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Is there evidence for a transformation from Islamist to Muslim democrat in Malaysia?

Asef Bayat defined an Islamist ideology as one that strived towards establishing a kind of Islamic order, together with sharia law and Islamic moral codes[footnoteRef:1]. Bayat added that whereas Islamists were unlikely to ‘embrace democratic polity, ‘post-Islamism’ could’[footnoteRef:2]. Due to a changing political landscape and democratisation in Malaysia, Islamists had to alter their political stance to gain further support. Zain proposed a progressive timeline of modernisation. Since the 1970s and the then Islamic revival, rivalry between ruling elites and Islamic political movements was seen within the wider arena of Muslim politics[footnoteRef:3]. The 1980s Islamist framework failed to produce a new political model of a desirable society which lead to a rhetoric invoking the benefits of an Islamic state. The 1990s saw Islamic political movements embrace an acceptance for democracy and subsequently elections which strengthened the radical to moderate paradigm shift, forcing change in a previously top-down Islamist political ideology. The 21st century has witnessed a consolidation phase of this democracy as a political culture[footnoteRef:4]. The progression of change could arguably demonstrate Bayat’s position. [1:  Bayat, A. (2013-06-25). Post-Islamism at Large. In Post-Islamism: The Changing Faces of Political Islam. : Oxford University Press, p. 4, Retrieved 24 Sep. 2020, from https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199766062.001.0001/acprof-9780199766062]  [2:  ibid, p.4]  [3:  Zain, M. I. M., "From Islamist to Muslim Democrat: The Present Phenomenon of Muslim Politics in Malaysia." International Journal of Islamic Thought 6, no. 1 (2014): 37-45, p.37. https://whel-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/mqg008/TN_cdi_doaj_primary_oai_doaj_org_article_5eb37f9286e24e21ba51c83aade12de]  [4:  ibid, p,38] 

In Malaysia, Muslim politics has been centred around two political players: United Malays National Organisation (UMNO) and Pan Malaysian Islamic Party (PAS). Through their ability to work with other Malaysian parties, Zain posits UMNO in this context as moderate and pragmatic Muslim democrats[footnoteRef:5]. [5:  ibid, p.40] 

Zain argued that these three phases could be shown in Malaysian politics. The 1980s tensions between PAS ulama who fought to maintain their idea of a ‘Muslim country’ and the government is demonstrative of the first phase; the second phase arguably demonstrated by the Barisan Nasional’s 1990s loss of Kelantan to  PAS[footnoteRef:6]. Subsequent elections have shown an increased support in some states and a decrease in others for them; PAS has increased non-Malay support but ‘failed miserably’ to garner support from Malays/Muslims[footnoteRef:7]. The consolidation phase of Zain’s argument in relation to Muslim transformation from Islamist to Muslim democrat is less clear. [6:  ibid, p.39]  [7:  ibid, p.43] 

In a 2004 ruling, Justice Faiza Tamby Chick acknowledged a previous case’s acceptance that established Malaysia as being a secular ‘state’ and permitting sharia law so long as it did not contradict the Federal Constitution. However, Faiza asserted that Malaysia was a hybrid between a secular and theocratic state, opening the ‘floodgates for a flurry of rulings that broadened the interpretation of Article 3(1)’, casting doubt on Malaysia being a ‘secular state’[footnoteRef:8]. Hamid determined Malaysia as unable to be categorised as a secular state due to the constitution authorising and managing Islamic institutions and enactments of Islamic by-laws through state assemblies[footnoteRef:9]. Indeed, 2001 witnessed Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad address to UMNO’s coalition partner Malaysian People’s Movement annual assembly stating that ‘to all intents and purposes, [Malaysia] already had become an Islamic state’[footnoteRef:10]. This move could however been seen as politicking, as his declaration was a response to PAS, intending to steal away their Islamic state agenda[footnoteRef:11]; conservatism could been seen within many of Malaysian’s political institutions from UMON to their oppositions parties[footnoteRef:12]. This demonstrates the fluidity of Islamist and progressive thought in Malaysian politics, demonstrated in Mahathir’s use of language that meant that non-Muslims had every right to view Malaysia as a secular state. Non-Muslims and other religious adherents were forced into defending their idea of a secular state when a convergence of UMNO-PAS Islamist ideology appeared in a discursive form suggesting that Malaysia should be an Islamic state, and how Islamic it should be to serve Malay Muslims best. Badawi’s succession did little to placate such polemics, setting secularist against Islamist through his promotion of Islam Hadhari[footnoteRef:13] and in 2015, the hudud question saw a split in PAS with the professional faction leaving the party ‘en masse’[footnoteRef:14].  [8:  Hamid, A.F.A., 2018. Shifting Trends of Islamism and Islamist Practices in Malaysia, 1957–2017. Southeast Asian Studies, 7(3), pp. 363-390, p. 368, https://whel-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/mqg008/TN_cdi_jstage_primary_https_jlc_jst_go_jp_DN_JLC_20113102064_from_SUMMON]  [9:  ibid, p.369]  [10:  ibid, p.369]  [11:  ibid, p.370]  [12:  Osman, M. N., "The Islamic Conservative Turn in Malaysia: Impact and Future Trajectories." Contemporary Islam 11, no. 1 (2016): 1-20, p.3, https://whel-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/mqg008/TN_cdi_proquest_journals_1899605353]  [13:  Hamid, p.371]  [14:  ibid, p.373] 

Zain’s optimistic view of PAS’s long game in a moderate Malaysia believes them to be participating in democracy ‘no longer just for the sake of election’[footnoteRef:15]. However, Hamad’s extant, hardened political duality, pits secularism against Islamism. This is by no means a position of two camps, with support for both cutting across established partisan affiliations[footnoteRef:16]. However, without progression to a second-generation civil nationhood-minded Islamist, PAS’s hudud and juridical Islamic state model will confine then to a bygone era[footnoteRef:17]. [15:  Zain, p.45]  [16:  Hamid, p.374]  [17:  Hamad, p.374] 

In 2017, Osman posited Islam’s continuing turn towards Conservatism, with the implementation of Islamic laws, the role of religious in governance and minority rights the major issues. Osman also asserted that two other long-term changes may been seen in Malaysia, that is a growth in the young’s adherence to Islam with an increase of neo-Salafism and neo-Sufism and that Islamist parties will be replaced by neo-Islamist movements. The halal-haram approach of neo-Salafism may provide better educated and young an opportunity to view politics through a right or wrong lens,[footnoteRef:18] thus dispensing with the extremely nuanced way that Malaysian politics has become. Alternatively, the Malaysian political landscape may be better experienced through neo-Sufism, with a move from authoritarianism and concentration on the inner dimension of religious life and sharia-based Islam[footnoteRef:19]. [18:  Osman, p.14]  [19:  ibid, p.15] 
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