IN ALL probability, it
was the May 1869 riols
which gave the intellee-
tual impctus to Datuk
Seri Dr Mahathir to write
The Malay Dilemma.

At the time, he was
ncither MIP® nor Prime
Minister: Now that he is,
his views may nol have
changed; however, he has
declared ‘‘there are
Janany roads to the same
~destination.”

A good number of ac-
counts have of coursc
“been writien about the
*background of that sad
day in Malaysian history,
including one by the then
Prime Minister and an-

_.gther by the Government

_of the day, not to mention
“the many scnsational re-

ports in the forcign press.

Unlike those accounts,

Dr Mahathir's cssay is .

more reflective, fusing
cultural and historical
factors into an analysis
of the reality of Penin-
sular politics.

In this respect, I find it
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certainly more worth-

while reading than books
produccd by scholars,

such as K.J. Ratnam's.

Communalism @ nd
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Malaysic (1965) or RK. !

i mention only two pohlx-‘

cal works published
before and after the|
Dilemina.

Perhaps it is timely |
now for scholars, espe-|
cially Malaysian]
academicians, Lo venlure
into deeper rescarch on
the points brought out by

Dr Mahathir, to bring to-}

gether disciplines such
as psychology, sociology,
history, cconomics and
cven genetics.

According to the au-
thor of the Dilemma, ge-
nctical factors — hercdi-
{y and variation (espe-
cially in-breeding) -—-
play an important part,
along with environmen-
tal factors, in placing the
Malays in a lower ecco-
nomic position than the
immigrant communitics.

Dcbate

For along time more, Il
suppose, people will de-;
batc the influences of in-
breeding on the poor cco-
nomic¢ achicvement of}

the Malays. Dr Muhathir;
is at least brave cnough,
as a Malay, to highlight;
the genetical factors, and
I would suggc/st further

scientific study to ecnu-

mefate their cffects on
the Malays.

For the present, we do -

not cven have data on the
. cxtent- of in-brecding
amang Malays and a
sample study could
throw some cvidence on
the points made by Dr
Mabhathir regarding the

effects of heredity.

The ~heredity - faclors
causc the most despon-

bhackwardness.

The author places the ;

cnvironment next Lo he-

. redily in producing such

backwardness. In most of
the book, he tackles, prin-

‘cipally, the environmen-

tal factors and offers an
analysis on the Malay
dilemma, which he ex-
plaing in thc book's in-
troduction thus:

“The Malays scem to
be tecthering between the

desire to assert their |

rights and arrogatlc to

themsclves what they
consider to be theirs, and
the overwhelming desire

and thoughtful of the
rights and demands of
others,

“Decep within them
there is a conviction that

! to be polile, courtcous’

“no matter what thcy “de-"

cide to do, things will con-

tinue to slip from their.

control; that slowly but
surcly they are becoming
dispossessed in their own
land. This is the Malay
Dilemma.”

JAnd so, we get a fecl,

before reading further, of--
. what the bulk of the book
“is going to be about:
.. cthnic politics, with spe-

.cial reference to the eco-

;. nomic plight of the’
dencey inatiempts at solv-

ing the problem of Malay.

Malays.
Dr Mahathir opens up

with a chapler entitled
What Wenl

ing “What finally led to
the outbreak of violence
on May 13, 1969, slarted

the moment thc Union:

Jack was lowered and the
Malayan flag went up.”
Ewven prior to that, he

contends, there never.

was truc racial harmony
and he¢ rescrves his
scathing atiack on suc-
cessive (Alliance) “Gov-
crnments of mediocre
people... The Malays
were disenchanted be-
cause in their cyes the
Government continually
favourcd the Chinese and
had failed to correct the
rcal imbalance in the
wealth and progress of

w -

Wrong? to:
outline the causcs of the :
‘“¥raclal disruptions, stat-

the races...The Chinese
demands increased as
Governmenti concessions
whetted their ap-
petite...And over and
above these racial reac-
tions was the increasing-
ly diminishing faith in
the ability or the desire of
the Alliance Government
Lo rulc and rule well.”
Thus (thc less than
favourable) results (lo
the Alliance) of the 1969
general clection. And it
took only the opposition
victory procession to

_make the tension cxplode

on May 13. Rvad

. Allthis appears like an
&mgry sweep indecd ands
must have touched ihe

. sensitivities of those who

ruled before Dr
Mahathir, Nevertheless,
as a broad summation, il
cannot be denied that the
author's view reflects the
truth, unpleasant as il
may sound.

The chapter on the in-
fluence of heredity and
environment on the
Malay racc is scif-cx-
planatory, and we have
mentioned Dr Mahathir's
view on heredity.

Factors

He analyses Lhe en-



vironmental factors with
the geographical faclors
~ the riverine sctile-
ments  conditioning  the
Malays to lcisure amidst
natural surroundings.
Feudal and customary
polity increased the con-
servatism of the Malays,
and their adoption of 1s-
lam as their religion con-
solidated the situation
making the Malays im-
previous o non-Islamic

. influences.

And then came the
punch: “Next to Islam the
single most important

change in the Malay cn--

vironment was the
massive influx of Chi-
sncse immigrants. Until
the coming of the Chi-
nesce, the Malays of pure
or mixed blood were not
only the pcasants, but
also the petty {iraders,
craftsmen, skilled work-
crs, and, through the sys-
tem of penghulus and ra-
jas, the administrators in

Malayw..”
On the effect of Chi-
nesc immigration - en-

couraged by the British

he cites displacement
of Malays in the urban
arcas, further division
between the Malays and
Chinese, cven further
division between the ru-
ral and the (much
smaller in nuntber) town
Malays, destruction of
Malay sclf-reliance, and
he brings the history to
Independence, which
brought power and
wealth Lo the new Malay
elite”

And then the author
asks: “How will heredity
and this new environ-
ment affect the Malays?”
His answer is gloomy be-
cause the Malays “will
become softer and less!
able to overcome dif-i

Y

cessful consensus under
such an arrangement.
Also, there is alrcady
widespread accceplance
that the Malay cconomic
problem is to be treated as

“a national problem. Thus,

the New Economic Poli-
¢y is herc to stay, and
criticisms of the NEP is
nowadays limited to
modes of implementation
only. .

The book -is ‘about
politics butl praclical
politics will get nowherc
in a democratic system if
the cconomic questions

arc nol faced with scri-
ousness by those who are
in political power.

There arc signs that
this is being done. What

can be done remains, in- | . s
deed, short of whe(xt cvery - particular, arc willing to

cthinic group aspirces to.

If politics is truly the
art of the possible, few
other countrics can
match Malaysia's
achicvements since ils
independence. Thepe
have been pumerous
compromises and there
will have to bc many
more, unless of course

the country cmbarks on’

dangerous cxperiments
in extremism. '

Those who have the
futurc-of the country at
heart will obviously
avoid such cxperiments.
It is best that proponents
for change to the political
system justify that
change is needed.

The author, however,
proposes no change inthe
political systern to -help
scttle the Malay. cconom-
ie dilemma. s \

He traces that dilem- ¢
ma, in historical lerms,

nesc. “Competition,
which should be between

individuals and busincss

groups, has devcloped .
into competition between

racial groups in which

onc group has an’
absolutc advantage over -
the other”.

Known business prac-
tices of the Chincse —
sceret deals, family and
clan tics, exclusivity of
guilds and chambers of
commercee, to name a few

worsened the Malay
cconomic dilemima.

The rcal problem is
that the Chinese are
“established”. The au-
thor's conclusion is given
cven before the analysis
as follows:

*Unless the Chinese, in

hold themsclves back

. and appreciate the need

Displacement

to bring the Malays up in
the . cconomic ficld, not

cven the determination of &

the Malays and the

* schemes of the Govern- !
.ment can belp to solve

the Malay cconomic
dilemma.” <

It is a credit to Dr:
Mahathir that he was '
bold cnough to say what .

: he said. Selutions o over-,

coming the Malay ccos
nomic dilemma cannot
be achieved with speed. -
but thc passage can be
madc- smoother by . un-
derstanding, especially
by Chinese Malaysians.
‘Among the Malays
themselves there should
be full recalisation, that
ultimate success can nev-
er be theirs simply by,
shouting. XEconomic ad-
vancement, which cer- -
tain individuals may
achicve by mcre luck, for
& whole community is a
process of diligent and

 quality -
-long

. already  cmbarked . upon.

a point made
ago by ‘such
writers as R.H. Tawncey
and a good number of
others. Tawney, for cx-
ample, wrole fifty ycars
ago that ‘the important
thing is not that cquality -
should be completely at-
tained but that it should -
be sincercly sought.

who sct up the first gov-
ernments and these gov-
crnments were the ones
with which other coun-
trics did official business
and had diplomatic re-
lations. .

Claims
- If cilizenship is con-
B l ferred on races olher
a anced than Malays, it is be-
causc Malays conscnt to

Dr Mahathir argucs’. (his The consent is condi-
that certain specific . (jonal.
measurcs such as laws Il is conditional upon
on M."L]ay' lar}d FCSCrVad- 1 pocognition of the Malays
tion, distribution of schol- »

as ‘the definitive pcople,
arships and civil scrvice peop

‘ . and cspecially recog-
Jjobs to Malays arc neces- - ni1ion of -their multi-

sary to compensate forA faccted problems, the
the low cconomic stalus’ oy solution of which en-
of the Malays: those ap-' 4] understanding and

parcnily dxscrlmmatpry positivo support by the

laws and policies are not non-Malays.

mcant to give advantage Dr Mahathir points

to onc communily over. .
. , : N out that the (espccially
another, but arc in fact colonial) policics of

designed to prevent this pushing into thc back-

from happening. ‘ground the claims of the

Since he wrote the - R
book, we know of course gizlsﬁésOf;stégcﬁf{,l&ltiyg
of the various mcasures ninsula have put all of us

into the present com-
munal divisions which
produce a pcermanent
source of conflict.
"~ All non-Malay citizens
~have to bear a -strong
i } .. +~scnse of history in order .

Stomal Lo glve ine | to eppreciate the urgent
bumiputras. larger! nced for solving the
participation in the! Malay dilemma. )
modern sector, to over- All of us, especially the
come, as the author) younger citizens, should
wrotc in 1970 “an inc-' appreciatc why the NEP
quality of wealth, an inc- | was nceded and there is

uality of opportunities, no reason for pessimism .

?md az; incqﬁglity, of de- = We have many things in

vcxlggrrlt;:;athir‘s plea is of which is God's given
clear: for the Malays to variety of riches to make
achicve racial equalily possible a Malaysia
there must be no dis- cquitably shared by all
criminalion against cilizens.

by Government to
further assist the Malays
in the currcnt
Malaysian context, all
bumiputras -- including. |
tha recent launching of i

w -

e o ;
Malaysia, that is, pcoplei (0("

. our favour, not the least .



ficultics on their own. Be-
causce of Lhis,
power might ultimately
prove their complete
downfall.”

Dr Mahathir brings
forth no solution to this
problem, but simply
mentions that the answer
scems to lie in a sort of
“constructive protection”
workced out after a
carcful study of the ef-
feets of heredity and en-
vironment."

Truths

One might speculate
that the views of the au-
thor such as summarised
above were the causces of |
the ban on his book, fol-
lowing the racial troubles
of 1969. Howecever,
should be no doubt, espe-
cially after his pronoun-
cements sinee becoming
Deputy and then Prime

political

there

Minister, that Dr-
Mahathir is not an ad-
vocale of extremism in

politics,

Iis « ma of course |
that the book was an cs»’
siay of the day by a can-»

didate who had lost in the -

cleetion and was unable -

to do somcthing practical
politically. Nevertheless,
the author's points con-
tin many truth.&. cven to
this day.

However, the climate
has been changing since

1970. On the political side, -

there s the broader Na-
tional ¥ront government.
While it is still ethnical-’
ly-based, there
wider optimism for suc-

can- he’

beginning with the period
during which there was
real Malay cconomic in-
dependence, cven though
it was al a low level of
cconomic sophistication,
when the Malays were
“exclusively involved in
muarkeling, petty trading,
imporling and cxporting
and ecven manufac-
turing in the carly Malay
Sultanates.

The Malay cconomic.

dilemma is argucd to
have started with the in-
flux of Chinesce into the
peninsula when Malays
underweni the process of
“displaccment” from ur-
ban cconomic occupa-
tions.

British colonial policy
assisted and accclerated
this transformation, and
cven after World War 11
the Malays had to *“facc
the same old pattern in
which the Chinesc. con-
trolled all business that
wis not big cnough for
the big Brilish business-

. houses™.

Then followed gov-

crnmential atiempts to -

assist Malays in com-

mercee and industry,
which were accclerated
after Independence.

“Independence,” says the
author, “has definitely
boousted Malay involve-
ment in the commercial
lifc of the nation.”

Faults

But, asscris. Dr
Muhathir, the Malays
have ncver been able to,
and can ncver hope, to
c¢ateh up with the Chi-

purposcful hard work.
Dr Mahathir docs not
brush aside the faults of
the Mualays because he
says, “The Malays must
be awarc of their own

faults as much as the -
fuults of others.” It may..
cven be uscful for Malays
.and Malay lcaders to sub-
stitute their many slogan *

songs with a small pas-
sage from Shakespeare:”

The Jault, dear Brytus, -

is not in our stars. <
Bul in ourselves, that
we are underlings.
Dr. Mahathir hsas
stated that cconomic

them. The Malays and
the non-Malays, espccial-
ly the Chinese, arc dif-
ferent in character and

behaviour and there will -

have to be adjustments to
cach other which can
only bc achicved by un-
derstanding, goodwxll and
time.

Thesctare balanced
views and not extremist
words of a disappointed
author. The same can be
said about the author’s
vicw in respect of pro-
moting national unity in
our multi-racial nalion

wrongs gdo cxist. He is ©
currently best-placed to
pul into practicc what @

Government can do to

corrcct those things
wrong with the Malays,

and he descrves the un-
derstanding and co-oper-.

ation'of both Malays and
non-Malays.

through Bahasa
Malaysia as well as other

accessory methods such -

as focusing loyalty to
the King, tcaching of na-

. Llonal history and so

I would think the real

message Dr. Mahathir

wanted {o give is encom- .

passed in the three chap-
" ters we have reviewed. o
The other scven chapters.

of uncven length can pos- -
sibly be described-as pro-/
viding background and .

rationalisation for his
views which some have
tended in the past, wrong-

ly labelled as “ulira” or .

cxtremist,
Dr Mahathir, without
doubt,

is well-rcad.
. beyond his medical jour-

nals, in history and -

philosophy and other
maticrs. He asserts that
legal cquality is mecan-
ingless in the face of so-
cial and cconomic inc-

-wely ayy ‘papoooang I?

. forth. .
Regarding the re- .
habilitation of the}

Malays and the Malay
dilemma,
sketches,

and it

"Dr ‘Mahathir
is no .
morc than a barc'outline, .

Dr Mahathir lamented
in 1970 that thcre has
been no study and
analysis of the cthical
codes and value systems
of the Malays. A book
published in 1977 (Tham
Scong Chee, Malays and
Modcernisation) touches on
some of these and their
cffects on moderninsing
ihc Malays. “

Dr Mahathir rightly
outlines the difference
between the Malay value
systems and those of
western civilisation.
(The scrious students
may want to pursue Max
Weber's The Prolestant
Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism and other

! such works).

the need tor urbanise the @

Malays in a planned and
thorough fashion.

sclves neced to acquire

new skills and accept

new values. When all this

can be achieved is indeed

difficult to gauge, but-in
1970 Dr Mahathir al-

ready told us that some-

thing radical has to be
done.
JFor the apparcently in-

But the Malays them* '

lef-racial tranquility and :

harmony is fraught with
danger. The author asks
“"How much can the
Malay problem be blown
up before it bursts"'

W -

|

Influence

Hec, almost
pessimistically, noles
that it_is unlikely that
mcre changes in environ-
ment will bring about the
nccessary change in
Malay valucs te an ex-
tent that they will be able
to compete with the drive
of the other communities
or races.

Again, the Malay gen-
cral attitude to property
and money is quite unlike
the Chincse, and the
problem in solving the
Malay cconomic dilem-
ma is the juxtaposition of
the spiritually-inclined
Malays with material-
istic, cspecially Chinese,
non-Malays.

Of late, we have heard P

v
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exhortations from Malay
lcaders thatl heed be paid ©
to non-materialistic, par- |
ticulagly religious, mat-
ters. These are directed
to the Malays, possibly to !
lessen the influence of an
opposition religious par-

ty

1f thesc cxhortations
arc clearly directed also
Lo other citizens, and ¢8-
peeially if they are
cchoed by non-Malay
leaders, it will perhapsbe |
best for all of us. It is '
hoped that the Prime -
Minister is looking into
this matter. .
.
Traits

The author does not
view traditional traits in,!
the Malays, such as
adherence to feudalistic
characteristics or deep
religious inclinations as
deleterious. He however .
regrets the lack of |
frankness, the adherence |
{o traditional behaviour
of sclf-restraint and a de- !

)

. s

sire not to displease be- I"to bicak away from the

causc these cannot make | higtorically-set pattern

* the Malays prominent in © of jdentificalion of race

| anaggressive modern so- . with cconomic functions

cicty.

Uniess, of course, the
Malays follow the thesis
of geiting away from un-
queslioning loyalty enun-
ciated in a recent book
(Aliran, 1979, Protector?)
the solution is still. far

* away. I for one, do not
i agrec with the implied
" conclusion in Protcctors?

nor, I think, docs Dr
Mahathir,
Mcanwhile,

Malays must be pursucd

. with vigour. The neced is

for accelerated practical
mecasurcs

Malays in modern scctor
activities, and given
tinme, the requircd

_changes will follow suit.

"Now, almost a dozen

years since Dr Mahathir

wrote his book, Malaysia
is alrcady in the sccond
“half of the NEP which
incorporates Govern-
ment long range Vattacks

to cnsure’
' greater exposurce of the,

~after

of citizens. '
The NEP is already
widely accepted. At the

background of the for- -
mulators of the Second '

Malaysia "Plan, which
launched the NEP were

the cumulative argu- |

ments forthrightly

brought out in The Malay'

Dilemma. In this context,
Dr Mahathir can be

. _named as.contributor to
changing -
the attitudes of the:

the NEP, even though he
entered the Cabinet well
the NEP's
launching.

. I have indicated above
that The Malay Dilemma
is a book on cthnie
politics. On‘ politics and
parties the author openly
states that it is the
Malays who most favour

a communal approach to.

politics. The truth, of
course, is that all parties
of some significance in
this country approach
politics communally, il-

'l.uslrugin'g’. to ;Us day,

W

[the continuing demand’
¢ for such an approach. Let
-us look forward to the
~day when there shall be
rcal integration among
.the communities in this
country. :

A prc-condition for
this, and this in my vicew
is vital, is abundant rea-

. sonablencss among thosc
who choosc to be political
lcaders of the nation. The
author of the Dilemma,
whatever others have
said before about him, is
no advocatc of Malay.
chauvinism (if therc ‘s
any such thing). ‘

Hc descrves our sup-
port to bring further ma-
tcrial and moral
progress to this young
nation now that he is at
the helm of government.
We should wish him well
in his attempts to remove
all forms of incom-
petence. .

This country deserves
lcaders who can rule well
with the head; but equal-
ly important, our country,
requires leaders who rule

1

with the heart as well.
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