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A new col | ection of essays about Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad will |ikely cause
a sensation. U-EN NG wites.
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FEWof Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad's actions or policies have elicited

| ukewar mresponses - his admrers have quite reasonably tended t owards
blind praise, and critics have often | aunched their attacks nmerely out of
habi t .

Refl ections, for these reasons, is a book rareinits critical distance
- aided by its conposition as a collection of (sonetines contradictory)
essays, as well as by its generally conpetent editorship.

"The individual s who have contributed to this book m ght not actually
agree to sit down with each other," said editor Dr Bridget Wl sh when
| aunchi ng the book at the University of Ml aya | ast Sat urday.

"Their work must be read as such - as individual pieces, not as a single
book with a single point of view " The contributors (around 45 of them
wite fromdiverse positions - often critically, but with a good-hunoured
inmpartiality that reflects creditably on their subjects and on thensel ves.

Besi des a form dabl e sel ection of foreign commentators, Reflections
features the opinions of |eading |ocal analysts, for exanple: Marina
Mahat hi r on heal t hcare, Lee Poh Ping on econoni cs and Johan Saravanamnuttu
on foreign policy.

I f a dominant therme to these pieces can be identified, it islikely to
establish the viewthat Dr Mahathir's socio-political achi evenents have
not progressed on par with the econony.

In his essay on art, for exanple, KarimRaslan contends that the
subservi ence of aesthetics to the overwhel mi ng power of nation-building
has bred an artistically stunted culture of social conformty, with
dreadful inplications for the national soul.

"G ven the scal e of Mal aysi a's extraordi nary econom ¢ growth and gl oba
outl ook - the country's 23 mllion people export twice as nuch as India's

one billion - the nation's artistic and intellectual mlieuis
depressingly thin and at tines i nsubstantial.
"Still, the Governnment has by no neans starved the arts of funding ...

As nmuch as the rest of Mal aysia, the Mahat hir years have w tnessed a
substantial i nvestrment by the Governnment intheinfrastructure necessary
for art-making," but, he wites, the results have been insipid and banal
"to be slotted al ongsi de kite-playing and batik-painting."

The book's strength is inits variety; but this is unfortunately al so
its weakness: A nunber of pieces stand unevenly when consi dered agai nst
t he whol e.

Sadly, many of these are locally witten and their conposition, while
entertaining, isindistinguishable fromthe shrill panphlets of the nore
obviously political variety.

Readers wi Il also find thensel ves occasionally at odds with witers
whose proofs, possibly because of a | ack of space, fall short of the
puddi ng. Chal |l engi ng these clains i s beyond the scope of this review, but
two exanpl es should illustrate the point.



In hisintricate essay The Mark of The Man: Mahathir's Mal aysia after Dr
Mahat hir, Cive Kessl er contends that Dr Mahathir's controversial response
to the Reformasi nmovenment was based in on his fear of a "ranpant political
enthusiasmwith its demands for active inclusion and nmass i nvol venent t hat
cultural nodernity threatens.”

Kessler's object is to denonstrate that while the success of Dr
Mahat hir' s econom c policies have benefitted the majority of Ml aysi ans,
his soci al policies have not kept pace and that this unequal growth now
prevents further progress

This culmnated in the political aftermath of the Asian financi al
crisis. The Government was faced wi th an adm ni strative deci si on whet her
or not to allowgreater political space for dissenters. Kessler's
reconmendation is an unqualified "yes".

He does not, however, entertain an equally valid position: That Dr
Mahat hir's response to Reformasi was the result of alegitimte donmestic
political calculation, and that the i mpetus for street denopnstrations |ay
nmore in the skilled mani pul ation of arival than in any popul ar agitation
for greater political space:

The Alternative Front at the tine failed to chall enge the Governnent on
matters of national policy, whichif it had, woul d have constituted a
genui ne soci o-political inprovenent. It relied instead on a constant
repetition of slogans to fuel its support.

Ani|l Netto's inpassioned Bl ack Eye for Hunman Ri ghts justifiably condemns
the Internal Security Act as a hindrance to civil society, but the witer
fails to acknow edge the probl emthat what constitutes civil society in
Mal aysia is still very much a matter of opinion - often heated political
opi ni on. Especially nowin the euphoria of an inm nent econom c recovery,
readers will be undoutedly grateful for a remi nder that issues of
political consciousness remai n unresol ved.

Nett o, however, does not consider if a society "built on justice, human
dignity and basic rights" can exist without an equally compelling sense of
duty and social responsibility - two terns that appear too infrequently in
ot herwi se serious criticisnms of the Governnent.

Refl ections, like its subject, is unlikely to draw | ukewar mresponses.
Sonme readers will find thensel ves wholly in support of the issues dealt
with here, while others will findlittle conmon ground on which to stand.

What is true is that fewcan afford to ignore this book - especially
t hose who seek to know even a nodi cumof the principle issues that have
shaped political discourseinthis country, and are |ikely to shape them
in the years to cone.

* The writer can be contacted at uen@stp.com ny
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