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ABSTRACT

The question of nation-building has always been a central issue in Malaysian politics.
Whilst the country has been able to sustain a relatively stable politics since the 1969
tragedy, and hence spawn a rapid economic development (at least until the 1997 Asian
economic crisis), the project of nation-building remained a basic national agenda yet
to be fully resolved. This study investigates the delicate process of nation-building in
Malaysia in the post 1970s, especially in the context of the vision of constructing the
Bangsa Malaysia or 'a united Malaysian nation' enshrined in Mahathir's Vision 2020
project which was introduced in 1991. The aim of the study is firstly, to examine the
underlying socio-political parameters that shaped and influenced the politics of
nation-building in the country, and secondly, to explore the viability of the project of
Bangsa Malaysia in the context of the daunting challenges involved in the process of
nation-building. Drawing from a range of theoretical frameworks as well as from
both primary and secondary data, the study contends that, based on the Malaysian
experience, the potent interplay between the forces of ethnicity and nationalism
constitute the crux of the problems in the politics of nation-building in Malaysia. This
dialectic it is argued, stems from the prevalence of the varying perceptions of 'nation-
of-intent' within and across ethnic groups. These phenomena have not only shaped
the pattern of ethnic political mobilisation in the country, but above all, laid the most
complex set of obstacles in the path of the project of nation-building. This study
argues that the project of constructing the Bangsa Malaysia therefore, can be seen as a
significant attempt by the state to reconcile the varying ethnic ideologies of nation-of-
intent. It can also be considered as an attempt to consolidate Malay nationalism and
cultural pluralism, thus, depicting 'the nation' as a 'mosaic of cultures', or reflecting a
creation of 'a supra-ethnic' national identity. However, the viability of the envisaged
project is yet to be tested. The concept itself is still vague to many people and the
challenges ahead are enormous, involving political, economic, socio-cultural and
religious issues. Indeed, the project risks becoming the 'latest' in the series of
competing notions of nation-of-intent circulating in Malaysia. This study contends
that whilst, to some extent, the socio-political landscape of Malaysian society has
been rapidly changing, especially under the eighteen years of Mahathir's reign,
ethnicity still pervades Malaysian political life. This study differs from many
previous studies on nation-building in Malaysia which have mainly focused on either
the historical dimensions or those which have examined the impact of key national
policies. As such, it is hoped that this study would be able to provide an alternative
perspective in the analysis of ethnic relations and nation-building in Malaysia, thus
broadening the understanding of Malaysian politics and society.
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PART I

BACKGROUND TO THE RESEARCH



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Prologue

The paradox of nation-building in many deeply divided societies is one of

reconciling ethnic allegiance with overarching loyalty to the state. This is because the

forces of ethnicity and nationalism that emerged in these societies tend to be social and

politically salient, thus, making the process of nation-building not only difficult but a

complex task. Broadly speaking, nation-building refers to a process of constructing

national identity that could accommodate ethnic pluralism while simultaneously

inculcating an overarching sense of nationhood. It is usually a process associated with

plural societies. As a plural society, nation-building has always been a great challenge

for Malaysia. Ethnicity characterised the very basis of Malaysian politics. This is

reflected by the fact that political struggles are often fought on an ethnic basis, and the

tendency of most political issues to be perceived in ethnic terms (see: Zalcaria Ahmad,

1989; Crouch, 1996). This is a prevailing phenomenon in Malaysian polity since its

independence in 1957. Amid its relative stability and rapid economic development

especially over the past two decades, Malaysia's nation-building project has not been

fully accomplished, and constantly dominates political agendas.

Malaysian society comprises three major ethnic communities, namely the

Malays, who made up about 50 percent of the population, and two sizeable immigrant

communities, one Chinese (37 per cent) and the other Indian (11 per cent). In the

context of Malaysian politics, the Malays together with other indigenous peoples are

classified as Bumiputera (lit. sons of the soil) - who enjoy certain privileges as

stipulated under the Malaysian constitution. 1 On the other hand, the Chinese and the

I The terms Malay and Bumiputera which are used in Malaysia often in the context of affirmative action
programmes may at times cause confusion. Legally speaking, the term Bumiputera is referred to the indigenous
communities in Sabah and Sarawak, the majority of which are non-Muslim. The term Malay is used to refer to
ethnic Malays in the Peninsular who are Muslim. The small minority of indigenous (aborigine) communities in the
Peninsular are classified as the Orang As/i.. However, during the NEP period (1971-1990), the term Bumiputera has
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