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It could be Turkish delight
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WHAT a contrast: former French president Valery G scard d Estaing, the man
charged with charting the European Union's constitutional future, stated
unequi vocal Iy that Turkey's nenbership would spell the denise of the

uni on.

The | eader of the Turkish ruling party, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, in
studiously tenperate words stressed his party's - the Justice and
Devel opnent Party (known by its Turkish initials, AKP) - commtnent to
refornms for Turkey to be enbraced by the EU this decade.

The Frenchman's behavi our is undiplomatic, insensitive and outrageous.
amglad his Jean-Marie Le Pen-like remarks have been forcefully
repudi ated, not by France but by Turkey's traditional rival Geece. Costas
Simtis, the Geek Prine Mnister, wisely declared that the EU woul d be
maki ng a gross blunder if it snubbed Turkey's advances.

Per haps, to d'Estaing, the EU should be only for Christian nations, a
|atter-day Holy Roman Enpire. In the present world, | would have thought
this a golden opportunity for the EU to nedi ate between Islamand the West
and Christianity in general. The EU shoul d engage the Mislins, not reject
them Turkish nenbership of the EUw Il give Islama chance to adapt and
even clear its path to nodernity.

Political Islam which now rears its head everywhere, can be tenpered
The Prime Mnister, Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad, has been strenuously
fighting against overly literal interpretations of Islamby partisan
preachers and politically biased religious adm nistrators for their own
ends.

The new Turki sh Governnent - even if it is Islamc - has been at pains
to stress that its Islamc roots are not inconpatible with Turkey's
secul ar constitution, which it has sworn to respect and uphol d. Erdogan
who w el ds the power behind the throne since he can't assune the office of
prime mnister because of a conviction for inciting religious hatred, has
deftly chosen to highlight the enlightened and workabl e el enents of his
Gover nment ' s progranmmes.

Let's admt it and be fair. | do not believe the AKP was swept into
of fi ce because the secular Turks were infatuated with Islam c radicalism
It was a huge protest against the non-perform ng econony, deteriorating
standards of living and endem c corruption perpetuated by a jaded and
t horoughly discredited ruling elite who have been running (and rui ni ng)
Turkey for decades.

As a practising fundanentalist Mislimand a denocrat, it was hard for ne
not to rejoice at the triunph of the AKP in the general election on Nov 4.
Dependi ng on where you stand, it was hailed or hissed as the "Turkish
experinment”, even a "Turkish delight" or "No Turkish delight", a litnus
test of the congruity of Islam smw th denocracy.

No previ ous excursion at conbining the two, such as in Iran and Sudan
has been out st andi ng enough to excite the proponents of both canps. But
the AKP's political co-religionists here and el sewhere shoul d pause before
anticipating that victory will soon be theirs.

The differences between Turkey and the rest of the Islamc world
outwei gh the simlarities. There are common strands as well as unconmon
circunmstances in the election result. Turkey is no doubt a Mislimnation
but it's a secular state with an avowedly different culture and way of
life fromthe Arabs, Iranians and us.



VWhat inpressed me was not the rise of a "party with Islamc roots" by
popul ar vote but how good its |eader, Erdogan, |ooked in a business suit.
Now he only needs to concentrate on translating his words into deeds and
all will be well, or should be.

He did not wear his Islamc credentials on his sleeve, lest he tenpt the
determ nedly secular mlitary to close himout as it did with the AKP' s
precedecessor, the Welfare Party, which was shoved out of governnment in
1997. He did not appear to be the sane man who had been thrown in jail for
his inflexible beliefs and thus banned from contesting the el ection

Wearing the right clothes has al so been attenpted by Pas, sone of whose
| eaders put Western dress on display at its annual muktamar, in Parlianent
and ceramah in the big cities for the benefit of the nmedia and the non-
Mal ay voters. But ny sincere advice to themis to try harder to overcone
their disconfort or get better tailors.

Sartorially, if not substantively, the AKP resenbles Umo nore than Pas.
Turkey wants to find its own place in the world, neither a facsimle of
its neighbours in the Mddle East nor a pale shadow of its past as the
runp of Islams greatest enpire, the Otonman.

The genui nel y dapper Abdullah @ul, the econom cs professor who is the
prime mnisterdesignate, is even less like a mullah in disguise than
Erdogan. "W want to prove that a Muslimidentity can be denocratic,
transparent and conpatible with the nodern world,"” he said, adding in two
separate interviews that he would prove to, and shock, the sceptical West
that |slamcan be denocratic, transparent and co-exist with others.

"W will prove this. Turkey will be an exanple for the world." He even
affirmed Turkey's friendship with the G eat Satan, the United States, and
its menbership of Nato. Washington, desiring good relations with Turkey
for its own strategic reasons, has so far reciprocated. Both Gul and
Erdogan want to accelerate their country's adm ssion to the EU, a hitherto
Christian club that has kept Ankara knocking on the door for years.

Nei t her i s enanoured of sex-segregated queues at supermarkets or itching
to institute the purdah. An end to the rather silly ban on headscarves in
government offices and schools may cone, but it will not be a priority,
Erdogan went so far as to say. Also unlike the patriarchal Pas, the AKP
has 13 wonen in Parlianment, w th heads uncovered!

Li ke nost noderate Muslins, nodern Turkey has a personality split
bet ween Westernisation and |slam sation. The populist AKP ains to narrow
that split, not widen it. To renove any remaining straw that Pas and its
synpat hi sers mght grasp in order to celebrate theocratic Islanms onward
march to inevitable glory through the ballot box, they should consider
sonme facts in the election outcone.

Al t hough the AKP won 363 seats in the 550-nenber National Assenbly - the
first confortable majority in 15 years by any party - it won only 32 per
cent of the vote in a country that is 99.8 per cent Muslim The secul ari st
Republ i can People's Party cane in second with 19 per cent.

The rest of the electorate was divided between a handful of independents
or found thensel ves under the 10 per cent mininumrequired to send their
candi dates to parlianent. The AKP "l andslide" has been described as
"overwhel m ng", but seven out of ten voters had nothing to do with it.

In fact, the Turks were not as eager to ring in an |Islanm st government
as they were, as | stated earlier on, to turf out the old guard, which
they did conprehensively. None of the parties in former prime mnister
Bul ent Ecevit's three-way coalition nade the 10 per cent cut. The ageing
and ailing Ecevit, whose Denocratic Left party scored only just over one
per cent, is at last quitting politics. Two of his predecessors, Mesut
Yilmaz and Tansu Ciller, were also swept out.

The disillusion with the political establishment was total. To get rid



of it, the voters were prepared to try out a party that was only a year
old on the basis of nothing nore than its "clean” inmage. It was a | eap of
faith, in nore ways than one.

Nevert hel ess, the Turkish el ection does hold a critical [esson for both
Umo and Pas. Political Islam whether conservative or |iberal, or
preached by nen in turbans or suits, is on the rise. Like the AKP in
politically fragmented Turkey, if Pas wants to get anywhere in multi-
raci al Malaysia, it nust play the electoral nunbers gane; it has to
devel op a fashion sense, figuratively speaking, and start making sense. It
is not likely ever to get an outright majority in an open contest unless,
of course, Malaysians opt to take |eave of their senses.

The el ecti on showed what many in Umo have known all along: that the
success of Islam st alternatives depends acutely on the failure of
i ncunmbents. Theocratic Islamis not a natural, popular choice but one nade
under duress.

In Mal aysia, it takes | ess than the power of guns (Turkey's generals
have vowed to keep up the fight against Islanmc fundanentalists for a
t housand years if need be) to hold down the extrem sts. Even so, Umo can
no | onger presune to hold the Malay Muslim m ddl e ground by default. It
must govern well and do so by the npbst basic Islamic virtue of all, that
of cleanliness - amanah dan bersih - get rid of the mnority who are
living outrageously beyond their neans and nost blatantly showing it off.

Islamis a denocratic and egalitarian religion. It has no clergy, no
pope, in fact no one has the sole, privileged status to interpret the
faith. The negative side is that we can't exclude extrem st
interpretations and, usually, msrepresentations.

The real danger now is that the extrem st Islam sts have gone on to
exploit and feed the people on the glories of ancient Islam Nothing w ong
really, if it was done to encourage people to revel in the past to help
build the ummah rat her than denoni se "others", to persecute, make a virtue
of intolerance, divisiveness and, in sonme cases, unw nnable wars.

The West and |slam nust soon conme to sonme understandi ng to engage each
other, and co-exist. Otherw se, | cannot see an expandi ng horizon of
harmony on either side of the escal ati ng divide.
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