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Preface

This collection — my second — brings together newspaper columns
and essays written over the past six years, With the exception of the
art eriticist, most of the work dates fron 1999 onwards, when after
a hiatus of over three vears, 1 started writing @ column regularly.

wide-ranging and at times quite unfo-

At the time. my brief wi

cused. In retrospect, | realise that Twas driven by a desperate desir
to get away from Malaysia — to forget about the uglin
injustice of Anwar Ihrahim’s case. I wanted 1o be elsewhere, Lo expe-

rience other conntries and blot out the debacle. Tt was cowardly and
Tknew it. Tlowever, over the years, my travels have begun toassume
I being drawn to three
in Southeast Asia (an

a greater degree of order and 1 found my
key themes time and again: Islanic practic
interest that predated the World Trade Center attack), the emerg-

ing generation of leaders and the importance of art and enltire asa
means of deepening regional unde ading.

For hetter or for worse, ‘911" and the American-led “War on
Terror’ has focused the outside world's attention on the strggle within

the Islamic world for the hearts and minds of believers. Interest-
ingly, in Soutly wat least. the forees of modernity and conser-
vatism are more evenly matehed tian almost anywhere else in the
Islamic world

eparately, I've spent a great deal of time meeting

with and listening to tie successor generation of regional leaders. As
Suharto, Dr Mahathir Molamad, Lee Kuan Yew and Choan Leek
pass from the stage, 1've heen in search of the new [

Finally T've begun to realize that greater regional integration

ey,

cannot take place unless and until we learn more about one another.
Cross-border inderstanding in Southeast Asia is limited. Culture
and the arts remain @ superh way of learning abont the different
communities: a window as it were into the soul of a nation, illumi-
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were writing at that time, it was exhilarating. There were new radio
stations (Timae Highusay Radio burst onto the airwaves). new maga-

zines such & Men's Revie: and wewspapers such as The S

st of times

1 lave ancenduring memory of

parties. official visits, polive sivens, black goverment
Mercedes-Benzes, not to mention the ever-present hoom of piling

equipment as heads of state from increasingly obscure Afvican na-
tions declared their admiration for the “Malavsian Way”

However, July 27, 1997, marked the houndary between inmo-
cence and experience, the tramsition fron a period of relidive con-
fort and security into something more uncertainand edgy: In Malawy-
ifter the finpneial erisis — the wailing of police

od

sia
off very different ussociations

15 Spar

The images | assaciate with the period after the hahts devalia-
tion are more disturbing: the luze, white surgieal masks and combit

police in halaclay

1 ean recall the clonds of vellowy brown smog and the smell of
fear and mute anticipation when everyone cowered in houses, as
infinitely more powerful men sought to destroy one another. And
now, with the darkness if not the actual smog about to descend on
Kuala Lumpur onee again, and the city bracing itsell for yet another
bout of street demonstrations and snap arrests, | am reminded of
how much onr country has changed over the past five years,.. and
for the worse

As Look through my book, T Tind mysell s

rhing forclues as
Why were my conelusions so far off the mak?
How was it that I didn'tsee the confrontation between Anwar Ihrahim
and Dr Mathathir Mol that evervone else thonght was inevi-
table? Why was | s0
Given the shallowne
it any wonder that the hook makes me feel very uneasy®

My wholesale aceeptance of the greed of those vears now makes

to how 1 got it wron,

sily seduiced by all the trappings of sice

s ol my conelusions — Asian values et al. —is

me eringe. I its defense, 1'd lave to argae that 1 was young and



really didu't need to turm ont like this.

Still, as T turn the hook in my hands, 1 cannot Telp but feel a
fittle cheered. On hindsight 1 may have been wrong, but at least 1
tried to interpret events and understand the players. Even il 1 wis
the only person at the time who thought Malaysia could have be-
come a freer, more open und more liberal country, at least T knew
there was  time when such a dream was possible. But. as they say,
the past is another conntry.



Jjellabulras you gors vourselfon nasi lemak and goreng pisang whilst
watching 24-hour wrestling on satellite TV.

Having overeome my despondeney and fonght off the tempta-
tion of gorging myself on Haagen Duzs ive-cream, | started thinking
about the other countries that were also celebrating their hirth
around the same time. Forastart, there was India and Pakistan with
their filtieth anniversary, They were apair of impossibly fractions

twins — siblings that Tuted each other in the way that only siblings
can — fighting and snarling at one another from kindergarten through
to high school, university and middle age, Evervone talked about
their very bloody and near tragie birth-pangs during Partition (or
was it Parturition?)

Malaysia, by comparison, ad been horn quietly and happily —
abouncing cight-pound baby boy. Thankfilly. we have heen spared
all that “trysts at midnight... " nonsense! Delivered into the world
under the hot midday sun, Malay:
the world by Tunku Abdul Rahman’s three clear-as-hell eries of
“Merdekal”

Of course. like all children, Malaysia had endured his fair share
of minar childhood illnesses and injuries. In 1963, at the age of cight,
enraged by u painful in-grown toenail, he chopped off his big toe
Strangely enouglh. the toe lived on (in-grown toenail and all)... but
that

ments with i

s arrival was procaimed to all

nother story, 1 toddler he ad had a series of nasty argn-

tof his neighborirs. Unlike the Indians and the Paki-

stanis, however, Malaysia’s minor differences over toys and child-
hood games rarely went any further than shouting matches. Essen-
tially, nothing that couldi’t be resolved when everybody calimed down
and grew up. More telling, in 1969, he succumbed toa terrible fever

)

that left him bedridden for weeks as different viruses battled over
his body.

But that was some time ago and Malays
self up for his one-size-fits-all jellabal. was hitting the big Four-O

. now measuring him-

both in age and in terms of inches aronnd the waist. Emboldened by



Asia in Europe and Europe in A
2000

The Hustness Tiiney Singapore, Migely
The By, Australia, April 64 2000
The St Jone T 2000

As Asians, we tend to think of our own world as being unique. When
we're arornd Anstralians, we love to drone on about the distinetive-
weivnt civilisations. We are this, we
are that. I short, we are so special, But there again we may not be
judgiu}_'likv wilh like., Neighbours is hardly comparable to Ramayana.

Kecently $hosted s Dutels Friend fron my Canibridge days who
A European to his fingertips, he was, like so many

ness and sophistication of onr

now lives in P
of his comtrymen. Muent in a slow of langiages. Now in his mid-
thirties. my friend Hans had spentall of his lile, with the exception
of a few years completing a PLD. in the United States, living and

working in Frrope.

As we talked, catehing up on the past, 1discovered to my sur-
prise how little | knew about his world and his points of reference.
He told mie how good Freneh healtheare was, praised St. Petersburg
for its opera, estolled the strengths of Duteh design, recommended
Madrid’s nightlife and Berlin's hip counterenlture. The British, he
said, were not Enropeans and we never mentioned them again.

Since 1 travel so often for work, 1 tried to give hin a sense of my
and. in desperation, 1 found

world, my Sontheast Asia. 1t wasn't easy
myself describing the region by way of analogy, comparing a country
or a city with u European equivalent

The fivst thing T did was mention the similarity hetween the
Jewish and the Chinese diaspora, and how the host countries dif-
fered in terms of their ability to integrate this community. Was the
forced conversion of the Jews in fifteenth century Spain very differ-
ent from the suppression of the Chinese community under Suhartos
New Order?

Tt was more of u chullenge when it came to the particular coun-
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ing forees at work in Indonesiaand a fear of the separatism had
led almost inevitably to the harsh treatment meted out o the

similar to the events un-

Timorese and Achenese, wsitnation not ¢
folding in Cheehnyi Indewd. Subartos regime had certain key
viet characteristics — bratal and authoritarian, it depended on the

=

army and wone-party state driven by cronyism to e sforee its wri

Morcover. the kraton Sularto ere
Menteng’ Jalin Cemang was as redolent of intrigne and back-biting
as Stalin’s Kremlin

However, despite the centuries of oppression. the Javanese, like
the Russians. had ereated a literatire rich in subtle, hidden mean-
ings. The lunguage hud evolved ina manner that suggeste « the people
wly or too forcefully. For

ted around himsell in

were wary of expressing themsclves too ¢l
every hurd-hitting Pramocd
poets aid mlhl\llkw Prshikin and Goenawan Mohamad whose work.
whilst imhued with a deep sense of what it is to be Russian or
Javanese, danced suggestively ut the bondaries of the political main-
stream.

The Philippines presented us with a quandary. 1t was definitely
Latin, but was it more Spanish or talian? Finally I decided it was
more Italian. Riddled sith corruption and hampered by adeap north-
south divide, the conntry was unable to shake ofits past. Burma, |
thought wits mmore appropriate a comparison for Spain, espe
with the restrictiv ationist Spain of Generalissimo Franco and
the historic animosity between the French and the Spanish — the
comparisons also warked well for the Thii and Burmese with their
tense shared frontier.

OFf cors
miserably. I Vietnam was Germany, the only point of similarity ap-
peared to be recent political history and communism, Brunei was
the equivalent of Licchtenstein, albeit gripped by aseedy soap-op-
era,

Malays

i or Solzhenitsyn there were host of

lly

st

failed

there were ing

ances where the comparisor

and Singapore presented me with the most difficulty.
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Coming Home to the City

1 b_\‘ floods. 'l‘lu‘ i miu. the ml|([, the over-
tinted car windows left me with a gloomy
nse of the Tndonesian capital.

This was reinforced when, as | prepared to leave the city. Twas
ly overwhelmed by the seale of the migration that was taking
e. There were families waiting patiently on every street comer.
As Twatched the crowds gathering at the train stations and bus
ots, the airports and sea ports. I remenmber pansing to consider
vast shifts in human settlement over the past fifty years and the
normous cities that had been created ont of these changes. In miny
the movement of peoples is-a testament to the newness of
y of these cities — urban communities that most would still hesi-
te to call home’. Given their ragged ugliness, the construction sites,
traffic jums. the smogand the squatter settlements, who can blame

?

But for people like mysell, horn and bred in the cities, try as
ight, the conntryside is often as alien s any foreign country, if not
ore so. 1w sure most KL-ites would understand the gloom thit
escends on e when | am forced to drive through thousands of
s of oil palms, interspersed by the oceasional dusty one-strect

ections and even city-bound eynics such as
begin to feel the pull of our distant roots — and in my case,
th a Welsh mother and sisteen years of weak tea and soggy fish
 chips under my belt, T do mean distant. However, during the




are times when T have wanted to reach into the TV sereen ind wring,
the neck of one of those perfeetly composed. ridiculonsly content
TV mmimies, even il she is wearing a headscearf.

Towever, guite apart [rom my own misanthropic natire, an-
other more important reason why 1 stopped going back to Knala
Kangsar was the sense of having to grapple with too many ghosts.
Like Dickens’ Scrooge (at least initially). I'd wake np enthnsed and
excited on the first day of festivities, throwing myself into the day’s
events: the carly morning prayers at the mosque. the visit to the
graves and then the food. Al what magnificent food! Fven now it
still s the power to stop ne in my tracks: beel rendang, lewang,
sweetmeats and endless red, pink, green and yellow mkm,

But somehow Fdalways felt like an ontsider. Twas going throngh
the motions whilst others were happy enough just being' Twas too
conscious of necding to belong hefore T eonld simply e’ As i con-
sequence. I never really hecame anything more than a frenetic oly-
server.

1ts only now that Trealise my "Gliost of Thri Raya Past’. In es-
sence my memories of the countryside were just too fint and insnb-
stantinl to he revived. And tevas Dinight. they resisted the artificis
ity of reconstitution.

Unlike Seraoge. Twas onmy own, or rather 1 discovered that
my roots. notwithstanding my fathers grave all those miles away to
the nortl, were really here in the city. 1t has taken me a long time to
acknowledge the et that the co-ordinates of v existence are to he
found in Kuala Lumpor.

1 know where Tam from, and Tunderstand as noeh as 1 ean
“ever understand the nuances of my futher's world: hut it is not the
world I chose to live in, Instead, ye ereated. perlaps unknowingly,
my own kamprong Tile hiere in the city: My howie, my offiee, my
favourite restanrants, friends and family are all withina mile of one
another. It may not be as dichly lavered or wholesome as Kuala
Kangsar. But the point is ity mine. And whilst the pull of the coun-

e
&1



The Credibility Syndrome

2001

The Business Times Singapon, Jine
The Sun. fune 3 2000

Every morming withont [l us Tswitel on my computer and check
the Tnternet for news, T do something that might seem innoenons
but is in fact extremely detrmental to mational ity In essence 1
i And sinee 1 have no confidence

am rejecting nuinstreant Malays
in the alternutive national vision espoused by the opposition — will
someonc remind the DA and PAS that theyre supposed to heal-
Ties? — vou can nnderstand my frustration,

L the modem 1T age. asense of commmity and national iden-
depends on the niedia. By way of comparison. inancient Greeee,
it was possible to practice democraey in a highly pesoral manner.,
ders were ible (o ¢
ssing for support fice-to-fee amongst e electorate, Clearly that
impossible today.

Today. the media — the TV, the newspapers and the Tnteret
- are the sinews of the bady politic, T certain conntries, sueli s
e United States. it has almost supplanted the political proce
it or loathe it. the medinis an inescapable partof the national psye
eathing lifc: into our socicties and articululing o every coneern.
Without it, we are merely a fractired mass of hody parts — dispar-
commumities with no core.
Ideally the mediashonld be the guardian of one shared identity
giving voice to the things we want to sy T icons aie our
ieons; its victims, ourvictims. Similarly, its bud guysare our bad giys
we expect its practitioners — TV news anchors and jonrnalists
to champion onr concerns. We want them to ask the vich and
verful questions tiat we are too husy and ut times too scared to
e. They are expecied Lo expose cormiption, venality wnd hypoc-

¢ sense of civie responsibility by can-

So, whilst sipping my coffee and scanning Uirongh the varions

@



However, [or many yonmger Malays and Chinese, “opting out’
winto religious and or racial intolerance (the comfort

hanvinism) — aworld where solutions are engagingly simple.
trated and angry, the other alternative lias been to hit the s
To the voung. the authorities seen ta he more concerned abont
interests of the rich and powerful. There are times when ordi-
y men and women appear to he mute observers at the feast that
; called national development. In such a poisonons environment,
s to fostera genuine multi-racial identity and “helonging secin

In the past, this state of affaivs wonldn't have attracted much
ention. We liad become habituated to our bad newspapers, More-
r no one in government seemed (o have made the connee
en the younger generation's alienation and the Credibility Syn-
ome. However, the recent awquisition of Nanyang Siang Pau by
MCAS investiment ar, Huaren. his hrought the issue of modia
rain into the limelight.

e Chine o language press his long enjoyed a greater
gree of independence — partly becinse most of the political elite
mnot read Chinese. N such as Nanyangs, Sin Clene [it
h and China Press are vobust and feisty. especially on the ke
ies affecting the commmity such as Chinese hinguage educ ation
d culture. In fact. their eredibility has meant that there hasn't been
e same prolileration of Chinese lingnage news websites, One shid-

tion

Spape

s to think of the Nanyang's impending emascenlution,

If the government is serions uhout winning popular support and
ially amongst the younger generation. it will have to reassess
andling of the medi

Currently, the media has hecome the Barisin Nasional’s biggest
ity. Its craven and imthinking support for the suthorities appuls
majority of the population. And when it s its attentions to
the opposition, people are further turned off by its partisan-
. This is a tragedy becanse, in overall terns, the Barisan Nasional's
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he Emperor's Clothes
e Emp

 Eye. Anstralia I‘
Buvtmm i

all started when 1 met a Filipino newspaper columnist and aca-

emic, Ambeth Ocampo, in Manili

Tntrigued by his dry wit, 1 !mus_lu astack of his books and was

immediately plnu;ﬂl into un ironic i engaging investigation of his
ntry's bizarre history (us th four hundred years ina Castilian

onastery followed by fifty years in Hollywood ™).

Ambeth, hnwnur wlmws"hi].,‘l\i\‘lm'\“ the hmnn we all hated
d. he settles
5 n( v\(‘an life, ll]muum ing tiny cor-
ry and expertly dirceted torchlight.

is eye on I]w lvl]ln,,u]v
s of the pust with a solita
Ranging over the centuries wnd digging deep into overlooked
hival material. he'll tell ns abont a turn-of-the-century breakfast
with the Filipino rebel leader, Emilio Agninaldo, and most curiously,
heavy overcout that Agninaldo’s contemporary. the great itionals
tmartyr Jose Rizal, appears o swear in many of the remaining pho-
phic images of the man.
As it happened. Rizal's overcoat.
ly puzzled we. Why. Twondered, did the great man wish to be
n wearing suclan inappropriate item of clothing? 1t was neither
Filipino nor would it luve heen partienlarly comfortable in the
And contrary towhat my host saicd, a Manilawinter didit seem
different from a Manila summer,

The more T thought about Rizal sweltering in his overcoal —
ven the statue of hir in the capital eity’s Limeta Park has hinwear-
1g the wretched thing — the more Twondered about its possible

mbolic significance.
- After four hundred years of repressive Spanish colonial rule.

pparently made in Hong Kong,




dence Malaysia. Formal wear (1still have one of my [
was a combination of silk and lavish brocades with a myriad of
and decorations. With nine sepurate sultans, the splendid and ex-
pensive formal wear of the day refllected the underlving fendal char-
acter of Mal vi
Subairno’s uniforms. his songkok, his dark sunglasses and the
swagger stick he toted tell avery different story. Arrogant and vain.
Sukarno mnderstood the importanee of projecting an image of pow
Because of his bilduness. he always wore asongkok, vealising that his
Tair-loss would affect the people’s perception of is virility and this
political power. Tis much vaunted success with the women. the
elightful Japanese-hom wife Dewi Sukarno included. reinforeed
s mystique.
Even though he had never heen a soldier. Sukarmo's military
ectations (he designed his own uniforms! contributed to his waluu
v divine radiance. Whilst many have acensed him of overwecning
'ty h( .‘w!n pmmnug as u.\t]unu[ necessity, saving: “Indone-
i inferiority. Our pnuplv
(unhd('n(m "This st give thum before Lam tihen away,
Having heen lannched by Ambeth onto this offbeat path, it be-
e difficult to stop. Every time Twatched the TV or read i news-
I'd find wysell serutinising the clothes people were wearing,
~ What, Twondered, were the political implications of o minister
ering i press conference inatracksnit? Was he running for of-
2 Or was it because he was fat and needed to lose weight™
Tean still remember the dismay vears ago when former Deputy
me Minister Datuk Seri Anwar Thrahim discarded his populist
pers and his sarony for Giorgio Avinani and Tigo Boss. Tnterest-
ly, many of the friends anc
nge ol g.ulx as i loss of idealism.
Of course ome conld take the exploration further and ask abont
significance of Ho Chi Minli's generous goatee, Estrada’s po-
naded hair or Gus Duors slippers.

lies from his uctivist past sasw the




he Dot Com Boom

Timen Stngtay Marcl 11, 2000
Eye, Australi, Marclt 23-Aprl 22000
Sun, April 9, 20000

stmonth, | turned up in Singapore after an exhasting ronnd-the-
rld trip. Stunbling intoa crowded hotel fover 1 sensed that some-
wivanits jam-picked

g was going on — the harswere full, the v
d the talk dense with deals.

Sure cnongh, Tdarrived only days after the conclusion of the
US$3$ billion 1Tong Kong Telekom deal, and the eity state was still
gzing with excitement, notwithstanding the fact that the losing

had been Singapore’s telecom utility conpany. Singtel,

Tnareprise of the staggering AOL-Warner tramsaction, real as-
s and the world of “Bricks-and-mortar’. had heen subsined by
e world of ‘click-and-morta’.

The winning party. a doteom npstart called Pacifie Century
CyberWorks, helmed by the buzz-cut sporting Richard Li o scion ol
“a Hong Kong property dynasty. had only been established ten months
before.

The hotel lobhy was like a Nintendo game crossed with Felli
La Dolee Vita. Having lived through the “Great Emerging Markots
Boom’ of the carly 90, I realised T Tanded in the middle ofits
nfinitely more comples progeny. the “Great Asian Intermet Boon'.

At Tirst, 1 was depressed. There was no way T was part of the
Internet Boom. Twas undercquipped and over-dressed, Twas marcli-
ing aronnd in my double-breasted snit and clitehing my Tuwyers
notebook (WAP-less (o boot) as bright young things barely ont of
“puberty wore wearing GAP, with Biaseball caps tuned backwards,
bounced their way in and out of meetings. trailing stock options.
Palm Vs,

Finally, at dinner,a charniing voung lady fronaventure eapital
fund (that’s what she told me) took me by the hand and showed me




ulise the material. releas-

provider. [ was all so simple. Twould s
ing it in tantalising weekly excerpts. T was ereating i soap operia on
the Net. Think Neighbours, think Coronation Strect. Think. more
importuntly. of all the willions of women eading romantic novels
for whom the Net offered so little It too good to he true!
Al the ronance, the sex, the intrigne, the hetrayall But be-
fore 1 allowed myself to get curied away with the sordicd ins-aune-
outs of Malaysian politics. | reminded wysell karimrashn:comwould

ainment. Whatever the case,

confine itsell o good wholesome enter
it was an anexplored, imesploited market, OF course. there wonld
be paralle] translations i Malay, Hindi and Chinese of my bodice/
cholifsamfu/kebaya-ripper.

1t soon hecame apparent that just by saying I was a “content
provider’ they would understind immediately, Whereas hefore they'd
ignored e, now they conldn’t get enongh of me. The investment
bankers, the venture capitalists, the incubators and the private eq-
wity guys would start running after me — literally throwing money
at me.

Of conrse, like any well hronght up Southeast Asian. Twould
stand my gronnd. would only aceept funding in American dollars.
One of the great advantages of business in the Tnternet age was that
everyonc was i far too mucl of a hurry to bother with spr
business plans or accounts. fustead -~ and this [ thonght a fittle sur-
prising for people who eschewed what they called sl na
they were always talking about “hack-of-the-envelope” calenlations.
And T thought envelopes went ont of fashion with George Michacl?
‘Despite my misgivings, | would learu towhip out the requisite enve-
ope. doodle on the hack ol itand then tadk aboutan iminent Nasdacg
Tisting, My impression of Madonna's latest video secured a commit-
‘ment US§5 million.

In order to enswre the stickiness of my site and the necessary
volume of hits, Twonld 1o sell strategic stakes to AOL-AWarner, The
ew York Times. Microsoft, and the roti canai nian at the end of my

Isheets.




The Modern Malay Dilemma

Star, April 22
i Chew Jit Poh, 1\|nﬂ 28, 2002

Business Tines Singapore. April 30, 2002
a Harian, May 6, 2002

Malay world vision has nurrowed drastically in the past five years.
is anational tragedy because parochial and pedantic thinking in
corridors of power will destroy the Malaysia we know and love.
hy? Firstly. the country is multi-racial, As such the Malays — who
ly dominant — have to maintain their ability to speak
) aeross the religions divide. Consensus-building is an

ar
than our GDP. As such, the prosperity we see around us de-
on an export-driven cconomy. In short, we cannot maintain
ur livelihood — the Protons. the bungalows and the holidays in
and Hong Kong — unless we look outwards. Our horizons
e to be global.
However, a succession ol missteps culminating with Anwar
ster, detention and trial has emboldened the for
growth might have resulted in the
htening of religious and moral issues. As such the political de-
has focused almost entirely on the battle for moral legitimae
nd supremacy. shifting the attention inwards rather than outwards.
In many ways this is understandable. PAS, as a party led by
s, has concentrated on their core strength: Islam. They have
ked UMNO at the ruling party’s weakest point —its perceived
of religion ials. Tl as raised important g
about the efficacy and effectiveness of contemporary liberal
tic institutions such as the judiciary and the civil service.
poses the question: il corruption is truly endemic, shouldn’t we
acing the entire western system of governance? However, in
rhaste to denounce the g g.,mernmen( at every turm, PAS has ne-

s of
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ast week when China's Viee President Hu Jintao and
aI)p;u‘t'Hl visited Kuala Lunmnpur, most Malaysians just yawned:
e KLSF ]Illlt'\ was more important for them. Very Tew Malaysiiis
rticular) realise the extent to which our export-
n pm serity is threatencd by China's gargantuan economy, 11
are not careful our prny industries will he overwhelmed.
There is no one easy solution for the two challenges ve out-
ined. However there is an inderlying theme — that of openness
5. domestically and in-

Ve cannot address the country’s weaknes:
ationally, unless and until we try to create a truly global agenda
or the Malay community. This in tum will help strengthen ra
understunding as well as an all-encompassing Malaysian identity.
Firstly. the Malay community has got to wake up. Whilst faith is
. rellgu)us practices do not prevent us from addressing the chal-
/life, We must equip ourselves with contemporary
— with science, economies and technology — in order
of life. Economics and business are going to have
of this re-tooling of the Maluy mindset. The en-
ment with China is a good illustration of what I mean by re-
g We have to learn abont the world’s most populous nation
nd create niches for onrselves in tourisim, educational services, ag-
culture and natural resources.
We will need a vast pool of Mandarin-speaking Malaysi
ler to achieve this goal. We can of course tum to the Malaysian
nese community and task them with the interaction. But that is
a sensible long-term solution. Instead, the Malay commimity
also get involved in what is potentially the world's largest mar-
tplace. The Malays must be cquipped to handle the relationship
ead-on, globalising their mindset.
is brings me back to the disturbing edneational record of
y males. Frankly, our national education system does not en-
e the Malay commumity to be sufficiently open to other enl-
s and lang\m” 5. This resistance to external ideas and influences




The Clash of Liberal and Literal Islam
Star, May 5. 2002

mummw Tiines Sitigapiore. May 6. 2002
South China \rmmnuum May i, 2002

m Polfiy. ]».1\ 202

Who will win over the hearts and ininds of Tndone two hindred
Certainly. the images of extremisin and violence
have nmnupuhwd the headlines, However, the strggle between two
aun -~ liberal” on the one hind and literal-
still, in Indonesia, the moderates are a
such

contrasting visions of Is
on the other is on-going
force to he reckoned with. Unlike most other Muslin conntri
‘as Pakistan and Egypt, moderate scholars, thinkers and political ac-
sts occupy key positions in Lndonesi:
The internationally celebrated scholar, Nurcholish Majid.
Azyurmardi Azra, Dean of the leading mainstrem Indonesian semi-
nary, and IAIN's (State Academy of Islamic Sciences) Syaril
Hidayatullah, are among the leading moderates, The two men are
known for their willingness to address the challenges of modernity,
their tolerance of other faiths as well as their sensitivity to L,umlm
rights. There are also a mmber of young-generation Iu,un s — such
as the ir ible political Rizal Mallarangeng and
the academic Luthfi Assyankanic.

On the other hand, there are ultra-consenvative leaders such as
Hidayat Nur Wahid of the Justice Parly and the recently detained
Jwafar Umar Thalib of Laskar Jihad. Both men espouse a more radi-
cal agenda that calls for the wholesale imposition of the Syariah Law.

Certainly, there is between the two groups. Re-
cently, the Laskar Jibad leader was quoted in the Indonesian
newsweekly Gatra as saying “the difference between us and them
(the liberals) is the same as hetween the followers of Iskun and non-
believers.” However, the moderates ure not romming scared. Whilst

no fondnes




tablishment has often sacrificed its
dependence in working hand-in-glove with the anthorities, At the
liberally-iniclined writcrs and thinkers are generally e~
isolated. In Egypt, for example, Nobel Lunreate Naguib
as even the subject of a brotal wssassination altempt in

Indone liberals are not going to be vietims. They are
bilising. They think strategically. They under:
plan for the future. A good example is the work being con-
cted by the Jaringan Ishin Liberal — the Ishunic Liberal Net-
ork. The group has focused on shaping public opinion, They ap-
ar on TV and radio shows, they write very regularly and syndicate

and the mediaand

nnewspapers across the archipelago,

iberals are ot effete, wester-edneated seealar-
i Thevare luentin
). Their backgronnd
s, They

and trained in figh (slaic jurispridenc
ives then the confidence to debate substantive religions
do not retreat [rom confrontation. As ULl Al Abdalla, the NU's
head of humian resource development, s e cone fron within
the tradition. We can challenge the conservatives head-on.

Exposed to a wide range ol elassical works by many different
Tslamic scholars including all the great legal traditions (the Maliki,
the Hanbali, the Hanafi and of course, the Shafi'i). most of the stu-
dents have deve foped an innate dnderstanding of the “fntermul dis-
sion” and dialogue that lies at the heart of Islumic jurisprudence

Insshort, they realise that there is no “one” answer for any given ques-
on.

Their scholarship is prodigions and det

mitted Muslims., they approach the Holy Koran with enormons re-

spect, intense picty and intellectnal rigonr. Some have combined

their profound knowledge of the Holy Koran and the Sunnah with a

stint in leading western universitios such as Canada’s MeGilland the

Netherlands' Leiden. Newly-leamned philosophies and teclmicues

ailed. As deeply com-







People And Places



“Lwas only six when Pol Pot’s people marched into the city on
April 17, 19 v mother was @ schoolteacher, she taught French
and my father worked ata naval base. 1 had six brothers and sisters.
We fled the city and took refuge with onr relatives. There was very
ittle to cat and my purents had to sell their gold to foed us. But the
food was very poor and the rice was nol elean: two of my sisters died
then.

“The vill
people like us. We would be summoned and transported further and
further away from the capital, Luckily, in the last camp where the
family was split up, 1 became very good at taking care of the water
buffaloes. I could ride them and control [ifty or hundred at a time.”
il still prowd of his un-
Pol Pot’s people gave me

sers were ahways hunting for the "April 17" people —

By now he had cheered considerably,
expected skill with the water bu .
good food whereas my parcuts received very poor rations. They
couldn't helieve Twas from Phoom Penh. Lwas so dark and so clever
with the animals. But it was then that they started killing people at
random, selecting them by night and taking them away. One night
they wanted 10 take my parents hut my mother said she wouldn't
leave without me. Because Twas uselul to them, the headman finally
allowed her to stay. Thereafier, T led and looked after my parents.”

Rereading my notes later T suddenly realised that Souphay would
have been no more than ten years old at the time when he saved his
family from the “Killing Fields”. And it was this theme of duty and
responsibility o his family (and his mother in particular) that under-
ored our entire conversation. He had spent the last twenty years
ting to preserve the family's integrity, defending them throngh
and indiscriminate violenc

I could see that as normality returned to the country, as the
United Nations peacekeepers canme and went in the early 905 and
mmercial ventures opened up, Souphay, ance u champion water
falo herder acquired the skills that would be needed in the chang-
environment. He worked at his spoken English, listening to the




The Women of Ban Krua

The Business Tones Singapure, Octolicy 14, 2000
The S, October

Living in Mulaysia, one gets the impression that women are viewed
asasonree of evil. A recent trip to Thailand reassured me that notall
Muslims see women throngh such misogynons eyes.

Bangkok is o deceptive city. Just when vou think you have the

measure of the place, it reveals something differentand unexpected.
something that for ssvour fivst impressions. The city
confonnds with s Patpong on the one hand and an
1k waavers on the other.

ancient Isfamic community of

Tt was whilst visiting the small but thriving Musling eneli
Ban Krua in Bungkok that 1was reminded that women — as wives,
mothers and grandmothers — play a key role in nurturing 4
community’s faith, its identity and its sense of purpose.

As a Muslim minority in an avowedly Buddhist state, identity
can be a compromising factor in the quest for survival. In Ban Krua,
“however, 1 saw that their [ ad been the reason for
their survival. Morcover. this comples matrix of faith. Janguage and
rely by the women, They were the custo-
working at their looms,

col

sense of sell when the men
e too busy working, preaching or having fun with other women,

In Bun Krua, asstone’s throw fram the honky-tonk attractions of
Square, in a tiny. overlooked and seemingly squalid corner of
ty, there

stake the inhabitants unwavering claim to their fait]

0 had maintuined the community

s asmall mosque and a cenetery — two key symbols
and way of

The tightly-knit enclave of Cham Muslims are currently fight-
for their survival in the face of development. Led by the women,

0 Krua has managed (o stall — for the pust twelve years — the
. sy, The threat of evie-

contested construction of an expr
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nmed leadership roles in their own right, fighting
i le their husbunds as they attempted 1o defend
fram external maranders.

le contrasts between the Cham view of a4 woman’s more ae-
e role in socicly and our own preconceptions lere in M
seemed particularly wlring that afternoon. Tulking to Somehai «
e led me throngh the narrow sois, or lanes, of Ban K, 1 eould
e that she had inherited the mantle of her predecessors, I fact,
Ebe xnlvq)rotu whispered to me quictly as we were exploring the
“You're Incky Kl Karim. they don't normally allow string-
n here. They look ont for one another.”
And it was clear to me that the houses, whilst densely packed,
Thad not been huilt with security inmind. T eonld peer deep inside
the homes, There were pictures of the Ku'aba, occasional portraits
of the King and beantifully carved and framed Karanice seript. The
dichotomy hetween the overtly Buddhist environment and their own
[deep]» held Muslin ide ntity cheered me:
But tiat didnt miean |||e-) weren't moder or sayvy. Attuned to
the demands of u fledging democracy, they'd enployed the ‘weap-
onry of contemporary protests: the media, public demonstrations
outside Government House: the NGO movement and their own
« ity-mindedne nd it was in this manner that they liad
been able to prevent the rich and the powerful from excluding them
from their birthright: a remarkable feat for what was essentially a
poor inner city sl However, the threat was by o means over and
they were expecting at any time smother attempt to disladge then
from their ancestral homes,
Aware of their struggle and yet struck by Somehais good humour.
Tremember thinking, ‘this woman is tongh.” She lad fonght for the
community and held onto herindependence. bringing up three chil-
dren without a father — oli, she'd added in passing, e Tad many
vives and she'd heen left to fend for hersell:

She related to me how the

hildren had moved away from Ban

@
&



Malang and the Indonesian Chinese Predicament
The Brestnes Time:
The Stan, July 22 2001

Sin Chew Jit PoltSepteniber 9. 2001

zapere. July 21,2001

Both households kept dogs: the quict older conple had a pack of
miniature terriers behind the kitchen. The dogs bounced around
excitedly. They were like vats with sang kaneil legs. spritely and en-
ergetic. Whercas the doctor, a more thoughtful i, had a large.
oddly-shaped and Ingubrious pariah. 1t didnt bark so much as hel-
lowed when it saw me.

1 thought little of the pets at the time, [t was only later when T
remenbered that one of the terriers — the mother of the pack —
had been feverish. The elderly biteh sat alone in a eardboard box
(they were very small animals). The animal’s belly was distended and
it shivered uncontrollably, 165 eves were glazed as it had seenits
own death in the face.

And as T eonducted my interview

and talked about the condi-

tion of the Chinesc in Malang — and by extension the rest of ndo-
nesia — | hegan Lo see the feverish animal as a compelling symbol of
the minority’s predicament. Viulnerable, isolited and ouly margin-
ally richer than their neighbours, they waited anxiously, [earing the
wy moment, And here in

olence that they sensed conld explode
5 million inhabitants and more

Java, a provinee with well over !
an 700 people per square kilometre, the threat of violence was as
uch a fact of life as an afternoon thunderstorm.

Tensions simmered under the surface. Only two months be-
, the nearhy town of Pasiruan (some forty minutes away by car)
been rocked by @ wave of destruction when hordes of angry



doubled-up und his wife's gentle face never lost the look of pained
anxiety even when she smiled.

Only the week before, their only danghter had landed a job in
Vancouver. They were relieved and the mother smiled broadly as
she di ed the g good news. "L don't see i good Tuture for he rliere,
But Mtlang is not so bad as the other towns, We Dave the military to
thank for that. 16s not like Pasunim or Lawang. Sllll\wh.lw(okvep
alow-profile in order to maintain the g goad relations hetween ns and
the native people.” “Native peaple” was i phrase the couple was to
use again and again,
1 hiad heen struck by the incongruity of their house. They were
aconple in their fifties and yet their furniture wi Iy from the
119405 and 1950s. The wife smiled weakly onee again and Panl an-
swered. T knew 1 had touched something infinitely more painful.
“This is iy oty home. My father built itin the 19505«
“mother only passed wway s month ago, She was ninety-cight.”

As we talked Tsensed that Panl — the voungest of nine children
inawealthy trading lamily — had heen entrusted with looking after
the mother. His other brothers and sisters had emigrated, leaving
:‘I:im alone in Malang. Some were in America and others in Canada
‘They had fanned out all over the continent.

 Ewigration and movement was a constant theme in the { family
history. There had heen brothers and sisters who had left to study in
Cerm.xm i the mid-"60s as the reality of heing Chinese in Indone-
1:ﬁalm.um- increasingly tortuous. But Ewrope hadu't proven to be as
leoming as they'd hoped and they moved on to the New Waorld.
One sister. in desperation Dad even wanted to leave for Communist
China, but she had heen dissiaded.

Despite the air of incertainty and travelling. Paul lad kept the
faith, 1 imaginied lim recording the familys movements and report-
g them to his aged mother. Lelt helind. he dealtas hest he could
th the brutal reality that his siblings had wanted (o put hehind

thern,
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on: “serving” the people. religio rvice” He talked happily about
the period when lie was “serving” on the island of Flores. There,
among Christians. and for the first tme in his life, he hadn't felt
diserimination. As he explained:

“We praved together There were no barriers between us. And
o respected. 1t not like here in

in a small community, doctors
Java.” he added sadly.

Having received an American scholarship. Te T stuclied at
Cornell University. Despite the thrill of studying abroad. Tie ladu't
-~ wanted to cigrate. The loneliness and competitiveness hid given
him an inkling ol life in the United States and he'd retured home
after two and a hall vears.

However, he acknowledged that his sons (hath were in their
twenties) might be more inelined toleave Indonesia, They were more
direct, “more straightforard”, and yor conld see from the expres-
m on his face that whilst he respected them and was proud of
them, he feared for their survival.

Nonetheless. j is mood lightened as
e talked about the community work he did in his spare time.
“Lam not gloomy like the others. Tsee a future for us, We lave
adapt to the sitnation. Socictics are not permanent, We have to be
olved and take a role. 1t ean't he “us”and them” — the exclusivity
rks against ns.” 1 shook his hand warmly as Hefi. For Dr Swecheng.
gement wis the solution, not withdrawal. e would not be the

ist as [ was about to leave

king animal in the cardboard hox.

i



g a strong dose of professionalism and competence into gov-
hilst overhauling the banking sector.

ly, he promoted the mllmluumnnl .xpru;_umnu of central plan-
that helped coordinate Thailand's hitherto erratic cconomic
gement with a serics of fve-year plans that was imangurated in
. he pmhm] for fnvestment in infrastructure, open-
F Il\‘l!(]\hll‘l Highway” in the impoverished
eush:'rn proving |nm\5m![nu perity to million
Sl he was eriticised h_» wany for agreeing to work with the
jtary. But Puev — cver the realist —imderstood that e was pre-
d with w unique opportinity to set in place reforms that would
ansform his conmtry. and he seized the chance readily.
~ This did not miean tat he turned his back on principle. One of
hallmarks of his career was his cmphasis on education. He was
5o willing to tackle hroad socio-political issies, As i passionate be-
er in santi-prachadarmmg — a civil socicty bised on Buddhist
nciples — he songht to balance the ugly msh to development
a greater cmphasis on spirituality. Indeed. in his baok. The
omy of Thailand, lie argued that moral principles had to he
g ide traditional economics il any measure of social jus-
e was to be nohieved.
Puey’s dedication Tent hine considerable moral anthority and in
he dared to challenge Thanon's inereasingly authoritarian mile
h s heartfelt. il provocative open letter that is now considered to
or to the militury strongian’s ouster later it
3 Nothing is worse than the pollution cansed
e fmr of intimidation, Sueh {ear posions peoples minds aud

~ However, Puey was to end his life (he died in late 19997 in igno-
and exile. Unlike so mumy of his Southeust Asian conmterparts,
ected the comlort of a government sincenre or estublislhiment



However. Tshould caution that Puey’s moral stature came from
his unwavering adherence to principle. He had no personal agenda
and no patrons to impress. He did not hend i the face of political
charismu nor did he advocate religious extremism. Finally, he did
not sucenmh to the enticements of the business community,

Tnstead, heremenmbered at all times that a civil servant’s duty
was to the people as a whole, not to one particnlar section of the
comumnity or o its political masters: lessons that are still instructive

today.

67




off my shoes. the doubts erowded inon me.
Had T heen deluding mysell all these vears? Was Pak
death a coming of age? A moment when my foolish and nidve views

finally drifted away, like tie storm clouds over the eity. (o reveal the
2

ugly scars across onr socie
By now | was standing slightly apart from the rest of the monrm-
ers. Unible to shuke oflmy writerly perspective — despite wy own
sadness — 1 found my attention wandering as L looked around. The
family had lound o nmgmhm ntspot for Pak Ngah's ¢ nan
‘Keramat cemetery was almost exactly hetween the Melawati Range
‘on the one hand und the conerete and gl s the Golden
Triangle ou the other:

Seanming the horizon, 1 picked of T the coordinates of Pak Ngul's
There was the neighbourhood where he lived, Jalan Danyai:
“Taman Sri Ukay with its hizarre A-shaped homes. one of the many
Tousing cstates that he Dad huilt in his earlier days as o suceessful
now swathed in

property developer: and not to mention the ci
e Toved. 1t was a dizzving prospect made all the more
the sun Iumﬂ\ cinerged, its vays slicing througl the clouds,

the heanty that morming. Shaking my head. 1
Neah again. wanting to he reminded o what he

player by tnclivation and an epi-
generons toa fanlt open-minded
d always willing to spend time with younger people, Pak Ngah
2 to talk, but unlike so many men. e also nnderstood theimpor
tance of listening, It was i rare gift.

Having gone to the Malay College Kiala Kangsar. he studied
ll l]!t‘ l'ui\(-rsil_\ ol ) in smp,upuw and then -

nn.\l —i rclmhml ||um||!-m ol llu \luLn\w Jite that lm\v Inn;
minated the country. Unlike them, he was down-to-carth and
endly, trp‘lln\gp('uplv\vll|l veennine warmtland disarming friend-
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Solo and Jogjakarta

The Business Tinies Singapore. Mignst 112002
e Sun Angust 12,2001

15 are not doomed: they do Tave i fiturg
I eanme neross bwo traditional

ereditary mon
ently. when travelling in Central Javi
— one of whom had adapted to the challenges of modernity
ilst the second Tad failed miserably. Moreover, Tsisy thatamlers
ability conld Tave a substantial impuct on the surromding commn-

uul 1l: L.A(Il'ﬂl I‘ukuhn\\.nm (I\II‘LSU
The expericnee tanghit me that i rulers sticeess or failire does
matter. Monarchies are not necessarily a thing of the past. 1lliberal.
d and spe; mltlu vulers destroy both their pateimony and their
ples prosperity.

A smartand intuitive roler can wield considerable influenee.

e can hecormea force for change. Justwitness the Tamengkubiwonos.
Separated by some sisty kilometers of exeruciatingly had roads,
e towns of Jogjakarta and Solo s Both cities
their respective rulers, in particnlir — the two leading roval
houses the Susulnman of Solo and the Sultan ol Jogjukarta —
merged in the mid-cighteenth century from the strite-tor remains
the ancient Juyanese kingdom of Mataranm.

However, in the decades sinee the World War T the Sultans of
jakarta have managed to retain and indeed. cnhance the Ganilys
Himportant wahyu. or divine power. Throngh a combination of
nlightened sell-interest and astute political manoeveing. the
mengkubuwonos have seeured atonomy for their domain

The story of Prince Dorodjutun’s (who later hecame

nilar historic




ivam e pocts lived and worked in Solo, including Ronggawarsita,
whose durk, hrooding verse, written in the late 18005 hest captures
the Javanese sense of impotence at the Teight of the Dutel colonial

Withits exquisite and accomplished gamelans and dance troupes,
lo retai reputation as a haven of refinement and artistic ex-
cellence. Whilst the political authority of the kratons is diminished,
they still serve an important function as a vital store of cultural capi-
Tn time to come, this will help prevent the Arab-isation of Indo-

ly the Pakubuwanas have squandered countless
yportunities to reinvent themselves. Tnstead of supporting the in-
pendence movement in 1945, the Susuliman inclined towards
s to cost the fumily deardy when the city of Solo
unlike Jogjakarta — was absorbed into the Provinee of Central
a, to be governed heneeforth from the coastal city of Semurang.

Lacking the vision or the education, the Snsulunan lter songht
to re-impose his feudal authority, This was fiercely resisted Dy the
in retreating hehind his keaton walls, the

speople. However,
whunan left hehind a dangerous leadership vacuum that renains
nfilled to this day. The dramatic outhreak of violence in 1998 dem-
ated the dangers of the Susubman’s powerlessness. On May
4, 1998 — mirroring events in Jukarta — Solo, was suddenly en-
fed by u rioting. Within two du ight peaple were re-
ed dead and conntless Innhhm,s destroved.

“It was unbelievably " Amna Kusumo, a NGO activist ex-
T was having lunch one minute with friends and the nest
well, the city was on fire, Jalan Slamet Rivadi (the main road
cting the city) was littered with overturned cars and buses, Ev-
ing was burning.”

Whilst most foreign reports foensed (perhaps understandably)
m the destruction in Jakarta, the as cquilly dev-

ll-ont for Solo, was




Michelle Yeoh

Businesy Tines Singapore, Aprl 72001
S, April 8. 2001

er three years of eringing with anger, embarrassient and shame
whenever my country Tashed into the international spotlight, Tast
rceremony suddenly made me feel proud again to bea
ing downgrades and builouts ihby

strative measures. a ghimorous and steely
38 yefn ~old lpuh mari actress, wearing an elegantly beaded
eongsam. reminded me how remarkable onr country umhlxlwnplc
ruly are.

Quite apart from Michelle Yeoh's dignified and serene prsn
at the Academy Awards, 1 also noted her role (and others s
ng Lee and '[hdnv\nnnu i inflnencing and shaping the growing
ific-ness of Hullwvumh global popular eulture. But first of all,
ank you, Miche lle Yeol.

Contrary to what wost people think, the most fumous Malay-
sian in the world is neither a 75 year-old man living in Putra faya or
a53 year-old currently residing in Singei Buloh. In the global scheme
f things — a world dominated by the entertainment industry, by
jon, by music and by celluloid — both men are at best niarginal
es. Sorry chaps.

In this realm, where one’s influence is gungml by how many
s in the 1.5 million-cirenlation In Sll/h v YOI can coin-

Allur — our |nh‘nl.mnu.ll su]n'l:\(m —isa hll‘l‘l\ !mt
8 . the grand dame ol Asian action movies.

In Lala-land terms, she's loating somewhere in the stratosphere.
those who've seen her film Crouching Tiger Hidden Dragon.
her weightlessn unsurprising since she spends
of the movie suspended in mid-air, leaping in an exhilarating




Fhank you for showing me that Malaysians can compete at the high-
Tevels. il we are world-class when we want 1o be.
Thank you for reminding us of the importance of ereativity and
the imagination, 11" our soviety continues to restrict freedom of ex-
yression, we will renmain the world’s workshop and rubbish dump.
mless we lewn Lo embrace knowledge and independence of thonght.
we will never be able to design, write, paint. senlpt, direct and pro-

stanclars.

e work of world-cla:
Thank you for not losing toueh with your roots, for acknowledg-
ing your friends and your family. for phigging your homeland and
your hometown at every opportunity. In every interview, withont fail.

stress your chilihood in Ipoh — how lmpp\ vonwere, how for-
te and blessod. Weve long suspected that hoth Tpoh and Perak
re overlooked, now we're certain,

Thank you for not moving to Los Angeles. Despite the attrac-

tions of going mainstreant. you are hanging on in Asia (living in an
amnen! on |lu- Peak in Iluug Knnp and xvllvpurlim, the region’s

an i lnnn (hier Os
¢ Cheng). Unlike many of vour
you're lu_x I to who and what you are. You've also dewm-
strated that you don't have to be obnoxions and recalcitrant, cor-
‘mudgeonly and rude to be noticed by the world. You've shown that
\sians and especially Malaysians can be gracefuland yet finm, diplo-
‘matic and frank.

Thank you for heing a positive role model. You're living proof
beauty without brains is hollow and vapid. Morcover von've
ed out the idea that revealing flesh is the only way to become a
creen siren. Unlike Sharon Stone, you've never had to remove
titch of clothing to get ‘into” character. You are a role model for all
sian women. Your perseverance and integrity shine through in the
y you live vour lile and pursue your career objectives. You've proved
that the good old-fashioned values of honour. hard work and self-

rgown




Kuala Lumpur is not Kabul...
The Brestness Times Stngapore, Des
Sin Chie fit ol De
The Star [y 20,

cember 12001
ber ), 2001

“Kuala Lampuris not Kabuol
always begin the same way. | I, bit cheap and certainly
melodramatic. but it s the point hecanse Koala Lampur really
Jisn't Kabul, 1 find that T need to stress the underlying diversity and
complexity of the Muslim world and Southeast Asia in particular
whenever Lopen my mouth.

Unfortimately, most Americans have precious little knowledge
of the Islamic faith. They tend to think all Muslins are Arabs and
since all Arabs (in thei
that it was better to telegraph my mes

Ly talks here inthe United States
uperfic

»s5) are terrorist

1 decided very carly on

srather than try to be too
subtle. Nuance just doesn't work in Britney Spears’s homeland. OF
“course, that’s not to say that there aren't people in Malaysia wha
Swant to turn the conntry into Sandi Arabia or Alghunistan — but
that's another story,

Over the past few weeks, Fve spoken at conntless vennes in
front of audiences ranging fron alandful of students — ane of whom
sstormed out because she thought Twas being shallow and ridienlous
— to much Targer groups that lave inelided State Department offi-
cials, businessmen, acudemics and professionals.

At one gathering in San Francisco just before T hegan ny p
sentation, | was introduced toan affable and elderly gentlenman called
Walter Shorenstein. Later, someone took me aside and 1o tell me
t “San Francisco is a town “Walt’ huilt”, which at least explained
why his name featired so prominently on many of the city’s build-
gnes

Elsewhere in the city and a few ¢ ater — at a weekend re-
t of a high-level think-tank where the mood lighting was so dif-
ed 1 thought for a moment I'd contracted jamdice — T dadged




snice’s but I'm not convinced. Nonctheless. the frivolous mood typi-
fied hy the Internet hoom hias evaporate o, along with all the talk of
stock options. Fendi Handbags nnd houses in the Haptons.
Mammon and the mindless pursnit of wealth has been replic eLl
by jingoisi. The American lag is everywhere: in pharmac
nese-owned Lumdries and private residences. In short M*\\'\Url\
have become passionate and highly emotional Americans. Influen-
al TV anchors such as Dan Rather and Geraldo Rivera, whose faces
are faniliar to millions, don't bother trying to contain their patrio-
. In fact. one senses that if they conld they'd be aut there on the
frontline in Kandahar humting down Ossama bin Laden. So much
for the medias |||<1opo||dvnt
Since the city is also llwu antre of the liberal media (both print
aswellas countless NGOs ranging from Human Rights
‘Watch through to Conmittee to Proteet Jourt 5. the sudden shift
in mindset has had @ deep impact on the politieal debate within the
country. There is a growing skepticism of individual freedoms -
&p{’cn]l\ since snch freedoms are thought to lave permitted the
murderous attack

For the first time in many decades (at least
) Americans are reassessing the delicate bakanee hetween indi-
idual [recdoms and issues of national security. Unsurprisingly, they
are coming down heavily in favour of the tighter sceurity even ifit
atens civil liberties. One wonld ot have expected New Yorkers,
their reputation for independent thinking, to have led the way
in such a discourse.

The tragedy of ‘9/11" hias made them more willing to compro-
. Nowadays — especially if carthy tabloids snch as The New
Post are an indication — lnnan rights and civil libertios have
ing. OF conrse The New York Tines has presented
jon of views. Whatever the case. hunan rights

ince the Vietnam

W

don’t undermine national security:



The Singaporean Dilemma

Times Singapore, March 232002
Sin Chew: Jit Poh. March 3

The Star, Marehi 51, 2002

Malaysia-Singapore hilateral relations are among the most ridien-
lous in the Asin-P; nce I'm neither amenber of the People’s
Action Party nor the Barisan N
with my own affuirs. and leave the squabbling to the politi

However, there are three key themes in the relationship that
people tend to forget, The Firstis the Malaysian-Malay sense ol infe
riority on the one hand, and the Singaporean-Chinese sense ol inse-
curity on the other. The second is the Singaporean refusal to ac-
Jnowledge the impact of ‘perception” in its diplomacy: althongh this
is matched by a perceived Malaysian sleight-handedness when it

acilic

onal, Tignore the non geton

Al

comes to uctual negotiations. The third is the growing cultural and
linguistic divide between the city-state and Malaysia, not to mention
the rest of the region.

While ['ve been writing abont Malaysia for over ten years, I've

not had the same opportunity to tnm my attention to Singapore. 1
e to think I've built up a fairly extensive knowledge of the island
nd several of its leading personalitios. Certainly, there’ a
eed in & ces as it grapples with the chang-

face of cconomi i -Pacific. Excluding bright
d independent thinkers seems to be the highest art form in the
~state. Still, Tve grown quite fond of the place and that warmth
ses what [ say because I'm too aware of the island republic’s
istencies and fliws
in the United States on a Fulbright fel-
ship, I've spent more time with Singaporcans than with Malay-

seorge in Stanford,

T've dined with former journalist Cherian G

ive Kishore Mahbubani, discussed hilateral
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For example, while Singapore as a sovereign nation is fully en-
titled to strike whatever biluteral free trade agreements it wishes,
I've personally foumd Singapore’s pursuit of them as indicative of the
city-states |

All states must identify their national interests and pursue those
goals. Sometimes, however, the determined pursuit of those objee-
tives can end up irritating and alienating the neighbours, especially
if the aims are stated (oo bluntly. Technocrats are often the worst
goadwil,

ol commitment to the region.

communicators and squander vt
The third
me worry for Singapore’s future. 1 have diseerned in Singapore
deliberute de-enipliasising of the region — in terms of Tanguage poli-
s, culture and politics.
Try as it wight. Singapore will never be a great global city like
New York. London or Paris. Singapore is thoroughly provincial thongh
quite as provincial as Kuala Lumpur or Jakarta, However, the
ion’s other capital cities enjoy the henefit of an extensive hinter-
, providing a greater depth of eultural and politi i
ou doubt my canclusion, reud the city-state’s newspapers and ex-

suc is the one that troubles me the most and makes

But that doesn’t mean that Singapore can’t be an important re-
onal centre.

A further complication is the fact that young Singaporeans don't
to possess the same facility as their parents to meet and mix
ith fellow Southeast Asians. The fixation with the global agenca
s made many Singaporeans lose sight of the imperatives of geog-
phy, turning their backs on the region. The hinterlnd is steadily
ing forgotten and, like u drewm. it's heginning to drift away with

norning mist. For example, less and less Singaporeans can speak
— even pasar Malay eludes then.

-~ I've had to keep reminding my Singaporean friends that the
ttion is located in the heart of Southeast Asia. [t's not loating ofl
th America — it is neither Long Island nor Catalina Island. As it

%



Ulil Abshar-Abdalla

The Bresiness Fiey Stngapore, Novenber 10,2001
The Siian. Novenber 112001
Stn Chen fit Pole Nevember 15, 2001

Many years from now we'll be asking oursclyes: where were we on
September 11 and what were we doing? I time, the horror of the
initial tragedy will fade. By then, the reeyelod and replayed image of
the two collapsing towers will have become indistinguishable from a
Hollywood sehlockimeister movie. By way of comparison, we'll dis-
cover that onr own memories of the day renmain erisp and vivids we'll

remember esactly what we were doing at that moment, however
Danal, 1 certuinly will:

T months ago, [ was sitting in a grubby concrete courtyard in
East Jukarta, talking to Uil Absha=Abdalli, a yonthful and Tanky,
thirty-something kigai (religions scholar) from former President
Abdurraliman Wahid's 30 million-strong Islamic association, the
Nahdatul Ulama (NUL UL as with most talented and energetic
people. appeared to be able to manage a lundred things at once, He
was a regular colwmnist for the duily newspapers Koran Tempo and
Republika. Heworked with the Indonesian Conference on Religion
and Peace (that was lis full-time job) and he was also the head of
U's Lakpesdam, aunit that conduets researchand himan resource
traiving, Unsurprisingly perhaps, his name had cropped up every-
where [ went after T mentioned the words “liberal” and “Islam” in
the same sentence.

In fact, that evening, T wis interviewing him — probing and
testing him on lis interpretations of the Tloly Koran — just as a
hijacked American Airlines 767 bound for Los Angeles crashed into
the North Tower of the World Trade Genter und then a second United
Airlines jet slanmed into the South Tower.

Ul had a broad, open face, a square jaw and @ confident smile.
His voice was loud yet cadenced, teacher-like and clear. He was ob-




Jombang, a major center for pesantrens, and then, instead of return-
to make his own way to Jakarta, where, by his

ing home, he chos

wonderful time.!

1 vead everything: novels, books onenlture, philosophy and
history. 1 dreamt of hecoming an assistant to & Muslim intellectial
Tike Nurcholish Majid or Gus Dur but 1 couldn't contact them, so
instead 1 signed up ata local university. This upset my father who
felt that the institution was too closely linked to the Wahahi philoso-
ohy.”

Al the same tine Ulilalso discovered the cinemi and ¢f
music — aninterestin the arts that natehed Gus Dur, His first film.
Oliver Stone's Heaven and Eartl was an epiplizny of sorts,

“Itwas fntastic... the music and the emotion. The conserva-
tives would have been appalled by the nudity. But for me it wis the
fidea' that impressed me and moved me — the way how T be-
Jings were able to withstand and survive suel inhumman conditions. |

o he had o

own adim

ssicil

vour could say that after that 1developed a career as a liberal

For Ulil the world of his youth — his twenty-vear training in
slamic jur
‘was entirely compatible with the modernity. In fue
vinced that he had acquired the means Lo tackle, and yes, even to
cembrace the modernity with all its sharp contrasts and desperate
inconsistencies,

1 found that Ulil’s remarkable rhetorieal skillsand the warmth
f his huaianis infused his dynamic interpretations of the Holy
oran; “The tradition that 1 live in and that Tve heen trained in has
reparcd me to work with sophisticated and contentions arginments,
the past the NU and the Mubiumadivali were deeply divided
rissucs of ritnil — the khilafiyah, or the performunce of prayer,
and niat, or the intention. However, people are less and less con-
Cerned with snch wrgnments,
“The greatest ehallenge Tacing men such as mysellis how (o

prudence and science us well as his flieney in Arabic —
e was con-
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anl heads of govermanent in the Asio-Pacific: Snudl-minded,
trie and higoted. John Howard represents all the worst

of the Australian wational character and none of the best

and clear — we will defend onr shoves from all, especially il they're
Muslim and poor.

Sadly | icdent stanee vis-i-vis the Afahan hoat-people as well
his political posturing on the eve of i eleetion won him thon-
ds of extra votes, wiping ont Kim Beazley’s Libour party, How-
Howard’s suburbun. simall-town parochialisi elings — like
v with

citrant stuin — to the poorly-cut lapels of his suit. Uy
ewhites and unrepentant in his handling of Tong-standing aborigi
aims. he stands asabarrier to the istand nation’s self-

Moreover. his government’s shabby hiandling of the hoat-people
the swiftuess with which safe asylonwas denied agronp of des-
ely poor hut deserving Muslims — underlines his frighteningly
and racist vision of the world. Ata time when the world is
posed to he joining is onie Lo vid the globe of the sconrge of ter-
orism, Johu Howard was (oo husy trving o rescttle the refugees in
ely’ Nauru,
Mercilully. oward. despite his clectoral victory. doesi't speak
all Australians, Whilst he is rving to impose the banality and

ess of simall, declining, ‘u,mullnml towns and enclless sub=
tof the country. Austradias astonndingly talented and
Tse artistic conmunity are entertaining ie world.

Inessence, they have rejeeted Howards pinched world vision. They

reached out to the world und are currently enjoving the benefits
globalisation of the arts. And amidst an mprecedented fowering
arts, Australia has come o stand for something vivid. apen. and
amic: strangely, everthing that Jolim Howard abhors.
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ine in neutral so to speak — the songs enhance the plot in Moulin

uge.

The characters blossom when they sing and dince. And nothing
s sacred in this movie. Everything is haplizard and out of context
e Moulin Ronge of the Gl is entively imagined. The setting is litde
ore than excuse for a dense, sexually-charged exploration of love,
lously and creativity. I fuct there is s moment when the heroine
self, plaved by Nicole Kidmiu, emerges from behind the canopy
tious Tindi-pop heat kicks in.

The divide between the two worlds — the political and the artis-
Aditteddly, the creative professions have

ic— las never been wider.
dways tended to despise and shy away from the world ol polities.
e hetween the two in Anstralia
ity of the national personality: at onee

inward-looking and senophobic as well as cosmopolitan and
COMING.

Furthermore. after decades of trving to overcome asense of
Qtural cringe’, Australians have shrugged off art eritic Robert
ighes’s damning indictment of his own nation’s lack of artistic self-
nfidence. In the st few months. at the Golden Glohe Awards and
recent Booker Prize, Australians lave hecorme the world’s Tot-
acting, directing and writing talents, Will their vitality win the
orwill the conservatives with their quasi-racist message previal?

p watching and reading,



to be found locally. he explained that evervone in Vietnam called
i ‘Uncle Ho™ Sadly, at least for the lonely septuagenarian icon,
En Lai rejected the request and Ho died nnmarried, i not
loved.

The image of an aging leader isolated within wpopular image ol
own making is heart-rending becanse it reminds us of tvo things:
y, that he was himan and secondly, that it is Joncly at the top.

s dscent to power. solitude hecones

ta certain point ol a politicia
or her main companion.

Besides the oceasional telling psychological nsight. Druiker’s
yook also draws out three nain conelusions. The firstis that “Unele

o was a nationalist pateiot fivst and foremost. The second was that
French and the Aniericans misread tie postwin seenario in Tonkin
Cochin China to their detriment, and the third is that Chinese
lomatic and military support comes ut great cost to the recipient
on.
In lishing Ho's nationalist eredenti
the man’s remarkably peripatetic existence, Ina period of some
hirteen y Ho trversed much of Asia and Europe, aeqniring
langyages with all the aplomb of w university professor. Mare-
er, in his carlier guise as an international political agitator using
name Nguyen Ai Quoc, Howas a notorious ligure. The Ossama
in Laden of his day: e was constantly harassed by the French
sionate commmmist. ln fact,

s. Druiker makes much

Drniker argues that o was not i pa
conversion wis often questioned. Suffice to say. he foind com-
ism broadly in sympathy with his concers, aseribing a great
of importance to Lenin's Theses on the National and Colonial

estions. which was a major attack on the oppressive conditions
in the Fnropean colonies, Years fater, botl Stalin and Mao ehas-
d Ho for aceommuodating the moderate nationalists, the middle

s as well as his wariness of (ull-scale agrarian reform.
Secondly. Druiker seenis to suggest tat Howas enough ol a

igmatist at least in the immediate postwar period o have discarded
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(ccr) l]vmumlwl ever greater doctrinal purity from their coun-
s the Vietmin was facing turmoil internally,
ic land reforms and political cleansing

Iy these me
ssupport. Minority groups such as the Catho-
not to me mmn the middle classes and the intellectials, became
asingly

ear from Ho's biogrphy it whilst e welcomed the CCP
port, he chafed at their heavy-handedness and insensitivity to
In wany ways. Ho's experience presents an
lesson for Southeast Asin, China's interests will
s be Lurger and move diverse than onrown, leading Beijing to
pt diplomatic positions that Part
fietnain's tragedy has heen its proximity 1o this
and its inubility to stave off Beijing’s prossure peaceably.

That Ho Chi Minh. one of Asia finest strate gists, was unable to
send is a testament to enduring impact of China both on
is country and on the rest of region,

ures destroyed

invidions to its neighbor
H-powerful -
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Moreover the Teadership s always stressed its commitinent
to the parlinmentary svstem. For example in the aftermath of the
March 1992 clections when General Snchinda Kapravoon tried to
seize power. sparking of Tige demonstrations in Bunghok. e Demo-
spats refusced (o join Palang Dhara leader, Chamlong on the streets.
During the World Econamic Forum’s 1999 East Asia Economic
mmit in Singapore, Abhisit silenced a erowded plenary session
ing honesty as he told them of Tis impressions of the

his s
er October 1973 student-led coupy “Snddenly to me, |m|mu

of the few. [twas everybody's husiness.”
ticised a predoniinantly husi-

s 00 longer e husines
similarly, at the same meeting. he e
s crowd or the way many had overlooked the real liman soffer-
sparked of by the financial crisis in 1997 “People were siving
sion wasn't deep enougl to push through the neces-
tthe samme time many players were reluetant Lo ue-

wiling in” or other such wrrangements.”
A1 unl\\;u'd looking leader \\'hn lmlnm-n-w liis i||lMll‘

Ve can more tian .I(Lx[ﬂ to the Almlll'uu ol
ation. Thailund has always maintained its independence, At
same time we've renained open to new economiic and political
Even though we've had long and cnduring ties with the Ameri-
Lstrong cultuzal altinity with Ching
“ASEAN has been wonnded and the current membe
o'set in plice w colerent vision that takes ns heyond (he busic
e 1 statements. The real substance of integration has 1o e
t forward.” His extraordinary flueney in the English linguage
as his education Gt Eton and Oxford University) lends hina
eal of confidence. Unlike many of his Thai equivalents. Abhisit
2 to move on botli the domestic and the intermational stage

ship Tas

i a studious wnd committed family man Che is married with
at Thammasat University), his

en and has heen alecture
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emergence i e late 805 represents a last diteh attempt by the
ditional Thai elite to reclaim the political world from the carpet-

His carcer also shows that despite the allure of commeree and
the private sector, public life is still a realistic alternative for tulented
and ambitious young men and women, Mercifully there are some
ood people entering the (ray. With his world-class education, his
T and status, Abhisit chose to devote himsell to his country and
people. He's rejected the easier, less-exacting world of busine
s he says: "I rcl ish the challenge. Tenjoy the process of building a
Lwant people to support we for my ideas and my com-
utially for whit Twant to do for themn.
Quite frankly he may not succeed in making Thailind a better
oing to try: Moreover it's his spiritedness, his
aw determination that sets hinapart from the
Anc il i any measure nl his capacity

esty as well us his ¢
re political practitioner:
o inspire (and [ can assure vou Lam the gloamiest man in Kuala
mpur), ['m convinced that s the kind of leader who could make
erence not only to Thailand but also to ASEAN.
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manoenvring Lo replace his boss. Becanse of this and his own anwi-

SOCIO-CCONONIIC s, many of his pronomcements may well seen
anodync. Nonetheless, it
tackling the (our major challenges fucing the UMNO-=led adminis-
tration.

The fivst. Iskun. is one of Pak Lal's strengths. The deputy prine
minister is the only member of the UMNO hierarehy who can -
ticulate the party's modemist religions position. Pak Lah has derm-
onstrated « surprising s
ussing Tslam. advocates. in one speech lust year, “un Iskun that is
amic and modern.. not one that is static, abscurantist, rigid and

nteresting to observe low he las been

nse of maderation and progress when dis-

ntrenched in literalism.™ His espousal of contemporary ijtihad (in-
erpretation’ of the Koran sets him head-to-head
ed PAS. Nonetheless, he enjoy
mic arena for three reasons:

th the wleama-
i degree of eredibility in the 1s-
irstly, his hackground as an Islanic
dent; secondly, his ||||p(-u.||>|| Family Tife; und thirdly. by dint of
s grandfuhier, the Tate Sheikh Abdullah Fahin, a former mufti of
enang and a renowned Iskunic seholar.

These lactors have tempered the tone of opposition attacks.
ertainly the tannts bear no comparison o those levelled against Dr
ahathir. For example, when Dtk Fadzil Noor. the leader of the
ition, accused the deputy ||rin|r winister — at the time of the

v lntere nngl\ even ILlluk Nik Aziz
Anor spirituul leader of PAS, and Menteri
(Chief Minister) of K
descendant of une

elf.

an has conceded that Pak Lah, as

certain cluracteristios with

atched by his roots in Penang’s cosmopolitunisin, In his
acial credentials. Many NGOs.

es, he has stressed his multioo
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to protect his credibility. 1t goes without saying that all his dealings
(and especially those of his fumily) with the corporate world have to
bewlmll\ transparent. Any hacksliding on this front will — and very
s President Abdurraliman Wahid is discovering
to his chagrin — destrov much of the goodwill Pak Lal corrently

‘Fu\u'thl_\‘. the civil society arena. The farmation of the National
Human Rights Conmission (SUHAKAM) and its growing credibil-
ity under Tan Sri Musa Hitam, as wel l('ll(lm ymlh il appoint-
‘ments show an improvement in the government’s civil society posi-
jon. However, in many wiys Anwar Lhrain’s case remains the lit-
‘mus test of the government's eivil society i i the years
ahead, Pak Lah will have to turm his attention to the knotty problem

agendi,

“of his former rival,

But as Michuel Vatikiotis, the managing editor of the Far East-
ern Economic Review and aseasoned regional commentator. of
e courtly, if diffident politician: “He is the epitome of the gentle-

an politician. e considers himsell a dutiful public servnt. Both
ualitics ke forisofter approach to issues and atendency to seek
promise rather than L(mlmn(.llmn Some consider this a weuk-

s — they are qualities nonethele
After two decades of extraordinary growth and trammatic socio—

al change. Malaysia needs a peripd of reconciliation and con-
dation. Maybe Pik Lah — the most underestimated ian in Ma-
ian politics—will be able to heal the contry’s wounds and pre-
the: people for the future.




tional stability- This acconnts for the renuurkable way inwhicly he las
won over Lhe support of the Chinese commumity while still bran-
lishing bis colonrs as a Malay ultr

B 1 cssence, e will do the deal with anyone. as long s he-andl lis
ion for the Malay commmnity prevail. In this respeet, his ability to
and confound xhuuhl not he umlurx«lm\;lu-xL In the past,
leigehi.

f linqm I:mul]m/wu edm,mun.ll qnuLn for university entrance,
1 said earlier. Dr Maliathiv is woman swith a wission. Back in the
s, heidentified the importance of ov W

ming M
v of the hu-
ting position of the Mulays. as mere tenants in their own k.
ggars at the colonial feast. AL the time. lie singled out the
mmunity’s predilection for superstition and the erippling impact
feudalism and futalism. After half 2 centiry of cajoling and
ticising, as well as the intervention of the New Economie Policy
P), there is no-donbt that many of these challenges have heen
Teone.
Trumpeting the importance of education und knowledge, Dr
athir has been unflagging in his devotion to alleviating Malay
daverty and ignorance. This is a consistent theme in all his work. His
mitings (beginning with his articles in the late 1940s when lie first
ibuted commentaries under the psendonym “Che Detl his
hes and his interviews have abways foensed on the Malays,
Nonetheless. in recent years, his implementation of the NP
drawn considerable eriticisin. He has heen attacked for the way
€ has emphasised bumiputera or Malay wealth acemuulation at the
e of income inequality.

From very early on, he was keenly aw

Many economists lave au.,uc«l mul ||M|Imh|\ that he has de-

sourees Lo trying to
alay entreprenenrs. As with all politicians of con-

acadre nf,\
, Dr Mahathir has scant coneern for his erities. e has always
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the opposition and bolster those within the administration who pos-
ss sulficient credibility in terms of Iskam

T many ways. he has alveady done this.

The position of Deputy Prime Minister Abdullili Bucawi (the
only senior Umno e suder with impeceable Islamic eredentials) as his
‘anointed su o |(‘\(“l|\ Dr \I,llmllnu S tlliuu‘nr‘x\ to¢ ||<\ngx-mnm-

Increasingly. his energies and UMNO's resources will be directed
tackling PAS's mounting strength, e will do whatever it tukes to
re UMNO's futire — his intensity and passion will ensure that
but his survival instinets will mean that compromise canmot be
ed out.
For Dr Mahathir the didactic idealogne. the challenges today
ar to those of 1969, Te continues to see events through
own experiences. As faras he is concerned, the Malay
i he must fight to save his beloved people

15, the questions are more complex
lie relinguish his hold over the nation?
]ml,,m(-nt" Can the nation withstand an-
Drinkmanship? Are olutions still
vilid in the new null:-ununn, sit too lute? Tave the Malays already
changed?

Finally, can Dr Mabathir heal the decp rift within the wnmals
will he merely exacerbate the divide?
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afson; ling Malay party is locked in the past. PAS's gestures
and lias heen offered to Chi-

in Kelantan and Terenggani, whert
pese language schools, are cansing considerable waves within the

conmmumnity.

A good exampli of PAS’ willingness to win support from the
Chinese community ¢ be seen-in Dr Hatta Ramli's (party presi-
dent Datuk Fadzil Noors political seeretary) outspokenness at the
helg]\t of the Sugui controversy back in Angnst 2000. At the time he
said, Tt the Umno Malays be warned, they would have to step
over the dead bodies of the Alternative Front Malays before they
can harw the Chinese.”

As the struggle for the hearts and minds of the Chinese con-
mumlv grows, it is important to note the four main reasons for this
change as well as the key underlying theme that has to he
ed by those seeking to win (or retain) the hotly contested

disarray within the Malay community. However, as Uve argned time
and again. this disunity is @ permanent feature of Malay polities. The
“uneven implementation of the NEP lus resulted in the ercation off
different clusses of Malavs. Moreover, many of these ¢ §
‘discovered that their unhappiness with government policies (
ing from privatisation through to judicial reform) are shared by the
tremely important hecanse it is shiows that the

iun politics are no longer merely racial.

Secondly. the Anwar Ihealin debacle provided an opportunity
for many new players (ambitious men and women) to enter politi
“This youngeer generation are predominantly in teir Ihlrlu\ ’
— men like Tian Clua — are ynencumbered by the traumia of 1969
and are willing 1o test the limits of government tolerance, Further-
more, they are fired on by the injustice of @ system of positive dis-
erimination that has excluded them, their friends and their Eunilies
m governmient jobs, mniversities and contracts. As sneh, and of-
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atatime (the 19705) when Chinaowas still recovering from the mad-
ness of the Cultural Revolution. By way ol comparison. Chin is now
Asia’s sole superpower. The comtry’s ability to withstand the Asian
financial crisis, not to mention its convage in standing up o per-
“eived American bullving are indicators of its global stature. With
“Ang Lee’s movie, Crouching Tiger. Hidden Dragon, bursting into
tnternational popular culture, China has also hecome a global cul-
tural-cun-entertainment power. These factors have a deep impact
“on the identity and sell-worth of the Chine

e prompling a more
upfront and aggressive approach from its interlocitors,
However. the inderying theme in Malaysian politics
“eal factor in understanding chang
the realignment of the national poli
racially exclusive. € socio-cconomie class — is hoginning to
‘;Playunmy)rrulu and this gives issue-driven politics a higher profile.
“This has meant that the lower income gronps are able to reach across
“the racial divide and establish working alliances based on shared in-
terests and objectives.
Furthermore, the perceived lnmility and integrity of PAS lead-
ers and the relative absence of corruption in Kelan
Terengganu las been well received by many Chinese businessmen,
ost of whou are repulsed by what they see as UMNOs rapacity
d incompetence. Tn fact. one could go so far as to say that the

and weriti-
n the Chinese community s
igenda, Pol s no longer

The transformation of the political kindscape requires a posi-
tive response [rom Barisan Nasional, In many ways, UMNO, witl its
ory of multi-racial accommodation, should be the hest-positioned
1o ride the new political wave. The question now is simple: Can
MNO rise to the challenge?




Howe onfirmed cynies such as myself, his performance
wealed the true nature of the visit: Build bonds, don’t break them.
imilarly, Dr Malathir preferred to smooth over differences vather

n accentuate them,
After the debacle of the SingTel bid for Time dotCom, I detect

nes must he resolved and deals coneluded.

However. it i ain the historical
and emotional aspect of the trip. After ten long years. the Senior
ed the Cansewiy. revisiting the scene of his
~ Mulaysia. The
kish water that divides Singapore frow Jolior mai
us step forward both for him and the entire city-state, bocanse
hout lis lead, the wound that is Separation will never be ealed.

Arriving in Kuala Lumpur. Twould imagine Le must have been
le of the city's development. Notwith-

5o important Lo stress onee @

uct that he did drive across the

S dn enor-

easantly surprised by the
tanding the changes to the skvline, Kiala Lumpur remains at heart
eompany town”. an UMNO town, a place where the past is always

The upper vanks of Unino are still peppered with names that
more redolent of history than enrrent affairs. Meeting I).unk
'Syed Hamid, son of Syed Janfar f\llmr l)dmk Seri N

ing on a personal level, it would be unwise to take the famil-
ty and calim for granted.

The modern, progressive and multi-racial elite that lave run
Malaysia over the past four decades is facing its biggest chullenge,
The circle of power and influence has widened immeasurably, open-
ingup competing sources of authority such as the PAS-inclined ulama.
Judging from his comments at the open forum about the

1



Muslim Malaysia and the twin clillenges of eredibility
macy — stemuming from last selection and the
that has resulted in UMNO's domestic focus. Tn order to survive
the sole party of the Malays, Unimo is battling for the community
soul.

In this contest, relations with Singapore are secondary. More-
over, part of the reason the Senior Minister’s comments did not elicit
afirestorn of controversy is. quite simply. the fuct that Unine’s grip
has receded.

Dealing with party luminaries in Knala Lumpur or wining and
dining with the party faithful will not give vou much of an idea of the

entiment on the ‘gronnd’ as the “ground” s become more tricu-
t, disbelieving and quernlons. The top-down. quasi-lendal UMNO
itical machinery has spluttered toun untimely halt while the party
s undergo a re-engineering. The centre can no longer di
reactions at the periphery. This is a sign of increasing

However, greater [reedoni of action

eir management far less simple. So while Singapore and the Se-
Minister can enjoy a respite in their relations with Malaysia, the
e will demand a more complex and subtle engagement.
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be weeded ont. Asa Malaysizan. T should also add that while Keating
was ultimately concerned with the effects of his policies on the Ans-
tralian people, his Ozzie ‘in-your-face” diplomacy has provided anee-
essary anc important halance to the arcane and at tinies utterly fo-
tile “let’s not lose f:

In retrospeet, 1 think Keating was extremely fortunate in his
timing. As he very rightly points out, the world in the early 905, in
the wake of commmmisn aperiod of
malleability.” Armed with his “sceptical, intuitive, power-based view
of the internationl s lies identified what he thought were
Australia's strategic goals (seonrity in Asia and not from Asiu), and
then sought to seenre them,

Reulising that Australin’s voice, intermationally, was too small,
he concentrated on multi-lateral gronpings snchias APEC, that would
provide him with a stage upon which to drive home his nation’s
agenda. B Lonldu't foraet that Keating, even when he
was grand-standing — was always focused on Austradian interests.

And it was in this respect that he went head-to-head with an-
other ambitions regional prewier, Malathiv, who was attempting
exactly the same strategy in order 1o promote a Malaysian agenda,

heer

cenlarcollapse.

wise one

Reading between the lines, [ would argie it kev component of
Keating’s suceess in this contest — th
“about a great deal more thin were senzntics — was the hovine do-
eility of his northern neighbour Indonesia and the inward-Tooking
President Sulirto.

Flattering the older man with his attention. Keating tured the
Indonesian President into a foil for his grand ambitions. i meeting
after meeting, he managed to manoeuvre the tentative and inartic
ate leader into l..um.m;.«hv‘I.Mpm.nuu-. ol APEC. And with
‘Suharto as wn ally. he knew he could ignore the rest of ASEAY

Another imajor change in the intermational systen over the Im\l
lecade lias heen the vise of the NGO movement, as ficlled by the
Internet and the ever-inereasing inflnence of the media

alcitrant spat was always

Lis hard to
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reven mentions (except to downplay thenm) will be the deciding
orin Canberras constant quest for the condnit to power in Wash-
on D.C.




is merel

atragedy. Heavemy readers to think it thraugh. The
rd you arc thinking of hegins with the litter "',

Anotheraspect of the sume point is the fuct that nny Ameri-
(notall. mind youd can’t secin to comprehend that whilst we are

ked and appalled by the terrorist attuck, we do not wish to he
olved in the retaliation. nor do we support it unreservedly. Sym-
thy is one thing: revenge dressed up as justic
ervations are immediately seen as an indication of anti-Ameri-
ism and. god forbid

is another But onr

nti-semiticisi.

As a lawyer, 1 he
d crime, deserves alegal i

ve that anyone, however heinons their al-
wing. The Nazis were tried for their
erimes as is former Serbian President. Slobodan Milosevie

Retribution must follow the due process of the lawe When we
vent the lawand procecd unilaterally (s judae., jury and pros-
tion rolled into onelwe deseend to the level of the uncivilised —
are no better in essence tan those whom we acense and then
k. Respect for the law in furm cars s respect. Needless to say,
sis a lesson Uit the Malavsian government often refuses to heed
ell. However Twould expect hetter of the world's indispensable
m.

Secondly. there is a great deal wore imeertainty in the Naorth
antic Alliance than nany would realise from listening to the Brit-
rime Minister: Tony Blair. Despite the fact that Tony Blairs
is firmly buricd in George W Bush's fundament, many Brits
d these are not just Guardian-r

by the terrorist assanlt. are disimayed by a ninber of things:
They are perplexed by the American refusal to acknowledge
Wtheir own past ictions might have outraged the restof the world.
ched an astonnding piece of Tive TV in the UK. (BBC Qnes-
Time) where a studio andience tore apart u visibly distrossed
er American diplomiat. The scething anger shocked me, il only
se this was tuking place in London and not Beijing or Baghdad.
dience that night (and these were British peaple. not 1l

ding picilicists), whilst Tiorri-




strikes al the heart of Ameriea’s fundimental liherties,
Inconelusion. all e say is that tragedy reveals an individ
e strengths and weaknesses. The same s trae of nations wid wh
deeply sorry for the atrocions violence perpetrated on Ameri-

al's

soil. Fam becoming equally saddencd by the irrational and foal-
h response it has provoked in a country that 1 lave long admired.




aimed at comtrics

The second and third objectives are clearly
as Mal Al as the United States. The Kuala Lumpur
it 1 know and love is as imperiled by events ds Washington D.C.
ad New York. 11 Maliaysians are not vigilant the attac will also
e able to undermine our prosperity and stability, One only has to
rve the puvd with which Indonesia — a remarkably moderate
wekling under the onslanght of Iskunie extrem-

/Sl as wi

ic polity —
grasp the potency of the Hireat
Firstly, Americans no longer feel safe and secure in “Fortress
L vervday life — waking np in the moming. conmuting to
vitehing on the computer — has hecome aseries of po-
tially lethal act

Obviously, Lean't offerany solutions to this wnlti-faceted threat
except to observe (hat the 9/11" attacks were a coming of age for the
United States. Effectively. the American people lave been put on
ons — or rather the actions of their leaders — will

: their ac
have serions rnitications on their lives. and isolationisn is sell=de-
ing. Anostrich is no less valnerable when it buries its head i the

Secondly the television barsages me with inages of anger and
frustration. 1 an confronted by images of Muslims protesting in the
streets, their fuces conforted with venom and fury. Day by day, the
list of countries where the demonstrations are taking place grows

Jonger: Philippines, Tirkey, Pakistan, Eavpt. Indonesiaand now. even
in Malaysiu.

Of conrse, television is a saperficial wedinm, Itis stark. simplis-
tic and nnsubtle. 1t docs not record the gradations of human experi-
ence so el as exaggerate the peaks and tronghs. ignoring the com-
~monplace. News footige is seldom representutive of the e
the gronnd. Television camerns tirive oncertain level of emotional

Cintensity — locusing on moments of anger. suffering and tragedy,
On TV, Pakistan. @ nation of over 130 million people, is merely
stage (or Islumic eleries and hotheads o rally in the strects, chant
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N, CNBC or the BBC

Malaysians mist show the world {hoth the Mustim and the non-
aslimn nations) Ut the so-ealled eivilisational o
show fortitude and restraint.

sh e be avoided

how. Our political leaders must
sadzil Noor's Tag-hurning is exactly the type of act that we should
demn.

But what can ordinary Maliysiuns do?

Civil socicty organisations, professional associations (sue

s well s memo-

ould arrange inter-fith meetings and dinlogune
al services {or the civilian vietims of the “9/11 fragedy wd the
erican hombing in Alihanistan, Both sets of victims are inno-
nt. The act of joining hgether o conmemorate the Tosses would

ify and strengthen onr multi-religions character We must show
hrough example that dialogue and interaetion loster greater mutual

mderstanding and not distrust.

Moderate voices must speak up. Now is not the time o dis-
quietly with extremistor intolerance. Furthermore. we must
act the attention of the world’s media n an intelligent wanner.

Ve are currying on onr shoulders the good name ol the faith, Ty

e to come the marging of Tshun will einventand renesw the fuith.

e are conrageons and determined. onry
s will hecome the reality for the entive Islamic world,

agmatic religions prac



erate menbers have also indermined Anwars antharity.

The fivst factor has been the awakening of the silent majority.
“There lave heen a large nnber of seminars and disenssions on the
ssue hosted both by the varions major newspipers snehas the Chi-
i Chere Jit Poh, as well s commmnity and

sse-langage daily,
religions organisations.
The openmess ol the sessions. the: calime
veals once again the essential moderation of Ishumic expression in
Malaysia. Moreover. the government: has had to vethink its initial
osition, whilst Muslin liberals led by Sisters in Ishun's Zainab Anwar
nnd the academics Farish Noor wnd Chandrae Mudzalfar have ar-
tieulated a persiasive, moderate altemative to the ulama-led big-
nd e govermment s indecisiveness.
The sceond fuctor has been the swiftness of the Talibans col-
The cowardly light of Ossama bin Laden has left many in the
i world appalled. Most Muslims want i form ol governnee
that bulinces their everyday socio-ceonomic aspirations without sac
rificing their fith in Allah. They do ot see the two— orindeed
“modernity —as heing mutually exclusive,
The conservative lorees Uit seemed intent on power are now

and maturity ve-

in retreat. What had seemed inevitable months ago — PASS even-
tual victory at the national level — now looks inpossible. Needless
to say, there is a palpable seuse of weliefamongst the citys political
and busin ite. ot this is grounded ina broader sense of disillu-

wment in the Malay commmity at Large with the vision held ont
by PAS and the Muslim extremists.

A good example of this change is an old friend of mine, Tet's
call him “Azran’. Azran is someone T st with my lile. He's the
Kind of gy wholl tell vou str.
up, cven il vou don't want to hear trath, Aud vet, he's considerate
enongh not to say 1 told you so” when, having ignored his advice,

s ¢

tight to vorr face when von're serewing

you turn np at his doorstep asking lor sympathy.
After a carcer in the financial world and many yews of hetic
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conntry felt like wslap in the face.
The year alter he decided that his children needed a hetter
gmumlnl;,lll the religion. With this in ind he withdrew them from
their cushy private schools and enrolled then in an avowedly Ts-
]_mmu'(hlullu al establishment, However the experience proved o
be problemati . his children hecame less toler
nt of other rice
ted al the schiool
“Tam afraid the school didn't teach true Tslamic values. 1t was

ceording ke
indd his wile who doesn'Cwear a fring was in-

ogant wndd exclusionany: it wasn't e Kind ol environment Twanted

my children.”
Azran wis moderately upheat on the issue of corruption: “The
ime Minister knows that in order to restore his eredibility he st
continue the reform process. | an concerned that the process might
stalled and am watching elosely what is huppening at TWK and
Halim Saad
“Still, T helieve he s essentially w fir man’: he was right inspeak-
ng up against terrorism after the attacks on the WTC and equally
t to qualify his support for the Americans by reminding them
their rolc in supporting the Tsraclis
“He showed real leadership and b
just shot themselves in the foot. Twas

Lince, 1 respect that, PAS
ed by the demons

ation

“You can only address violenee and terrorism with foree, We've

experience here in Malwsia with the dealing with the commu-
ts. Personally. | think Malaysia is on a far higher plane than other

of the conservative-leaning moderates in the country that the
habi-inspired fitnre — with its bigotry. its puverty Aml its dis-
imination against women was not the right way to go.”
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ot be limited (o a small section of the population: and fourthly. that
e are cimbarking on an extremely exciting — and let's face it —
potentially bimpy ride as we endeavour to meld the virtues of de-
mocracy, good governance and wodernity with the timeless prin-
iples clucidated in the Holy Ke
What we are doing in Ma

hias not really been attempted

ewhere in the Islamic world. We are entrusted with wn enormons
urden. Given the incompetence, corruption and injustice in much
the Arab Muslim world. onr madel of Iskunic prictices, modera-
, minority rights, development and social justice will become
sereasingly valuable for the entire globe. This means that we
houldn't rush things or deny s

outside the ulama.

1ee to serions and reasonable voices

As Tsaid. everyone should be concerned with this issue — Mus-
ims alike, beeause Istam (unlike modern-day Chris-
ity) cannot be relegated to the private and personal domain. 1s-
m embraces all aspects of onr lives,
Moreover. contrary to what nany people think — the Tslamic
d is not monolithic. There is a great deal of diversity
ople practisc the faith, Believe me. During my time in the States,
bhave been meeting with Muslims from all over the globe — from
widi Arabia, Pakistan and Morocco, Whilst
the oy expression of that faith varies and
F cultural practices matter in this respect. In fact, Islan both
ognises and celebrates [reedont of expr

n how

5

ion. Moreover, there is

rence of opinion) within
lge and respect these differ-
of opinion within a framework that is accommodating and
erate.

€ confrontation between the PUM and the writers is con-
With the all-important question of who controls the interpre
10f the Holy Koran. Should one st of peaple — the ulamas in
M — monopolise the right to interpret the Holy Koran? Should
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that instilling lear is counterprodinetive,

Unfortunately PAS — w party that subseribes o the view that

the ulamas arc the supreme and inchallengeable interpreters of the

oly Koran — hawve heen the bigaest supporters of PUM. This is
e becanse the issue will end up being little more tha i politic

thall with UMNO onone side and PAS on the other.

This does not mean s such as mvsell want o deny

he wlanmas the right 1o nterpret the Holy Koran. Far fron it Tn-

d we — as representutives of the people. becanse wie are your

— wanl to share the spice. We want Lo show to the world thit

ysia is different from the vest of the Iskamic world in - that we
the conlidence and the snbstance to he able to debate the is-
es of modernity and fuith, We want to win the wlamas in PUM
to democracy and iklitilaf and work together to ensure that onr
ture here in Malaysiaavoids the disasters that Tave bedeviled the

ny Islamic socicties where discourse, tolerance and moderation
been ignored. I ordinary Madaysians remain on the sidelines,
& as a nation arc doomed
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ous. education or cconormic policies, The goul is always the same,
UM\J()cnnucnml(ingnn the 'ends’. Tn essence UMNO —whilst
and Muslim — is “ideology-lree’:

g'nmh\m is the p.lr(\\lu lemark,

By way of comparison, PAS possesses o 'core’ ideology, namely,
icand partioular interpretation of the Hnl\
s the controversial attempt to introduce the icliel

te of Terenizgani, As faras PAS is concerned, the ‘process’
all-important.
According to the ulama-led party. the Muslim Malay commu-

can ouly he nplifted i their brand of Tslamic practice is imple-

ented. In their eyes anything that veers fron this me:
ely wrong and un-Islamic. For PAS, ideology is all-important and

g is en-

the ulama ave the sole arbiters of religious purity.
Whilst PAS should b commended for their zero tolerance of

corruption. the cinpliasis on the “proce ither than the “ends’ h;u

ade the [mrt\ unwiv[d\' :uu] inﬂm 1!9

“derness once again.

Reform and renewal in Malaysia has to come from within,
MNO lias been able to draw on its three formptive historical expe-

iences: firstly, its interaction with outside powers suchias the British

dunnu the ]wnu(l leading up to Merdekay sceondly, the tronbled

ross the racial divide with the all-important Chinese

nie religious con-

its own strugale with |

VS sen: ’()I |l uqum nee, ‘m\'(mu]mmemh ad
s to be able todeal with the three foree:
at the same time. In order to handle these factors, an UMNO

L and occasionally




at the Maliy agendaand the mation’s future depended on select:
ingl]w\( ry hest anpower on offer. Back in those days, profession-
and the ability 1o work was more important than blind loyulty
ato Hishammuddine, to his eredit, is re plicating Toan Razak's lmlu_\
freaching ont and engaging with the vounger generation. and there
many other voung faces cmerging wnder his patronage

ross
e nation.

Men like Khiairvaned Zaki donot need towork in Malaysia. \
their elite cdie
York. London or Hong Kong — the list is endless. Nonetheless.
fon. T fact they rep-

‘ith

fon, they can get jobs anvwhere in the world: New

they're houie and theyre committed to the
resent the eream of the NEP - they are the Mahathi Mohaniads
and the Musi Hitams of the futire. Moreover, they recognise that
the English langnage is merely akey to knowledge and that liency
in a foreign tongue docs not make you any less of a Mushin ora
Malay:

As menand women of this ¢
SUMNO. T am confident the party will hecome more plural, more
jonal and more democrati s does natmean that the party
“Malayness” or its Muslin identity, Fur from it: for men
such as Dato Hishammuddin and the younger generation (hoth men
and women) in UMNO. moderity and tradition can he bridged:
the two are not mutilly exclisive.

T many ways they reflect the vision Taid ot by Dr Mahathir in
his book The Malay Dilema. Certainly they are his ereation, they
are his “children’, They are the young leaders of the future and in
their hands we will have to entrust our nation's fate: They are the

change agents.

ibre are once aguin inducted into
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Tigions Diigrootr

I one of his greatest novels. A Howse for Mr Biswas. Naipaul
‘charts the eponvimons hero’s (Mol Biswas™) desperate bid for se-
eurity and self-respect inan unlorgiving and viciously petty milien.
The battle to succeed. culminating in the construction ol his own

home consumes the hero’s ene leading to his premature death
it the age of forty-six.
This theme — the individual's strngale for sell
utonomy — pervades all his writings. It
n determination to make something of himsell on his ar
United Kingdon, his adopted home. Born on the ‘mirgins,
re, of the civilised world into an ¢migré Hindu family on the ¢

ation and

5o mirrors the writer's
val in
it

ching the ‘centre’ and storming the metropolitan citadel
As with all writers, | £
shaped his perception of the world. He s a fiercely defensive

ubition (as well as his [

Lion

s aloner for whom all sy
dcan tribalisim) are an anathemie His rage s directed

inst the simall-minded and the petty; against religious elerics, se
aportant Brahmins and corrupt bureancrats
~ Forthose of ns in Southeast Asia, his two travelogies — Among
Believers and Beyond Belief — still hear veveading. Both haoks
son the unfolding deama of Muslin vevivadism in the non-Ara-
Islamic world. His accounts have heen attacked for their lack of
larship. The criticisins are
nesia. For example, he derides the pesantren system of edue
without acknowledging Gus Dur and the Nahadatul Ul
kable attempts to hroaden and professionalise the curriculim.
does he recognise: that the pesantren is in fact

systems of belicl and social organi

alid, especiully in his treatment of

vestige of the

slamic tradition embedded in the mainstream religious culture
vital bastion against rampant Arab-isution,
ut there again, Naipanl is not producing an ohjective record of

in the region. He is not a historian. He is 4 polemi-
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uld it he that Dis thesis — e converted peoplies — no longer
hle i modern day Koala Linipur? Had Sontheast
g Muslins managed to eseape the tragedies that had engulfed
their fellow helievers? Was this suecess too difficult to chart?

T essenec, Naipaul fumbles in Malaysia because the country
oes not submit to lis neatly constructed hypotliesis
fied his attempts at reduction, What many Mabwysians don't seen to

amed appli

ilire is as ninelatestimient o onr achieves

e is that the writer
ents as w nation as it is to the many Maws in his arganient.

vl s that, e are now beginning (o res
the boom vears of the 19908 cone
sentient and dislocation that he had prefigured in Among the
Beliecers. 1ad he Deen swriting today. his assessment might' liave
been far less hesitant.

isee it

sties — e

el iy of e
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pess. Fruitssuclias pineapples, mangoes snd watermelons. that e
eonsidered to e peenliarly Malaysian, are in facl. exotic and -
:Lppmv(l. Hybridised and in cortain cases even genctically moditiod,
ey re an ironic comment on onr preconceived ideas ol whiatis aid
what isn't ‘local”

At atime when race and religion dominate public disconrse
s the glohe, Simevi Gill's wiy, tongne-in-clieek artwork sitivises
supations with identity inoa particnlurly Southeast Asian
manuer, Similarly. last October inanother show, al a solo exhibition
entitled dalum at Galeri Petronas. Sinrvin presented a series of over
two hundred sensitively=shot colonr photographs of Malay
ung~mu|m — this time withont people.

The resnlt was an illuminating panoran of domestic life, de-
buriking in mny wavs the resistanee we. as Malaysians, still have 1o
one another: She ineluded Chinese, Malay and Indian living rooms
ere were also middle-c s i affTnent homes,
Taken altogether, Simevn stresses the varions similarities in all our
TV sereens, the family portraits, the ramshackle
short, the cor
Under Sitnyin's gaze, the

an liv-

warking-¢l

Cnileless wirnithoof Tamily il
other is no longer an nnknowable or
distant force, Onee were nshered into proples” homes. entering te

et the “other” becomes wtamed and domesticated pres-
something we can associate with and understand intoitive .
However, [or Malaysians (and even Singaporcans), his proc
mains difficult and strained. 17y thing, the rucial divide bas wid-
ed over the vears as narrow-minded and higoted rel igious zealots
have sought to separate the helievers from the non-helicvers

Simryngrew up in the small Negri Senhilan seaside town. De-
spite the fuct thut she now lives in Australicand exhibits on virtnally
every continent, her work is quintessentially Maliysian. She lsl)luof
the masim that, whilst von can take e il ont of e kampung.
ucan't take the I\unqmn" aut of the girl. Because of this
‘rootednesy, ler photographs spealk to ns divectly. We recognise the

o=




an expatriate Malaysimn, Simeyn is transforned
Her childhood memories make her

Moreover,
u an émigré — the ‘outsider’.
for a world that she can 1o Tonger experience s a resident.

is a sojourner and ted o wander. However. this does not
tract from the work

is gonninel and tragically disenfranclised: “he-

impuct. She remains anthentic and trne to

iy she will never enjoy sagain

so many contemporary artists. Simeyn recoils from e
eral and the shocking. nor does she need o tap into the giddy
ness of celebrity that so olse the Britpack. Simmn has no
rest in photographing cither Sir Ellon Johin's bac
Shissiperl el

e or prepu-

focus-

Crionsne

of hier intentions by

el communicating them to the world

el relevimee. She teases out

sonal cone

and understied. she lets the wspoken huaronsness ad
s do the work.

elegance of ler im:
Her confidence amd teclical nuastery is revenled by her will-
igness o work witl colonr photograpliy. Tronically. colonr (mlike
black-and-white photography ) s itendeney — at least in the ands
of the untriined — to leach images of their cmntion) intensity.
olour suffuses the retin. The ondooker is drenched by the full poly-
icspectrm aid oversstimulated. TEobviates i response wd
wes little to suggestion. This does not mean her work lacks intel
tual biefi. 1 amything, Simren, at least in person, s inelined 1o
er-philosoplise. Thanklully: however herwork is nol didactic and
photagraphs and installations can be interpreted in nuny differ-

i |||||[[||)I|u|\ uI 1o \lmlm S II4 r\uuL is
i cnjoy Hu- I!]mlngr.lpll.\'\\l‘t':m lanigh or we can sinile.
She's not forcing us to do anything in partionlae. Howeyer i0we re-
ally want to. we can also stop and take stock aswe follow Ty highly
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Amidst Globalisation

it 119169

Businisy Tinis Sii
Sun. July 235 2000

en we ik abiont readly stop to con-
il of the (predominantly economic)
the individual. This is a mistuke

Tlow dloes sameone cope on person

Hlevel withsoworld
there the verities of one's childhood, ones faith, enlture and
aditions Tave heen whitthed wvay by modemity's hirsher

ths? Since this isaomillennivm essay Gand therefore more
ertainment tan edification). ve decided (o begin my
ple lcontranyt hypathesis with one of iy Tvourite works
art. Painted in 1937, the late Burmese master U Ba Nvan's
self-portrait hangs in the Nationad Museun in Yangon

Ive chosen wwork o

wt heeanseart, whether painting.
sealpture music orliterature, veveals agreat deal hotly abont
an artist and his world, Aud the Rangoon of U Ba Nyan’s
heyday -~ witlyits loating populition ol itinerant labourers

ndian tveoons ind British admivisteators —is avery good
cexample of wsociely undergoing the convulsions engendered
globalisation.

But helore we turn to the ¢ty and its teeming masses.
s tuke aclos

fook at the artist and the way his lile lias
also heen ultered. Does the opening of markets presuppose
opening ol minds? Aud what does lis personal stroggle
ell us ahout e il in the Rangoon of the late 195082 A

lamboyanthy

dressed in o generonsly=cat rohe, a palette al his side, he

appears. (o us at the caspol the new millenninm. as the

out hini. thougly on closer inspection vou ean sense a slight
emulonsness and uncertainty aromd the montl

eyes,



merce.
But lets move away from U Ba Nyanand try to imagine. il we
ean, the cacophonons city outside his studlion, | .|g||lv vears before, it
s nothing more than amuddy villae on the banks of a minor
river. Now with a population of nearly hall
amillion. the indigenous Burmese — U Ba Nyan's people — find
smselves outnimbered three o one by larderworking, hetter-
ducated Indians and Chinese. The ity possess

branch of the Trnwadldy

all the prevequi-
sites ol progress. There are motorbuses. a busy aerodrome, an elec-
trie tramway Hiat iseets Uiecity from cast towest, line government
buildings including the largest gaol in the cmpire. a wealthy com-
mercial quarteraoumiversity inalealy canpus and the famons Pas-
eur Inshitute

L terms of usiness. explosive global demand has miade Rangoon
e third busiest port in British budialier Bombay and Caleutta, At
Steel Bros operate one of the

matinto just ovtsice the city, Messr,
il

1 storice milly in the world. In Ahlone, the timber vavds and saw
Cills of e Bomibay Bl 1 ding Corporation with the
ding elephants delight the nany tonr

the Bombay Oil Company Tas bl an enormons refinen: aronid

work-

soAnd neross the river in

¢ cabal of mer-

shich a grimy shinty town lias grown. An r\«lm'
chants known as hovwallahs ensure that sati
paid. [ the case of Steel Bros:some s per centis eetiurmed amnmally

tory dividends are

the sharcholders in London: Evenin the widst of the Creat De-
ion, e profitability is maintained.

However,

all this commercial activity was not withont its vie-

ted the b Back to the Girmers at prmitive vates. Meanwhile, a
placed Burmese peasintry was heing underent by itinerant tn-

ter ol womillion arrived i Rangoon
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[ 1.3 Montien Boonma, Venus of Bangkok (1991)
Bucket. woad and paint
ISO N TS0 8 94 ¢

Courtesy of the Estat of e tate Mimticn Boonmn/bivie Booth Bz, Phailand
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!.5 Latif Mohidin, Penjelmaan (Transformation) (1964)
Peneil snd watter colour on paper
(12

Contitesy of Latiff Mobvielin

e, Ty a5 em)
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1.7 1 Made Budi, Puputan (1992)
Tuk aned aerlic on canvas

(123 x 200 em)

Conrtesy of T\ ade BuditNulentine Willie Fone Art; Muaysia



has 14 Children (1994)
Chireou] and photocopy collse anpigier

i D0 X 1530 ¢ )

‘ E LY Wong Hoy Cheong, She was marvied at 14 and

Comttestgaf Wont Moty Choeony
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1.11 Sanggawa, Salubong (Beauty Queen) (1994)
Oil on canvas
(203 1 60T ey

Conrtesy of SumprarcalNatentine Wiltlie Fiue At Malaysio




113 Hendra Gunawan, War and Peace (¢.1950)
Oil on canvas
O X140 )

CCourtesy of At Sietlion /M Uit nsites Poltt Herapin. Didonests



L15 Henri Dono. Agenda in Bali (1989)
Collage on cinvas

(6 DR AT

Comtnty of Ui Dono/Conieti At Honse. liddoniSia



Montlien Boonma — Alchemist of the Soul

T Beasin s T Siwapne Niwailhos 212001
Sin Cho fit 2o, Ayl T
e Star, Npell 7. 2000

Just over s vear ago. leading Thai wrtist Montien Boomma died
aftera prolonged straggle with cancer, Monticn, who was fovty-seven
when he prissed aswav. ind watehed is wite die from cancer only siv
before. Moreover, with his death, their voung son was offee-
tively orphined

Rightnp itil hisedeath. Montion tmnel like the iling Matisse
in his Nice apartment) refused toallow the cancer Lo prevent hing

1ssistants.

from naking it Tstead D drew and ater directed Lis
He worked for as Tong as Tealth permitted. Tarmessing lis frstea-
tions and channelling his anger towards ¢
consequence. mueh of his best were actually produeed in the kst
decade of Tis life as e nesed his wife and then in e siceanmbed
o cance

Borwin 1953, Montien was lrom the impoverished northeast ol
Thailind. As ane of thirteen ehiliien with relatively poor parents.
he was fortunate tiat his father against Lis mothery wishes. fGnally
allowed hitn o study art. By the ime of his death. he Tad hecome
one of the leading artists in the Asia-Pacific: someone that other
artists. curators, eritics and dealers talked abont respectfully, i not
reverentilly.

Wherever Pve travelled in Southeast Asia
of whom hid nevereven met him will conenr thiat Moutien swas the

aitive endenvonrs, As

ous arfists, most

master ol instullutions (artworks that are site-speeilicl. Certainly in
the Last decide of his life hie ad econie averitable st on e avat-
irenit. criss-crossing the globe as Tie made his way from one

e orart expo toanother completing commissions along (he
way so el so thit today his ar
on the open market

works e

diost impossibile to find




Montien first came to my attention seven vears ago when T eame
across his worlein acommercial Bangkok gallery run by a lconic
Austrian callod Alfved Pavlin. AC the tinie 1w
Jieved at what 1 thonght to he thedeliberate ngliness of everything
he chose (o ki

Having spent some time writing abont Banghkok, its politics and

unazed. il not re-

business as well as exploring e eity’s art seene, T had Tound the
I <

prevalent temple mural stvle to be too sacelurine for my tastes. )

Tulermehai Kositpipat with their

thought neo-traditionalists snch as
timeless villuge scenes were unreflective of the o

wges rippling
through the country,

Stillness. eleganee and relinement are the traditional hall-
marks of nuel Thai enlture and art. The nmrals in Wat Suthat.
painted in vetgn of R Land Rane [ e thieapogee of thisstyle
Whilst there is o degree ol tension and emotional infensity in the
murals, sublivition i restraint are purimonnt even i the s
tation of the Buddhas violent subjugation of the Mare The qnrals
are delicate and beantifl but their ludlowed and reverential aes-
thetic jurred with the funky realities of wodern Th
smajestc vl transgrossion svere nibbling althe ediges of polite soci-
ety.

e

el whiere fese-

Montien's work deficd expectations. 1tawas startling and alive.
At the tne when 1 list met Tin— thiswas seven veurs ago in 1994,

vt for a solo exhibition at Thailand's Natfonal Art

he was pre

Gallery: He had w high-pitehed. melodions voice and w grave fuee
that lit up s B talked. Dlaving stodivd in Pavis, Frencliterms and a
wtion, To iy surprise.

slight gullic inflection slipped into our conver:
he was very concerned about the idea ol Thai-ness, saving: “In the
Past. Thai art was inspived by either Buddhisig or the rovad Gapily, |
wanted to make Thai art Tt withont the twos Sa 1 looked ot the
Farmers. Conld Tuse theirimplements to make something tly Thai?
Twanted my materials to be part of my surronndings and wy work.”

Lwas disappointed by (he extent towhicly (he authenticity and



to larze canvats sheets which e subscquently nssembled inta the

familiar shape of a pagodi.

Like analehemist at work in his labaratory. Monticn was (rans-
forming his ordinary waterials — ash, dust. mid. ghue and elarcoal
_intocleguntand heautitilly-crafted objects. Tronically. forull their
jeonachsin, they scemed to possess the sine stillness and refined

elegance of the traglitional wials.

s art would have continued to evalve in this Fashion had it wot
een lor iis wills tragedy. Tn confronting her illness and coming to
terms with her deatl, he was forced to reassess hiswork. Insteud of
ing e swith academic and intelloctnal issucs sneh as wn-
enticity aid whether o not his ant was traly “Thad” i inspiration,
he turncd inwards. explored the raw emotions within hinself and
charted his own feelings. As e said 1o Albert Paravi Wongehivacli,
aconncil member of the Stau Socivty ina 1995 fnterview. “Artists
dlways ke works it project o peesonal lives. We camot just

Indeced. the very personal iture of s angnishiand deep disap-
pointment witl s fithwas to transeend his art The tragedies were
wenged

transforin hin from anacadermic Gddling aronnd with s
jects’ — adisciple of Benvs and the Ante Porera sehiool — into an
istwhose work resonated with meaning, reaching well hevond his
ive Thailand

Having hecr advised by a Buddbist monk soon after he married
I s swifie for ten years, e conple T Tived in sepa-

cities: e staved in Chinng Mai while she Tived in the capital.

er the ten veurs were over. they mide pls to set ap home to-

er only to discover that hiswile Tid contracted eancer. The sense
al was terrible,

“Laness | leel some resentinent. Sinee my wile died, Tiavenot
n bk to worship Mother Kuan i Eve stirted to drink alittle:

use when 1 used o hehave well 1didnt get as good as 1 did 1

15l



searching s+ for answirs Uit were infinitely greater than his initial quest
for the essence of Thaiart. Indeed his hattle to retain his Faith was i
grivmplint asse: rtion of life over death, crptiness and sihilism. and
it is this strugale that transcends his work and makes it great.
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studies in the west having imhibed both the modern style of paint-
ing and the sensibilitg it wnderpins it

One may have expeeted the Terveney of the expressionist ereced
to have waned witl age and experience, espeeially now that the art-
ist i in his Glties, but the energy and strength of his Tatest works in
the Gelombang series dispels sneh fears. A comparison ol the first
series Pago Pago G title drawn Fronn the word “pagoda™ with his

most recent serics. the Gelombhang (loosely translited fron the Malay
as "waves of enerey T would seen tosnguest no connections, no ar-
tistic exegesis.

1t is my intention in this article to present and illustrate: the
continuity of underying thenes in LatilTs sork, thenes that liuk
the dilferent series together amd at the samne time esplain his com-
manding importance forart swithin Malaysiacand the rest of Sonth-
east Asiit

But it would he an injustice hoth to Latifl and to Maluysia to
jump into w disenssion of the arist and his work without trying to
place the man in his lundseape and environment. sinee one is incon-
ceivable without the other, Latifls work siacks of the inherent con-
tradictions of Malaysi
of Chinese. Indian

saconntry comprised of s eclectic racial mix
and indigenons Musling Malays, that is at the
e nation in the world,

same tine the most industyialised 1
Given Mal;
the Malavsinn government's advocaey o indigenous Malay riglits,
Latifl'is one of the very fow artists (and a Malay it thilt) whose work
has escaped the moral stain of political accommodation. In the true
spirit of expressionisn, he as spurned the governments overtures
and stayed quite single-mindedly within the plurality of Malaysi
life, despite the fact that hie is not only the nation’s forciost painter
but also its most exciting poet writing in Malav. Krishen Jit, the ac
demic-turned-dramatist, considers Latill’s separateness from the
enltural burcaneracy to have heen i hles
ment patronage cin be the kiss of death.” he savs.

sias enormous diversity of angiages, cultures, and

i

ing in disguise: “Govern-




very lieky to liave heen

“In retrospect.” he says. "1 think | w
sent 1o Germany and ot to London where most Malavsians were
sent. 1t gave e i hroader exposre to Enrope, in part hoecause I was
Another
sipostre to the German language which opened up

alone and had to iy with my German contemporari
benefit was |
aliterary tradition that had been a closed hook to Midaysiuns. This
has been an enduring hond which hus resulted in him translating the

plays of Buchner as well s Goethe's Faust

The Pago Pago series consists of liis most Fanons works, and in
this series we ean see the wiy nature has nurtured his art, Tn the
book illustrated with drawings. etehings and lino-cuts from
the period, there are conntless detailed studies of the simplest of
including a raindrop. w snails shell. o bumboo

natural phenomen:
shoot and @ butterlly cocoon, 1 one looks more closely at the works
aproductof the Tsion of

one begins to see i recurring arlistic moti
the immediate impression and emotion. Kehidupan (Life). Kepong
((1965) features a butterly emeraing fromwcocoon. The ¢ drawn
to the trinngular shape of the cocoon and the inseet’s wings. This
same shape, the triangle, is repeated in Penjelmaan (Transforma-
tion) in Bungkok. that was completed in 1964, T this watereolonr:
three forns are shown: a pagodi, a snai
Each appears [rom the grotnd, three separate bt sinilar triangular
shapes that begin to assume a totemic role in his iconography.

The triangle becones a building block whicl enables him to
‘see” an abject. deconstrnet it and rebiild it again in an amalgam of
blocks. Thus. the process of secing becomes aetive and charged with
meaning, a metaphior as it were for the artists own unburdening and
self-examination. Much of the escitenent in looking at the Pago Pago
s the artist at work, the way he

shelland a bamboo shoot

series sterus [rom the way it reve
sees an object and then how it is transminted into art through the
prism of his emotions — in short, the expressionist at work.

In Pago Pago Nocturno (1967) an indigo blue canvas, the famil-
far triangles have heen inverted, combined with one another and



nail drawings, Kaktus, Hoflein (1963)and Blatter: Hoflwim (19631
Tn both warks, watercolonrs have heen used to driny what appear (o
e soft Nowers in bloon. On closer inspection, the forms hecome
Tess distinet and wpoehaclike, Suddenly, the distance is stretehod
dramatically and the Bloom becomes a plsimginmochi s

en throngh

a4 microseope
The Pago Pago sevics was recuived sithalimost maninions |
“His most importint contribution

alise.

Redza Pivadusa savs of the seric
to Mulaysiznartis his potent inagery whielis, perhaps. the nearest
thing to a Malaysian art tiat any artist of the 19605 b edat”

Understandably. LatilT suffered a degree of artistic hurm-out’

after the draining Pago Pago series. This was also actime of art
experimentation with performance art. happenings and installations
co-ordinated by the Anak Alam (The Sons of Naturel, 1Uis a time
remembered vers fondly by Krishen Jitas heing extremely exciting,
though e adds that the group. led by Latiff, Tost their way when

they strayed imto more conventional theatre

This wctivity was conpled with Latiff's growing interestin po-
etry. In the 1970s, he published fowr collections of poctry: Sungei
Mekong (Mekong Riveryin 1971 Kembara Malan (Nig
1974; Wayany Pk Dalang (Puppeteer’s Wayang) in 1977 and
Serpihan Dari Peclalaman (Fragments of the Interior) in 1979, Switeh-
ing between the two disciplines, Latilf wirrars the artistic develop-
and friends snel as

ment of some ol his regional contempe
Angkarn Kalavanapongsa, who also hecame fimons lor their suecess
in both fields.

The Langkatct and Mindscape series vepresent Latiffs break
from the past. In these works, Latill explores the relationship be-
tween the horizontal line and the superimposed trizngnlar form. Tn
the Mindscape series, lie uses different shapes and colonrs inaman-
ner which remains whconvincing in the end. The Langhawt series
was grected with widespread seeptivism. although the wall sealp-
tures lave andergone a eritical reassessment over the years sinee
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ing draven [rom the whole of Southeast Asia. The: diversity of that
background and the wealth of these motifs wean that Singaporeans,
too. cin appreciate the work.”

Latiffs ligh seriousness of purpose and his guest for what he
calls “the fusion of aestheties and ethies” sets him apart from the
Malaysian and Singaporean art scene inaway that has steengthened
Tis work until it looms over the thin derivative works of his conntry-
“men and so-called peers

1




his expericnee s dancer means tat heis able to convey asense of
movement ona Tt surfuce

His work is also deeply-rooted in Balinese history and culture,
This knowledge provides a strong Tomndation for his art. And for the
al interpreting the paint-

viewer, it hecomes aomesns ol navigating
ings. The estraordinan orrent ol images ( Budi's seeming plitas-

magorin) is namageable i yon're mindful of coltural co-ordinates
embedded inhis work.

is understanding of Balinese history (Tor example the infa-
mous Kluigking Puputin or wassaere ol 1906 enviches lis art as

well as our understanding ol his world. Furthermoreits important
to re;

alise the interplay between the pemaksan tlomple). the banjar

(villagge s well s the subak Grrigaition systems) that erisseross the
iskand.
The Balinese: pre-ocenpation with orderand symmetry can b

seen in his larger works. holding together the seemingly disparate
and chiotic. Invariably, his paintings awe frumed by Mot Agung
~the holy monntain ocenpying price ol |)1 weat the op ol
at the hottow. In this way. Budi defers to the

ﬁmd.nm'nl i Balinese swis of kaja (northi) and keloed (sonth, I lact,
w, he wonld check his
]

when the artist (irst started travelling in Ja
compass cvery night and reorientate Lis bed to ensure that his f

were facing away from Mount Agung,

ssing
aintings lie composed whilst tonving

The anchorage: provided by
(understandably) from the
Bangkok and the Stutes. Interestingly. these waorks suggest a
deracinated and do-cultured people. The figures are smalland jerky.
Budi s
with the ki, he degenerates, becoming a piti
legged wachine. godless and Tostinan urban nightinare.

Unlike so many present-day artists, Budi employs the politieal
themies deftly. The themes do not averwheln the art. 1
the dogmatic, he ensures that contemporary events complementand

alinese iconography is n

11

to he saving that when man is shorn ol his connection

e figrres o two-

hewing

193



viewer head-on.

Tu fact, T Mude Budi Tas nimaged o combine two apparently
contruclictory aspects of the Balinese personality: on the one land
the ribald and physical. on the other, the sty

The inlierent theatricality of Balinese lile engalls the viewer. As
Clitford Geertz, argues, display and drama lie at the heart of
gious observanee and everyvday life — they aren't merelya reflection
of the life so mueh as the central fact of Tile. And Budli. with  wry
and comic touch. traces the fine line that divides the Hindu high
priests and pedandas of Tabanan from the honky-tonk of Kuta, as
well as the tensions hetween a history steeped in tragedy und amore

iscd and spiritual.

prosperons. il hectie present-day
- hetween the sacred and the

In reaching this delicate balane
s theway inwhich the Balinese lave effort-

profanc. Budialso reves

Jessly appropriated the forcign and wade it their own. i feat that

has drawn anthropology students from all over the wlobe for well
pology

over

weentunys the iskand people lave incorporated the alien, re-
fashioning and reworking the alien mtil it hecomes a part of and not
apart [ron ieir lives,

A clussic example of the appropriation is the wiy in which the

tourist s placed in the heart of the ¢ nanging lundscape. Pottering
around, cam t-the-ready. Budi bas made the long-nosed visitor

an integral part of his island. 1 his canvases are an archive, then e

has documented Hie foreigners' presence and strpped thew of theie
strangeness. [ turning the traveller into aplayer in his theatrical
set-picee, heis absorbed and localised. Tn a simifar
become weird fish-like forms and airplanes are tramsformed into
birds

Lion, boats

However, the dazzling cornneopia is not an wcontrolled riot,
For Budi, just as for all Balinese. there is order in the seeming ¢liaos.

ions are allowed to onrish. they are also regulated.
Budi's art is by no means an exercise in raw expressionisin, His i
ture — our paradise — is minutely calibrated.




Faith and Despair in Manila

Fav Eastern Economiie Beview, Novesiiher 24 2000

‘aith

With the Plilippines once again in the grip of a political eri

+ The Cing.an exhibition ofworks by Filipino artists, highlights themes

annted
the republic sinee the turm ol the century, The display, which will
move lrom Singapore to Malaysia in Junti ins more tian a
hundred works. Selected by cnrtor Valentine Willie, they provide

— Frow poverty and cormption to Catholicism —that hay

Leon

anilhminating and altinately disturbing overview of Filiping con-
temporary art

Fowr centurics of Hispanic influence and o wealth of haroque
devotional art lelt by the country’s Spanish colonialists liave given
the Philippines one of the richest oil painting traditions in Asia. And
whether conscionshy or not, Filipino art denionstrates technical and

thematic similarities with the art of other Tormer Spanish colonies

such as Mexico and Colombia — similarities such as the classical
training of the artists. the post-colonial experience of had govern-
ment, the influence of Catholicism and of vernaenlu subject matter
and the drawing on the daily life of ordinary people. Unsurprisingly
then, the shadows of the great Me
Jose Clenente Orozeo and the Colombian artist Fernanda Botero
seemn Lo be lingering al the corners of this show:

Faith + The City secks to ereate asense of place, and, to a luge
extent. succeeds. On the one hand there is the urban squalor and
congestion of Metro Manilu, home to 10.2 million people: Tn Jeho
Bitancors Siyesta (19951, constraction workers snatcel i precarious

m o mralists Diego Rivera and

siesta on stecl beams high above the skyline. In this hash environ-
ment, shelter and security, even food snd witer, are precious and
usive commoditios tat remain bevond the grasp of the iajority ol
population.
The city delimmanis orked paint-
gs, men and women lose their individuality. Merging into an

T Jerson Samsons densel
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At atime when so mueh contemporary art is contemptuons of
the traditional skills of drawing and paint s arare pleasure to
show that revels in these unfashionable attributes.

Come e
Fron the verve and (ueney of the Escora hrothers to painter
Geraldine Javiers lightness of tonch. the exhibition underlines the
vitality and dynamism of one of Asia’s most overlooked artistic com-
munitics,

However, the gritty and uncompromisingly challenging nature
of the artworks does make one question the aptness of the exhibition’s
title. Perhaps Faith + Despair wonld have more acenrately reflected
the exhibition’s tone.




ofits trie global prominence. We soon decided that hewas “the man
of the people” and tiat Twasict Having settled thit, we hecane fst
friends.

Uis nrban personi wits astrprise to e beeanse his paintings.

by way of contrast, scemed to yern forapiste

L spacions tinge that
was all reds, purples. magentas and yellows, In these early works,
Hoy Cheong painted in oils — Dright. vivid colours that made yonr
juint i yon Tooked ut then for too long, Tnretrospect, the

bizarre colonr palette Tie cnmploved and e distorted perspectives
should have alerted me 1o Hoy Clicongs sulwe
le:

sive intention. un-
s, of conrse. kamypmog life veally is Tved on acid?

Years later and after winy Tunches, dinners, disenssions. dis-
agreements and kopi O’ e moved from the city 1o Knala Kb
Bharu, anidvllic town at the Toot of Fraser's Tlland an hour's drive
from Kuali Lannpie: Before he moved. he told e abont the hig
project hie would he cmbarking on. Fknow 1 should have visited lim

more bt our paths took s in dilferent directions and it wis a long
while hefore T imaged 1o ke my win to Koala Ko Bl to
see how his work was coming along and to chat with w old friend,
“To my surprise. | discovered that iy Friend Tived an the cdge of
the town s it his Tomse was in faet more of a hot alongside a set

of large fish ponls. The fish ponids i Tion
were construeted as part ol an agrienltural project that appeared to
have been discontinied. There was an adr of quict, gentle peglect
about the projec

B expliined to e,

el 1 cond see be liked e slowness and py
Knowing it Terwas i Amerienn aradiate, 1 thiought it most have
reminded him of Thorean and New England.

The iomeliness of the location wis quite at odds with the very
dramatic kndscape that surronnded the Tt The fish ponds ocen-
pied the full extent of the narrow v
strean) tiat gushed ad burbled Tike
perpendicularand lish, that rose out from behind the house, lend-
inga sense of splendonr to the isolited spot. And vet the tranguillity

lev foor There was asmall

Al movmtain strewms, and hills,
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tude is contral to their purpose

oy Cheong has tumed his hack on the guict, empty spaces
that marked the most suceesshul of his oils. 1n this new series, by way
of contrast, no space is eft undrawn, What about the issue of the
absent colours® 1 now realise too that the works are stronger for
being monochirome. Colowr emotes, supplanting an intellectual re-
sponse. Limagine that oy Cheong wants to avoid a merely emo-
tional response to the work, He wants to force the viewer to think
whilst looking,

And looking at the drawings, one is immediately impressed by
the remarkable personal tale tiat is heing told. A grandmother with
fourteen childven,an incupacitated mother. the continuing diaspora
Iy suited to puthos wlone. However. Hoy

of them sulijects v
Cheong las expanded the reacdiof his work becanse he is also doen-
menting the migration and assimilation of a people: Having scanned
all the drawings, Lreadise that itis from tie personal and the particn-
lar that the epic and grand is born

It has taken me awhile to pat the works in their context. As lar
as Lsee il these drawings are notabont one mam orone family. These
drawings. whilst rooted i the personal Instory of the artist, are in
fact adepiction of w people. These drawings we a tablean forand of
the Nanyany (Sonth S - The artists personal family his-
tory has acted s a prism for the entive Maliysian Chinese commu-
ity — sone iy even argne Tor allimigrats. Hoy Cheong is draw-
ing and reflecting on all states of migration, (
il e Bis relised some core tenth about our nation, that

) Chines

nsition and transfor-

is i itselfaproduct of imending migration and that with-

tnigration we will never he able to regener
But.as 1 saiel carlier. the epic proportions (the drawings are
Physically Lirge! spring rom tiny Ganily stories and incidents. Each
of the fignres in cacly of the witigs Diewrs i relationship with
mebody's ancestor. Each of the fignres is wsvimbol oran emblem
identifiable figares within

rsomeone we knows Whilst they
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chartiaserios of
vl o his sisti

unily jonreys, from his anee
departure for North Anie
tion of all Mulaysinn migrnt expericne

re i tonel-
e
dead-cuds: Tacrmae and names that no ane can reeall and faces that
are now obsenred by tine,

stone for so iy Ganily stories and Tike all family storics, there




in Vientiane, Latill dealtwith weonflict which for u few years threat-
ened to engull Southeist Asiain hlood, exploring the tragedy tirongh
the vortes of Tiis personal emotions:

tosnight
a storm shall Mlow fron the vorth
youur banks shall buist
your waters shall vun red
ane your current shall rage more violent
thun Ningara

“Mekong River”, trausl Adibale Awin (1977).

But that was mueh Lter, and before Texplain how Twas able to
bring sense to my understanding of the region and its art. 1 shonld
be frank abont my initial skepticism. In short. Twent throngh the
motions. a little hemused by the intractability of my material. Tspent
s dealers. enrators and colleetors: fram

my time calling on i
Singapore to Manila, Ubud to Thonbur. forever lannted by a sense
of thie disparateness and distinetiveness of the world that T was ex-
ploring and hoping to churt.

For example, in Yangon. 1 had sat in the ordirly, antique-
crammed atelier of the soft-spoken artist, Min Wae Aung (h.1960)
as he displayved his caln, effortlessly «
ting theve sipping Burinese teq, whilst his hoisterons three-year old
son plaved on the loor, Lasked mysellwhat possible connection his

wehnl if banal canvas

work could lave with the runbunction
Bendi's (b 1950) Balinese comucopia
exuberant almost child-like zest of Brenda Fajardo's (h:1940) densely
worked paintings (with their

crawded delights of Wayan

wilarly Ewondered hiow the

itholie-inspived iconograplhy) would
hang nest to the yricism and splendonr of Panya Vijinthanasarn’s
(b.1956) Bucldha in Sustentation (1997) or Dang Xuan Hoa's (h1959)
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And it is these themes that Bave hecome wy touchstone for the ve-
gion.

Among i most noteworthy of the themes wer
the himiting and reductive definition of contemporary urt employed
by the it estalilistunent. or wrt versas handieralt; the absorption of
the wostern art tradition: the ongoiug conllict hetween nationalisin
sense ol plice wd rootedness: the role of

the following,

and modeemisn in arts ;
religions Faith s devotion: the shoek of the news the art ol collect-
ing and finally, the cmergence of a Sontheast Asian nesthetic lan-
guage. and how Lat T Mohidin oy sifent guide with Tis evoetive
PagoPago serésprovidedimcwith  sesezof i complolé it ity swhen
nothing more Han feagments L existed mitially

£ shonld s that Thive set ot on an umashamedly personaland
subjective journes, To my mind, any understanding of what ASEAN
is. or can possibly imean fo us nst i e fival analvsis, he vefracted

throngh the prisun of our own persoml expericnees.

ART VERSUS HANDICRAFT — THIE ARTIST AND
THIE ARTISAN

Kuching in Surawak (opeed mie torethink the distinetions thin niod-
ern art had fostered on s, Was the artistey of an nnidentifiod pu
weaver o any other exponent of Tandicraftany Tess worthy Ui the
painter at his casel” Given the wagnilicence of our regional testile
‘heritage and the remarkable heights achioved in plices as diverse as
Lampung, Solo and Jogjakarta, why did we persist in defining our
concept of urt and urtworks soas to exclude testiles and handiorafts?

Quietly, 1 had vesolved this douht by avaning iy mind tat
tile weaving, for example. was cehanical. Tacking i personal
eativity and expression. Months later, when Dwas shown theequally
15 by the testile specialist Carol

Complex hanidiwork of Laotian wie
ssudy. 1 conceded tat 1 lad been wrang, Carol explained how
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SOUTHEAST ASIA — A SYNTHESLS OF INFLUENC
LONG BEFORE THE ADVENT OF THIE WEST

Long before the advent of the colonial powers, cultural themes and
trends from outsidle the region shaped and were in turn shaped by
the region’s peoples. Contrary to whal many people now think, the
Europeans were by no means the first to alfectand influence art and
culture in Southeast
pever remained static and unelanging. The rich Progo valley and
the city of Jogjakarta in central Juvaare aclear example of this con-
tinning flux. Canght between the pincers of the Abangan and the
Santri world views, this tiny region — a cultural treasury of sorts —
dazzles wvisitor with all the complesities and contradictions of Indo-
nesian lile.

On the one hind. there is the Javanese classical wayang or
shadow play. with its characters ives drayn from the Hindn
Mahabharata aud Ramagana that Tenjoyed one evening in the shad-
jostling villagers, On

As u consequence, traditional art forms

i narrs

ows of Barobudur surronnded at all sides b
the other hand, I noticed that at night there
that ring out with the call to prayer, reminding me of Java's
pondok-pesantren culture, Over the centiries, Javaand the Javan,
have embraced not only Hinduisi and Buddhisim but Iskan as well,

the small mosques

nic

enveloping one after another into a seamless web of custom and
belief.

Neighbonring enltires and communities imevitably influenced

and shaped one another. and Southeast Asian societies were note-
worthy [or their porons houndaries and adaptable, syneretic enltures.
New truding partners and political alliane 5o hrought with them
new ideas und techniques. For example there can be no doubt that
Moghul miniature painting had a considerable inflnence on the art
f both the Burmese Konbaung and Thiai Chakri dynasties, expand-
g adevotional art form heyond the realms of edification into subtle

| y. Interestingly, the Konbang cra’s vich Court-




The political power wid teehnolagical adyvances of the West
wndermined the credibilits and confidence of many kingdoms sueh
as Malicen and Burni, Some of the traditional conrt-hased cultures
could notswithstand the onslauhit, T Sejesali Melagie the vnkiown
anthor deseribes the assault of the Portagnese troops on the great
Maliy entrepot, Madageain 1511

Andl the noises of the canon was as the woises of thunder in the
Teavens aied the lashes of five of their guns were like flashes of
ligchtning in the sky.

Sejargh Melugi, transl, C.C. Brown, 1970,

With so miany o andat times shocking instances ol Enro-
pean might ad intrnsigenee, it was pechaps ansurprising hat an-
ists and writers wonld seek toemulate ind copy European styles and

practices. Tn the 15005 i partionlar, as the Enropeans cenmented
their stranglehold on mueh ol Southeast Asia. their anthority was
unmitehod

Raden Saleh (T816=1850) and [ran Lana (1557-1599) stand
out (ran this period. predating as they did the inception ol local art
vesull, their work is wirked by an eseessive

institutions. Perlip:
slavishmess towestern idealsand subjects, wshwishiness that was only
er generations of artists,

stacrat Raden Salehwas oue of the very Tivst to
demie tracition, T sy way liis vas

to he oviereome by

1w favanese

be schooled in the v
famboyantcanvases aned theirequally grmd Alvican-nspived theimes
such as A Head of
sonality and exposnre that inelided afiy
Emst I Grme Duke of Suxon Cobury-

a Lion (18430 reflect bhotl his cosmopolitan per-

car sty at the court of

ot Some might even ar-
gue that the sheer grandenr and imperionsuess ol his works G
especially his portraiture) were s ironic comment of i Java that was

yoked under hrutalities of the harsh Duteh administoation and its




Tuguimberty (1896 - 1971 wereasked in 1925 1o setup Hanoi’s Ecole
des Beany Arts. The ethos of the two schools differed quite consid-
erably in that Ferocei was less willing i Tardien to expose his
cha
more academicand traditional approach. Ingaimberty. perips draw=

res to the vigonrs of western art, preferring to school them ina

ing on Panis” explosion of creativity. enconraged a more emotional
ed with wouest for poetic

and romuntic approach that commens
realisin.

On the eve of my retim to Malaysia, Twas reminded of all three
art teachers when the Laotian seulptor and it instructor Bounthanh
Sommuny talked of designer and art teacher. Mare Le Guay, We
were tonring Vientiane's National School of Fine Arts, stopping for a

minute to gaze np at a three-panel Laotian dioruma exeented by Le
Guay that was hung above the administrative offices
that the Frenelartist lad turned into w treusury ol Lao

a diorama

i svinbols.

s most
prominent artists. Men such s the drivenand dynamic To Ngoc Vin
(1906-1954) andd Ngnyen T Nghien (1,1922) stand out to this day.
Nguyen Sing (1921-1985), despite his well-known fracas with

Hanoi's Feole des Beaus Arts was to produee ¥

Ingnimberty, was a major talent. His work ringed across many dif-
Ferent genres with coqual confidence, His Portrait of Mrs Lam is hoth
subtle and nnderstated in the way it presents the chatelaine of Calé
Laum to the world — imbuing her with all the calm, dignity and intel-
ligence of wsociety lidy and reminding me of Picasso’s famous por-
trait of Gertrude Stein

However. the strong academie training that formed the
for many of the artists of this period engendered avision of the world
that could at times seein overly contrived and naive. The works off
the University of Philippines-trained Fernando Amorsolo (1892
1972) presented an idealised Philippines — aovral idyll of bathing
beantics and contented furm workers —quite at odeds witl the pov-

5

erty and sepuador of the vast sugaegrowing estancias of negros. ven

after an extensive tonr of Europe sponsored by o scion of the wealthy

o
@



asserts the estent to which the enlt of the individual painter, artist
and “miaster” hadk superseded and supplanted the silent. nnkoown
artisan. Stnding in front of his casel in o clegant, vather foppish
gown and palette in Tand. the artist lis hecone a gentleman ——a
figgre in society anc ananthority i s own right.

NATIONALISM VERSUS MODERNISM

and schools of wrt
across the tegion, they also hecame inereasingly aware of the intel-
Jectual wnd political trends sweeping much of Asiiein Uie "20s and
305, The ey for independence that was led by e such as Candhi

As more and more artists were trained in colleges

s anel writers across the ve-

and S Vil Sen was taken np by artis
gion. As Nel Jumieson says of Vietnain during the sanie decades:

Lanew,

costernised . individualistic poctay exploded . entively
displacing traditional forms and content. S uilar changes took
place in short stovies and notels, in newspapers. and in istorical

wrilings,

The Evolving Contestof Contemporary Vietame:
Stz Socicty, 1996

Painting,

I Indonesia and Vietmon in purticular. the ferveney of the
struggle Tor Tndependence permeated and invigorated the entire
Years later in the 19605, the Tndonesia Manikebi, or Cul-
sto. draftod by the ideologue Sndjojono exemplified the
didactic wnd pol tives that miny (el shionld propel art
and enlture, that “eulture is part of the battle to inprove man’s living
conditions.” T aesthetic and philosophical terms, the clallenge left
artists with a tussle that remains as pertinent today as it was then.
e aore pronomeed and considered
role in socicty (prefigured by U Ba Nyan’s sevlish self-portrait). the
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Aceording to prevailing art historical lore, the two artists” trip to
Bali was to resolve these dilemmias and reinvigorate both their colour
palettes and their passion for painting, There s no doubt that the
islund captivated them with its heauty and exoticism. Enraptured by
Bali, both men painted with renewed vigour — witness Soo Pieng’s
Tropical Life (1959) and Wen Hsi's Whales (¢.1960). But 1 should
addl that their much-vanted trip has perhaps been over-hyped, to
the detriment of the work they completed at home. T say this be-

canse theiv approach to Balis sultry charms reminded me, having
read Edward Suids Orientalism, of gentlemen artists such as
Delacroix whe when visiting the harems and baths of Algiers and
Tumis sought merely to distance themselves from and isolate the

unusial and different, withont really understanding or comprehend-

ing their subjects.

In Indonesia, the striggle for independence mnleashed a tor-
rent of politically-charged ereativity that continues to dwarf the
nation’s present artists much as the poctry of Chaivil Anwar with its
avowed ery for personal freedom shocked and enlivened Jakarta’s
intellectial circles. In the widst of these troubled years, a trio of
artists were able to reconcile the tussle hetween modernity and na-

totlist, ereating in tnen some of the most impressive paintings in
the region as well as wnew and yet intrinsically Javanese aesthetic
Tangnage of painting.

Hendra Guuawan (1918-1953), S Sudjojono (1913-1986) and
Affindi (1907-1990) drew on the energy and tiebnilence of the times.
Prompted by their political conseionsness, all three men portrayed a
world of peddlers, prostitutes. furmers and workers — their vision
was dianietrically opposed to the world of Amorsolo or Dato” M.
Hoessein Fras ( 1995). Hareesting Tobaceo (1962) perhaps
reflects their greater emphasis on the need for trath in art and other
more ideological imperatives.

Filipino art also experienced a period of radical change as the
Sanx gentility of Amorsolo was further lambasted by a new breed of

T



sordinary wbility to reinvent and distort colonr and Tine foremo-
i green swirl into a finger and a blne

X
tional elfect — tming
dotintoan e, Seemingly anarchic, Handras work contains its own

artistic verities, Ranbunetions and earthy, he possesses a lofty dis-
daint for the quadities so highly praised by the favanese prigayi clite
of halus wnd kebatinen — delicacy, breeding and decormm:

Both Hendra aud Alfandi were bold wnd daring in the face of
artistie strichires, This conrage wi the times tiey
lived in, 1 would not hiesitate to label the two men as gants ol the
jon's art workd, Moreover, hoth men also anaged to resolve the:
twin and often conflicting pulls of modernity and wation:
wlstyle Looking ut their work witlvits vaw expres

w revolution:

s with
ionismi,
wess. Too
busy to pontificate. they painte ated the
most compelling visnal kinguge that their isluid Tome amd their

bravuri
one-is Ielt somehow with asense af their sheer reckl
wnd i painting they er

people had ever seen.

A SENSITOF PLACE AND BOOTEDNESS

With esichi pit stop on my travels | Tonnd wysell switching gear and
slipping into the pattenm of life i that commumity, Tn Bali, for ex-
ample. | Wayan Bendis Ubnd became iy Ubuds Whereas, in the
Philippiies. the frenctic, casplitting cacophony of the artist's co-

operative Sanggawa s timimltuons canvases becanie iy Manilit.

But a question began to haont me: Hadany of the
tured their worlds their homes and their drems in their ant?
traipsed throngh Ubad from gallery to wallory, passing ATMs. padi
fields and women beaing offerings, 1leltmysell falling into werld
where the divide between art and life was hard to discorn. Gazing
from the te i & Neka Suteju's musenn across emerald
green padi ficlds. as the man himsellin full Balinese regalia threw
up his arms in his casually Tambovant maner, Twondered what it

© oulsi
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root” his art in his cultural envivonment just as Hendra Gunawan,
Alfandi (witness his ki) snd Sudjojono had done in Indones
These works have a diveet parallel with Degas” work amongst P
sian bullerinas ind Towlonse-Lautrees amongst the café singers of
Montmiartre, FEvoking i popular and essentially “low” urt form. the
artist reached out hesond the conventional confines of the art world
as he followed the actors behind the sereens and stages, and into
their 1ging roons.

Similarly in Malaysiaand in the Philippines. Anita Magsaysay-
Ho (h.1914) snd Dzalkilli Buyong (b.1948) concentrated their at-
tention on rural, small-town cthos — working and reworking the
same themes over i period of deendes o I delicate works such as
Hantne (1954), Dzulkifli recreated the intinately observed world of
asimall éhild, shat through with o sense of foreboding and threat, In
Harvest (¢.1956), Anita evoked the semi-rural world of burrios.

Colour, by way of comparison.is Srilirdi Socdirsono’s (h.1931)

point of v ference, Bright. glaring blocks of colour — reds. white,
yellows and blues anchor the viewer in the nusantara, Strangely,
Srihardi is one of the very fow urtists in the region who s captired
and the way it bleaches colour
o colonr in the

the glare of the harsh nn(lll.n) sun
from the surronndings. Floating above these hlock
puinting Dua Penari (1975) are isolated lignres, duncersin the main,
who act s w connterpaint 1o the expanse of pure colour, their scale
somchow perplesing to the eye.

Just as Srihardi explor e the spirit of place in terms of colour,
artists such as Vielnam's Ngayen Trung (b.1940), much like Latiff,
ic vunlrl where shapes ind forms were
posed in a gentle piinte ion that reminds one of the In-
donesian artist Alimad Sadali's (1924-1957) work. Hovering midway
between the two is Tean Lo Tlan (b l‘)"ﬁ) whose work, whilst ¢
cernibly in homage of the great Ph warriage ol colonr and
forni in the most tradition of abstract expressionisim.

No artist, seemingly. could have been mare different from

conjured up a monochro
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from the Buddhist Jatuka.
Wit their ey
viewed as s g of all things Thad, Laotian or Buriy

cmely pblic role, wany of these warals were
Their
{Tat. unrodulated surlaces, devoid of shiding and perspective bt

arrayed in gold ind Tabyrinthine i composition. became another
avenne for artists seeking to capture it clisive witional spirit. The
saine process conld also be the

scin the Philippines witluits strong

C;Mmﬁril‘n||l);.’,l'1\|1hiu'Ir:ldi'i(nL The Vivgin Mary, Chirist on the €
ane the stories of the Bible are svmbols of both spiritual and na-
tional identity. There is no division of el and state in the Philip-
pines — the two had become intertwined in the nitional psyche.

v exernplifies this in the way she synthesises Catholi-

cismwith native Filipino meths i her g )_,m-_:uuml\ detailed paintings.

In Thailand. Silpakorn University actually setup i Department
of Traditiond] Thai Avt and therehy enconraged thi atists to ac-
quiaint themselves with these art forms. However, sitting in art histo-
e Somporn Radhoon's erowded office, jam-pic ked with glossy urt
catilogues that tumbled an the floor as T tried to look at them. it
seemed hird o recomeile the MTV-coolness of the stident body
outside with wschool of Tha teaditional art. Despite my quict confi-

aemplified
by Thai iddeologue Sulitk Siviiraksa was still very muclva foree.

The work of the neo-traditionalist sehool led by Panya
Vijinthanasarn (b 1956) aud Chalernclai Kositpipat (h1955) at-

sion, she sissured me that e guest for Thai identity as

tempted to npdate a conturies-old wural painting tradition — |
the wnmnied muval artists of the past had incorporated new s
and styles in e marals in Wag Suthat. With their funons joint com-
miission at (he London Thai Buddhist tomple of Wat Buddhapadipa
(198487, the two men expanded upon the matifs they ad been

sehooled in at Silpakom University, The estraordinary appel of hoth
wmen's work in Thailand s testament to the power of snelvicons as
symhal of faith and mationalism.

Panya's depiction in the Defeat of the Mara justaposed the con-



His Sou (1997). both the Buddhas palu nd the sole ol his feet are
studded with a host of traditional Burmese motifs and zodiac sym-
is urt and what is devo-

hols. Onee again the hovmdiry between wl

tion is unclear. Fascinated by the intermingling of Buddhism und
A falklore in the form ol spirits called nats. his workis chock-
full of interpretations. Min Wae Ammig’s paintings are as spare as M.
Wei Myints are pucked.

Islunes clear prohibition on the fignrative has resulted in many
from Indonesia’s Almad Sadali and Malaysia’s
Sulafman Fsa (b 1941 throngh to Syed Ahmad Jamal (b.1929) —
working with the abstract. Not all I shul. In the
of Sulainman Esa and Syed Almad Jaumal, a robust inderstanding of

traditio

Muslim ar

o heen sueee

the conceptual and the acsthetic foundations ol abstraction have given
their work greater foree — especially in their exploration of Islunic
tiemes and maotifs, many of which appear 1o be hased on the tri-

angl

Titerestingly. the Guunng Ledung series that las preoceupied
Syed Alimad inrecent years may hav ambolie throwhack to Bud-
dhist or animistic symbolism in that the stupa is itsella symbol of the
jeal Mount Men, As such. monntaing recur in muny works as i

focus for devotion and power. Nonetheless, abstraction lias come to
sian drt, with Latiff Mohidin becoming the lead-

predominate

ing proponeit.

Religious fuith continues to underscore a great deal of South-
1 Asian jrt, This distinguishes it from neh contemporary Ewro-
pean and North American urt which has Targely ignored the role of
faith. How regional artists will develop their art with its predomi-
nantlywestern foens on sell-espression alongside the more conformist
nature of these faiths remains to be seen. Certainly the centrality of
devotional themes in all onr art is also matched by the pancity of
paintings that delve into the intimate, private world of i love

and emotion.



The politicisation of art las long been aregional reality.
Sueljojono s To Ngoe Van lave never recoild Trom didactic in-

tentions. Presentaday artists are similarly upfront. with Wong Hoy
Cheong (h 19601, Traong Tun (h 19631, Nivmala Shanmughiding
(1941 and Vasan Sitthiket (h 19571 wnongst the most
and al times shocking - witness the Sittihiket's Sinners are Monks
who. (1991 ) and its The
vast tapestry of references Hoy Cheong presents in:his Nanyang
Chinese odysses, a series entitled Migrants (19961, accords witly the
reality where all influences Tage or small are valid.
wases such as Fear of Falling, Jo of Fly-
and an

Ling connnent on religions hypoer

postmaderni
Iis earlier, less didaetic
g (19
withont fapsing into hleakness.

Havinge said that, one of the veaion's most brilliant artists — and
perhaps its bleakest at least superficially s Filipino Ang Kinkok
(19310, His seabrons nightmare of a Manili being ripped apart by
wild dogs is disturbing. to sy the least, However, measire of -
wanity and sadvation is a alfordod by the aesthetic process by whioh
these angalir, cubist foams e created on the canvas. Much like
Latiff, whose singnlaity of vision he more than matches, Kinkoks is

51 manages quite gricefully o interwveave polities

anarchitectonic art o il one can construet and deconstruet in
like mammer.

Not all voung artists have reacted to the postiodernist futire
in like fashion. For every Chatelai Puipia (b 1964), Agries Arellno
(. 194971 and Dadang Christanto (ha1957) with their grucsome vi-
sion of the present, there are countless artists who lave seen bath
release and sustenamee in their culturalind spiritual beritage, Hanois
“Gang of Five' lace their works with w more hamanist, gentle tonch
Both Ha Tri Hicw (19590 and Tlong Viet Dung (h.1962) vearn for
a future that incorporates Vietn's roval traditions inatraneuil.
alinost rustic
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THE ART OF PATRONAGE

As 1 passed fro one country to another, Twas (o he hosted by two
almost separate sections of society. On the one hand therewere the
artists. whao, Ji artists, tended to Tive rathier rumshackle lives. Or
else there were the art |

s, dealers and younger collctors,
some of whom collected art catalognes becinse it was all they conld
afford. On the other hand, there were asiceession of rather grand
homes and enthusiastic patrons who would whisk me through their
collections personally sather tan allow anvone else the pleasure of
display and ownership. The interest and knowledge | displayed wonld

soon bemiatelied by an unfailing generosity,

From Yusnf Wanandi’s niagnificent mansion in Jukarta Selatan
witl its vast cross-section of Indonesian art to Paulino Que's incred-
ible treasury of the very best of Filipino art, PG. Lin and her heir-
1d Liny Chong Keat with his beagles,

loom sis pali Teaves and his

Balinese paintings, Tsoon hegan to relise that being a collectorand
patron was in itselfa bit of an art.

In much of the rest of Sontheast / political realities nnder
the colonial powers resulted in a diminution of the traditionil rlers”

anthority. As the powers ol patronage were curbed, artists who had
ance depended on raval patronage were foreed tomake do by sell-
ing their work to the new colonial masters or the emerging elite of
local businessimen and achiinistratops. Understandably, this altered
the kind of art that was ereated and conmissioned with very sub-
stantial inerease in paintings and drawings lor the “tourist” trade,

T many countries suclias Myanmarand Indonesia, sizable com-
s of artists conld be supported on this source of business.

munilic
However, it wasn't until the wave ol independence that a veal cul-
ture of collecting began to pervade the traditional elites. The hour-
geoisic with their love of finery, slowly began to appreciate the at-
tractions of art. having in the pust preferred traditional antifacts or
carvings. Most tended to gravitate towards the less challenging works




Notall collectors were as sociully wellconnected and wealthy
as Princess Chumbhot, Tn the Fanoi of e war yvears, perhaps the
wost important collector was the owner of wsiall coffee shop, Café
Lann, ol far fram the Hoan Kiem Lake Ngoyen van L traded his
viel. oily coflee for paintings. sustaining an inpoverished Bui Xnan
Phii amongst many other artists, Even today the wsty, darkened
interior of the coffee shop seems 1o be havited by the presenee of
young, tortured” sonls — neophyte artists insearch ol inspiration.

The role of colleetars inthe region shionldnt be nnderestivated.
As the docimentation swonmd our wt hecomes more comprelien-
itwill e inte

f sting to trace the patters of collocting. Tas, for
example. the st fallowed the monev. s it has in Enrope imd North

America? What do patrons do witly their eollections as they grow
olderand liow will the corporate collectirs marshal their substantial
resources in the vears to come? Sovial trends reveal themselves re-
markably elearly throngh the art world and the steely smiles of the

international anctioneers refleet their present contentiment with the
Tiealthiness of vegiond! markets

Thaat does not mean that peaple will not huy the esoteric avant-
garde work, They do. Atweexhubition in Kuala Lumpor given by a
voungartistof the futre callid T-Tann Yee (h 19701, Fwateled Gen-
News in ponvtails. wiclding landphon wehing their goatees
Defore Tmying the pieces. Similarly in Indonesia, the wey bt chal-

sandl s

lenging creations enmanating from Jojas premier gallery, Gemeti,
were snapped up by appreciative art lovers.

In Banghole, over Tunel sith MR Spkhimbland Pavibitea at
Suan Pakkad Palice, Tietanother yonng artist-turned-corator called
reliitect Sumet Jun

iy Jumsat. Thedavglter oficonodkstic i,

she had justreturmed from that citadel of shock. Goldsmiths Colluge
in London, assuring me rather Grmly that it was the ideain art that
was important, not the aet of painting — heside whiclishe was look-
ing to hire someone to paint. Sophistication. 1 soon realised: was a




Returning to Kualy Lumpur. my head spinning with paintings
and interviews, 1 resalved to muke some sense of what 1 had seen
and heard, Tn anatempt to clear my head, T umed to Latiff's note-
books, The Line from Point to Point, and rediscovered that he too,
Tiadd made his fibulous trek across the region some thirty years be-
fore, He had travelled for months on end as i impelled o find the
artistic and enltural parallels that conld Tink the nesantara (e ar-
chipelago) with the mainland Southeast Asia, Sri Vijaya and the

hanpas, Tslam and Buddhism.

His
suiceessful. He had opened hinsell ap to his covironment, he had
falked and joked. dran and composed poetry. As he had worked,

el had been successhul becanse he lad wanted it to be

he haad stumbled across his personal interpretation of the world
aronnd him — developing wway of seeing that apened up a host of
aesthetic approach was one that spanned mere

associations.
bonndaries of time, plce. kinguage, religion and chiss — realising
that we would never be able to achieve even the merest fragment of

wnity il we diwelt overlong on these divisive forees,

Latifl’s example made me realise thata regional vision such as
liis requires
act of opening himself up to both nature wnd people had allowed
willingness to

adeliberate decision to hroaden your world view. His

Tt ke sense, at least for him, of the v

see i to precede the aet of “seeing. And. in secing, one would
inevitubly begin to discern many wore threads linking onr remark-
able region ever closer.
the parallels that exist aeros

s, incorder forme to suecced in drawing
AN T too wa

squired to apen my
eyis. my ears and my heart,



Also By Karim Raslan

C

vitalah: Malaysia in Transition

essant gnid ecigated.” — VS, Naipaul

“Wark that hreathes five and ice over Malaysian experien

— Buosiness Thnes Maluysin

The Tmonsine-chiao(feured tai-tei in K

ali Lo, The Penang,
lionter on the banks of the Baram viver. The pak haji in Kota Blac

Whais the veal Naliy
liis

an ol today? What are his hopes, his desires,
s NMost ol all what does it mean to be My

In €
explores e psvehe ol aehamging nition as it hortles its way throngh

talali: Malaysia in Transition, Karim Ruskn probes and

Both istory and economies Crisserossing the comtiy, he asks the
vital uestions tal need o be asked wid points to e wmany incon-
sistencies that still existin present-day Makisstin Alwavs personal
dlways thonghtful Cevitalali is aomeastred and insightful guide to
st Asian dragon now redelining its vole as te filerm ol Asia

Heroes and Other Stories

Kavinn Raslan paints aovividsnd compelling porteat ol moder-day
Mabaysiin in lis fiest collection of short storics, Equipped witl i keen
sense o iromy and bliack o Kartme picks his way through a
Drittle. odgy socinl whirl. Charged with womisture of eroticisi aid
psyehological insight and propetlod by weast of unforgettable ohar
acters, Heroes delves deep into Malaysias aritty Lindscape. From
the privileged socialite in Kuada Lampur to the disgrantled plioters
i castern Sabale Karim tradges teongloworld where the gap be

tweorn the glittering, seductive surfiee and grnhby veality can be ter

rilyingly vast.
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