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MAHATHI R S BOOK A COLLECTI ON OF FI VE ESSAYS, | NCLUDI NG ON NEP

By: Wan A Hul ai m

LONDON, 25 June (Bernama) -- Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad' s book "The Way Forward", to be launched in the presence of
Bar oness Thatcher here on July 7, is a collection of five essays bound in a
handsonme 133-page hardback edition whose cover design is attributed, rather
nmystifyingly, to 'Black Sheep'.

O these essays, the nost inportant in the |ight of devel opnents in
Mal aysia in the | ast decade, are the ones covering the New Econom c Policy
even if the NEP itself is not being spoken about much these days in the
euphoria of the 'Tiger econony' days.

Now that the "tiger' is for the time being indisposed, the NEP and its
basi c thinking nmay cone to the fore yet again, so it is tinmely that its
aetiol ogy and philisophy are exam ned once again by soneone who is well
qualified to do so

Mahat hir prefaces his opening essay on the NEP with a quotation from
Aristotle, "Were sone people are very wealthy and others have nothing, the
result will be either extreme denocracy or absolute oligarchy, or despotism
will come fromeither of those excesses."

Havi ng thus set out the fear as so succintly expressed by an ol d sage,

t he book opens at a tragic point in recent Ml aysian history, the 1969
raci al troubles. Mhathir says that bad bl ood between the Mal ays and the
Chi nese was due in part to their 'not knowi ng each other' because of the
divide and rule policy of the British col onial governnent.

It was this which awke the Alliance | eaders and sone of the opposition
to the realisation that 'econom c inbal ances between the races were an
i mportant contributory factor to poor race relations' and to their
reasoning that this economc disparity could be renmoved even if ethnic,
| anguage and cultural differences were a different proposition altogether

The NEP was not neant to rob Ah Seng to pay Ahmad, but 'a levelling up
rather than a levelling down'. Here Mahathir grabs at the opportunity to
take a swi pe at Communi smwhich violently expropriated the property of the
capitalists, and socialism which preferred a | ess radical m xture of
nati onal i sation and punitive taxes on the wealthy, but expropriation
nevert hel ess.

Socialism if not Conmunism was |ong regarded as a very respectable
political creed by the 'pontificating West', surely they nust al so accord
nore respect to the concept and achi evenent of the NEP?

This is Mahathir's view point, and one which he argues forcefully:

Al t hough he says in the earlier part of the book that the NEP was

fornmul ated quite independently - and i ndeed w t hout know edge of - steps
towards 'affirmative action' in the US, on page 81 he states that it was in
fact 'roughly an enbodi nent of the affirmative action approach fornul ated
in the USA .

Herein lies the great social and noral dilemma of our time: is it
desirable to have a 'level playing field where all have an equal chance,
or is it better to help the disadvantaged on their feet by discrimnating
in their favour?

Mahat hir is unequivocally in favour of the second option, and his
argunent that the level playing field is a concept that at once begs many
guestions is certainly a convincing one.

But what of the poor Chinese, Indians, Sikhs and so on? In short, what
of the poor and underprivil eged non-Bum put eras?



Here his answer is illum nating:

"The NEP was not about reversing the distribution of wealth between the
races. It ainmed at achieving an equitable distribution at all |evels
between the diffferent communities. There had to be proportionately the
same percentages of rich and poor Bum puteras as there were rich and poor
non- Bum put er as. "

Mahat hir believes that although the NEP has not conpletely renoved the
econom ¢ disparities between the Bum puteras and non-Bum puteras, it
certainly has nmade the differences |ess glaring.

The restructuring is not over even if the NEP ended in 1990 to be
repl aced by the National Devel opnment Policy (NDP). The enphasis is now on
quality rather than quantity.

Conti nui ng his argunent for the restructuring of Ml aysian society,
Mahat hir says that even though there is now a growi ng Bum putera niddle
class, the proportion is still not right with nost of the mddle class
housi ng estates still owned by non-Bum puteras.

"Equity has not been achieved in terns of housing,' he says when
tal ki ng about growth and equity.

Stating with sone satisfaction that the 'critics have been proved
wrong', Mahathir typically urges Mal aysians to ignore themw th confidence.

Mahat hir then states the ultimte aimof the NEP and the NDP

"The policy, nodified to suit the prevailing political and econonic
condition, will continue to be inplenmented until the Bum puteras and the
non- Bum puteras | ose their fear of each other and achieve the true unity of
Bangsa Mal aysia, or a fully united and ethnically integrated Ml aysi an
nation, living in harnony, and full and fair partnership.”

Al t hough "The Way Forward", a self-regarding collection of essays
witten with positive undertones, contrasts with "The Malay Di |l emma",
witten when Mahathir was in the political wlderness, there are thenes
here that recur in both.

The sel f-confidence of the Bum puteras had been undermnm ned by the
British colonial masters and needs to be restored, and Mahathir intends to
restore this with Vision 2020, his blueprint for Ml aysia's advancenent
towards fully devel oped status, as the jacket proclains.

The book contains mld criticisnms (if criticismthey are) of Tunku
Abdul Rahman and other Alliance | eaders as being 'sanguine' about the
raci al di sharnony that was the undertow of their tinme; and Tun Abdul Razak
Mal aysi a's second prinme mnister, believed that '"if (economc) disparities
could be corrected, the Malays and the other Bum puteras would be able to
live together with the non-Bum puteras in peace'

He and other Mal ay | eaders were 'not too anmbitious' and decided sinply
to restructure the econony so that Bum puteras, who formed 56 per cent of
t he popul ati on, would have 30 per cent of the nation's econom c wealth.

Thi s book represents the views of one man who is regarded by many as
Mal aysi @' s nost successful Prime Mnister so far, and about whom strong
opi ni ons have been expressed both for and agai nst.

It is characterically radical in view point, as shown say, in the
aut hor's vi ew about the US Constitution vis-a-vis affirmative action, a
vi ew whi ch woul d reduce many a Constitutional |awer to severe apopl exy.

Mahat hir expresses hinself better than his speechwiters allow himto
do on many occasions, and this is evidenced by this clearly witten and
wel | argued book, even if some parts can be puzzling and that it could do
with an index.

As an exanple of its puzzling aspect, is affirmative action really a
formof 'over-correction' as stated on page 717?

In "The Way Forward" is found the views and phil osophy of one man and
hi s assessnments of his achievenents so far, and while his own views have



been expressed, it is for the historians to nake their judgnments later in a
wi der perspective and with the usual benefit of historical hindsight.

As normally is the fate of books of this nature, events tend to
overtake sonme of the positions taken, and it is a great pity that at |aunch
it cannot al so incorporate Mahathir's views on the current economc
nmelt-down, his views on currency specul ation, and that great |evel playing
field that the current vigour towards 'globalisation' is supposed to bring
about .

It is hoped that these matters will be gathered in another book that is
even now being witten.

"THE WAY FORWARD', by Mahat hir bin Mdhamad; Wi denfeld & Ni col son
London; pp. 133; 16. 00 pounds.
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