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Never give in to blind admration of the West

Farish A. Noor

S. JEEVARATNAM S letter in response to ny article about the gl obalisation
of pop culture (NST, Jan 14), is indicative of a culture of defeatismand
blind admiration for the West that has taken root in contenporary

Mal aysi an soci ety.

He argued that my concerns about the pace and direction of globalisation
of the world econony is pronpted by "envy" agai nst the powerful
corporations of the Western world. Hi s msrepresentation of ny argunent
has pronpted this reply.

Those of us who feel daunted by the reality of international econonics
today do not feel any sense of "envy" at the so-called "success" of the
nmedi a and busi ness corporations of the West. There is nothing unique that
t hey have produced that cannot be produced by any country in the non-
Western worl d.

The real problemthat concerns us is how a country |ike ours can tackle
the probl emof globalisation that is | oom ng ahead.

There is still the trend of congratulating the "success" of the Wstern
worl d wi thout seeing that at the heart of it is the practice of unfair
conpetition. What we need to renenber is that the success of the Wstern
medi a, manufacturing, financial and agricultural industries cane about
t hrough the use of tactics which cannot exactly be called "fair"and "open”
by any st andar ds.

We nust never forget that nmuch of the wealth that the Western world
enj oys was originally drawn from doni nated and col oni sed soci eti es such as
ours.

Admirers of Western "success" nmay di smss such accusations as "sour
grapes", but the sane charge of sour grapes was used by the West in the
past when they col oni sed and exploited the wealth of Southeast Asia,
China, India, Africa and the rest of the world.

When Britain bonbed the Chinese into subm ssion during the Opi um Wars of
the 1850s, they accused the Chinese of sour grapes as well. Sour grapes
has al ways been the classic rebuke fromthe powers that be to those who
conpl ai n about their injustice.

My main argunment was agai nst the unfair trade practices in the globa
econom ¢ environnent today, of which the gl obal nedia and entertai nnent
industry is but a conmponent. |If Jeevaratnam seriously believes that we
have failed to conpete with the West because we are not able to neet
international standards "while the West excels in everything it does",
then he nmust find a way of accounting for why the Western worl d seens so
preoccupi ed with the so-called threat of Asian economc, cultural and
political resurgence

Wiy is it that the Western political and economic elite continue to
hi nder, and sabotage every effort nmade by us in the South to achieve a
fair and equal bal ance of power in the world? Wiy is it that the Western
governments and mul tinational s have been going all out to ensure that the
busi ness interests of the Wst are given top priority at all |evels of
i nternational comerce such as the World Trade Organi sati on di scussi ons,
the General Agreenment on Trade and Tariffs di scussions, and others |ike
t hen?

And why is it that the Western superpowers continue to use tools such as
unfair trade practices, trade restrictions and enbargoes on South
countries that do not bend to their will? Doesn't Jeevaratnamthink that



t hese neasures have sonehow hel ped the West in achieving the high
standards that he praises themfor?

O are we to believe that the Wst succeeds sinply because it naturally
"excel s" at everything its people set out to do? Have we already forgotten
how several Western states tried to organi se a canpai gn to boycott
Mal aysi an products like palmoil in the past?

The threat that the present form of globalisation represents lies in the
manner in which it is being pronoted. As I ong as a handful of Western
megacor porations and elite continue to dictate the standards, tastes and
preferences of the world, there will be |l ess and | ess opportunity for
smal l er, local industries to develop and cater to mnority tastes and
cultures (which, incidentally, is exactly what Jeevarat nam conpl ai ns about
as well).

Be it the loss of our local entertainment industry or the dem se of our
smal | producers such as the satay, rojak and tau-fu hawker, the effects of
gl obalisation are still the same. The rise of powerful npnopolies and
corporations in the North and the spread of their economnmic clout worldw de
make it increasingly difficult for us to maintain those tiny, particular
econom ¢, cultural and social practices that nmake us who we are.

WIl we still be happy in a future when the only | ocal delicacies,
music, clothes and literature we can sanple are to be found at sonme hi -
tech museun? Can we not see how our social environment is becom ng
i ncreasi ngly honogeni sed and uniformwith the rest of the world's, and how
the soci o-cultural and soci o-econom c diversity of the world is being
threatened by this?

This is why in nany parts of the world today, |ocal governnments and
i ndustries are working to preserve and pronpote what is best in their
soci eti es.

The French filmindustry, for exanple, has not declared its surrender to
t he pervasive influence of Holl ywood.

As a counter-response to the globalisation of pop culture, the
Governnent of France continues to pronote this industry and encourage its
people to value their culture, |anguage and history. Filngoers in France
can thus enjoy the best of both worlds without feeling that their film
i ndustry will be wi ped out.

Jeevaratnam deftly enpl oys the exanple of Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hir Mohamad as a "shi ning exanple” thanks to his zeal and commi tnent.
Jeevar at nam neans to suggest that if we in the South work hard and hope
for the best then we too can succeed.

But the one thing he forgets to note is that Dr Mahathir hinself is one
of the South's nost consistent and vocal critics of the doubl e-standards
and hypocrisy of the Western elite who have tried their best to ensure
that we in the South will never get to conpete with themon equal terns.

The |l esson to be learnt fromthis is that we in the South nust never
give into fatalism defeatismor blind adnmiration of the Wst.

The process of gl obalisation can be altered to serve our interest as

well, provided we remain aware of its pitfalls and inequalities, and we
continue to agitate, nobilise and keep up the pressure to see justice and
fair play prevail. This neans engaging in a political struggle and com ng

up with practical and pragmatic solutions to the problem rather than
blindly praising others and i ndul ging in sel f-contenpt.

We should not feel that "we nust bl anme oursel ves" solely if we have
lagged in the international race for wealth and devel opnent. Mal aysi ans
work just as hard as the people of the Wst, if not harder, and under
i nternational econom c conditions which are unfair to our efforts and
dedi cati on.

Wiile it is true that we nust always try to better and perfect the goods



and services which we produce, the other side of the picture is just as
inmportant: |If the Third Wrld and the countries of the South have been
sl owed down in the global race for devel opment, then we need to | ook at
our nore powerful North nei ghbours to understand why.

Western tactics such as the use of crippling | oans and debts, |opsided
trade, unequal division of international |abour, exploitation of South
resources, vetos at the UN by the superpowers and even nore viol ent
measur es such as subversi on and espi onage have all gone into the process
of ensuring that the dom nance of the North remains unchall enged in the
fields of politics, economcs, culture and even entertainnent.

That is why | naintained all along that M chael Jackson is but a synptom
of a serious problemwhich we in Ml aysia nust di scuss seriously,
cautiously and soberly.

London
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