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I rejoice over the
rapid progress and

A firm hand and

rosneritupl
ffrngapore ecause it

also means that
Malaysia will
continue to have a
happy and stable
neighbour. An
unhappy Singapore
can be destabilising
to Malaysia, likewise
discontent in
Malaysia can affect
Singapore.

— On Singapore, December
1981.

The sensitivities of
the various races
have to be
considered. Political
stability and the
peaceful co-
existence among the .
races are two
important

conditions which the
Government strives
to promote and
preserve.

— Addressing the National
Press Club Malaysia, October
1981. :

far-sighte

SHARON NELSON takes us back through the years to the day when a
certain C.H.E. DET took up his pen to cast a journalistic eye on the nation. ==

HE YEAR HE WAS BORN,
London saw its first television
image, teaching evolution in the
United States could get you
arrested and fashion looked like a

scene out of The Great Gatsby.

Twenty-two years later, when American
women’s magazines were still running
articles like How to Make Housework More
Meaningful, Mahathir Mohamad already
had strong views about a woman’s place.

In 1947, the young man, who had just
entered medical school, got his first byline
for a story that appeared in the Sunday

Times.

“Even in the main political arena they
[women] took a hand,” he wrote. “Negri
Sembilan set a precedent by sending a
woman as delegate to the Umno Assembly

at Alor Star and Kota Baru ...“

“It is up to the men and especially the
fathers to realise that they can no longer
confine their womenfolk to the kitchen. To
keep in step with the ideas and interest of
their husbands, Malay women must be well

educated ...

Malay Women Make Their Own Freedom
was the first of several articles he wrote
under the pen name C.H.E. Det, an
abbreviated, stylised form of “Encik
Mahathir”, It was his nickname at home,
coined in the particular fashion of the
Northern dialect. His wife, Datuk Seri Dr
Siti Hasmah Mohd AL, still calls him that.

The C.H.E. Det articles which appeared
between 1947 and 1972 are compiled in a
collection called The Early Years, published

by Berita Publishing in 1995.

Unlike the penglipur lara, the Malay
spinner of tales who travels from village to
village, Mahathir was no storyteller. His
pieces were not peppered with warm
anecdotes, designed to inspire and teach.

How, then, did he keep his reader hooked?

With a clarity that was astonishing in one

S0 young.

His writing style was direct, simple and

communicative.

It was also filled with images — but his
was not the gift of the poet who can paint

beautiful pictures with words.

Mahathir was more the architect, who
puts depth and dimensions to dreams. The
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reader still leaves with a head full of
images, but they are detailed diagrams
rather than paintings.

His range was wide. He wrote about
politics and about fashion with equal
enthusiasm and commitment. It is hard to
use the word “passionate” to describe his
work — there are far too many facts for
that. But his writing voice is so intense, at
times, so frustrated, that it is explosive.

In reading C.H.E. Det, one must resist a
very strong temptation: that of
retrospective “prediction”. It is too
convenient to pounce on phrases and ideas
and declare, “See? This boy was always
going to be Prime Minister.”

Yet it seems hard not have seen some of
the promise — and some of the politician.

One of the main indicators of modern,
progressive thought is how women are
viewed.

In Malays and Higher Education (Sept
26, 1948), he complains about the low
premium placed by Malays on tertiary
education. Half the article is devoted to the
education of Malay girls, the problem of
which, he says, “is even more acute.”

Malays and Higher Education: Summing
Up appeared the following month. Here he
argues that it is not enough simply to hand
out scholarships — the ability of Malay
students must also be brought up to par
with non-Malays.

While he commented on difficult policy
decisions, he kept his eye firmly on the
baseline, the popular culture and lifestyles
of the non-white population.

He writes of the ronggeng which had
recently grown popular in public
amusement parks:

“As may be expected, there are many
incidents in which the uninitiated orang
putih try to hold the girls in their arms.
Ignorance is the usual plea, though a few
stengah might also have something to do
with it:” (Ronggeng is Popular,Jan 9,

1949).

In Rain Brings Fish to Sawah (Feb 6,
1949), he employs the same tone of
authority and enjoyment. He describes in
loving detail how farmers catch the
freshwater fish that inundate their padi
fields when the rains come:
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“With the trap in one hand the fisherman

wades about in the bendang. Now and
again he quickly thrusts the trap down ...
Then the fisherman puts his hand into the
trap and grips the struggling fish ... Quite
often his hand may close around a water
snake instead.”

Mahathir was, however, like the

penglipur lara in one respect: he brought
stories to people who hadn’t heard them.

If a key point of modernity is connection

between cultures, C.H.E. Det’s voice was
critical in opening up a grassroots Malay
window.

In the very first issue of the Sunday

Times in which he appeared (priced 10
cents), the headline was “Australia
tightens ban: Only rich may take in
servants.”

“Only real tuan besars, burra sahibs and

taipans can bring amahs and ayahs into
Australia with them when they come on
leave, Mr. A. Calwell, Minister for
Immigration, announced today.

The Immigration Department’s new

move banned non-European servants from
entering Australia, unless they were
employed by “distinguished visitors”.

The story grew out of an incident in

which one Mrs O'’Keefe, the Indonesian
wife of an Australian, was deported with
her eight children.

It was, as expected and accepted, a paper

very much addressed to the colonial
lifestyle and interests.

But on page six of the same issue, next to
an F&N ad (For Ever Effervescing”, rang a
strong young Malay voice urging Malay
women to get empowered.

At the time, American women had only
had the vote for 27 years.

His political flair showed early on.

When Datuk Onn Jaafar backed the
Malayan Union, Mahathir initially threw
his weight behind the veteran politician.

“A new Malayan democracy which has
the blessings of the liberal-minded Malays,
Chinese and Indians is well on the way,
and it will be surprising if feudalism can
hold its own against this new force.”
(Rulers and Rakyat - Climax is Near, Oct 9,

1949).
But it soon became clear that the Union

would confer full citizenship — and hence,
equal rights — on both the indigenous and
migrant populations. :

For Mahathir, this was unacceptable. As
far as he was concerned, Malays had been
left far behind; special rights were crucial
if they were to catch up.

On 27 May, 1950, C.H.E. Det wrote:“As a

former ardent supporter of Datuk Onn, I

eagerly searched his presidential address
to the Emergency General Assembly of
Umno for an excuse to put him back on his
pedestal. I am sorry to say that nowhere in
his speech, or at least that part of it
reported in the Press, could I find
justification for the Datuk’s advocacy of a
policy to which even his docile assembly
could not agree.”

This deeply-felt investment may help
explain why as Prime Minister, Datuk Seri
Dr Mahathir has notably expressed
disappointment with regard to the issue of
Malay progress.

Mahathir, a doctor by 1953, went on to
write about national unity and a common
language, and continued his arguments for
Malay education.

He took the right to reply and elevated it
to the art of retortion, something which he
retains at this ripe age. '

Malays and Higher Education: Summing
Up received feedback from readers, but
none from the education council members.

His next piece ended with a sting of
sarcasm: “In conclusion I would say that
the Malay public would not mind reading
the views of their leaders on this important
subject.”

It has been said that he was a brash
young thing, and it's easy to see why.

But his keen intelligence is clear, as is his
exceptional vision, although one hesitates
to draw on this terribly hackneyed word.

Had he been a columnist today, he would
surely have been the subject of many a
coffee-shop debate.

As it was, he went on to inscribe pages far
more sweeping than these. But how much
richer the paper would have been with
C.H.E Det firing away in its columns.

W The writer is the Assistant Literary Editor
at the NST.



