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The dynami cs of Umo and denocracy

By A Kadir Jasin
TUN DR Mahat hi r Mohanad coul d not have been serious (or was he?) when he
sai d the Bari san Nasi onal (BN) won handsonely in the March 21 polls due
partly to his retirenent.

Speaki ng at the 10th anni versary cel ebration of the Cheras Umo D vi sion
inearly April, the forner Prime M nister was quoted by The Star newspaper
as saying that his retirenent frompolitics was one of the |likely reasons
for the BN s victory.

I would say this; the BN mi ght not have won at all if he, in his 21
years as Prime M nister, had nessed up the country. In fact, the BN and
hi m coul d have been voted out a long tine ago.

On the contrary, he left behind a peaceful country, a sufficiently
robust econony, a united Umo and a strong BN. Coul d we ask for nore?

It could be true that there was an el ement of uneasi ness or even anger
bet ween hi mand sone segnents of Umo and t he broader popul ati on over the
expul sion of his once close ally and anoi nted successor Datuk Seri Anwar
| brahimin 1998. He paid for it pretty dearly in the 1999 general el ection
when the BN won the | owest najority in the five national polls he led. He
paid the price.

Thus, with no maj or national issues to address, Dr Mahathir's chosen
successor, Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badawi, was able to capitalise on his
i keabl e personality and vision of a newera to convince the voters to
gi ve hima chance

Dr Mahathir, on his part, had lived up to his prom se that he woul d hand
over the whole of Umo to his successor instead of a faction of it. Having
been involved in the fractious 1987 party fight, Abdullah would be the
first to understand what it nmeans to inherit a united party.

Dr Mahathir's other great gesture is keeping away frompolitics -
sonet hi ng that cannot be easy for a man who has devoted his entire life to
it. So, thereis no need for Dr Mahathir to feel bad about not being able
to do nore for Umo and the BN in the recent general el ection. He has done
nore t han enough not just for Umo and the BN, but, in fact, for the whole
country.

There woul d not have been a robust and broad-based econony, young peopl e
whi zzing around in their flashy BMA and bi g i nported notor cycles and
i vy-col |l egians hailing fromthe United Kingdom the US and Australia had
it not been for him There would not al so have been the "~ Students for
Vi sion 2020" which, in the early 1990s, brought together the best and the
bri ghtest young Mal aysi ans froml ocal and foreign universities.

This witer is pleased to note that today, many in the group hold key
positions in politics, adm nistration and busi ness and would like, if
possi bl e, to share sonme affinity with these bright young people, on
account that he spoke to themduring their sem nar

While there is nothing wong in celebrating what is current,
contenporary and i n vogue, it would be wi se to occasionally all ow sone
space for the | earni ng and understandi ng of history. After all, our new
Prime Mnister is the product of history - a |ong and checkered one. He
woul d not be where he is today had he not been an astute student of
hi story. As the popul ar Mal ay song by Khatijah I brahimand Ram i Sarip
goes, sejarah nengaj ar kita nmenjadi | ebi h dewasa neniti arus angkara
(Hi story teaches us to becone wiser to face the chall enges of the future).

Thankful Iy, Abdullah has not forgotten history and, as any well brought-



up person shoul d know, he has not forgotten the good deeds of his
predecessor. That is how!| would like to view Dr Mahathir's appoi ntments

as adviser to Petronas and nore recently to Proton. The man still has nuch
to offer.

CELEBRATI NG DEMOCRACY

H STORY also tells us that Umo is anong t he nost denocratic politica
parties in Mal aysia. Abdullah reiterated this point, albeit indirectly,
when he said he wel conmed a contest for the vice-president's posts at the
party's com ng el ection

Speaki ng to the Singapore-based tel evision station Channel News Asia on
April 19, Abdull ah sai d whoever wanted to contest the posts shoul d be
gi ven encour agenent. Al though his statenment was not wi dely reported by the
| ocal newspapers, it serves to clear the air concerning the contest for
the three third-nost inmportant posts in the party.

Al t hough Umo cane into being in 1946 | ess for the purpose of pronoting
denpcracy to the otherw se feudalistic Malay society than to oppose the
British Mal ayan Uni on proposal, denocracy has becone its nodus operandi

By gi vi ng Mal ay grassroot associ ations, individuals and busi nesses the
right to determine the party's | eadershi p and policies, Umo popul ari sed
the idea of public participation in decision-naking, a process which
hitherto had been the right and prerogative of the ruling class.

Thus, while opposition to the post-Second Wrld War British plan to re-
establish and strengthen its col oni sati on of Mal aya was the raison d' etre
for the formation of the party, it was the denocratisation of the
deci si on- maki ng process that perpetuated its popularity and endurance.

The saying in Umo is that for the price of RML - the fee a nenber pays

annually - a person has the right to determ ne who presi des over the party
and clains the Prime Mnister's post.

TAKI NG UP THE GAUNTLET

THE denocratic process was put to the test less than five years after
the formati on of Umo when its foundi ng-president Datuk Onn Jaafar was
forced to submit to the voice of the nmajority.

Onn favoured opening the party to non- Ml ays. The Umo executive
conmittee and t he general assenbly shot it down. Recogni sing that he had
| ost the confidence of the party, he resigned as president, and on Aug 25,
1951 left the party to be succeeded by Tunku Abdul Rahman Putr a.

Onn went on to formthe | ackl ustre I ndependent of Malaya Party (I MP) and
|ater Parti Negara that did not survive beyond the 1959 general election
Denocracy fl ouri shed under Tunku, who despite being a prince, cherished
the participation of the ordinary people in the fight agai nst the Ml ayan
Uni on proposal and | ater in the struggle for independence.

He was a denocrat to the last, braving challenges to his | eadership of
the party and the government, and standing by his views and beliefs. As
Umo president, he was chal | enged by a prom nent Penang politician, CM
Yusof, but prevailed. Instead of banishing Yusof, Tunku consented to his
appoi nt rent as Speaker of the Dewan Rakyat.

In the post-May 13, 1969 race riots, Tunku was openly chal |l enged by Dr
Mahat hir. Their differences and the | ong-running feuds were well known.
But eventually, it was Dr Mahathir who installed Tunku as the country's
el der stat esman.

If today the party's denmpcratic credential is not very visible or, as
some woul d put it, questionable, it is because there have been attenpts to
danmpen the practice, especially in the el ection of suprenme counci
nmenbers.

Ei ther for selfish reasons or out of genuine concern that unabated
conpetition for posts would split the party, attenpts have been made to
ei ther discourage or limt conpetition for the supreme council posts, in



particular the top two posts - president and deputy president. This fear
i s not unfounded. Denocracy suffered a crippling blowin 1987 when Dr
Mahat hir's opponents, |ed by Tengku Razal ei gh Hanzah, took the party to
court after failing to topple himin the suprene council el ection
resulting i n Umo bei ng decl ared unl awf ul and subsequent|y deregi st ered.

The split becane permanent when Tengku Razal ei gh and the najority of his
"Team B followers left to formthe now defunct Parti Mel ayu Senangat 46.

A CONTEST OR NO- CONTEST?

YET, it was not the chall enge against Dr Mahathir that tore the party
apart but the way it was nounted and the refusal of the | osers to accept
defeat. In fact, all Umo presidents and Prime M nisters, except Tun Abdu
Razak Hussain, were chall enged at party el ecti ons. Tunku was chal | enged by
Yusof and Tun Hussein Onn by Sul ai man Pal estin, anot her Penang-based Umo
| eader.

The chal | enge agai nst Dr Mahat hir woul d not have anounted to anything
nore than ruffled feathers had it not been for the preval ence of nbney
politics and the refusal of the | osers to accept defeat.

The race for the deputy president's post was equal |y keen, if not
keener. The recent decades saw Tengku Razal ei gh chal | engi ng Tan Sri Misa
Htamtw ce (1981 and 1984), Tun Chaffar Baba taking on Misa in 1987 and
Anwar confronting Ghafar in 1996. Under pressure, CGhafar withdrewto give
Anwar a wal kover victory.

For Dr Mahathir, it was the 1987 chal |l enge that established himas the
true | eader of the party and rendered all subsequent attenpts to unseat
hi mineffectual. The president's post has not been contested since then
and deputy president's post since 1996.

LET DEMOCRACY PREVAI L

LATELY, there have been views expressed to the effect that even the
contest for the vice-president's posts should be linmted with the
i ncunmbent s bei ng returned unopposed. Abdullah's statenent to t he Singapore
TV station should put an end to this kind of talk.

The signs of grow ng intol erance towards peopl e who believe in
perpetuating the denocratic practice of the party is seen in the reaction
to the announcenent by the newy el ected Kota Bharu Menber of Parlianent,
Dat uk Zaid I brahim that he planned to contest the vice-president's post.

He was nearly "~shouted down' not just by party operators but also by a
segnment of the mai nstreamnedi a. He was accused of bei ng power crazy (gila
kuasa) and portrayed as a lowy person dreani ng of riding an el ephant.

Denyi ng the all egations, Zaid said he wanted to see Umo returning to
t he days when the denpcratic process was not so restrictive, addi ng that
he wi shed to pronote the i dea that party positions should not al ways be
associ ated with governnent posts.

Zai d had, either deliberately or inadvertently, rekindl ed a debate in
the I ate 1990s when he argued that it was i nportant to make a distinction
bet ween the Governnent and the party, saying that there nmust be people in
Umo who were willing to speak up for its agenda.

The debate centred on the contention that there shoul d be a di chotony
bet ween t he Mal ays on one hand and Umo and t he Governnent on the ot her
The prem se then was that the Governnent's voice did not necessarily
represent the sentinments of the Malays and Umo, and that Umo did not
represent the whole of the Malay race.

It involved a wi de spectrumof the Malay intelligentsia, including
fornmer Finance M nister Tun Dai mZai nuddi n, Utusan Ml aysi a col umi st
Lanang Sejagat, witer Jaafar Rahi mand Dat uk Zai nuddi n Mai di n (now Deputy
Informati on M nister), acadeni ci ans RustamA Sani and Dat uk Dr Mahadzir
Mohd Khir (now Deputy Educati on Mnister), witer Kasi mAhmad and
opposition politician Syed Husin Ali.



It started when this witer wote in the M ngguan Mal aysi a newspaper
(Feb 18, 1996) an article entitled Suara Mel ayu, Umo dan Keraj aan (The
Voi ce of the Mal ays, Umo and the Governnent) and culnminated it two years
later in a book entitled Mel ayu Hi |l ang Keberani an - Suatu Polimk (The
Mal ays Have Lost Courage - A Pol emic) (Pustaka Budaya Agency).

Wth Umo re-asserting its donminance in national politics - w nning 109
out of 219 parliamentary seats in the recent general election - there is a
need for a segnent of its | eaders and el ected representatives to stay
cl ear of governnent posts so that they can speak up nore freely for the
interest of the party and the Ml ays.

Zaid's contention that people in top governnent posts coul d not al ways
speak up for the party and Mal ays because "they had to protect their
posi tions and woul d be reluctant to criticise thenselves' was the crux of
the 1996 debate.

The Kel antan Umo Deputy Liai son Chief was not bei ng nel odramati c when
he asserted that "we are not in a communi st systemwhere you have to be in
the political bureau to serve in the Governnent'. He was being factual

Wth grow ng nenbership of young and educat ed peopl e, Umo nust provide
sufficient | eeway and opportunity for themto hone their skills and use
denocracy to test their | eadership quality.

Denocracy i s not bad. What gives denocracy a bad nane is the
unscrupul ous peopl e who take advantage of it to perpetuate their persona
agenda. Thus, instead of doubting denbcracy, Umo should use it torid
itself of plotters, conspirators and "noneypul ators'.

VWH THER SCCI O- ECONOM C PLANNI NG?

BUT we cannot tal k about denocracy and not practise it. History tells us
t hat sone decades ago, we popul arised the term  house-owni ng denocracy'
The i dea was for the success of our denocratic practice to be neasured,
among ot her things, by the degree to which we made house ownership
accessi ble to the people.

We have, to a |l arge degree, succeeded in the plan. But in recent years,
as the econony becanme nore mature and exposed to t he vagaries of the
gl obal econony, poverty and thus house ownership becane nore intricate.

The recent controversy surroundi ng the unsold | ow cost housing units in
Sel angor that led to the Menteri Besar, Datuk Seri Dr Mohamed Khir Toyo,
proposi ng rather naively that they be sold to rich people who would then
rent themto the poor, is synptomatic of this problem

Thankful ly, the Prime M nister saw both the frivolity of Khir's proposa
and the political backlash it could cause. He speedily put a stoptoit.

In the broader term the m smatch between the supply and denmand of | ow
cost housing units suggests a greater nmal ai se i n soci o-econom c¢ pl anni ng,
whi ch in recent years has appeared to confuse the econony and busi ness.

Al I owi ng devel opers to build rmassi ve townshi ps, sonetimes on state | and,
woul d not sol ve the housing problens of the poor if the houses are not
reasonably priced and not | ocated in econom cally viabl e areas.

The end result is devel opers make their pile by jacking up the prices of
the |l and and gi ving construction jobs to their own conpani es and
associ ates, while leaving billions of ringgit worth of property unsold and
billions nore unoccupied. W are even confusing the very objective of
| aunchi ng national projects
like Proton, which is essentially to build econom c capacities instead of
pure buying and selling.

Thankful Iy, Proton owners and nmanagers now have Dr Mahathir to teach
thema bit about its history and how to survive the future

O herwi se, their interest appears to be nore about out-doing and out-
smarting one anot her as was apparent in a recent attenpt to pressure its
Chi ef Executive Oficer Tengku Tan Sri Mhal eel Tengku Ariff to | eave
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