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Political Islam and Malaysian Democracy

BEN THIRKELL-WHITE

This study uses the history of Malaysian democracy to explore questions about the relationship
between changing social structures and Islamic discourses in shaping the prospects for further
democratization in the Muslim world. Social and historical factors have created incentives for
a less authoritarian and more economically successful political economy than in much of the
Muslim world, but Malaysia remains at best a semi-democracy. The primary reason for that
is a complex structure of ethnic cleavage and ethnic accommodation. However, as economic
pressures have undermined the traditional system of ethnic economic preference, the import-
ance of Islamic politics has been a key intervening variable in preventing the emergence of
a more liberal opposition to the ruling political coalition. The Islamic opposition party main-
tains a certain competitive political pressure on government policy but makes any serious
political challenge less likely, despite growing commonality of economic interest between
the new Malay middle-class and sections of the broader population.

Key words: Malaysia; Islam; democratization; historical materialism; democracy

Malaysia provides a useful testing ground for rival interpretations of the persistence
of authoritarian politics in the Muslim world. Islam is increasingly important
in Malaysian politics and the Islamic resurgence has had a profound impact on
Malaysian society. Malaysia remains some way from being a Western-style liberal
democracy. However, the social and economic conditions in Malaysia have produced
a different kind of politics to that which exists in the Middle East.

Although there are distinct limits to civil and political rights in Malaysia, the gov-
ernment largely rules on the basis of a broad-based legitimacy, rather than repression.
There are regular elections, which create political debate and quite widespread
participation. There is a reasonably vibrant civil society, which is able to debate
and criticize government policy. There is clear evidence that the ruling coalition
has responded to expressions of relative electoral discontent by modifying its policies.

The principal problem is that broadly the same coalition has won every election
since independence. The ruling coalition has certainly made use of the full benefits of
incumbency to maintain power, including control over the media (largely in the form
of ownership of broadcasters, rather than direct manipulation of the press), fixing
electoral boundaries and occasional arrests of opposition politicians. On the whole,
however, elections have been free, if not necessarily fair. Dirty tricks of one kind
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or another have helped to secure ruling coalition dominance but that dominance is
generally better explained by a combination of reasonably effective and responsive
government and a complex system of inter-ethnic relationships that has divided the
opposition.'

Nonetheless, from the 1980s onwards, there have been signs of growing authoritar-
ianism. The 1990s also saw increasing resort to patronage politics. In the wake of the
Asian financial crisis in 1997 there were unprecedented levels of political protest and
the ruling coalition performed extremely badly in the 1999 elections. At the time, some
western commentators saw this as a liberal reaction to growing authoritarianism and
corruption. Later, concerns grew at the increasing Islamization of Malaysian politics.
The apparent contradiction between these two ways of seeing the aftermath of the crisis
presents us with revealing information about the nature of Malasyian politics and the
conceptual tools that need to be employed if we are to understand it.

Writers from a broadly Marxist tradition of historical sociology have taken issue
with arguments about the cultural exceptionalism of the Islamic world, arguing that
political Islam is surprisingly malleable and can adapt itself to a variety of political
programmes. If we are to understand the persistence of authoritarian politics, we
should look at the development of peripheral capitalism and the ways historical
factors have shaped class formation.” This writer broadly shares this approach. The
ruling party’s tendency towards narrow authoritarian patronage, combined with
the changing class structure in Malaysia, points towards greater pressure for
liberalization.

Although political Islam is highly malleable, it is not infinitely so. Particular
historical conditions may provide incentives to appeal to Islam as part of political
legitimation and mobilization. Once that choice has been made, claims to Islamic
authority, if they are to be credible, need to be supported by some recognizable
form of Islamic rhetoric and practice. Islam is certainly not destiny but it is also
not wholly irrelevant. In particular, although Islam is not incompatible with political
competition, there is a strong temptation to legislate for religious conduct in a way
that does not sit comfortably with liberalism.® At least in the Malaysian context,
Islamism has been more problematic for liberal personal freedoms (mainly for the
Malay population) than it has been for debate over ‘public’ policy. For reasons
explored below, the most significant opposition to dominance by the Barisan
Nasional (National Front) has come from an Islamist opposition party. That creates
genuine political competition but not necessarily of a liberal kind. There are
conceptions of Islam that do not require this kind of public moral legislation, but
Malaysian politicians are not wholly free to choose what constitutes ‘Islam’.
Islamic authority is increasingly contested at a global level so that conceptions of
Islamic practice in one part of the world influence Muslims elsewhere. An Islamic
political idiom creates the need to maintain Islamic authority, which cannot be
done in total isolation from broader traditions of Islamic thought and practice.

This analysis draws out the relationships between the broad historical sociology
underpinning the practice of Malaysian politics, on one hand, and the ways in
which themes of Islamic ‘resurgence’ have been adopted in Malaysia on the other
hand. It begins with a general introduction to the factors that have made
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post-independence Malaysian political conditions considerably different from those
in the rest of the Muslim world. It then looks at the place of specifically Islamic poli-
tics within that framework.

Post-independence Politics in Malaysia

Malaysian politics has been profoundly shaped by the ethnic makeup of the country.
At independence, Malays made up just over 50 per cent of the population. The
remainder were descendents of Indian (20 per cent) and Chinese immigrants
(30 per cent) brought to Malaya by the British to work on the plantations and tin
mines (respectively). Not only was Malaysia divided ethnically, but ethnic differences
also translated into economic segregation. Most Malays were either peasant farmers
or an aristocratic elite trained for the civil service by the British. The Indian popu-
lation remained largely based in rural plantations. The Chinese, however, had diver-
sified to urban economic occupations, particularly medium-scale trade and accounted
for a very large proportion of domestically owned industry.*

The political settlement at independence was broadly that the Malays would
maintain political dominance because of their ‘special’ position as the original inhabi-
tants of the Malay Peninsula. The Malays were politically strong but economically
weak, while the Chinese were economically strong but politically marginalized.
The Malays would use their political dominance to advance the interests of the
economically disadvantaged Malay population but would do so in a way that did
not threaten Chinese business interests too directly in the process, as they were
reliant on the dynamism of Chinese capital to create the resources required for
Malay betterment. The political correlate of this arrangement was a coalition of con-
servative, ethnic-based, political parties (the Alliance) representing different ethnic
groups but led by UMNO (the United Malays National Organization).” In class
terms, it represented an alliance of civil service Malay bureaucrats with an emergent
Chinese bourgeoisie.

The conservative character of the coalition was reflected in early economic policy,
which was predominantly laissez-faire. Although some attempts were made to benefit
the Malays directly, the general result was increasing intra-ethnic inequality with few
tangible benefits accruing to the broader population. Growing popular disillusionment
with the Alliance led to a disastrous election result in 1969 followed by an outbreak of
inter-racial violence, which continues to be an extraordinarily important moment in
shaping Malaysian politics. The political response to this outbreak of violence was
to broaden the governing coalition to form the Barisan Nasional (BN), and to
adopt a far more assertively pro-Malay economic policy under the banner of the
NEP (New Economic Policy). The inter-ethnic alliance that formed the government
became a self-consciously consociational form of government, which claimed legiti-
macy on the basis that only it could hold the nation together.®

The NEP aimed to restructure the Malaysian economy to remove the identity
between race and economic activity and to increase the Malay share of ownership
in the economy to 30 per cent (from about 2.4 per cent in 1970).” It was essentially
an attempt to create a Malay middle (and also industrial working) class. This
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economic endeavour became the centrepiece of BN policy. To achieve its goals, the
government began to play a much larger role in the economy than it had in the past
both through state-owned enterprises and the acquisition of shares to be held on trust
for the bumiputera (indigenous Malay) community. Regulations were introduced to
pressure companies into employing Malays and selling artificially cheap shares to
them to satisfy ownership quotas. Education quotas and employment quotas in the
public service were also important. Although NEP targets were not entirely met, by
1995 bumputera ownership of shares had increased to 20.6 per cent. Poverty
reduction was also impressive, although it resulted form broader-based growth
rather than redistribution.®

Whether or not this programme of inter-ethnic economic redistribution under
broadly consociational arrangements should be seen as a success, overall, is a hotly
contested issue. The events of 1969 have certainly not been repeated and there was
little communal violence even during the economic crisis of 1997-98.° However,
there has been a price to pay.

In terms of political economy, the imperative of Malay accumulation has
obstructed a fuller liberal separation of political and economic power. The state
has self-consciously taken on the role of promoter of Malay interests and that has
enshrined the continuing importance of patronage within Malay politics. The emer-
gent Malay middle-class is still heavily dependent on the state and does not, therefore,
constitute the counterweight to state power envisaged in liberal theory.

Although the fruits of patronage have been spread fairly widely, the emphasis has
been on the ownership of capital (rather than redistribution of income) and that has
become increasingly transparent over time. Particularly since the rise of privatization
in the 1990s, the focus has primarily been the production of a class of politically well-
connected Malay millionaires, who would symbolize Malay prosperity and power, at
the expense of a broader programme of promoting economic equity. The pace of
redistribution has slowed dramatically since the early 1980s, with only 1.3 per cent
being transferred between 1990 and 1995. Part of the background to the events
of 1999 is the tendency for UMNO to directly benefit a narrowing range of elite
economic actors.'?

Redistributive policy has never had free rein, however. Malay economic power
has continued to be overshadowed by Chinese and foreign-owned capital. The
broader imperatives of accumulation have prevented the state from pursuing too
aggressive a policy of dispossession and Malay accumulation has had to be funded,
as far as possible, through broader economic growth.'" Indeed, a broader ideology
of Malaysian (as opposed to simply Malay) national development and modernization
has been central to the legitimation of BN leadership.'> UMNO sees itself first and
foremost as protector of the Malays but it also claims to be the engine of Malaysian
modernization and development. Although the Chinese population has little direct
power within the electoral system, it does have a certain structural power, given its
ongoing economic supremacy.

The political underpinnings of the state, then, have provided strong incentives to
foster the creation of a national (Malay) bourgeoisie. Industrial growth has been quite
strong and Malaysia is currently a middle-income country with a per capita Gross
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Domestic Product (GDP) of US$9,512.13 However, modernization theorists’ expec-
tations of a concomitant move to liberal democracy have not been fulfilled entirely.

The NEP programme has ensured that ethnicity has been the defining principle of
economic policy. As a result, it has also remained the key axis of political identity and
representation. The middle-class has been divided along ethnic lines, with the Malays
heavily dependent on the state and the Chinese too politically vulnerable to take
power. Voters have essentially had to choose between accepting the BN agenda or
registering protest by voting for the alternative ethnic parties. The BN’s claim to
offer an ethnically moderate coalition of political parties has made it difficult to
organize an opposition coalition since the obvious platform is to be ‘more ethnic’
than the relevant BN party — and therefore further apart from the other opposition
parties. So, the principal Malay opposition is PAS (Parti Islam SeMalaysia), which
has oscillated between Malay nationalism and Islamism. The principal Chinese oppo-
sition party is that DAP (Democratic Action Party), which campaigns on traditional
liberal policies but is perceived as Chinese chauvinist, AS these undermine the
NEP. These parties inevitably find it very difficult to forge a united opposition but
there is widespread acceptance that no single-ethnicity party could govern Malaysia
legitimately. That is the key to the continuity of BN power.

Within that framework, there is some movement and responsiveness. Analysts of
Malaysian politics have described the system as a ‘repressive-responsive regime’'* or
a ‘syncretic state’.'> Malaysian politics does not function like a Western democracy
but it is responsive to certain kinds of political pressure. Responses take place through
negotiation within the central coalition and through moving government policy in
response to discontent (it is ‘syncretic’ in that debate is largely incorporated within
the ruling coalition), rather than through a change of government.

The landmark changes of 1969 show how the ruling coalition has been willing
to coopt opposition agendas (in this case PAS economic nationalism) and even
whole political parties at times (although, as we will see, that was less successful
in PAS’s case). The core ethnic coalition has avoided any change of power since
independence, but it has been possible to articulate political opposition. The BN
has sometimes pursued repressive strategies to outlaw particularly threatening or
‘extreme’ positions (especially anything that threatens the core system of ethnic
accommodation), but it has also been willing to diffuse political controversy by
responding to opposition initiatives.

Malaysian authoritarianism is not as pronounced as its Middle Eastern counter-
parts. The governing party has had strong incentives to produce a significant
middle-class (to provide a Malay counterweight to Chinese economic power) and
has been quite successful in its attempts to do so. Political mobilization on the
basis of religion has had a different character from that in the Middle East and has
been easier to harness to a capitalist modernizing project. Ethnic differences,
however, have prevented a full separation between state and class interests so the
state has never approximated very closely to a liberal democratic ideal. Ethnic clea-
vages have undermined popular opposition to an elite-based political system.
However, Chinese economic power places limits on state power and forces a
certain degree of responsiveness to non-Malay interests.
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Recent changes in the political economy of Malaysia have put the system under
some stress, as the ruling party has narrowed the distribution of pro-Malay policies
and resorted to increasingly transparent patronage and authoritarianism. There are
some formal similarities with what Hinnebusch (in this issue) describes as post-popu-
list authoritarianism in the Middle East. However, the situation in Malaysia is easier
because it is not the end-point of the same historical process. There is not the same
degree of reaction against secular modernizing leaders (who did a better job of
serving the population at large), industrialization has progressed further and more
successful economic policy has not created the same levels of distrust from
international investors.

Islamic Politics in Malaysia

Islamic politics in Malaysia is largely intra-Malay politics. Malay identity is defined
constitutionally partly in relation to Islam and non-Malay Muslims are very much a
minority group.'® Effectively, then, Islamic politics is about competition between
UMNO and PAS. However, UMNO’s position at the head of the ruling coalition
and the fact that no one can imagine a legitimate government without the presence
of a Malay party means that this competition is central to the shape of Malaysian
politics. Any foreseeable government will be led by one party or the other.

Competition between the two parties is shaped by the broader structure of
Malaysian politics, reviewed in the previous section. In a sense, the dynamic is
a familiar one of two parties attempting to capture the electoral middle-ground. In
Malaysia, however, this process is complicated by the fact that political cleavages
take place on more than one axis and the different dimensions do not line up
easily. At one level competition is over a more or less all-embracing conception of
Islam. At the same time, a vote for PAS is the obvious way for Malays to express
any kind of political grievance with the way the governing coalition is operating.

In particular, UMNO-PAS rivalry has tended to operate around two relatively
constant pairings. UMNO has combined ‘moderate Islam’ with a brand of authoritar-
ian Malay populism that held out the promise of a particular share for the Malays as a
whole in the country’s broader industrialization and development. PAS has paired a
more demanding, or certainly more public and political, Islamic piety with a more
locally confined grass-roots populism focusing, particularly, on poorer rural Malays
(in areas such as Kelantan and Terrenganu in the Northeast) and new arrivals in
the cities, who still have strong connections with those rural roots.

Although there is a constant core differentiation between the two parties, which
revolves around a broadly elite—mass, rural—urban and more—less radical Islamism,
there is also space for a certain amount of repositioning between the two in response
to circumstances and electoral performance.

The challenge for UMNO is to reconcile its claim to be the champion of the
Malays with the fact that its political strength comes from articulating an agenda
that remains compatible with inter-ethnic coalition politics and (in particular) is not
too threatening to Chinese capitalism. The close identification between Islam and
Malay identity means that a ‘more Islamic’ PAS agenda can be problematic.
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UMNO is forced to choose between repressive responses that risk further damaging
its Malay support and accommodation of a more explicitly Islamic (or alternatively
nationalist) kind that may alienate the non-Malay population.

As an opposition party, the challenge for PAS is to maintain support by showing
that it continues to exercise influence in Malaysian politics. On one hand, that
involves articulating an agenda that appeals to its core membership in the Northeast
of the country, ensuring its continued control over at least one Malay state. On the
other hand, there is a risk that a purely rural base will lay it open to allegations
of a traditional and backward agenda, something particularly dangerous in the
Malaysian political milieu. It therefore also involves trying to reach out to a
broader segment of the Malay population, putting pressure on UMNO to be respon-
sive to its agenda at the national level.

These broad strategic objectives can be met in different ways at different times
depending on both the behaviour of the other party and the domestic political and
socio-economic environment at the time.

Islamic Resurgence and Malay Politics

With that background in place we can return to the main task, which is to explore the
dynamics that have driven change and continuity in post-colonial Malaysian politics.
This can be achieved through a chronological overview of PAS-UMNO competition.

What we see in the first period is primarily an illustration of the malleability of
political Islam in the face of particular social and political conditions. UMNO was
able to coopt aspects of the Islamic resurgence that many thought more naturally
favoured PAS. In the second period, we see some of the limits to that malleability.
This time, political and social conditions had changed in ways that should have
made it easier for PAS to capitalize on growing discontent with UMNO. Although
it did gain politically in 1999, reluctance to change party ideology meant those
gains were reversed in 2004.

From Independence to the 1980s

Before 1969, PAS’s programme was essentially one of left-wing populist Malay
economic nationalism, expressed through an Islamic idiom. That was particularly
clear under Dr Burhanuddin al-Helmi, who presided over the most dynamic phase
in PAS’s early years and (as well as being a religious leader) had previously been
head of the Malay nationalist PKMM (Parti Kebangsaan Melayu Malaya or
Malaya Malay National Party). It is important to note that PAS was a political
party before it was an Islamist movement and, indeed, before the current wave of
political Islam took off in the 1970s. The party has therefore never had the kinds of
theological debates about the merits of participating in democratic processes that
have taken place in Islamic movements elsewhere.

The growth of a more centrally Islamic PAS agenda came in response to later
events. The formation of the Barisan Nasional in the wake of the 1969 riots and
UMNO’s move to a much more assertively nationalist agenda significantly
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undermined the possibilities for political differentiation in the economic nationalist
terms PAS had previously relied on. Even then, PAS leadership initially responded,
after much soul-searching and some theological argument, by joining the BN in the
early 1970s in the belief that it could best advance its Malay-Islamist agenda from
within the political establishment.

It was only in the aftermath of the 1969 riots that the Islamic resurgence (or,
locally, dakwah) movement began to make its mark in Malaysia. The movement
was brought to Malaysia through a combination of contacts made on Haj (the
annual religious pilgrimage to Mecca) and the influence of Malay students who
had come into contact with the teachings of thinkers such as Qutb and Mawdudi
while studying overseas. Rapid rural-urban migration and social mobility in the
context of expanding urban opportunities for the traditionally rural Malay population
provided fertile ground for the spread of the movement in the early 1970s. Increasing
anxiety about the ability to forge a coherent modern, urban, Malay identity in the face
of perceived vulnerability to Chinese dominance has also been identified as a key
factor in the shape the movement took.'”

Officially at least, the dakwah movement was largely apolitical. However, some
groups, particularly ABIM (Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia or Malaysian Islamic
Youth Movement), were keen to press an Islamic position in public policy debates.
In any case, it was clear to all that the resurgence movement promised significant pol-
itical gains for PAS. Most obviously, PAS already defined itself as an Islamic party,
emphasizing a holistic conception of Islam as @ Deen (a way of life).

In addition, many of the key themes of the resurgence chimed well with the pol-
itical interests of PAS traditional supporters. Traditionally, PAS’s political strength
has come from maintaining strong contact with the rural grass-roots.'® Islamist move-
ments have sought to challenge elitist models of capitalist development, arguing that
they are too materialistic and fail to deliver the kind of social justice Islam demands."”
Emphasis on Islamic jurisprudence also has popular potential. Islamic courts in
Malaysia have historically been relatively good at dealing with local issues, particu-
larly family law, in a quick and informal fashion.*

In the early 1970s, PAS continuing membership of the BN limited the extent to
which it could capitalize on the political potential inherent in the resurgence move-
ment. It was also suffering from leadership problems, which eventually came to a
head during disputes with UMNO over PAS’s political leadership in Kelantan
towards the end of 1977.2' PAS left the BN and Mohammad Asri was replaced by
Haji Yusuf Rawi, who was supported by a group of far more radical figures.

UMNO’s response to the resurgence also began slowly during the 1970s, although
there were moves to coopt and control Islamic discourse from the start. A government
Islamic Research Institute was established in 1971 followed by a National Dakwah
Foundation (1974) and the National Farwah Council (1978), which operated out of
the Prime Minister’s office.”

It was only in the 1980s, however, that overtly political struggles for Islamic
authority began to emerge. Islamic issues had become increasingly important to
UMNO in the late 1970s, partly because of changing public sentiment and partly
because the resurgence had influenced UMNO politicians themselves. It was when
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Mahathir Mohamad was elected as party leader in 1982 that UMNO began to develop
a coherent response to the resurgence.

Ideologically, Mahathir was keen to promote a vision of a progressive Malaysian
Islam that married with his broader political programme. As we saw above, the logic
of NEP policy was to provide economic opportunities for Malays within a broader
drive towards national industrialization and growth. It was about promoting policies
that would benefit all but would also particularly benefit the Malays. Mahathir had
long argued that the Malays were economically and socially backward and needed
special assistance to take part in Malaysian modernization.

Mabhathir has wedded this stress on Malay modernization to a particular Islamic
vision, which Khoo Boo Teik has summarized in terms of ‘the power of learning,
the quality of thrift, and, above all, the dignity of work’.?* Islam’s greatness can be
re-established only if Muslims regain their lead in technology, skills and military
prowess. The danger is that Muslims devote too much time to backward tradition
and pointless spirituality: ‘Allah Subhanahu Wataala does not change the fate of a
society unless they make an effort to change it for themselves’.?* Islam will not
become great purely through prayer or Koran learning.

This conception of Islam clearly struck a chord with elements of the new urban
Malay middle-class. Patricia Sloane provides a useful account of the connections
between religion and entrepreneurial activity among upwardly mobile Malays. She
found that making money was seen as partly a socially valuable activity in which
one’s own success provided opportunities to extend success to one’s fellow
Muslims, raising the status and importance of Islam. It was also clear that material
success was seen as a sign of having found favour with Allah.*>

PAS have tended to argue that this Islamic work-ethic approach is really only lip-
service to Islamic ideas. However, UMNOs ‘Islam’ has not solely been a thinly veiled
attempt to encourage values favouring economic accumulation. Spiritual and sym-
bolic matters have also been important. UMNO has been keen to encourage the use
of Islamic terminology and salutations, the building of Islamic complexes, inter-
national conferences, research institutes, Islamic programmes on radio and television.
It is not that spiritual concerns are irrelevant, more that they need to be compatible
with Malaysian modernity, particularly in the drive for economic modernization.

To combat any further doubts about the authenticity of its approach, UMNO was
keen to emphasize the international recognition it received from other Islamic
countries through the Organization of Islamic Conferences (OIC).

Muslim countries throughout the world recognise Malaysia has one of the
leading Muslim countries which champion the Islamic cause but only PAS
does not want to accept this fact. Countries like Egypt, Saudi Arabia,
Kuwait, Iran and those Muslim countries in Africa, had confidence in Malaysia
that it would continue to be known in the world as a Muslim country which
could achieve more progress according to the principles of Islam.?®

That recognition meshed with more concrete policy achievements during the 1980s.
Malaysia managed to set up an International Islamic University with support from the
OIC. The University and various government-sponsored think-tanks were used to
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attract foreign speakers that could lend authority to UMNO’s approach. There was
also a noticeable shift in foreign policy (although, again, this may have been at
least partly symbolic), designed to secure Islamic authority through associations
with the wider Islamic world.?’

The government also pursued a range of domestic policy measures as part of its
Islamic agenda. It set up an Islamic bank and instituted a very thorough set of
Islamic financial legislation. It embarked on a programme of updating and extending
the Islamic legal system, a process which included a greater willingness to introduce
criminal penalties for religious offences, such as alcohol consumption or not fasting
during Ramadan.?®

An extremely important indication of the credibility of UMNO’s Islamic
programmes was the success in persuading Anwar Ibrahim, the leader of one of the
foremost resurgence groups, to join the party in 1982. That was a political coup
that surprised almost everyone in Malaysia and also helped to consolidate UMNOs
growing concern with Islamic issues.

PAS’s early response to the resurgence movement was less successful in gaining
political support. The new leaders that emerged after the party’s departure from the
BN coalition were from a younger generation, influenced by the dakwah movement
and the broader radicalism of international Islamism that surrounded the Iranian
revolution. Emphasis shifted away from the party’s traditional grass-roots agenda
and towards ‘Islamic’ forms of governance.

Internally, the party constitution was amended in 1983 to set up a 15 member
Ulama Consultative Council (majilis syura ulama) which would scrutinize policy
to ensure its compatibility with Islam. Debate with UMNO on Islamic matters took
on a much more confrontational tone with both sides calling one another kafir
(infidel) and some PAS figures declaring a jihad (religious struggle) against
UMNO. PAS also took on a more pan-Islamic rhetoric in which Malay preference
should take a back seat to broader concerns with social justice. The party as a
whole continued to favour a democratic route to power but there was also a minority
fringe with more revolutionary ideas. The 1986 election campaign, fought on the
basis of a radical Islamic appeal and the promise to implement hudud (the Islamic
criminal code) if it came to power, produced the party’s least successful election
result ever.

Responding to Resurgence

The 1970s and 1980s, then, saw a notable increase in the significance of Islamic issues
in Malaysian politics. Islam became a particularly important part of Malay identity
and could not be ignored in attempts to attract Malay votes. The structure of
Malaysia’s syncretic state, in which there are limited incentives to respond to voter
preference to maintain overall regime legitimacy, meant that UMNO had to
respond to changed conditions. To that extent ideas that evolved outside Malaysia,
in the Middle East and South Asia, had a powerful impact on the construction of
domestic political and Islamic authority.

However, UMNO was able to respond proactively and did not simply adapt itself
to new conceptions of Islam. The party was surprisingly successful in combining
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appeals to Islamic and material interests in a way that helped to it to maintain the
support of many Malays who had been influenced by resurgence ideas. It provided
a vision of a future Malay identity that was modern, materially successful and asser-
tively Muslim, something that was key in maintaining the support of the emergent
Malay middle class. That may have been easier in the Malaysian context than else-
where in the Muslim world. The 1970s and 1980s were a time of rapid economic
growth in Malaysia and it was relatively easy to provide economic and political
opportunities for the upwardly mobile bearers of Islamist discourse. The high
growth rate also meant that could be accomplished without alienating broader
Malaysian society because, even after redistribution, there was enough growth to
ensure that living standards kept rising. Resurgent Islam could be wedded in a posi-
tive way to the state modernizing project, rather than being left to become of a focus
of opposition in the lower echelons of Malaysia society.

UMNO’s response to changing conceptions of appropriate Islamic authority and
practice was not solely one of cooption, however, the party also had to change in order
to maintain its authority. Indeed, some of PAS’s electoral difficulties in this period
can be seen to spring from the extent to which UMNO adopted large parts of what
might have been seen as a naturally PAS agenda. That happened first in 1969 with
the adoption of a more assertive Malay economic nationalism and later in the
1980s as UMNO became more involved in promoting Islam. Electoral failure in
Malaysia’s ‘syncretic state’, then, may not necessarily imply a total lack of political
influence. The resurgence provided a wider audience for PAS criticism of UMNO
policy on religious grounds and meant it presented more of a threat to the government.
UMNO’s proactive response, however, meant that it could maintain its core identity
in the face of these challenges through a carefully calculated response that allowed
it to enhance its Islamic authority without fundamentally changing its political
programme and support base.

PAS’s role as opposition party in a system that has been heavily dominated by
the BN coalition tended to leave it fighting to carve out a political space that would
differentiate its opposition from UMNO’s position. In the face of UMNO’s capture
of the Islamic and Malay nationalist agendas, PAS was forced into a relatively
extreme conception of political Islam that seemed to command little support
outside the traditional Islamic heartland of the Northeast, which had been margin-
alized by the broader modernizing project. It struggled to extend its support into the
rapidly expanding urban context, limiting its political potential. An ideological
scepticism of Malay economic preference as a form of assabiyah® that was at
odds with its modernizing ‘pure’ Islam left it with a political programme that
was unlikely to be successful under the social conditions obtaining in Malaysia
in the early 1980s.

Overall, the situation in Malaysia provides a marked contrast to much of the
middle East, where Islamic radicalism has built on the failures of authoritarian
secular modernizing regimes.* Relatively good governance in Malaysia (rapid
poverty reduction, expanding employment opportunities for Malays and so on) has
undermined popular support for a more radical agenda within PAS or for the kinds
of social movements that might support more violent opposition.
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Islamist ideas originating outside Malaysia, therefore, had a powerful political
impact. However, their effects were mediated through the political system in a way
that emphasized some aspects of the Islamist agenda over others. UMNO managed
to channel the resurgence largely into issues of personal morality and private religious
observance, with only a limited political expression in support of those goals. Its
vision was appealing to a relatively affluent new middle-class in Malaysia.
UMNO’s success owed a good deal to the political confidence that came from a
rapidly growing economy.

‘Democratizing Islam’ in the 1990s?

During the 1990s there was a ‘democratic turn’ in the discourses of Islamist parties
throughout the Muslim world. Concepts of consultation (shura), consensus (ijma’)
and interpretation (ijzihad) that had always been present in traditions of Islamic gov-
ernance came to be emphasized by a range of Islamist groups across the Muslim
world.®' As with the resurgence itself, the way this trend manifested itself in Malaysia
was shaped by domestic political conditions.

As we saw, the radicalization of the 1980s had created electoral problems for
PAS. By the late 1980s, in contrast, an economic recession was creating rifts
within UMNO and new ethnic tensions. Both these problems were dealt with in an
authoritarian fashion. That began to provide PAS with new political opportunities
to grasp some of the support it had failed to capture among the urban lower middle
class. However, although some within PAS have been willing to shift towards a con-
ception of their Islamic programme that is compatible with these new opportunities,
others have been more reluctant, limiting the party’s ability to capitalize on social
changes. Islam may be politically malleable in the medium to long term. In the
short term, however, the politics of intra-party religious authority and the importance
of a vision of a pure, timeless, Islam both make rapid changes in response to political
circumstances difficult.

Narrowing Support for UMNO

Developments in the global economy put growing pressure on the forms of economic
nationalism that had been connected with Malay preference in the 1970s and 1980s.
A serious recession in the late 1980s created a shift in BN economic policy during the
1990s, which narrowed the range of Malays directly benefiting from state policy. The
BN reacted to the recession with its own brand of privatization, which included both
selling off state-owned industries and shifting to private procurement for many state
infrastructure projects. Rather than offering competitive tenders, privatization was
harnessed to Mahathir’s project of promoting a class of high-profile Malay ‘entrepre-
neurs’. Contracts were awarded and companies sold off to a fairly narrow range of
(mostly but not exclusively) Malay-owned conglomerates with good political connec-
tions, blurring further the already hazy boundaries between politics and economics in
Malaysia. Whether or not one is inclined to accept Mahathir’s claim that this concen-
tration of wealth was a rational attempt to channel resources to competent operators
(‘those who come to us with good ideas’ as Mahathir put it) it certainly represented a
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narrowing of the scope of NEP redistribution in a period of growing economic
inequality.*?

The BN had always been an elite coalition, tending to exclude labour, in particu-
lar, from Malaysian politics. However, policy in the late 1990s was particularly
difficult to see in terms of a broad-based Malay preference: it began to undermine
the credibility of the populist side of BN rhetoric. This narrowing of policy began
to create space for a united opposition economic platform.

At the same time, economic pressures created political pressures. External to
UMNO, there was a new round of ethnic tension. The most visible trigger was
debates about the school system (always a sensitive issue in Malaysia). UMNO
dealt with the unease this created and with growing tensions within the party
through a mass arrest of opposition politicians and NGO activists under the Internal
Security Act (Operation Lalang).**

Perhaps more significantly, external tensions were also creating problems within
UMNO itself, culminating in the party splitting in two in 1987. The split was inti-
mately connected with changing economic policy. The core issue was rivalry over
the consequences of changed policy for access to power and patronage. One group,
headed by Mahathir, favoured a more market-based approach to economic recovery
in which Malay preference would be confined to helping a few chosen entrepreneurs
with privatization opportunities. The other group, representing smaller Malay
businesses and middle-ranking bureaucrats, favoured greater continuity.** The split
altered the shape of Malaysian politics temporarily. It also resulted in a high
profile court battle, during which Mahathir dismissed several supreme court judges,
undermining judicial independence significantly.

Overall, UMNO’s economic liberalization was threatening policies that lent
credibility to its claims to look after the economic interests of the population in
general, and the entire Malay community in particular. The narrowing of economic
policy and the authoritarian turn that accompanied it began to create the conditions
for a more democracy-centred opposition. The UMNO split also provided PAS
with the potential to form an opposition political coalition, something that had pre-
viously proved difficult given the tendency for opposition parties to compete by
adopting a more extreme communal agenda than their BN counterpart. PAS
formed an electoral pact with the UMNO offshoot, Semangat’46, to fight for seats
in the Northern Malay heartland.

Although it was not possible to forge a direct relationship between PAS and
non Malay-based parties (primarily because of DAP opposition to Islamization of
Malaysian politics), Semangat did also form a second separate pact with the DAP
to fight for urban areas. The pacts were difficult to hold together because, although
some attempt had been made to form a common platform revolving around issues
of clean government, social justice and democratization, grass-roots activists
tended to revert to ethnic-based slogans and campaigning that highlighted the differ-
ences within the fragile coalition.” PAS performed relatively well electorally, reco-
vering from its 1986 losses, but the pacts eventually fell apart before the 1995
election, which saw a landslide victory for UMNO, in a context of economic recov-
ery. Despite their fairly rapid decline, the more ambitious opposition politics that
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these coalitions represented continued as a source of potential inspiration to PAS
during the late 1990s under the more moderate leadership of Fadzil Noor.

The 1998 Crisis

There are two ways in which one might interpret the events of the late 1980s. One
view is that they simply show that the Malaysian state ultimately draws its legitimacy
from economic performance. When that performance falters, as it did in the late 1980s
recession, political legitimacy suffers, only to be re-established when the economy
picks up. Alternatively, one might argue that something more significant is going
on: that gradual changes in the Malaysian political economy are pushing Malaysia
towards a more narrowly based, crony, state-capitalist alliance, on one hand, and a
broadly based popular alliance on the other hand.>® The fact that the next round of
political tension took place in the context of financial crisis points to the first view,
while the significance of opposition coalition formation on an anti-authoritarian
platform points to the second.

The proximate trigger for political crisis in 1998 was Anwar Ibrahim’s dismissal
from UMNO and imprisonment on charges of sodomy and corruption at the height of
the Asian financial crisis. The news was met with a wave of political protest under the
banner of reformasi. The reformasi movement seems to have been driven by a range
of complaints. For some, the Anwar affair was the last straw in a growing string of
authoritarian abuses on the part of the ruling party. For others Anwar’s dismissal
was about his willingness to stand up to corruption and elite favouritism in the
context of financial crisis. Finally, it was also a deeply insulting and distasteful
attack on one of Malaysia’s highest profile Islamic figures.

In the current context what matters is that PAS’s more democratic agenda, devel-
oped during the 1990s, had laid the groundwork for a broad-based electoral
coalition — including PAS, DAP, Keadilan (literally ‘justice’, a party formed by
Anwar’s wife in the wake of his arrest) and Parti Rakyat Malaysia (Malaysian
People’s Party) — that came together on the back of the reformasi protests to fight
the 1999 elections as the Barisan Alternatif (Alternative Front). The Barisan
Alternatif manifesto emphasized a broadly liberal agenda of human rights, justice,
clean government and a restoration of Malaysian democracy.

In the end it was PAS that reaped most of the gains from the alliance. Most
analysts estimate that PAS received 60 per cent of the Malay vote. It consolidated
its hold in Kelantan and took the state of Terrengganu — a performance that it had
not equalled since the 1960s. At the same time, the party’s membership expanded
rapidly, doubling from 400,000 to 800,000 between 1998 and 2002. Keadilan
collected a modest number of parliamentary seats but, if anything, the liberal DAP
performed worse than usual.®’

So far, we seem to be seeing an extension of a trend in which PAS responds to
political incentives and social changes which give it an opportunity to become a
liberalizing force within Malay politics, albeit with an Islamic flavour. PAS’s new
membership was drawn from a different social background to its core support in
the Northeast of the country. It consisted of what one might see as a younger new
middle class of Malays from the urban areas, concerned about human rights,
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authoritarianism and corruption.*® One might see the democratic turn in PAS’s rheto-
ric as a pragmatic liberal compromise that enabled the party to capitalize on the liberal
resentment behind the reformasi agenda and facilitated compromise with a broader
inter-ethnic coalition.

However, the election victory also created much more difficult issues than one
would read off from that kind of narrative of social change. For some within PAS
itself, reformasi was always about Islam as well as political reform. Indeed, many
would dispute the distinction, arguing that the values of justice and fairness are inher-
ently Islamic values. From that point of view, electoral success was a victory for
Islamic values and an endorsement of PAS’s identity as Malaysia’s only truly
Islamic party. In other words, victory may have been evidence of growing political
competition within the Malaysian system but that did not necessarily point to a
linear move towards liberalism.

Instead, success created difficult electoral and theological questions about the
appropriate policy for consolidating and building on electoral success. For some
the message was about the importance of emphasizing the aspects of PAS’s
Islamic vision that had a broader (liberal) appeal. For others, however, victory
provided a platform from which to push ahead in outlining a concrete vision for a
Malaysian Islamic state.

PAS’s electoral success also left difficult choices for UMNO. The 1999 election
victory was still quite comfortable in terms of seats. However, it seriously damaged
UMNQO’s claims to head the BN on the basis that it represented the majority
Malay population. Essentially the same question of interpretation troubled
UMNO’s response. Was PAS’s electoral victory about liberal good governance
or a surge in Islamic piety instead? Should UMNO try to rehabilitate its Islamic
credentials or should it look to more material or political responses? Could
responses be found that didn’t alienate UMNO’s electoral support in the non-
Malay community?

UMNO?’s early responses were heavily Malay-directed, at the risk of playing into
the hands of the liberal opposition. There were attacks on Sugiu, a Chinese
educational movement, and (probably largely rhetorical) calls for Keadilan and
PAS to hold talks on ‘Malay unity’.*® Elements in UMNO, particularly at state
level, also tried to radicalize the party’s Islamic agenda. The Johor state government
began to prosecute offences that were ‘crimes’ according to the sharia but not
according to the national criminal justice system. Perlis also introduced legislation
criminalizing apostasy, although central party leadership did not seem to support
either of these moves.*’

UMNO launched a concerted attack on PAS. The government of Terrengganu was
deprived of oil revenues that had previously been administered by the UMNO admin-
istration. Public political rallies were banned (a key means for PAS to communicate to
its constituents). The government replaced elected mosque committees in Selangor
and stepped up enforcement of its ban on distribution of the PAS newspaper
Harakah to non-party members. Attempts were also made to link PAS with a some-
what mysterious arms heist in Perak in March 2001 by a local silat (Malay martial
arts) group called al-Ma’unah.*!
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By 2001, there were few signs that this agenda was winning back Malay support.
Many Malays felt the oil issue had been deeply unfair and there was widespread sus-
picion of the government’s account of the al-Ma’unah affair, even in the mainstream
press.

In the wake of the terrorist events of 11 September 2001, the choice became much
easier for UMNO, which switched to a strategy of demonizing PAS as dangerous
extremists. The most graphic example being a ‘public information broadcast’
screened during a by-election in Perlis, which showed pictures of the PAS president
juxtaposed with a graphic scene of a woman in a burkah being executed by Taliban
gunmen.** A number of arrests of PAS activists also took place under the guise of a
crack-down on terrorism in the Southeast Asian region. There is some evidence that
very small numbers of Islamic terrorists have been organizing in Malaysia. At the
same time, the use of ‘security’ to justify arrests of opposition political activists
has a long history in Malaysia and one should therefore be wary of drawing any
link between government statements, or numbers of arrests and prevalence of
actual terrorist activity. The ‘war on terrror’ has, unintentionally, become a con-
venient tool for UMNO in its attempts to suppress and demonize legitimate opposi-
tion.*> Mahathir coupled this approach with attempts to push PAS towards the
more radical end of its spectrum, by declaring that Malaysia was already an
Islamic state and challenging PAS to set out clearly what it would do differently.

PAS sent mixed messages about which direction the party would go following its
electoral success. Party leaders associated with the new membership (dubbed PAS
baru — new PAS by sections of the Malaysian media) emphasized the democratic
aspects of PAS agenda. For this group, Islamic governance should be seen as a
way of perfecting democracy. So, for example, PAS Secretary General Nasharudin
bin Mat Isa, has argued that ‘not only will PAS not abolish [the parliamentary
system in Malaysia], but on the other hand, will be committed to further strengthen
the institution’.** The party promised to provide telecasts of parliamentary debates
and to repeal repressive laws such as the notorious Internal Security Act.

However, this shift in emphasis towards a more democracy-friendly agenda is
not universally accepted within the party. There is a traditionalist element that
places more emphasis on the party’s religious leadership. Party statements on this
issue can be quite ambiguous. Officially, the majilis suriyah ulama (the council of
religious leaders) is subordinate to the party’s central committee. On the other
hand, the ulama have been key to government in Kelantan and Terengganu and
remain the party’s authority on ‘religious matters’.*> There also seem to be quite
different positions within the party in terms of long-standing disputes about the
space for ijtihad (interpretation) when it comes to implementing the shariah or
designing an Islamic state.

The controversy was particularly important when PAS (perhaps unwisely) took up
Mahathir’s challenge and produced a document about what it meant by an ‘Islamic
state’. Early drafts of the document, which were never published, reflected,
broadly, the ‘new’ agenda. It was ‘about searching for a way to ensure Islamic rule
flourishes together with democracy and humanism. Terms like civil society, equality,
welfare state meritocracy informed the thinking of the authors.”*® When the eventual
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version was published in 2003, the focus was rather different. Emphasis was on sub-
mission to Islam. A/l Malaysian law should come from the shariah. Any suggestion
that the hudud criminial code is inhumane amounts to a questioning of the divine will.
Shurah, or consultation, only needs to take place where no specific scriptural injunc-
tion is available (that is, there are no significant questions about implementation in a
particular historical, social and political context). The state is to be God’s vice-
regency on earth and it is to have absolute sovereignty on that basis.*’

That document represented a victory for the more conservative religious leader-
ship of PAS. However, it remained a contested vision. On publication, considerable
dissent was expressed within PAS, making the split between the ‘new’ and ‘old’
wings more visible than ever.*® The closest the party came to a resolution of these
issues was the argument that it would have one agenda at the state level (the tra-
ditional agenda, designed to appeal to supporters in Kelantan and Terrengganu)
and another agenda for the national arena, which was closer to the PAS baru
(‘new’ PAS) view.

Unfortunately for PAS, it was all too easy for UMNO to play on fears that the
‘new’ agenda was merely a strategy to gain power before introducing a less compro-
mising and less politically appealing hardline stance. UMNO was also helped by
Mahathir’s retirement, which allowed the party to replace him with Abdullah Haji
Ahmad Badawi. Badawi is a ‘new face’, creating distance from the problems of
the late 1990s. He comes from a religious family and has a reputation for piety.*’
He also sent some early signals that showed a gentle responsiveness to the kinds of
liberal complaint that fuelled the reformasi movement. On coming to power, he can-
celled some ‘crony’ mega-projects, instituted corruption charges against prominent
businessmen and drew on his Islamic credentials to promote an image of clean gov-
ernment.’® This combination of UMNO responsiveness and a PAS retreat from the
softer reformasi agenda combined to produce a landslide victory for UMNO in the
2004 general elections.

Conclusions

This analysis has illustrated the complex interactions between changing political soci-
ology, on one hand, and Islamic ideology on the other hand. A set of imported Islamic
ideas have altered the nature of Malaysian politics but they have done so in a way that
has been shaped by domestic social and political conditions, particularly the unique
Malaysian configuration of ethnic, political and class power. Those conditions have
worked against the political radicalism that Islamic resurgence has created elsewhere.
However, in the context of the politico-ethnic complex, political Islam also remains a
barrier to greater democratization, despite structural changes that have expanded the
domestic middle class and aligned the material interests of less affluent Malay and
Chinese Malaysians more closely.

Traditionally the state was sustained on the basis of a promise to further the econ-
omic interest and power of a broad section of the Malay population, although not to
the too-obvious detriment of Chinese capital. The Malay ruling class had strong
incentives to deliver on this promise, as it was the safest way to link their purely
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political power with a stronger material basis. Their success in delivering benefits to a
rapidly urbanizing population was an important factor in UMNO’s ability to shape the
ways in which the arrival of Islamic resurgence in Malaysia influenced Malaysian
politics. The credibility of UMNO’s preferred vision of modernist Islam was
enhanced greatly by the ability to actually deliver the economic benefits it claimed
would further the interests of the Islamic community. Political competition was
limited significantly by structural factors and by some dirty tricks, but the regime
also seemed to command widespread political legitimacy.

Since the late 1980s, however, that legitimacy has been challenged. Economic lib-
eralization and a government relationship that is increasingly with the higher echelons
of the bourgeoisie, rather than the Malay population as a whole, have begun to put
UMNO’s political support under stress. The elite character of the BN coalition has
become increasingly clear and that has made protest more likely. That trend could
either promote more radical Islamic opposition, as scepticism of ‘secular’ forms of
government grows, or it could create space for a more class-based liberal alliance,
based on the growing overlaps between the material interests of middle-class
Chinese voters and a newer middle-class of Malays that is left out of the net of
UMNO patronage.

Political incentives in the system point towards PAS adopting the second strategy,
as ethnic coalitions continue to be the only viable way to govern Malaysia. However,
although this account has adopted a predominantly historical materialist approach, the
relationship between ideas and interests is a loose one, not something deterministic or
automatic. PAS’s emergent political interests are in considerable tension with its self-
identity as a particular kind of Islamic movement. The tension makes it difficult for
the party to shift strategy and will make forging new alliances difficult. Any shift
towards a more fully liberal democracy is not imminent or indeed inevitable.

Even before the publication of the Islamic state document, many Chinese voters
were suspicious that PAS’s democratic turn was merely an instrumental attempt to
gain power, before reverting to socially and politically authoritarian type. The PAS
baru agenda of human rights and political probity is clearly part of the party
agenda. But it continues to be coupled with a social authoritarianism across the
party and a political authoritarianism in parts of the party, which leaves it some dis-
tance from the secular opposition parties. Electoral signals are quite blunt. Traditional
PAS activists (as well as many in UMNO) are likely to interpret UMNO’s revived
fortunes as being due to Badawi’s religious credentials rather than in terms of a
clean break from Mabhathir’s clientelist excesses. Opinion polling is in its infancy
in Malaysia, so no-one really knows which was most important.

UMNO and PAS are both tempted, then, to indulge a shared social authoritarian-
ism that supports legislation and high profile government statements on religious and
moral issues. Both see social authoritarianism as a vital part of maintaining ‘Islamic’
authority and identity in post-dakwah Malaysia. At worst, there is a very slight danger
that this continued competition between the two in an Islamic idiom could result in an
increasingly authoritarian UMNO (in an attempt to maintain Malay support, despite
delivering fewer economic benefits) and an increasingly radical PAS (as it tries to
maintain its Islamic constituency).
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However, the strong tradition of ethnic accommodation in Malaysia and political
incentives to appeal to more than just the Malay community make a radicalization of
Islamic politics an unlikely scenario. Badawi’s policies suggest Malaysian politics is
currently shifting back in a more inclusive direction, underlining the essential stability
of the political system. In that context, PAS continues to play an important role in
promoting political debate, competition and responsiveness in Malaysia’s semi-
democracy. PAS is unlikely to win power. Those that would prefer to see a more
liberal politics in Malaysia may be relieved about that. The persistence of vibrant
opposition politics in Malaysia, however, is vital if the BN is to feel the kind of
pressure that forces self-criticism and continuing attempts to appeal to the electorate
at large. A more democratic PAS is important in creating pressure for a more inclus-
ive, cleaner politics. However, in the short term there is little prospect of a liberal PAS
or, therefore, a broad-based liberal opposition.

There are structural pressures for change in Malaysia but the political structure
makes it difficult to overcome the status quo. UMNO continues to be partially respon-
sive to the changing situation, which makes more radical discontent unlikely. PAS
remains tied to its traditional support base and conception of political Islam and
seems unable to seize on the potential for change. As yet, no other party has suc-
ceeded in capitalizing on the potential to forge a Malaysian lower-middle class pol-
itical movement. The consequence is that, as with other parts of the Muslim world,
political struggle is currently more likely to be between a form of republican democ-
racy, on one hand, and Islamic democracy on the other hand, than it is to involve great
pressure for Western liberal democracy.”’
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