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\ J;rriu'ng a book is very much like performing surgery, with much cutting and

patching Skillfully done it can be almost painless and hardly bloody. At
the end the surgeon rightly feels a glow of satisfaction and a sense of decp ap-
preciation to others in the operating room who made it all possible. Thete is the
anesthesiologist who skillfully keeps the patient pain-free, the colleague across
the table who helps with the exposure, and the scrub nurse ever ready with the
right instrument at the right time.

So it is with this writing operation. My friends and familics in Malaysia and
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Badri Muhammad, PhD, and Karen Crouse, PhD, Professors of Chemistry
and husband and wife team at Universiti Putra Malaysia, are long time
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get the perspective of active “bench™ scientists. To Karen, many thanks for all
the books. You correctly read my taste as 1 thoroughly enjoy devouring them.
Sharkawi Jaya, MD, formerly of Shell Malaysia and now at Petronas, and his wife
Mary, family friends and ever gracious hosts, provided much information. With
Shar 1 can always count on his quict but convincing “That’s where you arc
wrong, Bak™ to make me review my thoughts.

This project began as family discussions. My parents, Cikgu Musa bin Ab-
dullah and Cikgu Jauhariah binte Sallam, encouraged me to seck wider audiences
for my views. My older brother Shanf and his wifc Zainab, accountants by train-
ing, provided input I'mm the corporate sector, he from a multinational and she,
ag T ion. The long night di: at my sister Hami-
daln house with my brother-in-law Ariffin Hamzah were always stimulating, To
my younger brother and sisters, ever the receptive and possibly captive audi-
ences, many thanks for your patience in hearing me out. Other members of that
captive audience are my nicces and nephews. It is always refreshing to have the
idealistic views of the younger sct—NMalaysia’s future.

Across the Pacific in America, | am blessed with knowing a number of
Malaysians whom I have known over the years. Being away from our native land
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we share a ready common bond. Salleh Tsmail, PhD, Chief Scientific Consultant,
Cavilco Corp, Los Angeles, Ca, and his wife Norita, a psychologist, both have in-
spiring storics of their own. I am pleased that they willingly share them with me.
Many thanks to Fathilah Kamaluddin, PhD, for going over some of my articles
and expressing her take. Across the continent at the Centers for Disease Control
and Preventuon (CDC), Atlanta, Ga, molecular virologist Azaibi Tamin PhD, is
always ready to hear me out. | like it even more when he agrees with me, which
happily, is often. North of the 49th parallel, 1 am most appreciative to Thaddeus
Demong, MD, and his wife Carol of Calgary, Alberta. Thad maintains close fa-
milial and professional ues to Malaysia, making his views that much more rcle-
vant.

Closer to home, Zaidi Ibrahim and his wife Zita help bang out the Malaysian
in me. He and 1 share much in common. We ate both from kampongs in Nega
Sembilan and as a child 1 spent some time in his village of Lenggeng Our
fn thus readily excuse us when we incvitably reminisce about the old village
and the water mill now long gone. 1 depend on him to refresh my childhood
memories. To Kim Ahmad Sabian and his wife Rose, it is not a Malaysian get to-
gether without them. Kim grills a mean satay and Rose cooks an cqually fantas-
tic rendang. No wonder their home 15 a favorite among Malaysians here.

Much gratitude and appreciation to my father-in-law, Stewart Bishop, for go-
ing over the manuscript. No stranger to Malaysia, his completing his own book
inspired me to get on with my project. My daughter Melindah's analytic mind,
sharpened at Harvard Law School, helped me better rationalize my arguments. 1
am also indebted to her as portions of the chapter on Islam are from her un-
dergraduate paper at UCLA. My son Zack's skills, honed as editor of his Uni-
versity of California, Santa Barbara’s campus newspaper The Daily Nexus, came
in handy. Many thanks for igh some of the ¢ 1 1 take to
heart his gentle reminder not to be too hard on Malaysia. Now that the manu-
script is at the publisher 1 can truly answer my younger son Azlan’s interminable
question, yes, | am done with the computer. Finally!

And there beside me almost at all umes giving me moral (and grammatical)
support is my wife Karen who seems never tired of my endless. “How does this
sound?” and “What's another word for...?” Like an excellent scrub nurse, she
was usually ready with the right word at the right time.

Ancient Muslim tradition has it that when skilled artisans finished weaving
their finest tapestries, they intentionally left a loose theead hidden in some ob-
scure corner, in deference to the belief that perfection is the exclusive attribute
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of Almighty Allah. Rest assured dear readers, 1 have spared you that tedium with
this creation. You do not have 1o strain to find the loose threads.

M. Bakni Musa
Morgan Hill, CA
June 1999
bakrnimusa@juno.com



A Note on Style

In ciung Malaysian sources, | use (in most cases) the style of Malaysia’s Per-
pustaka'an Negara (National Library). Thus it is *Mahathie Bin Mohamad”
and not “Mohamad, Mahathir Bin.”

When referring to Malaysian personalinies [ have, with rare exceprions, dis-
pensed with thewr customary titles. 1 do this not out of disrespect for these dis-

d Malay and their well-deserved h fics, but for brevity and

clanty. Thus “Nahathir” rather than “Datuk Sert De. Mahathir”
For geographic names 1 use the usually accepted international spelling and
termmology nstead of thear Malaysian form. It is " not “Melaka,” and

“Penang” not “Pulau Pinang,

falac

When quoting currencies

nd other monctary values, | use the nominal fig-
ures. When the relevant time period is not apparent from the text, 1 have insert-
ed the year in parenthesis. Obviously the Malaysian anggat of 1996 is not the
same as that of 1998, nor i< the 1990 US dollar comparable to that of 1998.

1 have not

d foornotes 1o avord ¢

ter and distracting asides. The refer-
ences 1o facts ated or statements made should be apparent from the list of
sources for each chaprer found at the end of the book.,

When a Malaysian phease appears, | give a bnef translation immediately in
parenthesis, thus saving readers from looking elsewhere in the book. Similarly
with acronym
nter

the full name 1s given the first ime it appears and at appropriate
Is thereafter. A fuller explananion appears at the end of the book.

1 use the terms “Malays™ and “Bumiputras”™ (it sons of the soil) inter-
changeably. Although Malays constiture the bulk of Bumiputras, there are other
significant cultural and cthnic groups like Ihans, Kadazans and Melanaus. When
I refer 1o Bunuputras | mean prmanly Malays, in particular, Peninsular Malays.

xiii
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posed for what they were—and could be—ordinary mortals capable of sense-
less butchery and irrational ethnic hatred for cach other given the right circum-
stances. The only redeeming feature of that national tragedy was its brevity. The
physical hostibues were merafully over in a matter of days. The psychological
trauma and latent musteust hngered, afflicung some of the present generauon.

It 1s 1 the nature of humans to minimize or forget painful and tragic events,
a psychological defense mechanism. Hence the euphemism “incident.” In much
similar vemn, the more devastaung and sull ongoing sectanan strife in Northern
Ircland 1s simply a “disturbance,” and the barbaric atrocities of the Serbs in
Bosata, “ethne cleansing,” All very detached and clinical, masking the underly-
ing, unspeakable human horrors and suffenngs.

The May 13 incident was inggered by an election that had an unusually long
and ugly campaign. The not was not the first (though one prays it would be the
Lustracial conflict in Malaysia. The fact that most Malaysians fagned surpase at
|Iu’::uxl;mk of hosuliies reflected the collecuve state of denial the naton and
ats leaders were i at the ume.

Amudst the chaos and confusion, the country’s hapless Prime Minister, Tunku
Abdul Rahman, was reduced 10 tears 1 trying to comprehend the unfolding
nightmare. The sight of ns leader sobbing uncontrollably 1n front of the cold,
unforgiving eye of the television cameras for the whole world to sce was touch-
ing, but not pretty. Nor did the patheuc spectacle calm or comfort a frightencd
navon: a leader losing control of his followers who had collectively run amok.
A sordid sight.

“The Tunku (. Pance), as he was affectionately and respectfully known by
tis countrymen, had unul the nadent been idolized by the ciuzenry. And for
good reasons. He led his country, then called Malaya, to independence from
Britsh rule in 1957, He did it peacefully through shrewd negotiations, instead of
confrontauons and glonfied wars of independ
ficiently rare and unique at the ume. Six years later, again through skillful diplo-
macy, he brought the other Brush colonies of North Borneo, Sarawak, and
Singapore to form Malaysia. (Singapore’s inclusion was brief, only to scparate
two years later) Thus he was adoringly anointed by his grateful countrymen with
the much revered title of Bapak Maleya (. Father of Malaya) and later, Bapak
Mulaysia. The nauon had much 1o be thankful to the man.

But, alas, how fickle are the followers’ adulation of and faith in their leaders.
At the most cntical ime in s history, when its frightened people desperately
needed a sense of leadership and fiem control, the weeping Tunku projected an

e. It was an ach suf-




Introduction and Overview xvii

umage of pathetic paralysis, i and desy despair.
Tunku was no Churchill. Fortunately for Ahhysu Tunku had as his deputy, an
able and deaisive leader in the person of Tun Razak. With his crisp leadership
and legendary efficiency, Razak quickly brought the conflict under control. With
law and order thus restored, he went on to take cffective command, reducing the
prime minister to a plaintive figure-head. Tunku was not just shunted aside: he
was simply ignored, a political irrelevance. An unexpectedly swift and cruel twist
of fate.

Mahathir’s Debut

THE HUMILIATION of Tunku did not end there. A young ambitious politi-
cuan from his own political party publicly questioned Tunku's competence in
leading the nation in her ume of deep crisis. That the scorn was couched in the
most polite and deferenuial form Malays are known for did not detract from its
trenchant message. In the ngidly ordered and strictly s(rnnﬁcd Malay socicty,
such open defiance and public 1 of the leadership were

Tunku was rightly incensed by such an affront to his authority, and the political
upstart was swiftly expelled from the party.

To a lesser person that would have meant the end of a political carcer, or
worse. Mahathir Bin Mohamad, however, did not languish following his removal
from the ruling party, Untted Malay Natonal Organization (UMNO). Within
months he was back tormenting Tunku with the publication of his now famous
book, The Malay Dilemnia. Published i early 1970, less than a year following the
niot and written rather hastily, the slim volume was merciless in its denunciation
of Tunku and his brand of leadership. For a2 man who had lead his country
peaccfully to merdeka or independence, the stinging rebuke was intolerable, es-
pecially when it came from a political junior who had himself lost his parlia-
mentary seat in the preceding election. True o form, Tunku promptly banned
the book, deeming it “prejudicial to the secunty of Malaysia” That merely
heightened public interest. Besides, copies were readily available across the
causcway in Singapore.

Mahathur should be grateful that he was not imprisoned or banished. Oppo-
nents and cntics of the country’s leadership had been incarcerated without trial
for far lesser offenscs then, as now, courtesy of the country’s draconian Internal
Secunity Act (ISA).
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had radically different pltscnpuuns for the cuunu’) 's economic problems.

Priot to the fining, Mahathir made it plain to all (except perhaps Anwar) his
disdain and contempt for his deputy. Anwar obviously forgot an elementary pre-
cept of governance. That is, the ship of state can have but one skipper. Mahathir
was clected leader by his party and by the citizens, and he in turn appointed An-
war. No chief exccutive would tolerate a subordinate with a conflicting agenda.
If the No. 2 profoundly disagrees with his superior he should do the honorable
thing—resign. Anwar failed to do that and a political crisis ensued.

In contrast to the economic meltdown which may have been externally trig-
gered, this political confrontation between Mahathir and Anwar was definitely
selfanflicted, and like the economic crisis, a speedy and smooth resolution is not

was apparent that in the months p ding the Ision, Anwar and Mahath

assured.

.
A Theory of Effective Leadership

THIS book was iniually scheduled for publication in early 1997, The evolving
cconomic cnsis caused me to pause. Following my visit to Malaysia in carly 1998,
fully six months into the turmoil, I deaided 1o incorporate the unfolding drama
by adding a few chapters at the end and minimally revising the rest.

1 have an observauon relaung nversely the effecuveness of Third World lead-
ers and thewr exposure in Western media. Befly stated, the more cffecuve a
leader is in his own country, the less well-known he s abroad, especially i the
West. ly, the most inc i have the biggest fans over-
scas. Cuba’s Tadel Castro 1s wathout duubl the world’s most inept leader, eco-
nomically, yet he has a star following in the West. When he addressed the United
Natons, American journalists jostled to be at his side, bistening intently to his
every utterance. Likewase Daniel Ortega, the former Nicaraguan Ieader. While he
was being fawned upon in Hollywood and the chic townh of Wash
DC, his people languished in abject poverty and endless avil strfe. Corazon
Aquino was honized in Amenca and given the rare honor of addressing the jont
session of Congress. Her “people power” slogan was embedded permanently in
t Philipy Ian basket case dur-
g her tenure. The average Amencan could not name the Pame Minster of
Japan or President of Tarwan. Yet these leaders brought their people up to First

Western consciousness. But
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World standard of living The transformations were spectacular, from destitute
and mass starvation to affluence in a single generation.

Until recently, Mahathir was relatively unknown in the West. 'l‘hn. lam sure,
was fine with him. Under his dship Malaysia perfe
Malaysians are indebted to him for uplifting their standard of living, The onun
try was transformed from one highly dependent on only rubber and tin into a
diversified manufacturing and trading power. Malaysians now are more educat-
ed, definitely healthier, better housed, and considerably tolerant.

Come the 1990’ 1 noticed a definite change. Mahathir's name began appear-
ing with increasing regulanity in Western media. His address at the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) m:cung in Hong Kong in 1997 was much anticipated and

ly reported. His charac of currency specul as “the high-
\um\cn of the global economy™ and their activitics “unnecessary, unproductive
and immoral” were widely quoted. His writings and commentaries appeared in
ble and widely-read Western publications as the Wall Street Journal. He
was adonngly profiled in Agaweck and Far Eastern Econonric Review, publications
of which he was so dismissive. His face frequently graced the covers of influ-
ential foreign magazines. Mahathir has his critics, of course. Many in fact. The
point s, i the parlance of public relations industry, he recetved “a lot of ink.”

In this particular instance 1 hope that my theory on effective leadership and
Western media exposure would prove to be an exception. Malaysians are pinning
their hopes very much on Mahathir at this cnitical stage in the development of
their country.

such

The Outline

IT IS neary three decades since the publication of The Malsy Dilemma. During
the last half of this peniod Malaysia has been under Mahathic's leadership. It is
umely to examine the extent to which modern Malaysia has been shaped by his
convictions and assumptions, and to analyze the cffectiveness of his policies and
strategics in ameliorating the country's social and economic problems.

This book is organized in three parts. The first, Malaysia Then and Now, ex-
plores the ideas expounded by Mahathir and their impact on modern Malaysia.
The second, Mod ing Malaysia, the nation's p ial race poli-

cy and how it impacts on the cff and peti of Malaysians (cs-
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pecially Bumiputras) and thar msututions. The last secuon, Malaysia in the New
Millennium, looks 1o the future and the challenges facing the nanon.

1 begin by summarizing The Maley Dilemna. | have also included Mahathir's
views as expressed in hus other waungs, including his latest books, The Wiy Tor-
surd, written just before the ensis, and /1 New Deal for Asia, released in the midst
of the turmotl. Mahathir is unique among world’s statesmen in that he has a long,
tecord of published works. As a medical student, his essays on the socioeco-
nomic problems of Malays apy 1 frequently in The Struits Times, the country’s
leading newspaper. Hhs views over the years have been remarkably consistent.
Other workd leaders may have books and essays published in their names. Most
are either ghost-written or merely the collections of speeches which may hav
been stmilarly wrtten. Mahathir prides himself on his own authorship.

The next chapter narrates my expenence growing up in a kampong (village)
dygng 1950's and 60, the time frame of Mahathir’s book, to illustrate the issucs
h!mu s references to the lack of modern and educational opportunities in
rural Malaysia, and the inhibitory influences of culture and religion, are best il-
lustrated at the personal level. The next few chapters amplify on those defining,
aspects of Malay society, in particular, religion, royaltes, and -dat, or value s
tem, which Mahathir considers as impediments to progress. His views on the bi-
ological basis of intelligence, perhaps the most widely discussed and
controversial part of his book, are extensively reviewed in light of the state of
knowledge 1n 1970 as well as by today’s understanding of the subject. The im-
pact of urbanization, a remedy Mahathir and many contemporary Malay leaders
strongly advocate for the advancement of Malays, 1s discussed at some length.

“The central tenet of Malaysia's New Economic Policy (NEP) and its succe:
sor, the Natonal Development Policy (NDP), 1s to increase Bumiputra partic
pation in all sectors of the modern cconomy. The performance of the premier
government agency, MARA, entrusted with this important mission 15 cnucally
reviewed.

With the current cconomic cnisis afflicting Malaysia, there is much debate
within and without as to the appropriate policy to pursue. In particular, whether
Malaysia should be fully open to global markets wath all their whims and imper-
fecnions, or be insulated from such turbulence. Lost in such discussions is one
fundamental issuc. That is, no matter what macroeconomic policy Malaysia pur-
sucs, be it ught monctary policy as advocated by the IMF to protect the curren-
ey, o traditional Keynesian pump-priming fiscal sti favored by
Mahathur, there 15 no sul for enb g the of Malay
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and their nstitutions. With this in mind 1 have set forth in the second section a
number of strategies for achieving this, and contrast them with current prefer-
ential policies, subsidics, quotas, and other modr operandi of the NEP and NDP,

With the massive migration of people in the twentieth century and the arbi-
trary drawing of pohtical t d few have ethnically and cultural-
Iy homogenous populations. Thus Malaysia’s problems of socioeconomic
cleavages parallehing ethnic and cultural lines are not unique. Numerous reme-
dies have been tned in different countries to overcome these gaps within their
populace. For a broader perspective, | examine the preferential policics in the
two countnes I am most familiar. The fisst 1s Canada, with its English/French
drama, and the second, Amenca, more speafically California, with its White,
Black, and Hispanic dynamics.

The third secnon begins with a chapter on Singapore, an important neighbor
which was once part of Malaysta. That uny afflucnt republic affects Malaysia's
race dynamucs and percepuions. Mahathir similarly devotes a chapter on that
land state, singhng 1t over other much larger neighbors. 1 conclude by com-
mentng on Vision 2020, Mahathir's view of the future, the “Look East” Policy,
and the country’s present cconomic and political turmoil.

Living abroad for extended periods of ume gives me a distant and broader
perspective on the problems facing Malaysia. | am mindful of the cnticism that
those of us residing overseas have lost touch with day-to-day realities of
Malaysian bife and are therefore not competent to comment on “home” affairs.
Let me respond thus.,

With modern communications, getting in touch 1s becoming increasingly eas-
ter. | can fly out of San Francisco and be in Malaysia in less time than it took me
10 get from my village to Kota Baru, Kelantan, dunn;, my youth. Through lhc
Internet | have access to Malay: bl and datab The Mal.
government and other institutions are su(numll\ “hi-tech” that I can have on-
line important documents and data, Living in Amenca and freed of censorship
and other inhibitons inherent 1n Malaysia, 1 avail myself 10 a variety of infor-
mation sources and opinions denied to Malaysians residing at home. Often 1 re-
cewve news days or months before they become public in Malaysia. Sometimes
Malaystans never hear them at all. By lving abroad 1 meet many influential
Malaysians whom 1 would not normally encounter had | stayed in Malaysia.
These Malaystans, away from the usual of home, are sury gly open
and candid in exy % their views. Non-I3 Malaysi. ing that

Iam not a Malay (or one sctnun;,h sympathetic lu their plight), readily and with-
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out caution pour out their innermost anxicties and frustrations. 1 am sure that
back in Malaysia they would be much more crcumspect. Because of the tough
and uncompromising realitics of ISA, Malaysians and their insututions have
rightly internalized sclf-censorship as a mean of survival.

1 bang a unique perspective, having expenenced both sides of the special
privileges and majonity/minonty equations. In Malaysia, 1 am part of the favored
majonity; in America I am a member of a non-prvileged minority. | understand
and appreaiate both biases.

Now a disclamer. As a Malay 1t is assumed that 1 am the beneficiary of
Malaysia’s preferential mce policies. Probably. 1 say so advisedly. For my entire
school years | was treated no d Iy than my non-Malay cl My par-
ents paid the same fees, bought the same books, and contnibuted their share of
school funds. Nothing speaal there. Through open compeution, | was admitted
u;w pre-university (sixth form) classes where 1 receved, unsolicited, a stipend.
FOF this | was most grateful. It cased constderably my parent’s burden. They too
were very appreciative. o be truthful, even if 1 did not get that modest help, my
parents would sull have scraped their bmited income to pay for my education,
just as they did during the previous eleven years.

My cducation abroad was funded by a foreign entity, again awarded through
open competition. | pursued graduate and specialty work on my own. During my
bref service as a surgeon with the Malaysian government, 1 did not receive any
special consideration. Quite the contrary. 1 was stunned to discover that my
Bangladeshi colleague not only carned considerably more but had a beautiful
government bungalow on the hill, with gardeners provided, courtesy of the Pub-
lic Works Department. The only dwelling 1 could afford on my modest salary
was a row house, paying open market rent. And I did my own yard work. As for
my income, 1 was actually earning considerably less than the physicians 1 was
training, thanks to the quirks of the Malaysian civil service code (no seniority,
lab). Some prvileges for the native!

My children have not sought nor received any consideration from the gov-
ernment of Malaysia. On reflection, the only period when 1 would consider my-
self the reaipient of special treatment was duning my sixth form.

My brothers and sisters did benefit from these privileges. In fact, without
them they probably would not have been able to go to university. My parents
sunply could not afford it. Directly as a result of these preferential policies, the
next generation of the Musa family, like thousands of other Malays, arc consid-
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crably better educated and matenially well-off. And their children, my nicces and
nephews, continue to enjoy these special benefits.

Would my views be different had 1, like my siblings, benefited more from
these policies? What if | were a non-Malay? Within my own famly and circle of
friends, there are vigorous differences in opinion on the merits of these privi-
leges and programs. They center on their effectiveness and on whether, under
present es, they foster und, bl dencies. These di ions al-
so revolve on whether these expansive and exp social engineering expeni-
ments need refinements after being in place for nearly half a century.

Any major socul initative needs periodic cntical evaluations. Times and con-
dimons change. 1f a policy had succeeded, then the underlying assumptions
would no longer be vahd, thus nec g the policy’s dificati For ex-
ample, a generation ago the gving of a bursary to any Malay student would in
all probability be 1o someone very deserving, Today, with a burgeoning Malay
muddle class, that 1s not necessanly so. On the other hand if the policy had failed,
all the more that it should be revamped or scrapped enirely. Perhaps these pro-
grams needed to be better focused and targeted. Malaysians must also be mind-
ful thar socul strategies, however well meaning, may have other unintended
consequences. Temporary supports can become permanent crutches, reducing
their reapients (o a enppling dependency on them.

This book reflects the spinted debate on some of the issues of special priv-
tleges and race relations in the country of my youth. I hope it will also stimulate
sumilar open and vigorous discussions within the larger Malaysian family and
friends.




art One

Malaysia Then and Now

Sunggoh Gemilang! Negeri Ku!
Yang Ku Puya, Ob! Tanah Melayu!
Patriotic Malaysian song
Translaton:

Notably sublime! This country of mine!
Thee 1 praise, Oh! Land of the Malays!



Chapter |

The Malay Dilemma-The Book

HE THESIS of Mahathic Mohamad's book, The Malksy Dilemma, is that
TMala.w and other Bumiputras deserve the special privileges granted to them
under the constitution. They deserve them because first, they are the “definitive”
people or “nightful owners” of Malaysia and sccond, they lag behind the other
races and therefore merit extra help.

{ahathir’s arg for g the * hip™ of Malaysia to Malays

arc essentially these. They were the first cthnic entity to form a recognizable and
cffective government in the Malay Peninsula. Their system of governance, with
its sultans, ministers, and nobility predated the arrival of carly Indian and Arab
traders. The ancient government of China, through its emissary, recognized the

legitimacy of the then existing Malay gy the Malacca Sul When
Western colonial powers (Portuguese, Dutch and later, British) entered the Malay
wortld they dealt with an already fi g Malay ge The

to “protect” Malay States for example, was sngncd h) the British and the Sultans,
a tacit recognition of the legitimacy of Malay sovereignty.

Mahathir reasons that Malays have a more convincing argument to this claim
over Malaysia than White Australians have over Australia, or Anglo-Saxon set-
tlers over Amenica. Malays have been domiciled in Malaysia far longer than Eng-
lish settlers in the New World. The fact that immigrants have been in Malaysia
for g docs not di h the arg Chinese have been in Vietnam
longer then they have been in Malaysia, but they are not recognized as being na-
tve of that country.
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As Malays are the “nightful owners” of Tunah Melyu (i Malay Land), as the
Malay Peninsula was then called, they have the implicit right to control the in-
flow of immigrants into their borders. Malays only temporarily surcendered that
right during colonial rule. “They therefore still have the nght to establish the con-
ditions of citizenship for newcomers. Thus when Malays, through theic domi-
nant poliuical party, UMNO, insisted that would-be ciuzens be proficient in
Malay language and that the educational policy be based on it, they were merely
exerasing their prerogatives. They did not expect to be challenged anymore than
Astan or European immigrants to Australia and America would object to the su-
premacy of Einglish Linguage in those countaies.

When non-English mmigrants landed in the New World they willingly ac-
glish. There was no

cepred the prevailing dominant culture and language—|
question of the Italans or Swedes demandung that their language be recognized
?hm adopted Land. Nor did they insist in having schools in their nauve lan-

ages. They came voluntanly to Amenca. Presumably, if they had wanted to

maintain their culture, language, and roots they would have stayed in their native
land and not tempted their fates by crossing the vast ocean.

Mahathir argues in similar fashion that immigrants to Malaysia must accept
the domnant culture, cthos, and language indigenous to the country: that of
Malays. Indeed, carlier Chinese immugrants did exactly that. These “Straits” Chi-
nese (so called because they settled mainly in the Strai Settlements of Penang
and Malacea) accepted Malay language and way of life. Further integration and

assimilation through intermarsiages did not occur because of the religious bar-
fer. In contrast, Arabs and Indian Muslim immigrants were more fully assimi-
lated through intermarriages with fellow Mushim Malays.

Mahathir and other members of UMNO were incensed when they had o
fight for what they obviously assumed to be an accepted fact, the pnmacy of
Malay culture and language n Malaysia. Nor did they expect to be challenged on
their special nghts and privileges. These were viewed essentally as privileges of
prionty.

His second ratonale 1s more pragmatic—to narrow the dangerous sociocco-
nomic gap between Malays and non-Malays. Malays and other Bumiputras are
underrepresented 1n all sectors of the cconomy, the professions and in higher
cducation. All the social indices—infant mortality, per capita income, literacy
rate—arc laggung for Bumiputras. Because of these imbalances extra help s both
morally and socully jusufied.
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The colonial g was cognizant of this obligation. They established
special scholarships, quotas in the civil service, and agencies like Rural Industri-
al Development Agency (RIDA) specifically to help Malays. Even advanced
democracies like Unu:d Mz(cs (US) have similar “affirmative action” programs
to help disad As Bumip still trail the other races, such
preferential pohucs or “constructive protection,” in Mahathir's words, are war-
ranted.

Mahathir is not content with merely providing an clegant and sophisticated
defense of “his people.” He goes on to analyze the historical conditions and pre-
sumed sociological and biological factors to explain Malay backwardness. In this
he is brutally frank.

Mahathir firmly believes that the genctic make-up of Malays is a significant

buting factor. A frequently quoted parageaph in his book describes the ex-
perimental breeding of white and brown mice to produce the predictable skin
color of their p From there he lates that genes must also deter-
mune other personal attributes, like intelligence. Collectively, as race is the exten-
ston of family, its general charactenstics must also be genetically determined. He
liberally quotes Malay aph and y b (hardl\ convi or scientifi
evidences) to buttress his Mahath i of
racial intermarriages as means of introducing new and prrsum:bh "supcnnr"
genes into the community. He looks with much disfavor on the common cus-
tom of close relative marriages. Nor does he favor the equally prevalent practice
of having everyone to be marnied. Mahathir would prefer that those with less
than desirable charactensucs (as perceived by him) be discouraged from marry-
ng and pr g, less they bute to further polluting and weakening of
the Makay gene pool.

After briefly delineating the less than desirable genetic make-up of Malays,
Mahathir expounds at great length on what he believes to be contributing envi-
ronmental (nurture) factors. Being mainly rural dwellers, Malays are plagued with
parasitic discases that sap their strength and vitality. The poverty and subsistence
existence of rural dwellers merely compound their disadvantaged status. Their
children lack access to good schools. Even when schools are readily accessible
other barniers—financial, cultural, and religi top up. Being socially and
physically insulated in their remote kampongs, Malays are not exposed to the
positive and modernizing influences of other races in urban areas.

Among the htany of contnbuting factors, Mahathir reserves his harshest erit-
rasm on the Malay system of ~1dut or social mores and norms. Clearly he fecls
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that the traduional ge courtl and pol of Malays are being
abused and taken adunug: of by “greedy” and “unscrupulous” immigrants.
Malays, he reasons, blessed with (hc abundance and nichness of their land and
sparcd of naturc’s many calamities, readily share their bounty with newcomers.
In Malay culture there 15 no need to rush 10 the serving pot as there is always
enough for everyone, even those who come in late or are slow. The less fortu-
nate are to be looked after, not taken advantage of. This social contract was se-
verely stressed with the massive inflow of immigrants who did not share these
values. They came from where nature had been less kind or forgiving. Or as the
Chinese put it, “where the land 15 scarce and the people are many.” And hungry.
nscquently, their survival depended on their clawing and elbowing themselves
against others. In this new social milicu, Malays were easily out maneuvered by

aggressive foraigners.

No aspect of Malay culture escapes Mahathir’s wrath. The traditional child

nng practices and system of extended families are similadly faulted. The in-
dulgence of p,r.\ndparrms and the coddling of Malay children, according 1o Ma-
hathir, contribute to their adult sloth.

Mahathir unspanngly condemns the Bransh for the country’s race problems.
Had the Briosh notntervene to “protect” the Malay states, there would not have
been immigrants and the ) | problems. These were
brought n merely to serve Briush economic interests. In time, through sheer
numbers, immugrants drove Malays from urban areas, effecuvely decimaung the
cxisung Malay mercanule class. Mahathir accuses the immigrants of collusion
with the Brush to control major sectors of the cconomy. Without this complic-
ity the thoving Malay business community that cxisted in pre-colonial era would
have persisted and flounshed. He is convinced of Britsh machinauon to deprive
Malays of ther nghtful place in their own country.

With independence and Brush withd I, the Mal y became

even more firmly in the grps of non-Malays. They were the ones with the ca-
pability, expenence, and networking, Malays, despite the preferential policies,
found it impossible to establish a foothold. Mahathur 1s parucularly angry and re-
sentful of the monopolistic and predatory practices of non-Malay businessmen
and retailers. He scathingly deseribes the “menace of Chinese economic hege-

mony

and quotes, as a typical example, the experience of an established Braush
firm that appointed a disunguished Malay former diplomat to its board of di-
rectors. Chinese retailers retaliated by boycottng the company’s products. In
Malaysia of the 1960', there were no such thing as antitrust laws or rules against
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anti-competitive and collusive business behaviors. Mahathir correctly ob
that if an established British company could not stand up to Chinese monopo-
Lists, there was slim chance that cconomically-poor Malays could.

Clearly, post-independence Malaysia was far from being a frec market, The
Chinese in particular, with their family-run businesses and system of g\nlds and
clans, were in no mood to be g to or welcoming of new
Even if there were enterprising Mxhn they would be qmckly shut oul or made
to pay premium prices for their supplics and services. In business terms, the ex-
isting system exacted a high cost of entry, especially for Malays.

The Doctor’s Prescription

MAHATHIR was not sausfied with merely diagnosing and delineating the ctiol-
ogy of the “Malay problem. Ever the physician, he goes on to prescribe the
proper remedy. For Malays and non-Malays alike, the prescription of the good
doctor is indeed bitter medicine.

For Malays, Mahathir advocates no less than a revolution to propel them in-
to the modern world. They must completely break from the regressive and non-
pmducu\c pracuces of their adat of socal customs. He strongly believes that

+-the Malay value system and code of cthics are impediments to their progress.
lf they admut this...then there is hope.” Strong views.

In mapping out his strategy for the betterment of Malays, Mahathir is mind-
ful of what he considers to be the central elements of Malay socicty. First, its
feudal nature, with the special place and reverence for sultans, the hereditary
rulers. Thn are not only the head of Islam, the faith of Malays, but they also

y Mahathir th pr their Second, the
dcrply rchgwus nature of Malays. Islam is the “greatest single influence on the
Malay value concepts and ethical codes.” Thus measures that are contrary to per-
ceived Islamic beliefs and tencts would not be acceptable or successful. Third,
the strong hold adat exerts on the average Malay. Unlike the institutions of the
sultans and Islam, Mahathir calls for Malays to abandon their regressive Adats,
He prefers that Malays not be so gencrous and forgiving, and thus not be casily
domunated again.

Recognizing the limitations of the rural environment in which most Malays
dwell, Mahathir advocates massive urbanization. By moving into citics and
towns, Malays would be able to take advantage of better amenities: superior




8 THE MALAY DILEMMA REVISITED

schools, healthier physical environment, ease of acquinng new skills, and better
integration into the modern cconomy. By transplanung Malays into cities, away
from their traditional rural surroundings, Mahathir hopes that they would escape
the inhibitory influcnces of udat.

Mahathir 1s p: lasly d bed by the trad | P ions of Islam,
which he believes to be lof and 73 Heis ly cnt-
1cal of the undue emphasis on “other worldliness” or the world hereafter, and

the excessive fatabism of Mushms. To Mahathir, Islam 1s a progressive religion
and can be a positive element for development if only given the “proper” inter-
pretaton.

Mahathir is equally blunt in his criticism of non-Malays. He wants them to
acuvely collaborate and encourage Malay participanon in the economy. He
claims that the tradional clannishness of Chinese and the basic structure of
their businesses (primanly family-owned) prevent or inhibit successful entry by
Milays. Clearly he wants non-Malays *...the Chinese in particular...to hold
themselves back and appreciate the need to bang Malays up...[for without
that]..ceven the determination of the Malays and the schemes of the govern-
ment...[could not]...solve the Malay cconomic dilemma.” Simply stated, for
Malays to advance, non-Malays must be held back.

Sino-Malay Conflict

MALAYSIA has a long history of Sino-Malay conflict. The supposedly com-
munist uprising duning the power vacuum following the Japanese surrender and
pror to the arnval of Baush Military Authonty at the end of World War 11, was
essentially a communal conflict between Chinese and Malays. That outbreak
could at least be excused by the post-war state of general lawlessness. The May
13, 1969 not however, was predictable and should have been anucipated. There
had been rumblings of racial discontent and widespread rumors leading to the
cvent.

Mahathur holds the leadership culpable for failing to prevent and prepare for
the May calamity. He 1s parucularly scathing and bilious in his judgment of
Tunku Abdul Rahman. Tunku failed to heed the obvious carly danger signs and
signals. He 1s portrayed as somcone preoccupied at “appeasing the Chinese™ and
ignonng the anxietes and concerns of Malays as expressed by rank and file UM-
NO members. Mahathir 15 disdainful of and appalled at the intellectual caliber
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of Tunku's cabinct. These mi were totally i P in s
view, not to 2! the carly ial skirmishes and other

of intercommunal discord, and failed 1o take necessary preventive measures to
save lives and property. To Mahathir, the country’s leaders were “intellectually
deficient” and “devoid of ideas” on how to solve the escalating racial tension.
These ministers were consumed with being Tunku's sycophants. Writes Ma-
hathir, “The leadership’s dereliction of duty resulted in the deepening of the
cleavage between Malays and non-Malays that erupted in the riots of 1969.”
Non-Malay leaders, emboldened by their casy victories over Tunku, began voic-
ing the extreme d ds of their more ch ic foll

Mahathir is unduly harsh in his judgment, considering that Tunku's cabinet
included the brilliant Tun Razak. No doubt Mahathir was piqued that his con-
siderable talent and brilliance were not duly recognized and utilized by Tunku.

What was percerved as racial harmony in Malaysia after independence was a
mere mirage. “Racial harmony in Malaya was...ncither real nor deep rooted.
What was taken for harmony was absence of open interracial strife” observes
Mahathir. He posits that “racial equality is a prerequisite of racial harmony, of
national un; Without equality there cannot be truc or lasting harmony. The
“harmony” between unequal, for example, between guards and prisoners or
master and servant, Mahathir expounds, is merely acceptance, and thercfore
cphemeral. With stress, such relationships could easily be destabilized. Obvious-
Iy in Malaysia diately after independ the glaring inequalitics among the
vanous races precluded any truc and lasting harmony.

Equality and fairness, like beauty, are in the eyes of the beholder. With race
relations, fairness depends very much on one’s perspective and one’s race. Many
of the policies and practices that would be generally accepted as fair at first
glance, would merely thate existing inequal Mahathir ill this ar-
gument by ciung the problems of North American Indians and Blacks. Clearly,
if they are treated “equally,” their positions in American socicty would deterio-
rate cven further. Even with legal sanctions against discrimination, it would take
B before these would be treated equally, socially and cco-
nomically. To Mahathir, a policy 1s not unfair if it results in 2 more equitable dis-
tribution of the bounties and amenitics of society. And a policy deemed “fair”
and “equal” would not be 50 if it results in more inequitics. To him, fairness and
cquality are operationally defined. If a policy results in more equity then that pol-
icy is fair and equal.
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Mahathir echoes the view of that great Amencan jurist, Felix Frankfurter,
who cloquently wrote, “It is a wise man who said that there is no greater in-
equality than the equal treatment of unequal.” President Woodrow Wilson, in re-
ferning to peace efforts in Europe after World War I observed, “Only a peace
between equals can last. Only a peace the very principle of which is equality and
A common participation in a common benefit [can last).” In Malaysia immedi-
ately after independence, Malays not only felt unequal to the other races but they
were also left out of the common benefit of mendeka.

Rene Levesque, the leader of the separatist Party Quebecois which advocates
the separation of Quebec from Canada, writes “The perception of unfairness or
inequality or injustice. ..is tied 10 onc’s environment. You compare yourself with
others, with people in your neighborhood, and with your peers.” Objectvely,
Quebecois may not be oppressed when compared with South African Blacks,
but that 1s not the yardstick they use. Such invidious compansons are made with
other Canadigns, especially English-Canadians. Sumilarly, Black Americans may
be far better off than their kin in Africa (there are more Black neurosurgeons in
California that i the whole of Africa) nonetheless, Afro-Americans feel very
disadvantaged when compared to their fellow Americans. Modern Malays are
considerably better off now than they were under the Batish, but that does not
assuage their feelings of discontent and envy when they see fellow Malaysuans
progress cven further.

Despite the and imped; facing Malays in the
1960's, Mahathir 15 opumistc that they can successfully adapt and be in the
mainstream of modern society. He observes that Malays have shown remarkable
capacity to change in the past. He claborates on the most recent example, the
current Malay passion for politics.

Previously, Malays had been totally apathetic towards politics and the affairs
of state. They left all that to British “protectors” Malays did not resist the Brush
for brnging in immigrants, even though that worked against Malay sclf-interest.
What changed and galvanized Malays politically was the overreaching attempt by
the Briush to establish a Malayan Union shonly after World War I1. That would
have made the country a permanent British dominion. Malays viewed this de-
velopment as the ulmate surrender of their sovercignty. They had already lost
their hold on the country's cconomy, now they stood 1o lose political power as
well. Malays nisked being marginalized. They envisioned a fate worse than those
of Australian Abongines and American Native Indians.

1 obstacl
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The Union proposal nearly succeeded, with the sultans set to sign the historic
document. Malay rukyats (citizens) however, were sufficiently incensed that they
were able to mobilize and organize themselves out of their collective slumber in
relauvely short order. Led by capable and farsighted leaders Malays, with stun-
ning effectiveness, stopped the constitutional process in its track. The Malayan
Union proposal failed ignominiously. Malays had taken on, politically, the mighty
Briush and won. Malays surprised even themselves!

Suddenly Malays realized that when the stakes are high and they are suffi-
ciently threatened, they could put up a good fight and win. Even more remark-
able, with the Union proposal defeated, Malays did not revert to their usual
slumber, poliically. Having tasted victory through the polincal process, Malays
took to politics with a vengeance.

This Malay poliucal awal 8 lly propelled the country to independ
ence. Non-Malays were content with their profitable economic activities under
British rule. Their mitial enthusiasm for sclf-rule with their fellow Malaysians
was remarkably subducd.

Histoncally, Malay political awareness did not begin with the Malayan Union
proposal. Malays, like other races, had always chafed under foreign rule. There
had been upnsings against colontal powers in the past, but the sceds of modern
Malay nationalism were planted when the Japanese defeated the British. The
sight of the supposedly invincible White masters desperately running away in
their sleek Rovers chased by short, stocky yellow soldiers on rickety bicycles
must had made quite an impact on Malay psyche. The myth of British invinci-
bility and supenonty shattered forever. When the British returned after the
Japanese surrender, the post-war Malays they encountered were not of the same
mold the British were familiar with before the war. To rephrase a popular jingle,
these were not their fathers” Malags. The independent streak in Malays had been
irretrievably surred.

Obviously, Mahathir fervently hopes that Malays would just as dramatically
change and embrace modern business activities with similar zeal. And, with
proper guidance and leadership, Malays would likewise be as successful.

Author To Leader

THE SUCCESS of Mahathir's book (it has gone through numerous reprinting
since 1973 when the ban was lifted) mirrors the metcoric rise of its author.
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Malaysians and others are obviously interested in the views of 2 man who would
later become pame munister.

When he wrote the book, Mahathir was in the polincal wilderness. He had
just lost his parliamentary seat and then expelled from UMNO. Having frontal-
ly challenged Tunku, Mahathir was undoubtedly i mortal fear of being
“deemed prejudicial 1o the secunty of Malaysia™ Although he was out political-
Iy, to many UMNO members and the public at large, Mahathir was seen as an
arnculate, brllant, and forceful poliican. He had in effect “star” quality or
chansma. No onc was quite ready to wnte him off

In reading Mahathir's book now, his obvious and frequent racial stercotyping
seems oddly out of sync in the present era of polincal correctness. The irony s
that Mahathur, more than anyone else, is responsible for eradicating racial sterco-
types and sugmatizanon 1n Malaysia. But the book was of the era of the 1950’
and 60's. Conceprs of racial equality or human nghts were alien. Colonialism,
though wanig, was sull very much a reality in many parts of the world and wath
i, the atrendant “White men’s burden™ mentality. In Amenica, Blacks were not
quite full anzens. Viewed in that context, Mahathir's perspectve on race was,
well, mainstream.

In the book's preface, its Bnush publisher casts doubt on the veracity and ac-
curacy of Mahathir’s . and facts heless the book was pub-
lished because “this 1s what an educated, modern, progressive Malay thinks and
behieves ™ Presumably, had it been warten by an Englishman the book would not
pass the publisher’s muster. Such g atutude towards “natives” reminds
me of similar condescending mind-set of carlier White American editors and
cntics to the works of Blacks and other ethnic writers. Crincal editonal judg-
ments were suspended for fear of suppressing the voice of the “oppressed.”
Mahathir’s Batish editors were obviously sensitive to the charge that vigorous
eduing could be misinterpreted as supy 5 an authentic Malay viewpoint.

Had his editors rightly exercised their cnncal judgment and challenged Ma-
hathir 1o substantiate his claims and venfy the facts ated, the book could have
been considerably enhanced. At the very least, careful edinng would have elimi-
nated the P and redundancies. If chall 1. he might have
produced more ngorous analyses and conclusions. The book might then have
had a wider international appeal. The problems and challenges of ntercommu-
nal and mnter-cthnic relationships are not unique to Malaysia. Witness the con-
tinuing strife in Bosnia and Rwanda. The lessons and expeniences of Malaysians
in dealing with these tssues are applicable to the wider world.
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The editors’ low expectation was a reflection of the time. A native could not
possibly produce something that would be of universal value or application.
Such substantive inquiry and rescarch were obviously beyond the capacity of lo-
cal talent. These were best left to wise colonial scholars and administrators. Be-
sudes, those Orientals are all alike anyway, and the study of interracial dynamics
could not possibly be a worthwhile pursuit.

Itis instructve that the Malaysian riot coincided with the modern flare-up of
sectanian violence in Northern Ireland. A gencration later, while Malaysians are
getung along well with each other and prospering, the Catholics and Orangemen
are still busy sctthing deadly scores. Had the British colonials learned a thing or
two about interc | rel hips from Mahathir and applied that lesson
to their own backyard, Northern Ircland would have been a far different and
better place today.

With that minor digression disposed of, 1 now return to my book. The next
few chapters will expand on Mahathir's obscrvations and discuss their validity
and relevance in sohing Malay backwardness and the country’s communal
problems.




Chapter I

One Malay Village

MJ\II.’\'I’IIIR has been rightly criticized for the lack of documentary evi-
dence to buttress his many ary and conclusi His ions and

assumptions were based on his personal observations and experiences, with no
cempirical data to support them.

He cannot be blamed for that. There was precious little published material
and scholarly research done at the time. Syed Hussin Ali's pioncering sociologi-
cal treatise on contemporary Malay socicty for example, was not published until
1975. Further, during colonial times the different racial communities were effec-
uvely compartmentalized, with minimal group interaction. The few urban
Malays occupied low-level public service jobs and the armed services. Most
Malays were in the villages where they were essentially nllers of the land and
prmitive harvesters of the sea. The helmingly urban Malays were
content with being profitable producers of the cconomy. The study of interra-
cial dynamics thus did not merit much attention. To be sure, there were quality
studics done by foreign scholars, but these were more concerned with the exot-
ic aspects of native culture.

Today, with over a dozen universities in the country, there are considerably
more rescarch and publications. Most are hidden in obscure scholarly journals
and not readily accessible to the general public. Attempts at making them wide-
ly available have been less successful. Most of the ensuing books are nothing
more than recycled doctoral dissertations, with minimal editing or revision to
make them readable and comprehensible. Their genre tends towards obfusca-
ton, heavy with sociological jargons and psychobabbles. In style they arc dry and

15



16 THE MaLay DiLEMMA REVISITED

pedanuc, overoaded with footnotes and other distracting asides. No wonder
professors are pad extea t read these theses! The outstanding exceptions are
the works of Shaharuddin Ma'arof, of the Natonal University of Singapore, His
Mulay 1deas on Development and The Coneept of Hero tn Muliay Soctety reman seminal
i the fickl. 1is prose are eminently readable and engaging: obscrvations origi-
nal and astute; and analyses ngorous and msightful.

Mahathir's book may lack the precision and nigor of a scholady es
pleasantly more readable. Granted, his depiction of rural poverty lacks the dra-
ma and pathos of great literature For that one can read Shahnon Ahmad's Ranjau
Sepanjang Jalan (it A Path of Thorns). 3 gripping account of the
struggle and travails of 2 poor nce farmer confronting nature’s many scemingly
insurmountable huedles, or Syed Othman Kelantan's -l Tomr Lant (lir. Last-
ey Offshore Wind), chroniching the phyght of scasonal fishermen in poverty-
stacken cast coast Malaysia: These fictonal portrayals of the grpping vise of
cural deprifton have far greater mpact than volumes of dry official statistics
and posion papers.

As a physician traned 1o be a careful observer and astute lstener, Dr. Ma-
hathic is crmnently guabified 1o view events on a personal level. As politictan he
views events at the macro level. A leader who does not correctly read the mass
es would not survive long, Thus Mahathir s uniquely postoned 1o view and
comment on Malaysian society from two distinct but complementary vantage
pomnts.

butitis

One Malay Family

THETIME frame of Mahathir's book was also the period of my youth. It there-
fore gives me the opportunity 1o test lus obscevations at a very personal level. [
will examune three aspects of my village life: the institution of marnage and kin-
ship, the state of health and medical care, and the schools.

Like the overwhelming majonity of Malays of my generanon, | was born and
raised in a small village. Mine was near Kuala Pilah, Negn Sembilan, a town with
a population of a few thousand. Located on the west coast it was, relanvely
speaking, more developed than villages further inland (w/s) or on the east coast.
My famuly survived the widespread deprvation of the Japanese occupation with
little or no physical sequale (except possibly for my being short). My school-
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teacher parents, even though unemployed at the time, had somchow managed to
take adequate care of the family.

My mother attended the local Malay school and completed the highest level
attainable at the time—Primary Six. She was lucky or smart enough to be se-
lected for teacher-training and spent an additional two years of post-primary
schooling before being sent 1o Malay Women Teachers College in the neighbor-
ing state of Malacca. She was in the pioncer class of 24 students, being one of
two representatives from her state. My father followed a similar path to Sultan
Idris Training College (SITC), specifically for men, in another adjacent state.

Had my mother not gone to college, the only other avenue open to her would
be nurse’s aide training, Fatling that she would be stuck in the kampong facing
the fate that befell all her peers: learning 10 do houschold chores until a suitable
mate could be found for her. For my father, it would have been the army or po-
lice force, if he was lucky. Such were the limited opportunities available to prod-
ucts of Malay schools. These schools, sct up by the British, provided elementary
level education aimed primarily, in the words of Sir Richard Winstedt, to “make
Malays better farmers and fishermen.” Judging how poor and incfficient Malay
farmers and fishermen were (and still arc), the British were not successful even
with that modest mission.

Despite being free and accessible, not many children attended school. Per-
haps they knew the futility of doing so. Even as late as mid 1970's, in a sur-
vey of one village, as many as a fifth of the population lacked any schooling,
The school drop-out rates were as high as 72% among 11-15 year olds. Truly
appalling,

My parents met when they were teaching at the same village school. Their
marriage was unusual in that it was not prearranged. Their familics were unre-
lated and physically widely separated. My mother’s village was adjacent to the
royal palace in Sn Menanti. Many of her elders served as assorted royal hangers-
on. My father was from a village tucked amidst commercial rubber estates and
tn mines, with their numerous immigrant workers. Though geographically less
than fifty miles apart, nonctheless the two villages were a mountain and two
rvers away. Very far indeed. And having lived amongst immigrant races, my fa-
ther’s tribe was not familiar with or sufficiently deferential to the norms and rit-
uals of traditional feudal Malay socicty. There were concerns among my
mother’s kindred whether such an outsider, a stranger to royal values and proto-
col, would fit in. On my father’s side, there were consternation and considerable
anxicty that the village “gem,” the only one who had been to college, was being
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“given away” to benefit a faraway village. It would have been better if such a tal-
ent could be retaned locally, with my father marrying someone close by, perhaps
a relauve. Thus, in their own bitde world of the kampongs, the chasm scparating
my parents was viewed as wide and deep.

It was perhaps because my parents went to college that they escaped the usu-
al restrants of tradivon and considered marrying someone they actually loved
and with whom they shared a common interest and career. Their situanon was
not the norm for the village, however. Many had arranged marnages or marned
thewr relatves, a practice much decricd by Mahathir. Compared with other states,
close relative marnages are much less common in Negn Sembilan because of its
traditional Minangkabau culture, which prohibits marmages within the suku, or
tribe. As a matnhneal socicty, tnbal hentage follows the mother. Thus it is sull
possible for first cousins to be of different swkus and therefore be permutted o
marry one another.

My genaflition, as expected, strayed cven further from tradition. There were
only two close relative marnages, including one who marned his first cousin. By
the next gencration, there were six interracial marnages, with three of the fami-
lies residing abroad. What a transformation! With the last two generations there
were perhaps half 2 dozen men with multiple wives, and a couple of divorces.
This from a pool of about a hundred individuals.

Early observers of Malay socicty had noted the high rate of divorces. Recent
studics have documented the high incidence of close relative marriages as well
as divorces. Syed Hussin Ali’s landmark study found 28% to a shocking 50% of
all marnages in some rural communities were between cousins, including an as-
tounding 14% among first cousins! Nor are the statistics on divorces encourag-
ing, Duning 1970, in the affluent and modern suburb of Peraling Jaya, a quarter
of all marriages failed. These divorces tended to be among those who marned
young, There was no comparable analysis on whether close relatve marnages
were more susceptible to failure.

My village kin who marned his first cousin consulted me as a physician, re-
garding a bleeding disorder afflicting his young son. He was not sausfied with
the expl of his son's west d doctor. Nor did he fully trust the
village bomreb, or medicine man, who opined that the son's malady was the result
of “bad blood™ or family curse. His son did indeed have 2 well known herita-
ble bleeding disorder charactenzed by the mability of the blood to clot. I ex-
plained to him the pattern of inhenitance and why it affected only sons and only
very rarely daughters. (It was X-linked and recessive, but more on genetcs lat-
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er) The incdence of the affliction increases considerably among children of
close relative marriages. Yes indeed, | assured him, the condition is due to “bad
blood,” using the loosely translated “blood” to mean inherited characteristics.
There was something in the father's rather satisfied smirk that bothered me
greatly. I discovered later that since the bomoh’s revelation, the son’s misfortune
had been the subject of a brewing family dispute as to which side had con-
tributed the curse. My rather detailed and clinical cxplanation had, far from en-
lightening the family and helping them cope with the illness, merely added fucl
to the bickenng,

Not with: ling such isolated my little town had its share of
the nation’s luminaries, including it's leading scholar, Pendita Za'aba. On the oc-
casion of honoring him upon his retirement from the University of Malaya (Sin-
gapore), the orator commented on how Kuala Pilah had produced more than its
share of the country’s intellectuals and scholars. Whether that has anything to do
with the stability of marriages and the low rate of consanguinity is pure conjec-
ture. Perhaps Mahathir is on o something when he rails against carly and close
relative marnages.

Kampong Health Care

MY VILLAGE had a small health clinic staffed by a resident Hospital Assist-
ant, Malaysia’s version of China's “barefoat doctor,” though much better
tramned and more hygienic. The onc in my village had been at his job for many
vears. In fact, he retired wath the position. He was the epitome of dedication and
professionalism. He was not onc to aspire for promotion 1o a cushy desk job in
the aty. The villagers greatly respected him. The government, in a misguided
guise of J , had sadly d i producing such desy 4
needed paraprofi s, arguing dubiously that the ciuzens would be better
served by fully qualified and phy: Unfc Iy, these better
trained individuals rarely get back to the villages, yours truly included.

There was also a midwife. She was housed in a comfortable bungalow which
also served as her clinic. Thus the villagers enjoyed some rudiments of modern
health care. But despite the midwife, young mothers still died giving birth. Such
deaths, all too frequent, were always fnghtening and tragic. Village lore had it
that the spints were parucularly vicious and vengeful at such times.
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en though public health scrvices were minimal, the roadside ditches and
grass were well maintamned to reduce breeding sites for mosquitoes. There were
also regular pestuade sprayings. Regretfully, there was no mass immunization of
children. Many succumbed to potenually preventable infectious diseases like
diphthenia. There were also all too frequent outbreaks of highly lethal enteric
diseases like cholera and typhoid. My village was spared the polio epidemic of
19507, not because of supenor hygience but simply through good luck. Malania
was 50 common that anti-malanal medications were akin to taking vitanuns, and
accepted as normal. Yaws, another parasitic infestation characterized by swollen
limbs, was equally prevalent. But as usual, the villagers had a ready explanation.
The man with the elephantine legs, why, he kicked his mother in a fit of anger,
hence the divine retnbution. 1tis thus not a disease that can be treated or pre-
vented, rather a symbol for the need to be respectful and deferenual to one’s
clders.

There wils a hospital in the nearby town staffed by Boush doctors, but the
populace did not have much faith in them or in modern mediane. It was wide-
ly viewed, especially among pensioncrs, that these doctors were essentially agents
of the colonial government. They were there to hasten the deaths of the elder-
Iy 50 as to reduce the government’s pension hability! Such was the distrust.

I remember a child dying after receiving an mjection, probably a severe aller-
gic (anaphylactic) reaction. That definitely set back the villagers' faith in Western
medicine. But modern ! did have its red, g One of the
children was plagued with ternble tropical sores that covered his entire scalp. He
had been treated unsuccessfully by various bomoebs with all sorts of traditional
salves, messy ointments, and assorted concoctions. The father, a soldier 1n the
British army, 100k the child to his base hospital. With effective antibiotics the
child was back within days free of the festenng sores. The village spin on the
case was decidedly different. The child was treated at a Bnosh military hospital
and thus recetved drugs not otherwise available to the average citizen.

Had there been reliable statistics in those days, the health indices of the vil-
lagers would have been appalling, For the country as a whole, life expectancy was
barely over 50 years and wfant mortality rate was in the high 20's. The figures
for rural dwellers must have been considerably worse. Even today there 1s still a
wide gap in the health status of rural populace as compared to urbanites.
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Ed 1in the Kampong
THE SCHOOLS in the village were not much better. They provided vernacular
instruction at clementary level only. But they were free. Pupils were taught basic
reading, rudimentary writing, and simple arithmetic. Certainly no algebra or sci-
ence. The better equipped and modern English school was in town and not read-
ily accessible to rural Malays. It was also not free. In addition to tuition fees,
there were numerous incidental expenses for transportation, uniforms, and
books. Those were simply beyond the means of the typical village family. Apart
from the costs, there were cultural barriers inhibiting Malays from attending such
schools. Since they used English, it was equated with Christian teaching It did
not help that many were indeed set up by missionarics and had such names as
St Michacl's Institution and Convent of the Holy Infant Jesus. This in conser-
vative, rural, Muslim Malaysia! The few Malay parents who sent their children to
these schools must have had considerable faith in their children’s ability to re-
main true to their heritage. One of those parents would later become Tun
Razak’s father-in-law.

One of the girls in my village attended such a convent. In a display of cruel-
ty only kids in peer groups were capable of, we mercilessly teased her about be-
coming a nun and wasting all that beauty. We would mockingly peck at her
neckline looking for the holy crucifix. Now, because of the supetior education
she received, she is a poised, ful ive, well cari 4 by the char-
acter Rahimab in Lat's famous cartoons. Recalling such incidents now would
merely bring a bemused smile from her. Back then it wasn't so funny.

My father was awarded a scholarship to one of those English schools. How-
ever, that would have meant taking an hour's bus trip every day. The thought of
sending his son into an alien culture and learning a foreign language did not sit
well with my grandfather.

“What? You want to be a Mat Sallel? (an Englishman),” was the old man's
devastating put-down.

Years later my father would never fail to remind his children of the lost op-
portunity of his youth, and the possibilitics that went with it. His disappoint-
ment was more keenly felt when his friends from neighboring villages who took
the challenge were all very successful. One became a doctor and later the chief
munister of the state, another a successful engineer, and a third, a brilliant attor-
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ney. | am sure my father, in hus rare moments of solitude, never failed to imag-
inc the what-might-have-been for him had events unfolded differendy.

As Malay school teachers my parents were acutely aware of the shortcomings
of these schools. Even though my father went to SITC, then a bedrock of Malay
nationalism, he was determined that hus children be educated in English. He had
been unsuccessful in enrolling my older brother as space was extremely limited.
When it came to my turn he was resolute in not repeaung the mistake. My father
did not fail to notice that a few months before the registration of new students,
the school had ly launched a fund-raising dnve. Never one to miss
it Sure enough, 1 was later ac-

subtle signals, he u dately made his
cepted. | was very proud to sce on opening day his name promunently displayed
on the donors” bist. He had indeed made a very generous donation. All to secure
my place.

Now with my own children in schools and colleges, 1 am constantly inundat-
ed with rduests for contributions and gifts. And 1 have given my fair share. But
never, not even i my most g had 1 ¢ dered making a do-
nation the equivalent of my month's income. Yet that was exactly what my fa-
ther did—to secure for me a spot in Pamary One at an English school. Such was

his determination.

In later years the British expanded English schools and introduced remedial
programs especially for Malay students. These Special Malay classes were for
those pupils who were unable to cnter at Primary One level. They were given
two years of intensive instructions i English and then admutted into the regu-
lar stream. My older brother was fortunate to get into that program. After inde-
pendence, Tun Razak as Minister of Educauon, insututed yet another entry
program, the Remove Classes, where children who had completed pnimary
school in Malay stream could, after 4 year of intensive language instruction, en-
ter regular Linglish high school.

Accessibility, costs, and distrust of the colonial Enghish were not the only bar-
niers preventing Malays from getting a better education. A greater msurmount-
able and self-imposed obstacle was unbndled natonalism. In 1950's the nation
was consumed with the excitement of impending freedom—mendeka. Malays
would then be in charge of their own desuny, the Brnsh yoke bfted forever.
Everywhere there was unrestruncd resurgence of pade in Malay culture, her-
ttage, and language. Malay would be the national language of the new nation.

Soon following independence, Malay sccondary schools were set up all over
and patterned after the English model. There would be no need for Malay stu-
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dents to transfer to or chose English stream. They could continue their educa-
tion in Malay right up to university level, parents were soothingly assured by
their leaders. Politicians and community leaders at all levels were extolling the
virtues of these schools, and parents were strongly urged to send their children
there. Among Malay school teachers, the peer and social pressures were intense
and unrelenting, After all, if Malay teachers themselves did not show confi-
dence in the new system by sending their own children, who would? Certainly
not non-Malays. Subtle pressures and whisper campaigns were directed against
those who did not exhibit sufficient enthusiasm. Parents who persisted in send-
ing their children to English schools were variously labeled as stooges of the
colonialists or worse, petualang bangsa (lit. anti-nationalists). Serious charges, bor-
dering on treason.

Many in my village succumbed to the pressures, including many of my
cousins and fnends. But my father stood his ground. He was not about to ex-
penment with or sacnfice his children's future, no matter how noble the cause
or how intense the intimidation. He remembered only too well the missed op-
portunity of his own youth and he vowed never to repeat the error. Against
tremendous social pressures, he kept us in English schools. For that, my broth-
ers and sisters are most grateful.

My father had other very good reasons to be confident of his conviction. He
noticed that while the leaders were loudly extolling these schools, they were qui-
ctly switching their own children into English stream, My village’s own repre-
sentative to Parliament, while he was so vociferous in expounding the worth of
these new Malay schools, was T y ferring his own two daugh
into English schools. With the exodus of Malay students opting out of the Eng-
lish system, he had no difficulty in sccuring places for Ais children. Many of the
mimisters including Tun Razak were sending their children to schools in Britain.
My father wiscly concluded that until these leaders heeded their own advice, he
would continue to ignore them.

This dichotomy between what leaders say and what they actually do is of
course not peculiar only to Malay poliucians, then or now. In America, while
President Clinton was singing praises for public schools, he conveniently sent his
own daughter to an exclusive private school.

1 felt very sorry for all those parents who blindly followed their leaders” dic-
tates without critically evaluating the choices and consequences. Most of all 1 felt
termible for all those young children—my friends and cousins—their growth and
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potenual aborted because of their parents’ blind nationalism and misguided al-
legtance to their leaders.

One of the more depressing aspects of my visits home is sceing my old
friends who were pulled out of English schools. They arc now stuck in the vil-
lage, their Malay education had failed them despite the glowing promises. On
sceing me | am sure they, like my father a generation earlicr, must be wondering
the what-might-have-been had their parents resisted and not succumbed to the
polical emotions of the time.

Nor was it smooth sailing or guaranteed success for those who chose English
schools. Many dropped out, unable to meet the expectations or worse, because
of self-fulfiling racial stercotypes of the day. It was widely perceived at the time
that Malays could not pursuc such high intellectual pursuits like science and
mathemancs. Hence many chose the relatvely less demanding “Arts™ stream.

“This racial baggage was particularly oppressive and ugly during high school.
Among, g classmates, the greatest anxiety was that we would end up at the lo-
cal unwersity. At the ume the science and engincening faculues of the Univer-
sity of Malaya were almost exclusively the preserve of non-Malays, in students
and faculty. There was genuine fear that Malay students, unless they were
demonstrably supenior, would be “slaughtered.” Malay students were made to
feel as if they did not belong there. One of the few Malay lecturers in the med-
1cal school at the ime was torn between wanting to leave for the more lucrative
private sector or staying so as to deny his non-Malay colleagues the pleasure of
his departure.

Many Malay studenis chose foresgn technical colleges rather than chanced the
local unwersity. To Western readers and perhaps also to present-day Malaysians,
such fears would scem irratonal. But thus was the 50% and 60's, where i the
Amencan South Blacks were not welcomed on any campus. In Quebee, Canada,
the lund1 were treated with barcly concealed contempt by the English clite.
The yelopedia Batannica of the day descrnbed Malays as “slothful.” “casy
gomng,” and an “amouvational” lot. Racial stercotypes were alive and acceptable
then.

Viewed thus, the fears of my compatniots were quite appropriate. Instances
abound where Malay students who had flunked at the local university only to ex-
cel when they went overseas. | remember my teacher consoling my fellow class-
mates who would be artending the local university. They would have to work
twice as hard, he advised, so as not 1 give ther non-Malay professors any ex-
cuse to fail them. This from a non-Malay teacher!
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There was much expectation that the new Malay secondary schools would
greatly increase the number of Malay und, d Gencerous were
spent on them. They rivaled the established schools in the grandeur of their
buildings and facilitics. Unfc ly, bricks alone do not make a school. No
one had fully thought out the new system—teachers, textbooks, and instruc-
tonal materials. Existing Malay teachers were incapable of teaching at sccond-
ary level as they th Ives had only ck y ed: . But that did not stop
the more stndent enthusiasts among them from proclaiming their competence
to teach even at universities. There was initial enthusiasm in having teachers
from neighboning Indonesia, a country with the same language. That soured very
quickly when those teachers were found to be even more poorly trained. To
compound the problem, there were no Malay science graduates who could write
or even translate the textbooks. Many of the books were thus translated by in-
dividuals with absolutely no understanding of the subject. Their products
showed. The translations were literal, and when they were not hilarious and sil-
ly, were simply incomprehensible.

Teaching in Malay

BETWEEN high school and university, 1 taught science in one of these new
Malay schools. I had absolutely no guidance as there was no one ahead of me.
The textbooks and laboratory manuals were useless, their physical qualitics want-
g, with irnitating typos, missing pages, and loose bindings. The paper was poor
and thin, with the pant bleeding through. The only way to lay the book flat was
1o squash it. The translations were crratic and inconsistent. They had simply
phoneticized the scientific terms. This merely confused me and my students. In
desperanion 1 decided to teach in English, using readily available texts. My ra-
tionale was that | was teaching these children new ideas and it did not matter
what terms | used so long as they understood the concepts. 1 did this with some
success. The students appreciated it even more because they could improve theis
language skills by reading English books. They thoroughly enjoyed the new
world of science and experimentation. With their new understanding of the en-
vironment around them, they looked forward to and thoroughly enjoyed the fre-
quent tips to rice ficlds and rubber plantations where they could now identify
the rich and bountiful life forms. Because 1 used English, the students had ready
access to the texts and ials. | had some probl
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teaching mathematics as the students habitually tended to do their computations
mentally in Malay.

‘Towards the end of my term I was suddenly gripped with an acute sense of
guilt and apprehension. The principal had asked me to speed up so that I could
cover as much of the following years syllabus as possible. I was told that there
would be no science teacher for these students for at least the next few years.
There were none being trained. During the last few weeks 1 could barely look at
those bright young faces without fecling sad. 1 would be abandoning them soon.
Their next few years, in fact their whole future, remained uncharted. The kind-
est view would be to regard them as pioncers trailing new paths for others to fol-
low. But in my heart | knew they were sacrificial lambs for a dubious cause.

I wondered whether the leaders knew the impact of their policies on these
poor village children. These politicians knew they did not have the teachers or
books i place, so why did they aggressively push the system? Why not start
small, tes#the model, correct any deficiencies, and once well established, sell the
idea? Perhaps the leaders considered these young minds expendable, so much
cannon fodder for the nation’s battle for supremacy of the national language. 1f
s0, they should have informed those innocent souls so they could at least savor
some sense of martyrdom and sacrifice. They then would not have had their
hopes so high or dared dream of a bright future. Or perhaps these leaders had
supreme confidence and arrogance in thar own ability that they zealously ex-
horted their followers to do their bidding. Whatever it was, these young promis-
ing minds bore the burden of the policy's idiocies. They were simply wasted.

This experience would repeat itself over a decade later. Teaching ar the then
new medical school of the National University, I was again confronted with the
language problem. I was fully aware of the origin and heritage of that august in-
stitution. Established amidst the intense clamor of nationalism, it was the first
university to use Malay as a medium of instruction. It had a mission to prove:
that the national language is capable of being used at the highest level.

Like my earlicr episode, I faced the same dilemma—lack of textbooks, refer-
ences, appropriate terminology, and teaching devices. The stakes this time were
considerably higher. 1 was now training future doctors and lives would beerally
be at ask. As before, 1 decided to use my old technique—teaching in English.
Recognizing that the medical school was the government's showpicce project, 1
had to be especially circumspect. At my first lecture, using some rather flowery
Malay prosc and in the most deferential tone, I profusely praised the national
language policy and paid generous tributes to the founders of the university. |



One Malay Village 27

was i y effusive in g the students, describing them as
noble pioneers and fearless trailblazers for a glnnoux cause. And that 1 was par-

ucularly proud to be part of this grand endeavor. I then went on, with consid-
erable apology, that because of my own limitations and in the interest of
ensuring that graduates of this fine university would succeed and be highly re-
garded, 1 would be teaching in English. I stressed that it would be only l:mpo—

rary until my skills and the situation regarding the texts imy d. 1 b
the benefits to them. They would read [Lnglnh texts and journals but would not
have to translate them for their With those preliminaries taken care

of, I proceeded to lecture in English. I also made them prucm their clinical cas-
es and conferences in English.

It was rough for the first few months but by mid-year the students were suf-
ficiently fluent as to be indistinguishable from the students 1 had from the oth-
er, English-medium, medical school. It was pure joy to see the sense of
confidence and accomplishment on the students’ faces when they could present
their cases and seminars so flawlessly in English. Looking back, that should not
had been a surprise. These students had eleven years of English, starting from
Primary One. It was simply that they were never encouraged to use their skills.
Fluency in English or any mhcr language was not regarded as an asset. Worse, it
was regarded as i ic. Malaysian leaders were ob d with Malay
language, ling every other id “That scnti filtered through
to the young,

There were moments of tension and apprehension. | was constantly leery
and in fear that some disgruntled students would report me to the language po-
lice and that I would be made an example of a language saboteur. Luckily my
paranoia was unfounded. There were no tongue troopers to harass me.

Years later, when | met these students, the events that they recalled most
vividly were not the surgical skills or clinical pearls that I had imparted, rather
my making them learn English. That was the facility they found most practical.
It opened a wide world of knowledge to them.

Recently on visiting a dear friend at a Mal
him for his paper being published in a highly rrpuuhk forcign poumzl. l was sur-
prised when he responded that he had been severely criticized by his colleagues
for not showing sufficient national pride. They would have preferred that he
publish it locally, and in Malay. Having read some of the local journals I under-
stood why my friend chose to send his abroad. 1t is sad that decades later the
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with

same | still exists even at the highest
level.

I'was also saddened that at the school where I once taught, conditions have
not improved. The texts, laboratory facilities, and libranies were as wanting as
they were three decades earlier. These bnght young minds are again being

wasted

Many Changes, Little Progress

AS 1recollect the events of my youth, the tnals and tnbulatuons enumeratcd by
Mahatur in The Malsy Dilemnsa ning truc. | had hoped that a generation later, with
the country enjoying an economic boom and with the worlds tallest building
gracing its capital, there would be commensurate improvements in my old vil-
lage. Alaggl was disappointed. There were many changes, to be sure. The village
now has clecincity and piped water—significant progress. When those pipes
were laid the villagers were jubilant. They quickly filled 1n their perfectly func-
noning wells, now regarded as superfluous. No more dragging cans of water on
poles strung pamnfully across thewr shoulders as in days past.

Those pipes, ke the Malay schools earlier, had been over promised. Pipes
there were, but the water did not flow, at least not consistently. Dunng droughrs
the villagers had 1o rely on quickly-dug shallow, polluted wells. Similarly, the
ditches and drans that were so carefully mamtained i the past are now
cesspools, perfect breeding grounds for mosquitoes. The nce fields that were
producuvely ulled dunng my youth are now dned and overgrown with wild
bushes. The only remuinder of the once thaving nice mill that the villagers had
built th Ives without any gor helpis the heap of rusting metal in the
overgrown weeds. The previously funcuoning Brnsh-built irngauon channels
that made possible those bounuful ace fields are now choked with weeds for
lack of mamtenance. It 1s beneath the dignity of the district officer 1o preoccu-
py humself wath such mundane minunae; he would rather engulf himsclf with
the lofty details of the Umpteenth Malaysia Plan.

With massive urbanization, previously well kept village dwellings are now de-
serted and dilapidated, thar previously pastoral yards quickly claimed back by
the ever aggressive tropical jungle. Similacly, wath the emphasis on few chite res-
idennal schools, country schools like the onc in my town, are neglected. De-
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prved of their best students and teachers who would normally be the nucleus
for excellence, these schools continue their decline.

No, this is not simply nostalgia on the part of a long departed native. Nor is
1t a dreamy remembrance of and yearning for the good old days of the simple
kampong life under the swaying coconut fronds. The destruction of Malay kam-

dehit Mahathir and those of his persua-

pongs 1s a policy. To
sion, the kampongs xcprrscm everything that is wrong with Malay culture and
cthos. They are the barnacles that impede Malay progress, the fetters that bind
them to a pamitve and backward existence. Progress to these leaders is thus
measured by how far physically and psychologically Malays have moved away
from their kampong roots,

1 recogmize the many and opy g, forces that g d Malay
villages from prog g Unfi ly, many of the imped: cssive
natonalism, unrelable public services, burcaucratic neglect—are clearly self-im-
posed. In the country’s preoccupation with the big picture and grandiose plans
of its forest, it has lost sight of the trees, the villages. By destroying kampongs,
the very essence of Malayness, they destroy Malays. The consequent massive ue-
banization, as we shall see later, exacted its own heavy toll.
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I1's Not All In Our Genes

O PART of Mahathir's book is more controversial or quoted more fre-

quently than the few paragraphs he devotes to the genetics of intelligence.
Mahathie firmly believes that a major buting factor 1o Malay back |
relates to their genes. 1tis in the very nature or genetic make-up of Malays that
makes them less smart than others. He is very forceful in expressing this view-
point, the few paragraphs not with ling He exy I similar senti in
his cadlier writings and speeches. Partly out of this conviction, he strongly ad-
vocates interracial marniages, both to encourage greater integration between the
races and to enhance Malay gene pool.

Two decades later, writer Rehman Rashid expresses similar views. Rehman
pins his hopes on the future of Malays on those with “new and improved” non-
Malay genes. He 1s especially apy g of Bumif as he adonngly calls
them—children of Bumiputras and Orang Pateb (lit. white people). My preferred
term would be Bumisalleh—Bumiputra and Mar Salleh (or Mom Sallel), the Malay
epithet for Englishmen (or women). Rehman is undoubtedly envious of his
good friend Karim Raslan, Cambridge-cducated g ial Bumisalleh and
popular columnist turned soft-porn writer. Why Rehman would single out this
particular combination rather than Indo-Malay or Sino-Malay, escapes me. Per-
haps the colonals influenced Malaysians more than they would like to admit.
Rehman and Mahathir share more than just similar views. Both are the product
of Malay our marriages: Rehman with a Malay father and Indian mother; Ma-
hathir with Indian patcenal ancestry and Malay mother.

31
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In another part of the world and a century carlier, several Japanese wniters,
preoccupied with their own racial infenonty at the ume, similarly recommended
intermarnages with Whites as a way of improving their naton’s gene pool. By
“Whites" they meant Anglo-Saxons, not the Caucasian abonginal of their north-
ern islands, the A, whom they treat with undisguised contempt. Mahathir is
an unabashed Japanophile, perhaps that's where he gets the idea.

I willingly concede that close relative marniages are common among, Malays,
a fact supported by many suciological studies. But to conclude from this (as Ma-
hathir did) that the problems faci tak
leap in faith. “The difficulty with such a ghly assertion on a very complex issue is

Malags are rooted i bology

a huge

that fiest, the evidence 1s smply not there and second, ane finds ready excep-
has been common for

nons. In
A
blue-eyed. Simlacly,
their groul because of thetr cultural and religious segreganon. Because of the
lack of new genctic infusions, they were readily disunguishable physically from
thetr genule countrymen. Yet both groups have produced more than their share

seaphically isolated leeland, “in breeding

nerations. leclanders are physically almost all alike—blond, fair-skinned, and

Ashkenazy Jews of Eastern Europe racely marned outside

of geniuses and artists. And lecland is far from being a backward country,

Tronically, former Japanese Pme Minister Nakasone once smugly attnbuted
the success of mudern Japan to the “punty™ of 1t gene pool, in contrast to the
“mongrehizanon™ of Amencans. He was probably unaware of the recommen-
datons of hus carlier compatriors.

A more telling and relevant example of the silliness to atnbute human suc
cesses and advancement 1o biology is dlustrated by present day Koreans. North
and South Korcans are of the same race. A gencraton apart and what a phe-
nomenal difference. South Koreans are highly cducated and moving rapadly -
1o the First World, but their kin to the north are starving and barely surviving,
Same biolog;

v, only the environment s different,

My reaction to Mahathir's book in reading 1t for the second time a quarter of
a century later was the same as when 1 first read 1t 1970: 2 musture of rage,
sadness, and incredulity. Rage because a man of his intellect and standing should
have been more careful and thorough in his facts and analyses, his conclusions
deliberate and considered. In 1970, when Malays were unsure of themselves and
needed the most support and encouragement, their leader confronted them with
a devastaning assessment of their collective self- worth and umbre. 1 am also sad-
dened that he made these profound and far reaching conclusions after the most
cursory and superficial review of the subject. [t was meredulous that his editors
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led their p I judgment and did not challenge Mahathi's biolog-
1cal assertions,

My friend who lent me his copy of the book back then was a doctoral candi-
date in social science. He wanted specifically to know whether Malay backward-
ness was indeed duc to our genetic hentage, as claimed in the book. As a recent
medical graduate, to him 1 had scientific credibility. That same question was posed
tome a year carlicr by a rather shy and timid young student at a “pep” talk I gave
at my old school. Specifically, she wanted to know whether the views prevalent
among her classmates that human brains of different races being anatomically dif-
ferent were indeed true. Thus we have in late 1960's and carly 1970, two individ-
uals—a doctoral candudate and a high school student—who had been led to
believe that there might be something wrong with the very nature of Malays. And
in that environment out came Mahathir's book with its sweepingly outrageous
conclusion which says essentially that Malays have “dumb” genes.

Genetics in 1970%s

WHEN Mahathir wrote his book, the knowledge of genetics, specifically human
genetics, had advanced far beyond the simple mendelian concepts he described.
The chemical natuce of genes, Deaxyribo Nuceic Aad (DNA), had been clucidat-
ed a decade and a half carlicr and rescarch was expanding rapidly. The nature of
sex chromosomes and thus the genctc basis of sex determination, for example,
was already well understood.

ke the relauvely straight forward example of the genetics of sex. The role
of sex chromosomes (X and Y) was well documented and the mechanism of sex
determunation unraveled. Despite the clear-cut role of genes in determining
one’s sex, it was also gencrally known that certain environmental conditions
would alter the genctic expression (phenotype) of genes. In fruit flies for exam-
ple, the sex ratio of their progenies is altered by manipulating ambient incuba-
ton temperature even though there is no change in the genetic composition. An
example of the environment altening genctic expression.

Even i 1960's it was widely known that environmental factors play impor-
tant roles in determining the phenotype. The understanding of nature versus
nurture, or the relative roles of genes and environment, had advanced beyond
the simplisuc explanation that certain charactenstics are gencetically determined
and others by the cnvironment. For Dr. Mahathir to categoncally assert that
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hereditary factors are supreme in the determination of complex human attrib-
utes like intelligence is simply not supported by the then known facts. Neither
can his reckless conclusion be readily excused by his preemptory caveat of the
book being “...not pretend(ing] to be a scientfic study [but] at best...an intelli-
gent guess.” He needs more than a few paragraphs and suf | ref o
breeding of white and brown mice to make such a profound conclusion. Words
have consequences; written words more so. Dr. Mahathir should have known the
reverence Malays have for the prnted word and thus exercised caution in his

writngs.

By 1970, the understanding of ntelicctual and brain development was sub-
stanual. At that ume we knew of a number of genetically-determined causes of
mental | One in lar, is phenylh (PKU), a rare genetic

1 h d by a y of a speaific enzyme nceded to break
down a particular amino aaid. If recognized carly, and with special dictary mod-
ifications dimed at reducing the intake of that particular amino acid, these chil-
dren can have normal mental development. In the West, newborn babies are
routinely screened for this deficiency and many are saved from the subsequent
debilitaung mental retardavon through timely dietary intesvention. Thus we
have a clear, genetically-determined cause of mental deficiency successfully
“cured” by pulating the en . Nurture ding nature.

Similarly, hypothyroidism (low thyroid h level) in infancy causes se-
vere mental retardation if untreated. Again, newborns in America are sereened
for this condition. Given simple hormone supplement, these babies will devel-
op normally. Thus whether the deficiency is due to a genetic condition of the fe-
tus or environmental factors (iodine deficiency in the mother), the subsequent
mental retardation is p ble. Hyp and PKU are only two of the
many well known diseases causing mental retardation that can be cffectvely
treated and prevented if recognized early.

The value of screening newborns for such diseases was dramatically demon-
strated recently in my medical practice. A young student consulted me prior to
attending the University of California, Betkeley. At birth she was diagnosed with
hypothyroidism and had been on thyroid supplement ever since. Seventeen years
later she was poised to enter one of America’s most competitive unversitics.
Imagine if she had been born in a kampong, Her condition would not have been
detected and the poor soul would be left severcly retarded, perhaps totally de-
pendent on her relatives. To Mahathir she would have been the perfect example
of “bad” Malay genes. How tragic. Biology is not necessanly desnny.

1ef

h N
Y




{

It’s Not All In Our Genes 35

These facts were well established in 1970. They were written in all the stan-
dard biology and medical texts and thus widely known, including at Third World
medical schools.

Malaysian babies, even those born at major hospitals, are rarely screened for
such diseases. We will never know how many of the retarded and slow children
have underlying treatable medical ditions. Chronic lead poisoning, like PKU
and hypothyroidism, is another p le cause of mental retardation. A ma-
jor source of the chemical, lead-based paints are banned in American homes.
Even low, hitherto considered non-toxic levels, can cause irritable behaviors and
learning difficulties. With Malaysia's congested streets and widespread use of
leaded gasoline, the air (and subscquently the soil) is polluted with tons of the
chemical. In Shanghai, 40% of babics had toxic lead levels (over 10 mcg/dl).
Similarly in India, more than half of the children under 12 years of age had el-
evated lead levels, with urban children having higher readings than rural ones, a
reflection of the degradation of Indian cities. In one Malaysian study, 43% of
children in the industnial outskirts of Kuala Lumpur had lead levels that put
them at significant nisk for stunted intellectual development. A team from the
Universiti Kebangsa'an Malaysia lead by environmental health expert Jamal
Hisham Hashum is doing longitudinal studies of pregnant women and their ba-
bics. Thus far he has found that an astounding 28% of pregnant women in
Klang valley had elevated blood levels of lead. It would be intetesting to sec the
cffects on the q Jevelop of the babies of these
women. In the West, Dr. Jamal's findings would result in a huge public outcry.
In Malaysia it is doubtful whether officials in the Ministrics of Health, Educa-
tion, or Environment are even aware of the research,

A few years ago in America there were clusters of lead poisoning caused by
the ingestion of lead-based paints from children's furniture, and another from
the leaching of the chemical from glazed pottery. There was considerable pub-
lic concern and the Centers for Discase Control and Prevention (CDC) tight-
encd the rules in the face of this new public health hazard. Home-made pottery
1s widely used in Malaysia and with it the potential for poisoning from lcad and
other heavy metals. In parts of India where home-made pottery is also com-
monly used, there have been similar clusters of heavy metal poisoning,

The i ions between en: | and genetic factors are complex and
often not readily predictable. In introductory human genetic classes, such com-
plexities are illustrated by the relatively straight forward examples of skin pig-
mentation and body height.
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Melanin, the pancipal pigment that imparts dark color to human skin, hair,
and cyes 1s produced through a senes of biochemical reactions. Each step is reg-
ulated by a specific enzyme, which in turn is controlled by a distinct gene. An cr-
ror at any of the gene sites would block melanin production, resulung in
albinism, a condition charactenzed by the absence of pigmentation. You could
have two albinos where the error occurs at different genes. Because these “er-
rors” are recessive, not dominant, when such albinos marry they could still pro-
duce normal-pigmented children, contrary to Mahathir's assertion.

As skin color is determined by many genes (polygenic) we can expect that
when all the genes are fully expressed one would have the potential for devel-
oping the darkest skin. If skin color 1s determined by only two forms (alleles) of
the gene, that is the ability or inability to produce the pigment, we would have
only two skin colors, albinos and dark skin. Instead there are the full gradations
in skin color. Despute such clear cut gencuc control of skin pigmentaton, envi-
ronmentdfactors (exposure to sun, ultraviolet light, and certain hormones) sull
greatly influence skin color. The booming skin tanning saloons in Amenca attest
to that.

Another ready example is body height, which like skin color, 1s also polygenic.
A number of genes such as those that code for growth hormone, intesunal en-
zymes for the absorption of nutnents, and growth plate maturauon affect the fi-
nal outcome—one’s height. Thus, childhood malnutnnon would impact the
expression (phenotypes) of these genes. Asians of the post-war gencrauon,
freed of starvavon and malnutntion, are considerably talles than their parents. It
1s extremely unlikely that the genes governing height would change to such a de-

gree 0 one gencration.

This obsession with the intelligence gene reminds me of the current preoc-
cupation with similar genes for obesity, or fatness. Americans are notoriously
overweight and instead of blaming themselves for ovenndulging and not exer-
asing, they would prefer the casy excuse of blamung their genes. Even if scien-
tists discover such genes, rest assured that they would never be expressed in
war-torn Somalia. The reason 1s that overnding dictary dictum: no excess calo-
i, no fat.

When considening important human attnbutes like intelligence, the relanve
contributions of heredity and environment are even more complex. Conse-
quently they cannot be readily summanzed in simplisuc terms. The “nature ver-
sus nurture” debate has long been contentous. The Brush philosophers John
Stuart Mill (environmentabist) and Franas Galton (henditanan) who first comned
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those terms and who themselves were well known child prodigies of their time,
had crystallized their respective ideas with considerable elegance and rgor but
came to dramatically diffecent conclusions. Whether one agrees or disagrees
with them one is at least satisfied that they had indeed given the matter their ut-
most deliberatons. No reckless or sweeping statements.

Despite the considerable advances in biology and social sciences since Mill's
time, the nature/nurture debate conunucx Often they take on increasingly harsh
and vitriolic tones aimed not at enligh g but more 1o lize one’s racial
prejudices. In America, public dlscussmns on race biology scem to be re-ignited
with d over current afl Ive action prog aimed at advanc-
ing munonties.

Genetics has certainly advanced dramatically in the past few decades. An en-
tire industry, biogenetic engincering, has emerged producing life-saving vaccines,
supenor sceds, and improved livestock. With gene splicing techniques biologists
can isolate specific genes and transfer lh(m (o other organisms, confcmng on
the recipients properties of the ferred genes. Such B
plants, and animals are the new cfficient biological factories of the lumr:. In
medicine, such splicing and transfers are the basis for modern gene therapy.
They have been used to treat such genetic discases as cystc fibrosis.

Biology of Brain Development

WITH the present supenor understanding of genctics we appreciate even more
the cruaal role of I fact physical, 1, and social—in
human intellectual development.

A well rt‘(‘up,mzcd nurture factor that impacts mental dt\tlupmcm is nutri-
von. The I und ding 1s that mall v during the
cntical first few years when the hmn achieves 80% of its zdull size, rcurdx men-
tal development. Studies of such children during World War 11 cleardy demon-
strated this. Mahathir must have read this during his medical school days. You
may be endowed with the genes of Einstein but if you are starving all your ef-
fort 1s consumed with survival, not intellectual or creative pursuits. Intutively
everyone understands that.

What is not generally appreciated is that the malnourished infant is also
lethargic, inactive, and not responsive to external stmuli. In the animal world, as
well as with humans, such babics are often protected and shiclded by their car-
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ing mothers. They are not likely to be receiving much needed sumulation, fac-
tors which are known to enhance neural (brain cell) development. To brain cells,
such stimulations are akin to physical exercises for muscular development. Thus
to what extent is thetr d: due to mal ion as pared to the lack
of emotional and intellectual stimulation? It is difficult to differentiate, but what
1s known is that these unfortunate children suffer twice the handicap.

Our understanding of the role of nutrinon, external stimulation, and learn-
ng on intellectual development goes far beyond the simple linear relationship
accepted decades ago. Studies on poor rural Guatemalan children demonstrated
that these children, given proper nutntional supplement high in protein, did in-
deed have higher Intelligence Quouent (1Q) scores than those fed poorer diets.
Such d | ded nghtinto adulthood, long after the suppl had
stopped. It s also known that children from higher social economic status who
are under-nounshed because of medical conditions have higher 1Q than children
from lowlsocial classes who are similarly malnourished. The assumption here is
that these infants from rich familics, even though malnounshed, were subjected
to more sumulation and emotional support than children of poor families. Thus
such apparently inconsequential activities like playing with toys, cooing, and oth-
cr socal s it Hlectual develog Children from poor and
large famulics arc deprived such posinve mfluences. Consequently they have low-
er Qs

A long ignored cntical factor is the womb, the baby's prenatal environment.
Fetal brain achicves a quarter of 1ts adult size at birth. Neural development is
fragile and sensitive, readily impatred by vitamin deficiency, malnutrition, infec-
tion, and exposure to chemicals. Similarly, prolonged difficult labor, with the
brain cells depraved of oxygen, results in varying degrees of brain damage.
These conditions are endemic in poor sociocconomic and disadvantaged groups,

With the present greater understanding and better appreciation of the con-
tnbutons from both environmental and hereditary factors, and their complex
interactions, sweeping claims such as Mahathir's on the critical or supremacy role
of onc over the other would bring widespread condemnaton. Witness the con-
troversy and rousing denunciation of the authors of The Bell Curve: Intellgence and
Class Structure in Amencan Life following its publication. The book, written by two
socal scientists rather than gencucists, purports 1o show that differences be-
tween racial groups (specifically between Blacks and Whites) in cvery aspect of
A life—acad ach , soctal class, carning power, and includ-
ing the divoree rates—are related to their inherent differences in intelligence or
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“cognitive ability.” These authors are convinced that such differences are inher-
ent or genetically determined and that remedial programs like Head Start aimed
at helping children of disadvantaged familics are not beneficial.

The authors of Tl Bell Curre make much ado of the fact that 1Qs of East
Asians, (Chinese, Koreans, and Japanesc) are consistently higher than Whites.
The two White authors repeatedly emphasized that observation as if 1o prove
their objectivity. 1 wonder what their findings would have been a few generations
ago when these East Asians were simply “dumb Japs” and “coolies?”

Back in Asia, the Japanese do not think highly of the Koreans. No surprise
then that Korean children in Japanese schools consistently score lower than their
Japanese parts on 1Q tests ad 1 by, you guessed t, the Japanese.
In contrast, in America Koreans i every one else, including )
Americans. So much for the reliability of these comparative studies.

The 1Q scores of various social and racial groups are invariably higher by as
much as 25 points in subsequent generations. It is highly unlikely that genctics
could explain such rapid changes in a characteristic. This phenomenon, first ob-
served by of all people a political scientist, is called the Flynn cffect. Today's
Blacks may score lower than contemporary Whites but they did better than
Whites of a generation ago. This increase reflects the better nutrition, parenting,
and extensive schooling of today’s children, Blacks and Whites. This further sug-
gests that 1Q tests are not independent of these factors. In America today, no
one refers to “dumb Irish” or “dumb Itahans” now that some of them have be-
come presidents and supreme court judges.

Those scienuists with strong views on the genetic basis of intelligence tend to
be socual scientists—practitioners of the soft science—rather than biologists. To
these social 1 cisa | concept, g that corre-
lates with their 1Q test scores. There are few “hard” or natural scientists who
subseribe to the genctic view, most notably the Nobel laureate (in physics)
Willam Shockley. He believed so strongly in genetics that he started a sperm
bank of PhD and Nobel laureate donors (presumably all Whites). So far no no-
table personages have claimed to have come from that source. Stephen Jay
Gould in bus book The Mismeasnre of Man, debunks the premises and methods of
the soft sciences. With his usual elogquence and scienufic ngor, Gould dismisses
1Q measurements of the different races as the modern equivalent of nincteenth
century craniometry, the “science” that attributed human behaviors and traits 1o
vanous shull and body conformatons.

'8 Jaf
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Correlation and Causation

THE TOOLS of the social scientists are population surveys and tests. They
have an obsession with statistical analyses and often make preposterous conclu-
sions based on correlation. In statistics, one of the first things drummed into
students” heads is that correlation does not imply causation. That is, just because
an event s linked or correlated with another does not mean the first caused the
second, or vice versa. The example used to permanently imprnt this caution on
student’s mind is the simple experiment correlating the rate of drowning with
that of ice cream consumpuon. Sure enough, at least in temperate zones, dunng
hot summer months when ice cream consumption is highest, they have the
largest number of drowning, Conversely, when ice cream consumption is low in
deep winter, the incidence of d g is negligible The correl 1s almost

perfect. But no one in his right mind would rationally suggest banning ice cream
sales to &rncm drowning bascd on such a spurious correlation.

Too often i socal saience and epidemiological studies much 1s made of such
links. When one reads that coffee causes cancer or red meat is related 1o heart
disease, these are the sorts of studies upon which far reaching public policy rec-
ommendations arc sometimes made.

Much of the data on the inheritance of intelligence comes from studies on
twins, especially monozygotc (those ansing from a single fertiized egy that
splits carly, so the twins have identical genes) who were separated soon after
birth. Their 1Q scores were then compared with those raised together, other
dizygotic (separate cggs) twins, and siblings. Similar comparative studies are also
made of adopted children. By comparing the degree of differences and similar-
ities of their 1Q scores, scientists can speculate on the relative contributions of
genes and environment. But twins are relatvely uncommon and those separated
at birth, rarer sull. In staustcs, fewer samples amount to greater errors. Hence
the difficulty in interprenng these studies. Besides, it is simply crroncous to at-
tnbute the stnking correlaton between the 1Qs of identical twins raised apart to
their genes alone. The similanties may reflect their identical prenatal (womb) en-
vironment which they share for the critical first mine months of their existence.
Thus to truly separate geneuc and environmental factors one would have to have
an wentical twin pair that was the result of s s fertlizanon, implanted into
scparate wombs. Only then can onc fully attribute any differences to the envi-
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ronment and similaritics to the genes. Such an experiment, though technically
possible, would raise serious cthical concerns,

Nonetheless, from various studies of twins and siblings raised together and
apart, vanous on the h bility of human 1l or 1Q scores
(the two may not necessarly be the same) have been made. These range from
0.4 10 0.8. A score of 1.0 means it is completely genetically determined and 0,
wholly environmental. Interestingly, the highest figure (.8) is from an English se-
nies, an impressive study in that it has the greatest number of twins involved. Un-
fortunately, that survey had been the subject of much criticism, with charges of
outright fraud leveled at the author. More recent composite statistical (meta)
analyses of the vanous studies indicate a hentability factor of less than half
(0.48), mdicating a major role for nurture.

There 1s sull the intriguing observation that there are indeed persistent dif-
ferences in 1Q scores of vanous races even after such environmental variables
as socal status and economic conditions are factored in. The implication of this
finding 1s unknown. But whatever it 1s, it certainly menits scientific inquiry. The
msight and wisdom accrued from such studics should be for enlightening and
better understanding of the differences in the vanous races and not, as now, be
used to aggrandize onc’s sense of racial superionity,

Measuring Intelligence

1Q TESTS arc a scries of patterns, shapes, and geometric forms that one has to
match. These tests are supposed to be culturally neutral as no language is in-
volved. Another consists of wntten instructions on word comparisons and as-
soctations. It thus requires a certain familianty with language. Both forms are
objective in the sense that no subjective judgment of the examiner is involved.
The tests can be scored by machines, hence they can be administered en masse.
1 remember being tested while in primary school. Frankly they were fun, much
like a game. Furthermore, unlike regular school tests, one did not have to study
for them. Those same tests 1 had in 1950 are being used today with minimal
modifications.

In real science or even in the everyday world we hardly use the same meas-
unng devices or tests that were used a decade ago. Take the device to “test”
weights. The familiar daang (traditional weigh scalc) gave way to the balance
scale, which in turn yiclded to the electronic machine. Similarly, to gauge tem-
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perature we had the mercury thermometer. Now electronic ones, based entirely
on different physical panciples. They are more accurate, fast, and safe: no glass
to break, hence no cuts and nisk of mercury poisoning, Even with the simple
task of assessing temperature, no one device or test is good for all circum-
stances. Mercury thermometers are uscless for extremely high temperatures be-
cause the mercury would vaponize. Nor is it accurate at extreme cold.

Saocial scientists would like us to believe that the same 1Q tests they used for
the last fifty years are just as good and valid today and under all circumstances.
They claim that cultural biases have been climinated. Thus the tests could be ad-
ministered to children in Boston as well as Botswana. They could but whether
the results would be valid or reliable remains to be proven. | venture that pyg-
mies do not excel on modern 1Q tests because geometric shapes and patterns
arc alien to them. Theirs is a world of different hues of green and varying sound
pitches. If pygmy psychologists were to design 1Q tests they would no doubt use
shades 8F color and different sound pitches. Imagine how well we would do on
those tests. Yet would our shortcomings be indicative of lower intelligence?
There are different cultural interpretations of intelligence. The smart pygmy
hunter is one who can tell the difference between the hissing of a poisonous
snake and the wind rustling through the leaves.

To prove his pont that these 1Q tests are akin to the discredited saence of
cramometry, Gould administered them on his Harvard students. Just over half
of them had superior scores. Astoundingly, 10% performed poorly. So much for
the test. Or perhaps Harvard was not that selectve a college after all

Many psychologists now believe that intelligence is not the one dimenstonal
cntity (the “g” of general intelligence) as it is widely und, 1. Harvard edu-
cational psychologist Howard Gardner postulated at least seven aspects of hu-
man intelbgence. These are hinguistic, mathematical/logical, spaual, musical,
bodily kinesthetic, interpersonal rel. hip, and I I i i
Different cultures emphastze different attributes. Western cultures put a premi-
um on linguistic and logical/mathematical concepts. East Asian cultures, with
thewr kawi senpts and the need to hy Is of symbols, approy
ately value memory and mathematical apurude. In the South Seas where survival
depends on the skills to read the subtleues of wind, waves, and stars for navi-
gating their sailing crafts, spaval ability and bodily kinestheuc are tmportant.
That intelligent pygmy hunter relics very much on his keen hearing and cyesight
to bang home game, and to survive.
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How Genes Operate

LET US, for the sake of argument, assume that intelligence is primarily deter-
mined by genes, as Mahathir posits. The way genes work is as follows, They are
portions of the DNA molecule that act as templates for the production of spe-
afic proteins, usually enzymes. These proteins in turn control a particular devel-
opment or metabolism in the body. The gene is localized on a definable part of
the chromosome. Thus the gene for blood type is located on chromosome num-
ber 9. 1f one has the gene for type A or B, that will be one’s blood type; if one
has both (our chromosomes are paired, so A could be on one chromosome and
B on the second) then one’s type is AB; if one has neither A nor B then the type
would be O. (Because the gene for O is recessive, it is not expressed in the pres-
ence of cither A or B genes, which are dominant.) Thus, we have the four blood
types, A, B, AB, and O, but no gradations of A or B.

If intelligence 1s the result of a single gene, then those who have the gene
would be intelligent, conversely those who don't are “intellectually challenged.”
On a population basis, the result would be a group of people who are intelligent
(those fortunate to have the gene) and another who are mentally-challenged
(without the gene). A bipolar distribution in statstician’s verbiage. Instead, intel-
ligence is distnbuted along a bell curve, so named because it resembles a bell, fat
m the middle and tapenng symmetrically at both ends. The largest groups are
people with average intelligence, and smallest numbers are those who are ex-
tremely intelligent or very retarded.

To explain this bell or normal distribution, we have to postulate not one but
muluple sites or genes for intelligence, just like the carlier example on body
heght and skin color. Those lucky enough to have all the gene forms would have
the highest intelligence and those with the fewest would have the lowest. As with
height, most of the population are smack nght in the middle, the safe average.
In modern genenes there is the concept of suppressor and enhancor genes
which function 10 regulate other genes. Those would also contribute to the nor-
mal distribution of a characteristic.

Having accepted that intelligence is polygenic, one still has to explain how the
proteins produced by these genes affect intellig and brain develop
One would postulate that these proteins control neural development and/or the
way brain cells i Brain cells through transfers of
chemicals called neurotransmitters. Dozens of these substances have been iden-
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" bind

ufied. It may well be that people have an of these “smart”
transmitters allowing their bran cells to communicate easily and rapidly.

People with depression, for example, are known (0 have low levels of sero-
tonmn, a y The img ¢ of this discovery 1s that
there are now effective medications that would increase the level of serotonin.
Today, the lives of millions of depressed people are enhanced by such drugs as
Prozac. Some cases of depression are cleary inhented, as judged by their famil-
ial pattern. Regardiess, because of the greater understanding of its neurochem-
ical basis, depression 1s a highly treatable condition. The genetic aspect of the
disease thus becomes merely a point of interest and not the overriding concern.

With regard to intellectual function and development, | trust and respect the
work and conclusions of neurobiologists working with biving brawn ussues, rather
than mcul scienusts with their scantron machines and #2 lead pencil tests. If fu-
ture biologists discover the b al basis of ntelligence it would likely be
alony, e pattern of depression. Then, even if we do discover that intelligence
1s pnmanly genencally determined, we would put that information to beneficial
use, just like we did with the knowledge on depression. Perhaps there will be
“smart” foods and medicatons that would increase the level of neurotransmit-
ters responsible for intelligence.

Will it mean that one can, by simply popping pills, understand quantum
physics or appreciate the subl, of Shakesy s ch ? Hardly. What it
would probably mean 1s that those presently retarded could be helped with med-
lcanons to open up new pathways i their brains to facibtate the learning
process. Or those whose brans are damaged by trauma or stroke could relearn
basic functions. Unlike the discoverics of social scientists which so often play to
onc’s prejudices and feclings of racial supenonty, such neurobiological findings
would instead be used to help our less fortunate fellow humans.

“There are already tantalizing discoveries along these lines. There are indeed
chemucals and extracts of hetb (Gingkoba, for example) that have been shown
to improve or retard the memory loss in Alzheimer's discase. They appear to in-
crease the microcirculation, thus the supply of nutrients and oxygen to the nerve
cells. There have been ancedotal reports of cnhanced memory functon in nor-
mal ndividuals taking these herb. Memory and intelligence may or may not be
related. The present strategy in treating Alzheimer's disease is to increase the lev-
cls of these neurotransmitters with drugs ke Donopezil and Ticrine.
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Race and Intelligence

WHEN psychologists talk about racial differences in intelligence, what they
mean is that the median (roughly translated, the mid point) 1Q score of one
racial group is significantly different from that of another. Thus, Blacks are per-
ceived to be less intelligent because their median score is about 15 points less
than that of Whites. Because the scores for each group is normally distributed,
there is considerable overlap between the different populations. Therefore there
would still be Blacks with 1Q over 120, but their numbers would be fewer than
those of Whites.

Transferring the findings to Malaysia, this means that there would be fewer
Malays, as compared to other races, with an 1Q of over 120. Perhaps instead of
12%%, Malays would have only 5%. That being the case, all the more we must em-
phasize environmental factors so that those few bright and talented Malays
would develop maximally and none wasted. Thus, instead of constantly carping
on how dumb or less smart Malays are, the emphasis should be in ensuring that
cvery Malay with potential be given all the opportunitics and encouragement to
maximize his or her talent.

In Malaysia the exact opposite is done. The best and brightest are often neg-
lected. There is no reward for excellence or ment. Nor are bright students suffi-
acenty challenged. Far too many are taking the casy way out by pursuing such
“soft” disciplines as Malay or Religious Studies. 1f Malays believe in their genct-
ic inferionty they should spare no effort in developing and encouraging the pre-
clous few who are smart.

Shaharuddin Ma'arof in his perceptive book, The Concept of Hero in Malay So-
aety, recalls the story in classical Malay literature, Hikayat Pelayaran Abdullab (lit.
The Voyages of Abdullah) about an intelligent young boy whose bright idea
saved hundreds of his countrymen. The kingdom was frequently attacked by fly-
ing fish. The sultan, with typical disregard for his subjects’ lives, had ordered his
men to line up to block the attack. Consequently many were killed, impaled by
the fishes' sharp snouts. The smart boy suggested that banana plants be grown
along the beaches to absorb the attack. It worked wonderfully and the sultan was
most grateful. But the gratitude was short-lived. The sultan was warned by his
munisters that such a brilliant young mind would only cause problems later.
Imagine what other bright ideas he would come up as an adult. Sensing a threat,
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the sultan promptly killed the young man. With leaders like that it would be hard
to find smart subjects.

Dr. Mahathir’s rash assertion that Malays just “don't have it” is bunk. At a
time when Malays nceded the most encouragement, guidance, and direction, un-
certain of their own abilities, they received the equivalent of a knock on their
collective heads with a brick. There is no telling how many young impression-
able Malay minds have been damaged and stunted by his irresponsible statement.
Mahathir is quick to chasuse Malays for their excessive fatalism which he blames
on their ancestral animist beliefs and misinterpretanon of Islam. Malays now
have yet another reason to be fatalistic and 1o accept things as they are. Thanks
to Mahathir's pscudo scienufic treatise, they can now blame their genes for their
failures and inadequacies, a biologic determinism just as destructive as the reli-
gious onc.

I am reminded of the cloquent prayer to have the serenity to accept things
that cangpt be changed, the courage to change things that cannot be accepted,
and the wisdom to tell the two apart. There is nothing that one can do about
one’s genetic makeup. That 1s what God has bestowed uniquely upon each indi-
vidual. But we can, with training and proper guidance, make the best use of
whatever talent He has endowed us.

As onc of the few Malays in his ime who was trained in the sciences, Dr. Ma-
hathir had considerable credibility in the community. He was nghtly looked up-
on as with a special k ledge on human biology. If Anwar Ibrahim,
Mahathir’s erstwhile deputy, were to make similar assertions even buttressed with
his usual penchant for quoting various experts and philosophers, he would be
simply sidiculed and ignored. After all, what does a graduate in Malay Studies
know about genctics and human intelligence?

In 1960's Mahathir, as Chairman of the Higher Education Commission, cf-
fectively and persuasively championed the cause of Malays in higher cducation.
Indeed, many of his suggestions on reforming schools and criteria for admussion
into universitics were subsequently adopted. In his early wrtings and speeches
Mahathir nghdy d the vanous T3 | factors that
prevented Malay excellence in higher education and the professions. These were
well articulated, elegantly convincing, and eminently rational viewpoints. It is un-
fortunate that in his book he did not amplify them.

As Minister of Education, Mahathir greatly expanded ed | opportu-
nitics for Malay youths. He increased the number of residential schools and em-
phasized the sciences. As Pime Minister he built many new universitics. Directy
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as the result of his many iniuatives Malay sciennsts, engineers, and doctors are
no longer a rarity. One of the more gratifying sights today is 1o sce even in small
towns, private clinics operated by Malay physicians, During my youth there were
very few Malay doctors and almost all were in government service, doing ad-
mistratve chores. Today, thanks in large measure o Mahathir's effort, old
racial stereotypes have disappeared. If 1 were 10 £0 back to my old school now
and tell the srudents that Malays cannot handle the sciences and engincering, 1
would get a stunned look of disbelicf from them. And nightly so.

Despite Mahathir's reservations on the intelligence of Malays, we have
made remarkable progress in educanion and the professions simply because of
the beer opportunines provided. Imagine the headway Malays would have
made had Mahathir not handicapped us with his half-baked theory of genetic in-
feronty. How more effectve Mahathir's policies would have been if he did not
hatbor reservanons on the mnate capabilities of Malays. 1 am astounded that
Mahathie willingly accepts the premuse that Malays arc less smart than others. 1f
others are so much smarter by virtue of their racial henitage, how come India
and China are so backward? Indians in India could hardly arrange a two-car pa-
rade without a heated argument. As for China, it is only now enjoying some sem-
blance of stabiliy

One of my greatest regrets is that | did not rebut Mahathir soon after the
publication of his book. As one of the few Malays in science then, 1 felt an acute
and particular sense of obligation to challenge him. 1is thoughtless and unsub-

! claims did considerable harm to Malays. On the contrary, Mahathie
should be encouraging and nspining the younger generation. Itis incumbent up-
on those Malays who are 10 be well endowed intell lly to inspire
and encourage those less privileged 1o overcome their handicaps.

Decades earhier, another illustrious Malaysian, Pendita Za'aba, in an clo-
quently simple essay recounted the varied causes of Malay backwardness and
poverty, attnbuting them to “factors of geography™ The hot stifling heat for
one, s hardly conducive to hard physical labor or vigorous intellectual discourse.

T ply, his luad v cheied no widespread reaction. Perhaps it
was the reflection of the pseudo sophistication of the time that equared sim-
plicity with simple-mindedness. Thus Za'aba's views were casily ignored.

A Malaysian doctor who read Mahathir'’s book as a teenager two decades ear-
lier, on heaning of my project wrote me 1o express his contempt for Mahathir's
weas. The Malsy Dilenmea, this young doctor 1old me, doces not descrve the dig-
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Chapter [V

Ulness of Urbanization

RADITIONAL Malay society is primarily rural and agrarian. Like other in-
digenous populations, Malays were poor, existed on subsistence living, and
unaffected by modern development.

Urbanization 1s one remedy prescribed by Mahathir to overcome the eco-
nomic dilemmas of Malays. He reasons that moving Malays into towns and citics
would usher them into the modern economy. It would encourage them to inter-
act with other cultures and thereby acquire some of the positive habits of the

dus Through Malays would avail themselves of
supenor amenities: better schools, improved health care, and most importantly,
brghter job opportunities. Malays would not then be trapped tilling rice fields or
tapping rubber trees.

The migration of Malays out of the kampongs has been truly massive. In
1957, 8190 of Malays lived in rural areas but by 1995 the figure had dropped
10 below 50, Whether this 1s the result of an effective government policy or
merely reflects a worldwide trend scen in both developing and developed
countrics 1s uncertain. Other Third World countries experienced similar high
rates of urbanization without there being any overt encouragement from their
Bovernments,

The 1957 figures are misleading and overstate the case. Town Malays were for
the most part segregated from the urban mainstream. They lived in enclaves of
traditional kampongs within the municipality. As Malaysian towns and cities were
not fully developed or modern then, such villages with their stilt houses did not
stand in stark contrast to the equally drab urban surroundings. In Kuala Lumpur

51
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one such cnclave was Kampong Baru. In social dynamics and economy such
Malay urban scttlements, like Muar’s Lorong Sembilan in Norazit Sclal's socio-
logical treatise Urban Sursinil, were Ly The g urban
Malays not in such kampongs were pubiic servants lhmg in their equally segre-
gated government quarters.

Mahathir is not the first leader to sense that there is something inhibitory as-
soctated with kampong milicu and bifestyle. Soon after independence, Tun Razak
tried to instill some of the charactenstic resourcefulness and industry of the im-
migrant races onto kampong Malays by encouraging them to undergo similar
migration, only internally and within the country. He astutely recognized that the
successes of the immigrants were not the function of their race or cultural su-
periority rather the fact that they were immugrants. Presumably, the Chinese and
Indians who were content with their lot would remain in their nauve land rather
chanainggharr future in an alien country. These immigrants then were a self-se-
lected gfbup of hardworking and determined individuals who seek to better
themselves by emigraung, It was hoped that 1if Malays could be similarly en-
couraged to leave therr kampongs, some of the posttve attributes of the immi-
grant spiat would rub off on them.

Thus was born the massive rural development scheme. Vast tracts of virgin
jungles were cleared to prepare for rubber and palm oil plantations. These were
coordinated by the Federal Land Development Authonty (FELDA) to ensure
success. Malay villagers were encouraged to particapate with the promise that
once the lands were developed these “proncer” families would receive utles to
thewr acreages. The scheme resembled the land grants of carly Amenica except
that the government played a major role in ther development.

There was bittle enthusiasm ininally among the villagers for these projects.
Rightly so, as these developments were in deep remote jungles. To the peasants,
moving from the relauve comfort of their kampongs to the densc jungles was
not exactly enticing, despite the glowing promuses of land ownership. The gov-
ernment wiscly did not compel them, rather it persisted through gentle persua-
sions hoping that success would sell the project.

In my village a farmer and his young family took the offer. The family's de-
parture from the villige must have looked ke what immigrants expenenced
when they left their naove land. There was much hugging, sobbing, and the re-
peated questioning of the wisdom of leaving one's family and friends. All these
mixed with proffered prayers for success and a safe journcy for the departing
members. Very emotional. In reality the nsks and challenges faced by them were
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nowhere companable to those of the real immigrants. They were not crossing
vast oceans and their future was more or less planned. They were promiscd land,
support, and guidance from their government. Still, leaving one’s loved ones and
familiar surroundings can be very stressful indeed.

Within a few years, just as the planncrs predicted, this young man returned to
the village for a visit, bringing with him the bounty of his endeavor for all to see.
He brought tales of a wonderful new life and the benevolence of the govern-
ment. Although he worked very hard nonctheless, three years later he was ready
to reap the tangible rewards. His rubber trees were now ready for tapping and
he would expect an income exceeding the village school teacher. As if to prove
his paint he showed off his brand new motorcycle. To top it, his comfortable
new home built by the government had clectricity and piped water, a far cry
from the village stilt shack he left behind.

Suddenly, other success stories simular to that villager began to spread and in-
terests in these new land schemes exploded. Today, FELDA is one the largest
operators of palm oil and rubber estates. These pioncer farmers did very well in-
deed. With the country becoming more developed, the once remote jungles
where they were setded are now no longer 5o isolated. Many in fact are close to
major developments. One scheme in particular was near the country’s spanking
new airport. Consequently, some of these pioncers received untold riches when
their land suddenly rocketed in value. Many became instant millionaires when
they sold their holdings.

FELDA and other similar projects were remarkably successful in reducing ru-
ral poverty. Tun Razak managed to graft some of the positive attributes of the
immugrants onto Malays through such schemes. They were also successful for a
variety of other reasons. Tun Razak properly emphasized rural development, in
words and in deeds. He had a special ministry exclusively for this purpose, with
him in charge. He put the full weight and prestige of his prime ministership to
that ing. Equally imp ing Malays out of their kampongs and
onto these land schemes was not so disruptive socially and psycho-
logically.

Unlike Tun Razak, Mahathir prefers that Malays leave the kampongs for the
atics and towns. Unfortunately, Mahathir’s positive views on the benefits of
modern urban life are not shared by many Malays. Their image of urban living,
as portrayed in movies and popular literature, is where everything goes; with tra-
dition and the usual social restraints abandoned. A place where everyone is for
himself and success means doing whatever one can get away with. In Malay pulp
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novels of the 1950’ and 60's, the heroes are invariably portrayed as libidinous
swindlers, living on scedy streets, cavorting with prostitutes, and constantly out-
smarung the authorities. Every pursuit except honest clean living.

Nor has the image of big city changed sut ally since. In r ¥
literature and popular media, the city is where the fabulously rich flaunt their op-
ulent Lifestyles; with their family members squabbling over the spoils. A place
where wealth 1s rarely acquired through honest and diligent work but through
political connections and corruption. Rare indeed is the city portrayed as where
one can better oneself by going to night school; a place where international
trades are transacted or serious issues of the day deliberated.

“The reality of urban life is of course vastly different. The bulk of Malay mid-
dle class arc adjusting quite well to living in the modern urban environment. De-
spite the many constraints, they try very hard to maintain their traditional kinship
and fn‘ly bonds. Like urban dwellers everywhere, they are very much con-
cerned with matters of daily living: making house payments, getting kids to
school, and being at work on ume. One of the positive legacies of the NEP is
the sizable and stable Malay middle class urbanites. Their critical mass cases con-
siderably their adjustment to the new and alien environment.

Slumville, Malaysia

NOT ALL urban Malays live in neat suburban terrace houses or bungalows.
Many are cither compacted into huge high-nise and high density public housing
projects or worse, strewn in totally unregulated squatter slums.

These slum dwellings have a particularly apt Malay name—rumab Aslat (lit.
lightening houses). So-called because of the lightening speed with which they get
built. These shacks are literally none today, here tomorrow: They are the typical
Third World shanty dwellings with un roofs and plywood walls. Perhaps they are
shghtly better than the cardboard “dwellings” of America’s homeless. Often,
their only source of water s a long slender hose attached surreputiously to a
public pipe some distance away. Those are the lucky ones. Most rely on the roof
run-offs. Fortunately Malaysia has abundant ranfall. But duning the dry scason
these poor folks revert to rivers and streams, which also serve as their out-hous-
es. No wonder the nvers are so polluted.

To fully appreciate the situation, visit these settlements after a heavy down-
pour. With their inadequate drainage and lack of scwer facilines, the stench is
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unbearable. Everywhere are pools of stagnant water, serving as ready breeding
grounds for mosquitoes. No wonder deadly discases like dengue, transmitted by
mosquitoes, are endemic in urban Malaysia.

What is frightening is that the foods sold at roadside stalls, marketplaces, and
school canteens are cooked in many of these huts. The public health implica-
tions are just horrendous. Granted, these slums are light years ahead of those in
y, Manila, or Dhaka, but that is little consolation for the customers
and children who would be infected from eating contaminated foods produced
under these unhygienic conditions. Like mher Third World munmcg oulhm!u
of enteric diseases duc to food occur with sick
Even in supposedly modern Kuala Lumpur md l’tnmg. ou(hmh of cholera
and g; (a clear refl of an appalling level of public health) are
not rarc.

Clumps of these squzn:r huts are readily visible and ulmom wall a:ept the
city planners. Often these dilapidated shacks are i 2! posed to the
palatial mansions of Kuala Lumpur. Attend an clegant party at one of these es-
tates and amidst the beautiful people and refined furniture, and barely hidden
from view, are these shabby huts. The guests’ sensibilities, much less their ap-
petite, arc hardly affected by such jarring images.

These slum settlers are not politically naive. Displayed prominently some-
where is a plaque indicating an active branch of UMNO. Banners and other sym-
bols of the party are also conspicuously displayed. It is difficult to tell whether
these settlers are loyal party supporters or merely using the pennants as protec-
tive devices, much like ancient villagers hanged branches and dead animals as tal-
isman against evil spints. They must be cffective for these settlements endure,
unmolested by the powers that be.

To solve the squatters” problem the government built numerous low cost
mulustory housing projects. These units are materally superior to rumab kilut. At
least they have indoor plumbing, piped water, and electricity—when they work.
But they are just as cramped and devoid of pravacy as squatter huts. And unlike
the squatters, these high-rise dwellers have little sensc of community. They are
families thrown together by the housing burcaucracy, a mass of total strangers
forced to become neighbors overnight. In the slums one usually has to be “in-
vited" by those already there to set up one’s hut. As a result these squatters have
a sense of solidarity and social coh a definite sense of com-

munity.



56 THE MALAY DILEMMA REVISITED

These mul y l arc imp only as models displayed at city
hall or the housing muusU) That's where visiting dignitarics are taken 10 see the
clegant plans and layouts. The reality 1s dramatically different. The beautiful
green spaces with the toy swings and other amenities of playground scen in the
models are in actuality, nothing but rusted metals with sharp edges strewn all
over the B grass. The ling open ditches are plugged and stag-
nant, with a stench to match. Further, since the bfts (clevators) never seem to
funcuon, the poor souls in the “penthouse” suites have to trudge up many stairs.
Now | understand why those upper units are cheaper. On the rare occasions
when clevators do work, no one wants to use them because of the awful smell.
Likewise, corndors and hallways arc hittered with garbage. If there are refuse
bins they are usually overflowing and never emptied. Inspecting these units one
finds broken windows, bashed up doors, dangerous loose wiring, and overloaded
clectrical outlets. These poorly i and v supervised build
are ets for vandal esirable bek These el pangss
(lit. compacted homes) resemble the decaying inner city projects that blight ma-
jor Amencan urban centers.

The chaotic and generally unattractive physical surroundings are matched on-
Iy by the listless, apathetic, and psychologically numbed inhabitants. These high-
nse complexes are nothing but a collection of human pigeon holes rather than
a community or soaal unit. The sense of social anomie 15 sclf-evident. It 1s not
surprsing that these complexes are breeding grounds for many socal patholo-
gies. In many buildings, drug use 15 ampant and done very openly.

Despite the obvious social pathology there are remarkably few studies on the
human dynamics of these new urban environments.

There 15 a concerted politeal effort 10 encourage Malay urbanization in part
to counter non-Malay urban voters. In many Third World countries there 1s the
“push™ factor of rural poverty: shortage of arable land and increasing popula-
uon. To a large extent these are absent in Malaysia. More likely 1t 1s the “pull”
factors of the aty: better job opportunities, aty bights and amenities, and per-
haps to escape the stulufy d

Often people do not hl\t a choice. Whether they bike 1t or not they are sim-
ply thrust into an urban b or “url
without mugraton.” The whole island of Penang 1s now semi-urban. Former
fishing villages had been swallowed up by encroaching aty development. These
formerly close knit communities were sensclessly truncated and bifurcated by
new roads and developments, cutting off the coastal accesses for these fisher-

and other

of rural ¢
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men. As if thosc were not enough, their usual fishing grounds had been deci-
mated by pollution, depriving them of what little livelihood they had.

When the colonial Brtish brought in immigrants from India to work on the
rubber estates, they provided respectable living quarters, complete with temples
and schools. The British masters did their best to provide for their workers a liv-
ing community. These communities still exist to this day, their familial and com-
munity bonds maintained through gencrations. A tnbute to their enlightened
employers of the past.

Today's businesses, local and foreign, have no comparable compassion for
their employees. A few provide spartan hostels for their single female workers
but nothing more. There are no attempts at ameliorating the social conditions ot
providing amenities for the workers to improve themselves. There are no or-
ganized recreauonal, social, or edi | acuvitics. The empl " interest ex-
tends only to ensuring that their workers get to work on time. Hence the bus
duslung (factory buses). No wonder there are huge turnovers of workers and con-
sequent low productivity, No matter, these employers would simply go back to
the villages or neighboring countnes to recruit new ones. A few union activists
di ofa life at
these factory hostels, but their efforts are thwarted by employers fearful that the
workers would get uppity or become unionized.

With the lack of proper dwellings, shanty towns ansc around factories and
towns. These settlements are neither rural nor urban. They have none of the
convenience and amenitics of a city nor the comfort and tranquillity of a kam-
pong, Settlements like Rawang, near Kuala Lumpur, which sprung around an in-
dustnal plant, are “an industrial limbo, for which no name exists” (Seabrook.)

The city that Mahathir describes in his book, with modern facilities, parks, or-
derly, and well-maintained, is an illusion. Malaysian citics, like other Third World
metropolises, have expanded far too rapidly and their physical and soctal ameni-
ties have not kept up. These “conurbations of the South™ writes Seabrook, “are
lands of polluted, d dd iscropolis.” They are glant public
health ume bombs. For decades Kuala Lumpur, despite a burgeoning popula-
tion, did not add a single hospital bed. Until recently, the sewer facilities were
what the Brtish left behind.

Because of the shortage of central sewer treatment plants, developers had 1o
provide individual sepuc tanks for each home, even in large projects. This high-
ly inefficient system is subject to frequent breakdowns. Stroll along the exclusive
neighborhood of Damansara Heights, Kuala Lumpur, and one sces green shime

and social workers have pted to organize

vast
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on retaining walls, telltale signs of leaking septic tanks. From the odor there is
no mistaking what they are. Many builders purposcly break the bottom of these
tanks once they passed inspection so they would never have to be pumped out.
It is no surpnse that in Klang \’allcy with In:rally rrulllom of septic tanks, there

are few I involved in pumping or g them. H may
save on the cost u!’ mamuumng their tanks, but the prce is massive ground wa-
ter £ g the whole ity. Around Kuala Lumpur, over

half of the test wells have contaminated water. anhlcmng,

Other public facilities are similarly severely strained. Schools have not kept
up. The water treatment plant was what the Bntish left behind, never expanded
or upgraded until very recently. Interruptions in water supply are so routine that
houscholds have adjusted by installing holding tanks. Unfortunately, these tanks
are totally unregulated and are often rusty, posing yet another health hazard.
Similacly with the roads. A tract development with thousands of units would
have dv one narrow access street. With such congestion, traffic accidents and
fatalities are truly hornfic.

Social Ills

COMPOUNDING the detenioration of public facilities is the epidemic of so-

cial pathology—drug addiction, /pak (loitering and mall rats), bohsa (delinquen-

q) and the breakdown of familics—afflicting urban Malays. These ills arc a
of an underl d g socal system.

Whatever good urbamzauon has dunt for Malays, the price has been high.
The urban ifestyle is foreign to them. It is not surprising that they are dispro-
portionately represented among the socially dysfunctional. It 1s ume to examine
these attendant social costs and institute plans to alleviate them. Unfortunatcly,
official responses to date have been nothing but platitudes: more religion, more
morality, and more discipline. There is minimal attempt at studying thesc prob-
lems or even trying to get an accurate estimate of their magnitudc.

Malay urbanites of the 1960 adapted remarkably well. Malaysia’s first sub-
urb, Petaling Jaya, was very successful. And for a number of reasons. First, these
settlers were almost all government servants already familiar with urban envi-
ronment. Second, their numbers were not overwhelming and thus casily man-
ageable. Third, the town itsclf was rationally planned, with high density terrace
houses mixed with detached bungalows. There were plenty of public spaces for




ERPSSS

Ugliness of Urbanization 59

shops and parks. Fourth, because of their common background (public ser-
vants) there was quick social bonding and the establishing of a sense of com-
munity. It did not take long for these homeowners to put their own individuality

on their dwellings. Cy quickly developed around ques and swnaus
(prayer houses).

In contrast, modern Malaysian towns are i developers’ products
with rows and rows of design duplicated endlessly. There are no

provisions for parks, schools, clinics, or shopping areas. When one looks at the
master plans at city hall or in the developers® artractive brochures, there are clab-
orate designs for parks, common areas, and the ever optimistic projections of
smooth traffic flow. They even have impressive environmental impact studies.
Just to be sure, these projects undergo lengthy reviews, vetted by various im-
pacted departments before being approved. Alas, only the process is impressive.
The results were as if there was no planning at all.

I'ved for a year in Bungsar, a modern suburb of Kuala Lumpur. Until re-
cently, despite the ballooning number of homes there were no parks, shopping
areas, library, or school. The only access was a narrow road off a busy through-
way and without a controlling traffic light. No wonder it was in constant traffic
1am. To make it worse, the slightest downpour would cause severe flooding as
no one from city hall had ever thought of maintaining the culverts. Rains were
truly gifts from heaven for the nearby squatters, an opportunity for them to earn
extra money rescuing stranded cars.

Alternatives to Urbanization

MALAYSIA can reap the benefits of urbanization that Mahathir writes about
without there being massive migration of its people and the attendant social
trauma. It can do this by bringing modern amenitics to ruzal arcas. Alternative-
Iy, it can cushion the negative aspects of urban living through proper planning
and adapting some of the comforting and psychologically stabilizing aspects of
kampong socicty onto these new urban settlements. In short, making kamipongs
more urban-like in terms of creature comforts, and cities more kampong-like in
their social atmosphere. Both measures would not only reduce urbanization but
also make the probl tated with it more geabl

Itis not enough for Malays be urbanized, they must also become more ur-
bane. Crudely put, it is more important to take the kampong out of Malays than
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to take Malays out of the kampongs. A recent example provided by that out-
spoken advocate of “New Malay,” Muhammad Taib, illustrates my pomnt. Taib,
the Chief Minister of Selangor, Malaysia's most urban and prosperous state, was
arrested 1n Australia for carrying cash on his person to the tune of several mil-
Lions. Obviously that “New Malay™ had not heard of such modern financial in-
struments as bankers’ checks and ware transfers of funds. Not only did he incur
the nsk of loss and robbery, but he also lost sizable interest on the cash while
he was traveling. Taib may look suave with his double-breasted swits and other
trappings of the “jet ser,” but scratch a bit, and the kampong oozes out of the
man. Taib was acquitted on a technicality; his sharp counsel pleading that he
(Taib) could not understand the custom’s declaration. The facts of the case were
not disputed. Apparently, despite decades of lving in the aty, Taib has yet to
learn English.

Fag too often urban Malays are like Tasb. They may live in cities and have all
the viapmgs of a modern hifestyle, but in atttude and mentality they are very
much stll in the kampong, They continue having large families despite the added
difficulty brought on by the compactness of urban living, Nor do they take ad-
vantage of the better schools and other modern facilities. In terms of interest
Jost and safety, carrying large amounts of cash 1s akin to the old kampong habit
of putting money under the mattress.

OF the two alternatives stated carlier, modernizing the kampongs would be
far simpler and cheaper. Basically it involves banging in modern infrastruc-
tures—electnaty, potable water, roads, good schools—into the villages. These
basic amenities would greatly relieve the burden and discomfort of rural life.
Potable water, even 1t has to be heavily subsidized, would bring tremendous sav-
ings in terms of improved public health. By building roads, the modern facilitics
of nearby towns and cties would be readily accessible. Presently, many kam-
pongs have water piped in but the supply, as in the cities, 1s crratic and unreli-
able. Similarly, village roads are poorly maintained and represent major hazards.
They contnibute a disproportionate share of highway fatalities. 1f means of
communications are improved, these rural folks would not feel cut off from
modern avilizaton. If rural schools have clectricity and Internet access, for ex-
ample, the whole wide world would be open to the students. In truth, there is
very little wrong with kampony life that modern amenities would not correct.

One way to sumulate as well as underwnite the costs of rural modernization
would be to relocate government agencies to small towns. The incremental costs
of expanding the services and amenities to surrounding rusal areas would then
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be considerably reduced. The Rubber Research Instirute could be moved to
Kuala Pilah, where most of the rubber estates are anyway, and Palm Oil Re-
scarch Institute to Kluang, the heart of palm oil region. Imagine the impact of
such moves on the area’s schools, businesses, and recreational facilities. The sci-
enusts and workers would send their children to local schools and their presence
would enhance the quality of these instirutions. As parents these scientists would
msist upon higher levels of performance. Their well-educared spouses could al-
50 be recruited as teachers. Part of the difficulty n getting good teachers in ru-
ral schools 1s thar spouses work in the cities. These professionals would also
make great school board members. With a critical mass of well-paid and highly-
educated auzens, these rural and small communities would get much needed so-
cial and economic boosts,

There 1s no advantage in having the natonal oil company, Petronas, in Kuala
Lumpur. Why not Kertth, where the oil s> Because of its sheer size, Petronas
would act as an economic anchor and magnet for the community, attracting sup-
port and related industrics. Besides, the rent is considerably cheaper at Kertih.
Sarawak Shell is located in the remote village of Lutong, Because of Shell the fa-
alities in that little community are vastly superior. Its recreational amenitics,
housing, school, and hospital would shame many Malaysian cities. The employ-
ces demand so and the local anzens benefit as a result.

Malaysia could relocate FELDA to Segamat, a small town in Johore, and the
Iashenes Dep to Kuala Trengg: where the fish are. By putting
these agencies closer to the people they serve, they become more effective and
better attuned to the problems of the front-line.

Moving these departments into small towns would gready catalyze the mod-
ernization of these areas. With supenior facilines readily available neatby, there
would fewer reasons for these people 1o leave.

The colonial Briush knew something about this. They located teachers’ col-
leges in small towns like Tanjong Malim. Similarly, Kuala Kangsar, another small
town, is synonymous with Malay College. These institutions are significant eco-
nomic assets to these communities. | fail to see why agencies concerned with ru-
ral development like MARA and FELDA should be in the heart of Kuala
lumpur. Transferring them into small towns would brng thar personnel closer
1o the problems. Perhaps then they would not be distracted by such expensive
frills as country club memberships.

Malaysia can learn from Amenica about decentralization. While the political
capttal is Washington, DC, the financial center is New York. Simularly, the Cen-
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tess for Disease Control (CDC) is 1n Atlanta, the repository for gold in Fort
Knox, and the Space Administration, Houston. The educational institutions are
similarly widely dispersed in towns like Panceton, New Jersey; Colorado Springs,
Colorado; and Corvallis, Oregon.

In Amenica there is a resurgence of interest in the rural way of Life. This “be-
yond the sidewalk™ or back to the country movement is brought on by the in-
creasingly negauve aspects of urban living: congeston, cnmes, and pollution. 1
live in rural America, but because of modern amenities 1 do not feel cut off so-
cially. Within an hour’s easy drve are several colleges and universities, theaters,
and an internanonal airport. Through my computer the world s at my finger
ups. | too, have a well for water supply, but with an clectrical pump 1 enjoy in-
door plumbing just like in the aty. A far cry from the village 1 grew up in.

The second approach 1s to make cities more kampong-like in their social at-
mosphere. In the villages, as Lat’s cartoons so perceptively portray, there are
nvers®o swim, coconut trees to climb, and shady trails to nde onc's bicycles.
What's a city youth to do? Climb telephone poles and fly kites on busy streets?
In the village, with its warm and supporuve system of extended familics, a way-
ward youth gets an uncle’s carly and kind reproach, a forlorn child his grandpar-
ent’s indulgence. Pity the urban young, Their parents are already exhausted trying
to cope with the realives of city hife that they barely have ume for themselves,
let alone for their broods.

In Amenca, the municipalities are deeply involved in numerous recreational
activities for the young and adults alike. There are little league teams, swimmung
programs, arts and crafts, and music classes. These publicly subsidized and high-
ly affordable programs provide healthy outlets for youths' bountiful energies.
Bandarayas (City Hall) should insutute similar programs in its housing projects.
Each complex should have its own pre-and elementary schools, clinic, recre-
auonal area, and swrun (place of hip). We should with

Pprof
ate inducements like reduced rents, teachers, policemen, and imams (religious

leaders) to live n these complexes. The presence of these authonity figures
would deter anu-social behavior among the tenants.

These housing projects have minimal sense of community partly because
their inhabitants share litde in common. Why not experiment with different so-
cal groupings? For example, have families from the same state or village or those
with children of similar age groups share the same floor. Or perhaps those
working for the same department or company live in the same wing, In this way
there would be some commonality and a ready sense of connectedness among
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the dwellers. This would aceelerate community bonding and provide a pseudo
ded family env just as in the kampong;

Visit an Amencan suburb in the weekend and you sce the entire community
involved in sports, social activitics, and festivals of various kinds. Bandaraya can
organize leagues and encourage athletic competitions between housing com-
plexes to sumulate similar community spirit.

A major problem with these housing projects is their remote management.
Their managers are desk-bound at city hall or housing ministry, unaware of the
smoldering problems back in the projects. Nor do they care because they do not
live there. Thus minor probl rapidly d into major difficultics be-
cause they are not attended to early. Enlightened law enforcement agencics are
famuhar with this “broken window” syndrome. Ignoring seemingly small prob-
lems like broken windows invites other more serious vandalism. Blight begets
more blight. It would not take long before drug addicts and other undesirable el-
ements begin to move in and the whole complex would be destroyed. By taking
care of these little problems carly we send a message to would-be bad clements
that somebody is watching,

These housing projects must have on-site management. There should be a
carctaker on every floor. The complexes should be managed like a village, with
their own penghulu (headman). After all, many of them have populations far ex-
ceeding the average kampong, California has a law requiring an on-site manager
for any complex with more than five units. These managers get subsidized rents
n return for their on-site supervisory services. Being available round the clock,
they can attend to problems quickly. They also keep a watchful eye on the sur-
roundings.

Lafe at these rumab pangsa would be enhanced considerably by having social
amenitics conveniently available. Having structured adult education and tutoring
classes would cnable the residents and their children to improve themselves.
With adequate librarics and computers the residents would have better opportu-
nities to keep themselves informed. At the bigger complexes, there should be fa-
cilities where a community college could provide extension courses or adult
education programs. And with good recreational programs and well-maintained
playgrounds, the young would be less likely to be loitering “mall rats”

In New Orleans, Louisiana, Tulane University has a unique partnership with
the local housing authonity. Like other major urban centers in America, New Or-
leans has it share of blight. With Tulane's help, these previously neglected pub-
lic housing residents are receiving much nceded  attention.  Tulane
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undergraduates provide tutoring and mentoring services to the children, its law
and medical students man the clinics, while the faculty lend their expertise while
conducung much needed rescarch,

“These social aspects of urban living are extremely important. Malaysia should
not be content with merely providing physical dwellings for its citizens. It must
also provide them with a livable, thriving, and healthy community to bring up
their famibies.

Expensive remedies? It would cost more if these children become drug ad-
dicts, cnimunals, and other sociopaths. Not only would they be non-productive,
they would also be a burden on the rest of society. It was not coincidental that
during the racial nots of 1969, the most hard hit areas were Kampong Kerinchi,
a dense cluster of rumal kslat, and the Chinatown slums of Chow Kit Road. It
is imperative that Malaysia pays close attention to these important social factors
in high density urban living,

.\lz‘m is blighted by a vaniety of social pathology. It is not surprising that
Malays should bear the brunt of these maladics as they have the highest rate of
urbanizauon. Non-Malays are already urban dwellers and thus spared much of
the problem. The country 1s fortunate that it does not have the added problems
of alcohol abuse and widespread availability of firearms, a lethal combination
that bedevils Americans inner aties. Further, unlike many Third World countries
where sumilar problems are comyp ded by widespread poverty, Malaysia is for-
tunate that its relauvely healthy cconomy permits it to commit the necessary re-
sources to solving them,

Urban Malays sull mamtain their kinship ties with the villages. Witness the
exodus of balek kampong (lit. return to the village) during holidays and festive sea-
sons when entire cities and towns are deserted, their inhabitants making their re-
treat to the villages. The thip side to this phenomenon is that it reflects the lack
of community ties within urban Malay society. Thus the need to return to their
villages to mamtain their social ties.

These periodic famuly reunions are not without their tensions and problems.
Often they exacerbate family feuds rather than promote ties. Far too often the
urbanites take these opportunitics for lording over their poorer rural cousins
with flashy new cars, expensive clothing, and fine jewelry. These town relatives
failed to contnbute their fair share, making these periodic visits burdensome in-
trusions rather than welcomed interludes.

Properly managed, these periodic pilgrimages can be made positve for all—
visitor and visited alike. Amencans who have townhouses in Manhattan or Los
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Angeles often have secluded country homes in Lake Champlain or Lake Tahoe
for their weekend retreats. These rural solaces are effective antidotes to the grim
realities urban life. Urban Malays already have built-in advantages with their ex-
isting rural ties. They should build on that. They should maintain their kampong
dwellings and use them for their weekend hideaways, their dacha. In this way they
would not impose on their poorer country relatives when they bakk kampong. By
maintaining tes with and contnbuting to their kampongs they help clevate the
quality of vllage life.
Despite these obvious social problems there is unfe Iy, lintle

and empirical research on them. Is kpuk confined to children of poor familics?
How widespread 1s 1t and what are the nsk factors? Likewise with school drop-
outs. Why are schools not attracuve to them? There are precious few hard data
on these and other social problems.

There 1s a danger that in the current frustration the government would resort
to short-sighted, expensive, and gimmicky remedies. Already there are public
calls for the religious department 1o take over these massive social problems de-
spite its obvious lack of expertise. As if more religion would solve all problems.
1am cqually skeptical of the ment of national scrvice, the current panacea, It is
naive to assume that by simply marching our youths under the seaning Malaysian
sun would somehow make them stop taking drugs or become model citizens.
Malaysia already has the massive nukan muda (I, Friends of Youth) projects. No
one has yet analyzed therr effectivencss even though more money is being
poured on them.

Itis granfying that Malaysian leaders are now recognizing the enormity of
these socal ills. Solving them would require an extraordinary commitment of re-
sources, resolve, and patience. Malaysia must exy with different
and be receptive to vauve 1deas. More ly, these prog; must be
ngorously and cnucally evaluated. Incffective ones must be quickly climinated.

We can identify and intervene cary on at-nsk youths. Community workers
must frequent the factory hostels to guide the young ladics to improve their so-
cial skills. These are ideal sites for social agencics to provide adult education
classes so these factory hands can better themselves. We should encourage these
workers to believe that their present jobs arc just the beginning and that they
could improve themselves. And as they better themselves, the country benefits.

Malaysia must be aggressive in dealing with drug addiction, another major so-
cial problem. Having the death penalty alone will not suffice. One does not have
10 look far to sce these addicts: the streets, empty buildings, and under bridges.
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They are done so openly and with impunaty.
poordy on our commitment to solving this complex problem. It also sends the
wrong message.

With no clear models of a drug eradi g o emulate,
Malaysta must expeniment with ats own and be very pnhmmc. With limited re-
sources, these programs must have clear objecuves and subjeet 10 ngorous
scrutiny. Social programs tend to acquire their entrenched bureaucracies and in-
terest groups quickly. These constituencies quickly assume their own momentum
regardless of the effecuveness of the program.

One has to be hard-headed in dealing with these ntractable social problems.
For the hard-core addicts, given our current understanding, there is not much
that can be done except under some carefully conducted research protocols. For
the bulk of the addicts the aim should be a more modest one—simply contain-

This seeming tolerance reflects

ment. The overnding concern should be public health and crime reduction.
These ®dicts are reservoirs for such lethal communicable diseases as A1DS,
hepattis, and tuberculosis Quarantining them to an isolated island where they
can learn new trades and be self-sufficient would be a good stast. It would cer-
tainly greatly reduce the associated cnminal acuvities and public health hazards.
That, by themselves, would be major achievements.

The recent sctng of counseling centers by the University of Malaya is a very
posive start. From such centers these youths can get much needed counseling
and our researchers valuable dara and insight.

Law enforcement agencies must step up their drug interdiction. America is
deploying its armed forces 1o stop the drug flow from south of the border.
Malaysia should do likewise. Unless the inflow is cut off, all other efforts would
be n vam. In the last century, the Brush nearly succeeded in destroying Chinese
awilization by banging in cheap opium. Unchecked, Malagsia's drug problems
would do the same for the nanon.

Urbanizanon dramatically changed the racial demography and poliical pat-
terns of Malaysian cities. The rapid migrauon of rural Malays into cines helped
usher them into the economic mainstream. Less widely acknowledged are the at-
tendant social costs. Unless these are recognized and solved they will continue
to fester and overshadow the other benefits of urbanization. To the extent that
these problems affect predominanty Malays, solving them would posttively im-
pact the nauon’s race dynamics.




-~ Chapter V

Ilamization of Malaysta

SLAM s central to Malay hife and culture. The very definition of a Malay is
Iunc who professes to be a Mushim. And Islam is Malaysia’s official religion, al-
though there 15 considerable freedom of religious expression, by law and in fact.

“The faith was brought into the Malay world in the thirteenth century by Arab
and Indian raders. It did not land on a cultural vacuum as Malags were already
steeped i Hindu-Buddhist practices. Significant clements of those traditions
and ntuals remain entrenched n everyday Malay life to this day. Royal installa-
tons and other ceremonies reflect that ancient influence. Classical Malay litera-
ture have Indian or Sansknit roots as are many Malay words. Rituals associated
with marnages, births, and illnesses retain much of their Hindu attributes. These
pre-Islamic cultural arnifacts are very much part of and help define the Malay
character.

Lvery so often young Malays, fresh from their religious studies in the Holy
Land would, with typical evangelical fervor, try to stamp out those cherished ¢l
ements of Malay heritage deemed un-Islamic. Despite the many such attempts
at Islamic cleansing and punification, remnants of Hindu culture are still preva-
lent and obvious, What these present day Islamists forget is that Hinduism has
been part of Malay cthos for centuries and is an integral part of Malay legacy.
Attempts at replacing them with an alien Arab culture are both futile and ill ad-
vised. Islam s not synonymous with Arabs. Malays should be proud of their
own heritage and not try 1o ape the Arabs. Nor should Malays automatically con-
suler things Arabic, therr culture and language, to be superior.

67
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The sultans retain exclusive junsdiction over religious affairs of their Muslim
subjects within their own states. Federal control over Islam extends only to the
federal terntones of Kuala Lumpur and Labuan, and to those states that do not
have hereditary rulers: Malacca, Penang, Sabah, and Sarawak. By coincidence,
these states do not have large Muslim populations. Thus one would expect the
federal religious department to be small. Quite the contrary,

The Islamic department 1s a major unit within the prime minister’s office,

with its own munister, secretanat, and rescarch center. Like other burcaucranc

agencies, it has expanded tremendously under its own momentum. Islamic insti-
nons—educanonal, judicial, L and law —have pro-
liferated. The department also collects the mandatory uthes imposed on all
Mushims, a de fucto taxing authonty. Thus in modern Malaysia, Islam is more than
archgion. ltisa g within a g e areas
well versed with ther evil service codes as the holy Koran, if not more so. Be-
cause OF the exalted status they enjoy in Malay society, religious officials feel ap-
propnately important and glonfied. The government has made them so and they
n turn behave accordingly. Hence therr frequent overreaching attempts at im-
posing therr views on the rest of the country, on non-Muslims and on matters
outside of religion.

In carly 1997 as acung Prme Minister, Anwar Ibrahim tried to ingranate him-
self 1o the powerful Islamic establish by forcing Musl: i
ates to take courses in Islam. That move quickly backfired amidst considerable
public protests from non-Mushims.

The Syanah (Mushm) courts have exclusive junsdicnon on religious and fam-
 matters as they atfect Mushms. They are on par with the civil and criminal sys-
tems. Al Malaysian Lawyers, Mushims and non-Muslims, must be knowledgeable
mn Islamic laws. Despite the Syanah's clevated status, the rules and procedures
have yet to be streamlined and codified. Aggravating the situation is the lack of
uniformuty, with cach state interpretng Islamuc laws differently. Thus cdicts is-
sucd in onc state are not enforceable in another. As Syariah courts deal primari-
ly with family disputes, divorces, and traditional inhentance, they do not attract
talented legal minds.

With the increasing burcaucratization of Islam, the traditional ways of taking
care of the needy and less fortunate have also changed radically. In the past,
uthes would go directly to local religious elders who in turn would distribute
them to indigent familics within the area. All done locally, and very personal. The
emphasis was i shanng and doing what was nght, not chanty. Tithe-giving

Rel £
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strengthened community bonds. The system was sclf-correcting and self-polic-
g, The villagers trusted their Imams (religious leaders) as the flocks had anoint-
ed them. These Imams knew who were the needy. There was no need for
officious social workers to make lengthy studics. Now tithes are collected for-
mally, with official receipts no less, and the money sent to a central treasury. The
system resembles a huge tax agency and a welfare department combined. And
the workers have as much compassion and empathy as, well, a tax collector. They
are a far cry from the humble and pious religious leaders of yore.

1 do not know whether the less fortunate and disabled are better taken care
of today. But I do notice that Malaysia has an abundance of ornate Islamic cen-
ters and mosques. The opulent and grandiose one at Shah Alam cost a stagger-
ing US$50 million. And religious cvents like Koran reading contests have
become more claborate, drawn out, and very expensive.

Mushim ed al 100 have proli 1. Because of the cachet
of Islam they are very popular with Malays. Even in universitics that are sup-
posedly devoted to science and technology, the biggest d T are often
that of Islamic Studies.

Malay politicians outdo themselves to be scen as more Islamic than their op-
ponents. They pepper their specches with lengthy quotes from the Holy Koran
or hudiths (sayings of the Prophet) much like the politician Sutan Baginda, the
lead character in Shahnon Ahmad's satirical novel of the same name. Like Sutan
Baginda, their knowledge of Islam is often limited to parroting holy passages. At
times, their speeches are nothing more than steady streams of Arabic incanta-
tions. The fact that most Malays do not understand the language docs not pes-
turb these orators. Their objective 1s not communication or illumination, but
simply to dazzle their listeners. No satisfied with merely displaying their profi-
clency in Arabic, they also take on frvolous accouterments of Islamic picty:
sporting thick green (the color of the Prophet) robes, claborate turbans, and
untrimmed beards.

Mahathir’s second book, The Challenge, is embellished with Koranic verses and
religious quotes. Often the citations bear no relevance to the ideas discussed,
their purpose seems purcly decorative, or perhaps to suitably impress readers of
the writer's familiarity with the Holy Book.

I am simply amazed how easily well-cducated and sophisticated Malays can
be silenced and intimidated once Koranic g and religious authoritics are
invoked. Malays scem slavishly credulous when it comes to matters religious.
Perhaps this is an attempt to cover their own ignorance of Arabic, the language
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of Islam. Religious scholars hide behind their Arabic much like modern lawyers
with their arcanc legalese.

“To me the beauty of Islam s us simplicity. The faith began in a remote Ara-
bian desert. The vastness of the heavenly sky upon the open space is conducive
for man to commune with his Creator. Unlike most religions, Islam lacks a struc-
tured theocracy. Islam is elegantly egalitanan—a major attraction. In Islam, it is
us mortals and Allah, there being no need for an intermediary. Islam has no bish-
ops, priests, or popes. Sure, we have Imams and whimas (religious scholars) but,
to paraphrase a familiar saying, they are Imams because we (the flock) call them
s0. There is no prescnbed course or diploma entitling one to be a mullah. This
attempt at burcaucratization of Islam, with its claborate utles and officialese, is
purely a modern Malaysian phenomenon,

' ] The Islamic Party

THE OPPOSITION Islamic Party, PAS (its Malay acronym), is astutely playing
the religious card. It succeeded, at least among simple rural Malays and God-
feanng students, to be perceived as a religious organization rather than a power-
secking political entity. It portrays wtself as the champion of Islam so as 0
advance its political agenda. When Mahathir i the Multimedia Super
Corndor 1o propel the country into the lnfurrmunn Age, PAS ndiculed the
whole idea and trumpeted its own “Super Cornidor to Mecca” In what manner
was not known, but the sound bite resonated with prous Mushms. Some of the
antics of PAS leaders are patently absurd and ndiculous. To wat, the Chief Min-
ister of Kelantan, the only state under PAS control, decreed that movie houses
leave their lights on lest their patrons nught engage in “unreligious™ actviues in
the dark! No wonder that state remains backward. Their leaders cannot possibly
be effective when they are so preoccupied with such tnviabines.

The latest crack pot dea of PAS leaders 1s their advocaung that women
should stay at home and not work outside. | readily agree that rasing children is
an important role and should be duly recognized. Most women would rather stay
at home and be with their young children. This 1s indeed a difficult choice for
carcer women but the difficult decision should be left to cach fanuly. The role of
the state and husbands should be to support the women's decision, Thus, if
some deade to conunue with their carcers the state should help by having read-
ily available child-care services. In Amenica, many companies are finding that for
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them (o retain valuable female employees, they have to provide quality day care
services. Similarly, if 2 woman chooses to temporarily forgo her career to rise
her young children, the state should ge this by providing tax i

and other facilities. In America, there is a growing movement to do just that,

My wife took time off to raise our children, and they benefited greatly. She
would not trade that experience for any job. We were fortunate that my income
enabled us to enjoy that luxury. And when our children were older she resumed
her career. But I can appreciate some families having to have two wage earners.
"To categorically prevent women from working outside her home would ong, de-
ny them their freedom of choice and two, ignore the potential of half your cit-
wzens. What other freedom would these ‘Islamist leaders restrict next? If the
reasoning of PAS is carried to the next step, Malaysian girls would soon be pre-
vented from getting an education. PAS also advocates strict sex segregation, in-
sisung for example, that female paticnts be examined only by female physicians.
Now if women are not allowed 1o have their own carcers, who would treat these
patients? Such are the idiocies of these proposals. No wonder PAS could never
capture more than the fringe votes.

Tun Razak, prime minister in 1970', co-opted PAS in a grand gesture of po-
lincal reconciliation and appointed a number of its leaders to ministerial and
other high positions. None of them showed any spark of exceutive talent. Ma-
hathir also appointed many Islamic Studics graduates to senior posts. Again, not
one of them shined, despite their gly imp doctorates. Obviously
their religious training prepared them poorly for secular functions.

The Islamic establishment is becoming increasingly assertive. Publicity-savvy
religious leaders appear with irntating regularity on television and public forums
propounding their views even on matters unrelated to religion. Their ready ac-
cess to public airwaves would make Billy Graham, America’s celebrated televi-
sion evangelist, envious. Duning the heavy haze that engulfed Southeast Asia in
1997, these religious scholars were never short of explanation. To them the haze
was simply God's punishment for the nation's errant ways. Although what ex-
actly Malaysians did 1o deserve such a cruel retribution from a supposedly gen-
crous Allah, we know not. Or why a benevolent Allah would command those
gnorant Indonestan farmers 1o recklessly burn their forests and thereby create
the pollution. To punish Malaysians? These Islamic burcaucrats are fast with
thewr explanations. What they lack, and nobody seems to point this out because
of sheer reverence, are practical solutions to these modern problems.
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Malaysan Musbims are like Orthodox Jews, preoccupied with nituals. There
are sacraments and prayers for cverything, An invocation before stepping out
and an abluton after every bodily funcuon. These ntuals and other superficial
trappings of Islam have become ends unto themselves. Many of these practices
have sound scienufic basis, but they are lost or hardly emphasized. Ablutons are
very hygienic and cleansing, Fasting too can be rationalized scientfically. Obesi-
ty 15 a major public health 1ssuc in advanced socicties and fasung 15 a simple and
cconomical way 1o reduce weight. Unfortunately, in Malaysia dunng Ramadan,
dayume fasung 1s followed by an cvening of culinary extravaganza. Many Mus-
Iims actually gan weght dunng Ramadan! So much for the restraint and mod-
craton that are called for duning that holy month.
milarly with chanty. Dong good 1s reduced sumply to the garnenng of holy
“brownie ponts” to be cashed in at the gates of heaven. That helping your fel-
low man should be reward 1 aself 15 lost. The benefits of prayers are exactly
quanfificd, so many extra points for praying on a particular day or ar a speafic
location. That perhaps prayers are a ume for reflection and contemplaton, an
opporrunity 1o replemish one’s soul, are lost to the minunae of accounung of
benefits. Frday congregations are reduced 1o performing the nght prayers and
ntuals. That these weekly gathernings could be for the renewal of communal
bonds are lost. One comes, onc prays, and after some perfunctory handshakes,
one exits. The ntal is the supreme event.

Visit a mosque duning Frday pravers. The streets outside are choked with cars
parked haphazardly, blocking streets and intersections, their owners oblivious to
the inconveniences and dangess posed in their prous pursuits. Never mund that
should an emergency occur, fire trucks and ambulances could not make thewr
way. The exodus after Faday pravers mval that following a soccer game. One
would have thought that after such a meaningful religous expencnce, some of
the piety and generosity of spint would inger for just a few moments outside
the mosque.

Some zealots get carnied way. Reading somewhere that destroving one idola-
try shrine cquals forty days in heaven, these misguided souls go on mmpages de-
stroying, the religious symbols of other faiths. All to ensure for themselves a
perpetual spot in heaven. If 1 do get to Paradise, | certainly do not want 1o share
the Place with such chamcters.

In 1998, the celebranon for the end of Ramadan (Hun Raw) comaded with
Chinese New Year. The government nghtly saized on the unique opportunity to
remind its aitizens of the vintues of tlerance and harmony. Businesses 100,
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joined in the uplifting mood with their own creative commercials celcbrating the
two joyous occasions. But at the Han' Raye prayers 1 attended at a mosque in a
cosmopolitan part of Kuala Lumpur, very little of that gencrosity was expressed
m the sermon. The Imam venomously lashed out at those who dared clevate
non-Islamic fesuvities to the exalted status of Han' Raya, a direct assault on the
povernment’s noble intentions. Long soporific sermons affect me quickly, but
the ferocious intensity of the Imam's fulminating urade on that occasion kept
me awake. Words like heathens, blasp and sacrileges were libemally spout-
cd to the point of | y—i ly i 2! ata place of worship and
at a traditionally forgiving season.

In the Name of Religion

WHILE working in Malaysia, | once ref ded a subord; for abandoning
tus pauents while he was off to his Frday prayers. Obviously, his personal sal-
vation was more important than the plight of his paticats. Unfortunately, far o
many young Malay officers and professionals get away with using religion as an
excuse simply because their non-Muslim superiors are afraid of being tarred as
anu-Islam should they (supeniors) cnticize their Muslim juniors.

The reverence religious leaders enjoy means that the Lity rrcly challepges
them, These new elite are no longer considered mere mortals. Their very utter-
ances arc interpreted as divinely inspired. In fact, their bodies are regarded as
holy: In parts of Central Asia and also n the past i Malaysia, after Friday prayers
the flock would line up 1o collect and taste the spits of these holy men, in the
mistaken hope that some of the picty would be transferred. The public health
mplications of such odiously unhygicnic practices are just horrendous.

The exalted position of these ulamas is well caricatured by the main charac-
ter of another Shahnon Ahmad's humorously ttillating novel, Tok Guru (it. The
lcacher). Here, the religious teacher'’s every lust and sexual desire is interpreted
s expression of God's wisdom and gift. No, modern mullahs can do no wrong,

This reverence s expressed in other equally absurd ways. Once, while visiting
my family, | turned off a television set that featured a boring “talking head.” Im-
meduately there were spontaneous howling protests that I had cut off a religious
speaker. Blasphemy! Never mind that nobody was paying attention or that those
were simply bits of electrons scanning across the screen rather than a real per-
son.
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1 am reminded of similar absurdities among religious groups in India where
burial ceremonies are reduced 10 a corpse laying in front of a boom box blast-
ing out taped funeral prayers. Very moving, 1 am sure.

Mabhathir and the Islamic Establisghment

IN HIS presidental address to UMNO General Assembly in 1997, Mahathir
lashed out at Malaysian Mushims’ obsession with the superficial trappings of Is-
lam while ignoning the more glaring and dangerous problems facing the faith.
While Muslim clencs are endlessly preoccupied with prescribing proper attire for
her there should be coeducational classes, the rates of in-
cest, child and spousal abuses, drug addictions, and other indicators of social dis-
integraton explode among Malays. 1t took the person of the pnme munister to
fronuglly challenge the excesses of the Islamic establishment. No one else dared.
Mahathir’s specch was widely criticized and nidiculed, even at Friday sermons,
He was accused of being an apostasy of Islam, a traitor to the faith. Cnuasms
of the leadership in Malaysia are undertaken only with the greatest treprdagen.
Much less cnnaism of the leaders had resulted in imprsonment, courtesy of the
ISA. Such are the powers of these new religious elite that they can with impuni-
ty level the most senous charges on the pame minister and get away with therh.

Tt was extremiely disappoinung to note that except for few muted voices, there
was no outpounng of support for Mahathir. Surely progressive, modern, middle
class Malays agree with his stand. The fact that they do not join in to denounce
the new religious tyrants reflects the ught stranglehold these doctrnaires have on
the community. In striking contrast, when Mahathir was enticized in the West
over his handling of the 1997 economic cnsis, every httle organtzason and am-
bitious pohcian in the country rallicd to his defense.

schoolgitls and wh

The few supporting voices came from, surpnsingly, Malay women Zainah
Anwar, of the Sisters In Islam, 1s highly cnincal and worned of the increasing
and unchecked powers of the ulamas. “In a democratc society.” she writes, “ls-
lam cannot be the exclusive preserve of the ulama. [When] Islamic laws affect
our very way of bfe...the decision-making process must be partiaipatory and re-
flect the diverse and changing nature of Malaysian socety.” She courageously
calls for “the abrogaton of.._those practices and legal provisions that give the
ulama the sole power to decide on matters of religion and cnminalize those with
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diffening opinions.” Brave words, and from a lady. It is significant that her cssay
appeared in a foreign publication as no local media would dare pont it.

This tendency to cnminalize those with differing views of Istam is particu-
larly menacing, While Malaysia prdes itself in its religious tolerance, it has one
glanng blind spot. It does not tolerate dissenting or “deviationist” views of Is-
lam. The naton is seeing more and more Islamic scholars and religious leaders
bemg incarcerated under the ISA for propagating views at variance with the of-
ficial stand. :

Muslim women ace particularly sensitive 1o the growing influence of these
fundamentalists. Despite the rhetoric of women having an honored and exalted
place in Islam, the reality as seen in Saudi Arabia and Iran is far different. There
women are not allowed to dnve cars, be outside unaccompanied by their hus-
bands, or pursue their own carcers. So much for the honor and cxalted status.

Non-Muslim Malaysians look on the religious squabbles of Malays with be-
mused detachment. Perhaps they have an ultenor motive in letting Malays be dis-
tracted by such unproductive religious matters so they (non-Muslims) can better
position  th Ives comy Iy in the y. Or perhaps Musli
consider such disputes do not affect them. If so, they were rudely disabused of
thew complacency when these fanatics recently advocated that Syariah laws be
applied 10 non-Muslims and Islam be taught to all students. Fortunately, such
overreaching proposals were swaftly dropped amidst intense opposition. As usu-
al, not a single Muslim organization or leader dared criticize these proposals for
fear of being branded un-Islamic.

This obsession with religion distracts Malays from the more important and
very difficult task of prepanng themsclves for the highly comy world.
While Mahathir talks endlessly about “smart” technology, religious leaders con-
cern themselves with whether school girls should wear silly head gears and
provocauve (to them) athletc shorts. While educators in other countries are busy
trying to equip their schools with computers and modern curricula, Malaysian
cducators, in deference to the religious fervor, keep pushing for more religious
studies. While high school students in advanced countrics are studying differen-
tial caleulus and molecular biology, Malay pupils are preoccupicd with learning
the correct technique of performing ablutions and proper prayers for burials.

Some observers describe the current heightened interest in Islam as a resur-
genee, a reflowenng or even a renaissance of the faith. To me it is more of a re-
rression—to a form of Islam more suited for ancient Bedouins.
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Reform in Islam

ISLAM has a healthy traditnon of reformist and revivalist movements, and of in-

novanve intery to meet new ck These adap and modifi-
cations have ennched the faith. Many of these thinkers, like Sayyid Ahmad Khan
and Muhammad Igbal, were non-Arabs, The wisdom of Islam 1s not the exclu-
sive domain of Arabs.

Mushims recogmize that while the essence of Islam remains immutable, its
many manifestations and interpretations must of necessity change from ume to
tme and from place to place. It is unrealisuc to expect the socio-cultural ex-
pressions of Islam in Saudi Arabia at the ume of the Holy Prophet to remain
ntact into the present ime. We should expect some superficial differences in
vanous cultures and at different omes. The beauty of Islam is its ability to in-
corpgpate indigenous practices and values, be they African or Chinese, to the
mt the Faith,

It 1s supremely arrogant for any Muslim to piously proclaim that his version
of the faith 1s the one and only true or pure path. It is equally dangerous for
leaders to decree that only the form of Islam acceptable to them is the correct
one

ter

Malaysia presents a particular set of arcumstances. Its plural socicty puts to
severe test the Islamic precept that there be no compulsion in matters of reli-
gon. It also one of the few Islamic countrics that have progressed economi-
cally. Most Mushim countries, including those well endowed with rich narural
resources, are mired in stagnation, their ummas (subjects) existing in abject pover-
ty. Muslims everywhere share in the reflected glory of Malaysia's success. They
loak askance at the inadequacies of their own leadership. When Prime Minister
Mahathir addressed the Islimic Chamber of Commerce in Silicon Valley, Cali-
fornia, in 1996 he was pleaded to share his secrets or at least use his posttive in-
fluence on other Islamic leaders. In 1998, a group of nfluennal editors from
Muslim countnes visiting Malaysia expressed similar senuments. It is ironic that
while Muslims clsewhere greatly admire Malaysia, local mullahs would prefer
that the country follow in the footsteps of Iran and Afghanistan. Malaysian ula-
mas should spent a few years in those countries. That would effectively disabuse
them of their narvely romantic view of fundamentalist Islam.

These Islamists realize only too well that they cannot win their battle polini-
cally in plural Malaysia. PAS had never been able to extend its influence much




Islamization of Malaysia 77

beyond primitive Kelantan. It never made much impact on modern Malays.
These fanatics’ remaining hope is creeping incrementalism. They count on
Malaysians being too busy in economic pursuits to notice these slow insidious
religious incursions. Fortunately for Malaysia, and unfortunately for these Ara-
bists, they are not very good or even subtle. Their ambitious and blatant over-
reaching often provokes a severe backlash. There is nothing Islamic or glorious
about arresting teenage girls taking part in beauty pageants. Islam prospers and
spreads because of its tolerance.

With the expansion of Islamic institutions, the influence of religious cle-
ments will surcly increase. Malaysia may wake up one day and suddenly realize
thatitis another Iran or Algeria. By then of course it would be too late. Algeria
15 engulfed in a barbanc batde between fundamentalists and their secular
brethren. Mushims keep harping on Islam being the most tolerant religion and
there be no cocrcion, but they are showing very little of that in Afghanistan and
Algeria. Basic human rights in most Muslim countries are treated cavalierly, if
not with contempt.

Malaysia is already seeing expressions of these intolerances. In many com-
munities religious schisms have split families and neighborhoods. There are now
separate mosques within the same village or even separate scrvices within the
same place of worship. This is especially evident in Kelantan and other arcas
where PAS is domunant. It is ironic that PAS which expounds such holy Islamic
values could not practice them within its own localities. Such hypocrisy.

Prime Minister Mahathir must do more than just criticize and confront these
militant Islamusts. He must expose their hidden agenda, which have nothing to
o with religion. They are a political power group. Theirs is to make Malaysia in-
10 a theocratic state, the Iran of Southeast Asia. Their struggles have nothing to
do with Islam or salvation of the soul. They aspire for power—cconomic, po-
linical, and social—like their peers in Iran and Afghanistan,

The fact that those countries are backward and economically stagnant is ir-
relevant. Having seen their counterpart gain political control and enjoy the
worldly trappings of power in these countnes, Malaysia's religious establishment
& not content with merely ministenng to the spiritual needs of their ammal.
These clenes would prefer to be in charge of a decaying entity rather than be a
parucipant in a thriving and robust ecconomy.

Mahathir must refocus the activities of the religious department. Islam is a
teligion, not a bureaucracy. The Islamic division should be relegated 10 the
Council of Rulers where it nghtly belongs under the constitution. The prime




78 THE MALAY DILEMMA REVISITED

minister’s department should stick to sccular matters and let the rulers deal with
Islam. The mullah’s usual aggy that Islam F both spiarual and
secular, without differentiating between God and Caesar, is mere excuse. These
ulamas should be freed from their desks and made to do what they are trained
for: to preach and mend souls. They should be concerned with the dispossessed
and the disadvantaged, not their avil service grades.

I'he ranonale for centralizing Islam is to have some semblance of order and

y in the T and appl of Mushm laws. At present,

the religious head in cach state issues his own fumu or religious rulings. Conse-
quently, interpretations vary from state to state, making enforcement that much
more difficult. Child support penalties imposed in one state, for example, can-
not be enforced in another, providing a handy escape for irresponsible fathers.

While these may be some ment in centralizaton and the consequent consis-
tency,one should be mindful of the dangers and nsks. The present plural sys-
tem gives Mushms a diversity of opmions. This s healthy. Further, Mushms have
the opuon and freedom of expressing their views on these religious rulings.
Thus, if onc state imposes strct rules on dress codes, marnages, and divorces,
Mushms in that junsdiction can voice their dissansfacuon by moving out. In ef-
fect, voung with thar feet. This would serve as a powerful and cffecuve checks
and balances on the ulamas. | would imagine that if Kelantan imposes a Taliban-
style government, there would be a mass exodus. That state may have very Is-
lamic rules and regulauons, but no one w obey them.

Now itnagine if there 1s a powerful central agency whose rulings are en-
forceable throughout the land. What if that mufir (rehigious head) is of the per-
suasion of the one in Kelantan, thestate that Lrpl Lights on during movies? The
whole country would be d yed. Dec with the ¢ | di-
versity of opmnions and rulings may be messy and cumbersome, but think of the
alternative.

There s already very bide tolerance for diversity of religious opimions in
Malaysta. Any interpretanion not offically sanctioned 1s heresy. Islam is what
those scholars and burcaucrats deem it 10 be so. There 1s only one rebigious truth.
One deviates from or questions 1t at one’s own penil. From one religious truth it
1s an easy next step to have only one polincal truth. A very shippery slope. And
thereafter, only one truth—the official version.

There are already ghmpses of this. The views of moderates like Zainah An-
war are rarcly heard. One of Malaysta's onginal thinkers, Kassim Ahmad, had his
book, Hadirh, vehemently condemned and banned for danng to challenge reli-
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gous orth y. y, the auth fear that Kassim Ahmad's refresh-
gly enlightened views might pollute pristine Muslim minds.

Islamic Educational Instituti

MAHATHIR must steer Islamic educational i ions away from | ing
only future religious functionarics. These schools and colleges must do their part
in preparing young Muslims for the modern economy. America too, has many
church-based institutions but they produce the country's engineers, scientists,
and managers. Georgetown University, a Jesuit institution, has outstanding law,
medical, and diplomacy schools. Only a very tiny fraction of its graduates end
up in the clergy. Harvard started as a religious college but it is now famous for
other than its dwinity school. These universities do not insist that their students
or faculty share their faith. Many Muslims, Buddhists, and Jews enrich these
campuses. It 1s unfortunate that Malaysia's International Islamic University in-
sists that its faculty be Muslims. 1t does not enhance Islam's reputation for tol-
crance. More importantly, it is not serving the students’ best interest by
restricting the pool of potential lecturers.

Religious schools are very popular with Malays because of their Islamic ca-
chet. Unlike regular schools they have low drop-out rates. Malay parents recog-
mize the value of education when couched in Islamic terms. Because of this
natural affinity it is all the more important that the government must not fail the
students. Capitalize on Islam to educate Malays. These schools must cemphasize
relevant modern subjects like science, mathematics, and English, These institu-
tions should not be the equivalent of Muslim seminaries. Nor should they be a
refuge for Malays who wish to withdraw from modern Malaysia.

Islamic Studics is popular with Malays because it is widely regarded as a less
demanding way to get a degree, and hence to improve one's civil service status.
Lncouraging it only feeds on an already unhealth iphasis on credentiali
The cause of Islam is enhanced considerably if future ulamas have broad-based
liberal education. It gives them a wider and better perspective in serving their
modern panishioners. An understanding of biology, for instance, would make

them appreciate such modern pl as organ pl ion, in mitro fer-
tilbization, and genc therapy. Similarly, a knowledge of modern economics would
make them better und I such soph d financial as equity

funding, bonds, and venture capital, and how these relate to and differ from Is-
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lamic financial prinaiples. And if these leaders have an understanding of social
and behavioral sciences, they would be better prepared to deal with the soaal ills
facing the community

By making Islamic Studics students fluent in English they could communi-
cate better with and make a greater impact on non-Muslims. Recently, a mis-
sionary from Malaysta'’s Islamic Insutute came to preach i America.
Unfortunately, the poor soul could hardly speak a word of English. Some mis-
sionary!

Earlier, 1 recounted how in the years following independence th is of
young Malay minds were wasted in the relentless pursuit of the natonal language
policy. The nation is now repeating the same mustake, this time with its zealous
emphasts on Islamic Studies. The government should abolish the Islamic High
School Ceruficate and make Islamic Studies only one of many subjects, instead
of filling the entire curniculum. These Islamic schools must be like the church-
lfl]llalysch(x)ls in Amenca, where although religion is emphasized, it is not all
@ i These church-s 1 schools regularly produce the naton’s top
students who go on to become the best scientists, engincers, and managers.

With the present glut of Islanic Studies graduates there is no sense in giving
out scholarships and loans for that discipline. Similarly, 1n its hinng for the avil
service the government can send a strong message that it prefers graduates with
a worldly knowledge rather than those with Islamic credentals. There 1s only so
much talent in the Malay community, and 1if those precious few are diverted to
Islamic Studies there would that much fewer to pursue the sciences.

By nststing on ngorous scholarly requirements, Islamic Studies would no
longer attract academic loafers. And the naton would get better religious lead-
ers. They would then be less likely to resort to simplistic recitations of the ha-
diths or passages from the Holy Koran when confronted with complex problems
Perhaps then they would be able to make real and meaningful contnbutions to
thew wmmals.

When Islamic insutunons produce their share of scientists, professionals, and
artists, the socio-cconomic gulf separating Muslims and non-Muslims would
narrow. This could only improve race relations in the country.
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Islam as Antidote for Communalism

MUSLIM politicians nawvely believe that the country’s communal problems
would be solved if only all Malaysians share the same faith. At one time the au-
thoritics pursucd this idea by encouraging Muslim immigeants from China, hop-
g that they would entice Malaysian-Chinese 1o convert to Istam. There have
ndeed been some high profile conversions. To their credit, these recent Chinese-
Muslims are extremely enthustastic about their new belief. What's morc, they are
also very artculate and fluent in Malay and Arabic, a sure-fire way to capture
Malay hearts. These new Muslims are also highly visible. ‘Their faces regularly
grace the nation’s rcl

1on screens. They are a striking contrast 1o carlicr con-
verts who were essentially social dropouts (derisively referred 1o as mnalaf) hop-
1 1o benefit from the benevolence of Muslims. Modern Chinese-Muslims are
super achievers in the professions and businesses. They have successfully inte-
grated and are extremely popular and admired i Malay society. They have
frankly become “more Malay than a Malay” As a result they have essennally lost
their Chineseness and wath it their value as tole models for the rest of the Chi-
nese community.

Fven if the fantasy of Mushm polincians is realized, that is, all Malaysians are
Mushms, that would sull not guarantee racial harmony. Witness the Kallings be-
tween Mushms Kurds and Arabs in Iraq. There would then be invidious com-
pansons between well-to-do Muslims (read non-Malays) and poor Muslims
(Malays), and peace would snll elude the naton.

PAS shrewdly tried 1o eapture non-Mushim votes by emphasizing lslam’s con-
cept of equality. With Mushim rule, the
would be no special pavileges for anyone: a seductively potent argument to non-
ble il among Mushms for this
seemingly enlightened approach. Unfortunately, this polincal stratcgy musfired
badly. UMNO astutely seized the nuauve by planting the morbid fear among
Malays that they would lose their chenshed special privileges under PAS. This
was apparently a more powerful argument than any “points™ gamned from con-
verting the nfidels. What lide PAS gained in non-Mushim votes was over-
whelmed by us loss of Malay support over the special prvileges issue.

PAS would have better luck with Malaysians if it could demonstrate some
competence i modern management. Kelantan is a sordid example of PAS’s
worldly expertise. That poverty-stricken state 1s bypassed by modern develop-

soothingly assured non-Malays, there

"

Malays. There was consid
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ment. Non-Mushim Malaysians are simply 100 sophisucated to be casily bnbed
by such tantalizing hopes as cl & Malay special prvileges. But one can
never underestimate the crafty ingenuity of polincians chasing votes.

Communal harmony is greatly enhanced, as the late Tun Razak so wiscly ob-
served, when there are no gaping socio- and ed 1d
tween the vanous groups. The Islamic establishment must not, ll\mu;,h s zeal
and preoceupation for hife i the world hereafier, lead s followers mto cco-
nomic dechine. Mushims sull have the present life 1o hve, and bive it producuvely.

The best nibute to Islam is not for Malaysia to build ornate and grandiose
mosques or to endlessly proclaum us lofty status as a state relgion. Malays would
best symbolize the glory of Islam by assuming their nghtful place i the mod-
ern world. When Mushims once again contnbute their share of imventve saien-
usts, creauve arusts, and resourceful entreprencurs, then they are indeed
follogoy 11 command.

be-
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Chapter V1

The Sultan Syndrome

ORMER Deputy Prime Minister Ghaffar Baba once remarked that Mlla)ﬂz

has more royal heads than any other naton. 1t has nine sultans, four non-
roval governors who behave just as regally, and the Sultan of all Sultans, the
supreme Ruler for the whole country. The nation is unique in that the Supreme
Rule 1s clected by his brother sultans. Each sultan supports an elaborate system
ot extended royal families, nobility, and assorted hangers-on. There is indeed a
surfeit of blue blood and their pretenders, with the avil list long and royal emol-
uments substannal.

Chaffar Baba s technically correct, but Liechtenstein and Monaco have even
fewer subjects per royal head.

In 19505 it was wadely predicted that within a generation Malaysian monarchs
would go the way of the Sulian of Sulu in the Philippines and Indonesia's Sul-
fan of Jugjakarta—fading into oblivion and wreelevance. This explained their ini-
tual resistance to Malaysia's independence. They saw what happened to their kind
m Indonesia and India, and didn’t like it at all. At least with the fervently mona-
chist Bnush these Sultans felt safe, or at least they thought so.

A generation later, the institution of royalty in Malaysia, far from fading, has

panded greatly. Malay » including Malays, are even more enamored
now with and consumed by matters royal.

Royal events are plentiful and elaborate—installations, weddings, and birth-
days. Sultans’ birthdays in particular are keenly watched. That's when civil awards
and decoratons are bestowed on deserving (in official cyes) Malaysians. Itis a
nme for the fortunate few 1o pracuce their new appellations. Thus plain Puteh

83
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bin Huam becomes Tan Sn Puteh bin Hitam, PMN. (Second Class); and Pen-
deb bin Panjang, Datuk Pendek b Panjang, PS.D. (Thied Grade). Newspapers
have extra runs as honorees eager to see their names in print gencrously snap up
extra copies for fnends and neighbors. New, expensive, and ornate uniforms are
ordered for the speaal oceasion. The offices of these honorees are, for the next
few weeks and perhaps months, essentially non-functional, their occupants dis-
tracted by the rounds of congratulatory messages and celebratory funcuons.
Royal visuts and tours are even more claborate, 4 feast of pageantry to behold.
Dignitanies in ensp and claborate fineres
and kiss the royal hand, Facilities that have never seen a coat of paint suddenly
look bight and gleamng under the hot Malaysian sun. The usual clutter and
chaos that is the public service miraculously becomes seemingly orderly and pur-
poseful. And of course, all meamingful work cease. Perhaps that's why these vis-

sbsequiously wait in long lines to shake

s are 7 popular, apart from the genuine loyalty and affections Malaysians have
for th8r coval rulers, Beswdes, these visits provide the only opportunity for much-
needed tepairs and general sprucing up of the facilities. Who knows, the sultan

may even, 10 a gesture of gencrosity, declare a holiday the day after!

Trickle Down Royalty

BECAUSE of the ubigquity of roval events it is not surprising that some of the
repal glamour and glitter would tnckle down to the masses. Many Malaysians,
Malays especially, unabashedly imitate these prncely models. Malay weddings in
particular are mint royal galas, excesswely embellished and long deawn out. The
bade and groom are treated as a roval couple of the day, with guests dutfully
paying homage just like with the real king and queen.

Since matters royal are regarded so deferentially and perhaps enviously, it 1s
0o surprise that senior pubhc officials and other dignitaries would ape the ways
of the sultans They become engrossed with the trappings of claborate cere-
momies, funcuons, and titles. 16 imutanon s the ulimate flattery, Malaysians do
certamly flatter thewr royals. Officious Malaysians outdo themsely

S to acquire
just the nght royal finesse: from the imp handshake and lordly blank stare to the
large entourage of hangers-on, And beang customarily late at functons.

The sultans are symbolic heads of state. Executive power resides with the
prame minister and chief ministers. The Counal of Rulers, made up of the sul-
tans and governors, was once thought of as the Third House of Parbament, pro-
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viding oversight 1o the elected House of Representatives and appointed Senate.
Ths funcuon is wrelevant today as recent amendments to the constitution cf-
fecuvely made sultans figurcheads.

The royals get, well, royal treatment, with gencrous civil allowances for them-
selves and their ever expanding extended families. Their royal pedigree opens up

lucrauve business opp and g contracts, possibil not
readily available to commoners. The luxurious perks lavished on them and their
preoccupation with ag; and gl cvents make them
11 1l 2
¥ &F
It 1s no surpnse then that and de heads outdo th h

1o mumic the sultans. These officials behave more like ceremonial heads rather
than chief executives of their respective agencies. They delegate their work and
defer important decisions to ther subordinates while they become totally pre-
occupied with the grandeur of their office and ceremonial minutiac. They have
come to believe that whatever they say will automatically be done, just like the
sultan's #itub (royal command). Thus one reads with irritaung regulanity in news-
papers of ministers exhorting “Be cfficient,” “Be productive” or other eyqually
nane commands, as 1if their words are magic wands. Ask them as 1o how 1o be
more cfficient or producuve, and they are clucless. These leaders act as mini sul-
tans of their burcaucratic fiefdoms, issuing endless royal edicts. No wonder
things don't get done, there is no execunive in charge.

As a young surgeon in Johor Baru, | had the occasion 1o prepare for an offi-
@al visit by the new Director-General (DG), the top official of my department.
The gentleman, a career medical burcaucrat, had just been promoted and was
anxious 10 “show the flag™ At that ume my hospital had a rash of negative pub-
hiaity, oceasioned by the less-th plary services provided. The DG was
keen 1o be seen as a hands-on, decisive manager, and this would be his first op-
portunity to demonstrate his mark. Expecting a tough grilling, 1 was thoroughly
prepared for his visit, canceling my operatng schedule and checking every detail
of my department.

The meeting was scheduled for ten in the morning, By 9 a.m. we doctors and
sentor officers were already gathered in the lobby. 1 was unbearably tense and
anvious but my more expericnced colleagues were, | thought, cuniously noncha-
lant and relaxed. We waited and waited. Eleven o'clock came and still no DG. In-
stead, we had a message that the delegaton was delayed for another thirty
minutes. It was well after noon before an expensive, dark-tinted limousine swung
up to the hospital's porch. The hospital functionarics rushed to be the first 10
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open the rear door. Out came a diminutive, balding man, self-consciously ad-
justing his locally tailored swit. After an agonizingly long series of introductions
and handshakes (limply, as was the style) it was decided that since 1t was close to
lunch time, we would simply adjourn to the nearby club house. He did manage
to make a bref visit to my ward and asked some inconsequential questions.

I had been in knots all day anticipating a vigorous Instead, |
was treated to a flying mini royal visit, pl lak lunch and
long winded congratulatory speeches. 1 finally understood why my more sea-
soned colleagues were unperturbed by the whole affair. They had seen too many
of these “official” visits. | would later discover that Johor Baru was a favonte,
especially near weekends when these officials would later quickly disappear to
shop across the causeway in Singapore.

Since that episode, 1 had many more opportunities to attend business meet-
ings apd visits by sentor Malaysuan officuals, including ambassadors and cabinet
munisfers, in America as well as Malaysia. The pageantry was always the same,
with the appropnate top official or guest acung as the sultan for the occasion,
affecting the appropriate royal demeanor and of course, arriving late, often very
late. Totally preoccupied with the splendor of the ceremony, these officials for-
got the purpose of their visits. This behavior among Malaysian officials is so pre-
dictable thar 1 now label it the “Sultan Syndrome.” That 1s, senior officers
Lehaving as detached figurcheads rather than engaged exccutives.

Rehman Rashid, in his -1 Malsysian Journey, recounted a similar episode when
an entire department was consumed with scheming to hoodwink a minister on
an offictal tour. This particular pohuaan’s per project was aruficial recfs and how
they would help the country’s poor fishermen. The department had months ear-
lier, on the minister’s dircctive, sunk some old tires for such a purpose. He now
insisted on results. The problem was, recfs there were but the fish weren't. The
water was so polluted that nothing could thrive. But the minister had long pro-
claimed the project a resounding success, so there had to be fish. Sure enough,
the wise young scientists quictly bought some pnzed catch from nearby fisher-
men and slyly attached the fish to the reef. The minister arrived (in full ceremo-
ny and late, of course), the saientists dived in, and lo and behold a huge fish was
brought up. Never mind that 1t was bmp and lifeless. The whole charade suc-
ceeded and everyone was happy, most of all the politician. The scientists had
their project funded, and the fiskerman had a good price for his carch.

The syndrome involves more than just appearing sultan-like during official
functions. It goes right down to the day-to-day work and general attitude of

with an
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these officials. They are no longer the responsible executive but reigning mon-
archs, to be waited upon by their fawning underlings. These pseudo sultans ra-
vonalized that they had worked hard for their promotions and therefore
deserved to relax and enjoy the perks. Morcover, they had patiently waited their
turn in the time-honored Malay tradition of funggu geleran without ruffling feath-
ers. Work and difficult decisions are for their deputies. Like the real sultans, they
100 arc treated royally: first class travel on Malaysia Airlines for example, where
again they are pampered regally. Their subordinates treat them with almost im-
perial devonon, hoping and dreaming that their (the subordinates) day too will
come, and soon.

The distinguished former Governor of Bank Negara, Tun Ismail Ali, must be
thinking of the sultan syndrome when he remarked, *One can easily be obsessed
with the trappings of power and entrust the responsibilities to someone else,
usually to their [z underlings who take blame when the business gocs wrong”

These officils, reaching the peak of their carcers in their late forties or carly
fifties, have a definite sense of entdement. As the retirement age is 55, their days
to enjoy the trappings of thewr offices arc limited, and they make the most of
thar ume. Apart from being distracted by the perks, these senior civil servants
arc also busy lobbying for their post-retirement jobs, or making the interminable
farewell tours and speeches. Thus they have bittle time or inclination to do much
effecuve work. The lucky few, those sufficiently supplicant or effective lobbyists,
would be rewarded with plump post-retirement chairmanships of various gov-
emment-owned companics like Pernas, Petronas, and other ‘Nases, where they
would continue their sultanship at an even higher plane. The rest would simply
disappear into oblvion, their retirement days filled with regaling their grandchil-
dren, neighbors, and fellow mosque attendees with inflated stories of their past
glones and achievements.

That pitifully few of these retired senior civil servants are sought after by pri-
vate industry is embarrassing testimony to the caliber of these people.

The sultan-like mentality of these officials are manifested in many other an-
noying ways. It is impossible to get by the loading and unloading zones at air-
ports and other public buildings because so many of these official cars are
parked there, despite the clear *No Parking™ and *Loading Zone Only™ signs.
These officials are oblivious 10 the nconvenicnces posed by their thoughtless
acts. They obviously fecl that those traffic signs are only for peons and peasants,
not for sultans or their wannabees. | have a pnzed photograph of an expensive
imousine, with the plate “/Huksn (lit. Judge) emblazoned prominently on its
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gnll, parked illegally at the airport. Obviously that judge, like the real sultan, felt
that he was above the law.

Junior functionarics, secing the patterns set by their superiors, naturally ape
such behaviors with gusto. It is common 1o see lowly officials thumping around
in the kampongs with humble villagers holding umbrellas over them, just like
with the real sultan. Time and effort are wasted at long reception lines, droning
and effusive welcoming speeches, and the ever present bungs mawur (floral) pro-
cessions and kompang (drum) troupes. Under such arcumstances these officials
never get to see the real problems, much less solve them.

In 1996, a group of Malaysian students at an Amencan college were having
difficulty, their supends having been prematurely cut of £ Tragically, many had to
terminate their studics just a few courses shy of graduavon. I brought their
plight to the relevant authontes but, typically, no one seemed to be in charge. 1
finally contacted a senior Malaysian diplomat who in turn, dispatched an advisor
to chitek on the mater.

On the appointed day the offical came, late as usual. He was applupnﬂlcl)
honored by the students with the prereg long d w cere-
mony, complete with a touching /wmm (poem) penned by one of the students,
profusely praising the visitor. Truc to form, the official proceeded with a long
bonng speech, laden wath blaeneys and plantudes, exhorting the students to up-
hold the honor of Malaysta. I had to leave momentanly and on my return, he
was gone. Only the lingenng applause of the students was left. I quickly went
out only to sce him entenng his minvan, his screaming kids in the back seat. [
politely asked hum to stay for lunch as the students had worked 5o hard to pre-
pare it. That would also give them an opportunity to ask questons. No, he had
1o leave as he had promised his fanuly a holiday at the nearby resort.

The students acver had the opportunity to air their problems and the officual
never knew what was going on. He was merely using the visit as an excuse to
take hus children for a vacauon, at government's expense. And another problem
left unattended and to fester. The students were sull stranded.

It is sad that decades later and thousands of miles away from Malaysia, this
juntor functionary was behaving just like my DG in Johor Baru, actng as the sul-
tan for the occaston.
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Those Adoring Appellations

DURING a visit to a Malaysian university 1 was struck by an impressive set of
lettering on a door—Professor Tan Sri Datuk Dr. Haji Hitam bin Putch. I think
that was the right sequence. These were further followed by a string of alpha-
bets signifying no doubt, achi of the pant of the
room. 1 was too intimidated to knock on the door. Inside 1 was sure, were pan-
cled walls with framed pictures of the man with important figurcs conspicuous-
Iy displayed. There might even be a few academic journals. If T was lucky 1 would
probably meet the gentleman himself, immaculately attired in a three-piece suit
and a matching tic. "This in hot, humid, tropical Malaysia! Obviously he, and oth-
ers like him, were dressed not to work but to enjoy the cool comfort of their air-
conditioned offices. They were literally not ready to roll up their sleeves.

I have always wondered how such officials, with their impressive titles and
decorations, get addressed by their mothers back home in the village. T am sure
that when Professor Tan Sri Datuk Dr. Haji Hitam balek kampong on Hari Rayas
he would no doubt, away from the pomposity of his office and in an unguard-
ed moment, respond to “Oo, “Tam!™

It 1s important that senior officials be disabused of the sultan syndrome and
s attendant destructive princely mentality. Such behaviors do not enhance com-
pennveness. Worse, they are a poor example to the younger generation. Already
the nation is seeing among the younger sct an inflated sense of their self-worth.
They have come to believe that their degrees are enough proof of their ability;
now they are deserving of the perks. Unchecked, the sultan syndrome would be
Malaysia’s undoing,

The reform must begin with those p ly in of leadership, not
with the young, They must demonstrate a greater sense of responsibility and ac-
countability. They are ultimately in charge of their departments and their sub-
ordinates. They are exccutives, not figurcheads. The game of blame and excuses
must stop. The perennial excuses of incapable juniors, lack of funds, or worse,
the nation not being ready, are just that. Incompetence and dereliction of du-
nies at high levels must not be tolerated. When serious problems occur, be they
repeated bank failures, foreign exchange debacles, or breaches of airport secu-
nity, the man in charge must be held accountable. Heads must roll. Too often
only the most junior officials arc reprimanded. Their supervising officers get
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reassigned where they would conunuce with their incompetence and sultan-like
pretense.

I have never scen a senior public servant being fired or reprimanded. They
cannot all be excellent. The commuttees that promoted them are not made up of
infallible people. They must have clevated some losers. Presently, the worse
penalty sentor avil servants l::: is delayed promotion or not being invited to
scrve past their T 8 p only ges it. Sadly,
this sultan synd is fast b hed among the clite.

There are other less desirable :h;lrzncmnc of the ruling class. Shaharuddin
Ma'arof says it best in his book, Maksy ldeas on Development. *One charactenistic
of...the ruling clite is its lack of self restrain...wiclding absolute and arbitrary
power and of being obeyed unquestioningly. The ruling class did not value mod-
cration and humility...always craving to indulge uts desires... The driving spirit
was basically egoistic.”” Such are the traits of Malaysia’s many sultans—the real
and e pscudo.

Malaysia’s ad: service 1s helmingly Malay by design. Rigid
quotas ensure that. Itis the traditonal clite of Malay society. It also where the
syndrome is most pronounced. Because of its presuge the service acts as a
sponge on Malay talent. In recent years with the increasing vigor of the private
sector, the civil service has lost much of its luster. Bright young Malaysians, cs-
peaally Malays, now increasingly look to careers outside government. For the
ambttious and resourceful, the honzon 1s no longer politics or avil service, but
their own businesses or the corner offices of mulunatonal corporations—the
new status symbol. A danng few look beyond the shores of Malaysia to fulfill
their carcer dreams, where their talent and skills are pitted against the world's
best.

These ambitous young Malaystans who dare break the mold are not con-
cerned with bemng the sultan of anything They arc more interested in demon-
strating their abilities and talent rather than be enamored with utles and labels.
Their performances and act speak for th Ives. They are more like-
ly 10 go to work with their pig tails and jeans rather than in three-picce suits.
They may not be sufficiently deferential to their superiors or those with impres-
sive titles, bur they cerrainly recognize and respect excellence and superior per-
formance.

On the campuses these are not the indviduals one sees on stage dunng clab-
orate convocation excraises, or standing in line awaiting visiting dignitanies. But
thewr names appear on scienufic publications or as speakers at academic meet-
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ings. In the hospitals these are the doctors whose names do not appear on doors
because they simply do not have offices. They are busy secing patients or in the
laboratones. Only years later, with their government's obligations fulfilled, would
vou sec their names adorning some clinics. And their faces would reflect the qui-
et confidence of someone whose destiny lics in their own hands. On royal birth-
days they would be more likely enjoying scuba diving off some islands or
keeping track of word markets in the Wal/ Street Journal,

Ungku Aziz, Malaysta’s eminent economist and educator, fecls very strongly
that the of chy is d by nature. This from the
saon of the Johore royal family. Ungku Aziz is one of the few members of the
royalty who excelled purcly on his own brilliance. And, most remarkable because
of its ranty, he has forgone the trappings of titles and other decorative appella-

L ;

ons. His students, now ] may ly display their
Tan Sns and Datuks but Ungku is satisfied with his original name.
In the carly years | was truly img d with Mahathir. He too app d not

enthralled with these royal ttles. A few years into his prime ministership, he too
was endlessly honored by one sultan after another. The number of royal awards
reached inflanonary proportions during his tenure. The foundation plaques of
luxury resorts, skyscrap and other Mahathir's are getting in-
creasingly large and cluttered to late his ever lengthening string of ti-
tes and honorifics. On one luxury hotel in Langkawi Island, the string of letters
include PLS. It 1s a good thing that he reccived only one such award. 1 hope Ma-
hathir does not create yet another hononfic, say the Supreme Holder of Imper-
tal Titles—SHLLT.

Sultan in Malay Society

AS HEAD of Islam, the sultan 1s the embod of holy divinity baat. He
15 God's representative on earth, hence the exalted position in Malay culture and
socety. But it is be a mistake to assume that this is the natural order of things in
all Malay societies and at all times.

As late as 1960%, royal influence rarely extended much beyond the surround-
ing villages, In urban communities (except royal towns like Johor Baru and
Pekan) and in villages away from palaces, royalues were irrelevant. But with the
help of modern media and the government's emphasis on matters royal, the sul-
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tans’ infl

posure old feudal habits get resurrected.

In the past the sultans treared the villages and their inhabitants as royal pos-
sessions. It was common practice for a sultan on his regular rounds to pick the
fairest maiden for his palace pleasure. For the involved families, such events were
looked upon favorably, a chance for the infusion of royal genes into the family
tree, much like a traditional Chinese famuly pleased when their daughter was
seized for the Emperor’s concubine collection. Nor were village males spared.
Malay peasants with minor transgressions had been forced into essential slavery
in the palaces—orang hamba (lit. servants).

In feudal times such plunderings were tolerated because the loot, apart from
the village maidens, consisted perhaps of a przed buffalo or two. But in mod-
ern Malaysia the consequences of such errant behaviors are considerably more
(I:sl:’uvc. When a sultan commandeered a Malaysia Airline’s 747, not only did
it coft the company a bundle in lost revenue, but considerably much more in
goodwill from outraged stranded passengers.

“To further denote their plebeian status, villagers call themselves hamba and
patek (it slaves) when addressing members of the royal family. Formal royal pe-
utions have long di bles in which the takes great pains
1o degrade himself. In the muuducuun to his Hlbml Abdullah (it. The Legends
of Abdullah) the writer, 2 man of letters and of considerable learning, went to
extreme length debasing and prostraung himself for having the pretensions of
writing what turned out to be a literary classic. He did this so as not to offend
the sultan and nobility. In Malay society status is measured by the depth of scp-
aration between the ruler and the ruled. Thus the lower one demeans oneself,
the loftier 1s the sultan. Hence the despicable sight of Malays prostratng them-
sclves in servitude and other self-degrading postures when approaching the sul-
tan. All in an attempt to make His Highness feel switably honored and clevated.

Malaysian sultans look enviously at the Sultan of Brunei (another Malay state,
not part of Malaysia) who treats the otl-nich kingdom as his personal fiefdom.
To that sultan there is no differentiation between public and personal. No won-
der he s the world's wealthiest man: the country’s treasury is his.

The consututional ensrs of 1990 pitted the executive branch against the sul-
tans over attempts at reigning in royal excesses. To help whip public sympathy
pers of the day were filled with prunent de-
tails of royal transg and at real and i Politicians were
obsessed with trying to portray the rulers in unsavory hghts. For a while |

have ded throughout the nauon. And with their greater ex-

for the government's cause, ne
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thought Malaysia was on an irreversible path to becoming a republic. Alas that
struggle ended quickly. It was nothing more than a power struggle between two
ruling clite, the clected and the hereditary, over the nation’s bounty,

Having been raised in a royal village and worked in a royal town, I too had
seen my share of imperial excesses. In one particularly unpleasant episode, an
obstetrician colleague was called in the middle of the night to attend 10 a sick
mother. On sccing a stranger seemingly loitering outside the ward, the doctor
politely asked as to the i! s i . U Iy, that ! was
one of Malaysia’s many sultans. For that innocent affront the good doctor was
banished out of state within 24 hours. While that sultan was appeased with the
swift summary punishment, the brunt of the penalty was borne by the good
doctor’s poor patients. They, including some very sick ones, were simply aban-
doned.

Royal excesses and over indulgences did not develop overnight. The execu-
uve branch had catered to and abetted royal intemperance; thus the sultans Bot
carned away. As with a child, the best way to stop misbehavior is to nip it carly,
before it becomes a habit. Sultans were accorded extravagances and expensive
habits without question in the beginning, Naturally they assumed them 10 be
therr divine nights. It took an unnecessary and divisive constitutional crisis to fi-
nally restrain the more egregious abuses.

Surprisingly, outside of Malaysia these princes and princesses behave very
well. They are only too aware that should they put on their royal tantrums, they
would face the full consequences. Nowhere is this sharp contrast in antics more
notceable than i Johor Baru. North of the causeway and safely in Malaysia,
they ignore traffic and other laws with impunity; but over in Singapore they
meekly and dutifully obey all traffic lights and speed limits.

Despite the awil all and y al Malaysia's
royal families generally are an unspectacular lot. Very few are college graduates
or excel in anything, except perhaps expensive habits. Of course aberrant royal
behaviors are not the sole prerogative of Malaysia. The shenanigans of British
rogalty are the staple of tabloids.

The very notable exceptions to the sorry state of royalty in Malaysia are the
royal houses of Negri Sembilan and Perak. Unlike the other states where suc-
cession is strictly based on lincage, the Sultan of Perak and the Ruler of Negri
Sembilan are clected by a council of nobility. A few decades ago, the Undangs
(Ternitorial Lords) of Negri Sembilan for very good reasons bypassed the eldest
son of the previous ruler and picked another member of the extended royal
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famuly, somecone with a deadedly supenor qualificanon. The new ruler they
chose was a barnster with postgraduate traming at Oxford and a man who had
disungushed himself i the foregn service. A rare resume for a prince any-
where. Similardy, Perak council of nobility, Deuwun Negara (t. Nanonal Council),
chose a former Chief Jusuce as their sultan. Not surpnsingly, these two rulers
later served with great disunction as the country’s Supreme Rules

Itis not comadental that the states which
well-educated and disungusshed royal families. It 1s amazing what a bit of com-
petition could do. When these pances know that they do not automatically be-
come sultans they better themselves 1o increase thewr odds. No surprise then that
the offsprngs of the rulers of Negn Sembilan and Perak are graduates of such
venerable nsttutons as Oxford, Cambndge, and Harvard. There s a lesson
here for the greater Malay soccty. That is, privileges alone without compention,
do ot guarantee excellence.

irak'& Sultan Azlan Shah, the distingutshed former Chief Justice and King
of Malaysia, deserves special praise for yet another reason, Recalling my earhier
chapter on genetics he, unlike many of his brother rulers who have a fondness
for their first cousins and other close relanves, marned a commoner. No won-
der they have such beautiful and balliant children.

Mahathur’s asscruon that “Malays are feudalist and wash to remain so [and
that] without the rulers would mean the complete eclipse of the Malays
credence. Among modern Malays, especally thos
sector, the monarchy 1s ierelevant. For Mal
tans and nobility are alien concepts.

As a youngster, | ber accomy . my mother and others fishing in
the niver. For safety the women would go 1n groups. It was at the end of the war
when tmes were tough. Later in her life my mother would recall fondly that one
of those women would later be the Queen of Malaysia. No, this was not an at-
tempt at name dropping on my mother’s part, rather to impress on us, her chil-
dren, that when umes are tough we all have 1o do our part. Stnpped of therr
privileges by the Japanese, members of the royalty adapted quickly to being sim-
ple tolks. There was nothing regal about bending over n one’s wet sarong to
scoop for the next supper. Royal extravagances and regal tastes are definitely ac-
quired habits.

It can be persuasively argued that the monarchy 1s a drag on Malay socicty,
mmpeding its progress. Imagine 1f all the resources allocated o royal institu-
tons—luxunous palaces, tax-frec status, claborate ceremonies and invest-

clect” their rogal rulers abso have
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tures—were instead given to bright Malay students and rural schools, Malays
would advance much faster. And if our senior civil servants perform more as
scasoned ves and not be ¢ d with being sultan-like, how far ahead
the nation would be.

The msutution of monarchy by its very nature encourages a non-competitive
and non-productive milicu. The sultan syndrome is only onc of many such man-

e This negatve infl ¢ affects all Mal. but more so Malays.
Non-Malays have learned to successfully exploit royal institutions to their bene-
fit. Lavish gifts, tnibutes, and other expensive professions of loyalty, while not
cexacting a guid pro quo, heless are appropriately recip d with royal fa-
vors. It is not comeidental that royal titles and honors are conferred on business
tycoons.

Most importantly, a system of hereditary rulers perpetuates and legitimizes
entitlement at the highest level. 1t is difficult for the nation to instill in her young
the value of hard work, diligence, and intelligence when the ultimate rewards and
honors are conferred based on other than those esteemed values.







Chapter VI

MARA-The Great March Backard

TTHE heght of the 1969 nor, viglante groups of self-nghreous UMNO

youths rushed 1o protect the MARA headquarters in Kuala Lumpur from
the rumored attack by bands of Chinese hooligans. The imposing building, 2
landmark of the aty ar the ume, was wadely regasded as the citadel of Malay
presnge and power. It symbolized the g s solid o
Malays.

Fortunately the assault did not occur. If the thugs did indeed have a phin 1o
storm the butkding they would had wasted thete ume, cffort, and lives. They
could have wanted, for 3 few years later the relanvely new building was con-
demned because of structurally unsafe cracks i its foundation.

That crack in the basic structure of the MARA edifice 1s an apt metaphor for
*he organization as a whole. MARA, the Malay acronym for Mugdis L Raoky-
a4 e, Council of Trust for the Indig People), was cstablished in 1966 by
Tun Razak, then Depury Pame Minister. It replaced the Rural and Industnal De-
selopment Agency (RIDA), 2 brainchild of another Malay leader, Datok Onn

Ja'afar, and blished by the colomal g m 1953,
Old RIDA
RIDA' success in devel Malay and | was less

piag Y T .
than spectacular. Its efforts were woefully hampered by the lack of mmaginative
and creative 2 Indeed, as Mahathir observes, *...RIDA [is] run on
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the Lines of a welfare department.... [it] denied money to capable Malay busi-
nessmen but gave hand-outs to poor people with vague notions of going into
* Often these Malays with their subsidized RIDA loans ended up com-
peting with established Malay companics. Worse, RIDA would loan enormous
sums to individuals who had no inkling or guidance of what to do with the
moncy.

In my village, a well-connected polincian (it seemed that every recipient of
RIDAS largesse was somebody well cted) was given a hand:
gether with a valuable umber concession. The first thing he did, even before ac-
quinng a single saw or truck, was to buy a gleaming new limousine. He would
spend most of his nme showing off his latest toy and barely bothered to inspect
Iis mulls (you can't dewve the Mercedes into the jungle) or visit his customers. Not
surprisingly his enterpnse collapsed. A few years later all that was left of his
company was an imp and exy plate on some office door. The
tuxusf car was long gone, as was the mone;

How could the outcome be otherwise?

business

loan, to-

It was outrageous that a poor villager, though well-connected politically but
with absolutely no knowledge of or experience in business, was given such huge
sums of money, an amount that he could only dream about. To him it was more
like winnung a lottery, a welcomed bounty rather than a loan that had to be re-
pad. Hence the purchase of frills rather than capital goods. He was completely
clucless at running a business. Many such inept and inexperienced “business-
men” were given these g loans and 1l
tract:

y lucrative g con-
Lacking rudimentary business skills and more concerned with displaying
their new wealth, these RIDA-sponsored “entreprencurs” floundered within a
short ume.

It would be easy and tempung to blame those clucless aspiring businessmen
and to make ping and fied ¢ on Mala

business aptitude.

More culpable were the officials who approved those loans without there being
covenants or guidelines whatsoever, These loan officers should have at least in-
susted that the money be for capital equipment, like trucks and logging cquip-
ment. Or they could have staggered the disbursement or made the checks

directl

w the suppliers. Perhaps RIDA could have negotiated to buy the sup-
phes and capital goods on behalf of these new businessmen. With the organi-
zaton’s clout and purchasing power it could extract considerable savings from
wholesalers and suppliers. RIDA officials could have instructed these nascent
entreprencurs on such elementary business concepts as cash flow management,
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mventory control, and the need (o service those loans. Impressed on these bud-
ding businessmen that the money was not income but a loan. 1t had to be repaid,
with interest. “They betrer make sufficient profit in order to service it. Given
those admonitions and close monitoring. these entreprencurs would have
thought twice betore acquining frivolitics.

The truth was, these loan officers were themselves inept.

The example cited was not isolated. The files at RIDA were filled with simi-
lar unfortunate cases. Nor has it improved decades later. In one detailed socio-
logical survey of one village in 1980%, Shamsul A. B. similarly documented
widespread polneal patronage in the awarding of contracts and licenses. Yet the
authonties would feign surpase when such enterprises failed, blaming the in-
competent and hapless borrowers. These results were predictable. RIDA then,
Dike MARA now, was run as a government department with civil servants igno-
rant of market realities. As public employees their paychecks were assured
whether the loans were recovered or not. The concepts of credit assessment,
customer service, and asset monitoring were alien to them. RIDA never thought
of getung input or advice from existing successful entreprencurs. These RIDA
officals functioned more as funds disburser rather than assessor of risks and vi-
abiliey of commereial projects. RIDA was essentially a corporate welfare agency
rather than a source of venture capital.

RIDA also tried its hands i training Malays for the private sector, Those ear-
Iy attempts at vocanonal training were abject failures partly because the teachers
lacked business or private sector experience. They had a tailoring school in my
village where the students were taught outdated techniques and outmoded fash-
tons and styles. No surpnse that the students did not flourish in the marketplace.
Sumilar ventures at secretarial training met with predictable failures, again for lack
of prvate sector input. The skills taught were not the ones needed by employ-
ers and the products (graduates) were thus not readily employable. As usual, the
authonties blamed the students for not showing sufficient initiative when the
problem was clearly the system: primanly the curncula for their lack of relevance
and pracucality,

RIDA ventures into academic training met with similar shocking failures. In
the 1950% it was widely assumed that Malays were not interested in or worse, not
capable of mastening the sciences and mathematics. In actuality they were never
gven the opportunity. In my rural high school science class there were about 20
Malays in a class of about 30. Because of the severe shortage of pre-university
(sxth form) classes only four students were admitted. Of those, two were

po——
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Malays. Six other Malay students who were denied admission managed eventu-
ally through the circutous route of teachers’ and technical colleges to get their
degrees. Among them, one became an engineer, another a veterinarian, a third a
PhD, and another had a graduate degree from an Ivy League university. Had
there been adequate sixth form spaces then, the number of potential Malay sci-
ence college students would have been eight instead of two: a four fold increase.
Addionally in my esumaton, given the nght arcumstances another four to six
of my other Malay cl. were also | 1 caliber, making the
increase even more dramatic. Alas, they were wasted for lack of sixth form slots.

In response to the shortage, RIDA started its own classes. But instead of tak-
ing those capable Malay students who just mussed making the grade like my
dozen classmates, RIDA chose from the very bottom of the barrel—the third
graders. It was asaf they were trying to prove their supreme ability to transform
any student, no matter how dumb or unindustrious, into college matenal. As ex-
pectld, the results were appalling. For the first few years not one of their stu-
dents matnculated.

Despite such abysmal performance there was no soul searching analysis oc
reassessment of the program. More funds were simply expended on the failed
project. Those responsible were, as usual, promoted to continue their incompe-

tence at an even higher level, and with far greater consequences.

Tun Razak in transforming RIDA into MARA expressed high hopes of
“...gving a face bft and a new life to RIDA. MARA did have a new face lift
with its new name but, for the organization as a whole, life went on as before.

In Malay, the acronym MARA means to boldly march forward—as to victo-
ry. A review of the history and ac plis of the dicates
more like a great march backward. To many, MARA is unfortunately synony-
mous with mediocnty.

Along with a fresh name the government built a new, more imposing and
grandiose structure to replace the cracked headquarters. There may not be
cracks in its new building but walking into the massive complex one 1s struck
with the notceable lack of intensity and urgency expected of an organization
entrusted with such a noble and vital mission. The palpable somnolence is akin
to visiting a mausoleum. The first few floors, a shopping arcade, are noted for
shops with half-empty shelves and indifferent salesladics. The contrast 1s even
more strking with the mall across the street, which bustles with throngs of cus-
tomers.
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Entering the upper level office suites one is again struck with the spacious-
ness and the massive doors with impressive titles on them. But alas, no sense of
acuvity or purpose. Try to meet a senior official and you are likely find him ei-
ther reading a newspaper or out of the office, his whereabouts unknown to his
cletk. If per chance you do meet one and discuss the problems of Malays and
you will hear, almost reflexly, the chronic lament of shortage of funds. Yet this
1s an organization that provides its senior personnel with lusury cars, expensive
country club memberships, and first class air travel.

In carly 1990's a major financial scandal erupted at MARA. As a result it had
to substandally curtail its student loans and scholarships. Many of their spon-
sored students were stranded abroad because of turmoil at headquarters.

One feature of the scandal was the non-recovery of hundreds of millions
worth of study loans. There was much public outery about the morals of these
students and the decline of cthics among the younger set. Missing in all the dis-
cussions were what steps the authorities had taken to collect these debts. It
turned out that many of the records were lost. The most ignoble sight was when
the Director of MARA went on national television and gleefully told his inter-
viewer how some students had brbed MARA workers to destroy their records.
He was implying that it was not his or the organization’s problem—it's those evil
and ungrateful students. The pathetic aspect of the whole sordid affair was that
high MARA officials were obl of their own i They were not
even embarrassed by lh:u shoddy record kccpmg and lack of sccurity. In these
days of F fatal it is ble that they did not have
back-up files and cross references. Such lax nttnrd keeping went beyond incom-
petence. It was eniminal.
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It scems that every few years MARA is embroiled in some major scandal. In
mid 1980 disruption broke out at MARA Institute of Technology. This insti-
tute, which MARA unabashedly referred to as MIT, was its academic flagship. It
occupies an imposing campus on the hill at Shah Alam overlooking grandioscly
at Klang Valley. Like everything else associated with MARA, money was never a
. problem. The campus is an architectural showpicce. Academically, despite its
MIT moniker, it is at best a lackluster trade school. The campus conducts cleri-
cal courses of the variety that are offered at many commercial downtown store-
~ [rontenterpnscs, 10 advanced engineering diplomas and even MBAs. This hodge
 podge offenings revealed the muddled thinking of those responsible. They were
confused on whether they should be producing clerks and mechanics or execu-
tves and engincers. And just as typically, they decided to produce all. The prod-
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ucts reflected their unfocussed strategy. With such an academically diverse stu-
dent body it was only a matter of time before conflict and acnmony would break
out.

As a result of the turmoil and confusion, the Ministry of Education took
control of MIT. Unfortunately that was the only change. MIT conunued with
the same personnel and policy. The board of directors was unchanged. What
was thought to be a significant shakeup in response to a major crisis turned out
to be merely vet another cosmetic makeover, but enough to silence the cntics, at
lcast temporarily.

Nor did MARA show much competence in running smaller instututons. In
addition to its showpicce MIT, MARA also operates a number of science resi-
dennal schools and junior colleges. In 1980 there was a riot at its school in Muar
over some trvial class nvalry.

Despite the large number of schools and junior colleges under its wing,
MARA's aggregate achicvement remains underwhelming, The number of its stu-
dents accepted ar g g 1s casily bered by Penang's
Chung Ling High School or the pavate Taylor College. This despite the fact thar
MARA gets the best students. Unfortunately, none of these observauons em-
barrass MARA officials.

When things do not work or begin to fall apart in any large organizaton, the
tendency is for management to blame workers, markets, or other extrancous el
ements. With MARA, its response to the poor performances was to blame the
students for being lazy and lacking industry, and for being dishonest in not re-
paying their loans. And that perennial excuse—lack of funds.

When IBM and General Motors (GM) were floundenng in late 1980's, thar
market shares and stocks in the doldrums, their managers sinularly blamed ex-
trancous factors: unionized workers, cheap foreign imports, and oncrous gov-
crament regulations. Everything and everybody, except themselves, All sorts of
restructuning and reorganizations were instituted. The end results were the same
mediocre performance. Not surprising as the same management was involved
Many IBM directors at the ume for mstance, did not even have personal com-
puters and thus were not familiar with their company’s main product. Nor did
they own sigmificant shares of 1BM. Their chicf exccutive was busy preoccupied
with public “do good™ projects like United Way and other social activities. Only
after the whole board was replaced and a new chicf executive from outside
brought in did IBM began a slow and painful recovery. The story at GM was the
same. Management blamed cheap Japanese imports, recalcitrant workers, and
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everyone else except their own incompetence. Again, only after the entire upper

g ped and its chicf ive canned did GM made significant
progress.
To analyze MARAs mediocre performance one must critically examine its
structure and senior 17 MARA is a g agency under the
Minustry for Entrey Devel Itis, like its pred RIDA, run by

ewvil servants and with all the constraints of the public service. In terms of peck-
ing order, that ministry is just above the Sports Ministry. Consequently there had
never been a shining star appointed to that portfolio. P: bly, civil servants
assigned there must be those not needed at the Prime Minister's Department or
Treasury. The chairman of MARA, its chief exccutive, had never been individ-
uals with proven managerial talent or brilliance. They were chosen because of
their high political positions within UMNO. They might have had university de-
grees (often in Malay or Islamic Studies) but that was the limit of their accom-
plish . None had signifi private sector exy much less superior
achievement.

MARA is by a board prising of ref from Treasury,
Prme Minister’s office, and other government departments, Again they are all
avil servants busy with their own problems to be much concerned with the
tnbulations of MARA. Nor do they have the expertise to know or anticipate the
needs of the prvate sector. Thus it should surprisc no one that MARA stumbles
from one crisis to another and its overall performance wanting,

A New, Improved MARA
MARA nceds a major haul; its basic senior T2 and

g board totally ped. 1t must be more focused and divisions bet-
ter defined. As a government agency MARA, like its RIDA predecessor, is un-
able to respond quickly o changing market nceds and circumstances.

MARAs mission should be simple and clear—to increase Bumiputra com-
pettivencss and partcipation in the private sector. Its performance must be
fransparent and accountable. Its annual reports must be widely and readily ob-
tamable so its achicvements can be casily cvaluated.

Establishing MARA as a scparate autonomous entity, akin to a foundation,
would be a good start. The government should appoint prominent Malaysians
who have excelled in the pavate scctor (not politicians or retired civil servants)

R S AT
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to its governing board. The nation is fortunate now in having many outstanding
Malaysians who are chief executives of multinational corporations, successful
professionals and entreprencurs who would make excellent candidates. The chicf
exccutive should similarly be someone with proven private sector credentials and
managenal excellence. He should be able to choose his own senior team without
the usual constraints of the avil service.

By selecung top quality people with proven track record of achievement to
lead the organization, the barttle is half done. Once sclected, give these talented
indviduals the freedom to run the agency without petty micromanagement from
the ministries.

MARA should not dupl other g fi There is no reason
why it should have its own schools and colleges. Leave that to the Education
Ministry. Where there are no approprate public institutions, MARA should con-
tract with exisung private colleges. These pravate institutions do a far supenior
job#han MARA’s own. It would also be cheaper and more flexible. If the col-
lege performs well, MARA could give extra bonus. Tor example, for every
MARA student the prvate college sends to Cambridge or Stanford, 1t gets a spe-
cial monetary reward. Alternatively, if 1t does not perform MARA could termi-
nate the contract: a very powerful incenuve.

Presendy there 1s munimal accountability on the part of the admimistranon
and faculty of these MARA bodies. Whether their students excel or end up at
mediocre universities, these lecturers and admunistrators get their pay and pro-

motions anyway.

The recent proposal by MARA to have its own university is preciscly the
wrong strategy. MARA did not show much competence in running MIT. One
can anticipate the same dismal result with its new university. It would be far bet-
ter for MARA to contract with a reputable foreign university to establish a cam-
pus locally. Besides, having its own university would distract MARAS personnel
from other equally important activitics.

“There should clear divisions within MARA—one for manpower and training;
and the other for cconomic development. MARA should concern itself with fa-
alitating the training of Malays, from carpenters and plumbers right up to sub-
professionals and professionals. It should not be doing the actual training.
Instead 1t should contract on long-term basis with private entitics to train Bu-
miputras in these fields. MARA role would be to monitor the performances of
these institutions. It can begin by offering to help its present cadre of instruc-
tors to cstablish their own training insttutes. Thus instead of being employees
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of MARA they would become private contractors. In this way MARA would
quickly find out from among its empl those with h | flair and
help them through with their new enterprises. These instructors, unlike the usu-
allot who are content with merely getting their paychecks, would make excellent
role models for the students. Imagine if the present apprenticeship programs are
run and owned by the teachers. It would encourage them to be efficient and in-
novative.

MARA could act as a sumulus and catalyst for the development of quality
prvate colleges. Concerned only with monitonng the quality and performance
of these mnstitutions, it would be spared the minutiac of administering them,

By using private colleges MARA students would interact and compete with
students of other races. At present MARA students are isolated, competing on-
Iy 1 the very limited sphere of Bumiputras. They do not get to know other cul-
tures and races: a severe handicap later when they would have to do business or
wteract with other than their own kind. The National Economic Action Coun-
clls recognition, though belated, that young Bumiputras be exposed to greater
competition is commendable. Sending MARA students to private institutions is
one way to expose them to greater competition.

Sumilarly at the professional and university levels, MARA’ job should be to
provide grants and scholarships. It should not be concerned with the adminis-
trative details of filing appl or selecting ities. Let the students do
all that. The present loan and scholarship programs should be lined and
consolidated. MARA should have scholarships and grants only. And fewer of
them, with emphasis on quality rathier than quantty. One Malay at Stanford or
Oxford is worth a hundred going to marginal universitics. And considerably
cheaper. Conditions for these awards should be clear and explicit. Any Bumipu-
tra who meets the requirements would get the appropriate award. No need for
lobbying or looking for the fight connection. Students can thus concentrate on
prepanng themselves academically instead of trying to navigate MARA’s bewil-
dening rules and regulations.

Scholarships would be for those admitted to clite universitics: the Harvards
and Stanfords in United States; the McGills and Torontos of Canada; and the
Oxfords and Cambndges of Britain. With these scholarships the students would
be free to choose whatever field of study. After all, if they are brilliant enough
to be accepted into these prestigious universitics they should know better than
any MARA burcaucrat whar's best. Give these bright students the latitude if they
20 desire to proceed directly to graduate studics or work abroad to gain experi-
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ence. By granting them these pavileges, others would be encouraged to apply to
these outstanding institutions.

“The grants would be for those accepted into the next tier but nonctheless sull
highly selective universities. They must, however, pursue courses that are des-
perately needed in the country. At present these would be the sciences, engi-
ncenng, medicine, and Englsh. But unlike scholarship holders, parents of these
students would be assessed a percentage of their income (I propose 10%) to-
wards the grant. For students from poor families the grants would be the same
as scholarships in monctary terms.

MARA should discontinue its present student loan program. For one, itis a
sham. The delinquency rate is so high and efforts at collecting these loans dis-
tract officials away from current students. Sell or wnte them off and learn from
the expenence. These loans again duplicate yet another government’s program.
1f MARA insists in conunuing them, then they should be revamped to resemble
Angrica’s Sallic Mac program where MARA would merely guarantee the loans
but the actual lending 1s done by banks and financial insututions. And these
loans should be tenable only at local insttutions. It would be cheaper and stu-
dents would not be burdened by a crushing debt. These loans must be repaid in
full, with interest. MARA should definitely stop funding students attending third
rate colleges abroad. When they return with their worthless diplomas they en-
counter difficulty finding a job and servicing their huge debt. Besides, by not re-
warding mediocre performance MARA 1s sending a clear message on excellence
and ment. At present there is litle incentive for these students to excel. Far too
many with marginal grades are rewarded with an overscas education. It is a sheer
waste of precious public funds. These students would be better off going to
teachers colleges or similar insttutions in Malaysia.

One of the positive impacts of the cconomic crisis of 1997 1s that MARA
and other government agencics are no longer sending students abroad in large
numbers. The few being sent are only to high caliber insututions. It is a sad
commentary that it took a cnppling cconomic cnsis to knock much needed fi-
duaiary sense in local officials.

“The other division in MARA should be for economic development. Here too,
the focus should change. MARA's present mode is to start a company and when
s L, to sell . U ly these plum T were sold to fa-
vored individuals without there being any compentive bidding. MARA gets
shortchanged in such deals. Worse, employees who worked so hard at making
these P | were not ded or given a chance to participate
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in the new ownership. ﬁrmnoﬁcnlhcmoumcnmmldnm-mﬂ‘pthm
old loyal employees. And for every MARA prisc there are dozens
that are struggling and failing, Their continuing losses and inefficiency drain re-
sources from MAR/LSimplylﬂdnc\nukonngomdtdldn:mxmthh@-
est bidder.

MARA should serve more as a source of venture capital. It should actively
seck out Malay entreprencurs and professionals and fund their expansion or new
businesses in return for an equity stake. As any diligent investor would do, the
manner in which lbcmunrymwldlxspmnhmddbespeﬂ:dun,wilhdeu
covenants. No funds for falls. It is important that the entreprencur involved
should also sharc in the risk cither by contributing his share of the capital or his
cxpertise. It is amazing how cautious and prudent one becomes when one's own
capital or future 1s at stake.

MARA should be doing this at all levels, from the “mom and pop” operations
(sauay sellers, hawkers, fishmongers, small time mechanics, tailors) to multimil-
lion dollar corporations secking to expand. The approach for each would neces-
sanly vary. The capital requirements and expertise needed for a restaurateur is
different from that of a professional or exporter. MARA would have to develop
specific shalls and programs for each level and kind of enterprise.

With hawkers for instance, MARA could help design efficient, small, mobile
stalls with built-in tanks for water and a portable power supply for refrigeration.
With MARAs might it could buy these units in volumes and pass the savings to
the hawkers. This would not only make them more cfficient but their stalls
would be considerably cleaner and more sanitary, to the benefit of the whole
community. MARA could arrange for classes on simple management skills: cash
flow, mventory control, and clements of marketing, By working closely with
them MARA would get valuable feedback and suggestions on improving the
program. MARA could select from among the successful individuals the few
who could teach or be mentors to beginners.

MARA could help wilors, mechanics, and technicians start their own busi-
nesses. Again, acting as an agent, MARA could acquire tools and nventorics at
deep discount. MARA could underwrite the design of simple workshops and re-
tatl outlets which could be duplicated casily so that cach new entreprencur doces
not have to go through the whole process every time and at considerable cost.
MARA should act as a ¥ of busincss knowledge, skills, and
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At the next level, MARA could help identify existing Malay contractors and
entreprencurs to encourage them to expand. Again here, MARA would act as a
catalyst and a source of venture capital, with equity participation the goal rather
than simply being a loan dispenser. With time, MARA should have a core of ca-
pable, prising, and amt who would act as a critical mass
and be ready to expand on their own.

There are plenty of these enterprising individuals. You would not find them
at UMNO divisional meetings or political rallies. Visit them at Sunday and night
markets, roadside stalls, on the beaches, and in small towns all busily hustling for
customers.

Instead of simply waiting for government money, MARA could start its own
venture capital funds. It can soliait funds from Malay investors to finance these
new ventures. This would give yet another avenue for affluent Malays to invest
besides te stock market and real estate. In time, with experience and expertise,
MARA could be a major source of venture capital for Malay entreprencurs.

MARAS present policy of creating companies merely perpetuates and en-
courages the employee status of Malays. Instead, it should encourage its work-
ey, lecturers, and managers 1o venture out and start their own businesses. The
new status symbol or valued culture within MARA should be the ones who leave
10 start their own businesses and not those who stay and endlessly exhort oth-
ers 1o be enterprising while they themselves are content with cashing in on their
senionity and pensions.

Despite the litany of problems and scandals plaguing MARA, with the bil-
lions poured into it the organization has done some good. Today, thousands of
Malay professionals owe their successes in part to that body. But if MARA con-
centrates only on the successes and ignores the failures, especially the spectacu-
lar ones, it will never progress. Pilots do not dwell on the routine landings and
takeoffs. It is the few (hopefully) mishaps, close calls, and tragic accidents that
are tediously and meticulously examined. Often better designs and improved
procedures result from these entical studies and rigorous analyses.

Unfortunately in Malaysia, the prevailing attitude seems to be the reverse. It
wants the successful landings to be headlines, not the botched ones. Thus any
caticsm, no matter how valid and well reasoned, is ascribed sinister motives. It
is hard to progress with such a mind-sct.

It 1s the worthy mandate of MARA to prepare Malays for the competiive
world of the marketplace. To achicve this MARA must itself be the epitome of
an efficient and competitive organization. 1t must act as if it has a limited time




Mara—The Great March BackWard 109

to complete its noble mission. There must be a greater sense of urgency. Special
prvileges for Bumiputras may not be forever. MARA must be totally trans-
formed, with a whole new cast of characters. It must do away with incpt politi-
cal appointees. MARAS mission is far too important for its senior positions to
be made into political plums. It must have a different attitude and considerably
higher expectations.

MARA was last reorganized in 1966 1o replace RIDA. It is time to carefully
evaluate the organization again and to institute innovative changes 5o it can bet-
ter fulfill ws important mandate. MARA cannot fail. The stakes are just 1oo great.
For non-Malays, its failure would incvitably increase their for all the
money being spent, paid in part by their taxes. For Malays, failure would mean
yet another crushing blow 1o their collective sense of sclf-esteem and confi-
dence.
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Part Two

Modernizing Malaysia

“Vakkan Melayu Uilang Di Dunia™

Hang Tuah

Translauon:
“Malays shall not pensh from this Earth!”
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Chapter VIl

Enhancing Bumiputea Competitiveness

P I;\L:\YSIA‘S basic instrument to reduce the socio-economic gaps scparat-

g the various races is its preferenual policies. They began as “Special
Malay Privileges™ ininated by the Batish and continued with minimal changes
dunng the first decade after mdependence. The glaring inad and failures
of that program resulted in the May 1969 riot. Out of that tragedy the New
Liconomic Policy (NIEP) was conceived, with its central objectives of eradicating
poverty and restructuring socicty to climinate “the identification of race with
cconomic function.” Eloquent phrasing aside, the NEP basically conunued the
special privileges but with greater aggressiveness and decidedly more massive
funding, It had, among other objectives, 30% Bumiputra participation in the cor-
porate sector. NP was an exp and exy social engj B program.
It sausfied those who measure success by the amount of money spent.

By 1990, the end of NEP, Bumiputras did not feel any more competitive.
Their participation in the corporate sector, though considerably improved when
compared to 1970, was still far short of target. With its objectives unmet, NEP
was replaced by the National Develop Policy (NDP), scheduled to last this
ume for three decades, until 2020, If past performance is any predictor, by 2020
the NDP would undoubtedly be replaced by some other fancy acronyms for still
another set of preferential policies, this ime to last pechaps another four or five
decades.

The NDP continucs the same stalled strategics of NEP, but at a considerably
higher price, much like NEP over earlier Special Prvileges. There has been sur-
pasingly little or no rigorous and analysis of the impact of
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these policies or to assess their effecuveness in enhancing Bumiputra compet-
uveness. In fact, such studies are not encouraged. Any cnticism or challenge to
Bumiputra specul privileges could be construed as offenses under the I1SA: hard-
ly conducive 1o enlightened public discourse.

There is also minimal debate on how much of a price Malaysians are willing
to bear to achieve these lofty goals of social and economic equity. An even more
pertinent question is whether such inefficiency is inevitable or necessary, As a re-
sult, there is little umpetus to seck alternatives. The emphasis had been on some
preconcerved targets, with no clear understanding whether those targets are ap-
proprate ot even meaningful. Thirty percent Malay participation is pointless if
those are concentrated on few favored mndniduals and achieved through massive
public subsidies. Sumilarly, quotas 1 the teaching profession could be counter
productve if they unnecessanly imit the pool of qualificd candidates, 10 the
detnmeit of students.

Bumiputras must enhance their competitiveness to compete cffectively both
within and without the country. If they are more compeutive, increased partici-
pation in the cconomy would automatically follow. Otherwise no amount of spe-
cial privileges, quotas, and other legal crutches would help. No group can be
forever protected under msulating shells. Bumiputras should not be like the

gly healthy d e vines, bl g with flowers and nich foliage on-
Iy 10 collapse under their own weight when the supporting trellis is removed.
They should be like our native guant durian tree, requiring carcful staking and
tender care only in its formative years to later soar high above the rain forest to
provide generous bounty.

There is a general fecling, shared by many in the ruling clite, that for Malays
to advance, non-Malays must be held back. Malaysians must be disabused of this
ingrained mentality, with its “zcro sum™ assumptions. The premise instead
should be “win-win," where, if non-Malays advance so would Malays, and vice
versa.

A common analogy is 1o compare Malays to big-footed, slow, and heavy farm
horses unsuited 1o compete with thoroughbreds—non-Malays. To cnter the race
Malays would need a generous head-start. Implicit in this imagery is the pathet-
ic acceptance of the non-competitive nature of Malays. Also implied is that
Malays would forever remain at a competitive disadvantage, nceding special priv-
tleges and protection permanently. Farm horses never become thoroughbreds.

Another common metaphor is that of a novice golfer. In order for Malays to
participate, they must be given an appropriate generous handicap to make the
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game competitive and interesting, At least with this analogy there is the possi-
bility that with skillful coaching and persistent practice, the handicap could be
lowered and eventually eliminated. Malays would then be on par with the rest.

Even if one accepts the farm horse analogy, with some smarts one could still
come out ahead by making full use of onc’s competitive advantage. Thus instead
of compeung on speed, choose physical steength—as who could pull the biggest
plow or heaviest carriage. [Heavy, strong Clydesdale farm horses will outclass the
Arabians every time. At least with plowing or pulling carriages one is engaging
in some productive activity.

This whole business of racial handi di

ing is counter p It must
stup. Instead, the nation must concentrate on making all its citizens competitive
so they can compete effectively at home and abroad.

In the preamble to the NEP much was said about restructuring within the
context of growth. The exercise was not meant (o be strictly redistributionist,
robbing Peter (non-Malays) to pay Paul (Malays), but for the latter to have a larg-
cr share of an enlarging pie. The emphasis was rightly on growth and only sec-
ondarily on redistnbution. To his credit, Mahathir had in the past pragmatically
selaxed some of the stringent requirements of NEP during recession or sluggish
cconomic growth. Implicit in such a strategy is the recognition that these pref-
crential policies and restructuring excrcises carry an economic burden.

Malaysta’s preferential race policy is much more pervasive and aggressive than
Amenca's affiemative action program. It has been remarkably successful in cre-
atng a sizable and stable Bumiputra middle class. But the price tag is significant:
massive government intrusion in the marketplace and the 1 d
and inefficiencies. Thus they can be justified only if they scrve a larger purpose
of social justice.

Apart from its direct impact, the 1 of these policies on
their beneficiarics must also be examined. Are Malays better off and more com-
petive now after a generation of special privileges? If they are, is it because ot
i spite of these policies? How about a generation hence? It is possible that these
policies may in fact hinder, not enhance, Malay competitiveness. The universal
laws of di g returns and ded ] may intrude. Malays
may become dangerously dependent on and cannot exist or compete without
these legal props. And once acquired, such “dependency syndrome” or “subsidy
mentaliy™ is extremely difficult to eradicate.
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Privileges of Priority

TO MAHATHIR, Malays deserve these privileges because one, they are back-
ward and two, that they are the “definitive” people or “owners™ of Malaysia.
With the first premise, one can anticipate an end to the program when Malays
are iently advanced and comy in their own right. In the second, these
privileges would be permanent.

There is nothing unique, unprecedented, or even racist with the second claim.
Other ethnic groups and nations have freely exercised similar privileges by virtue
of their ancestry. Jews in Istacl are favored over Arabs. A Jew born and raised in
Chicago has more nghts and privileges in Isracl than an Isracli-born Arab. Ko-
reans in Japan, despite having lived there for gencrations, still do not enjoy com-
parable nghts as Japanesc. The same with Chinese in Vietnam.

Whél China took over Hong Kong, only ethnic Chinese of that island were
granted citizenship of China, but not non-Chincse. Nor were the British any
more g in granting its citizenship to B of that colony. In con-
trast, it granted automatic Baush passports to citizens of her other colonics—
Malta and Falkland—simply because they were Anglo Saxons. In Germany, only
those of Teutonic stock are regarded as proper Germans. Australia only very re-
cently discontinued its “White Australia” policy of limiting immigration only to
Caucastans.

Malays therefore are in good company in asserting these privileges by virtuc
of their being the indj people of Malay: he privileges of priority.

But that is a distracting side issuc.

The biggest challenge facing Malaysia is how to enhance the competitiveness
of all its citizens, especially Bumiputras, so they can become productive and con-
tribute effectively. To the extent that these privileges enhance competitiveness,
they should be retained. But Malaysians have to examine fully the ramifications
and possible adverse consequences of such policies.

The analogy I prefer is a h ltural one. Bumiy are the equivalent of
stunted saplings in an otherwise productive orchard. The farmer must of neces-
sity pay special attention to them as it is simply not possible to uproot and re-
place them. Thus more frequent watering, generous helping of fertlizer, regular
weeding around the bases, and careful staking And if that struggling plant is
overshadowed by the vigorous growth of neighboring trees, the shrewd farmer
would prunc off the offending branches. But he has to do so carefully. Too vig-

|
|
|
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orous or haphazard pruning would destroy the previously healthy tree. Properly
done pruning enhances the growth of new and productive branches away from
overshadowing struggling saplings.

Plants given 0o much special care and extra nutnents would grow rapidly,
producing abundant foliage and 1 1 Infe Iy, with 1o rapid a
growth the branches tend to be weak, casily snapping in the first storm. And
their luxuriant foliage may not necessarily transhate into heavy fruit bearing, The
thick foliage may in fact overshadow other hitherto productive plants. In such
wstances the orchardist must not hesitate 1o prune these non-productive
branches. And he must do so carly, before they completely sap the inner strength
of the tree. Thus skillful horticulturist would cut off carly the non-productive
“water sprouts” and nward directed branches. Sumilarly, 100 much fertlizer can
burn young stems and too heavy watering can cause root rot, both devastating
consequences. Too much of a good thing can be destructive to plants as well as
humans.

1f the planter simply ignores the struggling saplings and let Darwinian forces
(survival of the fittest) take over, these plants would gradually get weaker and
wither. They would then be prone 1o discases and pests which in turn could
spread and threaten the whole orchard. “Thus by giving extra care and support
he not only turns these stunted plants into productive ones but also simultane-
ously protects the rest of his cultivaton.

And soatis with the dilemma of Malay
alone would agg; existing racial
may feel left out and disenfranchised, making them vulnerable to sinister influ-
ences that would threaten the stability of the whole socicty. But too much at-
q would foster unhealthy tendencics, socictal
cquivalent of root rot and heavy but weak and non-productive foliage.

The issue of Bumiputra backwardness is one of poverty generally. It is not
simply a Bumiputra problem. 1t is an cconomic problem, not cultural or genet-
1. Solving them requires formulating imaginative and cffective policies, not
sume silly notions of improving the genetic stock or for Malays to abandon their
cherished values and culture.

1an socicty. Relying on market forces

Members of the backward races

tention to correening the

P e Tl e g
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Pilgrims Savings Fund—Tabong Haji

ONIE needs to see the enormous impact of an effective policy to appreciate its
importance. Take Tabong Haji (Pigrims Savings Fund). That program more
than any other helps Malays save and become acuve participants in the econo-
my. Itis more effective than all the rthetoric of “New Malay™ and calls for vari-
ous revolust mental (it. mental revolutions). Because of s spectacular success it is
worth reviewing,

In 1950% and 60%, it was generally

assumed that Malays had no concept of
the value of savings. The greater the inducement (higher interest rates) the less
responsive Malays were. It apy ists that Malays did
not react to the usual pecuniary incentives It ok the balliance of an ndige-
nous cconomist, Ungku Aziz, 10 appreciate that, on the contrary, Malays were
ndecd diligent savers

Visit any kampong house and there standing in the hallway is a bamboo stem,
tabong, with a small opening at the top for the homeowner 10 stuff his money.
When the time of need comes, the bamboo is simply split open and out comes
the savings. Malay villagers save for pilgrimage to Mecea (dear to all Muslims),
their children, weddings, and old age. That they did not use conventional insti-
tutions like banks merely reflected their distrust for such bodies. To compound
the

1o I cc

sue, Malays equate interest wath usury, which is prohibited in Tslam,

“To overcome traditional Malay reluctance with banks, Ungku Aziz proposed
dependent trast fund. He shrewdly called it Tabong Haji, thus taking full
advantage of the association of the words “Tabong” with savings, frugality, and
prudence; and “Haji™ to add an Islamic cachet to the whole endeavor. To en-
hance its attractiveness, Tabong FHaji was explicitly prohibited from nvestng n
companies involved i activities ar varance with Islamic values. (Such “social
agenda™ mutual funds are very much in vogue in America today) Unlike tradi-
tional bank lending, the fund would swap equity participation in these new en-
terprises, much like modern venture capitalists. Malays could now save with an
mstirution of their own, confident that their money would not be used to fund

an

some casinos or other un-Islamic investments. Tabong Haji was an instant suc-
cess The cachet of Islam (and Mecea) agam, sells. Ungku Aziz rightly convinced
fellow Mushims that the carnings and returns are not interests but benefits
(favdat) o dividends—thus very Islimic. Today Tabong Hajiis one of the largest
mutual funds i Southeast Asia, with over 3.4 million depositors. Tts headquar-
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ters in Kuala Lumpur is an imposing architectural landmark. A tribute to the
productive imagination of one man.

The balbant man that he is, Ungku Aziz's many contributions are legendary.
As a scholar, he advanced greatly the body of knowledge on Malaysian eco-
nomics. His one mnovaton that touched me immenscly was his Kursus Ekonomi
Radio (. Economic Courses via Radio). In 1950 long before the concept of
distant learning, he conducted a very popular weekly radio course on econom-
ws. | marveled at his ease in explaning modern concepts of that discipline, es-
peaally considenng that his audiences were prmarily village dwellers. What 1
remember most was, although his explanations of the concepts and ideas were
i Malay, he would liberally interpose the English teems like “supply curve” and
“inclasne demand™ thus making it easter for Listeners to look them up. Further,
unlike many contemporary educators then he did not mangle those terms by
hapt ] 1 them into incomprehensible Malay. Perhaps it was his
tulnplv. that | emulated dunng my brief teaching carcer. That Kursas was also
nstrumental in bightung my interest in the subject.

The challenge for Bumiputras is to produce many more such imaginative
concepts and strategies exemplified by Tabong Haji.

Competitive Ad of AC ity

4
LET US assume Malays to be a nation and not a separate community. One can
approach the economic problems in one of two ways. First, one can study suc-
cessful navons and discern the common clements and adopt them. Michael
Porter’s The Compenitire Adnantage of Nations is one such eminent study. Second,
one can review the strategies of vanous developing countries and co-opt their

| and prog; There is now a considerable body of litera-
ture on the of develog that has withstood the test of time. Up
nill a decade ago there was ficrce debate between two diametrically opposing
schools of thought. Onc is the centrally planned Soviet model, with heavy gov-
crnment involvement in all sectors; and two, the laissez-faire, market-drven
mold exemplificd, at least until very recently, by Hong Kong,

With the collapse of the Sovicet State and the rise of capitalism everywhere,
the heroes of modern economists are the likes of Friedrich von Hayck, Lord
Bauer, and Milton Fricdman, advocates of minimal government and open mar-
kets. The Fabian socialists and those of the London School of Economics with
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thetr advocacy for massive state interventions have few present day followers ex-
cept n such places as India. In later chapters | will incorporate the ideas of these
modern free market devotees as they relate o Malay

Michacel Porter, the Harvard Management professor, studicd ten highly suc-
cessful and competinve natons. These countnes share no common physical, cul-
tural, or geographical annbutes, Three are i Asia (Japan, Korea, and Singaporc).
Geographically there s Bnitain, an island nanon, and Swatzerland, a land-locked
mountain state, Ther sizes vary from uny Singapore, with about three million
people compacted on a few hundred square miles, to United States with a pop-
ulauon a hundred nmes larger and a land mass that spans six ume zones. The
others are Germany, Sweden, Denmark, and laly. These nations are widely ac-
knowledged as successful, producuve, and highly compenuve. Their companies
are renowned worddwide for the supenor quality of their products and services,
and thel# exemplary management.

Among his findings, Porter shows that the success and compettiveness of
these nanons are not the result of some natural atributes (abundant natural re-
sources) or the acadents of geography (strategie location). Nor are they de-
pendent on the size of their country or thewr population. Instead, among the
common clements he observes these countnies invest heavily n education and
tramnung of their atizens; encourage vigorous competition among their industrics
and people; have a low rate of populaton growth; and are open and eager to
learn from others. Equally p 15 that thar | ind and com-
panics are not those that have been protected and heavily subsidized or targeted
by their respective governments for success, but the enterpnises that had sur-
vived ngorous competiton at home.

Essenially these countries are not naturally endowed with their compenuve
advantages. They have minimal of what traditional economists refer to as “com-
parative advantage.” Rather, their governments had specific and highly effective
roles to help nurture and enhance those qualities that would lead to their citizens’
and ’ g and c J comp They became suc-
cessful as the result of those well-defined policies.

Countries ke Brunei and Saudi Arabia, fortunate to have abundant natural
resources and thus enjoy high per capita income, are not competitive or consid-
ered successful. They do not have a single home company that has captured mar-
kets beyond their borders. Nor have their citizens made significant contnbutions
to the betterment of mankind. Rich they may be, productive and creative they

.




b 2l e

Enh i C: 121

are not. One can casily imagine these countrics sliding rapidly back into Third
World status once their oil runs out.

The highly dr:\clopcd nations managed 10 sustain a rising standard of living
through g the prod ity and i of their
people and industrics. A kr) cI:mcm is their highly educated and skillful work

force. Hence the heavy emphasis on and in eds South Korea
has near universal twelve years of schooling, An zsloundmg one third of their
school graduates go on to post dary i itics and techni-

cal colleges. The same with Germany.

Many other countries have also high literacy rates and universal education but
very few have the economic growth that Korea enjoys. Education and literacy
lone th are not adeq by tf Ives. India has a high percentage of
college graduates but most are in liberal arts and law: As a result it has many taxi
dovers with college degrees and very well-trained petition writers. But its econ-
omy remains stagnant.

What seems important is that the educational system must emphasize the sci-
ences, technical training, and a foreign language—usually English. These coun-
tries also set high national standards and hold their students to those norms.
Their teachers are highly regarded and well paid and their students are exposed
to rigorous compettion at all levels. The legendary intensity of Japanese exam-
ination system spawns their brutal “cram™ schools.

The German and Swiss educational i peciall
and technical institutes, are closcly linked with industries thus ensuring the train-
ing the students receive is relevant and up-to-date. The majority of their students
are not ity-b d but recetve ed and training with practical orien-
tation. Their apprenticeship system is the envy of the world for their efficacy
and responsivencss to the needs of mdusm

America has similar practical as plificd by its Ags
and Mechanical (A&M) universitics. It ts these rather than the elite Ivy League
colleges with their heavy liberal arts curnicula that contnbuted greatly o Ameri-
ca's advancement.

“The best and brightest in these successful countries choose the sciences and
engineering, rather than liberal arts or law. They are attracted to these ficlds be-
causc these are the training that will propel them to prestigious and leadership
positions in both government and industry. Major German, szancse and l\o‘
rean corporations are headed by men with engineering or science back
Their senior civil servants are similardy qualified. Thus l.hq arc fast to grasp the

their




122 THE MALAY DiLEMMA REVISITED

implications of new technical and scientific development without having to be
thoroughly and exhaustively briefed by their subordinates.

In Malaysia, top civil servants and senior executives of most companices (es-
pecially those lled by the g ) lack profi I or technical train-
ing, Even ministnes with high scientific and technical component like
Telecommunications, Public Works, Energy, and Health are headed by civil ser-
vants with only liberal arts education. It is very difficult to convince them on the
merits of computerization, for cxample, when they do not know the difference
between bits and bytes. Similarly, how does one convince them to fry innova-
tons like using genetically-altered bacteria for pollunon control when they do
not even know what bactena or DNAs are.

The second ¢ lity with these d. ped countries is the vigor and in-
tensity of competition at all levels and in all sectors. There is intense competi-
tion 'x students to enter universitics. Similarly, their industries face brutal
competition at home. Only the most efficient, nnovative, and responsive are
successful and able to take on the world. Contrary to conventional wisdom, their
successful companies are not the ones protected by the government or targeted
by some elite civil servants as their “national” companies. Japanesc financial in-
stitutions are not competitive globally, despite or perhaps because they are pro-
tected from foreign compeution. Their unprotected auto and clectronic
industries, survivors of Vvigorous competition at home, are global leaders.

“These successful industries do not partake in any subsidies. Subsidics are the
favonite tools of governments to nurture new industries and can take many
forms: subsidized rescarch and capital costs, export incenuives, and non-com-
petiive bidding for government contracts, They are politically attractive as the
benefits are readily discernible but the costs are hidden and borne by the diffuse
general public. But as Porter observes, “Subsidy is rarcly associated with ume
competitive advantage.” Subsidies delay rather than promote adjustments and in-
novatons needed to meet new challenges. “Ongoing subsidies dull the incen-
tives and create an attitude of dependence... [And] once initiated, are difficult to
terminate,” he adds.

In America the del cffects of sul are dll d by the farm in-
dustry. Heavily substdized Mid-Western farmers (special water rates, subsidized
transportation and crop insurance) need ever increasing public grants. In con-
trast, vegetable farmers in California’s Salinas Valley, left alone, are highly cffi-
cient and compete effectively against low-cost Mexican producers.
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The third common clement in these highly developed countries is that they
have low rates of population growth. Except for Singapore and Korea which
grew at 2.5% (still low), most of the other countries have rates under 1%. The
US rate of 1.6% reflects the large influx of immigrants rather than the natural
growth rate. Most Third World countries have rates in excess of 3%. Ircland has
a superior system of education and highly educated work force, but it lags be-
hind Western Europe because its rapid population growth outpaces its econom-
ic development. But more on population later.

In reading Porter’s extensive rescarch, | am struck by the fact that these coun-
tnies all have secular governments and socictics. Nonc of their governments em-
phasize religion or have official faiths. Italy might be the possible exception, but
the influence of the Vaucan on public policies is minimal. The Catholic Church
has far greater influence in Ircland and Poland, two countries not noted for be-
ing economic trend setters. Not coincidentally, some of the poorest countries in
Laun Amenca have hed religious h The cathedral in Mexi-
co City would shame Washington, DC’s National. Many Middle Eastern states
fall into this catcgory too. It is sigmficant that the two most modern Muslim
countries today, Malaysia and Turkey, have sccular governments.

Itis for this reason that I view the increasing emphasis on religion and the

rapid tempo of Islamization in Malaysia referred to carlier with considerable un-
case. Within Malaysia, the observation cited above is very much valid. Non-
Malays are for the most part sccular while Malays are increasingly becoming
more religious. No surprise then that the former are more advanced and com-
petitive. Among poliical entites, states like Kelantan and Trengganu which are
heavy nto religion, are among the most backward. That is no accident. This in-
verse correlation, that 1s heavy state emphasis on religion equals less compcli-
tveness, is also scen among Muslim B Ibans, d at being
pood Catholics with their claborate rituals and masses, have difficulty adjusting
1o modern Malaysia. Mushms may argue that Islam is not anti-development or
anu-progressive, rather its our “misinterpretation” of the Faith. Pray tell us
where we have gone wrong and give us examples where it is done night. Saudi
Arabia and Iran? They are even more backward than Malaysia. Religion is what
the masses practice, not what some isolated scholars think it should be.

Europe would still be in the middle ages had the Catholic Church succeeded
in maintaining its unchallenged grip. Not until Luther’s Reformation and its

g of the fanatic T of Catholicism did Europe flower into
lhc Age ul’ Renaissance.
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1 do not suggest that Malays be less Islamic. Quite the contrary. Islamis a very
personal faith. It does not need the worldly trappings of elaborate contests, or-
nate buildings, and leaders with embellished udes. What | do advocate very
strongly is that the State should get out Islam and let the ummab (community)
deal with matters of fath. Islam survived communism and totalitanianism; it
would survive sccularism t0o. Amencan-Mushms are just as pious as their
brethren elsewhere precisely because there is no government in Washington, DC
exhorting them to be more religious. Islam in Malaysia should not emulate the
impenal days of Catholiasm of the Middle Ages with its emphasis on gilded
cathedrals, ostentatious ntuals, ngid dogmas, and all powerful clergy.

Malaysia can adapt some of Porter’s findings—emphasis on cducation, in-
creasing competiion, weaning off  subsidies, and lowenng the populaton
,,,mwlh nuc—m mh:ncc the competitiveness of its citizens and institutions. By
p Malaysia can look for-
ward o the day whien these spccul pravileges would lw: viewed as superfluous.
To a ume when Malay students would flood the gates of the country’s universi-
ties because competent schools and teachers had produced thousands of excel-
lent applicants. A day when quota in the avil service would be an embarrassment
and unnceded as there would be an abundance of superbly qualificd Bumipu-
tras. To a future when Malay entreprencurs and businessmen would compete ag-
gressively, locally and abroad, based on thetr abihines and alent, and on the
quality of their products and services.

Malaysia must look to a future when these special prvileges and nghts en-
shaned 1n the constitution would be of interest only to legal histonans and so-
aal scientists as they would have become irrelevant in the lives of ordinary
Bumiputras.

These are amt but approy T for the nation as 1t enters the
new mullennium.

more ¢

Retention of Preferential Policy

AT THIS stage dismantling these prvileges ts both unwise and politeally ill-ad-
vised. It would be very socully dnvisive and economucally distracung, It would ag-
gravate racaal pol and sur rey d ugly For Malays, despite
the obvious advances of the present generation, such questioning of their rights

would be viewed as an nsulung affront. It would open old wounds and rekindle
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raw passions of the past. To non-Malays, it would unnecessarily raise unreason-
able expectations, whetting an appetite that could not possibly be satisfied. This
ata time when Malaysians are just gaining confidence and beginning to enjoy the
fruits and benefits of social accommodations and tolerance.

Most non-Malays are resigned to the present state of affairs. As long they can
continue to enjoy a comfortable lifestyle and their own aspirations not unrea-
sonably thwarted, they are not particularly bed by these prvileges. They
are only too aware of the dc\-aslauun r.mal and ethnic cunﬂlcu can inflict.
Malaysians realize that with peace everything is possible, with conflict nothing is.
I'he argument duning peace ume is who gets what gravy and goodies. With strife
the antizenry would be consumed with counting the casualtics and exacting their
revenge. If these concessions, special prvileges, are the price for social harmo-
ny than so be . Culturally, non-Malays have ravonalized the costs of these priv-
tleges as socictal’s equivalent of “protection money.” Unpleasant, perhaps evil,
but a necessary cost of doing business and maintaining peace.

The off-repeated caticisms that these pavileges breed abuses and therefore
should be discontinued are totally off base. Any privilege is subject to abuse: that
15 part and parcel of human nature. The privilege of diplomatic immunity is fre-
quently exploited. Cases of ¢ b through these pro-
tected diplomatic pouches and deliveries. United Nations officials routinely
flaunt New York traffic laws. Dipl who commit ¢ crimes often
nvoke diplomatc immunity and are quictly sent back home without facing pros-
ecution in the host country. When senior aides to the President of the United
States were given the prvilege of using presidential helicopters, a few of them
abused the perks by using them for their weekend retreats and visits to their
home town dentists. Despite such abuses these prvileges continue because they
serve some useful purpose.

The mere fact that abuses occur is not sufficient reason in itself to terminate
these privileges. They are tolerated simply because the cost of policing or mon-
nonng would outweigh the potential savings. If the abuses are widespread and
glaning to the extent that they undermine the integnty of the whole system, then
a stronger argument could be made for terminating these privileges. So far no
one has made that dlim with regard 10 Bumiputra special privileges. This does
not mean that egregious abuses be tolerated. Quite the contrary. They should be
nipped early before they undermine the whole system.

In the following chapters 1 will expand on the strategics that would enhance
Bumiputra competitivencss. The changes and policies 1 am advocating are in-

d are often led
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| in nature, evol y not lutionary. They do not involve Malays
giving up their chenshed values and norms, and thus are not socially and cultur-
ally disruptive.

Mahathir posits that ... For Malays to progress...[the] first need is a revolu-
uon,” a complete break with their past and heritage. Others, then and now, have
called for simular radical changes for Melayu Baru (New Malay), one with a com-
pletely different persona. Some would like Malays to be aggressive, to the point
of gance and impertinence—4urang ajar (lit. not well wtored). In my youth
to be so labeled was the height of nsult. Sull others exhort Malays to adopt a
colonial mentality and subjugate their fellow man in order to get ahead.

I disagree. There is nothing wrong with the “old” traditional Malay that new
and enlightened leadership would not right. Nor do Malays need to be rehabili-
tated. They do not need to be apped away from the anchoring stability of their
custou®® and adat. Frankly, Malays are “batde fatigued” with such calls for revo-
lunons. They have heard them too many tumes in the past—reroluss mental (men-
tal revoluvon), Mekayu Bara, Berdikari (it. sclf reliant), and’ the latest, reformasi
(reformation). Malays are tired and fed up of being cajoled, admonished, and
contmuously enticized by their leaders to do this and that. What is particularly
galling 1s that, while thesc leaders are calling for radical changes in their follow-
ers, the leaders themselves are stuck in their own primitive ways. Thus while the
leaders with nauseaung frequency exhort Malays to be thrifty and frugal, they
themselves indulge in opulent | les: lavish weddings for th Ives and their
children, multimillion dollar homes, and fancy vacations abroad. While they end-
lessly exhort Malay students o opt for science and engincering, they cannot
convince even their own children to do so. And as they stndently exhort the
masses to be berdikan, they are the first to hog the public trough.

To ordinary rukyat (citizens) such leaders have essentially lost their credibility.
The changes | am advocating must begin with the leaders. They have to “acquire new
ways of thinking and a new system of values...and adjust their thinking to the new
realities,” to quote Mahathir. A Malay proverb says it best. A mother crab cannot
ever hope to teach her progenies to walk straight when she herself is crawling side-
ways. Once Malay leaders start walking straight. the masses would surely follow.




et

Chapter 1\

Competitiveness Through Fducation

ALAYSIA must modernize its system of education 1o better meet the

demands of a globally competitive economy. Our students must be well
grounded in the sciences and mathematics, and be fluent in English. All other
objectives, including national unity and developing the Malay language, are scc-
ondary. 1f Malay are successful ec ically, national unity would be that
much easicr to achieve. Similarly, Bahasa Malaysia (Malay language) is more like-
ly to thrive if the nation prospers. Malaysians have a slogan, Maju Babasa, Maju
Bangsa (lit. As language advances, so does the nation) and Bahasa Jiwa Bangsa (lit.
lang,\u;,c—lht soul of a Nation). Those were the mantras in the days follow-
ng ! ‘The more appropriate slogan should be Mau Bangsa, Maju
Mu/w.»—lanbmg follows the nation, and Bangsa Jisu Bahasa (nation is the soul
of a language). If Malaysians and Malays thrive cconomically, the language too
would flounsh. Swahili is unlikely to be a significant language unless that
African economy improves dramatically. English would not have been a major
international language had Britain and United States remained third rate cco-
nomic powers.

Worldwide, the better educated nations are also richer and more advanced.
This strong correlation between income and educational attainment is scen not
only berween but also within a nation. But, as noted previously, correlation does
not imply causation. It may simply mean that the rich have the luxury of spend-
ing more on cducation. Nonctheless, there are ample research to support the
contention that well educated and better trained workers are more competitive,
productive, and innovative. They are more cfficient. In California, studics by the
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Public Policy Insotute showed that in 1969, someone with 2 bachelor’s
carned almost % more than a high school graduate; but by 1997 thar differ-
ental had widened (0 an mmpressive 707 In 1969 that same high school gradu-
ate carned only %% more than someonc without a high school diploma, but by
1997 the gulf widened to 37s. Hence the importance of g 10 ed
mdu:mmgo(wor&mmdyunhxiu:hmu:unmumhununap«ulunm-
portant for economic development, if not more so, than spending on hysical
mfrastructures.

Gary Becker, the Amencan Nobel lureate in economics, noted that human
capual 18 the most important type of wealth of modern nanons. This wealth
consists of the present and future carnings as a result of educanon, tramning,
knowledge, skills, and health of the atzens. Because of this dominance of hu-
man capual in the aggregate wealth of 3 naton, large changes in the value of
stock <1, currency, and other asscts will not greatly mfluence the behavior
of auzens.

Malaysia's earlier educanonal mussion was unnecessanly distracted by the pol-
iics of natonal language In the process the nanon lost its greatest asset—flu-
ency in English. Now with the status of Bahasa Malaysia firmly established, it is
nme to move on with the real business of educatng Malaysia’s young and of
prepanng them for the outside wordd. As someone once remarked, 1 the new
economic order there is only one offical linguage, that of one's customer. As
the bulk of the country’s trade is wath Enghsh-spcaking countnes (Amenca,
Brtain, Singapore) it stands to reason that Malaysians must be well versed in thar

“Educanon, beyond all other devices of human ongn, 1s a great equaltzer of
the conditions of men,” wrote Horace Mann in 1848, Or as another Amenican
patniot, John Adams, obscrved a century caddier, “Education makes a greater dif-
fcrmubcrumnnnmdnnnlhanmmhnmadebmmmnmdbm.“
Immugrants to America were able to achieve in one generanon full integranon
xhxmqgh:dxnnonﬂwyu\xhdhxdmmsunlhnmmdukhmmﬂcdm
school 1o enable them to enter college, the sprngboard for entry into muddle
class.

The offspangs of eary dise d at and denied ad: ©
the presngious New England with thar emphasis on trad: 1
Lann-heavy curricula, flocked to the new and Open state universities, taking prac-
tical courses like engineenng and the professions. With their skills and profes-
stonal prowess they quickly climbed up the social ladder. Within a generation,
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non-Anglo-Saxons like lacocea and Scalia would occupy the corner offices of
old line companies like Ford and sit on the highest court of the land.

My parents escaped the gap of kampong life through education, even though
it was only at the primary level and in Malay stream at that. Through it they be-
came teachers and were able to taste the rudiments of middle class life. The
transformation is even more spectacular for another Malaysian family. Through
cducation, the descendent of a real life Iban headhunter was able 1o become a
corneal (eye) transplant surgeon. Nothing miraculous, just hard work and dedi-
cation. I loved to tease mercilessly my dear friend Dr. Thaddeus Demong, inti-
mating that he 1s merely following in the grand radition of his ancestors. Except
that he is more refined: harvesting only part of the eye instead of the whole
shull!

Traditional Malay Learning

HISTORICALLY, learning in Malay socicty involved memorization and recita-
uon of the holy Koran, and perfecting the prayers and atuals of Islam. Instruc-
ton often took place in the homes of Imams or small sunus (prayer houses.)
Everything was laid out and there was no room for discussion or questioning, It
was not so much education as indoctananon. The quality of teaching and the
pedagogical skills of the teachers were marginal, at best. These schools were no
place for ing; munds. Any challenge to the orthodoxy or expanding of the
thought processes were actively discouraged. Worse, they were regarded as
machinations of the devil. Even in today’s more modern and formal religious

schools, the same ambiance and atutude persist.

The Brtsh introduced formal education to Malays. They also systematically
studied Malay grammar, romanized the scrpt, and insututed the phonctic-based
system of spelling. Romanizing the script was perhaps the greatest legacy of the
Batsh. With it Malays arc at a significant advantage in this computer age, as
compared 10 Japanese with their damr and Arabs their jaur. The phoncticised
spelling also cased considerably the absorption of new scientific terms and for-
cign words, enabling Malay to expand rapidly.

Malay schools were mainly in rural arcas, with instructions only at the pamary
level. The “real” schools, using English, were in towns and cities. These schools
replicated the Brush system of six years of clementary followed by five of sec-
ondary cducation. Later, two years of form six or pre-university classes were in-

Lerpestobone Neseores
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troduced in some of the bigger schools. Because these were in urban areas, their
students were mainly non-Malays.

The Briush did try to accommodate rural Malay pupils by having hostels at-
tached to these schools. They also built two, sex-segregated, fully residential
schools exclusively for Malays—Malay College and Malay Gids (now Tunku
Kurshiah) College. These schools were inially meant for children of nobility
and royalty, to prepare them for junior administrative positions in the colonial
government. Despite those lowly goals, to Malays, Malay College was Babut Dar-
sat (lit. Gateway to Heaven). In truth the school was not much more than *...2
reformatory for princelings whose discipline their fathers had despaired” (Roff).

Shortly after independence the g panded residential schools,
gradually at first and then with greater tempo under Mahathir's tenure as Minis-
ter of Education. Malay College also began admitting bright students from less
than nq background, partly because there was not enough tlent from the
anstocracy to fill the classes. Despite the expansion, Malay College did not have
a science stream until 1961, way behind the other schools.

Until the frenzy of nationalism overtook them, Malays recognized the value
of English proficiency. In tesponse to the limited opportunities, enterprising and
thoughtful Malay parents on their own initiative started private English schools
n the villages. Their physical facilities were often wanting as they did not receive
any state support. The teachers were “rejects™ from government schools, as were
most of the students. Consequently these schools did not contribute signifi-
cantly to the betterment of Malays. Nonctheless they did play some role, a fact
that is totally ignored in the archives of the nation’s educational history.

Under the imaginative leadership of the country’s first Minister of Educa
tion, Tun Razak, Malaysia invested heavily in education. He began by taking a
census of every child, an exercise approprately called “Operation Torch.” This
helped considerably in planning New schools literally mushroomed all over 10
meet the new demand. Adult education classes were also started. The literacy
rates for both adults and children soared. As indicated carlier, Tun Razak also in-
troduced Remove Classes to provide yet another portal for Malay students to en-
ter English stream. But by mid 1970, in deference to the nationalists, English
schools were discontinued entirely and instruction at all schools (except for pri-
mary Chinese and Tamil schools) were in Malay.
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Malaysian Schools Today

IF, AS the Chinese proverb prochims, the schools of the country are its future
wn miniature, then Malagsia’s prospect is not very promising, Crowded rooms
with nearly 50 pupils per class are the norm. Teachers are demoralized and phys-
ical facilitics over-strained, with double sessions a permanent feature. Very few
schools, not even the clite ones, have enriched academic offerings. Libraries and
laboratories are inadequate, and few schools have computers and music pro-
prams,

Superficially the statistics are impressive. More Malagsians finish more years
of schooling today than a generation ago. While there was no university at the
nme of independence, now there are over a dozen. New schools continue to be
built everywhere. Nonetheless there is a gnawing feeling that while the nation
has done well quantitatively, the quality leaves much to be desired. English flu-
ency has deteriorated markedly, as has science literacy and numeracy skills. The
system s top heavy with academics at the expense of technical and vocational
training, Granted, Malaysia has done much better than most Third World coun-
tries, but that 1s no consolaon. Malaysians now rightly have higher expectations
for their children. They are not comforted when told that their schools are bet-
ter than those in Zambia.

Barely half of Malaysians of high school age complete secondary cducation.
The statistics for rural children, who arc overwhelmingly Bumiputras, are cven
more appalling, Their schools are even more deplorable and poorly equipped.
I'hey lack piped-water, clectricity, and other modern amenities. No wonder they
have difficulty attracting teachers or retaining pupils.

Malaysian schools are patterned after the British, with early streaming of stu-
dents into cither science or arts at Form 1V (American Grade X) level. Judging
from the syllabus and textbooks, students in the arts stream have minimal expo-
sure to science and only the most cl y of matk ics. At university, un-
like the liberal American system, students begin concentrating on their majors
right away. Thus arts graduates from local campuses, who make up the bulk of
the administrative service, have science literacy and mathematical competency of
an Amenican Grade 10, at best. They are ignorant of modern science and their
skills in mathematics do not include much beyond elementary algebra. Certain-
I¥ no statistics or calculus. Yet these are the graduates who will eventually be in
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charge of dey with T , energy, and
high finance. Fghtening,

A telling indicator of the lack of confidence in the school system is the de-
clining number of students taking Higher School Certificate (HSC) examination
for matnculating into universities. In 1995, over 61,000 candidates sat for it but
the number plummeted to 46,800 by 1997. This examination is optional, unlike
other public examinations at lower levels. The decline means that when
Malaysians are given a choice, despite the considerable added expenses, they

9 i lly those of Australia, Britain,

choose foreign
and Canada.

With ngid quotas, low pay, and poor prospects, the teaching profession no
longer attracts the boghtest and most talented. This declining status is best il-
lustrated by that keen observer of Malaysian scene, cartoonsst Lat. One strap in
particylir, portrays a small town scene, cirea 1960, with a father riding a bicycle
with his son on the crossbar being passed by a teacher in his comfortable car.
The next strip shows a modern era. This tme it 1s the father who is driving a
luxury car, overtaking and splashing the teacher who is on his dectepit motor-
cycle.

Modernizing Malaysian Schools

MALAYSIA must overhaul s entire educational system, starting with pre-
school. At present these kind, classes are exclusively in urban areas and
catenng to the well-to-do. The need 1s most acute in rural areas. These children
of poor cural familics need the most intervention. Enrichment programs at this
level pay the greatest dividends. In addition to providing a playful and stimulat-
wng enviconment, these preschool classes must also provide nutritional and
health services as the children are at high risk because of poverty and other dep-
mvations. America’s Head Start program provides not only preschool but also
health, nutritional, and social services for needy pupils. These programs arc very
successful, with studics indicating higher graduation rates and more satisfactory
10b placement for thesc children when they become adults.

Early intervention also benefits children with low 1Qs. In one well-designed
and carefully monitored study involving 3-and 4-year-olds with subnormal 1Qs
from poor black neighborhoods in Michigan (Pesry Preschool Program), chil-
dren who had intensive interventions similar to Head Start were less likely to
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commut cames, performed better at schools, and earned more as adults when
compared to control groups. The economic benefits, both direct (mncreased
carmings and productivity) and indircet (less crime, lower overall cducational
costs) far outweigh the program’s costs. These are truly rewarding investments.
Malaysia cannot afford 1o ignore these successful models for its own disadvan-
taged children.

‘The nutnuon and health programs must also extend into primary and lower
secondary levels. By providing health services in schools, problems can be de-
rected carly before they deteniorate and imterfere with learning and good health,
Fven i eelatively affluent Santa Clara county, California, as high as 25% of st-
dents i poor neighborhoods have severe dental problems that interfere with
their learning and well bang, Dunng the Brtish administration it was common
10 have regular school vasits by dental hygicnists and nurses. Specially equipped
rooms were sct aside for such a purpose. The need sull exists today. Now it
would be more efficient 0 have a fully equipped mobile clinic. These visits could
be ntegrated with lessons on public health and personal hygiene. Keeping chil-
dren healthy helps keep them in schools.

As former US Surgeon General Jocelyn Elders once remarked, “You can't ed-
ucate a child who is not healthy, and you can't keep a child healthy who isn't ed-
ucated.” The poverty and health probl ibed
by Mahathir sull plague many rural children today, By providing these ancillary
services parents might well let thewr children stay at school, thus improving the
nation’s shamefully high drop-out rare

The curnculum of primary schools is excellent and the teachers well trained.
M are now college graduates rather than product of “Normal” classes.

Malaysia should extend the secondary school years from five to six, in a 2.4
format. That is, after Primary Six all students would continue for two years of
middle school followed by four years of high school. At high school the students
would be streamed. The top quartile, university-bound, would enter the aca-
demic stream, emphasizing college “prep™ curriculum. Encourage a similar
number to opt for trade and vocational training, “The rest would continue in reg-
ular stream. I'rom this would come future primary school teachers, policemen,
soldiers, and clerks. The new standard should be twelve years of schooling for
all

“The present curriculum for secondary schools is overloaded. There should be
only four core subjects—NMalay, English, laboratory science, and mathematics.
The bulk of the nstructional hours should be devoted to these subjects. They

of a generation ago so well d
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scorching fire or a cold frozen dungeon? And would zealous young Muslims
then be sportung thick parkas to emulate the Holy Prophet? These arc the kinds
of exciting and stmulaning intellectual discussions that could bring the religious
class out of its usual slumber. And the answers are not given at the end of the
Book!

Elite Residential Schools

IN ADDITION to regular day schools, Malaysia has an extensive system of clite
resudential schools. Baght Malay students are sclected for these exclusive schools
hased on their Pamary Six performance. These schools are expensive as both -
won and room and board are provided free by the state. Despite the fact they
pet the cream of the students, the best teachers and superior facilities their aca-
demic results are underwhelming. The reasons are many. For one, these students
often felt that since they had been pre-selected they must be smart and therefore
need not put out much effort. Thus a culture of not having to study develops.
Duning my days at Malay College there was serious competition as to who would
study least. The hero was the fellow who scored good grades despite not putting
much effort. Or seeming to. Thus the pathetic sight of students surreptitiously
studying late at night i bathrooms and closets 1o avoid detection. Simply hilar-
wus! Not surpnisingly, the examination results were disastrous. For a long time
Malay College had less than sterling academic reputation. Judging by present day
results, that culture 1s sull very much alive.

The second reason for the poor results is that these students are sclected ata
very young age when the predictive value of these tests is only marginal. Further,
they are separated from their family at such a tender age that psychological and
other problems develop that could interfere with their intellectual development.

To enhance the competition, the sclection for entry into these schools must
be ngorous, with no room for favoritism or influence peddling And once ac-
cepted these students must carn their spot every year. The bottom 5% low or
non-performers should be desclected, that is, transferred back to regular schools.
The expensive resources of these schools should not be squandered on shackers.
This would also serve as a sobening on those Additionally
the schools should admit sufficient number of new students at o:ry level 1o fur-
ther increase the competition.
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These schools must also admit non-Malays, including foreigners. At present
Bumiputra students compete only 1n the limited spheres of their own kind. Ad-
mutung non-Malays would suffen the competition. To soothe Malay sensitivity,
these non-Malays must bear the full costs. Exposing young Malays to other cul-
tures would also better prepare them for the global marketplace. Bright Malay
students must not be isolated from other races. In my survey of Malaysian stu-
dents studying in America, those ding the P are more
likely to come from mixed rather than exclusively Malay schools.

Students from affluent families must also pay full costs. With the extra funds
these schools could expand their programs and facilities. 1f these schools must
have any preference it should be for poor rural students. Thus, if the usual re-
quirement 15 all A's, for rural children and for those whose parents are not col-
lege graduates, a B should get you . And if they do nor shine given the
improged facilities they should be deselected at the end of the year. In this re-
gard Tind the present policy of Malay College having quotas for sons of “old
bays™ reprehensible. 1t s an affront to menitocracy.

I visited one of the clite residential schools recently and was appalled at the
laboratory facilities. Expeniments that used to be done by students in my days are
now only demonstrated, for fear of breaking the limited supply of test tubes and
beakers. Modern teaching aids are non-existent, except for a pathetically torn
poster of the periodic table to remind one that this is a chenustry laboratory.
The curnculum has been steadily downgraded with matenals once covered now
omitted. Consequently the students are poorly prepared for universities.

There 15 less need for these expensive boarding schools now that the country
1s more developed. A cheaper alternauve would be to revert to the smaller, less
expensive hostels attached to leading day schools to cater for rural students. This
would also be less disruptive psychologically for these youngsters. And by hav-
ing in-house supervising teacher to maintain discipline at all umes, and with well-
structured “study halls” or “prep time,” these hostel students would do very
well.

Yet another way to cut costs would be to make each residential school take in
students from uts unmediate areas only. Thus Malay College would enroll stu-
dents from around Kuala Kangsar, and Muar Junior Science College from
around that town. The present practice of spreading students all over the coun-
try wastes money and ime on travel. By reserving hostel facilities to out-station
students only, these schools could cut their costs even more. Further, chiminat-
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ing the two lower grades would expand the output without incurring much
added costs.

Most importantly, these schools must have stable and dedicated leadership. It
15 simply disgraceful that Malay College had more headmasters during the last 25
years (since locals took over) than in its first 70, There was an instance when a
local fellow stayed barely a few months, just enough to put an additional entry
on his resume! The headship of these schools should be highly rewarded so that
it becomes a highly-sought terminal appointment. The post should not be a
stepping stone for a carcer educrat on his way to be undersecretary for procure-
ment at the ministry. The last expatnate headmaster at Malay College stayed for
over a decade, until he retired. He left a legacy.

Visiting another leading boarding school recently, 1 was astounded that the
prncipal could not name his current top students or the universities they would
be attending, Obviously there is minimal personal or professional commutment
from these modern Malay educators.

To support the headmasters and teachers, these schools must have equally
committed local board of trustees. There is no point appointing prominent
Malaysians bving in Kuala Lumpur and who make only occasional visits to the
schools. The country is fortunate now in having many outstanding Malaysians
residing nearby. Appoint them. These local physicians, lawyers, and engineers
would provide much needed leadership. They would also serve as valuable men-
tors 1o the students.

These expensive residential schools consume more than their fair share of re-
sources. During this time of economic difficulty they cannot continue in their
present form.

Vocational Training

MALAYSIA must also have well ized v | schools | ] after
the Swiss and German modcls for lhosc not academically mclmcd Students
\n)uld attend classes i in the morning and work in factories, hotels, or mnlls in |hc
. The Jum could be integrated with ind: ¥
programs. In Germany, these Dual System (DS—dual because uudm(s »ptm
time at both places) are very popular with students and industry. It is not a dead
end stream as students can continue on 1o technical colleges and even universi-
ties. Many Asian countrics are trying to adopt DS with varying degrees of suc-
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cess. Malaysia must pursue it with greater vigor, much more so than building
new universities. These schools should also emphasize English, mathematics,
and sciences. It 1s imp that the Jum be d d with input from in-
dustry rather than ministry educrats. In this way changes in industries” demands
and requirements are quickly adopted.

Making the curniculum relevant, meaningful, and with a high degree of prac-
ucal orientation would help reduce the unacceptably high drop-out rate for those
students who lack academic aputude.

Malaysia should emulate Amenca and mandate twelve years of schooling,
America is now considering going further, to make two years of college the
norm in recognition of the need for a highly educated work force. One poten-
nal drawback of compulsory education is that students who have absolutely no
interest in learning end up as trouble makers and “polluting” the rest of the stu-
dent hdlly. This is a particular problem with American public schools as students
are not streamed. It is not unusual to find students of vastly differing capabili-
ties in the same class, the rationale being that the better students would help the
slower ones. In practice, the teachers are so absorbed in catenng to the slowest
pupils that the whole process grnds to a halt. Malaysia can avoid this by stream-
ing so students with similar abilites and interest share the same class. The re-
muarkable success of Amencan higher education system is partly attributable to
this streaming, The crowd at Harvard is far different from those at Creckville
State University. And both are needed by the nauon.

America has dealt with “at risk” students by establishing continuation schools
where the curnculum is less ngid. These students are taught less academic and
more living skills, and in a more personalized fashion. Frankly, vocational and
trade schools would be far supenor alternatives.

The main purpose of vocational and non-academic streams 1s to produce
what Robert Reich calls the “routine production services” and “in person serv-
ices” workers. The former includes the traditional factory, blue collar, and cleni-
cal workers; the latter would be those in the service industry like hotels,
hospitals, and sccurity guards. Both these groups may appear nsulated from
global competition and standards, in reality they are not. If our “routine pro-
duction workers™ are not as productive or efficient as those in China or Mexico,
multnational companics would not be attracted to Malaysia. Similarly with our
"in person service workers.” If our hotel waiters and tour guides are rude and
cannot make the experiences of tourists pleasant and memorable, those tourists
would choose other destinations the next time around. American clerical work-
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ers are finding out that they are very much in competition with the rest of the
world as when American Airlines recently moved its ticket processing operations
off shore to Jamaica. With modern satellite transmission it matters not whether
the processing is done in Timbuktu or Toledo, the data can be flashed back in-
Major ics 100 are shifting their claims process-
g offshore to lIreland, where it is much cheaper. The corollary to this
lobal is that if Mal workers are comy then the world is their
mzrlrx There 1s no reason why Malaysians cannot do the back office work and
database iy for major A banks and brokerage houses. With mod-
ern telecommunication, the end of the globe is just as accessible as the next
town. Because of these global implications, Malaysta cannot ignore the non-ac-
ademic stream.

Tertiary Education

MALAYSIA'S post secondary institutions are clearly not mecting the nation's
nceds. Consider these facts. Less than 7% of high school graduates go on to lo-
cal universities. Impressive compared to Zambia, but not so great when we look
at Taiwan or South Korea. Some 50,000 Malaysians study abroad, costing the na-
ton over RM2.5 billion annually and severcly aggravating the trade deficit. (The
figures are considerably less now with the economic crisis.) unl,, and perhaps
the greatest indictment, empl rate local grad

The universities are the source of highly \1|u<d workers for |l1c “symbolic-
analytic services,” the ones who would solve the nation’s mynad problems, exe-
cute its complex transactions, and keep the naton's institutions running
smoothly- gincers, analysts, | and Like the previous
two categonies of workers, they t0o are very much in the global mainstream ex-
cept in a somewhat different form. Because of their superior skills they are in
demand everywhere. Whereas with the “routine production™ and “in person
service™ workers global competition would result in their losing their jobs, with
the “symbolic analytic” workers, the country could lose them, The skills of soft-
ware engineers in Bangalore are in great demand in India as well as in Silicon Val-
ley, California. These workers are truly global in their perspective. If India
cannot afford to pay them they will go 10 countries that will. Increasingly, that
means the West.




140 THE MALAY DiLEMMA REVISITED

One of the excuses for Malaysian universities not aspinng to greater heights
15 that their graduates would then be recognized by the First World, thus en-
couraging them to emigrate. The dean of a Malaystan medical school pointed
out to me that graduates of India’s leading schools end up in Amenica, to the
detnment of India. True, but that is a convoluted logic. Surely by producing
quality products the nation would benefit 1n the end. Many of thosc who left
would later return with enhanced expenience and experuse. This contorted
thinking 1s the underlying reason why Malaysian academics discourage English
proficiency among their students. 1f graduates are fluent only in Malay, they wall
never leave Malaysia. Trapping by handicapping. Reminds me of the ancient Chi-
nese custom of binding the feet of female infants so when they grow up to be
wives they would not run away. Unfortunately, those uny clumsy feet came in the
way of being an efficient housewife. Sumilarly, trapping local graduates by imit-
g thgir Enghsh proficiency severely handicaps their future growth and devel-
opment, to the detnment of the nation.

Local graduates suffer in many other ways for their poor English. The most
significant of course, 1s their hmited value n the private sector. And with the
rapid explosion of knowledge there 1s no way transhtons would ever catch up
even if the entire intellectual resources of the nation are devoted to that actvi-
ty. Malaysian scholars fluent only in Bahasa would forever be at a significant dis-
advantage. International trade and finance, sacnce, and technology are
conducted in English. Eighty-five percent of the Internet traffic and the bulk of
published materials are i that language. All these wonderful rich resources
would be denied to those fluent only in Malay.

Our universitics are also “Malays " profes al \! s, a par-
ucularly retrogressive step. It 1s one more attempt at dnscnun},mg local profes-
stonals from improving their English and acquiring recognized foreign
qualifications. During my brief association with Universiti Kebangsa'an (UKM)
medical school, I was adamant that 1t did not dc\:lup its own specalty exami-
naton but 1o rely on well-recogs i I like MRCP
(Membership of the Royal € nllrgr of Physicians) and f RCS (Icllowship of the
Royal College of Surgeons). Unfortunately, UKM is abandoning that philoso-
phy now in favor of 1ts own mvanably infenor Master of Medicine (N.Med)
diploma.

The rationale of Malaystan academucs that these foreign examinations are
ough” and not geared for “local conditions™ is nonsensical. There is little dif-
ference 1 managing an appendicitis on an Australian or a Malaysian. 1t is the
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same operation and same antibiotics. The other more practical (but often hid-
den) reason is that local candidates fare poorly on these forcign tests. It was the
rare trainee who passed at the first crack. But during my time, 1 introduced a rig-
orous training program similar to that of a typical American hospital: structured
teaching rounds, seminars, and lectures. And all four of my trainees passed, in-
cluding two who sat for the examination for the first time. One of the two was
Freda Meah, now Professor of Surgery at UKM, and the other Dzulkifli Laidin,
who later became head of the department and now a pediatric surgeon in pri-
vate practice. During my year long association, these two trainees and a third,
Yusha' Wahab, cach managed to produce a scientific paper that was published in
an international referced journal. When young Malaysian doctors are rigorously
trained and high standards set, they respond in kind.

The other major problem facing the country’s institutions is that they are top
heavy with academics, with emphasis on universitics over technical colleges. This
is misguided. For every engincer there should be four or five technicians and
draughtsmen; for every doctor, a dozen nurses and allied health technicians.

“The current fad of upgrading technical colleges to universities when the need
for technicians and sub professionals are more acute aggravates the situation.
Grads of legree granting institutions like Tunku Abdul Rahman Col-
lege (TARC) arc in great demand because they fill a need. Their products are
more useful and productive for the cconomy than the legions of liberal arts

produced by local universitics. To their credit, TARC trustees resisted

the frenzy of academic upgrading, They stick to doing what Ihc) hz\c always
done best, producing desy ly needed sub-profe Is and

Despite the clear and desy need for scientists and eng the coun-

try’s universities still grind out huge quantitics of liberal arts graduates. The In-
ternational Islamic University (11U) does not even have a science faculty. It had
only recently started engineering and medical schools. Commendably, U uses
Linglish. Its graduates are unique in that they are fluent in at least three lan-
guages—Malay, Arab, and English. A definite edge in the job market.

Similarly, with the nation severely short of English teachers, very few univer-
sitics has departments of English. This glaring disconnect between reality and
academia is obvious to all except the authorities and professoriate.

Because of these inadequacies private colleges proliferate. They prepare their
students for a variety of foreign professional and technical qualifications or are
involved in myriad twinning programs with foreign universitics. These institu-
tions arc unlikely to lead Malaysia to academic excellence. Their primary mission
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is that of feeder schools for their main campuses overseas. Besides, the quality
of some of their parent institutions s suspect and their motives for setting
branch campuses are purely monetary. In America, because of the flight to qual-
ity, many lesser known and marginal institutions have difficulty filling their class-
es. Foreign students, because they pay full fare, are particularly appealing to these
struggling institutions. These are the very institutions that are keen on having ac-
ademic partners in Malaysia in order 10 fill their campuses back home. It is un-
likely that the likes of Harvards or Stanfords would establish twinning programs
in Malaysia or elsewhere.

Many of these twinning programs are overly ambitious. One involving the
University of Sheffield started a medical school. Less than three years later the
program, despite strong state support, is in danger of folding and stranding its
students.

Mgst of these private colleges are nothing more than glorified and expensive
“tution centers” or “cram schools.” Few have amenities one normally associates
with traditional colleges—athleuc facilities, cultural, and other extracurricular ac-
uvities. They are less academic msututions and more profit centers. The nation
descrves better.

Recent changes in higher education (privauzation, setung of private universi-
ties, reduction of the undergraduate years 1o three, and tax break for foreign
professors) are meeely ad boc resy o diate needs and d. ds. What
1s needed is a comprehensive review of both structure and content of higher ed-
ucation. Such an assessment exercise must have input from the private sector
and leading academicians, foreign and local.

The 1997 pavauzaton excrase for the University of Malaya was badly exe-
cuted. The faculty was divided and non-academic staff bitterly opposed. These
could have been avorded given adequate prior consultations and good faith bar-
gaining,

In theory, privatization woukd empower and liberate these universities from
the controls of ‘Treasury and Ministry of Education, At present for example, all
senior academic appointments are made by the minister rather than the univer-
sity. Malaysia's academic community, long used to the command and control mi-
licu of the avil service (and have th | feveloped sumilar lity), greets
such policy with considerable anxiety. For successful pm-mzmun, the govern-
ment must appoint to the boards of these hed Mal
from the prvate sector. The present board members are mostly cvil u-r\mnu
and poliicians. 1 doubt whether these boards and the present cadre of adminis-
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trators, unguided, could perform under the compctitive private sector environ-
ment.

The government had also misguidedly granted charters for private university
to Petronas (National OAl (.ompan)), Tenaga Nasional (Utlity), and Telekom
Malaysia. These lack or exy in such matters, It would
be cheaper and more cﬁ'r:cmc for them to support and expand facilities on ex-
isting campuses. Besides, Tenaga Nasional would serve the country best by as-
suring no further black and power i pli rather than prod
scholars and PhD's. There is no model anywhere of a private cumpzn) success-
fully running a quality university,

A better solution would be for these private companics to provide generous

endowments to a leading forcign institution to establish a university locally. The

U ly of Science and (MUST), set up in collaboration
with M. | Insttute of Technol is one excellent model. My only
cnticism is that such a | hip is pensive as Malaysia is in ef-
fect paying a ‘fr.mchlsc fee” for lhc academic glamour of the MIT connection.
MUST would have to develop its own reputation anyway. It would be cheaper
and more productive had Malaysia simply hired the best American academics
and give them the resources to develop a fine university in the country. Alterna-
uvely, the private sector could endow generous professorships at local universi-
tics to enable them to attract outstanding scholars world wldc Arthur Andmscn.
1 | dting firm, recently endowed a Chair in A
at 11U, Other companies should foUuw this fine example.

Reducing the undergraduate years to three was equally unwise. 1 cannot see
how this would enhance the already poor perception of local graduates. At many
clite Amencan universities there is a trend towards graduating in three instead of
the traditional four years. They do this by admitting students with “ad d
placement,” that is, students who have taken college-level courses at high school
and not by reducing or diluting the curriculum. In the past Malaysia had similar
“super fresh” students admitted directly to sccond year based on their superior
peefe at HHSC exami

American colleges are also expanding their inter-session or summer schools
so students could accelerate their studies. Malaysian universitics should similady
offfer courses year round, making full usc of their facilitics and enabling students
to graduate faster.

Onc cannot solve the probl of the itics without img g the
schools. At present, large numbers of students arc admitted into universitics for

the grant
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matnkulasi and pra programs. These are nothing more than sixth form classes.
On some campuses these students constitute nearly half of the new registrants.
Malay: are lering their limited physical and academic re-
sources doing something lhAl could be done more cheaply and effectively by
schools. Whatever the inital rationale for establishing these classes they should
now evaluate and possibly eliminate them. Schools must be upgraded to enable
them to better prepare students for colleges.

Many of the country’s universities have diploma programs. While this repre-
sented the optimal use of scarce and valuable resources dunng the carly days af-
ter independence, it 1s time now o transfer them to technical colleges.
Universitics should cuncrmrzlc on dum;, what other institutions cannot do, that
f | levels.

15, education at the und and
san universities must also improve thewr undergraduate programs. It is
widelffacknowledged that local graduates have limited English proficiency. Why
not make English compulsory, at least for the first two years? Local students are
also commonly viewed as passive and compliant. To stimulate actve class par-
napation and to sharpen their verbal skills, have small group seminars. Such
seminars consisting of 12-20 students are widely used on Amencan campuses,
with the students graded on their parneipation.

“The caliber of the universities cannot be improved unless they attract the best
talent. The present salary schemes are attractive only to those from Third World.
To widen the pool, the remuncration packages must be significantly augmented.
The recent policy of giving tax relief to foreign lectures is counter productive
and unfairdy discriminates against local citizens. That is no way to attract bright
young Malaysians. It would be easier to simply ratsc the salanies for all rather than

tinkenng with the tax code.

At present, non-academic matters (hostels, staff quarters, loans) consume an
mordinate amount of ume and resources. Contract them out, thus frecing the
administration to concentrate on academic marters. Many Amencan colleges use
outside vendors to serve these non-academic functions. Marriott, the huge food
service company that caters for airlines, feeds many a college student. Put the
whole business of student housing into private hands, climinating the need for
a deputy chancellor for housing. Let private contractors lease campus land to
butld and operate these dormitones.

In budgeung for a new university in Malaysia, the top items of expenditures
are invartably admunistrative salanes, vice chancellor's residence, and dormitorics.
v at the very bottom, almost as an afterthought, are funds for libraries and
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laboratories. Often there is just sufficient money for an imposing building, and
the faculty would be left to beg for equipment, supplics, and teaching assistants.

Malaysia is rushing to build new universitics without pausing to learn from
cach one. As a result the same mistakes are repeated, and they call that experi-
ence. While ample funds are provided for new campuses existing ones struggle,
with libraries not expanded, laboratories not updated, and astounding in this “hi-
tech” age of multimedia super corndor and computers, students still queuing to
register. Lach new campus iball and | 1 from already
strapped existing These new camy are also very di g with
thewr flurry of recrunment. Local academics are so busy polishing their resumes
that they neglect their basic work of teaching and research.

“This point was vividly demonstrated recently when a former dean at one of
the established itics was on sabl | lcave in America. He readily ad-
mitted to not doing any scholarly work for the past decade, busy being dean, de-
partment head, and deputy chancellor. Only towards the end of his tenure did
he belatedly recognize the need to upgrade his scientfic skills, modern concepts
and techniques now alien to him. Many young Malay scientists and academics are
unfortunately distracted and seduced into taking these administrative positions
thereby stunung their professional development. [ do not blame them for often
that 1s the only way for promotions and salary increases.

Products of the Educational System

learly much needs to be done to revamp the educational system. The process
must start at the earliest level (preschool) and work up to the universitics. | am
reminded of the expenience of my youth in helping my grandfather clear the
strcam prior to rice planting, We would first go to the headwaters and clear the
rvulet at its very source. Once flow 1s established, the momentum of the flood
would help clear the debris further downstream. The water would also soften the
bed making it casier to widen or alter the channel.

So it 1s with clearing our clogged educational system. 1f we can better prepare
bur young at preschool, they would do well at primary classes, which in turn bet-
ter prepares them for high schools. And good high school students make good
undergraduates.

The quality of a system 1s reflected in its products, the young men and
women they graduated. That something is not nght is self evident. Fewer and
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fewer of the students, especially Malays, end up at competinve universities. In
many of the country’s major projects, be it Petronas Towers or Light Rail Sys.
tem, few local professionals arc mnvolved. l'hc experuise 1s almost all from
abroad. Major empl especially multnat plain of the lack of qual-
ified local personnel. The nauon's younger diplomats, the product of the educa-
tonal system since independence, just don't cut it. Myriad other examples come
readily to mind.

In the recent Third Internauonal Mathematics and Saence Study (TIMSS),
Singapore and Czech Republic were tops, with Amenca somewhere in the mid-
dle. Malaysia did not participate. Most revealing were the reactions of the vari-
ous officals. In Amenca, there was much hue and cry and public debate.

gapore’s eds minister hile was busy studying the leading Amer-
1can schools. When it was suggested that perhaps may be Americans should be
Ir:mul' from hum, his response was instrucuve. Singapore’s students are good
at taking tests, he said, but are wocfully deficient in problem solving or being cre-
auve, unlike Amernican students. The Czech munister was equally entical of his
schools for being too performance oncnted. These obviously capable ministers
were not content with resting on their laurcls. They are constantly striving for
improvement and learning from others. Contrast them to Malaysia's leaders who
are forever bragging about the country’s schools beng the best in the Third
World and Malaysia being a center of educational excellence.

Not 100 long ago I met a trust officer from a Malaysian bank who was visit-
ing Amenca. He was fl g the portfolio under his fairly sub-
stantial. He also showed me the financial assets (not cash) he was carrying on his
person, equally sizable. 1 inquired why he did not simply wire the funds and save
on the “float.” He appeared baffled and could not get my point. In his case, dur-
ing the two weeks he was traveling, the interest accrued on the funds he was car-
rying could have casily paid for lus mp and more. He was also mystificd by
compound interest, although he could casily figure it out by using his pocket cal-
culator. But the concept of “interest on interest,” the basts of compounding,
scemed to clude him. And the man was managing millions!

1'am also amused by the accusation of Anwar Ibrahim that Daim Zainuddin,
a former finance munister, purportedly carnied a billion in cash in his briefcase 10
be deposited n a Zunch bank. Frankly, 1 was stunned by the stupidity of the
charge. 1€ indeed 1t was truc, then Daim is not much of a money man. ‘The loss
of nterest alone dunng the long flight would have been substantal, not to men-
tion the nsk of planc crash and robbery. The accusation was so ndiculously stu-
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pid for yet another reason that it could not possibly be true. Even if the cash
was in RM1LOOO denomination, Daim would need a huge sack, not a bricfcase,
1o carry them. Obviously this brings to mind Anwar’s understanding of cash
management and computational skills. When one is dealing with a few thousand
dollars, a few idle months or decimal points on interest rate matter little. But
with hundreds of millions o billions, one wants the interest rate quoted to fifth
ot even sisth decimal point. And days, if not minutes, translate into substantial
wterest costs. In the transaction to buy a humlrcd million dollar plane, no one
carrics checks. The funds are ly via comp No
“Hoat™

As noted earlier, many of these administrators, like the trust officer and An-
war Ibrahim, are liberal arts graduates of local universities. They have the nu-
meracy skills of an Amencan Grade 10 stdent. Slightly complicated
computations (like the number of anggt notes to make a billion) and concepts
of higher finance elude them.

Perhaps the best way to illustrate the difference between Malaysia and Amer-
1ca towards educating their young can best be illustrated by the following sce-
nario, with the characters the product of their respective educational system.

An exalted Malaysian ruler stepped out of his palace and commanded: “It is
dark today.”

His assorted hangers-on quickly gathered, and one timidly whispered: “Fetch
an umbrella, our beloved highness must not get wet.”

Chimed another, not to be outdone: “Our ruler is truly a wise man. He can
predict the weather!”

Chirped a third: “Our ruler must be thinking of his loyal subjects, how they
suffered dunng the last flood. We must warn them ahead this time.”

At least this third underling was using the information and planning ahead.
Now to America.

The President stepped out of the White House and observed: “Gee, it's dark
out, let’s cancel the ceremony!™

“The people have waited a long time for this, sic” responded his young aide.

“The press has been critical of your accessibility lately, Me. President” re-
minded another.

“Take your sun glasses off, it's actually sunny and nice!” observed a third.

If one is betting as to which society would progress faster, which would one
choose? The non-fawning Amenican aides may sound impudent and disrespect-
fulto Malaysian cars but they get the job done. What Malaysia needs are precisely
those kinds of workers, and the educational system must be reformed to pro-
duce them.
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Seventy Million Malaystans

AL‘OHM( IN feature of developed soaictics is their slow population growth
despite the lengthening bfe span of thar canzens. Typically, the rate is
around 1% annually, compared 1o over 3% for poor countries, This low mate is
direetly due to reduced birth and ferulity rates, ypically below 10 per thousand
and under 2 per thousand fertle women, respectively. The comparable figures
fur undeveloped countries are high 20's and over four.

A growth rate of 3% versus 1% means a three-fold (or 300%) increase.
Malaysias population growth and birth rates have declined only minimally over

the past few decades, hovenng just under 3% and 27 per thousand respectively.
On further analysis, the patterns among the different racial groups are striking,
Between 1991-95, Malays expanded at 2.9% per annum, while the comparable
figures for Chinese and Indians were 1.3% and 1.5% respectively, This high
Malay growth rate 1s directly duc to increased fertility, with a rate of 4.5 per thou-
sand, more than double that for non-Malays. Thus Malays have growth rates 1yp-
1al of Third World and non-Malays, First World.

This ink between low population growth and economic prosperity is evident
n China. It 1s only now beginning 1o enjoy some semblance of prosperity and
material well-being, For once the Chinese are free from fear of famine and mass
starvation. This prospenity is the result of their highly successful one-child pol-
icy. An cconomy must grow as fast as the population just to keep pace. A pop-
ulation growing faster than its cconomy is a sure reaipe for a declining standard
uf bving

149
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Economic expansion, per capita income, and population growth are all inter-
related. Per capita income 1s the gross national income divided by the number of
people. With fewer people (smaller denominator) the per capira income would
be larger given the same national output. Malaysia’s cconomic growth during the
past few decades s only slightly lower than that of Singapore, but because of
Singapore’s lower population growth, its per capua ncome far outstrips
Malaysia's.

There are those, among them Prame Minister Mahathir, who believe thar
people are necessary resources and engine for cconomic growth, Thus more
the basis for Malaysia’s Project 70 mull
it hopes the population would be by year 2040. With a large domestic market,
mdustries and manufacturers would achieve economies of scale and the result-
ant cfficiency would cnable them o compete effecuvely abroad. That is M
hathigs ratonale

Unfortunately there 1s no empincal evidence o support such a contention
There s no country anywhere that has expenenced high population growth and
cconomic prosperity simultancously. 1t is casy 1o fall for the simplistc logic of
Mahathir’s argument. To the simple villager the more bodies, the more land that

people, more growth. This

n, where

could be nlled and more nce planted. Hence the seemingly obvious causal rela-
tionship of more workers equals more nice (cconomic) outpur.

But as Porter so ngorously points out, the key to economic prospenty and a
sustained high standard of Tving is not simply economic output or growth per
se, but the mcreasing and continued productvity of workers. Ten farmers may
produce ten times more nce and thus increase the economic output. ten-fold.
Unfortunarely, the production per farmer remains the same; hence there would
be no corresponding increase in producnvity or standard of Iving. However, if
one farmer by using modern techniques (high yielding sceds, effective fertilizers,
and efficient tractors) ean produce ten times more rice, then his productivity has
mereased ten-fold, and so1s his standard of living.

That is the suceess story of Amencan farmers. In 1900 it took 20 farmers to
feed one hundred mouths, now it takes only two or three. Amencan farmers are
tremendously productive and efficient. They are better trained, use modern ma-
chwery and high yiclding sceds. The typical farmer has a degree from the local
state unversity and millions worth of farm inventory. He is also supported
closcly by the extension department of the nearby agricultural college.

This distinction between economie growth due to increased productivity and
growth from merely more mput (extra workers or capital) was persuasively ar
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gued by Paul Krugman, the MIT, Boston, cconomist. In a widely read 1994 ar-
ucle, he predicted that the much ballyhooed miraculous growth of Pacific Rim
countries, Malaysia included, cannot be sustained. At best those were only one
ume achievement, the result of “perspiration, not inspiration.” He noted the
lack of sustained increase in productivity of workers in these countries and com-
pared their economies to that of the Russian republic. When he wrote that Asia
was basking in the glory of high cconomic growth. His views were thus widely
adiculed. Lee Kuan Yew, the former prime minister of Singapore, sniffed and
smugly dismissed Krugman for daring to compare Singapore Airlines (a highly
successful T and widely ach ledged for its superior scrvice) to
Acroflot (famous for its grumpy crews and unreliable schedules).

Now with Asia recling, Krugman's views are not so readily dismissed. In fact
he was larly Even Singapore is belatedly realizing the wisdom of
hus observation and taking appropriate steps to increase the productivity of its
people and economy.

Econonusts have elegant formulas linking economic output, physical capital,
and labor in the “production function.” They are linked by a constant (“pro-
ductivity factor”), which is dependent on a number of variables including the
shill of the labor force, the level of technology, and the legal and economic en-
vironment. On a qualitatve level the concept is easily understood. One Ameri-
can farmer with a tractor can produce considerably more than one Chinese
coolic with a bucket and hoe (higher technology). Similarly, two workers with
one tractor would produce more than one worker with a single tractor (more la-
bor input) as the machine could then be operated almost continuously. Ameri-
can farmers with access to crop and flood insurance can weather adversity better
than Asian farmers left to the whims of nature (legal and economic environ-
ment). Quanutauvely, modern economics is heavy into calculus, with logarithmic
functions, d and ls. F ly one does not have to un-
derstand fully the intncate mzlhcmzllcs to follow the analysis.

When Malaysians were primanily rural dwellers living on subsistence and out-
sde the money economy, the financial burden of a large family was minimal or
not readily felt. With extended families the burden of child rearing was shared.
Living off the land the more bodies, the less work. Besides, with high infant
mortality and shortened life span, high ferulity did not uznshl: to large popula-
tion. But with better health care and the  infant i
and increased longevity, the population muusu rapidly with high birth rates.
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In a modern money economy large families are a financial burden. As any
parent knows, 1t is much more expensive to raise five children than twor extra
clothing, shelter, and food. And when they are ready for school the expenses just
explode; books, uniforms, and transportation,

In United States it 1s estimated that for a child born in 1997, it costs cumula-
about USS300,000 to raise to age 18, The cost 1s considerably more for
higher income families with their more expensive tastes. The marginal costs of
addivonal children are reduced by about 25% each. That figure does not even
mclude the most expensive ttem of all—college costs which can casily exceed
over US$120,000. An even bigger consideration, though more abstract but no
less real, 1s the foregone income of the mother. Amenican mothers commonly
put their careers on hold while banging up a child. This loss of income is also
an expense item. Malaysian mothers typically return to work sooner and leave
childgeanng 10 maids, thereby reducing the income loss. The comparable costs
of child reaning in Malaysia are considerably less but as the country develops and
“hildren

more women enter the work force, these costs would surely increase.
are expensive, and therefore very precious.

There are of course other emotional and non-quantifiable rewards for hav-
g children. Economic analysis can sometimes be carned to absurdity. From the
cconomist’s point of view, the birth of a calf adds 1o the GDP—through in-
crease beef and milk production—but the birth of a child reduces per capita in-
come! In developing socienes children are regarded as “producer goods™ 1o
augment the famuly’s income; in developed countries they are “consumption
goods”—cost items—hence smaller families.

Histoncally, especaally in Asian societics, children are considered their par-
ents” old age secunty. More children, more secure reurement years. Hence the
traditional resistance to family planning,

Economic Impact of Low Birth Rates

ON A broader level, the benefits of family planning and slower populaton
growth can be readily demonstrated. Assume that as of today, Malaysia has an
cffecuve, cheap, and readily available family planning program. Within a few
months the country would see the immediate positive impact. With fewer preg-
nancics there would be reduced hospital for such c of carly
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pregnancics as miscarriages, bleeding, and ectopy. These are just the beginning
of the savings.

Nine months later, the resultant reduction in the number of births would in-
cur even greater savings. In America, the costs for a normal delivery is about US
$4,000. Then there are the costs of canng, immunizations, clothing, and toys.
With fewer births the country would save, cumulatively, a hefty sum. Six years
lster, with fewer children there would less need for teachers and classrooms—
major budget items.

The savings are additive. And they begin with having fewer pregnancics. The
money thus saved could be diverted to building better homes, roads, schools,
and other amenities. These facilities would also be less crowded. Spared a respite
from having to franucally keep up with the burgeoning population, perhaps the
government could afford smaller classes and single session schools.

For the individual family, fewer children will result in immediate improved liv-
g standards: the same family resource now d on fewer depend
Grandparents, instead of beng mnundated with scores of grandchildren, can
shower their affections on the few. Perhaps they can then remember their grand-
children’s names and birthdays. Children from small families generally receive
better nurturing: and J social lati 1l of which
contribute to their healthy physical and emotional growth. It is not surprising
that children from such families tend to have higher 1Q' than those from large
broods.

With special privileges, the costs of child rearing are hidden or subsidized for
Malays. Those who are carried, goes a Nigerian proverb, do not know how far
the town is. Insulated from cconomic realities Malays generally have large fami-
lies. The pervasive and pernicious habit of Malays having more than one wife
aggravates the situation. 1f Malay parents were to experience what an average
American (or non-Malay) family weat through in providing for medical care,
clothing, and education for their children, Malays would definitely be disinclined
1o have large families.

The ostensible reason Malays give for having multiple wives is to emulate the
holy l’ruphcl It 1s pathetic that of all the sterling qualities of our holy
Proph T skalls, g y, and leadersh lern Malays
chouse to imitate this parucular trait. When Prophet Mulmnmzd had multiple
wives, it was an expression of his charity, 2 means of taking care of widows and
orphans during times of social stresses. A very noble gesture, very unlike the pri-
apic propensitics of present day Malays.
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Visitors to present day China are rightly impressed by the well-fed and
healthy-looking children. With the one-child policy mercilessly enforced, Chi-
nese children are precious. Hence they are adoningly taken care of by their par-
ents and dy In fact, these d children arc often referred to
as “little emperors,” their every whims and needs catered. What a difference
from a mere gencration ago when they had to fend for themselves, starvation
and abandonment were gam realities.

Malaysia does not need such a strict and crude policy like China’s. All it needs
are readily ble family pl. g clinics providing reliable and affordable
o P scrvices. Malay are suffi ly well ed i that they need
not be coerced. They can be readily convinced on the merits of famuly planning,

Iran, a favorite model for Malays, is only now realizing the errors of its pre-
vious high growth policy. Following the 1979 Islamic Revolution, the Ayatollahs
decidgd to have an instant Islamic generation and encouraged their citizens to
breed. The marniage age was lowered to an absurd 9 years and family planning
banned. Iranians ded enth lly, g prolifically such that by
late 1980’s they had the highest growth rate in the world, neanng 4% annually.
The massive slaughtering of its citizens in the war with Iraq did not damper the
pattern. Now, unable to feed, house, and cducate the masses, the mullahs belat-
edly reverse course. Today every Iranian must pass a course in family planning
before being given a 2 C T and | heavi-
ly subsidized, arc readily available. Most importantly, the mullahs have spread the
word in their sermons and preaching that family planning is no longer the
scheming of Western devils but a decidedly sensible policy.

There are other very good medical reasons for family planning, or at least
spacing births. Infants conceived between 18 to 23 months after the last child-
birth have lower risks of pennatal complications. They are less likely to be un-
derweight for their gestational age or have low birth weights. They also have less
risk of premature births. In prmitive socictics nature has taken care of this
problem culturally, as babies are breast-fed which delays the mothers’ return of
menscs. But with pseudo modernization and mothers abandoning breast feed-
ing in the misguided notion of being “sophisticated,” feruility returns very quick-
ly after delivery. Thus contraceptives are needed to delay or prevent conception.

Coercive family planning policies can also be counter productive. A gencra-
tion ago Singay lly forced c 1 on its citizens. It was so suc-
cessful that now it is desperately rying to reverse gear to stem further decline in
the population. But people, unlike farm animals, cannot be bred and furloughed
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at the whims of their masters. In China similar harsh and ngid policy breeds evil
consequences. With the cultural preference for a male progeny, the old grue-
some practice of female infanticide is resurfacing, And with the ability of ultra-
sounds 1o detect the sex of fetuscs, late term abortions of female babies have
reached hornifying proporti 1f this trend i China will one day be
populated with males only. That would be the ultimate population control. The
uncomp g and t g impl ion of its hild policy fre-
quently resulted in severe affronts to human dignity. The resultant dehumaniz-
ing of fetuses and deformed babies further desensitizes the nation.

Many socicties have succeeded in slowing their population growth without re-
sorting to intrusive and offensive policies. Western socicties in particular, see no
nced to be coercive. S Lanka, a Third World country, also succeeded in reduc-
g its growth through gentle persuasion. The sudden decline in fertility, referred
to as fertility transition, is seen in other poor countrics. Bangladesh, a Muslim
country, experienced similar fertility transition, again without the government
resorting to crude policies. It simply i the availability of pli
and health services to rural women. Bangladesh has a cadre of trained peasant
women dressed in full Islamic attire going into villages dispensing health and
family planning advice and giving out contraceptives. Bangladesh radio runs dai-
ly programs on health and family planning, Its Grameen Bank tics its “micro-
credit” lending policies to their grantees promising to have small familics. All
these ininauves help.

If Malaysia had grown at First World rate since independence, its population
today would be about 13.5 million, instcad of the present 22. Assuming the same
cconomic growth, the country's per capita income would have risen from RM
1,106 in 1970, to RM 15,600 in 1997, instead of the present RM 9,600. Quite a
difference. Imagine how pleasant life would be in Klang Valley with a smaller
population, compared to the present congestion and pollution.

Population Growth and Worker Productivity

ECONOMIC growth and increasing standard of living are predicated on the
< img in worker productivity. Rapid increase in population,
by providing a ready source of cheap labor, is a disincentive for companies to
upgrade the productivity and skills of their employees. There is litde need to in-
vestin efficient carth moving equipment and train skillful operators when there
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ase thousands of cheap wodes readily available. Unfortunately, the cconomy as a
whole is not ly adv d through such gl

That is precisely what is happening to Malaysia's two basic industries—rub-
bcrmdpﬂmml\ruhdlnpinunignnlhborfxumlndonuumdﬂmg:duh‘
there is no incentive to modernize. Rubber is tapped and palm nuts harvested in
exactly the same labor intensive ways as they were a century ago. Had the sup-
ply of cheap labor been restricted, industries would be forced to innovate. Per-
thsmﬂsm(hhydnuh:hddmnvddbedmgmdwhxvu(pﬂmd
Amencan agaculture has to mechanize and be more efficient precisely because
labor is expensive.

Sumilardy with the construction industry. Malaysia's building sites have mini-
mal labor-saving and cfficient machinery like coaveyor belts and mechanical
Lifters, again because of readily available cheap labor. These unskilled workers
are t in other ways too: ptably high industrial d and poor
wor In the long run they are not cheap.

The assumptions behind Malaysia’s 70 million policy must be re-examined
and crtically analyzed. For if that policy is wrong it cannot be casily turned back,
a3 the Iranuns are now finding out. Increased population may not usher in the
hoped-for prospenty and nsing standard of living, It would most likely aggra-
vate pollution, congestion, cnme rates, and other social ills. Mahathir is aggres-
sively adv ng rapid popul growth in the ken belicf thart a large
d market 1s 2 prereq for to expand and compete
globally. The fallacy of this ption is cleary d i by Switzedand
and Sweden. D(spn:!hmum]ldomnlicmdns,lhmcompamcsmhighly
efficent and competitive. Nestle, Ciba, and Saab are premuium brand names
worldwide.

Mahathir argues that Malaysia’s population density is considerably lower than
its neighbors and it can therefore absorb a higher growth rate. It is somewhat
disconcerting that he would look to Indonesia and Thailand as shining examples
to emulate. If anything those two neighbors should remind Malaysians of what
#of to da. Malaysia rightly points to many advanced countries (Japan, Western
Europe) that have dense popul to buttress s for a bigger popu-
hnonTru:mmxgl\buldmmmmhnf\trylowk\'dsofpopuhnm
gnnﬁﬁdrlu’ulirynzummnbmrnphwnml level It is their low rate
of population growth, not the density, that enables them to enjoy their modern
and comfortable lifestyles.
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From the business perspective, it is not the size of the population that mat-
ters, rather its buying power. There is no correlation between the value of 3 mar-
ket and the “body count.” There is not much market for consumer products or
services (except perhaps chanity) among 17 million starving Somalians. Australia,
with a sumilar-sized population, is a highly sought market. Their affluent con-
sumers have more buying power than 125 million destitute Bangladeshis. In
1995 Malaysua’s trade with Australia totaled RM 8 billions; with Bangladesh, ncg-
ligible, except for remittance of its workers. I do not see many multinational coe-
porations rushing to establish beachheads in such markets as Bangladesh or
Egypt despite their huge populations.

Mahathir’s 1 view on the ic benefits of a large population
15 shared by few. The assumpuion that a country’s inhabitants are asscts, not bia-
bilities, 15 true only if they are productive and contribute to the economy, But if
they are unhealthy, poory educated, and crime prone, then they are significant
labilities.

Population Growth and Pollution

THERE 15 a vicous arcular relationship between poverty, high population
growth, and degradation of the physical Fach factor aggs
the other two. The Indian sub-continent and Sub-Saharan Affica are but two
tragic remunders. Of the three elements, the one that would be the easiest 1o in-
tervene and that would have the most immediate impact on the other two, is
populavon control

Malaysta’s 70 million people policy was conceved without much scrious and
cntical discussions. Why 70 and not 100 million? I doubt very much that the fig-
ure was arnived at after much ngorous analyses or sophisucated cconometnic
simulations. Rather it was probably picked simply because the number 7 holds a
parucular supersutious mystique among Asians. | am surpascd that Mahathur did
not choose 77 million. It would be doubly auspicious.

‘The explosive population growth of Third World countries has been likened
1o that of bactenal colonses or cancerous tumors. Bactenia proliferate exponen-
ually, as Jong there are sufficient nutricnts. When those are gonc, the whole
colony disintegrates rapidly. Similarly, cancerous growth ultimately results in the
demuse of the host body, and the tumor itself. Socicties with rapid population
growth are similarly stressed. Discases like AIDS and influenza exact far greater
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toll in Third Word than in the West. Natural calamitics—carthquakes, floods,
and volcanic eruptions—claim thousands when they occur in Third World
Earthquakes in California are remarkable for their low casualtics, With their de-
veloped economies, advanced countrics can design better buildings and enforce
strcter building codes. Their well-educated citizens, with superior communica-
tion facilitics, are better prepared to handle such disasters.

High population growth by itself is not necessanly detrimental. Rather, it is
uncontrolled or unmanaged growth that is disruptive. Because of liberal immi-
gration policy, United States and Canada have relatvely high rates of increase
(though not as large as Third World). But that growth is manageable and con-
trolled. Very much like the growth of an embryo or a baby, rapid but systemat-
ic and purposcful.

With Malaysia's current (1998) population of 22 million, Kuala Lumpur is al-
readyganbeanably congested, paralyzed with traffic, and severely overwhelmed
with pollution and garbage. Imagine the city triple its population.

Before Malaysia d ding its popul it must first do a better
job of looking after its present uuzcm I11: school drop-out rates, espeaally in
cast coast, Sabah, and Sarawak are shocking, The country is regularly afflicted
with such preventable discases like cholera, malania, and dengue, reflective of an
appalling standard of public health. Water supplics arc regularly interrupted, this
1n a country with generous rainfall. Malaysia cannot cven manage the social ills
of us current population. It is not coincidental that these maladies dispropor-
tionately affect Malays, the group with the fastest population growth. 1f Malaysia
struggles to solve these problems now while the country is m)uymg a robust
cconomy, what hope is there when it exy the incvitat And
with triple the population?

A generation hence, Malaysians who grew up in the row houses of Bungsar
would not be content with living under similar condition, with only the ceiling
fan and a single phone line, just like their parents before them were not satisfied
with living over the stores or in wooden stilt houses. These future citizens would
want detached bungal probably with swimming pools in the backyard, cen-
tral air-conditioning, and scparate phone lines for computer, fax, and teenagers.
As society progresses, expectations nightly increase. If Malaysia has difficulty
coping with the present demand, how an it ever hope to cope with the height-
ened exp of an

BING POF
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New Immigrants

APART from the high rate of natural growth, Malaysia is also inundated with re-
cent immigrants, legal and otherwise. Between 1991-95, the number of foreign-
ers grew at the explosive rate of 12.5% annually. No country, no matter how
advanced economically, socially, and culturally, can absorb and smoothly assimi-
late such rapid increases. At last estimate, Malaysia has over two million aliens.
On a proportionate basis, that would be the equivalent of United States having
25, instead of its present 2-3 million. Even with this far lower number America,
with its much larger and more efficient economy, is experiencing severe social
stresses and strains accommodating these foreigners. California, the richest state
in the union, is fecling the impact on its schools, social and health services, and
cnminal justice system. Imagine Malaysia with its more limited resources dealing
with a much larger foreign population.

It is naive to think that these forcigners would meckly and willingly return
home once their contracts expire. Consequently, Malaysia can expect the social
impact of these foreigners to last for decades, if not generations.

Ironically, those opposmg lhcsc forcxgn workers are mainly non-Malays, who
were once prsingly, Malay politicians who were in-
dignant of the Bnush bringing massive numbers of Chinese and Indians early in
the country’s history are the most enthusiastic in having these unskilled foreign-
ers. | can understand the parochial interest Malays have for bringing in Indone-
stans. We share the same religion, culture, and language. Their assimilation would
thus be relatively painless and casy. In fact, shortly after independence there were
concerted efforts at encouraging immigration from that country to balance the
racial calculus in favor of Malays. But 1 fail to sec any similar advantage in hav-
ing unskilled Bangladeshis. Their integration would be that much more difficult.
This is not racism but nmpl) a reflection of realities. Even with the Indonesians
there are ¢ ! ble di in ab bis lhml

Non-Malays sce these forcign workers less as assets and more as labilities
Non-Malays, being the major taxpayers of the country, readily sce the burden
imposed by these foreigners. Similarly in California, those most opposed to new
immigrants arc White middle class citizens, the cconomic backbone of the state.
They see their precious tax dollars being wasted on these newcomers (schools,
clinics, police) and conclude that whatever the economic advantages these for-
eigners confer, they are not worth it.
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Malay politicians-turn-businessmen favor these foreign workers for their un-
sophisticated businesses: lucrauve timber concessions, highly profitable public
work contracts, and valuable land grants. Thesce “Pernas entreprencurs™ have no
expertise or long term interest in modernizing their companies. They are com-
petiuve only because of the meager wages they pay. They do not contribute
much “added value” to the economy. Even their capital is provided by the state.
These are the very enterprses Malaysia should be discouraging. Depending on
cheap labor as a competiuve advantage is risky and unwise. It makes one ex-
tremely vulnerable as there will always be someone, somewhere who would be
willing to work for even less. China is using forced poson labor for free. |

y un-
dercutting that!

Many present day immugrants to the West are highly skilled, well educated,
and affluent individuals. Thus they bute greatly 1o the ec y of their
adopid land. Many of the emerging enterpnses in Silicon Valley are started by
these forcign-born new Amencans. In striking contrast, nearly all foreign work-
ers in Malaysia are unskilled and from the bottom of the socio-cconomic pile.
They are not likely to enhance the cconomy. The overwhelming majority of
permits are for unskilled construction workers and domestic help. These are not
exactly the type of workers who will propel Malaysta into the next millennium.
And the naton is paying a considerable social price for having so many of them.

1f Malaysia must have foreigners they should be the talented scientists, engi-
neers, musicians, and arusts. At least they can then impart their skills and tlent
10 local populace. Foreign maids contribute nothing except to make Malaysians
feel smug and lordly superior. With a generation of young Malaysians brought
up by nannies no wonder they disdain hard work and honest physical labor, The
salution to the country’s houschold help problem 1s not to import more In-
donesian maids, but to modernize homes with washing machines, vacuum clean-
ers, and microwave ovens; and to have professionally run day care centers.

In California, where both parents usually work, it is the rare famuly that has a
full-ume in-house maid. Most have someone coming one morning a wecek to
help wath the general cleaning, Full-time domestic help is expensive as employ-
ers have to provide social security lent to Malaysia’s Empl Provident
Fund). The lady who helps part-ume in my house has a son at university. More
importantly, I do not consider her a servant, rather someone who helps my fam-
dly. My children still have to make their own beds and do their own laundry. Do-
ing laundry is no big deal—simply putung dicty clothes into the washing
machine.
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Mahathir nightly condemns the British for bringing in massive influx of for-
cygners 1o Malaysia duning colonual umes. In part, he assigns the root of the cur-
rent Malay economic dilemma to that flood of immigration which he refers to
as “*..the single most important change in the Malay environment...next to Is-

A century later, Malaysia is sull trying to resolve and define the Malay/non-
Malay relanonship. Tt remans the focus of many economic, social, and political
deliberanons. s ironic that Mahathir would, for similar short term economic
teasons, repeat the mistakes of hus Brush predecessors by bringing in yet more
toreigners. Malaysta should expect new and even more dangerous dynamics in-
jected into s already complex race relanons in the future.

For Malaysians (Bumiputras in particular) to prosper, they must emulate the
qualines and charactenstics associated with successful and developed socicties.
One such important feature 1s low ferubity rate, small families, and the conse-
quent slower population growth, Within Malaysia, communitics that have these
First World demographic truts, pnmanly non-Malays, enjoy high standards of
Iwving, In contrast, Malays, with a Third World growth and ferulity rates, have
corresponding Third World living, status.

Lam




Chapter I

The Subsidy Mentality

HE PARKING lots of government buldings are packed with late model,
expensive cars. The costs of many of these luxury sedans casily exceed the
annual income of the highest paid civil servant. One wonders how these public
servants could afford such extravagances. In many Third World countrics the
immediate thought would be corruption. But Malaysian civil servants are rela-
uvely honest and well-paid, and they could all afford cars though not necessan-
Iy those high-priced models.
Let me review the financial status of the average civil servant. Typically he is
a Malay who went through university on public bursary, courtesy of special priv-
tleges. Thus he has no worries about student loan repayments. Nor doces he have
much concern about saving for his children's education. Most likely they too will
get scholarships or gencrous loans through such agencics as MARA. Those ex-
pensive cars are also bought through the gencrosity of government loans. While
commercial car loan rates may be in the high teens, these public servants get
theirs, thanks again to public subsidy, at a fraction of that. Senior civil servants
need not bother with loans at all. They are simply given luxury limousines and
generous allowances to operate them.
But the biggest subsidy of all is for their homes. Public employees get high-
Iy discounted mortgages, to the tunc of five to seven basis points. On an aver-
age loan of about thirty years, that represents a subsidy equal to twice or thrice
the size of the loan: several hundred thousand ringgit. While average citizens
have to put up hefty down payments, these lucky civil servants get by with the
bare minimum. To sweeten the pot further, their homes are on pame public land
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sold, again, at far below market prce. Those who are not homeowners are pro-
vided government quarters. For high officals these quarters are in fact elegant
mansions on huge lots, located in the most desirable part of town. On the open
market such homes would lease for RM 8-10,000 per month, but these lucky top
public servants pay a mere fraction. To tap it off, the landscaping and mainte-
nance are taken care of by the Public Works Department, nght down to the
mowing of grass and uncloggng the drains.

Unlike other Malaysians who have 1o worry and save for such major expens-
es as housing and their children’s educauon, these fortunate public employees
are spared such concerns. Nor do they fret about their health care or retirement.
These toa are generously taken care. Thar salaries are thus their disposal n-
come, except for taxes. Hence they splurge on conspicuous lving: lavish wed-

dings and expensive bfestyles

‘Wese perks cost the public a bundle. The government ranonalizes them on
the need 1o attract capable talent into public service. Fair enough. While it 1s true
that it has difficulty attracting and retaiming professionals (doctors, engincers,
and scientists) there 1s no shortage of general administrators. Every year thou-
sands vie for these openings. With a glut of applicants one would think there is
no need for extra inducements. For many (graduates i Malay Studies, History,
and Islamic Studies) the public sector i< their only avenue of employment. Even
1f the salaries were halved and the perks discontnued, there would still be a
flood of applicants. And few would quit. It would have been smarter and con-
siderably cheaper for the government to restrict these expensive perks on hard
to get, and harder sull to retam, professionals. Handing out attractive benefirs for
casy to get administrators is akin 1o a farmer fertihzing weeds—membaakan lil-
Lung, Torally wasteful

Apart from the dircet costs the government is saddled with the burden of
running these superfluous ancllary services. There is actually a federal bureau-
cracy to take care of government houses and loans, acuvitics that could be done
by real estate companies and banks. Senior il servants themselves are dis-
tracted by these trvial detads. Milion Esman, the Harvard expert hired by Tun
Razak in 1970 to spruce up the public service, was dumbfounded to discover
that at offical meetings of the naton’s top civil servants, the hotly discussed top-
ics were often such inconsequential items as who gets which pnzed housing!

More important than the cxpenses is the corrosive effect these subsidics have
on their reapients. Spared of the need to save, these individuals do not develop
prudent economic habits. They squander their income on consumable and friv-
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olous luxunies. They are consumers rather than investors and savers, with the
consequent negative impact on the economy. These subsidies also insulate them
from realities of the marketplace. Gyrations in interest rates are of no personal
concern to them as their mortgage rates are fixed and subsidized. Similarly, fluc-
twations in exchange rates have minimal impact as their children abroad are on
scholarships. No wonder the policies they make often bear little relevance to the
real world.

Even more pernicious is that these individuals would, through their daily ac-
nons and behavior, transmit these extravagant and wasteful values 1o their chil-
dren. When these children become the next generation Malaysians, they too
would expect and demand these perks and subsidies as a matter of right. An at-
utude of expensive entitlement bred early. Hardly a trait that makes them com-
peutve.

Corporate Welfare

THESE benefits to cvil servants represent only one of a myriad of subsidics
and public largesse dispensed to various favored groups. Prime public land, lu-
crative umber concessions, monopolistic licenses, and valuable corporate assets
are rouninely given away at obscene discounts. Often these valuable propertics
ate appraised ridiculously low by avil servants who are totally ignorant of their
true market value.

Take the common example of umber concessions. In Malaysia these are tru-
Iy manna from heaven. Vast tracts of jungles would simply be given away with
absolutely no realisne valuaton. In contrast, in 1979 the Amenican government
auctioned off its vast lumber holdings in Orcgon. Because of open bidding,
with buyers from all over the world, the final sales were ten times the best offi-
cial estimate. Thus even Amencan offiaals who are vastly more knowledgeable
(many having degrees in both Forestry and Economics or Management) have
difficulty assessing the true market price of an assct. Imagine how realisuc the
valuations in Malaysia are where civil servants could not even differentiate one
tree specie from another. No wonder Malaysian timber merchants are instant
millionaires. They have been given, by their government, pears for peanuts. It's
better than winning a lottery.

A few years ago Malaysia sold its controlling interest in the navonal airdine,
Malaysia Airlines (MAS—its corporate crown jewcl), to Tajuddin Ramli, a polit-
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ically well-connected businessman. Again, there was no competitive bidding,
Granted, he paid a premium over prevailing market price, as expected for a con-
trolling interest. But what was unknown was how high that premium should be.
Perhaps another Malaysian or even a foreign airline seeking to expand in the re-
gion would be willing to pay an ever higher price. Only through the process of
open market and competitive bidding can one determine the true value of those
controlling shares. If all the bids were within range then it would certainly make
sense to scll the company to a Bumiputra rather than to a foreigner. But if the
foresgn buyer offered substanually more, then the difference between the bids
would represent a subsidy to Tajuddin Raml. It would be the same as if the gov-
ermnment were to simply write a check for the difference and handed it to him.

Pame Minister Mahathie frequently ates with considerable pade that in
Malagsia a son of a paddy farmer could own an airdine. Well yes, but only with
confiderable help from a friendly g That one Bumiputra certainly
benefited from Mahathie’s policy. Left unsaid was the pnce the rest of Malaysia
was paying for Tajuddin Ramli's bounty. Suppose that American Airlines had
outbid him by a few hundred million more. Imagine how many more Bumipu-
tras would have benefited had the government accepted the forcign bid and used
the funds for scholarships and schools. MAS is only one such example. There
are numerous other instances of public asscts involving mega sums of moncy
similarly squandered, enough to wipe out poverty in the country.

Yet another recent example, this one personally close to the prime minister,
nvolves a shipping company, K Perkapalan (KP), lled by his
son Mirzan, a busi with ¢ derabl and imp ble quali-
fications (Wharton MBA). During its heyday l\P had pretensions of becoming
the region’s leading shipper. Highly leveraged, it too was snared by the country’s
cconomic downdraft. Fortunately for Mirzan, he was able to unload the compa-
ny to the ever helpful and cash-laden Petronas, the government’s oil company.
Sure, the transaction was aboveboard, with the ships properly appraised by a rep-
utable international company. But if 1 were 2 Petronas director 1 would advise
holding off and keep the cash for later use. Let market forces take their full ef-
fect. With KP forced into bankruptey Petronas could then pick the picces at sub-
stantial discounts. 1t would of course be a rotten deal for Mirzan but what a
great opportunity for Petronas and its government owner.

In an interview with the Wall Street Journal in late 1998, a chastened Mirzan
ruefully admitted how; in the frenzy of expansion prodded by willing banks, he
had vastly overpaid for thosc assets. Even the former owner of the company ad-
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mutted as much. When money is easy, especially when it is other people’s cash, it
15 easy even for a Wharton MBA to be imprudent and careless. As a legal aside,
Mirzan is suing the Wall Street Journal for libel over the article.

Mirzan was the not the first offspring of a national leader to be entangled in
a financial mess. During the American savings and loans scandal of late 1980,
Neil Bush, son of President Bush, was similarly implicated with the failed Col-
orado Silverado Trust Company.

Valuations and appraisals are at best cxpcn guesses. During times of price in-
stability or crisis, they are liable, During the A
real estate debacle of the late 1980’ it was common for propertics to be sold on
auction at prices 40-60% off their latest appraisals. The price of an asset after
all, 1s what the buyer is willing to pay for and what the seller accepts.

Apart from buying KP and helping Mirzan, Petronas had rescued Bank Bu-
miputra, financed MAS planes, bailed out the national car company, Proton, and
a host of other activitics. Petronas is no longer just an oil company. It is a lender
of last resort, an investment bank, a major real estate developer, and a ready buy-
ct of government bonds. It also owns a university. If Petronas has all these cash
handy, why not simply hand them back to the government, its sharcholder? Let
the government do whatever it wants with the money. Petronas can concentrate
on s core actvity: explonng for and marketing oil.

With the price of its main product steadily declining one wonders when
Petronas too needs to be rescued. With all these funds it is forking out, one for-
pets that Petronas itself is in deep hock. In 1999, the company floated five bil-
lion yen “Samurai” bonds carrying BBB rating, making its total outstanding
|apanese bonds worth 201 billion yen, and with maturitics ranging from five to
17 years. In early 1990 it floated over 700 million eurodollar bonds. Who knows
what the total outstanding liabilities of the company and its myriad subsidiarics.
1T Malaysia is not careful, Petronas may become its Petromina, the Indonesian
state oil company that in 1970 was mired in its own tangled loops of expensive
foreign loans. Petromina nearly took Indoncsia down with it.

Returning to the munificence enjoyed by Tajuddin Ramli, it continued. In
Apnl 1998, like many other entreprencurs, he too was caught in the severe eco-
nomic turbulence, unable 1o service his massive loans. In many countries such
high flicrs would be grounded by their creditors, to serve as a lesson to other
would-be reckless borrowers. But not in Malaysia, He attempted to restructure
MAS by selling its planes at book value to a company wholly controlled by him,
and then leased the planes back to MAS. He would rake in the immediate prof-
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1t between the book and the much higher macket value. In effect he would gut
MAS, cashing in on the equity of uts planes. 1 am not surprised that he would
concoct such a scheme to benefit himsclf. What was shocking was that the gov-
cenment, MAS major sharcholder, agreed to it. MAS minorty sharcholders were
not even consulted. Mahathir rationalized the scheme by saying that other major
airlines have similar corporate structure. Yes, in such cases the sharcholders own
the holding company and thus all is subsidiarie. Only the adverse publicity gen-
crated by the Wil Street Journal which exposed the scheme torpedocd the self-
serving idea of Tajuddin. MAS did sell some of us planes 1o GE Finance and
then re-leased them. At least the cash gencrated went towards reducing MAS
considerable debt and not into Tajuddin's pocket.

It would be much simpler and cheaper for the government to just write a
check for the man. Save the legal fees, hassles, and endless mancuvenings to cam-
ouflage what is essentally a subsidy. It would also be transparent. No expensive
pseudo sophisticated business transactions.

Itss difficult 1o crticize Malaysia‘s vanous subsidies. Mahathic would readily
point out to Japan and Korea where massive public subsidies are widespread.
Even that bastion of free enterprise, Amenca, has its own generous subsidy pro-
ams. Thus while it 1s drastically cutting back s socnl welfare programs by tak-

ing off able bodied adults off the roll, its massive corporate welfare programs
continue unabated. In a recent four part exposé by Time magazine, the US gpov-
emment spends about US$125 billion annually i vanous subsidies, tax write-

offs, and payments to corporanons. The recipients are some of the biggest and
most profitable players: General Motors, General lilectne, Boeing, and AT&T
That staggening figure equals the total income tax payments of 60 million Amer-
wcans.

Amenican subsidics do not end at the federal level. States and municipalitics
outdo each other to offer sweetheart deals to artract mndustries. The aggregate
sum must be immense but no reliable stanstics are kept. The state of Alabama
doled out in excess of $200,000 per job in a franne effort to ennce Mercedes
Benz to locate within s borders. Not 1o be outdone, Kentucky dished out the
cquivalent of $300,000 per job to a Canadian company. Another major recipient
of taxpayer largesse are Amencan farmers. The various farm SUPPOIt programs
fequire 2 massive burcaucracy. A running joke at the US Department of Agri-
culture in Washington, DC s about the visitor finding three civil servants crying,
They had just heard that the one farmer they were supervising had dicd and now
these bureaucrats would lose their jobs!
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With Mahathie’s well known and openly expressed antipathy to the West |
wish, at leastan this one nstance, that he would not imitate America,

Tariffs and Subsidies

BUMIPUTRAS are not the only beneficiarics of subsidies in Malaysia. Non-Bu-
miputras and foreign companies have also been given generous incentives. And
some of the biggest mul Is have taken ad e of this policy. These
mcenuves, usually in the form of tax-free period and the building of infrastruc-
tures at public expense, do not involve the direct giving away of public funds—
mdirect subsidy. Politically they are much casier to rationalize. The country
benefits by having its citizens gamfully employed (and become tax payers) and
goads o export. Viewed such, these ndirect subsidies could be considered in-
vestments. As seen carlier they are also widely used by other countries.

Subsidies in the form of tax-free status was Malaysia's favorite industrializa-
non strategy in 19605, They were used pnmarily by manufacturers concerned
1 and prod of ¢ goods. But as it
is often the case, one subsidy begets another. It did not take long for these sub-
sihized industries to ash for more. Thus Malaysia established an elaborate system
of anffs 1 protect s developing | Various les and justifica-
tons were contnved: small domestic market, hence no economy of scale; for-
cign manufacturers were well established and thesefore more efficient; ete. With
4 protected market and without much competition these industrics quickly be-
came incfficient. Before long consumers began noticing that locally manufac-
tured detergents, for example, did not wash as well or local cigarettes were not
as sausfying as the imported stuff. And despite the extra costs consumers would
choose the imported varicty. Initially such behaviors were dismissed as the carry
over of colonial mentality or plain prejudice against local products.

Malaysian products did not begin to improve until these extensive tanffs were
dismantled. Faced with foreign competition Malaysian companies had to im-
prove or lose market share. Today as a result of increased competition, quality
Malaystn goods are stocked in markets worldwide. Malaysia has a long way to
&0 before s market can be considered fully open. It still has considerable tariffs
aganst foreign cars. It is difficult to say whether the populatity of Proton,
Malaysia’s national car, is duc 10 its superior performance or because foreign
competitors have been effectively priced out.

with import
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1o jusufy these tanffs Malaysia points to its favorite models—Japan and Ko-
rea. But what Malagsia fails to note 15 that Japanese and Korean consumers pay
dearly for those tanffs. Besides, in Japan the industries that are highly successful
globally are not those that are protected or recewving subsidics, like retailing and
financial rather its ung I auto and i
Their current cconomic cnisis exposes even more the weaknesses of their banks
and financial institutions.

There are abundant examples worldwide where subsidized industries lose
their competitive edge, become increasingly inefficient, and ultimately collapse
despite generous support. In America, the heavily subsidized maritime industry
18 essentially moribund, almost entirely dependent on a captive and heavily pro-
tected market. India essentally subsidizes all its major industries and no surprise
then that none of their products are competitve outside its borders.

Pgppery designed subsidies can be beneficial with the resulting gains far ex
ceeding the costs. The earlier example of American states subsidizing training of
workers is a prime example. Even if that particular company does not employ
them nonctheless, having readily available well qualificd and skillful workers of
ten attract other ind; The state is \ g in its human capital
by subsidizing these training prog; Subsidies that benefit socicty as a whole
rather than specific groups are generally more effective. Subsidized public health
like immunization, control of infectious discases, and pollution abatements yield
savings greatly exceeding the money spent. Free immunizations result in a
healthy and productive citizenty. The savings accrued by preventing a single casc
of polio would pay for the immunization of thousands. If the full costs of vac-
cines and nursing personnel are charged there would be some who could not af-
ford or chose not to be immumized. And if those unprotected children
subsequently get infected, they would threaten socicty’s overall health. Thus sub-
sudizing immunizaton and other public health measures is erunently sensible

and profitable.

It 1s considerably more cfficient and cheaper to provide these public health
services as subsidized programs. If cach individual is to carry out his own sepa-
fate mosquito eradication program to control malana and dengue, for example,
all it takes 15 for onc person in the neighborhood to not do his part for the whole
cffort 10 become incffective. The benefits of these public health measures arc
not simply intuitive, they have been empirically proven through extensive re-
scarches.
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Subsiding education, research, and infrastructures produces benefits greatly
n excess of the resources spent. Providing free education ensures that everyone
1s equipped to play their useful role as informed and productive citizens. The
building of roads and other physical infr not only help F
transport their products but also let citizens travel and communicate casily, Sub-
sidies on education, training, and health care are investments in human capital.
Public spending on research, roads, and power plants are investments in physi-
cal capital. The two complement and enhance cach other. A skillful and well
ramned worker can make better use of complicated modern machinery to in-
crease his productivity. These expenditures on infrastructure and worker train-
ing are rarely undertaken by private companics. They are simply assumed to be
“externalbities,” outside the purview of their narrow balance sheets and financial
statements.

Individual recipients of public largesse would similarly argue that the public
support they receive is not subsidy but i S this diffe i
tion between useful and productive subsidics can indeed be dif-
ficult to make. Take as an example, a major plant employing thousands of
workers. For it to continue operating it must receive a subsidy. Failing that it
would simply close and the government would then have to fork out unemploy-
ment and welfare payments to the lad-off workers not only of that company
but also to those of its affected suppliers. The government would also lose the
cconomic value of the plant, its exports. By subsiding the plant the g
would recoup some of the costs from the income taxes paid by the workers and
the value of goods produced. And not having its citizens idle.

These are certainly f Before bing to them let’s
analyze the situation more carcfully.

Competent accountants can easily quantify the economic claims of benefits
and losses described above. Often these professionals (employed of course by
the beneficiarics of these programs) with their creative accounting can indeed
demonstrate the positive net value of these subsidics, thus justifying their con-
tnuation, But what cannot be readily quantified and thus cannot be subjected to
sumple cost/benefit analyses, is the ¢ q beh | and attitudinal
changes that are being encouraged by continued subsidics.

For one, the management would be distracted into spending its time and en-
gy lobbying officials and politicians to make sure those subsidics continue. Re-
sources and ralent are thus diverted away from product development, exploring
new markets, or improving the quality of their operations. The massive US sav-
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ings and loans scandal of the 1980's was in part due to senior management’s pre-
occupanon i lobbying Congress. Thus instead of assessing the credit worthi-
ness of their borrowers these bankers were busy assessing the chances of their
favorite legislation being passed. While these executives were preoccupied lob-
bying Congress to pass laws preventing other institutions from invading their
traditional turf, they were loosing valuable customers to mutual funds and other
money centers. Similarly, while American mariime unions were busy lobbying
b because of threat-

Congress to resist port and
ened job losses, shippers were abandoning their ports.

Eventually companices, like pcopl: become chronically dependent on subsi-
dies. Because these foped loyal and hed it
becomes polincally ble to d le these cory welfare clients. Am-
trak, the l\mmczn pzss:ngcr rail company, cannot exist without massive public
finaggral Life line. Malaysia’s Bank Bumiputra staggers from one crisis to anoth-
er with the government ready to bail it out. The sorry saga will be repeated over
and over. It has become so big and has such a large politcal constituency that
the government dare not let it ga. It was rescued twice in 1980%. A horrible
record for a company that was formed only in 1965. As if that was not bad
cnough, in 1998 the government, through its Khazanah Corporation, again
poured RM1.1B. And only a few months later, in what can only be described as
a not too sophisticated bailout scheme, another government corporation, Dana-
harta, agreed to buy RM7B of the bank's dud loans. The kicker was that Dana-
harta had to pay face value for them, with no discounts! What a deal for Bank
Bumiputra. If Danaharta collects 50 sen (cents) on the rnggit, this final bailout
would cost RM 3.5B, money the nauon could very well spent on its decrepit
schools and severely under funded universitics. Mercifully that would be the last
rescuc, a fitting requiem for a company with such a checkered past. Bank Bu-
miputra was finally put out of its musery by merging it with Commerce Bank.
Bank Bumiputra, because of its sheer size, is the most dramanc example. Hun-
dreds of MARA and other state-sponsored companics behave like litde Bank
Bumiputras, insulated from the consequences of their errors and mismanage-
ment. Their managers know only too well that the government would not let
them fail. And they behave accordingly. In so doing they also encourage others
1o do the same. That more than anything clsc is the most sinister and dangerous

consequences of subsidics.
Another unexamined aspect of these subsidies is what cconomists call the
“opportunity costs.” If Petronas had spent the billions not to bail out Bank Bu-
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miputra but to develop new oil ficlds or support local schools, the company and
Malaysia would be far better off. And had Bank Bumiputra been sold off the
first ime it strayed off course, those senior managers who were instrumental for
the bank’s sorry state would face the consequences of their actions. More than
likely, the new owners would fire these incompetent managers. That would serve
as a salutary lesson for other bankers who would be tempted to be careless or
imprudent. With Bank Bumiputra, because that lesson was not learned earlier it
became more expensive later. No business, not cven Bank Bumiputra, has a
God-given nght 1o exist.

Prime Minister Mahathir reasons that these large companies are the nation's
asscts and if they are allowed to fail they would impact not only the owners but
also other stakeholders—workers, suppliers, and public at large. But that is a
short term perspective. If Bank Bumiputea is allowed to fail, yes it would drag
down other probably healthy companies. Its workers would be let go. Perhaps
some communities would be denied banking scrvices. There will be severe dis-
ruptions and stresses. But business is a dynamic state. The vacuum left by one
faled enterprise would be quickly filled in by others. And the displaced workers
would get jobs in new banks or be trained for other industries.

Nobody denies that such failures are painful and scverely dislocating, But the
alternative, that is to let such inefficient companies go on, is even more disas-
trous. One, such bailouts are a severe drain on the public purse. Two, such com-
panies would encourage others to be similarly imprudent knowing full well they
too would be rescued and thus creating an even greater “moral hazard.” Three,
if such poorly-managed companies continue with public support they would
give other healthy comy unfair comp If,as the g s current
strategy seem to encourage, such companies are merged with good companies,
they (the bad companics) may infect the healthy ones. Merging two weak com-
panies may not result in the desired one cfficient entity but an even bigger and
more inefficient beast. Lastly, such bailouts incur untold “opportunity costs.”

Subsidy Mentality in America

IHE LEGACY of continued subsidy in America are the multitude of perenni-
ally moncy-loosing enterprises like Amtrak and numerous local public transit
companies. These companics continue (o exist only with massive state moncy in-
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fusion. It s impossible to wean them off, so polincally powerful are thar con-
sutuencics.

The entre Amencan defense industry grew fat on lucrative non-compenitive,
cost-plus contracts. At the height of the Cold War, companies like McDonnell
Douglas, Marun Manetta, and Lockheed with their ever increasing profits from
mulitary projects were the favontes of Wall Strect. With peace and the drying up
of defense procurements, these companics were helpless. Having lost their com-
pentive edge they simply could not compete in the open market. Now they are
gobbled up by their healthier compeutors.

In Late 1960, Bocing lost out to Lockheed's €5 Galaxy the bid to build a gi-
ant military port plane. Und, d, Bocing imp d on us failed model
and peddled it in the open market. Today the 747 jumbo jet, which did not meet
Pentagon needs, 1s the world’s most popular plane and a cash cow for its com-
pangy Lockheed meanwhile no longer exists. The destructive consequences of
subsidy.

For ordinary atizens, the legacy of the gencrous welfare provisions of Pres-
ident Johnson's “Great Society” days of the 1960’ 1s that now, it is common to
have three generanons of families totally dependent on the dole. Even able-bod-
ted famuly members do not seck jobs simply because they are better off remain-
wng on welfare. They have been essentially narcotized from the pain of daly
Ining, And like other forms of addicuon and dependency, the welfare vanety is
Just as difficult to wean off.

Subsidies and quotas exact their toll not only on general socicty but also on
their reapients. Quotas and subsidics may break down externally imposed bar-
ners like discnmination but not internal or self-imposed impediments. In fact
they hide or mask the problems and tl bute to their d
Much like a physician can be lulled into thinking that his patient is recovenng be-
cause the pain is subsiding when in fact 1t 1s due 1o the narcorics prescnbed
M hile the underlying cancer or conninues unabated

In Amenca there is a desperate shortage of Black and Hispanic students qual-
tfied to enter the Univesity of California (UC) system. The reasons are many
but one is the appalling schools which these minority students attend. They are
poorly equipped, teachers underpad, and Lal and libraries grossly mad-
cquate. The students too are distracted by a mynad of family and social prob-
lems. But because of quotas these problems are masked. No matter how badly
prepared the students are, they are sull accepted and the universities can always
pomt with prde that they have an adequate number of munoaty students. In
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1997, with quotas clinunated as a result of a public referendum, reality struck.
The number of minonity students accepted plunged by as much as fifty percent.
At UC Berkeley's Law School, the state’s premier, there was not a single black
stdent accepted. The public was shocked by the severity of the problem.

Also hidden by the quota system is the appallingly high rate of college drop-
out among these students. They were admitted all right, but because they were
sa poorly prepared they could not cope with the rigors of college work. Many
had to take remedial courses. Had there not been strict quotas, the inadequacies
and deficiendies of the system would have been noticed much earlier and effec-
nve remedics instituted sooner. Now the problems are so severe as to be almost
unsolvable.

Similarly, strct quotas in Mal. i mask the underlying probl
facing Malays in education. But more of this in the next chapter.

Weaning off Subsidy Mentality

QUOTAS and subsidics have become so pervasive and entrenched that they
cannot be terminated suddenly or casily. The conscquences of doing 5o arc just
o catastrophic to contemplate. Like an addict suddenly deprived of his nar-
conic would become violent or have fatal withdrawal symptoms, the sudden ces-
sation of these public programs would evoke a similar horrifying reaction at
societal level. Malaysia yust cannot afford such a consequence. Instead, the gov-
conment should initiate carefully measured ways at weaning off these special
programs, much like doctors deal with drug addiction.

As the gifted Black novelist James Baldwin observes of his own addiction,
“Naothing is more desirable than to be released from an addiction, but nothing
s more frightening than 1o be divested of a crutch.” Bumiputras must learn to
#et nd of their crutches before it is too late.

Ihe government can help gready with the weaning by increasing public
awareness of the costs of these quotas and subsidics. It should monitor and
publicize how much more a contract costs because it was awarded to a preferred
Bumiputra instead of getnng the most competitive bid. In this way socicty is
contnuously appnised of the added costs,

Another step at weaning would be to draw a cut off point beyond which
Malays would no longer benefit from these privileges. Those with a certain
amount of asscts or income, for example, would be treated like other Malaysians
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with no speaal considerations in the award of scholarships or contracts. To
make the plan acceptable poliucally, 1 would suggest setting a very high thresh-
old to begin with, like cutting off only millionaires and billionaires. Later, over
ume gradually lower the limit. There must be a sense of pride and achievement
among Bumiputras in getting rid of these crutches.

At present, such an attitude is sadly lacking, At a recent meeting a cabinet
minister bragged about her daughter's winning a government scholarship despite
the fact she and her banker husband could easily afford to finance it themselves.
It would be different if 1t was a Rhode or a Fullbright scholarship. 1 would be
the first 1o congratulate her. But this was a regular Malaysian government “schol-
arship,” part of NEP's bounty for Malays. I am appalled at the lack of even the
hint of embarrassment on her part. Such peculations by rich Malaysians arc dis-
gustingly common. Malaysians have an apt phrase for such lapses of morality—
tuadggnaruab. How does one explain such vulgar display of insensitivity to a poor
farmer or a hawker? Recent outbreak of public d in favor of r-
formagi1s n part attributable to the general outrage at such excesses.

Because they lack special prvileges or quota to fall back on, non-Malays have
to learn to be self sufficient and compentive. Their children are inculcated since
birth that they have to struggle against many odds in order to survive and thrive.
As a result, those that make it are tough, competitive, and ready to take an not
only other Malaysians but also the world. It is this kind of spirit and attitude that
must be encouraged among Bumiputras so they t0o can be competiive and
ready to take on all comers.




Chapter Ml

e Are Special

11 PRE TIAL policies favoring Bumiputras are meant to help
them catch up with other l\lah)mm. Thus quotas in the awarding of con-
tracts and licenses, ad. pl in public scrvice.
There are alsu sulmdars, curpumc restructuring, and joint ventures aim at in-
creasing Bumiputra participation in the corporate sector.
These prog have certainly benefited many individual Malays. More than
a few have become fabulously rich. As Mahathir likes to boast often, these Bu-
miputra billionaires have joined the ranks of the internationally rich and famous,
and with a lifestyle to match. What have not been fully analyzed and discussed
are the overall costs to socicty and the impact of such policies on the recipicnts.
In particular, do these preferential policies result in greater Bumiputra competi-

tveness or du they perve crscl) ge non P and icnt habits
and qualitics? These g arc b g, very relevant now with the nation
facing severe economic stress.

1 will lustrate these points by examining in greater detail three common
practices—the awarding of public contracts; quotas in public service and edu-
cational institutions; and the multitude of joint ventures and corporate restruc-

tunng,

o and
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Awarding Public Contracts

MALAYS are preferred in the awarding of public work contracts. Only when
there arc no Malays are bids from non-Malays and foreigners entertained. Even
in the latter situation, before foreigners can participate they must form local sub-
sidiaries with Malay partners, But more on joint ventures later. For contracts be-
low a certain value, only Malays can partake.

Let us assume that the government is planning a college for Malay students.
The estimated cost is RM10 million, and all the bids came in that range. One
from a Malay, another a non-Malay, and the third a foreigner. Assume further
that their qualities are comparable. The decision in this case is a no-brainer.
Award the contract to the Malay, as in the cadlier discussion on the sale of MAS

lling shares. Litde

Uet's complicate the situation. Supposing the Malay contractor’s bid was 10
million, the non-Malay, 8 and the foreigner, 7. Favoring the Malay would cost a
premium of 3 million over the lowest bid. It would certainly benefit that Malay
by accepting his tender. However, had the contract been given to the lowest bid,
the government could conceivably build three colleges for the about price of
two (RM 30 million for the Malay contractor compared to 21 for the foreigner)
By getting the third college more or less free, thousands more Malay students
would benefit.

Itis common 1o award contracts to Malays even though their bids are con-
siderably higher. Multiply that by the literally thousands of such contracts
awarded annually, and the total aggregate of extra costs run into billions, pre-
cious money the government could spend more productively elsewhere. In the
carlier example of selling assets to Bumiputras san competitive bidding, the gov-
ernment realized a loss of potential income. But by giving inflated contracts to
Malays the government is directly saddled with an actual increased in costs and
overdays. The losses and added costs in both cases are no less real,

More pernicious is the effect of such subsidies on the contractors: Malays
and non-Malays alike. There is little incentive for Malay contractors to be more
cfficient as they compete only among themselves. By rewarding them the gov-
ernment s tolerating and encouraging inefficiencies. The end result is they can-
not compete in the private sector. When the revenue structure of many
Bumiputra firms are examined, far 0o many are dependent solely on govern-
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ment contracts. These are not the companies that could compete effectively lo-
cally or abroad. Again, the earlier example of America's defense contractors.

The cffects on Malay are equally d They realize
that they cannot compete on price or quality alone. Like humans everywhere
they become ingenious. They develop “partnerships” with Malays, adopt fancy
Malay names, and employ suitably connected Malay politicians to submit their
buds. By using such connections they can safely increase their price to take care
of their partners’ take and to enhance their own profits. Such arrangements are
far too common. Foreign contractors too are discovering this neat trick.

The net cffect of all these inefficiencies is that the country is unnecessarily
paying more. In one study, Malaysia spends more on education than Korea and
Tarwan at their parable period of develoy but getting iderabl
less. Hardly surprising: high friction or transaction costs.

A Malaysian businessman in America decided to expand in his native land.
Being a Malay and wath his i | he was i diately suc-
cessful in his project for a quasi government oulfn He did an excellent job, on
ume and within budget. Everyone was satisficd. There was only one snag, It took
hum nearly two years to get paid in full. Not counting the numerous trips to
Malaysia to plead his case and the little “tip” for the man who finally issued the
cheque, he lost all his profits and more. Needless to say that was the only busi-
ness he did in Malaysia. In discussing his travails with other businessmen, local
and foreign, all agree that this is the s|=nd.'m] npcm.\ng pmr.:dum not only in
Malaysia but in many Third World familiar
with such extrancous costs, merely factor them in the final bids. Imagine the drag
on the economy the aggregates of such inefficiencies. For mega projects in-
volving hundreds of millions, the costs for such inefficiencies must be truly stag-
penng,

Foreign companics wishing to bid on Malaysian projects are “ o
have local partners. This too has the effect of i mctrasmg the cost of domg busi-
ness. More importantly, these comp are d din finding local partners
who can best secure those meaning, the politically well d, in-
stead of partners who can best advise them on local technical problems like soil
conditions, crosion factors, and drainage patterns. As a result, far too often sup-
posedly experienced foreign engincering firms perform less than satisfactory
work in Malaysia as they are not familiar with local technical peculiarities. Had
they not been distracted in finding the politically right local partner, they could
spend more time developing and acquiring local expertise. In this way the trans-

y
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fer of technology 1s enh i The forei; bring in new and innovatve tech-
m:bgnmd‘uhlhebdpu“oalcxpengmodvadmlosutbalwndmmn

The reserving of small projects exclusively for Malays is also counter pro-
ductve. Because they are not getung much competition they have bitle incentve
1o improve or become efficient. They do not invest in capital equipment or train-
ing of their workers. Visit many small construction sites. Often the contractor is
not there. He s just a figure-head and the work 1s subcontracted to someone
clse, adding yet another layer of mefficency. Then one is struck by the lack of
modern construcuon cquipment. Cement 1s still mixed with shovels, no me-
chanical muxer. The same tedious process of casrying backs prece by picee in-
stead of by pellets on tractors. Sumilady, roofing matenals are carnied tle by ule
mstead of using coaveyor belts. Because these low cost contracts are reserved
for Malays the government docs not know what extra costs 1t 1s beanng, Unul
theggare open to all the government cannot even csumate the extra burden.

The methods of payment too must be streamlined. The present system un-
necessanly adds costs and the for The govern-
mrdmummddqmlmcmmnmmmdnhmdmpbu
unsbmvnhdxlctt:mndsm)ddbcxdnxd No repeated pleadings to some

bureaverat. G vendors often go through tremendous
hoops m vrder to get pard. Even of the responsible avil servants are honest but
because of the labyonthine process of approval the temptanon for dishonesty
mcreases considerably.

Dunng eardy 1999 there was considerable public finger pomnnng among van-
ous munsters because of the numerous incomplete projects. The Minuster of
Public Works was complaming on the slowness of Treasury to approve pay-
ments to contractors and Treasury was n turn castiganng vanous depastments
for nut implemennng thewr projects. Every nunister was blaming every other
muusier w the press mstead of quictly sitnng down together and sobving the
problem. The Deputy Pame Minister, n typical display of the Sultan Syndrome,
ordered the vanows ministers not to squabble in public by, vou gucssed i, ham-
sclf gomg pubbic with hss admoninon. As if by merely saying so it would solve
the problem!

To be fur to Malaysia, | have done business with vanous governments in
Amenca, federal and local 1 go through the same hoops and frustranoas.

Dunng a visit to 2 MARA jumor college, | was stunned to discover that it was
paring coassderably more to buy 2 partcular saenufic equipment through its ap-
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proved vendor. The mark up was horrendous. 1 could get the same instrument
on the open market for a tenth of the price.

The example of the science equipment is mere tip of a huge problem.
Imagine the many major procurements and projects, from planes, computers,
and major machinery. The added costs are tremendous. Ultimately society, and
that includes Bumiputras, bears the burden of such incfficiencics.

To encourage more cfficiency among Malay contractors the government
should put them on notice that their special status and duration for preferential
treatment is bmited. For example, after five years or after the first dozen projects
they will have to compete like everyone clse. To make sure that the same con-
tractors do not form new companies each time to take advantage of these priv-
leges, they must register their principals. Only then would these Bumiputra com-
panies better themselves and become more competitive.

Quotas in Universities and Public Service

QUOTAS in public service and admission to universities also carry hidden costs.
Public universities must have at least 60% Bumiputra students. With such rigid
numbers there is little incentve to improve public schools. Nor do teachers in
Malay schools have to strive. No matter what, there will always be 60% Bu-
muputras. And yet, despite such quotas, local universities still have difficulty fill-
ing thewr saience and engincening faculties. They try all sorts of tricks to increase
the enrollment. One is 10 reduce the matriculation from two 10 one year. That
would result in only a one time increase. They also tried encouraging Arts stu-
dents 10 opt for science.

"The trouble wath such remedics ar the university level is that one, it is very ex-
pensive and two, it is not very effective. The problem lies with the schools. Just
s in Amenca these quotas mask the problems. Had there been no quotas the
lack of qualified Malay students would be apparent much sooner and remedial
“teps taken earlicr before the whole system deteriorated. As in everything else,
the svoner problems are recognized the casier they are to correct.

Before the insttution of quotas, the lack of qualified Malay science students
was obvious. As a result there was tremendous public pressuse to remedy it
Commussions of Inquiry were set up to study the problem, special residential
schools build, and more science teachers employed, many from abroad. These
measures significantly improved the situation. Now Malaysian universitics are
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agan facing similar problems indicaung that there had been a steady deteriora-
uon of schools. But that fact 1s hidden from the public because of quotas.

Had there been no quotas or had the universites kept an internal study of the
number of Malays accepted sans special treatment, they would have picked up
the negauve rrend much eardier. In 1998, Education Minister Najib Razak pub-
licly acknowledged that wathout quotas, only about five percent of local under-
graduates would be Malays. A shock 1 , after a of
preferennal treatment. Bur alas, there was no widespread outrage or soul search-
g, The system conunues. Instead of taking responsibility for a failed policy,
Napb used 1t as an excuse to contnue with the same stalled strategy.

Quotas i teaching may make the profession acceptable to the political es-
tablishment but it does not serve the students. Surely the pamary concern
should be that students get the best teachers, whoever they may be, locals or for-
clgﬂi&. In 1970, because of the severe shortage of English and science teach-

s, the government hired them literally by the plane load from Brtain. The
students benefited greatly by that far-sighted move. Now the teaching profession
15 burdenced by scholarship-holders who could hardly wait to finish their obliga-
nons and then get out

Looking back on my school expenience, all thirteen years, only about four or
five of my teachers were Malays. “The rest, over three dozen, were non-Malays
ncluding many foreigners. Yet 1 did not feel disadvantaged or betrayed. In fact,
many of my most nspinng teachers were foreigners. One of them, chemistry
teacher Peter Norton, was a legend among generations of Malay College stu-
dents for hus tireless devotion, What 1 remember of the few Malay teachers 1 had
were the constant put-downs for my not showing sufficient nationalistic zcal.
Imagine how deprved 1 would have been had there been quotas i those days
and 1 did not have the privilege of having those great teachers who just hap-
pened to be foreigners.

It is a great pity that Malays of my generation who are now leaders sce fit to
deny younger Malaysians these similar benefits by resorting to quotas.

Quotas also apply in the recrutment of lecturers and professors. As a result,
many well-qualified non-Malays and foreigners arc left out while Malays with
marginal qualifications accepted. The effect of such policy is that a Malay can-
didate 15 agan being rewarded for less than spectacular performance. He is not
likely to perform well because he does not have to struggle hard 10 get the job
m the first place. Had there been suff competition, he would be doubly careful
to keep it The government's obligation to Malay students extends only to help-
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ing them get their degrees. After that they should be on their own and would n
ment anymore protection or provileges.

Ihere was a case of a Malay with imy i who was de-
nied app at a Malay: v. | |unu‘,|l| his plight 10 an academic
well versed wath the candidate’s discipline. It tuened out the applicant’s expertise
was badly needed. Unfortunarely, because of rigid quota, his application did not
ond some admmnistranve clerk in the registrar’s office. She did not see fit
1o forward the application to the relevant department. The end result was the
unwersity lost a tlented individual. More importantly, students who were again
mostly Malays were demied the benefit and influence of a brallant lecturer, With
the obsession on race, these officals lost sight of the bigger and far more im-
portant goal. Malaystan newspapers are filled regulady with disappointed non-
Malay would-be 1eachers. Many are trained an o English, sciences, and
mathemarics, preasely the skills the country desperately needs. | cannot help but
imagine some classtooms somewhere in the country that are deprived of these
teachers” shills and devounon.

Ulnmarely socicty bears the burden of such whocies. 1f the government had
chusen teachers keeping in mind only the stud

et be

" best interests and ignoning
such extrancous factors as race or cinzenship, the naton would be far better of€.

Malaysian universities are shortchanging themselves when they employ or fa-
nly Malaysians. They should instead, concentrate on attracting the best. The
Natonal University of Smgapore (NUS) did not reach us present stature by
keeping out foregners. Instead, the government increased the payscale and
upened up the recrutment process. As a result it gets applicants from all over,
wncluding Amenca, and chooses the best. With the inereased competition, the
quality of local academics 1s enhanced, spurred by the presence of these talent-
«d foreigners. Inuially, the proposal 1o open up was strenuously opposed by lo-
cal acadenucs feanng their own job secunty :nd promotion pou.muln lSul the
kovernment, to its credit, persisted and de the hial of
local professors. In the end the university and Singapore benefited. Today NUS
s acknowledged as among the best in Asia. Malaysia should do likewise.

An cqually rigid quota applies to the civil service. Because Malays are favored
heavily they flock into the public sector. As the requirement for entry is faidly
non-demanding, simply any degree, thousands of Malay students pursuc less
strenuous disciplines like Malay and Islamic Studies. Abroad they flock to mar-
gnal universitics. These merely feed the unhealthy emphasis on credentialism—
any degree would do, regardless of quality or relevance. Meanwhile, non-Malay

rore
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students, realizing that their opportunity in public sector is limited or non-exis-
tent, are forced to take pracucal courses like science, engineering, and business
1o make themselves salable, of the ext of carly European im-
migrants to Amenca. So a generation after independence, and despite ever -
creasingly generous preferenual policies, the country sull lacks Malays in science,
engincenng, and business. An example of the law of unintended consequence.
Malaysian cvil servants compete within the imited world of Bumuputras.
They lack the wider exposure of the greater Malaysian society. Thus one can
never be sure whether candidates selected are the best or merely the best Bu-
muputras. And promon
ty of that msututon,
Imagine what it would do to the cabiber of the evil service if sentor posttions
are upen to all, including non-cvil servants. We could have as a Dircctor Gen-
cral of Health someone with pavate practice or academic expencnce. Imagine
the ider perspective he would brng 10 his job. More importantly, by opening
up senior positions junior officers would have to stiive harder knowing that the
competition would be that much snffer. This could only enhance the efficiency

ns are stnctly from, which only entrenches the msulan-

of the service.

Even minor changes can effect consuderable consequences. In the Medical
Department the top professional position had always been a physician n the ad-
munistrative stream, usually a career medical burcaucrat with public health back-
ground. In 1970, 1n an unusual departure, the government apponted someone
from outside the usual narrow ficld as its new DG—De. Majid Ismail, an ac-
complished and highly regarded orthopedic surge
medical student | came across his scienufic paper published in one of the lead-
g journals. He wrned out to be the country’s finest DG. Under his leadership
public health (not hus discipline) was greatly improved. His philosophy on health
care delivery s as valid today as when he first expounded on it e was a strong
proponent of the complete separation between public and prvate health care
less there would be blurnng of missions on both sides. Having practiced in
Amenca for the past twenty years | am more convinced now of the wisdom of
his vision. 1 was fortunate to meet him towards the end of lus disunguished ca-
reer. As a mark of high esteem by his colleagues, the Malaysian College of Sur-
geons and the Academy of Medicine have an annual oration in his honor.

Mapd's appomtment had other no less subtle effects. The normal and stable
hicrarchy in the ministry was suddenly no longer operative. Number two 1s no
longer guaranteed 10 be number one. These burcaucrats had to prove them-

n. | knew of him when as a
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selves. No morte waiting passively for someone to retire or die. In Maijid's case,
had the ministry stuck to its tradition the nation would have been deprived the
service of a balliant and innovative executive.

I'wo decades later, the ministry again departed from routine and appointed
another balliant clinician. Dr. Bakar Sulaiman was my colleague at General Hos-
pital, Kuala Lumpur, and I can attest to his plary skills and professionall
Superbly trained (a fellowship at a leading American medical center) Bakar had
excelled in his specialty before being tapped as DG. 1 have no doubt that he oo,
will set a new standard for the department.

Imagine if the civil service expands its experiment and looks beyond: into the
prvate sector and academia. What if it completely opens up the process and
chooses a dean of a medical school or a medical director at Shell to be its next
DG? Imagine the refreshing vigor such an infusion of new blood would bring
1 the service.

Perhaps at the next vacancy for the secretary-general of finance, the govern-
ment should open up the process and invite the senior partner at Peat Marwick
or Arthur Andersen to apply. The positive impact on the civil service of such ex-

ating new apy would be bl

Corporate Restructuring

IN AN effort to increase Malay participation in the corporate sector, the gov-
crnment requires major companics to restructure to include Malay ownership.
Some of these exercises had been very successful but again, the price had not
been fully tallied. Besides, such restructuring give rise to all sorts of creative
accounting, Malays may acquire 30% of the equity of these restructured com-
panies but alas too often, it's 30% of highly inflated asscts. Malays would be
better off starting their own companies and using the cash to improve their
enterprises.

A prime example of such uscless restructuring is The Straits Times, the coun-
1nys leading newspaper. Initially owned by the British and based in Singapore,
the company spinned off its Malaysian operation to a Malay entity closcly allied
with UMNO for a handsome prce. Despite the hefty payment, the new compa-
ny could not even use the old name or take over the whole market. Instead it be-
came The New Straits Times, limited only to Malaysia, minus the highly lucrative
Singapore market. With all the money spent on acquiring the company, little was
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left to improve the paper. With time the edutorial and journalistic qualities dete.
norated. At present its readership lags far behind upstast Tée Star. The owners
of The Star did not have to pay a fortunc for a corporate name of nebulous mar-
ket value; thus they were able to use the money to improve their operation.

Legions of other similar examples abound. The Malay establishment prides
itsclf 1n acquinng such blue chip British companies as Guthrie, Sime Darby, and
Boustead. Again, because of the pressure of restructunng and with well-fi-
nanced cager buyers these companies inflate the value of their assets. Non-
Malays, not allowed to participate, used their money to start new enterpases in
emerging markets and industrics. Thus while Malays are stuck with old sunset

i like pl and un, Malays exploit sunrisc industrics like
computers, tounsm, and financial markets. Agan, the law of unintended consc-
quence.

{ those quasi government bodies like Pernas had, instead of buying Bnush
(m*:mlrs at inflated prices, used the money to develop Malay human capital,
the results would have been far different. With a glut of Malays trained in man-
agement and engincening, they could work with these foreign companies. With-
n a decade they would reach the upper echelon of management. Then the
government would simply entice them with capital to stast their own companics
to compete vigorously with their former employers and effectively dnve them
off the market. Then Malaysians would be able to buy those Brush companies
at fire sale prices!

Jowt ventures with foreign companies are another favorite tool of the BOV-
crnment. Soph 1 foreign cory used to gatng the intncate
ways of Third Word financc, readily comply with the 51% local parucipation
and control rule. But again, all these at highly inflated prices. Often these deals
are structured such that the Malaysian subsidianies must get their capital goods
and supplics exclusively from the parent company abroad rather than from some
other, probably cheaper, sources. The parent company charges maximally, raking
n yet another avenue of profits. It is also not unusual for local subsidiaries 1o
get used machinery that the parent companics had completely written off or
headed for the scrap yard. No wonder many of these joint ventures are money
losers. Sumilarly, local subsidianies would take on debts but the Liability is not
shared by the parent company. So when local ventures fail the foreign parents
are insulated. Besides, they have already made their profits by sclling old and dis-
carded plants and machinery at inflated prces. The joint venture involving the
government company HICOM and a Japanese auto manufacturer for the na-
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uonal car project is similardy flawed. No wonder it had a tough time making a
profit in its carly years. To compound matters, senior managers of these joint
ventures involving quasi public agencics are former civil servants. Their execu-
uve talent and managenial skills arc at best, very thin.

In contrast, the Koreans did it diffc ly. The g d on
producing an abund. of cngj and scientists, investing on their human
capital. Thousands were sent abroad, especially to America, for graduate work at
leading universities. As a result, many Koreans with advanced degrees ended up
working with such venerable Amenican companies as IBM, General Electric, and
Motorola. When these Koreans reached the upper levels of management, their
government invited them to return and funded them generously to start their
own companics to compete with their former firms. The once popular Leading
Edge Computer manufacturer was started by one such individual, a former 18-
Mer For a while, Leading Fge gave IBM a run for its moncy.

In an effort 1o increase Bumiy particip in the cory sector and
equity markets, the government requires that 30% of Initial Public Offerings
(IPOs) be reserved for and sold at substantial discounts to Malays. Unlike regu-
lar shares which are all d by the issuing brokerage houses, these reserved
shares are disbursed by the Trade Munistry. This immediately opens up oppor-
tunities for influence peddling and corruption. Thus the spectacle of the son-in-
law of the minister resp bl Ving a very g llocation. Anwar
Ibrahim, the sacked Finance Minister who now projects an image as the paragon
of virtue and honesty, well, his father too, received millions worth of shares. An-
war's protégé, Ahmad Zahid, another vociferous opponent of cronyism and cor-
ruption now silenced by ugly revelations of the truth, had millions in such
shares.

I have participated in dozens of these 1POs but have yet to get any alloca-
tion. There must be factors other than luck in their distribution. I realize that in
America such highly sought 1POs are not randomly distributed cither. Often
they too are given 1o friends and valued clicnts. At least under those circum-
stances one knows the rules ahead of time.

These new sharchold 1di lly get preferred fi ing for their pur-
chases, courtesy again, of the g s B P al policy. These
lucky Malays thus get double b ies: shares at sul ial di and sub-

sudized loans.
Yet despite such help not too many of these Bumiputras bccome successful
corporate players. The adage—casy come casy go. These individuals would
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quickly dump their allocated shares on the open market, raking in a quick dirty
profit. It would have been simpler and more efficient and not waste bankers
and brokers ume had the government just written the checks for these favored
people.

Nobody should get any preferennal treatment in the stock market. Anyone
who wants to buy shares can do so on the open market. The exception of course
would be stock options used by companics to motivate and reward key employ-
ces. Amenca has strict rules on insider trading preciscly to make sure that the
playing ficld 1s level.

If the government nsists i giving discounted shares to Malays 1t must in-
troduce some clements of market discipline i the process, if for no other rea-
son than to acquaint Malays with the concept of nsks and rewards. Thus any
profit r|.dc from these discounted shares must be shared with the government.
O, these shares cannot be sold on the open market within a speafied period and
if they are, the government has the opuon of buying them at the onginal pnce.
Alternanvely, there should be a special capital gains tax on such short-term prof-
its, high enough to discourage such practices. By introduaing these addinonal ¢l-
ements, Malay investors would be forced 10 make some choices. Buy at the
discounted price now and share the profits later; or pay the market pnice and
reap all the benefits later. By doing this the government is training Malays in an

important lesson in mvestment: the debicate balanang of nsks and rewards.
i LB
T

“There are other ways these povileges are
get highly subsidized rents to start their ¢
they are. | am truly astounded that Malay doctors and professionals sull get dis-
counted rents from government agencies like MARA and Urban Development
Authonty (UDA). This is plamly wrong and patently unfair. Speaial privileges
should extend only to enabling them to become doctors and engineers. But sure-
ly once they achieved such status they should be able to compete on their own.
Why should a Malay doctor pay less rent than his Indian colleague next door?
Not only is 1t a waste of public resources, it 1s just not night.

If MARA or UDA wants to help novice businessmen it could structure the
rent in such a way that it s related to gross revenuc. Thus, in the first fow years
the tenant pays low rent, but later when his business grows he would end up pay-
ing more and the landlord can recoup some of the carlier looses. Again, with
such mechanism in place, these budding businessmen are immediately intro-
duced to the concept of nsks and rewards

fless Ko ful
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On another front, housing developers are required to give discounts to Bu-
miputras. This makes sense for low-cost housing because one, it helps poor Bu-
miputras who would not otherwise afford them and two, it makes these projects
more | ! thus ¢ ing them from deg ing into racial ghettoes.
But 1 fail to see the benefits or rational for giving discounts on luxury condo-
munums and upscale housing. 1f those Malays cannot afford the market price
they should choose cheaper dwellings. It is that simple. And if they can afford
to live in sumptuous suites and palatial bungalows then they no longer need sub-
sidics or discounts.

A novel and more productive idea would be to impose a surcharge on all de-
velopers and use that money to improve Malay schools. This method would least
mterfere with the market. In Amenca it is common to charge “impact fees” to
fund the building of schools, parks, and other public amenities. The reasoning is
obvious. These houses would bring in families with children who in turn would
need these facihnes. Enlightened developers are also finding that when there is
a neighborhood school the houses become much more desirable. Thus whatev-
er the impact fees these developers more than recover them by the increased val-
ue of their units. A win-win simaavon. Given the choice, Malaysian developers
would overwhelmingly favor such a scheme.

Had Malaysia used the billions i buying foreign companics to instead im-
prove schools, especially those with predominantly Malay students, the country
would not now be short of trained personncl. The biggest stumbling block for
the ambitious Multi Media Super Corndor project is the lack of skilled man-
power. This shortage is partncularly acute among Malays.

Speaial pavileges are not meant to insulate Malays, rather to make them com-
pentive and enter the cconomic mainstream as quickly as possible. At that point
these prvileges would no longer be necessary.

There is a fine art in helping people. Done poorly and they become hope-
lessly dependent. The old axiom about giving a man a fish feeds him only for
that occasion, but teach him how to fish and he will no longer be hungry, is
apropo. Merely giving specific benefits to individual Malays (discounted shares,
inflated contracts, ctc.) is the cquivalent of giving them the fish. But using the
provisions of special privileges to benefit Bumiputra socicty at large (improving
schools and rural arcas) is the equivalent of teaching them how 1o fish. In the
long term that is the more effective strategy. It would also produce a more en-
during result. And most importantly for plural Malaysia, such an approach is in-
herently more fair and would not arouse resentment and racial discontent.
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AMfirmative Action in America

N THE 1996 American general election there was an unprecedented initiative

in California (Proposition 209) that would abolish preferential policies favor-
ing Blacks, Hispanics, and other minoritics in such avenues as the awarding of
government contracts, hiring by public agencics, and admissions to universitics.
U lented because Aft ive Action, as the policy is called, has been part
of lhr legal and politcal landscape for over a generation.

The campaign to that election was long and ugly. Harsh and overty racial
messages for and against the measure were widely used on television commer-
cials and campaign trails. The unmistakable racial undertones were truly fright-
enung, The electorate too, appeared split along racial and ethnic lines: with most
Blacks, Hispanics, and other minorities against the measure, and Whites for it.
One ironic T was a Black Republ Ward Connelly, himself a benefi-
cary of affi acton. He spearheaded the campaiga for its abolition and
quickly became the darling of White conservative Republicans. Politicians run-
ning for office, including President Clinton, were discomfited with having to
openly declare their position on such a racially and socially divisive issuc.

The prog was d ly apy I. The news came carly based on ex-
it polls projection. As the campaign was so heated and vitriolic, with emotions
nding high, there were fears that unruly demonstrations and possibly race riots
would crupt. That was not far-fetched. Only a few years carlier Los Angeles suf-
fered through a devastating race riot following the court acquittal of four White
policemen who had savagely beaten a Black man, Rodney King, The images of
that devastating not were fresh on the minds of Californians.

191
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‘There had been widespread rumors that the Republican party and ther sup-
porters would be targeted for attacks. My daughter, an ardent Republbican,
phoned me from her party headquarters saying that the victory celebration had
been cut short and the supporters had been asked to leave carly and under heavy
police protecuon because of the threat of violence.

A sudden chill came over me as my memory flashed back to cene images of
Malaysia’s own savage nots of 1969. That 100 followed a long and ugly cam-
paign. Even though [ witnessed only the tail end of that horror while on 2 hol-
iday visit home, that was distressing cnough. | remember only two well the
hornfying stones and gnsly details relared by my friends who were caught in the
tragedy. | could only ponder the irony that my expernience a generation carlier in
my nauve hnd would repeat itsclf here in Amenca, this ume involving my
dzugf:!. Fortunately, except for some munor rowdy skirmushes, no senous dis-

rurbanCes or nots broke out, much to everyonc’s great rehief.

Preferential Policy in America

AFFIRMATIVE Action was the product of the avil nghts movement of the
1960 Up unul that ume Blacks and other minonties were regarded in many
parts of Amenica as not quite full anzens. They were acuvely discnmunared
agamst by the larger domnant White society. Blacks could not stay at the same
hotel, swim in the same pool, or dank from the same fountain as Whites. While
Blacks were deemed clean enough to be mads and chefs in hotels, they were not
hygrenic enough to be able to use the same facilities with Whites. Lena Horn, the
highly acclaimed Black vocalist, once commented that although she was pad
highly 10 entertain the guests, she was not good enough to stay in the same ho-
tel. On buses, Negroes were relegated to the back, down wind as 1t were. They
were considered not quite human.

The Black avil rights leader Martin Luther King shamed Amencan con-
saence with his eloquent exposé of this abominable affront to social justice and
human decency. With support from maimnstream White liberals, the Civil Rights
Act of 1964 was cnacted, gving all Amencans basic rights and privileges. Fur-
ther, it was agreed that since Blacks had long been suppressed and discnmunat-
od, more was nceded to help them. Merely banning discimination was not
enough. Specific proactive measures were needed to help those previously dis-
enfranchised and marginalized become part of the mamstream. Thus special set
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aside programs in business, education, and public services. There was general ac-
ceptance that the concept of “justice and liberty for all” should not be merely
an cloquent phrasc in the pledge of allegiance but a daily reality for all Ameni-
cans.

Despite the prevailing consensus, there were sull bigots especially in the Decp
South who felt that Blacks did not deserve equal treatment. It was accepted as
the natural order for them to be infenor. Otherwse the good Lord would have
made them White. These Blacks therefore ought to “know their place.” The Civ-
il Rights Act would only make them uppity, so these radsts reasoned.

The positive impact of affirmauve action soon became obvious. Prestigious
campuses that were once lily white now boasts of their increasing minonty en-
rollment. Minority firms sprang all over as the result of their being favored for
government contracts, and Black faces began appeanng in exccutive suites of
public companies. And with their increasing political clout, Black mayors, legis-
lators, and congressmen were clected in ever increasing numbcrx

In 1960 and 1970’ with Amenca’s challenged, ac-

fating the d ds of did not lmposc a great burden. But by
late 1980%, with American indi I might chall d by foreig; and manu-
facturing plants began closing and downsizing, the social and cconomic dynam-
ics changed dramaucally. Blacks, being the most recently employed, became the
first to be laid off. To overcome the apparent racial overtone of such layoffs and
1o be seen as fair, companics began laying off Whites, despite their senionty.
Soon, as with any squabbles over diminishing spoils, these layoffs became ugly
and racially unged.

Similarly with the Early on, the competition for entry into clite
colleges and professional schools was not intense. Most White students with
good grades were readily accepted. As a result they did not fecl squeezed out or
threatened. Now with the increasing number of applicants for the same limited
space, even Whites with stellar academic achicvements were rejected in favor of
Black and minonity students with lower, though stll respectable, grades. Soon
there were charges of “reverse discrimination.” This being America, lawsuits
were filed to fully chall the favored of minoritics. But the
smart people at the universities managed to re-word their admission policies to
satisfy the new legal requirements. They still favored, in the name of diversity,
Black and minority applicants. This merely fueled White anger.

On a social level, with the protection of anti-discrimination laws, Blacks be-
gan moving into p ly all-White ncighborhoods. But just as soon as Blacks
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moved in, Whites would move out, often in droves, into their own comfortable
new suburbs. With “White flight,” property values and taxes began declining, As
schools are funded directly through these taxes, city schools began to deteriorate,
gradually in 1970 and precipitously in 1980's and 1990's,

Presently these schools, filled almost entirely with Blacks and minorities, can
hardly be called that: reform schools may be, but not academic institutions. Thar
physical facilities are dilapidated, corridors drug infested, discipline non-cxisting,
and teachers totally demoralized. Often the budget for security exceeds that for
books. In many ways they resemble prisons with their level of violence and law-
lessness, metal detectors at every entrance and their highly visible uniformed
guards. An atmosphere hardly conducive to academic pursuits. Not surpasingly,
the academic performances suffer accordingly. But with no national standards
and with cach school setting its own syllabus, the decline was hidden. Soon hot-
tor stodls abounded of students with stellar grades but unable to read or do
simple computations.

In California the problem was compounded by the passage of Proposition 13
4 generaton carlier. It imposed strict limits to the raising of property taxes,
which further limited school funding,

Affi action ¢ led the sorry de ion of these schools. After
all, there cannot be much wrong if their students still getaccepted into good col-
leges. But what was not widely known was that, because far too many of these
students were poorly prepared, their college drop-out rates were tragically high.

Although there are no official educational standards in America, most col-
leges use proprictary tests like Achievement Test (AT) and Scholastic Achicve-
ment Test (SAT) to independently assess the academi quality of their
applicants. On these standardized tests Blacks and other minorities, as a group,
consistently score below Whites and Asians. Thus it is widely perceived that mi-
nority students on clite campuses would not have been there but for the color
of their skin. For those bright Black and Hispanic students who were rightly
admitted based on their own merits, this was a terrible stigma. They were viewed
as being accepted through the back door and thus not properly belonging there.

A recent study, The Shape of the Rirer by the former presidents of Harvard and
Panceton (two insti with ffi ive | of their own),
demonstrates that although Black students did indeed have lower academic
scores heless they benefited ly from the superior education af-
forded by these clite institutions. More tellingly, to assuage alumni concerns
about falling standards, these students scored considerably higher than White
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students of a generation earlier. Equally important, the universities that accept-
cd these minority students benefited tremendously by having a more diverse stu-
dent body. Dircctly as the result of the m:rascd suppl) of Black graduates from
these prestigious colleges, hallowed A from clite Wall Strect
m\cilmml banks and prestigious law firms to facultics of leading universities,
are reflecting more of the socicty they serve rather than being exclusively White.

Histonically, minonties were not the first group to be preferentially admitted
1o prestigious campuses using other than scholastic criteria. Even today Ivy
League universities like Harvard and Panceton routinely favor children of gen-
crous donors, alumni, and employees. As a group the grades of these “legacy”
matniculants are consistently lower. Yet no onc dares to derogate them. In the
past these students were often looked upon rather enviously by their brighter
(but poorer) cl and prof These blue-bl. d, white-shoe boys
from the expensive eastern “prep™ schools aspired to nothing more than the
“gentleman C." They, despite their minimal commitment to matters academic,
were the heroes of the dayth—"big man on campus.” They were also all Whites.

Now, with comparable circumstances but different players, our perception
changes dramatically.

Blacks in Pre-Civil Rights Days

1T WAS widely but crroncously assumed that Blacks were hopelessly backward
durning pre-civil nghts days. Despite the obvious discrimination and tremendous
obstacles, Black communities were very much viable and vibrant then. They had
thriving entreprencurs, skillful arusans, and resourceful mechanics. Blacks had
their own colleges and universities, their share of prominent writers, gifted mu-
sicians, and talented scientists, including Nobel pnzc winners. Black schools like
Irederick Douglas High in Washington, DC, 4 ling and distin-
guished graduates. Equally impressive, these sd]uuls often pctfurmcd well above
the national average on standardized tests. Such pmcms of Black excellence
were not These were Jerable ach made even more
meaningful and significant given the anti-Black sentiments of the time. Today,
many prominent Black leaders lament the loss of initiative, drive, and self re-
liance of those carly years.

A few suggest that Blacks achieved morc in the past despite overt discrimi-
nation than they do now with all the preferential treatment. As an example, all
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the historically Black colleges and universitics were established prior to the civil
rights movement; none since then. Present-day Frederich Douglas School 1s a far
cry from its former glory when it routinely produced more than its fair share of
National Ment Scholars. Indicators of soaal decay—rates of illegitimacy, di-
vorce, and cnme—have soared in black communities. The illegiimacy rate
among Blacks was 17% in 1950, but by 1994 it rocketed to 70.4%. (The compa-
rable figures for Whites arc <2% and 25%.)

Onc would have thought that with affi action the ack of
Blacks would have been that much more dramatic. Although there was rapid
progress initally, especially wath respect to college enrollment, these gans have
since evaporated. Taking the example of Black universities and colleges, one
would have expected that since there are now more affluent blacks, more public
supportgand absent any discrimination, these institutions would be bigger and
better, and attract more brght students. Not so.

During pre-avil nghts days many of the faculty of these colleges were
Whites, Their mission was clear—to educate the students. 1f these instructors
were prejudiced or thought that Blacks were uneducable or inherently inferior,
they would not be there. Simple self-sclection. Those teachers had a definite
sense of mussion, akin to Brush teachers i colomal Malaysia. Further, many of
the institutions were headed by distinguished Black and schol.
like Booker Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois. They may have been looked down
by the wider society but they made sure that the insttnons they led were fo-
cused on their primary mission—cducating Black youths.

With Black pride emerging with the Civil Rights movement, the atmosphere
changed dramatically. Now, short-sighted and uncnlightened Black leaders insist
that students be taught by their own kind. They want their own role models.
They fear that White teachers would inculcate alien values and norms. Thus skin
pigmentation rather than competence became the overriding entenon for aca-
demic appointments. Considering the scarcity of Blacks with advanced degrees,
these colleges ended up employing those with infenor qualifications, to the detri-
ment of their students. At the same time many of these academies are now
headed not by scholars and scientists but by political types whose expertisc is in
fundraising and extractung government funds. With less than an outstanding fac-
ulty and a leadership focused on matters other than academics, the students are
left i the lurch. Acadenc standards deteriorate. Intelligent young Blacks sense
this. Being smart, they begin choosing clite White institutions which are now ag-
gressively pursuing them. As a result Black colleges slowly decline, with lacklus-
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ter faculty and a student body depleted of its best and brightest. Over time the
quality of their graduates declined to the point where they could not even pass
minimal competency tests. They perform abominably on such standardized tests
as the Graduate Record Examination or the Law School Admission Test. Private
industry recognizes this and hence are reluctant to hire them, further feeding the
students’ sense of discrimination and abandonment.

All these may sound ily familiar to Mal In the p p
with quotas in appointing teachers and professors, the mostly Malay students in
public institutions get short-changed.

The decline in schools and colleges parallel those of other Black institutions.
Once vibrant and bving communitics are now nothing more than decrepit urban
slums. Tenements that once housed stable families like those of General Colin
Powell, the Black former Chief of the Armed Services, are now drug-infested
urban jungles.

The institution of marriage has just about disappeared among Blacks. The fa-
therless family is now the norm. The new generation of Black youths lack the
benefit and guidance of a father figure during their formative years. Young
Blacks are more likely to be incarcerated than finish high school. Their lives are
more likely to be cut short by bullets and drugs. As the colorful Black leader
Jesse Jackson once remarked, young Blacks are more likely to be killed by BBB
(Bad Black Brother) than the KKK (Ku Klux Klan—acist Whites with a pen-
chant for lynching Blacks).

The decline of Black society occurs despite an ever increasing federal com-
mitment and funding to civil and equal rights. One can reasonably ask, what has
affirmative action brought? If it is not part of the solution then it must be part
of the problem. Or as Thomas Sowell recently put it, *.... Blacks were more suc-
cessful in overcoming the opposition of racists than in overcoming the effects
of those who thought they were helping”

Black and Malay Leadership

MALAYS and American Blacks may share similar disadvantaged positions in
their respective countrics but there are significant differences between the two.
For one, Malays are in the majority and thus have considerable political power.
Unlike Blacks who have to depend on like-minded liberal Whites to advance civ-
1l nghts and affirmative action, Malays can pursuc their agenda on their own po-
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lincal strength. Because of that political might, Malay leaders are also automati-
cally leaders of the country. Two, although histoncally Malays suffer from the
lebasing cffects of colonialism, that exg was no where parable in
kind or dcgrcc with the degrading status of slavery.

But the most consequenual difference 1s between the contemporary leader-
ship of the two communities. Malays do not lack their own severe critics. Ma-
hathir was not the first, although he was certainly the most articulate and vocal,
to severely upbraid Malays for their shortcomings. Such internal criticisms help
society realistically assess its weaknesses. In contrast, there are very few Black
leaders who would cnticize the lapses of their socicty. The appalling rate of ille-
giumacy, drug abuse, and sexual promuscuity among young Blacks are rarely crit-
wcized by their leaders. Worse, when there are brave contrasting viewpoints
raised, their bearers are ostracized and treated as traitors. Supreme Court Justice
Clar Thomas, a conservatuve and one of the few Blacks who dare raise some
uncomfortable truths about his community, is regarded as a parizh among
Blacks. It must pained him enormously to be so portrayed. Thomas, however, is
not blameless. He and other fellow Black conservatves like Ward Connelly,
Thomas Sowell, and Shelby Steele scem to relish their confrontational attitude.
Perhaps the fact that they all have White wives may contnbute to the feeling of
abandonment felt by their fellow Blacks. To most Blacks these conservatives are
no longer one of them.

There are other Black conservatives who are no less entical but somehow es-
cape or do not provoke similar :mmus among their followers. Two of them in
particular, are former amk and presidential candidate Alan Keyes, and
Republican Congressman from Oklahomz, J- C. Waus. Both are very attractive
personalities who have large followings among both Blacks and Whites. Keyes
and Watts, like Mahathir, somchow managed to express their criticisms with a
sense of wanting to help out, with a feeling of compassion, not disdain. Some-
how 1 reading or listening to Connclly, Sowell, or Stecle, one gets the impres-
s1on (perhaps wrongly) that they have nothing kind or positive to say about their
own kind.

In sports and entertainment, Blacks excel. In fact they are over represented
In both activities success and excellence are readily apparent. In athletics, the tal-
ented quarterback is appreciated by all, and the winner of a sports contest is the
best, no argument about it. There are no disparaging accusations of racial fa-
vontsm or unfair competition. Fans would not tolerate or pay exorbitantly to
sce the best White fighter or best yellow ping pong player. They want simply to
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sce the best. The finest athletes and artists transcend national and cultural
boundarics. Michacl Jordan (of basketball fame) is a hero not only in America
but also i the rest of the world. Similacy in entertainment, if your music or
voice is lousy, nobody (save your own family perhaps) would want to listen to it.
Patrons paid premium prices for concerts by the late Sudirman because he was
the best, not because he was Malaysian. Fans of all races and nationalitics adored
him for his creauvity and talent. The government did not have to decree that you
must see three Sudirman's concert for every foreign performance you partake.

Because of thar successes in sports and entertainment, Blacks do not need
affirmative action i those fickls. Nor do unsuccessful and less talented Whites
who do not make it complain of being discriminated. Were Whites to demand
ther own affirmative action program i basketball or football, they would be
simply laughed off.

One major disappointment with successful Black athletes and entertainers is
that very few take on the mantle of leadership or positive role model. They are
content with their own personal successes without giving much back. There are
few notable exceptions of course. The late tennis star Arthur Ashe was a pas-
sionate spokesman for young Blacks and initiated many promising programs
aimed at them. Comedian Bill Cosby is very much a leader and has given back
much. His recent donation to Spellman College, a Black institution, was the
largest such gift ever. 1le has frequently spoken against the negative images por-
trayed by Blacks in role model in | sports and i
ment.

Imagine 1f successful athletes and entertainers were to use their considerable
role model value to exert positive changes among Black youths. Unfortunately,
these heroes are more renown for ther outrageous behaviors and highly exag-
perated personal idiosyncrasics, including their frequent altercations with the law,
promiscuous behavior, and illicit drug use. Black rappers, by glorifying drug
abuse and sexual violence, are not exactly worthy role models. Poor ghetto kids
end up copying the expensive tastes of these rich superstars, sporting hundred-
dollar sncakers simply to imitate their heroes.

These new heroes of Black youths perpetuate negative stercotypes. Because
of their highly valucd talent they get away with their tantrums and outrageous
behaviors, But when ghetto kids imitate such braggarts they end up in trouble
with their teachers, parents, and police.
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Overcoming Inequalities

WITH the notable exception of sports and entertainment, Blacks are sull gross-
ly underrepresented in other sectors of American life despite affirmative acuon
Blacks and other disadvantaged minonties are still rare in corporate sutes, the
professions, and academia. The central question remains, how do you address
and overcome these shortages?

Prominent Black cnines of preferennal policies, from the crudite scholar
Thomas Sowell to the outspoken and the contentious political actvist Ward
Connelly, have faled 1o come out with their own remedy These enines fall back
to the same tired clichés of not solving discmination with more discnmination

Examine the status of Blacks i higher educanion. | cannot imagine under
presenggircumstances how more Blacks and Fhspanics would be admurted into
the great universities without affirmanve action. Much has been written on
Blacks having lower SAT and AT scores. One reason for this s the deplorable
state of many of their schools. Bur an equally important but less nonced aspect
15 that Black students do not enroll in the many excellent private “prep™ cours-
©s 1o prepare for these examinations. Nor do their schools provide targeted
coaching, At many White schools, especually private ones, these tests are empha-
sized. Students are repeatedly drilled in the art of raking them: Inner ary schools
lack resources for the b:

s, let alone for cnnchment programs like
ing, Private courses like Kaplan and Princeton Review are expensive, beyond the
reach of poor students. In one survey of law school applicants, nearly balf of
White students have taken these preparatory courses as compared to only a
quarter of Blacks For affluent students there are expensive private coaching ses-
sions and summer ennchment programs, all geared to better preparing them for
college admissions. These courses are similar 1o private tinon that ach
Malaystans have for their children

The Republican party 1s championing school vouchers 1o enable poor parents
to send thar children to any school, mcluding prvate ones. With vouchers poor
mner aty children could attend much better schools in White communites. This
has been tried successfully in the state of Wisconsin. Itis a way to help poor chul-
dren escape the trap of madequate schools in their own neghborhood. There 1s
no guarantee that smilar programs would be successful in bigger citics like Los
Angeles or Chicaga. In those cies, for the children 1o escape to a good subur-
ban school would require them 1o travel for hours and on miles of congested
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roads. Besides, as my Malaysian experience indicates, there are other expenses
and hurdles involved. Kids being kids, imagine a ghetto child trying to keep up
with his affluent suburban classmates. Very tough.

‘The voucher program also carries some hidden dangers. 1f universally ap-
plied, there is the real danger that America would get even more segregated, this
ume self-imposed and voluntary. There is nothing stopping nich schools from
taking only affluent students or Jewish schools favoring only Jewish students.
Imagine how Amenica would be a ge hence if Be Ameri goto
Bosnian schools and Serbian-Amenicans to Serbian ones.

There is a prvately funded program, A Better Choice (ABC), where talented
but disadvantaged Black Kids are given full scholarships to attend quality private
schools. This has been remarkably successful. The program is expensive and cre-
ates its own special problems. Think of the culture shock of an inner city kid
suddenly pl 1 into an phere where thar cl have homes
with names rather than numbers, and where vacations meant not just being away
from classes but exotic destinatons in Europe and Caribbean. An American in-
dustrialist, John Sculley, has an even more novel and very successful initiative. He
single-handedly funded a program that guarantees college scholarship to every
successful student at one predominantly Black high school in New York. The ef-
fect of lus program is that students who previously never considered going to
college are now mouvated to study. The service academies like West Point, which
are extremely competitive, managed to get their share of promising Blacks by
having special “prep” schools, much like Malaysian universities’ matmkslusi pro-
grams. The empk in all these prog is in better prepanng the students,
not lowering the standards.

With Blacks and other minonities still lagging in many sectors of the econo-
my, 1t would be unconscionably cruel to remove what most see as their only av-
enue for survival—affirmauve acton—without giving them an alternative. It is
like suddenly removing crutches from a patient long dependent on them. It sim-
ply cannot be done. Doing so would do irreparable harm. Extensive physical
therapy and training, together with considerabh T and encourage-
ment are needed before dong it. To do otherwise would be cruel and vindictive.

It is well known that schools with predominant minority enrollment are se-
verely under funded. Those children are at a decided disadvantage. It is not their
fault to be born in inner city Oakland or Chicago and not affluent suburban Pa-
lo Alto. Simple fairness dictates that more ought to be done for these children.
Their schools ought 1o be better funded than those in rich ncighborhoods to
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compensate for their other disadvantages. Yet 1 do not see much innovative ideas
1 these probl from opp of affi ive action. Nor do 1
hear them supporting out-reach | g ideas like ABC, Sculley’s,
or the service academuces’ prep schools.

Confounding the debate on affirmative action is the unfortunate and wide-
spread belief that diversity results in or equals mediocnty. Somehow under-qual-
tfied individuals are chosen simply to meet some racal balance. Under-qualified
that is, based on some supposedly objectve tests. Unfortunately, none bother to
examine whether these standards tests and cntena are relevant, appropnate, or
even predicuve. Except that much is made over their objectvity. Intuitively, one
can be eastly convinced that a Black policeman would be more effecuve in inner
citics because he shares many 1 with and th d ds better
those he would serve. He would also better understand the citizens” patterns of
behavior and could communicate better with them than 2 White officer. A re-
cent study by Stanford law professors found exactly that. Unfortunately such im-
portant attributes cannot be readily assessed by standardized tests. And what
cannot be measured are thus ignored even though they may be important and
very relevant erteria. Modern socicty 1s obsessed with the pseudo-science and
presumed objecuvity of numbers and scores without ever questioning their ba-
sic vahidity.

The same with university admissions. Much has been said, especally by con-
servative, nght wing wrters, on the lower test scores of Blacks. But left unsaid
1s how sigt or | are those d While 1 readily concede
that as a group, students in the top ten percent will do well as compared to those
n the bottom half, but 1 am uncertain what the difference is berween individu-
als at the 95th percentile as compared to the 98th, or those in the 85th compared
to the %th. Yet in the wntings on the differences of test scores among the var-
1ous races these are the degrees of d ation that are being ly de-
bated. They are attnbuting to these tests a sensitvity, accuracy, and predictive
value that even their onginators do not claim.

Perhaps Al can learn hing about g tnegq from the
organizaton governing their favorite sport, the National Football League (NFL).
To prevent marked discrepancy in the caliber of the vanious teams, the league
has designed an imagmative recruiting system. That is, the worst performing
team of the season would have first choice draft pick of new players the fol-
lowing year; and converscly, the championship team would have the last. With-
out such a system, new stars would naturally favor joining the winning team and
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the weaker teams would forever remain in the cellar. It is to NFLY advantage to
have more or less competitive teams. If fans perceive certain teams as perennial
losers, those teams would not attract crowds during their games. From the busi-
ness sense, keeping all teams competitive helps make the games exciting, thus at-
tracting viewers and fans.

On a societal level, it is just not right that a particular scgment of communi-
ty be left behind. Basic human decency demands that we pay attention to those
less fortunate. It is to society's ad ge to fully i the p ial of all
its cizens.

This last reason is why 1 belicve that many Muslim countries remain back-
ward. Their orthodox attitude towards women means that they hold back half
of their population, preventing them from being cducated, trained, and gener-
ally becoming productive citizens. They arc essentially wasting half their human
capital.

Critics of affirmative action are correct in pointing out that Blacks and oth-
et minorities ought to do more on their own and be less dependent on govern-
ment to solve their problems. In the past, the respected black leaders were likely
to be preachers, teachers, and scientists, Now Black youths admire rap singers
who glorify violent lifestyles and drug culture. Few Black youths today could
name a successful Black businessman, scientist, or writer. When a notorious
drug dealer who had vicumized thousands of Black youths in countless com-
munities died in Oakland, California, his funcral resembled one fit for a king

Present day Black political leaders are more skilled at extracting public funds
rather than solving problems of their community. When Black students could
not speak English propetly, instead of demanding better teachers or more time
devoted to the subject, these leaders legitimized the language—Ebonics, When
these students performed poordy their leaders demanded that the universities
lower their standards to accommodate the students. Far too often contemporary
Black political leaders are individuals lacking substance and significant personal
accomplishment, except for their ability in making thundering speeches and
arousing guilt complexes in White liberals. The loud-mouthed politicians, outra-
geous athletes, and flamboyant entertainers get the limelight and become role
modcls for young Blacks. Talented lawyers, skilled neurosurgeons, and success-
ful entreprencurs are essentially ignored.

Unlike Malays, Blacks and other disadvantaged groups in America lack polit-
ical power. Thus they cannot control the political agenda or change and enact
policies advantageous to them. They have to depend on like-minded White lib-
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erals. Relying solely on poliical power, as Malays scemed to be preoccupicd, is
not enough. For one, that power may be lost through the clectoral process. This
nearly happened once and resulted in the 1969 riot. Two, increasingly in this
world, power exudes from those with ecconomic clout and wherewithal. Ameni-
can Jews, small in number but with their economic prowess and financial might,
exert considerable influence in other spheres, including politics. Malays must
ponder this. They must not be overly confident that politics would remain their
salvation for ever.

Hispanics and Malays

MALAY students in America refer rather self deprecatingly to Hispanics as the
Malaf¥ of America” There are certainly supercficial similaitics: brown skin,
dark hair, and generally patent and pleasant demeanor. Socially too, Hispanics
are like Malays: large extended familics, fondness for spicy foods and huge cele-
brations, and very religious. Less flattering comparisons are the alarmingly high
school drop-out rates and over representation in the social ills category. Like
Malays, Hispanics seem not to revere learning or value educanon. The shopping
centers of Los Angeles, as in Kuala Lumpur, are infested wath aimlessly wan-
dering, outrageously adorned, young, brown-skinned “mall rats” Only the lan-
guage spoken is different.

A successful Hispanic wnter was giving a “pep” lecture to some local high
school and junior college students in California. He lamented that these students
were not studying hard enough or devoting their best cfforts 10 academic pur-
suits. One of the Hispanic parents took offense and berated the speaker for 1g-
noang the underying poverty and social burdens facing Hispanics. In an
uncharactenstic display of anger, the speaker burst out saying that all these cx-
trancous factors like poverty are just excuses. Books, especually second hand
ones, can be bought quite cheaply. Besides, America has an abundance of read
ily accessible libraries. Pointing to the expensive jackets and sncakers the stu-
deats were wearing, he nghtly noted that they would have some money for
academic pursuits and books if they did not sist on designer clothing and
shoes.

The speaker was of course correct but people do not want to know the truth,
they would prefer to wallow in their “victim™ status. We only encourage such
helplessness by sepeatedly giving them excuses. Poverty is a major impediment
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10 academic progress; it should not be ignored by planners and teachers. At the
same time it should not be a ready excuse.

To pursue the stercotyping, Hispanics, like Malays, are obsessed with sym-
bols. They put on huge demonstrations demanding that the birthday of Cesar
Chavez, a popular Hispanic union leader, be a public holiday, and insisting that
universitics have department of Chicano (Hispanic) studies. When Hispanic stu-
dents perform poorly thar leaders insist that these students are not at fault.
Rather it is the teachers who are not sufficiently “sensitive.” Thus they demand
for more Hispanic teachers. But with the severe shortage of Hispanic graduates
these schools end up with teachers with less than outstanding qualifications.
Similarly, with their excessive pride in their heritage, they are demanding less
time studying English and more classes in Spanish. In colleges, Hispanic under-
graduates gravitate towards Ethnic Studies and liberal arts rather than optng for
sciences and engineenng,

Socially too, there are troubling similarities. 1 have never been to a small His-
panic wedding, They all scem extravagant, drawn out, and very expensive. Simi-
larly with funerals. | am really taken aback how casily poor families would go into
h debt so they can buy the most expensive coffins for their loves to “take
off ™ in style.

I live in a community that is almost half Hispanic. Substitute “Hispanic” for
“Malay” and it’s all dga 1w to me. Perhaps that is why 1 fecl so comfortable and
very much at home in California!

Quebec’s Quiet Revolution

IN NORTI America the social and race dynamics more comparable to the
Malay/non-Malay relationship is that between French-speaking and English-
speaking Canadians, specifically in the province of Quebec. There, Francopho-
nes outnumber the English and as such have political power, but economic
power remained entrenched in English hands, at least unul recently. Visit Mon-
treal and the landmark institutions have such venerable Anglo names as McGill,
Royal Victona, Westmount, and Queen Elizabeth.

It is not difficult to understand why. In the past, most French Quebecois were,
like Malays, rural-dwellers, decply attached to their religion (Catholicism), and had
large familics. Their educational system was heavy on liberal arts and religion, rather
than science and technology. Drive around rural Quebee of the 1950's and the most
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ostentatious buildings were churches and rectories. More than likely, you would be
caught in some religious processions celebrating some saints or nationalistic rallies
calling for some or other. Their b and stores were closed more
often than not, their owners busy observing various festivities. Their schools were
shabby and poorly equipped. Their ablest minds were busy reciting catechisms or
prepaning for convents and the priesthood. Consequently, French Canadians were

hy Ily under rep at McGill Uy y. the stock b
and in the professions. Young Quebecois were simply not adequately prepared for the
modern world.

“Their polincal leaders 2 d with their relentless calls for rev-
olutons and social justice. Like all politicians who were bereft of baght and in-
novative ideas, they fell for the casy and popular route of blaming others for
thar falures. The English were casy and convenient targets. After all, they did
not enfploy French people, refused to speak the language, and worse, kept to
themselves in exclusive enclaves like Westmount. What other “proof” did you
need to show that they discriminated against the French? Quebecois felt left out
and marginalized i their own province. Like their kind everywhere, French
politicaans resorted to simpll solunons, whipping their foll into a fren-
2y of nationalism with their hot, fiery rhetonc and cloquent, chest-thumping or-
atones.

In 1970 there was indeed a half-hearted revolution. A Quebee francophone
cabinet munister was murdered for being a “traitor” and the British consul-gen-
cral kidnapped. Strring manif were broad i and final ds Is issucd.
The federal government, then fortunately headed by a Quebecoi, Picrre Eliott
Trudeau, responded swiftly and in kind. The War Measures Act and military laws
were quickly msututed. Among the provisions: detention without tral o A
Malaysia's ISA. Troops in battle fatigue and with fully loaded automatic weapons
roamed the streets and suburbs. Heavy tanks rolled down main strect, creating
huge potholes and obstacles, For a while 1 thought | was caught in a revolution
n some Third World banana republic rather than in modern Canada. Alas, it
again sadly reminded me of Malaysia’s own racial disturbances just the year be-
fore.

Fortunately, like the Malaysian rot, the situation was swiftly brought under
control by the deasive and bold actions of Trudeau. Thankfully, unlike the
Malaystan incident, few lives were lost. | wondered whether the outcome would
have been dramatcally different had the prime minister been an Anglophonc.
That would have simply inflamed Quebecots even more, feeding on their already
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intense paranoia of English persccution and domination. When it was all over
the frustrated and angry French-Canadians were back in their villages licking
their wounds. In truth these ideabstc citizens were totally unprepared and poor-
Iy trained to parucipate in the modern cconomy. No amount of revolutionary
thetone could change that. Their leaders had failed them, not for starting an un-
successful revolution but by not modernizing their schools, social structures, and
better preparing their young,

The War Measures Act was much critiazed by hibertanan Canadians at the
ume but Trudeau brazenly dismissed those “bleeding hearts” with his famous
defiant retort, “Just watch me!” Three decades later in 1998, at the Asia Pacific
Liconomic Council (APEC) meeting in Kuala Lumpur, Trudeau's protége, Jean
Chretien, now prime minister himself, was castigating Malaysia over the use of
the ISA against unruly reformas leaders and noters. Perhaps Malaysians should
have publicly reminded those pontificating visitors of their Canadian War Mea-
sures Act.

French-Canadians of 1950 and 1960's were variously described as “prodi-
gous procreators,” “shackled and immobilized by the Catholic Church;" and
their society “priest ndden, trad - d, backward, clannish and i
ally sullen or riotous.” Stercotyping was very much alive and the order of the day
then,

A generation later, Quebec 1s a very different province socially, politically, and
e lly. A 1997 referendum on from Canada was defeated, al-
beit very narrowly. In the following gmcn] clection of November 1998, the sep-
aratist Parti Quebecois, although it retained a shm majority of scats, received
fewer popular votes than the federalist opposition Liberal party.

Young Quebecots are now less interested in noting on Main Street and more
consumed by the goings on at Wall Street. Thar role models are no longer the

ficry bearded revol and chest thumy liticians but the intensely
competitive executives working up the corporate l;u.hlcr the dynamic entrepre-
neurs, and the balliant scientists. 1 predict a g hence talk of

would simply clicit a yawn among Qucb«ms They would be too busy estab-
lishing commercial and economic ties with other provinces and the rest of the
world.

How did such a remarkable transformation come about?

For one, Quebecots were smart enough to elect highly talented, well-educat-
d, and quictly effective leaders rather than the usual loud-mouthed, rabble-rous-
ing politicians of the past: men who had done nothing significant in their lives
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except run for political offices. In contrast, their new lndm are significant over-
achicvers, men who have excelled 1n the and corp
world.

“The one man widely credited with quictly transforming Quebec society was
Jean Lesage, Quebec’s premucr in the 1960's. He modernized the educational sys-
tem and built numerous junior colleges emphasizing practical subjects and the
saences. Their universities too began stressing science, technology, and man-
agement. Young Quebecots who 1n the past would have ended in convents or
monasteries are now trained as mechanics, technicians, and traders. Looking
back, what Lesage did was remarkably simple and very effective. He quictly took
away responsibility for education and social services away from the entrenched
control of the Catholic Church, essentially seculanizing those services. In so do-
ing h%m free all those priests and nuns to do what they were trained: minister-
ing t0'souls. Murr lmporlanll) |hc churches were no longer in the way of their

ltsagc'& later successor, Robert Buunssa, a product of Harvard (in Business,
not French Studies) conunued the trend. He “encouraged” McGill University
and other venerable English institutions to increase their enrollment of French-
speaking students with threats of reduced state funding if they failed to do so.
These insututions readily complied in part because of the increased number of
French students who were now superbly qualified. Family planning too was in-
troduced: quictly, for fear of offending Catholic sensiuvity. The large unruly,
poorly-cared brood typical of the 1950’ is now replaced by much smaller but
well-dressed and better-cared children. This “Quict Revoluton™ (revolution tran-
quille) as w was called, transformed Quebee. No claborate articulanon of
grandiose visions of the future, no strring calls for revolution, and no catchy
slogans. Simply hard work and a willingness 1o do what might be niually con-
strucd as unpopular. Reducing the nfluence of the church and introducing fam-
ily planning are no mean achicvements in a deeply Catholic society.

In the end the change was dramatic. In 1970' for example, young Quebecot
salespersons absolutely refused to speak English even if that meant loss of busi-
ness. Nationalistic and lingwisuic pride gone astray through excesses. Now these
businessmen speak English fluently and confidently, without fear of being
branded a trator. They do 1t not because they lack confidence in their ow
guage but because of the increased business opportunities that fluency in Eng-
lish would brng, Billboards in small towns and aties reflect the increasing and
widespread French partcipation in business. French-speaking executives are at

lan-
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the helms of major international corporations. French-Canadian corporations
expanded globally. Names like Bombardier (makers of biles initially,
now commuter trains), Canadair (poised to be the world's leading manufacturer
of commuter jets), and Power Corporations (a conglomenate) became fierce
competitors on the world’s market.

Quebec’s Celine Dion (of Titanic fame) throbs the hearts of millions the
world over singing in English, the language of her fans. She is as proud of her
French-Canadian hentage as any of the radical nationalists of 1970 What's
more, she has done more to enhance her people’s image than all the revolution-
aries of the seventies. Unlike her predecessors like Robert Goulet and
Genevieve Bujold who had to leave Quebee both physically and psychologically
in order to excel on the world stage, Celine maintains and is very much proud of
her roots.

As a result of the Quict Revolution modern Quebec is a far different socie-
ty. Whereas in the past Quebecois would flock to such soft subjects th r:hgmn
and French Studies, now the go has 10 offer g 1 ps to
entice them to pursue those disaplines.

The dilemmas faced by Malays today are not unlike those of French-Canadi-
ans of a generauon ago. There is much that Malays and their leaders can learn
from them. Malays need their own version of a quict revolution, with no great
fanfare or grandiose vision for this or that. Sumply upgrade the educational sys-
tem and encourage the young to ukc up science and technology rather than Is-
lamic or Malay Studies. The and scientsts should be the
new role models for young Malays, not nuuy politictans and bearded religious
functionancs.

Sumilarly, the struggles of Blacks in pre-civil right days when they depended
solely on their wits and inner strength to overcome severe and seemingly insur-
mountable adversitics, should inspire Malays. The achicvements of those carlier
Blacks were truly monumental. What Malays must strongly avoid is I':llmg into
the trap many porary Black Ameri found th 1 BB
their role as victms, utterly d Jent on the g and ly dr-
manding more from others to solve their problems. Most of all, Malays must not
develop a dependency syndrome and the tendency to reflexly blame others for
their travails and problems.







Chapter XIV

The Nou-Malay Dilemma

ON-BUMIPUTRAS constitutc less than 40 percent of Malavsus popula-
tion. OF these, about a quarter (107 of the total) are of Indsan ongn and
the rest, Chinese ancestry.

Malaysian-Indians

MALAYSIAN:-Indians have the least leverage politically and economically. They
have been essentially marginalized in modern Malaysia. Ther small sumbers
prevent them from reaching a critical mass and becoming a decding polincal
block, or to act as condiliatory buffer in the race dynamics of the country
“Malaysia’s Indian community
al clement of the central ethnic equation, continued 1 its sident disreparded
way" Smallness by itsclf is not necessarily a disadvantage. Amencan Jews have
influence far beyond their small number.

Malaysian-Indians lack cohesion and unity of purpose. Unbke Malaysian:
Chinese, Indians are not a homogencous cthnic group. They do not share smi-
lar physical characteristics, cultural valucs, or languages. The faurskin, tall
northern Indian with ncar Caucasian fearures 1s very distinet from the dash-shin,
short southern ones. Their languages are totally unrelated nor do they share the
same religion. Sikhs have little in comman with Hindus, and both are having a
tough time getting along in their old country. Some of that ancicat anmositics
spill over into their adopted land. | have a tough ume distnguishing Tamils from

writes Rehman Rashid, “for so long 4 penpher-
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Chapter IV

The Non-Malay Dilemma

ON-BUMIPUTRAS constitute less than 40 percent of Malaysia’s popula-
tion. OF these, about a quarter (1076 of the total) are of Indian origin and
the rest, Chinese ancestry,

Malaysian-Indians

MALAYSIAN-Indians have the least leverage politically and economically. They
have been essentially marginalized in modern Malaysia. Their small numbers
prevent them from reaching a critical mass and becoming a deciding political
block, or to act as conciliatory buffer in the race dynamics of the country.
“Malaysia’s Indian community,” writes Rehman Rashid, “for so long a peripher-
al clement of the central ethnic equati 1 in its silent disregarded
way."” Smallness by itsclf is not necessarily a disadvantage. American Jews have
mfluence far beyond their small number.

Malaysian-Indians lack cohesion and unity of purpose. Unlike Malaysian-
Chinese, Indians are not a homogencous ethnic group. They do not share simi-
lar physical characteristics, cultural values, or languages. The fair-skin, tall
northern Indian with near Caucasian features is very distinct from the dark-skin,
short southern ones. Their languages are totally unrclated nor do they share the
same religion. Sikhs have little in common with Hindus, and both are having a
tough time getting along in their old country. Some of that ancient animositics
spill over into their adopted land. 1 have a tough time distinguishing Tamils from
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Singhalese, but there must be suffiaent differences for them to be slaughtening
cach other in thar ancestral sland, Sn Lanka.

Nor do Malaysun-Indans have a single political party they can rally for or to
represent their interests. The Malysian Induan Congress (MIC) staggers from
onc cnsts o 2nother, with its leadership consumed in a never ending power
struggle. The fnnge People Progressive Party have Indian leadership but few In-
dun followers. Malaysun-Indian political might, small as it is, is further diluted
by these numcrous camps.

Perhaps the best positoned among them are Indian Muslims. With their
Muslim names they can easily blend wath Malays. A minor change, Johan son/of
Bashir 10 Johan Bin Bashir, and he can castly “pass™ for a Malay, at least in pant.
If he makes the pigamage to Mccea why, it's Tuan Haji Johan Bin Bashir. How

more v €an that sound? And if he stays out of the blazing Malaysian sun
trols the rough rolling of his tongue, he could casily be mistaken for 2
Penang Malay.

For added insurance he coukd marry 2 Malay and viola, in one generation the
assimilaton is complete. The Johans wall then have litde of no emotional, cul-
tural, and hagusste tes with the rest of the Indan community. What's more,
their children would then be staunch defenders of Malay special nghts and prrv-
leges!

It would be a ternble nustake to dismiss Malaysian-Indians. Although 1t 1s un-
likely for them to ever become a strong and influenual lobby or pressure group,
nonctheless if a suffiaent number percenve themselves as being a permanent un-
derclass, that would be tragic for them as well as for all Malaysians. At present,
the low level gang activities in the rubber estates are merely 2 nwsance. Left un-
attended they could fester into major socal problems.

Induans appear over represented in the professions, rechnical fields, and
teaching That is misleading as many of them are not Malaysians rather Indian
natonals on short-term assygnment. They are not a large group but because of
thar hugh level of cducation they exert an influence far beyond their numbers.
They have munimal sense of kinship for their Malaysian counterpart. Bang for-
cigners oa temporary visas they are only too aware of their vulnerable status
They are consumed with trying to please ther Malaysian (espeaalh Bumiputra)
hosts so thar contracts could be extended. Thus out of pure pragmatism and
shrewd caleulations they are enthusiasuc supporters of the status quo. They are
not ikely to provide much leadership for the rest of the Indian community.
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The poor Malaysian-Indians on the cstates and plntations have it rough.
They are also very vulnerable to chauvi h ions. Thus they proudly

send ther children to Indian schools even though these schools have no future
10 the Malaysian scheme of things. They are the modern day equivalent of the
village schools of my youth. They serve less as an educational medium but more
as a symbol of cultural and linguistic aspirations. Urban and afflucnt Indians, be-
g more wisc in worldly affairs, ignore these futile vernacular schools and night-
Iy admit thetr children to mamnstream Malay schools or private English ones.

1 see little ghmmer of hope. Their leaders in MIC are obsessed with trying to
fit into the Bumip blish rather than champ g the cause of their
fullowers. These Jeaders have also acquired some of the more negauve and
wasteful traits of the Bumiputra clite. The recent wedding of the son of an MIC
lcader who is also a federal minister was obscencly opulent cven by the standards
of Malay royalty and Bumiputra billonaires.

Malaysian Chinese

UNLIKE Indians, Malaysian-Chinese are more focuscd, with single-minded as-
pirations to dominate the only ficld open to them—businesses and the profes-
swns. Because of their cconomic clout, they are a pressure group to be
reckoned.

During British rule they, like their cousins in Hong Kong, were content with
making moncy and domi the . With independence and having
tasted the power of the polincal process, their ambitions have, as expected,
changed. They rightly no longer consider th tves as children of i
Vheir parents have long ago given up dreams of bulek Tongsan (retuening to Chi-
na) Having scen how the nght political ties translate directly to lucrative busi-
ness opportunitics, they are no longer interested in being mere political
bystanders. In the past, their prevailing attitude was crsply encapsulated in their
favorite aphonsm—it matters not who holds the cow’s lcash as long as they can
milk her. Now they arc discovering that whoever has the leash controls the ud-
der. And they very much want a hand on the leash.

In the carly postandependent years when cconomic opportunitics and
prospects were not as exciting and promising, many chose (o emigrate to the
West. The bright and ambitious among, them, if they were not satisfied with be-
ing treated as less than full citizens at home, would casily pack up and head for
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Canada or Australia. Their purported reasons for leaving were their fecling of
being dscnmmungted and not beng able 1o pracuce thar language and culture in
the country of thar birth. These were at best, speaious. In the West, the over-
whelmmng domunance of White culture effecuvely smothered their own hentage.
It dud not take Jong for therr chuldren to become totally acculturated to Western
ways, complete with Anglican names and bfestyles. Forget about learning 0
speak Chinese, much less respect for tradional ways. Living in ov y
Anglo-Saxon countnies, they have even less chance to mamntain ther culture and
hcm:gc&uzhacumgrunnmuhzcddm“hunuthcmhm:lpmthn
paxd, it was more than p d by the

Bfcstyles they empoyed.

These emugranons served as a safety vahe for Malaysia. Nothing could be
moee than to have m your midst takented but disgrunted anzens. For
the on thss “bean dran” and the accompanying caputal flight represented 2
ssgrufcant boss. Imagne the good to the country had these talented Malaysaans re-
mamned There were the usual short-sighted and bigoted few who vicwed thar de-
partures as good nddance—they lessened the competiuon for those remaning.

The emsgranon opwoa s less attractive now:. One, Makaysua has advanced sub-
sunmlly so the economic benefits of cmugrating are not as large or significant.
In many mstances opportunines for professionals like doctors and engineers are
much boghter m Malsvsa than they are in United States, for example. Tw, re-
cent highly publiazed Asan bashing “down under™ that made screamng head-
Enes i Mabiysa revealed the ugly undercurrent of anxiery and resentment native
Australuns have for the rash of Asan immigrants. These Australians, like Makys
cady m the century. did not take kindly o floods of ncwcomers.

(Canada and Unsted States are sull wade open. Canada is suffiaently bberal and
wekueung as loeg 23 these S pay the going ad: poce. ltis in fact
scling its cuzenship. As 2 rosalt 1 “empors™ a flood of immigrants, espeaally
from Hong Kong These ncw émugees are mterested in mercly acquiang 2 Cana-
&mpns;mamm‘nhllmgkmgmmgm(]\mmdom
trust thew future to thexr own kind on the mamband and thear Canadian papers
are “just m case” Because of thar hirge numbers, these newcomers feed linde
pressure ur need to adape to kocal ways. It wasa't long before old habits that were
perfectly accepaable m Hong Kong mantfested themselves i their new country.
They began bushding huge mansions wath gaudy color schemes on their small ur-
ban ploty, testing to the but Canada’s zoning lws. As 2 result they evoked 3
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smmenng backlash, In contrast, Malaysian-Chinese accustomed to living with
other cultures in Nlalaysia readily adapt in their newly adopted land in the West.

Iromeally, while Malaysian-Chunese resent Malay cultural, language, and polit-
wcal hegemony 1n Malaysia, they have no difficulty “knowing their place™ and ac-
cepung, the cultural and language dominance of the West. There was no question
of them even contemplanng asking for publicly-supported Chinese schools or
cultural centers in Austrahia or Canada. Nor do they demand that Chinese New
Year be a public holiday.

Pracucally all who left Malaysta were the English-cducated—the angaved-sez,
“White lovers™ or more crudely but accurately, “White excrement.” In the West
the comparable epithet is banana, yellow on the outside but white on the inside.
It 1s the Chnstopher Chins and the Penolope Pings with their supenor English
wducanon who are enamored with the West. They have as much love for Chinese
language and tradiuonal culture as a rabid UNNO youth leader. If they really
feel that Malay culture and language overwhelms them in Malaysia or that, as
they frequently stated, they wish to maintain their Chineseness, why not emigrate
to China or Tarwan? No, they choose the West simply because economic op-
portunitics there are baghter. The same reason some Malays cmigrate. There s
no need 1o concoct ingenious reasons o attribute racial motives on those they
left behind.

Singapore as a Safety Valve

WITH emigranon no longer an anractive option, Malaysia needs another safety
valve. Fortunately it has a prosperous and dynamic Chinese-dominated city state
just across the causeway. The clite in Singapore are not just any Chinese. They
are, like successful Chinese in Malaysia, English-cducated. They admire and
adore everything western. They are more comfortable listening o Mozart and
Becthoven rather than some tunny Chinese opera. Malaysian-Chinese with desir-
able qualifications from esteemed western universitics are highly sought by that
republic. Grad of Taiw, s expected, need not apply. In
many ways, these Malaysian-Chinese are the Juckiest. They get handsome First
World pay in Singapore and live in Malaysia where they can enjoy theis money.
T'heir Singaporcan cousins may make as much, but they could not easily afford
3 housc with a patch of lawn and have 10 wait years to buy a car. When they do
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et thewr cars they can't even flaunt them around except after they cross the
causeway mnto Malaysia,

If Malaysian-Chinese do not like Malaysian schools with their emphasis on
Malay, they can send their children to Singapore schools, widely acknowledged
as the best. Many do just that. Witness the exodus across the causeway of cx-
pensive cars and bus loads of children cach weckday morning To these
Malaysians, the governments in Kuala Lumpur and Johor Baru are irrclevant, ex-
cept perhaps when it's ime to renew their passports or car licenses. Malay rights
do not adversely impact them. They do not send their children to Malaysian
schools, much less to local universities. 1t’s almost like the days of Bnush rule,
except now they are much more prosperous, not having to compete against the
Boush. Their children, highly educated in English, have honzons extending be-
yond Malaysan shores.

It ot just the highly qualified who are welcomed by Singapore. Thousands
of Malaysians work as nurses, and hanics in that labor-short is-
land. When one considers that a senior bus dover there carns more that a uni-
versity lecturer in Malaysia, one can understand why non-Malays do not greatly
resent those public positions in Malaysia being reserved for Malays.

Even when they travel these Malaysians hardly go through Kuala Lumpur. To
them and others in the southern up of the country, Singapore is their port of
eatry and exit. And despite having to go through customs and immigraton
checkpoints twice, it is sull far more convenient to go via Singapore. Even their
reading habus reflect their different focus. Thus, Singaporc’s The Strutr Times
rather than Malaysian papers.

I'ived in Johor Baru for 18 months in 1977. This trend started way back then.
I remember doing most of my business and shopping across the strait. Even to
send money abroad for my professional dues | found it easier to go through Sin-
gapore banks mh:x Malaysian ones. Now, despite all the disincentives thrown n

Mal to di ge the use of S faciliies, Mal.
sull do it sumply because 1t is far more cfficient despite the added hassles and
costs.

This social safety valve role played by Singapore is not well appreciated on
both sides of the causeway.

by
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Present Day Race Dynamics

FOR MALAYSIAN-CHINESE who revel in the glory of their motherland and
who are not fluent in English or Malay, their plight is not an enviable one. They
are the ones most resentful of Bumiputra’s special status. They have to work
rwice as hard, one for themsclves and the other for their Malay license holders.
They are the ones who drive lorries or operate small retail businesses with fan-
¢y Malay names. These are the taxi drivers who deliver you to the airport while
their Malay owners rest comfortably at home waiting to collect the profits. Their
seething anger, barely concealed by their sullen faces, is understandable.

Malaysian-Chinesc, despite (or perhaps because of) the many obstacles, have
done quite well. Their share of privately held natonal wealth increased from
25% 1o 38%, from 1970 to 1992. Malay stake has also risen, from 2-3% to 18%
duning the same period—a six fold increase. Both increases are at the expense of
foreign ownership, which declined from 70% to 32%. The figures for Malays are
misleadingly optimistic because one, they started from a very low base and two,
much of the wealth attributed to them are held in quasi government agencies
like Pernas and Amanah Saham.

Although non-Malays arc underrepresented in the public service, they more
than make it up in the private sector. The management suites, sales forces, and

f | ranks of mul | corporations and private businesses provide
murr than ample and fy 1 1 Mal Chinese are gn:zll)
helped by their high level of l_ngluh proficiency and qualificaions in the sci-
ences and technical fields. Unlike Malays, they do not flock to ethnic or religious
studics. In modern Malaysia, like other developed countries, public service jobs
are fast losing their luster. These English-cducated Chinese are very much the re-
al clite in modern Malaysia, regardless whether they are tacitly acknowledged by
the politcal and social establishment.

Adversity scems to bring out the best in most people. A Malaysian-Chinese
born today is told by his parents not to expect help from the government. He
has 1o make it by his own bootstraps. And when onc’s survival is at stake, it docs
focus onc’s mind intenscly. The sicge mentality can be a very powerful motiva-
tor. Jews in Europe and carly America were successful not in npuc of but pre-
ascly because they were actively discrimi 1. With full integration and
acceptance in modern day America, Jewish children are less consumed with the
need to succeed. Malaysian-Chinese have fully used the issue of Bu-
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miputra privileges as powerful motivators rather than as sources of envy and re-
sentment. Very effective and highly productve.

Ali Baba Partnerships

IT IS AT the lowest levels of Sino-Malay interacuon (Chinese drvers for Malay
taxi owners) that are the basis of much contention. The Malay owns the petry li-
cense while the Chinese do all the hard work and paying the owner a handsome
fee, a relationship colloquially referred to as Al Baba. The "Al™ is the Malay, the
boss and thus gets fiest billing, and “Baba,” the Chinese work horse. Ali s usu-
ally well connected politically, which 1s how he s
place. One can readily understand Baba's res

VidWed from one perspective, the relationship is parasine, with Al bving off
Baba’s sweat. On the other hand, Ali's contnbution is i secuning the permit. Af-
tee all lobbyists and brokers i the West are paid handsomely for their cfforts,
thus Ali rationalizes.

Traditionally, in pre-communist China this kind of almost slave-master rela-
uonship was quite common and acceptable. The communists with their egalitar
1an ideals ended that practice rather quickly. Similarly for Malays, unal the Brinsh
banned w, the taking of orung hamba or slaves, was acceprable. To Al, Babais his

ccures the licenses in the first

ment under such arcumstances.

aruny bancba; 1o Baba, Al is s slave-master, or warlord. This cultural underpin-

ning probably explains why the practice is so entrenched and widespread.

As Malays get more soplusticated and thesr matenal aspirations correspond-
mgly higher (or greedier), they graduate on to more lucranve concessions and
contracts. Logging concessions, import/export permits, and licenses for operat-
g prvate schools or colleges are routinely given to pohtcally-connected Malay
“entreprencurs” But no matter how seemingly complex and complicated the
business 1s, the essential Al Baba dynamics prevails. The only vaniable is the size
of the loot.

There was a time when such relationships were frowned upon. For Malays it
was tantamount to sclling one’s good name. Duning my youth there were similar
partnerships but at least the Malay owners would make perfunctory appearances
at their businesses to show that they are in fact running them. Now with permits
and concessions valued i multimillion dollars, such qualms and reservations are
rarcly rised.
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In parasitic relationships of nature, the host and parasite strike a delicate bal-
ance to ensure their mutual survival. Too aggressive a parasite and you kill the
host; too strong a host would reject the pasasite. Often these relationships, fine
tned through generations, become totally integrated. Ali Baba relationships
however, rarely endure. It would not be long before the parasite, Ali, demanding
more of the host or Baba becoming strong on his own and successfully dis-
lodging the parasite. Surprisingly, there is very little recriminations or outward
racial animosities precipitated by such breakdowns. Ali simply sceks a new host
and life goes on.

Genuine Sino-Malay Partnership

FORTUNATELY at higher levels of economic activitics, both Chinese and
Malays realize that a more endunng partnership results only when each party
contributes added value to the venture. Chinese appreciate that they are better
off secking out competent, well-qualificd Malays who would contribute to the
enterprise rather than simply somebody well connected who would not carry
their weight. At the most clementary level it is the Chinese doctor employing a
Malay nurse, tacitly acknowledging that she, the nurse, would help bring in more
Malay patients. Similarly, the retailer with a few Malay salespersons, again to at-
tract Malay ¢ For larger corp having a Malay at the top, prefer-
ably someone with a suitably impressive title, comes in handy in securing permits
and government contracts, and in dealing with petty burcaucrats.,

The Bumip pri has Jerable market value in contemporary
Malaysia. Surprisingly this fact is not well appreciated by, of all people, Bumipu-
'ras, Eminently competent and suitably connected Malays rarely exact a suff
price for their 1 A foend, an T lin his own night
and a highly successful politician until he backed the wrong horse in a keenly
contested UMNO election, willingly joined a Chinese company for a mere pit-
tance. Through his cfforts the company gained valuable government contracts.
He obviously did not value his own considerable “rain making” capability, oth-
erwise he would have priced himsclf accordingly. In another instance, a physi-
can who had held the government's highest professional post retired and joined
2 medical clinic. His name did not even appear on the letterhead or signboard.
At the very least someonc of his caliber would have insisted on being a scnior
partner and getting first billing, Directly because of his previous civil service ties,
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he was able to secure for the practice many lucratve contracts. My surprise was
that a man with such clout and connections did not establish his own clinic and
hire his own physicians. This reveals how lacking in ininatve and boldness these
public servants are. They simply cannot kick that old habit of waiting for a pay-
check. This 1s one instance where | wish Malays would be more Islamic and em-
ulate our Holy Prophet—better to give than 1o receve a paycheck (more

“points”).
The nation is now seeing more genuine commercial cooperation between
Malays and Malays. When Malay companies were asked to restructure

their equity ownership to pave way for Malay parucipation, many imually re-
sented this interference. The astute and far-sighted few however, sensed the op-
portunity that Sino-Malay cooperation would bring and readily complied. Their
coopggation and willingness to look beyond their own clannishness and tribal-
ism hive been amply rewarded. Such companies wath their mixed work force and
management reflecting the diverse Malaysian society are truly the wave of the fu-
ture. They are descrving of the label Malaysian. This process of genuine eco-
nomic collat is helped considerably by the increasing supply of qualificd
and talented Malays. Non-Malays can no longer use the excuse of scarcity of
Malay personnel. The new gencration of non-Malay businessmen also realize
that they can no longer run their enterprises along the old pattern, depending on
their kin'and kind. Like Amencan businessmen, they realize that to remamn suc-
cessful their enterprises must reflect the community they serve. They celebrate
diversity in their work places not out of some altrustic ideals or senuments but
simply because it is good for business.

Non-Malay Political Leaders

NON-MALAYS realize that they too have to be engaged politically. Economics
1s never far removed from politics in any system. In the past the naton had many
Chinese leaders but few have crossover appeals to Malays. Most were content
with championing such unnecessary and divisive causes as Chinesc language and
culture. How could they be so silly to think that a language and culturc that had
existed for thousands of years and being used by a quarter of the carth's popu-
lation could be stamped out by the government of puny Malaysia? Yet these
were the leaders who managed to arouse such frenzy of discontent among their
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followers by facturing these threats. F 1y, such blatant
appeals to crass chauvinism are losing their seductiveness.

‘There had been the occasional Malaysian-Chinese leader whose appeal tran-
scended racial boundaries. One such person was the late Tan Chee Khoon,
Malaysia’s Me. Opposition. Like Mahathir, he too was a physician. Not only was
he smart both intellectually and in the street sensc, he was also very articulate in
Iinglish and Malay. He was not casily baited. Nor did he succumb 1o the typical
politician’s hungry habit of pandenng to the lowest d i
of his constituents. Most of all he had a refined sense of humor and recognized
the need for getting along (or at least a working relationship) with Malay leader-
ship. The issucs he rised in parl like and [ in
high places, resonated with average Mal Malays and Malays alike.
s leftist leanings however, hmited his appeal. It was a reflection of his consid-
erable political and survival skills that, although he was an ardent and commit-
ted socalist, he was smart enough not 1o get enmeshed by the country’s ISA.
Many Malaysian socilists were not so lucky or wise.

Another leader with some crossover appeal is Gerakan's Goh Cheng Teik. He
15 blliant, cffective, and quiet. He is my kind of leader, reminiscent of Quebec’s
Robert Bourassa. Sadly Goh, like Bourassa, lacks a sense of humor. In the po-
liically correct language of the day, he is chansmancally-challenged. His analysis
of the May 1969 not 1s sull among the most thoughtful ever published. Unfor-
tunately, his perennially dour demeanor would not get him far in politics, or clse-
where, He seems more at home at an academic seminar (as befits a former
professor) than at a polincal rally.

The present crop of leaders in the pred: ly Chinese [ ic Ac-
ton Party (DAP) are neither brllant nor chansmauc. They are content with
playing the role of perpetual opposition. They make no attempt at badging the
racial divide. They cater to the most extreme elements of their followers in pu-
suing votes. Mahathir rightly dismisses them as political pests rather than a loy-
il opposition, ready and capable of taking over the helm of government. They
keep championing Chinese language and culture, a cause that docs not nced any
defender, least of all from these characters.

The DAP leadership too was recling from cnticisms over attempts by us
leader to anoint his son as the successor. Obviously that leader harbors preten-
sions of starting a political dynasty « 4 Gandhi or Kennedy.

The time will surely come when there will be non-Malay leaders with suffi-
cient charisma, finesse, and a realistic understanding of the country’s delicate
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racial dynamics who would appeal to all Malaysians. The nation now has a gen-
cration of non-Malays who, unlike their parents, are more inclined towards pub-
lic service. Coming as they are from affluent families and secure of their own
financial future, they have no particulac dcsuc of simply multplying their fami-
ly’s fortunc. Some have devoted th w© B

With ume there will be others who would be attracted to poliucs not as a mean
of enrniching themselves but as a noble pursuit.

A few years back, Americans would never have thought that they could vote
for a Black presidennal candidate. The reasons were obvious. The leading can-
didate at the tme, Jesse Jackson, had minimal Ippﬂ] among Whites. This was
not racual. It was that the ges he articul; ly income redistrt
uon and other socalisuc views, did not resonate ‘with the clectorate. Whites
lookedat him and recolled. His singsong delivery and vibrant speeches, while in-
spinn to Blacks, did not reach White masses who are more accustomed to soft
cerebral persuasions.

Then in 1996 came General Colin Powell, and suddenly the political dynam-
ics changed overnight. Here was an accomplished lcader, a man who had served
his naton magnificently as its top mulitary commander. His views and visions of
the future of his nation were shared by many Americans. The fact that he was
Black was inconsequennal. His appeal was broad. The nauon was inspired by the
man, not the pigment of his skin. Although Powell finally declined to be a pres-
idenual candidate, nonctheless there are others now who, like Powell, are men of
derable personal ach and widespread appeal ready to carry the
mantle. |. C. Watts, the representauve from Oklahoma and a former star athlete,
and Ambassador Alan Keyes, an aruculate forceful speaker, are but two such in
dividuals.

Malaysta 1s beginning to sce these new breed of non-Malay leaders. Koh Tsu
Roon, the Chief Minister of Penang and a gndumc of Amenca’s finest unwver-
sity, 1s onc. Though Penang is pred, Malay, heless from that
base he has successfully n:nchcd out to A\hla\'x Mahathir nghtly recognizes the
man’s considerable talent. Koh's inclusion in the National Economic Action
Council, a body entrusted to guide the country's economuc future, is evidence of
his promusing potenual.

o
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Stresses on Racial Tolerance

10O MANY successful non-Malays, the special privileges accorded to Bumipu-
tras evoke not resentment but resigned acceptance. This acceptance is greatly fa-
clitated by a steadily growing y. They gnize the essential di
between | ial and active d Although the govern-
ment favors Bumiputras, non-Malays are at liberty to pursue their own social and
cconomic interests. They are free to fund their own schools, hospitals, and foun-
dations.

In America there is the presumption that by favoring a particular group you
arc in effect practicing “reverse discrimination.” This is the basis of much of the
opposition towards affirmative action. It presupposes a finite resource, a “zero
sum” mentality. In Malaysia fortunately, because of an expanding economy, fa-
vonng Malays does not ly mean disc against Malay
There is minimal negative reaction 1o quotas in public universitics because non-
Malags are allowed to set up private colleges to take up the slack.

A major test of the system would be when resources ase limited or when the
country expeniences an ic ¢ ion. At such times the stresses of
preferential policies would be revealed to challenge the patience and tolerance of
all Malaysians. In the recession of mid 1980%, the government relaxed the strin-
gent requirements of special privileges not because of pressure from non-
Malays but simply to attract forcign investments. Similarly, the economic crisis
of 1997 saw the g nt again becoming pragmatic and di ling some
of the economic strictures. The 1997 crisis will not be the last challenge. Thank-
fully thus far, the nation has stood up quite well.

Malaysians recognize that with peace everything is possible; but with war and
strfe, nothing is. At present there may be grumbling by non-Malays on Bu-
miputras getting land, scholarships, and licenses. That is considerably better that
what is happening in Northern Ircland or Bosnia, where the cthnic obsession is
with the counting of “them” versus “us” and of cvening the deadly scores. In
peace one may grumble for not getting as much as the next person, but in war
onc s concerned with protecting one's loved ones and minimizing the loss. Most
rational persons would prefer the first.

Malaysians also realized that ethnic hatred once aroused is extremely difficult
to douse. The cthnic cleansing in Bosnia and the genocide in Rwanda will take
generations to heal. Malaysians are just recovering from the trauma of 1969.
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With the emphasis on growth Malay ke A aze more
concerned with captunng market share and increasing ther own net worth
rather than begrudging who gets what favors from the government. As the gov-
cmment conunucs to shnnk, the sceming advantage Malays currendy enjoy
the public sector will disappear.

The chances of Mahysa degencraung into another Sa Lanka or Yugosinu
are sbm. | am wuly impressed by the progress Malaysians have made. Whereas
= my youth for 2 non-Malay to learn Malay was tantamount 10 2 cultural and lin-
gunuc surrender, now pracucally all Malaysians arc flucnt in it. Noa-Malays have
wiscly accepted that learming Malay 1s another uscful skill and not some siuster
pokucal plot w anathilate ther mother tongue.

» Alpha Race

THERE 15 reality no non-Maly dilemma. Non-Malays have accepied the le-
pumacy of Malay bnguage and cthos in Malaysaa much like Japancse- Amencans
accepted English cultural and language dommance. Having accepted that they
adjusted accordingly. In this respect, humans are bke wolves and other pack an-
mmals. lninally there s 2 struggle to establish domunance: the alpha wolf. But
once the socul peck or order 15 established, harmony 1s quickly restored. The
pack then concentrates on more substanual matters at hand, like hunting for din-
ner. Malaysians have accepted the alpha status of Malays. Now together they can
concentrate on the hunt for bigger share of the wordd's market.

The continumng struggle in many plural socictics 1s over establishing the alpha
status of 2 culture of group. In Sa Lanka, the Tamils have yet to accept the al-
pha status of the majonty Singhalese, msisting that Tamils t0o get equal baling,
Unfortunately, there can be only onc alpha starus in 2 pack just as there can be
oaly one leading actor 1n a movic, the one who gets first biling.

Plural Amenca is socally stable because immugrants have accepted the alpha
status of Anglo-Saxons. German and French immugrants who are proud of ther
own nch and established tradinons readily accept Anglo-Saxon domunance.
Thar names may be Shmudt and St. Picrre but they wallingly learn to speak Eng-
lish and 1o love roast beef over frankforts and fondue. Nor do they teach their
childzen thewr native linguages, preferring that they date quickly into the
American manstream. Amencans are proud of ther melung pot model. They
aghtly point out to ther many interestng ingredients but there is no mustaking
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that the end product is essentially an Amenican (or English) stew despite the
Mexican spices, ltalian wine, and French cheese.
In countries where the alpha culture is very dominant, minontes have been
Iy subjugated. In Ind and Thailand the Chinese have been totally
submerged o the dominant culture.

Malaysia has, as typically, eschewed the American melting pot i favor of s
own “salad bowl” model. Non-Malays, while accepting the alpha status of
Malays, have mantained thar ethnic hentage within the larger Malaysian con-
text. Non-Malays have no need to assume Malay names or dress like Malays. Chi-
nese New Year and Thatpusam are no where more vigorously celebrated than in
Malaysia. Nor do these exuberant displays of cultural pnde grate on or arouse
hostlity among Malays. On the contrary, Malays 100 join in the festivines just ke
non-Malays have enriched Muslim Her Rayas. One of the more delightful as-
pects of Malaystan lifc is to sec how the vanous cultural festivitics arc colcbeat-
ed and emoyed by all

There 1s no mistaking the essential ingredient of the Malaysian salad bowl
The alpha vegetable if you will, 1s sull the lettuce—NMalays. No lettuce, no salad.
There may be onions and black olives but they are there to enhance the taste.
Too strong an omion or too many black olives and the overall flavor 1s spoiled.

Despite such ready acceptance of the present race dynamics in Malaysia,
there are stll significant numbers of non-Malays abetted by thar more chauvn-
1stic keaders who restst. They insist in challenging Malay alpha status, the su-
premacy of the salad’s lettuce. These non-Malays conunue to defy the incvitable
trend. They cducate their children in their own language and have munimal in-
teraction or contact with the dominant culture. They continuc fighting the bat-
tle that others have long ago deaded not worth defending, Fortunately, thar
fumbers are small and declining, Unfortunately, their children wall be the losers.
Iy will bear the price long after their parents are gone.

With the world filled with the horror of ethnic violence i previously scem-
ingly peaceful socienes, Malaysians ase fully aware how casily the stabulity and
harmony they now enjoy could be destroyed. And once destroyed how difficult
{0 rebuild. The satad bowl model may not be applicable to the rest of the world
but for Mak s an ) kable system.




Part Three

Malaysia
in the New Millennium

Ku sanghka panas bingga ka petang,
Rupa nya bujan, d: tengab bari.

(Popular Song)
P. Ramlee (Hujan Tengah Har)

Translation:
1 banked on the sun to last tll dusk;
Little did 1 know it rained in midday.

P. Ramlee: (Rain Mid Day)
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Chapter \V

That Pesky Neighbor

INGAPORE is Malaysia’s smallest (by land sizc) but most impostant neigh-

bor. Population-wise, Brunci is much smaller but that puny country is more
a feudal ficfdom than a modern state.

Early in this century Singapore was part of Johore, Malaysia's southern-most
state. Had the then Sultan of Johore been wiser he could have, instead of ced-
ing that strategic island to Britain, simply leased it a & Hong Kong, Imagine all
those valuable real estate, port, and other valuable infrastructures reverting back
to Malaysia! Regretfully, Malay sultans were never known for their wisdom or
strategic thinking. The nation was fortunate that the British did not cajole the
sultan into parting with the whole tip of the peninsula. Further north, the sul-
tans essentially gave up what are now the southern provinces of Thailand with-
out so much as a fuss. Those valuable territorics were simply lost through a
combination of British perfidy and Malay palace intrigue and infighting,

Synergy of Singapore and Malaysia

SINGAPORE was a crown colony until it, together with Sarawak and Sabah, be-
came part of Malaysia in 1963. Singapores inclusion was bricf, only to part a
couple of years later. A major calculation in Singaporc’s scparation from
Malaysia, apart from the conflicting personalities of the leaders of the two enti-
ties, was the unsettling impact on the racial dynamics of an overwhelmingly Chi-
nese S on the predominantly Malay federation. Singapore-Chinese, used
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to their majority status, did not take easily to acting like their minority status
cousins in the rest of Malaysia. Their leader Lee Kuan Yew fancied himself to
be morte qualified to be prime minister of the whole federation, mistaking the
mandate he received from his municipality to be representative of the entire na-
ton. Such carly and direct challenge to the leadership did not sit well with
Malaysia’s then Prime Minister, Tunku Abdul Rahman.

I lly speaking, Malaysia and Singapore were indeed a good fit—ex-
cellent synergy, to use cum-m business ) )zrgun. In the campaign leading to the
union there were grandiose visions of how Singapore would be the New York
of Malagsia—its financial center—and Kuala Lumpur, the Washington, DC, its
political hub. Singapore would benefit from the huge hinterland and Malaysia in
turn could use Singapore’s modern Alas, what seemed like a log-
ical proposition quickly deteriorated duc to, among other things, simple human
fa:(url‘] and P litics of the two leaders.

Superficually, both leaders had much in common, being products of the
British educational system. Both went to Cambridge, trained as lawyers, and
knew cach other well duning their student days. But their personalities could not
have been more different. Tunku was from a royal family and spent his days at
Cambridge mimicking British nobl idling at race courses and social
nrm»—mh:r than 1 m libraries and lecture halls. His grades were, not surpris-
ingly, the fashionable “gentleman C.” Lee Kuan Yew is of Chinese ancestry and
has the typical immigrant’s dave and motivation. He constantly bragged about
how he bested the best of Britain. Tunku would easily be voted as the “Big Man
on Campus” or “The Most Likely to Succeed,” while Lee would win, hands
down, as the campus nerd. As attornceys, they were just as different. Tunku was
the model of the proper corporate attorney: smooth, affable, and more con-
cerned with getting the deal done rather than be involved in protracted litigation.
He was likely to celebrate a settlement or the end of a tough negotiation with a
bottle of champagne shared with his adversanes. Tunku lived up to his name,
Rahman—most gracious in Arabic. Lee, on the other hand, is the avatar of cun-
ningness. A criminal lawyer before entering politics, his in-your-face style was
aimed at nothing less than the full acquittal of his client or the vanquish of his
opponent, come what may. To him, his clicnt was the angel and the prosccutor,
the devil No shades of gray. And when he won he was not likely to be mag-
nanimous or to compliment the other side. You were lucky if he didn't gloat
With such contrasung personalitics, even if they were not attorneys they would
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have invented some disagreement. Which was rather unfortunate, for under dif-

ferent ci they would ! cach other and make a great team.

Because of common British colonial rulc‘ Malaysia and Singapore shared
similar administrative, judicial, and ed I systems. Senior leaders of both
countries had parable ed I backg d Dunng cokmul times there
were numerous pan Malayan professi :md trade org; i With scpara-
tion, both ies began diverging, espeaally in their systems uf education.
Malaysia emphasizes Malay and Singay with English. As a result,

today young Malaysians and Singay have little in

A Generation After Separation

DURING 1960’5 Malaysia and Singapore were at par in their social and eco-
nomic development. Their schools, envil service, businesses, and other institu-
vons were comparable. The caliber of Singapore’s leading schools like Raffles
Institution was similar 10 Malaysia’s Victona Instration and Malay College. The
per capita income of Singapore was only minimally higher than Malaysia's, and
wholly attributable to the former’s urban status. Kuala Lumpur and Singapore
had their share of urban slums and squalor. The Singapore river was severely
polluted, more so than the Klang River that flows through Kuala Lumpur, and
the Singapore dollar was at par with the nnggit.

A generation later and what a difference. Drving north across the causeway
from Singapore to Johor Baru (JB) is akin to going south from San Diego, Cal-
iformia 1o “Tyuana, Mexico. One is immediately aware of leaving a modern First
World city and entering the Third World. Not that )1 is lacking in modern facil-
mes. Its skyline and expansive frecways mval that of any Western city. Drive off
the ramp and 18 truly exposes its dirty and ugly Third World status. “Jay Bee,”
as Rehman Rashid observes, “is the foulest and most pestlental place in the
Malaysian Peninsula. ‘Through the heart of this sore afflicted town flows the
Sungget Sepget, a nver by only the most want leap of the imagination. To
say it *flows’ 1s to do hideous injustice to the word.” Actually Rehman Rashid is
unfairly singling out JB. 1is graphic description of the squalor and filth that is
urban Malaysia could apply to any Malaysian city.

At the macro level, the differences between Singapore and Malagsia are equal-
Iy stunning, The Singapore dollar now 1s worth over twice the ringgit. Unlike the
anggit it weathered rather well the recent currency turmoil that riled the rest of
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Asia. Singaporc’s per capita income exceeds that of Batain, her former master.
It stands alone among all Asean countries in not being a debtor nation. (Oil-nch
Brunei also has no foreign debt, but that is due to an accident of geography
rather than the ingenuity of its sultan or people.) Singapore’s students top the
world in saence and mathematics and Raffles Junior College is a de fucto feeder
school for the Oxbridges and Harvards. In JB one can even tell the Singapore
buses with their well scrubbed carnages and clean exhaust, unlike the thick belch
spewing from their Malaysian counterpart.

Nothing rankles Malaysian leaders more than being reminded of how far
ahead or how more efficient Singapore is. Tell a Malaysian minister how smooth
the i process at SINapore Arport is as pared to Kuala Lumpur,
and you would get a visceral and reflex litany of excuses. Thetrs is a small state,
castly managed. Singaporeans are a docile lot, robot-like, and eastly commanded
by theilauthontanian leaders. They do not have the race problems or the rural
arcas that Malaysia has. And on and on. Why, Singapore would float in the new
Bakum reservour, Malaysian ministers would exclaim! This last argument is hard-
ly used these days as that massive project is temporarily on hold, a casualty of

the cconomic casis.

Singaporeans are indeed a docile lot despite the voluble aspirations of their
leaders for a “rugged socicty.” Silly intrusive rules that would be met with howl-
ing protests clsewhere are resignedly accepted without as much as a whimper.
They are commanded not to chew gum and told when to smile. Their gas tanks
must be full before driving to Malaysia, lest their drvers would be tempted to
spend their money buying cheaper Malaysian petrol. 1 am surprised that thew
government has not decreed that Singaporeans must have a full stomach before
ventuning actoss. A dinner at one of Malaysia's finer restaurants costs far more
than a tank full of gas. Oops! I should not give their baght leaders ideas.

Despite their First World income and proper and hygienic behavior at home,
Singaporeans quickly regress to their Third World modes and habits once they
cross the causeway and without their usual oppressively stnct rules. They frecly
toss cgarette butts and garbage out of their speeding limousines and readily spit
out of their car windows. Back on their uny island they may not be able to throw
garbage out of their cars, but safe in the anonymuty of their high-nisc apart-
ments, Singaporeans have been tossing “killer litters"—tncycles, television sets,
left over curnes—onto the streets below: They even have “potty™ patrols be-
cause of their citizens’ propensity to unnate in clevators. Severe fines and pun-
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wshment await those who err in their ways. No wonder they call that island a fine
aty. A fine for every transgression.

Singaporeans may submissively queue for their buses at home, but in Malaysia
they are the first 10 be on line for everything—the buffet table or tee off. One
of the more sickening aspects of being at a resort hotel in Malaysia is to have
these Singaporeans rush to be at the head of the queue. They have this unmet
nced to be the first at everything, There is no such thing as a leisurely trip to the
bar, dining room, or pool for these folks. When it is politely pointed that they
are cutting in, they would meekly and profusely apologize, and quickly get back
in line, like errand schoolboys caught at some nuscreants and desperately trying
to et back into their teacher’s good graces.

Irar from being a rugged socicty, what they have are supplicant Singaporeans.

Sigapore’s new leaders, unlike their elders, do not have close relationship or
much in with their Malay: pact. They are English-ed;
and had gone to clite Western (mostly American) universitics while Malaysian
leaders are Malay-educated. Singaporc’s leaders are fluent in English but not
Malay, while many of Malaysias have limited English proficiency. Malaysia’s po-
lincal elite consider as their heroes the likes of Nelson Mandela and Yassic
Arafat; Singaporcans seck to be accepted by the West and slavishly emulate
Ronald Reagan and George Bush. Malaysia’s Anwar Ibrahim prides himself at
beny the commencement speaker at the University of Mindanao, Philippines,
while Singapore leaders would give anything to be invited 1o a prestigious Amer-
ican campus.

“The carly leaders of Singapore who were responsible for the sp lar suc-
cess of that island sometimes acted as if they did not believe in their accom-
plishments. Thus they need, every so often, to point out to themselves how
backward their neighbors, particularly Malaysia, are just to make themselves fecl
good. Recent negative comments on the crime rates in JB made by Singaporc’s
senior minister Lee Kuan Yew is a case in point. For a few measly million dol-
lars in potenual avil suit award he was willing to denigrate his neighbor and
nisked creating long-lasting ill feclings. Nor was he any more generous in his re-
cent memoir. To think that his island is dependent on Malaysia for its water sup-
ply! Luckily for Singapore, Malaysia does not have radical leaders like the Arabs,
who displayed their displeasure with the West by promptly shutting off their pe-
troleum pipelines. The West quickly lcarned to respect Arabs afier that. Perhaps
Malaysia should take a leaf from the Arabs and shut off the water supply every
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time Singapore throws its juventle tantrums. | am sure that after a few such treat-
ments Singapore would, Pavlovian-like, behave more to Malaysia’s liking,

Koh Tsu Koon, Penang’s Chicf Minister and a man of considerable intellect
himseif, humorously noted that Singapore’s leaders may have high 1Qs, alas,
they are so lacking in EQ (Emotional Quotient-the term popularized by
psychologist Daniel Goleman to reflect those with challenged social and inter-
personal skills).

This need to show off was never more evident shortly following Singapore's
expulsion. In part this was predictable. Like any newly divorced spouse, Singa-
pore just could not leave the other partner alone. The 1970’ were truly acrimo-
nious, with Singapore’s leaders never musmg the opportunity to snide, torment
and oth irritate their neighbor. F ly for Malaysia, and also for Sin-
gapore, Tun Razak, Malaysia's prime minister at the time, was a highly compe-
tent anll sclf-assured man, confident in his own considerable ability and talent.
He concentrated on developing Malaysia and ignored the pubescent antics from
across the causeway. It took more than mere boorishness to rattle the late Tun
Razak.

Overrated

SINGAPORES leaders have been profusely praised for bringing the island into
its present First World status. And they are not at all bashful in claiming all the
glory. What is often forgotten in all the effusive accolades is the fact that Britain
left behind a hughly efficient civil service and judicary, a strategically located and
well-developed port, and modern financial institutions. All Singapore had to do
was simply not muck the system. Sheer momentum would have carried them
quite far. Their highly exaggerated sensc of competence was exposed by their ig-
noble fatlure in trying to clone their successes clsewhere.

Besides, to compare a aty state with a large znd diverse nation like Malamz
1s ludicrous. Doing so would merely aggrand s ach
more appropriate companson would be Penang, Mzh)sus highly dz\:k)pcd
northern island state. Scen thus, Singapore’s achievements, though still enviable,
would be described in less superlative terms.

“The present leaders of Singap like their pred are also Iy
well educated and very competent. Unlike many of their Malaysian counterpart,
Singapore’s ministers have excelled in the professions or businesses before en-
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tering politics. They are confident of their own considerable ability and achicve-
ments and thus have no burning desire to flaunt their talent. Besides, they

only 100 well that Singapore’s are highly dependent on their neight

1 Malaysia and Indoncsia were to stop using Singapore as their transshipment
center, it would quickly shrink. Already Singapore is fecling the economic
squeeze with Malaysia developing Klang port and a new and bigger airport.
Sooner or later, Malaysians 0o will get smart and send their managers to lite
American business schools. Likewise with Indonesia. Singapore would then be
left as an intermediary for such countries as Papua New Guinea and Brunei.

A decade ago Singapore was the undisputed shopping center in the region.
Now it has to discourage its citizens from shopping across the causeway. With
the removal of tariffs and taxes on such consumer goods as cameras and com-
puters, these items are actually cheaper in Malaysia. Situations can and do
change.

‘These new Singapore leaders do not consider Malaysia as their competitor.
They are truly global in ther perspecuve. To them the Amenicans, Germans, and
Japanesc are their peers, rather than those from the Third Word. In fact these
leaders behave more like Western statesmen, generous to the point of being
condescending in their praise of their neighbors. They are like the really smart
kids who are genuinely keen to help and tutor their less bright classmates. They
feel no particular compulsion to show off their brilliance and accomplishments,
very unlike their predecessors.

There are plenty of reasons, apart from geographic proximity, why Singap
is important to Malaysia. It is one of Malaysias biggest trading partners. But the
trade figures, like most Malaysian statistics, are not quite true and indeed mis-
leading. Three million Singaporeans do not consume the bulk of Malaysia’s ex-
ports, nor do they produce everything that Malaysia imports from the island.
Rather, Si is a major p center and most Malaysian exports
there end up clsewhere. Even with the new ports and airports, it would a long
time before Malaysia could do without Singapore.

Most Malaysians and Singaporcans consider the relationship between the two
countries very important. The flow of commerce and people is unmatched any-
where except perhaps between Canada and USA. On a proportionate basis, it
cven exceeds that.

Mahathi iders Singap fficiently imp to devote a chapter in
his book analyzing the dy ics of the relationship of the two ics. Inter-
estingly, many of the ideas Mahathir propounds in The Malay Dilemma, especial-
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ly those ad g less de ds on Singar are now being implemented.
Apart from the heavy :nd expensive investment in ports, airports, and other in-
frastructures, Malaysia has established tax-free zones and an off-shore financial
center in an effort to cut out Singapore. In the long term, such developments are
in Malaysia’s best self-interest and make good cconomic sense. In the short term
they are very expensive.

As a result of the imp in Malaysi fr Singapore is
slowly losing its role as an intermediary. Brokers and agents cverywhere have to
be extra careful not to criticize their clientele or flaunt their successes, less they
be asked the equivalent of “Where's my yacht?” by their clients. Malaysia is do-
ing exactly that now after suddenly realizing that Singapore’s affluence and suc-
cess arc in part at Malaysia’s expense.

Lessons from Across the Causeway

THE PRECEDING comments arc not meant to distract from the fact that Sin-
gaporeans and their leaders are very resourceful and ingenious. It is not stmply
a matter of them taking advantage of their backward and less bright neighbors.
Singapore Aurlines and the Port of Singapore are setting new standards in the ef-
fiaent delivery of quality services. The turnaround time for ships docked there
is measured 1n hours and minutes, not days. Malaysian shippers, despite consid-
erable inducements to use local ports, continuc to ship via Singapore despite the
added costs simply because of lhc gn—ztu efficiency. With its highly computer-
ized system, lost ship and p lly unk 1 am amazed
that Malaysia would send its pon oﬂ’:uk :bmad to learn when night next door
is the world's most efficient operation. Even officials from Port of Los Angeles
trek to Singapore to leam the secrets.

Similarly with Singap Airlines. It is 3 with efficient, safe, and
courteous service, a standard by which other airlines are measured. Three mil-
Lon \Ingapomns do not make the airline the size it is now. Non-Singaporcans,

luding M: do § Teleph despite a2 small home popula-
ton, 1s ont of the largest in z\su and \nhusc premium shares are sought by in-
vestors worldwide.

Itis not difficult to understand why these companies excel. Look at their sen-
tot management. | marvel at how many top personncl in Singapore have degrees
from clite American universitics. The Harvard Club of Singapore is probably
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Asia’s largest. Alumni of Princeton, Stanford, and Whartons can be found at the

helm of g agencies like M Authority of Singapore as well as
privatc companies like Keppell. These MBA's also have excellent scientific and
technical credentials. They were plished field professionals before becom-

ing exccutives. Their managerial skills are greatly enhanced by their technical
prowess.

In contrast, again a comparison that would rankle Malaysians, Malaysia sends
its managers to third-rate schools and short term “quickic” courses abroad.
Most of Malaysia’s senior managers are liberal arts graduates, lacking quantita-
uve skills and being technologically incompetent.

In the rare instance where a Malaysian agency is headed by someone other
than the usual civil service type the results can be impressive. When Bank Ne-
gara was led by the brilliant Ismail Ali, there were no foreign exchange debacle,
banking mess, or even the hint of impropricty. His colleagues and subordi
held him in such awe because he set for himself and for the organization he led
such high dards. It would be unthinkable for a political operative to ap-
proach the man for favors. Ismail Ali, the brother of Mahathir's wife Dr. Siu
Hasmah, was a Queen’s scholar at Cambridge and had a stint with the World
Bank in Washington, DC before taking over the nation's central bank. His leg-
endary integrity and sternness were such that it was a standing joke during his
tenure that the ringgit was so scared of him that it never fell! Individuals like him
should impress Malaysians on the imy of recognizing, ing, and re-
warding talent, None of his many successors come even clos in stature to the
man. Ever wonder why Bank Negara and the country's banking system and cur-
rency are not the same as when he was in charge?

Singapore has many Ismail Alis and more importantly, is constantly groom-
ing new ones.

To illustrate the quality of talent Singapore is developing, consider this. At
prestigious Stanford University, California, Singapore with a population about a
tenth of Malaysia has ten times as many students as Malaysia. The same goes at
the other leading campuses. No wonder their companies and public agencics are
so well run. They have capable and well-trained managers.

ingay I the imp of gnizing potential young talent.
Bright young officers who show managerial sparks are cultivated, carcfully
groomed, and prepped to enter leading business schools. When they return they
are “fast tracked.” In Malaysia, bright and capable subordinates are usually ban-
ished 10 the ulus lest they become threats to their insecure superiors.
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There are other equally destrucuve ways in which Malaysia expresses her lack
of apprecation for balliance and talent. A high school classmate, later a Full-
bright scholar, returned home all pumped up to continue his research and con-
trbute to his navon. At the ume he was onc of the few Mzhy; with advanced
degree in sacnce. Co quently he was } d to be director, much
against his wishes. He spent 1]] his time prcpanng budgns, dealing with person-
ncl, and attending endless meeungs, with no time left for his scientific pursuits.
Despite hus repeated pleas to be transferred 10 a rescarch institute or university
where his experuise would be most uscful, his superiors insisted that he sty
where he was to ensure that a Malay headed the department. Needless to say, less
than a year later he absconded. For Malaysia, another loss of valuable talent. All
because of b ngidity and p p with race.

In another instance, 2 cousin of mine came to America to present a paper at
1 pres@igious saentific meeting, | profusely praised him and his insurunion for the
achievement. Malaysia must be changing, I thought. Now it is encouraging its
young sacnusts (o present their research at important gatherings abroad. Alas
my tnbute was misplaced. His tip was actually funded at the last minute by a
multinational company through the good efforts of my brother, an cxecutive at
the firm. His university had actually denied him the trp as he was only a junior
lecturer. 1 could just imagine the faculty meeting at which the request was de-
aied. There would be his departmental head, perhaps a Tan Sa Professor but
one who had nothing ongmal to his credit, sitting at the head of the conference
table pronouncing ponderously that it was not my cousin's turn to go overscas.
It takes talent to recognize onc. What a contrast with Singapore.

Expatriates posted to Singapore have to work doubly hard and be more pro-
ductive lest they would be outsmarted and replaced by their more able and well-
trained local subordinates. In contrast, foreign experts in Malaysia consider their
postings as R&R—rest and recreation. Local juniors pose minimal threat.

Malaysia does not lack bright and talented individuals. On a proportionate ba-
sis, it should have ten umes as many as Singapore. Malaysia just does not appre-
cate or nurture them. The country has low expectations for its students and
junior officers. A Malaysian student at Stanford was reprimanded by his super-
visor back home for getting a B. In mnuzst. another Malaysian at a third-rate

was ded with a schol. p because he had an A. Obviously the
:upcr\'\sot did not recognize the value of a quality education and was casily im-
pressed by grades alone. When another Malaysian student wanted to transfer to
a prestgy y, his Mal. supervisor, far from congratulatng or cn-
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couraging the young man, instead chided and admonished him for being mengs-
s gada (cheeky). With such attitude it is difficult to develop and encourage tal-
ent. Contrast that to the experience of a student from Singapore. She, a Malay,
excelled at the University California, Berkeley and was encouraged to pursuc
graduate studies at an Ivy League university. If she had been a Malaysian her
sponsor would have insisted on her returning and funngu geleran (wait her turn).

This climate of low expectation is attributable to the fact that many senior
Malaysian officials are not the cream of the crop. They are the second genera-
uon ad since independs The first reached the top rapidly not be-
cause of their wlent but simply through “Malaysianization” scheme where
colontal officers were quickly replaced with locals. The rationale then was that
cven though these Malaysians were less qualified and experienced, they more
than made it up with theis “local knowledge.” A valid enough trade off. But in
the haste to replace, many an untalented lot were promoted, many beyond theie
competence, Parkinson's Law being operative. They in tuen, to protect their frag-
ile egos and flanks, would sclect and favor subordinates who would least likely
challenge them. Like the sultan in Hikayat Abdullab who beheaded the smart
young man whose brilliant idea of planting bananas saved many lives, these
pscudo sultans in the civil service tolerated no challenges. Thus the present (sec-
ond) generation of administrators are bereft of the talented and the innovative,
Mediocnty begets more of the same.

As a surgeon n JB in late 1970%, 1 had a bright young Malay intern who was
accepted to a leading American graduate school. I lobbied hard to have him re-
leased from his existing scholarship bond so he could go abroad. Imagine my se-
vere disapp when my suy would not relent. Those burcaucrats
msisted that my intern be treated like everyone else—to wait his turn. Simply id-
wtic. A while back another student already in America was accepted into an clite

school. I congratulated her p ly only again to be severely dis-
appointed when she decided to return home instead. At the time Malaysia was
1n 2 severe recession and 1 warned her of the slim pickings. She breezily dis-
missed my concerns. Her father was a sccretary-gencral of some important min-
sstry and a job was “no problem.” Had she not been from the favored class she
would have stayed and enh d her qualifications before ing, It is hard to
motivate someone when everything can be had on a silver platter.

The disparity between schools in Singapore and Malaysia is even more dra-
matic and stark. While Malaysian schools are plagued with overcrowding and
double scssions, in Si they are with small classes and

£ap
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computers in every classroom. They are even air-conditioning their classes. Their
teachers too, are highly paid and thus well respected.

The National University of Singapore (NUS) is casily onc of the finest in
Asia. Its Insutute of Cell and Molecular Biology is described by Saence, the pres-
tigious academic journal, as the most promising and productive in the region.
Every faculty member at NUS is given 2 personal computer. They are also paid
globally competitive salanies. Thus they get the best talent. Their colleagues in
Malaysia have difficulty getting funding for laboratory assistants and certainly no
computers. As a result, valuable faculty time is spent doing something that could
be done by less qualified personnel. The recent double digit increases in enroll-
ment dated by the ge only d the sinnn‘on.

']'hcd\r(mxclzmcm:xmscmﬂv. of Malayst P dmi is
that are short of funds and/or lack pctsonn:l. Yet lhc\‘ continuc 1o waste
valuablle and scarce PhDs doing the job of lab assistants or teaching high school
courses in their vast matrkulas programs. As for Iad: of money, attend a con-

vocation on a Malaysian campus: elat and gant decora-
tions. Even their programs are primcd on glossy lead papers with full color
portraits of the ch Hlor and vice chancellor. All very exp By contrast,
programs at Harvard are printed on m:vdcd paper, wnh no expensive portraits
of 2n\l>od\ External i ies travel first class ina

guided attempt at impressi lhm"n E to Malaysi have
ornate ud':cs. No, Malaysian unm:mucs do not lack moncy, rather Lhc\ spend
them on frivols Make the admini and p fly coach and use the

money saved to fund research or provide v:ompul:rs And please, no expensive
portraits and brochures.

One would expect that with a success story right next door Malaysians would
be sending their officers and professionals in droves there. Far from it. It scems
that Malaysians are trying very hard not to acknowledge Singapore’s success. A
medical professor spent thousands of public dollars to go to America to learn 2
particular surgical technique when he could, at a fraction of the time and cost,
acquire it in Singapore.

Singapore's success, instead of being a model to emulate, becomes a sore
point for Malaysians, a reminder of their own incompetence and inadequacies.

It is far better to have a neighbor that is rich and successful than onc that is
poor and strugghng America has severe border problems with impoverished
Mexico but not with affluent Canada. In fact, America is considering building 2
wall to stop the flow of drugs and illegal immigrants from the south. No such
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problem exists to the north. The Canadian-American border is the freest in the
world, with minimal interference to the flow of people, goods, and services.

It is in Singapore’s interest that its Asean neighbors be successful. The cur-
rent ic cnsis affecting Southeast Asia cannot help but drag Singapore
down. Similarly, it is in Malaysia’s interest that Singapore be prosperous and
stable.

As indicated carlier, Singapore is a safety valve for Malaysia’s race problems.
One of the reasons talented and bright Bumip arc not dang, Iy re-
sentful of the Malay special privileges is that they have an outlet for their talent
in Singapore. A smart Malaysian-Chinese scientist excluded from the faculty on
Malaysia’s many universitics could easily be employed at Singapore, making an
income their Malaystan counterparts would simply drool at. Similarly with pro-
fessionals, bankers, and managers. Because of the lucrative income they could
get in Singapore, petty arguments about who gets measly-paid government jobs
in Malaysia become just that—petty.

There is much that Malaysia can learn from Singapore. First, it can emulate

the island by emphasizing English, scicnce, and mathematics in its schools and
universities. Goh Keng Swee, widely regarded as the brain behind the island’s
prosperity, attributed Singaporc’s success to mothers who encouraged their chil-
dren to study science and technology (Yergin and Stanislaw). Goh was too mod-
est to claim credit that he provided the opportunitics so those children could
pursue these subjects. Like Singapore, Malaysia should send only the best and
brghtest abroad, and then only to the very top quality universitics.
Singapore students are cleady told that for them to go abroad they must be ac-
cepted by such institutions as the University of California, Harvard, and Stan-
ford. With such high expectations these students respond in kind. Contrast that
with MARA which, until recently, would fund any student as long as he is ac-
cepted to any college. It is no surprise then that MARA “scholars™ perform just
above mediocre.

Malaysia should also follow Singaporc’s lead in opening up the upper eche-
lons of its civil service to individuals from without. As noted earlicr, present
Malaysian senior civil servants are appointed from within and they are almost ex-
clusively liberal arts graduates and unidimensional, lacking any outside experi-
ence. Malaysia's judges for instance, arc almost entirely drawn from the legal
service. They are more familiar with the Federal Gazette and General Orders
rather than outside realitics. And we expect them to render judgment on com-
plex business and technical lingation.
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Malzysians used to delight in painting out how Singapare sticks out B
thumb in an vhelmingly Malay archipchigo, much ke Ismad to the Aib
world. After the humiliating defeat of the Arabs by tiny lsradd, such 3 compas-
son 1 never made these days.

Singapore Back in Malaysia?

SINGAPORE'S lcaders are now making small imid attempts at cultvating s
1ghb peaally Malaysia. Singapore is offenng scholarships 10 fcliow
Ascans 1o study at 1ts unrversitics and colleges, and sending teachess out 10 the
regron, # 4 Peace Corp. Such measures are still very tentatve. Jts Asean schobas-
and cosmopolitan sura, they cannot quite shed thar 2ncemt ribalsm and das-
nishness. As 2 result even though NUS is an excolient universaty, not many baght
Malayszans would consider it thar first choice. | would have expeaied that sior
Singapore sends so many of its top students to the Harvards and Swaafords of
Amenca, they maght have learned 2 thing or two outsade the lecture halls of
those august mstunons. Harvard has no difficulty filling its classes wath briliant
Amencans, yet it aggressvdy secks foragn students. NUS should do the same,
actvely secking studenn, espeaally non-Chinese, from naghbunng countoes.
The tewards for such gestures would be immense. When these students scturn
home they would carry over the goodwill

Nor has Smgapore leaders learned much from Amenca o the valuc of &-
versaty and the nch it of ngapore Malays aee sull vastly
under rep d 10 acad the profe and uppes echeion of suaey. in
the Armed Services, Malays are promuncnt by ther absence, especally 1o the up-
mmhltmﬂ;.dxcumrfhnmdundnwhvﬁuwkdm-
n)mufmgﬂxunzd:ﬂmtm(kwmwwhnu
with us predomnantly Malsy naghbors. Obviously the purveyor of that pastc-
ular racist view has not fully thought vut the scenany of Red China iovading the
Mmmupﬂmmlhwnx,duw:mﬂumdm
qmwshﬁmpmndmdumhuuddmdxwww
mhdmmmmhdm{uwufnwuﬁnnduuﬂdnmﬂs-
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Singapore 1 much smaller than Oahu, Hawail. It is casy to get “ishand fever,”
the fecling of nowhere to go. You can arcle the island on less than a tank of gas.
At least Hawanans can fly to the mainland without having to sccure a passport
or change currency. Not so for Singaporeans. Even to buy a good durian mn |B
they better have their passports ready, and their car tank full.

Imagine if Singapore had remained part of Malaysia. Those well-paid
bankers and managers could have luxunious bungalows at secluded Mersing for
their weekend retreats. Affluent Amencans tolerate Iiving in congested New
York because of ther weekend and summer getaways on Martha's Vineyards ot
rural Vermont. Singaporeans can buy real estate in Malaysia, but when you own
property in a foreign country you are subject to the whims and rules of that
country. The recent enactment (since repealed) i Malaysia of surcharges for
foreigners to buy homes was directed mainly at Singaporeans.

1t ot surprising that despite their affl many young Sing; s
peclly those educated abroad and thus the brighter and talented om:s. emugrate.
Once they have tasted the wide open country and the absence of irnitanng and
silly intrusive rules, they have difficulty adjusting when they return. Why, the
government has to approve cven their hairstyles.

In 1997, there were a senes of media arucles in Stngapore touung the possi-
bility of reuniung with Malaysia. Interestngly, those discussions were initiated by
seniot leaders of that island. Perhaps Singaporeans are now finally realizing that
for all the money they earned they are meaningless unless they can spend them.
A million dollars does not mean much if a car costs a quarter million (plus you
cannot drive it around much) and you cannot buy a house with a backyard. Sure,
Singaporeans can buy condos and homes in Australia or Canada, but try getting
there on a quick jaunt.

Typically, such talks on reunion were donce Singapore style. They were framed
n ways that hardly endeared them to Malaysia. Mahathir nghtly dismissed such
speculations as merely serving to make Malaysia a convenient bogeyman.

Singaporeans, as exemplificd by its leader Lee Kuan Yew, have a knack for
saying things in ways that grated their neighbors. Thus seermngly minor dis-
agreements quickly escalated into major oncs simply for lack of finesse and ele-
mentary human graces. If elsewhere the sign would politely say “Thank you for
not smoking,” in Singapore it would be a glanng “DON'T SMOKE." While an
Amesican hostess would smilingly potnt an crrant customer to the sign, a Singa-
porean waster would rudely yell, *You cannot smoke here, you know!™ and all
the police.
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Malaysia has no particular need for Singapore. If a tsunami wave were to
completely wipe off that island, it would not impact Malaysia materially.
Malagsian hotels would see a slight decline in occupancy and the export of duri-
an would drop. Those are minor inconveniences. On the other hand, if Malaysia
were to completely bypass that republic, that tiny island would be recling eco-
nomically. For a start, Malaysia could cut off the water supply. Besides, what
would Singaporeans do without their durian and cheap honky tonk entertain-
ment in JB? They would go berserk.

It1s extremely unlikely for relations between the two countries to deteriorate
to that extreme. More likely they would continue along their scparate ways. Al-
ready among young Malaysians, Singapore bears little interest. In a few decades
Singapore would be as foreign as Thailand or Vietnam. Pechaps then the two na-
tons would be more civil with cach other as they would have litde in common.
On Amenican campuses now there is very little social mixing or interaction be-
tween Malaysians and Singaporeans.

Malays and Indonesians have common cultural, ethnic, and religious hentage,
but after living scparately under different colonial rules they have become com-
pletely separate. Malays now have little feeling of kinship with their Indonesian
brethren. Earthquakes and natural calamies in Sumatra receive minimal cover-
age in Malaysia. There was soon after Malaysia's independence, an tntense but
short-lived effort to bring the two nations back together. Unfortunately, the dif-
ferences had become wide and insurmountable. The present thinning ties be-
tween Singapore and Mahpu would likewise with time disappear completely.

Because of geog; yand ic tics the interests of
Malaysia and Smgzpon won]d continue to converge. At the same time there
would be many spheres where Malaysia’s stake would be dizmetncally opposite.
W hcn that happens the two nations would handle it rationally and pragmatcal-
Iy, dered by the ional and psychological baggage of previous attach-
ment. In another words, like mature natons.







Chapter \VI

The *C" of Corruption

\7’]51’[’0](5 to modern Malaysia are suitably impressed by the frenzy of con-

struction and other cconomic activities reflecting its vigorous growth.
Malaysia in 1990's reminded me of Japan of the 1970's. The Japanese then would
never fail to remind vasitors of the three seas of Japan—sea of construction, sca
of pollution, and of course, the Sea of Japan.

Malaysia certamly has the first two scas—of construction and of pollution.
Distressingly however, is the ugly appearance of another “C” of corruption.

Nothing raises the hackles of Pnme Minister Mahathir more than to question
him about corruption. He is viscerally disgusted and angry with such accusa-
tons. And he 1s being asked that more and more, especially by forcign audiences.
Yes, there s P he would acknowledge with llcd fury, but it is not
widespread. We cannot simply jail people based on accusations, he would add
defensively. We have due process, cannot act on accusations alone, show him the
evidence and he would deal with it swiftly and harshly, he would protest vehe-
mently.

Transparency Internanonal in a 1998 survey of international busincssmen
ranked Malaysia 29th (1 being the least corrupt) out of 54 countries. In previous
years Malaysia scored considerably better. 1t is no pride that the nation is ahead
of Nigena, Pakistan, and Indonesia.

A 1997 survey by the newspaper, The Star, found that 64% of its respondents
had given bribes. Incredibly, over 76% belicved that no action would be taken if
they had lodged a police report. Consequently, over half would never report 10
the authorities when someone asks them for a bribe. Obviously most Malaysians
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have lirtle confidence i the integnty and honesty of the system. Worse, they do
not trust law enforcement agenacs to combat these trr des.

One docs not need such surveys to realize that corruption is very much part
of the Malaysian scene. Any motonist who had run afoul of traffic hws will ar-
test to the common practice of settling such violatons at impromptu roadside

“courts” These * mary jud, " are dly accepted because both
sides know that they are in the wmng The effect of such petty bribenies is the
further undermunuing of the rule of law: This 1s just as destructve to law en-
forcement as the mfamous tnadent of the police chief’s assault on Anwar
Ibrahim.

Earhier, I made reference 1o Muhammad Taib, the chief minister of Selangor
and an UMNO vice president, who was arrested in Australia for illegally carry-
ing mullions in cash. In these days only drug dealers wanting to lunder their
boouggcarry such large sums on ther persons. Yet this pobncan wanted
Malaysians to bebieve that his intentions were honorable. The sad part was, many
@ the country including the leaders, bebeved him. (He was later charged with
corrupton i Mahiysia for fatlure to declare his assets, but was acquitted.)

It 15 quite common to see top polincians who were relatvely poor before en-
tenng polincs now dmving expensive cars and biving luxunously. These cannot
possibly be supported by thetr official income no matter how prudent and skill-
ful they manage their moncy. UMNO leaders are not men born of wealth. Not
were they successtul professionals before entering politics. Yet wathin a fow years
of bang in the top p they become Iy rich. Suddenly when they
are clected o top UMNO posts they become accompluh:d busmessmen and
exccutives whose expertise are needed by vanous corporanons. UMNO Youth
leader Ahmad Zahid was director of no less than 95 companies. Not bad for 2
.\hhySmdnugmd\m:_'anusmnmhowmm:hunkmnuno«mugnu:d
before he reached the top i UMNO? Zahid 15 far from bang an isolated cx-
ample.

UMNO s fast beconmuing more than a polincal party. It is a vast and elabo-
fAte system of patronage rvaling the corrupt Democrane Party apparatus in
Chicago of years past. Unbike older generation of UMNO members who were
wmspired by the ideals of mendks to sustain therr polineal energy, today’s cadre
of apparatchuks are attracted to the spotls afforded by the party. Even lowly di-
visional posts are keenly coatested because they provide access to the country’s
lucrative public works contracts. 1f UMNO 1s 1o lose power or be stripped of
the vast patronage system, the party would collapse overmght. UMNO s now
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a party of takers, and when there is no more loot available they would abandon
ship immediately. “Money politics™ is nothing more than an cuphemism for
corrupion.

“The public agency most for petty
Dep Itis L ledge that to pass one's dniving test one has w0
furck more than the official fee. The usual practice is to specially mark the apph-
cation form, by slightly teanng the corners or rumpling the edges 1n a particular
way, of those who had paid “tea money.” It is amazing how onc’s driving skills,
n the eyes of the examiner, improved considerably given such signals.

Another opportunity for corruption 1s in the issuance of car registration
numbers. These are supposedly issued sequentially in the order in which cars are
regstered. But as any casual observer will note, all the favored numbers like the
low digit ones (1-9) or numbers in speaial sequences (99, 123) arce always as-
signed to expensive cars belonging to “big shots™ Statistically these highly
sought numbers should be randomly distributed

Corruption has also infested previously thought of “clean™ departments.
While working at General Hospital, Kuala Lumpur, [ was appalled at the quality
of food served to my paticnts. It did not take me long to figure out that the
kitchen workers were pilfering meat and other supplics. One day on a pretet of
learning about the hospital’s day-to-day workings, 1 stationcd myself in the
hitchen for the good part of the morning, And that was the day when my pa-
tients received something more than watery soups for their meals. What struck
me was the general sense of unease among the employecs to my presence. Ob-
viously there had never been a supervisor in the kitchen. On another occasion,
one of my panent’s relatives bitterly complained about having to pay bribes for
the release of the body of their loved one from the morgue. On further inquiry,
it was widely known that the exacting of “fees™ by hospital employees was quite
common. Yet no one had taken any acuon, least of all the administration. 1
solved the problem by personally accompanying the relatives o the morgue. In
my presence these employees dared not ask for moncy. The sad thing was this
prucsome extartion was done so openly and crudely. | was warned by the nurs-
es that my tires would be slashed should | be wo aggressive, but fortunatdy,
nothing untoward happened. | brought my concerns to the administrator many
tmes and he simply brushed them off. He had other more important duties 10
attend.

The protestations of Prime Minister Mahathir aside, Malaysia has senous
problems of corruption. Denying or pretending it is otherwise is wishful think-

ption is the Road T
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ing, In his 1996 address to UMNO General Assembly, Mahathir openly wept in
recounting how moncy politics have pted his party. Unf ly, public
displays of decply felt emotions, no matter how touching, do not solve prob-
lems. Tunku found this out a gencration carlier when he was similarly confront-
ed with 2 major crisis.

Termite Infestation as an Analogy

CORRUPTION is like termute infestation. By the ume one sees the critters run-
ning around or their telltale trailing, the structural integnty of the building 1s al-
ready compromused. It is to0o late. Similady, if one patenty waits for the
evidence of corruption, the battle is already lost. That's where Nigeria is present-
Iy nd redemp In Ind corrug and bnbes arc so pervasne
and extend to the highest levels of government. It had to take the drastic step
of asking a forcign entity to take over its custom department completely as cx-
porters and importers had lost confidence in the system.

It is to the mutual advantage of the briber and bribee to conceal the evidence
as the practice benefits both partics. But its corrosive effects extend way beyond.
Far from being a vicumless crime, corruption tmposcs a burden on all of us, an
invisible tax. In one study, Third World corruption deters foreign investments to
the same degree as if a 20 percentage basis point increase in tax rate. A major
disincentive.

The briber will rationalize his actions by dismissing them as finder’s fees,
commissions, and the cost of doing business. The bribee is equally facile with
his pretenses—everyone is doing it, or that perennial lament of workers every-
where, of being overworked and underpaid. An even more novel excuse is that
corruption lubricates and facilitates an otherwise inefficient and creaky bu-
reaucracy. If not for corruption nothing gets done, the burcaucracy being so
inefficient.

These are mere excuses. Corruption undermines faith in and integrity of the
system.

Pursuing the termite phor, to crad: the i one has to ag-
gressively seek these pests. One regularly examines the nooks and crannies for
telltale signs; lays traps at likely locations; and if the building is prone to infesta-
tion, arranges for regular fumigations. Additionally, one can design buildings t©
be termute resistant by using cement and plastics instead of wood. Or if one
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chooses wood, to use only those that have been chemically pretreated or have
high natural resistance (like hardwood meruns) instead of casily-infested soft-
wood. When meranti is not readily available, one can reduce the risk by making
sure that low resistance materials are not in contact with the ground or in arcas
difficult to inspect. Similarly, there is much that can be done on the exterior to
discourage termite growth: better drainage, removal of debris and dead woods,
adequate ventilation, and letting the sunshine in.

5 lining the istrati hinery, making the various procedures
less convoluted and more transparent, and ensuring that personnel are properly
accountable would greatly reduce the temptations for corruption. It's the equiv-
alent of termite proofing.

Once established, the i ion is very ious and ly difficult to
cradicate. Thus 1t is better to be vigilant and persistent in prevention. Because
the destruction is so insid itis ly imp that at the first hint of
wnfestation one acts quickly and vigorously, before the whole structure crumbles.

Just as with a building, there are arcas within the government machinery
that are more prone to corruption. One is unlikely to encounter it at the Rub-
ber Research Institute—it is not “damp” or “dark,” and the scientists are hon-
est and incorruptible—they are merantis. The customs department and others
that deal with cash are the equivalent of the damp ground floor, very vulner-
able. Public servants assigned there, if not of menanti quality, must be pre-treat-
ed (specially trained) and subject to frequent scrutiny. If they start driving
luxury cars o put on expensive weddings, that would be the equivalent of ter-
mite droppings. Promptly and vig ly i i and if the evidence is not
sufficient for conviction, transfer them out. Doing so would send a clear mes-
sage to those remaining,

Departments that issue permits, especially those that are in great demand and
of high commercial value, are also highly ible. These are the equivak
of hidden nooks and crannics. Special steps must be taken to discourage bribery.
By making the rules explicit and procedures transparent, leaving little room for
subjective judgment (the equivalent of letting the sunshine in and placing prop-
e drainage to prevent dampness) would greatly reduce the temptations for dis-
honesty. For example, every year there are thousands of applicants for the
limited number of taxi permits. But by using point systems to narrow the pool,
the process becomes more objective and open. Thus there could be extra points
for owner-operators, Linglish fluency (helpful for tourists), or for ex-scrvicemen.
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Not only would such 2 system reduce influence peddiing and corruption, it
would also result in a better taxi service.

In the example of car license registration mentioned cardier, why not ac-
knowledge that these have considerable market value. Remove the influence of
burcaucrats by auctoning these highly-sought plates. In that way the moncy goes
to the public coffer instead of the pockets of corrupt officuls. Harns Salleh,
Chief Minuster of Sabah in the 1970, was smart enough to do exactly that. Oth-
er states should follow his i example. The dep can go even fur-
ther by selling spectal “vanity™ plates, just like they do in California.

Similardy with dnver tesung, By rotating the examiners they would not have
ume to establish signals with corrupt drving school operators. Alternatively,
have random re-testing by a senior (and to be hoped) honest tester of those
failed applicants. If many of them are found competent by the second examin-
cr, tHEn it is me to suspect the first tester. The very fact that there is another
examuner would deter corrupt tendencies.

Malaysaa’s Anu Corruption Agency (ACA) must stage active “sting”™ opera-
tions to nab these crafty criminals. It should not passively wait for accusanons
or complants. These “sungs,” the equivalent of termite traps, should be con-
ducted in areas most bikely to be “infested.” Properly planned and exccuted with
care to avoid entrapment, such strategy is the only way to snare the big fish. In
Amenica, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) successfully convicted ma-
jor polincal and public figures wath this technique. The 1970's Abscam scandal
netted several top polincuans, including a US senator. The FBI did 1t by having
their agents, armed wath hidden microphones and video cameras, posing as Arab
businessmen wanting to invest in America. More recently, several sentor Cali-
fornia k were caught red-handed through similar operatons. The cor-
rupt mayor of Washington, DC, Marion Barry, was videotaped snorung cocainc
in such an operation. ACA should be actively setting up similar traps to snare
Malaysun crooks. It can collaborate with the FBI and have Amencan agents
posc as businessmen wanting to set up a factory or invest in Malaysia. Or equip
senior avil servants with hidden microphones and video cameras as they social-
ze with would-be bidders. No teling what such trolling would net. If the ACA
is content merely wath waiting for the evidence, it will be forever.

Recent amendments o the laws rehanng to ACA hamper the agency and
would discourage even more public cooperation. Now members of the public
sk being d should their be di d, hardly an encour-
agement for them to come forward.
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Like all major social problems, the fight against corruption must begin at the
top—with the leadership. Elected leaders must be honest and incorruptible, in-
tolerant of shady and uncthical practices. In another words, leaders must be mer-
ants, not kuyu akar (tumbleweeds). This is difficult in a democracy, as Mahathir
observes in his other book, The Challenge. Voters too can be swayed and bought
by the g promises of corrupt politicians. “Pork barrel” projects for con-
sutuents arc ime-tested vote-getting tricks. Voters who could be easily persuad-
ed with grand promises would no doubt elect politicians who in turn could be
casily bought. Sophisticated, well-informed voters in the First World could just
as easily be seduced with electoral bribes as uneducated Third World ones.

One way to get merunti quality polincians is to and elect individual
who had been successful in their own carcers. They are thus less likely to use
thetr political offices as conduits for making money. As they are already suc-
cessful, politics would be a genuine sojourn in public service and not an oppor-
tunity to become rich.

Nobody would cven think of bribing Dr. Mahathir. He was a very successful
physician before entening politics. He could always retum to his practice and
contnuc with a very comfortable lifestyle, as he did when he was expelled from
UMNO. The temptation to be crooked is very low. One would need a very high
booty to tempt him. Similarly, Daim Zainuddin, the finance minister, was a suc-
cessful entreprencur before entering politics. Even if he is corrupt one couldn't
afford his price.

Far too many Malaysian leaders have not d success or
outside of politics. Thus when they lose their clected positons they would be

less. Thus the irresistibl p 10 enrich th ives while in office.

Examine the present leaders of UMNO. Very few, stripped of ther UMNO
ties, would be able to maintain their present lifestyle. They may be lawyers but
they would have a tough ume attracting clicnts. If they are busincssmen their en-
terprises depend entirely on public contracts. An indicator of the caliber of
Malaysian ministers 1s such that very few are sought after by the private sector
once they left office. If not for the numerous government-controlled corpora-
tions like Petronas and Bank Bumiputra to provide cushy jobs, many UMNO ex-
pobincians would be desutute.

In the US, former cabinet members are aggressively sought aftcr by major
corporations. In Malaysia, | do not see the likes of 1BM, Shell, or Intel -undy
secking the talent of former ministers or high ranking government officials.
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Malaysia now has many highly talented and capable Bumiputras. Despite that
the government sull appotnts to important positions individuals known more for
their political uies rather than their competence or exccutive ability. Major gov-
ernment cory like Bank Bumip are headed by individuals with un-
derwhelming qualif and exp Similarly, the directors of many
these companies are filled with politicians. The Chairman of Bank Simpanan
Nasional (government-owned), Ahmad Zahid, has zcro banking experience or
qualificauon. But he was UMNO Youth Chicf.

Only recently with the deey g casis did the g
to change its ways. Thus the Directors of Danaharta, the agency buying banks'
non-performing loans, include Megat Zaharudddin, the capable chief executive
of Shell Malaysta. Similardy, the new head of the Securities Commussion, Ali Ab-
dul Kadir, was a former managing partner of a major international consulting
fiem Mhcse are individuals of menans quality. A refreshing change from the usu-
al &y akar polincal hacks who get chosen for these important appointments.

Mahathir cannot control who UMNO members elect as their leaders. But he
can, as pame minister, appoint whoever he wants to the cabinet or to head the
vanous agencics and government-owned companies. Further, as president of
UMNO, he could directly appoint members to its Supreme Council. He should
use these powers to sent a clear message of his resolve and abhorrence of cor-
ruption and “money politics” Nomunate only those individuals untainted with
cven the hint of impropacty. That is a far more effective and powerful statement
than any emotonal outburst or public display of outrage. These appointments
would also give him the chance to enuce capable and balliant young Malaysians
mto public life.

Tun Razak effectuvely used this provision to attract talented indimiduals into
his cabinet and mto UMNQ. That was how Ghazali Shafic and Chong Hon
Nyan, both bnlliant civil servants, entered politics. There were many more such
individuals plucked to enter politics at the highest level instead of plodding their
way through the party’s machinery. Mahathir has shied away from using such
provisions; rather, he pades himself in inh 3 lly the same 1
from his predecessor, with no fresh blood injected.

UNMNO now attracts mostly the losers among young Malays, those who can-
not excel on their own ment i the profe or b They ot !
bank on their UMNO connections to propel them to the top. To many brght
young Malays UMNO 1s irelevant. That is sad both for UMNO and the nation.
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Corruption American Style

AMERICANS are equally incensed by their own version of “moncy politics™
such that they have become completely disenchanted with the whole political
process. Recent clections have seen turn out of less than 30%—abysmal—a re-
flection of deep voter resentment and apathy. Voters have resorted to radical
ideas in combating the influence of moncy on politics. Some, like public cam-
paign financing, have yet to be enacted. Others, like term limits, have been en-
ically supp I by the cl In California where term limits was
first passed, senior corrupt and arrogant polinicians had been forced to retire,
giving way to new faces and introducing much needed viality to the political es-
rablishment. Just the right antidote for these entrenched career politicians.

Malaysia has not reached the “second critical stage” that Mahathir writes and
fears, where “corruption is accepted as a way of life, a just reward for the recip-
ient and a exp pression of g dc by the giver” Unfc y, if the
country does reach that state Malaysians would not recognize it. They would
sunply accept it as normal. To Indonesians and Nigerians there is nothing cor-
rupt about their ways of doing things. To them it would simply be stupid not to
exact a share of the bounty. More than likely they would blame the critical out-
side press for portraying them in bad light. They have tips and commissions in
the West, don't they?

Fiven more distressing is the acceptance of corrupt practices simply by legal-
wzing and making them aboveboard. Case in point, poliical contributions in
America. Campaign contributions, all legal and tax deductible, are given with
clear and tacit understanding for favors. Slots in official trade missions and
plump ambassadorial appointments arc routinely given to the most generous
donors. In legislative bodies including Congress, scemingly routine bills are sad-
dled with “pork barrel” projects. Serious forcign treaty legislations are often tied
1o the funding of expensive pet projects in the home towns of recalcitrant leg-
ulators.

These are widespread. The costly Savings and Loans scandal of the 1980%
was nothing more than the end result of political corruption. “Thus the specta-
cle of the arrogance of one Charles Keating, a banker, testifying in Congress
that he had indeed contributed lavishly to various politicians—the infamous
“Keating five” especially—specifically to gain their favors. He lamented that he
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could not afford more! The man went a tad 100 far. He was later convicted, not
for making those contributions but for fraudulent banking practices.

Amazingly, these contributions are all perfectly leguimate, not considered
corruption. Presumably, influence peddling as donc in the West with well-trained
lawyers and gencrous expense accounts becomes lobbying, Similardy, contribu-
tions to politicians, provided it is properly invoiced, becomes clean politcal con-
tributions. No wonder foreign leaders like Mahathir get gled up when they are
accused of being corrupt by the West.

Such practices are so ched that despite widespread citizen
uans Congress has yet to reform campaign finanang, Both major partics are too
dependent on the present corrupt system. Foreigners too, are quick to adapt to
Amenica’s sophisucated version of political corruption. In the 1996 presidential
clection, President Clinton and his Democratic Party received millions from Chi-
n mencans with close tics to China and Indonesta. Not surpnsingly, after
the election China was able to buy highly sophisticated satellite technology from
Amenca. Similarly in Indonesia, cgregious corrupt practices and human nghts
abuses were ignored by the Clinton administration, It is hard not to think that
those were not “pay back” time for the generous contnbutions from such shady
characters as Indonesta’s Riaddy famuly,

Business Corruption

Corruption is not limited to public agencies. Businesses too, have their own dis-
honest and shady practices. In 1993, several senior managers of a legitimate
American drug manufacturer were jailed for producing a fake version of a pop-
ular high blood pressure med Equally reprehensible 1s the re-packaging
of drugs with cxpired shelf life to be re-sold in Third World countrics.
Malaysian businesses too are not immunc to corrupt practices. In 1997, there
Was an uproar regarding imitation and ineffective medicine in brand name con-
tainers. Everyone would condemn such dangerous practices. Mahathir, in his
scathing description of the “menace of Chinese cconomic hegemony,” was re-
ferning to the pting cffects of anti-comg . predatory pricing, and col-
lusion practices of those businesses. A more obvious corrupt practice that is so
widespread that it is accepted as normal in many parts of Asia s the blatant sell-
ing of pirated tapes, CD, and software. Malaysians have no qualms buying
them. In fact it is considered a “smart” move. Similarly, the bogus and highly
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touted “cheap sales” when in fact the prices had been purposely and artificially
raised a few days beforchand.

On a more lucratve scale, 1 wonder how many of the major projects in
Malaysia have inflated price tags because of lack of open competitive bidding
and there being no effective anttrust laws. With the coziness of the building in-
dustry, it is easy for contractors to engage in price fixing and other corrupt prac-
tices. One of the reasons of the heavy casualty and property damage in the
Mexican earthquake was these buildings were 5o shabbily built, with their con-
tractors cutting corners by using inferior materials, and their building inspectors
corrupt. One wonders whether some of the spectacular engincering fatlures in
Malaysia (MARA headquarters, Highland Towers, highway slide) were due to
corruption rather than incompetence.

Surpnsingly, there had been few high profile prosecutions of corrupt busi-
nessmen in the 1997 economic crisis. By carly 1999, only the head of failed Sime
Bank had been charged with criminal breach of trust. During the mid 1980's ca-
s1s, @ 8P . P fatlure to corrupt and fraudulent prac-
tices was the Pan Electric debacle. Its principal, Tan Koon Swan, was not only 2
prominent corporate figure in Malaysia but he was also a leader of the MCA, a
component of the ruling party. It is significant that the man was arrested and
successfully prosecuted not in Malaysia but in neighboring Singapore. The main
players in that scandal were Malaysian-Chinese. This is worth mentioning be-
causc in the 1997 crisis, there were ugly racial stercotyping on supposed Malay
aptitude for high commerce as many of the failing companies were controlled
by Malays. That Pan Electric scandal was no more a reflection of Malaysian-Chi-
nese business practices and cthics than the present day crisis a reflection of
Malay aptitude and competence for commerce.

The sophistication and ingenuity for corrupt and fraudulent practices arc lim-
ited only by the imagination of the perpetrators. During the frenzy of metgers
and acquisitions (M&As) in America during the 1980's, numerous instant mil-
lionaires emerged from Wall Street. As it turned out, they became rich not be-
cause of their astute stock picking acumen but simply through illegal insider
trading and collusion to drive stock prices up. Only through painstaking investi-
gations and vigorous prosecutions (these millionaires could afford the best legal
defense) were these criminals convicted. As result of tough prosecution, a pre-
micr brokerage house, Burnham, Drexel & Lambert, was liquidated. Mote omi-
nously, as many of the corrupt principals were Jewish (Ivan Boesky, Michacl
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Milliken, Dennis Levin) there were vicious racial innuendoes relating to the busi-
ness cthics of various cultural groups.

Malaysia was also involved tangenually in that scandal. Its central bank lost
hundreds of millions in junk bonds issued by Drexel.

Corrupuon is not imited to the private sector. In 1998, the august Olympic
Games organization was rocked by charges of corruption. Apparently there was
more than mere merits in the awarding of game sites. It was alleged that there
were professional agents who would arrange for perks and other benefits for the
decision makers. Thus Salt Lake City which will host the next winter game was
charged with awarding “scholarships” to the children of Olympic officials. No
matter how well flaged and gly soph | the scheme, the un-
derlying corruption remains.

In late 1980's the United Way, America’s premier “do good” organization, was
scanddlized by major corruption of its senior managers. It turned out that these
fellows were traveling first class, stayed in luxurious hotels, and had their fami-
lies doing lucrative businesses with the organization. To add insult, these exccu-
tives were drawing million dollar salarics. To think that the organization is totally

lependent on d from g ctizens.

No, corruption is not unique to Third World governments. Businesses, non-
governmental agencies, and First World politicians are not immune.

Crony Capitalism

A SUBTLER variation of corruy 1s cronyism. E lly this is the award-
g, without competitive bidding, of lucrative contracts and plum assets for pn-
vatization to one’s cronies, political hacks, and family members. The process
scems it and aboveboard, thus its corrupting infl is not fully ap-
preciated. Crony capitalism is essentially the corruption of a valid and success-
ful concept—mutually beneficial public and private partnership. Such productive
collaboration, in marked contrast to the adversarial relationships typical in the

West, was what propelled East Asia’s ph | growth. In America, similar
public and pavate teamwork succeeded in sending an American to the moon and
safely back, and in the develop of soph d military weap that end-

ed the Cold War. It is the corrupted version, crony capitalism, that is the cco-
nomic bane of Asia in late 1990’
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Crony capitalism operates faidy straight l’unnnl The government has a
prime asset (thriving pany, umber or ly import/export
business) to dispose. It sets a ndiculously low price and “sdh it to a crony.
Without competitive bidding there is no way to gauge whether the agreed price
1s realistic. All too often the lucky recipient lacks a successful tract record or ex-
pertise in the business. Cases abound where the successful bidder turns around
and quickly disposes his prized asset on the open market and reaps a quick and
dirty profit. One particularly outrageous example was the privatization of a wa-
ter treatment scheme. By the time the plant was actually built, the company had
changed hands three times, with cach owner taking his cut. Ultimarely it is the
consumer who would be paying the added costs.

Malaysia’s spanking North-South freeway was simply given away to Renong,
a company closely tied to UMNO. America too, gave away free land 1o railway
companies early in the century. But then they had to build the railways them-
sclves. In Malaysia, the government built the highway and then gave it away!
What a deal, if you can get it. Pnme Munister Mahathir rationalizes it thus—dis-
posing the highway would spare the government the costs of maintaining it. My
rebuttal: why not try selling it first and recoup some of the costs.

In Malaysia, as in many Third World countrics, the public sector is huge and
mtrusive. To undertake the simplest business aclm() fequires a mu]mmle of per-
mits and licenses. Such t ic maze 1s an invi o 7 India's
ubiquitous “Permit Raj” is one such malig; The Malay
povernment is also directly and heavily involved in the corporate sector. The
largest banks and corporations are owned by the Finance Ministry, Inc. By 1990,
the federal and state governments had over 700 companies with a paid-up capi
tal of over RM20 billion. Most of them are perennial money losers, Not sur-
prsingly as business decisions are often based on other than commercial
considerations. It is such misallocation of capitals and assets that undermine
most Asian economies, Malaysia included.

Cronyism and corruption are not inevitable when the state is involved in the
pavate scctor. In Singaporce, because of honest and competent management,
state enterprises flourish. America’s space program NASA is an example of pro-
ductive private and public partnership. Similarly, America’s many fine universitics
are lving proof of the benefits of private and public collaboration.

Nor 1s cronyism uniquely a Third World America’s
mass public transportation system (owned h) local agencics) is a reflection of
cronyism. Amitrak is perhaps the most infamous, with its legendary unreliable
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service and endless subsidics. Amenica may be the heart of free enterprise but
the state is very much mnvolved 1n commerce. Visit any metropolis and the own-
ers of the biggest fleet of buses are the municipal agencies. No wonder public
transportation in Amenca is a mess. | can travel by bus between Kuala Lumpur
to Seremban without much difficulty. Try doing the same between San Jose and
Oakland, Cabfornia. It 1s near impossible. You have to go through at least four
transit companics, all owned and operated by local governments. None are effi-
aent; and all require continwng massive subsidies.

The Astan economuc cnsis revealed the inefficiency and corruption of “crony
capiabsm.” In Malaysia, public disgust reached us nadir dunng the UMNO
General Assembly of June 1998. The leaders were assaulted by charges of cor
rupuon and ¥ u Iy lhl: protest collag g ly when
Mahathir cffectively d § the * " by exposing their hypocrisy. He
rlcadld 2 long st of rrcxplcms of the government’s many lucrative contracts
and pmvanzanon projects. It turned out that the most voaferous catics, includ-
mg Youth Irukr Ahmad Zahid and the later disgraced Anwar Ibrahim, had

fves b d Iy from such

Anwar would bke us to believe that there s an essental difference between
his corruption and cronyism which involves “only” milbons and the corruption
of Mahattur’s cronses, which involves bilbons. To me that may simply reflect An-
war’s flat learming curve, or perhaps his hands had not been at the ull long

Mahathur's revealing of that infamous list exposed the ugly and pervastve
reach of cronysm. Average Malaysuns were stunned in disbebicf. While there
had been rumors of favors here and there, no one could have imagined the mas-
sive extent of the abusc.

It was no surpase that i the federal by-clecuon in Perlis soon after the re-
lease of that bst, the government’s party lost badly in what was previously a safc
scat. History may well prove that Mahathi, perhaps unwitungly, started the
cleansing process by revealing that dirty bst. | fervently hope that the resultant
disgust and outrage folt by ordinary UMNO members and atizens wall ignite
fundamental changes in the way business s donc 1n the country.

Malaysuan leaders may conmvince themselves that there are essennal differ-
ences between croayism and corrupuon. They may even ascribe noble motves
such as increasing Bumuputra business participation to the former. Such
sophistry cannot hide the plain fact that cronysm and other forms of favoausm
corrode our moral fiber just as destructuvely as babery.
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Corruption and Racism

IT 18 especially important for Malaysia that corruption be cradicated. Just like
the junk bond scandal in America re-ignited ugly racial prejudices, so would pes-
vasive corruption in Malaysia. When a Chinese businessman has to bribe his way
pass a Malay official, it 15 not simply a private citizen corrupting a public bu-
rcaucrat, but a Malay extorting a Chinese. Similarly, when a Malay customer is
shortchanged by a Chinese merchant, it is not simply a matter of a customer get-
ung bilked, but a Malay being swindled by a Chinese. Unchecked such incidences
would quickly build up a cesspool of cthnic hatred and suspicions that would ag-
gravate the cleavage in Malaysian society.

Cronyism favors the already well- d and the politically p ful. In
Malaysia this means Malays. With the current economic crisis blamed on crony-
1sm, Malays would again bear the burden of further negative stercotyping,

The survey conducted by The Star revealed some rather disturbing trends. The
vast majonity of the respondents were Chinese in the prvate sector. Although
the results were not analyzed along racial lines, 1 have little doubt of the racial

imphcations of such findings. Eradicating and fraudulent practices
both in government and pravate sector would gmll\ reduce negative racial
yping and the 4 potential for wnflm
It is Mahathir's that when ion is d

leaders and followers—are 10 be blamed. The comllu) o that i is, whcn cvery-
one 1s at fault, no one is. That is obviously a cop-out, and wrong, Leaders must
shoulder the blame. They are clearly responsible and only they can correct the
situation, not the masses. They must lead by examples. They must demonstrate
in their deeds their abhorrence for shady practices.






Chapter \VI

Vision 2020-Not Quite Perfect

]‘L\'I()N 2020 is the ambitious development program unveiled by Mahathie
\ in 1991 aimed at making Malaysia a developed country by year 2020, His
address was watially cnutled The Wiy Torwurd, but that did not have quite the
same zng,

Mahathir envisioned a “umited Malaysian nanon with a sense of common and
shared desting

" With its pluralistic socicty, he wisely put the formation of Barga
Mutayséa, a Nalaysian nation, as the number one challenge and prionty. [is oth-
et goals may scem, to jaded Western readers at least, somewhat corny. His would
b a mation thar is “psychologically liberated,” “robust,” “fully moral and ethi-
cal.” “caring, matured, liberal and tolerant,” “economically just,” and a few oth-
«t equally pompous phrases. They remind me of the mushy and hifaluting
mussion statements, the current rage of modern organizations.

“To his credit, amidst the lofty and vague aspirations, he did indeed lay out spe-
afic quantitatve yardsticks. For example, he wants 1o increase the GDP eight-
fold and per capita income four-fold from their 1990 levels, This would entail an
average prowth rate of 7% annually. Very ambitious, considering thar during the
three preceding decades the cconomy grew at an average 6.3% per annum. Giv-
en the inevirability of cconomic and business cycles, Malaysia should expect ar
least one and possibly more perods of recession or slow growth. Unfortunate-
Iy, the first one intruded carlier than expected, in 1997, Which means that
Malaysia must grow at double digit rates in the good years to compensate for this
and other expeeted lean ones. That should give cnough dyspepsia to its cco-
nomic planners.

263
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Mahathir 1s unique among world leaders in his candor and willingness to en-
gage his people i strategic and long range discussions. His style is not one to
wait for public opinion polls or fide the current popular issue. In this he has few
peers, espeaally among leaders of mature democradies. There leadership often
takes the form of purung the proverbial wet finger nto the wind of popular
opinion. Former President Bush openly disdancd what he called “this vision
thing” President Chinton cannot utter a single policy statement unless 1t has been
thoroughly tested by innumerable focus groups and opinion polls. Britain's Tony
Blair lly abandoned the chenished ples of his Labor Party n order
to get clected.

Mahathir prides himsclf in being direct and frank. He is, as former Baush
Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher admuningly writes 1 her memotr, “tough,
shrewd and pracucal, [wath) a refreshingly matter-of-fact outlook on cverything”
His frainess and straightforward style have served him well polincally, thus far,
dd g a kampong gath-
ering or a sophisticated foreign audience. His 1s not for tailoring to what the au-

s messages and views are whether he s

dience wants 10 hear—a rare and refreshing quality in a polincan.

Mahathir does not define “developed” in matenal terms, nor doces he wash 1o
pattern Malaysia after any of the developed countries of today. He fancies um-
self a tralblazer and that his new nation would serve as a model for other de-
veloping ones. Malaysia’s fisst pnme minister, Tunku Abdul Rahman, was an
unabashed Anglophile. Many of the institutions and practices, from fancy min
wsterial garbs to clat titles and h were | i after the Bansh
“Tun Razak, Tunku's successor, spoke adminngly of Germany and modern so-
cialist Sweden. His policies reflected that: massive state involvement in the pn-

vate sector and the creation of huge government corporations. Mahathie, on the
other hand, rarely has much praise for any of the developed countaes, except
perhaps Japan.

Apart from the cconomic targets, Mahathir did not set specific goals for his
social agenda. And a good thing too. When does a nation become “psycholog-
cally liberated” or “fully moral and cthical?” Despite the difficulty i establish-
ing specific goals on his social agendas, nevertheless he could at least set certam
landmarks to aim for. He could for example, stnve that by 2020 all Malaysians
should have full sccondary schooling, be fluent in English, science literate, and
mathematically competent. That would go along with the objective of a scien-
tific society. Similarly, he could aim for ridding of all preventable childhood in-
fectious diseases through universal vacanation and casy access to potable water.
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That would help him achicve the goal of a robust and productive socicty. These
are worthy and realistic goals. Besides, their progress or lack thereof could be
casily monitored. And a healthy and highly educated population would make the
cconomic goals that much more attainable.

Thirty years, the time span of Vision 2020, is a long time—a gencration.
Malaysia should not expect, nor entitled 1o, smooth sailing all the way. It should
anticipate adversitics from unexpected sources and possibly more severe than
the 1969 incident or the 1997 ic crisis. More i ly, it should be

T
skillful and imaginative in handling these inevitable stresses and crises.

Our Giant Neighbors

‘R setting such clear goals and directions, Mahathir should nightly warn his
nation of unanucpated shoals and sandbars that lic ahead for his ship of state.
The dangers of internal dissension and munny are real but the skipper would be
remiss in ignoning potenual external threats that could just as easily wreck the
ship. Larly in uts history, Malaysia’s very existence was threatencd by donfrontasi
(. confi with a supposedly friendly neighbor, Indoncsia. Despite shar-
g the same language, culture, and hentage these two nations found themselves
at war. That dispute dragged on for years, distracting both countries from their
important tasks of nauon building and development. The lesson from that cri-
sis was how impotent external agencics like United Nations were in resolving the
conflict. Koufrontasi was sctled only after the two protagonists, Indoncsia’s
Sukarno and Malaysia’s Tunku, faded from the scene and cooler heads prevailed
n the persons of Tun Razak and his Indonesian counterpart, Adam Malik,

Indonesia today is mired 1n severe sodal and economic crises and it is not
likely 1o pose any significant military threat. But the social unrest and instability
there could easily impact Malaysia. The recent exodus of illegal immigrants from
that country would become a tdal wave, far exceeding the Vietnamese boat peo-
ple of the 19707, if conditions deteriorate over there. That would overwhelm
Malaysia’s own stability.

Malaysia’s other giant neighbor, India, is 3 perpetual ic cripple and is
unlikely to posc much of a threat, its recent blustery nuclear testing not with-
standing, Besides it s quite far away. China on the other hand is a fast rising
country cconomically and mulitanly. It has a history of frequent skirmishes with
its neighbors—India, Vietnam, and Russia. In the chain of Spratly Islands, now
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hotly contested because of their massive hydrocarbon potential, Malaysia is Chi-
na's neighbor.

China may naively believe that Malaysia's sizable Chinese population could be
casily swayed to its viewpoint. After all it was only recendy that China disavowed
(after much pleading from Malaysia) support for the predominantly Chinese
Malaysian Communust Party. As long as China remains backward and commu-
nist, its chances of influencing Malaysian-Chinese are minimal to non-existent.
Bur that country is rapidly advancing and becoming more open. As it industrial-
1zes it competes directly with Malaysia. Whatever Malaysia can manufacture, Chi-
na could do it cheaper. This economic competition, if not handled skillfully,
could casily escalate and spill into other spheres.

Malaysia nghtly recognized China's legitimacy very early. As Mahathir so
adroutly put 1, the surest way to turn China into a real enemy is to treat her as a
potentialfone. America did exactly that and it nearly succeeded in becoming a
self-fulfilling prophecy. Relations with China are now smooth, but Malaysia must
anticipate problems and plan accordingly. 1 do not mean military planning nec-
essarily but gt g the unity of Malay 50 they cannot be influcnced
by outsiders.

Trade, tounsm, and cultural exchanges are steadily growing between the two

Such ties often h lationst But they could just
as casily lead to rivalry and resultant acrimony. The chronic trade imbalance be-
tween Japan and US threatens their otherwise stable and friendly relations.
Japan-bashing in America and America-bashing in Japan are most strident when
their respective d are slumping. That Japan-bashing in 1980
did not deteri to involve Jay Ameri was no accident. For onc, they
have proven beyond any doubt that they are as American as the next citizen
They fought with valor for their country in World War 11 and had very much be-
come part of the American mainstream. Except for their physical looks they
have little in common or emotional ties with their kin in Japan. They do not
speak Japanese nor practice the culture.

Japanese companies in America too, had done their part. They (Sonys, Toy-
otas, Matsushitas) tactfully and shrewdly did not choose Japanese-Americans to
be their agents, distributors, or senior managers for their American plants and
subsidiarics. Japanese companics in America are model corporate citizens and
very much involved in the local community. Thus at the first sign of Japan-bash-
wng, their Amenican employees become these companies” most effective defend-
ers. Imagine if these firms had resorted to parochial tribalism and employed only
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Japanese-Americans. They would not be as effective a spokesmen and may well
aggravate the situation by rekindling Americans’ paranoia. When America
threatened to erect tariffs against Japanese imports, the strongest opposition
came from unions representing west coast ports (which saw their jobs contract-
ing) and political leaders of states like Washington and California. Thesc Japan-
ese companies have skillfully aligned their interests with significant segments of
Amcrican society. Grassroot lobbying,

Equally important, these Japanese companics are shrewd enough to employ
former high government officials and cabinet members to be their Washington
lobbyists and agents. These high-profile Amencans are very cffective at blunting
any anti-Japancsc sentiments that may appear at the highest levels of govern-
ment. Nor is the lobbying done only in Washington, DC. Leading Japanese
companies have also developed intimate ties with American universities and
non-profit organizations.

Mainland Chinese companies doing business in Malaysia should lcarn from
the Japanese. Thus, instead of relying on gran, which is just another manifes-
tation of tribalism and clannishness (ancient cronyism), they should actively seck
non-Chinese reg and exccutives for their companics and agencies in
Malaysia. When the inevitable cconomic tensions arise they would have ready
and effective defenders in their non-Chinese spokesmen. The late Tun Razak as-
wtely sensed this potennal danger. When he initiated trade relations with China,
he msnsl:d that it dealt unl) with Malaysia’s state agencies like Pernas which are

ly run by Bumip China, being 2 communist country and its
fond for state priscs, readily complied

If the Chinese rely on their cthnic ties it would only feed on the paranoia of
extremist Malays. James Kao, the Director of Managing Innovation Program at
Stanford University, California, rightly criticizes this tendency, which is difficult
1o break. “Asians believe,” he writes, “the only people you can trust are your own
family. Innovation demands input from diverse types of people in close, trust-
ing collaborations.” Thus breaking this clannishness is not only smart politically
but makes good business sensc.

Its Them, Not Us

THE PERFORMANCES of Malaysian leaders during times of crises have been
less than inspiring. During the 1969 bloody riot that shook the nation, Tunku
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blamed outside sat using the bog of the day—the com-

munists. The 1997 economic ensis saw current leaders again reverting to pat pat-
tern, this ume Tie f and nco-colonialist Western 1
Blaming others did not \mrk in l‘)(x‘) as Mahathir so nightly pointed out in The
Malay Dilemma. It would be no more successful in late 1990's.

It1s of course an old politician’s trick to invent forcign cnemics as means of
rallying the troops. World peace is never more threatened than when an Ameri-
can President is sagging in domestic polls. This *Wag the Dog” syndrome, after
the popular movie in which a domestically embattled American President initi-
ated military action against an imagined and hapless Third World enemy, is real
and part of polincs worldwide. The real tragedy comes when these politicians
actually believe in their own propaganda. Efforts and would then be
dirccted at the phantom enemy rather the real problems at home.

Malaggia would be more successful in resolving its present cconomic prob-
lems if it begns by critically analyzing its policies first, and refraining from the
visceral tendency to blame others.

For too often when a foreign enemy is invented, all domestic dissent are sup-
pressed and their perpetrators conveniently branded as traitors. Their views, no
matter how rational and valid, would simply be dismussed as treasonous. Precip-
itous and njudicious actions are taken under the pretext of national sccurity.
Consequently, legitimate debates get sufled. But only through such open discus-
stons and public deliberauons may anse solutions to the nauon’s problems. Lead-
ers are not the only repository of a nation’s wisdom.

Duning the Cold War, the were ¢ goats that de-
tracted many nations (mm facing the pressing problems. (;cnum: public yearn-
ings for reform and develog were dismissed as fronts for

Before that, there was the old standby bogeymen, colonialism. The ills of de-
veloping nations were heaped upon the long-departed colonial masters. Again,
by focusing on non-existing foreign cnemics many new nations were distracted
from facing up to their real issucs.

Malaysian leaders are agan falling into the same trap. This time it is the for-
cigners who are being portrayed as the neo-colonialists. The question 1s, why
now? It wasn't too long ago that everyone was trying to attract them, and now
suddenly they are the new pariahs. Outsiders were no more the cause of
Malaysia’s present ensis than the communists were of the 1969 riot.
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Intra Communal Conflict

THE PRESENT state of racial tolerance in Malaysia is real and represents a fun-
damental change and maturation in the attitude of Malaysians. The new genera-
won owes allegiance to no other country. They value peace and racial
accommodation. They have seen all too frequently the tragic consequences of
communal strife elsewhere. Stll, it is prudent to re-emphasize racial harmony.
Yugoslavia appeared tranquil for decades. They even managed to host the spee-
tacular Winter Olympics at Sarajevo in 1986. Who could have imagined that
soon after that they would be slaughtering cach other in a mad frenzy of ethnic
cleansing?

Malaysia would not be wrong in keeping its delicate racial dynamics on the
radar screen at all times.

In the theme of expect the unexpected (or as Thatcher's law would have it
the unexpected happens) 1 posit that the greatest threat to social stability in
Malaysia is not inter-racial hostility but intra-racial, more specifically, intra-Malay
discord.

“There are three potential fault lines along which Malays could fracture—rcli-
gous, ideological, and sociocconomic. Malays have seen far too many splits
along religious lines. 1deologically, there had been fights between socialist and
conservatives, and between royalists and republicans. The current social unrest
involving reformasi may in fact be symptomatic of a social split along economic
lines. It is unlikely that any onc of these cleavage planes by itself could precipi-
tate a severe crisis. But a confluence of any two or all three could trigger violent
cruptions. For example, poor and ultra-religious Malays versus their affluent,
sccular, and urban brethren. The protracted animosity between rural Kelantan
(controlled by PAS) and the central government (controlled by secular UMNO)
may in part be a reflection of this confluence.

It was interesting that during the 1980s constitutional erisis involving the sul-
tans and executive branch, the Malay media were most vehement and vitriolic in
their denunciations of the royalty. Every royal transgression, real and imagined,
was blared out. One dered at the sudden intolk of royal excesses. In my
old village I was completely taken aback by the depth and intensity of animosi-
ties between pro and anti-royal clements. They split families and villages. To
kampong folks, the crisis was not some legal disputes or political debates on the
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scparation of powers; rather, it was the questioning of their core assumptions
and basic beliefs.

The frightening aspect of that crisis was how quickly it degencrated. What
should have been deaided coolly and with skillful negotiations rapidly escalated
into an ugly public dispute, threatening the very stability of the country. The me-
dia, instead of enlightening the public on the merits and demerits of the issucs,
quickly became embroiled in the crisis. In so doing they lost what litde credibil-
ity Ihc) lud as reliable sources of information. They also betrayed their sacred

h

of ing and ed g the masses.
Another sorry upccl of the v.hulc sordid sag: was the complete absence of
any g or fl within the country. The judiciary which

should have bccn the appmpmlc body to deliberate and adjudicate such matters
were themselves hopelessly entangled in the conflict. The academies and pro-

fessoriag were similarly enmeshed. The country’s scholars should have been the

mpetus for a detached and methodical analysis of the various issues. Doing so
would exert a calming influence on the rapidly escalating confrontation. The rc-
ligious establisk toa, was unch ically silent. They did not even prof-
fer prayers for peace. Nor did the opposition political parties try to defuse the
situation. On the contrary, they were out scoring political points—a most despi-
cable act. Thus the spectaculaly odious posture of the predominanty Chinese
Democratic Action Party defending the sultans, the very symbol of Malay spe-
cal rights and privileges. Such hypocrisy mercly reflected the desperation of the
opposition partics. They were not the loyal opposition capable of forming the
next government, rather a political pest more interested in fomenting disputes.
Everyone it seemed was engulfed in or abetting the cver expanding crisis.

The handling of that constitutional crisis should make the nation pausc and
ponder on how it should deal with future internal conflicts.

That feud was not the first to involve the sultans. In 1948, when the Federa-
tion of Malaya was formed, there was a major political dispute over the ap-
pointment of a Malay civil servant to be Deputy High Commissioner, an
administrative position within the colonial civil service. This was part of the
Brush plan to introduce native participation at the senior level. The idea was
welcomed by the populace as an opportunity to prepare Malays for independ-
ence. The sultans saw it differently. They \muld not tolerate a commoner, the

| candidate, to be their | superior. The issuc deeply divided
\lah)x Fortunately in those days such conflicts were readily resolved because
the nation had a common enemy out there—the colonialist.
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That particular impasse was resolved in favor of the sultans. The position of
deputy ioner was abolished, depriving the British of valuable Malay in-
put at the highest level and Malays an opportunity to participate in running their
country. If wiser heads had prevailed then, a better solution would have been to
select a qualified royal-blooded Malay to assume the post, thereby satisfying both
parties. But the conflict had escalated so quickly as to leave no room for com-
promise. There had to be a victor and the vanquished. The objective was not to
find a solution but simply to beat the other side.

Another similar conflict in 1915, the Tuk Janggut rebellion in Kelantan, is
portrayed in current revisionist history as an uprising of peasants against the
British. The sultan was simply excused as being “used” by the colonialist. Past of
this theme was cvident in Syed Othman Kelantan's novel Pervira (lit. The War-
nor), based on that uprising, The good novelist that he is, Syed Othman Kelan-
tan nonetheless hinted that the Sultan himself was not absolved. In a telling
cpisode, the writer described how Tuk Janggut’s father, Munas, had himself re-
belled against the Sultan to avenge the killing of Munas® son.

Carveth Wells” Six Years in the Malay Jungle contains a rare eyewitness account
of that insurrection. Wells was a surveyor with the Malayan Railway. He worked
closely with and had considerable rapport with peasant Malays and thus had in-
timate knowledge of kampong life. Being not part of the Colonial Service with
its stiff, starched white uniforms, Wells was a neutral observer. He described
how ‘Tuk Janggut’s corpse was grucsomely desecrated and paraded in the villages
on the orders of the Sultan himself, to serve as a warning to his subjects. This
abominable act was made more so when one considers the deep respect Mus-
Lims have for their dead. Royal excesses have a long tradition in Malaysia.

The Tuk Janggut rebellion did not manifest its full fury and viciousness be-
cause of the restraining presence of the British, a point of view dismissed by

porary

Should similar conflicts erupt today there would be no such ready calming in-
fluence. One possible stabilizing force, the United Nations, is wocfully impotent
as demonstrated by events in Bosnia and Rwanda. Nor would there be a con-
venient common outside enemy to rally the citizens back together again. So
Malays would be on their own, battling with the usual barbaric atrocitics of aciv-
il war. Non-Malays would be forced, by the sheer dynamics of the conflict, to
take sides. If per chance they choose the wrong (that is the losing) side, all hell
would break loose when the conflict would be over. The retributions then would
be doubly ugly.

X
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Past ideological conflicts between socalist and conservative Malays were
cqually nasty. When the country was fighting a communist insurrection, these
socialists were routinely 1 on trumped-up sub charges. The
conservative government just could not blunt the socialists’ increasingly recep-
uve crusade for social justice. Now with the collapse of the Sovict system, so-
cialism is a spent force and that ideological conflict simply evaporated.
Nonctheless at its hesght, the hatred was intense and vicious. Three of the so-
cialists, disunguished Malaysuans in their own right, have wntten cloquently of
thewr umes under detention. The accounts of Syed Husin All, the country’s lead-
g scholar, Ishak Mohammad, a noted journalist and former cabinet minister,
and Kassim Ahmad, the nation’s brllant philosopher, all incarcerated under
ISA, were most heartrending, | am paticularly appalled and moved to tears that
the authonties would destroy Kassim Ahmad's invaluable and painstakingly wrnit-
ten maggscripts when he was in pnison. Reading these and other similar tragic
accounts it is presumptuous for a nation that had treated its intelligentsia so bru-
tally would dare aspire to such lofty goals of Vision 2020,

Religious disputes between Malays, as inumated earlier, cannot be lightly dis-
missed. Mushm fratncides occur with deg g regul n Afgh Al-
gena, and Iran. The Iranian government, in the name of Islam, regulaly kills and
mains its citizens for “unlslamic™ acuvinies. In Afghanistan, the split is between
those who consider themselves true followers and those deemed less commit-
ted. The conflict is no less brutal and bloody than when they were fightng the
wnfidel Russuans. The hosulity between secular and fundamentalist elements in
Algeria is becoming increasingly ugly and ruthless. Of course, atrocities in the
name of religion is not unique to Islam. Witness Northern Ireland.

Superficially, the division between PAS and UNINO 1s polical. In reality it is
a dispute between those who deemed themselves the rghteous and true follow-
ers of the faith and the “misled." Unfortunately, their respective leaders are
oblivious to the expl p | of ¢ i I of this nvalry. In-
stead, they continually and openly incite their followers with fiery rhetone and
denunciations. To the ordinary villagers these are not fights between two politi-
cal partics for power. Rather, they are nothing less than a holy war, sifud, for the
punty of Islam.

Lary in the century, there were similar theological splints between progres-
sive, young Mushms, Kawm Muda, and their more conservative and clderdy
brethren, Kanm Tia. That conflict was no less divisive and acimonious. At least
then they were fought 1l lly in their licals and publica-
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uons. A far cry from the present highly contentious and often violent disagree-
ments.

The all consuming, totally unproductive, and tragically divisive Aafirmen-
gofirkan (. infidels versus would-be infidels) debate of 1987 cleary illustrates
the potenually explosive nature of religious disagreements. It was pathetic to see

h ponsible and intelligent leaders debase themselves in such silly pur-
suits of proving who among them were more pure or Islamic. Sadly, they scemed
oblivious of the disastrous potential.

In parts of Malaysia there are separate mosques for PAS followers and the
other, presumably less pure, Muslims. They are afraid that their spinitual virtues
mught get tainted by meditating with less pristine worshippers. It is pathetic that
they cannot leave politics aside duning the bnefl moments for prayers. There
have been even nstances of funcrals and marriages boycotted because of polit-
ical differences. On many campuses, the chasm between supposedly more edu-
cated supporters of PAS and UMNO s equally wide.

The 1985 Memali uprising in Kedah, Mahathif's home state, claimed 18 lives
and scores of injunies. It was the most violent disturbance since the 1969 rot.
“To the outside world 1t was simply reported as an uprising of peasants over some
land issues. It was in fact a mini civil war involving supparters of PAS and those
of the central government (UMNO); between true believers and presumed pre-
tenders.

Malays are also increasingly split along social and economic hines. Income dis-
panty is greatest among Malays. Like the religious spht, it appears to be getting
worse. In the Seventh Malaysia Plan, the government acknowledged such gaps
but precious little 1s planned to redress them.

“There may have been some psychological sausfaction in the past in sccing
Malays become billionaires, a status previously the exclusive domain of non-
Malays. But such racial pade and sense of reflected glory are now long gone.
The ostentatious and flamboyant lifestyles of these Bumiputra saweres riche rub
ordinary Malays raw. What is especially grating is that to many Malays, these Bu-
miputras get there not on their own sweat or ingenuity but through the largesse
of NEP and NDP. Jeremy Seabrook, the chronicler of life in Third World, cap-
tures the frustrations of poor Malays when he writes of the feclings of Fatima,
a factory worker in Penang on *....the decay of a sense of common destiny, its
teplacement by a competitive anxicty that other people are getting something for
nothing, something extra, something they do not deserve.” Not surprisingly,
kampong Malays harbor no such resentment towards rich non-Malays, an ac-
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k ledg that these Malays are ! through their own efforts.
Kampong folks may be simple but lhn are not dumb.

“This increasing polanzation within Malays appears unabated. What is alarm.
g 1s that there is no sizable ratonal middle segment to act as a comfortable
buffer.

In the wision articulated by Mahathir, much was said about achieving an
“economically just society.” This is generally understood as minimizing the dis-
panity between the races or as the government clegantly put it “the identification
of race with economic function, and the identification of economic backward-
ness with race” Malaysia’s NEP and NDP have been successful in alleviating
some of the gross inequitics between the races.

There ts however, no bl to reduce the widening eco-
nomic dupanm-s within the hhla\ community itself. Like all other social prob
lems, 1t ggbest handled when 1t 1s stll small and manageable. Left unattended 1t
would only fester. NDPs prmary objectve should be to eradicate poverty, cs-
pecially among Malays. Its next prioaty would be to bring them into the safe and
comfortable middle class. The munificence of special privileges should never be
debased. It was never meant to make nch Malays super rich; or millionaires, bil-
lonatres. In Manila and other Third World cities, the discrepancics between the
haves and have-nots are truly obscenc, an affront to the sensibilities. That these
glanng dispanties are accepted as the norm reflects the lack of morality of such
socicties. That 1s not a “fully moral and cthical™ or “economucally just™ socicty.
Nor is it a stable onc.

Hopefully Malaysia will never degenerate to such levels. And as for a united
Bangsa Malaysia, there would not be onc unless there is harmony wathin its largest
cthaic group—Malays.

Vision Interruptus

THE ECONOMIC crisis of 1997 put a damper on Vision 2020, Righty so.
When oac’s immediate survival is at stake it 1s hard to think long range. The
present concern ts surviving the squall and being carcful not to be broadsided by
an oacoming wave. Once the storm blows over then one can make the neces-
SAIY COUrse COTTections, assuming of coursc onc survives.

“The rosy projections and path towards Vision 2020 were certanly rudely in-
terrupted—vision interruprus, if you will. In US dollars, Malaysia’s per capita in-
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come dropped a thumping 33% from its peak, and the stock market a stupefy-
ng 80%. The Kuala Lumpur Stock Exchange (KLSE) Index has since recov-
ered, doubling from its bottom by early 1999, but still barely half its record high.
The foreign reserve too had healthy increases. Consumer confidence, as meas-
ured by major purchases, scems to rebound. The sense of deep gloom has dis-
appeared though not yet replaced by much optimism. Malaysian leaders too
scem chipper in their | their old ! g At the
1999 World Economic Conference in Davos, Prime Minister Mahathir sounded
more like his old cbullient self. What's more, his views on global cconomics
which seemed so outlandish and unorthodox only a year carlier, are now fast be-
coming almost mamnstream. He is getung some fant praises, including from the
IME It must please him immensely that the word s slowly turning to his point
of view, And thercin lics the problem.

Malaysia is by no means clear of the storm. This temporary calm may prove
10 be its eye, with the worse yet to come. The country's seemingly healthy reserve
15 artificrally inflated with forcigners’ cash trapped under capital control. The es-
umate varies from US$7-10 billion—very substantial. What happens come Sep-
tember 1999 when they will be freed will be keenly watched. If these foreigners
abandon Malaysia that would mean another severe storm. About 20% of the in-
vestments in KISE are foreign money and their behavior will affect the rest of
the market. 1f foreigners are not made to feel welcome or if they are treated as
Malaysia’s new enemy, they will certainly look for the exit door quickly. Their ex-
odus will be so fast that Malaysia will be left spinning, Early polls of money man-
agers scem to indicate that this is unlikely, but fund managers time-frames are
measured in days and they could just as quickly change.

Malaysia nceds to do more. To the extent that these carly praises would make
the leadership less inclined to pursuc those much needed changes or be less wel-
coming of forcigners, the nation would surcly suffer. Vision interruptus, like the
other interruptus, can be extremely frustrating, and messy. Only with strict self
discipline and patience can one ever hope to resume the previous tempo and
continue 1o its blissful conclusion. If these early accolades detract the leaders
from that sclf discipline and pursuing those most needed reforms, Malaysia is
better off without them.







Chapter VI

Look West Is Best

GROUP of Malaysian educators on a adzp or “quickic” course at Stanford

University were indignant because American students were unable to locate
Malaysia on the map. 1 stumped these visitors when 1 brought out a map of
America and they were unable to place Pennsylvania. Yet in terms of economic
output and contributions to the arts and sciences, it far outranks Malaysia. The
average Malaysian could not place Rwanda correctly either, and he could not care
less if those Africans were piqued over his ignorance of their affairs.

Mal resent Ameri for being 1 about Malaysia. But the
average Malaysian's perception of Amenica rarcly extends much beyond the pop-
ular images portrayed by Hollywood.

America 1s Malaysia’s biggest and most important trading partner. As any as-
tute businessman knows, you do not belitte or criticize your best customer.
Rather you do everything to please and indulge him. But Malaysian politicians
take perverse pleasure in denouncing America. Often these criticisms come at
the most nopportune time, like when Malaysia was in delicate negotiatons to
buy sophisticated American warplanes, or when Malaysia Airlines was trying to
sccure coveted landing aghts. Not very smart!

More recently, with the country’s economy severely buffeted by the flight of
forcign (mainly American) investors, reckless UMNO youths were staging anti-
American demonstrations and denouncing America for Malaysia's plight. It took
a not too subtle reminder from the American ambassador on the importance of
his country to Malaysia to quict these rash radicals and their supporters in the
8 Mal. fail 1o appreciate that America has significant invest-
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ments in Malaysia, educate more of our students than any other country, and
train a growing number of our sentor military officers.

Granted, Amencans have a knack for ill-advised interference in the domestic
affairs of other countries. Vice President Al Gore's intemperate remarks at the
November 1998 Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) meeting in Kuala
Lumpur supporung reformasi 1s a case in point. But that is no reason for
Malaysians to go ballistic. Rafidah Aziz, Malaysia’s Trade Minister, may have
scored debatng points at that conference with her cute repartee with America’s
Secretary Allbnght, but really, did it advance Malaysia’s cause? Sooner or later
Rafidah would be coming to Washington, DC for some trade negotiations.
Would she then think that Allbaght would go out of her way to accommodate
Rafidah? Sometimes it is not smart to act smart.

Rafidah should have been wiser and let the bombastic secretary have her day
of gloryghmenica has an uncaviable track record of backing the wrong horse in
many of these forcign conflicts. Allbright's support for reformasi may well spell
the death of that organization. That cute exchange proves nothing except per-
haps the dubious point that Rafidah was sharp on her feet. But must Malaysia
pay the price so her prickly cgo gets massaged? 1 do not mean that Malaysia
should suck up to America. Far from it. What it does mean is that we have to be
extra careful not to unnecessanly antagonize our best customer and the world's
remaining superpower.

As a youth 1 remember seeing film clips of Tunku’s official visit to US dur-
g, Lisenhower's presidency. 1 recall vividly the scenc at the White House where
Tunku was effusively praising his host. The president’s face was beaming, obvi-
ously flartered by Tunku's generous remarks. Eisenhower was a war hero and an
extremely popular leader. He certainly had no need for praises from insignificant
Third World leaders. Yet there he was, tickled pink by Tunku’s heart-felt gushy
remarks. The point is, one rarcly errs by complimenting and praising others, but
one certainly would not get far by antagonizing them.

There is little need for foreigners to crticize Americans for they themselves
are very good at lampooning their leaders and addressing the shortcomings of
their society. They do not need outside help, thank you. Witness the stinging re-
buke President Clinton is receiving from conservative columnists. American tel-
evision is full of uullating details of the president’s past and present dalliances.
No less a scaring critic of America is its own Ross Perot. And he docs it in an
appealingly witty and folksy style. American media are well known for their ro-
bust and free wheeling style. Their criticisms are often far more devastating and
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cutting than any put up by non-Americans. There are no sacred cows in Ameri-
ca and no institution, least of all the Presidency, is immune from vicious attacks.
One needs only tunc into Sunday’s television talk shows or the innumerable ra-
dio call-ins to appreciate how critical Americans are towards their leaders. Amer-
ican laws are such that it is difficult to prove libel when you are criticizing public
figures. So everything gocs.

“This is something non-Americans find difficult to accept. Americans are just
as free in crtiaizing and ridiculing foreign leaders. Nor do Americans lodge of-
fictal protests when their leaders are denounced abroad. Yet when Malaysian
leaders are crticized overseas, there would be an orchestrated effort back home
to rally behind the leader. Surely Malaysian leaders are big enough that they can
withstand such barbs without being overly sensitive. They certainly have no hes-
nation in enucizing others. If they can dish them out they can very well receive
some too.

Events in America affect Malaysia profoundly. In 1950's when US released its
rubber and tin stockpiles, the Malaysian economy went into a tailspin. More re-
cently, Malaysia battled American soya bean farmers over the export of palm oil.
Malaysian ringgat and interest rates are very much dependent on America's led-
eral Reserve policics. Significant chunks of Malaysia’s commodities including
natural gas, petroleum, and palm oil are denominated in dollars. Asean solidari-
standing, Malaysians have no wish to surrender their dollars for Thai
Bhat, Indonesian rupees, or Filipino pesos.

Malaysia needs America, but America could very well do without Malaysia.
Imagine 1f the US. 15 to pursue a decidedly ant-Malaysian policy. What if it
stopped importng Malaysia’s products, closed its colleges to Malaysians, and dis-
couraged its companies from investing in the country? Malaysia would be
thrown back to the bottom of the cconomic pile in no time. Look at Cuba and
North Korea. Or worse, lrag.

Malaysia's current economic travails are in part due 1o the exodus of foreign
investors. The currency and stock markets will have a tough time recovering un-
less they return. And demonstrating in front of the American embassy or pon-
uficating endlessly on the supposed superiority of Asian values are not ways to
attract them. Fortunately, Malaystans and their leaders are belatedly recognizing
this. There has been thankfully, ittle anti-Western rhetoric emanating from them
lately, A good thing too, for the market reacted negatively with every anti-foreign
temarks from Malaysia's leaders.

W not wi
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Remarkably, when Vice President Al Gore made those infamous remarks at
APEC, Prime Minister Mahathir reacted with uncharacteristic restrain. He obvi-
ously learned that the best way to handle an important guest when he embar-
rassed you was simply to humor him. U 1y, many of his mu have
yet to learn this clementary lesson. They outdid each other with the vehemence
of their denunciations. Perhaps they were playing to another audience: UMNO
delegates for the June 1999 leadershi to sclect Mahathir's
Again, the old tnck of using fabnc:rcd forcign encmy to rally support.

In traditional Malay culture, the way to deal with rude guests is not to engage
in a spitting contest with them, rather to humiliate them with excessive kindness.
Suppose Malaysia reacted diff y. Instead of d g Gore,
actually praised the man for his “foresight,” “wisdom,” and uthcr tquzll) effu-
sive blarneys. Add to that America being the greatest democracy, staunch de-
fender 8 the Free World, and other embellished phrases. It would be no sweat
off Malaysian leaders to say those kind words. Invite Gore to visit Malaysia's
prison and to mect with Anwar. Imagine seeing the Vice President awkwardly
squatting in 2 Malaysian prison! The world would then view the inside of a
Malaysian jatl and see that at least it is not as crowded or inhumane as American
ones. Give the man everything he wanted and praise him profusely. After all he
15 likely to be the next US president and you certainly do not want to antagonize
him. After he had done beraung the :uumry, give him a rousing send off. The
poor man would be tk ghly fused and all his would lose their
sting. Al Gore would then sheepishly leave not knowing what to do next. Who
knows, he might even lap up those generous praises and may now think differ-
ently of Malaysia and its people. And the reformast movement would be no bet-
ter off. And more importantly, when Malaysian leaders would later visit Amenca,
those Amernicans would remember those kind words and deeds. Goodwill begets
more of the same. Malaysians certainly lick it up when foreigners heap praise on
the country and its leaders. Americans are no different.

Amazingly, despite the obvious imp of the US, no Malay univer-
sity offers a program on American Studies. This ignorance can be very costly.
When Bank Negara speculated on the dollar a few years back, it took a severe
drubbing, It scriously misjudged the strength of the Amenican economy and cur-
rency. That partucular debacle cost the country an estimated US$4 billion.
Malaysia’s senior officials scem pathencally ignorant of the workings of the
American government and the nature of its socicty. Recently, when some ob-

1 1

scure US wrote a ing Prime Minister Mahathir
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for his alleged anti-Semitic utterances, that item was hysterically hyped in
Malaysian media. Meanwhile in America there was barely any mention of that
proposed resolution. And for good reason. It had absolutely no chance of be-
ing introduced, let alone voted on by the full congress. Malaysians forget that
grandstanding is not an affliction peculiar only to American politicians. The
complexity of American socicty and governance, with its openness and system
of checks and balances, scems lost to Malaysians at all levels. They seem to think
that the American president is like some Third World dictator. As the political
cliché goes, the President proposes and Congress disposes. Thus it is not enough
for Malaysian (or any foreign) leaders to convince the President, they must also
persuade the American people through its xrpr:smuu\rs in Congress.

A few years back a group of Malaysi. liticians on a State I
sponsored tour smugly observed about ‘America, “Oh yes,” they sncered, “that’s
where you find dirty movies in your hotel rooms, crime-infested streets, and race
riots.” True, but not the whole truth.

Missing from their collective observation are the fine medical centers where
the global elite come for care they could not get anywhere else; the leading uni-
versities where the world's best and brightest vigorously compete to enter; the
mnovauve industries in software and biotechnology; and the great muscums and
theaters. And in any given year, Americans routinely garner more Nobel prizes
than any other nation. Many of these geniuses are not American-born. Rather
they find in America a fertile arena to develop their talent. You find what you
look for, and much more, in America.

“The casual observer of the West easily confuses the fringes and the aberrant
with the norm. America, with its inkblot complexity and messiness, is a
Rorschach test for outsiders; what is viewed as America reveals more about the
observer. The technology that brings smut into hotel rooms also enables schools
n remote areas to receive modern educational materials. With that same tech-
nology 1 can access the National Library of Medicine from my home. Of course,
I could just as casily log on the most vile sites in cyberspace or on some anti-
government Web pages. The choice is mine entirely. Similarly, one visitor o
Washington DC may sec dirty urban slums, pomo stores, and rutted streets; an-
other the Smith Institute, G ity, and the National Inst-
tute of Health.

Whatever it is, America has more of it: more beauty and ugliness, more char-
ity and greed, more parks and slums. There are obvious barnacles on American
socicty: soaring illegitimacy rates, oppressive liability laws, and declining public
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schools. Sadly, race relations in America are becoming more polarized and stri-
dent. But on the other hand, where do Malaysians go for ideas on setting up their

bi and 1stic Multimedia Super Corridor? When the Coxsackie virus
threatened Malaysian children, the nation wisely reached out to the renown Cen-
ters for Disease Control (CDC) in Atlanta for advice. More recently, Malaysian
scientists were able to identify and characterize the deadly new Nipah virus with
CDC’s assistance.

Interestingly, many Third World leaders unabashedly ingratiate themselves to
gain America’s favor. As President of Mexico, Salinas just about gave up his dig-
nity in purswt of the North America Free Trade Agreement. He would endure
the personal humiliations as long his country gets full access to America’s huge
and lucrative market. Chile’s leaders are doing the same. Argentina’s President
Menem linked his nation’s currency to the dollar to facilitate trade with Ameri-
ca, angyin the process tamed his country’s runaway inflation. China is lobbying
furiously, over and under the table, to receive “most favored” status by the US.
While these leaders make notsy public pronouncements on Third World solidar-
ity, they are quictly aligning themselves with America. The reason is blatant eco-
nomic sclf-interest. They realize that access to the world's premier market
translates directly into prosperity for their people. That is far more important
than the unity of the Rwanda-New Guinea axis bloc.

When Chinas President Jiang Zemin visited America in the spring of 1998,
he was practically humiliated by Amencans expressing anger over the Tiane-
mann Square affair and other Chinese human rights abuses. But he gamely went
on. His atutude was, humiliate him if you must, but as long as you give China
preferential trade status and advanced satellite technology, that’s fine.

Profuse and embellished oratories on Third World alliances are just that.
South-south trade remains minimal. These Third World leaders are more mter-
ested in leading their people into First World rather than aspiring for leadership
of that bloc. Malaysian statesmen are proud that they are acknowledged leaders
of the Third World. But if they are not carcful Malaysia may remain its perpet-
ual lcader. These other nations have no interest or aspiration for leadership. They
would rather be ordinary members of an elite club than the president of a third
fate oganization. Their commutment to Third World solidarity s purely for do-
mestic poliucal consumption.

Many leaders of emerging nations have advanced degrees from prestigious
American universitics or have spent considerable time there. The President of
Tawan is a Cornell (New York) PhID; Salinas has one from Harvard; and Singa-
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pore’s Goh Chok Tong has a masters from Williams. More than half of Taiwan's
cabinet members have advanced degrees from America. These leaders under-
stand the subtletics as well as the positive and negative aspects of American life
and politics. They are not easily swayed by the more extravagant excesses. They
put them all in proper perspective. Senior managers of up and coming
cconomices of Latin America and Asia 100, are products of great American uni-
versities like Chicago and Harvard. They have no wish to model their countries
after the failed Soviet economy. They want to emulate a successful system—
American.

In marked contrast, few Malaysian leaders have spent time in America or the
West. If indeed they have degrees from Western universities, they are more like-
ly to be from marginal institutions. They have limited exposure to the best of the
West. Hence their jaundiced view. Across the causeway, Singapore’s leaders, hav-
ing competed with America’s best at Harvard, Princeton, and Stanford, are much
more pect in their i They und d that there is much they
can learn from a nation that had sent a man to the moon, has the highest stan-
dard of living, and with the best colleges. They are eager to learn from the best.
The seamicr aspects of America do not interest them.

Look East—The Asian Century?

MAHATHIR is the first Malaysian leader who is not educated in the West. Nor
did he spent any time living in cultures other than his own. Unlike most
Malaysian clite of his generation who had British degrees and were unrestrained
Anglophiles, Mahathir was spared such sentiments. He has no particular love for
things Briush. In fact, quite the opposite. When he felt that Britain was ignoring
and taking Malaysia for granted, it did not take him long to forge a new forcign
policy, away from Britain. His bold “Look East” policy, in essence, would have
Malaysia emulate the highly successful East Asians rather than patterning after
(what he thought) the declining West.

The 1970's and 80's were a period of ascendancy of things Japanese. Their
management style with its consensual decision-making process, close govern-
ment and industry collat facturi hni just-in-ti

and gt i
delivery, were the rage everywhere. They were envied and imitated by all. At the
same time there was 2 general perception that the West is on an irretricvable so-
cial and economic decline. The new century would belong to Asia. General Mo-
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Japanese language and &ew script. Thus my school-teacher father has little pa-
tience for present-day Malays who profess difficulty learning English, a far casi-
cr language. The Japancse had a simple but effective learning technique. 1f you
didn't learn, you would be punished, and punished severcly. Amazing how the
mind given such

Sadly, after the Japanese surrendered Malays regressed to their former indo-
lent ways. Previously productive lands were quickly claimed back by the jungle.
Malay youths reverted to their regular past time—doing nothing, The skills that
they have acquired were simply lost, through disuse. It is a sad commentary that
without a structured and disciplined environment, Malays slide back. The corol-
lary 1, for Malays 1o progress there must be a well-structured and disciplined en-
vironment.

Mahathir’s “Look East” and its attendant “Buy British Last” policy was a con-
scious decision to abandon Malaysia's long standing relationship with Britain and
to emulate the successful East Asians.

In the short term the “Look East” directive was beneficial. It did not take
long for Batain to recognize the dangers of losing an important market and al-
ly. Baush Pnme Minister Margaret Thatcher quickly took steps to soothe Ma-
hathir’s sensitivity. She visited him and, as expected, heaped praise on the man.
She also sweetened some trade deals with highly favorable financing, Britain no
longer took its former colony for granted. That satisfied Mahathir tremendous-
ly. Meanwhile, Japan and Korea, flattered finally that their expertise and achieve-
ments were apy i abroad, recip d in kind. 1 from the two
countnics soared. Factories like Sony, N hita, and S h d all
over Malaysia. Trade with East Asia boomed. The Look lau policy certainly
benefited the country.

A decade later the once very public and vocal “Look East™ policy has lost its
luster. The models that were once envied are now mired in their own intractable
economic mess. No one now sings the praises of “Look East.” Even at its height
that policy was more rhetoric than reality. Look cast or not, Malaysias upper
class continues to send their children to Western colleges. Mahathir himself saw
fit to send his children to British and American universities rather than Japanese

ones. Malaysian burcaucrats and politicians jump at the opp ity 10 visit
Amenca. Malaysian manul'a:lurcn are nq;rd to up that huge market. And dec-
larations of Asian solid: are more like-
Iy to be p d to senior | at an A p than at a
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In us new found with the East, Malay must not forget that
there 1s a Jot they can and should learn from the West. To rephrase Mark Twain’
famous line, the report of the decline of the West is grossly exaggerated.







Chapter XIX

Twin Towers, Tin Crises

MI.A\'SIA is blessed with abundant natural resources and spared many of
ature’s calamities. But it is not immune from the vagaries of cconomic
and business cycles.

Strategically located in the natural trade route between Europe and the Far
East, the country’s fate and fortune have always been intricately linked, through
trade, with the rest of the world. During its heyday in the 1400%, the Malacca
Sultanate was hosting a bustling international trade between cast and west. In
modern times, clderly Malaysians still remember the suffering during the great
depression. There were no soup lines or \ndcspn:ad hunger to be sure, but that
popul was | ly rural and on subsi
living. The world may be in a slump but the rivers could stil be fished, the rice
ficlds tilled, and the jungle relied to provide game.

The carly 1950's saw the country in an unaccustomed boom. The rapidly es-
calating Korean war created a massive demand for rubber, Malaysia's main ex-
port. As a result villages bloomed with such incongruous sights as late model
Ihuclu parked underneath rickety wooden sull houses, and kampong kitchens

I with gleaming new refn d because there being no
clectricity, lhcsc expensive appluncu were slmpl) used as cupboards. Like oth-
er booms, this too did not last. The legacy of those good times are the rusting
bodies of expensive cars strewn in the villages.

With return to normalcy, the country still had its rubber and tin, two indus-
trially important commodities which kept the country afloat. But with the dis-
covery and widespread use of synthetic rubber brought on by cheap petroleum,

was simply because the

289
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the bust was back agan. Tin sull maintained uts premium pnce, which 1 turn
sumulated industry to seck cheaper substitutes. Now “un” cans are made of alu-
mnum, and another major market disappeared. Aggravating the situation, the

d powers had stockpiled huge of the itics, putting
the country’s cconomy was at the whims of policy makers in Washington, DC
and London.

Recognuzing 1ts vulnerable depend on the rtwo prod leaders of inde-
pendent Malaysa had done a remarkably excellent job in diversifying the econ-
omy. Today, manufactunng and tounsm are major sectors where barely 2 decade
ago they were non-cxistent. The country now cxports substantial quanuties of
palm od, pepper, and cocoa. The discovery of oil and gas gave the country an
extra boost. Malaysua expenenced a steady, though not spectacular, economic
growth.

Theffigo-go™ years of 1980’ caught the naton’s imagination. Confident that
the cconomy’s diversified and secure base would insulate them from the vagarics
of the business cycle, and nor satisfied with the current steady but unspectacu-
lar exp the g barked on an amb path of high growth.
It borrowed massively from abroad, banking on the subsequent high returns ©
repay the loans. Much bke an individual secure in his job and confident of his
annual increments and bonuses would borrow simply because he was able to
handle the payments. Malaysia, with its enviable record of steady growth, had no
shortage of willing foreign lenders smitten by the Astan economic “miracle.”

“Leveraging your asscts™ or “gearing” was the business buzzword of the
decade. In less ghmorous terms it meant borrowing against your asscts and fu-
fure carnings. Handled properdy, such leveraging would magnify onc’s rates of
retuns o profits. Many Western companics had indeed successfully used such
strategics to the delight of their sharcholders. Leveraging is standard in the real
estare industry and oquity markets. Bur just as it could muluply profits it could
also magnify losses. When adverse economic conditions prevail, as with nsng -
terest rates or when markets head south, these highly leveraged companies met
thar ignoble ends. Such vencrable companies as Pan American Awrways and
Continental llinois Bank (America’s seventh largest) collapsed under the weight
of their huge debrs.

So it was with Malaysu, caught in the economic downdraft of the mid cighr-
ics that afflicted the West. The country’s, as well as the region’s, economy con-
tracted, with businesses failing and the real estate market busted. Malaysia’s
recession of 1985 was due to the confluence of many factors, some external,
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like the falling demand for the country’s products abroad, and others internal,
due to the country’s heavy external borrowings. Malaysia's foreign loans were
especially burdensome as they were mostly denominated in the rapidly appredi-
aung yen. There were other equally important internal factors like the rapidly
expanding public sector and its heavy involvement in the marketplace, and the
country’s aggressive preferential race polices. Both distorted normal free en-
terprise dynamics.

Thmugh prudcm management the country emerged from that recession, the
! 1 Some of the inefficient and anti-competitive practices
were sc\:n:l\ curtailed. By carly 1990’ forcigners’ confidence had returned and
the country again grew at a steady clip. Malaysia, touted as a Newly Industrializ-
ing Nation and poised to join the existing dynamic Asian “tigers,” was becom-
ing the envy of the world. This was after all, the age of the Asian miracle, when
Astan leaders seemed to have the Midas touch. Foreign moncy managers were
lining up and outdoing cach other in lending money to the county for fear of be-
ing left out. The world spared no superlatives in describing the country’s leaders.
Prime Mirster Mahathir was hailed by Asiaweek, a highly respected regional
publicanon, as Asia’s “Most Influcntial Leader” A German magazine pro-
claimed Anwar Ibrahim, his deputy, as the “Most Effecuve Finance Minister.™”
With their new-found confidence these leaders began smugly lecturing the West
on the supposed superiority of Asian values and generally predicting the decline
of the West. Anwar Ibrahim saw fit in carly 1997 to compile his speeches in a
grandly tided book, The AAgan Renaissance. Rather premature, as it turned out.

Like precocious adolescents praised one too many times, Malaysian leaders
began to believe in their own prowess and infallibility. Instead of using the rela-
uvely prosperous years to prepare for the incvitable lean ones ahead, they aspired
1o even grander schemes. Impressive new mega projects were initiated. It built,
to much fanfare as befits such spectacular cvents, the world's tallest building, a
national car project, and a massive steel mill. Not satisfied with resting on their
laurels, they proceeded to design the world's longest building to hug the putrid
Klang River that flows through the capital city. Never short of ideas, they built
(or at least started to) one of the largest hydroclectric projects in the world to-
gether with the longest (again, the superlatives) underwater high voltage cable to
transport clectricity from the island of Borneo to West Malaysia. And in a coun-
try not known for shortage of land, it planned an expensive reclamation of
some coastal swamps. With eager forcign lenders there was no shortage of ideas
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on how to spend moncy on a grand scale. The only problem was, nobody had
fully thought out how those loans would have to be repaid.

The Asian Contagion

BY MID 1997 the country was suddenly hit by a il cnsis that
also plagued the rest of Asia. Within a space of a few months the country’s cur-
rency and stock market collapsed. For foreign investors the double calamities es-
sentally wiped off ther nvestments i Malaysia. Badly bruised they deserted the
country m droves, further aggravanng the problem. To stem the exodus, the
government msututed currency and capital control that cffecuvely prevented

2R from bquid. thar and making the nnggit worthless
abroadiiNcedless to say, this further infunated them.

Like most catastrophic events, whether natural or man-made, this one had all
the telltale warnings years casher. These were cither dismussed as inconsequental
oc blssfully ignored as not beng apphcable to the country.

The first rumbbng was i cardy 1994, when China devalued its currency, giv-
mng it 2 sgruficant cost advantage over Malaysia and other emerging countries.
Thas was rapadly foowed biter m the year wath the Mexican pesos meltdown.
Many observers then predicted that the cnsis would spread to other Lann Amer-
scan countnes (“Tequila Effect”) and then to Asia. The Asun country most vul-
necrable was Thailand, although others were similarly susceptible. While many

saw the troublng signs nonc pated the y and depth of the subse-
quent devastanon.

There were certanly many cenc similanitics between condinons then existing
m Mexico and n many Southeast Asan Inp lar, the yawnmng cur-

rent account defiat. Those countrics were buying more from abroad than they
were seling 1o many, Mabysia included, the marketplace was highly distorted by
pobinaal cronysm, excesstve speculation, less than prudent kending, and wade-
spread corrupooa. Often mvestments were made for other than economic con-
sadcranoas. With many banks controlled by the government, as mn Mabaysia,
kum‘mduptnx\lbau\luapdmalmmmhalhmbvmuiml
credit nsk Thus productne h
mlmurpmym;nmnudcuuhhukwndn:umlud\cummm
ums
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In Mexico, the prompt support of the IMF and the American government,
ted with stringent economic and market reforms, contained the crisis in a rela-
uvely short ume. But as usual, it carried considerable costs, with the average poor
Mexicans bearing the heaviest burden. They saw their carnings and standard of
lving essentially halved. Mexico recovered sufficiently in due course and was
able to repay all her foreign obligations. Those carcless forcign creditors escaped
the consequences of their imprudent practices. And not having learned their les-
sons they repeated the same mistake (of lending indiscriminately) in Asia.

The Mexican situation should have served as an early warning, Malaysian of-
ficaals instead, chose to emphasize the dissimilarities and ignored the frightening
similarities. Malaysian imports, they pointed out, unlike Mexico's, were for capi-
tal goods, hence investment rather than consumer items. Bank Negana, the coun-
try’s central bank, had a tight leash on local banks to prevent them from
overexposure in speculative real estate and equity markets. Further, they sooth-
ingly reassured every listencr, the country’s economic fundamentals remained
sound, with low unemployment and cqually low inflation. And as these officials
alluded to many umes, the country was being led by Asia’s most influential leader
and the world’s best finance munister. Thus was the nation lulled into compla-
cency.

Malaysia had enjoyed a decade of steady high growth. It was unrealistic that
such a pace could be sustained forever and that a correction was in the offing,
The country is not immune to the laws of cconomics. The real estate and stock
markets were ridiculously overpriced. Some of the waterfront luxury condo-
miniums rival those in San Francisco, in price that is. Their ambiance and ameni-
ues are something clse, still essentally Third Wodd. Sumhrl\, the price-caming

luples of Malay ies were in the pportable by
hxsmnml nand;n!s ot pn:scnl day reality. Most Mzhyuzm were expecting the
bubble to burst. They were already speculating on the ringgit and transferring
their funds into dollars and foreign banks. This outflow became a torrent once
the crisis started. Foreign currency speculators took their cuc from well-attuned
locals. While Malaysians speculated in millions, the forcigners greatly magnificd
the crisis by speculating in billions. The expected technical correction degener-
ated quickly 1nto a jolting meltdown. The rapidity and extent of the devastation
were truly staggenng, It was, in the words of the government's chicf economic
advisor, Daim Zainuddin, “the worst crisis facing the country since World War
11" Mahathir bitterly complained that it took the country 25 long years to reach
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its present level of income and standard of living, but only few short months
for market forces to half them.

Malaysian leaders too, were expecting a correction and had indeed instituted
measures to cool down the hyperheated equity :nd real aule markets. In real es-
tate for cxample, the g had i b 1l tax for id
buyers. Banks were mld to curtail their loans for share purchases. These meas-
ures were cither o0 litde too late or more likely, never cff«n\'cly enforced. The
real estate tax was easily circ d by using local imilarly, loans
for share purchases were hidden by using real estate and other asscts as culhxcr
al or disguised as investments. The net effect was the same. Money was sull
pouring into those markets.

Foreigners were not the only ones tnpping the ringgit. Malaysians too were
expressing their lack of confidence by transferring their funds abroad, thus de-
pletingcal banks of much needed cash. During the height of the crisis, when
local banks were facing a credit squecze, foreign banks in Malaysia and Singa-
pore banks were bulging with ringgit.

For Malaysian businesses and exccutives, this cconomic cnisis is a catastrophe.
With the currency collapsing and gyrating wildly, it is impossible to conduct dai-
ly business or do any rational planning. Imagine if onc's loans, mortgages, and
other such labiliies were suddenly increased by 40%, but income remained the
same or even decreased. While one can prudently plan for the usual rainy day, it
is impossible to be ready for a massive flood. And what Malaysia had was an eco-
nomic torrent. The comparable Amencan experience would be the “oil shock”
of the 1970's when the price of energy rapidly quadrupled. That crisis saw the
defeat of an incumbent president (Jimmy Carter) and the popularization of the
term “misery index™ (combined rates of inflation and unemployment).

On closer of examination, it was clear that some of the cardier asscrtions and
assurances were wrong and misplaced. Many of Malaysia’s imports supposedly
classificd as capital goods were nothing more than luxury items. One would nor-
mally classify airplancs as as they are ly used to I-
Iy ferry passengers and goods. Unfortunately, many of those imported were
corporate jets. In terms of cconomic uscfulness, they are nothing more than ex-
pensive overhead, much like luxury cars. They are effectively consumer, not cap-
ital, goods. They do not add to the country’s or company’s productive capacity.
The government too imported its own fleet of expensive corporate jets to fly its
minssters in grand style. Never mind that California with a trllion dollar econo-
my, Governor Pete Wikson did not have access to a private jet and its senior of-
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ficuals travel economy class. In disgusting contrast, senior Malaysian civil servants
routinely travel first class.

Similarly, many of the “investments™ touted by the government are nothing
more than expensive showpiece projects gaining the country zero foreign cam-
ings. The luxury condominiums, shopping malls, and ornate office complexes
just do not make much economic sense but were simply speculations by politi-
cally connected developers. They were readily financed by imprudent local banks
which had in turn borrowed heavily at short term and in unhedged forcign cur-
rencies. | fail to sce the investment value of Malaysia’s current pride and joy, the
world’s tallest Petronas Twin Towers, build at a cost of over RM 2 billion. Its
owner, Petronas, had only a few years carlier floated a 700 million Eurodoliar
bond. Thus the entire proceed of the loan was used to build the tower.

It would have been an investment had the company used the funds to explore
for oil or built That t doggle sk per i, in business function,
another expensive overhead. The rationale that building such projects would
help in the transfer of ad J engincering and archi 1 skills to local pro-
fessionals did not hold. Most of the leading edge technology on that project
were exccuted by forcigners, with minimal local participation. Even the simple
menial jobs were done by unskilled forcign labor. The only thing Malaysian
about the country’s real estate jewel is the land on which it is situated.

Another mega project, or as Federal Reserve Chairman Alan Greenspan
termed it “conspicuous construction,” is the massive Bakun Hydroelectric plant
on the island of Borneo. On superficial analysis the project seemed sensible as
the country was facing a projected energy crunch. But that exorbitant project
carties unknown ecological and engincering problems. The laying of hundred
of miles of underwater high voltage cables is, at best, problematic. Even if it is
feasible, the wastage in transmission would be significant. Granted, the Scandi-
navians have similar undersea cables but they are considerably shorter. Besides,
Scandinavia is not Malaysia with its corrosive hot humid climate. The social costs
of displacing the indigenous population are unquantifiable. Environmentalists
within and without had serious reservations on the project but they were dis-
missed by an over ambitious authority.

Malaysia already has a stretch of cable to Penang and it had difficulty main-
taining even that. In 1997, a failure in the system caused widespread and pro-
longed black-out in that industrially important island. Imagine if the country
were to depend on a single cable hundreds of miles long, 1t would be more sen-
sible and considerably cheaper to build a string of smaller, more manageable,
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and easly vered turbine g The technology is well

proven and besides, lea)su has abundant nzluml gas. By building m:m) such
power plants interconnected by a national power gad system instead of relying
on a single massive plant would safeguard against sabotage or plant failure. It
would also reduce transmission wastage. Of course, such generators would not
make headlines and as such would not excite politicians.

The multibillion dollar project to develop a new administrative aity, Putrajaya,
could hardly be called investment. Since when have civil servants contributed to
the cconomy? Again, overhead on a grand scale. The RM 50 million offical res-
ience for the pnme munister and the equally palaval one for his deputy are ad-
diional examples of expensive overhead. California too, is planning a governor's
mansion but with a deadedly more modest pncc tag of U>$" 3 mullion.

I have no problem with in tures. Building
the nogh-south highway is sensible even if the government were to go into
heavy hock for it. Upgrading Port Klang is long overdue. Presently the country
15 losing significant business to the more cfficient and modern Port of Singa-
pore. By improving its ports the country would be able to attract shippers from
neighboring countries. Similarly, the new Kuala Lumpur International Airport,
with its supenior and efficient facility, would attract air shippers from the region.
These are true investments wath their carnings potenually capable of servicing
the loans.

Even when funds were ked for the g
the gettng the best value. One normally assumes that money spent on education
would be properly regarded as investments. But in the Malaysian case, the mon-

was not

ey was squandered. The spanking new | | Islamic University campus
sports an expensive mosque. One would have thought they would have spent the
moncy on libraries or lak s. The g was spending billions annu-

ally  sending students abroad. To think that for the price of two students
abroad Malaysia could hire a top professor from Berkeley! And those foreign
professors would spent their money in Malaysta, with very littde leaving the coun-
try. While Malaysia was wasting billions in sending students abroad, local insti-
tutions were starved for funds. Similarly, the price of building a MARA junior
college is nearly double that of a comparable prvate msttution.

The government’s immediate response to the cnsis was hardly inspiring, Con-
vinced that its economic policies and fundamentals were strong and the specu-
lators wrong, the government blew literally billions of its precious foreign
exchange in a futile attempt to prop its currency. Only belatedly did it realize the




Twin Towers, Twin Crises 297

strong negative forces and relented, letting the ringgit float or more correctly,
free fall. Stll not learning the lesson, the government again intervened, this time
 the stock market. It set up a multibillion dollar fund, Khazanah Holdings, for
the sole purpose of propping share prices. Ignoring this latest attempt at ma-
nipulation, the market continued its slide.

During the cnisis, every time Mahathir commented on the unfolding eco-
nomic nightmare, the market went south. The negative sentiments he aroused
spread to neighboring countries. There came a point when bankers in neighbor-
ing countries were tired of having to bear the brunt of his comments that they
told him to essenually shut up so as not 1o roil an already jittery market. Indecd,
when he kept quict the market did stabilized, albeit at it depressed level. This
prompted the prme minister to complain to an unsympathetic audience of Aus-
tralian journalists that he had effectively lost his freedom of speech.

No, the man had not lost his freedom. Pame Minister Mahathir has a de-
served reputation for saying things as he sees them. His bluntness may be ap-
propriate or even admirable in politics but not in high finance. As the country's
chief executive and steward of its ecconomy, his every utterance carries signifi-
cant implications. With such huge stakes one would expect him to be more cir-
cumspect and delit in his ements. We have scen how markets
reacted in exaggerated fashion to speeches from Federal Reserve Chairman,
‘Treasury Secretary, or the Japancse Finance Minister. Because of the importance
the market places on their statements, these individuals are always mindful of
what they say. No shooung from the lips.

Mahathir rightly pointed out that other Asian leaders and bankers may have
saud the politically correct things, yet that did not spare their countries from con-
tinued battening, He would prefer going down swinging,

Malaysian Banks

INTO THE second year of the crisis the Malaysian cconomy has yet to see the
proverbial hght at the end of the tunncl. The government continues to reassure
the public on the soundness of the country’s cconomy. While it soothingly as-
surcs the world that the banking system is sound and healthy, some of the coun-
try’s largest banks are having problems with non-performing loans (NPLs). The

s answer is to ge mergers of these institutions. But because
ol’ the extensive public scctor involvement in the economy (some of the largest
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banks are government-owned) what scems to be private sector merger activities
are really public bailouts in disguise. To wit, one of the largest bank, Arab
Malaysian, is being acquired by Perusahan Nasional, a quasi public entity. In whar
can only be descrbed as a sweetheart deal, the chief exccutive of Arab
Malaystan, Azman Hashim, was retained to head the new catity. One would have
expected that the price for such bailouts be for some heads to roll. There is ob-
viously no penalty for bad business judgment in Malaysia. In another instance,
RHB Bank bought out technically insolvent Sime Bank, but RHB in turn sold a
significant portion of its stake to Pahang State Corporation. With all these com-
plicated legal and paper shuffling onc wonders when senior managers would
find the time to actually run their operations. No wonder whenever these merg-
ers are announced the market reacted negatvely. It correctly interprets such
mergers as camouflaged bailouts. There is also the real danger that when these
mergerdire actively encouraged by the government with a carrot on hand and
not by market forces, the malaise would spread to infect healthy corporations.

Malaysian banks, saddled with cver increasing NPLs, scverely cut back their
lending, creating an aggravating credit squeeze. The government, just as typical-
Iy, responded by simply redefining NPL from the internationally accepted three-
month period of non activity to six. Viola, the banks magically reduced their
problems! In reality they merely deferred the day of reckoning. To further free
up bank capital, the government lessened the reserve requirements, the safety
margin. And just to make surc these banks responded, Bank Negara mandated
a loan growth of at least 8%.

It was a very finc balance. After all, the economic crisis was brought on by
excessive lending (in the preceding years credit expanded in double digus.) It's
akin 10 telling an alcoholic suffering severe withdrawal that he should consume
more booze to ease his hangover. Its an old and dicey remedy. Fortunately for
Malaysia it appears, at least superficially and in the short term, to work.

During a crisis, as in war, the first casualty is the truth. So it is with Malaysia’s
cconomic problems. Early in the turbulence the Malay £ was
soothingly reassuring everyone that the NPLs of local banks were manageable
and in any case were less than RM 100 million. At the same time that Malaysia
made that announcement, major US banks were releasing their exposure in
Asian markets. (A reporting requi of the US ities and Exch
Commission.) One bank in particular had an exposure of USI8 million in
Malaysia alone, a figure that was ncardy as large as the Malaysian government's
figure for the whole country!
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Foreign obscrvers rightly point out to such discrepancics as examples of
Malaysia’s lack of transparency. I wish thosc charges are correct. At least then |
would be assured that the authorities actually knew the facts and circumstances.
What 1 fear most s that the authorities were being honest and not deliberately
misleading the public. More than likely they themsclves do not have a clear han-
dle on the magnitude of the problem. Bank Negara's supcrvision and account-
g of deling loans were and liable. Nor do 1 believe that
Bank Negara fully knows the extent of the exposure of Malaysian institutions as
so many of them have mulutude of subsidiaries locally and abroad. Keeping
track of them would take some doing, requiring platoons of skillful accountants.
Liven when Bank \lq;.\m was under the legendary Tun Ismail Ali, it missed out
on Bank [ I and dang ly tottering near bankruptcy
when its subsidiary blew off RM2.5 billion in Hong Kong’s volaule real estate
market. Imagine the bank now being led by much lesser light.

This point on Bank Negara’s competence, or lack there of, was frighteningly
demonstrated 1o me in 1990 dunng the Drexel, Burnham & Lambert’s bank-
ruptey. A senior Bank Negara official was visiting America and 1 showed him an
article in Businessueek about Malaysia and other foreign countries which had lost
millions 1 junk bonds invested with Drexel. He was stunned because he had
never heard any inkling of it in any of his bricfings back home.

Weaknesses in the banking and financial insututions are not unique to
Malaysia. A few years ago in neighboring Singapore, one of Britain's old linc fi-
nancial firms, Baning Sccurities, collapsed right in front of the authority’s nose.
Japanese banks are roiling in their own scandal. The American massive Savings
and Loans debacle in the late 1980's cost taxpayers hundreds of billions and saw
the quidanon of scores of banks.

In the Malaysian crisis, it is reasonable to assume that more than a few com-
panics arc in trouble, the ones that made wrong business decisions. Japan and
South Korea saw numerous major bankruptcies. This is part and pareel of the
“creative destruction” of free enterprisc. But Malaysia as of 1998 has yet to see
significant liquidation. 1 cannot believe that Malaysian managers are a superior
lot or that they have learned to defy the laws of cconomics. The only conclusion
is that these ! though technically insol are being pro-
tected. This is especially so fur those banks and corporations close to the polit-
ical establishment. These and other companics are being coddled by
BOVY directed credit to stave them from bankruptcy and al-
lowing them 1o continue their unhealthy existence and infect the rest of the
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cconomy. Someumes the effecuve treatment, especially in desperate cases, is to
simply amputate the offending part. Or to use a dental metaphor of an Ameri-
can Treasury official, the best way to deal with an aching rotten tooth is to pull
it out quickly.

To be fair, Amencans toa, were not above sweeping their problems away with
fancy bookkeeping During its recent scandal, American regulators went casy on
these banks, letting them hold on o their fictional paper assets. Part of that was
the result of intense lobbying by politicians beholden to the bankers’ consider-
able campaign contributions. Only belatedly when conditions deteniorated to the
pont of absurdity did the authonues began closing in on these institutions. But
a decade later, these same Amencans were not shy in preaching to Asians what
they themselves had inuially loathed to do with their own ailing banks.

Prime Minister Mahathr jusufied his policy of high growth by referning to
the tragitional aphonsm of a high flowing stream hiding stumps and rocky
shoals, and cleanng the debris. Now that the flow is receding those ugly stumps
and rocks stand out starkly, preventing the smooth run of the cbbing stream.
This period of slow growth will be awhile, probably years. 1t is therefore vitally
mportant that these obstrucung and troublesome outcrops be nd of so the
cconomy can flow smoothly again.

The decade of high growth bred unhealthy and non-producuve habits. The
public sector had expanded tremendously with public agencies now becom-
ing the biggest players i the market. Businesses too, have developed ncfficient
behavior, capitalizing not on their marketing or producuve prowess but on their
lobbying skills and ties to the ruling party.

Many feel that the Asian cconomic crisis is essentially one of the banking sys-
tem. Therefore unless the banks are rehabilitated and strengthened, these cnises
would remain. Malaysian banks are mired in ball g NPLs, undercapitalized
and weakly iged. The y of local is obvious to the re-
tail customer. The simplest transaction—cash withdrawal—requires at least two
ot three | 1. Despute f forget about transacting business
at branches other than where one has an account. Even bankers’ checks, which
should be as good as cash, takes weeks to clear. And cashing travelers check 1s a
definite pain.

Creatung Danahara, patterned after America’s Resolution Trust Corporauon
(RTC), to buy banks’ NPLs ts commendable. Like RTC, it should be aggressive-
ly pursuing those deadbeat b The A scandal saw dozens of ex-
ccutives, | and jaled for fraudul and
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of

1. Malaysia can begin by exposing the list of de-
faulters, much like 1t did with those who rencged on their student loans or that

list of cronies. Singapore’s Busiwess Times estimated that 70% of the
NPLs involve only about 170 principals, which reveals the unhealthy and dan-
gerous concentration of credit in the country. According to the anti-government
Web site, Free Malaysia, the top ten borrowers (which include Halim Saad, Tajud-
din Raml, Azman Hashim, and Mirzan Mahathir) hogged a staggering RM82
billion, with Halim and Tajuddin (the top two) bagging in RM46.5 billion. Dana-
harta should force some high profile liquidation, if nothing clsc to serve as salu-
tary lessons to others who would be inclined to be careless and improdent.

Thus far, the only prominent bankruptey involves former deputy prime min-
ister Ghaffar Baba and onc of his sons. The sad aspect of that case was that the
lability was “only” about a million ringgit. You would think that such sums
would not be a heavy burden on one who was also formery the chicf executive
of some of Malaysia’s bluest chip comp Equally significant, the jud
stemmed from a Citibank loan, rather than a Malaysian lender. Citibank was ob-
viously unimpressed with Ghaffar's sterling political credentials. Ghaffar's bank-
ruptey was later rescinded through some obscure legal ruling,

In Malaysta and other Third World countries, banks have a commanding role
in the economy. Thus when they fail or are inefficient, the whole economy is se-
verely impacted. In contrast, the American banking crisis barcly threatened the
cconomy. This is because the financial markets have developed other sophisti-
cated instruments to usurp banks” traditional turf. Major corporations now no
longer depend exclusively on banks for short term loans as they can issuc their
own commercial papers to be sold to various money markets and insurance
companies. Similarly, mutual funds have facilities offering bank-like scrvices, in-
cluding checking accounts and lines of credits. Many of the “cash management
accounts” of brokerage houses have gone further, fully integrating customers’
total financial activities—brokerage accounts, credit cards, pensions, and of
course, check writing, These brokerage houses and giant mutual funds have de-
voured much of banks’ traditionally lucrative services. Even credit cards arc is-
sued by non-banks.

In Malaysia’s relatively unsophisticated financial market, the only challenge to
banks comes from pawnshops and moncy lending dhettiars and their usugious in-
terest rates. Thus when banks get into trouble they drag the whole cconomy
down. Converscly, unless the banking system is overhauled and made more cffi-
cient, the cconomy will forever remain stymicd. Malaysia needs more intermedi-
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ators between those who have cash (savers and investors) and those who use
them (entreprencurs and manufacturers). Malaysia's bond market is still embry-
onic. Venture caputal and money markets are non-existent. As we are learning
from Japan, protecting these financial msututions is not the way to make them
competitive and efficient; nor would it ge other i d

ing institutions.

What Now?

MALAYSIA cannot solve its economic cnsts without critically questioning its
basic assumpuons and policies. There is no assurance that policies that were so
successful in the past would be effective now. In fact they may well be counter-
pruduc'.‘. Mahathir needs a better, though not necessanly more bitter, pre-
scripuon (o nurse the country’s economy back to health.

Forming a powerful National Economic Action Council (NEAC) empow-
cred to chart a new course 1s sensible only if 1t brngs in individuals with fresh
views and who are prepared to challenge the official orthodoxy. The coundil as
itis | ly c d, is d I by the very same personalities who
brought the country 1o s present precanous position. Its chairman, Daim Zain-
uddin, is the government’s chief economic advisor before and dunng the cnsis.
Heis the main architect of the cconomic policies that resulted in the preseat fi-
asco. Choosing him is akin to having the captain of the Titanic, had he survived,
to skipper another cruise ship in distress. Many of NEAC members are old time
cabinet ministers, some having served for decades. It is unlikely that any fresh
tdeas would onginate from them. And it is pathetic that when the country has so
many senior brllant ! cc the g chose a junior un-
tried faculty member to be on the council.

Measures taken thus far—severe budget cuts, import restraimnts, and the lim-

ited opening of Bumiy p 0 Bumig have not img 1
investors, Malaysia must do more. It must shrink the public sector, encourage cf-
ficient and business and liberalize its markets. It must

move more towards integraung with the world’s cconomy instead of retreating,

Malaysia’s initial response was a 5% budget cut followed soon after by an-
othes whopping 18% across-the-board reduction. Laudatoey, but not cffective.
As most of a department’s funds are for fixed operating expenscs, such cuts
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would disproporti ly impact d
value on the economy.

A better strategy would be to sclectively shrink the public sector through lay-
offs and closure of superfluous agencies. Malaysia must not delay this much
needed critical appraisal of its various programs. The government must signifi-
cantly reduce its presence in the market and concentrate on sphetes that are
properly its responsibility.

It does not need the Ministry of Tourism. Local hotels and resorts do a far
more effective job attracting tourists. Besides, the bulk of the ministry's budget
is for p 1, not tourist | ion. If the g wants to have spe-
aific promotions, it could just as casily contract with private agencies. Similacly,
with private media thnving, Malaysians would not be less informed by climinat-
ing the g s broads '3 pany (RTM), news agency (Bernama), or
even the Ministry of Information. As for a Sports Ministry, America successful-
ly hosted two Olympics Games (and made sizable profits) without a federal bu-
reaucracy. A Ministry of Ei Devel is patently laughable. The
very cthos of the civil service—guaranteed salary, seniority, and security of em-

is the antithesis of P 1l

Apart from these ministries, there are other specific departments that the na-
tion could do without. The government has no busincss running a National Art
Gallery, producing movies (Filem Negara), or being in the microchip industry
(MIMOS,) Eliminating them would send a clear message that the government is
serious about curbing public expenditures and shnnking the public sector.

“The size of the public sector can be gauged by the fact that 11.4% of the
work force are g nploy as pared to 3.5% in Singap
Malaysia has proportionately more cvil servants than India or perhaps Soviet
Union during the height of that regime. The Malaysian figures, like so many of
the country’s statistics, are inaccurate and grossly underestimate the extent. If
one considers the various government companics like Petronas and Pernas, the
rato of public to private employees is considerably higher.

By laying off civil servants and trimming the bloated bureaucracy, Malaysia
would inject a much needed dose of realism and a sense of urgency. At present,
civil servants are insulated from and oblivious of the country’s cconomic
predicaments. In 1998, despite severe budget cuts, over 25% (RM16B) of the al-
located funds for development were unspent, 2 reflection of the inertia and in-
cfficiency of the administration. Shedding excess workers is never casy. 'l‘hcf:
will be severe dislocations and perhaps a high political price to pay. But in

log projects and their high multiplier
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Malaysia, the process 1s made easier because of carly retirement age. Civil ser-
vants can retire at 50, so the bulk of lud-off workers would have some retire-
ment pay to cushion them. The retirement age could be further lowered to 45,
as i the army. The impact of such layoffs on the thosc remaining would be very
positve. They would suddenly realize that the outside world can indeed affect
them and thar unless they are efficicnt and the country recovers, they too could
be next in bne. Under such pressures there would not be any more unspent
funds or incomplete projects.

Over a year into the cnsis in Scptember 1998, Mahath duced what he
called “shocking measures” to resuscitate the economy by instituting capital and
foreign exchange controls. That effecuvely insulated the economy and made the
anggut beyond the reach of speculators. A feature of this control is that foreign
wmvestors have to want a full twelve months after they dispose their portiolio be-
fore replinanng their funds. Capital controls also had the pracucal cffect of
markedly increasing Bank Negara's bureaucracy and reach. Unfortunately, the
dded resources are not for better monitoring the country’s ailing financial insa-
tutions but to checking the cash of travelers in and out of the country. Totally
unproductive. And a setup for widespread corruption and black market.

Clearly, some programs must be expanded. Education, for one. With
Malaysians now unable to afford sending their children abroad, local facilities
must be expanded. Malaysia should be expanding, not curtatling, such innovative
programs like “smart” and single-session schools. Get nid of the Cval Service
Country Club or the embassy in Nanubta to fund these promusing instiatives. The
precious billioas spend in the funle attempt to prop the stock and currency mar-
kets could have been better spent on schools and universines. Ulumately, the cit-
zenry will have to bear the burden of such foolshness.

No economic or socul policy should escape critical asscssment. Dunng the
recession of the etghues, to attract foreign mnvestors Pame Minister Mahathur re-
laxed the preferenual race policics, 2 tacit acknowledgment that they tmpose an
economic drag,

Bumiputras would progress much faster if these special pavileges were fo-
cused on the truly needy. It would also lessen non-Bumiputra resentment to-
wards these entitlements. The objective of these programs should be 1o
cluninate poverty and to expand the muddle chss, not to make the upper class
super nch. The resources available for special privileges are not infinite; they sh-
old be expended prudently and not frittered on, as a Malay proverb so sagely
Says, mengsokang yang tegol, mexswdels yuwg rebebs (lit. supporung the vigorous, sup-
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pressing the hapless). The days of the well-connected getting plump govern-
ment contracts, assets, and licenses at scandalous discounts must ceasc. The gov-
crament should get the best price from whoever, including foreigners. Similarly,
instead of giving huge loans to the favored few, it is far more effective to extend
large numbers of micro credits to budding retailers, businessmen, and entrepre-
neurs. There are plenty of these hardworking individuals. Visit our paser malam
(night markets) and small towns. Unlike the government sponsored MARA or
Pernas * p " in their expensive suits and d 1 offices, these
individuals are not likely to be found at UMNO divisional meetings or waiting
at airports for visiting dignitanies. By combining these micro credits with train-
ing on clementary business practices, these workers would quickly scale up the
cconomic ladder.

“There is no reason for propping up Bumiputra billionaires. At that level they
should be able to hold their own. There may have been a psychological value for
supporung llu-sc native tycoons in the past, but the nation is now beyond such

These must learn to compete globally where
rh:rc are no spccul pm |lcgcs. Fy unhcr, by dispensing with these pcn':nv:. x-
pensive, and marks dies the

cfficient, competitve, and lnnspucm thereby enticing back desperately nccdcd
foreign investors.

“The leadership remains ambivalent towards f Icoming them in
some sectors (Mulumedia Super Corridor) but at the same time irrationally pro-
tecting the financial insututions. Customers do not care whether Malayan Bank-
ing is locally owned or a subsidiary of Citibank as long as their needs are met.
Nor do the employees care as long as they get paid. But the government pro-
tects the financial sector as if its sovereignty depends on it. 1f it is the fear that
these forcign banks would siphon off local savings, that can be casily remedicd.
America has the Community Reinvestment Act to casure that deposits are in-
vested locally. Besides, the g d Bank if is very good at
exporting capital as when it lost billions in the Hong Kong g real estate market in
the 1980's. Malaysia could also imposc other conditions, like having ther em-
ployees reflect the racial composition of the country. And to prevent these
banks from skimming and serving only the well-to-do, they should, as a precon-
dition to opening any new branch at the location of their choice, have a corre-
sponding full service bank in an under-served area.

Foreign ownership would not only An)ccl much needed capital but would al-
so significanty enhance the houscs and com-
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panies arc no better. Products like affordable term insurance are not readily of-
fered. While 1 can trade American stocks on-line from anywhere in the world,
mercly getung information from a Malaysian broker is an exercise best under-
taken with considerable patience. These financial insututions will never improve
unless prodded by foreign competition,

In the present lly borderless world, it is and down-
aght silly to be parochial in one’s perspective. Is Chrysler, merged with Daimler,
an Amencan or German company? Similarly, significant chunks of Citibank
stocks are owned by Asuans. And if we characterize foreigners as the new colo-
oualists, are Malaysians working for IBM and Shell less patriotic than those at M-
MOS or Petronas?

The government, through NEAC, announced some tentative, very tentative,
steps to liberalize the financial market. With the stock market in the doldrums,
many wéll managed companies are undervalued. In normal circumstances they
would be the targets for buy-outs or takeovers. But not in Malaysia. Because sub-
stanual portions of their shares are in government control or reserved for
Malays, the normal market dy arc inof Now the g is
planning o relax those restrictions, opening up shares for non-Malays to pur-
chase them. This is clearly a half-way measure and like most half attempts 1t
would be ineffective. In fact it would be counterproductive and may well aggra-
vate the mcaal divide. Malays would not look kindly to sce their plum corporate
asscts bemg snapped up at fire sale price by non-Malays. Opening the market to
only Malaystans would sull distort the market. Non-Malags have vast extensive
overseas network or grn. Thus opening the market to only Malaysians simply
means that only certain foreigners (1 Hong K S
would enter the market, by the back door, using Malay
proxy. ltis far better 1o simply open the market for all comers. In this way if n-
deed overseas Chinese acquire these companies, the public would have the sat-
wsfaction that they had paid a competitive price and that the government had
gotten s money's worth. But so far the government has stubbornly refused to
do that.

gaporeans)

tan-Chinese as their

Mahathir’s idea of a common currency with Ascan neighbors to encourage
regonal trade and conserve foreign currency has little merit. Really, do
Malaysians wish to hold the rupiah, bhat, or peso? Their own people have no
faith 1 their currencies. The ume to consider a common monetary system is
when the indiwidual economy is strong, not now. Mark Mobius, head of Emerg-

1 Country Fund at the giant Templ Mutual Fund, d a similar cur-

B8
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rency block, but it must be backed by gold. In this way the responsibility of
maintaining the value of the currency is taken away from the region's central
bankers. Central bankers of most developing countries just do not have the abil-
ity or independence to maintain the integrity of their currency. Not many
Malaystans would want to trust their life savings to the central bankers of In-
donesia or Thailand.

If Malaysia is contemplating common currency with other countries, why not
consider the dollar? That is, fully dollarize the economy, substituting the dollar
for ringgit. Malaysians would rather trust their fate with the massive American
cconomy. Besides, significant portions of the Malaysian economy is already dol-
lar denominated. And America is Malaysia’s biggest trading partner. The dollar,
unlike the curo or yen, is backed by an economy that is intrinsically more stable
because it is potentially a self-contained system. It has its own massive natural
resources, varied geographical regions, and huge domestic market. If the rest of
the world is in a mess, the American cconomy would be insulated. When the
Arabs shut off their oil pipeline, the rest of the world recled, but America has
its Alaskan and Texan oil ficlds, And when the dollar was weakest at 89 yen, av-
crage American did not feel much of an impact. Sure, Lexus and BMWs were
more expensive but Americans could switch to Cadillacs and Corvetts. Only for-
cigners felt the adverse consequences, with their products no longer competitive
in America. Meanwhile, Americans continued with their usual activitics, vaca-
tioning in their own tropical paradisc or skiing in the Rockies for about the same
amount of dollars.

Presently, only Liberia and Panama are formally using the dollar as their cur-
rency. But in many parts of the Caribbean the dollar is the de facto cusrency. Ma-
jor goods and services are quoted in dollars and the only transactions in local
currencies are when civil servants get paid. Argentina essentially solved its cur-
rency instability by tying its peso to the dollar. It is now seriously considering
dollarizing its cconomy.

Money after all is a means of commeraal transaction. [t never was meant to
be a symbol of sovereigaty. In ancient cultures shells and valuable stones were
used as money. | sce no compelling reason for Malaysia to have its own curren-
cy. There are plenty of other places where it can put portraits of its king With
Malaysia using the dollar and hitching its fate with the world's largest economy,
it does not have to worry about specul: or currency i i

In the final analysis, no matter what policy Malaysia pursues there is no sub-
stitute for prudent economic management. Even if the ringgit is pegged to the
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dollar or the economy dollarized, but if the nation continues making silly and
wasteful expenditures, the results would sull be the same. With the moncy sup-
ply thus restricred and the central bank unable to print more, the interest rate
would be astronomical, choking all cconomic activitics. Worse, the country's
cconomy would then be at the whims of Amencan policy makers. Some would
consider dollarization 1o be the ulumate surrender of sovereignty. The Argen-
tincans pegged theirs because they had no other choice. Their people had lost
confidence in their currency and their leaders” ability to maintain its ntegnty.
Hence they readily accepted the rigid, externally imposed discipline.

Money as a symbol of sovercignty is overrated. Germans do not feel less
German now that their deutsche mark is replaced by the euro.

It 1s remarkable that Mahathir has entrusted such awesome responsibility as
managing the economy to Daim Zanuddin. Daim is not a trained cconomist,
rather a Mwyer. After he qualified in carly 1960's he tried provate practice briefly.
It was significant that at the nme there were very few lawyers, especially Malays.
Thus those lucky few would literally have the market to themselves. One did not
even have to be especaally good to have a lucrative practice then. Daim, for a va-
riety of teasons, quit his private practice and accepted a lowly position as a mag-
istrate. P bly, had he been ssful he would not have left it, or if he did,
1t would be for a senior posttion, like a High Court judgeship. His first business
venture, salt making, falled. His first break came when he secured a valuable re-
al estate near Kuala Lumpur through the good office of his fellow polincian,
Datuk Harun, the chicf minister of Sclangor and a man later convicted of cor-
ruption. Presumably, the land was not bought through open competitive bidding
but at substantial discount. This was the beginning of the real estate boom in
Klang Valley. He successfully parlayed that ininal bonanza into his present day
substantial investments. He is widely acknowledged to be a major player in the
corporate sector. His stock picking abilities are legendary. Many of the compa-
nics he controls have close ues with the political establishment, Daim himself
holds a senior position in UMNO. He is a mentor to a number of prodigics, the
“Daun boys,” many of whom have become, at least until the current crisis, cor-
porate utans in thar own nght. Like Daim, many of his “boys” run companics
that are closely ted wath the government. This narration is not meant to distract
from the man’s significant accomplishment and deserved sterling reputation, but
merely to put them in perspective.

Unlike many Bumiputra momvas ride, Daim maintained a rather low key
lifestyle with no flamboyant luxury cars or expensive yachts. He 1s unique among
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well-to-do Malaysians, especially Malays, in that he has given back a fair share of
his good fortune. He was the first, and thus far the only Malaysian, to endow a
professorship at the National University in honor of his mother. Generosity,
charity, and public service are not the hallmacks of Malaysi ill

The worse of the economic crisis scems to be over. Controlling the ninggit
did not give nse to widespread black market, indicating that the value chosen was
close to market expectations. The stock market has rebounded but sall very
much below its previous high. More significantly, Mahathir is getting praises for
his cconomic stewardship. Lven the IME, which was severely entical of his un-
orthodox remedy, scems to be changing its tune. M ists like
Harvards's Robert Barro and Northwestern's Jeffry Winters are heaping praises
on the man.

All these praises may be premature. More importantly they distract the lead-
ership from facing reality. There are still significant inefficiencies in the econo-
my that must be add d. Malay must be I to face the
increasingly global marketplace. 1t would be a great tragedy if these carly posi-
uve signs would be interpreted by the leaders that all is well and that the prob-
lems lic wath those evil foreigners and speculators,

Despite his blustery, Mahathir had indeed taken steps facing up to the struc-
tural nefficiencies. There is no more talk of Bakun Dam, Lincar City, or swamp
reclamation. May be it is not in the character of the man 10 admit to his errors;
rather he would simply correct them quictly. He had reduced significantly pub-
lic spending, When politicians in Ottawa or Washington, DC, talk of budget cuts
what they really mean is reducing the rate of increase. Mahathir actually cut it,
and massively too. If President Clinton even contemplates a reduction of his
budget, there would be howling protests from unionists, senior citizens, and oth-
er affected consutuents. South Korea is recling over much smaller cuts. It s a
tribute to Mahathir's leadership that such massive cuts are accepted by
Malaystans without much rancor.

The “shocking” measures he introduced, though widely ridiculed intially, did
bring some stability, albeit short term. But then one has to survive the short term
first before planning long term. Mahathir's strategy may be likened to that of an
accomplished San Francisco Bay sailor, who on his first outing out of the Gold-
en Gate into the vast occan, was swamped by the wake of a tanker. He was fu-
rious at the ship’s captain for being oblivious to the destructive effects of its
wake and demanded that these ships be regulated, just like in the bay. After all,
747 jets flying across the Pacific are monitored at all times, why not ships? But
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the major powers are not likely to listen to him. Amenca needs to be swamped
a few more times as with its recent close call with the hedge fund Long Term
Capital Management before it would appreciate Mahathir's point of view.

Meanwhile Mahathir, strugghng with his limping craft, wisely decided 1o re-
treat into ding his torn sails, L g the
hatches, and better prepanng his crew. These are major undertakings and 1 hope
that his ranung against the outside world would not distract him from these im-
portant tasks at hand. To advance, Malaysia must again get out of the bay; and
the sooner, the better.

There are a few silver binings 1o the present turmoil. One, it affects all
Malaysians, thus spaning the nation of a dangerous racial undertow. That, how-
ever, could change rapidly. Innally, with the government bailing out many Bu-
miputra-controlled companies, there were ugly innuendoes on Bumiputra’s
competdice for commerce. As it turned out, the severest eritic of these Bu-
miputra corporate players were Malay villagers and ordinary UNINO members
who were incensed by these billionaires’ bounty. Similarly, there were initial
prumbling that capital control was aimed primanly ar Malaysian-Chinese who
were investing heavily in neighboring countries. Fortunately again, the severest
caucisms came from Malaysian-Chinese, which helped defused the mce angle.
But the mce issue could sull be explosive. In August 1998, rumors spread on the
Internet of race nots nvolving Ind; workers, pres !
basic essentials,

d waters to on

on

T

Two, the country is finally trying to repatnate over a million foreign workers.
This would alleviate some of the social problems. It 1s wonic that UNNO,
founded in part 1o counter Brinsh cfforts at bringing immigrants, 1s now re-
sponsible for the flood of aliens. Unless these foreigners are sent back home
they would continue to be an unscttling influence on Malaysia’s delicate rce dy-
namics for decades to come.

Theee, the breakneck pace of development and s ternble toll on the physi-
cal environment has been slowed 1o a more manageable pace. liconomics and
the free market did what environmentalists could not. The environmental dam
ages mflicted thus far are significant and their economic, health, and esthetic im-
pacts have yet to be fully felt or quantificd.

Four, Malaysia 1s spared many of nature’s calamitics. There are no severe
droughts that would decimate crops, or prolonged cold weather that would soar
energy consumption. Unlike Mexico, there are no earthquakes thar would wreck
an already enppled economy. The economy may be in a slump but the natural
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gas, ferule soil, valuable un, and pristune beaches would still be there. Malaysia is
indeed blessed by a generous Allah.

Five, the nation, unlike mature d ics, is not burdened by a
and expensive social welfare program. Its social sccurity (Employees Provident
l'und) is a “defined contribution” program, not subsidized and very unlike
America’s expensive “defined benefit” social security system. In Malaysia you get
what you put in plus interest, and nothing more. The main obstacle to rational
cconomic planning in America is the overniding presence of expensive entitle-
ments like Social Sccurity, Medicare, and Medicaid.

Finally, Malaysians should remember that 1997, though wrenching, was not
1969 when the country was ripped apart by communal conflict. With decisive
and farsighted leadership, the naton survived that tragedy, emerging stronger,
more united and prosperous. Malaysians did it then and they can do it again.

It is vitally important that Malaysia solve its current economic crisis quickly.
“Throughout history, economic crisis often led to other far more insidious and
dangerous turmoil, even wars. Malaysia should be particularly careful that the
present setback does not degenerate into ugly racial confrontations.

Compounding Political Crisis

BARELY a year into the economic turmoil, Malaysia was rocked by a political
crists no less threatening to the nation’s stability. Pame Minister Mahathir
abruptly fired his anointed successor, Anwar Ibrahim, and not long after, Anwar
was arrested and held without bail on charges of corruption and sexual crimes.
He was subsequently found guilty on amended charges of obstructing police in-
vestigations and jailed for six years.

Prior to his arrest there had been swirling rumors of sexual peccadilloes in-
volving Anwar. Surprisingly, Anwar himself later admitted as much in an inter-
view with Time Asia. He d how he lly tried to i
Mahathir that a womanizer should not be disqualificd from being prime minis-
ter. This from a man who projects a public image of Islamic propricty and pictyl

Clearly, during the cconomic crisis the country was paralyzed with scemingly
conflicting signals cmanating from the two top leaders. This was certainly no way
to lead a nation under severe stress. Anwar was given cvery opportunity to fe-
sign when it became obvious that his views were at vanance with the leadership,
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but he apparently relished his role as the spol for a di g viewpoint

while sull clinging desperately to his official post.

In the months ling the sacking, Mahathir exy d none 100 subtly his
disdain and contempt for his deputy. One had to be extremely dull not to read
the signals. But for a vaniety of reasons Anwar chose to ignore them. Nor did
Mahathir spare his wrath on Anwar’s sympathizers. When Bank Negara's Gov-
ernor and his deputy resigned, presumably over policy differences, Mahathir
took the most unusual step of reprimanding them, saying in cffect, good nd-
dance. It s the usual practice that when senior public servants retire they are giv-
en latory ges and appropriate honorific in recognition of their
long loyal services. Not for those two senior bankers. Mahathic sarcastcally in-
quired as to what ok them so long to quit.

Another Anwar surrogate, UMNO Youth’s Ahmad Zahid, was excoriated
mercilesgly by Mahathir at the party’s General Assembly in 1998. Mahathir be-
rated Zahid (who was Malay educated) for his lack of understanding of the sim-
ple English word “crony.” The pathetc aspect of that public humiliation was
that everyone knew that Zahid was speaking on behalf of Anwar. (Anwar ad-
mitted 50 in a later interview after his finng,) Yet poor Zahid was left hanging
alone i the wind with Anwar nary saying a word in Zahid's defense.

When Anwar felt that he could no longer support Mahathir, he should have
resigned and challenged him at the upcoming party's leadership convention, due
less than a year away. But blinded by his ambition, or perhaps fecling that Ma-
hathir was vulnerable, Anwar defiantly stood his ground, and was promptly
fired. And an unnceded and highly distractng political crisis ensued.

Anwar missed a splendid opportunity. Imagine had he resigned instead of de-
fying Mahathir and used the traditional but effective Malay technique of neu-
tralizing an adversary through excessive kindness and cffusive praises. Suppose
Anwar had profusely thanked Mahathir for the opy y to serve him and the
country, for his valuable tutclage, and agreed that Mahathir deserved someone
he could have full confidence in and expressed his (Anwar’s) regret that that per-
son was not him, Anwar would have received a groundswell of sympathy and
support. Mahathir could not very well arrest such a gracious deputy especially af-
ter Anwar had lavished such praises on Mahathr!

Come the leadership convention, Anwar could use that support to success-
fully challenge Mahathir. Further, by staying out of the limelight, Anwar would
not be tarred with the cconomic mess. And by being just a tat coy about his am-
Linon, his appeal would have been that much greater.




Twin Towers, Twin Crises 313

Anwar did not learn much from recent Malaysian history. When Mahathiz
was himself fired from UMNO three decades carlier, he was smart enough to
lay low so as not to provoke the leadership. He knew only too well the powers
of the ISA. Anwar also forgot the pointed message Mahathir delivered to him
during the 1996 UMNO General Assembly. Leading to that meeting there were
nmpam rumors about Anwar challenging Mzhuhm In his typical fashion of

bl frontally, Mahath dly inded Anwar that should
he, Anwar, chzllcng:d him and win, that would be no catastrophe for Mahathir.
After all he had been prime minister for over a decade and a half. On the other
hand, as Mahathir so correctly pointed out, if Anwar were to lose that would be
Anwar’s political end. It was too bad that he forgot so soon that fatherly and sage
advice.

Following his sacking, Anwar again defied the leadership by inciting his fol-
lowers to rot during the Queen’s visit to Malaysia for the closing of the Com-
monwealth Games. A most awkward time, especially when the nation took years
and considerable sum of money and collective effort to prepare l'or the mnu\c

glittering event. Anwar may have ded in bringing w©
his cause by adroitly timing the niot, unfc ly he alicnated many M
who were truly horrified by the hooliganism of his foll To emt the

nation in front of the Queen and the world was unpardonable. But then shrewd-
ness and brilliance have never been Anwar's strong points. His forte appears in
inciting his followers and leading mass protests. The legacy of his leadership of
the Muslim Youth Movement (ABIM) was one of confrontation.

It is wrong to conclude, as most forcign observers seem to do, that Mahathir
is yet another power-hungry leader who stayed too long, It was only in 1995 that
his leadership was overwhelmingly reaffirmed by the voters. Mahathir has 2 far
stronger mandate than many of his foreign critics, including President Clinton.
Anwar need not resort to extra constitutional means to challenge Mahathir. In
its over 40-year existence Malaysia had had four transfers of power, all smooth-
ly exccuted through the ballot box and not through unruly strect demonstra-
tions. Mahathir himself was challenged in 1987. Malaysia is no banana republic.

Its clections are widely acknowledged for their rkable honesty and wide-
spread voter participaton. .
Current ic travails ith ding, during his long and distin-

guished tenure as chief executive, Malaysia upcnenccd unprecedented eco-
nomic growth and with it, a remarkable improvement in the well being of its
citizens. Had Mahathir promised, when he assumed power in 1981, half—na, a
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quarter—of what he achieved now, it would have been dismissed as political
fantasy. No leader could perform such feats without the implicit consent and
trust of his followers.

Contrary to prevailing opinions outside Malaysia, in my view Mahathir has
put his nation’s future on a stable footing by sacking his charismatic deputy. Un-
like the blunt and contracian Mahathir, Anwar is affably smooth and has a politi-
cian’s uncanny instinct of uttering what his listeners wish to hear. Hence his
popularity with Western media and elite. However, we are well advised to know
the man better before embracing him.

Anwar's student days at Malay College were noted for his lackluster academ-

ic perfe and rabid anti-British lism. At the local university he ma-
jored in Malay Studies, widely p ived as an intell lly-challenged discipli
but greatly favored by chauvinistically inclined lists. As leader of ABIM,

he was jalled in 1974 for inciting a riot, portending his present day behavior. In
1982, enticed by Mahathir, he joined UMNO—a move that met with widespread
disbelief and disapproval among Anwar’s followers. Since appointed deputy
premier in 1993, Anwar charmed Western leaders and lenders with his new-
found faith in open markets and globalism by regulaly spouting frec market jar-
gons.

Back in Malaysia, his messages were radically different. He regularly dispar-
aged Western values and extolled the virtues of a Muslim Malaysia. More omi-
nously during the Gulf War, he was a passionate supporter of Saddam Hussein.
He often spoke admiringly of the Iranian Ayatollahs and M Ghaddafy
and frequently heaps praiscs on other equally radical Arab leaders. With his goat-
ce, claborate green robes and other superficial accouterments of Islamic piety,
there is little question about his sentiments. More tellingly, as acting prime min-
ister in carly 1997, he tried to force non-Muslim undergraduates to take courses
in Islam. As for his abh of yism and ption, as Finance Minis-
ter he awarded lucrative contracts to his friends and family. As noted carlier, his
father, a former hospital orderly, received millions worth in company shares and
public contracts. Anwar feigned ignorance over his father’s and friends’ good
fortunc.

His wife (a ined physician) and daughters are never seen without
their orthodox Muslim headgear. She gave up her ophthalmology career (a dis-
cipline desperately nceded in Malaysia) to assume the traditional role of a Mus-
lim mother. And despite being the daughter of a physician, she was given a

“scholarship.” To her of course, that was not cronyism.

B B
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Nor has Anwar explained how his two dear cronies, Sukma, an Indonesian
with no discernible qualifications, and Ances, a Pakistani Islamic scholar (which
Malaysia has a glut), obtained their permanent resident status. Foreign spouses
of Malaysians, many with far superior qualifications and desperately needed
skills, are routinely denied such prvileges.

Since his firing, Anwar has become a strident critic of Malaysia. His diatribes
against the very government of which he was a full participant during all his po-
litical life ning hollow. His charges, coming as they are only after he was fired and
subscquently charged, smacks of hypocnsy. He would have far greater credibili-
ty had he resigned and then leveled those criticisms, ot exphmcd the charges of
cronyism and 1 the sordid alleg; of sexual imp

To Malaysians thirsting for new and enlightened lcadcuhm. Amnr Ibrahim
is but an llusion, a cruel mirage. He is cut from the very same cloth as Mahathis.
The present political wssle appears to be more over whose cronies get the
greater loot. In this regard Mahathir definitely has the upper edge. At least his
cronies are men of considerable achicvements, with Harvard and Wharton
MBAs, while Anwar's are products of religious institutions.

A disturbing trend seen in the demonstrations orchestrated by Anwar is that
his supporters on the streets are almost exclusively Malays. His young support-
ers have an entirely different concept of reformasi, very much at variance to those
enunciated by Anwar. Initially it was graufying to scc so many non-Malay sup-
porters. Pechaps they are now discovering more about the man and slowly with-
drawing their support.

The dust as yet o settle in Malaysia's leadership struggle. But history may well
regard that Mahathir's greatest legacy is not his impressive cconomic achieve-

ments, rather his sacking of the popular and charismatic deputy, thereby sparing
his nation from degenerating into a radical Islamic state. There is no place in plu-
ral Malaysia for the Islamist leadership represented by the likes of Anwar
Ibrahim.







(hapter \X

Which Way Forward!

IT WAS exactly three decades ago when Mahathir openly challenged then
Prime Minister Tunku Abdul Rahman’s competence in leading the nation in
the aftermath of the May 13, 1969 riot. Now it is Prime Minister Mahathie’s ten
to hear similar calls for his resignation. Will Mahathir's fate be like Tunku's,
forced to retire and then be shunted aside? Will he be left whining over an un-
grateful nation while he pens his memoir?

“There are many distressing similaritics between events in 1969 and the pres-
ent. In his letter to Tunku, Mahathir complained how in times of crisis Tunku
was listening only to his (Tunku's) sycophants. Now it appears that Mahathir too,
is sccking counsel only from those who agree with him, and dismissing those
who dare challenge or disagree with him. His cabinet members are known more
for how best they parrot his ideas and their high praises for the man, rather than
coming up with innovative ideas to save the nation.

Duning this crisis, Malaysian leaders again di d their in-
tolerance for ideas other than those propounded by themselves. There were no
attempts at cliciting alternatve views. Those who dared dissent paid the price.
UMNO was busy intimidating critics with threats of lawsuits. Indeed, it formed
a huge pancl of lawyers just for this purpose. Hardly conducive to vigorous pub-
lic discourse!

When the nation's Sasterawan Negara (National Literary laureate) and renowned
novelist Shahnon Ahmad wrote his highly biting political satire, SHIT (no zans-
lation needed), Mahathir's ministers, apart from theie usual chorus for banning
the book, demanded that Shahnon Ahmad’s well-deserved national award and
honorifics be rescinded. Tlow juvenile.

317
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In the foreword to his daughter Manna's book, In Liberu! Deses, Mahathir
writes “Society needs cntics. Without them sodiety can go very wrong...Society
and leaders.... should therefore not just tolerate critics but should also welcome
them.” Too bad that his ministers did not read his essay. When he wrote that,
Malaysia was basking in economic glory, its leaders lauded at every turn. So it was
casy for Mahathir to be generous. But the need for differing viewpoints is nev-
er more acute than when one is confronted with problems.

When a plane is flying smoothly there is little need to cauaze the crew. But
when confronted with an unexpected severe storm or engine failure, the co-pi-
lot and other crew members must not shy from asserting themselves if they feel
the pilot 1s The lesson learncd from analyz-
ing the rash of cnshcs nvolving major Asian airlines in the last few years is that
subordinates must not passively defer to the crring but domineening captain,
thus puging cveryone in fatal jeopardy. Part of this is cultural, with the strict hi-
crarchy and deference to authonty typical of Asian socicties. In contrast, a Unit-
ed 747 jet whose engine failed on take-off over San Francisco averted disaster
when off-duty pilots in the rear of the cockpit shouted their suggestions to the
crew, who wiscly responded. In another instance, the captain of a cappled Unit-
ed DC 10, on discovering there were pilots in the passenger cabin, sought their
help. Together, they were able to crash land the damaged plane and saved many
lives. Had the off-duty 747 pilots passively deferred to the crew or had the DC
10 skipper assumed a “I know best” atutude, the results would have been cata-
strophic. To re-emphasize a point, the need for differing viewpoints is never
more crucial than when there 1s a cnisis.

In 1969, zllhough it was only one man (Mahathir) who dared call for Tunku's

the was shared by many, espeaally young
Malays. It was just not in the nature of Malaysians at the ume to call for such
public repudiation of their leaders. In 1998, with the remarkable transformation
of atntude and expectations ironically brought on by the very success of Ma-
hathir’s polices, there was a chorus, again especially among the young, demand-
ing his departure. Unlike the polite and highly formalized letter that Mahathir
wrote Tunkuy, this time the calls were shrill and strident, heard both in the streets
and in cyberspace. A reflection of the times and changes in Malaysian socicty.

Mahathir’s severe crticism of Tunku notwithstanding, at least the 1969 crisis
was resolved quickly. Granted, the heavy lifting was done by Tunku's able deputy,
Tun Razak. Nonetheless it was brought under control while the nation was stll
under Tunku's watch. The ultimate credit must belong to him.
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Tunku may have appeared over his head dunng the crisis, but he was wise

enough to ize his own i ions and let his h deputy take ef-
fective control. Often the most critical faculty in a leader or an individual is the
ability to gnize one’s own limitations and to seck counsel and

help elsewhere. In the final analysis, this is probably the single most important
attribute that prevents one from gettng into trouble as well as in extricating one-
sclf out of 1.

Now nearly two years into the crisis, there are pitifully few signs of recovery.
Even if the economy recovers in 2000, it would be very anemic and would re-
main so for quite some time. Similarly, the political turmoil may have been tem-
porarily solved by appointing Abdullah Badawi as deputy leader and delaying the
UMNO leadership convention unul June 2000, well after the country’s next gen-
eral clection.

Presumably, delaying the conference would give Abdullah time to consolidate
his base. The very fact that Mahathir had o do that revealed very much the lead-
ership timbre of his anointed successor. Nor was there thunderous applause of
approval and firestorm of enthusiasm for Abdullah's promotion. There were the
usual y congratulatory ges of course, but the event did not reg-
ister with the populace or the financial market.

In this respect Tunku was definitely one up on Mahathir. Unlike Tunku, Ma-
hathir docs not have his own Tun Razak. Mahathir quipped that he prefers his
clone to succeed him but alas, there is no young Mahathir out there. This, more
than anything clsc, is the most glaring failure of his leadership, his greatest in-
dictment.

Perhaps Mahathir felt that for a while he had a Tun Razak in Anwar. Even to
mention the two names in one breath is offensive to the memory of the late Tun
Razak. He was everything that Anwar is not. Razak was a brilliant student at
Malay College and had a distinguished carcer as a civil servant. He was destined
to be the country’s top civil servant, perhaps becoming the first native High
Commissioner under the Briush. Despite the promise of personal advancement
and glory, he gave all that up to join the fledgling UMNO in the fight for inde-
pendence. A very uncertain future. When the first UMNO President, Dato’ Onn
Ja'afar, resigned, many wanted Razak to take over but he politely declined. He
was only too awarc of his own limitations. A quict young man of considerable
intellect, he knew he could not inspire his countrymen. What the country need-
od most then was not an efficient manager but an inspiring leader. Thus he per-
suaded his collcagucs 1o seck out an older and wiser leader in the person of
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Tunku. Lesser mortals out for personal glory would have jumped at the oppor-
tunity to be the number one, regardless of the consequences to the cause or the
nation.

It was well known that many of the balliant innovations of the Tunku's ad-
ministration originated with Razak. Nonctheless he was respectful and made
sure that Tunku reaped the glory. Razak was content as the loyal deputy. He
could not care less who received the credit as long as the nauon progressed.
Even when the citizens soured on Tunku, Razak maintained his loyalty and re-
spect for the man. Unlike many of his countrymen, Razak was not about to dis-
miss or forget so quickly the significant contributions of Ba{uL Malaysia.

In stnking contrast, Anwar had no signifi ac or d
carcer outside of polincs. He led ABIM for a few years bu( a reflecuon of his
leadership is such that ABIM, without him, is a spent force. He was not so much
a leader # a one-man show. Nor has hus career in government been exemplary,
despite being widely viewed as Mahathir’s hand-picked successor. One is hard
pressed to find his legacy as Education or Finance Minister. The Islamic Uni-
versity, widely credited to him, was essentially Mahathir's idea. Nor could Anwar
claim credit for the nation’s impressive cconomic growth in the late 1980’ and
carly 1990's. That too, 1s widely acknowledged as Mahathir's brain child.

Prior 1o Anwar's recent adopuion as the darling of the Western media and
clite, his support was almost exclusively among young radical Islamusts. He may
have had his intellectual supporters but they too were mostly Islamic and liber-
al arts scholars. One 1s hard pressed to find any successful execuuve, business-
man, professional, or scienust among his ardent supporters. If there were any,
they must be fair weather supporters for very few have come out for him now
that he is in trouble.

Anwar's fascination with the West and its ideals is very recent. In late 19807,
while visiting the IMF in Washington, DC, he bitterly noted to his friends how
racist that organization was, filled with White men ready to command Third
World natives how to conduct their economic affairs. That was then. By 1997 he
was bragging about being a possible co-author of a book with IMF's Managing
Director Michel Camdessus. Whether that was real or Anwar’s fantasy is not
known. His conversion to free market is also late. Like all new converts, he is an
ardent belicver (or at least portrays himsclf as onc), spouting out appropriate jar-
gons and quoting at will various thinkers in the ficld. So confident was he of his
new-found faith that by 1997 he was zealously exhorting professional ccono-
mists at Malaysian universities what to teach their students. This from a man
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who had absolutely no formal training in the discipline or any practical experi-
ence in free market. There is certainly no limit to the exuberance and confidence
of a new convert.

1 would have more faith in Anwar’s conviction had he had some private sec-
tor experience. The man had never run a business or met a payroll. But he had
no compulsion lecturing veteran busi and 1} T on
how to run their enterpnses. Agamn, Anwar is afflicted with the sultan syndrome,
as if his 4tab (royal command) is some magic wand. Say it and it shall be so.

In his g of the final of confs with Mahathir, An-
war pleaded for some ume to consult with his wife. One would have thought
that he would have sought wider counsel before making what turned out 10 be such a
momentous decision in his life.

Imagine had Anwar, like Tun Razak before him, thought what was best for
his nation rather than his own career in arriving at his fatcful decision. Would his
refusal to resign and the consequent political crisis it precipitated be good for the
country? Or would it have been better for him and the nation had he withdrawn
quictly and spared the nation and himself the turmoil?

Now of course the consequences of Anwar's decision are obvious. He lan-
guishes in jail, his wife without a husband, his children without a father, and his
cause no further ahead. His political future is at best bleak. Other stronger and
far more promising leaders like Musa Hitam and Tengku Razaleigh who had un-
successfully challenged Mahathir had their political carcers effectively truncated.

While it is casy to be wise in hindsight, let me paint a different scenario had
cvents unfolded differently. Suppose in carly 1998 when he realized that he pro-
foundly disagreed with Mahathir, Anwar did what is in the best tradition of par-
liamentary democracy—resigned. And did it with class, paying tnbute to his
mentor and the man who propelled his political carcer. Anwar could have re-
spectfully expressed extreme regret in not being able 1o support Mahathir, care-
fully drawing the line between the man and his policics. Using the poetic power
and subtlety of Malay language, Anwar could very casily and effusively praise the
man but damn his policics. On his resignation, usc his supposedly wide contacts
in the West to secure for himself a lucrative position with the World Bank, INE,
or some American foundation. Come to America, carn some moncy and expe-
rience first hand what lifc is in the Mecea of free enterpnse. Who knows, a stint
in the West may disabuse Anwar of his romanuc illusion of radical Islamism, or
perhaps, having to struggle to meet his mortgages, finding health insurance, pay-
ing schoul fees and other mundane details of life in free enterprise, he may be
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toually disillusioned with the wonders of free markets. In Malaysia and especial-
ly for Malays, most of those expenses are taken care of by a benevolent gov-
ernment. In either case, the experience would widen his perspective. He would
discover that in America, despite its grandiose profession of free market ideals,
crony capitalism is very much alive and well in its American manifestation. He
would immediately notice that when he rides Amtrak or the Washington, DC
metro. State enterprises and their legendary inefficiency and disregard for cus-
tomers are very much part of America too.

Meanwhile, while enjoying all these, articulate his vision of Malaysia’s future
and how he would deal with such issues as income inequities between and with-
1 races, special pravileges, crony capitalism, and pervasive corruption. And what
15 his view of the proper role of Islam in a plural society. That is, publish his own
The Malay Dilemma. With the help of his ghost writers he could easily crank out
2 manifesdd in no ume. Then a year later in early 1999, return home in time for
the UMNO leadership conference. Having been gone for a while, Malaysian
hearts would have grown fonder. Imaginc the reaction. UMNO and the country
would be electrified. Mahathir's carcfully crafted succession plans would be in

bles. Mahathir, the shrewd politician that he is, would see the signals and
would have no all but to withds fully, just like Ghaffar Baba did
a decade carlicr when Anwar challenged hlm for the dcpun s post. Anwar would
be magnanimous in his victory, heaping praises on and duly recognizing Ma-
hathir’s considerable contnibutions.

Even if Mahathir were to smear Anwar with charges of corrupuon and im-
morality, Anwar could safely ignore them from his sanctuary in the West. More
significantly, he could be a severe and effective catic of Mahathir's administra-
tion, being safely beyond the reaches of 1SA.

Malaysian wnter Rehman Rashid proposed similar ideas. 1 do not know
whether these alternatives are realistic, but they are certainly better than what
Anwar is now endunng, The naton, spared of unnceded political turmoil, would
definitely be better off.

But such a course of action would be totally out of character for the man.
His mode of operation since his student days has been one of confrontation, of
rebel rousing, Prudent long range planning is not his strength, nor is brilliant
strategizing,

Eiven after he was fired, Anwar could stll redeem himself. Instead of his high
profile d and equally “P g Pauh decl. " (lut-
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tle of that is heard these days) he could have quictly formed a political party and
carefully prepared for the next election. There was ample time.

Anwar may now innocently proclaim that his rallies were peaceful and prop-
cr in a democracy. But Malaysians are rightly sensitive and allergic to street
demonstrations. They remember only too well how such peaceful protests in the
past had lcft ugly repercussions, taking with them innocent bystanders. In the ex-
citement and emotions of the occasion, it is difficult even for the most effective
leaders to restrain their more Ui Malaysians are ly re-
minded of this by tragic events in ncarby Indonesia where such rallies quickly
degencrated into ugly and violent ethnic i Once these d
tions get out of control it matters not who is at fault, whether the demonstra-
tors are provoked by the police, or unruly demonstrators go on rampages. The
results are the same. People get injured or killed and properties get damaged, and
the nation suffers together.

Malaysians who were initially sympathetic to Anwar’s cause were horified to
sce these reformasi demonstrations became ugly. 1 do not condone the reactions
of the police, but 1 was equally repelled by the demonstrators. Using the holy
sanctity of the mosques to advance onc's political cause is blasphemy. To think
that these demonstrators style themsclves as Islamic. Don't they pay heed to the
words of their own prayers or are they merely ritualistically mouthing them,
oblivious to their meanings? It was repulsive to see images of these young wor-
shippers unfolding reformasi banners even before the final words of prayers were
uttered. Repugnant! Anwar himself admitted that he did not antcipate the un-
folding cvents to be “turbulent and traumatic and beyond [his] worst expecta-
tions.” Too bad he did not think of that before he toyed with the matches.

Despite the repressive restrictions on the media and public demonstrations,
there are plenty of other avenues where Malaysians could express their dissatis-
faction with the status quo. Publish your own ncwspapers or articulate your
views in wrinng and send them to regional and forcign publications., Write
books. Easier sull, use the ubiguitous medium of the Internet. Surf the web and
there are no shortages of anti-government sites. In fact they are often much
more slick and professionally done than the government’s official web pages.
One of the best is the free Malaysia site (www.freemalaysia.com). These avenucs
of dissent are much more cffective than those unruly demonstrations.

Unfortunately, most of the reformasi followers are Islamic Studics and other
liberal arts grad and droy of modern Malaysian socicty. With cuts in
the public sector, the government is no longer able to absorb these young
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Malays. Regretfully, because of the inadequacies of the educational system, they
are also wocfully unprepared for the competitive pavate sector. Thus their only
avenue of expression is in unruly street rallies. In many ways they sadly remind-
ed me of the young idealisuc Quebecois of the 1960's who were similarly un-
prepared for modern life and found it casier to succumb to seductive
revolutionary and anarchic exhortations.

Whether Anwar recovers personally and politically from his present travail is
of utmost importance to him and his family, but is inconsequential to the rest of
Malaysta. For the country, it is criucal that it pulls itsclf out of the present
morass. If Mahathir is successful in rescuing the nation, the unpleasant episode
of Anwar would ment barely an astensk in history. In the Sabah state general
clection i March 1999, the country’s first poliical test since the crisis, Anwar's
sacking did not register at all with the voters. The ruling Barisan Nasional easily
capturcd @1 of the 48 scats, with UMNO winning all 24 seats it contested, de-
spite widespread prediction to the contrary by pundits, local and foreign. When
Anwar's guilty verdict was announced, there were the usual anticipated unruly
demonstrauons, but the event did not roil the market. In fact, the KLSE index
continued its slow cimb up. And a group of visiting Amenican investors point-
edly remarked that the verdict did not impact their business dedsions.

Even the responses from abroad were decidedly mute. Nonetheless, Brush
Foreign Minister Robin Cook saw fit to disparage Malaysia's judiciary and com-
mitment to human nghts. Obviously the atrocious genocide and other gruesome
human nights abuses going on in Kosovo at the time did not occupy his time
enough that he could sull follow Anwar’s trial. Similarly, I would have thought
that Philippine’s Estrada would be consumed with solving his country’s insu-

ble social and bl to be much d with Malay

affairs.

The reformasi movement may appear to attract supporters in their street
demonstrations with Malaysians cager to express their displeasure with the pres-
ent leadership. But when the crunch comes at clection time, people are not vot-
ing aganst but for somebody. At present, there is no credible alternatve to
Banisan Nasional. The op partics are spl i As a refl of therr
desperation, they are forming incongruous alliances. There is the highly chau-
vinistic and predominantly Chinese DAP aligning itself with the arch conserva-
tive Islamic PAS. And then there is PAS, which advocates for women staying at
home as in Saudt Arabia, acuvely supporting the candidacy of Wan Azizah, An-
war’s wife. This prompted Mahathir to nightly point out the obvious hypocnsy
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of PAS. The new political party, KeADILan, formed by Wan Azizah and her re-
Jformasi followers, was consumed with trying to secure a royal pardon for Anwar
cven before the verdict was in, | bly, they 100 were convinced of his guilt.

Just as there is no credible alternative to Barisan Nasional, the stark reality is
that there is no one clse other than Mahathir who has the personality, smarts,
and energy to lead the nation. Not Anwar, and certainly no one clse in the op-
position. Among UMNO vice presidents, Abdullah Badawi is not known for his
intellect or sense of mission. Nor is he very inspiring, The only redeeming qual-
ity of the man, apart from his legendary honesty (a scarce commodity among
politi in Malaysia or clsewhere), is his humility. Fine tnbute for an individ-
ual or friend, but highly overrated in a leader. At 59, he would be at least in his
60's before he would become leader, if at all. He does not exactly exude physi-
cal or mental vigor. He would be Malaysia’s Jimmy Carter, an honorable enough
man but totally ineffectual leader.

Najib Razak, another UNMNO vice president, is difficult to evaluate because
he carnes the burden of his famous father. Compared to Tun Razak, Najib
would always be wanting, Objectively, it is hard to find Najib's mark. As Minis-
ter of Liducation he may have increased the number of universities but one can-
not say that the quality has improved. On the contrary, there had been a steady
decline at all levels. The physical conditions of the schools are such that every
year we read about children being burnt in hostels. Najib has yet to take personal
responsibility for those tragedics and the loss of precious young lives.

“The third vice-president is “New Malay” Muhammad Taib. What can you say
about a man who carries millions in cash in his pocker?

Malaysia 1s thus confronted with a dilemma. Mahathir is arguably the best
person to lead, but his present policies, unmodified, would lead the country in-
to permanent doldrums. Having tasted spectacular successes under him,
Malaysians would not be sauisfied with mere sausfactory performance. Malaysia

cannot regain its previous robust stature unless it rejoins the global mainstream.
Malaysia can no more be protected from the realities of open matkets than
Malays be forever cocooned under special privileges. Sooner or later, Malaysians
have to come out from under their protective shell and face reality.

Many of the criticisms leveled by Mahathie on the imperfections of global
markets are of course valid. They are shared by many leading statesmen and
cconomists. The trillion dollars sloshing around daily in world’s money markets
are very destabilizing Roger Aluman, a former senior US Treasury official,
likened them to the “nukes of the 1990s...when arranged aganst any nation,
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can impose previously unthinkable changes.” No less a person than George
Soros, a major player in currency markets and the man widely credited (or
blamed) for humbling the Brtsh sterling, is also calling for some regulations.
Global capitalism did to Asia what no other forces could. It pushed the fiercely
proud South Koreans to mend their ways, ousted Indonesta’s Suharto, and com-
pelled Thailand to clean up its financial institutions. All in a very short period.

It is not likely that the world will listen to Mahathir. Currency markets would
be regulated only when the major economic powers—US, Europe and Japan—
feel that they are necessary. At present, to get them to agree on anything is near
mpossible. There is no global Mahathir out there in ional finance that
can effect reforms no matter how sensible and necessary they may be.

Rest assured however, that when the major powers do decide to regulate in-
ternational markets and capital flow, small nations like Malaysia would not be in-
vited toMvrite the rules. Leaders like Mahathir who ardently clamor for
regulations have to be careful that they might well get what they wish for. There
1s no guarantee that those rules when enacted would favor small nations. More
likely they would protect the interests of major powers. The likes of Mahathir
may then rue for the days when markets ruled supreme. Besides, the free flow
of capital across borders 1s now a global fact of life. The difficult problem is in
cnsunng that the benefits of such mobility exceed its costs. Despite the best ef-
forts of world leaders and emnent cconomists, there is no magic solution out
there.

Malaysia's present protestations aside, the nation benefited greatly from the
free flow of capital. Mahathir certamly did not complain when foreign lenders
were falling over themselves to lend money to Malaysians. Credit, like most
everything else, can be both boon and bane. Easy credit made possible the
north-south highway and the new airport. But when misused for showpiece
mega projects with little economic sense, then it would haunt you.

Mahathir is not the first person to call attention to the inherent dangers of
free flowing capital. The Yale cconomist and Nobel laureate James Tobin, in ear-
ly 1980 called for a “Tobin tax” to curb excessive volatility of international cap-
ial flow. The difference between Mahathir and Tobin is that Mahathir complains
only when he is at the receiving end.

Chilean leaders foresaw the dangers and took steps to protect their economy.
In Chile, significant chunks (30%) of short term capital must be deposited in-
terest-free for a year with the central bank, thus dampening the inflow of *hot”
moncy. Their leaders did not rant and rave about the inadequacies of the inter-
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national system. They just went ahead and & luced self-p g

Chile has since dropped those restrictions as the problem now is not to stop the
inflow of money but to attract foreign investors. Besides, those controls were
not without their costs. They effectively increased the cost of capital, with con-
sequent negative impact on the economy.

Liven though Mahathir went against conventional wisdom in instituting cap-
ital controls, nonctheless many economists share his viewpoints. Paul Krugman
and Robert Barro, two economists who have actually visited Malaysia and thus
are familiar with the problems instcad of merely reading or writing about them,
are sympathetic to Mahathir's plight. Krugman would prefer that controls be
temporary and that Malaysia scize the opportunity to enhance the efficiency and
competitiveness of its cconomy.

Mahathir feels otherwise. Unless the “architecture of international finance”
is reformed, he would refuse to play. It is fine for a major economy and credi-
tor nation like Japan to thumb its nose o the outside world, but not for a small
debtor-country like Malaysia. It would only invite disaster. Malaysia has no al-
ternative but to accept the world as it is, with all its imperfections and unfair-
ness. 1f you can't beat ‘em, join ‘em is still an eminently sensible and pragmatic
strategy.

Mahathir has as much chance in changing international finance as Anwar has
in altering Malaysia’s poliucal landscape. Anwar paid a high price for his gamble.
1f Mahathir fails in hus high finance stake, all Malaysians will pay dearly. Had An-
war not persisted in changing something he could not, he would not have been
battered literally and figuratively in the end. 1f Mahathic stubbornly fights the
world and loses, Malaysia too might be battered. Mahathir docs not have to sur-
render his convictions. Simply declare victory and move on. Take the world as it
is and adjust accordingly. Mahathir was elected by Malaysians to lead the nation,
not change the world.

It is within the character and capability of the man to make dramatic turns.
During the frenzy of criticisms on cronyism leading into the 1998 UMNO As-
sembly, who would have thought he would release that infamous list? He did it
and thus cffecuvely neutralized his eritics. More dramatically, who would have
predicted back in 1970, when Mahathir was widely regarded as an UMNO witras
(ultra conservative and chauvinistic) that by 1999 his greatest support would be
among non-Malays? Granted, he is much older now and with age onc tends to
be ngid in one’s views and convictions. But Mahathir is savvy enough to know
that when his and the country’s survival are at stake, he will change.
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Mahathir would strenuously argue that the wdnus tag is misleading and that he
has not changed at all, rather Malaysians have turn around to his viewpoint. He
could use the same mtionale now that he is getting praises from mainstream
cconomists and other leaders that the world too, has changed to his perspective
and that he can rejoin the global mainstream.

Malaysia’s future depends very much on his success. It is not so much
whether he remains the “Great Malaysian Hero™ or whether he would turn into,
n the words of his nemesis George Soros, “a menace to his own country,”
rather it is the stake of all Malaysians. Mahathir, more than any one else, has
transformed Malaysia and its socicty. Those changes are never more remarkable
than with Malays. Has Mahathir, having unleashed these forces of change, been
unable 1o control them? Has he become, as the Wall Street Journal refers to,
Malaysia’s Gorbachev?

“The wagld 1s a better place because there are individuals who are not satisfied
with the way things are and go about to improve them. Those who are success-
ful indeed receive our adulation. No less a hero and also worthy of our respect
and admiration are those who, on finding that they cannot change the world
around them, successfully adapt and thrve. It is certainly worthy of Mahathir to
change global markets and to improve them, but our respect for him would not
be any less 1f he merely ded in better prep for that im-
perfect world. The way forward may simply bv: if you cannot change the world,
accept it and adjust accordingly.

Mal




List of Acronyms

ABIM

FELDA

MARA

MCA
MIC
MIMOS

PAS
Pernas

Petronas

RIDA

SITC

UDA
UNNO

Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia (bt. Mushm Youth
Movement of Malaysia)

Federal Land Develop Authority d
with opening up vast tracts of virgin jungles for oil
palm and rubber cultvation for subscquent transfer
10 landless villagers

Maylis Amanah Rakyat (lit. Council of Trust for the
Indigenous People), a huge public agency to advance
Bumiputras in the povate sector

Malaysian Chinese Assoctation, a I of the

ruling Barisan Nasional
Malaystan Indian Congress, part of Barisan Nasional
Malaysian Institute of MicroElectronic System, a
B i i with the devel-
opment of the microclectronic industry
Parti Aslam Samalaysia, The Islamic Party
Perusahaan Nasional (lit. National Enterprise)—a
government owned corporation involved in a varicty
of commercial ventures

Petroliam Nasional (lit. National Petroleum)—gov-
crnment-owned giant oil company that is also in-
volved in a host of non oil activities like real estate,
car manufactuning, etc.

Rural Industrial Development Agency, now replaced
by MARA.

Sultan Idris Training College, a teacher training col-
lege for Malay stream male students, now a university
Urban Development Authority

United Malay National Organization, dominant part-
ner of the ruling Bansan Nasional. UMNO's Malay
acronym, PEKEMBAR, is hardly used.
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Adat
Al Baba

angmob sai

Bubasa Jiuv Bangsa

bulek kampong

Babut Daryat

Bulek Tongsan

Berdikan

bobsia
bomoly
dacng

badith
bamba

Malay customs and mores

Sino-Malay “partnership” where the Malay (Al is
the silent partner and the Chinese (Baba) the work-
horse. Much decried but commonly practiced.

lit. White excrement—derisive term for Chinese who
have a fondness for Anglican lifestyle; the American
equivalent would be “banana,” meaning yellow on
the ourside but white inside.

lit. Language is the Soul of a Nation, the rallying call
after independence to making Malay the national lan-
guage.

lit. returning to the village. Refers to the ntual mass
exodus out of the citics into villages during holidays
and festive scasons. Also used derogatively to imply a
less than sophisticated bearing

gateway to heaven, referring to Malaysia's premicr
boarding school, Malay College, for the opportuni-
ties afforded to its graduates

lit. Returning to ‘Tinghoa (China) referring to earlier
Chinese immigrants who consider Malaysia a tempo-
rary abode

Malay acronym—Berdiri di Atas Kaki Sendini lit. To
stand on onc’s own feet; self reliant. One of the
many exhortations by Malay leaders to encourage less
dependence on the government

social delinquency

Traditional mediane man

Traditional weighing scale, notorious for being inac-
curate

Sayings attributed to the Holy Prophet

Slave
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Han Raya
Jilad
Iepak
konfrontusi

Lafir mengafirkan

hatuny minca

Lssum tua
knrang apar

7

wistialuf

Mo Babasa, M Bangsa

Maz Salleh

Melaya Baru

membgpakan kallang

Festive celebration marking the end of the Mushm
fasung month of Ramadan

Holy war, more appropriatcly, a holy struggle for a
divine cause, presumably worth dying for as one i
assured of a spot in heaven!

loitening, delinquency

lit. confrontation, the baef war with Indonesia over
the legiimacy of Malaysia

lit. infidels versus would be mfidels. Refers 1o the
highly contentious and puerile debate amony
Malaystan Muslims over who s the more pure fol-
lower of the faith,

Youth movement, refers to the split among Muslims
at the turn of the century over the “proper” mnte
pretation of Islim

The elderl

f, OF SCRIOT, proup as counterpart to Laum

e,

Ehghly msulung remark for someone deemed un

couth or vulgar

Uniquely Malagsian figure of specch, connotes
sense of finality as well as famibanty. Equivalent 10
the Canadian ef or Jamaican on

Recent convert to the Mushm faith, thus not fully
conversant with the atals and prayers of Islam.

As a language advances, so does the nation; another
post-independence mantra to advance the cause of
Malay language.

Malay epithet for White men, equivalent to American
Black’s Uncle '
lir. New Malay, supposedly a more improved version
aver the old"Malay. The rallying cry for Malay
abandon their roots and customs in favor of
modernism,

lallamg, & particularly tenacious weed, menbuakan 1o
fertilize—a useless actvaty. The lallang would thave
regardless what you do.

om.

w©




miengada gada
merdeka
Mom Salleh
Orang Puteh

Petnalang Bangsa

Rakan Muda

rerolusi mental

rumab) kilat

Tanah Melayu

tiada maruah
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cheeky; a devastating put down to someonc aspiring
for more than what he could conceivably attain.
Independence from British colonial rule.

Feminine form of Maf Salkh, my own invention

lit. White Men, initially only to Brits but now applics
to all caucasians.

Anti-nationalists, an cpithet for those Malays who do
not exhibit sufficient nationalistic zeal. Serious
charges, akin to treason.

lit. Friends of Youth, a massive government social
program aimed at curbing social ills among youths
lit. Mental Revolunon, clarion call for Malays to
abandon their norms and mores, and adopt suppos-
edly modern thinking

lit. Light b lum dwellings, so-called be-
cause of the speed with which they get erected. They
are literally none today, here tomorrow

lit. The Land of the Malays—referring to the Malay
Peninsula.

lack of morals
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