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Tun Razak in retrospect

Abdul | ah Ahnmad

LAST night, led by the Prime Mnister, Datuk Seri Dr Mbhathir Mohanad and
Tun Rahah, Tun Razak's relatives and friends gathered at his residence,
Seri Taman in the Lake Gardens, to comenorate the 25th anniversary of his
death with a tahlil, prayers for the departed

Tun Razak bin Datuk Hussein was born in Pekan on March 11 1922 and
became Prine Mnister at 48. He was the nation's first Deputy Prime
M ni ster and M nister of Defence, the Father of Ml aysi an Modern Arned
Forces, when he was only 35 years old. H s contenporary at Raffles Coll ege
and in England, Lee Kuan Yew, a year younger, becane Prine Mnister of a
sel f-governi ng Si ngapore at 35 in 1959.

Had he lived he 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 nuch chance of succeedi ng the
charismatic and happy-go-lucky Tunku Abdul Rahman Putra. Tun Razak was the
antithesis of the Prince and Prenier. They were brought together by their
pact to fight for independence and to jointly-lead 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 Razak, that he believed
Razak mi ght not nmake it. He gave his reasons.

I inmediately told Razak what the man had said. A visibly shaken Razak
spent a considerable tine then and afterwards di scussing the matter with
me, and concl uded that there were no cl ear signs the Tunku woul d | eave
of fice anytime soon. Then Razak had been Tunku's | oyal deputy for a dozen
years.

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

We often spoke and joked about it. One afternoon he |anented to ne:
"Maybe, | amdestined to be the Malay Butler!". He was referring to Rab
Butler, the brilliant Deputy Prine Mnister of Britain, who was passed
over in favour of Lord Hone. He had to give up his title in order to
becone PM succeedi ng Harold Macnillan in 1962. Wien | was a student at
Canbridge, Butler invited me to a white-tie dinner in honour of Prince
Charles at Trinity Coll ege where he was Master and Prince Charl es was once
a student.

The Butl er precedent suddenly became rel evant and the talk of Kual a
Lumpur and as his "eyes and ears" | realised it was high tine we took the
bul I by the horns. Razak agreed.

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

Though Cabi net appoi ntnents and dism ssals were his prerogative Razak
did ask my opinion and in the case of Khir, he al so sought the view of
Dat uk VVan Ahnmad Omar, soon to be his Principal Private Secretary. Wan
Ahmad, an O d Wrld gentl enman and Canbri dge educated civil servant, cane
from Kedah. He knew Khir and ot her Kedah politicians.

| can tell you that it was rmuch harder for Razak to tell Khir he was



sendi ng hi mas Anbassador to WAshi ngton and concurrently the Permanent
Representative to the United Nations in New York. Khir took the

appoi ntrent, | knew, with considerable reluctance. However, | nust record
here that Khir, to his great credit, always put the interests of Umo and
t he nati on 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

I first knew Razak in ny final year in school and becane close to him
when | was a young reporter (1957-1960). He sent ne for training in the US
and upon ny return in 1962, | worked for and with himuntil he died on
January 14 1976.

There is so nuch to wite about and to evaluate his massive contribution
to Mal aysian politics, Governnent and even Foreign Affairs especially in
t he Mal aysi a- 1 ndonesi a reconciliation, the formati on of the Association of
Sout h- East Asi an Nations (Asean) and Mal aysia's radical foreign policy
real i gnment beginning in 1970.

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

I can recall vividly what the former Senior Mnister said to ne:
"Dol I ah, your advice, as reflected in Razak's public statenments, appears
to be inflicting wounds on the DPM You shoul d counsel himto go al ong
with the current nmood and political tenperature, not tenper it."

Di ssenting politics continues despite coalition politics (Razak's
enduring | egacy), both within the Barisan Nasional (BN) as well as the
Opposition's so-called Alternative Front. Razak had, 27 years ago
institutionalised a vehicle for political pluralismw thin the Ml aysian
context, giving voice to the passionate contenporary controversies as | ong
as it did not endanger the Mal aysi an whol e.

BN s two thirds majority victory in the 1999 general el ection
notw thstanding, it does look -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 Governnent are in the process of
restoring the credi ble accountability, the sooner the better.

From 1999 it is going to be a steep clinb upwards. But a cl eaner, nore
transparent and | eaner Umo and Governnment will get to the sunmt,
provided they face the new political realismsquarely and sincerely.

The people will support a rejuvenated Governnment and Umo. Get rid of
buf f oons, deadwoods and tine-servers. Then, the voters will 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 blanket of propaganda agai nst Umo
and the Governnent.

When the voters, the young in particular, see changes, they will figure
out for thensel ves.

The saving virtue of Malaysians is that they do not believe everything
which is alleged by the Opposition.

However, it is inperative that the Governnent nmust conme out clean and be
seen to be clean, trustworthy and efficient.

Razak | eft a high standard of personal integrity. He |ived sinply and
even frugally, sonething his political successors and those nearest and
dearest to hi mought to seriously ponder. Wen he died Razak was not a
weal t hy man.
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