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IN the course of the 54th Umo assenbly, the term "Ml ayu Baru" popped up
again. Party president Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad once nore attenpted
to explicate his idea on the subject.The termwas first used not so | ong
ago and the inmedi ate reaction from sonme quarters was: "Wat is wong

wi th Mel ayu Lama?" The Mal ays in general have a very strong attachnent to
tradition.

Arally cry that is continually heard - it is the title of a recent book
- is "Melayu Takkan Hilang" (lit. the Malays will not disappear).

But while the inportance of preserving tradition is w dely acknow edged,
sone realise that the need to keep abreast of changes is equally
i mperative.

But where is the line where tradition stops and noderni smbegi ns? O
what are the ingredients of both that can be neatly conmbined into a
conpound?

This Malay dilema is long standing. It first became a subject of public
di scussion, indeed debate, in the early 20th century. A small group of
Mal ays steeped in Islamfirst awoke to the reality that the Wst was not
invincible after the Russo-Japanese War (1904-1905). The Japanese proved
that Asians coul d prevail

This group, nmainly resident at R au then, had conme under the influence
of the Muslimreform st Janmaluddin Al -Afghani. But it was unable to nmake
any concerted attenpt to reformthe Mal ay-Mislimsociety in the Ri au-

Li ngga archi pel ago owi ng to the harsh rul e of the Dutch.

The | eader of the group (Sayid Syei kh Al -Hadi, Ml acca-born), together
with a few associ ates, then noved to Singapore where British
adm ni strati on was considerably nore |iberal. Here, he gai ned nore
adherents, and was able to produce the journal known as Al -1 mam ( The
Leader).

Its message to all Muslins was sinple. They ought to be guided by the
Quran and Hadith (sayings and tradition of the Prophet). Extraneous
el enents derived frompre-Islamc culture should be di scarded.

The Al -lmam particularly stressed that |Islamdid not preclude Mislins
from pursui ng wordly know edge and success. |ndeed, the Ml ays were
criticised because they appeared to have di stanced thensel ves from
econom c activities.

However, their teachings created a furore in Mal ay soci ety deeply
i nfluenced by ani m smand Hi nduism Anong their nost vehenent opponents
were those who were accepted as ulama (clerics) although their know edge
of Islamwas often superficial.

Unli ke many of the reformists, few of the traditional ulama had gai ned
intellectual exposure in Wst Asia. In the Malay states, the authority of
t hose hol ding official positions (e.g imamand kadi) was conferred by the
Rul ers. U ama who did not hold official positions were revered because
they were a little nore know edgeabl e than the nmasses in religious
natters.

Not surprisingly a noticeable cl eavage appeared in Mal ay society. The
reform sts, conparatively younger in age, becanme known as "Kaum Muda"
(l'it. the young ones). The other group, ipso facto, was called the "Kaum
Tua" (the old ones).

Apart fromdisseninating their ideas through the print nmedia, the Kaum
Muda al so decided to attenpt to reform Mal ay- Musl i m educati on. They found



the existing Qurani c and pondok schools unable intellectually to inspire
the students who were nerely required to |l earn by rote.

The Kaum Muda deci ded to establish nodern Islam c schools to be called
madr asah; the first (Madrasah Al -Igbal) was in Singapore in 1908.
Interestingly, the nadrasah is today a subject of controversy in
Si ngapor e.

The madrasah in Kaum Muda pl anni ng, taking a cue fromWstern school s,
were to be nodern schools. They were neant to pronote | earning to enable
the Muslinms to keep abreast of know edge, especially science, rapidly
devel oping in the West.

The madrasah were to be organi sed nore systematically than the
traditional Quranic and pondok schools which were run very informally,
with no proper schedule, regulations and net hods of eval uation, etc.

To pursue his cause nore widely Sayid Syei kh rel ocated to Ml acca where
anot her madrasah was founded. But it failed to take off. He then went to
Penang and took over managenent of the Madrasah Al - Masyhoor. It becane the
flagship of the Kaum Muda school s for nmany years.

Later it becane the trend for religious schools to call thensel ves
madr asah even though they were in fact no nore than the traditional pondok
school s. The Kaum Miuda found their cause an uphill struggle as they forned
the mnority in Ml ay society.

Sayi d Syei kh nonet hel ess persisted. He expanded his nmedia activities,
foundi ng two popul ar papers - the Al -1khwan and Saudara - both in Penang.
Hi s able |ieutenant by then was Syei kh Tahir Jal al uddi n, father of the
present Penang Yang di - Pertua Negeri Tun Handan.

The British adm nistration too frowned on the activities of the Kaum
Muda whi ch threatened to upturn Mal ay-Mislimworld views. I n one known
i nstance, the Special Branch detained a popul ar Kaum Muda teacher on
suspi ci on that he was di ssem nati ng conmuni st doctri nes.

In due course the Kaum Muda i nfl uence becane nore diluted as Ml ay
soci ety becane exposed to other influences, inter alia, Turkey's "Young
Tur ks" novement and Sukarno's nationalist novenent.

As a consequence, the Young Mal ays Uni on was founded in Kuala Lumpur in
1938 | ed by | brahi m Yaacob, attenpting to introduce egalitarianismin
Mal ay society, followed, after Wrld War 11, by the Angkatan Penuda | nsaf
(Cohort of Conscious Youths, |ed by Ahnad Boestamam which inspired Umo
to formits Youth w ng

In every instance, the youths were inpatient for change but found the
exi sting societal structure difficult to penetrate. Conservative el ements,
which were the majority, totally opposed change.

For those who felt that change was unavoi dabl e, the perpetual dilemm
was what traditional elenents should be retai ned and what aspects of
nmoder ni sm wel comed. And in what proportion the two should be conbi ned. Dr
Mahat hir's recipe is a cal cul ated bal ance of bot h.
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