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Datuk Musa once said that it was up to Malaysians to look at
the nation’s problems in a rational way and use this understanding
positively to create a single united Malaysian nation,

Lam not a Malaysian, but 1 dedicate this book to the ideal he
has expressed.
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FOREWORD

I am honoured and pleased to write the foreword of this book
on Datuk Musa Hitam, a man of action.

Knowing his background as a leader of the students’ move-
ment, keen on politics, I also saw him as a young man with the
potential to be a great politician one day. This was the impression T
had when I met him in Sabah and invited him to join me in politics
and become my first political secretary. [ was then the Minister of
Transport.

During one of the Parliamentary sessions, he came (o0 see me
and we had coffee in the coffee lounge. There I introduced him to
my officials as my new political secretary. Datuk Musa was taken
aback, as he had received no written offer. Neither had he con-
firmed his acceptance. However, 1 forestalled him and put aside
the red tape.

1am happy to be the man who gave him a lead in the political
field. Datuk Musa Hitam is intelligent, diligent. sincere, dedicated
and a man of integrity. He is 2 humble person and is also very ob-
servant. He was loyal to me and he observed closely what 1 did
from 1963 to 1965, Datuk Musa worked so well as a political secre-
tary that the late Tun Razak asked me to release him so that he
could take up appointments as the Executive Secretary of UMNO
Malaysia. | was proud that Tun Razak thought so highly of him. In
1969, he contested the Parliamentary election and was returned as
the M.P. for Segamat. Later, he was promoted to be a Deputy
Minister and then a full fledged Minister in Tun Razak’s Cabinet in
1974. 1 was overcome with joy when he was appointed Deputy
Prime Minister after his election as the Deputy President of
UMNO. It is most gratifying for me to see him fulfilling his ambi-
tion to be a great politician in this country and see what 1 had
predicted come to pass.

1 was very touched when | and Toh Puan were flown back to
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Kuala Lumpur on my retirement as the Yang Di Pertua Negeri
(Governor) of Penang at the end of April 1981. There was Datuk
Musa, with Datuk Mohamed Rahmat and Datuk Jalal waiting at
the RMAF airport to receive us. It was an occasion which 1 shall
always remember as long as [ live. Although we were very sad and
were in tears when we left Penang, it was most heartwarming to see
Datuk Musa and my two other former political secretaries there to
greet us on our arrival. I could not withold the tears that rolled
down my cheeks,

I would like to wish Datuk Musa all the best for the present and
the future. May he be always guided by Allah.




INTRODUCTION

The aim of this book is to present a simple account of the
political career of Datuk Musa Hitam, Malays Deputy Prime
Minister. In 1981 Malaysia acquired a Prime Minister and Deputy
Prime Minister whose backgrounds and political styles were con-
siderably different from their predecessors. Since then, several
attempts have been made by various writers to trace the career of
the Prime Minister, Dr Mahathir, and suggest factors which con-
tributed to his rise to power. However. Datuk Musa Hitam's back-
ground has received far less public attention. This book sets out to
fill the gap by providing an account of the Deputy Prime Minister’s
political activities since his days as a student leader in the 1950's.

For those unfamiliar with the Malaysian political scene the follow-
ing explanation is provided:

Malaysia is a multi-racial nation consisting of Malays, Chinese
and Indians together with a number of other indigenous groups.
Each maintains its own language, religion and traditions. The
Malays, who form the largest single ethnic group, are Muslims and
predominate in the rural areas. A large number are also employed
in the civil service. The Chinese also form a large proportion of the
population. They are mostly Buddhists or Christians and have
historically been concentrated in the towns and cities as business-
men and professionals. Generally, the Indians work on the rubber
estates in the countryside or as professionals in the cities.

Apart from the Malays, the largest concentration of indigenous
groups is to be found in the East Malaysian states of Sabah and
Sarawak (formerly British North Borneo). The multiplicity of
tribes and I is too li d to here. How-
ever, a short list would include 1he Ibans and the Land Dayaks in
Sarawak and the Kadazans, Muruts and Bajaus in Sabah. Together
with the Malays in other parts of the country, these groups are
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officially regarded as Bumiputras (sons of the soil). The population
of the two states also includes a substantial number of Malays and
Chinese. Historically and economically there are many differences
between Peninsula Malaysia and Sabah and Sarawak. Not sur-
prisingly. federal-state relations have sometimes experienced mo-
ments of crisis.

After the Second World War an attempt by the British colonial
administration to unite the states of Malaya by establishing a single
unitary government was hotly opposed by the Malays on the
grounds that the sovereignty of the Malay Sultans in the states
would be transferred to the British crown. This, they believed.
would inevitably result in the country’s affairs being run by the
more economically sophisticated non-Malay communities. It was
at this time that the influential United Malays National Organisa-
tion (UMNO) was founded by Dato Onn bin Jaafar to protect
Malay interests.

As a result of UMNO's agitation the Malayan Union Scheme
was replaced by the Federation of Malaya Ag in 1948. It
guaranteed the special position of the Sultans and the Malays as
the indigenous people. In return Malay leaders accepted the prin-
ciple that non-Malays could obtain citi hip. After 1957, when
Malaya gained its independence, the citizenship provisions were
further liberalised and the civil service was opened to non-Malays
in the ratio of 1:4.

The decision of the Malayan Communist Party (MCP) to
launch an anti-colonial insurrection in 1948 exacerbated com-
munal tensions. Led by Malayans of Chinese descent the MCP had
become a powerful force during the struggle against the Japanese.
However, Malays were generally hostile towards the party because
they suspected it of being anti-Islamic. The Chinese middle classes,
having come to terms w:lh the Malay aristocratic Ieadenhlp in
UMNO, were also g o P with the
After a long struggle the Malayan government was finally able to
declare the Emergency at an end in 1960.

The Barisan Nasional (National Front) coalition of political
parties which ruled the country in the 1970's and early 1980's had
its origins in an ad hoc alliance between the Kuala Lumpur branch
of UMNO and the Selangor MCA (Malayan Chinese Association)
in 1952 1o contest the Kuala Lumpur municipal elections. It proved
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so successful that it was used again in the first federal elections in
1955. At this time the MIC (Malayan Indian Congress) was also
invited to join.

The coalition (formalised as the Alliance Party) worked well in
three successive elections (1955, 1959 and 1964) allowing its lead-
ers to form governments in which UMNO was the senior partner.
Politically, the racial ‘balance’ was maintained through bargaining
and compromise among the leaders of the respective parties in the
coalition. The unwritten understanding was that the Malays would
continue to enjoy their pry i in politics and administration
while the non-Malays were granted citizenship and permitted to
continue their dominance of the nation’s commercial life. Some
attempts were made by the Government to assist the Malays in
business, but these measures did not seriously threaten informal
Chinese monopolies.

This arrangement was subject to serious strains in the 1960s. In
1963 the states of Malaya, together with Singapore and the British
North Borneo Territories (Sabah and Sarawak) united to form the
Malaysian federation. The decision to include the predominantly
Chinese island of Singapore soon led to serious difficulties as the
Singapore-based PAP tried to extend its influence throughout the
peninsula. Finally, Singapore withdrew from the federation in 1965
amid heightened racial tensions. In 1967 another fierce contro-
versy erupted over the passage of the National Language Act
which confirmed Malay (later known as Bahasa Malaysia) as the
nation’s official language.

In the 1969 elections the Alliance was subject to tremendous
pressures. UMNO lost seats to the ardently Islamic PAS while the
Chinese seemed to be rejecting the MCA in favour of the more
communally appealing DAP (Democratic Action Party) and the
PPP (People’s Progressive Party). In Penang the MCA lost control
of the state government to the Gerakan, another predominantly
non-Malay party.

This erosion of popular support for the Government was not
sufficient to deny the Alliance its parliamentary majority. How-
ever, it did result in considerable racial tension, especially in
Selangor where the Alliance and the combined opposition parties
were tied at 14 seats each. Victory celebrations by rival parties
sparked off the worst racial riots in the nation's history.
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The communal violence, now referred to euphemistically as
the May [3th Incident. led to the suspension of parliamentary
democracy and the establishment of a National Operations Coun-
¢il (NOC) chaired by the then Deputy Prime Minister. Tun Razak.
A number of fundamental political changes soon followed. Under
the New Economic Policy (NEP) the Government hoped to re-
move many of the socio-economic bases of Malay discontent by
‘restructuring society” so as to place all races on an equal economic
footing. Development programmes therefore took on a more
obviously pro-Malay tilt. The Sedition Act was also amended to
make it illegal to criticise constitutional clauses relating to Mal
special rights, the national language, the Sultanate and the citizen-
ship rights of the non-Malay communities.

Two notable UMNO non-conformists, Dr Mahathir and Datuk
Musa Hitam, fell victim to the search for scapegoats. By challeng-
ing the authority of Prime Minister Tunku Abdul Rahman, Dr
Mahathir had offended the Malay establishment. The two men had
also upset the Chinese community by calling for more drastic
measures to help the Malays. Both were regarded at the time as
being extreme right-wingers threatening to upset the delicate racial
balance. Dr Mahathir was temporarily expelled from the party
while Datuk Musa lost his political job.

When Parliament reconvened after 21 months of emergency
rule the new Prime Minister. Tun Razak. began to pursue a
strategy of inviting the major opposition parties to enter an en-
larged Government coalition. The parties which joined the Barisan
Nasional included SUPP (Sarawak United People's Party). Gerakan.
the PPP and finally PAS. The DAP refused to join and remained
the only opposition party of any real significance untii 1978. In that
year PAS left the Barisan after a squabble with UMNO leaders
over the appointment of the Kelantan state Mentri Besar (Chief
Minister). However, this did not result in a stronger parliamentary
opposition. In the state elections held soon afterwards the PAS was
soundly defeated. The Barisan Nasional was also overwhelmingly
successful in the federal elections held in the same year.

Meanwhile, orderly leadership changes at the 1op reflected the
coalition’s ability to maintain stable government despite occa:
sional inter-party tensions: Tun Razak, who had eased Tunku
Abdul Rahman out of office in 1970, died in 1976 and was replaced
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by his deputy, Hussein Onn. The latter continued his predecessors
innovative political and economic policies. Perhaps his most con-
troversial decision was to select Dr Mahathir as his deputy instead
of the more senior Ghafar Baba. When Hussein Onn retired in
June 1981, Dr Mahathir became Prime Minister. Datuk Musa
Hitam was then selected by the UMNO General Assembly to fill
the party's second most powerful position.

By Malaysian standards Dr Mahathir and Datuk Musa are an
unusual team. Unlike their predecessors, neither has had any
background in law. Dr Mahathir studied medicine while Datuk
Musa holds a Masters Degree in Political Science. Previous Prime
Ministers and their deputies studied in Britain, had close connec-
tions with the Malay aristocracy and accepted Malay political
styles involving indirection, compromise and deference towards
the traditional elites. Dr Mahathir and Datuk Musa studied in
Singapore and have few aristocratic connections. They have also
demonstrated an impatience with social, cultural and political
factors which frustrate their reformist objectives.




CHAPTER |

THE STUDENT POLITICIAN

Johore Bahru, birthplace of Datuk Musa Hitam and capital of
the Malaysian state of Johore, is not a particularly note-worthy city
by world standards. There is little in the town to compare with
Singapore’s bustling metropolis 20 kilometres to the south or the
historic grandeur of the ancient city of Malacca a few hours
journey by car further north. Visitors making the long, hot dusty
trip from Penang or Kuala Lumpur to Singapore rarely sec the
need for a stopover in Johore Bahru. Similarly, travellers from
Singapore virtually ignore the town in their haste (o reach
destinations further north. Despite rapid development in recent
years, Johore’s easy going state capital still maintains a rather
provincial atmosphere. Geography and economics, it seems. have
conspired to rob the town of any real significance.

Appearances can be deceptive. Johore Bahru, the historians
say, has a history that cannot easily be ignored. In 1866, it became
the capital of Johore under the leadership of Temenggonb Abu
Bakar. His political acumen in maintaining the state’s ind
despite its close proximity to the British colony of Singapore has
long been recognised. Johore Bahru was also the political base
imm whmh Dato Onn bin Jaafar, the founder of UMNO. launched

ceessf ign against the yan Union proposals in the
Ian- 19407s.

Apart from the massive Sultan Abu Bakar Mosque (completed
in 1900). however, there are few well-known historical buildings in
the state capital. Neglected by both tourists and historians alike is
the less imposing Johore English College (renamed the Sultan Abu
Bakar College) which was founded in 1914. Here it was that former
Prime Minister Datuk Hussein Onn, Professor Ungku Aziz (now
Vice-Chancellor of the University of Malaya) and many other
Malaysian leaders received their secondary education. A generation
later another group of leaders, including Datuk Musa Hitam, Lee
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Datuk Musa: The Student Politician



San Choon and Datuk Mohamat Rahmat were also educated in the
same school.

Datuk Musa Hitam, like the town which raised him, is a man
whose life at first glance seems rather prosaic by the standards set
by the older generation of Asian political figures. Born on April
18th 1934 the young Musa was barely seven years old when the
Japanese invaded Malaya in 1941, At the time he was no different
from other youngsters of his age, selling ketupar along Jalan Nong
Chik in order to provide extra income to help finance his studi
It was not for him to experience the trauma of foreign domination
and the nationalistic awakening which inspired Tunku Abdul
Rahman, Tun Razak. Datuk Hussein Onn and other leaders

As a youth in Singapore Lee Kuan Yew had watched in fear as
some of his contemporaries were ordered into a lorry by Japanese
soldiers ostensibly to be taken to do some work. The lorry never
returned. “They never knew what they did 1o a whole generation
like me’, he recalled. *1 did not enter polities: they brought politic:
upon me. | decided that our lives should be ours to decide ... that
we should not be the pawns and playthings of foreign powers’.

For Datuk Musa Hitam. the son of a meter reader employed by
the Central Electricity Board. it was different. He chose politics.
‘From my school days, for some strange reason, [ had always seen
myself as a political man,” he once confided. "My ambition then
was to study law, which at that time was synonymous with politics.
After the war. up to the 1950's. there was a great deal of activity in
Johore Bahru. As a child 1 saw demonstrations without really
knowing what they meant. and Datuk Onn bin Jaafar’s house was
just half a mile away from ours. | was set from the very beginning,
from the time I was in school, to be “in politics™’

The hardships of the war years, however, were overshadowed
by a more personal grief. Musa Hitam's parents died during the
war and he was brought up by his eldest sister (Zainab) and his
brother-in-law who was a clerk. “They were like parents to me,” he
said. Musa Hitam was the youngest of ten children. He had five
brathers (Abdul Rahman, Datuk Yaacob Hitam, Esa, Kadir and
Yahaya) and four sisters {Zainab, Zaibidah, Saleha and Fatimah).
The young Musa was determined not to let his family's modest
economic standing prevent him from attaining his ambition. °1
used to get up at five o'clock in the morning and study by a
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kerosene lamp.” he recalled. ‘No-one lectured me or guided me.
just went to school like any other kampung boy."

As a teenager Musa heard Sardon Jubir speak in the Johore
Legislative Assembly and followed the late Tun Dr Ismail during
his campaign in the Johore Bahru Town Council elections. He also
watched the contest between the late Datuk Onn Jaafar and Datuk
Sulaiman Abdul Rahman in an election in Batu Pahat. From such
experiences he learned not only the skills of political debate but
also the value of friendly competition, ‘During the campaign both
of them criticised each other fiercely, but the night'the votes were
being counted I saw them drinking coffee together at a stall.” he
told a journalist from the Utusan Malaysia in 1981.

While at the English College in Johore Bahru he was elected
Deputy Head Prefect and was actively involved in student affairs.
The principal at the time, Mr Thomas K. Taylor. remembers him
as a cheerful, outgoing and well-liked student who could relate
well to others and was willing to listen. He was also well-known as
an eloquent debater and a good organiser. ‘1 remember Datuk
Musa best during the Sixth Form General Paper classes that [ gave
every day,” Mr Taylor said when he came over from Australia to
visit his ex-pupil in October 1981. "It was basically a subject where
pupils were encouraged to contribute their ideas and knowledge
on anything and everything — here Musa showed a keen percep-
tion of world affairs.’

Musa was no weakling. He scored well in English, Malay and
History but still found time to play badminton and represent the
school as a member of its rugby and football teams.

Not satisfied with being active in student affairs Musa joined
the Young Malayan Club (YMC) in Johore Bahru and soon
became its President. In this way he gained a seat on the Johore
Youth Council and later became its chairman. Through this latter
organisation, and the Malayan Youth Council, he was selected as a
representative to the World Association of Youth in Singapore.
There he was exposed to international affairs for the first time
while still in secondary school.

In 1954 he won a Johore government scholarship to the University
of Malaya which at that time was in Singapore. He wanted to study
law but his family could not afford to send him overseas. The law
faculty at the University of Malaya was established only in 1957, ‘1



Datuk Musa (top row, extreme left) with friends during
his student days ar the University of Malaya.



opted for Arts. as everyone else did at that time,” he explained
years later.

For a young and ambitious student politician. the 1950's was an
exciting (if somewhat dangerous) time to be alive. Throughout the
Malay peninsula the communist uprising was at its height while
UMNO and MCA leaders negotiated with the British for full
independence. Meanwhile, in Singapore. David Marshall was
trying to hold together a shaky government with limited powers
under the British colonial administration. His chief political appo-
nent, a young lawyer named Lee Kuan Yew, also had problems
trying to outmanoeuvre communists who held key positions in the
People’s Action Party.

Communist influence was particularly strong in the schools.
Matters came to a head in October 1956 when riots, initiated by
students at the Chung Cheng and Chinese High School. spread to
other parts of Singapore and lasted several days.

Datuk Musa Hitam remembers with fondness his years as a
university student when he studied Philosophy and History. “Those
were great days,” he told a journalist in 1971. "1 spent three quarters
of my time in student politics and in the cinema. | was never home
for one long vacation.” He was active in the University of Malaya
Students Union (UMSU) and a founding member of the Persatuan
Bahasa Melayu Universiti Malaya (PBMUM) where he was known
for his enthusiastic support for Malay as the National Language.
He also became Vice-president of the Pan Malayan Students
Federation.

His interest in international affairs soon led him well beyond
the borders of his own country. He was head of the Students Union
external affairs section and often went abroad for student con-
ferences, work camps and seminars. He reached the pinnacle of
his career as a student politician when he was selected at a meeting
in Lagos (Nigeria) to represent the Asian region at the International
Student Secretariat based in Holland.

It says much about the personality and intellect of the young
Musa that all this activity had little effect on his studies. He did
well enough in his examinations to qualify for his honours year but
decided instead to work full time with the International Secretariat
in Leiden. The two years he spent working for the Secretariat were
probably the most colourful in his early career. There have been




Datuk Musa participates in a student debate

suggestions since that the Dutch-based organisation was actually a
front for the American Central Intelligence Agency. If so, it seems
clear that Musa was not aware of it. He was nobody’s puppet. He
fought colonial rule and oppression not. in his own words, by
‘brandishing a weapon® but by meeting the students who led the
struggle in different countries.

During this time he witnessed political upheavals in many
nations. He was in Cuba when the Cuban student revolution
ousted the dictator Batista and installed Castro in 1959. He was
also in Korea when students rose against Syngman Rhee. On
another oceasion, in Algeria, he helped rebuild villages and re-
settle refugees after that nation’s independence struggle with the
French.

Such experiences immersed him deeper into international
affairs. But it was not until he went to Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) that
he was introduced to the real trappings of power and the problems
of developing nations. While organising a seminar of Asian student
leaders in Ceylon he met the Ceylonese Prime Minister, Mr
Solomon Bandaranaike. ‘It was the first time | had met a Prime
Minister from a developing country,’ he was to remark later.




‘During the meeting in his house Prime Minister Bandaranaike
spoke fora long time with me. mnk me in his car to Parliament and
introduced me 1o his ministe
The incident made a decp impression on Musa not only
because the Prime Minister had taken an interest in him, but
because of the seasoned politician’s assessment of Malaya's future.
‘He gave Mz
experience the same communal problems as Ceylon.” he recalls.
The young student leader disagreed. Years later, in 1968, he
was to explain the basis of his objections in a speech to the Lions
Club in Kluang, Johore. There were. he said, admiuedly strong
uation in Ceylon in the late 1950°s and
ia’s experiences in the 1960°s. “Here was a country going
through its first decade (1958 then) of independence with placid
ity, slow but steady in ils progress because of its relative
progress in development under the circumstances. The prospects
were remote indeed for aspiring politicians, however brilliant they
ed forces which

were credited with getting independence

The difference between the two countries, however. the
fact that in Ceylon brilliant and ambitious. politicians ready to
exploit communal sentiment were allowed to gain power. *“With a
Cambridge “double first”, a highly successful law career and a
noble driving ambition to be a political leader of his country,
Solomon West Diaz Bandaranaike saw that his prospects of be-
coming Prime Minister of Ceylon were slim indeed unless he had
some ready-made issues (o catapult him into power. The issues
then were indeed ready-made and with his brilliant speeches
Bandaranaike in no time became Prime Minister of Ceylon with
the support of the Singhalese of Buddhist religion but unfor-
tunately alienating the support of Tamils of the Hindu religion.
Bandaranaike soon succeeded not only in antagonising the Tamils
but practically instigated them to a violent struggle for survival.
The rest of the story of the tragedy of Ceylon is well on record and
Ceylon’s clock was turned back practically 10 years to a period
before independence.” Musa Hitam believed that such politicians
would be unable to win power in Malaysia if the nation continued
to provide steady material progress for all its citizens.

Musa Hitam also came to other important conclusions as a
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result of his years as a student leader. A few months after entering
the Malaysian Cabinet in 1973 he oifered the following advice 1o
students attending a seminar on 'Society's Role in Equipping the
Leaders of Tomorrow' organised by the Malaysian branch of the
International Association of Economics and Business Administration
students (AIESEC). ‘I have been long enough involved in the
student movement during my student days,” he said. ‘to appreciate
the danger of exuberance and the energy of the student population
to be open for exploitation by political forces. 1 consider it
dangerous because once the student population allows itself to be
used for political ends it can no longer play the neutral and truly
national role in serving the country at large.” He warned the
students to avoid becoming merely another instrument to promate
limited political objectives to the detriment of national unity.

Datin Maria: "He was very purposeful
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This was the public side of Musa Hitam in those early years: a
serious and thoughtful observer of national and international
events. There was another aspect to his personality too — one
capable of making important decisions quickly when he saw the
need. It was while he was at an international student conference in
Lima (Peru) in February 1939 that he met Ines Maria Reyna, a
beautiful Peruvian brunette, and the two began a month-long
whirlwind courtship. After Musa returned (o Holland, Maria
abandoned her course in architecture at Lima's National University
of Engineering, was married by proxy. then flew out to join him.
‘We met and fell in love almost from the she told a journalist
13 years later. 'I was struck by his strength. He was very purposeful
whereas the boys 1 knew were playful and carefree. All they
wanted was a university degree and then earn lots of money.” Musa
Hitam, normally such a good sp::al\cr on other subjects, was not
quite so informative. ‘Fate did it,” he reported as saying. Today
the Musa's have three children — Mariana (22), Rashid (20) and
Rozanna (14).

Musa Hitam with his children
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In retrospect it seems somehow fitting that Musa Hitam, who
has immersed himself so deeply in international affairs all his life,
should have married someone of another race and culture. For
Maria the adjustment to a different way of life in a foreign land did
not prove too difficult. ‘I've never thought of myself as not a Malay
since [ married Musa,’ she explained later. ‘1 guess I adjusted very
quickly. If you love a man enough, that is quite easy.” Musa's
mother, a woman of Chinese descent who was adopted by a Malay
family when she was five years old, made a similar adjustment
many years before. "That's why 1 always say I've got my drive from
her and my easy-going ways from my father.” he once remarked
jovially.

Over the years Datuk Musa has tried to ensure that his political
career did not interfere with his family commitments. During the
1982 election campaign Datin Maria told a journalist that Datuk
Musa had asked her several times in the past whether she wanted
him to abandon politics and do something else. ‘1 have been
tempted, of course’, she said. ‘As a politician’s wife the demand is
strenuous because you represent the people of the country and so
naturally your whole life is affected by the job. But knowing
Musa's love for polities I told him to do whatever he likes best.”

Despite a busy schedule in the 1980's Datuk Musa has not
neglected his family. *[ think he is one of the few husbands who
finds time to come home for lunch’, Datin Maria said. ‘He makes it
a point to give time to the family. We normally have breakfast and
lunch together and in the evening spend time discussing certain
matters or just watch television'.

Datin Maria admits that there have been times when she has
disagreed with the views Datuk Musa has expressed in public. ‘He
decides what he wants to talk about, she says, ‘but sometimes [
criticise certain points in his speeches. If it is down-to-carth
criticism he listens, but not when he has a reason for bringing up
the points. He always has time to explain. Sometimes | agree or
just keep my own counsel. We never quarrel about it — it's just a
friendly discussion’.

The Musa's have not always felt the pressures of Datuk Musa’s
political career. Called back home from Holland in the early 1960's
10 serve out his bond with the Johore government, Musa and his
wife moved to Kluang where he began work as the As




“If it is down-to-earth criticism he listens.”

District Officer. The realities of life as an administrator, he found,
were much different from the idealism of his youth as an inter-
national student leader. “The four years that [ was in the district
were exciting and rewarding in terms of lessons in human relations
and in terms of background to my present political interest,” he
said later. It was during this period that he was involved in active
preparations for the Second Malaya Development Plan at the
district level as Secretary of the District Rural Development
Committee.




Daruk Musa and Datin Maria



Musa Hitam with his wife (in dark glasses) during his
time as Assistant District Officer in Kluang

At that time the late Tun Razak, as Minister for National and
Rural Development. took a particular interest in rural develop-
ment plans. ‘I still remember how the late Tun came to my district
to ask about the development plan and cross examine each
officer,” M Hitam recalled to a journalist in 1981, *One senior
officer in Johare at that time had told him that a particular project
had been completed. But when Tun Razak went to see it he found
that it was not ready. | saw how that officer trembled facing him
later.” Tun Razak. he realised, did nat simply listen to briefings but
insisted upon going around to see the true situation for himsell.
The Minister's example was 1o prove useful to Musa Hitam in later
years when he became Chairman of the Federal Land Development
Authority and later a Cabinet Minister.

The job of government administrator was not sufficiently
challenging for Musa Hitam. 1 knew he was restless for something
more.” said Maria of this period of their life together. Musa had not
lost his interest in politics and felt that if he could join the private
sector he would be able to participate actively in politics once
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more. ‘ was looking at all sorts of job opportunities as an adminis-
trator,” he recalls. “Then a commercial firm, Jardine Waugh,
offered me a job and agreed to buy me out for about $1.000 at that
time. 1t was cheap. So 1 was free.”

Any plans he may have had to become politi
however, were dashed when he was sent o Brunei as a sales
executive for the company. He sold medicine, essence of chicken,
cameras, air conditioning units, cars and tractors. 1t was, in fact, an
excellent opportunity for him to learn the tricks of the trade.
Later. as Deputy Minister for Trade and Industry. he was to put
this experience to good use in the interests of Malaysian con-
sumers.

Musa Hitam's fortunes changed rather unexpectedly when, on
one of his trips to Sabah to meet the Yang di-Pertua Negara, he
met Datuk Sardon bin Haji Jubir who had just been re-appointed
Minister for Transport after the 1964 elections. Datuk Sardon
(now a Tun) knew Musa Hitam had been active in the Malayan
Youth Council during his school days when the Minister had been
the organisation’s chairman. The rest of the story is best told by
Musa Hitam himself: *So 1 bumped into him and he mentioned
something about having tea with him that afternoon. Then he
made a general remark about looking for a political secretary. 1
told him that 1 was leaving for Malaya the next month and we
arranged to meet in Kuala Lumpur. When we met, Parliament was
in session and 1 went to see him at Parliament house. There, 1 was
introduced to everyone as his political secretary. And Iwasin!Sol
told my rather surprised employer that 1 was leaving. There was
nothing they could do about it

This incident, recounted several times in interviews Musa has
given to various newspapers and mag ines over the years, left an
indelible impression on him. Musa and Sardon became great
friends and have remained so ever since. Other close associates,
such as Hussein Onn, Datuk Harun and Dr Mahathir were to figure
prominently later in his career. But none can claim the credit for
helping him do what is, after all, one of the most important things
in a politician’s rise — enter the national political arena with the
help and support of a trusted friend.

Such assistance, of course, is not in itsell sufficient to guar-
antee success, especially if the novice lacks any real ability. Musa

Ily active.
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Hitam, the student politician. had come a long way from his days
in the debating club at the Johore English College, but he had yet
to prove his mettle in national political life. Later events were to
show that he had the ability. dedication and persistence to win
despite the difficulties placed in his way.

Tan Sri Sardon Bin Haji Jubir



CHAPTER [1

‘REJECT MUSA HITAM
(DAP election pamphlet, 1968)

There is a saying that if you throw mud at someone often
enough some of it is bound to stick. Political name-calling is no
exception. Musa Hitam's early activities and speeches reveal little
which, in today’s terms, can reasonably be labelled extremist. The
striking fact, however, is that this was precisely how many of his
political opponents in the 1960's claimed to see him. The re-
putation, if it had any basis at all, seems to have been largely the
result of his personal style rather than anything he actually said.

Musa Hitam has always been known to be rather blunt in his
approach. ‘There is nothing wrong with being militant’, he told an
interviewer in 1974, ‘if by “militant” you mean critical in your
views without fear of circumstances, as long as it's right. At the
time — it was the first phase of my political life — people
interpreted outspokenness, though fair, in a negative rather than &
ing my neck out when dealing with any

positive sense. | was sticl
problem’.

If becoming controversial was part of the young Musa’s poli-
tical strategy, it certainly was nat long before he began to achieve
his aim. Little more than a week after taking the oath of secrecy
and being confirmed as Sardon Jubir's political secretary in
February 1965, he raised the ire of the Singapore-based People’s
Action Party (PAP) by describing its 1964 onslaught on the
Alliance as being designed to split, isolate and destroy the party by
exploiting communal sentiments. Four months later he was at it
again. Heading a three man unofficial delegation to Algiers 10
attend the Afro-Asian People’s Solidarity Conference, Musa Hitam
described a rival delegation from the opposition Barisan Sosialis as
being "anti-national’ because it refused to recognise the legitimacy
of the formation of Malaysia in 1963. Musa said he was going to
campaign against Chinese communist and Indonesian opposition
to Malaysia’s participation in the Conf
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These activities were not always approved of by UMNO leaders.
in 1968. when he had becaome a Member of Parliament. Musa
Hitam accompanied Dr Mahathir to another Afro-Asian People’s
Solidarity Conference. This angered Prime Minister Tunku Abdul
Rahman. The Tunku said he believed the organisation was a
communist front.

Fortunately. there was at least one senior UMNO leader who
recognised Musa Hitam's ability and saw the value of grooming
him for the future. *The late Tun Razak would often invite me over
to chat and ask for my opinions’, explained Musa. ‘Perhaps he
considered that I represented the views of the younger generation.
After that he used to order me to go here or there although [ was in
reality the political secretary of the Minister for Transport’.

Musa Hitam had entered the national political arena at a time
when Malaysia was facing serious problems both at home and
overseas. The Indonesian Confrontation with Malaysia had not yet
been resolved while the PAP's attempt to establish a political base
in peninsular Malaysia during the 1964 election campaign was
threatening to undermine national political stability.

Musa Hitan's next promotion came partly as a result of these
tensions. In August 1965 Syed Ja'afar Albar resigned his position as
Secretary-General of UMNO because he dis greed with Tunku
Abdul Rahman over the decision to separate Singapore from
Malaysia. Tun Razak. with the agreement of the Tunku, then
appointed Musa Hitam to take his pl S 4 lemporary measure.
*My main concern at the moment’. said Musa at the tme, “will be to
help strengthen and consolidate the whole party structure’.

For those who knew him well there was no suggeston that the
new appointee was dangerous or extremist in his political views.
According to the Brunei Bulletin. the lowering of the political
temperature in Malaysia was not just a result of the exit of
Singapore from the Federation. It was also because of Jaafar
Albar's resignation and his being replaced by Musa. When Musa
was in Brunei, the newspaper pointed oul, he was on excellent
terms with people of all races and walks of life. “All who know
him', it added. “will congratulute him on his well-deserved success.
He will bring to his UMNO post a tolerance and understanding of
the viewpoint of other races which occasionally is sadly lacking in
the speeches of his predecess

or.”
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Tun Razak (standing) often had Musa beside him

Musa Hitam did his job so well that a few months later, when
Khir Johari was selected as the new permanent Secretary-General
of the party, Musa was given the post of Executive-Secretary in
charge of party administration. It was here that he became even
more active in politics, learning a great deal about party machinery
while helping to reorganise the UMNO headquarters.

Musa Hitam was now. for the first time, a national political
figure who could not be easily overlooked. In October 1965, he
helped to settle a forest workers’ strike involving 1,034 workers
which had lasted for 35 days — the longest in Malaysian civil
service history. By 1966 he was also beginning to establish a
reputation for himself as a roving diplomat. In May of that year. he
attended international conferences in Hong Kong and Manila
which had been organised to discuss the role of political parties in
democratic countries. In the following month he left for Australia,
this time to discuss the international situation with officials in
Canberra. By September he was in New York at the United
Nations as part of a special delegation headed by Tun Razak. Back
in Malaysia once again he represented UMNO in dialogue sessions,
political debates and talks.




21

This was the period of Singapore’s participation in an enlarged
Malaysian federation. Lee Kuan Yew, the Singapore Prime Minister,
was a brilliant debater but his aggressive and abrasive style
alienated many of his potential allies on the peninsula. UMNO, in
particular, was hotly opposed to his advocacy of a “Malaysian
Malay: since it believed the policy denied the Malays their
heritage. However, Lee Kuan Yew's reputation was such that few
of the party’s national leaders dared to challenge him in public
debate.

On one occasion, when Musa Hitam was still political secretary
to the Minister for Transport, he was sent to represent UMNO at a
political forum at the University of Malaya in which Lee Kuan
Yew and other political figures were to take part. Since Musa
represented UMNO, Musa was naturally the target of the Govern-
ment’s critics. “This was the first time in my life that 1 had defended
UMNO in such a large forum,’ he recalled later. ‘At that time [ was
still green in politics compared to other members of the panel, but
1 was able to defend UMNO's stand.’

Musa Hitam did not just confine himself to reorganising and
defending UMNO: he was also active in trying to improve its
policies for the benefit of the people. In a special memorandum to
the Second Bumiputra Economic Congress in September 1968, he
put forward several proposals for consideration. These included
the lish of a Bumiputra Education Cc ission to study
the Education system needed then as well as in the future. Another
proposal suggested the setting up of a National Marketing System
in the rural ar The Education Commission would study the
progress made by Bumiputras in education since independence
with a view to placing renewed emphasis on skilled or professional
subjects. The Higher Education Report of 1967, he pointed out.
did not refer to the economic development of the Bumiputras. A
National Marketing System was also needed to give fair prices ta
fishermen and farmers for their products and reorganise the rural
credit system. Considering the general direction government
policies were to take in the 1970, these were prophetic sug-
gestions indeed.

All this activity did not go um\ouu,d by UMNO leaders. Here
was a dedi 1. enth and d 1 young leader who
might one day serve the party wel] in high positions. After the
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death of Alliance Member of Parliament, Tuan Haji Abdullah bin
Haji Mohamed Salleh in August 1968, the Chairman of the
Alliance candidature Committee. Encik Mohamed Khir Johari.
announced that Musa Hitam would be the Government's candi-
date in the coming by-election.

i ML L =

Musa campaigns in Segamat Utara. 1765

The campaign was a tough one for Musa Hitam. The Se
Utara constituency was a multi-racial one with a ¢lear non-Malay
majority. Musa faced the electorate in a straight fight with the
chairman of the Johore DAP. Lee Ah Meng. The political tactics
used by some of the more enthusiastic of Musa’s political oppo-
nents were hardly fair. Speaking on the problems of Malaysian
politics at a student leadership training programme at the University
of Malaya a few months later, he recalled that during the campaign
his name was pronounced in Chinese to mean ‘greedy’. Even his
mode of dress and way of carrying a briefcase was made the
subject of ridicule. ' regard these as nothing but the signs of a
politically bankrupt party’, he concluded.

More serious, perhaps, was the apparently deliberate attempt
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at misrepresentation. A few days before polling day the DAP
produced a pamphlet entitled Reject Musa Hitam the Commu-
nalist. Chinese, Malay. English and Tamil versions of the handout
were distributed throughout the electorate. The pamphlet pur-
ported to quote a report published by the Berita Harian on the
23rd of July 1966. In it Musa Hitam had outlined three conditions
he felt should be fulfilled before an individual could be accepted as
a true Malaysian. The third condition was underlined in the DAP
pamphlet in the Chinese edition, and produced in heavy print in
the English version. The quotation in the Malay pamphlet read:
‘Mereka mesti menerima kebudayaan Melayu sebagai kebudayaan
mereka sendirinya’. The English translation was given as: ‘They
must accept Malay culture as their own culture’. However. the
actual Berita Harian report reads: Menerima asas kebudayaan
Melayu sebagai kebudayaan mereka' meaning ‘acceptance of the
basis of Malay culture as their own’ remphasis added).

Non-Malay voters were apparently unimpressed with these
tactics. Musa Hitam won by a clear majority. With more than 74%
of the voters in an electorate of 20,779 casting their ballots. Musa
obtained 9.485 votes compared to that of Lee Ah Meng who polled
5,731 votes. The Alliance thus had a majority of 3,734, Considering
Musa Hitam'’s reputation in some quarters at the time as a Malay
extremist it is worth looking at the constituency in more detail 1o
see to what extent non-Malays were prepared to trust him. In 1968
the racial composition of the Segamat Utara constituency was as
follows:

9,488
7.653
3.665

Indians

Even if we assume that all the Malays came out to vote (&
highly improbable event considering the overall turnout figure of
74%) it is impossible to avoid the conclusion that Musa’s victory
was at least partly due to substantial non-Malay support. Despite
the communal tensions aroused during the general election of May
1969, this pattern was repeated in the following year when Musa
Hitam again won with a comfortable majority of 3,732 votes. Was
the young Musa Hitam an extremist” The electorate obviously did
not think so.




24

In fact, Musa Hitam's speeches at this time revealed a consi-
derable degree of sensitivity and understanding in his approach to
Malaysia's communal problems. Speaking on the topic ‘National
Integration — How far have we been Successful?” in Kluang in
August 1968, he reminded his listeners that government policy was
not one of assimilation but of integration. *Assimilation’, he said,
‘seems (o insinuate in Malaysia a policy which in simple wards
implies turning Chinese, Indians, Europeans. Kadazans and Ibans
into Malays. The other. integration. reflects a much more realistic
process towards nation building out of the various races in the
country. It aims at an amalgam of the best characteristics of the
various races which could eventually develop into a truly Malaysian
characteristic in a Malaysian nation’.

Assimilation was not only negative but also dangerous. ‘Rightly
or wrongly we know that in Malaysia cach community feels that it
is superior in one way or another to the other communities. Each
group holds by its own religion, its own culture, its own ideas and
ways of life and ilation means a total surrender of th
characteristics. Integration means a partial surrender of racial
identity based on certain agreed principles which could be accept-
able to all the communities truly interested in the formation of a
single united Malaysian nation’. Full integration could not be
achieved within a decade, or even within a century, so the process
required a long period of patience. tolerance and understanding.

In the meantime. it was essential that the sensitivities of the
various communities should not be wrongly exploited becuuse
such exploitation would only produce disastrous results. [t seems
o me’, he continued. “that political parties which exploit com-
munal sentiments indulge in what I term the “politics of fear”. On
the one hand, we have the DAP group of political parties which
use the tactics of implanting a feeling of fear of the Chinese for
the Malays with their theories of inequality. domination and a
feeling of persecution. On the other hand. we have the PMIP
which uses tactics of implanting @ feeling of insecurity, fear and
suspicion of the Malays for the Chinese”. Every responsible poli-
tical party. he said. should oppose this *mad drift owards com-
munal disharmony”

It was unfortunate that inequalitics in Malaysia reflected com-
munal divisions. ‘Ideally, we should not interpret the inequalities

se
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Lim Kit Siang (DAP Leader) meets Datuk Musa

along communal lines, of course, and should rather speak of the
“haves” and the "have-nots”™. But whether one likes it or nol,
wealth and economic power are identified with the Chinese com-
ity and government and political power are identified with the
of this, he said, could be found in the fact that
until recently the word “Encik”™ was used for Malays only, o
signify someone ol higher status in society, whereas the word
“towkay™ was only used to refer to Chinese.

The crux of the problem was to create a just society where
opportunities were available to all on the basis of free competition.
‘From the point of view of the non-Malays, the situation in our
country is such that there is no fair competition and they are being
treated as “second class citize! They feel that even if they are
generally the best, and thus deserve the best positions in our
society, the political powers-that-be (the Malays in this context]
would rather prefer Malays even when in most cases the Malays
are less qualified for the positions”. The Malays, of course, saw
things differently. “They fecl that since Malaysia was originally
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“our country” (rightly or wrongly, I am not debating here), they
should be given these preferences. To the Malays too the economic
powers-that-be (the Chinese) have been very rigidly against giving
some ways to the Malays'.

Musa Hitam pointed out that because the Malays were con-
centrated in the rural areas they had less access to the oppor-
tunities and development facilities than the majority of the Chinese
who live in the towns. ‘Justice’, he s s giving the opportunity 1o
Malays ta compete with the other races on a just and equal basis’.
The ‘“special position’ of the Malays. as outlined in article 157 of
the Constitution, was necessary as a guarantec that these oppor-
tunities would be provided. It was true that *no self-respecting
person should accept the principle of enjoying any position in
society by virtue of his racial origin’. However. since the pre-
requisites of fair and just competition had not yet been created.
positive discrimination in favour of the Malays had to be con-
tinued.

Turning to education, Musa Hitam readily agreed that, where
inter-racial understanding and tolerance were concerned the
English educated people in Malaysia provided the best examples.
This, he said, was due to two important factors. Firstly, the
English-medium schools were inter-racial and therefore provided
good opportunities for contact between the races. Secondly, com-
munication acrass racial barriers was easier because of the com-
mon language. However. an English medium education had always
been the privilege of only a small minority of the population. It was
therefore up to Malay. as the National Language, to fulfill this
function.

Two of the most important factors in national integration, he
believed were a common language and a common culture. The
question of the common language had already been settled. Musa
Hitam therefore turned his attention to the problem of a national
culture. He repeated his view that Malay culture could form the
basis of a Malaysian culture. ‘This suggestion is not made because
| am a “narrow ultra racialist” (as 1 am sure a lot of my political
opponents would like o make me out to bel but with a back-
ground of my academic studies of Malay culture and my know-
ledge of the different cultures of my fellow Malaysians of other
races’. He continued, *If one takes the trouble © study the origins
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and development of Malay culture as it is today, one would
discover that, in its present form, it is very strongly tinged with
elements of Indian and Chinese as well as Western cultures.’
Whatever his political opponents said of him, it was clear that
Musa Hitam was no chauvinist.

Immediately after his election to Parliament in the Segamat
Utara by-election in October 1968, Musa Hitam turned his atten-
tion to the problems of his constituents. Segamat, well-known
during the Emergency as a source of supplies for the Communist
insurgents, is situated in the largest timber producing district in
Johore. Despite this, the main problem in the area was unemploy-
ment. Hundreds of workers had lost their jobs because of the
fragmentation of the rubber estates and the uncertain price of the
commodity on the international market. Many of the unemployed,
however. were reluctant to resettle on land development schemes
in other states because this would mean leaving the area in which
they were born and raised.

Musa Hitam believed that one possible solution to the problem
was land distribution. °1 think the Government should provide
more land for padi cultivation”, he said at the time. 'A scheme such
as this will also help to achieve our country’s goal of selfsufficiency
in rice at a much earlier date’. He wanted the Johore government
not only to open up more land but also to allocate between 5.000
and 10,000 acres for federal land schemes. Having been elected
with the support of a large number of non-Malay voters, Musa
Hitam was also concerned that the proposed scheme benefitted all
races in the district. The Malays were enthusiastic but non-Malays
preferred to have land on which they could work during their
spare time. Musa Hitam therefore began to plan a campaign o
change the non-Malays” attitude to land schemes which he could
put into vperation as soon as the state government allocated a site
for the Federal Land Development Authority (FLDA).

Another problem in Segamat was the lack of schools close to
the kampungs. ‘For instance’, he said. “out of a family of six
children only two are able to attend school which may be six or
seven miles away’. These families could not afford to send all their
children to school because of the cost of transport to and from
school. "This is a matter which T am looking into with a view of
trying to provide assistance for deserving cases, | have asked for
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statistics and other data related to it. I do not know yet how and
when such assistance can be provided. but I shall do all I can to
find a way’.

Musa Hitam's speeches in Parliament at this time similarly
reflect his concern for the lower income groups. In January 1969,
during debate on the Supply Bill, he pointed out that a lack of co~
ordination between government departments had hindered efforts
to provide redundant estate workers with alternative employment
or land. In Segamat Utara, he said, 90% of the workers had been
retrenched when estate managements switched from rubber to oil
palm. In another speech shortly afterwards. Musa Hitam urged the
Government to introduce Social Security Legislation for people in
rural areas, Most of the laws then in force, he said, applied to the
urban areas only. Since the rural workers were not organised.
nobody could speak for them if anything not in their interest
happened. Their welfare simply depended on the kindness of their
landlords.

Musa Hitam’s concern for underprivileged rural workers did
not escape the attention of the country’s Trade Unions. In April
1969, less than a month before the 1969 elections, the Malaysian
Trades Union Congress (MTUC) announced that it had decided to
support Musa Hitam in Segamat Utara against the DAP candidate,
Mr Tan Thian San. Musa Hitam was, in fact, one of a mere handful
of candidates from various parties that the MTUC had decided to
support. However, in view of the DAP's consistent attempts to
attract Trade Union support over the years (by setting up a Trade
Union Bureau and holding annual May Day functions) the MTUC
decision was particularly significant. It provided additional evi-
dence to show that an important section of Malaysian society had
rejected the propaganda of Musa Hitam’s political opponents
branding him an extremist.

The erosion of popular support for the Alliance government in
the May 1969 elections, and the communal disturbances which
followed them, have been discussed by many writers. These events
shook the Malaysian policy in many ways. Changes in the follow-
ing months included the retirement of Prime Minister Tunku
Abdul Rahman, his replacement by his deputy. Tun Razak, and
the formulation of new policies designed to assist the ically
weak Malay community.
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One aspect of these changes which has been widely misunder-
stood is the role of those labelled ‘ultras’ by Prime Minister Tunku
Abdul Rahman. Musa Hitam was one of these. Malay opposition
to the Tunku in 1969 has been seen all too often as constituting
proof that those involved were racial extremists. Extremists there
may have been, but this was not generally the case — especially
among those who held responsible positions in UMNO. The
Tunku's opponents were in some ways more Malay-oriented, but
this was not the most important difference. They were more
pragmatic in their approach to the nation’s problems and advo-
cated newer and more ambitious social and economic policies.
Musa Hitam was only one of a large number of young Malay
intellectuals demanding similar changes.

Perhaps the events of May 1969 affected Musa Hitam and Dr
Mahathir more because they were both named by foreign journa-
lists as ‘ultras’ or racial extremists who opposed the Tunku. Dr
Mabhathir did, in fact, challenge the policies and authority of the
Prime Minister and was expelled briefly from the party as a
consequence. However, Musa Hitam’s dismissal from his newly
acquired position as Assistant Minister to the Deputy Prime
Minister seems more difficult to explain. Musa himself declined to
offer any explanation beyond asserting his innocence of the charge
of disloyalty. Indeed, he does not appear to have made any public
statements which could be interpreted as opposing the Tunku.
Even the Prime Minister declined to give details beyond men-
tioning that he had received an "unfavourable report’ about him. It
was widely believed at the time, however, that Musa had been
dismissed because of his support for his friend. Dr Mahathir,
within the party.

The Tunku's letter of dismissal was dated July 28th 1969.

"I have received an unfavourable report about
you, particularly in respect of your doubtful loyalty
to the Government.

You are aware that the Cabinet functions on
the basis of undivided loyalty or, as has been
referred to under constitutional democracy, joint
responsibility in the Cabinet.

In the circumstances, I regret that I have no



choice but to submit a request to His Majesty, the
Yang di-Pertuan Agong, to terminate your ser-
vices with effect as from September 1, 1969. This
is to enable you to take leave and make other
arrangements for your future.”

Musa Hitam replied. His letter was dated August 1.

“I would like to acknowledge receipt of your
letter dated July 28, 1969.

This is the first time that you have intimated to
me the allegation of my ‘doubtful loyalty to the
Government.” My only regret is that you have
taken this final decision to dismiss me. based on
‘an unfavourable report,” without calling for any
explanation from me.

I am fully aware that it is your prerogative as
Prime Minister to dismiss me. However. I would
like to take this opportunity to assure you cate-
gorically that 1 have always been and shall be
loyal to the party and the Government of this
beloved country of ours.

You may recall that I took the oath of loyalty
before His Majesty, the Yang di-Pertuan Agong,
on assuming office. T have always acted in accor-
dance with the spirit of the oath.

In view of the fact that the news of my dis-
missal has been made public by you, I am taking
this liberty to release both your letter and my
reply for public knowledge.”

In a statement clarifying his position. Musa Hitam said he
would remain MP for Segamat Utara. His views, particularly on
Malaysia, remained unchanged. He was still an UMNO member
and would continue to abide by the aims. objectives and spirit of
the constitution of the party. He called on the people of his
constituency to remain calm and continue to demonstrate a spirit
of understanding and harmony.

Musa Hitam's political career was not at an end, but it had
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experienced a serious setback. He now faced the stigma of being
branded as an ‘ultra’ or extremist — a label that was as unfair as it
was untrue. Since Parliament had been suspended in the wake of
the May 13th incident, he decided to leave for Sussex University in
England to pursue a Masters Degree in International Relations.
Thus began for Musa Hitam, a long year of reflection about
Malaysian problems and poli which was to stand him in good
stead when he resumed his active political involvement in the
latter half of 1970.

His views remained unchanged



CHAPTER 111

THE RETURN

It had been raining continuously for eighteen days. The water
level in the Segamat River had risen to 37 feet — seven feet above
the danger level — and many small villages had been isolated by
floodwaters. In one such village, not far from Segamat, an old man
stood dejectedly watching the sodden skies. Food and fresh water
were in short supply and many people had lost all their possessions
in the flood. A military helicopter appeared on the horizon
searching for a place to land. As the old man watched the aircraft
drew near and began to descend. Suddenly a dark figure emerged
from the helicopter and jumped the remaining eight feet to the
ground. ‘Oh, Che Musa!". the old man shouted happily.

This incident, reconstructed from press reports of January
1971, conveys the essence of Musa Hitam's approach 1o his
political career. Here we see his drive. sense of adventure, concern
for the common people and a desire (o see that his instructions are
carried out.

Speaking at an UMNO seminar in London in 1975 he outlined
his views on the qualities which Malaysian leaders needed. There
had been an inevitable shift, he pointed out, from the traditional
custodian type of leadership to an achievement oriented one. Like
all other countries, Malaysia had its share of rising expectations
which were accentuated by the unrealistic promises by its leaders.
There was, therefore, a need to limit excessive expectations to
realistic levels. Achievement oriented leaders, he said, must under-
stand that goods promised must be delivered. On another occa-
sion, soon after becoming Deputy Minister of Trade and Industry.
he was even more blunt. He advised UMNO leaders to ‘Talk less,
do more and don’t think aloud’.

Musa Hitam could easily have referred to himself as an ex-
ample. Returning with a Masters Degree from Sussex University in
September 1970 the 37 year old Member of Parliament refused to
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speak to the press. Instead he went immediately 1o meet his
constituents in Segamat Utara. However, the Emergency Regu-
lations promulgated in the wake of the 1969 riots were still in force,
severely restricting the scope of political activity. Musa Hitam
therefore decided to accept an appoiniment as a lecturer in
International Affairs at the University of Malaya. He enjoyed
teaching but his energetic spirit soon found the experience rather
tepid in comparison to a political career.

In retrospect the break from political activity was good for
Musa Hitam's political career. By early 1971 the Government,
under the guidance of a new Prime Minister (Tun Razak). was by
then itself pursuing many of the interventionist social and eco-
nomic policies that Musa Hitam and Dr Mahathir had supported
earlier. These included the active promotion of Bahasa Malaysia
as the language medium of education in the schools and the
formulation of the New Economic Policy (NEP) designed to red-
ress the national economic imbalance in favour of the Bumiputras
(Malays and other indigenous people).

In December 1970 Musa Hitam decided to campaign for the
Deputy Chairmanship of UMNO Youth in the organisation’s
elections the following month. He won convincingly, defeating
Encik Sharriff Ahmad (the Parliamentary Secretary to the Prime
Minister) by 238 votes to 66. It was, in fact, a year when many
young well-educated members gained responsible positions. Seven
out of the ten elected members of the executive committee were
graduates, as were all five of the co-opted members. At that time
Musa Hitam had close rapport with Dato Harun, who was Chair-
man of UMNO Youth. Despite the difference in their ages and
personalities, both men began to co-operate to build up the image
of the party’s youth wing.

By 1971 several political observers were beginning to recognise
that Musa Hitam had a bright future ahead of him in UMNO. In
the polling for the 20 elective positions on the Central Executive
Council of the party in January, Musa Hitam won fifth position
behind Tan Sri Ghazali Shafie. Many believed that Dr Mahathir
bin Mohamad could have beaten both of them if he had been
eligible to stand, but he was still under expulsion from the party.
An added disadvantage was that Dr Mahathir had lost his seat in
the 1969 elections. Ghazali Shafie, as Minister in charge of infor-
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mation and National Unity. was in a much stronger position. He
had had long experience as a senior civil servant and an inter-
national negotiator.

Musa Hitam, on the other hand. had the future working for him
in the UMNO Youth movement. He was not only its Deputy
Chairman but also the executive member responsible for student
affairs. In a country where about 60% of the population was under
21, such a body was potentially very influential. Furthermore, in
the early 1970s, thousands of youths with little or nothing to do
posed an immediate threat to Malaysia's stability. These youths
had nothing to lose by taking ‘direct action” if the situation became
— from their viewpoint — intolerable.

Musa Hitam told a journalist at the time that he believed the
Youth movement had a liaison job to do. It needed to explain
Government policy to young people on the one hand and make
the Government conscious of the pressures and ideas of the un-
employed and dissatisfied youths on the other. Musa Hitam did not
see any short term solutions. ‘We are not in the Pemuda Rakyat
movement in Indonesia in the Sockarno days taking over factories,
and finding that it gets you nowhere'. Nor did he favour a mass
recruiting campaign to give the organisation more political
muscle. ‘I'm not interested in numbers', he said. " That's all right for
a party trying to gain independence by impressing a colonial
Government, There should be more emphasis on greater sophis-
tication. T'm more interested in the type of people we get rather
than trying to sign up every Tom, Dick and Harry."

UMNO Youth was not just interested in attracting Malay
students and youths into UMNO rather than the opposition Pan
Malayan Islamic Party. ‘We've got to go to everybody, to students
of all races,’ he said. ‘"UMNO has never said that it wants a 100%
Malay Government.” Developments within other parties in the
Alliance were also of concern. ‘The changes happening in UMNO
and the other parties are interesting — the young Chinese who are
trying to stir things in the MCA. It's too early for us to be certain
yet whether that's good or bad. but at least something is happen-
ing. When | talk to students, | want to be able to talk from a
position of strength. My job is an Alliance one.'

At this stage in his political career Musa Hitam was still being
misquoted. In a speech at the General Assembly of UMNO



b

Youth during a debate on the concept of nationality. he was
reported to have said that UMNO Youth could ‘teach’ some
wealthy non-Malays. with supposedly lukewarm patriotism, what
citizenship meant. Later, however, Musa denied that he meant it in
the sense of ‘teach a lesson’. During the 15-minute speech he urged
delegates to understand the problems of non-Malays, and to point
out to them what citizenship rights and responsibilities involved —
for everybody’s sake. Perhaps UMNO members could teach as
well as learn in this context of nationality. The phrase he used was
boleh ajar — may teach.

Musa Hitam believed there were already signs that positive
changes were taking place within UMNO that would revitalise the
party. ‘I was surprised al the Pemuda (youth) General Assembly
to find how many of the delegates were graduates from all over the
country, people coming from Kelantan and Telok Anson and
other places,” he said. "Ministers were getting up to speak, and
delegates were saying “Who are you?" The Ministers would look
surprised and the delegates would say again “Who are you and
where do you come from?” Ministers are not used to it. When they
identify themselves. the delegates would reply “That's better.™

Musa Hitam took to his new role as a representative of UMNO
Youth with enthusiasm. In another statement to the press the
newly-elected Deputy Chairman of UMNO Youth welcomed
Prime Minister Tun Razak’s acknowledgement that the Government
should accept the opinions and criticisms of youths, In the past,
said Musa Hitam, older people had adopted a 'negative attitude’ to
the opinions of young people. However. youths were now more
mature because of the changes that had taken place in the nation.
The Alliance would not be strengthened if it disregarded them. On
yet another occasion, speaking at a forum on the role of youths in
the Second Malaysia Plan, he encouraged young people 1o hold
ars to discuss programmes implemented by the
He believed they should also be ready to grasp the
s given to them under the Plan.

During this period Musa Hitam's rise to political prominence
was rapid. In early March 1971, barely two months after his
election as Vice-Chairman of UMNO Youth, he resigned his
Position as a lecturer at the University of Malaya and was ap-
Pointed Officer with Special Functions with the Federal Land
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Development Authority (FLDA). His job was 1o assist the Autho-
rity's chairman, Tan Sri Taib bin Andak, by making as many visits
as possible to land schemes to look into the problems faced by the
settlers. In August, when Tan Sri Taib bin Andak retired, Musa
Hitam became Chairman at the suggestion of Tun Razak.

In 1971, FLDA (renamed FELDA by Musa Hitam) land
schemes were facing many serious problems. The most important
of these was the continuing low price of rubber on the inter-
national market. This meant that settler families, who usually had
to repay a $15.000 loan at 6!%% interest rate to meet the cost of
clearing the land and building the infrastructure, were unable to
pay up. The problem was a serious one because whether FELDA
would be successful in the future at least partly depended upon the
ability of the settlers to repay thier loans promptly. Low commo-
dity prices meant that increasing the size of the settler’s holding
was not an attractive solution to the problems, In 1971 the
situation was so bad that madified repayment terms had to be
introduced and the Government was asked to review its lending
terms to FELDA.

By contrast. the price of palm oil during the 1971 was good and
this ensured maximum repayments which amounted to nearly $2.4
million. FELDA therefore began to concentrate on planting palm
il estates. By the end of 1971 oil palm acreage totalled 53.9% of all
FELDA acreage.

Unfortunately. there was no long term solution to the problem
of low commodity prices in sight. The best hope was that rapid
technological advances and efficient marketing systems wauld
serve to offset the effects of rising costs in consumer countries.
Part of FELDA's problem was also a managerial one, The lack of
skilled managers forced Musa Hitam to centralise functions where
it would have been preferable to delegate duties. FELDA's staff
had grown from 774 in 1960 to 2,778 in 1971 a result of the
demands placed upon it as the Authority changed from being a
Jand development agency o a fully integrated agricultural develop-
ment organisation. Plans to open up new settlements were also
facing problems related o a shortage of manpower and machinery
1o construct the necessary infrastructure.

Despite these problems FELDA's land schemes were very
popular — particularly among Malays. In 1971 alone the Authority
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received 25,000 applications. By March of the following year.
however, FELDA had only been able to process 8,000 of them.
Successful applicants then faced a waiting period of two years
before they could be given land. Musa Hitam therefore decided to
freeze all applications temporarily so that the existing ones could
be dealt with. At the same time he announced that under the
Second Malaysia Plan (1971 —1975) FELDA was to open up
300,000 acres — sufficient for all 25,000 families.

Musa Hitam also took several other measures to alleviate the
problems faced by the Authority. One early move was the
establishment of a Youth Works Brigade to relieve the pressure on
management by helping to maintain land schemes until they were
handed over to the settlers. Youths recruited into the Brigade were
specially hand-picked from among settler families. Their main job
was o look after new planting areas — including weeding and
nursery work — until settlers moved in. Additional measures to
help FELDA overcome its management problems included scholar-
ships awards for those wishing to work for the Authority and
training schemes for senior and field officers.

Other moves were designed to help the settlers themselves.
Noting the difficulties faced by the settlers because of the low
price of rubber Musa Hitam devised a new repayment system
under which they could be assured of a ‘clean’ income of $70
without encumberances. Under the previous system settlers were
each allowed $100 but the money was subject to loan commit-
ments and other deductions. The average monthly income of
FELDA settlers at the time was between $150 and $200.

Small scale businesses on FELDA settlements were also en-
couraged. Settlers were given assistance to set up tailoring and
motor car repair businesses while others manufactured cangkuls
(hoes) and wire springs. In other cases the Authority found it had
1o intervene more directly. At that time. shops selling essential
goods on the land schemes were run by the settlers themselves
with two private companies. When Musa Hitam became Chairman
these shops were averaging monthly losses of $69,000. They were
then taken over by FELDA and within the first year. made an
impressive $1 million profit. In September 1972 Musa Hitam
announced that FELDA's network of 60 shops would be expanded
and that settlers would, in time, be given an opportunity to invest
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in them.

Another scheme launched in the same year involved FELDA
giving more financial aid to the children of settlers to help them
pursue higher education. Poverty, Musa Hitam stressed. should
not be the cause of school dropouts.

The new Chairman was also active in a variety of other areas.
During 1972 the proportion of the Authority’s contracts awarded
to Bumiputra firms rose steadily from between9 and 1% to 25% of
the total value of the contracts given out. Musa Hitam also found
time in June to visit Brussels as an advisor to the ASEAN
(Association of Southeast Asian Nations) mission negotiating with
the EEC (European Ec ic C ity) countries on questi
relating to canned pineapples. coconut oil and semi-finished
products. Back in Malaysia once again he directed that FELDA
experiment with new crops because of the low price of rubber.

The pace of all this activity as Chairman of FELDA, Deputy
Chairman of U.M.N.O. Youth and a Member of Parliament may
have been too much for a lesser man. Musa Hitam. however.
remained active in all three areas. As an MP he took a particular
interest in foreign affairs. Speaking in the Dewan Rakyat (House of
Representatives) in March 1971 he was typically forthright in his
condemnation of Britain's decision to sell arms to South Alrica.
Britain, he said, was ‘slowly but surely’ drifting to the side of racist
regimes much despised by Asians and Africans. *If ever history is
to judge one country that has most effectively contributed to the
spread of communism in Africa, [ am certain that Britain would
occupy the highest position of honour.”

Of greater concern for Malaysia, however, was the situation in
Southeast Asia. In early May 1972, as Chairman of the Malaysian
Afro-Asian People’s Solidarity Organisation. he called on the
parties involved in the Vietnam conflict to return to the con-
ference table. He advocated an end to all forms of foreign partici
pation. "We can never achieve success in our programme for ped
and development in our country and Southeast Asia’, he said, 'so
long as this ambition is threatened by outside powers ever ready to
use our region for their own ends.” A few months later he urged
Asian leaders to start a dialogue with each ather to ensure peace in
the region. “Asian problems’, he pointed out, “can be salved with
Asian solutions the Asian way'.
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Having spent almost a year studying Malaysia's problems in the
context of regional co-operation at Sussex University, Musa Hitam
had much time for reflection on the subject of foreign policy. In
April 1971, a few months after returning to Malaysia, he gave a
speech on the subject to the Kuala Lumpur Diplomatic Club. The
talk, entitled Malaysia's Foreign Policy — From a Government
Bm:kbenchers Viewpoint, was a detailed exposition of his ideas
about regional cooperation in Southeast A

The basic assumption of Malaysia's fnrengn policy, noted Musa
Hitam, was that it was a Southeast Asian nation, existing in an area
which had been subject to conflicting interests for centuries.
the arrival of the Portuguese, 3
carved out, divided, subdivided and fought over as prized young
maidens, having our destinies predetermined even before we
ourselves became aware of our self-respect and much exploited
resources.” Being subject to different colonial experiences. South-
east Asians thus developed separate identities and adopted dif-
ferent political and social systems.

The Kuala Lumpur declaration of 1970 to make Southe
a Zone of Peace, Freedom and Neutrality was therefore aimed at
ensuring that each nation could concentrate on nation building
and internal consolidation while at the same time contribute 1o
each other's progress through mutual cooperation.

One of the keys to the suc of ASEAN, he continued, was
that it had remained apolitical and non-military. “The concept of
regional security in the classical sense, stressing the military
aspects, has given way to another concept of regional security. but
stressing the economic aspects. This has been the most encour-
aging development in the field of international relations for the
past few years. For, security in the classical, military sense was
negative. hased on an ‘anti’ some other power or group. Whereas
security in the current economic sense is more positive, based on
aims of reducing areas of tension and toward internal or regional
stability, ultimately serving as the strongest bulwark against any
external or internal threats”.

The EEC, he said, should be studied carcfully by the ASEAN
nations and used as a positive example. Creating a *Common
Market in ASEAN was a desirable ideal but the pace should not
be forced. Mutual trust and confidence must be nurtured first
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among the masses as well as the leaders. The creation of a
Southeast Asian Community, he continued, involved a slow and
painful process of limited ‘denationalisation”. Given the difficult
nature of the job at hand Musa Hitam did not favour increasing the
number of member states for some time. However, ASEAN
countries would undoubtably benefit if they could succeed in
convincing the other Southeast Asian nations of the desirability of
the ASEAN policy of “peace, freedom and neutrality’.

Southeast Asian neutrality, he said. should not be looked upon
as a simple exercise in the ‘zero sum game’ because it was not
simply a shift away from one power bloc to another. In this sense
there was no need for Malaysia’s Western friends to be unduly
worried. *Our only wish is not to be used as pawns in the inter-
national power game and to be left alone to develop ourselves to
such an extent that our success could contribute 1o a more stable
and peaceful world'.

By the end of 1972 Musa Hitam had established himself as a
force to be reckoned with in national politics, not only as a
Member of Parliament, but also in his close association with
UMNO Youth. He had also gained a reputation as a competent
administrator through his chairmanship of FELDA. For a man ol
such ability it was only a matter of time before he was given the
opportunity to enter the Malaysian cabinet. In fact. it was not long
hefore he was representing the country with distinetion at inter-
national economic conferences.




CHAPTER 1V

UP TO THE NECK IN POLITICS

‘It was out of the blue, I guess,” said Puan Maria Musa Hitam of
her husband’s appointment as Deputy Minister of Trade and
Industry in January 1973. 'l was in the Philippines at the time and
there was the Malaysian ambassador congratulating me and |
didn’t know what it was all about’. For Musa Hitam it was the
challenge of a new experience rather than the surprise for which
he remembers the announcement. He rose to the occasion with
characteristic enthusiasm. ‘Once you are in it (politics)', he told a
journalist on one oceasion, ‘you must be prepared to be in it up to
your neck'.

This attitude suited his political superiors well. Successive
Ministers of Trade and Industry in the early 1970's (the late Tun
Dr Ismail and subsequently Datuk Hussein Onn) also served as
Deputy Prime Minister and thus had litle time to devote to the
Trade and Industry portfolio. ‘It could be said that %0% of the
Ministry’s work was handed over to me’. Musa Hitam explained
later. "They only gave me guidance and advice whenever it was
needed’.

The new Deputy Minister wasted no time in getting down to
work. The day before he was formally sworn in by the Yang
dipertuan Agung (Malaysia's king) Musa Hitam was briefed by
Ministry officials on the shortage of sugar which by that time had
reached almost crisis proportions in the country. A few days later
he announced his decision. Sugar traders. he said, would be given
one week to move their stocks into the market or face the
consequences. If the artificial shortage was not resolved by then,
the Government would take ‘direct measures” to ensure that
Supplies reached consumers. ‘My Ministry will not hesitate to
invoke further its powers under existing legislation to achieve this
objective,” he told newsmen.

Encik Musa also announced other measures to ensure a steady
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supply of the commodity. The Government, he said, would not
allow the retail price of sugar in peninsular Malaysia to be in-
creased. It would also move for a partial exemption of the sugar
import duty in Sabah and Sarawak to stabilise prices in those
states. In addition, the Government was to sign a contract with the
Colonial Sugar Refining Company Limited of Sydney to assure the
nation’s long term sugar supplies.

He reiterated that there was adequate sugar to meet the
country's needs. ‘We have pinpointed the bottleneck and identi-
fied the factors which caused the problem. We also know where
the sugar is and who is responsible’, he said. Sugar traders took the
message to heart and it was not long before supplies returned to
normal. Musa Hitam, however, completed arrangements for im-
plementing an alternative distribution system and warned that it
would be activited if the situation deteriorated once again. Irres-
ponsible traders were soon Lo learn that Musa Hitam was a man
whose words were not to be taken lightly.

Malaysian consumers had many reasons to thank the new
Deputy Minister. In the early 1970's Malaysia was experiencing a
period of high inflation (the Consumer Price Index rose by 17.4%
in 1974) and some businessmen were taking advantage of the
situation by hoarding scarce commodities. Anticipating these
trends, Musa Hitam declared in February 1973 that five more
items — wheat flour, cooking oil, fertilizers, insecticides and fomic
acid — were to be controlled items. The checks the Government
was already keeping on the availability of rice, sugar, salt, milk and
cement were also to be imposed on them. Traders who con-
travened the Supplies Control Act by hoarding these goods were
liable to a fine of between $15,000 and $25,000 or a jail sentence of
two to five years.

Other moves were aimed at ensuring that consumers were not
cheated. For example, in early 1973 large sandwich loaves, sold by
bread vendors, shops and supermarkets as 2 pounds loaves, weigh-
ed only about 1% pounds. Musa Hitam reacted by requiring all
bakeries to state the price and weight on the wrappers of all their
products. He followed this up in 1974 by putting to Parliament the
Price Control (Amendment) Bill which required retailers. whole-
salers, importers, manufacturers and producers to display labels
indicating the quality, grade, price and date of manufacture of the
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goods they handled. Previously. the Ministry only had power over
producers and retailers,

There were similar moves to regulate the motor vehicle indus-
try. From April 1st. 1973, all motorcars and motoreycles had to be
sold at nett prices approved by the Government. The previous
system of discounts used by dealers. said Musa Hitam. had con-
fused the public. This was not his last word on the subject either.
1973 was a boom year for car assemblers and other related
industries. Wage increases and better commodity prices for
Malaysia’s exports on the international market had put more
money into people’s pockets. One effect was to increase the
demand for vehicles. The Government reacted to the situation by
deciding to allow the establishment of four more assembly plants.

Consumers, however, complained about shoddy work on the
assembly line and poor service by dealers. Musa Hitam was equally
critical of market manipulation and under-the-counter deals.
Speaking at the annual dinner of the Malaysian Motor Vehicle
Assemblers Association in 1974, he spoke sarcastically of cars in
short supply ‘magically’ appearing once the Government approved
price increases. Some industry observers believed that the Deputy
Minister would threaten to remove Government protection from
the industry if the situation did not improve.

Musa Hitam was also responsible for the establishment of the
National Consumers Protection Advisory Council which replaced
the inactive ad hoc Prices Advisory Committee. Steps were also
taken to amend the Price Control Ordinance to give the Council
more powers. The Council was to make specific recommendations
on policy and, if necessary. suggest a level of profit for manu-
facturers, wholesalers and retailers. The Council was also em-
powered to study the feasibility of price fixing and whether it
would result in black marketing or other malpractice:

Despite these moves on behalf of Malaysian consumers, Musa

Hitam did not always get the support he needed. On February 8th
1973 the Deputy Minister sent out letters to 36 individuals and

consumer associations, 104 UMNO divisions and 11 UMNO state
liaison committees asking for proposals to help solve the problem
of rising prices. He received a mere 21 replies and only two of
these contained specific suggestions. ‘Efforts to deal with spiralling
prices should not be the sole responsibility of my Ministry’, he said
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in a news release a few weeks later. ‘Itisa national issue and there
should be a national effort’.

Musa Hitam also showed his continuing concern about the
plight of the poorer sections of society. The ready availability of
“cheap” Malaysian labour did not mean that the needs of the
workers could be ignored by investors. he told the Tenth Asian
Regional Conference of the International Confederation of Free
Trade Unions in February 1973. The level of industrialisation was
not the only factor by which the progress of the nation could be
judged. Equally important, he said, was the guestion of whether
industrialisation had brought an overall improvement in the well-
being of the people. The Ministry was therefore taking measures
to pursuade employers to pay attention to the welfare of their
employees.

The question of Bumiputra participation in the economic life
of the country was also high on Musa Hitam's list of priorities. Ina
speech opening the Central Elastics Corporation factory at the
Prai Industrial Estate in July 1974, he observed that some people
believed that the assistance given to Bumiputras would stunt the
nation’s growth, ‘Let me put it to you here’, he said, ‘thata policy of
bumiputra non-participation would be to the detriment of this
country. How long can we go on with purposeful and deliberate
exclusion from the economic life of the country a section of the
people constituting the majority? | would say that such a policy
would be economic suicide. We have seen too many examples
elsewhere in the world’, he continued, ‘where the purposeful and
deliberate exclusion of some particular section of the community
from the mainstream of life has prepared the ground for revolution
and social upheaval’.

In April 1973 he d the establi ofa p
Participation Unit within the Ministry of Trade and Industry to
promote capital ownership among Bumiputras. “The unit will have
nothing to do with the public share issues quoted in the Stock
Exchange’, Musa Hitam explained. 'Its main concern will be to
identify the shares available for Bumiputras in limited companies
where shares are reserved for them. My Ministry has imposed &
condition on every industrial project approved that a certain
percentage of equity shares (0 be reserved for Bumiputras.’

He acknowledged that Bumiputra institutions such as MARA,
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the Tabung Haji and the State Economic Development Corpo-
rations had not had any difficulty taking part in public issue shares.
‘But they have found it difficult to identify and choose the types of
private limited company shares they would like to acquire’. he
said. ‘To help them to subscribe to these reserved shares, my
Ministry has opened a Register of Bumiputra Investors. Any
Bumiputra individual or institution with capital o invest is re-
quested to register’,

These efforts met with a gratifying response. In three months
the Bumiputra Participation Unit was able to mobilise more than
$80 million of Bumiputra capital for investment in private limited
companies. The amount came from Bumiputra companies ($55.2
million), Bumiputra institutions ($24.6 million) and individuals
($6.3 million).

The Unit was also active in other areas. Courses in enter-
preneurship were planned for Bumiputra businessmen and infor-
mation compiled on various projects for recomendation to Bumi-
i putra companies and individuals. The Unit also made contact with

overseas and local investors to set up joint ventures with Bumi-
putras. In July the unit was given three new functions. These were:
to help Bumiputras in the distribution of local and imported goods,
assist in the marketing of Bumiputra products and encourage
Bumiputra service industries such as forwarding agents. transport
‘and professional services. In 1978, long after Musa Hitam had left
the Ministry, the Unit was superseded by the Bumiputra Invest-
ment Fund which was set up with a Government-subscribed
«capital of $200 million.
i Musa Hitam has never been opposed to capitalism, but merely
its unregulated and unplanned growth. In earlier years, as chair-
‘man of FELDA, he had acknowledged the need for the Government
‘and private sectors to work ‘hand in hand’ to achieve the targets of
,'!!Ie Second Malaysia Plan. ‘In this national task we cannot work in
‘opposite directions’, he told participants at the annual general
_meeting of the Association of West Malaysian Plantation Execu-
in September 1971.
His attitude to foreign investment as Deputy Minister of Trade
Industry reflected a similar realistic approach. Investment by
ign individuals and companies, he noted on one occasion, was
ficial to Malaysia for three main reasons. It was needed to
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finance industrial projects, assist in the transfer of technological
skills and managerial expertise and at the same time provide an
outlet t overseas markets, especially in the case of multi-national
firms with established market networks overseas.

Such investment was especially welcome if it helped the
Government deal with difficult social problems at the same time.
In early 1973, Musa Hitam submitted the Investment Incentives
(Amendment) Bill to Parliament. It was designed to encourage
investments in less developed areas by providing rural-based firms
with tax exemption for up to ten years. Apart from encouraging
rural development, the Deputy Minister also said he hoped the
resulting activity in the rural areas would help reduce the mig-
ration of youths to the urban areas. This rural-urban drift was a
growing social problem about which he was particularly con-
cerned.

Musa Hitam’s efforts to encourage foreign investment and
promote Malaysian exports while he was Deputy Minister for
Trade and Industry took him all over the world. In March 1973 he
left for Tokyo to open Malaysia’s exhibition on trade, investment
and tourism. It was the first time Malaysia had ever held such an
exhibition overseas but it was not to be the last. Musa Hitam
believed Malaysia should avoid combined international exhibi-
tions and concentrate on going on her own instead because they
were more profitable, International displays would only be useful
if they were on a regional basis with the other ASEAN countries.
In the following month he was back in Japan again. This time he
led the Malaysian delegation at the 29th session of ECAFE (the
United Nations Economic Commission for Asia and the Far East)
to discuss regional economic co-operation and the development of
natural resources.

He followed this up in October with a successful trade mission
to the Scandanavian countries. In March 1974 he led a Malaysian
Investment Mission to the United States. By June he was in Britain
leading yet another trade mission.

Musa Hitam's campaign to attract foreign industrialists was not
haphazard despite the pace at which he worked. Target industries
had been identified well in advance. By the early 1970's the process
of import substitution of consumer goods was already well ad-
vanced. Labour intensive and export oriented industries such as




electronics had also made an impressive beginning. Musa Hitam
therefore began to seek out companies wishing to invest in re-
source-based industries such as timber. rubber. tin and palm oil.
Industries which were able to integrate with existing import sub-
stitution and export oriented industries were also welcome. In
addition, industries which would upgrade Malaysian technical
skills and know-how were encouraged.

Malaysia needed foreign investment to develop but it was not
begging for help. “We take pride in the fact that we have never
asked for handouts’. Musa Hitam told a group of investors in the
United States. ‘We are a young, upeoming country. very rich in
natural resources, and we are now inviling foreign mvestors (o
participate with us as full partners in development’,

He was also active in other areas which were the responsibility
of his Ministry. In Febuary 1974 Musa directed the Tourist
Development Corporation to draw up legislation to register and
licence travel agents, tour operators and tourist guides. There was
a need, he helieved, w set minimum standards regarding location.
staff intake and capital investment while at the same time dis-
couraging fy-by-night operators.

Musa Hitam was Deputy Minister for Trade and Industry Tor
only 21 months. [n terms of his political career it was a short period
but it was also one of great activity. He showed himsell more than
capable of carrying oul the responsibilities ¢ntrusted to him. By
September 1974, when he stepped down in order to take charge of
the Ministry of Primary Industries, his efforts at widening Malay
sia's trade frontiers by continually seeking new markets for the
evergrowing number of Malaysian products, were begimning to
bear fruit. Malaysian goods were being sold in many more couritries
and he had managed o arouse the interest of a significant number
of foreign investors. Bumiputra businessmen and Malaysian con-
sumers had also: experienced direct benefits as a result of his
tireless work on their behall.

These were important achie
the recognition he deserved. In 1974 the Sultan of Johore awarded
him the title of Datuk. The United States hased Time magazine
also ucknowledge his ability by naming him, together with Tengku
Razaleigh. as one of 150 men and women under 45 that it con
sidered the future leaders of the world.

ements and they soon won him



CHAPTER V

TOWKAY GETAH

In August 1974 the Malaysian Government faced the polls for
the first time since the 1969 General Elections. [n the intervening
years, Prime Minister Tun Razak had expanded the tripartite
Allience Government (representing the country’s Malay. Chinese
and Indian communities) into a ten-party National Front coalition.
The combination was overwhelmingly successful. A massive elec-
toral victory gave the Government its largest parliamentary majo-
rity in almost 20 years. Datuk Musa also won comfortably. this
time in the Labis constituency in Johore. Labis was a new elec-
torate created after a redistribution of seats and the consequent
alteration of electoral boundaries. It included parts of Musa's old
electorate of Segamat Utara.

Alter the elections Tun Razak announced his “action oriented’
cabinet which, he said, would place renewed emphasis on Housing.
Agriculture and Education. The Prime Minister demonstrated the
faith he had in Datuk Musa by appointing him Minister for
Primary Industries. It was an important job. In the early 1970°s
about 80% of Malaysia's export earnings came from primary
commodities such as rubber, tin, palm oil and timber. Palm il
prices were holding steady at around double their average for
1973. Tin, despite a slump in prices earlier in the year. was also
fetching prices above 1973 levels,

The real problem was the fall in the prices of timber and
rubber. The situation had became so bad that there had been a
rapid deterioration in the country's previously healthy balance of
ayments. Real incomes were falling and there was a consequent
slackening in demand for goods and services. Fortunately for the
Government. the elections had been held before the full impact of
these trends were felt. However, the socio-economic effects could
not be ignored. Sawmills and plywood plants were laying off
labour because of the collapse in world demand. The price of
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patural rubber, Malaysia's top export earner at the time, had
dropped by 50%. The situation was serious since an estimated
500,000 smallholders were dependent upon natural rubber for
their livelihood. In addition, there were another one million
workers in the estate sector.

It was not long before these economic problems were to find
political expression. The Baling demonstrations in late November
underlined the need for quick action 1o check the growth of
discontent.

Soon after taking office as Minister for Primary Industries
Datuk Musa promised he would do everything possible to help
boost the international rubber market. Later. in early October. he
publicly called upon the Smallholders” Advisory Board officials to
be dedicated in their work and ‘not consider themselves as privi-
leged people’. He was equally blunt in his dealings with those he
believed were taking advantage of deteriorating ¢conomic con-
ditions to incite peasant unrest. University students arrested in the
wake of the Baling demonstrations, he said, would be treated as
common law-breakers.

1974 had seen a revival of student political activity. Student
leaders in the University of Malaya campaigned for the Partai
Rakyat during the elections and followed this up in September
with demonstrations on behall of squatters at Tasek Utara in
Johore. The Baling demonstration in Kedah during the month of
November was therefore part of a developing pattern. It was
followed by demonstrations in the centre of Kuala Lumpur in early
December.

Datuk Musa concerned that the publicity given to those
activities in foreign countries was damaging Malaysia’s inter-
national reputation. Returning from a brief visit to Australia and
New Zealand in early November he told newsmen that disgruntled
Malay students had s fed in painting a distorted picture
of the situation in Malaysia. He believed that if Australia and New
Zealand were not given a correct picture of Malaysia. these
countries, acting out of their interest and through misinformation,
would try to tell Malaysia how to rule herself. “This sort of
Situation, if it is allowed 1o arise,” he added, "will generate misunder-
standing between Malaysia and Australia and New Zealand.”

Datuk Musa said that during his visit to New Zealand, a
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Students’ Union accused the Government of repression. arresting
and detaining more people under the Internal Security Act and
striking out names of students from the electoral rolls. “The accu-
sations were splashed in New Zealand newspapers and the student
leader was also interviewed on TV. Fortunately, I was around and
1 had the opportunity 1o correct the picture.’ Datuk Musa said.
“Student leaders can do or say what they like overseas. But we are
against the twisting of information to suit the people in Australia
and New Zealand."

Datuk Musa believed that more Australians and New Zea-
landers wanted Lo know what was happening in South East Asia
and Malaysia ‘due to their desire 1o identify themselves with the
region.” He added that it was time for the Government to take
more interest in Malaysian students in Australia and New Zealand
“who formed the communications network in the twa countries.”
“The Government should provide better facilities to our students
there and encourage parents to keep in touch with their children,
so that they will be kept informed about things at home and not be
left neglected. In this way. they will not become misfits when they
return to Malaysia and will not become deculturalised.” he said.

Datuk Musa did not shun the students, but he did insist that
they be properly informed. In December he received petitions
from the University of Singapore Students Union and the Singa-
pore Polytechnic Students Union condemning the Malaysian
Government for its ‘repressive actions”. In the petition the students
claimed that in the rural areas the price of rubber was only 2
cents a kati. They also accused the police of brutality. Musa asked
the students to gel their facts straight. “The figure they guoted is
completely autdated.” he said later. *It costs more than double that
amount — at least 50 cents a kati. As for police brutality, action
must be taken for the course of the law to be carried out’.

He could also have added that the improvement in the price of
rubber was almost entirely due to the actions of his own Ministry.
In late November Datuk Musa announced a crash programme to
stabilise rubber prices. The Government purchased rubber from
smallholders directly to help boost the price in the rural arcis. The
estate sector was also asked to reduce tapping frequencies so that
more rubber would be “stored” in the trees. In addition, the
Ministry introduced compulsory rest days on Sundays and public
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holidays.
Long range plans to strengthen Malaysia’s marketing network
for rubber were also being impl 1. By 1974 the ysi

Rubber Development Corporation (MARDEC) was already selling
rubber direct 1o a number of large natural rubber consumers
overseas. The organisation planned to establish additional rubber
processing factories to cater for smallholders and was in the
process of setting up several joint ventures with foreign investors
to produce rubber-based goods in Malaysia for export. ‘With its
facilities to process smallholders’ rubber into SMR and better
quality rubber,” Datuk Musa said, ‘the Corporation is in a position
to pay better prices to smallholders for latex which previously was
sold to dealers as unsmoked sheet Grade Three and Four'.

These measures were important but they were not in them-
selves sufficient. As Musa himself pointed out in early 1975, the
rubber industry was caught in a vicious circle. Transient im-
balances aggravated the subjective factors in the market causing
drastic price changes. These distortions in turn created uncertain-
ties in the minds of producers and discouraged consumers from
increasing the use of natural rubber in their products. Inevitably,
this led to slow growth in the rubber industry.

Rubber has a history of drastic price fluctuations. After the
First World War the price averaged at about a shilling a pound. In
1925 it rose to nearly three shillings but dropped to under three
pence in 1932. By the late 1930's it had risen to nine pence a
pound. After the Second World War annual averages fluctuated
from a shilling to over four shillings in 1951. The appearance of
synthetic rubber on world markets added to the producers™ night-
mares. Ordinary agricultural crops can be adjusted from season to
season (o take account of these changes. Rubber can not. Planning
had to proceed years in advance. It was clear, therefore, that fun-
damental changes in the marketing system were needed if the
economic stability of producer countries was to be assured.

Datuk Musa's proposal was to create an international buffer
stock to stabilise prices, He likes to joke that he became known as
‘Towkay getah’ (the rubber towkay) because of his activity in this
area. The title is well-earned, although it tells only half the story.
Economic historians of Malaysian will also note his role in the
production and marketing of other primary products such as
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timber, oil palm and tobacco.

Once he had announced his intention to press for an inter-
national rubber buffer stock. Datuk Musa acted with charac-
teristic speed. Since Southeast Asia produced 85% of the world's
natural rubber, he concentrated his early efforts on obtaining the
support of neighbouring producers. Within months he had ob-
tained the enthusiastic participation of Indonesia and Thailand
and had begun moves to get the Association of Natural Rubber
Producing Countries (ANRPC) to adopt the idea. In February 1975
he dm.ndcd the Developing Countries Conference of Raw Mate-
rials in Senegal and was elected Deputy Chairman. The Con-
ference decided 1o establish a special fund 1o finance buffer stock
operations for raw materials and primary commodities. In March
he was in Europe, this time to explain his ideas to consumer
nations such as Britain, West Germany and the Netherlands.

Reacting (o criticisms that the proposed International Rubber
Buffer Stock Scheme was ‘too hasty’, Datuk Musa said: 'If there is
anything we can be accused of, it is the fact that we are doing
things cautiously. There have been other commodity stabilisation
attempts which failed or could not get off the ground because of
hasty policies. Ours is a step-by-step cautious approach.”

Datuk Musa recalled that the Government had intervened in
the rubber market on several occasions before launching the
national short-term crash price stabilisation programme. ‘Now we
are proceeding very cautiously together with the other major
Asean Natural Rubber producing countries to study first the pro-
posed buffer stock scheme, he said. “After the major Asean
producing countries have thrashed out the mechanisms of the
‘scheme, we will take it up to the ANRPC for further discussion.”
Datuk Musa said that at the same time Malaysia was proceeding
with efforts to convinee international financial organisations and
consumers about the necessity for launching and helping to
finance the scheme. This, he added. was a long-term process of
‘educating’ them and allaying their fears about the scheme.

Concern for an international rubber buffer stock led him to
consider wider economic issues. In August 1975 he led a Malaysian
delegation to the United Nations Seventh Special Session on
Development and International Co-operation. The meeting in
New York dealt with efforts to bring about a new world economic
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order which would include new marketing arrangements for
primary products.

The developing nations argued that they had been short-changed
in the international market-place because the economic order
condemned them to continue exporting cheap raw materials while
having to import increasingly expensive finished products from the
industrialised world, The Third World wanted to redress this
imbalance with a new set of rules that would include international

1o protect ¢ lity prices, increases in foreign
BSMSldnLC and changes in the world monetary system. Developing
countries believed that both rich and poor countries would
benefit. If the poor nations were given better opportunities, they
argued, their economies would expand and rich countries would
benefit from larger markets for their products.

In November 1977, before leaving for an UNCTAD (United
Nations Conference on Trade and Development) Ministerial Meeting,
Datuk Musa outlined the issues as he saw them. The time had
come, he said, for all nations to show. their political will in seeing
commodity trade at an international level come to a more equi-
table position. He said Malaysia regarded the objectives of the
proposed common fund for primary commodities as a key instru-
ment towards achieving an integrated programme. ‘We believe the
fund should be formed to support international commadity stocks
within the framework of international commodity arrangements. [t
should also support other necessary measures besides buffer
stocks. In addition, it should play a catalytic role o facilitate the
setting up of international commodity arrangements,’ he said.

He stressed that Malaysia was only stating her position. "We
could also consider the interests of other developing countries.
particularly the least developing ones, and the mutual interests of
developing and developed countries in international commodity
trading,” he said. Referring to the financial needs and structure of
the fund, he pointed out that $5 billion would be sufficient to meet
the needs of its operation. However, only US$3 billion should
come from subscriptions from member countries and the remain-
ing US$2 billion from borrowings

Regarding the basis for capital subscription. Datuk Musa said
that Malaysia proposed that this consist of two parts. The first was
that member countries subscribe to a fixed equal amount. Malay-
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sia felt that each country should tentatively contribute US$200,000.
The second part was that the capital subscription be on a basis of
the quota assigned 1o each member country according to a criteria
to be formulated and decided upon by the Conference. Datuk
Musa said the criteria should be based on the ability to pay and the
benefits to be derived from the scheme. However. he believed
there was a gencral consensus among participating countries that
the ¢riteria be based on the formula used by the UN Committee on
Contributions.

On the source of finance, he said that in addition to the
subscriptions and borrowings. finance could also come from earn-
ings derived from the fund’s operations. Datuk Musa said Malaysia
felt that the fund should function as a viable financial institution
and act as a lender in the commaodity trade.

Datuk Musa’s optimism that the fund would be created appear-
ed justified at the time. The industrialised nations had expressed
support for the fund in the course of bilateral. regional and inter-
national meetings. Even the Commonwealth Technical Group had
recommended what appeared to be an acceptable compromise
model for the establishment of the fund. Third World countries
had proposed setting up the fund on the basis of a source model,
but they were willing to negotiate. Difficulties arose at the
UNCTAD meeting because the developed countries wanted a
model and nothing else. The basic issue was that the industrialised
nations wanted the source of finance to come only from inter-
national commodity agreements. They would not agree to govern-
mental contributions,

The decisions of the United Kingdom and Japan caused the
biggest disappointments. The former, after having worked so hard
on the Commonwealth Technical Group report, decided to join
the United States, Japan and Germany in refusing to negotiate on
terms other than their own. The Malaysians could not understand
Japan’s position cither, especially in the light of her expressed
sympathy for ASEAN,

On his return to Malaysia, Datuk Musa pointed out that
Malaysia had not supported other Third World countries just to
get something for herself. The nation’s two most important ex-
ports, rubber and tin, were already covered by international agree-
ments. ‘Malaysia is least affected by the non-existance of the
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common fund but we are not fighting on a narrow nationalistic
basis.” he said. Malaysia was practising what it preached — that the
least developed countries should get more help. Datuk Musa’s
efforts on behalf of poorer countries did not prevent him from
doing his job at home. In the rubber industry he was known for his
uncompromising stand against corruption and inefficiency. These
were matters which he was not afraid to publicise — even if they
affected the credibility of his Ministry. In May 1975 he announced
that he had uncovered ‘'very serious irregularities’ regarding the
payment of subsidies from the rubber replanting fund adminis-
tered by RISDA (Rubber Industry Smallholders Development
Authority).

In the following month he gave details of several undersirable
practices in RISDA at a Seminar at the Universiti Pertanian
(Agricultural University). He revealed that syndicates had conned
village people into allowing the syndicates to use their names so
that the syndicates could obtain Government assistance to which
they were not entitled. Replanting contractors or their agents were
also misusing Letters of Power of Attorney to receive payments
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without having carried out contract work satisfactorily. Other
malpractises, he said, included the distribution of substandard
replanting materials and the misuse of fertiliser credit facilities.

Datuk Musa subscribed to the principle of responsibility which
did not allow Government weaknesses to be ‘swept under the
carpet’. If they were not exposed, he believed that such mal-
practices would “spread 1o an extent where nothing could be done
to remedy them'. The real danger to the country. he said, was not
so much from external factors as from internal degeneration which
sapped the confidence of the people in their Government.

He then went on to outline the steps he had taken to eliminate
the malpractices. The National Bureau of Investigation (NBI) had
been given a ‘hlank cheque’ to investigate anyone (including
himself as Minister) in order to bring the guilty to court. The
Chairman of RISDA had also been directed to carry out dis-
ciplinary measures and an Inspectorate Evaluation Division was
set up. In addition. the Ministry was studying the existing legis-
lation with a veiw to plugging any loopholes.

The Minister was similarly forthright in exposing the weak-
nesses of MARDEC (the Malaysian Rubber Development Cor-
porationi. Speaking at the official apening of the new MARDEC
headyuarters in Kuala Lumpur in June 1976 Datuk Musa acknow:
ledged that the Corporation had done reasonably well in helping
rubber smallholders. However. he pointed out that the failure of
the organisation to maximise efficiency meant that its work had
involved relatively high costs. MARDEC, he said. had ‘completely
lost sight of its corporate responsibilities and objectives’. The
coneept of commercial viability upon which it was expected to
operate had been neglected. It must not be forgotten that when
the Government decided to convert the corporation into a cor-
porate body in 1968, it was implicit in the aims of MARDEC that it
must operate under conditions of economic viability . he said.
aims. Commerc
economic viability is @ measure of the efficiency of the Cor
poration's efforts to achive its long term objectives

Both RISDA and MARDEC were @ continuing source of
concern for Datuk Musi. In October 1977, he warned the two
organisations that. while they were both intended to look after the
interests of smallholders, their roles were complementary and they
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should not see each other as competitors, One organisation, he
said, had apparently been buying rubber from smallholders in the
usual buying arcas of the other. RISDA should realise that
MARDEC was working towards the production of Technically
Specified Rubber (TSR) which had a more demanding market.
Rubber produced by RISDA would have a diminishing market in
the future.

Datuk Musa was also prepared to defend his officers from
criticism if the situation demanded it. In September 1975 he flatly
rejected suggestions that there were communist elements in
RISDA. ‘It is ironic that some of those who are attempting to
project an apparently vigilant stance against communism are also
the ones who do not want to weed out the corrupt.” he declared. In
the following month he was able to announce that an investigation
by the Home Affairs Ministry had confirmed his opinion. The
accusations arose, he said, from those who saw RISDA's Com-
munity Development Programme as threatening to expose their
malpractices.

Apart from the rubber industry Datuk Musa also assisted in the
development of a number of other Malaysian primary products. At
the international level, one of his more notable successes was in
persuading Bolivia to sign the fifth International Tin Agreement in
early 1977, Bolivia, the world's second largest tin producer (after
Malaysia) had refused to ratify the Tin Agreement because the
floor price of $1.075 per picul was too low for its miners whose
production costs were higher than those of other countries

Malaysia and Indonesia expressed sympathy for Bolivia's case
but the siwation was complicated by the fact that the United
States (the world's biggest consumer) refused to agree to a higher
price. Time was running out — the agreement would lapse in June
if Bolivia failed to ratify it. The International Tin Council (ITC)
was to meet in March but no further meeting was planned between
then and the expiry date. In late February Datuk Musa led a joint
ASEAN team to the United States and Bolivia. After tough nego-
tiations he was able to get Bolivia to accept the floor price. A joint
statement released soon afterwards noted that both sides ‘recog:
nised the institutional faults and difficulties in the fifth Inter-
national Tin Agreement” but also realised ‘the importance of the
Agreement which allows greater understanding between produ-
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cers and consumers’. Soon afterwards. Malaysia announced that it
was planning to set up an embassy in Bolivia as an aid to better
understanding between the two countries. It was to be the first
Malaysian embassy in Latin America.

During his term of office as Minister for Primary Industries,

Datuk Musa also led an important trade mission to China since

ipl ic relations were established between the two countries in
1974. Tt was. in fact, the first Ministerial trade Mission to that
country. The visit. in 1976, was part of a general effort by Malaysia
to reduce its perennial trade deficit with China by encouraging the
Chinese to buy Malaysian palm oil and timber. Datuk Musa also
discussed with the Chinese authorities international commodity
arrangements such as the 1TC and the proposed International
Rubber Price Stabilisation Scheme. The tin agreement was of
particular concern since China was not a member of the [TC and
its sale of the metal in 1975 had depressed world prices.

On his return Datuk Musa said he was happy that the Mission
had been successful in improving the ¢conomic relations between
Malaysia and China. ‘In specific terms this means that definite
efforts will now be made by China to reduce the trade imbalance
between the twa countries primarily through the import of more
Malaysian commodities.” he added. Whilst he was in China, Datuk
Musa met Vice-Premier Ku Mu, Foreign Trade Minister Li Ching.
Metallurgical Industries Minister Chen Hsiao-Ken and the Deputy
Minister of Petroleum and Chemical Industries Yang Yi Pang.
Datuk Musa said his talks with these leaders would pave the way
for future official-level contacts and promote understanding in
economic and diplomatic relations between Malaysia and China.
He said officials in his mission held separate talks with the Chinese
state trading corporation on specific commodities and in some
cases negotiations on further sales of these items ‘reached an
advanced stage.’

The discussions on rubber and timber were particularly satis-
fying. During the timber negotiations, the Chinese government
gave a firm assurance that it was prepared to buy for prompt
delivery 30,000 cubic metres of logs from Malaysia worth $6.9
million. The Malaysian Timber Industries Board which was pre-
sent followed up on this matter immediately. The mission also
took the opportunity to introduce to the Chinese various types of
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Malaysian hardwoods, complete with price quotations. The Chinese
Foreign Trade Minister assured the mission of increased rubber
purchases from Malaysia in the near future as Chinese demand
would increase after 1977. Datuk Musa in turn, personally assured
the Chinese government of a regular supply of natural rubber at
competitive prices. He said this to allay Chinese concern about the
impending signing of the international natural rubber price stabili-
sation scheme. The Chinese government in turn assured Datuk
Musa that its buying and production of synthetic rubber would not
affect their purchases of natural rubber as there was a growing
consumption of the commodity in China.

Datuk Musa said that palm oil sales to China would also
improve. The Chinese had, in fact, failed to buy Malaysian palm
oil a few weeks previously because the Malaysian growers had first
to meet prior firm orders received from other countries. Following
up on this interest Datuk Musa invited a Chinese technical mission
to visit Malaysia in order that China could be better acquainted
with the processing and the use of the commodity. As a further
incentive to future buying the mission also drew up terms for
standard contracts to ease the execution of future palm oil sales to
China. The Chinese government on their part agreed to refrain
from any action which mlghl weaken the tin market during periods
of low prices and to maintain its dialogue with Malaysia and other
tin producers.

Such efforts to promote Malaysian exports would be of little
use if the commodities themselves were difficult to obtain or of low
quality. In the case of the timber industry, Datuk Musa found that
he had to carry out a number of reforms.

By the mid-1970's exporters of tropical wood from Southeast
Asia, including those from Malaysia, had gained a certain noto-
riety among importers in Europe for not keeping to their export
contracts. In view of this, Datuk Musa ordered the Malaysian
Timber Industries Board to strictly enforce regulations requiring
loggers, millers and exporters to register and deposit their con-
tracts with the Board. This action was meant to ensure that local
exporters were able to fulfil the terms of their contracts. Contracts
between millers and exporters also had to be made on standard
forms prescribed by the Board.

The system helped ensure that exporters entered into contracts
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they could fulfill. If a complaint was received from a foreign
importer about short supply. the local exporter was hauled up
before the Board for an explanation and risked being struck off the
register if he was found guilty of breach of contract. In this way
timber exporters was not able to get away with the excuse that they
had been let down by suppliers, resulting in failure to fulfill
committments (o overseas importers.

Datuk Musa also ook other steps to improve the timber
industry and provide marketing facilities for Bumiputra traders.
These included the setting up of a joint venture company with 14
of the 24 registered Bumiputra millers. The company would seek
(0 obtain international markets for their products. Research on the
use of tropical woods and their marketing by ASEA! countries
was also carried out with financial help from the New Zealand
government.

A more serious problem in the timber industry was the high
rate of felling and the lack of a vigorous forest regeneration
programme. If allowed to continue, this state of affairs would
mean that by the turn of the century Malaysia would be denuded
of forests and the timber industry would collapse. The problem
was not merely one of national co-ordination. The Federal govern-
ment could only give professional advice on how forest resources
should be managed because land was a matter left to each states
jurisdiction. State governments therefore frequently ignored the
advice of federal officers in order to demonstrate their indepen-
dence. The situation was clearly a sensitive one and the handling
of it required considerable political skill.

Datuk Musa noted that it was false pride to say that Malaysia,
although relatively small in size, was currently the largest exporter
of tropical hardwood in the world. He believed it was a shame that
the position would be completely reversed in less than 30 years
because of poor forest Statistics published by the
Food and Agricultural Organisation (FAO) showed that between
1972 and 1974 Malaysia exported about US$589.2 million worth of
timber products annually compared to US$487.5 million by Indo-
nesia and US$315.7 million by the Philippines. Some areas in
Malaysia had been cleared for the purpose of development but
there were many more areas logged solely for timber and trees
were not being replanted.
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In March 1977 Datuk Musa directed state forestry officers to
exercise greater supervision on the issuing of logging permits by
state governments so that the granting of logging concessions
could be co-ordinated with land use as targetted by the Third
Malaysian Plan. At the same time attempts were made through the
National Forestry Couneil to promote orderly forest management
in the states. He also made efforts to streamline the forest enact-
ments of the various states so that they conformed to similar
standards.

Datuk Musa's greatest success in the timber industry came
later in the year when the National Forestry Council. consisting
representatives from the various states. reached a consensus on a
National Forestry Policy. Among the guidelines drawn up by the
Council were provisions for regeneration and rehabilitation pro-
grammes (o achieve maximum productivity. the creation of per-
manent forest estates and the effective promotion of Bumiputra
participation in forest and wood-based industries. Ending the |
of guidelines accepted by the Council was an agreement to limit
the exploitation of forests in peninsular Malaysia to between
290,000 and 340,000 acres a year. The exploitation rate in previous
years was approximately 500,000 acres annually.

With all this activity and innovation during his term as Minister
for Primary Industries it may seem rather surprising in retrospect
to note that, from the point of view of most Malaysians, these years
were quiet ones for Datuk Musa. Perhaps the answer lies in the
fact that he directed his energies towards international rather than
national affairs. Unlike other political figures such as Datuk
Harun, Tengku Razaleigh, Lee San Choon and Lim Kit Siang, he
was not deeply involved in any major national controversies. He
preferred to work quietly in his own way for the good of the
nation. Datuk Musa was certainly not afraid of controversy but he
was unwilling to seek out trouble for the sake of media coverage.

It was therefore completely in character that he decided not to
contest the post of UMNO Youth leader in the July 1976 party
elections. Under the UMNO Constitution he was too old to stand
as deputy leader for another term. Several newspapers had there-
fore named him as one of the candidates for the top post, for which
there was no age restriction. There were also rumours that several
party divisions were prepared to support him.




Datuk Musa made the announcement when he opened the
delegates meeting of the Pulai UMNO Division at the Dewan Jubli
Intan in May. ‘I have given a great deal of thought to the matter.
particularly from the view point of whether 1 would be able to play
the role of UMNO Youth leader effectively to suit the present
mood of the movement, he said, “And alter considering the
political climate and my personal stand. I have decided to decline
the nomination.’

Datuk Musa expected his decision to be interpreted in various
ways. Those who had nominated him might take the decision as a
‘let-down' and there could be others who would consider it as
cowardice on his part. There might yet be others who would brand
him as “cunning and shrewd’ in (his) political caleulations.” *It's up
to UMNO members, especially those in the Youth movement. to
draw their own conclusions on the basis of my past record.” he
added.

Datuk Musa criticised certain ‘over-ambitious’ people who
were willing to do anything, even to the extent of being unethical,
1o win a place in the party leadership. He said he had served and
was serving the party. the Malay race, the nation and the Islamic
religion as a member of the Supreme Council and as a Minister. He
was neither prepared to be involved in intrigues nor willing to
abuse his powers to give out perks or licences just to gain support.
“In fact, | do not have the money or wealth." He added: ‘1 might
have to be cautious in future whether to contest other important
party posts.”

Datuk Musa said his decision not to join the race was also
coloured by his belief that there was an abundance of talent in
UMNO Youth. He believed there was also no dearth of capable
young leaders outside the Youth movement. but the question was
whether they were given the opportunity to prove themselves. He
felt that they should be given a chance. ‘Let us who are getting on
in years withdraw from the youth arena and give our confidence to
the leaders at the divisional, state or national level.” he said.

In the course of his speech Datuk Musa made a few obser-
vations on the changes that were taking place in UMNO. Some
traditional ties and considerations, he believed, were no longer as
important as they once were. ‘Whether we like it or not, whether
we agree or not, we in UMNO are getting less and less emotional in
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forming an opinion or making a stand.” UMNO members, he
added, were giving more attention to matters which affected the
livelihood of the people around them. “We can see how serious the
present members are in emphasising economic matters. To back
their arguments, they base them on facts and statistics rather than
on rhetoric and sentiment.” All these, Datuk Musa said. showed
that UMNO wished to project a leadership based on rational
thinking.

The remainder of Datuk Musa's speech was as much a descrip-
tion of his own political style as it was of the changes occuring in
the party. UMNO, he said. had begun to show that it was not afraid
to clean up the party by taking action against anyone in order to
safeguard its interests. Some sentiments were good to have but ‘we
should not allow sentiments to chain us to tradition thereby
making us hide things which are shameful.” He believed that in the
long term interest of the party it would be better for UMNO to act
boldly, otherwise a crisis might build up later.

Musa Hitam: Bold action was needed.
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Soon after being appointed Education Minister in January 1978
Datuk Musa told a press conference that he was satisfied with his
work as Minister for Primary Industries. He added that the rubber
industry had passed the biggest challenge during his term of office.
The proof of his success in this area was the fact that the price had
risen from 97 cents to $2 a kilo and that the International Price
Stabilisation Scheme was due to be signed later in the month. He
was also happy that the Rubber Research Institute (RRD) had
progressed from production research to consumer oriented re-
search with the setting up of two laboratories — one in London
and the other in Sungei Buloh.

Datuk Musa also has other achievements to his credit. The tin
industry was experiencing a boom while harmony between pro-
ducers and ¢ was being maintained. Accep by the
state governments of the National Forestry Policy was another
significant success as was the establishment of PORLA. the palm
oil research institute.




CHAPTER V1

READING, WRITING AND ARITHMETIC

Datuk Musa’s appointment as Minister for Education in January
1978 moved him into an area markedly different from what he had
been previously dealing with. ‘I have been in the Ministry which
has made the most money for the country. Now I'm in the one
which will probably need the most money,” he told reporters light-
heartedly. He was not totally unprepared for the job. As a student
leader and later a parent and lecturer at the University of Malaya
he was familiar with the operation of various aspects of the
Education system. ‘I know its going to be a tough job but T will take
it in my stride and will not panic,” he promised.

Perhaps the most challenging aspect of Datuk Musa’s new
appointment was the fact that he had been preceded in the job by
highly resp d and comp political administrators such as
Tun Razak, Tun (Dr) Ismail, Hussein Onn and Dr Mahathir. These
men had established and implemented policies which had given
the education system international recognition. By the late 1970's
the Malaysian education system provided a model which many
developing countries desired to emulate. The system was even
comparable with those of advanced countries in certain fields.

Datuk Musa’s term as Education Minister was marked by an
improvement in areas which previously suffered from neglect
because more pressing issues at the time demanded immediate
attention. He is perhaps most well known for the renewed
emphasis he placed on the basic skills of reading, writing and
numerary in the nation’s primary schools. Less publicized, but
equally important, were his efforts to reduce class sizes, relieve
teachers of excessive administrative work and stop the decline of
the standard of the English language during the adoption of
Bahasa Malaysia as the medium of instruction.

Datuk Musa also continued many of the policies of his prede-
cessors in promoting Bahasa Malaysia. In this respect his most
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controversial decision involved the rejection of an application by
Universiti Merdeka Sdn Bhd to set up a private University. The
sponsors of the proposed university wanted Chinese to be the
medium of instruction.

In his first policy statement after becoming Education Minister
Datuk Musa announced that certain aspects of the education
system were to be restructured to give greater emphasis to the
expansion and improvement of primary and secondary schools.
Before that Malaysia followed a policy of placing equal emph:
on lower (primary and secondary) and higher (college and uni-
veristy) education. ‘While there is nothing wrong with this in
principle. [ find that there are a number of shortcomings at the
lower level which must be rectified,” he said. He went on to explain
that the Ministry would therefore be going all out to ensure quality
education at the lower level as it formed the basis for higher
education.

Datuk Musa singled out three areas in particular which re-
quired attention. These included increasing the number of class-
rooms, providing better science facilities and visual aids and at-
tracting trained teachers to teach in rural schools by giving them
ample amenities.

‘It is no use complaining that teachers are reluctant (o serve in
the rural areas.” he said. ‘We have to give them amenities like good
quarters because if a teacher has to travel a long distance from his
home to the school daily it can also affect him adversely. Further-
more, if he has to teach at a school which does not have sufficient
educational facilities, he may not be very productive.”

The need for improvement was further reflected in the results
in English. science and mathematics in the 1977 LCE/SRP exami-
nation. The results were not as good as those of other subjects.
The Ministry had to ensure that more qualified teachers able 10
teach these subjects would be posted to rural schools. “It is the
policy of the Government to provide education for nine years in
the schools.” he said. *Although this does not mean that we can give
100 per cent free education. we shall certainly see to it that we give
quality education.’

Some of the shortcomings in primary and secondary schools
were apparently due to the misuse of funds. Datuk Musa pointed
out that in some cases, grants intended for the construction of
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classrooms were used for prestige projects such as badminton
halls, Other funds meant for the construction of teachers quarters
in rural areas where also being used for less important projects. In
other cases more classrooms were being built than was necessary
— and these were built without the basic amenities.

A few months later Datuk Musa announced that the textbook
loan scheme was undergoing a major overhaul to ensure that all
pupils received their books well before the start of the 1979 school
year. The Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka (DBP), which was entrust-
ed with the task of publishing all the books under the scheme.
was given a $10 million advance to enable it to begin printing
immediately. In the past bureaucratic red tape had prevented
many students from receiving books on time.

“The DBP is slow with its printing partly because of the lack of
funds,” Datuk Musa said. ‘By giving it an advance of $10 million we
are confident that a sufficient number can be printed within the
specified time." Datuk Musa said his Ministry had also met various
printers who gave their assurance that they could meet the
demand. 'In fact. from now on. about 25 to 30 per cent more of the
books will be published as a contingency measure.” he said. He also
announced that 75 per cent of the total number of books floating
under the scheme since it was launched in 1975 would be written-
off. *Our research has shown that this is necessary because of wear
and tear and other factors. We shall replace them with completely
new books. Those books which can still be of some use from
among this 75 per cent may be stocked in school libraries for
revision purposes.” he said. From 1979 onwards about 25 per cent
of the textbooks in the scheme were written off each year and
replaced with new ones.

Datuk Musa’s innovative approach as Minister for Education
was reflected in the advice he gave o State Directors of Education
and other senior educational administrators at the Examinations
Syndicate in March 1978. He told them to respond positively to
public criticisms and avoid the tendency ‘to be defensive and look
for excuses” in dealing with parents, teachers, the press and other
bodies. He went on to point out that many of the complaints he
himselfl had made as an undergraduate were still being voiced by
the public. As a student leader and later as chairman of a parent-
tion he had found many things wrong with the way
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the Education Ministry was being run. He also defended the press
saying it represented the Rakyat and provided a channel of com-
munication with the Government.

Many of the improvements that Datuk Musa sought were based
on the fact that the teacher was central to the changes necessary to
give students a more solid grounding at primary and lower secon-
dary levels. The teacher's role was particularly important in rural
schools which were unfortunately the very schools in need of
improved facilities. Questions of living standards, working condi-
tions, even a real or imagined sense of discrimination. naturally
influenced teacher attitudes and therefore student performance.

Datuk Musa realised that teachers were an important source of
information about the real state of the education system. In May
1978, he met with the representatives of Malaysian teachers’
unions to exchange views on the problems of teaching English and
Bahasa Malaysia. He told the teachers that he welcomed their
views. suggestions and analyses since they were the ones with the
practical experience.

To assist teachers in their work, Datuk Musa announced plans
to staff schools with trained administrators. Launching the National
Teachers Day celebrations in 1978 he said: "We are aware that
teachers not only have to perform their normal duty of teaching.
but also have to carry out various administrative work. This may
bot allow them to concentrate fully in teaching their pupils. There-
fore, we plan to send administrators to schools who will help
relieve the work-load of teache

He added that a Cabinet-appointed committee set up (o review
the implementation of the education policy, had already begun
meeting regularly. *Since there are many development program-
mes going on in the country, teachers are invariably involved in
some of them. With the launching of the text-book loan scheme,
teachers have to spend quite a bit of time in processing suing and
doing other administrative work to help implement this scheme.
Schools also have other projects where again their time is re-
quired. Once administrators are sent to schools. we hope teachers
will be able to concentrate fully on teaching,’ Datuk Musa added.

He said teachers had an important role to play as they were
directly responsible for laying the foundation of the future leaders
of the country. It was the duty of teachers to help develop the right
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attitude and discipline the children in their charge. Datuk Musa
also called on teachers to reassess themselves and remedy any
weaknesses they may have. ‘It is also your duty to help implement
the education system spelt out by the Government,' he told them.
‘No system, in any part of the world, is perfect. There are bound to
be shortcomings. We must remember that we are in the process of
change. We shall rectify ourselves as we progress from time to
time,” he added.

Refering to Bahasa Malaysia, Datuk Musa said the use of the
language as a medium of instruction appeared to have created a
“crisis of confidence” in some quarters. “Since Merdeka, time has
proved that Bahasa Malaysia is a dynamic language, a living
language, a language that is being used without any question
whatsoever. It is the basis of promoting unity in the country.” the
Minister stressed.

Datuk Musa said that due to the large number of teachers in
the country and the fact that they had to undergo different types of
training, there was bound to be differences in their thinking. He
pointed out that there were teachers trained during Colonial rule.
teachers trained just after the war, and those trained in recent
times. *As a result of this, the different groups of teachers are likely
to subscribe to different schools of thought. But, as long as they
remember that their primary duty is to prepare the children of
today to be the citizens of tomorrow. then our priorities are
correct,” he added.

Datuk Musa introduced many changes designed to assist
teachers, but he was not prepared to tolerate those who flatly
opposed national policies. In June 1979 he announced that his
Ministry was looking into ways, within the law, of forcing teachers
who obviously opposed the National Education Policy to resign.
Opening a seminar on ‘The Role of Education for National
Solidarity’ he pointed out that such teachers formed part of the
machinery which the Government depended on to achieve natio-
nal unity through the education system. Instead they had been
‘poisoning the minds of the pupils and their parents’.

‘The Government will not succeed if there are teachers out to
betray the National Education Policy at its implementation stage,’
he said.

Datuk Musa believed they would not change their attitude
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because, for them. the door to aceepting the policy was closed. Tt
would be a futile effort to get them to do so. he added. He
reminded teachers that it was their responsibility to implement the
National Education Policy. The nation’s future should not be
jeopardised by vicious propaganda which could prejudice the
thinking of the young generation.

In May 1979 he launched Mala; first ever English Language
Campaign to check the declining standard of the language in
Malaysian schools. The theme of the campaign was “The English
Language is an International Language’. Among the programmes
included in the campaign were debates, oratorical contests, plays
and essay writing competitions. Describing English as a door to
general knowledge. Datuk Musa said that the knowledge of the
English language would not only enable local students to study
abroad. but would also enable them to do research in various
field:

Datuk Musa went on to point out that one of the problems
faced by local schools was the shortage of trained English language
teachers. “Although we have conducted several courses in the
language for teachers. these courses were nol meant o produce
specialists, To resolve this shortage. we shall bring in 200 English
language experts on a contract basis from abroad.” he said. “They
will be posted to schools throughout the country where the
standard of English is low. The teachers will be here for three
years. In the meantime, local teachers will be trained in the
technique of teaching the language so that they can replace the
contract teachers when their term expires.”

The most far reaching of Datuk Musa’s innovations, however,
involved the introduction of a completely new primary school
curriculum that emphasised the 3Rs to begin in 1983. It had been
clear to teachers, parents and educationalists
the primary school curriculum was overloaded. Typically. he
chose to solve the problem with a radical overhaul rather than
proceed with a safe pruning job. The result was a drastic reorienta-
tion of the primary school education system that went much
further than many dared hope. To nurture the pupils basic skills.
teachers were no longer o burden their students with a heavy load
of textbooks. Instruction was to include stories, games, drama.
and other activities which required a more dynamic approach.
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Revising the Primary School Curriculum

Under the new system the entire primary education of a
student was divided into two phases — Phase One included
standards One to Three while Phase Two comprised standards
Four to Six. During Phase One. children were to be given a
grounding in reading, writing and arithmetic which was designed
to take up three-quarters of the time-table, while the rest of the
time was to be used for informal educational activities. In Phase
Two other educational activities were to be introduced while the
basic skills remained the same. For the first phase there were 1o be
only two types of textbooks, one for reading and the other for
mathematics. More books were to be introduced in the second
phase.

One of the most attractive features of the system was its built-in
flexibility. If a child acquired the basic skills in two years he would
be able to skip the third year and go on to the second phase. This
provision not only recognised differences in academic ability. but
also took into account the varied exposure to pre-school education
among Malaysian children. In the Third Year, therefore. teachers
would be able 1o concentrate on the average child, giving him the
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time he needed to practise basic skills without feeling that he had
been left behind. In effect. a streaming device had been intro-
duced which had none of the ego-destructive implications of the
system it replaced.

Datuk Musa with Tan Sri Murad, Director General of Education.
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Announcing the changes at a press conference in December
1980, Datuk Musa said they were the result of a study carried out
by the Curriculum Development Centre following the recommen-
dations of the Cabinet Committee Report on Education. ‘The
study proved,” he said. ‘that the existing curriculum is heavy for
about 30 per cent of the pupils.” For these children the curriculum
failed to provide adequate motivation for learning. ‘Based on the
study we have formulated a new curriculum which we hope will be
able to establish a firm foundation, especially in the three R's at the
primary level,” he said. Apart from an increased allocation of time
for the mastery of basic skills, remedial education was also to be
provided for students facing difficulties.

Under the new system basic academic subjects would not be
introduced until the second stage. Even here the curriculum was
not to be rigidly split into different subjects but would incorporate
varies disciplines.

Datuk Musa acknowledged that the introduction of the new
curriculum would involve a great deal of manpower and resources.
It would also have far-reaching implications. ‘That is why we are
doing it in stages. The new curriculum will be carefully planned,
developed and tried out during 1981 and 1982. He said that the
new curriculum would first be tested in 20 selected schools repre-
senting various socio-economic groups — rural, semi-urban and
urban. Datuk Musa said the two year period was necessary in
order to take into account the time required for the preparation
and trying out of teaching materials in schools, the production of
new textbooks and the satisfactory training of teachers.

The reforms Datuk Musa introduced into the Malaysian edu-
cation system were fundamental and wide-ranging. However, none
was aimed at dismantling any of the basic policies established by
the nation’s founders. This was particularly true regarding the use
of Bahasa Malaysia as the medium of education. During the
English Language Campaign, for example, he repeatedly stressed
that it was not his Ministry's policy to promote English to the status
of the National Language. For him Bahasa Malaysia was one of the
essential building blocks of national unity and he urged Malaysians
of all races to participate in enriching the language.

It was no surprise, therefore, that Datuk Musa rejected the
application by Merdeka Universiti Sdn. Bhd. to set up the
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Merdeka University. Announcing the Gaovernment's decision in
September 1978, Datuk Musa said that the application had been
rejected for three reasons. These were that it would be set up by
the private sector. would use Chinese as the medium of instruction
and would cater to students from Chinese medium schools. Later,
the Government modified its stand by saying that it had no
abjection in principle to the establishment of private educational
institutions though it doubted that the private sector would be able
to finance a university. The main objection seems to have been the
language medium to be used. The English-medium Tunku Abdul
Rahman College, established several years earlier. could be justi-
fied on the basis that English was an important international
language providing access to the technology of some of the world's
most advanced nations. For the Merdeka University there could
be no such justification.

In his speech Datuk Musa pointed out that since the memo-
randum seeking Government approval had been forwarded tothe
Yang di-Pertuan Agong the issue had become a ‘hot topic’. The
Chinese language newspapers had made an issue of it, arousing
emotional support from the Chinese community. He pointed out
that the aims of the National Education Policy were clearly stated
and easily understood. Datuk Musa argued that Chinese who
valued their citizenship would understand and appreciate the
Government's decision.

He had. in fact, done his best to keep the issue out of the
political arena so that it would not jeopardise national unity. This
was why the decision had not been announced before the 1978
general election. Similarly. Datuk Musa said, he did not announce
it before the UMNO General Assembly elections because he did
not want to be accused of using it to gain votes for himself.

Datuk Musa did not elaborate on the basis for the third reason
put forward for the rejection of the application. However. it seems
clear that a good case could be made out on the Government's
behalf. Few Chinese students would benefit from the proposed
university. In peninsular Malaysia there were 877.815 secondary
students registered in government schools in 1978 Of these.
294,852 were Chinese educated or of Chinese descent. Private
Chinese secondary schools accounted for another36.000 students.
This meant that only four per cent of West Malaysia's secondary
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students from the government and private schools would be
eligible for admission to a Chinese-medium university. The re-
mainder would not be eligible because their inadequate knowledge
of Mandarin. Even if all the students of Chinese descent were
considered, only 11 per cent would eventually be eligible.

Obviously a more practical means of helping Malaysia's Chi-
nese students would be to increase the number of non-bumiputras
enrolled in the nation’s universities. At the same time financial
assistance could be given to overseas students who were caught by
the rise in fees at foreign universities. By so doing, the Govern-
ment would be able to maintain its commitment to Bahasa
Malaysia as a vital factor in the process of national integration.

Two months after Datuk Musa announced the Government’s
decision to reject a Chinese-medium university, non-bumiputra
parents and students were given an assurance that the Govern-
ment would provide more places for them in the nation’s tertiary
institutions. The move was not simply a response to political
pressure from supporters of the Merdeka University. Tt also took
into account the fact that entry to universities abroad, the tradi-
tional avenue of an tertiary education for non-Malay students, was
becoming increasingly restrictive because of prohibitive costs and
quotas.

Explaining the Government's stand in the Dewan Rakyat,
Datuk Musa said that anxiety among non-bumiputra parents about
the increasing shortage of higher education opportunities for their
children could not be blamed on anyone, least of all the parents
themselves. Since the launching of the New Economic Policy in
1970. he said. the Government had been giving wide opportunities
for university education to Bumiputra students. In the process.
many non-Bumiputra students were disappointed because they
could not get places in universities despite good qualifications.

“To make things worse, in the past few years (as [ mentioned at
the Colombo Plan meeting in Washington a few days ago) the
protectionist trend regarding the acceptance of foreign students
into the universities of advanced countries has grown more
marked," he said. ‘As a result, our students, especially non-Bumi-
putras who at one time could easily study abroad, find these
opportunities closed to them.” Datuk Musa said: ‘I would like to
stress here that the National Front Government will not deviate
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from its promises, including that contained in its 1978 general
election manifesto regarding education. We will continue to raise
standards and expand opportunities for education at all levels and
guarantee fair and just opportunities and facilities for all the
people.’

The Government would not allow dissatisfaction to grow to
such an extent that it could be exploited by elements that wished
to destroy the solidarity of the nation. ‘The National Front
Government will always be just and fair. It will not stoop to using
irresponsible arguments. It will not allow any of its members to
exploit racial feelings and, especially, to use education as a politi-
cal football, he said. ‘Exploitation of racial sentiments is the
privilege of the Opposition who are irresponsible and bankrupt in
concrete arguments.’

Later in his speech Datuk Musa reminded the Dewan that the
Government's education policy was based on reports which had
been thoroughly debated in Parliament and which had taken full
account of the views of all sectors of Malaysian society. Although
the Merdeka University 2 said that ‘its doors will be
open to all races,” it admitted that ‘the university is to be set up to
cater to the needs of students from independent Chinese secon-
dary schools.” Datuk Musa pointed out that the non-racial nature
would be purely theoretical and the reality would be a university
with students from one racial origin and using one language —
Chinese.

Referring to a parliamentary debate some weeks previously on
an opposition motion to amend the University and University
Colleges Act purportedly to enable the setting up of private uni-
versities, he said the country's laws did not prevent the establish-
ment of any private university so long as it was approved by the
Yang di-Pertuan Agong on the grounds that it was deemed neces-
sary for national interests. The Government's rejection of the
Merdeka University project was not tantamount to rejection of
private universities in general.

Commenting on Lim Kit Siang's drive to get $1 from each
Malaysian Chinese to finance the project ‘to save Chinese langu-
age and culture,’ Datuk Musa said that was precisely how the
Nanyang University had been formed — ‘and the fate of the
university now is well-known (o the Chinese throughout Southeast
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Asia.’ He believed the drive might well succeed but hundreds of
millions of dollars worth of donations could not ensure long-term
independence of such a university. In the final analysis the
Government would have to take over the burden of financing it as
had been continually shown in the history of the world's private
universities.

Datuk Musa understood the genuine feelings of many Chinese
who supported the proposal for a Chinese-medium university. He
said: 'If I were Chinese and another Chinese asked me for dona-
tion to save Chinese language and culture, 1 would certainly
donate, especially when faced with emotionally charged argu-
ments. If [ were Chinese and another Chinese asked me to sign a
petition to save Chinese language and culture, I would certainly
sign. If 1 were Chinese and asked to attend a mass rally or a
meeting for a project which would save Chinese language and
culture, T would surely attend. This type of reaction is not just
peculiar to the Chinese. Whether you are an Indian, a Malay, an
Iban, a Kadazan, a Turk, a Greek or an American Negro, your
emotions and sentiments can easily be exploited in this way.’
These, Datuk Musa said, were the tactics used by the Opposition
in promoting the Merdeka University project as a weapon against
component parties in the National Front.

By adopting this stance Datuk Musa was not ignoring the plight
of the nation’s non-Malay students. He merely provided them with
an alternative consistent with established educational policies. By
increasing the available facilities in the universities and hiring
extra staff, more non-Malays were given the chance to receive a
tertiary education. However, policy required that at the same time.
special preferences for Bumiputras be continued in order to red-
ress the existing educa al imbal in Malaysia; This meant
that there was a limit to the number of places the Government
could provide for other races in local tertiary institutions.

In October 1979, substantial fee increases for Malaysian stu-
dents in British. Australian and New Zealand Universities posed
new problems in the area of tertiary education. This led Datuk
Musa to announce the allocation of $500,000 for loans to assist
Malaysians studying overseas. Datuk Musa also took a personal
interest in the matter by visiting the countries concerned to put
forward Malaysia's views. It was in their own interest, he argued.
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that these countries should not raise the fees for foreign students in
their universities. The traditional links between Britain and Malay-
sia, for example, had remained largely because Malaysians regar-
ded a British tertiary education as a major achievement. Parents
and students were being forced to look to other countries such as
Canada and the United States.

For Malaysians Datuk Musa had a different message. He
believed that Malaysians should face the reality that the days of
free education abroad were over. ‘We must be able to meet the
expensive education fees if we still intend to send out children to
study abroad, he said. When asked whether the increase in fees
would halt the flow of Malaysians going to Australia and New
Zealand to study, Datuk Musa said: ‘I do not think so. This is
because Malaysians are prudent and know that education is the
best investment.' Despite the fees hike, both Australia and New
Zealand announced that they would not curtail places for Malay-
sians intending to pursue higher education in their countries.

While in Australia and New Zealand he met many Malaysian
students and realised that most of them knew very little about
policies and events at home. On his return to Kuala Lumpur he
described the discussions he had with them as “heated but positive’
and pointed out that Malaysians should not lash out at Malaysian
students abroad as a whole when only a small group were critical.
‘I believe what is needed is for more Ministers, government leaders
and politicians 10 go and meet the students and explain to them
what is actually happening back home. Such an effort would not
be defensive but positive,” he pointed out.

He went on to say that a small group of students tried to disrupt
his visit by staging demonstrations and distributing leaflets criti-
cising the Malaysian Government. In Sydney, one or two students
distributed open letters, hurling what Datuk Musa termed as
‘standard accusations' at the Malaysian Government. They alleged
that there was racial and political oppression in Malaysia and
suggested that the Australian political system was superior. The
New Zealand University Students’ Association staged two demon-
strations. One was at the opening of the Commonwealth Parlia-
mentary Conference at Parliament House in Wellington which
Datuk Musa attended as the CPA’s out-going chairman. The other
was during the special performance of the New Zealand Sym-
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phony Orchestra. attended by many Commonwealth leaders.
Copies of a leaflet with the heading ‘Support democracy and
human rights in Malaysia’ plus a picture of Datuk Musa with the
caption ‘Picket this man’ were distributed to all universities in
Wellington. However, only 25 students participated in the demon-
stration. Datuk Musa said he was not excited by the demonstra-
tion: they were not unexpected. The negative attitude towards
Malaysia was only prevalent among a small group. In categorising
the students who participated in the demonstrations, Datuk Musa
said some of them were naturally anti-establishment, a fashionable
practice for university students. There were also the ‘hard-core’
types who would not change their opinions whatever explanations
were given. Others had become "deculturalised. Since the govern-
ments of Australia and New Zealand did not want them to stay,
they had to resort to wearing hoods during demonstrations ‘to
avoid prosecution at home’,

The list of Datuk Musa's activities during his term as Minister
for Education is indeed a long one. Apart from the reorganisation
at the primary school syllabus, the textbook loan programme, the
English Language campaign and the expansion of tertiary insti-
tutions we could also add a renewed emphasis on vocational and
technological education, and an interest in international educa-
tional problems. In 1978, for example, he was elected to the board
of UNESCO — a position which eminently suited his longstanding
interest in international affairs. His support for other projects,
such as the proposed ASEAN university for post-graduate studies,
can be seen as a reflection of his | i i to
regional co-operation. By 1981 Datuk Musa was a man of consider-
able experience and ability. Greater challenges were soon to
follow.
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Tun Abdul Razak Bin Datuk Hussein, Malaysia’s
second Prime Minister.



CHAPTER VII

LOOKING BACK: UMNO IN THE 70s

Until now there has been very little said about the circum-
stances within UMNO which led to Datuk Musa's rise to power.
Such a discussion, however, seems justified if we are to have a
better understanding of the social and political forces which
shaped his career. In fact, the party underwent substantial changes
in the 1970's. Were it not for these, Datuk Musa’s political career
may have followed a much different course.

The traditional lines of cleavage in UMNO have been based
upon the state of origin of each member and between the English-

d d and the Malay-ed d. In the 1970s these divisions
were overlaid by a generation gap between the old guard of the
party who had led the nation to independence. and a younger
breed represented by politicians such as Datuk Musa and Dr
Mahathir.

These changes were welcomed and even encouraged by the
late Prime Minister Tun Razak who seems to have seen in them an
opportunity to transform the party into an effective instrument
for social change as well as a means of consolidating his own
position, In 1969, the disappointing electoral performance of
UMNO and the communal disturbances which followed soon
afterwards undermined the position of the former Prime Minister,
Tunku Abdul Rahman. Some younger leaders had called for his
resignation and a better deal for the Malays. Tun Razak realised
that in order to implement the newly formulated New Economic
Policy he would need both the skills and the political support these
leaders could provide.

The large turnover of Cabinet Ministers and Mentris Besar
under Tun Razak was a reflection of the new style of leadership
which he brought to the party. In previous years, action had not
usually been taken against corrupt or inefficient politicians as long
as they remained loyal to the leadership. Under Tun Razak this
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casy-going approach was abandoned. Many older party stalwarts
were removed and replaced with technocratically oriented leaders
willing to support ambitious policies designed to improve the
relative economic and social positions of the Malays.

The first of the UMNO old guard to be eased from a position of
influence was the former Minister for Information and Broad-
casting, Datuk Senu Abdul Rahman. He had lost his parliamentary
seat to a PAS candidate in the 1969 general election and resigned
as leader of UMNO Youth soon afterwards. Although Tun Razak
appointed him to the prestigious post of UMNO Secretary-General
it was not one with much influence. Datuk Senu returned (o
Parliament in 1973 after winning in the Kuala Kedah constituency,
but he was not returned to the Cabinet.

In the case of more powerful politicians, Tun Razak found he
had to send them overseas in order to isolate them from their party
supporters. Such was the fate of Encik Khir Johari, a former rival
of Tun Razak who was closely associated with the Tunku. After
Encik Johari lost his Vice-Presidential post in the 1971 party
elections, Tun Razak made him ambassador to the United States.
He was not appointed to any other post when his term expired.

Tan Sri Sardon Jubir was another popular politician. He re-
tained the Vice-presidency in 1971 and again in 1972 when it was
decided that party elections would be held triennially in future. He
served in the Cabinet as Minister for Health, and later Communi-
cations, until after the 1974 elections when he was appointed
ambassador to the United Nations. Tun Razak then made him
Governor of Penang and he did not contest the 1975 party elections.

At the same time the Prime Minister made similar moves
against a number of leaders at the state level. Between 1970 and
1973 the Mentris Besar of Perak, Malacca, Perlis, Pahang and
Trengganu were all removed from office. The most sensational
case was that of the powerful Mentri Besar of Selan