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AFTER a weekend of debates, gl ad-hand back-sl appi ng, and plenty of
rhetoric suffused with alittle soul-searching, Parti |slamse-Mlaysia or
Pas has pronounced that it is readying itself to face the next genera

el ection. As that may be nore than four years' away, the rallying call may
appear to be a bit premature to all but the npst eager-beaver party
activist.

This | ong-term pl anning and foresight, however, typifies the new
assertiveness of a party that believes it is on a roll and wants to cash
inonits greater acceptance and “electability' anpong the people. In
essence, that was the nessage sent by party president Datuk Fadzil Noor at
t he concl usi on of Pas' 46th nuktamar or general assenmbly held on June 2-5
i n Kual a Terengganu

Things did not appear to be going Pas' way at the outset. It was
handi capped in that so soon after the recent general elections and the far
nmore noi sy Umo janboree in May, interest in “party politicking had
subsi ded when the tine cane for its gathering of the faithful. The “turtle
state' may have been the | ogical choice for the four-day assenbly in
recognition of its feat in returning a Pas-led governnent at the polls.

But the renoteness of Kual a Terengganu conpared to Tanan Mel ewar in
CGonbak, Sel angor, the venue for previous assenblies, neant that sone
urgency was lost in the coverage even though the local press did turn up
in reasonabl e force

No one but the npbst conmitted party menber coul d have concl uded that the
pl oddi ng nature of the proceedi ngs during this nmuktamar had endeared the
50-year-old party to the vast majority of the electorate. This is
significant as it was widely assuned that top of the agenda for discussion
was the issue of opening up the party menbership to non-Muslins. In the
event, this was not discussed. Fadzil said non-Mislins had a role to play
and this was best done in the broader alliance in the shape of the Barisan
Alternatif (BA).

Rat her incongruously, it was the party's fem nine flank that raised the
much-needed frisson of excitement. The exotically-named Dr Lo Lo' Chazal
spoke her mind on the need for material forms of recognition for the
important role played by wonen in Pas (the name Lo' Lo' appears in the
surah Ar-rahman in the Quran, and rhymes with | ook, which neans pearl in
Arabic.) The physician, who runs a clinic in Taman Mel awati, Sel angor,
asked the party hierarchy why, throughout the assenbly, there was not a
single fermal e party official seated on the stage.

The depth of her concern can be gauged from her own adni ssion that she
was aware that the nedia would | atch on to her speech and play up the
i ssue. She has been fanpusly quoted as saying, "Kita tengok pem npin Pas
di atas sana yang segak-segak tapi apa yang dah jadi dengan kami

(Muslimat)... Mengapa kam dipinggirkan... Kalau nedia nak main isu ini
bi arl ah, tapi saya nak sebut juga.' (W see Pas | eaders on stage | ooking
smart but what of us wormen... Why are we nmarginalised... |If the nmedia

wi shes to play up this issue, so be it, but | want to say ny piece.) Dr
Lo' Lo' speaks with some authority as she is a nenber of the party's
central working committee

There is a certain edge to her assertiveness which the party would do
wel |l to address. She pointed out that the party hierarchy did not find it
in any way objectionable to have a woman in the person of Keadil an



President Datin Seri Dr Wan Azi zah sharing the stage in opposition
rallies. She, therefore, urged the party hierarchy to all ow wonen nenbers
to play a nore proactive role, including being put up as candidates in
general el ections.

Deputy Pas president and Terengganu Menteri Besar Abdul Hadi Awang was
firmin his advice to the Dewan Muslimat (the Wonen's wing). In an obvious
reference to a vocal I|slamc group conprising professional wonen in this
country, Hadi said the Dewan Muslimat should not be sinmilarly swayed and
be cast adrift fromthe true religious path. He warned themnot to be so
bold as to claimthat Quranic teachings and traditions of the prophet were
no longer relevant in this day and age.

Party president Fadzil was nore conciliatory. Asked whether the party
had credi bl e fenal e candi dates to be fielded, he replied, "W have and we
wi Il make the choice when the tinme cones.' O hers in the Pas hierarchy
appeared to be naking the right noi ses to appease the Dewan Musli nat.
Deputy Permanent chairman and Kel antan state assenbly speaker Wan Abdu
Rahi m Wan Abdul | ah bel i eved that wormen in Pas should be allowed to
contest. They should also be given a "leg up' by being granted the
opportunity to contest “safe' seats. This is not entirely w thout
precedent as Pas did have a | one woman MP in the | ate Khadijah Sidek from
Terengganu | ate in the 1960s.

The ball has been tossed back in the Dewan Muslimat's court as Fadzil,
pressed on the matter, retorted equivocally, "W will study the matter and
if the Dewan Muslimat really wants this, they should send a nmenorandumto
the party | eadership.'

The Bari san Nasional was quick to cash in on this perceived " feninine
frailty'. It came at a very opportune time just as canpaignhing for the
Tel uk Kemang parlianentary by-election was at its zenith. Prine M nister
Dat uk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad has gone so far as to brand the party as
deceitful in not fielding wonen candidates in elections. “This is deceit
as on the one hand, wonen cannot be fielded in elections, but on the other
hand, they are being used to secure support for mal e candi dates."

Anot her rallying call for menbers was the threat of having to drop
“Islam fromits party name by | egislation. The Dewan Miuslimat rose to the
occasion with speaker after speaker offering the "ultinmate sacrifice
(syahid) to see that this threat did not nmaterialise. For the nonent, they
can carry on with the business of living as Deputy Prime M nister Datuk
Seri Abdul | ah Ahrmad Badawi had said in Kota Baru, a day after the
mukt amar' s concl usi on, that the governnent has yet to decide on the
matter.

An interesting devel opment in this nuktamar was the savvy confidence of
Pas' youth wi ng, the Dewan Penuda. Led by Mahfuz Orar, the youth w ng has
taken upon itself the task of swaying the estimated two mllion voters
fromanong the el ectorate who are deened ripe for “conversion' to the
cause. It can call on the support of a fresh crop of university graduates
whose commitment i s unquesti oned.

This band of party activists works quietly behind the scenes to build up
grassroots support for Pas. Many eschew the traditional jubah (robes) and
serban (turban) worn by the ol der generation for everyday work togs -
fashi onabl e prof essional attire which attracts rather than alienates
support and synpat hy. Gone are unkenpt beards to be repl aced by neatly-
trinmed facial hair, “designer |abel-like' gear and the "altered wheels'
favoured by the young. They have the benefit of a traditional early
| sl ami ¢ education together with conventional tertiary nethods whi ch makes
most of themtrilingual - they flit easily from Ml ay and English to
Arabic. Away fromthe nmuktamar nany woul d not seemout of place strolling
anong the lunchtine crowd in trendy Bintang Wal k or hip KLCC



Their effort will be crucial if Pas is to win the next general election.
At the conclusion of the nmuktamar Fadzil set themthe task of increasing
the party menbership from800,000 currently to one million. In the
meantine, the “sisterly squeak' fromthe just-concluded 46t h nuktamar
al one shows there is at | east one crease that needs to be ironed out in
the next four years if victory is to becone anywhere near reality.

( END)
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