
Dr M - Taking the world by 
storm even after retirement 
The last t ime The Star interviewed Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad, it was in the wan ing days of his prime ministership. It has been one year since. How has he adjusted 
to life in retirement? The same team of four editors - Wong Chun Wa i , June H.LWong, K. Parkaran and Mergawat i Zulfakar, who met h im last year in Langkawi -

set out to find out. 
There were similarities as wel l as marked differences between the two meetings. 
As before, it took months for The Star to get a date for the interview. But this t ime, it was not a matter of squeezing in an appointment among his pressing engage-

ments as Prime Minister, it was because he was travel l ing so much as a much sought-after speaker. 
As he explained it, people elsewhere wanted to hear about Malaysia and its successes ana he was pleased to tel l them. 
In Langkawi, the team had met Dr Mahathir in a hotel where he was staying during Langkawi International Mar i t ime and Aerospace 2003 (LIMA) and we were 

given all of 20 minutes. 
Last week's interview took place in a starkly different venue - his office on the 86th f loor of the Petronas Twin Towers. He is now Petronas advisor. 
Security was tight and we had to take four elevators before we were ushered into a futuristic looking reception area that had orange leather sofas under a glass 

dome. As we moved the sofas together and set up our cameras and tape recorders, our chatter echoed rather loudly, thanks to the dome acoustics. 
Unknown to us, Tun's office lay just behind opaque glass doors on one side of the room. Indeed, it was almost like a scene from a sci-fi movie, when the glass doors 

suddenly and soundlessly parted to reveal him sitt ing behind the desk, framed by huge windows overlooking the Kuala Lumpur skyline. 
Then he rose and walked towards us, looking as tr im and alert as before. In Langkawi, f ie had worn a smart grey pinstriped Nehru-collared s u i t This t ime, it was 

another similarly styled suit but charcoal-coloured. 
Looking relaxed and genial, he took his seat. But habits die hard as there was no denying his larger-than-life presence; it was as if we were facing the prime min-

ister again. We sat straight, had to remember to address him as "Tun" and mind our Ps and Qs more than usual. 
If we had been wary of bringing up certain sensitive topics l ike Datuk Seri Anwar Ibrahim or whether he had any influence on the new administration, it soon 

became clear that he was in the mood to talk on anyth ing we brought up. 
On his family and personal life, he was jovial and light-hearted, f lashing his famil iar smile or laughing heartily at our attempts at levity or his own jokes. 
That lightness he carried was reflected in his dressing. We could not help noticing that he had a deep red sweater under that suit; the colour showed under his long 

sleeves whenever he gesticulated. As far as we could remember, he never wore such a bright colour wi th his suits when he was in office. 
When it came to issues that greatly bothered h im like money politics and the Ma lay mindset, his face clouded and he showed his deep frustration and disappoint-

ment. When the interview ended an hour and 10 minutes later, we came away w i th the feel ing that whi le Dr Mahathir may no longer be Prime Minister - a point he 
takes pains to emphasise - he is stil l deeply interested in and knowledgeable about what goes on . He may be, as he put it, watching f rom afar, but it is clear he 
remains on the lookout for his country. 

m i n e up to express their support 
and say thank y a u . 

Once I heard a m a n shout ing -
I t h ink he "was from Keadi lan -
sho t t i ng in anger, I suppose. I just 
l o o t e d a t M m . After that-I th ink 
he did'hot have anything more to 
say...(Laugher) 

But generally people have been 
very k i n d and supportive; y oung 
people, especial ly, have 
expressed the i r apprec iat ion, i 
worked far 22 years (as PM ) - a 
l ong t i m e . A n d w h e n y o u retire 
( a t an age when ) y o u are closer to 
the grave ( laughter) instead of 
earl ier, that -makes every th ing 
wo i thwhile. 

We understand you get a lot 
of little notes from people. 

Some people just want to say 
something. I suppose they did not 
get the chance before and so they 
wri te a note to say thank you It's 
very touching. I stil l receive let-
teis - usually handwritten ones -
expressing appreciation of the 22 
years" o f my pr ime ministership. 

WHY RE KEEPS HIS OWN 
COUNSEL 

Do any of the younger leaders 
come and see you lo seek your 
views on anything? 

One or two have come But 
they are nobody, real ly in Umno 
Some are worr ied about certain 
things, some are not happy w i th 
money politics, so they come and 
see me But not many. 

What about Cabinet minis-
ters? 

Practically none Maybe one or 
two might just drop by But I have 
said that I will mu i n r r l e r e in 
Umno politics so normal ly don't 
pass any opinion. 

There has been talk that Pak 
Lah has sought your advice on 
certain matters 

No, never, never. I have not 
been asked for any advice nor 
have I g iven any, except tor only 
one case. That was w h e n I 
thought that he was going to drop 
someone and I thought that this 

n't think that I had done anything 
great at a l l . She wou ld def late me. 
So w h a t l to ld M u k h r i z (when he 
w o n the highest number o f votes 
in the Umno Youth exco elec-
tions) was, "We l l , y o u are lucky." 

Did you discourage your chil-
dren from-taking part in political 
when you were Umno president 
and Prime Minister? 

Yes, I did not a l low them to 
take pa i t in politics because I d id 
not like people th ink ing that they 
were r id ing on my position. But 
now that I have retired, I th ink I 
have no right anymore to ask 
them to sacrifice whatever it is 
that they want to do so as to show 
that I am a good man w h o does 
not want to have a dynasty and all 
that. They can do what they like 
now. 

LOVE OF THE COMMON PEOPLE 

During the Umno general 
assembly, you received a stand-
ing ovation that lasted a minute 
or so. What was in your mind at 
that moment? 

I think it is a nice feeling to 
know that people stil l remember 
and appreciate you. Of course 
w h e n other people asked me 
about this, not the Press, I told 
them, "Actual ly I paid a l l of them 
to stand u p " ( laughter ) . But I am 
glad as I think it is genuine. I feel 
v e i y satisf ied; at least people 
remember me. 

That alteition is also evident 
from the ordinary people. We 
understand that when you go 
out, they have no qualms about 
coming up to you, speaking to 
you? 

I l ike to do my o w n shopping. 
In fact when I first became deputy 
pr ime minister, I was told that 1 
was not a l lowed lo go out and do 
shopping. Whatever I wanted to 
buy w o u l d be brought to the 
house That wou ld have changed 
my w a y of life and I was not pre-
paiecl for that So even when I 
was Prime Minister , I used to go 
out and do my o w n shopping. I 
enjoy shopping and people do 

LIFE AFTER RETIREMENT 
AS PRIME MINISTER 

TUN, it is coming to almost one 
year, how have you been coping 
with life after retirement? 

I have been very busy. There 
have been a lot of invitations for 
me to speak on various topics and 
of course the favourite topic is 
Malaysia and how it has managed 
to grow and remain peaceful. I 
have been travel l ing to Japan, 
South Korea, China, Vietnam, the 
Gul f states, Pakistan and E g y p t So 
I have been very busy. In fact I 
have been bus ier because these 
appointments come pract ical ly 
every week. 

It has been said former US 
president Bill Clinton gels up lo 
RMlmi l tor a speaking engage-
ment Do you get any fee for 
yours? 

No, a l l o f them seem to be poor 
{laughs). The Japanese w i l l give 
some payment it 1 give a talk 
there - I suppose the Japanese can 
afford it - but practically none of 
the others pays me anything at 
a l l . It is very costly for me because 
I have to fly theie and come back. 
Sometimes they pay for the hotel 
and travell ing but most ly I get 
nothing. 

How do you select your 
speaking!' engagements since 
you have so many? 

So many people want to know 
about Malaysia that I thought it 
wou ld be a good thing foi us to -
tell them about Malaysia and h o w 
i t has accompl ished so many 
things It is ve iy difficult for me to 
choose (which inv i tat ion) 
because - m o s t of the subjects 
giearly interest me. Things like 
race lelations in Malaysia, how do 
y o u turn f rom an agr icul ture 
economy to a n ' industr ia l ised 
economy, things l ike that. 

I am also very concerned about 
poveity, what poveity is, I have 
some ideas on how that can be 
overcome. I t h ink , the t rad ing 
between nations is hot fair, glob-
al isat ion, the concept and the 

agenda of the WTO are not fair 
(because) they d iscr iminate 
against poor countries. These are 
things I am interested in a n d if I 
am invited to talk, I w i l l go 

You have also been invited to 
speak at the Doha International 

Conference for the family in 
Qatar next month. Isn't that 
something which is more asso-
ciated with your wife than you? 

I am interested in this For one 
thing, there seems to be a trend 
towards redefining what consti-
tutes a family. Today homosexu-
als l iv ing together are considered 
to be a family and people w h o 
have children out of wed lock are 
also considered as families. So 
there seems to be a change in 
people 's att itude towards the 
fami ly and what constitutes a 
family. I have same very strong 
views about this That is why I 
accepted this invitation. 

On your recent trip to Manila, 
you were treated almost as if 
you were still the leader of the 
country, how do you react to 
this? Did ybu expect to be treat-
ed that way? 

I don't expect to be treated as a 
leader. But of course some people 
(do) because they knew me from 
before. Of course I know President 
(Glona Macapagal) Arroyo quite 
we l l and she invited me tor a pr i -
vate dinner. If am invited I w i l l 
accept, but if I am treated like an 
ordinary citizen. I have no prob-
lem. 

Many Malaysians still refer to 
you as the Prime Minister. 
When vou wake up in the morn-
ing, do you still get up and occa-
sionally think you are the PM? 
No I don't think of myself as the 
Pr ime Minister anymoie but I do 
know that I have to get up the 
morning" because I have w o r k to 
do (laughs) I go to office as usual; 
somet imes m the afternoon 
don't work. But even if I 'm not in 
the office, I'm work ing at home. 

In fact, I spend a lot more time 
now work ing in the office a n d at 
home because I need to wr i te my 

speeches. I am not like other peo-
ple w h o can speak off the tuf f or 
w h o can type on the w o r d proces-
sor, I have to wri te in l o n g r o n d . I 
am very part icular - some 
speeches I revise five or six t imes 
- so it takes a lot of t ime for me to 
complete a speech. 

What is the progress of your 
memoir? 

Not m a k i n g much progress 
(toughs). I am so busy correcting 
and re-correcting the diafts of my 
speeches, that 1 don't have m u c h 
time<ta wr i t e about mysel f . I have 
wr i t ten a little, but I am icv is ing 
what I have. I must admi t I am not 
v e i y good at t a lk ing about myself. 
And wr i t ing a memoi t is talking 
about myself; about what "hap-
pened and how ti l ings were han-
d l ed , bas ica l ly (my) government 
w o r k - ' 

FAMILY RELATIONS 

Do you have time with your 
grandchildren now? 

I do have a little bit more time 
w i t h my grandchi ldren. 
Sometimes they will invite me for 
dinner, things like that But f don't 
th ink it is enough. 

You have a reputation for 
being a stern father, so what 
sort of a grandfather are you? 

You know grandfather , they 
are not l ike fathers et a l l , they are 
ve iy tolerant. Of course I need the 
affection of my grandchildren. I 
can't be strict w i th them. 

Speaking of children and 
grandchildren when your son 
decided to contest in the Umno 
elections, what advice did you 
give him to survive in the very 
competitive politics in Umno? 

I told him when he lost ( in his 
first try foi the Kubang Pasu div i -
sion youth chief post in July) , that 
is politics. That was about all 1 told 
h im , very l i t t le else. I to ld h i m 
that he shojald not be in any way 
auogant and th ink that he had 
achieved great things. This is the 
same advice my mother gave me 
w h e n I was young; that I should-





LIFE AFTER RETIREMENT 
AS PRIME MINISTER 

TUN, it is coming to almost one 
year, how have you been coping 
with life after retirement? 

I have Been very busy. There 
have been a lot of invitations for 
me to speak on various topics and 
of course the favourite topic is 
Malaysia and how it has managed 
to g row and remain peaceful. I 
have been trave l l ing to Japan, 
South Korea, China, Vietnam, the 
Gul f states, Pakistan and Egypt. So 
I have been very busy. In fact I 
have been busier because these 
appo intments come pract ica l ly 
every week. 

It has been said former US 
president Bill Clinton gets up to 
RMlmi l for a speaking engage-
ment Do you get any fee for 
yours? 

No, al l of them seem to be poor 
(laughs). The Japanese w i l l give 
some payment if I give a talk 
there - I suppose the Japanese can 
afford it - but practically none of 
the others pays me anything at 
a l l . It is very costly for me' because 
1 have to fly there and come back. 
Sometimes they pay for the hotel 
and travell ing but mostly T get 
nothing. 

How do you select your 
speaking engagements since 
you have so many? 

So many people want to know 
about Malaysia that I thought it 
wou ld be a good thing for us to 
tel l them about" Malaysia and how 
it has accompl ished so many 
things. It is ve iy difficult for me to 
choose (wh i ch - invi tat ion) 
because most of the subjects 
greatly interest me. Things like 
race relations in Malaysia, how do 
y o u tu rn f rom an agr iculture 
economy to an industr ia l ised 
economy, things l ike that. 

I am also very concerned about 
poverty, what poverty, is, I have-
some ideas on hpw that can be 
overcome. I th ink the t rad ing 
between nations js not fair, glob-
al isat ion, the concept and the 

agenda of the WTO are not Ian 
(becausel they d iscr iminate 
against poor countries These are 
things I am interested in and if I 
am invited to talk, I w i l l go 

You have also been invited to 
speak at the Doha Internal tonal 
Conference lor the Tamily in 
Qatar next month Isn't that 
something which is more asso-
ciated with your wife than you? 

I am interested in this. For one 
thing, theie seems to be a trend 
towards redefining what consti-
tutes a family. Today homosexu-
als l iv ing together are considered 
to be a family and people w h o 
have chi ldren out of wedlock are 
also considered as families So 
there seems to be a change in 
people's att i tude towa ids the 
fami ly and what constitutes a 
family. I have some ve iy strong 
views about this, t h a t is w h y I 
accepted this invitation. " 

On your recent trip to, Manila, 
you were treated almost as if 
you were still the leader of the 
country, hpw do you react to 
this? Did you expect to be treat-
ed that way? 

I don't expect to-be treated as a 
leader. But of course some people 
(do) because they knew me f rom 
before. Of course I know President 
(Gloria Macapagal) Arroyo quite 
we l l and she invited me for a pr i -
vate dinner. If am invited I w i l l 
accept, but if I am treated like an 
ordinary citizen, I have no prob-
lem. 

Many Malaysians still relet- to 
you as the Prime Minister. 
When you wake up in the morn-
ing, do you still get up and occa-
sionally think you are the PM? 
No I don't think of mysel f as the 
Prime Minister anymore but I do 
know that I have to get-up the 
morning* because I have work to 
do (laughs). I go to office as usual ; 
somet imes in the afternoon I 
don't work. But even it I'm not in 
the office, I'm work ing at home. 

In fact, I spend a lot more t ime 
now work ing in the office and at 
home s because I need to wr i te my 

speeches I am not like other peo-
ple who call speak off the tuf f or 
w h o can type on the w o r d proces-
sor. I have to write in long hand. I 
am v e i y . pa i t i cu lar - some 
speeches I revise five or six times 
- so it takes a lot of t ime for m e t o 
complete a speech. 

What is the progress of your 
memoir? 

Not mak ing m u c h progress 
(laughs). I am so busy correcting 
and ie-cor iect ing the dral ls of my 
speeches that I don't have much 
t ime to wri te about myself. I have 
wr i t ten a little, but I am revising 
what I have. I must admit I am not 
very good at talking about myself. 
And wr i t ing a memoir is talking 
about myself, about what hap-
pened and how things were han-
dled, basically (my) government 
work. 

FAMILY RELATIONS 

Do you have time with your 
grandchildren now? 

I do have a little bit more t ime 
w i t h my grandch i ldren . 
Sometimes they w i l l invite me for 
dinner, things l ike that. B u t ! don't 
th ink it is enough. 

You have a reputation for 
being a stern father, so what 
sort of a grandfather are you? 

You know grandfather , t h e y 
are not like fathers at al l , they are 
very tolerant. Of course I need the 
affection of my grandchildren, I 
can't be strict w i th them. 

Speaking of children and 
grandchildren, when your son 
decided to contest in the Umno 
elections, what advice did you 
give him to survive in the very 
competitive politics in Umno? 

I told him when he lost ( in his 
first try for the Kubang Pasu div i -
sion youth chief post in July), that 
is politics I hat was about all I told 
h im, very little else. I told h im 
that he should not be in any way 
auogant and think that he had 
achieved great things. This is the 
same advice my, mother gave me 
w h e n I was young; that I should-

n't think that I had done anything 
great at al l . She wou ld deflate me 
So what I told M u k h r i z (when he 
w o n the highest number of votes 
in the Umno Youth exco elec-
tions) was, "We'll, y o u are lucky." 

Did you discourage your chil-
dren from taking part in politics 
when you were Umno president 
and Prime Minister? 

Yes, I d id not a l low them to 
take part in politics because I d id 
not like people th inking that they 
were t iding on my position But 
now that I have retired, I think I 
have no right anymore to ask 
them to sacrifice whatever it is 
that they want to do so as to show 
that I am a good man who does 
not want to have a dynasty and all 
that Ihey can do what they l ike 
now. 

LOVE OF THE COMMON PEOPLE 

During the Umno general 
assembly, you received a stand-
ing ovation that lasted a minute 
or so. What was in your mind at 
that moment? 

I th ink it is a nice feeling to 
' k n o w that people sti l l remember 
and appreciate you. Of course 
w h e n other people asked me 
about this, not the Press, I told 
them, "Actual ly I paid al l of them 
to stand up " (laughter), But I am 
glad as I think it is genuine. I feel 
very satisfied; at least people 
remember me. 

That affection is also evident 
from the ordinary people. We 
understand that when you go 
out, they have no qualms about 
coming up to you, speaking to 
you? 

I like to do my o w n shopping. 
In f ad when I first became deputy 
pr ime minister, I was told that I 
was not al lowed to go out and do 
shopping. Whatever I wanted to 
buy w o u l d be brought to the 
house. That would have changed 
my way of life and I was not pre-
pared for that So even when I 
was Prime Minister, I used to go 
ouL and do my o w n shopping. I 
enjoy shopping and people do 

come up to express their support, 
and say thank you. 

Once I heard a man shouting -
I think he was from Keadi lan -
shouting in anger, I suppose. I just 
looked at h im. After that, I th ink 
he did not have anythinganore to 

say...(Laughter). 
But-generally people have been 

very kind and supportive; young 
people, especial ly, have 
expressed their apprec iat ion. I 
worked for 22 years (as PM) - a 
long t ime And when you letire 
(at an age when you are closer to 
the grave (laughter) instead of 
earlier, that makes every th ing 
worthwhi le . 

We understand you get a lot 
of little notes from people. 

Some people just want to say 
something I sunpose they did not 
get the Chance M o r e and so they 
wri te a note to say thank you. It's 
very touching. I st i l l receive let-
ters - usually handwri t ten ones -
expressing appreciation of the 22 
years of my prime ministership. 

WHY HE KEEPS HIS OWN 
COUNSEL 

Do, any of the younger leaders 
come and" see you tb'Seek your 
views on anything? 

One of two have come. But 
they are" nobody, reaklly in Umno, 
Some are worr ied about 'certain 
things, some are not happy w i t h 
money politics, so t h e y come and 
see me But not many. 

What about Cabinet minis-
ters? 

Practually none, Maybe one or 
two might just drop by. But I have 
said that I w i l l not interfere in 
Umno politics so I normal ly don't 
pass any opinion. 

There has been talk that Pak 
Lah has sought your advice on 
certain matters.... 

No, never, 'never: I have not 
been asked for any advice nor 
have I given any, except for only 
one "case : That was w h e n I 
thought that he was going to drop 
someone and I thought that this 





Dr M: Umno's 
credibility 
now at stake 

• FROM PREVIOUS PAGE 

demand ing money f rom me. 
That wou ld stop it completely. 
If somebody does not report 
then you can consider that per-
son corrupt. 

But a lot of things are not 
done directly, it is done 
through networking. 

Even through network ing , 
eventually it has to come to 
you. W h i c h net is used, you 
have to identify (it). 

There is a perception or 
sentiment among Umno lead-
ers that they should not be 
talking about money politics 
anymore as it hurts the 
party's image more. Do you 
agree with that land of state-
ments? 

Def ini te ly it will hur t the 
party's image. I hear that Malay 
professionals are not j o in ing 
U m n o because they think it is a 
corrupt party. But i f you don't 

talk and the thing goes on, it is 
bad also. I f you talk, y o u must 
be prepared to do something 
about it, not just say, "Oh there 
is money polit ics." Then when 
people ask, " H o w do y o u 
k n o w ? " you say you know (but 
as to) " W h o ? " (you reply) "Oh, I 
cannot reveal." I th ink it is very 
bad for U m n o because i t imp l i -
cates even the people w h o are 
not involved. 

So it is working against the 
party when you say that with 
that kind of image and repu-
tation, Umno is not drawing 
young people to join? That 
will be very important 

Yes, that is very important. 
The credibi l i ty of the party is 
n o w at stake. We are the 
Government and we are trying 
to ensure that we have a gov-
ernment that is not corrupt. 

If this happens, people w i l l 
say, " H u h , you want us to be 
incorrupt but you are worse 
than us." That w i l l undermine 

the credibil ity of the Govern-
ment. So, you must clear up this 
problem. 

Where is the money com-
ing from? 

I don't know. Apparently lots 
of people w h o made a lot of 
money. Maybe there are sup-
porters who think that i f so-
and-so gets into office, they 
might get better treatment and 
al l that. Cronies-lah. 

In the elections, there 
were a few surprises like the 
return of Tan Sri Rahim 
Tamby Chile What is your 
reaction to this? 

I really don't know. I th ink he 
has been try ing many, many 
times. He could not even get 
into his o w n div is ion. There 
were also some people w h o 
actually blocked h im. He may 
have had some sympathy votes 
but I am not very sure. 

Maybe people w i l l accuse 
h i m of using money or whatev-

SPEAKING UP Dr Mahath i r relat ing his o w n experience of hav ing to act against a fr iend w h o 
had done wrong 

er. But those people who want 
to accuse, should speak up if 
they have evidence. 

That's the prob lem w i t h 
money pol it ics. People talk 
about it but people do not want 
to do anything about it. In fact, 
two of the most senior people 
who lost ( in the Umno elec-
tions), have said they know who 
but they cannot reveal because 
it wou ld hurt their friends. 

N o w i f y o u are th ink ing 
about y ou r friends, then of 

course let's not ta lk about 
money politics. But i f you are 
th ink ing about the nation, the 
people, the moral i ty of the peo-
ple, the success or failure of the 
people, whether we elect cor-
rupt leaders or not, then, we 
must start, we must say "He is 
the one w h o gave." 

W h i c h one do y o u value 
more - friendship or honesty 
and incor rupt ib i l i t y? I f y o u 
th ink that corruption is very 
bad, your friend w i l l have to go. 

I had to decide against my 
friend once, you know. 

The m a n I brought up, w h o 
was going to be my successor. 
But if I find that somebody has 
done wrong, sorry, my friend 
has to go. I don't care what 's 
going to happen to me. A n d I 
became very unpopular. 

But that's a l l right, because if 
y o u are in a posi t ion to make 
decisions, you must make them 
based on your conscience and 
principles. 


