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Keep local Falwells in check

Abdul | ah Ahnad

PAS - to its credit - has never denied that it always holds a position at
the end of the politically far-out spectrum To Pas, its followers and
Islam sts, religious extremsmin the defence of political Islamis no
vice. Indeed, it's a virtue!

But | maintain that extremi smof any hue in the pursuit of power is an
unpardonabl e depravity - an unforgiveabl e sin.

On the other hand, noderation in the affairs of the Malaysian nation is
t he highest virtue, the summit of our val ues.

W& have done remarkably well, even our opponents would admt it.
However, much remains to be done. W have enjoyed strikingly rapid socio-
econom ¢ growth even as sonme critics insist that the econom ¢ weal th has
been rather unevenly distributed along racial and regional lines - which
has | ed and is the cause of sone dissatisfaction and continued et hnic-
political nobilisation.

Though Islamis centuries younger than other major religions, it has
been under constant religious, political and cultural assault fromthe
West since the tine of the Crusades, and now fromthe United States - in
t he Bush Adm nistration, especially.

We in Mal aysia are anxious to maintain the status quo; and the
enlightened anong us, in fact, are trying to adapt the faith (but not
i npi nge on the aqgidah) to the demands of the K-econony and gl obalisation

But to the forces of Islamic ultra-conservatismthat have energed (and
some say are growi ng) Islam (as understood by the ultraconservatives) is
and nust be central to every aspect of life, especially politics. As is
the case for |anguage wi th the Chinese chauvinists.

In ny younger days, the study of politics was a lot sinpler than it is
today. |deology was nine-tenths of it, the rest was showranshi p. The
various political theories could be arranged in a |inear spectrum

You were either Left or Right, or tiptoeing in between. You either
beli eved in socialism (or conmuni sm) or individualism(denocracy), or sone
m xture of the two.

Umo, for exanple, began as a fairly liberal, |aissez-faire party. It
noved to the Left after 1969 in terns of its interventionist and soci al
action policies under the anbit of the New Economic Policy. Then it pulled
back towards the Right, to inspire the Governnment's Ml aysia |nc,
privatisation and other probusiness policies. Umo has been
extraordinarily ninble in response to the tinmes. At heart, however, it
remai ns conservative in the defence, protection and pronotion of its core
constituency, the Ml ays.

Political ideologies all ainmed for the sane goals - justice, equality,
stability, peace, prosperity, and what have you. But they differed,
calamtously, in the nmeans. After a long period of conflict and
conpetition, sonme political scientists have asserted, ideology was finally
killed off by the Cold War.

| don't think so. | think it is still there somewhere at the back of our
political consciousness. It is there when we think of what the rich should
do for the poor, what governnent should do for society, comunity and the
i ndi vi dual , what education should acconplish, whether the United States
shoul d i nvade Iraq.

But | do agree that ideol ogy has ceased to be the defining
characteristic of politics. | think Sanuel Huntington was quite right in



deduci ng that the bipolar, Cold-War world has beconme multi-polar, and that
it would be a grave mistake for the West, the US in particular, to behave
ot herw se.

Multi-polarity neans that politics is defined | ess by Left-Ri ght
i deol ogy than by things like civilisation, culture and religion, and held
toget her by concepts like "identity" rather than chosen affiliations.

Donestic and local politics, particularly in denocracies, are al so being
shaped by the sane nould. Certain forns of political activismare not
conducted through political parties anynore, but through grassroots
organi sati ons and NGOs and even | ess formal neans, such as the Internet.

That is not altogether bad. But the break-up of traditional politica
associ ation and the fracturing of politics along ethnic, religious,
linguistic, cultural and all manner of lines multiplies the Iikelihood of
extrem sm Where there were once only two sets of extrem sts at the edges
of a single spectrum now there may be many.

Politics may al so be pushed to the extrenmes by the nature of denocratic
bargai ning - you ask for 10 in the hope that you m ght get five. Wrse, in
a swirling pool of conpeting interests, you mght only get heard by
adopting an extrem st position. Wrse still, extrem smconpetes with
itself, so that it is forged less by amity than by the conpul sion of
battling a common foe.

Take the Christian extremsts in the US, for exanple. How did the self-
professed religion of love turn to hate? How did the |and of hope and
glory turn out a Christian mad mullah in the person of Jerry Falwell?

The short answer, here as much as in Arerica, is politics. Religious
fundanment al i sm has devel oped a will to power by sheer force of nunbers.
There are said to be 50 mllion "born-again" Christians in the US. For the
politicians, Christian revivalism born of agnostic, anarchic tinmes, is
not counted in saved souls but in ready votes.

Even US President George W Bush, winning on a thin national majority,
is counting on them and has hinself been caught sounding |ike a nadcap
tel evangelist raining hell on his enemies. He hasn't said a word agai nst
Fal wel | and the ot her whi skey preachers who' ve been defam ng |slam

Li ke his equivalents in Pas, Falwell liberally distorts scripture for
his own purposes - to win supporters, raise noney and excoriate his pet
hates. Last weekend, during a television interview, he called the Prophet
Muhamad "a terrorist™. He was playing his usual red-neck politics. He has
bl amed everyone he can think of for the Sept 11 attacks - honobsexual s,
civil libertarians, abortionists. But his Christian soldiers need an eneny
bi g enough to bring down the Apocal ypse, and he's found it in Islam

He is, of course, dead wong. Mislinms have al ways been m sunder st ood,
for whatever reason they m ght have chosen to take up arns. Thomas Carlyle
wote in 1840 that, "H story nakes it clear that the | egend of fanatica
Musl i ms sweepi ng through the world and forcing Islamat the point of sword
upon conquered races is one of the nost fantastically absurd nyths that
hi stori ans have ever repeated.”

Yet, a century and 62 years later, it continues to be repeated. Prophet
Muhammad was a nman of God in a tine of violence. He never picked up a
sword until he was 55. After battle, he forgave his enem es.

Had Jesus Christ lived |onger, he might have had to resort to the arned
defence of his faith, as his followers subsequently did in his nane.

It would be tenpting to ignore Falwell and his ilk. But we can't,
because the extrem st Christian R ght has found the ear of the president
hi nsel f. Today, it is not the fabled Jewish [ obby but the Anerican
Protestant sects that are waving the flag of Zi on, the supposed betrayers
of Christ.

Extremismw || always be shoved to the fringes by a broad centre. It



gets a leg up when there is no one strong enough to | ead a noderate
majority, as is the case with Bush. It could al so be the case here, which
is why the Prinme Mnister's adnonition at the Gerakan del egates' assenbly
| ast weekend nust not fall on deaf ears, no matter how many tines he has
repeated it.

Somewhere in Pas, there is an exact mrror image of Falwell. There are
parody quizzes on the Internet in which quotes are lifted fromthe
preacher-politician and you are asked to guess whether they cane from him
or GCsana bin Laden

And not just in Pas. There are potential if not actual Falwells anong
the extremi sts of all colours in the Ml aysian nosaic - |inguistic,
cultural, racial. We betide the country should any of its noderate
| eaders be weak enough to co-opt the extrem sts in order to hold his
gr ound.

No | eader in the BN (nmore so in Umo) shoul d waver against the
i ncreasi ng extrem st onsl aught, especially on the terrain of education
which is ainmed to benefit all. Pas' political Islamis intolerant of
anyone who dares raise his reservations about its logic and application

Al | ask is that Umo and BN | eaders not wilt before the forces of
division and bigotry - otherwise they will have forfeited their right to
| ead. Learn - nothing to be ashamed of - from a nei ghbouring country on
how it deals with extrem sts, comunalists and | anguage zeal ots. W nmay
conprom se on the details, but never on the principle.

For Heaven's sake, don't let Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad be the only
one fighting the | anguage zeal ots and religious bigots. Rally behind him
or be prepared to be hanged separately.

Wth apol ogi es to Shakespeare: "There is a tide in the affairs of nen,
whi ch, taken at the extrem st flood, |eads to msfortune.”
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