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I WAS school ed by nmy grandnother to believe (wongly) that Turkey (she
nmeant OQttoman Enpire) was "the nost powerful enpire in the universe and
cannot be beaten since it has Allah's bl essing, because it has generated a
great cultural outpouring of Islamic art, architecture and literature”

The latter is true, of course, until the enpire began a protracted decline
t hrough decadence.

It was, she added (this time rightly, though she was illiterate), the
Arabs whose descendants now rule Jordan and Saudi Arabia who caused the
hum liating defeat of Turkey by the Allied troops and G eeks

I have been to Turkey, though only Istanbul, tw ce, and seen the
remmants of the Qttomans' achi evenents and al so the causes of its decline,
which stimulated the republican revolt and the accession of Kenmal Ataturk

Turkey has been a republic since 1923. After slightly less than eight
decades, a party with strong Islamc, albeit reform st, roots has fornmed
t he governnent.

I have taken no heart fromany attenpt to set up an Islamic state in
recent tinmes, either in Iran, Afghanistan or the Sudan. Even in these
| argely nmonoreligious so-cieties, the theocracies that cane into power
zeal ously managed to reverse what little nodernisation had been achi eved

The post-colonial struggle for independence and national viability in
the lands of the unmah has shown few successes. In this self-avowed trio
of the vanguard of political Islam it was reduced to the nuts and bolts
of a nedi aeval pogrom - executions for apostasy, the cutting off of hands,
the burning of books, the whipping of wonen in the streets - by a
sl avering Western press.

I mean no offence to nmy Muslim brethren in the three countries. But
their nmullahs have done poorly for Islam as well as for their countrynen.
| fear our own power-hungry mullahs, ustaz, ustazah, Tok Guru and ot her
holier-than-thou types will nake the sane errors and rush headlong into
the sane calanity

In slaving to set thenselves as far as possible from what they consider
to be the heretical (and secular) influences of the Christian Wst, they
are unt hi nkingly aping the worst aspects of it.

(bservers in the Wst see the regression in what they mnistakenly cal
Islami ¢ fundanentalism It has becone easy for themto confuse the
hankerings of the revolutionary extrenmists with the religion of Islam
itself. However, the npbst acute anong them Professor Bernard Lewi s, does
not, as he illustrates the irony in the theory and practice of the radica
I sl am sts.

Li ke nedi aeval Christendom he says the mullahs have "al ready endowed
Iran with the functional equivalents of a pontificate, a college of
cardinals, a bench of bishops and, especially, an inquisition, al
previously alien to Islam They may in tinme provoke a Refornation".

Iran's ever-restless students are certainly shaping up for one. But if
Christian history is any guide, the process of reforminto a separation of
spiritual and tenporal powers may take a long tinme and only be won at
great cost.

Islamic countries, already far behind, cannot afford any experinent to
turn back the clock to the foundation nyths of the great caliphs, only to
turn around again to catch up |ost ground.

For a long tine, | believed Mal aysia stood alone in achieving a



consensual bal ance. No other country has succeeded as far as we have in
keeping |Islam above,yet in nmany respects central to politics and
gover nment .

So when the Islamc Justice and Devel opnent Party (AKP) won
parliamentary elections in Turkey |last Novenber, | was at first in two
m nds. Turkey, the runmp state of the Otoman Enpire, has |essons for al
Muslinms and plenty to prove.

From the ruins of the enpire's collapse after Wrld War |, Attaturk set
about establishing a Republic of Turkey by obliterating the decay of the
past. Fampusly or infanously, in 1925 the governnent abolished religious
orders, changed the Arabic script to the Roman al phabet for witing the
Tur ki sh | anguage, forbade pol ygany and prohibited the wearing of the
traditional fez as it strove to renobve religion frompublic life

Attaturk transforned and pulled his country into nodernity by the scruff
of the fundamentalist neck

For many Muslins, therefore, his legacy is dubious. In the course of
Turkey's fitful denocratisation, the chance that it would go the way of
Iran via the ballot box was never fanciful. Yet it didn't.

Recep Tayyip Erdogan, the AKP |eader, had been barred from standing in
el ections because of a mnor crimnal conviction for reading an |slam st
poem at a political rally, an action foolishly deenmed to amount to
sedition.

As mayor of Istanbul in the md-1990s Erdogan banned al cohol in official
muni ci pal bui |l di ngs (but not el sewhere) and won popularity for inproving
services, to the universal approval of the people.

In 1997 the mlitary, Attaturk's successors, becane alarned over what it
saw as a threat to Turkey's secul arism and banned the Wl fare Party, the
AKP's precursor, and forced himto resign.

The generals relented after Erdogan insisted that he was committed to
secul ari sm Soon after the Novenber elections changes to the constitution
paved the way for himto run for parliament in a by-election in March,
after which he was made prine mnister.

In an earlier colum, | warned that our own radical |slamists had no
reason to crow at the election outcone in Turkey and pointed out that the
AKP had nmore in common with noderate Umo than extrenist Pas. As if to
prove the point, Erdogan paid an official visit to Malaysia |less than
three nonths after taking office.

Li ke Umo, the AKP is an Islamc party operating within a national
constitution; like Umo, it is chiefly concerned w th upholding the
country's wel fare and i ndependence through popul ar support. Unlike Pas, it
separates the perfection of Islam fromthe fallibilities of politics. And
perhaps nost unlike Pas of all, the AKP is not dressed in clerical robes
but in highly contenporary business suits. Indeed, the Turkish del egation
was one to do business with, not to exchange sernons

On Sunday, | had the welcone opportunity to interview Erdogan and cane
away suitably inpressed, by the handsome cut of his bespoke tailoring as
much as his dignity and self-confidence. His is the figure of noderate
I sl am that even non-Mislins could vote for.

Even so, | could not resist the tenptation of asking him about his
party's affinity with Pas. He said that, on the contrary, the AKP had nmde
representations to Umo, with a view to beconing a sister party. Turkey
could learn nmuch from Mal aysia, and vice-versa, he stressed

| took that as a conplinent and a tribute to Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir
Mohamad, w th whom he shared sinmilar views. He admired our rnultiracial
mul ti-religious pluralism Erdogan went on to say that Turkey and Ml aysia
could beconme nodels of the harnobny of Islam with constitutional denocracy,
with conpeting civilisations, with peace and goodwill for all, Mislins and



non- Musl i ns equal | y.

Turkey would try its best to enter the European Union, he said, to
fulfil his nation's yearning to bridge East and Wst, Europe and Asia. But
he was candi d about his chances against the inpositions and inpedinments
pl aced in Turkey's way: "If it happens, it happens," he said.

Erdogan is something of a working class hero who is | ooked up to by nany
Turks. He worked as a street seller to help pay for an education. He
attended Quranic school before studying econonics at university. For those
Umo | eaders who have lost their way and, indeed, for Pas stalwarts who
have never found one, his is an exanple to foll ow.

| spoke to himfor an hour, with no holds barred. | found him astute; he
acknowl edges realpolitik, globalisation and tries to deftly accomobdate
what he desires with what is achievable. If the Qpposition here is as
practical as Erdogan, the CGovernnent will surely have to sweat nore than
it ever has. Fortunately, they are wool | y-headed dreaners.

The good thing is that the Opposition is as dogmatic, inmpractical and
vague as it has always been and will be in future. That is our salvation.

Pas is a real threat to nodernisation, progress and multi-religious
unity. Fortunately, it is not only myopic but has infinitely incensed the
45 per cent non-Mislim Ml aysian constituency and nmade the majority Ml ay
noder ates wary.
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