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Johan Jaaff ar

THE Mal ays are never nore Malay than during Hari Raya (the Id). This is
perhaps the only tine to showoff their "Ml ayness"” w t hout having to be
eyed with suspicion for being I ess Muslim Once a year the Mal ays are
truly thensel ves, not what they are supposed to be as religion plays a
nore dominant role in their lives.

The Mal ays certainly know howto play and enj oy, no question about that.
And Hari Raya, if anything else, is fun. And when it conmes to spending for
festivities (kenduri and weddi ngs) and preparing for Hari Raya, no ot her
race cones close to the Ml ays.
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THE Mal ays are never nore Malay than during Hari Raya (the Id). This is
perhaps the only tinme to show of f their "Ml ayness" wi thout having to be
eyed wi th suspicion for being |l ess Muslim Once a year the Ml ays are
truly thenmsel ves, not what they are supposed to be as religion plays a
nore dominant role in their lives.

The Mal ays certainly know how to play and enj oy, no question about that.
And Hari Raya, if anything else, is fun. And when it cones to spending for
festivities (kenduri and weddi ngs) and preparing for Hari Raya, no other
race cones close to the Ml ays.

O course there is currently a ragi ng debate on the "true nmeani ng" of
Hari Raya. The new awar eness towards reli gi on has redefi ned the Mal ays'
interpretation of everything fromhalal food to the way t hey conduct their
dai |l y busi nesses. Not hi ng escapes the enphasis on I sl am Apparently
"I sl ammess" has taken t he pl ace of "Ml ayness” in the construction and the
transformati on of social identity today.

There are many out there who find it "un-lslanmc" even to have TV
stations airing entertai nment programes on Hari Raya. Siti Nurhaliza and
gang are, according to these self-proclaimed guardi ans of true |slam
not hi ng | ess t han debasi ng the true context of the Id. G ven the chance,

t hey woul d rat her have religious programes filling the slots - sonething
that coul d only have happened in Taliban Afghanistan - if they were
conpetent enough to run a decent TV station, that is.

Precious tinme is wasted debating the i nnocent tradition of giving angpow
(consi dered too Chinese) or lighting the pelita (H nduinfluence). Har
Raya i s supposed to be a very solemm affair (a mgjority of Ml ays woul d
beg to differ onthat). Arelative of mne is fond of giving ne | ong
| ectures on the need "to go back to Islantf even when cel ebrating the Id.

"The cel ebrations are undernmining the true spirit of the occasion. The
angpow tradition is un-Islamc." Blah. Blah. But he never refuses the
noney | give himin the same packet given to his children

See how t he Mal ays have evol ved. They used to be a nbre open-ni nded,
tolerant and positive race. One of the best minds in the discipline of
cul tural anthropol ogy today, Dr Shansul Anri Baharuddi n of Universiti
Kebangsaan Mal aysia (UKM, in one of his essays, pointed out that the
di scourse on "Mal ayness and | sl acmmess" is nothing newin this country.

Syed Shei kh Ahmad Al Hadi, the founder and one of the editors of Al | nmam
inthe early 20s, had argued agai nst "fanati ci smand extreni sni anpbng hi s
race. Za' ba, probably the best Ml ay thinker of his generation, had
stressed the i nportance of "positive Islant.

The reform st-m nded Syed Shei kh represented t he "Kaum Mida" (Young



Turks) anong the Mal ay/Muslimintelligentsiainthe 20s. He was i nfl uenced
by the Muslimintell ectual renai ssance particularly at the Al -Azhar
University in Cairo. The backlash fromthe "traditionalists" was, to say
the l east, intense. Za'ba was a visionary thinking well ahead of his tine.

Dat uk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad too rem nded the Mal ays of their
weaknesses in The Malay Dilemma. It was not the kind of book that woul d
have made the aut hor popul ar anong the ruling elite at the time of its
publication. And it was too bitter a pill to be accepted by the Ml ays.

He became Prime M nister 11 years after the publication of The Ml ay
Di | enma. The book nust have sone bearing on the ways he handl es "Ml ay
i ssues” as the Prinme M nister and the president of Umo. He realised that
changi ng the m ndset of the Malays is no easy task. He was candid in
adm tting he had failed, and in his own words "m serabl y".

To be fair to him the Ml ays have under gone remar kabl e transfornati on
t hese | ast few decades. The New Economic Policy (NEP), inplenmented after
the May 13 incident, despiteits flaws, had been responsi bl e for creating
a new generati on of busi nessmen and entrepreneurs.

Sone are incredibly successful. Adnmittedly, there are spectacul ar
failures anong them too.

But the Mal ays cannot survive only with the protection of the NEP. Dr
Mahat hi r has his own agenda. He wanted themto be nore conpetitive, to be
wor | d-cl ass workers and to be equipped with a First World m ndset.

But Mal ays bei ng Mal ays can be notoriously conpl acent and cont ent ed.
Priorities are never well defined. Generally, they are not as i ndustrious
as they are supposed to be.

The new chal | enges of information technol ogy and the threats and
chal | enges of gl obalisation are | argely ignored. The divi de anong t he
Mal ays - the haves and the have-nots, the IT literate and those who are
not - is dangerously w dening. And sadly, after nore than t hree decades,

t he NEP has not real ly unshackl ed the Mal ays of their dependence on the
Gover nnent .

Religion is not a uniter anong the Mal ays. The present educati on system
i s even scorned for being not |slamc enough by some. Politics does little
to bring the various factions to address the real issues of (in Za'ba's
words) "the lack of self-reliance and self-confidence among t he Mal ays”
even today.

The Mal ays are not yet to be one of the major "tribes" as defined by
Joel Kotkin in his book The Tribes. They are probably not powerful and
i nfluential enough to be included as one. On the ot her hand, the Ml ays
have gone beyond the stereotypi ng of being | azy natives. They have
achi eved what many ot her races woul d have taken generations to do.

If there is such a thing as the search for "a Mal ayu nation" (a term
made popul ar by Stanford Raffles in the early 1800s), it has to stop here
in Mal aysia. The Mal ay di aspora is a concept that has littl e bearing on
the Mal ays of today.

Even such a lofty ideal as "ketuanan Mel ayu" (Ml ay dom nance) in the
| and of the Mal ays (Tanah Mel ayu) rings hollowto the new generation of
Mal ays. The Mal ays shoul d be judged by how wel | they manage changes and i n
confronting the unpredi ctabl e worl d of tonorrow.

Perhaps in happier tines |ike these, the Mal ays should reflect on their
strengt hs and weaknesses. Let us think |ike a Malay for once - reninding
oursel ves that the religious being within us, again to quote Za'ba, isin
fact the basis of Malay survival as a race.

That is why Za' ba insisted on the inportance of the practice of
"positive |Islani. Syed Shei kh argued that | slamcoul d be an i nport ant
pillar of Malayness "if the kind of Islamthey practised was gui ded by a
rationalist orientation and not blind faith and over-concern about the



afterlife".
The noral of the story is, we should not be less Muslimif we
strengt hened our Mal ayness, as nuch as we do not have to be |l ess Malay to
be nore Muslim Wul d that be asking too nmuch today?
* The witer - a farmer and traveller - wishes the readers Sel amat Hari
Raya. He can be contacted at zul ujj @m net. ny.
( END)
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