Five lessons we can learn from the history of Malaysia, from Merdeka to the present day
By Loh Kwong Fei

“In order to go forward, you must know where you are coming from, otherwise, you may be going backwards thinking that you are going forward because you don’t know where you come from. You have to learn the lessons of history. That means, the young people must know the history of this country.
” – Tun Dr. Mahathir Mohamad


The importance of history is in its capacity to help us draw conclusions from past events as it sheds light on the present. This essay will discuss the five most important lessons we can learn from the history of Malaysia, from Merdeka to the present day. Naturally, the five lessons will be from important aspects in nation-building which includes social, economy, education and politics as outlined below. 

In the social perspective, history has placed great importance in strengthening unity within our diverse cultural and ethnic communities. From the time of independence, national unity remains the paramount objective
. Unity in diversity is our force towards sustained growth and harmony within the country. Racial sentiments had been plaguing our social and political scene since Independence. The tragic May 13 incident in 1969 serves as a gothic reminder of how terrifying racial tensions can be if not handled properly and justly. During that period, open and provocative discussions of racial problems ignited fierce race riots. According to police figures, 196 people died, 149 were wounded. 753 cases of arson were logged and 211 vehicles were destroyed or severely damaged
. Furthermore, losses amounting to billions of Ringgit were borne by our nation disrupting economic activities and causing loss of confidence by  investors
. Irresponsible displays of racial and seditious remarks by our men and women should be thoroughly condemned in the spirit of goodwill to cut off the chain of hate and evil in our community. 


Although unity still exists in the country, it is fragile and must be managed properly to improve inter-racial ties. In addition, unscrupulous politicians who harpon racial sentiments to gain support threaten national unity, as shown in the May 13 incident.
 It is always difficult to overcome prejudices, to erase racial discriminations and to unite people of different cultures, but this is an important task that requires great commitment from our nation regardless of past grievances 
British colonialists segregated the Malays and non-Malays for their political and economical benefit, an outcome which degrades racial harmony in Malaysia
. When Malaysia was formed in 1963, there was a sharp division of wealth between the Chinese, who were perceived to control a large portion of the Malaysian economy, and the Malays, who were perceived to be more poor and rural. The Malays were concentrated in their traditional villages, focusing mainly on agricultural activities, while the Chinese dominated urban-based tin mines and commerce industry and the Indians cloistered in self-contained semi-rural plantations.
 Stemming from the May 13 incident on , 1969, the New Economic Policy (NEP) was launched to achieve inter-ethnic economic parity between the predominantly Malay Bumiputeras and predominantly Chinese non-bumiputeras
. This is done by eradicating poverty among all Malaysians and restructuring Malaysian society thus eliminating identification of ethnicity with economic function
. As a result of the NEP, the wealth of the Bumiputeras went from 4% in 1970 to about 20% in 1997. The overall wealth of the country as a whole also grew; per capita GNP went from RM1,142 in 1970 to RM12,102 in 1997. During the same period, absolute poverty in the population as a whole dropped from 49.3% to 6.8%
. Overall, the NEP was able to improve the quality of life and lowered poverty levels significantly. 
For a multiracial country like Malaysia, economic stability will lead to political stability and vice versa. The mission is therefore to ensure that the economy grows and its growth must be sustained at a faster rate so that the social restructuring process can be quicker in the interest of national unity. The NEP was succeeded by the National Development Policy in 1991 and the Vision 2020 Policy takes over from year 2000 onwards to further enhance economic growth for improved social unity
.   
“Education is the key to progress. No race or nation can advance without education. It is the foundation for the attainment of all economic and social objectives.
” – Tun Hussein Onn

Clearly, the next lesson we learn is that education is the key to change the mindset of the community and has the power to unite people of different cultures to achieve a similar goal. In the past, the manifestations of mono-culturalism in our education policy is evident with the introduction of ‘ultimate objective’, implementing ethnically-based quota system since the early seventies and retarded development of mother tongue schools. Consequently, the Abdul Razak Report 1956 dropped the proposal for the "ultimate objective", and instead recommended a national education system conducive to the growth of the mother tongue education. If ever there was any so-called "social contract" as often referred to by the ruling elite, the Education Ordinance 1957 was the genuine "social contract" in respect of the national education. Unfortunately, barely 4 years after the implementation of the Education Ordinance 1957 founded upon multi-culturalism, came the Rahman Talib Report 1960 that re-introduces the "ultimate objective" - the conservative policy of mono-culturalism.
 The Education Act 1996 retains the mono-cultural nature of the education policy and continues to pursue the "ultimate objective" with renewed vigor.

Currently, the national education policy implemented by our government is in essence a policy that promotes national unity as its prime objective. Emphasis was placed on the national language without jeopardising the development of the language and culture of other ethnic communities. Today, globalisation is fast taking place, resulting in stiff competition world-wide. A new policy of teaching Mathematics and Science in the English language was introduced in 2004, to further benefit from the languages universality and available resources.
 In the past, racial quotas in universities and racial polarizations in schools had been affecting the development of racial unity within our younger generation. The racial quota is highly politicised and controversial issue in university admission. In 2002, the government introduced a new university admission system based on meritocracy.  Under the new system, greater numbers of Bumiputera students were able to secure places in local universities.
 Although many parties view meritocracy as an inclination to sacrifice the rights and privileges of the Malays and Bumiputeras, the meritocracy system provides a more challenging platform for students to be admitted into university. The system gives priority to outstanding students who are not only academically excellent, but also active in co-curricular activities.
 For the 2004/2005 academic session, 63.8% bumiputera students were accepted into local universities compared to the previous 55% by the quota system.
 This percentage is much more justified with reference to Malaysian demographics with Malays and indigenous tribe making up 61.4% of the population
. 
The 1997 recession better known as the East Asian financial crisis was a disaster to our economy. Its was due to heavy international currency speculation leading to major slumps in exchange rates beginning with the Thai baht in May 1997.
 The KLSE composite index dropped from 1271 points in February 1997 to 262 in August 1998. The Malaysian ringgit exchange rate fell from RM2.42 to RM4.88 to the U.S. dollar by January 1998.
 This resulted in heavy outflow of foreign capital. In response, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) recommended austerity changes to fiscal and monetary policies. However, the Malaysian government refused economic aid from IMF and imposed capital controls and pegged the Malaysian Ringgit at 3.80 to a US dollar, while foreign capital repatriated before staying at least twelve months was subject to substantial levies.
 In order to rejuvenate the economy, massive government spending was made and Malaysia continuously recorded budget deficits in the years that followed. Economic recovery has been led by strong growth in exports, particularly of electronics and electrical products, to the United States, Malaysia's principal trade and investment partner. By stabilising the exchange rate, currency fluctuations ceased and the significantly reduced interest rates enabled flexibility for consumers and firms to borrow thus improving investment and consumption conditions. Furthermore, the statutory reserve requirement was reduced to increased liquidity and banks were encouraged to increase lending. Inflationary pressures remained benign, and, as a result, Bank Negara Malaysia, the central bank, had been able to follow a low interest rate policy. Despite international criticism, these methods stabilize our economy effectively thus restoring net growth and foreign investment confidence. The Malaysian economy contracted by nearly 7% in 1998, recovered to 8% growth in 2000, slipped again under 1% in 2001 and has since stabilized to 5% growth in 2002-2004 terms.
  

For the countries that sought IMF aid, they lost their policy autonomy, succumbed to high interest rates on debts, continued currency depreciation and deregulation of foreign ownership that led to foreign takeover of many local assets.
  Our government maintained certain key economic and social policies especially the regulation of foreign ownership of assets, subsidies and price controls to prevent social chaos. From the Malaysian policy towards the recession, we learnt that having policy space and flexibility is important to a developing country. The recession taught the country not to be complacent and forces the country to meet global challenges with resilience.
The fifth lesson would be from our unique political and government system. Our government system is of Parliamentary Democracy with a Constitutional Monarchy.
 Generally, it’s a government by the people, for the people and of the people. Executive power is exercised by the government while federal legislative power is held by both the government and the bicameral parliament consisting of the Senate (Dewan Negara) and the House of Representatives (Dewan Rakyat) while the judiciary constitutes the third wing of our government.
 Our government does not restrict itself to a certain ideology; instead, it chooses the best elements from the existing ideologies to help them rule the nation. Democracy remains the core of Malaysian political system.

The Malaysian political system allows for direct representation of the people at the highest level of government thus becoming the most important feature of democracy. The superiority of democracy over all other systems or forms of government lies in the right for the people to choose their government.
 And because they can do this, our government must be responsible and efficient, or risk being voted out. The National Front coalition has proven to be a successful governing formula compared to other unitary parties in Malaysia. Undeniably, the strength of UMNO plays a major role in uniting all the parties in the National Front. All the individual parties in the National Front can still identify themselves with their respective communities and objectives, 
 as , the reality is that an average Malaysian still cannot overcome his racial loyalties and his fears of not being represented in the Parliament and government. The coalition arrangement has enabled all the major races to be in every National Front government since Independence.
 For 49 years since Independence, our National Front-led government has remained in power, showing that a multiracial party coalition can obviously govern well, given the right leadership and strong unity amongst its members. 
In conclusion, it can be seen from all the five lessons above, that the central theme is multiracial unity. Malaysian must always retain the spirit of consensus and cooperation which is its  pillar of strength since Independence. The present generation has the obligation to make Malaysia a developed country by drawing lessons from the past to promote peace and robust growth within the nation for generations to come.
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