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ALCOHOL, ETHNICITY AND IDENTITY

- A Comparative Study of East and West Malaysia
By Timo Kortteinen

From the point of view of alcohol consumption, there are two contradicting tendencies in the present-day Malaysian society. On the one hand, Western influences, including the consumption of alcoholic beverages, have gained ground along with industrialisation and increased standards of living. On the other hand, Islam has become more influential in the country during the past couple of decades. These two contradict each other as far as alcohol consumption is concerned. The paper sets out to examine present-day alcohol consumption as well as positive and negative experiences related to alcohol in Peninsular Malaysia as well as in Sarawak, East Malaysia. The focus of the paper is to study the impact of ethnic and religious identity on alcohol consumption in East and West Malaysia. The information on West (Peninsular) Malaysia was collected in 1996 and 1997 and the information on East Malaysia (Sarawak) in 1999. 

Introduction

Malaysia is a multiracial society. Racial identities while well formed and strong were created and consolidated by British colonial rule when differences between racial groups
 were governed by occupational categories. Government degree and the interests of the emerging capitalist economy into discrete groups segregated the population. Both residential and occupational divisions were compounded by language and cultural norms of ethnic affiliation (Guinness 1992, 14). The Chinese were mainly resident in urban areas, in economic activities associated with working in tin industry, and in trade and in commerce. Indians worked in rubber plantations in isolated parts of the rural areas. Malays were engaged in subsistence agriculture without much contact with either the Chinese or the Indians (Abraham 1997, 4). 

This racial division also largely coincides with religious differences. Malays are Muslims, Indians Hindus and Chinese Buddhists or believers in other Chinese faiths. After Independence in 1957, the racial or ethnic division has been reproduced and reinforced by the policies of Malay-led governments. 

In 1997, according to ILO data, of a population of roughly 22 million, around 62 per cent was Malay, 29 per cent Chinese, nine per cent Indians and the remaining one per cent orang asli (Malaysian aboriginals) and other races and nationalities. The Chinese have traditionally been regarded as the best to do of all the races. The indigenous Malaysian business class, traditionally, has consisted primarily of Chinese while Malays have been regarded as farmers. Indians are generally regarded as the least well-to-do ethnic or racial group.

The populations of Sabah and Sarawak on the Borneon part of the country are more heterogeneous than in the Peninsula. In these states, no one ethnic group constitutes a majority, as do the Malays, the bumiputera
, on the Peninsula. The bumiputera in Sarawak comprises many ethnic groups of which the Iban, who accounted for about 30 per cent of the total population in 1988 (more recent data has not been available), constitute the largest group. Together with the Bidayuh (8 per cent) and Orang Ulu (5 per cent; consisting of sub-groups such as the Kenyah, the Kayan, the Kelabit and some other groups) they are increasingly referred to as Dayak. The vast majority of the Dayak are non-muslims. The other two major bumiputera groups are the Malays (21 per cent) and Melanau (6 per cent). The Malays and the majority of the Melanau are Muslims. The Chinese, the vast majority of whom are non-Muslims, make up the rest of the population, about 30 per cent of the total (Annual Statistical Bulletin Sarawak 1988).

Economic growth in Malaysia has been quite rapid, in the average, during the past three decades. This is also reflected in per capita income. In real terms, income per capita has more than doubled from RM
1,900 in 1970 to RM4,270 in 1990 (Malaysia 1991, 37). In current prices, the per capita income was RM6,200 in 1990 and RM9,800 in 1995 (Malaysia 1996, 36)
. In terms of per capita income, Malaysia ranks way above most so-called developing countries and is classified by the World Bank as a middle-income country. On the other hand, income differentials have increased rapidly during this period and it can be argued (see Guinness 1992) that the New Economic Policy (NEP) implemented by the Malay-led government between 1970-90 was instrumental in keeping the poor Malays poor and benefiting mostly the Malay urban and rural elites and the rising urban Malay middle class.

In addition to rapid economic growth, the structural transformation of the Malaysian economy has been rapid and extensive. Since 1970, Malaysia’s economy has been transformed from that of an agricultural economy and a primary producer to an increasingly industrialised one with a large and expanding service sector. 

Urbanisation in Malaysia has also been relatively rapid. In 1970, Malaysia’s population was 10.4 million with slightly more than a quarter living in areas classified as urban. In 1980, out of a total population of 14 million, slightly more than one-third (34 per cent) lived in urban areas, mainly due to rapid urbanisation in Kuala Lumpur and the surrounding areas. By 1990, more than half of the total population of 19 million lived in cities and towns and, by 1995; the share of urban population had increased to 55 per cent (Abdul Rahman Embong 1996, 61-62).

The Research Problem

The objective of the study is to examine the role and functions of alcoholic beverages among various social strata and ethnic groups in East and West Malaysia. For a visitor in the country, uneven regional development is conspicuous even within the economically boosting Peninsular Malaysia. One does not have to go far from the largest urban centres to encounter localities and communities that are very much affected by the rapid process of change within the Malaysian society but who, simultaneously, have the other foot in the society of yesterday. According to previous studies (see Kortteinen 1999), these non-metropolitan areas are areas where it is most probable to find a community where various systems of production and life-styles co-exist and intertwine and where, consequently, the actual research locality for the study at hand may best be found. Therefore, in Peninsular Malaysia, the actual collection of the material has taken place in the town of Kuala Selangor, which is situated about 60 kilometres northwest from Kuala Lumpur. In Sarawak, information was collected in Kuching (the largest urban centre in the area), in a smaller urban area and in the kampung.

The growth of the middle classes, largely as a result of government policies, may be interpreted as one of the most conspicuous symptoms of the ‘modernization’ of the Malaysian society. As is indicated by various studies, the growth of these social strata in Asia tends to bring with it Western patterns of consumption, including alcoholic beverages. Starting from a Western type nuclear family, as opposed to the traditional extended family, the style of life of the new middle classes is transformed. Simultaneously, you still find traditional ways of living and attitudes very viable.

The increasing influence of Islam in Malaysia is also a conspicuous development although it is not as easily documented as the growth of the new middle classes. However, Islamic fundamentalism does not yet play a significant role in the country and the leading political party, UMNO, is formally a non-religious organization. Hence, the notion of the increased importance of Islam in the country refers to less radical forms of the religion.

These two tendencies, the growth of the new middle classes and the increasing importance of Islam in Malaysia set the field of the study.  While the former supposedly brings along more liberal attitudes, the latter may bring along stricter attitudes towards alcohol. The study aims at examining the role and functions of alcoholic beverages at the crossroads of these two contradicting tendencies in the two very much differing socio-ethnic environments in Malaysia, East and West. The specific questions that answers are sought for include the following. Has alcohol consumption in Malaysia increased or decreased during the past decades? What are the prevalent consumption patterns among various social strata and the so-called racial groups? How have the consumption patterns changed during the past 10-20 years? What are the reasons for these eventual changes? How do people from different social strata and ethnic groups see the role of alcohol in their own lives now and before? In the end, answers are sought to the question whether the different socio-cultural environments in Peninsular Malaysia and Sarawak have an impact on developments in alcohol consumption in terms of ethnic and religious identity.

Racial compartmentalisation is reflected in the manner in which alcohol is dealt with in the Malaysian society. Malays, who by definition are taken to be Muslims, are not supposed to drink alcohol at all. The religions of the Chinese nor the Indians do not restrict alcohol consumption. Officially, drinking alcohol is regarded as a problem of the poor Indian households living and working in the oil palm plantations. Drinking among the Chinese, who, in the average, are better off than the Indians, is not discussed. Traditionally, alcohol consumption (arak, local wine) has also been a part of the everyday life of many local orang asli (aboriginals) (Andaya & Andaya 1982, 221).  Thus, (excessive) alcohol consumption is ideologically and politically restricted to the poor and racially, or in ethnic terms, to the Indians and orang asli. Consumption of traditional alcoholic beverages, particularly in East Malaysia, i.e. Borneo, is not discussed in the media.

In reality, however, it is general knowledge that also the Malays (not all but some) do drink alcohol. This is reflected in various measures taken by the administration to curb Malay drinking. In August 1996, f.ex., the Selangor religious Department bought six breathalysers not to be used in traffic control but in pubs and bars frequented by Malays to check the nature of the beverages they have been consuming. Behind this action was the concern of the Department over many Muslims straying from the norms of Islam. The department receives 130 to 180 complaints a month over Muslims consuming alcohol (The Star, August 9, 1996). 

Because of the ethnic and religious composition of the population in Sarawak, cultural norms related to alcohol consumption are very different from those prevalent in the Malaysian Peninsula where Malay, i.e. Moslem domination is the determining feature. In fact, alcohol production and consumption in Sarawak has long historical roots and alcoholic beverages have been an integral part of everyday life, ceremonies and rituals of the various indigenous (non-Moslem) ethnic groups. Local wine (arak) has been produced and consumed for centuries (Roth 1980, 383-392). In the early twentieth century, production and sales of arak was one of the principle sources of income for particularly the Iban (Andaya & Andaya 1982, 221). Also, consumption of a rice-based beer, tuak, has long been an essential part of life in traditional long-house dwellings in Sarawak.

Research Methods

Structured interviews on a sample of the population of the larger Kuala Selangor area, including parts of the surrounding countryside in addition to the town centre and the nearby housing estates were carried out and they were completed by April 1997. Altogether 523 structured interviews were carried out in Kuala Selangor by students of anthropology and sociology of the University of Malaya (Petaling Jaya). In Sarawak, 228 interviews were carried out (74 in Kuching, 29 in a town, and 125 in the kampung).

In the surveys, an effort was made to ensure that the samples included all major social strata and the various residential areas. In a society like Malaysia, this did not pose problems since, there, areas of residence are relatively easily defined according to social and racial status. One is able to identify areas of residence of the poorer strata as well as the middle classes and the richer people. Interviews were carried out in the kampung, in the towns, in residential housing areas surrounding the town centre as well as in 

With the questionnaires, information was collected on all the household members. In addition to questions about alcohol consumption and its perceived effect, there were questions about incomes, property, employment, consumption, agricultural activities, and perceptions of the social organisation of the community, political attitudes as well as aspirations for the future.

The Malaysian cultural code dictates that interviews can only be carried out with the head of the household who, in most cases, were male although there were also some women whose husbands had died or they were divorced. Therefore, also the information on other members of the household was from the head of the household.

The households interviewed were selected using the method of organised random sample. Once the residential area was identified, the number of inhabitants within the area was estimated and, depending on the number of interviews needed, every nth household was interviewed. For example, if the number of interviews needed was 100 and the number of inhabitants estimated 1000, every 10th household was interviewed. If there was no-one in or the interviewers (normally in pairs) were not welcome, the next house was selected and from there once again the 10th house. This proved to be a very efficient and time saving method. There were very few refusals.

Of the survey sample of 523 interviews in Peninsular Malaysia, 60 per cent were directed toward Malays, 27 percent to Chinese and the remaining to Indians. These proportions correspond to the racial division of all of Peninsular Malaysia. Chinese and Malays are slightly under-represented in the sample while Indians are a bit over- represented.
 In Sarawak, the setting was quite different due to the different socio-economic environment in the state. There, only 13 per cent of the interviewees were Malay and the same proportion was Chinese. The majority were Iban (42 per cent) followed by the Bidayuh (32 per cent). Other ethnic groups amounted to one per cent of the population interviewed. 

Availability
 of Alcoholic Beverages in Malaysia

The setting in Table 1. describes the availability of alcoholic beverages in terms of absolute alcohol in Malaysia basing on FAO Food Balance Sheets. According to the FAO data, alcohol availability was on the increase from the early 1970s until the mid-1980s. After this, there would seem to have been a decline. Beer would seem to have accounted for most of the absolute alcohol available (around two-thirds) with a slight tendency to increase its share. Simultaneously, the share of distilled alcoholic beverages of all absolute alcohol consumed has decreased from 44 per cent in the early 1970s to 32 per cent twenty years later. Wine consumed is marginal compared to beer and distilled alcoholic beverages.
In 1970, the total population of Malaysia was 10,4 million and, in 1997, 21,7 million. In the early 1970s, the proportion of Malaysia’s population under age fifteen was 45 per cent and, in the early 1990s, 38 per cent (Jernigan 1997, 27). Thus, basing on the FAO figures, which are presented in terms of weight (1 kilo of absolute alcohol equals to 1,274 litres), the annual average per capita consumption of alcoholic beverages in terms of absolute alcohol among the adult population would have decreased from 0,56 litres in the early 1970s to 0,48 litres in the early 1990s.
Compared to consumption levels in the industrialised or the developing countries, these figures would seem to indicate extremely low levels of alcohol consumption.

The FAO data is, however, problematic in many respects. The most important flaw perhaps is that, according to the data, no distilled alcoholic beverages are produced in the country but all available have been imported. This is not the case. A visitor to any
larger supermarket or grocery store in Peninsular Malaysia or Sarawak will soon find out that there is a wide variety of various distilled alcoholic beverages on the shelves.
It seems that the local producers of these beverages are mostly Chinese owned distilleries. There are eight principal distilleries in the country (Jernigan 1997, 27). The products have become to be known as samsu. Nowadays, samsu production and retailing has been made legal and takes place under a government licensing system. Samsu is distilled from rice and has an alcohol content of 37-40 per cent by volume. There are also milder versions with an alcohol content by volume around 20 percent. however, altogether abolished unlicensed retailing in the rural or the urban areas
The price of a 6,4 decilitre bottle is between RM 10 – RM 12,50. This has not, 
(ibid.). According to data collected by the Confederation of Malaysian Breweries and Liquor Importers, in 1988, the consumption of industrially produced samsu amounted
Table 1. Availability of alcoholic beverages in Malaysia 1971-1995, in absolute alcohol (‘000 Metric Tons).  

	Annual averages
	Beer
	
	Wine
	
	Distilled beverages
	
	Total
	

	
	MT
	%
	MT
	%
	MT
	%
	MT
	%

	1971-75
	1.4
	56
	..
	..
	1.1
	44
	2.5
	100

	1976-80
	2.6
	63
	0.1
	3
	1.4
	34
	4.1
	100

	1981-85
	3.1
	58
	0.1
	2
	2.1
	40
	5.3
	100

	1986-90
	3.2
	63
	0.1
	2
	1.8
	35
	5.1
	100

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1991
	4.0
	68
	0.1
	1
	1.8
	31
	5.9
	100

	1992
	3.0
	67
	0.1
	2
	1.4
	31
	4.5
	100

	1993
	2.7
	64
	0.1
	3
	1.4
	33
	4.2
	100

	1994
	2.3
	61
	0.1
	2
	1.4
	37
	3.8
	100

	1995
	2.3
	61
	0.1
	2
	1.4
	37
	3.8
	100

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1991-95
	2.9
	66
	0.1
	2
	1.4
	32
	4.4
	100


Conversion factors: Beer 3%, wine 10%, distilled alcoholic beverages 35%.

Source: FAO Food Balance Sheets for the respective years.

to 0.7 per cent and locally produced samsu to 3.6 per cent of all alcohol consumed. The respective figures for 1998 were 0.2 per cent and 1.7 per cent. When samsu availability is included, it is probable that most of alcoholic beverages available in the country are distilled spirits.

Also, palm wine, or “toddy”, which is a mild fermented alcoholic beverage with an alcohol content varying from 5 per cent to 20 per cent (see Kortteinen 1989), is not included in the FAO data.

According to the FAO data, most beer available in Malaysia (over 90 per cent) is produced in the country. The figures on beer are probably much more reliable than the figures on distilled alcoholic beverages. Carlsberg and Guinness dominate the beer market under a licence (from, naturally, imported raw materials).

Once the exclusion of domestic production of distilled alcoholic beverages and toddy is taken into account, consumption figures in Malaysia increase. It is difficult to give an accurate estimate, but an educated guess would be that annual per capita consumption figures would exceed one litre of absolute alcohol. Even so, the figure is low in international comparison, which is not very surprising since the majority of the population are Muslims who are not supposed to drink alcohol at all.

It is also impossible more accurately to evaluate the impact of samsu and toddy production on the developments in the overall availability of alcoholic beverages. In any case, it seems obvious that, during the NEP-period (1970-1990), there was no significant decrease in alcohol availability although the local industry, as far as distilled spirits are concerned, is primarily owned by the Chinese and the major objective of NEP was to increase Malay participation in the corporate sector. Due to heavy taxation on alcohol, the government has had a vested although veiled interest in the well being on the alcohol industry.

Alcohol Consumption and Alcohol-Related Problems in Kuala Selangor and Sarawak

Before this, to my knowledge, no research on alcohol consumption and alcohol-related problems has been carried out on the general population in Malaysia. There have been some studies of drinking among specific groups. These include the elderly, rural Malays, orang asli, secondary schoolchildren, and those admitted to hospitals (for a more detailed description of the studies see Jernigan 1997, 28-29). In addition, in 1996, the government carried out a national household mobility survey of a random sample of families. The questionnaire contained questions about alcohol use but the Malay households interviewed were not posed to this set of questions (ibid. 28).

In the study at hand, alcohol-related questions are presented in the larger context of a study on the change of social organisation in a small town in Peninsular Malaysia, Kuala Selangor, and in Sarawak, East Malaysia. The questionnaire used in the surveys included a separate batch of questions on alcohol consumption. As opposed to the above mentioned national household mobility survey conducted by the Government, the interviewers (students of anthropology and sociology at the Universiti Malaya, Kuala Lumpur and theUniversiti Malaysia Sarawak) were not given directions not to ask these questions from Malays as well. Instead, they were advised to use their consideration. Alcohol is a sensitive issue among religious Malays and forcing questions about their alcohol consumption might have jeopardised the whole venture. Thus, the students were advised to pose the questions to Malays only when they felt comfortable in doing that. In addition, the batch of questions on alcohol was placed at the end of the questionnaire. It was felt that this would yield the best results.

The respondents were asked, in addition to the quality and quantity of alcohol they drink, about the behavioural concomitants of drinking and consequences of single drinking occasions, conditions related to prolonged drinking, the positive and negative effects of alcohol and social reactions to drinking.

From among the respondents in Kuala Selangor, 12 per cent (63) admitted to drinking alcohol. In Sarawak, the respective figure was 59 per cent (135). There were significant differences between the races. Among the Chinese, in Kuala Selangor, 32 per cent were drinkers and among the Indians, 23 per cent.  In Kuala Selangor, one Malay respondent admitted to drinking alcohol.
 In Sarawak, the proportions of drinkers were as follows: the Malays 11 per cent, the Chinese 72 percent, the Iban 78 percent and the Bidayuh 75 per cent. Drinking alcohol seems to be a part of the Sarawakian culture even among the Malays. This is a very different situation from that of Peninsular Malaysia.

In Malaysia, the races and social strata are also divided along residential lines. To insure the inclusion of all social strata in the samples, interviews were carried out within various residential areas, urban, housing estates and kampung as well as palm oil estates. In the estates around Kuala Selangor, 17 per cent of respondents were drinkers, in the housing estates 15 per cent, in the town centre 10 per cent and in the kampung 8 per cent. Since all estate workers are Indians, there is some social basis for the official policy of alcohol drinking being an Indian problem. In Kuching, Sarawak, 50 per cent of the respondents were drinkers, in the small town, as much as 86 per cent and in the kampung, 65 per cent. Clearly, drinking is not only an issue that concerns the Indians but also a phenomenon that is spread across ethnic and racial lines, in Peninsular Malaysia as well as in East Malaysia. 

The quantities of alcoholic beverages consumed were estimated by asking the respondents, how many bottles of beer or tuak, glasses of wine and/or glasses of distilled spirits they normally drink a week. The results are presented in Table 2., together with the computed amounts of absolute alcohol consumed.

Among the drinking population in Kuala Selangor, Indians and particularly Indians on the estates, are by far the heaviest drinkers with annual consumption levels of absolute alcohol exceeding 14 litres. The respective figure for the Chinese is about 5 litres. For all of the drinking population, this amounts to an annual consumption of 7 litres. 

It needs to be noted that the above figures only refer to the drinking population, which is male (since the interviews were carried out with heads of households who mostly were male) and computed against the total sample population of 523 in Kuala Selangor and 228 in Sarawak.

The figures presented in Table 2. imply an annual consumption level of absolute alcohol among the total population around 0.8 - 0.9 litres which comes very close to estimates based on figures on national availability of alcoholic beverages in Malaysia discussed above. The findings also seem to confirm the fact that most alcohol consumed in the country is distilled spirits (industrially or domestically produced) and beer. Consumption of wine, in terms of absolute alcohol, is annually around half of the consumption of beer and distilled spirits.

There are, however, also significant differences between Peninsular Malaysia and Sarawak. There is a clear tendency for the industrially produced beverages to be consumed more often in Peninsular Malaysia whereas the traditional beverages are

quite popular in Sarawak. On the other hand, consumption of industrially produced beverages, particularly beer, is most common in the more urban areas, both in Peninsular and East Malaysia. The level of alcohol consumption among the drinking population is also quite different between the two regions. In Kuala Selangor, those who drink, drink almost three times as much as the drinkers in Sarawak and this despite of the fact that the proportion of drinkers in Kuala Selangor is much lower than that in Sarawak (see Table 1. in the Appendix). This implies that, if one considers the public health aspect, more “traditional” patterns of drinking would seem to lead to more moderate levels of consumption than what is brought along with

Table 2. Mean per capita consumption of alcoholic beverages in terms of absolute alcohol among the drinking population, Kuala Selangor 1996/97 and Sarawak 1999 (in litres).

	
	
	Kuala Selangor
	
	
	
	
	Sarawak
	
	
	

	
	Beer
	Wine
	Distilled Beverages
	All (KS)
	Beer
	Wine
	Distilled beverages
	Tuak
	Langkau
	All (SRW)

	Town Centre
	1.1
	0.0
	0.0
	1.1
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Housing Estates
	1.5
	1.2
	2.3
	5.0
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Kampung
	1.9
	1.2
	1.8
	4.9
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Estates
	3.0
	1.6
	9.6
	14.2
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Kuching
	
	
	
	
	0.6
	0.3
	0.2
	0.3
	0.1
	1.5

	Town
	
	
	
	
	0.4
	0.3
	0.3
	0.2
	0.2
	1.4

	Kampung
	
	
	
	
	1.3
	0.8
	0.8
	1.9
	1.2
	6.0

	Total
	7.5
	4.0
	13.7
	25.2
	2.3
	1.4
	1.3
	2.4
	1.5
	8.9


Note: The figures on absolute alcohol were computed in the following manner. Beer: It was assumed that the size of a bottle of beer is 0.3 litres of 3.5 volume per cent ethanol. Wine: It was assumed that a glass of wine contains 15 cl of 10 volume per cent ethanol. Distilled beverages: It was assumed that a glass of spirits contains 5 cl of 35 volume per cent absolute alcohol. Tuak: It was assumed that a bottle of tuak has an average content of 0.75 litres and an alcohol content of 3.5 per cent by volume. Langkau: It was assumed that a glass of langkau has an average content of 5 cl and the drink an ethanol content of 35 per cent.

urbanisation and the accompanying “Western” life and drinking styles. However, in international comparison, the level of alcohol consumption in both areas is still low. 

The number of drinkers in Kuala Selangor seems to be a function of income (see Table 2. in the Appendix)
. The higher the person’s income, the more likely he/she is an alcohol consumer. This applies to both Chinese and Indians and seems to give indirect support to the assumption that alcohol intake increases along with the increase in the general standard of living, including the birth of the so-called new middle classes. 

The quality and quantity of alcoholic beverages consumed in various income groups also indicated that there does not seem to be a particular type of alcoholic beverage that would be typical for the poorest. Beer, wine and distilled beverages are all drunk the more often and in larger quantities the better off the person is in economic terms.

Among the Chinese, drinking is most common among the fishermen. Most of them are drinkers. Drinking is also quite common among Chinese trade personnel and unskilled workers. Among the Indians, drinking is most common among the service personnel (particularly among the drivers!) where two thirds are drinkers. Drinking also seems to be common among the professionals and those involved in agricultural activities. 

In sum, according to the data available presently, most drinking in a small town setting in Peninsular Malaysia would seem to be taking place among the lower social strata and in agriculture (including fishing) although trade, which is mainly an urban activity, is also well represented. Middle class (professional) drinking mostly seems to take place among the Indians. In the survey, middle class Malay drinking was not detected.

The findings imply that consumption levels of alcohol in Malaysia, in average terms, are still moderate. Even among the drinking Indian population, with heavy consumption in Malaysian standards, the consumption figures only reach the average consumption of the whole population in the heavier drinking nations in the West.

The data would suggest that, in the Malaysian society, there is a tendency for the new middle classes to consume more alcohol. The higher level of alcohol intake among the wealthier Indian population exemplifies this although no such thing was discovered among the Malays who were all Muslim. As far as the information gained through the survey is reliable, religion still seems to restrict Malay drinking.

However, it is good to remember that Kuala Selangor is a small town where neighbourhood social control still reaches most spheres of everyday life. Probably, alcohol consumption reaches higher levels in Kuala Lumpur and other large cities where it is easier to find spaces beyond this control where socially unacceptable (particularly for the Malays) drinking may take place.

Positive and Negative Experiences Related to Alcohol in Kuala Selangor and Sarawak

Data on the experiences related to alcohol indicates that drinking in Malaysia may be quite a happening in many occasions although there are differences between East and West Malaysia (see Tables 3. and 4. in the Appendix). A superficial comparison with similar data on the Finnish population (Mäkelä & Mustonen 1988) seems to indicate that the positive as well as the negative experiences related to alcohol are felt more strongly among the respondents of this study than among the Finns although consumption levels in Malaysia are much lower.

The positive effects of alcohol are felt very strongly particularly among the Indians in Peninsular Malaysia as well as between the Bidayuh and the Iban in Sarawak. Similar feelings are also experienced among the Chinese in all of Malaysia. One striking difference between the Malaysian and the Finnish population is that sorting out job problems with the help of alcohol seems to be very common, particularly for the Indians in Peninsular Malaysia. Alcohol is also often seen to help with domestic problems, relationships with other people and the general attitude towards life.

In Malaysia, the cultural norm is not to express disagreements with other people but always be polite and courteous. In line with this, the respondents, particularly in Sarawak, report that they more seldom have quarrels or arguments scuffles or fights and also more seldom regret something said or done what is the case with the Finns. But, on the other hand, drinking seems to be more dangerous for (particularly, the physical safety of) the drinker himself as is indicated by the comparatively high percentages (in view of the Malaysian consumption levels) of respondents having been involved in accidents, having suffered injuries, loss of money and valuables, damage to objects and clothing, victimized by cheating. Drunken driving is much more common than in Finland, too. Although, in Sarawak, the average level of consumption is lower than in Peninsular Malaysia, the alcohol-related health problems experienced by the in interviewees are there at a higher level than in Peninsular Malaysia.

The high frequencies of both Indians and Chinese in Peninsular Malaysia that report having experienced various social reactions to their drinking reflect the nature of the Malaysian society. With a comparatively small population within a comparatively small geographical area and the central role of religion (particularly Islam) in all spheres of life, it is feasible for the Malay-led government to exert control throughout the society. In the case of Kuala Selangor, the small town environment further contributes to this.  In Sarawak, the social reactions to drinking seem to be less frequent. This may be due to the less prominent role of Islam within the State.

Particularly the Indians seem to be the target of various social reactions to their drinking. This may be due to several reasons. Most of the Indians interviewed live and work in a comparatively separate and confined estate environment where social control is exerted by the headmen and the directors of the estates as well as doctors who, in many cases, are Malay, whose attitude towards drinking is, by definition, negative. But also the more well-to-do Chinese experience social reactions to drinking far more often than, for example, the Finns do. This may also be due to the predominantly Malay/Muslim environment. In Sarawak, the issue of alcohol is not very central in public debate, obviously due to the different ethno-religious environment.

Shamsul (1996) has argued that identity formation of people takes place in a ‘two social reality’ context. First, there is the ‘authority-defined’ social reality, one that is authoritatively defined by people who are a part of the dominant power structure. Second, there is the ‘everyday-defined’ social reality, which is experienced by the people in the course of their everyday life. Although intricately linked and constantly influencing and shaping each other they may or may not be identical. In fact, they are rarely identical because the ‘everyday-defined’ social reality is experienced and the ‘authority-defined’ social reality is only observed and interpreted. Both are mediated through the social class position of those who observe and interpret social reality and those who experience it. Woven and imbedded in the fabric of these two social realities is social power articulated in various forms (ibid, 9-10).

Shamsul also argues “these two social realities exist side by side at any given time” (1996, 9). Be this as it may, it is obvious that the distinction is at least applicable to the centrally led present-day Malaysia as a strategy for research or for collection of information. The Malaysian social reality is characterised by a clear distinction between government policies and the everyday life of people of different races (see f.ex. Guinness 1992).

It may also be argued that, in Malaysia, respondents to a brief interview based on a structured questionnaire would more or less provide their answers within the context of the ‘authority-defined’ social reality. There are several reasons for this. The interview situation in this case necessarily is quite formal. Also, the respondents are used to various ventures of information collection by the local, state, and federal authorities and they might not be willing or able to make a distinction between those and an ‘academic’ study like the present one. Hence, it is probably safer for the interviewees to stick with the answers more or less within the ‘authority-defined’ social reality.

To be able to map the ‘everyday-defined’ social reality of the Bangsa Malaysia, the second phase of the study will consist of a number of unstructured family history interviews. Through these means, the intent is to move from one social reality to the other and have people talk about their everyday life in the town, the role of alcohol in their life now and before, as well as about their perception of the role of alcohol in the lives of people from other races in the town.
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APPENDIX

Table 1. Drinkers by income group and race, Sarawak 1999 (%).

	Income group (in RM)
	Malay
	Chinese
	Iban
	Bidayuh
	Other
	Sum

	<300
	-
	-
	50.0
	50.0
	-
	100

	301-400
	-
	-
	-
	100.0
	-
	100

	401-500
	-
	-
	66.7
	33.3
	-
	100

	501-1000
	-
	8.3
	8.3
	83.3
	-
	100

	1001-2000
	-
	31.6
	42.1
	26.3
	.
	100

	2001-3000
	-
	57.1
	28.6
	-
	14.3
	100

	3001-5000
	-
	100.0
	-
	-
	-
	100

	5001 <
	25.0
	75.0
	-
	-
	-
	100


Table 2.  Drinkers by race and income quintile, Kuala Selangor 1996/97.

                              Malay                   Chinese                  Indians                      All   

                         N              %           N             %            N              %            N            %  

	<20 per cent
	1
	1.8
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	1.7

	21-40 per cent
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	20.0
	1
	1.7

	41-60 per cent
	-
	-
	1
	14.3
	2
	28.6
	3
	3.8

	61-80 per cent
	-
	-
	9
	34.6
	1
	12.5
	10
	10.0

	81-100 per cent
	-
	-
	29
	42.0
	4
	80.0
	33
	25.6

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Note: Percentages refer to the share of drinkers in each income quintile.

Table 3. Overall Incidence of Experiences Related to Drinking in the Drinking Population during the Past 12 Months, Kuala Selangor 1996/97 (in per cent).

                                                                                            Chinese           Indians

Behavioural concomitants of drinking and

consequences of single drinking occasions 

Quarrel or argument





9.1
11.8

Scuffle or fight





2.3
  0.0

Accident or injury





6.8
23.5

Loss of money or valuables




0.0
11.8

Damage to objects or clothing



2.3
5.9

Victimized by cheating




0.0
5.9

Drunken driving




 
11.4
17.6

Regretted something said or done



11.4
17.6

Loud-voiced and boisterous




36.4
58.8

Conditions related to prolonged drinking
Health problems





11.8
17.6

Positive effects of alcohol
Sort out family problems




11.4
29.4

More optimistic about life




20.5
23.5

Express feelings





15.9
58.8

Get closer to opposite sex




0.0
17.6

Sort out job problems





7.0
35.3

Be funnier and wittier





39.5
11.8

Be more social






23.3
41.2

Learn to know someone better



14.0
35.3

Social reactions to drinking
Arrested by police





8.9
10.0

Criticized by family





20.0
33.3

Warned by a doctor





20.0
71.4

Criticized at work





15.6
45.5

Warned by friends





15.6
91.7

Table 4. Overall Incidence of Experiences Related to Drinking in the Drinking Population During the Past 12 Months, Sarawak 1999 (in per cent).







Malay
Chinese    Iban
      Bidayuh

Behavioural concomitants of drinking and

consequences of single drinking occasions
Quarrel or argument



-
9.5

-
2.5

Scuffle or fight



-
-

-
-

Accident or injury



-
-

10.0
10.0

Loss of money or valuables


-
-

2.9
2.5

Damage to objects or clothing

-
-

1.4
7.5

Victimized by cheating


-
4.8

7.1
5.0

Drunken driving



-
4.8

8.6
15.0

Regretted something said or done

_
4.8

11.4
27.5

Loud-voiced and boisterous


-
19.0

35.7
25.0

Conditions related to prolonged drinking
Health problems



33.3
4.8

45.7
20.0

Positive effects of alcohol
Sort out family problems


-
19.0

10.0
10.0

More optimistic about life


66.7
9.5

11.4
10.0

Express feelings



33.3
23.8

4.3
22.5

Get closer to opposite sex


33.3
14.3

2.9
17.5

Sort out job problems



33.3
4.8

2.9
7.5

Be funnier and wittier



33.3
33.3

51.2
42.5

Be more social




33.3
9.5

28.6
52.5

Learn to know someone better

33.3
14.3

24.3
55.0

Social reactions to drinking
Arrested by police



-
-

-
2.5

Criticized by family



-
14.3

42.9
22.5

Warned by a doctor



-
4.8

14.3
22.5

Criticized at work



-
-

4.3
12.5

Warned by friends



-
19.0

35.7
52.5

� Racial groups need to be separated from ethnic groups. The British colonialists did not make this distinction. Both among the Malays and Chinese (Hakka, Teochew, and Cantonese) in Malaya there were different ethnic groups with different cultures and dialects. These groups did not necessarily communicate with each other. The British, however, ignored these differences and only saw a Malay ‘race’ and a Chinese ‘race’.


� The term bumiputera (sons of the soil) refers to indigenous Malaysian peoples with inherited historical rights to inhabit the area. In the Peninsula, they are mostly Malays, which, there, is identical with being a Moslem.


� Presently, one Ringgit (RM) is equal to, roughly, € 0,20.


� As for Sarawak, no overall data on the general population has been available.


� The under-representation of the Chinese is due to their occasional unwillingness to grant interviews. The most common argument for refusal was that there was not enough time for these kinds of activities since all day is taken by business activities.


� ‘Availability’, as a concept, needs to be separated from the concept of ‘consumption’. Availability is determined in the following manner: domestic production + exports – imports. The general level of alcohol availability may come close to the actual level of consumption but it is not identical with it. There is, for example, always an amount of alcoholic beverages stored for future consumption. These amounts are not reflected in the actual consumption levels but are, however, available for consumption. The term ´consumption’ is to be used on the individual level while the term ‘availability’ is and aggregate level concept.


� This is a valuable opening. Before, no efforts have been made to inquire Malays about their drinking. So far, this has been regarded an impossible task that it, however, necessarily is not. 


� In Sarawak, income differentials among the population interviewed were quite insignificant (see Table 1. in the Appendix). Also, in Sarawak, mean monthly income of the surveyed population was RM 2030 (in 1999) whereas the mean income of all of the Malaysian population was RM 9800 in 1995 (Malaysia 1996, 36). This is one more indication of the fact that the Sarawakian society is still at a very different level of ‘development’ compared to that of Peninsular Malaysia. In other words, society is still organized in a different manner in East and West Malaysia.





