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The Islamist Factor in Malaysia’s Fourteenth General
Election
Ahmad Fauzi Abdul Hamid

Professor of Political Science, School of Distance Education, Universiti Sains Malaysia, Penang, Malaysia

ABSTRACT
Malaysia’s 14th general election witnessed three different yet
related Islamist models offered by three competing coalitions,
namely the Barisan Nasional (BN) headed by Prime Minister Najib
Razak, the Pakatan Harapan (PH) led by former Premier Dr
Mahathir Mohamad, and the Gagasan Sejahtera led by Haji
Abdul Hadi Awang of the Pan-Malaysian Islamic Party (PAS). All
three offered their own visions of Islamism with varying levels and
types of inclusivity of non-Muslims as part of a Muslim-led body
politic. As it turned out, no choice was totally rejected. Although
nationally Malaysians voted to end BN’s 61-year rule in favour of
the more ethnically diverse PH, the states of Pahang and Perlis
retained loyalty to BN, while Kelantan and Terengganu chose a
PAS-governed administration. Amidst national debates concerning
corruption and abuse of power, different conceptions of Islamist
statecraft retained significance as the electorate went to the polls
on 9 May 2018, and this is analysed in the present article.
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Introduction

Islam featured prominently in Malaysia’s 14th general election (GE14) on 9 May 2018,
which saw the first change of government in the country’s history,1 with three coalitions
offering different notions of Islamism. The multi-ethnic incumbent coalition, the
National Front (Barisan Nasional, BN), led by the United Malays National
Organisation (UMNO) generally supports bureaucratic Islamism2 despite resistance by
its non-Muslim partners. Also multi-ethnic, the new ruling Alliance of Hope (Pakatan
Harapan, PH) coalition – in particular the People’s Justice Party (Parti Keadilan Rakyat,
PKR), the National Trust Party (Parti Amanah Negara, henceforth Amanah) and the
Malaysian United Indigenous Party (Parti Pribumi Bersatu Malaysia, henceforth Bersatu)
– is home to many second-generation Islamists who believe in the compatibility between
Islam and universal values. Lastly, the Pan-Malaysian Islamic Party (Parti Islam Se-
Malaysia, henceforth PAS), which led the new Gagasan Sejahtera coalition,3 advocates
orthodox Islamism and desires the formation of a juridical Islamic state.

While Islam perennially occupied an important place in Malaysian elections and has
become especially prominent since its resurgence in the 1980s, its political salience
varies by region in response to the local ethno-cultural context. The Islamic religion has
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for ages been treated as a definitive feature of Malayness, alongside language and
royalty, in the Peninsular Malaysia4 but Islamism has little market in the Borneo states
of Sabah and Sarawak, the only state with no official religion.5 BN could only garner
some 34% of votes – mostly from among the Malays – and retained control in only two
out of the 12 states that went to the polls simultaneously, Perlis and Pahang. PAS did
well only in the northern Peninsula and won power in the north-eastern states of
Kelantan and Terengganu, while PH dominates other states in the Peninsula’s multi-
ethnic west coast. Slightly over a month later after BN’s defeat, its Sarawak chapter,
headed by the United Bumiputera Heritage Party (Parti Pesaka Bumiputera Bersatu,
PBB)6 which won a landslide in the 2016 state poll, left BN to rebrand itself as Sarawak
Parties Alliance (Gabungan Parti Sarawak, GPS).7 BN lost neighbouring Sabah to PH
and its local ally, the Sabah Heritage Party (Parti Warisan Sabah, henceforth Warisan).

The Rise of Islamism in Malaysia’s Electoral Politics

Constitutionally pronounced as Malaysia’s religion of the federation8 and official
religion in all but one state, Islam provides a major area of contestation between parties
and coalitions vying for political power and loyalty from the majority Malay-Muslims
who constitute some 60% of the population. Political Islam or Islamism in Malaysia has
traditionally pitted the secular-nationalist UMNO against PAS. The Islamist party has
undergone transformation from an offshoot of UMNO’s religious wing in 1951, to a
party that married Islam and Malay nationalism in the 1960s, to a fundamentalist party
during the post-Iranian revolution era in the 1980s, and to a major component of two
opposition coalitions after the 1998 Reformasi (reformation) movement: the Alternative
Front (Barisan Alternatif, BA) (1999–2004) and PH’s forerunner, the People’s Alliance
(Pakatan Rakyat, PR) (2008–2015).

Conceptually, Joseph Liow, who studied the Islamist phenomenon in Malaysia,
defines Islamism as the political ideology which mandates committed Muslims to
endeavour to establish a juridical Islamic state governed by the sharia(syariah), i.e.
Islamic law in the broad sense, in order to realise the ideals of Islam as an all-
encompassing mode of living.9 Nonetheless, according to Salwa Ismail, referencing
mainly Egypt, one ought not to separate such Islamic ideals championed by a political
project from re-Islamisation in social and cultural spheres as manifested in signs and
symbols associated with an Islamic lifestyle.10

Islamism became the definitive feature of Malaysian Islam after the religious resur-
gence in the 1970s–1980s, when Islamic values, norms, figures and institutions gained
widespread acceptance in the country, transforming the nature of both inter-religious
and intra-Muslim relations and the politics associated with them. Up to today, Islamist
politics in Malaysia is greatly diversified by the role, emergence and re-emergence of
various non-governmental organisations (NGOs) which do not partake directly in
electoral politics, but instead strive to realise their ideals of the true Islamic state or
Islamic polity within the confines of Malaysia’s burgeoning civil society.11

Throughout its capricious history of inter-group political wheeling and dealing,
PAS has led governments in the states of Kelantan (1959–1978, 1990–), Terengganu
(1959–1961, 1999–2004, 2018–) and Kedah (2008–2013), and briefly provided the
chief minister (Menteri Besar)12 in Perak in 2008–2009 despite its minority

684 A. F. ABDUL HAMID



representation in the PR state government. Under the banner of BA, in 1999 PAS
collaborated with the ethnic Chinese-dominated Democratic Action Party (DAP) and
PKR’s forerunner, the National Justice Party (Parti Keadilan Nasional, henceforth
Keadilan13) led by Dr Wan Azizah Wan Ismail, wife of long-time Islamist icon and
ex-Deputy Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim.

Until his drastic fallout with Prime Minister Dr Mahathir Mohamad which ended in
his purging, conviction and imprisonment under charges of corruption and sodomy,
Anwar was UMNO’s face of Islamisation. The most prominent leader of the Muslim
Youth Movement of Malaysia (Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia, ABIM) – a major player
in Malaysia’s Islamic revival in the 1970s – Anwar joined UMNO in 1982 on Dr
Mahathir’s invitation. Following Anwar, many ABIM activists joined UMNO, some
of whom stayed on even after his unceremonious dismissal while others moved on to
Keadilan/PKR.

Adoption of Islam as a primary plank of national governance has been attributed to
these ABIM activists brought into UMNO and the government by Anwar.14 They
exerted powerful influence in Islamic institutions at the federal level, such as the
Islamic Missionary Foundation of Malaysia (Yayasan Dakwah Islamiah Malaysia,
YADIM) and the International Islamic University of Malaysia (IIUM), transforming
Malaysia into a quasi-Islamic state during Dr Mahathir’s first prime ministerial tenure
(1981–2003), sans the formal enactment of sharia in the nation’s legal structure.15 The
period witnessed an enormous expansion of the Islamic bureaucracy, which evolved
from one entrusted to look into the well-being of Islam and Muslims to one of installing
Islam as the Grundnorm of Malaysia’s politico-legal system, effectively making it an
‘Islamist’ rather than just ‘Islamic’ institution.16

Malaysia’s wasatiyyah (moderation) vision of blending religious ideals with modernity,
as promoted via a top-down developmental approach by Dr Mahathir and Anwar
Ibrahim before their dramatic fallout in 1998, had the undesirable effect, however, of
cementing an authoritarian culture and didactic decision-making framework that would
serve the vested interests of their successors. Worse, such authoritarianism was given a
religious cloak that submerged other immoral goings-on such as corruption that spread
while the Islamist cause was ostensibly being furthered. By the time Dr Mahathir retired
in October 2003, forces of Islamism and religious conservatism had burgeoned into a new
class of religio-political elites, comprising an array of Islamist-inclined religious officials
and Malay-Muslim politicians who saw it as their destiny to serve as agents and foot
soldiers of Malaysia’s seemingly unstoppable march towards an ‘Islamic state’. As both Dr
Mahathir and Anwar would discover in GE14, as improbable allies in PH, unravelling the
regime defended by the Islamic bureaucracy they built in the 1980s and 1990s would be
an arduous task.

A religious scholar-turned-bureaucrat himself before turning to party politics, the next
prime minister, Abdullah Ahmad Badawi (2003–2009), was at a loss in controlling a
burgeoning administration of Islam that made the boundaries of Muslim–non-Muslim
engagements and intra-Muslim relations in Malaysia’s pluralistic society increasingly
rigid.17 Perhaps sensing the potential future damage wrought by Islam Siyasi (political
Islam), Abdullah attempted unsuccessfully to promote Islam Hadhari (civilisational
Islam),18 which was largely defeated by the state’s very own Islamic-related structures
originally founded to promote Malaysia’s wasatiyyah vision of Islam.19
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Abdullah Badawi’s successor, Najib Razak, for all intents and purposes worsened the
already socially problematic situation by welcoming scholars-cum-activists from the
conservative Wahhabi-Salafi20 school into UMNO.21 A high point in BN–UMNO’s
Islamist trajectory was reached in February 2015 when the government, in self-con-
gratulatory mode, launched a sharia index that would supposedly serve as a scientific
measure of the extent to which Malaysia was adhering to Islamic law.22 Developed
together by the Department of the Advancement of Islam of Malaysia (Jabatan
Kemajuan Islam Malaysia, JAKIM – the hub of Malaysia’s federal Islamic bureaucracy),
IIUM and YADIM, the index claims to measure the level of Malaysia’s compliance with
Islamic principles within the broad framework of maqasid sharia (higher objectives of
the sharia) in such diverse fields as education, the economy, politics, health, legal affairs,
infrastructure and environment, culture and society.23

Notwithstanding the existence of divergent and sometimes conflicting tendencies
that had previously pitted the UMNO-led government against Islamists, it became
increasingly clear that, under Najib, Islamist conservatism that peculiarly married
Wahhabi-Salafi literalism with traditional Malay-Muslim religious-ethnocentrism was
fast overtaking Malaysia’s wasatiyyah agenda.24 This contradicted Najib’s boasting
about Malaysia’s credentials as a moderate Muslim nation state that reputedly
renounced all forms and manifestations of extremism, as showcased in Malaysia’s
patronage of the Kuala Lumpur-based Global Movement of Moderates.25 A cardinal
aspect of Malaysia’s mainstreaming of Islamist conservatism has been gradual accep-
tance even among UMNO politicians of the expansion of Islamic criminal law to
enforce hudud punishments26 as an indispensable measure of a true Islamic order – a
destination now equally aspired to by UMNO-based as well as PAS-based Islamists.

PAS’s past attempts to introduce hudud laws had to be shelved as they ran foul of
Malaysia’s larger federal structure and dual sharia–civil legal system as applied to
Muslims. The implementation of hudud faces two stumbling blocks. First, the Ninth
Schedule of the Federal Constitution locates civil and criminal law except Islamic
personal law under the federal list and excludes any offences covered by federal law
such as theft and robbery from the reach of sharia laws. Second, the Syariah Court
(Criminal Jurisdiction) Act 1965 (also numerically known as Act 355, which explains why
the bill introduced to amend the law is called Bill 355 or RUU 355) caps the maximum
punishment by sharia courts to a maximum of three years’ imprisonment, six strokes of
the cane and RM5000 in fines, the so-called 3–6–5 safeguards, and disallows hudud
punishments for offences such as adultery and drinking, even though they fall within the
sharia courts’ jurisdiction.27 Hence, the Sharia Criminal Code 1993 (Kanun Jenayah
Syariah (II) 1993, KJS 1993), introduced upon PAS capturing the reins of government
in Kelantan, remains inoperative due to such constitutional and legal barriers which the
then prime minister refused to amend in spite of BN then commanding a two-thirds
parliamentary majority.28 This, however, did not preclude successive Kelantan state
governments from passing sharia-compliant by-laws as the main mechanism to
Islamise Kelantanese society, which is 95% Muslim.29 As for neighbouring Terengganu,
where PAS regained control from 1999 to 2004 with PAS’s current President Haji Hadi
Awang serving as Menteri Besar, the state assembly in July 2002 passed the Syariah
Criminal Offences (Hudud and Qisas) Enactment (Enakmen Kesalahan Jenayah Syariah
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(Hudud dan Qisas)), which has remained in abeyance, as has its Kelantanese
counterpart.30

It was not until Najib Razak’s premiership (2009–2018) that machinations towards
the actual implementation of hudud resurfaced in Kelantan in the form of private
members’ bills31 to amend Act 355 and expand sharia courts’ criminal jurisdiction,32

which Haji Hadi Awang originally planned to table in parliament by mid-2014.33 In
contrast to the situation in 1993–1994, however, increasing evidence surfaced that
UMNO would support PAS’s quest for hudud in principle. Differences of opinions
regarding the timing and technicalities would in turn be sorted out between both
parties without consulting UMNO’s non-Malay partners in BN, much to their exas-
peration, on the basis that they should not interfere in matters pertaining to Islam.34

Indeed, by 2014 hudud had emerged as a most effective bait to entice PAS away from
the ideologically amorphous PR and rock its relationship with the staunchly secular
DAP, which left the BA coalition in 2001 over PAS’s obstinacy in retaining its Islamic
state aspirations.35 In view of UMNO’s declining majorities and successive setbacks
befalling BN in the 12th general election (GE12) and the 13th general election (GE13),
that the coalition first lost the two-thirds parliamentary majority in 2008 and even the
popular vote majority in 2013, the Malay-Muslim votes had become priceless for
UMNO. Breaking up PR was not merely an urgency but also a necessity if BN–
UMNO hegemony were to persevere into GE14. Nik Aziz Nik Mat, the venerable
PAS Murshid al-’Am (spiritual leader) and long-standing Menteri Besar of Kelantan,
had been stoutly anti-UMNO and more trustful of its PR partners, and his death in
February 2015 removed a major obstacle against closer UMNO–PAS relations.36 PAS
broke up when members of its so-called progressive faction left to form Amanah in
September 2015, having been wiped out earlier in the party election in June.37

Before Haji Hadi Awang’s Bill 355 was tabled for the fourth time and again fast-
tracked for debate on 6 April 2017, a massive rally was held in Kuala Lumpur to unite
PAS, Islamist NGOs and UMNO figures. Religious affairs minister in the Prime
Minister’s Department Jamil Khir Baharom spoke in support of the bill, lacing speeches
with warnings to non-Muslims not to interfere in Muslim affairs.38 On the eve of GE14,
wild but not incredulous speculations emerged on the possibility of a formal UMNO–
PAS election pact in the offing.39 Whether mooted directly in response to RUU355 or
not, the government thereafter announced its own grand plan to enhance the powers of
sharia courts via the JAKIM-mandated Syariah Courts Empowerment Committee
(Jawatankuasa Memperkasakan Mahkamah Syariah).40

GE14: Pre-Election Battle Among Malaysia’s Islamists

The Islamist positioning of UMNO and BN is one of bureaucratic Islamism, whereby
Islamist principles of state administration and governance gradually take effect as a top-
down programme of a highly centralised federal government. Deputy minister in the
Prime Minister’s Department, Asyraf Wajdi Dusuki, a former IIUM student activist
who hails from Kelantan and is son of a former religious advisor to Dr Mahathir, for
example, stressed BN’s commitment to turn Malaysia into an Islamic state.41 Looking at
Najib Razak’s Islamist trajectory and allegations of his backdoor collusion with Haji
Hadi Awang’s PAS, many analysts believed that a juridical Islamic state that would
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apply hudud was in the books of UMNO, at least in the long term,42 despite repeated
denials by Najib and his deputy, Dr Ahmad Zahid Hamidi, that UMNO’s support for
RUU355 was an endorsement of hudud.43 UMNO might be tempted, so the argument
goes, to entice PAS into a coalition with BN should there be a hung parliament, which
looked possible with three-cornered fights taking place between BN, PH and PAS.

Backing UMNO were pro-establishment religious scholars from both the Wahhabi-
Salafi and traditionalist schools, who, despite acute differences between each other on
questions of faith, united on the importance of the hudud injunction as part of compre-
hensive shariaisation if Malaysia were to complete its Islamisation project. The tradition-
alist mufti of Pahang, Dr Abdul Rahman Othman, for example, courted controversy in
June 2016 for labelling DAP as kafir harbi (belligerent infidels) for opposing proposals for
implementation of hudud punishments in Malaysia.44 While generally arousing dismay
from non-Muslims as well as a large section of moderate Muslims, an array of orthodox
Muslim scholars came to the mufti’s defence amidst continuous flak received by him over
social media. They included Engku Ahmad Fadzil Engku Ali, a senior fellow of the state-
linked Institute of Islamic Strategic Studies of Malaysia (Institut Kajian Strategik Islam
Malaysia, IKSIM), and Zamihan Mat Zin, a JAKIM official seconded to the Prison’s
Department to take charge of rehabilitation of Islamist extremists under detention.
Zamihan was also president of the Malaysian Association of Ahl al-Sunnah wa al-
Jamaah (Pertubuhan Ahli Sunnah Wal Jamaah Malaysia) and an executive committee
member of the Association of Authoritative Sufi Orders of Malaysia (Pertubuhan Tarekat
Muktabar Malaysia).45 Both Engku Ahmad Fadzil and Zamihan were infamous in
Islamist circles for their vituperative attacks against fellow Islamists identified as being
either Wahhabi-Salafi or ‘liberal’ in orientation. Under Najib Razak’s quasi-Islamist order,
terms such as ‘liberalism’, ‘pluralism’, ‘secularism’ and ‘humanism’ were widely bandied
about in public space as not only antithetical to Islam and allegedly compromising Islam’s
superior position over other religions in Malaysia, but also carrying ‘anti-religious’ and
‘anti-Divine’ connotations. Of all people, Najib himself lambasted the ideologies of
‘human rights-ism’, ‘liberalism’, ‘secularism’, ‘humanism’ and ‘pluralism’ as pernicious
threats to Islam46 – a stance enthusiastically supported over social media by conservative
Muslim groups and figures.47

Both IKSIM and JAKIM had attacked PH on the religious front and crossed swords
with detractors who saw their anti-pluralist agendas as potentially threatening
Malaysia’s fragile ethno-religious equilibrium. Founded in 2014 with JAKIM’s coopera-
tion, IKSIM was approved by Najib’s government specifically to champion Islam’s
unassailable position as state religion, with its motto of ‘Make Islam Sovereign as
State Religion’ (Daulatkan Islam Agama Negara).48 Fervently believing that Islam in
Malaysia is under threat by ‘deviant’ ideologies such as secularism, liberalism and
pluralism, IKSIM openly declared war on the avowedly secular DAP and, by extension,
its PH partners, effectively pronouncing a fatwa of haram (illegal) for Muslims to vote
for them,49 regularly through media articles by its fellows.50 In November 2017 IKSIM
lodged a police report against Dr Shad Saleem Faruqi, an emeritus professor of law, for
his article in The Star daily that purportedly accused IKSIM of expounding a radical
message by disowning religious diversity.51 For his courage in exposing IKSIM, Faruqi,
however, received plaudits from the Muslim women’s rights group Sisters in Islam (SIS)
and the Group of 25 (G25), a group of Malay administrative, academic and business
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elites who openly oppose the allegedly unconstitutional intrusion of sharia into civil
space.52 Dr Ahmad Farouk Musa, founding chairman of the NGO Islamic Renaissance
Front (IRF), also earned rebuke from IKSIM fellow Rehan Ahmad for having chastised
PAS’s attempt at introducing RUU355 in parliament.53 Together, G25 and Dr Ahmad
Farouk have also been censured by JAKIM for their so-called ‘liberal’ ideas, said to have
compromised the integrity of Malaysia’s Sunni-based Islam.54

In BN–UMNO’s GE14 campaign narrative, DAP was the real power in PH, por-
trayed as no more than a proxy for anti-Malay and anti-Islamic forces bent upon
destroying Malay-Muslim hegemony with financial help from pro-regime change indi-
viduals and movements such as the Hungarian-American financier George Soros and
his Open Society Foundation.55 Messages and videos spreading such a narrative flooded
chat groups on the popular social media application WhatsApp, through which election
propaganda was speedily distributed even before official campaigning.56 BN–UMNO
was assisted in this regard, in more polished language, by the UMNO-linked main-
stream media.57 In UMNO politicians’ portrayal of a Malaysia ruled by PH, the upshot
was always the subordination of Malay-Muslims to non-Muslim rule, portending a
danger that they would in the long term lose their constitutionally-enshrined nativist
privileges and that Islam would lose its status as Malaysia’s official religion.
Consequently, UMNO was depicted as the only party that could salvage the Malay-
Muslims from such an ignominious fate.58

The PAS, by and large, has steadfastly held on to orthodox Islamism, aspiring to a
juridical Islamic state with full implementation of sharia, including its hudud code. PAS
leaders professed the party’s intention to become a kingmaker should the results of
GE14 be inconclusive for any of the two larger blocs to form a government on its
own.59 A joint BN–PAS unity government would have seen the finale of a merger
between UMNO-style bureaucratic Islamism and PAS-style orthodox Islamism. In
December 2017, PAS President Haji Hadi Awang published an article in Harakah
which purportedly advocated a hierarchical prioritisation of Muslim ethnic groups
over non-Muslims in the distribution of executive responsibilities in a future Islamic
state.60 On further analysis, his arguments borrowed from Abu Al-Hasan Al-Mawardi’s
(972–1058) classic manual Al-Ahkam Al-Sultaniyyah (Ordinances of Government),61

which happened also to be the basis of past BN–UMNO administrations’ defence of
their conception of an Islamic state.62 Following the convergence of election narratives
between PAS and UMNO, UMNO’s anti-DAP storyline was uncritically sanctioned by
PAS and even recycled to the public via its official newspaper, Harakah.63

Contrary to the biased picture of it in pro-UMNO propaganda, PH was not short of
Islamists. After all, it was under Dr Mahathir and Anwar’s stewardships as prime
minister and deputy prime minister, respectively, in the 1990s that the seemingly
indomitable march of Islamism in Malaysia took off; and a historic rapprochement
was made in 2016 between Dr Mahathir and Anwar Ibrahim, who was jailed for the
second time for alleged sodomy in 2014, this time under Najib. Notwithstanding his
repositioning in the 1990s as a ‘moderate’ Muslim, some international observers still see
Anwar as a soft Islamist whose rise might facilitate the ascendancy of hard-line Islamists
linked to Egypt’s Ikhwan al-Muslimun (MB: Muslim Brotherhood), to whose US
chapter Anwar is believed to be especially close.64 Islamists within PH ranks came
from three different parties, PKR, Amanah and Dr Mahathir’s Bersatu. While most of
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them might have been adherents of the sterner version of political Islam in their
younger days, many including Anwar today have arguably become second-generation
Islamists believing in compatibility between Islam and universal notions such as justice,
freedom, good governance, democracy, pluralism, accountability, human rights includ-
ing minority rights, and educational advancement.65 This in turn caused their vilifica-
tion by orthodox and bureaucratic Islamists and by a burgeoning Islamist social media
as ‘liberals’ who had compromised the purity of Islam. Amanah, for example, is a
splinter of PAS comprising its former ‘professionals’ faction who frowned upon the
party’s conception of an ulama (religious scholars) leadership that embraced an
uncompromising interpretation of hudud. But as Nik Aziz Nik Mat, the late PAS
icon whose mantle Amanah claims to inherit, once stressed to the present author,66

the much-touted division between ulama and professionals had always been a false
dichotomy to steadfast Islamists who instead see a seamless integration between one
group and the other group. Hence, one can find as many ulama in Amanah as there are
professionals in PAS today.67

On leaving PAS en masse after their annihilation in the 2015 party election, Amanah
members were smeared as committing treason against Islam and serving as DAP’s
stooge to hoodwink Malay-Muslim masses.68 Amanah strategists such as Dr Dzulkefly
Ahmad openly declared his party to be second-generation Islamists who no longer
subscribed to the literal sharia-centric definition of an Islamic state,69 but have rather
shifted to embracing ‘Muslim democracy’ following the example of the Tunisian ex-
Islamist Rashid Ghannouchi. Endorsement of Ghannouchi’s maqasid-centred approach
to sharia united various Islamists of progressive orientation, whether from ABIM,
Amanah or Ikram Association of Malaysia (Pertubuhan Ikram Malaysia, Ikram), an
influential Muslim professional NGO that had been supplying core members of PAS’s
progressive faction which subsequently morphed into Amanah.70 However, just before
GE14, amidst speculations that states such as Kedah and Johore might fall to PH and
the need for Bersatu to have stronger Islamist credential, Islamist figures such as former
Kedah executive councillor (state minister) from PAS Amiruddin Hamzah and Ikram-
connected IIUM lecturer Dr Maszlee Malik joined the Mahathir-led UMNO splinter
instead of the seemingly more Islamist Amanah.71

GE14 Outcome and Aftermath

Most pollsters predicted a slim victory for BN nationally with even lower popular votes
than GE13.72 With PAS unprecedentedly contesting for as many as 160 seats nationally,
many constituencies braced for stiff three-cornered fights where the leading candidates
might triumph with a plurality rather than a majority of votes. Although rumoured to
be BN’s willing government partner for the sake of maintaining the Malay-Muslim
hegemony if the ruling coalition failed to secure a majority to form government,73 PAS
was not given a whisker of a chance to emerge outright victors by many pollsters in any
of the states, including Kelantan which it had been ruling since 1990.74 As it turned out,
PAS surprised many pundits by winning outright majorities in both Kelantan and
Terengganu,75 and striking a commendable performance in Kedah, where it bagged
15 of the 36 seats in the state legislature. While Kedah fell to PH with 18 seats, PAS and
BN, with 15 and 3 seats respectively, could have rendered a stalemate scenario had they
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formally agreed to cooperate. In William Case’s estimation, had UMNO and PAS
forged a formal alliance that manifested itself in actual voting, they would have won
GE14, based on ‘exclusionary ethno-religious appeals’.76

While some analysts have ascribed PAS’s higher than expected performance to the
strength of its grassroots network in Malay belt areas and the importance of the
moral constituency in Malay-Muslim politics, an attempt will be made here to seek
explanations of PAS-related regional variations in GE14 results in the intricacies of
Islamist politics.77 In the Malay heartlands of northern Peninsular Malaysia from
Perlis to Terengganu, PH still finds it challenging to gain acceptance from the largely
conservative and rural-based Malay-Muslims. Left without even a single parliamen-
tary or state seat in Kelantan and Terengganu, PH’s composition of more non-
Muslim than Muslim MPs had added fuel to pro-UMNO cybertroopers’ argument
that the new PH government of Malaysia would end up being anti-Malay and
potentially anti-Islam as well. Since its victory at the polls, the ‘PH equals anti-
Islam’ narrative has been compounded by the PH government’s actions that appar-
ently substantiate such a contention, such as the termination of contracts of 17,000
mostly Malay-Muslim civil servants, the appointment of an ethnic Chinese as finance
minister for the first time in 44 years, the appointment of a Christian East Malaysian
as chief justice and the appointment of an ethnic Indian Christian, Tommy Thomas,
as the attorney general, replacing Apandi Ali – blamed for refusing to file corruption
charges against then Prime Minister Najib Razak over the 1Malaysia Development
Berhad (1MDB) scandal.78

Overall, GE14’s results disappointed the UMNO and PAS schemers planning to
install an Islamic state from the backdoor, even if only as an expedient tool to
perpetuate Malay-Muslim power. BN’s and PAS’s tallies of 79 and 18 seats, respectively,
paled in comparison with PH’s 121 seats, delivering PH a simple majority in the 222-
member federal parliament. PH was backed by just under half the voting electorate,
while BN’s popular support fell to just 34%.79 For PAS, although it only garnered 18%
of popular votes nationwide, more than half the voters in Kelantan and Terengganu
supported PAS, delivering for the party convincing majorities in the legislative assem-
blies of both states. In terms of ethnic voting, slightly less than half of the Malay-
Muslim electorate cast their votes for BN, with only a quarter of them voting PH and
28% supporting PAS.80 So PH’s victory was achieved on the strength of non-Muslim
voters and just enough Malay-Muslim voters who thought it was worthwhile to ditch
the kleptocratic government of Najib Razak, whose corrupt ways were regarded as a
betrayal of Islam and the Malay-Muslim community.81 As the wedge dividing pro-
Malay supremacy (Ketuanan Melayu) ‘old Malays’ and the more egalitarian-minded
‘new Malays’ becomes clearer by the day,82 patronage politics that has so riveted
UMNO politicians may become even more difficult for reform-inclined UMNO poli-
ticians to undo as the UMNO-controlled economic cake shrinks further under pressure
from investigations authorised by the PH government and a revamped Malaysian Anti-
Corruption Commission (MACC).83 It will be a tragedy for Islamist politics if PAS gets
entangled too by the 1MDB affair as a beneficiary of its ill-gotten gains, as has been
alleged by some quarters.84

As proponents of orthodox Islamism and bureaucratic Islamism, respectively, PAS
and UMNO had tacitly lessened antagonism between one another just prior to GE14,
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short of tangible cooperation for fear of evoking dissatisfaction from their grassroots
supporters. Their converging positions, however, could not be concealed further in
the post-GE14 scenario as they together faced a newly dominant post-Islamist PH
ruling bloc. This amounted to an effective PAS–UMNO electoral collaboration
unseen after their brief cohabitation in 1973–1977, showing in four by-elections
(Sungai Kandis, Seri Setia, Balakong and Port Dickson) since 9 May, where PAS
and BN would give way to one another in order to challenge PH. But orthodox and
bureaucratic Islamism, based on Al-Mawardi’s political arguments which assumed
that Muslim numerical predominance was a demographic fait accompli, could thrive
only in states populated by an overwhelming majority of Malay-Muslims. This
explains the acceptance of PAS among Malay-Muslim voters in Kelantan and
Terengganu – states with over 95% Malay-Muslim populations where PAS bagged
absolute majorities of popular votes in state assembly contests; and Kedah – a state
with a just over 75% Malay-Muslim population where PH scraped through with just
36.5% of popular votes in state legislature elections.85 In the more urbanised and
ethnically mixed west coast of Peninsular Malaysia south of Kedah and religiously
pluralistic Sabah and Sarawak, by contrast, PAS was clearly outclassed, while BN
suffered heavy losses.

Ironically, GE14 could be viewed as a surreal rematch after nearly three decades
between Dr Mahathir’s moderate Islamism, now played out in Malay-Muslim-led PH
component parties, i.e. PKR, Amanah and to a lesser extent Bersatu, and Haji Hadi’s
orthodox Islamism, with increasing convergence between PAS and UMNO. Just
months before Mahathir’s ascendance as prime minister in 1981, Haji Hadi Awang
made his influential Hadi’s Message (Amanat Hadi), which reputedly excommunicated
UMNO members from the fold of Islam for ‘preserving the colonial constitution, infidel
laws and pre-Islamic (jahiliah) rule’.86 The socio-political repercussion was most
severely felt in Terengganu, Kelantan and Kedah. Directly attributed to Amanat Hadi,
the Memali tragedy in Kedah in November 1985 claimed the lives of 14 villagers and
four policemen in an armed showdown between security forces and Malay-Muslim
followers of a local PAS leader, Ibrahim Mahmud aka Ibrahim Libya, who also perished.

Amanat Hadi was arguably the ideological product of Wahhabi-Salafi takfiri (apos-
tasising) stances as derived from the writings of Saudi Arabian mufti87 from 1993 to
1999, Abd al-Aziz Ibn Baz (1910–1999).88 UMNO and the Malaysian state under Najib
Razak had been undergoing a process of Salafisation, with Ibn Baz as one of its
ideologues, at the hands of Wahhabi-Salafi scholars who have successfully penetrated
state institutions.89 One such scholar, former Najib Razak special officer Dr Fathul Bari
Mat Jahaya, gave a stern reminder to Dr Mahathir upon PH’s election triumph not to
allow so-called ‘liberal’ elements to dominate the new government’s policies on Islam.90

Bureaucratic Islamism, on its part, would always ally with the state, irrespective of its
doctrinal slant. Hence, Pahang and Perlis, both states with perhaps the most outspoken
muftis, viz. the traditionalist Dr Abdul Rahman Othman and the Salafi-inclined Dr
Mohd Asri Zainul Abidin, respectively,91 voted in BN-led state governments. While
rigid Islamist perspectives propounded by JAKIM and like-minded bureaucratic
Islamists benefited PAS in Kelantan, Terengganu and to a lesser extent Kedah, they
worked out in favour of BN–UMNO in Pahang and Perlis, where Malay-Muslims
constitute a 75 and 88% majority, respectively.92

692 A. F. ABDUL HAMID



Emboldened by the GE14 shock, the largely young revisionist Malay-Muslims in
UMNO will not surrender easily to the ‘warlord politics’93 that is reflective of the
party’s patronage-ridden culture. Signs have increasingly emerged that they will no
longer give in easily to the whims of their graft-tainted seniors. Hence, for example,
immediately following former Deputy Prime Minister Dr Ahmad Zahid Hamidi’s
triumph over ex-UMNO Youth chief Khairy Jamaluddin and outcast member of the
old guard Tengku Razaleigh Hamzah in the three-cornered contest for the UMNO
presidency, chief of UMNO’s young women wing (Puteri) Mas Ermieyati Samsudin
quit the party in protest.94 Representative of the UMNO younger generation’s
sentiments, Khairy Jamaluddin shared on his Twitter account a news clip reporting
Tengku Razaleigh’s claims of the possibility of money politics marring the recent
presidential polls.95 For reform-inclined youth in UMNO, however, the old guard’s
stubborn resistance against post-Islamist nuances that are friendlier to ethno-reli-
gious pluralistic tolerance remains a major obstacle against widespread reform at the
party level.96

Quo Vadis Islamism?

The defeat of BN and the consignment of PAS to its traditional regional strongholds
does not mean the end of the road for Islamism nationally. Prime minister-in-waiting
Anwar Ibrahim, whose wife Dr Wan Azizah Wan Ismail is currently deputy prime
minister in Dr Mahathir’s new administration, still carries the aura of an Islamist.97

Speedily granted a royal pardon following PH’s stunning GE14 victory, Anwar’s cordial
relationship with Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, who has recently been the
subject of strident criticism for carrying out reforms deemed autocratic in character, is
no secret.98 His increasingly authoritarian bent notwithstanding, Erdogan remains
admired by a large section of Malaysia’s Islamists who refuse to admit that a contra-
diction exists between his actual policies and supposed Islamist trajectory. It is of more
than symbolic importance that the once pro-Anwar faction in PAS which morphed into
Amanah was also known as the ‘Erdogan faction’. Hence, PH is not short of second-
generation Islamists whose roots may be traced back to PAS or Islamist NGOs such as
Ikram and ABIM.

In Dr Mahathir’s post-GE14 cabinet, Amanah leaders have been entrusted to helm
strategic ministries. Amanah president who was also former PAS deputy president,
Mohamad Sabu, is now minister of defence. Salahuddin Ayub, its deputy president and
a former PAS vice president, is presently minister of agriculture and agro-based
industry. Dr Dzulkefly Ahmad, a former University of Science Malaysia scientist who
helmed strategic posts for both PAS and later Amanah, is currently minister of health.
Bersatu rookie Dr Maszlee Malik, a former IIUM political scientist with an Ikram
activist background, today helms the education ministry, which at the outset of PH’s
victory Dr Mahathir had toyed with the idea of himself leading. Dr Mujahid Yusof
Rawa, another Amanah vice president and son of PAS’s first Murshid al-’Am during its
leadership-by-ulama (kepimpinan ulama) era in the early 1980s, took his oath on 2 July
2018 as religious affairs minister at the Prime Minister’s Department. Khalid Samad, a
controversial former PAS leader once touted as a radical Islamist during his student
days in the United Kingdom in the 1970s, is now federal territories minister.
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At the level of deputy minister, the list of Islamists with stellar records of NGO-based
and later PAS-based activism goes on: Amiruddin Hamzah, a former activist of the
Society for Islamic Reform (Jemaah Islah Malaysia, JIM), the precursor of Ikram, and
PAS state executive councillor in Kedah, is at the Finance Ministry; Dr Mohd Hatta
Ramli, a former PAS treasurer, is at the Entrepreneur Development Ministry; Mohd
Anuar Tahir, a former ABIM and later Amanah secretary general, is at the Works
Ministry; Kamarudin Jaffar, a long-time Anwar Ibrahim loyalist who enjoyed stints as
ABIM and later PAS secretary general, is at the Transport Ministry; Mohamad Hanipa
Maidin, an Amanah central executive committee member and once a PAS legal advisor,
is at the Prime Minister’s Department under the portfolio of law; and Fuziah Salleh, a
former national women’s wing chief of PKR and JIM, is also at the Prime Minister’s
Department as Dr Mujahid’s deputy.

For all of these first-time ministers and deputy ministers, experiencing governance
within power-sharing arrangements with non-Islamist and non-Muslim PH coalition
members does not in any measure reduce their credentials as activist politicians who
have devoted the greater part of their lives to seeking to put into effect Islam’s
compatibility with contemporary aspects of governance and with modernity itself.
The onus now lies on them, as Islamist members of the federal government, to stress
the point that Islamic-oriented conceptions of statecraft, as generously applied in their
respective ministries, can work hand-in-hand with democratic notions of statehood and
citizenship that transcend ethnic, religious and communal boundaries. Surely there are
encouraging signs for a less ethnically slanted Malaysia when it is non-Malays who
come to the defence of Islamists when they are criticised by fellow Malays.99
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