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ON June 13, the International Herald Tribune published an article by
Thomas Full er on Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad, pronpted by the
forthcom ng anni versary of his 20th year as Prine M nister

The charitable view of the Tribune article is that it is hostage to the
di stant view of Ml aysia. To Ml aysi ans t hensel ves it was above al
i nexplicable. We find it difficult to recognise or reconcile the gospe
according to Fuller with the actual man or the country as we know. It
woul d have been laughable if it had not been so deeply of fensive.

One cannot ignore he nanifests prejudice. Dr Mahathir seens to have
attai ned pariah status. It has becone commonpl ace to highlight and grossly
exaggerate the perceived shortconings of this man and his regi mre. W of
course appreciate that Dr Mahathir is news, the wel cone bad news that
sel | s newspapers.

In 1997, when the financial contagi on ravaged the econom es of Sout heast
Asia, one after the other, the | eaders of the crisis-hit countries
succunmbed. The sol e survivor was Dr Mahat hir Mohaned. One has to ask why?

Li kewi se the Ml aysi an econony, despite its heretic inmage, has energed
fromthe ordeal in better shape than its nore econom cally orthodox
nei ghbours. It registered 8.5 per cent GCDP growh | ast year, back to pre-
crisis levels when under Dr Mahathir's | eadership, it registered m ni mum
ei ght per cent growh for nine successive years. One has to ask why? He
must be doi ng sonet hing right.

Peace and stability are prerequisites for progress. And now el sewhere in
Asean we see the | eadership once nore in deep crisis. This tine it is a
political contagion. The adrenalin of so-called peopl e power has
instigated ranmpage in Manila, riots, rape, pillage and nurder in
I ndonesi a.

Qur nei ghbours provide a salutary warning. Racial and religious
confl agrations are what we need least in this very nulti-racial society of
ours.

In fact the answer to many of Fuller's charges and the context in which
it is necessary to understand Malaysia, is that everything gets back to
preserving our race relations. Fuller hinmself sees these as exenplary a
beacon. And rightly so. In a century torn apart by racial and religious
strife fromNorthern Ireland to Sri Lanka to Bosnia, Dr Mahathir deserves
to go down in history for his successful multi-racial synthesis and his
enl i ghtened, tol erant and secul ar Miuslimregine.

Far from bei ng undenocratic, we prefer the majority verdict of the
ball ot box in free and fair elections, to nob rule. Taking to the streets
(by a minority) we regard as both unconstitutional and inimcal to | aw and
order.

As | aw abiding citizens, we welcone the vigilance with which illegal
denonstrations are contained. In the handling of these, we prefer due
process to brute force, resorting to water cannons rather than guns or
truncheons. Mal aysi ans get wet, not dead. Individual troubl emakers who
flout the law are arrested as a security neasure and dealt with according
to the | aw

Devel oped countries too resort to the strong armof the lawto deal with
protesters, be it in Seattle, Washington or Mel bourne. The European
| eaders we note are set to use their own version of draconian nmeasures to
counter the anticipated threat of violence fromanti-capitalist agitators



at the G Sunmit. Does one detect an el ement of double standards at work
her e?

The all eged Press control has also to be seen in the context of the
overarching concern for social stability. Inflamatory reporting that
pl ays up racial issues puts in jeopardy our hard-won racial accord. In
this situation the national Press, recognising the need to be nore
circumspect, is voluntarily restrained rather than directed and accepts a
responsibility in this mtter as a bounden duty.

No such cautionary or conscientious considerations constrain the foreign
Press. If there was truly Press control, the IHT article would never have
seen the light of day in this country.

We have | earned not to expect any charity fromthe foreign nmedia. A
the nore credit therefore to the IHT for designating Dr Mahathir as the
"Great Builder" albeit qualifying the conplinent. The description is apt,
if taken intoo limted a sense of only the physical infrastructure he has
put in, anong the best and nobst advanced in the whol e region. W should
add, continuing the netaphor, that he is also the country's forenost
econom ¢ architect and a superlative nation-buil der

Charity, we are afraid, in Fuller's article stops there. There is much
else that is frankly scurrilous and calls for a response. W first take
the contradictions. Speaking for instance (and several tines) of a clinmate
of fear yet characterising the reginme as paternalistic which nmeans
fatherly.

Contrary to what Fuller's article inplies, there is a healthy,
voci ferous and active Opposition. The witer should know. He chose to
interviewin atotally one-sided political poll, only | eading opponents of
the Government who were predictably outspoken, openly critical and in no
way cowed. To the contrary they provided a denonstration of the spirited
denocracy, which is Ml aysi a.

W have to take even nore serious issue with the infanbus suggestion
that Dr Mahat hir has destroyed denocracy. As this was intended as a
reprise of his 20 years in power nmay we take you back to when he took
of fice.

Hs very first step was to denocracti se Umo - and therefore the system
of premiership. Up to then his predecessors had singl e-handedly chosen
their successor. Dr Mahathir declined to use this privilege, opening up
the succession to a denocratic party contest. By the sane token he opened
up hinself to challenge, suffered the sane, and legitim sed hinself in the
party el ections.

Denocracy is alive and well in Mal aysia and ahead of npost of the region
still groping with the first tentative noves to adopt it. Singapore and
Mal aysia are the only two countries who hold a full-fledged Westmn nster-
style parlianentary el ection every five years since |Independence, hotly
contested and in no way rigged. Ml aysia's i ndependent El ection Comi ssion
and international observer bodi es make sure of that.

Dr Mahathir submits hinself to the will of the people |ike everyone
el se. So far the denobcratic process has vindi cated hi mand endorsed his
| eadership as the mpjority wi sh of the Ml aysi an peopl e. Abraham Lincoln
woul d approve.

Nor is it correct to say he has "destroyed the system of succession". It
is the tradition in Umo to prepare for a snooth orderly transition when
the tine cones, by having the successors in place at the second and third
| evel s down. The systemis still very much in place. Dr Mahathir has
anoi nted Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahnad Badawi as his heir apparent.

The next jibe was that the Governnent is "losing elections". W find it
i nexcusabl e to nmake such assertions contrary to the facts that are there
for all to see. The present Barisan Governnent has won every single



general election since I ndependence, the last five under Dr Mahathir

And with never less than a two-thirds najority - the kind of result we
i magi ne George Bush or Al Gore woul d have given an armand leg for. It
requires votes fromall communities to gain that |evel of najority in the
House. Mal aysi ans can reach a remarkabl e consensus. In the | ast el ection
i n Novenber 1999, the post-crisis Governnent again retained its
overwhel m ng | ead.

Far from "abandoni ng" Dr Mahathir, he was given a fifth nandate. This
was reaffirmed only recently when Umo, the | eading party in the Barisan
Nasi onal, had its annual general assenbly - the mechanism if needed, to
chal I enge the | eadership and thereby the | eadership of the country. This
did not happen. Dr Mahathir was fully endorsed.

O course Fuller may be confusing "election" with the odd "by-el ection”
O the latter, there have been three since the 1999 polls. The Governnent
| ost one and won two - the same two-thirds ratio. It is true the
Qpposition, while still ina mnority position, did better in the | ast
el ection. If suppressed, as Fuller suggests, it could not have made the
gains it did. W have an active, healthy, vocal opposition, thank you.

It is on the subject of what he calls Dr Mahathir's "darker" side that
Fuller's allegations get wilder and his | anguage nore enotive than
rational

Here we can only apply the test of logic. Far fromour institutions
bei ng "decayed", Dr Mahathir has set up additional ones |like the Human
Ri ghts Conmi ssion. Corruption, says Fuller, is spreading. The Umo
president has just suspended 15 office bearers found guilty of trying to
use noney politics in the party el ections.

Di ssent, says Fuller, is "repressed" and politically the country on the
verge of "paralysis". Yet in the next breath he tal ks of nounting
"demands" fromlawyers, businessmen, politician and Chi nese voters.
Dissent is alive and well in Ml aysia. "Denmands" do not exactly accord
with his assertion that Ml aysi ans | ower their voices when speaki ng on
political issues. In fact a reduction ad absurdumis reached when he
cl ai ms Mal aysi ans shun speaki ng English or Malay to avoid detection.

This is to suggest, that since only 26 per cent of the population is
Chi nese, the other 75 per cent of Ml aysians are unable to resort to
Mandarin - therefore don't speak at all. Politics is the perennial subject
of conversation in this country in all the tongues.

Fuller is right to claimDr Mahathir has been the forenbst exponent of
the Internet in Malaysia. He did it in full cognisance that censorship is
i npossi ble. To further suggest that he sent Ml aysian students to study in
the West without realising the effect of exposure to Western culture, is
to seriously underestimate his intelligence.

But probably the nmost damming insinuation in the article are the
al l egations of a police state. The Prime M nister, does not, as Fuller
bel i eves, control the police. This is the responsibility of the Hone
M ni ster.

The instrument of the ISA, a law introduced by the British, is intended
to be used for security purposes when there is an imediate threat. Dr
Mahathir's record in this respect is inpeccable. Protesters arrested
during the recent spate of denpbnstrations were invariably rel eased within
two to three days when tension was defused. The good doctor knows how to
| ower the tenperature especially when it reaches fever pitch

Dat uk Seri Anwar lIbrahimwas initially arrested, also under the ISAin
the context of the biggest denonstration of all, and held for eight days
(arrested on Sept 20 and produced in court on Sept 29, 1998) before being
charged in court and brought to open trial. The 1987 incident was again a
response to a threat of race riots.



We readily concede that Dr Mahathir's rhetoric is not to everyone's
liking. H's outspoken style, it is true, does not reflect the usual Ml ay
culture of reticence and a non-confrontational approach. It is in fact,
nmore in the tradition of tell-it-like-it-is advocated in the West, and one
woul d have thought, wel coned by the West.

But perhaps some people do not like a taste of their own nedicine. Even
Dr Mahat hir does not match the belligerence of Fuller in this article. Dr
Mahat hir, noreover, normally a courteous shy and halus (refined) Ml ay
gentl eman, resorts to antagonismfor strategic purposes.

A smal |l inconsequential country |ike Ml aysia cannot participate in the
councils of the world s key power players. It can only hope to get a voice
in the global debate to draw attention to the needs and concerns of the
devel oping world. And even then in order to be heard, it has to shout
loudly. If it means appearing personally obnoxious in order to secure that
attention for Ml aysia, Dr Mahathir is prepared to be as outspoken as his
critics inthe Wst. If this causes resentnent in the hone of allegedly
free speech, we once again detect doubl e standards at work.

Finally we need to clarify what really happened when Lee Kuan Yew
recently crossed the Causeway for the first tinme in 10 years. H s purpose
was to support Dr Mahathir, the only Ml aysian Prinme Mnister, he has
decl ared, to whom he can rel ate.

Lee hinsel f has gone on record publicly that he was not criticising the
Mal aysi an | eader. He indeed spoke of the errors of judgnment involved in
the Anwar business, naking a subtle distinction between clunmsy handling of
the affair rather than downright villainy.

In fact the Singapore Senior Mnister, in his concluding remarks on that
occasion, singled out for special praise the great individual |eaders of
the world like Churchill, Roosevelt and de Gaulle. In clear reference he
pl aced Dr Mahathir in the category of outstanding politicians and urged
Mal aysi ans, "Wen a man rai ses up a society, you rust honour hini.

Mal aysi ans are in no doubt that Dr Mahathir has raised up our society.
What we woul d wish for himis due recognition and the opportunity to nmake
an honourable exit at a time of his choosing.
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