
As results poured in from polling
stations around Malaysia on the
night of May 9, with one parlia-

mentary seat after another falling to the
opposition, a stunned Prime Minister
Najib Razak stared defeat in the face.
There was no hiding the fact: the Najib-
led Barisan Nasional coalition that had
run Malaysia for the six decades since its
independence from Britain, had lost the
election. Voter anger over a goods and
services tax, as well as allegations of
corruption that had swirled for years
around Najib’s government, and the
apparently lavish lifestyle of his wife, had
finally taken its toll. A consultant who
was in Najib’s office as the reality of the
defeat sank in said the prime minister
was stunned. “When he knew that the
numbers were not on his side, Najib
broke down,” he said.

Explaining Najib’s shock on election
night, one political strategist with ties to
the now-defeated government said it
was not unusual for him to be out of the
loop when there were unwelcome devel-
opments. “Najib lives in a bubble,” he
said. His advisers “don’t accept others’
views,” he added. “They don’t listen to
bad news.” Najib’s remove, and the dis-
array in his camp during the campaign
and the election, was pieced together
from interviews with about a dozen
political operatives and members of the
ruling coalition and the opposition.

Trump’s favorite PM
The electoral defeat was a humiliating

turn for Najib, who had ruled for almost
a decade and had projected himself as a
statesman who enjoyed a warm relation-
ship with Chinese President Xi Jinping,
and played golf with US presidents.
Donald Trump showered him with praise
during a White House visit last year, and
according to local media once gave
Najib a photograph of them together
inscribed with the words: “To my
favourite prime minister.” Dubbed ‘The
Survivor’ on the cover of a magazine
before the election, Najib, 64, had for
three years weathered a scandal over the
billions of dollars that went missing from
the state fund 1Malaysia Development
Berhad (1MDB). He consistently denied
wrongdoing in connection with 1MDB.

Najib went into the poll confident of
victory, according to the interviews with
politicians and party officials. But his
week went off-script quickly and -
despite frantic efforts - he failed to pull
it back. Reuters was unable to reach
Najib or any close aides for comment.
An official who worked on Najib’s cam-
paign said his camp had been sure of
victory several days before the vote.
That confidence sagged as election day
loomed with mounting evidence that
momentum was with the opposition. The
political strategist said that two cabinet
ministers were so unnerved that they
stopped country-wide campaigning to
concentrate on defending their own par-
liamentary seats.

Despite growing evidence of huge
turnouts at opposition rallies, the rul-
ing coalition remained confident of
victory, even if with a weaker mandate,
banking on its traditional Malay vote
base. Ten hours before polling stations
opened, Najib went on national televi-
sion and made voters a trio of promis-
es. If they returned him to power, he
said, his  government would scrap

income tax for the young, declare two
extra public holidays and make toll
roads free for a few days during the
Islamic festival of Eid. “It was despera-
tion,” said the campaign official.

Opinion polls showed that voters
were angry over living costs after the
introduction of the goods and servic-
es tax, but they were also disgusted
by the allegations of corruption sur-
rounding Najib. “It was conflated with
so many other things - with higher
costs of living, with inflation, with the
goods and services tax,” said Khairy
Jamaluddin, the youth and sports min-
ister in Najib’s government, explaining
the public discontent. “But at the root
of it was scandal.” A senior official in
one of the opposition parties said that
Barisan Nasional had been wrong to
count on votes from the country’s
majority ethnic Malays on the basis of
the affirmative-action policies that
benefit them.

That shortcoming was underlined by
the large crowds turning out for rallies
for the opposition’s Mahathir Mohamad,
the 92-year-old former prime minister,
in predominantly Malay areas that had
long been bastions of support for the
ruling coalition. “Sometimes on the
ground, we were telling ourselves this is
too good to be true,” said one leader of
Mahathir’s Pakatan Harapan, or Alliance
of Hope. On election day, opposition
party officials said they were sure of
victory by early evening thanks to
results that their representatives at
polling stations had passed on. The
mood was jubilant in the opposition
camp as it became clear its candidates
had beaten leading Barisan Nasional
politicians and made significant gains
across the country.

By midnight, Mahathir felt confident
enough to declare victory. Najib did
not concede, however, apparently hav-
ing recovered his composure as the
night went on. Khairy visited Najib at
his house that night and said the prime

minister was “calm” and “poised”, but
that  the people around him were
“stunned, shocked and somber”. When
the Election Commission eventually
announced the result , hundreds of
jubilant Mahathir supporters waved
flags and cheered in central Kuala
Lumpur. The next day, Mahathir, who
was once Najib’s mentor and later his
bit ter  adversary, was sworn in  as
prime minister.

Mahathir’s challenges for the multi-
ethnic nation are substantial: how to
keep together an alliance made up of
former foes, and implement populist
measures and reforms without disrupt-
ing economic growth - even as he has
promised to cede power to Anwar
Ibrahim, the opposition leader jailed by
Najib. Mahathir’s immediate attention
appeared to focus on Najib.  During the
election campaign, Mahathir had vowed
to hold Najib to account for his alleged
role in the disappearance of billions of
dollars from a government fund. As he
assumed power last week, he said that
those who had broken the law would be
punished. Meanwhile, Najib’s estranged
step-daughter, Azrene Ahmad, took to
social media to hail “the end of an era of
tyranny”.

Anger at the airport
With Mahathir in power, speculation

swirled about Najib’s future. Would
Mahathir have him arrested? Would
Najib try to leave the country? On the
Saturday after the election, an angry
crowd gathered outside a small airport
near Kuala Lumpur. Online, another
30,000 people tuned into a Facebook
live event, streaming from the airfield
entrance. A report had leaked that Najib
and his wife, Rosmah Mansor, were
going to try to leave Malaysia aboard a
private plane. “Stop them running
away!” said one watcher of the
Facebook Live event. Amid the commo-
tion at the airport, Najib announced on
social media that he would indeed be

leaving, to take a holiday overseas. But
he and his wife never showed up at the
airport. What Najib hadn’t realized then
was that, just minutes before his
announcement, the Immigration
Department had issued a statement that
Najib and Rosmah were barred from
leaving the country - a final humiliation
for the former prime minister.

Later that day, a sombre Najib
appeared at a news conference that
appeared to signal the end of his politi-
cal career. Struggling to get a micro-
phone to work, he put on a brave face as
he announced that he was resigning as
leader of both his political party, the
United Malays National Organization
(UMNO), and Barisan Nasional.
“Anyone who is the leader and failed, it
is the responsibility of that person to
accept defeat. With an open heart, I
accept it,” he said.

‘Collective denial’
Looking back at the evening of the

election, Khairy, the Barisan Nasional
lawmaker, discounted speculation that
Najib had been hoping to find some way
out of his predicament. Once the results
had sunk in, Najib’s priority had been
figuring out how to achieve an orderly
transition, he said. “There were a lot of
concerns that he was going to declare
martial law, emergency rule, not hand
over power,” Khairy said. “Those were
never ever options that were even dis-
cussed, thought or entertained in any
way. It was just about accepting it and
how we would concede.” 

Now, without Najib at the helm, the
priority for the former ruling coalition
was figuring out how to become the
opposition for the first time, Khairy said.
“We were in a state of collective denial,”
he said, adding that the coalition had
misunderstood the anger of the popula-
tion. “We were too drunk on our own
Kool-Aid, and this is a sobering lesson
for us which we’ll remember for the rest
of our lives.”— Reuters
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Asurprise election victory for fiery Shiite
cleric Moqtada Sadr seems to have shak-
en Iraq’s polit ical landscape at the

expense of both the Iranian and American influ-
ence in the country. The populist Shiite preach-
er, a firebrand who once battled US troops and
now opposes Tehran, has cobbled together a
broad technocrat coalition tasked with rooting
out Iraq’s endemic corruption. But can he really
sideline powerful foreign players and domestic
rivals to take control?

Playing by the rules?   
While Sadr’s unlikely Marching Towards

Reform alliance with Iraq’s communists looks
on course to be the biggest group in parlia-
ment-it faces many obstacles. The movement
has pitched itself as a challenge to Iraq’s
entrenched elite and ridden popular protests
over graft to drum up support. Under article 76
of Iraq’s constitution, the right to form a gov-
ernment falls to the political bloc with the most
seats. Sadr-who has ruled himself  out of
becoming PM-should be the key powerbroker
and is already eyeing a coalition of around a
dozen groups to reach a majority. 

However, with months of wrangling expected
ahead, it remains far from certain that he will get
the chance to realize his ambitions. At elections
in 2010, the Iraqi National Movement of Ayad
Allawi-loathed by Iran-scooped 91 seats to
become the biggest group in parliament. But
after much maneuvering, Allawi was eventually
bested by Nuri Al-Maliki, as Tehran helped engi-
neer a union between two leading Shiite blocs to
give him more seats.

Cutting foreign influence?   
Strengthened by his apparent victory in

Saturday’s polls, black-turbaned Sadr could now
push his nationalist agenda that has seen him
pledge to curb foreign meddling in Iraq. After
the 2003 invasion, his militia battled US forces.
He is now calling for the latest deployment of
American troops to leave following last year’s
defeat of the Islamic State group. 

While his family of religious scholars histori-
cally has close ties with the Islamic revolutionar-
ies in Iran and he spent years living there, Sadr
has now fallen out with Tehran and wants its
overbearing influence slashed. In a sign that he is
angling to chart a different course, he visited
regional Sunni powerhouse Saudi Arabia last
year, as Tehran’s rival seeks to play a greater
role in Iraq. Sadr faces a difficult act to herd
together enough groups from across Iraq’s frag-
mented political spectrum to form a government. 

He has extended a hand to a wide spread of
parties-including the bloc of current Prime
Minister Haider al-Abadi that lies in third place
according to latest results. Whether he can con-
vince Abadi-a key member of the establishment
Dawa party that has dominated Iraq for years-to
turn his back on his former stablemates and team
up remains a major question. Abadi-who came
to power in 2014 as IS rampaged across Iraq-
has balanced off the US and Iran during his time
at the helm. Sadr for now appears to be ruling
out an alliance with two other powerful forces
inside Iraq: the Iran-backed Conquest Alliance
of former anti-IS paramilitary fighters and ex-
premier Maliki. 

Iran maneuvers?   
Any attempt to form a government that would

threaten the influence Iran has built up in the 15
years since the fall of Saddam Hussein looks cer-
tain to face opposition from Tehran. Iraq’s larger
neighbor to the east has major leverage over
many of the top Shiite politicians and it already
seems like it may be looking to block Sadr’s path
to power. Political sources told AFP that two
meetings have been held under Iranian guidance
to bring together several political blocs. 

According to a participant, the aim has been
to unite Abadi and Maliki-bitter foes despite
coming from the same Dawa party-alongside
the Conquest Alliance, which looks set to come
second in the election. The initiative could
trump Sadr’s own coalition-building efforts but
it risks angering the cleric’s supporters who are
yearning for a clampdown on corruption by
establishment figures. — AFP 
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What next for Iraq 
as cleric Sadr heads 
for election win?

KUALA LUMPUR: Former Malaysian Prime Minister Najib Razak (left) speaks as United Malays National Organization
(UMNO) senior leader Hishammuddin Hussein (right) looks on during a press conference in Kuala Lumpur.  — AFP 


