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Lies, tapes, name-calling reflect newpolitical frenzy

Jocel i ne Tan
ABQUT a fortnight ago, Datuk IbrahimAli flew back to Kel antan for the
funeral of the Jel awat Assenbl yman i n Bacok

There, the Deputy Mnister in the Prine Mnister's Departnent met
anot her Umo waki | rakyat who handed hi ma cassette tape with t he words:
"Better do something about this ... alot of accusations and very
dangerous. "

| brahi mpopped the iteminto his briefcase and it was only two days
later, while driving in his car in Kuala Lunpur that he renenbered the
tape and decided to listento it on his car stereo.

The tape - its clarity suggested an i ndoor recording - involved two
speakers, one of whomspoke in a Terengganu accent.
The general contents, liberally sprinkled with verses fromthe Quran

were not exactly new attacks agai nst the Governnent, character

assassi nation of Umo | eaders - nanmely centring around the by now fam liar
litany of noney, sex and abuse of power - and condemmation of the Anwar
Ibrahimtrial.

But there were sone startling portions, nanely calls for amlitary coup
d etat and for the Prime Mnister to be killed.

"That really shocked ne," says this arch |l oyalist of Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad. The tape has since become a police case and | brahim
hi msel f is on the warpath.

"These peopl e are kel as najis (excrenent)," he says of those behi nd what
he calls "lies and sl ander agai nst our | eaders".

"And we are going to sue them" he says in his usual high decibel style.

Umo al ready has a | egal committee | ooking into this while another
conmittee conprising party figures was forned recently.

Sois all this politics as usual or is it sonmething nore serious?

The | at est devel opnent i s perhaps best described as the politics of
fitnah-menfitnah or as Kel antan Umo politician Alwi Che Ahmad puts it,
"kenpen nenbenci " (hate canpai gn).

"Slander in Kelantan politics is not new. The only thing newis the
threat of killing people,” says Alw .

Mal ay politics, a journalist coll eague suggests, has reached a new | evel

of frenzy. "l accuse you, you accuse me ... it's sickening," he says.
There seens to be two levels to this slanging match: a direct clash
bet ween Pas and Umo at one | evel and, at a broader level, it is taking

pl ace between the pro-Datuk Seri Anwar |brahi m Reformasi supporters and
the Governnent.

The nainstreamnedia insists it has a responsibility to maintaining
political and economc stability in the country.

But the Reformasi group accuses the nminstream nedi a of bias and
untruths and has resorted to the I nternet and Harakah to say its piece.

But if the average news seeker i s expecting a bal anced version of events
and i ssues in what has been touted as the "alternative media", then he is
in for a surprise

The pro-Reformasi websites carry a great deal of stuff one does not get
inthe mainstreamnedi a. But they also tend to be fiercely parti san and
i nvol ve nore nane-calling, allegations and insults than one mght find
anywhere el se outside the Internet.

Thus, even as they accuse Dr Mahat hir of naking outrageous cl ains
agai nst Anwar, they are retaliatingwith equally, if not nmore outl andi sh



accusations, agai nst governnent | eaders.

It is a situation best sumred up by the Ml ay saying: Kata dul ang paku
serpi h; nmengata orang, awak yang | ebi h (roughly transl ated: The accuser is
wor se than the person sl andered).

There seens little roomfor the mddle ground in contenporary political
di scussion; one has to be for or against.

Anwar ' s supporters find mai nstreamjournal i smuninspiring, one-sided,

di sgusting even, but they thensel ves seemto find it difficult to be
different.

An exanple of thisis to be foundin the Information Mnistry's Cetusan
Rasa website (kenpen.gov. my) where postings range fromthe absurd to the
obscene and racist, withlittle else in between.

Prime targets are Dr Mahathir foll owed cl osely by Datuk | brahi mAli,

Dat uk Mohaned Rahmat, Datuk Seri Megat Juni d Megat Ayop and Dat uk
Sabbar uddi n Chi k. The rest of the Cabinet and Umo supreme council menbers
get it now and then.

At best, the Cetusan Rasa postings are a formof | epaskan geram or
letting off steam at worst, they are atragic reflection of the Mal aysi an
critical mnd.

But that is not to say that there aren't websites that offer intelligent
and stimul ati ng di scussi on.

There are, and one of the | ocal best is probably saksi.com also a cyber
by- product of | ast year's political upheaval.

Saksi's articles are intelligent, well-witten and well-presented. It's
witers are al so honest enough to strike the m ddl e ground when t hey have
to.

Thus, while Saksi is critical of Dr Mahathir and many of the BN s
policies, it does not, as in the case of many pro-Refornmasi sites, suffer
a nenory | oss about Anwar's past faults.

This mal ady is particularly preval ent anong Pas | eaders for whomt he
Anwar i ssue has presented a uni que opportunity for political power.

For instance, Pas Youth figure Mahfuz Omar who had - as a Pas candi date
inthe 1990 general election - canpaigned with great zeal against Anwar in
Per mat ang Pauh, is now an Anwar def ender; and he wi |l probably make it
this time if he is picked as the Pas candi date.

Li kewi se, a great deal of Harakah's political focus is on criticising
the other side, pointing out its faults and highlighting the support that
Pas currently enjoys anmong Mal ays.

A recent issue, for instance, urged Mal ays to spread the word about the
"tyranny of the BN' when they balik kanpung for the Idil Adha today.

And considering the party's flourishing anbitions, Harakah has done
little inthe way a Pas governnent has to offer the general Ml aysi an
popul ati on and even | ess on what an Islamc State will mean for everybody.

Pas people insist there is nothing strange in the war of words with
umo.

"I't'"s not disunity of the ummah. It's just politics," says Wan Abdul
Rahi mWan Abdul | ah, organi sing secretary of Kel antan Pas.

Besi des, says Abdul Rahim all that is taking place nowis "godsend".

"CGod is still looking after Anwar ... just as he was taking the | ast
step to the top, God pull ed hi mback ... you know, |ike enough i s enough.
Al so, political parties and NGOs are now wor ki ng together like it should
be ... all God's will."

Presumabl y, what he neans i s that Anwar has been saved fromthe cl utches
of Umo and delivered into the hands of Pas and ot her groups.

And, he adds, if Harakah is one-sided inits reporting, it's because "we
are seldomreported in the papers".

Acting Umo Yout h | eader Dat uk H shamruddi n Hussei n al so seens to have



reached t hat poi nt of enough i s enough and i s actually considering redress
t hrough the courts.

The reason: "Tapes of suprene council meeting get | eaked out and
doct ored, Harakah com ng out with all sorts of things and the fact that

peopl e are even tal ki ng about killing our |eaders ..
"My grandfather | eft Umo and ny father di ed outsi de Umo but never once
did they think of inciting people to kill. Things have reached t he st age

where there's no nore sense of right or wong.

"They' ve gone too far and if we allowit togoon, it will discredit the
institutions."”

The Unmmo sense of outrage over the assassination tapes are inversely
mat ched by the sense of scepticismon the part of Pas.

Its president Datuk Fadzil Noor has dismissed it as a political ginmck
whi | e Abdul Rahi msays the oppositionis not interested in assassinations
because "Dr Mahathir is of nore value to Pas alive".

And despite the controversy over the Internet, very fewwant to see any
formof censorship i nposed

"Peopl e can tell between what is fair or unfair reporting in the nedia

| think they can do the sane on the Net," says academ ¢ Dr Rahmah
Hashi m

Says Gerakan's Dr S.P. Choong: "The established viewthat governnents
are the authority on what can be read or heard i s changi ng and any country
going into the next mllenniumshould start facinguptoit."

The Internet is also a good indication of the energing political state
of m nd of younger Mal aysi ans, says a Mal ay | awyer.

"There is a |l ot of absurd nonsense. But | have al so read persuasive
di scussion and criticismwhich | think are well-deserved ... because there
is nowthis massive gap between what sone politicians think constitutes
politics and the actual reality of politics today."

This gap has to be addressed, says the | awyer, in order to re-involve
t he younger generationin politics, toforce the political dialogueto
nmove on and to facilitate the change.

Those for the Government think it is nowup to Dr Mahathir to oversee
t he change and to i npl enent it. Those agai nst want to see a change of
Gover nnent .

The pro-change peopl e point to the nunbers who turn up for their street
protests, the surge of new nmenbership to Pas and the high sal es of
Har akah.

The pro-status quo group claimthe silent majority is on their side. The
silent mapjority, they claim are basically m ddl e-of -t he-roaders who are
cautious of the unknown and who will need rmuch nore convincing before they
can even begin to cone around to the Pas point of view

But whi ch si de commands nore support renmai ns debat abl e. The escal ating
politik fitnah-menfitnah is but an indication of how determ ned both
groups are about political power.

And the question is best settled at the ball ot box.

( END)
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