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The return and rise of Rais Yatim

Carol yn Hong

I T is photographs galore in the Putrajaya office of Mnister in the Prine
M nister's Departnent Datuk Seri Dr Rais Yatim a keen caneraman who
rarely | ets Kodak nonments go by without a click

H's favourite subjects are the country's Prime Mnisters and ot her top
politicians in their nost off-guard and endearing nonents, giving a
fascinating glinpse behind the scenes.

In contrast, his close-knit famly was featured in only one picture,
standing stiffly and dressed in matching bright blue outfits.

One particul ar photograph stood out fromthe clutter; it was put up, he
says, to rem nd hi mof where he had cone from

It showed Tengku Razal ei gh Hanzah with a broad grin stretched across his
cherubi c face as he bent over a list of nanes, watched by a beam ng Rais.
Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad stood to one side, |ooking
beni gnly on the scene

It was the day of Senmangat 46's return to Umo in October 1996

"There are 80,000 nanes there," says Rais, the nonent still fresh in his
m nd al t hough he says "Semangat is now only a speck in nenory"

Rais was in TeamB in the bitter 1987 Umo el ections and in the
resul tant upheaval, lost his post as Foreign Mnister. He left Umo and
becane Semangat 46 deputy president when the party was formed.

When the party was dissolved in 1996, he returned to his old Umo branch
i n Kanpung Gagu as an ordi nary nmenber and in March, won the Jel ebu
division chief's post w thout contest.

Rai s says he will never forget the years outside even though he's now
solidly back in Governnent and Umo - the only former Semangat 46 top gun
toreturn to a mnisterial post.

It's a remarkabl e coneback for a man who had i nfanously "burned his
bri dges".

Rais is grateful to Dr Mahathir.

"Dr Mahathir has taken ne into Government, and others |ike Tengku (Datuk
Seri) Azlan (Sultan Abu Bakar) and (Datuk) Zainal Abidin (Zin), he has
gal vani sed things to make it work," he says.

Al'l hatchets are buried, the Semangat 46 story is gone, he says.

Once described as "yesterday's man", Rais has proven that he's no nmuseum
pi ece. But he is also no longer on a dizzying ascent up the party | adder
and will probably find it hard to pick up that pace again.

Though just 59, in the prime of his life by political standards, and
i Mmensely talented, many think that his best chance for a shot at a top
position rmay have passed hi m by.

"He might find it hard to find a space for hinself now, but who knows?
This is politics," says an Ummo divi si onal | eader

Rai s contested the Umo vice-presidency | ast year but didn't come cl ose
to winning. He says nowit's "too renote" to think about the next election
unl ess there is a level playing field.

By which he neans that noney politics no |longer has a role in Umo.

"I did entertain sone thought years before, which politician hasn't? Wy
back in 1981, | alnost won the VP race, | lost by five votes and after
that, the margi n becane bi gger and bi gger," he says.

(I'n 1984, the margin was 187 and in 1987, it was 160.)

He attributes this, rather obliquely, to an "altered val ue systeni,
although it's also fair to say that during his absence from Umo, a whole



generation of |eaders had grown up and the power equation had changed for
good.

He is now said to be aligned to a certain top |eader, but to nove into a
position of power is an entirely different gane.

Rai s says he does not see hinmself nmoving into the top echelon; the
rising stars are already poised on the threshold to nove in, and "there
shoul d not be any di sl ocation".

He insists, as he always had since his return, that he only wants to
"participate well". He talks tirelessly of remaking Umo into a service-
oriented party, and seeing an end to jostling for positions.

An el oquent speaker, both in English and Malay, Rais is well-respected
for his intellect although sone privately confess that they find himhard
t o under st and.

He does |ike conmplicated sentences and can be quite florid at tines.

"He can conceptualise ideas and see things in a wi der sphere. It's quite
arare talent anong politicians!" says a fornmer Senmangat 46 | eader.

And he works hard in his constituency, nmaking the two-hour drive from
Kual a Lunpur to Jelebu twice a week to attend even the snal |l est of
functions, fromparent-teacher association nmeetings to cookery contests.

A Serenban-based journalist recalls how an old Chinese farmer had waited
outsi de the Kuala Klawang district office for Rais to emerge froma visit,
because he wanted to present the Mnister with sone fresh vegetabl es.

Rais is fairly well regarded in public perception although he has taken
a bashing of late, thanks to his spirited defence of recent Interna
Security Act detentions which got the Qpposition barking at his heels with
a copy of his anti-I| SA book.

The book, Freedom under Executive Power in Ml aysia: A Study of
Executive Suprenacy, was published fromhis dissertation witten in 1994
for his PhDin public law fromthe University of London.

And the best known chapter is his strenuous condemation of the | SA

Rais (his detractors wickedly call himRise) is very tired of being
asked about this. Generally mld-mnnered and with oodl es of self-effacing
charm he can be acerbic when pushed on the issue.

"My personal views are ny personal views, but a mnisterial viewis
somet hing el se. Once a person interweaves his personal opinion with public
duty, | think he is in trouble,” he says.

He insists that many have begun to see the ISAin a softer |ight since
the Sept 11 attacks on the US.

Rai s has largely been credited for revitalising the justice systemsince
he becane Mnister in 1999 although strictly speaking, this is outside his
pur vi ew.

I ndeed, he has often been accused of interfering.

He had stepped on a good nunber of toes, including those of the forner
Chi ef Justice who apparently said Rais should stick to his job as M nister
in charge of Tables and Chairs (court adm nistration).

That was after Rais comented on the judge's holiday in New Zeal and,
purportedly with a | awer.

It was this episode which sparked a new phase in public scrutiny and
debate on judicial conduct.

And it was in this role that Rais's star shone the brightest. He nay not
have had direct control over changes but he spurred themw th his frank
vi ews and behi nd-the-scene hard work.

He didn't | et down those who saw himas the best hope for inprovenent to
a systemwhi ch had been mired in controversy for too | ong.

It is no secret that Rais and a few other Mnisters had | obbied for the
appoi ntmrent of Tan Sri Mhamed Dzai ddi n Abdul | ah as Chi ef Justice, the
single nost inportant step in reviving public confidence.



Rais credits Dr Mahathir for playing a "positive role" in this.

"I can say that there is now sonme sense of pride in the |egal practice
and international recognition, | think, is coming in slowy," he says.

Rai s's career began in 1966 as a teacher before he took up | aw studies
in the University of Singapore.

Upon graduation in 1973, he and Hariram Jayaram set up the |aw firm of
Ram Rai s & Partners, today well regarded for its intellectual property
practice, and which he had returned to when he was out of Umo.

Rais's talents were soon noticed by G kgu Am nuddi n Abd Manaf (Pertang
State Assenbl yman 1969-78) who recommended himhighly to Tan Sri Abdul | ah
Ahmad, then political adviser to Prine Mnister Tun Abdul Razak Hussein.

Abdul I ah, in turn, recomended Rais to Razak.

"I't was your editor Tan Sri Abdull ah (now NSTP group editor-in-chief)
who took me by hand to introduce ne to Tun Razak," says Rais.

He becane MP for Jelebu in 1974 at the age of 32, and Parlianentary
Secretary to the Mnistry of Culture, Youth and Sports.

He | ater became Deputy Law M nister (1976-78), Deputy Hone M nister
(1978), Negri Senbilan Menteri Besar (1978-82), Land and Regi onal
Devel opnent M nister (1982-84), Information Mnister (1984-86), Foreign
M ni ster (1986-87) and Mnister in the PMs Departnent (1999-present).

The future? It's too far to see, he says.

One thing he wants to pursue is his love for witing and phot ography. He
is about to publish a book on Jelebu. It should nmake interesting reading
as it will also cover his years as Menteri Besar.
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