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To criticise is human

Larry Lee

NOT too | ong ago, former Prinme M nister Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad tol d of f
Mal aysi ans who | abel | ed al | of the Governnent's infrastructural projects
as "nmega". Cdaimng that these critics were sinply aping Wstern
journalists who attacked Malaysiawith ulterior notives, he said that

wi t hout the Twi n Towers, Penang Bridge, the North-South Expressway, and
others, Malaysia would be little different fromnost Third Wrld

countri es.

Here, | feel that Dr Mahathir was nostly right. Every work norning I
woul d come to the Kual a Lunpur NST office fromPetaling Jaya by t he Light
Rai|l Transit (LRT), and sonetines return honme with the commuter train
(KTM. These rails are a fast and very affordabl e formof transportation,
and no doubt of great benefit to the working class. And anyone who has
been away for some years woul d go ga-ga over the superhighways: he or she
could drive to Penang island and be back in a matter of hours, feeling
none the worse for the experience.

Neverthel ess, it would be surprising if no one had criticisedthe |arge
government projects. The problemhere is not the criticismwhich is nornal
and necessary in a denocracy, but with the human tendency to oppose
anyt hi ng the other side does or proposes to do. Thus we al ways find
sonet hi ng wong with our neighbour - his lifestyle, his dirty front porch
per haps, or his bad parking, or even his noisy, nagging wife. W often
di scover sonmething that is | ess than conmendabl e i n everyone except
oursel ves, and in every organi sati on except the one under our charge. It
just feels good to find sonething to oppose, whether in politics or in our
social life.

That coul d be a reason why we often behave | i ke teenagers who, as many
parents believe, are about the npost contrary creatures in exi stence. Tell
your teenage daughter to date only handsonme millionaires and chances are
she' Il bring an unshaven, unenpl oyabl e guitari st home for supper
Instruct your 15-year old son to focus on his studies and he'd be playing
vi deo ganes all through the weekni ghts. You're nore likely to get themdo
what you want by preachi ng the opposite of what you really intended.

This was all egedly Aristotle's technique with his student, the m ghty
Al exander the Great. The story goes that Al exander had a habit of razing
the cities he conquered, destroying, anong ot her things, anci ent books and
ot her precious artifacts. So, when t he young conqueror was contenpl ati ng
on seizing a city well-known for its institutions of advanced | earning,
his | earned tutor hastily approached himto gi ve sone heartfelt advice.

Al exander, know ng what Aristotle had in mnd, stopped his venerabl e
teacher and said pre-enptively: "Watever you request, | will do the
opposite."

"Burn the city," Aristotle quickly said.

The story's probably apocryphal, but the nessage renai ns aut hentic: nost
humans, and not only the young, dislike doing what they are asked to do
and will frequently do what is | east expected of them This was the
reason why, when Confucius reveal ed to Lao Tzu his plans for a better
society, the latter told him "The plans are fine, but the people wll
refuse to fol |l ow because you're telling themto do so."

As Dost oevsky's Underground Man points out, give a person all his needs
and wants and he woul d still do sonething ungrateful, sonething to prove
that he is in control of hinself and not sinply a piano key. Reason is



not sufficient to guide or direct human action: two and two can make four
only when the Underground Man says so, and not until then

That is why |I've al ways read Mark Twai n's The Cel ebrated Junpi ng Frog of
Cal averas County in aslightly different way fromnost people | know.
For those unaware of the story, JimSmley was a fell ow who woul d bet on
anything - horse races, dog fights, cat fights, and even chicken fights if
they' d been all owed to take place. Once, a | ady was very sick but her
husband i nformed hi mthat, with God' s bl essing, she m ght get well yet.
Smi | ey, without thinking, said he woul d bet agai nst her recovery (by the
way, he was al so the one who finally |ost the frog-junping contest because
his frog was secretly stuffed with quail shots by his rival).

Most readers, therefore, would see Sniley as soneone addicted to
betting. Yet, unlike his opponents, he woul d bet on ANY side. If you
t hi nk you have a better chance betting on Smiley's choice, he would give
you his choi ce and then bet agai nst you

In other words, Sm | ey appears to be soneone who sinply |oved to be on

t he opposite side of anything in creation. Inthis, heis quitelike the
contrary teenager, the Underground Man, and i ndeed, |i ke nbst ot her human
bei ngs.

Is the urge to be contrary a bad thing? Taken to the extrene, it
probably is. Mst of the tine, however, opposite i deas give us new
perspectives and serve as a sort of quality control over our actions. W
are, at the very least, forced to acknow edge that there are at | east two
sides to every question, and thus nore circunmspect over our divine right
to truth.

"Man is the neasure of all things," says Protagoras, which neans that
know edge i s subjective and that, for each of us, things are what we
believe themto be. The Greek sophi st does not deny that there are
objective realities, but that we could knowthemonly as individual
sensations. It is quite natural, then, that each of us should think
oursel ves right and others wong, or at | east not as right as we are.
Knowi ng this, we should be alert and always try to listen to all sides
This is a powerful nessage not only for political parties, but also for
all citizens in their pursuit of true judgenent.

Especially parents.

So the next tine our teenager says we do not understand the "rea
world," perhaps we don't. At least fromtheir point of view
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