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IT 1S accepted wi sdomthat those who do not |earn fromm stakes of the
past will repeat it in the present and live to regret it in the future.
Now t hat the pain of recession and econom ¢ downturn has cone to pass,
this is a good tine to take a | ook at what really happened. A nunber of
books have been published at the height of the crisis, each with its own
interpretation of events. One book, Hi dden Agenda - In The Eyes O The
Tiger, provides what it clains to be an Asian perspective of what really
happened to the Tiger econonmies since that fateful day in July 1997. The
aut hors nmake no apol ogies for their “pro-Asia' slant which they believe
will stinmulate m nds and correct gross distortions of events reported in
the nedia with its Western bias. The question they ask before the reader
turns the pages is; "Could the Wst be using the econony instead of
gunboat diplomacy to dictate unfair and unequal treaties?

I ndeed, the first chapter blares out the headline; “Is There A Hi dden
Agenda?' Revealingly, it was Singapore's Lee Kuan Yew, when asked by Tinme
magazi ne in March 1998 whet her the United States engi neered the currency
crisis to get closed markets to open up, who said; "This is the nood of
the nonent, a sense of anguish at the sudden | oss of prosperity and
status, but if you don't want foreign investnment, if you don't want
foreign expertise, then you are going to take |onger to recover.' Qm nous
i ndeed. Malaysia's Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad hi nsel f
has often expressed uneasi ness anpong sone Wstern countries over the rapid
growth of East Asia for nany years.

The perception anong the victins is that there have been unseen hands
seeking to cause a financial neltdown in East Asia. The book argues that
this is hard to ignore, considering the fact that there were currency
raids and that they came one after the other, each striking |ike
blitzkrieg, giving no time for recovery and worse still, sending share
mar ket s crashi ng.

The book traces a speech nmade by Dr Mahat hir back in January 1984 when
addressi ng a busi ness |luncheon in New York. The Prine M nister had
expressed fear then that the West, caught offguard by the rise of Japan,
woul d not want to be overtaken again. Dr Mahathir said; " Having seen
Japan's econom c nmiracle, fear was expressed that the devel opi ng countries
woul d becone little Japans, flooding the world's markets with conpetitive
products and displacing the traditional suppliers of manufactured goods.
As the first nove towards discrimnation, the successful industrialising
countries were named New y I ndustrialising Countries or NICs and
classified as dangerous threats.'

Whi |l e nbst countries revelled blissfully at being awarded NI C status, Dr
Mahat hi r thought otherw se. The sanme treatnment was not accorded Western
countries when they were devel opi ng. Perhaps, because there was no
conspi racy then.

The aut hors | ook back at history to the days when the Western powers
used gunboat di pl omacy to expand their sphere of influence. This al so

i ncl udes the use of devious devices and unfair nmeans to weaken the very
fabric of society (how opi umwas pushed to the Chi nese which eventually
led to their signing away Hong Kong to the British). The 1854 "Treaty of



Kanagawa' forced upon Japan by Commobdore Matthew Perry effectively ended
Japan's two centuries of isolation. This led to Japanese researcher Ehito
Kinmura to liken the econonic problens and the resultant hunbling of
Sout heast Asian economies in the past two years as nodern versions of the
19th century unequal treaties. If the fuel was opiumway back then, the
opiate in the |l ast decade of the 20th century was noney in the form of
foreign direct or indirect investnents.
In conbatting the debilitating spiral, Dr Mahathir offered Asian
stoicism diligence, famly loyalty, conmunity orientation, respect for
authority, |law and order and orthodoxy as val ues which pull ed Asi ans
t hrough the years of foreign oppression. Now that the recovery is becom ng
nmore apparent, these very sane values need to be reinforced if the pain
and angui sh of the past two years is not to be repeated.
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