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During their two-week stay in Berlin, the leaders of PAS spoke at both
Freie University and Humbold University, engaged with German academics
as well as students, met up with local human rights activists, and were
particularly impressed by the German peace activists who had organised
the massive anti-war demonstration in Berlin against the invasion of Iraq.
The leaders of PAS also met with members of the German Social Democratic
Party (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands, SPD), with whom they
discussed the concept of the welfare state — An idea that would later emerge
as part of PAS’s new political vocabulary at the coming elections back home
in Malaysia. If PAS’s reformers were impressed with Germany’s welfare
state model, then the Berlin press were puzzled by the youngest member
of the delegation, Haris Zalkapli — who had expressed his earnest wish to
meet and interview the German Neue Deutsche Héirte band Rammstein, who
were known for their trauma-inducing music and hits such as Amerika and
Ohne Dich (2004). PAS had certainty come a long way from its formative
years in the 1950s, when it could not even afford to rent an office for itself.

While PAS's reformist leaders were engaging with Malaysian youth and the
international community, developments back in Malaysia were not so rosy
for the Badawi administration. By late 2007 Malaysian society seemed deeply
divided against itself. The opening up of the public domain had led to the
sudden proliferation of websites, blogs, pressure groups as well as NGOs across
the country. The Malaysian NGO scene had literally exploded with dozens of
new NGOs and lobby groups, and had grown more complex as well: In the
1980s to the 1990s, most of the Malaysian NGOs tended to be left-leaning and
secular in character. But by the late 2000s, there had emerged on the scene a
myriad of new right-leaning ethnic-based NGOs that were championing more
sectarian causes such as Malay rights and privileges (which was in itself an
indication of how UMNO’s appeal to the Malays had eroded by then).

It is one of the sad ironies of the late Badawi era that the prime minister
who had attempted to placate the demands of all the different ethnic and
religious groups had ended up failing to satisfy any of them. The fault, how-
ever, lay less in Badawi’s policies — that were inclusive and accommodative
on most accounts — but rather in the exceedingly complex structure of
Malaysia’s multifarious society that was, by then, characterised by what
could be described as hyper-pluralism. The non-Malay groups - such as Hin-
draf — had demanded protection of the non-Muslim community, but these
demands were met with a hostile response from the Malay ethnonationalists.
The Malay NGOs, on the other hand, had demanded a reassertion of Malay
identity politics as the basis of national identity, but this could not be done
without alienating the non-Malay voters. In the end, the hyper-plural nature
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of Malaysian politics, configured and articulated as it was along the lines
of populist identity politics, had rendered any meaningful form of national
reconciliation almost impossible: Malays and non-Malays; Muslims, Hindus,
Christians and Buddhists, were all equally upset and angry.*

The beneficiaries of this state of muddled affairs were the opposition
parties of the country, who tapped into the collective grievances of the -
masses in order to re-launch yet another coalition against the BN —which was
called the Pakatan Rakyat (People’s Coalition) that comprised of PAS, DAP
and the revamped Parti Keadilan Rakyat (PKR). (Another, smaller party — the
PartaiSosialis Malaysia, PSM —was however kept at an arm’s length as some
of the leaders of the Pakatan coalition were not too comfortable with having
to work with an obviously left-leaning secular party that had as its logo
the red clenched fist.) The Pakatan coalition was led by its de facto leader
Anwar Ibrahim, though the largest and best-organised party in its ranks
was undoubtedly PAS. The fact that PAS was now in a coalition that was led
by the same politician who it had accused of being a traitor to the Islamist
cause in the 1980s was politely left unmentioned, as was the fact that Anwar
had served in the same Mahathir administration that had labelled PAS a
party of intolerant fanatics in the past. Forgotten, too, was the DAP’s allergy
to Islamism and its steadfast refusal in the past to entertain any discussion
on an Islamic state — despite the fact that PAS had made many concessions
to the non-Malays in the country, that ranged from the construction of a
Chinese-style mosque in the state of Kelantan to their repeated assertion
that PAS would not object to a non-Malay becoming the Prime Minister of
Malaysia, as long as the person was a devout Muslim. What really united the
disparate assembly of parties was the simple and pragmatic aim of defeating
the UMNO-led BN government at the elections, and capturing the state.

In the lead-up to the elections of 2008, PAS’s attack on the UMNO-led
government was particularly sophisticated, which reflected the extent to
which the Islamist party had developed to become an increasingly complex
entity. PAS’s critique of the Badawi administration came on two fronts: On
religious grounds it attacked the UMNO party and its leaders for what it
regarded as their flawed understanding of Islam. Badawi's Islam Hadari
project was cast as an innovation that had no precedent in Islamic thought
or history. The Islam Hadari project was meant to serve as a springboard for

.amore progressive approach to Islam, but it was ridiculed and rejected by
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the Islamists for whom Islam Hadari was never (and could never be) Islamic
enough. On the political front, on the other hand, PAS attacked the Badawi
administration for its failure to uphold democracy and to protect the human
rights of Malaysians of all races and creeds. By this stage the reformists
of PAS were beginning to articulate their concept of an Islamic Welfare
State (Negara Kebajikan Islam), and reaching out to disgruntled voters who
were seeking alternative models of governance. The opposition coalition
highlighted the instances of police brutality that were recorded during the
closing stages of Badawi’s period ofleadership, notably the manner in which
the police had reacted to the Hindraf demonstrations where hundreds of
Hindu protesters were sprayed with water cannons and tear-gassed at close
range. With all these issues kept on the boil, and Malaysia's cyberspace
teeming with blogs, websites and news sites hostile to the government,
Malaysia headed to the polls in March 2008. What happened at the elections
would later be described as the first tsunami in Malaysian political history.

The 8 March 2008 Tsunami: The Eclipse of Islam Hadari and the
Return of PAS

The 12™ general elections of Malaysia were held on 8 March 2008, after
a campaign that witnessed the highest use of the Internet ever. During
the elections of 2004, the number of registered Internet users in Malaysia
stood at less than two million, but by 2008, there were more than twelve
million registered users in the country — thus making cyberspace a real
battleground of ideas.

In the months leading up to the elections, PAS's younger professionals were
at the forefront of winning the hearts and minds of young Malaysian voters.
While the ulama of the Islamist party continued in their old style of sermonis-
ing politics, talking about the evils of corruption and heavenly reward for
those who would serve God’s cause on earth, the reformist-technocrats of
PAS were busily engaged in foregrounding their own vision ofa new Malaysia
where social and economic justice would be delivered alongside a new kind
of moral politics that did not necessarily discriminate against non-Muslims.
The latter point was perhaps the most important, for PAS was again allied to
the secular DAP party, whose leaders like Lim Kit Siang and Karpal Singh had
made it clear that the DAP would never, ever, endorse any attempt to change
the Malaysian constitution and turn the country into an Islamic state. As PAS
expanded its outreach programmes in order to garner a bigger share of the
popular vote, it was now forced to deal with the realities of a multicultural
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and multireligious Malaysia where Christians, Hindus, Buddhists and Sikhs
were here to stay. Consequently it was the reformist faction of the party that
was allowed to project itself during the campaign, while the more hardline
conservative ulama stood quietly in the background.

By then, the reformists of PAS were already being referred to as the
‘Erdogans’ of the party - a reference to the Turkish Islamist leader Yecip -
Tayyip Erdogan, leader of the Justice and Development Party (AKP) of
Turkey, and the country’s 25 prime minister. Erdogan had been trained
as an economist and had his first experience as a politician when he was
elected as the mayor of Istanbul. The AKP party that he led was seen by
many of the reformists in PAS as an ideal model for the Islamists of Malaysia
to emulate, for it had managed to balance the moral economy of Islam with
the real demands of governance and statecraft. But Erdogan was not the
only Islamist leader that the reformists of PAS looked up to then: Another
Islamist leader of considerable standing in their eyes was the Tunisian
Rachid Ghannouchi, who had founded the modernist-reformist Ennahda
movement (Hizb an-Nahdah, the Renaissance Party) that was also well on
the way towards capturing the state in Tunisia.

Here it should be noted that the moderate reformists of PAS had their
own global network of contacts and allies among the more moderate
and reform-minded Islamist movements and parties across the world. If
the hardline conservatives of PAS regarded the Jama’at-e Islami and the
Ikhwan'ul Muslimin as their compatriots, the reformists of PAS were more
inclined to look to other Islamist Democrats such as the Harakat an-Nahdak
of Tunisia and the Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi (Justice and Development
Party, AKP) of Turkey as their friends instead. And if there was one thing
that the Islamist Democrats were good at, it was experimenting with new
tactics, modalities and technologies to serve the Islamist Democratic cause.

Thanks in part to the Internet, and their adroit use of it, the reform-
ists of PAS soon became household names for many Malaysians who had
hitherto only been acquainted with the likes of Hadi Awang and Nik Aziz.
The reformists included Dr. Dzulkefly Ahmad and Dr. Hatta Ramli — both of
whom had joined PAS in the 1980s and 1990s as a result of PAS opening itself
up to Muslim intellectuals that was part of the late Yusof Rawa’s attempt to
forge the alliance of ulama and professionals (which we have discussed in

chapter 3) - Dr. Kamaruddin Jaafar, who had joined PAS following the fall

of Anwar Ibrahim and the internal UMNO crisis of 1997-98, and long-time
PAS members like Mohamad Sabu and Husam Musa, who was then rising
fast as the blue-eyed boy of Nik Aziz, and tipped to be the future chief
minister of Kelantan. Unlike the traditional ulama leaders of PAS who were
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less inclined to speak and write in English and were unable to communicate
with the rest of Malaysia's plural society, many of these reformists had been
educated in England or the United States, and were more than prepared
to argue their point in English, Malay as well as Arabic. As a result, they
were featured prominently in many of the country’s new English-language
news sites and blogs, and were able to speak beyond the confines of PAS’s
traditional Malay-Muslim vote bank. Prior to the elections Husam Musa
had even been voted ‘Man of the Year’ by the news site Malaysiakini.com,
for his exposes on government corruption and abuse of power.

Aside from the online news sites that had by then marginalised the
mainstream press (that was largely owned and controlled directly or
indirectly by the parties of the BN), the advent of social media networks
such as Facebook was also an important factor that altered the terms of the
electoral contest: PAS, like its allies PKR and DAP, had begun to scour the
Internet in its plan to widen its support and membership base, and through
social networking sites was able to build up a virtual on-line fan base bigger
than any other party in the country. Through the Internet PAS was able to
circulate its own manifesto for the future, and clarify some of the tenuous
issues that had bedeviled the party in the past such as the place of sharia
law and hudud punishments should PAS come to power. Via Facebook and
other social networks PAS developed its PAS supporters’ club as well as its
new network of non-Muslim supporters which were crucial at revamping
the image of the party as an Islamist party that did not discriminate against
non-Muslims. As the elections drew nearer, PAS announced that it would
even field non-Muslim candidates and more female candidates (like Dr. Lo
Lo Ghazali) to show that the Islamist party was both women-friendly and
capable of catering to the needs of non-Muslim Malaysians.

While adopting the Internet as its own, PAS also embraced the new social
movements and lobby groups that appeared on the domestic scene. Apart
from Hindraf, another major lobby group that had emerged by then was the
NGO-led Coalition for Free and Fair Elections, otherwise known as Bersih.
In contrast to Hindraf, which was a Hindu-based movement that served
the interests of the Malaysian Hindu community primarily, Bersih was a
pan-Malaysian movement that cut across ethnic and religious boundaries as
it campaigned on the singular issue of free and fair elections in the country.

The importance of movements like Bersih cannot be underestimated,
for in hindsight it can be seen how movements like it had provided the
Islamists of PAS with a neutral and inclusive platform where they could
campaign alongside their non-Islamist allies as-well as a broad section
of civil society actors on non-contentious issues that were ethnically and
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religiously blind or neutral. PAS and DAP were wary of crossing swords
yet again on the thorny issue of the Islamic state or the implementation of
hudud law, but on Bersih’s common platform the reformists of PAS could
stand eye-to-eye with their counterparts in PKR and DAP, for all of them
wanted to have cleaner and freer elections in the country.

The BN coalition, on the other hand, was hard pressed at the last stages of
the electoral campaign. The government’s handling of sensitive issues such
as freedom of religion and the demolition of Hindu temples meant that the
non-Malay component parties of the BN (MCA, MIC and Gerakan) were
desperate in trying to shore up non-Malay support for the ruling coalition.
Prime Minister Badawi was also being criticised by members of his own
UMNO party for having made too many concessions to the other ethnic
groups in the country, and for liberalising the public domain too fast and
too much. The Barisan Nasionalwas about to pay a heavy price for not being
able to defend the coalition’s model of inter-ethnic compromise.

As the votes were counted on the evening of 8 March 2008, it was the
ruling Barisan coalition’s turn to be staggered. The polls registered a mas-
sive swing in favour of the opposition, with the BN coalition’s share of the
popular vote dropping from 63.9 to 50.3%, a drop of 13.6%in all. The BN,
which had won 198 seats at the last election, had only managed to retain 140
Parliamentary seats and had thuslost its two-thirds majority in Parliament.
With the exception of the PBB and PRS parties of East Malaysia, all of the
BN parties of the Peninsula had suffered significant and embarrassing
losses: MCA's share of Parliamentary seats had dropped by 16, Gerakan by
8 and MIC by 6. But it was UMNO that suffered the most, having its share
of Parliamentary seats drop by thirty. Equally significant was the fact that
some of the leaders of the BN coalition parties had been defeated at the
polls too, such as the MIC president Samy Vellu - the long-time giants of
the BN were falling, one by one. '

By contrast, the opposition parties had managed to win a victory that
was only matched by the opposition’s performance at the elections of1969:
The PKR party, that was led by Wan Azizah, scored the highest gains in
terms of parliamentary seats, rising from only one to 31. Both PAS and DAP
increased their number of parliamentary seats by 16, though it was the DAP
that gained more as it had won more seats at the previous election: DAP’s
number of parliamentary seats rose to 28 while PAS’s rose to 23. Allin all, the
opposition PR coalition had registered a positive swing of10.6%, winning

46.7% of the popular votes. PR’s gains were as stunning as BN's losses.

Another important factor was the rise of new, young parliamentarians and
state assemblypersons who were still in their political infancy: The victory
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of the PR parties brought to the Parliament and state assemblies new faces
such as Nurul Izzah Anwar (daughter of Anwar Ibrahim), Tony Pua, Hannah
Yeoh and Rafizi Ramli, who would in turn raise the level of discussion in
the political arena in the years to come. This younger generation of new
Malaysian politicians seemed to reflect the multiethnic, multi-religious
and cosmopolitan character of the globalised Malaysia of the day, and
compared to them, the older faces that had been seen in Parliament for
decades seemed positively Jurassic.

The PR parties had done exceptionally well at the State Assembly elec-
tions too, and had won control of five state governments: Kelantan, Kedah,
Selangor, Perak and Penang. As analysts looked at the electoral map the day
after, they were shocked by what they saw: half of the Malaysian Peninsula
had fallen into the hands of the opposition. PAS now had gained control of
two state assemblies of its own: Kelantan and Kedah, with Tuan Guru Nik
Aziz as the chiefminister of Kelantan and PAS Commissioner Azizan Abdul
Razak as the chief minister of Kedah. Additionally, the popular PAS leader
Mohamad Nizar Jamaludin was made the chief minister of Perak as well.

Though international ratings agencies such as Standard and Poor’s and
Moody's did not register a negative reaction to the results (Moody's ratings
service retained Malaysia’s standing at Ag), the game was up for the Badawi
administration. The prime minister accepted the verdict of the vote and soon
after announced his decision to step down as president of UMNO and leader
of the BN coalition. With the exit of Badawi, the state-sponsored project of
Islam Hadari had also met its untimely demise, though this did not signify
the eclipse of Islam on the discursive stage of Malaysian society and politics.

At this stage it is important to reflect that Malaysia’s politics during the
Badawi era of 2004-2008 was marked by two main features: On the one
hand, a sustained attempt at re-launching the nation-building project on
the basis of a more inclusive and representative national discourse that
accepted, and even celebrated, the plural basis of Malaysia’s multiethnic
society; and on the other hand an equally important battle for the definition
of the meaning of Islam in the modern age. As argued earlier, the Badawi
administration had attempted to win over the Malay-Muslim electorate by
offering another interpretation of Islam that was an alternative to PAS’s.
Badawi’s Islam Hadari project highlighted the positive role that Islam
had played in the civilisational development of Muslim societies, and like
the developmentalist model of Islam that was foregrounded during the
Mabhathir era it also attempted to demonstrate how Islam could be the basis
for a new kind of authentic Muslim modernity that was not entirely based
on the Western secular model.
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That Islam was once again projected to the foreground of Malaysian
politics and society was, of course, to PAS’s advantage as it meant that
it (Islam) remained at the centre of Malaysian politics and was still the
main concern of the Malay-Muslim constituency in the country. In this
respect, the Badawi era did not put an end to the Islamisation race in
the country, and did not slow down or reverse the penetration of Islamic
ideas, symbols and vocabulary into the public domain or the governmen-
tal apparatus. If anything, Islam became even more embedded in the
state’s machinery and was normalised as part of Malaysia’s public and
governmental discourse for another half a decade. It is crucial to note
here that the gradual Islamisation of the Malaysian state apparatus and
bureaucracy was therefore not the doing of PAS - for it had not gained
control of the state — but rather of successive UMNO administrations that
had continued to use Islam in its bid to legitimise its rule and discredit
its Islamist opponent. For the Islamists of PAS who wished to see Islam
integrated as part of the everyday life of Malaysia’s population, this could
only have been a good thing.

While the state was promoting its brand of Islam via every channel of
communication at its disposal, Malaysia was also witnessing the develop-
ment of what has been called a ‘populist’ Islam that expressed itself through
pop culture, music, the arts, the fashion industry and even consumer
products. By 2008 the Malaysian market was awash with Islamic products
ranging from ‘Islamic’ shampoo and toothpaste to ‘Islamic’ pop music and
other forms of entertainment, that were aimed at earning the so-called
Muslim dollar. As Muller (2010, 2013, 2014) has argued, this pop Islamist
culture was in many ways transnational as well as local, and resonated
deeply among the younger Muslims of Malaysia then.®® And as the market
ofIslamic consumer alternatives expanded, it would be PAS — rather than
UMNO - that stood to gain the most as Islamic symbols and ideas became
increasingly normalised, domesticated and familiar.

This was the socio-economic and discursive context in which PAS
found itself in the 2004-2008 period, and it was this shift closer to the
popular Islamic register that allowed the reformists of PAS to articulate
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and disseminate their brand of reformist Islam even better, couched as
it was in the discourse of Islamist democracy. The ‘new’ PAS that was
being marketed then was one that was in synch with the rapidly changing
socio-economic demographics of the country, where a new urban Muslim
middle class was emerging; one that harboured upwardly mobile aspira-
tions while also retaining a strong commitment to Muslim values and
identity. The extensive development of the countryside from the 1970s to
the 2000s meant that by 2008 there were hardly any truly rural areas left
in Peninsula Malaysia, and what was once regarded as the rural Malay
hinterland had become a semi-rural, semi-urban space that was connected
to the urban metropole thanks to new communications technology such
as the Internet. Malaysia’s Muslim population was no longer made up of
rural Malay farmers and peasants, and PAS had transformed itself accord-
ingly to become an urban Islamist party that reached out to the younger
generation of ambitious yet pious Malay-Muslims who entertained first
world ambitions.

The other crucial development within PAS by 2008 was the ascendancy
of the reformist Erdogan faction that had managed to reinvent the party
to such an extent that it was able to join the Pakatan Rakyat coalition and
present itself to the wider Malaysian electorate (including non-Muslims)
as a viable alternative to the UMNO-led BN coalition. More so than the
conservative ulama who had spooked the country’s non-Muslims for dec-
ades, it was the Erdogans of PAS who deserved the credit for PAS’s gains at
the elections of 2008. However PAS'’s victory brought with it its own train
of problems and questions: It was true that PAS had scored well as a result
of its new conciliatory attitude towards the other non-Islamist parties of
the country, and that it had come one step closer to capturing the state.
But the elections of 2008 also demonstrated that PAS could onfy come to
power as part of a coalition, and that it could only become a national party
if it catered to the interests of the non-Muslims, too. PAS’s co-operation
with the secular DAP brought both parties closer to the centre of power,
but it also meant that PAS was no longer able to pursue its long-held goal
of turning Malaysia into an Islamic state. What, then, was the real cost
of compromisé and moderation; and how long could PAS sustain such an
inclusive stance before it would be accused of betraying its own Islamist
cause? (Something the party had accused other Muslim groups and leaders
of doing in the past.) These questions would linger over the next five years
as Malaysia prepared itself for the next chapter of Malaysia’s convoluted
politics, under the leadership of the country’s sixth prime minister, Najib
Razak.
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PAS in the Era of iMalaysia: The Internal Divisions Finally Come
to the Surface

On 3 April 2009, the post of the prime minister of Malaysia was formally
taken up by Dato Sri Mohammad Najib Haji Abdul Razak. Prime Minister
Najib was about as UMNO as one could get, being the son of Tun Razak,
the second prime minister of Malaysia, and the nephew of Hussein Onn,
the third prime minister. His brother, Nazir Razak, was then the head of
Bumiputera-Commerce Holdings, and it appeared as if the close relationship
between politics and business had grown even closer in the charmed circle
of Malaysia's uppermost elite class. In Najib’s cabinet were other members
of the elite families of UMNO, including Hishamuddin Onn, who was part
of the renowned Onn family that founded the UMNO party itself.

Notwithstanding the elite composition of the new UMNO leadership,
the Najib administration set out on a rather new path as far as UMNO-led
Malaysian politics was concerned. For starters, Najib seemed less inclined
to present himself as a religious scholar or man of excessive public piety.
Compared to some of the other, more conservative leaders of UMNO, Najib'’s
career had been that of a technocrat’s, and he was less disposed to take
part in the holier-than-thou polemics that had for so long characterised the
competition between UMNO and PAS. Having received his early education
at St. Johns Institution, Kuala Lumpur, and later graduated from the Univer-
sity of Nottingham, Najib cut a figure that harked back to the era of Tunku
and Tun Razak, when Malay-Muslim leaders were less apologetic about
wearing bespoke suits and were quite at ease to discuss matters of state in
the comfortable surroundings of the club. Yet Najib was no dilettante: He
was, in fact, one of the most veteran leaders of UMNO then, and had been
in the party since his twenties — and given his first ministerial post at the
age of 32. He had served as Minister of Education and Minister of Defence
before becoming the Deputy Prime Minister, and was one of the few senior
UMNO politicians who had travelled widely and was able to carry himself
confidently abroad.

Najib’s rise to power came at a time when globalisation had landed upon
Malaysia with a thud. The elections of 1999, 2004 and 2008 had shown,
progressively, how the communicative infrastructure of the new borderless
world had begun to unravel the settled orders of knowledge and power that
had been built by the first generation of postcolonial pioneers; and that
the older understandings about territoriality, representation, space and
authority had all been seriously deconstructed in no uncertain terms. In
particular the election campaign of 2008 was a bitter and painful lesson
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to the old-school elites that the Malaysian electorate — like the electorate
of any other country, worldwide — was no longer beholden to the symbols
of traditional power or even the threat of state reprisal. Things that were
unimaginable in the past, such as openly flaunting censorship laws, dis-
cussing matters pertaining to sex and sexuality in the public domain, or
even flagrantly lampooning political leaders via satire and cartoons, had
now become commonplace. By then it was also evident that the state’s
conventional means of communicating with the masses — and projecting
symbolic state power —such as the mainstream media, were also redundant.
Najib was forced to confront the challenge of governinga Malaysia that was
far more complex, more educated, better connected and mobilised than
any of his predecessors.

If one were to attempt to locate the ideological subject-position of the
Najib administration in relation to the previous administrations before
his, one could say that Najib’s policies were a combination, or perhaps a
compromise, between the policies of Dr. Mahathir and Abdullah Badawi.
Dr. Mahathir's period of leadership was one where Malaysia was seen as a
country that was fervently supportive of the developing world and opposed
to both Western interference in domestic affairs and the manipulations
of predatory foreign capital against local economies. This was the period
when Malaysia was supportive of the international anti-Apartheid move-
ment and against Israeli aggression in the Arab world. But even then the
Malaysian economy was fundamentally a trading economy, and despite
the anti-Western rhetoric that was sometimes employed by the country’s
leaders, Malaysia was for all intents and purposes a market-friendly country
and traded extensively with the West. Malaysia’s openness to the world was
largely maintained throughout the Badawi era, where Malaysia was also
dragged into the global ‘war on terror’ and expected to play its part as a
model moderate Muslim state for others to emulate.

As far as Malaysia’s foreign policy and economic relations were con-
cerned, there were few radical changes during the Najib era. If anything,
the Malaysian economy was opened up and liberalised even further during
the opening stages of the Najib administration — via measures such as the
government’s Economic Transformation Programme (ETP) ~ that gradually
opened up some of the previously protected domains of the economy for
foreign capital penetration.

During Najib's time, Malaysia's international economicstanding improved
further, and by 2010, the country was ranked as the tenth most competi-
tive economy in the world by the International Institute for Management
Development (IIMD). In time, Western — and notably American — banking
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groups like Goldman Sachs and Citigroup were allowed to operate in Ma-
laysia, adding to the increasingly high level of foreign capital penetration
into sectors of the local economy such as banking. Linked to the opening
up of the Malaysian economy was the gradual relaxation of protectionist
measures and special preferential treatment that had been given to the
Malay-Muslim Bumiputeras of the country, which dated back to the era
of Tun Razak (who was, ironically, Najib’s father). Prime Minister Najib, in
keeping with the promises of his predecessor, also pursued a programme
of governmental transformation, promising to create a state apparatus that
was more open, accessible, accountable and responsible to the Malaysian
public. (Najib eventually opened his own Facebook account, to have better
access to the Malaysian public and to encourage feedback from the publicat
large.) Of particular interest, however, is the question of who the Malaysian
public was in the eyes of the Najib administration, and which constituency
he was trying to reach out to; his answer was spelled out in the grandest of
the projects that were launched during the Najib era, the iMalaysia project.

Aswe have seen earlier, it was former Prime Minister Badawi who first
articulated a broader, all-encompassing notion of Malaysian identity that
was couched in terms of a universal Malaysian citizenship. A somewhat
similar notion underlay the grand 1Malaysia scheme that was presented

~ by the Najib administration, and in a nutshell the iMalaysia idea could be

summed up as a desire to build a nation that was united and progressive
on the basis of a common vision for all Malaysians. As unifying nation-
building narratives go, iMalaysia was of the garden variety, and without
any potentially controversial points of contention - it sheltered no evident
ethno-supremacist overtones and was not exclusively communitarian in
any sense of the word. The state’s propaganda bumph that promoted the
idea of iMalaysia emphasised time and again that the aim of the project
was to create a developed, modern and progressive Malaysia that was based
on standards of excellence, humility, integrity and meritocracy. But it was
in the mundane-ness of the 1Malaysia concept that its novelty stood out
in bold relief - for this was the first time, since the Mahathir and Badawi
eras — that Islam was not being specifically presented as part of the state’s
discourse of legitimation.

Though not an ostensibly secular discourse, 1Malaysia was interesting
in the sense that it placed more emphasis on values such as integrity and
meritocracy instead, which happened to be universal in scope and blind to
ethnic and religious particularities. This may account for how and why it was
initially warmly received by a wide section of the Malaysian public, notably
among the non-Muslims of Malaysia who had, by then, lived through an
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Islamisation race that had lasted more than three decades. Under the rubric
of the iMalaysia project, a host of state-sponsored ventures and programmes
were launched, which ranged from the 1Malaysia Housing Scheme to the
1Malaysia Peoples Financial Aid (Bantuan Rakyat iMalaysia, BRiM). The
Najib administration was keen to ensure that the state was at hand to help
the urban poor and the young in particular, and many of these state-fundfed
projects were targeted specifically to new urban settlers, young university
graduates, first-time house and car buyers, etc. In short, iMalaysia was an
attempt to plug the leak of the urban youth vote that had sprung during
the 2008 election campaign.

Widening the potential appeal of iMalaysia among the young even more
were the other promises that the Najib administration had made to the
Malaysian public; some of which were of an unprecedented nature. To
the consternation of the conservatives in his own party, Prime Minister
Najib vowed to repeal the Internal Security Act (ISA) that had been the
bane of the civil liberties movement in Malaysia since the 1960s. Also to be
repealed or amended were the Printing Presses and Publications Act and
the Restricted Residence Act; and the government also promised to deliver
a new Freedom of Assembly Act that would allow Malaysians to organise
rallies with less difficulty.®

Faced with a BN government that had opted for a ‘softly secular’ (or at
least not overtly religious) path of nation-building, PAS might have been
tempted to play the Islamic card once again, as it did during the invasion
of Afghanistan and Iraq (2001-2002), the Danish Muhammad cartoon
controversy (2005-2006) and throughout its campaign against Badawi’s
Islam Hadari project (2004-2008). But by mid-2008, PAS found itself in a
different situation altogether, as part of a broad opposition alliance that
put it in the same ranks as the secular DAP and PKR. This would present
PAS with a range of new problems that it may not have anticipated when it
first agreed to join the coalition earlier.

The outcome of the 2008 elections starkly presented PAS with a tally of
facts and figures that simply would not go away; on the positive side, it was
undeniable that PAS had made gains and was able to say that it had two state
assemblies under its control (Kelantan and Kedah) as well as three chief
ministers in its ranks. But on the negative side it was clear that despite being
the biggest party (in terms of members and supporters) in the PR coalition
it had won the smallest number of Parliamentary seats — 23, compared

39 Moving Democracy Forward, New Straits Times, 16 September 2o011; ISA Mansuh: Najib
Umumbkan Transformasi, Berita Harian, 16 September 2011.
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to DAP's 28 and PKR’s 31. For PAS, which was also the oldest party in the
Pakatan, the prospect of coming in third must have been galling at first.

It was then that cracks began to appear among the ranks, and PAS’s
internal complexity burst out into the public domain for all to see. The
gains that the party had made were obviously not enough to placate the
demands and concerns of some of the leaders and members of the Islamist
party who still clung on to their dream of turning Malaysia into an Islamic
state —no matter how distant that goal may be deferred into the hazy future.
While for the Malay-centric ethnonationalists in PAS’s ranks, the thought
ofhaving to share power with the predominantly Malaysian Chinese DAP
was a strain on their fragile nerves that proved difficult to bear. In the
state of Selangor in particular, the divisions seemed acute: the Pakatan
had brokered a power-sharing arrangement between PKR, DAP and PAS
where PKR would dominate the state government while PAS and DAP
would share in the spoils. But it was noted by many observers that on the
night of their election victory some of the PAS leaders who had won seats
in the State Assembly were not even present at the victory gatherings, and
were rumoured to be engaged in secret negotiations with UMNO instead.

All these divisions - between the Islamist-democrat reformists, the ulama
faction and the Malay ethno-nationalist faction — would continue to simmer
until it finally came to the boil a year later, at the PAS General Assembly
of 2009. ‘

While the Pakatan’s de facto leader Anwar Ibrahim was on a tour across
Europe, PAS held its general assembly on 4-6 June 2009, in Shah Alam,
Selangor - a state that was now under the control of the Pakatan Rakyat.
In the lead-up to the general assembly, the Malaysian political scene was
rife with speculation about an internal leadership crisis and the possibility
of a putsch for the leadership of PAS.*

Fueling the speculation were the reports in the mainstream press about
an internal struggle in PAS, between the reformists of the Erdogan faction
and the conservatives of the ulama camp. The latter were said to include the
party’s own president, Hadi Awang, as well as a number of prominent lead-
ers such as Nasharuddin Mat Isa, Hasan Ali, Mustafa Ali and the members
ofthe party’s Dewan Ulama and Shura Council. The mainstream media was
also playing up the theme of Malay unity, and encouraging PAS to consider
the possibility of merging or at least co-operating with UMNO for the sake

of defending the Malay position in the country. (PAS’s own publications

40 Farish A. Noor, The PAS 55Th General Assembly, Shah Alam, Selangor, 4-6 June 2009. RSIS
Malaysia Update, June 2009. Nanyang Technical University, Singapore, June 200g.
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such as Harakah and Siasah were, in turn, engaged in a sustained attack
against some of the leaders of PAS who were then suspected of propounding
such ideas.)

The 2009 general assembly was perhaps one of the most closely observed
of PAS’s assemblies, and coming as it did at a time when PAS’s commitment
to the opposition coalition was in doubt almost every aspect of the assembly
was scrutinised in detail. Observers noted that the president’s opening
speech included an attack on UMNO as a party that was corrupt, worldly
and un-Islamic — themes that had become ingrained in PAS’s discourse
for more than half a century by then. This seemed to signal that PAS was
not about to join with UMNO any time soon. But it was also noted that the
assembly had as its theme the slogan ‘Islam leading the process of Change’
(Islam Memimpin Perubahan), which suggested that it was Islam that would
be the real game-changer in Malaysian politics, and not democracy. It was
also noted in the president’s speech that the references to PAS's allies PKR
and DAP were in passing, and both parties were described as fellow travel-
lers on PAS’s long road to its appointed destiny.

Tempers rose, with some PAS leaders like Husam Musa and Haron Din
openly accusing each other of betraying the party, and at the assembly an
open contest for the posts of deputy president and vice president was held.
The most interesting contest was between Husam Musa — who was seen as
a reformer — and Nasharuddin Mat Isa — who was by then widely regarded
as belonging to the pro-Malay-unity camp. Complicating matters was the
Jast-minute entry of Mohamad Sabu, another member of the Erdogan camp,
into the race; which led to a three-cornered fight leaving Nasharuddin
victorious by a margin of 199 votes. It is also interesting to note thatat the
assembly many of the PAS leaders from Kelantan were defeated by other PAS
leaders from other states, such as Kedah, Perak and Selangor — which also
suggested that PAS had developed to become amore national party by then,
with a stronger presence outside Kelantan, its home base since the 1960s.

Later during the closing stages of the assembly it was the Selangor
division of PAS that issued the most controversial proposal of all, calling

41 Iwaspresent throughout the assembly as an academic observer, and had raised the question
of how and why the president’s speech had placed such an emphasis on Islam (rather than
democratisation). My PAS centacts informed me that the speech was revised and re-edited
several times, up to the very last day before it was sent to the printers. Some of those in the
progressive faction of the party had contributed to the document, especially in areas such as
social welfare and democratisation. However 1 was informed that positive references to plural-
ism, multiculturalism and co-operation with the Pakatan were later removed or downplayed
by Hadi Awang himself and his group of internal personal advisors.
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for the investigation and possible banning of the Muslim feminist NGO
Sisters in Islam. That PAS could even contemplate doing such a thing was
mind-boggling to say the least; the party had managed to win the support
and trust of a wider Malaysian public thanks to its stated commitment to
democracy and to play by the rules of the democratic game. By calling for
the banning of a feminist NGO — that happened to be one of the most visible
NGOs in Malaysia's public domain - it seemed as if PAS was reneging on
its promise to abide by the rules after all. PAS leaders we interviewed then
suggested that the call to ban Sisters in Islam was really an act of internal
sabotage that was intended to embarrass and discredit the reformist Erdo-
gans who had worked so hard to expand PAS'’s support base in the urban
areas and among the non-Muslims of the country.+ :
The 2009 PAS assembly was a game changer in PAS's own internal politics
as it led to the marginalisation of the modernist-reformists of the party,
and the momentary return of the Ulama faction instead. Furthermore, the
developments within PAS were now fully displayed to a wider Malaysian
public that was avidly following the developments within the party, as PAS

42 The proposal to investigate and possibly ban Sisters in Islam was in fact forwarded by the PAS
Women's branch of the Selangor state division of PAS (Shah Alam wing) and was passed without
debate. This was because there are two categories of motions filed at the general assemblies
of PAS, those to be debated and those that are not debated (Usul-usul tidak dibahaskan). The
proposal came under the second category. It was later revealed that the PAS leader Khalid
Samad had asked for the proposal to be watered down, to simply register PAS’s rejection of the
work done by SIS. Informants told us that similar proposals against SIS and other progressive
Muslim thinkers in the country were regularly put forward every year, but were always rejected
and have never made it to the general assembly. The question therefore arose as to how and
why this proposal was passed this time round, and why it was not edited and watered down
as requested. The immediate impact of the proposal was a strong reaction from SIS and other
NGOs in Malaysia’s civil society space. It also elicited a response from MCA, Gerakan and the
two other component parties of Pakatan, PKR and DAP. DAP’s secretary general, Lit Kit Siang,
reacted by calling the proposal ‘ridiculous’ and ‘contradictory’, while both DAP and PKR issued
separate statements the next day. In our interviews with insiders of the party we were informed
that there was talk of an attempt to sabotage the general assembly and that the passing of the
proposal was intended to serve the purpose of embarrassing the progressive wing of PAS and
to apply pressure on the joint leadership of the Pakatan. One of the PAS Executive Committee
members I spoke to informed me that: “In fact what people don’t know is that every year we
have had similar proposals to ban SIS, and to take them to court or even Shariah court. But we
have always been able to stop it at the last minute because one of us will vet the document and

tell them (the division representatives) that ‘this is not necessary now because we have bigger

issues to deal with'. This year we don’t know what happened, but somehow the proposal got

- through. So now that it is out, we (PAS) are officially committed to this, and we cannot retract

it. So this is a big disappointment for us (reformists), because it looks very bad and the public
will think that we were being hypocritical. They will say that the party is really full of fanatics
and that the liberals are a minority and cannot control the extremists any more”.
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had opened itself up to public scrutiny as a result of its own engagement
with the public via the Internet. The alternative cyber-media were present
to report the daily developments of the assembly, as were bloggers, foreign
observers as well as scholars and analysts. For the moderates of the Erdogan
faction, the outcome of the assembly was a potential disaster for the party
and its image, for it was they who had opened up PAS to the Malaysian
electorate as awhole via their engagement in cyberspace. And the reformists
realised that if the Malaysian public could like’ PAS on Facebook, it was also
able to ‘unlike’ the party whenever it was seen to waver on its democratic
commitments. '

That some of the more senior leaders of PAS — like Hadi Awang, Mustafa
Ali, Hasan Ali and Nasharuddin Mat Isa - could openly talk about reconcili-
ation with UMNO in the name of Malay unity then is something that has
to be understood in the context of Malaysia’s internal interethnic politics
at the time. The elections of 2008 had brought into power a generation of
younger Malaysian politicians of a more cosmopolitan background, but it
also led to the rise of the DAP which was now in control of Penang and rather
dominant in Perak. The DAP, which for so long was seen as a Malaysian
Chinese-dominated party and which was regarded by some to be a commu-
nitarian party to boot, was presented in the mainstream press as a potential
fifth column that was a threat to the position of the Malay-Muslims in
the country. In the press and in some of the more conservative blogs and
websites of the country, the DAP’s gains in Penang was seen as part of an
elaborate long-term strategy to ensure Malaysian Chinese dominance in
parts of Malaysia where they were a majority; notably in urban settlements
such as Georgetown, Ipoh, Taiping and some other cities on the west coast
of the Peninsula. The fact that the DAP then had no Malay leaders of note
among its leading ranks - despite its claims to be a non-communitarian
left-leaning secular party — merely reinforced the view held by some that
it was really the Trojan horse for an eventual Malaysian-Chinese takeover
of the country.

For the more conservative ethno-nationalist elements of Malay society
at the time, a sense of communal panic and anxiety had set in, reminiscent
of the communitarian sentiments that held sway among many Malays in
the 1970s. But UMNO under Prime Minister Najib was then embarking
on a national reconciliation programme that came in the form of his
1Malaysia project. For the more stalwart defenders of the Malay-Muslim
position, the time seemed right for the creation of a Malay-Muslim bloc
that would defend the Malay position even if UMNO was no longer inclined
to do so: By then the country was witness to the rise of a new sort of
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communal-based public activism and social networking, that came in
the form of a range of new ethno-nationalist NGOs and lobby groups
that were making their entry into the public domain. These included the
Malay-Muslim ethno-nationalist NGO and lobby group Perkasa that was
formed in 2009 and led by the independent member of Parliament Ibrahim
Alj; who in 1987 was among those detained under the Internal Security -
Act. In 2008 Ali won his Parliamentary seat as an independent candidate
(ironically with the support of PAS) though since assuming his post as
member of Parliament had been advocating the defence of Malay rights
and privileges as stated in the Malaysian Federal constitution. Critics of
Ibrahim Ali noted that despite his populist discourse the group he led had
received the open support of former Prime Minister Mahathir Mchamad,
who had likewise criticised the Najib administration for its reformist ambi-
tions. Perkasa was granted a publications permit for its newspaper Suara
Perkasa, while opposition members of Parliament pointed out repeatedly
that the discourse of Perkasa starkly contradicted the inclusive discourse
of Najib’s iMalaysia project; though the latter had been hamstrung and
unable to contain or control the growth of Perkasa and its communalist
demands.*

That Perkasa and the other groups allied to it could have appeared
in Malaysia then was symptomatic of the wider context of geo-political
and geo-economic changes that were impacting on Malaysia at the time:
While Malaysia’s economic standing was indeed improving, this was also
aresult of the liberalising drive that was being spearheaded by the Najib
administration. On the table were other long-term economic challenges
that Malaysia would have to weather sooner or later, that included its
eventual acceptance of free trade agreements with the United States,
China and the forces of global capital. International investors were pleased
to note that the Najib administration had relaxed some of the restrictions
on foreign capital penetration; and were equally pleased to see that the
affirmative action policies that had benefited the Malays were slowly
being eased out. This may have registered positive scores among the
international business community, but it was also greeted with alarm
by conservative Malay politicians, technocrats and businessmen who
feared that their place and standing in the Malaysian political economy

.was being jeopardised.

43 ‘A Small Chip of the Opposition Bloc’, TheMalaysianInsider.com, 8 July 2010.
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The post-2008 period was therefore a time when Malay communal
anxiety began to rise again, in proportion to the success of the DAP and
the penetration of foreign capital into the country. It is important to note
that on many occasions those who articulated these concerns were not
necessarily from the poorer agricultural class, but rather among the urban-
based Malay-Muslims from the middle classes instead. The Malay-Muslim
students of UITM (MARA Technological University) of Shah Alam, for
instance, publicly defended their right as Malay-Muslim Bumiputeras to be
given privileged access to education. * In the southern state of johor, local
Malay community leaders expressed their worry that Malaysia’s improving
ties with Singapore meant that more and more Singaporean capital would be
invested in the state in order to create a commercial and residential property
market that would be beyond the pockets of ordinary Malays. In the state of
Perak, local Malay leaders lamented the fact that the DAP-dominated State
Assembly had given out land grants to Chinese Perakians, and spoke of the
Malays being driven out of their own homeland. While Malaysia’s economic
performance was gradually improving — with more foreign capital regarding
the country an attractive destination to park themselves — it seemed that
the rush for the economic pie was also intensifying, and turning into a
communal contest too.

The divisions in PAS at the time reflected the wider divisions that were
beginning to appear among the members of the Malay-Muslim community.
While there were those who were prone to accepting the theory of an inevi-
table racial contest in the country, there were also many Malay-Muslims
who seemed inclined to the view that the lot of the Malays was something
that had been politically manipulated and engineered. In July 2010 a survey
conducted by the local Merdeka Research Centre found that the Malay
community was split over whether affirmative action should continue
and if they actually benefited enough from government programmes. The
poll also found a majority of Malays surveyed — 70% — felt that corruption
among the community’s leaders was the main threat to the Malay/Bumi-

44 The MARA Technological University began as the MARA Institute of Technology and
was upgraded to university status in 1967. It was, by then, the home for more than 170,000
students and had a network of g campuses, 12 affiliated campuses and 21 affiliated colleges.
The origins of MARA date back to the time of Tan Sri Arshad Ayub, who had established
the Peoples’ Trust Council (Majlis Amanah Rakyat, MARA) as a means of promoting and
developing scientific, entrepreneurial and leadership skills among the Malay-Muslim
Bumiputeras; and MARA was seen as one of the government’s state-sponsored agencies
that were primarily responsible for the uplifting of the economic and political status of
the Malays in Malaysia.
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putera political position as opposed to ‘demands made by other races in the
country. The Merdeka Centre survey showed that the Malays were equally
split on government assistance programmes with 45% of them believing
that they only helped the rich and politically connected, and about 48%
of the Malays surveyed believed that such programmes had benefited the
ordinary public.* ,

The bifurcated nature of the Malay-Muslim community — by now the
biggest vote bank in the country and the ‘natural constituency’ of both PAS
and UMNO - accounts for how and why both PAS and UMNO’s discourses
had also grown increasingly complex by the 2010s. It was clear that both
the Najib administration and the reformist Erdogan faction within PAS
were targeting the new urbanised Malays who were assumed to be more
concerned about issues such as democratisation, transparency and ac-
countability in governance. But at the same time — though the rural sector
was diminishing in size and political importance — it has to be noted that
there were still more than seventy predominantly Malay-Muslim semi-
rural constituencies in the Peninsula where issues such as the protection
of Malay rights were regarded as relevant to many. While trying to reach
out to as many Malaysians in general and Malay-Muslims in particular,
both PAS and UMNO would be stretching the limits of their discourses to
the maximum.

This was the reason why PAS’s rhetoric during the first Najib administra-
tion seemed a peculiarly varied one to many outside observers: On the one
hand the leaders of the party were wont to raise issues related to democracy,
human rights and social justice at the numerous forums and public talks
they organised. On the other hand, however, the very same party that was
calling for freedom of speech was seen attempting to restrict such freedoms
for others. In the state of Selangor, where PAS was sharing power with PKR
and DAP for instance, the state’s religious authorities had begun to limit the
freedoms of minority groups such as the Qadiani Ahmadis — who remain,
in the eyes of many orthodox Muslims the world over, a cult movement that
cannot be called Muslim in the first place. The small Ahmadi community
based in Kampung Nahkoda, Selangor, had raised their concern about how

45 Poll shows divided Malays, Themalaysianinsider.com, 9 July 2010.
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they were being labelled as non-Muslims, and their mosque was regarded
as a non-Muslim house of worship.*

And while the Erdogans of PAS were attempting to polish the Islamist
party’s image for the benefit of the international media, some of the more
conservative leaders of their party were inclined to take up causes that
would earn PAS international publicity, but of the less flattering kind: PAS
leaders like Khalid Abdul Samad and Youth Wing leader Nashrudin Hassan
Tantawi took up a swathe of moral campaigns that ranged from the banning
of casinos to the evils of massage parlours to the vice of alcoholism and
smoking. In 2011 PAS's Youth Wing were incensed to learn that Malaysia
was about to play host to the popular singer Elton John, who was set to
perform at the Genting Highlands resort on 22 November. Despite having
been knighted, it was evident that the Islamists of PAS were not impressed
by Sir Elton’s title or his music: Harakah Daily’s chairman Shahril Azman
al-Hafiz and other PAS leaders like Khalid Samad and Nashrudin Tantawi
highlighted the fact that Elton John was openly in a relationship with a man,

46 The Qadiani Ahmadis — followers of the Muslim thinker Ghulam Mirza Ahmad of Qadian —
have been in Malaysia for decades but their presence has always been a controversial one. Shortly
after Malaya gained her independence in 1957, the small Qadiani settlement in Kampung Baru,
Kuala Lumpur, found themselves surrounded by Malay-Muslim settlers who demanded that
they be evicted on the grounds that they were not Muslims, and as such not entitled to live in
an area reserved for Malay settlement. In 1959 the newly independent Malayan government
under the first Prime Minister Tunku Abdul Rahman tried to settle the dispute by awarding the
Qadianis eight new lots of land in a hitherto unused and undeveloped area around Kampung
Nakhoda, Selangor. It was in 1963 that the Qadianis were relocated there and their first mosque
set up. The Qadianis in Sabah, East Malaysia, were comparatively luckier and in 1967 their
community was registered as an organisation under the name of the ‘Tahrik-i-Jadid Ahmadiyya
Muslim Association of Sabaly’. By the 1970s, the conditions faced by the Qadianis in Malaysia
grew progressively worse. Following the banning of the Qadianis in Pakistan, the Qadianis of
Malaysia tried to get themselves registered. Their leader Maulana Saeed Ansari attempted to
formally register the movement several times from 1970 to 1971, but all requests for formallegal
protection were denied. Instead in April 1975 the Malaysian fatwa committee of the National
Council for Islamic Affairs in Malaysia under the chairmanship of the then Prime Minister Tun
Razak declared the Ahmadis to be ‘non-Muslim’ and ‘outside Islam’. In June the meetings of the
Rulers’ Council voted in favour of the same stance and in 1976 the Islamic Affaris Council of the
Federal Territory issued a fatwa declaring that Qadianis were ‘not Muslims'. The final blow came
in 1977 with the 11 April gazette (notification P.U.(B) 279 11 April1977) which declared that ‘The
Ahmadi-Qadiani teachinginvented by Mizra Ghulam Ahmad is not from Islamic teaching. Thus
a person who follows this teaching is not a Muslim'. As a result the Qadianis were effectively
legally non-Muslim, though this judgement posed a peculiar problem for the Qadiani Malays
who —according to the Malaysian Federal Constitution’s stipulation which stated that all Malays
are by definition Muslims — were oddly enough no longer Malay as well. In1984 the same rulings
were applied in other parts of the country and asaresult the Tahrik-i-Jadid Ahmadiyya Muslim
Association of Sabah was subsequently deregistered too.
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and that his music could promote homosexuality too. (To which Norman
Halim, chairman of the Recording Industry Association of Malaysia, replied:
‘These are just narrow-minded people trying to impose their values on
everybody. You don't go to an Elton John concert and suddenly become
gay!*’) Though PAS was successful in their first attempt to prevent Elton
John performing in Malaysia, the knighted pop star did manage to return
the following year, and did finally perform in November 2012. Then again,
PAS’s anti-pop brigade went into full swing to denounce the singer who was
known for hits such as Don’t Go Breaking My Heart — though Malaysian pop
lovers were relieved to learn that the show would go on this time round (and
there were no reports of mass conversions to homosexuality afterwards).*®
Admittedly, some of the causes that were taken up by some PAS leaders
earned the Islamist party the guffaws and sniggers that it deserved; but it
also has to be remembered that other PAS leaders at the time were engaged
in matters of a more serious nature. Dr. Lo Lo Ghazali for instance was one
of the few female PAS leaders who had raised the issue of the welfare of
single mothers and abandoned children, which resonated better with the
overall theme of the Islamic welfare state that was then being developed
by the likes of Dr. Dzulkefly Ahmad, Dr. Hatta Ramli and Mujahid Rawa.
And for the Erdogan faction of PAS, then, the real question that had to be
addressed was how to transform PAS into an Islamist-democratic party
that could win the support of a wider public on broad-based non-sectarian
issues such as anti-corruption and transparency in governance instead.
The importance of the reformist agenda was made clearer by develop-
ments abroad when the Islamists of Egypt had finally come to power after
months of unrest and turmoil following the fall of President Hosni Mubarak
that was the result of the ‘Arab Spring’ of 2010. On 21 February 2011, the
Egyptian Ikhwan'ul Muslimin announced that it would create its own party,
the Freedom and Justice Party (FJP), to be led by senior IkAwan leaders such
as Mohamed Morsi, Saad el-Khatatni, Essam el-Erian and Hussein Ibrahim.
The presidency of the party was given to Morsi, who would lead the party
at the elections the year after. On 24 June 2012 elections were held in Egypt
and the FJP managed to win 51.7% of the votes, bringing them to power.
After struggling for more than eight decades, the Ikhwan was suddenly faced
with the predicament of an all-too-sudden entry into the corridors of power.

The Freedom and Justice Party entered Parliament alongside the party of the
Egyptian Salafis who had hitherto avoided direct political entanglement,

47 ‘Elton John Concert Protests Come under Fire', The Daily Chili, 26 October zo11.
48 ‘Malaysia'sIslamic Party Protests against Elton John Concert, The Guardian, 30 November 2012.
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but who were now represented by their own Nour (Light) party. But in the
coming months President Morsi would alienate vast sections of Egyptian
society, including Coptic Christians, Westernised elites, secular Leftists and
old-school nationalists. The new constitution that the FJP would push through
would be rejected by the non-Muslim and secular-leftist groups of the country,
who would instead accuse the president and his party of trying to ‘Ikhwanise’
the whole country. Though Morsi would try to normalise relations with the
West, some of his policy decisions — such as accepting an IMF loan with
interest — would anger his own Islamists followers too. Even his attempts to
normalise relations with Iran — which led to the first arrival of Iranian-Shia
tourists to Egypt —would ultimately upset some Sunni conservatives, for whom
Shias were simply beyond the pale of the Muslim community. * Though the
euphoria of the moment was at an all-time high, few would be able to foresee
that in less than a year's time, Morsi and the FJP would be rejected by the very
same Egyptian people they claimed to represent, and the president would be
deposed by the army led by the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces.

As PAS upped the stakes in the political race in the country, and intensi-
fied its co-operation with its political allies in the Pakatan Rakyat as well
as NGOs in the civil society movement, the Najib administration was also
facing challenges of its own. Prime Minister Najib had come to power - like
his predecessor Badawi — without having won an electoral mandate. Badawi
had later won an overwhelming victory at the elections of 2004, but lost all
that he had gained by 2008. The Najib administration was likewise expected
to prove itself at the polls, and speculation grew that elections might be
held in 2011, then 2012, though nothing happened.

There were two challenges that the Najib administration was faced with:
the first was the evident decline in the popularity and credibility of the non-
Malay parties of the ruling Barisan Nasional, that had been soundly beaten
at the elections of 2008. As we have seen earlier, in 2008 the MCA, MIC and
Gerakan were all badly mauled at the polls and some of the leaders of these
parties had been unseated as well. Four years on, the non-Malay parties of the
BN had not been able to register a significant increase in support from their
respective ethnic communities that have been their long-term vote bases,
and it was not certain if any of the non-Malay parties of the BN would be
able to stage a comeback anytime soon. The prospect of a further decline in
non-Malay/non-Muslimsupport for the BN was a daunting one, as it entailed
the possibility of a less ethnically representative government that would make
a mockery out of Prime Minister Najib's inclusive 1Malaysia project.

49 Yasmine Fathi, Egypt's Islamist Project on the Brink, al-Ahram, 5 July 2013.
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The second problem was found within the ranks of the Prime Minister’s own
party, where numerous corruption scandals had been uncovered and brought
to the public’s attention. The scandals dated back to the time when Prime
Minister Najib had been the minister of defence in the country, and related
to allegations ofkick-backs that were paid and received by the various parties
involved in the purchase of two Scorpéne-class submarines from France that
were intended for the Royal Malaysian Navy. It was alleged by the opposition
that advisors close to Najib were involved in the deal, and related to this were
other grisly reports of the murder of a Mongolian female translator, Altantuya
Shaaribuu, who was said to be one of the go-betweens in the transaction.

While having to fend off allegations of high-level corruption in arms deals,
the government was also forced to deal with another case of alleged high-
profile corruption that related to the National Feedlot Corporation (NFC),
that had been set up as a commercial enterprise with governmental support
in order to address Malaysia’s need to increase its own domestic production
of beef. The NFC was owned by Agroscience Industries Ltd, and UMNO
Minister for Women, Family and Community Development Affairs Datuk
Seri Sharizat Abdul Jalil's immediate family members were on its board of
directors. Sharizat was then one of the most articulate and visible female
leaders of UMNO, though the Feedlot scandal incurred an enormous cost to
her own reputation and her standing in the party. The Auditor General’s report
pointed out that the NFC was in a mess; and it was noted that the corporation
had been given more than two hundred million Ringgit (RM) to start up a
major agricultural production venture that would increase the number of
cows bred in the country. By 2012, however, opposition leaders argued that
in the interim some of the money had been used to buy property in Kuala
Lumpur and Singapore instead. The fact that on the board of directors of the
NFC were the members of Sharizat’s own family merely gave the opposition
the opportunity it was looking for to press home the charge that despite all
the talk of transparency and accountability, the Najib administration dealt
leniently with those in high office who had been caught with their fingers in
the till. The NFC ‘cow scandal’ clung around the neck of the administration for
months on end, and proved to be more troublesome than a sticky albatross.s°

By 2013, it was clear that time was running out for the Najib administra-
tion for the elections had to be held by the third quarter of the year. However,
by that stage it remained uncertain if the non-Malay parties of the BN would

50 ‘It'sa Cow... It's a Condo... It’s a Criminal Breach...’ In: FinanceTwitter.com,. 15 November
2013; ‘Malaysia’s UMNO Scandals’, The Asian Sentinel, 29 November 2011; ‘The National Feedlot
Corporation’, TheMalaysianInsider.com, 2 November 2012.
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be able to recover from their losses, or if the public could be persuaded that
the administration was sincere in its reform agenda. Prime Minister Najib
was compelled to campaign to the Malaysian public directly and personally,
in a style that was dubbed presidential: he toured the country extensively,
and visited the East Malaysian states of Sabah and Sarawak many times to
ensure that the East Malaysian vote bank was secure. In an effort to woo
the Malaysian Chinese vote, the prime minister went ahead of himselfand
made a number of personal appeals to the Malaysian Chinese electorate
before, during and after Chinese New Year in early 2013. So eager were the
publicists of the BN to regain the support of the Malaysian Chinese that even
the South Korean pop star ‘Psy’ was roped in to perform at the BN's Chinese
New Year bash in Penang, where he performed his hit ‘Gangnam Style’.
(Which, interestingly, happened to be a song that parodied the lifestyle
of the rich.) But if it was a hit that the Malaysian public expected, an even
bigger one was about to land on the coast of the East Malaysian state of
Sabah — and it would raise the spectre of a violent, unreconstructed form of
primordialism in the middle of a Southeast Asia that was rapidly globalising.

The Return of the Repressed: The Sabah ‘Sulu Crisis’ and Its
Impact on Malaysia

As the Najib administration prepared itself for the upcoming elections, news
arrived of an unwelcomed landing on the east coast of Sabah: on 11 February
2013 armed intruders, said to number in the hundreds, had landed near
Lahad Datu and brazenly stated that they had returned to their ancestral
homeland, which they claimed as theirs. As news of the incursion spread,
Malaysians in both East and West Malaysia were unclear as to what had
really happened and how to react.

It has to be noted that Sabah has always experienced the coming and
going of seafarers from nearby Philippines and Indonesia, and that the
state had a relaxed maritime law that allowed for barter trade along the
coastal zones — a reminder of its own maritime past and the fluidity of sea
lanes and borders in that part of Southeast Asia. This time, however, the
visitors had clearly not come to trade but to claim instead, bearing with
them flags and banners that proclaimed that they were the followers of
the sultan of Sulu, Sultan Jamalul Kiram III. Coming as it did so close to
the upcoming elections in both Malaysia and the Philippines, this was one
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instance of radical contingency interrupting the settled present that neither
government appreciated.

The Sabah incursion raised questions that were both political and epis-
temic in nature. It emerged rather early on in the crisis that there was simply
no adequate vocabulary to describe what had happened. During the first
week of the incursion, the Malaysian authorities were still unable to decide
whether the intruders were visitors or insurgents, and whether this was an
invasion in the first place. Compounding matters was the lack of information
on the ground, as both the local and international media were not allowed
to get too close to the landing site where the intruders had dug in.

The opposition parties took to the crisis like ducks to water, and revelled
in the opportunity to show how the Najib administration had failed to rise
to the occasion. PAS demanded that a special sitting be called in Parliament
so that the government could decide on what steps to take to expel the
invaders, but to no avail. In the meantime the handling of the matter fell into
the hands of the then-minister of home affairs, Hishamuddin Onn - who

51 The Suluincursion into the EastMalaysian state of Sabah was one of the most complex issues
of recentyears, which sorely tested the bilateral relations between Malaysia and the Philippines.
Its origins date back to the pre-colonial era, before Sabah was taken over by the British North
Borneo company and turned into the colony of British North Borneo. The Sultanate of Brunei had
‘gifted’ parts of the east coast of Sabah to the Sultanate of Sulu as a reward for Sulu’s assistance
to Brunei during an uprising against the latter. As aresult of this the Sultanate of Sulu exercised
some control over the area until the arrival of the British, Dutch and Spanish colonial powers
had effectively cut up the region into separate colonies. When Malaysia was created in 1963
the remnants of the Sulu royal family once again raised the question of their overlordship over
that part of Sabah, which was the basis to the Philippines’ claim on the state. The matter was
never fully resolved, even after the formation of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN) in 1967. Complicating matters further was the fact that the Philippines is officially a
republic, that does not recognise the legal standing of Sulu as a separate kingdom within the
republican framework of the country. Despite the fact that the Sultanate of Sulu does not have
the status of a sovereign state, both Philippine and Malaysian authorities have dealt with the
members of the royal family and afforded them token recognition. Malaysia, however, had
consistently maintained that Sabah is a part of Malaysia and has never recognised the claims
of the Sulu Sultanate on any part of the state. During the crisis, the administration of President
Aquino of the Philippines was placed under heavy pressure by his opponents to take sides with
the Sulu Sultan’s claims, and to offer support to Sultan Jamalul Kiram IIL But the Philippine
government was more concerned about what the armed incursion would do to the image of the
Philippines, which had been associated with both terrorism and piracy in recent years. During
his Presidential address at the peak of the crisis, President Aquino noted that under the terms
of the Philippine constitution no Filipino citizen is allowed to bear arms without a permit, to
organise a militia unit that is not recognised as part of the Philippine state’s security forces, or
to unilaterally declare war on another country. On those terms, the incursion by the followers
of Sultan Jamalul Kiram was illegal, and there was the suggestion that he and his men would
be taken in for questioning.
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happened to be the cousin of the prime minister. As the crisis escalated and
stories emerged of Malaysian soldiers being brutally killed by the insurgents
in ambushes, Malaysian public opinion turned accordingly bellicose and
uncompromising. After a delay of weeks, the Malaysian security forces
were finally authorised to attack and flush out the Sulu invaders, but by
then, the image of the prime minister and home minister had already been
compromised. Najib had missed his ‘Falklands moment, as noted by the
analyst Wong Chin Huat:

It really depends on whether Sabahan and Malaysian voters will accept
a Johnny-come-lately Margaret Thatcher in Datuk Seri Najib Razak.
When the Falkland Islands were invaded by the Argentineans on

2 April 1982 in an undeclared war, an emergency Parliament meeting
was convened. Thatcher rallied her Parliament and the nation to start
a campaign which saw the British triumph in 74 days. Looking like
another determined and brave war leader after Winston Churchill,
Mrs Thatcher won the nickname “Iron Lady”. In contrast, Najib let his
ministers handle the crisis while he went on his election campaigns,
showing little sense of urgency. No emergency Parliament sitting has
been convened despite calls from the opposition and the public to do
so to enable national deliberation and resolution. Instead, the home
minister made unimaginably appeasing remarks, saying that the
intruders where neither terrorists nor militants. 5

It ought to be noted at this stage that despite the criticisms that emanated
from the opposition benches in Parliament, the handling of the Sabah
incursion was a good example of intra-ASEAN diplomacy; though popular
sentiments in both countries grew increasingly hostile and angry (photos
and effigies of both leaders were set alight at numerous demonstrations
in Manila), neither the Malaysian nor Philippine government allowed the
crisis to get out of hand, and there was evident co-operation between the
two states. But coming so close to the anticipated election date, the Lahad
Datu incursion was perhaps the last straw that broke the momentum of
the campaign. By then, the Najib administration was faced with internal
opposition coming from the ranks of his own party, a BN coalition that was
unable to garner enough support for the MCA, MIC and Gerakan, and an
unfriendly public domain that was more active than ever before. The ad-

52 Wong Chin Huat, Lahad Datu ~ How Might Malaysians Vote?, TheNutGraph.com. 11 March
2013.
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ministration had attempted to address the demands that had been made by
the NGOs and broad-based civil society movements in the country, notably
the Bersih campaign for free and fair elections. The Election Commission
announced that indelible ink would be used during the coming elections,
to ensure that voters would not be able to cheat and vote more than once.
But these changes came perhaps a tad too late for the BN coalition to regain
their standing in the eyes of the Malaysian electorate. Issues such as the
Scorpene and NFC corruption scandals remained unresolved in the eyes
of many (despite the resignation of Minister Sharizat who was most closely
associated with the latter).

By the time the date for the 13'" Malaysian general elections was an-
nounced, the parties of the Pakatan Rakyat were ready. The DAP had
attempted to improve its image by elevating a number of prominent non-
Chinese members to its higher ranks, including younger aspiring politicians
like Zairil Khir Johari, who was in fact from the family of the former UMNO
politician Khir Johari. (Also to join the DAP was a small number of ex-
UMNOY/BN politicians, who took the opportunity to denounce the party
they used to belong to as soon as they left it.) Sensitive to the fact that it
had been accused time and again of being a communitarian party that
catered primarily to Malaysian Chinese interests, the DAP’s make-over was
intended to shed the image of it being a racially-exclusive party.

But it was PAS that was the most adept when it came to representing
itself to the increasingly complex Malaysian electorate. From the early
2000s to 2013, PAS’s ranks had been bolstered by the entry of members
of more complex backgrounds. The party that was once associated with
the rural Malay peasantry and village preachers was now made up of a
wide array of Muslim members from all walks of life. As Muller (2013)
has noted, PAS by then was able to rally to its side a myriad of new social
actors and agents ranging from TV presenters, soap opera actors, former
models, both rock and rnasheed musicians, young Internet designers
and bloggers, etc. The party had created a virtual parallel economy in
terms of its merchandising alone; at the party’s rallies and public forums,
one could purchase a cornucopia of PAS-related products ranging from
keychains, hats, scarves, T-shirts, posters, mineral water, videos, tapes,
DVDs and even party-endorsed cosmetic products. PAS had produced a

video entitled ‘Oley! hudud Allah!’ that promoted shariah law and hudud

punishments featuring the leader of its Youth Wing Ustaz Tantawi

“brandishing an electric guitar, of all things. Popular preachers like Ustaz

Azhar Idrus, Malay actors like Bob Lokman, singers like Man John and
even the winner of Malaysia's Fantasy Academy (Akademi Fantasia) pop
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icon show Mawi had openly joined and supported PAS by then, and were
openly campaigning up and down the country alongside old-time PAS
veteran ulama like Hadi Awang and Nik Aziz® - and it seemed that the
only celebrity missing was Elton John.

The singular snag faced by the opposition then was their inability to agree
on the allocation of seats in the East Malaysian states of Sabah and Sarawak.
After the incursion into Sabah earlier in the year, Sabahans in particular
had grown increasingly frustrated by the mishandling of their affairs; and
this gave local Sabahan parties such as the Parti Maju Sabah (SAPP) the
opportunity to revive their call for a more locally-oriented politics along
the slogan of ‘Sabah for Sabahans’ Though the parties of the opposition
PR attempted to contest in most of the seats in East Malaysia, they were
summarily denounced by local Sabah parties such as SAPP as being no
different from the other West Malaysian parties of the BN. But PAS was
less perturbed by this development as it had always maintained its focus
on the Malaysian Peninsula in any case.

The climax of the campaign arrived on 5 May 2013 when the 13" general
elections of Malaysia were held. The two-week campaign witnessed both the
best and the worst of Malaysian politics. In the constituency of Temerloh,
Pahang, the UMNO candidate Saifuddin Abdullah conducted one of the
most gentlemanly campaigns of all, where both he and his PAS adversary
had promised not to slander, abuse or obstruct each other. Elsewhere,
however, the tone and tenor of the campaign veered from the personal to
the hyper-patriotic and nationalist. The opposition were accused of being
stooges of the West, of betraying the national interest and of not support-
ing the Malaysian armed forces during the Sabah incursion. In turn, the
opposition accused the Najib administration of corruption, abuse of power,
sheltering and protecting corrupt officials and not doing enough to contain
the hyper-communalist discourse of right-wing Malay ethno-nationalist
groups like Perkasa. '

It is interesting to note that this was one of the few election campaigns
in recent Malaysian history where Islam was not such a visible election
issue; though many of the more prominent leaders of PAS — particularly
among the Erdogan faction — were accused of being Shias or under the
influence of Shia ideology. (In the course of my interviews with Salahudin
Ayub and Dzulkefly Ahmad I was shown leaflets and banners that had
been distributed in their constituencies, claiming that they were closet
supporters of Shia Iran.) But PAS was eager to engage with its nemesis

53 Muller, 2013, pp. 272-273.
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UMNO, and many of the PAS leaders openly challenged their UMNO
competitors to open debates. (Among them was Hatta Ramli, whose
challenge was not met, and who jokingly told me that he was thus forced
to debate with himself; concluding that ‘I have defeated myself with a
good argument’54)

Another noteworthy aspect of the campaign was the manner in which
the three main parties of the opposition coalition had come to rely and
depend on one another. The DAP and PAS had attempted to make in-roads
in the southern state of Johor that had always been regarded as the bastion
of UMNO. At most of the rallies organised in Johor, the Malaysian Chinese
supporters of the DAP were seen carrying flags, banners and posters of PAS
aswell. In the course of my fieldwork in Johor during the election campaign
(25 April-5 May), I noted that PAS and DAP members were co-operating
closely, organising rallies and public forums together, and collecting dona-
tions from a wide range of local donors who included both Malays and
Chinese. It was estimated thata vote swing of more than 85 per cent among
the Malaysian Chinese voters would have delivered the Parliament into the
hands of the opposition then. That the DAP and PAS were working together
in Johor is particularly striking to the historian, for as noted eatlier, it was
in Johor that several PAS leaders had denounced the Malaysian Chinese

 community in toto after the 1999 elections.

In the end, the long-awaited victory of PAS did not materialise,
though the opposition as a whole did make very significant gains: A
significant swing of 4.12% was made in favour of the opposition, earning
the PR 50.8% of the popular vote nationwide. PAS had contested in 73
parliamentary seats and 236 state assembly seats, and had fielded its
candidates in all states across the Malaysian Federation. But as expected,
the Barisan Nasional did manage to hold on to power, though with
evident losses among the non-Malay parties of the ruling coalition.
The MCA’s share of parliamentary seats dropped to 7, while Gerakan’s

~dropped to 1. The MIC managed to gain 4 parliamentary seats. In total

the BN won 133 parliamentary seats, and thus registered a drop not only
in popular votes but also parliamentary representation. It seemed as if
all the effort that had been put into the 1Malaysia project had come to
naught.

~ But PAS’s leaders and members were not entirely happy with the
results they received either. PAS’s long winter of discontent had not
turned into a glorious summer, after all - for although the PR coalition

54 Interview with Mohd Hatta Ramli, 3 May 2013.
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had increased its number of parliamentary seats from 82 to 89, it was
PAS that suffered the highest net loss. PAS won 1,633,199 (14.7%) of the
total votes cast, but its share of parliamentary seats had dropped from 23
to 21. Significantly, some of the PAS leaders associated with the Erdogan
faction had also failed to retain their parliamentary and state assembly
seats, despite their evident popularity on the internet and their visibility
in cyberspace. Mohamad Sabu had lost at Pendang, Husam Musa had
lost at Putrajaya, Salahudin Ayub had lost at Pulai and Nusajaya, and
Dzulkefly Ahmad had lost at Kuala Selangor.%® (In fact, the only known
moderate reformer who won was Khalid Samad who retained his seat
at Shah Alam.)

Leading by a length was the DAP, whose share of parliamentary seats
had increased from 28 to g8, after having won 15.7% of the popular vote.
(The leaders of the MCA subsequently announced that they would not be
part of the next BN government, and set about addressing the internal
weaknesses within the Malaysian-Chinese party instead. In the meantime
however, it became apparent that most of the Malaysian-Chinese faces
in Parliament would be found on the opposition benches, polarising the
country further.) Most glaring of all was the obvious fact that for the second
time in a row, PAS — which was still the oldest and biggest opposition party
in the country — had failed to take the lead in the race to power; and to add
salt to the wounds of the Islamists, PAS came in third after DAP and PKR
this time around.

Overnight it became obvious to all that the political landscape of
Malaysia had shifted visibly, and perhaps permanently. The mainstream
press commenced its doleful threnody, with headlines that questioned the
loyalty of Malaysian Chinese to the country. The very next day a visibly
browbeaten Prime Minister Najib announced that he accepted the results,
but also described the 2013 election as a ‘Chinese Tsunami’. With the MCA
and Gerakan in tatters, it appeared as if an overwhelming majority of
Malaysian Chinese Parliamentarians were now on the opposition bench,
polarising the country even further.

Beyond Malaysia’s shores, other interesting developments were also
taking place in the month of May: in Pakistan, the May 2013 elections
led to the victory of Nawaz Sharif’s Pakistan Muslim League (PML-N),
which garnered 125 parliamentary seats. But the real surprise came in the
form of the meteoric rise of a new party, the Pakistan Tehrik-e Insaf (PTI),

55 Amin Iskandar, Another Son-In-Law Rises, this time in PAS, TheMalaysianInsider.com,
27 July 2013.
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which was led by the former celebrity cricketer Imran Khan. Although
Khan’s PTI came third after the PML-N and the Pakistan People’s Party
(PPP) in terms of parliamentary seats won, it did manage to win the
second highest number of popular votes (and 27 seats in the bargain).
The sudden rise of the PTI was itself an indicator of how Pakistani society
had changed over the past few decades: Pakistan was now a country that
was one-third urban, with an urbanisation rate of 3%per annum that
made it the fastest urbanising country in South and Central Asia; with
a projected urbanisation ratio of 50% by 2025. Imran Khan had excited
and inspired a new generation of urban Pakistani voters who were part
of the country’s new middle class, many of whom had been educated in
the West and who were tired of the old style of politics in the country,
dominated as it was by the Muslim League and the PPP for ages. At the
elections of May 2013, the main issues were no longer ethnicity or religion,
but rather corruption, development and real-life concerns such as foreign
investment, urban housing and distribution of water. So evident was
this shift to a new issue-based and people-centric register that during
the campaign period even conservative religious leaders such as Fazlur
Rehman, head of the ulaina-based Jamiat'ul Ulama-e Islam (JUI) party
argued that the real challenges faced by Pakistan today were corruption
and the lack of basic amenities in the cities.

Endnote, Though Not Endgame: PAS in the Future

What, then, does the future portend for Muslims in cities? Islamism will remain
ubiquitous in everyday urban life because globalization, state withdrawal and
rising urban inequality create a social milieu ideally suited for the efflorescence
of Islamist civil society groups ... Islamism could hardly ask for a better midwife
than the policy of global neo-liberalism. Far more flexible and pragmatic than
imagined, Islamism becomes normalized by its success in meeting the needs of
urban Muslims.

Paul Lubeck and Bryana Britts, Muslim Civil Society in Urban Public Spaces: Glo-
balisation, Discursive Shifts and Social Movements.5®

56 Paul Lubeck and Bryana Britts, Muslim Civil Society in Urban Public Spaces: Globalisation,
Discursive Shifts and Social Movements, in]. Eade and C. Mele (Eds.), Urban Studies: Compara-
tory and Future Perspectives, London: Blackwell, 2001, p. 59.
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To state that PAS is at a crossroads in its history today would be to fall into
the trap of repeating age-old homilies, for any party, at any given moment,
would also be caught in a historical moment. The choices that PAS has made
in the past have likewise been historical ones, for even the most mundane
of choices would invariably have a lasting effect in the time to come. That
PAS is now confronted with a new socio-political reality in Malaysia that
may prompt it to make choices that would determine its future form and
outlook is thus a pedestrian observation at best.

What can be said, however, is that the election results of 2013 have
brought to the fore the myriad of contending voices, worldviews and
subject positions that have always been present in Malaysian society,
but which now present themselves in close focus. That the interethnic
compromise which once served as the basis of the Barisan Nasionalis now
in crisis is painfully clear for all to see, as are the deep internal divisions
that belie the instrumental coalition that is the Pakatan Rakyat. Evident,
t0o, is the simple mathematical impossibility of any single party gaining
total control of the governmental apparatus and winning the state in
Malaysia, as is the patent need to develop an inclusive and broad discourse
of nation-building that can bring the diverse communities of the country
closer together.

With this as the backdrop to the stage of contemporary Malaysian
politics, PAS, with history behind it and ample examples to choose from,
can go in a number of directions. The calls for Malay-Muslim unity remain
resonant, and it also emanates from within its ranks, coming from the likes
of PAS leaders like Nasharuddin Mat Isa and Hasan Ali. At the same time
there remain the conservative elements in the party led by the likes of
Zaharuddin Muhammad (son-in-law to Hadi Awang), Nasrudin Hasan and
Nik Mohammad Abduh who hold the view that PAS’s cooperation with the
Pakatan has cost it dearly, and has brought it no closer to the goal of state
capture. Then there are the reformist Erdogans who believe, still, that the
democratic path is the mandatory one to follow, and that sooner or later,
PAS will have to address the challenge of Modernity and its multifarious
demands. All three streams of thought are evident in PAS today, and this
accounts for how and why the party speaks in so many tongues; while the
reformists of the party continue to labour the idea of the Islamic welfare
state, there are still the conservative voices who articulate a vision of Islam
that stops short at the frontier of personal morals and sartorial norms — In
July 2013, the PAS (female) member of Parliament Siti Zailah Mohd Yusoff
called for rules on how women should dress in public, for she argued that
short skirts and tight trousers were indecent, and may be the reason why
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women get raped.’” In the same month, another PAS leader, Nik Mohamad
Abduh (son of spiritual leader Nik Aziz), said in Parliament that PAS should
consider working with the UMNO/BN government to curb the conversion
of Muslims by liberals, secularists and the dreaded LGBT community, too.5®
While the Pakatan opposition alliance continues in its efforts to call for a
recount of the votes and to dispute the results of the 2013 election, these
internal divisions within PAS have not and will not go away.s

Despite the bluster of Malaysia’s convoluted post-election politics, PAS
has remained adamant that it would stay in the Pakatan Rakyat alliance and
soldier on. The Malaysian Islamlists’ experiment with democratic Islamism
was far from over, however, and by July 2013, events on the other side of
the planet would prove just how brittle the democratic compromise could
be. On 4 July, as Americans celebrated their independence day, Belgium’s
King Albert Il announced his abdication. On the same day, a less dignified
exit was made when Egypt’s President Morsi was forced out of power by
the Egyptian army which declared that it was responding to the popular
will of the masses who had been demonstrating against the Ikhwan-led
government that took over in October the previous year.

For the leaders and members of PAS, the fall of Morsi was a bitter blow to
their own democratic aspirations. Former President Mubarak was deposed
after 18 days of protests and rioting, but President Morsi was forced out of
power after only 72 hours of protests. As the international media circulated
images from the streets of Cairo, with thousands of demonstrators carrying
placards calling for Morsi to ‘Get Out’, it appeared as if the victory of the
Ikhwan was short-lived after all. Morsi’s supporters protested, in vain, and
noted that it had taken the Ikhwan 80 years to finally capture the state in
Egypt, only to lose it after 10 months in power. PAS leaders I spoke to bluntly
condemned the army’s move as a blatant coup, and noted that the Western

57 ‘PAS MP Seeks Female Dress Code to curb crime’, Malaysiakini.com, 10 July 2013

58 ‘Guard Against Pressure on Conversion, LGBT, says PAS MP', TheMalaysianInsider.com,
4July 2013 .

59 Among the complaints lodged by the opposition parties was the claim that the indelible
ink that was used during the elections to mark the fingers of voters was not indelible after all.
It was later revealed that the businessman who supplied the ink had no expertise in the matter.

(Re: Who Is Mohamed Salleh, TheMalaysianInsider.com, 17 July 2013.) Though PKR strategist

Rafizi Ramli conceded that the opposition’s failure to sweep the polls was due to “the fears of

- Malays on security and confidence in a multi-racial country and their livelihood in the rural

areas. These are the issues that BN has been able to capitalise on successfully, to create a fear

of Pakatan Rakyat". (Re: ‘Rafizi planning ahead for the next big battle’, TheMalaysianInsider.
com, 17 July 2013.)
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powers were ‘utterly hypocritical in allowing such a takeover to take place.*
PAS’s Nik Aziz defended President Morsi, who he insisted ‘had won in a legal
election, and not due to electoral fraud’ — a barbed statement alluding to
PAS’s own allegations of fraud during the recent elections in the country.**
Despite the anger and frustration displayed by PAS members themselves, it
was obvious that the Islamists of Malaysia were in no position to offer any
assistance to their Islamists comrades thousands of miles away.

The fall of Morsi and the FJP had a profound impact upon the members of
other Islamist parties all over the world, and PAS was no exception. It raised
a difficult question that they were now forced to address: the moderate
Islamists of PAS had advocated the turn towards democratic participation
and an engagement with the discourse of popular democracy, on the basis
that Islamism could only succeed if it could tap into the popular will of
the masses and present itself as a genuine political alternative that could
be chosen through the ballot box. In the words of PAS leader Hatta Ramli:

Islamists are now in a bind. Though they were a little late in adopting
democracy as a means to come to power, they eventually took it up
wholeheartedly. But now they have been punished in a way that leaves
many of them disillusioned.

Although Morsi had won the popular vote in the Egyptian elections, he
and his party had been deposed by the army, ostensibly at the behest of the
masses. And if this could have happened to the FJP, then could it not also
happen to all other Islamist parties across the world, like PAS in Malaysia,
the PKS in Indonesia, the Jama‘at-e Islami in Pakistan and Bangladesh, and
the Islamists in Turkey? And if that were the case, then what was the real
human and political cost of the democratic compromise? The Ikhwan had
been criticised by the more hardline Islamist groups in Egypt for ‘selling
out’ and creating their political wing the FJP. PAS was likewise criticised by
groups like the Hizb'ut Tahrir Malaysia (HTM) for playing the democratic
game and abiding by rules not of their own making. It seemed as if the entire
democratic process was a sham, and that despite the apparent openness of
democracy’s door, there was still no way that an Islamist party could ever
capture the state through the democratic process. And to add to PAS’s sor-

P

60 Interview with Mohd Hatta Ramli, Dzulkefly Ahmad and Mujahid Rawa, 4 July 2013.

61 ‘Nik Aziz Backs Deposed Morsi, says People Power will bring him back’, TheMalaysianIn-
sider, 4 July 2013.

62 Interview with Mohd Hatta Ramli, 5 July 2013.
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rows, in Bangladesh the former leader of the Bangladeshi Jama'at-e Islami,
Ghulam Azam, was also being put on trial for alleged war crimes that he
was accused of committing during the Pakistan civil war of the 1970s. One
by one, it seemed as if the Islamist movements of the world were being
checkmated, via either constitutional or extra-constitutional means.

Though PAS's advance seemed to have stalled momentarily, across the .
entire Southeast Asian region a new normality had set in; in July 2013,
Myanmar’s President Thein Sein declared that all political prisoners would
soon be released, and that the government had signed a peace deal with
the Wa rebels. In Thailand a new peace agreement had been made with
the rebels in the south; while in Southern Philippines, the MILF had finally
agreed to the peace accord with Manila on the condition that the Moros of
the south would henceforth be given the lion’s share of the revenues gained
from mining and rural development.

Southeast Asia, which in the 1960s was regarded as the ‘second front’ in
the global war on Communism, and which was labelled the ‘second front
in the war on terror’ in the 2000s, had apparently quietened down, and the
political parties and movements of the region were engaged in the more
mundane routine of governance. In Malaysia, too, the blustery rhetoric of
the past seemed forgotten, and few could recall the days when the Islamist
party of Malaysia had denounced the ruling party in government as the
Hizbulshaitan - the Party of the Devil. Gone were the slogans that professed
their brotherhood to the Taliban, gone were the posters of the Ayatollah,
and gone was the generation that revered the likes of Sukarno and Gamel
Nasser. The Pan-Malaysian Islamic Party PAS has settled to a new norm of
its own, working (sometimes closely, sometimes at odds) with its coalition
partners as it cautiously inches forward in its long march towards capturing
the state. In the process of doing so it will have to deal with matters both
complicated and trivial, challenging and pedestrian, but PAS has finally
come home. And its home is politics.



5  Religion, Politics, Islam, Islamism
What PAS Is, and What It I's Not

There are those who would build the Temple,

And those who prefer the Temple should not be built. -
In the days of Nehemiah the Prophet,

There was no exception to the general rule.

In Shushan the palace, in the month of Nisan,

He served the wine to the king Artaxerxes,

And he grieved for the broken city, Jerusalem;

And the king gave him leave to depart

That he might be able to rebuild the city.

T. S. Eliot,Choruses from the Rock, TV (1934)

PAS and the Lure of All-Devouring Politics

No civilisation, whether Islamic or un-Islamic, that views life from a universal
standpoint and possesses a comprehensive system of administering the worldly
affairs, can resist the urge for power in order that it may change the social life of

all its subjects after its own pattern. Without the power to enforce, it is meaning-
less to believe in or present a doctrine as a way of life.!
Ab'ul APaa Maudoodi, Tajdid-o Ihya-i Din

Today the ulama have become convinced that through missionary activity alone
we will never be able to bring about political change. We need power. In fact we
have known for a long time now that we need power.?

Ustaz Badrul Amin Bahrom,Tradisi Diktator Menakutkan Rakyat (1999)

(Italics mine)

It is, and has been, the contention of this author that the Pan-Malaysian
Islamic Party has always been a political party. And if we are to look at
PAS as a political party then so must our analysis and understanding of
the party be configured by the terms and concepts of political science,
.rather than other disciplines such as theology or philosophy. This does not

1 Ab’ul AlaaMaudoodi, Tajdid-o-Thya-i-Din, 1 edition, 1940, republished: Petaling Jaya: The
Other Press, 1999, p. 15.
2 Badrul Amin Bahrom, ‘Tradisi Diktator Menakutkan Rakyat’, in Detik, 15 August1ggg, p. 43.
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entail an all-out blanket denial of the validity of political history, political
sociology or political anthropology — indeed such approaches have also
been incorporated in this study — but it does mean giving priority to the
fundamentally political nature of PAS and its behaviour.

It was from that viewpoint — political science — that my study of PAS has
been conducted, and I have tried to account for how and why thousands of
Malaysian Muslims have chosen to create, develop and joina political party
thatseeks to capture the state in the name of Islam. This, I contend, has more
to do with other ambitions and wants that exceed the economy of personal
piety and Godliness. After all, if the aim of Muslims is simply to live a Muslim
life, then it can be argued (and it has) that political parties are not necessary
at all. Throughout Muslim history there have been trends and streams of
thought that have veered towards that conclusion, as evidenced by the ideas
and lifestyle models presented by generations of Muslim Sufi mystics, spiritual
brotherhoods and even latter-day lay missionary movements such as the
Tablighi Jama'at (Noor, 2012) that have self-consciously distanced themselves
from the world of politics and political contestation. One does not have to
join a stamp collectors’ club to become a bona fide stamp collector, and by
extension it can be argued that one does not have to join an Islamist party
to become a better Muslim. So why Islamism, and why PAS?

The stated goal of PAS has been to capture the state, and after doing
so, to turn the state into an Islamic state. On this count, at least even the
most ardent critics of PAS will have to concede that PAS has never been
hypocritical in its long-term objective, and to PAS’s creditits goal of creating
an Islamic state in Malaysia has never been cached from public view, as ifit
was some hidden time-bomb waiting to be detonated upon an unsuspecting
public. From the day PAS was formed, in November 1951, the long-term goal
of creating an Islamic state in Malaysia has been the beacon that has driven
successive generations of PAS leaders and members ever forward. What
has changed is the meaning and content of the signifier ‘Islamic state), and
in my recounting of the history of PAS I have also noted how that pivotal
concept has evolved over time, according to circumstances and variables
that have not always been under PAS’s control.

The changing nature of the Islamic state, as it has been developed and
articulated in the discourse of PAS, demonstrates the argument of linguists
that all signs are fundamentally diachronic and polysemic; what the Islamic
state has meant has differed according to time and place, and has depended
to a large extent upon the meanings that have been brought to bear upon
it by different ideologues of the party. What the Islamic state meant in the
1960s differed greatly from what was meant in the 1980s, which in turn is
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different from what is meant today. This slippage of signification should not
be misread as something nefarious or crafty, for it happens to be the condition
of possibility for signification, or meaning, to get off the ground in the first
place; and happens to be a mundane and ordinary characteristic of all signi-
fiers in general. What has complicated the process of defining the Islamic
state, in the case of PAS’s deployment of the term, has been the manner in
which the signifier has not only been contested by different enunciators and
articulators within the ranks of the party, but also the opponents of PAS who
have likewise claimed the right to define what Islam is and means in the
present day. This, as we have shown, was the catalyst to what I have termed
the Tslamisation race’ in Malaysia, and it is a process that will continue as
long as both PAS and UMNO do not relent in their ambition to be the main
political party that represents and defends Muslim interests in the country.

The Islamic state, as an idea that has been framed by successive gen-
erations of PAS ideologues, has always therefore been an idea, and in this
regard, the idea of the Islamic state cannot be divorced from the ideology
that has nursed it. But being an idea does not mean that the Islamic state
is and has been something superfluous, airy, ethereal and out of touch
with reality. In our analysis we have tried to show how this idea has always
been supported by the political-economic-institutional structure of the

‘Malaysian state and its surroundings, and that it has in turn been delimited

and shaped by that material reality as well. Like Mannheim (1936) we take
the view that if we were to confine our understanding of ideologies to the
analysis of individual thinkers and mental processes, and regard them as
the only possible bearer of ideologies, then we can never grasp in totality the
structure of the intellectual world belonging to a social group in any given
historical situation.? The idea of the Islamic state is not — in our opinion - a

. case of falsches Bewusstsein laced with sprinklings of homely piety.

Mannheim was correct to note that the ‘world’ of the ideologue —asa ‘world’
complete in itself - exists only in relation to a knowing mind (and a political
one at that) which in turn shapes the form in which that world appears. The
starting point may be ‘the distrust and suspicionwhich men everywhere evidence
towards their adversaries’whereby they begin to realise that something is not
right, that the sedimented accounting of the world-as-is is amiss, and that the
world does not have to be the way it is. At that stage, the world is suddenly seen
and conceived as a structural unity, and no mere plurality of disparate, uncon-

nected and contingent events. This was certainly the case when the ideologues

3 Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia, London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 1936,
PP- 53-55.
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of PAS in the 1960s looked at the postcolonial global order as an order that
was unequal, unjust and most importantly, challengeable and changeable.
The same sense of rupture and an opening of the horizon of possibility was
occasioned by the Iranian revolution, which led PAS - and countless other
Islamist parties and movements worldwide — to challenge the prevailing global
status quo and to regard it as a system that was fundamentally evil, corrupt
and to be opposed and altered. The same can be said about how PAS sees the
world today, and how it believes that the state of affairs in the country of its
birth is one that is likewise manufactured, engineered and thus liable to be
re-engineered at the hands of the Islamist-democrat.

This partly answers the question of how PAS, as an Islamist party, differs
from so many other Muslim movements and organisations, and from mil-
lions of ordinary pedestrian Muslims, who are content to just get on with
their daily lives and face the humdrum challenges of living in the present
world as it is. PAS does not simply seek to insinuate itself into that world,
but to change it as well. Living as we do in an age where one no longer
gets one’s hair cut, but rather styled - the inflation of senseless signifiers
continues, despite the conservatism of grammarians - it is nonetheless vital
to note that the labels 7slamism’and Tslamist party’ do denote something
particular, and deserving of our understanding.

And if changing the world is what PAS is all about, then in that regard —
despite its failure to capture the state on its own, in its entirety — the Islamist
party has certainly succeeded. Like many other Islamist parties the world
over, such as the Jama'at-e Islami, the Jamiat'ul Ulame-e Islam, the Ikhwar'ul
Muslimin, the Partai Keadilan Sejahtera, et al., PAS has been able to shift
the centre of gravity of Malaysia’s public political domain to the Islamist
register. Simply by upping the stakes in the holier-than-thou contestation
between itselfand its adversaries, it has compelled its opponents to enter its
preferred discursive domain - Islam — and fight on its ground. And by doing
so PAS, like so many other oppositional Islamist parties and movements, has
been able to lure its secular-nationalist nemesis off its secular-nationalist
perch. (Proof that opposition movements can indeed frame debates and
issues even before they actually come to capturing the state and the means
of production of public discourse.)

Having said that, it ought to be noted in this conclusion that most of the
changes we have seen-in Malaysia — from the rise of the parallel religious
bureaucracy to the increasingly narrow limits to public discourse on matters
religious — have really been the result of the policies and positions taken by
the UMNO-led government, that has been in possession of the Malaysian state
apparatus since the formation of the Federation of Malaya in 1957. Owing to
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the fact that PAS has never succeeded in capturing the state at the level of
the federal government, it was UMNO - partly in response to PAS’s Islamist
challenge and partly in its own commitment to the religion it professes to
defend — that has truly created the parallel Islamic bureaucracy in Malaysia
today. While some local and foreign analysts, observers and media pundits
have held the view that the ascendancy of PAS would lead to the Islamisation
of the Malaysian state apparatus, few have cared to point out the obvious fact
thatsuch an Islamic leviathan already exists in Malaysia, and that it was the
parallel religious bureaucracy of the country that has largely been responsible
for the censorship and banning of books, films, videos and music, the enforce-
ment of religious regulations and by-laws, the micro-management of the lives
of Muslim citizens and the normalisation of Muslim values, symbols and ideas
in the public domain. Even if PAS were to come to power in the country one
day, it would discover that it has had its work cut out for it, and that all that
is left for PAS to do would be to add the final touches to what has become
an already-Islamised Malaysia. PAS would not even have to censor or ban
books of contention, as most of them have already been banned by the state
anyway. This, then, is the supreme irony of the Islamisation race between
PAS and UMNO, and how by offering piecemeal and gradualist concessions
to the Islamists in order to hold back the ride of radical Islamism, the latter
has actually goaded PAS towards its goal. One is reminded of the story of
how Montezuma, when trying to fend off the incursions of the Spanish led
by Cortez, sent to his enemies gifts of gold to appease them — and by doing
so drove the Spanish gold seekers ever forward instead.

The Understanding-that-Kills: Knowing the Islamic State

Columbus’s failure to recognise the diversity of languages permits him, when he
confronts a foreign tongue, only two possible forms of behaviour: to acknowl-
edge it as a language but to refuse to believe that it is different; or to acknowl-

edge its difference but to refuse to admit itis a language.*
Tzvetan Todorov, The Conquest of America (1984)

If Islamisation is now here to stay in Malaysia, we then have to address
the next question: Is an Islamic state necessarily a thing to be loathed
and feared? Since the Iranian revolution of 1979, the assumption held by

4 Tazvetan Todorov, The Conquest of America, New York: Harpers Collins, 1984p. 30.
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scores of analysts and politicians alike is that any religious state would
lead to disaster. It cannot be denied that the human cost of the Iranian
revolution was high by any standards, and the price that was paid was a
heavy one indeed. The Iranian model — which had inspired Islamist parties
and movements the world over, including PAS — was also one that spread
terror and panic in the corridors of power in many a Western state and
other secular Muslim regimes as well. But PAS today is presented with a
range of other alternative Islamist models to emulate and learn from, as
the Islamists’ experiment with Islamist democracy continues.

Two main arguments have been marshalled against the project of the
Islamists: that Islamism invariably leads to authoritarianism and dictator-
ship, and that Islamism is essentially populist and majoritarian in nature,
paving the way for a dangerous form of populist majoritarian politics where
minorities — including ethnic, religious and gender minorities — will ulti-
mately be drowned by the overwhelming tide of majoritarian group-think
and consensus.

Notwithstanding the vast body of evidence that supports the view that
all forms of religio-politics are necessarily sectarian, communitarian and
often violent and repressive — one only has to scour the headlines of the
news on a daily basis to unearth reports of violence done in the name of
God, be it by right-wing Hindu politicians and activists in India, Buddhist
communitarian leaders in Myanmar/Burma and Sri Lanka, and Islamist
movements across the Muslim world — we must nevertheless attempt to get
to the root of the conundrum here: What, precisely, is at fault - religion, or
politics, or the combination of the two?

We raise this point at this stage in order to avoid the pitfall of shoddy
stereotyping and over-generalisation, for it cannot be doubted that in the
wake of 11 September 2001 there has been much pseudo-analysis done on
Islam, and much of it has tended to present the problem of political violence
in the Muslim world in near-pathological terms, as if Islam itself was at fault.
Yet as we have noted earlier, there are millions upon millions of Muslims
(and Christians, and Hindus, and Buddhists) for whom the political path
is not necessarily the one to be taken; and for whom an attachment — and
defence — of religion and religiosity is related to other concerns such as
the maintenance of a sense of identity, belonging and place in the world.
We also cannot discount the fact that despite the charms of Modernity,
there remain billions of people in the world today who continue to live
in a God-centred world where the sacred is something real, and worth
defending. The massive demonstrations in Paris against the legalisation of
marriages between homosexuals was not simply an instance of repressed
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primordialism suddenly ripping through the paper-thin veneer of French
secularism; but can be seen as an assertion on the part of Catholics for
whom the institution of marriage remains a sacred one, meant for particular
individuals and couples, and which remains a holy pact that is part of
the covenant with God. Likewise Hindu activists who protest against the
discourteous use of the image of the God Ganesh on consumer products
from T-shirts to rubber sandals are saying to the world that this particular
signifier has a sacred meaning to them, and ought not to be trivialised as
such. The sacred is therefore something real for such people, and though one
would never be able to produce halfa kilogram of sacredness to demonstrate
its existence, we ought to think of the idea of sacredness as something that
is tangible, felt and shared, and which exists in a manner akin to Frege’s
notion of logical objects’ such as numbers.

The Islamicsstate has likewise become a sacred or sacralised logical object
in the ideology of Islamists, and it is something that is consequently worth
struggling and even dying fors Unless and until this understanding is taken
on board by those who wish to study the phenomenon of political Islamism,
we may not be able to fully grasp the world-knowing, world-perceiving and
world-changing scope of Islamism itself.

Ifthere is a concern that ought to be raised by analysts and critics about
the future of Islamism — and we contend that there is — it has to take off
from the abovementioned premise. In our recounting of the history of
PAS, we have noted the centrality of the idea of the Islamic state in the
discourse of the Pan-Malaysian Islamic Party. This idea is likely to remain
central to PAS’s evolution in the future, whichever avatar it may assume
later. For PAS cannot abandon its goal of an Islamic state any more than a
Socialist party abandon Socialism; as that happens to be the reason for its
coming-into-being in the first place.

5 Thereisan abundant supply of quotations, excerpts of speeches, and documents that have
been produced by the ulama leaders of PAS that demonstrates how the concept of the Islamic
state was been rendered a sacred concept and part of the faith praxis of Muslims. An example
can be found in Ustaz Hadi Awang’s tract entitled Konsep Negara Islam dan Matlamatnya
(The Concept of the Islamic State and its Objectives, 1986). In the tract, Hadi argues thus: ‘Every

“Muslim who claims to understand the meaning of the shahadah (declaration of faith) mustalso

know that it contains the command to uphold the rule of God on earth, for all of creation must
bend to the rule of God’ (Hadi Awang, Konsep Negara Islam dan Matlamatnya, Kuala Lumpur:
Percetakan Berpadu, 1986, p. 4.
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Taking (seriously) into account the goal of the Islamic state, and accepting
that it has become a sacred quest in the advance of modern postcolonial
Islamism today, we are still left with the question of what such a state
looks like, how it sees the world, and how the world is to be (re)constructed
according to this sacred vision held by the Islamists themselves. This, for
me, is the real political question that needs to be addressed, for in the
sacred re-telling of the story of humanity and the sacred reconstruction of
a new world order, what kind of ordering - political, social, epistemic — of
knowledge and power are we likely to see?

Every religion posits the view of a God-centred world where a natural, just
order is meant to reign supreme as it mirrors the cosmological order of its
adherents. This sacred and/or sacralised order is one that is both particular
and internally-differentiated at the same time, as the corpus of sacred
knowledge offers the believer a plethora of explanations and justifications
as to why the ideal world has to appear as it is. This differentiated ordering
of the world is certainly not unique to the Abrahamic faiths alone: Aristotle
held that social divisions between masters and slaves were natural, and in
Confucianism the distinction between men and women is likewise a division
not only predicated on biological differences, but also on uneven and unequal
power relations. The Islamists’ worldview is no different, and likewise offers a
view of the social realm as a place that is ordered while divided, hierarchical
and unequal - The kingdom of heaven is not, after all, a democracy.

The concerns that have been raised by the rise of Islamism today have
more to do with this: That the worldview that has been foregrounded by its
proponents is one which sees the present ordering of things as unjust and
wanting; and that for justice to-prevail on earth it has to mirror the ordering
of things in heaven. Though evidently particular in its own perspectivism,
this viewpoint sees itself as universal (as most subjective perspectives are
wont to do) and admits to no alterity. This inability to accept and to even
entertain the possibility of their being other, equally legitimate and real
worldviews is the root of the fear of Islamism, I would argue; and it should
also be noted that such concerns have been raised before and elsewhere
with regards to other totalising discourses and worldviews that likewise
have demonstrated their universal claims without being able to take on
board the diversity of others. Todorov’s (1984) account of the European
conquest of America isinstructive here, for he notes that during the ill-fated
encounter between the conquering Europeans and the native Indians, the
former were almost programmed to exterminate and erase the other for
they were guided by an understanding-that-kills; a worldview that could
only see the world from a singular perspective where the other — if and
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when he is conceptually apprehended - is immediately consigned to a
negative value judgement. ®

PAS has likewise demonstrated the same propensity towards a totalising
grasp of the world where its notion of justice and a just society is one that
is hierarchical in nature, and framed according to distinctions that revolve
around dialectical oppositions that overlap with moral/value distinctions.”
When the conservative ulama of the party articulate the view that the
world (or rather their world) is divided between good Muslims and non-
Muslims who are in turn to be divided between domesticated infidels and
warring infidels, they are articulating such a worldview that is ordered
and rationalised. Likewise when the conservative ulama of the party state
that the distinction between men and women is not a distinction between
two equal genders, but rather a hierarchical distinction where the rights
and duties of men differ from the rights and duties of women, they are
also evidencing a worldview that is structured and regulated. ‘Justice’, in
such a context, means something somewhat different from what is often
articulated by the secular proponents of a universal justice that equalises;
and it is in this enormous gap between the worldview of the Islamists and
others that the fear of Islamism dwells.

Qver the past six decades, the leaders of PAS have repeatedly reiterated time
and again their worldview which is — despite claims to reformism and liberal-
ism sometimes made by some of the spokesmen of the party — a fundamentally
hierarchical one where any understanding of Justice has to be located within
the context of a worldview that sees human beings and religions as different
and thus unequal. As far back as 1986 Ustaz Hadi Awang had already noted that
while PAS accepts the reality of a multi-confessional world, it still holds the
view that there can only be one truth and one religion that upholds that truth:

Justice, which has to be upheld in society so as to strengthen the bonds
of common humanity and brotherhood among men, preserves the

6 Todorov, p.127.

7 Hadi(1986) has argued, along with many other PAS leaders, that there can be no such thing
as apartial Islamic state or an Islamic state thatis built in gradualist terms. In his tract he argues
that an Islamic state can only come about via ‘a comprehensive (syumul) approach, for it has
to be understood that Islam is a comprehensive and perfect religion which covers all aspects:

of faith, of law, of morals, of governance, of spiritualism and materialism, of individual rights

and collective social rights; and without such a comprehensive approach it will certainly fail...
We do not deny that there are matters that have to be implemented gradually (tadaruj) but
the acceptance of the total, comprehensive Islamic state is a precondition that is compulsory
(wajib); for Islam does not accept partial acceptance, and partial implementation would be a
deviation.’ (Hadji, 1986, p. 23)
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freedom of religious belief, while still holding that Islam is the one and
only true faith.?

And if anyone were still deluded as to think that this notion of Justice takes
as its starting point the concept of the essentially equal universal human
subject, Hadi notes that this is simply not the case for human beings are
not the same, and consequently not equal, for ‘the meaning of Justice is to
give each thing its due, according to the laws of Islam’?

Here is where the nominal similarities between PAS and other political
parties end; though PAS may now be using the same vocabulary as the
other parties of the opposition coalition - citing references to social justice,
equity, democracy and human rights — what is meant by these words is often
something different. The mistake of some liberal observers is to assume
that a similarity of signifiers entails a similarity of worldviews, which is not
the case. What I have done in the course of this work is to chart how PAS
has, over the past six decades, both adopted and contested the very same
signifiers that have been used by the other political parties and movements
of theland. From the 1950s to the present, PAS has never vacated the terrain
of public discourse, and has in fact contested the meaning of almost all the
important master signifiers in the Malaysian public political domain, from
signifiers like ‘independence’ to ‘Islam’ to ‘democracy’.

But as PAS has adapted these signifiers to its own religio-political
discourse, it has also sought to give them a different meaning according
to its own ideology. Here is where Wittgenstein’s notion of discourses as
language-games comes into play: For he has noted that the meaning of
signifiers and their relation to their respective signifieds has less to do
with the personal, subjective intentions of individual language-users,
and more to do with the rule-governed manner in which such public
language games work in the first place. PAS, as a party that brings to-
gether more than a million members and supporters, has also developed
its own set of linguistic norms that determine the signifying relation
between signifiers and signifieds, and within the context of PAS’s own
rule-governed discourse, words like ‘democracy’, ‘justice’, ‘Islam’ and
‘Islamic state’ have meanings that are specific to their usage within the
party.

And that PAS has a-language-game of its own should not strike us as
abnormal either, for it is true of all composite mass movements whose

8 Hadi, 1986, p.18.
9 Ibid, p. 42.
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collective group identities are glued together by a common discourse. What
‘Socialism’ means to left-leaning Socialists and to right-leaning National
Socialists is also obviously different, so why should any of us be surprised
if PAS’s understanding of the signifier Justice’ means something different
to that of the liberals, secularists or nationalists? The onus is upon us to
constantly bear in mind that PAS is a party with its own history, identity
and goal; and that it speaks a language that needs to be understood by
virtue of its particularity.

With this as one of the central kernels of Islamism’s worldview, the
scholar would be right to ask how such a totalising ideology can ever be
reconciled with a Modernity that is pregnant with alterity and replete
with diversity. For as Senghass (2002) has noted, because Modernity is in
many ways linked to the emancipation process, the growing pluralism
of identities and interests, of self-images and worldviews, is its inevitable
result.”” The contrast between the neatly compartmentalised world of the
Islamist ideologue and the messiness of Modernity could not be greater,
and yet this is the gulf that has to be bridged if the Islamist-democratic is
to become a reality. But how?

Between Tidy Universes and Fuzzy Borders

The desire to expunge contestability from the terms of political enquiry ex-
presses a wish to escape politics.”
William E. Connolly, The Terms of Political Discourse

While essentialised Islam is perceived to be monolithic, especially with respect
to pointedly fundamentalist positions, the history of Islam (like any other
cultural history) has always been characterised by the disputes, controversial
opinions in theology and law, even by schisms and often militant antagonisms.
Islam from the very beginning has been a multifaceted phenomenon, includ-
ing explicitly formulated belligerent positions all of which have relied on, and
remain reliant upon, justification through the same documents.’

Dieter Senghass, The Clash within Civilisations (2002)

- 10 Dieter Senghass, The Clash Within Civilisations, Routledge/RIPE Series in Global Political

Economy, Routledge, London, 2002. p. 116.

11 William Connolly, The Terms of Political Discourse, Oxford: Blackwell, 1974, p. 213.
12 Senghass, 2002, p. 38.
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Thus we are naturally compelled to ask the question: Which is the real
face of PAS? Is it the ‘Erdogan’ faction, who have articulated a vision of
democratic Islamism that seeks to reconcile democracy with Islam and to
take on board serious challenges such as the accommodation of minori-
ties, dealing with the internal differences within and without the Muslim
ummah, and developing a Muslim Modernity that can deliver social and
economic justice on the basis of a new moral politics that goes beyond
pastoral care and quaint sermonising? Or is it the ulama faction of PAS, for
whom jihad remains a cause to be pursued to the end of the world, and for
whom the human race is perpetually divided along the fault-lines of belief,
thus permanently relegating the other to the category of the unbeliever? Or
is it the Malay-centric ethno-nationalist voice within PAS, that harbours still
deep rooted anxieties about the fate of the Malay-Muslims of Malaysia, for
whom globalisation, economic liberalisation, urban cosmopolitanism and
secular liberalism spell the end of their cherished longing for a nostalgic
Tanah Melayu/Malay homeland unencumbered by contingency, diversity
and ambiguity?

The answer is perhaps all three, for PAS - like every other political party
in the world — also happens to be a composite entity made up of a plethora
of subjectivities that are bound to be different, and at times at odds with
each other. If we do not entertain the spurious notion that all members
of the Conservative party or Labour party think alike, then why should
we even entertain the idea that an Islamist party would be any different?
(Muslims are, after all, not different from anyone else.)

Our remembering of the convoluted and tortuous history of PAS has
been intended to demonstrate the fact that from the very beginning of the
party’s history and right up to the present (and the foreseeable future) these
divergent streams of ideas have always been there, lurking within the party
as a dissonant chorus of different voices, and are likely to remain. Regardless
of how PAS may evolve and adapt to the ever-changing realities of Malaysia’s
politics (and adapt and evolve it almost certainly will), PAS’s complexity
will remain a permanent factor that will prevent us from consigning it
to simple compartmentalisation and convenient categorisation. PAS is
simply too complex a party to be reduced in so cavalier a manner; and
that may be a good thing too ~ for there has already been a glut of such
reductivist discourse inthe analysis of contemporary Muslim affairs in the
post-11 September world we live in.

This complexity also correctly - in my opinion ~ mirrors the present
state of power-relations between the various factions and schools of thought
within the Islamist party, which in turn reflects the antagonism between the

RELIGION, POLITICS, ISLAM, ISLAMISM 235

same schools of thought that exist in other Islamist movements worldwide
too. For while the different schools or approaches to Islamism contend with
each other, with none of them being in a position to hegemonise itself and/or
silence the others, the Muslim world at large is in a flux as well. The present
ideological-theoretical impasse that Islamism finds itself in — yearning to
engage with Modernity while also cautious that a hasty embrace maylead to -
its doom — reflects the Muslim world’s own hesitant adoption of Modernity
as its own. This engagement, as Salvatore (1999) notes, has been a long and
at times painful one as well.’s Perhaps it would be truer to say that Muslims
reside in Modernity, are part of the modern world, but are at the same time
wary fellow-travellers at the moment.

Here it is important to note that the current state of debate and reflec-
tion that is taking place among Islamists is part of a wider and bigger
debate among Muslims in general, who have been dragged into a secular
Modernity not of their own making or choosing as a result of the legacy of
cultural contact with the West, followed by the experience of colonialism
and imperialism. (As we saw in the earlier chapters, PAS’'s emergence was
in many ways a symptom of that newly-arrived Modernity, and a reaction
to it as well.) The Christian world has experienced its reformation and age
of Enlightenment, while the Jewish diaspora was forced to reflect upon its
own scripture as part of its experience of being a dispersed and persecuted
minority. After Vatican II, the Church has come to accept that the path to
heaven is not solely in the footsteps of Christ, and among Western Jews,
there is now the understanding and acceptance that one can be culturally
Jewish without necessarily having to be a believer. Both these faith com-
munities have been forced to look closely at the textual basis of their own
religious identity and hold them up to the light of the modern age. Islam, on
the other hand, ascended to political power and dominance almost as soon
as it emerged from the Arabian Peninsula, and then experienced a decline
of power that has been relentless. As such, Muslims today are confronted
by two facts that seem irreconcilable: the abject powerlessness of their
political condition, and an epistemology of Empire (to borrow Ebrahim
Moosa’s term) that sees the world through the lens of an Islamic imperium.

Political Islam today, in so many Muslim countries, is emerging after a
long period of authoritarian rule by dictators and autocrats like Suharto,

_Nasser and Mubarak. After having to live in the netherland of political

obscurity for so long, Islamists are suddenly presented with the chance at

- grabbing the state via the ballot box, but are also encumbered by a political

13 Armando Salvatore, Islam and the Political Discourse of Modernity, Ithical Press, 1999.
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vocabulary that happens to be a religious one as well. The Muslim Broth-
erhood of Egypt, for instance, had been working underground for eight
decades and during that long period its internal cohesion and collective
identity was cemented by a common discourse and vocabulary that gave it
its sense of purpose and identity too. But that religio-political vocabulary
has been defined and guarded by an elite of Hobbesian ulama, for whom
power resides - still - in the belly of the leviathan (which presumably will
be converted as well). And if that religio-political vocabulary still sees
humanity as being fundamentally divided between the faithful and the
faithless, then it would be difficult indeed for such leaders to engage with
the realities of a complex society where not everyone believes in the same
faith, or the same God, as they do.

Compounding matters is the fact that during such a long period of un-
democratic rule — where order and stability was cherished above all else
— the state was seen as the tool that could be used to shape society according
to the whim of he who controls it. In Mubarak’s Egypt, Bourgiba's Tunisia
and Suharto’s Indonesia, the state was the tool that was used to impose
secularism upon the masses at the point of a gun. Islamists who today feel
that they now have a chance at commandeering the state likewise see the
state as a tool, but a tool that should be used to Islamise society instead.

This may explain how and why some attempts by Muslim reformers
and modernists to bring Islam into the modern world have been fraught
with contradictions and irregularities: on the one hand, Islamist reformers
see that human society is complex, and increasingly so. However, on the
other hand, Muslim political thought still furnishes them with a polaris-
ing vocabulary that divides the world between believers and enemies. We
should never forget that the elasticity of PAS's rhetoric, and the extent to
which it can expand its political praxis, are determined not by the needs
of politics but rather the dictates of religion. And even if some PAS leaders
might be prepared to go as far as defending freedom of religion and the
right of Muslims to choose another faith — as we have seen in the previ-
ous chapter — it remains the case that the world of the Islamists is still a
God-centred and God-saturated one where Good and Evil exist, and where
what is right is forever right, and what is wrong will remain wrong. Liberal
optimists would be way off the mark if they seriously believe that even
the most reform-minded Islamist can ever declare that which is haram as
halal, such as pork, alcohol or homosexuality. It is not the intention of the
Islamist democrats and modernist-reformists that is wanting or at fault, but
rather the somewhat constricting and impoverished vocabulary that they
have at their disposal; if the only signifiers that can be used to describe the
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human community are ‘believer’ and ‘infidel, then it should not come as
any surprise if those not party to the Islamist cause find their discourse
narrow and worrisome. At this stage in the development of Muslim society
worldwide, there are few instances one can cite of Islamist movements that
have really begun to see the state as a means to facilitate society coming
into its own and/or as a means of guaranteeing the individual the rightand .
the space to be himself or herself instead. (The minimum that is required
at this stage, we would argue, is a vocabulary that escapes such narrow
dichotomies as ‘friend’ and ‘enemy’, and one that does not perpetually
frame the other in terms of negation or lack — after all, we do not refer to
women as ‘non-men’.) \

This struggle - to comprehend the import of Modernity, to engage with
alterity, to develop a new vocabulary - is precisely what we are seeing in
PAS and also many other Islamist movements today. That theyare trying to
speak of the world anew is telling of the internal struggle that is taking place
in their ranks. That some of them revert back to violence and/or negation
is indicative of the depth and scale of the problem, and the long train of

historical baggage that follows in their wake. But that, one supposes, is why
they call it a struggle.

The Unending Road: Islamism in a Loop

Ultimately, for Muslims, Islam is another word for ‘Goodness incarnate’. Thus,
when Islamists claim that the best government is an Islamic government, here
‘Islamic’ refers to the incarnation of goodness, so that the claim becomes: the
best government is good government. This is a claim that is difficult to refute
directly, except by attacking the relation between Islam and the incarnation of
goodness. But it is precisely at this point that Islam is strongest, because, for the
majority of Muslims, Islam must be the definition of good.™

Bobby Sayyid, A Fundamental Fear: Eurocentrism and the Emergence of Islamism

Realism and flexibility are among the most important features of

Islamic methodology.’
Rachid Ghannouchi, ‘The Participation of Islamists in Non-Islamic Government’

14 Sayyid, A Fundamental Fear. p. 48.
15 Rachid Ghannouchi, The Participation of Islamists in Non-Islamic Government, in Azzam
Tamimi (ed.), Power-Sharing Islam, London: Liberty for the Muslim World, 1993, P- 59.
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In concluding, I would like to address one final question, which is about
the future trajectory of PAS.

This historical account of the development of PAS can be read as a
deconstructive history of the Pan-Malaysian Islamist Party, in the sense
that we have tried to demonstrate the constructiveness of the thing itself. By
retelling the story of PAS, I have also tried to show how the history of PAS
has never been a linear or singular history, but rather a myriad of histories
that have intertwined and overlapped with one another. There was nothing
in the origins of PAS that determined that it would become what it is today,
and I am disinclined to offer any sure-footed predictions as to where it will
lead itself to in the future, As PAS — that was born in politics — continues
to engage in politics, there will always be the attendant possibility that it
will be defiled by the thing it wishes to sacralise, as noted by Roy (1994).®
One thing, however, is certain: that the manifold streams and variants of
Islamism that reside within the party will continue to compete with one
another, and will rise and fall as they have done in the past, in relation to
external variable circumstances that willimpact on both PAS and Malaysia.

Another certain observation that can be made here is that the differ-
ent discourses within PAS will also succeed or fail according to how they
resonate with the wider realities of the country, and the social-institutional-
economic structures of Malaysia as well. Whether the future will witness
the resurgence of the ulama faction within the party will partly depend
on whether the global environment will occasion another crisis of faith
and/or moral panic among Muslims; and whether the Malay-centric
ethno-nationalist stream will gather strength will also depend upon the
political-economic standing of the Malay-Muslims of Malaysia, and whether
the dominant majority community will find itself gripped — as it was in the
past — by the fear of disempowerment, marginalisation and collective com-
munitarian extinction too. And whether the reformist voices of the party
will eventually succeed in their dream of turning PAS into a party of Islam-
ist democrats will depend on the success or failure of similar democratic
ventures being undertaken by like-minded Islamist democrats elsewhere,
and whether the institutional framework of Malaysia will eventually be
opened up to the extent where such reformist intellectual speculation and
re-invention can thrive unmolested, without being accused of flippant
over-intellectualism ~ for one does not compose poetry while one’s nation
burns and the people are starving.

16 Olivier Roy, The Failure of Political Islam, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994.
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In short, the viability of the various discourses within PAS, and the
viability of PAS itselfas a party, depend on the structural-economic circum-
stances that may or may not allow Islamism to present itself as a genuine
alternative to the dominant paradigms of capital-driven development and
the modern postcolonial nation-state. And unless and until those conditions
are attained and secured, I would argue that none of these discourses will -
ever be able to successfully mount a challenge to the status quo and capture
the state, despite the availability and intelligibility of Islam as the symbolic
repertoire known by most. Islam in itself cannot guarantee the success of
Islamism, for it (Islamism) requires the right environment to grow, in the
same way that one would not dream of planting rice in a barren desert.

But convoluted and complex though the history of PAS has been, it has
also been the history of Malaysia. And in charting the many turns and
bends that the Islamist party has had to navigate to get to where it is now,
we have also retraced the difficult paths that Malaysia has (or has not)
taken. It was, and remains, a story fraught with chance, luck, contingency
and unpredictability. It has been a story filled with achievements as well as
failures, sacrifice as well as treachery, heroism as well as cowardice — which
makes the story of PAS a very human story. Above all, it is a story whose
narrative does not have a full-stop, and which deserves to be told and retold
again, and what a story it is, too.
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untimely death 59, 83




