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“I am committed and determined”

liran Monthly: Let us start by asking Anwar Ibrahim: Let me be frank. I emerged from a
a few questions about the economy, generation of Malay activists that were supportive
tapping into your own experiences of the NEP. At that time, we felt very insecure in
before. We would like to begin with terms of the level of professional expertise, educathe NEP, although it was supposed to have tional achievement, in economy and trade. That was
ended some time ago. Lately, you and in the early seventies. I thought the wisdom was
Keadilan have been openly saying that we about public education and giving exposure, opportunities to the Malays. Objectively, in terms of
should terminate the NEP. We would like to
social mobility, it has achieved a phenomenal
know why you called for the termination and (amount) in terms of a new breed of Malay profesat what point in your career did you decide sionals, intellectuals – I am not sure, intellectuals –
that the NEP – or whichever dimensions of graduates, okay.
the NEP you find objectionable - should be
discontinued. Was it a more recent reflection But then, by the mid-eighties, you sense a semblance
because of what you see in terms of the so- of cronyism - UMNOputras abusing the process. At
called Malay agenda or was it also something the time I was Finance Minister, this was clearly the
about the implementation of the NEP that you major bone of contention with Aliran of course - I
couldn’t quite agree with for economic man- subscribed to Aliran those days, sometimes at my
expense, but I share the criticism - but I maintain
agement from now onwards?

A
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that rapport ...like Jomo, Syed Hussein Ali... and they
were very tough in their criticism. Of course, sometimes I start to rationalise; sometimes I am a bit defensive.
But clearly we realised, some of us within the party
leadership, we had to depart a bit from the conventional approach towards the old NEP .... at the concept or policy. You see my budget speeches? Hardly
any reference to the NEP. At one of the internal
meetings, (it was raised) with Mahathir. I said,
“Okay I will look at it.” I made some reference to
Vision 2020 merely to survive, but hardly any reference to the NEP because by that time I thought it
was ... (inaudible) ... rendering obsolete. I was getting quite involved in the discourse at international
level - competitiveness, globalisation and, of course,
it is seen to be discriminatory - not affirmative action per se but affirmative action based on race ....
So that was it, it was a gradual ... (inaudible) ... although there was a difference, I mean, in terms of
style. People do differentiate between Daim’s style
and mine... cronies within the large segment of new
Malay middle-class. We had about 40 to 50 new
young professionals coming out and setting up their
companies and working sometimes under nonMalay or Chinese companies. But by the late nineties, the whole issue of rampant and endemic corruption and cronyism and ... Indonesia, reformasi,
this also affected us very much here.
In prison, I had more time to reflect but soon after I
was released, I started having this sort of discussion. In my first address to the party congress in
Ipoh, 2005, although I did not say that I would dismantle the NEP, the entire message was there: we
must be prepared to move on and introduce a new
Malaysian economic agenda. Very concerned about

the position of Malays, the marginalised, I highlighted the Indian problems, economic and social
problems in the estate sector, and Chinese squatters ...but... mainly the issue of losing our international competitiveness in the globalisation era.
Then we had a series of discussions and many Malay
professionals cautioned me about the dangers of
opening up, and then the Malays would
suffer...because they (would) have no protection. We
talked through (it). I disagreed because I said if the
policy is clear and transparent, and you have an
open tender ... (if) the Chinese companies (are) more
efficient.... it presents the case and gets the tender ....
it is always possible to have a policy that ensures
that all the big projects take into consideration the
racial factor, meaning subcontract to the Malays,
Chinese, Indians. That in my experience as Finance
Minister was possible. I mentioned, in my experience, I have seen some banks ... some big Chinese
companies (and said to them), “Look, make sure you
subcontract and get the others to participate.”
I gave the example of public institutions, universities, declining standards of education, loss of competitiveness, and the ability of India to have the Indian Institute of Technology. And around the world,
you have (New York Times columnist Thomas L.)
Friedman’s The world is flat, highlighting the increase
in the numbers of qualified competent engineers from
China and... things like that we must debate here.
We have given a chance for Malays to lead these
academic institutions for the last 40 to 50 years. Can’t
we – I don’t know, 17 or 20 public academic institutions – ensure that or at least allow for three or four,
for a start, Chinese - qualified competent Chinese academics to lead these institutions. It is very
clear....to train Malaysians - Chinese and to make
sure there are enough Indians and Malays or Ibans
and Kadazans. And if for example we find very
poor Malays in terms of general competence or academic achievements, then we can question... and I
am sure they will take it as a challenge. So I said,
why don’t we start with three Chinese and one Indian (to lead some of these public academic institutions).
It is going to really affect adversely... When I was
Finance Minister, there was a big debate among the
civil service about the position of secretary-general.
And I decided in favour of Clifford Herbert, not be-
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cause of anything else – because he was very senior.
In terms of macro-economics, he was about the best
in the civil service and he has been known to be a
man of very high integrity. This was the first, in recent times, non-Malay in the Treasury. And that
did not cause much problem in terms of even a
policy (that favoured the) Malays.
AM: We wonder if now, with the benefit of having
gone through the 1997-98 financial crisis and subsequent recovery, if Keadilan and you yourself
will draw out a programme for economic management, something to replace the NEP with. What
kind of a state-market mix would you be looking
at - assuming the crisis of 1997 and 1998 was really
in some ways a clash between the state and the
market over certain kinds of issues like liberalisation, deregulation, state intervention? Right now,
if there was an election coming up and Keadilan
had to put up an economic management programme, what kind of state market mix... how
much liberalisatiion and how much intervention,
how much protection for the domestic sector...?
Anwar: ...I believe in a free market economy and a
more liberalised .... I believe that this trend with all
its limitations is irreversible. But of course the country has to protect... There are some areas that we
need to intervene or gradually move towards liberalisation. I know it is contentious and I know the
feelings and sentiments of the anti-globalisation
movement.
But we have to take into account firstly the issue of
growth. I firmly believe that economic policy measures need to be taken in every field possible to promote growth. And then of course the philosophy of
ensuring distributive justice or equity or humane
economy will have to be dealt with. I always promote to my students that reading Adam Smith’s The
Wealth of Nations must come together with The Theory
of Moral Sentiments - to give a balance between an
excessive free market with a more moral, human
dimension.
And then, of course, with specifics: where do we
strike the balance, how fast do we move towards
globalisation? From the view (of economists) like
Hernando de Soto (a champion of market economics and property rights), this globalisation is not global in its entirety because if you look at China... one
fifth of China is globalised. You have to have some

sort of caution.
Secondly, the contradiction, hypocrisy of US policies, the EU, when it comes to trade practices, agriculture subsidies, this needs to be considered too.
We cannot be totally naïve in dealing with it.
But when it comes to national resolve - to be able to
be far more competitive, attractive as a destination
for foreign direct investment, to work towards
synergy with the region - I don’t think we can compromise on that.
AM: Do you think that this process of liberalisation... isn’t it also contributing to widening income
disparities? This process of ensuring growth – it
would appear that for the last two decades that the
trickle-down approach hasn’t really reached the
people who need it most. So if we concentrate on
just economic growth, is it going to reach the people in the grass-roots?
Anwar: That’s why I said we must take all measures necessary to propel the economy for fast robust
growth. But always ensure (that) humane economy,
equity and distributive justice must be part and parcel of our entire economic policy guideline. The failure in liberalisation is because you ignore the issue
of moral hazards and the issue of equitable distribution. You see the Gini coefficient (a measure of
income inequalities within the population) - not only
in Malaysia but in many countries, like Indonesia
which is considerably poor - the latest report is evidence to the fact that the Gini coefficient has increased. And this is unacceptable, in a poor country, where this Gini coefficient becomes far worse.
Of course you can deal with (it happening in) the
United States and Europe but certainly, to me, in
Malaysia, this is not tenable - which means liberalisation must take this into account ... .
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I agree with you that trickle-down economics,
(the) Keynesian policy of pump-priming, as a
policy, yes, pump-priming - but it depends what
sector? I mean, my debate with Mahathir in those
days was because - not in the sense we didn’t
agree on pump-priming – but what projects are
you talking about? You are talking about the
mega projects, you are talking about huge contracts to your cronies. But it was not pump-priming through education, public health programmes – you can see the hospitals packed (in)
Seberang Jaya, Bukit Mertajam – spend an hour
there, it’s pathetic.
So it is nothing to do with the economic policy or
race, it is just the basic issue of a humane economy
or sense of justice that is not present. So I agree with
you. I agree with you... liberalisation... I used to quote
extensively from (American economist and social
scientist) Mancur Olson’s book on prosperity (Power
and Prosperity). (He) talks about two forms of banditry: the traditional - they come, the feudal lords,
and like tyrants come and create havoc, seize everything from the farms and leave.... after 11 months,
they come back the following year. So every month
in the year they create havoc – that’s the first form of
banditry.
The second form of banditry, according to Mancur
Olson, is far more severe – it is a more sophisticated
form in the name of liberalisation, deregulation, privatisation. And the banditry is continuous throughout the year - you increase the toll unjustly to enrich
the few - that means you rob everyday from the public. So don’t tell us about liberalisation. Liberalisation means you allow some ministers to conduct ...
(inaudible) ....or deregulate... or privatise in order to
‘piratise’...??
But the bottom line is economic growth and national
welfare, public welfare. It is not the policy. I went
through that - it is interesting, this experience - the
debate itself. It means different things to different
people.
AM: But in South America, there is this whole reaction against liberalisation. They are nationalising sectors precisely because of what you said - a
few had benefited and the majority are still poor.
There is a reaction there against liberalisation. Do
you think that kind of reaction would resonate in
this part of the world?

Anwar: That’s true - the reaction is not to liberalisation per se but the excesses due to corruption and
cronyism. But I am not an economist – not trained
economist, but from my... point it is also local dangers. This reaction of reversing the cycle - my worry
is that it has been tested in the past and a purely
crude ideological socialist agenda has not worked.
It has to be a fair balance between pro-growth market economy, liberalisation with a clear ...
human...humane economics ..... how humane? we
have to navigate in such a way. But I am more convinced than ever, it is just not this prescribed policy
type. It is actually conducted by a team of people -.
conduct it in a transparent manner - who are accountable. I mean, you conduct ... It can be liberalisation, it can be a socialist programme...blatantly
corrupt. I know many socialist regimes are so blatantly corrupt. They may be capitalist regimes - not
corruption sometimes in a crude manner, but like in
Washington DC, institutionalised corruption - it is
corruption and banditry all the same.
AM: Actually this is a question we raised on the
market and the state mix. Because we think we
have a peculiar type of problem in this country.
You have mentioned some of the successes of the
NEP. We think it is one of the ironies that in some
ways the NEP managed to abolish the identifica-
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tion of race with occupation and function, which
was the second prong (of the NEP), only for it to be
replaced with the identification of race with economic sector.
As it were, the public sector has become almost
entirely Malay-dominated and the private sector although it is not as non-Malay as before - is still
deemed to be very much non-Malay. And you
have said that when you were Minister of Finance
you had a non-Malay for a secretary-general. We
just wonder, from your opinion, looking at the way
the Ninth Malaysia Plan now is talking about this
new so-called Malay agenda again, how do you
deal with it? Are there ways we can think of - of
redressing this divide between sectors along ethnic lines?
Anwar: Just fight (laughs).
AM: Just fight?
Anwar: (Laughs again) No, no,.. let’s look first at
the issue of credibility in leadership to articulate
such a position - I mean, a policy that is rendered
obsolete. We have used incontrovertible evidence to
prove there were major abuses and excesses. It has
not been addressed. To the simple Malay, Umno
supporter, he is probably convinced that this is a
sure method to secure, to ensure his survival.
But... the policy is really flawed and we have lost in
competitiveness. There is evidence of abuse of power
and corruption. Many of my friends, Malay professionals, had advised me, “Look Anwar, you are venturing (into) a very dangerous sort of battle (and)
many Malays cannot take it.”
But I have addressed predominantly Malay crowds,
rural, and I asked them. I said, “I am not going to
sacrifice Malay position or Malay interest. I am a
Malay and I am also responsible. But I am also a
Malaysian,” I said, “and I believe that a Malaysian
economic agenda, having this plan and executing it
in a transparent manner will ensure the success of
the Malays together with the Chinese and the other
communities.”
I mean that’s our conviction. So it is how we articulate the conviction. The major battle... how can we
disseminate effectively and convince them. But from
my experience, frankly, I don’t have a problem. I

mean, talking to the Malay professionals, civil servants, who were very worried about this - I mean,
some were genuine. It is not that they have secured
or obtained a lot of personal advantage but then,
they are concerned. We told them, “Look, .... in the
civil service, what’s the problem? There is congestion here in the hospital in Seberang Jaya, (for instance). Who suffers most? The poor Malays, Chinese and Indians. Why can’t we have additional
facilities for their purpose?”
AM: If, as some speculate, the election may be
around the corner, let’s say in 2007, before you
become legally permitted to contest, how would
you personally and also publicly take up this challenge...?
Anwar: Well, we promote an agenda, a reform
agenda. I will accept mediations with the President
and Keadilan leadership, with the DAP and with
Pas, separately, until...we have to come up with a
more coherent, clear agenda. Now, we have done it
in 1999 but we expect a more detailed sort of a reform programme. Notwithstanding (whether we
now) decide to take over the government or deny
them a two-thirds majority or control two states that is to be debated. But... what is the agenda?.
(Some say), “Anwar, we believe that you can or you
should accept the challenge and take the lead.”
I said, “Okay, if you want me, notwithstanding (if) I
can contest or not, we need the support ... and...
support me and support the agenda. That’s more
important.” So I think we just need to work on this.
...I am quite realistic. I am not living in a dream. I am
no longer in prison - I didn’t know at that time - but
now I move. Probably last year, I was kept a bit busy
internationally but now I am focused, I am here.. And
the method, the vehicle of support is Keadilan, working hard, in collaboration and understanding with
both Pas and DAP, and trying to encourage more progressive civil society groups, including Aliran, to be
together in this new reform initiative. q
Anwar continues with his views on the judiciary, inter-ethnic and inter-religious issues
in the next month's Aliran Monthly.
Make sure you get your copy.
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LABOUR

New pension plan: A big let down
Cuepacs must take a firm stand and should not compromise the
pension rights of public sector employees
by A J Patrick
he government has proposed a new pension
scheme which requires
public sector employees
to contribute 11 per cent of their
salary to match the government’s
12 per cent contribution to the new
retirement fund, which will replace the existing Pension Trust
Fund. This scheme replicates the
private sector Employees Provident Fund (EPF) arrangements.
The government hopes to lighten
its financial burden with the proposed shift to the contribution
based scheme.

T

But unlike the EPF scheme, the
public sector employees may not
be able to withdraw from the proposed fund for exigency purposes
such as when there is a need to
make a down-payment for a house
or to meet the educational expenses of their children.
On retirement, the public sector
employees are entitled to receive
between 25-30 per cent of their
savings as one lump sum described as payment of gratuity
with the remaining amount providing them a monthly pension.

New

scheme less
attractive

A close scrutiny will reveal that

the new scheme is less attractive
compared to the present pension
scheme (despite its shortcomings).
Under the new pension plan, the
payment of pension is calculated
based on what is left-over in the
‘savings’ after the payment of gratuity. The quantum of ‘savings’
under the proposed scheme
would depend on the accumulation of funds contributed to the
replica of the EPF based on the
salary earned and the number of
years of service. What is overlooked is the fact that the value of
the money with the EPF diminishes over the years, thus affecting the purchasing power of the
ringgit.
Under the existing scheme, on the
other hand, the pension and gratuity is based on the last drawn
salary, which is related to the employee’s standard of living immediately before retirement. Pensioners are guaranteed a gratuity of
7.5 per cent of their last drawn
salary multiplied by the number
of years served. They are also entitled to a fixed sum of 50 per cent
of their last drawn salary as pension if they have served not less
than 25 years. As an example,
under the present scheme, a government employee who has put in
28 years of service and is earning
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a monthly salary of RM1,000
would receive a gratuity of
RM34,200. Any change in the
employee’s career by way of advancement or promotion - even in
the last year of service - would
enhance the last drawn salary,
resulting in a higher gratuity and
pension.
The Harun Salary Commission in
1973 had recommended that the
existing pension be related to the
current cost of living. This was in
line with the general principles
that the pension paid should enable the pensioners to maintain a
reasonable standard of living.
This principle was also accepted
by the Cabinet Salary Committee
in 1976. Thus, since 1980, each
time there is a salary revision for
public sector employees, the pensioner gets a corresponding adjustment in his last drawn salary
and thus his pension is also adjusted accordingly. This benefit
completely ceases under the new
proposed pension scheme.

What
medical

about
costs?

Before 1975 employees in statutory bodies and local authorities
who were on the EPF scheme, enjoyed a salary scheme that was 10
per cent higher than that of their

counterparts in the civil service on
the pensionable scheme. The
Harun Salary Committee, which
was set up to recommend a new
salary structure for statutory and
local authorities, also perpetuated
this principle by providing a salary structure which was 10 per
cent higher than that of the Suffian
Salary Commission for the Civil
Service.
As for medical benefits, the employers of the statutory bodies and
local authorities continued to meet
the cost of medical treatment of
their retired employees and their
dependants. This government
continues to provide free medical
treatment only for its pensionable
civil servants who retired. But it
refused to meet the cost of medical treatment of any retired employee if they were non-pensionable.
It is only fair that at least now,
under the new pension scheme,
the government absorbs the cost
of medical treatment of retired
employees of statutory bodies and
local authorities and their dependants.

Notional
contributions
and
annuity
payments
Under the existing pension
scheme, employers in statutory
bodies and local authorities contribute 17.5 per cent of their employees’ basic salary to the Pension Trust Fund (KWAP), which
goes towards their employees’
pension and gratuity.
In contrast, from 1991, the government only makes a notional contribution of 5 per cent of its employees’ payroll. The pensions,
however, are paid from the Federal Consolidated Funds for Gov-

ernment Employees. Would the
Government still make the notional contributions of 5 per cent
as being practised now instead
of the 12 per cent of its obligatory
EPF contributions under the proposed scheme?
The Harun Salary Commission in
its report in 1973 had recommended the annuity payment of
EPF for temporary employees in
the statutory bodies and local authorities. The EPF Act was subsequently amended to facilitate the
setting up of an annuity scheme,
but the government never adopted
the Harun Salary Commission’s
recommendation on the annuity
scheme. Therefore it is nothing
new since the Harun Commission
had earlier proposed an annuity
scheme with interest be converted
into an annuity for a guaranteed
period of 12.5 years.
Since the new pension plan is a
contributory scheme just like the
present EPF scheme, the provision
of maintaining benefits even after
being dismissed from service is
understandable. The benefit is
that unlike pensions, which are
denied when an employee is
dismissed, the fund under the
EPF scheme follows the employee
as his right.

Carrot-and-stick
enticement
An attempt is being made to entice the public servants using the
‘carrot and the stick’ approach.
This style was adopted in April
1996, when Cuepacs was asked
to choose between:
• payment of pension based on
full period of service [which
had actually been agreed to as
reflected in the letter reference
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JPA (R) 81/16/4 Klt 16/43
dated 30 January 1996 by the
Director General PSD] and
• an increase in gratuity from 5
per cent to 7.5 per cent, enhanced salaries and allowances such as housing subsidies as well as - for the top civil
servants - new entertainment,
maid and household maintenance allowances.
Cuepacs then surrendered its demand for payment of pension
based on full period of service.
The government had earlier allocated RM2 billion and later added
RM96 million to meet the increased salary and pension calculated for every year of service
for the retirees. But after Cuepacs
gave up the offer of payment of
pensions based on full period of
service, the RM2.96 billion was
fully used for public sector employees still in service at that time.
Cuepacs had compromised at the
expense of the pensioners.
A similar pattern is being envisaged by enticing public sector
employees with a proposal for
full pension payments to be paid
to their surviving spouses. Under
the current practice, the surviving
spouse only receives full pension
for 12.5 years from the date of the
civil servants’ retirement in the
event the pensioner dies after
which he or she is only entitled to
70 per cent of the original pension.
This new proposal has no meaning because the pensions are to be
paid from the retired civil servant’s own “EPF” savings.

Demand
based on

pensions
full service

Instead of devising a new pension
plan, the government, which had

cited economic reasons in 1996 for
its inability to meet the Pension
Bill, should honour its commitment made a decade ago by calculating pension payments based
on the full service of its employees.
After all, according to the Harun
Salary Commission the limitation
of 25 years service for maximum
pension was to accommodate the
reasonable expectation of every officer who joins the service at the
minimum age and remains in
service until the age of 55 years.
Employees in the Managerial and
Professional Group with tertiary
education enter the service not
earlier than 24 years of age and
those with medical degrees join at
the age of 27 years.
Although their length of service
is shorter compared with employees in the Support Group, they are
adequately compensated with
higher salaries. The Support
Group who enter the service between the ages of 16 and 18 would
have completed between 38-40
years of service at the time of compulsory retirement. Their earnings
are very much lower and they can
only be compensated if the total
length of service is considered for
the calculation of pension.
The government should have also
considered granting public sector
employees in the EPF Scheme an
option to opt for the pension
scheme so that they can also enjoy subsidised medical benefits.
Instead of misleading would-be
public sector employees and withholding information (as they have
done before in the past regarding
medical benefits to employees in
the EPF Scheme after retirement),

the government should state categorically the advantages and disadvantages between the new and
the existing pension schemes.
Cuepacs, rightfully, has rejected
the proposed new pension
scheme as it is deemed inimical to
its members’ interests.
The task of developing proposals
as a substitute for the present pension scheme falls mainly on the
government, which is trying to
find alternative means to cut cost.
The government has simply
found an easy way out by shifting the cost of payment of pensions and gratuities to its employees, which amounts to passing the
buck rather than solving the problem.
The government is in the process
of tabling the Retirement Fund Bill
2006, which will establish a new
retirement fund to replace the existing Pension Trust Fund. In do-

Article

ing so, it is our earnest hope that
it will be guided by the provisions
of the Federal Constitution. As a
law-abiding government, it is
morally-bound to act within the
perimeters of the Constitution.
Cuepacs must take a firm stand
and should not compromise the
pension rights of public sector
employees. Pensions are synonymous with public sector employees and, if the need arises,
Cuepacs should institute industrial action if the government is
adamant in proceeding with its
plan to introduce this new pension plan as proposed. q
AJ Patrick is current Executive Secretary of the
Malaysian Rubber Board
Staff Union and a former
Deputy President of the
Malaysian Trades Union
Congress.

147(1)

It is pertinent to note that Article 147(1) of the Federal Constitution safeguards the right of serving employees.
Article 147 of the Federal Constitution states that:
“ (1) The law applicable to any pension, gratuity or other
like allowance (in this Article referred to as an ‘award’)
granted to a member of any of the public services, or to his
widow, children, dependant or personal representatives,
shall be that in force on the relevant day or any later law not
less favourable to the person to whom the award is made”
“ (3) For the purpose of this Article where the law applicable
to an award depends on the option of the person to whom it
is made, the law for which he opts shall be taken to the more
favourable to him than any other law for which he might
have opted.”
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HEART TO HEART

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

What happens
are
turned?

if

the

tables

We could become migrants and refugees ourselves when global
warming heats up the planet
by Mary Magdalen Das

ecently, I had the opportunity to participate in
an exposure trip, to better understand the situation of migrants and refugees in
our country. From the reports of
abuse I had read or heard of migrants and displaced people, I
tried to imagine the worst. “Am I
going to be shocked by what I will
see and hear?

R

The first group we met were Indonesian migrant workers in Klang,
four men and a woman. Having

exchanged greetings, they remained eyes downcast and arms
folded as if in slave submission.

Choking
with
emotion
After brief introductions, we listened to their stories. Mega was
the first to share, in a subdued
voice, hardly audible and choking with emotion. She had been
employed as a maid. Her day
started at 5.00 am and she worked
without a break until 1.00 am the
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next morning. Meals consisted of
leftovers, stored in the freezer and
doled out in portions each day.
Mega had not been paid for eight
months. Unable to take the abuse
any more, she left without informing her employers. Her passport
expired soon after, thus making
her an undocumented migrant.
In another encampment for refugees, Razak, representing the refugee community, said 60,000 ethnic Rohingas were registered with
the United Nations High Com-

missioner for Refugees (UNHCR).
Six hundred of them were located
in the vicinity. They work at menial jobs in the market place, collect and sell recyclable items, and
toil at construction sites. Some one
hundred children, between the
ages of one and 12 do not go to
school.

Jolting
comfort

our
zones

Listening to their stories, I had the
feeling that I was on sacred
ground. Each one we met that day
had their own share of risking
lives, of leaving family and loved
ones, in the quest for a decent life
and some means of a livelihood.
But instead of a better life, they
encountered deception, betrayal,
rape, robbery, sheer abuse, neglect
and worst of all, the experience of
being bought and sold like ‘commodities’ by profiteers and human traffickers, each one making
some profit as the ‘human commodity’ changed hands.
The experiences of these displaced people should jolt us out
of our comfort zones and awaken
us from this stupor that ‘all is well
and life is okay’. We need to be
aware and concerned that our
comfort zones, our little “safe bubbles” are very fragile, temporary
and extremely vulnerable and
could easily crumble.
The survival of each one of us is
intrinsically woven into that of
these other brothers and sisters
around us. We cannot pass by on
the other side anymore. In small
but significant ways, we can reach
out and touch one life, comfort one
soul, bring a glimmer of hope and
in doing so, start giving them back

their dignity and freedom as fellow human beings.
In this era of globalisation and the
growing global village, we cannot
anymore draw boundaries or say
“This is my land, you cannot come
in”. As long as unequal distribution of wealth and corrupt governments exist, the exodus of people
seeking a means of survival outside their home countries will continue.

Global
alarm

warming
bells

In the coming decades, the reasons for migration will go beyond
economics. One area where alarm
bells are ringing is the degradation of our environment and climate change. A stark warning
already has comes from a new
report by the Intergovernmental
Panel on climate Change (IPCC).
In the next decade or so, hundreds
of millions of people from equatorial regions will be subjected to
forced migration due to climatic
change that will make many parts
of the world uninhabitable.
With this backdrop, somehow,
somewhere and sometime we
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have to join hands and say, “This
world is ours....so let us care for
one another and share the blessings before us.”
Our history proves we are all migrants in some way. As Dr
Spenser Wells, project director of
the Genographic Project, researching the journey of human origin
says, our ancestors took ancient
migratory paths to populate the
planet and in spite of our diverse
appearances, we are all part of the
same family tree and share a common origin.
I believe, in this new millennium,
the phenomenon of migrants and
refugees all over the world is challenging us to return to our inherent nature to live as members of
one human family. This is a tough
challenge but an inevitable one
that we will have to be prepared
to face for what the near future
will bring. q

Mary Magdalen Das is a
freelance journalist working with an NGO involved in advocacy issues.

REGIONAL

Minorities
in Burma

persecuted

Religious freedom violated in Matupi District, Burma
by John Smith Thang
aving religious freedom
means that persons can
believe, worship, and
witness or be free not to
hold any belief, as they wish.
They are also free to change their
beliefs or religion, and associate
with others to express that belief.
In claiming this right, the rights
of others to freedom of religion
must not be destroyed. Religious
tolerance should be practised.

H

which uphold unity and peace.
I am concerned about the situation in Burma, where the military
government is misusing religion
as a tool to violate and oppress
Christians and those of other religions in a way akin to ethnic discrimination.

Burma

(Myanmar)

Religious tolerance is the extension
of religious freedom to people of
all religious traditions whether or
not any individual agrees with
such different beliefs or practices.
It does not require acceptance of
all religions as equally true. Religious freedom and religious tolerance are inter-related. A balance
needs to be preserved between
these two sides of the same human right.

The Union of Burma (Myanmar)
is a naturally rich but undeveloped and impoverished country.
It has a wealth of natural resources such as petroleum, timber,
tin, antimony, zinc, copper, tungsten, lead, coal, marble, limestone,
precious stones, and natural gas.
It is one of the largest teak producers in the world, as well as being
the world’s largest rice exporter.
Burma has good economic potential.

What is the philosophy or doctrine of different religions concerning religious freedom? Buddhism has characteristics of what
would be expected in a cosmic religion for the future: it transcends
a personal God, avoids dogmas
and theology…as a meaningful
unity. This means that Buddhism
is not based on dogmatic theology
but in the belief of global religions

Burma has a population of 52 million people within 261,589 sq.
miles of land. With luxuriantly
forested mountains, lakes, rivers
and valleys, it is an interesting
and wonderful place for tourism.
Its climate is also one of the best
in the world. Not surprisingly, in
earlier times, Burma was called
the “Golden Land” in South-East
Asia.
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The Burmese population consists
of multi-ethnic communities.
Burmans are the majority and the
rest are Kachin, Karenni, Karen,
Chin, Mon, Arakan and Shan.
Apart from the Burman majority,
almost half of the population of
the country comprises multi-ethnic communities, who inhabit
more than half the territory, which
is native ethnic land.
Equality in power and social
standing is possible, allowing
various ethnic cultures to live together. This means that neither
Burman nor any other ethnic
group should be seen as superior
to others. They can live equally
and peacefully side by side.
Burma is also a multi-religious
society comprising Buddhists,
Christians, Muslims and others.

Buddhism is the religion of the
majority of believers. Till today,
the military government in Burma
has ruled the country without observing the constitution or consulting a legislature, both of
which have been suspended. Although the Constitution in 1947
permitted legislative and administrative restrictions on non-Buddhist religious freedom, the current military rule by decree is
worse.
A UN Special Rapporteur, in a
UN Commission on Human
Rights report of 16 October 1992
addressed to the Government of
Burma, highlighted the following: torture, arbitrary detention,
forced disappearances, intimidation, gang-rape, forced labour, robbery, the burning down
of homes, forced eviction, land
confiscation and population resettlement as well as the systematic destruction of towns and
mosques occurred in the border
areas of Burma. Religious persecution and restrictions in addition to these human rights
violations occurred there.

Violation

of

Buddhism

The authoritarian nature is very
rare in Buddhism. Not only is
the present regime’s rule
‘religionless’ and ‘kindless’ even
to their own people and religion,
it violates Buddhism itself. Buddhist `culture is known for its gentleness, compassion and tolerance' (UN Commission on Human Rights, 1992). Buddhism is
the majority religion in Burma and
almost all the rulers claim to be
Buddhists, but even Buddhists in
Burma have no freedom.
The destruction of people in the

whole country, the failure of governing structures, all affect other
religious associations as well as
Buddhists In the 1988 uprisings,
numerous monks were forcibly
disrobed, jailed, or killed by army
troops . Six hundred monks were
killed in the same uprising during a massacre of pro-democracy
demonstrators.
About 300 Buddhist monks and
novices were jailed for protesting
against the ruling military regime.
Security forces have also destroyed or looted Buddhist temples, churches and mosques of
other ethnic communities.
This is a definite violation of religious freedom in Burma; the military rulers do not worry about killing Buddhist monks while they
claim to adhere to Buddhism. So
the oppression and persecution of
Christians and those of other religions is not really difficult for
them.

Non-Buddhists
other ethnic groups’
rights
violated
On 16 March, military government troops destroyed tombs in a
Muslim cemetery in Kawthaung
forcing people to flee at the rate of
5,000-7,000 per day by March
1992. In January 1991, 1,500 villagers in Buthidaung Township
were allegedly made to leave their
homes because of the ill-treatment,
rape and killing during porter
duty. People were made to carry
heavy loads of food, bricks or ammunition for troops without pay.
(UN Commission on Human
Rights, 1992). On 15 March, military troops were burning mosques
and hounding Muslims of
Bengali origin.
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According to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights(UDHR)
Article 13, “Everyone has the right
to freedom of movement and residence within the borders of each
State. Everyone has the right to
leave any country, including his
own, and to return to his country.” But in Burma, travel abroad
for religious purposes is subject
to restrictive passports and visa
issuance, foreign exchange controls, and government monitoring
(US Department of State, 2000).
Forum 18 News Service has found
the ethnic Karen, Karenni, Chin,
Kachin and Muslim Rohingyas
suffering particularly badly. An
example of such religious persecution of ethnic minorities is the
regime’s vigorously pursued
policy of religious persecution
against Chin Christians in order
to expand the influence of Buddhism in Chin state.
Many Christian ethnic tribes are
heavily oppressed by the government for both religious and political reasons, especially in the
ethnic regions where communities are fighting for freedom
against the Burmese military. The
military government forcibly converted people of ethnic and religious minorities to Buddhism, especially in Matupi district.

Christian
crisis
in Matupi District :
The
Boltlang
Cross
Incident
Matupi district is situated in the
southern Chin state. Chin people
are an ethnic minority and 90 per
cent of the Chin population are
Christians. Churches here have
been replaced with pagodas, built
with forced labour (Chin Human

Rights Organisation, 2002). The
military regime tries to build pagodas on hill-tops in the Chin
State, and the army, IB 89 (Light
Infantry battalion number), was involved in the conspiracy to effect
this change, as the Chin State is a
domain of Christianity in Burma.
In 2002, in Matupi, there was a
30-foot tall concrete cross just outside the village which authorities
had been trying to tear down. The
population in Matupi district are
all Christians, and they built the
cross as their symbol of faith on
top of Boltlang Mountain where
it is publicly visible. The cross had
been there for two decades as testimony of their faith. The military
government has shown total disrespect and inhumanity towards
Matupi Christians in destroying
this monument.
This is how it started: attempts to
destroy the cross had been made
since 1997; in March 2002, another attempt was made after a
visit to Matupi town by Chief of
Special Operations Bureau MajorGeneral Ye Myint.
The cross stands on the hilltop,
one mile south of Matupi, where
it can be seen easily from most
parts of the town (Chin Human
Rights Organisation, 2002). The
pressure to destroy the monument
came following his visit to the
town of Matupi, as he was offended by the sight of the 30-foot
tall cross. Local authorities in
Matupi and the nearby town of
Mindat were instructed to pressurise local Christian leaders to dismantle the cross.
In their bid to have the cross removed, the military regime,
known as the State Peace and De-

velopment Council( SPDC),
closed down development and
humanitarian projects conducted
by the Matupi Baptist Association
(MBA), saying, “unless the Association dismantled the cross the
authorities would not authorise
further operation of the projects”.
The projects include improvement
of the town’s water supply system to make sufficient water supply available to residents in an
area where water is the main concern of the hill inhabitants. Although assistance for the project
was obtained from the Japanese
Embassy in Rangoon, the military
rulers shamelessly forbade its
continuance. They repeatedly
warned inhabitants that they
would refuse permission for water-pipes if they continued to
refuse to pull down the cross.
In another related incident, the
local SPDC authority in Matupi
turned down the application
made by 200 households for telephone connections to their
homes. Fees of 85,000 Kyats had
already been paid to the authorities for these to be installed (Chin
Human Rights Organisation,
2002)
On 3 January 2005, the giant cross
on top of Boltlang was destroyed
by Burmese troops on the direct
order of Colonel San Aung, one of
the highest ranking military commanders in the region. After destroying the cross, troops from the
Light Infantry Battalion (304)
hoisted a Burmese flag as a sign
of victory against Christianity in
the Chin State, where more than
90 percent of the population is
Christian. There are reports that
the regime is making plans to construct a Buddhist pagoda on the
site.
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This bad SPDC attitude, manifested in its deliberate tearing
down of the symbol of the Christian faith on Boltlang, is an insult
to Christianity.
This latest destruction is part of a
larger systematic effort by the military regime to persecute Christians
in order to expand the influence
of Buddhism in ethnic Burma, a
country characterised by religious
and ethnic diversity. In the incident of the Matupi Boltlang cross,
the systematic organisation of religious persecution is seen in every
authority from top-down, to the
local SPDC3 authority of Matupi.
Burma’s military regime has no
moral or legal justification for persecuting Chin Christians on the
basis of their religious affiliation
or ethnic identity. There is no
moral basis for the junta to use the
name of any religion, including
Buddhism, to which it claims to
adhere, to justify the persecution
of other religions. It is an insult to
Buddhism itself, a religion of
peace and compassion, for the
Burmese military regime to use
Buddhism as a disguise to achieve
political objectives by persecuting
people of a non-Buddhist religion.
The destruction of the last Christian cross on public display in
Matupi by Burmese troops from
the Light Infantry Battalion (304)
paves the way for the construction
of a Buddhist pagoda in its place.
The regime must immediately
abandon its policy of discrimination and persecution of religious
minorities in Burma, which creates ethnic and political conflicts
amongst its people.
The Military government has
failed to implement the basic hu-

man right of religious freedom for
ethnic minorities under international law. Article 27 of the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (ICCPR) states,
“In those States in which ethnic,
religious or linguistic minorities
exist persons belonging to such
minorities shall not be denied the
right, in community with the other
members of their group, to enjoy
their own culture, to profess and
practise their own religion, or to
use their own language.”

Construction
of
churches and other
problems
Another problem for ethnic Christians is that obtaining permission
to build places of worship, importing indigenous-language translations of traditional sacred texts,
and conversions by Christian
clergy are prohibited. Moreover, in
Burma, permanent foreign religious missions have not been allowed to operate since the mid1960s.
Christian groups continue to
have difficulties in obtaining permission to build new churches,
particularly on prominent sites in
ethnic states. Authorities reportedly have not authorised the construction of any new churches
since 1997 and have instructed
that any Christian worship facility be called a `religious centre'
rather than a `church'.
Young people are cautioned to
avoid church attendance, to stop
preaching, and are not allowed to
gather for worship or evangelical
purposes. Pastors have also been
imprisoned. Christian sites and
graveyards are frequently demolished and replaced with pagodas.

These are often built using Christian leaders and pastors as forced
labour. Christians have also been
raped, tortured and murdered because of their beliefs.

Forced

conversion
Buddhism

to

The military uses Buddhism as a
political tool. Ethnic minorities
are forced to convert to Buddhism
by highly coercive means to prevent conversion to Christianity.
Since 1990 government authorities and security forces have promoted Buddhism over Christianity in ethnic minority areas, including Matupi district.
Monks of the Hill Regions Buddhist Missions have sought to
coercively induce ethnic people
to convert to Buddhism in efforts
to “Burmanise” the Chin ethnic
minority. This involved a large
increase in military units stationed in the Chin State and
other predominately ethnic areas. There is state-sponsored
immigration of Buddhist
Burman monks from other regions, and construction of Buddhist monasteries and shrines
in Christian communities with
few or no Buddhists adherents.
Local government officials order
Christian people to attend sermons by newly arrived Buddhist
monks who disparaged Christianity and promised monthly
support payments to individuals and households who convert to Buddhism often by means
of forced `donations' of money.
The Buddhist monks try to force
conversion to Buddhism by forc
down churches in their villages
and then desecrating these
churches.
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Summing up the
situation.
UN sources say the situation in
Burma is deteriorating dramatically. The UN Special Rapporteur
on Burma reported in 1997 that,
“there is essentially no freedom of
thought, opinion, expression or
association in Myanmar.” (UN
Commission on Human Rights,
1992)
Lt. Gen. Khin Nyunt, the first secretary (Prime Minister) of the
SPDC, in 1992 summed up the
situation in Burma, as there being
essentially “no law at all” under
military rule. This is from the military leader himself, describing the
Burmese situation.
The perpetrators of these human
rights violations are the `military
regime of Burma (SPDC)' and
their supporters. The victims are,
in the case of Matupi, ethnic Chin
Christians. However, generally,
the Muslims also suffer similar
persecution under the SPDC regime.
The Burmese military regime’s attitude is totally against international law and human rights
norms, the UDHR, and the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights. The United Nations and the international community must pressure the Burmese military government to observe international human rights
law and standards. q
The author John Smith
Thang is a Burmese MA
human rights student of
Mahidol University, Thailand
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APPEAL

Appeal for
donations
s a reform movement,
Aliran has fearlessly
stood up for truth, justice, freedom and solidarity among all Malaysians.

A

Despite the difficulties and the
constraints, Aliran has been in the
forefront of the struggle for an
honest and open system of government which will be accountable and for the creation of a thinking, feeling and caring Malaysian
society.
To bring about greater public
awareness, we comment on issues
and lend support to causes espoused by others. We are deeply
and actively involved in opposing the privatisation of health care
and water as these are issues vital to the people and need to be
provided by any caring government.
Corruption is a curse that must be
rooted out of the system and it
takes a whole-hearted effort and
relentless campaign to fight and
expose the corrupt in our midst.
Human rights violations are on
the increase and the violators
must be made accountable and
punished.

HELP!

The abuse of authority and power
must be checked without let-up.
Undemocratic laws and regulations, which deny our rights and
hide information from us, the citizens, must be challenged continuously.
All these issues of concern are
highlighted through Aliran
Monthly. Aliran Monthly is the
only independent and non-partisan local English news magazine
that provides rational views on
major national and international
issues.
To carry out these activities, Aliran
needs funds. We depend on our
readers, members and wellwishers to support our activities.
Throughout history, nations as
well as societies have always had
to pay a price for freedom. History
abounds with examples of noble
and heroic men and women who
have even laid down their lives in
the defence of freedom and justice.
Dear Malaysians, we ask you for
a small sacrifice. Put your shoulder to the Aliran wheel. Strengthen
the bastion and keep the beacon
burning.
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Donate
generously
and
help us
to
serve you.
A friend
of
Aliran
is
a friend
of
the
people.

RULE OF LAW

Combat
protect

crime and
the public

Police should not oppress the people
by Anwar Ibrahim
n 3 February 2007 I was
scheduled to speak at a
ceramah organised by
the Petaling Jaya Selatan
Division of Parti Keadilan Rakyat
along with other Keadilan leaders at Taman Medan.

O

The division had applied for a
police permit for the event. Yet,
this was refused. On the day of
the ceramah, the police and the
Federal Reserve Unit decided to
install road blocks in roads leading to the venue. Hundreds of policemen and MBPJ officers barricaded the venue.
Nevertheless, over 3,000 members
of the public defied the police intimidation and attended the
ceramah. When I arrived at the
scene, the police did not want to
allow anyone to speak at all. After pressuring the police, they relented and I spoke for twenty minutes to the crowd.
I have raised questions pertaining
to the murder of Altantuya, the
payment of onerous commissions
amounting to more than RM1 billion ringgit in weapons procurement, the purchase of a luxury

yacht as well as other issues that
have not been answered by the
government. Is this why the government is scared and decided to
misuse the police instead?
On the next day, 4 February, members of the public unhappy over
the recent toll hikes organised a
peaceful gathering in front of I0I
Mall, Puchong. Again, the police
decided to arrest 15 Opposition
leaders and activists despite the
peaceful nature of the assembly.
It is unfortunate that the police
continue to resort to use fear and
intimidation as they become nothing but a tool to the ruling government. The police state may have
been started by Tun Dr Mahathir,
yet for all his lip service towards
transparency, accountability and
openness, the Prime Minister has
not dismantled the oppressive
apparatuses of the state at all and
continues to use it to mask his
own weaknesses.
A few kilometers from the site of
the Taman Medan ceramah, a
massive robbery took place in
Subang Parade that left two security guards as well as a robber

Aliran Monthly : Vol.27(1) Page 20

Anwar Ibrahim: Keadilan Advisor

dead; while another security
guard was critically injured.
Many ordinary Malaysians patronising the shopping mall with
their familes on a Saturday night
were left running in panic or hiding in fear due to the exchange of
gunfire. 50 bullets were found at
the scene.
While the police are more interested to become servants to the
government in an effort to oppress
the Opposition, Malaysia’s crime
rate has risen dramatically. Frequently we hear complaints that
the police are facing limited manpower and time to carry out their
duties effectively; surely this limitation becomes more acute when
their resources are used to prevent
the activities of legitimate political parties. The police should focus on their main responsibility
of preventing crime and guaranteeing the safety of ordinary
Malaysians. q

HEALTHCARE

Value added tax
health
care?

to

Civil society disappointed they have
not been invited for consultation

finance

AM15(10)

by Coalition Against Health Care Privatisation
he Gabungan Membantah Penswastaan
P e r k h i d m a t a n
Kesihatan (GMPPK) or
the Coalition Against Health Care
Privatisation is very concerned
about the ongoing attempts to revamp the financing mechanism
for health care in Malaysia.

T

We have heard from reliable
sources that the ideas that are being discussed by the Health Ministry, the Economic Planning Unit
and the consultants include
• Corporatisation of all government hospitals;
• Institution of fees for all medical services;
• Institution of a new value
added tax to finance health
care;
• Setting up a system in which
there will be penalties for the
primary care doctor or the GP
if he or she allows too much
access to specialist care;
• Private insurance to cover certain illnesses;
• Further measures that will
lead to the increased weakening of public hospitals.
We are disappointed that up till
now the government has not for-

warded us, the GMPPK, which
represents 81 NGOs and groups,
a copy of the Interim Report (that
came out in September 2006) or yet
invited us for a dialogue session
with the consultant. Consumer
bodies such as FOMCA and CAP
have also not been invited by the
government to give feedback to the
changes that are being discussed.
But we understand that the Private Hospitals Association, the
medical insurance companies and
the Malaysian Medical Association are all part of the steering committee of the ongoing study into
health care financing.
While the study is going on, the
Health Ministry is introducing
piecemeal changes to the system
such as allowing private specialist clinics in government hospitals after office hours, which makes
a mockery of the government’s
stated aim of providing accessible and equitable health care for
all Malaysians.
Our letters to the Health Ministry,
the Health Minister as well as to
the Prime Minister on these issues
have elicited no replies thus far. It
is for these reasons that we have
decided to take this matter to the
Malaysian public. They will be the
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ones who will suffer if the costs of
health care go up further. Pamphlets are being distributed in 18
hospitals throughout the country
today(18 January 2007). We will
continue the campaign to warn
the Malaysian public of the impending changes in the health
care system in Malaysia until the
government opens up the consultation process to involve the
Malaysian public and the groups
represented in the GMPPK. q

ACCOUNTABILITY

Release

all

agreements

Repeal the OSA and implement a Freedom of Information Act
e, the undersigned members of the National Coalition for a Freedom of Information Act, call upon
the Government to release all
agreements between itself and
highway concessionaires and to
drop the summonses against Tan
Sri Khalid Ibrahim, Ronnie Liu
Tian Khiew, Dr. Hatta Ramli, and
Chua Tian Chiang for releasing
one of these agreements.

W

There has been widespread public discontent about recent toll
price hikes, as seen in numerous
demonstrations and letters published in the media. Despite calls
on the Government to live up to
its promises of transparency and
accountability, there have been no
moves to release the agreements
between concessionaires and the
Government. The Government
has said, however, that it is
bound to not only allow the
concessionaires to raise toll prices,
but also to pay compensation to
them. The public have the right to
know what agreements have been
made in their name, and what
costs they will have to bear as a
result of these agreements.
If the agreements were made in the
public interest, the Government
should be willing to disclose the
agreements. If they were not made
in the public interest, the Government should disclose them and
make an undertaking to ensure
that the lack of transparency and
openness that led to these agree-

ments will not be repeated. It is
only by re-negotiating the agreements in the public interest and
by exposing them to public scrutiny that the Government will be
able to ensure it retains public trust
and confidence.
The Coalition calls upon the Government to make the charges null
and void by releasing these documents, and all others related to
agreements with highway
concessionaires. It further demands the repeal of the Official

Secrets Act 1972 and the implementation of a Freedom of Information Act, in accordance with
both Article 19 of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights and
international best practice.
Released by:
Sonia Randhawa
Executive Director
Centre for Independent Journalism
2 February 2007
National Coalition for a Freedom
of Information Act

Endorsed by:
Centre for Independent Journalism (CIJ)
Charter 2000-Aliran
Suara Rakyat Malaysia (SUARAM)
The Coalition Against Water Privatisation (CAWP)
Group of Concerned Citizens (GCC)
Monitoring Sustainability of Globalisation
Pertubuhan Jamaah Islah Malaysia
Writer’s Alliance for Media Independence (WAMI)
Malaysia Youth and Student Democratic Movement (DEMA)
Pusat Komunikasi Masyarakat (KOMAS)
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MYTH-BREAKING TEACHER Continued from page 40
sense, Syed Hussein was ahead
of his time.

Noor’s recent tribute says it well:

He was ahead of his time in another way. Before his book came
out, Mahathir Mohamad’s Malay
Dilemma was already making
waves of all sorts. But because it
was banned in Malaysia, I, like
many Malaysians, did not get to
read it until much later. But the
general idea of the book was already floating in the public domain when I read Syed Hussein’s
book. It was difficult not to think
of what Syed Hussein was saying against Mahathir’s idea, however vague or rough it might be.

“In the same work (The Myth of
the Lazy Native), Alatas… critically debunks the racialised stereotypes that were found in
Malaysian works such as
Mahathir Mohamad’s The Malay
Dilemma (1970) and Revolusi Mental, a compilation of essays edited
by the then Secretary-General of
Umno. Syed Hussein exposes
how in these works, written so
late in the post colonial era by a
new generation of post-colonial
leaders, the colonial mindset that
saw Malaysian society as being
fundamentally divided along racial lines was still sadly prevalent.”

Years later, when I finally had the
chance to read Malay Dilemma, I
still found Syed Hussein’s work
to offer so much more, even
though Mahathir made some persuasive points. I think Farish

Sobering words as Malaysia will
be celebrating its 50th year of independence and nationhood in a
few months time - and there is still
noisy disagreement on just what
constitutes a Malaysian.

Ahead of his time

An

intellectual

But Syed Hussein, scholar cum
public intellectual that he was, also
researched and wrote on other issues, especially corruption. His
book The Sociology of Corruption
pre-dated Myth almost by a decade
but in more recent years it was republished with an update. He was
trying to make the study of corruption an urgent intellectual endeavour because of his concern over
how corruption is truly the bane of
all kinds of human growth and development, especially in many developing countries, including Malaysia. There he was again, trying
to educate and change the mindset
of newer generations.
And so, while we are saddened
by his passing, we should find
solace in what he has given us and
continue to make his concerns
and ideas alive.
Peace be with you, Prof. Syed
Hussein Alatas. q

beacon

Prolific scholar and author of great substance whose thinking
and works are of universal significance
by Abdul Rahman Embong
n
behalf
of
the
Malaysian Social Science
Association
(PSSM), I wish to express
my deepest condolences on the
passing of Professor Datuk Dr
Syed Hussein Alatas on the night
of 23 January 2007 in Kuala
Lumpur. His passing is a great
loss to his family, the nation and
the community of Malaysian intellectuals, and to the world of social science scholarship interna-

O
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tionally. We, members of the community of social science scholars
within and beyond the university
in Malaysia, are shocked and saddened by the news.
Professor Alatas was an unparalleled public intellectual, scholar,
and thinker. He was among those
of the older generation who pioneered and founded the development of the social sciences in Malaysia, especially sociology, from

before Independence in the middle of the 1950s. He continued his
tireless efforts at developing the
social sciences right up to the end
of his life.
His authority as a respected
scholar, public intellectual and
thinker was evident and acknowledged from early on. He obtained
his Doctorandus degree in 1956
and PhD in 1963, both from the
University of Amsterdam in the
Netherlands. After working for the
Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka (the
national body dedicated to language and literature) between
1958 to 1960, he took up academic
work as Lecturer and Head of the
Culture Stream at the Department
of Malay Studies of Universiti
Malaya from 1964 to 1967.
He advanced greatly in his academic career for, soon, he was
appointed Professor and Head of
the Department of Malay Studies
at the National University of Singapore (1967 to 1988).
Professor Alatas was appointed
the Vice Chancellor of Universiti
Malaya from 1988 to 1991 with
the retirement of Royal Professor
Ungku Aziz.
After a lapse of a few years, in
1995 he joined Universiti
Kebangsaan Malaysia where he
spent some ten years, initially at
the Centre of General Studies, followed by the Department of Anthropology and Sociology, and finally as Professor and Principal
Fellow at the Institute of the Malay
World and Civilisation (ATMA).

Universal
significance
Professor Alatas was a prolific

scholar and author of great substance whose thinking and works
are of universal significance. He
produced many books and articles in international journals as
well as the local newspapers. His
writings cover many fields, including development and modernisation, politics and corruption, intellectuals in developing
societies, the mentality of colonised societies, as well as the question of the Islamic ummah’s engagement with modernity. Among
his significant books that are regarded as classics is Modernisation and Social Change in Southeast Asia.
Published in 1972, this book critically discusses Western theories
of modernisation and development and challenges the idea of
modernisation as Westernisation.
His book The Myth of the Lazy Native (first published in 1977) is
another substantial work that
shows how European colonialism created the myth of Malays as
the lazy natives.
Edward Said considered this book
to be a “startlingly original” work
that inspired him to produce his
well known critique of Orientalism.
Professor Alatas’s work on intellectuals in developing societies
distinquished between an intelligentsia with formal qualifications
and intellectuals who are highly
capable thinkers and engage social issues critically. A series of his
works on the question of corruption in developing societies is a
very important reference in the
study of corruption and its elimination. In order to get rid of this
social cancer, he used to say in
sharply metaphorical language,
"we need to elicit the hatred and
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anger of the people that they may
smoke it out of the dark alleys into
the open where there is no place
to hide."

Captive

minds

In studying the mindset of members of society, Professor Alatas
advanced the concept of ‘the captive mind’ to describe the mentality of colonial subjects who had
been enslaved by the mode of
thinking of their one-time coloniser, to the point that it was bereft of originality. It was on this
issue of society’s mindset that he
always engaged in a relentless
open battle in the mass media and
other arenas in order to fight outmoded thinking or what he termed
‘ bebalism’ (‘thick-ism’). On the one
hand, he firmly criticised Orientalist perspectives towards
colonialised societies, especially
Malay society. On the other, he
was determined in his struggle to
overcome the outmoded mindset
of a segment of Malay society who
put stock in irrational beliefs as
well as those who interpret Islam
in a narrow and literal manner.
This is a very important contribution on his part towards opening
up the minds of people to the
ways by which Malay- Muslim society should engage with modernity in the 21st century.
Professor Alatas’s great contribution to knowledge and social
thought as well as in public debate was the hallmark of an original and independent-minded intellectual, scholar and thinker,
highly regarded nationally and
internationally. This fact is clearly
evident in the accolades of international figures who were his

Continued on page 30

An intellectual who
recognised
political
fools
Prof Alatas’ words of wisdom were ignored because they were
the right words coming from the wrong mouth
by P Ramakrishnan
urs is a nation that pays
glowing tribute sometimes to certain deserving cases when they die
but hardly acknowledges their
worth when they are alive. This is
very true in the case of Prof Syed
Hussein Alatas.

O

Reading the accolades showered
upon Prof Alatas reminded me of
another occasion almost 12 years
ago when P Patto passed away
suddenly at a relatively young age.

Too little, too late
All that was said about Patto was
well deserved but it came too late.
This was the same feeling I got on
reading so many tributes about
Prof Alatas. It came too late.
In reflecting on Patto’s death, I
then wrote:
“P Patto is dead. Malaysians got
to know more of the man after he
had died rather than when he was
alive.
“What was written and said
about him on his death was more
than what Malaysians have read
about him in our press in the last
23 years that he was in active politics.
“Death revealed the man – only

then Malaysians came to know
Patto as a person, without distortion, as he was.
“Death does not confer any privileges for the dead neither does it
make any concession on account
of death.
“The worth of a person is truly
known, it is said, when he or she
dies. It is only then one can afford
to be truthful by dispensing with
false flattery. There is no need to
flatter the dead because they are
in no position to reward you. And
there is no fear of retribution if you
don’t flatter them.” (‘Good Only
When Dead?’ Aliran Monthly:Vol
15 No 6)
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Sadly, this could also be applicable to Prof Syed Alatas. His death
revealed how little we knew of
him. He was scarcely revered
while alive either by the press or
the politicians as an intellectual
giant nor described as a towering
Malaysian. Even when the Prime
Minister was urging Malaysians
to become towering Malaysians,
Prof Alatas was not held out as
an outstanding example of a towering Malaysian.
In the last decade, for instance,
how much was written about the
man or his work? Was any reference made to his books that are
today termed as classics? How
many times was he invited to

speak so that we could have benefited from this man who is described in death as a great intellectual?

tives to ensure these things don’t
happen again. This will mean significant improvements in the execution of projects.”

Gathering
dust
in the closet

Haven’t we heard this crap before?! It is always “Never again!”

Prof Alatas undertook a very comprehensive study on the sociology
of corruption and his book was
hailed as a great academic
achievement at that time. But was
his book ever listed as compulsory
recommended reading at any level
of academic pursuit?

But these atrocious shortcomings
were highlighted by Prof Alatas
more than 30 years ago in his
highly acclaimed book, Intellectuals in Developing Societies. In this
book, Pro Alatas had very dramatically revealed why projects
fail, how incompetent officials
squander away our wealth, the
various shortcomings in the planning and thoughtless implementation resulting in wastage and
frustration. But nobody seems to
have bothered about this book or
what was highlighted in it, simply because such observations
did not come from a minister or
someone of authority within government circles.

Our Prime Minister has declared
war on corruption. But was there
any mention of this book? Did
anyone ever wonder whether this
book could have shed some light
on corruption itself and perhaps
even provoked some thought as
to how to combat it? This would
have been the appropriate time
for this book to be brought out of
the closet for closer scrutiny.
The NST of 4 February 2007
played it up as a new revelation
when Second Finance Minister
Tan Sri Nor Mohamed Yakcop
and Deputy Auditor-General
Anwar Suri narrated and highlighted some of the unbelievable
factors that contributed to failed
projects: wastage, unethical practices in the building industry,
shoddy workmanship, inferior
materials, corrupt consultants, incompetent contractors being
awarded projects, substandard
plans and untrained workers
without skills.
The next day, Minister in the
Prime Minister’s Department
Datuk Seri Mohd Effendi
Norwawi assured the people,
“We have put in place new initia-

It is this prevailing apathy, incompetence and corruption that cultivated and perpetuated this terrible culture of idiosyncrasy resulting in the wastage of public funds.

Bringing
teachers
together
Interestingly, in all the obituaries
what was not highlighted is the
fact that Dr Alatas, as he was
known then, together with other
concerned prominent educators,
played a vital role in bringing together teachers and educators
from the university, colleges, primary and secondary schools to
address common problems, instil
professional integrity and dedication to their vocation, and set the
direction for a wholesome education.
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The First All-Malaysian Congress
of The Teaching Profession, with
400 educators participating, met
on 28-29 December 1966 at the
Technical College, Gurney Road,
Kuala Lumpur.
In his opening address, Dr Alatas
set the tone and mood and clarified the objectives of the Congress.
“This congress is indeed a historic
one. For the first time in the history of the teaching profession in
our country, members of the profession from the university, the
secondary and primary schools,
of all ages, sex, religions and communities have come from all over
the country in response to the call,
to create a sense of solidarity in
the teaching profession, to discuss
the problems facing them in a constructive manner, to defend the
dignity of their profession against
ill-informed and mischievous attacks, to discuss the role in nation
building, to strive for social justice for the profession and to propose a single, united, non-union
and non-sectional association
embracing the teaching profession as a whole. We are here not
to represent anyone but ourselves
as individual members of the profession, concerned with what was
going on around us, with the education of our citizens and with the
task and meaning of our profession in the society we live
in...”(The Educator, February
1967).

A

new
is

association
born

Dr Alatas added, “ As you would
have noticed from our programme,
we shall discuss today the proposal to establish a new association for the teaching profession as

a whole. We do not have yet such
an association. The creation of
such an association would enrich
our professional life. It will not
duplicate the existing trade unions or specialised professional
association. It will cut across existing boundaries. It will act like a
church, a temple or a mosque
where people from different
classes, political parties, or status
groups can come together in a fellowship based on the ultimate
spiritual foundation...”
Four papers (listed below) were
presented and after each presentation there was a panel discussion:
• ‘The Teaching Profession and
Politics’;
• ‘The Teaching Profession and
Nation Building’ by Dr Lim
Chong Yah;
• ‘The Teaching Profession and
The Intellectual Revolution’ by
Dr Syed Hussein Alatas;
• ‘The Teaching Profession and
Its Problems’ by Mr S. M.
Ponniah
The inspiring thing about this
Congress was that a very serious
approach was attempted to empower education to serve society
as it should in an enlightened and
meaningful way. The following
objectives, which were spelled out
in clear terms, were adopted:
• To unite the teachers at all levels and indirectly to prepare
the nucleus of a common
Malaysian
consciousness
without being confronted with
disagreement or union policies
which may in their specific
contexts be legitimate;
• To focus attention on the problems of education with the
view of making the results use-

ful either to the government,
the public or the profession;
To inspire the spirit and pride
of the teaching profession as a
bearer of social idealism and
the advancement of learning;
To inspire the pupils and students with the spirit of social
idealism, one which is in harmony with and which gives
content to our Malaysian democracy;
To broaden the outlook of the
teaching profession, nationally as well as internationally;
To encourage the striving for
social justice in general and the
teaching profession in particular.

ers to discuss their mutual professional problems and to suggest solutions;
• To evaluate the existing curricular as well as extra-curricular studies and to suggest useful changes in line with the development of the country; To
explore ways and means and
to suggest production of new
teaching materials as a basis
for improving the effectiveness
of imparting education in accordance with local needs and
the social conditions of our pupils both of rural and urban
backgrounds;
• To collect and improve course
materials for class use.

Finally, the idea of forming a new
association for the teaching profession bore fruit in 1968. On the
second day of the Second AllMalaysian Congress of the Teaching Profession held on 4-5 January 1968 at the University of Malaya, the Malaysian Association
of Education (MAE) was born.

Dr Alatas was elected as the first
President of the Malaysian Association of Education.

•

•

•

•

The MAE (Persatuan Pelajaran
Malaysia), a non-sectarian and
non-trade union body, has the following objectives:
• To create a sense of solidarity
and fraternity amongst the
members of the teaching profession at all levels – primary,
secondary, college and university;
• To discuss the role of the teaching profession;
• To strive for social justice for
and in the teaching profession;
• To review the present education system and to suggest
changes in accordance with
modern trends to suit the national needs;
• To provide a forum for teach-
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Right
wrong

words,
mouth

It was after this formation of the
MAE that Prof Alatas was invited
by the National Union of Teachers (NUT), Penang Branch, on two
occasions. On the first occasion he
spoke on national unity and debunked the theories of those who
insisted on one language, one religion and one culture as a basis
for unity. He pointed out it wasn’t
true that one language could promote unity and pointed to Vietnam
and Korea each of which then existed as two countries in spite of a
common language. He pointed to
the lack of unity in Pakistan in
spite of a common religion. And
he referred to Europe, where in
spite of a common culture, unity
was not evident.
On the second occasion, he was
invited to speak on higher education in Malaysia. He came with

a stack of newspaper cuttings
and quoted Tun Hussein Onn,
who was then the Education
Minister. And what he quoted
seemed to make sense. Prof
Alatas then revealed that he
(Alatas) had said the same thing
a few years ago but it did not
make an impact. He was not
quoted or reported. And he asked
why that was so. And his reply
to his own question was startling:
“Because it was the wrong mouth
saying the right thing! Sometimes
the right mouth must say the
right thing!!”
It is this absurd and foolish attitude that has killed or delayed
other ideas and suggestions because they came from outside the
official circle. Asinine politicians
are totally incapable of appreciating anything that is worthwhile
and in the interest of the nation
because it comes from dissenting
groups. They are not honest
enough to recognise that we are
all Malaysians and we can together contribute to the welfare of
the people. There is this ridiculous
thinking that the credit for ideas
and suggestions by others, if
adopted, would go to those outside the circle of power. This is
something these politicians cannot tolerate. Shallow-minded
politicians retard the growth of
our country because they are narrow-minded.
These observations are lucidly
noted by Prof Syed Alatas. His
chapter on The Fools in Developing
Societies found in his book Intellectuals in Developing Societies
makes for fascinating reading but it can also be embarrassing
for some in government!
May his soul rest in peace. q

The Fools in
Developing
Societies
he following are excerpted from Intellectuals in Developing Societies by S H Alatas to
show that mismanagement,
corruption, dowdiness and incompetence are not something
new but have been with us for
decades without any meaningful remedy or lessons being
learnt.

T

• The essential characteristics
of a fool are (1) that he is not
able to recognise problems; (2)
if told to him he is not able to
solve them; (3) he is not able
to learn what is required; (4)
he is also not able to learn the
art of learning; (5) he usually
does not admit he is a fool.
• It is usually in times of crisis that the fool is exposed. We
are not here speaking of ordinary simpletons but the covertly disguised fools, the member of parliament, the cabinet
minister, the lawyer, the physician, the historian, the economist, the sociologist, and others, whose membership of the
species of fool is somewhat
camouflaged by the training
and education they receive. It
is these fools who require a crisis to expose them. Our concept of the fool is relative here
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to the functional assignment.
A military commander may be
a good photographer but on
the battle-field he may be a
fool. A minister may be a good
golf player but in his ministerial work he may be a big fool.
• In the developing societies
four types of administrators
and political power holders can
be found. They are (1)the intelligent and honest; (2) the intelligent and dishonest; (3)
foolish and honest; (4) the foolish and dishonest.
• In 1963, crockery and cutlery for the Malayan Students’
Hostel in Cairo were bought in
Kuala Lumpur at the cost of

$6,342.10. The freight charges
to Cairo were $3,389,90. It was
discovered that these items
could be obtained in Cairo for
much less than in Kuala
Lumpur. Who but a fool would
buy such things and pay more
than 50 per cent of the cost for
freight when they were available on the spot at a lower
price? Furthermore, 350 place
settings were purchased but
the hostel accommodated only
150 students.
Somewhere
along the line of the decisionmaking process a fool engraved the imprint of his brain.
The result, the Malaysian government lost a few thousand
dollars at the stroke of one
fool’s pen.
• In 1956 it was revealed that
the piling estimate for the construction of a Post Office in
Malacca, $35,000, was inadequate. However, in 1961, a
contract for the piling work
was entered into for the sum
of $26,000 without reference,
apparently, to the technical information previously obtained.
In March 1962 two variation
orders for a total of $49,557.77
were issued for the purpose of
extending piling work from 40
to 80 feet. Two further orders
were issued in February 1963
to extend piling work from 80
to 95 feet for a further sum of
$22,017.66 by the Director of
Public Works. The contract,
scheduled for February 1962,
was completed in May 1963 at
a total cost of $97,575.43. Thus
this building was piled three
times because the initial piling
work was based on a wrong
estimate. The cost for piling
could have been reduced if the
correct estimate had been

drawn up in the first place. As
in previous cases the hand of
the fool showed itself somewhere along the line of the decision-making process.
• In December 1964, the
Malaysian government entered into a contract to construct a dredger at the cost of
$1,893,316.13.
The dredger was received
in April 1967 after a delay
of almost a year because of
the late arrival of equipment
from outside Malaysia.
Two officers and 15 men
who did not possess the necessary qualifications or experience were recruited to
man the dredger. Three
months later, the builders
reported that the dredger
had been subjected to considerable strain, and that
further damage would result if operations were continued. They also disclaimed responsibility for
any damage arising from
handling by inexperienced
personnel. Since July 1967,
the dredger is lying idle for
want of an experienced
dredge-master. The services of the crew are being
retained at an approximate
cost of $3,700 per month.
Since August 1966, the Department has sought the
services of foreign experts
to train the staff, but so far
as I am aware, there has
been no progress. (Laporan
Juru Odit Negara Kerajaan
Persekutuan 1966, pp 140-141)
- LJONKP.
• An expenditure of nearly
$1.9 million, one might have
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expected, would be properly
appraised. Only a fool would
allow unqualified personnel to
man the dredger to the point
of considerable strain. The
question here is, who should
be held responsible? Somewhere along the line the fool
appeared.
• Another remarkable instance of the working of the
fool was the Police Field Force
five-storey building in Tanjong
Rambultan. To begin with,
payments for piling works
were made in excess of the actual lengths of piles driven in.
‘The investigtions have now
been completed and overpayments totalling $255,179.40 together with the test expenditure of $16,166.90 have now
been recovered from the contractor. The tilted five-storey
building was strengthened
with additional piling at a cost
of $228,800. Although this
work was completed in October 1967, the building was not
occupied until June 1969 as the
building was apparently under
observation by the Public
Works Department during this
period
for
any
further
tilting.’(LJONKP 1968, p.165)
Somewhere here the mind of
the fool was at work. It miscalculated the work to be
done, resulting in a tilted fivestorey building. Thereafter the
Public Works Department
found it necessary to engage in
building watching for twenty
months.
• During the years 1965, 1966
and 1967, the Telecommunications Department lost 1,662
cases of copper wire, weighing
598,556 pounds, valued at

$926,844.20. No government
officer was considered responsible for these losses. Preventive
steps taken by the department
were not entirely successful.
This again shows the working
of the fool. The losses started
in 1965. If adequate preventive
steps had been taken, it would
have been possible to reduce the
losses if not to prevent them
entirely. Here the situation appears to result from the cumulative effect of anonymous fools
along the path of the decisionmaking process. Cases of this
sort are numerous in the government where fools collectively influence the state of affairs. The loss arising out of inefficiency is great.
• The Auditor-General’s reports contain many other instances of inefficiency and bad
planning. In a number of them
one can suspect corruption at
work. But even here, the fool
and the intelligent person each
leaves a different imprint. The
corruption of a fool can easily
be detected. It is true that we
should not attribute everything that happens to the fools.
Nevertheless they do exert

considerable influence. When
a cabinet is dominated by
fools, it cannot function as an
effective body.
Similarly,
when a ministry is dominated
by fools, it cannot function effectively. Problems multiply
without solutions for them being sought.
• In many developing societies
the problem of developmental
lag is often due to the combined
effort of the fools and the corrupt. We are here concerned
with the fools. It is their predominance in the developing
societies that blocks the emergence of a functioning intellectual group. The fools decide
what should be of interest to the
nation. They are found in the
different levels of administration. They occupy seats in parliament in those countries with
some representation. They control the press and invade the
teaching institutions. They do
not exert creative pressures.
They do not create a higher
standard in their respective undertakings. They write but
they do not think. They follow
the line of least resistance, and
they imitate because imitation is

easy and does not require critical selection.
• The growth of other groups
would have to be stopped for
some time until more Malays
participate in commerce and industry. The Plan does not tell
us whether this is to be done.
It does not tell us when a review would be conducted.
Hence the Plan bears the trace
of the fools whose characteristic is this inability to size up the
complexity of the whole situation – their desire for something without knowing its implications. The fools have penetrated the nerve centre of
planning. With this accomplished we may speak of the
revolution of the fools.
• The fools proclaim they
want an efficient administration but they get a bad one. The
fools proclaim that they want
to eliminate poverty but it
spreads.
• An intelligent administration not bogged down by the
retarding influence of the fools
could have performed much
better. q

Continued from page 24
peers. Professor Hans-Dieter
Evers, the well-known sociologist
from Germany, observed as follows: “Through his various writings and lectures (for more than
half a century), it may be said that
Professor Alatas has created a
school of sociological thinking of
his own in this region.”
As members of the Malaysian Social Science Association, our rela-

tionship with Professor Alatas
was very close. We regard him as
an intellectual beacon whose light
continues to shine even though he
is gone. The intellectual and academic world in Malaysia has lost
a star in the infinite horizon of
scholarship. His cogent and critical ideas as well as his exemplary
independent-mindedness as an
intellectual are immensely valuable and will persist in our hearts
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and inspire us all.
May Allah shower His blessings
upon his spirit! Al Fatihah! q
Professor Dato’ Dr
Abdul Rahman Embong
is the President of the
Malaysian Social Science Association

REFUGEES

We do have an obligation
towards
refugees
Instead of criticising the UNHCR, the Home Minister should
appraise himself of Malaysia’s obligations and ensure
compliance
by Amer Hamzah Arshad
he recent statement
made by the Home Affairs Minister Datuk Seri
Radzi Sheikh Ahmad in
respect of the role of UNHCR published in the NST on 2 February
2007 is a cause for great concern.
It reflects too clearly the
Malaysian government’s lack of
respect for human dignity and
human rights. It is also demonstrative of the Malaysian government’s lack of comprehension regarding her obligations vis-à-vis
asylum seekers and/or refugees
(“refugees”). What is not too clear
is whether this ignorance is
feigned or true.

T

For the benefit of the said Home
Minister and the Malaysian public, refugees are by their very definition victims of persecution. They
are victims of human rights violations caused by the failure of their
own government to protect them.
Refugees therefore are people in
need of humanitarian assistance
and protection. It is for these reasons that the international protection is afforded to refugees
through the United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of
Refugees 1951 (“1951 Refugee
Convention”) and the 1967 Protocol pertaining to Refugees

(“1967 Protocol”).
Unfortunately, Malaysia is one of
the few remaining countries that
has not ratified either the 1951
Refugee Convention or the 1967
Protocol. This, however, does not
mean that the Malaysian government has no obligations to render
assistance and protection to refugees. The Home Minister must be
mindful of the fact that Malaysia
has signed and ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child
(“CRC”) on 17 February 1995,
whereby Article 22 of the CRC
clearly and specifically requires
state members to provide appropriate protection and humanitarian assistance to refugees. The ratification and acceptance of the
CRC, in particular the principles
stipulated in Article 22, can be
seen as a conscious act and a positive assertion by the Malaysian
government to the world at large
that Malaysia does recognise the
need to protect and render humanitarian assistance to refugees.
Further, it should be noted that
Malaysia, being a member of the
United Nations, did not object to
the Declaration on Territorial Asylum, which stipulated the need to
protect those who are seeking asyAliran Monthly : Vol.27(1) Page 31

lum, when it was adopted by the
General Assembly of the United
Nations on 14 December 1967.
Moreover, the Malaysian government has on previous occasions
formally recognised and provided
protection for refugee populations
since the 1970s, starting with the
Vietnamese boat people and later
the Bosnians who found refuge in
Malaysia during the Balkan conflict, not to mention refugees from
the Philippines in Sabah who
have been in Malaysia for nearly
30 years.
In the refugee context, at the very
least, refugees should be protected
from penalties for entering a country of refuge without any valid
transit documents. Refugees cannot be compared to economic migrants who go to another country
to earn a better living. Refugees
also cannot be compared to undocumented immigrants, that is,
those who enter the country without a valid working, social or vacation permit but who do not face
persecution from their own governments. Often enough, refugees
fleeing their country are not able

Continued on page 33

UN High Commissioner for Refugees.
The UNHCR was invited by the
Malaysian government to deal
with the refugee situation in our
country ever since refugees from
neighbouring countries kept coming to our shores seeking refuge
from the political upheaval and
persecution in their home countries. This inflow started way back
in the 1970s with the Vietnamese
refugees coming in startling numbers, braving the hazards of the
sea.
A record of Aliran's stand on current affairs.

Blocking

bloggers

Charter 2000-Aliran is deeply
concerned by the recent defamation suit brought out by the New
Straits Times Press against
bloggers Jeff Ooi of “Screenshots”
fame and Ahirudin Attan
(“Rocky’s Bru”) for their allegedly
defamatory postings.
Although we don’t intend to go
into details of the case as it might
be interpreted as being sub judice,
we are disturbed by the repercussions the suit might have on
blogging circles in the country.
Bloggers may feel pressured to
exercise more self-censorship and
caution, and this might deter them
from exposing abuse of power and
corruption at the highest levels.
This suit is also politically significant for advocates of freedom of
expression especially since the
space available for democratic discourse on the Internet is far wider
than the shrinking space available
to the mainstream media. The
mainstream media rarely expose
major scandals or display investigative journalism. This uncritical and unquestioning approach
was especially evident in their re-

porting of the case of the murdered
Mongolian woman.
Given this political context, a legal suit - especially if it involves a
claim of damages that runs into
the millions - may open the floodgates to other attempts to muzzle
bloggers and webmasters using
legal means.
In the name of accountability,
transparency and good governance, we call upon the government to institute reforms that
strengthen democratic institutions and protect the right to free
expression in the media, including the Internet.
Dr Mustafa Kamal Anuar
& Anil Netto
Coordinators Charter 2000-Aliran
19 January 2007

Recognise
role in

UNHCR
Malaysia

Aliran is appalled that the
Malaysian government has
adopted a stand which is antihuman rights. This is clearly evident in the Home Affairs Minister’s statement that Malaysia does
not recognise the powers of the
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Malaysia is seen as a safe-haven
by those fleeing from oppression
and the dangers in their countries
to seek a better future for themselves and their children. As internal conflict is relatively absent
here and with Malaysia’s economic policy, which encourages
migration of labour from other
Asean countries - including countries such as Burma and the Philippines, where internal conflict is
on-going – our land has become a
destination of choice for refugees
and asylum-seekers.
In obstructing and ignoring the
UNHCR, which is trying to help
sort out the obviously chaotic situation, the Home Affairs Ministry
and Immigration Department inevitably contribute further to the
plight of unfortunate refugees and
thus prevent a humane resolution
to this problem.
Malaysia is a long-standing member of the United Nations, and a
State party to the United Nations
Charter. As a member of the newly
constituted UN Human Rights
Council, it is duty-bound to promote and uphold human rights,
nationally and internationally.
But in contradiction to the norms
of accepted behaviour of an international member of this august

community, the Malaysian Government evidently adopts an antihuman rights stance in relation to
refugees and asylum-seekers.
Aliran urges the Malaysian Government to recognise the important role of the UNHCR and the
advantages of allowing the
UNHCR to carry out its work according to its mandate - unobstructed and unhindered in any
way.
It is undoubtedly an immense burden for tax-payers and the authorities to maintain the overcrowded immigration detention
centres, which woefully lack
proper facilities to cater for the
ever-increasing number of migrant detainees.
Allowing the UNHCR to reduce
the number of immigration detainees by separating refugees and
asylum seekers from the other categories of irregular migrants must

Continued from page 31
to do so in convenient circumstances. They are desperate and
must leave their country; failure
to do so would result in either
death or a long and painful incarceration.
Secondly, refugees should be protected from deportation. The immediate concern of refugees upon
entering a foreign country is deportation or expulsion from the
intended host country. Therefore,
protection against deportation is
necessary to prevent further human rights violations. Malaysia,
in turning away or repatriating
refugees to their country of origin,
would be an accessory to human
rights violations.

be viewed as a positive move towards solving the problems at detention centres.
Moreover, the UNHCR already
has a tried and tested monitoring
system for refugees and asylum
seekers. It is only to the government’s advantage to fall back on
this system to sort out the existing
chaos. The UNHCR is well-placed
to look after its own category of
migrants and it can resettle them
in other countries should Malaysia not accept them.
To allow refugees temporary settlement should not be seen as a
problem as they are a human resource readily available to alleviate any labour shortages in the
country. After all, since they may
be resettled in third countries, they
will not be a long-term burden
socially or economically during
the interim period.
Aliran, therefore, urges the Home

Affairs Minister and the Immigration authorities to recognise
UNHCR documentation on the
status of the immigrants in order
to ease their own immigration
problems. There should be no
conflict between the work of the
UNHCR and that of Immigration
enforcement units, including
Rela, since both are committed to
the same objective of trying to resolve the problem of irregular migrants systematically and in a
way that will benefit Malaysia.
Malaysia must also take the bold
step of ratifying the 1951 Refugees
Convention. This will help to better organise and systematise our
immigration policies - as the need
to do so becomes increasingly essential - in view of the existing
chaotic state of management of the
vast number of undocumented
and irregular migrants here.
Aliran Executive Committee
9 February 2007

It is for these reasons that Malaysia has a moral and social, if not
legal, obligation to render assistance and protection to refugees.
However, as the Malaysian government has failed and is unable
to live up to its obligations as a
civilised nation, the office of the
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (‘UNHCR’)
had to step in to ensure that the
welfare and the well-being of refugees are protected. When someone
is undertaking responsibilities we
have shunned, we should be
grateful and offer our gratitude.

should at least attempt to think
and act like a developed country
since it is supposed to be one in
13 years; it should have started
thinking on how best to protect
refugees in accordance with international standards. Instead of
criticising the role played by the
UNHCR office, the Home Minister should be taking the trouble to
appraise of himself of the obligations of the State in the international realm and taking all necessary measures to ensure Malaysia’s compliance with them. q

It is therefore thoroughly unacceptable and unbecoming for the
Home Minister to criticise the
UNHCR office. Instead of criticising and hindering UNHCR’s
work, the Malaysian government

Amer Hamzah Arshad is a
Kuala Lumpur-based lawyer with an interest in
refugee rights’ issues.
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Sharply
pointed
symbolism
Referring to your coverage of the
recent Umno Assembly in Aliran
Monthly Vol 26 No 10, and especially the articles by Khoo Boo Teik
(“Lost on the way to 2020?”) and
Farish Noor (“Pity the poor keris”),
I note with great sadness that, at
their own preliminary conclave,
Umno Youth again resorted to the
florid unsheathing and intimidatory brandishing of the keris; and
that, at the Umno Plenary, others
in great clamour lined up to ask
when, already held high, the
Malay dagger would yet taste
blood.
Perhaps I was the only worried
bystander, when confronted with
this “sharp-pointed” political
symbolism, to hear echoes of the
enthusiastic excesses of another
dynamic party youth movement.
I refer here to the words of that
cheerful, snappy marching song

UMNO Youth Assembly 2005

of the Hitler Youth with its chilling line that “when Jewish blood
spurts from the knife things go
twice as well” [“Und wenn das
Judenblut vom Messer spritzt” ...].
The echoes are uncanny, the implications worrying. Malaysia
and the good sense of its citizens
are better, and deserve better, than
this; that, at least, is the view of
one of the country’s loyal and
sympathetic friends.
Clive Kessler
Sydney, NSW
Australia

Let us stand and salute
Justice V T Singham
Seldom do we come across blunt,
open criticism by judges of shoddy
investigation and prosecution,
rendering the accused to escape
conviction. This is because the
judges become familiar with prosecutors, investigators and public
personnel.

Nevertheless, Justice V T Singham
felt that he was duty-bound to
place on record that he had no
choice but to acquit the five accused without even calling for
their defence, because of the prosecution’s failure to establish a
prima facie case against them. He
also reiterated that there was a
sixth person who should have
been investigated but he remains
untraced.
While the public and even the defence lawyers never found any
reason to question the judge,
Perak CPO Datuk Abdul Aziz
had the audacity to criticise the
judgment, calling on the judge to
“stop the blame game”. The CPO
seems to have forgotten that the
case concerned was the murder of
a 21-year-old student.
In highlighting the shortcomings
of the investigation and of the
prosecution, the media hinted
about the possibility of graft. The
new Inspector General of Police

UMNO Youth Assembly 2006
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(IGP) Tan Sri Musa Hassan has
assured that there would be a thorough investigation. Here, I wish
to refer to the 600-page report of
the Royal Commission on the Police, which was submitted to the
Yang diPertuan Agong and the
Prime Minister more than a year
ago. It was the result of a 14month investigation carried out
by 16 prominent members.
As you flip through the report,
you will come across so many deplorable happenings in the police department. One of them is
corruption among police officers
to obtain an advantage such as a
transfer to a “goldmine”. Some of
the “goldmines” are the Commercial Crime Department, the Traffic Branch, the Criminal Investigation Department, (D7 covering
secret societies, anti-vice and gambling), the Narcotics Department,
the Logistics Department and the
Promotions Division.
Coming back to the murder case,
let us remind ourselves: If the accused is found guilty, he will be
hanged; on the other hand, if there
is an element of reasonable doubt,
the accused deserves to be acquitted! But the fact remains, the student, Mohd Hosni 21, is no more.
Let us express our heartfelt sympathy to his family.
We hope that the police will not
foul up another case and deny
someone else of his justice.
K. George
Klang

The

Asli

Report

The Asli Report was produced by
a team of experts led by Dr Lim
Teck Ghee, an eminent researcher

I have no doubt that if some social
scientist produces unassailable
evidence tomorrow that those who
receive the highest dose of religion
commit the worse crimes — rape,
incest, corrupt practices, embezzlement, abuse of power, child
abuse and abandonment, nepotism, cronyism, loan defaulting
etc. etc. etc. — these same political
clowns will trash such a report
too.
It should not be Malaysia Boleh,
but diMalaysia Boleh.
Lim Teck Ghee: An eminent researcher

who had worked at the UN. The
eradication of poverty and the reduction of income disparities were
its aim. The equity issue was one
of its findings and yet the political ignorami who know next to
nothing of research methodology
and tools, ably assisted by a
warped Malay press, trashed the
report.
Mukriz, with whose knowledge
and approval, the Report was submitted to the government, with
what might be viewed as typical
cowardice (remember his apology
to the PM for his negative comments on his speech?) called the
report “flawed” and took flight to
save his political skin. The PM
called it “inaccurate". Muyhiddin
called the report sampah. Najib
suggested it was “seditious”,
probably suggesting that, because
it threatens national security, it
should be put under OSA! When
Najib said that the government
had “nothing to hide” when
asked about the research methodology and tools used by the Economic Planning Unit (EPU). More
than five months have elapsed
and his promise turned out to be
cakap kosong as usual.
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Tota
Penang

the

Can we see
evidence
please

I refer to the report in the Sun (18
December 2006) on page 2 titled
No snooping but yes to moral policing.
In that article Dr Mazeni, the chairman of the Muslim Professional
Forum (MPF) was quoted as saying that ‘moral policing had to be
done because a lot of Muslims
currently want to live under
Syariah law.’
May I ask him for the evidence and
the basis for that statement. I am
just curious to know which survey or census conducted by any
market research film or university
he is using to back up his claim.
I find the assertion a bit hard to
accept. If “a lot of Muslims” want
to live under Syariah law, then
how come the party championing
for an Islamic state in Malaysia
has not been able to win the federal general election and their successes are limited to two states —
and even that has been reduced

to one now.
Can we see your evidence please,
Dr Mazeni?
Analyst
Kuala Lumpur

Syabas
Bangsa
Malaysia
I salute Bangsa Malaysia, comprising people of all ethnicities,
religions and cultures, coming together so generously to aid the
flood victims in Johor. This is the
true Bangsa Malaysia spirit of
compassion and generosity for the
suffering.
MB Ghani and his cohort of
UMNO Exco members, ably
aided and abetted as always by
Barisan partners, made rojak of
the environment in Johor — flattening hills, destroying catchment areas resulting in heavy
silting of rivers and lack of
proper planning with regard to
drainage and irrigation.
This is the real cause of the floods
in Johor. But dumb politicians are
blaming the melting of the Artic

ice-cap, rise in ocean levels, climate change and rainfall for the
disastrous floods. Samy Vellu may
even call it “an act of God”. Najib
may even blame the colonialists
for not protecting the Johor environment for five centuries! Ghani
and his UMNO cohorts can keep
barking that they belong to a superior race but they have confirmed that they are despicably
inferior politicians once again.
Proud Bangsa Malaysia
Penang

Upward

Mobility

It is just amazing how some deadwood civil servants and discredited politicians gain upward mobility in Malaysia.
Since independence the civil
service has sunk to disgraceful
levels of inefficiency and corruption. No Chief Secretary
during this period did anything
to rectify matters and improve
the delivery system and yet each
retiring Chief Secretary has
picked up a sincere — head of
EPF, GLCs, quasi-government
bodies etc.etc. etc. Little wonder
these deadwood remain dead in
their new posts. For example,

in 2005 it was reported that out
of about 45 GLCs only five broke
even. Inefficient management
and investment scandals have
resulted in low dividends for
EPF contributors every year.
With regard to the Police since
independence too, the police have
largely, and unfortunately deteriorated into inefficiency and corruption resulting in the appointment of a Royal Commission to
examine the many ills plaguing
the police force. Yet every retiring
Inspector-General has picked up
a sinecure in either the public or
private sector. Currently an exIGP writes a weekly column in a
newspaper pontificating and sermonising on what is wrong with
the country and what needs to be
done!
Even currency smugglers are appointed to the Senate! Rumour
has it that this chap may be appointed a Minister in deep appreciation of his unmatchable service to the nation. Even an alleged
statutory-rapist has been appointed to the Supreme Council
of a political party.
Failed State
Penang

The most beautiful things in
the world cannot be seen or
touched. They must be felt
with the heart.
— Helan Keller
MB Ghani:
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LOCAL GOVERNMENT

Restore local council elections
Let us hope the PM will respond positively
by K George
irst and foremost, let us
salute theSun for its ongoing crusade in exposing abuse of power,
corruption, favouritism, nepotism and inefficiency so rampant
in several local councils. I will
be failing in my duty if I do not
pay tribute to the editorial staff,
the journalists and the reporters
of the daily for a job well done.
theSun is distributed free but that
is not the reason why its circulation has risen to a staggering
figure of 265,000 per day. It is a
true reflection of the people’s appreciation of the paper’s commitment to its readers in reporting
issues boldly without fear or favour. This is ethical journalism
as it should be.

F

I wish to mention one of the men
behind the disclosure of Datuk
Zakaria Md Deros’ palatial mansion built without submitting
plans or obtaining approval from
the local council. Let us thank
that man as well. It was Aliran
member Dr Xavier Jayakumar
who drew the attention of theSun
to the anomalies in the construction of the mansion. He is a resident of Klang, working as a dentist in Pandamaran. Besides, he
is also the Deputy Secretary General of Parti Keadilan Rakyat
(PKR). Well done and thank you,
doctor.

Political

expediency

Democracy means governance by
the community through its elected
representatives for the benefit of
the community. Malaysia has
chosen democracy as the system
of governance. As in other democratic countries, we too have chosen three levels of goverence Town Councils (local authorities),
State Legislative Assemblies and
Parliament. The people’s representatives at all these levels should
rightly be elected by the people.
In fact, several years before
Merdeka, while the country was
still ruled by the British
colonialists, Malaya had local
council elections.
Elections to local councils continued even after independence from
1957 until 1964. The government
headed by Tunku Abdul
Rahman, however, abruptly suspended local council elections in
the wake of the Indonesian Confrontation. Following that, a committee headed by Datuk Athi
Nahappan was appointed to inquire into and recommend to the
government whether or not to revive local council elections. Athi
Nahappan was then the deputy
president of the Malaysian Indian
Congress (MIC), one of the three
political parties in the Alliance
which formed the government of
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Tunku: Suspended local council
elections

independent Malaya.
Athi Nahappan’s committee in its
report to the government recommended the restoration of local
council elections. Although the
Tunku was known to be a democrat - having spent more than 10
years in England, he must have
been very familiar with the virtues
of democratically elected local
councils - his Alliance govrnment
chose to ignore the recommendations of the Nahappan Commission (See ‘Act of Betrayal’ by Dr
Johan Saravanamuttu, Aliran
Monthly Vol 20 No 4 for a comprehensive account).
You may ask why the Tunku rejected the recommendation. Let
me refer you to the article by a

and does not take into account
even if they were found to be recalcitrant or totally discredited.
Their positions in the BN parties
override all the other considerations, and they can be reappointed
– and, in some cases, together with
their family members – again and
again even if they flout the law and
regulations, refuse to pay their assessments, put up buildings illegally and operate their businesses
without licence.
Karpal: Sorry state of affairs

prominent parliamentarian and
extremely knowledgeable lawyer,
Karpal Singh, which was published in Aliran Monthly Vol 25 No
3. Karpal Singh hit the nail on the
head when he put it bluntly that
the government abolished local
council elections on account of political expediency as most of the
elected local councils were then
controlled by the Opposition in
towns throughout the country.
In Karpal’s opinion, which is
shared by many, "…it is the abolishing of the local council elections in 1964 which led to the
sorry state of affairs” that we witness today.
Local councils have become unaccountable, indifferent to people’s woes, inefficient in their
management and intolerable in
the way services are provided.
Councillors become arrogant,
abuse their powers, serve themselves, not the public, and become
the source of corruption as has
been exposed.
The appointment of Councillors
ignores their background and
their track record of performance

A classic case in point was the
reappoinment of Zakaria, together
with his son and daughter-in-law
- all three being prominent members of the Umno leadership in
Klang – in spite of his misdeeds.
Luckily for us, HRH the Sultan of
Selangor intervened to stop this
farce. Though Zakaria resigned
because of the mounting pressure,
that did not stop the reappointment of his son and daughter-inlaw as Councillors.
Instead of being repentant for the
mess created in the local councils
in Selangor, Selangor Menteri
Besar Datuk Seri Dr Mohd Khir
Toyo tried to justify the unjustifiable with his shocking statement,
“Let us face it, building without
proper planning permission is
not just rampant in Selangor, but
the whole of Malaysia”.

people. That is also part of the reason – besides the fear of being
thrashed if local elections are held
- why the BN government will not
resort to local council elections.
This is very evident in the comments by Goh Ban Lee, a consultant interested in urban planning,
housing and urban governance.
Let me reproduce extracts of his
comments on a debate in the
Dewan Rakyat on local councils
as reported in theSun of 3 October
2006:
“Recently, Karpal Singh, Member
of Parliament, representing Bukit
Glugor constituency, asked the
Minister of Housing and Local
Government whether the government was brave enough to hold
elections for the local authorities.
(This was in reference to the 1,250
complaints received by the ministry against local councils)
“The Minister, Datuk Seri Ong
Kah Ting, replied that Malaysia
had its own distinct situation and
that the system of appointing
councillors was still appropriate
and adequate.”

It is true, indeed. But the question
is, “Is it right to perpetuate a
wrong because it goes unchecked
elsewhere? Do we want the rot to
continue perpetually?”

Numerous

complaints

It is truly regrettable that the BN
government is not bothered about
improving the delivery system or
about being accountable to the
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Khir Toyo: Not just rampant in
Selangor

A lot of our wealth is wasted and
squandered because there is no
effective check and balance system in place. Unethical and corrupt Councillors who are politically rewarded continue to enjoy
the confidence of the BN leadership even though the taxpayers
are simply disgusted with their
conduct, performance and lack of
interest for the welfare of the people.

Appeal
Ong Kah Ting: Appointing councillors...
appropriate and adequate

What else could the Minister have
said? What ‘distict situation’was
he referring to? In any case, the
Minister was dutybound to defend the prevailing system.
Goh, commenting on the Minister’s reply, said that there would
be no guarantee that the people
would not have any complaints
against elected local councils. But
he made it clear that the establishment of local authorities is for the
benefit of local residents and that
they must have the right to elect
their representatives. Besides, the
councillors depend on the people
to be elected so they have to perform in the interest of the people.
Goh also observed that democratic countries usually hold elections for their local councils.
With regard to the complaints by
the people which became a point
for debate in Parliament, Goh said
there could be another 50 complaints unreported for each of the
1,250 complaints. But it was obvious that the minister’s answer
was not convincing. How can it
be convincing when there is no
logic?

to

Abdullah

Mr. Prime Minister, even before
you entered Putrajaya as the fifth
premier of Malaysia, you had in
an inspiring manner undertaken
to launch a relentless fight against
corruption. You solemnly pledged
to eradicate corruption, promote
transparency and accountability,
ensure open tenders and introduce democratic reforms as part
of your mission in running this
beloved country of ours. Unlike
your predecessors, you called
upon the opposition, the NGOs
and the rakyat to criticise the government so that you will know
what is bothering the nation and
the people.

This undertaking was admirable. It led the people to believe
that you were very open and that
you would make a difference.
But, unfortunately and sadly,
since then, there has been
mounting criticism from various
sources that all that you promised the people has not really
taken off. There is this impression that nothing is moving.
There have been numerous complaints against local authorities.
Local authorities represent grassroots democracy. It is where people effectively contribte to
strengthening democaracy and
safeguarding the sinews of the
nation which sustain our democratic way of life.
This is something that you must
pay heed to and bring back local council elections. If you do
this you will stand out as a
statesman in the annals of our
history. If you ignore this plea
from so many sources for the return to local democracy, then
you will not be any different
from any other politician. That
would indeed be a pity. q

Mr Prime Minister: Will you be different from any other politician?
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ORBITUARY

Prof Datuk Dr Syed Hussein Alatas (1928-2007)

Myth-breaking

teacher

He debunked the colonial perception of “the lazy native”
by Wong Kok Keong
him. The first time I heard of him
was in the early 1980s. I was a
first-semester MA student in mass
communication at Temple University in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, USA, and I had signed up
for a course called Subaltern History. It was taught by a Prof Peter
Gran, who was then known for
some myth-breaking of his own
with his book, Islamic Roots of
Capitalis. He had a lengthy reading list for the course.

Inspired
he passing of Prof. Syed
Hussein Alatas on 23
January was, indeed, a
sad occasion. He was
truly a towering Malaysian, a
public intellectual par excellence
whose work has been admired
and respected by many, even beyond the shores of Malaysia.

T

He did it not as a politician (even
though politics was never outside
his concern), not as a captain of
industry, not as a popular artiste,
not as an athlete, and not as a scientific inventor. Instead, he did it
as a teacher, literally, motivated
to enlighten with his ideas by his
sense of fairness and doing the
right thing.
I had never met Syed Hussein.
Neither had I taken a class from

Among the readings were
Edward Said’s Orientalism,
Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the
Earth and Antonio Gramsci’s
Prison Notebooks. But there was
also Syed Hussein’s The Myth of
the Lazy Native (1977). Gran even
singled it out, saying it had contributed to Said’s thesis on
Orientalism that, by the early
1980s, was studied in many
courses in History, English Literature, and the emerging Cultural
Studies.
Gran also noted Syed Hussein’s
background as a Malaysian. I remember a tinge of pride came over
me upon hearing it. I was the only
Malaysian in that class of about
20 students, most of whom were
white Americans. with two or
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three others from the Middle East.
As there were many books on the
reading list, we were to decide for
ourselves which to buy. The first
one I bought was Syed Hussein’s
book.
I remember reading it right away,
and I was inspired. For one, his
rubbishing of the colonial perception of the lazy native (Malays,
Filipinos, Javanese, etc) as a convenient way to justify the project
of colonialism opened up for me
the idea that there was more than
one history and more than one
way to write it. And all of us
should be open to the many histories as opposed to that written by
or from the perspective of the conqueror, ruler or dominant group.
Especially scholars, whose role it
is to contribute to knowledge, as
opposed to just doing research
from the perspective of the powers-that-be or their paymasters.
These other histories included the
oppressed, subaltern class and the
voiceless.
Many may be blasé about this
view of history today, but back in
the early 1980s, it was still a contested one, with some reluctant to
accept it as a legitimate or productive academic pursuit. In that

Continued on page 23

