Malaysia on the ~ve ol Elections:

Fear ot, Keep Your Wit ,
Listen To Your Hearts
There has been political
ferment in Malaysia over
the pa.,t eleven months, a
ferment that is more widespread th,ln the previous
one some 10 years ago.
This ferment was sparked
by Anwar's sacking in September 1998 and anxieties
related to the economic
meltdown which began in
mid-1997. nlere is great expectancy about the future
especially so since general
elections must soon be
called. Yet, there appears to
be fear of political change
among certilin sections of
the public. In this four-part
article DR FRANCIS LOH
reminds us of the regional
m.uch towards democracy
and analyses the hegemony of a certain set of political beliefs which is simultaneously the Barisan
l':asional's source of legitimacy and the cause of this
fear. By discussing thesecret of Malaysia's success,
he hopes to allay those
fears. Confronted with this
sort of mind games, we
should instead Iisten to the
urgings of our hearts, he
suggests.
There is a frrmenl in the air
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March Towards Democracy
The time for pa,rticipatory democracy has arrived in Malaysia, just
as it already ftas in neighbouring Indonesia, Thailand, the
Philippines, Korea, Taiwan, Fiji and other nations in the South Pacific.

g

eaceful protests and
demonstrations have
been held in various
public spaces. The circulation of critical publications has
soared. Websites critical of the BN
government have mushroomed
and the Internet is infused with
much alternative information.
Alas, the Barisan Nasional government has chosen to highlight
the odd occurences of disorder
and characterised these spontaneous expressions of popular dissent as 'rioting'. Although numerous important issues - abuse
of power, money politics, curtailment of freedom, loss of judicial
integrity, unjust treatment of

Anwar Ibrahim, selective prosecution of Lim Guan Eng, etc have been raised in these publications, the Internet and public
gatherings, the BN government
has chosen to focus on the alleged
slander and fitnah. Such rioting
and slander, they proclaim, are
not the Malaysian way.
The BN government has also
tried to portray the Reformasi
movement spreading in Indonesia as inclined to violence. They
have also made numerous references to the violence occurring in
Bosnia, Kosovo, Sri Lanka, and
even Rwanda, as was done during their campaigns in the runup to the Sabah elections
in March 1999. It appears
that the BN's intention is to
highlight the dangers of
political
change in
multiethnic societies and to
create fear among Malaysians as we approach the
elections. In fact, the dangers arose in Indonesia and
elsewhere because of a lack
of change, not because ofit.

PetroTUlS TWin TOU/C"S: Our pride of place should
not be bllsed on some concrete constmction

ethnic opposition front is being
consolidated. They have held
joint ceramahs up and down the
country, issued joint statements,
are meeting regularly at various
levels to reach agreements in connection with the forthcoming
elections. A common Manifesto,
soon to be released, has been decided upon. They have also
agreed to the principle of satu
lawan satu, that is they will not
contest against one another, thus
allowing straight fights with the
BN. The emergence of a multiethnic opposition front, just like
the BN, but which distinguishes
itself through a different set of
policies and values, augurs well
for the country. It reduces ethnic
politicking, offers a real choice to
voters, and promotes democracy.

lhe Dirtiest
Elections Ever?

Faced with this challenge from
the opposition coalition, the
Barisan Nasional leaders have
increasingly focused their attention on frustrating further the
consolidation of the opposition
parties. They denounce the oppoThe BN government also sition coalition as a 'marriage of
challenged the protestors convenience' claiming that their
to form a political party ideologies are too diverse and inand to contest the elections. compatible. 'They will not sucParti KeADILan was there- ceed'. 'Before coming to power
fore formed. Critical Ma- they are already fighting with
laysians have also joined one another'. 'The opposition is
the existing opposition all talk, no action'. Claiming that
parties. Preparations for the opposition has resorted to
contesting the elections are slandering and that opposition
now underway. A multi- leaderswereonlyrecentlyrioting
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in the streets, Dr Mahathir says
that these will be the dirtiest elections ever. Apparently, one of the
prime minister's minions is even
in possession of a cassette tape
which contains calls for'the assassination of the premier, besides
other Barisan Nasionalleaders.
Dr Mahathir should know
whether this will be the 'dirtiest
elections ever'. One of his lieutenants, the former secretary-general
of UMNO was blatantly racist
when he claimed that KeAOILan
leader Dr Wan Azizah, not being
a Malay, could not be the leader
of Malays. The lieutenant further
lied about her being brought up
in a neighbouring country when
in fact she grew up in Kedah.
Echoing Dr Mahathir's accusations in the UMNO General Assembly in June, one BN leader
after another have since also alleged that the opposition leaders
are 'agents of foreign powers'
and that a vote for them will result in the recolonisation of Malaysia. UMNO's team oflegal experts, recently formed to threaten
court action against those who
have allegedly slandered UMNO
and its leaders, should perhaps
look into the above mentioned
lies and slanders instead, rather
than clutter the courts with their
mega suits against critics, based
on hearsay.

Peaceful protests and demonstrations have been held in various public spaces.

ments critical of the opposition
leadership made by the most obscure erstwhile opposition members are even prominently highlighted, often with follow-up reports. The dirtiest elections ever?
Is Dr Mahathir foreshadowing
how the Barisan Nasional will
conduct itself in the elections?

Dr Mahathir did make an important point during the UMNO
General Assembly in June about
the political ferment that is occurring. It is much larger than the
question of Anwar, he declared.
When he said this, Dr Mahathir
was of course trying to suggest
that the larger issue pertained to
the nation's future independence
Likewise, the Malaysian media and sovereignty, how some forshould try to redeem themselves eign powers are trying to
and begin serious investigation of recolonise us, and how the oppothese allegations and counter-al- sition is working with foreigners
legations. Thus far, and true to to topP.le the duly elected BN
form, criticisms by the opposition government.
are rarely reported, and, even
rarer, investigated. The criticisms Dr M is right that the issue is
of the opposition by the BN lead- much much larger than Anwar's
ers are also not investigated but fate. But there is no concrete evigiven the widest coverage and dence- and he has yet to provide
airing nonetheless. In fact, com- any - that there is a conspiracy
Ali ran Monthly August 1999: 19(7) Page 5

involving foreign powers and the
opposition to overthrow the BN
government. It's all hearsay. Like
a certain famous judge might say,
his claims are 'irrelevant'.
Instead, the big issue is
'democratisation'. By this it is
meant not merely the holding of
regular elections, but the rule of
law wherein the people are guaranteed their rights to express
their opinions freely, and to
organise and assemble peacefully; and if arrested, a fair trial.
It further refers to putting into
place and having checks and balances by different autonomous
government institutions,regular
consultation with the people in
between elections, transparency
in decision making and accountability to the people. This includes the emergence of free and
responsible media.
Yes, the time for participatory
democracy has arrived in Malaysia, just a s it already has in
neighbouring Indonesia, Thailand, the Philippines, Korea, Taiwan, Fiji and other nations in the
South Pacific. In India and Japan,
where a greater measure of democracy has already been prac-

tised, the process of democracy
has been deepened with the replacement of the Congress Party
and the Liberal Democratic Party,
respectively, by coalitions of erstwhile opposition partieS. n is significant that when the ousted
parties are eventually returned to
power in some of these places,
these chastised parties are invariably more sensitive to the
peoples' demands and to the
practices of democracy.
It is time to take our rightful and
honourable place alongside these
neighbours. Our pride of place in
the world should not be based on
some concrete construction,
megaliths though they may be,
like the Petronas Twin Towers,
the KLIA or Putrajaya. We should
be proud that like the rest of Asia
we believe fervently in democracy. Indeed, the so-called 'Asian
Values democracy', which for
decades was conveniently used
to legitimise Asian regimes that
were blatantly authoritarian, is
no longer practised in most parts
of Asia. Is this why the BN government has been trying to direct
our attention away from our own
shortcomings and from the
changes occurring in the
neighbouring Asian countries to
incidences of violence and the

Eveu the yo11ng ...

dangers of change in far-away
Africa and in the former Yugoslavia?

Yet, it does appear that Malaysia,
although more advanced economically, lags behind some of
our
neighbours in
the
Why
democratisation process. Why
De mocratisation?
might this be so? This brings us
Basically, democratisation has to the question of the Malaysians
been brought about by economic themselves. What DO they think?
growth and modernisation in- There are two things to consider:
cluding urbanisation, industrial- first, awareness of the issues and
isation, and developments in second, their political culture/
education, transport, communi- worldview/ideology.
cation etc. Globalisa tion has
Awareness
speeded up this process.

of the Issues
As a result of this economic
growth and modernisation, the
rakyat have become more aware
of their place in society, in the
economy, in the world and in
politics too. This is especially true
of the better-educated middleclasses. These socio-economic developments also require adjustments in the political system. As
long as the government continues to centralise power instead of
sharing it, to make its decisions
behind closed doors and away
from public scrutiny, to benefit
themselves and their cronies instead of the general public, the
rakyat will demand greater
democratisation.
From this point of view, even if
theAnwar saga had not occurred,
democratisation
was already on the
agenda, though
perhaps it would
have been slower
in coming. From
this vantage point,
the recent political
ferment in Malaysia is part and parcel of a wider
trend throughout
the region towards
democratisation.
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Malaysians, especially the
middle and business classes,
are becoming more aware of the
issues (discussed elsewhere in
AM) confronting the country.
True, the local mainstream media are biased. But there is now
access to critical publications
like Harakah, Eksklusif, and
other new local periodicals, alternative sources of information on websites, and regional
and foreign news via satellite
which is generally more evenhanded in its reporting of developments in the country.
Holding ceramahs and forums
also helps to get the message
out to the people. Although
there is a need to prepare more
pamphlets that discuss the issues in simple language and in
the vernacular to make them
easily accessible to the lower
classes, it is not for lack of
awareness that Malaysia lags
behind in democratisation. Instead, the lag is on account of
the Malaysian people's political
culture - for even if more information was made available, the
existing political culture would
remain intact and the lag would
persist. 0

The BN's Hegemony
The BN gov~r!Jment instills into the minds of the people certain
beliefs and myths to hold on to power
o doubt the BN govern- this belief system about Malayment has sometimes re- sian politics. First, because we are
sorted to repression in a multi-ethnic, multi-religious
order to get its way. It society, and quite naturally rub
also possesses a wide array of co- against another occasionally, wP
ercive laws. Yet the BN govern- have been made to believe (erroment does not rule by simply re- neously) that we cannot coopersorting to force or instilling fear. ate with one another spontaneSuch a government would not ously. Accordingly, prejudices,
have lasted as long as the BN has.
Instead, the BN government, like
its counterparts elsewhere, tries
to instill into the minds of the
people a certain set of beliefs or
myths about the political system
that they live in, about the kinds
of leaders needed, and in so doing, facilitates the legitimacy of
those in power.
This is sometimes referred to as
the ideology or propaganda of
the rulers. But the concept of 'hegemony' is more useful a term. It
refers to a set of political beliefs,
or myths, which penetrates beyond the minds into the hearts,
to the extent that the ideology of
the rulers becomes the views, the
beliefs, the culture of the people
themselves. For religious people,
the concept of hegemony is not
difficult to understand. We are
talking of a phenomenon very
close to the notion of faith. Put
another way, the rulers begin to
rule with the consent of the
people. Now, this makes for lasting domination of the rulers over
the ruled without having to resort to the use of force regularly.

Five Central Ten...
There are several central tenets in

doms and on politics are considered necessary. For many of us,
the ISA, OSA, UUCA, Printing
Presses and Publications Act, Societies Act, the Police Act, etc are
therefore considered necessary
and justified. Indeed, a strong
state is justified.
Third, we need a set of leaders

discrimination and even
demonisation of the other have
become widespread. Mutual
trust of one another is not fostered. Often, if the other party is
noticeably religious, these negative feelings become even stronger.

who can represent our ethno-religious interests and yet be acceptable to the others, to negotiate with each other on our behalf.
The Barisan, a coaliton of ethnicbased political parties is therefore
the appropriate vehicle. Since
they have been in power since
1957, the leaders of the Barisan
Nasional appear to be the natural set of leaders required. They
are often considered 'moderates'.
In this regard the opposition
leaders, often unable to come together, are also viewed as 'extremists'. This image of the opposition as extremist, and the BN
as moderate, persists even when,
as now, the opposition parties can
readily form an opposition front.
Even when the Barisan Nasional
leaders have violated the
people's interests and the principles of democracy, many continue to view them as moderates.

Second, left to ourselves, we sup-

Fourth, the 42-years of BN rule

posedly begin to fight with one
another. By definition, therefore,
the multi-ethnic multi-religious
Malaysian society is conflictprone. Accordingly, too much
freedom and too much politics
can be bad. Curbs on certain free-

has contributed to the belief that
it is only when the BN is in power
that political stability will prevail
and economic growth be guaranteed. The political turbulence and
the economic slowdown which
occurred in Sabah over the past

Attributing our nation's success to the
achievements and indispensability of a
single person is gross and ridicules our
humanity.
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decade was often mistakenly attributed to PBS rule. In fact, the
turbulence was a result of political intrigue and money politics
perpetrated by the Barisan. And
the economic slowdown in Sabah
was a direct result of the denial
of federal development funds by
the Barisan Nasional in Kuala
Lumpur to the legally and democratically elected PBS state government in Kota Kinabalu.
Similarly, the PAS-led Kelantan
state government was also denied federal development funds
as punishment by the Barisan
Nasional government.
Identifying the real sources of
political instability and economic
slowdown in these two cases is
extremely important because it
exposes the myth that only the
BN can promote political stability and economic growth. In fact,
the BarisanNasional, reluctant to
share power and public resources
with the duly elected PBS and
PAS state governments, was the
cause of political instability and
the economic slowdown in both
states.
Ignorance
and
disinformation, as in these cases,
perpetuate the belief that political and economic chaos would
result if the opposition comes to
power.
This set of beliefs penetrated
deep into the minds and hearts
of many Malaysians especially
during the 1990s when Malaysia
experienced rapid economic
growth. This growth enabled the
construction of those icons of
growth- the Twin Towers, KLIA,
Putrajaya, the·MSC and the Light
Rail Transit System. No doubt, a
majority of Malaysians materially benefited from that growth
too. A sense of 'feel good' pre-

dexes like the i<LsE Composite
Index as a measure of our well
being, we undermine our spirituality, which should be the basis of our wholistic development.
Crass acquisitive materialism encourages us to grab rather than
to share; to have rather than to be;
to seek instantaneous gratification rather than to engage with
Mystery. We need certain universal values, including perennial
Denying our own
political principles like freedom,
Humanity
truth and justice, to guide us in
This set of beliefs is absolutely the journey of our lives as indidemeaning to the human spirit. viduals and as a society. None of
our sages ever encouraged us to
By prejudicing the other and con- prioritise material progress over
ceding that we cannot co-operate these principles.
with fellow Malaysians of other
ethnic and religious back- Finally, attributing our nation's
grounds, we in fact deny them as success to the achievements and
well as ourselves our common indispensability of a single person is even more gross and ridihumanity.
cules our humanity. It is tantaBy acceding to the curbs on our mount to cultism at best, idolafundamental freedom and justi- try at worst. For all human beings
fying the existence of a strong are dispensable and fallible. Cultstate, we hinder and frustrate our ism of a leader is not new. Many
attempts to develop ourselves regjmes have presented their
and our society wholistically.
powerful leaders as indispensable. For example, until
The extension of the set of preju- Suharto's overthrow, many Indices to the opposition parties donesians found it virtually imand leaders, brushing them off possible to imagine an Indoneand labelling them as extremists, sia minus Suharto, who had
and denying them the opportu- been in power since 1967. It imnity of introducing good govern- plied chaos - political, ecoment is not only unfair but a fur- nomic, social. And yet, Suharto
ther ridicule of our own human- has been removed. Although
ity. For are not the leaders and political turbulence ensued, his
supporters of the opposition also removal also unleashed new
members of our Malaysian soci- actors, new ideas and new
ety and the larger human family? hopes for the first time in 30
And why such high regard for years. There is an amazing
the Barisan Nasionalleaders still range of debates in the Indonewhen they have already violated sian press and the electronic
the people's interests and the media, in its universities and
principles of democracy?
organisations, its political parties and movements. He was
Furthermore, when we prioritise not indispensable. In fact, he
material progress and use in- was the stumbling block. 0
vailed. And since Dr Mahathir
presided over all these achievements, a fifth belief that it was not
simply the Barisan Nasional
which facilitated Malaysia's success, but Dr Mahathir himself,
began to gain credence. In short
there developed a belief that Dr
Mahathir was indispensable, that
under him Malaysia Boleh, and
Malaysia became the envy of all.
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The BN Hegemony
Broken
..
Many Malays are making efforts to co·
operate with non·Malays and non-Muslims

g

ently, it is easier for these groups
of Malays (and Malays generally)
to transit from the Barisan
Nasional to the opposition coalition. As Muslims, they are less
fearful of the so-called 'dangers'
of a negara Islam associated with
Fortunately, the dual economic Parti Islam SeMalaysia (PAS),
and political crises confronting which some believe (erroneMalaysia has encouraged us to ously) dominates the opposition
do so. Hence, the hegemony of coalition. Perhaps ~ing less
the set of beliefs has been broken, economic interests at stake, or
at least among certain sectors of perhaps because NEP-related
the population. This is especially Malay privileges remain by and
true among a large group of Large intact, economic considerMalays: Anwar's supporters, ations appear less pertinent to
younger Malays in ABIM and them.
JIM, and those who take their
humanity seriously. Of the latter, Finally, Or Mahathir is no longer
many are inspired by Islamic the icon he previously was for
teachings. They are able to see them. In fact, by relentlessly purthrough the lies of the hegemonic suing Anwar's destruction, the
prime minister has broken the
claims.
hukum syarak (the traditional soMany Malays are making efforts cial contract between the ruler
to co-operate with non-Malays and the ruled) that many Malays
and non-Muslims. They want the continue to hold dear, viz. a
removal of the coercive laws and leader should not humiliate a
an end to the strong state. Appar- man and his family the way
he disinformation contained in the BN's set of
political myths is soapparent that it immediately becomes evident if we only
care to reflect on the propaganda.

Aliron Monthly August 1999: 19(7) Page 9

Anwar and his family have been.
Among a smaller group of nonMalays and non-Muslims, and
others not so young but seriously
in search of their humanity, that
hegemony has also been broken.
For the majority though, the hegemony has only been fragmented, not quite broken.
Like the Malays, most nonMalays also seek more freedom
and welcome the rule of law. Except for the sycophants and cronies, it is not evident that they
particularly regard Mahathir as
indispensable. But many are fearful of political change. For some
30 years, beginning with the introduction of the NEP, nonMalays have learnt to adjust to a
Malay-dominated government
that many believe does not care
for them. Many have prospered,
which they believed was due to
their self-help efforts, perhaps
also due to the boom conditions
which the Barisan Nasional government fostered especially during the 1990s.
They are not enamoured with the
Barisan Nasional government and
have even voted for the opposition
in the past. They understand the
issues of the day. Yet they remain
ambivalent - afraid that the
country's economic recovery and
their individual economic interests
will be jeopardised. This concern
encourages them to, either avoid
politics, or support the status quo
unless they can be persuaded
otherwise. Partly due to their ignorance and prejudices, many
non-Malays are further fearful of
the intentions of PAS and fall easy
prey to the latter's propaganda,
which the mainstream media
dubs as 'extremist'. 0

The Secret Of
Malaysia's
Success
..
We have compassion
conflict and violence.

II

alaysians must not fear
political change. It must
be stressed that this
change is merely a removal of the ruling BN elite to be
replaced by a new set of opposition leaders. Though there might
be some policy changes like the
repeal of the obnoxious ISA and
amendments to other coercive
laws, perhaps also putting a stop
to certain privatisation projects
which have essentially benefited
certain cronies, the political and
economic system that is in place
will largely remain intact. In fact
the reforms will most likely improve the system.

We need to counter this set of BN
political beliefs by discussing an
alternative explanation of why
Malaysia has been so successful
for so long. For it is in spite of
money politics and nepotism, the

deed, we have compassion for
others and abhor conflict and violence.

Such decency and fairmindedness which is perennial
and part of the human spirit, enlor others and abhor dures, regardless of who our
leaders are, no matter which
party is in power. It is the secret
resort to communalism and the behind Malaysia's long-standing
manipulation of ethno-religious inter-ethnic and inter-religious
sentiments by political leaders, harmony.
indeed, in spite of Barisan
Nasional rule or Dr Mahathir's
Harclworldng and
leadership, that economic develResponsible
opment has occurred, political
Work Force
stability been maintained, and
inter-ethnic harmony sustained. Likewise, the fundamental reaWe must therefore understand son for Malaysia's economic sucthe secret of Malaysia's success cess is our most precious resource: the Malaysian people.
lest we short-cl1ange ourselves.
The majority of the Malaysian
Decent and Tolerant
worl< force is responsible, disciIronically, although the hege- plined, hardworking and promony of this set of beliefs pre- ductive, a secret which the forvails, Malaysians have been ever eign investors are aware of. This
ready to co-operate and help one is no doubt true of the workers
another, to tolerate and dialogue in the manufacturing sector (be
With one another, especially in it the electronic and electrical or
their everyday encounters with the footwear or apparel indusothers - at work, at play, in tries), in financial and service secschools or in each other's homes. tors, as well as the agricultural.
Why, we even co-celebrate each It is even more true when they are
other's religious festivals. In- paid adequately, treated fairly
and a !lowed to maintain their
dignity.
We also have a large number of
professionals - lawyers, doctors,
engineers, architects, surveyors,
computer scientists and educators - who are responsible,
knowledgeable and fair-minded.
Most business people, bankers,
industrialists and developers are
also honest, hardw orking, capable and sometimes innovative.
We even have artists, dancers, actors, playwrights, film-makers,
musicians and entertainers who
are creative and at times provoca-
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tive. And of course we have lots
of good cooks but perhaps too
many good people engaged in
department stores and shopping
malls selling us goods which we
do not really need.: All these
groups have contributed to
Malaysia's economic well-being
and the richness of Malaysia's
life, and will continue to do soregardless of whoever is in power.

are also many heroes at the clerical level, in the pensions department, in the welfare services, in
the drainage and irrigation department, etc. They will continue
to provide services to the public
regardless of who is in power.

addiction, etc, we continue to
have a very strong famili¥ system irrespective of our different
ethnic or religious backgrounds.
Mothers and wives continue to
perform very important roles at
home. They pass on to the young
a set of good values that enable
them to contribute to society.
They also ensure that there's food
on the table for family members.

Restoring the rule of law, checks
and balances including a meaningfuLrole for the opposition as
in any democracy, consultation of
the people, and transparency in
decision making should be the
hallmarks of change. It should
also be an opportunity to revoke
awards given out to undeserving
incompetent people; to provide
just rewards for the people who
have worked so hard to build the
country; and to remove barriers
that pit us one against the other
just because we belong to different religions or cultures.

They continue to perform these
fundamental tasks which cement
our society together without receiving a wage, without due recognition from society, or enough
help from the men-folk. They, too,
will continue to contribute to
Malaysia's success and stability
irrespective of who is in power.

If the present Barisan government was willing to address these
changes and conduct the necessary reforms, there would have
been no reason to call for change.
It is precisely because it is not
willing to do so, pretending that
these injustices and wrong-doings do not exist (what cronyism?

Approaching
the Elections

course) or blaming others for our

Mothers ancl Wives
Finally, in spite of the hype about

bohsia, lepak, youth gangs, drug

The Civil Service
Additionally, our political stability owes much to the presence of
a civil service that is generally
efficient and hardworking,
though perhaps bogged down by
too much red-tape. Admittedly,
the upper echelon of the civil service has been politicised. Top
posts are often filled by individuals who have been promoted not
because of proven capabilites nor
seniority but rather because of
their political connections. They
develop into sycophants. There
have been unnecessary extravagance and wastage and too much
emphasis on theformrather than
the substance of things.
Nonetheless, the lower and
middle levels continue to be filled
by hardworking people who are
not paid adequately for the good
work they put in. The teachers in
our educational service at the primary, secondary and tertiary-levels are a case in point. The surgeons and specialists, medical
officers, nurses and technical
aides in our general hospitals,
district hospitals and rural clinics are another group of dedicated civil servants. The uniformed units (fire and rescue, immigration, military and even the
police force especially its traffic,
crime and drug enforcement
wings) also deserve praise. There

calling for political change, more
specifically for the removal of the
BN elite, must ensure that they
monitor the new government
even more closely than they did
theBN.

what nepotism? the law has taken its

As we ponder how to vote in the
coming elections, keep in mind
these
considerations
of
Malaysia's success and the bankruptcyofthe BN's set of political
myths. However, those who are
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shortcomings (George Sores, AI
Gore, agents of foreign powers,
etc), that there must be political
change.
A normal country changes its
government regularly. The
change of government is usually

for five years. Malaysians are
now being asked to give the opposition an opportunity to govern for the next five years. Indeed, there will be an pRJX>rtunity to throw out the opposition
if we find them wanting in five
years' time. And that should not
be difficult For if an entrenched
government of unbroken rule of
43 years can be dislodged, it
would not be a problem to give a
walking ticket to a new government that has not lived up to expectations after five years in
power.
The Barisan has played mind
games with us for too long. They
are now telling us that politics is
not about idealism but about
pragmatism. Beware! This is simply the new code word for the
BN's old set of political beliefs.
Politics, we insist, must be based
on ideals, however utopian they
might be. We must restore politics to its origins, that is, about
building a just, free, fair, compassionate society; about realising
wholistic development and ensuring our human dignity. It is
therefore time to follow the
urgings of the heart to which our
humanity is more closely connected.
Recover the courage of the
founding fathers and mothers of
Malaysia's Independence who
called for the replacement of the
British colonialists! Learn from
Aung Sang Suu Kyi, Corazon
Aquino and Megawati Sukamoputri, three recent David-like political neophytes who took on the
Goliaths of their countries. Like
them let us ride on the tide of
democratisation. As you go to
vote, fear not, keep your wits. But
listen to your hearts. 0
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HEART TO HEART :

"What comes from the lips reaches the ear,
what comes from the heart reach.e s the heart" -Arab proverb

A Shining Beacon Of Light
Without parallel and without precedent in our land

logical obsession with the incubation of millionaires and billionaires, have undermined the
people's faith in his leadership.
If anything, the palace he has
built for himself in Putrajaya
epitomises the popular perception of the man: a leader with a
touch of megalomania who ind ulges in grandiose schemes
which are antithetical to the wellbeing of the masses.

II

oon you will be released
from prison. 25 August
1999 will go down in
Malaysian history as
one of the important milestones
in our struggle for justice and
freedom. In a sense, 25 August
has some significance already. It
was on that date in 1988 that
Shahrir Samad, standing as an Independent, defeated the UMNOBarisan Nasional candidate in the
Johor Baru by-election signalling
the people's disgust with the
Mahathir
government's
authoritarianism reflected in the
unjustsackingofTunSallehAbas
as the Head of the Malaysian Judiciary.

ing within a significant segment
of society. People from all walks
of life have become much more
conscious of the abuse of power
on the part of the ruling elite.
They are particularly critical of
Prime Minister Dr. Mahathir
Mohamad. He is perceived as a
leader who has misused the fundamental institutions of governance- the police, the AttorneyGeneral's office, the Judiciaryfor his own interest. The resentment against his prolonged stay
in office is widespread.

Mahathir's unwillingness to act
firmly against elite corruptioncorruption involving political
loyalists and economic cronies In a real sense, you are 'coming has earned him the wrath of the
back' to a different Malaysia. The educated and informed middlelast 10 months have witnessed an class. His bias towards mega
unprecedented political awaken- projects and his irrational ideoAliran Monthly August 1999: 19(7) Page 13

Needless to say, the one event
which triggered off mass feelings
against the elite and Mahathir in
particular was the sacking of
Dato Seri Anwar Ibrahim from
the Cabinet and UMNO in early
September 1998. It was not just
the immense popularity of the
former Deputy Prime Minister
and Deputy UMNO President
which was responsible for the
outpouring of support for the
man. The manner in which the
Mahathir regime chose to humiliate him through the media and
the courts by fabricating wild allegations of sexual misconduct
incensed a lot of ordinary Malaysians. What infuriated them further was the brutal assault on
Anwar by the then InspectorGeneral of Police while he was in
police custody. For many of us,
the entire episode was a stark revelation of how evil and cruel certain elements in the ruling elite

had become.

against the government.

Of course, a personality or an
event which serves as a catalyst
for a change in mass c<;m~cious
ness is never the real cause behind a major social transformation. In our case, the concerted
endeavour by the Mahathir regime to maintain a paternalistic,
often authoritarian grip upon a
society which through education,
social mobility and exposure to
global trends is becoming more
aware of its rights and freedoms
is undoubtedly one of the main
underlying reasons why there is
a mass awakening. A lop-sided
approach to economic development which is both overly materialistic and obviously uneven in
the distribution of its benefits, has
also contributed to the growth of
popular consciousness.

More than any other event up to
that point, your imprisonment
served to highlight this negative
perception of the Mahathir government. The people regarded
your vigorous defence of an
underaged girl, allegedly a victim of statutory rape by a powerful politician, as an unalloyed,
untarnished act of altruism, motivated by a pure and pristine
commitment to justice. By going
to prison, by sacrificing your personal liberty, by subordinating a
promising political career to the
cause of truth, you have become
a shining beacon of light for all
those who often talk about, but
seldom put into practice, moral
principles in politics. Your example, Guan Eng, is without parallel and without precedent in
our land.

To add to this, the ostentatious
lifestyle of a section of the elite, It is not just your act of selflesstheir opulence, their greed and ness. By championing the cause
their corruption, have made or- of the young girl, you have
dinary people critical of their rul- crossed an ethnic dividt=> as few
other leaders have. It is not ofers.
ten that a person of one commuIt is partly because paternalistic, nity chooses consciously to sacauthoritarian governance, overly rifice his comfort and his career
materialistic, uneven develop- for the sake of a person from anment and decadent elite lifestyles other community. It is concrete
were already eroding the acts of compassion and justice of
people's confidence in the gov- this sort transcending ethnic
ernment that an act of injustice boundaries that help to build a
such as your imprisonment in united nation. Here again, you
August 1998 generated so much have demonstrated what the subanger among people of all com- stance of national unity is- as
munities. In other words even against the superficial slogans
characterise
the
before the Anwar episode the that
masses were already beginning government's national unity efto express their revulsion to- forts.
wards a regime which they saw
as arrogant and even oppressive. As you leave behind the prison
As it often happens, the economic walls of Kajang, and as you recrisis which began in July 1997 enter Malaysian society, this is the
had also intensified resentment image that emerges: a morally

Aliron Monthly August 1999: 19(7) Page 14

upright politician who fought for
justice irrespective of ethnicity.
This is why the task that awaits
you- if one may suggest, Guan
Eng -- is to help make the
people's movement for justice
that has developed in the last 10
months into a truly multi-ethnic
movement. As you know, the
movement, though multi-ethnic
in orientation, is still a largely
Malay movement. More and
more Indian and Chinese Malaysians are beginning to join but a
much greater effort is needed to
transform the movement into a
powerful political force that transcends ethnic boundaries. Our
Chinese sisters and brothers in
particular have to be persuaded
that our movement for change is
committed to justice for all. We
have to convince them that the
political change we envisage will
enhance rather than diminish
their rights and dignity.
Given your image and your
standing, you are in a position to
convey this message to the Chinese community in particular
and to the Malaysian nation in
general The simple truth is that
no movement for change in Malaysia can succeed unless it has
the support of all the communities.
This then is the responsibility that
awaits you. This is the task that
beckons to you.
I have no doubt at all, Guan Eng
that you have both the courage
and commitment to respond to
the challenge of the hour.

smre'M{6
(Chandra Muzaffar)

Physician Uncler Pressure
In an unlikely struggle, an award-w inning doctor fights to stay
on in government service
by our special correspondent
ince November 1998,
the Ministry of Health
has been hounding Dr.
Jeyakumar Devaraj of Ipoh
General Hospital, trying to get
him out of Perak. First, he was
asked to go to Pahang and after
he resisted, they tried to send
him to Kedah. And now, they
want him to go to Sarawak.
Why such victimisation? Because it happens that Kumar
has a social conscience. Outside
of his hospital work, he is a tireless social activist, fighting Malaysian Medical Association
alongside plantation workers award in 1997 for outstanding
and urban pioneers (squatters) health and public services.
for their rights.
The government certainly has
Kumar, a highly talented and the right to transfer officers so
dedicated doctor, is the Con- long as it is in the interest ofthe
sultant Specialist and head of service. This, however, is no
the Respiratory Unit of the Ipoh normal transfer.
General Hospital with 17 years
service in the government. He The health services would have
is one of only seven chest phy- suffered somewhat if Kumar
sicians currently in government had just packed his bags and
left. No arrangements were
service in the country.
made for anyone to replace him
Those who know him know as Chest Physician in Perak nor
also that he is a 'hardcore' who to continue the TB control
feels he has a moral obligation programme. Further, had he
to provide quality healthcare fo gone to Kedah, there would
patients coming to government have been two chest physicians
hospitals. Nobody was really in Kedah and none in Perak.
surprised when Kumar won a How could that be in the inter-
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est of the service?
In this whole transfer exercise,
scant appreciation has been accorded to a doctor who has
served 17 years in the government. That he has already done
his rural postings - in Kapit,
Sarawak and Teluk Intan, Perak
- doesn't seem to matter. His
files were rushed ahead of him
to Pahang first and then to
Kedah. People in government
service know how long files
take to move when there's a
normal transfer. We hear that
his latest notice of transfer came
about only three days ahead of
the day he was supposed to report for work in Sarawak.
It is despicable how profession-

als truly committed to serving

the people and the country are
treated. While Kumar was appealing his transfer to Kedah,
his pay was held up for up to
three months. Very obviously,
the motive of all this harassment is to get Kumar to voluntarily leave government service
out of pure frustration. This is
not an uncommon tactic used
on government servants who
are unpopular with the ruling
masters.
Kum.a r is deeply respected in
many estates and villages. VIllagers facing eviction eventually reach him and his group of
friends who help them take up
their problems with the authorities. In the course of this work,
he has been arrested twice.
Not unexpectedly, his social involvement has irked the powers-that-be to no end for frustrating their so-called development plans that sideline the
poorer segments of society. His
growing stature among these
people has threatened self-seek- ner imaginable. And whilst
ing politicians to the degree of they are vehemently denying
their attempts to cmporatise,
paranoia.
what they least need with elecKumar's latest involvement in tions looming is a campaign opthe signature campaign among posing corporatisation which
doctors exhorting the govern- has now been taken to the
ment to rethink and to be more streets by another group.
transparent about its plans to
corporatise the government It appears that politicians have
hospitals would undoubtedly thrust their meddlesome hands
have earned him many more into the Ministry of Health to
black marks. Corporatisation of pressure Kumar to leave. His
government hospitals is a transfer seems politically motihugely unpopular exercise, vated and not done in the interwhich the authorities seem de- est of the health services.
termined to bulldoze through though in the stealthiest man.. What then is the message?
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Don't have a social conscience?
Then what's the big hype about
a caring society? Who should
we blame then for the increasing self-centredness of middleclass Malaysians? Our politicians talk with forked tongue on the one hand, they bemoan
the exodus of our doctors to the
private sector and, on the other,
they show them the door. Absurdly, Kumar has to actually
fight to stay on in government
service.
A doctor's posting is not a political decision; his transfer
should not be either. 0

Muzzled Media
Vol.B :

To become a thriving democracy,
Malaysia needs to repeal restrictive
and repressive laws and to allow free
and responsible media to emerge.
by Dr Mustafa Anuar

g

reedom of expression
in the media is one of
the cornerstones of
democracy. It allows citizens
to exchange opinions in a
manner that is consonant with
the conventions and lifestyle
of a civilised society. Moreover, free and responsible media allow citizens to get involved in decision-making
processes through debates
and discussions. This raises
social awareness and helps to
establish an intellectual tradition that we can be proud of.

Free mass media can nurture
a sense of belonging among
citizens by providing space
and scope for the expression
of discontent and dissatisfaction, which is particularly important for marginal groups in
society. Feelings suppressed
and denied expression over
long periods can develop into
something unhealthy - politically, socially and culturally.

Free and socially responsible
media can help ensure that the

government is accountable
and transparent by providing
space to criticise and evaluate
its actions and policies. It
thereby strengthens the
growth of civil society and democracy, which is why freedom of the media is often considered one of the barometers
of the state of democracy in a
country.
To become a thriving democracy, Malaysia needs to repeal
restrictive and repressive laws
and to allow free and responsible media to emerge. The
Printing Presses and Publications Act, for instance, curbs
freedom of expression and
prevents independent media
from emerging. This legislation requires publishers and
printers to be licenced by the
Home Affairs Ministry- a provision that has led to abuse, especially when the Minister
concerned has absolute discretion in the granting of publishing permits and printing licences. The Minister's decision is final and not subject to
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judicial review.
This Act is instrumental in
curbing the growth of diverse
media that can reflect the diversity of interests of the various ethnic, class, cultural, political and religious groups in
the society.
The Official Secrets Act (OSA)
should also be repealed. The
Act originated with the
government's desire to safeguard defence secrets from the
enemy. This Act, however, has
been amended to such an extent that citizens cannot obtain
information crucial to their
decision-making. Government leaders and officials are
given wide latitude to define
what is and what isn't a secret.
This only reinforces public
suspicion that financial scandals involving government
personalities and their cronies
can be easily swept under the
proverbial carpet.

The OSA should be replaced
by a Freedom of Information
Act that would allow people
to access information and data
from government tlepartments, enabling citizens to
make informed choices. Even
classifed information should
be declassified after a certain
period. Sometimes an incisive
evaluation of a government's
previous policies and actions
hinges on the classified
records of the past.
The right of reply is another
crucial component of free media that would ensure that the
mass media treat ordinary
Malaysians fairly and democratically. This right could be
made a statutory provision to
be included in the proposed
Freedom of Information Act. mass media. It would also discourage cross-ownership. If
present
government leaders
Today's mainstream media
critically and enthusiastically frown upon the Rupert
analyse the policies and actions Murdochs of the world, they
of opposition parties and other these leaders should also
non-ruling coalition groups. criticise his local equivalents.
The views and comments of the
opposition parties, however, Toensureadiversityofmedia,
are usually only mentioned particularly the print media,
when the ruling coalition in the country, government
criticises them. A right of reply subsidies should be provided
would ensure that the media for small, fringe publications
provide some space for ag- that find it hard to generate
grieved parties to retort or give income from advertisements,
street sales and subscriptions.
their side of the story.
These small publications will
Given the pattern of main- then be able to cater for the
stream media ownership, a interests of certain groups.
law that bars the concentration of media ownership A regulatory body, indepenwould ensure that a select few dent of government, could
would not be able to own, ensure that, in the private TV
monopolise and control the stations' pursuit of profits, the
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narrow interests of advertisers, big companies, and powerful politicians do not eclipse
the larger interests of the
people.
A parliamentary charter
should stipulate the proper
functions of the publicly
owned Radio Television Malaysia (RTM). RTM must provide a public service that
takes into account the needs
and interests of various sections of society, not only the
government's. It must strive
to be independent and fair in
dispensing its duties.
In conclusion, the mass me-

dia must be vibrant enough
to meet the cultural, political
and economic needs of the
people. 0

bought another violin and grew
up to become an accomplished
composer of music.
Come on Sanusi, don't try to
make us feel guilty about ''biting
the hand that feeds us". Nobody
and nothing is indispensable.
And yes, in case you think that
your not-so-subtle brainwashing
is working to make people feel
that they shouldn't abandon the
parti pemerintah (ruling party),
please think again. It may be
more chic and politically correct
these days to think "alternatif'.

*****

Pollt.cally Correct
Parables

the cow with a.parang. Then he
wonders why there is no milk.

During the recent UMNO general
assembly, Sanusi Junid, MB of
Kedah related three stories and
asked everyone to ponder on
their mea.I)ings. I've done some
pondering and have come out
with the answers:

Answer: The Indian killed the
cow because the milk was getting
sour. The cow was disovered to
have the mad cow disease. The
man got quite sick after eating the
meat and decided to turn vegetarian. He went on to live a long,
happy and healthy life.

J

Story #1: A boy takes shelter under a tree, sharpening ms parang.
He wants to test the parang and
cuts the tree's root The tree dies,
and the boy has no place for shelter.
Answer: The boy was rather
clever- h~ knew that the tree was
rotting. That's why he tested his
parang on that tree. There were
many other healthier, shadier
trees around. He found one that
gave excellent shelter. In God's
bountiful land, there are plenty
of places from whicl1 to seek shelter - one must choose carefully
and wisely.
Story #2: A non-religous Indian
drinks cow's milk daily but one
day he craves beef and slaughters

Bolehlan

'II les

(retold, with apologies to
various anonymous
Internetters)

• Bofellfancl Intelligence

A Bolehland Minister had to
travel to Russia to buy new arms
for the country, but because of the
recession was only allowed an
economy class ticket. However,
Story #3: A Chinese boy plays the unable to contain himself, on
violin. Many girls fall in love with boarding he immediately headed
him. People are jealous, and he to the first class section. The stewreceives a lot of criticism. With his ardess politely brought to the
violin, he hits a man who criti- Minister's attention that he was
cizes him. The man dies and the in the wrong section of the plane.
boy's violin breaks. He loses his But he rebuked her saying: 'I am
violin and the woman who loves a Minister, a Bolehlandian and I
him also rejects him.
am smart. I will not get out of my
seat until I reach Moscow.' FlabAnswer: First, the man who was bergasted, the stewardess aphit with the violin merely got a proached the chief steward, who
big bump on his head (you can't tried to get the Minister to move
kill someone with a violin, stu- to the economy class as the paspid!) Of course, the boy ruined senger whose seat the Minister
his violin and couldn't serenade had taken was waiting impathe girls anymore. But he soon tiently to be seated.
realised that the girls liked his
playing more than they liked The Minister rebuked the chief
him. That was the most useful steward with the same line: 'I am
lesson of his tender life. The boy a Minister, a Bolehlandian and I
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am smart. I will not get out of my
seat until! reach Moscow.' The
crew on the plane became desperate and finally approached the
pilot who immediate came down
to the first class section and whispered something to the Minister.
Without making any fuss, the
Minister immediately got up and
headed for the economy class.

truly spine-tingling.
In my country there is much
furore over "Entrapment'', with
even our Prime tvfinister referring
to it! But, unfortunately, he was
not complimentary.

Our Prime Minister ®PM was
horrified to see the world's tallest buildings, the Petroenough
Puzzled, the crew asked the pi- Twin Towers, towering over
lot what magic words he told the slums in the movie which in reMinister. The pilot said: 'T just aUty are hundreds of kilometers
told the Minister that the first away in southern Malacco state.
class section will not be landing Cripes! You migl1t think, what
in Moscow; and if he wanted to does this guy know about filmgo there he should go to the ing? If he has his way, he probeconomy section.'
ably would like to see Senator
Palpatine sipping coffee with
• Irrelevant Posts
Mother Teresa while Darth Vader
The same Bolehlandian Minister gives her a shoulder massage in
attended a diplomatic function in a Vatican-like atmosphere in
Andorra, a landlocked country Naboo.
between France and Spain. While
doing the rounds of guests, he But seriously, Sean, isn't that just
bumped into a man in a splatdid showbiz? Didn't Orson Welles
naval unifom1. "Who are you?" create scenes that didn't really
exist in Citizen Kane? And heck,
asked the Minister.
where would you find the butt of
"I am the admiral of the Andor- Titanic if it were not for digital
ran fleet," responded the grandly superimposition? Should we label James Cameron a diabolical
dressed fellow.
bogeyman just because he "cre"Um, excuse me for saying so," ated" that scene?
says the Minister, "but your
country is landlocked, and you Talking about bogeymen, you,
haven't got a big lake, let alone a Sean, have been made part of the
navy. Why do you need an admi- Bogey machinery - concocted up
by our Prime Minister ®PM - to
ral of the fleet?"
colonialise us, to infiltrate us, to
"Well," says the Andorran, "for take over our country, to attack
much the same reason that us.
you've got an Attorney General."
Fortunately, Sean, the Bolehland
people, with only about a lmn•A LeHer fo
dred days to millenium'send, are
Sean Connery
not as dumb as our Prime Minister thinks, or wants us to be. To
Dear Mr. Connery,
him, you are part of a grand conYour latest film ''Entrapment" is spiracy to take over Bolehland.
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Take over my foot! Heck, you
people probably can' t even
SPELL our country's name correctly, much less pinpoint it on a
globe.
The reason, Sean, why people like
me are not so overtly concerned
about that superimposed scenery
is because the scene manages to
capture the SPIRIT of the predicament of the people of Bo]ehland.
The Twin Towers costs billions of
dollars but the grievances of the
people are still not entertained.
The poor in the northern parts of
the country only dream of even
basic necessities like decent food,
clothing and education. In fact, in
one recent report in an opposition
newspaper, complete with photographs and all, they ran a story
about a family in the PM's constituency of Kembang Pasu, living in a shaggy make-shift hut
and eating less-than-nourishful
diets.
At the same time, the PM is completing his 200 million ringgit
residence in a billion-dollar complex called Prince Success. While
the country suffers from the current turmoil of economic downturn, the PM's clilldren are assured financial success, as they allegedly have interests in over 200
private and listed companies.
Friends and cronies have been
made rich beyond our wildest
imaginations. To the Prime Minister @PM, Cronyism and Nepotism are bad words. And the only
person who both realised this
and used his power as the second
most powerful person in the
country to try to stop this injustice and usage of public money
is now languishing in jail on
charges and evidences that even
small children and other thinking

beings laugh at.
Hey Sean, llike that scene where
you and Zeta-Jones hoodwi11ked
those troops of policemen on top
of the Twin Towers~ They are really an ignoble lot, aren't they?
Well actually that scene ruffled
the feathers of many a
Bolehlandian here because just 6
months previously, a very similar scene happened here. The
only difference was that the target wasn' t an old white-bearded
professional thief with a sexy
sidekick, but our very own
Deputy Prime Minister (who was
too outspoken about the injustices of his boss) when he was
peacefully gjving some peaceful
speeches in his very own home
surrounded by his peace-loving
fans. Balaclava-masked and
armed security personnel
stormed in and arrested him.

Crusoe, Master,
Friday Slave
One of the books recommended
for literature classes in our
schools today (announced by the
Education Minister) is Daniel
Defoe's Robinson Crusoe. I have
nothing against the literary value
of this book, but the relationship
between Crusoe and Man-Friday
smacks of white master and
coloured slave, of the oppressor
and the oppressed. In this day
and age, one cannot be too careful about evil foreigners out to
enslave us. Lately, the tale
Robinson Crusoe has been subjected to many a re-reading and
re-telling - including this new
version:

"Then I'll build a canoe and fish
in the ocean. You don't own that."
"That's all right, provided you
don't use any of my trees for your
canoe, or build it on my land, or
use my beach for a landing place,
and do your fishing far enough
away so you don't interfere with
my riparian rights."
"I never thought of that, Master.
I can do without a boat, though.
I can swim over to that rock and
fish there and gather sea-gull
eggs."
"No, you won't, Friday. The rock
is mine and I own riparian
rights."
''What shall I do, Master?"

"Friday", said Robinson Crusoe,
'I'm sorry, lfear I must lay you off.

"That's your problem, Friday.
You're a free man, and you know
about the rugged individualism
being maintained here."

''What do you mean, Master?"
Well Sea11, how about making
ANOTHER film i11 Bolehland? I "Why, you know there's a big
really look forward if they could surplus of last year's crop. I don't '1 guess I'll starve, Master. May I
make another sequel to High- need you to plant another this stay here until I do? Or shall I
lander. I know, I know: they al- year. I've got enough goatskin swim beyond your riparian
ready got you killed in a previ- coats to last me a lifetime. My rights and drown or starve
ous epsiode but hey, it's Holly- house needs no repairs. I can there?"
wood. It could be your son (or gather turtle eggs myself. There's
GREAT grandson) coming down an overproduction. When r need "I've tl1ought of sometlling, Friagain as another mentor to the you l'Jlsend for you. You needn't day. T don't like to carry my garmain hero.
wait around here."
bage down to the shore each day.
You may stay and do that. Then,
Or you could appear again as an "That's all right, Master, I'll plant whatever is left of it, after my dog
irrunortal Highlander who is al- my own crops, build my own hut and cat have been fed, you may
ready dead, but refuses to lie and gather all the eggs and nuts eat. You're in luck"
down, haunting dictators and I want myself. I'll get along fine."
"Thank you, Master. That's true
snatching scepters from them, in
a metaphorical far-off Dungeons- "Where will you do all this, Fri- charity."
and-Dragons country called day?"
BNland ...
(From Rosen & Widgery, The
"Here on this island."
Chatto Book of Dissent)
Sincerely,
''This island belongs to me you We trust that the Minister has
SC Fan Number One
know. I can't allow you to do that. made a good selection. Going by
When you can't pay me anythiJ.1g the "Dowu With the Pesky ForI need Tmight as well not own it." eigners'' rhetoric lately, we trust

*****
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that Robinson Crusoe will make
delightful reading! Poor Friday,
is he ever going to see through
the ruse of the Master? But wait,
in the present context with our
land rights, forest rights and human rights being slowly but
surely taken away from us, who
is Crusoe and who is Friday?
Sometimes I feel that we rakyat
are also in Friday's shoes!

*****
Cabinet's Having a
Ball In Putra Jaya
More rantings over this
government's love of extravagance. l'm afraid that's going to
be the flavour of the year. Can't
seem to have enough of that
widespread (you actually need a
wide-angle lens to shoot a picture
of it!) palatial monstrosity approached by cascading terraces of
what could probably equal the
Hanging Gardens of Babylon.
Don't get too single-minded
though. The Prime Minister's palace isn't the only thing deserving
our awe-struck attention. What
about the Cabinet Meeting Room?
Remember the pictures of the
Cabinet's first meeting at Putra
Jaya, splashed all over the frontpages of most newspapers? I noticed that the room had three immense crystal chandeliers hanging
over the heads of all the prime
minister's men (yes, men; Rafidah
Aziz was once voted Man of the
Month by a local magazine). The
mammoth oval table had a woodveneered top, complete with fancy
marquetry work. Now, why
would you need such a glittering
setting for a meeting room? Imagine having to formulate policies to
solve the problem of children's
malnutrition in Jell or how best to
tear down squatter's huts in the

slums of jelutong in such epicurean surroundings!
Much as 1 feel that the room
should have been built with more
modest furnishings, I still feel
that once you've set the standards for grandiosity you should
go the whole hog. I mean, did
anyone ever notice that the fancy
table was bedecked with mineral
water in their plastic bottles and
cheap looking plastic thermos
flasks? Now, that's real incongruity. Shouldn't crystal chandeliers
go with crystal glasses? Is this a
case of being pe11ny-wi~P, pound
foolish? But, heavens forbid,
please don't spend more of the
rakyat' s money on buying those
crystal glasses! Heck, go have
your ball and don't pretend to
play ball with us.

af the Sukma-Anwar trial. (Star).
"Recently, Petronas made RM200
millionprofitoutofthiscompany
(Konsortium Perkapalan). By the
way, Petronas has not even
settled the payment to my son."

Dr. Mahathir, during the recent
UMNO General Assembly. (New
Straits Times)

*****
Rabble· ousfng VC's

Zein Isma, one of the leaders of
UMNO Youth claimed that several vice-chancellors at universities were instigating students to
go against the government. He
said, "Once completed, the report
will be sent to the Education Ministry for further action. We have
proof. We will not hesitate to expose the names of those directly
involved." (Star, July 23, 1999).
Quotable Quirks
That's enough to send shivers
"Some of them are still very con- down the spine of many a unifused, for example, they think versity bureaucrat. Seriously,
that Datuk Seri Anwar has been vice-chancellors instigating students? Is this a joke or for real? If
badly treated by me."
vice-chancellors of Malaysian
Dr Mahathir, when asked about pub- universities are instigating stulic support for his ruling National dents, then UMNO Youth are the
Front coalition and the reason the Spice Girls!

*****

governmeut was holding back on the
polls. (Singapore Straits Times)
Samy Vellu was also interviewed
"People donate to the party out
of sincerity. We know this. They
don't expect anything in return."

Tan Sri Kltalil Yaakob on funds for
UMNO. (Star)
''To the Chinese Tua Kow' meaning 'Big Dog' refers to the police,
that is to the ordinary man. I'm
not saying they're dogs but that's
what the ordinary man says."

Karpal Singh, speaking to t1ze judge
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in the same news story and demanded that there should be,
" ... firm action from the government to stop opposition parties
from penetrating and influencing
the thinking of students and lecturers (sic)." So, are we to understand that opposition parties are
the real purveyors of political
thought on campuses these days,
outweighing the likes of
Rousseau, Marx, Habermas,
Gandhi, de Tocqueville, Hamka
or Ibn Khaldun? If so, Samy Vellu
must be Socrates to the BN! 0

Money, mp!Jey, everywhere, but•••

Crumbs For Our
General Hospitals

Voi.I5:

No.10 _ __ _ ....,.

We can afford a futuristic airport and a 20 billion ringgit new
administrative capital...so why don't we have enough money
to upgrade all our general hospitals and provide low-cost
medical treatment lor all Malaysians?
by Anil Netto

g

ver wonder what is
happening to our general hospitals and government clinics? If we
are not careful, the time will
come when paying for your
medical bill at a general hospital could be stressful enough to
give you a nervous breakdown.
Imagine the GH cashier peering
over the counter as you lie on the
floor, dazed by the huge bill you
have just seen. Visibly annoyed,
she raises her voice, "Is that VlSa
Card or American Express?" as
medical staff race to their computers to check if you are insured
before trying to revive you.
I am kidding, right? Well, it's not
as far-fetched as it might seem.
For decades, we have had one
of the best networks of state-run
hospitals and clinics in the developing world, providing affordable healthcare to those who
cannot afford the soaring medical charges imposed by private

hospitals.
But, wait a minute ... sniff,
sniff... certain parties are obviously getting the whiff of mega
bucks to be made from public
healthcare. And that could explain why the hush-hush plan to
corporatise the public healthcare
system- to a few favoured firms,
no doubt - is apparently going
ahead.

away, sniffing around for easy
money to be made.
If hospitals are corporatised, we
can be sure that fees will go up
the same way our highway tolls
soared. We saw it happening
when our telephone and sewerage services were privatised. It
will happen again.

In 1996, five hospital support
services were privatised: launRumours have been swirling dry, hospital equipment maintelike whirlwind that the govern- nance, facilities maintenace,
ment has decided to corporatise cleaning services and clinical
the state-run hospitals next year. waste disposal. Operating costs
Probably fearing that the p lan rocketed 4-5 times.
could tum :into an explosive and
damaging election issue, offi- Before that, the General Medical
cials have been quick to clarify Store (for drug procurement)
that nothing has been finalised was privatised. Overnight, beyet. But activists suspect that the fore you could yell Durian.
plans are proceeding on the runtuh! (windfall!), the cost of
quiet. And whenever Big Bucks drugs for general hospitals shot
are involved, you can bet your through the roof.
last ringgit that Big Business
(and cronies?) will not be far Today, more and more patients
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are being asked to purchase
their own medical supplies such
as surgical plates and screws before treatment can proceed.
Imagine! What have we.come
to?
And where is all this leading to.
What will happen when our
hospitals are 'corpora-tised' (a
sanitised term for the selling out
of our public healthcare system
to private interests) wholesale?
Many low-income Malaysians urban pioneers (squatters), plantation workers, fisher folk - depend on the general hospitals for
their basic healthcare needs.
And until recent years, the hospitals have, by and large, delivered - despite the gross lack of
public funding (a measly 3 per
cent of GDP goes to public
healthcare) and obvious shortcomings. But if corporatisation
goes ahead and hospital charges
go up, then the poor will be the
hardest hit.
We are told that the poor have
nothing to worry- a health-care
insurance system would be introduced to reimburse the patients' medical charges. But such
a system is not yet in place and
the blueprint appears shrouded
under a veil of secrecy.
Which favoured firms would
underwrite the healthcare insurance? Will healthcare insurance
really guarantee that poor patients would still be able to afford medical charges? H so, how
are farmers and fishermen, the
unemployed and the elderly
poor, plantation workers and
squatters going to afford health
insurance premiums? Will the

Orang Asli living in forests be ment to carry out an impartial
required to pay premiums too? cost-benefit analysis of those
What about illegal immigrants hospital support services that
who are seriously ill? Will they have already been privatised.
be denied treatment because The study should also cover the
they haven't paid premiums? So National Heart Institute and the
many questions - and no an- University Hospital to gauge the
effects of corporatisation on opswers.
erating costs, patient services
It is quite likely that the sell-out and affordability.
of our public healthcare system
will be linked to consultations The an also wants an indepenand possibly joint ventures with dent commission of inquiry and
foreign healthcare entrepre- a national health council to look
neurs such as Managed Care into the financing and reforms
Organisa-tions (MCOs), which needed to revamp our general
have dubious track records. In hospitals and clinics and to enthe United States, for instance, sure that public views are heard.
various states have been forced The veil of secrecy should be
to introduce laws to counteract lifted and the public should be
the adverse effects of MCO op- consulted in the decision-makerations.
ing process.
The public, including healthcare
personnel, and professional
bodies have not yet been consulted regarding the impending
corporatisation and the proposed health insurance scheme.
A growing number of publicspirited government doctors,
nurses and hospital assistants
are worried and have publicly
expressed their opposition to the
sell-out of the public healthcare
system. Thank God for such
concerned people in the civil service who are prepared to sign
petitions and lobby the government to abandon these immoral
plans, which have far-reaching
implications. The Malayan
Nurses Union and the Estate
Hospital Assistants Association
are among thenumerous groups
that have already endorsed the
manifesto drafted by the Citizens Health Initiative (CHI).

Activists are calling for a freeze
on corporatisation and for
spending on public healthcare to
be hiked. This would allow the
salaries of government doctors
and nurses to be raised and stem
the exodus to the private sector.

The sad thing about the socalled corporatisation exercise is
that it is totally unnecessary. A
marginal increase in funding for
government hospitals and clinics would lead to a tremendous
improvement in our public
healthcare services. With the
availability of more funds and a
management revamp, our general hospitals could be transformed into high-quality
healthcare institutions staffed by
highly trained professionals and
equipped with the lastest in
medical technology. We would
have enough kidney dialysis
machines, more heart centres The CHI is urging the govern- with shorter waiting lists -
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staffed by qualified cardiologists, more beds, more highly
qualified specialists and surgeons, all the necessary expensive drugs ....(feeliree to add to
this list)
But where to find the money?
Where indeed. We have 9 billion ringgit to spend on a new
and redundant airport and 20
billion ringgit to spend on
Putrajaya. We have no shortag~ of resources to build the
world's highest buildings and
a Formula One Grand Prix Circuit. And oh yes, while we are
at it, let's not forget the Prime
Minister's multimillion palatial residence.
Mahathir says we have to build
all these monuments and structures now, when it is cheaper, to
cater for future generations. But
then, what about our public hospitals? Aren't they more important? Shouldn't we be upgrading our hospitals for future generations and paying our doctors
and nurses more?
But obviously there is not
enough money to sustain a virtually free public health-care service- not when we have to build
all those mega monuments to
impress the rest of the world. So
we have to sell out our general
hospitals to private interests.
('Corporatision' - that's what
they call it.)
What does this tell us about official priorities? Misguided, at
best, and downright extravagant, irresponsible and shameful at worst. Malaysian voters
should reflect on this before casting their votes. Cl
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The Citizens' Health Initiative: A Burning Election Issue

No Privatisation Of Healthcare!
No Profiteering Fro111 A Vital,
Hu111ane Service!

g

n the coming general
accessible, and sustainable
elections, Citizens'
healthcare of quality.
Health
Initiative 3) Increase salaries of governstrongly urges all political parment healthcare staff, as
ties and prospective candiwell as other expenditures
dates to pledge to:
necessary for extending
and improving health ser1) Freeze all corporatisation
vices to the population, in
and privatisation exercises
particular to those unable
in healthcare currently in
to afford private healthcare.
process, pending a compre- 4) Establish a National Health
Council with clearcut advihensive, impartial review
of existing corporatised
sory and policy-setting
and privatised services.
powers in which the general (lay) public through
The critical benchmarks are
equitable, accessible, and
their civic representratives
community-responsive
are effectively, adequately,
and credibly represented.
healthcare of quality based
on rational, accountable
and sustainable use of pub- The Citizens' Health Initiative
lic resources.
will be actively propagating
2) Set up an independent the above platform to the elecCommission of Inquiry, torate in the coming general
based on input from ALL elections. Nationwide, we
relevant stakeholders, have distributed close to
which will investigate and 100,000 pamphlets, petitions,
report on comprehensive
reforms necessary to the
organisation and financing
of public sector healthcare
(including education and
training requirements), to
ensure the continuance of
publicly-funded and publicly-provided equitable,
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and lists of election demands.
These efforts will be stepped
up as the election campaigning gets under way officially,
with the full backing of the
endorsers of the Citizens'
Health Manifesto. We are confident of widespread support
from among the healthcare
professions. The Malaysian
Trades Union Congress
(500,000 members) and the
Metal Industry Employees
Union (15,000 members) have
expressly reiterated their
wholehearted endorsement of
the above platform as an electoral high priority of
organised labour.
In short, Citizens' Health Initiative is determined to use all
available means to put "TilE
FUTURE OF HEALTHCARE''
rightfully among the burning
issues of this election. 0

the capacity to build a composite
profile of its owner: if they want
to, the authorities and others who
have access to the data can then
monitor the movements and
lifestyles of ordinary Malaysians.

A record ol

lllltllt'•

,t,md on currenl.1if,1ir".

Such monitoring would violate
the freedom of movement and
privacy of citizens. Is it any wonder, then, that Malaysia is the first
country to introduce thjs card?
For sure, the move to censor Net
surfers and to introduce the socalled smart card is a retrogressive step in our attempt to create
a civil society.

Aliran Executive Committee

Cylter Ethics,
Social Control and
Democracy

swerable to the minister concerned, whose partisan interest
may take precedence over other
things.

Aliran is concerned about
Deputy Energy, Communications We believe that, while a code of
and Mulitmedia Minister Chan ethics may help to a limited exKong Choy's recent announce- tent, giving criticism and dissent
ment that a code of ethics would their legitimate place in society
be drawn up by the Communi- would go a long way towards
cations and Multimedia Commis- ensuring a socially conscious and
sion to "guide Malaysians to be- responsible citizenry in a demochave properly on the Internet''.
racy. It is when a person can express .her views without fear or
We do not condone slandering, ir- favour that one can expect reresponsible rumour-mongering sponsibility and pride in an inand 'spamming' on the Net. But tellectual exchange.
we are concerned that this code,
given the present political climate, The prevailing political climate,
may camouflage an attempt by however, doesn't encourage conthe authorities to censor political cerned Malaysians to feel secure.
commentaries and criticism, Laws such as the Internal Security
which have become popular Act, the Official Secrets Act, and
among Internet users, especially the Printing Presses and Publicathose who crave for greater de- tionsAct are obstacles to building
mocracy and social justice.
confidence among Malaysians.
Deciding on what constitute lies
and rumours can be tricky and
questionable especially when the
Commission is eventually an-

8 June 1999

Blocking New Voters
from Voting
Aliran regrets the statement by
the new Election Commission
chairman, Omar Mohd Hashim,
to the effect that about 650,000
Malaysians who registered as
voters in April or May will not
be eligible to vote if the general
election is held this year.

It is amazing that the Election
Commission needs so long about seven months or more - to
process the new registrations in
this age of computer technology.
Surely they can hire more staff
and buy more computers to
speed up the process. Something
is seriously wrong somewhere.
By right, all Malaysian citizens
who have reached voting age
should automatically be eligible
to vote without any hassle or legThe much-touted national smart islative bottlenecks.
card that was recently announced
has also led to some concern Could it be that the Election Comamong Malaysians. The card has mission is inefficient? Or, more
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seriously, could it be that the
commission is not as independent as we would like it to be?
One wonders if the authorities
are afraid that many of the new
voters are young peopre who
have been angered by the deeply
disturbing political events of the
last nine months. Are the authorities afraid of how these young
Malaysians will vote?

licence fees and taxes that ordinary Malaysians, including opposition supporters, pay to the
government. It is not funded by
the Barisan neither is it the
Barisan's or Mahathir's private
property.

RIM is public property and therefore it should serve the public interest. RTM can be used to explain
government policies but the
people also have a right to know
what others, including opposition
parties and non-governmental
organisations, think about those
policies. It cannot be used to
broadcast propaganda only from
the ruling party while denying
access to opposition parties.

Recent developments indicate
that the general election is likely
to be held in the next few months.
If so, 650,000 new voters (and
another 400,000 who have
changed addresses or other voter
registration details) would be
denied the right to vote either
because the Election Commission
is inefficient or because it lacks in- We all know that even private
dependence from vested inter- television and radio stations will
ests. Either way, about 10 per cent be reluctant to provide access to
of eligible voters will be denied opposition parties because these
the right to vote. How can we call stations depend on the Barisan
this a fair election then?
government for their licences.

Anil Netto The Information Minister must
Executive Committee realise that people need to hear
29 June 199 alternative views to make in-

RIM Is public - not
Barlsan - property
Information Minister Khalil
Yaakob doesn't seem to understand the simple rudiments of a
functioning democracy. His statement that Radio Television Malaysia (RTM) only has to cater to
BarisanNasional component parties as it is a government agency
highlights his total ignorance.
The Barisan Nasional has been in
power far too long that it can no
longer differentiate between
party property and state facilities.
RTM is funded by the television

formed opinions. 1f this simple
fundamental right is denied, then
Khalil's Ministry doesn't deserve
to be called the Information Ministry; it should instead be renamed the Barisan Propaganda
Ministry.
When parliament is dissolved for
the general election, the distinction between party property and
state facilities becomes all the
more crucial. The government
becomes a caretaker government
and political parties such as the
Barisan have no right to use state
facilities to further their electoral
interests. U the Barisan uses state
facilities for its campaign pur-
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poses- whether directly or indirectly - then it is guilty of illegal
electoral practices. Khalil should
be aware that former Indian
Prime Minister Indira Gandhi
lost her seat because she used
government facilities during election campaigning in the early
1970s.

In most mature civil societies,
state-run television and radio stations provide fair access for all
political parties taking part in an
election. Many democratic societies even cater for live debates
among contending parties to help
the public understand the various party policies.
The Barisan is obviously running
scared because it cannot match
the opposition in debating alternative policies. The ruling coalition is afraid that its credibility
would be eroded even more if it
allows opposition parties access
to radio and television. That's the
real reason it cannot afford to allow fair access to the media and
a free and fair election.
Is the Barisan so paranoid about
losing its grip on power that it
wants to ride roughshod over
democratic principles and deny
other parties any access to the
mainstream media? If Khalil and
the Barisan believe they have the
support of the people, they
shouldn't behave in such a cowardly manner. We dare the
Barisan to meet the opposition
parties in face-to-face live television debates to convince the
people that it should be given
another mandate.

Aliran Executive Committee
3 July 1999

as reported and named by The

Star.
Our Membership Bureau has also
NOT received the application
forms of the persons named in
the report.

Letters sh ou ld preferably be no more than 250 words and must
include the writer's name and address. Shorter letters will be
preferred and pseudonyms m ay be used. Letters should be
addressed to The Ed itor, ALIRAN MONTHLY, P.O. Box 1049,10830
Penang, Malaysia or e-mail to : aliran_letters@hotmail.com. Views
expressed need not necess arily reflect those of A lir an.

The Co•lng Election•
Allow me to give my opinion regarding the coming elections.

helped their constituencies? After the elections, how often do we
see them?

It is not the prerogative of a newspaper or any other outside group
to "admit" members into Parti
Keadilan Nasional. That distinction is reserved for the party's
Majlis Pimpinan Tertinggi (MPI')
at its regular meeting. Only the
MPT can approve membership
applications - a decision that is
based on a number of clearly defined guidelines.

Goh Keat Peng
Head of Membership Bureau
Parti Keadilan Nasi01Ull

Harakah Warned:
Ia the Barl•an
Perfect?

It was very disturbing to learn
If we call ourselves matured citi- that Harakah Managing Director
We have had the present govern- zens, let us ponder hard and deep Hishammuddin Yahya was
ment since Independence i.e. 42 before we cast our ballot.
called u p by the Home Ministry
and warned about articles writyears. They have the experience,
but if we do not give the alternaSooKamPui ten against the Barisan governtive parties [or alliance] a chance,
Kuantan ment and its leaders.
how do we know they are not caA Mlareport of DAP
pable of doing may be, an even
Do you mean that the Barisan
Melftben Joining
government, its ministers, its
better job?
KeADILan
MPs and state assemblymen are
Let us think of the next 5 years.
a perfect lot and have attained
Hospitals will be corporatised We refer to the item in The Star of sainthood in politics?
(even though the government 16 June under the headline
denies it now), health care for the "Penang KeADILan Admits Administrative weaknesses and
corruption at all levels is slowly
poor will be in a sorry state, and More Ex-DAP Members".
eroding the faith of the public
god-knows-what-else will happen. Are we goingto risk the next As far as we are concerned, nei- against the government of the day.
5 years and give the BN another ther the Parti Keadilan Nasional
chance?
office in Penang nor its Chair- When there are malpractices, it is
man, Dr Mansor Othman, has the duty of the press to expose it.
Let us ask ourselves sinct!reiy - any knowledge of the so-called But the so-<:alled national newshow much have the present MPs "admission" ofex-DAPmembers papers have not tackled these
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problems. Their articles are selec- favourite antics is to accuse all
tively written to please the and sundry - his political oppoBarisan leaders.
nents and detractors and the victims of his cruelty - as being at
Abuse of power by the police, hu- best unpatriotic or at worst as
man rights violations and.ilie pa- being puppets of the West.
thetic living conditions in
kampungs, estates, new villages: Consider the utterly wild and
these are hardly highlighted in baseless accusation by Mahathir
the national papers. To them ev- and his sycophants that Datin
erything is perfect under the Seri Dr Wan Azizah, the wife of
Barisan government.
former Deputy Prime Minister
Anwar Ibrahim, was being unpaThe press have a role to play in a triotic to Malaysia for going to
democratic society. They should Manila recently to receive an
report fairly without fear or award from former Filipino
favour against anyone. People's President Cory Aquino on behalf
aspiration and views must be of the Jose Rizal Society (Rizal is
heard whether itis for or against the national hero of the Philipthe government. That's democ- pines), and to pay an incidental
racy. Don't tell me the Barisan courtesy call on current Filipino
runs a perfect government with- President Joseph Estrada.
out flaws or corruption.
If Dr Wan Azizah could be conDear PM, it is not fair if you want sidered unpatriotic by some poto hear only good things about you litical extremists, then what about
and your ministers. You must also the travels and activities of
open your mind to hear the nega- Mahathir between the time he
tive things happening around you was expelled from UMNO and
in this beloved country.
before he was readmitted into
that party?
It's the duty of the opposition to
investigate and report if anything Didn't Mahathir go to Australia
practised is against the norms of shortly after he was expelled
democracy or human rights vio- from UMNO in 1969 and attack
lation.
the then Malaysian Prime Minister, Tunku Abdul Rahman, and
Sometimes, the truth hurts.
his government during some
speaking engagements? Was that
P S Sathya not unpatriotic by the standard
Ayer Tawar, Perak of Mahathir's current yardstick?

MahathJr •
The Barldng PM &_
Real Foreign Puppet
The more politically senile and
desperate Dr Maha thir becomes,
the more he barks wildly, throwing all semblance of logic and
decency to the winds. One of his

Again, wasn't that unpatriotic by
the standard of Mahathir's current yardstick of morality and
patriotism?
And while we are still on the subject of whether we should or
should not discuss Malaysian
problems overseas, consider this
classic conjucture of events in Japan and Malaysia on the very
same day.
Page A9 of The Sun of 30 May
1999, carried from Kuala
Terengganu a report that Wanita
UMNO leader Datuk Dr Siti
Zaharahhad toldNGOs that they
shou)d not tell the whole world
about the country's domestic
problems when attending conferences overseas. However, the
front page of the same newspaper carried a report from
Nagoya, Japan, that Mahathir
had said that the Opposition in
Malaysia was spreading a culture of ingratitude to make
people feel they are not indebted to the government at all.
We can see what utter hypocrites
people like Mahathir and Siti
Zaharah are. What double standards! What contradictions!

And, by the way, why should
Malaysians need to feel grateful
towards Mahathir and his gang?
If anything, Mahathir should be
grateful to our country and
people for among other things,
Wasn't an article by Mahathir, for using Petronas money- which
entitled "Problems of Democratic is of course the country's and the
Nation-Building in Malaysia", people's money- to save his son's
which was again highly critical of shipping company.
the Tunku and his government,
published on page 12 and other
Fan Yew Teng
pages ofVolume VI, No. 10 of the
Chainnan
October 1971 issue of Solidarity, a
DAP National Policy Review
Committee Chainnan
Manila-based magazine?
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limbo after being sacked by premier Tunku Abdul Rahman,
made a speech in Australia,
where he was supposed to have
suggested that Malaysia could
turn socialist by the end of the
twentieth century. By implication
he was a "socialist" or "pro-socialist". During detention, in the
secret holding centre I kept on
being reminded by my SB interrogators that "socialist" and
"communist" were synonymous.
At a gathmng to oppose foraflll eviction of sq11atters at Penaga, Petalmg jaya,
in Mlly 1998

Singapore leaders. 1 think it was
in the middle of 1976 that the
Singapore government arrested
under the !SA two Malay journalists, Hussein Jahidin and Azmi
Mahmud . They implicated in
their confession a number of
people in Kuala Lumpur, including Samad lsmail, a senior journalist with the Straits Times, in
what was branded as a "pro-communist conspiracy" against the
Singapore government.

Heng Kai and Tan Kok Kit from
the DAP. They were all accused
of being involved in pro-communist activities.

AM: So, you are saying, suggesting, that there was a conspiracy
to unseat them, and you were to
be the instrument via a false confession?

SH: I have reason to believe that
at that time there could possibly
have been a conspiracy, or at least
a plan, to unseat Mahathir as
DPM If I had indulged in a false
confession, and it was corroborated by the confession by another detainee at that time, then
Mahathir could have well landed
in detention too.

In July 1976, not long after these
people were arrested and I had
already been detained for about
18 months, I was taken to a secret holding centre and held in
solitary confinement for more
than six months. During the early
part of that period, I was continuously interrogated and physically
There were also others detained and mentally tortured. On one AM: Were you shocked?
in Singapore at the same time, occasion, but just for a short
one of them accused of being a while, I was questioned on SH: Not really. Those days it was
''Euro-communist". This person Mahathir. One of the interroga- common practice for the police to
implicated the names of many tors asked me to confess that I assassinate politically dissenters
politicians, who were active in- was a kind of intermediary be- by accusing them of being "comside and outside UMNO. Not tween Mahathir and the commu- munist" or "socialist". It is quite
long after the Singapore arrests, nist underground. I was assured different these days, after the cold
the Malaysian government ar- of an early release if I co-oper- war. Now they can be branded as
rested a number of Malaysian ated. But I refused to be party to "sodomists" instead. The accusations are different, but the methjournalists and politicians. They any false confession.
included Samad Ismail, Abdullah
ods of political assassination
Ahmad and Abdullah Majid We must of course remember have not changed very much.
(both Deputy Ministers in the that, prior to this, a number of You chose the enemies you want
PM's Department appointed by conservative UMNO leaders, es- to destroy.
Tun Razak), Kassim Ahmad, pecially Jaafar Albar, claimed that
President of PSRM and Chan Mahathir, when he was in the AM: Do you have any basis for

Aliran Monthly Augu$1 1999: 19{7) Page 31

believing it to have been a conspiracy?
SH: Let me remind you that not
long after Mahathir su~ce.eded
Hussein as PM, his political secretary, Siddiq Ghouse, was accused of being a KGB agent and
was arrested under the JSA. It so
happened, if you remember, not
long before that, a secretary of the
German Chancellor Willy Brandt
was arrested on the same allegation. Consequently, Brandt decided to resign his post. But of
course Mahathir was not Brandt.
Right until today, he will not give

SH: Well, well, well. I cannot
imagine the SB officer interrogating me was entirely his own
agent. I doubt he could have
acted independently.

and Abdullah Ahmad?

SH: Actually, I have not seen
Samad'sdeclaration that you talk
about. As I wrote in Two Faces,
after his release, I told Samad of
AM: Who was then the head of the attempt to persuade me to
the Special Branch?
make a false confession to implicate Mahathir. Samad said there
SH: I think it was one Tan Seri was a similar attempt on himself.
Amin. I cannot recall his full If I am not mistaken, Abdullah
name.
Ahmad has made a statement
about his wrongful detention. He
AM: And who was the IGP at the had followed this up with one or
two articles about his detention
time?
in The Sun. Abdullah Majid has
SH: None other than Haniff been bed-ridden for a number of
years and I cannot recollect any
statement by him after his release. Kassim has written a
"memoir" on his detention,
called The Second Unwersity.
AM: Have you all ever discussed
this period with each other?
SH: Other than my short discussion with Samad, no.
AM: And have you ever discussed it with Dr Mahathir or
Musa?

SH: No.
In front of the l11donesian Embassy in Kuala Lumpur protesting against Suharto's
repression before hrs fall.

up his position for anything. The
point I am trying to make is that
someone had not given up trying
to unseat Mahathir.
AM: As the officers doing the
questioning were presumably
Special Branch, do you think they
were in on it, or were they just
following orders? If the latter,
would it be dangerous-that is,
to expose yourself to possible
slander or libel suits-for you to
suggest whose orders?

Omar, now Tun and many things
else.
AM: We hope you don't mind,
butcan we follow up a little more
on this matter? Your account evidently ties in with Samad Ismail's
declaration in September that he
was made to confess to trumpedup charges. We believe that was
the first time that Samad has publicly declared thus. What about
the other two who were detained
at the same time, Abdullah Majid
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AM: In the light of events over
the past year and more, on which
you have been very vocal, do you
ever have any regrets that you
did not confess as desired of you?
After all, you might have 'saved'
the country from Dr Mahathir, for
he would surely have been
knocked out then. (Laughter)
SH: No regrets at all. An evil person should be properly tried in
an open court and duly punished
if found guilty. I think it is wrong
to make false allegation on anyone, that could lead to his deten-

tion under the ISA. After all I
have always been against this
draconian act and its abuse. Even
if I had the opportunity to save
the country from ~ahathir then,
there was no guarantee that he
would be replaced by someone
better.
AM: You have been supportive
of Anwar since his dismissal, and
your party has now joined a coalition with Parti Keadilan
Nasional, PAS and the DAP. Yet
you were rather critical of him
while he was in office, and kept
a fair distance from him. Why this
change of heart?
SII: Let me be candid in

~ying

that although Anwar was my
friend and for some time my
friend and detention mate, I do
not support him now merely on
that basis. Much more than just
supporting Anwar, I am against
the way in which he was unjustly
treated and humiliated. Why was
he beaten up? Why was he held
under the ISA?
Why has he not been allowed
bail? Why do the courts and police appear to be so one-sided
against him? So, the issues have
gone beyond Anwar. We support
him because, to a certain extent,
he has become a symbol or rallying point in the struggle for justice and democracy. For the same
reason, we support Lim Guan
Eng and hundreds of Malaysians
who in various ways have been
victims of all kinds of injustices.
It must also be emphasised that
PRM has agreed to co-operate
with keADILan, PAS and the
DAP not merely on the basis of
seeking freedom for Anwar or
Guan Eng. We want economic,

Celebralir~g Hari R.aya and Official Openir~g of the PRM Bal:u Office. Seated are Fadzil
Noor and Mustafu Ali.

political and social changes, which we ordinary citizens
which can benefit the people. We shouldn't get involved. Either
are against concentration of side wins, things are going to be
power and wealth in the hands the same. What is your response
of a corrupt few; we want to re- to that?
duce economic and social inequity; we want cheaper and, if nec- SH: Admittedly, Anwar gathered
essary and possible, free housing, some cronies of his OWTI when he
education and medical services; was in power. But Anwar's crowe want better management and nies were relatively much less
regular supply of water and elec- powerful than Mahathir's. Now,
tricity; we reject the present form many of them have changed
of privatisation, which is burden- sides to Mahathir, where power
some to the people; we reject tolls is centred. Anwar and his supand so on; and we want change porters may well have practised
that will benefit the people at money politics, when they were
large. In other words there are part of the establishment. Now
many things in common shared Anwar has come out very
strongly against cronyism, corby the opposition parties.
ruption and nepotism. He is payAM: But surely you, with all your ing very heavily for his opposiconnections, must have heard all tion to hls once political master.
those stories about Anwar's boys, At the same time a lot of people
and about his use of money poli- have faith and much hope in him.
tics? Why then should you be- I am willing to give him the benlieve that Anwar's reformasi call efit of the doubt.
now is sincere, and not just an attempt to ride on popular discon- My political philosophy and
tent in order to return to power? struggle are not linked to just an
Many people out there are say- individual. More important, they
linked
to
policies,
ing Anwar and Mahathir are the are
same-in Malay, dua kali lima- programmes and also ideology.
and this is all a power struggle in Anwar is but a component al-
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though an important one in the ofthe bureaucracy, the army and
wave for change. I hope this the police, for example. If these
wave will become ever bigger remain intact, then certainly they
and stronger, whatever the deci- will be of great help to the new
sions or moves by indiYi~ual government in power. Tell me,
leaders.
which is better? Inexperienced
leaders who are willing to govChange of, for and by the people ern for the benefit of the people
must and should take place, who- in a clean and accountable manever is the leader. If the people are ner, or an experienced but docile
the prime movers of this change, and corrupt bunch of leaders
then whoever leaves it will cer- who are interested only in pretainly fall by the wayside. The serving their own positions and
fight now cannot be viewed any- interests, and bailing out their
more as a personal fight between cronies in trouble?
Anwar and Mahathir.lt is a fight
for change of the society and its AM: Many people are saying,
politico-economic systems. So, all "Look, the country is going
citizens should be involved. I feel through a rough period and we
that after all that he has under- need a strong government, espegone, it is difficult for Anwar to cially at this time. We are just not
go the Mahathir way. It is diffi- sure that the opposition coalition
cult to say that both of them are can provide that kind of leaderthe same, especially now.
ship". Do you have an answer to
that?
AM: OK. Say we accept your response and accept that the alter- SH; Give us a chance. 11 we prove
native coalition is sincere and se- incompetent, then throw us out.
rious about instituting changes to Change of government can be
bring about greater transparency good, because it can create
and accountability, justice and healthy competition between the
democracy. But many people contending parties. The fear of
have serious doubts. They have being thrown out can spur a govdoubts about your ability to unite ernment to do welL It is bad
and stand together behind a when a government or a leader
programme. They have doubts remains in power too long. It
about your ability to govern, tends to make them more augiven your total lack of experi- thoritarian and more negligent of
ence.
the interests and fate of the
people. They become more obSH; The only thing I can say is sessed with building palaces for
that we are trying hard and de- themselves rather than solving
termined to co-operate and be the housing problem of the poor.
more united this time round. That is why we believe no PM
People may be justified ii they should serve for more than two
feel that we lack experience. But terms.
it does not take very long to gain
experience. Mter all, a change in AM: But surely you don't deny
the government leadership that there are significant differthrough election doesnotinvolve ences within your coalition
radical changes in the structure among the various parties. Won't
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that be a weakness as compared
to the Barisan Nasional, whose
coalition members appear to be
united? How do we know that
PAS won't try and push through
their ISlamic agenda or DAP its
Malaysian Malaysia agenda or
PRM its social democratic
agenda, and so on?
SH: No, I don't deny that. But for
the shol't and medium terms,
there are more similarities than
differences among the different
parties. As it is now, we are all
committed to upholding the basic principles and spirit of the
Federal Constitution, which have
been abandoned or violated by
the powers-that-be. The BN component parties represent dilierent
and sometimes opposite ethnic
interests. What holds them together is power - being the government. If their position as a
government is weakened and,
worse still, when they lose power,
everything will break asunder.
At the same time, I am sure that
if the opposition parties form the
government, then they will be
united. Of course, in the long run,
there might be competition and
even conflicts owing to the differences in policies and ideologies. But certainly competition
can be healthy and some conflicts
can become very productive. Let
us now build a political atmosphere that guarantees greater
space and freedom for dissent
and healthy competition to serve
the people.
AM: What is the opposition
coalition's objective in this
coming election? Is it going for
a win or simply to deny the
Barisan Nasional a two-thirds
majority?

SH: With all the power that they
have and the resources that they
control, the BN government has
become formidable. It has control
over the three M's i.e. money,
media, and (government) machinery. So it will be difficult to
defeat the government. Nevertheless, nothing is impossible in
politics, especially when the
mood of people changes. A large
section of the Malays now want
change. Quite a significant number of non-Malays, especially the
elderly, those in business and
some professionals are quite fearful of change in case it affects adversely their business and livelihood. To ensure continuity and
stability, we should be talking
now about the necessity of aNational Unity government consisting of politicians from the alternative parties, positive elements
within the present governing parties and respected individuals
within society from among
NGOs.

Second, the capital control measures were introduced too late,
about 14 months after the economic crisis began. Much capital
had already flown. As some
people say, it was like closing the
cage after the birds had flown
away. Capital that chose to remain or left late, some of which
was good capital, was "punished".
Third, the measures were calculated mainly to benefit big corporations and corporate figures that
could be identified as cronies.

Fourth,governmentexpendibure
mainly for whom? and for what
purpose? Certainly we are opposed to the revival of mega
projects that are not economic,
not productive. We certainly
would support more expenditure
on economic and productive
projects and for providing social
facilities like housing, health and
education for the people. Why is
it so little is spent on human reAM: As it will be unfair for us to source development, for inquestion you on the coalition stance?
platform, we would instead like
to explore with you Parti Finally, we have not recovered
Rakyat's stand on a number of economicaUy, but are only on the
issues. Let's start with capital way to recovery. Signs of recovcontrols and government expen- ery can be seen in almost all the
diture to revive the economy. We countries affected by the Asian
believe it would be fair to say that financial crisis since two years
Parti Rakyat is not opposed to ago. But the recovery is much
capital controls as such nor are faster in some of the countries
you opposed to government ex- that never exercised capital conpenditure to revive the economy. trols. For instance, during the first
Why then are you so critical of the quarter, the growth rate in Korea
was over 4.5 percent and in InBN's use of these measures?
donesia it was about 1.5 percent.
SH: There are several reasons But in Malaysia it was about -1.5
for our criticisms. First, any percent (negative). What is the
form of control is difficult to hoo-ha about?
implement successfully in a
system based almost entirely on AM: Is that fair? After aJl,
Danaharta and Danamodal and
free market.
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the Corporate Debt Restructuring
Committee was set up under
Anwar. Moreover, they appear to
be doing quite a good job of overcoming the bad debt problem
and re-financing the banking sector. Or don't you agree?
SH: The fact that Anwar set up
Danaharta, DanamodaJ and
CDRC was a credit to him. It
proved that he was not blindly
following the IMF recommendations. The idea behind the setting
up of these bodies was good. But,
unfortunately, under the present
Finance Ministers, they are increasingly used mainly for the
purpose of bailing out cronies
and crony companies. For instance, Renong (under Halim
Saad) and Tongkah (under one of
Mahathir'ssons),have benefited
from the CDRC.
AM: How do you think we
should proceed on the economic
front?
SH: Our economy is strongly influenced by the global process.
We need to be involved, but
wisely, in the global economy.
Malaysia needs to have measures
that can prevent itself from being
a victim of the powerful global
capital market. Our future depends very much on our ability
to compete and to penetrate into
the global market.
At the same time, there must be
corporate governance that ensures transparency and is free
from undesirable political intervention. The evil practices of corruption, cronyism and nepotism,
which have become widespread
under the BN government especially during the past 15 years,
have weakened our economy

and threaten the future of our resulted not only in poverty and
country and people. They must a wide economic gap, but also in
be stopped. So too, there must be great social differences and inan end to the use of the country's equities. There is need to bridge
resources on wasteful, unproduc- the wide socio-economic gap,
tive and uneconomic projeCts.
which seems to be ever widening.
Furthermore, overemphasis on
Further, we need to mobilise our economic and physical developeconomic resources to provide ment and neglect of human and
good and affordable social ser- spiritual values have given rise to
vices, especially housing, health all kinds of social problems. Valand education. Our concern ues in society have become disshould be more for the welfare of torted. It is very difficult to prothe majority of people and not the vide role models for our youths,
interests of a few who are rich especially from the present day
and powerful. To modify leaders in the country.
Gandhi's words, there should be
enough for everyone's need but AM: What about the NEP /NDP?
not someone's greed.
SH: These should not be used for
AM: Correct us if we are wrong, the purpose of enriching only a
but you also believe the country few people. In the name of the
needs social and political re- Bumiputras and their rights and
forms? Why so? We are relatively privileges, the powerful few in
stable politically, socially the the country have managed to
country has done pretty well monopolise power and wealth
compared to some others. So why for themselves and their cronies,
who consist of Malays as well as
rock the boat?
non-Malays. There is need for
SH: There is still room for im- regular and thorough evaluation
proving uur political and social or appraisal of these policies to
systems. Over the years authori- ensure that they will really be
tarian rule has increasingly implemented in the best way to
crystallised within our political improve the lot of the people.
structure; in fact more and more
power is being concentrated in AM: Can we now turn to your
the hands of a small number of personal side?Youhave been aspeople, if not just in one person. sociated with dissident moveWe may be able to prevent this ments since your youth, in movefrom happening probably by lim- ments such as ASAS 50, then subiting the tenure period of a min- sequently in Parti Rakyat. Why
ister, especially the Prime Minis- so, given that some of your conter. I think two terms is more than cerns about wealth re-distribureasonable. We must also get rid tion were taken up by the Barisan
of all repressive laws that violate Nasional?
human rights, especially the draconian ISA and the Publication SH: Let me emphasise that just
redistribution of wealth has not
and Printing Presses Act.
taken place in this country. ConThe economic system that allows trary to the claims made by the
for concentration of wealth has BN leaders and despite the
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recognised achievements in economic growth, the problems of
concentration of wealth and
socio-economic inequity have
actually deteriorated. A handful
few have become dirt rich mainly
through corrupt methods, and
they seem to be immune from
any form of action, much less
prosecution.
Besides corruption, many other
social and moral problems have
worsened. Why concentrate only
on bringing to book the small and
medium sized fish? What about
the big vicious sharks? In this
country, they may number only
around twenty. The BN leaders
may have taken up our policies,
but they have only turned them
into slogans and rhetoric, devoid
of substance.
AM: Would it be fair to say that,
in some way, you too have been
a beneficiary of

BN government policy when you
were given an opportunity to do
your PhD at the London School
of Economics? Is it not ingratitude to criticise the BN government?
SH: Sorry buddy. I paid for my
PhD from my own pocket as a
lowly paid lecturer. In fact, I even
had to borrow, although I lived
very modestly in London.
AM: How has your family taken
to your life of dissidence? After
all, there must have been times
when you must have been invited to join UMNO, possibly
even with a promise of a post of
some prominence?

SH: Thank God, my wife has always been my strongest pillar of

support. My children, who are
grown up now, are full of understanding.
AM: Finally, can you summarise
for us your vision of Mafaysia in
2020?

trial growth must be encouraged
to improve the general livelihood
of the people and not to encourage control and monopoly which
can further widen social inequities among the people. At the
same time, there is need for
modernisation of agriculture and
agrarian reform. High moral values must be drawn from our different cultures and religions and
strengthened among the young
through good education, so that
they can serve as strong buttresses against all forms of moral
decadence and corruption associated with certainnegative influences ofwesternisation.

SH: It is a country where our diverse people can live harmoniously with full human dignity
and rights as an integrated national entity. There should be no
room for ethnic-based political
processes and parties which are
divisive and destructive. There
should be no concentration of
wealth and power in the hands
of a sprinkling few, which can
lead to vast socio-economic ineq- Certainly I would like to see a
uities and an authoritarian politi- much better country, society and
cal system.
people in 2020 than now.

The wealth of the country should
be fairly redistributed by, among
other things, better wages and
working conditions for the workers (skilled and unskilled) and
more and cheaper social services,
especially housing, education
and health. Prices of daily necessities should be reasonably controlled by fighting monopoly.
And tolls which continue to increase should be reviewed, with
the purpose of abolishing them.
Water and electricity supply
should be regular and uninterrupted. Public monopoly and inefficiency should not be transferred into private monopoly and
inefficiency through privatisation
orcorporatisation.

ter for the people than those of
the BN. The BN formula has
proven itself to be in favour of a
small coterie of the rich and powerful and discriminates against
the majority. It has made life more
difficult for the common people
because, as a result of
privatisation and lack of reasonable control, the cost of housing,
education, health, tolls and the
prices of daily necessities have
continued to rise and become
more burdensome. It serves some
people's greed, not most people's
need.

The system is ridden with corruption, cronyism and nepotism
at the highest level. There is lack
of morality and plenty of double
standards among the leaders. It
is rotting to the core. Under these
AM: And why should the people circumstances, change is necessupport you, your party or the sary, in fact, inevitable, whether
opposition coalition? Why not with or without the present leadsimply stick with a proven for- ership. Anyhow, haven't the BN
mula, warts and all? Why risk and the Premier been too long up
something new and untested?
there already? Isn't life change itself? Why fear change, especially
SH: We believe that our policies when it provides an opportunity
and programmes are much bet- for improvement? 0
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This country is at the crossroads
of rich cultures and civilisations
of the world and we have benefited from them. We should continue creatively to further enrich
our own cultures by opening to
this international cultural heritage. Technological and indusAli ron Monthly August 1999: 19(7} Page 37
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he current economic
situation in Malaysia
has put the Aliran
Monthly in a very difficult
position. Although the government claims the economy
has recovered, we at Aliran are
experiencing otherwise. Many
Aliran Monthly vendors are
financially strapped, and are
unable to pay their distributors. In tum, our distributors
can't pay us, causing serious
cash-flow problems.

However, by subscribing to
the Aliran Monthly, you can
support Aliran directly. This
will help ensure the continuing publication of one of
Malaysia's most respected
sources of independent information and analysis. Having
an independent voice is especially critical during this pivotal time in Malaysian history.
We need more responsible,
informed people to create the
positive changes Malaysia
needs. We know Aliran readers are concerned and caring
people. If you find Aliran

Monthly useful, please introduce it to a friend and let the
circle of readers - and the
agents for change- expand.
Subscribers receive the Aliran
Monthly at their doorstep hot
off the press, before it arrives
at the news-stand, and never
need to worry about missing
an issue. If you already have
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- or delight them with a gift
subscription!
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We Want Change

Thai Will Benefit
The People

Aliran Monthly interviews Dr Syed Husin
Ali, president of Parti Rakyaf Malaysia
Aliran Monthly: May we start
with that interesting account in
your book, Two Faces, of the attempt to get you to confess and
to implicate Dr Mahathir and
Musa Hitam? What was going
on? Wasn't Dr Mahathir then the
newly appointed Deputy Prime
Minister and Musa Hitam the
Minister for Education?

Dr Syed Husin Ali: Yes. Iust to
recollect, in Ianuary 1976,_ Tun
Razak passed away and Tun
Hussein succeeded him as PM.
For a while there was rivalry for
the position of DPM. Appar—
ently Hussein preferred Tan
Seri Ghazali Shafie, the Home
Minister, who did not hold a
senior position in UMNO. But
the three UMNO Vice—presiGhafar Baba,
dents then
and
Razaleigh
Tengku
Mahathir Mohamad opposed
his move. Faced with the pos—
sibility of an open rebellion
within UMNO if these V-Ps
were sidelined, Hussein finally
decided to choose Mahathir,
who was the most junior of the
three, as his number two. This
was a great blow to Ghazali.
—

'

H

We must remember that at that
time the US was nearing defeat

in Vietnam. Singapore government leaders, known to be proUS and strongly anti-communist,
were anxious to see the emergence of a friendly leader in the
Malaysian government. Hussein
was considered to be a weak
leader. At that time, Mahathir
represented the more progressive
wing within UMNO, and he was
thought to be closely associated
with Razak, who had earlier
opened diplomatic relations with
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China, following his famous
handshake with Mao Tse Tung.
In Singapore, there were accusations that Razak was then surrounded by so—called "pro—communist” elements who, it was alleged, continued to be around his
successor.

Ghazali, who was a well-known
anti-communist figure within the
conservative wing of UMNO was
a favourite candidate of the
_

