The slaughter of sacred cows

Some cherished policies are being re-examined

|S DR MAHATHIR an old man in a hurry?
It certainly seems s0. With hislong reign
drawing to a close, he has been reversing
some of his party’s most cherished poli-
cies, perhaps secure in the knowledge that
it is his successor who will have to ded
with any backlash.

Malaysia is probably the only country
in the world with racid discriminetion ex-
plicitly written into its congtitution. The
Maays-or to be more accuréte, the bumi-
putras, or “sons of the soil”, a term that cov-
ers not only the Malays but other indige-
nous ethnic groups as wel-fet them-
sves a a saious disadvantage when
independence came in 1957. Under British
protection, Malaysia s Chinese traders and
businessmen had prospered. The burmipu-
tras, who lived mainly in the rurd aress
and had little access to education, owned
only 25% of the country's corporate ass,
againgt over 30% for the Chinese. (Foreign-
ers, mainly British, owned therest.)

On May 13th 1969, Smmering tension
between the Malays and the Chinese burst
on to the streets. By the end of that day,
200 people were dead, and Mdaysa was
on its way to adopting a wide-ranging pol-
icy of postive discrimination. Launched
in 1971, the New Economic Policy (Ngp) re-
served the lion's share of governmentjobs
and university places for bumiputras. Pub-
licly quoted companies had to ensure that
a least 30% of their shares were hdd by
this group, and to hand out a sSimilar share
of jobsto them. At the same time the gov-
emnment “Maayised” educaion: Maay
schooals had to teach solely in Maay, not
English, though Chinesslanguage prim+
ary schools, pad for by the government,
and Chinese secondary schools, mainly
funded by the Chinese community, were
alowed to continue as before.

These policies have had a big impact,
not dl of it as planned. Counterproduc-
tively, the education provisions have kept
Maay and Chinese children gpat, be-
cause they are educated in different estab-
lishments and in different languages. Not
many Chinese go to the nationa univers-
ties either, partly because of the language
issue, but mainly because there is a quota
system. Although this has been rdaxed in
recent years, 0 tha only 55% of places are
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now reserved for bumiputras, the Chinese
are far more likely to send their children to
university, so a Chinese student needs
much better grades to be sure of a place.
The solution until recently has been for
tens of thousands of young Chinese Ma-
laysians to be sent to study abroad, at great
expense. For the Malays, the consequent
decline in the standard of English haes be-
come quite marked.

The ~er and its successor plans have
aso |eft ther mark on business, again not
quite as intended. Chinese companies
have, by and large, chosen to stay smdl
and private, rather than growing to the
point of having to comply with the nee's
requirements. At the same time, the en-
couragement given to Mday businessmen
has led to some spectacular and expensive
migudgments. Critics argue that the nee
promoted crony capitdism (see the next
aticle), with assat sdes, cheap credit and
large contracts being directed to a favoured
few ethnic Malays. The Asan economic
crisis in 1997-98 exposed the consequent
weaknesses.

Learning to love the NEP

Even 0, it aopears tha Maaysias Chinese
have come to accept the ner. For Al its
limitations, the Chinese in Maaysia think
themselves better off than in neighbour-
ing Thailand or Indonesia, where they had
to assmilate completely. In Thailand, they
were forced to take Tha names if you did
not know thet, you might think there were
no Chinese in Thailand a ]! In Indonesia,
most manifedtations of Ciinese culture

EConorrrs 7 §

- L}
. t 2
7 - OO

Byethnicorigin

Malays Other bumiputras

53 12
Chinese
. 26

QOthers . b Indian

1 S 8

(though not names) were suppressed: at

one time, it was illegd to import Chinese
books or papers. Even s0, Indonesia ex-

perienced repeated pogroms. “If the nee is
the price we pay to keep our culture and
live safely, it is not a bad price,” says one

Chinese businessman. “The policy has ac-

tualy helped us” argues Ng Lip Yong, a
Chinese member of paliament. “It has

made us more resilient, more competitive.

We have had to fight the handicaps, and it

has made us tougher.” No business could
sound more Maay than Roya Sdangor,

Malaysia's famous pewter-maker, but it is
owned and run by a Chinese.

Paliticaly, too, the Chinese are well
placed these days. The success of the eas
Idamists has meant that, in effect, the Chi-
nese (and other non-Malays) hold the bal-
ance of power between the two big Maay
partles, pas and umno. Llrg leg Sk,
the leader of the Mdaysian Chinese Asso-
cation, which is pat of the ruling co-
dition, says that his members are less
bothered about the redtrictions than they
usd to be No Chinese, for ingtance,
would want a civil-service job anyway,
and there are now S0 many private univer-
dties in Mdaysia that would-be Chinese
students no longer have to go abroad.

In any case, the days of the ner NOW ap-
pear to be numbered. In a famous book
published in 1970, “The Mday Dilemmd’,
Dr Mahathir, who had just been expeled
from umNo for criticising the leadership,
argued that Malays had to decide
“whether they should stop trying to help
themselves in order that they should be »



+ proud to be the poor citizens of a prosper-
ous country, or whether they should try to
get a some of the riches that this country
boasts of, even if it blurs the economic pic-
ture of Maaysia a little’. In the 1970s,
umno chose the second of those options.
But Dr Mahathir cdled it a dilemma advis-
edly, and it seems that he ill sees it as one.
At any rate, the first option now seems to
be finding increesing favour.

For the past couple of years, Dr Ma-
hathir and Mr Badawi have been cdling
on Malays to “throw away their crutches’.
If anything, Mr Badawi believes this even
more strongly than his boss. In 2000, he
was the first to bresk the taboo, describing
the ner as “moallycoddling”, and extalling
the virtues of competition. Mr Badawi
says that bumiputras now own 23% of Ma
laysd's asets. That is less than the 30% tar-
get that was supposed to be achieved by
1990, but the government seems to think
that discrimination has done its work.

Rules are for bending

The relaxation of the university quota is
one sign of this, but there are others. In
high-tech, for ingtance, the terms of the
~er 0O NOt gpply to the huge area desig-
nated by the government as a Multimedia
Super Corridor, where dl sorts of tax
breeks are avalable. In principle, most
public businesses, for ingtance stockbro-
kers, have to ensure that 30% of their staff
are bumiputra. “In practice, it isn't redly
like that,” says one broker. “I go aong to
the centrd bank, and | show them that we
have advertised for bumiputra stock an-
ayds, but that we haven't been able to
find any with the right qualifications. They
never actualy fine us”

Even the requirement that 30% of a
firm’s equity be held by bumiputras is not
as arduous as it seems. For ingtance, it does
not gpply to foreign firms manufacturing
for the export market. And where it does
apply, these days an increasing number of
well-managed bumiputra firms can be
drawn in as partners.

None of thisisto suggest that race rela
tionsin Mdaysaare perfect: far fromit. It
seems invidious, for example, that Malay-
sas politica parties are dl race-based (a
few of the small parties claim to be other-
wise, but Keedilan is overwhemingly Ma
lay, Gerakan and the oar ae overwhdm-
ingly Chiness).

The past year has also seen afird-class
inter-racia row on the subject of schoals. It
is difficult to overestimate the importance
of education in Maaysia, because it cutsto
the heart of both religious and racid ten-
sons. That is why the job of education
minigter, considered something of a back-
water in most countries, carries huge
weight in this one. Dr Mahathir once held
the job, as did his predecessor as prime

miniser, Hussein Onn. Anwar lbrahim
held it, and so did Mr Badawi. The latest
dispute was over another of Dr Mahathir's
atempts to unravel a cherished policy
from the past: the teaching of English. This
year marked the start of the re-introduc-
tion of English as a language of ingruction
in Maaysd's primary schools, to the vig-
orous opposition of nationdist Malays
and Chinese dike. Dr Mahathir inherited
the Mday education policy, as he did the
ner, When he became prime miniger in
1981, but has fdt bold enough to change it
only towards the end of his long tenure.

In the event, the loudest protests came
from the Chinese, whose schools have had
to fend off many assaults on their indepen-
dence, and the government hed to give
ground to them. Maths and science classes
in Chinese primary schools will continue
to be taught mainly in Chinese, though
there will be extra tuition in English in
those subjects. To the mca and Gerakan,
this demondrates that being ingde the e~
codlition confers red benefit, and thet the
Chinese are becoming more equd. ®
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