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Consuming the Hand That Feeds You

Even though Hazan supported the government, he found some of the 
rumours and gossip in Harakah interesting, and maybe even more credible 
compared to what can be read in the other papers. During the Anwar 
Ibrahim trial, Hazan, like many other Malaysians, turned to Harakah. 
Jeti explained that the journalistic approach determined her choice in 
newspaper. Her favourite paper was NST, and she especially liked the world 
section. In Jeti’s opinion NST had started only quoting certain people and 
replacing it with the ‘other side of the story’ when the Anwar Ibrahim trial 
unfolded. So she stopped buying NST: ‘It was constantly justifying what the 
government is doing even though any person who doesn’t have to study law 
would know that the case is not going on correctly.’ Conversely, Harakah 
appeared to be ‘more clear even though they don’t deal with all subjects 
and they can be quite conservative as in the debate over an Islamic state. 
What I really like is that everybody can write in and they print it even if we 
disagree.’ 

In general, there is a high level of mistrust involved in newspaper 
reading. The credibility crisis animates most informants to read several 
newspapers in order to minutely compare how different issues are presented 
or misrepresented. Little ideology is involved in newspaper preferences. In 
its massive critique of the state and censorship, Harakah stands out as a 
pragmatic alternative appealing to the majority of informants.

Many of the above tendencies are similarly involved in television 
viewing. I contend that the pervasive state presence in national television 
has a quite unintended effect: a deep-rooted mistrust in the way in which 
the state stages and performs politics in the local media. Indeed, the state’s 
presence in the local media has backfired so that the state itself, instead 
of the targeted Western other, has become the object of intense critique 
by the Malaysian middle class. On national television in Malaysia, praying 
for prosperity has actively linked Islam, wealth and national progress, all 
hopefully concentrated in the New Malay (Ong 1999: 204–5). In television 
programming, the effects of the nationalisation of Islam are strongly felt. 
Malaysian television programmes have been flavoured by Middle Eastern 
influences through statements in a number of programmes attempting to 
identify local viewers with the wider Muslim world (Riddell 2001: 310). 

Only in 1996 was Malaysia’s first communication satellite, Astro, set in 
orbit, meaning that the population nationally could access international 
television and radio stations, the Internet and multimedia technology. In 
2001, Astro had more than one million Malaysian subscribers, presumably 
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because of its wide selection of national and international channels. My 
TTDI survey showed that on average the Malay families had 1.6 television 
sets per household. In spite of the purists’ elaborate critique of the dangers 
involved in subscribing to Astro, there was no general evidence that these 
Malays, compared to the pragmatists, would be less inclined to subscribe. 

Malay traditionalism and national censorship were the major causes of 
a critique of local television programming in the lives of the informants. 
When discussing her preferences in television channels, Jeti was 
particularly serene about what to avoid: ‘I don’t watch Malay drama because 
it’s Malay, the quality is bad, and it doesn’t fulfil Malay life. Love stories, 
marriages where the woman always suffers. I think it’s also chauvinistic.’ 
Instead, her preference was Chinese movies. Jeti chose CNN and BBC, 
and ‘underground circulation’ on the Internet, as I shall return to shortly, 
to avoid media censorship. Likewise, Azmi felt that restrictions in the 
media were severe to an extent that even the selection on Astro was too 
narrow, repetitive and expensive. When Astro was first introduced, Azmi 
recollected, everybody was excited, but soon the family realised that Astro 
spoiled the children, who would be watching excessively. Nevertheless, the 
family had two television sets and two decoders. In comparison with BBC 
and CNN, the local channels were seen as appalling: ‘We shift the channel 
when Mahathir appears.’ This disgust with Mahathir, however, had to be 
contained in the home as Azmi was ‘lobbying’ for government jobs and 
pretended to be neutral. 

Television as a medium for communicating about Islam was an issue 
touched upon by several informants. ‘Question and answer’ formats on tele-
vision were popular and in these programmes questions addressing everyday-
life problems of conduct, appearance and morality were brought forward. 
Informants, however, were divided on the question of the educational value 
of these programmes. As expected, the younger generation preferred more 
trendy channels. Gender-wise, male informants were fixed on sports, which 
strongly guided their selection of Astro. 

Through the concentration of ‘informational capital’, the state tries to 
impose mental structures and ‘common principles of vision and division’ 
(Bourdieu 1999: 61). This attempt is obvious in the censorship of newspapers 
and national television, but not necessarily successful or pervasive. 

Against this concentration of informational capital with the state, heavily 
critiqued by all informants alike, my quantitative and qualitative data show 
that today the Internet has become an immensely popular alternative. The 

Fischer_Final.indd   212 2/7/08   14:34:12



���

Consuming the Hand That Feeds You

survey data showed that the average Malay family in TTDI owned at least 
one computer. Informants would all use the Internet on a daily basis for 
different purposes. While one group of informants merely use the Internet 
to acquire general information in relation to work, entertainment, religion 
or studies, the second group is also oriented towards using the Internet 
to acquire what they call unbiased and alternative information in the 
Malaysian censorship context of Islam, politics and oppositional views. 

The Internet may enable Muslims to plug into cosmopolitan networks 
of Islam, which reproduce the properly Islamic as invocations or as sets 
of signifiers of religion as culture. As a consequence, Islam in cyberspace 
materialises as a global Muslim property open to a diverse global audience 
– especially after 9/11, which put an emphasis on Islamic ethics at a global 
level. Sites such as HarakahDaily.net and a multitude of transnational 
ones are accessed on a daily basis, and often because they can provide 
straightforward answers to a multitude of everyday questions and con-
fusions. Informants expressed that it was a quite different feeling to access 
sites on which they were not compelled to continuously interpret and read 
between the lines as in the national media context. 

Interestingly, there were no significant divergences in terms of the 
accessibility of various middle class, ethnic, gender and generation groups 
to the Internet. Moreover, both registers of Malay consumers understood 
and practised the Internet in similar ways. By now, the computer and 
Internet access have become standard equipment in Malaysian middle-class 
homes. Obviously, the intimacy of these homes provides a safe context for 
accessing information that in official discourses is considered unpatriotic 
and subversive. This fact opens up a whole range of new modes of cultural 
intimacy as that which can be kept out of the public gaze with regard to 
entertainment, politics and religion. I have tried to show that to informants 
no workable political ideology is in existence. In general, there was heartfelt 
mistrust in what was seen as the shallowness, pragmatism and immorality 
of Malaysian politics. 

In conclusion, neither state nationalism nor globalism in Malaysia has 
in any way erased other and competing forms of nationness or national 
identity. Rather, multiple mass-mediated nationalisms coexist with other 
types of nationalist identities. Consequently, ‘mass media are a potent force 
in educating people about different nationalities and nationalisms’ (Wilk 
1993: 295). The ongoing struggle between UMNO, PAS and various dakwah 
groups did not take on an ideological character with informants, but rather 
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these struggles were seen as discursive stagings of pragmatic power games. 
PAS’s performance of piety, for example, was, in effect, understood as 
nothing but sheer performance to reach political ends – political disputes 
that polluted religion and caused Malay middle-class families to legitimate 
a personalised and domesticated form of Islam.  

The PoWer of riTual 

I now deal with the question of how forms of Islamic ritualisation in 
domesticity or ‘community spaces’ can challenge the public spectacles of the 
state. The influx of new Islamic ideas and practices seems to be particularly 
appealing to the Malay middle class. As these new forms of religious 
practice are fundamentally private, they are out of the gaze of the state, and 
thus seen by the state as deviationist in nature. I argue that nation-building 
processes in Malaysia are strongly informed by distinct types of modern 
ritualisation. In the eyes of state nationalism, the excess of certain forms of 
traditional Islamic rituals is depriving ‘the national’ of its energy or surplus. 
Halalisation has proved to be a new field of dominance in which the state 
tries to concentrate its power. In effect, Islamic consumption emerges as a 
kind of invocation of a ‘national Islam’ or as a sign or logo of the nation in 
everyday life. The discussion of Islamic ritualisation below should be seen 
against the backdrop of previous discussions of suburbanisation, cultural 
intimacy and overspills between the parallel semi-domains of front and 
back – thus, suburbia is a perfect stage for performing religious or ritual 
scripts subjected to careful preparation in privacy. 

When interviewing Hamza, a member of the Jamaat who helped 
publish the At-taqwa mosque’s newsletter, I learned that he distinguished 
two distinct groups of Malays partaking in mosque life: firstly, the more 
pragmatically inclined group to which he himself felt he belonged; secondly, 
a group characterised by their fixation on promoting commendable acts as 
morally obligatory. The most awe-inspiring quality of this group, Hamza 
explained, was their ritualisation of all aspects of everyday life: ‘They will 
enter the mosque and make sure to enter with the right leg first. Everything 
is considered to be a prayer.’ The expression of power as ritualistic control 
of existence and body is intimately tied to this group’s performance of the 
disavowal of material goods and worldly pleasures and desires. 

What I have called the purist register of Malays signifies the latter of 
these groups. More pragmatic Malays were not entirely convinced about the 
authenticity of the performance of purism through ritual, which they saw 
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as a moralistic demonstration. Against this image, the purist register tends 
to feel that the pragmatic group of Malays were excessively materialistic, 
un-Islamic, uncritical or indifferent in their consumption. Following a 
recent trend within the nationalisation of Islam in Malaysia, to some 
Malays fundamentalism has been re-signified as an expression of proper 
dedication rather than extremism. Hamza explained to me that this type 
of fundamentalism essentially was about simplicity: ‘They would like to live 
a simple life. They would like to do a simple life although most of them are 
professionals. They are brain surgeons, CEOs of a bank or a company. But 
they would like to live a life outside of this world.’

 Another and more recent trend that comes to mind is the notion and 
practice of ‘simple living’, which is obviously impossible to attain fully so 
that a whole industry has sprung up in order to advise and guide consumers 
about simplicity in family life, e.g. food and decoration.1 The attraction in 
all this seems to be a striving for a kind of modernity stripped of complexity 
and adornment and laid bare for display. Simplification functions as sets 
of ideas and practices focused on weeding out the excess of complexity 
and disorientation. Against these images of confusion, simplicity in taste, 
handling and context are organised and elaborated. In fact, halalisation is a 
sentiment that necessitates the employment of modern technology, design, 
control and power. Without these technologies, the quest for reinscribing 
industrialised commodities with purity, simplicity and authenticity would 
be meaningless. 

Consequently, as I learned from purist informants such as Yasir and 
Binsar, some Malay men have seemingly become more involved in the 
interior decoration of the home, as this practice has virtually merged 
with that of Islamic piety before God. Interestingly, Yasir and Binsar were 
fascinated with appropriating and domesticating simple Islamic living. In 
this way, simplicity can be an expression of halalisation. Binsar explained 
that ‘In magazines, I am interested in simple interior decoration, especially 
of the kitchen.’ Not surprisingly, IKEA was Binsar’s favourite store in terms 
of taste and selection. However, Binsar’s quest to achieve simplicity did not 
seem to be an uncomplicated one as he felt the need for the legitimation of 
his choices and distinctions. 

This fascination with simplicity mirrors the wider tendencies in the 
magazines discussed above. Juxtaposition, composition, balance and subtlety 
much more than single objects of material status inform the knowledge of 
legitimate modes of decoration. Most significantly, these elaborate ideas 
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and practices fundamentally exorcised feelings and suspicions of being 
excessive. Consequently, conceptualisations and practices of material excess 
were mended. The element of performance seems relevant to bring in here. 
Even though purist informants insisted on simplifying the decoration of 
the house, there is no clear evidence that these ideas were translated into 
actual practices in their homes.

Moreover, in my reading of Malaysian magazines, encouraging men to 
participate more in a number of domestic activities was a recurrent theme. 
Increased male involvement echoed the forging of modern (New Malay) 
masculine identities that were less traditional, fixed and concerned with 
clear-cut gender distinctions. Against these images, new forms of identities 
are idealised as more flexible and engaged. Moreover, and in a vein rather 
similar to halalisation, the quest for simplicity is an ongoing project and 
will eventually involve and question more and more ideas and practices 
that need moral elaboration and valorisation.

Again, all these ideals are virtually unattainable in everyday life and 
repeatedly necessitate attention and mental development. Therefore, the 
consumer behaviour of purist Malays is more ritualistic in that it persistently 
requires the boundaries between sacred and profane qualities and handling 
to be maintained. To Binsar, this urge to contain consumption took the 
form of strategising about what and what not to buy. Regarding family and 
children in particular it was crucial to have a detailed master plan before 
going shopping so that excess could be avoided. In reality, of course, this 
pious ideal rarely worked, Binsar admitted, as the entire family had different 
preferences that could not be contained in one master plan. Conversely, 
the more pragmatically inclined Malay register of consumption pre-empts 
attempts by the other register at standardising halalisation as legitimate 
taste in two ways: they either directly criticise what they see as excessive 
fetishisation of commodities that should not be a measure of one’s inner 
spiritual dedication, or they simply neglect the matter or refuse to discuss 
it openly. 

In this respect, the accounts of Udzir/Nur, and Siti stand out as the 
most individualised by informants. Siti did not really feel that she had 
goods that she clearly preferred or avoided: ‘If I like a thing, I just buy it, 
no consideration. Except for food of course.’ Therefore, typical consumer 
behaviour could not be essentialised. Siti: ‘If I like this thing and I want 
it, that’s why I buy.’ To the more pragmatically orientated, commodities 
are not so much understood according to fixed intrinsic qualities that 
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have to be subjected to forms of ritualisation or handling in order to 
appear Islamically acceptable. Commodities are rather seen as relatively 
unproblematic in religious terms. Most importantly, this register reserves 
the right to individualised ideas and practices that escape conformity of 
any kind. 

One major field of tension between the registers is the purist Malays’ 
drive to deepen and widen halalisation to cover more and more ideas and 
practices. Time and again, the fundamentalists approached the Jamaat 
member Hamza, e.g. to participate in a Tabligh Itjima2 in Australia where 
about two million Muslims were said to attend: ‘Everybody was wearing 
turban, Pakistani pants, all the black things. They’re very religious. Very 
dogmatic also. Out of curiosity, I followed them.’ This event signified 
the forcefulness of revivalist Islam as a global network or brotherhood 
with unlimited financial resources. In the economy of excess, this type 
of brotherhood is seen to thrive on material frugality invested in global 
conquest against shopping for the state. In fact, in the eyes of the state, 
mass consumption is constitutive of a modern type of re-ritualisation.3 

Mahathir strongly critiques the ritual excess of Malays as utterly 
displaced national surplus invested in personal mystically inclined orders, 
Sufi tareqat, and the global projects of conquest and salvation of the Tabligh 
brotherhoods. He argues that ‘Clearly rituals of worship cannot be properly 
carried out without “wealth” which comes from other forms of knowledge’ 
(Mahathir 1986: 33). The effects of Islamic ritual practice will remain unseen 
without ‘secular knowledge’, which ‘is not only related to religion but helps 
Muslims to do their Islamic duties more effectively and satisfactorily’. The 
historical glory of Islam was conditioned ‘not only in devotion to Allah 
but also in mastering various forms of useful [sic] knowledge’ (ibid.: 34). 
Elsewhere, Mahathir rages against 

… ulamas with their rigidity, their belief that this world is not for Muslims, 
that the most important expression of iman is continuous rituals of 
obeisance to Allah s.w.t.,4 that what is sunnat and therefore is optional must 
be considered as wajib and compulsory; it is these people who have reduced 
Islam and the Muslims to the inferior status that they are now. (Mahathir 
2001: 261)

The consequence of excessive energy unprofitably invested in ritualisation 
is the underdevelopment of the Muslim world. Against this undesired type 
of ritualisation, shopping for the state is a sign of the grand-scale incursion 
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of state and nation in Malaysian bodies. I now turn to the two forms of 
ritual, wajib and sunnat, in the lives of Malays. 

Firstly, the compulsory daily five salat prayers. This type of prayer is 
subjected to both religious and political contestation. In narratives of 
informants, I learned that their mosque of preference was determined both 
by convenience in terms of location and the impact of political and Islamic 
discourse. There are three mosques in TTDI. The largest and most directly 
government-controlled is At-Taqwa, whereas Balai Islam presumably 
is independent and thus requires private funding for its operation and 
activities. Then, the Al-Mujahideen is influenced by PAS. The majority 
of informants normally preferred At-Taqwa. Azmi and Henny as well as 
Yasir frequently went to At-Taqwa, but mostly to Balai Islam because there 
was less government ‘politicising’ there. Mascud was the sole informant 
who normally went to Al-Mujahideen. In spite of informants’ claims that 
Muslims could unproblematically go to any mosque of their personal 
choice, Islamic discourse apparently imprints on daily practices. 

In respect of commendable acts such as solat tahajud and solat tasbih, 
the performance of these was divided along the lines of the two registers. 
Yasir would argue that most Malays were quite unaware of the deeper 
Islamic meaning of these acts. All Malays in the purist group claimed to 
perform commendable acts regularly. Among the pragmatically inclined 
Malays, some performed these acts on a regular basis while others 
expressed indifference in this respect. Jeti felt guilty about not performing 
them as consistently as her father required and only performed them when 
her father was present. Siti argued that sunnat should only be performed 
according to your individual ability and choice and not be imposed on 
you by moralistic others. Lastly, Ahmad had his personal motivation for 
performing solat tasbih: ‘Let’s say I want to get rich, you have to pray to 
God. Then you pray a lot. If, say, you want to get something that you know 
is very difficult, you do what you can to get it, but you can’t. So, you have 
to pray.’

 The informant Ahmad in many ways embodied the New Malay spirit, 
but he felt that he was still ‘not quite there’ in terms of affluence and social 
status. Thus, he hoped that performing commendable acts such as solat 
tasbih together with hard work would be the ticket to proper middle-
classness. There is a distinct feel of Malaysian millennial capitalism in 
this example – the presence of an invisible hand. It is this invisibility and 

Fischer_Final.indd   218 2/7/08   14:34:14



���

Consuming the Hand That Feeds You

intangibility that is repulsive in the eyes of the state, i.e. beliefs in the 
magical or superstitious as avenues for personal wealth accumulation.  

Within the last decade, the state in Malaysia has become more and 
more concerned with the influx of mystically inclined Islamic ideas from 
especially Sumatra and Java in Indonesia. These groups are often labelled 
deviationist and excessively secretive, as was the case with Arqam. Sufi 
tareqat in Malaysia are underground formations and enclave representations 
of isolated potential to rethink mystical Islam rather than mass movements 
(Sirriyeh 1999: 175). The appeal of Sufi mysticism to the Malay middle class 
may arise from the extreme asceticism of these ideas and groups. In a way, 
Sufism can be seen to work as an inspiration that can actively counter or 
balance material excess. I cannot think of two more contradictory figures or 
images of the body than that of the Sufi saint versus the middle-class Malay 
shopping for the state. This conflict is all about the quest for authenticity. 
Sufism is deep-rooted in Islamic thinking, but first and foremost it is a 
mystical tradition grounded in practices aiming at reaching ecstasy and an 
elevated state of mind in a specific ritualised context. In essence, Sufism is 
esoteric and for the most part practised by religious specialists. 

In state imaginings in Malaysia, these secretive and esoteric practices are 
considered deviationist and unwanted, but they are nevertheless enjoying 
popularity in the new Malay middle class. The state is fearful of what it sees as 
uncontrollable, subversive and regressive ritual practices that may displace 
modern and patriotic national energy. Moreover, piety and moderation 
are seen as unproductive and un-patriotic. Most informants were aware 
of real, imagined or rumoured Sufi activities in or around TTDI, but these 
séances were as a rule confined to the privacy of the middle-class homes. 
In a way, these activities can be seen as quintessential practices of cultural 
intimacy to be kept out of the public gaze. Unsurprisingly, in the narratives 
of the purist register, support and participation in such activities were most 
pronounced. Binsar explained that he would attend meetings of a tareqat of 
which he knew the leader. Yasir was more reluctant in his acceptance of Sufi 
tareqat because he felt that a charismatic leader generally influenced these, 
which was quite un-Sufi. Nonetheless, his primary objection to Malay Sufi 
practice was that it was infused with material excess: 

I don’t believe that if you want to become Sufi you have to dress in a certain 
way. You have to wear a big turban, you have to wear Uzbekistan kind of 
pants, which I know some people are doing. And they have to have a beard, 
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they have to be present down there at certain hours. I think that the real 
essence of Sufi is in a pure state.

Interestingly, Yasir’s idea here is an exact replay of standard critiques 
articulated by pragmatic Malays of the purist registers’ preoccupation with 
halalisation as shallow material display. For Jeti and Mascud, Sufism was 
seen as an expressive Islamic tradition in the field of art and poetry, or 
as the ultimate stage of enlightenment. Mascud explained that Sufis were 
fearless of anything or anyone except God. In this fascination, there was 
obviously an element of admiration for the purity of the Sufi tradition. The 
majority of informants, however, said that extremism was a trademark of 
tareqat and that they were excessively ritualistic and individualistic. Siti, 
for one, felt that ‘Sometimes Sufis, tareqat, they think they’re a higher class 
of Muslims. In Islam, it shouldn’t be like this. Everybody should have a 
personal relationship with God.’ 

Intimately linked to informants’ ideas about Sufism and tareqat was the 
distinction between openness and secretiveness in Islam. In the accounts 
of informants, it was a generally held idea that Muslims should always be 
open about their faith as there was ‘nothing to hide’. This may, however, not 
always be the case concerning Sufism and tareqat. Jeti argued that one of 
the problems in Islam was its seclusion and sectarianism, which prevented 
open discussion and rather furthered dogmatism and extremism – a central 
idea in modernist Islam. Against this, Yasir said that there are mystical 
aspects of Islam that some people are just not prepared for and that Islam 
teaches you to cultivate faith within your home before you start going 
elsewhere. Conversely, Yasir in his position as head of his own dakwah 
organisation rejected the type of domestication of Islam taking the form 
of arranging kelas agama in the home: ‘The problem is that the affluent 
think that when they have the money they don’t want to visit the ustaz, 
the ustaz has to visit them. The ustaz must make time for me.’ In effect, 
this is an expression of the crisis of Islamic authority that materialises in 
the wake of the domestication of Islam. There was a clear tendency to see 
that kelas agama was a phenomenon most popular among informants high 
in economic and cultural capital, such as Izura. Having a prayer room in 
your house was another point of tension where the purist register felt that 
Islamic authority might be undermined by the domestication of Islam. 
Ideally, as the puristically orientated Irfan put it ‘Of course Muslims are 
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best off praying in the mosque because you get twenty-seven times more 
rewarded.’ 

I have tried to show how Islamic practice in Malaysia is undergoing 
processes of ritualised domestication. This domestication can be seen 
as a response to or an effect of the wider nationalisation of Islam as 
a hegemonic state project. Growing authoritarianism from the 1970s 
onwards has produced a crisis of not only authority, but also authenticity 
for the Malaysian state and UMNO in particular. This crisis has taken on 
new forms in the era of an emergent ontology of consumption in the Malay 
middle class.  

*****
Shopping for the state and patriotic consumption naturally come to mind 
as forms of re-ritualisation that work as the performance of Malay identities 
through proper Islamic consumption. The physical and symbolic violence 
of the state may possess a capability to ‘produce and impose […] categories 
of thought that we spontaneously apply to all things of the social world 
including the state itself ’ (Bourdieu 1999: 53). The argument here is that the 
performance of physical authority is unthinkable without symbolic capital. 
More specifically, 

Symbolic capital is any property (any form of capital whether physical, 
economic, cultural or social) when it is perceived by social agents endowed 
with categories of perception which cause them to know it and to recognize 
it, to give it value. (Ibid.: 62)

The state ‘is the site par excellence of the concentration and exercise 
of symbolic power’ (ibid.: 63). And ultimately so when symbolic capital 
is transferred as ‘objectified symbolic capital, codified, delegated and 
guaranteed by the state, in a word bureaucratised’ (ibid.: 66). To my mind, 
the power concentrated with the state in the form of symbolic capital to 
bureaucratise, standardise and certify ideas and practices of halalisation 
may be the ultimate state effect so that the modern state is materialis-
ing out of ‘the powerful, apparently, metaphysical effect of practices’ 
(Mitchell 1999: 89). This allegiance to the state is preconditioned on trust 
in its capability to certify and authenticate proper Islamic consumption. 
My informant Maslina explained that even though one may suspect that 
Kentucky Fried Chicken is not entirely halal, ‘You have to trust the logo 
and the certification because you like it.’ 
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Ritualisation is intimately linked to what I have called the domestication 
of Islam. In the Malay middle class, traditional forms of allegiance to the 
state have apparently been translated into distrust of excessive political 
practices. Against this, shopping for the state can be seen as new symbolic 
ideas and practices – state effects that bring the state back in. In terms of 
food in particular, the state in Malaysia is now effectively certifying and 
standardising this field of consumption most susceptible to ideas of purity/
impurity and the body. In all this, Malay consumer trust in state practices 
is essential. Thus, shopping for the state can work to pre-empt the divergent 
critiques of both registers of middle-class Malays and retransfer new modes 
of loyalty to the state. At the same time, patriotic consumption may be 
seen to counter underground Islamic deviationism. Nation-building itself 
more than ever seems to rely on inventions of novel national practices and 
symbolisations. 

In spite of the ubiquity of state nationalist ideology in contemporary 
Malaysia and its successful attempt at curbing challenging positions, 
informants were highly critical of the immoral ways in which the political 
game polluted the purity of Islam, e.g. how PAS tried to perform a particular 
version of ascetic Islamic consumption. The extensive media consumption, 
e.g. of the Internet, in the Malay middle class has helped forge multiple 
mass-mediated nationalisms that coexist with other types of nationalist 
identities. Closely related to these divergent nationalisms, Islamic practice 
in Malaysia is undergoing processes of ritualised domestication that work as 
a response to or effect of the wider nationalisation of Islam as a hegemonic 
state project. 

However, I recognise that ways to express transcendence through 
proliferating materiality is much older than mass consumption. Throughout 
history, material culture, e.g. mosques such as Masjid Negara (Figure 29), 
has been expressive of a particular kind of materiality and monumentality. 
(Miller 2005) 

Throughout this monograph, I have employed dramaturgical metaphors, 
and Clifford Geertz5 makes use of a similar conceptual grammar in 
analysing what he calls the theatre state in nineteenth-century Bali. The 
expressive nature of the Balinese state was enacted through spectacle and 
ceremony that dramatised cultures of inequality and status pride (Geertz 
1980: 13). In Malaysia, these ubiquitous state rituals are performed in a 
number of fields: monumental architectural modernity as in the case of the 
Masjid Negara and numerous other constructions, and as state effects in 
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the certification of halal products as a symbolic language of authority in the 
nationalisation of Islam. All these state effects are immensely functional 
rituals. Nationalism may even most forcefully be concentrated in this excess 
of the state (Aretxaga 2000). Geertz shows that the type of polity negara 
‘designates is one in which the interplay of status, pomp, and governance 
not only remains visible, but is, in fact, blazoned’ (Geertz 1980: 121). 

The negara in Malaysia incites and is incited by two forms of powerful 
images. The modern state as effect emerges through its language and 
practice of wealth, science and technology, and then only second in how 
this type of modernity can most fruitfully be invested in Islam. Political 
symbolisations (myth, insignia, etiquette, palaces, titles, ceremonies) are 
all merely instruments of social domination (ibid.: 122). Most important, 
however, for the overall argument, is the deeply material nature of the state 
ceremony as motor. The excess of state rituals was, in fact, ‘the measure of 
the realm’s well-being. More important, it was a demonstration that they 
were the same thing’ (ibid.: 129). 

Figure 29: Masjid Negara. The state in Malaysia translates Masjid Negara as National 
Mosque in spite of the fact that literally its name means State Mosque – a staging of 
state nationalist Islam as ‘national’ Islam in public urban space. 
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Ironically, the whole process of nation-building in Malaysia and else-
where in the post-colonial world encompasses a de-emphasis on ritual 
practice as argued, whereas nation-building itself is unimaginable without 
the invention of new national practices and symbolisations. Keyes et al. 
(1994: 6–7) point out that ‘politics of ritual displacement have faltered 
because no civic order promoted by any state has proven capable of 
meeting all fundamental existential problems as a consequence of the 
social dislocations and restructuring that modernizing and nation-building 
policies have generated’. Authoritarian and repressive measures to counter 
underground religious ritual practices (deviationism) in Malaysia have been 
complemented with state-led ethnic Malay responsiveness. 

The nation-building process, in fact, can be seen as the invention of 
new forms of mental and material Malay nationness. Invented traditions 
function as tacitly accepted ritual or symbolic practices that ‘seek to inculcate 
certain values and norms of behaviour by repetition, which automatically 
implies continuity with the past’ (Hobsbawm 1992: 1). The spectacle of the 
state in Malaysia is an obvious example of this type of staging. Another is 
the way in which the pre-Islamic past has been demonised as a revisionist 
nationalist project: ‘Inventing traditions […] is essentially a process of 
formalization and ritualization, characterized by reference to the past, if 
only by imposing repetition’ (ibid.: 4). Spectacles are by nature material and 
functional and in Malaysia monuments and ‘national’ urban architecture 
refer to the reservoir of meaning and continuity in the Islamic past. 

In a way, nation-state bureaucracies are an analogue to ritual systems of 
a religion, as both are founded on the principle of identity among elects as 
an exclusive community (Herzfeld 1992: 10). Dissatisfied with public ritual 
alone, the state and bureaucracy in Malaysia desire ‘rituals of personal 
commitment – practices that are sometimes less obviously ritualistic’ 
(ibid.: 37). As we have seen, the state tries to exorcise deviationist ritualism, 
but the central question is how this state in Malaysia tackles the existential 
problems that arise as a consequence of the politics of ritual displacement. 
Understandings and practices of ritual, however, tend to circle around 
different ideals of consumption as halalisation. The emergence of a ritual 
economy seems to be a prominent example of the blurring of the boundaries 
between the religious and the secular in the Malaysian ritual context 
(Moore and Meyerhoff 1977). 
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Consuming the Hand That Feeds You

noTes
1  See for example the magazine ‘RealSimple – the Magazine about simplifying your life 

’(http://www.realsimple.com/realsimple/).
2  Literally, the tabligh is the work done by Muslims to call others to Allah.
3  For a more detailed discussion of this debate, see Fischer (forthcoming 2008).
4  S.W.T is an acronym in Arabic that in English translates into ‘Allah is pure of having 

partners and He is exalted from having a son.’
5  According to Geertz, ‘Negara (nagara, nagari, negeri), a Sanskrit loanword originally 

meaning “town”, is used in Indonesian languages to mean, more or less simultaneously 
and interchangeably, “palace”, “capital”, “state”, or “realm”, and again “town”. It is, in 
its broadest sense, the word for (classical) civilization, for the world of the traditional 
city, the high culture that city supported, and the city of superordinate political 
authority centered here. The opposite of Negara is desa, which can be flexibly signified 
as “countryside”, “region”, “village”, “place”, and sometimes even “dependency” or 
“governed area”.’ 
       Desa is the rural world of peasants, tenants, political subjects, and the people, and 
it was in between negara and desa that the classical polity emerged (Geertz 1980: 4). 
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Consumptions, Conclusions and the 
Wider Picture

Before finishing the fieldwork in TTDI, I crossed over from TTDI to Sungai 
Pencala and Arqam once more. The workshops and the entire commune 
that were once a bustling centre for halal production were now quiet. 
The state had effectively curbed Arqam as the vanguard of halalisation. 
Moreover, that same state had consumed Arqam’s halal entrepreneurship 
to form what I have explored as halalisation, the nationalisation of Islam, 
and the emergence of a unique Malay Muslim ontology of consumption. In 
other words, what was to become state institutionalised halalisation had 
been removed from its micro-social base in Arqam into mass consumption. 
Arqam’s mystical and heterodox form of millennialism had been erased 
and replaced by a particular version and vision of modern Malaysianised 
millennialism through halalisation. In this conclusion, I shall on the one 
hand summarise the main findings of the monograph and, on the other, 
discuss the wider perspectives that arise from these findings. 

No single theory was able to capture the immense complexity involved 
in modern religious consumption. Bourdieu’s seminal book Distinction was 
invaluable and is probably the most qualified and complex study so far of 
classing and consumption. At the same time, this work misrecognises all 
that is transcendental or intangible. Paradoxically enough, this intrinsic 
misrecognition gives rise to a clear-cut distinction between the tangible 
(rational) and intangible (irrational). I have demonstrated that such a 
distinction is problematic and that it is unable to address a whole range of 
questions. 

Before discussing the main findings of the monograph, it would have 
been desirable to outline a neat, smooth or functional scheme for ordering 
informants according to class fraction and practice of proper Islamic 
consumption. Alas, such an endeavour is unworkable as informants 
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constantly wove in and out of, firstly, economic, cultural and social capital 
and, secondly, ‘the religious’ in terms of performing piety and placing 
oneself in or being placed in the religious field. This study showed that 
Malay Muslim class fractions most of all emerge from ideas and practices 
of proper Islamic consumption in cultural intimacy. In other words, 
consumption links micro-social actions and wider structural processes 
and transformations such as halalisation, the nationalisation of Islam, and 
the expansion of global markets.

The mosques and the market comprise immensely powerful fields of 
force in Malay middle-class identity formation. What I found was that 
these two fields of force together with a ubiquitous Malaysian state is 
releasing a tremendous amount of social energy in contemporary Malaysia. 
Indeed, modern Malay Muslim identity in Malaysia is unimaginable, even 
incomprehensible, without taking divergent understandings and practices 
of Islamic consumption into consideration. Central to this new form of 
ontology of proper Islamic consumption is the idea of excess (surplus/
energy) versus balance. Hard work was put into overcoming this and other 
everyday difficulties. This problem has permeated and informed a wide 
range of discussions throughout the monograph. 

The Malay middle class is by now consolidated as a class für sich. This 
Malay middle class has developed into an emic and performative category. 
Above all, informants articulated excessive consumption of the other as that 
which modelled class distinctions in suburbia. Against these images, more 
traditional class parameters such as income and education were secondary. 
Of particular concern to informants were the strategies the other employed 
to invest social and financial resources as forms of surplus in consumption. 
Interestingly, there were no discernible differences between the two groups 
of Malays in this respect – they were both acutely aware of classing as 
strategic ideas and practices.

In other words, this class is both shaped by and actively shaping state 
and market in Malaysia. The Malay middle-class’s material stake in the 
social order enabled what I have called shopping for the state. The state 
now demands patriotic consumption of subjects in return for the steady 
delivery of Malay privileges. This modern form of governmentality was part 
of a neoliberal paradigm within the framework of a Malaysianised mode 
of millennial capitalism. These privileges were, however, accompanied 
by the deepening of authoritarian powers from the 1970s onwards. 
In all this there was a delicate balance between shopping for the state 
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and intensifying authoritarianism. The ethnicisation of the state that 
accompanied its authoritarian measures should be seen as a response to 
the dakwah challenge of state nationalist authority. Ironically, the dakwah 
challenge provided the state with its most subtle mode of domination – the 
certification and standardisation of ever more halalised products. 

The Malaysian state’s involvement in a large number of bumiputera 
businesses and commodities that were open to halalisation coincided with 
an expansion and openness of global markets and the emergence of a new 
consumerist ontology. For individuals and groups, the Malaysian nation was 
reconceptualised as an aesthetic community in which shopping for the state 
was intrinsic to novel forms of proper Islamic consumption. Moreover, this 
ontology of Islamic consumption was inseparable from the transformation 
of Islam into an ethnic and political signifier of Malayness. Halalisation set 
the standard for legitimate taste preferences and at the same time worked 
as Malaysianising, legitimising or purifying the intensified flow of foreign 
commodities and brands into nation and home. 

There is an apparent complexity and confusion in Malay middle-class 
identity formation in these interfaces between Islam, nation, state and 
market. Siegel captured these ambiguities, possibilities and confusions in 
the idea that the fetish is a magical instrument claiming false relation to 
origin. At the same time, this fetish is a fetish of appearance and modernity. 
Malaysianising all the contradictory imports and impulses above is 
inseparable from what I have called the nationalisation of Islam. In essence, 
the nationalisation of Islam is concerned with the streamlining of Islamic 
ideas and practices into manageable national imaginings. 

From the detailed exploration of consumer choices in the everyday 
lives of middle-class Malays, the moral expansion of halal requirements 
stands out as the most significant, and the most contested. From halal 
requirements concerning food, these ideas have deepened and widened 
to cover a whole range of commodities and practices. Halalisation and its 
constant elaboration actively fuses myths of state, Islam and nation. In 
other words, halalisation gives rise to new ways of inventing and imagining 
the post-colonial state in Malaysia. In the wake of halalisation, the purist 
Malays, who claim to be perfect at practising proper Islamic consumption, 
are subjecting the pragmatic group to moral and religious pressure.

I have shown how the two Malay registers of modern lifestyles perform 
quite divergent and distinctive understandings and practices of Islamic 
consumption. At the same time, there were continuous overlaps, overspills 
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and confusion involved in the consumption of these groups. Hence, 
proper Islamic consumption is understood and to a lesser extent practised 
differently by purist and pragmatic Malays. Distinctions between these 
two registers in Malay Muslim consumption arise primarily as products 
of performance as an everyday strategy for ‘getting consumption right’. 
Moreover, performance is an essential tool in staging modern identities in an 
urban/suburban setting, and especially with respect to the semi-domains. 
These two Malay groups appear to be split between individual consumer 
desires and the social and moral anxieties of new forms of consumption. At 
the same time, working out this tension and another linked to excess and 
balance in halalisation necessitates constant attention and the performance 
of legitimating rituals. 

Through performance of proper handling, ritualisation and contextual-
isation, fetish-like commodities are subjected to the cleansing of any 
malevolent intrinsic qualities or residues. This cleansing aims at bringing 
out the authenticity that can transmute commodities into non-commodities. 
These ideas and practices are mainly focused on essentialising purity of, in or 
on the body, especially in the case of food and dress. These understandings 
of proper Malay consumption of commodities can be seen to fit into wider 
historical and structural transformations such as the second coming of 
capitalism. Thus, there seem to be subtle and intimate connections between 
micro-social ideas and practices in the everyday life of middle-class Malays 
and these more generalised tendencies in the globalised market for identities. 
In other words, the idealisation of Islamic consumption in Malaysia can be 
seen as an attempt at forging an alternative halalised capitalism, as I have 
shown in the case of Islamic banking and credit systems. In this sense, 
halalisation thrives on styles of surplus authenticity yearned for by the 
more puristically orientated. Deprived of this authenticity, the commodity 
form is merely ‘a matter’ of excess or malevolent surplus energy.

Halalisation and the mass availability of commodities have had strong 
effects on Malay middle-class families. Families work hard to explain why 
and how some commodities are demonising. Another job is working out 
how family rituals may legitimise and cleanse commodities for import into 
cultural intimacy. Again, these ideas and practices are constantly subjected 
to diverse critiques. Purist Malays’ constant attempts at deepening 
and widening proper Islamic consumption have produced a number of 
distinctions, suspicions and anxieties in the everyday lives of urban Malays. 
Paradoxically, halalisation has worked as the disciplining of bodies as well 
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as having expanded the availability of a new range of Islamically legitimate 
tastes and fashions. In respect of bodies, demarcations between the front 
and back regions are vital but fuzzy. Hence, the realm of intimacy in Malay 
middle-class families can best be understood as that which is semi-private 
or semi-public. Into this sphere, commodities are imported, appropriated 
and consumed on a daily basis. Against this intimate and shared form of 
Malay Muslim consumption, a number of real or imaginary ‘excessive’ 
others emerge. It is these outside others that figure prominently in the 
ethnographic material, but are surprisingly insignificant in the sample 
data. 

Purity in the form of halalisation is not a fixed symbol or a complete 
process, but rather something lived and dynamic in the everyday lives 
of Malays. Consequently, the realm of halalisation must constantly be 
expanded and elaborated by consumers, capitalists and the state in 
order to retain its impetus. In this battle for purity as legitimate taste, 
pragmatic Malays play the part of a ‘supporting cast’ in the performance 
of individualised consumption. Against what is seen as a purist taste 
hegemony, pragmatic Malays evoke authenticity as that which is insepar-
able from individual and sovereign choices and preferences. In the end, 
these choices are seen to produce Malay middle-class identities that are 
effects of these individualised choices.

Suburban expansion is probably the most substantial product of 
the expanding middle class in a country such as Malaysia. TTDI is the 
quintessential middle-class suburb, distinctly different from the kampung 
and Kuala Lumpur. Suburbia is thus a concentration of mythical middle-
classness, which may be both monumental, and intimately private. The 
suburb is a parameter of achievement, order, privileges and state/market 
entrepreneurial capitalism. At the same time, suburbia seems to embody 
excessive materialism, social seclusion and the craving for community. 
Moreover, class consciousness was intimately tied to the domesticity of 
Malay middle-class homes in which class also took a generational and 
gendering form. The rising Malay middle class embodied economic, national 
and social cohesion and progress. All these qualities were concentrated in 
the New Malay. 

The widespread mistrust of politics and the state among informants had 
the effect that religious and political ideologies were not directly translated 
into everyday practices. In this respect, divergences between purist and 
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pragmatic Malays were products of performed distinctions rather than 
actual practices. 

The emergence of the national family was evident through my reading of 
newspapers, and especially magazines. The Malay middle-class family has 
taken on meaning as a national project crucial to the ethnicised state and 
nation. Within the last three decades, these families have been subjected 
to a multitude of moral, political and religious calls. At the same time, 
family life has become the primary target of the advertising industry and 
expansion of the market.

Increased authoritarianism in Malaysia may have caused a revitalisation 
of a number of Islamic rituals that work as underground phenomena. In 
spite of the state’s insistence on seeing these ritual practices as deviationist, 
this type of domesticated ritual escapes direct state control. In Islamic 
consumption and halalisation, however, the state has discovered an 
enormously powerful field in which it reserves the right to certify, 
standardise, control and expand the demarcations of halal versus haram. 
Therefore, the state becomes a site of the concentration and exercise of 
symbolic power. 

*****
In TTDI, there was a Chinese restaurant selling pricey but delicious food 
with inspiration from the Island of Penang. On one of my visits there, I 
noticed that quite unusually no Malays were among the guests even though 
the establishment had been certified as halal by JAKIM. The next day I was 
in the ‘independent’ Balai Islam mosque. On the notice board outside the 
mosque, I noticed a decree issued by the Balai Islam stating that in this 
restaurant the food is not halal (makanan ini tidak halal). Rumours among 
informants had it that JAKIM and Balai Islam were now ‘looking into the 
matter’. Until the dispute was settled, Malays were best off frequenting the 
Malay-owned restaurant across the street. This restaurant boldly displayed 
the JAKIM logo of state certification. In this incident, the whole problem 
of Islamic consumption seems to be concentrated: the excess of material 
Chineseness in the eyes of Malays, the challenges to state authority, and 
the everyday power of halalisation intrinsic to the halal logo. Ultimately, 
the distinction between logo (state) and brand (trademark) has been erased, 
and thus halalisation emerges as that which is legitimate in the preferences 
and tastes of Malays.  
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The loCal anD The global islamiC Thing

In this section, Malaysian Islamic experiences are discussed in a wider 
perspective. Obviously, as we have seen throughout the monograph, there 
is no intrinsic contradiction between globalised capitalism in the new 
millennium and Malaysianised Islamic modernity. In fact, the two do not 
in any way seem to be seriously incompatible. In spite of any resistance 
or uneasiness expressed by the purist register of informants in particular, 
each informant recognised that Malaysia is part of a highly integrated and 
globalised world system in which flows of commodities, people, finance 
and ideas are intensifying.  

Islam in Malaysia and other parts of Southeast Asia such as Indonesia 
would seem to have a syncretic tinge to it compared to, for instance, 
the Middle East. Today, more than ever, the incorporation of a distinct 
materiality or ‘thingness’ into this syncretic stream of Islam seems to be 
pervasive. In fact, discursive Islam is driven by a constant charging and 
recharging of the ‘religious’ as materially or spiritually excessive. 

The nationalisation of Islam and halalisation may be all about creating, 
fixing and maintaining the religious as a material base, the thingness in 
enjoyment: ‘The element which holds together a given community cannot 
be reduced to the point of symbolic identification: the bond linking together 
its members always implies a shared relationship toward a Thing, toward 
Enjoyment incarnated’ (Zizek 1993: 201). The emergence of an ontology 
of Islamic consumption has infused discursive Islam in Malaysia with 
an immensely powerful ability to syncretise politics, state, authority and 
morality. In spite of state nationalist insistence on exorcising the excessively 
magical, deviationist, ritualistic and adat, these repressions seemingly 
reappear in the commodity form as fetishes and adornments indispensable 
to modern forms of state power on the one hand, and individual claims 
of piety on the other. For purist Malays, halalisation has caused a deep 
concern with halalised piety. 

Contrary to the commonly held notion that ‘Islamists’ in general 
endeavour to transform the state itself, my study demonstrates that this 
idea is a simplification. As in Egypt, with regard to the cultural politics of a 
women’s grassroots piety movement, Islamic revivalism is much more focused 
on personal forms of piety, freedom and agency – and escaping nationalist 
politics altogether (Mahmood 2004). This contention is supported by the 
argument that in Egypt ‘the concerns, loyalties, sentiments, and practices 
that da’wa has given rise to presuppose a form of community for which the 
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nation is a contingent, but not essential component’ (Hirschkind 2001: 26). 
Moreover, this tendency has been reinforced post-9/11 with the stress on 
Islamic ethics at a global level. Among my informants, 9/11 seemed to give 
a more global and ethical dimension to the above processes, i.e. sentiments 
that in proper Islamic consumption the local, national and global converged 
in the ‘contingent relations of the global marketplace’ (Devji 2005:11).

On 16 August 2004, Malaysia’s Prime Minister Abdullah Haji Ahmad 
Badawi officially launched the Malaysia International Halal Showcase 
(MIHAS) 2004 in Kuala Lumpur. The title of the Prime Minister’s speech 
was ‘Window to the Global Halal Network’ (www.pmo.gov.my). He argued 
that establishing Malaysia as a ‘global halal hub’ was a major priority of 
the government, and that MIHAS was not only Malaysia’s, but ‘the largest 
integrated halal trade expo to be held anywhere in the world’. In the wider 
context, Badawi asserted that halal produce is increasingly being recognised 
by Muslims as well as non-Muslims globally as ‘a new benchmark’ for safety, 
quality and purity not only for Muslims, but for all. Consequently, Halal™ 
is emerging as a new global state-certified brand and/or logo envisioned to 
standardise the market. While the concept of halal embracing what is good, 
fair and ethical in business practices is nothing new, Badawi maintained 
that the concept seems to have taken on protective forms of religious 
signification. He argued that

At a time when consumers have been shaken by news of diseases affecting 
basic food that we eat, it is incumbent on all of us to make every effort to 
ensure that such health disasters, often borne of unhealthy practices by 
growers and producers, no longer occur. 

In essence, halal modernity reflects a universally held desire for a 
return to purity. Consequently, the proliferation of halal standards should 
be globally accessible. In the ubiquity and grandeur of these visions there 
seems to be a desire for proliferating the ‘thingness’ or material core of 
model Southeast Asian capitalist Islam. 

Historically, real and symbolic ‘Middle Eastern Islam’ for instance has 
impacted on its Southeast Asian counterpart: ‘Southeast Asian Muslims 
borrow abstract ideas as well as concrete examples from the Middle East to 
strengthen their faith and Islamise their often pragmatic and Westernised 
cultural bearings’ (Abaza 1996: 139). Ambivalently, many Southeast Asian 
Muslims view the Middle East as the home of high culture and knowledge 
while criticising its feudal traditions, violence and undemocratic rulers. 
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At the same time, the Middle East signifies traditional and rather un-
sophisticated cities with regard to taste and modern architectural symbols 
of modernity – quite unlike Southeast Asian metropolises such as Kuala 
Lumpur or Jakarta. Arguably, Muslims of Southeast Asia are using ‘Arabic 
and Islam against Western and other hegemonies, but at the same time 
resort to Western ideologies as a bulwark against Middle Eastern cultural 
hegemony’ (ibid.: 139). With specific regard to Malays in peninsular 
Malaysia, these have traditionally been seen by Middle Eastern Muslims 
as ‘lax’, and 

… with the advent of modernity and mass culture as a global phenomenon, 
and the constant need of self-definition vis-à-vis Western culture as well 
as towards the other ethnic and religious groups in the region, the Muslim 
communities and, in particular, the literate middle classes, might find 
themselves being challenged to prove that, as Muslims of the periphery, 
they are better than any Middle Eastern Muslim (ibid.:148).

Middle Eastern influences played a major role in the way Malaysian 
Islam was shaped. Modernist movements in Malaysia were highly informed 
by these streams of knowledge in the struggle against British colonialism, 
criticism of religious bureaucracies, and the authority of the sultans over 
religious affairs (Zaina 1987: 3). Notions of pan-Islamism and reformism 
from the Middle East filtered down to village level in the Malay world to 
establish an opposition between Melayu and the British colonial power 
(Andaya and Andaya 1982: 202). Most importantly maybe, it was after all 
Arab traders who spread Islam in peninsular Malaysia in the thirteenth 
century.

In Badawi’s visions, there seems to be an inherent quest for reversing 
the historically material and spiritual dominance of Islamic centres in the 
Middle East, Pakistan or South Asia. Moreover, halalisation on a global 
scale could be an avenue for curbing what is seen as unlimited and immoral 
(haram) Chinese/Western capitalist expansion. In this perspective, the 
proliferation of halalisation on a global scale may compensate for the 
mysticism, syncretism, impurity or imperfection that historically have been 
imputed to Southeast Asian Islam. Promoting halalisation as a conceptually 
more wholesome or modern system may at the same time curb claims of 
Southeast Asian Islamic materialism vis-à-vis challenging discourses and 
thus situate Malaysia comfortably in a social geography of excess. 
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Naturally, ‘the material’ is not insignificant in Middle Eastern Islam or 
Turkey, as evidenced by Navaro-Yashin’s study of Islamists and secularists. 
Similarly, in modern Iran a public Islamic space or ‘bourgeois civil society’ 
has been produced by religious practice. This space has merged with the 
processes of ‘commercialisation, privatisation and building of a middle 
class whose way of life is tending to acquire hegemony on the national scale’ 
(Adelkhah 1999: 127). Moreover, there is a growing ‘money orientation’ in 
all walks of life in Islamic Iran and disputes and disagreements among 
clerics, for instance, are primarily ‘conflicts over material interests, or more 
basically about different ideas of government, society, the nation, the faith 
of believers, daily religious practice, the family, business or the state’ (ibid.: 
136). 

A comparative study of Islam in Indonesia and Morocco shows that for 
both countries there seems to be a steadily growing gap between Sunni 
perceptions of Koranic revelations and actual belief (Geertz 1968). This 
disjunction is, above all, produced by the rise of individually diversified 
experiences, ‘multiformity’, and, most of all, Islam’s growing inability 
‘to inform the faith of particular men and to be informed by it’ (ibid.: 
15). Apparently, a ‘progressive increase in doubt’ is deepening. Geertz 
distinguishes between ‘religiousness’ (being held by religious convictions) 
and ‘religious-mindedness’ (celebrating belief rather than what belief 
asserts) (ibid.: 61). The contention in this monograph has been that the 
material or proper Islamic consumption in the context of halalisation in 
essence endeavours to drive back the inescapable slide from religiousness 
to religious-mindedness. 

The effects of these processes are by no means universal in the Muslim 
world. Geertz discerns differences between Morocco and Indonesia, which 
obviously shares much of its history, language and religious traditions with 
Malaysia. The power of Islam in Indonesia, and other parts of Southeast 
Asia more generally, Geertz writes, is based on an inclination towards 
absorbing all styles of thought into one broad stream. This tradition is 
generally receptive to the argument that ‘Islamic doctrine and scientific 
discovery are really not conflicting but complementary forms of belief ’ 
(Geertz 1968: 106). At the same time, in the Indonesian version of Islam, 
and strikingly consonant with what we have seen in Malaysia, 

… almost everything is tinged, if lightly, with metaphysical meaning, the 
whole of ordinary life has a faintly transcendental quality about it, and it 
is rather difficult to isolate one part of it in which religious beliefs and the 
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attitudes derived from them play a more prominent role than any other. 
(Ibid.: 112)

Conversely, in Morocco there is an inclination towards ‘religious per-
fectionism’ and ‘moral rigor’ that has attempted to ‘isolate a purified Islamic 
faith from contamination with everyday life’ (ibid.: 106). 

The everyday grappling with the understandings and practices of the 
proper in Malay Muslim consumption, ‘getting consumption right’, is all 
about the cultural logics of inclusion, subsumption, and syncretism, not 
exclusion in a rigid sense. Middle-class Malays work hard to demonstrate 
how the particularities of their visions are compatible with religious 
capitalism and modernity. In a way, this particular mode of Malay Muslim 
consumption endeavours to reveal how the ‘secular’ and the ‘scientific’ 
are merely practical and useful expressions of Islamic knowledge (ibid.: 
112). Informants would continuously explain, justify, or legitimate their 
understanding and practice of consumption with reference to ‘Islam’, the 
Koran, Hadith or Sunna. Consequently, the quest to come to terms with 
new modes of consumption in halalisation can be seen to result in re-
readings of the scriptures and that may again deepen the compatibility of 
Islam, capitalism and wealth. 

The Clash of familisms?

Throughout this monograph, ‘the family’ has permeated discussions in 
a number of contexts and perspectives. The title of this final section is 
a paraphrase of Huntington’s famous and infamous book The Clash of 
Civilizations (1993) that some observers in the post-9/11 context consider 
to posses almost prophetic qualities. I contend that in the wake of the 
last two US elections in which religious, civilisational and family values 
became ultimately decisive factors, what seems to be emerging is a kind 
of ‘globalised moralistic familism’. These ideas were further developed in 
Huntington’s most recent book Who Are We? The Challenges to America’s 
National Identity (2004). In this book, the argument is presented that 
‘ordinary’ Americans are more nationalistic than cosmopolitan liberal. 
Consequently, these ordinary citizens possess a natural and instinctive 
mistrust of the unpatriotic activities of political elites similar to what we 
have seen in Malaysia. In all this, there is a desire for defining and locating 
the national core of the nation in everyday life. Modern politics is more and 
more aimed at capturing and exploiting this type of intimacy in populist 
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rhetoric. Inevitably, this core is situated in what I have called the national 
family. It is from xenophobic, defensive and moralistic panic over the social 
and moral integrity of families that the clash of familisms emerges. 

In other words, what we are witnessing in the US, Southeast Asia and 
elsewhere is the universalisation of the particular with specific reference to 
familism. The particularistic values of families clash with and against an 
outside that is increasingly perceived as threatening, immoral, disjunctive 
and divisive. This outside is precisely seen from within families to be 
tainted with state driven politicisations of religion, values and idealised 
families as the core of modern nations. Huntington’s argument and vision 
of neatly organised and bounded civilisations that clash against an isolated 
West is driven by what he calls the re-Islamisation of the Middle East. After 
presenting families with images of a threatening and disjunctive world 
(global terrorism as civilisational struggle provides the best example), the 
state in return demands patriotism of these families. Together, civilisational 
and familial metaphors are crucial elements in modern populist politics.

The more familial metaphors of intimacy and authenticity are exploited 
in political discourse the more families withdraw into cultural intimacy. I 
have shown how the public realm has been damaged by the overcharging 
of such displaced metaphors of intimacy. Paradoxically, desires to transfer 
intimate metaphors such as warmth and trust to questions of power and 
allocation of resources have been captured by the state. In the eyes of many 
families, this exploitation further stresses the immorality and insincerity 
of modern forms of power politics. It seems that familial loyalty can best be 
regained in and through modern forms of consumption. 
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