriage and motherhood in the near future,
followed from their liminal position defining them as non-persons. They
did not identify with factory work as the basis of an enduring social role,
as they derived no prestige from it, and were uncertain whether or not they
would continue to work in factories after marriage. Although factory work
provided these young women with more choices and more controlover
some aspects of their lives, it did not enhance their self-esteem.

The ideology and practical consciousness of the factory women must be
understood as lived experience. What is meant by practical consciousness
is taken-for-granted, 'self-evident' models of the world not concerned with
a discursive understanding of the relations of domination, but rather with
how to 'get on' within the obdurate constraints of 'things as they are'. This
form of consciousness, when finely contextualized, cannot be dismissed as
false consciouness, because it is 'everyday knowledge' that has real con-
sequences for adaptation and survival within a given set of circumstances.
Willis' (1979:122) observation that 'consciousness is in any conceivable
sense "false" only when it is detached from its variable cultural context
and asked to answer questions' directs attention to the 'how' rather than
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the 'why' of everyday life that constitutes practical consciousness.
The factory women in Alor Gajah, Melaka, achieved practical con-

sciousness as a status group defined in terms of gender and ethnicity. Their
lack of identification with factory work as a way of life inhibited the
development of a class consciousness. Repressive measures on the part of
the government and factory management, which prevented the workers
from organizing in a union, further contributed to retarding the develop-
ment of a class consciousness among the factory women. Despite festering
grievances, the women avoided direct confrontation with the manage-
ment. Under these conditions of covert resentment and organizational
powerlessness on the part of women workers, labour-management rela-
tions in the shoe factory on the Alor Gajah industrial estate became
focused in sudden outbreaks of mass hysteria defined by the workers and
the local community as spirit possession. Pre-Islamic discourse about the
vulnerability of young, unmarried Malay women to attack by aggressive,
offended spirits indigenous to the local land, water and forest was inscribed
in the enactments of spirit possession. The factory women's resort to pre-
Islamic supernaturalism rather than dakwah discourse reflected the lesser
degree of ideological rationalization characteristic of peasant and work-
ing-class culture. The oral tradition of pre-Islamic supernaturalism was
more immediate and accessible to the poorly educated factory women than
the Islamic fundamentalist publications that the highly literate dakwah
movement produces.

Violent convulsions, loss of consciousness and aggressive behaviour
among the Malay women workers in Alor Gajah seriously disrupted
production in the shoe factory occasionally. One episode involving 30
female workers resulted in the factory closing down for two weeks. The
factory management attributed the workers' behaviour to simple-minded
superstition and did not blame or punish the workers involved. The man-
agement accepted the claim that the behaviour interpreted by the workers
as spirit possession was unmotivated and involuntary. The workers' belief
that some of them accidentally disturbed a family of spirits residing in the
water tank on the factory grounds brought a sympathetic response from
the management, which summoned traditional healers (Jbomoh) to exor-
cise the spirits in an attempt to alleviate the workers' fears of alleged
supernatural influences pervading the factory. These ritual measures failed
to control the situation and the outbreaks of mass hysteria continued.8

Outbreaks of mass hysteria in Malaysia, and Singapore as well, have
been newsworthy events since 1966. These cases generally involve un-
married Malay females and occur in educational institutions and factories.

8 Malaysians tend to use 'hysteria', 'trance' and 'possession' interchangeably. The English-
language press has popularized 'hysteria' to the extent that even non-English speakers now
use it frequently. In the local context, the term refers to any unexpected outburst of bizarre
behaviour that includes screaming, convulsions and loss of consciousness. Either super-
natural or non-supernatural causes, or a combination of both, are attributed to hysteria.
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The phenomenon of mass hysteria at the shoe factory in Alor Gajah and
other Malaysian factories occurs within a social context that prohibits
public acknowledgement of conflicts of interest.9 Opposing'claims are
symbolically represented and enacted as spirit possession: Aggressive
behaviour defined as spirit possession among the Malays is treated as
involuntary illness, with no blame or responsibility attributed to the vic-
tims. Spirit possession can be viewed as a disguised attempt at self-
assertion within the framework of Malay gender ideology:10 Beliefs in
female weakness and vulnerability to spirits comprise an ideology of
rebellion embedded in a pre-Islamic worldview.

Spirit possession in Malaysian factories emerges as a form of sponta-
neous rebellion in which the weakness of women is transformed into the
extraordinary strength of local territorial spirits, and the spirits' victims
exercise a type of leadership by symbolically acting for all the aggrieved
workers. Hysteria is not, however, experienced by all Malay factory wo-
men. Even in the largest outbreaks at the shoe factory, no more than "forty
women were involved. Although hysteria is experienced by relatively few
workers, large numbers of factory women do experience the effects of
hysteria indirectly. The non-victims are impressed and awed by what they
interpret as a display of supernatural power on the part of the hysteria
victims. They accept the victims' claims to being possessed. The leaders
in an outbreak actively demonstrate that supernatural forces are imma-
nent, while their supporters respond to them with fear and solicitude. The
supporters' acceptance of the leaders' claims to being possessed by super-
natural agents amplifies the effects of the initial disruptive behaviour. The
understandings about supernatural anger and power between the leaders
and supporters result in sabotage of factory production.

It must be emphasized that the episodes of mass hysteria at the shoe
factory did not involve conscious deception. On the contrary, the events
defined as spirit possession were experienced as 'real' and involuntary.
While the factory women were conscious of their industrial grievances,
none of them perceived a connection between these grievances and the
hysteria outbreaks. Neither the factory management nor members of the
community entertained the possibility that these outbreaks might be re-
lated to the workers' dissatisfactions. It is significant that none of the
participants or observers defined mass hysteria as an instance of industrial
conflict.

9 Malaysian factories reported more than 50 cases in 1978, causing industrialists and
government officials to become concerned with the economic implications of hysteria (see
Asiaweek 4/8/78).

10 Aside from newspaper reports, several studies of mass hysteria in Malaysia have been
published, viz.: Teoh and Yeoh(1973),Teohetal.(1975),Ackerman and Lee(1978,1981),
Lee and Ackerman (1980). Spirit possession as a strategy for the indirect expression of
aggression by disadvantaged groups, especially women, has been discussed by Harris
(1959), Lewis (1971) and Frankel (1976).
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Mass hysteria creates a context for conflict which channels hostility to
the supernatural plane, thereby preventing its direct release against factory
authorities. Conflicts of interest between labour and management are
covertly expressed, while at the same time the appearance of harmony is
maintained. Although the shoe factory workers were prevented from
organizing themselves in a trade union, they were conscious of their
interests and surreptitiously attempted to take action against the manage-
ment through slowdowns, poor-quality work and sabotage. As an infor-
mal, unorganized group, the factory women acted in opposition to the
management without explicitly acknowledging that they were engaged in
a struggle. No direct confrontation between opposed interests was seen to
occur by the workers or management. In this way, the workers' grievances
remained personal and covert. The management did not experience any
compulsion to seriously address industrial issues as long as the workers'
struggle was articulated as spirit possession.

The factory women's covert resistance to the management can be
considered as an instance of what Gramsci (1971:333) has called 'contra-
dictory consciousness'.1' The women conceptualized the hysteria episodes
as ontologically distinct from such mundane, conscious, deliberate acts as
slowdowns, slipshod workmanship and sabotage. The outbreaks of hys-
teria, which they viewed as involuntary, unmotivated behaviour on their
part, nevertheless had real economic consequences. The factory suffered
greater losses from the shutdowns necessitated by the hysteria outbreaks
than from the workers' conscious, intentional acts of resistance. Paradox-
ically, the acts that most immediately threatened the management's con-
trol and profits embodied anachronistic pre-Islamic supernaturalism
rather than the trade union ideology which the management feared and
attempted to suppress by means of a network of spies throughout the
factory. In Gramsci's (1971:333) terms, it could almost be said that the
workers had 'two theoretical consciousnesses (or one contradictory con-
sciousness): one which is implicit in [their] activity and which unites [them]
with [their] fellow-workers in the practical transformation of the real
world; and one, superficially, explicit or verbal, which [they had] inherited
from- the past and uncritically absorbed'. In his view, such a contradictory
consciousness integrates a social group, while at the same time inhibiting
moral, political action. The factory women's most radical acts were con-
cealed from themselves and their adversaries by the mystifying language
of spirit possession, and could not be consciously appropriated and inte-
grated with their subterranean warfare. The condition of contradictory
consciousness caused alienation from their own most potent acts of resist-
ance.

Contradictory consciousness results from the limitations of practical

11 I am indebted to D.M. Nonini for this point (personal communication, September 1985,
Kuala Lumpur).
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consciousness. As Willis (1979:122) argues, 'practical consciousness is the
most open to distraction and momentary influence'. This form of con-
sciousness does not transcend the existing structure of relationships by
imagining, projecting or proposing an alternative structure. Acts of resist-
ance circumscribed by practical consciousness are easily 'misunderstood'
by each of the antagonistic groups concerned. This complementary 'mis-
understanding' contributes to the reproduction of existing relations of
domination.

Symbolic Representations of the New Malay Class Cultures
Class formation within the Malay community during the initial phase of
export-oriented industrialization entailed contested symbolic representa-
tions of women's roles which were central to the making of cultural
discourse about class formation. Moral imagery associated with female
lifestyles dominated the symbolic representation of emerging, class cul-
tures in both the vernacular and English-language mass media in Malay-
sia. Popular moral imagery at the community level was reified and ela-.
borated into official cultural discourse by the state-controlled mass media.
The representations comprising this discourse legitimized and reinforced
popular interpretations of the nascent Malay female working, class. Thus,
minah karan, the allegedly sizzling hot female electronics production
operator, became a metaphor of the emerging Malay working-class cul-
ture.

Moral images of modernization represented in the mass media juxta-
posed the hedonistic, hyper-westernized minah karan working-class cul-
ture with the puritanical, anti-Western dakwah middle-class culture. Mi-
nah karan connoted an identification with Western mass culture.
Concerned pronouncements were regularly made in the mass media about
the need to rescue factory women from moral deviance (see New Straits
Times 12/3/78 and 27/2/79). Various paternalistic programmes were
proposed. These programmes included an adoption scheme that amounted
to the minister of social welfare and officials from the women's wing of
UMNO exhorting families living near free trade zones and industrial
estates to 'adopt' migrant factory women by renting rooms to them at
reasonable rates, integrating them into family life, and above all supervi-
sing their activities (see The Malay Mail 24/12/79). The factory women
would reciprocate by performing child care and other domestic chores for
their adoptive families, according to the proposers of the scheme. A more
ambitious paternalistic approach to the moral problem that factory women
represented was proposed in the mid-1970s by a local educational admin-
istrator. Generous funding from a foreign source enabled a large team of
academics to carry out research that would provide documentation on the
need to establish a government-backed foundation to cater to the needs
of factory women. The proposed foundation was described as a 'YWCA
with teeth', which would protect factory women from exploitation while
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providing Islamic guidance to prevent them from indulging in the sexual
promiscuity associated with the minah karan working-class culture.

This project exemplified official discourse on class formation. It unques-
tioningly accepted the official mass media's reified problem of the need
to control factory women's sexuality. Throughout the 1970s and early
1980s, the Malaysian mass media projected the reified problem, of female
sexuality in relation to industrial employment while denying or down-
playing class differentiation among Malays. An image of the Malay com-
munity as a homogeneous interest group united solidly behind UMNO was
the focus of official discourse on class formation during this period.

While government officials periodically expressed concern in the mass
media about migrant factory women's propensity towards moral deviance
resulting from squalid living conditions, they made no serious efforts to
provide adequate housing for these women, many of whom were forced
by this indifference to join the growing squatter population. They inhabited
ramshackle, filthy, illegal settlements ringing the free trade zones and
industrial estates (Lee 1984). The Malaysian government's record of
providing social infrastructure, particularly subsidized housing, to indus-
trial workers compares badly with the records of the Singapore, Taiwan
and South Korean governments in this respect (Deyo et al. 1987). In the
case of Singapore, Mehmet (1988:94) has pointed out that subsidized, low-
cost housing has contributed greatly to a relatively egalitarian spread of
the benefits of rapid industrialization. Malaysia's housing policy, however,
has been biased towards higher-ranking civil servants.

NEP-managed economic development was depicted in the mass media
as striving to modernize the Malay community by steering a moderate
course between the extremes of the new class cultures. The dakwah-
oriented middle-class culture was regarded as a far more serious threat
than the minah karan working-class culture, which lacked formal ideolo-
gies and organizations for pursuing its interests. Official attacks against the
dakwah class culture in the media focused on female dress and behaviour.
Islamic consciousness among Malay women students and civil servants is
expressed in the wearning of various types of veils (tudong), ranging from
a shoulder-length head-covering called 'mini telekong' to dress totally
concealing the face and body, including socks and gloves, known as
purdah attire. Veiled women students began to appear on Malaysian
campuses in small numbers around the mid-1970s; by the mid-1980s an
estimated 60 to 70 per cent of Malay women students were veiling
themselves in the various forms mentioned (Chandra 1987:3). Generally,
dakwah female attire is associated with the public rather than the private
sector. All universities in Malaysia are public sector institutions directly
controlled by the ministry of education.

Unlike the Malay female students, women employed in clerical and
professional occupations present a somewhat different pattern. On the one
hand, those employed in the civil service or public enterprises tend to adopt
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dakwah attire. On the other hand, those working in the private sector
typically do not cover their heads, while some even wear Western-style
attire. Dakwah attire has become almost a uniform in the public sector but
is infrequent in the private sector. The transmission of the dakwah move-
ment through.tightly-knit student and peer-group networks at universities,
in government departments and in other public organizations make Malay
women vulnerable to the dictates of the dakwah dress code (Nagata
1984:131-157). While some dakwah men wear beards, turbans and flowing
robes (serban and jubah) in their attemps to emulate the prophet and the
early Muslim community, for men distinctive dress is optional. In the case of
women, however, a radical change of dress is obligatory to signal a change
in lifestyle, and is a public statement of having joined the dakwah move-
ment (Zainah 1987:34). Sexual restraint on the part of women is essential
to the dakwah lifestyle, and is emphatically symbolized by the dress code.

The Islamic criticism of and opposition to the secular Malay elites,
which was traditionally an idiom of peasant protest, was adopted by the
newly urbanized, educated young Malays poised to enter the middle class
in the aftermath of the 1969 riots. The period preceding the riots was
characterized by growing Malay protest focusing on the failure of the
governing elites to make Malay the national language and to effectively
address the problem of Malay poverty. In the immediate wake of the riots,
student protest against corruption and abuse of power on.the part of the
secular Malay elites came to be formulated as a struggle to follow a fully
committed Islamic way of life in an unjust capitalist society where inequal-
ity and poverty flourished. Religious protest against social injustices was
less vulnerable to direct state oppression than secular forms of protest on
campus. Imposition of government restrictions on student political activi-
ties could not readily be applied to the dakwah movement. Until the mid-
1970s, Islamic activities on campus were not perceived as threatening.

The students continued to sustain their Islamic criticism of Malaysian •
capitalist society even after graduating and assuming white-collar and
professional positions in the burgeoning public sector. Dakwah, a highly
literate movement, is spread with the aid of middle-class organizational
resources, i.e. higher education, contacts with the wider Islamic world and
public sector employment. On one level, the dakwah movement can be
interpreted as a protest against the secular state and the elites that control
its bureaucratic machinery. While a full consideration of the multiple
levels of the movement is beyond the scope of this paper, it must be noted
that the formation of Islamic movements that seek to redress moral and
other grievances has a long history in Malaysia.12 The most important
dakwah constituency — the new Malay middle class — is for the most part
dependent on the state for employment. This constituency has enjoyed
12 The dakwah movement, being the most visible and publicized form of religious assertion

in contemporary Malaysia, actually comprises several independent groups with differing
conceptions of Islamic orthodoxy and fundamentalism (see Nagata 1984).
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increasing success in using the government bureaucracy to propagate
fundamentalist Islamic ideals. The state has been attempting to co-opt the
dakwah movement through the promotion of an official 'Protestant' Islam
legitimizing capitalist economic development since the early 1980s, in
order to contain the Islamic criticism of state capitalism. In the process,
the movement has gained additional organizational resources (e.g. an
Islamic university, expanded Islamic faculties in secular universities, an
Islamic bank) with which to turn against the secular state. The struggle
between secular and dakwah-oriented elites within the state itself is per-
ceived by Malay women as strong peer-group pressure to construct an
Islamic identity by covering the head and concealing body contours in
public sector settings.

The purdah dress and lifestyle symbolizing the dakwah movement were
condemned in the government-controlled press in the 1980s as a fanatical
hindrance to Malay economic progress. Anti-purdah campaigns were
conducted in universities and government offices. These campaigns were
accompanied by NEP rhetoric in the mass media, which exhorted Malay
women to actively participate in economic development. At the same time,
Malay women were reminded not to neglect their duties as wives and
mothers. Malay women, according to the official rhetoric, should contri-
bute their labour to capitalist development, particularly to export-oriented
industry, while continuing to shoulder domestic responsibilities. As dili-
gent, disciplined production operators who uncomplainingly accept low
wages, lack of job security and stressful work conditions, Malay women
would thus contribute to the success of NEP. Docile, submissive behaviour
in the workplace, modest public demeanour — wearing traditional Malay
attire (Jbaju kurung), not socializing with men — and primary identification
with the domestic domain was prescribed for the ideal modern Malay
woman, whether middle- or working-class. Official 'Protestant' Islamic
ideology in the service of NEP-directed state capitalism failed to convince
and contain both the middle-class dakwah critics and the inarticulate but
resistant new working class.

The Hegemonic Advance of Dakwah
The ideology, consciousness and practice of the new Malay working-class
women had undergone a significant transformation by the end of the first
phase of state-managed industrialization in 1985. From 1980 onwards the
dakwah movement, mainly through the factory outreach activities of
Angkatan Bella Islam Malaysia (ABIM), Darul Arqam and other Islamic
groups, including government bodies such as the federal territory and state
religious departments and the Islamic Dakwah Foundation, began to
gradually extend fundamentalist Islamic ideological.influence to working-
class Malays.13 Factory women began expressing Islamic consciousness in
13 Information about the success of dakwah among Malay factory workers was obtained from

Malay trade union leaders in interviews conducted in January 1989.
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various ways: concern about the provision of ritually pure (halal) food in
factory canteens, demands that the management provide prayer rooms
(surau) in the factories and time off to perform prayers (sembahyang), and
an interest in reading newspaper articles on events in Islamic countries.
Women workers at an American-owned electronics factory raised the
issue of halal food as a major problem, complaining that 'the same cooking
facilities are used to prepare Muslim and Chinese food... We do not regard
Muslim food cooked under such conditions as halal... If we had a union,
our complaints would be heeded.'14

The factory women demanded that the management acknowledge their
dignity as Muslim workers. They explicitly recognized that successfully
pressing this demand was inseparable from establishing a union.

Malay women workers' Islamic consciousness was also heightened by
their encounters with members of other ethnic groups holding positions of
authority in the factory. Foreign managements and Chinese supervisors in
some electronics factories were seen as coldly indifferent to the basic
human needs of Muslim workers. The Malay workers at a certain elec-
tronics factory wanted to have a surau so that they could perform their
prayers at work. They complained that 'we can only communicate with
the management through unsympathetic Chinese supervisors'. The wo-
men workers who raised the issue of lack of religious facilities in the
factories perceived themselves as being in a situation where Malays were
subject to discriminatory treatment in matters of leave, pay and promotion.
They attributed the indifference of the foreign management and the con-
temptuous attitudes of non-Malay supervisory staff to the absence of
unions in the electronics industry.

Though the Japanese management of a unionized factory gave in to
demands for recognition of the Muslim workers' religious needs, a factory
woman related that 'mostly male workers attend the various Islamic
programmes and classes; not many female workers have shown an active
interest in religion'. Women employed at other companies where Muslim
workers' requests were accommodated reported a similar situation. Malay
women workers desired factory managements to give official recognition
to Islam but did not themselves make use of the religious facilities and
activities provided. None of the factory women interviewed stated them-
selves to pray in the surau or to regularly participate in religious activities.
The normative importance of Islam for these women was juxtaposed with
their enthusiasm for consumerism and westernized popular culture. Pos-
ters of Malay pop entertainers were prominently displayed alongside
Koranic verses on the walls of the factory women's quarters, and pop music
tapes blared from cassette recorders paid for with meagre savings.

At the time these interviews were conducted, the factory women's

14 All quotations in this section, unless otherwise noted, are from interviews conducted with
factory women in Penang and the Kelang valley from 1980 to 1982.
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incipient expressions of an Islamic consciousness seemed contradictory
with their predominant orientation towards consumerism and westernized
mass culture. Expression of the Islamic theme at that time seemed to be
a superficial development with little importance in everyday practice.
Recent interviews with Malay trade union leaders revealed that Malay
workers have been highly receptive to the propagation of Islamic funda-
mentalism. The dakwah movement has gained widespread influence
among factory women since the mid-1980s. The Islamic consciousness,
according to union leaders, has emerged as a vital element of the urban
Malay working-class culture.

One of the trade union leaders interviewed told of a visit to an
American-owned electronics factory in early 1989, where he observed two
female production, operators with their faces covered in full purdah attire.
The management did not dare to dismiss them for fear of creating an
incident. Generally, managements do not try to prevent women workers
from wearing the tudong and other dakwah attire, since the issue is so
sensitive, but factory women who adopt the tudong are still the exception
rather than the rule. The union leaders explained that the factory women's
lack of enthusiasm for the tudong is a reflection on practical circumstances
— the workers find it inconvenient and uncomfortable on the factory floor
— and should not be construed as an indication of a lower degree of
Islamic zeal than among the public sector counterparts of these women.
Malay unionists consider the present degree of Islamic consciousness in
the private sector to be no less intense than that of the public sector
employees.

Malay trade union leaders privately expressed enthusiasm for the spread
of the dakwah movement to Malay factory workers and emphasized the
dynamism that it has imparted to trade unionism. The dakwah movement's
interpretation of the Koran, according to one union leader, focuses on
social justice and is congruent with socialism. Though the ABIM president
was co-opted by the government in 1982, his former colleagues remain
in the movement and have been rapidly gaining strong grassroots support
among the urban Malay working class.15

The growth of dakwah influence among factory women has been ac-
companied by a decreasing frequency of mass hysteria outbreaks and
diminishing public concern over factory women's morals. Minah karan
imagery disappeared from the mass media by the mid-1980s. One factor
in the decline of the minah karan issue, noted by the union leaders, is that
the Malay community (especially the older generation) has become used
to factory women's lifestyles, and that some of their practices (such as the

15 Anwar Ibrahim, the former ABIM president, is currently a vice-president of UMNO and
minister of education. The government's attempt to co-opt the ABIM constituency by
bringing Anwar into the establishment may have been Darul Arqam's gain. According to
the union leader, interviewed in 1989, Darul Arqam'?, membership seems to have grown
in recent years.
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use of make-up) have even been adopted by dakwah women. The union
leaders reported that no major hysteria outbreaks have occurred in the
Kelang Valley free trade zones since 1985. Although sporadic cases of
hysteria still occur elsewhere in the country, their frequency is much
reduced. However, women electronics workers have been complaining
increasingly to Malaysian Trade Union Congress (MTUC) officials about
sexual harassment at work during the period in which mass hysteria has
been on the wane.

Male staff in the factories, according to the union leader, use supernatu-
ral threats to intimidate female production operators and sometimes hide
in women's bathrooms to frighten them. This account refers to spirits
allegedly haunting factories as male humans. Over the last five years,
factory women have come face to face with the concrete, mundane reality
of terrifying supernatural attacks and recognized these as sexual harass-
ment on the part of male supervisory staff. With this awareness, female
production workers, though frightened, tend no longer to become hysteri-
cal. The mass media's coverage of public discussions about sexual harass-
ment and rape at symposia sponsored by women's organizations has
possibly contributed to the factory women's awareness of the real nature
of their fears concerning supernatural attack.

The factory women's consciousness has also been shaped by economic
and political developments during the 1980s. The hegemonic advance of
dakwah over the new Malay working class coincided with the economic
slowdown that began in 1981. The recession and economic crisis of 1985-
88 have sharpened the recognition of class issues. By the mid-1980s,
concern over control of women's sexuality was no longer a salient public
issue. Continued repression of organized, labour as a consequence of
sustained commitment to multinational investment and rapid industriali-
zation has provided the dakwah movement with a broad scope for extend-
ing its influence among working-class Malays, particularly women.

While Malay trade union leaders regard the dakwah movement as being
complementary to organized labour, the movement's bureaucratic bour-
geois leadership has distinctly different priorities from those of the indus-
trial workers and trade unionists in the private sector. Future conflicts of
interest between the new Malay middle and working classes are likely. The
dakwah-oriented bourgeoisie has a greater interest in gaining control of
the state administrative machinery than in challenging the control of
multinational capital over the Malay working class. The Islamic state and
society to which middle-class dakwah activists aspire entail a further
expansion of religious bureaucratic organizations. Such bureaucratic
growth requires a corresponding increase in government revenues. Con-
tinued inflows of multinational investment would probably provide the
necessary revenue. A hegemonic dakwah-orienled Malay elite would
hardly be less dependent on foreign capital than the present secular Malay
elite. Given this condition, the fundamentals of labour policy would remain
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essentially unchanged.
The working class, as Gramsci (1971:12-13) argues, is unable to orig-

inate explicit, systematized ideologies. In this respect, the working class
is dependent on the bourgeoisie. The working class's ideological and
organizational weaknesses facilitate bourgeois hegemony. The new Malay
working class, lacking educational credentials and engaged in manual
occupations, does not enjoy the prestige and authority claimed by middle-
class dakwah activists. Government restrictions on trade union growth
prevent the working class from positioning itself in such a way as to
propagate its own counter-hegemonic ideology and discourse. Dakwah's
gradually advancing hegemony is likely to strengthen the domination of
the working class by both the civil and the religious bureaucracy.

The construction of a new version of Malay identity based on an
intensification of Islamic consciousness and practice is central to the
process of class formation and ideological conflict that has been taking
place in Malay society for the past two decades. The struggle to assert
moral values through Islamization while at the same time pursuing econ-
omic goals has generated profound contradictions which had a strong
impact on young Malay women studying in universities or working on
global assembly lines. These women responded with culturally constituted
forms of resistance associated with the emergence of new class cultures.

The making of the new middle- and working-class cultures in the course
of multinational capitalist industrialization in Malaysia has involved the
cultural mediation of exogenous economic forces through the production
of alternative ideologies and practices enabling the Malays to mobilize
themselves in distinct, identifiable class cultures. The ideology, conscious-
ness and practice of new Malay working-class women had undergone a
significant transformation by 1985. Dakwah factory outreach activities
steadily exerted a pervasive influence on women workers. Islamic con-
sciousness emerged as a vital element of urban Malay working-class
culture. The growth of dakwah influence among factory women was
accompanied by a decreasing frequency of mass hysteria and diminishing
public concern over their moral behaviour. At the same time the recession
of 1985-88 heightened awareness of class issues.

Under these conditions, continued government repression of organized
labour is providing the dakwah movement with a broad scope for deep-
ening its influence among working-class Malays, particularly women.
Paradoxically, while Islam is providing factory women with an important
cultural resource for enhancing their personal dignity and resisting man-
agement controls to.a limited extent, the government's attempt to co-opt
the dakwah movement through bureaucratizing the transmission of Islam-
ic doctrines and the enforcement of religious obligations is strengthening
state domination of the Malay working class.
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