Sixty Minutes
with Mahathir

un Dr. Mahathir Mohamad

might have relinquished the

country’s ultimare sear of
power after 22 long years. Bur he is saill
in huge demand from around the world,
s0 much so thar INSPIRE had ro wait
ten long months to secure just sixty min-
utes of his time, during which he was
alternately solemn, IJUkcr-ﬂ!CEt‘].
provocative and teary-eyed.

During the session mediated by
INSPIRE editor, Dato’ Dir. Nellie Tan-
Wong and Dato’ MNapsiah Omar,
Maharhir was full of wity banter and
insights on diverse subjects, reflecting his
multifaceted personality and magnetism.
Apparently, his quickness isnt confined
to the art of conversation. Even on the
dance floor, the sprightly ex-premier
oozes charm, pulling off a graceful Malay
dance as well as thythmic disco moves at
a royal banquet, recalls Tan-Wong, who
classes his adaprability as the hallmark of
a “true entreprencur, who has to be an
all-rounder, applying the push-and-pull
business strategy and always arrracting
attention with his charisma ™

InsSpire: When you took over as Prime
Minister, you were a medical doctor in the
ke q,rrr??rer .'.rrzu_';um. .ﬁ'.rmzfpr(.:p:? n"h';ug}"!
_;.'.:’.'u II"I{.'I-“II(I fe.l'lf' mare f]’l.l'..;gqi{ul':f:f ]:?: _I'I?H'.r
management approach. Whar drives your
management style?

Tun Dr. Mahathir Mohamed: If you
want to get well, you have to do things
which are unpleasant and unpopular. In
any case, anything you do will be
criticised. I applied some medical meth-
ods, in that I toed to treat the disease
instcad of just the symptoms. Given
enough time, you will see results.

INSpire: How successfiul was your “Bersib,
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Cekap, Amanah”™ campaign?

TDM: It succeeded to a certain extent but
corruprion cannot be eradicared com-
pletely. There are two kinds: above the
table and under the mble. The first stage
is hidden bur if it's allowed to carry om, it
becomes acceprable — “above the able.”

We don't want to get to the stage where,

like in the US, you have wo pay lobbyists
to push your :1g¢:n|ia in Government. The
people have direct access to Government
in Malaysia, and the incidence of corrup-
tion has declined. It's just not publicised
so much because this kind of work has
to be donc quictly to be effective.

Inspire: Your Look East Policy has been
criticised as not being the best, based on

the Japanese experience. How would you

H"S‘,f.lr’.'.l'.n'(.rl o T.I'I-'I.\'.':

TDM: In Japan, employers provide life-
time employment, and workers are cared
for. Bur in Malaysia, workers need to
understand that when they resort to in-
dusimial acton, the industrics are threar-
ened. We wanr to creare jobs so thar

employers will scramble to ger workers.

INSPIre: What success did you achieve in

the input of Glamic values and practices?

TDM: Muslims apply different perspec-
tives and different values but we find these
very compatible with the good values thar
are inherent in other religions and faiths.
When we adopred Islamic values, itwasnt
at the expense of other faiths. It was good



for everybody because it is abour honesty,
and it has made people more conscious
about good practices, good values and how
they should perform.

INSPIre: How do you envisage the moul-
ding :’i.l“d !‘J.IEIIIF..T istic society to creale a
Bangsa Malaysia?

TDM: Ar first we thought (like the US)
that we should assimilate into the ma-

jority indigenous group but thar was not
acceptable. So we looked ar integrating
instead. Each ethnic community retains

their own culture, language and values
system. Bur there are still extremist
groups who do not want to do that. On
the whole, we haven't done too badly.

Inspire: Do you think it is right to cre-
are residenital colleges with a 100 per cent
Malay papulation? Iy it going in the ﬁ;g-{?:
direction to have overseas scholarships ex-
clusively for Malays, compared to the situ-
ation in local universities where all ethnic

communities mix?

TDM: Thar was not Government policy.
That was the work of people with their
own agenda. But in local universities,
the Malays do not want to stay in the
same hostels with the Chinese. There are
other forces at work that perpetuate this
situarion. The same happens abroad.
When Malay students are given allow-
ances to cover their rent, they prefer to
stay with other Malays — some even in-
sist on staying with people from their
own state! These things need o be over-
come, which is one of the reasons for
MNartional Service. We have to oy (o

become more tolerant and united).

Inspire: Are there different management
styles between Astan and Western countries?

TDM: Yes, but the styles are slowly con-
verging. The Chinese used to have mainly
family-run businesses bur there is an in-
crease of public limited companies now,
which is a much better proposition be-
cause they can become hetter frrgani.-;ed
and more transparent. To a cerrain ex-
tent, they have to follow Western man-
agement principles.

The importance of sharcholders seems
to be diminishing; the CEO has grown
more powerful. Ir's come o the point where
the CEQ behaves as if he owns the com-
pany. It’s the CEOs roday who are pushing
for globalisation beciuse they have more
to gain. Even if they fail. they get not a
golden handshake, bura golden parachure!
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INSpire: As the prime minister, you had
to munage the country. How did you man-
age differently from a Western manager?

TDM: Inn the first place, you have to think
less of your self. Don't think abour com-
pensation. [ wanted to see that the things |
scrout to do got done. The satisfaction was

from results; compensation was secondary.
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n handshake, out a golden parachute.

INSpIre: Are you satisfied with the man-

agement of Government-owned companies:
Are you satisfied with their performance?

TDM: By and large, I am not dissatisfied,
bur some have done better than others
— PETROMAS, for example. Some are
always asking for more funds from the
Government. Although the private sec-
tor is much more efficient, you do need
the public sector in some instances.

INSpire: During your premiership, you

took the bold step of pegging the Ringgit
to the US Dollar. Can you share with wus
your reasons and instincts for taking this
step? Whar ronz'inr'z‘d'_}'m.rf

TDM: We are an independent country,
and proud of it. We should not submit
to anyone. The IMF proposal meant chat

2 ||I I
.a.n.-'--':-._r-: P |

L I

we had to accede to the demands of cer-
tain countries, which in effect allowed
Malaysia to be managed by other coun-
tries. We could nor accept that. We stud-
ied the effects of their recommendanons
and decided we could not afford to take
the IMF recommendations. We also stud-
ied owo countries — China and Argen-
rina — which were in similar situations.
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China had pegged its renminbi and
disallowed irs trading. Argentina had
pegged its peso at 1 peso o US$1 and
was suffering. At thar ime, Singapore
was offering higher interest rates and we
had to stem the flow of funds our of the
country. We were becoming poorer, and
we needed to prevent the dumping of
shares. It wasn't casy to make a decision.
Mot all the advisors could agree on the
course of action cither,

INSpire: You have observed the develop-
ment of women’s leadership over the past
22 years of your premiership. You are aware
of the large intake of female students in Ma-
Laysian universities; you have seen Malay-
sian women taking up high and unusual
positions in space research, the United Na-
tions, in invention and other forms of re-
search. How do you envisage the leadership
of Malaysian women in the next ten years?
s it passible that we will have a female Ma-
laysian Chief Justice, a female university
vice-chancellor, mayor, governor, Menteri
Besar, Chief Minister or even Prime Min-
ister? Or is this just wishful thinking?

TDM: It's nor wishful chinking, buricll cake
more than ten years! Its not that women
are not qualified — they arc very qualified:
unformunarely, Malaysian society is still very
male-oriented. Although it is women who
win the clection (for the candidates), the
men sill chink it is their nght to run the
country. | have often criticised Malay men
in particular for being lazy. In Kelantan, it
is the women who work, while the men sit
in coffeeshops, rlking about polirics!

I've said it openly, not because I've
needed women's support but because it
really annoys me, this artinude — among
the Malays in particular — that the men
should reap the harvest although it is the
women who plant the rice. I dont know
what the men arc doing, bur they're cer-
tainly not working, One of the reasons we
won the last elections was becanse we had
the Wanita and Puteri wings. Berween the
owo of them, they won us huge support.

Inspire: The political reality in Malay-
sta is such that it suppresses womens par-
ticipation in the respective parties. What
is your opinion?
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TDM: Women atend branch and divi-
sion mecetings, bur when it comes to
voting, they vote in the men! They tend
not to assert themselves, bur if they want
to, they can. If they turn our in full force,

they can vote themselves in.

Inspire: Why does it appear thar PAS
has been more successfiel in attracting more
prafessionals than UMNO?

TDM: Profcssionals go to PAS because
they cannot find a place in UMNO. The
Ketua Bahagian (Division Head) doesn't
want to be challenged. Those profes-
sionals who choose UMNO gver PAS
see UMMNO as the party thar is going ro
win and give them perks.

INSpire: Do you envisage more political
parties in the future?

member KLIA, and the Twin Towers. For
three days every year, Malaysia becomes
the focus of the world during the F1 race.
If you crunch the numbers, it is profit-
able for Malaysia; a way of getting atren-
tion for the country at the least cost, both
directly and indirectly through spin-offs.

INSpire: Looking back over your premier-
ship, with hindsight, would you have done
anything differently? What are some of your
provdest moments? Regrers? What makes
you smile, and what makes you scowl?

TDM: 1 don’t think I'd do things differ-
ently. What [ feel is that I didn't do nearly
enough. What | wanted to do was change
the culmre of Malaysians. It is the cul-
ture which derermines whether you are

successful or not. If you have the wrong

“... unfortunately Malaysian society is still very male-

oriented ... the men still think it is their right to run the

country. I have often criticised Malay men in particular for

being lazy. In Kelantan, it is the women who work, while the

men sit in coffeeshops, talking about politics!

TDM: Yes, bur they will be one-issue par-
tics. You should go into politics because
you want to make a difference, not be-
causc you want to make a profit.

Inspire: You've brought Malaysia to the
internarional stage with events like the
OIC, APEC, the Commonwealth Games;
you've created projects like the MSC,
KILIA, the Petronas Twin Towers, the
Sepang F1 Circuit et How have these
projects benefited Malaysia besides bring-
ing in the tourist dollar? Were there gains
in political networking, raining, diplo-
macy, advancement in sports etcd

TDM: These were things we could afford.
We didn't borrow money for them. If we
did not know how to manage our money,
we wouldn't have done them. If you want
to do something, do it for posteriry.
Think of the next generation. Purrajaya
is an example. The mentality is (to build)
for the long term. These things help
project the right image of the country.
Most people who come to Malaysia re-

value system, you will fail. I did not suc-
ceed in changing the culture. But [ smile
because some people changed — there
are successful Bumiputras,

When I became Prime Minister, the
Chinese community was wary because
I was known for my pro-Malay stance
— as an ultra-Malay — but when 1
stepped down, they were very support-
ive. In fact, in 1999, they were so sup-
portive that we managed to get 75 per
cent of the seats in Parliament.

Well, one of the moments | appreciated
was when [ was doing my own shopping,
some young Chinese girls came up to me
and said, “Thank you.” I asked them
why? (peignant pause, almost moved to
tears) “For being our friend and for all
you have done.” And that I think is worth
all the 22 years of working with a low
pay (laughter).

If there is anything I feel [ can be proud
of achieving, it is winning the support of
all communities, including the Chinese,
for the Malay ultra! 1



