07/ 10/ 2002

Consensus stops at extrem sm

THERE is one sinple answer to why extremismis on the rise - Ml aysia's
denocratic space is expanding after decades in which the country's
centrist majority had been ably led into taking discretion as the better
part of valour. You don't have to be a Marxist-Leninist theoretician to
recogni se how a handful of unrepresentative radicals can exploit a dire
| ack of | eadership.

The expansi on of denobcratic space nmeans that undenocratic extrem smwil |
have to be dealt with in denocratic ways. But it is useless to hope that
extrem sts will eventually wither in the sunlight of denocratic freedons.
They operate by provocation and fear (including divine fear), not
persuasion. In Malaysia's nulti-racial, multi-religious society,
chauvi ni sts, sectarians and unreforned class warriors can bl oomout of the
| oose ends of its various political spectra. The country's potential fault
lines are many. Extrem sm cannot therefore be net by turning the other
cheek. It must be confronted and faced down by those who are equally
passionate in defence of the Ml aysian ideals of tol erance, noderation and
consensus.

Dat uk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad had good reason to warn the Gerakan
nati onal del egates' conference of the rising danger of all forns of
extrem sm including the religious and linguistic, and the uncertain
ability of some in the Barisan Nasional |eadership to challenge it. The
| eaders of the BN, upon whomrests the responsibility of keeping the
country securely canped within the broad m ddl e ground, would be sorely
m st aken should they attenpt to draw the sting out of racial bigotry by
co-opting part of its agenda. Consensus only applies to those who are
di sposed to it. Against the extrem sts, hodge-podge solutions are only a
sign of weakness.

CGerakan, the professed multi-racial party within the |largely race-based
ruling coalition, ought to be nore mindful of that. Yet it too has wobbl ed
agai nst the extrem st onslaught, nost glaringly on the contentious terrain
of education reform If the BN s |eaders were to wilt before the forces of
di vision, they would have failed the very values they stand for. In a
denocracy, what works against the enemes of conpromise will not be the
politics of consensus but of conviction. The Prinme M nister nust not be
left alone to fight them
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