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Let's start the Great Ml aysi an debate

Arvind Ethan David

N.H Ishak is one of the nany people who wote in after ny last article
(What | Tell You Three Tines Is True) was cunningly published directly
next to the object of its disdain The "Bullish on Bounci ng Back" advert.

Though no one will believe this, it turns out that that juxtaposition
was conpl etely coincidental proving, if proof be yet needed, that the
Mal aysi an gods have a highly devel oped sense of irony.

I know not hi ng about N. H. Ishak aside fromhis name (and by inference
his race) and the fact that he clearly cares passionately and thinks
deeply about his country and the problens it faces. H s emnil pronpted a
response, to which he responded further and so on

So, for what it's worth to the many ot her Mal aysi ans who | ove their
country and are concerned about its future, here is sonething that perhaps
we need nore of, a public exchange of views on public issues, Ml aysian
styl e.

NHI : | thought it was a good idea that we start rebutting predictions of
doom and gl oom by foreign econom sts, experts and anal ysts with our own
counter-anal ysis, theories by our own experts and counter-argunents by
sonme of the nore elite and proninent CEGCs. This does, however, beg the
question whether it is conducive to the Ml aysian situation as a whole if
our experts and CEGCs start to (possibly) contradict the signals sent out
by t he powers-t hat - be.

AED: O even if the powers that be start to contradict the powers that
be, for exanple, sone of DPM Anwar's reinterpretations of Dr Mahathir's
statements...l don't, however, necessarily see a problemw th differing
vi ews, even at the highest |levels. W are confronted today w th conpl ex
and wi de-rangi ng probl ens, which admt no easy solutions. A survey of the
financial Press quickly |eads to the conclusion that nobody anywhere in
the worl d, not econonists nor policy-nmakers, has a nonopoly on a correct
sol uti on.

The | MF has made contradictory statenents as to whether hedge funds did
or did not play a central role in the depreciation of Asian currencies
| ast year. Bill dinton is a supporter of the IM- and is seeking to push a
Bill through to replenish its coffers, a Bill the Republicans in Congress
are keen to block. Analysts insist that the Asian crisis will affect
Western nmarkets, but the US and London share indices continue to rise (at
time of witing anyway, three days |ater who knows....)

The point being nmade is that in this era of Brave New Wrl d econom c
paradi gns, of fluid currency novenents, and of conplex intertw ned social,
political and econom c structures that pervade nuch of East Asia, there is
pl enty of grey area between the poles of right and wong. (Wich is not to
suggest that wong no | onger exists, corruption is wong, prejudice is
wrong, and policies which encourage or ignore such stances are al so
wrong). In such an environment, informed, open and thorough debate is
crucial not sinply for Western PR purposes but so that sensible action can
finally be taken.

A debate that nust include not only those in governnment, but those whom
the policies will affect, and those who are in a position to be inpartial
the public and their representatives in a denocracy, the Press, and
academ cs and out si ders.

That debate will obviously contain differing, even violently opposing
views, but it is only through that exchange, through such a crucibl e of



argunment, that a consensus can energe. That, after all, is the key concept
behi nd denocracy, involvenent, inclusion. Wiat should matter are the
i deas, not who is voicing them

NIH | think the problemis that we tend to do it in
"private"...whinging about sonething is different fromtrying to take
measures to identify the core of the problemand to collectively attenpt
to come up with a solution. If we believe that any of the arteries
provi ded by the Ml aysian political systemare choked up by the "fat" of
patronage...then | suppose, we should at the very |least attenpt to nove
public opinion fromtheir hidden cynicismand apathy towards the whol e
matter, to sone sort of constructive participation in national problem
sol vi ng.

AED: Absolutely, and I think the noving of that debate into the public
forumis now finally possible. Possible for three reasons:

1. Through the nediunms of a devel oping | ocal Press and wi dely avail able
wor |l d news through satellite, cable and the Internet, we now have an ever
nore i nformed public and one who is no stranger to the idea of public
debate, even if only through the Larry King show.

Information is freedom or as Thomas Jefferson, rather better, put it:
"I'f a nation expects to be ignorant and free, in a state of civilisation,
it expects what never was and never will be"; Ml aysiais far from
ignorant and it wants its freedom its Merdeka.

2. People are worried. Things have never been quite like this before.
The conbi nation of the economic crisis with the fires in Borneo and the
continui ng haze, and now a water shortage and unbearabl e t enperat ures nake
it hard not to feel that a country you built is slipping away from you

And when you are concerned, and you hear the world telling you that it
is aresult of the policies of your | eaders, you need, for your sanity, to
guesti on.

3. Most inportantly, | believe that both our Government and our society
have evolved to the point that such debate can take place wi thout |eading
to crackdowns, breakdowns or shoot-ups. Perhaps | live up nore to the OP
than to the PESS, here, but the truth is, that unlike |Indonesia, the
strain on our wallets has yet to result in seismc rifts between the
conmuni ties. To be sure, there are harder tests ahead, but | choose to
hope, as you do, that we will pass those tests. Perhaps even this little
exchange between a Bumi and an Indian is a vote of confidence in our
shared Mal aysian identity.

NHI : My own opinion of this present crisis is that it is a turning

point...the sane one we faced in 1957 and 1969. It will |eave a |l asting
i mplication on how we Ml aysi ans (and the next generation) will decide as
to how the road to 2020 should be re-tracked or followed at all. It nay be

an econom ¢ di saster for the next two to three years or so, but | think
that inthe long run, if we really use this opportunity to do a major re-
t hi nk of what we shoul d have done and what we shall do in the future, it
m ght be the best thing that's ever happened to us in the long run...Let's
think of it as a great big opportunity to reformourselves... God
willing...

AED: God hel ps those who hel p thensel ves, perhaps we shoul d think of
this little session as a prayer...
* Continue the Pessoptin st debate! Wite to the New Straits Tines or
emai |l : arvind@essoptinmst.clara.net. E-mail will be posted on the
webpage: www. pessopti m st. cl ara. net
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