Keling (pronounced /kling/) is a word used to describe Indians or Hindus in Malaysia and Singapore (more specifically, Malaysian Indians and Singaporean Indians. It is now generally considered offensive by Indians, although it may often be used by other communities in Malaysia without any derogatory intention.

The origin of the term is rooted in the former cultural and economic influence of the Kalinga kingdom over south east Asian kingdoms. India was then referred to by the Malays as benua keling. Sejarah Melayu (the Annals of Malay history), written in the 15th century, used the term keling to refer to India and traced the origin of Malay sultans to Indian princes. In its early usage, the term was not considered offensive or derogatory.

Since the late 20th century, the term keling has been regarded as offensive by many Indians. Economic hardship and a high crime rate in the Indian community in Malaysia has led to the term being used in a derogatory manner.

 

The word keling is used since 15th century within the Malay community to mean "Indian", but in todays multi-racial settings the term has become politically incorrect. Keling was recently used by Members of Parliament in Malaysia, resulting in uproar by the Malaysian community accusing the MPs of racism. Popular usage in Malaysia also suggests a tone of general disrespect to Indian Malaysians. This derogatory term is uttered in the same way African Americans are called niggers and Indigenous Australians are called abos.

The phrase janji keling (janji being "promise" in Malay) is sometimes used by people of Malay-speaking communities (regardless of race) to refer to a liar, someone who gives conflicting statements, or, more commonly, someone who changes their minds and decisions often. Considered offensive, this term is comparable to the North American English expression Indian giver (although referring to different types of "Indians") or the English expression "to welsh", meaning to fail to honour a bet.

 Chinese
The phrases keling-a (Hokkien; 吉寧仔; POJ: kiet-lêng-á), keling kwai (Cantonese; 吉寧鬼; Yale: git-lìhng-gwái), and keling-kia (Teochew) are frequently used within the Chinese community in Malaysia and Singapore. These may be used in either a derogatory or non-derogatory manner: e.g., in Penang Hokkien, which is spoken by some Indians in Penang, keling-a is the only word that exists to refer to ethnic Indians.

The Hokkien and Teochew suffixes -a and -kia are diminutives that are generally used to refer to non-Chinese ethnic groups. The Cantonese term kwai, meaning "ghost" or "devil", is similarly used when referring to any non-Chinese ethnic group.

Names of places
Various place names in Malaysia contain the word keling for historical reasons, e.g. Tanjong Keling.], Kampong Keling,  and Bukit Keling , etc.

In Penang, the Kapitan Keling Mosque, situated on the corner of Buckingham Street and Jalan Masjid Kapitan Keling (formerly Pitt Street), is one of the oldest mosques in George Town. Various other Penang Hokkien street names contain the word keling, e.g. Kiet-leng-a Ban-san (Chowrasta Road), Kiet-leng-a Ke (King Street/Market Street).
Group fails in bid to remove ‘keling’ from dictionary

KUALA LUMPUR: The word keling will remain in the Kamus Dewan.

Yesterday, the High Court dismissed an Indian Muslim association’s appeal to remove the definition and use of the word in the Malay dictionary.

High Court Justice Lau Bee Lan ruled in chambers that Article 8(2) of the Federal Constitution, which provides for the right to non-discrimination, applied only to individuals and not an association.

She added that the Dewan Baha​sa dan Pustaka (DBP) was only carrying out its statutory duty by inserting the word in the third edition of the Kamus Dewan.

On Dec 29, 2006, senior assistant registrar Nik Isfahanie Tasnim Wan Abdul Rahman struck out the suit filed by the Selangor and Fede​ral Territory Angkatan Pelapor In​​dia Muslim against the DBP and its director-general.

The group, which had sought a declaration that the DBP had failed in its statutory duty and responsibility when it allowed the use of the word keling and its variant meanings and metaphor in the dictionary, filed an appeal.

It also wanted the word dropped from from the names of villages, buildings, resort and roads.

It claimed that the word was shameful, insulting and degrading to the Indian Muslim community.

