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Drama and i nfighting in a DAP searching for newdirection
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THE scars froma hi ghway acci dent four years ago are still clearly etched
on LimKit Siang's broad forehead. They run above his eyebrows |ike criss-
crossing winkles and there is a rather pronounced bunp on the right side,
as though he has just been knocked by a hard obj ect.

But these are only the physical scars. The other type of scars - the
enotional kind - probably outnunber the physical ones but, don't expect to
hear Limtal k about them

The Opposition Leader and DAP secretary-general, as nost journalists
woul d know, is not the sort to indulge in heart-to-heart conversation with
j ust anybody, nmuch | ess, soneone froma paper he often | anbasts as pro-
gover nment .

Despite alife spent in the very public arena of politics, Limis, in
person, rather reserved and soft-spoken - a stark contrast to his fire-
and- bri nmst one public inage.

He has formal manners and little patience for smalltalk. Yet, this is
t he samre man who had, the afternoon we net, spoken for close to two hours
in debating a Parlianentary bill

Limis in his el enent only when tal ki ng about politics. For instance,
his forner political secretary and | awyer Teng Chang Khi m who
occasionally joins Limfor supper or a drink at the pub, insists his
political boss is "a well-rounded person”

When asked what they tal ked about at such occasi ons, he says rather
sheepishly: "Er ... mainly politics although, at one time, he coul d not
stop tal king about the Internet."

"He has politics on his mnd every waki ng hour of the day," says a
Penang DAP figure.

There i s an undeni ably purposeful, inperious even, air about Lim 57
this year and 32 years in politics.

His admirers describe it as "charism" but, his detractors say, it is
part of his cold, supercilious and domi neering personality.

O late, the attacks on Limhave reached to pretty strong terns:
undenocratic, dictatorial, authoritarian. He has even been conpared to
I ndonesi a's Suharto and, this, frompeople who were his nost trusted
conr ades

VWhat began as an act of rebellion by three party | eaders - We Choo
Keong Li ew Ah Khi mand Fung Ket Wng - has spread to encompass
di scontented party figures in other States and, nore seriously, resulted
inasplit in Penang DAP.

Limadnits he is facing one of the worst political crises inthe party's
hi story.

He says: "It's one of the worst ... so many States involved and so nany
people. Previously, it was just pockets. Now, it's quite w despread
because t hey have been around so | ong, the unhappi ness has built up ...
they have stitched it all up, you could say."

What happened was that the rebelling trio of We, Liew and Fung had
sonehow nmanaged t o gal vani se other DAP figures who, for reasons of their
own, had been dissatisfied with the party or, nore specifically, the
secret ary-general

It was a coming together of old grievances - people who had had enough
of Lims forceful ways, those whomhe had been sidelined or put to pasture
and those resentful of the nmeteoric rise of his son, Guan Eng.



The resentment over Guan Eng's political acunen cannot be
underestimat ed; at one stage, Liew, also an MP, asked t he Dewan Rakyat
Speaker to nove his seat frombeside Guan Eng to behind him

Even those who have left the party |ike Chinese educationi st Dr Kua Ki a
Soong, have junped on t he bandwagon.

The Penang revolt, involving two of the party's nost brilliant
strategi sts, was particularly disturbing. Relations between Limand the
Penang DAP | eadershi p had been taut since the 1995 general el ection.

"I heard that after Tanjng 3, he stopped calling themfor supper or
drinks," says forner Perak chai rman Ti ng Chek M ng.

Things came to a head when Li mannounced his willingness to | ead Penang
inthe next general election. (Limhas since insisted that what he neant
was that he was willing to | ead the Save Guan Eng canpai gn i n Penang).

The Penang reaction, although limted to a key group, stunned him

"They are close conrades ... it went very deep," he says.

H s rel ationship with many of these people go back to the 1970s. Liew s
positionis saidto have hurt hi mnobst because both were really cl ose
wher eas, Fung was the one with himin the car acci dent which gave himall
those scars.

A Penang DAP figure explains it this way: "The 1995 general el ection was
a political watershed. After that, there was nothing to hold us from
speaki ng up. We felt the confrontational style of politics was out. W
want ed an el ectabl e i rage and, we felt we could do better wi thout Kit
Si ang. "

The party's woes have since been played out in excruciating detail in
al nost every newspaper and the rebellious trio have even appeared on
primetinme TV news.

Many of those criticising himrefer to his "political style".

Says Perak's Ting: "He's been like this (dom neering) since the 70s ...
especially at neetings, he likes to have his way. W are just rubber
stanps."

And neither, it seens does Limlike people to go agai nst his wi shes,
sonething that Ting learnt to his own detrinment in 1974 when he decided to
go for the Perak DAP chairnman's post.

"Kit Siang never accepted ne and nmade no bones about it," says Ting.
According to the sane Penang DAP figure: "He uses the party nmachinery
well. He al so uses people and if you don't toe the line, you are fini shed.

It's his style.

"These were things we didn't |ike about himin the past but, then, there
was the | arger agenda especially during the years when we believed we
coul d capture Penang."

Ti ng adds: "Most of us just stomach his ways. Those who can't, | eave.
Most | eave quietly, only We Choo Keong decided to doit with a bang."

But Peter Paul Dason, a long-tinme Penang DAP figure who remains loyal to
Lim retorts: "Dom neering? | think he's too soft ... tolerates too nuch
nonsense fromtoo nmany people. He tol erates these people |l ong after others
are sick of them

"Of course, Kit Siang can take criticism" says Theresa Kok, a young,
up-and-conming fenale figure in the party.

Kok recal I s how Li masked her to reproduce a paper she had witten and,
whi ch was quite critical of him for circul ati on anong nmenbers.

"The irony is that these people were once beneficiaries of Kit Siang's
way of managi ng the party. They didn't conpl ai n when t hi ngs went well for
them" says Teng Chang Khi mwho is al so the political bureau director.

The other irony, according to Teng, is that the current crisis was
partly aresult of the party's attenpt at reformafter the 1995 general
el ection.



The party had thrown itself into a series of brainstorn ng sessi ons and
di scussions after 1995. Apart froma poor canpai gn strategy i n Penang,
t here was agreenment that DAP had failed to capture the i magi nati on of the
young generation and the sizeable fenal e votes.

Over the years, the rol e nodel of younger voters had becone politicians
i ke Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanmad rat her than the plain and sober nen
who were the nmainstay of the DAP

Limhinself admits: "In the 1960s and 1970s, it was so easy for the
young to identify with DAP. Now, it's a different era ... human rights,
environnent, IT ... these are i ssues today."

Hence there was tal k of the New DAP just as the British Labour Party had
reinvented itself as the New Labour. These brai nstorm ng sessi ons found
ent husi asmanong t he younger group who present ed papers gi vi ng suggesti ons
and ideas for reform

Not all of this went down well with the old guards who found it hard to
see a place for thenselves in a New DAP. And this com ng so soon after
Lim s ebullient enbrace of | T which many ol der nenbers found sinply too
daunting to even want to under st and.

"They said that he had gone nmad about the |nternet,
menber .

The younger group, on the other, caught Lim s Internet fever and bought
their own conputers.

The ref ormnovenent took on tones of a serious generation gap or, as one
party nenber puts, "refornmi sts versus conservatives".

Li mwas squeezed in the nmiddle.

He needed the younger set to provide the inmpetus for change. At the sane
time, he al so needed t he ol der group for their experience and stability.

Wil e the ol der ones felt threatened, the younger set thought he was too
conservative and unwilling to |l et go of the past.

Limtried to stri ke a consensus, to assure the ol der ones that they
still had arole. For instance, he appoi nted Li ew organi si ng chai rman of
the party's 30th anniversary | ast year but, by Decenber, when Liewstil
had not done anything, a Mel aka nenber had to take over.

"That was the nost agoni sing part. One young chap even broke of f fromus
because he thought | was siding the ol der ones. After several nonths,
finally decided | was going to nove ahead," he recalls.

Then, the runour-nongering began: Kit Siang has sold out to the BN, | ook
at how he supports the governnent's I T. He has gone soft. He has forgotten
his old conrades.

The party drama is expected to play on till the party congress in
August. The rebel s probably hope to force sone sort of debate at the
congress, ainmed at cutting himdown to size.

Those with Limsays the rebel's strategy is to reduce the nunber of
votes Limwi || secure at the party congress. If the votes are
significantly reduced, that neans he has | ost support and nust go.

But a number of those in the rebelling canp says: "Mst of us still want
himas our leader. It's just that after so many years, it's tine to change
our style and set the foundation for greater denocracy."

Lim on his part, says with a grimsmile: "The congress will decide
everything."

Until then, the drama will play on

( END)
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