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Truth can always be a stranger in politics

Rozi Ali

"KENAPA? Ti dak percaya?" (Why? Don't believe?) retorted Umo vice-
president Tan Sri Mihyiddin Yassin in jest when pledging not to challenge
anyone chosen as the deputy prinme minister for the deputy president's post
in Umo's next election.

Umw ttingly, it poses the question of whether Mihyiddin had to westle
with doubters. In declaring his support for Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad
Badawi ' s chosen one, Umo vice-president Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak spoke
of political deceit: "Wen the president (Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanad)
said there shouldn't be any contest, everyone clapped but those who
cl apped the |oudest were the ones who goaded us to fight."

These anecdotes bring to surface the universal perception that truth is
alien in politics. Having had presidents who lied to them the Anericans
the world's nost liberated citizenry (so we are led to believe), will be
the first to claimthat in politics, lies and deception are tools of the
trade.

In Malaysia's tradition of political thought, very little attention has
been given to the function and understanding of the political Ilie.
Mercifully, it may be because we have had little occasion to fall prey to
the variegations of a political lie - illusions, distortions of public
menory, deceptions and fal sehood.

A politician who lies is not the same thing as a lover who lies or a
parent who lies to the child. Political lies do not creep into politics by
acci dent or by account of human weakness. Nor are they incidental
Crafted, manufactured and calculated, they are used as a legitinmate neans
to achieve political ends.

As seen in the United States - be it over Johnson's Vietnam Nixon's
Watergate, dinton's Lew nsky scandal and now, Bush's lragq War - public
noral outrage will not make political |ies disappear.

The reality is that in politics, factual truths are never conpellingly
true. The whole texture of facts are vulnerable. Facts that we assune to
be true are always in danger of being perforated by newy unveiled
"facts", an alleged truth hitherto hidden, a change of mnd and a single
or "organised" political lie. In politics, a yes can nean a no. Stalin
chopped off the heads of his npbst enthusiastic supporters because he
figured out whoever says yes can also say no. Thank God, we do not have
tyrants.

Was it a lie when Datuk Seri Anwar |brahimreiterated he woul d not
chal l enge Tun CGhafar Baba for the deputy presidentship in the 1993 Umo
election? O was it a sincere change of mnd when he withdrew it, citing
that he could not deny the wish of the majority of Umo divisions?

According to a Malay daily, Umo vice-president Tan Sri Mihanmad
Muhammad Tai b declared his support for the deputy presidentship to be
uncontested in the recent general assenbly and said there was no "wawasan
team (the team aligned to Anwar in 1993 Umo el ection). The team had
never existed, the daily quoted him Watever he neant, it illustrates the
fact there is a certain fragility to the things we hold true.

Political philosopher Hannah Arendt said that "the story of the conflict
between truth and politics is an old and conplicated one, and nothing
woul d be gained by simplification and noral denunciation”. True. But
wor se, people often could not tell the distinguishing Iine between truth
and fal sehood - a case seen in those seduced by Pas' claimthat those who



vote for the party of God will enter paradise

Hi story can be re-witten again and again to tailor the "political
fiction" of the present noment or purge the pieces that do not fit into
the current picture. Such is the power of lies. | adnmire politicians who
wite nenmoirs and tell it as it is. You nmay not agree with their views but
you appreciate the fact that they do not sanitise their nenory and
"defactualise" their world

There are others who will wite theirs only if so and so has conme out
with one. Should facts be contingent on someone's account? Likew se, there
are speeches obviously prepared for public consunption while carefully
making it credible (only the speechwiter can tell whether the words
uttered are the nan's own words and beliefs).

The Anerican public is finding out that the First Anendnent does not
suffice to protect the nobst essential political freedom- the right to
unmani pul ated factual information, wthout which all freedom of opinion
beconmes a cruel hoax. Whatever constraints in our freedom of speech, we
can be thankful that lying is not a government policy.

Washi ngton's conceal nent of facts on the weapons of mass destruction in
Iraqg was neant to deceive the public, the United Nations and the world
This official policy of "lying" and "deception" allows the shifting of
inperialistic goals - war on Iraq yesterday, Iran today and, nmybe, Syria
t onor r ow.

If lying has its place in politics, it is because a grow ng number of
people think that half of politics is inmge-nmaking and the other half is
maki ng people believe in the imagery. Wen politicians were told to go to
the grassroots, they do so not to serve but to exercise their m sguided
belief that politics is public relations.

No lies were circulated in the 2003 Umo general assenbly. But does this
nmean the end of phantasmagoria, or wayang kulit, for Umo?
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