06/ 11/ 2001
Addr ess the Misli mangui sh

Abdul | ah Ahnmad
CHARLES De Gaulle said politics is too serious a nmatter to be left to
politicians and | suppose, because of that, ASLI keeps on inviting mne.
What ever, half of the people will risk their lives for the same things the
other half vieww th al arm

Here is what | told guests of the Asian Strategic Leadership Institute
(ASLI') over lunch at the Sheraton Inperial hotel in Kuala Lunpur

yest er day:

"During the last 10 nonths, | have spoken at various functions on the
state of Malaysian politics. Today, | have been asked to give an update on
the Mal aysi an political scene. Has anything changed, if at all, in the

past half a year or so?

"Whi I st the core dynam cs of Ml aysian politics have not inherently
changed, the geo-political and econom ¢ upheaval resulting fromthe
terrorist attacks on the Wrld Trade Center and the Pentagon have, |
believe, critically affected the direction and enphasis of Ml aysi an
politics, especially those of the Opposition.

"The terrorist attacks have, also, only served to underscore the
fundanental tenet of Malaysian politics; that it is politics based on
race. W are not yet nmature enough as a nation or as a people,
collectively, to accept non-racial politics.

"This is not because we do not wish it so, but because of our history,
about which we can do very little. This is what we have been bequeat hed
and we have to do our best to nake it work as snoothly as it can possibly
be. And | think we are doing a good job.

"Since Septenber 11, we have seen the final dem se of the very short-
lived, so-called multi-racial Opposition front to challenge the ruling
mul ti-ethnic Barisan Nasi onal

"The DAP has lost faith and now prefers to be on its own, not wanting to
be associated with the kind of Islamand Islanic state that Pas advocates
and proposes to inplement if they attain power. They, quite rightly, want
nothing to do with Pas' street denonstrations and the latter's call for
jihad against the US and its allies. "The DAP, instead, is trying to find
a way of regaining the trust of its predom nantly Chinese constituents,
the trust that it had so expediently and ruthlessly pawned off when it was
bl i nded by del usi ons of grandeur and deci ded to dance to Pas' tune in
1999. It was, quite sinply, political lunacy on DAP s part.

"Wthin what remains of the Opposition front, we can already see the
begi nnings of intra-party fratricide. Keadilan, always the weaker Mal ay-
based party in the Opposition next to Pas, seens to be even nore
rudderl ess, wacked by internal politics rem niscent of the goings-on in
Umo not so long ago, and struggling to find a place of rel evance for
itself in the national political scene.

"Some of its top echelon | eaders have |left or are |eaving, paving the
way for what rmany see as the ~Abimisation' of Keadilan. In other words,
further Islamisation of the party. So, what now of Keadilan's proposed
merger with Parti Rakyat? More inportantly, what now of Keadilan itsel f?

"Any party associated even in a tangential way (or nmarginally) with
m litancy has no chance in Ml aysia," so said Chandra Muzaffar (Cctober 29
i ssue of Tine nmagazine) currently still the deputy president of Keadil an,
t hough not for much Ionger as he is not putting hinself up for re-
el ecti on.



"Per haps, he now realises that Keadilan has finally driven itself into a
political dead-end or cul -de-sac. Which perhaps explains the Abim sation
as a lifeline for its survival and/or rel evance al ongsi de Pas' radicalism

"Al'l this, of course, should be music to the ears of Barisan Nasiona

(BN) | eaders. However, | hope they won't be lulled into conplacency by the
sweet voices of the sirens. If anything, BN, and Umo in particul ar,
whi | st being given a fresh | ease of political life, still has a | ong way

to go to drag itself out of the hole it has dug for itself.

"We have suddenly found or rediscovered |long-lost friends abroad. Al of
a sudden, it appears that they need us just as nmuch as we need them But
how long will this |ast?

"Post - Septenber 11, Umo and its | eadership, whilst comended abroad for
bei ng nodel s of noderate and progressive Islanm c governance, have a battle
to placate the very real anguish of Ml aysian Muslins, many of them
noderate, over the inadvertent killing of innocent co-religionists in
Af ghani stan and in Pal estine and el sewhere. But this anguish is not
sonet hing that arose with the commencenent of recent hostilities.

"It is something nore ingrained, intrinsic and deeply rooted that has
everything to do with the i ssue of Palestine and the West's seeningly
unwavering support of Israel.

"To many Muslins, here and abroad, the targeting of Muslins as the
“eneny', despite belated attenpts by the West to retreat fromill-chosen
but passionate words, such as "crusade' and “infinite justice', only
serves to underscore their belief that there is a religious divide in the
conduct of the West's foreign policy.

"There must be progress on the Pal estinian i ssue before there can be any
wi nni ng over of Malay and Muslimsynpathy for the predi canent faced by the
West. First of all, there nust be a clear denpnstration by Washi ngton that
it will reinin Israel's excesses. Anything less will be seen nerely as
lip service with no real intention or conviction.

"Wt hout progress along these lines, it would remain extrenely difficult
for the Mal aysi an Governnent, however nuch it wi shes to work together in
the war against terrorism to come out openly with unconditional support
for the West.

"After all, Umo is dependent on its constituents and they can still be
swayed if it does not play its cards wisely or with enough politica
savvy. Pas is ever ready to nove in and exploit the Ml ay angui sh.

"I't should be quite clear to all present here that the battle royale in
Mal aysi an politics is and will always be between Umo, together with the
ot her conponent parties in the BN, and Pas. The other Opposition parties
have to regroup, rethink and redi scover their relevance, if any, after
bei ng duped and mani pul at ed by Pas.

"The events of Septenber 11 can be a doubl e-edged sword for Umo and the
BN. Play their cards shrewdly and the Qpposition could possibly |ose al
the ground that it has gai ned, except in Kelantan and Terengganu. \Watever
happens el sewhere, it is my reading of the situation that these two states
will remain under Pas control.

"What's preventing Pas fromconpletely segregating the sexes i s noney.
Once the Kel antan and Terengganu gover nments have funds, wonen-only
of fices and sports conplexes will be the order of the day.

"If Umo | eaders want to regain the hearts and m nds of the Kel antanese
and the peopl e of Terengganu, they know what to do. They will have to
start addressing, and quickly too, the root political and economni c causes
of the people's rejection of and continued spurning of Umo. The question
is sinple really: Do they have the political will to do what it takes to
i nprove the situation there?

"I do not believe they have the political will. So it will be status quo



whi ch strengthens nmy argunments that Pas will continue to rule the two
nort h-eastern states.

"That nothwi thstanding, | amtold that nati on-wi de Umo is creeping back
i nto acceptance by Ml ays because of the on-going i nprovements in the
domestic political situation. Party nenbership is on the increase. Mny
who left it three years ago are returning. My only worry is the state of
the economy. If it holds, we are all right, even better if it inproves.

"On the other hand, self-delusion, inconpetence and conpl acency wil |l
only drive noderate fence-sitting Malays into Pas' waiting enbrace.

"Pas uses divine threat and portrays itself as Allah's party that can
guarantee followers places in heaven. O course, Pas is not God' s party
but it is, whether you like it or not, perceived to be so by nany Ml ays.

"Meanwhil e, Umo | eaders could do worse than start with a crash course
inlslamc religion and Arabic.

"Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad, neverthel ess, continues to yield
political benefits because he has worked hard and taken neasures that
appear to have the support of a vast majority of the people. H's position
in the Governnment, and in Umo, remains entrenched.

"Still, much remains to be done. Umo still has a long way to go to
shape up and to rid itself of the taint besmirching and defanming its namne.
It will have to clearly denpbnstrate that a |leopard can, in fact, really
change its spots or it will have a tough tinme in the next el ections,
although it is ny honest opinion that it will still wn.

"I'ronically though, despite the best efforts of Umo and BN, it may well
be that what happens to the bal ance of power in Ml aysia and to many ot her
nmoderate Muslimstates in the world, nay be dependent on the course of
action taken by a few of the nost powerful countries in the world.

"Once again, we rmay be left with what history bequeat hs us, through no
fault of our own, and it would be up to future generations to nake the
best of it that they can.

"Many peopl e have ignored previ ous warni ngs about religious fanaticism
to their own | oss. The wi se have begun to di stance thenselves fromthe
fanatics; the foolish hope they will just go away.

"They were inpassioned in the belief that they were irresistible in
1999. Al these people are not alike but all are prepared to die for their
political belief: that those who kill infidels will be martyrs."

( END)
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