An avowed Asnan econom fs natlon

in 2003 denounced ‘Anglo-Saxon |
‘Europeans’ as proponents of ‘war, sodomy’f.
‘and genocide’, former Malaysian prime -
‘minister Dr Mahathir Mohamad presents a |
softer side to Stefan Herrick
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UN Dr Mahathir Mohamad is choos-
mg his words carefully. In Malaysia,
[ it is considered the height of bad
manners to show dlSCOlJI'teSY to your
host, and today his host is New Zealand.

““ think New: Zealand: uriderstands Asia
much better than Australia,” he says.

+.“I think there is' some way to go before
Australia ‘can identify itself with Asian
countries, but I think New Zealand has
made - better ‘progression in that sense.
When people talk -about  becoming : the
deputy  sheriff ‘and things like: that, that’s
not very-welcome in: our: region.”

There was-a time when Dr Mahath1r =
prime ‘minister of Malaysia from 1981 to
2003-= lumped New Zealand in with Aust-
ralia in-his lively anti-Western rhetoric. He
argued that as European colonial states,
New Zealand and Australia ‘had little in
common with East Asian countries and
should not 'be: mcluded in groupings on:re-
gional affairs.

But today, Dr Mahathir has toned thmgs
‘down. “Australia seems to identify itself
with Europe and America, but New Zealand
has got a completely different world view.”

It’s hardly a rlnglng endorsement of New
Zealand’s- inclusion in-the: East Asia ‘club,
but from an avowed' Asian ‘economic
natibnalist who in 2003 denounced “Anglo-
Saxon Europeans” as proponents of ‘“‘war,
sodomy and genoc1de” it may represent axp
shght softening of position: :

. This week Dr Mahathir was in We]]mg
ton to dehver the 2006 Malay Stidies Saad*’
Lecture ‘at Victoria University:- The New g
Zéaland Malaysran and Muslim ‘cominuni-
ties turned out in their hundreds to hear .
the father of modern Malaysia, a: congemal :
slightly built, youthful-looking - 81- -year-old

..whose emergence in a room either makes a.;
erowd burst into applause or go deathly R

nt.

The event had somethmg of a Jimmy
~Carter-ish- feel, ‘as the former statesman
spoke stridently of peace, arbitratin.and
~reconciliation.-Military aggression, excepl?f
~.In defence, should be criminalised, he said,
and warmongers — a pointed reference to
the United States — should be brought to
justice by the. international community.
- What’s more, democracies should ‘work:
toward ‘the. day ‘when only pac1ﬁsts were

' eIected to office. -

= “The theme of crlmmahsmg war is rad-
vlcally idealistic and it has a Quaker ring to. -

it~ but is.none the worse for that,” says

‘retlred New Zealand ‘diplomat Terence:

‘ G’Bnen who was in the audience. “Voices. .
of moderate and successful Muslim leaders,
x-leaders, need and deserve to be heard
these times.” :
ugh one of the few Muslim leaders
nate enough to be in a position to
_promote a moderate line and openly em-
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braceWestern-style -development; Pr Ma-

hathir’s relationship with the Western
powers: could hardly be described as easy.

" After a small disagreement with Britain
over. university. tuition fees in. the early
1980s,” he launched a “Buy British:Last”
campaign - against - his. old colonial -
‘occupiers.-He’s no fan of Australia; which
he regards-as America’s deputy ‘sheriff in
the - South -Pacific. . He has described
Australians as. “the.white trash. of Asia”

(though - this" conmiment : has also been
attributed to - Smgapore M}mster Mentor :

Lee Kwan Yew).

~But the most astrmgent cr1t1c1sm ‘has -

been directed at’ the-US for: its unilateral
approach to world affairs; support of Israel
and vilification: of Islam. At the Saad lec-
ture; Dr Mahathir compared the actions of
US' President George W Bush in invading -
Iraq to-the genocidal tendencies of Saddain -
Hussein. He said:US arms makers used the
recent conflict between Lebanon and Israel
as a “live test” for cluster bombs.

“T think Bush is not a person that we
should get close to,” he says.

hough best known in the West for
- imprisoning Anwar Tbrahim, Dr Ma-
hathir’s former protégé, deputy and

- -enthusiastic -proponent of IMF economic -
medicine, on.sodomy and corruptlon—

¢harges, Dr Mahathlr looms large in Asia

" as one of the most mﬂuentlal leaders of hlS .

generatlon
‘During - his 22 years in power, Dr

: Mahathlr transformed “a. country of -
steaming ‘oil-palm plantations; tin: ‘mines; .
“rubber smaIlholdIngs and deep ethnie
~divisions into a relatively harmonious and
“genuinely successful hitech Muslim ‘state.
Dr Mahathir was Malaysms version of -

Rob Muldoon, who as ‘prime’ minister: of
New Zealand in‘the 1970s, embarked on a
series’ of Think Big c¢ivil' engineering
projects that were supposed to propel the
Lountry to a prosperous, modern future. Dr
Mahathir’s projects were somewhat larger

the Bakun Dam (for a time the region’s
biggest hydro-electrical project), the Pe-

‘tronas Towers (for a time the world’s tallest
‘buildings), a multimedia super corridor to
eclipse Silicon. Valley;~and: a new:
automotive industry. As with New Zealand, -

a.few turned out to be white elephants

the economically backward Malaymajorlty
This' affirmative azctlon “Malays1a for

Malays” programme was only partlally suc-

cessful. In his resignation address in-2002,

- eyes awash with tears, Dr Mahathii choked

his way through what amounted to an apol-
ogy that his vision was unrealised.
Some would say he’s still working on it.

and for UMNO = therulmgparty tobegi

him to return, he was to be badly - disap-

* ' pointed: Pidus and softly spoken, M Bad:"

awi proved-to be very miich his-own man,

-and demonstrated surprising toughness n

tackllng corruption, ellmmatlng cronyism

and preaching a. doctrine of comparative

: pohncal harmo

‘bour Smgapore Wha‘ 2

- At-the core of his reformist ‘economic .
‘pollcy was the desire to improve the lot of

market islan

but is none the worse for

“that. Voices of moderate
“and successful Muslim
_leaders, or ex-Ieaders,
need and deserve to be

Wheard in these times

: smpm erupted into a full blown feud

“Why would man who led his country to
% such great econoinic helghts and:in -the

- process: established global stature for hiin:

‘'self ‘as a-spokesman for.the developing

Retired New Zealand dipl,omat i
| deeply admire
: k'?tudongs young Somali

- a'dozen nationalities]
‘and ‘formed a tight, éxéited scrum around

—_—— e e

‘world, try to tear: itall down in ret]rement””
‘asked the Asia Times this week.

“"“This is" not: a personal  thing,” Dr

““Mahathir says at his Wellington press con-

- ference. “My dlfference with him is regard-

_ihg certain things that he’s doing with
_which T disagree and I have told him that I

will continue to criticise the government if
I'find the government doing something that
is ‘detrimental to the interests of Malaysia
or the people of Malaysia.”

A day after leaving New Zealand Dr

Mahathir suffered a mild heart attack,

- ‘having complained that the feud with his
‘successor was taking a toll on his health.
Though some ‘Malaysians: are relieved

_that the polarising polities of the Mahathir/
_era are ‘over, ‘and‘reg‘

His recent behav-
reception: at Victoria

“University “wotld- have ‘ reassured Dr

Mahathir tha or a]l h.1s faults he IS Stl]l

After th ; Saad lecture pretty glrls in
& and Asians of “half
ged up the stairs’

‘the smiling former colossus. A school exer-

>crse book was violently ‘dismembered and

‘scraps -of paper thrust forward for Dr
Mahathir. He s1gned each W1th a-flourish.



