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It is time to take stock of this issue squarely
by Dr Maznah Mohamad

erhaps we were mistaken to have assumed
September 2 to be the springtime of a consensual multiethnic democracy. And perhaps those who suppose that September
11 will redraw the lines of religious and ethnic bifurcation all over again are right. In the course of
two Septembers Malaysia’s old brand of inter-ethnic consensus may have become undone.

P

I believe that the juxtaposition of our anxiety over
what new politics to create for Malaysia and our unfounded fears over what lies in store amidst a burgeoning global Islamic politics has forced us to
scramble to look for an altered realignment that may
in the end deliver us nearer to the political brink.
The DAP did not take long to make up its mind about
not wanting to be associated with the ‘Islamists’.

Ardent democrats and liberals writing in both mainstream broadsheets and alternative online papers
also could not contain their chastisement of PAS’
anti-U.S. demonstrators as ‘bigots’ and ‘fanatics’.
I fear that what we are moulding out of a self-righteous name-calling is a political climate that will be
split between a disparate secular force ready to eschew democracy on one divide versus a relentless
but inexorable Islam on the other, with no good reason, therefore, to accept democracy.
My question is, how should we address the rise of a
strong Islamic opposition to the present government?
Is the solution to our need to preserve multiethnic cohesion to be found in the crafty manipulation of rhetoric by leaders as well as in the overt use of repression
to flush out ‘Islamic radicalism’?
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EDITOR'S

NOTE

ast month, in a matter-of-fact manner, the
PM declared that Malaysia is an Islamic
state. The non-Muslim BN parties - which
had previously condemned PAS’ intention
to create just that, and berated the DAP for colluding with PAS - now, in an about turn have endorsed
Dr Mahathir’s pronouncement.

L

Meanwhile, in reponse to the September 11 attacks,
the US began bombing Afghanistan provoking widespread protests especially from Muslims, some of
whom proclaimed a jihad. It is in the midst of these
critical developments that Maznah Mohamad writes
the cover story.
If liberals want to ensure that political Islam is progressive and inclusive, they must then engage it.
The knee-jerk, but ultimately foolhardy response,
Maznah opines, is to ally with US hegemony and
morally bankrupt and authoritarian regimes to repress political Islam. Yet such response only results
in Taliban-style Islam: an end to democracy.
Mustafa Anuar’s article discusses the reactions of
Malaysians to this development by reviewing the
letters columns of the Malay and English dailies.
Yeoh Seng Guan’s short article reminds us how ordinary people in their everyday lives are often tolerant and respectful of the beliefs and differences of
others. But alas, he notes, there are also those who
claim a monopoly to truth and wisdom and on that
basis, divide and separate us.
AM continues to carry a selection of opinions on the
ongoing US-Afghan crisis. A last series of articles
focus on the ISA arrests. One, by Anil Netto, recounts the detention of 48 people in Kamunting on
October 27, when most were in a coffeeshop after
having been prevented by the police to stage a demonstration protesting the use of the ISA.
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In the harried rush to differentiate ‘terrorists’ from ‘Islamists’ are
we making the careless conclusion that Islam is necessarily
averse to democracy, and viceversa? Why is Islam suddenly presented as the disconcerting challenge to our aims of building a
genuine democracy?

tween two forces, Islam and the
rest. My purpose here is not to advocate a partisan support for one
side over the other but to make a
reasoned plea that both sides
come to an early understanding
since by doing so we can help to
prevent the possible rekindling of
an open ethnic confrontation.

Perhaps, in the heat of the September 11 moment, many have forgotten that the most urgent task for
us Malaysians now is to reconcile
Islam with liberal democracy - and
not to pin our hopes upon yet another strong superpower and its
so-called moderate but authoritarian Islamic allies to do the ‘dirty’
work of wishing away the rise of
a ‘destabilising’ Islam.

The debate over the Islamic state
should now be seriously considered as an agenda to be negotiated
upon rather than as a project to be
overcome. Unfortunately, the DAP
may have reduced its political role
to redundancy by leaving the BA
and UMNO may have to resort to
unexceptional means to counter
the rise of PAS. Whatever it is this
does not augur well for the establishment and continuance of an
inter-ethnic democracy.

By now, after being exposed to the
horrendous information about
what damage an inconsistent and
duplicitous American foreign
policy can do, we should be aware
that such a poor alliance can only
lead to the further distortion and
radicalization of the Islamic
cause.
In between western hegemony
and authoritarian national regimes there are many who want
to see an enlightened, tolerant Islamic governance exist side-byside and respectfully with a humane liberal democracy. If we did
not bother to think of this possibility before, today’s unfolding
global frictions and contradictions provide the best moment to
do so.

PAS,
and

KeADILan
Reformasi

PAS’ attempt at presenting the Islamic state challenge has irked
many quarters. It has put the notion of a Malaysian nationhood
project into a conundrum. The
question is, can the country move
forward with Islam at the apex
while keeping intact the essential

I think we have to look at the rise
of Islam more even-handedly and
with greater probity. In this piece
I would like to present an analysis that seeks to point to an unfortunate, but imminent split be-
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foundations of our society, i.e. its
multi-ethnicity and multi-religiosity ?
What is the source of our current
dilemma? First of all, it is due to
PAS’ current ascendancy which
is linked to UMNO’s falling political legitimacy, which took effect as soon as the Anwar crisis
erupted. This event triggered the
reformasi movement, which, while
being an expression of widespread discontent among various
contrasting groups fighting for
good governance and reforms,
also allowed for the re-strengthening of PAS.
Having partly drawn its strength
from the support of a civil society
keen to usher in a new era of more
democratic and open politics, PAS
quickly established itself as a credible and compelling alternative to
UMNO.
The second source of this dilemma
has got to do with the disempowerment of Parti KeADILan. A
multiethnic party like KeADILan
proved itself formidable as a moderate Islamic alternative to
UMNO, especially with its success of mobilizing the middle-

class, non-Muslims and youth.
However, this was swiftly curtailed by the imprisonment of
many of its more vocal, charismatic and able leaders.
When draconian measures were
used against Keadilan leaders in
April this year, the BN government showed that it was more
perturbed by the growing challenge of a multi-ethnic coalition
rather than that posed by an Islamic opposition.
However, it soon realised that
thwarting the rise of this moderate alternative to UMNO only resulted in the further bolstering of
PAS. UMNO’s loss of Malay support which commenced at the start
of the reformasi movement had not
only not been abated but is being
made worse by each successive
‘pre-emptive’ strike it makes to
stave off the exodus of its old support base towards the opposition.

Two

Approaches

When UMNO started to experience its loss of Malay support it
was cornered into using only two
approaches to prolong its legitimacy. The first was to frustrate
any channel and platform that
could provide for the consolidation of Malay dissent, and the second, was to redraw the bounds of
its legitimacy by seeking the endorsement of a non-Malay consensus. Out of the latter, overlapping benefits were gained by its
other partners representing other
ethnic groups in the ruling coalition.
Yet, any augmentation of support
by UMNO’s non-Malay partners
would inevitably lead to the diminution of UMNO’s sway to

maximally pursue exclusive
gains for its Malay constituency.
This was after all the extraordinary advantage that only UMNO
had in the consociationalism; giving it a trump card to amass an
almost unyielding Malay loyalty.
Now that the above calculation
has been upset, UMNO has to decide whether it would be better to
save the coalition and succumb to
its own diminution or continue
seeking whatever extraordinary
means necessary to retain its
dominance within the BN. So far,
it has been more successful in the
former.

Repressive
Responsive

And
UMNO

Another aspect to observe is how
UMNO has handled
the Islamization issue. During the prereformasi
period
UMNO was actually
quite skilful in addressing the Islamic
challenge. It essentially employed both
a responsive and repressive approach to
the challenge. For example, UMNO went
to great lengths to prove that it was
the guardian of a ‘correct’ Islam
— one that was accommodative
to the economic agenda as well as
to a secular administration.
At the same time the UMNO-led
government did not have any
qualms about quashing any Islamic movement which it considered ‘deviant’ or ‘extremist’
through violent and draconian
measures (such as in the case of
the Memali shootings and the
banning of Darul Arqam).
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UMNO was repeatedly successful at its electoral battles, even
though it suffered from numerous
bouts of intra-party crises due to
the persistence of chronic
factionalism. However, it was the
Anwar crisis that palpably shifted
Malay support away from
UMNO. Large numbers of Malays
could not countenance what they
saw as the ‘immorality’ of
Mahathir’s and UMNO’s motives
and actions behind Anwar’s imprisonment.
The loss in Malay support for
UMNO, as evident in the 1999 national election results, was not
only a matter of numbers but had
distinctive and strategic significance – Islamic activists, the
Malay middle class and urban
youths switched sides.
Such a show of
Malay disaffection, even if it was
still insufficient to
create an electoral
sea change for
Malaysia, was
genuinely disconcerting for
UMNO. It heralded the emasculation
of
UMNO within the ruling directorate. It implied that UMNO’s ability to have the upper hand in
shaping national policies, particularly on Islamization, would
begin to falter.

UMNO’s ‘Diminution’
True that UMNO’s under-performance inevitably dented its
stature in the National Front.
However, there was no immediate, open challenge towards its
presumed dominance within the

coalition. This was due to the fact
that Dr Mahathir, rather than his
party was still revered - and
feared - by the leaders of the other
component parties.
Nevertheless, MCA was able to increase its bargaining power
within this changed climate of a
beleaguered UMNO in its midst.
For example in May 2001, it was
able to buy up stakes in a major
Chinese language publisher, the
Nanyang Press, after it was given
the green light to do so by the
prime minister.
Previously, such a takeover would
not have been easily tolerated by
UMNO as it would have preferred
its own monopoly over the overall media industry. Thus, this was
a big success for
the MCA as it had
managed to break
the old ‘social contract’ whereby
UMNO was to
maintain an upper
hand over the
more politicallystrategic business
deals.
MCA,
which never succeeded in getting a
large Chinese consensus behind it, badly needed a
vernacular mouthpiece for itself as
it had not been too successful at
acquiring a vehicle to spread its
influence and control bad press.
In addition to this major coup,
MCA’s long-standing plan to establish its own private university
was also realized after official
approval was given for it. Previously, ownership and control over
institutions of higher education
were stringently guarded to further the interests of the NEP. In

other words, it was to be the exclusive preserve of UMNO.
The fact that the licence for a private university was given to the
MCA was a major turnaround in
the history and politics of Chinese
education in the country. Remember the 1970s’ proposal to set up a
Chinese language university that
was vehemently opposed by
UMNO until it was politically and
legally thwarted by the courts?

UMNO
Relents
Over
A ‘Sacred Cow’
Further evidence pointing towards a diminution of UMNO’s
stature within the National Front
could be seen in its preparedness
to relent over another ‘sacred
cow’. This was over
the issue of loosening the ‘quota system’ for university
admissions. Starting from the middle
of this year open
criticism of the education system was
tolerated and perhaps encouraged by
UMNO’s leadership to signal that it
was relaxing its
suppression of non-Malay expression of disaffection.
One can only surmise that having lost Malay support for the
National Front, UMNO needed to
win over this critical non-Malay
consensus in redefining the new
parameters for its legitimacy. At
the same time there was also a
need to address the issue of Malay
students’ involvement in opposition reformasi politics that was
helping to erode UMNO’s credibility among youth.
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Dr Mahathir used the occasion to
revise the policy as a way of admonishing recalcitrant Malay
students accused of being ungrateful to the government and
UMNO. Needless to say this may
have only helped to reduce the
already shrinking Malay support
for UMNO. On the other hand,
UMNO’s non-Malay partners
stood to gain from this policy reversal.

Islamic

State

Besides retreating on many of its
own economic and social policies
of bumiputera protectionism,
UMNO also tacitly endorsed a
floodgate of questioning and debate over the issue of the centrality and ‘sacralization’ of Islam in
governance. This had to be done
in an exceptional way because
UMNO cannot afford to upset its
own fine balancing of what is to
be considered ‘correct’ Islam and
‘incorrect’ Islam. Thus the assignment of discrediting and rejecting
the notion of the then yet-to-be formulated Islamic State was left to
its non-Muslim coalition partners.
In this regard its partner parties
particularly the MCA, MIC and
Gerakan were given almost a
carte-blanche opportunity during
the 1999 election campaign, including during the 2001 Sarawak
state election, to call for the rejection of the Islamic State among its
potential constituents. This was
quite successfully employed to
turn non-Muslim voters away
from supporting the DAP.
Nonetheless, such a campaign
would have had a detrimental
impact upon UMNO since the
language used in the campaign
(although meant for non-Mus-

lims) was one of derision against
Islam, especially because it evoked
the impression that the Islamic
State would be an inherently imperfect and unjust idea.
Consequently, this led to a defensive stance among Muslims not
only to support the Islamic State
as a noble, though still ambiguous idea, but to finally put on the
table an explicitly spelt-out manifesto of what exactly the Islamic
State should constitute.
PAS has finally announced that it
would be preparing a document
that would clearly outline what
an Islamic State would entail. The
DAP’s withdrawal from the Alternative Front coalition had also
pushed this process to its logical
conclusion.
If before, the idea of the Islamic
State was an ambivalent strategy
by PAS to distance itself from
UMNO, now, it will be presented
as a real, potent and explicit challenge to the dominant secular
state. UMNO would have to address this new challenge.
Going by the numerous failures
experienced by the BA, especially
the DAP in trying to reconcile the
Islamic state-Democracy issue we
should not prolong any longer the
sense of denial that we have harboured about the saliency of this
challenge. This is not to say that
democratic forces should buckle
under the weight of the ‘Islamic
State’ pressure but to continue
insistently to seek for this reconciliation.

Roll-Back
Of
Islamization
Why is there an urgency to con-

tinue this reconciliation process?
It must be realised that UMNO’s
legitimacy among Malays has
continued to slip because of its
new dependence on non-Malay
endorsement. This has forced a
retreat of the NEP, and a rolling
back of its Islamization policies.
As these changes
are being effected
within a framework of economic
downturn its credibility will be worn
down even further.
This breakdown of
both Malay support
and a slowing
economy will push
the
limits
of
UMNO’s ability to retain its dominance within the National Front.
Hence, in order to contain that
slide it becomes all the more likely
that the BN government may resort to draconian measures to stem
the rise of opposition Islam so as
to retain non-Malay support.
However, all these measures will
be counter-productive to gaining
Malay support. In short, UMNO
will end up on the short end of a
zero-sum game. And the consequence will be the perceived
‘emasculation’ of UMNO within
the BN - which will further turn
Malay support away from it towards an alternative Malay party.
As we are slowly but surely realising, the cumulative effect of the
use of the ‘stick’ against Malay
dissidence and the serving of the
‘carrot’ to entice non-Malay backing is only leading towards a
sharp political bifurcation – between a strong Malay Islamic opposition on one side and a disparate largely non-Muslim-based
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coalition seeking recourse to
greater authoritarianism as a
counter-measure against Islamic
radicalism, on the other.
This bleak scenario of an ethnic
realignment may lead to the rekindling of serious conflicts which
we would want to
avoid at all costs.
At the same time
we do not want the
government to enhance the use of its
heavy-handed
measures to contain this potential
rift.
Amidst such a
backdrop and to
prevent
the
imminent
destabilization of our multiethnic
democracy, it is imperative that we
attempt to build a model for governance based on the co-existence
of an enlightened Islam within liberal-democracy.

Appreciating
The
Fundamentals
of
Islam
Let’s now look at the politics of
Islamization in this country and
why it is not possible to turn back
Islam, if we are concerned about
retaining democracy.
In reality, the spiralling of
Islamization (ironically promoted
by UMNO itself to counter political Islam) is currently occurring
to the detriment of UMNO’s stature and to the advantage of PAS’s
potential though not fully realized relevancy.
Furthermore, the Asian financial
crisis opened up avenues for
doubting the hitherto invincible
capitalist model for development,

especially when charges of corruption, excessive material accumulation and abuse of power
within UMNO were counterpoised to the sway
of higher moral ideals. This sets the
stage perfectly for
political Islam to
play out the future
of Malaysia’s politics in its favour.
It is pertinent to understand the history and basis of
this Islamic challenge which is rooted in the rise
of fundamentalist Islam. It can be
traced to many factors and the
universalization of its politics can
be understood from several aspects.
First of all, its literalist adherence
to the word of the Quran has meant
strong resistance against intentions
to comprehend the Quran as a
source of teachings and practice
that may be metaphorical, social or
functional. Secondly the essence of
Islam is in the pristine emulation
of the life of the Prophet (pbuh) and
his Companions, through what
has been recorded as his sayings
(the Hadith) and through what has
been described as his deeds and
behaviour (the Sunnah).
However, in complementing
these, the dictates of a Muslim’s
daily life as well as the precepts
that govern rights and obligations
are contained in a body of laws,
called the Syariah. Islam is to be
considered an all-encompassing
faith, inclusive of a system of governance which is divinely ordained.
Therefore, the highest aspiration

of a true or fundamentalist Muslim would be to aspire to live in
an Islamic state under Islamic
laws. The Quran is considered to
be a complete and
morals-entrenched
Charter through
which Muslims
can fully live by
and achieve their
own high ideals,
without resort to
external models,
such as those derived from the secular West. It is
within such a context that Malays have become
more and more drawn towards the
appeal of Islam, not simply as a
personal religion but as a foundation of governance based on
faith.
If Muslim nationalist movements
of the early twentieth century had
sought to ‘reform’ Islam by
delinking Islam from politics, the
modern movement of Islamic fundamentalism seeks to do just the
opposite – to re-establish Islam, or
faith as an indivisible part of governance.
The appeal of post-colonial Islamic fundamentalism is not that
it is an atavistic movement seeking to return to the past but rather
that it is an alternative social order battling to move forward.
It wants to challenge and eventually displace what is considered
to be flawed secular institutions
that are often unable to address
basic and persistent human grievances (such as corruption, abuse
of power by the authorities),
shared not just among Muslims
but also by the larger civil society.
I believe that these are the
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premises upon which non-Muslims must be able to emphatize
with before any meaningful dialogue can be struck, and then for
reconciliation to proceed.

PA S ’ G r owing
Legitimacy
Finally, let me emphasize that by
itself, the expression of political
Islam as exemplified by PAS’ role,
would not have gained its swelling advocates if not for the
vacuum created by the breakdown
of UMNO’s legitimacy or if
UMNO’s own Islamic pretensions
had not created openings for the
inflow of counter discourse and
practice.
It was no coincidence that whenever UMNO undergoes its intraparty crises, PAS’ electoral performance would excel. In 1989
when factionalism within UMNO
reached a serious level, PAS in
coalition with UMNO’s splinter
party (Semangat 46) was able to
make a clean sweep of the
Kelantan state election in 1990.
In 1999 PAS was able again to
build itself up from where UMNO
had floundered. Among large
numbers of Malays, there was a
moral and ethical vacuum created
out of the Anwar affair which
was easily filled by PAS. Given
UMNO’s inability to rise to the
challenge of good governance,
transparency and human rights
with unheeded calls for investigating allegations of government
corruption and abuse, as well as
its widespread violation of human rights through the use of
laws on preventive detention
(most recently against Islamic
‘militants’), UMNO will now
have to prove if it can deliver any-

thing at all which is exceptional
to its constituency.
It is to be expected that PAS must
now pose its biggest challenge to
UMNO. But can it attain the highest Islamic Ideal, the institution of
Islamic laws and finally the setting-up of an Islamic state?
On its part, UMNO’s unenviable
task is how to work at regaining
its slipping dominance within the
National Front, yet take up the Islamic challenge and preserve the
multiethnic and secular fabric of
Malaysian nationhood.
Given its beleaguered status
would it ever be possible to do so,
without the BN-government resorting to the use of more force and
unconstitutional means to thwart
this challenge? By all means we
want to collectively prevent this
from happening.
On the other hand, how should
we, the ones who do not want to
be led by either Western hegemony (and the failures of some
of its secular institutions) or by
authoritarian national regimes
(and their expedient exploitation
of both ‘Eastern’ and ‘Western’
symbolisms), face up to this
emerging politics?

Questions,
Not
Conclusions
It is time to take stock of this issue
squarely and weigh the realities
properly rather than be caught in
a whirl of denials about the challenge ahead. Those caught in between this relentless Islamic tide
and an increasingly undemocratic government will be the ones
who will suffer most. This middle
force comprises both Muslims and

non-Muslims who are all aspiring towards genuine democracy,
but who may end up the biggest
losers, if something creative and
constructive is not started now.
Let me end by posing many difficult questions in our quest for
starting this dialogue of reconciling Islam with liberal democracy
1 . Can UMNO maintain its dominance within the grand
consociational alliance? How
can this be done given its imminent emasculation within
the BN due to the dwindling
promise of an expanding
economy? Given so, will it be
able to continue with redistribution policies to win back
Malay loyalty? And isn’t it also
losing its guardianship role
over the Malay identity, which
is now indivisible from Islam?
Given the problem it finds itself in, can it ever be prevented
from sliding towards an even
more aggressive authoritarianism? How can it be stopped
from employing divisive
means such as raising the spectre of an ‘Islamic State’ in order to obstruct what it sees as
‘extremist’ Islam, hostile to
secularism?

2. For civil society and democrats, how can a middle-force
be forged to ensure the co-existence of a tolerant Islam with
a liberal democracy? Would
the release of Anwar Ibrahim
from prison allowing him to
participate in the present festering politics be one of the better solutions? Would a leader
of the likes of Anwar Ibrahim
be successful in preventing the
break-up of PAS from the coa-
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lition, while re-amalgamating
all the forces of democracy,
ranging from Islam to a
multiethnic civil society to take
on once again the role of Malaysia’s most hopeful political
alternative?
3 . If PAS succeeds in taking over
the mantle of government
whether at the state or federal
level will it continue to function within a democratic framework and to not abuse Islamic
precepts to invalidate democratic principles and human
rights? How will a just Islamic
State with its parallel system
of laws for Muslims and nonMuslims guarantee the following conditions?
a) That non-Muslims will not be
reduced to becoming secondclass citizens, that the rights of
women and other minorities
will not be trampled upon?
b) That recognition for the rights
of individuals (including Muslims) to religious autonomy be
instituted? Will laws on heresy
and apostasy be imposed to
deter individuals from seeking
an exit voice to leave one faith
or system of governance for the
other?
c) That the channel for open debate, dialogue, ijtihad be continually provided among Muslims and between Muslim and
non-Muslims?
In conjecturing a future Malaysia there are many realities that
most of us would prefer to ignore or deny, but doing so would
be at our own peril. Sometimes,
in order to provide hope for a
‘brave new world’, one might
have to tread on dangerous terrains. q

COVER STORY

Public Response To The
“ I s l a m i c S t a t e ” Poser
Prime Minister Mahathir’s recent declaration that Malaysia
is an Islamic state was expected to have caused some degree of concern, anxiety and interest particularly among nonMuslims as well as certain quarters in the Muslim community. Dr Mustafa K Anuar cursory look at the letters’ columns of a number of the mainstream English and Malay
language newspapers and concludes that the general public seem indifferent, disinterested or simply acquiescent.

f there’s such a concern
for an imposed Islamic
rule, the response tended
to be critical of Pas rather
than directly commenting on, if
not criticizing, Mahathir’s announcement. For example, in a letter headlined “Moderation a good
practice” in The Sun on 8 Oct.
2001, the non-Muslim writer expressed his gladness that “we
practise moderation in whatever
we do in Malaysia.” It was here
that he lambasted Pas: “If Pas continues to insist on the creation of
an Islamic state if it comes to
power, without taking into consideration the feeling of non-Muslims, it will never be able to get
their votes. All I can say is that its
dream of an Islamic state will forever be a dream.”

I

Mindful of the recent arrests of socalled militant groups and individuals, the writer thanked the government “for controlling extremist
elements in the country by invoking the ISA against them.” It is indeed disturbing that certain sections of our society have easily

“bought” the “ISA relevance” argument of the powers that be, as if
oblivious of the political and social
significance of the rule of law. .
In the Utusan Malaysia on 9 Oct.
2001, a letter headlined “Memang
wajar cabaran Pas tidak dilayan”
(It’s appropriate that the Pas challenge be ignored), questioned Pas
President Datuk Fadzil Noor’s
call to Mahathir to declare officially in Parliament that Malaysia is an Islamic state. The writer
argued that the Pas challenge be
ignored because the party hasn’t
responded to Mahathir’s challenge to Pas to categorically state
the features of an Islamic state.
The questions that the writer
raised — “Do we need Pas’ declaration of an Islamic state? Does
Pas have higher standing than the
world’s ulama who had already
acknowledged Malaysia as an Islamic state?” — indicated his concurrence with the government’s
notion of an “Islamic state” that
was supposed to have received
the blessings of the world’s IsAliran Monthly 21(9) Page 10

lamic religious leaders. In other
words, this letter was a clear
stamp of approval of Mahathir’s
recent declaration.
Two letters in the New Straits
Times, however, were essentially
debating the “right model” of an
Islamic nation. On 18 Oct. 2001, a
letter headlined “Right model of
Islamic nation that should have
been used”, was responding to an
earlier letter dated 15 Oct. 2001
that offered two models: “fundamentalist Taliban model” and
“one that is strictly based on
Syariah principles”.
The present writer concurred with
the earlier one in that the Taliban
model is a no-no. But he disagreed
with the earlier one for having expressed a sense of “futility of a pure
Islamic nation”. The present writer
felt that there was a model to follow, that is the one during the days
of “the Attarturks and the Ottoman
Empire, the days of the Emperor
Salehuddin, the days of the
Caliphate Usman and Omar, the
days when the Islamic empire was
so vast that it even reached the borders of Europe into Turkey and
Spain”. That, he concluded, is the
true model of the Islamic nation.
While these two writers, both
Muslim, disagreed over what
constitute an “Islamic nation”,
they nonetheless were in agreement over the need to have an “Islamic nation” in the country.
It is also noteworthy that while

there weren’t many letters in the
Malay newspapers over this contentious and controversial issue,
there were, however, a number of
articles written in a way largely
framed to support Mahathir’s
claim of an Islamic nation, and at
the same time to slam Pas’ insistence of what it considers an Islamic state. Many of these articles
appeared to try to appease especially those groups that are envisaged to be easily influenced by the
Pas argument for an Islamic state.
Or at the very least, these articles
were couched in a language that
seemed to make the “Islamic
state” claim more presentable especially to the non-Muslims.
One may argue that the number of
letters in the mainstream press discussing the Islamic state was relatively lower because the September
11 terrorist attacks in New York
and Washington had overtaken
events. However, as alluded to
above, there were attempts to draw
a parallel, although obliquely, between the Taliban and Pas in those
letters that commented on the barbaric and atrocious attacks, hence
reinforcing the feeling that some
quarters had taken advantage of
this situation to run down Pas in
whatever way possible particularly in the context of the Islamic
state controversy.
In contrast, there were a number
of letters expressing concern over
the Islamic state claim by the government in alternative media such
as malaysiakini, thereby fuelling
suspicion that certain “highly inquisitive” letters had either been
spiked or heavily censored by the
editorial board of the print media
concerned. If this is true, then the
mainstream press and the authorities concerned have lost an invaluable channel of public feedback on
an issue of such importance as the
Islamic state issue. q
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Confusion

By no stretch of the imagination can one regard the attack on
the Taliban as an attack on the whole of Islam.
t is wrong of the Islamic
Party of Malaysia (PAS)
to regard US attacks
against Afghanistan’s
Taliban as a direct assault on Islam and Muslims.

I

To start with, the Taliban regime
has always been totally isolated
in the Muslim world. Even before
the 11 September carnage, only 3
states out of 57 Muslim majority
countries in the world had recognised the Taliban regime. Now
there is only one country — Pakistan — that continues to maintain
diplomatic ties with Kandahar.
Besides, the Taliban brand of Islam has hardly any support
within the Muslim world. It is a
harsh, punitive approach to the
religion dominated by a narrow,
exclusive, bigoted misinterpretation of what is in essence a universal, multi-cultural faith.
This is why it is wrong to equate
Islam and Muslims with the
Taliban. By no stretch of the imagination can one regard the attack on the Taliban as an attack
on the whole of Islam.
It follows from this that fighting
alongside the Taliban is not a
jihad. In fact, since the US attacks
on Afghanistan are retaliatory
measures against Osama bin
Laden and his Al Queda network
for their alleged involvement in

the massacre of more than 5000
innocent people in New York and
Washington, the Talibans are not
the oppressed and aggressed, as
these terms are ordinarily understood in Muslim history. Indeed,
leading Muslim theologians and
almost the entire Muslim world
have described the massacre as a
heinous crime repugnant to fundamental Islamic principles.

Of course, the US attacks are unjust and should be condemned.
They stem from a desire for revenge and have violated international law. These attacks have
so far failed to demolish
Osama’s terrorist network or
even to target Osama himself.
Most of all, they have resulted
in the deaths of a number of innocent Afghans.

It was different when Afghanistan was invaded and occupied
by the then Soviet Union between
1979 and 1989. The Afghans were
the oppressed and subjugated.
They were engaged in a struggle
against oppression or in a jihad.
The Palestinians, the Chechens
and the Kashmiris are all oppressed peoples fighting against
oppression. But the Taliban war
is not quite the same story. It
would be an abuse of the term jihad
to regard the Taliban fight as the
struggle of the oppressed.

Instead of giving the ‘green light’
to its members to fight alongside
Taliban forces, PAS should explain to them the real issues involved in the present war. It
should encourage its members
and supporters to engage in relief
work and to provide humanitarian assistance.
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Dr. Chandra Muzaffar
President
International Movement
for a Just World
11 October 2001

HEART TO HEART :
"What comes from the lips reaches the ear,
what comes from the heart reaches the heart" - Arab proverb

That We May Not
Separate Them in

Our

Hearts

by Dr Yeoh Seng Guan
have with me a bookmark that I happily discovered quite by accident many years ago. On
it is printed a short prayer. It goes
like this:

I

We pray not for the Israelis nor for
the Palestinians
But we pray for ourselves
That we may not separate them in our
hearts
Apparently, it was a prayer that
somebody once said in one of the
churches in Lebanon. The prayer
somehow found its way to Christian Aid, the well-known British
ecumenical organisation involved
in humanitarian and social
projects around the world.
In one of its annual Lenten campaigns to raise funds from the British public, the prayer became a
focal point for thoughtful reflection on conflictual human relationships within religio-political
contexts and other circumstances.
What continues to strike me about
the prayer is its simplicity of sentiment amidst the furore of politicised discussions of religion and
religious experiences.
It cautions us to be wary of truthclaims made by various individuals, groups and political organisations purportedly representing

the best interests of particular religions and of the collective destiny of peoples.

need to weed out and discipline
the deviant in order to preserve
the purity of the present.

Such truth-claims suggest that
peoples, religious experiences,
knowledge-systems, and civilisations are naturally opposed to one
another - very much like forked
roads heading in different directions.

Yet, the religious aspirations of
individuals and communities at
the daily level, while needing no
less guidance from divine sources,
are seldom triumphalistic in action. The entangled and negotiated nature of day-to-day relationships does not lend it easily to
such grand projects.

These claims use the moral high
ground to assert one’s understanding of the divine while devaluing, erasing, even demeaning
the diverse experiences of the unfamiliar ‘other’.
Human history is replete with
cases where the powers-that-be
elevate certain kinds of religious
experiences above others - and
marginalise, penalise, and
criminalise those others who differ from the prescribed path.
Indeed, one can argue that empires and governments have resorted to religious language and
ritual to buttress what they claim
as their moral right to conquer,
rule, and civilise. Complex, malleable religious language has often been used to legitimise the
troubled present through claims
of reproducing the glorious past.
Alternatively, a religious vision of
the future is used to justify the
Aliran Monthly 21(9) Page 13

Indeed, the general tenor is usually one of respectful ignorance or
enlightened tolerance of other people’s experiences of the divine even though theologians and
priests may claim to have greater
insight.
Unfortunately, history has provided ample evidence of how
things can easily change when
dominant religious groups and
secularist powers assert themselves and undermine the principles that are fundamental to a civil
society as we know it today.
Events since September 11 have
been traumatic and foreboding. In
the war of words, political and
religious leaders from opposing
sides have urged the world to take
sides. Once again, the language
used has been framed in the familiar idiom of religious obligation and moral outrage.

They give a stark black-and-white
picture of the world, giving us few
alternatives. They push us to the
brink of an unnecessary radical
polarisation that risks undermining the growing realisation that
war and violence cannot resolve
social, economic and political injustices.
Indeed, they continue to perpetuate human anguish, misery
and suffering - experiences that
do not recognise religious, national and ethnic divisions among many millions of the ordinary faithful.
It is in this climate that the debate
on the Islamic State has resurfaced
within our own shores. How this
particular episode will be played
out remains to be seen.
But individual and community
concerns have predictably
drawn taut. Will the meshing of
political and religious agendas
greatly reduce our ability to appreciate the different - but
equally valid - religious experiences of others? Will the aspirations of religious people who
prefer a Malaysian society based
on secular civil rights be jeopardised? Will opportunists use
the current disturbing climate to
resort to religious and cultural
triumphalism?
These uncertainties, seen together
with the larger trends, should
push many Malaysians of faith to
prayer. Prayer to the divine for
peace, reconciliation, solidarity
and understanding.
While we pray for others, we
should also pray for ourselves that we do not presume to claim
the authority which is ultimately
not ours to have. q

the

american

The idols of economic, military supremacy
Fell to the ground with nay mercy.
No penetration of a nuclear shield
No smart sophisticated missile to wield.
An evil plot brilliantly executed, superbly conceived
A possibility no american ever perceived.
You have been slapped, american, in the face
You are hurt, american, you’re in a daze.
Search your soul american, ask the question Why
You aren't pretty in the foreigner’s eye.?
The cry of victory over every sortie in a foreign land
You hail your heroic pilot for innocent blood in the sand
Hard and often enough you hit the weak
A chink in your armour they will seek.
Those who rejoice at the WTC tragedy we deplore
But your life, american, than the other is not worth more.
Said JFK Ask not what…You never did ask…Why?
You sit him on a pedestal, your president you deify.
Ask what your leaders have done to you, american
T’s their policy decisions with which you must reckon.
To a round table your congressmen, summon them.
At table centre a big fat pie, set before them.
With knife and fork, arm them.
With pen and paper, supply them.
To partake of the humble pie, invite them.
To redraft your foreign policy, beg them.
Lift sanctions, break barriers, friendship propagate
Your worst enemies you will anihilate.
To arrogance say nay
Terrorism will be kept at bay.
David Antony
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in Mecca. It is a blatant mistake,
misunderstanding and misconception of the religion and its
teachings.
Would be very grateful if you
could take the quote out of your
website, especially, to protect your
image and reputation among your
Muslim readers and visitors.
Hamdan Mohamad
via e-mail

Dr M’s Insensitive
Tirade
Letters should be no more than 250 words and must include
the writer's name and address. Pseudonyms may be used. Send
letters to : Editor, ALIRAN MONTHLY, 103, Medan Penaga,
11600 Penang, Malaysia or e-mail to : aliran_letters@hotmail.com
Views expressed need not reflect those of Aliran.

Philosophy
Of
Mortals?
I read your “Quotes” column
(Aliran Monthly V21(8) and find it
offensive. You inserted a quote
from the holy Quran side by side
with quotes of mortals. It may be
a simple inadvertence on your
part, but such an act is equating
divine revelation with the philosophy of mortals. You should be
more sensitive towards the feelings of your Muslim readers.
Dato’ Hishamuddin Haji Yahaya
Kuala Lumpur

Misleading

Quote?

As a Muslim, I find the quote below which is posted on the front
page of your website, rather misleading and might hurt the feelings of other Muslims:
“The Hindu God lives in Benares; the

Muslim God at Mecca. But He who
made the world lives not in a city
made by hands. There is one Father
of Hindu and Muslim, one God in all
matters. — Humayan Kabir, the fifteenth-century Muslim mystic”
I certainly have no idea who this
fifteenth-century Muslim mystic
is, but for your information, Muslim God DOES NOT live anywhere, certainly not in Mecca.
Mecca is just a holy city and is a
symbolic site for the unity of all
Muslims. Muslim God definitely
does not live in a city made by
hands. Whoever Humayan Kabir
could have been, his quote is
surely not in good taste for Muslims and the faith of Islam.
I acknowledge that this quote is
being presented due to its promotion of neurtrality and equality
among Hindus and Muslims.
However, we Muslims cannot accept the notion that our God lives
Aliran Monthly 21(9) Page 15

As a full-blooded Chinese
Malaysian (a citizen by operation
of law), I am, to say the very least,
dismayed by our Prime Minister’s
rhetoric in his closing address at
the UMNO Assembly on 23 June
2001 - in stating that Malaysia is
the only country which allows
the Chinese to have their own
schools and use their own language. One wonders if he would
have pulled his punches in any
reference to the country’s Indian
community.
To say that “there are no countries
that allow the Chinese so much
freedom and liberty as in Malaysia,” is to underestimate the intelligence of Malaysians generally.
Even as a totally English-educated
citizen 100 per cent loyal to my
King and country, like the majority of thinking Malaysians, I nonetheless must taken issue with Dr
Mahathir for rather conveniently
forgetting the fact that without
Malayan Chinese participation at
the crucial Independence talks
with our then colonial masters, we
might today be still languishing
under the yoke of the White man.
All said, I wonder what the re-

sponse of MCA President Dato’
Seri Dr Ling Liong Sik will be in
defending the inalienable rights
of Chinese Malaysians in the wake
of Dr M’s recent outbursts.
Ng Moon Leong
Penang

KeADILan
Must
Say
` N o ’ To Islamic State
I am somewhat alarmed by the
statement of Parti Keadilan
Nasional (KeADILan) president,
Datin Seri Dr Wan Azizah Ismail,
that it remains to be seen whether
the Opposition Front will establish Malaysia as an Islamic state
as announced by PAS deputy
president Abdul Hadi Awang, as
discussions are still ongoing. To
my knowledge, there is no plan
by the Opposition Front to hold
any discussions with anyone towards setting up of an Islamic
state in Malaysia. The DAP would
certainly have objected to the holding of such discussions.
The KeADILan president should
not further add to the anxiety and
concern of non-Muslims over the
aspirations of PAS to turn Malaysia into an Islamic state. I would
have thought Datin Seri Dr Wan
Azizah would have publicly come
out with an outright rejection of
any suggestion by PAS to turn
Malaysia into an Islamic state.
KeADILan is a multi-racial party,
like the DAP and Parti Rakyat
Malaysia and can ill-afford to
encrouch upon the sensitivities of
its non-Muslim members.
Parti Rakyat Malaysia’s silence
over the issue is also disturbing.
The question of discussions over
turning Malaysia into an Islamic
state with anyone cannot arise as
it will amount to defying the pro-

visions of the Federal Constitution
which has as its basic structure
and platform, a secular state.
Even UMNO has not dared to suggest Malaysia should be turned
into an Islamic state. The DAP
cannot, and will not, associate
with any attempt to turn Malaysia into an Islamic state.
As the self-proclaimed backbone
of the Opposition Front, PAS leaders should have been pragmatic
and realistic. I call upon PAS
deputy president, Abdul Hadi
Awang, to categorically and publicly state PAS will not make any
attempt to turn Malaysia an Islamic state.
Karpal Singh
National Deputy Chairman
DAP

Not A Time For Rage
And
Revenge

pected Aliran to be louder in its
stand against terrorism. Instead,
after a token display of sympathy
for the victims of the attacks, you
devote yourself to justifying the
attacks. You could have stood out
from the crowd and shown the
evils of terrorism, but I suppose
it’s comfy and satisfying on the
bandwagon. A pity you couldn’t
get Saddam Hussein to contribute
an article - now that would have
been a real coup.
Sel
Batu Gajah,Perak

Wow

.... Is Everything
So Bad?

I have enjoyed reading your
magazine for years – from the
consumer days. Now I find that
your trend has moved - it’s more
like the mouthpiece of the opposition. It looks like DAP’s publication - The Rocket - but very
much better as it echoes the viewpoints of all oposition parties.
However, I would like to know
whether everything is that bad
in Malaysia. Isn’t there any good
in the present establishment?
What alternative can you suggest? Can it be any better?
I feel so distressed after reading
Aliran now - it’s no joy any more.
I think you should revert to a more
balanced view rather than being
an opposition mouthpiece.

Aliran puportedly seeks to “balance the steady flow of relatively
one-sided information, both
American and Malaysian” and so
you present the “other view”.
Hello, what planet are you from?
Haven’t you been reading the
Bahasa Melayu dailies and magazines? This is definitely the time
for America-bashing. I had exAliran Monthly 21(9) Page 16

Lucas Lawrence
via e-mail

Sarawak

Lesson

The almost complete rout of the
opposition in the just concluded
Sarawak state elections has
doubtless enhanced the stature of
Taib Mahmud in the hierarchy of

Malaysian politics. It has also
shown the dislike Sarawakians
have for peninsula-based parties.
DAP, PAS and KeAdilan have had
their strength tested in both Sabah
and Sarawak, and have been
found wanting. KeADILan’s venture into Sarawak this time
smacked of blind adventurism
with little well-researched or coordinated intelligence gathering
on the ground. Is it so arrogant to
think that wherever they go people would flock to them in
droves? The opposition parties
need to concentrate in the peninsula, and come up with a viable
long-term plan that offers a clear
alternative for the people to boost
confidence that they can really
form a government. Otherwise
there is little future.
James GSabah,
by e-mail

Privacy?
Privacy? I have a question. What
are the rights of the employer to
check or do police vetting on an
employee who has worked for
more than 3 years? What rights
does the employer have to use the
data of the employee without the
employee’s approval? What rights
do the police have to get this confidential information from the
employer without the knowledge
of the individual concerned?
As our judicial sytem says that a
person is innocent until he is
proven guilty, so how is it possible that some people who are
found innocent and whose cases
have been dismissed have not
been able to find jobs or are victimised as a result of police vetting or a background check done
by the employer ? Are there no safe-

guards in place to stop this happening?
How is the person going to have a
future if we have already branded
him a criminal even though he is
not guilty?
Firdaus
via e-mail

Charter
2000
Should
Not Back Out Of
Proposed
Media
Council
Anil Netto’s article “An op -pressive Council in the Making?”, is
simply ironic and self-defeating.
The decision to pull out of the
media council negates the struggle for “equality and justice” that
Anil and the rest have been calling for in every article. Yet he
backs down when the powersthat-be attempts to put this “council” under its’ influences.
In the words of Errico Malatesta;
“Indeed, humanity has always
advanced through the initiative
and efforts of individuals and minorities, whereas the majority, by
its very nature, is slow, conservative, submissive to superior force
and to established privileges”.
That’s right, superior force . . . established privileges have pinned
down the press in our country to
submission under the excuse of
“developmental journalism” or
“professional journalism”, —
euphemism for acts of loyalty and
patriotism of the “developmental”
journalist. Malatesta further
states, “Governments and the
privileged classes are naturally
always guided by instincts of self
preservation, of consolidation
and the development of their
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powers and privileges”.
What I’ve got to say to Charter
2000 is this: never back down! By
doing so, you not only negate
what you have been preaching but
also justify (even future) attempts
by the ruling elite to mould any
form of monitoring (or oppression)
to its’ standards and fancies —
with the opposition playing nothing more than a spoiler role.
What Anil laments are mere excuses. Aun Syu Kyi has experienced worse yet never backed
down.
Id
Kota Kinabalu, Sabah

Give
Time

To

KeADILan
Mature

It is interesting to note how some
members of KeADILan, are saying
that they are relinguishing all
their posts — just when the AGM
is due.
KeADILan is a new party, made
up of members from different political backgrounds or from various NGOs. The party started with
a lot of hope and expectations. We
now have a multiracial party
which can be our hope for the future.
In the coming elections, there has
been accusations of ‘factions’.
This is nothing new or unusual in
any election. UMNO had camp A
and camp B, MCA seems to have
two camps and so does MIC. Campaigning is part of the democratic
process but we hope that no one
else will use the media for sympathetic votes or for personal gain.
Those who want to stay out of leadership positions can still serve the
party as ordinary members. There

is so much work to do.
Our party needs to be given time
to mature. As we go through this
time of change and uncertainty, let
us try to stay focused and concentrate on the issues at hand. We
will come out stronger and more
united in the long run. We should
put aside petty politics and gets
to the crux of the matter.
What does Party keADILan stand
for? Justice and fairness for all
Malaysians. No one person is indispensable, nor should individuals hold the party to ransom.
I sincerely believe that our party
will triumph, with or without the
factions. The delegates that are
going to the AGM are politically
mature and are aware of what is
happening. They will exercise
their right to vote with courage
and belief in the democratic system of party KeADILan National.
Dr Xavier Jayakumar
Supreme Council Member
KeADILan

Kamunting
Gathering:
The Arrogant And
Strategic
Autocracy
We arrived at Medan Kamunting
town area, about 3 km from
Kamunting camp, at around 11.00
am. We were forced to park the
car at the back street of the shop
lots and walked to the scene where
a crowd of about 600-900 people
had already gathered. People
were coming and going to avoid
the Federal Reserve Unit (FRU)
and, Special Branch (SB) wearing
pink ribbons on their chest and
police officers.
There were four FRU trucks and
three police trucks parked in the

middle of the main road. Around
35 FRU personals were standing
in front of the trucks to block the
only way-in heading toward
Kamunting camp. Another FRU
block stood along the middle of
the road. The crowd was told to
disperse. Some disappeared from
the scene, some remained in the
area standing in front of the shop
lots and some were sitting in the
coffee shops chatting and waiting.
At 11.30 am, two officers ordered
the people standing along the
shop lots to leave. They shouted
to warn the people to go home. A
few police officers went into a restaurant, Restoran Seri Cempaka,
which was full of customers and
asked for their identity cards. The
first group of detainees, around 14
people were driven away in a
truck with the registration number
WBL 114 at 11.42 am. This group
of people were detained on and
off during the gathering, which included the leaders of the gathering and the press. Then followed
by two more trucks filling with
more detainees mainly those from
the restaurant.
The crowd had gathered peacefully, and had followed the police’s order to disperse. Yet, some
of them were disturbed when they
were enjoying their meals in the
coffee shops. The locals were freed
but the non-locals were asked to
go into the detainee trucks.
Basic rights – freedom of assembly, freedom of expression and freedom to have of having a meal –
were not respected at all.
How shall I conclude this incident? An undemocratic and arrogant action as we all are familiar with? But, this time, one thing
needs to be added. The early roadblock, the immediate arrest and
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the ‘calling’ of witnesses vis-a-vis
the arrest of people, manifested
the strategic autocracy of the state
that left no room for the public to
fight for their constitutional and
basic human rights.
CY
Penang

Anwar

Comeback?

I am one of many who look to
Anwar as the voice of the new century - fresh, utopian, avant garde
and very chic. Whatever he is,
now or before, Anwar remains an
enigma. This second detention
will have allowed him a lot of rethinking. He needs to find another
formula if he wishes to lead the
nation on his release. He can expect people to want him to bring a
fresh outlook, to work differently
than prior to his incarceration. He
is aware of that. I foresee he and
the others will come out, well
versed with the needs of the country come 2020, and they will lead
the nation to make this country as
great as we all want it to be.
Mahathir has set the pace, and it
is only natural for others to follow on.
Khairuddinby
e-mail

ISA

Suhakam
Should
Probe
Kamunting
Conditions
Memorandum by the Abolish ISA Movement (AIM)

Ezam: high uric acid count

Saari: severe migraine

Tian Chua: severe asthma
1. The Abolish ISA Movement
(AIM), a coalition of eighty (80)
organisations, is duly concerned over the conditions of
detention and health of the six
(6) political detainees, namely,
Saari Sungib, Mohamad Ezam
Mohd Nor, Tian Chua,
Hishamuddin Rais, Lokman
Noor
Adam
and
Dr.
Badrulamin Bahron. It appears
to us that they are undergoing
continuous forms of punishment and torture (semi-solitary
detention) and discrimination.
2. The families of the detainees
had informed us that they
looked pale and suffered noticeable weight-loss. The families estimated that they lost
between 2-9 kg within a week.

Hisham: severe migraine

3. AIM was also informed that
the authorities continued to
isolate them even though it has
been three months since their
detention. The six detainees
were detained in three (3)
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Lokman: high blood pressure
blocks, two (2) detainees to a
block. A block could take about
twenty (20) detainees. At the
same time the other seventyone (71) detainees were
cramped into another three (3)
blocks. The Commandant of
the Camp, Mr. Mohd Zawawi
Abdul Rahim once confirmed
to the detainees that this situation is the result of directives
from a higher authority, i.e. the
Home Affairs Ministry. He also
acknowledged that a continued separation would create
administrative difficulties.
Pursuant to the admission, the
detainees had written to the
Minister of Home Affairs, via
the Camp Commandant, seeking an explanation. The letter
dated 16th of September 2001
is still unanswered.
4. AIM is also duly concerned
about other bad treatment to
the detainees; namely:
a. Families were separated from
the detainees by iron-mesh

b.

c.

d.

e.

f.

during weekly visits. Visits
were limited to family members
listed by the Home Affairs
Ministry. We were informed
that this does not apply to the
other detainees.
The family visits are closely
monitored by one or more officers. At times three (3) officers were used to guard a detainee. Their presence in numbers is intimidating and their
purpose is more to listen to the
conversations rather than
guarding the detainees.
The letters to and from the family were censored, even certain
sentences erased, or retained
for some time before being
posted or given to the detainees. Only one letter out is allowed. Letters from others are
not allowed and according to
a detainee, even burnt. A letter
from a detainee to a lawyer
from HAKAM was confiscated.
Food served by the camp is not
nutritious. Six-inches salted
fish is served four times a week.
This contributed to their deteriorating health, amongst them
registering high blood pressure
and high cholesterol counts.
Ezam is having a high uric acid
count and would need a special diet. Tian Chua is suffering
from severe asthma. Lokman is
suffering form high blood pressure. Saari and Hishamuddin
were down with severe migraine and had not seen a doctor. (Refer Weekly Menu)
The families are allowed to
bring along food to be eaten together only on special occasions such as birthdays and
wedding anniversaries. However written application had to
be made through the lawyers.
Usually the families would be
requested to visit on Mondays
for such occasion on the excuse
that there are many visitors on
Sundays.
The newspapers available to
them are censored and frequently with part cut out. Tian
Chua is not allowed to read the

Chinese newspapers. Other
reading materials are limited
to three per category; magazine, general reading and religious books. It had happened
before that the camp authorities had not allowed or retained reading material for the
detainees.
g. The effort of the families to supply vitamins and food supplements is still unsuccessful.
5. Muslim detainees had been
denied fulfilling their responsibility to Allah by disallowing them to perform the Friday
prayers. Until now they have
not performed the Friday
prayers for more than six (6)
months. This is against the
right to perform religious duties as well as a clear transgression against the commandment of Allah.
Tian Chua had not been allowed to attend Buddhist or
Christian prayers conducted
in the camp.
AIM could not see why the
rights of the detainees to perform religious practices be denied if the authority wanted
them to be good people!
6. AIM is also very concerned regarding restriction on the legal
rights of the detainees. The
lawyer-client privileges and
privacy could not be had. The
discussions between the lawyers and detainees are listened
to. The detainees are also not
allowed to see their lawyers
together even though they are
facing the same charges.
There was an incident where
the Affidavit of Saari Sungib
was confiscated from his lawyer and retained by the camp
for 8 days.
7. Since September the 11th 2001,
in protest, some detainees had
boycotted food served by the
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camp and is currently only eating food taken in by his family
(weekly) and dried or canned
food bought from the canteen.
8. The damage done and hardship suffered by the wives, children and families of the detainees must be tremendous. Forced
separation from their loved ones
directly impacted upon their
feelings and emotions. Where
can they seek redress? The way
they were arrested, their initial
detention in an unknown location and their detention now
had caused great emotional suffering that only those affected
can fathom.
9. Even tough the world had loss
much of her objectivity since
September 11th 2001 and the
government is greatly pleased
as if their injustices are endorsed, human rights remained. Any transgression is
still unjust and the ISA is still
an unjust Act because it denies
the right to be innocent until
proven guilty, the right to defend oneself, the right to legal
counsel and it also provide for
perpetual detention without
trial in the court of law. AIM
hopes that SUHAKAM will be
able to prevent the rights of the
detainees from being abused.
1 0 ..Specifically, AIM is requesting
SUHAKAM to conduct an investigation into the affairs of
the detainees from the perspective of human right abuses as
well as their health and wellbeing. This is in accordance to
the power invested in the
SUHAKAM by the Human
Rights Commission Act 1999
especially under Section 12 (1),
Section 4 (2) (d) and Section 14
(1) ©. AIM would suggest that
this inquiry be a public one.
Zaid Kamaruddin
Chairman, Working Committee
Abolish ISA Movement
10 Oct 2001

ISA

Oppressive
Conditions
In
Kamunting
by Lokman Adam
wo months have passed
and we have given
enough time to the camp
authorities to improve
conditions, which are getting
worse here. Although I had decided to take a quiet approach
until now, without complaining
to anyone including the Suhakam
delegation, it was clearly not appreciated by the camp authorities,
especially the PYM (Pegawai Yang
Menjaga or The Officer in Charge).

T

There have been restrictions on
our family visits. There were no
obstructions during the first two
family visits. From the third visit
onwards, only my wife, children,
father and mother, and my siblings were allowed to enter. This
clearly violates our rights as provided for under the ISA, which allows us to be visited by our relatives at least once a week. Nowhere in the Act is it stated that
visits are only allowed for “immediate family” members, as is happening now. It is really sad that
my in-laws and my sibling’s children were prevented from entering the visiting area after they had
travelled more than 8 hours from
Johor.
The letters I had written to my family have been held back by the
camp authorities without my
knowledge. So far, two letters have
been held back. One of them

merely contains my
personal biodata (for
a scholarship application) and family
records. A letter from
my wife through the
lawyer has also been
held back, and so far,
it has not been returned to my wife either.
Many personal items sent to me
by my family were held back by
the PYM on the grounds (by the
Pegawai
Kawasan
Yang
Bertugas/Area Officer on Duty)
that I might use them to kill myself or Ustaz Badrul, my dormmate. Some examples: badminton
racquets, hole punchers, a stapler,
paper clips, a small bottle of
scented attar oil (recommended for
use during prayers) and many
other items that would have been
illogical for the PYM to hold back
if he had used his discretion and
good sense. General documents
like the Party Constitution that
was sent to me by the lawyers
were also held back.
As our meals have little nutritional
value, I have to rely heavily on vitamins and supplements brought
by the family. Although this was
allowed in the first two weeks, it
has since been blocked - which
means the family has to stump
out money to send me postal
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money orders to buy these supplements when I could have got them
for free from our family panel doctor.
The Utusan Malaysia newspaper
that we receive usually has the
first and second pages missing.
Subsequent pages have holes in
them - except for the sports pages,
which are usually spared. In our
presence, the Deputy Director of
Prison Security, Haji Mohd Noh
Murad, gave an order to the PYM,
En Zawawi, for newspapers to be
given to us without being censored.
We are also denied the right to
read our party organs, what more
to watch television; the TV rack
was sent to our block a month ago
and it is now waiting for the TV,
which is still being made.
Our right to private discussions
with lawyers - without the presence of prison officials - has also

been denied. This makes it more
difficult to prepare our case and
there is no guarantee that the information they overhear will not
be used by our respondents.
Our families are also not allowed
to bring cooked food except for
fruit. We are only allowed 45 minutes for each visit, separated by
wire mesh. When we were at the
Police Remand Centre, we were allowed 1½ - 2 hours and we could
carry our children and feed these
little ones, who have been deprived of their father’s love for
such a long time.
I cannot discern any positive motive in the move to separate the six
of us, detainees. The way I see it,
we have been punished and
served detention orders for two
years, so why the need to have a
punishment within a punishment? At the very least, we should
be allowed to meet among ourselves for 1-2 hours to attend religious classes or when we meet our
lawyers.
All these matters may seem small
- and I don’t mean to gripe or seem
ungrateful for what has been
given to us - but what I want to
highlight is my right to continue
the struggle to claim my rights and the same goes for my fellow
detainees.
I urge Suhakam to also look into
the plight of my fellow detainees
from the “Kumpulan Mujahideen
Malaysia” who are being punished (didera) in separate cells in
Block T1, which is the solitary
confinement block of the camp.
Around 11 August, two of them
were placed in Block T1 for three
months. Block T1 has small cells
that are usually used to punish

detainees who try to escape from
the camp or who violate camp
regulations. The duo were isolated in the cells 24 hours and
were only allowed out of the cells
for baths and to cleanse themselves for Zohor and Asar prayer
times.
They had already been under duress for two months at the Police
Remand Centre in KL. There is no
reason why, after having been
served 2-year detention orders,
they should now have to suffer a
further 3 months in solitary confinement in small cells that only
have a black bucket for excreta.
If these are the obsolete procedures from our colonial legacy,
then the rest of us too should be
locked up in these cells - which
are better known as “ovens” (bilik

Lokman’s

Health

The government tries to control
us, but even after all our rights
have been snatched away, we are
still the freest and most liberated
of human beings. q
13 August 2001

Lokman was detained under the ISA on 24 April
2001 and then sent to the
Kamunting Detention
Centre on 13 June. He has
been in custody for some
200 days so far.

Deteriorates,

Since Lokman was detained in
Kamunting, his health has
been clearly affected.
Recently, my husband said
that he had blood in his urine
and when he moves his bowels, there is also blood. Until
today, he has not received treatment from a doctor. It is understood that he only sent urine
samples on 12 October 2001
and the results are not known
until now. I urge the Kamunting authorities to let him have
an urgent medical examination so that his suffering will
not be prolonged. This matter
needs serious attention.
As his wife, I am extremely
worried about his health. Before his detention, he rarely got
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roti). There is no reason for the rest
of us to receive more favourable
treatment than what they (the
“KMM” detainees) are receiving.

Says

Wife

ill. Ever since his detention in
Kamunting, the condition of his
health has been worrying. He
has also had high blood pressure and so far the blood pressure level has not stabilised.
Since his detention, his weight
loss has been very obvious. So
far, he has lost as much as 11.5
kg.
The authorities are responsible
for his health. I want my husband to be given a thorough
medical examination and its
results should be given to me for
further action. I hope the Home
Ministry and Suhakam will give
this matter their serious attention.

by Noor Farahin Ahmat
16 October 2001

ALIRAN AGM

Aliran AGM Passes Resolution
On Worsening Rights Situation
Aliran held its 25th Annual General Meeting (AGM) on 4 Nov
2001 in Penang. The following
resolution was passed unanimously, noting with concern:
a) the arrests of ten reformasi activists in April, five of whom
are still in detention;
b) the scape-goating, intimidation, victimisation and arrests
of university students from the
middle of this year;
c) the arrests of several men for
alleged involvement in militant activities between May
and July, and the subsequent
arrests from August of some 16
men for alleged involvement in
a
so-called
Kumpulan
Mujahideen Malaysia (KMM);
d) the disturbing findings of
abuse of power in Suhakam’s
well-documented inquiry report on the Kesas highway
demonstration and further,
e) the Prime Minister’s response
that Suhakam had been influenced by western thinking and
the statement by its chairman,
Musa Hitam, that human
rights should “take a back
seat” in the war against terrorism;
f) Suhakam’s delay in carrying
out an inquiry into the
Kampong Medan racial attacks which led to several
deaths;
g) the Prime Minister’s statement
that Malaysia is already an “Islamic state” (despite there being no such provision in the
Federal Constitution and this

being an extremely sensitive
issue); and further,
h) that this is tantamount to a
misinterpretation, deliberate
or otherwise, of the constitutional provisions contained in
Articles 3 and 11, which provide for Islam as the official
religion of the Federation and
bestow on every person the
right to profess and practise
his or her religion;
and calling upon:
• the government to repeal the
obnoxious ISA and to charge
all the ISA detainees in an open
court, failing which they
should be released immediately and unconditionally:
• the government to provide evidence to back up its allegations of militant Islamic activities in the country;
• the government to respect
Suhakam as an independent
body answerable to Parliament
and to implement Suhakam’s
recommendations without
further delay;
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• Suhakam to play a leading role
in upholding human rights
and to investigate all human
rights abuses, including the
Kampung Medan tragedy, and
not to allow human rights to
“take a back seat” under any
circumstances;
• all Malaysians, especially the
government, to respect the constitutional provisions pertaining to Islam and the other religions, thereby restoring public
confidence and ensuring interreligious harmony
P Ramakrishnan was re-elected as
president. Also re-elected were Dr
Francis Loh (secretary), Dr Mustafa
K Anuar (asst secretary), and Dr S
P Subramaniam (treasurer).
The new executive committee for
the coming year comprises Anil
Netto, Gan Kong Hwee, Dr Khoo
Boo Teik, Dr Maznah Mohamad,
Dr Prema Devaraj, Pajan Singh, A
Sethupathy, Dr Molly Lee, Chew
Sun Chooi, Andrew Wong and Dr
Wong Soak Koon. q
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ARTS

Enthralling

Short

Plays

Mountain Language/One for the Road
opens at The Actors Studio Box, KL on Nov 15 (ends Nov 25)
n an unnamed police-state, a torturer confronts his victims and reveals his own brutal craving for approval. Prison guards
sneer at a beaten, hooded man. A young
woman accidentally catches a glimpse of the torture of a person she thinks is her husband. An old
lady is too devastated by what she has seen to be
able to talk to her son in her own state-forbidden
language.

I

Mountain Language takes place in and outside a
prison. The play consists of a series of images on the
theme of language and oppression. It was most recently staged as part of a double-bill in a Royal Court
Theatre production in London and on Broadway this
year.
One for the Road is a play written in anger, a response
to willed blindness to the abuses of international political prisoners. Previously described by the UK’s Financial Times as a “violent, disturbing, enthralling short
play”, the play centres around an interrogator in an
unnamed totalitarian state who torments, in turn, a
tortured prisoner, his wife and child. It was most recently staged by the Gate Theatre, Dublin in London
and on Broadway in June/July of this year with Harold
Pinter playing the role of the interrogator.
Rep21 and Amnesty International in Malaysia
present Harold Pinter’s complementary works of devastating moral force. Featuring a fifteen (15) member
cast which includes Jerrica Lai (Member of the Club,
The Merchant of Venice, Savages, Ang Tau Mui), Nicole
Ann Thomas (Oh Brickfields!) and Queslista Cheah
(Fourplay), the production is directed by Christopher
Ling and produced by Llewellyn Marsh.
Tickets for all performances are priced at RM27.
Students concessions at RM17 are available with
valid student identification at all performances.

Mountain Language/One for the Road opens at The
Actors Studio Box, Plaza Putra, Dataran Merdeka,
Jalan Raja, Kuala Lumpur on November 15. All performances begin at 8.30pm except for Sunday matinee performances which begin at 3pm. There are no
performances on Sunday and Monday evenings.
In conjunction with the performances, there will also
be post-performance discussions on the realities of
discrimination and torture that occur today. q
Tickets are available from The Actors Studio boxoffice (03-2694 5400, 2692 5927) and The Actors
Studio Bangsar (03-254 0400, 254 1400).
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WOMEN

Ghosts

and

Echoes

As a woman my country is the whole world.
Dear Friends,
Your response to the email I sent
on Day 2 of this calamity has been
overwhelming. In addition to
friends and colleagues, absolute
strangers — in Serbia, Korea, Fiji,
Zambia, all across North America
— have replied, as have women’s
networks in places ranging from
Senegal and Japan to Chile, Hong
Kong, Saudi Arabia, even Iran.
You’ve offered moving emotional
support and asked for continued
updates. I can’t send regular reports/alerts as I did during the
elections last November or the
cabinet confirmation battles last
year. But here’s another try. Share
this letter as you wish.
I’ll focus on New York — my firsthand experience — but this
doesn’t mean any less anguish for
the victims of the Washington or
Pennsylvania calamities.
Today was Day 8. Incredibly, a
week has passed. Abnormal normalcy has settled in. Our usually
contentious mayor (previously
bad news for New Yorkers of colour and for artists) has risen to
this moment with efficiency, compassion, real leadership. The city
is alive and dynamic. Below 14th
Street, traffic is flowing again,
mail is being delivered, newspapers are back. But very early this
morning I walked east, then
south almost to the tip of Manhattan Island.

The 16-acre site itself is closed off,
of course, as is a perimeter surrounding it controlled by the National Guard, used as a command
post and staging area for rescue
workers. Still, one is able to approach nearer to the area than was
possible last weekend, since the
law-court district and parts of the
financial district are now open
and (shakily) working. The closer
one gets, the more one sees — and
smells — what no TV report and
very few print reports have communicated. I find myself giving
way to tears again and again,
even as I write this.

Ground

autumnal day. But as one draws
near the site, the area looms out of
a dense haze: one enters an atmosphere of dust, concrete powder,
and plumes of smoke from fires
still raging deep beneath the rubble (an estimated 2 million cubic
yards of debris). Along lower 2nd
Avenue, 10 refrigerator tractortrailer trucks are parked, waiting;
if you stand there a while, an NYC
Medical Examiner van arrives with a sagging body bag. Thick
white ash, shards of broken glass,
pebbles, and chunks of concrete
cover street after street of parked
cars for blocks outside the perimeter.

Zero

This was a bright, cloudless, early
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Handprints on car windows and
doors - handprints sliding down-

ward — have been left like frantic
graffiti. Sometimes there are messages finger-written in the ash: “U
R Alive.” You can look into closed
shops, many with cracked or broken windows, and peer into another dimension: a wall-clock
stopped at 9:10, restaurant tables
meticulously set but now covered
with two inches of ash, grocery
shelves stacked with cans and
produce bins piled high with apples and melons — all now powdered chalk-white. A moonscape
of plenty.
People walk unsteadily along
these streets, wearing nosemasks
against the still particle-full air,
the stench of burning wire and
plastic, erupted sewage; the smell
of death, of decomposing flesh.
From a distance, you can see the
lattices of one of the Towers, its
skeletal bones the sole remains,
eerily beautiful in asymmetry, as
if a new work of abstract art had
been erected in a public space. Elsewhere, you see the transformation
of institutions: The New School
and New York University are
missing persons’ centres. A movie
house is now a rest shelter, a
Burger King a first-aid centre, a
Brooks Brothers clothing store a
body parts morgue, a record shop
a haven for lost animals. Libraries are counselling centres. Ice
rinks are morgues. A bank is now
a supply depot: in the first four
days, it distributed 11,000 respirators and 25,000 pairs of protective gloves and suits. Nearby, a
mobile medical unit housed in a
Macdonald’s has administered
70,000 tetanus shots. The brain
tries to process the numbers:
“Only” 50,000 tons of debris had
been cleared by yesterday, out of
1.2 million tons. The medical ex-

aminer’s office has readied up to
20,000 DNA tests for unidentifiable cadaver parts. At all times,
night and day, a minimum of
1,000 people live and work on the
site.
Such numbers daze the mind. It’s
the details — fragile, individual
— that melt numbness into grief.
An anklet with “Joyleen” engraved on it—found on an ankle.
Just that: an ankle. A pair of hands
— one brown, one white —
clasped together. Just that. No
wrists. A burly welder who drove
from Ohio to help, saying softly,
“We’re working in a cemetery. I’m
standing in — not on, in — a
graveyard.” Each lamp-post,
storefront, scaffolding, mailbox, is
plastered with homemade photocopied posters, a racial/ethnic
rainbow of faces and names:
death the great leveller, not only
of the financial CEOs — their images usually formal, white, male,
older, with suit-and-tie — but the
mailroom workers, receptionists,
waiters.
You pass enough of the MISSING
posters and the faces, names, descriptions become familiar. The
Albanian window-cleaner guy
with the bushy eyebrows. The
teenage Mexican dishwasher who
had an American flag tattoo. The
janitor’s assistant who’d emigrated from Ethiopia. The ItalianAmerican grandfather who was
a doughnut-cart tender. The 23year-old Chinese American junior
pastry chef at the Windows on the
World restaurant who’d gone in
early that day so she could prep a
business breakfast for 500. The
firefighter who’d posed jauntily
wearing his green shamrock necktie. The dapper African-American
midlevel manager with a small
gold ring in his ear who handled
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“minority affairs” for one of the
companies. The middle-aged secretary laughing up at the camera
from her wheelchair. The maintenance worker with a Polish name,
holding his newborn baby. Most
of the faces are smiling; most of
the shots are family photos; many
are recent wedding pictures. . . .

Splendour
Human

Of The
Spirit

I have little national patriotism,
but I do have a passion for New
York, partly for our gritty, secular
energy of endurance, and because
the world does come here: 80
countries had offices in the Twin
Towers; 62 countries lost citizens
in the catastrophe; an estimated
300 of our British cousins died,
either in the planes or the buildings.
My personal comfort is found not
in ceremonies or prayer services
but in watching the plain, truly
heroic (a word usually misused)
work of ordinary New Yorkers we
take for granted every day, who
have risen to this moment
unpretentiously, too busy even to
notice they’re expressing the
splendour of the human spirit:
firefighters, medical aides, nurses,
ER doctors, police officers, sanitation workers, constructionworkers, ambulance drivers,
structural engineers, crane operators, rescue worker tunnel rats. . . .
Meanwhile, across the US, the
rhetoric of retaliation is in fullthroated roar. Flag sales are up.
Gun sales are up. Some radio stations have banned playing John
Lennon’s song, “Imagine.” Despite appeals from all officials
(even Bush), mosques are being
attacked, firebombed; Arab
Americans are hiding their chil-

dren indoors; two murders in Arizona have already been categorized as hate crimes — one victim
a Lebanese-American man and
one a Sikh man who died merely
for wearing a turban. (Need I say
that there were not nationwide
attacks against white Christian
males after Timothy McVeigh was
apprehended for the Oklahoma
City bombing?)
Last Thursday, right-wing
televangelists Jerry Falwell and
Pat Robertson (our home-grown
American Taliban leaders) appeared on Robertson’s TV show
“The 700 Club,” where Falwell
blamed “the pagans, and the abortionists, and the feminists and the
gays and lesbians . . . the American Civil Liberties Union, People
for the American Way” and
groups “who have tried to
secularize America” for what occurred in New York. Robertson replied, “I totally concur.”
The sirens have lessened. But the
drums have started. Funeral
drums. War drums. A State of
Emergency, with a call-up of
50,000 reservists to active duty.
The Justice Department is seeking
increased authority for wider surveillance, broader detention powers, wiretapping of persons (not,
as previously, just phone numbers), and stringent press restrictions on military reporting.
And the petitions have begun. For
justice but not vengeance. For a
reasoned response but against
escalating retaliatory violence. For
vigilance about civil liberties. For
the rights of innocent Muslim
Americans. For bombing Afghanistan with food and medical parcels, NOT firepower. There will be
the expectable peace marches,
vigils, rallies. . . . One member of

the House of Representatives—
Barbara Lee, Democrat of California, an African American
woman—lodged the sole vote in
both houses of Congress against
giving Bush broadened powers
for a war response, saying she
didn’t believe a massive military
campaign would stop terrorism.
(She could use letters of support:
email her, if you wish, at
barbara.lee@mail.house.gov.)
Those of us who have access to
the media have been trying to get
a different voice out. But ours are
complex messages with long-term
solutions—and this is a moment
when people yearn for simplicity
and short-term, facile answers.

need to understand that we must
expose the mystique of violence,
separate it from how we conceive
of excitement, eroticism, and
“manhood”; the need to comprehend that violence differs in degree but is related in kind, that it
thrives along a spectrum, as do its
effects — from the battered child
and raped woman who live in fear
to an entire populace living in fear.
Meanwhile, we cry and cry and
cry. I don’t even know who my
tears are for anymore, because I
keep seeing ghosts, I keep hearing echoes. The world’s sympathy moves me deeply. Yet I hear
echoes dying into silence: the
world averting its attention from
the Rwandas screams. . . .

Write, Talk, Do ...
Bosnia,
Still, I urge all of you to write letters to the editors of newspapers,
call in to talk radio shows, and,
for those of you who have media
access — as activists, community
leaders, elected or appointed officials, academic experts, whatever
— to do as many interviews and
TV programmes as you can. Use
the tool of the Internet. Talk about
the root causes of terrorism, about
the need to diminish this daily climate of patriarchal violence surrounding us in its state-sanctioned normalcy; the need to recognize people’s despair over ever
being heard short of committing
such dramatic, murderous acts;
the need to address a desperation
that becomes chronic after generations of suffering; the need to
arouse that most subversive of
emotions — empathy — for “the
other”; the need to eliminate hideous economic and political injustices, to reject all tribal/ethnic hatreds and fears, to repudiate religious fundamentalisms of every
kind. Especially talk about the
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Uganda,

NYC

Ground Zero is a huge mass
grave. And I think: Bosnia.
Uganda.
More than 5,400 people are missing and presumed dead (not even
counting the Washington and
Pennsylvania deaths). The TV
anchors choke up: civilians, they
say, my god, civilians. And I see
ghosts. Hiroshima. Nagasaki.
Dresden. Vietnam.
I watch the mask-covered mouths
and noses on the street turn into
the faces of Tokyo citizens who
wear such masks every day
against toxic pollution. I watch the
scared eyes become the fearful
eyes of women forced to wear the
hajib or chodor or burka against
their will. . . .
I stare at the missing posters’ photos and think of the Mothers of the
Disappeared. And I see the ghosts
of other faces. In photographs on
the walls of Holocaust museums.

In newspaper clippings from Haiti.
In chronicles from Cambodia. . . .
I worry for people who’ve lost
their homes near the site, though I
see how superbly social-service
agencies are trying to meet their
immediate and longer-term needs.
But I see ghosts: the perpetually
homeless who sleep on city
streets, whose needs are never
addressed. . . .
I watch normally unflappable
New Yorkers flinch at loud noises,
parents panic when their kids are
late from school. And I see my Israeli feminist friends like Yvonne,
who’ve lived with this dread for
decades and still (even yesterday)
stubbornly issue petitions insisting on peace. . . .
I watch sophisticates sob openly
in the street, people who’ve lost
workplaces, who don’t know
where their next paycheque will
come from, who fear a contaminated water or food supply, who
are afraid for their sons in the
army, who are unnerved by security checkpoints, who are in
mourning, who feel wounded,
humiliated, outraged. And I see
my friends like Zuhira in the refugee camps of Gaza or West Bank,
Palestinian women who have
lived in precisely that emotional
condition — for four generations.

My

Country Is The
Whole
World

Last
weekend,
many
Manhattanites left town to visit
concerned families, try to normalize, get away for a break. As they
streamed out of the city, I saw
ghosts of other travellers: hundreds of thousands of Afghan
refugees streaming toward their

country’s borders in what is to
them habitual terror, trying to escape a drought-sucked country so
war-devastated there’s nothing
left to bomb, a country with 50,000
disabled orphans and two million
widows whose sole livelihood is
begging; where the life expectancy
of men is 42 and women 40; where
women hunch in secret whispering lessons to girl children forbidden to go to school, women who
risk death by beheading—for
teaching a child to read.
The ghosts stretch out their hands.
Now you know, they weep, gesturing at the carefree, insulated,
indifferent, golden innocence that
was my country’s safety, arrogance, and pride. Why should it
take such horror to make you see?
The echoes sigh, Oh please do you
finally see?
This is calamity. And opportunity.
The United States — what so many
of you call America — could
choose now to begin to under-

TODAY ’ S

stand the world. And join it. Or
not.
For now my window still displays
no flag, my lapel sports no redwhite-and-blue ribbon. Instead, I
weep for a city and a world.
Instead, I cling to a different loyalty, affirming my un-flag, my unanthem, my un-prayer — the defiant un-pledge of a madwoman
who also had mere words as her
only tools in a time of ignorance
and carnage, Virginia Woolf: “As
a woman I have no country. As a
woman I want no country. As a
woman my country is the whole
world.”
If this is treason, may I be worthy
of it.
In mourning — and absurd, tenacious hope,
Robin Morgan
September 18, 2001
New York City

C O N T E M P L ATION:

Today, I recommit myself to peace. Peace in my
heart, peace in my family, peace with my neighbor,
peace with my co-workers, and peace between nations. I know that peace starts when I live the truth
that we are all One. It is my intention dear God, to
take a stand for peace. It is my intention, to behold
you in every person. It is my intention to love. Please
spark my imagination and stimulate my capacity
to love. When I am in meditation, I feel Your peace
flow through me like a river. Help me to unleash
that peace on the world.
— Marianne Williamson
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US/AFGHAN CRISIS
A Memo to American Muslims

It Is Time For
Soul-Searching
M. A. Muqtedar Khan
n the name of Allah, the
most Benevolent and the
Most Merciful. May this
memo find you in the
shade of Islam enjoying the mercy,
the protection and the grace of
Allah.

I

I am writing this memo to you all
with the explicit purpose of inviting you to lead the American Muslim community in soul-searching,
reflection and reassessment.
What happened on September
11th in New York and Washington DC will forever remain a horrible scar on the history of Islam
and humanity.
No matter how much we condemn it, and point to the Quran
and the Sunnah to argue that Islam forbids the killing of innocent
people, the fact remains that the
perpetrators of this crime against
humanity have indicated that
their actions are sanctioned by Islamic values.
The fact that even now several
Muslim scholars and thousands
of Muslims defend the accused is
indicative that not all Muslims
believe that the attacks are
unIslamic. This is truly sad.
Even if it were true that Israel and
the US are enemies of the Muslim
World, what is preventing them

from unleashing their nuclear arsenal against Muslims? If anywhere in your hearts there is any
sympathy or understanding with
those who committed this September 11 act, I invite you to ask yourself this question, would
Muhammad (pbuh) sanction such
an act?
While encouraging Muslims to
struggle against injustice (Al
Quran 4:135), Allah also imposes
strict rules of engagement. He says
in unequivocal terms that to kill
an innocent being is like killing
entire humanity (Al Quran 5:32).
He also encourages Muslims to
forgive Jews and Christians if they
have committed injustices against
us (Al Quran 2:109, 3:159, 5:85).

On

Hypocrisy
A Grand Scale

Muslims, including American
Muslims have been practising hypocrisy on a grand scale. They
protest against the discriminatory
practices of Israel but are silent
against the discriminatory practices in Muslim states. In the Gulf
one can see how laws and even
salaries are based on ethnic origin. This is racism, but we never
hear of Muslims protesting
against them at international fora.
The Israeli occupation of Palestine is perhaps central to Muslim
grievance against the West. While
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acknowledging that, I must remind you that Israel treats its one
million Arab citizens with greater
respect and dignity than most
Arab nations treat their citizens.
Today Palestinian refugees can
settle and become citizens of the
United States but in spite of all the
tall rhetoric of the Arab world and
Quranic injunctions (24:22) no
Muslim country except Jordan
extends this support to them.
While we loudly and consistently
condemn Israel for its ill treatment
of Palestinians we are silent when
Muslim regimes abuse the rights
of Muslims and slaughter thousands of them.
Remember Saddam and his use of
chemical weapons against Muslims (Kurds)? Remember the Pakistani army’s excesses against
Muslims (Bengalis)? Remember
the Mujahideen of Afghanistan
and their mutual slaughter?
Have we ever condemned them for
their excesses? Have we demanded international intervention or retribution against them?
Do you know how the Saudis treat
their minority Shiis? Have we protested the violation of their rights?
But we all are eager to condemn
Israel; not because we care for
rights and lives of the Palestinians, we don’t. We condemn Israel
because we hate them.

US : A Terrorist State?
Muslims love to live in the US but
also love to hate it. Many openly
claim that the US is a terrorist state
but they continue to live in it. Their

decision to live here is testimony
that they would rather live here
than anywhere else.

to purify their own lot.

As an Indian Muslim, I know for
sure that nowhere on earth, including India, will I get the same
sense of dignity and respect that I
have received in the US. No Muslim country will treat me as well
as the US has.

For over a decade we have
watched as Muslims in the name
of Islam have committed violence
against other Muslims and other
peoples. We have always found a
way to reconcile the vast distance
between Islamic values and Muslim practices by pointing out to
the injustices committed upon
Muslims by others. The point
however is this: our belief in Islam and commitment to Islamic
values is not contingent on the
moral conduct of the US or Israel.
And as Muslims can we condone
such inhuman and senseless
waste of life in the name of Islam?

If what happened on September
11th had happened in India, the
biggest democracy, thousands of
Muslims would have been
slaughterred in riots on mere suspicion and there would be another
slaughter after confirmation. But
in the US, bigotry and xenophobia has been kept in check by media and leaders.
In many places hundreds of
Americans have gathered around
Islamic centres in symbolic gestures of protection and embrace of
American Muslims.
In many cities Christian congregations have started wearing
hijab to identify with fellow Muslim women. In patience and in tolerance ordinary Americans have
demonstrated their extraordinary
virtues.
It is time that we acknowledge that
the freedoms we enjoy in the US
are more desirable to us than superficial solidarity with the Muslim World. If you disagree then
prove it by packing your bags and
going to whichever Muslim country you identify with. If you do
not leave and do not acknowledge that you would rather live
here than anywhere else, know
that you are being hypocritical.
It is time that we faced these hypocritical practices and struggled to
transcend them. It is time that
American Muslim leaders fought

In The Name Of Islam

The biggest victims of hate-filled
politics as embodied in the actions of several Muslim militias
all over the world are Muslims
themselves. Hate is the extreme
form of intolerance and when individuals and groups succumb to
it they can do nothing constructive. Militias like the Taliban have
allowed their hate for the West to
override their obligation to pursue
the welfare of their people and as
a result of their actions not only
have thousands of innocent people died in America, but thousands of people will die in the
Muslim World.
Already, half a million Afghans
have had to leave their homes and
their country. The war has not yet
begun. It will only get worse.
Hamas and Islamic Jihad may kill
a few Jews, women and children
included, with their suicide
bombs and temporarily satisfy
their lust for Jewish blood, but
thousands of Palestinians then
pay the price for their actions.
The culture of hate and killing is
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tearing away at the moral fabric
of the Muslim society. We are more
focused on the other and have
completely forgotten our duty to
Allah. In pursuit of the inferior
jihad we have sacrificed the superior jihad.
Islamic resurgence, the cherished
ideals of which pursued the ultimate goal of a universally just and
moral society has been hijacked
by hate and call for murder and
mayhem. If Bin Laden were an individual then we would have no
problem. But unfortunately Bin
Laden has become a phenomenon—a cancer eating away at the
morality of our youth, and undermining the spiritual health of our
future.
Today the century old Islamic revival is in jeopardy because we
have allowed insanity to prevail
over our better judgement. Yes, the
US has played a hand in the creation of Bin Laden and the Taliban,
but it is we who have allowed
them to grow and gain such a foothold. It is our duty to police our
world. It is our responsibility to
prevent people from abusing Islam. It is our job to ensure that Islam is not misrepresented. We
should have made sure that what
happened on Sept. 11th should
never have happened.
It is time the leaders of the American Muslim community woke up
and realized that there is more to
life than competing with the
American Jewish lobby for power
over US foreign policy. Islam is not
about defeating Jews or conquering Jerusalem. It is about mercy,
about virtue, about sacrifice and
about duty. Above all it is the pursuit of moral perfection. Nothing
can be further away from moral
perfection than the wanton

Continued on page 35

US/AFGHAN CRISIS

War

Is

Peace

The world doesn’t have to choose between
the Taliban and the US government.
by Arundhati Roy
othing can excuse or justify an act of terrorism,
whether it is committed
by religious fundamentalists, private militia, people’s resistance movements - or whether
it’s dressed up as a war of retribution by a recognised government.
The bombing of Afghanistan is
not revenge for New York and
Washington. It is yet another act
of terror against the people of the
world. Each innocent person that
is killed must be added to, not set
off against, the grisly toll of civilians who died in New York and
Washington.

N

People rarely win wars, governments rarely lose them. People get
killed. Governments moult and
regroup, hydra-headed. They first
use flags to shrink-wrap peoples’
minds and suffocate real thought,
and then as ceremonial shrouds to
cloak the mangled corpses of the
willing dead. On both sides, in Afghanistan as well as America, civilians are now hostage to the actions of their own governments.
Unknowingly, ordinary people in
both countries share a common
bond-they have to live with the
phenomenon of blind, unpredictable terror. Each batch of bombs that
is dropped on Afghanistan is
matched by a corresponding escalation of mass hysteria in America
about anthrax, more hijackings and
other terrorist acts.

What happened on September 11
changed the world forever. Freedom, progress, wealth, technology, war — these words have
taken on new meaning. Governments have to acknowledge this
transformation, and approach
their new tasks with a modicum
of honesty and humility. Unfortunately, up to now, there has been
no sign of any introspection from
the leaders of the International
Coalition. Or the Taliban.
The International Coalition
Against Terror is largely a cabal
of the richest countries in the
world. Between them, they manufacture and sell almost all of the
world’s weapons, they possess
the largest stockpile of weapons
of mass destruction —chemical,
biological and nuclear. They have
fought the most wars, account for
most of the genocide, subjection,
ethnic cleansing and human
rights violations in modern history, and have sponsored, armed
and financed untold numbers of
dictators and despots. Between
them, they have worshipped, almost deified, the cult of violence
and war. For all its appalling sins,
the Taliban just isn’t in the same
league.

Guns

For

Toys

The Taliban was compounded in
the crumbling crucible of rubble,
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heroin and landmines in the backwash of the Cold War. Its oldest
leaders are in their early 40s.
Many of them are disfigured and
handicapped, missing an eye, an
arm or a leg. They grew up in a
society scarred and devastated by
war. Between the Soviet Union
and America, over 20 years, about
$45 billion worth of arms and
ammunition was poured into Afghanistan. The latest weaponry
was the only shard of modernity
to intrude upon a thoroughly medieval society. Young boys —
many of them orphans — who
grew up in those times, had guns
for toys, never knew the security
and comfort of family life, never
experienced the company of
women. Now, as adults and rulers, the Taliban beat, stone, rape
and brutalise women; they don’t
seem to know what else to do with
them. Years of war have stripped
them of gentleness, inured them
to kindness and human compassion. They dance to the percussive rhythms of bombs raining
down around them. Now they’ve
turned their monstrosity on their
own people.
One and a half million Afghan
people lost their lives in the 20
years of conflict that preceded this
new war. Afghanistan was reduced to rubble, and now, the rubble is being pounded into finer
dust. By the second day of the air

strikes, US pilots were returning
to their bases without dropping
their assigned payload of bombs.
As one pilot put it, Afghanistan is
“not a target-rich environment”.
By the third day of the strikes, the
US defence department boasted
that it had “achieved air supremacy over Afghanistan”. (Did
they mean that they had destroyed both, or maybe all 16, of
Afghanistan’s planes?)
Reports have begun to trickle in
about civilian casualties, about
cities emptying out as Afghan civilians flock to the borders which
have been closed. Main arterial
roads have been blown up or
sealed off. Those who have experience of working in Afghanistan
say that by early November, food
convoys will not be able to reach
the millions of Afghans (7.5 million according to the UN) who run
the very real risk of starving to
death during the course of this
winter. They say that in the days
that are left before winter sets in,
there can either be a war, or an attempt to reach food to the hungry.
Not both.

Tragic

Alms

Race

As a gesture of humanitarian support, the US government airdropped 37,000 packets of emergency rations into Afghanistan. It
says it plans to drop a total of
500,000 packets. That will still
only add up to a single meal for
half-a-million people out of the
several million in dire need of
food. Aid workers have condemned it as a cynical, dangerous, public-relations exercise.
They say that air-dropping food
packets is worse than futile. First,
because the food will never get to
those who really need it. More
dangerously, those who run out

to retrieve the packets risk being
blown up by landmines. A tragic
alms race.

the Middle East. Is pride a
luxury only the rich are entitled
to?

Nevertheless, the food packets had
a photo-op all to themselves. Their
contents were listed in major
newspapers. They were vegetarian, we’re told, as per Muslim Dietary Law(!) Each yellow packet,
decorated with the American flag,
contained: rice, peanut butter,
bean salad, strawberry jam, crackers, raisins, flat bread, an apple
fruit bar, seasoning, matches, a set
of plastic cutlery, a serviette and
illustrated user instructions.

Far from stamping it out, igniting
this kind of rage is what creates
terrorism. Hate and retribution
don’t go back into the box once
you’ve let them out. For every ‘terrorist’ or his ‘supporter’ that is
killed, hundreds of innocent people are being killed too. And for
every hundred innocent people
killed, there is a good chance that
several future terrorists will be created.

After three years of unremitting
drought, an air-dropped airline
meal in Jalalabad! The level of
cultural ineptitude, the failure to
understand what months of relentless hunger and grinding poverty really mean, the US government’s attempt to use even this
abject misery to boost its self-image, beggars description.
Reverse the scenario for a moment. Imagine if the Taliban
government was to bomb New
York City, saying all the while
that its real target was the US
government and its policies.
And suppose, during breaks between the bombing, the Taliban
dropped a few thousand packets containing nan and kababs
impaled on an Afghan flag.
Would the good people of New
York ever find it in themselves
to forgive the Afghan government? Even if they were hungry,
even if they needed the food,
even if they ate it, how would
they ever forget the insult, the
condescension? Rudy Giuliani,
Mayor of New York City, returned a gift of $10 million from
a Saudi prince because it came
with a few words of friendly
advice about American policy in
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Where Will It All lead?
Setting aside the rhetoric for a
moment, consider the fact that the
world has not yet found an acceptable definition of what ‘terrorism’ is. One country’s terrorist is
too often another’s freedom
fighter. At the heart of the matter
lies the world’s deep-seated ambivalence towards violence. Once
violence is accepted as a legitimate political instrument, then the
morality and political acceptability of terrorists (insurgents or freedom fighters) becomes contentious, bumpy terrain.
The US government itself has
funded, armed and sheltered
plenty of rebels and insurgents
around the world. The CIA and
Pakistan’s ISI trained and armed
the mujahideen who, in the ‘80s,
were seen as terrorists by the government in Soviet-occupied Afghanistan. While President
Reagan posed with them for a
group portrait and called them the
moral equivalents of America’s
founding fathers. Today, PakistanAmerica’s ally in this new warsponsors insurgents who cross
the border into Kashmir in India.
Pakistan lauds them as ‘freedom
fighters’, India calls them ‘terror-

ists’. India, for its part, denounces
countries who sponsor and abet
terrorism, but the Indian army has,
in the past, trained separatist
Tamil rebels asking for a homeland in Sri Lanka-the LTTE, responsible for countless acts of
bloody terrorism. (Just as the CIA
abandoned the mujahideen after
they had served its purpose, India abruptly turned its back on
the LTTE for a host of political reasons. It was an enraged LTTE suicide-bomber who assassinated
former Indian prime minister
Rajiv Gandhi in 1991.)
This is not to suggest that the terrorists who perpetrated the outrage on September 11 should not
be hunted down and brought to
book. They must be. But is war the
best way to track them down? Will
burning the haystack find you the
needle? Or will it escalate the anger and make the world a living
hell for all of us?

Emotions

Let

Loose

Governments across the world
are cynically using the prevailing paranoia to promote their
own interests. All kinds of unpredictable political forces are
being unleashed. In India, for instance, members of the All India
People’s Resistance Forum, who
were distributing anti-war and
anti-US pamphlets in Delhi,
have been jailed. Even the
printer of the leaflets was arrested. The right-wing government (while it shelters Hindu
extremists groups like the
Vishwa Hindu Parishad and the
Bajrang Dal) has banned the
Students’ Islamic Movement of
India and is trying to revive an
anti-terrorist act which had been
withdrawn after the Human
Rights Commission reported
that it had been more abused

than used. Millions of Indian
citizens are Muslim. Can anything be gained by alienating
them?
Every day that the war goes on,
raging emotions are being let
loose into the world. The international press has little or no independent access to the war zone.
In any case, mainstream media,
particularly in the US, has more
or less rolled over, allowing itself
to be tickled on the stomach with
press hand-outs from militarymen
and government officials. Afghan
radio stations have been destroyed by the bombing. The
Taliban has always been deeply
suspicious of the Press. In the
propaganda war, there is no accurate estimate of how many people have been killed, or how much
destruction has taken place. In the
absence of reliable information,
wild rumours spread.
President George Bush recently
boasted: “When I take action, I’m
not going to fire a $2 million missile at a $10 empty tent and hit a
camel in the butt. It’s going to be
decisive.” President Bush should
know that there are no targets in
Afghanistan that will give his
missiles their money’s worth. Perhaps, if only to balance his books,
he should develop some cheaper
missiles to use on cheaper targets
and cheaper lives in the poor
countries of the world. But then,
that may not make good business
sense to the Coalition’s weapons
manufacturers. It wouldn’t make
any sense at all, for example, to
the Carlyle Group-described by
the Industry Standard as ‘the
world’s largest private equity
firm’, with $12 billion under management. Carlyle invests in the
defence sector and makes its
money from military conflicts and
weapons spending.
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Carlyle is run by men with impeccable credentials. Former US
defence secretary Frank Carlucci
is Carlyle’s chairman and managing director (he was a college
roommate
of
Donald
Rumsfeld’s). Carlyle’s other
partners include former US secretary of state James A. Baker III,
George Soros, Fred Malek
(George Bush Sr’s campaign
manager). An American paper the Baltimore Chronicle and
Sentinel - says that former President George Bush Sr is reported
to be seeking investments for the
Carlyle Group from Asian markets. He is reportedly paid not
inconsiderable sums of money
to make ‘presentations’ to potential government-clients.
Ho Hum. As the tired saying goes,
it’s all in the family.
Then there’s that other branch of
traditional family business-oil.
Remember, President George
Bush (Jr) and Vice-President Dick
Cheney both made their fortunes
working in the US oil industry.

Oil

And

Gas

Turkmenistan, which borders
the northwest of Afghanistan,
holds the world’s third largest
gas reserves and an estimated
six billion barrels of oil reserves.
Enough, experts say, to meet
American energy needs for the
next 30 years (or a developing
country’s energy requirements
for a couple of centuries.)
America has always viewed oil
as a security consideration, and
protected it by any means it
deems necessary. Few of us
doubt that its military presence
in the Gulf has little to do with
its concern for human rights
and almost entirely to do with
its strategic interest in oil.

Oil and gas from the Caspian region currently moves northward
to European markets. Geographically and politically, Iran and
Russia are major impediments to
American interests. In 1998, Dick
Cheney - then CEO of Halliburton,
a major player in the oil industry said: “I can’t think of a time when
we’ve had a region emerge as suddenly to become as strategically
significant as the Caspian. It’s almost as if the opportunities have
arisen overnight.” True enough.
For some years now, an American
oil giant called Unocal has been
negotiating with the Taliban for
permission to construct an oil
pipeline through Afghanistan to
Pakistan and out to the Arabian
Sea. From here, Unocal hopes to
access the lucrative ‘emerging
markets’ in South and Southeast
Asia. In December 1997, a delegation of Taliban mullahs travelled
to America and even met US State
Department officials and Unocal
executives in Houston.At that time
the Taliban’s taste for public executions and its treatment of Afghan women were not made out
to be the crimes against humanity
that they are now. Over the next
six months, pressure from hundreds of outraged American feminist groups was brought to bear
on the Clinton administration.
Fortunately, they managed to scuttle the deal. And now comes the
US oil industry’s big chance.
In America, the arms industry, the
oil industry, the major media networks, and, indeed, US foreign
policy, are all controlled by the
same business combines. Therefore, it would be foolish to expect
this talk of guns and oil and defence deals to get any real play in
the media. In any case, to a distraught, confused people whose

pride has just been wounded,
whose loved ones have been tragically killed, whose anger is fresh
and sharp, the inanities about the
‘Clash of Civilisations’ and the
‘Good vs Evil’ discourse home in
unerringly. They are cynically
doled out by government spokesmen like a daily dose of vitamins
or anti-depressants. Regular
medication ensures that mainland America continues to remain
the enigma it has always been - a
curiously insular people, administered by a pathologically meddlesome, promiscuous government.
And what of the rest of us, the
numb recipients of this onslaught
of what we know to be preposterous propaganda? The daily consumers of the lies and brutality
smeared in peanut butter and
strawberry jam being air-dropped
into our minds just like those yellow food packets. Shall we look
away and eat because we’re hungry, or shall we stare unblinking
at the grim theatre unfolding in
Afghanistan until we retch collectively and say, in one voice, that
we have had enough? q

Abridged from the
original in The Guardian, 23 October 2001.
Arundhati Roy is the
author of The God Of
Small Things (Random
House, 1997), which
won the Booker Prize,
sold six million copies,
and has been translated into forty languages.
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Continued from page 31
slaughter of thousands of unsuspecting innocent people.
I hope that we will now rededicate
our lives and our institutions to
the search for harmony, peace and
tolerance. Let us be prepared to
suffer injustice rather than commit injustices. After all it is we
who carry the divine burden of
Islam and not others. We have to
be morally better, more forgiving,
more sacrificing than others, if we
wish to convince the world about
the truth of our message. We cannot even be equal to others in virtue, we must excel.
It is time for soul searching. How
can the message of Muhammad
(pbuh) who was sent as mercy to
mankind become a source of horror and fear? How can Islam inspire thousands of youth to dedicate their lives to killing others?
We are supposed to invite people
to Islam not murder them.
The worst exhibition of Islam
happened on our turf. We must
take first responsibility to undo the
evil it has manifested. This is our
mandate, our burden and also our
opportunity. q

Dr. Muqtedar Khan is
Assistant Professor of
Political Science at
Adrian College in
Michigan. He is on the
board of the Center for
the Study of Islam and
Democracy, Center for
Balanced Development
and the Association of
Muslim Social Scientists.

row is Sunday and Monday (polling
day) is a public holiday. If the magazines reach Sabah and Sarawak after
Monday, they become dated and will
be irrelevant to the reading public.
Aliran will suffer a huge loss because
the postal services are very inefficient.
We have observed that in the past
when there were elections and we suppose that it is a coincidence that the
delivery of the Aliran Monthly is
again delayed.

A record of Aliran's stand on current affairs.

Is

The
A

Postal Service
Playing
Political Game?

A privatised postal service is expected to provide fast and efficient
service. That is the only reason
for privatising the postal service.
But what is the reality?
On 12 September, we despatched
by registered post a bundle of copies of the latest Aliran Monthly to
an address in Sibu. Today is 25
September, 13 days after we had
posted the bundle. Until 12.05 pm,
our outlet there had not received
the Aliran Monthly.

Does the postal service play political games when it comes to delivering critical magazines just
before the elections?
Aliran condemns the postal service of Malaysia for this inordinate
delay. We demand an explanation for this delay and sloppy service.
Aliran Executive Committee
25 September 2001

What Is Wrong With
Our Postal Service?
A Sense of Deja Vu ...?
(Our Media Statement in Nov 1999)

Is the delay in delivering due to
the Sarawak elections? Interestingly enough, this particular issue of the Monthly had focused
on the Sarawak state election to
be held two days from now. Is this
the reason for the delay?
It cannot be a coincidence. The
same thing happened just before
the 10th general election in November 1999. Our Monthly wasn’t
delivered on time.

On Tuesday, 23 November, Aliran
sent 20 bundles of the latest issue of
the Aliran Monthly by registered post
to Sabah/Sarawak. It cost us a bomb.
We paid RM666 in postage.
Today is Saturday, 27 November and
our registered bundles have not been
dellivered to the addresses. Why?
Our latest Aliran Monthly focuses on
the 10th General Elections. Tomor-
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It is a crying shame, that we have to
pay so much in postage for such lousy
services.
P. Ramakrishnan
President
27 November 1999

Penang
Port
Chairman’s
Call Makes Sense
Aliran supports the statement by
the executive chairman of Penang
Port Sdn Bhd calling for Penang’s
Third Link project to be scrapped
and for the ferry service to be expanded instead.
Penang Port executive chairman
Ahmad ibni Hajar said rather
than spending so much on an
additional link, it would be better
for the state government to help
buy more ferries to ease traffic congestion on the island and on the
Penang Bridge.
He said new ferries would help
reduce the waiting time from 12
minutes to 5 minutes. “Besides,
with additional ferries plying
along the channel, people will
have an option not to use the
Penang Bridge,” he added.

Ahmad said that PPSB planned
to buy five new fully vehicular ferries and five new speedboats to
cater to passengers if it could get
RM125 million from the state government. “They (the state government) say the port should purchase the ferries but PPSB is unable to do so because we are losing money every year,” he said.
It is puzzling why the government
cannot find RM125 million to subsidise the purchase of new ferries,
each of which costs only RM14
million, when it is willing to
spend RM2.6 billion on an additional link. Equally puzzling are
PPSB’s losses of RM7 million annually in running the ferry service despite the huge volume of
cross-channel traffic. Perhaps this
is because only six ferries are
available now - not enough to
generate revenue to cover overheads.

oughly studied and there
shouldn’t be any hasty attempt to
tie it to the southern link that the
government is adamant on pushing through.
In fact, an expanded ferry service
at a cost of only RM125 million linked eventually to an overland
LRT system - makes far more sense
than an exorbitant RM2.6 billion
cross-channel road link that
would only flood the island with
more private vehicles.
Anil Netto
Exco Member
30 October 2001

Musa Should Take
A Back Seat Not Human Rights

The high-speed passenger boats
suggestion sounds feasible, especially if the passenger terminals
can be linked to LRT systems on
both the island and the mainland.
In the long run, it might be feasible to also build a cross-channel
LRT link. The location for this
link, however, should be thor-

Suhakam is not a governmentbacked commission as erroneously believed by some. It is a creation by an Act of Parliament. It is
an independent body - it is not accountable to the government but
only answerable to Parliament.
Though the commissioners are
government-appointed officials
who “hold office for a period of
two years” and are “eligible for
reappointment” on the “recommendation of the Prime Minister,”
Suhakam itself cannot be abrogated by the government. It can
only be dissolved by Parliament.
It is pertinent to note that commissioners’ terms of office are due to
expire in six months. Stating that
Suhakam “would give the government the benefit of the doubt” at
this juncture is bound to raise eyebrows and provoke speculation.
This is extremely unfair to those
courageous commissioners who
have been in the forefront, discharging their duties under oppressive circumstances.

If the Penang Port is unable to run
the ferry service efficiently, it
should revamp its management.
Alternatively, the Penang state
government should consider taking over and placing the management of the ferry service under a
special public transport agency.
Assuming the Penang Port does
buy the additional ferries, we have
to be wary of any attempt to privatise the whole service to vested
interests after that.

rights. Human rights are sacrosanct to the notion of justice and
cannot be sacrificed for any political reasons.

Take a back seat ... or vacate the seat

It is preposterous for Human
Rights Commission of Malaysia
(Suhakam) chairman Musa
Hitam to state that human rights
“will have to take a back seat” in
the fight against terrorism.” It is
totally unacceptable and Aliran
completely rejects his views.
Musa Hitam is the one who should
take a back seat - not human
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Under no circumstances should
the “war against terrorism” be
used to justify human rights violations. Unlike Musa, we do not
believe there can be any “compromise” in upholding human rights.
If Musa is unable to discharge his
duties under these new, trying
times, he should take a back seat or better still vacate his seat.
P Ramakrishnan
President
30 October 2001

ARRESTED AFTER DISPERSING ... Continued from page 40
In all, 48 activists, onlookers and
others nearby, including a journalist and two cameramen, were
arrested. They were released later
that day though it is still not clear
if they will be formally charged.
Among those arrested were several prominent Parti Sosialis and
keADILan activists.
At no time did the crowd create
any trouble. They were entirely
peaceful. Standing on the
roadsides and outside the shops,
they were not obstructing traffic.
They were not bad for business
either. Coffee-shops and restaurants nearby were packed with
customers, many of whom had
dispersed after police warnings.
The crowd this time, however,
was far smaller than last October’s crowd of about 2,000 for a
similar anti-ISA protest. Then,
protesters were allowed to gather
outside the camp’s perimeter to
read out statements before dispersing peacefully. Anti-ISA protests are usually held on or
around Oct 27, to mark the day
in 1987 when police launched
Operation Lallang, a nationwide
crackdown against dissent that
led to the arrests of more than a
hundred dissidents.
Many saw the arrests during the
Saturday protest as an attempt to
curb public displays of dissent.
Earlier, on July 15, police had arrested 41 people taking part in a
road convoy to Kamunting to express solidarity with the detainees and their families. “The main
reason is to frighten the public
and to prevent them from showing their opposition to a draco-

Riot police looking for Demonstrators

nian law,” said Jeyakumar
Devaraj, one of those arrested on
Saturday.
Jeyakumar said he had written
twice to the district’s police chief
on behalf of the Abolish ISA
Movement, asking for a meeting
to explore how they could cooperate with the police while exercising their right to freedom of
assembly and expression. “The
decision to arrest people and to
block the whole gathering is a
political action and an abuse of
police power,” he added.
Indeed, there is growing concern that governments are using the ‘war against terrorism’
in the aftermath of the Sept 11
attacks in the United States to
justify crackdowns on domestic dissent. “All over the world,
as an immediate aftermath of
the Sept 11 terrorist attacks,
human rights and civil liberties
are in retreat and authoritarianism is on the ascendance,”
said six former ISA detainees
from the DAP in a statement.
They warned that the authorities
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in Malaysia would be emboldened by an increasingly authoritarian atmosphere in the international scene to crack down even
harder against legitimate dissent
and the democratic opposition.
In April, the ISA was used against
prominent reformasi activists especially from Keadilan. More arrests followed from August, this
time targeting alleged members of
a
so-called
Malaysian
Mujahideen Group (KMM),
many of them local leaders or
supporters of the opposition PAS.
Prime Minister Mahathir
Mohamad came up with a candid quote: “To bring these terrorists through normal court procedures would have entailed adducing proper evidence which
would have been difficult to obtain.”
It looks like the ‘war against terrorism’ has set back the struggle
for human rights in Malaysia
several years. It will require
stronger commitment and perseverance if our nation is ever to get
rid of the scourge of the ISA. q

Detention
Aliran is troubled that 48
Malaysian citizens who had
peacefully dispersed after
gathering in Kamunting were
arrested without a cause.
These are peaceful and concerned Malaysians who had
turned up to commemorate the
nefarious Operation Lalang’s
14th Anniversary, when the
rule of law was blatantly
flouted to serve Barisan
Nasional’s political expediency.
From the reports we have received, we understand that 48
Malaysians were picked up by
the police and detained for investigation.

In

Kamunting

We are informed that some of
the organisers had spoken to
the police and agreed to disperse. Accordingly these organisers told some 200 concerned Malaysians to disperse
and go back. Many did while
others went to the nearby
shops for refreshments.
It was at this juncture that they
were detained. These people did
not defy the police; they did not
cause any traffic jam, and they
did not pose any danger to national security.

discourage future expressions of concerns.
The BN is determined to
throttle whatever little democratic space that may be
available to address a longstanding grievance of 41
years involving the abuse of
the ISA.
Aliran condemns this uncalled for action of the police
and calls upon the BN to respect the rule of law and release all these 48 Malaysians
immediately.

Why then, were they detained?
There is no doubt that these arrests are politically initiated to

Arrested for not writing?

From restaurant to police truck

Family members

Police blocking road to Kamunting.
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Dispersing

Restaurant patrons among those detained
after foiled attempt to submit anti-ISA memorandum
by Anil Netto
11 a.m., Saturday,
27 October 2001
Medan Kamunting, Perak
(about 3 km away from the
Kamunting Detention Camp)
It was a strangely subdued, passive protest. There were no chants
of reformasi, no banners, no placards, no political party or NGO
emblems, except for Abolish ISA
badges and a couple of keADILan
flags, one of them stuck on a tree
trunk by the roadside.
The crowd of some 500 onlookers, largely Malay, stood stoically
outside shops facing the roadblock, a couple of kilometres
away from the Kamunting Detention Camp.
They stood there, some of them
curious, others sullen-faced, as
they stared at a phalanx of riot
police in front of four red police
trucks blocking the road leading
to the Camp.
Representatives of the Abolish
the Internal Security Act (ISA)
Movement were trying to head for
the camp — which holds some
80 ISA detainees —to hand over
a protest memorandum..
In the memorandum, the activists
expressed concern over the
health of the detainees - a few of

whom were said to be suffering
from migraine, blood in the urine,
and high blood pressure.
Police officers using loudhailers
then ordered them to disperse.
Burly plainclothes police personnel, each with a thin pink cloth
strip pinned to his shirt (presumably for identification purposes),
then moved in to clear the area,
including the corridors of the
shops. A couple of Chinese female shop attendants pulled
down the shutters to their shop.
Occasionally riot police jogged
forward, prompting spectators to
scatter. Several riot police pursued those fleeing and entered the
compound of the Kamunting
Mosque. They scoured the area
for several minutes, looking for
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anyone who might have sought
refuge there. Some of the onlookers moved into the shops while
others entered restaurants.
Police swooped down on the lingering crowd and started making
arrests. Three police trucks arrived one after another. One of
these trucks stopped outside a
Muslim restaurant. Police asked
many of the patrons, most of them
Muslim males attired in loose
gowns and skullcaps or turbans,
for their identity cards. Their
names were then called out and
they were herded into the waiting truck. As the truck sped away,
the detainees inside sang religious hymns with gusto.

Continued on page 38

