As a multiracial society Malaysia faces challenges to maintain stability and harmony. Discuss how to develop a united Malaysian nation

By Siddarth Nayar 
After 49 years of independence, it is sad to know that the greatest threat to national unity is not imperialism but race relations. We boast about our magnificent engineering feats, rich traditional cultures, and booming economy in tourism brochures but in reality, deep down in the fabric of our society, the tears are becoming ever so apparent. In a recent survey conducted by one of our dailies, 50 percent of participants don't trust other races, 46 percent champion ethnicity when voting and 42 percent don't consider themselves Malaysian. If that is not ample proof of racial tensions, then recall the furor among the non-Malays caused by several fiery speeches delivered by UMNO leaders in the recently adjourned UMNO general assembly. Now that the pandemonium has passed, let's take in a deep breath and study this crucial issue with a clear and open mind.
Many learned individuals have advocated the use of education to foster stronger relationships among the various races. Education shapes a person's mind to think analytical and logically rather than to follow one's emotions or the perceptions of the masses. The process of educating people on racial issues should begin at a tender age, when the mind is able to absorb unconventional ideas and not when he or she has already developed a hardened mindset in the later stages of life. The proposal by renowned historian Professor Khoo Kay Kim to teach cultural history in schools should be acted upon. If one studies our current government policies, newspaper articles and political debates, it is quite obvious that we lack the understanding of each other's cultures. This is the crux of all the racial problems we face today. Before we make any   rash policies, we have to immerse ourselves into the heritage of other races. Malays should understand more about Chinese and Indians the same way Chinese should understand more about Malays and Indians. Only through this can we understand the predicaments that each race has to endure, especially in a rapidly modernizing world. Once we see the plights of each race, we will appreciate one another more and work together to resolve all our problems, indirectly fostering a closer rapport among the races.
As important as what we teach our students is how we are going to teach it. In today's education system, students are segregated based on their race. Many Chinese students are inclined to study in Chinese schools, some Indians prefer Tamil schools and the majority of Malay students are sent to boarding schools and matriculation centres. It is almost as if our children live in different countries, bordered by their parent's ego. They have minimal exposure to other races. The parents claim that by doing so, their children would not lose their identity as Malays, Chinese or Indians. It is quite laughable. Nobody could have put it more precisely then Muhammad Haji Salleh in his poem 'Si Tenggang's Homecoming', which is about a Malay youth who came back to his village after his, travels abroad. The experience of other cultures made him a better person and also made him appreciate the greatness of his own culture. My suggestion is to abolish vernacular schools and boarding schools so that they can be replaced by one national school for all races beginning from primary level. Of course, the Malay language and English will be the lingua franca in this type of school but Chinese language classes and Tamil classes can also be held. Teachers should practice what they preach by mixing freely with their colleagues of other races. It is high time that parents and teachers set good examples for the younger generation to follow.
Being a leader does not mean that one must always speak the voice of the majority. Party leaders in Malaysia are aggravating the racial divide by practicing race-based politics in order to get the all important support from the majority. In essence, these politicians are mere puppets strung by their quest for greater glory and recognition. Unfortunately, these leaders have executive power and it is no wonder that certain government actions are biased to one race and, for that matter, to a certain elite group of leaders. Many Malay leaders have misused the affirmative policy and there are some parasitic non-Malay leaders who condone this in order to secure their positions. I unequivocally support the affirmative policy and the New Economic Policy for its sole purpose of helping the rural Malays but that is no excuse to deprive other less fortunate people of opportunities. A true leader is one who makes decisions that satisfy all regardless of their race and their ideologies and I am grateful that our Prime Minister is one such leader. If we are to become a united nation, then it is our responsibility, as conscientious and mature people, to elect leaders such as the Prime Minister to steer the helm of our nation. In return, the elected leader must perform the duties entrusted to him in a fair way. Besides, it would be a wise move of a very brave leader to dissolve all component parties of Barisan Nasional so that a single party representing all races is formed.
Although many might disagree with me, I believe that sports have the unique ability of bringing together the different races. Let me narrate to you a very touching story about sports and unity. A few months ago, my family and I went to a restaurant to have dinner. All the tables were taken. Apart from a few Malay families and us, the rest of the customers were Chinese. The atmosphere was that of a typical Malaysian coffee shop. It was hot and humid despite the fans. There was also the usual cacophony of pointless talking and of hissing woks and pans. A small Panasonic television set was switched on and it was showing the live telecast of the Thomas Cup semifinal between Malaysia and Denmark. The next moment,   all eyes were on the first singles match between Lee Chong Wei and Peter Gade Christensen. There was a great deal of shouting, pounding, jumping, sighing, hair-pulling and smacking of the foreheads throughout the match. We were all supporting Chong Wei till the last point but although he lost I believe we had won something more important than a coveted trophy that day, unity in diversity. Therefore, we should spend time to help organize and participate in sporting events at all levels of the social hierarchy if we desire a united Malaysian nation.
There is a myriad of other subtle ways to promote racial integration. Interracial marriages should not be condemned but encouraged, open houses should be held more frequently and on a bigger scale to accommodate all races and so forth but, in my opinion, the best way to enhance national unity is through religion. Ironically, in today's world, religion is like a wedge between the racial fault lines. Muslims around the globe are tirelessly defending themselves from allegations that Islam supposedly champions the use of violence and extremism. This allegation stems from the actions of several fanatical Muslim organizations such as Al Qaeda which have deviated from the true teachings of Islam. Being Muslims, Malays feel that they need to defend their religion from further allegations by non-Muslims, that is the non-Malays in Malaysia, hence the racial tension. If we look into the teachings of every major religion, be it Islam, Hinduism, Christianity or Buddhism, all of them advise its devotees to practice moderation and tolerance. If we are people who believe in our faith, then we must be able to live in harmony with anyone irrespective of their religion, race, and prejudices. There shouldn't be any group of people trying to establish a predominant religion and race in this country.
As I draw the curtain to our discussion here, there will be no conclusion to racial polarisation if we remain indifferent in our opinions. There needs to be a fundamental shift in the way we see each other as people different of races. Once we are able to see that we are all people of Malaysia or Bangsa Malaysia working towards achieving the common goal of harmony and progress, then, we will be able to forget all our differences and work hand in hand for the betterment of all, just as proclaimed in our national motto 'Bersekutu Bertambah Mutu'.
Endnotes

1 Khoo Kay Kim. “Cultural history combines the approaches of anthropology and history to look at popular cultural traditions and cultural interpretations of historical experience. Most often the focus is on phenomena shared by non-elite groups in a society, such as carnival, festival and public relations.” New Sunday Times 19 Feb, 2006 
2 At present, there exists national schools (primary and secondary) which uses Bahasa Melayu as medium of instruction, national type schools (Chinese primary and secondary and Tamil primary only), Islamic religious schools and private schools (primary and secondary). Vision schools are now being set up to promote racial integration between students of national schools and vernacular ones. Boarding schools are very selective of their students since they only take in academically excellent students.

3 Born on 26th March 1942 in Taiping, Muhammad Haji Salleh was Malaysia's sixth Sasterawan Negara. His outstanding talent in the world of Malay poetry gained recognition when he won the ASEAN Literary Award for his anthology of poems Perjalanan Si Tenggang 2 in 1977. Si Tenggang's Homecoming is featured in Selected Poems and Short Stories Form 4.

4 United Malay National Organisation (UMNO) is Malaysia's predominant political party that has held power ever since the first general elections. Today, it is part of a 15 member alliance party named Barisan Nasional. There are three major political parties in Barisan Nasional that is UMNO, Malayan Chinese Association (MCA) and Malayan Indian Congress (MIC).

5 Article 153 of the Malaysian Constitution refers to the safeguarding of the rights and privileges of the Malays and other indigenous people of Malaysia (collectively referred to as Bumiputra) by the Yang di -Pertuan Agong. The article specifies how the federal government might carry out the affirmative policy by establishing quotas for entry into the civil service, public scholarships, and public education. It is often regarded as part of the social contract. The New Economic Policy is also an affirmative action launched by the then prime minister Tun Abdul Razak in 197 Lit has been succeeded by the National Development Policy in 1990 which is seen by certain quarters as a continuation of the New Economic Policy. Many people have criticized the affirmative policies especially in articles published in Wikipedia, for its inability in helping rural Malays, benefiting urban Malays and depriving the chances of other races.
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