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IMMEDIATELY after Aug31, 1957, the country embarked
on its most ambitious project — nation-building. Many
are wondering whether it is not about time now, almost
half a century later, to have a critical look at the status
of the project, as there is concern that it may have gone
a little off-track. A prominent political scientist and
human rights activist, Dr Farish A. Noor, thinks new
thinking and new vigour are needed to put the project
back on its original trajectory. The Penang-born
academician, who has taught at the Centre for
Civilisational Dialogue, University of Malaya, and the
Institute for Islamic Studies, Frie University of Berlin,
is of the view that unless there is a new resolve, the
effort to create a secular and democratic nation will con-
tinue to founder. How can he be optimistic when racial,
ethnic, linguistic and religious divides are even wider
than before, he told ZAINON AHMAD

theSun: What do vou think of
Malaysia as a nation almost
half a century after indepen-
dence? What do yvou think our
founding fathers would say if
they are looking at us now?
Ac I is undeniable that Malaysia
has changed, and we need not
ask what our founding fathers
might think of the country today
even for someone lke myself,
born in 1967, | honestly canmo say
that this is the Malaysia | once
knew and recognised. We seem to
have forgotten the simple fact that
when Malaysia was created in
1957, it was meant to be a consti-
tutional democracy and not a thee
cratic state beholden to any par-
ticular religion. I reserve my
loyalty and commitment to that
seeular democratic state, and no
other
The cosmetic changes are, |
think, evident all around us:
Malaysia's economic suceess has
been translated into material
prowess and largess to such an
extent that the entire country
seems 0 have transformed itself
into a glgantic shopping mall. But
accompanying that culture of
crass materialism and con-
sumerism is a superficial under-
standing of what it means to be

Malaysian, and a renewed and
increasingly assertive expres-
sion of communitarian group-feel-
ing. Just recently 1 walked into a
post office in central KL and could
nat help but notice that the stafl
were almost entirely Malay-
Muslim. With the foregrounding
of the Malay-Muslim community
has come the foregrounding of
Malay-Muslim symbols of identi-
v O the walls of the post office
were pictures of Meeca and sen-
tenees from the Guran, in Amabic.
O weonders how the Malay staff
of the post office might react if
another staff member, say an
Indian or Chinese, who might be
Hindu, Buddhist or Christian,
were to put up an image of Jesus
or quotes of the Buddha. In this
respect, despite the oft-repeated
claims of this being a plural
multiracial society, | would argue
that Malaysians are even more
divided now than ever before.

Despite all these things you
mentioned, we are a nation,
aren't we?

Yes we are, but [ think only in the
mest superficial sense of having
a comumon territory and occupy-
ing it. The Malaysian nation-build-
ing project, like all nation-build-

ing projects, was an artificial
enterprise to begin with. There
is nothing intrinsically wrong
with that per se as we all know
by now that there are no essen-
tialist underpinnings to any
national identity. Even the
German notion that the German
nation is bound by common ties
of Germanic blood is patently
false.

But for Malaysia and
Malaysians to come together as a
it bon we need to proceed beyond
mere rhetoric and symbolism;
we e [0 recognise our
hybrid past and our shared com-
mon destiny, to the point where
every citizen thinks to himself: “If
this nation collapses, then so will
I. My fate is linked to the well-
bseingg auned Future of this nation and
my neighbours are not aliens o
mysell.” But I seriously doubt that
such common feelings exist right
now; and my fear is that what-
ever sense of common bonding
has eroded even further over the
past few decades.

Why do vou take that
pessimistic view?

As [ sabd, the signs of communi-
tarian-sectarian divisions and nar-
row communal assertion are all

“f fired it oddl
that so little
aftention has
been given to
the teaching of
Malaysia's
plural and
cosmaopolitan
past; ol
shared Hindu-
Buddhist roots
and the
indigenous
Indian and
Chinese
cultural fraces
that still exise
in Malay
culture, for
instance,”

“This is a
cOuntry
haunted by its
past, bur the
official
rendition of the
past is a
selective one:
Why bring up
May 13 again
and again,
when we can
turn to
centuries af
intercultural
co-aperation
instead as a
positive
example of
what Malaysio
can be and
what Malaysia
ought to be?™

Zentrum Moderner Orient

there. Honestly, can we say that we
have transcended the boundaries
of race, ethnleity and religion in
this country? Look at the scare
campaigns that dominate the
vernacular press. Recently there
was a complaint that too many
akmy wormen Wiste Iarry ing non
Malay men. | certainly see
nathing wrong with that, and in
finct 1 um all for it being in a mived-
race relationship myself. But
abviously for some sections of
Malaysian society, the fear of
cross-cultural contact and hybridi-
sation has become a major con-
cern. But what these people fail
to understand is the simple fact
that scientifically there is no
such thing as racial difference

there is only one race. that is the
human race. Differences of colour,
language, ete are superficial nor
mative distinctions, that is all.
They certainly should not be a bar-
rier to forming relationships.

Then there are the religious
Pharisses in our midst who com-
plicate the matter further by say-
ing that Muslims can only marry
other Muslims. Even in cases
where Christian women want to
marry Muslim men - a practice
that is recognised and allowed in
many other Muslim countries
b i Malavsia they are foreed
to convert. The religious dema-
goazues fall o see that any forced
conversion can only bea false one,
vl they maintain this hypocriti-
cal posture for the sake of com-
munal political ends.

The net result of this is the
impasition of yet another barri-
er between Malays and other
races, Muslims and other religious
groups. There are many other
Muslim countries where mar-
riages between Muslim men and
Christian women are allowed. bat
we choose instead to maintain a
practice that has no strong basis
in [slamic jurisprudence or even
history Why is this the case? |
can only conclude that this is
part and parcel of the demao-
graphic politics of the country.
where keeping the communities
apart is one way of maintaining
the communitarian political cul-
ture of the country, and to serve
the interests of the rmee-hased par.
ties in power. S0 how can we say
wee harve coare logeether as a nation?

Will the growing assertiveness
of Islam stand in the way of
creating a Malaysia which we
have often touted as a multi-
racial, multi-religious, multi-
cultural nation?

The “problem” has nothing to do
with [alam per se. [slam is not at
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Faudt b, For Bslam certainly does
not ask for anything
Malaysian Muslims, like
Muslims the workd over these days,
seem to b caught betwesn twa
urpes: On the one hand the need
to assert their identity and pres
ence on the national political st
and an the other an increasingly
parcchial and defensive outlook
towarls the workd. Popular Iskamic
dizcourse is now replete with
bogus claims about “hidden
threats™ and “menaces” against
Islam and Muslims. Today when
one reads the internet or popular
vernacular press, all we seem to
see are claims that Muslims are
in danger, and the dangers are
numerous: from the so-called
threat of liberal secularism to
Western culture; from the menace
of apostasy to Muslims marry-
ing non-Muslims, ete. But who
engineers these scare campalgns,
if mot our own politicians and bead-
ers? Was it not the Malaysian polit-
ical elite who spearheaded the
“Asian values” debate and fuelled
the fear that Asian culture would
b wiped out by foreign influences”

There is a growing concern
among non-Muslims and many
Muslims - they may be in a
majority, the silent ones - that
Islam s gradually taking up
more space in a country where
only 54% of the population
are Muslims. There is more
Islam in national school these
days, they say. In your years of
research and observation, do
you sense this?
Yes 1 find it odd that so little atten-
tion has been given to the teach
ing of Malaysia's plural and cos-
mopolitan pest; our shared Hindu
Buddhist roots and the indigenons
Indian and Chinese cultural traces
that still exist in Malay culture,
for instance. It is impossible to
deny that Islam has been instru-
mentalised by successive Umnoe-
led governments, Mestly in their
el to “out-Islamise” PAS. and sec-
omdly in their attempt to use Islam
o shore up the Malay communi-
tarian vole bank. So while I am
appalled by what is happening to
amd in oureducation system these
days, 1 am not surprised at all
The danger, however, comes
when thisdivisive and destruetive
official rhetoric seeps down to
the level of the mundane and
everyday 1 like to think that
human beings are naturally good
and innocent and that we become
communitarian as a result of the
overbearing pressures of com-
munitarian politics brought to
e on us, The saddest thing, how-




ever, is that this perverse ideo-
logical discourse often finds
It roprodeced oven on the level
of the everyday: note how racist
terms are still used in the madia,
even in entertainment pro-
grammes. Even in academic cir-
eles we still find scholars and stu-
dents who conduct social science
analysis with categories like
“Malay”, “Chinese” and “Indian”™
left intact and undeconstructed
Where is the long-awaited aoto-
eritique of Malaysian identity that
should have come with the matu-
ration of the nation? Cleady we
are nowhere close to that

I thee st e wee have o live
in o society where distrust and

prejudice prevail on all levels,
Parents mirn blue and hysterical
when they discover thelr son or

daughter i= going out with some-
oneof adifferent race or religious
background; racist jokes and sex-
ist jibes remain commonplace -
even in Parliament - and com-
munal distrust and apathy
towards the plight of others pre-
dominates this so-called “caring
society” we are trying to build

Over the past yvear, | was
approached by three mixed-rocoe
coupkes who were ina state of tur

mod]l because the laws and pre-
vailing cultural norms of
Malaysia do not allow them to
marcy and retain their reli-
gious racial differences. Twa of
them decided to emigrate and
one couple was sadly forced to
break up This, for me, s the real
tragedy of Malaysia,

And do vou think that the polit-
ical discourse of the country
has not changed over the vears?
How many times have we heard
the same old rhetoric?

Every time a matter of natlonal
interest looms over the horizon
and threatens to question the sta
fus g, we are presented with the
same bogiis spectre o “May 137
all over again, This is a country
haunted by its past, but the offl-
cial rendition of the past = o sehec
tive one: Why bring up May 13
again and again, when we can
turn to centuries of interculiur
al copperation instead as a posi-
tive example of what Malaysia can
e and what Malaysia ought tobe?

The deliberate cultivation of
fesar is the easiest and most con-
venient way for ruling elites to
keep the masses in line. Whenever
there is an issue that has (o be
dealt with in a rational, open and
objective manner, the demagogues
o back to the same stale rhetoric
of communal fears and cons-
piracy theories.

That is why Malaysian politics
is replete with the same slogans:
“Islam in danger”, “Malays in dan-
ger”, “Chinese in danger”, etc.

Why do you think this is hap-
pening? Many are asking: why
have we moved away firom those
days of so much religious
tolerance?

I think we seriously need to
rethink this premise: Was there
ever any real toleranoe
to begin with? We all know that
for cenuries this has been a multi-
ethnic and multireligious nation,
but to what extent was there any
real tolerance?

“Ouver the past year;, I was approached
by three mixed-race couples who were
in a state of turmoil because the laws
and prevailing cultural norms of
Malaysia do not allow them to marry
. and refain their religious/racial
differences. Two of them decided to
emigrate and one couple was sadly
Jforced to break up. This, for me, is
-—-- the real tragedy of Malaysia.”

And in any case, | am not Lo
comfortable with the idea of
tolerance. Our leaders tell the
world that Malaysian society 1s
toberant of pluralism and diver-
sity, but tolerance = just one step
before outright confrontation.
Surely we should have gone fur-
ther, and made acceptance of dif-
ference and alterity one of our
commaon national goals. In this
respect [ think the real situation
is far more dismal. | certainly see
little evidence that Malovsians
accept thelr differences, or are
proud of them and able o lve with
them comfortably

I agree with you but how
could vou have gone ahout
making people accept their
differences when there are
those who are attempting to
make the whole Malaysian
society homogeneous?
Here we need to distinguish
between the State and Sochety.
All states — not just the Malaysian
state - are motivated and gubded
by the logic of povernmentality
that wants to colonise society
and o reduce it to a simplified,
manageahle entity that is homoge-
notes, Thee loghe of the state is impe
rialist by nature, and all states ane
really local empires that seck to
colonise, police, control and
dominate their citizens. It is
easier for politicinns and burem-
erats to govern a society where
people can be reduced to statistics
and numbers; to be guided and
herded like sheep

But sockety s far more com-
plex, fludd and adaptable. Sochety
is made up of individual actors
and agents who possess rational
agency, free will and goals of their
own, and as such these variables
will ensure that society ks In per-
manent Mux and evolution. The
logic of society Is contrary to
that of the state: while the state
seeks to control and dominate its
subjects, citbeens wish to retain
thedr autonomy and identity as dif
ferentiated individuals The clash
between these two contradictory
Togics is what we call the moment
of the political, and is the crux of
the political process jtself

That is why despite the pes
simistic tone | take with the state
and governments in general, | still
place my faith in ordinary human
beings like you and 1. The most
interesting groups in society are
always the marginal and subal-
tern: In a country like Malaysia,
I often marvel at the ingenuity of
groups like the gay/lesbian com-
mumity, the religious apostates, the
rsarginalised pribumi minorities,
mixed-race couples, etc and how
they manage to carve a space for
themselves within the leitmotif of
the national culture. This is how
sochety actually works: tech-
nocrats, bureaucrats and politi-
cians can plan all they like, but
they cannot factor in the local
genius of local individuals who
have their own way of doing
things and getting round the L
Look at the hidden community of
Malay-Muslim lesbians, for
instance, who outwardly may
adopt all the “right” symbaols of
Muslim female identity, inchoding
the headscarf. But their private
lives are another matter and the

' conversations |

state, no matter how hard it tries,
cannot reach into the private
SpOTs

My main desire now is to seck
wavs (o empower these margin:
alised subaltern groupings so that
they no longer have to hide in the
dark and live in o state of constant
denial. Citizens should not fear the
state or deny themselves, for in
fact it |s the state that is in
denial; Denial of the complexities
of life and the diversity and
alterity in owr society. We need to
overturn the prevailing logic of
rarial, ethnic and religious polar-
isation that has become hege-
monised in this sochety of ours, so
that one day a mixed-race couple
miay prowdly sy “we are the norm
ared wr are proud of the fct that
we love each other bevond the
boundaries of race and culture.
We, not the cultural. mcial and
religious bigots, are the true
Malaysians, and our story is the
real Malaysian story™

Is it because the Islamisation

but from a political scientist's
point of view the entire
Islamisation policy had liitle to do
with Islam or the promotion of
Islamic ethics, but more to do with
creating a massive (and costly)
parallel bureaucracy whose
main aim was to employ
Malaysian Muslims with the hope
that they would not fall out of
the bureaucratic net and thereby
end up voting for the Opposition.
To put it bluntly, it was just
another case of a post-colonial
Muslim state forestalling the
moment of state breakdown by

uying off potential opposition via

“The logic of
the stote (s
imperialist by
nature, and all
stextes are really
local empires
that seek 1o
colonise, police,
confrol and
dominate their
citizens. It is
eansier for
politicians and
bureaucrafs to
EBovern a society
where people
can be reduced
to statistics and
numbers; to be
guided and
herded like
sheep.”
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the creation of jobs and pomise
of employment.
But Malaysia is nol unbgue in

this respoct and the same mistakes |

were made in Egypt, Pakistan,
Bangladesh, Sudan, Nigerin and
Iran. The net result, however, is
the creation of a state within a
state, a costly and unproductive
parallel state machinery that could
nod be sustakmed indefinitely It was
fine as long as the boom years
pramped money Lo the state’s col
fers, and thus guaranteed the
possibility of patronage, Bul as
soon s the 199798 sconomie crd
sig struck, the Mnancial weak-
ness of Malaysia - made worse
by the rise of new markets in
China and Indin - meant that the
ceonomic phe grow smaller and
there were less resources (o go
aroumd, Now can the state maln.
tain these policles into the future?
I think not.

But then how does it begin
scaling down the paralle] Islamic
bureaucracy without suffering a
political backlash? This is what
many academics like mysell
have been warning of for the
past 10 years,

But surely something must be
done. Surely we have not
reached a point of no return -
not yet for now at least. What
do you think will persuade the
powers that be that they must
begin the scaling down?

Politicians ought to be treated with
extreme caution and a large dose
of healthy skepticism. None-
theless, they are capahle of reform
and reflection if we induce them
with the right arguments. One
argument - which | frankly am
Inathe to wse and which I think is
a weak one - is the “Malaysia's
International image” argument.
It ks evident that as the country
slides towards a more religiously

conservative register, our il‘lrl"r-

- pational standing and image will

sufler Just ook al the image of
Aceh provinee in Indonesin after
the local government whipped
some peaple for allegedly gam-
bling there, Immedintely Aceh is
put in the same category as
Saudi Arabia. Now do we want
Malaysia to end up in the same
boat? In the case of the two men
sentenoed (o whipping for drink-
gz aleohol, the net offiect will be
the same.

But the réal argument has (o
g0 beyond such shor-termist prog-
matism. Again from a political
srjenitist's point of view, | would
argue that we have reached the
stage where there s a dispersion
of porwer and the weakening of the
executive branch of the state, IT
we allow local religious cours o
impose more sentences like this,
or allow local self-appointed moral
police to go around harassing
Malaysian citizens like they have
done, then the nett result will be
the weakening of state power
and the erosion’of the state.

The government has to state
clearly its stand on this matter: s
Malaysia a constitutional democ-
racy still or have we become a
theocratic state? The ambiguity
of the present situation is one of
the reasons why the nation-build-
ing project has failed. The gov-
ernment comes up with all
kinds of grand schemes (like
national service) to instil patrio-
tism among the younger genera-
tion of Malaysians: but lovalty
to what? To which state? The
Malaysian state of 1957 or some
new revisionist religious state
dreamt up by a cabal of unseen
and unaccountable religious ide-
ologues?

Having said that, allow me to

TURN TO PAGE 14
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also state thal | do have problems
with the Constitution itself, as
there are still laws like the 1SA
(Internal Security Act) that should
have been done nway with long
ago. The failure to reform the
system and to address issues like
the ISA s one of the reasons why
maore and more Malaysians -
Muslims in particular - are opt-
ing out and demanding a radical-
Iy different alternative. The call
for an Islamic state can be read
in these terms, as 4 sort of sub-
altern plea for a systematic over-
haul of the political order and its
institutions.

Do you see incidents like the
raids on nightclubs, the can-
ing sentence on two Malay
men for stout
- never done before - as Indi-
cations of the growing
assertiveness of the ulama?
It is not the ulama who are
assertive, and the term “ulama™
has to be kept to its original mean-
ing of “learned scholar”, 1 have
nothing against the ulama and in
fact | think one thing that might
save this country is the entry of
some genuine, world-wise and
enlightened ulama who have a

ciplines,

history, politics, philosophy, logic
and the sciences. True ulama
would be the last to fling a farea
atadropof ahat for political ends:
they would weigh all the factors,
consult each other and engage in
a dialogue with society and the
state.

Our problems are not coming
from the ulama per se: It was the
state's own religious buresuermcy
flexing its muscles and wanting to
test the limits of its power vis-i-
vis the executive, After being in
positions of power and authority
for so long, the functionaries of
this parallel religious bureaucra-
oy now want to demonstrate that
they too have the power to assert
their will on the national politi-
cal arena, and they are doing pre-
clsely that.

The executive, on the other
hand, has responded in the mildest
of ways, lending weight to the
belief that it cannot and will not
stand before the advance of the

religio-conservatives in our midst.

Do you think the government,
in attempting to cope with what
has been termed as Islamic
revivalism and to out-Islam
PAS, has merely stumbled from
one policy to the next but
without really looking at the
core of the problem? That it
grabbed at what it thought was
the best solution at the time
without really thinking about
future 14
Yes. [do not think that Umno and
the BN coalition ever really had
a poliey vis-a-vis PAS. The
Islamisation race really began in
1960, after PAS scomed a major vic-
tory at the 1959 elections and
won control of Kelantan and
Teremzeany. The povernment of
the day - then under the Tunku
did not expect this result and did
not know how o react. The next
wear, Tunka and the Umno-bed gov-
ernment had the country’s frst
Quran-reading contest o show
how “lslamic”™ Umno was. They
Failed 1o realise that the appeal of
PAS then (it was under the lead-
ershipol Burhanuddin al-Helmy}
was because it championed the
cause of the poor farmers and
rural community of Relantan and
Terenggani

Failing to understand that,
Umno and the Tunko's govern-
ment opted for a cosmetic and
short-term approach instead.
Belleving that PAS was concerniad
anly about Tslam, they sought to

demonstrate thelr own Islamic
eredentials in their own supert]-
clal way Since 1960, successive
Umno-led governments have been
making the same embarrassing
mistake, and as a result the coun-
try's political arena has been
maving closer and closer to the
Islamic register

tionaries are not held back,

would be a de facto
Islamic state. Will growing
Islamisation

ry?

As I've said time and again, the
Islamisation policy of the
Mahathir administration as well
as the present Abdullah adminis-
tration has merely laid down the
blueprint and framework for an
Islamic state. All the tools, laws,
Instruments and Institutions are
already there, waiting to be used.
As was during the recent case
when two Muslim men were sen-
tenced to whipping for drinking
alcohol, the religious conserva-
tives are merely waiting for the
right moment to strike and show
thelr hand.

Umno still doesn't under-
stand that it was they - not PAS -
who turned Malaysian into this
proxy Islamic state by default,
thanks to their own misguided
attempts to use kslam to blunt the
advance of PAS,

But let us remember that all
this is possible mainly because of
the political culture of Malayska
which has been, and remains.
largely undemocratic in nature.
Umno's small band of urban
liberals may bemoan the hudud
laws of PAS and PAS's vision of
an Islamic state modelbed on Iran,
Sudan, Pakistan or Afghanistan.
But even without PAS there
remained the very real dangers to
democracy represented by Umno's
own brand of authoritarian poli-
tics, with laws such as the ISA,
Emergency Ordinance, Sedition
Act, Universities and University
Colleges Act, ete. Umno's leaders
are in no position to lecture PAS
on democracy and fundamental
freedoms as long as they
continue to use laws like the 1SA,
Furthermaore the state-sponsored
and routinised authoritarian cul-
ture of Umno's politics has mere-
Iy set the standards for the con-
servative politics of PAS.

Honestly, why ame we so wor-
ried about PAS's stated aim of cre-
ating an lslamic state when we still
haven't addressed the realities of
living under the draconian laws
of Umno? | will worry about the
mullahs chopping off my head
when the day comes - but in the
meantime there are plenty of
other things we need (o be con-
eerned about: The fate of so many
people under detention without
trind; refugess and asylum-seekers
barimg beft 1o rot in detention cen-
tres; abuse of . PO
tine abuse of forelgn domestic
workers: the unresolved cases of
corruption that pile up by the day;
the lack of press freedom, acade-
mic freedom and fundamental
rights for Malaysians from all
walks of life It is precisely this
authoritarian, undemocratic cli-
mate that provides the fertile
groatind for el ighows conservatism
to thrive in the future

Ummno leaders want young peo-
ple 1o be intelligent enough not to
ber lured by religious militants -
bt bevw caun they expect that when
their political culture does not
even encourage critical thinking
among the young?

Do you think Umno leaders
have been so taken up by this
idea of Malay dominance that

| conversations |

“We need to overturn the prevatling logic of racial, ethnic and
religious polarisation that has become hegemonised in this
society of ours, 50 that one day a mixed-race couple may
proudly say ‘we are the norm and we are proted of the fact that
we love each other beyond the boundaries of race and culture.
We, not the cultural, racial and religious bigots, are the true
Malaysians, and our story is the real Malaysian story’"

The two are intimately linked:
As I've said, the fundamental
premise of Malaysian politics and
the BN ruling formula is the
flawed idea that there exists racial
differences. To talk of a “Malay™,
“Chinese"” and “Indian™ party pre-
supposes that there exists such
things as a “Malay”, “Chinese”
and “Indian” race, which is logi-

WITNE,
But having created a political
system based on such illogical
ideas, there can be no other way
of maintaining the system with
all its internal contradictions
without the use of repressie laws
The fragility of the Malaysian
model means that it can only be
sustained by force and the threat
of state repression and vielenoe.
That is why I do not believe that
the BN coalition can ever seriously
abandon laws like the I5A,
Soedition Act, etc.

PAS recently said those will not
be the models for its adminis-
tration when it wins power at
the centre. It will rule democ-
ratically, “using our own
maodel”. Whai de you think?

I will say this about PAS: Since
its formation in 1951, PAS has been
a canstitutional party that has
always plagyed by the rubes. [t has
Bone some guestionable
phases, Tike the Asri (Muda) years
of 19701882 when it was seen as
a profoundly racist communitar
ian party, and the years of the
“ulama faction™ of 19821968, But
PAS has demonstrated a Keen
sense of realism and pragma-
tism in its politics, and if its new
palitical leadership wants to move
it closer to a democratic agenda
then [ think they should be given
a chanoe.

The fortunes of PAS and Uimno
are interlinked and the internal
palitics of both parties are reflec-
tive of each other If PAS makes
the long-awaited transition to
democratic politics, then it may
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government
comes up with
all kinds of
grand schemes
{like national
service) to instil
patriotism
among the

younger
generation of
Malaysians: but
lovalty to whai?
To which stete?
The Malaysian
state of 1957 or
SONTE ML
revisionise
religious state
dreami up by o
cabal of unseen
and
unaccountahle
religious
ideologues?"”

induce Umno to democratise itsell
ns well, After more than 20 vears
of a wasteful and destructive
Islamisation race between Umno
and PAS, what they and the coun-
try need now is a “democratisa-
tion race” between the two

While on the subject of PAS,
let us not forget the role of the
other component parties of the BN
as well,

If PAS is responsible for upping
the ante in the Islamisation race,
then the other BN pair-
ties like MCA, MIC and others
are also guilty of sitting passive-
Iy by, Where was the outery when
this country was unilaterally
declared an Islamic state? [d the
leaders of MCA and MIC not
realise the long-term implications
of such a move? It is pathetic to
see how each of these parties is
more concerned with its own
narrow communitarian politics,
and it is precisely this divisive
form of sectarian-communitarian
politics practised by all parties in
Malaysia that will ultimately
divide our nation.

I think leaders of the MCA,
MIC and other BN component
parties realise the implications
af the Islamisation race, includ-
ing the government declaration
that Malaysin is an Islamic
staie. But they have been cau-
thous about making public state-
ments about it. Do you think
they are not speaking against
it publicly because they fear
they might be told to stay out
of it - that it is about Islam
and therefore no concern of
theirs?

But DAP leader Lim Kit
Siang has been most vocal about
his opposition. Maybe the
component party leaders have
spoken their mind about their
dissatisfaction over
Iaslamisation and the declara-
thon that Malaysia is an Islamic
state during the closed sessions
of the BN council. Could be,
daon't you think?

I'm sure there must have been
rumblings of discontent among
the leaders of the BN companent
parties, but then again these
rumblings were kept secret and

wirre never made publie. This in
itsell is a reflection of our lack of
transparency in Malaysia and
the generally cautious approach
o all izsues, which 18 due to our
paranoia about “social instabili-
ty and unrest™. The BN parties
have always stuck to this formu-
la, and it may have worked dur-
ing the founding decades of 1950
60

But Malaysia has changesl so
much over the vears that we now
have a society that is far more
cosmopalitan, exposed, globally
connected than ever before

For the umpteenth time, | wish
that Malaysia's politicians would
develop the cournge and maturi-
ty to discuss things in an open, tol-
erant, intelligent and frank man-
reer— i that is not asking too much
ol them

After nearly hall a century the
Malaysian state is surely strong
enough to deal with such debates
and they ought to be carried out
here, in the public arena, in full
pubilic view Thiat would be the only
way o gain the trust of the pub-
lic, and to bring the public into the
process of deliberation and
governance. We are not children
or sheep and should not be treat-
el ns such. In any case, | serious-
Iy question the moral and intel-
lectual eredibility of our “leaders™
to dizcuss things with a clear
Jevel mind.

Over the years we have been
treated to enough ridiculous pro-
posals - from planting padi on
moftops, (o “mass clircumcision
ceremonies” to attract tourists, to
debating the shape and form of
MAS alrline stewardesses’ uni-
forma - to convince us that our
politicians should not be allowed
to debate such matters in private
and unaided.

have been writing about
Malaysian politics and Islam
for more than 10 years now.
What has been your guiding
principles and what kept you

I was sustained mainly by a
steady supply of cheap ciga-
rettes and the burning desire to
knock some sense in the heads
of people! [ was and remain a
palitical scientist and a human
rights activist. In my work, I try
to combine my disciplinary con-
cerns with my CONCErn
to see the birth of a genuinely
plural and inclusive Malaysia
where even marginal no-hopers
like me would have a place. 1 do
worry about this country’s future,
and 1 regret the fact that due to
local circumstances 1 have had
to teach and research abroad.
Time and again | was asked to
come hack to Malaysia and teach
here: but to do what? As a politi-
cal scientist, 1 have to research
and lecture about my subject in
the most objective and impartial
way | can. This has become next
to impossible these days, when
even academic work and the writ-
ing of history has become so bla-
tantly polithcised,

The writing of the Malaysian
story is still a project that has o
bee infthated. It has to be a story
that is inclusive, and therefore
complex, confounding and even
problematic. But as I've said
before elsewhere, let that story be
an interesting one at least,
where every Malaysian citizen
can find his or her place in the
grand narrative ol the nation. My
stake, my Muture, my desting Lies
here - and I intend to claim it as
my right ag a Malaysian. The
basis of Malaysian politics has to
be the simple universal concept
of Malaysian citizenship It ks on
that playing field that our
struggle for our future has to be
fought.



