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O the Mongols and Dr Mahat hir

A Kadir Jasin

THE Prime Mnister, Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad, once told this witer
that he was not a good busi nessman. He went on to recall his Maha dinic
days in Alor Star in the 1960's, when he was always in deficit at the end
of the nonth despite attending to nmany patients.

"On the other hand, nmy partner at the clinic always had a surplus. He
treated about the same nunmber of patients as | did but he was very
particul ar about keeping track of his income and expenditure. | am not
good at details. |I left these things to other people,' he said.

That mght be so with Dr Mahathir the private nmedical practitioner in
Alor Star. But a failure he was not.

If fact, fromhis hunbl e beginnings as a teenage trader at the Pekan
Rabu in Alor Star in the 1940's, he went on to becone a world class
economn ¢ nanager.

| dare say this despite running the risk of being |abelled a toady and a
sycophant, and an appl e-pol i sher or obsequi ous hanger-on by the Iikes of
"1, the Joker, the Great Tea Drinker', fromwhom!| have not heard for
quite sone time.

If indeed Dr Mahathir failed as a businessman, he certainly did not want
others to suffer the same fate. Thus in 1973, he wote a guide book,

Panduan Peni aga Kecil, or The CGuide for Snmall Businessnen (Dewan Bahasa
dan Pustaka), in which he outlined the rudi nents of good busi ness
managenent .

In the preface, he, anobng other things, wote, "~The |ack of
participation by the Mal ays and ot her Bum puteras in business has been a
source of concern in our country.

"This situation has been recogni sed as unhealthy not only to the Ml ays
but the country as a whole. The changes in the attitude of the Government
and the people towards this problem have sparked w despread di scussion
wi thin the Governnment and anong the people.’

O the book, he said: “~The nethods suggested in this small book may not
be fail-safe but they are based on the prevailing facts and reality which
had proven to bring success.'

Dr Mahathir's effort, which came after his controversial and banned The
Mal ay Di |l ena, was wel comed by none ot her than Tengku Razal ei gh Hanrah,
who was then the president of the Associ ated Mal ay Chanbers of Conmerce.

The man who woul d | ater on becone one of Mal aysia's best-known Finance
M nisters and Dr Mahathir's nost em nent political challenger, in his
forward to the book, described it as an inportant contribution to the
ener gi ng Bumi put era busi ness conmunity.

He said: "This is in view of the fact that nmany Bum puteras had
responded to the Governnent's call to play an active role in business
under the New Econom c Policy.

“Thus, it is tinely that a book such as this is published to help snall
busi nessnen, nost of whomare newin the world of business.'

He went on to congratulate Dr Mahathir for putting in nore than two
years of effort to wite a book “which is very useful to all of us'.

The book was updated and reprinted twice - the last was in 1986. Apart
fromthe usual topics on book-keeping, capital-raising and facing up to
conpetition, Dr Mahathir al so wote about trustworthiness and integrity,
advertising and pronotions and, in later editions, franchising.

A leaf from Genghis



Today, Dr Mahathir is unquestionably the nost successful economc
manager the nation has ever known. Against all odds and accepted
conventions, he forced the Ml aysian econony to | eap-frog.

VWhen he took over the Government in 1981, the country had a popul ation
of 14.1 mllion, a Goss Donestic Product (GDP) worth RVR9 billion and a
per capita incone of RW4, 088. Exports accounted for 57.7 per cent of GDP.

Twenty years on in 2001, Ml aysia had a population of 23.8 mllion, a
GDP of RWR14 billion and, despite the recession of the md-eighties and
the 1997 regi onal economc crisis, the per capita inconme rose to RVL3, 333.
Exports as a percentage of GDP rose to a whopping 181 per cent.

Despite his huge success, Dr Mahathir still thinks of hinself as a
failure - in relative terns, of course. Mdst of all, he thinks he has
failed to change the m ndset of the people.

But Dr Mahathir is not alone in entertaining such a feeling. Al
successful | eaders, past and present, feared they had not done enough or
that the future generations would not appreci ate what they had done.

The founder of the Mongol Enpire, Genghis (Chingis) Khan, on his death
bed said: "My descendants will wear gold, they will eat the choicest
meats, they will ride the finest horses, they will hold in their arnms the
nost beautiful wonmen and they will forget to whomthey owe it all.’

In the early 1200's, Genghis, with the power of the sword and brilliant
mlitary and political strategy, united the Mongol tribes into one of the
finest fighting forces in the history of mankind.

By the time of his death in 1227, he had built the largest |land enpire
that stretched fromthe Pacific in the East to the Carpathians and the
Euphrates in the West.

Had it not been for the early death of his son Ogedei and his grandson
Mangku, historians believe the Mongol Enpire would have reached the
Atlantic.

A deed, said the Great Khan, is not glorious until it is done. And
finally he said: "It is clear now that we nust part and | nust go away.
Listen to the words of the boy Kubilai (Kublai Khan), they are w se: he
will one day sit on ny throne and he will bring you prosperity as | have
done.’

O attitudes and val ues

O late, the Prime Mnister has been saying a | ot about the attitudes
and val ues of Ml aysians. He wants themto have healthy attitudes and good
val ues.

Despite his m sgivings and harsh indictnments, today's Ml aysians are
i mbued with many good val ues and qualities. To begin with, they are proud
to be Mal aysi ans.

Even for the nmuch-critici sed Mal ays, the val ue system has changed for
the better. To begin with, not all Ml ays practise negative val ues.

Putting the damagi ng schismof Ml ay politics aside, the Ml ays have
changed for the better. They are nore educated, economically stronger and
generally nore confident. They may not be as successful as the other
Mal aysi an races, but they are not a failure either.

Setting aside the few corporate Ml ays who seemto be the object of
derision of all and sundry, the Malays are far fromrouted in the business
worl d. There are many Mal ay corporate | eaders and ordi nary busi nessmen who
are holding their own.

They continue to inspire a whole new generation of young Ml ay
busi nessnmen, busi ness executives and professionals. Even anong t hose who
failed, sonme did not do so because they were bad busi nessmen.

They fail ed because the systemthat gave birth to them and nurtured them
in the last so nmany decades was underm ned and destabilised by the 1997
regi onal economc crisis.



True that they depended too much on governnent contracts and borrowed
too heavily, but such was the situation not only in Ml aysia but el sewhere
in the region, for much of the boom ng 80's and 90's.

It was not only Malay corporate giants who depended on public-sector
projects and borrowed heavily to carry out their nulti-billion ringgit
contracts, an even |arger nunber of non-Bum putera businessnen did the
sare.

Still, conpeting with the Chinese and other nore established busi nessnen
was never easy. They may have the professional skills and business acunen,
but capital remains the Achilles' heel of the Bum putera business
conmuni ty.

And with the Bum putera businessnen being persistently naligned in the
medi a, the road to recovery is that nuch nore difficult, even for the
genui ne and hardwor ki ng ones.

They are suffering froma crisis of confidence. On the one hand they are
| ess confident of thenselves while on the other, not too nany non- Ml ays
are confident of them

The stark reality is that while nmany Ml ay professionals have the
know edge and managenent skills to venture into business, they are no
match for the non-Mal ays, especially the Chinese, when it cones to capita
and busi ness contacts.

In today's business, capital is everything. Wth capital, know edge and
technol ogy can be bought. A financier can beconme a nmedia tycoon over ni ght
by sheer strength of his cash. Cash, after all, is king.

The Chi nese busi nessnmen are so good at networking that they are able to
navi gate their way through the web of bureaucracy - which incidentally is
controlled by the Malays - with greater deftness and agility than their
Mal ay counterparts. A game of golf or a karaoke night out does wonders.

Fortunately for those in business, the Mongol era is |ong gone and
Mongol val ues are not anynore practised.

Under the Mongol's law, the death penalty was prescribed for merchants
who al | owed thensel ves to go bankrupt for the third tinme. Phew
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