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Clearing the air over foreign msconceptions

Paddy Bow e
THERE were tinmes |ast year when | seriously feared for ny sanity. This was
when | |istened to people pontificating about Mal aysia and its | eader.

coul d not believe we coul d possibly be tal king about the same country or
the sane person - so far apart, sonetines opposed, were our perspective.

The only consol ation was that invariably ny "informant” had never set
foot on Mal aysian soil, certainly had never been within netres of the
Prime Mnister, |et alone spoken with himdirectly, could not possibly
know the man as he really is. This did not in any way deter themfrom
judging him Wth every mile one travels outside Ml aysia, the distortions
rush in.

I wote recently about the know edge gap that often separates us from
the prevailing scepticismand of the dangers of ignorance. The worst Kkind
is wilful ignorance, the kind that nakes a person dogmatic, for dogma has

its own arrogance. It also, | found, renders a person intellectually
i mpr egnabl e.

This piece is directed at the fair and open-ninded. It is an attenpt to
set the record straight in certain areas of common m sunderstanding. | do
so hunbly but with the advantage at |east of being this side of the
Pyrenees, of being close to the scene in all its disputed aspects. | shal
also be indulging alittle in ny favourite pastine, which is intellectua
streaki ng.

As a starting point, what precisely were the burning issues that induced
the American Vice-President to flout the proprieties at the Apec di nner?
Hi s basic concern seened to be with denocracy. | too believe in denocracy
as a noral good, and as a workable system- despite its flaws - the best
we have. It provides legitimte avenues for peaceful change and reform
guar ant eed and protected by having to observe due process, w thout which
an unbridled zeal for social overhaul gets out of hand and reform becones
revol ution.

Mal aysi a, al though some appear not to realise it, is a practising
denocracy based on the parlianentary system Westm nster style. Singapore
and Mal aysia are the only two countries in this part of the world to have
held free and fair elections every five years without fail since
i ndependence. Sonme of our nei ghbours are being | auded at the noment,
someti mes at our expense, for the vigour with which they are tackling
their International Monetary Fund-prescribed reforns - notably taking
steps towards a nore denocratic regi me. W al ready have ours in place, and
the others, truth to tell, are playing catch up.

Dr Mahat hir noreover hol ds the mandate of the people. Wil st Governnent
may not be perfect, it was voted in by a very large majority of Mal aysi ans
exercising their denocratic choice. Wth 68 per cent of the votes inits
favour and holding four-fifths of the seats in the House, it is noreover
and self-evidently, a populist Governnment. Gore contenplating his own
presidential bid ought to be green with envy. Seventy-per-cent of the
peopl e turned out to vote in the | ast Ml aysi an el ecti ons as opposed 38
per cent of the eligible votes cast in the recent US congressional and
gubernatorial elections. These are inportant realities nany, not only
Core, seemto ignore.

In fact, we derive nuch of our concept of denocracy fromone of Gore's
conmpatriots. Abraham Li ncol n defined Governnent as of the people,
belonging to the people; and it is for the people to decide. O hers have



no right, Soros included, to preach about changing a Governnment or a

| eadership not theirs to change. Qurs may not be perfect. W are far from
bl anel ess. But it will be the ballot boxes that will have the final say,
and that offer dissent its best opportunity.

The self sane dissenters will not have to wait long for the genera
el ection. There is no need for inpatience nor resort to other arbitrary
and potentially destabilising nethods. Reformasi, so far a novenent of
sl ogan chanting with no real agenda, has been invited to forma politica
party and contest for power and representation by |egimate neans. | | ook
forward to reading its manifesto. Anything el se is sidestepping
constitutional realities and rights.

I nvi dious and totally unwarranted conpari sons have al so been drawn with
the Hitler and Stalin regines "where nmerely hol ding elections did not
preclude denying civil liberties". This sinply does not apply here. |
presune our detractors were referring to the Internal Security Act and
al l eged police brutality. The latter perception is no doubt pronpted by
sensational Press coverage nore likely to cone fromlndonesia with whom
Mal aysia is bracketed in the undiscerning mind. Qur denponstrations, with
one abortive exception, have not turned violent. There have been no
fatalities and no serious injuries except those inflicted on two
pl ai ncl ot hes policenen. Ml aysian protesters get wet, not dead. W nerely
di sperse themwi th water cannons. W do so because they are breaking the
| aw of unlawful assenbly and di sturbing the peace. Wiy do we have such a
| aw rat her nore draconi an than those el sewhere? Because we are a multi-
raci al society and we have to be extra vigilant not to stir racial
tensi ons. The unspeakabl e savagery inflicted on the Chinese and the
Christian minorities in Indonesian are a salutary | esson.

W in Mal aysia can count ourselves |ucky we had the New Econonic Policy
whi ch renoved the really glaring inequalities along ethnic |ines that
coul d have fanned econom c resentnent (and once did) exactly of the kind
that led to the blood letting in I ndonesia. But however peaceful our
Mal aysi an denonstrations, they are still a breach of the peace and a
dangerous road to take.

One call from Sungai Bul oh prison would have di spersed them even nore
effectively than the water cannons and in the national interest, | would
have |iked that call to have cone.

The main bone of contention here seens to be the 1SA In an ideal world
it is of course abhorrent to detain a man without trial and the ability to
do so is a dangerous weapon easy to abuse, especially for political ends.
But it is not an ideal world. W have, as | have said, to be on guard
agai nst any formof tension that could turn ugly. "Ugly" in the Ml aysi an
context takes on a racial dinmension. The | SAis a nmeans of defusing
tension - of preventing denonstrations escal ating by the sinple expedi ent
of tenporarily renoving the nore recalcitrant and defiant troubl e nakers.

They are arrested one day - gleefully reported by CNN - and pronptly
rel eased the next - pointedly ignored by CNN. Datuk Seri Anwar |brahimtoo
was charged as quickly as possible. The real abuse is when a man is
detained indefinitely without trial, as with the |uckless Chia Thye Poh in
Si ngapore, the world's | ongest-serving prisoner of conscience, just
rel eased after 32 years under the ISA. | don't recall hearing many voices
raised in protest in all those years.

There is sone selective nyopia at work here. In China a man does get a
trial, of a quick and summary kind, followed often by a quick execution
Saudi Arabia and Kuwait are not exactly renowned for their denobcratic
regines. It does not preclude the protagoni sts of denpbcracy and human
rights fromsupporting them with cruise mssiles if necessary.

Instead the wath of the righteous is turned on the rule of lawin



Mal aysi a, which the current trial brings into the world spotlight. | am
one who feels saddened and find regrettable the treatnent Anwar appears to
have received in jail. Conpassion unfortunately often inhibits our ability
to be dispassionate about the issues involved. W have to show faith in
our institutions. These admttedly have been battered lately by human
fallibility. They are bruised but intact. Due process is being observed.
And the best news of late is the setting up of the Special Comr ssion to
do a better job of the investigation in which we all have a sincere

i nterest.

Much has been made of that |ast-mnute "change" in the charges for which
Anwar is being held. | would have wel coned this even earlier as we seened
to be getting away fromthe point of |aw which concerned all egations of
corruption, not sodony. That would cone later. 1'd also like as a stickler
for | anguage to point out that the charges were "anended" not "changed".
turn to the Oxford Dictionary still in nmy adnmittedly biased view, the
best, and which replaced ny chil dhood security blanket | ong ago. It
beconmes nmy confort factor now The OED defines "amend" as "maki ng better"

"maki ng an i nprovenent", not making different.

The Conmission is to conduct its enquiries in public. The trial is
reported faithfully, indeed verbatim So rmuch for accusations that we | ack
transparency. Foreign journalists - no friends of ours - are neverthel ess
allowed to conme and go freely, knowing they will wite freely about us and
all too often scurrilously. Are Ml aysi ans deni ed the sane freedom of
speech? Have you ever been to an Instant Cafe performance? Did you read
LimGuan Eng's recent letter in the New Straits Tinmes? O for that matter,
Mari na Mahathir's spirited articles? Harakah's circul ati on has soared of
late. | can't think why in professional terns, given the penchant for
diatribes of the gutter Press variety. Malaysia is not just a denocracy
but a spirited denocracy if coffee house talk, cocktail party chatter and
t hose ubi qui tous conferences have anything to do with it. To say nothing
of the formation of Adil, the Justice Party and the sudden proliferation
of protest groups.

I do not propose to get enbroiled in the controversy surroundi ng Dr
Mahathir. That is matter for a | ater objective but bal anced profil e needed
to do justice to the subject. But for now we need to depersonalise the
attack on Mal aysia and concentrate not on one individual but again on the
i ssues. The judgnmental area, in any case, is not a matter of personality,
tenperanent or even political style - it will be the success or failure of
the econonic strategy to effect recovery.

Being a financial virgin, 1'd like to take a | ess orthodox tack here.

Bef ore we get swanped by all the figures and the statistics that vary
bewi | deringly according to source, I'd like to point out sone of the rea
assets we have. These, as usual, have been nuch criticised as grandi ose,
extravagant, nonunents to self-esteem | refer of course to sone of our
nor e conspi cuous i nfrastructure achi evenents. Far frombeing ego-trips,
they are truly productive. The North-South Expressway and the second
crossing to Singapore are vital |inks opening up the entire country. KLIA
i s conmendabl y forward-| ooking, preparing us for the new nmill enni umand
geared for growth. And who can deny the creativity and the pragmati sm of
the Mul ti medi a Super Corridor?

These are real assets. We built thembefore the crisis hit. They are
exi sting. You cannot with a push of a button obliterate them- as a
simlar button could wi pe out the currency. Wat do they say? That they
put us ahead of the region in infrastructure. That they spell stability.
That they denonstrate our capability in nmeeting international standards.
The North-South Expressway was built to those exacting standards, in just
five years. They tell us above all that Malaysia is ready for the 21st



century.
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