n Malaysia, nostalgia groys for the days of Mahathir
| Criticism of Abdullah | |
is garnering support

By Thomas Fuller o

KUALA LUMPUR: The annual meet-
ing of :Malaysia’s governing party is
known for fiery talk and dramatic ges-
tures, like the time during last year’s
conference when a high-ranking mem-
ber brandished a sword to make a point
_from the podium. :

But when the doors to the conference
| open next week, the party’s most out-
' spoken member will not be-speaking,

In fact, he may not even be attending.
Mahathir  bin Mohamad, who
stepped down as prime ministex three
| years agobut now is the biggest critic of
' his handpicked successor, Abdullah
Ahmad ‘Badawi, says he has not yet
made up his mind. ~
“I'may even be expelled from the

party,” Mahathir said in an interview.
‘Mabhathir’s -attacks on the govern-
ment — in the interview he lashed out

at everything from its - economic
policies to what he calls the prime min-

ister’s short attention span — are seen
by many as a self-serving and inelegant
¢oda to a long; visionary career.

. Yet many Malaysians say they wish
Mahathir would be allowed to stir

_ things up at the party congress. The
" former prime  minister’s campaign

- against the government is eliciting in-
_ creasing levels of sympathy and sup-
port here from investment bankers,

W o6
lawyers- and other Malaysians dis-
mayed that the government lacks a co--

* herent long-term plan for the economy

and has not delivered on its promises to:
clean up corruption.. )
Even Anwar :Ibrahim, ‘the -former
deputy prime minister who was fired,
jailed and beaten in prison during Ma-
hathir’s rule, said the government was
not paying enough attention to Ma-

Jhathir’s criticisms.

“He has brought up.some very key
substantive issues that include allega-
tions of a police state, rampant corrup-
tion, cronyism, abuse of pewer and a -
media that is not free,” Anwar said'in a
telephone interview. ‘

“People ridicule this and say -all
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damage to Abdullah Badawi. The prime
minister’s credibility is at stake,”
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Nair, an activist lawyer.
more free to express their views.”
Abdullah is also credited with mak-
ing some basic government. services
like passport issuance more efficient
and easing the reins on the judiciary. -
But there is also frustration among
ne from bankers to taxi drivers
s not have the same
vision for the future that Mahathir did.
“The man on the-street is saying,
‘Where is the economy heading?”
Sankara said.
In his quest to challenge or ultimately
unseat Abdullah, some of Mahathir’s
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quently, but he enters: the back seat of -
his chauffeured cars carefully and de-
liberately; doctors told him recently .
that he has three blockages in his heart.
‘Yet Mahathir retains his, feisty;
acerbic style. He complains that he is
being blocked by the police from meet-
ing with supporters, repeating his claim
that Malaysia is a “police state.” o
“«Muzzled,” he said. “I can't talk to
anybody. If I talk to the ‘mainstream
press it is either not published or it is
spun in a way that makes me look bad,”
After an hourlong interview it is dif-
ficult to know what exactly spurred this
.former medical dogtor to jump back in-
to politics. He said he was bothered
_most by the sway that Abdullah’s son-
in-law, Khairy Jamaluddin, has over |
policy and the ‘awarding of contracts.
But he was also worried about pre- - |
serving his legacy and continuing his.
aggressive building program of high-
ways, bridges and ports. ,
But Mahathir does not seem prepared
to abandon the fight. Asked whether the
idea of aquiet -retirement. — John
Grisham novels on the beach and qual-
ity time with grandchildren — tempts
him, he responded without hesitation.
“No, I think I have an obligation to
the country and to the people,” he said.
«I dom’t care much about what happens
to me.” ’
. International Herald Tribune
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