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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Project Background 

Malaysia is a multicultural society with a rich cultural heritage. It has a total 

population more than 21 million consisting of the Malays, Chineses, Indians, 

Kadazans, Dayaks, Bajaus, Melanaus, Muruts, Eurasians and aborigines 

(Shahar, 2000). Malaysia is multiracial, and these races live together to 

experiencing their own cultures and belief yet sharing it with others. Each of 

these cultures has vigorously maintained its traditions and community 

structures. They have also blended together to create contemporary 

Malaysia's uniquely diverse heritage. One example of the complexity with 

which Malaysia's immigrant populations have contributed to the nation's 

culture as a whole is the history of Chinese immigrants (Geographia; 2005). 

The first Chinese to settle in the straits, primarily in and around Malacca, 

gradually adopted elements of Malaysian culture and intermarried with the 

Malaysian community. Known as babas and nyonyas, they eventually 

produced a synthetic set of practices, beliefs, and arts, combining Malay and 

Chinese traditions in such a way as to create a new culture. 

The history of these Peranakan or Straits Bom Chinese is begun when 

a beautiful princess from the Chinese Ming Dynasty, called Hang Li Poh 

came into Malacca in the early fifteenth century. She was presented as a bride 

to the Malacca Sultan and part of her entourage included five hundred youths 

and several hundred women attendants of noble descent, to wait on her and 

keep the princess company in her new home. This people were placed in 

Bukit China in the Malay Archipelago and in the end, they intermarried 

with the local Malays. Later on, the population of this Straits Born Chinese 
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increased when the early Chinese traders from Kwantung province in China 

came into Malacca and intermarried with local women. 

1.1 Problem description 

Straits Chinese, Straits Born Chinese, Baba Chinese, Baba (and their 

womenfolk Nyonya) and Peranakan are term used interchangeably in 

Malaysia to describe the Baba Nyonya community, a subethnic group of the 

Peranakan Chinese community whose culture and life-style is fusion of 

predominantly Chinese and Malaysia influences (Mahmood, 2004). The 

Peranakan culture is consist of a synthetic set of practices, beliefs, and arts, 

combining Malay and Chinese traditions. 

Unfortunately the esthetic of the Peranakan culture is dying slowly 

because of the modernization. The Late Datin Seri Endon Mahmood, wife of 

the Prime Minister of Malaysia was accredited with the revival of the dress of 

the female Peranakan known as Nyonya kebaya (kakiseni.com). In Malaysia 

many problem occurs when the government or individuals attempt to 

conserve cultural heritage information in the right place. The related problem 

is when organizing and storing the data in a systematic manner for easy 

access. The other problem is that, the availability of cultural databases that 

are accessible through the internet is lacking in Malaysia (Shahar; 2000). 

Researchers always face difficulties to get the data that is related to the 

cultural heritage because the information will be found in institutions such as 

archives, libraries and museums (Hedegaard et al, 2005). For the researchers 

who are not familiar with the institution they have difficulty finding the 

information. The data that is related to the cultural heritage like Nyonya 

kebaya should be documented in the proper manner. The data should be 

digitized so that it can be easily accessed, to ensure accurate, timely and 

integrated cultural information for the Nyonya kebaya. 
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