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Enriching citizenship

By Rozi Al

HOWdo Mal aysi ans define our constitutional scheme and what is our
under st andi ng of citizenshi p? ROZI ALl argues that citizenshi p nust cone
with the right to engage in public discourse.

RELI G ON and politics have always m xed in the Mal aysian polity. This
was seen i n the Dewan Rakyat recently. Opposition | eader LimKit Siang
questioned former Prime M nister Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad' s decl arati on of
Mal aysia as an Islam c state and the practice of appointing Mislins to
head t he Federal Government.

It triggered a volley of reactions. But the intersection of religion and
politics is anmong the few aspects of Malaysian political life that tendto
generate fatuous obfuscation. Inthe flurry of words, only two reactions
st ood out.

Level - headed as usual, Deputy Prime M nister Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak
pointed to the Federal Constitution. Part of Article 3 declares |Islamthe
of ficial state religion and guarantees religi ous freedom

Reproaching Limfor stirring up a non-issue, Najib said it was a | ong-
standi ng conventi on that t he head of the Bari san Nasi onal is chosen to
| ead t he Federal Governnent so | ong as the BN wi ns a general el ection. For
Mal aysians, it is a non-issue and there is no dispute about it, he
assert ed.

Throwi ng the ball into Limis court, Dr Mahathir said if Li mthinks
Mal aysia is not an Islamc state, then he should define it.

He clarified that he had nade the decl aration on the basis that the
majority of people are Muslinms and Islamis the official religion.

Al t hough the Constitution decl ares no such presunption, he expl ai ned
that the head of governnment's office is naturally held by a Musli mbecause
Muslims formthe majority.

The debate gives an interesting snapshot of Ml aysian political life. It
is anarrative about the nation's ongoing search of its sense of self or
nat i onhood.

Utimtely, it is about denocracy - about the defining elements of our
constitutional scheme and our understandi ng of citizenship.

The concern here is not with a party's definition of an Islanic state or
whet her Article 3 inplies Islamc sovereignty. The debate on these or the
prime mnister's religious identity is a non-issue.

The crux of the matter is that at sonme point - if not now, later - there
wi |l al ways be groups across the political spectrumwhich are conpelledto
calibrate their interest inthis debate as the stakes are high. The
guestion is howwe, Ml aysians, see such a di scourse.

Can we relate it, w thout m sgivings over each other's intent and
hysteria, to the endl ess task of constructing a Mal aysian civil society,
whi ch entails the bal anci ng of political visions and the renegoti ati ng of
the contours of rules for public life?

The questions that nmust have struck our forefathers, such as howthe
political order and our political life can be made to enbody mut ual
respect anong divergent religious views, continue to be replayed i n many
f orms.

They will find space in public discourse. But this depends on how far we
under stand t he concept of citizenship. As schol ar Eli zabet h Jelin has
argued, the concept of citizenship inplies power and conflict - nanmely a
struggl e about who can participate in the process of defining comon



probl ens and how they are to be faced.

After 47 years of | ndependence, we shoul d be able to nove towards the
i deal of civic friendship on all the issues that concern the polity.

Sone segnents in society are not ready for it but unless we are willing
to invest the idea of citizenship with the right to engage in a public
di scourse, then we won't be able to give our constitutional denocracy a
sufficiently civic dimension.

The soci al contract entered by our forefathers on the denocratic,
secular, multi-religious country with Islamas the state religion and the
Constitution contains, in many ways, doses of |iberalism But in the
twi sts and turns and transformati ons of a nation, there have been
illiberal currents.

Such currents prevent many fromarticul ating their concerns. And we seem
content to let that be. In doing so, we unwittingly allowthe
conservatives the nonopoly on the noral di scourse. And once the public
square is left half naked, ultra-conservatives and extrem sts walk in
where noderates and liberals fear to tread.

No doubt, there are risks in w dening the space for public discourse.
But if we restrict our thinking about political life to an exclusively
| egal i stic | anguage, as enbodied in the sedition |awand other sinilar
| egislation, we find ourselves confined to an unacceptably narrow horizon
of moral and social experience.

What we need nost are alternative political vocabul aries that pose a
radi cal challenge to the reigning vocabul ary seen in Pas' Islanic state or
its other political cause cél ébre, the hudud; the conpeting visions of
what constitutes an Islanic state; Bangsa Mal aysi a and ot her | egal
contraptions that automatically clans one's desire to be devoted to the
public weal or prevent the Mal aysian polity frombeing self-critical.

There are sone who, |ike Stephen Daedal us i n James Joyce's A Portrait of
the Artist as a Young Man, feel that when the soul of a man is bornin
this country, there are nets flung at it to hold it back fromflight.

You talk to ne of nationality, |anguage, religion, | shall try to fly by
those nets.

If only we coul d persuade themthat nationality, upon which the
political concept of citizenship rests, |anguage and religi on are not
entrapment s but indi spensabl e el enents that serve to enrich, not stifle,
the civic dinension in our society.

( END)
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