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El ection ensures a field day for pundits and public intellectuals

Speci al Correspondent

WE are going to hear a lot nmore fromshadowy political watchers and from
cryptic pundits fromnowon since this general electionw Il be |lavished
with extensive foreign nedi a coverage.

Political watchers said this election is Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamaed' s bi ggest political test inhis 18 years in office, reports CNBC,
the American tel evision station, covering the elections for the first time
soon after Parlianment was di ssol ved | ast week.

CNN di spat ched a correspondent who asked the Prinme M nister at
Wednesday' s Press conference whet her this was his popularity test, and was
told it is what Barisan Nasional Governnent can achi eve for the nation
that matters.

Undaunt ed, t he correspondent announced to worl d audi ence aft erwards:

"This election is some kind of referendumon his popularity.”

One wonders whether this was the line he was told to take fromthe
out set .

The nost mind boggling "assessnent” was made by Ti me nagazi ne (Nov 22).
It said even a confortable victory for BN could | ook |i ke a defeat to Dr
Mahat hi r .

In the 24 hours after the Wednesday's announcenent, previously
“apolitical' Dr Chandra Muzaffar, now deputy president of Parti Keadilan
Nasi onal , was interviewed first by CNNand | ater by CNBC. He i ntoned t he
right sound bites. "(Barisan Alternatif) is devel oping into a viable and
cohesi ve al liance," Chandra sai d.

By Friday norning, CNBC had announced: "The Mal aysi an Qpposition is
determined to oust the Prine M nister Dr Mahat hir Mhanad. "

Curiously there were no details or interviews. Once CNN knew t he
el ection dates, it said Opposition | eader LimKit Siang was sorely
di sappoi nted with the canpai gni ng peri od.

Al t hough in sone strange ways, the enhanced profile assuredly gives us a
sense of pride nowthat the worldis nore famliar with Mal aysia, such
high-visibility cones at a price.

For one, the tendency to nake assunptions, to over-generalise and to
rush t o concl usi ons usi ng unnamed tool s | i ke anal ysts, wat chers, observers
and pundits has | ong haunted the Western nedi a.

This electionwill be filled with those attributes. Wen |laced with a
degree of herd instinct, formatted thinking and prejudices, the end-result
is anesonme as denonstrated in the March 12-13 Sabah el ecti on. Many of the
foreign correspondents had then rushed into a self-fulfilling frenzy.

As narrated in Evel yn Waugh's Scoop, a witty novel about British
journalists covering a coup of sorts in a far-flung country, in Sabah nany
of the foreign journalists assured each other the Bari san Nasi onal woul d
be def eated. BN won confortably when t he Sabah el ecti ons, too, were touted
as a test of Dr Mahathir's popul arity.

For mat t ed-t hi nki ng cones fromfrequent trips to the same sources. W
fervently hope forei gn correspondents don't additionally use each ot her as
ref erence.

In that case, they will happily agree with each other's so-called
"assessnent", deduced by talking to a few selected politicians. They are
nost of the tinme the Opposition or “social critics', whose credibility has
been battered nowthat they are all in the Opposition.

Havi ng a | opsi ded vi ew does not seemto worry sections of the foreign



nmedia. W will thus see Chandra, Dr Syed Hussin Ali, Kit Siang and Lim
Guan Eng being routinely quoted by the foreign mediain this election.

Cenent ed at the back of the mind of many of the foreign journalists is
t he prejudi ce agai nst Dr Mahathir. This colours their reportage and that
is why they were quick to see the election as a Dr Mahat hir-versus- Anwar
I brahimbattle al though it is about determining the country's future.

And, there has been a distinct slant in their coverage of the Anwar
epi sode which is the biggest indictnment agai nst them Ml aysi ans don't
fuss over trivialities. Yet even a cursory | ook at Press cuttings show
that the foreign nedi a has unashanedly rooted for Anwar. In fact as a
witer in Berita Harian pointed out, the |ikes of Newsweek even suggested
that Dr Mahathir step down in favour of Anwar.

Herein | i es the nost pronounced di fference between the internationa
nmedi a' s coverage of other countries and its devotion to Malaysia's
political affairs. All the antics probably apply to other countries as
wel | . But fewl eaders have been scrutinised the way Dr Mahat hir has been

Thi s expl ai ns why sections of the foreign nedia are bent on believing
there i s wi despread di ssatisfactionw th the Governnment. And regardl ess of
this being an el ection about contest in 193 parlianmentary constituencies
and their State seats, which are al so dictated by | ocal issues, they are
certainthis is about testing Dr Mahathir's popularity.

Forei gn publications are adamant that Umo will force the PMto go if he
fails to deliver the two-thirds majority.

O course there are the fairly objective correspondents who try to
understand the nation's character in order to provide a truer picture.

Those who strive to fathomthe peculiarities will see why there is no

culture of opinion poll in Malaysia, when it is entrenched in the Anerican
system(fromthe time Dr George Gal | up began experinmenting with pollingin
1934).

This flavour is being wittingly, or otherw se, transplanted to younger
denocracies |like Malaysia's. We don't try to measure the popularity of
political personalities.

Littl e wonder sone denocraci es are exasperated at being judged by the
same yardstick as the US system Sahabzada Yaqub Khan, a former Paki st ani
Foreign M nister, nmade this point follow ng events in his country:

"You Americans seemto possess denocracy so naturally, and for us it is
sodifficult. But it took you centuries; give us a fewyears. Be patient
with those to whomdenocracy does not cone easily.”

Mal aysi a has no such difficulties although some have accused the country
of “postponing full-fledged denocracy in favour of prosperity'.

Denocracy in Mal aysia is evol ving. The noi se we have heard canme with
prosperity, and cane mainly fromthe chattering classes (a British
descriptionof its politicians, witers andintellectuals. Inour case it
can be tentatively defined as | earned i ndi vi dual s who are very
opi ni onat ed) .

A handf ul of these individuals have a fascination for terms |ike
enpower ment, participation, transparency and di stributive justice. They
tend to domi nate di scussions through the media, with sone earning the
title of “public intellectuals'.

Sorre of these | awyers, doctors and | ecturers are politicians thensel ves
now, havi ng abandoned their “apolitical' stance that, in sone cases, neant
a distaste for politics. There are interesting tal es about those who
pl unged into politics via Parti Keadil an Nasi onal when doctors and | awers
can't work together at the branch, a rel ati onshi p wounded by personality
cl ashes.

One accuses anot her of a | ack of | eadership. Sounds famliar? Isn't this
politics as usual?



Politics in Mal aysia transcends the niddl e-cl ass urban, Kuala Lunpur
crowd. It is about the expectations and hopes of entire popul ations. A
vast majority works doggedly to inprove their lives sothat their children
can nove a notch hi gher up the econonic | adder. They will deci de who rul es
the country and i ssues that shall dom nate the el ections. Not the foreign
nmedi a- Chandra Muzaffar crowd.

VWhen nore peopl e express their views publicly, we may well find the
i ssues raised veering fromthe Chandra Muzaffar-Jono stereotype. Jono
K.S., it turned out, has never voted as was the case with R Sivarasa,
Keadi | an' s | egal adviser. This revel ation has severely dented the
credibility of senior nenbers of the Cpposition.

Herein Iies an i nherent danger to the el ectoral process and the
country's future. W have the pseudo-intellectuals telling us what is
right for the nation when they are actually Qpposition nmenbers who are
sorely out of step with the rest. Then we have the foreign nmedia who
consult and agree with them

( END)
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