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By Roger Mitton KuaLa LuMPUR

hen Malaysian Prime
Minister Mahathir
Mohamad returned
from New York to
Kuvala Lumpur on
Sept. 30, he was an
unhappy man. The
day before, he had addressed the 50th ses-
sion of the United Nations General
Assembly, an honor for any leader. It was a
speech the whole world was waiting to
hear, said Malaysian newspapers and TV.
And it was a very good speech on one of
Mahathir's favorite themes: that the U.N.
must be reformed to serve all nations, not
just the interests of the rich.

But few Malaysians noticed. The
prime minister’s hour in the international
spotlight was almost totally eclipsed by the
defeat that same day of a Mahathir loyalist
in a party divisional election. An added
sting: the election was in Kedah, the prime
minister’s home state. The clectoral setback
— one of many in recent weeks — sparked
rumors that Mahathir, 69, was losing his
grip on UMNO, the dominant party in the
ruling coalition, and might soon have to
relinquish control to his deputy, the dynam-
ic finance minister Anwar Ibrahim, 48.

The PM deftly jested about it, although
his face betrayed his irritation. When later
asked how he would deal with the electoral
rebuffs, he smiled, clenched his fist and
quipped: “T will not elaborate, because now
[ am losing my grip.” He may joke, but a
growing number of serious obseryers and
partymen are beginning to wonder if indeed
that is not the case. So much so that on Oct.
2, the Kuala Lumpur Stock Exchange fell
1.6% to a five-month low and remained
down throughout the week. Brokers attrib-
uted the drop to political uncertainties.

What — or more to the point, who —
is behind Mahathir’s troubles? Most of
Malaysia’s political junkies — and that
includes almost everyone from taxi drivers
to tycoons to technocrats — think they
know. The talk around town is that Anwar,
Mahathir’s chosen successor and UMNO’s
brightest star, used proxies to battle — and
defeat — his boss’s candidates in the
party's internal polls. The question now on
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everyone’s lips is whether Anwar may be
positioning himself to claim the top prize
— the party presidency, and with it, the
premiership — at the November 1996 party
elections.

The real story, though, is more com-
plex. To put it in perspective requires a
review of past leadership battles, current
generational conflicts, money politics and
grassroots UMNO electioneering. It helps to
get a few things straight from the start. 1)
True, Anwar has effectively taken charge of
UMNO at almost all levels. 2) Despite that,
he is unlikely to challenge Mahathir for the
party presidency next year. 3) Although he
may not openly challenge Mahathir, that
does not mean that he will not take over as
leader in the near future.

HOW DID HE DO IT?

How did Anwar seemingly outmaneu-
ver the man who has dominated Malaysian
politics and national life as premier for 14
years, and who led his National Front gov-
ernment to a stunning general election vic-
tory just six months ago? Simply by con-
centrating on UMNO party affairs. As one
of his close business associates told
Asiaweek: “Forget the general election. For
Anwar it’s always the party, party, party.”
The focus has paid off. In the party’s recent
internal elections for the top posts in the
165 divisions around the country, Anwar’s
men tightened their hold, while many of the

PM’s top loyalists were ousted. To a man,
the losers believe their downfall was engi-
neered by Anwar’s supporters.

The list of casualties reads like a
Who’s Who of Mahathir backers: the PM’s
close friend and former finance minister
Daim Zainuddin, former agriculture minis-
ter Sanusi Junid, the ex-deputy premier



Ghafar Baba, former chief minister of Ma-
lacca Rahim Tamby Chik, current deputy
ministers Khalid Yunus and Railey Jeffrey,
and the party’s veteran information chief
Husscin Ahmad. Said a Kuala Lumpur-
based diplomat: “It looks to me like Maha-
thir is in troyble. What shocks me most is
that UMNO men have ignored his explicit
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instructions to support these people.”

The PM had bluntly dismisscd the
challenge to his friend Daim as *nonsensi-
cal,” and publicly backed Sanusi, who has
been one of his staunch loyalists for almost
two decades. Yet both were sidelined. Daim
was so humiliated by the challenge that he
withdrew before the clection; heavyweight

Sanusi lost to his-former deputy. Says polit-
ical analyst Rustam Sani: “If only a few
years ago the PM had said: ‘I don’t want
you to challenge Daim,” they would all
have obeyed. No question about it. Now
they quite openly didn't.”

That was enough to start the talk of
Mabhathir's demise. But what really kicked
the coffeeshop talk into high gear were the
vehement denials by Mahathir and Anwar
that there was a split between them. In the
labyrinthine world of Malaysian politics,
smoke in the kitchen means there is some-
thing cooking. As Penang-based University
of Science academic Ariffin Omar says:
“You don't have to have the front pages of
all the papers deny that there’s going to be a
challenge unless that is precisely what
everyone thinks is going to happen.” Adds
Ariffin; “It is shaping up to be a real dog-
fight. I don’t think cither Mahathir or
Anwar really wants it, but it is now being
tArust upon them by events beyond their
control.”

To many, it is beginning to Jook like
an ceric reprise of the events of 1993, At
the start of that ycar, Anwar said that he had
no intention of running for UMNQ’s No. 2
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slot, and continued for months to deny that
he would challenge the incumbent deputy
president Ghafar Baba. Yet all the while, he
and his supporters were working for exactly
that end — even though Mahathir had said
explicitly that he wanted Ghafar to remain
in his post.

Building up support from the grass-
roots, Anwar’s backers got most of the
party’s divisions to nominate their man for
the No. 2 slot. They then got almost all the
state chief ministers to endorse Anwar, who
by then issued a statement that he felt oblig-
cd to heed the party’s wishes and accept the
nominations. Ghafar quit in disgust soon
after. The party elected Anwar deputy pres-
ident in November, and a month later,
Mahathir elevated him to deputy premier.

Says a business consultant in Kuala
Lumpur: “This is the Malay way, the shad-
ow play. You don’t say you will challenge,
you say the opposite. But you work to get
the party to support you and then say that
being a party loyalist you have to heed the
party’s wishes, even though you have noth-
ing personally against the incumbent,
whom you admire greatly. This is what
Anwar did to Ghafar and what he is likely
to do to Mahathir. If Anwar gives the word,
the nominations will start to flood in for
him for party president next year.”

WILL ANWAR GIVE THE WORD?
That is the question on everyone's lips.
The answer: chances are he won’t. But that
has not stopped speculation that the PM
will step down before the nominations start
coming in around June next year, in order
to avoid an embarrassing defeat. However,
most seasoned observers rightly scoff at
this scenario. Says University of Malaya
academic Jomo Sundaram: “It is not credi-
ble that the PM will stand down in the next
few months.” Adds banker Tan Siok Choo:
“He will not stand down, he will fight. He
still has an agenda.” Indeed, both leaders
are too savvy to let an unsavory, contest
ensue. Besides, nobody wants Mahathir,
who is hugely popular and respected by a
wide spectrum of Malaysians, to be forced
out with a loss of dignity. ’
Still, there is no guarantee Anwar
won't mount a challenge. Others have done
it before. In the 1987 UMNO elections, then
party deputy president Musa Hitam and for-
mer finance minister Tengku Razaleigh
Hamzah nearly toppled the prime minister.
“Mahathir will never forget what hap-
pened,” says the K.L. business consultant.
“I vividly recall Mahathir and Musa Hitam
embracing in November 1985. Then in
carly 1986, Musa split from him and con-
tested against him. So much for loyalty.”
UMNO’s Zahid Hamidi agrees: “We
had a very bad experience with Mahathir
and Musa, and with Mabathir and Ghafar.
The political balancing that Mahathir is

SCORECARD

The Anwar juggernaut is underway again. By next year he will begin to
position the core support group that will work with him when he comes
to power. A select group of advisers meet monthly at his home; many,
but not all, are potential cabinet members, Who will stay and who will
fade away when Anwar takes over? Here's a capsule guide:

WHo’s UPAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA

KAMARUDIN JAFFAR, (right) 43, head of an Anwar-aligned think tank.
Lost a tough battle in Kelantan in April's general elections, but should win next time.
Savviest and most trusted of Anwar’s backroom boys.

MUSTAPA MOHAMED, 45, entrepreneur minister. Should win a top post on the party’s
Supreme Council. May also wind up UMNO treasurer, replacing his former mentor Daim.

NAJIB TUN RAZAK, 41, education minister and current UMNO VP. Enjoying a high profile
since given the ministry after April's elections. The thinking person's choice for Anwar's

second in command.

ZARID HAMID, 42, UMNO Youth Information head and gungho Anwar man. Won an MP
seat this year. Chairman of National Savings Bank and CEQ of Kretam
Holdings. Upside: sharp business mind. Downside: too many cars (nine at
last count),

WHO'S HOLDING STEADY »»»»»»»»

ABDULLAH BADAWI, 55, foreign minister. Not always in tune with

Anwar. His strong grassroots support and benign presence could make

him tolerable in a future cabinet, but he might not survive the competi-
tion. Won’t get much help from Mahathir, since he backed Razaleigh in 1987.

NAZRI AZIZ, (above left) 41, UMNO Youth head, replaced the disgraced Rahim Tamby
Chik, whom he helped unseat. Genial, completely unpredictable, impossible te dislike in his
shades and bow tie. Nevertheless, unlikely to be part of Anwar's core group.

MUHYIDDIN YASSIN, 48, former Johore chief minister, now lying low as youth and sports
minister. Was top VP in 1993. A tainted reputation from shady land deals is keeping him out
of favor, but his influence and money could bail him out.

SYED HAMID ALBAR, 51, defense minister, will try but most likely will not be elected VP
next year. Admired by some, he upsets others. Could emerge as UMNO secretary-general .

WHO'S DOWNVVVVVVVVVV'VVVVVV'VVVVVVV

DAIM ZAINUDDIN, (below right) 57, finance minister before Anwar.
Remains Mahathir’s closest friend and a key economic adviser, but was
humiliated in a challenge in his division, A word from him makes mar-
kets move. In private he and Anwar make disparaging remarks about
each other, while smiling together in public. A marriage on the rocks.

. KHALID YUNUS, 52, deputy minister. Naively stuck by Ghafar Baba and
&“i Rahim Tamby Chik. Ineptly runs national athletics, which has recently
W, sesbmy  been blackened by bribery and sexual harassment incidents.

MUHAMMAD TAIB, 50, chief minister of pivotal Selangor state. At
odds with Anwar's political secretary, Salamon Selamat, a Selangor MP,
His detached style and questionable past do not fit the Anwar mode.

SANUSI JUNID, (above left} 52, former agriculture minister, now a
humble backbench assemblyman from Langkawi in Kedah. Mahathir loy-
alist; hates Anwar, and the feeling is mutual. Now writing a book,
Langkawi: A Political Comedy. But he isn't faughing.

Chan Looi Tat

n./

ueayiueyy A

26

ASIAWEEK, OCTOBER 20,

1995

——




T H E N A TI ON S

now doing must be followed by Anwar.”
Maybe, but some say the balance is tilting
too much Anwar’s way. The root of Maha-
thir’s problems goes back to 1993, when
Anwar chose to make his move against
Ghafar Baba. Says Ariffin: “Muahathir’s
troubles actually began when he let Ghatar
go. Ghafur was totally loyal and no threat,
and he looked after the party for him. Now
Anwar has taken it over.”

It is no secret that Anwar is in line to
become premicr some day. Activist and
intellectual Chandra Muzaffar agrees:
“Mahathir has groomed him for this role.”
That has been clear ever since he brought
the former fircbrand student leader turned
social activist into government in 1982. At
an UMNO Supreme Council meeting last
month, Mahathir told the members =1 give
the party to Anwar.” It was a repeat of what
he told party leaders after the April general
election victory: “Anwar is my heir appar-
ent. He will take over from
me.” So top partymen know
the score. But no one knows
the timctable for the
changeover, or whether An-
war and his backers accept
it. Hence the worry that if
the PM stays on too jong,
his hand may have to be
forced by a contest.

UMNO is one of the
most democratic parties in
the world. “Too democrat-
¢,” quips Youth head Nazri
Aziz. Members clect divi-
sional delegations, who
every three years elect a
president, depuly president

and three vice-presidents.

When talk of a chailenge

flared again last month,

Mahathir repeated there

would be no contest for the

presidency. [t provoked a

backlash. Said a diplomat: “Sqmc young
Turks expressed loyalty to the PM, but said:
‘How dare he say there won’t be a contest.
It’s not up to him to say that. UMNO is a
democratic party. If someone wants to con-
test for any post and gels nominated, then
they can run. You can’t stop them.””

This view was aired publicly by a
senior UMNO man. Said parliamentary scc-
retary Fauzi Rahman on Oct. 3: “The view
that the top two posts should not be contest-
ed must come from the divisions and not
from top party leadership.” In other words,
il the members decide to nominate Anwar
against Mahathir, there is little, technically,
cither man can do about it.

WHY MAHATHIR MIGHT STEP DOWN
The rapport between Mabhathir and

- allocations for rural arcas in next year’s

- shown an appreciation for accommoda-

YLEADERSHIP

‘Subtler Touch
Same Iron Grip

: - nation that is convcerned as
much about easing poverty as-

creating wealth, with examining

its own flaws as pointing out others’ —:

that appears to be the destiny- for”
- Malaysia when Anwar eventually takes.

charge. Though the country’s deve_lgp.'__

ment-minded policies are unlikely.to:

change, the character of government -

will. Mahathir gave the nation an “eco-
nomic blueprint,” says Shaharil Talib, a
University of Malaya academic. But
now, “Anwar is articulating social, eco-
nomic and cultural concerns.” And *
those will shape the country he leads. -

The deputy premier often urges lis-
teners not to let development distract
from Islam and Malay culture. And he
restrains his admiration for grand pro-
jects such as Kuala Lumpur’s 88-stoty
Petronas Towers and Sarawak’s $6 bil-
lion Bakun dam. The needs of ordinary
people, he stresses, are equally impor-
tant. Low-income housing is a favorite
issuc. Recently he said he would double

budget. “With Anwar, it is always the
fight against poverty,” says an UMNO
Youth leader, Saifuddin Nasution.

But Anwar docs not want a nativist,
Islamist welfare state. Though he was a
devout student activist, he has always

tion and balance. Muhammad Nor

Movcment ‘of. Malaysxa ,,whxch Anwar
once led, says, “He has:to be realisti
_because this is a ‘multiracial, mulurch-,
gious socxcly Y ’I’hough the deputy
mier recogmzes the Malays” difficulties,
adds hisformer.‘_political r,c;ary-
Ibrahim Saad.*'he:is not: gomg 10'5t0,
the Chinese from achieving,”
“ He is’ expectcd t0- modulate 3!
anu—Western rhetonc )

cesses of the’past.”. That tempercd ton
may sound friendlier not only to' West
ern leaders, but to neighboring ones 100
“In ]akarta, I Lhmk he’ll be quiteiwel
come,” says oppositionist: Syed Husin
*Ali, who has known Anwar for,‘years
" Mahathir and President Suharto report

& edly donot get a]oug 4
fAnwar’s opennes
. emerges in'part from, his
+ erudition.’He can dis
~'cuss Plato as easily a
he can Spanlsh philos
4 f_José ‘Ortega’y
" Gasset. Speakmg at

pmo natxonahstnlosé
Rizal, he quoted Ham:
let. Sometimes the qul'
“tlral sophxsucauon ‘has a
downside. His: speechcs
" can puzzle.audiences}
whereas Mahathir us
< direct language’iYe
Anwar beheves intellec-
tual pursuits “can‘only
take place in the context® :
of economic prospcr,ityi %
and political stabiljty.””
< That is one precept he
and the prime minister share. < " <"
They ‘also have in'common a mas-
terful, sometimes abrasive, political - :
style. “Anwar is capable of doing avari- *
cious and expedmous things to serve his .-
own interests,” says one longUmc asso-
ciate. “He’s a very: cunning politician.”
Although' in public he is rarely ruffled,
in private Anwar can — and does
vent his fury. *If he is angry with.you;
he will scold you,” says close friend
Kamaruddin Mat Nor. His cool forceful-:
ness will ensure a tight grip on power.
Anwar is likely to induct younger
leaders when he takes over, instead of:-
relying on party veterans as: Mahathir
does. Nonetheless, says academic
Shaharil, he “will bring continuity to s’
what Mahathir has-achieved.” And put -
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Anwar is based on trust and admiration —  Manuty, president of the Muslim Youth | his own stamp on Malaysia. L
in spite of idcological dillerences. As Ll
Page 27, Asiaweek, October 20, 1995, ISLAM is the ILlILlUI) of 17.8% of the workl's people, two-thirds of them in Asi 16y (he state religion i 24 countries, including Arab sties Saudi Arabiz, 98.8%; Egypt. 94.1%
and trag, 95.8% and in non-Arab lran, 98.8%; Pakistan, 96 7% Bangladesh, 86,67 Bruncs, 63.4%  and Malaysia, 52.9%. 1 is also donunant m othic: ally secular Turkey, 99.2%, and Indoncsia, 86.9%. Itis the creed of
45% of Nigeria, Africa’s most populous nation, and of at least 10% of the people in 21 other African countrics and nearby islands. 1ts Targest footholds in Europe are Albania, 20.5%, and Yugoslavia. 10.4%; in the

Amecicas, itexceeds 10% only in Suriname, 19.6%5 . Muslims make up F1.9% of the former-Soviet republics, 11.4% of India, and 13.9% of Tsracl
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| REVISING HISTORY

AF!‘ER SUFFERING embarrassmg setbacks in internal party electlons last
" ‘month, ane Minister Mahathir Mohamad told the UMNO Supreme Councll
that there would be no contest for his post — or that of his ambitious - -
deputy Anwar Ibrahim — in next 'year’s party polls. Said the PM: “We follow
"‘;;_,_"tradmon The deputy w:ll take over when the time comes.”

!N‘ X
“IN FACT, i more often than not the party’s top posts have been contest
; Of the six UMNO trlenmal voting ‘assemblies since 1978, all but one has se
" a contest for the deputy president (though one was aborted before the
i?vote) The pres:dency has been contested twuce, in 1978 and 1987. '

s N1 987, Mahathrr’s former deputy premier Musa H:tam exasperate at
the restrictions :mposed on him by his boss, teamed up with his ex-foe

Following the blatant vote-buying in
the 1993 UMNO party elections, the party

' held & special assembly last year to clean up

. is now ingrained in Malaysia.”

.. nate Anwar, so both top posts go uncontest-

Tengku Razaleigh Hamzah and challenged Mahathir and his running mate
Ghafar Baba. Mahathir won by only 43 votes out of 1,479 cast. Ghafar also -
- "hung on by a narrow margin. After Anwar defeated Ghafar for the deputy -
. presidency in 1993, he was asked by Asiaweek whether he would accept a

Anwar's closest adviser Kamamdin Jaffar
says: “There is mutual respect.” Yet cach
holds undeniably divergent views of how
Malaysia should develop: Mahathir, the

thrust it intd the modern world; Anwar, the
social-libertarian who voices concern that
the welfare and social values of the people
are being subverted in the rush to modemn-
ize — the man of the common folk.

But partymen say what has caused
most of the recent complaints about
Mahathir, and has fueled the current crisis,
is the growing perception that he is not
open to renewal in cabinet and other gov-
emment and party posts, that he does not

can-do, pro-rapid development Jeader who :
has grabbed Malaysia by the neck and“

chaﬂenge agamst himself in 1996. Said Anwar of party practices: “Yes. | was
~ sure it was gomg to change They say tradition. What tradmon?” ‘ ,

promote from within the ranks but sticks
with the same old guard. Said one party-
man: “Every division vdiced criticism, not
of the PM himself, but of his style of, kegp-
2ing.the same people. The ones, vs‘/ho have
becn smmg in subordinate posmom wait-
ing for the chance to get promoted: ai¢ just
fed up. They see the advent of Anwar as a
chance for their much delayed promotion.”

Similar complaints are heard regarding
the corporate sector. Politicians have long
lamented that there are not enough bumis
— indigenous Malays — in top business
positions, and that the PM keeps rewarding
the same coterie of trusted tycoons with
government contracts. Anwar has promised
to spread the wealth more widely.

its act. But little changed. Says an UMNQ
divisional chief: “The politics of patronage
Anwar has
vowed to fight this. But few believe he can
do it — and some even question his
resolve, largely because his 1993 Vision

> Team included some of the worst perpetra-
tors of patronage.

WHEN WILL ANWAR BECOME PM? -

Some say Mahathir will resign in- the

. next six months, that is, before party nomi-

nations come in, so as to avoid the prospect

- of defeat. This is possible, but extremely
~ unlikely. Says a party strategist: “Mahathir
¢ will not step down in the next year. If he
" did, there would be a bloodbath for the No.

2 spot under Anwar. That will not happen.”
Alternatively, nominations for Anwar
nfay flood in, forcing him to reluctantly

¢ accept them in.a replay of the Ghafar defeat
* in 1993. Thus he replaces Mahathir —
- either after the PM resigns or is defeated at
f’ the polls. Nothing is impossible in politics,

but this comes close to it. Another scenario
sees partymen obeying the call not to nomi-

ed and the status quo remains. However,
after the events of the past weeks, no one
thinks things can remain the same.

The savviest analysts believe the most
likely scenario is that a deliberate signal has

- been sent to Mahathir showing Anwar's

power in the party. The senders have also
indicated that they do not want Mahathir to

: stay on indefinitely. They would like him to
. go, not immediately, and not without digni-

ty, but relatively soon. The talk that he

: might stay on into the 21st century is sim-
¢ ply not tenable anymore.

.These analyctq say that pnvately a

© commitment is likely to have been given
- and that both sides wiil honor it. There will
. be nominations for Anwar, but he will cut

them off to show his power, and will un-

- stintingly support Mahathir for the top spot.

After his re-election, Mahathir, in return, is
likely to say that he has been in power 15
years and it is nearing the time to pass the
baton to a new man. Says the party insider:.
“So no challenge, no fight, no embarrassing
parallel of °93, whereby. the PM. has to
resiorf‘to‘avmd“lmmg 2 contest: He-retains
his dignity, stays on — butienly for the
short term. He must, go between 96 and
*99, and it will be sooner rather than later.”:
If that is the case, then all sides will be
relieved. Talk of a rift will die. The succes-
sion will be handled with such sureness and
lack of rancor that political stability will be
ensured and the economy and stock market
will be unaffected. Such a smooth transition
would show the unity and political maturity

of the Malaysian polity atits best. - :: W
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