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Succeeding in the politics of succession

Munir Majid

THE nost inportant thing for Umo after Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad
steps down as president of the party and as Prinme Mnister of the country,
is to remin united under the | eadership of Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad
Badawi, to secure its predom nance anong the Ml ays, in Barisan Nasiona
and in the country.

This, | believe, has been Dr Mahathir's intention and hope, ever since
it was worked out that he would retire in Cctober, and not earlier as he
i nt ended.

There are still calls for himto change his mnd, as anong the Ml aysi an
community in Paris the week before |last, but as Dr Mihathir responded any
reversal of his decision to retire would not be good for the country, the
party or for hinself.

Such a reversal would inject uncertainty and encourage intrigue over the
succession, and would certainly be a setback for Abdullah, unless there is
good cause for it.

VWiile it is never safe to say never in politics, it would take an
extraordi nary set of circunstances, sonewhere near a crisis situation, to
persuade Dr Mahathir to stay on.

Now, unless it is a crisis that we wish for, it would be best to prepare
for the future under Abdullah, with a united Umo.

Calls for Dr Mahathir to stay on, even if not anti-Abdullah, dimnish
the Deputy Prine Mnister by their inplication - and this after Dr
Mahat hir hinmself has said so many tines that he has full confidence in
Abdul I ah as his successor

Many have got so used to Dr Mahathir being in command that they find
change unconfort abl e.

Fromthe various reasons for their disconfort, they point to all sorts
of reasons for the Prine Mnister to stay on - in the process being unfair
both to Dr Mahathir and Abdul | ah, the one wishing to go after so nmany
years of tireless service and the other waiting patiently w thout
presunption even if anointed.

Abdul | ah has shown great forbearance. Despite being the closest to
succeedi ng Dr Mahathir anong all of the Prine Mnister's previous
deputies, he is still not overstepping the mark by appearing to take
charge as long as his boss is around.

This, in turn, attracts the comment that Abdullah is not assertive
enough, taking us back to the argunment that Dr Mahathir's | eadership would
be sorely m ssed.

However, as | have witten before, we nust give himthe chance to prove
hi nsel f, and that can only happen after he becones Prine M nister and
presi dent of Umo.

We should also trust and respect his political judgment, and the |essons
he draws fromthe failure of Dr Mahathir's previous deputies to succeed

This is not to say that his abstinence reflects a paucity of thought and
i deas of what woul d be the nmain issues to be addressed under his
| eader shi p.

In ny conversations with him it is clear that the future of education
in this country is of abiding interest to hinm the need to re-engineer to
secure a stable and multi-racial future, to establish a know edge society
to punch our weight in the gl obalised world; the need to check excess and
extrem sm under the guise of religion



More i mmedi ately, he sees the need to manage ri sk agai nst the assets
held in trust for the comunity.

He does not push these thoughts as new and radi cal ideas, but as
reflecting a continuity of policy, even if enphasised.

Cenerally a continuity of policy is accepted as a good thing, but it is
sonetines turned against himfor not indicating any striking policies that
wi Il come under his |eadership. Well, dammed if you do, dammed if you
don't.

And then there is this pained concern whether his style of |eadership
wi |l achieve results in an acceptable time frame, and over the people he
would rely on for advice and to inplenent policy. Wll, we all have to
wade in, don't we?

Actually, it all comes back to change, which can be di sconcerting,
especially if you are reliant on being presently confortably pl aced.

But with change, there have to be adjustnments, but safe in the know edge
that Abdullah is not going to turn you inside out, even if you may not be
close to him

However, will others try to formhimin their own image? Many, no doubt,
will try to influence him and there is nothing wong in this. But
Abdul | ah has been around for a long tinme, and those trying to use himto
carry out their own agenda will be disappointed, even if not sent packing
- as Abdullah is not the type who will send themoff with their tails
bet ween their |egs.

On the contrary, he is nmore likely to just do nothing about what they
want, even if he mght string themalong, if it was politically advisable.

Trying to Divide

ANOTHER ruse has been to | ook at every decision that Dr Mahathir takes,
or every suggestion that he makes, that mght indicate |ess than ful
confidence in Abdullah which mght, furthernore, cause a fissure in
rel ati ons between the two.

Thus Dr Mahathir's recommendation earlier this year of Datuk Seri Najib
Tun Razak as Abdull ah's deputy, when the tine cones, was seen as trying to
force the Deputy Prime Mnister's hand, apart from being premature.

Actually it is not unknown in Umo for the outgoing | eader to indicate
his preference of deputy under his successor. Tun Razak, facing an
i npending untinely death, it is clained, had |l eft such indication. Under
t he Tengku, the pecking order after himwas evident: Tun Razak, and then
Tun Dr Ismail - and so it ensued.

VWhat was striking about Dr Mahathir's indication of his preference is
its rather nore public nature.

But what was also different were two new factors this tine around: the
firmbut nevertheless long run-in to the succession; and the prospect of a
contest to be deputy under Abdul | ah, which could turn even into a
chal | enge against himif he did not play his card well.

The Iikelihood of a divisive chall enge was established ever since Tengku
Razal ei gh Hanzah took on Tan Sri (then Datuk) Misa Hitamin 1981; i ndeed
the Iaunching of a serious contest for president is also well possible,
again with Tengku Razal ei gh maki ng yet another mark on Umo history when
he took on Dr Mahathir in 1987.

There is a third factor unique to the situation with Najib.

After Datuk Seri Anwar |brahims ignomnious exit in 1998, the choice of
new deputy to Dr Mahathir was essentially between Najib and Abdul l ah, with
Naj i b hopeful, being the incunbent Umo vice-president with the nost
nunber of votes the last tinme around, although it does not always follow
that that is a decisive consideration - Dr Mahathir's own appoi nt ment as
deputy by Tun Hussein Onn in 1976, over Tengku Razal ei gh and Tun (then
Enci k) Ghafar Baba (and, of course, non-vice president Ghazali Shafie),



provi ng the point.

Nevert hel ess, Najib nust have felt he was passed over.

Dr Mahathir's voicing of his preference of deputy to Abdullah is, in a
sense, a nessage that it was as sinple as that.

If Najib had accepted the possibility only of being successor to Anwar,
if things had worked out that way, and that, too, nost likely after a | ong
wai t, when anything can happen, the prospect of succeeding Abdullah is
actually a vast inprovenent - for Najib personally and for Umo at | arge.

Dr Mahathir's choice of Abdullah to succeed himis, | believe, based on
the need to have a steadying hand wel | -experienced in adnministration after
the nmercurial Anwar, a popul ar Pak Lah after a populist Pak Sheikh;

Abdul | ah whose political credo is to use popul ar appeal as a source of
stability, rather than to chall enge and overturn established order.

The preference for Najib is to buttress that stability within Umo, even
as Dr Mahathir | eaves centrestage.

| don't think anyone should doubt Dr Mahathir's desire to | eave Umo
stabl e and in good hands, and with Abdullah and then Najib, he feels that
t hat woul d guarant ee one generation of good | eadership into the year 2020.

In this context, the excitenent over whether or not Dr Mahathir had
consul ted Abdul | ah before maki ng Datuk Dr Jamal udin Jarjis Second Finance
M ni ster, Tengku Adnan Tengku Mansor Mnister in the Prinme Mnister's
Department and Zai nuddin Maidin Deputy Mnister of Information, is really
smal |l political change.

It is pathetic how sone can be possessed by the desire to drive a wedge
between Dr Mahathir and Abdull ah. Dr Mahathir is not a | ane duck prinme
m ni ster and Abdullah is not a hare racing to the finishing |ine.

The appoi ntnent of ministers to the Cabinet is the Prinme mnister's
prerogative; it does not nmake any difference how nmany nonths he has to go,
al t hough he may want to informhis deputy before everyone el se knows, or
even ask himif he had any objection before maki ng the announcenent.

It is political mschief to make an issue of known convention of Cabinet
Gover nnent .

There is no need for Abdullah to be put on the back foot or Dr Mhathir
to have to explain anything to anybody.

However, it is crazy to think there is no consultation between the two,
and | do know there is on many matters.

Next year Dr Mahathir is scheduled to go on long | eave and Abdul |l ah w ||
be in charge.

Agai n, we can expect the weighing of every decision, assessnment of the
handl i ng of every inportant matter, and all sorts of political
concl usi ons.

Well, it is par for the political course, and Abdullah is up to it. If
he and his team can work together and Umo remains united, detractors will
have to go away to lick their wounds.

In this Age of Terror and so many chal | enges of the globalised world, we
must wi sh that Dr Mahathir succeeds in his design for a united Umo after
hi m

Sel amat Hari Raya, Maaf Zahir Batin to all Mislimreaders.
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