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On PAS and women
By: (Fri, 08 Oct 2004) 

EDUCATIONIST. Intellectual. Women's rights activist. 
PAS politician. That equation might not look quite right to
some of us. But as Dr Siti Mariah Mahmud, 46, central 
committee member of Parti Se-Islam Malaysia (PAS) and 
information chief of the party's Dewan Muslimat, or 
women's wing, tells JOYCELYN LEE, it all adds up. 

theSun: You started out as an educationist until 1997, 
when you made the jump into politics. What made you 
do it?
Dr Siti Mariah: I'll give you an honest answer. Politics 
had been on my mind for a long time. But I did not 
imagine that I would be part of the leadership of the 
Central Committee, or the Dewan Muslimat. 

Actually, the strong motivating force behind me, my 
influence, was my mum. She is a PAS activist and she 
always prayed that someone would follow in her path. I 
was interested but I had a contract with the government 
[that I had to fulfil]. 

I left academia [she lectured at Universiti Kebangsaan 
Malaysia] because I was not very interested in research 
and when I left, I was free, and you go where your interest 
is. So I decided to join politics. 

Why PAS? 
Basically, I've got this Islamic consciousness from my 
younger days. I did not come from a religious school. I 
came from a totally English-medium school, Kolej Tengku 

Kursiah, [but] I have the strong belief that Islam is a way of life and that politics should not be relegated 
to the back seat. 

It encompasses everything. So that is my conviction. I also felt I had a role in life. Coming from a family 
of political activists, I understood PAS. I understood their struggle, I understood their weaknesses, their 
strengths. And I understood their needs, especially for women activists.

About PAS and women. Just the idea of Parti PAS, it spells the curbing of freedom for women. And yet
you are an intellectual and you were an educationist. 
I don't think PAS spells the curbing of women. I've been in PAS since 1997. I've got freedom. In fact, all of
us have freedom. Actually, it is up to you to take up the challenge of activism and of leadership... there is 
nothing in PAS that curbs women. I have no problems at all. 

If you look at our Constitution, we don't mention anything about gender at all, except for Dewan 
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Muslimat, which is for women members. The committee members, the Dewan Ulama even, did not even 
say men. It has always been open to women and men. 

We hear news coming out of Kelantan about women not being allowed to do this or that...
Have you been to Kelantan? You have to go. You'll be amazed because there is a lot of diversity in 
Kelantan. You'll be surprised, when you're on the plane to Kelantan, some girls will be in tight pants, 
wearing the current fashion where they expose their navels. 

I do hear people say that they have come across officials who advise them to dress decently but I [myself] 
have not come across [this] ... I would love very much to see who is doing this. 

But if you board a plane to Kelantan, and go to their pasar malam today, you will see it is just like any 
other normal place. 

The girls and boys, even sometimes to my chagrin, they are just like any others... we hoped Kelantan 
would be a little different, but it is not very much different from other places. 

Why then do we hear about the Kelantan state government forbidding women to wear makeup? 
If you go there, you will see the Kelantanese women wearing makeup... it's a way of life, their clothes are 
more colourful than the women in other states. That [talk] is something that is baseless... 

What about comments about women not being allowed to work?
Oh, those sorts of comments! I would like to say that sometimes, comments do not represent party views 
or party policy. When you ask a Mursyidul Am -- a spiritual leader, he is like the Pope to the Catholics -- 
when you talk about a spiritual leader, they always say something that comes from their heart; it's a 
fatherly thing. 

Sometimes, they forget that they're politicians. So, it's more of a caring attitude, their feeling about 
things... it's not a policy in Kelantan. If it were, women would not have come out to work. But... you see 
the [state government] offices are full of women. 

How do women members and women leaders weigh in where PAS policies are concerned? What are 
their roles? Do they have a say?
As far as PAS is concerned -- [where] the state [is concerned], maybe I don't know as much -- but as far 
as PAS is concerned, we are represented at all levels. 

So, it is up to the women representatives whether they can convey [their views], whether they are 
effective, and whether they are assertive in their opinions, in their arguments. 

There is no policy, nothing, it is actually up to us. So, if we play the right role, then we will be more 
effective. So, it depends on who is representing... but most of the time, we never get the highlights, we 
never get the focus, we never get the publicity [sighs]...

Why is that?
[Laughs] That you'll have to ask the media, not me. Why is that? Do people highlight what we do? No. 
We had our programmes under PAS, the Afghan women's empowerment programme in Peshawar. That 
was our brainchild. 

And we still have the centres there, where women are taught basic skills... skills to make a living. But 
nobody asked us... it was in our newspaper, Harakah. But how many people read Harakah? 

So you're saying that PAS members, men and women, they are all seen as equal? 
We are seen as equals. We are treated equally. But, as in any organisation, there will be this tendency of 
a few men, perhaps, who are a little chauvinistic and some women who feel that 'We don't have to play 
such a big role. Since the men are doing it, why crack your head?'
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But these are the minority. If you were to pick any organisation, tell me which organisation doesn't have 
any male chauvinist? And, tell me, do women 100% feel they want to play a leading role? 

Some of them are quite happy being behind the men. You are familiar with [the saying], "For every 
successful man, there is a woman behind him"? We are saying that we should be beside them. 

That's why I'm asking... the perception of discrimination in PAS is there.
Sometimes, I want to ask people, "Where is this discrimination?" You see, in PAS, Dr Lo' Lo' [Mohd 
Ghazali, committee member of PAS Pusat] was the first woman elected by the delegates for the Central 
Committee whereas in Umno, itÍs only this year that they had three women elected.

Before, they were all appointed. [Umno Supreme Council members] [Datuk Dr] Norraesah [Mohamad] 
was appointed. [Youth and Sports Minister and Council member Datuk] Azalina [Othman Said] was 
appointed. 

Datuk Seri Rafidah [Aziz] was there because she was head of Wanita [Umno]. But Dr Lo' Lo' has been 
there for the past four years. So she was the first, she's there elected by the representatives to the Central 
Committee, who are mostly men. 

And when we are there for our yearly meet, our Muktamar, our representatives for the division, need not 
are becoming more and more prominent. 

How large is the female membership in PAS?
If you look at just the membership, it's nearly half [of PAS]. There are about one million [members] now 
or more. So, I would say nearly 500,000. 

But general PAS membership does not mean an automatic membership with Dewan Muslimat, which is 
equivalent to Wanita Umno. It's a separate membership, so all the women in PAS are not necessarily 
members of Dewan Muslimat. 

How active are women in PAS?
I think they are more active than men! All the groundwork is done by women. They are behind religious 
classes to the community; our election machinery depends strongly on women. 

Our community services also depend on women. But nowadays in PAS, when we have any activity, it's 
always a joint organisation. So the Dewan Muslimat always comes in. 

What is it that attracts women to PAS, given the, as you say, mistaken perception of discrimination?
What attracts us? I think that most of us believe that PAS is an organisation that fights for true Islam and 
wants to practise Islam in the truest sense. It's altruistic. When we do something, our end goal is always 
Allah Subhana Wat'ala... so whatever you do, you always look at the end goal. 

And we see that in PAS, according to our Constitution, we want to see Islam being practised in all areas 
of life in the community and, if possible, in the country. That's the PAS struggle.

That leads to another question. What about the non-Muslims in the country? Especially the fact that 
PAS is seen as a fairly fundamentalist party...
[Laughs] I like that question...

I'm sure you've come up against those sorts of questions before...
I think our opinion on fundamentalism is different. Just like terrorism. "Fundamentals" means "basics", 
right? So, when you say you are a fundamentalist, by right you are a person who holds on to the 
fundamentals of your religion, right? What is Christianity without the Trinity? 

That is the basics of Christianity, right? So, what is Islam without the Five Pillars? What is Islam without 
the five [times a] day prayers? What is Islam without the fasting month? What is Islam without dressing 
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modestly, according to what the Quran instructs? And what is Islam without us following the Quran? So, 
these are the fundamentals in Islam. 

They are solid fundamentals, all of us agree on that. But sometimes, they [Muslims] don't agree on the 
interpretation. So that's where people tend to have a lot of arguments. But fundamentals are very clear in 
Islam. 

And fundamentals are not extremes. Fundamentals are different from deviant practice. When you do not 
know what the fundamentals are, then you cannot differentiate between extremism and fundamentalism. 

But being fundamentalist means you stick on the middle path, neither too harsh nor too lax. For instance, 
when we talk about clothing. 

The guide is, you cover certain parts of the body because there is the Quranic verse about it as well as the
hadith about it. 

I think the problem now is, among the Muslims themselves, they are saying that covering the head is by 
choice. It's a choice, not a must. That's the only thing we differ about. 

Does anybody agree or disagree that showing off your belly button is not a fundamental? What I'm saying
is, covering the aurat is fundamental in Islam. Covering the head is being argued about. Some people say 
the hair is not part of the aurat. 

Fine, I have no problem about that. But, for example, if you are showing your tummy, like the girls are 
now, and showing your bosom, Islam forbids it! How can you compare a person who covers [the aurat] 
with this sort of person and say, "Oh, these people are extremists". 

We are just trying to follow the fundamentals of Islam. And someone who prays five times is a 
fundamentalist? These are basics! 

Sometimes, the word is used to our disadvantage. When Muslims want to follow the way of the Prophet, 
for instance, having a goatee for the man and wearing Arabic-style robes, people say, "Oh, they're 
extremists. They're fundamentalists."

What about those in the community who follow their Western idols? Why don't we call them extremists? 
They are just idol-worshipping their heroes. So they hook earrings on their nose, on the navel, 
everywhere! Why don't we call these people extremists? 

Why do they call people who cover their heads fundamentalists when there are people who bare their 
bodies on the beach, for instance... Islam is about being on the middle path. Decency, decent clothing. 

The moment a Muslim decides to do this, he becomes a fundamentalist. But we close our eyes to the other 
extreme. So, I think it's unfair. 

It's just like what our national leaders have been saying about terrorism. It's unfair. How can you equate 
people who fight for the freedom of their country with terrorism? Of course, we agree that terrorists are 
the ones who bomb the innocent... Islam forbids that. We don't consent to that. 

Those are not fundamentalists. They are deviants. We have to recognise the difference... we cannot just 
put them all in one bakul... you know.

There is this increasing fear of Islamic terrorism. You say they are deviants... but that factor seems to 
have led to the Opposition suffering a massive defeat in the recent general election.
Yeah, yeah, this is because our government, or rather Barisan Nasional, has successfully done a very 
good media campaign. 
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You know, every time they put on [PAS president Datuk Seri Abdul] Hadi [Awang]'s picture or our 
Mursyidul Am [Datuk Nik Abdul Aziz Nik Mat] on TV, they put pictures of the Taliban by the side. 

You know very well how association works. You put this one next to that one and people go "ahh" and 
think they go together. 

These are all gimmicks; these campaigns are done skilfully by professionals who understand the 
psychology of human beings, of the average people. The masses are not necessarily thinking. 

The words "Islamic state" seem to strike fear in people's hearts. 
Yes, when we say "Islamic state", it strikes fear. [Leans forward, voice rising] Do you know what Islam 
Hadhari is all about? That it's part of what we've been struggling for? 

What [Prime Minister] Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad Badawi is saying about Maqhasid Al Syariah, the 
reason for Syariah, for Islamic law, is what we have been fighting for. And I'm glad. I'm glad he's said it. 

The 50 years of struggle by PAS have already been put up by Umno. We'll see how they implement it. 

In Islam, the purpose of a government, Maqhasid Syariah, first is to protect religion -- whatever religion. 
Protect religion, protect human life, protect property, protect dignity. And the other one is to protect the 
mind. 

This Maqhasid Syariah, I am watching. We are watching. You all did not realise that THAT is the concept
of an Islamic state. All the while, you have been saying "Islamic state is negative..." It's already an 
Islamic... Negara Islam... we have it in our concept of Al-Adaalah... good governance, fair leadership, 
equality... this is what Islam wants. 

So, actually, what we wanted, when we say that we want all this, actually, it is for the good of all. Protect 
life, religion, your mind, your property... don't you want it?

As we know, the concept of Islam is beautiful. But isn't this slightly utopian?
It is utopian. It's idealistic, not utopian. But in our life, just as in anything you do, you always try your 
very best to reach that and if you fall, you don't fall too far from it. 

Similarly for us, we struggle, we strive. Definitely, I don't think we will reach all of this. I think, until the 
end of the world, we are not going to achieve this perfection. Even if we say, "Yes, we have Islam as a 
way of life," we will still fall short somewhere. It is natural.

Seeing that the concept of a "Negara Islam" that was put up by PAS was idealistic, as you put it, how did 
it get so bent out of shape so as to strike fear, especially in non-Muslims? 

First and foremost, we do not have the opportunity to explain it to people. We never have enough 
coverage. And only the negative things are highlighted. 

What has been highlighted to the Chinese? Hudud! You have hudud, we cut off your hands. You have 
hudud, you'll be stoned to death. Hudud is just one of the penal codes among many penal codes. That 
gives you the severest form of punishment. But subject to proof! 

I give you an example. The highest form of punishment for drug trafficking is death. Gantung sampai 
mati! It is up to the prosecutor that the accused deserves this, beyond reasonable doubt. If the prosecutor 
fails to bring his proof, then they cannot hang him. 

Similarly, with Islamic law, there are a lot of conditions. There are laws concerning witnesses, 
concerning proof... there are so many things. Many people are not well-versed with it. 

Admittedly, maybe we did not explain it well, because we are busy fighting bush fires. We have been 
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attacked from every angle and every time one small thing gets blown up, we are always put on the 
defensive. This is political strategy, we know that. This is tactical. The moment people start attacking you,
you get defensive.

Tok Guru speaks one day, only a few words in his sermon. He asks women to dress more decently. He 
said, if you expose your navel, even the tok guru, religious people, some people, may have dirty thoughts. 
This little thing has been taken out of context and blown out of proportion. 

But what happened the other day, when one Umno chap in Sabah said to women: "If you are raped, lie 
down and enjoy it." Why didn't this come out on the first page that [tapping the table vigorously] this is 
Umno's policy? It didn't come out that way. 

But if it was our Tok Guru who said such a thing, they would have said "Oh, this is party policy". This is 
unfair reporting! You see, reporting about an event is one thing. But giving an opinion is another thing. 

When you put in your opinion, the masses do not differentiate this. So we are always [a] victim of the 
media. 

So you feel that the media is skewed... 
Definitely. You know what their stand is. And even in the recent debate [over RTM], the questions pitched
to us were unfair. It's always to put us in a negative light. We've never had a real opportunity, real 
exposure to the public. 

Islam means freedom for all... that's what we mean as well... every deserving Malaysian citizen, you 
deserve help whether you are Malay or Chinese or Indian and you are poor. 

I shed tears when one of the voters in my constituency came to me to show the results of his daughter. 
How many principals and she couldn't get into university. I felt it. I felt the pain. I wish I could do 
something.

So is PAS for the spirit of meritocracy?
Yes! PAS is FOR meritocracy. There's no problem about that. 

What about the current government policies of 30% bumiputera ownership of public listed companies, 
of the quotas?
You see, we have a problem. We have to admit that. But we have to sit down and discuss in detail how we 
can do it. The thing is, if you look at it from the point [of view] of a Chinese, you will see it differently, if 
you are a Malay, you'll look at it in another way. 

What I see now, when you talk to non-Malays, they only see the opportunities Malays get in government. 
They never see the problems faced by Malays in the private sector. 

You think the racism cuts both ways?
Yes! It works both ways. You see, the problem is, we are all in a very vicious circle. And if you don't break
it somewhere, it's not going to end. We have to break it somewhere. And perhaps the government will 
have to come up with a weaning period for the Malays and, at the same time, give a period for the 
non-Malays to show that they back this. 

Because, you see, when BN makes policy, votes are in their head. If they don't please the Malays, they will
not get the votes. Politics is such. 

And they have to have a truly good programme which will wean the Malays off their tongkat, and [help] 
the Chinese to be less selfish. 

I am in business, I know what it is like to compete with the Chinese. Honestly speaking, 20, 30 years ago, 
you couldn't find Malay or a Muslim-made kicap in a Chinese grocery shop. 
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You can't find it because the Chinese refuse to put Malay products [up for sale]. One of the problems with
Malay entrepreneurs is finding space for their products. And the Chinese have not been very cooperative 
about this.

The Chinese, I understand, they help their own clan... but if you don't break this sort of circle, we are 
going to end up [sighs, shakes her head]...

Maybe the perception is, the Malays have already got their entitlement in terms of the public sector.
You are talking on behalf of the Chinese [laughs]. 

No, no, no... we are talking about perception...
I agree with you, but I don't want to talk about this because I am on neither side. Okay, I will tell you 
something. I am a beneficiary of the New Economic Policy. I was from a rural school. 

If I had not been given the chance to go to this residential school, I wouldn't have ... not to say I wouldn't 
have made it, [but] maybe I wouldn't have become a doctor. But to go there, I would need good results, to
score a string of As. 

You see, the Malays who are selected to go for these schools, they are people who are qualified. They are 
not just simply Datuks' sons... they are qualified but they come from different backgrounds.

What I'm saying now, similarly, it should apply to the Chinese, the Indians. I even suggested to some of 
my Indian friends, why don't you all bring this up with this Samy Vellu [issues like] the residential 
schools that we have now, the Indians from the rural schools, from the estates, you can't build a good 
school in an estate, the teachers refuse to go there. 

You take them out from that situation, put them in a more conducive situation, break the poverty cycle of 
the family... why can't Samy Vellu do that? No, he has to establish one terrific elite school in Negri 
Sembilan where only rich people can go. 

When you talk about Indians, I say just take them out from the estates, take them out from Form One, just 
like what has been done for the Malays. Similarly, if the Chinese come from a poor family, take them out!

When it comes to policy making, what is the level of 
contribution where the party's intellectuals and 
professionals are concerned, as opposed to the ulamas?
The ulamas don't make much policy. We don't need much 
policy. Our policy is Islam. They don't make specific policies, 
unless a problem crops up, then we address the specific 
problem. 

But normally... all Muslims who are knowledgeable about the
religion, most of the tenets of Islam have been outlined. 
There's not much... Islam is so open that we have solutions to 
most things.

What about potential religious and secular policy conflicts? 
Give me an example... you have to have an example. That's 
why when people say that "PAS is like this or like that", I tell 
them, show me which policy is discriminating.

When it comes to secular and religious policies, like family 
and marriage laws, for instance. 
You have to be able to differentiate between what the religion
wants and what is being practised. Actually, our family laws are one of the best. BUT, the 
implementation, the resources. You see, if you talk to the kadis, they say, "We are so short-staffed, the 
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resources are so small". 

All these problems, it shows there is no seriousness on the government's side. Actually, in Islam, there is 
no such thing as flippant divorcing. In fact, if you don't divorce in court, you will be fined. And you also 
have to pay, the West calls it alimony. We call it sara hidup. 

All these are there, it's just the enforcement of it. It does not mean that the religion is like that. You see, 
Islam has outlined everything. No other religion in the world has given such details as Islam has. 

But, unfortunately, the people who have the power and who are implementing them are not sensitive 
enough to all this.

I think it was worse 10, 15 years ago, when we didn't even have women counsellors in Syariah Court, not 
even in the court. Even the police, when you used to go report a rape, they just tell you, "Ah, you cari 
pasal." But now, we have teams for them, people who are sensitive, who have been trained. Similarly, it's 
just a matter of proper implementation, training... 

Are you saying that if PAS has the opportunity, it would implement [policies] better?
Yes! We would! We may not do it overnight, because all this needs development. 

I always give this example. When the British first came, there was no secular law, no Islamic law. 
Everything was under the Sultan, it was all Islamic. And when they left, they left us the family law. And 
then, we took on the British common law. Those are not our original laws. We adopted them from the 
British, and after that, we refined them. 

And, in some aspects, we add on drug trafficking, this, that. And over how many years, we have refined 
them. Still, we have abuses of implementation and miscarriage of justice. And we're still plugging the 
loopholes.

Law is something that is evolving. And when the British went away, our family and inheritance laws were 
chaotic because there was no streamlining. Even now, we still cannot streamline between the states. This 
is administration, not Islam. 

But over the last 40 years, family law has become much better. Last time, you can get married anywhere. 
Now, you must get registered. If you want a second wife, you must get permission, show proof. 

When you flout the law, the law should go after you. But the problem is, the law doesn't go after you, 
because it says it is short-staffed. When a man marries another woman, he is supposed to maintain his 
first wife and his children. Of course, in Islam, he can have two wives. 

But in other religions, he doesn't marry another, just keeps a mistress. What does the mistress get? 
Nothing, no rights. The children are illegitimate. But in Islam, all the wives have equal rights. 

But in the first place, under Islam, a man who marries another wife should have adequate and good 
reason. 
Sure, it's all there. But, in practice, unfortunately, it's different. I tell you, I've asked my husband if he 
wants to marry another one. He will tell me, for a man, any man would perhaps like to have a few women.

But, in reality, I mean, when you talk about lust, of course it's nice to have all these women. But when you
love someone, you have responsibility... if you read the Quran, it says... you can marry four, or three, or 
two, or one only if you can manage to be fair. So it's clear ... if you can be fair. 

Islam is a religion of realities. You tell a man he can marry only one. What is there to stop him from 
marrying more or keeping mistresses or becoming a womaniser? 

But you must understand that the background for the permission of polygamy was actually to limit the 
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number of wives. During our Prophet's time, it was more than four. It was a tradition for the Arabs to 
have as many wives as possible. 

We can talk about this for ages. The men will say it is their right. The women will say it is a conditional 
permission. But it's how you educate people. Of course, before, the men were the religious teachers and 
the women were not familiar with their religion. 

But you can't do that anymore, women are more educated. It's the role of education. So, I don't think 
that's an issue with us. We are very clear on this. PAS does not advocate polygamy, please [laughing]! 
But this is Islam. When we talk about faith, in any religion, there are certain things beyond our 
understanding; that's why it's called faith. 

So, where policy is concerned, it's pretty much controlled by professionals and intellectuals and not 
religious leaders? 
I don't think it's a matter of control. Because we make our decisions by consensus. We have a clear-cut 
way, principles of how to make decisions. Anything that does not cross the line of our religion, we accept. 

Anything that is already stated clearly, we accept. We don't argue anymore. Because, the Quran, it is such
that if you believe it is the word of God, you can't refuse even a single word.

So, when in doubt, refer to the Quran.
Yes. We do that. You can't refuse a single word, you have to accept everything. But accepting and being 
unable to practise is different from rejecting, there is a difference. 

If you look back in history, Umno leaders in the past have said religion is separate from politics. At that 
time, perhaps they did not really understand it, perhaps because they were Western-trained. 

But because of the Dakwah movement and their missionary work, more people now understand Islam. 
And when people understand Islam... you can even hear in Umno now, people are talking about Islam. 

Therefore, the result, Islam Hadhari, is what we have been educating people on. And if Umno does not 
take up on Islam Hadhari, they will be out of place soon. Because the Muslims who understand Islam, will
want Islam. 

How will this affect non-Muslims? 
You will have your religious freedom. Nobody is there to stop you from your religious freedom. What we 
want is our religious freedom. What we want is a middle path in society. We [advocate] respect for each 
other. 

There are certain things we have to respect. For instance, at a recent short course on world religions I 
went to at a church here, even the Christian men do not agree with over-exposure. They say, "Nowadays, 
all the bulges that should not come out are coming out." 

These are good Christians we are talking about, so at least we have something in common, in the middle, 
which can be accepted by all. Decency. When the Chinese open non-halal restaurants, we cannot go in, 
we don't grumble. And at a shop that sells beef, the Indians don't go in. Fine. 

There is nothing wrong with this. In fact, I suggest, to add more respect, by now Malaysians should be 
serving not only pork-free but also beef-free food, when it is for all. 

I learnt this from one muslimat. During one Hari Raya, she only prepared chicken and lamb. She said, 
"My Indian friends are coming," because to Hindus, cows are sacred. 

You have also spoken out on education and the rural-urban divide. What can be done to rectify that, as
well as the racial divide that comes from the rural-urban divide? 
When you talk about rural-urban divide, this is how I see it. This is why we have such a difference 
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between the Malay and the Chinese mentality. 

The Chinese, when their forefathers came here, it was a case of survival of the fittest. They ran away from
a bad situation in China to seek a better life and, in Malaysia, you know, when you throw the seeds, it will
grow anywhere. 

The Malays were so complacent, they put the fishing rod in the river, the fish will come. And they live in 
the kampung, they get their greens, they don't even have to plant vegetables, they just harvest from the 
forest and that was how their lives were. 

Then, when the British came, they divided the three races and ruled, and when they left, the Chinese had 
already got a head start. Admittedly, people in the urban area with educated people in the family, can see 
much further. 

You can't compare me with someone in a kampung who doesn't have any professionals in the family. I am 
the first professional in my family! My parents were teachers in a kampung. And when I came out of that 
cocoon, I could see more. And because of my education, I could see further. 

So, a Malay in the urban area compared with a Malay in the rural area, definitely they are far apart. So, 
to me, in this set-up, if you want to look at meritocracy, it's not only grades. I do not agree with just 
grades. You have to have criteria for everything in education. 

For instance, academic performance, you give a certain weightage. Schools! Which school do you come 
from? If you are in VI [Victoria Institution] and someone else can score a better result in, say, Sekolah 
Menengah Pokok Sena, where I come from, which is very rural, definitely, we know who will perform 
better. 

So, the schools will also have to be graded. Urban, rural, family background. Come on, if I am a doctor 
and my children are hopeless, there's something wrong. There must also be family criteria. If my son can 
only get the same result as someone in the rural area, then the farmer's son deserves better than mine. 

Similarly, when you draw up these criteria of meritocracy, we have to look into all aspects to be fair. And 
weightage to be given, everybody sit down ... MIC, MCA, DAP, PAS ... everybody, all walks of life, sit 
down and together we make the weightage, the criteria, for meritocracy, not just academic. 

And from there, we stick to it. We will fight about it, never mind. We [can] sit down or throw chairs at 
each other and say how this should be... and if we all Malaysians can accept this sort of meritocracy and 
criteria, then everybody will be happier. 

There will be no more "This is because you are a Malay and I'm a Chinese." These are the criteria, it's 
transparent, everybody knows about it, and we stick to it. 

Will PAS recommend something like this?
It's coming from me, I do not know, I have never brought it up [with the party]. I have had these ideas in 
me for a long time but there was no place for me to go and tell all this [laughs].

Will you bring it up? 
Of course! Because right now, educationwise, we have not made any specific policy, we have just been 
talking about meritocracy. I have been talking about this for a long time, to whoever wants to listen.

Will PAS actually come up with something on meritocracy and education policy? 
No problem! I think now, they are concentrating on getting back the voters [laughs]. Actually, we were 
doing it [education policies] together with BA [Barisan Alternatif]. 

Last time, we had an education bureau under BA. We should come out together. It's not just PAS policy. 
PAS policy is Malaysia's policy, what! Fairness for everybody. Opportunity for everybody, if you all care 
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to listen [laughs].

Coming back to the election, the Opposition suffered quite a bit...
Yes [shrugs].

But at the same time, PAS fielded 10 women this year, more than previously. 
Previously, no. It's been like 20 years.

Is it because there were more women now who wanted to come out and speak up? 
Let me put it this way. Before, PAS was only in certain states. 1999 gave us the idea that maybe we could 
be accepted. We got the attention of the mainstream. We commanded about 60% of the Malay votes then. 
We still command a high percentage. 

Before, we were not mainstream. If you know what politics was like 20 years, even 15 years ago, it was 
rough. My mum used to go and campaign. They were followed by Umno men, they were samseng... we 
were not 100% safe when we were doing political work. 

We had to be escorted anywhere we went. That was the situation we were working under. For that reason,
our ulama said it was not yet safe for women. 

In addition to that, because the wakil rakyat don't really function as legislators ... they just pass 
everything ... they are seen more as servants of the rakyat. That is what Umno has been emphasising. 
Servant. Servant. Servant. So, whatever the rakyat wants, you must fulfil. 

Bila gotong royong, mesti cuci parit bersama. You must be seen together with the rakyat. This is the thing
... MPs from PAS, or from the Opposition, never get any help from the government. No allocation. 

Don't MPs get allocations from the government for their constituencies? 
Gaji, gotlah. But don't you know, only wakil rakyat BN get allocations? Only Kelantan gives to 
everybody. Umno MPs were getting RM500,000 a year just for the constituency. Even the male 
candidates had to fight tooth and nail. My father stood three times as PAS candidate. Never won.

But the entry of PAS women during the last election, the time was right. We had people who are willing. 
You see, to be a candidate, you have to be willing. And you have to be financially quite independent. 

If a woman is not working and she's not a philanthropist or something like that, she has to depend on her 
husband ... there is nothing coming from the government side to help her serve the constituency. 

It is rough! I was very lucky during the last election because I got a lot of help. Or else, where am I going 
to get the chunks of money to do all this? 

So, the thing is, the timing was right. It's not that PAS barred women, no.

You don't seem to think that Malaysia is heading in the right direction. 
Only if you follow the Umno mould. Say the right things at the right time. Do not say anything to irritate 
them. Do not criticise the government, and you're all right. 

Actually, it has been Umno that has been giving the tongkat to the Malays. 

So, if PAS and the Opposition come into power, the tongkat will be removed? 
We will remove that but we will empower them with something else. You can't just take it away and the 
fellow falls flat. That's why I said you need a weaning period. Clear-cut strategy on how to wean. 

If you take it [away] now, of course the Malays will rebel. Because they are not prepared. And why are 
they not prepared? Because they are made to be that way. 
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You see, these are the politics of division. As long as the Malays count on Umno for these subsidies, 
Umno will continue to win. Just look at all the government contracts. Where are the open tenders? 

You see, you want to start a business, you go the hard way, then only you learn to survive. 

I look at the Chinese. During the 1997-98 economic crisis, they did not crash because they had strong 
business fundamentals. They started maybe with a small capital and then, expand, expand, expand. But 
perhaps the Malays, ahh, can take loan here, can take loan there. 

And who cares if I can't pay, it's not my money, company will be closed or restructured. [It's] not the 
money from their own pocket. It's either the shareholders' money or the bank's money or the government 
loan. 

When they are directors, they get their remuneration. When the company closes, they can work 
somewhere else. But before we wean, we have to educate them so they know why... and now Malays are 
accepting. But it must be clear and the situation must be fair to everybody.

Where would you want or like to see PAS go?
Honestly speaking, I would like to see PAS be able to show at least some exemplary states. Like, we had 
Kelantan and Terengganu. We still have Kelantan. 

There is a lot of federal intervention. We can't do much because of the shortcomings that people do not 
know about. We can't carry out our plans because of economic problems, economic sanctions all around. 

Like in Terengganu, let me ask you, without that [oil] royalty, do you think the Terengganu state 
government now, under BN, can do anything?

They can't do anything without the royalty, without the federal money. 

What is your opinion on where the Prime Minister is going? 
Well, people say he's done something with corruption, he's showed good governance. Actually, I have not 
seen much, except for two chaps, Kasitah Gaddam and Eric Chia. 

Chia is so old, so sick, I'm so scared the trial will take another how many years. I hope the truth [about 
Perwaja] will come out. So far, it's just these two big fish and a few [others] here and there.

--- end ---


