25/ 02/ 1998
The year of |iving dangerously

Arvi nd Et han Davi d

TS been a while, and though I'msure no one actually mssed nme, | stil
feel bad that Pessoptim st has been so | ong gone fromthis page. | hope
you'l|l forgive the absence

| was going to wite a piece for Christmas and the New Year. The
troubl e, though, was that trying to gather anecdotal nmaterial at Christnas
parties, | found inspiration scarce. Far fromcentring on presents and
drunken antics, all conversation revolved around the econony and the
guests' rapidly di mnishing wealth.

In some circles, this had becone automatic, as if the classic Ml aysian
greeting, "How s business?", had becone too painful to ask. |Instead, al
were darkly nuttering, "That Soros ...!"

Further, | found slightly anonal ous ny status as a Ml aysi an who |ives
and works in London; worst sin of all, | ampaid in pounds - which cast ne
inthe twin roles of fourth estate and sage.

I was expected to have the inside angle on Western conspiracy theories
and if | disbelieved them | was part of the cover-up! Instead of the
m st| et oe, everyone was hob-nobbi ng under the noney plant and no one
seened inclined to tal k about tel evision specials ..

Per haps, though, ny timng was off. Perhaps if one wants to wite a
positive, upbeat piece about multiracial Malaysia in crisis, the
appropriate nmonent is not the Gregorian New Year, but two nonths later,in
February, after Chinese New Year and Aidil Fitri.

Per haps now, the nasib and feng shui are right for sonme optimsm
Certainly the events of the |ast week suggest that a certain degree of
foreign confidence has returned to Mal aysi an shores (though the cynic nay
sni pe that at current prices, not very much confidence is necessary to

pronpt bargai n- hunti ng).

As ever with hindsight, it is not hard to find causes for the meltdown,
some of which may have been within our control, others whose butterfly-
like effects we could not help but be ignorant of.

As interesting, is the question "Wat now?" \Wat has been | earnt and
what can be done, to contain and rebuild? Here the adversities of the past
mont hs have pointed the accusing finger at a nunber of areas. It seens to
me that | eadership as pragmatic as ours cannot hel p but see the way
forward.

Further, our |eaders have the advantage of not learning solely from
domestic events, but fromthe experience of our Asean nei ghbours, many of
whom have been harder hit than ourselves. There is a danger that such
retrospective wi sdomcan smack of "I told you so" snugness, but nuch of
what follows is by now so obvious to all, that it can hardly cause of fence
to set it down here again.

What is interesting to nme is that nuch that has been exposed as
i nadequat e i nvol ves the structures of society and governnent. There is
pl enty that the dedi cated observer of people can |earn.

So, to continue the festive feasting, Pessoptimst offers five Fortune
Cooki es, pack-ed full of |essons well learnt:

1. That a degree of transparency in both national and corporate
governance is crucial to maintaining confidence in the decision-nmaking
process. This is something Mal aysia has | ong been aware of. Last Novenber,
I SIS (the governnent think tank) published a report that said there was a
fundanental need for nore readily-avail abl e econoni ¢ data, for exanple



trade figures and debt I evels, as part of our evolution to devel oped
nati on status.

Such an excellent attitude is at odds with the lack of quality
i nformation that drove investors wild with fear, both internationally and
domestically, across nmuch of Asia.

A UK fund manager with special responsibility for a nunber of Southeast
Asi an countries (not including Malaysia) tells nme that "As investors, we
did not know the full extent of the problens. W were therefore reduced to
guesswork and the figures soon becane terrifying. W ran.”

2. That informed, un-afraid debate and anal ysis are inportant during a
crisis.

It is not just easy access to information that makes transparency
important. Even nmore crucial is that investors and the general public
(whose confidence is vital to the econony) are allowed their say in
deci sion-nmaki ng. To this end, an open press, encouragi ng the discussion of
policy and reproducing foreign news and anal ysis, is invaluable.

The governnent's stand on uncensored | nternet access provi des thousands
of Malaysians with daily, unlimted access to the world's econom c news
and analysis. In today's truly global world, anyone who attenpts to reach
concl usi ons wi thout recourse to the wealth of informati on on the Internet
is not only disadvantaged, but disenfranchised. In a global age, a
nati onal perspective is paltry indeed.

Such reputabl e public fora are absolutely fundanental to preventing
pani c. The market can be irrational even when fully inforned; where such
fora for inforned and open debate is |acking, runmournongers becone kings
and the wil debeest | ead the stanpede.

3. That "rel ationship capitalisnmi can be taken too far. This is a hard
| esson, because the close |inks between governnent and busi ness
unquesti onably hel ped countries such as ours devel op at accel erated rates.
In theory, there is nothing wong with encouraging able individuals to
devel op as quickly and powerfully as possible, in order that they m ght
benefit the nation.

The trouble is that in tinmes of economc crisis, policymakers have to
deci de who cannot survive and who nust be preserved. Rel ationship
capitalismdoes not lend itself to this sort of decision-making - it
proves paral ysing. Where the links are too close, the extrene exanpl e
bei ng bl ood-ties, objective calls becone hard to nake.

4. That the difference between a great | eader and a nerely strong one,
is the ability to choose a good successor.

Like his friend and fell ow el der-statesman, Nel son Mandel a, Dr Mahathir
has had the foresi ght and confi dence to boost the nation's confidence with
a worthy successor. We do not need to | ook far to see the destabilising
effects of the runmours and whi spers that acconpany an unclear trail of
succession to a | ong-established | eader.

5. That econonic prosperity is an insufficient foundation for
i nterracial harnony.

It is worrying that even the banning of denonstrative Chi nese New Year
cel ebrations did not prevent sporadic racial riots across |Indonesia. Last
week a senior US commander, Admiral Joseph Prueher, voicing worries about
| ndonesi a' s prospects for continued stability in the face of increasing
adversity, made the sonmewhat jaundi ced coment that "Indonesians will riot
at the drop of a hat."

What has dropped though, is not a hat, but the value of the rupiabh,
maki ng essential itens increasingly expensive. And the majority of
shopkeepers are minority Chinese.

It has | ong been Mal aysia's boast that our nultiracial society is a
truly integrated one, with the patriotismof being Ml aysi an nore



fundanental than ethnic boundaries. It is rare that such clainms are put to
the test, the worst tinme ever being the blood clot on our history, 1969.

There is an ancient Chinese curse that, at first glance, doesn't seem
like a curse at all: "May you live in interesting tines."

The | ast six nmonths have been very interesting indeed. |, for one, am
hoping for alittle dullness, alittle boredom in the year of the Tiger.

* Please wite with cormments to: arvind@essopti mist.clara.net. Al e-
mail will be answered.

Archive avail able at: http://ww. pessoptim st.cl ara. net
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