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Will 'New PAS' see real reforms?
By: Oon Yeoh (Fri, 10 Jun 2005) 

TONY BLAIR had to remake the Labour Party "into New Labour"  in order to turn it into a viable
alternative to the seemingly unassailable Conservative Party. He did this with aplomb.

Will PAS be able to do the same for itself after suffering a major defeat in the general election last year?

On the surface, it seems to be making all the right moves. The recent party election saw a generational 
shift occur, with modern elements assuming positions of power.

Among the old party leaders, the only one who has kept his job was PAS president Abdul Hadi Awang. 
Party secretary-general Nasharuddin Mat Isa, a British graduate who is seen as sophisticated, modern 
and moderate, managed to beat incumbent fundamentalist ulama Hassan Shukri for the post of deputy 
president. Moderates Husam Musa, Mohamad Sabu and Hassan Ali were elected to vice-presidential 
posts. 

The first non-ulama to hold high office in PAS, the three are considered to be reformers who want to 
introduce new ideas and make the party more acceptable to non-Muslims.

But are these Young Turks actually reformers? It depends on your understanding of the word "reform". 
By PAS standards, they are to be regarded as liberals and reformers. But by non-Muslim and secular 
standards, they are not.

They may speak English fluently, say positive things about women's rights, and refrain from calling Umno
leaders "kafir" but will they ever disavow the party's goal of turning Malaysia into an Islamic state?

They might play down the Islamic state thing and employ all kinds of verbal gymnastics to avoid 
answering whether they believe that thieves' hands should be chopped off or that adulterers should be 
stoned to death. 

But when push comes to shove, they will support the Islamic state goal and with it, the implementation of 
hudud law. They have no choice. Islam is the raison d'etre of PAS. This is not to doubt their sincerity. I 
believe this new crop of young leaders do want to drag PAS into the 21st century. 

But let's wait and see what happens when they try to implement a more progressive and liberal agenda. 

Their victory in the recent election is hardly the end of the clash between the ulama and the professionals.

The other big development in "New PAS" is its open embrace of former deputy prime minister Anwar 
Ibrahim. 

PAS has long made overtures to Anwar but now, it's made it clear that it wants the former Umno deputy 
president to lead an opposition coalition in the next general election.

The party has even appointed two of Anwar's close associates to key positions. Abdul Hadi announced 
this week that Kamaruddin Jaafar and Ahmad Awang have been appointed secretary-general and 
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information chief respectively. They were both once in the Malaysian Islamic Youth Movement (better 
known by its Malay acronym, Abim) which was founded by Anwar in his earlier days.

Some view this as a blatant attempt by PAS to foster a closer working relationship with Anwar. But it's 
still too early to assume that Anwar will play a big role in PAS's attempt at rejuvenation.

Anwar, who is still banned from taking part in politics, has said in his usual cryptic manner that he 
welcomes the offer by PAS to lead an opposition alliance. But he is non-committal as usual.

"I welcome PAS's preparedness to continue to cooperate with other opposition parties towards upholding
democracy and universal justice," Anwar said in a statement issued by Keadilan, which is led by his wife 
Dr Wan Azizah Wan Ismail. 

"Personally, I'm moved with the trust Abdul Hadi has in my role. God-willing we will work together in 
efforts to uphold the standing of our people and our country."

When you read his statement carefully, you'll realise that while it sounds upbeat and optimistic, in actual 
fact, he's not really saying anything new at all. 

He has neither spelt out his political ambitions nor the specific role he will play in the Opposition. 

What Anwar will probably end up doing in the next election, which is due March 21, 2009 (but could be 
called earlier), is to try to cobble together a loose coalition involving PAS, Keadilan and DAP. It's hard 
to imagine DAP ever aligning directly with PAS again. It found out the hard way in 1999 just how 
precarious such a partnership can be. 

It will never again risk alienating its core (non-Muslim) supporters by partnering with a party that wants 
an Islamic state. So, there will be no Barisan Alternatif II.

What is possible though is for Anwar to help Keadilan play the middleman role in a de facto opposition 
coalition. DAP could align with Keadilan; and separately, PAS could team up with Keadilan. This is one 
way to make Keadilan, which has only one seat in Parliament, relevant again.

This way DAP will have no direct links to PAS. At most it could be accused of having indirect links with 
PAS, which it could probably live with, especially if the Islamic state thing is downplayed. Anwar has said
in interviews that PAS should not harp on the Islamic state issue. 

With the "reformers" and his Abim allies in power, there's a good chance PAS will heed his advice and a 
loose coalition will emerge. 

Whether it is enough to make much of a dent in Barisan Nasional's control of Parliament is another 
matter.
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