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When Milenko Prvacki, Senior Fellow at LASALLE and organizer of Tropical Lab informed me of 

the research theme of this year’s Tropical Lab, is Masak Masak, a term eluding to food and play 

drawn from the Malay Language of Southeast Asia, I had just gotten my medical report. My low 

cholesterol is high and high cholesterol low. So I am told I am a walking time bomb. I was asked, 

as the dutiful doctor sighed, to review my diet of food. Low carb, high protein. My hormones are in 

check. Apparently, my stress stuff is in tiptop condition. I was recommended a diet of nuts. Leaving 

that aside, I love my food. 

 

Today, switch on the television you are inundated with what some critics have daringly proclaimed 

gastro-porn which does not stimulate sweat, pain and heat: Culinary shows, cooking challenges, 

competitions, travelling food adventurism, etc. entice and inspire you with the visual but never 

quite an invitation to savour taste or smell the aroma and fragrance. This limitation is most 

pronounced in the limited number of adjectives that are used to describe taste on TV: yummy, 

sophisticated, appealing, appetizing, divine, heavenly, delectable, tasty, spicy etc. They claim to 

give an insight to cultures and cuisine but really they are only directing you to The Biggest Loser. 

This simulacrum is Baudrillard’s hyperreality as nations of culinary wannabes seek to bake bread,  



                                                                                                                                   

  

 

hand make paste, devour the moment of becoming a Gordon Ramsay or a Nigella Lawson. Today, 

food experience is reduced to plating, prettiness and pairing.  

 

Food developed through the histories of communities living in Southeast Asia amalgamates the 

Indian, Chinese and the indo-Australian archipelago. You are located in a part of the world that that 

is known for the prowess of the Sri Vijaya Empire which reigned from 7-12 centuries, extending 

from Southern India and was known for its contribution to Hinduism, Buddhism and trade. 

Moreover, the spice trade from 1500 onwards brought the Spaniards, Portuguese, British, Dutch to 

fight over nutmeg, cloves, sugar cane, pepper which resulted in the division and revision of 

Southeast Asia as a geographical and cultural category as it stands today. One denying the other of 

the opportunity of enjoying themselves with their nations has led to wars, treatises and subjugation 

of the local.  

 

Malacca, not far from here in Malaysia was the centre of the spice world in 1511. The Portuguese 

had full control and extended the reach into the Moluccas Islands or Spice Islands. These small 

Indonesian islands were the largest producers of nutmeg, cloves and mace in the world then. Came 

the Spaniards who colonialized the islands and lost in battle with the Portuguese. The fight over the 

spices resulted in the famed, Treaty of Torde-sillas (circa 1500s) which saw Spain and Portugal 

divide the world along a longitudinal line into “two exploration and colonizing areas: the Spanish 

and the Portuguese. It stated a meridian in the Atlantic Ocean, with the western part exclusive to 

Spain and the east to Portugal.” (Wiki) This of course is one version of the old testament. 

 



                                                                                                                                   

  

 

The point is you are in a historically rich part of the world. Southeast Asia has always been a 

confluence of cultures and this is represented in the food we consume here.  

 

I want to come to my point of the hyperreality of the food culture that surrounds us and how it 

shapes our national identities through principles of ownership. 

 

For this I must come to a new testament. Perhaps I should start with fish. Singapore has a very 

famous dish called the Fish Head Curry. Its derivative ingredient is the discarded head of a fish 

floating in a thick curry laden with tomatoes, okra, etc.: With its slightly parted lips, the fish eyes its 

predator surreptitiously out of the broth. Laid claim by Muthu’s Curry in Little India, Singapore, it 

has been categorically denounced by the Malaysians in 2008, the latter claiming that its dishes have 

been hijacked by the capitalist pirates called Singaporeans. Should Singaporeans take this lying 

down? It is a never-ending tale of epic proportions and is simmering on low heat right now.  

 

In 2009, Singapore listed its top home grown dishes including chilli crab and chicken rice. Malaysia 

immediately rebutted: Malaysia Tourism Minister Ng Yen Yen lay to claim signature dishes such as 

nasi lemak (fragrant coconut milk rice), laksa (spicy soup noodles) and bak kut teh (pork ribs herbal 

soup). Ng declared, "We cannot continue to let other countries hijack our food. Chili crab is 

Malaysian. Hainanese chicken rice is Malaysian," in The Star newspaper. (CNNGO, 2009). 

Tempers flared reaching boiling point. Knives sharpened and sliced through arguments placed 

before all who would listen but there was no old testament divide like the Spaniards and 

Portuguese. It simmers.  

 



                                                                                                                                   

  

 

Nations continuously feel that their enjoyment has been taken away from them. Unlike days of 

colonialism, national identity and active citizenry is organized around political participation in 

democracy of exercising soft culture such as food, music, travel and social media. Prior to today’s 

world - where mobile and internet technology reformulates the invisible communities who imagine 

a notion of nationhood through a sense of internet idealism, locked in a a hyperreal sense of 

visibility (that is you are trackable) - communities imagined themselves through many images, 

events and activities including the creation, preparation and ownership of food. 

 

I am reminded of Benedict Anderson’s 1983 Imagined Communities: The Origins and Rise of 

Nationalism. One of the most influential texts on nationalism today, Anderson a historian, spent 

years in Indonesia experiencing culture and politics. 

 

For Anderson, an imagined community is one that is distinctive from an actual community whereby 

members of the community hold mental images of their affinity to their nation. As Anderson puts it, 

a nation "is imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of 

their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of 

their communion.” There is no dynastic or political claim to authority over this mental image and 

such nations have "finite, if elastic boundaries, beyond which lie other nations". This produces 

connectivity through communications (e.g. internet, food, mass events), which does not require for 

the tacit claim to identity through knowing the other. Such a system transcends socio-economic and 

class hierarchies and geographies. It is a “deep horizontal comradeship” which sees countries 

sharpening knives for food. 

 



                                                                                                                                   

  

 

Anderson’s thinking finds resonance in French philosopher Jean Luc-Nancy’s 1982 text, The  

Inoperative Community where he locates the notion of community to concepts of experience, 

discourse, and the individual thereby relieving humans out of the design of categories. He believes 

that human attempt to organize people within the ambit of labels has led to social violence and 

political terror. This poses an important question for him as to how to move forward with the 

development of society, with this contradiction of individuals and the need to organize them 

constantly at odds. 

 

Slavoj Zizek in his book Tarrying with the Negative: Kant, Hegel and the Critique of Ideology 

(2000) has a beautiful essay entitled, Enjoy Your Nation As Yourself! He says, “A nation exists 

only as long as its specific enjoyment continues to be materialized in a set of social practices and 

transmitted through national myths that structure these practices.” (202) Here taking tour-de-force 

through Lacanian psychology, he purports that “enjoyment is good, on condition that it is not too 

close to us, on condition that it remains the other’s enjoyment (213)…. Does not the Other’s 

enjoyment exert such a powerful fascination because in it we represent to ourselves our own 

innermost relationship to enjoyment? .... The Lacanian thesis that enjoyment is ultimately always 

enjoyment of the Other, i.e. enjoyment supposed, imputed to the Other, and that conversely, the 

hatred of the Other’s enjoyment is always the hatred of one’s own enjoyment, is perfectly 

exemplified by this logic of the ‘theft of enjoyment’” (206). 

 



                                                                                                                                   

  

 

My examples earlier underscore the conundrum that leads to this theft of enjoyment: Defining 

oneself through the gaze of the Other in rejecting their proposition, e.g. laying claim to cuisines, as 

in the Malaysian and Singaporean gastronomic dilemma that arose out of a shared genealogy.  

 

As you savour, try, attempt, enjoy and experience the foods that we present, think about your 

thievery and perhaps the moments in which pleasure is in consuming without the permission of the 

Other. Enjoy. 
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