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Lowering the political tenperature

Syed Hood Syed Idros

UTUSAN Mal aysi a has fought doggedly to keep afl oat the Malay unity thene
t hroughout Raya, weathering a torrent of protests from Keadil an Youth
chi ef Ezam Mohd Noor and Pas Youth chief Mahfuz Orar in the process.

The paper elected to overl ook those little sneering coments from
Kel antan Menteri Besar Datuk Ni k Aziz Ni k Mat and Pas | eader Datuk Fadzi
Noor too in favour of their broader support for the unity concept.

The nation was then bustling with the Hari Raya festivities. Many were
full of their political views and too eager to force themonto | ess
forceful friends and relatives to read the newspapers, | suspect.

Mal aysi aki ni, the unabashedly "sem -official" Opposition website as sone
pundits see it, rewarded itself with a 10-day vacation, thus witing
itself off as a shaper of Ml aysi an ni nds.

That Utusan persisted with the thene shoul d excite students of Ml aysian
politics and journalism W are all too famliar with the traditiona
rol es of each newspaper. Qur dailies may have not noved away fromthe old
style of journalismthat relied heavily on official sources,
pronouncenents and run-of-the-m || speeches; neither have the dailies
of fered constant daily anal yses and big-picture articles; but there is
little doubt that Ml aysian newspapers have a soul

There is an ideol ogical slant about their raison d etre. Perhaps we have
i nherited an el enment of British journalism- the powerful right wi ng Press
has only contenpt for Labour Prine Mnister Tony Blair. The alternative
Press arrived bel atedly on the Ml aysi an journalismscene; and reacted
fastest to the Internet revol ution.

Now t hat the Umnmo president Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad, deputy
presi dent Datuk Seri Abdull ah Ahnad Badawi, Pas president Fadzil Noor and
Keadi | an | eader Datin Seri Wan Azi zah Wan |Ismail have all said, "All right
we shall talk,” will they actually neet?

VWhat will they talk about? How will that neeting bridge the w dening
Mal ay political chasn? The brightest spot in the Malay unity spectacle is
the hope that hostilities will subside.

Hostilities and the new brand of Malay politics are inextricably |inked.
Stridently opposed (at | east they appear to) to the unity talk are Mahfuz
who, remenber, is the Pal estinian hero "who was jailed by a tyrannical
regime for protesting against the Jewish State", and Ezam whose promni sed
New Year gift to Malaysians is a potentially unnerving year-round gal a of
street protests.

Ezam needs to keep the political heat alive. If it ever subsides, Ezam
and his backers fear that the "di senfranchi sed" voters may agai n enbrace
sensibility and objectivity.

Li ke Keadilan, Pas operates in an environnment of political intensity.
And Pas needs a new synbol to ride what it sees as a wave of anti -
establishment feelings. It has gleefully harvested the Datuk Seri Anwar
I brahi mpolitical crop.

Now Pas secretly fears that the forner Deputy Prime M nister may conpete
for the big prize once Barisan Nasional is out of the way. Pas badly needs
fresh synbolism It will cling fastidiously to the wang i hsan matter, or
anyt hi ng potentially conbusti bl e.

Whi ch was why a Mahfuz rival in Pas, Dr Hatta Ram i, rushed to organise
a denonstration outside the Treasury while Mahfuz was in jail. Wen Mahfuz
energed "triunphantly" fromthe prison gates, he noved to seize the



initiative fromDr Hatta who happens to be the political secretary to
Fadzil, the Opposition | eader. They are conpeting to inpress Fadzil

It is perfectly denocratic for politicians to try and keep a politica
monment um goi ng, but the rest of us nust be intellectually agile to
intercept and call the bluff.

There is a need for proper and deep political analysis. W need
political literature to help the unwary see rhetoric and trends in the
correct perspective.

Exanpl e: Ezam and Mahfuz have steadfastly singled out a personality in
their political struggle - Dr Mahathir has been sensel essly and endl essly
vilified. Ezam and Mahfuz have relentlessly tried to create a friction
bet ween t he haves and the haves not.

Ezam has been schooled in a tradition of demagoguery and scapegoating -
powerful tools for reactionary nmovenents. Pundits say this technique is
routinely depl oyed to channel anger over insecurities, personal failings
and uncertain social status towards scapegoats that are easy to blane. It
is certainly not new.

Peter Fritzche in Rehearsals for Fascism Populismand Political
Mobilization in Weimar Germany, said the Nazi noverment began with m ddl e-
class populists launching bitter attacks agai nst both the governnent and
bi g busi ness.

In theory, demagoguery cannot work in present-day Ml aysia as prosperity
has reached the far corners of the country. The NEP has produced a strong
Mal ay m ddl e class. There is a virtual full enploynent situation and
poverty is at a |low six per cent. Yet populismis always a useful tool.

Look at Joseph Estrada in the Philippines, Thaksin Shinawatra in
Thai | and, el enents of the Ml aysi an Opposition nanifestos or the various
past populist regines in Latin Anerica - Juan Peron in Argentina, Getulio
Vargas (Brazil 1945-1954); Chile (1970-73) and Ni caragua (1979-90).

The battle |ines ahead of the next general elections have thus been
dr awn.

The debate on the role of Penuda Umo conti nues unabated. Reinvent, sone
comment ators thunder. Change, anot her observer roars. | think Pemuda Umo
shoul d bring the sinple Umo nessage to the masses - the canpus,
grassroots, professionals.

Umo is the party that brings opportunity and hope. It needs to engage
Mal aysians. It needs to talk (and listen) to themin small groups. The
days of nmss gatherings are over

The enli ghtened Mal aysian is not about to sit for hours |istening
intently to speeches. W need fresh-faced spokesmen who will wite to
newspapers, produce books, participate in the Internet debate, and appear
on tel evision.

The nessage of hope appears nundane. But it works. Umo has touched in a
profound manner the |lives of every Malaysian fam |y and shall continue to
do so for many nore years to conme. Newspapers will have to re-invent
t hensel ves too

Provi de space and incentives for intellectual debate. Visit the
canmpuses. Get or prod academia to wite and participate. The Umo MPs too
shoul d | et Mahfuz and gang do all the heckling while they focus on the
substantive i ssues. Reach out to the professionals for inputs and ideas.

The Mal ay unity tal ks, nmeanwhile, nust proceed, for there is a need to
| ower the political tenperature and all ow Mal aysians to get on with our
lives.
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