29/ 09/ 2002
Integration: Is unity club the answer?

reports on "Special report - (Unity clubs in universities)" by
"TH RTY years ago,"” NST reader Nal za Mohamad wites, "ny uncle was
i nvol ved in an accident near N bong Tebal

"The car he was driving skidded and hit a tree.

"Villagers came out to see what caused the noise. It was said then that
they | ooked at my uncle and aunt who were “fair' skinned conpared to other
Mal ays, (and didn't help).

"I assuned the aninosity arising fromthe May 13 incident somewhat
i nfluenced these fol k. The car caught fire and nmy uncle and aunt perished
in that tragedy."

Stories like this abound, not just in the near-post-May 13 era. Today, a
typi cal advice for a person driving through a racially-exclusive kanmpung
is, "if you accidentally knock soneone down, drive off imediately and
make a police report later. Gtherwise, the villagers will beat you to
deat h".

It's hard to believe that Ml aysia today could be so anarchic, but if
racial mstrust leading to advice like this still exists, then perhaps we
haven't noved far fromthe days of May 13, 1969, even as new generations
grow up knowi ng not what had happened t hen.

Smal | wonder then, that there is concern that our universities - our
mahligai ilmu (cathedrals of enlightennent), the nurseries of future
| eadership - are cultivating a polarised citizenry.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad' s call for the setting up
of unity clubs in universities indicates that whatever our universities
have been doi ng these past 20, 30, 40 years, has failed.

In reality though, have our universities failed us or are we | ooking too
nmyopi cally at the issue?

The Deputy Vi ce-Chancellors (DVC) of Universiti Putra Ml aysia
(Associ ate Professor Dr Idris Abdol), Universiti Teknol ogi Ml aysia
(Prof essor Datuk Dr Mphamed Mansor Abdul |l ah), Universiti Sains Ml aysia
(Associ ate Professor Datuk Dr Jamal udi n Mohai adi n) and Universiti Utara
Mal aysi a (Associ ate Professor Dr Mbhamed Miustafa |shak) were asked about
their universities' efforts towards pronoting racial integration anong
st udents.

Al the DVCs | anmented that they were unfairly saddled with the
responsibility of restructuring individuals who, at the age of 18-plus,
are set in their ways.

UUMs Miustafa felt that to wait until the university level was too | ate.

"We are asked to perfect their English, change their racial patterns -
and all in three years," he said.

The DVCs said that the students who cone to the universities are the
product of the education system

Al the educators interviewed had undergone Engli sh-nedi um educati on
whi ch they believe, bound them together

"Frankly now, which generation is nore tolerant - our generation or the
present generation?" USM student affairs devel opment division deputy
registrar Siti Zubai dah Abdul Ham d asked.

Mansor felt that the problemstarted with the establishnment of the
nati onal school. Though fundamentally a good idea in itself, he believed
that the addition of vernacul ar school s defeated the purpose of the
nati onal school

"Where's the sense in having a national school when the children are al



separ ated? They should all sit in the sane class, learn in the sane
| anguage, " said Mansor.

"For as long as we have vernacul ar schools, chauvinismw Il exist."

UUMs Miustafa said that with little or no initial exposure to nulti-
raci alism these students, nost from non-urban areas, could not be
expected to mx with people fromother races when they got to university.

"Sonme of them have never even had a Chinese or Indian friend at primary
or secondary school, and you expect themto |live together at un
versity?"

Integration needed to be devel oped fromyoung, said Idris.

An alumus of the Royal Mlitary College (RVMC) in the 1960s, ldris said
that sharing every aspect of life with people fromall races, cultures,
and religions froma very early age had made himand his peers open to
mul ticul turalism

Conversely, those from single-race boardi ng schools had difficulty
l[iving with other races.

Lily (not her real nane), a Chinese student at a governnent preparatory
col | ege where 90 per cent of students are Bum putera, said that Malay
students who cane fromthese boardi ng schools were | ess open-m nded about
ot her races.

Must af a said that |ooking at universities as the |locus for racial po-

[ ari sation was m ssing the whole point of racial integration

"Life at university is actually a reflection of the wi der world out
there. University is a mcrocosmof society,” he said.

"I's there genuine integration out-side the canpus? If there is, then
only can we ask why university is different. Way should we be so concerned
about universities? W should be nore concerned about society at |arge. W
shoul d pronote integration all the tine, and not just when a portion of
youth get to university."

Siti agreed, pointing to exanples of housing estates, where people of
the sane race fl ock together by choosing to buy houses on the sane street.

Dr Mahathir had called for the university | eadership to | ead by exanple
And i ndeed, they must be doing so, since, as UM and USM adnmit, their
staff are nearly 100 per cent Mal ay.

In a way, too, racial segregation is mrrored in our political party
system the DVCs said. For as long as the elders chose to be separate,
they really cannot bl ane the young for choosing to live separately, too.

It's a chicken-and-egg argunment: are universities pol ari sed because
society is polarised, or is society polarised because universities are
pol ari sed?

In an ironic twist, Siti said that instead of racially integrating
students, the greatest contribution of universities was in depol arising
t hem

"If there were racial integration fromyoung, then all universities have
to do is enhance it," said ldris, who believes that if there were a
political will to achieve integration froman early stage, then the issue
of racial integration in universities need not arise.

"Integration is a shared responsibility between the hone, school
uni versity, society - all should be nutually supportive," said Mansor

The only other option, said Mustafa, was for universities to create a
pseudo- envi ronnment where everythi ng was hunky-dory for the three years
that an undergraduate is there. This sinply could not be done as
universities do not exist in a vacuumfrom society.

The issue then is, how much does Mal aysia want racial integration to
happen? As an exercise in social engineering, how instituted should raci al
i ntegration be?

VWhen push conmes to shove and when efforts at university-endorsed



integration falters, universities thenselves refuse to force their
students to act against their beliefs.

But then again, questioned Jamaludin, do you have to |live together to be
uni ted?

Just how nuch individuality and time-apart should we have? Were do we
draw the |ine between being different and bei ng pol ari sed?

Inti College vice-president of admnistrative affairs, Dr Koo We Kor,
asked whether racial unity can be considered to be achieved only when a
single identity - an authentic mx of characteristics fromeach race - was
adopted by all, or could it be likened to bubur caca, where races m xed
wel | but retained their distinctiveness?

Utimately, this nation itself nust know what it neans by "racially
i ntegrated".

Wbul d i ntegration be achieved through a culture of no cultures - like
t he bl andness of secul ar urban living, for instance? O, would integration
be achi eved through the assimlation of the mnority into the majority - a
subsunpti on of ot herness.

There is a tale, which highlights society's concept of integration, of
an Anerican immgration officer, who, on visiting an Italian inm grant
famly at their home, cones out with the observation: "Still eating
spaghetti. Not integrated."

Lily said that in her college, the rules are tailored for the culture
and val ues of one race. Wilst this is a denocratic acknow edgenent of the
majority's needs, it also neans that the mnority will always have to
conformto the majority.

This works well for sone things, but maybe not for integration. If a
H ndu student has to do without a figurine of his deity because of his
Muslimroonmate's sensitivities, where stands his rights to religious
practice? Where goes his ot herness?

In Mustafa's opinion, tolerance is about one party maki ng a conprom se.

But is racial integration a matter of just tolerance or should it be
nor e of under st andi ng?

UTM s Mansor said people should be taught the cultures of various races
and religions. In his opinion, |anguage is nost inportant in crossing the
chasns that race presents.

"If a Malay could speak some Mandarin, then a Chi nese person woul d
probably feel friendlier towards him because the Malay is nmaking an
effort to know that person's culture or |anguage,” Mansor said.

But beyond | anguage, there al so needs to be an understandi ng of
religion, and this, perhaps, may not be so easy.

As Mustafa put it, eventually, everything ends in religion. M xed
marriages in Mal aysia - a wonderful aspect of integration - cannot take
pl ace without the issue of religion, especially where one partner is
Muslim and the other is required to convert.

Simlarly, because other religions other than Islamare prohibited from
prosel ytising Muslins, the teaching of the otherness of religions has been
strictly confined to the historical and theoretical, often at dul
| ectures.

How, then, can a Muslimtruly |learn about the religions of his friends
of other faiths, if, as exenplified by student notices, religious nmeetings
and di scussions have to come with the proviso: Untuk pel aj ar-pel aj ar bukan
I sl am sahaj a (For non-Mislim students only).

Integration, Mistafa said, could not be nmeasured by anyt hi ng
quantifiable since it is an enotional and psychological thing. It is a
feeling of oneness - which may only be fostered and neasured over tinme -
maybe even one generation

It is only when people really feel confortable in taking part in events



that involve other races that you could say that integration has been
achi eved.
"Integration cannot be wished with a wave of a magi c wand," he said.
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