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No- hol ds- barred game of Malay politics on the Net

Jocel i ne Tan
ABQUT a week ago, the Bukit Bintang branch of Umo Youth nmade a bonfire
out of stacks of the Pas newsletter, Harakah.

Actual ly, they had wanted to set fire to that nost tal ked-about book in
recent weeks, but changed their m nds because that woul d mean buyi ng
copi es of the book and enriching the author; so they settled for the
cheaper choi ce.

Not to be outdone, Pas in Malacca went through the trouble of digging a
hole in which its nembers buried bundles of the New Straits Times, Utusan
Mal aysi a and Berita Harian.

The incidents were a typically intense show of force between two | ong-
standi ng Malay political rivals but, as npost Ml aysi ans woul d know by now,
the fiercest political fight is the one now bei ng waged on the Internet.

For several nonths now, Malay politics has been played out on the
I nternet between the pro-refornasi set (they are blatantly pro-Datuk Seri
Anwar | brahim and the pro-CGovernnent group in a manner both unprecedented
and stunni ng.

Whet her spectator or participant, the surfer is spoilt for choice. There
are nore than 40 pro-refornmasi websites versus about 20 pro-
CGovernnent/Umo sites - and that's excluding the string of discussion and
forumsites.

"Sonme of the stuff is very clever and witty but npost of it is garbage,"”
says a political aide who nonitors these sites as part of his duties and
for his own anusenent.

But "the stuff" is often considered clever or nonsense dependi ng on
whi ch side of the fence one is standing. Wb politics is extrenmely polenic
and there is quite little roomfor the mniddle ground.

That is not to say that there aren't reasoned and wel | -argued posti ngs;
there are, but they are too few and far in between. As a result, a great
deal of the political material on the Net tends to border on the
out | andi sh, even sl anderous, and does not al ways nake sense.

"It's anarchy ... they sinply accuse anybody they like," says former
journalist Rosnah Majid who is head of Wanita Umo's Merbok division.

I f Rosnah sounds annoyed, it's probably because she was the subject of
several anonynous postings in Laman Reformasi, a popular site, claimng
that she was the editor of the new tabloid Eksklusif. It also clained that
the tabl oid was funded by Tun Dai m Zai nuddi n

Rosnah ignored the allegations because "it's rubbish" but the tabloid's
owners, Kunpul an Kraftangan, rushed to deny the connection because they
knew all too well how such fal se accusati ons coul d danage their business.

But the former journalist got really riled up over another m schi evous
posting recently. Apparently, Wanita Umo Merbok hosts a social do every
year at an old fol ks hone i n Kedah.

This tinme, the Merbok Umo division decided to join the Wanita w ng at
the centre and within days, the website in question had decl ared that
Daim who is Merbok MP, was so desperate that he was fishing for votes
fromthe geriatrics.

"I was very annoyed," says Rosnah

Partisanship is the order of the day where Net politics is concerned.
Only the very naive woul d assunme these websites to be an alternative nedi a
even though the pro-reformasi sites offer |oads of material not avail able
in the mai nstream nedi a, which explains in part the astonishing nunber of



hits they boast of over the pro-Governnment sites.

For instance, the schoolish Konspirasi has sone 200,000 hits to date
conmpared to the pro-CGovernnent Laman Adil (arch-rival to Laman Ref ornasi)
which has just a little over 18,000 hits.

Oten the main attraction of Net politics is the way they slug it out:
outright accusations and counter-accusations, sly insinuations, character-
assassination - basically things that could Iand one in court for libel if
said in the newspapers.

"They hide behind the anonynmity ... it's cowardice,
Abdul Azi m Mohd Zabi di .

I[t's not surprising then that Malay politics on the Wb has been |ikened
to a sophisticated formof surat |ayang.

The fact that Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad is the chief target of the
pro- Anwar websites is a suprene irony considering that it is largely
thanks to himthat they are enjoying the facility.

For them the equation is sinplistically straightforward: Dr Mahathir
equal s Umo equal s the Governnment. Thus, they think that if they |lash out
at Dr Mahat hir, they whack the Governnment and Umo as wel .

O her targets include Umo figures |ike Datuk Seri Sabbaruddi n Chik
Dat uk Mohanmed Rahmat, Datuk |brahimAli, Datuk Seri Megat Juni d Megat
Ayob, Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak and Dat uk H shamuddi n Hussei n.

I brahim for one, is often portrayed as a frog (a reference to his
party-hoppi ng), an appl e-polisher and a | oudnmouth to boot.

But all these insults wash over the Deputy Mnister |ike water off a
duck' s back.

says Umo Youth's

"I't nmeans | am making an inpact ... that they give nme so nmuch
attention," he decl ares.
Umo Youth's own investigation, says Zein Isma Ismail, shows that of the

2,500 odd articles in the politics-related sites, nore than half are
critical of the Governnment and its politicians, the judiciary and the
pol i ce.

"The opposition is behind all this. They have one single objective - to
toppl e the Governnent,"” says Zein who presides over Umo Youth's Internet
Conmi tt ee.

The Umo side suspects that Laman Reformasi is backed by a pro-Pas
group. The reason: although the website advertises | ogos of the four main
opposition parties - Pas, Keadilan, DAP and PRM - its acconpanyi ng sl ogan
is: Undilah Pas dan yang bersekutu dengannya (Vote Pas and its allies).

But many active web surfers just want to seek, contribute or exchange
vi ews rather than chanpion the cause of any party per se.

Sabri Zain, the "reformasi journalist”, is one of them

H's Reformasi Diary - eyew tness accounts of the street protests -
enjoyed a huge followi ng |largely because it was a real alternative to the
thin accounts in the nai nstream nedi a.

"I't's ny aim always, not to inflame hatred, racial bigotry and
violence. But | don't try to hide ny synpathies and | stick by what |
say," he says.

Actual ly, Sabri's Internet excursions are anbng the nore responsi bl e of
web postings, hence, it is an irony that he is now party to a |ibel suit.

And if Dr Mahathir is a villain to the pro-reformasi set, then Anwar is
denon to the pro-CGovernment group.

Very often, argunents occur on an-eye-for-an-eye basis or along the line
of what Mal ays termas bantai or hentam (bashing). Their intention has
less to do with establishing the truth than underni ning each other through
hal f-truths and sl ander.

For instance, says Sabri: "Personally, | don't believe this business
about the Israel bank accounts of all those people. Neither do | believe



this thing that's all over the Net ... that Wan Azi zah had filed for
di vorce."

Religion is also a popul ar weapon since challenging a Malay's
credibility as a Muslimis the surest way to underm ning himas a
politician

Raci al bigotry is another disturbing feature of Net politics. There
seens to be this latent racismthat requires so little to bring out.

A recent exanpl e was Mhanmed' s raci al remarks about Datin Seri Dr WAn
Azi zah Vn |smail which upset many, especially the reformasi people who
retaliated by hooting at Mohaned' s own Chi nese ancestry and the fact that
his wife is Chinese.

But the pro-reformasi surely cannot deny that they have been harping on
Dr Mahathir's m xed ancestry right fromthe start, suggesting that it had
everything to do with his sacking of Anwar.

They seemoblivious to the fact that in doing so, they are alienating a
| arge nunber of potential synpathisers of Indian origin just as Mhanmed' s
remar ks have slighted many Chi nese Mal aysi ans.

The pro- Governnment websites are not above their share of the sane.

Says the sane political aide: "Only three or four are credible. The rest
are little better than nost of the reformasi sites."”

Incidentally, this is the sort of material that is being downl oaded,
photostated and freely distributed in nosques during Friday prayers.

The Mal ays, it has been often said, take their politics seriously.
Still, one cannot help but be anmazed at the speed and sophistication with
whi ch they have enpl oyed the Internet for politics.

But sociol ogi st Saliha Hassan is unfazed because Mal ays, she says, have
al ways had opi ni ons about their | eaders.

"There have al ways been the jokes, poking fun, nuances, a certain | ack
of respect ... except that it was voiced within their own circles. The new
part is the medium These views are now put on the Internet and they go
out very quickly to a |l ot of people," she says.

But that does not mean that Ml ays have nmastered politics. In fact, the
manner in which Ml ays play politics, whether on the Internet or
ot herwi se, suggests they have nmuch to |l earn about politics as it is
practised in a mature denocracy.

According to Saliha, studies in political attitudes and culture have
shown that one of the weaknesses of living denbcracies in Asia is that
their citizens have not quite mastered the art of negotiati on and
conflict-resolution.

The Mal ays, and for that matter Ml aysians, have sone way to go in
negotiating their anger and differences nore rationally and unenotionally.
Sone have dismissed the political debate on the Net to a phase, even a
fad anong the younger generation. O hers say that Internet politics is in
danger of losing credibility inthe long run if it does not rise above the

| evel of gossip and khabar angin.

The prospect of a nore rational |evel of cyber-debate is definitely
there, particularly after feelings cool down over the Anwar issue. But
politics on the Internet is unlikely to fade off - it is sinply too
attractive and exciting a nmedi um

That is sonething which Malaysian politicians of the future will have to
come to terms with as well as the fact that part of the solution to nore
responsible Internet politics lies in the way the mainstreamnedia will be
allowed to play its proper role.

( END)



	No-holds-barred game of Malay politics on the Net (NST 23/05/1999)

