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Umo- Pas battle over norality

Carol yn Hong

ZAID I brahimis what one could call a sonetime urbane corporate | awer, he
likes to hang out at Kuala Lunpur's fine-dining establishnents popul ated
by the discreet elite.

But he al so appears as at honme in his native Kota Baru where he |ives
several days of the week, and where he is the Umo division chief, a post
won in April after a hard-fought battle and only after the third try.

It's this curious m x of urbane and conservative, in unequa
proportions, and a pronounced streak of political savvy which has led to
hi s head-on style of taking on Pas, the ruling party of Kel antan.

It began with the setting up of a nusic club (the only one in an Umo
di vi sion, he says), an activity which would rai se eyebrows in conservative
Kot a Bar u.

It nust be said though Kota Baru was once quite lively, even during Pas'
earlier reign from1959 to 1978.

The nusic club was largely unknown until its head, Nik Ariff N k Abd
Ghani, an Umo nenber and governnent enpl oyee, applied for a permt to
hol d a concert of Ml aysian artistes.

It was to be held |l ast nonth at Hotel Perdana, a SEDC-owned hotel in
Kota Baru which had barred Umo fromholding its functions there at the
hei ght of the Pas- Senangat 46 honeynoon.

The Kota Baru Minicipal Council turned the applicati on down on the
grounds that the concert would be un-Islanmic as it would involve the
m xi ng of the sexes, and unsuitabl e behaviour.

Nik Ariff filed a suit against the council in August, with the help of
Zaid's law firm and the case is creeping its way through the court.

Zaid, 51, is no stranger to taking on the State Governnment. In 1996, he
had sued it over a water privatisation agreenent; the case fell on a
technical ground but he clains victory over the fact that agreenent itself
al so col | apsed after the outcry.

"I't's about fundanental rights of the people and I think there are
i mportant issues here for the court to address,” he says of his | atest
| egal chal | enge

It will be a test case of sorts although strictly speaking, it is not
the first to challenge the "Islamc" rules |aid down progressively by the
Pas Governnent after it took Kelantan in 1990.

Years ago, a businessman sued after he ran into problenms with the | oca
council over his enployees who refused to wear the tudung (headscarf).
That case never nmade it to the finish as it was w t hdrawn.

The regul ati ons on personal norality have since settled into Kel antan
life, seemingly without too much of a fuss. In fact, nore have been added
over the years |like separate queues in supernmarkets and fully-lit cinenas.

They seemto fit well into the conservative psyche of the people. Though
that depends on whomyou ask. After all, many Kel antanese wonen still do
not wear the tudung.

O course, the regulations are well accepted, says Anuar Tan Abdul |l ah, a
Kel ant an exco nenber whose portfolio includes tourismand cul ture.

"The people are used to it. They are a fanmily-oriented people but people
in the Wst Coast, they are used to discos," he says.

Not so, says Kel antan-born (but now Kual a Lunpur-based) | awer Zahari
Wahab.

He says they appear well accepted because the people tend to accept at



face val ue any pronouncenent which Pas says is based on Islam

And they quickly seeped into accepted norns, he says, when even the nore
i beral Muslims did not question the rulings.

It can be awkward to rai se questions about religion, says Wanita Umo
exco nmenber and Kota Baru Umo treasurer Ilani |sahak, another Kel antan-
born I awyer but now based in Taman Tun Dr Ismail in Kuala Lunpur.

"Many peopl e | ack confidence in their know edge of religion; they are
unsur e whet her they know enough to chall enge them" she says.

Ilani, a former Sermangat 46 MP for Kota Baru, has had many first-hand
experiences dealing with simlar grouses in her tine.

It is a delicate task tackling religion-based i ssues, especially in
Kel ant an whi ch has an overwhel m ngly Mal ay popul ati on and where anbitious
politicians would do well to be seen as pious Muslins even if they are
not .

In fact, Zahari says Pas nmay well grab the opportunity to brand this | aw
suit as an attenpt by Umo to undo the Islamc social fabric which it has
pai nst aki ngl y woven.

Zai d concedes the point, but says people can't always be constrai ned by
fear of what Pas night say.

He says the law suit is not about challenging the tenets of |slam

H s point is that adherence to religious injunctions is not always best
enforced through I aw, they have to be driven deep into one's soul by
per suasi on and educati on.

"And anyway, where do you stop and where do you draw the |ine?" he says
of legal enforcenment of the rules of personal norality.

He sees this case as a matter of constitutional and fundanental
liberties in a racially-mnixed society, but he knows it's not that easy to
shrug of f the religious overtones.

Not in Kel antan.

As State exco for public administration, |ocal governnent and regi ona
devel oprment Taki yuddi n Hassan says: "Even if we |l ose the case, | amsure
that our policy is right because it is to curb immoral activities".

O course, sonme woul d ask whet her such stern rulings have nerely driven
the "vices" underground, but Takiyuddin firmy believes that they have
done a | ot of good.

It's quite another matter to say if they are on a sound | egal and
constitutional footing, and if the decision to reject the concert
application was properly made - the two mai n grounds of the suit.

That's for the court to decide, he says.

Pas's Anuar, a Chinese convert and fornmer Gerakan politician, is nore
blunt. Laws, he says, can be challenged in court, and politicians can get
political mleage out of it "but they will have to face their God".

It goes to show how tricky it can get to even query Islamc regulations,
| et alone test themin court.

But inaway, if it runs its entire course, the case can go a | ong way
to bring clarity to the governnent's policies and deci si on-maki ng process.
Things are not as clear-cut as they could be, although Taki yuddi n says
that it's a well-known rule that only girls below 12 are allowed to take

part in stage perfornmances.

He points out that wonen are not even allowed to take part in Quran
recitals as Pas considers the voice to be aurat (parts of the body which
shoul d not be exposed) because a nel odi ous voice can attract nen

What nore then, he says, of nodern concerts where perforners are
inevitably clad in skinpy attire.

"You know, what they call showranship," says | awyer Taki yuddin, also the
state Pas youth chief and nephew of Tan Sri Abdul Ham d O hman, Religi ous
Adviser to Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanad.



Taki yuddi n says all such policies are thoroughly discussed at the State
Exco and at the party level, at the Dewan Hari an.

Both are chaired by Datuk Ni k Abdul Aziz Ni k Mat, the Kelantan Menteri
Besar and Pas's Mursyidul Am (spiritual adviser).

Indeed, it is Tok Guru's spiritual persona which inspires the reverence
needed to pronote public acceptance for the State's pronouncenents on

religion.
Tok Guru is a scholar (albeit a conservative one), says Anuar.
"Wll, | don't think that Nik Aziz is the conscience of the Ml ays,"

says Zaid, eschewing the title of Tok Guru which all Pas politicians use
as a matter of course.
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