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Abdul I ah won't take Pas bait over personal attacks

Brendan Pereira

THE bl ood drai ned fromPrinme M nister Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahrmad Badawi ' s
face two nights ago when he was tol d that Pas was queryi ng why he had not
| ed prayers at his nmother's funeral.

“I will not dignify that comrent with an answer,"” he told ai des,
referring to the barb | obbed at hi mby Pas president Datuk Seri Abdul Hadi
Awang.

"The BNw || not get involved in any personal attacks."

Since that day, Abdullah has been continuously baited by the Opposition,
especially the Pas | eader. They want himto get involved i n sone nane-
calling, the kind that marred the political |andscape in the run-up to the
| ast elections in 1999.

Abdul | ah' s decision not to be the imamat his nmother's funeral is still
bei ng questi oned by Pas politicians, concerned about sharing with a
progressive t hi nker the space of religious di scourse they have domi nat ed
since the sacking of Datuk Seri Anwar |brahimin 1998.

The argunent they nmount goes this way: Abdul |l ah's decision to | ead
prayers during the fasting nonth was a political ginmmck to burnish his
religious standing in the conmunity. If hereally was religious, he should
have known that it was necessary for himto | ead prayers at his nother's
funeral .

Rel i gi ous experts have questioned the taste and veracity of the attack.

Abdul Hadi has al so opened anot her front in his broadsi de agai nst the
PM sayi ng that he was nmerely doi ng the bi ddi ng of Tun Mahat hir Mohamad
and was still operating in the shadow of the former PM

This is the same accusation that Keadil an threw at Deputy Prinme M nister
Dat uk Seri Najib Razak, expecting simlar reaction.

In the days ahead, expect the conments to becone nore biting.

Al'l of the words that escape the |lips of Pas | eaders have one intention:
to provoke a simlar tirade fromAbdullah or Najib or other senior nenbers
of the Barisan Nasional.

The Opposition has skilled strategists in their mdst. Wat they want to
do is recreate the angst and fervour of the | ast el ectoral campai gn when
name-cal l i ng was the order of the day. Those were the days when Tun
Mahat hi r was | abel | ed a cruel Pharoah and every part of his anat ony was
ridiculed by the Opposition.

Stung, BN officials hit back, |anpooning Pas | eaders as devi ati oni sts
and calling Dr Harun Din a fraud; a bomoh who cl ai ned to have speci al
powers but fled to Australia to treat his heart ail nment.

Pas wants a return to those days. It wants Abdull ah to get personal, to
hit back with bile.

Why? Because it is used to fighting a sharp-tongued PM rather than one
with a soft touch. Recent focus group surveys of Mal ay voters i n Kemanman,
Marang and Kual a Ter engganu suggest that the rank and file of Pas are
unconfortable with the idea of attacking Abdullah with the sane venom as
they did Dr Mahathir.

Says political commentator Datuk Shanmsul Anri Baharuddi n: "One of the
| essons fromthe Anwar issue is that Mal ays are turned off when the
attacks get personal and only one side seens to be doi ng the shouting.

"Pas needs Abdul | ah Badawi to start hitting back."

The Opposition knows that Abdullah is the jewel in BN s crown. They know
that he has a story to sell to Malaysians. In his four nonths in office,



he has planted the seed of change, reformand hope.

It is a conpelling story, one which coul d persuade nore Mal aysi ans to
give their vote to himand the BN, or nore i nportantly, convince segnents
of the Malay ground that he deserves to be given the benefit of doubt.

For Pas, this story should not be told.

The last thing it wants is for the polls to be a referendumon
Abdul I ah' s 100 days in office. The only way they can prevent that from
happening is by turning the run-up to the March 21 el ection into another
sl ugfest, where the PM s nessage i s drowned out by vitriol over the Pas
I sl am c-state concept and other incendiary issues.

Judgi ng by Abdul | ah' s performance at a Press conference after | aunching
the el ection machi nery of BN Mal acca, Pas is not going to get the bruising
fight they want.

Wien a reporter asked Abdul | ah to comment on the all egation that Pas was
trying to snare votes with the prom se of heaven, he declined to answer.
When anot her reporter asked himto conment on the nature of persona
attacks by Pas, once again, he declined to answer.

Pas, it appears, may not get the brawl it wants wi th Abdul | ah
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