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NATI ONAL identity is the glue that holds the political fabric of our
soci ety together. It inplies a commonness to our hopes and goal s that goes
beyond | esser distinctions |like culture, race, even religion.

Wthout that identity the word "Ml aysian” is as arbitrary and
meani ngl ess a tag as "Blaarg", its only function being to pigeon-hole a
| ot of people for the purpose of, say, an encycl opaedi a entry.

Mbst nations (as opposed to "states") establish thensel ves over the
course of centuries - even mllennia. For exanple, that diverse people
called the French are identifiable today as French preci sely because
they' ve been French for at |east 11 centuries.

The Chi nese have been Chi nese for around 4, 000 years. Ml aysi ans have
been Mal aysi ans for 46 years and a bit - not a very subtle hint.

Wil e we' ve had an unprecedented run of economi c | uck over the | ast two
decades, the synptons of a national decline (the divisions anong et hnic
conmuni ti es) have become cl ear since the 1997 financi al neltdown.

Hng Hung Yong bel i eves that this decline nmust be reversed, |est racial
di vi si ons grow deeper to the point that our hopes for a united, yet
di verse Mal aysian nation will beirretrievably | ost.

H's Five Men & Five I deas traces the history of our struggle to
establish a nation, beginning with a very readabl e soci al history of the
peninsula fromthe 1400s to the era of British colonialism and ending
with an assessment of our post-independence nation-buil ding policies.

He argues that our modern multicultural society - and the probl ens
mul ticulturalismentails - owes its genesis to British |abour needs: The
| arge nunbers of Chi nese and I ndi an workers i nmported under col onial rule
did not assimlate.

I ndeed, the British pursued an active policy of keeping the communities
separate. They reinforced cultural differences in education (separate
school s for Malays) as well as in enployment.

"Most Malays lived in rural areas and their traditional economc
occupati on was subsistence farmng. Inthe British schene of things, the
rol e assigned to the Malays in the econony was to grow food, while the
British and i nm grant Chi nese concentrated on the twin pillars of the
nmoder n econony, rubber and tin."

Colonial rule, Hhg wites, focused on maintaining divisions anong t he
comunities as a neans of preserving the regime's stability.

"It di scouraged engagenent between the Mal ays and t he non-Mal ays, and
ensured that there was no concerted attenpt at self-rule.

"Ther e was not hi ng beni gn about colonial rule. Its purpose was specific:
to exploit the resources of the I and for the benefit of the col onising
nation."

Hng' s economic reading of inperialismfollows the orthodox |ine
est abl i shed by John Hobson; whil e sone might argue that this |ine mght
have been strengthened by alittle circunspection, Hnhg's anal ysis of the
results of inperialismin Malaya are fairly sound:

What ever social benefits the British created for us (e.g. our |ega
systemand our civil service) colonial rule left us divided at a



fundanment al | evel and we' ve been wor ki ng t owards heal i ng t hat di vi si on
ever since.

Hng' s anal ysis of the present (and our recent past) is somewhat nore
unor t hodox.

He exam nes the | egacy of five Umo presidents fromthe perspective of
their work towards establishing a national identity, fromDatuk Onn
Jaafar's battle agai nst the Mal ayan Union to Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad' s
internationalist idea of Malaysian identity.

Hng pul I s a few punches but where he doesn't, the gl oves cone of f and
much merit liesinhis ability to express clearly what many of us mi ght
nmerely think about, for exanple:

"Qur university canpuses are now wel | -known for being highly polarised
along ethnic Iines. They have become showcases of sonme of the worst
expressions of racial polarisationinour mdst.

"It is a sad comment on the state of these institutions that however
successful they may be i n passi ng out thousands of graduates every year
they have failed to fulfil their first and basic function, whichis
citizenship building."

Even if one will dispute Hng's idea of what a university's prinmary
function ought to be, few can object to his warnings of a society which
di vi si ons show every sign of grow ng

This I'ine of thought | eads hi mto question the very foundati ons on which
noder n Mal aysi an soci ety has been built:

"What is the real record of affirmative action?" he asks. "The
Governnent has failed to give a full and conprehensi ve accounti ng of the
per f ormance of the progranme over the | ast one generation

“"[...] Not only did Mahathir confirmthat the NEP weal th ownership
targets for the Mal ays have not been reached. He al so confirned that the
Governnent has not been able to inpart to the Mal ays the capacity to
acqui re and manage weal th."

Affirmative action, he argues, nm ght have hel ped reduce t he econom c
i mbal ance between the races. |deologically, however, instead of uniting
the Mal ays and the non- Mal ays, the progranme has effectively alienated the
two communities fromeach other.

If it isto beretained, Hng believes affirnmative acti on nmust recl ai m
its moral legitimacy. This should include a higher |evel of transparent
pr of essi onal nanagenent as well as a "nationalisation” of its objectives
(as opposed to its being a specifically Mlay progranme now).

Afewsurprises lieinwait in his final chapter. Hhg condemms
pol i cynakers" for what he describes as "a frightening absence of
conmi tnent to the building of a nation” but he expresses a qui et optimsm
about the adm nistration of Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badaw .

He correctly identifies public ethics as a primary policy issue today
and predicts that building a united "Bangsa Mal aysi a” will be the new
Prime M nister's biggest chall enge

Hng' s book shoul d appeal broadly to those interested in Malaysia's
social history as well as those curious about the various nationa
i deol ogi es that have ruled us in their day.

Wi | e one might sonmetinmes find oneself disagreeing with him few can
ignore his urging us to begin the urgent, perhaps dangerous task of
self-definition.
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