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National unity: An old horse knows the way

Abdul | ah Ahmad

THERE i s an anci ent Chi nese i di omwhi ch says: "Wen a dog | eaves its hone,
it can always find its way back." A horse, | amtold, al so has the sane
ability.

An ol d horse should renenber the road it has travelled. So, |et us bear
t he burden so that the old horse continues to | ead us.

Soneone who has experience or anyone very famliar with our situation
has a better chance (or ability) tolead us during adifficult tinme (and
inacrisis).

Mal aysia is an oasis of stability in the Association of South-East Asian
Nations (Asean). It enjoys a higher standard of |iving and is richer than
t he ot her Asean menber nati ons except Si ngapore.

The ruling party (Umo-led coalition, the Barisan Nasi onal (BN) from
1974) has won 10 successive general el ections since 1959, and 11 if you
i nclude the only general election heldin British Malaya in 1955. During a
peri od, soon to be 44 years since i ndependence on August 31 1957, | am
afraid | nust say the truth: the ruling coalition has, unfortunately,
becone baggy or insipid and even jejune because of sel f-indul gence.

If they did not shape up they woul d be thrown out. Wat forged a bond of
trust between old Umo and generations of voters has weakened. As has the
nati onal unity for reasons not unconnected with Malay politics and the
politics of other Ml aysi ans.

Last Saturday, | attended (did not participate, was contented to be a
|istener) the Wonen's Institute of Managenent's national unity roundtable
conference at its new all-purpose headquarters in Taman Tun Dr |snail
Kual a Lunmpur. It was an eyeopener even for me. A well-intentioned
di scourse graced by an aging elitist group of prom nent personalities and
successful professionals, three quarters of whomwere titled, state or
federal, deserved or otherw se

How | wish the Wonen's Institute of Managenent (WM w Il hold anot her
roundt abl e conference on national unity which will include a ni xed bag of
Mal aysi ans fromevery | evel of society and conpeting political
persuasi ons. A participant said, "Open your mnds to the views and
aspirations of the younger generation, particularly about racial rel ations
and unity."

The speaker was Tan Sri Razali Ismail, a former president of the UN
General Assenbly. Tan Sri Musa Hitam chairman of the Mal aysi an Human
Ri ghts Commi ssi on ( Suhakam, proposed the formati on of a nationa
consul tative council or a royal conmm ssion to make an i ndepth study of the
probl ens confronting the nation. To him the probl ens appear too numnerous
and not difficult to solve

Datuk Nellie S.L. Tan-Wng, the organising chairperson of the roundtable
stated that "all races are the guardi ans of val ues, ideas, policies...
some are nore idealistic, some are nore cosnopolitan and universal but
ot hers, nore parochial and ethocentric".

What ever, | ama great believer, up to a point, of letting one hundred
fl owers bl oomand one hundred school s of thought contend. Let the people
tal k and argue (behind cl osed doors, of course) about everything. Let them
del i berate and l et themforward the outcone to the Governnent for
consi derati on.

Next week, a | arger twoday convention on t he sane subj ect organi sed by
the Asian Strategy and Leadership Institute (ASLI) will take place



starring the Deputy Prime M nister Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi with
co-stars fromMCA, M C and Gerakan. Guest stars are Tun Dr Li mChong Eu,
Tan Sri Mohd Khir Johari, Tan Sri Miusa Hi tamand several others, including
the witer.

| deliberately did not say anything at the WMround tabl e because |
will have plenty to say when | speak on "Overconing i npedi ments to
National Unity addressingthe roots, managi ng conflicts and regenerating
confidence", a subject which ASLI chose for ne.

We shal |, during the convention, exam ne what is the current status of
national unity, should the BN reconstitute itself as a single broad-based
political party instead of the coalition of major conmunal and st at ebased
parties, internal contradictions; howto mtigate and contain racial
religious and even occupational divide and geographi cal residence.

About the linmts against religious and ethnic extrem smand
provocations, the need to nake aware about the social contracts which are
bi ndi ng on t he Bumi puteras and t he ot her Mal aysi ans. | shall caution the
peopl e and t he Gover nnent al i ke about potential "flashpoints' which nust
be ni pped in the bud.

Fi ght agai nst poverty must transcend race and religion as is access to
hi gher education; the need to nani fest a greater sense of bel ongi ng,
equi tabl e sharing of the national and corporate wealth all this and nore
will spare us all future di sharnony, latent or in the open.

Sone wel | - meani ng peopl e speak about hurt feelings, which if unchecked,
wi Il and must breed deep hatred. Ab solutely. But racial wound or sakit
hati, |ike margi nalisation, depends on who is the speaker. |If you listen
to a Pas | eader, anything which to hi mappears as secular is an affront to
Islam and to an average non-Mislim Mal aysian, the nation is fast (and no
| onger subtly) being turned into a nonopol ar soci ety. So, when one speaks,
he or she nust al so be prepared to listen to other side. As they say, any
story, like any coin, has two faces.

I was at the Umo cl osed-door neeting |ast Friday. What was said there
was both conforting and frightening.

| deplore the arrogance, bigotry, greed and the beligerence of a
particul ar section of a particular comunity as nuch as | |anent at the
i ntol erence and del usi on of the other side of the fence.

They are not only dense but stoneblind politically. Ml aysiais not
Si ngapor e, Taiwan nor |Indonesia, Saudi Arabia or Iran.

On i ndependence, we faced al nost the sane threats whi ch today confront
us al beit they have becone less dire. Still, they make us vul nerabl e
because the protagonists are a group of blind men trying to size up an
el ephant. They only know of the part they feel, as a result because they
do not feel the whole animal they make wrong conclusion. They are
danger ous.

Per haps, the tinme has cone, as Musa says it is, for the Government to
set up a National Consultative Council on National Unity.

During and followi ng the vicious race riots in Kuala Lumpur 32 years and
a day ago, all races were in the depths of despair but in less than two
years, we recovered our confidence and national unity was restored as was
parlianentary denocracy.

I f the Governnent had betrayed the rakyat it woul d have been rejected a
long tinme ago. Tun Razak, assisted and advi sed by the Nationa
Consul tative Council, | ed Mal aysi ans out of the depths of trauma i nto an
era of unprecedented growth and devel opment whi ch was enl arged and
enhanced during the | ast 20 years by Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad.

Only the BN can guarantee raci al harnony. Ml aysi ans shoul d trust the
devil they know rather than the angel they don't.

But havi ng sai d that whet her BN conti nues to dom nate Mal aysian politics



wi Il depend on how BN | eaders respond to changes and needs and aspirations
of a better educated Mal aysi ans (of all races), and to their desire for
greater participation in Governnent which shapes their lives and the
future of their children.

W Il people |Iike YB Muhammad Tul us, Datuk Hi shamuddi n Tun Hussein and
their contenporaries have the stomach to stay on course and | ead the
nation into a better future for every Ml aysi an?

Yes. YB Muhammad Tul us and Hi shanmuddin will performwell even though
they are not unique. More inportantly they are clean, transparent and
fam | y-oriented.

They are not shifty, do not change si de nor abandon t he oarsman of the
sanpan once they have arrived safely across the river. At | east, not yet,
and | hope they never do.

( END)
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