Briefing Note

Question 3


The significance of a Muslim movement in a Muslim majority context.

Many governments in the global Muslim world have - at different times - embraced Islam to strengthen their claims legitimacy and to generate support for public policy reform. Modernization, understood as progressive, western, and secular direction in public governance, has been the target; identified as a cloak for a neocolonial process inimical to Islam that seeks to supplant religious and cultural identity and values with alien ideas and models of development. This briefing note examines this phenomenon in the Malaysian and presents the case of the growth and subsequent splintering of Parti Islam Se-Malaysia (PAS). The case is illustrative of the different divisions often observed within Islamist movements: on the role of Islam in politics, the nature of sacred authority and legitimisation of public policy, modes of political action and venues of political engagement[endnoteRef:1].  [1:  Wan Saiful Wan Jan 2018 Islamism in Malaysian politics: the splintering of the Islamic Party Of Malaysia (Pas) and the spread of progressive ideas, Islam and Civilizational Renewal 9:4, pp.128-148, Kuala Lumpur: IAIS Malaysia.] 


The Parti Amanah Negara (AMANAH) was formed by a breakaway group of PAS leaders as an alternative, ideologically different Islamist Party bringing to a head long standing internal tensions between conservatives and progressives along faultiness that have origins in the colonial era. The split has been significant in prompting a growth of interest in Islamist progressive ideas in Malaysia beyond the realm of political parties and electoral politics, with more public discourse on the role of Islam in different spheres and sectors of Malaysian society[endnoteRef:2]. This split also had significant implications for the electoral politics of Malaysia as AMANAH part of the ruling Pakatan Harapan coalition in power from May 2018, ending sixty years of UMNO rule, and were central to the collapse of that government as the PH coalition itself splintered, without an election, in early 2021. [2:  Wan Saiful 2018] 


There were three main parts of colonial Malaya: The Federated Malay States, the unfederated Malay states and the Straits settlements. In the formal colonial administration of the first element, the British authorities left leaving the administration of religion to the Malay Rulers. The traditionalist religious elite found they could entrench themselves and consolidate their influence through the colonial administration. The Islamist reformists, on the other hand, found that their activities faced fewer restrictions while they worked under the (secular) civil law of the Straits Settlements. Although they did take up high-ranking government positions and became part of the official power structure, for the most part they opted for a more grassroots strategy, setting up their own religious schools or madrasahs through which they could organise the movement. Overall, their authority was not rooted in a formal legal or administrative structure, but in the strength of their networks held together by ideas of Islamic reform. The differences between these schools of thought finnally came out into the open with the confrontation between the Kaum Tua (older generation of traditionalists) and the Kaum Muda (younger generation of modernists) in the early part of the 20th century[endnoteRef:3]. The legacy of this contestation endured in the formation of PAS in the early 1950 and until the 2015 split. [3:  Means, Gordon 1969 The role of Islam in the political development of Malaysia, Comparative Politics 1, no. 2 , pp. 264-84. ] 


At their core, both groups shared a commitment to propagate Islam and to campaign for Islamic values in the formulation of public policy across the Malay peninsula. Both believed society ought to be ordered on the Islamic value system outlined by the Qur’an and Hadith. Any differences between them are mainly in the context of how the texts of the Qur’an and Hadith are interpreted when developing strategies and tactics to achieve that aim.  

The Kaum Muda were influenced by the modernist and reformist thinking that originated with the teachings of Jamaluddin al-Afghani, Muhammad ‘Abduh and Muhammad Rashid Ridha, who were all actively propagating reformist thinking from Egypt[endnoteRef:4]. This reformist wave across the Islamic world favoured combining traditional methods with more modern and secular knowledge with a stress on ijtihad (independent reasoning) in the interpretation of what is Islamic in modern contexts. Kaum Tua were less receptive to the use of modern knowledge in religious issues. They held strongly to the rural, oral-based pondok tradition (literally hut in Bahasa Melayu) that deployed a more literalist interpretation of Islamic texts, they secured their presence in society through regular talks and teaching activities delivered at local village surau and mosques scattered throughout the country. Their rise as a distinct group within the Malay society was catalysed by the desire to resist the spread of reformist ideas by the Kaum Muda, whose modernist thinking was gradually and increasingly challenging their position. The Kaum Tua was also much closer to the establishment, especially the Sultans, which made them a defender of the Malay monarchy in the post-colonial era in Malaysia[endnoteRef:5]. [4:  Means 1969]  [5:  Noor, Farish 2014 Islam Embedded: The Historical Development of the Pan- Malaysian Islamic Party PAS (1951 - 2003) Kuala Lumpur: Malaysian Sociological Research Institute.] 


The United Malays National Organisation (UMNO) has dominated the politics of Malaysia since independence. Part of its success has been to build and sustain a coalition of conservative Malay Muslims with vital interests in Malaysia’s renowned developmental state[endnoteRef:6]. The creation of PAS a central plank in this strategy. UMNO sponsored several congresses of the ulema in the early 1950s to co-opt conservative Muslim scholars to their agenda for independence. The Persatuan Islam Se-Malay (Pan-Malayan Islamic Organisation) was formed along with PAS. PAS traces its origin to UMNO, as the champion of conservative Islam, indeed its first leader, Haji Ahmad Fuad, was also head of UMNO’s Religious Affairs Bureau[endnoteRef:7]. [6:  Baharuddin Shamsul Amri 2005 Making sense of the plural-religious past and the modern-secular present of the Islamic Malay world and Malaysia, Asian Journal of Social Science 33, no. 2, pp. 449-72.]  [7:  Osman, Mohamed Nawab Mohamed 2008 ‘Towards a history of Malaysian ulama
South East Asia Research 16, no. 1, pp. 117-40.5. ] 


Despite occasional tensions the PAS relationship with UMNO has remained strong since independence in 1957. For example, for long stretches, PAS has been a formal member of the Barisan Nasional (National Front) the governing coalition in Malaysia dominated by UMNO and which was in power from 1957 until 2018. As elsewhere in the Islamic world, PAS was strongly affected by the Iranian revolution. It opened the eyes of some PAS leaders to revolutionary possibilities and the limits of Malay-nationalism. A prominent ulema group installed Yusof Rawa as PAS president in 1982, marking the beginning of a significant era in the party’s ideological evolution. Under Yusof, the party changed significantly from a movement with only a narrow Malay agenda to one that promoted pan-Islamism. Younger activists brought with them a more structured system to turn members into cadres, using an internal education system inspired by the Muslim Brotherhood. The thinking of Syed Qutb, was used to attack UMNO and others whom he deemed as being on the ‘other’, openly and repeatedly drawing lines between Islamic and un-Islamic (Islamic vs. kufr)[endnoteRef:8]. [8:  Noor 2014] 


During this ulema era, PAS did not just adopt a stronger form of Islamism as its ideology but also underwent critical internal reforms to ensure that the PAS leadership consisted of religious scholars. The crux of this idea was that the ulema are chosen by God to inherit the mantle of leadership left by Prophet Muhammad, and therefore should lead the party. In 1983 a constitutional amendment was passed to set up an unelected Majlis Syura Ulama (Ulema Consultative Council) to be PAS’s highest layer of authority but unaccountable to party members. Yusof also created the post of Mursyidul Am to play a role akin to the Iranian Grand Ayatollah, again with no mechanism for accountability to members. The claim was that at that position, the post-holder was responsible and accountable only to God[endnoteRef:9]. [9:  Osman 2008] 


Despite this change in direction, progressive Islamist activists were still able to find space in the party for the first thirty years or so after the Iranian revolution. The word ‘progressive’ in this context is not easy. In PAS terms, it refers to an interest in wider policy challenges beyond narrow religious questions, a preference to define the concept of an Islamic state using theories of good governance and even democracy. Progressives are also more open to engaging with those from outside PAS, including non-Muslims, as well as to venture into issues that are much broader than the traditional legalistic Islamic state agenda. They tried to push PAS away from the narrow pursuit of hudud law and the use of the takfri (roughly excommunication) approach against their political opponents. These factors, to varying degrees, distinguish them from the mainly conservative PAS members and their pondok-educated leaders.

What changed to catalyse the eventual PAS split was a shift in electoral dynamics. The conservative – reformist split in PAS resurfaced under electoral pressure. From 2008 election, through the Najib Rezak premiership, opposition to UMNO and the BN gained ground. In 2008, for the first time in the Malaysia’s political history, the opposition held 82 of 222 parliamentary seats and five out of the 12 state governments – creating a new challenge for PAS because the party had to decide if they were willing to share power with the non-Malay Democratic Action Party (DAP). By working with DAP, PAS would be helping to install a non-Malay party into power by removing the Malay UMNO. Some conservative PAS leaders were uncomfortable with this and contemplated forming a coalition with UMNO in the states of Perak and Selangor to ensure the continuity of Malay power. The progressives, however, strongly resisted this.

Eventually PAS continued its support for UMNO but the long-standing splits remerged. Having failed in their attempt to make PAS embrace modern progressive ideas, the progressive PAS leaders quit the party en masse to form a new political party, called Parti Amanah Negara (AMANAH). AMANAH claimed to be the torchbearer of the positive legacies of PAS’s Yusof Rawa, Fadzil Noor and Nik Abdul Aziz, emphasising inclusiveness, good governance, and harmonious coalition politics. AMANAH was a cornerstone of the Pakatan Harapan, the coalition that eventually removed UMNO from power in 2018. The split between conservative and progressive Islam is now more transparent and open than in the past. However the electoral dynamics have now shifted against AMANA as the Pakatan Harapan coalition dissolved – without an election – and UMNO returned to power in early 2021.





