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Choosi ng between BN' s ability and Pas' anbition

Abdul | ah Ahmad

MOST Mal aysi ans take their existence, lifestyle and religious tol erance
for granted; at |east, nost of the time. The Governnent, however, has
never taken it for granted because of our innate racial and religious
vul nerability.

The Prime M nister, Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad, stated | ast weekend
that a Mal aysi an race or Bangsa Mal aysi a was al ready i n place and
eventual |y the ruling Barisan Nasional (made up of 13 [ argely conmunal -
based parties) coalition would enmerge as a single party. But the process
and progress will necessarily be sl ow

Until such time we will have to contend with political nobilisation
based on race or religion. Despite what Dr Mahathir said, |I'mafraid, for
speci fic reasons, racial tensions have been exacerbated rat her than
reduced. Yet, thank heaven, peace, prosperity and harnony have prevail ed.

| nmust stress this in case you have forgotten: both support and
opposition to the Governnent have | argely been chanel |l ed t hrough comunal
nmobi l i sation. Since the last general el ection, the OQpposition has centred
around the Mal ay | sl amc based Party | sl amor Pas, the Ml ay-based
Keadi | an and the Chinese-based and | ed Denocratic Action Party or DAP

Dr Mahathir has led the BNto an electoral victory for the fifth tine
and, | believe, he will lead the BN again in 2003-4 or whenever the
electionis held. The BNwill win, as he said | ast week, though it will
not be easy nor cheap

For sure, Umo suffered reverses, (losing 22 MPS and two State
Governments). For a party that was al ways used to performng well it was a
severe bl ow. However, neither Umo nor BN has becone irrel evant to
Mal aysia as many of its critics have wi shed.

The 1999 Opposition success was achi eved during an extraordi nary tinme of
political turnmoil, partly beyond its control and partly self-inflicted:
Asi an econoni ¢ and financial crisis, Anwar | brahi mand ot her debacl es pl us
general di senchantment and even fati gue.

The Anwar | brahi missue was at its peak then, and unl ess the Gover nnment
m smanages itsel f and its danage control continues to be bad, | do not
believe Anwar will be a determining factor in the el eventh genera
el ection, though it will remain one of the canpaign issues

The main battle will not be between m|itant Chinese chauvi ni smand Umo
nor Anwar and Dr Mahathir, but a door-die clash between Umo and Pas which
is bent on creating a theocratic, purist Islamc nation, even
unilaterally. Pas has stated and reiterated this for the unpteenth tine.

That will be the nother of all battles which will once and for al
det er mi ne whet her Mal aysia as we knowit nowlives or perishes.

DAP cannot stop Pas' burning desire. Pas knows it, so does DAP, which
wi Il be reduced to fighting a sideshoww th MCA. DAP's co-operation with
Pas in 1999 gave the latter a newrealism DAPillum nated the risks and
how to avoid t hem

BN nust begin planning to face the chall enges of Pas in the next two
decades. Pas is never going to give up on sonething it considers its
desti ny.

Pas' menbers and supporters are |i ke Benito Miscolini's Fascists or
comuni sts. The Islam sts in white skull-caps or kopiah and white robes,
normal |y sporting a beard or goatee and noustache accept orders fromthe
party w t hout di scussion, only obedience.



Pas appears to be doing well anong a particul ar group of Mal ays because
Umo seens tired and unabl e or unwi I ling to change to confront a changed
and shifting situation. This happens despite the poor performance of the
two State Governnents the former runs. Pas spins stories and articul ates
programes better; its propagandi sts and spi nners nore captivati ng and
i magi nati ve even when quoti ng the Quran and sayi ngs of the Prophet for
their own political ends.

If the devil can quote scripture (Quran) as we all know, why not a
politician?

Under Pas' Islamsation | cantell DAP there is no hope of seeingits
so-cal |l ed i deol ogi cal construct - a Mal aysian Mal aysia - being
i ncorporated. DAP is exchanging today' s Malaysia with Pas' |slamc
Mal aysi a.

Actions speak | ouder than words. If that is Pas' maxi mand, if true, the
Chi nese, |ndians and non-Kel ant anese Bumni put eras shoul d be al |l owed t o own
I and in Kel antan.

As LimKit Siang and Karpal Singh both are | awers, they know deeds
speak | ouder than pl edges, especially in | andownershi p and ot her
i ndi vi dual property rights and when freedomto choose are at stake.

The proof of the pudding is in the eating. Let the non-Kel antanese and
non- Bumi put eras buy and sell land as freely as in other states.

Pas, hel ped by DAP and Keadi |l an, fought several issues on Umo's turf
and, sadly for Umo, it succeeded because Pas cl everly co-opted nany
i ssues which were Umo's. The Islam sts deftly pushed for transparency and
agai nst cronyi sminjustice and corruption; nore accountability in
government, and so on.

By contrast, Umo stuck to its worn-out though well-tested strategy. It
did work, but just. Umo forgot the best defence was to attack. It neither
had a new policy nor was able to proni se sonething startling to capture
t he i magi nati on of the young mi ddl e-cl ass Mal ays and the rural voters.

Umo nust arrest forthwith this perceptionthat it is passive. It nust
do sonething enchanting politically, whichis crucial not just for its own
el ectoral victory but for the success of everyone under the Ml aysi an
(hot) sun.

BN is not perfect, but its concept of noderation, balance and nulti -
raci al co-operation and religious tolerance is being challenged by Pas via
its BN copycat alliance. The BNis the best thing that ever happened to
this pol yglot.

For 46 years starting with the KL Munici pal el ection in 1952, the Ml ays
and the Chinese have been cooperating politically, joined by the Indians
in the 1955 general election until now | believeit will goonif
Mal aysia as it stands today is to survive, otherwise it will be repl aced
by a theocratic, purist Islamc and Ml ay-based nati on

The choice is sinple; inmprovenent of the status quo, goodw || and
religious tolerance, or extrem sm

I n educati on, especially higher | earning, the Bum puteras will have to
be assured they will not lag too far behind the ot her Ml aysi ans.
Everyt hi ng nust be done to encourage themto reach the standards of their
non- Bum put era peers.

The newruling to enter university istimely but it will be effective
only if rules are scrupul ously inplemented, w thout favour or fear

Simlarly, the non-Buni putera conponent parties nust regain (greater)
credibility, and to ny mind the nost i nportant issue is accessibility to
hi gher education, especially inpublicuniversities andinstitutions,
not wi t hst andi ng, t he announcenent about t he Tunku Abdul Rahman Uni versity.

Wil e Umo robustly defends Mal ay special position and privileges its
| eaders must not be terrified of exposing Bum putera econom ¢ back-



war dness due to fears of feeding raci st assunptions about the abilities of
Bum put eras and their children.

Take the cue fromDr Mahathir by exposing their depressingly | ow
achi evenents i n school s and uni versities.

But wit hout tal king about and di agnosi ng the problem how can it be
addressed? Umo nust seize the noral and political initiative onrace and
education: that bilingual education is inperative for the Bum putera's
future well-being as well as that of the nation's, in a global village.

Loweri ng standards in education, |ike insisting on studying only in
Mal ay- medi um school s is bad for the future of Malaysia. It's |like
attenpting to condemn t he Bumi puteras to poorer education than their
Chi nese and I ndi an bret hren.

Since the early 1970s when politically correct only Ml ay-nedi um
educati on began, | amafraid education has suffered dramatically.

Engli sh, the | anguage of know edge, is as good as dead in the majority
of our school s yet just five decades ago, Mal ayans were consi dered very
good in the | anguage by everybody.

I nst ead of playing defence, Umo needs a radi cal new approach to this
i nportant issue and ot her problens |ike drugs, AIDS, indiscipline and
amorality, serious crines and broken hones, and so on.

For sure, and to be fair, Umo's record has been remarkabl e, but al
that isinthe past. But, alas, its current performance i s perceived by
many as uni npressive. Not tinkering with or not changi ng policies is not
politically savvy.

Umo and BN | eaders need to be fearless in facing the obvious.

Mal aysi ans are now nore open-ni nded, better educated, nore prosperous and
live longer, and the ruling group nmust expect themto conti nue naking
political and social demands whi ch may appear excessive and even radi cal

The sol utions are, either Umo changes to acconmpdat e t he percei ved
needs of the younger and better exposed Bumi puteras and ot her Ml aysi ans,
allowing themto test thelimt of the Government's tol erance or counter-
attack on what are nowthe Opposition's strongest issues, preferably in
public debate

I know Dr Mahathir can handle it. Are the others who go to Putrajaya
every Wednesday | i stening?

( END)



	Choosing between BN's ability and Pas' ambition (NST 10/07/2001)

