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H ghlighting the unknown in Iraq
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AT a corner of Palestine Hotel in Central Baghdad, an Iraqgi nan had set up
a nake-shift stall selling soft drinks.

A Ml aysian journalist, dying for a chilled can of Coke, was quizzed on
his nationality by the Iraqi

"Mal ayzie, very good ... US$1 (RMB.80) for the Coke," said the Iraqi

The Ml aysian protested that the price was too steep but the Iragi said
that was the standard selling price.

Next, an Anerican soldier stationed near the hotel's checkpoint, asked
to buy a can.

"US$2," said the Iraqgi. The Anmerican protested but the lraqgi said: "Take
it or leave it."

The American took it. The lragi then turned towards the Ml aysian
journalist and said: "American bad."

The drama may not warrant a nention anmid the tragedy afflicting Iraqg but
it tells numerous tales.

On one side, Iraqi opinion nmakers, fromtribal chiefs to sectarian
religious nullahs, are comng in droves to the US civil mlitary
adm nistrative centre to engage in political bargaining, seeking help to
restore power and water supply as well as law and order.

On the other, Sunni and Shia mullahs, expressed sentinents simlar to
that of the lragi trader about the American troops.

It nmust be baffling to those who saw the Anmerican nedia beam ng footages
of Iragis in jubilation with the sacking of Baghdad and children offering
flowers to American sol diers.

But unknown or not highlighted to the outside world were the many Ilraqis
who broke down on seeing Anerican soldiers at every nook and corner of
their country, because now they have to answer to the foreigners when
nmovi ng about in their own | and.

If Ml aysians were to reflect back to their own political crisis of
1998, the divide in the nation would have resulted in a somewhat simlar
si tuation.

At that time, the hatred for the Barisan Nasional Governnent and Prime
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad was very intense anong one segnent
of society noving under the refornmasi banner

Lest Ml aysians forget, there were nany anong the reformasi supporters
who were carrying Anerican flags and banners, urging then US President
Bill Cdinton and Vice-President Al CGore to save themfromthe BN and Dr
Mahat hi r.

If the crisis had not been contained and a civil war had erupted and
American troops had noved in, those who had been involved in the
denonstrations could be expected to be jubilant and woul d have wel coned
the US forces with open arns.

After all, they had openly urged the US | eadership then to help save
them from the BN Governnment and Dr Mahathir.

The lucky thing, if it can be said so, is that Ml aysia, in so far as
Washi ngton is concerned, is not such a strategic nation for its interest
in Southeast Asia - at |east not yet.

O herwise, if the US had insisted on interfering with the donestic
affairs of Malaysia, it would have justified its actions in the guise of
i berating the people.

And its nove would have been further justified if the Anmerican nedia had



shown the footage of the reformasi denobnstrators carrying banners of "US
Pl ease Save Us".

The whol e episode in Iraq is a good exanple of a nation caught in a
guandary and political divide.

There are the lragis who had suffered under Saddam Hussein and who
wanted to see him dead and are prepared to work with just about anyone,
the Americans included, to achieve that end.

Then there is the group which |oved and worshi pped Saddam and di d not
want to see himnor his government renpved.

The third group will be the ones who hated Saddam but are not prepared
to work with just about anyone, especially the Anericans, to see him and
hi s governnent toppl ed.

For the first and second groups, the polarity of perceptions is clear
and there is no anbiguity over their divide.

The third group will always be trapped in hel pl essness and will suffer
froma sense of futility. In time to cone, they will probably accept the
US interference, try to make the best of things and continue to be a
strong critic of Washington and its policies.

Generally, as observed after the sacking of Baghdad by the American
troops, the second group is the one resisting the new order, sone even
pursuing arned resistance or at the least, continuing to find fault with
the new Anerican reginme, apart from building strong hatred for the first
group.

This group will always view the first group as traitors. If this second
group ever wests power, the first group will top their hit Iist.

But the weaker ones fromthe second group will eventually resign to the
fact that Saddamis not going to return to liberate them fromthe US
forces. In nonths, if not years to come, they will probably accept the
loss of their nation's sovereignty as fait acconpli.

The first group will go out of their way to show to the world their
celebrations and will try to convince everyone that the American forces
had truly liberated them And even if it finally dawns upon them that
their country had become an occupied territory, they will be in denial.

If the US troops decide to invade Syria, chances are this group will
support Washington, if not be in the forefront to take up the mission,
very nuch like their Arab brethren in Kuwait and Qatar.

By then, the nisinformation about whether it is true or not that Syria
is a threat to world peace and is harbouring terrorists or otherwi se wll
be i gnored.

But tal king about nisinfornmation, Ml aysian journalists in Baghdad were
i nformed that Foreign Mnister Datuk Seri Syed Hanid Al bar had nmade a
statenment that they wanted to return to Ml aysia.

He had also insinuated that they were in fear after what had happened to
three of their coll eagues.

What is scary here is that the Foreign Mnister could be so msinforned
over matters concerning citizens of his own country that one wonders if
other information he di spensed about other nations and their people may be
nmore m sl eadi ng.

How Syed Hamid had cone to such a conclusion is quite surprising as the
journalists, including the three who were attacked, are preparing to
travel to other parts of Iraq, including Msul, which is currently seeing
Iraqi resistance arny engaged in battles with US troops.

As far as the the journalists are concerned, it is they who are being
asked to return home and not the other way round.

At last, the likes of Syed Hamid who are the least qualified to talk
about what is going on in Baghdad when no one fromhis mnistry dared to
step into Iraqg had decided to junp on the publicity wagon to get a share



of the linelight.

No wonder, sone of the efforts by Dr Mahathir to instil pride and
confidence in Ml aysians are negated by the likes of Syed Hami d who are
only interested to see his nane in print and not get to the real facts of
the matter.

Syed Hamid may have cone to his conclusion that the Ml aysian
journalists were in fear based on his assessnment of sone of his people
fromthe mnistry who feared for their safety if they entered Baghdad.

Al this boils down to what kind of |eadership the mnister provides.

VWhatever it is, it takes away the credibility of Syed Hanid to talk
about what is going on in Iraq, let alone talk about those who are there.

Then again, the Ml aysian journalists who are preparing to nove out from
Baghdad to Mosul, Tikrit, Najaf and Basra and to Syria where trouble is
brewi ng, should not be distracted from performng their tasks for which
t hey had vol unt eered.

After all, they are the only ones to provide as nuch information to the
Mal aysi an tax-payers and nedi a subscri bers, which may include Syed Hanmi d,
who has no ot her Ml aysi an source of input.

That is the reason why the matter relating to Syed Hamid is in the |ower
segnment of this columm; because the taxpayers paid for the upper segnent
of this article.

On that note, the likes of Syed Hami d should at best be hunoured.
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