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A |l ame duck Qpposition

Abdul | ah Ahnad
| AM here at your invitation again to present a picture of ny feelings and
t hought s about Mal aysian politics at the present noment.

I will talk to you tonight very sinply and very sincerely about the
things that are in ny heart and in ny mnd, based on the subject you al
chose for me - Political Changes in Ml aysia: Denocracy and Participation

VWhen peopl e discuss the political changes in Ml aysia over the past few
years, they usually zero in on two defining events: the economc crisis
begi nning in md-Septenber 1997 and forner Deputy Prime M nister Datuk
Seri Anwar |brahinmls case in Septenber 1998.

| woul d add anot her much-negl ected factor, globalisation. Nom nal as it
may be, it has influenced the expectations of the educated and m ddl e
class on the CGovernnment, political process and the civic space.

The Governnent, under the |eadership of Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad,
has successfully managed the econom c and political crises.

It was no easy task. He had to navigate through the hazards of the Anwar
factor and the undercurrents of dissent, even within Umo itself.

VWere the econony was concerned, he took the "ourselves alone" road to
recovery: the then-maligned selective capital controls and nonetary
expansi on policy, which were designed not only to sal vage the battered
econony but al so to keep donestic business and the m ddl e class on board.

| have always said that the mddle class, especially the Malays, tend to
forget that it was the New Econonmic Policy (NEP) and National Devel opnment
Policy (NDP) that created them and Dr Mhathir's unconventional policies
during the economic crisis that kept the mddle class afloat.

O herwi se, they would have suffered the sane fate as their counterparts
in Indonesia, Thailand and South Korea whose |ives of confort were
severely inpacted by the regi on-w de econom ¢ and financial crash.

The cul mi nating effect of the economic crisis and the political crisis
was a kind of political fluidity, unseen even during the Umo split in
1987.

First, it was howthe ruling elite, the Cpposition and the rakyat
negotiated this political fluidity that shaped the contours of the
political |andscape. The results, which | will go one by one later, are:
the formation of Parti Keadilan Nasional - a creature of the refornasi
nmovenent; the nore aggressive politicisation of Islamby Pas and the
chal l enge to Umo's hegenonic rule; the energence of an organi sed and,
arguably, a strategically-positioned opposition; and the | oss of affection
anong sone Mal ays, particularly the young and the various professiona
cl asses, with Umo.

The rakyat was said to be in a nasty, cynical and distrustful nood, a
nmood exacerbated by the sense of insecurity over the then-economc
uncertainties.

| would add here that we are no stranger to a political crisis spawned
by an economc crisis.

Let us briefly go back to the recession of the m d-80s. When the
country's econonmic growh faltered in the md-80s, it becane a catal yst
for the Umo split, a parallel to the split caused by the Anwar issue
whi ch cane on the heels of the mid-97 economc crisis.

The m d-80s econonic downturn too had caused opinions in mainstream
Mal ay political and corporate circles on the NEP to split between pro-
growm h and pro-distribution positions. The parallel in the nmd-97 economc



crisis was the strong invocation of the CCN - corruption, cronyism and
nepoti sm - which were, again, blaned on the NEP, NDP and ot her government
pol i ci es.

These becane one of the rallying themes for the refornasi novenent,
especially Anwar's allies, and you would recall that this was the thene of
the coded assault on Dr Mahathir during the 1998 Umo general assenbly.

| dare say that for several reasons, the reformasi novenent, enbodied in
Parti Keadilan Nasional, will die with a whinper.

The Anwar ouster could not sustain the viability of the party. As an

adopt ed synbol of reformasi, it is hard to dispel the unconfortable
notions that underlie the synbol and what he clains to represent.
Keadi | an and, | suspect, his staunchest supporters and even |ong-term

associ ates could not rationalise Anwar's own cul pability in all the issues
abhorred by thensel ves, such as Anwar's part in the privatization
programes, the award of contracts and his dealings w th business cronies,
several of whom were hard-core Chinese

Datin Seri Dr Wan Azizah's role as president of the party was supposed
to offer the party and the overall refornmasi novenment a perceived
respect abl e i nage.

But ultimately, the imagery is just that: a senblance of sonething
concrete. Wthout actual substance, without a platformof ends and neans
that is coherent, marketable and distinct fromthe conpetition, it wll
turn into a mrage.

Equally crucial is the inability of the party to devel op debate and
political discourse beyond the drama of the Anwar affair itself.

It has been suggested that the energence of Keadilan will be the inpetus
to non-racial politics.

I think we will nove towards non-racial politics by natural and gradua
progression, but it will not be by or because of Keadilan. It will be Ied
by Bari san Nasi onal

It is sonething to hope for. However, | do not believe non-racial
politics will becone a reality for a long tine to cone.
Pas, | think, is assum ng a strong contextual role in shaping the

Opposi tion discourse.

But this time around, Pas traditionalismhas given way to a new approach
- although still reactionary in its substance - of reaching out to others,
particularly the young, fromkindergarten children to university students,
and instituting dialogues with various groups.

Students, idealists to the core and naive to their fingertips, are
easily swayed by the religio-political overtures of Pas.

In post-crisis Pas, there is a new generation of educated professionals
with extensive links to other Islam c groups who play a key role in
i nfluencing the | eadership, explaining Islam s non-fundanmentalist side and
organi sing party representation not only here but overseas as well.

| understand that this group within Pas has been forging |links or
networ ki ng with groups in neighbouring countries, especially Brunei under
one of Kelantan Menteri Besar Datuk Nik Aziz Nik Mat's sons, in Thail and,
Australia, the US and M ddl e East countries.

Pas is trying very hard to bring non-Muslimintellectuals and politica
forces into the Pas-lIslam c orbit of thought.

God help themif they trust Pas. | commend themto re-read Mark
Ant hony' s oration upon the dead body of Julius Caesar and think hard about
it.

Pas has assured non-Mislins they would be treated fairly. If this were
so, it is good, but |ook at Kel antan. Neither non-Mlays, except those who
are Kel antan-born, nor Ml ays, unless they are Kel antanese, can buy | and
t herel



I have said this before in nmy colums that Pas, the Islamc tiger is as
dangerous as the once powerful conmunist tiger, perhaps even nore
dangerous because it's a political and religious conbinati on. Sone say Pas
is a serpent!

Forget Keadilan. In reality, Reformasi is Pas in a thinly disguised
form It is using reformasi as a convenient front, representing a |libera
i mage by bei ng engaged in mai nstream soci al issues and by being receptive
to other opposition parties.

Bel ow t he surface, however, Pas' traditionalismis very, very intact.
It's highly theocratic, conservative Islamc theology is non-negotiable.

Kel antan and Terengganu are a pal e shadow of what its intentions are
when it wins the centre.

Pas is intent on a theocratic state, whether or not the majority is with
it.

Its post-crisis project is to use a nore mainstreampolitical and civil
position to nount a challenge to Umo and build, strategically and
intellectually, an alternative to Umo and Bari san Nasi onal

Post-98, the Pas project is the integration of Islamc, non-Islamc and
reformasi opposition. It took place during the 1999 general election
whi ch saw Pas replacing DAP as the main opposition in Parlianent.

Pas is trying hard, very hard in fact, to present itself as pseudo-
nmoderni st Islam But | think it would be very difficult, arduous and tough
for Pas to hijack the genui ne nodernist |slamproject from Umo.

But all the sanme, there nmust be quick and adequate intellectua
responses from Umo.

As for power-sharing with non-Muslins, it is just in the name of
political expediency. It would not even share real power w th Semangat 46,
whi ch was one of the causes of their split.

Gven the reality that Pas would need its own two-thirds parlianmentary
majority or considerable coalition support to initiate its version of an
Islamic state and since neither scenario is likely, | think we are quite
safe fromthe talibanisation of Ml aysia, or even its Vaj payeeni sation

But Mal aysians of all races nust not take things for granted.

DAP is like Eurydice in Greek legend, a virgin martyr shared between the
tyrants Hedes and Paulidor, both of whom were power-crazy.

The wilting virgin, starved of power, has lost its nmoral ground by going
to bed with Pas and Keadil an. As a watered-down version of a social
denocrat party, it has failed itself.

There have not been many offerings in ternms of socially denocratic
reformi smthat challenge, for exanple, the prerogatives of the market.

Instead, it is Dr Mahathir who is at the forefront in calling for the
regul ation of the financial capital nmarket and architecture of the
i nternational nonetary system and this explains why social denocrats
around the world support Dr Mahathir rather than LimKit Siang' s DAP

I know for sure that the French intellectuals and politicians highly
respect Dr Mahathir, anong many ot her foreigners.

I would list DAP's failures as follows: first, a failure to offer a
denocratic socialist alternative.

Apart fromcriticising governnent actions as a matter of course and
i nvoki ng the infamus CCN and ot her foreign nouthings for anything and
everything, there has been no credible riposte to BN policies on public
spendi ng, taxation, privatization and social services.

Second, its fixation with its Chinese electoral base and what is
perceived to be the | eadership's deep-seated ethnic chauvini sm

Even in the Barisan Alternatif, it assuned a hostil e and non-bargai nabl e
position towards Parti Rakyat.

This is indicative of DAP's narrow, sectarian party politics and the



att enpt ed nonopol i sation of the opposition space for inmediate politica
and careerist reasons.

VWhat are the political chall enges posed by the changes for the Umo-Ied
ruling coalition? Alexis de Tocqueville in Volunme 1 of Denobcracy in
America said: The political parties that | style great are those which
cling to principles rather than consequences, to general and not specific
cases, to ideas and not to nen. These parties are usually distingui shed by
nobl er features, generous passions and nore genui ne convictions.

I would offer this advice to Umo and the Barisan Nasional conponents.
They nmust be nore open and denocratic, and infuse thenselves with new
bl ood, particularly at divisional and grassroots |evels, anongst wonen if
t hey are savvy.

For sure, Umo nust be dynamic and in touch with the grassroots. Umo's
past aura as a party in the struggle for independence still perneates the
consci ousness but to a certain extent, it has lost its populist noorings
anong sonme segnents of the Malay conmmunity.

It nust rebuild itself as a party of popular participation. It nust
shape up, becone | eaner and a health freak, and have zero tol erance for
corruption and inefficiency.

I know and am happy the Mal ays are returning to Umo but nore nust be
done to win and retain their undivided |oyalty.

For Umo specifically, it nmust end the electoral decline in sone areas
of the Mal ay heartland by replacing and taking strong action agai nst those
so-cal l ed | eaders who have lost credibility with the voters and the Umo
grassroots; reduce or elimnate the potential for party conflict; re-
articulate an ideol ogical framework that retains its past yet is dynamc
enough to sustain itself and end the disillusionnent of sonme Ml ays.

The country enjoys fair and free el ections where the citizens can punish
or reward the incunbents by voting for or against them W have seen this
i n Kel antan, Terengganu, Sabah and once in Penang in 1969.

Sonme peopl e say the Mal aysian el ectorate is pliable. | disagree. In the
Lunas by-election, there were 10,511 votes for Barisan Alternatif and
9,981 votes for Barisan Nasional

BN won in the last general election. The rejection of BN here does not
mean an acceptance of the Qpposition

The Lunas peopl e thensel ves had their own agenda wherein they
collectively signalled to the BN that neither the BN nor the Qpposition
made a difference

We have won all subsequent by-el ections. But cone the next genera
election, I amsure Lunas will swing back to BN. And here lies the
weakness of the Qpposition: it is overwhelned by its own victory that it
sinmply refuses to see beyond the victory, a fault that BN can capitalise
on.

Umo's and BN s strength is in hel ping the cause of wonen and the poor
of all sexes and races.

I can see the conbination of the two going forward and nmaki ng Ml aysi an
politics a very, very safe ground for the ruling parties.

| have always maintained in nmy witings that the rakyat's continued
disillusionment with the political process poses several dangers. For one
thing, disillusionment begets further disillusionnment, and
| eader shi p, even governance for that matter, becones nore difficult if
citizens do not give |leaders the benefit of the doubt.

Citizens' disrespect for politics encourages a | esser breed to make
careers in government.

Ideally, there should be quality participation - one that negotiates the
avai |l abl e civic space in a responsible manner

Denocratic politics does not rest on contrived hysteria on the streets



or turning the public into cannon-fodder

The public service has not been sufficiently responsive to the demands
of either the elected governnent or citizens in devel opi ng and
i npl enenting its chosen policy.

Conti nued di sappoi ntnent with particular government officials and
branches of the governnment apparatus, the enforcenent agencies - the
police, the Attorney-GCeneral's Ofice, the Anti-Corruption Agency in the
main - will ultimately netanorphose into disillusionnent with the
Gover nment per se.

Much depends on the capacity of the BN-l1ed Governnent to handl e the
changes and adapt to the expectations of the people.

| don't doubt its capacity but this must be strengthened by a strong
sense of accountability - of the Cabinet, MPs, public servants, the
corporate sector, the armed forces and of the vigilant rakyat.

There is so much a | eader, even in the person of Dr Mahathir, can do.
The Governnent is performng well but it can do better if we are al so
doi ng our bit.

W& nust not nerely criticise it. Rather, we should help it by being nore
responsi ble and nore civic and politically conscious.

( END)
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