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[B-05] Abstract
Ariffin OMAR (Northern University of Malaysia)
Bangsa Melayu and the Concept of Umma in Malaysia
This paper will focus on the difficulties experience by the Malays in defining the characteristics of bangsa Melayu and how it can relate to the umma. I will try to explain that the definition of bangsa Melayu can vary depending on the circumstances. It is interesting to note that there are varied definitions of bangsa Melayu but I would deal with the political definition and not the cultural definition of Melayu. The political definition of Melayu especially in the case of Malaysia reduces it include only those who are Muslims, speak Malay and practice Malay adat (customs). This definition may be tenable during British colonial rule when the main aim of it was to protect Malay interests. However, with the emergence of political consciousness and the demand for independence among the plural society of Malaya serious problems arose as Malays tried to maintain their exclusiveness by clinging on to this narrow definition of Melayu.
In a situation of ethnic exclusiveness, even the concept of umma an all embracing concept that should include all Muslims was not the case where the bangsa Melayu is concerned. Initially Muslims Indians and Arabs were excluded from the bangsa Melayu and even from the Malay understanding of umma. The Malays saw the term umma in terms of the umma Melayu and not the umma Islam. However, entry into the bangsa Melayu is only possible if the non-Malay masuk Melayu. The emphasis in the term masuk Melayu is not on Islam but Melayu and this has serious implication for those who intend to give up the Islamic faith when they find that it no longer fulfills their needs.
It is also interesting to note that this exclusive definition of bangsa Melayu and umma has not gone unchallenged. Even though earlier attempts to challenge these exclusive terms has failed because these challenges were mounted by non-Malays, the future of this struggle may not be so rosy for those who promote exclusiveness as the challenges now come from Malays who are liberated and secular and insist that religion should be a private issue and not be under the purview of the state.

