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The Malay dilemma in the 21st century
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MALAY Di | emma Two or the Malay dilemma in the 21st century. This perhaps
best describes the presidential address by Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad
at |ast week's Umo general assenbly.

It is alnmost a "tragedy” that 30 years since the book, The Ml ay
Di |l ena, was written, "nothing nuch seens t o have changed” and t he dil emma
remai ns. Even nore "frustrating” is that the del egates appear not to
under stand t he nessage of their president who has over the years appeal ed,
begged, cried, cajoled, berated themand even prayed.

The t herme of | ast Thursday's address, "Mal ays Forget Easily", was al so
sumed up in the poemread out by Dr Mahathir during the w nding-up on

Sat ur day.
But the dilemua of the Mal ays, as outlined by Dr Mahathir, spills over
and i npacts on Mal aysian society in general. Inanulti-racial, nulti-

lingual, nulti-religious and nulti-ethnic society such as Mal aysia, the
Mal ay dilenma is al so the Mal aysian dil enma. The Mal ays have a greater
responsibility to ensure that they do not forget easily and to resol ve
their dilenma, not only for the sake of the future of their own race but
for the future of the Ml aysi an nation

In the book, The Malay Dil etma, Dr Mahathir had asked "Wat went
wrong?". Yet, three decades | ater since the book was first published and

"after 43 years of trying, after billions have been spent, after severa
banks and a variety of funds have been established, today the
achi evenments of Malays in trade and i ndustry are still |ow'.

The question of "Wat went wong?" still begs to be answered, even

t hough froma different perspective. Not so nuch as to why there was
"disruptioninthe even progress and conparative racial harnmony that
characterised the first 12 years of the i ndependence of Mal aysi a", but why
have Mal ays forgotten their past struggle, the benefits of cooperation and
unity, hard work and their conparative | ack of progress in various
spheres.

"A race which has been deprived of government assistance has clearly
succeeded. Wy can't the Mal ays, who are given all sorts of help,
succeed?" Dr Mahathir asked. It certainly is not due to the |l ack of trying
on the part of the Governnent.

Maki ng no apol ogi es, he said: "W cannot be proud of the achievenents of
the Malays." Pulling no punches and in hard-hitting, stinging, sarcastic,
and at tines caustic remarks, he said: "Today, Mal ays are accustoned to
corruption... they are inpatient to become rich."

What hol ds them back? "Mal ays are not stupid, not unw se, not
unintelligent." But they nust be prepared to work hard, seek know edge,
mast er | anguages and be di sci plined. There are no short cuts or an easy
passage

In the book, just as he does in his presidential address, Dr Mahathir
stresses the need and i nportance of educati on and acquiring know edge.
"Part of the reason for (the) poor showi ng of Malay students is their
chroni c poverty and their rural background... In the rural areas they do
not even have lights for their children to study by at night," he wites
in the book.

Today, the situation is vastly different with the eradi cation of
poverty, government assi stance and conpul sory educati on. Wth nunerous
opportunities and schol arshi ps, yet many Ml ay students remain



uni nterested. "The Mal ays apparently have not | earned fromtheir history.
The Mal ays easily forget their history. On the contrary, they love to
colour their own history with | egendary stories for their ego, to confort
and pride themsel ves in | egends which they have created.™”

Hang Tuah had said that "The Mal ays wi Il never vanish fromthis earth."”
Dr Mahathir, while admtting that this was true today, neverthel ess asked:
"What ki nd of Mal ays have not vani shed?" Have they becone a race that is
successful and with dignity?

He chal | enged them addi ng: "Ml ays who do not rely on their special
rights, who work very hard, are patient, do not wish to get rich quickly,
doing things the legitimte way wi |l become Ml aysi ans who are resilient
and successful . "

Umo nmenbers must take up the chall enge as they have a greater
responsibility to ensure that the Malay society is on par with the ot hers.
The majority in society cannot afford to be I eft behind. "W can do it
with hard work. W nust have confidence that we can succeed. W have to
work for it."

There i s no reason why Mal ays cannot succeed. They can and nust, for the
sake of all Ml aysians. As nmenbers of the dominant party in the coalition,
they will not only determine the future of their own party and race but
the future of the other races and the nation.

But sadly, despite constant rem nders, cajoling, appeal s and shock, the
Mal ay dil emma remai ns and so too the dil emma for the nation.

Sadly too, as Dr Mahathir said in his closing speech, many di d not even
under st and or conprehend t he nessage in his presidential address. And one
del egate, fromKedah, even suggested that they eat eggs as a neans of
enhanci ng their know edge and brai n power. Wat happened to the
president's appeal for hard work, need to acqui re know edge and to prepare
for the renoval of barriersinanincreasingly liberalised and globalised
wor | d?

"Have the Mal ays not | earned fromtheir history, especially the 450
years they were col oni sed; nore accurately, their history of British rule?
Didthey learn fromtheir political history, their econom c history, their
religious history and their history of know edge?"

In raising these questions | ast week, Dr Mahathir was in fact raising
many of the same questions and i ssues he had raised in his book, The Ml ay
Di | enma.

The controversial book, first published in 1970, shocked and upset many
and t he book was even banned. This may not have been totally unexpected as
the witer had anticipated that " it (the book) is nost likely to cause
despondency anong somne, and severe resentnment anong nmost ot hers".

Just as he wote in the book's introduction in 1970, Dr Mahat hir nakes
"no apol ogi es" as the "book is not calculated to endear the witer to any
particul ar sections of Ml aysi ans". He has not changed. Dr Mhat hir
continues tocriticise the Malays for not "learning fromthe past". Again,
he makes no apol ogi es and criticises the Mal ays as wel |l as the Chi nese.

In the two hour presidential address entitled, "Ml ays Forget Easily",
Dr Mahat hir rebuked the Mal ays for bei ng weak even after 43 years of
i ndependence and being in power in their ow country and after all the
assi stance given to them

The country's per capita incone has risen fromUS$300 (US$1 = RMB. 80)
bef ore i ndependence to US$4, 000 today. It is recogni sed as the nost
progressive of Muslimcountries and one that shoul d be enul ated and a
nodel for others.

There is full enployment and the authorities have shown that Ml aysi ans
and Mal ays are capabl e of devising policies best suited to their own
probl ens. The homegrown renedi es to the 1997-1998 financial crisis



resulted in the country registering V-shaped recovery as well as the
fastest gross domestic product growth in 2000.

Yet, the achievenents of the Malays are "worrying... they are too
conpl acent, too confident that there will be sonebody who wi Il save them
hel p them Many of themare confident that regardl ess of whi chever
governnent, it will help them They are confident their political power
will remain and ensure that they will be powerful forever".

He told the del egates that a "start nust be nmade" and they nust begin
with "discarding the belief that we will be safe no matter what governnent
isin power as it will assist us".

This will not happen. Wth |iberalisation and gl obalisation, governnents
are subjected to greater pressures and "Malays will no | onger be able to
hi de behi nd t heir special rights, behind NEP (New Econoni ¢ Policy), behind
their borders".

Urging the "Mal ays to be nasters of thensel ves", Dr Mahathir appealed to
the "people not to forget so easily any nore because your struggl e has not
ended", and neither has that of the Ml aysi an nati on.
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