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The neani ng of Merdeka

Dat uk Orar Mohd Hashi m

THESE refl ecti ons on Merdeka and what it neans for us all today are penned
in the hope of providing an insight into the meaning of this great nonent
in history so that it will nake us all aware, especially those of us of

t he younger generation, of its inportance, and bei ng aware make us
grateful for the courage and sacrifices of our forefathers who struggl ed
for our country's independence.

It is of the greatest inportance that their efforts and sacrifices
shoul d not have been in vain. For we nust always be conscious of the rea
meani ng of Merdeka so that we are for ever on guard agai nst any threat,
fromwithin or without, that could result in our |osing our freedomonce
nor e.

| don't think we need go into the phil osophical concept or neani ng of
i ndependence - the Oxford Dictionary definition is good enough, i.e., put
in general ternms, not depending on authority, self government; not
dependi ng on sonething else for validity or efficacy or on another person
for livelihood or opinions; unwilling to be under the obligation of
ot hers.

The concept of "independence' is very closely linked to the still nore
power ful concept of "freedom - of liberty of action, of being free and
havi ng personal or civil liberty. O course freedom here is freedom
within the limts of the | aw

This cry for freedom for independence is nothing new. It has been heard
in many other parts of the world, especially over the past two hundred
years. The Anerican Revol ution of the 1770s, when the American col onists
overthrew British rule, I ed the way.

But the nost fampus cry of all is that of the great French Revol ution
which followed in the Anerican wake, with its slogan of "Liberty,
Equality, Fraternity'. This call which has been echoed in all the great
revol uti onary novenents whi ch have taken place ever since - the
i ndependence nmovenents in Latin Arerica agai nst Spani sh dom nation | ed by
great |leaders like Sinmon Bolivar during the nineteenth century; the Swar aj
canmpai gn | ed by Gandhi for Indian i ndependence in the 1930s and 1940s, and
the nationalist movenments which swept Africa after the Second World War,
such as that led by Jono Kenyatta in Kenya with his rallying cry of Ahuru!
(Freedom and by Kwanme Nkrumah in Ghana. And, of course, nearer hone, the
cry of Merdeka! in Indonesia and in our own country.

Al'l these novements have had basically the sane purpose and meaning -
freedomto manage one's own affairs and those of one's own country w thout
foreign control or interference. The call for independence is also a
matter of human dignity - freedomto chart a nation's destiny according to
the will and ingenuity of its own citizens, which meant, of course, in our
own context, to be free fromBritish colonial rule and its exploitation.

The Tunku is said to have gone so far as to have remarked on one

occasion in the 1950s - "Better a bad governnent than a foreign
gover nnent . "
In nodern world history, we read of illustrious |eaders, freedom

fighters and patriots who fought with passion and at the cost of i mense
personal sacrifices for their bel oved countries, in order to liberate them
fromforeign dom nati on and achi eve their independence. In this connection
such nanes as Garibaldi of Italy, Bismark of Gernmany, Kenal Ataturk of
Turkey, Jinnah of Pakistan, Sun Yat Sen of China, Jose Rizal of



Phi | i ppi nes, Aung San of Burma, and Sukarno of Indonesia will never be
forgotten. Nor will those of Dato' Onn Jaffar and Tengku Abdul Rahnan, the
foundi ng fathers of our own nation, Ml aysia, along with the nany ot her

| eaders of all comunities who supported them including - to name a few -
Tun Tan Cheng Lock and his son Tun Tan Siew Sin, Tun Dr Isnmail Abdu
Rahman, Dato' N k Mohamad Kami|l, Dato' Panglinma Bukit Gantang, Tun H.S.
Lee, Tun Sanbant han, Tenenggung Jugah, Dato' Ong Kee Hui, Tan Sri Kal ong
Ni ngkan, Tun Abdul Rahman Yakub, Tun Mistapha and Tun Fuad Stephens and

ot hers.

In our context, the devel opment of national consciousness in the form of
opposition to colonial or anti foreign dom nation can be seen to have
taken place in two phases. The first started just after the First Wrld
War in early 1920s and cane to an end with the Japanese invasi on and
conquest of 1941. The nmmi n protagoni sts here were a new generation of
Mal ays who felt threatened by the huge influx of Chinese and Indi ans
immgrants into the peninsula, and who articul ated the very real Ml ay
fear of being swanped in their own honel and (watan or Tanah Mel ayu) by
bangsa asi ng.

Hence the pioneer nationalists of Ml aysia were Mal ays who were nore
concerned with seeking a salvation of their own people fromthe incursion
of the econom cally nore aggressive inmgrant races brought in to serve
British interests. Therefore these pioneer Malay nationalists denanded
nmore and better educational opportunities for their children, nore
schol arshi ps and openi ngs in the governnment admi nistration, protection of
their | and agai nst foreign ownership, and a bigger voice in the British-
domi nated | egislatures, at both State and federal (FMs) | evel. They al so
remi nded the British of the prom ses they had nmade at the tinme they nade
treaties with the Malay Rulers to protect and develop Malay interests. But
at this stage the demand for outright independence was still a nuffled
cry.

Two groups anongst the Mal ays during the first phase played a prom nent
role in arousing a nationalist consciousness. One was that played by Ml ay
journalists who were able to take advantage of this introducation of a
nmodern press and newspapers to act as agents for change, spreading the
i dea of justice, highlighting the problenms of Ml ay poverty, and preaching
the right of the rakyat to fight for their own interests against British
col oni al i sm

The second group conprised Mal ay school teachers, who were able to carry
out their nationalist crusades in the thousands of classroomthat the
British had opened throughout Mal aya and the Straits Settlenents. In this
connection, the Sultan Idris Training College in Tanjong Malim founded in
1922, becane a very powerful centre for the propagation of nationali st
i deas and the stinulation of nationalist fervour through the | essons given
by | ecturers such as Abdul Hadi Hassan and Buyong Adil, and the deeds of
former students such as |brahi mYaakob who becane a nationalist |eader,
and Harun Ami nurrashid who spread the nationalist nmessage through their
witings.

Furthernore, they had all been influenced by the heroic struggles of the
| ndonesi an national i sts agai nst the Dutch, through literature or by
contacts with I ndonesi an radical s.

Modern Malay literature which underwent a renaissance in the 1930s in
the formof novels, short stories and poens also played a significant role
in fostering a Mal ay nationalist consciousness and in stressing the need
for political enmancipation.

Furthernore, the fight to expose colonial injustices and the struggle to
obtain a better deal for the Malays was carried on by nmenbers of the Ml ay
elite such as Dato' Onn Jaffar in Warta Mal aya and later in the Johor



Council Negeri, as by Raja Chul an and ot her nenbers of the Mal ay
aristocracy in the other States Councils.

Za' aba, Malaya's forenost intellectual and nan of letters had of course
been writing as early as the 1920s calling for the Malays to change their
ways so as to inprove their economc | ot through education and by adopting
the ideals of the Islamc reforns novenent, inspired by Mohanmad Abduh, the
Grand Mufti of Egypt, in the |ate nine-teenth century, whose standard-
bearers in this country were | abelled the Kaum Muda. Al this was |ong
bef ore he was appoi nted chai rnman of the historic convenors' neeting that
gave birth to Umo in 1946

Meanwhi | e ot her events and devel opnent both inside and outside the
country created a snowball effect on the devel opment of nationali st
consci ousness. The introduction and spread of Western education in the
country fromthe latter part of the nine-century onwards hel ped create a
smal |l middle class so necessary for change in the society, while the
openi ng up of the peninsula, and in particular the spread of npbdern
communi cation - roads, railways, tel ephone and wireless, etc - spurred
national i st consci ousness still further.

In other words the policies and innovations of British colonialism
itself proved a strong catalyst for nationalism

The devel opnents in other parts of the world in the 1920s and 1930s such
as the coll apse of the Otonman (Turkish) Caliphate, the growi ng strength
of the nationalist novenent in India, and the rising Japanese defi ance of
the Western inperialist powers in East Asia, sent out persuasive nessages
whi ch stoked the fires of nationalismin the Mal ay peninsul a before the
Second Worl d War.

The second phase in the devel opnent of nationalismin Ml aysia came with
t he Japanese Cccupation and takes us to 1963 when Mal aysia itsel f came
into being as a sovereign state. The Japanese Cccupation, of course,
changed everything. It opened the eyes of the people, and al though they
suffered much during the three-and-a-half years of Japanese rule, they
al so gai ned nuch in terns of sense of pride, self-esteemand self-
confi dence.

When the war was over and the Cccupation cane to an end, nonentous
events followed - first the Mal ayan Union struggle, followed al npost
i medi ately by the Conmuni st uprising in the Malay peninsul a known as the
Ener gency.

Agai nst this dramatic background Ml aysi a' s up-and-coni ng | eaders took
stock of what was happeni ng around them and began to draw up their
strategies to win i ndependence fromtheir British colonial masters. Their
political objectives becane crystallised, the obstacles in the way
identified and solutions found to overcone them Wthin 10 years of the
end of the Japanese Cccupation, the goal of independence - at |east, for
the tine being for Malaya - was clearly in sight and its achi evenent
inevitable. By 1955, it was only a question of the nost opportune tine.

Apart fromdealing with the British, the biggest problemwhich Ml ayan -
no |l onger Malay - nationalists in the peninsula faced was the bid of the
Mal ayan Communi st Party (MCP) to seize power and establish a Mal ayan
Conmmuni st republic. Al though the Comruni sts al so want ed i ndependence from
the British, the vast majority of Ml ayans did not agree with their
i deol ogy or their nmethods. Myreover, the MCP spurned the initiative nade
by Tunku Abdul Rahman at the Baling Talks to offer them ammesty and peace.

On the other hand, the radical wi ng of nationalismrepresented by Dr
Bur hanuddi n al - Hel my, |shak Muhammad and Ahnad Boest anam was acceptable to
some as they had the sane goal of independence, but they failed to gain
mai nstream support because they espoused a nore nmilitant and sociali st
approach and had | eani ngs towards union with Indonesia. In any case, when



the Enmergency started, their novement was banned by the British as a
security threat.

The nmai nstream Mal ayan | eadershi p of the 1950s chose to continue the
struggl e for independence by constitutional and peaceful neans, by neans
of negotiations between the three main ethnic group invol ved and
di scussions with the British

The outcone was the formation in 1953 of the Al liance Party, conprising
Umo and the MCA, to which the MC were admitted in 1954. The Alliance
Party becane the nost powerful vehicle for Mal ayan nationalismin the
subsequent negotiations with the British which led to the transfer of
soverei gn power to the people and the procl amati on of Merdeka for the
Federation of Ml aya on 31st August 1957. A simlar strategy, using
constitutional means, peaceful negotiations and consensus, led to the
second crowning political success of the Nation, with the establishnment of
the larger federation of Malaysia in 1963.

Al'l this was achieved only after there had been a | ot of give and take
by all parties and races concerned. The Malay Rulers led the way, in that
al t hough their sovereignty and powers were restored to themby the
British, they willingly surrendered their powers and prerogatives to the
el ected representatives of the rakyat. The second big sacrifice was that
made by the Mal ays thensel ves, through whose magnanimty mllions of non-
Mal ays were enabled to becone their fellowcitizens of this country based
on the principle of jus soli. No sovereign people in history anywhere in
the worl d have been prepared to share the rights and privil eges of
citizenship with such a | arge nunber of inmmgrants in their own country,
as was done on this occasion by the Ml ays.

As part of the unwitten social contract, the non-Ml ays agreed to live
in harnmony with the sons of the soil and to respect their special
privileges and positions as provided for in the Constitution, and
thereafter to collaborate with one another in the task of nation-building
and reconstruction. The Chi nese conmunity who doni nated comrerce and
i ndustries in Mal aysia were expected to extend a hel ping hand to the
Mal ays and ot her Bum puteras by way of affording opportunities for
training or partnership in their conpani es and thereby ensuring the Ml ays
a nore equitable participation and contribution in the economic life of
t he nati on.

Foreigners who at first were sceptical about the viability of the newy-
i ndependent state of Ml aya, then Mal aysia, were surprised that we
survived, grew strong, and united, living in harnony wi th one anot her and
wi thout civil strife except for one | amentabl e occasion, in spite of the
great diversity of communities and cultures. And that one exception, the
13 May I ncident of 1969, which could have led to the coll apse of the
entire Ml aysi an experinent, did not; instead we became nmore united than
ever before.

Forei gners want to know the secret of our success which has nmadeMal aysi a
so nique. The answer lies in this power sharing concept or
fornul a enbedded in the great conpronise of the unwitten social contract,
which reflects the high level of political w sdom possessed by the peoples
of Mal aysi a.

Wth freedom and i ndependence achi eved, we have entered anot her phase of
the nationalist struggle. For the struggle has not ended here with
Merdeka. The task we are coping with nowis the nore difficult one of
fulfilling the aspiration and proni ses of independence.

The struggle to bring British rule was not as an end in itself, but
represented the first step towards national reconstruction and the
fashi oni ng of new nati on.

Si nce the achi evenent of independence we have seen an energetic



programre of reforms in all sectors, all of which are ainmed at creating a
strong, stable and prosperous nation. The proni se of Merdeka was dignity,
a better deal and an inproved quality of life for all Ml aysi ans,
irrespective of race, colour or creed. For any new nation this is a nost
daunting task - all the nore so for those nations which had to choose a
revol uti onary struggle to achieve their independence and suffered heavy
damage to their admnistrative, social and econom c systens, making
rebuil ding a sl ow and pai nful process.

In this respect we have been fortunate. The British left behind a good
system of adm nistration and a good | egal system Ml aysi anisation of the
G vil Service proceeded without a hitch and devel opnent went on at ful
speed ahead. In this regard the nation owes a great debt of gratitude to
the | arge nunber of civil servants, professionals and intellectuals who
provi ded i nnovative ideas and | oyal support in their various capasities in
the the running of a nmobdern governnent, especially in the early years of
the administration, notably Tun Abd Aziz Majid, Tan Sri Chazali Shafi e,
Tan Sri Kadir Shamsudin, Tan Sri Abdul | ah Ayob, Raja Mbhar Bi di ozaman
Am nuddi n Baki, Dr Ungku Omar, Ungku Abdul Aziz Hamid, Tun Ismail Ali and
Tun Suffian Hashim

The achi evenent of Merdeka was a great achi evenent, an achi evenent which
normal | y happens only once in the history of a nation. It is therefore a
great responsibility which the younger generation have to assune in
honouring the trust bestowed upon themby their fathers to maintain and
cherish the i ndependence which is ours. The process | eading to Merdeka was
a |l ong and arduous one, spanning al nost half a century, demandi ng great
sacrifice, labour and effort on many fronts, and invol ving patriots and
activists fromall walks of life fromevery corner of the |and.

It is nowup to the new generation to protect this Merdeka fromthreat
and harm and to devel op our independent nation and raise it to greater
hei ghts than was ever possible before. Last but not least, it is for the
younger generation never to forget the great debt of gratitude that they
owe to their fathers and grandfathers who struggled so hard and so long to
achi eve the freedomthat we enjoy today.

This country has been bl essed by God with a gal axy of very able,
dedi cated and wi se | eaders, starting with Tunku Abdul Rahman, followed by
Tun Abdul Razak, Tun Hussein Onn and Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad who
bet ween t hem have contri buted so nmuch to the uninterrputed progress,
dignity and peace of our country over the past 43 years.

They have transfornmed this country froma typical col onial econony where
we were the nere producers of raw materials for the factories and nmills of
the industrialised world into one with a nodern, industrialised econony of
our own which can hold its own in the world market, and which has won the
envy and respect of other nations.

Thi s has only been possi bl e because Mal aysi ans of all races have given
their unstinted support to the Governnment throughout all these years, and
because they are united and disciplined, and live in harnony with each
ot her and respect one another despite their cultural and religious
di f f erences.
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