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Dealing with issues fromthe “political margins

Jocel i ne Tan

DOM on the street below, the anplified vocals of the pop diva Celine Dion
and a band of blind nusicians conpete to be heard above the runbl e of
traffic.

The overall effect is sheer noise and anot her typical day al ong Jal an
Tuanku where former Parti Mel ayu Sermangat '46 (S46) deputy president Datuk
Rais Yatimhas his law firm

H s office occupies two floors of a rust-brown buil ding where a security
canera records everyone who cones in fromthe street.

Rais' office - physically, at least - is not your typical |aw office.
Were it not for the shelves of |aw books, it m ght have passed for a
m ddl e-cl ass apartnent, with its bew |l dering m sh-mash of too much
furniture, floor-to-ceiling mrrors, decorative kni ck-knacks, photographs
and nor e phot ogr aphs.

There is a showcase feel about the place and an air of underutilisation,
al nost |ike that of a nuseum

But Rais is no nuseum pi ece.

In fact, he | ooks snappy in a jacket with a houndstooth pattern worn
over a striped white-and-blue shirt that had tiny steel buttons.

It may have been the light that day or the angle fromwhich the NST
phot ogr apher shot the picture, but nore than a few persons were to point
to his striking resenblance to former Deputy Prime Mnister Tan Sri Misa
Hi t am

There is also an intellectual bent to him- he is interested in ideas
and concepts. In fact, his firmdoes quite a bit of work on intellectua
property.

Rai s speaks flawl ess English and has a superb command of Malay. He is
said to be a good public speaker but the last tine | heard himat a
ceramah in Kelantan, he had fairly droned on.

Apparently, being on the "political margins" - his owm words - has not
st opped hi mfromvoi ci ng opi ni on on i ssues nost politicians shy from

A sanmple - noney politics, corruption, public accountability, rule of
| aw, the Constitution.

And he is a little peeved over the mainstreamnedia's seenm ng | ack of
ent husi asmfor such i ssues.

Being in the Opposition is no fun as he nust have di scovered during nine
years on the other side of the political fence

Rais was in "Team B" and events follow ng the contentious Umo el ections
of 1987 saw himreplaced as a M nister. When S46 was forned, he becane its
deputy president, a post he held till the party's dissolution |ast
Cct ober.

Today, he is just an ordi nary menber of Umo.

"I have really conme full circle," he says with not a little irony.

Actual ly, Rais played a key part in bringing together the two parts of
the original Umo. He was the one who contacted Umo's Datuk Megat Junid
Megat Ayub whom he knew woul d carry the nessage back to Umo president
Dat uk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad. The rest is history.

H's rationale for "reunification" - the preferred term- has oft been
repeated by S46 | eaders - two general elections have shown which way Ml ay
sentiments lie; things have changed; and, perhaps, the nost interesting of
all the reasons, the Dr Mahathir today is no | onger the Dr Mahathir of
1987.



Less nmentioned are the political frustrations of being on the outside,
their troubles with PAS in Kel antan, dw ndling funds and shri nking
synmpat hy. But Rais, one can see, is making a valiant effort to be
phi | osophi cal about it all.

He tal ks of how his tinme is now devoted to his fanmly, work, witing,
and readi ng. He even takes the LRT to work fromhis Anpang hone - a huge
contrast to the days when he would be jetting north, south and east in a
singl e day.

The truth is, the influx of ex-S46 people into Umo has had quite
m nimal inmpact within the party after the initial euphoria.

To date, only 20,000 of the forner ex-S46 nenbers have been accepted by
Umo, a fraction of the 200,000 who were supposed to have fol |l owed Tengku
Razal ei gh Hanzah over.

The nenbership issue is evidently a sore point for fornmer S46 | eaders.

Then again, the fact that no one publicly disputes the 200,000 figure
does not nean that everyone believes it.

According to Rais: "Many feel disappointed with the tinme taken (to
process their nmenbership applications) and the attitude too. W have done
our part (rejoining unconditionally) but there have been no overtures from
di vi sions and branches to nake us feel at hone."

Despite the plethora of welcone statenents fromUmo's rank and file,
the situation at the division and branch | evel s has been cool at best.

The reality is that in the tinme the splinter group was trying to nake it
in the Opposition, a whole new generation had noved in to fill the vacuum

It is unlikely nor would it be reasonable to expect this group to
willingly acconmpdate the returnees especially in posts and positions.

"They (the returnees) will have to earn acceptance all over again," says
political scientist Dr Hussein Mhanmed of Universiti Mal aya.

Al though Rais is now a nmenber of his old Umo branch i n Kanpung Gagu, he
gets the sense that the Jel ebu divisional |eadership "puts ne at arnis
| ength. "

In fact, the appointment of Rais's forner political rival Datuk Mkhtar
Hashi m as treasurer of Umo Negri Senbilan - the appointnment is the talk
of Umo - is widely seen as a nove to check Rais' possible advance in the
St ate.

Sonme think Rais has been away too long to be nmuch of a political force.

"He is yesterday's man," says UM s Hussein quoting a BBC docunentary on
former British Prime Mnister Harold Wl son shortly after the latter |eft
of fice.

O hers argue that if Mkhtar can make a coneback, why not Rais.

Rais is already being rem nded of the adversarial things he used to say
about Ummo and the CGovernnent.

The nost indictive rem nder of those days |ies in Executive Power, a
hefty vol ume based on his PhD thesis.

He makes no apol ogies for his past words and action: "It was
constructive."

And, the fact that he is back in Umo has not stopped himfromdwelling
on sore of his pet subjects. For instance, he recently sent copies of his
paper on noney politics to all the English newspapers.

"None found it “suitable' for print," he says with a sardoni c enphasis
on the word "suitable".

Rai s says he rai ses such issues not to make waves but because he
genui nely believes that they ought to be aired and discussed if Ml aysi an
society is to mature into the industrialised nation envi saged by 2020.

"For that, we need transparency and accountability. Ml aysia needs a
strong noral fibre so that the econonic vibrance of the day will last."

Li ke many Ml aysi ans, he was noved by Dr Mahathir's powerful speech



agai nst noney politics at the party's last assenbly and describes it as
the "nost beautiful, constructive and reformative speech” he has heard in
years.

"1 thought the bureaucracy would translate it, exam ne corruption | aws.
The ACA woul d be busy | ooking into political donations, into | eaders
di shing out perks but..."

He sees hinself playing an "input role"; he was probably too nodest to
say "noral conscience".

Rais will turn 55 in a fortnight's tinme. In Umo's early years, this
woul d be about the age when things started happening for potentiates.

But tinmes have changed and great things now happen to thirtysonethings
and fortysonet hings. Thus, this el oquent and, by nost accounts, highly
tal ented politician may have m ssed the boat com ng back now

"M ssed the boat? He junped ship!" says an unforgiving Umo politician.

Apparently, his stunning declaration that he had "burnt his bridges" in
| eaving Umo for S46 is not forgotten.

"It was considered an “un-Malay' thing to do,
journalist.

The nore fatalistic say he shot up too quickly, and that's why he fel
"just like that".

Rai s, who worked in a variety of jobs before he graduated in | aw from
the University of Singapore in 1973, was quickly noticed by then Prine
M ni ster Tun Razak Hussei n.

The general election of 1974 saw himel ected MP of Jel ebu and appoi nt ed
Parliamentary Secretary to the Mnistry of Culture, Youth and Sports.

H's junmpstart in politics was the start of a dizzying ascent through the
corridors of power - Deputy Law M nister (1976-78), Deputy Honme M nister
(1978), Menteri Besar of Negri Senbilan (1978-82), Land and Regi ona
Devel opnent M ni ster (1982-84), Information Mnister (1984-86), Foreign
Affairs Mnister (1986-87).

"He was one of the bright ones. He perforned as a M nister and he was
good with the grassroots,"” says Datuk Shahrir Samad, whose own career
began during the Razak era.

It helped that Rais was married to the gl anorous and gregari ous Datin
Maznah who was the sort of wife with whompolitical careers are made.

The NST phot ographer who cane along with nme renenbers her as an active
VIP wife and extremely photogenic. She is, in fact, an acconplished person
in her own right, having witten books and dranas.

Rais is very proud of her: "My wife is marvel |l ous, never |ost her
composure al though | think she suffered nore than nme."

Wi | e her husband was shunned by "friends", Maznah found she coul d not
get her books published or her dramas aired.

He says now. "W shoul d not be so hysterical about the Opposition. W
shoul dn't avoid the dinner plates and kitchens of Ml aysi ans just because
they are in the Opposition."

Rais is particularly fond of a | arge photograph of Razak and hi mthat
hangs in his room But it is the first Prine Mnister Tunku Abdul Rahman
who occupi es place of honour in his heart.

Of Tunku, he says: "He was very inspiring; his humlity and wi sdomis
unmat ched. .. as well as his basic instincts as a human bei ng. \Wen he
died, a part of ne went with him"

Framed phot ographs of Tunku hang in al nost every roomin Rais' office
but the nost endearing is a profile shot of Tunku speaking at a ceramah
with atiny, pink hearing aid nestled in his right ear.

( END)
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