24/ 05/ 1999

The right to do it our way

THE crux of Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad' s address at the
Wirkers' Day solidarity gathering is the attenpt by the rich and m ghty of
the West to use globalisation to enrich thensel ves further and dom nate
the world in the process.

Detractors may dismiss it as an anti-capitalist critique. However, it
belies the fact that Ml aysia has al ways been conmitted to an open econony
and as oft-repeated by Dr Mahathir, there is no stopping the tide of
gl obal i sation and the rakyat must rise to its challenges. But when nodern
capitalists, as Dr Mahathir calls these currency traders, are allowed to
pul verize a country' econony into ashes, it is crucial to re-exam ne the
postul ates of the present econom c set-up.

The recent financial crises in East Asia, where the scal e of
disequilibria of the real econonmy casts doubt on the validity of the neo-
| i beral economic order, showthat we are living in a troubl ed period of
American capitalism Under the current framework, unfettered conpetition
is the key to capitalist success but should it be at the expense of the
| ess privileged countries? It is said that unfettered conpetition would
spur people into action, guiding the allocation of resources as if by an
invisible hand. But it is obvious fromthe ranpage on currencies that they
have overstressed the rationality of the free market's hedonistic notives.

As Dr Mahathir pointed out, the capitalists wanted the stricken
countries to beg themfor help so that they could i npose conditions to
turn the countries into colonies'. They woul d rouse the revolutionary
ardour of sone people, stoke anti-government sentinments and bl ane t he
crisis on crony capitalism Government-business relations in countries
such as Japan, Taiwan and Mal aysi a cane about as a vital means of co-
ordinating the country's devel opnental drive. It started when
i ndustrialisation was under-devel oped. The trust and co-operation of the
private sector are vital for effective policy inplenentation.

The hi gh-grow h period of these countries, including Malaysia, which
earned them good reviews and prai ses fromthe Wrld Bank and rating
agenci es, were also the high point in governnent-private sector co-
operation. The corporate sector's progress in Ml aysia never reached a
poi nt where econom c activities are dom nated by a handful unlike
el sewhere where the top 30 congl onerates accounted for 95 per cent of the
country's GNP. Nor does the partnership invite rent-seeking and snot her
industrial vitality as the case is in several Latin American countries.
Wt hout such partnership, there will be informati on gaps which lead to
policy failures. It is a shame that the catalytic role played by the
Governnent in the fornulation of an industrialised economc infrastructure
to provide jobs and better incones for the people should be m sconstrued
by these outsiders.

But fortunately, the country's enployers, workers and the public at
| arge did not succunmb to the incitement by external forces or their
proxi es. Ml aysia has chosen its own way. It recogni ses that anything
short of an overhaul of the international financial systemwll only
conmpound the problens and bring on anot her round of specul ati on-engendered
crisis. To posit that the swapping of information by the financial elites
is away of mnimsing risks of short-termcapital flows is hardly
illum nating. This is why Mal aysia remai ns adanant that currency trading
must be regul at ed.
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