
MARI ANNA FUJITA

University of British Columbia

Forays into Building Identity
Kampung to Kampong in the
Kuala Lumpur Metropolitan Area

This paper examines how racial politics have contributed to the complex construction of identity in a
multi-ethnic and multi-faith country. The rise of Malaysia as an economic power has been
accompanied by a series of ambitious building projects that explore the representational power of
architecture to express Malaysian identity. Recent projects provide a context for a discussion of
Kampung Baru, a highly politicized neighborhood within the Kuala Lumpur city center that will soon
undergo development.

Introduction
The building of identity in Asia’s cities is an
increasingly pointed issue given the recent
ascension to the world market experienced by many
countries in the region. The rapid growth of industry
and rising GDPs have presented the opportunity for
rapid urbanization. In China, grand experiments in
urban form include eco-cities, theme-park cities and
hi-tech cities. A new class of consumer has also
emerged. In Vietnam, the growth of the middle
class is materialized through the development of
new gated communities on the periphery of major
cities. In Indonesia, large-scale privatized
development has resulted in interiorized bubble-
cities controlled by powerful corporate entities such
as the Lippo Group. Malaysia, too, has recently
experienced rapid growth due largely to its
aggressive economic policies and ongoing transition
from a resource-based to a manufacturing economy.

The completion of the Petronas Towers in
1996, the tallest towers in the world at the time,
was a declaration of Malaysia’s ascendancy onto the
world stage. A series of ambitious infrastructural
projects and large-scale developments in the Kuala
Lumpur Metropolitan Area give further evidence of
an urbanization program that is still transforming
the region. When the Petronas Towers were capped,
however, a sharp disconnect existed (and still does)
between the new modern, globally successful image
of Malaysia and the reality of everyday life for many
population groups. The question of building identity

in a rapidly changing Asia is problematized by
increased social stratification and the erasure of
existing fabric. In this dynamic context, the manner
in which cities are perceived, inhabited, and
experienced is changing.

Central to Malaysia’s project of building identity
is the need to explicitly contend with its multi-ethnic
and multi-religious populace, as well as its recent
colonial history. While such a history is not unique to
Malaysia, the degree to which building campaigns
emerge as spatial equivalents of political campaigns
is; the handshake between politics and the built
environment is palpable across the country. Because
a Malay-dominated government has represented the
multi-ethnic populace of Malaysia since its founding
as a nation in 1963, an unbalanced representation
has persisted. Building identity in Malaysia is
embedded within racist politics.

On May 15, 2008, a draft development plan
was announced for a low-rise Malay enclave located
in the heart of booming downtown Kuala Lumpur.
Described as a slum in the local press, Kampung
Baru is a remnant of British colonial practice. It is
the most highly valued underdeveloped land in the
city, symbolic site of ‘‘Malay culture,’’ and the
birthplace of the United Malays National
Organization (UMNO), Malaysia’s largest and
arguably most influential political party.1 In
addition, Kampung Baru’s direct adjacency to the
Petronas Towers, built for a global audience within
the Kuala Lumpur City Centre (KLCC) development,

reveals the stark contrast between ethnic enclave
space and first-world bundled space, both of which
persist in the city. As Kampung Baru is poised for
development, the debates surrounding the site raise
questions regarding modernization, urbanization,
and identity—in the city proper, and in the country
(Figure 1).

The politically charged site of Kampung Baru
offers an excellent lens through which to explore
questions regarding how Malaysia contends with
the great task of building identity. I will present
Kampung Baru in its moment of transition by
reflecting on several recent projects that
demonstrate a range of approaches to the
architectural expression of the new Malaysia. The
effect on urban development by the participation of
the federal government, through rhetoric and
policies as well as the active and direct interest of
Prime Ministers, provides the context for this study.

The Biggest, the Tallest, the Longest
During former Prime Minister Dr. Mahathir
Mohamed’s twenty-two years in office (1981–
2003), his vision to take Malaysia from a developing
country to a fully developed ‘‘first world’’ country
by 2020 remained on course. Eighteen years after
he charted the course of the modernization and
industrialization of Malaysia through the famous
Vision 2020 speech, the nation has gained newly
industrialized status, the economy is still growing
steadily, and Malaysia has a high and stable ranking
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among other global countries. Moreover, the
realization of several megaprojects in and around
the nation’s capital Kuala Lumpur demonstrate Dr.
Mahathir’s political brawn.2 Megaprojects initiated
and realized under Dr. Mahathir include the
Petronas Towers within the KLCC, Kuala Lumpur
International Airport (KLIA), the Multimedia Super
Corridor (MSC), the new federal administrative city
Putrajaya and the new high-tech city Cyberjaya.
Other projects not realized include the Sumatra-
Malaysia bridge (the world’s longest bridge), the
Mega International Sea and Airport (the world’s
largest airport) and Kuala Lumpur Linear City (the
world’s longest mall and first city built over a river).

Both KLCC and Putrajaya were conceived of as
important projects in achieving the twin goals of
building local identity and increasing global status.
Spatially, KLCC and KLIA are imagined as the two

poles of the MSC, a 15 by 50 km long expanse of
development intended to bring Malaysia into the
technology age. The ‘‘intelligent’’ cities of Putrajaya
and Cyberjaya occupy significant sites within the
MSC (Figure 2).

In ‘‘Views from Above and Below: The Petronas
Twin Towers and ⁄ in Contesting Visions of
Development in Contemporary Malaysia,’’ Tim
Bunnell argues: ‘‘The Petronas Towers articulate
state versions of modern Malaysia... in imaging
modern Malaysia internationally... [and] as a site
inscribed with ‘would-be hegemonic’ meanings
about the nation and development.’’3 The KLCC
complex is the site of two eighty-eight-storey
towers, two additional commercial blocks, a concert
hall for the then newly formed Malaysian
Philharmonic Orchestra, a five-star hotel, a six-
storey luxury mall, and a fifty-acre public park. The

primary developer and occupant of KLCC is the
Petronas Corporation, the state-owned Malaysian
oil giant that epitomizes successful economic
prowess for Malays.

Much of the appeal of the Petronas Towers,
globally and locally, is credited to the architect
Cesar Pelli’s use of abstract language and form.
While ‘‘Islamic geometric traditions’’ are claimed to
have inspired the plans of the towers, the resulting
form of the towers eludes a singular symbolic
reading.4 Despite the universal and irrepressible
urge to liken signature buildings to a symbol,
Malaysians have yet to agree on one for the
Petronas Towers. The façades of the towers are
entirely clad in stainless steel and are dramatically
up-lit at night to give them an unearthly glow
visible from many locations beyond the city center
(Figure 3). This glow, the ability of the towers to

1. Aerial view of the Kuala Lumpur city center showing Kampung Baru and the Petronas Towers. (Photo by Ahmad bin Samsudin).
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project the new Malaysia without resorting to
scenographic means, is at the root of its success.
And yet the Petronas Towers are highly symbolic,
for they embody the Malaysia ‘‘Boleh’’ (can-do)
spirit, they are emblematic of the entry of Malaysia
into a terrain of global relevancy, and they
demonstrate that Malaysians have arrived on the
world stage. According to Bunnell, ‘‘The Petronas
Towers’ role in national development is not merely
aesthetic, envisioning a state conception of
Malaysian urbanity; the building also promotes new
‘ways of seeing’ among citizens.’’5

At the same time, Dr. Mahathir directed a very
different approach to building national identity for
Putrajaya, the development of the new federal

administrative city. While the Petronas Towers gives
an image to the new Malaysia through the sheer
scale of its technical achievement, the architecture
of Putrajaya communicates meaning through
scenography and the quoting of architecture of the
Malay people and of the Middle East. In Kuala
Lumpur and Putrajaya: Negotiating Urban Space in
Malaysia, Ross King describes Putrajaya as ‘‘an
elitist vision of a Malay-Muslim utopia.’’6 Not unlike
Brasilia, Putrajaya is a tabula rasa development sited
away from the mess and historical layers of Kuala
Lumpur.

The most prominent feature of Putrajaya is its
axial masterplan. The initial proposal by BEP Akitek
made reference to a ‘‘Garden City concept’’ with a

2 km north-south axis softened by landscape
elements. The Parliament was placed at the north
end of the axis. Reworked by BEP in collaboration
with a team appointed by Dr. Mahathir, the form
of the axis became more rigid and was extended
to 4.2 km (Figure 4). The increased formality of
the axis was accompanied by an even more
significant planning decision; the Parliament
building was replaced by the Prime Minister’s
office, ‘‘celebrating the executive arm of
government and bureaucracy rather than
legislature.’’7 While this decision was described as
a pragmatic response to an agreement between
the federal government and the state of Selangor
in which the land ceded by Selangor to the
government would revert back if Parliament and
the King were ever moved from their present
locations, the highly symbolic position of the
Prime Minister at the head of the axis is,
nonetheless, the outcome of this decision
(Figure 5). The Prime Minister’s office is flanked by
Putra Mosque just to the west of the axis while
the Istana Melawati, a retreat for the King, is
placed to the northeast. A ceremonial bridge, the
Putra Bridge, connects Dataran Putra, a square in
front of the Prime Minister’s office to the
remainder of the Putrajaya. Traveling down the
axis, buildings include various ministries,
commercial buildings, and another mosque,
finally culminating in the southern anchor of the
axis, the Putrajaya International Convention
Centre. Surrounding the axis is a series of twenty
precincts that contain institutional and
commercial buildings, as well as housing and
schools (Figure 6).

The Tourism Malaysia brochure on Putrajaya
begins: ‘‘Putrajaya... Malaysia’s National Heritage’’
and draws attention to every architectural
reference achieved by the various buildings within
the city.8 In the Putra Mosque, for example, there
is a wall ‘‘that resembles... [the] King Hassan
Mosque in Casablanca, Morocco’’9 (Figure 7).
And the Putra Bridge is ‘‘a two-tier bridge

2. Map of the Kuala Lumpur Metropolitan Area locating megaprojects.
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inspired by the Islamic architecture of the famous
Khaju Bridge in Isfahan, Iran’’10 (Figure 8). In
Putrajaya, the dominance of the Islamic influence
extends to the design of the building signage
and garbage cans (Figure 9). The construction
of Putrajaya began in 1995, and in 1999 federal
agencies moved in to their new seat of

government. For a city that has been occupied
for less than ten years, its claim to being the
site of Malaysian heritage likens it to a theme-
park. For a project so symbolic and
representational, the predominance of Malay and
Middle Eastern references is surprisingly
exclusionary. There are no references to Chinese

or Indian heritage, and no Buddhist or Hindu
temples or shrines.

Reclaiming the Kampung
As KLCC and Putrajaya were essentially tabula
rasa developments, Kampung Baru offers the
opportunity to consider new development in an
existing, occupied neighborhood. It is important
to understand the place the kampung occupies in
the Malaysian collective imagination. In ‘‘Kampung
Rules: Landscape and the Contested Government
of Urban(e) Malayness,’’ Tim Bunnell summarizes
how the concept of kampung—both positive and
negative—has played out in the political and
social imagination of Malaysians. In The Malay
Dilemma (1970), Dr. Mahathir blames Malay
social customs as well as geography for the
inability of the Malay people to find economic
success.11 Dr. Mahathir writes that Malays have
not only been disassociated from the economic
opportunities afforded by the city, but also held
back by their rural lifestyle. Bunnell draws
attention to passages from the book in which
‘‘the Malay kampung (‘village’) is singled out as
the locus for ‘primitive’ social practices.’’12

According to Dr. Mahathir, ‘‘the fact of
urbanization alone involves a process of physical
and psychological uprooting of the Malays from
the traditional rural society. There can be no
doubt that with this uprooting, old values and
ways of life must give way to the new.’’13 Bunnell
continues: ‘‘The urban is thus imagined as a
potential incubator of modern Malayness, a
remedy for pathological values of the
kampung.’’14

And yet despite the bad name given to the
kampung by Dr. Mahathir in his quest to socially
engineer the Malay people into modern, urbanized
and ‘‘productive’’ citizens, the kampung is alive
and well in the Malaysian imagination. The
kampung remains the symbol of Malay tradition
and culture. Many Malays living in Kuala Lumpur
today retain a family house in the (rural) kampung

3. The Petronas Towers at night. (Photo by author.)
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for ceremonial functions such as weddings,
funerals and feasts. During Ramadan, the Muslim
holy month, ‘‘balik kampung’’ (return to the
kampung) is a common saying and the chorus of
songs. The return to the kampung is physically
practiced as family members return to their
villages, reunite with extended family and celebrate
Ramadan. ‘‘Balik kampung’’ also signifies a return
to family values and Islamic ideals played out in

the space of the kampung. Moreover, the switch
to traditional clothing is accompanied by the
emptying-out of the city.

Consequently, ‘‘kampung’’ has come to mean
much more than simply ‘‘village.’’ According to
Bunnell, the ‘‘new kampung’’ has come to refer to
traditional values, high morality, a space of
resistance to the often alienating project of
modernization, a space of community and support,

neighborliness, and a pride in one’s community.15

‘‘‘Kampung,’ in other words, signals not the failure
of governmental strategies for Malay urbanity, but
a series of codes for modernity articulated in
Malay and even Malaysian terms. Kampung rules
define norms and forms of Malay(sian)
modernity.’’16

The term ‘‘kampung’’ has been co-opted by
marketing firms as a new form of lifestyle for the
modern Malay(sian). Kuala Lumpur architect Jimmy
Lim drew inspiration from the neighborliness and
green space of the kampung for his design of a
high-rise ‘‘kampungminium.’’17 Even Putrajaya
makes claims to kampung ideals. The Tourism
Malaysia brochure describes the Palm Garden Golf
Club (adjacent to the federal city): ‘‘The Golf Club,
with a traditional kampung style clubhouse, sits
majestically on a hill with a generous panorama of
the surrounding area.’’18 Clearly a golf clubhouse is
not a vernacular form of the rural kampung, but the
associations made in the marketing material are
examples of how ‘‘kampung’’ has become an
important brand.

Kampung Baru
The story of Kampung Baru starts in 1900. The
British colonial administrators in charge of Kuala
Lumpur allocated 250 acres of land north of the city
center to be occupied exclusively by Malay people.
Ostensibly, the motivations behind this were ‘‘to
‘protect’ the Malays from Chinese or colonial
appropriation of their land, in effect to preserve
some place for them in the Chinese and British
town. . . ’’19 Other sources describe the motivation
of the colonial administrators as being less
benevolent. Dr Suleiman Mohamed, a resident and
the former Deputy Information Minister and
Titiwangsa UMNO divisional chief, reports that the
original aim of the British administrators in
relocating the Malays to Kampung Baru was to
prevent them from taking part in lucrative activities
like mining and trading in the urban areas.
‘‘Ironically the move to sideline the Malays has

4. Plan diagram of Putrajaya.
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made Kampung Baru a Malay settlement right in
the heart of Kuala Lumpur.’’20

The population of seven Malay villages that
existed at the time in Kuala Lumpur was resettled
into a designated site and given Malay Agricultural
Settlement (MAS) status. At the time of
independence, the decision was made to allow
Kampung Baru to retain this special status, perhaps
to keep in favor with the large Malay voting base.
The two most important features of the status were
that only Malays can own land and reside in
Kampung Baru, and all decisions regarding its
development were passed through the village
elders, officially known as the MAS Board.

The terms of the special status given to
Kampung Baru has made it resistant to
development. The original half-acre land allotment
per family has remained, resulting in a relatively
small parcel size for Kuala Lumpur. The system of
title-through-inheritance means that often twenty
or more family members may own a single plot.
Hence, the effort a developer must make to
accumulate parcels large enough for a financially
viable development often outweighs the return. So
while the city has grown and developed around
Kampung Baru, the enclave itself is primarily a site
of one-story detached wood and concrete structures
(Figure 10). Attempts to develop Kampung Baru in
the past have led nowhere. The MAS Board has
been habitually skeptical of development plans and
has successfully resisted pressure. In addition,
absentee landlords that rent to foreign workers
(predominantly from Indonesia) own approximately
60 percent of Kampung Baru.21 The absence of
landowners has made it difficult to discuss and
come to a consensus on changes for the enclave.

The revived project is now in the hands of
Kuala Lumpur City Hall and has the backing of the
current Prime Minister Najib Razak. According to the
town planner responsible for the site, ‘‘Kampung
Baru is a national consideration . . . and is a pet-
project of the Prime Minister.’’22 Kampung Baru has
been named a Comprehensive Development Area

5. Central axis of Putrajaya looking North towards the office of the Prime Minister. (Photo by author.)

6. Putrajaya Corporation Complex with the Putrajaya Mosque in the background. (Photo by author.)
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and the aims of its new development plan covers
the trinity of business interests, culture ⁄ tourism, and
quality of urban living. Until May 15, 2008, the
town planning of Kuala Lumpur was guided by two
published documents: the Kuala Lumpur Structure
Plan 2020, and the three-volume Kuala Lumpur
Draft Plan 2020. The importance of and attention
paid to the Kampung Baru site is so great that it
comprises an entire fourth volume to the Kuala
Lumpur 2020 Draft Plan.

What is Kampung in the New Kampong?
‘‘Indians have their Indiantown, Chinese have their
Chinatown, Malays need their Kampung.’’23 In
context, it is easier to understand why Kampung
Baru has held the persistent interest of Malaysian
Prime Ministers starting with Dr. Mahathir
(Figures 11–13). At present, federal and city monies
have been secured for the Kampung Baru re-
development. Under the Ninth Malaysia Plan, the
equivalent of thirty-three million dollars has been
set aside to upgrade the overall infrastructure and
facilities in Kampung Baru. Within this budget,
amounts have been specified for signature projects
such as the re-development of Pasar Minggu, the
popular Sunday Market that takes place every
Saturday evening (Figure 14). Other projects
include the improvement and beautification of
major streets and pedestrian malls in the village.
Changes in zoning, schemes for lot readjustments
and incentive plans for developers are among the
many planning instruments described in the Kuala
Lumpur City Hall development plan. Zoning is to
shift radically from what is primarily single-use to
mixed use zoning. At the newly envisioned center of
Kampung Baru, a floor-area-ratio (FAR) of ten will
be allowed; this is the maximum FAR in Kuala
Lumpur and matches that of only two other sites in
the city: KLCC and the tourist shopping district of
Bukit Bintang. In addition, ‘‘identity’’ will be
addressed through the general prescription of
façade treatments and a new tourist center, the
‘‘Splendour of Malay Culture in Kuala Lumpur.’’ This

7. Putra Mosque with the office of the Prime Minister to the right, Putrajaya. (Photo by author.)

8. Putra Bridge, Putrajaya. (Photo by author.)
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center will include a collection of seventeen original
wooden Malay houses found in Kampung Baru,
relocated to a heritage alley and reprogrammed with
boutiques, mini-museums, displays of Songket and
other Malay crafts, and high-end restaurants.24

A signature project announced for the site
where Pasar Minggu currently takes place is Puncak
Baru (New Peak). The Puncak Baru mixed
development project will be built on a site that
belongs to the Kuala Lumpur City Hall. It is
comprised of three main components: a sixty-story
condominium tower with 392 residential units, a
forty-story commercial tower built atop a three-
story podium that will integrate with the existing
Kampung Baru LRT station.25 The Puncak Baru
development will replace the Pasar Minggu market
but still provide space for vendors to set up on
Saturday nights. It will be difficult for many to
comprehend the transformation of what is now a
single-story informal market selling clothing,
trinkets, pungent-smelling fresh fruit, and assorted
low-cost steamed and fried foods into a formal
market within a three-story podium.

In ‘‘The Global Cultural City? Spatial
Imagineering and Politics in the (Multi)cultural
Marketplaces of South-East Asia,’’ Brenda S.A. Yeoh
describes the fate of Singapore’s Kampong Glam
after it was designated an historic district.26

Particularly controversial was the decision to turn
the Istana (palace) into a Malay Heritage Center, a
decision that necessitated the eviction of the family
members of Sultan Hussein Shah, the nineteenth-
century Sultan of the state that became Jahor and
Singapore. In this example, heritage as
museumification rather than as lived culture was the
modus operandi. ‘‘Not only does the objectification

of heritage artifacts reify a particular version of
heritage, the legal codification and subsequent
naturalization of the entire Historical District further
serve to demarcate what is and is not heritage.’’27

Although Kampung Baru is a special site with
special rules, Kuala Lumpur City Hall is not treating it
as a site of heritage—either museumified or lived.
Instead, Kampung Baru is being envisioned as a
developer’s playground. Renderings of major street
developments, the first from Precinct A, ‘‘Kampong
Bharu Walk’’ (the hub of the cultural district), and
the second from Precinct B, ‘‘Corporate Street,’’ are
eerily indistinguishable. Both show a wide tree-lined
street well-defined by a street wall created by high-
rise buildings.The automatic feel of the trees and
people Photoshopped into the vast and sterile space
communicate a generic sensibility: nothing and
nowhere.

Within the new development plan, Malays will
retain the sole right to own land in Kampong Bharu,
and therefore only Malay developers will profit
through the new development. When Precinct E,
‘‘Up-Market Housing,’’ gets built, this may be
necessary because the average rents will skyrocket
from the equivalent of $160 to about $850, making it
unaffordable for the working class that occupies the
site. When asked whether there were any concerns
about how a new demographic will change the street
life of Kampung Baru, the town planner responsible
for the enclave shrugged: ‘‘We cannot control who
will live there, but we want Kampong Bharu to be the
Malay cultural center of the modern Malay world.’’28

Kampung Baru to Kampong Bharu
A key component of the Kuala Lumpur City Hall
draft development plan for Kampung Baru is the

official renaming of the enclave to ‘‘Kampong
Bharu.’’ In modern Bahasa Melayu, the spelling of
the word ‘‘village’’ is kampung and ‘‘new’’ is baru.
Concerned that there are other new villages in many
other cities in Malaysia, and that in colonial times
Chinese workers were also settled into ‘‘new
villages,’’ the choice to re-brand Kuala Lumpur’s
Kampung Baru is motivated by marketing and
politics. Kampong and Bharu are old spellings of the
words from before the modern Malay language was
normalized. To re-brand the enclave through these
old spellings is comparable to naming a new suburb
Olde Towne; a kitsch effort to create a sense of
place with an instant fictive cultural lineage.

Race in Malaysia
Terry McGee has described the growth of the
Southeast Asian city as unique in comparison to
Western industrialized cities, due to its rural-urban
contrast, level of migration, proliferation of
squatters, and bazaar-like economy.29 Scholars since
have proffered other readings of the Southeast
Asian city and have even challenged McGee’s point
of view due to radical changes in the region and the
world in general. In their essay ‘‘Beyond the Third
World City: The New Urban Geography of South-
east Asia,’’ Howard Dick and Peter Rimmer argue
that ‘‘globalisation has made the paradigm of the
Third World City obsolete in south-east Asia.’’30

Dick and Rimmer go on to argue that the recent
and rapid growth in the economies of countries like
Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand have brought
about patterns of urbanization that closely resemble
those of the United States. The growing middle
class coupled with development strategies that tend
towards ‘‘bundled’’ developments materialize in the

9. Islamic details from Putrajaya. (Photos by author.)
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10. Locating Kampung Baru within the Kuala Lumpur city center.



form of large residential ⁄ commercial complexes,
megamalls integrated with new infrastructure, edge
city developments and the most odious American
trend: the gated community.

Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia’s capital city, is at once
a place careening with the ambition of being
globally prominent while caught up in an internal
struggle for identity. Since its founding as a nation,
Malaysia remains a self-conscious state with
multiple ethnicities and religions. However, the
British colonial system of racial classification
through the census and job ⁄ industry sectorialization
created a legacy that persisted into the new nation;
one that has produced and supported great
disparities in both wealth and access to power.

Prior to independence from colonial rule (1957)
and the founding of Malaysia (1963), the populace
was composed primarily of Malay ‘‘races’’: Orang
Asli (aborigines), Bugis, Melayu, and Minangkabau,
as well as Chinese and Tamil Indians. At the time of
independence, Malays constituted 55 percent of the
population—Chinese 35 percent, and Tamil Indians
10 percent.

While a significant population of Chinese traders
existed in the region before colonial rule, more
Chinese and Indians were brought to work in the tin
mines and rubber plantations to assist in British
economic ventures. Considered by the British to be
unsuitable for such work, the Malay races continued
an agriculture-based rural lifestyle or were brought
into the urban centers and assigned positions in the
civil service.This practice of racial segregation by
job ⁄ industry has left a legacy of racial economic
divide and, as a consequence, racial space in the cities
and in the country as a whole. Overall, rural life was
associated with ethnic Malays while the cities were
overwhelmingly associated with the Chinese.The
Indians who provided labor on the rubber plantations
but also helped run the train system and served as
administrative aides had a less clear spatial
association. While much has changed since the end of
colonial rule, spatial remnants such as Kampung Baru
persist in the city.

12. Detached houses surrounded by lush plantings on a residential street, Kampung Baru. (Photo by author.)

11. Micro-urbanism on a commercial street, Kampung Baru. (Photo by author.)
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The racial space of Malaysia is reinforced by
differences in the cultural practices of the different
ethnicities within the population. In particular,
difference of religion plays the largest role in
dividing people spatially and socially. The Malays are
Muslim; the Chinese are typically Buddhists. The
Tamils frequently follow Hinduism.31 Religion is the
official method with which Malaysians are
categorized on identity cards, birth and marriage
registrations. Culture and religion are core
components of the very definition of what it means
to be Malay. According to the Federal Constitution,
the Malay people are all people who profess the
religion of Islam, speak the Malay language, and
conform to Malay customs. The same coupling of
ethnicity and religion (and its attendant
responsibilities under a separate legal system) does
not pertain to the other ethnic groups. The Orang
Asli (aboriginal people) are considered a native
‘‘Malay race’’ and share many of the privileges of
the Muslim Malays, although they are tallied as a
separate race in the census.

Malaysians often socialize solely within their
religious communities, partly because of the
different customs regarding food, drink, dress, and
acceptable social activities. Such customs play out in

overt and subtle ways. Malaysians of all ethnicities
generally marry within their religions. Those
marrying Malays must convert to Islam. Lunchtime
in an office is often a segregated hour because of
the different kinds of food co-workers can and want
to eat. A Muslim landlord may prefer not to rent
his ⁄ her house to a non-Muslim because the tenant
might cook ‘‘haraam’’ (forbidden) food. A Chinese
restaurant that serves pork and beer will generally
not have Muslim patrons. Greater evidence of this
segregation is seen away from metropolitan city
centers and in the countryside and smaller towns
where less liberal ideas combine with lower density.

Malay Special Provisions
To return to the founding of Malaysia: the
construction of Malaysia as a multi-racial state was
not readily accepted by the Malay groups, including
the UMNO. In an effort to find a compromise, a
strategic collaboration was formed between the
Malayan Chinese Association and the UMNO. In
return for equal citizenship, the Chinese political
group agreed to the Malay demands for ‘‘special
provisions’’ codified in the Federal Constitution.
While the Federal Constitution recognizes equal
citizenship of all races, it also contains four

controversial provisions. It recognizes Islam as the
official religion, a Malay ruler as the official head of
state, the official language as Bahasa Malayu, and
‘‘safeguards the special provision of the Malays.’’32

Special provisions stated in the constitution include
positions in the civil service, scholarships, privileges
(quotas) in accessing education, and special permits
for businesses. In return for their compromise, the
Chinese and Indians were guaranteed proportionate
representation in the new democratic government
as well as citizenship.

The commission that was appointed by the
British Crown to assist the Malay leaders in the
drafting of the constitution was chaired by Lord
William Reid and had representatives from Australia,
India and Pakistan.33 Their Report of the Federal
Constitution of Malaya Constitutional Commission
from 1957 recommended that the affirmative action
given to the Malays should be revisited after fifteen
years and the issue of Bahasa Melayu as the official
language should be revisited in ten years. ‘‘[T]he
Malays should be assured that the present [special]
position will continue for a substantial period but
that in due course the present preferences should
be reduced and ultimately cease so that there
should then be no discrimination between races or
communities.’’34

What was initially understood (in particular by
the Chinese and Indians) to be a transitional
policy of affirmative action for the Malays was
never purged from the Constitution but instead
was further concretized in subsequent policies. In
the 1967 (revised 1971) National Language Act,
Bahasa Melayu was officially introduced as the
language for all official purposes.35 In October
2009, National Language Month was inaugurated,
celebrating Bahasa Melayu. Education Minister
Datuk Seri Hishammuddin spoke in support of the
continuing legacy of this act which stresses the
‘‘usage and importance of the national language
in molding the national race based on our own
mould.’’36

13. Example of a wooden Malay house, Kampung Baru. (Photo by author.)
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The issue of language becomes critical in the
realm of education. The 1961 Education Act
(revised 1996) mandated that all publicly financed
secondary schooling had to be conducted in two
official languages: either Bahasa Melayu or
English.37 Chinese or Tamil could still be taught but
only as subjects.38 Martin Rudner explains, ‘‘[t]he

extension of Malay political norms through the
education system to non-Malays conveyed a double
sense of belonging: that non-Malays belong to
Malaysia, while Malaysia belongs to the Malays.’’39

Because primary education in Chinese and Tamil
schools was still allowed, students from Chinese and
Tamil primary schools were required to attend a

special one-year ‘‘Remove Class’’ offering tutoring
in Bahasa Melayu before continuing on in secondary
school. In addition, examinations for public
universities are conducted in Bahasa Melayu. In a
country comprised currently of 65 percent ethic
Malays, the continued use of Bahasa Melayu as the
official language is a political strategy with cultural
consequences.40 Chinese and Tamil students are not
only placed at a disadvantage at every level of their
education, they are also forced to become
disassociated from their mother tongues.

Bumiputra Policy
The most insidious way that the legacy of
‘‘special provisions’’ to Malays has continued is
through a set of policies that make up what is
generally referred to as the Bumiputra policy.
Programs established under the 1971 New
Economic Policy and the 1991 National
Development Policy continue to view the Malays
and Orang Asli (aboriginal people) as
disadvantaged and in need of government
assistance. This assistance comes in several forms
that include: access to government contracts and
start-up funds, qualifications for scholarships,
admission to universities, and positions in the
civil service. Special programs for the acquisition
of land and a reduced price for real estate
continues to privilege Malay developers and
owners in the fabrication of the built
environment.

The continued government support of the
Bumiputra policy is controversial for several reasons.
Unlike affirmative action programs in the United
States, the Bumiputra policy gives privilege to the
majority race. And unlike the oppression suffered by
minority groups in the United States, the treatment
of Malays during the colonial era could hardly be
described as oppressive; the British saw the Malays
as the indigenous people of the land and formed
political alliances with them. The claim, then, that
the Malay need extra support to ‘‘catch up’’ with
the economically strong Chinese becomes

14. Pasar Minggu (Sunday Market) overlooked by the Petronas Towers. (Photo by author.)
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questionable. Controversy over the policy exists
within the Malay community as well. The most
common criticism of the policy is that it has led to a
‘‘Malay dependence on government protection,
handouts and quotas. People will never become
competitive if they are protected from
competition.’’41

Bangsa Malaysia to 1Malaysia
The conflict between the recognition of
multiculturalism in the multi-ethnic and multi-faith
nation of Malaysia and the racist policies of the
Bumiputra policy plays out in many ways. While the
celebration of multiculturalism imbues rhetoric put
forth by the government, the central tourism agency

and other political-cultural engines, the government
overtly celebrates a more singular conception of
what Malaysia is. It was in the Vision 2020 speech
that Dr Mahathir introduced the concept of
‘‘Bangsa Malaysia’’ (Malaysian race). ‘‘This must be
a nation at peace with itself, territorially and
ethnically integrated, living in harmony and full and
fair partnership, made up of one ‘‘Bangsa Malaysia’’
with political loyalty and dedication to the
nation.’’42 More recently, the current Prime Minister
Najib Razak has been campaigning for his ‘‘Satu
Malaysia’’ or ‘‘1Malaysia’’ initiative, ‘‘a concept to
foster unity amongst the multi-ethnic Rakyat
(people ⁄ constituency) of Malaysia, substantiated by
key values that every Malaysian should observe.’’43

The core elements of 1Malaysia are mutual
acceptance amongst the races and peoples of
Malaysia, nationalism based on principles of the
Federal Constitution and the Rukunegara (national
principles), and social justice (Figure 15). ‘‘Unity as
envisioned through the 1Malaysia concept varies
greatly from the assimilation concept practiced in
other countries where the ethnic identities are
wiped out and replaced with one homogeneous
national identity.’’44

The various racist policies within Malaysia draw
a sharp contrast with the rhetoric of Bansga
Malaysia and 1Malaysia as described in the words of
Dr. Mahathir and Najib Razak, respectively. A nation
that gives special provisions to one group
(particularly the majority group) over others is not
one in which people are living in harmony and fair
partnership. While both Bangsa Malaysia and
1Malaysia attempt to put forth an image of unity
and solidarity, the image is a thin veneer peeling
back at the edges to expose an internal struggle for
identity.

How could KLCC and Putrajaya, built under
the watchful eye of the same man, differ so
greatly in their translation of Bangsa Malaysia to
architectural expression? Both are federally funded
projects that were built to symbolize and to
project the new Malaysia: the first economic, the

15. 1Malaysia billboard on Kuala Lumpur City Hall. (Photo by author.)
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second political. One was built in the language of
global architecture for the global city of Kuala
Lumpur, while the other was built in the language
of a largely imagined Islamic heritage in an
artificially constructed, idealized setting. The
difference is not a form of schizophrenia. Rather,
it is a highly calculated move to insert the Malay
into Malaysian corporate success and
Malay ⁄ Islamic imagery into the identity of the
Malaysian political system. Thus, the two most
prominent and symbolic projects of the new
Malaysia have been hijacked by the Malay elite.

In many ways, the vision for Kampung Baru can
be read as the antithesis to Putrajaya. The latter
garners its symbolic status through scenography
and references to the architecture of the Middle
East; it looks backwards and sideways, nostalgic for

an imaginary past. Kampong Bharu, on the other
hand, has few concerns for scenography and
referentiality; the strategy to acquire symbolic status
is through the mechanisms of development and
commerce. In a comparison, with KLCC it is too
early to say whether Kampong Bharu will produce
an icon with the power to inspire a ‘‘new way of
seeing’’ as has the Petronas Towers. As with the
Petronas Towers, Kampong Bharu is not focused on
the specificity of a shared past. Rather, it looks to a
generic and hermetic future.

Kampung Baru as the Non-Economy
The draft plan for Kampung Baru demonstrates how
political and economic interests guide its shaping.
At the heart of the motivation to ‘‘protect the
Malay asset’’ within Kuala Lumpur is an economic

argument draped in ethnic costume. The radical
degree to which Kuala Lumpur City Hall is
envisioning development, a shift in some areas from
a FAR of 2.5 to a FAR of 10, will have serious
consequences on the social-spatial structure of the
enclave. The majority of the current landowners will
not be able to finance redevelopment of their lots
at such a grand scale, and are thus left with few
options but to sell their family’s properties to
private (Malay) developers.

Ross King makes the argument that urban
kampung space in Malaysia fits the criteria of the
non-economy, the third sector of the economy
described by the historian Fernand Braudel. In
Braudel’s theory, the capitalist system is composed
of three sectors: the top layer, or formal economy is
the zone of the giant predators, the middle layer is
the informal or market economy, and the ‘‘bottom
layer of what Braudel calls ‘material life,’ the stratum
of the non-economy that can never be molded by
capitalism.’’45 The zone of ‘‘material life,’’ the non-
economy, is one in which a ‘‘culture of cooperative
production persists.’’46 While the romantic image of
the rural kampung—of living from the land, helping
neighbors with chores, and sharing and
cooperating—may not fully capture the social
structure of Kuala Lumpur’s Kampung Baru, there is
evidence of the non-economy logic that Braudel
theorized. An examination of the existing plan shows
an abundance of properties with a very casual
relationship to property lines.This casual relationship
results in chickens wandering through neighboring
properties and the evidence of small communal areas
shared by multiple properties (Figure 16). While the
wandering chicken may seem like a small incident, it
can be read as a symbol of a social and spatial
structure not optimized according to the terms of the
formal or informal economy (Figures 17–19).

The Braudel theory is elucidating: if we
understand the government (the Malay elite) to be
the top level predators and the kampung-dwellers
to be the bottom-dwellers, a rift within the Malay
community is revealed; this one between the haves

16. Plan showing existing lots ⁄ properties and proposed new aggregated lots ⁄ properties.
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and have-nots. King echoes this in his observation,
‘‘overlooked by the towers of Jalan Ampang and
Kuala Lumpur City Centre, another gulf is also
paraded—between the well-connected, ‘corporate’
Malays and the unconnected.’’47

The space of the non-economy presents a
space of exceptionalism and, with that, a space of

possibility within the city. The concerns of
landownership within a capitalist system are not the
exclusive concerns of a community that has lived for
generations in the same houses and ‘‘have forged
their own lifestyle and human infrastructure.’’48 For
the community of foreign workers, Kampung Baru
offers an affordable place within the city as well as

a supportive community. Kampung Baru, the space
of the non-economy, is an urban community that
operates according to its own unique internal logic.
The formalization of space and the market-savvy
that will come with the redevelopment of Kampung
Baru will be accompanied with a palpable assault on
the social-spatial character of the neighborhood.

Conclusion
Within Asia the case of Kampung Baru is not unique
or extraordinary. Development inevitably involves
destruction. And with destruction there is the
opportunity to build new types of buildings and
cities. The best examples from China understand
this and are experimenting with features such as
municipal scale living machines, multi-modal public
transit, and urban wetlands. The rest of the world
awaits the completion of these projects so they can
be used as precedents elsewhere. From the point of
view of a designer, this is the most exciting aspect
of emerging Asia. Kampung Baru presents the
opportunity to transform an urban community that
operates according to certain values but without
eradicating these very values. The form this
community takes could diverge greatly from its
present form and yet continue the most positive
aspects of its non-economy state within the city;
the space of possibility.

The story of the new Malaysian identity is not
a simple one nor is it a singular story, despite the
drives for unity and singularity embedded in Bangsa
Malaysia and 1Malaysia. While the transformation of
Kampung Baru does not come with expectations of
capturing the entire scope of Malaysian or even
Malay identity, it is a significant project with
significant federal support and will have
consequences on the urban space and experience of
the city as a whole.

The transformation of Kampung Baru is poised
to become an illustration of the political will and
economic savvy of the Malay elite, not a considered
exploration of urban design. The question of
identity becomes an immediate and urgent one as

17. Informal spaces, Kampung Baru. (Photo by author.)
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the redevelopment of Kampung Baru means the
erasure of this socially vibrant community and
incursion into those adjacent. Underlying the sheer
aggressiveness of the draft development plan is the
story of money masked by the story of identity.
Heritage, history and culture are revealed as the
McGuffin in a narrative that is really about
economic gain for a limited elite.
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