31/ 07/ 2002

All that's solid nelts into air

IS the New Mal ay Dil enra a whi sper of the old one? Or is it a contortion
of those renmedi es despite their progressiveness?

These are the di sturbing questions that Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad' s di scourse on the new dil enma poses. In seeking the
answers, we nust not, in the words of Marcel Proust, "be afraid to go too
far, for truth lies beyond".

Dr Mahathir's exposition is a successful attenpt to capture within the
confines of a single termthe socio-econonmic, cultural, spiritual and
political facets of the Malays' pathetic state of affairs, which have
al ready divided themand threaten to tear asunder the nation's polity.

The first new dilema is whether the Ml ays should throw away the slew
of affirmative action programres or crutches of privilege, which have |ong
been regarded as their birthright and, perversely, as synbols of their
superior status in the country.

The very crutches nmeant to help the Malays stand on their own feet have
ensl aved themto a dependency m ndset and infantilised themlike suckling
babes. The consequence: the Ml ays' political and econom c inpoveri shment
- not because of the lack of opportunities but a cultural attitude rooted
in apathy, dogmatismand in the romantici sed portrayal of the Ml ays as
t he perpetual inheritors of this honel and.

The truth is that the Mal ays' political dom nance is rapidly fading.
Even so, political dom nance will not protect themfromtheir downward
spiral into humiliating irrelevance. Political time is short whereas
tenmporalities such as cultural and sociological tine have a | onger duree.
The Malays live in political time, making politics - ny-opic politics we
m ght add - the substance of life. This explains why culturally, the
Mal ays have not changed much. And progress is not possible when the Ml ays
remain culturally untransforned.

The second dilemma is whether the Ml ays should "in the nane of
denocracy allow the country to be destroyed or ensure that people are not
subj ected to mani pulation to the point where they will use denobcracy to
destroy denocracy”.

It is a dilema underscored by the Malays' retreat fromcollective
Mal ay-1sl am solidarity, caused by the subversion of Islamand the
endangering of Malaysia's pluralismby Pas' peculiar religio-political
i deol ogy. But as Antonio Gransci observed, "To the extent that i deol ogies
are historically necessary they have a validity which is psychol ogi cal ".
It nust be asked: In what sense has Pas' ideol ogy clainmed greater
psychol ogi cal validity on the Ml ays? Can Umo reclai mthis psychol ogi cal
validity and thus arrest the ascendancy of religio-political mnediaevalisn?
Dr Mahathir's di agnoses provide a conpelling theory on the state of
today's Malays. Since a theory is always a detour - a necessary one - to
something nore interesting, it raises the question: In what direction is
t he chal l enge of the New Malay Di |l enmma poi nting?

Doubt | ess, policies nust adapt to the changed terrain and agenda i nposed
by the new dil emmas. True, some will read the dilemmas as a snokescreen
for a seismc shift of gravity towards a greater entrenchnment of Malay
privileges. But this is a negative dialectic that ignores the crux of the
first dilenma - the brave admi ssion that affirmative action is a doubl e-
edged sword that aids but debilitates as well. W nust assess what has
been gai ned, what deserves to be dropped, retained and perhaps rethought



in the light of the new dil enmas.

The second dilemma calls for a consideration of national security. W
have said it before and we dare say it again, no political party should
call itself Islamis vigilante in nane or substance. But |egal sanction
aside, the greater challenge still lies in changing a nm ndset obsessed
with spiritual formrather than substance.

Yes, these questions will engender a response of derision too (and
possi bly, an erosion of political support), with shrill cries of "sell-
out" and "betrayal". The choice lies in the hands of the Mal ays. Can the
New Mal ay Dil erma constitute a new historical epoch that begins with the
enlightened rejection of the exploitation of Islamand liberation from any
formof crutches? Let the discourse begin.
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