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Specul ative futility

IT's become a ritual, and a tedious one at that. For the sixth time in the
adm ni stration of Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanad as Prinme M nister of

Mal aysi a, specul ation has begun on the tining of the next genera

election. It will be just as accurate and useful as in the previous five
epi sodes. It's just as revealing, however - although what it reveals is as
unedi fyi ng.

El ection specul ati on has becone a parlour pastine; traditional warung
chatter - nostly harml ess but the very devil's workshop for idle mnds.
The salutary regularity of Malaysia's general elections - not one m ssed
schedule in 50 years and 11 general elections - has cone to nmean that the
statutory five but usually four years between themis, in effect, one |ong
canpaign. It dips into dimnuendo or rises to crescendo, but never quite
fades out.

There are real advantages to this, in that political conplacency is
sonet hi ng unheard-of in Ml aysia. Knowing the inevitable energence of the
bal | ot boxes conme hell or high water (or perhaps not the latter -
el ections are never held in the rainy season), CGovernnent and Qpposition
alike are rarely off their platforns in this country. Thus, whenever the
date i s announced and the duration of Parlianent's dissolution is known,
the entire national machinery and mindset shifts into election gear
Wi t hout unnecessary ruckus.

General election canpai gns have been disastrously long or chafingly
brief, but the people don't wait for an election canpaign to nmake their
decisions; they mull themall the time. The canpaign period is nerely a
run-up to the day they declare those preferences for the next five-year
term of governnent.

Al'l of which renders idle contenplation even nore pointless this tine
around, as the uncertainty of the date of the next election is thoroughly
subsunmed beneath the certainty that this will be the first election since
1964 that Dr Mahathir will not be contesting. The strange illogic of the
current speculation has to do with whether Dr Mahathir would prefer to
"l ead" the Barisan Nasional to another election victory (w thout being a

candi date hinself), in order to "deliver" the next governnent to his
successor, Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahnad Badawi, presunmably as some kind of
goi ng-away present. This would be a bit like the G pper winning one for
the team

Dr Mahathir has now made it clear: Abdullah, not he, will decide not

only the Cabinet over which Abdullah will preside, but when and how to
take Abdullah's own administration to the nation's voters for endorsenent
and a mandate. Just as Dr Mahathir did with his first general election, 21
years ago. In the neantime, it would be best to focus on certainties - not
the least of which are the exacting mnutiae of a transfer of authority
such as this country has not undergone in 22 years.



	Speculative futility (NST 07/02/2003)

