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Chapter 1 - From Dilemma to Trilemma: Rereading Mahathir’s Legacy
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1. Mahathir and the Concept of the Malay Dilemma

When Mahathir Mohamad published The Malay Dilemma in 1970, the book quickly became one of the most debated texts in modern Malaysian intellectual history.​[1] Written at a moment of national tension following the 1969 racial riots, it set out to diagnose what Mahathir saw as the structural weaknesses of the Malay community. His argument was that political sovereignty alone could not guarantee progress; without economic discipline, education, and a scientific attitude, the Malay majority would remain dependent on others. The book’s combination of nationalism and social critique defined the ideological foundation of Malaysia’s post-colonial nation-building.​[2]

Mahathir’s analysis was framed by a biological and cultural determinism that many scholars later questioned. He asserted that the Malay community suffered from psychological inhibition produced by feudalism and colonial protection. To him, the Malays had become politically dominant but economically fragile, socially complacent, and intellectually defensive. Whether or not one accepts this generalization, The Malay Dilemma captured a deep anxiety about modernization among post-colonial elites who sought to reconcile traditional identity with capitalist development. In this sense, the text functioned less as sociology than as political intervention.

The book’s publication was immediately controversial because it challenged both Western liberal notions of equality and Malay romanticism. Mahathir proposed affirmative action through what became known as the New Economic Policy (NEP), aiming to redistribute wealth and create a Malay entrepreneurial class. This idea institutionalized ethnicity within the state apparatus and shifted the meaning of nationalism from cultural unity to developmental performance. For the first time, Malay backwardness was articulated not as fate but as a policy problem to be engineered and corrected by the state.

The dilemma, as Mahathir conceived it, was therefore double-sided: the Malays had to modernize to survive, yet modernization threatened the very traditions that defined them. In his reasoning, cultural reform was inseparable from national survival. He argued that Malays must master science, commerce, and administration while maintaining moral values rooted in Islam. This fusion of pragmatic modernization and moral conservatism would later characterize the Malaysian developmental model under his premiership. It also revealed the inherent contradiction of post-colonial nationalism: the desire to be modern without becoming Western.​[3]

Scholars across Southeast Asia have interpreted The Malay Dilemma as both a self-critique and a manifesto.​[4] It inaugurated a genre of nationalist writing that used social science language to legitimize state ideology. For Malay intellectuals, it offered an explanatory framework for inequality; for non-Malay readers, it justified state preference. Yet beyond domestic debates, the book articulated a question relevant to the wider Malay world: how can a Muslim community navigate modernization without surrendering its cultural essence? That question would later echo far beyond Malaysia’s borders.

In later decades, Mahathir’s concept influenced not only policy but also regional discourse on ethnicity and progress. ​[5]His emphasis on discipline, merit, and industrialization shaped Southeast Asia’s developmental rhetoric. Underlying it, however, was an assumption that identity could be re-engineered through state planning. The Malay dilemma thus represented the early attempt to translate cultural identity into economic rationality. It implied that the state must not merely govern but also reconstruct the mentality of its majority population.

This model of state-led cultural transformation inspired both admiration and resistance. Critics argued that it entrenched ethnic categories and neglected class dynamics, while supporters viewed it as a realistic response to colonial legacies. The debate extended to academia, where scholars like Syed Hussein Alatas, Chandra Muzaffar, and Shamsul A.B. analyzed the ideological implications of Mahathir’s thesis. They noted that his argument blended empirical observation with moral judgment, and that it redefined “Malayness” as a developmental identity rather than purely cultural heritage.

By the early 1980s, when Mahathir assumed power as Prime Minister, the Malay Dilemma had evolved from polemic to policy. The NEP became an instrument to restructure society, producing an emerging Malay middle class and transforming Malaysia into a semi-industrial state. Yet the book’s underlying anxiety persisted: success in material terms did not necessarily translate into cultural confidence. The “dilemma” remained unresolved because modernization continued to test the moral coherence of Malay-Muslim society.

From a regional perspective, Mahathir’s argument resonated with other Muslim societies in Southeast Asia facing similar tensions between tradition and modernization. In Indonesia, the Philippines, and southern Thailand, Muslim minorities or majorities alike confronted the challenge of redefining religious and ethnic identity within secular developmental states. The Malay Dilemma thus can be read as a prototype of the broader Southeast Asian Muslim discourse on survival in modernity. Its conceptual influence reached Pattani, where the struggle was not economic dominance but existential recognition.

In sum, Mahathir’s formulation of the “Malay Dilemma” established the intellectual foundation for later debates about identity, development, and state policy across the Malay world. It introduced a framework that combined economic realism, moral reform, and cultural self-definition. Yet its limitations—ethnic essentialism and authoritarian undertones—also exposed the risk of treating identity as an object of engineering. Understanding this original dilemma is essential before examining how it transformed into a trilemma in the context of Pattani, where history, faith, and citizenship collide in more complex ways.

Mahathir’s argument also had a lasting influence on how social science research in Malaysia approached the study of ethnicity. His framing of Malay society as a collective entity with measurable deficiencies encouraged a wave of empirical studies that treated ethnic groups as economic variables. This approach produced valuable data for policy planning but also reduced complex historical experiences into quantifiable traits. The technocratic orientation that followed from The Malay Dilemma helped consolidate Malaysia’s bureaucracy but limited the space for alternative interpretations of identity that were cultural, religious, or philosophical in nature.

At the same time, Mahathir’s insistence on the moral regeneration of the Malays resonated with the Islamic revival that began in the late 1970s. Although The Malay Dilemma was not explicitly an Islamic text, its underlying message about discipline, education, and moral fortitude aligned with the values promoted by movements such as ABIM and later by the Islamization policies of the 1980s. This convergence of developmentalism and religiosity marked a distinctive phase in Malaysian modernity, where Islam became a framework for both economic ethics and political legitimacy. It demonstrated how the “dilemma” could be transformed into a national narrative of moral strength and progress.

Finally, Mahathir’s work must be understood as part of a broader intellectual continuum within the post-colonial Muslim world. Comparable discourses emerged in Turkey, Pakistan, and Indonesia, where leaders and thinkers confronted the question of how to modernize without eroding the moral authority of religion. In this wider perspective, The Malay Dilemma represented Southeast Asia’s specific articulation of a universal post-colonial struggle: to reconcile faith, reason, and development within a single national project. It is precisely this tension between cultural preservation and modernization that makes the transition from Mahathir’s “dilemma” to the Pattani “trilemma” both intellectually necessary and historically coherent.

2. Nation-Building and Malay Identity in Malaysia

The process of nation-building in post-independence Malaysia was inseparable from the question of Malay identity.​[6] The architects of the Malaysian state, particularly the United Malays National Organisation (UMNO), viewed the political ascendancy of the Malays as the foundation of national stability. However, this ascendancy required justification not only through history and demography but also through ideology. The notion of ketuanan Melayu—Malay supremacy—was constructed as both a moral claim and a political instrument.​[7] It provided coherence to a multi-ethnic federation by asserting that Malay leadership was a historical right and a developmental necessity.

After independence in 1957, the challenge of integrating diverse ethnic groups within a single national framework became the state’s most enduring project. The Malays were politically dominant but economically underrepresented; the Chinese and Indians, economically​[8] vibrant but politically marginalized. This imbalance created a structural tension that demanded systematic redress. The 1969 racial riots were not merely a breakdown of order but a signal that Malaysia’s social contract needed redefinition.​[9] The New Economic Policy (NEP), introduced in 1971, became the mechanism to restore equilibrium by linking economic restructuring to ethnic representation.​[10]

The NEP’s objective was twofold: to eradicate poverty regardless of race and to eliminate the identification of race with economic function. In practice, however, it prioritized the upliftment of the Malays as the indigenous majority.​[11] This policy framework turned ethnicity into a legitimate category of governance. Through quotas in education, employment, and business ownership, the state institutionalized Malay participation in the modern economy. While the policy succeeded in creating a new Malay middle class, it also entrenched ethnic consciousness within the bureaucracy and everyday life.

Mahathir’s writings and leadership gave intellectual direction to this policy environment. His belief that Malays needed to transform their mindset complemented the NEP’s structural goals. The idea of Bangsa Malaysia, or Malaysian nationhood, that emerged in the 1990s was not a negation of Malay primacy but a reformulation of it. Mahathir envisioned a confident Malay community leading a competitive, industrial society while embodying Islamic and Asian values. Thus, the state’s nation-building narrative combined economic pragmatism with civilizational rhetoric, positioning Malaysia as a modern Islamic nation in the global South.

Yet, the project of defining the Malaysian nation around Malay leadership produced inherent contradictions. On one hand, it fostered a sense of purpose and unity among Malays; on the other, it deepened ethnic boundaries. The vision of a plural yet Malay-led nation was constantly challenged by demands for equality from non-Malay communities. Critics argued that the Malaysian model replaced colonial racial hierarchies with new bureaucratic ones. The state’s response was to promote “national integration” through education, language, and culture policies centered on Malay norms and symbols.

Language became a central instrument of this integration. The promotion of Bahasa Melayu as the national language and medium of instruction symbolized the state’s intention to define citizenship through cultural assimilation. The National Language Act of 1967 and subsequent education reforms sought to unify Malaysians under a single linguistic identity. However, the emphasis on Malay culture as the reference point for nationhood often marginalized other cultural expressions. For the Malays, language reaffirmed their heritage; for others, it sometimes signified exclusion. This tension remained a persistent feature of Malaysia’s nation-building discourse.

Religion further reinforced the link between national identity and Malayness. The constitutional definition of a Malay as someone who professes Islam created an inseparable bond between ethnicity and faith. Islam became not only a personal creed but a political identity. State institutions such as JAKIM and state religious councils expanded rapidly, integrating Islam into public administration, education, and law. Under Mahathir’s leadership, Islamization became a national strategy to moralize modernization. The state projected itself as a model Muslim country—progressive yet faithful to tradition—thus making religion a pillar of both legitimacy and identity.

Economically, nation-building was framed as an ethical mission. The state presented economic participation as a moral duty of the Malays, linking work discipline to religious obligation. This narrative transformed the NEP from a redistribution policy into a moral economy. To be Malay was to bear the responsibility of national progress. This ethical framing helped justify preferential policies as part of a broader civilizational task. It also contributed to the emergence of a technocratic elite who viewed development as both governance and moral reform.

Education policy played an equally central role in shaping national consciousness. The establishment of MARA colleges, Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, and other Malay-oriented institutions aimed to produce a new generation of professionals rooted in national ideology. These institutions did not merely provide training but functioned as sites of ideological reproduction. They cultivated a disciplined, loyal citizenry aligned with state objectives. By linking education to ethnicity, the state sought to ensure continuity between cultural identity and national development.

Despite its achievements, this model of nation-building faced criticism from within the Malay intelligentsia itself. Scholars such as Syed Hussein Alatas warned against the moral complacency produced by dependency on state patronage. Others argued that the obsession with ethnic representation hindered intellectual creativity and meritocracy. The NEP’s success in producing material prosperity was not matched by the emergence of an autonomous Malay intellectual culture. The state’s dominance in defining identity left little space for independent reflection or dissent.

The tension between state-led modernization and cultural authenticity remains one of Malaysia’s enduring dilemmas. The Malay middle class, created through policy, often found itself torn between gratitude and frustration—benefiting from the system yet aware of its constraints. This class was expected to embody modernity while preserving traditional values, to be global in competence but local in loyalty. Such expectations reveal how nation-building in Malaysia evolved into a cultural performance, sustained by symbols as much as by policies.

In comparative perspective, Malaysia’s experience reflects a pattern common to many post-colonial states: nationhood built on ethnic hierarchy disguised as unity. The success of Malaysia’s political stability and economic growth cannot be separated from the managed balance of communal interests. Yet, the long-term sustainability of this model depends on whether the idea of Malay leadership can coexist with the principles of equality and meritocracy. The negotiation between these two imperatives continues to shape the nation’s political and moral landscape.

Ultimately, the construction of Malay identity within Malaysian nationhood was both a triumph and a limitation. It provided coherence to a plural society but constrained the evolution of a truly civic national identity. Mahathir’s leadership embodied this paradox: a visionary modernizer who relied on ethnonationalist structures to sustain modernization. The “Malay Dilemma,” therefore, was never confined to an ethnic issue; it was the blueprint of an entire nation-building paradigm. Understanding this context is essential before turning to the Pattani case, where the same issues of faith, ethnicity, and citizenship unfold under very different political circumstances.

3. Extending the Debate to Southern Thailand

The intellectual framework introduced by The Malay Dilemma inevitably influenced the understanding of Malay identity beyond Malaysia’s borders, particularly in southern Thailand. While Mahathir’s arguments were designed for a postcolonial Malay-majority state, they resonated strongly in regions where Malays existed as minorities within non-Malay political systems. Pattani, Yala, and Narathiwat—historically part of the old Pattani Sultanate—became the spatial counterpart to Mahathir’s conceptual inquiry. In these provinces, the dilemma of progress and identity unfolded not under Malay political dominance but under the authority of a Buddhist-majority state, thereby transforming the issue into a deeper crisis of belonging.

The historical incorporation of Pattani into the Siamese state altered the social foundations of the Malay community. The process of Siamization—through education, administration, and the national language—sought to create loyal citizens while minimizing ethnic distinctiveness. For Malay Muslims, this process generated both adaptation and resistance. They were expected to adopt Thai as their primary language and identify with the symbols of Thai nationalism, yet their sense of self was rooted in Islam and the Malay world. This contrast produced a structural condition in which identity became a daily negotiation between faith and citizenship.

In extending the “Malay dilemma” to southern Thailand, scholars began to recognize a new dimension of complexity: the absence of political sovereignty. Whereas Mahathir addressed Malays as the majority in control of state power, the Malays of Pattani experienced the same cultural tension from a position of marginalization. The question was no longer how to modernize without losing tradition, but how to survive within a national system that viewed difference as a problem. The Pattani Malays’ struggle reflected the limits of Mahathir’s developmental model, which assumed a supportive national framework that did not exist in Thailand.

Academic discussions on this issue often juxtapose Malaysia’s affirmative action with Thailand’s assimilation policy. In Malaysia, the state sought to empower the Malays economically; in Thailand, the state sought to integrate the Malays politically. Both approaches were state-driven, but their ideological premises diverged. Malaysia’s model treated ethnic identity as a foundation for development, while Thailand’s model treated it as an obstacle to unity. The result was a contrast between empowerment and erasure. For the Malays of Pattani, this meant that modernity arrived not as opportunity but as pressure to conform.

Within this framework, the Malay identity in southern Thailand evolved into a form of cultural resistance. Religion, language, and kinship networks became the tools of preservation. The pondok system, for instance, maintained its role as a center of religious education and communal identity even under state restrictions. Through these institutions, the Pattani Malays articulated their version of modernity—rooted in Islamic ethics and Malay solidarity. This adaptation showed that despite political marginalization, cultural reproduction could continue through non-state mechanisms.

The extension of Mahathir’s argument to the Pattani case also highlighted the geopolitical interdependence of the Malay world. The borders separating Malaysia and Thailand were colonial constructions that divided a historically connected region. Cross-border kinship, trade, and religious travel maintained a shared cultural consciousness that transcended national boundaries. As Malaysia industrialized and asserted its leadership in the Islamic world, Pattani remained a reminder of the unfinished project of Malay civilization. The contrast between prosperity and subjugation illustrated two trajectories of the same heritage.

Southeast Asian scholars began to treat the Pattani question as part of a larger discussion on Muslim minorities in Buddhist or secular states. The experiences of Pattani, Mindanao, and Myanmar revealed recurring themes: contested identity, uneven development, and state suspicion toward religious difference. In each context, the issue was not merely economic but epistemological—the struggle to define citizenship in terms compatible with faith. This perspective allowed the “Malay dilemma” to evolve into a regional analytical framework, linking diverse cases under the rubric of identity politics in postcolonial Asia.

The debate also exposed the epistemic gap between national integration policies and local histories. While Thai authorities emphasized national harmony through uniformity, Malay Muslims perceived harmony as coexistence grounded in recognition. These divergent understandings of unity produced enduring mistrust. Assimilation, presented as modernization, was perceived by the locals as cultural dispossession. Consequently, the Malay dilemma of self-improvement turned into a trilemma—balancing the demands of the Thai state, the legacy of Malay heritage, and the obligations of Islam.

From a comparative standpoint, the Pattani case demonstrates how the logic of the nation-state transforms identity into a political issue. When identity is defined by state boundaries, loyalty becomes a test of citizenship. In Malaysia, this produced a hierarchical pluralism; in Thailand, it produced alienation. Both outcomes reveal the limits of nationalism as a solution to cultural diversity. The Pattani Malays’ experience shows that identity cannot be fully contained by administrative or ideological systems; it remains anchored in memory, faith, and language.

The expansion of economic ties between Malaysia and southern Thailand in recent decades has not eliminated this tension. Cross-border trade and education have opened new opportunities, yet they also reinforce the perception of difference. Young Malays from Pattani studying in Malaysia often return with renewed awareness of their marginal position within the Thai nation. For them, modernity is not a neutral process but a reminder of exclusion. Their exposure to Malaysian Islam and political discourse further strengthens their sense of belonging to a broader Malay world.

In political terms, the Thai government’s attempts to decentralize administration and grant limited autonomy have been met with mixed results. Initiatives such as bilingual education and regional development programs address symptoms rather than causes. Without acknowledging the historical and cultural distinctiveness of the region, such measures remain administrative adjustments. The Pattani Malays continue to negotiate their place in a system that neither fully rejects nor embraces them. The state’s emphasis on security often overshadows genuine dialogue about identity and rights.

The ongoing debate about Malay identity in southern Thailand thus extends Mahathir’s original inquiry into new terrain. It reveals how identity crises intensify when national frameworks are imposed on plural societies. In Pattani, the dilemma becomes existential: how to live as both loyal citizens and faithful Muslims without betraying either commitment. This predicament is not unique to Thailand but resonates across the Muslim world, where communities navigate between the demands of the modern state and the continuity of religious tradition.

In conclusion, the extension of the Malay dilemma to southern Thailand exposes the transformation of a developmental problem into a question of existence. It underscores the limitations of economic or policy-based solutions when the deeper issue lies in recognition and belonging. The Pattani Malays embody the continuation of the Malay trilemma in its most acute form: negotiating faith, identity, and nationhood under a state that defines unity through sameness. This complexity invites a rethinking of how the Malay world understands itself—not through the lens of power, but through the lived realities of those at its margins.

4. The Transformation from Dilemma to Trilemma

The transition from a “Malay dilemma” to a “Malay trilemma” represents a conceptual and historical shift in understanding the conditions of Malay existence in Southeast Asia. The dilemma that Mahathir described—how to modernize without abandoning cultural and religious roots—was situated within a context of majority political control and state-led development. By contrast, the trilemma reflects the conditions of communities such as the Malays of Pattani, who face not two, but three simultaneous pressures: preservation of faith, assertion of identity, and survival within a state that does not share their historical or cultural foundations. The framework expands from an economic and cultural problem to one encompassing sovereignty, belonging, and civilization.

In Malaysia, the dilemma could be managed through state policy, as the state itself was the vehicle for Malay advancement. In southern Thailand, however, the Malay community had no comparable institutional power. Their predicament was not about self-reform but about recognition within a foreign national structure. The Pattani Malays could not rely on affirmative policy; their survival depended on informal mechanisms of culture, religion, and kinship. Thus, the trilemma captures a more complex existential reality—how to maintain religious and ethnic distinctiveness while fulfilling obligations as citizens of a nation-state that defines itself differently.

The concept of a trilemma allows for a more layered analysis of Malay identity under competing forces. In Pattani, the first axis of tension is faith—Islam as the core of personal and communal life. The second axis is ethnic identity—Malay language, culture, and historical consciousness. The third is citizenship—the legal and political framework of the Thai state. These three dimensions often intersect uneasily, creating overlapping loyalties and contradictions. A Malay Muslim can be faithful to Islam and loyal to the state, but the state’s demand for cultural conformity often places these loyalties in conflict.

This triadic framework exposes the inadequacy of the developmental logic that informed Mahathir’s
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