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Capital twist to the white nman's burden

Dr Mahat hir Mhamad

AT the first Southern Africa International Dialogue, | spoke of
globalisation, its inevitability and its challenges. | spoke of the
possi bl e social and economic injustice that can result fromunfettered

gl obal i sati on where the i nterest of the strongest reigns supreme. Finally,
| spoke of the need for devel oping nations to present a united front and
toformsmart partnerships to face these chal |l enges. This need has becone
very acute for the devel opi ng worl d now under si ege.

When | said all those things at the first Southern Africa Internationa
Di al ogue, | had no inkling of the econom c catastrophe that was soon to
befall ny country and the other countries of prosperous dynam ¢ Sout heast
Asia. | had every faith in the mlk of human ki ndness, in the belief that
inthis day and age the exploitation of the poor by the rich is a thing of
t he past and our nodern civilisation would not allowit to return. Nowl
know ot her wi se.

| amnot a racist nor aml anti-white or anti-European but | cannot help
but notice that ethni c Europeans have an infinite capacity to convince
t hensel ves that whatever it is they may be doing at the nonment is right,
proper and just.

Thus when they were col oni sing us, exploiting our wealth in Asia, Africa
and the Anericas, even warring and killing us, they were able to convince
t hensel ves that it was a burden i nposed on themby God, a cross that they
nmust bear for what they were doing was to civilise the natives and to
bring culture and religions to them

They called it the Wiite Man's burden

If inthe process, the natives were oppressed, it was i ncidental and
qui t e unavoi dabl e.

In their own countries, their capitalists exploited the working cl asses.
They believed it was right because they were using their capital and their
industries to create jobs for the m serably poor. The worki ng cl asses knew
no better. Left to thensel ves they woul d starve or resort to crine.

Thei r worki ng cl asses revolted, and i nfluenced by econoni ¢ and political
t heories, they adopted Soci al i st and Communi st i deol ogi es. Agai n, they
wer e convi nced conpl etely of the justice and the ri ghteousness of their
i deol ogi es. And bei ng convi nced, they were prepared to fight and kill in
order to achi eve their objectives. The hated capitalists were exterm nated
inorder to set up communi st republics of the workers. El sewhere, the
soci al i sts banded together, initiated strikes, disruptedthe capitali st
econom es, set up workers' and socialist parties and grabbed power. In
Germany, the infamous Nazis, or National Socialists, usedterrorismin
order to seize power and set up a dictatorship, conpletely convinced that
Aryan domi nation of the world was their destiny.

The communi sts and the soci alists were absol utely convi nced that they
had the fornul a for human sal vati on. What coul d be nore fair and just than
to give everyone an equal share of the wealth of the nation? If in the
course of doing so people were killed or oppressed or otherw se
terrorised, that could not be hel ped. The nmain thing was that their way
and obj ectives were right.

And so, country after country were forced i n one way or another to
choose bet ween soci alismor communi smand capitalism all of which were
perfect and God-given. MIlions were killed in the process, wealth was
destroyed, whol e popul ati ons were ensl aved all because a mnority was



convi nced of the superiority of the i deol ogi es they believed in and the
ul timate heaven for the people which they were going to create.

VWhen t hey coul d not conquer, they subverted the peopl e by spreading
their i deol ogy. Even as the capitalists ruled their colonies with aniron
hand, the conmuni sts and the socialists pronoted the supremacy of the
state and its need to own all the neans of production in order to spread
the wealth of the nation. And nmany of us were convinced.

Inthe early years of our i ndependence, we nationalised everything,
frequently seizing the properties and enterprises of the rich. Then we
messed up everything with our i nexperience and our weal th was destroyed.
Far frombecomng rich egalitarian states, we becane poor and i ndebted to
forei gn agenci es and banks. Soon, we were working merely to service these
| oans.

Inthe neantime, the conmmuni sts and the socialists of Europe were having
second thoughts. After 70 years, they finally decided their Socialismand
Communi smdi d not deliver the proni ses that they had nade.

Havi ng convi nced t hensel ves that these ideol ogi es were wong, they
abandoned them And t he poor Asian and African countri es which had been
converted to Socialismand Communi smwere | eft stranded with massive
poverty, huge debts and governnments whi ch were i nefficient but oppressive.

Wil e the conmuni sts and the socialists were gaining ground in Europe,
the capitalists were maki ng judi ci ous adj ustnents in order to survive.

They curbed their greed and put on a friendlier face. They acconmopdat ed
their workers, allowing themto unionise, to strike and to formpolitical
parties. They i ncreased pay packets and soci al benefits. They renaned
capitalism"market econom es". And so they not only survived but they
prospered as well.

The col | apse of the Conmuni st bl oc deprived the poor countries of the
option to defect to the other side. Nowthere is only capitalism The need
for afriendly face for capitalismis no |longer there. And so capitalism
bal eful unmitigated capitalism is free to do what it |ikes.

But their countries have beconme too small for the capitalists and the
huge capital they had amassed and i nvented. They need a bi gger arena. They
need the worl d for the maxi mumdepl oynment of their capital. Borders which
divide countries are barriers to their acquisitiveness and unlimted
gr eed.

And so borders nust be done away with. Wiy shoul d there be borders in a
wor |l d of instant communi cati on and hi gh-speed travel ? There nust be just
one world for capital to operate in. Capital nust be free to go anywhere,
regardl ess of borders

Again the justification for this convinced them Capital would enrich
t he poor countries through i nvestnents and financial skills. Best of all
capi tal woul d enabl e the best goods and services to be universally
avail abl e at the | owest cost. The efficiency of the devel oped world would
flowinto the devel oping world, to create a better and richer society.

The devel oped et hni c- Eur opean countries were convi nced that they were
actual | y doi ng the devel opi ng Asi an and African countries a favour

It was the white man's burden all over again, only this tine no
gunboats. Mney does a better job.

Mal aysi a and the countries of East Asia had devel oped fast after gaining
i ndependence. | nstead of accepting whol esal e the systemand t he i deol ogi es
of the West, we had devi sed our own systemand mai nt ai ned what we consi der
our Asian val ues. W accept denpcracy, but not the |iberal denpbcracy of
the West. W are rel atively open.

Qur governments may not be the cleanest and the nost incorruptable in
the world, but we do care for our people and our country enough to work
hard to devel op and to progress, to industrialise and to build prosperous



econonmi es.

Inless than half a century, we had converted our agrarian nations of
poor peasants into fairly sophisticated i ndustrialised econonmies. Qur
peopl e were reasonably well-of f, were enpl oyed and our poverty was reduced
to bare mni mum

We believed that we could eventually join the privil eged group of
devel oped countri es.

Then suddenly cane di saster, not due to any natural catastrophe, not due
to our; doing sonething different, not revolution nor civil war or
i nvasi on by our nei ghbours.

The di saster that cane was in the sinple formof currency deval uation
agai nst the United States dollar. The result was to inmpoverish us.

Mal aysi a had a per capita i ncone of US$5, 000 (RMR0O, 500) before. A 70 per
cent deval uation reduced the per capita to US$1, 500. The per capita and
t he gross donmestic product of some other countries of East Asia are even
Wor se.

But the currency is not the only target for attacks. The share nmarkets
are al so attacked. Share prices tunbled, in sone cases by 90 per cent,
rendering conpani es i ncapabl e of payi ng debts or operating nornally.
Profits were greatly reduced or | osses sustai ned.

The Governnments whi ch depended on corporate taxes to finance
adm ni stration and devel opnent are findi ng thensel ves bereft of funds.
Soci al and political unrest expl ode and governnents either becone
i neffective or are overthrown.

W aretold that all these things are happeni ng because our gover nnents
are corrupt and our countries are badly run

Consi deri ng that we have been abl e to devel op and prosper our countries
remarkably well, this accusation seens strange. |If we were badly run
surely, we woul d not have prospered, surely we woul d have suffered
deval uation | ong ago.

But the western nedi a insisted again and agai n that the econom c turnoi
we are experiencing is our own doing. We aretoldit is no good blaning
others. W, our governnents, are to be blaned for we are not transparent,
we practise crony-capitalismand nepotism Now market forces have conme to
di scipline us, to teach us howto run our countries properly.

Who are the nmarket forces? Certainly they are not the locals. These
mar ket forces are foreign, located in some countries where they cannot be
seen.

Taki ng advantage of their ability to breach borders with their capital
they are abl e to deval ue currencies at will. And when our currencies are
deval ued we will, of course, suffer. But how el se can you discipline
people if you don't make themsuffer?

Today, tens of mllions of workers have | ost their jobs, thousands of
conpani es have been bankrupted, banks and fi nance conpani es have cl osed
down taking with themthe deposits of their clients. Today, millions of
peopl e are wi t hout food and nedi ci ne. Today, governnents are unable to
function, nmuch less to hel p the suffering masses.

Today, shops are | ooted, people are raped and killed. And all these
t hi ngs and nore are happeni ng because our governnents have to be
di sciplined, to be forced to becone transparent, to renpve obstructionto
the free flow of the foreign capital, to purchase and control by
foreigners of national banks and busi nesses.

W are told that this is howthe globalised world functions.

The nedia tells us this and tells us that this turnmoil, all this
i mpoveri sati on of our people and our countries, is good for us because
they will help us get good governnent, help us attract foreign
i nvest nent s.



Whil e the market forces were disciplining us, they were naking billions
of dollars for thensel ves. Apparently the market forces have to be well -
pai d for disciplining governnents.

| amsorry but we still think it is a gross injustice.

We think it is inhuman to i nmpoverish mllions of people in order that
capital should flowfreely. W think it is unjust to destroy the
prosperity of countries in order to realise a globalised, borderless
worl d. W think there nust be a better way to discipline governnents, a
way whi ch does not involve misery for innocent people.

Ve believe in globalisation. Yes we want the prosperity that a free fl ow
of capital can bring. But what we are experiencing is not prosperity but
massi ve i mpoverishnent. Since this is not what we expect, since thisis
not what is good for us, can we not ask that there be some rul es and
regul ati ons governing the flow of capital ?

But we are told currency trading is special. It cannot be regul ated or
made transparent. It cannot be taxed. It is the essence of a free nmarket.

The et hni c- Eur opeans, havi ng gi ven up enpires, Conmmuni smand Soci al i sm
have now enbraced capitalismtotally. Nothing nust stand i n the way of
capitalism

d obal i sation, deregulation, liberalisation, borderless world - these
are the fundamental s of the newtechnol ogy. The high priests are the
people with capital, unlinmted capital. Their hand-nmai dens are the great
witers, journalists and econom sts, the nedia practitioners who propagate
thereligionwith fervour. And like all religious fanatics, they tolerate
no recal citrance.

It isapity. AIl this. It is a pity because the world is indeed getting
smal ler and we are all getting closer to each other.

Nat i onal boundaries are i ndeed anachroni stic because we can see and hear
each ot her across borders, across vast spaces. Not hi ng happens in one part
of the world that does not affect other parts, affects i mediately
sonetines, affects profoundly.

W can no | onger isolate ourselves. No nman, no nation is an island. The
world is our country, the nation to which we belong. dobalisationis,
therefore, the right way, the inevitabl e consequence of information
t echnol ogy.

But |i ke everything el se gl obalisation needs to be carefully handled. It
is a neans, not an end. G obalisation nust result in a better life for
to do away withit, but to elimnate what is harnful and pronote what is
good.

Rermenber that the western ideol ogi es have been wong so nany tines
before. They coul d be wong again. They coul d be wong about
gl obal i sation, at | east about their interpretation or concept of
gl obal i sati on.

We nust gl obalise, but we nmust do so carefully and slowy. W nust
recogni se that the countries and nati ons whose borders we are going to
dismantl e are not all of the same strength or | evel of devel opment. They
need to be protected fromthe predators, at |east for some tine. Surely
the rich and the powerful can wait.

Mal aysi a, for exanple, cannot have an autonobile industry if it has no
borders. The industry is protected because there is no way we can enter it
if foreign cars are allowed in tax-free or with very lowinmport duty. By
taxing inports at a fairly high rate, our locally produced cars can
conpete in the local market. The industry becones viabl e.

In the neantinme, the i ndustry spins of f nunerous engi neering industries
whi ch contribute to the industrialisation of the country.

Clearly for Mal aysia, industrialisation has been made possi bl e because
we erect barriers at our borders. Qur people have to pay for this with



hi gher prices. But the end result is an industrialised and nore prosperous
country. Foreign countries also benefit for we becane a good nmarket for
t hei r goods.

It is now argued by the devel oped countries that Mal aysi a woul d benefit
if we allow for unrestricted and tax-free inports of |ow cost goods from
hi ghly efficient industries of the devel oped countries. W woul d be abl e
to buy the best products at the | owest price.

But if we do not industrialise, we will not devel op. Qur people wll
remai n unenpl oyed and poor. Even if the i nported products are of good
quality and cheap, we will not be able to buy them

Yes, we shoul d gl obal i se but countries nust be all owed to open up in
their own tine, when they are ready. W should al so not confine
borderl essness to capital only. People, too, should be able to cross
borders freely.

The rich countries, particularly those with vast uncul tivated | and,
shoul d allow for migration of the people frompoor countries. Just as the
financial capital of therichwll benefit poor countries, the hardworking
peopl es of the poor countries can benefit the rich countries.

G obalisationis a great idea whose time has come. But it nust be
interpreted correctly if it is going to bring about a better world. At
present, we are not too convinced that it is going to be good for us in
t he devel opi ng countries. W have seen howthe free fl ow of capital has
damaged our econonies and we fear that gl obalisation may turn out to be
|'i ke Soci ali smand Communi sm i deas which were touted for a tine and then
di scarded as wong. But we are willing togiveit atry at our own pace.
We woul d I'i ke the proponents of globalisationto renmenber that it may be
har nf ul .

We woul d |i ke themto accept the need for consulting us and for our
conpl ai nts and suggestions to be heard and when | egi ti mate, be accepted.

God willing, globalisation nay yet be the route to equitability for the
peopl es and the nations of a borderless world.

I would I'ike to pledge nmy support for gl obalisationthat is concerned
not just with the means but al so the ends. Let us formpartnerships, snmart
partnerships, Let us have good governance. But | et us not forget that our
quest is for the well-being of our people.

The best ideol ogy or systemor phil osophy neans nothing if the result is
not justice, fair play and prosperity for us.

I would like toinvite the heads of government present at this dial ogue
to attend the Langkawi International Dialogue in July next year.

( END)
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