
Harapan, really

Written by straits-mongrel
Monday, 05 April 2010 23:52 - Last Updated Tuesday, 06 April 2010 03:24

For a Sunday morning, in slow-to-wake KL, 9am would be a very cruel time to start deep
discussions. But a group of young Malaysians had the cheek to think otherwise and even
convinced some of the country's most radical and progressive minds to come participate.
Sigh...the things people do for a good cause.
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  These youths are from Malaysia Forum , "a global community that seeks to engage each otherin 'civil conversation' on Malaysian issues". What's interesting is the group was founded byMalaysian students studying abroad, and the succeeding batches remain the main enginetoday. Malaysia Forum organises a conference each year; this year's theme is Harapan, andthe conference was held at Columbia University, New York. The plan was to have live internetbroadcast from KL - hence the unkind hour - so that anyone keen on the issues discussed couldtune in.    The venue: Rumah Anak Bangsa Malaysia. Yep, our home.          
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http://www.malaysiaforum.org/
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  Two sessions were planned for the morning. The first - Arts, Literature and Education -involved personalities who needed no introduction. Fahmi Fadzil was the moderator with twoguests, Sharon Bakarand Pete Teo. The trio seemed quite fresh and ready, and plunged straight into the discussion with zeal andgood humour.    All three stated with conviction that there is no shortage of talent in Malaysia. Said Pete Teo:"It's common knowledge in the international scene that when people talk about the Top 3regions for young independent film-makers, Malaysia is mentioned as being one of them."     Yes, you read that right.    All this despite minimal government support for the arts and its education. "Perhaps it's a goodthing," added Pete. "What we see instead is the democratisation of technology to promote thearts and its messaging. It's potent stuff."    
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http://thebookaholic.blogspot.com/
http://www.peteteo.com/
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  Sharon Bakar agreed: "We see new writers emerging often, and they're good. For example,there's Brian Gomez... Devil's Place is a really fun read and it's set in KL. And who would'vethought that people in Malaysia would care to listen to poetry and prose, but we actually have alively community here.    "Resources remain the stumbling block. We have to remember that Brian had to self-publish hisnovel."    But perhaps the thing that gets to Sharon is the nurturing of creativity. "I don't quite buy thesegmentation of arts and science in schools. I'd rather encourage creativity. It helps with basicsurvival and it helps broadens perspectives."     Pete chipped in: "Yeah, it's hard to categorise Steve Jobs as being a person of the sciences orthe arts. But he's certainly creative and that's what matters. Education involves a lot of criticalthinking too."    
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  To which the hilarious Fahmi recalled: "I have to quote Noraini from Sisters in Islam - she oncesaid at a forum that the Malaysian education system was giving birth to a society with theintellectual capacity of plankton."    The dialogue covered many more topics, too many to detail in this picture essay. But at onepoint during the QnA session, a classic Malaysian episode took place. A grunge-y pickuppassed by the Rumah. "Old newspaper... Old newspaper... Surat khabar lama..." blared theloudspeaker, drowning out the discussion for a minute. Bet you, there were a lot of nostalgicsighs over at Columbia U then :).     All too soon, the session came to a close. Huge applause and a short break.     And in stepped the civil society heavyweights.    

  Haris Ibrahim  and Wong Chin Huat , with moderator Khairy Jamaluddin . The topic - Racialand Religious Harmony: Understanding the ‘Allah’ Issue.If you imagined this to be a treat, well, it was.    The discussion was fast and furious with lots of incisive points raised, yet all the while not asingle raised voice nor threat. This is the nature of dialogues we need. Now why can'tParliament take a cue from this?    
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http://harismibrahim.wordpress.com/
http://chinhuatw.wordpress.com/
http://www.rembau.net.my/
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  On the topic of how the kalimah Allah issue can be resolved, Haris went on the offensive. "TheFederal Constitution is clear on all this. What we have failed to do is to uphold the Constitutionin a dignified, unbiased manner."    With regards to Islamic matters, Haris added "it has never been in the government's interest tonurture a mature and enlightened Muslim community"; the proof is all around us.    Wong Chin Huat believes the issue is made more complicated because "religion has beenappropriated to define the ethnic boundary of the Malays". At the end of the day, he added, it isless about Islam than it is about this ethnic boundary - what's inside and what's outside of it.Why is this boundary made sacrosanct is the more interesting question, he proposed.    
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  UMNO Youth chief Khairy was a skilled moderator, totally at ease with the civil societyaudience. The controversial figure threw hard questions at the panelists, pulled up withwell-timed humour, shared his own difficulties at constituency level, and involved the audiencevery well. "Many of these counter-arguments I'm making are the very responses I get when I'min Rembau - they ask me, "Why do they have to use Allah? Why can't they see we're hurt?"    "Funny, because in Pahang, I experienced the opposite," replied Haris. "I've met with Muslimfarmers there in the ladang and kebun... explained to them that the Bahasa-speaking Christians- without invoking Allah in their rituals as they've done for generations - they feared their prayerswould be nullified, as in Islam. Their reply: 'Molek.' Beautiful. See, those I have met have noissues.    "It's about how it is presented. The Utusan way isn't the way."    In rapidfire banter, the two men decided that Haris follow KJ the next time the MP explains suchissues to the people of Rembau.    
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  The biggest laughter came with the final question from Khairy, who asked half-farcically: "Now,tell me, is 1Malaysia the best thing that ever happened since Merdeka?"    Chin Huat: "Well, I generally don't trust politicians. For me, the public needs to view them likepets. You have to train them or they will go wild on you. It's just like having a dog, you know. Putit through a training regime, then it will serve you well." (Ouch... the man can bite!)    Haris: "Where's the sincerity? You say 1Malaysia, but the nation is still divided into bumiputraand non-bumiputra."    Khairy: "But Haris, aren't you a bumiputra yourself?"    Haris: "I'm not a bumiputra. I'm an Anak Bangsa Malaysia."    

  And who said the young are uninformed? The audience too had a field day giving responsesand asking questions. It seemed time zipped by in a flash despite the muggy heat building up inthe late morning. The broadcast had to stop. Many continued to mingle and talk around therefreshment table and in clusters.    By any measure, Sunday's event was a wonderful coming together of people with interestingperspectives. It brought up the issues many want to understand, yet few get the chance.Malaysia Forum showed that forums of this nature in a 'safe space' can and must happen if wewant to be more than "plankton". We look forward to seeing more of this.    
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  SABM had a little souvenir for KJ just before he left - our T-shirt which says Semua Anak Kita.'Ngapa Harus Beza? That's Mila there posing with the man who said, during the forum, he'sstaying with UMNO to help in its reforms. We wish you well. Thanks for being a good sport.     And to the Malaysia Forum's KL chapter, our message to you: We want more!    But not so early on a Sunday morning, can?
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