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More people are inclined towards terrorism today than before September 11
because of the worsening Israeli-Palestinian conflict, says Malaysian Prime
Minister Dr Mahathir Mohamad. In an exclusive interview with Asia Inc, Mahathir
also speaks about the darker side of globalisation, Asia's economic future and the
economic challenges posed by China and Japan. And Asia's longest-serving leader
speaks of his passion for horse-riding and his recent visit to Antarctica.

Q:

Malaysia is a confident, prosperous, modern cosmopolitan
country and a star performer in the global economy. Yet you
are ambivalent about globalisation and what it means for
developing countries?

: The present proponents of globalisation are thinking

merely in terms of free flows of capital and nothing else.
That's what George Soros talks about. That as long as
capital can flow freely then we have achieved
globalisation. But globalisation is more than that. Ir’s
also about equitable distribution of wealth, about
overcoming poverty, using the whole power and wealth
of the world. It’s about fair treatment, about not
applying pressure to force people to do things they don't
want to do, or is not good for them. Of course, capital
can come in and take over businesses, and big capiral,
huge capital, can dominate the world. And that

“obviously will lead to some people, the people with the

capital, benefiting — but others will not. But those
countries without capital are not going to benefit even if
the inflow of capital may help their country but in
return they have to give up their independence. That’s
why I have been critical about globalisation in its
present form. But I believe there must be globalisation
simply because the world has become too small,
communication is good and quick, you can fly
anywhere in a day, you can reach any part of the world,
and you can communicate in real time. So that
physically leads to globalisation.

+ There are some aspects of globalisation that you'd accept,

like technology, and others that you reject. But do
developing countries have these choices?

« What we are saying is that if you are weak, then you

have no choice. If you are strong, you can choose. That
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in itself is something that I cannot accept: the
inequitable application of power. People should listen to
poor countries, weak countries; as much as they should
listen to the rich. We can see the kind of disaster the rich
countries have created. The East Asian countries were
all booming economies, miracle economies. The rich
countries have destroyed that. They have destroyed
these economies in order to make a few billions for
themselves, destroyed billions of dollars. In the case of
Malaysia, we lost almost $300 billion and I think the
currency traders could not have made more than five
billion. To destroy $300 billion to make five billion is
criminal. Why do you have to destroy the economies of
people in order to make money for yourself? The voices
of the weak countries must be given a hearing. Because
they are the people who are going to pay the price. If
you have pragmatic ideas, then it is not the ideas
themselves that count but the results of those ideas. If
you look back in history, there was a time when the idea
of socialism, of communism, was thought of as great
because it was going to make everybody equal to each
other. But over 70 years, people were killed, murdered,
and massacred in order to create a communistic,
socialistic system. And in the end they discarded these
things because it didn’t work. That shows that ideas
may sound good at the beginning but may not deliver.

+ You shocked the West by imposing capital controls during

the Asian financial crisis. Today, the decision is
acknowledged to have been the right thing to do, given the
context of the time. Was it a difficult decision?

It was difficult but it was based on an intimate and
detailed knowledge of the mechanism of currency
trading and what actually happens on the ground.
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Without that knowledge, we would not have been able
to devise a method to counter the currency traders’
activities. Even among ourselves, many held orthodox
views and didn’t want to do something so unusual.
They wanted to follow so-called conventional wisdom.
But we convinced ourselves that our approach could
work. We knew all aspects of the mechanism of the
attack on the currencies and we knew how to stop it.
And we stopped it.

If you had to describe Malaysia's approach to globalisation in
one sentence, how would you do it?

« Firstly, listen to everyone, don’t make decisions based
on the very rich and the strong only, listen to the people,
listen to those with experience. Number two, always
accept that there are many ways to skin a cat, many
ways to do things in order to achieve results.

September 1 and its implications: has the world changed
and in what way?

The world has changed in the sense that no-one any
longer feels safe, no matter where they are. Even if you
are in the strongest nation in the world, you are still
subject to attacks. Therefore the world will have to
come to terms with the fact that you cannot retreat
behind your borders any more. The other thing is that
the world now lives in fear. We fear things, we are
afraid to fly, we are afraid to go to strange places, many

people are afraid of Muslims because the newspapers
have said that the Muslims are the terrorists. They
ignore the fact that others are also terrorists, that the
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Israelis are terrorists, so the perception of Muslims now
is very bad because they equate us with terrorism and
we are in many ways suspected and badly treated. So
the ‘world has changed for the Muslims especially.
Today, we are seeing people taking advantage of this
fight against terrorists to achieve their own ends: in the
name of fighting against terrorism, Israel has invaded
Palestine, killed a lot of Palestinians, and their excuse is,
‘We are going to stop terrorism by counter terrorism.’
So the world has changed. We are living in fear now,
and we have no borders behind which we can retreat.

Your speech at the special session of the Islamic Conference
of Foreign Ministers has won admirers in the US because of
your definition of terrorism. Do you think that lasting peace
can be built in the Middle East?

People don’t commit suicide for nothing, they don’t tie
bombs to their body and blow themselves up for
nothing. They don’t fly a plane into a building for
nothing. However misguided they may be, they believe
they are doing something to advance their cause. We
have to study the causes and we have to remove the
causes. And one of the causes, of course, is the bitterness
and anger that is to be found among the Palestinians
especially, but also among most Muslims in this world
over what is happening in Palestine. That is why you
find that the people who are fighting are not coming
from the countries that are poor, neglected or
oppressed, they are coming from the rich countries, rich
Muslim countries, people actually who are enjoying a
good life. We must know why they do this to us. We
must remove the causes and we must not allow
international opinion to be totally ignored.

« But there's a refuctance in the US to talk about causes?

. That is their view. But I insist that unless you remove

the causes, you are going to have terrorism. In fact,
there are more people inclined toward terrorism today
than before September 11. This is because of the Israelis
taking advantage of this fight against terrorism to
terrorise the Palestinians and to defy world opinion,
and to thumb their noses at the world. They don’t care,
they don’t even care for America. If you saw the
newspapers, the Israelis have called a dog George Bush,
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suggesting he doesn’t know anything. That’s the kind
of arrogance that is creating a lot of bitterness among
Muslims.

=4

. Commentators are saying there has been an extraordinary
change in US-Malaysian relations?

x>

+ Yes, I think we can communicate better with the

present government than we did with the last’

government. [ have met President Bush, I have talked
freely with him. Of course, he may not agree with some
of my views, but at least he’s prepared to listen. This is
an improvement certainly.

=

- You have a vision of transforming Malaysia into a fully
developed country by 2020, The financial crisis may have
interrupted the process to some extent but it now looks as
if Malaysia is stifl on track. Do you agree?

=

« Yes, I think so. We have in the first years of the vision
achieved above the target that we had set for ourselves.
We wanted seven percent growth, but we were
achieving 8.5 percent growth, sometimes nine percent
growth so we were ahead. Of course, now there is a
slack and growth is slower but the previous high
growth, of course, created a higher average, despite the
present downturn. We think in future, we will continue
to grow, we'll be able to grow at seven percent average
over the next 18 years or so before we reach 2020. So we
think we are on track and we can succeed.

Q: what is your view of Asia's economic future? What are the
key challenges Asia faces?

A: At one time when people were talking about this
century becoming the Asian century, I debunked them.
I don’t believe in an Asian century. I believe in a world
century. The world is getting closer and it doesn’t pay to
have Asia prosperous and the rest of the world not
prosperous. [ would like to see the whole world
prosperous. We depend on Europe and America for our
own prosperity. These are our markets. Asia has got its
own dynamism and, although it has lost a little bit of its
confidence, it will I think perform much better than
other parts of the world, even America and Europe.
However, Asia must be itself. It must not try to imitate
others. The problem in Asia is that we are so taken with
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what is coming out of the West that we try to adjust in

a way that is damaging to our performance.

What about the Asian way of doing business?

. The Asian way of doing business is not bad. For

example, what is wrong with the government working
together with the private sector, the concept of Japan
Incorporated? After all, when the private sector
prospers, the government gets a chunk of that profit. In
Malaysia, we deliberately said that we are going to be
Malaysia Incorporated at a time when this term, Japan
Incorporated, was regarded as something bad. We
believe that it is the duty of the government to help the
private sector. That’s what we are elected for. And
when the private sector performs, 30 to 35 percent of
their profit belongs to the government. We are working
as a shareholder. So why shouldn’t we? The idea that if
you work with the private sector, therefore they become
your crony and this is wrong — well, all governments

. have cronies even among the people who are critical

about cronyism. You know what happened to Enron, to
Arthur Andersen. If the media wants to, you are going
to dig up a lot of filth in the countries that are critical of
us. My belief is that we should be allowed to do things
in our way. In Malaysia, we are doing reforms, we are
becoming a little bit more transparent perhaps, and we
want to ensure that people’s money 1s well-managed.
But it doesn’t mean that the government should be
excluded from this process. We are an integral part of
the economy and therefore we have a role to play.
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You mentioned Japan Inc. Of course, we are all very anxious
about Japan Inc. because Japan used to be a major engine of
growth, a major source of foreign investment. But Japan has
been languishing now for almost a decade. What is the
problem with Japan?

. Japan felt ashamed of itself because of the way it 'was

doing business, of the good cooperation between the
government and private sector. And it wants to do
business according to the Western way. But their
culture is different and any change must be gentle, not
so very rapid. Because rapid change is destructive. The
Japanese worker used to have life-time employment.
Today, he’s sacked. Japanese are different from other
people. When sacked, other people will go to collect
their dole, but the Japanese don’t. They erect little tents
in the city and they go around on bicycles, collecting tin
cans and things like that. They don’t go back to their
family. They are ashamed. It's a different culture. A
different culture needs a different system. Okay, they
can change and adopt the Western system but the
change must be gradual. It cannot be a sudden
overnight change. You know, when the Treasury
officials were arrested for doing what they have been
doing all these years, the civil servants lost confidence.
They dare not do anything. They are so worried that
action might be taken against them that they cannot be
helpful. I maintain that when you find that new things
you are doing are not producing results, go back to the
beginning and revise things and carry out the changes
slowly.

So instead of Japan trying to reinvent itself in accordance to

a Western model, it should go back to the way it first
started out?

Yes. What Japan did was something miraculous. From
a defeated country, it pulled itself up by its bootstraps
and built a great economy, the second biggest in the
world. Surely what they were doing must have been

right?
Are you optimistic about a Japanese recovery in the next
few years?

If they're prepared to look again. If they’re prepared not
to be so Westernised, [ think they can.

Q:

Q
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There is a lot of concern in Southeast Asia about the
competitive challenge posed by China. China is a major
magnet for foreign direct investment. China is a major
competitor in terms of manufacturing and in almost every
other field. How should Southeast Asia respond to this
challenge? Is China an opportunity or a threat?

. It can be both. For example, China is a threat to us in

the sense that in certain areas they have the competitive
advantage. When it comes to
industries, they have 1.3 billion people, highly-skilled
people. Yes, they will take away that kind of business.
But we will have to think of other businesses, for
example, in the IT area, in fields based on knowledge.
But there are certain things, even if China tries, they
cannot do. For example, they cannot produce palm oil.
Their country is not suitable for it. There are many
things that we can do which they cannot. The other
thing is that, if you notice, when Japan started, it was
really a cheap labour country. At that time, Japan was a
very low-cost country. As Japan grew and prospered,
labour costs went up and Japan had to set up factories in
Malaysia and other countries in order to be competitive.
The same thing will happen to China. But it will take
longer because they have a much bigger population. In
certain areas, China will soon become less and less
competitive. There will be areas where China will not

labour-intensive

be as competitive as countries of Southeast Asia.

. Some commentators are calling for closer economic

integration, for a Common Market for Southeast Asia. Do you
see that as the answer?

. We are countries at very different stages of

development. [t would be unfair to the least developed
country to have to open up and compete with the more
developed nations of Southeast Asia. Therefore, we
should give ourselves some time and protect the
weaker. That's what AFTA (ASEAN Free Trade Area)
is all about. While the more advanced countries would
open up, the less advanced countries would be given
more time. We want to contribute, by investing, by
training, by improving human resources. That way,
they will be able to catch up. At a much later date, we
can think about a common market. But it will take a
long, long time.

>
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Q: your 20 years as Prime Minister, and in your many years
on the public stage, you have stood for strength of will and
pragmatism. What were the formative influences that
contributed to this?

30

I inherited all these things from previous prime
ministers. From the first prime minister, I learned how
to handle race relations. I inherited pragmatism from
the second prime minister. He always talked about
being pragmatic, about doing things that you can do,
not doing things that you wish to do. I learnt from the
previous prime ministers. But the difference is that I
put things across much more strongly than others.
Being pragmatic is what Tun Abdul Razak is all about,
that’s what I learned from him. But I must admit that
whereas they were more diplomatic, I am less
diplomatic. If T feel something is right, and should be
done, I will do it and I will say it. That is really the
difference. We have had the same party governing this
country since independence and the principles are the
same. How do we work between the different races?
All these ideas were put in place by my predecessors, so
[ owe them.

We understand you learned to ride horses in your 50s. . .

In my 60s.
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... and are today an accomplished horseman. We understand

you were in Antarctica to learn about the way the ecoiogical
system there works. What accounts for this passion for
learning new things?

“I am curious, I like to know things. Even as a small
boy, I remember there was a Chinese engineering shop
near my house, and I used to stand at the window and
look for hours at how they did things. It’s of interest to
me. Of course, I learned horse-riding at the age of 60
because I couldn’t afford to do it earlier. I had always
wanted to ride a horse. So when I could afford it, I
began to ride. It’s the only exercise [ get. I have no time
for exercise. I work all day and most of the night. So,
weekends I ride. Riding is not like playing golf: it takes
too much time playing golf. Riding is just one hour, two
hours at the most. Once in a while I go to Argentina
where I can ride, morning, evening, for days.

What did you [earn from Antarctica?

To satisfy my curiosity, I have always advocated that
Antarctica should be ‘a global common’, that it should
belong to the whole world, no-one should claim it
There’s a great deal of research that can be done there
that would be relevant to us. Being trained as a doctor,
I have a scientific inclination. I am curious to find out
things in different places. I found the trip interesting.

Do you relax in any other ways?

Once in a while I will go for a walk, usually inspecting
building sites. I enjoy walking to see all these people
doing their work.

What remaining items are there on your agenda for Malaysia
and also for the worid?

I don’t have any great ambition. I am mortal. Anything
that I can do that is good at any time I will do it. I have
not set myself any goal. To me satisfaction comes from
seeing the things that I set out to do materialising
practically in front of my eyes. I don’t seek to be
remembered even. I don’t care whether people think of
me. I only think about what I have been able to do,
about what I have done. That’s the usefulness of having
authority: to be able'to do things. »




