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The ethnic and religious
make-up of the nation
dictates the direction

of politics and
government policies

POLITICIANS. like devils, will do
what it takes, even quote scripture,
for their own ends. I will be fair to
politicians and devils. It does not
mean that when they quote scripture
they really want to deceive, they
merely want to support their position.
Shakespeare himself wrote in the
Merchant of Venice, “the devil can
cite scripture for his own purpose”.

Malaysian politics is still, and shall
be for a long time to come, dominat-
ed by racial and religious consider-
ations. The ethnic and religious make-
up of the nation dictates the direction
of politics and government policies.

Ten days ago, the former minister
of transport and president of the
Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA),
Tan Sri Lee San Choon, who quit both
nests in 1983. alleged that he was
“stabbed in the back” by Umno lead-
ers in the 1982 general election when
he contested and won against the then
DAP chairman, Dr Chen Man Hin. He
had fought Dr Chen to prove that
MCA had the support of the Chinese
community.

Lee made his allegation in the
Chinese edition of Asiaweek which
carried an interview with him in its
September, 4 issue. This is the first
time that he has come out to talk
openly about his sudden retirement
from politics, when he was at the
height of his career.

It was all the more puzzling as it
came so soon after having beaten Dr
Chen in Seremban, traditionally a
DAP stronghold, and which MCA
subsequently “gave away” to Dr Chen
during a by-election following Lee’s
resignation

I,ee  said: “We wanted to move that
the MCA did not need to rely on the
support of the Malay leaders (Umno)
to win so that the Government will
take us seriously. Although I managed
to defeat Dr Chen, winning was not
easy. Umno leaders stabbed me in the
back. There were not many Malay
voters who supported me as they did
not like the way I did things”.

Asked to comment on Lee’s state-
ment, Prime Minister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahathir Mohamad said, “I would not
want to comment. But I know that I
campaigned for Lee in the election to
defeat the opposition candidate. I still
remember the speech I made. I said
Lee San Choon does not have to shout
to tell me anything as he is seated
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next to me; he whispers it and I will
hear”.

Datuk Dr Rais Yatim, who was
then Negri Sembilan Menteri Besar,
had this to say: “Let’s give him the
benefit of the doubt and let him come
up with his own version of the story.
But as far as I know and remember,
San Choon and I worked very well to
forge ahead for victory at that time
and he did win”.

Dr Rais also said. that he was not
disputing Lee’s version of the events
in 1982 but noted that it was Lee’s
personal appraisal and not MCA’s.

Lee said that the present MCA is
directionless because it just deals with
day-to-day tasks, but that notwith-
standing, Umno should not underesti-
mate MCA. He is not worried about
PAS and is confident that Barisan
Nasional will continue to govern the
nation for a long time to come.

On the future of the Chinese. Lee is
very optimistic and believes that they
will do well economically whatever the
circumstances, being a practical and
resilient people.

Despite what he implied in the in-
terview, Lee gives Dr Mahathir a
good report card: “When Dr Mahathir
was appointed Deputy PM in 1976,
MCA did not express its stand as we
have our own opinion. Maybe Dr
Mahathir kept this at heart. Dr Ma-
hathir has brought great changes. We
must give him credit as other PMs
(after him) might not be able to do
as well as him. Dr M has grown with
the job”.

It was no secret that MCA and Lee
personally had preferred Tengku Ra-
zaleigh Hamzah as deputy Prime
Minister in March 1976. But Datuk
Hussein Onn, in his wisdom, chose Dr
Mahathir.

Hussein’s first choice was Tan Sri
Ghazali Shafie, then the Minister of
Home Affairs. However, all senior
Umno leaders in the Supreme Council,
in particular the three Vice-Presidents
~ Ghafar Baba, Tengku Razaleigh
and Dr Mahathir - categorically told
Hussein that they would not accept
any Cabinet posts if he made the ex-
tremely unpopular Ghazali his deputy.’

It was not only this stand by the
Vice Presidents that deterred Hussein.

Openly and secretly, people in and
outside Umno. spoke to Hussein against
choosing Ghazali. Alas for Ghazali,
most of his ,friends were mainly for-



cigncrs  who had been beguiled by
him. Hussein, to his great credit, dis-
counted them. Indeed, Hussein was
quite furio:ls  with a particular envoy
for having the audacity to try and
prclssurc  him into making Ghazali  his
dPputy.

‘L’hosc  who did not know IImtlo‘s
latent p;~lxxt politics wc’rc  not awar(~
that ‘Pun Abdul Itazak  was grooming
I)r Mahathir 3s his eventual su(‘cessor,
along with three alternates. So, for
those who thought Dr  Mnhathir’s
arrival at Jalan  I)ato’  Onn in
March Ifl’iG  was a fluke was actually
untutored in Umno’s inner politics.
IWely  a year after taking over as
Prime Minister, Dr  Mahathir’s pcr-
sonality,  i n  a  sense,  became govern-
meat and party policy and it has been
so ever  since.

‘I’hc:  c~halletigcts  facing Malaysia’s
Iong:clst  serving l’rinicl  Minister are
many  15vcn  though  many arcs  c~agc~r  to
be  done  with di\,isive  politics in ilit,
bumiputcra  community, I)r Mahathir’s
tk~parture  at thi:,  juncture,  as  wished
1)~  his c~ncrmics.  will not be enough to
heal tlic, rift.

The  politics of hate has spread like
canc~.  The only good is that the mood
among the  bumiputcras  now is neitticll
pessimism nor optimism.

For  all the setbacks. and errors in
judgement that led  to electoral disaster
in the last  general election. 1Jmno  and
I)r Mahathir are far from finished.
Umno will recover to regain the sup-
port that it once  had and enjoyed,

though this will not be the case in
Kelantan and Terengganu.

In my 38 years in Umno  (minus five
years ili Ghulam’s  prison) neither
Unino.  as  ati  organisation. nor any of
its nla.jor  leatlcrs.  to my knowledge.
11as  statll)ecl  M(:A  or any of its senior
icwtltxr:, ~II  tile back.  T h e  Umno-MCA
partllt:rship  i s  48 y e a r s  o l d  a n d  I
know. for some’,  if Malaysia is to
survive and prosper, the coalition
parties rnu~t  remain united and further
strcngthencd.  Otherwise what PAS
desires. the establishment of an op-
prc+ve  Islamic theocratic nation will
hetrorrlct  a fact  sooner than you may
realist.

Not~~,ithst;lrlding  what he said, Lee
San Choosy  has always been a decent
Illall. as good as any politician can
possibly Lx,.  His is a voice from the
past. it is tlot  meant, 1 suppose, to be
provocative.  Perhaps I,ee  has reached
a stag;c  w1ii;i.p he becomes conscious of
Ilis 111;\(:1! ili MCA  history. He has ev-
ery right to recall what he thought
~E~~~~JC?iied  17 years ago. just as others
should look back  and state their ver-
sions of  what occurred or did not take
place then. I,ce  will be the first person
to agree that “terminal boredom” has
not set iti ill the Umno-MCA alliance.

For  all ttle setbacks. disappointments
-

and eve11  disillusionment, the new
millennium has hitherto been less
dangerous for coalition politics than it
was at its most dangerous level in
11159 Cl.1  111  1 WI.
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