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Umo needs that old spirit

Abdul I ah  Ahmad

| TS opponents gave Umo a short life expectancy. It is still the ruling
party 57 years on, and getting stronger all the tine, to the chagrin of
its enem es. Last Sunday evening, | returned to Stadi um Merdeka (whose
construction | reported for this paper) where, on the norning of Aug 31
1957, | witnessed the proclamation of independence by Tengku Abdul Rahman
Putra. | joined nore than 40,000 Umo nenbers to celebrate its 57th

anni versary.

It was a delight. The stadium had been enl arged, then abandoned, and
restored and enbraced as suddenly as it was repudi ated

Every young reporter hungers for the big story. | didn't expect to get
anywhere near one so soon. But a few nonths after | joined The Straits
Times, at the age of 19, | was lunped together with virtually the entire
reporters pool to cover the biggest story of all - the country's
i ndependence from British rule. I was too young to do nmuch nore than act
as runner for ny seniors, but | ran hard with the flow of copy and
hi story-maki ng, and with the mmssive excitenent and jubilation of the
occasi on.

I have | ooked back on that day innunerable tines, always at a |loss for
words. | renenber the rush of adrenaline, ny editors barking orders
i ndel i bl e snapshots of crowds of people heading towards freedony the slow
notion lowering of the Union Jack; the raising of the Ml aysian stripes
and crescent; the singing of the British anthem for the last time and
Negara Ku for the first. What | felt is indescribable. My elation was
conparable to having received the greatest gift of ny life - the gift of a
nation to call ny own.

Merdeka was ny first defining nonent, as it was, | believe, for ny
entire generation. The proclamation took place at the purpose-built
20, 000-capacity Stadi um Merdeka, which cost the then grand sum of RM2
mllion. It was the biggest thing the people who thronged in fromthe
I ength and breadth of the country had ever seen

The nenory of that day canme to mind as | beheld Umo's 57th anniversary
celebration at the stadium since expanded to seat 50,000, and filled up
to the bleachers with the party's rank and file. The rem ni scence was not
i ncidental or even nostalgic - every major Umo celebration is and nust be
neasured agai nst the achievenent of independence, the party's greatest
glory.

Young people will accuse nme, and perhaps Datuk Seri Dr WMahathir Mhamad
of being stuck or even trapped in the past. But only the past, and a sharp
awar eness of history, can provide the foundati ons on which the future is
built. Umo is nothing without its past. And this is where there is a

yawni ng generational gap between the young and old or, | should say, the
pre- and post-I|ndependence age brackets. If the divide is not bridged, and
the party's future not reconciled with its past, Umo will |anguish along
with the tolerant and pluralistic nation that it built. If Umo, the party
of the middle ground, fails, the way will be open to the denagogues at the
ext remes.

The point that is often nissed by the present and rather large crop of
party careerists is this: Umo's power does not ermanate from or depend on
patronage and the granting of favours or any other strategemto wi n votes.
Its power lies in its ability to gal vanise and transformthe Ml ays and,
by extension, all Ml aysians.



The nost historic transformation burst out shortly after the end of
Wrld War Il and cul minated on Merdeka Day. Orientalist and col onia
scholars' and adm nistrators' descriptions of the Malays testify to the
size of this transformation, indeed I would not be amiss in calling it a
mental revolution. Under the prejudice of inperialism they were thought
of as "nature's gentlenen", forever docile, subservient and content wth
serfdom as long as the basic elenents of their culture and religion were
sati sfied.

Protest against the Malayan Union - and the formation of Umo in 1946 to
articul ate popul ar opposition to the British-inmposed plan - awoke the
Mal ays from centuries of colonially encunbered slunber. This is too
casual | y understated today.

But for me, the sight of the spontaneous joyous masses at Merdeka was
awei nspiring and unforgettable. They had cone on their own, in buses and
trains and on foot. They stayed with relatives and friends in Kanpung
Baru, the Malay ghetto serving the British administrative capital and its
conmercial interests, and slept or canped in the wooden nbsques (except
for the Masjid Janek), surau, schools and five-foot ways. They shouted
t henmsel ves hoarse echoing Tengku Abdul Rahman's decl aration of "Merdeka!"

On Sunday, the crowds had been bussed in on air-conditioned coaches, not
afewin glittering |inousines, by Umo's well-oiled |ogistics machinery.
The appl ause was, well, polite and at tines as if cued; few were
spont aneous. There were fireworks, nusic and nuch pageantry.

The party's bigwigs smled benignly - Umo had put on a good show and it
was fitting that a celebration of 57 years of struggle had taken place at
the venue of the nation's birth.

I nstead of remenbrance, however, Stadium Merdeka could so easily have
stood for forgetfulness (as Dr Mahathir has said, Melayu nudah [dan
cepat] lupa). It was taken over by a Ml ay congl onerate, which consigned
it for denolition, and then held in linmbo when the owners got into
financial trouble. The Government stepped in to save it. Even now, there
are vigorous argunents about what to do with it. The conservationists are
frequently accused of being soft-hearted and sentinmental

I hope the stadiumwill not turn into a parable for either Umo or the
country's attitude to its history. But there are disconcerting parallels:
a nonunment to a big idea alnpbst torn asunder by big nmoney; a sudden rush
to rescue the past; and then a bafflenent over how to relate that past to
the present or the future.

| say the Governnent nust preserve the stadium pronulgate it as a
nati onal treasure and prevent its ransonming to the megaringgit.

Sentinental or not, | cannot help but conpare August 1957 with Umo's
57th anniversary. The party nust regain the |ifeblood that nourished and
lofted it into the stadium 46 years ago. It nust redeemits fornative
spirit, its concept and ideal of struggle. The story | witnessed at the
begi nning of ny last teen year must continue to be witten, the narrative
of achi evenent and success conti nued.

It nmust not be forgotten that Malaysia is the exception rather than the
normin the uncertain fortunes of the post-colonial Third World. The fight
for independence and the preservation of its rights and identity, against
foes both inside and outside the country, has not yet been won. There is
still a long struggle ahead to stay confortably afloat and realise the
nation's potential as a nodern, liberal, industrialised and First Wrld
Miuslim state.

The British did not think that the new Federation of Ml aya would be
viable. They thought new forms of threat would arise frominternal dissent
and external force. They were not incorrect - the risk of backsliding, of
an unwitting surrender to pressure and dom nation, is as present today as



it was then.

What | saw in the quickly refurbished stadi um was inpressive, no doubt.
But it was nothing conpared to the euphoria that was displayed there 46
years ago. There is an urgent need to excite and capture young mnds and
rel ease new dynanmismin Mlaysian politics for Umo to sustain itself.

Umo nust quickly harness the diverse energies of young Ml aysians. |t
has, | think, done well with Puteri Umo. But this is not enough. The
party must hold a mirror to the crowning glory of |ndependence and once
agai n gal vani se and transformthe people.

Umo has raised the hopes and expectations of the Ml ays and Bumi putera.
It has to capture the new Mal ays that they have becone.
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