- and most significant pohtlcal party.

Undemably, there Wwas some latent
“tension -within Umno and - on the
Malay ground this year. o
" There was the __’memorandum
the Prime Minister by non-Mushm

‘ministers. There was -the polemlc :

“over Malay €COoNomic achievernents
in Penang. There was the Asli report
"about Bumiputera corporate eqmty
ownership.

And there was a general momen-

tum that started at last year’s general

~assembly when the party agreed to
pursue a more: formalised Agenda
Melayu by refocusing on the original -

spirit and intent of the New Eecononmic -

Policy.

: These issues, no doubt, channelled:
into a creseendo. of powerful oratory;
‘one “or- two-of which crossed’ the -

boundaries of ethno-nationalism | mto
‘jingoistic chest thumping.

“This has led to alarm bel]s of come-.

“mimal tension ringing, with many
understandably concerned about the
future of race relations in Malaysia.

_This year’s: assembly - was my
eighth. Tam'a keen delegate tothe as- .
‘sembly and I try to sit through as.
many speeches as pOSS].ble faking co- >

pious notes in every session attend.
In the aftermath of this year’s as-

sembly, I looked back at past meet-

_ings and saw. nothing unusual about
whattookplace. -
Stire there were some sensmve is-
_sues being debated in the media in
the run-up te the assembly, but there
is always a set of communal concerns
that - get strategic publicity before
each Umno meet, and for that matter
before any annual ‘meeting of the
- communal * partles in. Barisan Na-
sional. - =
This is to be expected because the
raison d'etre for individual commu-
nal parties like Umno, MCA and MIC
is our “struggle” or perjuangan for

'gest :

p speech at the -

tives that far outs

To them, there -was niothing new
‘with the rhetoric. It had all been said
and articulated before, many. times
‘over.-The only difference “this- time -

“around was that the proceedlngs :

“were carried “live”on television.

“ For the first timie ever, Malaysmns
who previously only read reports in
newspapers or saw excerpts on the
news were exposed to Umno uncut
unplugged.

For the first time, they fo]lowed ev-‘
ery syllable, every word and every
gestlculatlon fromeach speaker.

.The ensuing “culture shock” is un-
.derstandable. Never before have
those on the outside had the opportu-
Tiity to see what only delegates, ob-

servers and ofﬁcral medla have seen k
am{,he past.

Bt what must be understood here

1s that, as far as Umno members are -
- ‘conceérned, there was nothing m-

usual ‘about this year'sdehale.

‘Now that logma]ly begs the ques-
tlon If the rhetoric in Umno has al-
“-ways been like-this, then shouldn’t
non-Malays be even more worrled
since thisisthenorm? - =~

The answer isan emphatic “no”.

- For those who are peddling around
the spin that the recent Umno assem-
- bly is testament to. intolerance and
even racism, it needs to-be poinfed
out that while there is nothing ex-
“traordinary about - this - year’s
congress and that similar sentiments

- have been raised in the past, these

feelings have never compromised the
ultimate - ‘manifestation of gover-
nance: in this country through BN’s
power-sharing formula.

Simply put, no matter How emo-‘

‘tionally charged the assemblies have
been in the past — whether Umno,

MCA or MIC meetings — at the end of
‘the day, the government that all the -
BN component parties represent has

never abandoned the moderate cen-

" ality on theground. .. .
~To. understand the Umno asseimn-

'bhes one must understand the polit- -

*ical and cultural milieu of the Malays
~One ‘must understand  there - are

trein our pohtmal spectrum
So. the fact that this happers year

after year, and yet we still ultimately
- manage to deal ‘with all our differ-
ences in measured and considerate

ways, speaks volumes for all.the par-

. ties in BN and the trust ‘that exists
- AMongus.

Failure 10 understand this and to

conclude that . “commumalism”’ ‘as
- practised by BN’s main parties is out-

dated naively’ demes the pohttca.l re-

matters that dre .considered sacro

sanct, such as Malay rights and the -
status of Islam as the official rehg‘ionj

of the Federation. :
The general assembly- has always

- been a platform for Umno to.remind -
ourselves; and -others, that these .
matters must never be questioned or

compromised because it relates to
the very reason why Umno was

founded and forms the essence of the - *

_Malay position in ‘the “social con- -

“tract”. ,
Seen from '[.hlS perspectlve what

we. say- during’ our .meetings is_as

much a reminder to ourselves. that -
these principles must be defended-as .

much asitis areminder to others that
we still hold these matters sacred.
The assembly provides a criicial
avenue. for- the ‘grassroots to vent
their’ frustrations. about what they

_perceive as aitempts to undérmine,
‘question. or even revoke these ‘hal-

lowed prlnmples

Although there was nothmg new m{

the intensity of the rhetoric this year,

1t took place within the context‘ ofa:

more open political climate.

. ety, that issues Malays have _consid-
ered off-limits to-everyone - else. are
/Suddenly cons;dered fair game.

The delegates’ speeches were part

of a process of accepting the realities
.of the new openness by saying: “Yes,
by all means, let us’embrace the po-

- litical space that - the 1eadersh1p

~wants to create-as part of a maturing

_one — purselves included . — that
" there are limits to freedom. - :
“Andfor the Malays, the limit
. ;draws a protectlve line: around reli-
-gion and race.”

That was the essence ofthe debate:.

- valve that needed to be released.

There was too much pent-up frus- -

tration -and latent tension on . the
Malay ground. All the issues that pre-

‘ceded the assembly resulied in ‘a

. community that was akin to a highly
cofled spring, ready to unwind w1th
‘unstoppable force:

But the- Umno general assembly
proved once again thatit is a crucial
gathering that allows for the-commu-

frustrations and, yes, even. unleash
thelr anger.

“ But as with-any meetmg pohtrcal .

or otherwise — it.is always the- first
word and the last that frames the

The: prime minister’s- decision - to
-give more room for discourse and de- -
bate has resulted in a sense of anxi-

democracy, but let uis remind. every- )

event for postenty

-The prime’ mmlsters preSIdentlal

address that opened the- assembly,
- his winding-up speech atthe-end and

the. resolutions: that ‘mirrored  his-

‘speeches are the uliimate reflection
‘ofthe assembly. . - -

That he chose to remlnd the dele=

. gates that Umno must stay theé course

with its- coalition: partners, ‘that we

“need to hold fast to consensus and
- compromise, thatno one community
-walks “away from the negotiating

table with everything nor is left with
nothing, that our approach of fight-

“ing for-our race and our religion. yet

respectmg what other commumities

.- /pursue is-not. mutua]ly exclusive ‘or’ -
_inconsistent, -that the president of

Umno is also the prime minister of. all .
Malaysians; showed that-he was in .
control and thatthe 51tuatlon is under

.>rcontrol. -
I we: sift. through the heroics, the = -
storm and thunder, it was a safety

“After a - fevv days of charged '

_rhetoric it would have been too easy

for the final word to merely echo the -
sentiments on the ground. - e
- But that isnot leadership, "
Leadership is wher you let every-

thing that needs to be said,out in the.

open, but have the credibility, moral
authority and .courage to bring ev-

‘eryone back to the centre; to smooth

the frayed -edges, to soothe raw
nerves and to turn charged emotions

““into a positive energy with a purpose
nity to air their coneertis, vent their

not just for Malays but for

- Malay51ans

That is the leaderslup that we saw
from the president of Umnno. and that

must be the endurlng image of the
' general assembly



