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On the vital inportance of selective ammesia

Rehman Rashi d

THE thing is, | never wite nmy own speeches. Wen comenci ng a two-hour
talk to ny favourite audi ence - pre-university students - ny preferred
intro is: "Any questions?"

It's the nost efficient way |I've found to instantly figure the house. If
' mgoing to be addressi ng a paddock of tree stunps, | would w sh to know
right at the outset. That happened in Anerica distressingly often, but |'m
happy to report it hasn't yet happened here.

Here, the smart ones ask me to tal k about nyself, thus displaying a
precoci ous know edge of the universal truth that everyone's favourite
subject is thenselves. The brilliant ones, though, ask me what's going on
out si de.

Then it's mush the huskies and off we go on a discursive, not to say
ranbl i ng, dial ogue (or nonol ogue-wi th-interjections, anyway) on witing,
journalism politics, history and national identity, with the |atest Tom
Cruise novie thrown in for effect.

But, even imedi ately afterwards, | can't recall a thing |I said.
suspect there's sonething sub-consciously wilful about this ammesia. | can
pass pol ygraph tests denying everything if necessary. The trouble is,
sonetines they renmenber. Worse, sonetinmes they even wite it down.

Umo Yout h's up-and-comng (or going, not quite sure which) Khairy
Jamal uddi n, now speci al assistant to the Deputy Prime Mnister, attended
and wote up a talk I gave to Ml aysians at the London School of Econom cs
in 1996 as "The Rashid Integration Mdel". (It may still be out there on
the Internet somewhere.)

In so doing, he did nme the inestimable favour of providing not just the
funky title but the only witten evidence of an idea | |aboured at for
years in the hope of beating it down into a book, but no, the vain thing
kept insisting on an audi o-visual presentation

Tal king, as we all know, is the undoing of thinking. It's inpossible to
do both at the sane tine. And what is unthought, obviously, no matter how
glibly uttered, can't be renenbered

At the last Umo general assenbly, a reporter from another newspaper
approached nme and asked if | remenbered the talk 1'd given their cubs nine
or 10 years before. On anxi ous dredging | un-earthed a nmurky inmage of a
dozen or so unsniling people with folded arns and crossed ankles in a
wi ndowl ess roomin the rank prem ses her newspaper occupi ed back then.

She asked me if | renenbered what | said, and the only thought | could
discern in the dead blank of nmy mnd was: "Ch s**t, here it cones."

"You said," she said, "you're too young to be cynical."

She asked if | still thought so, and | said | supposed so, but now that
we weren't so young anynore it m ght be okay to enjoy the occasiona
cynic; heck, life oughtn't be wi thout sone hard-earned indul gences.

At least, that's what | neant to say. What | actually said, of course,
have no way of recalling, so | hope she doesn't hold it against nme in
anot her nine or 10 years.

VWhen it cane to the students of Taylor's College's Anerican Degree
Programearlier this nmonth, all | can renmenber is them Good-I| ooking,
bright, fit, healthy, well-fed, brought-up and turned-out young nmen and
worren; young enough to be ny children, had I not known at their age what
I've since forgotten.

Young enough, at any rate, to have been born under the Mhathir



Admi ni stration and for this to be the only Mal aysia they've ever known. It
doesn't seemto have crippled them They were attentive and alert, bright-
eyed, bushy-tailed and curious. They're going to clean up in Anmerica,
which will hold far fewer surprises for themthan they hold in store for
Anerica, as well as for thenselves. Wat the US offers themw |l be al

the space in the world to unfold.

Because they did seemkind of crunpled up, a little, some of them A
certain hunching of the shoulders and constriction of the voice; a
restraint of expression. They needed to reveal sonething. They were not
really oppressed, prevented or intimdated fromdoing so, and they had the
| anguage; it was nore that they seened to | ack the mechanisnms for it; the
tenpl ates, the techni ques.

They wanted to contend with words |ike "censorship", for exanple; big
bad brutes of words the generation before had | earned to shy away from
(Hush, child, lest the Kraken wake!) They had been born and raised
programmed to a default-setting of sensitive issues and no-fly zones
established in their grandparents' time, and although their parents m ght
have held the key to it, the children had hardly even a notion of the
| ock.

Rai sed on the Discovery and National Geographic channels, they seened
irritated by parents and famlies who scoffed at dreanms and counsel | ed
traditional conmon sense. No, they saw anple comon sense in doi ng
oceanography or theatre, naking nmusic or swnming wth whales or witing,
and generally following their bliss. (I encouraged them m ghtily, of
course, subversive that | am)

VWat did it nmean to be Ml aysian, or a Ml aysian, they asked. Who were
they, really? One young worman passionately asked: "Wat if | find out I'm
not what | anP" - a question that mght give a Zen Master years of pause.
| strongly suspect they weren't asking to be told, however, but to be
enabled to tell.

| obviously had a good tinme. | was particularly noved by the e-mail one
of them sent nme the next day, rem nding ne that she had asked what it took
to be a journalist, and I had replied: "Conpassion and curiosity."

Now she wants to be one too, oh dear, what have | done.
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