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Can Dr WAn Azi zah serve up a potent political brew?

Jocel i ne Tan
THE tudung-clad Datin Seri Dr Wan Azi zah Wan Ismail is probably by now one
of the nost recogni sable faces in the international nedia.

The 46-year-old wife of Datuk Seri Anwar |brahi mand president of the
new Parti Keadilan Nasional is nmuch sought-after for interviews.

She is on the cover on the | atest issue of Newsweek and was on CNN in
"QRA with R z Khan" earlier this week. And for several nonths now, not an
i ssue of Harakah goes by wi thout sonme quote fromor nention of her.

She is a regular on the Pas ceranah circuit where she is a refreshing
sight in her pastel tudung and floral-patterned baju kurung anbng the drab
and bearded mal e Pas speakers.

Dr Wan Azizah cuts an unlikely figure in Mlaysian politics. For a
start, there are so few Malay wonen in the rough-and-tunble field of
opposition politics.

And as those who have heard her at ceramah or even on CNN woul d have
noticed, she is very nuch a political novice; she has a girlish voice and
i s hesitant about issues. But despite her limted speaking skills and
grasp of issues, she has been drawi ng crowds on the scal e of sone of Pas
nost prom nent speakers.

A high-profile political career was probably furthest fromher mnd up
till half a year ago and it is said that had it not been for the
circumstances, this British-trai ned opht hal nol ogi st woul d have been quite
contented to remain a political w fe and nother of six children.

Newsweek m ght have sensed this for its cover picture of her showed a
pensi ve-1 ooki ng Dr Wan Azi zah, half her face suffused with pale, golden
light and the other half in the shadows.

She says she is doing this in the name of justice and denocracy but many
think she has taken this forward rol e because she is a strong woman out to
defend t he honour of her famly.

O hers say her action is typical of the Ml ay-Misli mwonman who thinks
she has to be obedient to her husband' s word.

What ever the reasons, Dr Wan Azi zah probably had the first real taste of
what is involved in being the political |eader of a party when the street
protests against the guilty verdict on her husband turned aggressive.

Despite Dr Wan Azi zah's denial of Keadilan's involvenent, several days
before the verdict, pro-Anwar websites had called for a show of numnbers
anong supporters while others panphl eteered the sanme nessage in parts of
the city.

The organisers - they are the ones who distribute printed posters, T-
shirts, signboards and party flags at marches - nmust have thought it would
turn out |ike another of their regular Saturday protests.

I nstead, the protests escalated into violence, with public property
danmaged, bonfires and nedi a vehicles wecked and before the day was out,
bot h si des were bl anmi ng each ot her.

The Keadi |l an president accused the police of inciting the violence and
the ruling party bl amed Keadilan and Pas for not being able to contro
t heir yout hful supporters.

True supporters of the party, Dr WAn Azi zah was quoted as sayi ng, would
not damage the party's reputation

By t he weekend, both Keadil an and Pas had di sassoci ated thensel ves from
the fiasco, with the latest issue of Harakah | aying the bl ane squarely on
agent s provocat eurs.



Says Pas' Dr Hatta Ramli: "Just because they carry a Pas sign and fl ag
does not nean they are our nenbers.”

Many ordinary people do not find the suggestions of instigation and
agents provocateurs inplausible especially after the infanmous incident in
Kanpung Baru which saw a "reformasi supporter” suddenly whip out his
pi stol when confronted by the crowd; he was actually a Special Branch
of ficer.

At the sane tine, they find it hard to conpletely absol ve Keadil an and
Pas supporters fromthe vandalism particularly given the dramatic images
in both the | ocal and forei gn nedia.

"When things are okay, they are your supporters. When things go w ong,
you wash your hands (of them)," says Wanita Umo's Rosnah Mji d.

Even as the bl am ng gane continues, Pas figures |ike Hatta insist the
epi sode has not affected the opposition cause, that it's "just a snal
m |l estone in our fight for justice".

Rosnah begs to differ: "It's irresponsible. Violence puts people off."

Scenes of protesters throwi ng stones and burni ng dustbins, she adds, do
not go down well with ordinary Ml aysi ans.

To add to that, the extrenely young faces anong the protesters do not
enhance Keadilan's aimto be a serious party, with the clout to | ead the
different opposition parties into the next general election and to form
t he next Government.

In this context, Dr WAn Azi zah's political inexperience shows through;
on the second day of the street protests |ast week, a foreign news agency
quot ed her as condemni ng the vi ol ence but urging the denpnstrators to
press ahead.

It was an extrenmely ill-advised nove for, by then, anyone could see that
bot h Keadi |l an and Pas had | ost control of the situation. The best thing to
do then - and especially since they believed that outsiders were
mani pul ati ng things - would have been to call their supporters off the
streets rather than urge themon

Still, DAP's Teresa Kok says Dr Wn Azizah is |l earning fast.

"She's inproved so nmuch so quickly. Don't forget, she has to tackle the
system and, at the sane time, conformto the Islamc group,” Kok says.

But will she learn fast enough to be able to forge what she calls "the
bridge" for the opposition forces to work together?

"Running a political party is not easy. This is politics in the raw "
says veteran journalist Tan Sri A Sanmad |smail.

"It's going to be difficult,"” adds political scientist Dr Hussein
Mohamed.

Li ke many academi ci ans, Hussein was incensed when it was reveal ed t hat
Anwar had been beaten up while in police custody.

Since then, he has cool ed down considerably and admts quite candidly
now. "This aimof theirs to replace the Governnent ... it's too nuch to
swallow. It will be tough even to break the (BN s) two-thirds majority."

He points to the Umo machi nery and war chest which none of the
opposition parties - except perhaps Pas - can hope to natch, and the fact
that Umo as a party is still relevant to the Mal ays al though they may be
unhappy with sone of the | eaders.

And while many can relate to key i ssues being aired by the opposition -
a nore professional police force, restoring confidence in the judicial
systemand greater accountability in political life - these issues al one
may be insufficient in pushing themto opt for conplete change.

Says Sanmad: "They say people want change, but they don't spell out the
alternative. People | ook at Indonesia and ask whether the next person can
hol d things together. Frankly, | don't think the opposition has really
wor ked out what it wants apart fromtoppling the Governnent."



"People will want to know in detail what comes next before they give up
what they have now," says Tang Ah Chai, Youth head of the Sel angor Chinese
Assenbl y Hal l

In other words, the voting population is unlikely to cast their votes to
the opposition sinply on the basis of the broad notion of a nore just and
denocrati c Government .

Dr WAn Azi zah's situation has al so been conpared to Cory Aqui no of the
Philippines in the sense that if Aquino can do it, so can Dr Vlan Azi zah.

But as a Mal ay | awyer points out, Aquino becane President in a political
systemvery different fromthe Westm nster systempracti sed here.

For any party or coalition to taste power here, they will have to
position credi bl e candi dates across the nation and that is where snal
parties |ike Keadilan which have yet to devel op the | ocal network may run
into problens.

The party enjoys synpathy on the ground and is said to be processing
sone 3, 000 nenbership applications, but the majority of Keadilan's office-
bearers do not have a background of political experience or grassroots
connections. Like many non-governnental organisations, the Keadil an
organi sati on does not extend beyond the office-bearers, for now

Its nmost outstanding office-holders come fromthe NGOs: deputy president
Dr Chandra Muzaffar is president of Just World Trust; vice-president Tian
Chua is a social activist linked to Suaram and secretary-general Mhd
Anuar Tahir is associated with the Centre for Peace and a fornmer Abim
| eader.

Nei t her are Youth | eader Mohd Ezam M Nor nor Wanita | eader Nell Onn
known for their dynam smor organising ability.

In fact, those acquainted with the elderly Nell - she is the sister of
the late Tun Hussein Onn - say she is "the sweetest, old [ ady" they know,
but "a politician she's not". They also say that Nell's primary reason for
joining Keadilan is her dislike for Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhamad.

One other figure who stands out is former Umo Youth secretary Saifuddin
Nasution, well-known for his organi sing acunen and oratory.

The irony is that he was the one who | ed a group of Barisan Nasi onal
Youth nmenbers in disrupting a sem nar on East Tinor and which resulted in
peopl e |i ke Chua being arrested and detained. But as they say, that's
politics, and the two are now on the same side.

And despite Keadilan's avowed clains to justice, friends of Chua were
di sappoi nted that no Keadil an people were to be seen at the vigil for Chua
outsi de the police station where he was det ai ned

"He's the party vice-president and he took risks for the party," says
one of those at the vigil

DAP is said to favour Keadilan taking a | eading role in an opposition
pact this general election but it is difficult to see a big boy like Pas
consenting to playing second fiddle.

Publicly, Pas people talk about the inportance of Keadilan in appealing
to the "mddl e ground" but in private they make no bones about the fact
t hat Keadil an needs them nore than they need Keadil an.

Dr WAn Azi zah may draw the crowds at a Pas ceramah, but the ceramah is
still essentially a Pas affair.
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