29/ 03/ 1997

For a denocratic world

SPEAK up, Asia. If the needs and opinions of nore than half the world are
to count in global decision-nmaking processes that will affect themin the
next century, its peoples have to overcone a lifetine of diffidence
passivity and timdity. As the extreme by-products of civilised behaviour,
these traits have held back Asians fromtaking a place on the gl oba

st age.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad, who has | ed by exanple in
speaking up for the South, has sent out a strong signal to Asian countries
to make thensel ves heard as well. He has it in mind to achi eve a bal ance
within the gl obal comunity, in place of dom nation by the North.

Refreshi ngly, his message is about building up confidence and taking on
a greater share of responsibility. It is about contributing to a gl oba
| eadership that sees beyond linmted nmilitary and econom ¢ objectives. It
i s about denocratic rights and, yes, especially the human right to an
equitable world. If countries of the North can practi se what they preach
so |l oudly, they should have no problens with listening to voices fromthe
Sout h.

Asia is the hone of the world's ol dest civilisations. However, the
unfortunat e subjugati on of her peoples by colonisers in many instances has
led to the m sinpression that the South is neither entitled or nature
enough to be a key player in world matters. Preoccupied with neeting basic
human needs t hrough devel opnent, Asian nations have al so negl ected to
build a profile of credibility and deci si veness.

As a result, an insidious formof colonisation has crept into dealings
bet ween unequal partners. And the onus is still on the South to live up to
the unil ateral demands of the North, w thout due regard for the disparity
i n devel opnent and the differing priorities this brings about.

Like it or not, countries of the South will have to be nore united and
assertive to establish their claimto participatory governance. Such a
partnership woul d wi den perspectives and expand options for multilatera
action in areas of common interest. To focus on concepts of consultation,
to put forward practicable recomendati ons, and to prevent injustice to
nations that cannot afford to speak on their own behalf - these are al
duties of fair-mnded gl obal citizens.

Qobvi ously, there can be no naivety in the South. Any show of strength on
the international front can only be supported by political stability and
econom ¢ growth on the donestic front. Fromsuch a position could arise
dignity and respect - no matter how grudgingly given - for proven
| eadership qualities that can then be extended to gl obal deci sions.

But statesnanship, negotiating skills and sound judgnent cannot be
acquired if Asian nei ghbours continue to be enbroiled in conflicts
inherited frompast admi nistrations. Wiere pride remains the only basis
for protracted conflicts, avenues for resol ution nust be found to end
decades of death and wasteful destruction, and to free up resources for
human and econom ¢ devel opnent.

Clearly, Asia will have to win the inmage war before it is taken
seriously by the rest of the world. For, with the international media
wel | -positioned to zoomin on bad news, the transm ssion of visuals of
political strife, man-made di sasters, ethnic tensions and poverty will be
no testinmonial to the ability of the South to govern itself, let alone
share in the burden of running the world.
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