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Silent majority: Speaking out when it counts npst

Jocel i ne Tan
THE scene was the Pesta Konvo of the International Islamc University nore
than a week ago and the officiating VIP was Educati on M ni ster Datuk Seri
Naj i b Razak.

One of the first things Najib noticed when he arrived for the event was
that alnmpst all the students were wearing pearly white ribbons.

The M nister grinned sportingly and told a 11U staffer on the aside:
"Yah, yah, | get the nmessage."

But just in case he had not, one of the students pinned the white ribbon
- the Reformasi group's synbol for justice and denocracy - on the breast
of his suit.

Feelings are still high in the canpus over the sacking of Deputy Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Anwar |brahim

Uni versity and col |l ege students have forned the bul k of the weekly
Ref ormasi denpnstrations taking place initially at Jalan Raja Laut and
then Kanmpung Baru which had initially left the authoriti es sonmewhat
nonpl ussed.

First, there was the tenacity of the protests; then, there was the
m sl eadi ng i npression that Mal aysia was turning into another |ndonesi a.

Says a Penang busi nessnman: "It was happening only in a snmall area but
the i npression was sonething el se. | had friends sayi ng, how can you go to
KL?"

But perhaps nore disturbing was the fact that the protesters were
overwhel mingly Malay and their nmain target was the Ml ay | eadership

Al though the party line has held quite well throughout all this, the
fact remmi ns that Umo has not encountered such diverse Ml ay opini on and
reaction since the big split of 1987.

And particularly for Umo Youth, it nmust have been disconcerting to see
all those young Mal ay youths on the other side of the fence.

Political figures insisted the denpbnstrators were not representative of
the majority of Malaysians or what it terned the silent mgjority. This was
a case, they said, of the vocal mnority versus the silent majority.

But it took public indignation over Al Gore's dinner faux pas to | end
credence to this claim The reaction to the American Vice-President's
remar ks has marked a turning point of sorts in the ongoing politica
pol em ¢ over Anwar's sacking and trial.

The silent majority runbled to life.

Rita Sim the managi ng director of a | ocal conpany, was one of those who
put her nanme to an adverti senent protesting Gore's renarks.

"There are nany |like nme, unconfortable with sone of the things happening
but with no direct channel to showit. | had wanted to do sonethi ng even
before this but things then were such that you'd be either for Anwar or Dr
Mahat hir. "

Si m says she wanted to show how she felt "in a nore issue-driven way".

Even then, the feedback to her citizen action was m xed. Many were
supportive but sone still viewed it as a pro-Mhathir nove and reni nded
her that Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad had been equal | y out spoken on the
af fairs of other countries.

"But things are cooling down," says Umo's Datuk IbrahimAli, referring
to the Al Gore controversy on the one hand, and the "Raise the Fl ag"
canpai gn on t he ot her.

| brahi mM's navy- bl ue Mercedes Benz sports one of those flags as well -



not an MBf freebie, but purchased in Jalan Chow Kit. The stall holder in
Chow Kit had a nice sales pitch, he renenbered - fly one for patriotism
and peace - so he bought it.

I brahimis one of the Umo suprene council's nost vocal nenbers and an
unabashed di sciple of the party |ine and the president. But even this
party-liner does not deny that for a while, the Reformasi group had him
and ot her Umo figures on the defensive.

The past week has, however, seen the ruling party regaining the upper
hand and holding forth the olive branch: formand regi ster your own
political party, cone off the streets, take your grievances to the ball ot
box, discuss it at dial ogues.

The obvious aimis to put an end to the protests but the gestures are
also likely to find resonance anong a | arge nunber of ordinary Ml aysi ans,
even those passively synpathetic to the Refornmasi group

The point is, the average Malaysian is still largely unconfortable with
the idea of street protests particularly since the protests noved to
Kanpung Bar u.

This Malay enclave in the heart of Kuala Lunpur still teenms with
synbol i ¢ negativismfor ol der generation Mal aysi ans, especially Ml aysi an
Chi nese.

In that sense, Chinese politicians have got their fingers on the
conservative pulse of their grassroots base by stressing the foll ow ng:
econom ¢ wel | -being, political stability and cultural freedom

Says t he same Penang busi ness figure: "For businessnmen, anything that
hurts business is bad. It prevents business fromcomng inand it's
unfortunate that peopl e outside cannot see the difference between Ml aysi a
and I ndonesi a. "

And al t hough a | arge number of Mal aysi ans may be critical of the
Governnent and the way it has been run, they aren't exactly itching to
jettison the present set-up for something entirely new and unknown.

"This is not like Britain whether there are clearly two alternatives -
Tory or Labour. The Mal aysian electorate is to a large extent loyal to
their parties and that includes the opposition. But it is also
conservative and afraid of change,"” says a former judge.

And, according to the retired judge who witnessed the events of 1969: "I
have not hi ng agai nst peaceful denonstrations but |I've seen and even had to
deal with nobs before and | knowit's so easy for sone troubl e-nmaker to
just shout pukul or bunuh and everything goes boom It's too full of risk
and danger."

But he does not deny that the denonstrators has sonme valid grievances
t hat cannot be sinply brushed asi de.

"What you see on the streets is a reaction to a situation. | also think
there is some over-reaction on the part of the authorities. My proposa
would be ... allow themlegal channels to voice thenselves ... perhaps a

pernmit for ceramah or rallies," he says.

It is not quite sure who, exactly, is behind the Reformasi group but its
nore visible supporters include tertiary students, opposition politica
parties, non-governnental organisations and civil servants.

"What started as a pro- Anwar novenent has snowballed into an anti -
establ i shnment uprising of sorts. Sinply put, various interests have cone
together and given it a life and monmentumof its own.

"There are al so those who join without understanding the real issues ..
it's like a pesta to them The good thing is that it has not assuned
raci al tones," says Universiti Ml aya acadeni ¢ Mohanmed Abu Bakar.

There are those who are in it solely because they support Anwar and are
angry about what has happened to him Reformasi to them neans freeing
Anwar and replacing Dr Mahathir as Prinme M nister



The pro-Reformasi political parties are nmuch nore anbiti ous.

For instance, Pas' Ahmad Subky Abdul Latiff who wites a columm in
Har akah, says: "Reformasi neans we want a change in government, to repl ace
the Bari san Nasional with a new government."

And, he adds, it is not necessary to spell out the nature of the
al ternative government just yet.

"Let's change the colour first. Then you have your pen and | have ny pen
and together we draw the picture,” says Subky who al so seens quite
oblivious to howthe majority of non-Mislins view his party.

The DAP, on the other hand, has been extrenely cautious about being too
closely associated with the protests. It is all too aware of the way the
bul k of the Chinese community feels about the Anwar issue and street
protests.

But, as pointed out by UMs Mhaned, while these diverse groups and
i ndi vidual s may have their own ains and agendas, there is al so compn
ground such as their declared desire for a greater say in the policies of
t he country.

It is this aspect of the group which perhaps strikes a chord in those
wat ching fromthe outside. This segnent of population is also part of the
silent mpjority; they are not particularly partisan and are probably even
quite apolitical, supporting neither Anwar nor Dr Mahathir.

In fact, they are likely to ask cynically: if, by tonorrow, by a tw st
of fate Anwar is back in governnent, do you think Reformasi will go on? O
if it does, do you think he will be heading it?

But that does not nean they do not want Anwar to have a fair trial. They
do - and very much so - just as they would want the sane for thensel ves
shoul d t hey have encounters with the | aw.

And it is perhaps in this context that those who now enjoy the upper
hand coul d take note. Each general election sees a younger electorate and
a wi dening historical gap between them and t he generati on who witnessed
the country's i ndependence

Umo, to this younger generation, is a political machinery unlike the
earlier generation for whom Umo was t he expression of the country's
struggle for freedomfromcolonialism

It explains why their worl dview does not exactly dovetail into that of
their parents' generation or those now ruling the country.

Their perception of events and i ssues, politics and politicians,
governnent and institutions is quite different as evident fromeven a
casual read of the postings on the Internet.

They are educated, exposed to world events, quite aware of their rights,
rat her cynical of politics, nmocking of propaganda and they really dislike
bei ng pat roni sed.

As a body of opinion, this group is still limted in terns of size and
influence. In fact, it took the Anwar issue for this group to get noticed
as a distinct body of opinion.

But, although still limted in size and influence, all the signs are
there that they will one day forma segnent of popul ace to be reckoned
with politically. In that sense, the next generation of political
| eadership will probably have to be quite different in terns of outl ook
and approach.

Mal aysi ans, as busi nesswonman Simputs it, will also have to learn to
approach issues froma | ess personality-driven perspective.

And that nay perhaps also nmean a shift in enphasis frompersonalities to
a strengthening of the institutions of the state.

( END)
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