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Refl ections on fresh deal for a bel eaguered Asia

i ewed by Sharon Nel son

"HAD this book been witten before July 1997, the tone woul d have been
very different. Now, witing about the nechanisns behind Asia's road to
prosperity, it is almost as if a ghost were haunting every paragraph and
page, whispering quietly "... until the sunmer of 1997".°'

- fromA New Deal for Asia, By Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad

ITwas a tired and bitter nation that nmet Franklin Del ano Roosevelt when
he becane President of the United States in 1933.

Real i si ng the psychol ogi cal danage that the Great Depression had caused,
he spent hours on the radio every night, talking to and inspiring the
peopl e of Anerica.

It was through these "fireside chats', as they becane known, that he
prom sed his gl oony nation a bright New Deal

Li kewi se, A New Deal for Asia, witten by Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Moharmed, comes at a tinme when Asia's norale is low, largely
because of econom ¢ probl ens.

The book, which is available only in paperback, was | aunched on Tuesday
by Deputy Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahnad Badawi .

It is published by Pelanduk and retails at RWR5.

Those who expect to read Dr Mahathir's views on the recent politica
events in Malaysia will be di sappoi nted.

This is not a book about politics, and no apol ogies are nmade for it.

I nstead, A New Deal zeroes in on the collapse of the East Asian
econom es.

It sets out one view, and no matter what critics may say of Dr
Mahathir's political style, it is a viewworth considering.

By now, it is conmmon know edge that the crash was not foreseen by any of
the financial w se nen.

Therefore, what caused it remains a hot topic for debate.

For the Prine Mnister, the reasons were clear: The tiger and dragon
econom es, once full of crackle and bite, were brought down primarily by
unscrupul ous noney trading.

When the Thai baht fell in July 1997, traders and econom sts advi sed
ot her Asian countries to devalue their own currencies.

The | ower baht, they said, would nmake Thai goods nore conpetitively-
priced on the international market, and this would affect the trade of
ot her East Asian countries.

When the other countries refused to deval ue voluntarily, currency
traders sold off their hol dings because they antici pated huge | osses.

The nonent they did so, Asian currencies depreciated.

But he queries: "Wuld the currenci es have depreciated on their own or
did they only depreciate because the currency traders dunped huge anmounts
of then®?"

Wil e the traders saved thensel ves from| osses, no thought was given to
t he consequences faced by ordi nary Asi ans.

Dr Mahathir's main conplaint therefore, is the lack of rules in currency
tradi ng:

"Apart froma few people nmaki ng huge suns of nobney, it has created no
i ncrease in enploynment, no growth in business, or in the wealth of nations
and people... ldeally, currency trading which is purely specul ative shoul d
be conpl etely banned.

"If that cannot be achi eved, such transactions nust at |east be heavily



taxed and regul ated. "

He also illustrates the hypocrisy of international econom c agencies,
quoti ng M chel Candessus, managi ng director of the International Mnetary
Fund, who said only two weeks before the crash that:

"Mal aysia is a good exanple of a country where the authorities are well
aware of the chall enges of managi ng the pressures that result from high
growt h and of maintaining a sound financial systemam dst substanti al
capital flows and a boom ng property market."

But when it happened, the sane agencies, supported by foreign business
publications, did an about-turn and bl aned Asian nations and their
| eaders.

Dr Mahat hir, however, is adamant that it was caused by a swiftly-
changi ng gl obal market where huge vol unes of currency could be noved in no
time at all, rendering nations |ike ours especially vul nerable.

The soundness of this theory is for the reader to judge.

The reasoning is all there, set out in clear, sinple |anguage, and
peppered with lively anecdot es.

One interesting feature of A New Deal is that the Prinme M nister seens
to have had a younger readership in mnd

There is no assunption of historical know edge here and Dr Mahat hir goes
to great |lengths to explain how his experience of the Japanese Cccupati on,
(ironically), led to the fambus Look East Policy of 1981.

I n anot her section, he traces the rational e behind the New Econom ¢
Policy (NEP) and the subsequent National Devel opment Policy, offering many
exanpl es of the dismal state of the Malays in the early Seventi es.

"OF the total registered professionals in 1970, only some 4.9 per cent
wer e Mal ays. "

He al so points out that the share of economic wealth held by Ml ays at
that time was only 2.4 per cent of the total.

His active interest in politics began during British rule.

The British, he said, called Malay sultans "rulers" and British
appoi nt ees "advi sers”.

But the reality was sonething quite different.

When the Japanese left, the British returned and demanded bl at ant
control of Ml aya

Resentnment flared within the young Mahathir and an activist was born

In A New Deal, he describes his anti-establishnent activities with nore
than a touch of pride and relish.

It was probably around this tinme that he acquired his great distaste for
foreign rule, be it physical or economc.

Thi s, perhaps, explains his views on foreign aid now.

" donors usual ly expect the recipients to be obedient. Recipients of
aid are basically not allowed to speak out, not allowed to criticise.

"If your entire econony, including your food econony, is supported by
foreign aid, it naturally becones very difficult for a country to disagree
with its supposed benefactors.”

For the average Mal aysi an who receives only fragnments of Dr Mahathir's
vi sion and phil osophy through scattered news reports, A New Deal offers
continuity. Here is a crisp, conprehensive | ook at the man and his
noti vati ons.

The tone of the book, while nostly informal, holds traces of bitterness,
the reasons for which the reader is never privy to.

As in any work which attenpts to explain thorny issues in a short space,
there are mi ssing pieces.

When expl aining the reason for the NEP, Dr Mahathir also said that it
was nmeant to elininate the identification of race with econonic function.

Critics could easily find fault with this by pointing to the average



rubber estate, where tappers, mainly Indian, have been perforning the sane
job for three or four generations.

There is al so a section where he argues for an "Asian way of denocracy"”,
whi ch focuses on the rights of the comunity, rather than the individual

Li ke the average Ml aysi an, he appreciates the fact that we are an
et hni cal |l y diverse but peaceful society.

But he remains unconvi nced that we are able to nanage these
sensitivities on our own, a conviction that is pegged to May 13, 1969.

Here again, there is opportunity for critics to point to the entire
generati on of Ml aysi ans who have no recol |l ecti on what soever of the
incident, |et alone the sentinents.

These issues aside, A New Deal is a useful rem nder of the vision that
Asi a once had.

And despite the current turbulence, it is a vision well worth restoring
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