19/ 11/ 1999
Don't repeat m stakes of the past

Mazl an Nor di n

COVWPARI SON i s odi ous, so the cliche goes. And yet one cannot but conpare
the com ng Mal aysian el ection with the hustings already conducted in the
USin the run-up to the presidential election in Novenber 2000.

A recent analysis by a worman correspondent on the Anmerican presidenti al
race in the British newspaper Observer helps to explain things. It began
with the disclosure: "Anericans, generally speaking, resent having non-
Anmeri cans anal yse their donmestic affairs.”

Mentioned as exanple was CNN's Larry King Live intervieww th ex-

Presi dent Ronal d Reagan's forner canpai gn nanager Lyn Nof zi ger who was
asked to give his opinion on Dutch, the Reagan bi ography witten by
Kenyan-born witer Edmond Morris.

"How', Nofzi ger sneered, "could an African possibly be expected to
under stand the Anerican presidency?" Not nentioned was that Mrris had
lived in the US since 1968 and had becone a naturalised citizen in 1979.
He is still regarded as an "essentially ignorant foreigner".

Things are different in Ml aysia. Every Tom Dick and Harry fromforeign
shores can comment and pass judgnment on Mal aysia and its | eaders,
governnent, the judiciary and everything el se, including the econony.

Wel I, do we renenber the US Vice-President Al Core's speech praising
denonstrators on a ranpage agai nst the el ected Mal aysi an Governnent ? He
had al so ski pped di nner to which he had been invited. Ot her foreign
| eaders, however, who were invited stayed to reciprocate Ml aysi an
hospitality.

As is already known enornous pressure is being exerted by the foreign
medi a, anal ysts, commentators and specul ators in Ml aysian politics.
Publ i shed and printed in Malaysia are the Asian Wall Street Journal and
the International Herald Tribune. Mre often than not their reports about
Mal aysi a are not favourabl e.

Along with themare the forei gn newsweekly nmagazi nes with anti- Ml aysi a
comment ari es by such as David Roche in Time recently.

Tel evi sed on CNBC Asia was Martin Soong's report on nom nation and
polling dates in the Mal aysian el ections. There was the remark then about
certain political parties not happy with the limted tinme for canpai gning.
As is known, the canpaign period in Singapore is shorter. Wuld Soong have
voi ced the dissatisfaction of the Opposition there?

Sometinme in June, CNBC was granted an exclusive intervieww th Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohanad. But al nost inmmediately after, it
carried Roche's derogatory remarks about Ml aysia and its econom c policy.
One wonders whet her Soong woul d do the sane vis-a-vis Singapore's
political |eaders.

For Malay voters presently are other rem nders. Published years ago in
Tenpo, the | ndonesi an weekly magazi ne was a special report on the Ml ays
i n Si ngapore. Headli ned Takkan Mel ayu Hi |l ang di Si ngapura (Never shal
Mal ays fade away in Singapore) it began with the sentence: "The Mal ays are
a mnority in their own honme."

An acconpanyi ng report was headl i ned "Boom ng voice, but no strength".
Wth it was a photograph of a Mal ay konmpang group.

The dramatic headline cones froma remark said to have been nade by Hang
Tuah, the last Mal ay hero before his bani shment fromthe Mal acca court and
the fall of the sultanate to the Portuguese in 1511. "Tak Melayu Hil ang
Di duni a," he said.



As it was, the Ml acca sultanate crunbled due to treachery and disunity
and for over 300 years thereafter colonisation spread to other parts of
t he archi pel ego.

We renenber then Santayana's advice: "Those who do not renenber the past
are condemmed to repeat it." To which nust be added the remi nder that sone
peopl e remenber the past perfectly well and enjoy repeating it.

As in other denocratic countries, power in Ml aysia comes fromthe
bal l ot box and there is no alternative to the freedom exerci sed by
Mal aysi ans, whet her Bumi puteras, Chinese or Indians, casting their votes
on polling day. May we exercise our right w sely.
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