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Yes, indeed, YAB Perdana Menteri 
 
Abdullah Ahmad 
OLD British-trained Malaysian civil servants were not only faceless but 
shunned the media spotlight and generally avoided parties. All have 
retired - some are still around and active in the private sector, like 
Raja Tun Mohar Badiozaman. Tan Sri Abdullah Salleh and Tan Sri Hashim 
Aman, both former Chief Secretary, were perceived as the embodiment of 
ideal civil servants and rarely heard or seen publicly. 
  Abdullah said to me yesterday he felt government servants should not get 
involved in politics. If they did there would be chaos in the service. 
  "Imagine the secretary-general is a committed Umno man and his deputy an 
Opposition office holder, even just a member. Chaos will reign. Civil 
servants are supposed to work together and impelement government policies. 
  "Civil servants can, I suppose, become ordinary members of political 
parties. I was (Umno), but then those days everyone was an Umno supporter. 
Things have changed and if the General Orders - Conduct and Discipline - 
are relaxed you must expect civil servants to join political parties other 
than the ruling coalition." 
  Now, civil servants are more willing to talk and are often seen at 
parties and receptions. My personal experience as a keen observer and 
supporter of the civil service is that its peculiar strengths and 
weaknesses, especially in the upper echelons, contribute powerfully to our 
progress as well as the general decline in standards and efficiency. 
  It is said that the civil service of any nation is the most influential 
of all state institutions, wielding hidden power. This is certainly true 
of the British Civil Service and I believe it is also the case with the 
Malaysian Civil Service (now known as the Administrative and Diplomatic 
Service). 
  It is, like the British Civil Service, "the permanent government" of 
Malaya or Malaysia. Politicians should read various books on British civil 
servants by Peter Hennessy and see true situation comedies of the "Yes, 
Minister" and "Yes, Prime Minister" BBC television series. The Chief 
Secretary to the Government, who is also the Cabinet Secretary, is an all- 
powerful civil servant. He can, via his officers, speed up or hinder any 
implementation of government decisions. 
  Field Marshal Tun Gerald Templer, the man who reversed the tide of war 
against the Malayan Communist Party and set Malaya on the road to Merdeka, 
had this to say about an expatriate Chief Secretary of Malaya, who had 
been described by his peers as the most brilliant man in the service 
(Malayan Civil Service). Templer said, "I've tried to induce him, without 
giving him an actual order, to ease himself out of the Chief Secretary's 
chair and do his packing, but he still hangs around, talking interminably. 
I personally could never have stood him as Chief Secretary in spite of his 
knowledge". 
  Templer found Sir Vincent Del Tufo a bore and complained about him to 
the Colonial Secretary, Oliver Lyttleton, and congratulated himself when 
Del Tufo was replaced (with full honours) by Sir David Watherston, the 
Secretary of Defence. 
  I have personally known all the Malaysian Chief Secretaries since 
Independence, some very well, having worked very closely with them when I 
was holding various posts in the Prime Minister's office (1963-1976). They 
were a mixed bunch. Two or three were remarkable. 
  Tan Sri Abdul Halim Ali, the tenth Chief Secretary, a contemporary of 



mine, rightly said the General Orders (Conduct and Discipline) 1993 
prohibit civil service officers in key positions in management and 
professional groups from taking part in active politics. The ruling is 
still in effect, and he has categorically stated that it was not a good 
thing to allow senior civil servants to be involved in politics. I 
entirely agree with Halim. The Umno General Assembly last week amended its 
constitution to enable senior civil servants to join Umno. 
  A lesson in history, I believe, is not out of order. Umno was founded on 
May 11, 1946, essentially by Malay civil servants, teachers, and 
politically conscious Malays united in a new nationalism to oppose the 
British decision to turn Malaya into a British colony. 
  Umno founding President, Datuk Sir Onn Jaafar, was a Johor civil 
servant. In 1949, the Malayan Chinese Association was founded by Datuk Sir 
Tan Cheng Lock to counterbalance Umno with the obvious blessing of the 
British and also to help fight the Malayan Communist Party. 
  Fifty-four years on, things have drastically changed and are changing. 
The Malays are now dangerously divided, as evident from the 1999 general 
election results. Lunas will be yet another manifestation. It has been 
suggested that Tun Razak, had he lived, would have been able to keep Pas 
within the Barisan Nasional (BN). 
  Pas was kicked out of BN by Tun Razak's successor, Datuk Hussein Onn in 
1977. 
  Tunku Abdul Rahman Putra, Tun Razak, Datuk Hussein Onn and Datuk Seri Dr 
Mahathir Mohamad have all been in the civil service. Tunku (Legal), Razak 
(MCS), Hussein (Malay Administrative Service) and Dr Mahathir (Medical 
Service). 
  In Australia, civil servants are allowed to become members of political 
parties and many do. But we are a developing country and I believe it is 
imperative that our civil service remain non-political and neutral. Any 
civil servant who wants to go into politics should resign. A political 
civil service has greater capacity to do harm than an apolitical one which 
is already demoralised and working under stress and considerable apathy. 
  I have spoken to many friends in the civil service who say they do not 
like to do things and be cursed (undeservedly) by the public or foreign 
investors. They would prefer that they curse someone else. I also know 
that some civil servants like to undermine decisions they disagree with, 
and not a few put all sorts of obstacles to delay things for personal, 
political or, as they claim, "in the national interest". 
  All this occurs when the General Orders (Conduct and Discipline 1963) 
are in force. Imagine what the civil service will degenerate to if the 
General Orders were further diminished. 
  Civil servants should stick to being good public servants and neither be 
"Tuan" nor politicians. I must caution the new Umno leaders, especially 
the ambitious and inexperienced ones, that once virtually all Malay civil 
servants were Umno supporters or sympathisers. There was no need for the 
party to canvass them. Their support was automatic. Why is it no longer 
so? That should be their main concern. 
  Halim stated and I can tell you this, that once senior officers are 
allowed to become members of political parties, don't be shocked that if 
not a few will opt for opposition parties. 
  There is no guarantee they will automatically join the ruling party. 
Some Umno leaders want the General Orders relaxed because they wrongly 
believe, as in many other instances, that "thinking Malays" always believe 
and follow them. How wrong they have been and continue to be. 
  The Malaysian Administrative and Diplomatic Service is the oldest, 
biggest and I think the costliest and most influential of all government 
institutions wielding concealed power. 



  I had to deal with this powerful group intimately for fourteen years and 
I watched successive Chief Secretaries and Permanent Secretaries (now 
Secretaries-General), largely faceless, who formed and make up the hidden 
element of the government before and after Merdeka. I have observed how 
successive governments have failed to shrink its size, tame or tighten 
their grip on this powerful group. 
  Before the General Orders and other rules are relaxed or withdrawn, do 
ponder about the future. We must conduct a no-holds-barred and objective 
inquiry and act upon its findings on how we came to be where we are now. 
  There are two choices before us: First, as John Adams said 226 years 
ago, the happiness of the people is the sole end of the government, so 
their consent is the only foundation of it. The second is that the 
Government should be very effective in controlling its opponents. 
  The integrity, efficiency, dedication, discipline and performance of the 
old civil servants, I recall, were peerless - the likes of Tun Abdul Aziz 
Majid, (the first Malaysian Chief Secretary), Tun Ismail Ali, Tun Sufian 
Mohammad Hashim, Raja Tun Sir Uda, Tan Sri Nik Ahmad Kamil, Datuk Mustapha 
Albakri, Datuk Sir Mahmud Mat, Tan Sri Ahamad Nordin, Tan Sri Harun 
Hashim, Tan Sri Chong Hong Nyan, Tan Sri Lim Teck Choon, Tan Sri Rama 
Iyer, Tan Sri Zainal Sulong, Tan Sri Zain Azraai and many others. 
  Tunku Abdul Rahman Putra refused to make a senior but extremely 
unpopular man chief secretary despite his personal submission to him. The 
Tunku, on Tun Razak's strong recommendation, appointed Tan Sri Abdul Kadir 
Shamsuddin instead. 
  Tun Razak wanted to make a well-known sycophant succeed Kadir, but Kadir 
strongly protested becuase the appointment, he said, would demoralise the 
then well-thought-of civil service. 
  Dr Mahathir opted for Tan Sri Ahmad Sarji against another candidate. It 
was a competent choice. My appointment with Dr Mahathir was delayed for 
five minutes to enable the Prime Minister convey his decision to the 
unsuccessful man who was my senior at the Malay College Kuala Kangsar. 
  I am against politicisation of the civil service - it should remain as 
the permanent government. If it becomes polarised the civil servnats will 
form into various groups inevitably clashing in a web of personal and 
political competitions. Like politicians they are no mor immune from self- 
interest than anyone else. 
  "Yes, Minister", and "Yes, Prime Minister" portray it memorably. 
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