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PRM | eaders sol dier on despite linmited support

Jocel i ne Tan

THE narrow function room of the nodest downtown Kual a Lunpur hotel was
barely filled - a dozen or nore people seated in a tight squeeze on a | ow
stage and perhaps about 100 nore meki ng up the audi ence.

Goi ng by the couple of signs put up by the hotel, this was an "AGM Syed
Husin Ali."

Actually, it was the annual general neeting of the Parti Rakyat Ml aysia
and party nenbers greeted the signs with resigned smles.

They are used to this sort of things, the uneasiness anbng certain
quarters about opposition politics. Besides, the hotel belongs to a well -
known Umo figure.

The annual neetings of small opposition parties (known dismi ssively as
nosqui to parties anong the big boys) like PRMare far fromexciting or
gl anor ous.

The party has neither the noney nor manpower to host grand gatherings
nor is it inits disposition to do so. Thus, its neetings are largely
sober at best and rather dull at worst.

But that does not nean the party is dormant if the policy speech of PRM
president Dr Syed Husin Ali that nobrning was any gauge.

The party conducts progranmes anong pockets of the urban undercl ass and
it has well-argued views on issues ranging fromthe econony to the
envi ronment, corruption, globalisation and world politics.

In fact, PRM has one of the nore intellectual |eadership anong fringe
political parties. Both Syed Husin and secretary-general Dr Sanusi
Abdul | ah (see CORRECTI ON above) were forner university professors whereas
deputy president Abdul Razak Ahmad is a well-known | awyer in Johor Baru.

It also seens to be genuinely nulti-ethnic - both in terns of outl ook
and approach to issues.

Yet, in spite of all this, it has not had any electoral representation
since 1969 while its political inpact on Ml aysian society is near
negligi bl e.

It has been unable to attract new and younger nenbers even after
dropping its "Socialist” tag in 1990. Its menbershi p and support continue
to lie among what are already elderly die-hards and ni ddl e- aged
i ntell ectual s.

Even its red-and-black | ogo of the buffalo and i ndustrial wheel seens
sadly out of date.

"I think it's the way the political |andscape has changed," says Abdu
Razak, who once |ay across the railway tracks in Johor Baru in an anti -
Zioni st inspired protest.

Abdul Razak grew up in a highly politicised fam |y and signed up with
the party the nonment he graduated fromthe University of Singapore.

"But the younger generation nowis not interested in politics ... in
university, they are |ike secondary school students," he says.

Just as there are now teenagers who think that Marx is the American pop
singer, there are probably young voters who have never heard of PRM

"W are like a party of last resort. People cone to us when they have
exhausted all other avenues and when tines are good, they forget us," he
says.

PRM i s al so di sadvantaged by the way Ml aysian politics has conme to
revol ve around personalities - the dynam c Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad
in the Barisan Nasional, Datuk N k Abdul Aziz Nik Mat in Pas and the fire-



and- brinmstone style of LimKit Siang in DAP

As for PRM it has Syed Husin who, though decent and intelligent, nmakes
a poor politician in the conventional sense of the word.

In fact, during the 1995 general election, Syed Husin's BN opponents
used the personality strategy to the hilt. BN canpaigners in Petaling Jaya
Sel at an where he stood had argued: Syed Husin is Malay, a good man. But if
he wins, who is his | eader? Qpposition |leader LimKit Siang. But Donald

Lim (the BN candidate) ... his boss is Dr Mahathir.
There is anot her painful irony. Although the party is well known for
articulating the cause of urban squatters - its | eaders have even stood in

the path of tractors - Syed Husin found only limted support anmpong this
soci al group in PJ Sel at an.

The bul k of his share of the votes in PJ Selatan came fromthe m ddl e-
class while swathes of the poorer voters opted for what the BN coul d offer
themin terns of devel opnent.

Uni versiti Kebangsaan Mal aysia |lecturer HalimAli, a party |eader during
PRM s scientific socialismphase in the 1960s, suggests that PRMis a
"victimof its own principles".

The party refuses to play ethnic politics and persists in injecting a
nmoral basis to issues and problens, and that has been its strength as well
as its weakness.

Syed Husin admits as nuch: "I suppose we are not a full-fledged
political party in that sense. W don't exploit or sensationalise issues.
We are | ess subjective in our approach ... maybe because of our acadenic

background. "

He renenbers how party founder Datuk Ahmad Boest amam cheri shed hopes of
the party gaining nore ground support after independence.

"Boest amam t hought that after Merdeka, there would be factories and
wor kers, and they would formthe base of our support.”

Li kewi se, Abdul Razak, in his sunmer years, used to inmagine that the
com ng generations woul d be nore receptive to what the party stood for.

In retrospect, these nen shared an over-optimstic sort of idealism The
wor | d changed but not in the way they thought it woul d.

They sinply could not anticipate the seduction of capitalismand this,
together with the authoritari an excesses of Chinese and Soviet-style
socialism eventually led to the disenchantnment for Karl Marx's grand
scheme of a cl assl ess society.

According to Syed Husin, PRMcandidates lost in all three parliamentary
constituencies it contested in the |ast general election because of the
"5Ms" - Mbney, Media, Machinery, M ddle-class support and Mahathir

Neverthel ess, a decision has already been taken to contest the next
general election and the party president hints at the possibility of an
"el ectoral understandi ng” anong the opposition parties.

"Not a pact, just an understanding to avoid cl ashes over seats," he
stresses.

In fact, one of the panellists at the party forum had suggested that PRM
act as the bridge between Pas and DAP, given the thorny relationship that
the two have had in the past.

Gone is the "taking over the Government"” kind of talk. The aimis now
nmore nodest and realistic: to have a strong opposition, to reduce the
ruling party's two-thirds majority.

Very few people - inside and outside the party - believe the election
results are going to be any different for PRMthis time around, that if
they think they can win anything, then they are dreaning on a noonbeam

"Al'l we can do is hope," says Abdul Razak.

"As long as they have the 5Ms ...." adds Syed Husin

What seens clear is their determnation to go on despite the odds. The



di ssol ution of the party has never been an option

But, says social critic RustamA. Sani, while PRM may not bear
sufficient clout to win electoral seats, it still has relevance in the
sense that it "draws attention to the things we don't always think about”.

"It has to do with the inportance of criticising, of articulating
alternative views and perspectives to what we are doing, where we are
goi ng, " he says.

Rustamis, of course, the son of Boestamam He was a card-carrying
menber of the then unabashedly left-wing party during his undergraduate
days - his generation, as he pointed out, seened to enjoy a nore
denocrati c at nosphere.

And al t hough he did not |last long as a nenber (he clains it was because
of his inclination for fun things |like dancing and chatting up girls), he
has not ceased to synpathise with what the party stands for

It is partly sentinmental - his father formed PRMin 1955 after com ng
out of political detention - and partly to do with his conviction that
soci ety needs people who are willing to put what they believe in to the

test and at the risk of personal hardship and sacrifice.

I ndeed, there are very few PRM | eaders who have not suffered for their
politics.

For instance, Abdul Razak's political activities caused himto quit a
prom sing civil service career and to this day, his private | egal practice
remai ns nodest because potential corporate clients are wary of his
politics.

And every single one of its presidents has been "a guest of his
Maj esty".

Boest amam hi nsel f was twi ce detained - first by the colonial regine in
1955 and then by the Alliance Governnent in 1962.

"The last tine he was detained, | was already quite grown up ... | think
we were nore sad than he was," says Rustam by way of expl ai ni ng how
politics for people like his father was sonet hing of a vocation.

And, of course, dissolving the party was sonething that never crossed
his father's nmind either.

( END)
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