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The changing

After 22 years, Mahathir Mohamad says he is going. His successor
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must find a way to preserve his achievements but dispense with his

authoritarianism, says Christopher

AS YOU sit over your chicken rendang,
with perhaps a dish of kway teohlined
up for afterwards, the food court on the
second floor of the Kuda Lumpur City
Centre (kLc o), in the shadow of the soar-
ing Petronas Towers, is a fine place to ob-
sarve everything that works best about
MadaysiaThe names of the various stalls—
Nas Padang. Hanenese Chicken Rice
Panggang Delights, North & East Indian
Cuigneae the gadronomic manifesta
tion of Maaysia's extraordinary multicul-
turdism. Nowhere ese in the world can
you find the dominant ethnic group (here,
the rendang-loving Malays, who make up
aoout 53% of the population) living so ami-
cably with such a big and economicdly
powerful minority (the hway teoh-eating
Chinese, about 26%, not to mention the In-
dians, another 8%). In 1998, when the
Asian criss sent Maaysias nationa in-
come crashing by dmogt 8%, and next
door in Indonesa hundreds of Chinese
were being lynched by jedous Indone-
sians, Malaysia’s Chinese went unscathed.

Then there are the women. Many of
those who swarm aound the KLCC's
shops and esteries wear the tudong, the lo-
cd verson of the chador, tightly framing
the face. But the tudong is often accompa-
nied by figure-hugging jeans or T-shirts of
which the rdigioudy conservative would
surely not approve. Nor is there any a-
tempt to impose the tudong on non-Mus-
lims, be they the local Chinese or foreign-
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ers. Pork and dcohal are fredy available.

Nor can the wcec itsdf fal to impress
the visitor It is notjust the $1,000jackets &
Ermenegildo Zegna, or the 50-inch plasma
flat-screen televison sets @ Sony World,
but the quality of the infragtructure: the
light railway that glides away to the rest of
Kuda Lumpur and connects to a high-
speed train that hurtles you out to the
gleaming new internaiond airport, 6okm
(38 miles) away dong a cabled-up “Multi-
media Super Corridor”; or the bristling for-
est of skyscrapers, crowned by the needle-
thin Petronas Towers, which must rank
among the most magnificent office build-
ings on any continent. It would be easy to
imagine that this is the capitd of a rich
country, not of a developing one with an
income of under $4,000 a heed.

Theifs and buts

Yet look alittle more closdly, even here a
the heart of Malaysia's success sory, and
the picture becomes more clouded. Start
with those dlittering towers. True, one of
them isfully occupied, but that is only be-
cause Petronas, the government’s oil conm-
pany, has “chosen” to move so many of its
saff into it. Petronas reports direct to the
prime minister’s office, and has often ob-
liged the government before. In 1998, one
of its subddiaries bought out a troubled
shipping company that belonged to none
other than the prime minister’s eldest son,
an invesment decison that raissd more »
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¥ than afew eyebrows. The second tower is
half empty, and occupants complain that
the offices, especidly on the higher floors
where the building tepers, are poky and
full of awkward corners.

Or teke the tudong: there are alot more
of them now than there were ten years
ago, or even five. Wearing one is not com-
pulsory, but women who immodestly re-
ved ther har encounter increesing pres-
sure, even abuse. Two of Maaysias 13
dates dready have Idamic governments,
which are trying to impose laws permit-
ting the amputation of thieves hands and
the stoning of adulterers. They have dso
cracked down on the sale of dcohal. At na-
tiond level, the Idamic opposition qua
drupled its representation in parliament at
the most recent election.

And as for that famous multicultural-
i, look again. You will see Chinese and
Malays thronging into the food court, but
only rarely in mixed groups. And you will
probably wait in vain to see a Chinese-Ma:
lay couple they are a rarity, involving
compulsory  religious education for the
non-Mudim partner. The fact is that the
two communities, though reations be-
tween them are civil enough, live ther
lives largely apart, dtending different
schools and universties, spesking differ-
ent languages and working for different
employers. Maaysd's political parties, in
practice, are uniformly race-based. The
government’s vision of a“Mdaysan race’
by 2020 looks wildly premature.

Maaysa, in short, has achieved re-
markable successes, but there is reason to
worry that they are not yet solidly bedded
down, and they certainly owe more than
they should to tough government action.
Criticise the policies that have hobbled the
Chinese to help the Malays catch up, and
you face a charge of sedition. Bring protes-
ters out on the street, and you may be
banged up in prison without charge. A
proper debate on anything contentious is
impossible because the press does pretty
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much what it is told. Until September 11th
2001, the West regarded Dr Mahathir as
something of a paish because of the
heavy-handed methods he employed
againgt his opponents, though the attacks
on America have turned him into a neces-
sary dly in the war againg terrorism.
Consarvaive Idam is a looming threet,
a least in parts of the country, no matter
how carefully government-licensed televi-
son dations ensure that dl femde pre-
senters are tudong-less. The imprisonment
(usudly without charge) of scores of so-
cdled radicds implies ether that there is a
genuine danger of subverson, which is
adarming, or thet the government is misus-
ing its emergency powers, which is darm-
ing in a different way. Rece reations are
mainly good, but there are Smmering re-
sentments. And dthough the economy
has bounced back from the dark days of
1997-98, and some of the wors cronyis ex-
cesses have been deaned up, it seems dear
that the days of double-digit growth—fu-
elled by lavish foreign direct investment,
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most of which has now been diverted to
China-are gone for good. The more astute
of Maaysia's commentators wonder how
the country’s 24m people will ever man-
age to change ther status from developing
to developed country.

Guardian orjailer?

That iswhy the transition on which Malay-
Sais about to embark is so important. In
October, if heisto be taken at hisword, Dr
Mahathir will step down after 22 years as
prime miniger, far longer than any demo-
craicaly edected leader in power any-
where dse in the world. His chosen succes-
sor, Abdullah Badawi, currently the
deputy prime minister, sometimes seems
to be everything that Dr Mahathir is not: a
cautious buresucrat rether than a vison-
ary; a conciliaor, not a fighter; an un-
worldly descendant of clericd scholars
with a degree in Idamic dudies rather
than a technophile and moderniser. Al-
though he is more than a decade younger
than his boss, who is a terrifyingly active
77, Mr Badawi appears older and less vig-
orous. Is he up to the job of guarding Ma-
laysa againg the demons of religious ex-
tremism, racid hatred and a fragile and
volatile globd economy? Will he be able to
dispense with the authoritarianism that,
to many, has made Dr Mahathir look more
like ajaler than a guardian of his people?

" And can he hald the fractious ruling co-

dition together, a job that even Dr Ma-
hathir has sometimes found a struggle?
Mr Badawi’s admirers argue that he is
far tougher than he looks. For the past four
years he has sarved as home miniger, »



» which means that his name has been on
al the orders issued under Malaysas In-
ternd Security Act, the instrument for
rounding up dozens of what the govern-
ment cals dangerous militants and the op-
position cdls, for the most part, legitimate
opponents. It is not an argument calcu-
lated to gpped to western liberds, but it
caries some weight.

More palatably, they also say that Mr
Badawi is well placed to try to win back
support for the ruling party, the United
Malays Nationd Organisation (UMNO),
which has been leeching away to the main
Isamic opposition party, pas. Thanks to
his own rdigious qudifications, Mr Ba-
dawi can spesk with greater authority-in

Arabic if need bethan Dr Mahathir does
in defence of the government's secular
verson of Idam agangt ras’s charges of
godiessness. Mr Badawi’'s modest private
life and generdly dean image may dso go
down well as a change from his predeces-
sor, who is famous for spending hundreds
of millions of dollars on dubious “mega-
projects’. These include Kuda Lumpur's
haf-empty new internationa airport, the
Multimedia Super Corridor between the
arport and the city, and the glittering new
adminigtrative capita he has built in Putra-
jaya, just outsde Kuala Lumpur, complete
with an over-the-top prime minister’s pal-
ace which Mr Badawi would be well ad-
vised not to move into.

The smarter among Mr Badawi’s supp-
porters concede that cleaning up poli-
tics-or at least the perception of politics—
will betheir most pressing task come Octo-
ber. Mr Badawi has put together an
impressive team of bright young people to
plan for the handover, but the timing will
be tight. A generd dection must be held by
the end of 2004, and a poor result would
spell an early end to Mr Badawi’s prime
ministership. umno politics are a snake-
pit, as often happens when one party has
monopolised power for too long, and a
leest two powerful challengers are dready
lining up. Above dl, the eection result will
depend on how well Mr Badawi teckles
the Idamic opposition. =
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