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Let history be our guide

A Kadir Jasin

Hl STORY doesn't seemto matter nmuch to a |lot of people these days. Mre so
if they are Malaysians. In fact, Malaysians are getting progressively
weaker in the subject, not only as it relates to the education system but
also in everyday life

Mudah lupa (forgetting easily) is no longer a malady of the Ml ays,
al though Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad, in his 2001
address to the Umo CGeneral Assenbly, had associated it with the Ml ays.
He said, Melayu nudah lupa (the Ml ays forget easily).

How can they not forget when in schools history is no longer treated as
an inportant subject. In the 2002 Sijil Pelajaran Ml aysia exani nation,
hi story recorded anong the | owest scores anpong the core subjects - 70 per
cent.

Qut of 350, 701 governnment school candidates who sat for the paper, only
5.7 per cent obtained distinctions. Just over 30 per cent obtained credits
whil e 34 per cent managed to pass.

Yet, only a few decades ago, history was an inportant subject, not so
much for us to renenber the past but to know who we were and on that
know edge build the foundation for the future.

Sadly, it seens that sone bright chaps got this nasty idea that history
was bad for children because some history books told negative things about
the then-Mal aya and Mal ayans and great things about the Enpire. And since
Mal aysi ans are generally uninterested in remenbering things, forgetting
history cane naturally to them

The immedi ate effect of not knowing history or not giving it inportance
is the constant fear and uncertainty Mal aysians have of the future. It is
pretty elenentary. Wthout the know edge of history, they don't know where
they came from and where they are headed.

Thus, it is not surprising that the nost frequently asked question these
days is: What will happen when Dr Mahathir retires?

They ask the question as if Dr Mahathir were the only prine nminister the
country has ever had. Yes, Dr Mahathir has been around for a very long
tinme. The people in their twenties and thirties have not known any other
prime mnister other than him But they are not the only people asking the
guestion. In fact, it is asked nore often by retired civil servants, top
busi nessnmen and even veteran politicians.

H story may not provide us will all the answers, but if we were to allow
ourselves to be guided by it, | think we will be less worried about Dr
Mahathir's retirement and nore confident of our future

The very fact that we are still here today, and doi ng rmuch, nmuch better

than nmost devel oping countries in the world, has a lot to do with our
political system It guarantees snooth and peaceful | eadership
transitions.
Prince and Prine Mnister...

Granted that there will always be a Hajah Putih Md Arif, the wi nds of
change will continue to blow, and |eaders will continue to cone and go

Putih was my grandnother. Yes, this is nme telling a grandnother story,
literally. To her, there could never be anybody else apart fromthe anak
raja - her deferential reference to the late Tunku Abdul Rahman Putra
Mal aysia's first prine mnister.

She told us she voted for the kapal |ayar (sail boat, the symbol of the
Al liance, the predecessor of the Barisan Nasional (BN)) because it was |ed



by the anak raja (prince).

She feared that if Tunku were not around, the Japanese would come back
to rule Ml aysia. She suffered great hardship during the Japanese
occupation of Ml aya. But when she died of old age in 1984, Dr Mahathir
was the prime mnister.

Today, sone people are worried about the transition because they |ack
know edge in history and nore so because they have the luxury of tine to
engage in such debates.

El sewhere, prine ministers and presidents have cone and gone in quick
succession. Sonme were driven out of office by voters and protestors
because they were corrupt or ineffective, while others were shown the door
at gunpoint or were sinply assassinated.

There have even been instances of countries not having suitable
candi dates for the prinme mnistership and presidency, or opponents
refusing to recognise the election of a |leader. Being used to |living under
one prine mnister for so long, sone people are reluctant to face a
change. But not all our prinme mnisters have served such a long tenure.
Tun Abdul Razak served for six years and Tun Hussein Onn, five. Only Tunku
(13 years) and Dr Mahathir (22) have served an extended tenure

W fear that the next prime mnister will not be as good as the |ast
one. The sane thing happened when Dr Mahathir became prime mnister in
1981. In fact, anpng those who fear that things will not be as good for

Mal aysia or, nore appropriately, for them when he |eaves are the people
who had deri ded hi m when he becane prine mnister

Those who renenber history will have no difficulty recalling that nany
non- Mal ays, especially the Chinese, were worried that Dr Mbhathir would
di scrinm nate agai nst them

They were influenced by allegations that he was an ultra and a Ml ay
extrem st sinply for speaking up for poor Ml ays. In the 1969 general
el ection, the Chinese voted agai nst him when he sought re-election in the
Kota Star Selatan Parliamentary seat in Kedah. The Chi nese supported PAS
and Dr Mahathir |ost the seat.

He went on to wite The Malay Dilemma and was booted out of Umo by
Tunku. Tun Razak brought himback in 1972,

The sane happened when the hugely charismatic and successful Tun Razak
died of leukemia at the age of 54. Many people did not pin nmuch hope on
his successor Tun Hussein. But the Johor aristocrat, unfairly dubbed by
sone as an outsider and caretaker prime mnister, pulled the country
t oget her and survived one of the biggest challenges ever faced by Ummo.

When he took over, PAS was a conponent party of the BN, having been
brought in by Tun Razak in 1974 in an effort to unite the country. But PAS
subtly used its nmenbership of the BN and the CGovernnent to underni ne Umo
and the coalition. Tun Hussein expelled the party fromthe BN at the end
of 1976.

He went on to gain the respect and | ove of friends and foes for his
gentl emanly deneanour. Wen he tearfully announced his resignation, the
nation wept with him They pleaded with himto stay on but he stood firm
saying that he had nade up his mnd both on his retirenent and on Dr
Mahat hir succeedi ng hi m

Nobody in his right frame of mnd should expect Dr Mahathir's shoes to
be filled size for size. This is certainly not the desire or the w sh of
Deputy Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahnad Badawi. In fact, there is
no need for himto do so.

As history has shown, each of our previous prine mnisters has led and
ruled according to his ability, personality and the tinme that he sat on
the high chair.

They had been able to do so because we have a well-established and



proven system of succession, adninistration and policynmaking. Qurs is not
a presidential system where one man can rule like a dictator if he wants
to.

We have al so shown our capacity to change and adapt, even in the worst
of situations. Back in 1969, in the aftermath of the May 13 race riots,
not very nmany Ml aysi ans were sure of the continued survival of the
country. But we not only survived but also prospered despite the constant
groans and noans about the New Economic Policy and other social
engi neering efforts.

Still, we have to bear in nind that what we have achieved so far could
be undone if we allowed fear and uncertainty to cloud our judgenent. O if
we al |l ow suspicion to erode our sense of trust and fair play.

Abdul l ah is not Dr Mahathir. Neither is he Tunku, Tun Razak or Tun
Hussein. But interestingly, Abdullah has not only been around for a long
time - as a youth leader, civil servant and politician - but has also
served under all the prinme mnisters.

DATUK FEVER

MY synpathies to a certain new Datuk for getting his bouquet |ate. The
bouquet, which was intended to celebrate the confernent of the title by
the Sultan of Perak recently, was m sdirected.

For unexpl ai ned reasons, other than the fact that the sender is a friend
of this witer, the bouquet ended up at my house. Wien | called himto
inform himthat his office had m sdirected the bouquet, he had a good
laugh and said | could keep it. He said he would ask his office to send a
fresh one to the new Dat uk.

| do not know who this new Datuk is but | think he deserves both the
bouquet and the synpat hy.

It is not the best of tines to be receiving such an award, especially
when a tad too many Datuks and, to a | esser degree, Tan Sris and Tuns, are
in the news for unconplinmentary reasons - |ike having their titles
wi t hdrawn for bad behavi our, being charged in court for crimnal breach of
trust, having lovers' tiffs in public and seeking divorce. On average
t hough, the behaviour of these titled people is not as bad as it appears
from press reports.

Wth so many people being nade Datuks and Tan Sris, there is bound to be
a few who, fromtine to tinme, end up on the wong side of the |aw or
behave in a manner that is unbecomng of their status. Furthernore, with
the Sultans and Covernors, on the reconmendations of their Menteris Besar
and Chief Mnisters, giving away titles to very young people, nostly
busi nessnen or children of businessnen, things are bound to go awy.

There are Datuks who are in their twenties and early thirties. At that
age, you are just beginning to do all the wong things in the process of
maturing - you drive way above the speed linit, you party all night, you

occasionally get a bit too tipsy albeit still insisting on driving, you
quarrel with your girlfriends in public and you get involved in fist
fights.

If that is bad, think again. There have been instances of royal titles
bei ng conferred on crooks and people with questionable backgrounds. No
wonder the Press is having a field day maligning every inagi nabl e Datuk
and Tan Sri for the npbst nundane of scandals to the worst of crines.

W can't blane them not when sone Datuks and Tan Sris (and their Datins
and Puan Sris) think of their titles as glanmourous rather than honorific.

So, they behave like nmovie stars - living interchangeably in fantasy and
reality, between acting and doing the real thing.
And to think that you thought Malaysia was dull. It is, though, when we

i nsist on mentioning every other Datuk and Datin, Tan Sri and Puan Sri,
and repeating his or her name each tine a speaker takes to the rostrum It



is boring and an unfair punishnent for the audi ence
IT'S ALL I N THE PLANNI NG

LOCKI NG at the haphazard devel opnent around the country, | wonder if
there is still a governnent department called Town and Country Pl anning

In the days when | was schooling, and |ater searching for jobs, Town and
Country Pl anni ng was one of the npbst sought-after departnents. It was not
as sundry as the Custom or Inmmigration Departrment but was well known
enough anong young j ob-seekers.

If the departnment still exists, | wonder even nore about its functions.
Just look at where townships, housing projects, high-rise apartnents and
school s are sited.

Sonme are |ocated only nmetres away from busy thoroughfares and cl ogged
junctions. One exanple is the Riana G een and the Sunway Sutera
condoni ni uns and the Sekol ah Kebangsaan (Ci na) along Jalan Tropi cana Ut ama
in Damansara. They are hardly 50 netres apart from each ot her

Don't be fooled by the nane; Jalan Tropicana Utanma is nothing nore than
a single-lane temporary |orong which used to serve only a few hundred
househol ds and a golf club. Then, alnost overnight, came the condom ni uns,
t he Sunway Damansara housing estate, the school, the high-rise office
bui I di ngs and nore golf courses.

Everything el se about this location has changed except this little
| orong flanked by a school, several condoni nium blocks and a water tank.
More high-density devel opnents are taking shape near by.

Such is our town and country planning. No wonder we have everything -
from massive traffic janms to frayed tenpers, road rage, air pollution and
the I oss of productivity.

Come to think of it, with every young person (or old person with the
brain of a child) fixing huge noisy exhaust pipes to his or her car, and
the heavy vehicles spewi ng black snmoke, our noise and air pollution |aws
are nothing short of hogwash.
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