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Politics: The Tun Razak way

Abdul | ah Ahnmad

LAST Sunday eveni ng, nenbers of Tun Razak's famly, relatives, friends and
col | eagues gathered at his residence, Seri Taman (now Tun Razak's
Menorial), for a tahlil, prayers for the departed, to commenorate the 25th
anni versary of his death.

Though unsaid, it was al so perceived as an occasion to pay a generous
and never-failing tribute to Tun Razak's intelligence, pragmatism
political far-sightedness and, nore inportantly, his responsive and
sensitive spirit; his generosity and hospitality.

For the 400 people led by Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanmad
and Tun Rahah, the drizzling Sunday evening recaptured ol d nenories. As we
grow ol der, the past brightens then grows di m

| felt sorry for a Razakian veteran, only four years older than ne, who
appears prematurely aged. Sad i ndeed, he could not recall the nany present
who were on the sanme chartered Mal aysia Airlines plane which took Tun
Razak and us to Beijing 27 years ago.

The arrivals and departures of the many once powerful and influentia
figures did create considerable curiosity. But anmpbng the young - there
were a nunber of themin their teens - the distant and past personalities
hardly created an i npression. Perhaps in their mnds, the reputation of
ol d faces had been overly nagnified.

Tun Razak bin Datuk Hussein was born in Pekan on March 11, 1922 and
becane Prine Mnister at 48. He was the nation's first Deputy Prine
M ni ster and M nister of Defence, the Father of the Ml aysi an nodern Arned
Forces, when he was only 35 years ol d.

Hi s contenporary at Raffles College and in Engl and, Lee Kuan Yew, a year
younger, becane Prine Mnister of a self-governing Singapore at 35 in
1959.

Had he lived, Tun Razak would be 79 in March. Before the May 13, 1969
race riots, not a few doubting Tons and Harrys, gave the patrician,
reticent and outwardly cold (but warmin person) DPM much chance of
succeedi ng the charismati c and happy-go-1ucky Tunku Abdul Rahman Putra.

Tun Razak was the antithesis of the Prince and Prenmier. They were
brought together by their pact to fight for independence and to jointly
|l ead the nation if they succeeded.

I ndeed, a Senior Mnister in the First Cabinet (still living) told ne,
whi ch was of course neant to be conveyed to Tun Razak, that he believed
Tun Razak m ght not make it. He gave his reasons.

| inmrediately told Tun Razak what the man had said. A visibly shaken Tun
Razak spent a considerable tine then and afterwards discussing the matter
with me, and concluded that there were no clear signs the Tunku woul d
| eave of fice anytime soon. Then Tun Razak had been Tunku's | oyal deputy
for a dozen years.

A contenporary of his at the Malay Col | ege Kual a Kangsar (MCKK) where
Tun Razak was headboy, Datuk Seri Hussein Nordin, an MP, had expressed
simlar reservations earlier on.

We often spoke and joked about it. One afternoon Tun Razak | anmented to
me: "Maybe, | amdestined to be the Malay Butler!".

He was referring to Rab Butler, the brilliant Deputy Prine M nister of
Britain, who was passed over in favour of Lord Home. He had to give up his
title in order to becomre PM succeeding Harold Macnillan in 1962.

When | was a student at St John's Coll ege, Canbridge, Butler invited nme



to a white-tie dinner in honour of Prince Charles at Trinity Coll ege where
he was Master and Prince Charles was once a student.

The Butl er precedent suddenly becane relevant and the tal k of Kual a
Lunpur and as his "eyes and ears” | realised it was high tinme we took the
bull by the horns. Tun Razak agreed.

The traumatic 1969 race riots hastened Tunku's departure from Mal aysi an
politics and Tun Razak becanme PMon Sept 22, 1970. He had an agoni sing
time deliberating whether to choose Enci k Khir Johari or Tun Dr [|snail
Abdul Rahman as his deputy. He made the final choice only noments before
delivering his acceptance speech at a special Umo general assenbly at
Dewan Bahasa and Pust aka.

Tun Razak did not talk to either. It came as a surprise to both Khir
and to Ismail, in particular. There were nore people | obbying for Khir
than Ismail. Khir was understandabl y di sappoi nt ed.

Though Cabi net appoi ntnments and di sm ssals were his prerogative, Tun
Razak did ask nmy opinion and in the case of Khir, he particularly sought
the view of Datuk Wan Ahnmad Omar, soon to be his principal private
secretary. Wan Ahmad, an A d Wrld gentl eman and Canbri dge-educat ed ci vil
servant, came from Kedah. He knew Khir well and other Kedah politicians.

| can tell you that it was much harder for Tun Razak to tell Khir he was
sendi ng hi mas anbassador to Washi ngton and concurrently the pernmanent
representative to the United Nations in New York

Khir took the appointnent, | know, w th considerable reluctance.
However, | nust record here that Khir, to his credit, always put the
interests of Umo and the nation above his own.

A project by credible scholars should be started to seriously study and
reflect the many sides, achievenents and the unfini shed agenda of the
second PM

| first knew Tun Razak in my final year in school and becane close to
hi mwhen | was a young reporter of this paper between 1957 and 1960. He
sent me for training in the US and upon my return in 1962, | worked for
and with himuntil he died on Jan 14, 1976.

There is so much to wite about and to evaluate his nassive contribution
to Mal aysian politics, Government and even Foreign Affairs, especially in
t he Mal aysi a- I ndonesi a reconciliation, the formati on of the Associ ati on of
Sout h- East Asi an Nations (Asean) and Mal aysia's radical foreign policy
real i gnment begi nning in 1970.

In spring 1974, Tun Razak travelled to China, a first by a Ml aysi an
Prime Mnister, to give tangi bl e expression of our non-aligneed foreign
policy.

| accompani ed Tun Razak nobst of the tinme but the journey to China
created in ne greater political realismand historical awareness that
whet her at home or in international relations, it is inperative to pursue
a policy that seeks to avoid tension, to strengthen co-operation and
enhance har nony.

Tun Razak's China historic visit was a delight on the personal |evel and
definitely enhanced the Governnment's standi ng anong Chi nese- educat ed
Mal aysi an Chi nese.

In the general election in sunmer, the newly established BN scored
| andslide victories in Parlianment and State assenblies. For Tun Razak, the
1974 general election was his first election as Prine Mnister and al so
his last (he died two years |ater).

In spite of being so successful at an early age at MCKK, in London and
later on inthe civil service and ultinately as a politician, there were
al so, besides peaks of delight, troughs of failure if not despair in the
illustrious man's life.

I can recall vividly what the former Senior Mnister said to ne:



"Dol | ah, your advice, as reflected in Tun Razak's public statenents,
appears to be inflicting wounds on the DPM (Tun Razak). You shoul d counse
himto go along with the current nood and political tenperature, not
tenper it."

Di ssenting politics continues despite coalition politics (Tun Razak's
enduring | egacy), both within the Barisan Nasional (BN) as well as the
OQpposition's so-called Alternative Front.

Tun Razak had, 27 years ago, institutionalised a |arger than the
tripartite Alliance vehicle for political pluralismw thin the Ml aysi an
context, giving voice to the passionate contenporary controversies as | ong
as it did not endanger the Ml aysi an whol e.

BN s two-thirds majority victory in the 1999 general election
notwi t hstanding, it does ook - only slightly nore than a year afterwards
- like the BNis a failing brand soap.

It is foolish, even suicidal, for the Qpposition and opportunists to
prematurely wite off Umo and BN. Umo is changi ng even though the shift
is not yet visible. Umo and the Government are in the process of

restoring the credible accountability. | urge the sooner the better.
From 1999 it is going to be a steep clinb upwards. But a cleaner, nore
transparent and | eaner Umo and Governnent will get to the sunmt,

provided they face the new political realismsquarely and sincerely.

The people will support a rejuvenated Government and Umo. Get rid of
buf f oons, passengers, carpetbaggers and tinme-servers. Then, the voters
wi Il support the ruling party as they always did before.

Mal aysi ans are a practical people. They will find their way to the truth
about things despite the Opposition's bl anket of propaganda agai nst Umo
and the Governnent.

Wien the voters, the young in particular, see changes, they will figure
out for thensel ves. The saving virtue of Ml aysians is that they do not
believe everything which is alleged by the Opposition. However, it is
i nperative that the Government mnust cone out clean and be seen to be
clean, trustworthy and efficient.

Tun Razak left an unmatched standard of personal integrity. He lived
sinmply and even frugally, something his political successors and those
nearest and dearest to himought to seriously ponder. Wen he died Tun
Razak was not a weal t hy nman.

It was and is a pleasant |lanmunan (reverie) to recall the good tines as
we waited for the Magrib prayers. How powerful one was and what courage
one showed in the face of political adversity.

Nostal gia, as Carolyn Heilbrun said in an article in the New York Tines
a decade ago, is a dangerous enotion because it is powerless to act in the
real world and yet it glides easily into hatred and resentnent agai nst
those who have taken our Eden or Canel ot from us.

The great consol ation | ast Sunday evening was that only the "good and
beauti ful " peopl e were present.

I am now reading V.S. Naipaul's Between Father and Son, the story about
t he el ancholic but |oving father whose broken dream of succeeding as a
witer would be realised in the singular achi evenent of his son.

Tun Razak, thank God, departed, not distressed by unfulfilled anbitions.

( END)
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