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Abstract 

 

The Gift of Rain: Re-Imagining Masculinity, 
Ethnicity, and Identity in Malaysia 

 

Sheela Jane Menon, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor:  Julia Lee  

 
 

Tan Twan Eng’s debut novel, The Gift of Rain (2007), explores issues of 

allegiance and belonging through a conflicted figure of mixed heritage – Philip Hutton. 

Set during the Japanese Occupation of Malaya during World War II, the novel looks back 

to this period as an unstable cornerstone from which to imagine and re-imagine ethnic, 

national, and gender identity in Malaysia. Yet, the vision that Tan offers is itself riddled 

with inconsistencies. The multi-ethnic identity that the novel celebrates is contingent 

upon systems of power, particularly those associated with patriarchy, British imperialism, 

and Chinese heritage. I argue that The Gift of Rain opens up a space within which to 

question narratives of nationhood and loyalty, ethnicity and culture, masculinity and 

femininity, suggesting that identity remains conflicted and conditional, emerging and 

developing amidst constant change. 
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Introduction 

 
“I was a child born between two worlds, belonging to neither.”  

Philip Hutton, The Gift of Rain (Tan 37) 

 
 Pendatang. Broadly defined as “immigrant” or “one who has arrived,” the term is 

often used as a slur to refer to illegal immigrants who allegedly do not belong in 

Malaysia. As a marker identifying those who exist within the boundaries of the nation 

and those who remain outside them, the term signifies displacement – a condition 

exemplified by the character of Philip Hutton in Tan Twan Eng’s debut novel, The Gift of 

Rain (2007).1 The complex history of the term pendatang is indicative of the continual 

tensions surrounding ethnicity, loyalty, and identity in Malaysia – themes that are central 

to Tan’s novel. In a country of 28 million with a Malay majority, Chinese, Indians, and 

the various tribes of the Orang Asli (Malaysia’s indigenous people) constitute the 

minority populations. Within this multi-ethnic nation, the term pendatang offers a certain 

kind of currency for Malay politicians intent on igniting ethnic tensions and rallying the 

                                                
1 Tan is a Malaysian Chinese lawyer-turned-author, born in Malaysia, educated in 
London, and currently living in South Africa. The Gift of Rain was longlisted for the Man 
Booker Prize in 2007, and his second novel, The Garden of Evening Mists was shortlisted 
for the Man Booker Prize in 2012. In addition, The Garden of Evening Mists earned Tan 
the Man Asian Literary prize in 2013, making him the first Malaysian to win the award. 
Tan is part of an emerging cohort of contemporary Malaysian writers (referenced later in 
this report) whose work is receiving both local and global acclaim, drawing attention to 
Malaysian literature in ways that earlier generations of Malaysian writers did not. At the 
same time, recognition by the Booker Prize foundation raises problematic questions about 
the parameters that govern global attention to non-Western authors and the standards by 
which non-Western authors are judged. 
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Malay constituency around UMNO, the Malay political party.2 The fact that Malaysian 

political parties are divided along ethnic lines is in turn a reflection of a political system 

that serves to reinforce the country’s ethnic divisions.3 

 And yet, Malaysians appear to be chafing at these boundaries. The historic 

general election of 2008 saw Malaysians voting across ethnic lines, ultimately denying 

Barisan Nasional (the coalition government) a two-thirds majority in parliament for the 

first time in history. In addition, new opposition coalitions have developed alongside 

shifting ethnic alliances, building on the strategies of the 2008 campaign. However, as 

Malaysians prepare for the 13th General Election (taking place in May 2013), questions of 

loyalty and belonging continue to resurface. Most notably, Barisan Nasional is under 

investigation for allegedly granting citizenship to illegal immigrants in the 1980’s in 

order to secure their votes. Malaysia’s former Prime Minister, Dr. Mahathir Mohamad, 

has responded to these charges by suggesting that that there should be an investigation 

into the citizenship granted to Indians and Chinese upon Independence in 1957. His 

comments sparked an outcry from Malaysians of all ethnic groups, receiving wide 

coverage across independent news outlets and online forums. An op-ed by a Malay editor 

for The Malaysian Insider offered a searing critique of the anti-Chinese/anti-Indian 

implications of his statement, taking Mahathir to task for implying that only the Malays 

are the country’s rightful citizens:  

                                                
2 UMNO, the United Malays National Organization, is the largest and most influential 
party in the Barisan Nasional (National Front) coalition.  
3 The Malaysian Indian Congress, the Malaysian Chinese Association, and UMNO have 
historically represented the Indians, Chinese, and Malays respectively, operating under 
the banner of Barisan Nasional. 
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That he equates Sabah’s illegal immigrants with the Chinese and Indians 

is insulting. But hardly surprising . . . Dr. Mahathir also forgets that many 

so-called Malays have ancestors who were also in their days ‘pendatang’. 

The Bugis. The Minang. The Javanese. . . . If you insist on semantics, Dr. 

Mahathir, then technically we are all pendatang. (Erna)  

 The complex contradictions embedded in both Mahathir’s statements and Erna’s 

response echo the messy realities of ethnicity and nationality in Malaysia. For Erna, eager 

to defend the rights of Chinese and Indians and recognize their place as full citizens, 

Sabah’s illegal immigrants become the standard against which she can both claim and 

deny belonging. While she grudgingly notes that Sabah’s illegal immigrants have 

contributed to the Malaysian economy, she also views them as existing entirely outside 

Malaysia’s historical and cultural landscape: “The natives do not embrace them as kin. 

They cannot claim a shared history, they cannot pretend to have become part of the 

process that led to Malaysia’s birth” (Erna). Her remarks re-inscribe the politics of 

inclusion and exclusion that Mahathir articulates, returning us again to a conception of 

Malaysian identity that depends upon delineating who does and does not qualify as 

pendatang. In so doing, both Mahathir and Erna associate the founding of Malaysia with 

issues of purity, while simultaneously ignoring the exclusionary power dynamics that are 

fundamental to concepts of nationhood and citizenship.  

The contentious and pervasive discourse that the term pendatang calls forth 

serves as a useful framework for my analysis of The Gift of Rain. The narrative that the 

novel charts, like the term pendatang itself, speaks to the ways in which Malaysian 
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identity and ethnicity are enmeshed in conversations about who arrived when and 

whether or not they belong. In looking back to pre-independence Malaya, The Gift of 

Rain appears to re-imagine the trajectory of ethnic and national identity in contemporary 

Malaysia.4 Set in Penang during the Japanese Occupation of Malaya during World War 

II, the novel follows the life of Philip Hutton, a young man of half-Chinese, half-English 

heritage who struggles to determine where he belongs – a struggle intimately tied to the 

performance of ethnic and gender identity. I argue that the novel explores the 

construction of Malaysian identity, positing Philip as an uneasy symbol of the nation. 

Struggling between his desire to belong and a profound sense of alienation, Philip 

attempts to construct a cohesive sense of identity. Yet, this cohesiveness is undermined 

by the need to continually re-constitute multiple facets of ethnicity and gender, producing 

hybrid, unstable, and even contradictory versions of Malaysian identity. Through the 

conflicting ethnic and national loyalties that characterize Philip’s bildung, the novel 

attempts to blur and shift ethnic boundaries that remain more rigidly fixed in 

contemporary Malaysian politics; boundaries that were erected during colonial rule, 

maintained through World War II, and reinforced following Merdeka (independence 

from British rule) in 1957.  

                                                
4 As a British colony at the time of the Japanese Occupation, the regions that currently 
constitute Malaysia were known simply as “Malaya,” and colonial interests and histories 
heavily influenced the ethnic composition of the region. The British encouraged 
immigration from China and India and worked to maintain socioeconomic distinctions 
between the various ethnic groups (Carstens 63). For a discussion of the socio-economic 
consequences of this stratification post-independence, see Carstens, Sharon A. Histories, 
Cultures, Identities: Studies in Malaysian Chinese Worlds. Singapore: Singapore 
University Press, 2005. Print.  
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Within the ethnically compartmentalized society of British Malaya, the presence 

of the Japanese during the period leading up to the Occupation was an additional source 

of suspicion and unrest. The Japanese Occupation also had profound implications for the 

evolution of ethnic relations in Malaya following World War II. As Mahathir notes in 

The Malay Dilemma,  

Certain sections of the Malays were actively pro-Japanese while the rest 

were, if not sympathetic, at least not anti-Japanese. The Chinese were 

naturally discriminated against by the Japanese, while the Indians 

identified themselves with the struggle to liberate India. Towards the end 

of the war these relationships were somewhat changed. A large number of 

Chinese collaborated and gained the favour of the Japanese, while the 

Malays, not being too useful to the Japanese, were ignored. Whatever their 

relationship with the Japanese, the distinction between the races was 

emphasized and they were mutually antagonistic. (6) 

Given this historical context, the question of loyalty emerges as an important theme in the 

development of Philip Hutton’s masculinity, specifically in relation to his ties to Japanese 

culture. As Philip develops a strong bond with Hayato Endo – a Japanese diplomat and 

master aikijutsu instructor stationed in Penang – he is drawn into a world that is entirely 

foreign to the local residents, a world shrouded in suspicion and hatred.5 The homoerotic 

tension that pervades Philip’s relationship with Endo-san further complicates his 

performance of masculinity, even as his association with the Japanese calls into question 

                                                
5 Aikijutsu is a branch of Japanese martial arts related to aikido.  
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his honor and integrity. Loyalty to a foreign culture, to one’s own country, and to the 

relationships forged with others are thus intimately intertwined in the process of identity 

formation, particularly within a multi-ethnic environment fraught with the tensions of 

local and colonial allegiances.  

The implications of these allegiances remain central to ongoing conversations 

about national identity in Malaysia. In a 2010 speech at the general assembly of the 

Malaysian Chinese Association, Prime Minister Najib made a point of highlighting that 

the Chinese are not pendatang but “loyal citizens” (KiniTV). That this statement would 

even need to be articulated in 2010 is certainly indicative of enduring ethnic and political 

tensions. Eddie Tay, in writing about the literature of Malaysia and Singapore, describes 

this dynamic as a “condition of anxiety . . . a pervasive uneasiness that attends to the 

notion of home. It concerns the condition . . . of being neither here nor there – not at 

home where one should be” (1).  Similarly, during the landmark 2008 elections, Barisan 

Nasional attempted to suggest that opposition parties and leaders were serving as “tools” 

of the Chinese and the Jews (Syed xii). This allegation implicitly called into question the 

loyalties of fellow Malaysian politicians while simultaneously portraying ethnic and 

religious differences as signs of absolute alterity. Reflecting on these attitudes, Dawn 

Morais’ dissertation on life writing in Malaysia characterizes the prevailing discourse on 

Malaysian identity as returning “over and over again to the differing entitlements and 
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expectations of the ‘immigrant’ and the ‘native,’ and mutual suspicions about loyalty and 

welcome” (2).6  

The Gift of Rain traverses this contested terrain of loyalty, exploring questions of 

allegiance and belonging through a conflicted figure of mixed heritage. Philip learns to 

construct a version of ethnic identity that depends on the retrieval and reconstitution of 

multiple cultural identities, even as this process alienates him from his family and the 

local community. Tan looks back to the Japanese Occupation as an unstable cornerstone 

from which to imagine and re-imagine ethnic and national identity. Yet, the vision that he 

offers is itself riddled with inconsistencies. The multi-ethnic identity that the novel 

celebrates is contingent upon systems of power, particularly those associated with 

patriarchy, British imperialism, and Chinese heritage. The novel suggests that gender, 

sexuality, ethnicity, and history continually intrude upon and disrupt idealized 

conceptions of national identity.  

In this respect, The Gift of Rain is positioned alongside an emerging body of work 

that maps the changing landscape of ethnic relations in Malaysia. A number of these texts 

focus on contemporary race relations, while others (especially works of fiction) take the 

British Malaya of World War II as their setting. The latter include Rani Manicka’s The 

Rice Mother (2004), Tash Aw’s The Harmony Silk Factory (2005), The Gift of Rain 

                                                
6 The national culture debates of the 1980’s reflected a similar concern with delineating 
whose loyalties should be recognized and how. This period of political and social 
introspection included “demands for historical recognition of Chinese contributions to 
their Malaysian homeland” in an effort to establish and verify Malaysian Chinese loyalty 
(Carstens 144).  
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(2007), and Tan’s latest novel, The Garden of Evening Mists (2012).7 It should also be 

noted that Faces of Courage, by Norma Miraflor and Ian Ward, was published in 2006. 

This historical text explores the life of Sybil Kathigasu, arguably Malaysia’s most famous 

war heroine during the Japanese Occupation.8 

In addition to these works, Zaid Ibrahim’s In Good Faith (2007) and Syed Husin 

Ali’s Ethnic Relations in Malaysia: Harmony & Conflict (2008) speak to the need for 

political, social, and historical perspectives that articulate the changing dynamics of 

Malaysian identity in the twenty-first century. And, attempting to counter the silence 

surrounding Malaysia’s indigenous population, The Orang Asli and the UNDRIP: From 

Rhetoric to Recognition was published in 2010 by Colin Nicholas, Jenita Engi, and Teh 

Yen Ping. In addition, the scholarship of Eddie Tay, especially Colony, Nation, and 

Globalisation: Not at Home in Singaporean and Malaysian Literature (2011), offers 

critical frameworks through which to reconsider both the fictions and realities of these 

neighboring countries. 

As the work of these writers and scholars suggests, the “agenda for national unity 

in Malaysia . . . has still not succeeded but, instead, appears to have receded further and 

further into the distant mirage” (Syed viii). The Gift of Rain, published amidst dynamic 

socio-political change and located alongside texts that wrestle with Malaysia’s past and 

present, is strategically positioned to examine what it means to be Malaysian. Through 

the character of Philip Hutton and his struggle for belonging, Tan makes visible the 

                                                
7 The Harmony Silk Factory was longlisted for the Man Booker Prize in 2005. 
8 The text features a re-publication of Sybil’s own memoir (No Dram of Mercy), as well 
as additional interviews and archival research. 
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phantoms of pendatangs that continue to haunt Malaysian identity. While there is 

transformative potential here, it is important to acknowledge that Tan’s vision of national 

and ethnic identity is constructed along predominantly patrilineal lines. The women in the 

novel are primarily liminal figures, situated on the fringes of both the narrative and the 

nation. Philip’s mother, Khoo Yu Lian, passed away when he was only seven, leaving 

him to augment his “fading recollections” of her with stories provided by his older half-

siblings (Tan 26). Edward, William, and Isabel are the children of Noel Hutton’s first 

marriage to Emma, a European woman who died giving birth to Isabel. It is striking that 

both mother figures are excised from the novel early on, leaving Philip with only his 

father, his maternal grandfather, and Endo-san as the primary influences in his life.  

Yet, both Emma and Yu Lian’s presence seem to haunt Philip throughout the 

novel, as do two female seers who offer ambiguous predictions about Philip’s destiny. In 

the opening line of the novel, Philip introduces himself with a reference to one of these 

women: “I was born with the gift of rain, an ancient soothsayer in an even more ancient 

temple once told me” (Tan 1). The title of the novel is thus linked with this ambiguous 

declaration and with the woman who makes it. It also draws the reader’s attention to the 

image of rain, a recurring trope throughout the novel that signals both destruction and 

renewal. Another fortune-teller warns Philip’s grandfather that, “both families would be 

brought to ruin through a child of Yu Lian . . . through a child of mingled blood of Yu 

Lian, who would eventually betray them” (Tan 125). This fortune-teller’s prediction 

evokes a number of the novel’s central concerns – ethnicity and loyalty in particular.  
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The novel also depends on a female figure as Philip’s interlocutor. Michiko 

Murakami, an old friend and love interest of Hayato Endo, appears unannounced at 

Philip’s home when they are both nearing the final years of their life. Her presence and 

her questions about Endo-san are the impetus for Philip’s narrative. Told in the first 

person, the narrative is largely addressed to Michiko, making her the recipient of the 

story even as her own story and her influence on Philip are pushed towards the fringes of 

the novel. While the implications of these gender dynamics are not the central argument 

of this paper, I will discuss them in several key scenes, focusing in particular on the 

patriarchal and patrilineal limitations of Tan’s vision of ethnic and national identity. If 

The Gift of Rain invites us to re-envision ethnicity and identity in Malaysia, then 

masculinity becomes the lens through which to project a new imagined community. 
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Navigating Ethnicity, Masculinity, and Loyalty 
 

 
Focusing this lens on Philip, Tan introduces us at the beginning of the novel to a 

young man who is hyper-conscious and hyper-conflicted about operating within and 

between multiple ethnicities – Chinese on his mother’s side, English on his father’s. He 

articulates an acute sense of displacement when he observes that, “because of my mixed 

parentage I was never completely accepted by either the Chinese or the English of 

Penang, each race believing itself to be superior” (Tan 28). Philip’s physical appearance 

amplifies this lack of belonging: “I looked too foreign for the Chinese, and too Oriental 

for the Europeans. I was not the only one – there was a whole society of so-called 

Eurasians in Malaya – but even then I felt I would not belong among them” (96).  

In addition to his detachment from the different cultural communities within 

Penang, Philip demonstrates a disinterested ambivalence towards the two countries that 

represent his mixed heritage. He notes that, while the Chinese servants assumed that he 

was sympathetic to the plight of those in China suffering at the hands of the invading 

Japanese forces, he himself “felt no connection with China, or with England” (37). He 

was, as he articulates it, “a child born between two worlds, belonging to neither” (37). In 

attempting to navigate a space for himself between these worlds, Philip chooses at first to 

distance himself from friends and family. His relationship with his English father, Noel 

Hutton, is formal and strained. Noel has little patience for Philip’s struggles at school, 

urging him not to be “silly” and “sensitive” in responding to taunts about his mixed 

heritage (28). The death of Philip’s mother and the absence of a close relationship with 

his half-siblings leave Philip with no one else to turn to. Placed primarily in his father’s 
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care yet feeling that Noel’s work always took precedence over the family, Philip sees 

himself and the other Hutton children as “orphans” (27).  

 Struggling with this sense of displacement, both within his family and within the 

local community, Philip’s performs a conflicted version of masculinity in his efforts to 

navigate this uncertain terrain. He acknowledges the need to “harden [himself] against 

the insults and whispered comments, and to find [his] own place in the scheme of life” 

(28).  To some extent he appears to be acting on his father’s advice here, presenting a 

stoic front in the face of derision and striking out alone in order to determine who he is 

and where he belongs. This performance of masculinity calls to mind certain 

stereotypical definitions of what it means to be a man – in particular, stoicism, self-

reliance, and strength. Gail Bederman, in writing about American manhood and 

masculinity, notes that these definitions (historically associated with Victorian 

masculinity) are inadequate in capturing the “complexities and contradictions” that 

influence the formation and performance of masculinity (6).  

 It is these complexities and contradictions that Philip embodies, especially as his 

initial attempts at asserting a stoic masculinity do not appear to succeed. Instead, they are 

interpreted as reflecting a “secretive nature” – an unwillingness to be a part of the family 

that further isolates him (200). Ironically, this interpretation calls to mind attributes 

stereotypically associated with both women (secretive, private, isolated) and the British 

(cold, aloof, detached). In fact, Isabel suggests that Philip’s demeanor is indeed a 

manifestation of his Englishness – “William always said that you were the most detached, 

the most unflappable of all of us. The most English, as it were” (267). This comment 
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takes Philip by surprise, forcing him to question his behavior and acknowledge the irony 

of the situation: “I was struck silent by what she had said. Was that how I appeared to my 

family – cold and unemotional, when I had only been trying to hide my uncertainties 

about my place in the scheme of things? I felt on the point of incredulous, even bitter, 

laughter” (267). In addition to asserting that Philip’s reticence is an intrinsic 

manifestation of his English heritage, Isabel’s comment ignores the reality of Philip’s 

position as a colonized subject. His confusion about who he is and where he belongs, a 

result of the experience of colonialism that he both lives and makes visible, is effectively 

neutralized, read instead as an inherent manifestation of his “most English” self.  

 Philip’s struggle to determine what kind of ethnic and gender identity he is 

required to perform is perhaps best articulated in his decision to collaborate with the 

Japanese:  

By choosing to work for the Japanese, I was also betraying the people of 

my island. Once again I was caught between two opposing sides, with 

nowhere to turn. When would I find a sense of my self, integrated, whole, 

without this constant pulling from all sides, each wanting my complete 

devotion and loyalty? (271) 

Masculinity, ethnicity, and loyalty converge here as the intersecting forces of Philip’s 

struggle to establish a coherent sense of identity. In choosing to work for the Japanese, 

Philip believes that he is working to protect the family’s interests, serving as a leader and 

provider for those he loves. As he explains to Isabel when he informs her of his decision, 

“I think I can safeguard our family’s interests” (270). Yet, he risks losing his family’s 
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respect because of this decision and is considered by many to be a traitor to the local 

community of which he is a part. At the same time, Philip’s decision to work for the 

Japanese is also influenced by his intimate relationship with Endo-san, calling into 

question both his loyalties and the relationships that define them.   

 In many ways, Philip’s dilemma mirrors the false binaries that are continually 

enforced and reinforced in post-colonial Malaysia. Prominent Malaysian lawyer and 

politician, Zaid Ibrahim, has critiqued the country’s flawed approach to managing its 

multi-ethnic, multi-religious population, highlighting the emphasis on rigid boundaries: 

“To most people and most politicians, pluralism in Malaysia means, ‘I am of this group’ 

and that ‘you belong to another’ and therefore ‘we are different’” (26). Philip’s attempts 

to reconcile his conflicting loyalties speak to the constant pressure in Malaysia to 

conform to idealized, essentialized, and politically expedient conceptions of ethnic and 

national identity. Whether it is Prime Minister Najib assuring the Chinese that they are 

“loyal citizens,” or former Prime Minister Mahathir questioning the citizenship rights 

granted to Chinese and Indians, Malaysians are constantly required to perform Malaysian 

identity in ways that can neither be comfortably absorbed nor categorically proven. The 

forced opposition between Philip’s “English-ness” on the one hand and his “Chinese-

ness” on the other suggests that Bangsa Malaysia – Mahathir’s term for a harmonious 

and unified “Malaysian race” – is itself fraught with flawed harmonies, false binaries, and 

constructed tensions.9  

                                                
9 For a discussion of the problematic history of this term, see Morais, Dawn. “Fictions of 
the Nation: Race, State, and Identity in Life Writing from Malaysia.” Diss. U of Hawai’i, 
2008. 



15 

Exploring The Intersection of Culture & Ethnicity 

  
 Philip’s attempts to construct a sense of self in the midst of these tensions are 

situated at the complex intersection of ethnicity and culture. Sociologist Joan Nagel, in 

discussing this intersection, provides a useful framework for understanding the 

construction of ethnic and cultural identity. She points out that ethnic boundaries 

essentially answer the question of who we are: “[they] function to determine identity 

options, membership composition and size, and form of ethnic organization” (162).10 By 

contrast, “culture provides the content and meaning of ethnicity; it animates and 

authenticates ethnic boundaries by providing a history, ideology, symbolic universe, and 

system of meaning. Culture answers the question: What are we?” (Nagel 162). Nagel 

goes on to argue that the construction of culture is a dynamic process. The actions and 

decisions of individuals interacting with society draw on history and tradition as well as 

contemporary societal norms in order to provide meaning to ethnic identity:   

It is important that we discard the notion that culture is simply an 

historical legacy; culture is not a shopping cart that comes to us already 

loaded with a set of historical cultural goods. Rather we construct culture 

by picking and choosing items from the shelves of the past and the 

present. (Nagel 162) 

                                                
10 For a detailed discussion of the construction of ethnic identity and culture see Nagel, 
Joane. “Constructing Ethnicity: Creating and Recreating Ethnic Identity and Culture.” 
Social Problems 41.1 (1994): 152 – 168. JSTOR. Web. 7 Nov. 2011.  
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While the metaphor of consumerism that Nagel draws on here is problematic, especially 

as it suggests that culture can be constructed through a form of purchase and 

appropriation, the process she maps also acknowledges the individual’s ability to actively 

engage with and respond to their own unique contexts, as is the case for Philip.  

 At the same time, it is important to note that culture does not merely provide the 

content and meaning of Philip’s identity – of who he is as a half-Chinese, half-English 

man. Instead, ethnicity and culture, working in conjunction with one another, provide the 

content and meaning of his masculinity. This process is exemplified in a scene in which 

Philip’s grandfather – Mr. Khoo – takes him on a tour through Chinatown, leading him 

through the district of Chinese residents who all share the Khoo name, and through the 

temple that houses plaques listing the names of all the Khoos and their accomplishments. 

In the course of this scene, Philip learns to identify for the first time with both his ethnic 

identity as a half-Chinese man, as well as with the cultural elements that give meaning to 

that identity. Mr. Khoo guides Philip through the streets and patterns of life that appear 

“completely alien” to him at first, but which slowly become familiar as they are woven 

into the stories and experiences that Mr. Khoo shares with him (Tan 224). He initiates 

Philip into the religious and cultural history of the neighborhood, describing the 

significance of the Leong San Thong Dragon Mountain Hall Temple, the Chinese clan 

associations that facilitated their family’s migration to Malaya, and the plaques that 

represent the long line of leadership and success that has characterized the Khoo family. 

In addition, Mr. Khoo introduces Philip to the caretakers of the temple as “my grandson” 
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and shows Philip his own name (hyphenated as Khoo-Hutton), on a plaque next to his 

own (227).  

Phillip’s grandfather essentially facilitates a merging of ethnicity and culture, 

providing the historical and symbolic motifs which “animate” Philip’s ethnic boundaries, 

and which are in turn crucial to Philip’s understanding of himself as a Eurasian man. Mr. 

Khoo bequeaths a cultural and ethnic legacy to his only surviving male heir, “choosing 

items from the shelves of the past and the present” and conveying them to Philip through 

stories of their shared historical, religious, and cultural traditions (Nagel 162). Philip’s 

gender identity – as Mr. Khoo’s only grandson and the descendant of this rich heritage  – 

is thus grounded in a specifically Chinese ethnic and cultural context. In this scene, Mr. 

Khoo appears to have overcome the fear and anger that led him to disown his daughter 

following her marriage to Noel Hutton. Heeding the words of the fortune-teller who 

predicted that Yu Lian’s mixed child would betray the family, Mr. Khoo tried to prevent 

Yu Lian and Noel’s marriage, eventually severing all ties with her (and with Philip) when 

he failed. By the time Mr. Khoo reaches out to establish contact with Philip, the 

“contamination” of the Khoo line appears to be less of an issue for him, mitigated 

perhaps by his desire to instill in Philip an appreciation of his Chinese heritage and warn 

him of the prophecy. Having shared the fortune-teller’s prediction with Philip and warned 

him against his close relationship with Endo-san, Mr. Khoo nevertheless claims Philip as 

his heir, situating him physically, historically, and culturally within his Chinese lineage.   
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 In absorbing what his grandfather has told him, and in seeing his name 

hyphenated on the temple plaque, Philip experiences a moment of conjunction, one that 

requires the recognition of both the Khoo and Hutton identities: 

He had added a hyphenated Khoo to Hutton, so that my family name now 

was Khoo-Hutton. I felt a shifting feeling of being brought apart and then 

placed back together again, all by the single stroke of the hyphen. The 

hyphen was also similar to the ideogram for “one” in Japanese and, as I 

discovered, Chinese as well. Once again, the feeling of connection and 

conjunction I had encountered in my room the previous night came over 

me, fragile and yet evocative as morning mist. (Tan 227)  

 If we are to read Philip as an allegory for the nation, this scene suggests that 

connections and conjunctions are central to constructing Bangsa Malaysia. The 

hyphenated name, Khoo-Hutton, represents both a bridging and a separation of identities, 

an expansion and extension that unsettles the “compartmentalization of ethnic groups” 

that is seen as endemic to political and popular thinking about Malaysia (Zaid 26). It is 

not merely that Philip is a Khoo or a Hutton, but rather that he is both simultaneously – a 

mingling of identities not easily divided into its component parts, nor, as Nagel suggests, 

simply selected from the shelves of cultural history. Dawn Morais, in discussing the 

Malaysian scholar, poet, and trickster figure Salleh ben Joned, points to his metaphor of 

“kebudayaan rojak” as embodying a messier and more complex cultural mixture that 

complicates Nagel’s framework (144). Asserting that “a living culture . . . cannot be 

programmed or legislated according to an abstract recipe,” Salleh imagines rojak (a 
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popular Malaysian fruit and vegetable salad flavored with a tangy peanut sauce) as a 

symbol for national and cultural identity (Salleh qtd. in Morais 145).  

 While the rojak of Malaysian cuisine is robust, messy, perhaps even a little 

overpowering, the identities that converge in this scene are not as potent, nor as 

comfortably and chaotically blended. Instead, the sense of cohesion that Philip 

experiences is “fragile yet evocative,” suggesting that conceptions of Malaysian identity 

remain impermanent and transient. The influence of British national and colonial identity 

is especially important here, as notions of empire intrude on and complicate Philip’s 

bildung, Philip is repeatedly reminded of what it means to be English – to be a Hutton. 

While other British nationals are secretly fleeing Penang, leaving the locals to fend for 

themselves against the Japanese, Noel Hutton impresses on Philip the importance of 

remaining in Penang and defending both family and national honor: “We’ll stay. We’ll 

keep the flag flying. We’ll keep our family name untainted, and we will not lose face” 

(Tan 273). Philip responds to this statement by wondering if “a lifetime spent in Penang 

had made him think like an Oriental” (273).  

 Noel Hutton’s character sheds light on the convoluted intersections of ethnic, 

cultural, and national identities. As a British citizen rejecting government plans for safe 

passage to England, he elects to keep the British flag flying in Penang. In so doing, he 

asserts his British national identity while simultaneously ensuring that the British 

imperial project retains at least a symbolic hold on Malaya. At the same time, he evokes a 

stereotypical Asian sentiment, valorizing the preservation of dignity and emphasizing the 

importance of “not losing face.” The contradictions of empire run deep here, calling into 
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question Noel’s motivations, Philip’s interpretation of them, and Philip’s own position in 

relation to the Hutton family.  

 As the head of the Hutton family, Noel also serves as the protector of a family 

dynasty, established within colonial Malaya and dependent upon the British colonial 

project. Philip’s great-grandfather, Graham Hutton, had been a clerk for the infamous 

East India Company, eventually settling in the Malay Peninsula thanks in part to his 

friendship with Captain Francis Light, the “founder” of Penang. Graham Hutton went on 

to establish Hutton & Sons, a trading company that prospered as a result of “underhanded 

dealings” and Graham’s “eventual marriage to the daughter of another trading family” 

(25). Philip describes his great-grandfather as crafting a “legend in the East,” building the 

company into “one of the most profitable trading houses” in Penang (25).  Graham also 

commissions the construction of the Hutton mansion on a cliff overlooking the Indian 

Ocean, naming it “Istana” – the Malay word for “palace.” The private and public spaces 

occupied by the Hutton men, from their international trading house to their domestic 

home, signify the imperial aspirations and dynastic impulses of the family.  

 As “the youngest son of one of the oldest families in Penang” Philip is complicit 

in this colonial project – in a legacy of acquisition and wealth built on the backs of 

Chinese, Malays, and Indians, and established on lands belonging to the Orang Asli (24). 

In this narrative of imperial power, women are largely absent and the indigenous 

community is entirely invisible.11 In contrast to the Chinese legacy bequeathed to him by 

                                                
11 Graham Hutton’s wife – the woman whose marriage facilitated the success of the 
Hutton’s trading business – remains in the shadows, joining the ranks of Noel Hutton’s 
first wife, Emma, and his second wife, Yu Lian.  
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his maternal grandfather, Philip finds in his father a model of masculinity that is 

intricately connected to English identity and empire. At the same time, this version of 

gender identity is supposedly tempered by Asian values – after all, Noel is able to “think 

like an Oriental” (273). While the novel implies that Philip should embrace both his 

English and Chinese heritage, the reality that Asian bodies and Asian landscapes 

sustained his family’s empire remains untroubled and unexamined. Instead, Philip is 

called to celebrate the loyalty embodied by his father – a loyalty that binds him to Penang 

even as the British government prepares to abandon it.  

 This conflicted identification with British colonial identity is itself an important 

marker of Malaysian national identity. As Morais argues,  

A learned ease and comfort with communicating in English, either 

because it was adopted as the first language in some middle class homes, 

or because it was the medium of instruction in the main school system, 

provided common access to cultural traditions that served Malays, 

Chinese, and Indians equally. Increasingly distanced from their own 

cultural and literary traditions, they imbibed English nursery rhymes, 

European fairy tales, children’s books by writers such as Enid Blyton, the 

poetry of the Romantics, and the drama of Shakespeare. (18) 

English language, and through it English culture, were seen as avenues for economic 

improvement and social mobility, “articulating a sense of shared aspirations among those 

who viewed the British colonial administration as both exploitative – and useful” (Morais 

16). Tan’s treatment of Noel and Philip’s colonial identity reflects an acknowledgement 



22 

of the uncomfortable influence of British culture and history on Malaysian identity. That 

discomfort lies perhaps in the struggle to reconcile the exploitative with the useful, 

recognizing that Malaysia remains forever marked by the imprint of British imperialism. 

These contradictions of British paternity muddy the waters of Philip’s gender and ethnic 

identity, coloring and discoloring both individual and national identity.     

 In thinking specifically about the performance of gender identity in Malaysia, 

Malaysian literary scholar Susan Philip suggests that gender identity is ultimately a 

product of one’s country of origin. As Philips states, 

Constant repetition of the idea that each individual in Malaysia “belongs” 

to a particular culture, which draws on the culture of the original 

homeland, has meant that by and large gender roles have been based on 

cultural and social mores and practices which have been externally 

imposed as “correct” or “appropriate,” but which are not necessarily 

relevant or practicable in the new homeland. (77) 

She goes on to argue that individual agency takes over in the construction of gender roles 

when the dictates of culture are proven to be irrelevant or impracticable in the new 

homeland. While this is a useful and informative framework for understanding the 

intersection of ethnic, cultural, and gender identity in Malaysia, The Gift of Rain 

illustrates that in pre-independence Malaya, cultural and ethnic mores remain especially 

relevant. Their currency is what enables a character such as Philip Hutton to assert 

agency in constructing and performing his own masculinity. 
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As Philip learns to navigate between and across both sides of his cultural heritage, 

he makes key decisions based on what he determines are the relevant, necessary, and 

valuable aspects of his multi-ethnic identity. As Mr. Khoo explains to Philip,  

I am certain it has never been easy, growing up a child of mixed parentage 

in this place. But that is your strength. Accept the fact that you are 

different, that you are of two worlds. And I wish you to remember this 

when you feel you cannot go on: you are used to the duality of life. You 

have the ability to bring all of life’s disparate elements into a cohesive 

whole. So use it. (Tan 234) 

In acting upon this advice, Philip makes the difficult choice to work for the Japanese, 

hoping that his position will afford him the power to protect his family and preserve the 

family business. His father’s stories of the Huttons’ fierce familial loyalty also influence 

Philip’s decision. Noel exhorts Philip to uphold the family name and fulfill his 

responsibilities as the son of a Hutton: “Make our name live on. Let it always have those 

qualities associated with it. Only the good . . . Never forget you are a Hutton. Never 

forget you are my son” (394). Both Philip’s father and grandfather suggest that Philip’s 

ethnic and cultural identity will enable him to navigate the difficult choices he must make 

during the course of the Japanese Occupation. The historical and religious traditions that 

Mr. Khoo shares with him, combined with the values of loyalty, duty, and patriotism that 

his father models, are representations of the cultures of Philip’s “original homelands” – 

cultures that continue to be practicable in the new homeland of Malaya and which Philip 

draws on as he makes crucial decisions that affect the construction of his masculinity.  



24 

 Yet, if Malaysian national identity is to be understood through a framework that 

advocates for the merging of multiple ethnic and cultural identities, it is also important to 

recognize that this vision of a re-imagined nation depends upon a patriarchal and 

patrilineal heritage. The absence of a significant female presence in the novel and the 

lack of engagement with the relationship between women and the nation are most 

painfully noticeable in this scene. The emphasis on Philip’s position as the son of the 

Hutton family and Noel’s exhortation to “make our name live on” emphasize the men’s 

responsibility to ensure the continuation of the Hutton lineage. Biology and gender are 

crucial here, valorizing ancestry that can be traced from father to son even as it 

circumvents the crucial role of mothers and wives in creating and sustaining the nation. 

The few moments in the novel where the influence of Philip’s mother and the strength of 

her character come to light are mediated by the voices of Noel Hutton and Mr. Khoo. 

While they recount stories of her disregard for societal restrictions and her willingness to 

challenge authority, her voice is replaced by the voices of the men who narrate her life. 

Yu Lian, along with Philip’s half-sister Isabel and his Aunt Mei (who are afforded a 

slightly more visible presence in the novel), remain primarily on the sidelines of both the 

narrative and the nation.  

 The consistent marginalization of female figures in the novel forces us to question 

the effectiveness of the Malayan/Malaysian identity that Tan’s novel makes visible. I 

would also argue that this marginalization speaks to larger tensions surrounding issues of 

gender and gender identity in Malaysia. In addition to the lack of explicit conversations 

about Malaysian masculinity and femininity, national discourse is often conflicted in its 
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engagement with women who publicly flout social and political conventions. For 

example, a woman like Marina Mahathir, daughter of former Prime Minister Dr. 

Mahathir Mohamad, has the freedom to openly criticize the political establishment. Her 

regular columns in the “Musings” section of The Star (one of Malaysia’s main English-

language newspapers) address controversial political, social, and cultural issues, while 

carefully avoiding any critique of her father or her father’s legacy. Marina also chooses 

not to wear the tudung (the Muslim headscarf) and is active in the progressive social 

justice work of the Sisters in Islam – an organization that advocates for Muslim women’s 

rights.12 She has enjoyed much public acclaim and little to no public censure, occupying a 

somewhat idealized position as “one of Malaysia’s foremost advocates for gender 

equality” (Mehta).  

 In direct contrast to Marina Mahathir, Ambiga Sreenevasan has endured harsh 

criticism for her role in Malaysian politics and her own social justice work. Ambiga, an 

Indian lawyer and former President of the Malaysian Bar Council, is currently the co-

chair of Bersih, a grassroots movement that has successfully organized historic protests 

for clean and fair elections in Malaysia. Political groups have routinely demonized her, 

and Mahathir recently recommended that her citizenship be revoked. The criticism and 

racism leveled against her contrast sharply with the recognition she received as one of the 

                                                
12 The Sisters of Islam’s vision statement calls for a “progressive and democratic society 
that upholds freedom of expression, gender equality, and social justice for all.” The 
organization hopes “to be recognized as the national and global leader for gender equality 
and justice in Islam” by promoting “gender equality, justice, freedom, and dignity in 
Islam.” In so doing, the organization aims to “empower women to be advocates for 
change.” See Sisters in Islam. “Mission Statement & Objectives.” SistersInIslam.org. 
N.p, n.d. Web. 4 Apr. 2013.  
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winners of the 2009 International Women of Courage Award, issued by the office of the 

U.S. Secretary of State. The announcement of her selection for the award was covered in 

various online forums as well as in The Star, suggesting that both mainstream and 

independent outlets were celebrating her achievements. The conflicting responses to 

Ambiga and Marina’s interventions in the socio-political arena suggest that Malaysia is 

uncomfortable with prominent women who attempt to reshape the contours of national 

and cultural landscapes. The tendency to either demonize or valorize their efforts reflects 

a desire to contain and categorize these women in order to alleviate the tensions they 

embody. Within the framework of the novel, these tensions are largely diffused by the 

marginal position of female characters, suggesting that the role of women – both within 

the nation and within the family – remains problematically vague.  
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Masculinity, Loyalty, & Positionality 

 
 In comparison to the female characters in the novel, Philip Hutton’s position 

within both the family and the nation is afforded much greater complexity and depth. 

Looking to the traditions of his father and grandfather for guidance, Philip decides to 

work for the Japanese in the hopes of using his position to protect the family. Yet, he 

suffers bitterly for this choice. Philip describes his father’s reaction to the news as one of 

profound disappointment:  

My father dipped his head and closed his eyes. His shoulders seemed to 

collapse in defeat, his disappointment in me twisting like a keris 

[traditional Malay dagger] in my heart, severing all my breath and flow of 

blood. He had remained strong all this time and now I saw I had managed 

what the Japanese had failed to do – I had punctured his spirit, opening a 

tear that would make him vulnerable. (Tan 277)  

The model of masculinity that Noel Hutton has attempted to instill in Philip – one that 

depends upon loyalty, duty, courage, and perseverance – is the same model that Philip 

adheres to in his decision to work for the Japanese. Ironically, in the eyes of his father, 

this choice completely undermines the very values that Philip attempts to uphold. After 

being accused by his father of not knowing “what it means to be part of this family,” 

Philip chooses to remain with his family in Penang instead of fleeing to Singapore: “I’m 

staying. This is my home too, my only home. I’m staying. But I’ll do it on my terms” 

(261). These terms – offering his services to the Japanese government – represent to 
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Philip “a path that had the strongest chance of saving all of us, all of my family” (262). 

For Noel Hutton, this path leads directly to the ultimate betrayal. In his view, the 

Japanese are the enemy – any acts of collusion with the occupying forces or sympathy for 

their culture and history can only be read as cowardice and treachery. 

 We see here how the norms and standards of Philip’s cultural and ethnic heritage 

do not necessarily provide an easy or clear model to follow; yet, they are nevertheless 

relevant and crucial elements in the process of gender formation. While Susan Philip 

argues that the modes of behavior upheld by one’s cultural homeland must be proven 

impracticable in order for the individual to assert agency in defining his/her gender 

identity, Philip’s character demonstrates that gender identity – represented in this instance 

by the choices he makes to protect and preserve his family – is formed precisely by 

enacting these values in the face of seemingly impossible choices. His agency in 

constructing his masculinity derives from his struggle to perform the modes of behavior 

that have been instilled in him, to weather his father’s disappointment, and to face the 

judgment of the local community.  

 This struggle is also exemplified by his attempts to use his position within the 

Japanese government to save as many of the local Chinese as he can. Having been 

introduced earlier in the novel to the world of Chinese triads, and having come to 

understand the influence that Mr. Khoo wields within the Chinese community, Philip 

capitalizes on his Chinese heritage in order to smuggle information to Chinese guerrillas 

working in secret to disrupt Japanese activities in Penang. Operating in a complex world 

of cultural networks, secret symbols, and hierarchies of power, Philip learns to navigate 
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these pathways precisely by recognizing the immediate relevance of traditions brought to 

Malaya from his Chinese homeland. He finds concrete ways to incorporate the “disparate 

elements” that constitute the two worlds he represents, enabling him to construct his 

masculinity via efforts to protect his family and save members of the local community. 

This performance of masculinity, tied to his gradual identification with the Khoo and 

Hutton lineages, represents an important shift from his detached and isolated demeanor 

earlier in the novel. While Philip previously appeared stoic and independent in response 

to his sense of alienation, he now engages directly with his mixed ethnic and cultural 

heritage in order to provide assistance and protection to those around him. It is in 

determining how to perform the values of his mixed heritage that he is able to assert this 

agency, constructing a paternal masculinity grounded in the desire to protect and 

preserve.  

 As much as Philip’s understanding of his cultural and ethnic identity influences 

the development and performance of his masculinity, his relationship to the Japanese 

community also plays a crucial role in this process. Philip’s ties to a completely foreign 

and stigmatized ethnic group are situated within the unique social and historical context 

of the period and influenced by his own position in relation to that context. Linda Martín 

Alcoff, in writing about women’s gender formation, suggests that, “a concept of identity 

as positionality offer[s] the means to give a content to women’s identity without 

solidifying that content for all time” (151). Her use of the term “positionality” 

emphasizes the ways in which gender identity “emerges in relational circumstances that 

are in constant change as we, and those around us, are engaged in a world that is itself in 
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movement” (Alcoff 151). The “movement” that she refers to reflects the “multiple 

situations” and “various cultures” in which women operate, taking into account the 

“contextual variability of women’s identity” (Alcoff 152).  

 While Alcoff focuses explicitly on women’s gender identity, her arguments 

provide a useful framework through which to understand the development of Philip’s 

gender identity. Over the course of the novel, his masculinity is influenced by the 

“multiple situations” and “various cultures” in which he operates, reflecting the dynamic 

shifts of a constantly evolving social and political context. Philip’s understanding of 

Japanese culture and language are an important part of this “contextual variability,” 

gained through aikijutsu and through his very intimate relationship with Hayato Endo. 

With Endo-san, Philip feels grounded and connected – he finds in their relationship the 

support and encouragement that he had previously been missing. Yet, the sexual 

undertones of their relationship also destabilize the multiple positions Philip occupies in 

society, queering the father-son/teacher-student dynamic they share while casting 

suspicion on Philip’s motivation to work for the Japanese. These aspects of his 

relationship with Endo-san are in constant flux throughout the novel, reflecting the 

relational and evolving circumstances that influence the formation of his conflicted 

masculinity.  

 When they first meet one another, Philip is unaware that Endo-san is a high-

ranking government official coordinating Japan’s plans to invade Malaya. Philip knows 

him only as the man who has leased the small island that belongs to the Huttons, situated 

just off the coast from Istana. Shortly after meeting Endo-san, Philip learns that he is a 
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master aikijutsu instructor and he finds himself enthralled by the beauty and grace of the 

martial arts form. In order to gauge Philip’s interest and evaluate his skills, Endo-san 

teaches Philip a few basic moves. When Philip finally succeeds in throwing Endo-san off 

his feet, he asks Philip to describe the experience. Philip responds by saying “[I felt] as 

though everything came together when I threw you” (Tan 36). This feeling of unity, “as if 

the earth and I were spinning in harmony,” offers a powerful release from the embedded 

sense of displacement and disconnection that he routinely experiences (36). Craving this 

stability, Philip decides to study aikijutsu under Endo-san, to “commit himself fully” as a 

pupil even as Endo-san assumes the “heavy responsibility” of the teacher (36).  

 In this first encounter, Philip experiences the profound influence of a new context 

and a new culture, finding in aikijutsu a cohesiveness that had previously eluded him, a 

sense of harmony both within himself and with the world around him. Endo-san is able to 

discern Philip’s needs, responding to them even as Philip recognizes that he “wanted 

what [Endo-san] could offer” (36). Despite the obvious political and cultural differences 

that position each man in opposition to the other, Philip makes a point of defining his 

relationship to Endo-san as one that was not restricted by boundaries of ethnicity or 

culture: “From the very beginning I treated Endo-san not as a Japanese, not as a member 

of a hated race, but as a man, and that was why we forged an instant bond” (37). This 

assertion suggests that Philip’s masculinity is situated in relation to Endo-san, that it 

requires the recognition of each man’s inherent masculinity. Yet, their identification with 

one another also takes place across and between the multiple positions they each occupy: 

foreigner and local, Japanese and Eurasion, teacher and pupil.  
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 Endo-san also serves as a surrogate father to Philip, empathizing with his sense of 

cultural displacement and offering him the kind of fatherly attention that Philip could 

never elicit from Noel: “[I felt] relieved that he had not belittled my circumstances, but 

had in fact understood them so thoroughly” (60). Philip recalls that with Endo-san, “I 

found myself saying all the things I was never able to say to my father” (60). Endo-san’s 

praise of Philip’s success as an aikijutsu student carries a similar significance for Philip: 

“His words touched me. In all my years my father had never spoken to me this way; no 

one ever had. Sitting in the seiza position, I bowed deeply, my forehead touching the 

ground, the lowest anyone could reach, yet I never felt higher in all my life” (147).  

 Endo-san also teaches Philip to value the power of his mind and to harness it as a 

form of strength, noting that, “your mind will save you when your body cannot” (147). In 

teaching Philip how to fight, Endo-san simultaneously instills in him the importance of 

avoiding violence whenever possible: “What I wish to show you is how not to fight. You 

must never, ever use what has been taught to you, unless your life is in danger. And even 

then, if you can avoid it, so much the better” (55). In these moments, Endo-san is both a 

father figure and an inspiring teacher, offering emotional and mental support that serves 

to bulwark Philip’s masculinity. Restraint, discipline, and strength, conveyed through 

empathy and affection, help shape Philip’s performance of masculinity under Endo-san’s 

guidance.  

 While these characteristics represent yet another facet of Philip’s gender identity, 

they are also complicated and destabilized by the homoerotic tension that both men must 

continually negotiate. As a crucial element of the “contextual variability” that informs 
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Philip’s masculinity, the current of homosexual attraction that infuses their relationship 

serves as a channel through which Philip gains the confidence and assurance that he lacks 

in his other relationships. In this way, same-sex desire operates as a means of molding 

and shaping Philip as a national subject, as a man who must choose how to participate in 

the historic events of which he is a part, and who must face the consequences of those 

choices. Philip, recognizing the profound influence Endo-san has on him, explicitly 

acknowledges the desire that fuels their relationship: “he had opened my mind, and set it 

ablaze with his . . . Even then I already loved him, although I did not realize it, never 

having loved before” (186).  

 This admission serves as the culmination of numerous exchanges between the 

men, fraught with sensual and sexual overtones that queer the father-son/teacher-student 

relationship. In their first meeting, Philip notices “the strength of his arm” supporting 

Philip as he almost looses his footing (31). Unsure of what to say when Endo-san invites 

him to share a meal in his home, Philip finds himself “intrigued” by the man and accepts 

his invitation (31). Once inside Endo-san’s home, designed “in the traditional Japanese 

style,” Philip takes in the surroundings as Endo-san prepares dinner, feeling “warm and 

protected within the house” (32).  

 Philip’s initial attraction to Endo-san’s strength, to the protection and shelter that 

he offers, is amplified by their physical contact during aikijutsu lessons. Philip recalls the 

sensation of Endo-san’s hands gripping his wrists: “This connective touch, on one level, 

was the most basic of human interaction, but it seemed also to reach into a higher plane 

of union that leaped across the physical and I felt I had lost something invaluable when 
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he released my hands” (38). For Philip, these lessons afforded physical and spiritual 

access to another man in ways he had never experienced before: “our spirits would 

stretch out the way the light of the sun spreads through the sky. Our breaths came out, 

through our lungs, throats, soles, skin; we exhaled from our tingling fingertips. We 

breathed; we lived” (39). He goes on to describes how Endo-san’s “eyes glittered, 

throbbed with a cosmic energy that seemed to reach into mine” (39). The physical and 

spiritual union Philip describes echoes the language of sexual intimacy, an intimacy that 

develops steadily and quietly throughout the novel, leading to the turning point in their 

relationship:  

His eyes met mine, and he moved in closer to me. He deftly picked up a 

sliver of salmon and held my chin with his hands as he placed it into my 

mouth. I chewed it slowly, my eyes never leaving his . . . He was so close 

to me that each breath he expelled, I took, and every breath that I 

surrendered, he possessed. I waited for him to continue, to quiet the 

sudden turmoil within me. As I heard his breathing, I knew the next step 

would be dependent on me, and so, putting my feet firmly on the path I 

would take, I leaned forward and received another offering from his hand. 

That moment notched the beginning of our relationship, our real 

relationship. We had passed beyond the boundaries that encircled the pupil 

and the master. (155) 

 By acknowledging, almost explicitly, the homoerotic nature of their relationship, 

Philip situates and re-situates their position to one another. His masculinity literally turns 
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on this moment, on the movement of the world that he and Endo-san have created for 

themselves, and on their movement beyond the roles they had previously occupied as 

father and son, teacher and pupil. The shifting contexts of their relationship add 

conflicted dimensions to Philip’s identity and positionality – his masculinity is both 

grounded in and queered by his relationship with Endo-san. What Philip shares with 

Endo-san and what he learns from him contributes to his development and growth as a 

man, even as it alienates him from his family and from the local community. Philip’s 

intimacy with Endo-san also calls into question his decision to work for the Japanese, 

suggesting that his desire to protect the family and those around him was not the sole 

influence. As Alcoff articulates it, his gender identity is shaped by “relational 

circumstances that are in constant change,” as he and those around him “are engaged in a 

world that is itself in movement.” 

 Philip’s exposure to the Japanese language and to the philosophy that guides 

aikijutsu contributes to the continuous upheaval that informs his troubled masculinity. He 

claims to identify with and appreciate Japanese culture even as he exhibits a naïve desire 

to excuse, even if only partially, the brutal realities of Japanese rule:  

I felt as the Japanese people here must feel: they were hated by the locals 

as well as by the British and Americans, for their exploits in China were 

now becoming daily topics of debate from the street peddlers to the 

Europeans drinking their ice-cold gin in the Spotted Dog. Yet, I had seen 

another side of them – I had seen the fragile beauty of their way of life, 
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their appreciation of the sorrowful, transient aspects of nature, of life 

itself. Surely such sensitivities should count? (Tan 96) 

Philip’s ability to empathize with the Japanese ostracizes him even further from the local 

community, marking him as a traitor. Shortly after Philip agrees to work for the Japanese, 

following their invasion of Penang, both he and his family receive death threats from the 

Chinese guerilla forces operating against the Japanese military. Much later in life, Philip 

comes to accept the fact that, despite his efforts to save local families from execution and 

labor camps, he is perpetually viewed with uncertainty and mistrust. At an event marking 

the 50th anniversary of the end of the Japanese Occupation, Philip recognizes the futility 

of these contradictions, suggesting that the allegiances of the past are largely irrelevant: 

There had been many at the party . . . who still considered me a friend of 

the Japanese in the war, as many as those who knew of the innumerable 

lives I had helped save. But in the end, did all of that matter? All those 

people would soon, like me, be ground into the ashes of memory, to rise 

into the sky and leave the world. (430) 

The resignation that Philip expresses here suggests that past choices, perhaps even the 

past itself, carry little weight. This perspective problematically ignores the conflict and 

trauma surrounding his collaboration with the Japanese. Despite his best efforts, he loses 

almost his entire family during the Occupation – his brothers, Edward and William, his 

sister Isabel, his Aunt Ming, and even his father. Philip implies that death erases this 

great suffering and loss, wiping clean the stain of his own complicity and perhaps also his 

acts of sacrifice and heroism. Philip’s performance of a conflicted masculinity, informed 
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by his mixed ethnic heritage and complicated by his relationship with Endo-san, remains 

troubled and unresolved at the end of his life. Yet, the conclusion of the novel suggests 

that Philip has achieved a more unified and cohesive sense of identity: 

When I heard my name [Philip Arminius Khoo-Hutton] – my complete, 

dear name, given to me by both my parents and by my grandfather – used 

for the first time earlier this evening, I experienced a feeling of integration 

and fulfillment that had eluded me for all my life . . . that feeling sought 

and found a permanent abode within me and stilled forever the empty 

echoes of my dreaming heart. (Tan 431) 

 Tan implies in this conclusion that we can all experience a “lightness [that] lifts 

[the] heart to a place it has never been before” – a lightness that Philip asserts “will never 

leave me again” (432). The power of love and memory are idealized in this final scene as 

“the greatest gifts given to us . . . we can do nothing else but live out the remembered 

desires and memories of our hearts” (432). What this utopian vision fails to acknowledge 

are the points at which love and memory fail, both within families and within the nation. 

For Philip, love and memory have not served as effective safeguards against pain, 

suffering, and betrayal, nor have they shielded those closest to him. In a similar way, love 

and memory are not adequate tools for constructing Bangsa Malaysia, for tackling the 

problems of nation and nationhood. Instead, love and memory, like identity itself, remain 

conflicted and conditional, emerging and developing amidst constant change.  
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Conclusion 

 
By exploring how ethnicity and culture are intricately enmeshed in the 

performance of masculinity, The Gift of Rain attempts to both imagine and re-imagine 

Malaysian identity. As my introduction suggests, “national identities in Malaysia have 

been so recently constituted that the sutures of that constitution are still visible” across 

social, political, and cultural landscapes (Philip 76). The persistent “othering” of those 

who share a common national history and culture continue to haunt conversations about 

who belongs in Malaysia and who counts as a Malaysian. The Gift of Rain, situating its 

narrative in pre-independence Malaya, pushes us to consider Malaysian identity along 

lines of connection and conjunction, attempting thereby to make less visible the “sutures” 

of a multi-ethnic society.  

While this impulse to blur and shift ethnic boundaries signals the potential for 

change, The Gift of Rain also betrays a preoccupation with patriarchy that marginalizes 

femininity and female agency. The destabilizing force of homoerotic desire also remains 

implicit, quietly undermining patriarchy without entirely overturning it. As the final 

scene illustrates, the novel also idealizes the power of love and memory to forge new 

constructions of the self and the nation. Taken as a whole, the text opens up a space 

within which to question narratives of nationhood and identity, ethnicity and culture, 

masculinity and femininity. It suggests new possibilities, even as it signals the need to re-

envision and re-write them. Ultimately, The Gift of Rain constructs the nation itself as a 
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pendatang – an idea that is always evolving, searching for its place, its home, its sense of 

belonging.  
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