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Pas' |slam c agenda |left the Mal ays col d

Sharon Nel son

PAS' strongest sales pitch, the Islamc state, has failed mserably to
reach its mark. This may be because Mal ays are not ready for it, according
to a survey, wites SHARON NELSON

PAS' poor showing in the Malay belt throws up this question: are Miuslins
unconfortable with the strident manner in which the conservative Islanc
party pushed its Islamc state agenda?

In the run-up to the polls, Pas | eaders argued that Muslinms in Kedah
Perlis, Terengganu and Kel antan were ready for hudud. They even made it a
central plank of their manifesto for the northern states.

The party, it seened, was awash with sel f-assurance. Confident that it
woul d add Kedah to its green neckl ace, Pas fielded several well-known
ulama in the el ection. Last Novenber, it alsoreleasedits Islamic state
docurent, the blueprint for howit would run the nation.

"The big thing that Pas was selling was the Islanic state," said Dr
Maznah Mohamad, a social scientist with Universiti Sains Mal aysia. But the
sharp turnabout in votes neans that a | ot of people are not ready for it,
she sai d.

This is despite the voting patternin 1999. In that election, the party
al so used the Islanic state as a platformand managed to nake deep inroads
into BNterritory.

"Now, " sai d Maznah, "we can ask the question: was it the Anwar issue or
the Islanmc state?

"It looks like it was nore to do with the anger towards Umo over
Anwar . "

She al so said that while people may not oppose Pas' Islamc state
openly, the vote was their way of expressing reservations.

Certainly this was reflected in a nati onwi de survey conducted j ust
before the dissol ution of Parlianent.

Commi ssioned by the New Straits Tinmes and carried out by Universit
Utara Mal aysia, the survey showed that a surprising 52.2 per cent
Mal aysi ans preferred the Prinme Mnister's vision of |slamover Pas
presi dent Datuk Seri Abdul Hadi Awang's, which was backed by only 16. 3 per
cent.

This was abundantly clear with the near-clean sweep the BN had in
Terengganu t hat saw Menteri Besar Hadi | osing his Marang parlianentary
seat.

"I't means that the Islambei ng advocated by Pas has not struck roots in
the Mal ay heartland,"” said political scientist Chandra Muzaffar of the
result trend in the Mal ay belt.

Anal ysts al so agree that Abdullah's gentler style of advocati ng nodern
I slamwent a | ong way towards influencing votes.

The split anong that Mal ay vote, so painfully recorded in the | ast
el ection, has apparently been heal ed.

So how did Pas misread the situation so badly?

"I't was a strategic mstake," said sociol ogi st Professor Rahman Enbong
of Institut Kajian Mal aysi a dan Ant ar abangsa at Uni versiti Kebangsaan
Mal aysi a.

The party may have been overconfident and failed to feel the
undercurrents.

"Or if they did, they may have thought the undercurrents woul d not
surface."



Over-confi dence, he said, is an expression of incapacity to nmanage
success and |l eads to alienation fromthe people.

He al so cites the agenda rai sed by the new | eadershi p as a maj or pul
factor.

"Two decades of material progress have created opportunities and avenues
for corruption.

"But here you have an agenda for change and good governance. It
resonates wi th peopl e because they have been feeling these things but they
cannot articulate themor translate theminto policy," said Rahman.

Though Pas once reflected the Malay identity of an earlier period, and
anecdotally it seemed as if the strict doctrine had taken root, the
election results clearly indicate otherw se.

Dat uk Seri Abdul | ah Ahrmad Badawi ' s approach to Mal ay politics, Chandra
said, isalsofirmy factored into the BN s success.

"Hs Islamis sensible, reasonable. Mal ays generally prefer this. They
don't want dogmm, they want to be a part of the contenporary world."

Li ke Maznah, Chandra believes that many of the votes cast in Pas' favour
in 1999 were protest votes.

Forner deputy prime mnister Tan Sri Musa Hitam had no difficulty
pi npoi nting the reason for Pas' poor showi ng i n the east coast states.

"It is definitely the Badawi Factor," he sai d.

"Here you have a Mal ay who has got so much credibility. He's very
noderate i n approach, religious, and has denonstrated the genui neness of
hi s personality.

"I't has touched hearts and minds that he i s serious about boosting those
areas whi ch have been left out for so long - the areas of education and
agriculture

"It is a massive vote of confidence," said Misa about the recapture of
Ter engganu by BN and t he acute swing i n Kel ant an.

"What needs to be done is al so conparatively nmassive."

Kel ant an, he said, has been | eft so far behind that its growh potenti al
is "very exciting".

Misa said the results affirmhis |ong-held belief that Mal ays are
noderate in religion and aspire to devel opnent.

"l guess they nust be saying that enough i s enough. The fact that nost
of the good Kel ant anese have ni grated out of the State shows that they
have had the privil ege of devel opnent, and have probably infl uenced
relatives and friends." Soci ol ogi st Dr Mansor Mohd Noor, who | ed the NST
survey, says Kelantan politics is essentially pragmatic.

"This means that Nik Azi z can open a bridge in Pasir Mas with Tun
Mahat hir. Both sides can use the bridge and it doesn't affect anyone's
piety," said Mansor who is from Kel antan.

But as anal ysts and col umi sts keep sayi ng, the mandate - which is al so
a mandate for noderate Islam- is only the beginning.

"Undoubt edly," says Chandra, "nore tine will be needed to nake changes
to the education systemand our approach to |Islam c studies."

The "sof tware changes" that Abdul | ah keeps tal ki ng about - including
revanpi ng religious studies - are poised to blossomrichly.
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