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Farewel | to an exenplary | eader

| brahi m Ahmad Baj uni d
SI X days from today, Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mbhanmad, the Prine Mnister of
Mal aysia, will step down from the nobst powerful office in government

The tradition of peaceful, gentlemanly and honourabl e transfer of power
is something which the nation nust cherish and cultivate in the political
culture and in other fields of |eadership.

Every good leader is a role nodel for future |eaders.

Students and the general public can learn a | ot about thenselves by
studyi ng and understandi ng the deci si on-maki ng processes of |eaders they
adnmire.

Whatever the criticisns against Dr Mahathir - the nman and the politician
- the following instances of his |eadership provide valuable insights for
us to reflect.

In the md-1960s when Dr Mahathir spoke to students at the University of
Mal aya (then the only university in the country) about nationa
devel opnent and about rights and privileges of the Bum puteras and the
Mal ays, he articulated views pertaining to the social contract and the
need for non-Ml ays, particularly the Chinese, to understand and accept
that in the Nusantara they are surrounded by a sea of Ml ays and
Bum put er as.

These ideas were repeated when he gave a sinmlar talk at the National
University of Singapore where the student popul ation was predom nantly
Chi nese.

Over the years, Dr Mahathir has displayed consistency of |ogic, argunent
and unequi vocal position regarding First Principle and controversi al
i ssues.

When he was out of Umo and back in nedical practice in Kedah, al nost
everyday, at the sane tinme, he drove his Pontaic from Anak Bukit to Al or
Star.

Later, when he held the office of Prime Mnister, he would be in his
of fice upon his return from abroad.

He is the enbodi ment of punctuality and diligence. For him whatever the
personal circunstances, work nust go on

H s book, The Malay Dilemm, was considered controversial. He was not
apol ogetic for what he wote although he was labelled a Malay ultra in the
early days.

Through the years, he has cone to be accepted, respected, |oved and
trusted by non- Ml ays.

He continues to be straightforward and blunt in expressing his views
which are reflections of his understanding of world affairs, not in terns
of black and white realities, but in terns of conplex relationships

H's witings foster critical, creative, |ogical and hypothetica
thinking on significant issues affecting an ethnic group, the nation, the
region and the international arena

Wiile the citizenry sees imges of the Prime Mnister tal king and
delivering official addresses at national and international conferences,
he is actually a good listener.

He listens to guests, laynmen, public officers, business |eaders and
prof essi onal s.

He, however, makes his own decisions, often based on conprehensive inner
del i berations framed within values for the general good of the comunity.
To do so, one has to have integrity of intellectual character and abide by



the principles of consistency, coherence and fairness.

Equal ly inmportant, Dr Mhathir is a lifelong |earner.

VWhen the Vice President of America insulted Dr Mhathir and the nation
during the Apec Summit in 1998, he renmi ned cool and played the refined
host till the end.

Such an attitude reflects enptional and adversity intelligence and the
strength to stand alone proudly to do the right thing based on the best
traditions of indigenous culture.

It is an exanple to be enulated not just by diplomats but by every
citizen aspiring for finesse and integrity of character.

Thr oughout his political |eadership he has cried publicly on many
occasions, reaffirmng that | eaders can cry too.

It should not be seen as a weakness but as an act of endearnent.

When the Mal aysian Car Project was |aunched, he was asked the economc
rationale for the initiative. He said it had nothing to do with his
econonmic theories but with political wll.

It was not merely the synbolic denponstration of national pride but also
about devel opi ng technol ogi cal and econom c conpetencies. Geat
achi evenents begin with the mastery of basic skills.

Under standing the need for building fitness for the future, he initiated
and was supportive of the snmallest grassroots projects - not just the so-
call ed nega projects including the network of highways, Miltinedia Super
Corridor, Putrajaya and Cyberjaya and the Petronas Twin Towers

There is profound understanding of the art and science of nuddling
through initiatives mndful of the linmts of growh while stretching the
possibilities of devel opnent.

The confidence of the citizenry is enhanced by the pursuit of such
principles as |eadership by exanple, articulation of universal Islamc
val ues, the virtue of diligence, the inagination of Ml aysia Boleh and the
passion for articulating alternative views particularly from perspectives
of national interests.

He knows that efforts such as reaching the Hi nmalayas; conducting
scientific expeditions to Antarctica; sw nm ng across the English Channel
hosting the Comonwealth Ganes and the neetings of the Non-Aligned
Moverrent and the Organisation of the Islanmic Conference are all part of
buil ding national resilience and fostering nationhood.

In the early years of his Prime Mnistership, Dr Mahathir decl ared that
anong the joys of |eadership are the opportunities of beautifying Kual a
Lunmpur, influencing the |andscaping of the nation and pronoting a culture
of cleanliness, efficiency and excellence, instituting best practices and
benchmar ki ng.

He al so pronoted, sequentially, the focus on manipulative skills, do-it-
yourself skills, living skills and design in the curriculum

In the wider domains, he pronoted the Look East Policy (towards Japan,
Korea and Taiwan), then, Look Further East (towards South America) and
thus departed from the traditional focus on the Wst and the M ddl e East.

He now enjoins Ml aysians to acquire global skills and beconme world
| eaders in najor fields.

Educational, political, econom c and social ideas have nerged in
har mony.

Nati onal success is always about cunulative attainnent and the
contributions of many people.

Nati onal success, however, needs focus, political will, determ nation,
conmi t ment and exenpl ary | eadershi p.

There is nuch yet to be elicited, understood and expl ored

It is not easy to be a | eader at any | evel

The chal l enges of |eadership are varied in scope, conplexity, nationa



signi ficance and inpact. Leaders are often |onely.

Leaders who are principled make decisions they consider are necessary
and right, cone what nmay.

Such | eaders do not play to the gallery by naking token or dramatic
gestures to please the crowd.

The neasure of national |eaders or any leader is always nultifaceted

In witing about any political figure, there is the double jeopardy of
criticism and unhappi ness by both detractors and ardent supporters.

There is, therefore, a need on the part of witers to uphold
prof essi onal and personal integrity in their anal yses.

Do renenber that no person is perfect and there is ordinariness in the
very best anong us.

There is a need to understand that sone people contribute nore
effectively and broadly than others.

The risk of writing biographi es and autobi ographies is that such works
are always enbedded with different kinds of biases and interpretations.

During the last year or so, particularly after the announcenment of Dr
Mahathir's retirement, there have been a series of semnars and neetings
aimed towards conpiling the works, thoughts and contributions of the Prine
M ni ster.

Such initiatives may be a part of the energing broader culture of
recording the contributions of the ordinary and extraordi nary Ml aysi ans
at national and |ocal |evels.

W bid him farewell and record our gratitude for his contributions to
the nati on.

We congratulate the Prime M nister-designate and believe that the next
phase of nationhood will create another threshold of devel opment with
significant contributions
* The witer is the dean of the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences,
Universiti Tun Abdul Razak.
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