A convincing picture of Dr Mahathir

BY ROSE V;
ISMAIL

IT TAKES courage to
write about a man as com-
plex as Prime Minister

Ratuk Seri Dr Mahathir,

Mohamad.

~Becau¥e, no matter
what a biographer in-
cludes or omits from the
profile of a well-known
personality, his writings
will be open to criticism.
At the very least, he can be
acduscd of putting to-
gether an incomplete por-
trait of his subject.

If the portrait is that of
Dr Mahathir whom Ma-
laysians look upon as a fa
miliar if somewhat formi-
dable figure in their lives,
the biography will be sub-
jected to intense scrutiny.

Even the smallest error
will be noted because most
Malaysians rightly feel
they know their Prime
Minister and his life his-
tory.

In all probability, Bri-
tish photojournalist Robin
Adshcad was aware of this
when he published his bio-
graphy of the Prime
Minister titled Mahathir
and Malaysia: Sta tesman
and Leader this year. The
book is now being distri-
buted locally by Berita
Publishing.

To defuse possible criti-
cism, Adshead acknow-
ledges his admiration of
the Prime Minister even
before the story begins.

In his foreword, he
writes: “If this portrait of
the Prime Minister seems
to the reader to be stressed
in his favour, it is because
I bclicve him to be a man
of shining integrity, un-
dcrestimatcd by many of
his countrymen and the
Wcstern world alike, a
man of vision and faith
who. at this stage of Ma-
laysia’s development, be-
lieves more strongly in the

capabilities of the MaJay-
sian people than perhaps
they currently do thems
selves.”

Having stated this, Ad-
shead then pulls together
past, present, politica and
personal evidence to sup-
port his high estimation of
the Prime Minister. Using
simple language, attrac-
tive pictures and quotes
from interviews with Dr
Mahathir and others, Ad-
shead puts together a con-
vincing picture of the
Prime Minister.

Adshead not only makes
an admirable attempt to
bring Malaysians closer to
their leader but he tries to
set the record straight by
giving Dr Mahakhir the
opportunity to reflect on
all things past and recent
and to reveal important
background factors to
some of the controversial
decisions he has made as
Prime Minister.

The author does a rea-
sonably good job of mak-
ing readers understand Dr
Mahathir the public per-
sonality and Dr Mahathir,
the private man. Adshead
shows that there are no
contradictions between
the two.

In the second of seven
chapters titled The Begin-
ning readers are intro-
duced to the young Ma-
hathir. His early years
were happy and calm.
Youngest in a family of
nine, he was loved by all
especially his mother.
This is reassuring because
love or. more important,
the absence of lave can af-
fect a young individua in
ways that cannot be mea-
sured.

Readers arc told that
the Japanese Occupation
had an indelible impact on
Dr Mahathir: it was dur-
ing these painful years
that he had to fend for
himself and see his
brothers and cousins being

thrown out of their Gov-
ernment jobs and into the
streets selling fruits.

It was also during this
period, writes Adshead,
that Dr Mahathir first rea-
lised how impotent the
Malays were compared
with the non-Malays in bu-
siness and other economic
matters. The exposure to
all this forced the young
Mahathir to radically
change his views on many
things.

By the time he complet-
cd his secondary educa-

tion, he was already in-
volved in politics. Even
the medical degree was a
conduit to greater political
involvement in the affairs
of his people. .

His family, of course, ac-
ccpted his absence as gra-
cefully as they could. Da-
tin Seri Dr Siti Hasmah
knew her husband well; his
desire to make fundamen-
tal changes to the lives
and attitudes of rural Ma-
lays was insatiable.

Even during the period
when he was asked to

leave Umno, he was able to
produce The Malay Di-
lemma, a book which
many Malaysians have

rcadeven when it was
banned by the Gov-
~ ernment.

Perhaps the most ab-
sorbing and indeed poig-
nant part of the biography
is the period in which Dr
Mahathir spent as a Gov-
ernment doctor and later,
as a private physician in
Alor Star.

When Dr Mahathir had
his own practice, his clinic

would begin at 9am and
close until he had seen the
last patient — often at
9pm. But as Adshead
writes: “When the clinic
was first opened, he
brought his lunch to the of-
fice; he was embarrassed
by the thought of leaving
while there were patients
waiting for his attention.
He would snatch a brief
snack in the examination
room, and start work
again.”

Such details. small no
doubt, reveal the compas-
sionate side to the man.
His awkwardness at hav-
ing to leave the clinic
when patients were wait-
ing shows his keen sensiti-
vity towards other human
beings.

Other humane qualities
about the man are also re-
vealed in the book. He has,
for instance, the rare ca-
pacity to listen a trait
refined during his days as
a practicing doctor.

He is also shy and re-
served but unfortunately,
this is often mistaken for
arrogance and aloofness.

He can be blunt and
forthright but his foes re-
gard this as part of his
authoritarian or dictator-
ial style.

Of al the criticisms that
have been heaped upon
him, the one which ac-
cuses hitn of being a dicta-
tor has hurt Dr Mahathir
most deeply, Adshead
writes.

To Dr Mahathir, a
leader who has no firm
stand is not a leader. “Ac-
cordingly.” he tells Ad-
shead, “a leader must try
to get his views accepted
as much as possible. If he
succeeds in persuading his
co-workers, it does not
make him a dictator. It
merely makes him a suc-
ccssful leader. There is a
difference between strong
leadership and dictator-
ship. However it is not

%
casy to point this out to
people, especially the de-
tractors and theenvious.

Rut, despite everything.
the Prime Minister has
the capacity to remain
calm. to absorb problems
and mull over them quiet-
ly.

“He accepts that failure
and success arc part of life
and does not get too excit-
ed or depressed over ci-
ther aspect. If he fails. he
says, he smply waits for a
better opportunity and
tries again,” writes Ad-
shead.

Malaysian readers will
be less drawn to sections
of the book which delve
into the political history of
the country. Yet, al this is
important because it
shows how the environ-
ment in which Dr Ma-
hathir grew up influenced

him and how he, in turn,
has changed it.
Naturally. not ailMa-

laysians have appreciated
what the Prime Minister
has done for the country.
Some feel he has pushed
too hard for changes that
people arc not ready for:
some cruelly accuse him
of having a “tunne visicn”

a vision which only al-
lows for his views and no
other.

For a first attempt at
producing a biography.
Adshead certainly found a
most fascinating persona-

litv in Dr Mahathir. The
hook, to be fair to the
Prime Minister, gives a

good but limited view of
the man. Nonetheless, it
doestry to explain some of
the decisions and policies
made by Dr Mahathir.

If nothing clsc. Mu-
hathiv and Malaysio:
Stutesman and Leader
should wet our appetitcs
for a more scholarly and
detailed account of the
man responsible for sonic
ofthe most dramatic
changes in our lives.



| WAS greatly touched by
the picture on the front
page of The Star yester-
day which showed Queen
Elizabeth Il in intimate
conversation with our
first Prime Minister
Tunku Abdul Rahman at
the Royal Commonwealth
Society’s Commonwealth
House in Kuala Lumpur
Obviously. they must
have been talking about
old times.

The Tunku said the
meetmg was specialy ar-
ranged because the queen
had expressed her wish to
meet him. He was so
touched by the queen’s
gesture that he kissed her
hand.

Our nation joined the
Commonwealth as its
tenth member, after we
achieved our indepen-
dence in 1957. The other
pioneer members of this
free association of inde-
pendent nations were
Canada, New Zealand,
Australia, South Africa,
Ceylon (now Sri Lanka),
India. Pakistan, Ghana
and Britain.

The Tunku participated
in the Commonwealth
Heads of Government
Meeting in London in
1959. He said, after meet-
ing the queen: “I'm the
only one who is dtill dive.
The rest of the 1959 group
are all gone.”

The Tunku played a
leading role at the tenth
post-war conference of
Commonwealth prime

Dr Mahathir did

‘the nation pr
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mlnl\'e/ held in London
in 1961 which denounced
South Africa's policy of
apartheid or racial segre-
gation. By then, Cyprus
had also become indepen-

dent and joined the Com-
monwealth as its eleventh
member.

As a result, South Afri-
ca withdrew from the
Commonwealth upon be-
coming a republic on May
31, 1961.

When making this an-
nouncement, the then
South African Prime Min-
ister Hendrik F. Ver-
woerd said: “It is cleat
that the view of the ma-
jority of Commonwealth
Prime Ministers. after the
lead given by a group of
Afro-Asian nations. South
Africa will no longer be
welcomed in the Com-
monwealth after May 31
when she becomes a re-
public in the circum-
stances. | wish formally
to withdraw a request for
South Africa to remain a
member of the Common-
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wealth after-she becomes  the human race in al the
a republic.” five continents of the

The South African lead-  world. representing such

er said the events “which
have obliged me to take
this regrettable step, in
mv opinion, marked the
beginning of the disinte-
gration of the Common-
wealth this free asso-
ciation of states cannot
hope to survive if, instead
of devoting itself to co-op-
eration on matters of
common concern, the
Commonwealth prime
ministers are going to
continue the practice of
interfering in cach other's
domestic affairs, and if
the meetings are to be
made the occasion for at-
tacks on fellow-mem-
bers.”

Mr Verwoerd's predic-
tion about disinte’gration
of the Commonwealth has
been proved wrong.

Not onlv has this associ-
ation of free states sur-
vived, it has grown to a
big f::guly of 49 nations,
embrating one quarter of

diversity of races, lan-
guages and religions.

Following the military
coup in Fiji, the island na
tion in the Pacific ceased
to be a member of the
Commonwealth. The
lace it vacated has now
Eeen filled by Pakistan.

It is almost certain that
Namibia, which will soon
become independent, will
also join the Common-
wealth as the 50th mem -
ber. This South West Afri-
can territory was a Ger-
man colony. After World
War |. it was adminis-
tered by the Union of
South Africa under the
League of Nations man-
date. South Africa contin-
ued to administer Namib-
ia as a UN trusteeship af-
ter World War |I.

Our Malaysian soldiers
are now serving under the
UN flag in Namibia,
where a general election
will be held under UN
auspices next month.
SAPO, the African free-
dom movement, is expect-
ed to be admitted to the
UN as another sovereign
independent state.

Another African nation,
the Republic of Camer-
oon, has also sought mem-
bership of the Common-
wealth. This was the for-
mer German colony of
Kamarun which was di-
vided into two parts after
World War |. The south-
western part was admin-
istered by Britain under
the League of Nations
mandate together with Ni-
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geria. The north-eastern
part was mandated to the
French. Under UN trust-
eeship, after World War
II. the French part, which
bore the name of Camer-
oun, became the indepen-
dent Republic of Camer-
oun on Jan 1. 1960, as a
result of the resolution of
the UN general assembly
in 1959, in which | person-
aly played a very active
role.

When Malaya became a
member of the UN in
1957, it was the 52nd
member of the world or-
ganisation. There are of
course more than double
that number of members
now.

1 am also very happy
that Pakistan is back
again in the Common-
wealth, after an absence
of 17 years.

| like to compare Prime
Minister Benazir Bhutto's
action — remembering
that it was her father who
decided to take Pakistan
out of the Commonwealth,
after the separation of
Bangladesh from Paki-
stan — to what our own
Prime Minister Datuk
Seri Mahathir has done.

Our Prime Minister
must have shocked other
members of the Common-
wealth when he made a
strong criticism of the
Commonwealth soon after
he assumed this high of-
fice. Yet he is now hosting
CHOGM with such enthu-
siasm.

Dr Mahathir has made
himself the target of se-
vere criticism from the
opposition parties, accus-
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mg him of being extrava-
gant, spending so much
money in cleaning up and
beautifying our capital
city to make it a fitting
venue for this historic
conference, better than
any other held here up to
now.

I am very picased to
read what Chief ¥maka
Anyaoku. who has been
elected by CHOGM as the
third secretary-general of
the Commonwealth! in re-
sponse to a question on
what he thinks of this phe-
nomenon: “I think that Dr
Mahathir has this uncom-
mon quality of being able
to combine realism with
vision. It is not a very
common quality because
politicians tend to fall into
two distinct groups — the
visionaries and the practi-
cal realists who will not
have too much vision to
be able to combine the
two qualities.

“Without vision. you
will not know where you
want to go and without a
sense of realism you may
just be drifting towards
vision without substance.
He has the quality of com-
bining the two Iin a very
attractive manner.

“When he offered Kuaa
Lumpur as the venue for
the coming meeting
(which is being held now),
he made it clear in Van-
couver that his govern-
ment had conducted a re-
view of the Common-
wealth and made it equal-
ly clear that conclusions
reached by the review
were such that they en-
couraged him to offer Ma

laysia as the venue

“1 believe the challenge
of the summit is to prove
him and his government
right in those conclusions
and | have no doubt that it
will happen.”

So sald this Nigerian
chief who has served as
his nation’s foreign minis-
ter, and been with the
Commonwealth secretari-
at since 1966, and has
been deputy secretary-
general since 1977.

I must admit that | have
been critical of our Prime
Minister on many occa-
sions for some of his do-
mestic policies and ac-
tions in the past. Howev-
er, as | sat in the Dewan
Merdeka at the PWTC.
watching him deliver his
chairman’s speech at the
opening session of
CHOGM, I could not help
admiring him.

His superb perfor-
mance made me as proud
of him as our prime mm
1ster. The personal inter-
est that he has takenn all
the preparation for this
Commonwealth summit
meeting has convinced
me that he is genuinely
committed to do the best
for our nation.

Even more important,
as far as public opinion is
concerned, he has demon-
strated his capacity to lis-
ten and posmvedy re-
spond to ideas and sug-
gestions. He has the rare
character and courage to
change his mind and ad-
just his policies and plans
for the general good, pro
gress and welfare of our
nation.
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