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Education

In

Crisis

We need to overhaul the whole system and not just tinker with
certain parts
by Molly Lee
part of their study in twinning
programmes, credit transfer programmes or even post-graduate
studies. In short, different
stakeholders use different critieria
to measure the quality of education.

The

Idea

Of

Quality

hen I was asked to write
a piece on the quality of
education in Malaysia,
my thoughts immediately swung to private higher education, an area of research that I
have been working on for the past
ten years. The quality of private
colleges has always been an issue
to students, parents, Ministry of
Education officials, and employers. But what do we mean by the
quality of education? It can mean
different things to different people. To the students, it may mean
“Can I follow the lessons?” or “Are
the lessons interesting?” and to
the parents it may be “how long
is the programme?”, “how much

W

does it cost?” and “would my
child find a job after the programme?”. The Ministry officials
would ask questions like “Does
the programme meet all the National Accreditation Board’s (commonly known as LAN) requirements?” “Does the college possess the required facilities and appropriate teaching staff?” The
concerns of employers would include “can the graduate do the
job?” and “how much do I have
to pay him or her?” There is yet
another group of people who are
also concerned about the quality
of the programme and these are
the faculty members of other universities, particularly foreign partner universities that will be receiving the students in the later
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The idea of quality may be a contested concept but there should be
a philosophical view on quality
in higher education. What are the
qualities that are inherent in the
educative process? What do we
hope our students will achieve
after going through our education
system? A very fundamental goal
of education is to help an individual to develop his or her full
potential. In the context of higher
education, this developmental
approach is aimed at helping students to develop their intellectual,
physical, and interpersonal abilities, and attain intellectual and
personal maturity. The quality of
higher education can be demonstrated in the nature of the intellectual development that takes
place in the students’ minds, in
the depth and breadth of understanding that students achieve, in
their ability to be self-critical, and
in their capacity to think for themselves so as to be able to stand on
their own feet. Students should
also develop integrity and be more
socially aware and responsible.

EDITOR'S

NOTE

No Twin Towers, Multimedia Super-whatever, or
Aku Janji can ensure a country’s progress and development. At the end of the day, it is the education
of a people which provides the foundation for a country’s wellbeing and sustainable development.
In our cover story, Molly Lee is alarmed at the crisis
brewing in Malaysian education, which has become
increasingly politicised. We have been overly concerned with providing greater accessbility to education at the expense of improving quality. She argues that a total revamp is needed.

CONTENTS
COVER STORY
• Education In Crisis

2

• On Balance, Is It Better?

6

• Educational Policies
And The Teacher
• The Cinderella Of
Malaysian Education

Expressing similar concerns, Maznah Mohamad
calls for a debate on the optimal mix of meritocracy,
national unity considerations and democratisation
in ecucation.
P Ramakrishnan focuses on the frustration that has
overwhelmed the teaching profession. Policies are
made on the run by politicians, without consulting
the teachers, the students, their parents, and the
public.
The Tamil schools, meanwhile, continue to be neglected, writes K Arumugam. If only there was more
government and community support, pupils in these
schools might progress further.
A short report by G Lim on a round-table discussion
on parliamentary reforms is also included. The consensus was that there will only be reforms if the
rakyat take the initiative.
Our back cover story by Muzaffar Tate focuses on
the flagging fortunes of the reformasi movement,
which appears to have lost its sense of purpose. Is
this perhaps the result of an error in strategy, i.e.
transforming a movement for democratic reform into
an organisation seeking political power via elections? There is much food for thought in this important piece.

ALIRAN is a Reform Movement dedicated to
Justice, Freedom & Solidarity and listed on the
roster of the Economic and Social Council of the
United Nations. Founded in 1977, Aliran welcomes
all Malaysians above 21 to be members. Contact
the Hon. Secretary or visit our webpage.

8

1 1

FEATURES
• Kg. Sg. Getah 2: The Sequel

14

• Apply Universal Standards

26

• Semiconductor Industry

28

• Parliamentary Woes

37

• The 11th Hour

40

REGULARS
• Current Concerns

17

• Talking Allowed

19

• Letters

30

OTHERS
• Subscription Form

18

Published by

Aliran Kesedaran Negara (ALIRAN)
103, Medan Penaga, 11600 Jelutong,
Penang, Malaysia.
Tel : (04) 658 5251 Fax : (04) 658 5197
Homepage : http://www.malaysia.net/aliran
Printed by Angkatan Edaran Enterprise Sdn. Bhd. Lot 6, Jalan Tukang 16/4,
Seksyen 16, 40000 Shah Alam, Selangor Darul Ehsan.

Aliran Monthly : Vol.22(5) Page 3

The question is what is the quality of Malaysian education?

Quality
Higher

Of

Private
Education

In general, the quality of private
higher education does vary from
college to college and from programme to programme. Today
there are more than 600 private
colleges offering all kinds of programmes ranging from pre-university level to post-graduate level
and the private education industry is highly competitive in terms
of demand and supply. On the
demand side, higher education is
no longer a luxury item. With the
increasing importance placed on
paper qualifications, a post-secondary credential is becoming
more like an essential item in modern living. Parents would want
their children to obtain some kind
of post-secondary qualifications
by all means. If they cannot get
admission to a reputable university or cannot afford the more expensive programme, they would
be quite happy to go for the next
best college or programme. With
the ever-increasing demand for
higher education, it is not surprising to find all sorts of colleges and
programmes in the market.
Although there are some very
reputable private colleges and
universities in the country, the
quality of education provided by
many of the private educational
institutions is questionable. We
often come across private colleges
that are operating in small shop
lots with bare minimum facilities.
As for teaching staff, there is an
acute shortage of qualified academic personnel. Many of the first
degree programmes are taught by
first degree holders and many of

the lecturers in private colleges are
part-timers. Appropriate student
support services are found lacking in many of the smaller colleges. In order to cut costs, the
length of many programmes is
shortened by having classes all
year round. It is possible for a SPM
student to obtain a first degree in
two and three-quarter years in
some of the private colleges,
which may be to the parents’ delight - but the employers may find
this young graduate too immature
to be employed.

Quality Of Local
Graduates
When we talk about the quality of
local graduates, we should include all the graduates from our
local public universities. Today
there are about 44,000 local
graduates who are unemployed
which is causing much concern
to the government. Of course, the
optimists will just attribute the
problem to the country’s economic
slowdown and hope that the problem will go away by itself when
the economy picks up again. But
a closer look at the problem shows
that there is a band of graduates
who always have problems in obtaining full-employment (that is,
pay and job equivalent to that of a
graduate) irrespective of the economic situation in the country.
The majority of this group of unemployed are Arts graduates majoring in either the Malay language or Islamic studies showing
a mismatch between the kind of
human resources that is needed
by the economy and what is being produced by our universities
and colleges.
A quick survey of the employers
in the private sector, in particular
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the multinational corporations,
shows that they prefer to hire overseas graduates rather than local
graduates. Among the reasons
given: our local graduates are not
well-versed in English; they do
not know how to communicate effectively; they do not know how
to think independently and take
the initiative. They may be good
in following instructions but they
lack the confidence to carry out a
complex task on their own.
This is probably true because our
education system does not train
our students to think analytically
and creatively, not to mention critically. Most of our students are
very good at note-taking and rotelearning. They memorize their lecture notes and regurgitate them
during the examinations. They
seldom read beyond their lecture
notes. They do not know how to
ask the right questions and are
always trying to look for the correct answers. At this point, we
need to ask what is wrong with
our local universities?
There are many things that do not
seem to be functioning properly
in the universities. First and foremost, the universities have expanded rapidly to the extent that
many of the older universities are
bursting at the seams. Ten years
ago there were only about 13,000
students in my university but today the number has increased to
about 24,000 and the number is
still increasing. This huge increase in student intake has
caused great strain in the university system in terms of facilities
and academic staff. Today it is not
surprising to find students sitting
on the steps of lecture halls due to
a lack of space or to have as many
as 50-60 students in one tutorial

group due to a lack of teaching
staff.
In my school/faculty itself, about
one third of the academic staff
have only a master’s degree. This
becomes problematic when postgraduate students are supervised
by non-PhD holders. It is quite
common to find lecturers who do
not make the cut, especially those
who were recruited during the
NEP period. They are the
“kangkung professors” who usually give very high grades to students so that the students would
not complain about their poor
quality lectures. So examination
grades do not mean a thing if
there is no check and balance.
Another contributing factor is the
quality of student intake into the
local universities. In the past, our
universities were elitist and selective – only the creme-de-la-creme
were admitted. But today with the
democratization of education,
more and more students are given
the opportunity to further their
education after obtaining their
SPM. Therefore, the universities
admit a wider range of students
with diverse capabilities. This
problem is further compounded
by the fact that admission to public universities is based on the
quota system as well as selection
based on the results of two different types of examination, that is,
the STPM and matriculation.
Those of us who have taught in
the universities know that, no
matter what the authorities say,
these two examinations are not
equivalent to one another. Students from the matriculation
classes are definitely of lower
quality. There is no way to compare the matriculation examination results with the STPM results,

especially after the matriculation
has been shortened to a 1-year
programme whereas the STPM
continues to be a 2-year programme.

Quality

Of

Schooling

In talking about the quality of students taken into universities, we
have to look at the quality of
schooling that they have experienced in their secondary and primary schools. No doubt there are
quite a number of good schools
which produce straight A’s students in the UPSR, PMR, SPM and
STPM examinations, but there are
also many schools which fare
poorly in these public examinations. These are the rural schools
or schools located in areas with
working class families. These
schools usually lack facilities,
have many disciplinary problems
and are staffed with teachers suffering from low morale.
Our school system has always
been criticized for being too examination oriented to the extent that
students are spoon-fed by teachers and drilled to get good grades
from examinations. Instead of
learning to be inquisitive, to think
logically, to reason for themselves,
and to write expressively and
creatively, students spend most of
their time memorizing revision
notes and practise answering
questions from past year examination papers. Most teachers are
overtly concerned about covering
the syllabuses for the public examinations instead of engaging
students in meaningful learning.
The teaching profession is in
deep crisis these days, for it cannot attract talented young adults
to join the profession. Having
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worked in the field of teacher education in the past 20 years, I can
bear witness that very often young
people decide to take up teaching
only when they cannot find employment in the other sectors.
With the low quality of student
intakes, there’s little that one can
do in a 9-month teacher-training
programme. Most of these students are very weak in their subject content areas. Nowadays it is
common to find English teachers
who do not use correct grammar,
mathematics teachers who do not
know their sums, history teachers
who do not know their facts, and
science teachers who do not understand basic scientific concepts,
all, teaching in the classrooms.
This is going to be a vicious cycle
that will be difficult to break because these teachers with their
half-baked knowledge will teach
the young ones who in turn will
become our future teachers.
In sum, when we talk about the
quality of education we have to
look at the input, processes, and
output of the education system
and to realize that the output of
one education level becomes the
input of the next level. To improve
the quality of education, we need
to overhaul the whole system and
not just tinker with certain parts
of the system. If we want to expand the system and to improve
its quality, then we have to increase its resources. Malaysia is
not short of resources. The problem lies in how these resources
are managed and utilized. Are
these resources directed to the essence of education - which aims
at the development of an allround individual who has intellectual autonomy, emotional maturity, critical awareness and
high morality? q

COVER STORY

Gains

and

Losses

in

Malaysian

Education:

On Balance, Is It Better?
by Maznah Mohamad
ne of the rewards of national
independence
was the opportunity to
re-fashion an inherited
educational system — an outmoded one, according to many, as
it favoured the furtherance of colonial rather than local interests.
But at the end of colonialism, the
history of our educational revamping was actually fraught
with many irreconcilable compromises. Many are not sure whether
what we have now is better than
what we had before.

O

Nevertheless the majority of
Malaysians accepted the idea that
racial unity through schooling
was necessary, that education
must be made widely accessible
for the masses and that education
must be geared for economic and
social progress.
Hence, political attention given to
the education issue was intense.
The survival of our ethnic-based
political
parties
depended
strongly on how they articulated
and promoted the cause of education in their campaigns. Unfortunately, this resulted in the educational system being a reflection of
the political accommodations,
negotiations and bargains struck
between political interest groups,
rather than of competent and careful technocratic planning.
There were clashing concerns occupying politicians and educa-

tionists in their struggle to reform
education. One was the obsession
to use education as a basis for ethnic, and thereby national unity.
The other was the competition by
many parties to look upon the
education system as safeguard
and promoter of cultural and religious traditions.

nial education system was in many
ways narrowed through these educational ‘democratization’ processes. But the question of national
integration remains an uncertain
issue, if not an obscure goal.

Education was also looked upon
as an instrument of social mobility. The expansion of schooling
was one of the top policy concerns
of the post-colonial government.
In Malaysia, every level of schooling from primary to tertiary was
expanded, resulting in a tremendous increase in the number of
schools and student enrolment.

The latest statistics showed that
only 2% of Chinese primaryschool-going children are in national schools. This speaks loudly
about the shortcomings of the ethnic unity function of schooling.

Democratization
The NEP speeded up the above
process. Educational places, assistance, scholarships and special schemes were made widely
available to the Bumiputra. With
the scrapping of ‘qualifying’ examinations at the standard six and
Form Three levels more and more
people were also able to remain
in school for a much longer period. This is known as the democratization aspect of education, in
which the benefits of schooling
were spread out among a larger
population.
The social and economic disparity
based on ethnicity, which was previously reinforced through a coloAliran Monthly : Vol.22(5) Page 6

Whither
National
Unity?

Furthermore, between using education as leveler of socio-economic
opportunities and as the ‘theoretical’ basis for national integration
there emerged a social trade-off,
even an economic cost. What was
overlooked in educational policies
aimed at achieving the goals of integration and democratization
was the question of quality of education.
The measure of education standards of excellence was seldom
deliberated as a variable in educational planning. It was either
treated as something that would
naturally ensue with educational
expansion or that it was a concern
that could be postponed to a later
period.
Three decades after the NEP and
several educational legislations
later, we are forced to debate the

fundamental issues of education;
something basic but which was
probably heresy before.

Unanswered
Questions
The questions that need to be addressed by the government of the
day are, first, whether, and how
far, meritocracy should be used as
criterion for educational placement and achievement.
The second question is whether,
and how much, to restore English
education to keep up with socalled “global competitiveness."
The third question is whether, and
how, to produce high quality
graduates with technological, scientific, creative and innovative
skills but who should never be
critical and autonomous at the
same time.
On the other hand, and as if to
undermine the above there are
still other parties who are concerned that educational reforms
should largely enhance the values
and identity of each individual
community.
Today, even when Malay is already
accepted as a medium of instruction in national schools, the widespread Islamization process has
spurred Islamic educationists to
still aim for more within the education system. There is a continuing
stress that the national curriculum
must reflect a more moralistic and
Islamic-based education.
Similarly, an argument can be
made for Chinese educationists
who used to defend the preservation of Chinese medium schools
as a continuation of a cultural tradition. However, today, the symbol of Chinese education may
stand for something else – could

it be that it is being defended as a
better alternative to quality education than what is provided by
national schools?
Or, could it be that non-Malays
are running away from national
schools which they see as being
increasingly “mono-ethnicized”
rather than universalized? If so,
there is an irony to this situation.
If national schools fail to provide
a common and universal platform
for unity and integration they will
ultimately lead to the creation of
more mono-cultural edifices.
Added to the above difficult demands is the pressure for institutions of tertiary education to operate as profit-making business
entities. More and more high quality education is becoming an
unaffordable commodity. Soon,
education will cease to be what it
was meant to be – the means for
social mobility, bridging the ‘rising expectation’ divide between
the rich and the poor. Already
there an emerging ethnic divide
in the enrolment of students in
public and private universities,
with the latter heavily skewed towards the non-bumiputra.
Our education system is thus torn
in many directions – it is expected
to be the leveler of socio-economic
and racial disparity, while at the
same time be maintained as the
site for all manner of cultural
claims and finally as a ‘factory’
which churns out high productivity human resource.

Not
From

Much Different
Colonial Days?

But yet, analyzing deeper, our
educational system is not much
different from that offered under
colonialism. Schools continue to
be the mainstay of ethnic-segregation, high quality tertiary educa-
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tion is only affordable by the elites
and the poorest and disadvantaged population, regardless of
race, are still betrayed by the promise of education as their steppingstone out of destitution.
Do we know, as Malaysians what
we really want out of the education system? How many people
are concerned that schools should
be a place where true learning can
be done, where the mind can be
left unfettered to explore and enquire, and where the full potential of every individual (for creativity, intellectual development
and scientific excellence) can be
realized?
Some solutions to the present
malaise in the educational system should be expected to be
harsh and unpleasant. The reintroduction of English as a
medium of instruction in some
schools and universities might
be unavoidable but problematic
and unpopular.
Some solutions should be met
without sacrificing the ideals of
equity and balance. Places for
university and special school
entrances can be awarded both
on the basis of merit and affirmative-action – this time not
based on racial but on socio-economic criteria.
Some solutions are long overdue.
Mediocrity in our educational institutions bred out of excessive political control and intervention
must make way for the principle
of meritocracy. In assessments, in
examinations, in employment,
and
in
promotions,
all
Malaysians deserve no less than
to be rewarded and recognized for
their real achievement and not be
victimized (or deluded into false
grandeur) by ascription and patronage. q

COVER STORY

Educational
Policies
And The Teacher
Reward dedication not politics
by P. Ramakrishnan
f Malaysian educational
policies are in a mess, as
many Malaysians believe them to be today, it
is not the teachers whom we
should blame.

I

For the Malaysian educational
system’s unenviable and worrying state, it is the ruling coalition’s
politicians we should thank.
To begin with, it has always been
the politicians who determined
what Malaysian education was all
about. From painful experience
we now know that Ministers of
Education come and go, but too
often their personal whims were
translated into indefensible policies that almost stayed forever.
Especially in primary and secondary education, where the ability
of our young is critically shaped,
there has rarely been serious and
open policy discussion, let alone
meaningful consultation with the
teachers.

Policy

Or

Balloon

Instead, one man’s fancy can suddenly become the basis for farreaching policy change. Today we
have the example of the move to
emphasise the importance of the

English language. On 6 May, 2002,
Prime Minister Dr Mahathir
Mohamad publicly floated the
idea of reintroducing English-medium schools ‘if the people want
it’, as if the people had a choice.
Four days later, the UMNO Supreme Council rejected this idea
but recommended that Science
and Mathematics be taught in
English starting from Standard
One.
Hence, in the Barisan National
mode, the Prime Minister floated
a political balloon one day, his
UMNO Supreme Council punctured the balloon a few days later
… but suddenly a suggestion by a
political party – albeit the ruling
party – becomes new policy that
Aliran Monthly : Vol.22(5) Page 8

overturns longterm teaching practice. So, now, Science and Mathematics will be taught in English
next year.
Did it occur to any of these planners of our future to seek a public
debate or discussion of a policy
that they had so hastily formulated? Did it occur to any of these
top leaders to consult the educators before mysteriously wrapping
up their decision-making process?
As a former teacher with over 30
years of teaching experience, I can
confidently testify that it is exactly
this kind of haphazard decisionmaking that has brought ruin to
our educational system and damaged its credibility.

Look

Back

In

Anger

Let us think back on the
Kurikulum Baru Sekolah Rendah
(KBSR) that was implemented in
the early 1980s. The KBSR was introduced as a pilot project in 87
schools. Everyone who was involved was assured that KBSR’s
effectivemess would be evaluated
at the end of the first year of its
trial implementation. This assessment of KBSR, we were promised,
would be seriously conducted to
determine its suitability for nation-wide implementation.

From an educational perspective,
the teachers shouldn’t have bothered. The paper work accomplished nothing. Nor was anyone
truly concerned with it. In the end,
even if most teachers and bureaucrats had to pretend otherwise,
KBSR was just a mammoth but demoralizing bureaucratic ‘project’.
Introduced with much fanfare,
KBSR ended up being full of sound
and fury signifying nothing!

Moral
Or

Education
Joke?

Strange at it may sound to people
who think new policies and new
systems must contain real substance, KBSR at its core entailed
endless meetings and meaningless paper work. In theory, KBSR
monitored each student’s
progress meticulously: every skill
that was taught and every bit of
proficiency achieved by an individual student was recorded.

Take a much publicised aspect of
KBSR – the introduction of Moral
Education which was presented
as a commendable effort to inculcate good values among students.
When it came to examinations,
however, Moral Education became
a joke. No student was allowed to
fail the subject even if he or she
didn’t deserve to pass. The ridiculous rationale for this unconscionable assessment was that a student was immoral if he or she
should fail in the subject! How
anyone in any position of responsibility could reconcile this absurdity with the high-sounding
pronouncements on KBSR’s Moral
Education is best left unexplored
here.

In practice, that was what KBSR
was about: records, more records
and better records! Typically a
teacher was compelled to keep
careful records to convince officialdom that he or she was a
hard-working teacher. The demands of KBSR record-keeping
were such that many teachers
placed ‘files before students’, attended meetings instead of
classes, or completed enormous
amounts of paper work in their
classrooms.

Yet, had anyone in a position of
power sincerely wanted to, he or
she could have heard all about
the teachers' KBSR woes. For instance, the June 1990 issue of
Guru Malaysia, the organ of the
National Union of the Teaching
Profession (NUTP), noted that,
‘The actual cause of the poor performance is the weakness or failure in the implementation of certain aspects of the KBSR system
at various levels right from the
top.’

The promise came to nothing. Before anyone could benefit from a
systematic evaluation of its supposed effectiveness, KBSR was
implemented nation-wide with
disastrous consequences which
deserve recalling.
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The NUTP was being diplomatic!
The teacher training colleges were
ill-prepared for KBSR. The syllabus wasn’t available to the colleges which produced the teachertrainees who handled KBSR
classes. To add insult to injury, a
new syllabus, which had nothing
to do with KBSR, was introduced
to the colleges.
It wasn’t only KBSR that became
policy without prior consultation
with the classroom teachers who
are the real practitioners and implementers of educational policies. Integrated Science and Modern Mathematics shared KBSR’s
fate of being introduced without
adequate discussion with or
proper feedback from educators
and educationists. Should anyone be astonished then that the
teaching of these subjects couldn’t
stand the test of even our lax
Malaysian time?
Meanwhile, other badly needed
measures are half-heartedly implemented. As an example, we
aren’t any nearer the full implementation of a system of singlesession schools than when their
introduction was first mooted.
Here we don’t need lengthy debates on the compelling advantages of single-session schools in
our kind of tropical climate. Yet
how many single-session schools
still await implementation, not
because ours is a poor country, but
the political will to realize the
proper set of priorities in education just isn’t there.

And Those Who
C a n ’ t Teach?
Perhaps only when policy-makers are directly held accountable
for the failures of their ill-con-

ceived policies, or their abject failure to implement good policies,
will they be inclined to consult
with those who have more experience and wisdom in the field.
But the situation won’t change so
long as the attitude of our top leaders is summed up by Dr
Mahathir’s jaundiced perspective
on teachers. Dr Mahathir has always been very fond of saying
that ‘Those who can do, those
who can’t teach’. He must have
infected most of his political and
bureaucratic subordinates with a
lack of regard for people who help
to nurture the minds of young
Malaysians.
If one were not contemptuous of
teachers, if one listened humbly
to them, one would hear their frustrations and understand their demoralization. Unlike the teachers
of old – including Dr Mahathir’s
own father – most hard-working
and dedicated teachers today feel
that they receive neither recognition nor just compensation for
their efforts.
Their workloads are heavy because
smaller
classroom
enrolments are still a pipe dream,
talked about for decades without
resulting in measurable improvements. The teachers know that
smaller class sizes are basic to
higher quality education, more
attention to students and better
preparation by teachers. But
they’ve come to realize that no
one’s seriously solving this basic
problem of ‘teaching excellence’.

Siapa

Selalu

Bodek

Nor are teachers’concerns addressed by the system of performance evaluation that goes under

the name of Sistem Saraan Baru
(SSB). Just one decade into its implementation, SSB has caused
harm to the teaching profession.
There is a lot of anger and frustration among deserving teachers
who have been bypassed for promotion and other benefits under
a system they commonly call Saya
Suka Bodek.
It is widely perceived by teachers
that SSB rewards the grovelling
cronies of heads of schools who
abuse their authority under SSB
to reward loyalty and obedience.
As with the trend of centralized
authority in our political system,
heads of schools tend to show off
their power, as happened at a staff
meeting I attended when SSB was
introduced.
When my Guru Besar spoke of his
power to determine a teacher’s
annual increments, he practically
boasted, ‘Even your relationship
with the head counts.’ For this
Guru Besar, and many like him, if
the widely told stories are even
half accurate, the teacher’s work
is no longer a matter of conscience,
and the teacher’s reward has little to do with genuine
perfomance.
After decades of teaching, of exchanging experiences with numerous colleagues and personal
reflection, I even consider now
that good teachers stand a better
chance of being properly recognized if they are directly and democratically assessed by their peers
and their students for certain
awards, such as Tokoh Guru.

Tokoh Guru And
Transparency
Right now, there is no transpar-
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ency to the Tokoh Guru nominations and awards. Hardly anyone knows how the candidates
are nominated and what criteria are set for their selection.
Hence, when the Tokoh-tokoh
Guru are announced, their selection frequently surprises both
their peers and their students as
too many of the recipients are
not known for notable contributions to the cause of teaching.
It appears that the Tokoh Guru
honour has been habitually reserved for former heads of
schools at the expense of teachers who have served the profession selflessly. Were it not so,
many Brothers and Sisters from
the mission schools would have
been conferred this honour because of their unsurpassed dedication to the noble calling of the
teaching profession.
Our educational system has not
been appreciative, generous or
caring towards the really good
teachers who have put in years
and years of dedicated but
poorly-remunerated service. To
observe this truth – a problem
that remains uncorrected although many Ministers of Education have come and gone – is
not just to express the selfish
interests of the teaching profession.
It is to sound a warning about the
state of demoralization of the
teaching profession which puts at
risk the well-being of our children
and the future of this nation. Our
politicians who love to monopolize decision-making should be
forewarned. They may make policies, but ‘Teachers make the
school, and the students make the
nation’. q

COVER STORY

Tamil

Schools:

The Cinderella Of
Malaysian
Education
by K. Arumugam
ne of the most controversial debates about the
Tamil schools system is,
to have it, or not to have
it. Shoes went flying in a meeting
some 30 years ago, when an unsuspecting scholar, then the head
of Indian Studies Department
called for the closure of the Tamil
schools as an alternative to saving the children.

O

The Tamil language, rooted in antiquity and which flourished
some 2,500 years ago, is one of the
oldest surviving languages. Interwoven in the culture and religion,
the language has become the
emotional make-up and identity
of the Tamil masses. The Tamil
schools form part of a struggle by
cultural/language advocates in
Malaysia to sustain and maintain
that history, arguably at a heavy
cost to the development of the human capital.
In his pioneering work in 1987, T.
Marimuthu, calling the Tamil
school the Cinderella of the whole
Malaysian educational system,
sums it up as follows:
‘ .. children of the plantation poor,
schooled in the neighbourhood Tamil
school, have not been able to use the
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school as an avenue of educational
and social mobility. This is due to the
host of socio-economic and cultural
factors originating from the home as
well as the low quality of
schooling…failure (of the children)
is individualized and not externalized. The individual takes the blame.
In the world of work, .. (they) fill the
unskilled, slightly skilled and semi
skilled occupational categories.. Now
the wheel completes full circle; the son
of a plantation worker becomes a better plantation worker.’
At present the Tamil schools accommodate almost 50% of schoolgoing Indian Malaysian children.
This article takes a glance at the
history and status, the trend and
the hope in the Tamil school system.

History

And

Status

The first Tamil school was set up
at the beginning of the 18th century. The Penang Free School, set
up by Rev. R. Hutchings in 1816,
was reported to contain a class to
conduct ‘formal’ Tamil education
in the Straits Settlement. The 1912
Labour Ordinance compelled the
planters to set up ad-hoc schools
for children of the plantation labour. The number of schools increased to 333 in 1930, 547 in 1938,
741 in 1947 and to its maximum
of 888 in 1957. After the country’s
independence, the shift in education policy and the labour migration led to the closing down of
many schools. In 1963 there were
720 such schools. By 2000 there
were only 526.
The setting up of the Tamil schools
and some Telugu schools was primarily meant for the children
from the labour class. The majority of the schools were set up in
the plantations merely to fulfil the

statutory requirement more than
to provide a meaningful education. Termed as partially funded
schools, these schools did not fall
within the government’s public
spending expenditure. Located in
private lands, they lacked infrastructure, trained teachers and resources, materials and books.
There have been many studies on
the Tamil school system - all
pointing to the Tamil school system being weak, lacking in facilities with the highest drop out rate
and poor performance. None of
the studies thus far has put the
problem of the Tamil schools in
the right perspective. If socio-economic inequality is the determining factor for a child’s performance then what happens to the position of similar children in mainstream education. If the medium
of instruction is the main culprit
for poor performance, then one
will find it difficult to explain the
good performance of the Chinese
medium children.
Without exhaustive analysis of
internal and external factors, it is
premature for anyone to suggest
that Tamil education is a waste.

Tamil
Or No

Education
Education

In an unpublished paper,
R.Thillainathan, an economist,
cautioned in 1988 that for the
Tamil children from poor homes
it is either ‘Tamil education or no
education’. He linked factors such
as mother tongue language as an
immediate communication tool,
proximity of schools and cultural
shock for Tamil-speaking children
from poor homes in a non-Tamil
speaking environment. This notion was not completely wrong.
From 1990 to year 2000, the enrolAliran Monthly : Vol.22(5) Page 12

ment in Tamil schools declined
both in relative terms as well as in
real numbers.
The year 1993 recorded the highest enrolment of about 104,600
children enrolling in the Tamil
schools. However, this number
dropped to about 90,280 in year
2000. The drop is despite the fact
that during the same period there
was an increase in the school-going population. A quantitative estimate of children in the school
system for the year 1998, showed
some 15,000 Indian children in the
age range of 6 to 11 were not enrolled in the school system. It is
unlikely that these children belonged to any other group but the
working class.
One plausible explanation could
be that the period 1990 to 2000
marked an era of rapid development of the economy, in particular the development of agricultural land banks. This led to large
scale migration of plantation labour to urban areas, causing an
acute drop in the enrolment in the
Tamil schools in the plantations.
This did not lead to a corresponding increase in the urban school
enrolment. This meant that these
15,000 children were not in the
school system mainly due to the
unavailability of Tamil schools in
the urban setting. One can also
ask, why were they not in the
mainstream schools?

Political
And

Dilemma
Drama

One of the strongest advocates of
Tamil education is the Malaysian
Indian Congress (MIC). Pointing
to the continued existence of the
Tamil school system as its
achievement (if not for the MIC,
there will not be any Tamil

schools), the MIC has done its
greatest disservice to the poor Indians. The MIC thrived on the
weaknesses of the Tamil schools
system by co-opting the teachers
and headmasters as its members.
The culture of paternalism and
rhetoric ruled the day. The children never saw the light at the end
of the tunnel. It is a trend that the
votes of the Indians became an essential bargaining tool in obtaining federal and state subsidies for
the upkeep of the schools. The total weakness of the schools and
the lack of governmental intervention is a reflection of the MIC’s
weak bargaining power within
the ruling party.
To date there has not been enough
serious effort by the MIC to address the basic issues related to
the Tamil schools. It seems reluctant to allow the community the
option of confronting the government of the day to do something
about the plight of the Tamil
schools. Public spending on Tamil
schools to date has been woefully
lacking.
However, the politics of confrontation, if it can be interpreted as
such, helped the Tamil schools
during the period 1990 to 1995.
M.G. Pandithan, an axed MIC
leader who went on to establish
the Indian Progressive Front (IPF),
which was part of the opposition
coalition in 1990, created a split
in the Indian votes.
The government, perhaps fearing
potential vote swings in a number
of parliamentary and state seats
where Indians voters made up at
least 10% of the electorate, decided to look at the Tamil school
problems a little more closely. The
allocation under the 6th Malaysia plan (1990-1995) was an un-

precedented RM 27,042,000,
about 2.14% of the total allocation
for education. However, when
things returned to normal,
Pandithan choosing to support
the BN and the MIC thriving on
the handouts and allocations, the
Indians voted without any reservations for the BN. The resounding BN victory in 1995, ended the
edge gained by political bargaining. The budget allocation for
Tamil schools in the 7th Malaysia
plan (1996-2000) was reduced to
half, only RM 10,902,000 or about
1.02% of the total allocation for
education.
The allocation for the Tamil
schools in the 8th Malaysia plan
is expected to far exceed previous
amounts primarily due to the increased bargaining power gained
by the MIC by virtue of the development of opposition politics and
the activism and demands of the
NGOs.

The

Performance

Are the academic performance of
the children and the medium of
instruction inter-related? Often
the Tamil schools bear the brunt
of the blame for the poor performance of the children. R.Santhiram
tends to argue that the socio-economic status of the children is
more significant than the medium
of instruction. His research on selected children from poor socio
economic backgrounds in both
national schools and Tamil

Mathematics
Science
English

Tamil
2000
74
74
46

2001
74
83
52

schools did not reveal any significant difference in their performance, except in the Malay language subject.
N. Iyngkaran, supports the argument that there is no relative disadvantage in going to Tamil
schools. By comparing the UPSR
results for the year 2000 and 2001,
Tamil school children performed
almost at par with the national average in Mathematics, Science
and English, the three common
subjects for all the mediums. (See
Table)
However, the poorer performance
in the Malay language subject
compared to the national medium
and Chinese medium schools
placed the overall pass rate of the
Tamil schools among the lowest.
In the year 2001, in the Bahasa
Melayu Penulisan (Malay language - written) and Bahasa
Melayu Pemahaman (Malay language - comprehension) papers
the Tamil schools recorded 40%
and 55% respectively. For the
same subjects, the Chinese schools
posted 57% and 66% and the National schools 84% and 88% respectively.
A strong advocate of Tamil
schools, Iyngkaran argues that
Tamil schoolchildren are not to be
regarded as weak in the light of
their improved performance in

Continued on page 16
National
2000 2 0 0 1
75
76
78
78
57
58

Chinese
2000 2 0 0 1
91
90
84
85
63
62

Table: Performance in UPSR for the different medium schools (%)
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COMMUNITIES

Kg. Sg. Getah 2: The Sequel
Intimidation and harassment follow media exposure
by Kumpulan Kemajuan Masyarakat
hen the villagers of
Kampung Sungei Getah
2, who are being denied
electricity, piped water
and telephone services by a local
politician, took their plight to the
media, they did not expect the
strong reactions from certain
quarters. A senior aide to the
Kedah Menteri Besar told one of the
workers that he cannot help them
as their news was carried by the
Internet media (to quote him: why
don’t you ask the Internet people to
help you?).

W

Since their failed attempt to meet
with him on 30 December 2001, the
villagers have sent five letters to the
Menteri Besar asking for his intervention and help that was promised during the meeting with his
senior aides. There has been absolutely no response from the Menteri
Besar. The villagers are persisting
and are asking for an appointment
to meet with him directly.
However Bukit Selambau assemblyman and Kedah State Exco
member, Dato’ V. Saravanan is especially upset over the media coverage given to the villagers’ version of their plight. His first response (through the mainstream
Tamil newspapers) was to lay the
blame entirely upon the villagers.
He accused them of being illegal

squatters and of being stubborn
and unreasonable in not accepting the landowner’s generous reduction in land rent. He also suggested that the people of Kg. Sg.
Getah 2 were an ungrateful lot as
he had arranged free water supply for them.
The villagers’ response to the
above statement was sent to all the
Tamil newspapers; only a local
Tamil monthly carried it (see press
statement below). In an immediate
response, again through the
mainstream Tamil newspapers,
Saravanan threatened to take legal action against any parties that
mentioned his name in the newspapers in relation to the Kg. Sg.
Getah 2 issue. What was truly
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amazing was that in the very
same press article, the landowner,
K.S. Govindan also threatened legal action against any parties that
defamed him in the newspapers.
He also indicated that he was not
willing to meet the villagers for
any discussion unless they paid
up the land rent and arrears first.
Two days later, the villagers of Kg.
Sg. Getah 2 had another rude
shock. Three unsavoury characters turned up in the village unannounced and went from house
to house asking questions about
who was responsible for the press
statement and generally intimidating the people. The villagers
decided to lodge a police report
over this intimidation and since

then there has been no further harassment. Key members of the Village Committee, however, still face
occasional harassment from individuals who are unhappy with
their independent efforts on behalf
of the villagers.
At a recent JKKK meeting in Bukit
Lembu, Saravanan mentioned
that he is unable to help the villagers of Kg. Sg. Getah 2 as they
were “illegal squatters”. He also
mentioned that the Menteri Besar
agrees with him and has also
mentioned that he will not help
the villagers. Furthermore, according to him, these people were
under the influence of NGOs, so
why should he help them? The
villagers have written to the
Menteri Besar asking him to confirm the validity of this statement
attributed to him and asking him

yet again for an appointment to
meet him directly.

piped water or even a public telephone.

The events of the last two months
have been an eye-opener for the
villagers. The complicity between
their elected representative and
the landowner in denying them
basic amenities is now very clear
and out in the open. Their very
own elected representative is now
threatening legal action if they so
much as mention his inability to
help them. They are also unable
to understand why the Menteri
Besar, who promised to help them,
is now strangely silent. Is it because the Menteri Besar is unable
or unwilling to go against the
wishes of his MIC exco member?
That says a lot for Barisan National solidarity but does not impress the villagers who have to
struggle daily without electricity,

The villagers are not daunted by
the indifference of the State government, the threat of legal action
by their elected representative or
by the harassment and intimidation. If anything, their resolve has
been strengthened and they are
now planning to take their plight
to the Federal government. q
Kumpulan
Kemajuan
Masyarakat (Community Development Group) is a grassroots support group working
among marginalised communities. Their first article on
Kpg Sg Getah 2 “Villagers in
the Dark” appeared in AM
Vol 22. No.1

Please Do Not Blame Us For Our Suffering
Press statement by the villagers of Kg. Sg. Getah 2, Sg. Lalang, Bedong,
Kedah : February 2002
e refer to the press statements on Kg. Sg. Getah
2 by YB Datuk V.
Saravanan,
Kedah
State MIC Chairman and Exco
member on 1 January 2002 and
8 February 2002. We hope that
you will allow us to tell our side
of the story as we are poor people who are being blamed for our
own suffering.

W

We do not have electricity and
piped water in our houses because the landowner, Mr. K.S.
Govindan, JP (MIC Chairman Sg.
Getah and former Municipal
Councillor Sg. Petani) has sent legal notices to JKR and TNB disallowing these agencies from con-

necting these amenities.
Between
1995
and
2002,
Saravanan has held only two formal meetings with us and the
landowner present, certainly not
ten or six meetings.
The first meeting was held at the
Dewan JKKK Bukit Lembu on 15
December 1995. At this meeting,
Mr. K.S. Govindan demanded
land rental of RM4 per month per
household and arrears of 35 years
rental amounting to RM1,680 per
household. It is true that through
the intervention of Saravanan
and the District Officer (En.
Haniffa), Govindan agreed to reduce the amount to RM10 per
Aliran Monthly : Vol.22(5) Page 15

month per household and arrears
of RM400.
However, it is important to note
that we did not agree to this because Govindan insisted that he
was going to impose land tenancy
conditions that he will only reveal
after we pay him the money. How
can we expect to agree to such an
unreasonable condition? Between
1995 and 1999, despite many requests to both Datuk Saravanan
and Govindan, we were not informed of the tenancy conditions
set by the landowner.
The second meeting was arranged
by the Unit Perancang Ekonomi
Kedah (Kedah Economic Plan-

ning Unit) and held at the Labour
Office Sg. Petani on 10 August
1999 and was chaired by
Saravanan. This meeting was arranged after we went to the
Menteri Besar’s office on 28 July
1999 to ask him to intervene directly in our problem.
At this meeting, Govindan
changed his demands again
and asked for land rental of
RM8 per household (according
to him each family is occupying
two houses!) and arrears for 35
years (RM3360). He also set out
the land tenancy conditions
that we have to agree to. These
include changing the name of
the village to Ladang K.S.
Govindan, no fencing around
our houses, no rearing of animals, no cultivation and no repairs or renovation to our
houses. He also claimed that all
our houses belong to him and
we cannot sell or rent our
houses. We agreed to pay RM4
per household and arrears for a
statutory period of 6 years as
well as accept all reasonable
tenancy conditions stipulated
by law. There has been no response from both Saravanan
and Govindan to our offer.
It is therefore not true that we are
refusing to pay anything. Why
would we want to be stubborn
and prolong our suffering? We
have met the representatives of the
Kedah Menteri Besar four times between 1998 and 2001. All four
times, we were promised that the
State government would intervene and find a solution just as
Saravanan promised when he
campaigned twice in Kg. Sg.
Getah 2 in 1995 and 1999.
At the last meeting with the

Menteri Besar’s Political Secretary and Private Secretary on 30
December 2001, we were told
that Mr. Govindan plans to develop a housing project in the
village. It is now clear that he is
not sincere in negotiations with
us and is not serious about resolving our problem. His intention seems to be to evict us by
denying us basic amenities and
that is why he keeps setting unreasonable conditions that cannot be met.
Saravanan must surely know
about Govindan’s plans. Yet he
keeps blaming us as being uncooperative and unwilling to settle
the problem. We are surprised
why the villagers in the other
places mentioned by him such as
Sg. Para, Bukit Lembu, Tye Seng,
Kongsi 6 and Kongsi 14 did not
have to pay these land rentals and
agree to tenancy conditions to enjoy basic amenities.
How can there be social justice
when poor villagers like us who
have lived for three generations in
Kg. Sg. Getah 2 are termed as
squatters who have to pay huge
sums of money that we cannot afford before we can enjoy electricity and piped water?
If Saravanan is sincere about helping us, he should use the powers
of the State government to acquire
land to provide the necessary infrastructure for our houses. He
should also ensure that we receive
adequate compensation and alternative housing or land in case
Govindan decides to evict us
soon.
V. Subramaniam
on behalf of Kg. Sg. Getah 2
Residents Committee
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Continued from page 13
recent times. Given their handicapped position and their socioeconomic status, the Tamil schoolchildren have the potential to even
out perform their peers in the other
medium, if the prerequisites in
terms of governmental intervention and community support.

Future
Of
Tamil
Schools
Tamil schools are bound to stay.
They are a matter of pride and dignity for more than half of Indian
Malaysians. To them, the need for
an unpolarised system of education bridging the gap of unity and
racial understanding is rhetoric.
It is also not possible to dismantle
mother tongue education, without
disrupting the cultural and religious fabric that has provided
identity and belonging.
If only unity among the various
ethnic groups was a question of
mere language! Perhaps, a new
dimension in understanding the
economic, social and cultural
rights of individuals and communities within a frame work of respecting, promoting, protecting
and fulfilling such rights should
be recognized. It should lead to a
discovery of the inner potential of
humankind to harness the purpose for life and living - which,
one supposes, is the real goal of
education. q

K. Arumugam is a coordinator of the Group of Concerned Citizens, an Indian-based lobby group
formed to initiate discussions on various inter- and
intra-community issues.

Only lies
need
to be
defended
by force;
the truth
A record of Aliran's stand on current affairs.

defends
itself.

Kit Siang’s Arrest:
Governing
Through
Intimidation?
Aliran is flabbergasted that opposition politician Lim Kit Siang has
been arrested for distributing leaflets, an activity that is not lifethreatening to the nation nor posing any serious security problems.

Siang was arrested for distributing leaflets without a permit.
Later, we are made to understand that the arrest was for distributing leaflets which allegedly contained seditious elements that criticised Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad’s declaration that Malaysia is already
an Islamic state.

We are amazed that Malaysians
can’t walk peacefully (as evident
on May Day) or distribute informative leaflets freely (as evidenced in the case of Kit Siang).

Aliran condemns such totally
unjustified high-handed action,
which unnecessarily harasses
well-meaning Malaysians who
mean well for the country.

If fundamental rights are denied
to Malaysians, what freedom is
there left to celebrate democracy
in Malaysia?

It shows that the Malaysian government can only maintain its
grip on power through intimidation of the people. It is through
intimidation that the culture of
fear is being vigorously inculcated.
Without resorting to fear, it would
appear that the Barisan government is not capable of responding to challenges involving justice, freedom and solidarity.

Aliran is disturbed that the institution of the police has been
turned into a political tool of oppression. Sometimes it seems that
in their enthusiasm to play this
role, the police act even when
there is no justifiable grounds as
revealed in Kit Siang’s case.
We understand that at first Kit

P Ramakrishnan
President
5 June 2002
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from
The Water Margin

Q Q Q Q Q

An invasion
of armies
can be
resisted
but not
an idea
whose time
has come.
Victor Hugo
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TALKING ALLOWED

CNN
Says

Used Dirty
Mahathir

Tactics,

Read and judge for yourself
SEPANG: Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad accused CNN
of using “dirty tactics” to deny him the chance to give his
views on important issues regarding the country’s domestic
affairs during his interview in Washington on Wednesday.
Questioning the objectivity of CNN when it comes to reporting on Malaysia’s domestic development, he said the interviewer manipulated to deprive him of the opportunity to give
proper answers.
“The CNN interviewer adopted the same approach as the
others before her, which was to make a long statement accusing us of this and that and then put forward a question which
was unrelated to the earlier statement. This is to make it seem
as if we are in agreement with the statement made.

Q&A
ZAIN

WITH
VERJEE

Aired May 16, 2002 - 12:30:00

ET

ZAIN VERJEE
VERJEE, CNN anchor: Welcome to Q&A. I’m Zain Verjee in
Washington.
With me is Malaysia’s Prime Min.
Mahathir Mohamad. Thank you
so much, sir, for agreeing to speak
with us on Q&A. Thank you.

“This is a dirty tactic employed by the CNN, in not allowing
me the opportunity to answer, whereas they were the ones
who had invited me for the interview,” he told reporters at the
KL International Airport upon his return from a three-day
visit to Washington yesterday.
Dr Mahathir said he did not understand why the network
had invited him for the interview if it was not interested in his
replies. He said if viewers cared to observe the interview carefully, they would have realised that the interviewer was keener
on expressing her own opinion about Malaysia rather than to
hear what he had to say on the same issue.
“If she had wanted only to express her views, then why interview me?” he said.
Asked to comment on accusations by foreign media that Malaysia was undemocratic towards the opposition, Dr Mahathir
said: “If we want to, we can point out to them how merciless
other countries are towards their opposition.”
Source: http://thestar.com.my/news/story.asp?file=/2002/5/18/nation/
odcnn&newspage=Search
Saturday, May 18, 2002
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MAHATHIR MOHAMAD
MOHAMAD,
Malaysian Prime Minister: You’re
welcome.
Verjee
Verjee: Let me start by asking you,
how successful has your trip to
Washington been?
Mahathir
Mahathir: I would say very successful. I’ve been able to meet most
of the government leaders and the

president, senators, and congressmen, business-people and the
media. They have given me a good
welcome, reception.

their rights, but in the
end they actually encroach or deny the
rights of the majority.

Verjee
Verjee: What were some of the
things you discussed with President Bush?

Verjee
Verjee: What a lot of
people suggest and
say is that you
cracked down on suspected terrorists after
September 11th. The
United States, pleased with the
kinds of moves you’ve made.
You’ve come out as a moderate
leader in the Islamic world,
again, a good reception by the
United States for some of the
things that you’ve been saying
and doing, particularly since
you were more or less shunned
and relations were strained by
the United States after 1998, after the trial and conviction of
Anwar Ibrahim.

Mahathir
Mahathir: Terrorism, of course.
On how we perceive terrorism
and the way to handle it.
Verjee
Verjee: What about other issues,
like trade?
Mahathir
Mahathir: Yes, trade, a little, not
that much. Then there is the situation in southeast Asia, Indonesia, Myanmar.
Verjee
Verjee: Many people are looking
at this visit, and they see it as a
visit to mend relations with the
United States. How do you see it?
Mahathir
Mahathir: In a way, yes. But I
think it has already mended. After the 11th of September, the perception of Malaysia has changed,
and people have begun to understand why it is necessary for us to
always be vigilant and to take
measures that will ensure that our
country remains stable and peaceful.
Verjee
Verjee: Why do you think that
September 11th was such a turning point for Malaysia?
Mahathir
Mahathir: Because what has
plagued Malaysia before seems to
be affecting other countries as
well.
Verjee
Verjee: Like what?
Mahathir
Mahathir: Like the possibility of
acts of terror, disruption, people
who may be professing to exercise

Are you bemused in any way that
at first the United States rejected
you, shunned Malaysia, and now
there’s an embrace of Malaysia
post- September 11th?
Mahathir
Mahathir: We did not act against
the suspected terrorists after September 11th. It was before that,
long before that, when we discovered what they were up to. We investigated and found who they
were.
We had already acted against
them, the terrorists, and interrogated them. But when September
11th came it was suddenly what
we were doing in Malaysia became relevant to what is happening in other parts of the world,
and we were able to provide some
information about the activities of
this group in Malaysia and their
possible link to other groups outside Malaysia.

Aliran Monthly : Vol.22(5) Page 20

That, of course, helps people to
understand, especially in the
United States, about what is happening in Malaysia and how it
relates to what is happening in the
United States.
Verjee
Verjee: I’d like to touch on that a
little more in just a moment, but
first, still on the United States,
does your — have you changed
your perception of the United
States? Has your relationship altered your views?
Mahathir
Mahathir: Well, of course, when
the United States began to show
some understanding of what has
been happening in Malaysia,
naturally we changed our perception on the United States as well.
Verjee
Verjee: You’ve been fairly critical
in the past of the United States.
Mahathir
Mahathir: Yes, we were critical,
because the United States was
very critical of us.
Verjee
Verjee: Let’s talk a little bit then
about the war on terror, some of
the things that constituted your
discussions with President Bush.
How serious a threat is terrorism
in the region of southeast Asia?
And does it offer a fertile ground
for terrorists to operate?
Mahathir
Mahathir: It has not yet become
very serious. We can still handle

it. But if we are lax, and we don’t
take certain measures, I am quite
sure it will become a very serious
threat to our country and to the
region.

other. Each one has apparently got
its own mission, and those in
Malaysia were mainly concerned
about how to overthrow our government.

Verjee
Verjee: You’ve signed an agreement recently with Indonesia and
the Philippines. How effective do
you think that is going to be? And
in particular, are you frustrated by
Indonesia’s apparent unwillingness to crackdown on extremists?

Of course they may have met, but
I don’t know whether they actually discussed the attack on the
World Trade Center.

Mahathir
Mahathir: I think the agreement
between us is very good, because
we have a need to exchange information, and to try and locate people who are involved, wherever
they may be, in our three countries.
I’m not frustrated with Indonesia
or with the Philippines, because
they have their own situation to
handle, and they cannot handle
it in the same way we handle the
situation in Malaysia. They have
problems of strength of the support for the government.
Verjee
Verjee: Let’s talk about the situation specifically, then, in Malaysia. There’s a connection between
al Qaeda, September 11th, and
Malaysia. The suspected 20th hijacker, Zacarias Moussaoui, believed to have met two of the September 11th hijackers in Malaysia.
How concerned are you that this
is evidence that shows that September 11th, or at least some of it,
was planned in Malaysia?
Mahathir
Mahathir: I don’t think they were
planned in Malaysia. From what
we have discovered, they function
as cells which do not know what
the other cells are doing.
I doubt whether they reveal the
things they want to do to each

Verjee
Verjee: But the extent of that sort
of operation going on in Malaysia, September 11th hijackers are
coming and going out of Malaysia. It would suggest that Malaysia appears to be some sort of terrorist hub.
Mahathir
Mahathir: No. They were in Switzerland. And I think if you want
to find a hub, it is here, in the
United States, because they have
been training here for a year, I am
told, in the United States.
So it is here that they planned the
action they were taking. It’s not in
Malaysia, I think.
Verjee
Verjee: On the one hand, though,
you say Malaysia isn’t a hub or a
haven, as you are saying, for terrorists, yet you keep arresting people, alleging that they are terrorists. So that seems a bit contradictory.

throw the government and who
isn’t? Because in a lot of instances,
we’ve seen you arrest people, but
not come out with evidence.
Mahathir
Mahathir: When we arrest people, we don’t just detain them. We
arrest people because we want to
know what they were doing, and
we have to rehabilitate them. And
these people, when they were arrested, not only confessed, they
actually boasted about their plans
to overthrow the government by
force of arms and how they were
going to.
Verjee
Verjee: Many of them now say
these were forced confessions,
when they’re in jail, that they’re
tortured, brutalized, forced to
make a confession and then
thrown back.
Mahathir
Mahathir: Well, that is an assumption that is always made
about these natives who do not
know how to obey the rule of law.
In Malaysia, we uphold the rule
of law, although we may not be
considered among the civilized
nations of the world.
Verjee
Verjee: Skeptics, though, have
wondered that in your pursuit of
defying terrorism, of pursuing it
down, you actually used it as an
excuse to silence your critics, to
discredit your opponents.

Mahathir
Mahathir: It’s not contradictory at
all, because these are the cells that
are tasked with taking action in
Malaysia. From the information
we gathered from them, their main
concern is how to overthrow the
Malaysian government. They
don’t seem to be concerned about
other countries.

Mahathir
Mahathir: I don’t have any need
to. I have 3/4 majority in parliament. We have won elections, fair
elections, all the time, and we have
lost elections, too. Two of our states
are with the opposition.

Verjee
Verjee: But how do you know
who is a terrorist and who isn’t?
You know, who is trying to over-

So we don’t have to bother about
torturing people and forcing them
to confess and the like.
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Of course, with skeptics, you can
say anything you like. They are
going to doubt it. They are going
to say what they think happened,
because they are skeptics.
Verjee
Verjee: I’ll touch on a little more
about what those skeptics are saying in just a moment, but another
connection that’s just come up in
recent days between Malaysia
and al Qaeda has been focused on
a Web site. And this is a Web site
that is showing pictures of Osama
bin Laden, posting documents
and articles signed by al Qaeda.
It’s also a Web site that is showing videos of the last moments of
September 11th hijackers, saying
that they have 18 more videos.
CNN has just traced the host companies of this Web site and it turns
out that there are two in Malaysia. Do you know anything about
this? And if you do — if you don’t,
what’s your reaction?
Mahathir
Mahathir: I don’t know about
that. But I think quite a lot of Web
sites originate in America actually.
Verjee
Verjee: But specifically, this one
has been traced to Malaysia.

share of critics. You’ve been described in a number of ways. Here
are some.
“Mahathir Mohamad is on the
blacklist of every major human
rights group in the world.”

The State Dept. Human Rights
Report says — it talks about the
erosion of judicial independence
under your leadership.

If I fear these people, I wouldn’t
release them. And I have no necessity to do this. You can see
every election, I have won with
very little difficulty. There have
been attempts, of course, to push
me aside and take over the presidency of my party. They have
failed.

A fair amount of criticism leveled
at you. Your response.

Verjee
Verjee: Why would you arrest,
put political opponents, in jail.

Mahathir
Mahathir: Well, I criticize the
press and the media, and some of
the NGOs, and I don’t expect
them to say nice things about me.
And I don’t care as to what they
say about me.

Mahathir
Mahathir: I don’t.

The Committee for the Protection
of Journalists says you are the
“worst enemy of the press.”

What is important is that the people in Malaysia believe in me, and
they vote me to power each time I
face an election, and I have faced
five elections so far.

Mahathir
Mahathir: We find that it is very
difficult to trace people who use
the Internet to distribute a lot of
filth.

Verjee
Verjee: Much of the criticism that
has provided the basis for that
kind of accusation to be leveled
against you surrounds what is
known as the Internal Security
Act. There are questions and concerns about that; about how you
use it, when you’re in trouble,
how you’re use it to keep yourself
in power, how you use it against
your opponents, and that it basically gives you a green card to invoke it and silence your opposition.

Verjee
Verjee: Sir, in more than 20 years
in power, you’ve got your share of
supporters and you’ve got your

Mahathir
Mahathir: Well, that’s what they
would like to say, but if you looked
at the way the Internal Security

Mahathir
Mahathir: Well, you can say that
of Malaysia. You can say the same
thing of America.
Verjee
Verjee: Will Malaysian authorities investigate this seriously?

Act was implemented — when I
became prime minister, something
like 800 people were released under my onus, including some of
the people who were detained by
my predecessors.
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Verjee
Verjee: Why would you detain
them without trial.
Mahathir
Mahathir: I don’t.
Verjee
Verjee: ... without due process.

Mahathir
Mahathir: Which political opponent?

Mahathir
Mahathir: Of course they will say
so. But if they get into power,
they’re going to use the same law.

(Crosstalk)
Verjee
Verjee: There are six opposition
members that you arrested, I believe, in April last year, and they’re
coming out, saying we’ve not been
given due process, there is no warrant that we were given to put us
— and there is no reason except,
they say, Mahathir Mohammad
doesn’t want us around, and he’s
using the Internal Security Act to
silence us.

Verjee
Verjee: But the fact of the matter
is, you’re in power, and you are
using that law, and the six ...
Mahathir
Mahathir: The law was there. The
law was there, and it was used by
the first prime minister, the second prime minister, the third
prime minister. And they used
those laws much more often than
I do. And you can check on the
records.

Mahathir
Mahathir: These are minor
leagues in the opposition, in any
case. And of course they....

Verjee
Verjee: But does that make it right,
even though, that you use it? That
people calling for the...

Verjee
Verjee: If they’re so minor, why
would you do it?

Mahathir
Mahathir: I have a responsibility
for the country, and the law is
there in order to protect the interests of the country, not my interests.

Mahathir
Mahathir: Because they have
done something wrong. They have
broken the law, or they have done
something which puts them under suspicion of doing something
that is not good for the country.
Verjee
Verjee: But not a single one of
them has been charged.
Mahathir
Mahathir: Of course they are not
charged.
Verjee
Verjee: No details have been...
Mahathir
Mahathir: Because the law — the
law says that there is no charge to
be preferred because this is a detention, an act of detention. A preventive act. A preventive act is an
act that is carried out before a
crime is being committed.
Verjee
Verjee: Isn’t that what they say
the whole problem of the law is
about? It allows you to, they say,
to be very non-democratic.

Verjee
Verjee: Don’t you have a responsibility, though, also, to promote
democracy in your country and
allow people due process, to allow people their right to a trial.

spinal injury from brutal beatings,
and they say...
Mahathir
Mahathir: Of course. And you believe that?
Verjee
Verjee: No, I want you to respond
to that. They say they want Anwar
Ibrahim to go for medical treatment abroad. Will you allow that
to happen?
Mahathir
Mahathir: There was a doctor
who came more than a year ago,
who said that unless Anwar
Ibrahim is released and taken out
of the country for treatment in Europe, he would die.
Now it’s more than a year, he’s
still walking around.
Verjee
Verjee: But the fact of the matter
is that this man also was, they say,
your political opponent, had no
due process - the process was very
flawed, and that you really used,
again, the opportunity here to get
rid of someone you thought was a
threat to you. What’s your response?
Mahathir
Mahathir: He is not a threat to me.

Mahathir
Mahathir: There is due process.
When we put persons on trial,
again, the accusation is that we
manipulated the judiciary. So you
cannot get it right, you know.
These people, if you show a piece
of paper that is white, and you say
this is white — no, no, no. It is
black. How do you answer such
people?
Verjee
Verjee: Those six political detainees made a statement recently. It
was quoted in Human Rights
Watch. They said that Anwar
Ibrahim, your former number two,
is in jail, in critical condition. They
say he’s suffering from a serious
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Verjee
Verjee: Was he a threat to you?
Mahathir
Mahathir: No, he was not a threat
to me.
Verjee
Verjee: Then why not allow him
to speak freely and say what he
wants?
Mahathir
Mahathir: He can say — he’s been
writing on the Internet all kinds
of scurrilous stories about the government. We have never even
stopped him.
Verjee
Verjee: Let’s move on to the Middle East, an issue where you have
come out fairly strongly. You’ve
been complimented by the United
States for promoting a moderate
voice in the region, for criticizing
suicide bombings.
What do you feel needs to be done
in the Middle East to find a way
out?
Mahathir
Mahathir: We must attend to the
causes of the way people behave
there. Why do these people commit, or rather carry out, suicide
bombings? We have to determine
the causes, remove the causes.
We have to move in — the UN
should move in and separate the
combatants, and the border between Israel and Palestine must
be identified and the state of Israel, as well as Palestine, must be
recognized by everyone.
Verjee
Verjee: Why haven’t we heard
from other moderate Muslim leaders? Where are those moderate
voices?
Mahathir
Mahathir: They are, but it’s no
good they are saying those things,
because they may not be supported by their own people.

Verjee
Verjee: Do you think, then, that
American support for authoritarian Muslim governments effectively hurts its efforts to reach out
to those moderate voices?

Verjee
Verjee: Like what?

Mahathir
Mahathir: I have no comments to
make.

Verjee
Verjee: How do you see your role
as a leader in the Islamic world? I
mean, do you see that you can
bring that moderate voice that will
lead somewhere, to the crisis in
the Middle East?

Verjee
Verjee: Do you think, though, that
the United States could do a better job of reaching out to those
moderate voices?
Mahathir
Mahathir: People always can do
better than what they are doing
now, everybody...
Verjee
Verjee: You’re the leader of an
Islamic country. How much
does it concern you when you
see other Muslim leaders not
speaking out against suicide
bombings as strongly as you
have? Or using the Israeli-Palestinian issue to defect from
their own problems at home?
Does that concern you? What do
you think about that?
Mahathir
Mahathir: Well, I don’t make comments about other people. They
may have their own problems.
Verjee
Verjee: But you have a view.
Mahathir
Mahathir: I have a view, that I express about Malaysia and its
stand.
Verjee
Verjee: So you don’t think that
there’s anything more that they
could do to lean on the situation
in the Middle East?
Mahathir: Probably.
Mahathir
Verjee
Verjee: Probably, yes, there is
more they can do?
Mahathir
Mahathir: Yes, yes.
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Mahathir
Mahathir: Like, they can have a
common stand on this issue, and
decide.

Mahathir
Mahathir: I don’t consider myself
as a leader in the Islamic world.
I’m a leader in Malaysia. I don’t
have ambitions.
Verjee
Verjee: Let’s talk about the
economy a little in Malaysia. Malaysia has forecast 3.5 percent
growth. Is that still on track?
Mahathir
Mahathir: Yes, I think so. Other
people believe that we will do better, but we still maintain that a 3.5
percent growth will be achievable.
Verjee
Verjee: What did you learn from
the Asian financial crisis? And
what conclusions did you draw
from that, in ’97? And how developing or emerging countries
should deal with a situation like
that?
Mahathir
Mahathir: I learned not to follow
other people’s advice without
scrutinizing it very carefully. And
as a result, we found that the advice was defective, and we had to
device our own way of dealing
with our problem.
Verjee
Verjee: Recently, you’ve been on
a bit of an arms buying spree.
You’ve ordered Polish tanks,
French submarines. Last month
you bought defense systems from
Britain and Russia, and there was
talk on your trip here to the United

States, you wanted to buy United
States fighter jets.

reports over the last few weeks.
Why are you doing that now?

Now, the scope and the scale of
these purchases suggest that you
want to expand some kind of regional influence. They suggest,
some analysts say, look, a strong
military could add weight to Malaysia’s economic strength.

Mahathir
Mahathir: Because there are no
jobs in Malaysia. They are in Malaysia illegally. And when they
have no jobs, some of them resort
to crimes, and there is no reason
why we should allow them to stay
in the country when they are a
burden to the community and a
threat to peace.

Why are you making these moves?
Mahathir
Mahathir: You know, we are
merely upgrading our armaments
in increments. And because now
we have more money than we had
before, obviously we are going to
buy the latest, and we’re going to
buy more. It’s a question of how
much money you spend. Our
budget for defense is very low. In
Malaysia, 20 percent of our
budget goes to education, which
is our priority, not arms.
Verjee
Verjee: How concerned are you,
though, about the rise of China as
a potential superpower in the region?
Mahathir
Mahathir: Not at all concerned.
We are very good friends of China.
Verjee
Verjee: Do you think the United
States should maintain a military
presence in the region?
Mahathir
Mahathir: I don’t believe that having a military presence there is
going to help. You are merely going to make the Chinese nervous.
You are going to make them feel
that they are the future enemy. And
when you treat people as your future enemy, they will become your
present enemy.
Verjee
Verjee: There’s been a crackdown
by Malaysia on illegal workers in
the country. It’s been in the press

Verjee
Verjee: Some suggest, though,
that you need those workers.
Mahathir
Mahathir: Well, we need some of
them, but not all.

very angry.
For example, two newspapers
keep on repeating, every time they
mention Malaysia, they say,
“where the press is controlled by
the government.” And yet, those
newspapers, “The Herald Tribune” and “The Asian Wall Street
Journal,” are printed in Malaysia,
distributed in Malaysia, and in the
region, and we have never, never
censored them or touched them.
And yet, they say “where the press
is controlled.” And they refuse to
see that there are so many newspapers in Malaysia which condemn the government.

Verjee
Verjee: There are also reports that
suggest that you’ve been rather
violent in the way you’re treating
the illegal immigrants.
Mahathir
Mahathir: Yes, that is the usual.
Verjee
Verjee: ... brutal about the whole
manner in which you’re...
Mahathir
Mahathir: We go around hammering everybody, as you can see. You
are welcome to go and see these
people being hammered. It’s open.
Verjee
Verjee: You seem to take offense
in a way at some of the criticisms
that are leveled to you, both in this
instance as well as earlier — we
were speaking about the Internal
Security Act, about Anwar
Ibrahim. Obviously it’s a sore spot
with you, a sensitive issue, that
you keep addressing.
Why do you think so much criticism is leveled at you if there is no
truth to it at all?
Mahathir
Mahathir: Because we criticize
people who tell lies, tell lies about
us. And because of that, they get
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Journalists holding up the covers of
banned and suspended publications

Verjee
Verjee: Final question — we just
have a few moments left. You’ve
been the leader of your country for
21 years. Looking back on your
leadership, on a personal level, is
there anything you would
change? Is there anything you
would do differently?
Mahathir
Mahathir: Not much. I think I
would have done the same all over
again.
Verjee
Verjee: That’s Q&A, from Washington. We’ve been speaking to
Malaysia’s Prime Min. Mahathir
Mohammad. q
Source: http://www.cnn.com/TRANSCRIPTS/0205/16/i_qaa.01.html

HUMAN RIGHTS

Apply

Universal

Standards

The use of “terrorism” and “security” undermines
human rights safeguards, says Amnesty International

mnesty International
has just released its annual global country-bycountry review of human
rights abuses. The content is
mostly predictable - a litany of
abuses from the US to Fiji to China.
What is different this year, is the
impact of September 11 and the
“war against terrorism”. In the
name of security, many countries
have ignored respect for human
rights. The subjective yardstick of
“terrorism” has been misused to
silence dissent, detain people at
random, often on the basis of their
religion or appearance, and to legitimise repression.

A

Draconian
Laws
After Sept 11
Responding to the horror of September 11, many governments
rushed through draconian laws
in the hope of, or in the name of,
catching a “terrorist”. They formulated new crimes and banned
organizations, curbing civil liberties and weakened international
and domestic safeguards against
human rights violations built up
over many years.

Powerful governments seeking
new allies have turned a blind eye
to human rights abuses. The same
governments that denounced the
human rights abuse of women by
the Taleban in Afghanistan remain silent about the plight of
women in Saudi Arabia. Those
who condemn human rights violations in Iran or demand the release of political prisoners in
Cuba, do not protest against human rights violations by Russian
troops in Chechnya or focus on
the detention of peaceful government critics in Malaysia.
In China, the government is using the “war against terrorism” to
justify the harsh repression of ethnic Uighur Muslims who they accuse of being “separatists”, “terrorists” or “religious extremists”.
But the Chinese authorities’ understanding of “separatism” can
include Koran study groups,
peaceful opposition or dissent.
Hundreds of Uighurs accused of
being involved in “terrorist” or
“separatist” activities have been
executed since the mid-1990s,
thousands of others have been
detained, imprisoned and tortured, and growing restrictions
have been placed on the Islamic
clergy and the practice of Islam in
the region.
The recent Organisation of Islamic Conference (OIC) meeting in
Kuala Lumpur struggled to agree
on a definition of “terrorism” Aliran Monthly : Vol.22(5) Page 26

highlighting the threat to human
rights posed by a variety of subjective yardsticks.
Malaysia is just one of a number
of governments which embraced
the “anti-terrorism” bandwagon
and won praise from the US government for its “handling” of terrorism. Years of government
abuse of the draconian Internal
Security Act (ISA), including the
arbitrary detention and the illtreatment or torture of peaceful
political dissenters, has been obscured by the arrest of over 50 alleged members of the Malaysian
Mujahideen Group or KMM. The
US has downgraded Anwar
Ibrahim on their political agenda
and the plight of six prisoners of
conscience, mainly leading members of the Keadilan opposition
party, has been largely ignored.
This shift in position was keenly
observed by Prime Minister
Mahathir during his recent visit
to the USA. “He (Bush) did not
raise anything about democracy
or human rights in Malaysia,”
Mahathir told reporters after seeing Bush. “By and large, I think
other members of the US government understand the way we deal
with our problems in Malaysia,”
Reuters reported. Malaysian officials went as far as to claim that
the US Patriot Act, which Amnesty International has criticised
for allowing the detention of nonUS citizens for seven days with-

out charge, was an “endorsement” of the ISA. However the ISA
is a very different Act; it is without critical judicial safeguards,
and allows for indefinite detention without trial of any
Malaysian citizen.

Malaysian
Recognised
As
`Hero’ Of East Timor
thugs and hired goons from
the youth wings of the ruling
coalition, and the Royal
Malaysian Police Force.

The only way to counter this subjective yardstick of “terrorism”, by
which states condemn the violence of their opponents and condone that of their allies, is to stand
up and defend universal, objective
standards of human rights and
international law.
It is clear then that since September 11 is politically easier for leaders, including Dr Mahathir, to be
supportive of human rights for
some and not for others. On the
one hand there is support for the
human rights of the Palestinians
and the detainees in Camp X-ray
but for their own citizens, a different set of standards apply.
Dr Mahathir has condemned the
inhumane treatment of prisoners
in Guantanamo Bay but allows a
law which has facilitated the illtreatment of peaceful political dissenters in his own country.
Amnesty International will continue to pressure the Malaysian
and other governments to apply
universal standards of human
rights. Until this is done, the use
of “terrorism” and “security”
threatens to undermine critical
human rights safeguards and
smacks of political expediency.q
Devadass Gnanpragasam
is the Asia Pacific Development Officer in Amnesty
International’s Hong Kong
office.

The independence of the newest nation in the world, East
Timor, is a moment for joyous
celebration and for remembering those who have given their
lives for liberty and freedom
from fear.
During the independence celebrations in the capital city,
Dili, a special tribute was
given to the fallen heroes of
East Timor.
One of the faces projected on
giant television screens
viewed by 200,000 people, the
media, officials and dignitaries from 90 countries, was 20year old Kamal Bamadhaj, a
Malaysian human rights activist shot dead by Indonesian
soldiers in Dili on 12 November 1991.
The tribute also included solidarity groups, including
Malaysian NGOs who hosted
the ill-fated Asia Pacific Conference on East Timor (APCET)
in Kuala Lumpur in 1996,
which was broken up by
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We can be consoled that the
government and people of East
Timor have not forgotten
Kamal; unlike the Government
of Malaysia who chose to ignore the fact that a Malaysian
had been murdered in the
hands of the then Suharto government.
We wonder if the Malaysian
government representatives,
including the Foreign Minister
Datuk Syed Hamid Albar
present at the ceremony, realised or even recognised that
among the heroes given due
recognition was a Malaysian
citizen.
It is a great honour for Kamal
and Malaysian NGOs to be acknowledged, in East Timor’s
20 years of struggle for right
against might, even if our government has chosen to forgot
him.
In the season of joy, remembrance and reflection, it would
be opportune for the
Malaysian government to bestow official recognition to
Kamal Bamadhaj and his family.
Elizabeth Wong
International Committee
SUARAM

HEALTH

Semiconductor
Industry
Problems Continue To

Health
Mount

Industry response called ‘State of the Art’ Stalling
by Silicon Valley Toxics Coalition
n response to the announcement on March
20 by the Semiconductor
Industry Association
(SIA) that it would “conduct a preliminary review to determine if it
is possible to conduct” a study of
health risks in the semiconductor
industry, a broad coalition of
health, environment and worker
advocates blasted the further delays and called for several immediate concrete actions to address
the growing health problems in
the industry:

I

• Release the full report of the
recommendations from the Science Advisory Committee;
• Promise not to shred or destroy
any health or exposure documents;
• Undertake comprehensive
health monitoring and surveillance starting now;
• Conduct an independent
study of the health of semiconductor workers;
“We expect much more from the
state-of-art high-tech electronics
industry,” said Ted Smith, Executive Director of Silicon Valley
Toxics Coalition. “What we have
here is a state-of-the art stall job.
What has the Science Advisory
Committee been doing the past

two years? Now is the time to undertake a comprehensive epidemiological study of the semiconductor industry, and to commence
immediate health monitoring to
protect the workforce from harmful exposures to the many toxic
chemicals used in chip production.

Cancer-causing
Chemicals
In
Electronic
Industry
“We’ve known for more than three
decades that the manufacturing of
computer chips requires many
toxic chemicals and that workers
have been getting sick from exposure to those chemicals” said Dr.
Joseph LaDou, a University of
California occupational physician who has been treating electronics workers since the 1970’s.
“The semiconductor industry
needs to support a thorough and
unbiased scientific study to determine the extent of the health hazards. Unfortunately, this announcement by the SIA appears
to be an evasion of its responsibility to protect workers from undue
harm.”
“Cancer’s timetable won’t wait
for the SIA’s delaying tactics”,
said Mandy Hawes, a San Jose
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attorney who represents hundreds of electronics workers and
their families who are suffering
from cancer, birth defects and other
serious illnesses. “People who
have been exposed to cancer-causing chemicals can’t wait forever
for the problems to be corrected.
More and more workers are dying and many others are developing new cancers and we need dramatic action to save lives now, not
several more years from now.”
“We have already witnessed serious cancer clusters among semiconductor workers in Scotland
and in the United States,” said
Johannes Ignacio, Executive Director of the Santa Clara Center of
Occupational Safety and Health.
“We have seen cancers among
high-tech workers at IBM, National Semiconductor and other
multinational companies. The industry isn’t looking very far or
hard to find the evidence. How
much more of a body count do
they want? If the health and safety
of their workers has been a priority, their actions don’t indicate it.”
“The Communications Workers of
America is outraged with the response from the Semiconductor
Industry Association (SIA) that it
would conduct a preliminary re-

view to determine whether it is
possible to conduct a study of
health risks in the semiconductor
industry,” said David Le Grande,
Director of Occupational Safety
and Health. “For many years,
labor and public safety and
health activists have known that
employment within this industry
involves work with and exposure
to many toxic and, often, carcinogenic substances. In turn, there
have been many, many cases of
worker health problems related to
these exposures”, he continued.
“The SIA’s action is another way
to keep from taking responsibility
for the harm the semiconductor
industry has done to the exposed
workers who have developed or
will develop often life-threatening
health problems.”

Playing

for

Time

Jim McCourt of Phase II, a health
and safety organization in Scotland that is working with Scottish employees of National Semiconductor who are suffering
from cancer echoed these
thoughts, “I think the SIA is
playing for time. We were able
to get a health study done here
in Scotland, and it proved that
there are high cancer rates. If we
can do it here, I don t see why
the SIA can’t make it a priority
to undertake a similar study and
make it a priority to bring forth
all the health data they currently
have”. McCourt went on to say,
“The semiconductor industry
must face up to the fact that their
workers are dying. By not being
forthcoming, they are further
tarnishing the industry’s reputation. We implore the regulators
in the US to undertake a comprehensive, definitive health
study of exposed workers.”

WORRISOME

FINDINGS

CAUSE

FOR

CONCERN

Many known carcinogens are used in the manufacture of
semiconductor chips, and some very worrisome findings have
been reported; yet no broad epidemiological study has been
conducted to define possible risks. The American semiconductor industry has not been supportive of efforts proposed
by researchers, the health issues in microelectronics have not
been studied in Japan, and European countries have paid
little attention to the issues of occupational health in the
workforce of this growing industry. Many of the older technologies are exported to newly industrialized countries as
newer technologies are installed in the more highly developed industries of Japan, the United States, and European
countries. Thus there is particular concern about the many
workers, mostly in countries that are still industrializing, who
have inherited jobs that use chemicals, technologies, and
equipment that are no longer in use in developed countries.
The industry is now quite large, with more than a million
workers worldwide, so that any increase in the risk of occupation-related health problems should be a matter of broad
and deep public health concern.
Source: http://www.svtc.org/hu_health/calltoact.pdf
In 1999 the SIA announced that
they would appoint a Science
Advisory Council (SAC) to make
recommendations for action on
health risks. The SAC finally
made its recommendations to the
SIA in October of 2001, but the results of this committee have still
not been made public. “All we see
is the SIA press release and a brief
summary of the recommendations,” concluded attorney
Hawes. We demand to see the full
SAC recommendations. As it is
now, the SIA does not say when, if
ever anything specific will happen, the lines of responsibility, the
budget and the oversight. I don’t
see any urgency in their press release or specific recommendations
for medical surveillance. It is a
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matter of urgency, for my clients
and for the other workers whose
health could still be protected.”q
Silicon Valley Toxics Coalition (SVTC) is a San Jose,
California-based diverse
grassroots coalition that for
almost twenty years has engaged in research, advocacy,
and organizing associated
with environmental and human health problems caused
by the rapid growth of the
high-tech electronics industry.
Source: http://www.svtc.org/
hu_health/stalljob.htm

English in the public examinations, they knew that it was not a
compulsory subject. This was
enough reason for them not to pay
much attention to the study of the
language and for the teachers not
to take the teaching of the language seriously.
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The Case For
English-Medium
Schools
For many years now, concerned
Malaysians (especially parents
with children studying in our local schools and universities) have
come to realise that many things
are not right in our system of education. However, they would not
come out and talk openly about
these problems, for fear of being
branded as “anti-national” by self
appointed “experts”. However,
this whole matter was brought out
into the open when our Prime
Minister, Dr Mahathir, called for
the views of the Malaysians on
the matter of the re-introduction
of English-medium schools in the
country. This opened the floodgates and parents and teachers of
various organisations responded.
Their response was loud and

clear - bring back English-medium
schools.
Over the years, the standard of
English had begun to drop. To
correct this situation, the time allocated for the teaching of English
in our schools was increased over
and over again. Schools organised “Speak English Weeks” and
English literature was introduced
as a subject in our schools. Furthermore, English had always
been one of the subjects in our
schools and one of the subjects in
the various public examinations.
Even then, the standard of English continued to drop. The reason for this situation was a lack
of interest in the language among
the students themselves. There
was no sincere and sustained effort on the part of the government
to improve the standard of English. Even though students sat for
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As a result, the students and even
the teachers in our schools are not
able to communicate effectively in
English. A survey of the answers,
written or spoken, in our public
examinations will show the very
unsatisfactory standard of English among our young people.
There have been cases where students sitting for public examinations have handed in blank answer sheets when they were required to write the answers in
English. It has been noticed that
many of our delegates attending
local and overseas seminars and
forums do not want to participate
in debates because of their poor
command of English. It has been
reported that there are about
29,000 unemployed graduates,
mostly bumiputras; most of them
are not employed because they are
not able to communicate effectively in English. It is a fact that
employers look for workers who
can communicate in English.
This situation would have gone
unnoticed and uncorrected had it
not been for various factors: the
introduction of globalisation and
the K-economy with its emphasis
on English, the increasing use of
the Internet as a tool for education
and the fact that the latest literature in Science, Mathematics, Engineering, Medicine, Law and
Commerce is only available in
English. Furthermore, more and
more overseas universities are introducing off-campus courses in
English through colleges and uni-

versities in the country. To expect
Malaysian students to make use
of these facilities with a very limited command of English is expecting too much from them. Even
reference books found in the libraries of our public universities
are mostly in English. All this
means our students are deprived
of a vast amount of knowledge
that would otherwise have been
available to them had they been
sufficiently proficient in English.
There are people who may feel that
the re-introduction of English medium schools is against the best
interests of the country. They fear
that the introduction of such English medium schools would result
in the loss of importance of Bahasa
Malaysia. These people must be
told that the position of Bahasa Malaysia is firmly entrenched in the
Constitution of this country. No
one is contesting this.
There are others who fear that the
re-introduction of English medium schools would result in the
re-colonisation of our country by
some foreign powers (as if the
Malaysians could just look on
and let this happen.) There may
be others who would want all the
literature in English to be translated into Bahasa Malaysia. Considering the vast amount of such
literature that is available, would
it be possible to translate all of it
into Bahasa Malaysia? Do we
have the personnel, the time and
the financial resources to make
this possible?
There are others who wonder how
we can get enough teachers to teach
English. It is suggested that we
leave this matter in the capable
hands of Education ministry officials. We can ask retired teachers
of English to return to the class-

rooms. It has also been suggested
that we bring in teachers from English-speaking countries to train our
teachers in local teacher-training
colleges. Maybe, this will take some
time, but it is better than not doing
anything at all.
That said, what is the present position in the debate on the re-introduction of English-medium
schools? To date, Malaysians of
all races have come forward to
support the proposal. A poll conducted by a local newspaper indicates that 97 per cent of the people who participated in this poll
are in favour of the proposal to
change the medium of education
to English.
It was at this point that UMNO
Youth rejected the proposal for the
re-introduction of the English
medium schools, and instead suggested that Mathematics and Science be taught in English. Would
the teaching of these two subjects
in English, with its own vocabulary of scientific and mathematical terms, bring about a general
improvement in the standard of
English? Furthermore, what is
there to stop teachers from continuing to teach these two subjects
in Bahasa Malaysia and get away
with it? After all, weren’t there
cases of teachers teaching the English language by using Bahasa
Malaysia as the medium?
Once the stand of the UMNO
Youths was made known, there
was a hush. The excitement died
down, for the people could foresee the results. True enough, the
Deputy Prime Minister said that
the government would accept
UMNO Youth’s proposal that the
two subjects, Mathematics and
Science, be taught in English. This
is in spite of the earlier assurance
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given by the Prime Minister that
the wishes of the people would be
implemented. It looks as if the
wishes of the majority of the people will be set aside in favour of
UMNO Youth’s stand. It was with
a deep sense of frustration that the
people accepted the outcome.
However while a proper system
is being put together, would it not
be possible to require students
taking public examinations (especially PMR and SPM) from this
year onwards to obtain a credit in
English before they can be deemed
to have passed these public examinations? Such a move will
spur these students to take the language more seriously.
S. Francis Xavier
Penang

University
Intake
Controversy
In the recent controversy over
whether to base university intake
on meritocracy or the racially discriminatory quota system, the
public has been subject to the
usual obfuscation by blind statistics and either/or choices.
Firstly, the Government’s recent
statistics
showing
that
bumiputras are better off under
“meritocracy” fail to qualify the
fact that many non-bumiputras
have lost faith in the STPM as a
mode of entry into Malaysian public universities. They have also
been excluded by the racially discriminatory intake into Matriculation classes. Others have already pointed out that the different criteria for basing university
entry on STPM and Matriculation
are non-transparent. The authorities have also not provided us
with satisfactory explanations of
how non-bumiputras with

straight As have been denied university entry and scholarships.
The racially discriminatory quota
system implemented since 1971 is
not acceptable in an anti-racist
world community. It is time for
Malaysians to reaffirm the nondiscriminatory basis of the Federal Constitution and to uphold
human rights principles which
are strictly anti-racist. This is especially vital after the World Conference Against Racism and Racial Discrimination held in Durban last May.
Article 8(1) of the Malaysian Constitution clearly spells out the principle of equality of all Malaysians
while Article 12(1) allows no discrimination against any citizens
on the grounds of religion, race,
descent or place of birth.
Article (8A) makes it clear that only
the Yang di-Pertuan Agong can
order a reservation of a proportion
of such places for the Malays. It
would therefore mean that the
quota system is applicable only on
a faculty basis and more importantly every faculty or institution
should reserve places for students
of every race. No faculty or institution under this provision could
cater for the Malays alone to the
exclusion of the other races.
Years after the implementation of
this racial quota system there was
no trace of any such order being
made by His Majesty nor was
there evidence of any such order
having been gazetted. Such a directive would thus seem to have
been made by the officials of the
Ministry of Education.
Thus, it is not clear whether the
quota system is made applicable
on an institutional basis or on the

basis of the total number of places
available in a particular course of
study of all the universities in the
country. To apply the quota system on the total number of places
available in any particular university will again be a wrong interpretation of the provisions of
the Constitution.
Article 153 (8A) does not authorise the administrators of any university to refuse admission to any
student of a particular race. It only
allows a proportion of the places
to be reserved for Malay students.
On such a reasoning, the constitutionality of institutions which
cater only for Bumiputra students
is doubtful.
Furthermore, the Constitution of
the University of Malaya expressly prohibits discrimination
on grounds of race for the admission of any student to any faculty
or institution of the university. In
this context too, the constitutionality of other institutions which
admit students of a particular race
only to the exclusion of other races
is also doubtful as it violates the
equality provision of Article 8.
From the above, it is clear that the
question of the constitutionality of
the quota system as it has been
practised since 1971 especially in
totally Bumiputra institutions has
never been tested.
International law sets major limits on affirmative action measures.
Notably, affirmative action policies must be carefully controlled
and not be permitted to undermine the principle of non-discrimination itself nor violate human rights. Holding the equality
principle uppermost, the raison
detre and reasonables for differential treatment must be proven.
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Another important criterion to
ensure successful affirmative action and synomymous with international law is that such special
measures should be introduced
for a limited duration as was suggested by the Reid Commission in
its Report of the Federation of
Malaya Constitutional Commission 1957.
A consequence of the so-called affirmative action policies up to
now is that for the poor of all ethnic communities, including the
indigenous peoples in Malaysia,
these objectives of wealth redistribution for their benefit have not
been met. Worse, the poorest community remains the Orang Asli of
Peninsula Malaysia, the Original
People of Malaysia who are not
even considered “Bumiputra” under the Federal Constitution.
Affirmative action must be based
on Merit and Need. The poor and
needy of every ethnic community
in this country must be the only
beneficiaries of affirmative action
policies. At the same time, academic standards cannot be compromised, otherwise it defeats the
purpose of education if our academic qualifications are not recognised as a result of that compromise.
The poor and needy must be given
first priority in access to scholarships and loans and be provided
with facilities for helping them
cope academically, physically
and mentally. There is absolutely
no justification for the rich middle class of any ethnic community to be given special preferences
with regard to university entry or
socio-economic activities.
Kua Kia Soong
Director of SUARAM

Mahathir’s
Meeting
With The Pope
Pax Romana ICMICA Asia-Pacific
welcomes the meeting between
Pope John Paul II of the Holy See
and Prime Minister Mahathir
Mohamed of Malaysia that will
take place on 7th June 2002. It is
with great anticipation that we
await the outcome of this historic
meeting.
The meeting is historic as Malaysia does not have any diplomatic
ties with the Holy See. The Pope
has been able to visit neighboring
countries like Singapore, the Philippines and Indonesia but has yet
to receive an invitation from Malaysia for a visit here. We hope this
will pave the way for the Pope’s
visit as well as other religious
leaders of the different religions
in Malaysia, in the future.
In anticipation of the meaningful
visit, it is worthwhile to recall the
words of the Pope during The Day
of Peace in Assisi With World Religious Leaders on 24th January
2002, in which he identified “..the
two 'pillars' upon which peace rests:
commitment to justice and readiness
to forgive.” The Pope also further
declares that “Justice, first of all,
because "there can be no true peace
without respect for the dignity of persons and peoples, respect for the rights
and duties of each person and respect
for an equal distribution of benefits
and burdens between individuals and
in society as a whole. It can never be
forgotten that situations of oppression and exclusion are often at the
source of violence and terrorism.”
Pax Romana ICMICA Asia-Pacific
calls upon Pope John Paul II to
bring the essence of human dignity which he emphasized during
The Day of Peace in Assisi to the
attention of Dr Mahathir. This is
necessary as under the present

Government there are many political prisoners and many detained under the infamous Internal Security Act which detains
people without trial in Malaysia.
Reverence for the dignity of the
person must be invoked on this
auspicious occasion.
On the issue of terrorism it must
be reiterated that using their terrorism card as a political tool for
oppression must be stopped by
all. In Malaysia, many Muslims
are detained without trial on suspicion of being militant, yet no
proof has been put before the public. Human dignity goes hand-inhand with the respect for human
rights. We therefore appeal that all
issues be discussed from a human
rights perspective.
The Israel-Palestinian conflict
must also take on a human rights
point of view. This may take the
conflict away from the purely
Muslim-Jew religious paradigm.
The right to self-determination,
which is at the heart of the IsraeliPalestinian conflict, is embedded
in all United Nations Declarations and Conventions. It is also
the very foundation of human
dignity. The struggle of the Palestinian people must be resolved
with urgency and sincerity. We expect the coming meeting will bring
about positive results.
Malaysia, being a multi-religious
country, has much to offer as a
model for inter-religious dialogue.
True inter-religious dialogue can
only work when the right to religious freedom is protected and
promoted in any country. Malaysia must adhere to this in spirit
and in action.
The politicization of religions for
political ends makes a mockery of
religions and instils fear and suspicion amongst the peoples of MaAliran Monthly : Vol.22(5) Page 33

laysia. The recent announcement
by Mahathir that Malaysia is an
Islamic State whereas it has always been , since independence,
a secular state is a case in point.
This jostling between UMNO (the
ruling Malay party) and PAS (the
leading Islamic opposition part)
as to which of the two is the true
"champion of Islam" makes interreligious efforts even more difficult. The state has also not provided equal opportunity and
space to all religions in terms of
religious education in schools, access to national media for religious programmes, availability of
land for burials and the buildings
of Churches and temples.
While many religious groups try
to convert the Orang Asli (the Indigenous Peoples of Peninsular
Malaysia), the Government of
Malaysia has an unofficial
Islamisation policy for the Indigenous peoples and this puts tremendous pressure on on them to
preserve their traditional practices and way of life. The unofficial policy also limits their access
to opportunities to develop. We
certainly hope that these issues,
within the context of the protection of rights of all religions in
Malaysia, will be addressed at the
meting in Vatican
Pax Romana ICMICA Asia-Pacific
reaffirms its belief that inter-religious dialogue is the way of life
in Malaysia and must be enhanced. We encourage meetings
such as this in the future. This first
step must pave the way for greater
respect for pluralism –irrespective
of religious, cultural, political or
ideological beliefs.
Jerald Joseph
Coordinator
Pax Romana ICMICA Asia Pacific
(International Catholic Movement
for Intellectual and Cultural Affairs)

THE ELEVENTH HOUR Continued from page 40
the religion of his choice, to be able
freely to express his opinions, to
participate in assemblies, to form
associations, and to enjoy freedom
of movement, the right to fair trial
if accused of breaking the law, and
freedom from arbitrary arrest.

A

Self-Perpetuating
Elite

As we all know, these basic ingredients of democracy no longer exist in this country or have become
so completely circumscribed or
circumvented as to be virtually
meaningless. In other words, in
Malaysia power no longer resides
with the citizens of the country but
with a self-appointed - after all,
did not Dr Mahathir and all our
political leaders choose to enter
politics of their own volition? self-renewing and self-perpetuating elite This is not exactly what
we set out to achieve when we
gained our independence in the
Peninsula in 1957 and in Sabah
and Sarawak in 1963, is it?
For many people, however, the
whittling away of our democratic
rights is a matter of little concern.
For them, what matters is that the
present regime has fulfilled two
primary roles of government. It
has provided political stability
and stimulated economic growth.
Malaysia’s growth and development and its ability to handle the
affairs of a multi-ethnic society
without violence and bloodshed
(with the one major exception of
13 May 1969, from which the nation recovered quickly) is without
question a remarkable achievement. Surely the curtailment of
our liberties is a small price to pay
for such peace and progress?
Maybe. But what if your husband,

or cousin brother, or sister-inlaw’s husband has been arrested
under the ISA on charges against
which he is not given the chance
to defend himself in open court
and is held in detention indefinitely? The Government will tell
the world that he has been arrested as a threat to national security. But are you going to take
the Government’s word for it?
After all the half-truths put
through the media? After all the
scandals involving people in high
places? After the endless revelations of mismanagement and defalcations in the world of high finance, business and commerce?
After all the shabby manipulation
of justice in our courts which has
made a mockery of our system of
justice in the eyes of the whole
world?
In other words, the blatant abuse
of democratic principles and the
obvious lack of democratic practice in our society are undeniable.
Any thinking person is well
aware of this patent lack of democracy - this lack of control which
we as citizens have over our
elected representatives, and in
turn their lack of control over the
Prime Minster and Cabinet, and
finally the lack of control of the
members of the Cabinet themselves over the Prime Minister,
whereas in a democracy power is
supposed to reside in the hands
of the people as individual members of society. But here in this
country, it is all the other away
around. Ask Musa Hitam. Ask
Salleh Abas. Ask Anwar Ibrahim.
Ask Azalina Othman. All of us,
from the humblest citizen to the
most privileged party supporter
who are not members of the privileged circle of the elite are in fact
dependent on the patronage and
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good will, direct or indirect, of
those who hold the reins of power
in the Government.

Error

In

Strategy

There are many factors which account for this loss of democratic
control over our own government
in our own country within a generation of achieving independence from colonial rule. Space
does not allow for discussion of
these factors here. However, in the
present political context, one factor deserves special mention,
namely a basic error in political
strategy adopted by the Reformasi
movement, which emerged spontaneously from the public reaction
to the arrest, detention and
charges against Anwar Ibrahim
in September 1998. The catalyst
for this sudden clamour for reform and change was Anwar
Ibrahim himself and the outrage
at the manner in which he was
forced out of office, detained and
put on trial.
However, Reformasi was, and is
still, an expression of much more
than mere outrage at a despicable
political manoeuvre. It also
sprang from a long pent-up desire
for decency, transparency, and accountability in Government - after two decades of king-size political and economic scandals and for the restoration - or more
accurately, introduction - of the
basic democratic rights which are
enshrined in our Constitution but
which have never been truly respected. Above all, Reformasi was
inspired by a deep desire amongst
progressive and liberal-minded
people to open up a new approach to politics based on principle, in place of the horse-dealing communal politics which we

continue to endure based on expediency.
It was in the context of this idealism and the euphoria it engendered in late 1998 that the decision was taken to convert
Reformasi from a non-aligned
movement for democratic reform
(that aroused a popular enthusiasm and support which cut
across racial, religious and cultural lines) into one which assumed the traditional form of a
political organisation directly involved in the political arena (in
the struggle to seek political power
in order to carry out its programme).
Although at the time this decision
might have appeared to those involved as being the most obvious
and viable one to make, in hindsight it has proved to have been a
grave tactical error. It was a decision that inevitably clouded the
basic purpose of the Reformasi
movement, which should have
been focussed solely on bringing
together under one banner all
those - regardless of race, religion
or political background - who are
genuinely concerned with the reinstatement and maintenance of
the basic principles of democratic
governance. It should not have involved itself in the labyrinthine

twists and turns of party politics
and particular interests, where
everyone has his or her own
agenda.
For by entering directly into the
political area, the Reformasi movement could no longer confine itself to its principle purpose - the
restoration of democracy and honest government - but had to participate in the process of bargaining and compromise, both internally amongst its own members
and externally in its relations with
its former allies, now potential rivals, in the quest for power. This
inevitably has undermined
Reformasi’s unity of purpose to
achieve its initial and basic aim
of restoring (or introducing) genuine democracy in the country. By
the same token the Reformasi
movement now stands in danger
of forfeiting the support of that
large constituency of Malaysian
voters from both the left-wing and
the right, and from all the main
ethnic groups who have so eagerly
responded to the emergence of
this movement in defence of democracy.
In other words, by abandoning its
position as a non-party political
pressure group in favour of democratic reform and opting for transforming itself into a political party

itself, the Reformasi movement has
lost much of its credibility. A nonaligned movement, such as
Reformasi initially set out to be,
must be based on principles, not
on political expediency, and its
appeal to its supporters is derived
precisely from the fact that it transcends the narrow agendas of
political self-interest.

Lost Sense Of
Purpose
The proof of the pudding is in the
eating. Whether its supporters like
it or not, the movement as represented specifically by KeADILan
and more generally by the concept
of the Barisan Alternatif coalition
has inevitably been dragged into
the vortex of party politics and rival interests, having to seek compromises with PAS and the DAP,
no longer seen as good companions in a common cause but now
rivals for political influence and
power, with different and conflicting agendas of their own.
KeADILan’s attempts to serve as
mediator between its coalition
team-mates has not met with success. There has also followed the
inevitable acrimonious debates
among members of the Barisan
Alternatif over the allocation of
seats to be contested in elections,
besides the difficult negotiations
to seek a common stand on a variety of contentious issues.
As a result, although the on-going euphoria for democracy held
things together for some time, a
united front of BA members has
became increasingly difficult to
maintain. Its victory at Lunas
marked the high point in the BA’s
bid for political influence and
power, a success, however, which
was probably as much due to ineptitude on the part of the BN campaign as anything else. However,
the Lunas victory has so far not
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been repeated. In fact, since them
it has all been downhill for the BA,
with continual bickering over issues which form no part of the
basic Reformasi agenda.
All this has provided much grist
to the Mahathir regime’s mill and
provided it with a host of opportunities to sabotage the Barisan
Alternatif’s appeal for a large proportion of the electorate. Together
with the quite fortuitous and unforeseen, episode of 11 September
2001, all this has put Mahathir
and his cohorts onto a new high,
and has placed KeADILan, the
Barisan Alternatif and the
Reformasi movement as a whole
into a most disadvantageous position.
As a result, the Reformasi movement has come close to losing its
sense of purpose and direction, to
the bitter disappointment of that
large constituency of Malaysians
of all ages, political affiliations,
ethnic origins and occupational
groups who yearn for democratic
reform and an end to the corruption, cronyism and money politics.

Reinventing
Reformasi
The only conclusion that one can
draw at this juncture - if the movement for restoring democracy is
ever to succeed - is for the Reformasi
movement to re-invent itself and
return to its beginnings. In other
words, the movement must resume
its original role as a pressure
group* (See Box at the end of article) - not seeking power for itself
but working with single-minded
purpose for the reinstatement of
the basic principles of democracy
in this country.
The nucleus for such a restoration
is already present in the existence
of Aliran and Suaram - both of

which are organisations prominent, active and articulate in their
efforts to educate public opinion
in the principles of democracy.
These two non-communal NGOs,
also have the kind of experienced
leadership that the situation demands. They should take this opportunity to convene a grand assembly to launch a People’s Pact
for Democracy, so as to rally
around them all true lovers of democracy and create a powerful
pressure group which can mobilise popular opinion for the cause
of democracy per se, regardless of
party affiliation.
For, in truth, only a panMalaysian movement based on
principle and not political expediency has any chance of restoring democracy to this country.
Only such a pressure group - with
no ties or links with any particular party but with supports from
members from all of them - can
serve as a rallying point for the
hundreds of thousands of citizens
of this country who are waiting
for a such a lead in order to
achieve such an end. This vast,
untapped reservoir of support includes professionals and businessmen, artists and academicians, government servants and
officers and men of the Police and
of the Armed Forces; white- collar
employees in commercial firms,

shop assistants and workers in all
forms of industry. Good Muslims
and good Buddhists, Confucianists, Taoists, Hindus and Christians; Sabahans and Sarawakians, be they Kadazan, Murut,
Bajau, Bidayuh, Iban or Penan
(etc.); Malays, Chinese, Indians
and Orang Asli - all form part of
the great, silent majority who can
be counted upon to rally to the call
to claim the democratic rights
which belong to all of us; provided
they see that they have leaders
dedicated and competent enough
to enable them to achieve this end.
Democratic values are universal
human values recognised and respected by all mankind. They are
not the creation of East or West,
North or South, but are inherent
in our nature as rational human
beings, as a guarantee of our individual rights and a guide to our
obligations to society. The threat
to that democracy, which is as
much the heritage and birthright
of all of us in Malaysia, as much
as in other countries in the world,
is very real. It is getting late. The
events of September 1998 are fast
receding from the popular
memory. The problem of the loss
of our democracy to a self-appointed elite remains, but the
chance to redeem it will not last
for ever. We are at the eleventh
hour. It is time to act. q

* The writer of this article, in arguing that it is only through a mass
movement of all citizens, not of political parties, that can really save
the day as far as democracy in this country is concerned, does not
wish to imply in any way that political parties do not have a role to
play, or that Parti KeADILan Nasional, in particular should dissolve itself. Once the ground rules of democracy have been re-established in our political system, the political parties should be free to
play their roles, and there is certainly room for a secular, non-communal, middle-of -the-road party such as KeADILan to represent the
middle-of- the-road voter.
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DEMOCRACY

Parliamentary

Woes

We cannot expect Parliament to reform itself;
we have to pressure it to change
by G. Lim
n May 7th, the Democratic Action Party
(DAP) held a roundtable
discussion at the Grand
Continental Hotel, Penang on the
theme of ‘Parliamentary Reform’.
In a packed conference room,
members of the public and the
press heard speeches from five
speakers covering issues from
women’s rights and parliament to
the Anwar Ibrahim episode.

O

The speakers were:
• Aliran President, P. Ramakrishnan,
• Women’s Crisis Centre (WCC)
consultant, Dr Prema Devaraj,
• Political scientist from
Universiti Sains Malaysia, Dr
Lim Hong Hai,
• Keadilan MP for Kemaman,
Abdul Rahman Yusof and
• DAP National Chairman, Lim
Kit Siang.

Undemocratic

Law

Ramakrishnan opened the conference with a speech concentrating
on the recent amendments to the
Elections Act. This latest piece of
undemocratic legislation, that virtually sneaked passed parliament, tilts the balance of the parliamentary system even more in
the BN’s favour.
Under the new act, the electoral
rolls, once gazetted, are legally

unchallengeable in any Court.
This means that the Electoral
Commission is now above the law
and, apparently, infallible. Even
genuine mistakes, never mind deliberate manipulations, cannot be
corrected in the courts.
Ramakrishnan also highlighted
the financial aspects of the
amendments. Under its provisions, the deposit to stand as a election candidate is raised from
RM5,000 to RM20,000, with an
additional RM10,000 deposit to
ensure prompt removal of posters
and other materials after the election. The limits on election spending have also been more than trebled.
The intentions of the amendments
to the Elections Act are clear,
Ramakrishnan suggested. By increasing the financial resource
required to contest election and
allowed for campaigning, the
amendments clearly favour the
well financed candidates over the
less well financed. No one need
ask, of course, which parties are
better financed…

Women's

Rights

Prema Devaraj spoke on the subject of women’s rights and parliamentary reform. Parliament,
she reasoned, is the highest body
in the land, and thus must take
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the lead in implementing and respecting women’s rights.
Yet, whilst parliament has ratified
international conventions on the
rights of women, it has only done
so with some astounding reservations. At the most fundamental
level of equality, the government
expressed reservations over a
number of Articles in the UN Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination Against
Women. This included Article
5(a), which obliges the government to ‘take measures to modify
social and cultural patterns of
conduct of men and women to
eliminate prejudices and practices, which are based on the idea
of inferiority or superiority of either sex’. Apparently, even this
fundamental statement of sexual
equality is against government
policy.
In its own legislation, parliament
also continues to deny women
equal rights to men. Children born
abroad of Malaysian mothers, for
instance, are not allowed automatic citizenship. Those with
Malaysian fathers are. Similarly,
the foreign husbands of
Malaysian women are not afforded the same rights as the foreign wives of Malaysian men.
Even if this were not bad enough,
Prema drew attention to the ap-

palling regard for women’s rights
demonstrated in parliament itself.
The conduct of many MPs – both
male and female – towards women’s right is frequently abysmal,
with female MPs being addressed
as ‘cute’ or ‘gorgeous’. What
would the reaction be, Prema
asked, if Dr Mahathir was addressed in such terms?

Failure

To

Check

The next speaker was Lim Hong
Hai, an associate professor with
the School of Social Sciences at
USM. The focus of Lim’s talk was
the failure of parliament in its role
as a check on the executive. He also
placed the Malaysian case within
an international context.
Lim noted two broad international
trends that have compromised parliament’s role. The first is simply
the increasing workload of ministers, making it impossible for parliament to keep track effectively.
Secondly, he noted the tendency
towards the centralisation of power
in the hands of the executive.
Whilst these trends may be particularly marked in Malaysia, even
countries like the United Kingdom
are suffering these problems.
Nonetheless, he noted that a
number of initiatives to overcome
these problems are underutilised in
Malaysia. This includes the use of
parliamentary select committees,
made up of a group of MPs from
both the government and opposition, which review government
performance on a given issue, such
as health or the environment.
Lim also noted that parliamentary
checks are also often controlled by
groups or individuals sympathetic to the government. In most

countries, for instance, the Public
Accounts Committee (POC) – the
parliamentary body which monitors government expenditure – is
chaired by a member of the opposition. Here, however, a BN member chairs the committee.
Abdul Rahman Yusof, the
KeADILan MP for Kemaman, was
the next speaker, kindly standing
in for Keadilan President Dr Wan
Azizah Wan Ismail, who had been
unable to attend.
Abdul Rahman’s speech focussed
on the need for reform of the legal
system, in particular the repeal of
undemocratic and repressive legislation. He reminded the audience of the continuous abuse of
the Internal Security Act (ISA) by
the government, from its use in the
arrest of Anwar Ibrahim to the detention of 10 reformasi activists in
April last year.

Impotence
Finally, DAP National Chairman
Lim Kit Siang spoke on a wide
range of issues relating to parliamentary reform. He began by examining the relationship between
the human rights commission,
Suhakam, and parliament. Parliament, he said, has ‘failed to give
all necessary support to
Suhakam’. Parliament has virtually ignored Suhakam when it has
reported, and when it has failed
to report, parliament has shown
a distinct lack of interest as well.
The case of Suhakam is important
in that it illustrates the impotency
of parliament when it is overstuffed with MPs from the government party. Not only does this
mean that parliament is not inclined to debate and scrutinise
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government policy and actions,
but it also means that the Executive has no reason to pay any more
than lip service to parliament.
BN domination of parliament has
meant that Malaysia has lagged
behind other Commonwealth
countries in the reform of parliament. Opposition days, parliamentary standing committees to
shadow each ministry, an effective
Prime Minister’s Question Time –
all these things have been introduced in many Commonwealth
countries, but not in Malaysia.
Finally, Kit Siang called for reform
of the Dewan Negara. The
Merdeka Constitution allowed for
the introduction of an elected element in the Dewan Negara, and it
is time for this to be introduced.
The debate covered a wide range
of issues and proposals, but one
common theme came out time and
again. We cannot expect parliament
to reform itself, it is up to us to force
it to change. As Prema Devaraj said
in her concluding remarks, we can
all start tomorrow, by finding out
who our MP is and going to speak
with him about our concerns. q
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DEMOCRACY

The

Eleventh

Hour

With its momentum flagging, reformasi has to reinvent itself as
a pan-Malaysian movement based on principle rather than
political expediency
by Muzaffar Tate
or those of us who love
our country and also are
firm believers in democracy as the best form of
government for it, these are sad
times indeed. Although the Reid
Constitution of 1957 was based on
democratic principles, it was riddled with escape clauses which
successive administrations have
made full use of to evade the spirit
and block the purpose of the
democratic system. As a result
today we are living in a country
where democracy virtually no
more exists except in name.

F

As in the case of all theories concerned with the political organisation of the State, the central issue in democracy is the issue of
power. In a genuine democracy
ultimate power and authority is
vested in the citizens of the nation,
not in the Government of the day,
nor even in Parliament, the chamber of the people’s elected representatives. It rests in the hands of
its citizens, is exercised through
regular elections and safeguarded
by certain institutions such as a
neutral civil service, a non-political police force and armed services, and an impartial and independent judiciary. It is also a
power exercised through the right
of the individual citizen to follow

Continued on page 34
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