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Qpposi ti on nmust not oppose everything and support nothing

Abdul | ah Ahnmad

THE Yang di - Pertuan Agong this norning opens the new session of
Parliament. | have been out of the House for a good 10 years now. Do
mss it? Yes and no.

No one seriously denies that the authority and inportance (and self-

i nportance) of the Dewan Rakyat has di m ni shed considerably. |I hasten to
add it is also the case in many ot her denocracies.

Why? How t he presidential premership cane about and whether it is a
per manent feature or affliction nmakes good reading.

There is the ol d-school prinme mnister, represented by Tunku Abdu
Rahman Putra Al haj, the founding father of Ml aysia, and the transitiona
figure Iike Tun Hussein Onn.

The newstyle prine minister was started by Tun Razak who partially
adopted the presidential system The irony is that the Tunku, who found
| engt hy Cabi net and Unmo Suprene Council neetings boring and a wast ef ul
diversion, granted Parlianent the tine it wanted and deserved, and as a
result Parlianment during his (political) life and tinme was lively, robust,
a real debating forumand engaging. It sat fromnorning and often | ate
into the night, just |like the House of Conmobns, though the sittings were
| ess frequent.

The Tunku spent a lot of tinme in the Dewan Rakyat and appeared to have
really enjoyed being there, particularly during the Prime Mnister's
question tine and he regularly voted in the Dewan Rakyat divisions.

For a young nedi a person-cumpolitician |ike ne then, young civil
servants and party officials, it was an enjoyable tinme, a good experience
and | earning process. Wien | becanme Tun Razak's political secretary in
COct ober 1963, | began a mi xed career of being a politican-cum nmedi a
person-and-civil servant because Tun Razak, then Deputy Prine M nister,

M ni ster of Defence and Rural Devel opnent, and a sonetime Foreign

M ni ster, had contrived the post as far as | was concerned (at least) to
blur the distinction between the traditional role of the civil servant and
that of the political adviser (a conmm ssar as some civil servants
described it with undi sgui sed di sdain).

But in the end we co-existed pretty well, each to his own, and began to
adhere to the principle of survival of the fittest.

I must record here that | never experienced any difficulty working with
my contemporaries in the Cvil Service, such as Abdul Aziz Hussein, Abdu
Azi z Wahab, N k Hashi m Yusof, Shafie Yahya anong others, or ny seniors
I i ke Thong Yaw Hong, Robel ess, Ahnad Onmar, |shak Tadin, Jack De Silva,

Zai nal Sul ong, Zain Azraai, Ya' acob Htam N k Daud N k Mat, Abdul Kadir
Shansuddi n (|l ater Chief Secretary to the Governnent), and many ot hers.
There were, of course, a few bad appl es, none of whom becane nen of
consequence.

Tun Razak was the first nmnister to have a political secretary foll owed
by Khir Johari (now Tan Sri). Today, the political staff in each nmnistry
has increased and in the case of the Prine Mnister's Departnment, | think
t he nunber has trebled or nore.

Dat uk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad was, | shoul d think, the best Umo
backbencher between 1964 and 1969. He spoke, al nost always in English, and
very well. His speeches were always biting but never dull. H s address
when tabling the notion of thanks for the Royal Address in 1965, to which
Lee Kuan Yew proposed an anmendnent, and the ensui ng debates were sone of



the best | ever heard in the Dewan Rakyat which | had been covering since
1957 in one capacity or other.

Now, as Prinme Mnister, Dr Mahathir spends less tine in the Dewan Rakyat
and how | wi sh he devotes nore tinme to answering parlianentary questi ons.
He is el oquent and commandi ng and therefore very effective. He should
confront the Opposition - the way he did in the 1960s and | ead the way for
his col |l eagues to counter the attacks by the Opposition - sonme of which
are seen to be very damaging to the Governnment, Umo and its coalition
partners. Indeed, a few are also potentially very dangerous.

It was Tun Razak, and not Dr Mahathir, who started the presidential
prem ership. It was Dr Mahathir who enlarged it. Though Tun Razak did
consult his Cabinet and the Umo Suprene Council, nost of the decisions
were in fact made by the then powerful Umo Political Committee (the
standi ng commttee of the Suprenme Council) and by his concentric and
intimate circles of confidants and advi sers. The advi sers and confidants,
inturn, had their own clans and supporters.

The question to ponder is whether this apparent decl ension of the theory
and practice of Cabi net government is fundanental and permanent. | think
there is no turning back. It is an irreversible phenonenon. The
presidential premiershipis a political necessity given the growi ng maze
of governnental, NGO, seni-governnental and political organisations and
pat r onage.

The power of a nobdern prine mnister, like that of the US President, is
i mmense. He can be autocratic, he can al so be denocratic, always | ooking
for consensus (and achieving little). The power of the prinme mnisters of
Mal aysi a and Si ngapore, and Senior Mnister Lee Kuan Yew, is awesone, not
only over their coll eagues but al so over their respective peoples.

The role of the OQpposition in Parliament is not nmerely to oppose for the

sake of opposing - it inplies the responsibility to oppose with patriotic
noti ves.

Sad to say, the Opposition seens to oppose everything the Gover nnent
does. | will be the first to adnmit that this Governnent is not perfect,

but then, which governnment is? Labour in Britain, Likud in Israel or the
Republican in the US?

The Opposition parties, like the parties in power, are deened to be
| oyal but feel that, and this is understandable, the interests of the
nation will be served better by different policies. But nust it not wait
for the next election, rather than pursuing policies which aimat
destabilising the Governnment cone what nay?

In Britain, the party (UKis a three-party nation) out of power is
called "Her Majesty's Loyal Opposition” and when either Prince Charles or
Prince WIlliamascends the British throne, it becomes "His Majesty's Loyal
Opposition".

| very well know, especially in a maturing denocracy like ours, it is
never easy to do what | amurging because the duty of the Qpposition as
percei ved by nany people (wongly) is to oppose, and not to cooperate. It
is not the duty of the Opposition to oppose everything and support
not hi ng.

| do not believe the majority of the voters who voted Pas, DAP and
Keadi | an want their | eaders in the Dewan Rakyat to nerely obstruct the
Governnent. | look forward to the day when the Qpposition will wake up one
nmor ni ng and support the Governnment's efforts to integrate Ml aysi ans of
various races into a Bangsa Mal aysia. W nust integrate our schools, the
Cvil Service and the private sector to increase conpetitiveness,
ef ficiency, productivity and unity.

Do not be like a certain American rural politician froma small town who
said he did not know yet what to do - he was waiting to see what the



Governnent was doi ng so that he could take the other side!

I have gone on living as best as | could as a has-been politician,
witing articles on the side. | still work to get alittle noney to live
as | please, and what pleases ne is to read, travel and wite - and not to
oppose unl ess absol utely necessary, which | do often, but in private, to
those who matter or think they do.

( END)
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