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Professor Emerita‘Tan Sri Dr Mazlan Othman talks about time and outer space with an
centhusiasm that makes the unknown real and reachable. She has done lots to promote
interest in the subject and believes longevity of policy is key for a space programme Lo
make an impact. But Tor political will to work, there lirst has to be political interest,

savs Lhe senior fellow of the Academy of Sciences Malaysia.

BY TAN GIM EAN
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“When 1 went to Orang Asli settlements to talk to children,
1 was surprised how many of them wanted to be astronauts.
Curiosity is inherent in the human psyche. It's what makes us
human and want to explore the universe. It's a consciousness
that is programmed in our DNA."

Having a guy’s name makes her easy to remember and she
was often called to the blackboand to demonstrate schoolwork.
She credits very wise teachers for steering her towards science
in school, despite the pull of the arts. If she had gone down
the latter path,she would have missed out on the science part.

“I submitted to becoming a scientist more or less at 15.The
idea was I should pursue medicine because the best students
did that." She took biology but found it boring, partly because
the subject was incorrectly taught. When she found herself
drawn to neuroscience, the physics of the brain, she decided
to focus on physics.

Some people tried to dissuade her from taking the “too
masculine” subject, but she persisted and “that might have had
abit of personal loss to me because the boy I was interested in
wasn't i din b ing masculine”.

Learning is a continuous process for Mazlan, who
saw certain girls getting special privileges at Tunku
Kurshiah College (TKC) and resolved to “fight this kind of
discrimination when I grew up®. She also noticed that the
most popular students were those who were pretty, rich and
had beautiful clothes. It struck her that privilege should not
determine admiration or popularity. “I was not pretty and
my father was not rich, so I knew I had to develop other
traits, be my own person and rely on talent that comes from
inside me."

Academics and athletics proved to be the answer: She
won prizes for physics and English, and blazed the tracks. 1
was obsessed with doing well in everything. 1f 1 had to sing,
I'wanted to be the best singer. In the debating team, I strove
to be the best speaker. I'm sure 1 came across as very self-
absorbed, but T didn't know that.

“When you are 71, you can look back and say, maybe I was
too hard on myself in school, always having to be the best. It's
asocial ph we have to und; dand %

Tertiary education in New Zealand exposed her to an
egalitarian society that stood up against injustice,and seeing
people do that whenever it happened made her “fall in love”
with the country.

Childhood was a happy time even though she did not have
much, Mazlan says. "1 loved books but didn't have money to
buy them. I climbed up and down, ripped my school uniform
and learnt to sew.” The family moved around because her
father was in agri ly, he was d to the
ministry and she grew up in Petaling Jaya from the age of 11,

Her father sent her to TKC “to be disciplined”, she adds,
smiling. Besides, the house had become too small for the brood.
It was noisy and there was no place to study.

No, there was no personal influence from the adults over
the siblings from young. “It was the survival of the noisiest.
The noisier and stronger you were, the better you could survive,
My brothers would fight for their food. Everybody had this
much. If you were weak, people would take your share. This
is being children”

Having two children of her own kept her grounded even
a5 she soared to the stars and solar system in mind and spirit
at work. Her son, 41, is an aerospace engineer turned banker
while her daughter, 26,is a sociologist based in Sweden. Mazlan
is busy planning the latter’s wedding, which has evolved from
shorts-at-the-beach to a three-piece-outfit affair. "Whenever
she asks for help, 1 always say ‘yes, then find a way,” the doting
mother lets on.

She is also busy working on a TV series in Malay titled
Mencari Kehidupan di Alam Semesta, wrriting the script for the 13
episodes, which she also presents. Six have been done and the
show is expected to air at end-2023, only on RTM, she believes.

Whenever she gives talks to the public, schoolchildren,
especially,ask about aliens. It is always about the green-eyed
men. With the series,she can talk about that in a scientific way
and focus more on what the universe is and the concept of life
there. This is the first time she is doing something like this
and hopes every episode will prompt viewers to ask questions.

Perhaps questions like how one can reconcile science, space
and faith.Ask her that and Mazlan says, “When you talk about
faith,even the physicist has faith that his principles are true.
1t is the job of scientists to explain how the universe was
created, not why”

The latest theory on the creation of the universe says it was
born during one of the g fluctuations (the temporary
appearance of energetic particles out of nothing). There is
maths to show it was plausible.“If you have faith that there
wasa quantum fluctuation, you could as well say it was created
by God because you have faith in that principle happening.
Quantum fluctuation is faith in science. It's a belief.
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“We don't know why there was so much diversity in the
early part of Earth’s history, why suddenly there were so many
different kinds of life. Scientists and geologists cannot explain
this burst of life — it just happened.

Mazlan chooses to focus on the answers science brings,
rather than go down the path of contradictions, “maybe because
I'mnotadeep enough thinker or philosopher”. What she knows
for sure is that if one wants to go out and talk about space, one
must do it with conviction and passion, and be trustworthy.

“People are listening and they can tell if it's coming from
your heart or your mind. Your body language, your eyes, how
you answer questions — these can come only if your love for
the subject is there”

She was able to raise millions of ringgit for space research
because “people knew they could trust me. The process is
long and they will be looking to see if you know what you're
talking about, as many things are new.The ethics of the work
must be there. Only then can you move forward.”

Mazlan also believes Malaysia must have a voice in outer
space, "We do have a space agency, and that's their job. We
must acknowledge them.

“But space is something you cannot handle at the national
level. I'm always speaking on behalf of the developing
countries, not Malaysia in particular. We have to relate [what
we do] to the international scenario because there is nothing
you can do that can be settled purely at the country level.”

Which brings her to the most memorable programme she
was involved in during her years with the UN: She started the
Basic Space Technology targeting developi wntries
to build up their capacity and capability in space technology.

Looking back on the ground she has covered over the
decades, Mazlan reminisces: “1f a country really wants to
do something extraordinary — and T would say whar I tried
to do was extraordinary — have a space programme. Call it
luck or whatever, I had another thing on my side and that
was Dr Mahathir. He was visi, y and passi and he

Longevity of policy is important for a space programme to
make an impact, she thinks. But for political to work, there
has to be political interest first. When Mahathir asked her
to come back and set up a space agency, she drew up a plan
for 15 to 20 years. *To have a leader who could see beyond the
next election cycle was God's gift. That he had 22 years was
good in many ways.”

All this sounds like seeds for a book and Mazlan smiles when
asked whether she has thought of writing one. “A memoir
would be better. Someone told me not to write a whole book
because my career has not ended yet. She suggested focusing
on a specific topic — the astronaut programme, my life in the
UN or why Malaysia should have a space programme. 1 could
also write about my philosophy in life,as a woman."

She is not keen to dwell on the successes because that
would be easy. Overcoming adversity and major obstacles
would be more appealing, as there were turning points and
crossroads at which, had she taken them, she could never
have turned back.

1s there anything she particularly wishes she had done?
“Learn to play a musical instrument.” But then, there was no
spare cash for lessons while growing up.

“I just love the sound of the cello and feel an affinity with
it." She had lessons in Vienna and the teacher told her it was
understandable why she liked the instrument: The range of
the cello is closest to that of the human voice.

Any other regretst “I don't know. Every part of my life
that was difficult taught me lessons. One very bad marriage
taught me many things about life and relationships.1 am truly
grateful for that even though it was very hard — at the time
we were getting a divorce, it was truly hard. But it was one of
the best experiences in terms of strength and building your
character. So now, I am totally independent — I don’t depend
on anybody at all.

“But did I regret marrying him? No, because | had my

knew how to elevate Malaysia to the highest level. He knew
the future was about space. He and we all knew the impact
of space on humanity.”

laughter,and she is cool. She's an analytical sociologist. They
have all this big data that can tell you certain things. But the
data will not tell you why things happen. It's the sociologist’s
work to see the human reasons behind those trends” @
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SUMMARIES

Professor Emerita Tan Sri I)r Uazlan Olhman on Lhe earth, outer space and everything in between

Professor Fmerita Tun Sri Dr Mazlan Othman talks about time and outer space with an enthusiasm that makes the unknown real
and reachable.
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