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The government is worried by the growth of Islamic fundamentalism

N TERENGGANU,a rather remote state in

north-eastern Malaysia, a change is taking
place in politics that might mark a turning-
point for the whole country. Or then it might
not. What is certain is that thereis agrowing
uncertainty among Malaysians about the
way they are governed.

Back in November, the genera election
had at first seemed to leave the rock of Mo-
hamad Mahathir's government pretty well
undisturbed. There had been some losses,
put down as inevitable after his 18 yearsin
power. But his coalition retained more than
two-thirds of the seats in parliament. The
losses could be blamed on a protest vote
against the treatment of Anwar lbrahim, a
popular former deputy prime minister who
was beaten after being arrested. Memories
would fade, indignation would pass. Since
then there has been a closer and, for the gov-
ernment, alarming examination of the losses
and their consequences.

In the north of the country, where the
Malay vote is concentrated, Dr Mahathir's
previoudy adoring supporters abandoned
him in great numbersand gave their support
to opposition candidates, notably those of
an Idamist party, pas. The Idamists took con-
trol of Terengganu. With Kelantan, a state
that #as already ruled, they are now in politi-
cal contral of the whole of the northeast of
peninsular Malaysia, and can count on con-
siderable support in neighbouring states. It is
clear that Dr Mahathirdid so well in Novem-
ber only because the Chinese, a substantial
minority in Malaysia, decided, for the
present, tocontinue tosupport him.

For the past few weeks, the government’s
anxiety about its seemingly crumbling sup-
port has been concentrated on a by-election
in Sanggang. This has dways been
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retrospect Sanggang's brief fame is more
likely to be seen as an indication of umNO's
anxiety. It has done nothing to ease the fear
that the Anwar protest may be a symptom of
Malays general disenchantment with a gov-
ernment associated with injustice; that Ma-
laysia could be in the grip of what Tolstoy
called the march of history, and uMNo can
do little about it. President Suharto was de-
posed dmost overnight after 32 years of un-
challenged power in Indonesia. Maaysia, it
is noted uneasily, became independent a lit-
tle over 40 years ago and has been run by
UMNO ever since. Fear needs little logic.

Madaysiaisformally an Isamic state, but
some Idlamic priestssay that thegovernment
is secular. From the viewpoint of Tereng-
ganu, the government in Kuaa Lumpur
looksdistantandgreedy. Thecapital seenon
television is a counterfeit of a modern west-
ern city, flashy and materidistic. Women are
casual about covering their heads in public,
asisusual in Terengganu and elsewhere in
thenorth.Thegovernment is furiousat being
caled secular. The other day a minister said
it was eas that was unlslamic because the,
party sought to deprive its followers of
“worldly satisfaction”, which he claimed
was an Idamic tenet.

Terengganu’s new Islamic state govern-
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asafe seat for Dr Mahathir’s party,
the United Malays National Orga-
nisation (umno), and in ordinary
times a by-election would hardly
have been noticed. This time
umno treated the poll as a na-
tional event, bringing in party
workers from al over Mdaysia
Sanggang, it was pointed out, isin
the state of Pahang, next door to
dreaded Terengganu. It had to be
held: Malaysia's whole way of life
was a stake. uwnvo chose as its
candidate a guardian of the local
mosque to fight the ras candidate,
a lawyer. On April 1st, the umno
man duly won.

Politicsbeing what it is, uMNO
claimed a famous victory, but in

ment is unperturbed by SUch attacks, pas un-
Islamic? 1s the federa government going
mad? In passing, it points out that since cain-
ing to power it has in fact given its employees
the worldly satisfaction of afive-day week.
More goodies could be on the way if it can get
a bigger share of the royaties from the oil
and gas deposits that lie off the Terengganu
coast. At present it gets 5%. But the federal
government may notbeinagivingmood. Te-
rengganu already looks like an advertise-
ment for pas rule.

Itisbeingguided by theexperience of Ke-
lantan, three hours away by an indifferent
road (blamed on an uncaring federal govern-
ment), Where eas has been in power since
1990, and last November increased its vote.
In Kelantan, gambling has been banned, as
has karaoke, because it is associated with
rowdyism. Alcohol is discouraged but toler-
ated in non-Muslim establishments. Friday
is a holiday and Sunday a working day,
which can be awkward for Christian-run
businesses, but seems to be manageable.
People say the state government is honest,
which is not a compliment much heard else-
wherein Maaysia

Critics of the way Kelantan and Tereng-
ganu are run say that the Idamists are just
pretending to be tolerant, and that ras longs
to introduce sharia law with its awful pun-
ishments. Perhaps, perhaps not. umno
would say that,anyway Both umno and eas
have their eyes on Maaysia's ethnic-Chi-
nese (26%) and Indian (7%) populations. Both
groups are quiet-lifers and have tended to
support UMNO. But they resent uMNO’s pol-
icy of favouring Malays in education and for
government jobs. The Chinese, the back-
bone of Malaysian business, may fed they
can do better now that uwnvo Nneeds them
more. pas Will hope that the Chinese and In-
dians will be attracted by the offer of honest
government, strict but tolerant.

All this is taking place againg the im-
pending retirement of Dr Mahathir, who has
said that thisis his last term as prime minis-
ter. He may change his mind, and he has

swiftly disposed of plans by some
critics todump him as party leader
inUMNO’s party electionsin May.
He believes he is irreplaceable,
and perhaps he is right. Only the
doctor could have got away with
telling the Malays that they were
inherently lazy and had to mend
their ways. Credit for Malaysia's
undoubted economic success be-
longsto him, and he fears an inex-
pert hand could ruin it.

Abdul Hadi Awang, the new
chief minister of Terengganu, had
the temerity to say recently that he
had a vision of ras and like-
minded parties running the fed-
eral government. Then, the grate-
ful pilgrim, he flew to Mecca
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