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INTRODUCTION

Assalamu ‘alaikum warahmatullahi wa barakatuh and a very good morning to all. Honourable Chairperson, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen.

Let me start by thanking the Department of Foundations of Education and Humanities, Faculty of Education, University of Malaya, for the kind invitation for me to speak at this conference this morning and for the wonderful work that you are doing in providing a platform for academics, professionals and policy makers to dialogue on moral, civic and citizenship education in the Asia-Pacific region. 

Where ever it takes roots, pluralism is bound to pose challenges for citizenship. This is because heterogeneity of cultural values and practices can hinder the processes of assimilation and acculturation and render difficult efforts at forging a transethnic sense of belonging to one nation among the different cultural groups. In Malaysia, the problem of pluralism can be gleaned from several angles: one, the presence and co-existence of several ethnic groups of different sizes and cultural orientation, these being, the Malays, Chinese, Indians, Kadazan, Iban, Melanau, Orang Asli and other minority groups; two, the classification of the various ethnic groups into two major categories, bumiputra and non-bumiputra; and three, the presence and activities of numerous political parties and non-governmental organisations that represent diverse ethnic, religious, cultural, economic and political  interests. Largely shaped during the colonial period, Malaysian pluralism has been a source of conflict and tension in the society. The race riots and violence that took place in May 1969 between the Malays and Chinese in the wake of the aftermath of a national election was testimony of the disruptive function of pluralism. However, looking at Malaysian society after the May 1969 incident, it looks like ideas of a united nation and shared common identity have not lost the ground. Not only that, both state and society continue to mount efforts to give institutional substantiation to values of tolerance, civility, cooperation and collaboration  that are regarded essential for greater pluralist interaction and participatory citizenship.  Clearly there are changes in Malaysia’s response to the challenges of accommodating pluralism after the May 1969 race riots and the nature of Malaysian pluralism itself that need to be examined and properly understood so more meaningful steps can be undertaken to help bring a united, peaceful and prosperous nation into fruition. In this regard, I believe educationist too   need to be sensitive of and respond accordingly to the effects of growing cultural diversity if education were to achieve its missions of imparting information, transmitting skills, creating knowledge, forming identity and giving the young people the tasks they need to be active citizens.  

In this lecture, I will attempt the following: one, to briefly outline the history of pluralism in Malaysia, two, to, indicate its transformation as Malaysia engages with processes of nation building and market making in the last three decades; three, assess the prospects of transforming pluralism into a positive social capital in the 21st century and four, discuss the relevance of the knowledge on pluralism and national identity gathered using the sociological perspective for citizenship education. 

HISTORY AND TRANSFORMATION OF MALAYSIAN PLURALISM


Academic discourses on pluralism in Malaysia often attribute its origin to colonialism. Evidently they are incorrect. Like other Southeast Asian countries, Malaysia has a rich history of pluralism and cosmopolitanism that predates colonialism. In the fifteenth century and well before the British arrived in the region, the spread of Islam and the expansion of maritime trade contributed significantly to making  several ports on the Malay Peninsula, in particular Malacca, the meeting points of peoples from all over the Malayo-Indonesian archipelago, India, China and Persia.  The cosmopolitan nature of these ports was further enhanced in the 16th century with the entry of Europeans namely, the Portuguese, Dutch and British. In these pre-modern days, there prevailed what Robert Hefner termed as ‘canopied pluralism’, a pluralistic situation in which “rather than being harshly opposed, ethnic identities appear to have been “canopied by a transethnic sense of Malayo-Indonesian civilisation” (2001: 14). Ethnicity among the Malayo-Indonesian peoples was changeable and fluid while the Arabs, Chinese, Indians and Europeans appeared to have integrated easily into local society. 

The situation however, altered somewhat starting in late 19th century. The new generation of Chinese, Indian, Arab and European immigrants who appeared in larger numbers than before and who dominated maritime trade, made less attempt to assimilate to local culture. They set themselves as a people different and apart from the Malays and invoked notions of racial superiority and beliefs in purity of descent to justify the practice. This pattern of ethnocultural segregation was later reinforced by the British when they took control of the Malay states. As is well known, in a bid to control the local people and to stimulate capitalistic enterprises, the British imported thousands of foreign labourers from China and India and made them work on tin mines and rubber estates respectively leaving the agricultural sector to the Malays. Partly due to their specialised work and partly because of the sheer size of their numbers, the immigrant groups did not attempt to accommodate to local culture. The Chinese and Indians created instead enclave communities in accordance with their own customs. These enclave communities functioned to produce a social milieu that did not favour assimilation. So in colonial times, by taking cognisance of ethnic divisions and assigning the various ethnic groups to specialised positions in the society, the British redefined the terms of pluralism in Malaya. Briefly the British mandated that in order to co-exist, the people had to officially declare their race and descent, tend to the jobs that had been assigned to them and refrained from mixing with one another. Thus pluralism  that came into being during the colonial times was characterised inflexible ethnicity, a segregation of the ethnic groups and a stark distinction between the ‘children of the soil’ (bumiputra) meaning the Malays  and the immigrant Asians (non-bumiputra). So where there was no rigid divide between the ethnic groups before, there was one now in the colonial times. 

The segregationist tendencies unleashed by colonial pluralism did not go away even after Malaya (later Malaysia) achieved independence in 1957 and had committed herself to pursuing nation building through the institutionalisation of parliamentary democracy and market making through urbanisation and industrialisation. They were most obvious in the pre-1980s years. During that time, the ethnic divide between Malays and non-Malays also assumed a strong oppositional quality one, because the economic imbalance between the Chinese, who were mostly town dwellers and well-to-do and the Malays who were rural dwellers and poor, had not been corrected yet despite the implementation of modenisation programmes; two,  political parties as instruments for social participation, were constructed and organised along ethnic lines and three,  ethnicity was greatly politicised. Thus, it was no small surprise when the race riots that I mentioned earlier  occurred in 1969 when it became obvious that Chinese-based parties had made considerable gains at the expense of the Alliance Party which was UMNO dominated. So based on the above discussion, it is obvious that in the first two decades after independence, Malaysian pluralism with its characteristic emphasis on ethnic separation and exclusivity did not help enrich citizenship or help instil the feeling among the various races that they belonged to a political community, the Malaysian nation. Pluralism as a social resource merely  served to strengthen ethnic loyalties and stimulate primordial sentiments.

Developments in the economic, political and social spheres starting in late 1980s altered the nature of Malaysian pluralism. Thanks to sustained economic expansion and political stability, most of the schemes and initiatives that the Malaysian government had designed and implemented, the National Economic Policy (1971-1990) included, in order to transform the country into an industrialising country have borne fruit.  The economic imbalance between the Malays and non-Malays that once was a source of grievance had diminished. Educational and employment opportunities in the public and private sectors for men and women irrespective of race and class backgrounds had expanded. More towns and cities were built to serve as industrial growth centres and  sites for offices and houses. Malaysia’s economy, which was once dependent on agriculture, had diversified to include manufacturing, service and construction sectors. 

So with about three decades of sustained economic growth,  Malaysian society has changed a lot. It has become more differentiated and complex.  Within this new social environment, the various ethnic groups no longer live in or operate from enclave communities. A majority of Malays and non-Malays now live in close physical proximity in modern houses in urban settings and within social milieu that encourage cultural borrowing and exchanges. They also constitute members of  the new middle class
, are well educated, technology savvy and in terms of occupation, are mostly professionals working in the fields of education, management and business. Aside from the emergence of a multiethnic middle class, Malaysian society also sees the creation of more public spheres in the form of schools, institutions of higher learning, work places  and recreational sites where interethnic action can occur more regularly. In the political realm, new actors have appeared in the form of public intellectuals and non-governmental organisations. Some of them articulate issues of  common concerns such as poverty eradication, health care, consumer rights, women’s rights and environmental sustainability and some promote specific ethnic, cultural and religious interests (see Weiss and Saliha 2003).  The Malay and non-Malay religious fields too have become differentiated. In the former, there emerge religious movements such as the Muslim Youth Movement of Malaysia, Jemaah Tabligh and the now banned Al Arqam calling on Muslims to rebuild their society along Islamic lines (see Nagata 1984; Chandra Muzaffar 1987; Sharifah Zaleha 1997). In the non-Muslim religious field, movements such as the Sathya Sai Baba, Pentecostal, Hare Rama Hare Krishna and the now banned Bai Tien Gong appeared to address spirituality issues among the Chinese and Indians (see Ackerman and Lee 1988; Kent 2000).

Looking at Malaysian society today, it is obvious that  it is still deeply plural. Ethnic divisions have not disappeared despite the homogenising influences of modernisation and there are forces at work to fortify the old ethnic divide. The ruling party, opposition parties and certain civil society organisations still dispute over the best way to accommodate pluralism in relation to the modern dream of democratic citizenship. However, despite the divisions, there is also a pronounced movement in all spheres of social life - economic, political, cultural, religious -towards strengthening pluralist interaction and citizen participation, reducing interethnic tensions and creating new spaces for interethnic cooperation and collaboration. For example, in the non-Muslim religious sphere, there is an increasing number of Chinese who make cross-boundary movement by joining the Sathya Sai Baba movement and participating in the annual Thaipusam ceremony (Kent 2002). Muslim intellectuals operating through organisations such as  the Centre for Civilisational Dialogue, University of Malaya, Institute of Islamic Understanding and International Institute of Islamic Thought of the International Islamic University of Malaysia, organise on quite a regular basis inter-faith dialogues so as to clarify and foster greater understanding peoples from different religious faiths. There are also more  open debates in the mass media on how certain social issues bear on ethnic relations and national unity in the country. Issues of ethnicity now do not have much hold over the political imagination of  Malaysians compared to issues of development, corruption, justice, cronyism and poverty alleviation. (see Loh 2001).  In the business sector and in line with the ‘Smart Partnership’ concept that former Prime Minister, Tun Dr. Mahathir Mohammad introduced in the 1990s, the Council for the Promotion of Genuine Joint Ventures with functions to promote cooperation between bumiputra and non-bumiputra business groupings was set up (Abdul Rahman 2001: 66). As a result, interethnic cooperation among business entities at the national and local levels became a widespread practice. Finally, in the arts community novelists, playwrights, dramatists and artists of different ethnic background have and are continuing to develop pluralist perspectives in their works with a view of creating a more open society, without fear or favour (Mandal 2001: 165). 

Clearly the new pluralist trends in Malaysia  are towards bridging the ethnic divide and giving the latter a gracious quality. They also strive towards creating new pluralist images and giving institutional expression to values of tolerance, inclusiveness, cooperation and civility in the economic, political, religious and cultural fields. Towards this end, the state plays a mediating role helping to develop linkages between the ethnic groups, soften extremism, identify issues to debate on and synergise with public intellectuals and non-governmental organisations to ensure an uninterrupted flow of ideas and cultural exchanges between the various social groups.  As new spaces for cooperation and coordination are being created, perceptions of pluralism among Malaysians have  also changed.  Irrespective of their political affiliation, most  Malaysians today agree that pluralism is not something ‘irregular’ or a ‘problem’. It is a source of Malaysia’s strength, vitality and uniqueness and needs to be continually redefined. The recent redefinition of how the various ethnic groups should co-exist and engage with one another has led to a reduction of  interethnic tensions and ethnicisation of politics, thereby enabling the various ethnic groups to focus on cultivating the feeling of belonging to a common political community.  The process also contributes significantly to the construction of national identity. To date, Malaysia is known as a Southeast Asian country that values and respects individual and group’s rights, is capable of disciplining differences in a non-violent way,  celebrates diversity and openness, and is constantly striving to realise democratic citizenship. This is a positive identity which needs to be maintained and improved.

KNOWLEDGE OF PLURALISM AND CITIZENSHIP EDUCATION

All the above considered, I can say without hesitation that the prospects of transforming pluralism into a positive social capital to help engender active citizenship  and civil peace in the 21st century are good.  For one thing, the  tradition of civic participation that is conducive to pluralism and heightened social participation that the Malaysian government sought to establish when it embarked on nation building and market making in the last three decades has come into being.  Evidence of the existence of this tradition can be seen as I mentioned earlier from the increase in the number of joint business ventures between bumiputra and non-bumiputra, the formation of broad based political coalition such as the National Front and the Alternative Front, the mushrooming of NGOs that address issues of universal or common concerns and the organisation of dialogues across cultures. These new discourses and practices of citizenship clearly point to a burgeoning in Malaysia of a new pluralist culture that celebrates values of tolerance, civility, accommodation and inclusivity. This culture may not be that widespread or deeply ingrained in Malaysia yet but it is something that Malaysians can be proud of and should try to develop so that the image of a united, prosperous, democratic and sovereign nation can be sustained. 

Now this new pluralist culture is a new social reality that proponents of citizenship education may want to take into consideration when reflecting on the new directions that citizenship education in the Malaysia should take.  This pluralist culture is one that has a history which reflects convergences and divergences of  aspirations, wishes and goals of diverse cultural groups that make up the Malaysian population. It is also a culture that enjoins people to be more active and participatory in ways that can help preserve social harmony and improve the prosperity of society and nation. Practising or living out this culture entails that individual Malaysians demonstrate a and readiness and willingness to work with one another in a cooperative way, to accept and tolerate cultural differences, to learn to resolve disputes and conflict in a non-violent way and to participate in partisan or non-partisan politics at local and national levels.

Now the question that arises is this. Is knowledge of this new social reality, its genesis, characteristics and role,  relevant and pertinent for  citizenship education in this country?  I would argue that it is for two reasons. One, the information that students have pluralism, its history, transformation and nature can be used as a basis for them to  develop those  values and attitude that have been identified in the Malaysian National Education Philosophy as essential for positive citizenship. In fact, the knowledge can also strengthen the students’ belief in the need to internalise the seventeen ‘noble’ values that are identified in the Education Bill 1995 by being shown that these values are actually grounded in the historical and political processes that are  unique to Malaysia as well as in the realities of every day life in Malaysia. 

The second reason why I think knowledge of the history and transformation of pluralism should have a place in citizenship education is because it can provide a more rounded picture of Malaysian society essential for active citizenship. If I am not mistaken, citizenship education now is concerned with imparting knowledge to students at secondary and tertiary levels about the structure and organisation of the political system, governance, and the Malaysian  constitution. The social organisation of Malaysian society as a whole - its economics, politics, sociology - is glossed over whereas each of these dimensions has a values component to it that is no less important than those that can be gleaned in the three areas of study mentioned above. Integrating the study of pluralism into citizenship education, preferably at the tertiary level,  will certainly help students understand and get a clearer picture of the dynamics of Malaysian social life or put it another way, the sociology of Malaysia.  

CONCLUSION

  By way of conclusion, allow me to say this. In the last half an hour or so, what I have done is to briefly show how Malaysia with its unique history of democracy grapples with the problem of pluralism. In the process, Malaysian pluralism assumes a more inclusive and integrationist characteristic than before and is reflected in a new pluralist culture that enjoins people from diverse ethnic and cultural backgrounds to cooperate for common good. Thus pluralism  can be transformed into a positive social capital to help generate greater civil peace and a transethnic sense of belonging to a Bangsa Malaysia. The task of transforming pluralism into a positive social capital is not easy to accomplish considering that there are countervailing forces  that want to retain the status quo. But it is a challenge that every concerned citizen should face. In this regard, I think educationists are in a good position to fulfil this obligation provided they do not regard  the body of knowledge on pluralism and national identity as ‘tabooed’ and are willing to work towards integrating it into the education system, in particular in citizenship education. 
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