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n April 8, 2002 another
set of amendments to
Malaysia’s election laws
was passed in Parlia-

ment, again with hardly any pub-
lic discussion or consultation.
Upon learning of the proposed
amendments, Aliran issued a me-
dia statement on March 22. A
group of 24 NGOs including
Aliran then prepared a joint state-
ment. To highlight the severity of
these undemocratic amendments,
representatives of the NGOs went
to Parliament on March 27 in an
attempt to present the joint state-
ment to certain members of par-
liament. As usual, the mainstream
media did not carry Aliran’s state-
ment. A little news item in several
dailies reported the presence of
the NGO representatives in Par-
liament but merely highlighted the
ruckus caused when they tried to
have a press conference there.
There was hardly any mention of
the contents of the joint statement.

By design or by default, much of
public attention was diverted by
the mass media towards the
Ketari by-election and the MCA
Team A-Team B quarrels instead.
Even in parliament only 86 (out
of 193) parliamentarians were
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With hardly any public discussion or consultation,
another set of amendments to Malaysia’s election
laws was passed in early April.

These amendments are the focus of the cover story
by Francis Loh, who argues that they further threaten
the last remaining democratic institution: the elec-
toral process. He also discusses the transformation
of the Election Commission in an accompanying
piece.

Our back cover story focuses on the first anniver-
sary of the ISA arrests on 10 April. We carry a speech
in the UN by Bahirah Tajul Aris and a letter to
Suhakam from Noor Farahin Ahmat. Tian Chua,
writing from Kamunting, announces the launch of
a hunger strike by several detainees.

Following on the piece “Who is the Nation?” in our
previous issue, Wong Soak Koon looks at the works
of a group of Malay authors writing in English who
question the static, fixed notion of “nation” and
cultural identity.

Charter 2000 interviews Utusan Melayu’s former
editor, Said Zahari, who shares his insights into the
world of journalism in the 1950s and 60s and com-
pares it with the state of the media today.

Prema Devaraj argues that we must go beyond the
current voluntary Code of Practice on the Preven-
tion of Sexual Harassment in the Workplace and
introduce legislation to curb this menace.

And amidst the carnage in Palestine, English-speak-
ing Christian communities issue an open letter to
U.S. Secretary of State, Colin Powell.
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present when the Bill was passed;
63 voted in favour, 23 opposed.
The Opposition’s attempt to
amend the Bill failed. Yet the con-
sequences of these amendments
could not be more serious for Ma-
laysia’s already tottering democ-
racy.

Malaysians are well aware of the
non-level playing field that char-
acterises our electoral process. As
elections approach, Malaysians
see clearly the Barisan Nasional
(BN)’s monopoly and manipula-
tion of the media, its access and
abuse of government facilities and
funds, and its possession of huge
electoral war chests, which allow
the BN parties to outspend its chal-
lengers.

In between elections, the BN’s
elected representatives have ac-
cess to so-called “constituency de-
velopment funds” to finance their
favoured minor capital works
projects and/or to sponsor pro-
grammes of particular schools,
associations, religious organisa-
tions, residential communities,
etc. Such funds are denied to
elected opposition representa-
tives. This is a blatant disregard
of the required equal treatment of
all elected representatives as en-
shrined in any notion of parlia-
mentary democracy.

Yet most Malaysians still consider
the electoral process as an impor-
tant feature of our constitutional
system of government; not least
because it is the one remaining
democratic institution that is still
beyond the grip of the Executive.
Here, the unpredictable can occur,
at least at the constituency level,

if not at the state level.

Five different election laws and
regulations are currently in place
in the country. These are the:

• Election Act 1958;
• Election Offences Act 1954;
• Election Commission Act

1957 ;
• Elections (Conduct of Elec-

tions) Regulations 1981; and
• Elections (Registration of Elec-

tors) Regulations 1974.

The Acts are statutory or primary
laws which require parliament’s
assent while the Regulations are
secondary laws which do not
necessarily require parliamentary
assent. Apart from these, various
parts of the Federal Constitution
are also concerned with electoral
matters. Articles 48-54  discuss the
workings of Parliament and the
Members of Parliament. Articles
113-120 discuss the specifics of
Malaysia’s first-past-the-post or
simple majority electoral system
including the role of the Elections
Commission (SPR). The 13th
Schedule (added to the Constitu-

tion in 1962) contains principles
for the de-lineation of constituen-
cies including the controversial
concept of “rural weightage”.

Incidentally, there also used to be
laws for conducting local author-
ity elections which used to be a
feature of Malaysia’s democracy
in the 1950s up to the early 1960s.
Ostensibly because of konfrontasi
with Indonesia, all local govern-
ment elections were suspended in
1964. Despite calls by the opposi-
tion, and by the Athi Nahappan
Royal Commission of Inquiry (set

up by the government to look into
the workings of local authorities)
for the re-introduction of local
elections, these elections were
abolished through an Act of Par-
liament in 1974. Significantly, the
opposition used to win many of
these local government elections
not only in the new villages but in
major towns like Georgetown,
Ipoh and Malacca.

Indeed, the BN has progressively
amended the Constitution, the
election laws and regulations so
as to tighten its grip over the elec-
toral process and thereby elimi-

N o n - l e v e l
Playing Field

Laws About Elections
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nate the ultimate surprise: a
change of government from the
BN to an opposition one at the fed-
eral level. It is the Election Act and
the Election Offences Act that are
the focus of this round of amend-
ments.

Three aspects of the amendments
are particularly insidious.

First, any questioning of the elec-
toral rolls is to be denied in future.
The amendment states that once
the rolls have been gazetted, they
become “final and shall not be
questioned or appealed against or
reviewed, quashed or set aside by
any court” [Section 9(A) of the
Election (Amendment) Bill 2002].

No doubt this amendment follows
on the heels of what transpired in
the case of Election Petition No
K11 of 1999 in Kota Kinabalu. Fol-
lowing submissions by the peti-
tioner on the illegality of the 1998
electoral roll for Likas, which in
the words of the presiding judge
“found corroboration in the testi-
mony of the [SPR’s] Registering
Officer, Likas” among others, Jus-
tice Datuk Hj Muhammad Kamil
bin Awang upheld the petition.
He ruled that there were numer-
ous “instances of non-citizens
and phantom voters in the elec-
toral roll”, and so declared the vic-
tory of the BN candidate in Likas
null and void (see AM vol 21, no 6
for an abridged version of the
judgment).

The issue at hand is whether the
Election Commission (SPR) can
guarantee that the electoral rolls
are up-to-date, clean and devoid

of phantom voters. Naturally, the
SPR will claim that its rolls are in
order, as it did prior to the March
1999 Sabah state election. In fact,
as the Court has ruled, the elec-
toral rolls were polluted with
phantoms.

Hence, if the SPR cannot guaran-
tee that the electoral rolls are in
order, and Malaysians are denied
the right to question the state of
these rolls, including in a Court
of Law, where does this leave
Malaysians who still believe in the
electoral process? What kind of a
democracy are we practising if
phantom voters can cast their bal-
lots and yet we cannot prevent
them from doing so?

A second amendment concerns the
compensation payable to any per-
son aggrieved as a result of an
objection made to the inclusion of
his or her name on the electoral
roll “without reasonable cause”,
that is, if a complaint is made
about the inclusion of a registered
voter on the rolls but it cannot be
proven that the voter is a phan-
tom one. The compensation has
been increased from RM200 to
RM1,000.

As a result of this amendment,
identifying suspected phantom
voters and thus cleaning up the
rolls will not only entail much te-
dious work as is now the case, but
could potentially cost a lot of
money as well. As the various ac-
tions taken by Dr Jeyakumar
Devaraj and his Parti Sosialis
Malaysia (PSM) team in 1999-
2001 to clean the Sungai Siput elec-
toral rolls reveal, it is possible but
time consuming to prove that a
registered voter is actually a phan-
tom voter. For the record, their pe-

Election Act
A m e n d m e n t s

AM 21(6) page15

AM 20(3) page10

AM 20(11/12) page26
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tition in the Taiping High Court
was dismissed on a trivial techni-
cal point after three days of hear-
ing. However, their request for a
Public Inquiry under the auspices
of the Registration of Voters Regula-
tions proved successful. Out of 339
objections, it was proven that 330
were phantom voters who did not
reside at the addresses given in
the SPR electoral rolls (For more
details see AM vol 20, nos 3 and
1 1/ 12) .

The shame of it all is that the re-
sponsible citizen who tries to
eliminate phantom voters from the
rolls could end up being punished
financially. On the other hand,
those who have allowed them-
selves to be registered as phantom
voters or those officials who reg-
istered the phantom voters into
the rolls in the first place, it ap-
pears, get off scot free! Why is there
no similar punitive action against
these phantom voters and the SPR
officials who registered them. The
larger goal should be to ensure free
and fair elections and to entrench
our democracy. The rakyat should
be encouraged to help the SPR
eliminate these phantoms, a task
which the SPR is obviously not
capable of ensuring on its own at
this time.

The third amendment pertains to
the sharp increase in the deposit
required of contesting candidates:
up from RM5,000 to RM20,000.
Moreover, the candidate must
now put up another deposit of
RM10,000 to ensure prompt re-
moval of posters and other para-
phernalia after the election. There
is no justification for this sharp
increase. As it is, the present de-
posit required is already much
higher than that in most other

countries including Britain, Aus-
tralia and Canada (see Table).

One can only surmise that the in-
crease is intended not simply to
exclude the poor but in particular
to burden and inconvenience the
poorer opposition parties. On the
other hand, the increase is a drop
in the bucket for the BN parties,
which list among their assets
fancy party headquarters, media
empires, colleges and now univer-
sities and various other compa-
nies, listed and unlisted. They are
also never short of donations from
wealthy tycoons and party mem-
bers.

In line with the last point above, it
is especially significant that sec-
tion 19 of the Election Offences Act
has also been amended to intro-
duce new spending limits for the
candidates. For a state legislative
seat, a candidate may now spend
up to RM100,000, up from the cur-

rent RM30,000; while for a parlia-
mentary seat, the candidate may
spend up to RM200,000, up from
RM50,000. In fact, this particular
amendment regularises current
practices especially of the BN can-
didates, which casual observation
of previous elections readily re-
veals, entailed spending in excess
of the upper limits allowed.

Ask the voters of Sabah and
Sarawak! Do a quick and rough
addition of the free banquets pro-
vided; the freebies – water pumps
and tanks, outboard motors, bicy-
cles, plans and zinc for housing -
handed out; the costs of hiring
vehicles – cars, 4-wheel drives,
vans, motor-boats, not to mention
helicopters; and providing
tambang  (fares) to voters to return
home to vote. There have always
also been cash handouts.

A recent rough count by the oppo-
sition of the BN’s expenses in the
Indera Kayangan by-election pro-
duced an estimate of RM1.14 mil-
lion for the nine-day campaign.

Election Offences Act
A m e n d m e n t s

Table:Table:Table:Table:Table: Deposits required from election candidatesDeposits required from election candidatesDeposits required from election candidatesDeposits required from election candidatesDeposits required from election candidates
in selected countriesin selected countriesin selected countriesin selected countriesin selected countries

Country Deposit Amount In USD (approx)
Malaysia RM5000 1 3 1 7
Britain 500 sterling 7 1 2
Australia - Upper Hse AU $500 3 5 6
Australia - Lower Hse AU $250 1 2 8
Canada CA $200 1 2 5
Ireland 100 Irish sterling 1 1 0
Namibia N $1000 86
New Zealand NZ $100 4 2
India 500 rupees 1 0

Source: The Administration and Cost of Elections Project (United
Nations, the International Institute of Democracy and Electoral
Assistance and the International Foundation for Election Systems).
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The costs included: two million
plastic party flags, 50 billboards,
6,000 banners, 2,000 T-shirts bear-
ing the BN logo, 10 days of ban-
quet dinners, and lodging for
some 1,000 party workers. An-
other RM25 million worth of de-
velopment and town-planning
projects such as low-cost housing
schemes, were also promised. (But
that’s a different story, or is it?)

No doubt, as the original Bill
suggested, the amendment is
necessary because the current
spending limits are “unrealis-
tic”. But just because the candi-
dates have been spending over
those limits in the past, and the
SPR has not been hauling them
up, doesn’t mean there is a need
to increase those limits. To en-
sure that elections in Malaysia
are not monopolised by the
wealthy, who with their free-
flowing cash might be inclined
to turn this serious matter of elec-
tions into spectacles of spend-
ing or, God forbid, circuses, it is
wise not to increase these upper
spending limits. For the spend-
ing will soon surpass the new
upper limits, and on-and-on.

Another amendment, a whole
new Section 4A, makes it an of-
fence “to act or to make any state-
ment with a view or with a ten-
dency to promote feelings of ill-
will, discontent or hostility be-
tween persons of the same race or
different races or of the same class
or different classes of the popula-
tion of Malaysia in order to induce
any elector or voter to vote or re-
frain from voting at an election or

to procure or endeavour to pro-
cure the election of any person”.

This particular clause is so loosely
worded and yet so all encompass-
ing that it offends Malaysians
who take their elections seriously.
Now that it’s passed, virtually all
criticism of the BN government by
the opposition, or by non-partisan
NGOs attempting to refocus the
voters’ attention on serious issues
can be interpreted as an offence.
How then will the opposition con-
duct its campaign if it cannot ex-
pose the government’s scandals
and wrong-doings and criticise
its policies and programmes? Can
we still talk about how the gov-
ernment bailed out its cronies with
funds which actually belong to the
rakyat? What if we unearth evi-
dence of  Maika-Talikom propor-
tions? Or of the UEM-Renong
hanky-panky? There is also much
statistical evidence of widening
disparities between the rich and
poor in Malaysia within all the
communities: what if the fact is
made an electoral issue?

Or will criticism of Mahathir’s
September 2001 pronouncement
of Malaysia as an Islamic state
be deemed an electoral offence?
What if Suqiu reminds the vot-
ers of how Mahathir unfairly
likenend them to terrorists? Will
opposition to the government’s
Vision School programme and
criticism of its lag in permitting
the re-location of Chinese pri-
mary schools from the city cen-
tres to the suburbs or other lo-
cales be construed as contraven-
ing the law? And what if UMNO
leaders are criticised for deviat-
ing from Islamic injunctions of
pursuing truth, justice and eq-
uity?

In raising these issues, some
people somewhere in Malaysia
will surely experience “ill-will,
discontent or hostility”. Who
then decides if the law has been
broken ? Obviously, some party
loyalist will file the police re-
port. The Police will then inves-
tigate the alleged wrong-doing
and the Attorney General ’s
Chambers will  then decide
whether the matter should go to
Court or not. Theoretically, one
could see as many BN as well
as opposition (and NGO) per-
sonalities being hauled up. Re-
alistically, however, it is most
likely that those cases that do go
to court will surely come from
only one side. We did say, after
all, that the electoral process is
the last remaining democratic
institution. No doubt this law is
meant to further muzzle the op-
position.

Necessarily some sections of the
Election Offences Act have also
been amended so as to be in tan-
dem with amendments to the Elec-
tion Act. For instance, henceforth,
a petitioner cannot make a claim
for a declaration that any candi-
date was duly elected and ought
to have been returned. A new Sec-
tion 35A stipulates that the trial
of every election petition shall be
completed not later than six
months after the petition has been
presented. Finally, a petitioner can
no longer ask the court to declare
that an aggrieved candidate “was
duly elected and ought to have
been returned.”

Section 3 has also been amended
so that it will be an offence to ob-
struct or prevent a voter who is

Other Offences

Creating Ill-Will,
Discontent Or Hostility
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entitled to vote from voting at an
election. Anyone who votes at
more than one polling station
whether in the same or different
constituency also commits an of-
fence. The maximum punishment
is five years jail and/or RM10,000
fine; and a person so convicted
shall vacate his seat (if any) and
be barred from voting or contest-
ing for five years.

Another amendment increases the
penalties for corrupt practices
(section 5) “to ensure that the pun-
ishment is commensurate with the
offence”. The maximum term of
imprisonment which, depending
on the offence used to range from
six to 12 months, has been in-
creased to one to two years, de-
pending on the offence, and the
maximum fine ranging from
RM500-RM1,000 has been in-
creased to RM2,000-RM5,000.

Instead of indulging in the poli-
tics of exclusion and denial, the
BN government should endeav-
our to make politics accessible
to all. As suggested above, the
rakyat could also be recruited to
assist the SPR as “ghost-
busters”. Without even amend-
ing any laws, the government
should direct the SPR. (which it
controls in reality) to look into
issues such as:

• rectifying the mal-apportion-
ment of the constituencies:
some urban constituencies are
more than four times bigger
than the rural ones (in terms of
population size), thereby un-
dermining the principle of one
man one vote;

• providing fair access to the
mass media and curbing lies

Involving The Rakyat

A very important Bill pertain-
ing to the Elections could only
command the attendance of
44.6 per cent out of the 193
elected members of parlia-
ment.  This is the pathetic state
of our parliament — even par-
liamentarians don’t take par-
liamentary proceedings seri-
ously.

What is even more deplorable
is that it took only 32.6 per cent
of the MPs to pass the Bill,
which is clearly a minority.
This doesn’t reflect well on the
sense of responsibility on the
part of the majority of MPs.

and misinformation in the me-
dia;

• insisting on a public declara-
tion of electoral finances by all
candidates;

• providing for longer campaign
periods so that the people can
be informed of the issues; and

• allowing the holding of open-
air rallies in addition to
ceramahs.

It will be a long wait before the
BN delivers on such reforms. Ul-
timately, ordinary Malaysians
like us must wake up to push for
these reforms ourselves. Other-
wise, we might find ourselves ei-
ther registered as phantom voters
or being ruled ‘irrelevant’ vis-à-
vis the electoral process. We must
prevent this last remaining demo-
cratic institution - warts and all -
from falling into the hands of the
Executive.

Pathetic State Of Parliament

Rais Yatim’s assurance that the
Election Commission will settle
for a “reasonable sum” as deposit
for candidates wishing to contest
the elections sounds rather dubi-
ous. Why couldn’t that “reason-
able sum” be stipulated in the Bill
so as to remove the doubt once and
for all?

As long as the ceiling of
RM20,000 is there, it would be
reasonable to conclude that this
will be the sum to be determined
as reasonable deposit for elec-
tions at some future date.  The
effect would be to exclude well-
meaning individuals who are

not well-off from the elec-
toral process and confine it
to the wealthy who can af-
ford to be carefree in splash-
ing their ringgit.

This belief is further rein-
forced by the requirement of
candidates to deposit a fur-
ther RM10,000 to ensure that
posters and banners are re-
moved after the election -
which was not the case before
the amendment.

P. Ramakrishnan
President

9 April 2002

q
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n the original Merdeka
Constitution, an impar-
tial Election Commission
(SPR) was put into place.

Since then, various Constitutional
amendments have transformed
the SPR into a shell of its original
self. These amedments are dis-
cussed below.

• The Constitution (Amend-
ment) Act of 1960 amended Ar-
ticle 114 (4) to provide for the
removal from the SPR of any
member who ‘engages in any
paid office or employment out-
side the duties of his office’.
This was an attempt to remove
the then SPR chairman, who
had displayed much inde-
pendence and was non-parti-
san in conducting the re-de-
lineation of constituencies in
accordance with the Merdeka
constitutional provisions.
(Among other things these pro-
visions required that the dis-
parity among constituencies be
not more than 15% from the av-
erage constituency size). His
removal failed.

• The Constitution Amendment
Act of 1962 was another at-
tempt to remove the SPR chair-
man but it also increased the
government’s powers of con-
trol over the SPR by empower-
ing parliament to determine

the terms of office of the SPR.
More importantly, the constitu-
encies earlier delineated by the
SPR were annulled by the Act
thereby retaining the 1959 con-
stituencies. The method of ap-
portioning constituencies
among states then in use was
also repealed. The new 13th
Schedule was added to the
Constitution with two impor-
tant consequences. First, the
pre-independence 2 to 1 rural
weightage (lowered to within
15 percent of the average con-
stituency as recommended by
the Reid Commission) was re-
stored. Second, the power to
determine constituencies was
transferred from the SPR to the
party in power. Henceforth the
SPR would only delineate and
recommend new constituen-

cies to the prime minister who
would then table the changes
in parliament where only a
simply majority sufficed. The
PM could also make changes
to the recommendations “after
such consultation with the SPR
as he may consider neces-
sary”.

• The Constitutional Amend-
ment Act (No 2) of 1973 re-
moved the power of the SPR to
apportion constituencies
among the various states. Both
the number of constituencies
and its apportionment among
the various states are now
specified in the Constitution
(Art 46) and thus amendable
at any time provided it receives
two-thirds’ majority support.
The Act further replaced the
1962 requirement contained in
2c of the 13th Schedule, with
respect to the 2:1 variation in
the size of constituencies, with
a new stipulation that “a meas-
ure of weightage ought to be
given to such (i.e. rural) con-
stituencies”. This new word-
ing remains till today allow-
ing for rural weightage but
without clearly limiting it.

• The Constitution (Amend-
ment) (No.2) Act of 1984 re-
moved the upper 10 year limit
for constituency reviews. Thus

COVER STORY

The Transformation Of
The Election Commission
A shell of its original self

IIIII
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reviews do not need to be con-
ducted even after 10 years.
More importantly, a new clause
to Article 113 provides for the
review of any affected area by
the SPR whenever there is a
change in the number of seats
in parliament or any state as-
sembly. This means that the
party in power can effect a
change in the constituencies at
any time and for any portion
of the Federation or any state
by merely varying the number
of seats in the Dewan Rakyat, or
those of a state assembly.

The above clause further absolves
all such reviews from strict com-
pliance with the principles of  con-
stituency delineation contained
in the 13th Schedule. These latest
amendments give the ruling coa-
lition much flexibility in review-
ing constituencies. Other than the
SPR initiating a review after 8
years, the government of the day
can change the number of seats in
parliament or the state under its
control, and then require the SPR
to conduct a review. And this can
be done without adhering to the
rules binding normal reviews.

In effect, the ruling coalition has
assumed effective control over
constituency delineation as
well. The review can be con-
ducted earlier than 8 years since
the last review. There are no
longer clear l imits to rural
weightage. And all reviews are
subjected to the PM’s amend-
ment before being submitted to
parliament for a simple major-
ity approval. Under the circum-
stances, the rules of constitu-
ency delineation are henceforth
largely nominal in nature in-
tended to lend legitimacy to the
wishes of the ruling coaltion

Following the prime minister’s
announcement some months back
that Putrajaya would soon have
its own member of parliament, a
motion was passed in the latest
parliamentary seating to make
Putrajaya into a parliamentary
constituency. The SPR will now
be required to delineate the elec-
toral boundaries for Putrajaya as
well as re-delineate the bounda-
ries for the surrounding areas af-
fected by this move. Johor UMNO
leaders have also boasted that
there would soon be additional
seats for the party to contest.

All indications are that a new con-
stituency delineation exercise is
now underway. It seems that there
will be two major guidelines
adopted in the new exercise. The
current mal-apportionment of
seats among the states which fa-
vour those with large Malay ma-
jorities like Kelantan and
Terengganu, will be redressed.
States with larger populations, re-
gardless of race, like Johore, Negri
and Malaca might end up with
more seats. These are also areas
where the BN performed well in
1999. The redrawing of constitu-
encies within the states will prob-
ably also end up with more multi-
ethnic mixed seats being created.
It was in such seats that the BN
performed especially well in the
1999 election, not in the Malay-
majority seats (which were won
handsomely by PAS) or the Chi-
nese majority seats (where the
DAP continued to pose a chal-
lenge).

Source: Lim Hong Hai “TheSource: Lim Hong Hai “TheSource: Lim Hong Hai “TheSource: Lim Hong Hai “TheSource: Lim Hong Hai “The
Delineation of ElectoralDelineation of ElectoralDelineation of ElectoralDelineation of ElectoralDelineation of Electoral
Constituenceis in Peninsu-Constituenceis in Peninsu-Constituenceis in Peninsu-Constituenceis in Peninsu-Constituenceis in Peninsu-
lar Malaysia” (2002).lar Malaysia” (2002).lar Malaysia” (2002).lar Malaysia” (2002).lar Malaysia” (2002).
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n last month’s AM (Vol.
22.2), Anil Netto re-
ported on some interest-
ing issues raised by

Dominic Puthucheary’s excava-
tion of other historical perspec-
tives on the struggle for independ-
ence and the formation of  the
“Nation” in “Who Is The Na-
tion?”.  It made me ask if we have
been schooled to accept only one
way of identifying with the “Na-
tion” that is, through the official,
state-led perspective.  Literary
workshops, conferences, semi-
nars, continue to trot out the theme
“Literature and Nation-Building”
as if the idea of  “Nation” is fixed,
indeed, sacrosanct and thus not
open to debate.  A corollary to this
fixity of the “Nation” is the belief
that cultural identity is similarly
fixed and unchanging, and that
there is a pristine, pure origin to
this identity.  Wars, ethnic vio-
lence, genocide, etc. have been
caused by this myth of purity.
“Borders”, both physical and
mental, have been erected to keep
things “pure”, to fix the “we” and
the “they.”

Almost all postcolonial nations
have had to deal with
multiculturalism and multiracial-
ism.  Some still use the divide-and-
rule baggage inherited from the
colonial masters but have masked
this to suit new economic and
political agendas.  Thus the archi-

tects-of-state in postcolonial, de-
veloping nations unceasingly cre-
ate and then reinforce a unitary
story of “Nation” which can con-
tain the diverse voices straining
to tell other stories.  In Malaysia’s
past, there are layers of stories, for
example those of the migrant,
both Malay and non-Malay, of  the
colonial subject and of the na-
tional subject of the nation state
in the making.  In the case of the
struggle for independence, the
point-of-view of the so-called left-
wing elements has been rendered
almost invisible.  Lim Chin
Siong’s story, for example, has
been reduced often to a mere foot-
note or a paragraph while the
memoirs of  Lee Kuan Yew will
run into volumes.  But my focus
here is not on the divergent voices
of the 40s and 50s such as those
of Chin Siong, Ahmad
Boestamam, Dr Burhanuddin al-
Helmy which I shall reserve for
another occasion.

My focus is on a fascinating group
of contemporary Malay writers
who write in English such as Che
Husna Azhari (she hails from
Kelantan), Karim Raslan, Rehman
Rashid and Salleh Ben Joned.
Well-educated, cosmopolitan,
writing in English, they are often
accused of being elitist.  The un-
easiness of the puristic, or worse,
chauvanistic citizen may in fact
stem from the fact that these writ-

ers pose disturbing, if pertinent,
questions.  Eschewing an unthink-
ing acceptance of fenced-in cul-
tural identity, they see identity as
always in flux and constantly
emergent.  Thus, “Malayness” it-
self isn’t monolithic or fixed.  Cul-
tural identities change in accord-
ance with changing social, eco-
nomic, political conditions both
locally and globally.  Whether we
admit it or not, the Malay national
subject is a highly-conflicting per-
sonage straddling adat (a more
animistic layer) and hyper-
Islamicized discourses; feudal
followership and the autonomous
individualism of the go-getting
entrepreneur of the NDP (Na-
tional Development Policy)
mould. In fact, in Malaysia, all of
us, whether Malay or non-Malay
should readdress the ethnic no-

ARTS

Re th ink ing  The  “Nat ion”
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tion of “purity” and critique it.
The claims to exclusivity make us
elide or make invisible the differ-
ences within our own ethnic com-
munity, i.e., intra-ethnic varia-
tions.  In this essay, I would like to
examine “splits” in the Malay-
Muslim identity as portrayed in
the writings of  Che Husna, Karim
Raslan, Rehman Rashid and
Salleh Ben Joned.  “Nation” is
complex if even within one ethnic
group we have diverse voices.

Che Husna, Karim Raslan and
Salleh Ben Joned write about iden-
tity (“Malayness”) and “Nation”
in such  a way as to break down
stereotypes.  For example, on the
issue of the pendatang or migrant,
Karim Raslan questions whether
only the non-Malay should be
seen as such.  In a sense, Malay-
sia itself is a land of immigrants
from the start.  He writes:

Malaysia is a nation that is built on
the sweat, determination and ingenu-
ity of its immigrants … when I use
the word “immigrant”,  I don’t mean
just those of us who  came from China
and India.  Because by using the word
“immigrant”, I am also referring to
the many Malaysian Malays who
came from Sumatra, Java and
Sulawesi …

Che Husna similarly thematizes
Malay-Muslim hybridity by refer-
ring to the Islamic merchants of
Kabuli-Khorsani stock as well as
the Islamic scholars from the In-
dian sub-continent and the Mid-
dle East who advanced Islamic
learning in Kelantan and else-
where in the Peninsula.  Such
Muslim “immigrants” from fur-
ther afield than the Nusantara re-
gions and their hybrid progeny
both complicate and enrich the
significance of the slogan

Ketuanan Melayu.  In surveying the
history of the area in Kelantan
called Melor, Che Husna also
mentions the divide between the
Kaum Muda - Kaum Tua groups
with the younger set
foregrounding ijtihad or indi-
vidual judgement against taqlid or
unquestioning faith and loyalty.

Through characters in her short
stories, such as Mak Teh (Mother
Teh), and Pa de Samad (Father
Samad) Che Husna evokes a ru-
ral, more adat-based and animis-
tic layer in the Malay psyche
which, she suggests, still haunts
the urban, Islamicized Malay.  I
find it very interesting to compare
her two women characters,
namely Mak Teh (the older, more
“traditional” woman) and the
young, “modern” Inayah in the
story, Ustazah Inayah.  Inayah is
the typical Malay-Muslim woman
professional who is first a civil
servant in the Economic Planning
Unit of the Prime Minister’s De-
partment and then a politician.
Mak Teh, begins her “career” as a
bangsawan dancer, then becomes
the Penghulu’s (village chief’s)
wife.  Although both have to jug-
gle gender roles and Islam, Mak

Teh is arguably the more autono-
mous.  Inayah is “trapped” be-
tween the agendas of  Islamic po-
litical forces, both state-led and
opposition-led who are each try-
ing to up-the-ante with regard to
women’s roles.  Mak Teh, on the
other hand, still retains a surrep-
titious “power” linked to her
sorceric skill which is based on
animistic beliefs.

On the hybridity in the psyche of
the Malay-Muslim national sub-
ject, Salleh Ben Joned refers to the
Malay pantun or four-line quat-
rain where there is an earthiness
and sensuality that the hyper-
Islamicized national image of
Malayness is trying to suppress.
The pantun, however, continues to
reveal the Malay’s love “of this
world with all the pleasures it has
to offer” and in language which
“vibrates with sensuous open-
ness”,  through images very often
drawn from the natural world.  In
the short story,  Mak Teh, the Mak
Andam,  Che Husna begins her
tale by using folk-similes so as to
activate a more earthy, animistic
dimension in the Malay-Muslim
consciousness. Some examples
are:

Bibir bagai delima merekah
(the lips, pomegranate red)
Betis bagai padi bunting
(the calves like the pregnant padi)

Identity and “Nation” are there-
fore continually subject to ten-
sions and contestations which
resist state-proffered categories.
Julia Kristeva refers to a dimen-
sion in the human being which
finds borders, rules, positions
simply unsatisfactory and de-hu-
manising.  In using the phrases,
“the people” of  “the Nation”,
many statesmen have tried to re-
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press divergent views on identity,
community and belonging.  The
postcolonial architects-of-state
need a unitary, linear tale of “Na-
tion” - one neat enough to suit
their economic-political agendas.
But as living, experential, com-
plex human beings, “the people”
of any nation in their everyday,
existential experiences will con-
tinue to make choices and to ex-
press desires that will unseat the
tyranny of imposed ideas.  The
people’s knowledge of “Nation”
culled from lived experiences as
well as from excavations of histo-
ries other than official history will
continue to question the pedagogi-
cal, official notion of  “Nation.”
“Nationness” and “Identity”,
says Franz Fanon, is never static;
it is a “substance which itself is
continually being renewed.”

Perhaps we should have seminars
and conferences (the recent Aku
Janji or Pledge of Loyalty for civil
servants and academics notwith-
standing) in which we shall not
merely accept  “Nation” as a
given but shall instead bravely
and constructively address “The
Paradoxes of Nation-Building.”
Writing about identity and nation

the way the writers I have dis-
cussed do may seem unpatriotic
to some.  But surely the most mean-
ingful patriotism is that which
allows us to lift the wraps which
cover problems so as to pave the
way to a more meaningful, more
confident and more honest em-
brace of difference.  I end with a
note of hope and optimism by
quoting Rehman Rashid who be-
lieves that a new vision of Malay-
sia may yet emerge: “it would be
devised by the new generation of
Malaysians for themselves, in all
their blessed arrogance and free-
dom, and not be imposed upon
them by the need to atone for the
sins of their fathers.”By “arro-
gance”, Rehman Rashid means a
quality which is the very opposite
of that egotism which is born of
insecurity and chauvanism. “Ar-
rogance” here refers to a confident
awareness of self-worth which
allows one to transcend ethnocen-
tric notions and so value justice,
fairplay and compassion for all,
regardless of race, religion or
creed.

Recommended reading:
• Che Husna Azhari.

1993. Melor in Perspec-
tive. Bangi: Furada Pub-
lishing House.

• Karim Raslan. 1996.
Ceritalah: Malaysia in
Transition.  Singapore:
Times Books Interna-
tional.

• Rehman Rashid. 1993.
A Malaysian Journey. Pe-
taling Jaya: Rehman
Rashid.

• Salleh Ben Joned. 1994.
As I Please.  London:
Skoob Books Publishing
Ltd.

q

All

the

flowers

of

tomorrow

are

in

the

seeds

of

today

Salleh Ben Joned



Aliran Monthly : Vol.22(3) Page 14

April 7, 2002

U.S. Secretary of State Colin Powell
U.S. State Department
2202 C Street NW
Washington DC 20520

Dear Mr. Secretary,

“... No one can remain indifferent to the injus-
tice of which the Palestinian people have been
victims for more than fifty years. No one can
contest the right of the Israeli people to live in
security. But neither can anyone forget the in-
nocent victims who on both sides fall day after
day under the blows of violence. Weapons and
bloody attacks will never be the right means
for making a political statement to the other
side. Nor is the logic of the law of retaliation
capable any longer of leading to paths of peace.”
John Paul II (January 10, 2002)

We, the undersigned, have experienced and can
attest to the truth of these words of Pope John
Paul II.  We are members of several English-
speaking Christian communities in the Holy
Land who have been living in Israel and in the
Occupied Territories.

Our length of residence ranges from six months
to twenty years. We represent a number of Eng-
lish-speaking nationalities, predominantly
American but also many others, and a wide
variety of backgrounds and professions. We in-
clude students and professors, parents and

clergy, US government/USAID personnel,
heads/personnel of American and other non-
governmental aid agencies, international dip-
lomats, officials working for UN agencies and
health and education professionals.

We are writing to you out of a deep concern
and urgency.  The violent and horrible events
in this land have escalated in recent weeks.
America is deeply involved in this conflict both
as a broker of the peace process and as a sup-
plier of weapons.  The increased violence has
underscored the failure of successive American
administrations to implement defined policies
for the resolution of this conflict.

Twenty-five years have passed since President
Sadat visited Jerusalem and opened the way to
the Camp David peace process.  Camp David
was eventually succeeded by the Oslo Accords,
then the Wye River Agreement, and more re-

INTERNATIONAL

English-Speaking Christians in the Holy Land Speak Out

OPEN LETTER TO U.S. SECRETARY
OF STATE COLIN POWELL

Broad Backgrounds No Implementation
Of Past Agreements
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cently by the Mitchell and Tenet reports. None
of these agreements have been implemented.

A generation of Israeli and Palestinian youth
has grown up observing the lack of political will
of the United States government to implement
our defined policies for the Middle East.

Moderates on both sides of this conflict have
been marginalized and discredited by the fail-
ure to bring about a just and lasting peace. Both
the Israeli creation of ‘facts on the ground’, and
the terror attacks against innocent civilians, have
succeeded in delaying the timeframe and in
presenting further obstacles to the search for a
just and lasting peace.

The US government has accepted such nega-
tive developments with apparent equanimity.
It has capitulated to the demands and excesses
of the extremists and radicals on both sides who
have no interest in peace and reconciliation. To
date, it has failed to address the major cause of
the problem - the oppressive and illegal occu-
pation of the West Bank and Gaza.

The legitimate human and civil rights of the Pal-
estinian people and their right to their own na-
tional homeland have been denied – rights that
most peoples of the earth enjoy and take for
granted.

Palestinians daily face the expropriation of their
land and the unrelenting construction on this
land of Israeli settlements and settlement

roads. Over the last 18 months ordinary Pales-
tinians have also suffered under the Israeli ‘clo-
sures’ and military siege, which have cut them
off from their places of employment, study, ba-
sic health-care and families.

During this period, our Christian communities
have seen the horrific effects of the work of
suicide-bombers and other militants on the peo-
ple and cities of Israel, and some have narrowly
escaped injury in such incidents. Some among
us, however, can also testify to having person-
ally eye-witnessed a wide range of violations
of Palestinian basic human rights and personal
freedoms by the Israeli authorities, including:

• house demolitions with families made home-
less;

• uprooting of ancient olive and citrus groves
on which multiple families  are dependent
for their livelihoods;

• families cowering in terror as US-manufac-
tured missiles shower down indiscriminately
on civilian areas from US-manufactured
Apache helicopters and F-16 bombers, or
from Israeli tanks;

• shelling of buildings right beside foreign dip-
lomatic and UN offices in Ramallah and
Gaza, recklessly endangering their interna-
tional and other staff;

• indiscriminate shootings by IDF soldiers at
checkpoints of civilians, including children,
women, the elderly and the disabled; as well
as firing of tear gas at such people crossing
the checkpoints on foot by young, seemingly

Violence And violations

US Failure
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bored or frightened IDF recruits;
• severe harassment and physical abuse of Pal-

estinians of all ages at such  checkpoints;
• inappropriate handling of young Arab

women at these locations;
• regular obstruction of teachers and students

trying to reach schools and universities;
• harassment and obstruction of ambulances

trying to carry emergency cases to hospital
and blocking of UNRWA and other humani-
tarian relief operations.

Similar incidents of this kind have been widely
reported on by almost all the main Israeli, Pal-
estinian and international human rights and
humanitarian organizations.

All the members of our Christian communities
unequivocally condemn and reject terrorism
and violence as a means of advancing the po-
litical cause of  the Palestinians, and fully rec-
ognize the right of the Israeli people to live in
peace and security in their own state.

Our experience here also helps us understand
why, in their desperation, some young Pales-
tinians see no other options available to them
and nothing for them to live for. The US Ad-
ministration has focused predominantly on the
admittedly horrific and unacceptable violence
of the Palestinian militants against Israelis but

it has given insufficient attention both to the
causes of Palestinian militancy and terror, and
the daily terror and war that Israel is inflicting
with impunity on the largely civilian Palestin-
ian population.

This has, not surprisingly, led to the emergence
of a strong sense of moral outrage on the part
of the majority of Arabs and Muslims world-
wide. It has also generated a major question-
ing among millions of people of conscience in-
ternationally of the credibility, impartiality and
moral authority of the US government and its
policies. This in turn has contributed signifi-
cantly to the hostility felt by many people in-
ternationally towards the US, its government
and its citizens.

There is an urgent need for the resolution of
this conflict.  There is a solution possible, but it
is neither a military one, nor a terrorist one.

The parameters of the solution have been
clearly delineated and the vision spelled out
by you yourself, Mr. Secretary, in Louisville,
and by President Bush at the UN.

They are expressed in US-sponsored Security
Council Resolution 1397, a very welcome ini-
tiative indeed; and also in the proposals re-
cently set forth by Crown Prince Abdullah of
Saudi Arabia and, most tantalizingly of all, in
the Taba talks that ended in January last year,

Causes Of Militancy
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erting equal pressure on both parties to halt
the violence and provocation. The presence of
international observers is also crucial for achiev-
ing this halt to violence and facilitating the re-
turn to negotiations. Necessary also is a simul-
taneous move to develop the political dimen-
sion, through the implementation of the
Mitchell Report and the resumption of final sta-
tus negotiations.

To demand that President Arafat deliver a uni-
lateral cease-fire while the closures remain
firmly in place and Israeli military offensives
and provocation continue, cannot and will not
succeed.  In the interests of the Israeli people
who are suffering so much from the conflict,
the United States must also persuade the Is-
raeli government to play its part, by implement-
ing parallel measures to lift the military and
economic siege and by progressing toward fi-
nalizing negotiations. Consistency of will to
move beyond the rhetoric of US policy and to
implement its stated goals will restore the cred-
ibility to the peace process and to the role the
US government seeks to play as the honest bro-
ker of the peace process.

As people of faith, committed to the struggle
for peace, justice and reconciliation, we are con-
vinced that greed and arrogance, violence and
death, will not have the final word, We have a
deep love for this Land and for all of its peo-
ple.

Our experience here has taught us to make our
own this simple insight from John Paul II:  One
against the other, neither Israelis nor Palestin-
ians can win the war. But together they can win
the peace. We hope and pray that all sides in
this present conflict come to the same recogni-
tion.

Members of English-Speaking Christian Com-
munities in the Holy Land

Holy Land And Its Peoples

which brought the two sides to the brink of an
historic breakthrough on most of the highly
complex and deeply entrenched issues divid-
ing the two sides.

It is no longer appropriate to discuss proposals
about interim solutions or arrangements.  These
interim policies have been the framework un-
der which Israel has extended and expanded
its illegal presence in the West Bank and Gaza
Strip.  The US government has been a propo-
nent of a two-state solution to the Israeli-Pal-
estinian conflict.  Now is the time for the US
government to operate within the rubric of the
United Nations and to finalize a settlement to
this conflict in accordance with Resolutions 242,
338 and 1397.

This is a period in history that requires clear
policy definition, firm political will, and con-
sistency in action by the US government. The
US government needs to display a type of
‘tough love’ that links funding assistance with
policy decisions that express its concern for all
the peoples of this land.

We welcome General Zinni to Jerusalem and
recognize the very severe obstacles he faces.
We express the fervent hope that he will con-
tinue to receive the firm political backing, and
strong, balanced mandate he needs from the
top levels of his Administration in order to bro-
ker a just and lasting peace. It is the consensus
of the undersigned members of our Christian
communities that the only way to achieve suc-
cess will be a firm, even-handed approach ex-

United Nations Resolutions

Source: Worldwide Faith News
archives www.wfn.org
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These days reformasi seems to be
flagging and so it was good news
when the Anwar Ibrahim appeal
finally kicked off after an earlier
postponement in the Federal High
Court. On the fifth day, it had to
happen – a bomb scare. But the
strange thing, going by an FAC
News report was that nobody was
scared. None of the people already
in the courtroom moved, they just

stayed put while the many who
queued outside and were denied
entry because of the scare were
sorely disappointed that the trial
was adjourned. Everyone obvi-
ously knew it was a bomb hoax  -
except the police. FAC News
(March 25) sent in this report:

It seems (someone called) Puspa (one
of the Reformists) found an aban-
doned bag and handed it over to the
police. The police suspected that the
bag contained the so-called bomb so
he was taken in for interrogation.

Another person, clearly a joker, added
more spice to the story. “Puspa must
have seen this person leave the bag
and ran after him saying,  ‘Hey, you
forgot your bag!’ So they took him in
for questioning.”

Now that was a funny story indeed
and we were almost rolling on the
ground laughing. I could visualise
this man drop the “bomb” bag and
Puspa picking it up and running af-
ter him carrying the bag. And if you
know the size of this Puspa, you will
know he would look hilarious trying
to run.

Another journalist, MGG Pillai, had
his own story to tell. “Yes, I saw that
bag too, and the police were walking
round and round it poking it like they
were buying vegetables in the mar-
ket. If it really was a bomb they would
have been blown to smithereens, and
this whole building with them.”

From the way the trial proceeded
(and given its scant attention by
the local media), the Prosecution
was clearly given a hard time.
Among other things, Anwar’s
lawyers argued that he did not get
a fair trial as he was not allowed
to call the witnesses he requested.
The judges sought a response from
the Prosecution on this crucial
point but apparently got no an-
swer (FAC News, March 30, 2002).
So, let’s all wait and see whether
the Chief Justice and his col-
leagues will deliver a real bomb-
shell!

Rehman Rashid, author of the
best-selling Malaysian Journey, did
himself a grave disservice by cyni-
cally clobbering an already reel-
ing Barisan Alternatif, which has

A Funny Thing
Happened On My Way

To The Trial
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already suffered the loss of the
DAP, a couple of by-elections be-
fore Ketari, and endured the barbs
of Chandra Muzaffar, an erst-
while champion.

In a centerpiece on the editorial
page entitled “Reform the Oppo-
sition” (New Sunday Times, April
7, 2002), Rehman has rendered in
eloquent words what is essen-
tially a deep-seated psychosis of
the Malaysian distaste for alter-
natives. Despite the sophistry of
his text, Rehman at bottomline
typifies the Malaysian voter. In
language which vacillates be-
tween a grudging acceptance of
the BA’s sincerity of purpose and
lambasting its ineffectualness,
Rehman avers:

“In trying to duplicate this national
political machinery (BN) with parts
junked from the original, all the BA
could work with was political debris.
Even when their leaders (in general
as sincere as any and often by force of
circumstance more than most) speak
moderately and advocate centrism,
they can only address the extremes of
the electorate.”

The piece is remarkable for its
lopsidedness (nothing is said of

the BN’s machinations or dis-
honest use of incumbency and
coercive legislation to defeat op-
ponents) and winds up with a
garbled non-solution to the poser
of finding “a recipe for national
political evolution.”  Rehman ar-
gues for a political evolution in
which “a-racialists, pan-
religionists, social activists, coun-
ter-culturalists, liberal-human-
ists, middle-class urban intellec-
tuals and all the multifarious oth-
ers” become something of a third
force (not his own words) in poli-
tics. Not bad, so far.

But then he goes on to allude
vaguely to the emergence of a
“three-party system”. My read-
ing is that he assumes that the
BN will always remain at the
helm and that the second force
will always be a disparate Op-
position. He hopes for a third
force to emerge, which will “pre-
sume to offer a genuinely non-
communalised foil to the Barisan
Nasional’s stewardship of the
cherished national ideal of ra-
cial consociation”

It’s ahistoric not to recognize that
elements of the third force, which
Rehman correctly identifies as
non-party actors and social activ-
ists, were at the forefront of
reformasi, which itself gave birth
to the BA. These forces of civil so-
ciety clearly backed reformasi in
the hope that the cynical and
crony politics of the BN could even-
tually be dumped. However, the
Malaysian voter was not ready
for a two-party system, it would
seem. When even a two-party sys-
tem cannot take root, what hope
is there for a so-called “three-party
system”?

Finally, surely one must recognize

that democratic space and latitude
is created whenever turnover two-
party systems emerge, allowing
for citizens who can constitute the
middle forces of civil society (a-
racialists, social activists, etc…) to
play a larger role in political deci-
sion-making. Now, this would be
the type of political evolution that
this writer would like to see mate-
rialize – perhaps in the not too
distant future?

The PM has been at it again, drop-
ping hints about his retirement. So
PAS’ Harakah Daily (internet ver-
sion) did UMNO a favour by hold-
ing a poll among its readers to
ascertain which of five UMNO
leaders is expected to succeed
Mahathir. The five were deputy
president and current deputy PM
Abdullah Ahmad Badawi,
Tengku Razaleigh Hamzah and
veeps Najib Abdul Razak,
Muhyiddin Yassin and
Muhammad Muhammad Taib.

The poll saw 3,738 respondents
voting as follows: Najib (39.17%),
Muhyiddin (18.06%), Abdullah
(13.94%), Razaleigh (13.94%),
Muhammad (12.01%).

This created quite a stir in UMNO
circles but a question was raised
about the validity of the Harakah
poll.  Since no one else would con-
duct another poll, the PAS party
organ obliged again and has come
up with some stunning results.
When I last checked, the results
from a second poll (7,083 pollers
at the time of writing) were as fol-
lows:

The poll has apparently been
taken quite seriously abroad with
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Singapore’s Straits Times and an
Australian paper reporting on it.
So, Najib is looking rather pleased
these days and definitely setting
his sights to be deputy PM No. 5.

Haven’t you noticed the spring
with which he struts around these
days? Come to think of it, sud-
denly there seems to be more ap-
pearances of the man making
speeches, attending public func-
tions, buying military equipment
and even shaking hands with ro-
bots.

Were the inevitable to happen, it
would make Pak Lah Fall Guy No.
4 (before him was Musa, Ghafar
and Anwar, remember?)  For the
Chinese, as we all know, the
number “4” is avoided like the
plague since it signifies death!  So,
Najib’s stars may be truly shin-
ing but there’s one snag though,
the longer the PM hangs around,
the greater will be the prospect of
even deputy No. 5 biting the dust!

When Muslims put their money
in the Pilgrims’ Board Fund or
Tabung Haji (TH), it is often re-
garded as an act of piety. First,
they’re indicating their desire to
fulfill the fifth tenet of belief, which

is to complete a pilgrimage to
Mecca in one's lifetime. Second,
they know (or so they believed till
now) that their money will be
safely invested in ‘halal’ ventures
and worthy projects in the inter-
est of the Ummah (Islamic commu-
nity).

It therefore came as a rude shock
to the depositors of TH that not
only had the Islamic fund frittered
away millions of their deposits, it
had invested some RM200 million
with a dubious fund manager by
the name of Metrowangsa Asset
Management. Worse, Metro-
wangsa had used the funds to
speculate on Forex – in a word it
‘gambled’ away the money!  The
foreign exchange trader con-
cerned was one Ahmad Hassan
of Singapore who has now been
sued by TH to return RM80 mil-
lion. However, this means that
some RM120 millions of deposi-
tors’ money is still in a black hole.
The Forex affair came fast on the
heels of an incident where some
depositors actually had money
siphoned from their accounts
through an insider!

Several minor heads have rolled
in the TH and the PM himself has
tried to mollify Muslims by prom-
ising that “corrective measures”
will be taken. However we know
how short the memories of

Malaysians are on such matters.
Economic scandal after scandal,
from Perwaja to MAS, have come
and gone but the culprits are still
at large. When the guardians of
the economy themselves need to
be guarded, Malaysians are in for
rough times indeed.

A sure indication that Penangites
have succumbed totally to
‘developmentalism’ is Penang
Turf Club’s announcement that its
piece of turf is up for graps. Touted
as the primest piece of real estate
on the island the 1.8 hectare prop-
erty will give way to a yet undis-
closed development by an
Ananda Krishnan, Abdul Rashid
Hussain or Goh Choon Lye. Part
of it will be used for the Penang
Outer Ring Road.

PTC Chairman Ong Eng Khuan
remarked that anyone who wants
to keep the area as a ‘green lung’
will have to pay for it. Yes sir, we’re
paying for it alright, but who will
make the big bucks?

What surprised me was the lack
of any kind of reaction from the
usually feisty Penangites who
fought hard to stop Penang Hill
from being developed some years
ago. Friends of the Earth has made
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a squeak or two but the civil forces
who may have an interest in the
issue, including the Penang Her-
itage Trust, have been silent. It
would be wonderful if this ‘green
lung’ could be turned into a green
State Park, to provide Penangites
some respite from the daily pollu-
tion and congestion around them.
I suppose the willingness of the
PTC to give up its property with-
out much of a fight, plus some not-
too-gentle persuasion from the
Koh Tsu Koon government has
put the matter to rest for now.

One wonders if the proposal to
move the Turf Club to Batu Kawan
on the mainland has anything to
do with boosting traffic on the pro-
posed Third Link in that area.

Meanwhile Penangites will wait
with bated breath to watch for the
springing up of “The Twin Tow-
ers of PTC” in a year or two on a
spot where they’ve gambled away
not just their fortunes but their
souls.

“Malaysia is very much like a“Malaysia is very much like a“Malaysia is very much like a“Malaysia is very much like a“Malaysia is very much like a
negara Islam segera (instant Is-negara Islam segera (instant Is-negara Islam segera (instant Is-negara Islam segera (instant Is-negara Islam segera (instant Is-
lamic state) just like instant meelamic state) just like instant meelamic state) just like instant meelamic state) just like instant meelamic state) just like instant mee
and instant curry puffs”.and instant curry puffs”.and instant curry puffs”.and instant curry puffs”.and instant curry puffs”.

This celebrated statement by
PAS spiritual leader and
Kelantan MB Nik Abdul Aziz
Nik Mat has truly titillated PAS
supporters and is perhaps also
surreptitiously enjoyed by all
other reformasi supporters. It
takes the mickey out of
Mahathi r ’ s  ‘ I s l amic  s ta te ’
pronoucement and put Abdul
Hamid Zainal Abidin (govern-
ment mouthpiece for Islamic
matters) at sixes and sevens to
respond. Said the hapless Abdul
Hamid, “Nik Aziz is not only
unclear…he is very ignorant.
Malaysia is an Islamic
state...based on the facts…”
Issh, issh, Abdul, you’ve lost the
argument and your marbles too,
this time!

Referring to the prospect of re-Referring to the prospect of re-Referring to the prospect of re-Referring to the prospect of re-Referring to the prospect of re-
ceiving a copy of ceiving a copy of ceiving a copy of ceiving a copy of ceiving a copy of The Star,The Star,The Star,The Star,The Star, the the the the the
Gerakan leader Lim Keng YaikGerakan leader Lim Keng YaikGerakan leader Lim Keng YaikGerakan leader Lim Keng YaikGerakan leader Lim Keng Yaik
said he would not ask his wifesaid he would not ask his wifesaid he would not ask his wifesaid he would not ask his wifesaid he would not ask his wife
to  buy “toilet paper”.to  buy “toilet paper”.to  buy “toilet paper”.to  buy “toilet paper”.to  buy “toilet paper”.

The hilarious statement arose
from the effusive Lim in the back-
drop of the Ketari hustings when
DAP secretary-general Kerk Kim
Hock offered to send him a copy
of The Star to verify the issue of
Lim’s allegations that Kerk had
met with a representative from
PAS in Jakarta to form an elec-

toral pact before the 1990 gen-
eral election. Keng Yaik claimed
that he made no such remark
and that The Star had misquoted
him. Thanks to the Gerakan
chief’s insight on the value of
local newspapers, we now know
how to recycle them in the best
fashion!

“There is no Press freedom as of-“There is no Press freedom as of-“There is no Press freedom as of-“There is no Press freedom as of-“There is no Press freedom as of-
ten claimed by the West and itsten claimed by the West and itsten claimed by the West and itsten claimed by the West and itsten claimed by the West and its
Malaysian surrogates. MediaMalaysian surrogates. MediaMalaysian surrogates. MediaMalaysian surrogates. MediaMalaysian surrogates. Media
freedom is the freedom of itsfreedom is the freedom of itsfreedom is the freedom of itsfreedom is the freedom of itsfreedom is the freedom of its
owners to advance their per-owners to advance their per-owners to advance their per-owners to advance their per-owners to advance their per-
sonal, political, class or commu-sonal, political, class or commu-sonal, political, class or commu-sonal, political, class or commu-sonal, political, class or commu-
nal interest”.nal interest”.nal interest”.nal interest”.nal interest”.

This extraordinary piece of dia-
tribe comes from the Group Edi-
tor of the New Straits Times no
less!  On second thoughts,
Abdullah Ahmad speaks the
truth, the whole truth and noth-
ing but the truth. Yes, Dollah we
know that all newspapers and
other media in Malaysia merely
express the wishes, views and
predilections of their owners,
political masters and communal
backers. Thanks for reminding
us. This is one more good rea-
son to send a newspaper like the
NST straight down the you-
know-where (ask Keng Yaik).

D.L. Daun.
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harter 2000harter 2000harter 2000harter 2000harter 2000:
What really brought youWhat really brought youWhat really brought youWhat really brought youWhat really brought you
into the world of journal-into the world of journal-into the world of journal-into the world of journal-into the world of journal-
ism? How did it start?ism? How did it start?ism? How did it start?ism? How did it start?ism? How did it start?

SaidSaidSaidSaidSaid: I became interested in jour-
nalism during my teenage days -
especially during the Japanese
Occupation of Malaya - when I
started reading newspapers. It so
happened that my brother was
subscribing to Utusan Melayu af-
ter the Second World War, after the
Japanese had been driven out by
the British, and that was when the
political situation in the country
had changed: nationalist inde-
pendent struggle not only in Ma-
laya but also other parts of the re-
gion, in Asia, Africa and various
countries – what is called the
decolonisation period of the Brit-
ish Empire.

It was through the newspapers
that I came to know what was hap-
pening in this part of the world
and the world over. And in Utusan
Melayu, I found something was
very different - because at the early
stage of the independence strug-
gle, the Malay nationalist strug-
gle in the country, Utusan Melayu
had already sided with the strug-
gle to liberate Malaya.

PRESS FREEDOM

Two Dif ferent Worlds,
One Common Struggle
In the first of a two-part interview, Charter 2000
comes face-to-face with Said Zahari, the former
editor of Utusan Melayu and pioneer in the
struggle for press freedom in Malaysia.

Arrested in 1963, Said Zahari was in-
carcerated for 17 years without trial in
Singapore. Forty years had passed since
the momentous Utusan Melayu strike
for press freedom in 1961 and as we ap-
proached his residence, we wondered
what he would be like after all these
years.

A warm voice responded when we knocked at the door of
his modest home, a double storey terrace house, in USJ.  Pak
Said, as he is affectionately known, gave us a hearty wel-
come and ushered us in. Exchanging pleasantries, we
handed over to him a copy of the Aliran Monthly that con-
tains the Charter 2000 press freedom manifesto. http://
www.malaysia.net/aliran/charter/

We owe a debt of gratitude to Pak Said for his immense
personal sacrifice in the struggle for press freedom in this
land.

We had so many questions to ask of this simple, gentle man
with iron-cast principles.  Pak Said seemed happy to remi-
nisce about his struggle and compare the world of journal-
ism then and now. In between, his beloved wife Salamah,
served us refreshments including fried bee hoon, and we
got to sample some of her legendary cooking.

There was no trace of bitterness in Pak Said’s voice. Instead
we found wisdom, rich experience and an unwavering faith
in God, his passion for the freedom of the press still brim-
ming after four decades.

CCCCC
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And slowly I grew interested in
this although my studies were in-
terrupted by the Japanese Occu-
pation. By the time the Second
World War was over, I was too old
to go back to school and too young
to find a job; it was not easy.

So during the military administra-
tion period, immediately after the
Second World War, I worked
briefly with the military establish-
ment under the BMA (British Mili-
tary Administration) in Singa-
pore. And it was during that pe-
riod that I came into contact more
and more with what was going
on in the nationalist struggle of
not only Malaya but also espe-
cially Indonesia where they were
fighting against the Dutch.

Slowly, I was attracted to these
kinds of things and when an op-
portunity was opened for me to
become a reporter, I immediately
grabbed it. It was Keris Mas who
offered me work in Utusan Melayu.
Keris Mas, I came to know later,
was one of the active MNP (the
left-leaning Malay Nationalist
Party, formed in 1945) members.
He was a journalist, a writer, a sort
of politician….and he happened

to be a friend of my brother, who
was also a member of the MNP in
Singapore.  So when he offered me
work in Utusan Melayu, I thought,
this is something I was dreaming of –
if I can get this kind of job, why not?
I was then preparing for my Sen-
ior Cambridge examination at
that time as a private candidate.

This was how I was attracted to
journalism and once I got the job,
it was a matter of involving my-
self more and more. That kind of
journalism - to me it was not just
work, you know to write news, to
get it published, to earn a living
but also sort of a political activity
that I was involving myself in
through journalism.

Charter:Charter:Charter:Charter:Charter: What kind of principles What kind of principles What kind of principles What kind of principles What kind of principles
did you feel were important whendid you feel were important whendid you feel were important whendid you feel were important whendid you feel were important when
you were in journalism?you were in journalism?you were in journalism?you were in journalism?you were in journalism?

SaidSaidSaidSaidSaid: I wasn’t very clear, when you
talk about principles, but one thing
was very certain: that it was to get
involved in any activity that could
drive the colonial power out of our
country. So that was the kind of
principle – the anti-colonial strug-
gle. Beyond that, I was not very
clear on what it was (the princi-
ples involved).

When I say anti-colonial struggle,
I do not mean just in Singapore
but also in the Southeast Asian
region especially in Indonesia
where they were revolting against
the Dutch. Many Malays took part
in that struggle and many Indo-
nesians came across to get sup-
port from the Malays in Singapore
and Malaya. So that was the kind
of principle - if you want to call it
that – that I subscribed to then.

Charter:Charter:Charter:Charter:Charter:  Given your experience Given your experience Given your experience Given your experience Given your experience
then and what you have seen nowthen and what you have seen nowthen and what you have seen nowthen and what you have seen nowthen and what you have seen now

in Malaysia, what do you thinkin Malaysia, what do you thinkin Malaysia, what do you thinkin Malaysia, what do you thinkin Malaysia, what do you think
makes a good journalist?makes a good journalist?makes a good journalist?makes a good journalist?makes a good journalist?

Said:Said:Said:Said:Said: The world of journalism I
was in was that of the early 50s
and the early 60s. Actually I was
in journalism for a very short pe-
riod of time. I joined in 1951; I think
I ended up in 1961 – exactly  10
years. I was beginning to get in-
volved very deeply and very seri-
ously in journalism at that time,
1 9 6 1 .

The world of journalism then and
now is so very different, in the
sense that after the 1961 strike of
Utusan Melayu workers, the first
of its kind, there was no more talk
about freedom of the press. The
takeover of Utusan Melayu by the
party in power, UMNO, turned it
into a party newspaper.

To us, journalists had to play the
role of watchdog of the govern-
ment, to make sure that we repre-
sent public opinion, we represent
the thinking of the people, we of-
fer criticism to the government in
the interest of the people, we pro-
tect the interests of the people
through our writing. But once jour-
nalists were not allowed to do
that, after the takeover of the pa-
per, they played a different role
altogether.

The Utusan strike was a turning
point in the development of Malay
and Malayan journalism as well
as a turning point for press free-
dom in the country because there
was never a struggle for press free-
dom until 1961.

This of course was not given the
proper publicity and people did
not know much about it because
it was confined to a small circle of
newspaper people who knew
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about it but dared not write or
could not write about it. And even
among the Malay community,
only a small portion of people un-
derstood the reason.

[Certain quarters] tried to argue
that it was a political strike – in
other words, we wanted to take
control of the newspapers so that
we could support the left-wing po-
litical parties who were socialist
and pro-communist and pro-Indo-
nesia and so on.

Until today, they still hold on to
that kind of thinking. (Prof Mohd)
Safar (Hashim) is one of them who
insisted that the Utusan strike was
not so much for the freedom of the
press but for the livelihood, the
rice-bowl of the journalists. Safar
was writing his thesis for PhD
and he interviewed me for a few
days in Singapore, but I am afraid
to say that his views are very dif-
ferent from mine. (Laughs)

I had to explain in my book (Dark
Clouds at Dawn) what I thought of
Safar’s views because it was very
important. A few years after the
Utusan strike in 1961, all the other
newspapers were one after an-
other taken over by the party in

power, by the government. No-
body talks about freedom of the
press anymore; until today, the
journalists, they (rarely) talk about
freedom of the press.

I think it was in 1996 when the
journalists signed a memoran-
dum to Badawi appealing for a
revocation of the Printing Presses
and Publications Act and so on. I
was sent a copy (of the memo) by
them. It was the first time journal-
ists in the country collectively had
taken up the issue of freedom of
the press and sent it to the deputy
prime minister.

This is an encouraging develop-
ment. Although the action taken
was not the same as ours in 1961,
we do have journalists who still
want to fight for freedom of the
press, who think that unless there
is freedom of the press, your work
as a journalist will not be benefi-
cial to the people and to the coun-
try.

It’s a good sign but unfortunately,
Abdullah Badawi has not said
anything about it and, worse, even
the journalists themselves, the
editors, the tokoh-tokoh wartawan
(outstanding journalists) – and

they have appointed tokoh
wartawan every year – never both-
ered even to say anything about
the memorandum!

This is very strange. There seems
to be like a new culture among the
newspaper people: they don’t
seem bothered about freedom of
the press. Ironically, the people
who are interested in freedom of
the press are the people in the
NGOs, the opposition parties
who talk about the freedom of the
press, and the journalists them-
selves. The people who are at the
top level of the newspapers never
bother to say anything. So that is
the kind of world we have – the
journalism of my day and the jour-
nalism of today.

Charter:Charter:Charter:Charter:Charter: There are some newspa- There are some newspa- There are some newspa- There are some newspa- There are some newspa-
per journalists who say they areper journalists who say they areper journalists who say they areper journalists who say they areper journalists who say they are
trying to be objective and bal-trying to be objective and bal-trying to be objective and bal-trying to be objective and bal-trying to be objective and bal-
anced. Is it possible to achieveanced. Is it possible to achieveanced. Is it possible to achieveanced. Is it possible to achieveanced. Is it possible to achieve
that?that?that?that?that?

Said:Said:Said:Said:Said: First of all, when we look at
the structure of the newspapers
today, all the so-called mainstream
newspapers are controlled by the
party in power or by the govern-
ment and therefore the policies set
by them are decided by the owner
of the newspaper. So the journal-
ists who are working for these
newspapers will have to follow
the editorial policy set by the own-
ers, meaning the political masters.

In this kind of situation, I cannot
see how journalists can be very
objective. When I say journalists
here, I am referring to the editors,
people who decide what to pub-
lish and what not to publish, what
feature articles, what commentar-
ies can be written and published,
what editorial policies to take.
These are the people who decide
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and these are the very people who
are very closely associated with
the people in power.

As an example, I refer to Utusan
Melayu again. Ever since the strike,
Utusan Melayu has got a few new
editors. First who took over from
me was Melan Abdullah and then
Melan got into trouble and his
place was taken by Mazlan
(Nordin). And then Mazlan was
kicked upstairs or downstairs
and the post was taken over by
Zainuddin (Maidin), who is now
the parliamentary secretary of the
Information Ministry. And then
after Zam, it was Johan Jaafar, who
was later sacked after Anwar was
kicked out. And after Johan Jaafar,
we have Khalid (Mohammed)
now.

Now if you follow the develop-
ment of Utusan, each one of the
editors who took over from me
was dismissed by the owner of
the newspaper. Whether or not
they were fighting for the freedom
of the press is a different matter
but they were nevertheless kicked
out or dismissed from the news-
paper without explanation.

These people were sacked because
the owners of the newspaper
wanted to see someone who could
serve them better. None of these
editors has ever taken up this is-
sue as a press freedom issue that
has to be fought. In other words,
they do not see it as an issue that
journalists must fight for. Freedom
of the press doesn’t mean any-
thing to them.

It has happened in other newspa-
pers too. And the Chinese news-
papers recently as well - when
they had the Nanyang Press
takeover, exactly the same as what

happened to us.

Charter:Charter:Charter:Charter:Charter: Some say that after inde- Some say that after inde- Some say that after inde- Some say that after inde- Some say that after inde-
pendence, the media should focuspendence, the media should focuspendence, the media should focuspendence, the media should focuspendence, the media should focus
on development news rather thanon development news rather thanon development news rather thanon development news rather thanon development news rather than
political reporting. What do youpolitical reporting. What do youpolitical reporting. What do youpolitical reporting. What do youpolitical reporting. What do you
think?think?think?think?think?

Said:Said:Said:Said:Said: I look at it in this way. They
said that after independence, we
should concentrate on the devel-
opment of the country and there-
fore, journalists have a role to play.
So they advanced what they call
“developmental journalism” as
the political journalistic line that
all journalists must adhere to -
meaning instead of fighting for
press freedom or expressing un-
happiness with government
policy, journalists should support
the government in matters relat-
ing to the development of the
country.

In theory, it’s okay, why not? If the
government has a policy for the
development of the country which
is in the interests of the people and
the nation, by all means, journal-
ists must support it, must encour-
age it, must explain to the people
that this is government policy and
the people must continue to sup-
port this policy. I am all for that,
myself.

But why did we oppose the gov-
ernment immediately after inde-
pendence at that time? You see we
got independence in 1957. In
1961, when I became the editor, the
policy of the party in power,
which was supposed to be in the
interests of the people, had in-
stead been more in the interests of
foreign capitalists and foreign
governments, particularly the Brit-
ish.

We opposed this - because we sug-

gested that the government in
power (UMNO and the Alliance
government) must remember
what they promised the people
during the first general election in
1955. If we study the policies of
the government in various fields
then – particularly in the economy,
in education, in defence, in for-
eign policy – they were all more
inclined to be pro our former colo-
nial masters.

This was not good for the coun-
try. So we in Utusan wanted to con-
tinue to play our role, to continue
to be critical of those government
policies that were contrary to the
interests of the people. We would
support the government on other
issues. It was not for our own in-
terests – but it was for the inter-
ests of the people.

(We knew that) when the paper
was taken over by the govern-
ment, it would become the voice
of the party instead of the voice of
the people.

Utusan Melayu readers were
Malays. Only a small portion of
the Malays belonged to this po-
litical party in power. The vast
majority either belonged to other
political parties like Parti Negara,
PAS, Parti Rakyat, and the Labour
Party, or were non-political - but
they were still readers. And they
were Malays, 80 per cent of whom
were rural people.

We wanted to voice the interests
of the people. We wanted to repre-
sent their thinking. We wanted to
reflect their thinking, to tell the
government their interests had to
be protected in an independent
Malaya.

Apparently the government did
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not agree with us, because they
wanted to make sure that Utusan
became the voice not of the Malays
who read the paper but of the
party in power.

If we opposed or were critical, we
were critical on that score.

Charter: Charter: Charter: Charter: Charter: When you went on strikeWhen you went on strikeWhen you went on strikeWhen you went on strikeWhen you went on strike
in 1961, you took a huge personalin 1961, you took a huge personalin 1961, you took a huge personalin 1961, you took a huge personalin 1961, you took a huge personal
and career risk. What gave you theand career risk. What gave you theand career risk. What gave you theand career risk. What gave you theand career risk. What gave you the
courage or the perseverance?courage or the perseverance?courage or the perseverance?courage or the perseverance?courage or the perseverance?

Said:Said:Said:Said:Said: I knew about the risks. I knew
the kind of sacrifice that I had to
make. I knew that I would lose my
job. I would have problems with
my personal interests, with my
family’s interests – it was a very
small family but with little chil-
dren around; what would happen
to them if I lost my job, and worse,
if I was taken as a political enemy?

But that was secondary to me at
that time, not because of any seri-
ous political objective that I
wanted to achieve - I was non-
partisan; I was just a journalist. I
thought even at that time, that this
principle of freedom of the press
had to be protected come what
may. I took it as a test case.

I remember the editor-in-chief of
the Straits Times at that time, Leslie
Hoffman. During our strike, he
invited me to have lunch with him,
so we went to somewhere around
the Selangor Club for a chat.

He, being a fellow journalist, fel-
low editor, he advised me, “Said,
you know you are fighting
against the whole government.
You know you cannot win. They
will never allow you to win.
So…think it over whether it is
wise for you to continue this
struggle.”

I said, “Yes, I know it, because I
am fighting…I mean you are the
(representative of) the IPI (Interna-
tional Press Institute) in Malaya
and you know what I am fighting
for.”

He said, “I know, but you can’t
fight…”

I said, “But then do you remem-
ber when you ran away from Sin-
gapore? You did run away from
Singapore, you know” (because
the PAP was about to get hold of
him and he actually fought for free-
dom of the press).

Because of the curtailment of free-
dom of the press in Singapore at
that time by the PAP, Leslie
Hoffman came over here. He
thought that there was more lee-
way here for freedom of the press.

“You remember?” I said.

He said, “Ya, but then, this is dif-
ferent, Said. This is a bigger field.”

I said, “Precisely so. You see you
ran away from Singapore, you did
not fight in Singapore…now you
are here, we are here together, I am
trying to fight on this
issue…instead of supporting me
now, you advise me not to fight.”

“Leslie,” I said, “mark my words
(and he confirmed this later): now
it has happened to me and Utusan
Melayu. It will soon happen…after
this, it will happen to the Straits
Times next.”

And truly it did happen.

Years later, after my release in Sin-
gapore, Leslie Hoffman had al-
ready retired and migrated to Aus-
tralia. When he heard that I was

released, he came back to Singa-
pore. One day a fellow journalist
organised a dinner party and sud-
denly Leslie Hoffman was there. I
was invited because I was the
Asia Research editor.

When we met, he said, “Said, Said,
come here. Eh, Said-ah, maybe
belated-lah…but you know what
you said all those years ago was
true. Ai-yah Said, I got helluva
time.”

I said, “Yes?! Anyway I am glad,
it is not too late for you to realise.”
(Laughs)

Poor Leslie.

I said, “I knew when you advised
me not to…”

He said, “(I gave) 100 dollars for
your Utusan workers’ strike
fund.”

“Very kind of you,” I said. He re-
membered all those things.

“Said, at least I support you-
ahh?”

(Said laughs heartily)

That was the situation I was in.
The question of how I felt…truly
it wasn’t really very clear. But I
knew I had to fight. It had become
an issue - if I had given up, the
paper would still be taken over,
people would not talk about free-
dom of the press, and the journal-
ists, they would just forget about
it.

Charter:Charter:Charter:Charter:Charter: Do think that idealism is Do think that idealism is Do think that idealism is Do think that idealism is Do think that idealism is
important for journalists?important for journalists?important for journalists?important for journalists?important for journalists?

Said:Said:Said:Said:Said: It is something to hold on to.
What are you doing? What do you
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want to be done? In this case, in
journalism, it is very clear.  What
we wanted at that time was for
Utusan Melayu to be allowed to be
a free newspaper - free from con-
trol by any political party. Because
once it becomes the voice of a po-
litical party, then the paper is
obliged to support the policy of
that particular party at the ex-
pense of its readers.

What we asked for then was: “Let
us continue to be a free newspa-
per. We will give credit where credit
is due. If the government has a
good policy, we will support it and
if the government has a policy
which is not in the interest of the
people, we will offer criticism, con-
structive criticism, be it on a local
or international issue.” That’s all.
That was the kind of principle that
I was holding on to at that time.

We were not being idealistic. But
at that time to ask for freedom of
the press…it was idealistic - the
kind of thing we wanted to see
happen although very few of us
believed we could win that kind
of war. It was a battle against a
powerful organisation.

Tun Razak, at that time the deputy

prime minister, warned me
through my lawyer, P G Lim (Lim
Kean Siew’s sister  - she was then
my lawyer). One day, she was hav-
ing lunch with Razak and Razak
told PG, “Eh, PG, you are Said’s
lawyer ah? You go and tell Said,
‘Don’t try to fight against the gov-
ernment. We will never allow you
to fight.’”

When PG came back to see me, I
said, “Whoever wanted to fight
against them?”

Charter: Charter: Charter: Charter: Charter: Do you think the journal-Do you think the journal-Do you think the journal-Do you think the journal-Do you think the journal-
ists of today have lost their ideal-ists of today have lost their ideal-ists of today have lost their ideal-ists of today have lost their ideal-ists of today have lost their ideal-
i sm?i sm?i sm?i sm?i sm?

Said:Said:Said:Said:Said: I wouldn’t say that all of
them have lost their idealism. I
think some of them do still have a
kind of idealism - especially
among the lower level of journal-
ists and among some of the fea-
ture writers and even commenta-
tors, columnists and so on. They
still believe that they need some
form of freedom – freedom of the
press so that they can write with-
out any interference and freedom
of speech whereby they can also
talk about freedom of the press.

Now this is not to say they are

Pick up Said’s book, Dark
Clouds at Dawn, published by
Insan, to get a more complete
picture of the man and his
struggle. Next month, we
publish the concluding part of
our interview with Pak Said
as he describes what kept him
going during those long lonely
years in detention.

completely curbed because we
have newspapers that do not be-
long to the mainstream newspa-
pers. For instance, Harakah, Suara
Rakyat, Berita Keadilan and The
Rocket – they are all party papers.
They explain their party policy
and, as they are party newspa-
pers, of course they can do what
they like.

But if you call yourself a main-
stream newspaper, then you are
responsible to the readers as a
whole. You have that kind of obli-
gation. But it doesn’t happen now
because the economic interests
and economic control of the news-
paper is so complete.

In that sense, there are journalists
who still have that kind of ideal-
ism, who still believe that freedom
of the press is important. They are
still fighting for it, outside the
mainstream groups of newspa-
pers.

(The authorities) are tightening up
now; they have new laws. They
strengthen every law, culminating
with the ISA, which is the “best”
and most effective weapon they
can use against anybody includ-
ing journalists.q
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icture this:icture this:icture this:icture this:icture this: A woman goes to an office to present
some research findings to the person in charge,
a man. The man asks her if she is married and
her age. Later during her presentation, he in-

terrupts her with “Excuse me, but I think you are so cute!”
As she leaves his office (after her presentation), he shakes
her hand and asks her, “So, how old are you?”.

It may be true to say that most of us have an idea
that there is such a thing as sexual harassment, but
perhaps few of us would be able to define with any
confidence what it is exactly. What may be playful
banter to one person may be unwelcome comments
to another. Isn’t it all too subjective? A fuss about
nothing?

Well, it certainly isn’t a fuss about nothing. Thou-
sands of women and men suffer sexual harassment,
with many of them suffering severe emotional and
physical consequences. This is as true of Malaysia
as it is elsewhere. Indeed, there is a campaign going
on at the moment in this country for the Govern-
ment to enact legislation to make sexual harassment
a punishable offence. In other words, it is possible
to define it, and there are many countries and states
that have been able to do so. Let us look a little more
closely at some of the issues.

While there is no one definitive definition, sexual
harassment has generally been acknowledged as
comprising unwanted and unwelcome sexual con-

duct, approaches, innuendoes and so on, which can
result in a hostile and intimidating (working) en-
vironment. It can be a single or repeated occur-
rence. It should be noted that many initiatives in
both defining sexual harassment and taking re-
medial actions have concentrated on the
workplace, a fact that holds true for initiatives in
Malaysia too. In this country, there is, at present,
a voluntary Code of Practice on the Prevention of
Sexual Harassment In The Workplace, overseen
by the Ministry of Human Resources (MOHR).
This code defines sexual harassment as “various
conducts of a sexual nature that arise out of workplace
relationships and include verbal, non-verbal, psycho-
logical or physical forms of harassment.”

WOMEN

Excuse Me,
But I Think You Are So Cute!
Malaysia must set a high standard of conduct at the workplace
and implement the proposed Sexual Harassment Bill.

by Prema Devaraj

PPPPP

Is This Sexual Harassment?

What Is Sexual Harassment?
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Like other forms of abuse, sexual harassment is in-
extricably linked to the abuse of power. It is not mere
banter when a person uses his or her superior posi-
tion to harass, intimidate and humiliate another
person. It is intolerable.

Of course, there are various explanations and ex-
cuses for sexual harassment. These include the
claim that men are biologically programmed to be
sexual aggressors, the observation that the cultural
structure of patriarchy gives men social, political
and economic power over women and the argument
that the workplace is traditionally male so women
cannot expect men to change their cultural behavior
in the workplace.

Yet most harassers hold key or strategic decision-
making positions and are therefore able to exercise
their power over subordinates.  And while women
are more likely to be harassed because most posi-
tions of authority are held by men, men are also sexu-
ally harassed. Once we understand the contexts and
causes of sexual harassment, we can appreciate the
need for legislation. Legislation will give proper
protection to all.

There have been numerous studies on the effects
sexual harassment has on a person’s mental and
physical well being. They are considerable, and
will affect the person’s ability not just to do their
work but to lead their daily lives. Psychological
effects include self-doubt, denial and self-blame,
humiliation, loss of interest in work, a feeling of
powerlessness, a loss of trust, anger and depres-
sion. There can also be physical injuries associ-
ated with sexual harassment, some of which
stress-related and some caused by pranks and
acts of violence. These can include headaches,
stomachaches and sleeping or eating disorders.
With regard to work-related effects, as well as the
effect on the worker’s own ability to perform his
or her duties, workers may be transferred, lose a
chance for a promotion, receive lower wages and
benefits or even lose their jobs because they have
refused the sexual advances of a superior.

The widespread occurrence of sexual harassment,
and the effects it has on people, means that sexual
harassment causes the loss of millions of dollars to
business. Absenteeism, lower productivity, high
worker turn-over, costs of re-hiring, costs of re-train-
ing, damaged reputations, low morale, increased
legal fees and reduced loyalty are all costs to busi-
nesses.  Just to give you an idea: a 1988 study in the
USA found that sexual harassment cost the federal
government some US$ 267 million between 1985 and
1987 in job turnovers, health insurance, medical
leave associated with sexual harassment and lost
productivity.

The government of Malaysia has acknowledged the
fact of sexual harassment through the drawing-up

The Effects Of
Sexual Harassment

Why Does Sexual
Harassment Occur?

What Is The Situation
In Malaysia?

1. Loss of Wages and Benefits1. Loss of Wages and Benefits1. Loss of Wages and Benefits1. Loss of Wages and Benefits1. Loss of Wages and Benefits
2. Forced Reassignment2. Forced Reassignment2. Forced Reassignment2. Forced Reassignment2. Forced Reassignment
3. Quitting3. Quitting3. Quitting3. Quitting3. Quitting
4. Job Loss4. Job Loss4. Job Loss4. Job Loss4. Job Loss
5. Retaliation5. Retaliation5. Retaliation5. Retaliation5. Retaliation
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and implementation of the (voluntary) Code in 1999.
Many groups want more than this, based on the
premise that the Code has been ineffective. While
raising awareness and generally encouraging com-
panies to come up with policies and grievance pro-
cedures, the Code does not itself provide procedures
for redress. The fact that it is voluntary is also a
major drawback:  since its implementation, a mere
1.125 % of some 400,000 employers registered with
PERKESO have adopted this code and set up in-
house monitoring polices for sexual harassment.

 Measuring the actual prevalence of sexual harass-
ment is difficult. For example, officially the Ministry
of Human Resources received 188 complaints be-
tween 1997 and 1999 (The Star, 13 May 2001), but
this is believed to be just the tip of the iceberg. A
recent survey by the All Women’s Action Society
and the Women’s Development Collective of 1,483
respondents from six companies which had
adopted the MOHR Code of Practice showed ap-
proximately a third of both male and female re-
spondents having experienced some form of sexual
harassment.

These are significant numbers. Don’t forget, many
people have no idea that they are entitled to some
sort of protection and that there is a way (and a
need) to report incidents. As in so many areas, work-
ers are often not sure of their rights or any grievance
procedure. Neither is everyone able to articulate his
or her ordeal. There is often confusion and the fear
of not being believed, of humiliation, of being ostra-
cized or victimized. This is real, simply because of
the sad fact that many employers are either embar-
rassed or threatened by the existence of sexual har-
assment and do little to protect complainants. They
might even choose to protect the harasser (they might
even be the harasser). Many victims of sexual har-
assment have become the object of investigations
and some have been victims of retaliatory tactics
due to lack of protection. A voluntary code cannot
protect workers; a law is needed.

Experience from different parts of the world show
such legislation against sexual harassment is pos-
sible. Some countries, including Australia, Canada,
France, New Zealand, Spain, Sweden and the

United States, have specific laws on sexual harass-
ment. Other countries sometimes cover it under laws
on wrongful dismissal, tort (civil) law or criminal
law.

In Malaysia, under Section 509 of the Penal Code,
any person who insults the modesty of any woman
by word, through sound, gesture or exhibits any ob-
ject intentionally, shall be punished for a term which
may extend to five years or be fined or both. When it
involves an assault or the use of criminal force, the
convicted person may be charged under Section 354
of the Penal Code for outrage of modesty which car-
ries a punishment of up to 10 years imprisonment,
or with whipping, or with a fine, or with any two of
the mentioned punishments.

Many people argue that this is sufficient to cover
sexual harassment. However, there are problems
with the Penal Code, for instance;
a) The difficulty in proving beyond reasonable

doubt that sexual harassment took place i.e. a
high standard of proof is required. Often there
are no witnesses (or evidence) and it is a case of
one person’s word against the other.

b) Unless there is physical violence or evidence of
bruises and injury, the police may not take it seri-
ously or even investigate. Alternatively, the po-
lice may have to obtain a special sanction from
the DPP to start an investigation.

c) Section 509 does not consider the modesty of a
man!

d) The reporting procedure may put people off, es-
pecially if reports are received with less than due
respect;

e) Many victims of sexual harassment do not want
to go through procedures of prosecution in court.
They want the harassment to stop but may not
want to criminalize or prosecute the harasser in
such a major way.

In 2001, out of its experience of monitoring and han-
dling sexual harassment cases, the Joint Action
Group Against Violence Against Women (JAG)
drafted a Memorandum on a Proposed Sexual Har-
assment Bill and submitted it to the Deputy Human
Resources Minister.

The aim of the Bill is to compel employers to insti-
tute and abide by a standard process in dealing with
sexual harassment at the workplace. Among other

What Is Proposed
Vis-A-Vis Legislation?
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things, the proposed Bill:
• provides a preventive angle to

the issue, since sexual harass-
ment is an offence recognized
by law;

• redefines the ‘workplace’ to
protect every working person
in a working relationship;

• promotes self regulation by the
employer, since employers
must pro-actively prevent
sexual harassment by ensur-
ing a safe workplace by follow-
ing set guidelines;

• ensures easier access for re-
dress, since complaints would
be handled in-house by a
sexual harassment committee
comprising both management
and employees with equal gen-
der representation, using pro-
cedures which are transparent,
fair and just;

• ensures the appointment of a
Director to formulate preven-
tive measures and regulations,
to receive complaints and to
conciliate where possible.
Sexual harassment complaints
can also go directly to the Di-
rector;

• ensures the formulation of a
Tribunal consisting of people
with legal and relevant expe-
rience and expertise to conduct
an inquiry where required or
where previous conciliation
was not possible. A Tribunal
decision will be recorded at the
High Court, thereby making it
a court order. This can be re-
viewed on appeal.

The proposed Bill is not criminal
in nature but is geared towards
preventive measures and a non-
criminal redress system. For exam-
ple, if a person is found guilty of
sexual harassment, then he or she
would have to apologize, pay
some amount for damages and/

or face some kind of disciplinary
action.

The reaction of the Ministry has
been to indicate preference for an
“educational approach” and
“training initiatives” (NST, 31
March.2001).  Human Resources
Minister Datuk Dr Fong Chan
Onn announced the formation of
a Sexual Harassment Unit under
State Labour Departments nation-
wide to specifically cater for cases
of sexual harassment and dis-
crimination at the workplace
(NST, 3 September 2001). More re-
cently, he stated that the Code
could be incorporated into collec-
tive agreements (CAs) with the
assistance of the Labour Office
(The Sun, 2 December.2001). The
problem with this is that, apart
from the Code not having proce-
dures for redress, only a small mi-
nority of the nation’s working
population are unionized and so
only a minority of employees have
CAs with their employers. Mean-
while, thousands of Malaysians
suffer sexual harassment, with lit-
tle action or redress undertaken

on their behalf.

All around the world, people and
governments are becoming more
and more aware of sexual harass-
ment and the toll it takes on peo-
ple’s lives and the nation’s
economy. In this area, as in so
many others, Malaysia has the
chance to learn from and adapt
the experiences of other countries
to suit our Malaysian situation.
Out of respect for workers
throughout the nation, who con-
tinue to shape and mould the
country, Malaysia must take cour-
age and move towards setting a
high standard of conduct at the
workplace and implement a Bill
which enforces standardization of
procedures and processes for deal-
ing with sexual harassment. The
sooner we do this, combined with
continued work in raising aware-
ness of the issues at all levels of
our society, the closer we get to
seriously tackling sexual harass-
ment at the workplace.

Support the proposed Sexual Har-
assment Bill. q
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May I say that Rosli Omar's arti-
cle in the last Aliran Monthly is the
best article I have read regarding
the “Pledge.” It is sincere, honest
and hits the nail on the head. To
write this and at the same time be
working in the public sector, you
must be very brave. You can hold
your head high, knowing that you
have done and said the right
thing. It is the most sensible writ-
ing and deserves the widest pub-
licity.

The Pledge will bring an oppres-
sive and detrimental atmos-
phere to the whole nation, a re-
gressive step for true education
and modernisation. It will strike
fear in every civil servant, and
stifle any desire to counter fool-
ish policies, to expose wrongdo-

ing by those in power and to rec-
tify the suffering of citizens. Ill-
conceived policies will remain
uncorrected and unchallenged,
allowing them to continue to rot
society into backwardness.
Every civil servant will be cowed
into blind (unthinking) obedi-
ence and in time to come will be
nothing but a robot.

This is the most harmful thing
anyone can do to the nation - it is
the mother of all bad policies - be-
cause out of it will come thou-
sands upon thousands of deci-
sions that will not be based upon
what is best for the nation.

It looks like intolerance and short-
sighted policies are sweeping
allternative thinking under the
carpet. To speak out as you have
done is courageous and needs all
our support. I will forward your

writing to all my friends.

James Koh
via e-mail

Illegal immigrants of African de-
scent, whilst in police custody,
simply walk away to freedom.
Armed robbers, high on the
“wanted list” and described as
armed and dangerous, make their
get-away whilst being escorted by
experienced police escorts.  Police
officers and men, take to their heels
when they are  outnumbered
when trying to conduct urine tests
on some migrant workers at a fac-
tory.  Detainees, described as dan-
gerous simply scale their way out
of lock-ups whilst their guards are
seemingly oblivious as to their du-
ties and responsibilities... A police
man is reported to be a member of
an organised syndicate involved
in the theft of vehicles. The nause-
ating list goes on.

Which leads me to the question:
have we placed our police force
in the hands of the right people
with the right aptitude and com-
mitment to uphold law and order
in this county?

Sathiaveelan
Ipoh

I was greatly disturbed by the let-
ter “Setting Up A New Opposition
Front”, more so, since Sdr Karpal
Singh, the very epitome of the rule
of law, wrote it.  The tenor of his
letter, dictated probably by politi-
cal exigencies of the moment,
presents to the reader an obliquely

Letters must not exceed 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. If you are sending
by e-mail please include your in the e-mail message body itself.
We do not open attachment to avoid viruses.

Is The Police Force
In The Hands

Of The Right People?

K a r p a l ' s
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Courage Pledge
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distorted view of the local and
world situations.

Ignoring the use of the word
“jihad” in isolation (compare
`WAR’ on poverty), and the writ-
er’s apparent confusion as to
whether PAS supports the `cause
of the Taliban’ or the `Taliban’
(unbridgeable difference), I take
umbrage with juxtapositioning
the PAS’ èxtremism’ and the
Taliban with the September 11 ter-
rorist attacks.  The ordinary
reader is left with the impression
the Taliban orchestrated the hor-
rendous attacks, thus fitting the
ready-made label of `terrorist.’

On the facts available, there is not
an iota of admissible evidence to
be gleaned against the Taliban as
perpetrators of the September 11
attacks.

The just response to this mon-
strous crime would have been to
go all out to bring the actual per-
petrators to justice - justice under
the rule of law through the courts
by marshalling and presenting
evidence to convince the world
through the collective agency of
the United Nations.  This, the
American government, in its ar-
rogance failed to do, and instead
chose `vigilante justice’!

The suggestion to form a new op-
position front without PAS is un-
tenable, as it would mean an op-
position in opposition to the offi-
cial Opposition in opposition to
the BN government!

John Ayavood D
Klang

The UEM/Renong saga can be
traced back over the years to the

Lim Kit Siang vs UEM case, where
the Supreme Court by a majority
of 3 (Tun Salleh Abas, Tan Sri
Hamid Omar and Tan Sri Hashim
Yeop Sani) to 2 (Datuk George
Seah, (senior in protocol to) Tan
Sri Abdoolcader (even though
only a Datuk) dismissed LKS’
case on the grounds that he lacked
locus standi, albeit LKS was, at the
material times, the Leader of the
Opposition in Parliament.

The thrust of my dissenting judg-
ment was that the locus standi rule
only applied to public-interest
civil suits and are made by the
Judges to prevent the Courts from
being inundated with frivolous
cases from members of the public.
But LKS was not an ordinary
member of the general public: he
was the Leader of the Opposition
in Parliament, a post recognised
by the Malaysian government for
he was paid a monthly allowance.
If the Leader of the Opposition in
Parliament had no locus standi to
question the use of public funds,
who can?  The Supreme Court
majority decision, regretfully, gave
to the government of the day a carte
blanche to act the way they think
fit, without having to worry about
being challenged or to answer in
a Court of Law.  In my view, the
majority decision seems to forget
that the Supreme Court is the third
branch of a democratic govern-
ment and equal in status with the
other two branches, namely Par-
liament and Executive.

Sometimes I hear arguments that
the Supreme Court is not elected
by the peoples of Malaysia and
shouldn’t be equated to that of the
two branches.  The argument is
flawed because members of Par-
liament and the Executive are
elected by some of the people to
represent for a period of years or

months or even days (like Argen-
tina) whereas judges of the Su-
preme Court are appointed by the
Yang di-Pertuan Agong to repre-
sent the peoples of Malaysia all
the time or at least until they retire
at the age of 65 years or until re-
moval!

The UEM/Renong saga would be
different today if the Supreme
Court had allowed the LKS vs
UEM case to proceed to trial!  You
only need a vote to turn a minor-
ity into a majority decision of the
Court.

Datuk George Seah
Former Supreme Court Judge

Petaling Jaya

The “War on Terror” was de-
clared by President George W
Bush soon after the September 11
attacks on the United States.

Osama bin Laden was the prime
suspect and fingers were pointing
at him as being the mastermind of
the diabolical plot.

The Taliban were accused of har-
bouring Osama and of refusing to
hand him over to the US.  So the
bombing campaign was planned
and completely destroyed Al-
Qaeda training camps and the
whole country of Afghanistan,
leaving thousands of deaths and
many injured, mostly civilians.

Now the US-led military cam-
paign against the Taliban seems
to have been completed with the
Northern Alliance together with
the US Multinational forces
jointly playing the role of peace-
keeping force in Afghanistan.
Many were captured and some

UEM/Renong Saga

Treat Afghan
Prisoners As POWs
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surrendered.

As of 22 January 2002, 158 detain-
ees had been taken to Guatanamo,
and more are expected. The ques-
tion is what are those detainees to
be treated as?  Prisoners of War?
Or criminal suspects?  Newspa-
pers published photographs
showing Al-Qaeda detainees be-
ing manacled and blindfolded at
a US military base in Cuba.

If the detainees are to be treated as
prisoners of war, they have certain
rights under the 1949 Geneva
Convention Relative to the Treat-
ment of Prisoners of War and the
United States cannot try prison-
ers of war simply for waging war
against the country.

Since the Taliban fighters were
part of the Afghan Military or
“regular armed forces who pro-
fess allegiance to a government”,
as the Convention states, such
captured fighters are defined as
prisoners of war under the Con-
vention.  But the US does not con-
sider them as prisoners of war
because the US said that, “They
are not representatives of the gov-
ernment that we are at war with
so they don’t really fall under the
definition of prisoners of war.”

What happened to the pictures,
reportedly taken by a US Navy
Officer and released to the media,
which show a group of kneeling,
manacled and blindfolded prison-
ers? They were wearing dark gog-
gles to block out the light, ear muffs
to keep out sound, bright orange
jump suits and mittens, said the
right-wing Mail on Sunday.  They
can “hear nothing, smell nothing,
feel nothing,” the middle-market
tabloid said, describing the pris-
oners as being “Shackled like wild
animals.”

Whatever it is and regardless of
the prisoners’ status, the Geneva
Convention requires the United
States to treat all detainees at the
Naval Base in Cuba humanely
without harm, torture or abuse.

The world’ s only superpower
should be humble and set a prec-
edent and protect the weak.  They
will be praised and earn the re-
spect they deserve.

Thomas TH Lim
Sarawak

I, David Teh, am a long-time
reader of Aliran Monthly and
would like to thank all of you
wonderful and dedicated people
out there who, for many many
years had worked very hard to
bring this very informative, ana-
lytical and thought-provoking
magazine into our society. Very
grateful for that!

I would like to propose that you
come up with an article (better still
a series) regarding the “nation’s
development policy” and “ur-
banization and its many prob-
lems.”

Prominent local social activist,
Lee Lam Thye recently strongly
urged the government to expedite
the introduction of the National
Social Policy as the policy is
aimed at moulding a morally and
spiritually strong and mentally
and physically prepared
Malaysian society.

He further explains: “We have
been overemphasising economic
and information technology de-
velopment.  The success of our
nation not only depends on eco-

nomics, science and technology
but also on our inner strength, our
inner qualities.”

How true!

Modernisation and urbanisation
have taken its toll on all of us.
Cities and towns are confronted
with numerous problems.  They
include inadequate resources, en-
vironmental pollution, lack of job
opportunities, increased cost of
living, increased poverty, inad-
equate services, infrastructure
and amenities, rising crime rates,
vandalism and many other hu-
man problems.

Moral degeneration and misused
intelligence are two of the biggest
problems we face today in this
modern scientific age.  Many peo-
ple especially the younger genera-
tion feel science and technology
can provide the answers to many
of our problems.  They totally ne-
glect inner, spiritual development
and human values.

People nowadays are filled with
greed, lust, hatred and ignorance.
They are after happiness and suc-
cess in the wrong ways.  That’s
why so many personal, family
and social problems are created.

The great Mahatma Gandhi once
said:
Moderation, contentment and sim-
plicity are important ingredients for
happiness.

I hope our political leaders can see
this very important point.

“Don’t overlook our spiritual
well-being for the sake of eco-
nomic success.”

David Teh
Malacca

D o n ’ t  O verlook
Spiritual Well-Being
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It is absurd for Dr Teng Hock Nan
to state that as the president he
gave the go ahead since it did not
involve council money.

It is high-handed on his part to
claim that there is no issue of get-
ting approval from the council
committee.

It is self-serving to insist that the
issue of any harm of archaeologi-
cal significance did not arise.

First of all, did he have that kind
of massive authority to ride rough-
shod over norms and procedures?

Second, is he an authority on ar-
chaeological research and find-
ings to state with any measure of
certainty that there would be no
archaeological harm arising from
this project?

Third, what harm would have
been suffered if he had consulted
the council committee or sought
expertise from the Malaysia Ar-
chaeological Research Centre?

Fourth, it is far-fetched for Dr Teng
to declare that “the plaza would
be completed to serve as a focal

point for the public to gather at
the Esplanade.”If he is a
Penangite, then he should know
that the Esplanade has always
been a focal point for public gath-
erings  - the plaza won’t make any
difference to that fact.

P Ramakrishnan
President

March 6, 2002

Aliran is deeply disturbed by a
recent press report that a
Universiti Malaya lecturer was
allegedly spying on fellow col-
leagues and students considered
to be critical of the government.

The lecturer’s ‘reporting’ of the ac-
tivities of these people was appar-
ently to assist Umno Youth in com-
piling a list of students and lectur-
ers who are deemed ‘anti-govern-
ment’ and ‘pro-opposition’.

This unhealthy development on
campus is worrying because the
fate of these students and academ-
ics would seem to largely hinge
upon the spying lecturer’s report
and his questionable notion of
what constitutes ‘anti-govern-
ment activities’. It also creates

unnecessary suspicion and ten-
sion within the academic frater-
nity and may disrupt its noble
pursuit of knowledge and truth.

Such clandestine work is not only
undemocratic but also anti-intel-
lectual for it strikes at the very
foundation of a university educa-
tion in which ideas, irrespective
of their political hues, are sup-
posed to be contested and debated
- not nailed to and buried in the
coffin of political expediency.
Needless to say, academic and
intellectual excellence is normally
achieved through a free meeting
of minds and ideas.

In reacting to the Universiti Ma-
laya administration’s reported
move to forcibly seek the resigna-
tion of the spying lecturer con-
cerned, Umno Youth contends
that the lecturer should instead
have been ‘protected’ by the var-
sity’s administration – and not
reprimanded or punished. We are
alarmed by such a contention.

University authorities in the coun-
try must address this problem of
‘policing’ before it becomes –  if it
hasn’t already — part of the politi-
cal culture in Malaysian campuses.
This is all the more important in
the context of the recent move to
compel the academic community
to sign the contentious Pledge of
Allegiance or Akujanji. It will pos-
sibly help to avoid a worst-case sce-
nario where a few academics and
students may be misled into believ-
ing that spying on others deemed
‘anti-government’ is consistent
with the spirit of the Pledge.

In times like this, it is crucial to
remind ourselves that a vibrant
and dignified academic commu-
nity is one that celebrates differ-
ences in opinion and not one that
displays the herd mentality.

Executive Committee
25 March 2002

A record of A record of A record of A record of A record of Aliran'sAliran'sAliran'sAliran'sAliran's stand on current affairs. stand on current affairs. stand on current affairs. stand on current affairs. stand on current affairs.

Dr Teng Hock Nan &
The Millennium Plaza

Policing Of Public
U n i v e r s i t i e s
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10 April 2002 has already gone
down in our history as a day of
infamy.

Beginning that black day, one
year ago, the Barisan Nasional
government tried to worm its way
out of a political impasse by re-
sorting to repression.

Using the notorious Internal Se-
curity Act (ISA) for the umpteenth
time under the Mahathir admin-
istration, the Ministry of Home
Affairs and the police arrested
several leaders of Parti Keadilan
Nasional and other well known
dissidents. The police and the
mainstream media quickly tarred
the detainees with labels like
‘Reformasi activists’ and ‘mili-
tants’ to give the impression that
they constituted a threat to na-
tional security.

Soon after, other citizens were like-
wise detained without trial.
Again the police and the main-
stream media endlessly repeated
that these were so-called “KMM”
members. Neither the police nor
their master, the Minister of Home
Affairs, were bothered that they
inconsistently called the “KMM”
first “Kumpulan Mujahideen
Malaysia” and then “Kumpulan
Militan Malaysia”.

All that mattered to the police, the
Minister, and the BN government,
who shamelessly claim to be prac-
tising democracy, is that their

Release All
Political Prisoners

mode of character assassination,
never to be challenged in court,
allows them to strike fear into or-
dinary citizens.

Today, on the first anniversary of
the 10 April arrests, Aliran, in soli-
darity with 82 organisations
which form the Gerakan
Mansuhkan ISA (GMI), calls upon
the citizens of Malaysia to remem-
ber the fate of all ISA detainees
who remain imprisoned for noth-
ing more than their opposition to
the BN government.

Today, we call upon the citizens
of Malaysia to reject the persist-
ent disregard for human rights
and civil liberties for which Dr
Mahathir’s government has be-
come infamous.

Whether any or all of these detain-
ees truly constitute a threat to na-
tional security or public safety is
something that only the courts of
this country can decide. And the
courts must decide in open trials
that permit the detainees to defend
themselves, consonant with the
laws of this nation and the spirit
of the Constitution.

Today, in solidarity with the de-
tainees and their families, who
have been subjected to all kinds
of harassment, cruelty and hu-
miliation, we call upon Malaysian
citizens not to condone the mor-
ally abhorrent and politically mo-
tivated practice of using the po-

lice to arrest citizens arbitrarily,
interrogate them in secrecy, and
maltreat them without restraint.
Who does this sick practice pro-
tect – the nation, or the fortunes of
the ‘political masters’ of the po-
lice?

Every Malaysian citizen should
realize that the continued impris-
onment of ISA detainees is a blot
on our national conscience. More
than that, the ISA is a threat to the
individual liberty and well being
of every citizen who can poten-
tially fall victim to politically mo-
tivated arrests on trumped-up
charges, or on no particular
charge at all.

Irrespective of race, gender, creed
or political affiliation, every
Malaysian citizen has the respon-
sibility of rejecting the BN govern-
ment’s utter contempt for the Con-
stitution, disrespect for High
Court decisions against arbitrary
detention without trial, and indif-
ference to popular support for le-
gitimate dissent and opposition
in this country.

On the first anniversary of the 10
April ISA detentions, Aliran
stands in solidarity with all citi-
zens who support democracy,
cherish civil liberties and uphold
human rights, irrespective of race,
religion, gender or political con-
viction.

Don’t allow our nation’s history
to be blackened any further. Re-
lease all ISA detainees. Abolish
the ISA.

Executive Committee
10 April 2002

FIRST ANNIVERSERY OF THE 10 APRIL ARRESTS
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Today, April 10
2002, we de-
clare the start of
our hunger
strike. It was ex-
actly a year ago,
we had been ar-
rested on the
accusation of

plotting violent riots & armed in-
surgency. Of course we firmly re-
ject that an unsubstantiated alle-
gation & challenge the authorities
to change us in court. Through-
out our political activism, we have
been conscientiously engaged in
a peaceful process of struggle. Our
imprisonment without trial is
nothing but a means to suppress
legitimate criticisms against the
govt’s abuses of power & human
rights violations.

Our protest is not only to high-

light the inhumanity of Mahathir
regime but also an expression of
solidarity with the people perse-
cuted by the country’s unjust le-
gal system. In the last 3 years,
hundreds have been charged with
illegal assembly or riots & faced
the possibility of stiff penalty.
Opposition leaders & NGO work-
ers have been constantly harassed
by police special branches. Activ-
ists beaten by anti-riot squads &
tortured in lock-ups. The saddest
still, masses of ordinary
Malaysians leading a life in
daily fear of political intimidation.

And not to forget Anwar Ibrahim
who has been convicted 15 year
jail sentence for exposing govern-
ments corruption. He is presently
suffering from acute spinal injury
and his right to medical surgery
overseas denied.

Hunger Strike In Kamunting

by Tian Chua

FIRST ANNIVERSERY OF THE 10 APRIL ARRESTS

GIVE US BACK OUR LOVED ONES      Continued from page 40

The Internal Security Act exists so
that a handful of powerful
Malaysians can feel secure emo-
tionally, mentally and financially
because the rest of us live in fear
of arbitrary detention. I have come
here not only for my own case to
be heard but also to speak on be-
half of other victims and other
Malaysians. We want human
rights and democracy to exist in
our daily lives, not just as words

on paper. Until my husband and
other ISA detainees are given fair
treatment and have their funda-
mental rights restored to them, we
will not give up.

On behalf of the families of ISA de-
tainees I appeal to all of you,
members and observers of the UN
Commission on Human Rights:
Speak to the Malaysian Govern-
ment. Tell them to give us our

loved ones back. Abolish the ISA
so that Malaysians can enjoy
genuine security.

Thank you.

Our action reiterates our earlier
calls to the authorities that the
rights of political detainees for a
fair trial & medical treatment must
be respected.

Our hunger strike  demonstrates
our determination to reclaim jus-
tice, even it involves risking our
health & life. We are not begging
for mercy from the dictator though
our life is in his hand. We place
our hope in the conscience of
Malaysian people & the people
throughout the world. Our sacri-
fice will be one in the thousands
of steps on the road towards de-
mocracy.

Our hunger strike  demonstrates our determination to reclaim justice

q
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It has been almost a year since my husband,
Lokman Noor Adam, was arrested and de-
tained without trial under the Internal Se-
curity Act (ISA).

I am writing to you to express my anxiety and con-
cern about the fact that my husband and his five
comrades are planning to launch a hunger strike
soon. This hunger strike is to protest their one-year
detention without trial and to demand that they ei-
ther be brought to trial or released without further
delay.

At the moment, my husband and the others are boy-
cotting all meals supplied by the Kamunting Deten-
tion Centre. Since 13 June last year, my husband has
lost 20 kg weight on 8 March 2002 at Taiping Hos-
pital and, further to that, he is passing blood through
his urine. I am worried, once they launch the hun-

ger strike, this may affect their health or even en-
danger their lives.

I would also like to protest the inhumane decision
by the Kamunting Detention Center barring my fa-
ther-in-law, Haji Adam bin Haji Ali, and my brother-
in-law, Ahmad Zaini, from visiting my husband on
11 January 2002 on the flimsy excuse they did not
have in their possession their family verification card.

For your information, my father-in-law is quite ill,
which makes it difficult for him to travel all the way
from Kluang, Johor, to visit my husband; a journey
of about eight hours. And my brother-in-law, who
has not met my husband for some years, lives in
Singapore.

The purpose of the card is to verify members of the
detainees’ family. However, considering that my fa-
ther-in-law had visited my husband once during
the early stage of his detention, and his name plus
that of other members of the family are already on
record, there is no reason why their identity could
not be verified through their identity cards.

I appeal to Yang Berbahagia Tan Sri to urge the Min-
istry of Home Affairs to end this injustice and bring
my husband, plus the others, to trial before a court
of law, or free them immediately if there is no proof
they have committed any crime.

Thank you. I remain.

Yours truly,

NOOR FARAHIN AHMAT
(Wife to Lokman Noor Adam – ATP 2508/01)

Letter to SUHAKAM protesting against the Home Ministry

End This Injustice
Bring my husband and the others to trial
before a court of law

IIIII

FIRST ANNIVERSERY OF THE 10 APRIL ARRESTS
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y name is Bahirah Tajul
Aris. I had to leave my
three children in Malay-
sia just for a chance to

speak for only three minutes.

I am here because Malaysia’s In-
ternal Security Act has destroyed
my family’s security. My husband,
Mohamad Ezam Mohd Nor [po-
litical secretary to former Deputy
Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim]
has been detained without trial for
the past year. My husband is be-
ing detained with five of his col-
leagues, simply because they be-
lieve in human rights and democ-
racy.

As Youth Chief of the National
Justice Party, Ezam exposed the
widespread abuse of power in the
government. He was charged un-

der the Official Secrets Act for this
[which carries a maximum of 7
years’ jail and/or fine of
RM5,000]. He has also been
charged under the Sedition Act
and under the illegal assembly
law for various “offences” al-
though his main crime was of-
fending those in power.

Last year, the authorities got tired
of charging Ezam. They grabbed
him under the ISA which does not
require him to be charged in court.
They interrogated him continu-
ously in solitary confinement for
52 days, without access to law-
yers. No one was told where he
was or even if he was dead or
alive! By the time I got a chance to
see my husband, I was shocked
he was very thin, pale and sick.

I am taking a big risk in coming
here since any Malaysian who
dares to criticize the government
faces harsh punishment. Yet, I
have no choice. I want my hus-
band back. My children want their
father home.

Many family members have been
constantly humiliated, harassed
and persecuted. [We are told that
if we “cooperate” and stay quiet,
maybe our loved ones may be re-
leased.] Our children have been
traumatized by the experience.

They are too small to understand
and are deeply disturbed by the
separation from their fathers [and
unnecessary restrictions imposed
during visits.] The worst agony of
all is not knowing when they
might be released. The longest ISA
detention was 32 years.
[Kamaruddin Teh was detained
for a total of 32 years without trial
under the ISA in the 1960s on-
wards].

We have no recourse to the courts.
[Our applications for a writ of
habeaus corpus have been
quashed in the High Court.] Our
petitions to the government have
been ignored. On 10 April, it will
be a full year of nightmare for the
detainees and their families.
These prisoners of conscience will
embark on hunger strike to de-
mand  their release or to be
brought before the courts. [So far,
the government has not offered a
single shred of evidence to justify
their detention.] The hunger strik-
ers also want Anwar Ibrahim to
be have safe access to medical
treatment [as has been recom-
mended by the National Human
Rights Commission. Endoscopic
surgery, which is the safest alter-
native is available in Germany].

FIRST ANNIVERSERY OF THE 10 APRIL ARRESTS

Aliran at the UN:

Give Us Back
Our Loved Ones

MMMMM

Continued on page 38Continued on page 38Continued on page 38Continued on page 38Continued on page 38


