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Malaysia at 50: Looking Back and Looking Forward.
Omar Farouk (Hiroshima City University)

Malaysia celebrated its 50th Independence Anniversary on 31st August, 2007.
Fifty years may be a short span of time in the life of a nation but for Malaysia
it is long enough to enable it to mature as a nation. The Federation of Malaya,
Malaysia’s precursor, was established as an independent nation on 31st August,
1957 under turbulent and uncertain circumstances at a time when its plural
society was still socially, economically, culturally and politically insulated from
each other. The Cold War was almost at its height and Emergency Rule which
had been declared throughout the country since 1948 to combat the communist
terrorism was still in place. Poverty was evident everywhere, illiteracy was
widespread, and socio-economic imbalances between the races were glaring.
Within the nascent federation separatist tendencies existed, ethnocentric
tendencies were prevalent and feudal loyalties remained strong. The problems
that were before the young nation were massive. Its political evolution too was
full of drama especially when Malaya was enlarged to become Malaysia. It had

its vicissitudes — its ups and downs which came in many forms. Malaysia today
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appears to have come of age after having enjoyed virtually half a century of
sustained political stability, educational development and economic growth. Its
image fifty years ago as a sleepy colonial backyard has been transformed into
that of a stable and peaceful modern polity with a thriving economy and a
vibrant and confident society. Malaysia has even been seen by others as a
‘model Muslim nation’. But the dramatic pace of development and change that
Malaysia went through has not been without costs. For one thing, Malaysians
of all walks of life and ethnic and religious backgrounds have had to make all
kinds of sacrifices to help create the conditions that made this transformation
possible. In the process, Malaysian society too has undergone a lot of changes
and Malaysians can no longer be taken for granted. Old debates on race,
religion, language, democracy, freedom and citizenship appear to be
re-emerging. The new challenges to the old style and structure of politics and
business are going to be intense. The era of the ICT, Youtube, SMS culture,
transnational labour mobility, lifelong learning, and unconventional scientific
exploration is poised to influence the next fifty years of Malaysia’s search for
the true meaning of independence and nationhood. This lecture will critically
evaluate Malaysia’s past fifty years as an independent nation and speculate on

its next fifty.
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