21/ 08/ 1998
Col ummi sts given latitude to be conbative

Mazl an Nordi n

ONE of these days a book wi |l perhaps be witten about Ml ay newspaper
columists. In effect they are not just reporters of events or
comment at ors di spensi ng words of advice, sonetinmes weighty and at ot her
times less so

On certain occasions there is venom and aninus is bared for all to see.

Li ke editors, too, they conme and go. Lanang Sej agat and WAk Cant uk have
gone to be repl aced, anong others, by ClI A Mal aysia i n M ngguan Mal aysi a,
the | argest-selling Mal ay weekly.

The story woul d begin with Rahi mKajai, father of Malay journalismwth
his col um "Wak Ket ok" in Utusan Zaman and | shak Haji Mbhamad or Pak Sako
with his "Hantu Raya" in those days of colonial rule before the outbreak
of war.

Once conducted was a survey on the nunber of readers reading a
newspaper's editorial. The answer: not real ly many.

And so it was that a panel discussion at Universiti Malaya earlier this
week was told that readers prefer to read conmentaries by col umists
rather than the editorials.

As veteran journalist Tan Sri Sanad | snmai|l explainedit, columists are
given latitude to be conbative, provocative and controversial. Hence their
popul arity.

Setting a record in the nunber of columists in a daily newspaper is the
Phi | i ppi ne Press. The Philippine Star issue of Aug 8, for exanple,
featured 10 such witers comenting on a host of subjects ranging fromLa
Nina to the country's relationship with China and the rights of dism ssed
wor kers.

A comment ary by one Carnen Pedrosa criticised President Joseph Estrada's
intentionto enploy an interpreter as is the practice of every Japanese
Prime Mnister. Quote: "English has been known to be the lingua francain
official Philippines ... he should just speak naturally and sincerely and
never mind the grammar."”

On the next page anot her woman col umi st, Domini Torrevillas, offered
unhel pful advice to nmen to shed Viagra. There was al so her commentary on
the proposed renovation of the kitchen at Mal acanang, the presidential
pal ace i n Manila. The kitchen, yes, but not the entire guest house, she
advi sed.

Setting the stage for discussions on the topic is the book Biar Putih
Tul ang by Datuk A. Kadir Jasin under the pseudonymKunta Kinte. Init are
some of the col utms which he had witten in Berita Harian from1987 to
1995 on a wi de range of subjects including |slam denocracy, the status of
Mal ay rul ers, Tunku Abdul Rahrman and Li mKit Siang.

As is known, Kunta Kinte was a character in Roots: Saga of an Anerican
Fam |y, the book witten by bl ack Anmerican witer Al ex Hal ey who | ater won
the Pulitzer Prize. He had traced his ancestry t hrough seven generati ons
to Kunta Kinte, who was ki dnapped i n Ganbi a, West Africa, and brought to
Arerica in chains to becone a sl ave

Recor ded el sewhere was an overni ght stop by President Franklin Roosevelt
in Ganbia in 1943 during Wrld War Two while on his way to an Allied
sunmit in Casabl anca. The story continues: "The chance to w tness
colonialismin practice confirmed his worst suspicions. The Ganbi an' s
average daily wage, he was told, was just 50 cents, his |ife expectancy 26
years, their cattle live longer..." This was nore than a century after



Kunta Kinte was brought in chains to America.

After which nmention nust surely be made about anot her formof reaction
towar ds sl avery anong bl acks, especial ly bl ack Aneri cans and whi ch has
been descri bed as Afrocentricity. Theirs is the prenise that Egyptian
civilisation of the Pharaohs was a product of the black popul ati on and
t hat European civilisationis an of fshoot of Egypt's. That, however, is
anot her story. Kunta Kinte and fell ow captives had nmany sons.

The nomde plune chosen by Kadir then is in essence the antithesis of
the slave nentality. In his introduction to Kadir's book, Sanmad touched on
the central role of Malay journalists fromthe time of colonial ruleto
the present. Ever constant is the inperative to change the Mal ay nmi ndset
and to inculcate cultural values necessary for the upliftment of the
Mal ays in order to attain progress in all fields of endeavour.

As expected when writing about the Malay identity there are conmentaries
on matters Islamc, including the passage of hudud | aws i n Kel antan and
the | ack of invol vemrent anmong Muslins in wel fare work.

Ment i oned was an i nci dent when a news reporter wearing coat, tie and
songkok was asked to | eave a Kel antan State Assenbly nmeeting on the
grounds that he was not wearing a Mal ay baj u. Posed by col ummi st Kunta
Ki nte then was the question: "Since when did the Mal ay baj u becone an
I sl ami ¢ garb? What about the prayers of those Miuslins not wearing the
Mal ay dress whether in Mal aysi a or anywhere el se around t he worl d?" There
Wwas no answer .

Noted in passing was Kunta Kinte's strong criticisms agai nst Tunku Abdul
Rahman. But there was al so his deep concern and regret over the | ax
attitude of government officials in sending Tunku for eye treatnment
overseas al though Prine M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad had gi ven
his i nmedi ate approval with all expenses borne by the Governnent.

Anot her was the charge that DAP | eader LimKit Siang was establishing a
dynasty by appointing his son LimGuan Eng to an i nportant party position.
And yet Kunta Kinte had pl eaded for Guan Eng after the latter's one-year
suspensi on by the Dewan Rakyat despite havi ng apol ogi sed for his attack on
MCA president Datuk Seri Dr Ling Liong Sik.

As noted in his final piece on Feb 13, 1995, Biar Putih Tul ang began in
May 1987 together with a fewwitten by others with such pseudonyns as
Kam kaze, Si Kitol and T.S. Lanang whi ch ended earlier. And so was posed a
guestion by a panelist at the end of the panel discussion at Universiti
Mal ay: WIIl not Kunta Kinte go back now?

( END)
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