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INthe political treatise Taj-us Salatin (The Crown of Kings), by 17th
century Mal ay phil osopher Buchara al -Jauhari, several chapters are
dedi cated to the question of how the advisors to the King ought to be
honest and open about the advice and information they give to the ruler
Three centuries before the age of Information Technol ogy, al-Jauhari was
well into the world of imedi ate communi cati on and information retrieva
and di ssem nati on.
He understood the need for rapid, efficient conmunication and
di ssem nation of information. He regarded the flow of information as one
of the nost vital operational features of any state, and argued that
wi t hout precise reports to the King, the entire ki ngdomwould be
i mperiled. For al-Jauhari, nothing was too trivial to note. He insisted
that the | eadership of the state ought to be aware of the traffic of goods
and | abour, the condition of the rivers, quality of the harvest and daily
managenent of the econony.
To this end, al-Jauhari placed great enphasis on the need for an open
system of information exchange and on the need to cultivate a corps of
trustworthy and reliable advisors and reporters. For him it was the

presence of these that would ensure that country was well inforned and the
rul ers woul d not be del uded about the strength and weaknesses of the
ki ngdom

But the reality of the Malay world was not as pleasant as the ideal that
al - Jauhari | aboured for so long to build.

Al -Jauhari was responding to a problemthat he had di agnosed as
prevalent in the Malay worl d: the enduring tendency towards self-del usion
and the inability to stare at problens in the face. Al -Jauhari was after
all witing in 1602, nearly a century after the fall of Ml acca.

What had exacerbated the collapse of the Ml acca sultanate was the
tendency of its leaders to avoid the problens that were painfully evident.
Wrrse still was their tendency to underestimate their opponents and
negl ect their own weaknesses. Mal acca had grown rich and its people
conmpl acent. In the event of a crisis, the kingdomwas not able to defend
itself.

The Sej arah Mel ayu narrates how the courtiers and advisors to the Sultan
of Mal acca boasted that the Portuguese could never breach the walls of
their city and that there was no need to fear their enemy. Their
preparations for the conflict were thus | ackadaisical. Wth the eneny at
their doorstep, the advisors to the Sultan nmerely scoffed at the guns of
the Portuguese. And so it cane to pass that the city of Ml acca, which had
withinits walls nearly 3,000 guns and pieces of artillery, could be
conquered and razed to the ground by the vastly-out nunbered Portuguese.
Sonewhere along the Iine, those who ought to have warned the Sultan kept
silent. Qut of awe for their |eader, and their desire to keep their jobs
and privileges, they deluded thensel ves and their Sultan. And they paid
dearly for their silence

A sinmlar story is found repeated throughout the history of the Ml ay
peopl es of the archipelago. As late as the 1970s, |ndonesian writer
Pranpedya Ananta Toer was |anmenting the fact that the peoples of the
region were reluctant to confront the pressing realities around them
Looki ng at fanobus hi kayat such as the Babad Tanah Jawi, Toer notes that
t he peopl es of the archipel ago seened nore inclined to believe fiction and



myths, to decorate thenselves with titles, rather than to confront the
realities of colonialism and neo-colonialism

In today's situation, the response to the haze crisis serves as a good
exanple of this culture of silence at work.

For months, nearly half of Southeast Asia has been suffering the blight
of cross-border pollution. This phenonenon is an environmental problem
caused by unscrupul ous busi ness practices, poor comuni cation, |ack of
surveil l ance and supervi sion, m smanagenent, negligence and corruption.
Yet Mal aysian journalists who have travelled to the regi ons concerned and
risked their lives to get to the truth are now being told not to discuss
the matter too nuch, for fear for drawi ng negative attention. Recently,
Mal aysi an academ cs have been told not to nake statenents to the foreign
Press or publicise their findings too w dely.

One cannot hel p but wonder whether the probl emthat al-Jauhari diagnosed
so long ago is re-surfacing again. |Is this yet another exanple of
establi shnment that would prefer to avoid | ooking at the truth in the face?

The decision to stop academcs fromtalking to the Press can only be
described as a knee-jerk reaction which has since proven to be counter-
productive. Far fromdi scouragi ng people fromtal ki ng about the matter,
the nove has only attracted nore negative attention to the situation.

Knowi ng how the foreign nedia operates in this region, the establishnent
ought to have guessed that they would only be too happy to report on this
| atest attenpt to gag the academ cians of the country as proof of a
par anoi d and hypersensitive establishnment.

But putting aside the problemof having to deal with the nmeddl esone
Western nedia, we are still confronted with the obvi ous questions: WII
the haze di sappear if we stop talking about it? Wuld the country
responsi bl e for the haze crisis have reacted any better or faster had the
Mal aysi an Press stood by conpl acently and pretended that there was nothing
wong? And will the haze not re-appear next year when Ml aysi a hosts the
1998 Conmonweal th Ganes?

The Ml aysi an scientists, academi cs and journalists who have spoken up
so far have nerely been doing their duty and acting as the responsible
professionals that they are. It is not their fault that their words have
been twi sted by the foreign nedia.

But this is not a new problem when Ml aysian Prine M nister Datuk Seri
Dr Mahat hir Mohanmad spoke out against the activities of currency
mani pul ators, his comments were taken out of context and portrayed in a
negative light. But this should not deter us fromspeaking, especially
when the truth is on our side.

We should be grateful to those who have shown the courage to think and
speak the truth. Their integrity does us proud. The history of the Ml ays
as a people woul d have been different if there had been nore individuals
such as these.

If there is one thing that our history has taught us, it is that
silence, in the face of crisis, is not the solution.
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