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Cut si ders cl uel ess about Umo

TH' S promi ses to be a great year for political analysts. Al ready many are
gleefully assailing a suggestion by the Umo suprene council that its top
two posts not be contested.

The frenzy has all been rather baffling, though. To begin with, one
cannot deci de whether the analysts wish to see Umo wilt or blossomin the
political heat.

Critics run the whole gamut in the flourishing industry of politica
commentary. It lends further credence (or legitimcy, which seens to be
the flavour of the week) to the often disputed fact that Malaysia is a
fully-fl edged denocracy.

As everyone rushes in, the |ines which have faithfully demarcated the
political divide in the past have blurred. It will not stop those on the
Governnent's side in the political divide fromthinking that their
criticismis rich in wisdomand |laced with inagi native and constructive
suggestions. They may al so contend, with sone justification, that others
merely provi de sardoni c and sweepi ng assessnents.

"Umo is refusing to learn any | essons fromthe election," an unnaned
West ern di pl omat (the nost-sought after conmentator fromtine i menori al
anywhere in the world, because he or she can be anyone, from an
Anbassador, to a security guard to your sprightly drinking kaki), told
Reut er s.

A conmon factor is present in nost of the negative anal yses. The stream
of advice for Umo is unfailingly adorned in superlatives - "Ummo nust
change drastically!", "Umo nust carry out conprehensive reforns!", "Umo
must do a major this and a substantial that!"™ O take in nore
prof essi onal s and t he young w t hout sayi ng how.

Since one is not obliged to think through the recomendati ons carefully,
given that it is soneone else's problemor situation, specific suggestions
have been non-existent or at best scarce.

Froma grimstandpoint, therefore, the "advice glut” is quite honestly,
desul tory and even sensel ess.

Strictly for the sake of witticism however, all these can be funny,
uproariously so at tinmes. How often would you have life-long critics
of fering counter-proposals (quite clearly unsolicited) to Umo?

A dogged critic, MG G Pillai has suggested that Umo "brutally re-
position itself back into the Malay cultural heartland".

Pillai may, to some, be a doyen in the Ml aysian political comentary
i ndustry, but pray tell, sir, how does one "brutally re-position itself?"

Reuters al so spoke to Janes Wng (cited as a forner opposition nenber of
Parliament and columist for the Sin Chew Jit Poh) and Wong apparently
said that: "Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad and the party are stil
resistant to structural reformin Umo and refuse to recognise their
nm st akes".

It proves this point - terns |ike "refusal"”, "mstakes" and "deni al
syndrone" are now entrenched as popular jargon in political punditry,
replacing the likes of "cronyisnm and "nepotisni.

Who one talks to for coments naturally matters. Anyone renotedly
connected to journalismknows that the reply from soneone unabashedly
critical of Umo to a decision nade within Umo is likely to be
frightfully nonsensi cal

That did not stop an Internet newspaper fromsoliciting the advice of Dr



P. Ramasany of Universiti Kebangsaan Ml aysia who duly said that "the
peopl e don't want Dr Mahathir anynmore and if Umo doesn't read that
message, the party will continue to weaken".

On a brighter note, the same Internet newspaper carried an article with
a quotation said to be froma think-tank head who sai d t he no-cont est
suggestion is a "strategic nove to retain the support of the Ml ays and
Abdul | ah (Badawi) is the right man to do it".

It goes to show that while this post-election period merrily threatens
to denigrate into a party for Umo bashers, objectivity has not been
drowned. The backdrop is this - not every conmentator has nmade up his mnd
that Umo is | ess denocratic than anyone else and that Umo is in dire
need of an urgent, thorough reform

A quick lesson in recent history may hel p reduce the "credibility gap”
in political analyses. This is intertwined with the poser of whether there
is a correlation between intra-party contests and their performance in the
Nov 29 el ection. Have Datuk Fadzil Noor and Abdul Hadi Awang ever been
chal | enged? Pas has an unwitten rule that severely puni shes any | eader
who projects hinself as a contender in the run-up to the party el ections.
How does this conpare with the non-bindi ng suggesti on by the Umo suprene
counci | ?

MCA, for its part, achieved a certain feat inits |atest el ections when
there was no contest at all for the central conmttee seats. Such awesome
unanimty takes sone beating. WIIl it help denocracy flourish? Did it
af fect MCA's performance at the polls? And when will Parti Keadil an
Nasi onal hold its elections? WIIl the entire |list of office-bearers be
pre-deternined by a certain middle-aged nman i n Sungai Bul oh?

It has been argued that Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahnad Badawi needs the
political legitimcy (that word again) of going through a contest like his
pr edecessors.

Recent nmenory suggests that Datuk Seri Anwar | brahi mnever did see a
contest against him He forced out Tun Ghafar Baba in 1993 and was never
chal | enged t hereafter.

The di scerning reader woul d have al so noticed the anbi val ence in sone
comment ari es on the no-contest suggestion. The witings nmay start
menaci ngly, suggesting that they are ready to gobble Umo alive, and yet
they end neekly. The reasons for this and for the flaws in other anal yses
will be provided | ater.

In the meantine, let's see howthe train of thought in sone assessnents
| acks cohesion. Consider this one by Ronnie Liu, DAP national publicity
secretary and DAP Sel angor chairman: "The no-contest decision (it is
actual ly a suggestion!) may be able to suppress calls for reformin the
party, and subsequently may delay the split in Umo for a few years, but
it would certainly | eave a bigger battle-ground for massive in-fighting
within the party in the coning years."

Qur apol ogi es for maki ng our esteemed readers suffer that convol uted
sentence. It masked the fervent hope of Liu to see Umo enduring anot her
acrinmoni ous contest at the top.

DAP is quite clearly and understandably in favour of a fractious contest
at the May 11 Umo elections. LimKit Siang in fact called for a no-hol ds-
barred contest for the No. 2 in Umo, so Abdullah "could seal his
political legitinmcy".

A healthy infusion of objectivity is sorely needed in this debate

One, the views of comentators and tornentors are respected. They can
say their piece but accepting their argunents is sonething el se.

Two, Umo knows best the situation it is in. Wile others can worry or
pretend to be concerned about the so-called Umo problem they should be
denocratic enough to let Umo handle its own affairs. W will surely be



kept infornmed. Umo is, in any case, the nost transparent political party
in Malaysia with the nedia al nost al ways getting wind of intimate details
of proceedings at the highest |evels. And these details denolish clains
that the | eadership inposes its will.

Three, the assessnent that Umo has not |earned fromits m stakes was
triggered by some jaundi ced reasoning and was done without intelligently
addressing the reason for the drop in Umo vote.

It is widely accepted that the Anwar factor had | ooned large in the
el ections while at least three States in the Malay belt had bl amed
returning KL voters for their dismy.

The Anwar factor is not even political. It is about enmptions and doses
of mel ancholy. The same conmentators who accepted this factor as one of
the determ nants in the elections are calling for "sweeping reforns" in
Umo. Are they suggesting that if Anwar had not been sacked, Umo woul d
not require reforns?

When Anwar and hi s canpai gn managers nani pul ated the nom nati on process
for the deputy presidency in 1993, shouldn't it too have precipitated
calls for reforme? O if Umo had fielded the right candi dates, as sone
t hought was a reason for the performance, would there be any need for

change?
Fourth, Abdullah, the unwitting target of scorn foll ow ng the no-contest
suggestion, has made it clear he is willing to go through a contest.

And fifth, one by one, Umo divisions will hold their del egates neetings
and i ndividual del egates are free to propose nanes. Like the suprene
council menbers, they are the insiders who will determ ne the destiny of
the party.

Sixth, it is fashionable to call for the infusion of the young and the
professional into Umo | eadership. It is admittedly a good cause. Can it
be execut ed? Those | ooking from outside can at best provi de pi eceneal
suggestions. Shoul d these young professionals offer thensel ves as
candi dates at the divisions and risk bitter fights and splits? O are we
suggesting there is not already a sizeable representation of the young and
the professional in the party?

O should Umo sever the link between party posts and an al nost
guar ant eed candi dacy at the el ections? Exactly what the criteria are for
the nuch-sought -after young professionals is unknown. Only Umo can see
the big picture of what is essentially its internal affairs.

Finally, are we absolutely sure the soul -searching has not begun w thin
Umo and, for strategic purposes, is being kept under a tight 1id?

Li ke any other industry, political analyses is flourishing. But
Mal aysi ans shoul d be keenly aware of the political thinking of particular
comentators and retain the denocratic right to make their own assessnent.

Looki ng back, has the no-contest suggestion net with a gross over-
reaction?

( END)
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