
Growing legion of the unfooled 

RAMADAN, the month of fasting, has 
great signif icance for Mus l ims . B u t in 
M a l a y s i a , over the years , it has also 
become a season for a l l Malays ians : " 

Fo r Mus l ims , i t is a pe r i od of s a c r i -
fice, of res tra int , a test of w i l l , of re-
frain, of pat ience and of charity. Of 
course , not a l l M u s l i m s observe the 
tenets as they shou ld . 

F o r some, i t is just fast ing from 
d a w n to dusk. Fo r some, even fast ing 
is a chore. 

But the major i ty do their best to ob-
serve R a m a d a n as it s h o u l d be ob-
served. I f only people cou ld exerc ise 
the same to lerance, humi l i t y , char i ty 
and peace throughout the year , 
M a l a y s i a w o u l d be an even more 
wonder fu l p lace. 

A un ique aspect of R a m a d a n in 
M a l a y s i a is the buka pua.sa cu l ture 
w h i c h has- evolved over the years 
w h e r e f r iends o f different re l ig ions 
a n d backgrounds get together to 
b reak f a s t You do not see this 
w idespread p h e n o m e n a in any other 
p a r t o f t h e w o r l d . 

Save for w h e n we b reak fast at 
h o m e w i t h the family, a l l our o u t s i d e -
buka puasa engagements a lways in-
clude fr iends who are Buddhis ts , 
Chr is t ians o r H indus a n d there i s ab-
so lute ly no awkwardness at a l l . 

Wh i l e the M u s l i m s go o f f a n d per -
f o r m the i r Maghrib p rayers immedi-
ately after b r e a k i n g the i r fast with 
dates and a d r i nk , the others n ibb le 
on f inger food a n d r e s u m e eat ing 
w h e n prayers end . 

It took y ea r s for this cul ture to de-
velop, but today it has become o u r 
w a y of life. Jus t like the Kongsi Raya 
or Deepa-Raya a n d t h e tradi t ion o f 
Chinese N e w Year , Deepaya l i Chr i s t -
m a s o r H a r i R a y a open house. 

T h i s i s w h a t I m i ss mos t w h e n I am 
abroad d u r i n g festive seasons. 

T h i s year , much to o u r d isenchant-
ment , my fami ly w i l l b e separate ly 
celebrat ing H a r i R a y a i n three differ-
ent cont inents . 

A n d I k n o w w h a t w e w i l l m iss most 
— the p reced ing buka p u a s a , the 
H a r i R a y a p raye rs , the seek ing o f for-
giveness w h e n w e r e t u r n f r o m the 
mosque, a n d the open h o u s e w h e n 
famil ies, f r i ends a n d ne ighbours get 
together. 

A lmos t inevitably, a lot of (ears are 
shed as we seek forgiveness from 
each o ther a n d r e m e m b e r a n u n k i n d 
w o r d ut tered o r u n k i n d deed c o m -
mit ted . A l m o s t inev i tab ly , we are r e -
minded o f the n e e d to be more sens i -
t ive in the c om ing year a n d tread 
more careful ly w h e n dea l ing w i t h 
each other. 

I do believe that we become better 
people, y ea r by y ea r . 

A g a i n , i f only a l l t h e w i s d o m a n d 
sensibi l i ty that we have cul t ivated 
over me years were to come a t o n e 
go, w h e n we are younger , then the 
w o r l d w o u l d be a better p lace . P e r -
haps that i s too m u c h to ask because 
we are , un for tunate ly , on ly human. 

H a d buka puasa w i t h a couple of 
fr iends over the week. One of them, a 
wor ld-c lass a w a r d - w i n n i n g A u s -
t ra l ian sa i lor , w a s qu i te amaz e d t o 
see-different Ma lays i ans d in ing at the 
same t a b l e over R a m a d a n . H i s shor t 
love affair w i th things Ma l ay s i an only 
grew. 

B u t despite the fast ing m o n t h , c o n -
versat ions at the buka puasa table 
don ' t differ m u c h f rom the coffee 
shop ta lk on n o r m a l days. 

It a lways comes back to the topic of 
the day — whe the r i t s the sugar 
shortage, the B l a i r - B r o w n fal lout, 
the T h a i coup o r Ma lays ia ' s favour i te , 
polit ics. 

Much as he w a s in t r i gued on w h y 
some M a l a y s i a n po l i t i c i ans spend so 
m u c h t ime po l i t i c k ing a n d w h y 
Ma lays ians spend s o m u c h t ime t a lk -
i n g politics, the A u s t r a l i a n gent l eman 
sa id the pr inc ip les o f po l i t i c s we re no 
d i f f e r en t anywhere . 

It's a l l about the power g a m e , a n d 
al l po l i t ic ians p lay to w i n , even i f t h e 
cost to people a n d country is h i g h , the 
sa id . 

He re lated the s tory o f t w o A u s -
t r a l i an pol i t ic ians — one p u s h i n g for 
a controvers ia l Goods a n d Serv i ces 
Tax (GST) a n d the o ther oppos ing i t . 

The proponent o f the G S T took a 
great r i s k i n push ing an u n p o p u l a r 
po l i cy a n d h i s opponent capi ta l i sed 
on i t , r e s o r t i n g to c r u d e pe r sona l at-
tacks . 

At the end of the " g a m e " , the op-
pos ing pol i t ic ian to ld the GST-propo-
nent: " I actual ly l i ke y on a n d a d m i r e 
you . B u t I h a d to w i n the game . ' ' 

A g ame? So it 's n o t a lways about 
convict ions? A b o u t the la rger good of 
the country a n d the people? 

I suppose we cannot t a r a l l pol i t i -
c ians w i th the same b r u s h . 

Just like there a re good and bad 
journalists, good and really b a d 
lawyers, good a n d bad civil servants, 
there are also good and b a d politicians. 

On a subsequent n ight , at another 
buka puasa, someone asked w h y S in-
gapore 's Lee K u a n Yew h a d haught i ly 
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''So what better way to 

divert the attention of 

fellow Singaporeans 

and seek the 

sympathy of the 

international audience 

by reverting to the 

age-old and tested 

formula of the 'big 

brothers' from 

Indonesia and 

Malaysia trying to 

bully 'poor, little 

Singapore'? 
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commented about the Chinese in In-
dones ia a n d Ma l ay s i a . 

Lee , w h o r u l e d S ingapore w i t h a n 
i r o n f i s t w h e n h e was P r i m e Min i s t e r 
o f the i s l a n d r e p u b l i c for m o r e than 
two decades, h a s ma in t a in ed his in-
f l u e n c e b y r e m a i n i n g i n the Cabinet 
f i r s t a s senior min is ter a n d now, i n 
the un ique l y S ingapore-created posi-
t ion o f M in i s t e r Mentor . 

Lee c la imed that the Chinese in 
M a l a y s i a are m a r g i n a l i s e d and c o m -
p l iant a n d that Ma l ays i a a n d Indone-
s i a wan t ed S ingapore to "be l ike the i r 
Ch inese—-compl iant ' ' . 

We s h o u l d not be surpr i sed that 
Lee m a d e that statement. I t is not 
a l i en for h i m to get on the High m o r a l 
g r o u n d a n d m a k e derogatory c o m -

ments on the affairs o f other c o u n -
tries. 

The re we re m a n y theories on w h y 
Lee w o u l d have w a n t e d t o m a k e s u c h 
profoundly inaccura te observat ion 
abou t Ma lays i a , espec ia l ly w h e n re-
lat ions between S ingapore a n d bo th 
Ma lays i a a n d Indonesia h a d t aken o n 
a better t u r n in the last few years. 

" W a g the dog " --- that w a s t h e c o m -
m o n consensus a t o u r table o f C h i -
nese , Ind ians a n d Ma lays . 

He r e w a s S ingapore b e i n g c r i t i -
c ised f o r r eneg ing on a p r o m i s e to a l -
l ow non-gove rnmenta l o rgan isat ion 
protesters a t the W o r l d B a n k a n d In -
ternat ional M o n e t a r y F u n d m e e t i n g 
i n S ingapore a n d fore ign officials 
w o n d e r i n g a l oud whe ther i t w o u l d he 
in the greater interests o f f r eedom 
not to have s u c h high-level confer-
ences i n the i s l a n d r e p u b l i c i n future. 

In T h a i l a n d , a c o u p w a s f e rment -
i n g aga inst P r i m e M in i s t e r T h a k s i n 
S h i n a w a t r a w h i c h centred a round 
the sale of h i s te lecommunict ions 
company to S ingapore 's Temasek 
w h i c h i s r u n by Lee 's daughter -
in- law. H o C h i n g . 

The unb r i d l ed T h a i P r e s s has been 
at i t for months , quest ion ing 
Temasek's pu r chase , a n d a l l eg ing 
a n d a l lud ing a l l k i n d s o f opaqueness 
in the dea l . T e m a s e k h a s , o f course , 
den ied the charges . 

So w h a t better w a y to d iver t the at-
tent ion of fe l low S ingaporeans and 
seek the sympathy of the internat ion-
a l aud ience by r eve r t ing the age-
o ld a n d t e s t ed f o r m u l a o f the " b i g 
b r o t h e r s " f r om Indones ia a n d 
M a l a y s m f ry ing to bu l l y "poor , l i t t le 
Smgapore " ? 

Only, m i s t ime , M a l a y s i a reac ted i n 
p r ope r a n d civ i l fashion —seek ing an 
exp lana t i on f r o m L e e o n w h a t c e r -
ta in ly w a s an i l l - thought, incons ider -
ate a n d provocative s t a t ement . 

H a d M a l a y s i a reacted in any other 
way, i t w o u l d have on l y l ent credence 
to Lee 's assert ions of a "bu l l y ing b i g 
bro ther " . 

Lee m a y h o t have changed but 

M a l a y s i a has changed a lo t f rom the 
days w h e n he was engaged in b u i l d -
i n g up h i s i s l and state in a pe r i od o f 
great r e c r im ina t i on be tween b o t h 
countr ies . 

Today, bo th countr i es ' l eaders of-
t en speak about the need to leave past 
emot iona l baggage beh ind a n d w o r k 
towards a n e w e r a o f f r i endship a n d 
co-operat ion as two sovere ign na-
t ions shou ld . Bu t , i t appears , Lee 's 
baggage is st i l l in tow. 

T h e facts, I c e . are different. Yes , 
there are cont inued g rumb l ings 
about the abuses in the N e w E c o -
nomic Policy's a ims o f r es t ruc tur ing 
society but not one Ma lays ian w h o 
has s tud ied the count ry ' s h is tory and 
g r e w up i n p r e -May 13 Ma lays i a w i l l 
d ispute that i t is the T u n A b d u l 
Razak- in i t ia ted N E P w h i c h prov ided 
the stabil i ty a n d peace for M a l a y s i a to 
become w h a t i t i s today. 

Take the top 20 r ichest Ma lays i ans 
a n d m o r e t h a n ha l f are Chinese. 
The re are also Bumipu te ras a n d In-
d ians on that list now, a sure s ign that 
no one is targeted for marg ina l i sa -
tion. 

M a l a y s i a h a s Tami l - and Ch i -
nese-language schools H o w m a n y 
does Smgapore have for its o w n m u l -
t i - rac ia l populat ion? 

The M a l a y s i a n Cabinet i s m a d e up 
o f a l l t h e country 's races. H o w we l l 
a r e the minor i t i es ref lected in the 
S ingapore government? 

Sure , M a l a y s i a is not per f ec t T h e r e 
are m a n y weaknesses . B u t w e c ou ld 
also use statistics in S ingapore a n d 
p o r t r a y a p ic ture o f pre judice a n d 
marg ina l i s t i on . 

Talk a b o u t compl ian t people . L im 
K i t S i a n g i s not compl iant : K a r p a l 
S ingh is not compl iant ; Datuk N i k Az-
i z N i k M a t a n d H a d i A w a n g are no t 
compl ian t ; m a n y N G O s are not c o m -
pl iant ; the M C A is often not compl ian t 
a s i s the Chinese-based G e r a k a n ; a n d 
most o f a l l , m a n y pol i t ic ians in U m n o 
a r e not compl iant , l ead ing to f rac -
t ious batt les every few years or so. 

But they get the i r say a n d today, in 
the c h a n g i n g Ma l ays i a , t h e y have 
never h a d a s m u c h f r e e d o m t o b e 
"not comp l i an t " as they have now. 

N o w let's l ook a t Chee S o o n J u a n 
a n d J .B . J eya ra tnam o f a hos t o f o th -
ers w h o we re not compl iant in S inga -
p o r e . 

We shou ld a l l r oad To Catch a Tar-
tar by F ranc i s Seow a n d James 
Minchin's No Man Is An Island. 
M a l a y s i a doesn't l o o k so b a d , does i t ? 

M a y b e m y A u s t r a l i a n d i n n e r c o m -
panion w a s r ight . I t is jus t a game. 
L i k e some M a l a y s i a n po l i t i c i ans th ink 
i t 's a game to m a k e unfounded al le-
gations a n d te l l l ies to ach ieve the i r 
objectives. 

B u t as we g r o w up , the l e g i on o f the 
unfooled is a lso expand ing . A n d the 
l eg ion o f the unfooled in Singapore, 
too, has substant ia l ly ou tg rown the 
Co l d W a r menta l i ty o f a g ing po l i t i -
c ians. 

I t 's the festive, season. R a m a d a n , 
A i d i l F i t r i , Deepava l i a n d then Chr i s t -
m a s a n d Chinese N e w Year a r o u n d 
the corner . "Tis the season of forgive-
ness and f r i endship . Lee. Seek a n d ye 
sha l l f i nd . 
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