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Converts play key role in racial harnony

Abdul | ah Ahnmad

IN 1987 there were five billion of us onthis earth. Thirteen years | ater
on July 19 1999, at 12: 24: 02amGMI, the earth's popul ation, according to
the US Census Bureau, reached six billion. O these, 1.4 billion are

Chi nese.

This is a sensitive i ssue because every religion, it seens, enpl oys
di fferent nmethods of counting nmenbers, so statistics of the world's
religions are at best only very rough approxi mati ons.

Christianity appears to have nore fol |l owers than any ot her, closely

foll owed by I sl am Then conme Hi ndui smand Buddhi sm Nearly a billion
peopl e are agnostics (887 nmillion), and then there are the atheists (222
mllion).

Islamis the second | argest (and fastest growi ng) of the three nmjor
nonot hei stic faiths andits foll owers are never ever cal | ed Mohanedans.
They are known as Musli ns.

I sl ammeans "surrender to the will of Allah", and |like Christianity,
Judai smand ot her religions, good deeds will be rewarded in paradi se, and
evil doers go to hell unless forgiven by the all-powerful God. Only He
judges, no one el se.

Dat uk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad says Mal aysia is "a nodern and tol erant
Islanmi ¢ nation", but Pas has unequivocally declared that it wants to
convert this "nodern and tol erant nation" into a puritanical Islamc
theocratic state if it comes to power with the hel p of DAP, Keadil an and
Parti Rakyat in 2004.

The t hree Pas conf ederates say they are opposed to Pas' decl arati on
Then these so-called nulti-racial parties should |leave Pas to be onits
own and forma new axis

| decidedto witethis article following a neeting with a born Chi nese
Musl i mfromTurkey, married to a born Mal aysi an Chi nese Muslim sinmply to

fill awide gap in the existingliterature on Mal aysian politics, race
relations and religions.
It isintended toillumnate a problemseldom(if ever) investigated, an

i nteresting, conplex issue whichultimtely can contribute to greater
raci al harmony and religious tol erance here.

| have just found out that Rosey Ma Wang Le Li has been actively
researching, witing and | ecturing on Chi nese Muslins in Mal aysi a. She
asked to see ne and we got together |ast week.

Rosey Ma was persuasive, if a bit anxious. | don't need to go into the
detail s of what she said, but what she said has rel evance.

| generally agree with her, even nore so after | read her paper on
"Chi nese Muslinms in Mal aysi a" whi ch she presented at Academ a Sinica's
Third I nternati onal Conference on Sinology in Tai peh | ast year.

Amid our 23 mllion people about six mllions are Chinese - | thought
t he nunmber was | arger. Never nmind, let us wait for the final tabul ation by
t he Census Depart nment.

But this has alarmed Dr Ng Yen Yen (MCA's Wanita chief), so she has
entreated, via a "cupid plan', for Ml aysian Chinese to start maki ng nore
babi es because of the apparent reduction in the Mal aysi an Chi nese
popul ati on.

Mal aysi an Chi nese are mai nl y Buddhi st s and ancest or wor shi ppers, Taoi sts
and Christians.

Very few are Miuslins. Rosey Ma says there are between 60, 000-100, 000



Chi nese Musins in the country, about 1 to 1.5 per cent of the total
Chi nese popul ation. She adds that "though small in nunber, these Chinese
Muslinms forma very distinct and unorthodox group in Mal aysi an society".

"In a nation where ethnicity and religion are closely rel ated, these
peopl e are of the ethnicity of one community - the Chinese, while
professing the religion of another - the Ml ays.

"Strangely, while having certain conmon characteristics with each of
t hese cormmunities, they find thensel ves margi nali sed by both."

The founding father and first Prinme M nister, Tunku Abdul Rahman, the
hi gh priest of racial harnmony had al ways, but to no avail, encouraged the
Chinese in Mal aysi a to becone Muslins (not Masuk Mel ayu) though he was
ably assisted by a born Chinese Haji |brahimMa Tian Ying, former Consul
of Chiang Kai Shek's China in Ipoh.

Vell, to be fair, they did their best though they achieved little.

Bef ore t hat Chi nese conversi on was an i sol ated case.

For the Tunku and good Muslins, |slam c brotherhood transcends race and
al | other boundaries; it's gl obal

He wor ked hard but, alas, only after he | ost power, to get the
Governnent to give "all converts to Islant the sane privil eges and speci al
position as those enjoyed by the Ml ays.

Mbst converts who have assim |l ated enjoy the privileges in practice,

t hough not in the Constitution.

He stated, and this was reiterated to me by Rosey Ma, that many Chi nese
who becane Muslins forfeited the society of their own people, and
sonmetimes even famly

In sonme cases they lost their jobs or were ridiculed so much that they
were forced to quit their jobs.

The nunber of Chinese converts is increasing, nore than any other racia
group. Perhaps as a result of a better understandi ng of |Islamand because
assimlationintothe majority group has becone easi er.

Those converts who do not assimilate - and there is no conpul sion to do
so - find things a bit different fromother Chinese because of their new
religion. Though Muslim they are di stinct because t hey wear a Chi nese
face.

Rosey Ma clains, "They resist re-assimlation into the non-Mislim
Chi nese mgjority they once bel onged to, as nuch as they are against (wth
many exceptions, though) total assimlationintothe Malay cultureto
whi ch they now partly bel ong, yet which is so distinct fromtheir own.

"Converts face fewer problens now as they are better accepted and
treated."

But that is not to say they no | onger have probl ens, but then who
hasn' t?

The advant age of the Ma | aysian Chinese Muslins is their ability to act
as a bridge between Mal ays and Chi nese whi ch i s sonehow never stated, nmuch
I ess utilised.

As rightly pointed out to me by Rosey Ma, "Wether they want it or not,
to a big extent the Chinese Muslins will go through sone ki nd of
acculturation, if not part as simlation, intothe Mal ay cul ture and way
of life.

"This would be true even for other non-Miuslimethnic groups... in the
same way as the Malays will take bits and pieces fromthe cul tures of
ot her races. This is what usually happens in a harnoni ous nulti-ethnic
society."

Li ke Rosey Ma, |, too strongly believe Ml aysi an Chinese Muslins - if
they woul d only strenuously channel their positive efforts - will and nust
play a crucial rolein bringingthe two najor Mal aysi an communiti es cl oser
toget her, by being part of both, inreligion and culture.



Bei ng Musli mdoes not nean the Chi nese nmust abandon their culture or
| anguage (there are nore than 60 m|lion Chinese Miuslins in China) but,

i deal |y, they should incorporate what is best in Malay culture and
custons, for no other reason than that they are Mal aysi ans and |iving
anong the majority people who are their co-religionists.

Al'l will benefit, certainly the Chinese Mislinms, and even the ot her
Mal aysi ans cannot | ose. I ndeed they will be enriched t hrough enbraci ng and
extolling this new experience.

I sl am has al ways had a powerful influence on the Malays. The British
knewit, hence during their long rule they let religious matters and
custons remai n under Mal ay jurisdiction.

The key to better Chinese-Mlay harnony is for the Ml aysi an Chi nese
Miuslinms to be the harbingers and exanpl ars of what Ml aysia can be.

This is as good as any other time to start the notion. | amconfident it
will bear fruit sooner than we realise.

( END)
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