11/ 09/ 1999

Bridging the gap for the future

ITis asinple gesture, yet it prom ses to bring a deeper understandi ng of
nati onal policies and concerns anbng uni versity students. A dial ogue, such
as the one held between Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad and
under graduat es yesterday, will bridge the comuni cati on gap between t hem
and national | eaders.

Frequent di al ogues, perhaps on a quarterly basis, with these | eaders in
an open environment will allowstudents to articulate their views,
questions and gri evances. The exchange of thoughts between these el ders
and t he young, who hold the strings in defining the future, will foster a
sense of belonging and instil a sense of patriotismin the latter. W do
not think this is a departure fromthe Governnent's stand that there
shoul d be no politics in universities. Rather, it is the Government's way
of paving the path for greater openness and exchange of ideas in
under st andi ng nati onal and gl obal concerns. It is a formof constructive
engagenent with national | eaders.

Notably, it is in response to past pleas for greater space in the campus
- which is best sunmed up in the line fromGernan poet Friedrich
Schiller's drama, Don Carlos, "Sire, grant us freedomfor thoughts". WII
it, as all eged by sonme, plant political fernent in canpus? Hardly. Only
t hose who confuse and comni ngl e t he neani ng of political activismwith
civil freedomw Il think the dial ogues constitute a political plank by the
Government to cultivate support. In reality, it bridges the gap between
today' s policy-nmakers and tonorrow s policy-nakers.

The di al ogues will enable themto appreciate, understand and even
criticisethe aspirations of the Government. National spirit shoul d not
only be ordained fromthe top or the highest |evel of hierarchy but it
shoul d al so flowfromthe bottom In this case, students are both seen and
heard. This will dispel the nisperception that our canpus popul ace are
al  egedl y shackled all the way into the capillaries of their daily
exi stence by a restrictive system

But there is a greater significance. By all reckoning, the dial ogues nmay
wel | cure the young of their political cynicismand di strust of the system
- atrend whichis not nerely confined to Malaysia in the aftermath of
econom c crisis or political hiccups but is also seen in devel oped
countries. It will give another perspective to canmpus rebel s who, out of
boredomor a longing to participate innational life, are attracted by the
fervour of anti-government sentiments. It will balance up their views. But
they will not benefit fromthe discourse if they come with pre-conceived
and prejudiced views. Nor will they gainif they abnegate their
responsibility to pursue know edge for few noments of mi sgui ded passi on.

It isinportant to reach out to the young. Wthin the Governnent, there
shoul d be an Orbudsman for the young - who plays the role of advocate for
themand has the task of sensitising public opinions totheir aspirations.
Their susceptibility to political agitation by anti-governnent el ements
here or outside shows a |l onging for their queries to be answered, their
doubts clarified and their views heard. Unquelled, it will leadto
restiveness which may be exploited by irresponsi bl e el enents. Such a
| ongi ng shoul d be seen as a soci al dynam ¢, not necessarily a political
dynam c which leads to turnoil, in a country which is confident of
charting its own destiny wi thout a piggyback fromforeign powers.

( END)
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