31/ 08/ 2002

Let's reclai mour inmagination

WE' RE a society given to rituals. Wave a flag (even so, flag-flying should
be a matter of course and not begged by the Governnment), wear a smle -
that's what we do every Merdeka Day, which has become a public holiday

i ke any other. But beyond that?

VWhat have you, citizens of Malaysia, in mnd for the nation's 45th
birthday or is it, with apologies to John F. Kennedy, "ask not what you
can do for the country, but what the country can do for you"?

Sorry for the sarcasm But generally, we're a society not naturally
inclined to introspection. A certain ad-hocismhas defined the collective
mental ity of a people accustonmed to letting events shape our destiny and
history slip into irrelevance, if not oblivion. Conservatisn? Nay, it is
intellectual and noral |aziness.

Behol d, the turtle. He nakes progress only when he sticks his neck out.
But we no longer do that; we retire in our cocoon. The not-in-ny-backyard
and isn't-that-the-CGovernnent's-duty nentality is our ethos. W have
beconme sel f-indul gent, self-serving and sel f-conpl acent. \Wen things go
wrong, we blane the system But we conveniently forget that we are al
part of the system in smaller or |arger neasure.

W& have | ost our capacity for feeling a sense of noral concern over
issues in the public domain. We let our hearts harden to the pleas from
our brethren for help: little liver patient Sofea Chairunnisa Ai who
passed away on Tuesday; and there's nore of these tiny, needy citizens
profiled in the media - bet you have forgotten their names.

Society is struck by the "di m nuti on phenonenon”. The sense of public
duty and public accountability, the role of the mddle class as a bulwark
agai nst religious radicalismand racial intolerance, the influence of the
public intellectuals, the integrity of men in both public and religious
of fice and respect for our elders have all dimnished. Not your fault, you
said. But surely, the nen who di mnish themand we, the silent spectators,
who allow themto desecrate the things we hold dear should both be bl aned.

We cling to archaic notions as seen in the chauvinistic insistence that
| anguage is a sacred zone over which to declare a nation's sovereignty or
an ethnic group's identity, never mnd that the tide of gl obalisation
engul fing the world has made nmastery of English a do-or-die necessity. W
forget that change is an inperative for national survival and dynanm sm

Here lies the root of our post-independence msery: Not in our inability
to think but in our refusal to surrender ideas of the old and accept
change. How long nust we rely on Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad to churn out ideas for the nation's growh? Historically, changes
in society are always preceded by a flow of ideas. The collective stream
of ideas breaks the nould and beconmes a catal yst of change towards a
greater us, a greater nation.

VWhat gives? We reckon the people's noral universe has undergone a
change, which is what enables religious and racial fascismto get away
with their politics of hate. By this, we do not nmean that people should be
preoccupied with questions of norality but a degree of confusion
uncertainty and fuzziness has gotten into the noral conceptions of the

majority.
Moral equilibrium- the socially and wi dely preval ent notions of right
and wong that people usually hold with clarity and certainty - is fast

di sappearing at the societal level. There is noral apathy and nora



confusion (one exanple: God is a gangster). And so we shut our eyes, ears
and nouth when, in reality, our engagenent with society is desperately
needed. So what will it be: Them or us; bigots or noderates? Voca
mnority or silent majority? The rejection of new i deas or the

har moni sati on of the new and ol d? Do we energe from our cobwebbed sl eep or
do we remain | ocked in nmediocrity's enbrace?

On the 45th year of our |Independence, we nust reclaimfor ourselves the
once-col oni sed freedom of imaginati on and freedom of thinking fromthe new
figures of colonialists, including the religio-politico radicals and
raci al bigots. Dr Mahathir, in his Merdeka Day speech, had to rem nd us
once again of the subtle and insidious nmethods of neo-col onialism

Let us rekindle the hope that suffused the people, strengthen the bonds
of kinship anong all races and revive the determ nation that drove our
founding fathers to I ndependence: Merdeka! Merdeka! Merdeka!
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