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Week of m nd-boggling swing in inmages, enotions

Jocel i ne Tan

WHEN the brief denpnstration after Friday prayers at the National Msque
di spersed wi thout any untoward incident, it was not just the city's
popul ati on who heaved a sigh of relief, but the security personnel
stationed at the scene as well.

The nenory of the nob scenes that had erupted at the Datuk Seri Anwar
| brahi m denonstration at this very site |last Sunday was still fresh on
nmost peopl e’ s m nds.

And it was unlikely that the public or the police wi shed a repeat of
out-of -control denpnstrators tearing through the streets with the FRUin
hot pursuit.

Life in the capital the |ast one week has been a mi nd-boggling sw ng of
events and i mages.

For instance, |ate Sunday afternoon, as Anwar addressed a big crowd from
the bal cony of the National Mosque, Queen Elizabeth Il, serenely
unruffl ed, was attending a special Evensong service at St Mary's Church
just a stone's throw away.

And a great nany Ml aysi ans were wat chi ng Sapok Bi ki punch his way to
Mal aysia's first boxing gold nedal while a segnent of the protesters
mar ched of f towards Umo's Putra World Trade Centre where they smashed up
exhi bits before heading towards Sri Perdana supposedly with arson in m nd.

A couple and their three children happily making their way back from an
af t ernoon of watching the gymmasts at Putra Stadi umwere rudely shaken out
of their reverie when, al ong Jal an Mahaneru, protesters banged on their
car roof and denmanded that they sound their car horn in support and join
themin shouting "Reformsi!"

O her contrasting i mages: Anwar asking Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad to
step down versus rapturous appl ause and cheers at every Sukom venue where
the Prime Mnister showed up; Anwar |abelling his former "guru" a
"dictator” versus Dr Mahathir dism ssing his one-tine "protege" as a
"sexual deviant".

Mal aysi ans, as the rather ironic Chinese saying goes, are living in
interesting tines.

Shock over the earlier sacking of the former Deputy Prine Mnister and
Fi nance M ni ster seens to have been overlaid by confusion and even deeper
shock over the nature of the allegations that have energed agai nst him

"Sunday's newspapers ... sodony. | never thought | would come across
anything like that in nmy lifetinme," says a Universiti Ml aya |l ecturer.

Over the weeks, the issue has reached an enotional |evel al npst
parallel, it is said, to the acrinonious kafir-nengafir period when Pas
accused Umo nmenbers of being infidels - only this tine around, Pas is
reported to be deeply synpathetic to Anwar.

Says the sane lecturer: "I try to avoid di scussion because | have no
heart to listen. It's a big, big tragedy ... atragedy if it's true and a
tragedy if it's fitnah."

But it is not quite possible to avoid discussion as a retired | ecturer
witing a book on Johor Umo has | earnt.

The ex-1 ecturer who has been interview ng veteran Umo figures for his
book says: "First, | interviewthem Then without fail, every single one
of them interview ne about the issue."

Increasingly, this soft-spoken intellectual finds hinself telling this
to those he neets: "I'mjust sad and confused. | don't quite know what to



bel i eve."

And, as many peopl e woul d have | earnt too by now, neither is it possible
to carry on a discussion wi thout one party asking the other to nake a
stand by asking: "Do you believe ...?"

This, in spite of the fact a nunber of people, including | awers and
activists, have urged that the issue be considered in terns of the rule of
| aw and principles of natural justice.

The trouble is that the personalities involved are sinply too big and
over-powering for their supporters to keep a | evel head and, perhaps, nore
i mportant, the stakes involved are greater than inmagi ned.

There is, on the one hand, Dr Mahat hir and an overwhel m ng nunber of top
Umo | eaders who were responsi ble for acting agai nst Anwar and who now
hol d t he upper hand of power and resources with which to put across their
side of the noral argunent.

This is the core group which has now fanned itself out all over the
country to explain to the Umo grassroots why the Umo | eadership had to
act so dramatically, even harshly, against its own flesh and bl ood.

On the other side is Anwar.

He has been rendered an outsider in a natter of weeks, but his advantage
is that he still has supporters who are willing to do al nost anything to
def end hi s name and honour

To put it sinply, people, especially the Mal ays who make up roughly 50
per cent of the country's population, find that they are being asked to
t ake si des.

It is an i nmensely disturbing experience and it has, quite frankly,
pol ari sed theminto enotional canps.

O as academ c Khoo Boo Teik wwote in the |atest issue of Aliran
Monthly: "The blindly anti-Anwar people will accept and use them (the
al l egations) without further ado. The solidly pro-Anwar people will reject
t hem out of hand."

But, as he notes, many peopl e belong to neither canp.

And this is the group which is probably grappling hardest for answers.

Just how pol em c the issue has becone is best reflected in the way the
various canps interpret and react to every single incident.

For instance, Anwar's public rallies prior to his arrest are viewed by
supreme council nmenber Datuk Syed Ham d Syed Al bar as "selfish and
unt hi nki ng of what happens to the country”; but those synpathetic to Anwar
insist their man had no other channel to make hinself heard to the people.

O take the destruction of party property by pro-Anwar denonstrators of
whi ch Perak Wanita Umo chief Ainon Khairiyah Mohd Abas says: "Breaking
into PWC and destroying things ... that's not the way we do things in
Umo, no matter how different our opinions. W have good and fond nenories
of our past |eaders and kanpung people don't |ike that sort of behaviour."

The pro- Anwar group, however, clains the violence was incited by
"out siders", for why woul d they want to underm ne their own canpaign wth
hool i gani sn®?

Ainon's belief that "Anwar will be given a fair trial so it is not
necessary to take his case to the streets" is in sharp contrast to the
other side's viewthat Anwar has al ready been "tried and convicted".

And while nmany within Umo find Dr Mahathir's recent tel evised
expl anation for his sacking of his deputy convincing and enli ghteni ng,

t hose synpathetic to Anwar continue to see "conspiracy" witten over
everything that is said.

Even the pair of court convictions directly inplicating Anwar have
failed to convince them

They ask nockingly: "Wiere is the evidence. A confession is not
evi dence. "



There is a lot of anger, too - with what they perceive to be Anwar's
trial by the media, over the daily attacks agai nst Anwar, and anong his
staunch supporters, the belief that he is the hapless victimof a
political conspiracy.

Umo | eaders admit frankly that the initial reaction of their grassroots
base has been outright shock and di sbelief.

"But the attitude is changing as the picture gets clearer,"” says Syed
Ham d of his Kota Tinggi constituents.

Al so, the experience of Merbok Wanita Umo head Rosnah Majid after a
series of closed-door ceramah she conducted in her divisionis that it was
much easier explaining the issue to the rural people than the urban
popul ace.

The urban set seens less willing to accept things at face value, nore
i nsistent on hard evidence, and has nore questions to ask.

But Anwar's trial, when it cones, will not only have to convince rura
and urban Mal aysi ans but al so the international comunity anbng whom he is
a wel | -known figure.

And that is why many Mal aysi ans - whether pro-Anwar, anti-Anwar or those
in neither canp - believe that the nost conclusive way out of their
confusion is for the allegations to be tested in a fair and open court
and, to quote academ c Khoo, before judges of uni npeachabl e credenti al s.
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