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Ri ght steps to a better future

By U-En Ng

Atruly multiethnic Mal aysi a now seens nore than a nmere possibility. How
much of this can we attribute to the policies of our Government? U-EN NG
writes.

LIKE al | societies, ours is susceptible to change. Nearly five decades
after Independence, the constitution of nulti-ethnic Ml aysia has evol ved
i nto sonet hi ng many hope i s nore equitable and responsi bl e.

Thi s hope is not m splaced, says Dr Mansor Mbohd Noor, a sociol ogist with
Universiti Utara Malaysia. His basis is a series of ethnic studies he
conduct ed over 14 years from1990 in different soci o-econom c areas of the
country. The results bol ster clains that Mal aysia is maki ng progress in
the establishment of a mature civil society.

How far has this progress been due to Government policy? How nuch of it
can we attribute to the contributions of this nation's five Prinme
M ni sters since Merdeka?

"I would not call these results definitive, but they do give us a
general idea of trends," says Prof Abdul Rahman Embong of the Institute of
Mal aysi an and | nt ernati onal Studi es at Universiti Kebangsaan Mal aysi a.

"And goi ng beyond communal sentinents, if we | ook at the politica
attitudes, choices and deci sions that Ml aysi ans nake, the 1999 el ections
do indicate that we' ve started putting broad i ssues on t he agenda i nst ead
of those that are strictly comunal or ethnic.

"These i ssues cut across ethnic |ines. Denocracy, justice, and
governnent transparency attract the attention of all ethnic groups. In
this sense, Mal aysi ans now have a greater awareness of universal politica
i ssues. "

Anal ysing this year's general election results, Rahman says that, inthe
mai n, no party canpai gned on purely ethnic platforns.

"To be sure, the parties were ethnically based, but not so the thenes of
t hei r canpai gns.

"Take t he Bari san Nasi onal canpaign. Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Abdul | ah
Ahmad Badawi put an agenda for change on the map and the party focused on
good governance, fighting corruption, reform ng the public service and
ref ocusi ng on national econom c policies."”

Abdul I ah' s | eadershi p styl e, he says, pronoted broad consul tation and,
in his concept of |IslamHadhari, the Prine M nister offered Mal aysi ans a
vision of Islamthat was progressive and incl usive.

"Had t here been any party that canpaigned on an ethnic platform they
woul d have been rejected,” Rahman says.

"There i s al ways contestation. Ethnic perspectives tend to contest
mul ti-ethnic ones, but that contestation isn't that sharp now.

"There was for exanple no ethnic violence in Malaysia during the
financial crisis of the late 1990s. This was not the case in other nations
in our region. There was tension, of course, but no viol ence.

"Today, inter-ethnic bargaining is still an issue - as is the politica
representation of the conmmunities - but if the present political equation
i s mai ntained, then there can be peace.

"In ternms of issues, however, the people aren't drawn to i nterpret
events froman ethnic perspective

Inthis sense, the policies of our Governnents and Prinme M nisters have
contributed to a growing nulti-cultural consciousness."

Rahman i dentifies progress onthree levels. First, econonmc policies in



pl ace since the 1970s have hel ped create a nultiethnic nmiddle class.

"It encouraged the enmergence of professionals and corporate players,
especially within the Mal ay community, and the | ast el ecti ons have brought
a renewed sense of confidence and a desire for healthy conpetition.”

CGovernnent policies al so hel ped create an environnment in whi ch non-
gover nment al organi sati ons (NGOs) have been able to fl ourish, he said.

"The emergence of NGOs over the | ast 10 years has been very obvi ous, and
nost of themfocus their activities on universal issues.” Thisisn't a
di rect product of policy, of course, but a by-product, Rahman says, adding
that their existence spoke for a growi ng public consci ousness of the need
for civil society participation.

"Also, there are changes in everyday life. Through interaction at the
wor kpl ace, Mal aysi ans are gradual | y getting used to the i dea that we need
a comon national goal ."

Thi s i ssue has been t he subj ect of a book published recently by change
managenent anal yst and veteran journalist Hhg Hung Yong.

H s Five Men & Five | deas considers the policies of Datuk Onn Jaafar,
Tunku Abdul Rahman, Tun Abdul Razak Hussein, Tun Hussein Onn, and Tun Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad, and their contributions to the creation of a Mal aysi an
national identity based on cultural pluralism

"Identity formati on has been a dynamni c process, respondi ng to changi ng
val ues, attitudes and circunstances," Hng wites.

"The period (we exam ne) spans 57 years, beginning with Onn in 1946 and
ending with Mahathir in 2003.

"This is too short and too limted an experience to allow for the
energence of a definitive national identity, (but) the five | eaders were
concerned not only with the nature or content of national identity, but
al so whet her the search for this identity will be undertaken.

"Their careers denpnstrate an attenpt to keep faith with virtues of
noder ati on, acconmmpdati on, tol erance and consensus i n nanagenent of race
relations."”

Hng adds that this | egacy is being strengthened by Abdul | ah's
admi ni stration and that public ethics have becone a primary policy issue
t oday.

Preci sel y what shape the citizenship of our country will take in the
future depends on our actions today.

VWiile the results of Mansor's surveys indicate tentatively that we have
been taking the right steps, nost of us agree that the creation of a
united and truly nultiethnic nationw |l remain our biggest chall enge.

* Afull reviewof Hng Hung Yong's Five Men & Five Ideas will appear in
Life & Tines tonorrow.

( END)
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