09/ 10/ 1999
Rewards for those who sacrifice and strive

Tan Sri Li m Kok W ng

NATI ONAL | eaders are known to set the paraneters of their nation, within
whi ch their popul ation and various sectors in society work towards
success. It is a task that calls for visionary | eadership.

The sane can be said of the better-organised industries in the private
sector. Top managenent defines the goals, and corporate staff strive to
achi eve them

In each case, the paraneters and the goals are constantly w dened and

enl arged. The overall process may be cal |l ed devel opnent, or progress.

It is therefore nost appropriate for governnents, and governments in the
devel oping world in particular, to enbark on a series of public canpaigns
to harness the energies of their peoples and direct it for constructive
pur poses.

But how are "constructive purposes" to be defined?

Every country will have its own traditions, priorities and objectives,
and therefore the purposes that it deens constructive. Every sovereign
nation is entitled to what it considers val uable and worth preserving or
pur sui ng.

However, for nobst countries there are certain shared interests and

common areas of concern. In the context of devel opnent in particular, the
desired goal s woul d include a society that is responsible, productive, and
commtted to continual striving for the betternment of self and society.
In short, what is required is a strong comm tnent to excellence. This is
an attitude that covers all fields of activity, and concerns people from
al | backgrounds.

The various differences and divisions in society do not matter, so | ong
as people as a nation are bound to deliver quality performance whatever
they do. Indeed, when such objectives and attitudes are a comon factor in
society, the different groups and comunities can work nore cl osely
together in building a strong and united nati on.

Gearing society to think and act in this achi evenent-oriented nmanner is
no easy task for any governnent. Fromthe experience gained from around
the world, disciplineis clearly a najor factor.

But since different societies have different histories and traditions,
sonme countries find it easier to adopt a disciplined and productive
approach. Social discipline that is both productive and which contributes
to a peaceful and civil society can either be inposed by the government,
or it can result fromthe traditional values and habits of a culture.

The nobst quoted exanple of a disciplined culture is Japan. Sel dom has
there been anot her society, through its own notivation, been quite as
driven, perfornmance-m nded and quality-consci ous. Japanese society as a
whol e seens to be obsessed with the need for constant inprovenent, if the
products of their | abours are any indication.

The result is that today, just a few decades after the Second World War

t hat devastated Japan's infrastructure and national norale, the country is
a world | eader in the production and sale of notor vehicles and el ectronic
goods, including visual equipnent |ike caneras.

It is also a society that is relatively peaceful and little-troubl ed by
crinme. Although increasing pressures are placed on Japanese soci ety today,
perhaps partly through its greater opening to the rest of the world, it
remai ns one of the "nost disciplined" societies.

Recent years have seen Japan's economny in the dol druns. However, this



current |acklustre atnosphere does not negate the fact that the econony is
still the second-largest in the world, for a country that is only a
fraction of the US in popul ation size and usable | and area.

What country comes close to Japan's attitude and achi evenent? Germany is
often nmentioned. Indeed, sone have even said that Japan took its approach
of constant fine-tuning for self-inprovenent from Gernany.

However, even where there is sone truth to that, Germany today seens to
be slipping inits admrable reputation. Wth the reunification of
Germany, |ess conpetitive East Germans nurtured on state subsidies
suddenly joined their Wst German cousins, expecting "the good life"
practically overnight before they were educated into the self-initiative
and risks needed to justify such optimsm

Despite its econom ¢ probl ens, Japan today still represents one of the
better role nodels. Its current problens have cone despite, not because
of its cultural strengths and attri butes.

Over the last two decades, two Asian countries took their cue from

Japan: Mal aysi a and Si ngapore. They adopted a "Look East" policy to

enul ate the work ethics of the Japanese, who are generally seen to be

| oyal , dedicated, hardworking and thrifty.

To sonme extent, such policies and canpai gns do work. They first nmake
citizens aware of the need for greater self-discipline and self-

i mprovenent, and they then show where and how such attitudes have
succeeded. Rewards cone naturally to those who are first prepared to
sacrifice and strive.

Acconpanyi ng such public canpai gns nust be | eadership by exanple, where
national |eaders work tirelessly and selflessly for the greater good of
the nation. Again, Ml aysia and Si ngapore have provided this.

Anmong national | eaders around the world today, Ml aysian Prine M nister
Dat uk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad is perhaps the best-known workaholic. The
results are there for all to see: In less than two decades, Ml aysi a has
devel oped its econony and infrastructure to an extent never before thought
possi bl e.

The regi onal economic crisis has hurt the country's financial standing
and robbed it of much of its strength. Neverthel ess, Ml aysia today has
not only survived but bounced back, displaying growmh figures that are
better than anyone could i magi ne just one year ago. Wth care, Ml aysia's
devel opnent from now on woul d be stronger and nore solidly grounded,
having | earned fromthe problens of the crisis.

Al t hough there are still problens to be resolved, the worst of the

crisis is over for Ml aysia. Confidence, which is the key ingredient, has
returned to the country both within Ml aysia and abroad. Mal aysia's

achi evenent in overcoming the crisis is now cause for other devel opi ng
countries to learn fromits experience.

However, much renains to be done. The nation's | eaders have shown

vi sion, dedication and | eadership by exanple. Miuch of the rest is for the
peopl e thensel ves to take up

It does not matter whether people are self-enployed, blue-collar workers
or the professional middle-class. Wat natters is that people are

dedi cated to excellence, and conmitted to a sense of professionalismin
the work that they do.

When different groups in society feel |ikew se and work accordi ngly,
society as a whole will not only develop in stages but advance rapidly.
The results will be nost obvious, and very inpressive.

To help ensure this, government canpai gns cannot work al one. They nust

be supported by conpl enentary canpai gns in schools, colleges and
universities as well as at the workpl ace.

This is why senior staff in educational institutions, as well as senior



managenent at work, must continually urge their colleagues to strive for
greater output and higher standards. Full, concerted efforts are required,
si nce single-issue canpaigns of limted span cannot be sustained for |ong.
An achi evenent-oriented nentality nust be inculcated in every citizen
fromyoung, so that their striving can be observed fromtheir schoo
performance onwards. Acquiring such a nentality nust lie at the core of
the educational process, and nurturing it nmust be a lifelong task.

In short, every individual citizen, regardl ess of age, occupation or
background, should be educated into a m ndset of constant striving.
Anything less will not do justice to the best efforts of the nation's

| eaders.

This applies as much to the public sector as to the private sector. Any
civil servant or private enployee who fails to nmeet the mark becones a
burden to the rest.

In contrast, when everyone does their best by pulling hard together,
success is both deserved and practically assured. And when both the public
and private sectors conpl enent each other in doing so, the result is a
nmeani ngful "smart partnership" that can only benefit the nation as a

whol e.

When a country succeeds, the rest of the world tends to notice even

wi thout its government publicising the fact. The credit is then usually
shared between government and industry | eaders, for providing the
environnment and the | eadership for achi evenent.

However, when a country succunbs to breakdown or decline, blanme is put

al nost entirely on the governnent. Media reports and commentary often cite
policy problens -or personal failure as a nmeans of explaining the

si tuati on.

The reality is that governments can only do so much to hel p organi se,
encourage and inspire the whole nation to devel op and succeed. As al ways,
much depends on the people in their different capacities acting in the
country's various sectors.

After the denmise of the Cold War in particular, capitalismbecane fully
uni versal i sed and the market a common factor anbng nations. Econom c
performance becane the key defining feature of countries: growth and
devel opnent becane the standard neasures of national success, or failure.
Nonet hel ess, it should al so be renenbered that this condition need not
mean that materialismis the only gui depost to national achi evenent. Wat
is even nore inmportant is the standard of living, or quality of life, that
can be nmade avail abl e for the people.

Gross national product and gross domestic product are not the only
measures of progress. In recent years, international agencies have cone
round to an informal consensus that real devel opment has nore to do with
the quality of life than to a set of academ c nunbers.

In policy terns, what this neans is that the hard work and perseverance
requi red for neani ngful devel opnent are not |ess, but nore. This is

preci sely because since national devel opnent cannot rely entirely on
nunerical data but has to be derived fromactual, lived experience, it is
the visible results that matter

And in ensuring those results, no effort should be spared in pushing al
fronts forward. |ndeed, why should there be half-hearted efforts and
conproni ses when all concerned in society are agreed that sustained
striving is for the betternent of both the individual and society?

It nmust be renenbered that success is cunulative, if not also failure.
Success is said to breed success, since the successful becone better
encouraged to strive harder, and at every stage continue their striving
froma higher |evel

Simlarly, failure creates dejection and gl oomthat can be discouragi ng



and dispiriting. But even here, inculcating the right attitude hel ps.
I nst ead of being overcome with frustration and gi ving up, those who
encounter failure can be nore positive and persistent by redoubling their
efforts.
Waile we may like to think that nothing succeeds |ike success, one
failure al so need not nmean nore failures to come. Instead, it could serve
as a basis for nore deternmined efforts to succeed
Utimtely, the right attitude is one of the nbst inportant ingredients
to decide one's destiny. This is as true for a nation as for an individua
person. And devel oping the right attitude, which enconpasses a sense of
responsi bility and dedication, is one of the key tasks of education.
Quite apart fromrequiring students to do well in tests in the
exam nation hall, education relates to the full est devel opnent of a
person's abilities and potential. Gven this inportance of education in
soci ety, the nore enlightened countries |ike Ml aysia have al ways gi ven
education its rightful position in policynaking and governance.
Where differences in priorities and approaches to education exi st anpbng
countries, these differences tend to be reflected in their devel oprent
performance. They are also reflected in the way a society conducts itself.
Mal aysia today is already a generally peaceful and very stable society.
Where there are risks of isolated acts of offensive behaviour, the
authorities need to exercise their role in maintaining civil order.
The task of all Mal aysi ans shoul d be to conduct thenselves in a
civilised manner at all tines, while working hard for greater achievenents
in society. It is ajoint responsibility for all true patriots.
Al nations will need to find their own way to success. And each nation
is entitled to find the right comnbination of discipline and productivity
to serve its own purposes.

( END)
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