
It is characteristic of the Malays 
that having once placed their trust 
and respect in a person, they are 
loath to revise their opinions even 
under altered circumstances. Thus, it 
is,no longer their convictions that 
count but those of Dato Onn. -
C . H . E . D e l a k a M a h a t h i r 
M o h a m a d (1950) "New thoughts o n 
n a t i o n a l i t y , Sunday Times, A p r i l 9. 
As quoted in the b o o k Beyond 
Mahathir (2003) by K h o o B o o T e i k . " 

Comment by P. Gunasegaram 

T H A T was m o r e than h a l f a century 
ago - he w a s a me r e 25 then . Is 
f o r m e r p r i m e m i n i s t e r T u n D r 
M a h a t h i r M o h a m a d c o u n t i n g o n 
that kind of t h i n k i n g among "Malays 
w h e n i t c omes t o h i m . a s he m o u n t s 
a f ierce a n d re lent less c a m p a i g n 
aga ins t P r i m e M i n i s t e r Da tuk Ser i 
A b d u l l a h A h m a d B a d a w i ? O r w i l l a 
s i m i l a r fate befa l l h i m as happened 
t o D a t u k O n n Jaffar? 

U m n o f o u n d e r O n n Jaf far gave 
up h i s p o w e r a n d c o u l d no t get i t 
back. O n n , f o r m e r p r i m e m i n i s t e r 
T u n H u s s e i n Onn ' s fa ther a n d 
Umno 's f i rs t p res ident w h e n the 
pa r l y was f o rmed in 1946, left Umno 
in 1951 w h e n the par ty d i d no t 
accept h i s p r o p o s a l to open the 
m e m b e r s h i p t o a l l M a l a y a n s a n d 
r e n a m e i t the U n i t e d M a l a y a n 
Na t i ona l O rgan i sa t i on . T w o o ther 
part ies he f o rmed tai led l o ge l M a l a y 
suppor t . 

W h e n y o u are i n t h e seat o f 
power - espec ia l l y w h e n that p e r c h 
gives y o u lots o f i t - y o n are 
i n v i n c i b l e . B u t w h e n you n o l onge r 
have that powe r , y o u a re no l o n g e r 
i n v i n c i b l e . You have to get the 
p o w e r b a c k before y o u b e c o m e 
i n v i n c i b l e aga in . 

C a n M a h a t h i r , against a l l the 
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odds, got the p o w e r back w h e n 
s o m e o n e else ho lds i t a n d i s no t 
about to g ive i t u p ? E s p e c i a l l y when 
his successor , w h o m he p i c k e d , led 
U m n o a n d B a r i s a n N a s i o n a l t o the 
m o s t r e s o u n d i n g v i c tory e v e r i n the 
genera l e l ec t ions o f 2004. T h a t 
v i c t o ry , the sca le of which may not 
have been poss ib l e i f M a h a t h i r w a s 
at the h e l m , represented a r e turn to 
t h e f o ld o f M a l a y s w h o h a d deser ted 
U m n o i n 1999, post the A n w a r 
I b r a h i m c r i s i s . 

T h a t we have t o a c tua l l y a sk a n d 
a n s w e r this 'quest ion ind i ca t es i n n o 
u n c e r t a i n terms that the s i l l y s eason 
i n M a l a y s i a n po l i t i c s i s back w h e n 
the u n t h i n k a b l e i s thought a n d an 
i n c r e a s i n g we i gh t o f o p i n i o n seems 
to t h i n k that the i m p o s s i b l e is 
poss ib le . Or i s this m e r e l y a n o t h e r 
form of s p i n - d o c t o r i n g f r o m the 

other side? 
T h e un fo r tuna te t h ing is that a 

w h o l e lot o f i l l and a i l m e n t s that 
w i l l supposed l y affect the c o u n t r y i s 
c o n j u r e d u p b y the d o o m a n d g l o o m 
sayers, w h o create a m o m e n t u m of 
p e s s i m i s m b y i n v i t i n g a n d even 

rcoercing o thers to the i r po int of view by 
the i r incessant pra l t te . 

T h e M a l a y s a n d U m n o w i l l b e sp l i t 
a ga in , there w i l l be po l i t i c a l ins tab i l i t y , th i s 
is the wors t c r i s i s Abdul lah has faced, 
e c o n o m i c deve l opmen t w i l l g r i n d to a ha l t , 
the s tock m a r k e t w i l l f a l l , don ' t u n d e r -
est imate h i m , etc. A r e a l l these just i f ied? 

Let's l ook a l ihe facts. M a h a t h i r was 
e lected MP for the K o t a Setar Se la tan seat 
i n K e d a h i n 1964. I t w a s es tab l i shed ea r l y 
on that h e w a s not i n v i n c i b l e w h e n he lost 
the seat to PAS 's Haj i Yusu f f R a w a in 1969. 
A c c o r d i n g t o s o m e accounts , he h a d sa id i n 
1969 that he d i d not need C h i n e s e voles to 
w i n . F o t l o w i n g the M a y 13, 1969 riots, 
M a h a t h i r w ro t e a w i d e l y c i r cu l a t ed letter 
c r i t i c i s i n g then p r i m e m i n i s t e r T u n k u 
A b d u l R a h m a n . H e was d i s m i s s e d f r o m h i s 
U m n o S u p r e m e C o u n c i l p o s i t i o n a n d 
expe l l ed f r om the pa r t y . T h e f o l l o w i n g year, 
he w ro t e the c on t r o v e r s i a l b ook The Malay 
Dilemma w h i c h w a s p r o m p t l y b a n n e d , the 
ban be ing lifted in 1981 w h e n M a h a t h i r 
b e c a m e p r i m e m in i s t e r . 

M a h a t h i r was r eadmi t t ed in to U m n o i n 
1.972 after T u n . A b d u l R a z a k a s s u m e d the 
man t l e . T h e T u n k u h a d stepped d o w n after 
the 1969 r iots. M a h a t h i r s t ood for the 
K u b a n g P a s u p a r l i a m e n t a r y seat i n 1974 
a n d won unopposed , r e t a in ing the seal 
u n t i l 2004 w h e n he d id no t contest a l ter h i s 
r e t i r ement . He was appo in t ed educa t i on 
m i n i s t e r in 1975. 

T h e v i t a l t u r n i n g p o i n t for M a h a t h i r 
c a m e the f o l l o w i n g y ea r when T u n H u s s e i n 
O n n became prime m i n i s t e r f o l l o w i n g 
Razak ' s u n t i m e l y death . Desp i t e the 
s o m e w h a t s c a t h i n g r e m a r k that M a h a t h i r 
made a b o u t h is l a ther 26 years ago, 
H u s s e i n p i c k e d M a h a t h i r a s h i s deputy. 

A n d th is w a s N O T because M a h a t h i r 
enjoyed o v e r w h e l m i n g suppor t i n U m n o . 
M a h a t h i r w a s p i c k e d over two U m n o v i c e -
pres idents w h o had h i ghe r voles than h i m , 
Ghafar Baba and T e n g k u Raza l e i gh 
H a m z a h . An acc iden t o f fate put M a h a t h i r 
in l ine f o r the top pos i t i on . 

W h e n H u s s e i n r e t i r ed due t o f a i l i n g 
hea l th . M a h a t h i r b e c a m e pr ime m i n i s t e r i n 
1981. In 1987 he jus t s c r a p e d th rough in a 
b r u i s i n g ba i l i e for con t ro l o f U m n o aga inst 
the T e n g k u 
R a z a l e i g h - M u s a 
H i t a m coal i t ion 
w h i c h b e c a m e 
k n o w n as Team. B . 

T h i s w a s f o l l owed 
b y M a h a t h i r 
c o n s o l i d a t i n g h i s 
power , w h i c h 
i n c l u d e d the 
f o r m a t i o n o f U m n o 
B a r u , e x c l u d i n g k e y 
T e a m B m e m b e r s , 
c h a n g i n g the face o f the j u d i c i a r y and 
c h a n g i n g the r u l e s o f n o m i n a t i o n , a l l o f 
w h i c h he c o u l d do because o f the powers o f 
i n c u m b e n c y , both a s U m n o pres ident a n d 
p r i m e m in i s t e r . 

Desp i t e the oppos i t i on o f two f o r m e r 
p r i m e m i n i s t e r s , the T u n k u a n d H u s s e i n , 
M a h a t h i r was ab l e l o h o l d on a n d w o n the 
1990 e l ec t ion , a l t h o u g h l o s i n g K e l a n t a n , a 
c l ea r i nd i ca t i on that i t is not easy to unsea t 
an i n c u m b e n t , espec ia l l y w h e n there i s no 
a l te rnat i ve to the B a r i s a n Nas i ona l . 

W h e n M a h a t h i r sacked h i s deputy 
D a t u k Se r i A n w a r I b r ah im i n Sep tember 
1998, t h e p o w e r o f i n c u m b e n c y h e l p e d h i m 
to Slav in h i s sea l . Despi te the p red i c t i on of 
pund i t s , he managed to w i n the 1999 
e lec t ions comfor tab ly , a l t h o u g h there w a s a 
loss o f M a l a y votes. 

Par t l y because o f w h a t M a h a t h i r has 
done to s t rengthen the seat o f the 
i n c u m b e n t p res iden t o f U m n o , i t i s no t 
g o ing to be easy to u n s e a l A b d u l l a h . On top 

o f this there are c ons i d e r ab l e powe rs that 
the p r i m e m i n i s t e r has u n d e r the laws o f 
the country . 

Of c ou rse these do no t m e a n that we -
advoca l e r e s t r a i n i n g M a h a t h i r o r s i l e n c i n g 
h i m . N o ! H e a n d a n y o n e e lse m u s t have th is 
f r eedom. L e t h i m c r i s i s - c r oss the c oun t r y , 
let h i m say w h a t he wan t s , let the 
n e w s p a p e r s r epo r t i t i f they, c o n s i d e r i t 
newswor thy . He is ent i t led lo take any 
m e a s u r e w i t h i n t h e law. 

M o r e than the dange r o f u n d e r -
e s t ima t ing i s o ve r - es t ima t ing h is p o w e r a n d 
a s s u m i n g tha t what he does w i l l p lunge 
th is na t i on in to the depths o f s o c i a l a n d 
e c o n o m i c u p h e a v a l . Rea l l y , there i s no 
need for the g o v e rnmen t to react to h i s 
every move. Let h i m be a n d jus t ge l on 
w i t h the job . a n d l o r d k n o w s there 's m u c c h 
lo be done . M a h a t h i r po in t ed l y i g n o r e d two 
f o rmer p r i m e m in i s t e r s i n h is t i m e . 

M a h a t h i r i s loo a s lu l e to m o u n t a d i r ec t 
cha l l enge t o A b d u l l a h . W h a t he w i l l d o i s t o 
c o n t i n u e to agitate and to r a i s e the s a m e 
o ld issues he has time a n d time aga in -
issues w h i c h have b e e n a n s w e r e d e n o u g h 
t imes a n d over w h i c h n o sane g o v e r n m e n t 
w i l l b a c k d o w n . 

W h a t he w a n t s t o do i s t o r a i s e so m u c h 
dissent on the g r o u n d - r ea l or a p p a r e n t -
l o t r y a n d force A b d u l l a h l o " v o l u n t a r i l y " 
step d o w n , m u c h l i k e what, h a p p e n e d to 
the T u n k u . A b d u l l a h w i l l b e f a l l i n g in to h i s 

t rap i f he does 
throw in the towe l . 

In Maha th i r ' s 
m i n d , even if he fails 

to force Abdullah 
out, he is h o p i n g to 
at least put on the 
defensive or 
neutra l i se those 
ind iv iduals close to 
A b d u l l a h w h o he 
regards as 
unfr iendly to h i m 

(Mahath i r ) . 
M a h a t h i r ' s t ime is up - i t e n d e d s ome 

three years ago w h e n he gave up power. To 
try to h o l d onto i t by u s i n g h i s i m a g e and 
i n f l u ence to force th ings i s regret table a n d 
w i l l back f i re o n h i m eventua l l y . I t i s m o r e 
t h a n t i m e t o move o n . 

Rut we M a l a y s i a n s have th i s habit, o f 
shoo t ing ourse l ves in o u r feel o f tent imes, -
b l o w i n g u p l a rge r t h a n l i fe p o l i t i c a l 
p o s t u r i n g into p o l i t i c a l c r ises ins t ead o f 
getting on w i t h the matters that matter. 
M a h a t h i r i s c o u n t i n g on that. 

Ma l ays i a has weathered m u c h worse than 
this and come out on fop. Un less we m a k e i t 
happen , there is no po l i t i ca l cr is is . No one i f 
ind ispensable , least o f a l l M a h a t h i r r ight now. 
A n d no one, not even Maha th i r , i s inv inc ib le . 
Ask Datuk Onn Jaffar. 

P. Gunasegaram is group executive editor of 
The Edge. 

'' The unfortunate thing is that a 
whole lot of ill and ailments that 

will supposedly affect the country is 
conjured up by the doom and gloom 
sayers, who create a momentum of 
pessimism by inviting and even 
coercing others to their-point of view 
by their incessant prattle. 

invincibility 


