22/ 05/ 2000
They' re what they were

Abdul | ah Ahmad

DURI NG hi s presi dency, Richard N xon opened t he door to China, ended the
United States' painful war in Vietnamand general |y squared-off with
Russi an | eaders.

Australian Prime M nister John Howard must resist the temptation to
behave as if Australia were a big power, it's anything but.

Howar d nmust al so fight the desire to export his Aussi e val ues to Asean
for each of the 10-nenber nations has its own val ues and civilisation;
| onger and well-entrenched conpared to Australia's.

He made nany anti-Asi an remarks when he was in the opposition, regarding
themas | esser Australians than white Australians. As Prine M nister he
has kept his deep-seated feelings close to his chest. Hi s anti-Asian
remar ks now haunt himas he travels in Asia.

It istrue heis received in several places (not in Mlaysia), but not
enbr aced.

Howar d, |ike Western Liberals, spends too much tinme hand-wingi ng over
devel oping countries and far too little tine trying to understand them

Western politicians of all hues even intell ectuals and acadeni ci ans
still have a superior, "Wiite man's burden" nentality towards Asi ans and
Bl acks.

The raci st overtones persist half-a-century after the Wiite inperialists
abandoned their col oni es.

The worl d has changed and i s changi ng but racismis ontherise inthe
United States, Europe and Australia.

As Ni xon was fond of saying - towards the end of his life - it was the
hei ght of arrogance even racismto suggest that the West knows all and can
sol ve everyt hi ng.

Ni xon was consi dered the nost know edgabl e in foreign affairs anong al
nmodern US presidents. What pronpted himto say that, | think, was because
he knew "t he devel oping world is where the real world is and where the
Third World War is being fought."

Howard's Australia is a second-cl ass devel oped nation. And Dr Mahathir's
Mal aysia is first among t he devel opi ng nations. Malaysiais in Asia and
Australia is not.

Mal aysi a respects Australia by staying clear of its internal politics.
On the contrary, Australia seens to enjoy interfering in Mlaysian
internal affairs.

As aresult, the present state of relations is "confortabl e but not
war nt' .

A brief reviewof their relations is perhaps in order. The Ml aysi a-
Australiarelations were | ess than confortabl e during Paul Keating's
prenmiershipinspite his latter "Asianisation Policy".

It reached a hi gher pl ane when John Howard becane Prime M nister in
1996, a wel cone breat her which suffered when Howard and his deputy King
Fi csher, clunmsily intervened in the matter of Datuk Seri Anwar | brahi m
the sacked, tried and jail ed deputy prine mnister

They breached the principle of nointerference inthe affairs of other
soverei gn nations for having the audacity to make the remarks they did.

One thing about Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mohanad t hat
foreign | eaders should knowif they do not by now, is that he is
consi stent at | east about his principle in pragmati sm

His "Buy British Last" policy was not somet hi ng whi ch had been pl anned



or neticul ously thought out and prepared but it di d neverthel ess work
spl endi dl y.

"The Buy British Last Policy" succeeded because it has stemmed froma
long-time discontent with the continuous and deliberate British
insensitivity to Mal aysi an feelings and sel f-worth.

As aresult, "in 1981 it had reached t he point that sonething shoul d be
done to alter the situation", Dr Mahathir told Adhha Abdul | ah, an
international relations student at Canbridge University who intervi ened
himin August, 1993 for his nasters degree thesis on "Ml aysi an-British
relations - the Mahathir Factor"”.

There was no official guidelinetothe policy, if it could be called one
at all. In fact, Adhha asserts: " a better word to describe " Buy
British Last' woul d be that it was a "campai gn" rather than a "policy".

"It was a directive issued straight fromDr Mahathir, probably with
little consultation, least of all with Wsnma Putra (Foreign Mnistry) and
this was refl ected by the fact that there was no official paper or
docurent ati on ever witten on the subject of the "Buy British Last'
policy."

Australia, under Howard, if it continues to neddl e in Mal aysi an affairs,
i s treadi ng on dangerous ground. For one, Australia is nore divided on
race than us and there is no natural justice for Australia's sons of the
soi | .

Howard's "holier-than-thou" attitude and condescendi ng remar ks about
Mal aysi an politics are resented as they come fromthe worst perpetrator of
i njustice.

To add insult to injury, Howard postponed the | ong-agreed-to-officia
visit to Malaysia at the very last nminute, citing alane excuse - the Gl f
Var crisis!

No new dat es were agreed by both sides and | believe the visit wll
never take place.

Dr Mahat hir had said Howard i s not wel come in Mal aysi a. Whet her Dr
Mahat hir™s principle of pragmati smwill over tine change this particular
situation renains to be seen

Mal aysi a and Australia have traditionally had good rel ati ons, especially
i n def ence cooperation and education. Bilateral trade rel ati ons are good
and i ncreasing. Australia was Malaysia's 11th | argest tradi ng partner in
1999, accounting for 2.3 per cent of Ml aysia's gl obal trade.

W export crude petrol eum tel econmunications equi pnment, furniture,
aut omati ¢ data processi ng machi nes, aircraft and associ at ed equi pnent and
parts whil e we buy fromDown Under sugar, nol asses, honey, wheat, dairy
products and al um ni um

For years bilateral trade has been in Australia's favour but since | ast
year Mal aysi a recorded a trade surplus of RML. 135 billion between January
to Septenber 1999.

Australia's investnments are wel cone and on the i ncrease. There are about
37 Mal aysi an conpani es operating in Australia and special incentives have
been granted to pronbte Australian investnments and participationinthe
Mal aysi an econony.

The economc, cultural and mlitary rel ati ons between the two nati ons
can be a win-win proposition, and all efforts nmust be made not to
jeopardise all that by further clunmsy and i nsensitive statenments about a
deposed politician.

I woul d i magi ne, good bilateral relations are nore crucial than pl oddi ng
t he cause of Anwar whi ch has precepitated the present spat and can i ndeed
worsen it, unless Australia works hard to prevent the situation from
escal ati ng.

Dr Mahat hir had advi sed Australia to behave |ike the small nationit is,



instead of trying to teach other Asian nations howto go about their

busi ness. The Prinme M nister has also called on the Australian Government
to stop bullying its regional neighbours as it did to I ndonesi a over East
Ti nor .

A united and prosperous |Indonesia is conducive to a peaceful South-East
Asia. What Howard started in East Tinor via his bullying tactic is not
accept abl e.

What happened i n East Tinor offered other restive provinces the
opportunity to dare think the inpossible.

Indonesiais still at risk of disintegrating as a consequence. Howard's
overposturing of Aussie mlitary mght, and his deference to Washington's
needs and dictates can and will definitely cause a deterioration and a
difficult relationshipwithits Asian nei ghbours, especially Indonesia and
even Mal aysi a.

Australia should start minding its own business if it wants a good
relationship with its neighbours.

If it wants to, it can drift closer to Washi ngton, and even into the
Arerican arms and bosons.

Keating was at | east nore aware of the need to be close to Asia, a
policy which has been reversed by Howard. If the policy trend is not
reversed, Australians can al ways bl ame Howard i f thi ngs get bad, even when
it mght be too late for that.

An Australian source hinted to nme that a thorough review of Australian
defence and foreign policy had been made and woul d be rel eased soon - and
| hope minding Australia's own business is a najor priority.

Australia should quickly - after the rel ease of this new defence and
foreign policy - pursue a closer relationship with Asian countries and
attenmpt new di mensions followi ng | essons learnt in East Tinor and
| ndonesi a.

Howard triggered the di smenber ment of | ndonesia, and he caused a mgj or
fear in Jakarta as well as anong friends of |Indonesia that he (Howard)
wants to see the disintegration of |Indonesia.

Australia wants nmany weak nation-states, preferably dependent on it as
East Tinor will be, as nei ghbours.

Australia, it seenms, wants a new power equation in the Ml ay worl d.
Howar d has shown preference for | arger Anerican hegenony, in anticipation
of getting arole for Australia, as a | oyal and subservi ent sub-guardi an
of American strategic interests in the region.

Howar d can i nprove KL-Canberra rel ations, nmaking it stronger and cl oser
inthe political, econonm c and cultural fields, through useful engagenent
and desi sting frommaki ng statenents which seemcal culatedtoirritate Dr
Mahat hir by defending the latter's forner protege, nowin prison for abuse
of power and who is being tried for sodony.

The good thing - depending on who says it - is that Dr Mahathir's
constant and strident rhetoric agai nst the West is usually not foll owed by
any corresponding action with the exception of the "Buy British Last"
policy.

For the noment Dr Mahathir has the best of both worlds. He is a
nationalist, hailed as the fearl ess and effective spokesman of devel opi ng
nations and he al so mai ntai ns good rel ati ons at an even keel w th maj or
devel oped powers, successfully courting investnents to Mal aysi a.

Adhha has expressed in his Canbridge thesis "a fervent hope" that Dr
Mahat hir's "dual -track foreign policy continues to be in Malaysia's
favour". It has, up to a point.
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