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Abstract

Pork Consumption and Ethnic Relations
in Malaysia

Myung-Seok Oh

(Seoul National University)

This paper is an attempt to explain the ethnic relations between the Malay
and the Chinese in Malaysia by focusing on pork consumption. Pork
consumption in Malaysia is a salient sign which marks ethnic boundary
between the two ethnic groups. This happens because Islamic food injunction
against pork consumption works in the peculiar ethnic situation in Malaysia
where all Malays are identified as Muslim while the Chinese as non-Muslim.
Attitudes of the two ethnic groups towards pork consumption are
diametrically opposed: pig is the most abominable animal for the Malay
whereas pork is the most preferred meat for the Chinese. Though these
attitudes are culturally constructed, both the Malay and the Chinese consider
their particular taste towards pork as given and natural. In other words, they
become habitus as ‘embodied taste’ which has been internally naturalized
through growing up in ethnically divided social space in Malaysia. The
differing taste towards pork is not only a part of symbolic system which
classifies and evaluates the ethnic identities, but also is a practical obstacle in

the social communications between the Malay and the Chinese.
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As Islam is an official religion in Malaysia, government policy towards
pig-rearing and pork consumption can be regarded as a litmus test for
multiculturalism in Malaysia. Malaysian government has long allowed
pig-rearing and pork consumption. The government wants to show this
policy as reflecting its sincere concern for multicultralism and cultural
tolerance. It should be a politically risky option to suppress pig-rearing and
pork consumption entirely, because the Chinese consider pork consumption
as an important part of their traditional culture and they form a significant
minority ethnic group in Malaysia. However, the government pig policy is in
fact permeated with restricted permission and strict surveillance. Only
non-Muslims are allowed to engage in any activities involving growing,
transportation, sale and consumption of pigs. Further, the government has
tried much effort to spatially segregate pig-rearing farms and pork sale from
living space of the Malay, or to make them publicly invisible as far as
possible. Islamic idea of pollution is clearly noticeable in this restricted
policy.

Recently, the government introduced halal(religiously permitted)
certificate system, by which the government officially recognizes certain
products(foods, cosmetics and toiletry) and certain food service
places(restaurant, bakery) as halal when they pass the examination to be
cleared from pollution contaminated by any haram(religiously prohibited)
materials, especially extracts from pigs. A number of food processing
factories and restaurants have applied for the halal certificates to attract urban
Malay customers who are growing in numbers and have become more
sensitive with halal-haram rules as a result of the recent Islamic revival

movement among the middle class Malay. This phenomena would be seen as
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an indication of Islamization of consumption in Malaysia. Interestingly,
social effects of the introduction of halal certificate are contradictory. On the
one hand, it further consolidates ethnic boundary between the Malay and the
Chinese through meticulous surveillance on what is halal or haram. On the
other hand, it provides rare opportunity for the Malay to attempt Chinese
food in halal Chinese restaurant. This crossing over ethnic food boundary is a
significant event in Malaysia where food consumption has been generally

divided in ethnic lines.

Key Words: Food Consumption, Habitus, Ethnic Identity,

Islamic Food Prohibition, Multiculturalism.



