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A lot of hot air over one word
By: Zainon Ahmad at the Dewan Rakyat (Fri, 15 Jul 2005) 

FOR five days they blustered away over whether Malaysia is an Islamic state or not when they debated 
three bills on the syariah court - Syariah Court Civil Evidence (Federal Territories) (Amendment) Bill 
2005, Syariah Court Civil Procedure (Federal Territories) (Amendment) Bill 2005 and Syariah Criminal 
Procedure (Federal Territories) (Amendment) Bill 2005 - aimed at streamlining procedures and 
terminologies for all syariah courts in the country.

Some Muslim BN MPs inclu-ding Minister in the Prime Ministers Department Datuk Abdullah Md Zain 
insisted that Malaysia is an Islamic state while legislators from the DAP and PAS insisted that it is not.

Non-Muslim legislators from BN component parties, especially MCA and MIC, were conspicuous for 
their coyness when the debates veered to the question of Islamic state. 

None stood up to say anything, preferring the old wisdom that matters Islam best be left to the Muslims.

Opposition Leader Lim Kit Siang said Malaysia is not an Islamic state because the constitution, which is 
the supreme legal authority of the land, does not say so. 

He said just because Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad, when he was prime minister, said so cannot change the
legal status of Malaysia.

Karpal Singh (DAP-Bukit Gelugor), still a fiery debater despite being wheel-chair bound following a 
motorcar accident months ago, said Malaysia is definitely not an Islamic state as the supreme court of the
land had said so.

He must have been taken aback by Abdullah's reponse that it was a matter of opinion. 

As far as the minister was concerned Malaysia is an Islamic state because it had declared itself to be so 
and many countries and ulamak had said so too.

When he was asked by Datuk Mohd Zaid Ibrahim (BN-Kota Baru) whether he agreed that the 
Constitution was the highest legal authority of the country, he replied in the affirmative.

But in the next breath, while rounding up the debate on the bill on the syariah criminal procedure, he 
insisted that Malaysia is an Islamic state.

The minister, who was a university professor before he stood in last year's general election, said 
Malaysia is an Islamic state because the majority of the population are Muslims, most of the leaders and 
administrators are Muslims and its defences are in the hands of Muslims.

This was disputed by the only turbaned legislator in the Dewan, Ismail Noh (PAS-Pasir Mas). 

Representing his party throughout the debate on the three bills he said Malaysia is not an Islamic state as
Islamic law is not the governing law of the land.

The former professor countered by saying that the use of Islamic law is not conditional on a country 
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being an Islamic state. Kit Siang stood up again and so did Ismail.

Another former academician, Ahmad Shabery Chik (BN-Kemaman), excoriated Kit Siang for refusing to 
accept that Malaysia is a negara Islam. He said there was no reason for objecting as other religions are 
also allowed to be practiced in this country. Malaysia is not a communist country.

"What's wrong with accepting Malaysia as negara Islam," he said, adding that "even though it calls itself 
a negara Islam it does not mean that Malaysia is an Islamic theocratic state."

And therein lies the rub. In the Malay language, negara is both state and country. Malaysia is, therefore, 
an Islamic country because the majority of the population are Muslims. 

It is an Islamic country just as Egypt, Jordan and Oman are Islamic countries. 

Malaysia is not an Islamic state or an Islamic theocratic state like Saudi Arabia and Iran and even Sudan 
are Islamic states.

And to think that the MPs had abandoned their normal feint, thrusts and parry of gentlemanly joust for 
the bluster, uproar and rowdiness of a common public house - all for nothing.

During one heated moment of the debates Datuk Badruddin Amiruldin (BN-Jerai) was driven to tell those 
who oppose Malaysia being referred to as negara Islam "to leave the country. You can get out", he said. 

At another moment he even used the word kafir which the Dewan was unsure whether it was derogatory 
or unparliamentary.

In South Africa, especially among the Xhosas people, he would have been garotted for using the word. 
And it was all for nothing.

He was saved from being referred to the Committe of Rights and Privileges for uttering the words "leave 
the country, you can get out" because of the overwhelming majority of the Barisan Nasional MPs in the 
Dewan.

It was all in the word negara after all. When then prime minister declared Malaysia to be negara Islam
on Sept 29, 2001, the Malay newspapers used the term negara Islam as was used by Mahathir, while the 
English language newspapers reported it as Islamic country.

And when diplomats are asked abroad about the status of Malaysia, their response is always that 
"Malaysia is an Islamic country," said Foreign Minister Datuk Seri Syed Hamid Albar.

But it was all not for nothing. For Malaysians, the debate on negara Islam generally showed how 
passionate the subject is to some BN Muslim MPs.

It also showed how loudly silent the non-Muslim BN MPs were when their Muslim counterparts were 
debating the subject.

By speaking out vehemently against the idea, Kit Siang was merely reaffirming his party's opposition and 
thereby distancing the DAP from any party that supports it.

By opposing it, Ismail of PAS - which is fighting for an Islamic state - was mainly stating his party's 
position that Malaysia is not yet an Islamic state despite the declaration by Mahathir.

Despite some near-anarchic moments during the debates, Speaker Tan Sri Ngah Talib and his deputies 
Datuk Lim Si Cheng and Datuk Yusof Yaakub were in full control of the proceedings, though severely 
challenged at times.

Lim was often heard above the tumult calling for calm and urging the MPs to be decorous and to observe 
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the Dewan Rakyat rules, which he said they themselves had drawn up.

"Let's demonstrate to the people that as MPs we are able to debate difficult subjects dispassionately and 
without emotions," he would say.

Ask any MP whether there is any progress in the move towards making the country's legislature a 
world-class parliament and he would say: Some. 

Some select committees have been set up and they are functioning like they used to do many, many years 
ago. This allow more rakyat to be involved in the vetting of the bills.

Responding to a question, Prime Minister Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad Badawi said recently that the 
country's parliament is more independent now and that the separation of powers between the legislative, 
executive and judiciary exists.

On the first day of the session on June 20, the prime minister asked his ministers to make it a point to 
attend parliament and answer queries during question time.

They did the next day, except for International Trade and Industry Minister Datuk Rafidah Aziz. But 
subsequently, until the end of the session on Tuesday, most of the questions were answered by deputy 
ministers and the parliamentary secretaries. 

--- end ---


