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Magazi ne playing to the gallery

A. Kadir Jasin
SOMVE readers of the Anmerican-owned Time nagazi ne said they were upset with
its cover story on the Prime Mnister, Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mhanad.

O hers were of the viewthat the Prinme Mnister should not have given
the interviewto the publication

There may be those who read the report who are genuinely upset with the
unflattering things said about Dr Mahathir. There may al so be ot hers who
are putting on a synpathetic face while being quite happy with the
negative report.

Time billed Dr Mahathir as "one angry man" on its cover and noted:
"Mahathir thinks the West is out to weck Ml aysia's econony."

Typical of a foreign publication, which does not care much if a
devel oping country |like Malaysia is blown to smthereens, Tine asked: "Can
he save it - or only nake things worse?"

But before Dr Mahathir's supporters get nore upset and call for the
burning of the magazine, let ne remind themof the penalty for open
bur ni ng.

It is not worth being fined, and worse still, polluting our environnment
by burning the nagazine. Think of it as the price we have to pay for being
a liberal nation that allows foreign publications to enter our country
freely.

I wonder if Tine and other foreign-owned publications dare to be as
damming if the subject is Lee Kuan Yew, Singapore's Senior M nister.

If any of Dr Mahathir's supporters feel strongly about the offensive
report, they should wite to the nmagazine's editor. | do not even
reconmend t hat they stop readi ng the magazi ne

We have to continue reading no natter how unpal atabl e the reports
publ i shed by these nmagazi nes are because that is the only way to know what
ot hers think and say about us.

To begin with, Tine is just another Wstern-owned news nagazi ne whi ch
thrives by playing to the gallery.

In Decenmber 1996 when the so-called Asian Mracle was at its peak, the
same magazi ne published a cover story on Dr Mahathir entitled "Master
Pl anner - who cares what the West thinks? Mahathir Mhanmad is rebuil ding
Mal aysia his way." It praised Dr Mahathir to the skies.

Last Cctober, the same magazi ne featured Datuk Seri Anwar |brahimon its
cover with the headline "Anwar and the future of Asia - Ml aysia's nunber
two is the star of a rising generation of |eaders, but will Mhathir give
hi ma chance?"

The nmagazi ne has been known to be wrong before - about Ml aysia and the
rest of the world.

Ti me was anong the Western-control |l ed nagazi nes to predict the anarchy
of the post-colonial era. It also gave credibility to the so-called donino
theory after Anerica was finally defeated in Vietnamin 1975.

Soneone told nme that when a container port was being built in Rotterdam
the Netherlands, Tine predicted that contai ner shipping would not catch
on.

Most of all, we nust bear in mind that Tine is just another conmmerci al
product conpeting for the attention of custonmers. If telling a good story
sells, surely telling a bad one sells nore given society's grow ng
appetite for sensationalism
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TO be fair to both the magazine and Dr Mahathir, it is inportant to see
beyond t he headl i ne and sensationalism

Time fromthe outset acknow edged that Dr Mahat hir was "the architect
and prine nover" of Ml aysia' s econom c progress before it fell victimto
the regi onal currency and stock nmarket turnoil

This, to ny mind, is nore than what sone Mal aysians care to adnmit as
they psyche thenselves into a frenzy of sloganeering.

I wonder if those who are so eloquently pontificating on the evil of
nepoti smand crony capitalismand calling for reformasi are nerely echoi ng
the sentinments of the West or have their own agenda.

Speaki ng i n Kual a Terengganu on Friday, Dr Mahathir said such terns were
often used by the Ml aysi an nedi a.

To be fair to the local nmedia, it nust be pointed out that these terns
are wi dely used because an increasi ng nunber of political |eaders,

i ncludi ng those fromUmo, use them

O it could be that some of the |ocal newspapers and tel evision stations
have been encouraged to use these terns regularly.

As for Time, it was very guarded when criticising Dr Mahathir's attitude
towards the economi c crisis. Instead of outrightly accusing hi mof being
in a state of denial, it said he "is widely perceived to be in a state of
st ubborn deni al "

Anybody in his right mnd, and who does not seek to be popul ar by saying
only the right things, will admt that not everything said or done by Dr
Mahat hir was right.

And not even Dr Mahathir denies that there are weaknesses in the
country's econom ¢ structure.

Long before it becanme the vogue to tal k about mergers of banks and
fi nance conpani es to create worl d-class corporations, Dr Mahathir had
spoken about the need for Ml aysi an conpanies to be big to conpete in the
rapi dly gl obal i sing econony.

It was Dr Mahat hir who said Mal aysi a shoul d go beyond produci ng sinple
consunmer goods based on inported technol ogy, and that Ml aysi a shoul d
trade with as many countries as possible.

Yet sone critics and nmedia commentators have bel atedly | ashed out at him
for pushing the concept of South-South co-operation supposedly at the
expense of regional co-operation.

And | ong before Asian currency and stock markets canme under specul ative
attacks, he had warned of a borderless world dom nated by gl obal traders
and fly-by-ni ght operators.

VWhen it cones to admitting mstakes, Dr Mahathir has repeatedly proven
his willingness to do so - a point that did not mss the attention of a
Si ngapor e- based econom st who was quoted as saying "this guy can nake U
turns |ike no other |eader in Asia" by Tine.

Yes, he is conbative in style, but even Tine admts that he is also
acknow edged for his substance. It says: "Conbativeness is Dr Mahathir's
style, fam liar throughout the regi on since he becanme Prinme M nister
nearly 17 years ago. It's also his substance

"The anbitious, take-no-prisoner approach of "Dr M has transforned
Mal aysia's politics, race relations and, nobst spectacularly, its econony."

Surely, Dr Mahathir has every right to be angry and to distrust the West
when much of what he and his predecessors have built in the last 41 years
was shattered al nost overni ght by currency traders and specul at ors.

Time wites: "Before Asia's currency crisis hit |ast year, Mhathir had
built up Mal aysia's average yearly incone from US$300 a person to
US$5, 000, a |l egacy few | eaders can match."
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TH S is not about defending Dr Mahathir. Neither is it about sweeping



under the carpet the wong turns that he has taken. It is about defending
the truth and about being fair.

O course, with Dr Mahathir's position being perceived by sone to be
weak in the wake of the econonmic crisis, the tendency to blanme himfor
everyt hing that goes wong i s understandabl e.

This is what the Ml ays mean by menangguk di air keroh (An English
equi val ent would be "It is good fishing in troubled waters").

Yes, there had been excesses. But where were the critics and what had
they done to stop these excesses?

Alas, inreality many of themwere as cul pable as the people they are
accusing. It is for this reason that even the so-called |iberals were
prickly when their favourite projects and schenmes were subjected to even
the nost cursory criticisns during the good tines.

If there is still fairness in our hearts, let us ask: is it fair to
blame Dr Mahathir for the Internal Security Act and the court's decision
in the LimGuan Eng case, as Tine did?

What then is the role of the bl eeding heart |iberals who count anobng
t hem Menbers of Parlianent and M nisters in these matters?

Ironically, the very sanme people who want Dr Mahathir to interfere with
t he i ndependence of the judiciary in the Guan Eng case had, in the past,
accused the Prine Mnister of not respecting the judiciary.

Yes, we live in a globalised world. What the rest of the world thinks of
us is inportant.

But nmust this nmean that we give up our freedomto speak up agai nst
i njustices? Mist we accept every dictate of the International Mpnetary
Fund, the yuppy stock anal ysts and Western-owned mass nedi a and keep qui et
because we fear what we say may offend thenf

And must we pander to the foreign Press because if we are good to them
they will say good things about us even though what they say may not
necesarily be true?
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PCLI TI CAL ambi ti on and personal interest aside, the nore inportant thing
is to stay united and work towards sal vagi ng the economy. W owe nore to
ensuring the future of the younger generations than to fulfilling the
anbitions of a few politicians and busi nessnen.

It isinthis context that efforts by the Education Mnistry, Mara and
ot her public and private educational organisations to create nore pl aces
in universities and coll eges, and to nake avail abl e financi al support to
t he students, are commended.

As nore parents and students fall victimto the economc crisis, the
wi deni ng of doors to higher education and the offer of financial support
wi Il be inval uabl e.

It is also atime for us to think nore Iike Ml aysians by giving as much
support as we can to all students regardl ess of their ethnic backgrounds.
Wth Bum putera students being given a head start in university entry

via matricul ati on programes at the various public universities, it is
only fair that a nore favourabl e consideration be given to non-Bum putera
students seeking admi ssion to these universities through direct entry.

The sane should al so apply to the offer of schol arshi ps and offici al
study | oans to deserving students.

Wth fewer parents being in the position to send their children abroad
to study, the pressure on the local institutions of higher [earning wll
under st andabl y i ncr ease.

But we can consi der ourselves fortunate because this happens at a tine
when the Governnment has deci ded on a bold but not necessarily popul ar nove
to expand donestic higher education by allowi ng the setting up of private
uni versities.



We cannot tal k about the denocratisation of education if we do not begin
to apply a nore universal, achievenent-oriented selection nmethod in
det erm ni ng access to hi gher education.
Thi s does not nean to suggest that we must abandon alt ogether the
exi sting policy of helping the Bum puteras and ot her poor Ml aysians to
gain access to tertiary education.
( END)
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