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OMMENT These critical days, if one reads - and believes - the Malaysian
mainstream media, which seem to have thrown off all pretense of being anything
other than BN propaganda machines, one must draw the conclusion that Prime
Minister Najib Abdul Razak's presidential style election campaign is succeeding
beyond all expectations.

NONEAt the same time, if one attends the countless opposition rallies being held
throughout the country every evening, one must think that the movement to
reform the country's governance is growing day by day, and is close to the point
where the longest-serving non-communist government in the world will fall.

But as we are lazily prone to say when a bit confused, the truth lies somewhere in
the middle. The problem though, is that the middle is a huge space in Malaysian
politics at the moment, meaning that the options are nhumerous.

While the BN did seem to have a slight advantage even after nomination day on
April 20, the 15-day campaign period has seen the opposition catching up, not only
through the numbers attending their rallies, but also through their capture of the
public imagination.

That is in fact what the political battle is about - the coalition will win which can
best express the rising sentiments and aspirations of the new generation.

For a quick glimpse of the dynamics in Malaysia right now, one needs to note what
the key differences are which are taking shape as the campaign chugs towards May
5.

Pakatan dynamism

For one thing, we are dealing with coalitions more than with parties or individuals
now. Whether the BN is running a presidential campaign or not with the prime
minister as its main selling point, voters are pitching one coalition against the
other. This has largely been brought about by Pakatan Rakyat's success in
presenting itself as a cohesive force, not only through speeches, but also visually.

An astounding array of good speakers is being fielded by Pakatan, which easily
overwhelms BN's singular focus on Najib. We are seeing a continuously growing



movement that has clearly gone way beyond Anwar Ibrahim or Lim Kit Siang or Lim
Guan Eng or Nik Aziz Nik Mat, or any of the many Pakatan leaders that have
appeared on the scene.

This imbalance in leadership personalities alone should worry the BN, which realised
this vital deficiency a little too late. Throughout the Mahathir Mohamad era, we saw
the career of Umno leaders successively destroyed, and the integrity of the party's
allies compromised into obscurity by its dominance and arrogance. A vacuum was
thus created to be filled by mediocre leaders, with Mahathir still in the background.

NONETo counter this impression, Najib tried as hard as he could to run as many
new and relatively young faces as possible, which instead upset a lot of BN
second-rank leaders who had been patiently waiting their turn at power.
Furthermore, it is very doubtful whether these hastily selected ones can match the
dynamism of the young Pakatan candidates.

The fact that the three opposition parties - DAP, PKR and PAS - are not integrated
under one colour, one banner and one leader, is nhow a vast source of strength at
the moment. Pakatan's diversity is not a sign of disunity at all.

The three opposition flags are comfortably flaunted alongside each other on cars,
on streets and shop-houses, at rallies - and most importantly, on T-shirts popularly
worn by young and old.

Their party symbols are formalised alongside each other for the occasion, and one
sees young Malays wearing T-shirts bearing Lim Kit Siang's face, and Chinese boys
wrapped in PAS flags. One even sees Chinese characters printed onto the Muslim
moon in the PAS's party symbol.

Rainbow of colours

We are definitely seeing a war of colours in this election campaign. Against the BN's
singular blue colour, Pakatan is celebrating not only the colours of the member
parties but also the colours adopted by recent NGO movements, be it red, green or
yellow.

If one adds to this the orange that represents the coalition, one ends up with a
rainbow range of pedestrian colours worn by common folk walking the streets and
attending the rallies.

Interestingly, the fact that the environmental movement against the establishment
of the Australian rare earths factory in Lynas uses the same colour as PAS, the



Islamist party, breaks down one more barrier in Malaysian consciousness and
political correctness.

NONEThis complex crossing of conceptual turf was given an unexpected push two
days before nomination day when the Registrar of Societies announced that it
would not accept the legal status of DAP's central executive committee, making it
doubtful whether the DAP's party logo could be used by its candidates. This led to a
swift response from the DAP that its candidates would in that case use PAS's or
PKR's logo instead.

This show of solidarity in Pakatan also broke another mental block in many
Malaysian minds. Keeping one's turf and letting others keep their turf had always
plagued the Malaysian mind, and is something often considered the legacy of British
colonialism. The crossing of such divides will decide the future of Malaysia's political
scene.

Without embarking on the equally critical discussion of how issues are being
handled in the campaign, one has to say already that the BN faces an impossible
task in the last days before May 5 to turn the tide in the war of symbols and
slogans.
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