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Let's cherish our culture of co-existence

Har un Hashi m

PRI ME M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mhanmad' s statenent the other day
that a non-Malay and a non-Mislimcould be prime mnister of Ml aysia one
day had a mi xed reception

Whi | st some wel coned the statenment that we are | ooking towards a future
when Mal aysians will cease to be politically divided on grounds of race or
religion, others have opined that the PMshoul d not have stirred up a
hornet's nest.

Per haps t he occasion for nmaking the statement at the annual general
meeting of the MCA where it was greeted with trenmendous appl ause has given
rise to varied perceptions and m sconceptions. Sorme have even viewed it as
a wake up call to the Ml ays. Watever the reason for making the
statement, Dr Mahathir was pointing out that under the Constitution there
is no provision that a non-Mal ay or a non-Mislimcannot becone prine
nm ni ster.

Under the Constitution, to be appointed prinme nmnister, a person nmust be
an el ected nenber of the Dewan Rakyat and nust have been born in Ml aysia.
In addition, that person nust comand the confidence of the majority of
the nenbers of the Dewan Rakyat. | have advi sedly used the word " person'
because there is no provision in the Constitution that the PMshould be a
mal e. Thi s shoul d broaden the ongoi ng debate to include the prospect of a
woman PM as wel | !

The Constitution provides that Islamis the religion of the Federation
but it is still an open question whether Malaysia is an |Islamic or secular
state. However, because the majority of the popul ation are Musli ns,

Mal aysia i s recognised internationally as an |Islamc country.

Its menbership and hosting of the recently concluded O C foreign
m nisters conference in Kuala Lunmpur is testinmony of this fact. That being
so, it is contended that the PMshould be a Muslim

It is argued however, that the requirenment that the Head of an Islanic
State shoul d be a Miuslimhas been satisfied in Malaysia' s case because the
Yang di - Pertuan Agong, who is the Suprene Head of the Federation, is a
Musl im Sonme Muslinms nonet hel ess di sagree.

The concept of an Islamc State did not visualise a constitutiona
nmonarchy and as the real executive authority of the State is vested in the
Prime Mnister, then the PMshould be a Muslim O her mnisters however,
coul d be non-Musli ns.

If political power is to be divided along racial or religious |ines,
then it should be clearly stated in the Constitution. Thus in Lebanon, the
nunber of seats in the National Assenbly is equally divided between
Christians and Musli ns.

By convention the president is a Maronite Christian, the speaker a
Shi'te and the prime mnister a Sunni Muslim Not having such provisions
could result in what is happening in Fiji today. The native Fijians want
their Constitution to provide that the office of prine nminister should be
held by a native Fijian only. Denbcracy in that country has resulted in an
ethnic Indian being el ected prinme ninister. Econom c power is in the hands
of the Indians but to lose political power as well is perhaps too nuch for
t he nati ves.

Mal aysia is a nulti-racial and multi-religious country. W are only
Mal aysi an when we are abroad. At hone the political divide is decidedly
racial. Efforts at creating and sustaining nulti-racial political parties



have not really succeeded so far. Every political party is identified by
race.

The Gerakan and the DAP al t hough nulti-racial are both regarded as
Chi nese parties. Parti Rakyat is regarded as Malay. Al political parties
openly plead for causes on racial lines except Pas which projects itself
for the cause of Islam Umo is both Malay and Islamc.

We are even parochial. At the recent Tel ok Kermang by el ection a vital
factor to the electorate was that the BN candi date was a | ocal born
wher eas the opposi ng candi date was not al t hough be was born in the State.

The question arises when can we be real Ml aysians without regard to
race or religion so that it does not nmatter who becomes Prine Mnister.
The short answer: Not in the foreseeabl e future!

We have nonet hel ess made nuch progress. Both at Federal and State

Governnent levels political power is shared between the various races.
I ndeed several MPs are elected to office fromconstituencies which are not
dominated by their own race. The recently el ected Tel ok Kemang MP bel ongs
to amnority race and his el ectorate consisted of racial majorities other
than this own.

Mal aysia's political strength and stability is that we have achi eved a
hi gh degree of mutual respect and recognition of each other's race,
religion and custons. | ndeed we have successfully devel oped the art of co-
exi st ence.

So let it be. W should not ponder too much who should hold the office
of prime minister. Mich ado about nothing really.

( END)
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