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THE death o f Tuan Guru 
Datuk N ik Abdu l A z i z 
N i k Mat , Murshid 'u l A m 
or spiritual leader and 
f o r m e r ch i e f min is ter o f 

Ke lantan, marks a s ign i f i cant land-
mark in Malays ian pol i t ical his-
tory. 

A l o n g wi th Yuso f Rawa, he was 
a m o n g the sen ior m e m b e r s o f the 
so-cal led U lama fac t ion that de-
posed Asr i Muda , pres ident o f the 
Pan-Malays ian Is lamic Party (Pas), 
in 1982 and began the internal re-
f o rm of the party turning i t into 
Ma lays i a ' s b i g ges t and pe rhaps 
best o rgan ised oppos i t i on party. 

Throughout the 1990s, lie was 
seen as the bedrock o f Pas ' p o w e r 
a m o n g the M a l a y - M u s l i m e lec -
torate and the key factor that en-
sured the v i c to ry o f Pas in Ke-
lantan. 

Despi te several a t tempts by the 
rul ing coal i t ion to w o o the Kelan-
tan e lectorate wi th proposals for 
d e v e l opmen t , the Ke lantanese vot -
ers op ted for Pas throughout the 
I990s and in the e lec t ions o f 200^ , 
2008 and 2013. 

N ik A z i z was also one o f the 
p r ime move r s o f the Is lamisat ion 
p r o g r a m m e in the state, and p layed 
a key role in the d e v e l o p m e n t of the 
ne two rk o f madrasah ( r e l i g i ous 
s choo l s ) there , l ink ing t h e m to 
madrasah across the Mus l im wor ld . 
S ince 1999. Pas has sought to repo-
sit ion itself to the Malays ian e lec-
torate as an Is lamist party that was 
co lour-b l ind and t ranscended eth-
nic d i f f e rences . 

Th is was part ly the result o f the 
co l laborat ion b e t w e e n Yuso f Rawa 
and N ik A z i z , w h o w ished t o pro ject 
the Is lamist party in c lear and 
str ic t ly -deOned ideo log ica l t e rms 
as a party of Mus l ims first, and one 
that wou ld p r omo t e a v is ion of an 
Is lamic state whe r e e thn ic dist inc-
t ions were secondary . 

In keep ing wi th this project , he 
also p r o m o t e d the co l l abora t ion 
b e tween tradi t ional u lama (rel i-
g ious scholars ) and pro fess iona l 
u n i v e r s i t y - t r a i n e d t e c h n o c r a t s , 
wh i ch was dubbed the u lama-pro-
f e s s i o n a l c o a l i t i o n , s i n c e t h e 
1990s. 

T h e shi f t towards a m o r e ide-
o log ica l register was part ly due to 
the pragmat i c unders tand ing that 
no party could g o v e rn Malays ia 
a lone , and that for Pas to b e c o m e a 
nat ional party, i t wou ld have to 
f o r m a coa l i t i on w i th o ther part ies 
such as the Chinese-based D A P and 
the mult i rac ia l PKR, wh i ch was 
f o r m e d a f ter the 1999 pol i t ica l cri-
sis. 

Over the past t w o decades , N ik 
A z i z was seen as the ma in pil lar o f 
support o f the pragmat ic fac t ion 
w i t h i n t h e p a r t y ' s l e a d e r s h i p , 
s o m e t i m e s d u b b e d a s t h e re-
formists or the Erdogan w ing . 

S ince the 2008 Genera l E lect ion, 
the pragmat ic w i n g o f Pas has opt-
ed for c loser co -opera t i on w i th D A P 
and PKR in the oppos i t i on Pakatan 
coa l i t ion, desp i te the g r o w i n g cho-
rus o f concern and d isapprova l 
a m o n g s o m e o f the fact ions w i tb in 
Pas. 

Th i s o ther fac t ion has argued 
that by v i r tue of be ing in such a 
coal i t ion the party had d i luted its 
Is iamist i d eo l ogy and character. 

Several a t t empts were m a d e to 
cha l l enge and weaken the o p p o -
s i t ion coa l i t ion, both w i th in and 
f r om outs ide the c o m p o n e n t par-
ties. 

But N ik A z i z was steadfast in his 
c o m m i t m e n t t o the o p p o s i t i o n 
c o a l i t i o n a n d a r g u e d that Pas 
wou ld eventua l l y c o m e to powe r on 
its o w n terms. rather than join the 
rul ing BN coal i t ion. 

N ik Az i z ' s death raises several 
ques t ions about the future o f Pas 
and its s tand ing in the oppos i t i on 
Pakatan coa l i t ion: firstly, w i th h im 
gone , it is unclear to what extent 
the re fo rmis t -modern is t Erdogan 
fact ion can ho ld back the g r o w i n g 
d e m a n d s for Pas to break away 
f r o m the oppos i t i on coal i t ion, and 

to jo in other Ma lay -Mus l im part ies 
to upho ld the goa l of Ma lay -Mus- + 
l im d o m i n a n c e in the country . 

Secondly , the death o f N ik A z i z 
means that the pivota l post o f spir-
itual leader o f the party wi l l need to 
be f i l l ed by ano ther Pas leader o f 
equai s tand ing and p rominence . 

T h e successor wil l in turn be in 
the impor tant pos i t ion o f be ing 
able to d e t e rm ine the ou t l ook and 
or ientat ion o f the party. 

S ince the 1980s, N i k A z i z was 
perhaps one o f the most v is ib le 
faces o f Pas in the count ry and 
beyond . 

For Pas ' al l ies in the g lobal net-
work of Is lamist part ies such as the 
Ikhwan'u l Mus l im in , the Jama*at-e 
Islami and the new re formis t Is-
l a m i s t p a r t i e s i n T u r k e y a n d 
Tunis ia , he was one o f the f e w 
Malays ian Islamist leaders o f in-
ternat ional s tand ing and impor -
tance w h o had put Pas on the g lob-
al m a p of pol i t ical Is lam. 

P i l l ing the shoes o f N ik A z i z wi l l 
not be an easy task for any o f the 
leaders of the party. 

T h e pol i t ica l imp l i ca t i ons o f his 
death are a lso o f concern to an-
alysts and observers o f Malays ian 
pol i t ics. 

C o m i n g as it does at a t ime w h e n 
a range of non -gove rnmenta l or-
ganisat ions, social m o v e m e n t s and 
lobby g roups have been cal l ing for 
Ma lay -Mus l im unity, the death o f 
N i k A z i z wi l l have p r o f ound con-
sequences f o r Pas* s tand ing in the 
oppos i t i on al l iance, and Malays ian 
pol i t ics . 
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