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Abstract

Ethnicity serves as a principle of social allocation (Cornell & Hartmann 1998: 96) and it may represent a form of social solidarity. To say that ethnicity is a principle of social allocation means that individuals are channelled into locations in the social structure based on their ethnic characteristics. In the case of both allocation and solidarity, the invocation of ethnic ties (belief in common descent, physical resemblance, common religion, shared cultural practices and historical experiences and language) can be a powerful call for intra-group unity. This paper argues that in Malaysia, the “principle of social allocation” is the fundamental barrier to national unity, national integration and the making of a Malaysian nation. Through this principle of social allocation, Malaysians are categorised into Malays or Non-Malays, and accorded Bumiputera-Indigenous Status, or Non-Bumiputera-Immigrant status. The ideology of Bumiputeraism and Non-Bumiputeraism assigns Malays/Bumiputeras and Non-Malays/Non-Bumiputeras into positions of unequal access, ownership and control over knowledge, power, resources and space. Bumiputeraism invokes a primordial attachment to the land (Malaysia) and a legitimate claim over its resources. It allows Malays-as-Bumiputeras to feel historically, politically and emotionally included in the making of the (Malaysian) nation, and for the Non-Malays/Non-Bumiputeras to feel excluded. So long as the principle of inclusion (Bumiputeraism) and exclusion (Non-Bumiputeraism) remains as a factor in social allocation, the realization of a united Malaysian nation remains a fuzzy concept and an obscure ideal. Instead, the prospects for open and hostile confrontation occurring in the near future are high. To substantiate this argument, the paper will undertake a content analysis of the letters published in the Letters to the Editor column of the website of Malaysiakini.com from 2000 to 2004. 

Introduction

This paper argues that the government’s aspiration for national unity and the development of a Malaysian Nation (Bangsa Malaysia) among the Malaysian citizenry, remains an illusion so long as the structural and institutionalised differentiation of Malaysian citizens based on racial, ethnic, religious origins and the claim of indigeneity continue to be an integral dimension of Malaysian social life. 


In Malaysia, ‘race’, ethnic origin and religion are three fundamental parameters institutionalised in the Federal Constitution to differentiate Malaysian citizens. This structural differentiation of Malaysian citizens by their race/ethnic origin and religion makes Malaysia a highly stratified and polarized society. To say that race/ethnic origin and religion are structurally significant means that Malaysian citizens are channelled into locations in the social structure based on their racial/ethnic and religious characteristics.  These structurally differentiated locations are ascribed different statuses, rights and privileges based on notions of racial/ethnic and religious-based historical origins, indigeneity and economic advancement. 

By racial/ethnic origin, Malaysians are categorised as Malays, Chinese, Indians, Ibans, Bajaus, Kadazans, Orang Asli etc. Each of these categories differ from one another by physical characteristics (for example, skin colour - different shades of brown-ness, and stature) and cultural characteristics (customs and language). The Federal Constitution (Article 160 [2]) specifically defines a Malay as “a person who professes the religion of Islam, habitually speaks the Malay language, conforms to Malay custom.  Hence, in theory, any individual who abides by these three criteria could be labelled ‘Malay’.  

By religion, Malaysians are categorised as Muslims, Christians, Buddhists, Hindus, etc. By indigeneity, Malaysians are classified as Bumiputeras (sons of the soil; first or indigenous people) and non-Bumiputeras (non-indigenous/immigrants). Included in the Bumiputera classification are Malays and natives of Sabah and Sarawak while the non-Bumiputeras refer to the non-Malays and non-natives of Sabah and Sarawak. Existing as a separate entity, the orang asli are excluded from both the Bumiputera and non-Bumiputera categories.  

By virtue of being Malay and natives of Sabah and Sarawak (hence Bumiputeras), the members of these categories are bestowed a “special position” by the Federal Constitution (Article 153 [1]). The orang asli of Peninsular Malaysia, subjected to a specific Act called Orang Asli Act 1954, were excluded from the “special position status” granted to Malays and natives of Sabah and Sarawak in Articles 153 or 89. 

The Yang di-Pertuan Agong is entrusted with the responsibility of safeguarding the special position of Malays and natives of Sabah and Sarawak. This special position ensures the reservation of Malay or Native Customary Land (Article 89); quotas for admission to public service; issuing of permits or licences for operation of certain businesses; and scholarships, bursaries or other forms of aid for educational purposes. The rationale behind this special provision for the Malays was that if they were not specially favoured in government employment, scholarships, etc., they would be completely overwhelmed by the other races (Kua 2000). 

The outbreak of the May 13 racial riots in Peninsular Malaysia saw an intensification of efforts by the United Malays National Organisation-led (Umno) coalition government to consolidate the special position of the Malays as stated in Article 153. These efforts culminated in the formulation of the New Economic Policy (NEP) in 1971 which strove to allay the frustrations and fears of the Malays in particular, through a two-prong strategy for a twenty-year period (1971-1990): to eradicate poverty irrespective of race and to restructure the Malaysian society so that no particular ethnic group is identified with a particular economic function. 

The NEP led to (i) an intensification of the quota system, which came to be variously labelled as Malay Special Rights, Malay Special Privileges, Affirmative Action, Preferential Policies, Pro-Malay Policies and even Reverse Discrimination, and (ii) the legitimisation of the Bumiputera–non-Bumiputera dichotomy for the implementation of race/ethnic-based special rights/privileges/quotas/preferential policies. 

Racial, ethnic and religious identities have historical, social and psychological roots. Historical roots nurture the belief among the group members that they share a common ancestry and common biological inheritance. Social roots instil consciousness gained through interaction with fellow group members that they are the same or share common characteristics, and that they are different from non-group members. Psychological roots help to develop a positive self concept and self esteem through a sense of belonging (Galkina undated). 

In a multi-ethnic, multi-cultural and multi-religious country like Malaysia, the structural differentiation of citizens by race/ethnic origin and religion based on the claim of indigeneity (Bumiputeraism) serves to bolster intra-group solidarity but at the same time, encourage inter-group tension and conflict. Article 8 (1) of the Federal Constitution clearly states that all persons are equal before the law and entitled to the equal protection of the law while Article 12 (1) states that there shall be no discrimination against any citizen on the grounds of religion, race, descent or place of birth. The ideology of special position and special rights for Malays and Bumiputeras however, allows for inequality to prevail among Malaysian citizens. In other words, all Malaysians in principle are equal, but some Malaysians are more equal than others. This ideology assigns Malays/Bumiputeras and Non-Malays/Non-Bumiputeras as well as the orang asli into positions of unequal access, ownership and control over knowledge, power, resources and psychological well-being. 

Bumiputeraism invokes a primordial attachment to the land (Malaysia) and a legitimate claim over its territory and resources. It allows Malays and natives of Sabah and Sarawak as Bumiputeras to feel historically, politically and emotionally included in the making of the (Malaysian) nation, and for the Non-Malays and orang asli as non-Bumiputeras to feel excluded. 

So long as the principle of Bumiputeraism (social inclusion-exclusion effect) remains a factor in differentiating citizens of Malaysia and in social allocation, the “givens”, that is racial and ethnic origins as well as religion, become the defining factor in which personal and collective identities are established, maintained, safeguarded and promoted. Such a definitive and imposing demarcation of boundaries as a consequent of structural differentiation of the Malaysian population makes racial, ethnic and religious identities a potently significant factor in Malaysian social life. 


Ethnic, derived from the Greek word, ethnos, is defined as nation - a unity of persons of common blood or descent. Weber (in Cornell & Hartmann, 1998: 16) provides a clear definition of ethnic groups: “those human groups that entertain a subjective belief in their common descent because of similarities of physical type or of customs or both or because of memories of colonisation and migration. It does not matter whether or not an objective blood relationship exists”. 


Identity refers to a label acquired by an individual or group through the process of interaction. As a label, identity serves as a reference point for self and acts to differentiate self from others. Ethnicity, deriving from the one’s awareness of his/her own ethnic identity, is a state of consciousness of one’s ethnic membership and the value which the self and fellow members placed on their ethnic identity and membership. The expression of ethnicity in a multi-ethnic society signifies the existence of ethnic group consciousness and activism. Ethnicity transforms non-politically significant personal identity to politically significant social identity; ethnic awareness into ethnic consciousness; ethnic passivism into ethnic activism. The ethnic category through ethnicity becomes an ethnic group. As a “nation”, ethnic group members regard themselves as “we” and non-members as “they”. 


When groups are aligned on the basis of skin colour, ethnic origin and religion, their members will develop feelings of marginalisation or incorporation, subordination or domination. Consequently, a polarity in their sense of belonging - “we versus they”, “us versus them”, “ours versus theirs” - will evolve. 


An ethnic group cannot exist in isolation. It has meaning only in a context that involves others. Rex (1970) describes the sociological context which gives life to the existence of ethnic group, ethnic identity and ethnicity: Ethnic or race relations will develop in a society when these conditions occur - when members of the society are treated and discriminated according to ethnic, cultural or physical criteria and/or when role allocation is based on cultural or ethnic background.
Ethnic-based expectations, fears, frustrations and despair embedded in the consciousness of the citizens of Malaysia and expressed in the form of claims, demands, threats and intimidation - this is the  “dilemma” facing Malaysians from all ethnic groups. Ethnicity colours the thoughts, emotions and actions of Malaysians and regulate every aspect of their social life in Malaysia. Under such conditions, the prospects for open and hostile inter-group confrontation occurring in the near future are high. 

The periodic controversies over the question of Malay special privileges and Umno's threats of challenges to "Malay dominance" in Malaysian politics (Kua 2000) and the rationale behind the implementation of the National Service program, among others, pose as testimony to the tenuous state of ethnic relations and social integration in Malaysia. This gives cause for us to examine the issues of Malay special privileges, the quota system and how they reconcile with the principle of racial/ethnic equality (Kua 2000).

Source and method of data collection

Malaysiakini.com, the country’s pioneer online newspaper, is the main source of data collection for this paper. As an online paper that upholds the right to freedom of speech and expression for every citizen (Article 10 [1a], Malaysian Constitution) without fear or favour, Malaysiakini.com is an appropriate source for soliciting grass-roots views of issues labelled ‘sensitive’ by the government. The focus of this paper is on the letters written by the Malaysian public with regard to Special Rights in Malaysia and published in the Letters to the Editor column of Malaysiakini.com’s website from the year 2001 to July 2004. 

Objectives of this paper


This paper will develop the argument forwarded above through the following aspects:

1. the views of the letter contributors towards Special Rights

2. their arguments or justifications for or against Special Rights

3. salient dilemmas/contestations pertaining to the prospect of Malaysia’s ethnic relations and national unity aspiration

VIEWS OF THE LETTER CONTRIBUTORS TOWARDS SPECIAL RIGHTS



A total of 152 letters to the Editor, malaysiakini.com concerning special rights managed to be collected from May 2001 to 6 July 2004. This number however does not represent the actual number of letters sent to malaysiakini.com as the content of some letters did not directly touch on special rights and also that several letters were not accessible. Nevertheless, the contents of the letters reflect the differing and contentious ideas, perspectives and arguments, claims and counter claims surrounding an issue classified as sensitive. Indeed, the Malay special rights has long been entrenched in the minds of Malaysians as a taboo subject that to invoke the issue would incur a display of emotions among the different ethnic groups of Malaysia (for example, the threat by Umno Youth to burn down the Selangor Chinese Assembly Hall over the Suqiu issue). ‘Resident’ for example (3 May 2004, Time for more equal racial system) noted that “to talk about having racial equality is a taboo that all Malaysians recognise. The issue has been discussed over and over  though never openly. Why is the talk of having racial equality such a taboo”?



One writer, Khoo Kay Peng (20 April 2004, Lift barriers to civic public sphere), observed that “the letters on Malay special rights published in malaysiakini.com display the long-contained grudges, tensions and uneasiness of some parts of the society”. In this regard, malaysiakini.com, at the outset of this paper, needs to be commended for providing the Malaysian public with a platform to air their ideas and grievances as well as a forum for the public to engage in meaningful discussions and argumentative debates without resorting to overt threats, hostility and violence.
Label for special rights (SR)



Malay or Bumiputera writers label SR as affirmative action or positive discrimination while non-Malays attribute SR as Malay special rights, pro-Malay policies, preferential policies, racial discrimination and politics of privilege specifically for the Malays. 

Malay writers mentioned SR as part of the social contract agreed upon by leaders of the respective ethnic groups of Peninsular Malaysia before independence. The Malays, as original inhabitants of Malaysia, agreed to the citizenship terms for the non-Malays while the non-Malays, as immigrants, agreed to the granting of special position status to the Malays. 

All writers – Malay or non-Malay, Bumiputera or non-Bumiputera  - concurred that special rights for Malays and Bumiputeras is based on a racial or ethnic policy giving preference to the Malays and Bumiputeras. 

JUSTIFICATION OR RATIONALE FOR SPECIAL RIGHTS



There is polarity in the views of Malay/Bumiputera writers and non-Malay/non-Bumiputeras with regard to the reason why special rights exist for the Malays/Bumiputeras in Malaysia. 

Several Malays/Bumiputera writers viewed special rights as an inherent right of the Malays and natives of Sabah and Sarawak in lieu of their special position as mentioned in the Federal Constitution of Malaysia. These writers attributed this ‘special position’ to the indigenous status of the Malays and natives of Sabah and Sarawak. The target of special rights was the NEP and New Development Policy (NDP). However, special rights were more often referred to as Malay special rights rather than Bumiputera special rights. Nevertheless, there were Bumiputera writers from Sarawak who attributed their success in life to special rights/NEP. Walter (14 June 2004, Beyond meritocracy, bumi-bashing) for example declared himself a minority Bumiputera from Sarawak and a successful bumiputera academic. As someone who benefited from the policy, he would defend it as much as he could and as long as he lived. Walter did not mention the special position of Malays/bumiputeras as the reason for this special treatment. He however argued that the reason for this pro-bumiputera policy was because of the fact that more Malays/bumiputeras were economically disadvantaged than the non-Malays/non-bumiputeras. Meritocracy would not be fair to these socio-economically Malays and bumiputeras as it is “a lazy and blind solution to these socio-economic problems”. He then called upon the non-Malays/non-bumiputeras “to stop Bumiputera bashing”. 

Non-Malay/non-bumiputera writers displayed a totally opposite view of special rights or NEP. They regarded the existence of these rights as an affront to their status as citizens of Malaysia. It is an inalienable right of every citizen of Malaysia to be treated equally and to have equal opportunity to enjoy the benefits of education, economy, business, scholarships, training and housing, and to have the freedom to live their way of life, practise their religion and speak their language. Non-Malay writers drew the attention of readers to the fact that special rights were not mentioned in the Federal Constitution. Article 153 [1] only mentioned the special position of Malays and natives of Sabah and Sarawak. They therefore viewed special rights and the ethnic-based NEP as unconstitutional. Malaysia, noted one writer, “is the only country in the world where a special policy is applied to the dominant race” (Telenews 12 April 2004, The elite has squeezed out the rest).

According to these writers, ethnic-based special rights and NEP serve as a passport for Malays and natives of Sabah and Sarawak, enabling them more opportunities and access to higher education, land, business permits and licences, scholarships, employment in the government service and promotion prospects. They therefore regarded these policies as ‘racist’ and a form of racial discrimination. These writers also regarded these policies as unfair, un-moral and un-Islamic as they excluded the poor non-Malays and even the poor Malays. If poverty eradication was the main objective of these policies, then the special rights and NEP should apply to all citizens of Malaysia who are economically backward or disadvantaged, irrespective of race, ethnic origin or religion. The criterion for assistance should be based on need, that is poverty, and not based on ethnic or indigenous status. 

The non-Malay writers contended that because the pro-Malay/pro-bumiputera policy is not based on need and excluded non-Malays, the underlying reason for its existence was because of the ‘special position’ of the Malays and natives as ‘indigenous people’ of the country. 

Ethnic-based special rights and NEP polarised citizens of Malaysia into “special, first class citizens” and “not special, second class citizens”. Beneficiaries belonged to the first category while non-beneficiaries belonged to the second category. Non-Malay writers likened this scenario to the divide-and-rule policy of the British in Malaya. They stated that this policy contradicted the Malaysian government’s vision of a Bangsa Malaysia and for a knowledge-based and world-class Malaysian society. Because this ethnic-based policy excluded deserving non-Malay/non-bumiputera citizens, the non-Malay writers also regarded the policy as a human rights issue as it caused deprivation, marginalisation and aggravation of the poverty state of non-Malays/non-bumiputeras. 

Non-Malay writers also contended that the pro-Malay policy would not benefit the poor Malays hence “can never eradicate poverty because the wealthy and elite will be the first to reap off the benefits” (Jb Ja 13 April 2004, This attitude shames us all). 

Malay/Bumiputera Views Towards The MSR

Old Malays’ Perspective


This group of Malays supported the MSR, defending the rights as justified for two main reasons. One, because Malays were the original people of the country, and two, Malays are economically backward and need the special rights as ‘handicaps’ or ‘crutches’ to help them level themselves up to be on par with the more successful and economically advanced non-Malays. Old Malays were represented by writers like Feizal and BlueRider below.


Feizal (16 August 2002,  Malays need rights as much as Dr M needs ISA) stated that Indians and Chinese have no right to challenge Malay rights at all. They were immigrants invited to stay in Malaysia. Malays were the original people and were considerate enough to give Chinese and Indians a place in the country. According to him, “we needed them to develop our plantations and minefields when we invited them over. In return, we gave them residency in Malaysia, education, protection by our Malay soldiers and generally peace to continue practising their own cultures. The Malays were kind, generous, considerate of the needs of other people. Malays need the privileges, quotas, discounts – “crutches” – to be successful like others”. 


BlueRider (24 March 2004, Don’t touch our special rights) reminded the non-Malays of the social contract agreed upon independence between Malays and non-Malays. BlueRider made two reiterations in his letter. One, the need for non-Malays to be grateful to the Malays for foiling PAS’ bid to win the 2004 general elections. Second, the need for non-Malays to accept Malay special rights without dispute. For this second reiteration, BlueRider issued two threats, thinly veiled as warnings. The first threat refers to the possibility that Malays would switch to PAS if Umno is believed to relent and compromise on the Malay special rights on behalf of the non-Malays. The second threat refers to the emotional attachment of the Malays towards their special position and their inherent right to special privileges. Hence non-Malays’ dispute or protest against Malay Special Rights would incur the wrath of the Malays who “were prepared to do anything to preserve their privileges and rights”.  

New Malays’ Perspective


New Malays are represented by Malays like Syed Husin Ali (30 September 2003), Farish Noor (11 March 2004), Azizi Khan (7 April 2004), Anonymous (5 May 2004), Farah Fahmy (10 June 2004), Melayu Baru (23 June 2004), Nik Nazmi Nik Ahmad (24 June 2004).


Syed Husin Ali (30 September 2003, Malaysia untuk semua), a veteran politician representing ‘the other side of Malaysian politics’, commented that a united Malaysian nation-state still does not exist. He provided several causes to support his observation: (i) structural factor where citizens of Malaysia are differentiated and have different rights, opportunities and positions in the country; (ii) psychological factor where as a result of the divisive nature of separation and differentiation, the citizens of Malaysia are not united, do not feel they are a part of and belong to the same country or nation, or that the country or nation is their own; (iii) social factor where interaction and relationships are formed along ethnic lines and bounded by the differentiation of rights, opportunities, positions and political representation between the different ethnic groups. These structural, psychological and social factors, according to Syed Husin Ali, encourage ethnic tension, corruption and abuse of special rights.  


Farish Noor (3 November 2004, Plural democracy’s moment) provided a revealing commentary on the nature of the official discourse on the state of ethnic relations in Malaysia. The official thesis, according to Farish is this: 


Malaysia is a plural nation of diverse communities and faith groups but to keep this balance in order and to prevent instability, we need to engineer a racial compromise between the ethnic groups and maintain laws like ISA … Failure to do so … would put the entire delicate balance in jeopardy. Minorities would demand their rights to be given equal space in public representation, media, bureaucracy, allocation to universities etc. The Malays would lose their privileges and coveted position as natural ‘masters’ of the country; the non-Malays would be ‘kurang ajar’ and make more and more demands on the Malays


This official discourse depicts structural deficiencies in the Malaysian model of development and nation building and as Farish asserted, change is necessary. It is time for a new narrative to be told where:


all of us regardless of racial/ethnic, religious, class and linguistic backgrounds, share one thing in common: we are all Malaysian citizens and we call this country our home and care for its future. We dream of a future Malaysia that is equal to all, but takes into account our particular wants, needs and aspirations and at the same time, is able to cater to the needs of others according to an inclusive logic of equal representation and equal rights


Azizi Khan (7 April 2004, Special rights a debilitating drug) introduced himself as a Malay migrant to Australia, and his experiences abroad has “opened his eyes to Malaysia”. He now viewed Malay special rights as a form of racism and Malays’ claim for these rights likened to cripples needing crutches. In Australia, there are no Malay special rights and he therefore had to compete like everyone else. Azizi said that he could survive and succeed “without quotas, handouts, privileges and other cheap tricks that give Malays a false sense of achievement while holding back other races”. He said Malays are hiding behind the veil of Malay special rights which is unfair and unIslamic and that the Malays’ hold on special rights have made the non-Malays lose their respect for Malays. He asserted that he refused to be a party to these Malay special rights.


Anonymous (5 May 2004, Special rights: why waste our capability?) admitted that as a Malay, he sometimes “feels bad about what his Chinese and Indians friends have to endure”. He went on to state that people of Malaysia are Malaysians and not Chinese, Malays and Indians. Malays are enveloped by the fear factor – that they would be overwhelmed by non-Malays if they do not have special rights.  


Farah Fahmy (10 June 2004, A workable meritocratic system) agreed that the present education system is unfair and biased. The government should get rid of NEP with regards to education so that Bumiputeras and non-Bumiputeras alike can benefit. Sole criteria for entry into institutions of higher learning is income, not race. Farah lamented that “after more than 30 years, we Malays still need help in pulling ourselves up. There’s something wrong with ourselves”.


Melayu Baru (23 June 2004, Sediakan peluang sama bagi pelbagai kaum) wrote of the need to provide equal opportunities for all races/ethnic groups. He/she believed that the handicap system through the NEP or New Development Policy should continue for the under-served or under-privileged irrespective of race, religion and creed. But the rich or well-to-do, irrespective of race, religion and creed should be excluded from this privileges. Melayu Baru cited his/her experience while studying overseas. Melayu baru had met many Malay Malaysians while overseas and found out that these Malay students enjoyed scholarships even though their parents were financially well off. In contrast, non-Malays who obtained good results could not continue their education because they could not secure any scholarships even though they came from poor families. Melayu Baru offered three observations on present-day quota system: (i) that it is based on the ideology of race, not need; (ii) that the special rights system had been abused aggressively through overzealous implementation, cronyism and corruption; and (iii) that the effect of this special rights policy is the creation and perpetuation of a closed system with no competition and motivation for risk taking especially among the Malays. 


Tun (27 February 2003, New Malays make it big on their own) specifically wrote about these “New Malays” in his/her letter. Tun defined “New Malay” as a Malay who does not appreciate the stigma of being a crony or of having made it big allegedly because of Bumiputera privileges. Tun further stated that “we should encourage these kinds of New Malays and we should be proud of them. These New Malays are survivors and fighters able to swim against the tide of mainstream defence of special rights”. 

New Non-Malays’ Perspective


Ravi (7 March 2004; Malay special rights and Saddam Hussein) in his response to Abdul Malik’s letter (Let us keep our Malay special rights, 6 March 2004), stated that as a Malaysian, the Malay special rights did not bother him anymore. If the Malays felt that they still needed the special rights after half a century of independence, then so be it. The Malays’ claim to special rights would only mean that as a non-Malay, he would have to work harder to progress in every aspect of life. If by working harder he became a better person, then it would be his gain as a human being. At the end of the day, he would go to bed proudly knowing that all his wealth was created by his own hands and not handed to him.


Kenny Chee (22 March 2004, Malays the ‘eldest brother’) adhered to the official discourse that “Malays are the indigenous people of Malaysia, thus the eldest brother in the family of Bangsa Malaysia”.

.  

Old Non-Malays’ Perspective


BlueRider’s letter (cf. section on Old Malays’ Perspective: Don’t touch our special rights) sparked off a series of responses in particular from non-Malays. Sam Shan’s letter, Enemies of disunity must be challenged (25 March 2004) called BlueRider to be an enemy of disunity and must be challenged. Sam branded BlueRider as racist, arrogant and threatening. 
Ravi’s letter, Some rights more important than others (25 March 2004) observed that Malays like BlueRider are very engrossed with ensuring that their special rights are protected: “The Malaysian government had done so much for the Malays, what is it that the government has not done for the Malays”? 


Second Class Citizen in his/her letter, Don’t threaten us with extremism (25 March 2004) questioned the use of the word “special” for the Malays. “Special” is usually reserved to acknowledge people who are physically and mentally disabled, underprivileged or underserved. Are the Malays so?


Artemis Tower (Don’t play special rights tune, 26 March 2004), warned BlueRider and the likes of him not to “play special rights tune”. The question of who should be thankful to whom can be debated. Artemis regarded BlueRider’s letter as outright blackmail. 


Ramu Rathkum (Who will Pak Lah listen to? 26 March 2004) lamented on the thinly veiled threat by BlueRider who warned that any change in fundamental policies would incur his people’s wrath.


Sarawakian in UK (Umno just wants to plunder Sarawak, 26 March 2004) mentioned that he/she felt insulted by BlueRider. According to Sarawakian in UK, BlueRider’s letter showed that he did not understand the situation and history of Sarawak. Malays formed a minority in Sarawak and was not historically significant. Non-Malay Sarawakians, whether natives or Chinese, Muslims or non-Muslims, felt insulted they should be thankful to the Malays (the Peninsular Malaysia’s Malays in particular) for this and that. 


Alex (Special rights outdated in globalisation era, 1 April 2004) called BlueRider a Malay chauvinist. This is because Malays are not truly Malays. They are of mixed ancestry – Arab or Indonesian. In addition, because of special rights, corruption among Malays would always be rampant. 

Mr Truth (18 March 2004, Vote with your hearts, non-Malays) cited the housing issue to substantiate the inappropriateness of special rights: “When all Malays are accorded rights and privileges because they are Malays, then we will have rich Malays granted 7% discount when buying luxury houses and middle class Malays granted 5% discount when buying houses”.

BlueRider’s unbending view of the Malay special rights is depicted in his/her response to the criticisms mentioned above.  In his/her response entitled Our special rights must remain (6 April 2004), BlueRider stated that he/she could not understand why non-Malays opposed special rights when: more non-Malays are richer than Malays; rich second class non-Malays are better off than first class Malays; there still exist vernacular schools for non-Malays. Hence, because of all these factors, BlueRider stated that Malays would never give up their special rights.

Old Malays like BlueRider hang on to their special position, special rights and notion of Malay supremacy (Ketuanan Melayu) while the old non-Malays emphasise rationality, meritocracy, equality, fairness and self improvement. 


Most non-Malays subscribed to the view that the Malays created special rights for themselves based on their claim that they are the bumiputeras, the indigenous people of Malaysia. The reality, according to these non-Malays, is that the ancestors of the major races in Malaysia were all from different countries. The Malays were from Indonesia, Chinese from China and Indians from India. 


Metis (The big fat myth of ‘Ketuanan Melayu’, 23 March 2004) stated that the orang asli and not the Malays were the earliest residents on this land. Metis called for a reconstruction of the history of human migration in the region to ascertain who was here first, who was indigenous and who was migrant. Such reconstruction would require gathering massive archaeological, genetic, anthropological, historical and linguistic evidences. Until that task is accomplished, Malaysians need, Metis emphasised, to “stop using the divisive argument of whoever arriving first deserves more rights. It is not the way forward to build a Bangsa Malaysia”. 


Hence, these non-Malays believed that the government’s policy of granting rights and privileges, quotas and preferences to Malays would not alleviate the problem of poverty and underdevelopment among the Malays. Jeffery (Meritocracy is the solution to our malaise, 2 July 2003) stated that the government, through its ‘affirmative policies’, is only treating the symptoms instead of finding the real cure: “the government is not creating a society in which advantage would go to the people who deserve it instead of to those who had been born into it”. The effect of policies based on ethnic rather than need or merit is the propagation of a culture of inefficiency amongst those inefficient but privileged. This in turn caused the efficient but un-privileged to take their talents elsewhere (i.e. brain drain). According to Jeffery, all Malaysians should be seen as national resource with human abilities to harness, not just the Malays. 


Many non-Malay writers referred to the brain drain phenomenon and the extent of emigration among non-Malays. Mr Wong for example (4 July 2003, Pak Lah, assess real reasons for brain drain), wondered if the government had ever thought of the very reasons “why people flee the country in the first instance”. Mr Wong asserted that many non-Malay Malaysians working abroad did not consider returning to Malaysia. These people left the country because of “the all-encompassing racially discriminatory policies that suck out the life of the citizens”. Hence, “how many professionals would want to forego what they have accumulated abroad and return to the same environment that drove them out in the first place”?  


Kaoru (9 July 2003, Abroad but still proud to be Malaysian) wrote that even though he has left Malaysia for 20 years, he still loves Malaysia. He went overseas because of discrimination – “it is the ‘high standards’ and rejections we faced at home that have made us stronger and more appreciative of what we have today in a foreign land. Had we pampered and spoon-fed by the government, we would never have attained the kind of social status we have today”. 


K. Narayanasamy (29 January 2004, No equal stake in education), described the state of affairs in Malaysia as an extension of the colonial practice of divide and rule. Evidences of this divide and rule policy could be seen in the education system which he perceived as more disabling than enabling the process of social and national integration; the mindset of policy makers who see life in Malaysia through ethnic lens and ethnic fears; the differentiation of the citizenry through the practice of ethnic-based sponsorship and non-sponsorship. This practice further strengthened the stereotype that the sponsored and privileged Malays are incompetent and therefore need the handicap system or ‘crutches’ and that the non-sponsored and non-privileged non-Malays’ are hardworking, materialistic and un-patriotic. Both the Malays and non-Malays are not comfortable with these stereotypes. Narayanasamy lamented on the elusive definition of a Malaysian and reiterated that the country needed statesmen (stateswomen) to build a true Malaysian nation-state where all or most of the citizens feel they are a part of. 


Khoo Kay Peng (5 March 2004, Stop seeing everything through racial lens) forwarded the same observation when he wrote that a truly Malaysian parliamentarian must be able to uphold his/her pledge to serve all Malaysians regardless of race, creed or belief. 


The impact of the special rights on the non-Malays’ psyche as well as sense of belonging is portrayed vividly by Disillusioned’s letter (9 March 2004, A non-BN voter’s manifesto). Disillusioned outlined two ‘terms of reference’ in his manifesto. One, that it is a sin to be smart, as non-Malay students with outstanding results would be denied places in local universities, and that poor parents have no choice but to end their children’s education. Two, that it is a crime to be successful. As a non-Bumiputera, Disillusioned did not enjoy perks from the government but had to work hard to earn a decent salary and to pay taxes. 


Peter Jesudason (23 April 2004, Moral dimension for special rights) questioned the morality of bestowing special rights for a particular ethnic group. If redistribution and equality is the purpose of special rights, then special rights is a contradiction in terms. Undeserving members in the special rights group will gain from the policy while deserving members of the special rights group and non-special rights group may be excluded or marginalised. 


The voice of the orang asli is very rarely portrayed in the Letters to the Editor column of malaysiakini.com.  There is only letter that drew attention to the plight of the orang asli of Peninsular Malaysia. Jacob George (5 March 2004, Recognise indigenous people’s right to land), in his letter referred to the orang asli as the indigenous people of Malaysia. He applauded Suhakam’s calls for the government to amend the Federal Constitution (in particular Article 153 [1]) so as to accord bumiputera status to the orang asli. Jacob George noted that more than 80% of the orang asli are poor and yet they are not the beneficiaries of the affirmative policies. 


Responding to Feisal (cf. Malays need rights as much as Dr M needs ISA, 16 August 2002), Humane Human (Don’t end up as losers begging for special rights, 20 August 2002) argued that the orang asli, not Malays, were the original inhabitants of Malaysia. Most of the Malays came from Sumatera and other parts of Indonesia. Malays were also migrants though arriving earlier than the non-Malays. So why should Malays deserve privileges when they were also migrants? According to Humane Human, the Malays’ demand for right to special rights make them look like beggars in their own country. The contributions of Chinese and Indians were monumental. If otherwise, Malaysia could be worst off, like Indonesia and Philippines. 


Petrof [the individual who sparked off a tensed chain of events between malaysiakini.com and the government] (Similarities between ‘new Americans’ and Bumiputera, 9 January 2003) wrote that the politics of privilege pervade Malaysia: “The Malays’ malaise could be seen from their smug complacency and trite justification of their special position and special rights. This can be seen by the many privileged Malays driving Mercedes Benzes, drawing fat salaries and yet, availing themselves to 7.5% Bumiputera discount for posh houses or 5% for middle-range homes, enjoying scholarships to go overseas, and entitlement to Bumiputera unit trusts paying 10-15% returns. According to Petrof, their claim to indigeneity and Bumiputera status, hence special rights, relegates the orang asli to second class Bumiputeras who were refused allowances and medical benefits by the Malay administrators unless they convert to Islam”. 


Yeoh YW (9 April 2004, These ‘rights’ impoverished Malaysia) observed that the original special preferences expanded beyond recognition to become super rights in perpetuity. Recent migrants who are Muslims and of Malay stock obtained citizenship status, admission to universities and government scholarships. 

SALIENT DILEMMAS/CONTESTATIONS EVOLVING FROM SPECIAL RIGHTS ISSUE: THE TEN-POINT DILEMMA


From the review of the letters to the Editor, malaysiakini.com, we can say that there was fair representation of expression from both Malay/Bumiputera and non-Malay/non-Bumiputera groups. Basically, Malays, Non-Malays and natives of Sabah and Sarawak have differing and opposing views about special rights (Malay/Bumiputera). These views provide the ammunition for contestations and confrontation - whether verbal, written or physical.  


Ten salient dilemmas or contestations confronting the Malaysian people and the government could be discerned from the ideas and arguments forwarded by the letter writers to  malaysiakini.com:

1. The meaning of “Malaysian’. 


Who is a Malaysian? Or, to put it provocatively, who gets to be considered a 
Malaysian in this land called Malaysia?

2. Malaysia for whom? 


Is Malaysia for a particular racial/ethnic or religious group? Or is it for the citizens of 
Malaysia? Is the Malaysian Nation a nation-state-of-ethnics or nation-state-of-
citizens? 

3. Who is a Malay? 


Does the definition stipulated in the Federal Constitution still reflect the contemporary 
reality of the Malay/Malaysian society? Why is it important to institutionalise the  
definition of Malay in a self-proclaimed ‘democratic, just, progressive plural’ society? 

4. What does “Special Position” as enshrined in the Federal Constitution mean? 


On what basis is this special position of Malays and natives of Sabah and Sarawak 
predicated? Does it come with inherent, inalienable and indivisible rights? And rights 
to what? 

5. What does “Special Rights” mean? 


Is it because of their ‘special position’, the Malays and natives of Sabah and Sarawak 
enjoy ‘special rights’, whatever this special position means?

6. The position of the orang asli of Peninsular Malaysia


Where is the place of the orang asli in this special position and special rights 
provision?

7. What is the “Social Contract”? 


Was it known as a social contract between the architects of that ‘contract’? How 
binding is it on present and future generations of Malaysia?

8. What do present-day Malaysians want? 


Is it a case of to each its own: what Malays, Chinese, Indians, Ibans, Kadazans, orang 
asli want as members of their respective ethnic groups, and not what they as 
Malaysians want?

9. How democratic is the space for people of various ethnic groups to articulate their ideas and grievances and to participate meaningfully and actively in the development of a Malaysian nation? 

10. How to dismantle structural, psychological and social frameworks in the mindsets as well as in the social life of Malaysians that are grounded on ethnicity and religious sentiments? How to de-value ethnicity and religious fervour so as to pave the way for a common sense of nationality, humanity and individuality? 

These ten-point dilemmas or contestations underscore the seriousness of the state of ethnic relations in Malaysia. Usman Awang, a renowned Malaysian novelist and poet, captures the crux of the problem of ethnic relations in Malaysia in relation to the stratified nature of Malaysian society through his poem, My Friend (my translation from the Malay poem entitled Sahabatku [in Dinsman, 1995): 

My friend,

An independent nation was our dream

Alas, this it remains still;

Bitterness has replaced anger

against the separation between you and I,

When I am conferred “bumiputera” and you are not

Whence the time when all citizens of the country 

will receive equal treatment and justice?

And be recognised by the same name: Malaysian nation? 

Conclusion



Finding answers to the ten-point dilemmas and having the answers accepted by the various ethnic groups of Malaysia is indeed a momentous task. Ethnic-based special rights and policies set in automatic mode the wheel of stereotyping: that Malays/bumiputeras need special rights because they are poor, underdeveloped; that they do not emigrate but stay in the country hence they are loyal and patriotic and spiritual; and that special rights aggravate the incompetence, poverty and dependency of the Malays/bumiputeras. 



On the other hand, the non-Malays do not need special rights because they are rich. They are rich because they help their own kind and that they are very hardworking as they are only interested in material gains. They will emigrate to seek greener pastures hence they are not loyal and unpatriotic. Special rights and discrimination made the non-Malays more hardworking and more self-reliant which in turn strengthens the stereotypes Malays have of non-Malays. 



While the non-Malays are greatly disturbed by what they perceive as racist, arrogant and threatening views of Malays, the Malays are equally fearful of what they perceive as overzealous demands of the non-Malays. Seeing social life through quid pro quo terms, zero sum game and win-lose or lose-win ideology is unfortunately part of the ‘Malaysian culture’. 



Should one be hopeful and optimistic then or despairing and pessimistic about the future of Malaysia? When one considers the effects of having ethnic-based policies and rights in Malaysia as forwarded by the letter writers to malaysiakini.com, one could not but remain sceptical and ambivalent about the possibility of Usman Awang’s aspiration be fulfilled.
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