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HARVARD: Mal aysia has been in the news in recent weeks. The sudden
interest and the increased coverage on Mal aysia has been pronpted by the
currency crisis and the Governnment's and Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad' s response to it.

This coverage, in the foreign nedia, can perhaps be equated with the
wi de coverage that Ml aysia was given during the 1969 riots. Even today,
any article or feature on Malaysia is not without reference to the May 13
i nci dent. Mal aysi ans may have | eft the unhappy epi sode behi nd them and
nmoved forward with their lives but foreigners will not forget it, nor will
t hey all ow anyone to do so

Despite the negative and adverse reports on Mal aysia, there are stil
many supporters of the nation, foreigners who "know' Ml aysia better than
to believe the adverse foreign nedia reports. Wthout a doubt there are
al so sceptics who like to think in terns of worst-case scenari os.

But the gathering of academ cs and scholars at the Harvard Law school
saw many adnmirers of Ml aysia's courage in speaking up. Harvard Law
School's Islamic Legal Studies Programme, headed by M Frank Vogel in
col l aboration with the Institute of Islam ¢ Understanding Malaysia (lkim,
provided a platformfor discussions on Miulti-Religious Ml aysia:
Governance and |sl am ¢ Jurisprudence".

"The ethnic structure in Malaysia is built for war. But there is very
little war in Ml aysia," Professor Daniel Lev, Professor of Politica
Sci ence, University of Washi ngton, Seattle, said.

On the other hand, he noted that "accommopdati on” in Ml aysia has worked
better than any other in South East-Asia. Wiile there are "conflicts", he
said the country has been able to channel themonto "safe paths”.

Speaki ng at a day-long seminar, he attributed the superb handling of the
situation in Malaysia to "very effective institutions and the elite" who
are capabl e of facing the changi ng situation.

He noted that Malaysia is the only country that has "firnmy, capably and
efficiently" dealt with the affirmative action plan or the New Economi c
Policy "so successfully".

Drawi ng on the durian to illustrate his point, Professor Lev said the
the "accommopdation” in Malaysia is typified by the thorny fruit. The
fruit, "the size of a football", he said, divides the world into unique

canps. The division is based purely on those who adore the fruit and those
who do not, and not on religion, ethnicity, race or colour. But despite
these differences "there is very little war" in Ml aysi a.

A menber of the audi ence who has done consi derabl e research and study on
the regi on pointed out that the Ml aysi an speakers, in painting a rosy
pi cture of the country, had actually "downpl ayed its achi evenents".

The country had a much nore difficult position at independence than Sri
Lanka. Before independence, the different races were at odds while in Sri
Lanka the people were basically united and fought agai nst the aggressors
during the war. But today the differences and devel opnents in the two
countries are very stark

The peace and racial harmony in Malaysia is in sharp contrast to the
internal strife and discontent in Sri Lanka. The difference, according to
him is due to the fact that Ml aysian | eaders got down to work on the
"problens" very early while in Sri Lanka they got to work on the issues
"very, very late".



The pragmati smand maturity of Mal aysian political |eaders and elite,
fromanong the vari ous races who knew each ot her, has given the country a
trenendous boost and al so provided for political and econonic stablity.

The cl ose working relations, the tolerance and respect for each other's
culture and beliefs anmobng vari ous races have confounded nmany outside the
country who do not understand the underlying traits and strengths of the
country.

An African-Anmerican who lived in Malaysia for three years with her four
children told the sem nar that in trying to anal yse Ml aysi a, one cannot
rely upon the usual cultural explanations. These, she said were
"i nadequat e".

She and her children were not discrimnated against in Malaysia, a
foreign country to her. But as an American, her children have been
subjected to and felt "racisni in America, which she calls hone. Thus
there is nore to Mal aysia and Mal aysi ans than neets the eye and the
"cul ture" cannot sinply be reduced to what political analysts generally
do.

Whil e there were many who spoke in praise of Malaysia, there were al so
opposi ng vi ews and nmany questions. These included those relating to
i ndependence of the judiciary; freedomof the press; religious tolerance -
and the banning of Al Argamwas cited as an exanpl e where t he gover nnent
was said to be intolerant; and the nore recent devel opnents on the
currency front and the nove to "blane" foreigners for it.

The African-American, in speaking up for Mal aysia, said that perhaps
Mal aysia "l earnt from America". She pointed out that during the Cold War
Anerica bl amed "sonmeone el se" - the outside world and Russia - for nost of
its ills.

Tan Sri Ahmad Sarji, Chairman of Ikim together with Professor Kama
Hassan, an | ki mboard nmenber and a visiting Professor for Miuslim Christian
Under st andi ng, Geor getown, expl ained that the banning of Al Argamdi d not
represent nor does it in any way reflect religious intolerance in
Mal aysia. Al Argamwas a devi ationi st sect and the governnent noved to
deal with it peacefully and wi thout violence and | oss of |ives.

The US authorities have had to crack down on deviationist cults and
movenents several tinmes and in one instance in Wako it was not peaceful
and |l ed to a shootout and many deat hs.

As Professor Kamal said, Malaysia is unique and while Ml aysi ans can be
proud of the success and achi evenents, the | eadership and the elite have
not been lulled into conplacency and have adnmitted that "we do not deny
t hat we have probl ens".

It is the realisation and awareness of the Ml aysi an | andscape and the
need to cater to the different needs and demands that have enabl ed the
political |eadership and elite to remain tolerant and fornul ate policies
t hat benefit all

Ahmad Sarji said not only has the dom nant political party, Umo, not
ignored the interests of others and its willingness to consider the needs
of other parties, the country is nore denocratic than it has been given
credit for.

The country's success formula, for exanple, is based on the needs and
wants of multi-racial, nmulti-religious and rmulti-ethnic Ml aysian society.
Quoting Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad, he said: "You
cannot give each one everything that he wants because it invol ves taking
sonet hi ng from soneone el se

"...There nust be sacrifice on the part of the non-Bum puteras, and
t heref ore sonme unhappi ness. But the Bumi puteras will not get and will not
be given all that they consider their right..."

The Mal aysi an success story has not been fully told nor explained.



Despite the recent currency crisis and decline in the stock narket, the
country's political stability remai ns unaffected. The econonic
fundanental s and stability remain intact.

Wil e there has been specul ation that the slower economic growth will
give rise to racial tension and suspicion, Ahmad Sarji said the success of
the NEP and the shared interests of all Ml aysians irrespective of race,
religion or ethnic backgrounds bind themtogether even nuch nore cl osely.

Today there are joint ventures between the Bum puteras and non
Bum puteras just as there are joint ventures between Ml aysi ans and
foreigners. This shared and nutual interests will work to further
strengthen and unify Mal aysians of all races to face the chal |l enges posed
by the currency crisis.
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