ETHNICITY, COMMUNAL

RELA
IN MALAYSIA

C.

Each Malaysian community has its
religion, language, customs, and prac-
tices, and most Malaysians identify
themselves and others on communal
lines. This has been a source of im-
pediment to the creation of national
consciousness. 13ut perhaps the most
disturbing development of post-inde-
pendence era, in terms of national
unity, has been the resurgence of
chauvinistic Malay nationalism. There
has been a growing tendsncy among
Malays to  assert their superior
claims in the country and to deny
the existence of non-Malays. In the
name of national wunification they
strive to impose their culture, lang-
uage, and religion on minorities, Non-
Malays have experienced their deep
dissatisfaction with the measures adopt-
ed for the advancement of ulalawl—
zation., They wish to preserve culiu-
ral variety and insist that multi-lingua-
lism should ba the national p':ucw nd
that eduacation should be truly na-
tional, not Malay-dominated.31

At present there are no visible
signs of an amicable solution to the
communal problem of Malaysia and
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the attitudes of the xtr@mists ouly
tend to compound the difficulty, Itis
extremely unlikely that communal
integration would emerge in the fore-
seeable future and any immediate ex-
pectation of it is guixotic fancy. W
is possible is that after the extremists
are convinced of the futility of in-
ternecine conirentation and of the

'-u:vitabilii'y of ecoexistence, the mo-
derates would prevail in initiating
the process of accommodation. But

so long as the Malays persevere 10
their goal of ascendancy, the nen-
P\-'iaiays would remain nervous and
would offer resistance to what they
perceive to be theiv suppression.ss
Ethinicity and Educaiion in Malavsia
Evidence of formal education in
anclent A\/Ialaysia is not available. But
it is not unreasonable to surmise that
the prnn'hve tribes gav plechmi mnms-
truction to their cmldren in fishing,
trapping, and farming. In the Bud-
hist kingdoms of Langkasuka and Sri
Vijaya education was probably assc-
ciated with the monasteries and com-
prised mostly Buddhist scriptures,

fina at Greenshorio,
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Later in the Hindu empire of Maja-
pahit temples were the seats of learn-
ing and Hindu scriptures formed the
curriculum. Subsequently Malaysia
came under the influence of Islam
and children were taught verses from
Quran in Arabic in mosques. [t was
not until after the advent of the Bri-
tish rule and the immigration of the
Chinese and Indians that schools
with distinct ethnic bias began to be
established and the rudiments of for-
mal education in the western sense
began to bhe imparted. During the
British rule four types of schools
emerged: Malay, Chinese, Indian, and
English schools.

Mzlay Schoeols

The teaching of Quran in Arabic
formed the foundation of Malay
schools. These schools were attended
exclusively by Malay children. The
curriculam primarily included Islamic
religious instructions and the Malay
language. In conformity with its pro-
Malay policy the colonial government
initially financed the Malay schools
partially. Later with full financial
support these schools were trans-
formed into government Malay
schools.33 The major thrust of the
British policy was to promote prima-
ry Malay education, not English edu-
cation, so that the Malay youth be
not alienated from the Malay lang-
uage and culture. A significant ex-
ception to this policy was the provi-
sion of education of the English pub-
lic school type for the Malay aristoc-
racy.34

Chinese Schools

The colonial government felt no
responsibility for the education of the
Chinese and made no provision for it.
Left to themselves, the Chinese es-
tablished their own schools on the
pattern of their mother land and
continued their own traditions and
culture, They recruited teachers most-
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Iy from China who kept the Chinesc
nationalism alive in Malaysia. These
schools drew their inspiration from
China, followed Chinese curriculum,
taught through Chinese langunage
{Kuo-Yu), and adopted Chinese ideo-
logy. In response to the Chinese Re-
volution of 1911 they acquired revolu-
tionary outlook and in essence be-
came instruments of a foreign power.
To all intents and purposes they were
Chinese schools on Malaysian s0il.35

Being alarmed by the seditious na-
ture of operation and the anti-nation-
al tendencies of the Chinese schools,
the government passed the Registra-
tion of Schools Ordinance of 1920 to
supervise them closely. In 1935 the
government offered them monetary
aid if they would agree to meet the
standards of the Education Depart-
ment. However, most Chinese schools
preferred to maintain their indepen-
dence and decided not to accept the
government aid.36

Indian Schools

The education of Indians was close-
ly associated with the development
of plantations in Malaysia. The Labor
Ordinance of 1923 required estate
owners to provide schools if their
workers had ten or more children of
school-age (7-14). The government
gave a small annual per capifa grant
on the bhasis of examination results
and average attendance. The medium
of instruction was Tamil, the mother
tongue of the children. Because of
ill-qualificd and low-paid teacher,
part-time students, and meager facili-
ties, these schools provided education
of very poor quality.37

Engiish Schools

There were two types of English
schools. The “free” schools and grant-
in-aid schools. The ‘free” schools
were established by local efforts, en-
joyed the patronage of the govern-



ment, and charged fees. They were
called “free” because they were open
to all children regardless of race,
color, or creed. Because of financial
difficulties these schools were later
taken over by the government and be-
came public-supported institutions.38

The grantin-aid schools were es-
tablished and maintained by mission-
ary and charitable societies with a
certain amount of government aid.
The London Missionary Society, the
American Methodist Mission, and Ro-
man Catholic Mission were the most
active organizations.%9 In return for
the government aid the mission
schools conformed to the standards
of the Education Department, al-
though the government had always
maintained a close supervision over
their religious activities. These schools
were open to children of all races and
creeds and they emphasized Christian
education.40 By and large the English
schools provide western-oriented edu-
catton through the medium of English
language. These schools werelocated in
urban centers and theirprimary purpose
duringthe colonial period was to train
a few local people for clerical services
and for junior positions in adminis-
trative and professional services.4l

The teacher training also followed
the ethnic pattern of the schools.
Consequently there were separate
teacher training programs for Malay,
Chinase, Indian, and English schools.42

Thus ethnic factor influenced the
educational development at all levels
in Malaysia during the British rule.
In conformity with the political phi-
losophy of the period, the colonial
government did not consider provi-
sion of education as its legitimate
function, and did not regard education
as an instrument for national deve-
lopment. It looked upon it as a wel-
fare service, more or less left it to the
private voluntary bodies such as mis-
sionary societies or public-spirited in-

dividuals to provided English, Chinese
and Indian education, gave little fi-
nancial aid in some iunstances, and
exercised minimum control.43 The
only exception was the vernacular
education for the Malays which the
government undertook to provide it-
self. The government recognized Ma-
lays as the natives of Malaysia, consi-
dered them as the weaker segment of
the society, and therefore felt merally
oblhigated to protect and promote their
interests.44 On the other hand, the
Chinese and Indians were considered
immigrants having no claims on Ma-
laysia. They were judged as progres-
sive and competitive groups and were
left to themselves to look after their
own interests including education.
The system of education tended to
widen the gulf separating the various
communities.45

Non-Malays, Chinese, in particular,
are educationally advanced whereas
the Malays have been traditionally
backward. Probably the bountiful na-
ture and ease of life offered no chal-
lenge to the Malays for survival and
no incentive for cultural advance-
ment.46 In the value system of the
Chinese, on the other hand, educa-
tion has always occupied a prominent
place, and they brought along with
them their educational traditions from
their homeland. The government poli-
cy of laissez-faire allowed them the
freedom to pursue their educational
activities unhindered. Alse, superior
educational facilities generally have
been availablein urban centers where
mostly non-Malays, especially Chinese,
are concentrated. The result has been
that the Chinese have been ahead of
the other communities in education.47

The strong sense of cultural se-
parateness displayed by the non-
Malay, especiaily the Chinese, may
in large part be attributed to the
laissez-faire policy of the colonial
government toward education in the
1910’s and 193(’s. The government
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permitted the operation of schools on
ethnic lines instead of laying the
foundation of a national system of
education for all races using English
as the medium of instruction. In fact,
during this period no effort was made
to formulate and enforce a unified
policy designed to incorporate local
orientation in education.48 The gov-
ernment did not supervise the curri-
culum, methods of teaching, training
of teachers or their recruitment. Con-
sequently it was normal for Chinese
schools to recruit their teachers from
China, to provide Chinese education,
and to reflect Chinese ideology. Since
the schools did not need financial sup-
port from the government, they deve-
loped a completely independent atti-
tude which has persisted in varying
dagcess to the present day.49

By the middle of the twentieth
century there had developed in Malay-
sia not an educational system but a
motley of schools unrelated to and
independent of each other, by and
large governed by ethnic considera-
tions. They worked satisfactorily so
long as the communities had no in-
teraction with one another and the
administration of the country was un-
der the control of theBritish colnnial
government. But with the rise of na-
tionalism, beginning of freedom move-
ment, growth of communal conscious-
ness, and realization of the i »portance
of education and medium of instruc-
tion in schools which have generated
intense racial tensions in Malaysia.

After the World War II it became
apparent that Britain would withdraw
its control from its colonies and grant
them independence. The racial situa-
tion in Malaysia was extremely vola-
tile and portended dangerous conse-
quences at the termination of the
British rule. Unification of the three
main ethnic groups—Malays, Chinese,
and Indians—was the most urgent
task that awaited the national leaders
soon after thzir assumption of the
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reins of the self-government. A com-
mon single educational system for all
children of the country was consi-
dered to be the most important instru-
ment for the development of national
consciousness. A number of commit-
tees and commissions were appointed
to examine the educational problem
and to evolve aformula that would
harmonize the racial differences and
unify the nation. Among the notewor-
thy ones we-e the Central Advisory
Committee on Education (1949), the
Barnes Committee (1950), Fenn-Wu
Committee (1951), the Razak Com-
mittee (1956), and Reid Commission
(1957). These bodies produced vo-
luminous reports containing numerous
plans to evolve a national system of
education.50

Pursuant to its pro-Malay policy,
the British colonial government trans-
ferred the political power to the Ma-
lays before withdrawing from the
country in 1957. In the initial stage of
its self-government Malaysia was for-
tunate to have had Malay leaders of
the Alliance Party who were moderate,
liberal, enlightened, and truly nation-
alistic in their perspective. They
sought to unify the nation by accom-
modating the legitimate aspirations of
the other ethnic groups and promised
to preserve and sustain the growth of
the languages and cultures of the
non-Malay races. They also pledged
to estabhsh Malay as the national
language and as the main medium o
instruction in scheols in due course.5!

These views were embodied in the
recommendations of the Razak Com-
mittee Report (1956) which in turn
were incorporated in the Education
Ordinance of 1957. This Education
Ordinance was the first attempt to
introduce a national system of educa-
tion with the following policy state-
ment:

The education policy of the Fede-
ration is to establish a national sys-



tem of eduication acceptable to the
seople as a whole which will satisty
their needs and promote their cul-
tural, social, economic, and politi-
cal development as a nation, with
the intention of making the Malay
language the national language of
the country whilst preserving the
growth of the language and culture
of the people other than Malays
living in the country.52

Subsequently, there has been a drastic
departure {rom this policy which has
causad extreme dissatisfaction among
the non-Malays and has contributed
to racial tensions in the country,

[n 1969 the government anncunced
the policy of making Malay as the
main medium of instruction at all level
of education by 1985. It aimed to es-
tablish a single multi-racial school sys-
tem with a common language (Malay),
common curriculum, and common
public examinations.53 bxn.;hvh will
be retained as a compulsory second
language in all schools and Chinese
and Tamil primary schools will still
continue, but their pupils will have to
become proficient in Malay to com-
pete at the secondary and hicher edu-
cational fevels.54

Educationally, the policy ¢f making
Malay the sole medium of imtmction
is dlﬁdmmagwm to all pupils whose
native tongue is not Malay. Fheu
failure rate in the \Lua} language exe
minations (2 compulsory requirsment
for advancement to secondary and
higher education} is extremely higl,
resulting in a wastage of academically-
talented non-Malays. Malays have to
be only bilingual whereas non-Malays
have to learn three languages, which
imposes additional academic burden
on the latter. Firally, although alang-
uage of considerable richness and an-
tiquity, Malay is not considered ade-
quate for the nuances and technicali-
ties of the modern world.55

Like primary and secondary educa-

tion. higher education has also been a

snurce Of raci ththn in Malaysia.
The uon—l\’J’am;s have viewed the
university educaticn and proficiency

in English language az means to get
into professicis and the coveted and
relatively well-paid civii service jobs.
The Malays, educationall v backward,
have never been able tc acquire h1gh-
er education in numbe:s CoOmmensu-
rate with "11611’ propostion in the pop-
auldmm and Lave regerded university
ag the preserve for the non- -Malays
who are more skilled in I2nglish. They
have considered this as a weakness of
Malay culture and langnage and have
resented it.56

With the independence of Malaysia
po'itical power passed into the hands
of Malays who now controlthe govern-
ment. This has created a division of
political and economic power between
Malays and Chinese. Education is
viewed as the means to foster in the
Malay community the financial and
technical skills traditienally lacking.
Consequently Iialays are now the sole
recipients of all educational advan-
tages: free primary and secondary
education and a monopoly of grants
for further education.5?

Access to higher education is close-
ly guarded by the government and ra-
cial consideration. net merit, deter-
mines admission. Censeguently  a
large number of qualified non-Maijays
are denied admission whareas Malays
of lesser qualifications zre encouraged
to proceed to umversm This policy
has led to a kind of apartheid at up-

per levels which in turn has aggra-
vated race relations and has made a
mockery of integration,58 For example,
at the University of Malaya, Kuala
Lumpur, the non-Malay students are
‘Cee -paying, urban in origin, and Eng-
lish-speaking; the Malays are on scho-
larships, rural, and speak their mother
tongue, Malay. The majority of Ma-
lay students major in Islamic and Ma-
lay studies, the non-Malay students




mostly coucenirate in scicuce and
technology.?® Thus the home back-
grounds and academic programs of
Malay and non-Malay students offer
virtually no opportunity for any
meaningful social interaction. Besides,
the discriminatory treatment meted
to the non-Malays can only engender
bitterness in them toward their Ma-
lay counterparts.

Malay i3 being introduced steadily
as the medium of instruction with the
expactation that by 1985 all coursesat
the university level will be taught in
the national ranguage. This will hind-
er the overseas higher ion of
non-Malay students in Eng.islispeak-
ing countries where they have been
traditionally going. From the purely
racial standpcint, the outcome of this
policy would be comforiing to the
Malays, but from the national siand-
point it would hardly be adventageous.
The non-Malays express their resent-
ment privately since public question-
ing of the national language policy is
a seditious offence punichable by
heavy fines and long-term imprison-
ment.60

Malay students are imbued with
“we~are -the-masters—now” attitude
which cncourages them to  display
arrogance in their behavior. In order
to achieve racial balance. the Yang-
di-Pertuan Agong. Malaysia’s elected
king, has been authorized by the cons-
titution toreserve university places for
Malavs. The immediate result has
been that the universities are turning
out poorly trained Malay graduates.
Yet, the employers are coerced to em-
ploy them, especially in upper echelen
jobs.61

Malay dominated government cont-
rols the educational activities of the
non-Malays. During 1968 and 1969
the government rejected a propesal
made by Chinese leaders to establish
Merdeka University usinz Chinese
as the languaze of instruction on the
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ground that it would encourage dis-
harmony amcng the communities, In
July 1965 a regulation was issued
making it an offence to form, to con-
tribute to, or t» collect money for.
any higher educational institution
without the approval of the minister
of education.t2

This has had the effect of rescind-
ing the Article 152 {1} in the cons-
titution which states:

No person shall be prohibited or
prevented from using (other than
for officia! purposes), or from teach
ing or learning, any other language;
and nothing in this clause shall
preiudice the right of the Federal
Government or of any State Goverp-
to preserve and sustain the uze ond
study of the lauguage of any other
community in the Federaticn .63

Attempts to correct the educational
imbalance between the Malays and
non-Malays through thas national
language policy and “‘special privi-
leges” for Malays in the constitution
have created a climate of insecurity
and frustraiion among the non-Malays.
The racial yioletice of May 13, 1869,
is attributed largely to political man-
euvering of the language-educational
issue prior to the 1969 national elect-
ions 64

CONCLUSIEN

Malaysia has a distinctly multia
cial population, and each community
has a completely ditferent ethnic, cul-
tural, religious, «nd linguistic back-
ground. These communities compose
significant proportions and are to stay
in the country. Therefore the most
urgent need of the society is commu-
nal harmony.

The Malay-controlled government
is determined to “restructure” the
soctety and correct its present ‘“racial
economic disparities” and create “a
Malay commercial and indusirial com-



munity.” It is also convinced that its
policy of multi-racial education through
Malay as the medium of instruction
would promote national unity.65
However, attempts to resiructure the
saciety thus farthrough the transforma-
tion of the educational system have
tended to heighten rather thap dimi-
nish the potential for conflict.66

The current policies to restructure
the educational and economic systems
seem to have emerged not out of con-
cern for the national interest but out
of expedient adaptations to political
crises. They lack the credibility neces-
sary for affective loyalty of the non-Ma-
lays who counstitute a significant seg-
ment of the population. They are a
source of considerable anxiety and re-
sentment among them.67 In the face of
extensive Malaynization program, they
fear extinction of their culture, identi-
ty, and language. In their view, count-
ry’s racial fragmentation is worsen-
ing.68 While it is just to provide ad-
ditional help to cultivate the weaker
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