
 

 

 

 

e-Journal of Media & Society 
 Volume 9 No. 1    |    Year: 2026    |   e-ISSN: 2682-9193 

 Received 21 Sept 2025   Revised 2 Dec 2025  Accepted 2 Jan 2026   Published 31 Jan 2026 

33 

  

 

Print Nationalism and Book Control: A Content Analysis Of 

Government Documents on Publishing and Nation-Building In 

Postcolonial Malaysia  
   

Nora Noordin, Manual Selvaraj Bexci, & Mohd Shahnawi Muhmad Pirus 

 Faculty of Social Sciences, Arts and Humanities Lincoln University College Malaysia 

 

Corresponding email: noranoordin@uitm.edu.my 

 
 

ABSTRACT  

This article examines the instrumental role of publishing and censorship in the Malaysian 

state’s nation-building project during the formative postcolonial period from 1948 to 1977. 

While extensive research exists on Malaysia’s ethnic policies and educational reforms, the 

specific mechanisms of print control as a tool for ideological consolidation have remained 

underexplored. This study addresses this gap through a qualitative content analysis of 

declassified government documents, including censorship reports, publication records, and 

internal ministerial correspondence from the Malaysian National Archives. The analysis 

reveals a dual-pronged state strategy: the active promotion of Malay linguistic nationalism and 

the simultaneous suppression of non-Malay literature, particularly Chinese-language materials, 

which were often framed as a threat to national security. These findings demonstrate that 

publishing policies were not merely administrative but constituted a deliberate practice of 

ideological statecraft aimed at constructing a hegemonic national identity in a multi-ethnic 

society. The study contributes a critical archival perspective on the intersection of print 

nationalism, language politics, and state power in postcolonial Southeast Asia. 
 

Keywords: Print Nationalism, Censorship, Postcolonial Malaysia, Nation-Building, Language 

Policy, Book History. 

 

 

 

  



eJOMS - Journal of Media and Society   

Volume 9 No. 1  |  Year: 2026   |  ISSN: 2682-9193 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

34 

INTRODUCTION  

The interplay between censorship, language, and nation-building is a cornerstone of 

postcolonial studies, yet the granular details of how states regulate print culture to forge 

national identity often remain obscured within government archives. In post-independence 

Malaysia, a nation characterized by deep ethnic and linguistic pluralism, the government faced 

the immense challenge of creating a unified “imagined community” from a diverse populace 

(Anderson, 1991). This article argues that the Malaysian state, inheriting a robust system of 

information control from the British colonial administration, systematically repurposed these 

mechanisms to advance a particular vision of nationhood rooted in Malay linguistic and cultural 

dominance. 

The period from the Malayan Emergency (1948–1960) to the late 1970s was a critical 

juncture in which the foundations of Malaysia’s ideological apparatus were laid. The Cold War 

provided a geopolitical backdrop against which internal security concerns were often conflated 

with ideological and ethnic anxieties. The state’s efforts to contain communism were frequently 

intertwined with the suppression of linguistic and cultural expressions from the Chinese-

speaking population, which was viewed with suspicion (Harper, 1999). Consequently, 

publishing and censorship became key instruments for not only safeguarding national security 

but also for curating a national narrative that privileged the Malay language and culture as the 

bedrock of Malaysian identity. 

While scholars have extensively analyzed Malaysia’s language and education policies 

(Gill, 2005), the role of the state as a direct regulator of print media through its bureaucratic 

machinery has received less attention. This study moves beyond public-facing legal 

frameworks to examine the internal logic of the censorship apparatus. By analyzing archival 

government documents, this research uncovers the day-to-day practices and rationales that 

guided the state’s control over the circulation of knowledge and ideas. This article thus provides 

a new empirical basis for understanding how a postcolonial state operationalized print 

nationalism, offering insights into the complex and often contradictory processes of identity 

formation in a multi-ethnic context. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This study is positioned at the intersection of print nationalism, postcolonial theory, and 

censorship studies. The theoretical framework is anchored in Benedict Anderson’s (1991) 

concept of the “imagined community,” which posits that print capitalism was instrumental in 

fostering a sense of national consciousness through the standardization of language and the 

circulation of shared narratives. In the context of Malaysia, the state’s deliberate promotion of 

the Malay language in publishing can be interpreted as a direct attempt to construct a unified 

national identity, as Anderson’s theory would suggest. However, this process was not merely 

one of inclusion but also of exclusion, a dimension that requires further theoretical scaffolding. 

To this end, the work of Robert Phillipson (1992) on linguistic imperialism provides a 

critical lens. Phillipson argues that language policies are often mechanisms for maintaining 

power structures, and the elevation of one language over others is a political act. This 

framework is particularly salient in analyzing how the Malaysian state’s privileging of Malay, 

at the expense of Chinese, Tamil, and other languages, served to consolidate the political 

dominance of the Malay elite. This was not a neutral act of nation-building but a form of 

internal linguistic imperialism that shaped the contours of political and cultural discourse. 



eJOMS - Journal of Media and Society   

Volume 9 No. 1  |  Year: 2026   |  ISSN: 2682-9193 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

35 

Furthermore, the study draws upon Partha Chatterjee’s (1993) critique of postcolonial 

nationalism. Chatterjee contends that many postcolonial states adopted the coercive and 

ideological apparatuses of their former colonizers to forge a national identity, often resulting 

in a “derivative discourse” of nationalism. This is evident in Malaysia, where the post-

independence government inherited and expanded the colonial-era censorship laws and 

surveillance mechanisms. These tools were then repurposed to serve a new nationalist agenda, 

one that was deeply inflected with ethnic and linguistic priorities. 

The institutionalization of this ideological control is further illuminated by Louis 

Althusser’s (1971) theory of Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs). Althusser identified 

institutions such as schools, the media, and cultural organizations as key sites for the 

reproduction of dominant ideologies. In Malaysia, government bodies like the Ministry of 

Home Affairs and the National Book Council functioned as ISAs, regulating the flow of 

information and shaping public consciousness in line with the state’s objectives. Antonio 

Gramsci’s (1971) concept of cultural hegemony also offers a valuable framework for 

understanding how the ruling elite in Malaysia sought to maintain its dominance not through 

force alone, but by securing the consent of the governed through the control of cultural 

production, including book publishing. 

Finally, this study situates the Malaysian case within the broader regional context of 

Southeast Asia. Comparative studies on media control in Singapore (Rodan, 2004) and 

Indonesia (Sen, 2003) reveal similar patterns of state-led ideological management, where the 

imperatives of political stability and national unity have often been used to justify restrictions 

on press freedom and artistic expression. By examining Malaysia in relation to its neighbors, 

this article contributes to a more nuanced understanding of the varieties of print nationalism 

and statecraft in postcolonial Asia. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

This study employs a qualitative content analysis of archival government documents to 

investigate the role of publishing and censorship in Malaysian nation-building from 1948 to 

1977. The primary sources for this research were drawn from the Malaysian National Archives 

and the National Library of Malaysia, and include a range of official documents such as legal 

statutes, parliamentary debates, internal ministry correspondence, annual reports from 

government bodies, and lists of banned books with accompanying justifications. 

The selection of this period is significant as it covers the transition from late colonial 

rule, through the Malayan Emergency, to the consolidation of the post-independence Malaysian 

state. This timeframe allows for an analysis of how censorship practices evolved from a tool of 

colonial security to an instrument of postcolonial nation-building and ideological control. 

A coding framework was developed to systematically analyze the archival materials. 

The framework included categories such as: 

 

• Linguistic Focus: Identifying the language of the publications under review (Malay, 

Chinese, Tamil, English). 

• Censorship Action: Classifying the nature of the state’s intervention (e.g., banned, 

restricted, approved with edits). 

• Stated Rationale: Documenting the official justifications for censorship (e.g., 

national security, communist threat, moral grounds, threat to racial harmony). 
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• Institutional Actors: Mapping the involvement of different government agencies 

(e.g., Ministry of Home Affairs, Ministry of Information, police). 

 

FINDINGS  

The qualitative content analysis of 55 archival government documents from the period 1948–

1977 reveals a systematic and politically motivated approach to the regulation of print media 

in postcolonial Malaysia. The findings are organized around three key themes: linguistic 

representation, censorship patterns, and the ideological construction of nationhood. 

 

Linguistic Representation and State Priorities 

A central finding of this study is the clear linguistic hierarchy evident in the archival 

documents. English was the dominant language of the state apparatus, appearing in over 70% 

of the documents analyzed. While there was a discernible increase in the use of Malay after the 

formation of Malaysia in 1963, English remained the primary medium for bureaucratic and 

ideological communication. This suggests that while the state was publicly committed to 

promoting Malay as the national language, the institutional transition was slow and uneven. 

Chinese and Tamil, the other major languages in the country, were significantly 

underrepresented in official discourse, reflecting their marginalization within the state’s nation-

building project. 

 

Censorship: A Tool for Ideological and Ethnic Control 

The analysis of censorship actions reveals a nuanced and targeted strategy of print control. 

Contrary to what might be expected, English-language publications were the most frequently 

censored, followed by Chinese and then Malay. This indicates that the state’s anxieties were 

not limited to non-Malay languages but extended to any materials, regardless of language, that 

were perceived as carrying subversive or anti-establishment ideas. Many of these English-

language texts were of a leftist or anti-colonial nature and were often labeled as “communist.” 

However, the nature of censorship differed by language. English-language materials 

were more likely to be outright banned, suggesting they were seen as a direct ideological threat. 

In contrast, Chinese-language materials were more often “prevented” from circulation, a more 

subtle form of control that nonetheless effectively limited their reach. This differential 

treatment suggests a dual logic at play: one aimed at containing specific ideological threats 

(communism, socialism) and another aimed at managing the cultural and political influence of 

the Chinese-speaking population. 

 

Table 1: Frequency of Censorship Actions by Language 

Language Censorship Action (Frequency) 

English 35 

Chinese 22 

Malay 15 

Tamil 5 
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The Language of Nation-Building 

The archival documents clearly demonstrate that the Malay language was positioned as the 

primary vehicle for the state’s nation-building narrative. Themes of “national unity,” “loyalty,” 

and “harmony” were overwhelmingly associated with Malay-language publications and 

government campaigns. Conversely, Chinese and Tamil were largely absent from this official 

discourse of national identity. This linguistic privileging was a key strategy in the state’s effort 

to construct a hegemonic, Malay-centric vision of the nation. 

The intensity of censorship and the promotion of nation-building narratives also 

correlated with key political events. There were notable spikes in censorship activity following 

the Malayan Emergency, the formation of Malaysia, and especially the 1969 racial riots. This 

indicates that censorship was a reactive tool, deployed by the state to reassert control and 

ideological cohesion during times of crisis and political instability. 

 

Institutional Landscape of Control 

The Ministry of Home Affairs and the Ministry of Information were the two most prominent 

government bodies involved in censorship decisions. This centralization of control within 

security-focused ministries underscores the extent to which print regulation was viewed as a 

matter of national security. The close involvement of these ministries highlights the fusion of 

ideological and security concerns that characterized the postcolonial Malaysian state. 

 

DISCUSSION 

The findings of this study offer a compelling and nuanced picture of the Malaysian state’s use 

of print culture as a tool of ideological statecraft. The archival evidence demonstrates that 

publishing and censorship were not ad hoc measures but part of a systematic, long-term strategy 

to construct a particular vision of Malaysian nationhood. This discussion will interpret these 

findings in relation to the theoretical frameworks of print nationalism, linguistic imperialism, 

and postcolonial state formation. 
 

The Dual Logic of Censorship 

The disproportionate censorship of English-language materials, particularly those with leftist 

or anti-colonial themes, reveals a state deeply concerned with ideological contagion from the 

West. This challenges a simplistic narrative that postcolonial censorship in Malaysia was solely 

aimed at suppressing non-Malay voices. Instead, it suggests a more complex logic in which the 

state was simultaneously battling perceived threats from both internal “racial” others and 

external ideological forces. The Malaysian government, like many of its postcolonial 

counterparts, was caught in a “double bind”: it needed to engage with the English-speaking 

world for trade and diplomacy, yet it feared the subversive potential of the very language it 

relied upon. 

The differential treatment of Chinese-language materials, which were more often 

“prevented” than outright banned, points to a strategy of containment rather than elimination. 

This reflects the state’s delicate balancing act in managing its relationship with the large and 

economically significant Chinese minority. The goal was not to eradicate Chinese culture but 

to circumscribe its influence and ensure it remained subordinate to the hegemonic Malay-

centric national identity. 
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Print Nationalism in a Multi-Ethnic Context 

This study complicates Anderson’s theory of print nationalism. While Anderson’s model 

emphasizes the unifying role of a single print-language, the Malaysian case demonstrates how 

print can also be a site of division and hierarchy. The state’s promotion of Malay as the 

language of national unity, while simultaneously marginalizing other languages, was a 

deliberate act of social engineering. It was an attempt to create an “imagined community” not 

through inclusion, but through the establishment of a clear linguistic and cultural hierarchy. 

This highlights the need to adapt the theory of print nationalism to the specificities of multi-

ethnic and multilingual postcolonial societies, where the state often plays a much more 

interventionist role in shaping the print landscape. 

 

The Bureaucracy of Ideology 

The deep involvement of the Ministry of Home Affairs and the Ministry of Information in 

censorship decisions underscores the institutionalization of ideological control. These were not 

simply cultural bodies but key apparatuses of the state’s security infrastructure. The archival 

records reveal a bureaucracy that was highly attuned to the political and ideological 

implications of print media. The detailed justifications for censorship, the careful tracking of 

publications, and the coordination between different government agencies all point to a well-

oiled machine of ideological management. This provides a concrete empirical grounding for 

Althusser’s concept of the Ideological State Apparatus, demonstrating how state institutions 

work to reproduce the dominant ideology through their everyday practices. 
 

CONCLUSION 

This article has demonstrated that the regulation of print media was a central pillar of the 

Malaysian state’s nation-building project in the postcolonial era. Through a qualitative content 

analysis of government archives, this study has revealed the dual strategy of promoting Malay 

linguistic nationalism while simultaneously controlling and containing non-Malay and 

ideologically subversive publications. The findings contribute to a more nuanced 

understanding of print nationalism, demonstrating how it can be a tool of both unification and 

exclusion in multi-ethnic societies. 

The Malaysian case highlights the enduring legacy of colonial-era structures of control, 

which were repurposed by the post-independence state to serve a new nationalist agenda. It 

also underscores the complex interplay of ethnic, ideological, and security concerns that shaped 

the state’s approach to censorship. The study’s focus on the internal workings of the censorship 

apparatus provides a valuable empirical contribution to the literature on postcolonial state 

formation and ideological control. 

Future research could build on this study by examining the reception and resistance to 

these state policies among writers, publishers, and the reading public. A comparative analysis 

with other postcolonial societies in Asia and Africa would also be valuable in developing a 

more global understanding of the relationship between print, power, and identity. Ultimately, 

this study serves as a reminder that the printed word is never neutral; it is always a site of 

struggle, a terrain on which the very meaning of the nation is contested and defined. 
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