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ITS 57 years distant now, and the Japanese wartime occupati on of Ml aya
has faded from public nmenmory. A recent Ml ay | anguage novie gives a
portrayal of the period, but it doesn't quite capture the nationa

i magi nati on.

At the time, however, the Cccupation left a collective inprint out of
all proportion to its duration.

In just under four years, between 1941 and the end of the Second Wrld
VWar in 1945, the Japanese Inperial Arny did not just overthrow the British
but over-turned the psychosis of a col oni sed people.

Some Mal aysi ans remenbered the QOccupation as a tinme of hardship and
cruelty, many others of deprivation. But it was al so proved before their
eyes that there was nothing pre-ordai ned about their subjugation as the
"white man's burden".

True, the Japanese were ruthl ess occupiers, too. But they were Asian,
like us. Even as they made their Ml ayan subjects sing the Kimgayo, they
i nduced the germof an aspiration that, one day, we night conpose and sing
our own national anthem W did, 12 years later

| was eight, and for ny generation the ending of the Cccupation was the
begi nning of a nascent Malay nationalism at first benignly ignored as an
occasional irritant by both the colonial establishnment and its |oca
cohorts.

Then it stirred the national conscience rather quickly, surprising (and
alarm ng) the British and their Mal ayan subordi nates.

The i ndependence novenent was strengthened when the British, in their
prime folly and arrogance, despite the | oss of prestige in the eyes of the
| ocal s by the ease and speed with which the Japanese overran them
unilaterally converted Malaya into a direct British col ony.

Worse, they abolished the Ml ays' special position, privileges and
rights due themas the definitive people of the land. The Ml ays rose
under Umo, fearing Angl o- Chi nese domi nation in the making.

Across the Straits of Malacca the Indonesians, encouraged by the
departi ng Japanese, decl ared i ndependence fromthe Dutch on August 17,
1945. This in no small neasure enbol dened the Ml ays.

The excesses of the Chinese conmuni st guerillas after the Japanese
surrender and before the British formally reoccupi ed Mal aya and the
decl aration of the Energency in 1948 aroused intense Malay feelings. The
di e was cast.

The Prime Mnister, Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhamad, who was a teenager
selling goreng pisang in Pekan Rabu, Alor Star, during the Qccupation
joined Umo to fight the nuch-hated Ml ayan Uni on and for eventua
i ndependence. He nmust have covertly, if not openly, admred the Japanese
abilities and kam kaze nationalismas sonmething to emul ate.

In his recent book, Reflections on Asia, Dr Mahathir wites: "Wen Japan
occupi ed Mal aya during Wrld War 11, the soldiers were very disciplined
and patriotic, which | adnire

"I used to sell goods in the market; Japanese sol diers always paid for
all they bought. The cultivation of good values that will contribute
towar ds achi eving one's goals is sonething that nust be | earnt by
everyone."

Dr Mahathir visited Japan in 1961 - his second overseas trip - and saw
first-hand how the qualities that brought the Japanese victory in the



early part of the war worked equally well in defeat and breakneck nationa
reconstruction.

"As a result of what | observed in Japan, in 1981, after | was appointed
Prime Mnister of Malaysia, | introduced the Look East policy," he says.

Look East, however, was not just the construct of one man's visionary
experi ence. Japan was then Mal aysia's |argest tradi ng partner (bar
Si ngapore, which still served as the country's biggest conduit for inports
and exports), largest investor (even larger if we count in Japanese-

i nspired investnent, such as from Tai wan) and bi ggest provider of official
aid.

Bundling all that into a coherent policy or, nore accurately, a guiding
principle with Japan as econom c rol e nodel was not such a big |eap

Critics (and there were many) at the time couldn't turn their heads from
| ooki ng West, and seeing Japan through its prismas an inconpletely
rehabilitated w cked nation

But the policy's boosters could tell that in order for Malaysia to
industrialise rapidly, it had to remake itself from an econony stil
governed - as in nost of the Third Wrld, then and now - by col oniali st
rel ationships and terns of trade. The risk was that the country could turn
into the manufacturing sweatshop of an econoni c juggernaut.

At one point, with a |arge and growi ng Japanese expatriate conmmunity
ensconced in their own enclaves, it did seemas if Ml aysia was bei ng
transformed into a factory base for the sogososha or business
congl oner at e

That didn't happen, for the Governnent, as hard as it stared East was,
above all pragmatic. Dr Mahathir, in a speech in Tokyo |ast week marking
the 20th anniversary of the policy, said that Look East did not nean a
Japan-centric nonopoly in econom c and foreign policy.

It nmeant that Mal aysia had nore to | earn from Japan than any ot her
country and coveted its econom c | eadership (rather than patronage). In
any event, in the early 60s there was only one Japanese restaurant in
Kual a Lunmpur (in Bukit Bintang). Now there are between 30 and 40, genuine
or otherw se.

In ny book Tunku Abdul Rahman and Mal aysia's Foreign Policy 1963-1970, |
noted that "Ml aysia's relations with Japan had al ways been correct and
the Tunku was one of the earliest statesnmen in Sout heast Asia to nake a
political goodw Il gesture towards Japan when it was still politically
isolated as a result of Japanese atrocities during their occupation of
Sout heast Asia."

The gesture concretised into nore extensive economc relations as the
country edged towards geopolitical neutrality and noved away from an
Angl o- Areri can-centred foreign policy in the subsequent decades.

Look East was thus not nerely reflective of an anti-Wstern bias, but an
anticipation of a growing strategic reality forged by Japan's econonic
m ght .

Japan was the nexus of the Asian "renai ssance" of the |late 80s and 90s.
Even Anerica stood to learn fromit, as attested by nunerous books on the
subj ect .

At their height, Japanese firns were buying up blue chip Amrerican
corporations and prine real estate, such as the Rockefeller Centre in New
York. There | ooked to be no stopping them

Even with hindsight it is easy to overl ook how prescient Dr Mahathir
was. It is also easy to overl ook how the policy shaped Ml aysia's success
in the ensuing years.

In the formof Mlaysia Inc, it contributed substantially to economc
grow h t hough not nearly as much as Japan Inc did for Japan in
transform ng the warravaged country into the world' s second | argest



econony.

In spite of Japan and Malaysia Inc's latterday |abelling as "cronyisnt
it is hard to see how any | ess devel oped country coul d have caught up
faster w thout such a close partnership between governnment and industry.

The potential for abuse is always present, as Dr Mahathir hinself
readily admits, but that does not refute the soundness of the policy. In
t he gl obal economic rat race and agai nst the overweeni ng power of the rich
Western countries, poor nations have no real choice but to synergise their
assets, resources and conpetitive advantages for the singular purpose of
econom ¢ devel oprent .

As faded as the Japanese nodel |ooks at present, it is equally hard to
see how Asia can return to its ascendance prior to the 1997 financi al
crisis w thout Japanese | eadership, even with a rapidly grow ng China
itching to fill what is perceptibly becom ng a vacuum

It is a vacuumthat has been willingly abetted by an Anmerican-induced
Japanese reluctance to take its place on the world stage.

The Look East policy, for all its merits, hasn't been easy going.
Japanese firnms were niggardly with technol ogy transfer, until it becanme
nmoot as soon as Mal aysi an entrepreneurs found that technol ogy coul d be
bought, rented or |icensed.

Mal aysi an trainees returning fromJapan have not, for the nost part,
lived up to their potenti al

Even so, Mal aysia has been Japan's nost enthusiastic supporter in Asia.
For now, Japan has no better friend in a region which, despite half a
century, has been grudgi ng about forgiving its past.

Dr Mahathir's affection has been anply reciprocated in Japan. But such
| ove might not last forever if it should fall short of Ml aysian
pragmati sm and be inpoveri shed of results.

It will be difficult foll owi ng soneone as | auded (and naligned) as Dr
Mahat hir. Likewi se, it is sonewhat inplausible to think the Look East
policy, which has served us for what it is worth, will be dim ni shed any
nore than our commitnent to greater political and economc |iberalisation
denocracy and openness.

For sure, Japan will not have a better Ml aysian friend than Dr
Mahat hir, perhaps for another century. However, | do believe that nmuch of
what his successors - Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad Badawi and Datuk Seri
Najib Tun Razak - will do (and pursue) should neet with general approval
i n Tokyo.

Still, Japan should becone |less inflexible to ensure that what Dr
Mahat hir has carefully crafted for two decades renai ns sturdy.
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