Mahathlr and the new Malay dilemma

ho most frustrated the late Hcmh
president Charles de Gaulle? The

French people. Who most frustrated Mao
Zcdong? The Chinese people. It is per-
haps the natural lot of single-minded. vi-
sionary nationalists that their peoples do
not live up to the goals set for them. Ma-
laysian Prim¢ Minister Datuk Seri Maha-
thir Mohamad has ncither all the faults
nor (as yct) all the strengths of cither de
Gaulle or Mao. But there is a common
thread: Mahathir wants to make his peo-
ple a force to-be reckoned with; to reach
that goal, however, requires that the peo-
ple themselves undergo radical changes in
outlook and attitude.

The people are with him in willing the
end he desires, and mostly believe the cor-
reciness of the path towards it. But are
they really prepared to undertake the
journey? To say goodbye to friendly faces
and accustomed ways to take the hard, un-
certain road to famce and fortune? A dozen
years after Mahathir shocked Malaysians
— Malays as much as non-Malays — with
his blunt political testament The Malay
Dilemma, the nature of the dilemma may
have Lhanbud but his underlying dndlysls
rcmdms largely valid.

.-Then, the dilemma, as summied up by
Mahathlr was this: “If no impediment at
all is placed in the way of Chinese domina-’
tion of the economy of Malaysia, the
country would certainly be prosperous.
The Malay dilemma is whether they
should stop trying to help themselves in
order that they should be proud to be the
poor citizens of 4 prosperous country or
whether they should try to get at some of

. the riches that this country boasts of, even
if it blurs the economic picture of Malaysia
alittle.”

- He also described the dilemma as be-
tween the Malays® “desire to assert their
rights and arrogate to themselves what
they consider to be theirs, and the vver-
-whelming desire to be polite, courtcous
-and thoughtful of the rights and demands’
of others.™”

: Partly as a result of the New Economic
Policy (NEP) of larue-scale, government-
led action to raise dramatically the status
cof Malays (thc.NEP was being drafted at
“about the time Mahathir was writing his
-book), the dilerama now looks different to
“Tmany Malays. Progress since 1970 in in-
“creasing Malay wealth, . absolutely and rel-
.anvcly. massively raising educational
*standards and creating very rapid Malay
" urbanisation hasexcecded what even radi-
“cal voices such as Mahathir's would then
*have thought cowid be achieved in such a
sshort time. The.j¥alays have unequivocal-
,1y started to resolve the 1970 dilemma by

~ arrogatmg to lhcmsclves a large slice of
sthe cake.*
+%'But the dilemma now may be how far
P!hcy arc prepared to ditch accumulated
ph 1hlst0r1calan attitudinal bdggagc in order
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\,ty becomes self- -sustaining (or, alterna-
ny kcly Jithout' mgctmg Iran-style’ agdmstv
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the pace of chdngc) The end of the 20-
year NEP is now only cight years away. If
current progress is-maintained, most of
the numerical goals — employment, own-
ership, cducational levels — will be,

roughly speaking, achieved by 1990. But
how equal will the races really be by then
in their role in the modern, industrial ur-
ban cconomy and socicty?. Mcanwhile,
Malaysia may find-itself facing much less

-favourable economic circumstances than

it has known for the past decade.

Mahathir is keenly aware that the pace
of change for Malays must be sustained.
Shape up! Be disciplined! Work hard! Fol-
towanew leads! Create a New Malay Man!
Some of the rhetoric has been heard be-
fore, of course, even from fornier premicer
Tun Hussein Onn. But Mahathir has a re-
markable record for telling pecople — most
particularly Malays — what they do not
want to hear.

The Malay Dilemma, he aceurately pre-
dicted. would cause “despondency .mmm_

Eto ensure that the modernisation of socie-

some and scverc resentment among most
others.”™ If non-Malays found his book
worryingly ‘extreme In its nationalism,
many Malays found it insulting, with its
open discussion of some of the alleged
negative characteristics of Malay society,
and his attribution of them to hereditary
as well as environmental factors.
alays were a race which was lagging
behind and must be given (because of
their rights in their‘own land) the oppor-
tunity to catch up with the more recentim-
migrant races. Mahathir would now al-
most certainly: be more optimistic than

. then about the chances for achieving rapid

ch‘mgc — atJéast in the. hereditary fac-
tors. (Of alt hlS theones lhc hcred;ly ar-
gument was most suspcct 0

“Those ‘out 'of power must be professnon-

al pessimists, while those in it mustat least .

try to be optimistic. The Malay achicve-
ment of the. past decade must also have

-lifted some of Mahathir’s own desponden-
‘cy. about_lhc time - m.edcd o, corrcct the
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imbalance. WhIIC conscrvatives belicved
that Malays were equal, but different, Ma-
hathir the radical argued that Malays were
uncqual and must be foree-marched “to
cquality.

The weapon was the political powcr
that Malays had had since independence.
But Muhu(hir could sec this- had its
dangers. “Merdeka brought power and
wealth to the new Malay élite . . . Politics
was {ound to be the panacea. It provided
the short,cut to eve rythmg, . created for
the Malays a soft environment which re-
moved all challenge to their survival and.
pregress. Political power might ultimately
prove their complete downfall.”

Take up this same thread of argument
after a dozen years of the NEP-and what-
docs it say? That some of the conditions — _
urbanisation — for the sus-
tained advance of Malays have been creat-
cd. But insofar as a reasonable livelihood
for many more Malays has been provided
as a result of political power redistributing
the rapidly growing national wealth, rath-
er than by fundamecntal change in the

- goals, attitudes and aptitudes of Malays, it

may be dangerous — just an expansion of
the élite and rentier class. of which Mahau-
thir was so scornful..

Kemal Ataturk may: currently not be
much in vogue in the Muslim world. And .
modern, democratic, multi-racial Malay-
sia is hardly the Turkey of 60 ycars ago.
But Mahathir’s rejection of the sentimen-
tal links with the British and the almost rit-
ual admiration of things South Korcan
and Japancse have echoes of Ataturk’s
campaigns against the veil and Arabic
script, and his substitution of the cloth cap
gsymbol of industrial Britain) for the tur-
Dan

Ataturk built on a revival of Turkish na--
tional confidence, induced by a defeat of
Greece, after decades of Ottoman re-
treats. Mahathir is set to build on a great
revival of Malay sclf-confidence after
years of retreat before British imperialism
and immigrant enterprise. )

The Malay tide turned in 1947 with the
defeat of Britain’s Malayan Union pro-
posals — which would have given immi-
grants equal rights with Malays. Confi-
dence was boosted by independence, then
by the cconomic’progress underthe NEP. .
But Mahathir clearly believes that the
forging of the new Malay Man able to
stand on his fecet mlcrnanondlly in the
scientific age has only just begun. -

Mahathir’s antipathy to thc British
seems to be far more a consequence of his
general philosophy than any particular,
personal prejudice. His campaign has an
Ataturk-style symbolism-about it. British
technology is becoming’ outdated; Bri-
tain’s social system shows signs of dccay,
the British are associated with the past and

“a particular typc’of clmst compromlsmz,
past in pirticular.;

The very close |dcntmcatlon of thc old
élites-with things'British has d:mmlshcd
ndthnr.‘ll ldcnmy Polmcally, too, Bntam—‘:
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bushing — especially over the university
fees issuc is good electoral politics
among all races.

It does make séme Chinese vaguely un-
casy about who might be the next object of
criticism. And in some quarters it raises
concern that some of the better British
legacies, such as a sound administrative
structurc and separation of powers. might
suffer with the bad. But generally it goces
down well and presents Mahathir as a
strong lcader taking on an old and arro-
gant power.

outh Korea, of coursc, is the very

model of a modern developing coun-
try, which is beating the industrial West
and now even challenging the Japanese at
their own game. Ttis also rigorously disci-
plined, abrasive, single-minded, direct,
hard-working, cte. [tis most of the things
that Mahathir is and would like Malaysia
to be. i :

But for all his bluntness towards others,
all his emphasis on sclf-help and disci-

- pline, Mahathir remains remarkably thin-
skinned in some wuys. His antipathy todhe
rich, industrial world sometimes sounds
more like Tanzanias President Julius
Nyerere than the leader of a successful,
and fortupate, developing nation. He
somelimes gives the impression that he
feels the NEP should be applied globally.

Such attitudes are not at all the South
Korcan style, and have caused some to ask
if he will cope well if real adversity con-
fronts the Malaysian economy, or whether
he will take to blaming national problems
on the unfairness of the world.”

The problem — the dilemma —also re-
mains, The Malaysians may want to be as
successful in trade and industry as the
South Koreans. But do they — the Malays
in particular — really want to be and live
like the Korcans with their priorities and
value systems? Secondly, can they? South
Korea and Japan are about the most ho-
mogeneous nations in the world — mono-
coltural, monolingual, wcll defined by
geography and history. Malaysia is one of
the least homogeneous.

Ultimately, of course, the goals of the
NEP are to achieve some modest degree
of homogencity, by pushing the Chinesc
to adopt Malay linguistic and cultural
mores, while the Malays opt for urbanisa-
tion, technology and scif-discipline. But
what is debatable is how many of those in

cither group who approve of the goals are’

also determined to follow the path,
There is also an interesting sidelight to
the South Korean-Japanese model. It is
sometimes said in Malaysia that, in refer-
ring to South Korea, Mahathir is really
suying “Singapore™ and “the Chinecse.” To
some extent, that is probably true. He ad-
mires Singapore’s discipline and ethnic-
-Chinese drive. But he has also been criti-
cal of the attitudes of the Chinese busi-
nessmen. ' ’

, South Korean and J‘apancsc industrial

growth has been based more heavily o
social cohesion than on the small-busines
“entreprencurship at which the Chinese
have excelled. Mahathir seems to think
that what Malaysians now nced arc larger-
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scale, technology-oriented enterprises to
cxpand the industria) base, rather than
trading-oricnted businesscs. In this casc a
combination of (Malay-controlled) gov-
ernment money with Malay positive so-
vial attitudes (involving coordination,
compromise and hierarchy — three very
Japancse characteristics) would be at least
as valuable as the Chinese attributes —
the Malay MBA degree-holder vs the
Chinese entreprencur; the state burcau-
cracy-big industry nexus of Japan and
South Korca vs the Overseas Chinese-
style small business-truder-independent
professional class.

This is only a random thought, but it is
possible that any waning of the Chinese
entreprencurial drive (as immigrant atti-
tudes weaken while any NEP disadvan-

| tages depress Chinese morale and as the

structure of the economy continues, as it,
has done since 1970, to move in favour of’
large state-related cnterprises) may lead
to Malay cconomic as well as political pre-

Philip Bowring, Deputy Editor of the
RevIEw, gives an outsider's view of
Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir
Mchamad and Malaysia's dilemmas.

cminence. That is a dilemma for the Chi-
nese in the future. For the Malays, more
immediatcly, the question is how to re-
spond to the Mahathir prescription.

Mahathir’s zeal and the moves to root
out inefficency and corruption have un-
doubtedly caught the imagination of Ma-
lays. Even one of the leading intellectual
critics, Syed Husscin Alatas, admits: *I
am a bit enthusiatic.”™ He adds: “I believe
he is really intent on doing something,”
about the corruption which Alatas sees as
the root of many racial as well as broader
social problems. -

Even those who resent the intrusions
into privacy that a real anti-corruption
drive must involve find it bard to quarrel

I with the intent. And even most ot those

who find it hard to work up anti-British
feelings and have no wish to be like South
Koreans accept, intellectually, that this is

the direction in which Malaysia ought to

be headed. ' : “
But there also seems a strong element

of: “Oh God, make me tough, technologi-

,cal, disciplined, etc . . . but not yet.”

The same people who admire the aim
can almost simultancously be found to
question values which place emphasis on
cconomic and technical achievements to .
the detriment of cultural and human
values — the very courtesy and considera-
tion for the rights of others that Mahathir
saw as a weakness. There are doubts too
+— among the liberal élite — about mate-
rialism. “Are we not making an idol of
GNP? Are thiere not better measurements
of progress?” Yes, possibly: But they may
be more traditionally Malay than contem-
porary South Korean. :

Thus Mahathir faces a problem not only
of establishing the ascendancy of a willing
spirit over man's naturally weak flesh, but
the intellectual commitment to his goals .
may not be complete.

His dircctness, aloofness, and single-
mindedness are said by many to be not
typically Malay — they certainly do not fit
his own stercotype of the Malays. For
some, it is a welcome style which will get
things done. For others, even among the
sympathisers, it carries dangers of prom-
oting reaction, so that either the power of
his writ will graduaily wane or there will be
a reaction by the body politic against it —
as the Thai establishment reacted against
the dedicated, clean, single-minded but
narrow and inflexible Tanin Kraivixien:

A related problem, some Mahathir en-
thusiasts suggest, is that the prime minis-
ter has few highly competent advisers who
can be placed in key positions in the bu-
rcaucracy to keep the momentum of
change going. Although he works well
with his deputy, Datuk Musa Hitam, the
deputy is more of a grass-roots politician
of liberal and gregarious instincts and
more given to flexibility and compromise
than his loner-idcalist superior.

Conquering inertia in the bureaucracy
is more than a two-month campaign. And:
rooting out graft from the political system
could be beyond anyone’s power. The
United Malays National (}J)rganisation
(Umno) is a decentralised, grass-roots or-
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ganisation in a decentralised political en-
vironment. Its very democratic constitu-
tion makes it hard to control. Mahathir
may want to follow in some of Singapore
Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew's foot-
steps. But the People’s Action Party and
Umno are-very different organisms.

A third danger to the Mahathir scheme
of things is the obvious one of outright
reaction based on religious extremism,
which could threaten not only communal
harmony but the attitudes needed for a
modern industrial économy.

Many believe that the Malay communi-
ty has weathered the strains of very rapid
urbanisation remarkably smoothly so far.
Although in recent years there has been a
surge of dakwah (Muslim missionary)
movements, as well as mare extremist ¢x-
pressions of religious sentiment, the
vogue for highly-visible religiosity may
have already peaked. To a large extent
such movements wcre the natural re-
sponse of people from rural communities
.who needed the identity, and the security,

~of the group when they came to the town
and to a way of life which was not just dif-
ferent but strongly alien. )

Alatas sees a danger that out-of-powcer

politicians may attempt .

" nised and permits all kinds of outrageous

score, Malays should continue 1o prove
pragmatic and adaptable to the demands
of social and cconomic change while re-
fraining from forcing Islamic precepts
down the throats of non-Muslims.

But there are cerfuinly thosg whose reli-
gious principles and interpretations are
more powerful than their specifically Ma-
lay ones and who regard the modernised
Malay, be it the business exccutive with
his Mercedes and his taste for whisky, or
the girl factory-worker with her’ lipstick
and a modicum of personal and economic
independence, as, a threat -fo religious
values.

The zealots consider these “evils™ to be
inevitable in a society which is both urba-

frecdoms to the non-belicvers for whom
gambling, pork. alcohol (and even prosti-
tution) are acceptable. Insofar as religion
is an old attitude. any appeal for new
thinking may be considered by conserva-
tives as endangering the old indiscrimi-
nately.

In time, as the economy develops and
the race-cconomy gap narrows, class will
doubtless play a larger role — again per-
haps to the detriment of religion — as a

to usc the emotional
appeal of religious be-
liefs to come to power,
appealing to reaction-
ary, intolerant and
exclusivist - instincts.
However, he sees no
conflict between reli-
gion itself and urbani-
sation which might en-
gender areligion-based
reaction. There is no
need, says Alatas, to
fear that religion will
decay under the impact
of industrialisation, as
it did in Europe where
church and state have
long ~been separate
entities; thus there was

3
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Students at the University of Malaya: MBAS of the future.
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no need for a clash in
Malaysia. And in Europe, says Alatas, the
beginning of the decay of religion pre-
ceded the industrialisation.

Others point out that religious radicals
have not opposed urbanisation per se, and
dakwah movements have a high propor-
tion of technically-trained people. Still

others arc not so sure that religion and-

modernisation could not seriously conflict
if religious radicals ally themselves with
conservative political forces anxious to
shore up their access to privilege. and
patronage and perhaps too, one day, with

elements of a more politicised and power-

-ful military. . :

;Re]igion perseisanissuewhichtheruling
coalition must take into account. Even
if the majority is no more — and ‘perhaps
'less ~—religiously.inclined than before, the
‘number of activists has grown, and with it
the need for government to occasionally
yield to the demands of intolerance.

. To be -Malay is:by definition (contrary’

to the situation in Indonesia) to be Mus-
1im. But the two are not eatirely synony-

‘Islamic customs not in accord with the

strictest: Islamic interpretations. On this-

22

‘But class will be slow to gel. In urban

" for all its antipathy to capitalism and feu-
Jlay than Left. ;. T :
*Indged, it is,perhaps the basic strength

| spectrum all believe that the Malays must
mous. Malay culture contains: many pre- |

-would probably. take the hard (to non-Ma-

rallying point. Industrial workers of what-
ever racce will necessarily begin to see a
commonality of interests which surpasses
cthnic and religious background. Some
claim this is already happening, for exam-
ple in the electronics factories of Penang,.

arcas, the races tend to separate naturally
into their own communitics, even among
the middle-class where educational levels
might be thought to form a basis for inte-
grated communitics. . o
Among some Malays there is resent-
ment against maldistribution of the fruits
of the NEP. Many rural Malays have bare-
ly benefited at all — at least in terms of
cash income. But to many that is a situa-
tion perhaps more readily exploited by
Right than Left. Anyway, the Malay Left,

dalism and itsattacks on rich cliques, is
still seen by most non-Malays as more Ma-
of -the Malays that -across the political

be the “definitive people™ (to use Maha-
thir's phrase),of Malaysia. And most

’

lays) line that: “It aitizenship is conterred -
on races other than Malays, it is because
the Matays consent to this. That consent is
conditional.” v

Malay instincts for compromise and
bargaining should mean that severc prob-
lems relating to religious issues, among
the Malays or vis-a-vis the non-Malays are
avoided. In the past, the strict interpre-
tations of Islam have tended to be
most cvident in coastal towns where Ma-
lays have been open to influxes of Muslims
from India and Arabia. Mahathir himsclf,
like many Malay leaders, comes from such
a mixed background. ‘

Such intermarriages, according to Ma-
hathir himself, “enriched Malay stock™
and as a result of this outside influence
town-Malays “found no difficulty in
changing with the times.” Disciplined, in-
tellectual Islam was a force for progress,
L thesc terms, however, the problem per-
haps now is that the up-to-date external
influences are not readily available fronj
Muslim societics. In terms of modern
skills, urban attitudes and cducation, Ma-
lays arc now at least as advanced as any
large Muslim ruling community.

Look East! is now the cry, but there are
not many Muslims in East Asia. The
dilemma is two-fold. The Malays must
lose some of their traditional characteris-
tics of tolerance and compromise, and ab-
sorb and be more ruthless and business-
minded. As Malays, they may be able to
do this without risking loss of identity. But

can they do it as Muslims as well?

Here the Malay dilemma meets the Chi-
nese dilemma. The Chinese can lose much
of their Chinesencss, learn Malay and
English, forget their own languages, cul-
tural traditions, lion dances, etc., even di-
lute some of their clan and family-based
business enterprise. In other words they
can throw out all their traditional and
chauvinist baggage but still remain littie
nearer to joining the Malays as equal
partners.

Looking at the situation of the Chinese
in the days of the Malacca sultanate. Ma-
hathir wrote:” "Even when the Chinese
adopted the language. dress and part.of
the-customs of the Malays they were not
acceptable because of religious differen-
ces. Intermarriage between Malays and
Chinesc was extremely rare.”

It still is. That confronts. the Chinese
with the dilemma of whether to fight to re-
tain as much as possible of their Chinese
traditions onr the assumptions that there
will always be separate races and that Ma-
laysia's aim must be the harmony of differ-
ent clements, within'the context of Malay
as the predominant culture, rather.than
integration. Or whether to lose part of
their identity in the hope of cventual inte-
gration. ’

For the Malayg there remains the new
dilemma: whether they should make more |
compromises with religion and tradition,
both for the sake of national unity and
thus speed their own absorption of the at-
titudes, ideas and skills of an ‘urbanised,
self-reliant, socially-- and technically-ad-
vanced state. And whether, as they gain
cconomic equality, they will be prepared
to sec non-Malays-acquire more of a share
of ‘the. political- power that-alonc assures
that they arc the definitive people. "' 'l
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