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By Thomas Fuller ;

: Indonesxa and Malaysia have much in

. -common: language; a border that slices
across - Borneo; overlappmg ethnic
groups. But the two countries are mov-

ingin opposite directions on the funda-

mental question of what it means to be a
“native,”

" With ‘a new c1tlzensh1p law passed
this year, Indonesia has redefined “in-

digenous” to includé its ethnic Chinese

population — a radical shift from ceri-
turies of policies, both during colomal
times and after independence in: the
1940s, that distinguished between na-
tives and Indonesia’s Chirese, Ind1ans
- and Arabs. ‘

Malaysia, meanwhlle, is st1ck1ng to

its, longstanding ‘policy “that ‘Malay
Muslims, the largest ethnic group inthe

countty, are “bumiputras;”. or sons-of.

* the soil, who have special rights above
and - beyond those of, the country’s
Chmese and Indtan m1nor1t1es -

Malaysm keeps ethmc preferen

,Mamtalmng thls controversml
pdlicy has led to what one commentator
callsa retribalization of Malays1an pol-

itics, with rising assertiveness on the-
-part of the - country’s Malay Muslims —

who ‘constitute about 65 percent of the
population — and a push back by the
Chinese and Indians, who make up
about 26 percent and 8 percent respec-
tively.
/- “The Malaysmn prime mrmster, Ab-
dullah’. Ahmad Badawi, warned - last
week that race relatlons had become
“brittle.”

“We must eliminate all negatlve feel-
mgs toward each othet,” he was quoted

in the Star newspaper as saying. ~ /.
Both Indonesia and“Malaysia have.

suffered race riots in recent decades. In-

‘donesia’s were much bloodier and' more

far-flung: Yet today, ethnic tensions are

‘more likely to make headltnes in.

Malaysia than Indonesia.
Malaysia’s Chinese community was

angered by the recent’ demohtlon ofa.

Taoist temple in Penang. Both Muslfn{

~and non-Muslims are upset about a

series'of disputes over whether Shariah
or secular law should take precedence

Anda natlonally televised meeting of :
the Malay governing party last month”

shocked many Malaysians for its com-
munalism; including comments by one
delegate who said the party was willing

- to-“risk lives and bathe'in’ blood in de-
fense of race and religion.” He -was sub-

sequently reprimanded, but only after
an outcry from Chinese and Indians.
Earlyin November, the chief minister

- of the southern state of ‘Johot, Ghani
,Othman, went s far as.to question
whether a, Malaysian nation actually ex-

isted, describing it as a “rojak,” or mish-
mash ‘of races, that was dllutmg the
Malay identity. -

‘The government’s apparently 1ndef—
inite extension of an affirmative action

- program for the Malays, a-policy that

has been in place since 1971, has stirred
impatience - among the country s

Chinese and Indians. The' pohcy, |
Dbacked by a special clause in the Consti-

tution guaranteeing preferentlal treat-

ment for Malays, imposes a 30-pércent

bumiputra equtty quota for pubhcly lis<

ted “companies and _gives bumiputras

discounts on such thmgs as houses and

.cars.

Terence Gomez, a Malaystan -aca-

.demic who 'has written widely, about

Malaysian politics and: the" ethnic
Chinese, and who is now a.research co-

- ordinatorat ‘the United: Natlons Re-
seatch Institute for Social Devélopment :
in Geneva, says the notion thit'one'race
should have supremacy is an anachron-

ism ina country where éthnic identities
are- becormng less 1mp0rtant in every—
daylife. "~ -

“The idea of be1ng Mal,
Chmese orIndianis not somethmg that

is part- of their daily thinking ‘or dis-
: course,” Gomez said, The polltlcal elite,
‘he sald “seems to be caught in'a time

warp : . Coe

ot being.
“But determmmg whie :
highest OWIlefShlp Tevéls in the country
_is also now a. pomt of contention, in-
volving dlsputes over how assets should .
"~ be calculated :

Paradoxmally, some 'in’ Malaysia,

‘which has long been wealthier 'and -

more politically stable; are looking ad-

\mmngly at developments'in Indonesia.

AzIy Rahman, a Malay commentator
on the widely: read “Web- site Malay-
siakini, said poor Indians and Chinese

* are neglected under the current sys-

tem.

ated,” he said.. “Being' 'a- Malaysian
means forgetting about the status of our

fathers.’ We: need affirmatlve act1on for

all races.”:

The government says the affirmatwe ,

action program, which was prOmul-

gated ‘after race riots in 1969, is. still
‘neéeded to narrow the overall income

gap between the. Chxnese and Malays,
the original ]ustrficat for the policy.

A new bumlputra should be cre-

ff 1C}al and tensions rise -



