Instead of quest‘ioning the'political correctne

f the term’i Bangsa Malaysia, it would be

more beneficial for all parties concerned to sqvour the cultural, rehglous and racial unity
which Malaysians have fostered over the years. whlch others can onIy dream about

B By Khaidun Abdul Mahk

i HE ISSUE of Bangsa

. Malaysia has again been
resurrected as an occasion for

inter- and intra-political
chlcanery Much of the current debate
has revolved around whether the use
of the term Banogsa Malaysia is
constitutional, the extent to which the

term corresponds to perceptions of

‘national identity (as opposed to
communal, ethnie, religious identities
and so on} in general, and whether it

can and should form the basis for the

crgationand sustamabﬂlty of natlonal

unity.

The concept of Bangsa Ma/aysza i5
notoriously difficult to define. The
word bangsa can be understood i in

different ways, and often means

different things to different people, Tt
can be used to describe, similartothe

term ‘race’, those sharin
‘deseent, but its Sans

suggest lineage, or caste. Furthermore,
the term Is also commonly used to  Slo
. deseribe those oflowblrth Of course, -

_commentators prefer to limit discussion
around the subject in terms of its legal
, verac1ty, this would, in practlce, alienate
the contextin which the constitutionwas
_drafted essent1a1 because the meaning
of a text is anchored in its context;
historically, culturally and pohtwally; To .
deny that 1s 1o lose any sense

‘, on Whmh the text was wntten 4 ,
Some may. con51der thlS as elng,
'excesswely complex, butifs somemeasure
of se OUShess 18 10 be attached to our
notmns of c:1t1zensh1p, natlonhood and; .

traditional uses of the term are not ¢

necessarily conscrlpted by a static
definition - by and large, its meamngr @

is equally defined byitsuse,

The debate is not new he vamous, .
issiies involved have been the source .

of some of the most wgorous cultural -
and pol1t1cal dlscourse which goes
_prior to

back many ,yea,r,s,

independence. Though some

douns, o
 interpreted as havil

MALAYSIAN BUSINESS 1 Decerber1,2006

~developing categorles

‘ in these terms that the who

pohtlca] maneuvermg S0 beloved by our|

pohtu:lans

The historian Bernard Cohn in hlS .

works dlscusses th undame al ro

played by colonlal dlscourse in

understandmg in eolomsed societi

,categorles concepts and dlStl

are enumerated in. wa’

and ours, spec1ﬁca11y, has shewn, itis
scussion

of self

o fthe hlstory of eolomahsm in general ,



f some measpire of seri izsn <5 is to e.attached

to our notions ot
and so on, then semantic concetns

into play QQ“EYa'é'c?Pcawy

pertaining to identity, ethnicity and
nationhood is borne. Local traditions,

histories and forms of knowledge are,
at best, nominal factors i in the ensumg ,

debate,

But why is thls necessarlly a
problem? The answer to that isthe fact
that many of the kinds of problems we
face today stem from a limited
understanding of the past, and the way,
these issues have played themselves out
inthe present. The current controversy
. over Bangsa Malaysia is a classic
example of this. Historians ofthe Malay
Archipelago have long recognised that
modern notions of identities — derived

in part from the Linnean classification

of species — have long corrugated local

understanding of self-hood that are

fairly unrecognisable in communities
-around the region for much of its
history.

Questions surrounding ethnie
_ identity, nationhood, citizenship and so
on, only‘b,ecamye more widespread
during the latter stages of colonial rule
- often accompanying the discourse of
anti-colonial politieal strugele, For
example, though colonialists and local
scribes (such as Stamford Raffles, who
mentioned the existence of a ‘Malay
nation as early ag the beginning of the
1800s, and Abdullah Munshi, who
described Bangsa Melayuas an ethnic
identity during the 1840s) have been
writing about ‘Malayness’ for some

Citizensr

time, it was only towards the end of the
19% Century, when the rise of modern
anti-colonialism became the dominant
feature of the political landscape, that the
term gained widespread currency in

directing notions of identity and ethmczty '

amongst local communities.

The current debate, couched in the ’
language of political expedlency, attempls

to ignore the complexity of this history,
often trying to establish the debate in
simplistic forms, with the hope that
credibility ean be estabhshed through a

populous appeal. However, the idea of ’
_national 1dent1ty, nationhood and

citizenship are intimately intertwined
with notions of value, ethics and tradition
~allof which are grounded in asense of
the past and the myriad ways it interacts
with the present. ‘
Newly formed nation states are often
fraught with questions to do with identity, ,
political rights and so on. All of these
might be best viewed as questions of
legitimacy — on what basis Is a country
formed? And, can that, which is accepted
as the basis for the existence of the
country, be legitimately sustained over
time? For example, some of the main
reasons why the issue of Bungsa
Malaysiais, and has been raised, are to.

do with a number of important

assumptions:

# theideaof national unity’, in that the
kinds of social organisation currently in
place creates,

*%?%’

lg) nationhood
o be brcught
IS case

2 dmsmn amongthe dlfferent ethmc

groups in the country, and therefore, .

efforts should be made to create the
basis for a more common identity,

§  towhat extent does this go against

the constitutional provisions already
and  whether 4t is

prov1ded
consntutlonally leg1t1mate to ra’ufy
such an identity, and

#  what institutional ramifications

such a move would have on pre-
existing institutional frameworks — be

they legal, economic, political or
otherwise — within the state?
 Perhaps, what weshoulddoisto take

the debate a step or two back. A more

critical exploratlon of the kinds of

assumptions which bind these opinions

together might prove to be more fruitful

for our understanding of thiese issues,

So, instead of passively aceepting the
commonly held view that ‘mational

unity’ must be fostered, we should

instead rejoice in the fact that

Malaysian society, as a general rule, has
been able to foster the kinds of cultural,

. religiousand rac1al bridges which most

other countries have attempted but

failed. Not because of but rather despite

politically mspired attempts to foster
‘national unity.
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