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Junk bond status of US diplomacy and political w sdom

Tan Si ok Choo
THE United States Vice-President Al Gore worshi ps denpbcracy. And as befits
hi s nanme, the god of denocracy that he worships is extrenely gore-1like.

That may be one reason why CGore's speech at the Apec Busi ness Advisory
Counci | sunmmit dinner on Nov 16 was an inplicit incitenment to violence.

Consi der what CGore said: "People will accept sacrifice in a denocracy,
not only because they have had a role in choosing it, but because they
rightly believe they are likely to benefit fromit."

He al so descri bed supporters of the "reformasi” novenent in Ml aysia as
"brave".

As the vice-president of a country that professes to be the touchstone
of denpcracy, | would like to ask Gore: Are nassive denpnstrations that
carry a strong probability of blood and gore the appropriate instrunent to
achi eve a change in government? |Is Gore now suggesting the el ectora
process - previously a benchmark used to determine a country's denocratic
credentials - is secondary, if not inconsequential?

Core's speech assunes denocracy is close to extinction in Ml aysia.

If this assunption is correct, why are opposition parties |like the DAP
and PAS confident - not just quietly confident but overwhelmngly so -
they can deny the ruling coalition, the Barisan Nasional, a victory in the
next general el ection?

At the very least, the two opposition parties are confident of victory
at State, if not at federal |evel

Is the confidence shown by the DAP and PAS ni spl aced?

If their confidence is well grounded, does this not suggest that
denocracy has taken root in Ml aysia?

It may not be quite the same as that in the US. However, both share one
fundanental similarity: denpcracy contains the potent seeds of change - of
| eaders, governnents and | egi sl ature.

I f change can be affected peacefully through the ballot box and if
voters and opposition parties in Ml aysia are well aware of this
possibility, do Mal aysians require a priner on denocracy?

The US Governnment is to be lauded for its brave attenpt to shape its
foreign policy in accordance with principles of norality.

In practice, however, its foreign policy has been at sharp variance with
nmorality.

Apart from being inconsistent, nore often than not, US foreign policy
has been tilted in favour of strategic, econom c and pragmatic
consi derati ons.

Undoubt edl y, there are instances where US qui et support for denpbcratic
processes has been hel pful .

However, there have al so been instances where US foreign policy has
resulted in active intervention in a country's political process.

The results have not al ways proved to be a success, possibly because of
serious m sjudgnments of situations and/or political |eaders.

| ndeed, sone anal ysts nmay argue that if the US Governnent had to be
rated on its record of active intervention in devel oping countries - for
exanple, by installing a favoured person in power, by overthrow ng a
| eader whomthe US regarded as inimcal to its interests or by ignoring
the el ectoral results because the victor was unacceptable - its rating may
wel | be near junk bond status.

CONSIDER this: In March 1970, the US believed Canbodi a woul d be better



of f without Prince Sihanouk whose reginme, the US believed, was riddled
with corruption.

(I'n the 1970s, crony capitalismhad not becone part of the US
Governnent' s | exi con).

Acting on this high noral ground and confident of its assessnent, the
Cl A encouraged an arny-backed coup | ed by General Lon Nol, whose only
claimto fame was the fact his name spelt the same backwards and forwards.

Al t hough the Lon Nol regine did not denonstrate a noticeably higher
standard of probity than Prince Sihanouk's, it enjoyed nmassive US support.
But that support failed to prevent the subsequent victory of the Khmer
Rouge and the onset of the "killing fields" in Canbodi a.

Two million deaths |later (a conservative estinmate), the US decided to
support the reinstatenent of Prince Sihanouk as King of Canbodia in June
1993.

This was in recognition of the fact that the man the US had actively
sought to overthrow 23 years ago was now the only one with the nora
authority and stature to restore stability in the strife-torn ki ngdom

Consi der al so past events in Iran.

In 1953, the Shah of Iran was deposed in a coup |led by the then Prine
M ni ster Dr Mossadeq, a man Washi ngt on and London perceived as a threat to
western oil interests in lran. Wth trenendous efficiency and pronptness,
the ClA organised a coup that led to the re-installation of the Shah a few
weeks | ater.

Unfortunately for the US, the Shah was overthrown in 1970 by forces
unl eashed by the Ayatol | ah Khonei ni .

The US response to the Iranian revolution was singular. Concerned about
Ameri can enbassy staff held hostage in Teheran, the US Governnent refused
to provide refuge for the ailing nonarch it had once restored to power and
had courted so assiduously thereafter

Needl ess to say, while the Shah remained in power, no US president or
vi ce-president publicly lectured the Shah on human rights and denocracy.

These exanples are cited not as a critique of US foreign policy but to
underline the fact that US has no nonopoly on political w sdom

Wth the benefit of hindsight, its msjudgnent in Canbodia proved to be
a tragedy for the kingdom G ven the US Governnent's capacity for
m sj udgenent, | would argue its interests would be best served if it
abstained frominposing its views on denocracy, politics and governance on
t he peopl e of Mal aysi a.

| concede Malaysia is not Utopia. But it is m sconceived to conpare this
country with Nazi Germany or Stalinist Russia.

Adm ttedly, sonme of the criticismlevelled agai nst Mal aysia are
justified; we Ml aysians make no claimto perfection.

In fact, Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad hi nsel f has
acknow edged ni stakes in governnment policy and the need for reform

| ssues regardi ng governnent policy, politics or personalities should be
di scussed and debated in the appropriate fora, whether in Malaysia or in
ot her countries.

Wil e these i ssues may be debated and di scussed, the point is this: al
these issues - including the i ssue of whether Dr Mahathir is an
appropriate | eader for this country - can and shoul d be determ ned by
Mal aysi ans only.

Furthernore, these issues should be decided through the quiet but
i rrefutable power of the ballot box. Not through the newsprint or the
el ectroni c nedi a, whet her donestic or foreign.

Not through street denonstrations, no matter how nmuch support these
denmonstrati ons command. And not through verbal assaults.

| suspect nost Mal aysians are |ike nyself. W are tired of demagogues,



denonstrations and disruptions in our |ives.

As a Mal aysian, | have a sinple request to nake to Gore. Let us decide
our own destiny in peace.

Gve us credit that we know who to chose as our |eader, how to choose a
| eader and why he shoul d be chosen to | ead.

What we don't need on the streets of Kuala Lunpur is blood and gore.
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