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The politics of consensus

THERE was a snoot h handi ng over of executive power when Tun Dr Mahat hir
Mohamad st epped down as Prinme M nister |ast year. This state of affairs

| ooks likely to be duplicated in Umo, nowthat Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri
Abdul I ah Ahmad Badawi and Deputy Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Najib Razak are
expected to win the presidency and deputy presi dency unopposed when t he
party holds its elections in Septenber. This will also reaffirmthe
uninterrupted i nk since Independence in 1957 between the top two
positions in Umo and the two hi ghest posts i n governnent.

I n maki ng t he announcenent that the Umo suprene council had resol ved
that the two top posts shoul d be uncontested, party secretary-general Tan
Sri Khal il Yaakob enphasi sed two things - that it was unani nobus and t hat
Abdul | ah was not party to the decision. The first sends a clear signal to
nmenbers that none of the senior | eaders - and hence the nost likely to
mount credi bl e chall enges for the posts - were going to seek nomi nati on.
Conmbi ned with the statenment by Umo vice-president Tan Sri Mihyi ddin
Yassin, who did not attend the neeting because he was in China, that he
supported the suprenme council's decision, this will be a persuasive
argunent to win over the Umo grassroots.

In stressing that it was the council's and not Abdul | ah's deci si on,

Khal il was underlining the fact that the agreenent anong the senior party
| eaders was reached wi t hout pressure fromthe top. This will, of course,
not stop the anticipated criticismthat denbcracy in Umo is being stifled
fromabove. Such critics should note that, inthe first place, the
el ective principle, a key elenment in the denocratic process, has not been
suspended. A formal vote will still be required. Mrever, the
"denocrati cness” of Umo has not been di m ni shed since this representative
body has reached a sol i d consensus about howthe president and deputy
presi dent shoul d be chosen. The expected i ntense contests for vice-
presi dents and suprene council seats showthat conpetitive el ections
remain a feature of Umo. Consensus-building is as nuch a part of
denocracy as sel ecting | eaders t hrough contentious el ections.
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