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Where the Sacred Meets with the Secular: The Syncretism 

of Chinese Schools and Mandarin Education in Penang’s 

Hungry Ghosts Festival 

Fong-Mao Lee 

Professor, Graduate Institute of Religious Studies 

Abstract

The Penang Central Primordial Committee, composed of Penang’s diverse street 

committees and temples, is the only non-governmental or ganization designed to 

celebrate the Hungry Ghosts Festival in Malaysia. Apart from celebrating the Festival, 

one of its purposes is to deal with the social and cultural crises felt by the Chinese 

community since Malaysia achieved her independence the diminishing of Chinese 

independent schools and Chinese-language education. In response to the crises, the 

Committee makes use of the Hungry Ghosts Festival, a month-long religious activity 

celebrated with abundant offerings, grand-scale religious rituals and big banquets, to 

raise development funds for the Chinese independent schools. This charitable act helps 

the Festival escape from being criticized as a wasteful extravagance; at the same time, it 

also addresses the problems arising from the country’s biased education policy. Many 

non-profit organizations apply for funds every year from the Committee , but the mone 

y usually goes to the Chinese independent schools, for the y are desperately in need of 

financial support. The local media have named this education-go-first phenomenon as 

the “Chinese education complex.” The Committee’ s determination to support Mandarin 

education can be seen in a slogan on its emblem ; it reads “With one heart we stand 

together; with all our might we fight for education.” 

After years of observation, I have decided to choose Chong Teik Primary School 

as my object of field study. Through interviews with the Committee leaders and the 

headmaster, we learn how the fundraising campaign is organized and conducted. We 

also learn that traditional forms of ritual have been refashioned, leading to the 

syncretism of sacred and secular elements. For example, the numbers appearing in 
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lucky draws have their separate symbolic meanings. The number “8”, fa, puns on the 

word for “prosperity”, but the number “916” refers synchronically to the date of an 

election, the political and cultural oppressions felt by the Chinese and their 

determination to support Chinese-language education. To conclude, the Central 

Primordial Committee not only offers spiritual salvation to street communities and 

temples, but also provides the diverse and fragmented Chinese community with a sense 

of togetherness and cultural identity. 
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