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Are we afraid of breaking?

There is a line in the classic song 
popularised by the likes of Bette 
Midler and Amanda McBroom that 
goes like this: “It’s the heart afraid of 
breaking that never learns to dance.” 
Simple phrase, deep meaning. 

I never meant for this column to be a politi-
cal commentary. I have little interest in that. 
But because our young nation’s well-being is 
so closely tied to the vision and actions of our 
political leaders, any thoughts on improving 
the nation must ultimately come to rest at 
assessing the leader.

On that score, so far so good. The current 
prime minister took o!  ce a year ago against 
a backdrop of global economic and domestic 
political crisis. The Economist in its March 13 
issue lauded Datuk Seri Najib Razak as “a more 
sure-footed, and less scandal-proned leader 
than many have expected”. They credit him 
with having “stimulated the economy back 
to life and liberalised… services”.

But like all leaders who assumed the helm 
in the crisis, now that the recovery is under-
way, the tough work begins. And that is how 
to get the nation succeeding in a new world 
order. A new world where China and India are 
on the ascent, and the US on the wane.

Many saw the Wall Street-induced collapse 
of the global economy as the beginning of 
the end for the only remaining superpower 
— the US. It’s inevitable — all empires even-
tually decline. And as if to stick to the age-old 
script of “rise and fall of great powers”, George 
Bush’s neo-conservative pre-emptive strike 
foreign policy served as a startling example of 
total arrogance. The moment a country acts 
in a non-inclusive manner, and decides on a 
course of action that suggests one is better 
than others, it starts to sow the seeds of its 
own decline.

Najib’s philosophy, 1Malaysia (very well 
articulated so far, I should add) is all about in-
clusion. Now, he needs to make it work, just as 
e" ectively as our second prime minister (his 

father) did with the New Economic Policy.
Malaysia has to recognise and create the 

conditions for its companies to become more 
competitive (in the near term). It has to be 
more attractive to global talent (in the medium 
term), and be more successful at developing 
human capital (for the long term).

The prime minister knows, and we all know, 
that this needs to work very soon as our rela-
tively less hungry and less well-educated work-
force is no longer cheap compared to Indone-
sia’s and Vietnam’s. Yet, our continuing brain 
drain robs us of the best of our citizens.

Back to the superpower on the wane. While 
the Obama administration is much more about 
reaching out and engaging, it is a known fact 
that the US prefers the emerging superpowers 
of the world — the BRIC countries, and China in 
particular — to be like Japan and Germany: enor-
mous economies, politically pliant but militarily 
emasculated and geopolitically unambitious.

China has no plans to be all of the above. 
Neither the Chinese government nor its 
companies, which will in the not too distant 
future place their brands in our homes like 
the Japanese a generation ago and the Ko-
reans now. We will soon be wearing Li-Ning 
gear, drinking Meng Niu milk and using Hua 
Wei handsets.

Our largest companies, mostly govern-
ment-linked companies, similarly need to 
be aware. As stated earlier, Malaysia has 
wisely chosen to become less protectionist. I 
applaud this as a good decision, not because 
I want foreigners taking pot shots at our 

local companies, but rather, 
liberalisation is a two-way 
street. In the global scheme of 
things, our domestic market 
is way too small for our best 
enterprises. They need to go 
abroad and grab a chunk of 
our fast growing neighbour-
hood (Indonesia, Thailand and 
Vietnam). They need to do so 

now before it’s too late.
Whether in fi lm or music, fashion or de-

sign, or civil or business administration, let’s 
not lose the next P Ramlee, or Jimmy Choo, 
or J Y Pillay. We need to grab hold of our best 
and brightest and do so before these talents 
(of all races) leave for countries which they 
feel o" er them more opportunities, includ-
ing a chance to work in dynamic companies 
that are going places.

Yes, the path ahead is rocky. We may (or 
make that will) break. But make no mistake: 
the heart that fears breaking will never learn 
to dance.

The author of 42 was a brain-drained 
Malaysian who left the country at the age 
of 16. He has returned and looks forward 
to a better-led country, economically and 
socially. Send your thoughts, questions 
and responses to 42@bizedge.com
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When I  was ap -
proached a month 
ago to talk to final-
year business stu-
dents at UiTM (Uni-
versiti Teknologi 

Mara) in Shah Alam on “Developing 
a successful business personality 
for the global marketplace”, I im-
mediately agreed. The seminar was 
organised by the students as part of 
their final-year international business 
studies course and I was impressed 
that they had taken the initiative to 
contact me and see if I’d speak about 
my career and experience at the Paris 
headquarters of L’Oreal, the world’s 
leading cosmetics company. 

So that March 20 morning, as I 
looked at the expectant faces of 30 
young business students (an equal 
ratio of men and women) and their 
professors, any nerves that I had just 
disappeared. Here they were on the 
threshold of graduating from uni-
versity, job-hunting and launching 
into a career — such scary yet excit-
ing times for them.

I started by explaining how people 
were negative when I said I wanted 

to move to Paris to study for my Mas-
ter’s degree. “You’re not French, you’ll 
never fi nd a job” (under French law, 
I would have to prove that as a for-
eigner, I had the skills and could do 
the job better); “France has one of 
the highest unemployment rates in 
Europe”; “it’s going to be really tough 
for you”; and “are you ready to sac-
rifi ce your nice spacious home for a 
tiny student apartment?” were just 
some of the responses I got.

If I’d listened to those naysayers 
I would not have had the excellent 
opportunity, training and career de-
velopment I received in Paris. So my 
advice to the students was never lis-
ten to critics and negativity, you have 
to be determined and go for what you 
believe in. You must not fear failure, 
or else you'll only limit yourself. I told 
them that they’re young and making 
mistakes is part of life, as long as we 
learn from them. 

I recounted my story of how I was 
recruited at L’Oreal and gave them 
ideas on how to prepare for an inter-
view, basic pointers like making sure 
your CV has no spelling mistakes and 
bringing a spare copy; knowing your 

strengths and weaknesses; googling 
the company and going through its 
website (if any); knowing their prod-
ucts/services, mission and vision; 
reading their latest annual report; 
getting to know who’s who in the 
company for example, the CEO and 
chairman; and being prepared to talk 
about why you chose the company 
and what you like about it.

I explained how L’Oreal had no 
clue about my family connections. 
As far as they knew, my name was 
Zatashah Idris — a Malaysian girl 
studying in Paris and looking for a 
job. I wanted them to hire me on my 
own merits. I could see the students 
were visibly surprised at this.

I described my job at L’Oreal in 
International Corporate Communi-

cations, how I coped juggling a full-
time job and a full-time Master’s 
degree programme with a week of 
9am-6pm at the o!  ce, then 6pm-9pm 
in classes, and how it was exhausting 
but fulfi lling. I wanted to show the 
students that if they want something 
badly enough, then anything is pos-
sible with determination, hard work 
and enthusiasm. I explained that to 
compete in an international compa-
ny, one must become indispensable; 
stand out; be unafraid of risks; show 
initiative; be confi dent; and be able 
to handle challenges. 

During the Q&A session, the stu-
dents were initially shy but after a 
while, they started asking questions 
like: “How does one keep at the top of 
success?”; “How do you compete in 
an international company?”; “What 
motivates you?”; “What failures have 
you had and how did you overcome 
these?”; “What are the strengths and 
weaknesses of an international com-
pany?”; and “How did you manage 
your time between studies and a job?” 
The students were bright, inquisitive 
and appreciative.

As we rounded off the seminar 

with a photo session, I remembered 
distinctly what it felt like at that 
young age — hopeful and full of as-
pirations, and inspired to be the best 
that you can be in a world full of op-
portunities. Perhaps with time and 
age, we become slightly jaded and 
cynical about life, and roll our eyes 
at the latest corruption scandal or 
CEOs with infl ated salaries. We for-
get about the good things. So when I 
looked at these students, it remind-
ed me that we must never lose that 
sense of idealism and optimism. In 
the end, it’s up to us to share with 
the younger generation how they 
can build a better future.  

Tengku Zatashah, daughter of the 
Sultan of Selangor, previously 
worked in Paris, London, 
Barcelona and Kuala Lumpur in 
media and communications. She's 
launching an e-commerce leisure 
and tourism start-up in Malaysia 
with her husband Aubry Rahim 
Mennesson. They have a blog: 
http://frogandprincess.wordpress.
com. Comments are welcome 
— email editor@bizedge.com

On the threshold of opportunity

'If I’d listened to those 
naysayers I would 
not have had the 
excellent opportunity, 
training and career 
development I 
received in Paris.' 
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Dear 42,
Thank you for the article [‘What is Malaysia’s true 
sustainable source of advantage?’, March 1]. I can 
only hope and pray someone out there among the 
powers that be is reading it. I am one of those who 
never left, except for short stints for graduate 
studies in the US. If all patriots in Malaysia (not 
those who display the Jagur Gemilang on Aug 31) 
will put their shoulder to the wheel of nation-
building, and put their money AND hands where 
their mouths are, we can make it.

BUT in the process, we must be colour-blind 
though all-seeing, deaf to the mainstream 
hullaballoo yet all ears to constructive criticism 
and advice, and have the courage to dismantle 
traditions and question “sacred cows” where and 
when needed.
G Tiong

Dear G,
While I agree with your sentiments, I would 
advocate an even more advanced position on 
this matter. Given how companies (and indeed 
countries) compete for the world’s best talents 
— Indra Nooyi helming PepsiCo and Jerry Yang 
founding Yahoo! being two famous examples — we 
really are past the point of merely being patriotic. 

For Malaysia’s economic vibrancy to be 
sustained, we need to make ourselves a hub for 
the world’s talent, not just Malaysia’s talents. We 
need to make ourselves a place where people 
want to live, work and play in. Instead, we are 
exporting our talents. The top O-level (equivalent 
to our SPM) student in Singapore for the last two 
years have been Malaysians. We’ve got really 
serious work ahead.

That said, the current leadership has shown 
tremendous courage. I draw my confidence in 
our future from their not shying away from these 
issues. It remains for them to demonstrate the will 
to see the right action plans through.

The failure to do so will be calamitous. More good 
people will leave the country and before too long, 
we’ll be sending benchmarking missions to learn 
from the Vietnamese! 
42

Conversation with 
the reader


