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BY THE | at e 1970s, two decades after Mal aysi a had gai ned its i ndependence,
its primary school children were still being taught that the early Mal ay
nationalists were villains and the col onial masters the heroes.

It was quite easy for the i npressi onabl e young m nds to believe that the
i kes of Hugh difford, Frank Swettenham J.W Birch and Hugh Low, to nane
a few, were the personalities to | ook up to.

Clifford, for exanple, was portrayed as the hero who nanaged to quel
the rebellion | ed by such Pahang Mal ay ari stocrats as Dat uk Bahaman, Tok
Gaj ah and al so Mat Kil au

Simlarly in the case of Birch, who was nurdered by Maharaja Lel a and
Dat uk Sagor. Birch was portrayed as a victimfor attenpting to put a stop
to the adat hamba hutang (a |l ocal tradition where a debtor becones the
slave to the creditor) and the right to collect taxes which, prior to the
British resident system was under the purviewof |ocal chieftains |ike
Maharaj a Lel a and Dat uk Sagor.

It took years, until the early 1980s, before efforts were undertaken to
reviewthe old history syllabus as well to put things in the right
perspective. Wth that, the Mal ays di scovered new heroes, of whomthere
was a dearth in the conmunity.

But these were heroes of the past. The Mal ays needed heroes whomt hey
could relate to and turn into rol e nodel s.

The fight for i ndependence and efforts to uplift the standing of the
comunity which suffered fromthe British divide-and-rul e system gave
birth to potential icons.

To a very | arge extent, Umo becane the supplier of these when it took
ontherole as the community's main political entity involved in giving
birth to Mal ay nationalism

During the fight against the Mal ayan Uni on whi ch sparked the enotions
for i ndependence, Umo churned out heroes by the dozens.

O course, there were heroes fromother political parties but Umo
definitely was in the forefront in produci ng t hem

The party continued with this role, hence, until now, whenever there is
acrisisinthe country, Umo is expected to provide | eaders to overcone
the nation's problens.

That is the reason why there has al ways been nuch attenti on when
uncertainties or problens arise concerning the Umo | eadership and the
processes invol ved.

The ongoi ng Umo di vi si onal neetings, a precursor to the election for
Umo top | eaders in May, is no different.

It is conducted am d rmuch scepticismpertaining to Umo's rel evance to
the Malay struggle, the qualities of | eaders available as well as the
party's direction in the future.

Thi s scepticismhas cone about due to the not so inpressive results
produced by Umo during | ast year's general el ection.

Apart fromthat, before the general election was held, Umo and the
existing | eadership was caught inavitriolic battle with nunerous
segnments of the Mal ay community foll owi ng t he sacki ng of Datuk Seri Anwar
| br ahi m

In his own right, Anwar, apart fromendearing hinself to these segnments
of the Mal ay community, had al so managed to becone an i dol to their cause,
what ever this may be.



It was during this bitter battle that the Mal ays were nmade t o choose
anong t he | eaders whomt hey had accepted as heroes prior to the i ncident.
What unfurl ed was probably one of the nmpost vicious battles within the
Mal ay community in which the political divide | ed to things being

perceived in black and white.

It was sinply a case in which if one were a supporter of Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad, everything about Anwar was bad and vi ce-versa

It reached a ridicul ous | evel where those associated with either of the
| eaders were being di smssed as usel ess.

Many Mal ay heroes and potential ones suffered.

Dat uk Azhar Mansor, who sailed solo around the world, was not accepted
as a hero by sone Mal ays just because upon his arrival in Langkaw , he
enbraced Dr Mahathir.

Simlarly, songbird Siti Nurhaliza was al nbst boycotted by one side of
the political divide when she made renmarks which refl ected the thoughts of
Dr Mahathir.

Now, in the run-up to the Umo el ection, the focus on the personalities
involved i s, as expected, intense

Wien t he Umo suprenme council nade the no-contest decision, runblings of
di ssati sfaction reverberated across the country, saying the nove was
undenocrati c.

To the critics, including former supporters of Anwar, a no-contest neans
Dr Mahathir will be succeeded by Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahnad Badawi, a
| eader who i s expected to continue with Dr Mahathir's | egacy.

Wth that, the nane of Tengku Razal ei gh Hanzah, the nman who al npst
defeated Dr Mahathir in the Umo el ection in 1987, cropped up.

To them anyone, Tengku Razal ei gh i ncluded, is better than having
Abdul | ah as the potential successor

This has contributed to the changing face of who can be deened a Ml ay
her o.

If in those days one becane a Mal ay hero by | eadi ng Unmo, nowadays, with
t he advent of the burgeoning m ddl e-class, becoming a political |eader
subj ects one to being seen as corrupt, unlslam c and untrustwort hy.

The stigma, nostly perceived, has al so cone to the fore because of sone
bl ack sheep in the Mal ay comunity.

At the same tinme, Pas' overdrive in pushing forth | eaders with religious
credentials has made noral integrity a requirement for one to be a Ml ay
hero.

In short, a | eader can be a visionary, achi evenent-oriented and
successful but noral defects, to be read here as | acking in religious
conm tment, automatically disqualifies himfrombeing a Mal ay hero.

This is al ready happeni ng i n Kel antan, though not too obviously.

In the past, Tok Janggut was the ultimte freedomfighter. Now, it is
the saintly Tok Kenali because of his contributions to spreading the
teachings of Islamand to spurring the growth of the pondok (Islamnic
religious school) system

It is not surprising then that Tok Janggut, with his | esser Islamc
credential s and a hobby |ike cock-fighting, is being replaced as a hero in
religious Kel antan.

And this is spreading all over the country, a factor which those vying
for posts in the Umo el ection shoul d be aware of.

In short, winning Umo posts will not autonatically make thema hero.
More likely than not, efforts to paint the victors as villains are in
store.

Unl ess of course, the Mal ay psyche changes or Umo does.
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