
On Dec 18, 2020, the country mourned the passing of Tun Rahah Mohamed 
Noah, 87, a resilient widow of second prime minister Tun Abdul Razak, a loving 
mother of five and an upstanding human being. Tun Rahah played an important 
role, supporting the two former premiers of the country — her late husband, the 
second prime minister of Malaysia Tun Abdul Razak Hussein, and son Datuk Seri 

Najib Razak, who was the country’s sixth leader.

TUN RAHAH MOHAMED NOAH

WORDS BY HIRANMAYII AWLI MOHANAN

Mourned by the Nation
June 11, 1933 - 18 December, 2020
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On Dec 18, 2020, the country mourned the passing 
of Tun Rahah Mohamed Noah, 87, a resilient widow 
of second prime minister Tun Abdul Razak Hussein, 

a loving mother of five and an upstanding human being. Tun 
Rahah played an important role, supporting the two former 
premiers of the country — her late husband, the second prime 
minister of Malaysia Tun Abdul Razak, and son Datuk Seri 
Najib Razak, who was the sixth prime minister.

Born on June 11, 1933 in Muar, Johor, she was the youngest 
of national politician Tan Sri Mohamed Noah Omar’s children 
and received her early education at the Convent of the Holy 
Infant Jesus in Johor. The strict Mohamed Noah set his mind on 
Rahah marrying well and soonest. It was maybe because she 
was good looking and thus tales of her beauty reached as far 
as Pahang where Abdul Razak was a rising star in the colonial 
government.

Former Malayan Banking Bhd chairman and then member of 
the United Malays National Organisation (UMNO) Tan Sri 
Taib Andak — Tun Razak’s close friend since they were law 
students in London introduced him to Rahah. He brought the 
former premier to the Convent of the Holy Infant Jesus to catch 
a glimpse of her. Not long after, a proposal was made and she 
accepted. They married on Sept 4, 1952 and were blessed with 
five sons — Datuk Seri Najib, Datuk Mohamed Nazir, Datuk 
Ahmad Johari, Datuk Mohamed Nizam and Datuk Mohamed 
Nazim. Despite her limited education, Rahah held her own on 
whatever stage she was thrusted upon – from visiting kampungs 
to attending a banquet at Buckingham Palace.

Datuk Seri Nazir Razak, the youngest of the band of brothers 
credited the close-knit relationship he shares with his brothers 
to his mother. “Maybe we all just feel we owe her so much that 
in the end we always want to please her, and her number one 
priority is that we remain close. Or maybe she has just subtly 
instilled a strong bond between her sons. My most enduring 
memories of my childhood were of many evenings when my 
brothers and I would all lie on her king-sized bed together while 
she sat on the sofa, and we would banter about everything and 
nothing, and laughed so much,” he said. 

CONTRIBUTIONS AND WOMEN EMPOWERMENT
Even before getting married to Abdul Razak, Rahah gained 
first-hand experience in the intricacies of politics from her 
father, who was the first Speaker of the Dewan Rakyat and 
also served as the president of the Senate. She also played an 
active role during elections, campaigning from house to house 
and speaking at rallies organised by women, thus showcasing 
that women too could make an effective contribution to the 
development of the country. 

Abdul Razak became the second Prime Minister of Malaysia 
in 1970 and as the prime minister’s spouse, Rahah gave much 
encouragement and inspiration to her husband, especially in 
steering the country forward following the racial riots in 1969 
and patiently accompanied her husband on official duties, 
both locally and abroad. In 1976, Abdul Razak succumbed 
to leukaemia in office, leaving Rahah widowed at the relatively 
young age of 43.

In spite of being widowed, she showed perseverance and 
devotion in raising, educating her five children and shaping 

them to become successful individuals. She has been 
described as a mother who always gave her full support, 
guidance and love to them. Najib, in his previous Mother’s 
Day message, had said that he would not have achieved 
success in his life if not for the undying support and love from 
his mother. “It is mother who enabled each one of us (sons) 
to fulfil our potential; fulfil the promise of our ambitions and 
follow our destiny,” he said.

Rahah actively participated and contributed to Umno’s Kaum 
Ibu movement (now known as Wanita UMNO) and was 
the founder of Wanita Umno Petaling Jaya, evident of her 
inclination to champion women and charity work benefiting 
women. She was also the first patron of the Muslim Women’s 
Action Organisation (Pertiwi) from 1969 to 1976 and was 
the president of the Girl Guides Association of Malaysia and 
the first Chancellor of Universiti Tun Abdul Razak (UNITAR) 
— the university founded in honour of her late husband. 
Since Abdul Razak was the prime minister who established 
diplomatic relations with the People’s Republic of China, all 
Chinese ambassadors made a courtesy call on Rahah upon 
arriving in Malaysia.

In 1976, this illustrious former first lady was awarded the Seri 
Setia Mahkota award by the federal government which carries 
the title ‘Tun’, and had also received the Tun Fatimah Gold 
Medal from the National Council of Women’s Organisations 
(NCWO); the Srikandi (Heroine) Award from the Malaysian 
Girl Guides Association; and an Honorary Doctorate of 
Philosophy (Education) from Universiti Utara Malaysia (UUM).

Upon her demise, her remains were taken to to Masjid Ar-
Rahah, Kuala Lumpur, before being laid to rest at the National 
Heroes Mausoleum within the grounds of the National 
Mosque. 

Tun Rahah in her youth
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MALAYSIA’S KING AND QUEEN’S MESSAGE ON TUN RAHAH 
PASSING
Yang di-Pertuan Agong, Al-Sultan Abdullah Ri’ayatuddin Al-Mustafa 
Billah Shah and Raaj Permaisuri Agong, Tunku Iskandariah Azizah 
Aminah Maimunah Iskandariah were among those who expressed 
their condolences on the passing of Tun Rahah. Their Majesties both 
expressed their hope that the entire family of the late Tun Rahah 
be patient and remain steadfast in this season of sadness. “Their 
Majesties pray that the soul of Allahyarhamah (the deceased) be 
blessed by Allah and be placed among the righteous.” As posted 
on the Istana Negara Facebook on Dec 18, 2020.

TUN DR MAHATHIR MOHAMAD’S THOUGHTS ON TUN 
RAHAH
Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad told Bernama that Rahah, was among 
the last of the ‘Merdeka’ generation and that she had made 
invaluable and immense contributions to the country. “She was 
among the ‘Merdeka’ generation… not many people who are 
from the Merdeka generation (who witnessed the country gain its 
independence) are still alive. Perhaps, she was among the last 
(of the Merdeka generation). She helped Tun Razak when he was 
the prime minister,” said the former 4th and 7th prime minister of 
Malaysia.

Tun Abdul Razak, his wife Tun Rahah and their 5 children. Picture derived from Suara Merdeka

Tun Rahah and her sonsFamed artist Redza Piyadasa’s rendition of Tun Razak, Tun Rahah and 
their five children.
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The late Royal Professor Ungku Aziz Ungku Abdul Hamid was the country’s most 
renowned scholar, great intellect and economist who contributed significantly to 
the nation and its people. He was a rare personality with many accolades under 
his belt and with his passing on Dec 15, 2020, he has left behind a momentous 

legacy and extremely large shoes to fill.

UNGKU ABDUL AZIZ

WORDS BY HIRANMAYII AWLI MOHANAN

A Tribute to One of Malaysia’s Greats
January 28, 1922 - 15 December, 2020
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EARLY LIFE
Ungku Aziz was born on Jan 28, 1922 in Hampstead, London, 
England. Having spent his formative years in Johor, Ungku Aziz 
completed his primary schooling in 1934 and then pursued his 
education at the English College, Johor Bahru and subsequently, at 
Raffles College, Singapore. His early education was disrupted by the 
Second World War and the Japanese Occupation but he managed 
to spend two years at Waseda University in Tokyo, to which he would 
later return to complete his postgraduate study.

At the end of the Japanese Occupation, Ungku Aziz heeded the 
call of his home country and  began working as a civil servant. 
Burning with desire to continue his education, he enrolled in Raffles 
College where he obtained a Diploma in Arts in 1947 and went on 
to graduate with a first class Bachelor of Arts in Economics degree 
from the newly formed University of Malaya in 1951. Ungku Aziz 
returned to the Waseda University to obtain a Doctorate in Economics 
in 1966. When Ungku Aziz entered a career in academia, he 
flourished. The academician had taught as a lecturer in Economics at 
the University of Malaya, obtained full professorship and became the 
Dean of the Faculty of Arts, and thereafter, the Dean of the Faculty of 
Economics and Administration.

In 1968, Ungku Aziz ascended to the helm of University of Malaya 
and succeeded Dr J.H.E. Griffiths as the university’s vice-chancellor, 
becoming both the first Malaysian and the longest serving person 
to hold the post. This venerable man retired as vice chancellor two 
decades later, in 1988. Despite his retirement and being an Emeritus 
Professor, Ungku Aziz held the role of directorships in numerous 
companies and continued to be involved in many national and 
international institutions.

Throughout his career, Ungku Aziz was bestowed with numerous 
awards and honours, including the Ordre des Arts et des Lettres 
(France), Grand Cordon of the Order of the Sacred Treasure (Japan), 
Tun Abdul Razak Foundation Award (Malaysia) as recognition for 
his illustrious career and contributions to society. On top of that, the 
scholar had also received honorary degrees from universities all over 
the world. 

Despite Ungku Aziz’s devotion to his academic career, he still enjoyed 
other pursuits — reading voraciously to the point of having to limit his 
purchases to no more than six books at a time, he was an aficionado 
of Malay poetry and compiled a database of traditional Malay 
pantun (poetic couplets) and he enjoyed the art of photography 
from an early age, with his interest extending beyond merely taking 
pictures to darkroom photography development. Ungku Aziz believed 
in balance and maintaining a healthy lifestyle which was evident in 
his long life, until his passing on Jan 15, 2020. 

ADDRESSING DOMESTIC POVERTY
This scholar and economist played a significant role in research 
attempting to address domestic poverty. The subject was dear to his 
heart and this drove him to look for the root causes of rural poverty in 
Malaysia, as well as identifying methods to alleviate poverty.

Ungku Aziz constructed the sarong index, a deprivation index as 
a measure of rural poverty, and identified the Theory of Neglect 
as the reason behind rural poverty. He postulated that three main 
factors were the contributing agents to Malaysian rural poverty — 
low productivity, discrimination and institutionalised obstacles.

His research and findings were instrumental in spurring the 
government’s rural development programmes targeted at helping 
the impoverished peasants and fisherfolk. The initiatives that the late 
Ungku Aziz proposed included the creation of arrangements 

to bypass the middlemen who previously acted as the distribution 
channel of the produce to the retail market. This brilliant man 
constantly sought to improve the level of opportunities doled out to 
the rural community, and many of his other achievements stemmed 
from his work on poverty eradication.

TABUNG HAJI
The establishment of Lembaga Urusan dan Tabung Haji (the 
Pilgrims’ Fund and Management Board, generally referred to as 
Tabung Haji) was pioneered by Ungku Aziz and became one his 
most significant accomplishments. Tabung Haji was established to 
provide an avenue for Muslims to save money in order to go on their 
pilgrimage, Haj and serve as an investment vehicle governed by 
Islamic principles. Ungku Aziz’s recommendations to the government 
were very well received, paving the way for  the Perbadanan Wang 
Simpanan Bakal-Bakal Haji, a precursor to Tabung Haji, to establish 
in 1962, with Ungku Aziz being its first depositor. In 1969, this 
entity merged with the Pejabat Urusan Haji (Pilgrims Management 
Office) in Penang to form Tabung Haji, with an expanded role.

The whole gamut of Tabung Haji includes preparing pilgrims for the 
Haj and managing the logistical issues of the pilgrimage, such as 
plane tickets and accommodation; while in its fund management 
role, in accordance with its Islamic focus, Ungku Aziz introduced a 
profit-sharing scheme in line with the Shariah principle as a means 
to generate income stemmed from deposits in Tabung Haji. Today, 
Tabung Haji is a multi-billion Ringgit enterprise with a widespread 
of investments administered according to the Islamic tenets, thanks 
to Ungku Aziz. Its success has earned admiration from many other 
Islamic nations. In spite of this, it has remained true to Ungku’s vision 
of a fund accessible and available to Muslims wishing to fulfil their 
religious obligation.

CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE NATIONAL COOPERATIVE 
MOVEMENT
In his effort to alleviate poverty and encourage rural cooperation 
and development, Ungku Aziz strongly backed the Malaysian co-
operative movement, serving as president of ANGKASA — the 
National Co-operative Organisation of Malaysia, an organisation 
that acts as the apex body for Malaysian cooperatives while aiming 
to educate the Malaysians on the benefits of co-operatives. Besides 
that, Ungku Aziz served as the chairman of the University of Malaya 
Co-operative Book Shop from 1968 to 2002 and remained as one 
of its directors until his passing. As an homage to his contribution to 
this field, he was appointed as a member of the National Council of 
Co-operative Consultation and the Co-operative Development Fund 
Committee.

Royal Professor Ungku Aziz as 
the Vice Chancellor of University 
Malaya, sourced from UM Memory
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Professor Ungku Aziz with artist Ibrahim Hussein

ROLE AS ACADEMICIAN AND ECONOMIST
During his time as vice-chancellor of the University of Malaya, Ungku 
Aziz did plenty to streamline the administration of thus university. He 
was a vigorous proponent of the use of the national language in 
education as a unifying factor, as well as a language of academia 
and research while stressing that mastery in English was essential for 
academic excellence. He was beloved and known by many for his 
concern for student welfare and always remained approachable to 
students.

Ungku Aziz’s contributions as an economist included working on rural 
poverty and development, and increasing the productivity of labour. In 
the course of his research, Ungku Aziz hypothesised that Malaysia’s 
agriculture productivity per capita straggled behind that of more 
developed nations due to the lack of technology and infrastructure, 
the vicious cycle of debt, and an exploitative marketing mechanism. 
He had worked tirelessly with the government and with others in trying 
to address these issues. Ungku Aziz was also one of the founding 
members of the Malaysian Economic Association, a think tank 
committed to discussing Malaysian economic issues.

PASSION FOR MALAYSIAN FINE ART
Ungku Aziz had a deep appreciation for Malaysian fine arts, evident 
in his spearheading the establishment of the University of Malaya 
Art Gallery (UMAG) and contributing to the Board of Trustees of the 
National Art Gallery. The academician’s amiable persona led him to 
forge friendships with the founder of Samat Art Gallery and venerable 
Malaysian artists including the likes of Ibrahim Hussein and Chuah 
Thean Teng and the founder of Samat Art Gallery.

One of the most important exhibitions conducted in UMAG was Datuk 
Syed Ahmad Jamal’s solo exhibition in 1975. Another important 
exhibition in which Ungku Aziz formally opened was Chuah Thean 
Teng’s batik exhibition at the National Art Gallery on Feb 19, 1960, 
to which he was the Chairman of the Board of Trustees. In the opening, 
Ungku Aziz mentioned that local artists should be given every attention 
and encouragement to develop their talents.

As vice chancellor, the academician had written an introductory note for 
the ‘Artists of Malaysia’ exhibition conducted at UMAG that read, “To 
know his art is to know a friend. Although my personal acquaintance 
with Chuah Thean Teng spans hardly a decade, because I have been 
able to study so many of his works, I feel I know Teng better than many 
of my other friends. I am delighted and I consider myself privileged to 
be able to put down a few words in this brief introduction to Teng’s 
book about his batik art. Some people may assert that pictures need no 
words and good art needs no introduction. However, even the greatest 
artists known to man, have been the subjects of written and spoken 
appreciation. Therefore, within our modest scale some introduction 
should not be considered out of place. 

In 1971, during the congregation of the National Cultural Congress, 
Ungku Aziz had proposed that the ‘Art for Art’s Sake’ attitude in 
Malaysia should be changed to ‘Art for Society’, further stating that 
artists have been given full freedom to create, and that the country 
should now pay attention to art as an element in the economic and 
political development of the nation.” Thus was his contribution to art.

Royal Professor Ungku Aziz with Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad and Tun Dr Siti 
Hasmah sourced from UM Memory

Royal Proffesor Ungku Abdul Aziz 
sourced from UM Memory

Royal Professor Ungku Aziz with Joseph Tan at the Samat Gallery in 1968
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UNGKU AZIZ AND ARTIST IBRAHIM HUSSEIN
“As an artist, I can understand why Ungku Aziz has expressed open 
admiration for Picasso and Hemingway. While he may not realise 
it, he himself is a bit of both. As a much respected patron of the 
arts, he has Picasso’s fire and passion. As a human being, he has 
Hemingway’s inner strength that made people gravitate towards 
him, because by being with him, they become better individuals. 
Like Picasso and Hemingway, Ungku Aziz is a man of immeasurable 
worth.” — A tribute by Datuk Ibrahim Hussein on the occasion of 
Ungku Aziz’s 80th birthday, 18 years ago. 

In Ibrahim Hussein’s autobiography entitled ‘IB: A Life’, the artist 
explained that upon his first return to Malaysia from Venice, Ungku 
Aziz created an Artist in Residence position with Ib in mind — 
something unheard of in Malaysia during that time. While in University 
of Malaya, he stimulated artistic interest among budding art students 
as well as lecturers. Ib was given a studio on campus to unleash his 
creativity and the freedom to travel and exhibit whenever he wanted. 
but also painted part of the building in the university too.

UNGKU AZIZ AND DATO’ CHUAH THEAN TENG 
Ungku Aziz has always admired the batik masterpieces produced by 
the ‘Father of Batik’ paintings in Malaysia, Dato’ Chuah Thean Teng 
and launched a solo exhibition for the artist in the 1970’s. Teng’s life 
is for a biographer to write. Or, better still, some day it is for Teng to 
write his autobiography. He is a creative personality. His experience 
is deep. He has a craftsman’s knowledge and skill of his tools and 
his media. He has a fine appreciation of the whole reality that makes 
up the Malaysian environment. He has a special eye for the rural 
scene which as an economist whose main interest is poverty and rural 
development, I find most appealing. Teng also has a well-developed 
capacity to tune into the international wave-lengths in the currents of
modern art. Combining these three talents (and the list is by no means 
exhaustive) we find a Malaysian who can be a modern artist and 
whose works of art are permeated by a truly native atmosphere. Such 
is the artist — Teng.

TAN SRI RAFIDAH AZIZ’S EULOGY ON THE PASSING OF 
ROYAL PROFESSOR UNGKU AZIZ
“It’s with great sadness that I received the news of AllahYarham Prof 
Ungku Aziz’s passing, an icon whom I’ve had the greatest respect for 
even before I had set foot into University of Malaya. He ignited my 
interest in the nation’s societal and economic issues since the early 
1960’s.

“I was an economics student in the Faculty of Arts and together 
with his small team, we established the Faculty of Economics and 

Administration (FEA). He was very concerned about finding measures 
and policies that could improve the socio-economic status of the rural 
community which was restricted by the systems and structures that 
bound them to the agents that served as middlemen in the market. 

“He had also stressed the need for a savings channel managed by 
the Central Management Body to prevent the continuous decrease of 
savings, as well as the sale and lease of property and assets as a 
means to perform the Haj. Therefore, Tabung Haji was proposed to the 
government by AllahYarham, and it was well received. His services to 
the Cooperative movement was formed and launched by ANGKASA 
with Pak Ungku as its first president, and myself as the vice president.

He was known by Cooperative leaders all over the world.

However, Pak Ungku was most known for his contribution to national 
education development. He contributed a lot of thoughtful ideas in 
advancing the country’s education for the youths. He had looked to 
the East to find new developments. Because of him, I was given an 
opportunity to teach Economics, through radio to guide thousands of 
students nationwide.

Pak Ungku’s service and contributions to the community and the 
country will NOT be forgotten.
~Al-Fatihah.

Tan Sri Rafidah Aziz
Former Minister of Trade and International Affairs, Malaysia

PRIME MINISTER TAN SRI MUHYDDIN YASSIN’S EULOGY ON 
THE PASSING OF ROYAL PROFESSOR UNGKU AZIZ
The services and sacrifices of the late Royal Prof Ungku Abdul Aziz 
Ungku Abdul Hamid were unparalleled and will always remain in 
the hearts and minds of every Malaysian, said Prime Minister Tan Sri 
Muhyiddin Yassin. In a posting on his Facebook page, he described 
the late Ungku Abdul Aziz as a prime and highly-respected academic 
and economic figure.
“The establishment of Lembaga Urusan Tabung Haji and National 
Cooperative Organisation of Malaysia (Angkasa), two institutions that 
are close to the hearts of Malays, are among his legacies. His passing 
is a big loss to the country. On behalf of the government, I would like 
to express my deepest appreciation for the significant contribution of 
the late Ungku Abdul Aziz in fighting for and empowering the field of 
education, economy and institutions related to the Malays and Islam,” 
he said.

Tan Sri Muhyiddin Yassin,
Prime Minister of Malaysia

Picture of Royal Professor 
Ungku Aziz derived from UM 
Memory

Picture of Royal Professor Ungku 
Aziz taken from UM Memory

Picture of Royal Professor Ungku Aziz 
obtained from ProjekMMcover
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