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Federal Constitution,
Rukun Negara are
essential frameworks
of multiculturalism

N Aug 31, Malaysia cel-

ebrates its 63th inde-

pendence day. The mul-

ticultural character of
Malaysia (then Malaya) precedes
her independence.

The traditionally predominant-
ly Malay demography saw drastic
changes during the British colo-
nial period when hundreds of
thousands of Chinese and Indian
migrant workers were brought
in.

The then migrant workers

shared very little similarities
with the indigenous Malays and
were often isolated from one an-
other. {

The Chinese concentrated in
the tin mining sector, while
the Indians primarily worked in
rubber estates. The Chinese
were generally Buddhists and
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practitioners of Taoism, while
a majority of Indians were Hin-
dus.

Across time, interactions be-
tween ethnic groups increased,
and Chinese and Hindu temples,
as well as other places of worship,
flourished next to mosques and
surau throughout the country.
Today, Malaysia’s population is
60 per cent Muslim and 40 per
cent of other beliefs.

Inter-ethnic relations in
Malaysia continue to be under-
scored by a high spirit of toler-
ance and acceptance despite
brief periods of strain. The
Federal Constitution plays
an essential role in cultivating

such levels of unity and harmo-
ny.

On the surface, the Federal
Constitution may seem to be
favouring the Malays, with spe-
cial provisions given to the po-
sition of Islam (Article 3); the spe-
cial position of the Malays, and
later in 1963, the natives of Sabah
and Sarawak (Article 153); Bahasa
Melayu as the national language
(Article 152); and the position of
the Malay Rulers (Article 38).

These, however, were critical
to the social contract histori-
cally agreed between the three
largest political parties repre-
senting the Malays, Chinese and
Indians.

In return for these provisions,
non-Malays were foremost ac-
corded citizenship, along with
other essential rights such as re-
ligious freedom, cultural rights,
educational rights and economic
rights. Politically, ruling govern-
ments have always been com-
posed of a coalition between the
three largest ethnic groups (now
including other smaller ethnic
groups).

In brief, the Malaysian plural

society can be described asarain-
bow. In other words, unity is
achieved without sacrificing peo-
ple’s unique ethnic, religious,
cultural and regional identities.
However, the widening economic
gap between the Malays and non-
Malays has become a significant
concern.

On May 13, 1969, inter-ethnic
tension escalated into riots, as-
saults, arson, protests and blood-
shed. This brief but dark episode
witnessed the suspension of the
Constitution and the formation
of the National Operations Coun-
cil as a caretaker government to
restore order and peace.

As a consequence, the Rukun
Negara was introduced as the
Malaysian national philosophy
on Aug 31, 1970. Among the pri-
mary goals of Rukun Negara are
to realise Malaysia’s ambition
to enhance the unity of its
people; safeguard the spirit
of democracy; establish a just
society; maintain a liberal ap-
proach in addressing diversity;
and create a progressive and
technologically advanced soci-

ety.

Since then, the Federal Consti-
tution and the Rukun Negara
have become the two most es-
sential frameworks of multicul-
turalism for the nation.

There are also voices arguing
that the social contract estab-
lished in 1957 is now obsolete.
Such demands go against the
spirit of unity and mutual re-
spect, which has been the
bedrock of the nation for gen-
erations.

The Constitution is a document
born out of the spirit of mod-
eration, balance and “give and
take” between the Bumiputeras
and non-Bumiputeras. It is a bul-
wark against extreme ideologies
and a remedy for inter-ethnic
tensions.

Additionally, the principles es-
poused by the Rukun Negara are
essential. It is a visionary doc-
ument that strives to reduce eco-
nomic inequalities between Bu-
miputeras and non-Bumiputeras
and to unite all Malaysians.
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