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Let history record that we at this time and
place did our little bit for the cause

et me first of all thank
all of you for your pres-
ence. We are very hon-
oured that you have

chosen to sacrifice your Sunday
afternoon to be with us and to
be part of this function. There are
many amongst you who have
given exemplary assistance to
make this occasion a great suc-
cess. We are truly grateful to
each and every one of you.

We are also very grateful to the
many generous donors and sup-
porters who have kept faith with
us and continue to be a source of
support and inspiration in this
long and arduous journey.

We are equally grateful to Com-
edy Court for performing gratis.
Allan (Perera) and Indi
(Nadarajah) have that rare gift to
see the funny side of politics. You
see their commentary, you think
politics is fun and you laugh. But
when you read our commentary,
you conclude that politics is terri-
ble and you want to cry.

I also wish to pay tribute to theSun
newspaper for the fantastic cov-
erage they gave Aliran yesterday.

COVER STORY

Standing up for freedom
and justice

by P Ramakrishnan

LLLLL

The good fight

In our entire 28
years of exist-
ence, this was
the first occa-
sion when so
much space was
given to high-
light and ac-
k n o w l e d g e
Aliran’s contri-
bution and its
role in
Malaysian soci-
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This month’s issue focuses on Aliran Monthly’s 25-
year struggle to promote justice and freedom. P
Ramakrishnan traces how the Monthly has evolved
over the years and some of the challenges it encoun-
tered along the way.

The theme for the 25th anniversary celebration was
“Creating free spaces and alternative ideas”.
Mustafa K Anuar and Anil Netto recall the history
of the struggle for free spaces in Malaysia. Found-
ing member Subramaniam Pillay, meanwhile, traces
how Aliran and the Monthly have evolved into in-
stitutions that advocate freedom, justice and account-
ability.

In our centre pages, Anil Netto describes an evening
to remember at the High Tea celebration in Kuala
Lumpur to mark the occasion.

Over on the back cover, Clive Kessler writes on the
struggle between “gentle” and “ungentle” Islam
within Malaysia, which may have more than local
significance. Faith itself, or rather the government’s
vacillating management of it, is now arguably on
trial, he says.

A Sivarajan analyses the latest Budget and expresses
disappointment with the government pro-business
policies that appear to favour mainly the capital-
ists. Prema Devaraj, in a piece examining how the
issue of gender is treated in textbooks, says it's
hightime the government's national and interna-
tional commitments on gender equality are reflected
in classrooms. We also highlight the quest for cam-
pus democracy in Malaysia and the students’ boy-
cott of recent campus elections, which were widely
seen as unfair.

Finally, we carry pieces paying tribute to Harold
Pinter, winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature and
Rosa Parks, the Mother of the US civil rights move-
ment, who passed away recently at the age of 92.
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ety. We are the only organisation
to be accorded this rare honour
and recognition.

For a long time, we have not been
quoted or reported by the main-
stream media. We were totally ig-
nored and completely shut out.
We were given the cold shoulder
as if our views were of no conse-
quence and we did not matter.

Many wondered whether we were
around; others suspected that we
had been closed down; and yet
others concluded that we were si-
lenced through intimidation.

It was so bad that it looked as if
there was a deliberate attempt to
remove Aliran from the memory
of this nation.

Under the circumstance, we are
extremely grateful to theSun. It took
a great deal of courage to break
out of this mould and do what you
did. In doing so, you stand out as
a newspaper that can and will
uphold the highest standard of
ethical journalism, that is,  to re-
port the truth and to be fair in your
reporting.

I salute you.

Friends, I stand before you with a
profound sense of gratitude. You
are the caring, feeling and think-
ing Malaysians. You represent
the best in our society. In a sense,
your presence today is a micro-
representation of the conscience
of this country. It is people like
you who motivate us, nourish our
spirit and strengthen our resolve
to carry on with this good fight.

For 25 years we have carried on
this good fight through Aliran
Montly. In spite of the obstacles

and bureaucratic nuisance, we
have never failed the Malaysian
public. Aliran Monthly may not
be on time but we have come out
regularly without fail. Every is-
sue of Aliran Monthly is a labour
of love. It is like delivering a
baby. At times it is difficult and
even painful but this is nothing
compared to the joy when the
Monthly is delivered!

You would have noticed that we
have never found it necessary to
brandish a keris to drive home a
fact; neither has it been necessary
to open our mouths like a hippo-
potamus in order to be heard!

The programme that you have
with you carries 25 covers to sym-
bolise the 25 years of Aliran
Monthly. Each and every cover has
a story to tell. And every story has
an episode to recall. But I don’t
propose to tell all the stories. It will
take us into the morning. We just
can’t afford to do that. You haven’t
paid for your breakfast.

In our 25 years of publication we
have produced more than 250
cover stories. And we have cov-
ered almost every subject that is
of grave concern to all of us.

* The first cover
was white and
the masthead
was very differ-
ent. It was a four-
page tabloid. It
was a very
rushed job. We

didn’t know that we had been
given a permit. Probably it got lost
in the post and never reached us.
Not that the postal service is any
better today! Some things just

don’t change.

But the fact was sometime in Oc-
tober 1980, we received a letter
from the Home Affairs Ministry
asking us why we had not for-
warded copies of our publication
as required by law. It was then
that we found out that we had a
permit to print. Since the year was
ending, and as we hardly had time
to put together a magazine, we
came out with this four-pager.

Then the following year they did
not give us a permit. Don’t ask me
why. It is the privilege of power. It
is their right to be arrogant!

* Then we ap-
plied for a per-
mit to publish a
Quarterly. The
cover seen here is
from the first is-
sue. It conveyed
a very valid and

legitimate message: Criticism is
not a crime. Indeed it is our patri-
otic duty to criticise whenever it
is necessary to do so.

* We produced
the Quartely for
two years. They
c o n t a i n e d
lengthy, analyti-
cal articles. But
then, to wait for
the next Quar-

terly took three months. It was far
too long. We felt that we should
communicate with the public
more frequently. So we applied for
a Monthly and we were given a
permit for 1984. The first copy of
the Aliran Monthly was published
at the height of the BMF scandal.

From Quarterly to
M o n t h l y

A publication is born
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Of course we had a lot to write!

We were selling the Quarterly and
Aliran Monthly - you wouldn’t be-
lieve this but yes, just for a ringgit
a copy. And to our credit - or oth-
erwise - we maintained this price
for 10 long years. Each time when
there was a need to raise the price,
there would be a great tug of war
among the exco members: To raise
or not to raise? There would be
vigrous debates. Reluctantly we
raised the price in 1992 by a mere
50 sen! Then the cost of printing
went up in the middle of 1994, and
after a lot of soul searching we in-
creased the price by another 50
sen.

You would realise that we are no
prudent businessmen! No won-
der we are in dire straits finan-
cially!

* In 1993 we de-
cided to use
glossy art paper
for the cover and
the middle
pages. This issue
focused on the
Constitutional

Amendments. We didn’t mean to
gloss over this important issue.

At that time Mahathir wanted to
appoint Tun Mustapha as Federal
Minister but he overlooked the
constitutional provision requiring
Mustapha to resign from the
Sabah State Assembly. This
would have entailed a by-election.
UMNO Baru was on a very weak
wicket in Sabah. A by-election at
this time therefore could have had
disastrous consequences for
UMNO Baru because of the for-
mation of a PBS-USNO coalition

government. This coalition had
the advantages of the government
machinery and state resources to
clobber UMNO.

So the constitution was
amended to prevent a by-elec-
tion and serve UMNO’s interest.
The amendments took care of
two problems for UMNO Baru:
Mustapha need not resign and
there would be no by-elections.
Not only that, in future there
would be no by-election if a va-
cancy is caused either by death
or resignation of an elected rep-
resentative within two years be-
fore the next general election
was scheduled.

This wasn’t the only amendment
during the long tenure of
Mahathir. The numerous amend-
ments during his time mutilated
the constitution. Yet this was the
man who criticised the Tunku,
our beloved Bapa Malaysia, in the
following words: “The manner,
frequency and the trivial reasons
for altering the Constitution re-
duced this supreme law of the
nation to a useless scrap of pa-
per.”

We wonder what it is worth now!

* Then towards
the end of 1993
we went full col-
our for the first
time. It coin-
cided with the
Highland Tow-
ers tragedy. This

issue featured this sad occasion
very vividly and the title –
Malaysians Mourn - spoke on be-
half of all Malaysians.

All this while
the masthead
was static. We
couldn’t feature
our pictures full
page on the en-
tire cover. And
so, we opted for

a new masthead which could be
moved around and pasted on top
of the pictures on the cover. This
was in 1995.

* The cover fea-
turing Rahim
Tamby Chik
was not meant
to be the cover
story. This was a
last minute
switch to replace

a planned cover story.  What we
had wanted to carry was an im-
portant issue involving Al Arqam,
which had just been banned. We
had 16 pages of material on this
subject matter. The artwork was
done and the films were made and
sent to Kuala Lumpur for print-
ing. At that time the Monthly was
printed in KL.

That weekend I was in Frasers
Hill taking a break. Even during
breaks, Aliran is not far away from
most of us. After breakfast that
Sunday morning, I rang the
printer to ask when the Monthly
would be ready.

I had the shock of my life when he
said that he wasn’t going to print
the Monthly any more.

I asked him why.

And he replied that he took the
entire artwork to the Special

A bombshell
is dropped

Adding colour
to the struggle

A touch of gloss
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Branch to get clearance. It ap-
peared that they told him, “If you
want to print go ahead. If you get
into trouble, it is up to you.” The
poor guy got the message. It was
time to stop dealing with Aliran.
This was just before he 1995 gen-
eral election.

I told him that it was not fair to
leave us in the lurch at the last
moment. I told him that we would
remove the 16 pages on Al Arqam
and substitute other articles. I
pleaded with him to print this par-
ticular issue so that this could give
us some time to scout around for
another printer. Finally he agreed.

That’s how Rahim hit the cover of
this issue. Incidentally, we had
reproduced an article from
Asiaweek focusing on the flamboy-
ant Chief Minister of Malacca in
the previous issue of the Monthly.
Titled “Riches, Romance and
Rahim”, the article touched on the
disturbing allegations hounding
the Chief Minister, including al-
legations of womanising and ac-
cumulating excessive wealth.

The Chief Minister’s Press Secre-
tary, Khairuddin Hassan,
promptly wrote to us, dismissing
the accusations as baseless. Well,
it looks like Rahim is indeed “Rug-
ged, Robust and Resilient”. He is
now back in the UMNO Supreme
Council!

* After a long search we found a
printer in Penang who agreed to
print. The cover story “Time To
Speak Out” was the issue pro-
duced immediately after the
Rahim issue.

* In 1994, money politics became
a big issue. It was so rampant that
amendments were introduced to

the UNMO Baru
Constitution to
allow for disci-
plinary action to
be taken against
members who
indulged in vote
buying during

party elections. Mahathir speak-
ing about the amendments made
it sound as if he had found a cure
to get rid of this disease at long
last.

But money politics has been with
us for a long time. For some rea-
son, money politics during elec-
tions seems okay. Perhaps it is
because when the voters are
bribed in order to remain as a rul-
ing party, it seems it is not corrup-
tion. But when delegates are
bribed to dislodge others from
their position then it becomes
haram. In this party situation,
one’s chances of being elected are
threatened and therefore a lot of
noise is made about money poli-
tics. But all that noise about money
politics is really to safeguard self-
ish interests and nothing more.

Rules, of course, do not get rid of
corruption. Rules and regulations
by themselves are of no effect in
the absence of moral outrage for
money politics. Amending the
UMNO Baru Constitution or leg-
islating new laws will not curb
money politics. There must be a
revulsion for it. It must be seen and
perceived as something wrong
and unethical.

Tun Mustapha alleged then that
money in Sabah dropped like
leaves from the tree and he fur-
nished proof in the form of re-

A young Rafidah
embroiled in
c o n t r o v e r s y

ceipts. What happened? Nothing!

There must be a political will to
act. Very often what we get is lip
service

*  While on the
same topic of cor-
ruption, let me
refer to the pic-
ture next to
Money Politics.
Yes, that’s the
pretty face of a

young Rafidah Aziz who is now
on the run!

The issue of ‘Gravy Train of Share
Allocations’ may shock you if you
were to read it now. If you thought
that awarding 16,000 APs to a sin-
gle person is mind boggling and
unjustified, you are right.

We agree entirely with Mahathir
when he asked,”…why was such
a huge number of APs given to
two persons and those two per-
sons passed them to others. I
would imagine they must have
made a lot of money. How much
income tax did they pay?”

But did Mahathir raise the same
questions when other shocking
figures were released when he
was the Prime Minister? What are
these figures and who are the re-
cipients? Take a deep breath. And
if you have a weak heart, close
your ears.

The recipients and the figures are:

Mahathir’s son received 1.5 mil-
lion shares; Anwar’s brother re-
ceived 1.5 million shares; Hamid

Some things
never change
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Omar’s son received 5.2 million
shares; Rafidah’s son-in-law re-
ceived a total of 5.7 million shares
in two companies; Megad Junid’s
son received a whopping 14.8
million shares. Yes, these are stag-
gering figures!

We raised the following questions
with regard to these allocations:

• Why are shares allocated to
well-off relatives of leaders of
government?

• If the whole scheme was intro-
duced to help underprivileged
bumiputras, why has it turned
out that it only benefits the rich
bumiputra more?

• There is no reason why rich
bumiputras should become
richer from schemes meant to
help the poor.

Eleven years
later, we are still
asking the same
questions. You
must read the
latest Aliran
Monthly - Whose
Nation?  Whose

Agenda? - to realise the rot that
has entrenched itself.

Well friends, these are some of the
issue and challenges that con-
front us. We have survived thus
far. Will we be around for the next
25 years? You will have to decide
our fate. As long as Aliran Monthly
is saleable to sustain our work,
you can count on us to keep fight-
ing.

Since our sales have dropped, we
are obliged to seek funds by ap-

This is the text of aThis is the text of aThis is the text of aThis is the text of aThis is the text of a
speech that was deliv-speech that was deliv-speech that was deliv-speech that was deliv-speech that was deliv-
ered during the high teaered during the high teaered during the high teaered during the high teaered during the high tea
on 25 September 2005 aton 25 September 2005 aton 25 September 2005 aton 25 September 2005 aton 25 September 2005 at
the NUPW hall in Kualathe NUPW hall in Kualathe NUPW hall in Kualathe NUPW hall in Kualathe NUPW hall in Kuala
Lumpur to celebrate theLumpur to celebrate theLumpur to celebrate theLumpur to celebrate theLumpur to celebrate the
25th anniversary of25th anniversary of25th anniversary of25th anniversary of25th anniversary of
Aliran Monthly.Aliran Monthly.Aliran Monthly.Aliran Monthly.Aliran Monthly.

You decide

pealing to generous people like
you. If you can help us to keep the
flame of freedom burning brightly
by persuading your friends to
subscribe to the Monthly or by tak-
ing on a gift subscription for them,
that will help greatly. If you can
help to expand the readership,
then the next time we organise a
dinner we will not charge you ex-
orbitantly! We will organise the
dinner as a social function and
charge you reasonably and tell
you more stories!

Finally, my friends, if we don’t
stand up for freedom, democracy,
human rights and all that we cher-
ish dearly, if we don’t face the

many challenges confronting us
boldly and honestly, history will
judge us very harshly. Let history
record that we at this time and
place did our little bit for the cause
of freedom. q
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e are here to talk to about
the struggle to create free
spaces for alternative
ideas to thrive. As you

know, some societies consider
themselves to be democratic be-
cause they have elections every
five years. But democracy is much,
much more than this - it also
means a society where debate and
dissent is encouraged and flour-
ishes. A democratic society is one
where everybody can express
critical thoughts without fear.

For such freedom of expression to
thrive, the media have to be freed
not only from the shackles of state
control and self-censorship. They
must also be freed from the tenta-
cles of corporate interests and their
stifling agenda. The real test for
any democratic society is the ex-
tent to which there is room and
space for alternative ideas to flour-
ish, for a diversity of views to be
aired in the public sphere.

Charter 2000-Aliran has been try-
ing to raise awareness of the need
for free spaces so that minorities,

repressed groups and mar-
ginalised communities can ex-
press themselves and make their
voices heard. Such groups include
women, workers and rural farm-
ers, ethnic minorities, the lower
classes, migrant workers, refu-
gees, detainees, critics and univer-
sity/college students. In the proc-
ess of articulating their views,
these groups will empower and
liberate themselves from the
shackles of oppression.

Free spaces are also necessary to
present alternative interpretations
of development trends. We need
the space to fashion an alterna-
tive model of development - one

that is free from superpower he-
gemony, one that promotes social
justice, safeguards the environ-
ment and narrows income in-
equalities.  These free spaces will
also allow the voices of little peo-
ple to be heard instead of always
being suffocated by the stifling
agenda of Big Business and
Power. It will also facilitate the
emergence of a society based on
universal values common to all
our spiritual traditions - values
such as justice, freedom, respect
for human rights...

In Malaysia, unfortunately, the
free spaces we have are so limited,
it is difficult for alternative ideas

COVER STORY

Creating free spaces and
alternative ideas
Each time the state narrows the space for freedom of the media,
activists have bounced back with creative ways to get their
message across

by Mustafa Kamal Anuar and Anil Netto

WWWWW

E m p o w e r i n g
oppressed groups
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to be heard. The campaign for
greater media freedom is a long-
term struggle to create such
spaces. Over the years, many have
tried to expand the space for al-
ternative views against formida-
ble odds. But each attempt to ex-
pand the space for alternative
views was followed by crushing
sledgehammer blows against
press freedom. Nonetheless, me-
dia freedom activists and civil so-
ciety groups refused to surrender
in their struggle to create alterna-
tive spaces.

Let us take you back in time to
some of the milestones in the
struggle to create alternative
spaces. We begin in 1961, the year
when Utusan Melayu editor Said
Zahari and his colleagues coura-
geously went on strike to oppose
the takeover of Utusan Melayu by
UMNO. Though they did not suc-
ceed in stopping the takeover of
Utusan, they did plant the seeds
of the struggle for media freedom
in Malaysia.

In the early 1970s, the New Straits
Times (M) Press group came un-
der the ownership of a company
that was associated with UMNO.
The media was co-opted by the
state in the guise of “developmen-
tal journalism”. In other words,
the media and the state were sup-
posedly partners in national de-
velopment.

But it wasn’t all pessimism. Civil
society was beginning to find its
voice. In the 1970s, Utusan
Konsumer began articulating con-

sumer rights issues. And then
Aliran Monthly emerged as a bea-
con for reforms and democratic
change. This heralded a new cli-
mate of relatively freer media and
we saw this when The Star began
displaying a more independent
voice in the 1980s.

But by 1987, darkness descended
again. The Star and two other ma-
jor newspapers were suspended
during Operation Lalang.  Indeed,
Malaysia under the Mahathir ad-
ministration bore witness to a se-
ries of new laws and amendments
that restricted press freedom. For
example, the Printing Presses and
Publications Act and the Official
Secrets Act were further amended
to essentially curtail media free-
dom. The concentration of media
ownership too further con-
strained the space for freedom of
expression.

And then from darkness, fresh
hope again: the onset of reformasi,
sparked by the sacking of Anwar
Ibrahim from government in 1998,
coincided with the arrival of the
Internet. These proved to be cata-
lysts for the mushrooming of al-
ternative, independent and criti-

cal websites in the country.

Aliran and other civil society
groups launched their websites
from 1997 onwards.
Malaysiakini.com, the country’s
first Internet newspaper, was
born in late 1999. These websites
provided even more space for al-
ternative views and independent
news to be disseminated to a
larger audience.

But then, more blows for media
freedom followed: a crackdown of
the Malay press in 2000 after the
reformasi-inspired opposition in-
roads in the 1999 general election.
For instance, Harakah had its fre-
quency slashed from twice a week
to twice a month, while other pub-
lications had their permits termi-
nated.

The year 2000, however, was also
the year Aliran launched Charter
2000 with the primary objective of
pushing for media reform in the
country. This initiative has re-
ceived substantial backing and
endorsements from civil society
groups who care for media free-
dom. Another Malay press free-
dom group, KAMI, was formed.

Again, the forces against press
freedom rallied to squeeze the lim-
ited space available. The takeover
in 2001 of Nanyang Siang Pau and
China Press by Huaren Manage-
ment Sdn Bhd, the investment arm
of the MCA, was a black day in
the struggle for greater media free-
dom.

But out of the ashes of the takeo-
ver, a slew of media freedom

Light, darkness
and hope

Flashback to 1961:
the journey begins

More blows - and
press freedom

groups are bornSaid Zahari
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groups and committees emerged,
taking up the battle cry for press
freedom in Malaysia to a new
level. New independent Chinese
websites such as thefreemedia.com
and mytianwang.com were set up.

New challenges emerged though:
attempts to crack down on
cyberspace, typified in 2003 by the
police raid on Malaysiakini and
attempts to restrict political satire
group Instant Cafe Theatre.

And then in 2005, a huge con-
glomerate, Media Prima, has been
gobbling up television stations
such as TV3, 8tv, Channel 9 and
possibly ntv7. Media Prima al-
ready owns some major newspa-
pers and up-and-coming radio
stations. It is the latest develop-
ment in media consolidation in-
volving giant media firms owned
by a few powerful individuals that
are squeezing out independent
voices.

Nonetheless, civil society groups
and alternative media continue to
respond to these challenges.

Among the latest of these is the
Chinese language

MerdekaReview.com
and MalaysiaToday.net

As the public grows increasingly
sceptical of mainstream journal-
ism, more and more concerned
Malaysians have ventured into
cyberspace and turned overnight
into citizen journalists and pub-
lic interest bloggers disseminat-
ing alternative and grassroots
views.

Despite the constraints, cultural
bodies and writers have sought
creative ways to express them-
selves in the public domain. Peo-
ple in the arts are experimenting
in theatre, transmitting alternative
ideas to receptive audiences. In
Penang, for instance, Janet Pillai
and Tan Sooi Beng have been us-
ing theatre to inculcate the values
of multiculturalism and justice
particularly among children. In-
dependent film-makers too have
begun to express themselves
through motion pictures, a few of
them even winning international

The above presentationThe above presentationThe above presentationThe above presentationThe above presentation
was made at Aliran’s highwas made at Aliran’s highwas made at Aliran’s highwas made at Aliran’s highwas made at Aliran’s high
tea celebration in Kualatea celebration in Kualatea celebration in Kualatea celebration in Kualatea celebration in Kuala
Lumpur on 25 SeptemberLumpur on 25 SeptemberLumpur on 25 SeptemberLumpur on 25 SeptemberLumpur on 25 September
2005 to mark 25 years of2005 to mark 25 years of2005 to mark 25 years of2005 to mark 25 years of2005 to mark 25 years of
Aliran MonthlyAliran MonthlyAliran MonthlyAliran MonthlyAliran Monthly

awards.

With the availability of the Internet
as a tool, the idea of having a me-
dia monitoring mechanism using
a blog was raised. Aliran’s Char-
ter 2000, aided by a number of in-
dependent volunteers monitored
the performance of the main-
stream media in the run up to the
2004 general election, and came
up with the dismal - if predictable
- conclusion that the mainstream
media were acting as propagan-
dists for the Barisan Nasional.
The media monitoring has contin-
ued even after the general election
to this day.

Looking back, we can see that over
the years, the struggle for media
freedom has been a long and ar-
duous one, punctuated by fresh
hopes and crushing blows. We
salute those media freedom activ-
ists and civil society groups, cou-
rageous journalists and citizen
bloggers and all those who have
persevered in the face of formida-
ble odds. They give us hope.

We want to encourage all of you
to join us in this struggle as well.
With your solidarity, we are con-
fident that, no matter what the
obstacles, nothing can crush our
hope of creating free spaces for al-
ternative ideas to thrive in our
quest for a more just, democratic
society.

A giant gobbles up
the competition - but
new websites emerge

Creative expression
in the arts

Join us in the struggle

q
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his evening we are gath-
ered here to celebrate 25
years of publishing the
Aliran Monthly. This is

also the 28th anniversary of the
founding of Aliran, one of the first
multiethnic reform movement in
Malaysia. Aliran was founded in
1977 by seven Malaysians,
namely, Chandra Muzaffar,
Ariffin Omar, Gan Teik Chee,
Ismail Hashim, the late Nor
Abdul Rashid, Siew Kam Poh and
myself.

Why Aliran?  The political atmos-
phere in the 1970s was heavily
influenced by the May 13th 1969
inter-ethnic riot.  A few years after
that, the ruling Alliance Party ab-
sorbed most of the opposition par-
ties to become the Barisan
Nasional.  This diminished the
opportunity for the emergence of
a multi-ethnic opposition and a
more healthy two-party electoral
competition.  This meant that
route for change through partisan
politics became very much more
limited.

At that point, a few of us felt that
there has to be another way to ar-
ticulate political issues and work
towards change for a better Ma-
laysia.  In fact, we felt strongly that
issues such as justice, freedom,
inter-ethnic unity and public ac-
countability can be discussed
more freely and frankly if one does
not have to worry about winning
seats in the next general elections.
So we formed Aliran in 1977.

During the past 28 years, Aliran
has faced many challenges. The
main challenge is to continue pub-
lishing the Aliran Monthly on a

regular basis. Our president,
Saudara Ramakrishnan will talk
about this in detail later. I will
touch on two other important
challenges: leadership transition
and financial sustainability.

As I mentioned in our anniversary
dinner held in Penang two years
ago, the issue of leadership tran-
sition is important for any public
interest groups or NGOs. It is un-
derstandable if in its early years,
an NGO is identified closely with
the founding group. However, for
an NGO to be successful in attain-
ing its objectives and struggles in
the long run, it must continue to
have effective leadership when the
founding group recedes from the
scene.

When Chandra Muzaffar, the
founding president decided to
step down in 1991 to concentrate
on issues concerning global injus-
tice, Ariffin Omar took over. Two
years later, Rama succeeded him.
More importantly, in the current
Aliran executive committee of 15
members, there is only one found-
ing member left. A majority of the
current exco is made up of mem-
bers who joined Aliran in the
1990s .

What is even more crucial is that
Aliran has continued publishing
the Aliran Monthly on a regular
basis despite the many hurdles
that we have faced. We continue
to voice our opinions on issues of
justice, freedom, national unity
and accountability. We also con-
tinue to work with many other
NGOs on contemporary issues
faced by Malaysian society. Thus,
I think that Aliran has become a

movement of ideas and an insti-
tution that advocates freedom, jus-
tice and accountability. Of course,
we must continue in the path of
transition by continuously having
new people in the active core of
Aliran; otherwise, we will become
stale and irrelevant to the next
generation of Malaysians.

Another important challenge that
Aliran has been facing since its
inception is financial
sustainability. But the problem
has become more acute in the past
few years. Until about 5 years ago,
Aliran was able to finance its ac-
tivities through donations and the
sale of the Aliran Monthly. The sale
of the monthly has declined and
at the same time, the cost of pro-
duction has gone up. We are cur-
rently facing an operating deficit
of about RM 6,000 per month. At
this rate, we will run out of cash
by the end of next year. (This is in
spite of operating on a real tight
budget; we have only 4 staff mem-
bers: one full time paid staff and
three Aliran members working at
a small honorarium.)

We hope to change this situation
through a mixture of initiatives.
Firstly, we will try to increase the
sales of the Aliran Monthly. Sec-
ondly, we are planning to go on a
big donation drive next year.
Thirdly, and very reluctantly, I
must say, we may have to look at
funding from outside sources. We
are not very keen on this because
not only do we want to remain in-
dependent but also we would like
to be seen to be independent.

So let me end my talk by asking
all of you to help us a) by subscrib-
ing to the Aliran Monthly and get-
ting others to subscribe to it also;
and b) by donating generously to
Aliran  when we send the appeal
letters for donation in 2006.

Subramaniam Pillay

COVER STORY

Advocating freedom,Advocating freedom,Advocating freedom,Advocating freedom,Advocating freedom,
justice and accountabilityjustice and accountabilityjustice and accountabilityjustice and accountabilityjustice and accountability

TTTTT
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‘blur’ and ‘I don’t know’, in refer-
ence to the minister’s comments
on the campus elections. They
also unfurled a banner that read
‘Students demand clean campus
elections, free campus’, while spo-
radic chants of ‘Student power!’
were heard.

Nomination day for the annual
campus polls on 26 September
turned out to be ‘boycott day’ at
five public universities. ‘Pro-stu-
dents’ factions (always labeled as
‘anti-establishment’) refused to
put up candidates in protest at the
unfairness and abuse of power by
the university administration. The
five universities are Universiti
Putra Malaysia (UPM), Universiti
Sains Malaysia (USM), Interna-
tional Islamic University Malay-
sia (UIAM), Universiti Teknologi
Malaysia (UTM) and Sultan Idris

n 12 September 2005,
students under the ban-
ner of ‘Malaysia Stu-
dents Solidarity’ visited

the Human Rights Commission
of Malaysia (Suhakam) to raise a
couple of issues. In particular,
they were concerned about a ‘pub-
lic speaking test’ at the Interna-
tional Islamic University Malay-
sia as well as cases of students
being threatened on a few cam-
puses to vote for the pro-establish-
ment students bloc.

Nine days later, some 200 univer-
sity students held a 90-minute
peaceful protest outside Parlia-
ment, demanding fairplay during
the approaching campus elec-
tions. The students held placards
with caricatures of Higher Edu-
cation Minister Dr Shafie Salleh,
peppered with the words such as

Education University (UPSI).

Eleven days later, on 7 October,
some 150 undergraduates - com-
plete with a black coffin, draped
with the Malaysian flag, and bear-
ing the words ‘Campus Democ-
racy’ - staged a ‘funeral proces-
sion’ in the pouring rain. The
crowd marched from the National
Mosque to Suhakam’s office in
Kuala Lumpur to protest the end
of democracy in varsities nation-
wide. Instead of submitting re-
ports to complain about the ir-
regularities during the campus
elections, the students were
marching on the street this time to
demonstrate their deep disap-
pointment over the violations.

It was a warning notice from our
young people to highlight the cri-
sis that had occurred in our coun-
try: campus elections around Ma-
laysia were faulty and unfair.

HIGHER EDUCATION

Campus polls boycott
Students call for fresh elections and the restoration of genuine
democracy

OOOOO

B o y c o t t !

Shafie Salleh ... Blur?
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als to write to the Higher Edu-
cation Minister to express our
concern over the current corrupt
election system and the abuse
that is taking place at every uni-
versity. At the same time, we
urge the Higher Education Min-
istry to declare invalid the recent
campus elections at all cam-
puses and to hold fresh free and
fair polls under a reformed elec-
toral system.

We also call on the Minister to
take immediate action against
those responsible for the election
misconduct and to ensure that
such abuse is not repeated. The
Minister must ensure that future
campus elections do not violate
the principles of freedom, fair-
ness and democracy.

Campus elections are a necessary
process in forming Students Rep-
resentative Councils (SRC) every
year in Malaysian universities.
The polls were however tar-
nished by complaints that they
were unfair and open to abuse of
power.

Looking at the history of campus
elections, there have been allega-
tions every year of irregularities
like midnight raids on students’
rooms, crackdowns on activities
organised by students who refuse
to be stooges, the physical assault
of students who would not bow
to orders, and intimidation in
other forms.

Memorandum after memorandum
has been sent to the Suhakam and
other relevant authorities, detail-
ing such irregularities. Letters
have been sent and dialogues held
- and yet the issue has not yet been
seriously examined. The result is
still the same. The corruption of
campus elections is still unac-
knowledged and the situation has
become even worse.

To date, none of the perpetrators
have been brought to justice. The
election commission, headed by
the deputy vice-chancellors of sev-
eral universities, has failed to en-
sure a free and fair election. In-
stead, it has acted unjustly to en-
sure that preferred candidates
win.

What happened this year? Below
are some examples:

a. UIAM and UPM used e-voting
that had no transparency, cred-
ibility and privacy.

b. Six USM campus election can-
didates and the families of
nominators received threats
via phone calls and SMS mes-
sages

c. At UTM, the price of nomina-
tion forms was increase from
RM5 in year 2003 to RM50. De-
posits were raised from RM10
to RM150 for campus-level
constituencies and RM100 for
faculty-level constituencies.
Protest forms were sold for
RM300. This puts clear finan-
cial pressure on students.

d. From July until now, campus
authorities at the Sultan Idris
Education University mis-
used their power and organ-
ised at least nine gatherings
with students with the mo-
tive of promoting pro-estab-
lishment candidates.  The
campus authorities also
threatened students to vote
for these candidates or risk
being sent to rural areas such
as Sabah and Sarawak to
work as teachers after gradu-
ation.

We call  upon civil  society
groups and concerned individu-

A call to action

The above is an editedThe above is an editedThe above is an editedThe above is an editedThe above is an edited
version of a statement is-version of a statement is-version of a statement is-version of a statement is-version of a statement is-
sued on 14 October 2005sued on 14 October 2005sued on 14 October 2005sued on 14 October 2005sued on 14 October 2005
by Malaysian Studentsby Malaysian Studentsby Malaysian Studentsby Malaysian Studentsby Malaysian Students
Solidarity.Solidarity.Solidarity.Solidarity.Solidarity.

The movement also cameThe movement also cameThe movement also cameThe movement also cameThe movement also came
up with a resolution onup with a resolution onup with a resolution onup with a resolution onup with a resolution on
‘Free and fair campus elec-‘Free and fair campus elec-‘Free and fair campus elec-‘Free and fair campus elec-‘Free and fair campus elec-
tions,’  which was en-tions,’  which was en-tions,’  which was en-tions,’  which was en-tions,’  which was en-
dorsed by 26 civil societydorsed by 26 civil societydorsed by 26 civil societydorsed by 26 civil societydorsed by 26 civil society
groups including Aliran.groups including Aliran.groups including Aliran.groups including Aliran.groups including Aliran.

What ails campus
d e m o c r a c y ?

q
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aving recently been introduced to Kajian
Tempatan (Local Studies) (ah, the joys of
having a child in Standard Four), I was per-
turbed to look at the specified roles given

to fathers and mothers in a chapter discussing Fam-
ily. Upon checking a local bookstore where text-
books, reference books and workbooks on the sub-
ject are sold, the following examples were collated
and translated into English.

My father, head of the family
My father is the head of my family ......provides ba-
sic needs, loving, protective, guides and teaches,
makes decisions.

Zaki's Mother
My mother is a housewife. As a loving mother, she
is always carrying out all kinds of tasks in my
house…

(Roles and Responsibilities of Family Members)

Father
1 . Father is the head and leader of a family.
2. A father  has important roles and responsibili-

ties such as
• providing a place to live
• earning a living
• protecting the family
• making decisions
• teaching and disciplining a child
• providing love

Mother
1 . Mother helps father manage household matters.
2. Mother becomes the head of the household when

father is not at home.
3 . Her roles and responsibilities include

• looking after the children
• keeping the house clean
• preparing food
• providing love
• keeping the children safe

Q. The following are the important roles of a fa-Q. The following are the important roles of a fa-Q. The following are the important roles of a fa-Q. The following are the important roles of a fa-Q. The following are the important roles of a fa-
ther as a head of the family exceptther as a head of the family exceptther as a head of the family exceptther as a head of the family exceptther as a head of the family except
a) making decisions
b) keeping the house clean

GENDER

Sharing roles and
r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s
It is high time our national and international commitments to
gender equality are reflected in our education system

by Prema Devaraj

HHHHH

Example 1 (Text Book)Example 1 (Text Book)Example 1 (Text Book)Example 1 (Text Book)Example 1 (Text Book)
Kajian Tempatan Tahun 4 KurikulumKajian Tempatan Tahun 4 KurikulumKajian Tempatan Tahun 4 KurikulumKajian Tempatan Tahun 4 KurikulumKajian Tempatan Tahun 4 Kurikulum

Bersepadu Sekolah RendahBersepadu Sekolah RendahBersepadu Sekolah RendahBersepadu Sekolah RendahBersepadu Sekolah Rendah

Example 2 (Reference Book)Example 2 (Reference Book)Example 2 (Reference Book)Example 2 (Reference Book)Example 2 (Reference Book)
Revisi SMART Kajian Tempatan (4.5.6)Revisi SMART Kajian Tempatan (4.5.6)Revisi SMART Kajian Tempatan (4.5.6)Revisi SMART Kajian Tempatan (4.5.6)Revisi SMART Kajian Tempatan (4.5.6)

Example 4 (Workbook)Example 4 (Workbook)Example 4 (Workbook)Example 4 (Workbook)Example 4 (Workbook)
Praktis Topikal Cemerlang 1Praktis Topikal Cemerlang 1Praktis Topikal Cemerlang 1Praktis Topikal Cemerlang 1Praktis Topikal Cemerlang 1
Kajian Tempatan (Tahun 4)Kajian Tempatan (Tahun 4)Kajian Tempatan (Tahun 4)Kajian Tempatan (Tahun 4)Kajian Tempatan (Tahun 4)
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Roles and Responsibilities Father Mother Child

1 . Making decisions *

2 . Doing the family laundry *

3 . Studying hard *

4. Working to support the family *

5 . Providing guidance and motivation * *

6. Protecting family members *

7. Respecting and listening to advice *

8. Preparing food and drinks *

9. Helping family members with household chores *

1 0 . Looking after personal safety and
protecting the family honour *

d) grandmother

(Given answers are workbook answers)

A casual mention of this to some parents brought
these responses.
• “This has been going on for years – it is our

culture, what are you trying to change?”
• “Throw the book into the dustbin”
• “KT tak pentinglah - won't  come out in UPSR”

Why do we bring up our girls to tell them the sky is
the limit – be what you want to be, be all you can be,
become a rocket scientist, strive for excellence when
the message in the text book is that a woman is sub-
ordinate to her husband and, as a wife/mother,
housekeeping and child-care is solely a woman’s
responsibility. What is the impact of this message
on boys?

Example 3 (Workbook) Kajian Tempatan
Tahun 4 KBSR Akses Prestasi 1

c) providing education
d) providing basic neccessities

Q. This task is the mainQ. This task is the mainQ. This task is the mainQ. This task is the mainQ. This task is the main
      responsibility of      responsibility of      responsibility of      responsibility of      responsibility of

a) grandmother
b) a daughter
c) a mother
d) a father

Q Q Q Q Q Who is responsible for making any decision in aWho is responsible for making any decision in aWho is responsible for making any decision in aWho is responsible for making any decision in aWho is responsible for making any decision in a
nuclear familynuclear familynuclear familynuclear familynuclear family
a) father
b) grandfather
c) mother

Example 5 (Workbook)Example 5 (Workbook)Example 5 (Workbook)Example 5 (Workbook)Example 5 (Workbook)
Praktis Topikal Score KBSRPraktis Topikal Score KBSRPraktis Topikal Score KBSRPraktis Topikal Score KBSRPraktis Topikal Score KBSR

Kajian TempatanKajian TempatanKajian TempatanKajian TempatanKajian Tempatan
(Penilaian Bertopik) Tahun 4(Penilaian Bertopik) Tahun 4(Penilaian Bertopik) Tahun 4(Penilaian Bertopik) Tahun 4(Penilaian Bertopik) Tahun 4

But I ask you:
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At a recent talk about gender and
religion, a speaker spoke on the
equality between the sexes, say-
ing they are equal but each has
different roles to play, the man is
responsible for his family and the
woman is responsible for house-
hold matters. The speaker spoke
about teamwork but made a point
of revering women who gave up
their jobs to look after the children
at home.

When there is so much talk about
gender equality now, one cannot
help but wonder why the role of a
woman in her family is still lim-
ited to childcare and housekeep-
ing and why the tasks of childcare
and housekeeping are still seen as
‘women only’ tasks. Men are ca-
pable of sharing these roles with
women and, in fact, some do. But
why is this sharing of roles and
responsibilities not promoted in
our textbooks or encouraged in so-
ciety?

This type of sex-role stereotyping
(as recently seen in the KT text-
book and workbooks) confines
human potential, limits options
for men and women, and sends
out messages which often contra-
dict daily life experiences. More

damaging is that when text-
books/workbooks/reference
books reinforce sex-role stereotyp-
ing (father: leader, breadwinner,
decision-maker; mother: house-
wife, nurturer), they

• perpetuate dominant and sub-
ordinate relationships in our
society

• reinforce power structures in
which males are more impor-
tant than females and

• lay the foundation for gender
expectations based on male
domination and female subor-
dination.

Families, teachers and peers rein-
force such notions until even
young women come to believe that
their unequal status is justified
and young men believe that they
are superior. This is further per-
petuated by cultural practices and
religious interpretations.

The unequal power relationship
between women and men, created
and maintained by gender stere-
otypes, is seen as the basic under-
lying cause of violence against
women.

According to a UNICEF docu-
ment:

“It has been well established that
the primary cause of gender-based
violence is the unequal power re-
lationship between men and
women based on stereotypes of
the male as privileged and pow-
erful and the female as inferior
and submissive. Such stereotypes
have been taught the world over
to boys and girls from early child-
hood. All too many men,
prompted by their sense of what
is ‘masculine’, use violence and
intimidation to keep women and
girls ‘in their place’ - a submis-
sive one. …”

The Malaysian government’s po-
sition would seem to be one of pro-
moting gender equality and re-
ducing gender-based violence.
Malaysia has been involved in the
discussions at the Beijing Plat-
form For Action as well as ratify-
ing the Convention on the Elimi-
nation of All Forms of Discrimi-
nation Against Women (CEDAW)
in 1995, albeit with some reserva-
tions. One of the reservations was
to Article 5(a) of the convention.
(Article 5 of the convention deals
with sex role stereotyping and
prejudice.) It states:

“State Parties shall take all appro-

OK, so?

S o  w h a t ’ s
the problem?

The  government ’ s
p o s i t i o n
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societal beliefs about the role of
women in society, particularly if
religion is cited as the main rea-
son for their subjugation….”

Arising from the many efforts and
contributions by different organi-
sations and individuals over the
years, gender equality and the
roles of women are now part of
mainstream discussions world-
wide. Declarations have been
made, Conventions have been rati-
fied, specific policies regarding
women have been established and
various promises have been
made. All these efforts are impor-
tant, but at the best of times they
seem to be limited to the public
sphere. In the private sphere, that
is in the family, the practices we
all claim to be eliminating (gen-
der bias, male domination, female
subordination), to a very large ex-
tent, still prevail.

If we really want to socialise our
children to respect equality, we
need to expose them to concepts
and practices which promote
equality and respect between
women and men. Education is a
federal issue and it is vital - if
CEDAW is to be respected and
implemented - that the message
we give to our children in our
education system must be in line
with the articles the government
has pledged to uphold in
CEDAW. Textbooks, reference
books and workbooks for chil-
dren – an integral part of our
present education system - must
then reflect equality and respect
between women and men. It is
high time our national and in-
ternational commitments to
gender equality are reflected in
our education system.

priate measures:

a) To modify the social and cul-
tural patterns of conduct of
men and women, with a view
to achieving the elimination of
prejudices and customary and
all other practices which are
based on the idea of the inferi-
ority or the superiority of either
of the sexes or on stereotyped
roles for men and women.

b) To ensure that family educa-
tion includes a proper under-
standing of maternity as a so-
cial function and the recogni-
tion of the common responsi-
bility of men and women in the
upbringing and development
of their children, it being un-
derstood that the interest of the
children is the primordial con-
sideration in all cases.”

Our government’s reservation to
5(a) was later reviewed and a dec-
laration made in 1997 stating that
Article 5(a) is subject to the
Shariah law on the division ofon the division ofon the division ofon the division ofon the division of
inherited propertyinherited propertyinherited propertyinherited propertyinherited property. Therefore
there is nothing stopping the im-
plementation of a major part of
Article 5.

More recently the government also
signed the Putrajaya Declaration
at the Non-Aligned Movement
(NAM) Ministerial Meeting on the
Advancement of Women amidst
huge publicity and fanfare. In his
speech with regards to empower-
ing women and achieving gender
justice, the Prime Minister said, “
Effective empowerment requires
changing the way gender roles
and power relations are ex-
pressed in society……..It takes a
great deal of moral courage and
fortitude to be able to challenge
long-held and deeply ingrained

The reality “Have you many children?”“Have you many children?”“Have you many children?”“Have you many children?”“Have you many children?”
the doctor asked.the doctor asked.the doctor asked.the doctor asked.the doctor asked.
“God has not been good to“God has not been good to“God has not been good to“God has not been good to“God has not been good to
me. Of sixteen born, onlyme. Of sixteen born, onlyme. Of sixteen born, onlyme. Of sixteen born, onlyme. Of sixteen born, only
nine are alive”, he an-nine are alive”, he an-nine are alive”, he an-nine are alive”, he an-nine are alive”, he an-
swered.swered.swered.swered.swered.
“Does your wife work?”“Does your wife work?”“Does your wife work?”“Does your wife work?”“Does your wife work?”
“No, she stays at home.”“No, she stays at home.”“No, she stays at home.”“No, she stays at home.”“No, she stays at home.”
“I see. How does she spend“I see. How does she spend“I see. How does she spend“I see. How does she spend“I see. How does she spend
her days?”her days?”her days?”her days?”her days?”
“Well, she gets up at four in“Well, she gets up at four in“Well, she gets up at four in“Well, she gets up at four in“Well, she gets up at four in
the morning, fetches waterthe morning, fetches waterthe morning, fetches waterthe morning, fetches waterthe morning, fetches water
and wood, makes the fireand wood, makes the fireand wood, makes the fireand wood, makes the fireand wood, makes the fire
and cooks breakfast. Thenand cooks breakfast. Thenand cooks breakfast. Thenand cooks breakfast. Thenand cooks breakfast. Then
she goes to the river andshe goes to the river andshe goes to the river andshe goes to the river andshe goes to the river and
washes clothes. After thatwashes clothes. After thatwashes clothes. After thatwashes clothes. After thatwashes clothes. After that
she goes to town to get cornshe goes to town to get cornshe goes to town to get cornshe goes to town to get cornshe goes to town to get corn
ground and buys what weground and buys what weground and buys what weground and buys what weground and buys what we
need in the market. Then sheneed in the market. Then sheneed in the market. Then sheneed in the market. Then sheneed in the market. Then she
cooks the midday meal”.cooks the midday meal”.cooks the midday meal”.cooks the midday meal”.cooks the midday meal”.
“Do you come home at mid-“Do you come home at mid-“Do you come home at mid-“Do you come home at mid-“Do you come home at mid-
day?”day?”day?”day?”day?”
“No, no. She brings the meal“No, no. She brings the meal“No, no. She brings the meal“No, no. She brings the meal“No, no. She brings the meal
to me in the fields – aboutto me in the fields – aboutto me in the fields – aboutto me in the fields – aboutto me in the fields – about
three kilometres fromthree kilometres fromthree kilometres fromthree kilometres fromthree kilometres from
home”.home”.home”.home”.home”.
“And after that?”“And after that?”“And after that?”“And after that?”“And after that?”
“Well she takes care of hens“Well she takes care of hens“Well she takes care of hens“Well she takes care of hens“Well she takes care of hens
and sheep. And, of course,and sheep. And, of course,and sheep. And, of course,and sheep. And, of course,and sheep. And, of course,
she looks after the childrenshe looks after the childrenshe looks after the childrenshe looks after the childrenshe looks after the children
all day. Then she preparesall day. Then she preparesall day. Then she preparesall day. Then she preparesall day. Then she prepares
supper so that it is readysupper so that it is readysupper so that it is readysupper so that it is readysupper so that it is ready
when I come home.”when I come home.”when I come home.”when I come home.”when I come home.”
“Does she go to bed after“Does she go to bed after“Does she go to bed after“Does she go to bed after“Does she go to bed after
supper?”supper?”supper?”supper?”supper?”
“No, I do. She has things to“No, I do. She has things to“No, I do. She has things to“No, I do. She has things to“No, I do. She has things to
do around the house untildo around the house untildo around the house untildo around the house untildo around the house until
nine o'clock.”nine o'clock.”nine o'clock.”nine o'clock.”nine o'clock.”
“But you say your wife does“But you say your wife does“But you say your wife does“But you say your wife does“But you say your wife does
not work?”not work?”not work?”not work?”not work?”
“No, I told you she stays at“No, I told you she stays at“No, I told you she stays at“No, I told you she stays at“No, I told you she stays at
home.”home.”home.”home.”home.”

Women and Work :
Man's view
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mages of deserted winding roads and
lonely pathways, snaking along and dis-
appearing into the horizon, flashed on the
screen, during the multimedia presentation

at the Aliran High Tea celebration in Kuala Lumpur.

These images, interspersed between scenes of
Malaysian life, symbolised the twists and turns in
the struggle to raise awareness of social justice is-
sues. At times, it has been a solitary, lonely journey.

More images flashed on the screen, this time of the
marginalised communities, their faces pensive and
uncertain, left out of the mainstream of development.
Snapshots of anti-ISA and anti-OSA protests pro-
vided glimpses of the ongoing struggle for justice
and freedom.

The Ministers, they come and they go.... some stay-
ing well beyond their sell-by date.

In the background, the strains of the evergreen song,
“He ain’t heavy, he’s my brother”, wafted across
the National Union of Plantation Workers hall that
Sunday evening of 25 September 2005.

In a sense, these images recorded Aliran Monthly’s
own journey – often a voice in the wilderness -
through time.

Over the years, since 1980, Aliran has faithfully re-
corded and analysed current issues during the tur-
bulent days of the late 1980s, the economic boom
time in the early 1990s, the economic crisis and
reformasi in the late 1990s and the period of political
transition over the last few years.

COVER STORY

A long and winding road
Aliran Monthly celebrates 25 years in the struggle for justice
and freedom

by Anil Netto

IIIII

A labour of love
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First it was through its newsletter, and then Aliran
Quarterly, which later evolved into Aliran Monthly.
It has been a labour of love, as Aliran president P
Ramakrishnan pointed out, in his address to some
500 people gathered at the event.

This was the first time in many years that Aliran
was holding a major event in the Klang Valley, so
the organising team were determined to host an
evening to remember under the theme ‘Creating Free
Spaces and Alternative Ideas’ in connection with
Aliran Monthly's 25th Anniversary.

The Aliran Singers were quickly reunited after their
last major performance in Penang in 2003 and soon
got down to work, spoofing hit songs by adapting
their lyrics to current issues. Thus, the Beatles’ “Can’t
buy me love” was turned to “Can’t buy me health
care” in a protest against the privatisation of health
care. “I’ll be there before the next tear drop falls”
was turned to “Makcik ku, betulkah AP skim kaya?”

The inclusion of traditional percussion instruments
and drums added “oomph” to the Singers’ rousing

performance. Not surprisingly, the Singers were a
hit on the night itself – even if we say so ourselves! –
judging by the chuckles from the audience. Johan,
our ‘cool’ singing professor, also gave a virtuoso
solo performance, backed by his daughter and her
friend.

The Singers’ performance was matched by an out-
standing performance by Comedy Court’s Indi
Nadarajah and Allan Perera, who brought the
house down with their skit of two MPs “hard at
work in Parliament”. When the spotlights lit up the
stage, lo and behold, our two “MPs” were seen
snoozing and snoring in their seats!

When they finally woke up from their slumber, one
of them chastised the other for not coming up with
more creative ways to justify junket trips. That way,
no official need worry about being caught for wast-
ing taxpayers’ money on, say, belly dancing per-
formances along the Nile. These foreign junkets
could easily be explained away by jargon such as
“understanding cultural practices” (belly dancing!),
“studying the landscape” (a golfing holiday), and
“examining consumer spending patterns” (a shop-
ping trip).

It was an evening to savour – meeting old friends in
the struggle, new faces and those sympathetic to
our work. The event was made even more ‘meriah’
when theSun newspaper unexpectedly front-paged
Aliran Monthly’s 25-year struggle with five pages of
interviews, articles and comments that weekend.
Imagine, Ramakrish-nan, our president was the
highlight of the newspaper that day!

At the high tea, all tables were sold out. Some well-
wishers had even sponsored additional tables even
though they were unable to come. The surplus gen-
erated from the event exceeded our most optimistic
forecasts as Aliran Monthly supporters, new ones as
well as old faithfuls, dug deep into their pockets.

We have seen this miracle happen time and time
again. Just when Aliran Monthly’s back is against
the wall, whether it is financial difficulties or prob-
lems with the authorities, something unexpected
happens. Malaysians rally around the magazine in
the nick of time to ensure that we can keep on going

M i r a c l e s
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- or through some divine providence, we manage to
find just enough to keep going for a bit longer.

For sure, it is a miracle that we have survived 25
years, despite lower sales over the last few years.
Perhaps our readers and subscribers see something
in our magazine that other Malaysians do not fully
appreciate.

Ever so often, well-meaning Malaysians criticise
Aliran Monthly for being “negative”, “biased”, “anti-
government” - you name it. Seems to us the people
who make this sort of criticism do not understand
what we are all about.

Our concern is for justice, human dignity and rights,
democratic freedoms, solidarity especially with the
marginalised, economic and environmental justice,
and freedom for all. So naturally, we are interested
in these issues. And there is precious little space in
Malaysia to highlight these concerns given the sti-
fling control of the mainstream print and electronic
media – and that is why it is so important to create
free spaces to highlight these concerns.

Some people say we should also highlight some of
the good things about Malaysia (which we have
done from time to time).

Since our interest lies in issues of social justice, hu-
man rights and democracy, we would be the first to
highlight and welcome any positive developments
in these areas.

For instance, if the government were to repeal the
Internal Security Act and other preventive deten-
tion laws that deny Malaysians natural justice, we
would be the first to congratulate the government
and celebrate. If the government were to revive local
government elections, we would be the first to ap-
plaud this commitment to democracy at all levels. If
the government were to provide decent, affordable
housing and health care for all Malaysians, we
would be the first to say “well done”!

But as long as there is one single ISA detainee who
is denied the right to a fair trial, we will not rest. As
long as there are Malaysians who are evicted from
their “squatter” homes – the only dwelling they have

because they cannot afford to buy low-cost houses,
which are scarce to begin with, we will not remain
silent. As long as the gap between the rich and the
poor is growing and there are Malaysians who find
it hard to make ends meet on their take-home pay or
pensions, or who cannot afford expensive medical
treatment, we will highlight such issues.

If that’s being negative, so be it. For to be “objective”,
“impartial”, “neutral” or “positive” in the face of
blatant injustices is tantamount to supporting the
status quo.

So, yes, we are biased – we believe in taking a strong
position in favour of human rights, justice, freedom
and democracy. We don’t believe in sitting on the
fence and being “impartial” when people are suf-
fering out there. For the suffering and the
marginalised and the victims of human rights vio-
lations are our brothers and sisters too.

This is what Aliran Monthly is about, and this is
what we have tried to do over the last 25 years.q

Getting off the fence
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or those of you who can
remember (or who were
born before then) Aliran
as an organisation

started life on 12 August 1977,
launched by seven Malaysians,
representing different ethnic and
religious backgrounds and shar-
ing Aliran’s commitment to the
principles of justice, freedom, dig-
nity and solidarity.

Over the years, a huge variety of
activities and initiatives have re-
flected this commitment. But none
has been as consistent as the pro-
duction of Aliran Monthly. The
Monthly, Aliran’s mainstay, had
its origins in 1980. Its contents
highlight Aliran’s concerns. A
glance through the hundreds of
issues that have been produced
show the recurring themes of the
abuse of power, corruption, the
undermining of democratic prin-
ciples and practice and the search
to give meaning to the things we
need to cherish for justice, free-
dom, dignity and unity to prevail.

The magazine also illustrates
how Aliran works. Aliran is not
a commercial organisation; con-
tributions are made without any
remuneration and comment and
discussion from Malaysian (and
indeed non-Malaysian) groups
and individuals are carried
freely.

Although several
other alternative pub-
lications and websites
are now available,
Aliran is proud that it
has been able to sus-
tain this dissemina-
tion and exchange of
critical ideas and alter-
natives for 25 uninter-
rupted years. Our
website also reflects
and adds to the dissemination of
these ideas. Aliran Monthly has
survived numerous challenges
including the ISA crackdown in
1987, problems with KDN per-
mits, unreliable printers, declin-
ing sales and more recently finan-
cial viability. Through all these
various crises, the office staff, a
core group of volunteers and our
subscribers have remained stead-
fast. And let us not forget that in
times of crisis, most recently dur-
ing the heady days of Reformasi, it
has been Aliran Monthly that is
carried in thousands of hands, a
testament to its relevance and the
dedication of those who have sus-
tained it throughout the years.

Aliran has also reached out to
people through regular talks, fo-
rums, workshops, seminars and
campaigns that have involved
people from all over Malaysia and
have covered a huge number of
topics and issues of concern to us

all. Many of you will have been
involved. Remember the fight
against the Societies Act? The
OSA? The campaigns at election
time on the general principles of
democracy? The ongoing struggle
to repeal the ISA and other repres-
sive laws? And more recently pro-
testing neo-liberal policies, the
privatisation of basic services like
health and water as well as call-
ing for police reform?

There are many, many individu-
als who over the years have dedi-
cated their time and efforts to
Aliran and the Monthly. On this
25th anniversary, we celebrate
their commitment as well as our
continued efforts together as
Malaysians for the world we all
are hoping to achieve. Aliran feels
honoured and blessed to have all
of you, our readers, sharing this
journey with us.

With heartfelt thanks to all of you.

COVER STORY

Thanks for sharing this
journey with us
A special message from the Aliran Exco
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hose who have been fol-
lowing the news for the
last few weeks would be
aware of Minister Nazri

Aziz’s proposal to set up a De-
partment of Parliament, purport-
edly for the purposes of looking
into the administrative affairs of
Parliament. This proposal has
now been watered-down to the
creation of a single administrative
post.

At a glance, some may argue that
his proposal is harmless as it is
merely aimed at looking into the
administrative aspect of Parlia-
ment and not at the decision-mak-
ing process involving the MPs.
Closer scrutiny, however, may re-
veal that this could be a step into
unchartered territory and the con-
sequences could be irreversible.

Parliament’s powers, preroga-
tives and administrative func-
tions must not and should not be
handed over to the Executive.  To
allow such a move would be akin
to allowing the erosion of the doc-
trine of the separation of powers
(or what’s left of it).

The framers of our Federal Con-
stitution recognised the impor-
tance of the doctrine of the sepa-

ration of pow-
ers. Hence,
they saw it fit to
have Article 65
of the Federal
Constitution,
which allows
the appoint-
ment of the
Clerks of the
Senate and the
House of Rep-
r e s e n t a t i v e s
(commonly referred to as the Sec-
retaries to Parliament). These
Clerks are responsible for parlia-
mentarian affairs and the admin-
istrative functions  of Parliament
among other things. There is also
a House Committee, which is re-
sponsible for looking into the wel-
fare of the MPs.

The appointment of the Clerks is
provided for under Article 65 of
the Federal Constitution. The of-
fice is a highly regarded one:
Clerks can only be removed from
the office on similar grounds and
in a similar manner as a Federal
Judge! The adminstrative post
proposed by Nazri Aziz, however,
is merely his brainchild - NOT that
of the Constitution.

Obviously, there is no necessity to

set up this new Department of
Parliament or to appoint a head
of administration for Parliament
as proposed. If there are weak-
nesses in the existing set-up, then
improve on them. Do not create a
dangerous precedent by taking
away the administrative func-
tions of the parliament and hand-
ing them over to the Executive.

Perhaps, it is timely for the Legis-
lature to revive the Parliamentary
Services Act 1963, which was re-
pealed in 1992.

POLITICS

Separation of powers
under threat
Don’t create a dangerous precedent by creating a new post or
department for Parliament

by Amer Hamzah Arshad

TTTTT

Amer Hamzah is a KualaAmer Hamzah is a KualaAmer Hamzah is a KualaAmer Hamzah is a KualaAmer Hamzah is a Kuala
Lumpur-based lawyer con-Lumpur-based lawyer con-Lumpur-based lawyer con-Lumpur-based lawyer con-Lumpur-based lawyer con-
cerned about human rightscerned about human rightscerned about human rightscerned about human rightscerned about human rights
and democracy issues.and democracy issues.and democracy issues.and democracy issues.and democracy issues.
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 few weeks before the
budget, there was much
discussion in the media
and in coffee-shops and

expectations ran high that Prime
Minister Abdullah Badawi would
not disappoint the rakyat. He
would surely unveil a truly peo-
ple-centred, caring Budget. Even
before the Budget, the Government
had announced measures to re-
duce the road tax of vehicles be-
low 1600cc by half. It had also
promised no more fuel price in-
creases this year and no more toll
hikes until the end of next year.

Abdullah’s Budget provides sev-
eral key perspectives of the gov-
ernment’s position:

• Its unhealthy financial posi-
tion; thus it tries desperately to
reduce the budget deficit from
3.8 per cent of Gross Domestic
Product to 3.5 per cent in 2006.

• Its emphasis on enhancing for-
eign investment and business
activities.

• Its superficial give-aways to
certain sectors of society to dis-
pel any general unhappiness
among the rakyat.

• Its failure to tackle key areas to
uplift the livelihood of the
masses.

As in the previous Budgets,
Abdullah continues his pro-capi-
talist policies to further encourage
investment and business activi-
ties. This time there were provi-
sions to allow companies within
a group to offset up to 50 per cent
of their losses with other compa-
nies within the same group as
well as an extension of tax incen-
tives for foreign investments up to
2010 .

Coupled with the government’s
perpetual cheap-labour policy
and anti-union laws, Abdullah

hopes to compete with China in
luring multinational capitalists
from around the world to invest
here.

A bumiputera property trust foun-
dation, Yayasan Amanah
Hartanah Bumiputera, with an
initial capital of RM2 million, is
aimed at enabling the Malay com-
munity to buy properties in major
towns and at creating more entre-
preneurs. The question is: with
the failure of the New Economic
Policy to truly uplift the livelihood
of the community due to cronyism
and corruption, do we need an-
other scheme?

Is this going to open up another
Pandora’s Box like the AP saga
did? The common Malay factory
workers, hawkers and fishermen
have seen how the UMNOputras
have enriched themselves through
schemes and policies that were
meant for the majority.

Abdullah has failed to curb
money politics and cronyism even
within his own party; so how can
he guarantee that further policies
and programmes would actually
reach the common rakyat. Will
such opportunities be available

BUDGET 2006

A disappointing Budget
Once again, the government has abided by the wishes of
capitalists through its pro-business policies

by A Sivarajan
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for all or only the privileged
UMNOputeras? Can the keris-
wielding UMNO youth leader
ensure that they benefit the
Malays at large?

The Barisan government seems to
have realised its mistakes in not
giving importance to agriculture
and food production. Abdullah is
attempting to correct the situation
with a significant allocation of
RM2.8 billion for the development
of agriculture, animal husbandry,
fishery and forestry.

The country has in fact rolled
backwards in terms of local food
production. In the 1970s, the then
Prime Minister, the late Tun Abdul
Razak, introduced the Green Book
Plan and established many statu-
tory bodies to promote agricul-
tural production. But during the
Mahathir era, all this changed.
Many farmers were evicted to
make way for development. Local
food production shrank, leading
to increased imports of staple
foodstuffs.

The effects of such blunders are
felt till today, with the ever-in-
creasing price of food products.

Budget 2006 also proposes the
setting up of a new company with
initial funding of RM200 million
to develop forest plantations com-
mercially. This is supposed to be
in line with the government’s
strategy to produce timber on a
sustainable basis. Buy why did no
one raise questions when massive
logging concessions were given to
the cronies of the Sarawak Chief
Minister? Why did no one raise
questions when gazetted green

lungs were handed over to private
developers overnight? Now, an
additional RM 200 million of tax-
payers’ money is to be spent to
cover-up the mistakes of the pow-
ers-that-be.

Once again, Abdullah and the
Barisan government have thrown
cold water on the expectations of
common wage-earners. A Cost of
Living Allowance (COLA) is only
given to government servants.
Government servants in Grades 1
to 54 will be given an allowance
ranging from RM150 to RM50 per
month to ease the burden caused
by higher cost of living. Out of the
10 million-strong workforce in the
nation, government servants ac-
count for only 10 per cent or one
million, while the rest are from the
private sector. Also the special
payment of RM 200 to pensioners
is an insignificant amount consid-
ering the soaring cost of living
now.

Some 33 per cent or 3.3 million of
the workforce are factory workers.
With the government’s refusal to
introduce a minimum wage
policy, the workers will be further
pushed down the poverty cycle.

While it is welcome news that
workers from the government sec-
tors will are benefiting, the major-
ity of the working class have to
make do with less than a 4 per cent
annual salary increment from
their employers. Due to the rise in
fuel prices, many employers have
dismissed demands for bonuses
and salary increases.

The government may tout inter-
esting figures such as the increase
in per capita income to RM17,
741, but the reality is otherwise.
The Eighth Malaysia Plan reports
as follows:

6 per cent earn less than RM500
per month
19 per cent earn RM500- RM999
per month
32.7 per cent earn RM1000-
RM1,999 per month
18.4 per cent earn RM2,000-
RM2,999 per month
15.1 per cent earn RM3,000-
RM4,999 per month
9.8 per cent earn more than
RM5,000 per month .

This shows that more than 50 per
cent of Malaysians earn less than
RM2,000 per month. RM2,000 per
month is barely sufficient for a
family of five to make ends meet

Budget 2006 has failed to address
this pressing issue of wages.

It was worrying to read that the
government aims to convert health
services into an economic com-
modity by promoting healthcare
tourism. Abdullah Badawi says,
“Efforts will also be focused on
obtaining international recogni-
tion for promoting local private

Still no minimum wage

Health care turned
into commodity

Emphasis on
a g r i c u l t u r e
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hospitals.”

His statement speaks for itself: the
government has sidelined its duty
to provide efficient and affordable
healthcare for the people. The min-
istry is only to receive RM1.3 bil-
lion for its development expendi-
ture.  This is not even 1 per cent of
the total RM136.8 billion govern-
ment’s budgeted expenditure for
2006!

With a lack of doctors, specialists
and nurses in government hospi-
tals, the healthcare system is head-
ing towards another catastrophe
soon. During the Mahathir era,
when private hospitals mush-
roomed, government hospitals
suffered a great brain drain as
many experienced doctors and
nurses left for greener pastures in
the private sector.

Now, again, with the encourage-
ment of health tourism, many
more doctors will leave to explore
the possibilities of providing
health care to foreign tourists.
Those who will suffer most would
be the working class, who have
only the government hospitals to
rely on as they cannot afford pri-
vate hospitals.

Budget 2006 has allocated RM2.1
billion to provide houses for low-
income families. Of this RM1 bil-
lion is allocated to build 21,600
low-cost houses. Although the
state has a terrible record of
achieving its target of building
such houses, with previous at-
tempts having only achieved a 30
per cent success rate, there are
more pressing issues that need to
be addressed.

With soaring inflation and stag-
nant wages in the employment
market, wage-earners are finding
it more difficult to secure loans
even to buy a low-cost house.

Low-cost houses with a built-up
area of 650 sq feet are commonly
priced at RM42,000 each. The
rule-of-thumb is that a house or
apartment should not cost more
than three years of family’s gross
income. Thus, a RM 42,000 house
is only affordable if the gross fam-
ily income is RM 1,170 per month
or more. How many families earn
that much?

Why does the budget fail to tackle
this issue and ease the burden of
the low-income group?

Once again, Abdullah Badawi’s
government has abided by the
wishes of the local and interna-
tional capitalists through its pro-
business policies. And, once
again, it has given the majority of
the rakyat and the working class a
sweet to nibble at.

The Malaysian rakyat will realise
that, with or without the Budget
2006, their daily lives and hard-
ships continue, as prices continue
to rise (or at least remain high),
wages remain low, and bonuses
dry up. The fear of getting sacked
will constantly loom due to the
uncertain economic outlook.
There will be more uncertainty as
there is no guarantee that fuel
prices will not rise next year.

There is talk that a new National
Health Financing Scheme will be
introduced for each individual to
contribute monthly to a health in-
surance scheme. Can the ordinary

factory worker afford an addi-
tional monthly cut from his or her
wages?

The Goods and Services Tax
(GST) announced earlier is to be
implemented in 2007,  but
Abdullah Badawi has kept mum
over it in this Budget 2006. Is he
trying to boil the frog in the water
slowly without it being alerted
and jumping out?

It would be truly infantile for the
Malaysian working class and the
rakyat to continue to hope for the
light at the end of the tunnel. Af-
ter 48 years of independence, the
Barisan Nasional government,
with Mahathir, Badawi or others
will continue to implement pro-
business policies, work hand-in-
hand with the capitalists to suck
the country of its resources and
throw the bill to the rakyat to
stump up the cash.

A change is possible only by fight-
ing back - fighting back not only
for reforms but to question the
capitalist mode of production and
governance that has caused so
much suffering to the working
class throughout the world. The
people have to be mobilised to pro-
test against the powers that con-
tinue to cheat us. True democracy,
transparency and significant po-
litical participation by the rakyat
to chart the economic direction of
the country is required. Only
when people have a genuine voice
to contribute and to make the po-
litical decisions to steer nation will
the needs and desires of the ma-
jority be realised.

H o u s e s
too expensive

What next?

A.Sivarajan is treasurer ofA.Sivarajan is treasurer ofA.Sivarajan is treasurer ofA.Sivarajan is treasurer ofA.Sivarajan is treasurer of
Parti Sosialis MalaysiaParti Sosialis MalaysiaParti Sosialis MalaysiaParti Sosialis MalaysiaParti Sosialis Malaysia
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I have finished reading my first
subscribed copy of the Aliran
Monthly.  I am enlightened.

The celebrations for the 48th An-
niversary of Merdeka continues
with good wishes for Malaysia
from all Malaysians.

My wish is to see the birth of a
United Malaysian National Or-
ganisation party.  Please note the
word MALAYSIAN.

I am in my twilight years.  I may
not live to realised my wish.  It
is for my children, grandchil-
dren and for generations to
come.

Tony Fernandez
Johor Baru

Sometimes we used to ask our-
selves “What’s there in a name?”
After all a rose by any other name
smells just as sweet.  Can we all
agree?  No!  Sometimes it is not
the same.

Now, let us have a look at Parti
Keadilan Nasional that has ap-
pealed to the Home Minister
against the Registrar of
Societies’(ROS) decision in reject-
ing its proposed shortened name
“Keadilan”.  The ROS had stated
on 15 September 2003 in a letter to
Keadilan that the shortened name
was not suitable.

Sometimes we just wonder what
kind of mentality and brain is at
work when decisions are made.
From my observation, there is no

specific guidelines to ensure fair
play.  The ROS is deliberately de-
laying the registration of Keadilan
for some unknown reasons.  This
discriminitory behaviour is un-
called for.  Apparently the ROS
being a mere government servant
knows which side of the bread is
buttered.

Now, let us go back to 4 February
1988 when the controversial
judge, the late Harun Hashim de-
clared UMNO unlawful.  He dis-
missed the suit against UMNO
brought by 11 members and de-
clared that UMNO was an unlaw-
ful society because at the 38th
General Assembly unregistered
branches participated in the elec-
tion that took place on 24 April
1987.

Overnight all the UMNO mem-
bers went berserk, wailing and
mourning the ‘death’ of UMNO.
Then out of the blue a clever doc-
tor by the name of Dr Mahathir
Mohamad devised a scheme to-
gether with the co-operation of the
ROS.  They managed to manipu-
late and prop up the ‘dead’
UMNO to its feet again and had it
resuscitated.

The new party was registered by
the ROS with no fuss and as-
sumed the name of UMNO Baru.
The top UMNO leadership con-
vinced all the UMNO members it
was the same UMNO — the old
wine only in a new bottle.  All the

Letters must not exceed 250 words and must include the writer's
name and address. Pseudonyms may be used. Send letters to :
Editor, ALIRAN MONTHLY, 103, Medan Penaga, 11600 Penang,
Malaysia  or e-mail to : aliran_letters@hotmail.com Views
expressed need not reflect those of Aliran. If you are sending
by e-mail please include your message in the e-mail body itself.
We do not open attachments to avoid viruses.

How about a Malaysian
party for all?

There is much
in a name
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wailing stopped; tears dried up
and every one was happy again.

UMNO Baru was subsequently
allowed to call itself merely as
“UMNO” without any fuss from
the ROS.

The ROS must realise that he has
to be fair and unbiased in his de-
cision irrespective of the parties
involved.

Why can’t Parti Keadilan Rakyat
be allowed to be known as
“Keadilan”.  Perhaps to Keadilan,
there is a lot in a name.

T Yusuf Jewa
Kota Bharu

Bank Negara’s latest excuse for
culling RM1 coins from circula-
tion because it is too heavy to carry
around tells on the bank’s total
lack of foresight.

Surely the burden of coins was
well known in 1989 when they
were first introduced.  The rational
for introducing them was that the
coins were more durable than the
bank notes. Or was it because a
government crony had set up a
mint and needed business?

If BNM takes 16 long years to re-
alise that the coins were just too
weighty on light Malaysian pock-
ets, how can we entrust this insti-
tution to look after the nation’s fi-
nancial reserves and track it for
optimal function.

It’s like letting bicycle shop me-
chanics service your Benz sports
car.  He just won’t have the skills
even though he looks just as

greasy as the Benz mechanic.

BNM should apologise to
Malaysians for wasting our
money minting 600 million pieces
of the coins which at even 20 sen
a piece would have leaked out
RM120 million into the pocket of
some crony.

Looking after national reserves
must surely go beyond signing
our bank notes.

RJ Noel
Kuching

I refer to John Hilley’s article “July
7: Islam and the problem of Brit-
ish values” in Aliran Monthly Vol
25: No. 7.

Tony Blair as the Prime Minister
of Britain is taking the country
straight down by provoking and
invoking religious-based senti-
ments.

Has he not learnt from the fights
with the IRA? He is trying to
switch to dramatics to bolster his

popularity. He could be very dan-
gerous because there is no limit
by law to the number of years a
British Prime Minister can serve,
unlike for the American
President.

Perhaps he thinks he is too young
to retire. Perhaps he is now trying
to turn Britain into a colony of
America (some sort of a reverse
takeover). Perhaps he is the little
boy who cried “Wolf!” Oh no!
Perhaps he is the Big Bad Wolf
himself trying to divert attention
to other small wolf pups so that
he can have all the sheep to him-
self.

He claims that the attackers are
trying to change the ‘British Way
of Lifé’. What actually is the Brit-
ish Way of Life? We remember
that Britain had almost nothing,
got everything by colonising, con-
quering, exploiting and stealing
from all over the world - that be-
came the British way of life. Per-
haps Tony Blair failed ‘World
History’ in school.

Tangoloonokongo

One of the reasons for the
braindrain from the public sector
is the pathetic pay that we get. I
am a specialist in a governement
hospital. I have worked for 10
years and I have 10 years of clini-
cal experience. I take home about
RM4,000-5,000 a month (includ-
ing call claims). A houseman who
has just commenced work takes
home about RM2,700-4,000 (in-
cluding call claims). Although we
do receive more, it is obvious that
our years of experience and our

BNM excuse
heavy on the coin

Blair taking Britain
down with him

Why medical
specialists leave

government service
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check on the activities of the
quarry companies. Many hills
have been blasted and destroyed
and the result is the destruction
of our heritage.

The Kinta Valley will lose its title
as Malaysias ‘karst’ region.

CHYEKL

I refer to Johan Abdullah’s article
“Faultlines of Malaysian
multiculturalism” in Aliran
Monthly Vol 25: No. 3 in which he
urged fellow Muslims to rethink
their objections to the Inter-faith
Commission (ICM).

Thank you for your lengthy
proposition for us, Muslims, to
take a second look at
the idea of the ICM. This idea (or
should I call it an ideology) has
assumed many faces - from the
IRC to the IFC and now to the ICM.

I’d like to propose that you do the
same: to rethink your full-hearted
support of the ICM. I’m sure your
name will be remembered for
many generations to come should
the commission come into being,
for better or for worse.

bd8

specialisation is not appreciated.

Another issue is posting to a place
we do not wish to go due to fam-
ily health reasons while those who
are well connected get to go where
they want.

Lastly, subspeciality training is
another distressing issue. Take for
example Internal Medicine. Al-
though there are few physiscians
in the country they somehow are
able to get into their subspeciality
of choice even before their
gazettement due to aggressive
heads of unit in a particular
subspeciality. The Head of Inter-
nal Medicine then forces the oth-
ers to stay longer in their depart-
ment as they feel they have more
control over them.

The health ministry and
governement should take all the
measures neccessary to tackle the
above issues.

Frustrated doctors

I refer to Koon Yew Yin’s article
“More appeciation, less aggres-
sion, please” in Aliran Monthly
Vol 25: No. 7.

I have always felt it in my heart
that one should not be alienated
based on race or religion. This is
my country. I will die to save it
from enemies. But why do some
politicians make statements that
make me ask: Do I not also belong
to this country?

So long people are divided along
racial lines to cater to their own
interests, it is very difficult to
achieve the unity that we need.

Malay leaders should talk about
problems faced by the Indian com-
munity, Chinese leaders should
find answers to problems faced by
the Malay community and Indian
leaders should look into problems
faced by the other communities y
and truly try their very best to
solve then. Instead of thinkng
about “mine”, we should think
about “ours”.

KJ

I refer to Fan Yew Teng’s article
“Are our hills alive with the
sound of music?” in Aliran
Monthly Vol 25: No. 6.

As a senior citizen of the Kinta
valley, I am proud to live here all
these years and I sincerely hope
the Perak government will keep its
promise to preserve our priceless
limestone hills. It is our duty to
preserve the hills for future gen-
erations.

Our political leaders are well
known for telling us they will do
their duty. But, sad to say, they
never keep their word. We hear of
reports of limestone hills being
destroyed but there is no proper
supervision by the authorities to

Remove racial
d i v i s i o n s

Rethink support for
Interfaith Commission

Kinta Valley ’ s
limestone hills being

d e s t r o y e d
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PPP president M Kayveas seems
to have hit a raw nerve in criticis-
ing the shortcomings of local
councils, which are without a
doubt not accountable to the pub-
lic.

What Kayveas has said is noth-
ing new or contentious. This is
something Aliran has been high-
lighting for many years but our
views have been consistently
blacked out.

There has been a lot of arbitrari-
ness and lack of transparency in
the projects that have been under-
taken, resulting in wastage and
allegations of corruption. One re-
cent example of such high-handed
arbitrariness was when the
Penang local authority reportedly
warned motorists that they are not
allowed to park their cars in park-
ing bays with defective or miss-
ing coin-parking meters. Appar-
ently, motorists who do so are li-
able to be given a ticket if the en-

forcement officer happens to stum-
ble upon this ‘offence’! Surely, if
the council is providing a service
(parking bays), it is their business
to ensure that the meters are in
working order. The public should
not be inconvenienced or, worse
still, punished for the council’s
lack of maintenance especially
when parking bays are so limited
and public transport is so atro-
cious.

As for wastage and lack of trans-
parency, take a look at the tacky

‘beautification’ project at the
Udini Road roundabout in
Penang, which sparked a lot of
criticism from Penangites. Over
on the mainland, it was revealed
last year that the Seberang Perai
Municipal Council (MPSP) racked
up a huge bill for freshly cut flow-
ers, delivered once a week, as part
of a five-year contract that was
worth RM1.5 million or about
RM5,700 a week. This was sup-
posedly meant to ‘brighten up’ the
council’s office.

Any proposed policy or major
project must be brought to the at-
tention of the public for debate and
discussion so that the people’s
views can be considered first. In
fact, local council meetings
should be open to the public.
What valid reason can there be for
excluding ordinary people from
council meetings - unless there is
something to hide?

The lack of accountability has its
roots in the way councillors are
selected.

Under the present system, politi-
cal loyalists are rewarded by their
political masters with appoint-
ments as town councillors. The
terms of office of these councillors
appear to be at the whims and
fancies of their political masters.
Whether they perform or not, the
councillors continue to warm
their seats. It is not surprising
therefore that these councillors
don’t feel answerable to the peo-
ple, who generally do not even
know who they are.

The only way to bring back ac-
countability and transparency is
to bring back local government
elections - which are the norm in
any civilised, democratic society.

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

Bring back local govt
elections to restore

a c c o u n t a b i l i t y
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Local elections, where it is the
people who decide who should be
elected as councillors, will go a
long way in forcing councillors -
and by extension, local councils -
to be accountable to the public.

P Ramakrishnan
President

4 October 2005

Why do we need a Department of
Parliament and how necessary is
it? No convincing reasons have
been given for this move.

From the newspapers, we gather
that the Minister in the Prime
Minister’s Department in charge
of Parliamentary Affairs, Datuk
Seri Mohamed Nazri Aziz, felt
slighted because the Parliament

secretaries ignored him when he
had conveyed a new cabinet rul-
ing concerning MPs’ expense
claims. So, it appears that he
wants someone appointed in the
newly created Department of
Parliament who will come un-
der his jurisdiction. It is all

about power and control – and
nothing else!

Nazri is also quoted as having
said, ‘Don’t tell me each time an
MP complains about toilets here,
or where an MP comes up and
complains about the quality of
food being served, the Dewan
Rakyat secretary has to look into
it.’ Is this reason enough to cre-
ate a whole Department and ap-
point a director-general to look
after the toilets and canteen
food? This is ridiculous!

We need some honest answers
for this move. Why a Depart-
ment of Parliament, Nazri? It
would appear that a bureauc-
racy is necessary to undermine
and destroy the doctrine of sepa-
ration of powers – a doctrine
that entrenches the independ-
ence of Parliament.

Transparency International Ma-
laysia president Datuk Param
Cumaraswamy raised a valid and
relevant question: ‘What is wrong
with the present management of
the affairs of Parliament?’

Are the toilets stinking that badly?
Is the canteen food that horrible,
Nazri?

You cannot fool the public. It is
becoming evidently clear that this
is an attempt to encroach into the
hallowed grounds of Parliamen-
tary independence. It is yet an-
other attempt to erode the powers
of Parliament and make it a mean-
ingless institution.

If Parliamentarians don’t rise up
to defend the dignity of Parlia-
ment, who else will? They
should insist that this troubling
issue with grave implications be

Department of
Parl iament – Why?

thoroughly debated. The Back-
Benchers Club should initiate
this move to safeguard the inde-
pendence of Parliament and
protect its dignity.

P Ramakrishnan
President

11 October 2005

Aliran views with deep concern
Universiti Putra Malaysia’s ac-
tion in hauling up students sup-
posedly associated with the so-
called anti-establishment group
that staged a boycott of the recent
elections for the students’ repre-
sentative council at the university.

Such unnecessary punitive action
reflects the anti-democratic ten-
dencies of the UPM administra-
tion and of other local tertiary in-
stitutions.

The UPM administration should
treat its students as mature adults,
as conscientious citizens whose

Nazri Aziz

S l e d g e h a m m e r
blow against campus

d e m o c r a c y
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about keling.”

His subsequent explanation that
“in Kedah, keling was used by the
northerners to refer to Indians” is
not acceptable.  He should re-
member that when the word
“keling” was included in the
Dewan Kamus, even the
Malaysian Indian Muslim Con-
gress (Kimma), whose members
include those from Kedah, took
strong objection to this term and
wanted it withdrawn. Again, his
remark “This is a fasting month. I
don’t want to argue with people
who don’t understand, who do
not fast” is divisive and discrimi-
natory. Does it mean that he will
have no dialogue with his con-
stituents who are not Muslims
and who do not fast when he
does? What is he implying about
people who do not fast? Are they
unworthy? What about his col-
leagues from MIC, Gerakan, MCA,
PPP, and those from Sabah and
Sarawak? As an MP, how can he
refuse to engage those “who do
not fast” in debate and discus-
sion? At a time when the country
is calling for religious tolerance
and acceptance, such remarks
undermine the government’s ef-
forts in promoting national unity
and therefore should not go un-
punished.

There are several ways of reining
in such behaviour and preserving
the dignity of Parliament. The
Speaker of the House should not
allow any debate to sink into a
free-for-all ruckus with name-call-
ing, ethnic insults and slurs, and
rude and crude behaviour. He
should not brook any nonsense
either from the Barisan or the Op-
position and should.promptly
haul up or suspend offending
MPs, if necessary referring them

democratic rights should not be
trampled upon with contempt.
Students should have the option
of either participating in a cam-
pus election or boycotting it, es-
pecially if they strongly believe
that obstacles have been placed to
make a mockery of the electoral
process.

Worse, UPM’s anti-democratic
move runs contrary to the very
notion of a university as a place
where debate, disagreement, dis-
sent and criticism are supposed
to flourish.

This obviously makes nonsense of
the claim by most local universi-
ties that they are centres of aca-
demic excellence. When disagree-
ment or criticism by students is
met with sledgehammer-type
punishment, what kind of values
is the university adminstration in-
culcating among its students? In-
cidents such as this only expose
the monstrosity of the obnoxious
and repressive Universities and
University Colleges Act.

We call upon the UPM adminis-
tration to act rationally and intel-
ligently and to desist from taking
any action to punish the students.

Aliran Executive Committee
22 October 2005

Aliran is concerned that of late
some MPs have proven to be in-
sensitive, crude and downright
rude in Parliament. The recent
conduct of Jerai MP Datuk
Badruddin Amirruldin is a case
in point. The Star quoted him to-
day as having said, “I am talking
about Muslims. I am not talking

Silly banter and
unworthy remarks

to the Privileges Committee. Very
often, the Speaker only orders of-
fensive words to be withdrawn
after strenuous efforts and com-
plaints by others. Even then the
offender is not asked to apologise
for his or her unbecoming con-
duct.

The Barisan Whip has control
over the BN MPs and can chas-
tise those who resort to insensi-
tive remarks. The Back Benchers
Club have a responsibilty to call
for a caucus among their ranks to
educate their fellow MPs on what
is acceptable behaviour and on
how to improve the quality of de-
bate.

While we are informed about
such insensitive and derogatory
comments by certain MPs
through the media, Aliran
would like to see the media play-
ing a stronger role in taking MPs
to task over the quality and level
of debate in the House.  It is not
enough to highlight gutter com-
ments. The media must also
present more comprehensive re-
ports of the proceedings in Par-
liament, especially the sub-
stance of debates involving cru-
cial issues or policy matters. At
present, arguments put forth for
or against a motion before the
House are hardly given the
space they deserve. Opposition
contribution to the debate is sel-
dom highlighted.

When the media take a more criti-
cal and analytical approach to
reporting on Parliament, they will
spur MPs to a higher standard of
debate. The present standard is
simply unacceptable.

Aliran Executive Committee
26 October 2005
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n 1988, the English liter-
ary critic and novelist,
D.J. Taylor wrote a semi-
nal piece entitled ‘When

the Pen Sleeps’. He expanded this
into a book ‘A Vain Conceit’, in
which he wondered why the Eng-
lish novel so often denigrated into
‘drawing room twitter’ and why
the great issues of the day were
shunned by writers, unlike their
counterparts in, say, Latin
America, who felt a responsibil-
ity to take on politics: the great
themes of justice and injustice,
wealth and poverty, war and
peace. The notion of the writer
working in splendid isolation
was absurd. Where, he asked,
were the George Orwells, the
Upton Sinclairs, the John
Steinbecks of the modern age?

Twelve years on, Taylor was ask-
ing the same question: where was
the English Gore Vidal and John
Gregory Dunne: ‘intellectual
heavyweights briskly at large in
the political amphitheatre, while
we end up with Lord [Jeffrey]
Archer...’

In the post-modern, celebrity
world of writing, prizes are alloted
to those who compete for the em-
peror’s threads; the politically
unsafe need not apply. John
Keanes, the chairman of the
Orwell Prize for Political Writing,
once defended the absence of great
contemporary political writers

among the Orwell prize-winners
not by lamenting the fact and ask-
ing why, but by attacking those
who referred back to ‘an imagi-
nary golden past’. He wrote that
those who ‘hanker’ after this illu-
sory past fail to appreciate writ-
ers making sense of ‘the collapse
of the old left-right divide’.

What collapse? The convergence
of ‘liberal’ and ‘conservative’ par-
ties in western democracies, like
the American Democrats with the
Republicans, represents a meet-
ing of essentially like minds. Jour-
nalists work assiduously to pro-
mote a false division between the
mainstream parties and to obfus-
cate the truth that Britain, for ex-
ample, is now a single ideology
state with two competing, almost
identical pro-business factions.
The real divisons between left and
right are to be found outside Par-
liament and have never been
greater. They reflect the unprec-
edented disparity between the
poverty of the majority of human-
ity and the power and privilege of
a corporate and militarist minor-
ity, headquartered in Washington,
who seek to control the world’s
resources.

One of the reasons these mighty
pirates have such a free reign is
that the Anglo-American
intelligensia, notably writers, ‘the
people with voice’ as Lord
Macauley called them, are quiet
or complicit or craven or twitter-
ing, and rich as a result. Thought-

provokers pop up from time to
time, but the English establish-
ment has always been brilliant at
de-fanging and absorbing them.
Those who resist assimilation are
mocked as eccentrics until they
conform to their stereotype and its
authorised views.

The exception is Harold Pinter.
The other day, I sat down to com-
pile a list of other writers remotely
like him, those ‘with a voice’ and
an understanding of their wider
responsibilites as writers. I scrib-
bled a few names, all of them now
engaged in intellectual and moral
contortion, or they are asleep. The
page was blank save for Pinter.
Only he is the unquiet one, the
untwitterer, the one with guts,
who speaks out. Above all, he
understands the problem. Listen
to this:

“We are in a terrible dip at the
moment, a kind of abyss, because
the assumption is that politics are
all over. That’s what the propa-
ganda says. But I don’t believe the
propaganda. I believe that poli-
tics, our political consciousness
and our political intelligence are
not all over, because if they are,
we are really doomed. I can’t my-
self live like this. I’ve been told so
often that I live in a free country,
I’m damn well going to be free. By
which I mean I’m going to retain
my independence of mind and
spirit, and I think that’s what’s ob-

ARTS AND CULTURE

The silence of writers
A tribute to Harold Pinter, winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature

by John Pilger

IIIII

Obfuscating the truth

The unquiet one
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ligatory upon all of us. Most po-
litical systems talk in such vague
language, and it’s our responsi-
bility and our duty as citizens of
our various countries to exercise
acts of critical scruntiny upon that
use of language. Of course, that
means that one does tend to be-
come rather unpopular. But to hell
with that.”

I first met Harold when he was
supporting the popularly elected
government in Nicaragua in the
1980s. I had reported from
Nicarugua, and made a film about
the remarkable gains of the
Sandinistas despite Ronald
Regan’s attempts to crush them by
illegally sending CIA-trained
proxies across the border from
Honduras to slit the throats of
midwives and other anti-Ameri-
cans. US foreign policy is, of
course, even more rapacious un-
der Bush: the smaller the country,
the greater the threat. By that, I
mean the threat of a good exam-
ple to other small countries which
might seek to alleviate the abject
poverty of their people by reject-
ing American dominance. What
struck me about Harold’s involve-
ment was his understanding of
this truth, which is generally a
taboo in the United States and Brit-
ain, and the eloquent ‘to hell with
that’ response in everything he
said and wrote.

Almost single-handedly, it
seemed, he restored ‘imperialism’
to the political lexicon. Remember
that no commentator used this
word any more; to utter it in a pub-
lic place was like shouting ‘f***’
in a convent’. Now you can shout
it everywhere and people will nod
their agreement; the invasion in
Iraq put paid to doubts, and

Harold Pinter was one of the first
to alert us. He described, correctly,
the crushing of Nicaragua, the
blockage against Cuba, the whole-
sale killing of Iraqi and Yugoslav
civilians as imperialist atrocities.

In illustrating the American crime
committed against Nicaragua,
when the United States Govern-
ment dismissed an International
Court of Justice ruling that it stop
breaking the law in its murderous
attacks, Pinter recalled that Wash-
ington seldom respected interna-
tional law; and he was right. He
wrote, ‘In 1965, President Lyndon
Johnson said to the Greek Ambas-
sador to the US, “F*** your Parlia-
ment and your constitution.
American is an elephant, Cyprus
is a flea. Greece is a flea. If these
two fellows keep itching the el-
ephant, they may just get
whacked by the elephant’s trunk,
whacked for good...” He meant
that. Two years later, the Colonels
took over and the Greek people
spent seven years in hell. You have
to hand it to Johnson. He some-
times told the truth however bru-
tal. Regan tell lies. His celebrated
description of Nicuragua as a “to-
talitarian dungeon” was a lie
from every conceivable angle. It
was an assertion unsupported by
facts; it had no basis in reality. But
it’s a good vivid, resonant phrase
which persuaded the unthink-
ing...’

In his play ‘Ashes to Ashes’,
Pinter uses the images of Nazism
and the Holocaust, while inter-
preting them as a warning against
similar ‘ repressive, cynical and
indifferent acts of murder’ by the
clients of arms-dealing imperial-
ist states such as the United States
and Britain. ‘The word democracy
begins to stink’, he said. ‘So in

Ashes to Ashes, I’m not simply
talking about the Nazis; I’m talk-
ing about us, and our conception
of our past and our history, and
what it does to us in the present.’

Pinter is not saying the democra-
cies are totalitarian like Nazi Ger-
many, not at all, but that totalitar-
ian actions are taken by impecca-
bly polite democrats and which,
in principle and effect, are little
different from those taken by fas-
cists. The only difference is dis-
tance. Half a millions people were
murdered by American bombers
sent secretly and illegally to skies
above Cambodia by Nixon and
Kissinger, igniting an Asian holo-
caust, which Pol Pot completed.

Critics have hated his political
work, often attacking his plays
mindlessly and patronising his
outspokenness. He, in turn, has
mocked their empty derision. He
is a truth-teller. His understand-
ing of political language follows
Orwell’s. He does not, as he
would say, give a sh** about the
propriety of language, only its tru-
est sense. At the end of the cold
was in 1989, he wrote, ‘...for the
last forty years, our thought has
been trapped in hollow structures
of language, a stale, dead but im-
mensely successful rhetoric. This
has represented, in my view, a
defeat of the intelligence and of the
will.’

He never accepted this, of course:
‘To hell with that!’ Thanks in no
small measure to him, defeat is far
from assured. On the contrary,
while other writers have slept or
twittered, he has been aware that
people are never still, and indeed
are stirring again: Harold Pinter
has a place of honour among
them.

Source: johnpilger.com

Re s t o r i n g  ‘ i m p e r i a l i s m ’
to the lexicon The truth-teller
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AMY GOODMAN: We go back to 1956, in theAMY GOODMAN: We go back to 1956, in theAMY GOODMAN: We go back to 1956, in theAMY GOODMAN: We go back to 1956, in theAMY GOODMAN: We go back to 1956, in the
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ROSA PARKS: I left work on my way home, 1 De-
cember 1955, about 6.00 in the afternoon. I boarded
the bus Downtown Montgomery on Court Square.
As the bus proceeded out of town on the third stop,
the white passengers had filled the front of the bus.
When I got on the bus, the rear was filled with col-
oured passengers, and they were beginning to stand.
The seat I occupied was the first of the seats where
the Negro passengers take as they — on this route.
The driver noted that the front of the bus was filled
with white passengers, and there would be two or
three men standing. He looked back and asked that
the seat where I had taken, along with three other
persons, one in a seat with me and two across where
I was seated. He demanded the seats that we were
occupying. The other passengers there reluctantly
gave up their seats. But I refused to do so.

I want to make very certain that it is understood that
I had not taken a seat in the white section, as has
been reported in many cases. An article came out in
the newspaper on Friday morning about the Negro
woman overlooked segregation. She was seated in
the front seat, the white section of the bus and re-
fused to take a seat in the rear of the bus. That was
the first newspaper account. The seat where I occu-
pied, we were in the custom of taking this seat on
the way home, even though at times on this same
bus route, we occupied the same seat with whites
standing, if their space had been taken up, the seats
had been taken up. I was very much surprised that
the driver at this point demanded that I remove
myself from the seat.

The driver said that if I refused to leave the seat, he
would have to call the police. And I told him, “Just
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call the police.” He then called the
officers of the law. They came and
placed me under arrest, violation
of the segregation law of the City
and State of Alabama Transpor-
tation. I didn’t think I was violat-
ing any. I felt that I was not being
treated right, and that I had a right
to retain the seat that I had taken
as a passenger on the bus. The time
had just come when I had been
pushed as far as I could stand to
be pushed, I suppose. They placed

me under arrest. And I wasn’t
afraid. I don’t know why I wasn’t,
but I didn’t feel afraid. I had de-
cided that I would have to know
once and for all what rights I had
as a human being and a citizen,
even in Montgomery, Alabama.

And I was bond bailed out shortly
after the arrest. The trial was held
5 December on the next Monday.
And the protest began from that
day, and it is still continuing. And
so, the case was appealed. From
the time of the arrest on Thursday
night, and Friday and Saturday
and Sunday, the word had gotten

around over Montgomery of my
arrest because of this incident.
There were telephone calls from
those who knew about it to oth-
ers. The ministers were very much
interested in it, and we had our
meetings in the churches. And
being the minority, we felt that
nothing could be gained by vio-
lence or threats or belligerent atti-
tude. We believed that more could
be accomplished through the
nonviolent passive resistance, and

people just began to de-
cide that they wouldn’t
ride the bus on the day of
my trial, which was on
Monday, 5 December.

And Monday morning,
when the buses were out
on the regular run, they re-
mained empty. People
were walking or getting
rides in cars with people
who would pick them up,
as best they could. On
Monday night, the mass
meeting at the Hope Street
Baptist Church had been
called. And there were
many thousand people
there. They kept coming,
and some people never

did get in the church, there was
so many.

I was not the only person who
had been mistreated and humili-
ated. I have been refused entrance
on the buses because I would not
pay my fare at the front and go
around to the rear door to enter.
That was the custom if the bus was
crowded up to the point where the
white passengers would start oc-
cupying. I hadn’t thought that I
would be the person to do this. It
hadn’t occurred to me. Others had
gone through the same experi-
ence, some even worse experience

than mine, and they all felt that
the time had come, that they
should decide that we would have
to stop supporting the bus com-
pany until we were given better
service. And the first day of re-
maining off the bus had been so
successful. It was organized, in
that we wouldn’t ride the bus un-
til our request had been granted.
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JOHN CONYERS: Sure, I can tell
you about Rosa Parks. I began
meeting her many years ago in the
Civil Rights Movement. And I had
met her before she came to Detroit,
because I was invited down South
to different places with the South-
ern Christian Leadership Confer-
ence. And I was happy to be in
her company. I had no idea at the
time that she would end up in De-
troit. It so happened that there
was some family here, and when
she couldn’t get a job — she was a
pariah in Alabama, Montgomery.
She couldn’t find work, so she
decided to relocate. And she and
her husband, Raymond, decided
to come to Detroit.

And so, it so happened that she
was also coming to my campaign
meetings, as I was a candidate for
Congress at that time. And to our
great delight, she was very quiet,
but she would come and she
would help us. And I said that
when I won this seat, the first thing
I would do is offer her a position
on my staff, if she would accept.
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And to my honour and delight,
she did accept. And we were
happy to have her in my original
staff.
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JOHN CONYERS: She was a hum-
ble person. That’s the first term, I
think, that would come to mind.
Also, that she was very resolute.
She happened to be a religious
person, as well, and she took her
Bible and the teachings quite seri-
ously. But she also believed in
Constitutional government, and
she believed that a civil rights
movement was going to be neces-
sary. And I think that that combi-
nation of considerations led her
to one day, coming home from
work, decide that she would not
obey the segregation laws of Ala-
bama and would face arrest, in-
carceration, trial, imprisonment
as a result of it. And she had deep
religious convictions, but she also
believed very strongly that the
Constitutional requirement of
equality and freedom was some-
thing that had to be initiated and
continued.

And she earned her title as Mother
of the Civil Rights Movement.
There wasn’t any question about
that, because out of the bus boy-
cott came this young new minis-
ter from Boston named Reverend
Martin Luther King, Jr., 26 years
old. And that really not only
sparked the 380-day bus boycott
that then led to a federal suit that
struck down desegregation, not
only in the buses, but it was inter-
preted to extend to all forms of de-
segregation, of which there was
plenty. And it wasn’t all in the
South. There was desegregation in

the North, as well.

So it was out of that turbulence
and it was — it was a very violent
era. I had just returned from Bir-
mingham, Alabama, and I was
taken by the school in which Rev-
erend Shuttlesworth was beaten.
He was protesting segregation
and he was severely beaten. He
had to go to the hospital. Rever-
end Fred Shuttlesworth, who in-
cidentally is one of the few last
original members of the Dr. King
organisation with Ralph
Abernathy and Andrew Young
that came together to put the new
Civil Rights Movement on the map
and to really get it moving in all
the directions that it eventually
took, was right there. And you’re
sort of stunned when you go by a
place in the city that’s now so rela-
tively quiet and say, ‘Good night,
that’s where that incident took
place.’

And I can’t help but marvel at the
fact that Rosa Parks essentially
had a saint-like quality. And I use
that term advisedly, because she
never raised her voice. She was
not an emotional person in terms
of expressing anger or rage or vin-
dictiveness. But she was resolute.
And this was an unusual set of
circumstances for a person who,
as the Movement went on and the
successes built up, she became
more and more recognised as the
person who had, without prob-
ably intending to initiate it, a res-
urrection of the Civil Rights Move-
ment.

And it seems to me that her pass-
ing is probably the end of an era,
because Rosa Parks for so long
was celebrated in many instances
all over the world. She was con-
stantly travelling, receiving

awards. She received the Congres-
sional Medal of Honour. She was
honoured in Washington. And, as
a matter of fact, one of my respon-
sibilities this week is to meet with
our federal officials, both in the
Executive Branch and in the Con-
gress, to determine what is a befit-
ting national response to the life
and legacy of someone who dared
to struggle to give her life to chart
an unknown path which eventu-
ally made America much stronger,
brought about the civil rights laws
that were so desperately needed
and gave many of us hope that
through a people’s power, we
would be able to make this Con-
stitutional mandate of equality
and justice something that was
real and tangible in a country
whose original coming together
had agreed that the vile institu-
tion of enslavement would con-
tinue, even as we formed a new
independent democratic nation. ...
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JOHN CONYERS: Yes, it’s true
that she had been one of the ac-
tive leaders in the struggle against
segregation. And, of course, she
was well known and well re-
spected. But the fact was that she
had not planned this, and that it
was because of her activity and
her belief system, to me, that some-
thing may have told her on that
day at that moment on that bus
that she was going to do what she
did.

Source: Democracy NOW!
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policy auction”. Such attacks
have even been mounted from
within UMNO, the dominant
Malay-based party in the govern-
ing Barisan Nasional coalition,
and from members of the Prime
Minister’s own Ministry.

These attacks have been carefully
directed not against the Prime
Minister himself but against cer-
tain less “protected” and secure
surrogates, such as the coura-
geous and principled women’s
and human rights NGO, Sisters
In Islam. These onslaughts do not
come only from the supposedly
“backward” and “regressive” el-
ements in Malay society situated
well beyond the communicative
reach of the Prime Minister’s party
and the UMNO’s middle-class
appeals. In September an organi-
zation known as the Muslim Pro-
fessional Forum held an all-day
event to give unbridled rein to
such criticism of the Prime Minis-
ter’s religious orientation and
supporters under the banner “Lib-
eral Islam: A Clear and Present
Danger”.

 Meanwhile, driven by righteous
local and state-level zealots and
vigilantes, the hand of govern-
ment was forced into official ac-
tion in the state of Terengganu
against the Sky Kingdom cult, a
fringe syncretist community led by
Ayah Pin, an amiable and appar-
ently harmless old eccentric. Yet
the underlying issues involved
here are not of fringe but central
concern to the nature of the mod-
ern Malaysian state and citizen-
ship in it. Some of them, long un-
resolved, are now, arising from
the arrest of Sky Kingdom adher-
ents, before the courts.

Does the constitutional protection
for freedom of religious belief and
worship apply to all individuals?
If so, how is this to be reconciled
with the constitutional view that
all Malays are by definition Mus-
lims, subject to ensuing legislation
placing all Muslims, their manner
of life and inner beliefs under the
supervision of the religious
[shari’a] courts and religious bu-
reaucracies? Can one cease to be
a Muslim, freely choose to leave
the faith community of Islam? A
recent court decision held that a
person who purports to do so, re-
nouncing Islam by deed poll, does
not have the right to have the des-
ignation “Muslim” removed from
their national identity card or in
the National Citizen Registry Sys-
tem.

Here lie profound yet long unre-
solved issues. Does the Malaysian
constitution recognize, and do the
state’s multifarious government
instrumentalities respect and are
they obliged to uphold, freedom
of, from and also in religion? Long
obscured, that question is now
before the courts. Civil, not reli-
gious, court judges will have to de-
cide whether, in cases from ac-
tions against Sky Kingdom follow-
ers, people are first of all citizens
and only then Muslims, or
whether, in the “special” case of
citizens from the majority popu-
lation, they are in the first in-
stance Muslims and only, subse-
quent to that, also citizens. The
religious authorities understand-
ably take the latter view; but pre-
sumably the view of the constitu-
tion, its laws and its courts is, or
ought to be, the former.

Will the judges see things that
way and have the courage to say
so? How far might any decision
they make be appealed? And
what will be the implications of
the ultimate decision, whatever
it may be, for one of Dr.
Mahathir’s most fateful yet ill-
advised innovations: his deci-
sion, via a constitutional
amendment in 1988, to raise the
status of the shari’a courts (and
so, it was hoped, enhance his
own standing in the eyes of Is-
lamists eager for further state-
mandating of Islam) to a “co-
equal” status with the civil law
courts, and so to make their de-
cisions, in their own area of ju-
risdiction, unappealable in, and
irreversible by action of, the civil
court system?

Interesting times lie ahead, not
least because faith itself, or rather
the government’s ambiguous and
even vacillating management of it,
is now arguably on trial.

Freedom of religion
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A shorter version of this
article first appeared in
The Asian Studies Associa-
tion of Australia’s Monthly
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ince September 2001 the
struggle between mili-
tantly radical and pro-
gressive or democratic

tendencies — between “ungentle”
and “gentle” Islam—has become
a matter of urgent importance not
only among Muslims but to oth-
ers beyond their faith community.

Some observers suggest that the
course taken by this contest in
Malaysia may be of more than lo-
cal significance: because Malay-
sia has demonstrated singular
success among Muslim-majority
nations in achieving economic
growth and the various worldly
attainments associated with it;
and because, in opposition to the
new militant Islamism, its rulers
have promoted and identified
themselves with modern, progres-
sive and liberal forms of Islam.

During his long premiership Tun

Dr. Mahathir Mohamad opposed
the Islamists with conviction, and
a stridency that often served their
political objectives more than his.
With more convincing religious
credentials, his successor Datuk
Seri Abdullah Ahmad Badawi
has, in less contentious manner,
pursued the same objective, now
embodied in the project of promot-
ing what his government terms
“Islam Hadhari”. This approach
not only sees how the Islamic faith
has shaped the character and
ethos of Islamic civilization. It also
recognizes that, as it exists today,
the Islamic faith itself, rather than
having been given once and for
all time in immutable form, has
been shaped in its historical evo-
lution by that of Islamic civiliza-
tion generally in which the faith’s
human history has been couched.

Such recognition of the “historic-
ity” of faith, of the human history
of whatever it is that a community
of believers has received (or be-

lieves it has) from Di-
vine Revelation—and
therefore of the fact
and legitimacy of con-
tinuing religious
change and innova-
tion faithful to the
original divine inspi-
ration—is the essen-
tial foundation, in all
the religious faith tra-
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ditions, of any coherent and per-
suasive “modernist” position.

 So far, so good and so encourag-
ing, perhaps. Yet the outlook for
modern understandings of Islam
and their champions in Malaysia
is not bright. Several disquieting
indications and developments are
undeniable. Malaysian Islamist
activists have long targeted reli-
gious modernists and
progressives, seeking not so much
to argue with or against them as
to stigmatize them as un-Islamic,
apostates, renegades. This is now
the fate, too, of the proponents of
Islam Hadhari.

Attacks from without and within
Attacks against this latest official
restatement of Malaysian Islamic
modernism, the new progressive
démarche, have been mounted not
simply by the militant Islamist
radicals inside and beyond the
Islamic opposition party PAS, or
from their legions of sympathiz-
ers inside the bloated Islamic af-
fairs bureaucracies, at federal and
state levels, that have swelled in
size and pretensions over the last
twenty years as UMNO, under Dr.
Mahathir, and PAS engaged in
unrelenting competition to outbid
each other, and to avoid being
outbid, in an escalating “Islamist


