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AS Malays ia is poised to celebrate its 49th year of 
independence , we should perhaps stand aside to 
ref lect upon some deve lopments of late. T h e recent 
survey ca r r i ed out by Dr. Patr ic ia Mar t i n e z indicates 
that despite the rhe tor i c of rac ia l harmony and 
multiculturalism that predominates in the po l i t i ca l 
d iscourse of the count ry , most Ma lays ians sti l l see 
themselves as cu l tu ra l l y , rac ia l ly and re l i g ious ly 
distinct from one another. 

Fur the rmore , the very idea of debat ing these 
dif ferences l ias become prob lemat i c by now : The 
heated debate o n I s l a m a n d i t s p l a c e i n the 
Ma lays i an const i tut ion has sp i l l ed into the streets, 
w i th ang ry demons t ra t i ons in Penang and J o h o r 
whe r e the formerly s i lent voice of the suba l te rn 
c lasses c ame out in anger , r evea l ing the s t r ong 
undercurrent o f r a c i a l a n d re l ig ious 
communi ta r i an i sm that we a r e often a s h a m e d o r 
afra id to admit to ourse lves . 

Today the campa i gn to defend Islam and the 
r ights o f M u s l i m s cannot be d i v o r c ed f rom the 
ax i omat i c c once rn to defend the Ma lay pos i t i on . 

Liberals and moderates may -
bemoan this visible 
slide to exclusive 

c o m m u n i t a r i a n 
po l i t i c s b i l l p e r h a p s 

we should all do away 
with the police fiction 

that there is s o m e 
"s i l ent ma jo r i t y " out 
there that secret ly 
h a r b o u r s the w i s h t o 
be l ibera l a n d 
moderate . No , the fact 
i s that Ma lays i an 
society has s l i pped 
l o w ar i ls a m o r e 
conservat ive register in 
i t s unde r s tand ing a n d 
a r t i cu la t i on o f 
c o m m u n i t a r i a n p o l i t i c s . 

We a r e therefore 
confronted w i t h the 

obvious question: Should 
they are, where way 

they are, where is the 
c o u n t r y head ing? F o r a 
na t i on that i s ba re l y h a l f a 

century old, we remain 
stuck in the quagmire of 

the past, with l ead ing 
po l i t i c ians hogg ing the 
l ime l i gh t t ime a n d a g a i n by 
c o n j u r i n g ghosts of the 
past: May 15, Opera t ion 
La l l ang . D i s c u s s i o n s o n 
matters o f na t i ona l 
i m p o r t a n c e a re often 
foreclosed on the bas is of 

"protecting" the sensitivities 
of the public - despite the 

fact that one too many a 
po l i t i c i an has seen fit to p lay 
the rare or re l i g ion card wheneve r i t suits h i m . The 
saddest fact of a l l is that over the past five decades, 
there has not been a s ing le M a l a y s i a n pol it ic ian who 
has come to power by a r t i cu l a t ing a c o m m o n 
nat ional interest based on the not ion of an abstract 
Malaysian c i t i z ensh ip that was not underscored by 
cons idera t ions o f race or re l i g ion . In other wo rds . 
Ma lays i a has st i l l not been governed by a Ma l a y s i an 
leader - w h o is truly Ma lays i an in his or her mindset 
- w ho governs Ma lays ia for Ma lays ians a.s a who le . 

T h e count ry , therefore, is bead ing towards a c r i s i s 
in no uncer ta in terms: Interact ion be tween the racial 
a n d r e l i g i ous c o m m u n i t i e s con t inues t o d i m i n i s h a t 
a n a l a r m i n g ra l e . F r o m the c a m p u s e s t o the soc ia l 
h a n g outs that dot the u r b a n l andscape o f W a n g 
va l l ey a n d beyond, we wi tness the f ray ing o f the 

nat ional consensus as M a l a y s i a n s f lock to those o f 
the same c o l o u r a n d creed. To compl i ca te matters 
further, the penetrat ion of re l ig ious-communitar ian 
concerns into the space o f pub l i c l i fe a n d family law 
now means that even in te r - rac ia l a n d in ter - re l i g ious 
mar r i ages a n d r e l a t i onsh ips are on the wane. 

l l y br id i ty , cross cu l tu ra l contact a n d fert i l isat ion are 
b e c o m i n g next to i m p o s s i b l e . 

Traces o f this s t rengthen ing o f cu l tu ra l - r e l i g i ous 
borders are e ve rywhere to be seen : E v e n on the level 
of p re - schoo l educat ion , we now have " r e l i g i ous " 
k indergar tens that w e r e , n o t too long ago , u n h e a r d o f 
a n d unseen in the c o u n t r y . The absence of a nat iona l 
v i s i o n that p laces the abs t rac t Ma l a y s i an c i t i z en a t 
the centre of na t i ona l pol i t ics means that m o r e and 
m o r e exc lus i v e spaces are be ing carved out across 
the land. 

Whe r e , one a s k s , i s the state in the m ids t o f a l l 
th is? 

T h e po l i t i ca l r emet ly to this p r ob l em l ies in the 
acceptance of the s imp l e fact that na t i on states are 
ne i the r necessary no r n a t u r a l . T h e r e i s n o t h i n g 
essential ly Ma l a y s i an about any of us, save for a set 
of h istor ica l ly cont ingent factors that p laced us all on 
this patch o l the earth. Na t i on -bu i l d ing is and c a n 
o n l y be an ar t i f i c ia l , pe rhaps e ven u n n a t u r a l , 
process ; t h o u g h i t r ema ins necessary nonetheless. In 
many o the r pos t - co lon ia l soc iet ies s u c h as 
neighbouring Indonesia we have seen how far-
sighted politicians with 

a long term vision 
have tried the i r b e s t to 
c u r b the cent r i fuga l 
forces that c a n r i p a 
country apart in 
o rde r to build a 
nat ion out of 
no th ing . Indonesia 's 
c h o i c e o f u s i n g 
B a h a s a M e l a y u - a 

language that was 
i m p o s e d o n 
prac t i ca l l y a l l 
Indones ian e thn i c 
c o m m u n i t i e s 
u n h i d i n g the 
f i e rce ly p r o u d 

J a v a n e s e - t o u n i t e 
the na t i on - in 

milking in the 
1940s was a 

tact ical move that 
saved the y o u n g 
nat ion f rom 
d is integrat ion 
and collapse. 

Today in 
Ma lays ia there i s 
t h e e v i d e n t n e e d 
o f s u c h b r idge 
b u i l d i n g 
cu l tu ra l cap i ta l , 
a n d it has to be 

admitted that 
loken gestures 

such as 
the kongsi 

raya concept 
no l onger 

suffice. ( I n d e e d 
s ome may even a rgue that they have 

become counter-product ive . ) T a k i n g into account the 
extent of po la r i sa t i on in the country however, one 
can only c onc lude thaat whatever measures taken by 
the Malaysian el i te w i l l have to be bo ld and 
amb i t i ous , to br idge the c h a s m s o f m u t u a l d is trust 
and ant ipa thy that hav e g r o w n o f late. But c a n 
Ma lays i a issue forth a leader o f such v i s i on , w h o is 
prepared to he popul ist yet u n p o p u l a r at the same 
t ime? Can we in s h o r t f inal ly admit to ourselves that 
o u r nat ion b u i l d i n g p r o g r a m m e has fai led a n d that 
there is an urgent need to breathe h ie again into the 
soon to be defunct idea of a Ma lays i a for a l l 
Ma lays i ans? Or W i l l we once aga in vote for yet 
ano ther soapbox, orator w h o w i l l ve l l the f ami l i a r 
s logan of our rac ia l/re l ig ious community in danger ' 
whenever a po l i t i c a l c r i s i s l ooms? Ma lays ia ' s po l i t i ca l 
opportuni t i es seem to be fewer than ever, but then 
again so a re the brat e voices in this country. 

Has our Vision gone 
of the rails? 


