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Bi nary | ogi c and wayang view of the PM
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THERE is a school of political study that chides the binary |ogic of
West ern phil osophy, describing it as characteristic dualisnms, of paired
opposi tes.

Thus, Western thought is criticised as being linited by socia
constructs of black and white, subject from object, male from fermale, |eft
fromright, and North from Sout h.

There is no grey in between.

Wthin the Asia-Pacific region, criticismof Australia's neighbours
inclines towards the other extrenme. Straight-tal king Australians cannot
get their heads around the Javanese wayang - beating around the bush in
shadow pl ay, which gives nore scope for grey.

So we have this argument between absolutism versus relativism universa
i deas of social conduct against clains to cultural-specific practice
condi tioned by history - dynam c practice not cast in stone.

At a point in Australian history characterised by Foreign Mnister
Al exander Downer when he | aunched the Wite Paper on foreign and trade
policy two weeks ago, of a nation occupying a unique intersection of
hi story, geography and culture, the tension between binary logic and the
wayang illustrates a challenge for Australia and her neighbours to find
common ground.

How di fferent sections of the Australian public deal with this tension
is reflected in the way the nedia reported the remarks of Prinme Mnister
Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad on Western doubl e standards, which he nade
at the opening of the 13th Sunmit of the Non-Aligned Myvenent in Kual a
Lunpur .

It was the front-page lead in The Australi an.

"Bali bonb victins just collateral,"” the head-line said. "Mhathir
bl anes West for terror".

The Sydney Morning Herald had it as its second |ead on page nine, with a
phot ograph of Pakistan President Pervez Misharraf and Philippine President
Goria Arroyo standing beside a seated Dr Mahathir and Cuban | eader Fide
Castro, the four in ani mated conversation

"West bent on dom nation, says Mahathir", said the headline, as did the
headline in the single-colum report in Ml bourne's The Age, also on page
ni ne.

The two headlines reflected the enphasis of the reports filed by the
correspondent shared by the two sister papers in the Fairfax stable

However, Dr Mahathir's address at the summit did not rate a nmention in
the third newspaper in the stable, The Australian Financial Review

The Australian radio and television took their cue from The Australi an.

The different approaches the nedia have taken in their reporting of Dr
Mahat hir's remarks is a study in binary | ogic.

The concept of left and right does not resonate anong Ml aysians as a
whol e. Positions Ml aysi ans take on issues are not seen in such light.

The Australian puts everything in neat boxes. Thus, one is left-wing or
ri ght-wi ng, Keynesian interventionist or free-nmarket economic rationalist.

O herwi se you feel obliged to spell out what you are. Just as Prine
M ni ster John Howard describes hinmself as an econom c progressive and a
soci al conservati ve.

So the nmedia see thenselves - or are seen - in such light.

In the Sydney- Mel bourne- Canberra triangle of influence in Australian



national life, The Australian, SMH, The Age and the Financial Review
represent the opinion |eaders.

They are the "quality" broadsheets, even if the Financial Review comnes
in commuter-friendly tabloid size

On the right is The Australian, quality flag bearer of the tabloid
congl onerate News Ltd, owned by Rupert Muirdoch

The SMH stands right of centre, soft as it may be. The Age is
instinctively left even as it feels duty-bound to present every side of a
story. The Financial Review leans to the right by dint of its business
consti tuency.

So it is that the readership (sales, circulation, ratings, advertisenent
dol | ars) determ nes what nakes the headlines as nuch as the editors in the
eveni ng news conference.

On Dr Mahathir's remarks, The Australian would take the populist line

Austral i ans woul d take exception to any description of their 88 nmuns and
dads, sons and daughters lost in Bali - and the 3,300 at the Wrld Trade
Centre - as "collateral” to the reaction of Palestinians and Muslins to
West ern hegenony.

Multicultural Australia would take issue with any suggestion that
Howar d's handli ng of the war against terrorism- however at odds with
public opinion - is being waged along civilisational lines, and that it is
anti-1slam

Few woul d see any connection between Dr Mahathir's remarks, the World
Bank and International Mnetary Fund facts and figures.

US | obbyi st Edward Gresser cane to Ml bourne sharing sone of that
i nformation. Gresser, of the Progressive Policy Institute in Washington,
worried that the Bush policy of signing a nunber of bilateral free-trade
deals with countries around the world risked Anerica isolating Miuslim
nati ons.

He said US tariffs were already high on goods fromthe Mislimworld, and
pl ans under way to renove trade barriers centred on non-Mislim regions.

"I"'mreally worried about the potential to push industry and jobs away
from Muslim nations by failing to open up trade with them" he told The
Age.

"In a lot of these countries, you' ve got a |lot of young people going to
the cities looking for work and they've got nothing to do. That's a
dangerous situation.”

G esser is a director of the Progressive Policy Institute, a think-tank
t hat advises the Denocratic Party on trade issues.

Data on world inports, exports and foreign investnent show the Mislim
worl d | osing ground.

"As a percentage of world inports, the western Mislim world accounted
for seven per cent in 1980. By 2001, it had fallen to 3.2 per cent."

Muslim share of world exports at 13.5 per cent in 1980 had fallen to 4.6
per cent by 2001. The 4.8 per cent of global foreign investnent that went
to the Muslimworld in 1985 had shrunk to 1.5 per cent by 2001.

G esser said he hoped Congress would do a better job of |ooking at the
econom ¢ consequences of bilateral free-trade agreenents.

"A bl ack-and-white world is unconfortable in the face of facts. There is
t he exception.

"Why are the lraqgi civilians who will die in a US-led attack nerely
collateral, while those who died in the New York and Bali attacks
victinms?" one letter to The Age said about Dr Mahathir's remarks

"I have never been a fan of (Dr Mahathir) but | respect the fact that he
has the courage to stand up to the US and its allies and highlight this
hypocrisy."
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