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Abstract:
Rather than focusing on either bounded conceptions of migrant assimilation or unbounded
transnational linkages, this paper situates migrant experiences in broader "routes of
identity." In the case of Malay ex‐seamen in Liverpool, UK, all of whom are now in their
seventies or eighties, this has meant tracing life geographies extending back well over half a
century. During the middle decades of the twentieth century when these men arrived in
Liverpool, the city was a major seaport with longstanding maritime connections to
Southeast Asia and across the Pacific. Drawing upon fieldwork carried out in Liverpool and
Southeast Asia between 2003 and 2008, the paper gives attention to four geographical
dimensions of the shifting identities of Liverpool‐based Malay ex‐seamen: (1) the always‐
already fluid and mobile nature of their identifications which preceded long‐distance
migration; (2) shifting political geographies of identity (re)formation, particularly the
establishment of post‐colonial national boundaries which cut across prior modes of
identification; (3) historically variable constitutive geographies of long‐distance
interconnection, most notably the transition from maritime socioeconomic networks to a
post‐maritime period; and (4) social sites through which individual and collective identities
are emplaced. The intention is to sketch these four different dimensions in such a way as to
allow them to speak critically to issues of transnationalism and migrant identity beyond the
specific case of Malays in Liverpool.
Keywords: Malay seafarers, oral histories, life geographies, identity, transnationalism,
Southeast Asia
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Introduction
The rise to prominence of transnationalism in the social sciences has been associated with
new geographical framings of migrant identity. Out have gone bounded geographies which
see migrants as assimilating‐‐to greater or lesser degrees‐‐within the milieu of their
destination. (1) In their place have come geographies of networks and border crossings
which are understood not only to keep migrants connected to their homeland but also to
contribute to the (re)shaping of their identities at a distance. In part, this shift has to do with
the extension of possibilities for regular and sustained long‐distance social connections
enabled by historically relatively recent developments in technologies of communication
and transportation. Yet the existence of historical antecedents‐‐such as trade diasporas or
commercial and administrative elites‐‐mean that transnationalism denotes new ways of
seeing the geography of migrant identity change as much as it diagnoses historically novel
empirical realities. This "geography of knowing" (2) became so pervasive so quickly that by
1999, influential scholars were warning against the danger of an overextension of
transnationalism to cover almost all aspects of migrants' lives and experiences. (3) It was
thus argued that transnationalism needed to be delimited as a subset of migrant
experiences, allowing space for consideration of the possible continued relevance of "old
models," even in a border‐crossing world on the move. (4) This paper is concerned with
geographical dimensions of migrant identity that are not transfixed by transnationalism. The
intention is not to try to bring back old models and framings but to examine a range of
constitutive geographies of identity over the course of migrants' life routes.
The migrants whose lives form the basis for identification and examination of geographies
of identity in what follows are a small group of men from Southeast Asia living in Liverpool,
UK. (5) In the middle decades of the twentieth century, men from what are today the
nation‐states of Singapore and Malaysia, and also smaller numbers from Indonesia, worked
as seafarers on British‐owned and other ocean‐going merchant ships. Some of these men
settled in port cities such as London, Cardiff and New York as well as Liverpool. (6) Maritime
connections between those cities mean that at one level the men whose lives I have studied
may be understood in terms of a Malay Atlantic rather than as speaking to Pacific affairs.
However, their seafaring life stages came during a period during which Liverpool shipping
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companies had more than half a century of extensive Pacific Ocean services. During the first
decades of the twentieth century, the Ocean Steamship Company, for example, equipped
itself with "a new fleet of cargo liners capable of extending the range of Liverpool's carrying
trade throughout the whole of the Pacific Ocean." (7) In addition, at least until the 1970s,
Liverpool's maritime linkages with the "Far East" (8) also meant that even Malays who had
taken shore jobs in the city remained plugged into social and political developments in
Southeast Asia. Recent work in Southeast Asian studies has shown how the regional unit of
analysis for this field (Southeast Asia) is conceptually unbounded by network and flow
geographies in an era of globalization. (9) The same argument may reasonably be extended
to other areal or cartographic units, including "the Pacific." The lives of the Malay ex‐
seamen with whom I have worked in Liverpool map social and economic networks which
include Pacific localities while clearly exceeding the conventional spatial limits of that
region. Given that these men are all upwards of 70 years of age, their transcontinental life
geographies precede the last two decades of the twentieth century when transnationalism
and globalization rose to prominence. (10) In fact, long‐distance maritime social networks
between the northwest of England and Southeast Asia had largely been severed by the
1980s, given Liverpool's decline as a seaport and changes in the global seafaring labour
market. (11)
The material drawn upon in this paper emerges from a larger research project on maritime
and post‐maritime links between Liverpool and the Malay world in Southeast Asia.
Methodologically, the intended focus at the outset of the project was to track down and
conduct life history interviews with remaining first‐generation ex‐seafarers in Liverpool. An
initial two‐month period of fieldwork in 2004 quickly served to reveal the infeasibility or at
least inadequacy of such a methodological strategy. Not only were the numbers of men
concerned very small (only around 20 in 2004), but the majority of those living in and
around the city were unwilling or too frail to be interviewed. This necessitated two main
forms of methodological diversification. One was to afford greater prominence to sources
beyond first‐generation migrants, including interviews with their descendents and other
family members as well as various archival sources. A second strategy was to attend social
events and gatherings which afforded opportunities to join conversations with ex‐seafarers
and other community members (in much less formal ways than I had originally envisaged
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that life history interviews would be conducted). As a result of the latter, in particular, my
fieldwork practices came to take on two distinct spatialities, both of which depart from
those of traditional anthropological fieldwork. First, although my research did involve
extended periods of research and data collection in Liverpool‐‐six months based in the city
in 2008 in addition to the initial two‐month period in 2004, plus a series of shorter trips
between those years‐‐it also involved planned encounters with Liverpool‐based ex‐seafarers
(and their family members) in a range of other locations, including in Indonesia, Malaysia
and Singapore. As James Clifford has shown, patterns of "dwelling and travelling"‐‐both
those of the researcher and researched‐‐unsettle spatial imaginings of the field as
somewhere one can be either "inside" or "outside." (12) Ex‐seafarers whom I met up with in
Malacca or Singapore were in some senses both leaving the site of my fieldwork and
returning "home." Similarly, as a Singapore‐based academic with roots in the northwest of
England, my research travels to Liverpool invoked feelings of going home as well as of
venturing into an exotic field site. As Clifford points out, however, such respatializations of
fieldwork should not be taken to mean that the field is everywhere, and this connects to a
second differentiation between my work and conventional conceptualizations of the field in
anthropology. Much of my research in Liverpool came to revolve around a specific site or
place‐‐a terraced house in the Toxteth part of the city which had been bought as a club for
seafarers in the 1960s. During fieldwork in Liverpool in 2004 and several shorter visits over
the subsequent three years, this was the main site for my ethnographic encounters. (13) In
sum, my research involved practices which both unbound "the field" and located it more
precisely in a specific site than has conventionally been the case in anthropological
fieldwork.
It is out of my research practice‐driven patterns of dwelling and travelling that I have
amassed fragments of knowledge with which to map life geographies of "Malays" in
Liverpool. The use of scare marks here denotes, in part, historical and spatial variability in
definitions of Malay identity or Malay‐ness which will be examined in more detail later in
the paper. However, following insights from diverse post‐structuralist theorizations of
subject formation, there is also a wider point to be made about the unstable and
constructed nature of all identities. It has also been recognized that identity itself has "long
been one of the slipperiest concepts in the social scientist's lexicon." (14) Writing about
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Malay identity in Malaysia, Shamsul A.B. distinguished between "authority‐defined" and
"everyday‐defined" social realities: the former "defined by people who are part of the
dominant power structure"; the latter "experienced by the people in the course of their
everyday life." (15) As Shamsul recognizes, the two are "intricately linked and constantly
influencing and shaping each other," though he gives more attention to the way in which
race categories consolidated by colonial authorities filtered down to "the mind and practical
life of the populace." (16) In my own research, efforts to develop a critical understanding of
this relationship emerge out of a shuttle between diverse archival and human subject
sources. In keeping with Shamsul's work, this shuttle can, of course, reveal the constructed
or invented nature of many lived forms of identification. Yet it is equally important not to
arrogate awareness of identity construction or invention to the academic critic alone. (17)
Many Liverpool‐based ex‐seafarers in my research were aware of historical and spatial
diversity in definitions of Malay identity and that the ways and extent to which they
themselves perform Malay‐ness is highly contextually variable. If the same individual self‐
identifies differently according to spatial location then space itself may be said to play a
constitutive role in the performance and ongoing reconstruction of identities. (18) In this
way, life geographies are not merely about tracing where ex‐seafarers have been (or are
going to) but also provide clues to understanding the active role of geography and space in
routes of identity over time.
In what follows, I highlight four constitutive geographical dimensions of the shifting
identities of Liverpool‐based Malay ex‐seamen over the course of their lives. The first
concerns pre‐migration spatial mobilities and associated diversity in the identities of any
given migrant group. Rather than assuming that the men I have interviewed all identified in
the same way as Malays on arrival in Liverpool, I show how it is important to consider the
always‐already fluid and mobile identifications of pre‐migrant subjects. The second
dimension concerns shifting political geographies of migrant identity (re)formation. Rather
than forming an inert backdrop for the border‐crossing mobilities of Malay seafarers,
nation‐state boundaries have been (re)drawn during their lifetimes‐‐especially during the
period of decolonization‐‐with important implications for senses of individual and collective
identification. The third dimension has to do with variable geographies of connection
between Liverpool and Southeast Asia. While there is evidence of a (trans)nationalization of
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the self‐understandings of Malays in Liverpool, the process and forms of mobility with which
this has been associated shifted markedly as Liverpool and the Malays who live there
entered post‐maritime periods. The fourth dimension gives attention to sites or places of
collective identification. The community meeting place at number 7 Jermyn Street is one of
a series of specific sites that have played a role in the relational reconstruction of Malay‐
ness in Liverpool. Word constraints preclude sustained empirical treatment of any of these
four dimensions. The intention is to sketch them in such as way as to allow them to speak to
issues of transnationalism and migrant identity beyond the specific case of Malays in
Liverpool.
Animating Pre‐migration Identities
In work which is concerned with the relationship between migration and identity, it would
seem reasonable enough to begin by attempting to characterize the pre‐migration identities
of the individuals or group concerned. What were they like before they moved? How did
they think, feel and identify when they first arrived at their destination? These seemingly
simple questions are, in fact, very difficult to answer, particularly when the group concerned
moved as much as half a century ago and consists of men in their seventies and eighties,
many of whom claim to have problems with their memory. (19) In addition, to what extent
did they‐‐diverse members of the group concerned‐‐identify or see the world in shared ways
prior to migrating? There is a danger, even in qualitative work which foregrounds a wide
range of identities and experiences among members of any migrant group, of overlooking
pre‐migration subject variegation (and so of essentializing the migrant collectivity). (20) In
the case of my own research, merely to speak of "the migration of Malay seamen" may be
said to afford primacy to ethnoracial categorization (seeing the individuals concerned first
and foremost as "Malays" rather than in terms of other facets of their complex
subjectivities) and to presume an originally shared relation to Malay (Melayu) identity or
Malay‐ness. My experience of tracing geographical biographies back prior to migration life
stages has reinforced the importance of avoiding any such presumptions of ethnic
homogeneity. In part, this has to do with the particularly slippery and contested nature of
Malay‐ness which is considered below, but it also raises two points which are of wider
applicability. First, and most simply, even people of broadly similar geographical origins,
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moving to similar destinations and involved in similar occupations may identify in diverse
ways (including, but not only, in ethnic terms). Second, the shifting identities of migrants
neither begin with nor are reducible to their experiences as migrants. Rather, migrant life
stages need to be understood in terms of the wider fluidity of identities, including the
influence of premigration socio‐economic and spatial mobilities.
All of the ex‐seamen with whom I have worked in Liverpool were born and grew up in Alam
Melayu (or the "Malay world" region in Southeast Asia) and would be officially classified as
Malays in the nation‐states of Malaysia or Singapore today. Yet they surely had highly
variegated relations with Malay‐ness on arrival in Liverpool in the decade or so after the
Pacific War/ World War II. As alluded to already above, this is in part to do with the slippery
nature of the term Malay (and Melayu) itself. This is not the place for extended discussion of
the history of the term/category or its usage. Suffice it to note that in the important
collection of papers entitled Contesting Malayness: Malay Identity across Boundaries, edited
by Timothy P. Barnard, Malay identity is shown to have varied greatly over time and space.
(21) In their introduction to the volume, for example, Barnard and Hendrik Maier note of
the Malays that "theirs is a contested and wandering identity." (22) Even in the British
colonial territories which today comprise the nation‐state of Malaysia‐‐where "Malay" is
constitutionally defined (23)‐‐official definitions varied from state to state until well into the
twentieth century. (24) Definitional differences were even more marked between British
Malaya and Dutch territories (which today comprise Indonesia) in Southeast Asia. This
regional spatial variability meant that mobile individuals and groups could effectively move
into (and out of) Malay‐ness at the level of both the administrative imagination and lived
identification.
Malays‐‐or people who were classified and/or identified as such at some point(s) in their
geographical biographies‐‐did move around. (25) While this may sound like a statement of
the obvious, it is worth specifying, given the tendency, especially in the popular and political
imagination in Malaysia, to cast Malays as historically settled folks. Colonial era conceptions
of the Peninsula as Tanah Melayu (literally, the "land of the Malays") form the foundation of
postcolonial Malay political claims to territorial indigeneity. (26) A powerful side effect of
this has been the imaginative historical confinement of the Malay to rural kampung
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(villages) extending back to time immemorial. The putatively settled, indigenous Malay is
contrasted with‐‐indeed, is conventionally defined in opposition to‐‐the historically more
mobile, immigrant "Chinese" and "Indians" (at least in former British colonial territories).
Recent critical research has sought to unsettle such ingrained imaginings, unbounding the
kampung, mobilizing Malay‐ness, (27) and I see my own work as contributing to this
literature. As sailors, of course, the men who form the focus of my study had highly mobile
pre‐migration working lives. Yet it is also important to note that many of these men‐‐and
they were all male (28)‐‐had significant histories of mobility before becoming seafarers.
Inevitably, such mobilities contributed to shaping their senses of identity, including their
relationship with Malay‐ness. The broader point is that while it is tempting to consider
identity shifts associated with migration in terms of the effects of having moved from A to B,
this movement in fact forms part of the ongoing flow or wandering of individual and
collective identities, something which, of course, is not unique to Malays.
Both the multiplicity and fluidity of pre‐migration ethnic identities is evident from the life
stories of men I have interviewed in Liverpool. The clearest cases emerge from situations in
which men or their ancestors had moved to British colonial territories in Southeast Asia
from islands in the Dutch East Indies (today Indonesia). The move meant the possibility of
becoming Malay, though one geographer writing in the 1930s noted a tendency among
certain immigrant "Malay" groups‐‐he cites the Javanese, Boyanese and Bugis‐‐to "retain
their racial individuality longer." (29) Part of the point here is that becoming Malay was not
necessarily a zero‐sum game, implying becoming less something else. Singapore‐born
Hashim Malik, for example, whose grandfather had moved to Singapore from Ambon (in
what is today eastern Indonesia), told me in Liverpool, "My blood is Ambonese. Oh yes,
when you come to Singapore they call you 'Malay,' okay Malay. But the genuine is
Ambonese." (30) Singapore, as the "great gathering ground" (31) for British colonial plunder
and the nexus of regional and worldwide shipping routes attracted migrants from an
extended Dutch Malay world‐‐from Sumatra and Java, Borneo and Sulawesi, Ambon and
Bawean (32) ‐‐as well as from more proximate parts of British Malaya. (33) While all of these
people may have identified during some life stages as "Singapore Malays," this was only one
component of the diverse and shifting pre‐migration identities of the so‐called Malays I
went to study in Liverpool.
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Political Geographies of Migrant Identity
Both the pre‐migration identities of Liverpool Malays and their subsequent transformation
demand consideration of historically changing political geographies in ways which speak
critically to the default national scale framing of much social science work on migration. As
has been suggested already, during the first half of the twentieth century, definitions of
Malayness varied between Dutch‐ and British‐administered territories as well as within
British Malaya. The latter is worthy of some further elaboration, since there were important
political commonalities among, as well as differences between, the states (negri) and other
administrative territories which today comprise the nation‐states of Malaysia and
Singapore. A cartographic space which would all have been marked in pink in British
geography textbooks was in fact administered in three different ways. (34) British Malaya
was divided into the Federated Malay States, the Unfederated Malay States and the Straits
Settlements (SS). The SS collectively formed a Crown Colony headed by a governor (in
Singapore), and people born there were British subjects. Given that other parts of British
Malaya were at least nominally headed by Malay sultans, it is reasonable to expect that
ruler and territorial state inflected Malay subjectivities (even while recalling the point made
in the previous section that many more subjects moved between states than is
conventionally acknowledged). (35) Such regional variation not only contributed to the
differentiation of identities prior to migration to Britain but also determined legal status on
arrival. While men born in the SS were British subjects, those from other parts of British
Malaya were not, although in practice there were periods during which all were officially
treated as "aliens." (36) At one level, of course, this is a unique case. Nonetheless, it raises
broader questions about possibilities for regional variation which are often overlooked given
the tendency to reduce issues of political geography and identity to national scale concerns.
(37)
It is worth recalling that the contemporary political map of Southeast Asia in particular‐‐and
with it associated facets of individual and collective identities‐‐is historically a very recent
formation. (38) The men with whom I have worked in Liverpool were born before the
political independence of (what became) Malaysia in 1957. To what extent did these diverse
and dispersed individuals imagine themselves as forming part of a collective, territorialized
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community prior to formal establishment of modern nationstates in Southeast Asia? (39)
What does "Malaysia" (or "Singapore" or "Indonesia") mean to people born in territories
that now form part of these nation‐states but who reached adulthood before these
"homelands" became independent political territories? And, more specifically to the case of
my research, how meaningful are national scale modes of identification to people who
migrated from Southeast Asia before the current mosaic of independent nation‐states was
assembled? Again, although the latter question emerges from work on a small and fast‐
diminishing group of mid‐twentieth century migrants, the issues it raises have much wider
applicability, including to ongoing migration trends and experiences. To what extent, for
example, do national scale identifications trump‐‐and how, more generally, do they relate
to‐‐other territorializations of identity? Clearly there are cases where senses of national
identity are heightened while "away" but, equally, there are other cases where the same
may be true of regional (both sub‐national and cross‐national) identities. The overall point
here is one of the need to resist the "territorial trap" of methodological nationalism (40) and
so to allow for at least the possibility of non‐national territorial identifications (and
consideration of how these relate to national identity).
In conversations with each other or with younger generations of Malaysian citizens
sojourning in Liverpool, the ex‐seafarers identify in terms of the state, town or even the
specific village where they grew up. (41) When I first heard such conversations, there
seemed to be nothing particularly remarkable about this. Malaysians studying or working in
the UK also frequently identify "home" in multiscalar terms, the level of descriptive
specificity depending to a large degree upon the depth of geographical knowledge of other
people in the conversation. However, an important distinction between the ex‐seafarers
and Malaysian citizens is precisely how these scales of identity are not necessarily nested or
contained within the nation‐state (Malaysia). Sailors born in Kampung Serkam or Tanjong
Keling in the state of Malacca in the 1920s or 1930s, for example, would often identify as
strongly with Singapore (now a separate nation‐state, of course) as with Malaysia. (42) In
part, this is a matter of their having left Southeast Asia prior to the formation of Malaysia
(and Singapore's political separation from it). Yet it also has to do with legacies of the British
colonial administrative demarcations alluded to above and associated commercial and
labour market linkages. Not only was Malacca governed together with Singapore (and
10

Penang) but these Straits Settlements were administrative centres from where the tentacles
of British commerce wriggled into the Malay hinterland. Not surprisingly, the SS were well
connected in terms of transport and communications‐‐mostly maritime until the interwar
period when rail and road networks began to be able to compete (43)‐‐and it was very
common for young men to travel to the regional commercial hub of Singapore for work.
Almost all of the Malay seamen in Liverpool, including the ones who were born in parts of
what is today the separate nation‐state of Malaysia, got their ocean‐going seafaring
opportunities in Singapore. Some, like Mohamed Nor Hamid from Tanjong Keling would
have identified as both "orang Melaka" and "orang Singapore." (44) Other Malacca men
who did not become seafarers and who were still working in Singapore when this became a
separate nation‐state adopted Singapore citizenship. One of them was Mr. Mokhtar whom I
met when I visited Kampung Serkam in February 2008. He complained to me how quiet the
village was on that Sunday morning‐‐so many people from Serkam work and have houses in
the national capital, Kuala Lumpur (KL), and they don't even bother to come back at
weekends. When he was a young man, Mokhtar recalled, Serkam men went to Singapore
for work, not KL. Mokhtar himself had worked in the marine police in Singapore. During the
time when I met him, Mr. Mokhtar, then aged 82, was still travelling back to Singapore by
bus every month to collect his pension. (45)
None of this, of course, is to suggest that national framings and national scale imaginings
are somehow unimportant. The point is that it is important to be careful in attending to
how, when and why these matter rather than adopting the nation‐state as the default unit
of analysis in migration studies. While it may sound paradoxical, the point may be extended
to work on transnationalism. (46) At one level, the very emergence of transnationalism as a
field of study was based on recognition of the ways in which specifically national scale
political spaces are criss‐crossed by migrant mobilities and associated long‐distance social
relations. (47) Yet it is an already existing and settled world of nation‐states that is
understood to form the spatial and political backcloth for border‐crossing human mobilities.
(48) Not all long‐distance linkages transcend national boundaries, and transnationalization
can occur as a result of new boundary formation rather than from the crossing of existing
boundaries. In the case of my own work, for example, men who were born in the Straits
Settlements before the Pacific War/World War II were officially British subjects such that
11

settlement in Liverpool involved movement within British imperial space rather than across
a nation‐state boundary. It was only when British colonial territories in Southeast Asia
gained independence and new nation‐state boundaries were formed that existing long‐
distance social relations back to what had become Malaysia and Singapore became
transnational. Related processes of what might be understood as transnationalization‐
through‐boundary‐formation have been noted in relation to the breakup of other imperial
territories, not least the former Soviet Union where the connections of ethnic Russian
groups to Russia have been transnationalized through the formation of various new
independent states. (49) In Southeast Asia, one might consider the position of East Timorese
in Indonesia following the formation of Timor Leste as an independent nation‐state. In sum,
shifting political geographies, including the formation of new nation‐states as well as the
salience of other territorializations, are a much more active part of migrant identity
formation and reworking than has conventionally been acknowledged.
Reconstitutive Connections
While they may not always be best conceptualized in national scale terms nor even involve
crossing nation‐state boundaries, long‐distance social linkages played an important
(re)constitutive role in the shifting identities of Malays in Liverpool. One of the key aims of
the wider "Malay Routes" project from which this paper emerges was to consider the extent
to which the maritime routes plied by these men enabled regular and sustained social
linkages back to Southeast Asia in the middle decades of the twentieth century. Theorists of
transnationalism have acknowledged the possibility of historical antecedents to the globally
interconnected last two decades of the twentieth century, such as various trade diasporas.
(50) Until well into the century, regular long‐distance travel and communications were
limited largely to commercial and/or administrative elites. Sailors are potentially an
important exception. As part of maritime networks which map out in ways reminiscent of
today's world or global city connections (51) sailors were able to sustain long‐distance social
linkages prior to the era of globalization that gave rise to work on transnationalism. In
particular, this meant linkages between Singapore (as the ocean‐going maritime hub of mid‐
twentieth century Southeast Asia) and Liverpool. There were in fact very few Liverpool‐
based Malay men who regularly worked on this route. But many of the boats employing
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Malay crew that came to or through Liverpool had also passed through Singapore at some
point in their voyages. Men working on the docks in Liverpool looked out for Malay crew
who were thus quickly enrolled in local ethnic networks and became sources of news and
updates about "home" (although some of these men, in turn, ended up staying in Liverpool).
Just as the Malay language that became Indonesian facilitated what James Siegel termed, an
"overhearing" of worlds beyond national boundaries through translation, so maritime
communication in Singapore Malay enabled Liverpool‐based men to "overhear"
transformations in Alam Melayu. (52) It is, of course, very difficult to ascertain the extent to
which these mobile intermediaries plugged Liverpool‐based Malays into social and political
transformations in Southeast Asia‐‐let alone the effects of this for the shifting identities of
Liverpool Malays‐‐but clearly they constituted regular connections in a maritime era prior to
the popular use of jet travel or long‐distance telephony. Until as late as the 1960s, these
connections were founded largely on the commercial networks of British‐owned merchant
ships. The subsequent decade saw the arrival of the Malaysian state‐owned "Bunga" ships
(53) such that the fruits of post‐colonial economic nationalism became visible in Liverpool.
Although Liverpool's decline as a seaport severed longstanding maritime linkages, this did
not spell the end of mobilities connecting Malay Liverpool with Alam Melayu. During the
1970s and 1980s, Malays coming to or through the city were increasingly likely to be
students rather than sailors. Liverpool was one of the cities that attracted a growing number
of Malay students sent to study overseas on Malaysian government scholarships as part of
wider ethnic‐based affirmative action policies. It is important to note that while having been
born in the same parts of the world as the pakcik‐pakcik ("elders") that they encountered in
Liverpool, students' identities were based upon very different understandings of the
political partitioning of this territory. Having been born and schooled in the independent
and separate nationstates of Malaysia and Singapore (relations between which have long
been quite geopolitically fractious), these students would ask "Pakcik orang Malaysia atau
orang Singapore'?" ("Are you Malaysian or Singaporean Pakcik'?"). As I have noted in the
previous section, for men such as Mohamed Nor Hamid, who identified with both Malacca
and Singapore, this was an either/or choice which ran against personal imaginings of the
geography of home. To the extent that nationally partitioned imaginings of the world which
students from Malaysia (and Singapore for that matter) carried with them to Liverpool
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translated into the shifting (self‐)understandings of pakcik‐pakcik, it may be possible to
speak of long‐distance nationalization.
The national scale reimagining of Malay world space‐‐and, with it, self‐identity‐‐has not only
occurred at a distance. Many of the seamen who settled in Liverpool in the 1940s, 1950s
and 1960s, and who thus did not get the chance to set foot in independent Malaysia or
Singapore as seafarers, returned to these nation‐states in later life. This, in part, had to do
with the increasing affordability of commercial air travel and with retired men having the
time to travel. Malaysian students who hung out at the club were able to advise and assist
with travel itineraries. The fact that Malaysia and Singapore have become popular and
commercially visible tourist destinations also spurred some descendents of seafarers in
particular to combine a vacation with efforts to trace their "roots." A good deal of the life
story material collected as part of the Malay Routes project concerns recollections of ex‐
seamen (and, in some cases, their families) "returning" to Southeast Asia after many years
away (in one case, almost half a century). (54) For the first generation ex‐seamen, the
extent of material landscape transformation alone effected reconsideration of their
understandings of the world and their place in it. Especially since the 1990s when countries
in Southeast Asia were glossed as part of a wider regional economic "miracle," (55) while
Liverpool was blighted with post‐maritime and post‐industrial decay, (56) colonial era
regional imaginings of "backward" and "developed" regions have been turned on their
heads with trips to high‐rise Kuala Lumpur or Singapore. (57) Associated re‐imaginings (and
perhaps re‐identifications) were not limited to men who made return journeys but were
also experienced by other pakcik‐pakcik through the effects of stories, souvenirs,
photographs, postcards and other memorabilia brought back to Liverpool.
Especially in Malaysia, "Malay diaspora" groups around the world have gained visibility in
political as well as popular cultural domains, though there are important (geo)political limits
to the extent to which Liverpool Malays may be incorporated into a Malaysian trans‐nation.
On the one hand, in relation to longstanding Malay elite anxieties about the community's
economic underachievement, histories of Malay settlement outside Alam Melayu
constituted important resources for the imaginative construction of a "global" Malay subject
(Melayu Global), one suited to a border‐crossing world on the move. (58) In addition to
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stories of "homecomings" being picked up in the media in Malaysia, therefore,
representatives were sent from the United Malays National Organisation (UMNO) to visit
the "community" in Liverpool. (59) On the other hand, as has been noted, many of the
remaining pakcik‐pakcik identify more strongly with Singapore than Malaysia. In addition,
their community organization is called the "Malaysia and Singapore Community
Association," while they are all British citizens. (60)
Both limits to and possibilities for new modes of long‐distance identification extend beyond
issues of formal citizenship. Men who no longer practice Islam, or whose wives and children
are not Muslims, are not considered to be properly Malay in contemporary Malaysia. (61)
Yet many Liverpool‐based ex‐seamen and even their (non‐Muslim) spouses and
descendents have been welcomed "back" into Malay families and local communities in
Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia. (62) There is again a point to be made here about the
non‐national scale nature of many such constitutive (re)connections, which are trans‐local
as much as transnational. (63) Finally‐‐and also in contradistinction to much of the
transnationalism literature‐‐it is worth specifying that the translocal/transnational linkages
which have emerged from my work in Liverpool are often the result of post‐maritime
reconnections, rather than evidence of enduring connections with national homelands.
While Malay identities have been shaped through connections with Alam Melayu, these
have varied considerably across the period in which the pakcik‐pakcik have been based in
the city.
Sites of Identity
Since the mid‐1960s, Malay Liverpool has revolved around a specific building or site. It was
during that time that number 7 Jermyn Street in the Granby‐Toxteth area of the city was
purchased by a group of seafarers from Southeast Asia. Initially the place was used as a
clubhouse for visiting and Liverpool‐based (ex‐)seamen to "hang out" and for family events
during special occasions. (64) However, in the post‐maritime phase of the lives of Malay
seamen (and of Liverpool more broadly), "Number 7" became frequented by a more diverse
community, including students from Singapore and Malaysia as well as locally born relatives
of ex‐seamen. It was to this site that representatives of Malay political organizations came
in search of Liverpool's Malay diaspora and to which journalists‐‐and this academic
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researcher‐‐came to collect stories and memories. (65) When I started fieldwork in 2004,
Number 7 Jermyn Street was the key public (or at least quasi‐public) site where Malay folks
hung out. Following my earlier discussion of the multiplicity as well as fluidity of identities,
of course, it is important to emphasize that the ex‐seamen, like anyone else, identified in
ways that greatly exceed the ethnic label, "Malay." (66) Aside from other ethnic (Ambonese,
Boyanese, Javanese, etc.), national (Malayan, Singaporean, British, etc.) and regional
(Malacca, Riau, Liverpudlian, etc.) markers, these included designations such as "dad,"
"granddad," "husband," "mate"/kawan, "Muslim," among countless others. The key issue is
that Number 7 Jermyn Street was the site in and through which diverse people came
together as Malays. This raises wider questions about the role of specific sites or places in
shifting migrant identities.
It is through Number 7 and other sites before it that Liverpool Malays plugged into social
networks extending to Alam Melayu during the middle decades of the twentieth century.
Even before World War II/the Pacific War, Malays based or living in the south docks area of
the city took on lodgers. By word of mouth, new arrivals soon found their way to the houses
of men such as Ben Youp from Malacca. At one level, his house at 144 Upper Huskisson
Street was a place to stay and where men just off the boat were able to meet other Malays.
Yet as a site of ongoing arrivals and departures, this house and others like it also saw the
circulation of Malay world stories, gifts and gossip. (67) Another Malacca‐man, Johan
Awang, who arrived in Liverpool from New York after the war took lodgers at his house in
Greenland Street before opening a clubhouse on St James Place. This was in many ways the
precursor to Number 7 and, in the context of the postwar boom in British merchant
shipping, St James Place is remembered as having been bustling with visiting seamen. (68)
Just as during my fieldwork between 2004 and 2008, pakcik‐pakcik learned about Malaysia
and Singapore from students in the city who visit the club on Jermyn Street, Malays living in
Liverpool in the two decades after the war would have heard about the changing political
landscape of Southeast Asia in an era of decolonization from the seamen who passed
through Upper Huskisson St, Greenland St and especially St James Place. (69)
The geographically extensive connections of Number 7 Jermyn Street and other historically
significant Malay sites in Liverpool may be fed into the development of work which takes
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seriously the role of place in (trans) migration studies. Michael Peter Smith's widely read
research on transnational urbanism located transnational social relations in translocally
connected places. (70) Building in part upon insights from Smith's work, Reuben Gielis has
recently argued that "we need a 'placial turn' in transmigration studies." (71) According to
Gielis, network studies of migration often fail to see the complex and multiple strands of
social relations that shape migrant identities. It is through place‐based studies, he argues,
that such complexity is brought into view, overcoming the problem of "methodological
networkism." (72) It seems to me there is a danger that Gielis's argument could be (mis‐
)read as counterposing place and network. But part of the point is that "place" here is
understood as being constituted through and forming part of translocal networks. (73) As
Gielis puts it, "the translocal character of migrant places points to the ability of
transmigrants to reach out to other places without corporeally changing location." (74) Or,
to relate this to my own empirical investigations, elderly ex‐seafarers in Liverpool were able
to plug into long‐distance social networks extending to varied Malay world localities through
their presence in places such as Number 7 Jermyn Street.
In keeping with my earlier argument about the need to situate issues of migration and
identity in wider life histories (and geographies) of people who at some stage in their lives
experience migration, it is worth extending relational understandings of place to pre‐
migration sites of origin. Today the possibility of people in villages in Malaysia or Indonesia
sustaining regular communication via text and/or voice with folks in Liverpool is so taken for
granted as to be scarcely worth mentioning. Part of the intended contribution of my
research is to show how such long‐distance social relations have important antecedents at
least half a century before the ubiquity of mobile telephony. This is particularly important
given the previously noted tendency to narrate the kampung ("village") as the historical
locus of a once pure and settled Malay‐ness, largely untouched by the outside world. My
research shows how a diversity of Malay men‐‐some from what might be considered rural
parts of Alam Melayu‐‐found work on British merchant ships connecting their kampungs, via
Singapore, to port towns across the world. And so that wider world filtered back in the form
of letters, stories, remittances, presents and postcards. (75) While such evidence is clearly
not equivalent to the kind of real time communication which is possible today, it does show
how bits and pieces of "out there" have long formed part of the imaginings, world views and
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identities of kampung folk. Even the mid‐twentieth century Malay kampung, therefore, may
be conceptualized in non‐bounded, networked terms. What more for places in Singapore or
Liverpool, key maritime centres in an era when much long‐distance transportation and
communication was conducted through shipping? My point here is that it is important to
identify and specify the sites and places concerned rather than speaking in less grounded
terms of connections between port cities and/or across national boundaries. It is through
specific social sites or places that the identities of Malay men in Liverpool have been
(re)constituted in relation to a Malay world region which has itself undergone dramatic
transformation over the last half century.
Conclusion
Transnationalism has proven to be an enormously productive and influential way of seeing
migrant identities. (76) These are no longer understood as being bounded by and shaped
within contexts of origin or destination. Rather, transnationalism gives attention to border‐
crossing geographies of connection which allow identities to be reshaped in relation to
distant homelands. The rise to prominence of unbounded geographies of knowing, as well
as transnational practices themselves, has profoundly unsettling implications for
conventional regional or areal framings. Given possibilities today for sustained and regular
long distance social linkages, for example, Malay migrants in Liverpool are not so much
"outside" the Malay world or Southeast Asia as part of these regions' constitutive network
geographies. (77) Part of the rationale for my historical work in Liverpool was to examine
the extent to which such "transnational" social relations extend back prior to advances in
technologies of transportation and communications in the late twentieth century. In seeking
to do so, I traced the life geographies of ex‐seafarers back to the immediate post‐war period
when Liverpool was a major seaport with maritime connections to many parts of the world,
including Southeast Asia. While this historical‐geographical investigation revealed some
evidence of maritime transnationalism, it also revealed geographies of identity that are not
fully captured by work on transnationalism.
The four geographies of identity which I have detailed in the paper each suggest ways in
which work on migrant identities may be productively extended beyond the conventional
scope of transnationalism research. The first concerns the importance of situating border‐
18

crossing mobilities and linkages in the context of broader life routes. As Conradson and
Latham have put it, migrants' current patterns of life "must be understood in relation to a
wider personal biography." (78) In the case of "Malays" in Liverpool, this meant, in
particular, consideration of the variability of pre‐migration identities; but, more generally,
there is a need to consider transnational identity shifts in terms of the ongoing fluidity and
multiplicity of all subjectivities. The second way in which Malay ex‐seafarers' identity shifts
exceed transnationalism concerns the constitutive role of political geographies.
Transnational research has contributed much in terms of unbounding nation‐states as
"containers" of political identity, but the presumption has tended to be that transnational
processes cross‐cut previously fixed and settled state boundaries. Long‐distance
connections between Liverpool and territories in Southeast Asia show how boundary
drawing and nation‐state formation can have important implications for migrants, not only
in terms of their formal legal or citizenship status but also in terms of their lived
identification with home/homeland.
Third, while efforts to resist the overextension of transnationalism have led to renewed
emphasis on sustained and enduring connections with homelands, these may vary
dramatically over the course of migrants' lives. Malays in Liverpool, for example, may have
experienced forms of transnationalism through maritime connections in the 1960s, been
"disconnected" as a result of the decline of the port in the 1970s, and reconnected in
subsequent decades through social interaction with students and/or the increased
affordability of long‐distance travel and communications. Importantly, identity shifts
associated with transnational or translocal (re)connections do not mean that the men
concerned are any less assimilated into life in the northwest of England. A fourth and final
point concerns the importance of locating and specifying sites through which collective
migrant identities are performed and long‐distance social relations are sustained.
Transnationalism has been important in unbounding national scale framings but carries a
risk of deterritorializing identity altogether. (79) This has resulted in a failure to attend to
the role of sites or places such as Number 7 Jermyn Street in (re)shaping identities
translocally as well as locally. The identities of Malay ex‐seafarers in Liverpool‐‐and many
other much more prominent and numerically significant migrant groups with Pacific
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connections‐‐have been shaped along diverse life routes which exceed the scenarios that
have been highlighted by theorists of transnationalism.
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