FIVE LESSONS WE CAN LEARN FROM THE HISTORY OF MALAYSIA, FROM MERDEKA TO THE PRESENT DAY
By Rina Cheah Soo Gim

Humanity is motivated by their desire to improve the future. However, despite the emphasis we place on our future, it remains vital for us to remember our past. After all, it is our past that leads to the present which would consequently direct the course of our future. Therefore, the present should not overlook the importance of history. Not only does it provide us with memories with which to commemorate the nation with, but more importantly, history is the best teacher to prevent mistakes from being repeated. Half a century has passed since Tunku declared Merdeka. For fifty years, we, the people of this nation have been free to take charge of our own fate, to shape our own country and to govern ourselves through our own discretion without the interference of foreign authority. But with fifty years worth of experience, we have are still considered a relatively new nation. And just like any new country, we suffered our fair share of unfortunate events. As regretful as those events are, they can providing us with a number of valuable lessons.

Thirty seven years ago, on May 13, 1969, a horrible tragedy struck the nation. On that day, countless lives were lost, brutally slain, without any justifiable reason *1. This bleak chapter in our history taught us a number of lessons. One of it is that. We, the people, should always be able to think for ourselves, or to put it in better words, to think independently. The events that led towards the confrontation on May 13th began with a procession by an oppositions party, celebrating their victory over the ruling party in the 1969 elections *2. It then escalated to a full-on racially charged riot. The situation was aggravated when incompetent politicians from both sides further fueled the confrontation by encouraging their people to participate in a show of violence to 'defend' the pride of their race*. The people should have asked themselves then; is the use of hostility really necessary? True, the other side did make inappropriate remarks about my race, but do I really need to resort to violence to deal with this issue? How would resorting to brutality benefit me or anyone else for that matter? This is why it is so important for one to have the ability to think for oneself. One should never just blindly fall for a politician's eloquent speech or proficiency in arguments and debates. For if a politician asks of you to engage in something that you know is precarious, is he the kind of leader you seek to follow? This lesson is even applicable today, as there are irresponsible factions still choose to exploit sensitive issues to provoke emotion in the hope of gaining supporters. Once we, the public,  can reason for ourselves and see through their facade, then these politicians  would have to stop resorting to such tactics and instead, focus on significant issues faced by the community.

Organized racial segregation wasn't the only 'legacy' left by the British colonizers. When they granted us Independence, they also made certain that their assets in this nation were protected. One of the ways they ensured that is by compelling the nation to support their pro-west democratic bloc with promises of further aiding the development of our country*10. Back then, it was reasonable to consent to the pro-west stance as we were a newly formed nation. Still inexperienced and vulnerable towards post-war threats*11, assistance from our former colonizers was appreciated. But as time passed and we gained experience and wisdom, we realized that being bound to the west was unfavorable for the nation's progress. We learned the lesson to be self-reliant and never to just depend on external help. As much as we are thankful for the development brought upon by the British colonizers, we have to remember that they were just that: colonizers. They ought to be viewed as nothing more than foreign investors looking for a turn of profit from their foreign investment. They were not so much interested in what they could do for the country as much as what the country could do for them. Therefore, when we lost our significance in benefiting them, they lost their interest in continuing to aid us*12. That is why it is so important for us to be self-reliant and never to just yearn or hope for an external 'saviour' to resolve our problems. This lesson was put to use when the nation was struck by an economic downturn due to the 1997-1998 Financial Crisis. Instead of resorting to the IMF for financial aid, Dr Mahathir imposed capital controls to stop our Ringgit from further devaluing. It was proven a wise move as the economy soon recovered*13, albeit slowly, but more importantly, we were not subjected to the control of the IMF and remained free to manage our economy however we see fit.

The next lesson is not so much an analysis on our extended history as it is more a lesson we once possessed but seem to have forgotten, which pride for our nation is. When Independence was first achieved, the entire nation was filled with the sense of immense pride as they understood the significance of the freedom granted with the attainment of Merdeka. They knew that now, they had a country that was truly theirs and a nation to be proclaimed their home. As much as there was leftover Bntish influence, they were still determined to strive towards the improvement of the country and proud to develop a national identity. Today's generation however, seem to have lost the same nationalistic passion possessed by the previous generation*14. Too often, we marvel at the glory of other nations, be it their achievements, people or culture, and deem our own nation inferior compared to theirs. We care more about how the world views us than how we view ourselves, to the point that we yearn to emulate their ways over our own. One simple example is the pronunciation of 'orangutan'. It shouldn't be wrong to pronounce it the way it was natively pronounced in our language, and yet, we compel ourselves to pronounce it how our former colonizers do (uh-rang-a-ten)*15. If we have to learn to pronounce foreign words like buffet or marijuana the way they do, then shouldn't they too pronounce orangutan like how it's supposed to be pronounced in our language? That's the reason why we need to have pride for our country. It's honorable, beneficial and most importantly, it's essential if we wish to uphold our identity in the midst of globalisation. Because once we cultivate the sense of pride for our own country, we would ultimately possess the desire and self determination to achieve and accomplish the best for our nation.

We started as a vulnerable new country to emerge after Merdeka and have now grown into one of the stronger nations of the developing world through sheer perseverance along with great leadership. We were blessed with admirable leaders who ascended to power with no personal agenda and who did not utilize their power for the wrong reasons. Instead, they were leaders who genuinely cared for their nation and had the nation's best interest at heart, therefore utilizing their power to obtain the best for the nation. They worked hard to construct a solid foundation for our country and it is only right that we be grateful and continue to fulfill their dreams of bringing this nation to greatness as our tribute towards their efforts. Truly, it is important for the current generation to remember and appreciate the sacrifices done by the past and the best way of showing our gratitude is through the learning of history. There is honour in looking back and remembering our past. Besides, if we ourselves fail to pay tribute to the history of our own nation, then who else in the world would? History isn't about memorizing dates, people and places. It's about enlightenment, serving the present a cautionary reminder on mistakes committed in the past. As time passes, the future would undoubtedly hold new lessons for us to learn, but until then, history should be our guide so we need not repeat the same mistakes over again.
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