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A man brave enough to believe in freedom of speech

Har dev Kaur

HARVARD: VWHEN Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mdhamad speaks peopl e
listen. They may not agree with what he has to say but they neverthel ess
pay attention to him

Dr Mahathir is also being inundated with unsolicited advice froma cross
section of foreigners. Sone want himto resign, others urge himto solicit
advi ce fromPresident Carlos Menem of Argentina

No matter what and how people - both Ml aysian and foreign - view Dr
Mahat hir, he has been able to bring the problens faced by devel opi ng
countries to the attention of the international community.

The international comunity may not agree with what he has to say but
they listen and in some instances react inmediately, while in other cases
action is taken indirectly to resolve the issues that the Prime M nister
has hi ghl i ght ed.

The nost recent is the currency crisis in South-East Asia. It has
pronpted the Wrld Bank and the International Monetary Fund (I MF) to study
the introduction of new regul ati ons on currency tradi ng.

Sonme people claimthat each time the Prime M nister speaks up on the
currency issue the ringgit depreciates. This is a curious phenonenon and a
repeat of the early 1980s when Mal aysia was a maj or producer and exporter
of tin and natural rubber and its econony was not as diversified as today.
It was a major voice in both the Internatioal Natural Rubber Agreenent
(I'NRA) and the International Tin Agreerment (ITA)

Each time the Governnment (and the then Primary Industries M nister Datuk
Paul Leong Khee Seong) made any statenent regardi ng natural rubber or tin,
the price would nove down. The prices noved down even when the statenents
regardi ng governnment action ought to have provi ded added confidence to the
two industries.

It was therefore clear that the price fluctuations and the rel ated
downward trend were not due to fundanentals nor were they related to pure
econom cs, but due to "the invisible hand" - not Adam Smith's invisible
hand but | arger, nmore real human ones intefering fromexternal sources to
prove a point.

They did prove a point. They proved that producers of primary
commodi ties did not have control over the pricing of their own goods,
unli ke as the producers of manufatured goods. Leong did not shut up and
t he Governnent inplemented nmeaures to strengthen the two industries as
wel | as diversify. Ml aysia has nmade trenendous progress since then.

The sane phenonenon appears to be repeating itself noww th the
currencies. Could it be the "invisible human hand" at work agai n which
noves each time Dr Mahathir speaks to prove a point?

A nurmber of other |eaders fromdevel opi ng countries agree with what Dr
Mahat hir has to say but they are not prepared to speak up for fear of
being criticised or for fear of retaliation fromthe devel oped countries
and the nore powerful forces in the west. There could al so be trade
sanctions and ot her neans whi ch coul d undermi ne their econoni es.

Thus they rather swallow the bitter pill and bear the humliation of
conti nued subordination by devel oped countries and their new forns of
colonialism Dr Mahathir is prepared to speak up and has said that he wll
continue to do so even though there have been attenpts to twist his arm
and efforts to silence him

Sonme do not like the fact that Dr Mahathir speaks up, perhaps he hamers



home the truth and the truth hurts. Qthers are willing and prepared to

| anbast Dr Mahathir, not suspecting that there could be a Ml aysi an anong
t he audi ance. But when confronted by a Mal aysi an they i medi ately becone
def ensi ve.

Duri ng an eveni ng seminar at Harvard | ast week, a | eading US fund
manager | anbasted Dr Mahathir for his statenents on the currency crisis.
Later when a Mal aysi an approached the fund nanger and i ntroduced herself,
the fund manager was surprised to find a Ml aysi an anong t he audi ance and
i medi at el y becane defensive, especially since the said Ml aysi an was a
journalist. He then said, "I hope | was not too rough on Dr Mahathir"

The Mal aysian replied that it was a free country and he (the fund
manager) was entitled to his views just as Dr Mahathir was entilted to the
basi c human right of free speech. In addition, as the Prine Mnister of a
country, Dr Mahathir has been entrusted with the right to speak on behal f
of his fellow countrynen.

The fund manager then replied that Dr Mahathir "speaks too much". The
fund manager was remni nded that Dr Mahathir could not be faulted for
speaki ng up. Then again what is too nmuch?

After all the Anericans with their First Amendnent woul d not want anyone
el se to be denied their basic human rights. That is what the Anericans are
claimng to chanpion in Myanmar, China and a nunber of other countries
around the world. Wy then deny the Mal aysian Prine Mnister his basic
right and freedomto speak?

Clearly there cannot be doubl e standards and every one has a right to
express thenselves no matter what colour, creed, religion or part of the
worl d they cone from

Wiy deny the citizens of a country to deci de who they want as their
| eader? Malaysia is a denocratic country and its | eaders are
denocractially el ected. Wiether foreigners like it or not does not matter
as |l ong as Ml aysi ans choose who they want according to their constitution
and rule of |aw

For non Mal aysians to urge Dr Mahathir to resign, when they have no
| ocus standi, is beyond conprehensi on and unacceptable. Can Ml aysi ans for
exanpl e ask Preisdent Cinton to resign when they do not |ike what he
says, or for the various Bills that discrinnate against devel opi ng
countries that are passed by the US Adnministration? Clearly it is not
possi bl e or even thinkable. So why shoul d non Mal aysi ans have a say in who
| eads Mal aysia or is at the helmof its denocratically el ected Governnent?

Perhas they feel that they need to stop Dr Mahathir from speaki ng up. He
has been a thorn in the side of many for far too long and it hurts too
much. Perhaps being a nedical doctor Dr Mahat hir has sone insight into
what hurts man the nost.

Leaders from devel opi ng countries are not supposed to speak up and
especially not so | oud. They should do what they are told and not ask too
many questions or plan inititatives that question the existing and current
pecki ng order. They should not initiate noves and formcoalitions that
will strengthen the position of devel oping countries and enable themto
saf eguard and enhance their donestic positions.

Are |l eaders in devel oping countries not supposed to ensure the well
bei ng of their peoples and the continued prosperity and stablity of their
countries?
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