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The | egacy of Tun Dr Ismail

Abdul | ah Ahnad

THE following is an abridged version of a speech delivered on ny behal f at
the Tun Dr Ismail Lecture at Universiti Sains Ml aysia in Penang on Dec
19.

"TUN Dr Isnmail bin Dato Haji Abdul Rahman died, at the age of 57, on the
second of August 1973. Nearly 30 years have passed. An entire generation
has grown up since then and is now producing the next, while his own, I|ike
the old warriors they were, is fading away.

Mal aysi ans under 30 - which is to say, half the nation - can have no
living nenmory of Dr Ismail. Mdst of themdon't even know they know him in
the nanes of certain schools and colleges in the Klang Valley and Johor
and of a large mddle-class suburb at the Sungai Penchal a end of the
Damansara Road in Kual a Lunpur

Conparing this country today with what it was 30 years ago is al npst
like conparing two different countries. This one has tw ce the popul ation
of that one, and five times the per capita incone.

And this country can | ook back on 30 years of racial peace and politica
stability, while that one was trying to juggle ideol ogies and race
relations on the run

In the 1969 el ections, and what cane after, lies the junction between
the life and tinmes of Tun Dr Ismail, and our own.

For while Tun Razak as Deputy Prine Mnister attended to nationa
defence and rural devel opnent, taking nodern infrastructure and
progressive ideas to the heartland, and while Tun Dr Ismail was
representing our new nati on as anmbassador to Washington and the United
Nati ons, Tengku Abdul Rahman Putra's stewardship of the country's social
contract failed.

The country's first generation of |eaders, in their attention to
econom ¢ devel opnent in search of the Good Life, had benignly neglected
those who weren't sharing it.

After the riots of May 13, 1969, it fell to Tun Razak and Tun Dr I|smail
to draw the map honme for a | ost and wounded nation. The road-nmap they drew
was called the New Econonic Policy.

This country of ours is rooted in the remains of theirs. They made this,
even if this new generation has no notion of it - but even that is a
hal | mark of successful planning.

VWhat Tun Razak and Tun Dr Ismail set in notion is what is Ml aysia
today. In a way, this is not what they inagined, but what they were. They
were educated and globally aware, with a universal and inclusive world-

Vi ew.

Tengku was a nmenber of the Kedah ruling house, while Tun Razak was an
aristocrat civil-servant-turned-politician. Tun Dr Ismail was an upper-

m ddl e- cl ass professional, Malay in heart, blood and bone, but a nulti-
raci ali st through and through.

Tun Dr Ismail did not suffer fools, and those whom he considered fools -
and treated as such - m ght be understood for not remenbering himtoo
kindly. He was al oof; respected nore than |iked. He was a nedi cal doctor
and we know how they can be as | eaders of governnent.

As a politician, Tun Dr Ismail was a realist. He didn't cultivate
support. He never canpai gned. He was distant and authoritative.

The British supremp in Malaya, Ceneral Sir Gerald Tenpler, in a ploy to
make col onial rule | ook nore pal atable, offered Tengku Abdul Rahman, the



president of Umo, a "mnisterial' portfolio (actually called "~ Mnber')
but Tengku wi sely declined it. Instead he nom nated Dr Isnmail bin Abdu
Rahman, an Umo vi ce-president, whom he trusted and held in high regard
besi des the then Datuk Abdul Razak Hussein.

Tenpl er was pleased and said Dr Isnail was "a really good brain and one
of the top three in Umo'. Though the British were still wary of Umo,
perhaps by incorporating Dr Ismail (also a representative of the MCA an
I ndi an, Ceyl onese and several Malays), Tenpler had in 1952 accepted Umo
for the first tine as a future ruling party.

Dr Ismail, fromall accounts, perforned very well. He and Tun Razak had
an excellent, if formal, relationship. He was |i ke Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad who is both nethodi cal and neticul ous.

H s political career was managed by Tengku Abdul Rahman essentially to
have Dr Ismail's intellectual clarity and personal authority fully at the
nation's disposal. Even so, Dr Ismail did not hesitate when he fell out
with Tengku over Tengku's “Two Chinas' policy vis-a-vis China and Tai wan
in 1967.

Dr Ismail's lifelong nmulti-racialismwas born with himin Johor Baru in
1915, when Singapore was the island off his honme beach. Al ready unhappy
wi th the Singapore separation, Dr Ismail resigned from Tengku's
Government, and stayed out until that weekend in May 1969.

Vol unteering to return to the Governnment under Tun Razak, Tun Dr |smail
is still renmenbered for his address to the nation over radi o and
tel evision on May 14, which he began sternly and unequivocally, with the
three words: "“Denocracy is dead'.

Startling even now, on that frightful norning they shook the nation
sober. Yes, denocracy was dead see howit had nearly killed everything we
cheri shed. See how denocracy had been used to express the worst of our
nat ures.

But now denocracy was dead, and the country under Emergency Powers and
Rul es woul d shut up and do as it was told by the Mageran - Mjlis Gerakan

Nasi onal or National Operations Council - until it was back on track and
in order.

Dr Ismail's nessage remains an essential truth for this nation, to be
forgotten at our nortal peril. Accept multi-culturalismas an unbreakabl e

soci al contract, or denocracy may die again.

But denocracy did not truly die that day. It went into intensive care.
In the 18 nonths of Energency rule that foll owed, the National Operations
Counci| of Tun Razak, Tun Dr Ismail, Tun Tan Siew Sin, Tun V.T. Sanbanthan
and the chiefs of police and the Arned Forces were the absolute rul ers of
this country.

Tengku considered letting the Arny take control. It was an obvi ous
option. Tun Dr Ismail told himthat if he did, he would never get it back
And so we have entered history as the only country in the region that has
never been under the rule of the mlitary, or of a general in a civilian
Suit.

At that point, when this nation's destiny was in the hands of a handfu
of men, they used that power to repair our political system revive the
Governnent and restore our nation.

This transformati on was nanaged in the 20 nonths between May 1969 and
the institution of the new Barisan Nasional CGovernnent in 1971, headed by
Tun Razak as Prine Mnister with Tun Dr Ismail as his Deputy, and M nister
for Hone Affairs.

It was so nonunmental a task - to reassenble a broken nation, redefining
it inthe process - that we mght only wonder if the pressures contributed
to the relatively early deaths of both nmen. Tun Razak was al ready frai
with | eukaema in 1973.



(He told me it was jaundice. It was the best-kept secret. Not even his
wi fe knew that he was dying of |eukaenm a, which would take his life on
January 14, 1976, in London.)

But no one thought that Tun Dr Isnmail Abdul Rahman woul d be called
first.

Tun Razak would survive himby only three years, and also die in office,
to be interred with Tun Dr Isnail in the National Heroes' Mausoleumin the
Masjid Negara precinct. Such were the men who haul ed this nation out of
t he deepest abyss it had ever fallen into.

In sone ways, they still take responsibility. For they were the ones who
identified and enpowered Ml aysia's | eadershi p today.

Tun Dr Ismail was a nmentor to the " Young Turks' of Umo in the Sixties,
who woul d be associated with the | eadership of the Barisan Nasional as
much as he and Tun Razak were with the Alliance.

Looki ng up fromthe weckage of Malaysia's race relations, they saw that
recreating this country called for |ooking to the younger generation for
those with the Right Stuff to do the Right Thing, and see their fellow
citizens through to a nore equitable, peaceful and prosperous Ml aysi a.

I nsof ar as Mal aysi a today nmatches what they wanted, they and we have
succeeded. But where the Ml aysi an nodel does not work, where chauvini sm
extrem sm and intol erance prevail in our society, as much as where there
remai n hardshi p and poverty, we have failed them

For they were fated to live only | ong enough to pick things up and get
things going. It was down to us, the subsequent generations, to see things
t hrough. Where we miss the mark or fall short, we fail them

There are things about us today that Tun Dr Ismail would not have |iked.
He woul d have been di smayed by fam lies divided by religion; by brothers
fighting one another. He had kept extrem sm at bay, and enbodi ed the
phi | osophy of noderation spelled out in the Rukunegara.

One thing I know is that he woul d have been intolerant of religious
bi gotry, |anguage fascists and racial fanatics.

Raci al pol ari sati on woul d have upset him He would probably have been
appal l ed by the decline of English literacy, and the stubborn cl osed-

m ndedness of some of our people - of all races and religions.

But he would also find sone things about us heartening. Ml aysia
continues to be a paragon of multi-racial co-operation in a world torn by
sectarian conflicts. Malaysia remains integral to Asean, and continues to
rank anong the devel opi ng worl d's best-nanaged econonmi es, and nost stable
political systens.

Frankly, that we've survived at all is already a success. That we've
done so in relative peace, security and prosperity is alnost mracul ous.
But mracles are the work of God Al mghty, whereas what we call our
country today was the work (with God's hel p, no doubt) of nmen Iike Tun Dr
I smai |l Abdul Rahman.

He is one of the fewleaders | miss. | enjoyed working with himand for
him He and Tun Razak were two Mal ay | eaders taken away fromus at their
peak - and when we needed t hem nost.'



	The legacy of Tun Dr Ismail (NST 25/12/2002)

