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The year of living with uncertainty

THE best that can be said of 2002 is that it wasn't so bad after all. As
the cal endar turned | ast year, with Sept 11 fanning hatred across oceans
and civilisations, Afghanistan freshly bonbed and stock markets pl unging,
the end of the world as we know it seenmed nigh. The United States was

| ooki ng menacingly around to scratch its itch to nake war, energing
econom es were submergi ng and every Miuslimwas chucked into the position
of having to defend hinself, violently or otherw se.

But so far, global dystopia has not materialised. In the broad sweep of
world affairs, too little has in fact changed in 2002, and a |l ot hasn't.
You can still count as many places on the planet where you'd rather not be
in. Poverty, pollution and over-popul ation remai n eternal concerns.
Terrorismfound soft targets in Bali, Mnbasa, Mscow and el sewhere, even
as nations locked arns in the fight against it. Palestinians and Israelis
are still at each other's throats. North Korea is as dangerously
unpredi ctabl e as at the onset of the Cold War. Social, econom c and
humani tarian injustices remain as ever at the nercy of power and noney
politics.

If 2002 held few reasons for cheer, it argued persuasively for
adaptation to volatile situations and circunstances. Take lraq as a prine
exanpl e. As manic as the Bush administration is on wagi ng war on Saddam
Hussei n's regi me, Washi ngton eventually succunbed to raucous internationa
obj ections by going through the United Nations. Now that conflict seens
i mm nent anyway, the rest of the world is starting to | ook beyond one. A
short, concl usive war and a quick reconstruction could just about limt
the coll ateral damage. A protracted canpaign is certain to be disastrous -
for the world econony, the war on terror and for noderate Mislim countries
struggling with vengeful extrem sts.

In the shallow visibility of such darkening clouds, the chief |esson of
the past year was in howto deal with uncertainty and thus keep your own
house in order against factors beyond your control. On the whole, the
worl d econony did a fair nmeasure of converting itself fromhalf enpty to
half full, growing a bit |ess sluggishly than in 2001. The Ml aysi an
econony had the luxury of proving its critics wong. GDP growh
accel erated froma despondent 1.1 per cent in the first quarter and coul d
round out the year at something like 5 per cent, significantly higher than
nost predictions.

There is still plenty of gl oom about, but a degree of girded optimsm
has crept in. At the start of the year, the econony appeared stuck in a
sl ough, on which arose a disturbing tendency to find soneone to blane. At
the end of the year, the econom c fundanentals |ook as solid as they can
be and the excesses that exacerbated the 1997 Asian financial crisis have
been largely and quietly resolved. The crowds at New Year's Eve are not
likely to be thinner, as Ml aysians take heart that they had done what
t hey coul d under trying circunstances.

Per haps no one nore richly deserves that satisfaction than the Prine
M nister, Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad, who chose June 2002 to announce
his retirenent - surely the year's nost nomentous event for the country.
Hs | oss was nourned in advance and woul d have settled into nel ancholia
had not Umo and the Governnent parlayed enough assurances that his era
will not quite end when he steps down in Cctober. Over the last 12 nonths,
t he Bari san Nasi onal consensus was sorely tested over the English | anguage



issue as it will again in the comng general election. It may still be too
soon to bet, but 2003 could yet defy predictions and beat the odds.
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