As a multiracial society Malaysia faces challenges to maintain stability and harmony. Discuss how to develop a united Malaysian nation

By Gan Chee Meng
"Not vain the weakest, if their forces unite."
  This is our belief. It was the spirit of unity that allowed us to proclaim our Independence without any bloodshed, carnage and massacre. In the world today  where genocides ransack the harmony of civilians in Africa, South America and Middle East; in Malaysia, we are still one united family, holding hands together, marching towards our  Vision 2020 with fervent faith, hope and love, despite being from diverse backgrounds, cultures and religions. Our hearts are unified, our spirits are coalesced. Malays, Chinese and Indians, together in unity we stand. We are a united nation by itself. This has made the big brothers of the world look at our uniqueness with quite different eyes.

The basis of national unity, simply stated, is a single ethnic group possessing a common language, culture and religion confined within an area of definite geographical boundaries. 2 Living in a multiracial society, national unity is the pulse of all Malaysians. Realizing the importance of developing a united Malaysian nation, the federal government has formed the Department of National Unity under the Ministry of Unity and Social Development. Under this Ministry, the values of unity must be imparted to all Malaysians through campaigns, talks and ensuring that all Malaysian races are represented in key decision making processes. The celebration of National Unity Day on the 16th of September is to support the vision of unity on a larger scale. Honors and recognitions should also be conferred upon those who have contributed in promoting national unity. Motivating programs such as "Sedar Padu", "Titian Emas", National Unity Jamboree and National Integration Camp could be organized more often in order to boost unity between different races.

With various dialects and mother tongues spoken among different races, it is essential that a national language is introduced to bridge the communication gap between Malaysians. Thus, the government has proclaimed the Malay language as the only official language. Being the lingua franca 3, the Malay language plays a fundamental role in enhancing national integrity, stability and harmony. The Malay language has a history going back almost 500 years. It was already used in the Malay Archipelago since the Malacca Sultanate. At that time, it was an important trade language used not merely among the Malays, but among the Chinese, Thai, Arab and Indian traders as well. To date, the Malay language still remains as the main medium of communication among Malaysians and this has proved to overcome the language hindrances between different races. Here is an opportunity for our nation to be trilingual, establishing Malaysian as an international economic centre.

Out of all the efforts to achieve our vision as a truly united nation, of course, education is indispensable. Unlike during the British occupation where education was very limited and different races studied in their own vernacular schools using their respective curricula, it is most important that the Ministry of Education standardize our education system based on the National Education Policy (1956 Razak Report) to boost unity among the younger generations. Under this policy, all races have equal rights to study under the same education system, using the same language medium and studying the same syllabi in all primary and secondary schools nationwide. This enables all races to come together under one roof, sharing the same aim, vision and principles, since education is a primary tool to foster a strong unity among all the races, it is absolutely vital that the government start cultivating and nurturing the seed of unity in school children. The government’s proposal to establish Vision Schools is also an effective way to amplify the spirit of national unity. Another opportunity is to ensure that all Malaysians who excel in their studies are rewarded with awards, scholarships and university placements. This communicates that Malaysia strives for excellence regardless of race and religion. All for one, one for all, that is our device.

While other endeavours are being made, we could actually strengthen unity through economic alliances. The government has made this possible by making legislation to reserve acertain percentage of partnerships in business for the natives. As a matter of fact, this is one of the easiest ways to enforce unity among Malaysians. Conglomerating companies among Malays, Chinese and Indians plays an important role in ensuring that wealth is equally shared out among all races, thus preventing certain races from monopolizing the stock market. This could be made through exchanges of share capital, dealing and prices. When this is achieved, everyone in the company would be united regardless of their background and cultural differences. Moreover, all races could contribute towards the well being of the company and also the nation's economic growth. Therefore, the size of the cake must be made to grow bigger so that we have more to distribute. 4 Our ultimate objective remains the fostering of national unity through balanced and dynamic growth.5 United we stand, divided we fall. All of us should walk shoulder to shoulder towards developing a united Malaysian nation. In retrospect, it is easy to see why attaining unity was almost impossible during the British ruling, because at that time the nation's economics were mainly predominated by certain races only.
Even the weak become strong when they are united. This is the maxim that we shall bear in mind forever. Through various sports events and arts, the quintessence of national unity could be solidified into firm practice among all races. First class athletes representing the country in international sports events such as the Commonwealth Games and Southeast Asian Games should be given strong and equal support by fellow Malaysians regardless of their race and origin. Orchestras and choirs must aim to sound as one harmonious voice offering whilst embracing the differences in instruments and voices. No one instrument or voice is more important than the other. In this way, we could impress the world by our ability to be united as a family in attaining a goal that all of us have in common despite having different complexions.

Being a multiracial society, we are rich in cultures and traditions. Indeed, there are a range of festivals celebrated by different races of Malaysia. As an effort to maintain stability and harmony between races, the open house concept has been held at both state and national level during major cultural celebrations such as the Islamic Aidilfitri New Year, Lunar New Year, Deepavali and Christmas. Malaysians should be encouraged to take this opportunity to visit each other during these celebrations. This is to promote mutual understanding among the different races as well as respecting and celebrating the differences in each other's customs and beliefs. We should also avoid provoking sensitive racial sentiments and taboos that will cause discord among Malaysians. For this reason, our hearts ought not to be set against one another, but set with one another, and all for the same goal.

Unity is the secret of social progress, and service to society is the means to promote it. To foster unity among Malaysians more effectively, we must have a democratic political system which gives equal rights for all races to voice out their opinions. This could be done by having different races appointed as state assemblymen and cabinet members. Every race should be given the opportunity to be involved in politics. In other words, no one should be edged out. The recent open discussions about racial unity and issues have given all races the chance to speak openly with the focus on creating racial harmony to benefit all Malaysians. Furthermore, as a pathway to boost unity, it is important that the government legislates against racial discrimination. This is to prevent anyone from discussing issues that will bar the way to unity. The authorities should enforce the 1960 Internal Security Act and also the 1948 Act of Incitement to perpetuate the nation's racial integrity. This could obviously fortify unity among Malaysians of different races.

All in all, it is the responsibility of Malaysians from all walks of life to maintain stability and harmony because this is the prerequisite for developing a united Malaysian nation. As the heirs of this era, we ought to strive for the national unity. When we stand together as a united family, we shall continue to prosper and stand as an international community in the "global village". 6 It is our absolute duty to fight for the unity of our nation. Remember, upon the conduct of each depends the fate of all. Consequently, all of us should aim for the laurel of unity. As Malaysians, we must learn that the more we embrace difference as a potential opportunity, the less it looks like a problem. Without a united Malaysian nation, stability and harmony could never be maintained.

The significance which is in unity is an eternal wonder.7 At the end of the day, it comes down to this: In union there is strength.

Endnotes
1 Homer (800 BC - 700 BC) Greek epic poet; wrote epic poems "Iliad" and "Odyssey".

2 Mahathir Mohamad, The Malay Dilemma (Singapore: Times Books International, 1970), 98
3  Also known as Sabir, originally "Lingua Franca" referred to a mix of mostly Italian with a broad vocabulary drawn from Turkish, Persian, French, Greek and Arabic. This mixed language (pidgin, Creole language) was used for communication throughout the medieval and early modern Middle East as a diplomatic language; the generic description "lingua franca" has since become common for any language used by speakers of different languages to communicate with one another.

4> 5 The Tenth Convention of the Malaysian Economic National News Agency. Personal Interview: Mahathir Mohamad. Malaysian National News Agency (BERNAMA), 7 Aug, 1989.  
6 A term coined by Wyndham Lewis in his book America and Cosmic Man (1948). However, Herbert Marshall McLuhan also wrote about this term in his book The Gutenbers Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man (1962). His book describes how electronic mass media collapse space and time barriers in human communication, enabling people to interact and live on a global scale. In this sense, the globe has been turned into a village by the electronic mass media.

7 Rabindranath Tagore (1861 - 1941 AD) Bengali poet, Brahmo (reformed Hindu) philosopher, artist, dramatist, musician, novelist, and songwriter; awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1913; first Asian Nobel laureate.
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