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Suraya emphasised that these everyday interactions have helped reduce prejudice because people come to know one another personally rather 
than through rel1g1ous labels . 

KOTA KINABALU: Sabah's long-standing reputation as one of Ma laysia's strongest examples of re ligious and ethnic 

harmony should not obscure the need to address persistent inequalities that continue to undermine human dignity, 

according to University Malaysia Sa bah (UMS) Centre for Promotion of Knowledge and Language Learning Associate 

Prof Dr Suraya Sintang. 

Speaking at the Rou ndtable Discussion on Multi-faith Partnership, she said while Sabah has demonstrated that people of 

different fa iths and ethnicities can live peacefu lly together, true human flourishing requires more than symbolic displays 

of unity. 

Instead, she ca lled for Sabah to move towards what she described as "substantive harmony"- a society where every 

ind ividual, including those who remain socia lly and economica lly margina lised, has fair access to opportunities, basic 

services and protection of their dignity. 

"To flourish human dignity, Sabah must move from symbolic harmony to substantive harmony," she said on Tuesday. 

She acknowledged that Sabah has become a recognised model of religious harmony because interactions across 

different communities occur naturally in everyday life . 

Unl ike formal interfa ith programmes, Sabahans regularly meet and bu ild friendships across rel ig ious and ethnic 

boundaries in villages, workplaces , schools, markets and family gatherings. 

Musl ims, Christians , Buddhists and followers of indigenous beliefs routinely attend one another's weddings, funerals, 

harvest festiva ls and community celebrations, demonstrating mutual respect while rema ining faithful to their own 

re lig ious traditions. 

The prevalence of mixed-faith extended families also demonstrates that strong religious commitment and deep family 

affection are not mutually exclusive. 

Suraya emphasised that these everyday interactions have helped reduce prejud ice because people come to know one 

anothe r personally rather than through rel igious labels. 

However, she cautioned that peaceful coexistence alone does not guarantee that every member of society experiences 

dign ity equally. 

She said one of Sabah's greatest challenges is the gap between its public image as a harmonious society and the lived 

reality of many communities. 

While harmony is often highlighted through official speeches, cul tural celebrations and public events, she noted that 

many Sabahans continue to struggle with poverty, discrimination and unequal access to education, healthcare and 

employment. 

"A society cannot fully protect hu man dignity when certain groups are left behind," she stressed . 

She added that exclusion from basic services diminishes human dignity even when society appears peaceful on the 

surface. 

Citing Sabah's socio-economic challenges , she pointed ou t that many rural communities continue to face inadequate 

roads, unreliable water supply, limited internet connectivity, and shortages of schools and healthcare faci lities. 

These structural inequalities, she said, reduce people's abi lity to improve their qual ity of life and contradict the principle 

that every individual deserves equal opportunities regardless of where they live. 

"Human dignity requires fair access to basic services, regard less of where a person lives ," she said. 

While inter-religious relationsh ips remain strong at the community level, Suraya said meaningful dialogue on sensitive 

issues sti ll needs to be strengthened . 

Although commu nities regularly ce lebrate one another's fest ivals and maintain cordial relationships, discussions 

surrounding relig ious misunderstandings, discrimination and unequa l treatment are often avoided. 

She warned that without safe and respectful dialogue, underlying tensions may remain unresolved despite outward 

harmony. 

Suraya also highlighted the co ntinu ing cha llenges faced by undocumented and stateless children and families in Sabah. 

Without proper identification documents, many are unable to enroll in schools, access healthcare or obta in lega l 

employment. 

Regardless of their legal status, she argued every individua l deserves compassion, dignity and protection of their basic 

rights. 

Despite these challenges, Suraya maintained that Sabah's trad ition of living peacefully across religious and ethnic 

differences remains one of its greatest strengths. 

She said this culture of coexistence provides a strong foundation, but it must be reinforced th rough equitab le public 

policies, inclusive institutions, honest dialogue and sustained community action. 

Rather than viewing these shortcomings as weaknesses, recognising them provides an opportunity to strengthen the 

Sabah model. 

"Sabah's harmony is real but it is not perfect. Acknowledging the gaps does not weaken the Sabah model. Instead, it 

helps us improve it," she added. 

She concluded that a truly flourishing society is one where harmony extends beyond symbolic coexistence to ensure that 

every person is heard, protected, respected and given a meaningful opportunity to thrive. 

"Human dignity wi ll flou rish when every person is not only accepted , but also heard, protected , respected , and given a 

fa ir opportunity to live a meaningful life ," she said. 


