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OF late, the white noon-on-green flags of Parti |slam Se-Ml aysi a (Pas)
have been raised in areas not nornally associated with Pas activity.

One of these areas must surely be the upmarket suburb of Taman Tun Dr
Ismail in Kuala Lunmpur where a new branch was | aunched late last nmonth in
the rather grand residence of the party's latest recruit Datuk Dr Hassan
Ali, the man who nmade hi s name running notivation courses and speaki ng on
governnent TV stations.

And in the short tine that Hassan has been with Pas, his ranking as a
ceramah crowd-pull er has risen alnpst to the |l evel of the reigning star
speaker, Mhamad Sabu, or Mat Sabu as he is better known.

Hassan i s considered sonewhat of a catch for Pas and is apparently the
nmost fanous of the surge of new nmenbers into the party since the politica
changes of the last half year or so.

This, in spite of the fact that Hassan is | ess known for the depth of
his religious know edge than for his talent at hol di ng an audi ence
captive, at even making thembreak into tears and his fondness for
sprinkling his tal ks w th naughty jokes and anecdot es.

Nevert hel ess, Hassan serves a certain purpose - he fits the sort of
nmoder ate i nage that Pas has been aspiring to.

For instance, says Kel antan Pas Youth | eader Husam Musa: "Peopl e think
Pas is full of uztaz but now we have Hassan, a professional."

The effort at noderat eness has been nopst discernible the past few
mont hs, specifically in the aftermath of the sacking of Datuk Seri Anwar
| brahimas the party experienced a surge in nenbership and circul ation of
its newsletter, Harakah.

Pas has definitely energed as the | eader of the pact anmpong the political
parties and groups opposed to the Bari san Nasi onal

For instance, it plays a leading role in Gerak, a coalition of
opposition political parties and NGOs | aunched at the Pas Gonbak
headquarters a day after Anwar's arrest.

The Pas-1ed Gerak has even sonmewhat eclipsed Gagasan Rakyat Ml aysi a,
anot her assenmbly of nore or |ess the sanme conposition but which was forned
much earlier.

Even Adil, the group headed by Datin Seri Dr Wan Azi zah Wan Ismail is
not free of the Pas shadow and a key Adil figure is said to be concerned
of the overly Pas flavour that Adil seems to be acquiring.

One coul d say then that the opposition is nore or |less ready for battle.

"The prospects are very, very good, insyallah," says Mat Sabu.

Opposition leader LimKit Siang is a little nore sober: "The groundswel |
for change is there but in terns of electoral gains, it's very hard to say
or predict."

Limis not pulling the underdog card. This very seasoned politician - he
was first elected MP in 1969 and has been through nore ups and downs than
any ot her Ml aysian politician - knows better than to be overly optimstic
of what is, after all, an extrenely fluid gane.

After all, politics is not only about ideas and principles, politics is
al so about timng.

And for those in the gane, an issue is assessed fromthe way it affects
opi nions as well as votes.

Party people insist he is still studying the political situation.

For instance, one of DAP' s npbst prom sing wonmen politicians Teresa Kok



recalls how the DAP had received a trenmendous boost of support-cum
synmpat hy after the sentencing of LimGuan Eng.

"Qur Mal acca office reported how thousands of people, including MCA
menbers, turned up at our office to express their synpathy. They said we
woul d have their vote," she says.

But the nood changed dramatically when street denonstrations began in
Kual a Lunpur and the same peopl e who had expressed support suddenly did
not seemas sure as before

This may expl ain why DAP has been | ukewar m about reformasi activities.

Even Lim s views of refornmasi seem sonmewhat detached

"It's a very generational thing. There are the Anwarians ... Anwar
means everything to them

"Then there are those who see reformasi as sonet hing beyond Anwar. In
the long term sonething has happened where Malay politics will not be the
same agai n.

"But again, it remains to be proven in electoral terns."

The DAP secretary-general is also keen to stress that the party is not
involved in any electoral alliance - yet, that is.

"W (in DAP) have never regarded either Gagasan or CGerak as an el ectora
arrangenent, " he says in neasured tones.

Lims cal cul ated focus on the el ectoral inpact of issues has |ed sone to
view DAP as "trapped in a vote-catching type of politics".

"The trouble with DAP is they are in it for the vote. Any kind of pact
will only be calculated in terns of political votes," accuses ex-DAP MP Dr
Kua Ki a Soong.

Kua is also a leading figure in the human rights group Suaram which is
anong several NGOs keen to see an opposition pact hamrered out before the
general el ection.

"They have to get their act together," says Kua.

Pas, he adds, will have to come out nore specifically on what they have
to offer ... a concrete stand on the econony, education, culture and
nmot her tongue in the context of Islam They have to explain to those
out si de of Kel antan what sort of devel opnent to expect."

The NGOs al so seem nore eager about sealing an opposition alliance than
the opposition parties thenselves - apart fromsnaller parties like Parti
Rakyat Mal aysia who woul d be adrift at sea in the absence of a pact.

"They are trying to push us into an el ectoral pact,"” says DAFP s Kok.

DAP's reluctance to rush into a pact is understandable. It is all too
aware that its traditional Chinese electoral base is sinply leery of any
pact that inplies an endorsenent of the Islanmic State.

Hence, Limsays: "If there's going to be any discussion of a pact
i nvol ving DAP and Pas, we have to reach a common agreenent that the next
general election is not about achieving the Islamc State but about issues
like justice, freedom denocracy, good governance. That has to be the
prenise."

Pas, which is itching for a greater urban presence this tine around
woul d stand to gain fromsuch sort of pact.

The party has been the chief beneficiary of the political events of past
mont hs and i s even tal king about controlling the "Malay crescent states"
Terengganu, Kel antan, Perlis and Kedah.

At Pas ceramah, the grandfatherly-looking party president Fadzil Noor is
being touted as the next Prinme Mnister while Hassan has of fered hinself,
presumabl y tongue-in-cheek, as the next Menteri Besar of Sel angor.

Wan Azi zah's nane is being dropped everywhere as their candi date for
Kubang Pasu, Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad's constituency; and this is
anot her feature of Pas - they are quick to clutch on to an opportunity.

Al though Pas is quite aware of non-Mislimm sgivings over the Islamc



State, it remains stoically glued to the goal

Sonme |ike Kelantan's Husam si nply cannot understand the non-Mislim
anxi ety.

"Justice, good governance, accountability, transparency ... that's the
substance of an Islanic State. What is there to be afraid of ?" he says.

Yet, when rem nded that existing exanples of the Islanmic State are
hardly encouragi ng, for exanple the recent Newsweek report on the
crackdown on liberal forces in Iran, Husamretorted: "Ch, that's the
foreign nedia."

Mat Sabu on his part often tries to deflect the issue with the
following: "If we can agree on 98 out of 100 things, why concentrate on
the two things we cannot agree on. W concentrate on conmon issues."”

O hers argue that "if we don't |like Pas and their Islamc State, we can
al ways boot themout the next round".

Argunents like these seema little too pat for DAP's Limand his
response i s usually an arched eyebrow and an ironical grin.

Limis all too aware that in spite of the scale of street protests |ast
year and the undercurrent of discontent on the ground, the mgjority of
Mal aysi ans are basically m ddl e-of -the-roaders who will think and think
agai n before going for a radical solution, and who tend to play safe
rat her than take risks.

Any attenpt to gain the mddle ground would have to take this into
account .

However, that does not nmean Limis not optinmistic. He is actually rather
upbeat about denting the BN s two-thirds najority.

"But it can be spoilt by irrational exuberence, by people believing they
are on the verge of toppling the BN, form ng the Governnent, forning the
next Cabi net.

"There are people who are so carried away, they think this is the end of
Umo, the toppling of Dr Mahathir. | may be proven wong but | think
that's misreading the situation. If they go on like this, they nmay even
hel p preserve the BN s two-thirds najority.”

Those who have working experience in a coalition with Pas understand
DAP' s caution

Pas, says forner Parti Melayu Senangat 46 figure Shabery Chik, can be
qui te dogmati c about what they believe is their right.

"There is this big brother thing about them"™ he says.

Thus, according to Shabery, they think they have nore right to a
deci si on because one, God is on their side; tw, they have control of one
state; three, they have been worki ng agai nst the Governnent for nany
years.

Besi des, they have the cash (their ceramah collections rarely total |ess
t han RMLO, 000), the manpower and the crowds, so they call the shots.

"You are not on equal footing with themespecially if you are a snaller
party or group ... don't ever dreamof it," says Shabery.

And as Kua points out, Pas people are very personable on a casual basis,
but once they put on their party cap and get into their rhetoric, "they
becone very different persons".

Meanwhi | e, Kedah Umo's Rosnah Majid who has been following all this
very closely says: "They get together every general election, then they
fall out. I'mjust waiting to see what happens this tine."

( END)
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