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OPEN UP YOUR M ND, SAYS PM

By: Abdul Miin Abdul Mijid

CAI RO, Jan 23 (Bernamm) -- Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad said
Wednesday that many Mal aysi an students who cone to study in Egypt refuse to
liberate their m nds and i nstead appear to be nore extrene than the
Egypti ans t hensel ves.

Expressing his disappoi ntment over the matter, the Prine Mnister said
that they would, for exanmple, cover thenselves conpletely and follow the
nmost extrene mani festations of |slam

"I don't understand. Actually if you cone to Egypt, you will be nore
|'i beral -m nded. For exanple, in Egypt, there are statues of the pharaohs
and people are not worried about it, they don't object to it. And then you
see in Cairo a nosque next to a church. Again there is no problem

"Peopl e should learn to be nore |iberal -nminded but we are di sappoi nt ed
that the Mal ays who cone here appear to be nore extrene than the
Egyptians," he told Mal aysi an journalists when queried about his
perceptions of Mal aysi an students here.

Speaking during a cruise on the Nile River, Dr Mahathir said that the
students nmight as well stay at honme and learn their religion there because
they were not | earning anything from Egypt.

VWhen asked whether the situation was the result of the influence of
certain political parties, the Prime Mnister said that this was possible.

"We know that certain political parties regularly send their people to
i ndoctrinate the students, to tell themto hate the governnment. So that's
why they (the students) are |like that, otherwi se they are not |ike that,"
he sai d.

Dr Mahathir said that Ml aysi an students were sent to the Al Azhar
Uni versity with the hope that they would study but there were some who do
not, in fact unable to naster Arabic.

According to him there were al so students who spend a long time in
Egypt but fail to nmake progress and this was the reason why they face
difficulty in seeking enploynent when they return hone.

Frustrated in failing to secure jobs, they become angry towards the
governnent, he said, but they should not blanme anyone as they thensel ves
chose whet her they wanted to study or not while in Egypt.

"They cannot bl ame anyone. W' ve already said that our students nust
acquire know edge in various fields...if all of themwere to pursue studies
in one subject, thenit's difficult for us to provide enpl oynment
opportunities for them™" he said.

Dr Mahathir al so said that those pursuing religious studies would find
limted enpl oynent opportunities.

"When we pursue a certain field, we nmust be aware of the (enpl oymet)
opportunities we can avail ourselves to in that field. Currently, nost of
t hose pursuing studies in IT (information technol ogy), science,
engi neering...they have vast enploynent opportunities," he said.

According to him it was up to the students and their parents to choose
but sonetinmes the parents were the ones who force their children to pursue
religious studies, to becone hafiz (reciters of the Quran through nenory).

"But we do not have many enpl oynent opportunities for a hafiz...we do
need to have these hafiz but not too many of them" he said.

To a query, Dr Mahathir said that the governnment was not stopping
students fromgoing to Egypt.

"But we're giving theman advice...when they return and are wi thout any



j ob opportunities, don't blane others, we (they thensel ves) made the
choi ce,"” he said.

The Prime Mnister said that it would be better if Ml aysian students
were to come here through the Ml aysi an enbassy as it would be nore
conveni ent for the governnent to take care of their welfare and wel |l - bei ng
i ncl udi ng when anyt hi ng happens.

There are some 6,000 Mal aysian students in Egypt, nostly studying at
the Al Azhar University.

Asked on his neeting with the Grand Shei kh of Al Azhar, Dr Mhammuad
Sayed Tantawi Wednesday, Dr Mahathir said that he was inforned of the
nmoder ate stand taken by the university.

"Al Azhar wants to see that the students do well and they have
opportunities to work (later). Al Azhar is very pragmatic. That's why they
al so have courses in engineering, nedicine and ot her subjects. Yes, you can
study religion but you nust study ot her subjects as well," he said.

On his talks with his Egyptian counterpart, Dr Atef Mihanmad Muhanmad
Ebei d, Dr Mahathir said that it was agreed that both countries shoul d
exchange informati on over their respective experience in devel opnment to
enable themto |l earn fromeach ot her

The Prime M nister also net Egyptian President Hosni Mibarak where
their di scussions touched on devel opments in hot spots like Iraq and
Pal esti ne.

Queried on his speech criticising Muslins delivered at the Al Azhar
Uni versity, he said that speaking out his nmind had al ways been his style
al t hough people mght not like it.

"I'f I amwong tell ne where | amwong. If |I quote the Quran or the
Hadith, tell me if it's not in the Quran or Hadith.

"Don't say this is said by Dr Mahathir, he is not qualified. But the
question is whether what | say is correct or not. If | interpret it, is it
the proper interpretation. If | say there should be brotherhood anong
Muslims, am| saying something wong," he said.

Dr Mahathir flies to Switzerland Thursday norning to attend the Wrld
Econoni ¢ Forum i n Davos.
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