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The curse of the cyber age
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OPEN houses, whether during Hari Raya, Chinese New Year or Deepavali, have
become a truly Ml aysian practice. Even in renote villages, people hold
open houses or have attended these events.

The three Chinese New Year open houses that | have not nissed over the
years are hosted by the MCA and the Cerakan at their respective nationa
headquarters and that of the Yeoh Tiong Lay famly at the residence of the
seni or Yeoh.

| also make it a point to attend Deepavali open houses. One that | have
been attending regularly for years is that of Tan Sri Kishu Tirathrai of
G obe Silk Store fane.

O course, the Hari Raya open houses are events that you will naturally
attend if you have been invited and have the tinme to spare.

But what strikes nme is the Ml aysianness of these open houses. By that,
I nmean the friendly carefree spirit, the mx of people, the variety of
food and the riot of col ours.

It fascinates ne to see ordinary Malays, who | am afraid nay know
nothing or very little about the likes of the Yeohs, the Kishus and other
i mportant businessnmen, seemto feel pretty much at home at their open
houses. Mal aysians from all wal ks of life, be they Ml ays, Chinese or
Indians, turn up in droves to attend the open houses of the Prime Mnister
or Deputy Prine Mnister, not so nuch for the food but for the opportunity
to greet their leaders and wish them a happy Hari Raya. The sane is true
at the MCA, Gerakan and M C open houses. It has beconme so cosnopolitan
that even foreign tourists in their backpacker attire nake the trek to
sanple the festive fare

It is gratifying to see that in a world full of troubles and sadness -
a world torn apart by the clash of cultures and faiths - we Ml aysi ans
have turned what are essentially religious and conmunal celebrations into
Mal aysi an cel ebrati ons.

Wiile the religious and communal aspects of these celebrations remin
largely intact, it is the social and cultural dinmensions that |end them
the added significance.

It's all about communicating

They are the best occasions to nmeet and renew friendships. As a
journalist, | find the open houses indi spensabl e.

People are nore forgiving and thus are less likely to chastise you for
any unpl easant Press or unfavourable conmments you've penned

Thus, | must say that | amgrateful to those politicians, senior civi
servants and businessnmen whom | have net at these open houses for their
forbearance despite what | have said about them - people |ike Robert Kuok
and Tan Sri Lim Goh Tong, at Seri Perdana in Putrajaya, and Tan Sri Halim
Saad and Tan Sri Abdul Rashid Hussain at other gatherings. Kuok had the
time to respond to ny query, saying that his group was not giving any |ess
i mportance to Malaysia, adding that to prove the point, it had recently
appoi nted a nephew, Chye Kuok, as its new Mal aysi an chai rnan.

The Lins, on the other hand, said they are open-m nded and do not mind
sone of the things said about their businesses, including by this scribe
Halimis yet to read what | wote about him and Rashid said he was not
upset with what | had said about RHB Bank and the now defunct Sine Bank
Bhd al though he felt that | had not been fair.

To a hunble scribe, there is nothing nore satisfying than receiving



conments from readers, whether in person or via letters and e-mails. This
is the best way to know whether what he wites about is worth reading. The
feedback enriches his mnd and draws him closer to his audience

Thus, on that note, | thank dr_baha@krisc.cc.ukmny (these days nmany
people go by their e-nail identities) for taking the trouble to share his
views with ne.

I am even nore grateful because his e-mail was not actually neant for
me. It was sent to the group editor-in-chief of a najor nationa
newspaper. He copied the e-mail to ne.

VWhile | am grateful to him | don't think it is nice (or ethical) for ne
to reveal or discuss the contents of the e-mail.

It is up to the group editor-in-chief-cumcolumist concerned to
respond, although it is a known fact that sone witers, despite publishing
their e-mai|l addresses in newspapers and nagazines, are not in the habit
of responding to e-mails fromtheir readers.

One such witer once told ne that it was not a good idea to respond to
readers' letters and e-nmails in ny colums. Mdre so to publish these
letters and e-nmmils.

Actually, it is not very gallant of witers to have their e-nuil
addresses published in their colums and subsequently not respond to
messages sent to them It is even nore irresponsible of them not to read
the letters and e-nmils, either because they are too busy or because they

are conmputer-illiterate.
When | was witing regular newspaper colums in the New Sunday Tinmes and
Berita Mnggu, | nade it a point to reflect as nmuch as possible the views

and thoughts of ny readers. Sone had their letters and e-mails reproduced
in full and very often unedited; mnistakes, bad witing and all

In the beginning, | was reluctant to have ny e-nail address published
because | was afraid | might not be able to read all nmy mail. But | was
strongly advi sed by ny younger and conputer-savvy editors that being in
the cyber age, an e-nmil address is a nust.

Sadly, it would seemthat a |ot of individuals and corporations have
created inpressive-sounding e-nail addresses nerely to be fashi onable.
They hardly use the e-mails either to send or receive nessages.

I once wote about the builder of the New Pantai Expressway posting
si gnboar ds announci ng the construction of the project and apologising to
the public for the inconvenience caused. It posted its e-mail address. But
when | e-mailed to suggest they give greater attention to public safety
and worksite cleanliness, the only response |I received was the
notification that “your nmessage has been sent'.

Once, at the nmeeting of the National Information Technol ogy Council
(NITC), chaired by Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanad, | spoke
about the lack of IT culture, ethics and responsibility anmong Ml aysi ans.
They created e-nmmil addresses that they did not use and websites that they
did not update.

As for journalists and witers, it can be to their great detriment to
publish e-mail addresses w thout actually servicing them In cyberspace
the e-mails addressed to them can be easily copied to others at the touch
of a button.

O Public Schools and Life

VWH LE | amnot at liberty to discuss the points raised by
dr _bahar @krisc.cc.ukmmy - nore so the highly-contentious views regarding
the sons of two inportant Mal aysian political figures - | must say that |
find them very interesting.

| cannot directly respond because firstly, the e-mail was not intended
for ne. It was sent to another person. And secondly, | do not know enough
about the two VIP children mentioned in the newspaper colum upon which



the comrent by dr_bahar @kri sc. cc. ukm ny was based.

All that | dare say is that life as the offspring of inportant people is
not a bed of roses. Even if it is, roses have thorns - one wong nove and
you get thorns in your tender flesh

But | know very well what it is like to be a padi farner's son. To begin
with, you cannot expect to be sent to one of those exclusive educational
institutions like the Malay Col |l ege Kual a Kangsar or Canbridge University
in the United Kingdom as alluded to by dr_bahar @krisc.cc.ukmny, nore so
if you were born 50 or 60 years ago.

Thi ngs have changed considerably in recent decades. These institutions
are |l ess exclusive and |ess clubby now, and if you have a better-than-
average brain, you may get there.

O course, being a brainy son or daughter of a VIP has added advantage.
Still, | consider nyself extrenely lucky for having gone to very average
school s with above-average teachers. You learn nore about |ife and
survival in these schools.

I will always be indebted to great teachers |ike Datuk Shaari Abu Bakar
(Sekol ah Mel ayu Pendang), Datuk Wan Shamsuddin, the late Master Charles
Al exander Westwood, Cikgu Zainol Abidin Ismail and the recently departed
Mss Mau (St Mchael's School, Alor Setar).

M ss Mau was an absolute terror. For those who are famliar with the
popul ar cartoon strip Calvin and Hobbes by Bill Waterson, she was the
enmbodi ment of Calvin's hated teacher, Mss Wrmwod.

But she weaved niracles. She nade us kanpung boys confident speakers of
Engl i sh through her | earning-by-puni shnent nethods, especially during her
Geography | essons. W could all nenorise the description of a fjord or
ot her unfat homabl e geographi cal features by heart.

The first time we failed to recite the description of a fjord or
pl ateau, we woul d be administered a painful pinch to the tumy after which
one was made to stand. A subsequent failure and you had to stand on the
chair before graduating to the table and finally out of the classroom All
of this would be preceded by the fanbus Mss Mau pinch.

In the end, though, we learnt our Ceography well. If today |I know the
worl d better than President George WBush, then credit nmust go to Mss
Mau.

The Knee-jerk Reaction Phenonenon

FI NALLY, let us talk about another Mal aysian malady - the knee-jerk
reaction. We are fast beconming - if not already - a nation of "“knee-
jerkers'. So it was when a whole famly was driven to suicide when they
had had enough harassnent from | oan sharks.

Since then, politicians, social scientists and nedia comentators of al
shades have junped to their feet with their already-weakeni ng knees
wobbl ing to demand acti on.

It would seemthat in our country, you need sonebody to die a
sensational or bizarre death before sonebody takes notice. A
“conventional' death or mere run-of-the-mll sickness is not good enough

anynore.
You have to be buried alive or suffer an attention-grabbing illness
before the YB Menteri will take notice. O course, this will have to bhe

preceded by front-page newspaper and prinme-tinme TV coverage

The question is, what is so new or evil about |oan sharks? Wether they
are called | oan sharks, noney-lenders, chettiars or Alongs, these people
are as much a part of Ml aysian life as the Jalur Genilang, nasi |enak
roti canai and teh tarik

Bef ore we go around denmandi ng the death penalty or sonething term nal
for | oan sharks, we shoul d understand why these people survive and even
flourish. Wiether we have |oan sharks or not, sone people will continue to



opt for weed killer or junp off buildings to escape life's mseries

If they manage their life and their finances well - [|ike working harder,
living within their neans, paying their water and electricity bills
regularly, not changing their car exhaust pipes too often and paying off
their debts - they don't have to turn to paraquat or leap to their
prenmat ure deat hs.

W have also to | ook at the banks and other legal financia
institutions. It is not all that easy for snall businessnen, hawkers and
pasar mal am traders to borrow from banks. It is time-consuming and the
conditions are way beyond the ability of an average borrower to fulfill.

For years, newspapers have been highlighting the activities of |oan
sharks or Al ongs, whether it's at the Chow Kit, Pudu or Selayang markets.
Not hi ng much has been done because apart from a few broken bones, nobody
had chosen to take their life consumng weed killer or junping off tal
bui | di ngs, conveniently |eaving behind word that the | oan sharks were to
be bl aned.

Maybe banks, MARA and the Public Services Departnent would have |ess bad
debts if they had enployed the Along tactics. W need the Along to teach
t hose borrow and-di sappear debtors that |oans have to be repaid.

I hope nobody is going to call for the banning of weed killer just
because the concoction can be consunmed by desperate people running away
fromthe attention of |oan sharks. If we do that, then we will be doing
great damage to agriculture and we nmay have to tear down the Petronas Twi n
Towers.

And pl ease, please, stop burdening enployers. It's utterly senseless to
ask themto help their enployees who have becone enbroiled in the clutches
of loan sharks. Even wi thout a senseless call like this, enployers are
al ready burdened with all kinds of obligations, having to match the
Covernment bonus to falling productivity and job-hopping and all
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