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The Assimilation of the Bangkok-Melayu Communities 

Umaiyah Haji Umar

Bahasa jiwa bangsa

hilang bahasa lenyaplah bangsa

(Language is the soul of the nation

Lose the language, lose the nation)

- popular saying in Malaysia

Introduction

In Bangkok, between the padi fields and the highways, the housing estates and the wats, one can find some kampong where Malay is spoken and a woman from Indonesia or Malaysia would feel at home surrounded by men wearing teluk belanga and sarong pelikat, women with colourful sarong batik, and a warm community centred around the local masjid. But she would feel as if she were in two places too, because around her the people would also be talking in Thai and for every sarong batik there would be one long skirt, for every sarong pelikat, a pair of trousers. If she had the time to stop and talk, she would find out the history of these people: deported two centuries ago after a murderous war, they have kept their religion and identity while living in Thai-Buddhist (TB) society and experiencing the changes in a rapidly growing cosmopolitan metropolis. 

The author of this study is herself a descendent of these prisoners who settled in Bangkok to provide labour. As a child, she was puzzled by annual visitors from the south of Thailand who would receive hospitality in her home for a few nights before leaving on a boat to Mecca; they spoke a language she did not understand. Her grandmother would speak that unknown language too, but with difficulty; afterwards she found out that the language was Jawi (as locals call their Malay dialect). The difference that the knowledge of Jawi establishes between her family and other communities descended from the same people in Bangkok forms the inspiration for this study.

The study explores how the Malay culture and dialect have been diluted or lost by the Malay-origin communities of Bangkok. Six sites in and around Bangkok were chosen because of the high concentration of Malay-origin population residing in the areas. The study is in some respects the reverse of a previous study by Umaiyah (1999). However, the author, though she does not have the experience and training necessary to do a full-blown social-anthropological study, decided that a more holistic and all-embracing approach would be a more effective way of approaching the fascinating story of the Bangkok-Melayu (BKM). This approach, which would combine social linguistics with social anthropology, is necessary since the great majority of the Malay-Muslims in Bangkok can hardly speak Jawi. 

The boundaries between the predominantly Thai-Buddhist population and the Malay-Muslims have historically been fluid and permeable in terms of spatial, cultural and geo-political aspects, especially in south Thailand and northern peninsular Malaysia. To identify the degree of assimilation of the Bangkok Malay-Muslim communities into the dominant Thai-Buddhist culture, particular practices that are distinct from Thai-Buddhist practices must be identified and described. Then, using data collated from interviews with the Malay-Muslims in Bangkok and with the Pattani-Malays, from academic and historical research, an attempt will be made to analyse which of these particular aspects of Bangkok-Malay practices can be said to have a common root with Pattani-Malay practices, and thus degrees of change, dilution and assimilation. 

Concepts and arguments

Language and identity

Although Jawi is not widely spoken among the BKM, it still seems to be a very useful tool in exploring the degrees of assimilation and/or integration, and the consequent sense of identity of the BKM. This is because this sense of identity is often reinforced or restated by the use of Jawi in particular social contexts; in addition, it was clear that the attachment of the Pattani-Melayu (PTM) to their language was a feature of their identity that they valued very highly. An approach that uses social research to complement linguistic analysis receives support from commentators such as Greenberg who notes that in situations of bilingualism, “it is not the languages which are in contact but speakers”; he also argues that in order to understand the process of linguistic interference, it is necessary to understand and refer to the individual and psychological factors as well as to the socio-cultural and political environments in which this takes place (Greenberg, 1971).

Social change

One of the ways by which social cultural change can occur is changing the environment. An extreme example is the deportation of the initial BKM from Pattani to Bangkok and their largely independent development from this ‘motherland’. Because of this clear historical split, it has been decided that the year 1786, the time of the establishment of the Pattani-Malay settlement, will be used as an inevitably arbitrary starting point for measuring the extent of the dilution or assimilation of the BKM community into TB society.

Using this date as a point of departure, the process of assessing the degree of assimilation of the BKM into TB culture can be approached from two directions: one, by looking at similarities between BKM and TB cultural practices, and two, by identifying aspects of BKM cultural practices that still obviously belong to the PTM. The project will concentrate on the latter approach because many BKM communities are highly assimilated and to enumerate all the similarities with Thai-Buddhist culture would be require a bigger project.

Culture and history

The study seeks to identify elements of BKM culture that could in theory be traced to the ‘original’ culture of the PTM in 1786. However, one cannot posit a fixed and unchangeable ‘culture’ that would be claimed as the true ‘original’ culture. After all, there is limited availability of reliable primary data such as documents, pictures, oral history, and so on. In addition, it is important to remember that history is constructed from a particular person’s perspective at a particular time, and as such is always only a partial view of the sequence of events that happened in the past. This can be seen especially in cases where there is, or has been, a conflict between different social elements, as in the conflict between the PTM and the TB. In such situations, there can be attempts to justify or criticise the present state of affairs by interpreting particular historical events differently. An example would be the history of the PTM in regard to the relationship between Pattani and Bangkok, and the meaning of the Golden Flower ‘tribute’ that was sent to Bangkok at regular intervals (Jitmoud, 1988). 

Any current PTM practice may have developed later than 1786 as a result of influences from other sources such as the non-Malay Thai Muslims, later developments in (Pattani) Malay Muslim culture and so on. In addition, it is also crucial to identify practices that no longer exist, they would serve as proof of the dilution or assimilation of the BKM cultural practices. The latter has to have an external reference point: one is the comparison of different BKM communities that notes the existence of particular practices in some and their absence in others. However, these may not necessarily be ‘original’ PTM practices, so they have to be crosschecked with the cultural practices prevalent in Pattani in 1786. Interviews and historical research can help assess if they are fair representations of cultural practices that date back to 1786. Established PTM cultural practices are used as a rough-and-ready model of the ‘original’ culture, and similarities between established BKM and established PTM practices can help identify the relevant cultural practices.

Discourse and change

If one assumes that linguistic and social change is inevitable and normally happens slowly and continuously, then one can argue that identifying and understanding the factors that prevent change gives one a better picture of the underlying processes. For instance, the issues of power and resistance need to be considered here, especially the relevant resistance employed in the network of BKM cultural practices to counter the dominant network of Thai-Buddhist language and culture.

Discourse is a useful theory that ties together language and power/resistance within societies. This study uses discourse to represent that part of culture that can be perceived through the language used.  The actual language used (Jawi, Thai or Arabic), or the type of language used (particular words, phrases or constructions) can be seen as indicators of a particular cultural or ideological point of view. Language is part of cultural resistance and, in relation to the present study, it is relevant to note that the use of Jawi in religious education and other aspects of everyday life has been a key element in maintaining the BKM sense of identity. 

One approach is to look at public and private discourses. People may use a particular language in public which they will not use in private.  In fact, they use another language in private. This happens particularly in situations where there is a minority group involved. A minority community such as the BKM may not generally want to emphasise their difference in the public sphere; however in private they still like to hold on to their identity and, in fact, value their difference more than what they want to show in their public behaviour. In such cases, the parts of the private discourse that are likely to be used the most are particular words or phrases that are unique to the minority’s culture. These linguistic terms are immediately understood by everyone who is part of that culture and thereby appeal to the sense of community. They are, in a sense, ‘passwords’ to enter the world of the minority community. The author found that the use of Thai-Malay kinship terms was common in many of the sites visited, and decided to use this cultural practice as one indicator of the sense of identity of the different communities visited.

Findings

One important feature of the BKM is that they are scattered throughout Bangkok and the surrounding areas. When they were initially settled, there they were separated on purpose. As a result, each community is to a large extent distinct and autonomous from the other communities. However, links such as the following do exist:  connections through marriage since most BKM prefer to marry within their own ethnic group, participation in occasional Islamic communal activities and indirectly through Muslim media in the form of newspapers, radio and television. 

The importance of the Muslim faith for the BKM cannot be overemphasised. For the Thai-Buddhist host community and the government, they are generally undifferentiated from the wider Thai-Muslim community. The history of 20th century Thai nationalism tends to regard Muslims as being opposed to the desire to build a homogenous nation. Muslims as well as other ethnic groups were affected by the resultant assimilationist policies, which were however replaced by a pluralist approach in the final decades of the 20th century. In relation to the latter, there is also a difference in the way in which the BKM are treated as an ethnic group compared to their Thai-Malay cousins in the south. There is special treatment for the PTM in terms of allowing certain legal matters to be decided in an Islamic court as well as allowances in relation to the working week and public holidays. 

The research confirmed the close relationship between being Malay and being Muslim, a situation that has been noted and discussed by numerous commentators. However the study suggests that the language should be seen as a crucial mediator between these two inter-connected elements. The history of the BKM shows that the use of Jawi has been the key factor in maintaining ties with the PTM, ties that were the most significant in the area of religious education. A strong commitment to maintaining an Islamic education and lifestyle meant that not only did many complete their Islamic education in the southern states, but also prayer meetings and religious literature such as the Hadith and the Khutbah were in Jawi. The author believes that it is this linguistic relationship between the two separated groups that brought about the ‘Malayness’ of the BKM. 

The comparison of the different sites was done in a manner that an overall picture of the lifestyle and world-view of the BKM could be gained in order to assess their degree of ‘Malayness’ as compared to their original source community, which is the PTM. It was found that there were a number of distinct PTM cultural practices still carried out by the BKM that clearly identified them as coming from the same group: such practices ranged from dress, food to language and certain customary practices.

The customary practices proved in many ways to be the most fertile for the study. There were a number of customary practices, related mostly to rites of passage, which probably originated in pre-Islamic Malay culture.  These were distinct and unarguably part of their Malay roots. Unfortunately, these practices have become less common over the last two decades, because of the way in which they have been challenged by modern interpretations of Islam that use Arabic as the medium of instruction and worship. 

Conclusions

That these study sites were chosen specifically because they had strong BKM cultures brings us to the first conclusion: the extent of BKM assimilation is generally high. It is difficult to measure this though the author feels that she has used a wide enough range of indicators to ensure a reliable result. One should also consider that a changing culture does not necessarily mean a loss of identity. If the BKM still feel as strongly about their uniqueness and difference even if they no longer have ‘original’ PTM cultural practices, then one could argue that their identity, and culture is still just as strong though transformed beyond recognition. 

The BKM community is dynamic and has had to continually adapt ever since its forcible transplantation two centuries ago.  Initially the author attributed their assimilation to the influence of the dominant Thai-Buddhist culture, particularly the nationalist assimilationist policies of the 20th century. However, the researcher also discovered other factors that seem to be equally important, especially in the light of the government policy of pluralism that currently embraces the different ethnic groups of Thailand. Thailand is rapidly developing its economy and infrastructure. These changes impact especially strongly on the physical and economic environment of the BKM community because of their geographical closeness to Bangkok, a large cosmopolitan city that welcomes millions of foreign tourists every year and is recipient of foreign investment too. Within the last generation, the BKM have been exposed to rapid urbanisation, as well as the major western aspects of globalisation such as consumerism and individualism. 

The economic and environmental changes associated with urbanisation are crucial to understanding the degrees of assimilation. BKM communities living on the outskirts of Bangkok tended to be less assimilated, whereas the communities that were settled in the central parts of Bangkok since the beginning seem to have lost cohesion as a distinct group. The historical reasons for this may be the same as those we now see influencing the BKM who are also becoming part of Bangkok. Despite this, even the BKM who have always lived in the centre of Bangkok are still mostly Muslim, and this religious factor can be regarded as essential to their continuing existence as a group distinct from the TB. 

There are other Muslims in Bangkok who are not descended from Malays, but for the BKM the close correlation of Malayness and Islam has been kept throughout the years by the use of Jawi as a medium of religious instruction and worship. It is this relationship that has been the key to the survival of a distinct BKM culture, and it has been strengthened by the existence of Pattani and the northern states of modern Malaysia as a religious-cultural centre. Although the BKM’s resistance to TB cultural dominance has not been as evident as that of the PTM, there are other forms of resistance that take place within the private and intra-communal sphere that relate to asserting their identity. Examples of these in terms of discourse and cultural practices have been discussed. 

There is another development that is causing customary BKM practices to be abandoned. A couple of generations ago, Arabic was used only in direct readings of the Koran, but nowadays, Arabic is used a lot more and the use of Jawi for religious instruction and worship is decreasing. In addition, people prefer to go to Arabic countries for Islamic studies; this increases the need to speak Arabic and has also shifted the religious-cultural centre of the BKM from Pattani and northern Malaysia to the Middle East and Egypt. The importance of the western globalising influence has been mentioned above, but globalisation does not seem to be centred only  in Europe and America. 

As a result of this non-western globalisation, the Islamic practices of the BKM are being reinterpreted and challenged by new interpretations coming from Islamic students who have studied in Arabic countries. The same factors that enable the globalisation of western cultural practices – ease of travel and communication, and the expansion of global media that disseminate culturally based messages throughout the world – are enabling the spread of new ideas about Islam via formal and informal networks operating within the international Islamic community. The author has decided to call, provisionally at least, this ‘new’ Islam “global Islam.” 

Because of the centrality of Islam to BKM (and Malay in general) culture, this reinterpretation of BKM Islamic practices, which derives its legitimation from claiming to represent Islam as it was practised in the time of the Prophet Mohammad s.a.w., has a very powerful influence on the BKM. Thus we see the wholesale abandonment of certain customary practices and a sharp reduction in the use of Jawi. The latter is sure to have profound impact on the future development of the BKM culture.

As long as the BKM remains Muslim, they will not be assimilated into the TB society. Now that the Thai government has espoused a pluralist policy – undertaking such actions as sponsoring the translation of the Koran into Thai and rehabilitating ethnic settlements to appeal to tourists – there will be less pressure to assimilate and this should result in more harmonious relationships between the communities. However, if the Jawi language is replaced by Arabic in the only domain where it is still used consistently, then we may say that – with time – the BKM are likely to become assimilated within the larger Thai-Muslim community and eventually lose their distinctiveness.
Recommendations

The author hopes that this study will stimulate interest in the community of Malay Muslims in Bangkok, as well as contribute to the ongoing research into Malay culture and dialect in Malay minority communities outside Malaysia.

As with all research, the author sometimes found more questions than answers. Research possibilities can be seen in the following: For linguistics, studying the dialects spoken in a few sites could be rewarding.  For instance, the dialect spoken in Bang Bua Thong is different from that spoken by those in Khlong Bang Pho and Khlong Neng.  According to informants, the speakers have different dialects because they originally came from different parts of southern Thailand. Another area for study could be a tourism project in southern Thailand aimed at attracting Arabian and Muslim tourists by promoting the presence of a vibrant local Muslim community with historical ties to the Middle East. The research can zero in on the impact of Arab visitors on PTM culture. This can be combined with a parallel study on the influence of ‘global Islam.’ It would also be a suitable subject in the study of the pluralist policies of the Thai government.  The PTM’s valued position in Thai society should foster harmony and mutual respect between the communities. A third proposed area for further research is in the Khlong Saen Saep area of Bangkok where the Thai government is funding the rehabilitation of minority groups such as the Mon, Lao and BKM. The government sends  people to Malaysia to study disappearing cultural arts such as the silat. This multi-ethnic neighbourhood, given confidence and support by the government, could become an example of how minority cultures can survive.  They can become valuable participants in a pluralist and dynamic society, contributing to and growing with the Thai nation as it advances into the 21st century.

BKM customary practices, the use of Jawi in all areas of life, the traditional rural lifestyle, and other aspects of their rich cultural heritage are all fast disappearing. If the government wants to preserve this part of the rich cultural heritage of Thailand, not only for the maintenance of cultural diversity but also for economic purposes such as tourism and exporting halal food, then it is important to act quickly.  It must move not only to record and preserve such practices but also to support the BKM community so that they will take pride in their cultural practices. There is a need for a census of all the BKM and a consolidation of records relating to their cultural practices and heritage. This principle could equally be applied to other minority ethnic groups in Thailand.

Studying the phenomena of integration and assimilation is also increasingly relevant in terms of the regional movements of population as well as the unresolved tensions and conflicts that revolve around ethnic and religious differences. Studies that are able to promote inter-ethnic understanding and show the inter-relations of all the different cultures in the area can serve as platforms for the development of government policies aimed at supporting a tolerant and resilient civil society.

SUMMARY OF THE REPORT

The following is a brief summary of the different sections of the study, presented in order to provide an understanding of the details upon which the above findings and conclusions are based.

 Introduction

This chapter introduces the study, outlining the direction that is going to be taken and explaining what led the author to undertake the research. A brief outline of the Thai-Buddhist and Thai-Malay communities is given. This is complemented by a historical overview of the Thai-Muslim Arab-Persian group that has been present in Thailand since the 16th century.  This group became integrated and its leading members became a part of the Siamese court. Then the history of the BKM is outlined, starting with the formation of the kingdom of Langkasuka – the most likely precursor of the sultanate of Pattani – and ending with an explanation of the events that led to the occupation of Pattani by the Bangkok forces and the deportation of the people who were to become the BKM.

2Chapter II. Statement of the problem and methodology.

This chapter presents the main problem that the study addresses and the approach used to examine and answer it and its sub-problems. Beginning with the conceptual framework – similar to that outlined above – it goes on to provide an overview of the relevant concepts that are used in social research that are relevant to the central issue of the study, i.e. cultural change and inter-cultural dynamics.

Then the main problem and general approach is described; this leads to an explanation of the operational model that uses the following criteria as a way of exploring the extent of assimilation and as comparative indicators among the six sites: religion; identity; customary practices; economic and physical resources; and socio-environmental influences deriving from the dominant host community. The objectives are then given:

1.  To what extent have the BKM assimilated, or been assimilated, into the TB society?

2. How do the BKM maintain their ethnic identities?

3. What is the role of the Thai government in promoting harmony among the ethnic groups, specifically between Thai and Malay ethnic groups?

The scope and limitations are given, as well as a discussion of how to identify ‘Malay culture.’ Following this is the methodology: procedures in site selection, data gathering and analysis, and criteria for choosing informants. 

The six sites chosen, based on information regarding their BKM origin and the use of Jawi, were: Khlong Lamree in Lahan thambun, Bang Bua Thong ampher; Tha It in Pak Kret; Khlong Bang Pho, in Lad Lum Kaew; Khlong Neng, in Khlong Luang; Masjid Jeemena, Krathumrai, in Nong Cok; and, Sai Kong Din Tai in Khlong Sam Wa. Specific interviewees were chosen in each village based on age and community standing. The fieldwork included interviews, videotape and audio recordings together with participant observation. Over sixty field trips were conducted to gather data for the study.

Chapter III. Survey of related literature

The survey of related literature is centred on eight categories of study areas that revolve around different ways of approaching these three connected cultures. The related literature is listed according to the areas of study as shown below:

1. Some concepts in sociology and cultural anthropology; particularly in minority and ethnic group studies

2. Social science research methodology mainly on anthropological fieldwork

3. History of PTM including the migration of BKM

4. Practices, custom and language of PTM

5. Islamic principles and culture

6. Thai-Buddhist culture

7. Thai policy through Thai history specifically the Rattanakosin period, the studies of TM and PTM interaction

Chapter IV. Site description.

The features of Bangkok Melayu communities in the Bangkok metropolis and surrounding areas are described in this chapter. The primary criterion for site selection was the presence of a relatively large, concentrated, homogenous and established BKM community. Moreover, the use of Jawi was considered to be relevant.  Recommendations of a particular site seen by other BKM or Bangkok Muslims as an example of a typical BKM community (the latter is what happened with the sixth site) are also helpful. However, all the three criteria were not always applicable simultaneously to each of the settlements, as in the case of the Krathumrai of Nong Cok zone and Sai Kong Din Tai of Khlong Sam Wa.

One of the sites, Suan Prik Thai (section 4.3) is not included in the comparison and analysis chapter of this study (Chapter 6) because the community there is no longer vibrant enough. In spite of this, information about it is included because it can provide useful background information for the other sites, Bang Pho and Khlong Neng.

The description for each site includes five aspects: geographical and topographical description, economy, infrastructure, religion, and other information. The last site, Sai Kong Din Tai, has an extra section that covers the Masjid Kamalul Islam community.

Chapter V. Pattani-Melayu, Thai-Buddhist culture & language; Thai government policy.

The first section of this chapter gives an overview of established PTM cultural practices in order to provide a rough model from which a starting point for assessing the changes in BKM culture may be had. The next section gives a less detailed overview of Thai-Buddhist cultural practices; it is less detailed because the focus of the study is on PTM and BKM cultures rather than TB culture. The third section provides an overview of Thai government policy towards the Muslims, focusing on the situation in the southern states. The fourth section briefly describes and compares the linguistic aspects of the Thai and Malay languages.

Chapter VI. Site comparison.

This chapter looks at the different cultural practices in the six sites and makes a rough comparison in order of degree of commitment to BKM cultural practices considered relevant to this study. The similarities and differences are considered and explained. 

The categories used are as follows: 

1. Religious practices

2. BKM identity

3. BKM customary practices

4. Environmental aspects

5. Socio-environmental influences

Conclusion.

This final chapter draws conclusions, which are outlined above.
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