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The maki ng of Hi shamuddi n

Abdul | ah Ahmad

THE exci tenent of the early struggle for i ndependence by Umo capt ured ny
i magi nati on. My appetite for politics was al ready consi der abl e when |
began reporting on Umo, Pas, Party Negara (now defunct), Party Rakyat and
Labour Party (al so defunct) and occasionally MCAand MCfor the Straits
Times (now New Straits Tinmes) in the spring of 1957, at age 19 pl us.

Many nmen wer e responsi bl e for whetting ny i nterest and i nvol venent in
journalismand politics - Leslie Hoffrman, Samad Ismail, Lee Siew Yee,
Harry M|l er and Felix Abi sheganaden anong t hem

However, the man solely responsi ble for giving me the opportunity to
practise and admi ni ster politics was the benign and efficient Tun Abdul
Razak Hussein, the suprene Mal ay neritocrat, who spotted and devel oped
latent talents in politics, civil service and private sector, and
enpower ed t hem

Razak was hi nmsel f state secretary of Pahang at 28, m ni ster of education
at 33, deputy prinme minister at 35 and prinme mnister at 48. It was three
nmont hs before his 54th birthday when he died in 1976

Though servi ng as Mal aysia's special envoy to the United Nations since
1996, politics, Umo politics especially, has never deserted ne. | ndeed,
it suddenly becane alive again (despite having |l eft Parlianent in 1990 and
active politics in late-1995) when | started witing weekly colums in The
Sun (ceased after nore than three years), U usan Mal aysi a every Monday and
t hi s newspaper al so every Monday. | wite colums and special articles in
nmy spare tinme, normally before going to bed.

Journal i smproved a good practice and background when | was invited to
j oi n Tunku Abdul Rahman's admi ni stration in October 1963 and si nce the
spring of 1996 as an ambassador

Inwiting this article on Penuda Umo or Umo Youth, I amwell aware
that it cannot possibly match the great interest generated by the
| eader shi p contest, on which | shall pen in due course; the big fight for
the three vice presidential positions, the vice heirs to the heir of the
Umo | eader shi p.

And it will be an even bigger story if Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanmad or
Dat uk Seri Abdul | ah Ahnmad Badawi i s chal | enged by either Tengku Razal ei gh
Hanzah or a stal ki ng horse.

Today's story is therefore a non-event by conparison. In fact, it could
not and did not kindle nmy interest as nmuch as it mght.

Still, Penmuda Umo is one of the two i nportant estates of the Umo real m
and once upon a tinme the nmovenent exerted a form dabl e and conti nuous
i nfluence in the party and governnment. Penuda Umo (of which | was never a
part) is, | believe, inthe process of reappraisingitself in the wake of
what happened i n the past two years, the Anwar | brahi msaga and the | ast
general el ections.

It has to reinvent itself to recapture the political inmagination and
expectati ons of the Mal ay and Bumi putera youth. But Umo Youth is still
rel evant, and worth supporti ng.

On Friday, May 10, Penuda del egates, | expect, will choose by
acclamation their 12th | eader, Datuk H shanmuddin (39 years old), a
grandson of Datuk Onn Jaafar, the founding president of Umo.

Two of H shamuddin's predecessors - Tun Razak and Tun Hussein
(H shamuddi n' s father) becane prinme ninisters. Razak succeeded Hussein as
Umo Youth | eader in 1951 and Hussein in turn foll owed Razak as prine



nm ni ster on January 14 1976.

The Razak and Hussein famlies - related through marri ages - have
produced four out of 12 Umo Youth | eaders to date (Hussei n, Razak, Datuk
Seri Najib Tun Razak and Hi shamuddi n), and three party presidents out of
five (Onn, Razak and Hussein, the other two bei ng Tunku Abdul Rahman and

Dr Mahathir).
The question is whether Najib and Hi shammuddin will followtheir
di stingui shed fathers' footsteps. Umo is still, despite its recent

el ectoral reverses and dogged political problens, the nost powerful
political machine inthe nation. And it renains the only redeening party
for Bum puteras and i ndeed for Ml aysi a.

Umo faces a form dabl e chall enge, fromPas in particular, and
attracting the increasingly politically sophisticated young Ml ay-

Bum put era professionals and intell ectuals tojoin or support it is, in
the main, the mpjor task of Permuda under Hi shanmuddin

What he does, the val ues he espouses and the i mage he portrays, will to
a large extent, deternmine the | evel of participationin Umo by the
bur geoni ng Mal ay and Buni put era "yuppi es", m ddl e cl ass prof essi onal s and
st udent s.

The young Mal ays and Bumi puteras are | ooking for "something attractive
and al luring", an "isn' for lack of a better expression - to rekindle
their interest and attachnent to the party that had nade who and what t hey
are today. For sure, they will expect greater openness, accountability and
participation in the novenent and governnent. They | ook for a genuine
qual ity administration, whichis not to say the present governnent i s not.

It seenmed to nme before, and still do, that there are vast areas which
nmust be upgraded to neet the nounting chall enge posed by the grow ng
political awareness, as well as the fast approachi ng and encroachi ng
gl obal i sation process and its ramnifications.

Unl ess all these issues are addressed by H shammuddin - cleverly and
convincingly - Umo Youth cannot and nust not expect to continue to be the
political torch bearer it once was under Sardon Jubir, later Tun, and
governor of Penang.

It was the conbustible, ultra nationalist and sometimes comi cal Sardon
who dermanded and got the Tunku to fix the deadline for Ml ayan
i ndependence on August 31 1957.

Umo was fornmed as a nmass novenment and remains so. It beganits life
beli eving that everything was achievable and it did attain alot, a fact
nobody deni es. The party's history is illustrious, but it cannot and nust
not rest on past laurels. It is crucial that it delivers what the young
peopl e of Mal aysi a expect of it during the first decade of the new
m |1l ennium and this nust be much nore than what Pas presunes it can do.

Whet her Umo likes it or not, new and newer issues and Pas require that
the party be rei nvigorated, even reformed. H shanmuddi n has a daunti ng
task, indeed an unenvi abl e one, of restoring Permuda' s past glory. An
accept abl e dynam c policy change will go sone way t owards nmaeki ng amends
for Umo's recent setback.

Atop Malay intellectual said to ne over lunch at his nbdest house in

Bangsar recently: "I'manmazed why many Umo nenbers appear to be
dispirited with the BN (Barisan Nasional)'s performance in the | ast
general elections when in conparative politics terms, BNdid brilliantly.

"Taking i nto consi deration the massi ve urbani sation, industrialisation
de-feudal i sati on, de-authoritarianisati on and noderni sati on of the
Mal aysi an society, especially the Malays, Umo fared very well despite
being in power for nore than 42 years.

"Practically no political party - perhaps no political party in the
nodern denocratic history of a sizeable state - has renained in power for



so long and yet stayed in such good shape. However, it is tine to get back
to the basics, tothe roots. Umo shall not becone | ndi an Congress Party."

Razak started the New Economi ¢ Policy. Dr Mahathir enl arged and
vigorously inmplenmented it until the Asian economnic and financial crisis
hit us in the mddle of 1997. Perhaps, the tinme has conme to think of a
conpl ete change in policy, even the political process and systemitself.

Wi | e the Gover nnent may not be obsolete, its systemof doing things
definitely is. W have to assess and re-exani ne recent experiences. Can
t he Umo- BN enpower nent be sustained? | believe it can.

Despite the worst trauma inits history, the grand old party conti nues
to hold power. Inaway, thisis aremarkable tribute to Umo's conti nued
resilience and rel evance.

It managed and rmanages to overcone, though brui sed, conbi ned nati onal
and international oppositionto win atw-thirds mayjority in Parlianent.
The bi g question in 2005 i s whet her H shammuddi n and Penuda wi || be of
much help to Umo if the party were to find itself in circunstances
simlar to those in 1999.

What ever | may write about H shammuddi n now and | ater cannot alter his
attributes or how he is perceived by others, nor will it increase or
| essen his dynami smor ot herwi se. Only Hi shamuddi n hi nsel f can do that.

As of now, only time will tell whether a resurgent Penmuda Umo and
i ndeed Umo itself will energe.

* The witer is Malaysia's special envoy to the United Nations.
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