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Abstract

This paper presents findings from a free listing exercise completed by Malay and Chinese students at the University of Malaya in 2003. The exercise aimed at determining the semantic domain of countries among UM students. Results of the survey indicate that regardless of ethnicity, Malaysian students have a largely similar “view of the world” with respect to the cultural salience of countries. In general, Southeast Asian, Asian and Western countries dominate the domain. Compared to Thailand, Indonesia, Singapore and the Philippines, where a comparable exercise was conducted, countries in the ASEAN region are as salient or more salient to Malaysians while Western countries are somewhat less salient. The data also indicate that Malay students are more oriented toward South Asia and the Middle East while Chinese students are more oriented toward East Asia. However, the paper argues that this difference is subsumed within an overarching, national-level Malaysian view of the world.

Introduction
Do Malay-Malaysians and Chinese-Malaysians have substantially different views of the world? Discourse within Malaysia is weighted down with an emphasis on difference. Despite some rhetoric to the contrary (such as “negaraku” unity themes on national television), Malaysia is generally portrayed internally and by foreign commentators as a classic “plural society,” with ethnic groups living side-by-side but in disparate cultural worlds. Evidence for this is provided in everything from the national political structure to residence patterns to vernacular educational institutions to economic policy. The two largest ethnic groups – Malay-Muslims and Chinese – appear to share almost nothing in common, from religious identity, to language (at least mother-tongue), to diet, to economic roles. Malays are portrayed as a long-term, indigenous (“bumiputera”) population while Chinese are perceived as an “immigrant” population (never mind that many Chinese are descendents of families that have resided on the peninsula at least as long as most of the contemporary Malay population). In this paper, I present data from an ongoing research project which addresses this question with respect to the orientation of Malay and Chinese students from the University of Malaya toward countries and regions of the world.

The aim of my present research is to examine how citizens of Southeast Asian nations view the relationship among countries of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). I have adopted a series of methods from cognitive anthropology in order to examine this domain (of ASEAN and other countries) in a cross-national perspective. With the help of several colleagues and research assistants, we have collected data from students at leading universities in Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and the People’s Republic of China.

Data collected to date shows that there is a largely common salience of countries across the five Southeast Asian nations covered in the study. Within this broad “Southeast Asian” perspective, the most significant differences are between citizens of different nations. For example, Thais have a distinctively “Mainland” as opposed to “Island” view of the domain of ASEAN nations; while the salience of ASEAN as a whole is substantially lower in the Philippines as compared to the other four nations. Other factors have been shown to make very little (e.g. gender) or absolutely no difference (e.g. subject studied at university) on the salience of countries to respondents in the survey.

Given the rhetoric of ethnic difference in Malaysia, we might expect that Malay and Chinese university students would have very different orientations toward the domain of countries. The data suggest that there are important differences in orientation, and that these differences are largely what we might expect. Malay respondents have a stronger orientation (as measured by salience) toward South Asia and the Middle East, while Chinese respondents have a stronger orientation toward East Asia. These ethnic differences are also stronger in Malaysia than differences between Malay and Chinese respondents in Singapore (which are present, but marginal) and between Thai and Chinese-Thai respondents in Thailand (who exhibited no difference based on ethnicity). At the same time, while Chinese and Malays in Malaysia do have different orientations with respect to some countries in this domain, overall they are more similar to each other in their perception of the domain in general than to any other ethnic or national groups in the survey.

Free-Listing and Country Salience
The survey was conducted among undergraduate university students in the five Southeast Asian nations and the PRC. In each case, responses were collected from a cross-section of faculties and balanced for gender. In Malaysia and Singapore, minimum ethnic (Malay and Chinese) quotas were also collected to provide a basis of comparison. Sufficient numbers of both Chinese-Thai and “Thai-Thai” respondents also allow for comparisons (samples from the various sub-groups discussed in this paper include between 50 and 112 respondents). In order to determine the “domain” of countries and salience of countries within that domain, we used a constrained free list in which respondents were given two minutes to list countries.

Free listing (or free recall) is a standard method for collecting data on semantic domains. In cognitive anthropology, a semantic domain is “an organized set of words, concepts, or sentences, all at the same level of contrast, that jointly refer to a single conceptual sphere” (Weller and Romney 1988:9; see also Spradley 1979:100-105). By treating countries as a semantic domain, we are able to use a variety of measures to compare the orientation of our respondents toward this domain. In the case of free listing, we are able to compare the relative salience of terms (countries) within the domain and of several categories of countries (e.g. Asian, Western, etc.). The results that we examine are aggregate totals across groups (e.g. by nationality, ethnicity, gender). We use “Smith’s S” salience index, which combines frequency and priority across individual lists, to give us a rank order of countries for each group of respondents (Malaysians, Singaporeans, Malay-Malaysians, Chinese-Malaysians, etc.; see Table A).

Two measures allow us to determine the degree of similarity or difference between these aggregate lists. First, a simple sum of ranks (SoR), indicates the overall salience of a particular group of countries within the domain (the lower the sum of ranks, the higher the salience for that group of countries). For this paper, I have compared each group’s sum of ranks for the ten most salient countries of every other group (see Table I) and the sum of ranks of each group for five categories of countries: ASEAN, East Asian, South Asian, Middle Eastern and Western (see Table V).

Second, Pearson’s r statistic of correlation allows us to compare the degree to which different groups of respondents prioritize countries within the domain; i.e. the order of salience. For this paper, I compare the correlation between groups for ten and twenty-five most salient countries of every other group (see Tables II and III). The ten most salient countries represent the countries that are extremely salient for each group (in most cases, at least 60% or more of respondents within each group listed these countries). The twenty-five most salient countries represent a group of generally, but not all as highly salient countries (in most cases, at least 30% or more of respondents listed these countries).

 For Pearson’s r, +1.000 indicates perfect correlation (for example, each list is perfectly correlated with itself), -1.000 indicates perfect inverse correlation, and values approaching 0.000 indicate no significant correlation between lists. Pearson’s r also gives us a p value (the probability of such a correlation occurring by random chance). For descriptive purposes, we call values of p < .05 “highly correlated” and values of p < .01 “very highly correlated.” After examining the statistical correlations, it is then possible to return to the rankings to determine what differences are causing low correlations among particular groups (i.e. why their “view of the world” is different).

General Salience of Countries
Based on the sum of ranks for Top 10 lists (Table I), Malay-Malaysians and Chinese-Malaysians exhibit a strong similarity to each other. The top ranked items for both Malay-Malaysians and Chinese-Malaysians appear very close to the top of each other’s lists. Indonesians and Singaporeans also show fairly strong similarity to both Malay and Chinese Malaysians, while Thai and especially PRC-Chinese lists are substantially different.  


With regard to prioritization within Top 10 lists, the Pearson r correlations show that Malay-Malaysians have most in common with Indonesians and Malay-Singaporeans and secondarily with Chinese-Malaysians and Chinese-Singaporeans. Their responses do not show a significantly similar pattern to either Thais or PRC Chinese. Chinese-Malaysians, on the other hand, share the most in common with both Chinese and Malay Singaporeans. Chinese-Malaysian responses correlate very highly with the Top 10 lists from both groups of Singaporeans, but are not significantly correlated with any other groups – including Malay-Malaysians. The countries of greatest salience to Chinese-Malaysians (i.e. their Top 10 list), are prioritized similarly by Malay-Malaysians, Indonesians and Chinese-Thais, but even more so by all Singaporeans.

Examining correlations between Top 25 lists, similarities among co-nationals, as compared to similarities across national borders, become even stronger. Malay and Indonesian respondents still share some similarity, but not significantly more than between Malays and Chinese within Malaysia and Singapore. Almost all Southeast Asian respondents exhibit a high or very high correlation with other Southeast Asians (with the exception that Indonesians do not share a similarity with Thais). PRC-Chinese, on the other hand, do not share a similarity with any of the Southeast Asian groups other than Singaporeans (where there is a marginally high correlation).

The correlations are not symmetrical because each column (in Tables II and III) represents the Top 10 and 25 list for each group, while each row represents the correlation of a group of respondents. For example, in Table I the first row indicates the degree to which Malay-Malaysian responses correlate with the Top 10 lists of each group. The first column indicates the degree to which each group correlated to the Top 10 list for Malay-Malaysians. While there is a general symmetry in most cases, some large disparities can be observed. For example, Thais and Indonesians show significant correlations to the China-PRC Top 10, but there is essentially no correlation in the other direction (the same is true to a lesser degree for both Malaysians and Singaporeans). The primary reason for this is that the China-PRC Top 10 list consists largely of East Asian and Western countries, which are also highly salient for Southeast Asian respondents. But the Top 10 lists from all Southeast Asian nations contain large numbers of Southeast Asian countries, which hold relatively low salience for respondents from China. 

Using the sum of ranks for the Top 10 countries for each group, the correlations for the Top 10 rankings and correlations for the Top 25 rankings gives us 6 different measures of association. These measures are summarized in Table IV. The rows in Table IV indicate the number of measures on which each group correlated most highly with each other group (columns). This summary provides a good view of the overall similarity among all the national and ethnic groups. Malay-Malaysians are most similar to Chinese Malaysians, and secondarily to Indonesians and then to Malay-Singaporeans. Chinese-Malaysians are most similar to Malay-Malaysians, secondarily to Chinese-Singaporeans and then to Indonesians. Malay-Singaporeans are most similar to Chinese-Singaporeans, secondarily to Malay-Malaysians and Indonesians. Chinese-Singaporeans are most similar to Malay-Singaporeans and secondarily to Chinese-Malaysians. Indonesians are similar to Malay-Malaysians, Chinese-Malaysians, and Malay-Singaporeans. Thais and Chinese-Thais are most similar to each other. PRC-Chinese are most similar to Chinese-Singaporeans and Thais, and secondarily to Chinese-Malaysians and Malay-Singaporeans.

This summary of measures illustrates the trends in the data of an overall similarity among co-nationals as well as some of the cross-national similarities based on ethnicity. Differences in Malay and Chinese perspectives are apparent in the data. In general, Malaysians, Indonesians and Singaporeans share a perspective that is distinct from Thais and especially from PRC-Chinese. Within the former three nations, Malay-Malaysians and Indonesians in particular share a perspective on countries that is especially distinctive from that of Chinese-Singaporeans. Both Chinese-Malaysians and Malay-Singaporeans fall in between these two groups. At the same time, in every case found in this data, co-nationals share greater commonality than co-ethnics. Malay-Malaysians and Chinese-Malaysians are more similar to each other than to Singaporeans or Indonesians. The same is true for Singaporeans and even more so for Thais and Chinese-Thais. No group of ethnic Chinese has as much in common with PRC-Chinese as they do with their co-nationals. While PRC-Chinese have the most similar perspective to Chinese-Singaporeans (leaving aside Thais), the perspective of the latter is more similar to Malays in Singapore and Chinese-Malaysians than to Chinese from the People’s Republic.

Salience by Category

The main differences between co-nationals and similarities among co-ethics can be observed in the salience of different regions. In this case, sum of ranks (and average ranks) for countries of different regions illustrates the similarities and differences in salience among respondents (see Table V). At the same time, analysis of the salience of countries by region provides further evidence that the largest similarities among all groups are within nations and that respondents from Southeast Asia have more in common with each other than with PRC-Chinese respondents. With respect to the latter claim, the main difference is that respondents from Southeast Asia exhibited a far higher salience for ASEAN countries as compared to PRC-Chinese respondents. Likewise, the salience of East Asia was far higher among PRC-Chinese than among Southeast Asians. Western countries also appear to have a somewhat higher salience for PRC-Chinese respondents, while South Asia is somewhat more salient for most Southeast Asians.

Within Malaysia, Malay and Chinese respondents exhibited similar salience for ASEAN, East Asia, and Western countries. In general, Western countries are less prominent for Malaysians than for any other groups (and close to equally salient for Malays and Chinese within Malaysia). South Asia is somewhat more salient to Malay-Malaysians than Chinese-Malaysians. The greatest difference lies in the salience of the Middle East, which is more salient among Malay-Malaysians than any other group examined here and the least salient for Chinese-Malaysians.

A similar pattern to that of Malaysia is seen in Singapore, with a few differences. Chinese-Singaporeans are somewhat more oriented toward East Asia as compared to their Malay co-nationals. And the difference in the salience of the Middle East is not so extreme between Malays and Chinese in Singapore as compared to the difference between Malays and Chinese in Malaysia. The salience of Western countries among Singaporeans is similar to that found in Thailand and Indonesia. Chinese-Singaporeans display the lowest salience for ASEAN countries, though it is still much closer to the salience found among other Southeast Asians than to the salience of ASEAN among PRC-Chinese.


As our examination of the correlations between overall lists would lead us to expect, Thais and Chinese-Thais exhibit a remarkable similarity of the salience of countries by region. None of the sort of intra-national differences seen in Malaysia and Singapore appears in the data from Thailand.

Discussion and Conclusion
Emphasis on social and cultural difference between Malays and Chinese in Malaysia often clouds the fact that the two groups may share a great deal in common as Malaysians. Evidence provided in this paper is just one example of this. We have seen that there are differences which can be attributed to (or at the very least are associated with) ethnic or ethno-religious differences between Malay and Chinese respondents with respect to the salience of countries and regions of the world. Each group shares some things more in common with their “co-ethnics” in Singapore and Indonesia, such as the relative salience of the Middle East, than with their co-nationals. But these details, which are often emphasized in discourses of difference within Malaysia, only exist within a broader framework of commonality. It is also clear, with regard to the domain examine here at least, that Chinese in Malaysia, as well as Chinese in other Southeast Asian nations, share more in common with their fellow citizens and other “overseas Chinese” in Southeast Asia than with citizens of the People’s Republic of China.
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 Table I: Sum of Ranks for Each Top 10 Rankings by Ethnicity/Nationality
Minimum Sum = 55

	
	M-Msian 

List
	C-Msian 

List
	M-Sing 

List
	C-Sing 

List
	T-Thai 

List
	C-Thai 

List
	Indon 

List
	C-PRC 

List

	M-Msian

C-Msian

M-Sing

C-Sing

T-Thai

C-Thai

Indon

China-PRC
	55

58

66

69

88

88

63

149
	61

55

67

62

87

96

58

151
	72

72

55

65

86

94

65

118
	81

62

63

55

83

92

70

114
	104

88

99

118

55

55

131

178
	104

88

99

118

55

55

131

178
	66

58

73

69

91

98

55

195
	150

118

106

96

115

109

111

55


Explanation: Cells contain the sum of ranks by members of each group (rows) for the items in each Top 10 list (columns). A lower sum indicates a greater similarity in rankings between groups.

Table II: Correlation with Top 10 Rankings for each Ethnicity/Nationality
Pearson’s r Coefficient

	
	M-Msian 

List
	C-Msian 

List
	M-Sing 

List
	C-Sing 

List
	T-Thai 

List
	C-Thai 

List
	Indon 

List
	C-PRC 

List

	M-Msian

C-Msian

M-Sing

C-Sing

T-Thai

C-Thai

Indon

China-PRC
	1.000

.579

.659*

.544

.178

.258

.739*

-.305
	.700*

1.000

.764*

.776**

.485

.673*

.654*

.316
	.864**

.822**

1.000

.824**

.297

.393

.842**

-.242
	.741*

.864**

.907**

1.000

.275

.389

.725*

-.030
	.197

.288

.176

.245

1.000

.867**

.194

.152
	.303

.391

.397

.389

.867**

1.000

.307

.162
	.912**

.604

.657*

.519

.258

.436

1.000

.107
	.515

.477

.507

.515

.852**

.772**

.682*

1.000


**  Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

*  Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Table III: Correlation with Top 25 Rankings for each Ethnicity/Nationality
Pearson’s r Coefficient

	
	M-Msian

List
	C-Msian 

List
	M-Sing 

List
	C-Sing 

List
	T-Thai 

List
	C-Thai 

List
	Indon 

List
	C-PRC 

List

	M-Msian

C-Msian

M-Sing

C-Sing

T-Thai

C-Thai

Indon

China-PRC
	1.000

.713**

.585**

.615**

.402*

.433*

.802**

.143
	.887**

1.000

.633**

.668**

.651**

.599**

.672**

.046
	.676**

.674**

1.000

.805**

.571**

.515**

.529**

.494*
	.670**

.712**

.712**

1.000

.533**

.474*

.620**

.486*
	.504*

.602**

.628**

.414*

1.000

.927**

.325

.272
	.498*

.614**

.598**

.415*

.935**

1.000

.251

.179
	.628**

.680**

.753**

.664**

.534**

.536**

1.000

.117
	.369

.420*

.455*

.442*

.581**

.564**

.463*

1.000


**  Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

*  Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Table IV: Highest Similarities on Six Measures for each Ethnicity/Nationality
	
	M-Msian
	C-Msian
	M-Sing
	C-Sing
	T-Thai
	C-Thai
	Indon
	C-PRC

	M-Msian

C-Msian

M-Sing

C-Sing

T-Thai

C-Thai

Indon

China-PRC
	X

2.5

1

0

0

0

2

0
	3

X

0

2.5

0

0

2

1
	1

0

X

3.5

0

0

2

1
	0

2

4

X

0

0

0

2
	0

0

0

0

X

6

0

2
	0

0

0

0

6

X

0

0
	2

1.5

1

0

0

0

X

0
	0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0


Table V: Sum of Ranks (& Average Rank) by Category

	
	ASEAN1
	East Asia2
	South Asia3
	Middle East4
	West5

	M-Msia
	101 (10.1)
	126 (25.2)
	137 (27.4)
	120 (24)
	210 (21.0)

	C-Msia
	96 (9.6)
	136 (27.2)
	173 (34.6)
	282 (56.4)
	199 (19.9)

	M-Sing
	119 (11.9)
	179 (35.8)
	171 (34.2)
	185 (37)
	145 (14.5)

	C-Sing
	144 (14.4)
	126 (25.2)
	265 (53)
	217 (43.4)
	152 (15.2)

	T-Thai
	106 (10.6)
	108 (21.6)
	179 (35.8)
	223 (44.6)
	160 (16.0)

	C-Thai
	99 (9.9)
	106 (21.2)
	198 (39.6)
	219 (43.8)
	159 (15.9)

	Indon
	130 (13.0)
	142 (28.4)
	223 (44.6)
	141 (28.2)
	150 (15.0)

	China-PRC
	344 (34.4)
	64 (12.8)
	275 (55)
	196 (39.2)
	96 (9.6)


1. Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia, Singapore, Philippines, Vietnam, Brunei, Myanmar, Cambodia, Laos

2. China, Japan, South Korea, North Korea, Mongolia

3. India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka

4. Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Iran, Egypt, Turkey

5. America, England, Australia, France, Germany, Italy, Holland, Russia, Canada, Spain

Table A: Top 25 Countries from the Ethnic/National Composite Lists (Numbers indicate Smith’s S rank)

	Chinese

Malaysians
	Malay

Malaysians
	Chinese

Singaporeans
	Malay

Singaporeans
	Indonesian
	Thai


	PRC

Chinese

	1. Malaysia
	1. Malaysia
	1. Malaysia
	1. Malaysia
	1. Indonesia
	1. Thailand
	1. America

	2. Singapore
	2. Indonesia
	2. Singapore
	2. Singapore
	2. Malaysia
	2. Laos
	2. China

	3. China
	3. Thailand
	3. China
	3. America
	3. America
	3. China
	3. Japan

	4. Thailand
	4. America
	4. America
	4. Indonesia
	4. Singapore
	4. America
	4. England

	5. America
	5. Singapore
	5. Indonesia
	5. Thailand
	5. Thailand
	5. England
	5. France

	6. England
	6. China
	6. England
	6. China
	6. England
	6. Myanmar
	6. Germany

	7. Indonesia
	7. Philippines
	7. Thailand
	7. England
	7. China
	7. Malaysia
	7. S. Korea

	8. Japan
	8. India
	8. Australia
	8. India
	8. Brunei
	8. Japan
	8. Singapore

	9. Philippines
	9. England
	9. Japan
	9. Australia
	9. Japan
	9. Cambodia
	9. Italy

	10. Australia
	10. Japan
	10. Canada
	10. France
	10. Australia
	10. Vietnam
	10. Canada

	11. Myanmar
	11. Myanmar
	11. Germany
	11. Vietnam
	11. Philippines
	11. Indonesia
	11. Russia

	12. Brunei
	12. Brunei
	12. Brazil
	12. Japan
	12. France
	12. France
	12. India

	13. India
	13. Iraq
	13. Vietnam
	13. Germany
	13. Germany
	13. Singapore
	13. N. Korea

	14. S. Korea
	14. Australia
	14. France
	14. Canada
	14. Italy
	14. India
	14. Australia

	15. Vietnam
	15. Vietnam
	15. India
	15. Cambodia
	15. India
	15. S. Korea
	15. Vietnam

	16. Canada
	16. Iran
	16. S. Korea
	16. Laos
	16. Holland
	16. Australia
	16. Spain

	17. Cambodia
	17. S. Korea
	17. Philippines
	17. Italy
	17. Vietnam
	17. Canada
	17. Portugal

	18. Laos
	18. S. Arabia
	18. N. Zealand
	18. Philippines
	18. Brazil
	18. Italy
	18. Brazil

	19. Italy
	19. Brazil
	19. Taiwan
	19. Russia
	19. S. Arabia
	19. Germany
	19. Malaysia

	20. N. Zealand
	20. France
	20. Russia
	20. Brazil
	20. S. Korea
	20. Russia
	20. Holland

	21. France
	21. Cambodia
	21. Italy
	21. Africa
	21. Iraq
	21. Philippines
	21. Greece

	22. Taiwan
	22. Russia
	22. Laos
	22. S. Korea
	22. Russia
	22. Spain
	22. N. Zealand

	23. Brazil
	23. Germany
	23. Myanmar
	23. Myanmar
	23. Canada
	23. Brazil
	23. Thailand

	24. Germany
	24. Laos
	24. Brunei
	24. Brunei
	24. Iran
	24. Brunei
	24. Iraq

	25. H. Kong
	25. Pakistan
	25. Holland
	25. N. Zealand
	25. Myanmar
	25. N. Zealand
	25. Argentina
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