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TH S has been a year of websites and political banners spewi ng vitriol,
with the |ikes of Al Gore descendi ng upon the | ocal scene and Mal aysi an
personalities being frequently featured on the covers of internationa
magazi nes.

Future historians will undoubtedly nake the connections between the
personalities, issues and events that have taken place and tell us why
they hol d significance for Ml aysians.

Most certainly, what has happened will have enornpus bearing on how we
will carry ourselves into the next m |l ennium

This has, after all, been a tough year for Ml aysia and nmany found that
events in the past 12 nonths had been unsettling. But the trying tines
have al so awakened sonet hing in us.

For one, the silent majority - usually politically docile - stood up and
told the world to | eave Mal aysi a al one, the tumul tuous events having
hel ped to heighten their political awareness and maturity.

Also late this year, political succession - for the nbst part snoothly
execut ed since I ndependence - was thrown into disarray with the Sept 2
sacki ng of Datuk Seri Anwar |brahimfromthe Cabinet.

And, in connection with his renoval fromoffice, 1998 will be renenbered
for a short but tense spate of street denobnstrations. A political
conspiracy, clainmed Anwar as he whi pped up a frenzy of enotions nationw de
and pushed for the resignation of Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir
Mboharad.

Anwar's arrest under the Internal Security Act hours after a rally at
the National Mbsque on Sept 20 was a world nedia event. \When street
denonstrations took place after the arrest, sonme of our novenents were
curtailed, businesses were disrupted, tourists cancelled their trips and a
pall of gl oom descended upon us.

In the meantine, new bodies |ike Gerak (conprising PAS, DAP, Parti
Rakyat Mal aysia and NGOs) and Gagasan or Coalition for People's Denocracy
were forned, adding yet nore colour to our political |andscape.

Exi sting bodi es such as Suaram Hakam and ot her interest groups have
al so made their contributions to the political arena. More recently, we
saw the formation of Adil, a reformnovenent |led by Anwar's wife, Datin
Seri Dr Wan Azi zah Wan Ismail.

Clainmng to be non-partisan and above politics, its formation met with
varied responses, top of which was - why not participate fully in the
political process and try to nake sonething out of it? Only tinme (and
resources) will tell whether it will nove in that direction

The novenent appears to be closely linked to the crowmds who have
gathered in certain areas of Kuala Lunpur, chanting reformasi week after
week follow ng Anwar's arrest.

These denmonstrators - who turned violent on a couple of weekends - have
insisted on Dr Mahathir's resignation, the dismantling of the | SA as well
as the reinstatenent of Anwar.

Quite naturally, such defiance drew the attention of the world nmedia
whi ch has been foll owing events in Mal aysia ever since. O course, the
portrayal of these events have not al ways been done with accuracy or
bal ance - until recently a hallmark of established nedia establishnments.

From New York to Sydney, there were newspaper reports and tel evision
coverage of "escalating political turnoil"” in Ml aysia.



Few dared to come because the reports indicated that there were "street
protests everywhere", that "rioting and | ooting" were taking place in the
capital

When there were no denonstrations to report, there was news of an
"uneasy calnf'. Incidentally, it was am dst such "uneasy cal nf and
"nmounti ng upheaval " that the country played host to the annual sunmmit of
Apec | eaders.

In sonme instances, inmages of rioting in Indonesia would be nelded with
events taking place in Malaysia, painting a picture of political havoc in
this country.

To be sure, the biased and i naccurate reporting of events by sone
foreign reporters have done consi derabl e damage to busi ness and tourism

At hore, political comrentary was given a new | ease of life with pundits
trying to neutralise each other's argunents. Mich of this was waged over
programres |ike ntv7's Dateline Ml aysi a.

At the warungs, conversations woul d becone volatile with the nention of
certain nanes or questions |ike "who do you support?"

Per haps, the npbst unfortunate consequence of recent political events has
been the insistence on the part of nmany that if you speak agai nst Anwar,
you had to be pro-Governnment. But if you criticised the Governnent, you
automatically becanme a Anwar supporter

At this point, American Vice-President Al CGore, deputising for his boss
Bill dinton (who hinself has a political battle on his hands over the
Moni ca Lew nsky affair which could lead to his renoval fromoffice) cane
to an Apec di nner and decl ared his support for the so-called "brave
peopl e"” within the reformasi novenent.

Mal aysi ans reacted with anger. As if awakened froma | ong period of
sl unber, these people suddenly felt enbol dened to speak out, to chastise
the American governnent for the hypocrisy and double standards it
practises in its dealings with other nations.

Unwi ttingly, CGore brought Ml aysi ans together. And |l ent credence to a
growi ng belief that "outsiders" have their own damagi ng agenda for the
country.

Still, as we | eave the old year and nove into the next, we carry with us
a long list of difficult questions.

WIIl the recent political problens unravel all that we have
pai nstakingly built for this country?

Wio will be the next Deputy Prime Mnister and will the new year see
drastic policy changes which will affect us?

Must personalities always take precedence over issues in politics? WII
we enjoy nore latitude to express our thoughts and gri evances? Have we
|l earnt fromthe economc and political crisis?

By year-end, with the display of political fireworks seem ngly doused in
the spirit of Rammdan, events nonethel ess continue to unfold in the Anwar
I brahimtrial and el sewhere.

The last 12 nonths have certainly been tough.

But having conme thus far, we can only nobve on.

There will be no turning back.
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